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  Chapter 1: The Crown Princess’s Marriage Selection
In the sunny March weather, during the prime season for flowers.

In front of Ruixiang Hall, vast expanses of white magnolias bloomed with noble magnificence and luxuriant splendor. The clusters of snow-white petals and leaves pushed through the deep red palace gates adorned with black gold studs, their thick, pristine petals radiating an elegant fragrance that wafted through the entrance.

Under the sunlight, the eighteen black gold studs gleamed with a restrained yet noble luster, embodying their traditional symbolic meaning—in the Iron Dynasty, only the Emperor and the heir apparent could have eighteen black gold studs adorning their palace gates.

Because of these eighteen noble and flamboyant studs, the master of Ruixiang Hall had acquired a nickname that circulated quietly among the imperial family: Iron Eighteen.

Nicknames, no matter how hidden or concealed, inevitably reach someone’s ears when people get too cocky about using them. When the person in question heard it, being broad-minded, she grinned and said it sounded good—certainly better than “Iron Tortoise.”

Then she added: “Since I’ve earned this reputation, I might as well live up to it.”

With a grand wave of her hand, from that day forward, everything in Ruixiang Hall—people and objects alike—revolved around the number eighteen.

It’s a lucky number, after all.

For example: eighteen beautiful maidservants, eighteen handsome eunuchs, eighteen chamber pots paired with eighteen incense burners. Even the eighteen noble black gold studs on the palace gate were hung with eighteen decorative items, each of the eighteen beautiful maidservants responsible for hanging one—from sachets to menstrual cloths, everything orderly and harmonious.

At this moment, Iron Eighteen—Tie Ci—lifted aside a menstrual cloth, straightened a fragrant sweat towel, smoothly flattened the water-red silk undergarment embroidered with flat gold thread, and had barely stepped one toe inside the palace gate when the interior exploded like firecrackers.

“Your Highness has returned!”

“Your Highness must be tired from touring the gardens! The golden orange and elsholtzia drink is ready!”

“Your Highness, come smell this—this servant changed to new fragrant powder today!”

Only one voice stood out distinctly among the chorus of melodious calls, particularly rough and heroic, earth-shaking in its vigor.

“Child—”

Tie Ci was passing through this garden of beauties, hearing sweet voices everywhere, when she caught that call. She raised an eyebrow, turned on her heel, and before she could complete half a turn, someone had grabbed her sleeve.

“Child, your father came straight here after court and has been waiting for you for over an hour, pitiful enough to grow white hair!”

Tie Ci casually plucked two black hairs and handed them over. “Indeed pitiful. Here’s double compensation for your loss.”

Tie Yan held the two black hairs, his hands trembling with distress. “Child, didn’t it hurt to pluck those? Shall we have a bowl of deer antler supreme tonic soup to recover? Someone—”

Tie Ci sighed.

“Alright, Father, just tell me directly what new tricks those old men have come up with.”

Tie Yan straightened his back, put away his fawning smile, tossed aside the hair, and pulled Tie Ci toward the study.

Along the way through the flowers, Tie Ci’s arms were successively stuffed with various snacks. She accepted them all with smiles, casually pinching those smooth, fragrant peach-like cheeks one by one, earning a chorus of laughing protests.

Upon entering the room and looking up, Tie Ci exclaimed “Whoa!” and nearly thought she had wandered into a male escort competition.

On the desk, on the bed, on the walls—wherever objects could be placed—were now covered with portraits. Each painting featured a beautiful young man with sword-like eyebrows and starry eyes, red lips and white teeth, elegant as jade trees, stylishly tilted caps, slender waists and handsome temples, faces powdered like He Lang.

Tie Ci stepped back and settled into a wide armchair, lazily propping up her chin as she examined the display from top to bottom with wonder.

“Spectacular! What a display! This must be the complete collection of all the fine young men in our Great Qian Dynasty, right?”

“Naturally—how else would it be worthy of the most noble Crown Princess of our Great Qian Dynasty?”

“But I recall that the most noble Crown Princess of Great Qian has had a betrothed arranged in infancy since childhood?” Tie Ci said with surprise. “What happened? Has my pure, untainted, elegantly planted, fragrantly distant, sweetly memorable male daughter-in-law finally withered away?”

“Not exactly.” Tie Yan coughed, rubbed his hands, and smiled awkwardly. “It’s just that one you mentioned—that boy from the Qi family—he’s effeminate and sickly. How could he be worthy of our most precious child?”

“Worthy or not, we’ve been matched for sixteen years.” Tie Ci smiled.

Father and daughter looked at each other. Eventually, Tie Yan was defeated by his daughter’s clear, profound gaze that seemed to encompass everything. His expression immediately changed to one of indifference as he said lightly: “Qi Shu submitted a memorial today, admitting that his younger son has a weak disposition, unsuitable to be the nation’s father, and unworthy of being the Crown Princess’s consort… The Empress Dowager approved it.”

“So I’ve been rejected.” Tie Ci chuckled. “What a stale plot device.”

“What did you say?”

“I said thank the Empress Dowager—from now on, I won’t have to face all that tea-ceremony prattle and lotus-like affectation.”

Tie Ci smiled with genuine ease. The Qi family’s little male daughter-in-law could be betrothed to her originally only as one of the Empress Dowager’s tactics to win over Qi Shu, who was then the Grand Secretary. At that time, although the Empress Dowager’s maternal Xiao family was influential, it hadn’t reached today’s enormous wealth and honor, so some political maneuvering was inevitable. Now the Xiao family had practically stepped on the imperial family’s head, and Qi Shu had requested to step down from Grand Secretary last year to become a non-administrative Grand Academician. This engagement being in jeopardy was only natural.

But was this broken engagement the Qi family seeing the changing winds and unwilling to continue involvement in imperial affairs, or was it the Empress Dowager’s instruction with ulterior motives?

“Ever since you started learning meditation at Qingjing Temple annually from age six, you haven’t learned much Buddhist wisdom, but your strange remarks have become increasingly frequent.” Tie Yan didn’t pursue those incomprehensible words—Tie Ci wouldn’t explain them anyway. He turned around, and His Imperial Majesty perked up, producing a small pointer as if by magic, and personally pointed out the landscape of portraits to his daughter.

“It’s good that Qi Muxiao requested his own dismissal—with such an ugly face, how could he be a worthy son-in-law for my child? Look here—which one isn’t better than him? Come, come, let’s choose!”

That tone was like selecting cabbages.

Tie Ci’s gaze drifted across those portraits of various shapes and sizes. The paintings were well done, but as tribute portraits for selection, they seemed somewhat crude.

She suddenly asked: “Why the rush?”

Tie Yan paused again.

But his face showed shocked amazement as he said: “Child, you’re becoming more and more clever. What can your father hide from you anymore?”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

There are many things you want to hide from me.

Not breaking through what she could see was her final kindness to her father.

Tie Yan’s face didn’t even redden as he said: “You’re sixteen this year. You must marry within two years at the latest. This is our Great Qian Dynasty’s rule—otherwise, you’ll lose your Crown Princess qualification. So the Empress Dowager plans to arrange a new engagement for you.”

“The candidate?”

“Her grand-nephew, Zhuque Camp Commander Xiao Chang.”

Tie Ci crunched and bit through the candy in her mouth.

“Child, be careful of your teeth!”

“Have some shame!” Tie Ci exclaimed in amazement. “Xiao Chang is already thirty-two! I used to call him Uncle when I was little! He’s already had two wives die, and he currently has more than ten concubines! He also has one, two, three, four, five, six… legitimate and illegitimate… at least a dozen little brats!”

Tie Yan remained expressionless.

The Xiao family’s power was enormous, earning them the title of “Deputy Emperor.” Such magnificence naturally came from producing a good daughter—his dear Empress Mother.

Called Empress Mother, yet he was the son of a nameless palace maid, raised from infancy by the Empress. Originally there were several capable uncles and older brothers ahead of him, but they successively died due to sudden deaths, rebellions, and other mysterious reasons. Finally, the throne fell to him—a child in swaddling clothes who ascended at age ten.

Ascending at ten, with the Empress Dowager still ruling from behind the curtain.

They say there’s never been a forty-year-old son-emperor, and he was exactly that.

It wasn’t that he hadn’t thought of reclaiming the power that belonged to him, but someone cocooned since childhood—where could he struggle free to find his own sky?

He had tried and failed, ultimately damaging his foundation. Over time, he lost heart, only hoping to outlive the person above him so that when it came to his daughter’s turn, she might have a clear sky and bright moon.

His first two children were both boys, then both died in infancy.

Tie Ci was the third, and she survived.

The fourth and fifth were boys again, and again didn’t survive.

From then on, he understood.

He spent a night in deep contemplation at Chongming Palace. All night the palace flickered with lamp flames, but no joyous news came to lift his spirits. Layers of hazy clouds rolled like waves across the horizon, and looking up revealed only an unseeable black sky that was suffocating.

Near dawn, a muffled cry came from deep within the palace—suppressed and bewildered, as if it were merely the beginning of a nightmare, or perhaps its awakening.

After that night, he fell ill with cold and was bedridden for a month. After that, his harem bore no more children.

Tie Ci became the single sprout in three thousand li of territory.

At six years old, Tie Ci was established as Crown Princess.

Before the Iron Dynasty, several countries that had existed on the continent had simultaneously produced several outstanding female rulers, causing women’s status to rise somewhat. At the very least, the Iron Dynasty had once had a brief female emperor—though she was a princess temporarily replacing during imperial family difficulties, it still set a precedent.

The Crown Princess status was a solid protective barrier. His last child lived under everyone’s watchful eyes—if anything happened to her, even the Empress Dowager couldn’t bear the consequences.

He had thought that as long as Tie Ci came of age, inherited the Iron imperial family’s abilities, and gradually gained the court ministers’ support, the throne could surely be secured, right?

Who would have known…

Who would have known the Xiao family would be so lucky, producing talented individuals both literary and martial, gradually controlling military and government affairs? The Empress Dowager’s heart grew increasingly wild with indulgence, and now she finally wanted to tear off her iron-blue mask and fix her gaze on his little Ci.

Xiao Chang controlled military power, and the Xiao family held the highest positions. Such aristocratic families, with their expanding ambitions, could only look toward one place—that majestic throne atop a thousand jade steps, the empire’s paramount seat.

Once Xiao Chang became Prince Consort with such ambitions, how many years could Tie Ci survive?

Tie Yan glanced at Tie Ci, who was picking and choosing from the fruit plate, seemingly having forgotten about Xiao Chang and his twelve little brats.

Though the girl was clever, her heart was also too big. Tie Yan gurgled in his throat, mentally crushing those twelve little brats one by one, and forced a smile as he pointed his stick at the pile of portraits.

“If you don’t want to become stepmother to twelve little brats, then quickly choose three, four, five, six, seven, or eight from this pile of portraits!”
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Chapter 2: Mass Marriage Rejections
“The legitimate second grandson of Grand Secretary Rong, son of Princess Fuan—Rong Pu. Nineteen years old, three years your senior. ‘A man three years older brings golden bricks.’ Though it’s said his constitution is somewhat weak and he cannot practice martial arts, his reputation in poetry and literature is renowned throughout the capital. He won the top three imperial examinations but was ranked as Third Place Scholar due to his extraordinary beauty. Now he holds a noble position in the Hanlin Academy with fame known throughout the realm. Second on the Capital’s Young Masters Rankings. People call him: ‘Shattered jade among the stars, Heaven’s gift of deep sentiment.'”

A spring breeze passed, causing the portrait to flutter gently. The painted figure’s romantic eyes seemed to smile directly at the Crown Princess.

Tie Ci propped up her chin and smiled back at the painted figure, extending her hand.

Somehow, a young woman had appeared beside her—pointed chin, frost-pale complexion, dressed in plain white that palace servants weren’t permitted to wear. She stood there like a snow person, coldly and with such minimal presence that she could be mistaken for an ice sculpture.

But this ice sculpture, at the moment Tie Ci extended her hand, precisely offered a tray containing paper, brushes, and a booklet, with ink of perfect consistency, plus one orange-flavored and one green fruit-flavored soft candy on the side.

Tie Ci took up the brush, made a checkmark in the booklet, raised her chin, and said, “Continue.”

Tie Yan glanced at her little booklet and coughed. “Child—”

Tie Ci was carefully outlining the red checkmark, not looking up. “Mm?”

“You selected the first one?”

“Why wouldn’t I select him? The Rong family’s reputation for beauty can be traced back hundreds of years to that Prince Rong who was rumored to possess world-governing talent, with beauty exceeding even his renowned abilities. Though today’s Rong clan is merely a distant branch of the original family, thinking back to Prince Rong’s magnificence in his day, even if the current Rong clan could only inherit three or four-tenths of that legacy, it should barely be worthy of me.”

“What about this one? Wang Ran, son of the Minister of War, fifth on the Capital’s Young Masters Rankings. Both literary and martial, with heroic spirit—he can shoot three rabbits with one arrow. He’s long been admired by the capital’s young ladies.”

“Acceptable.”

“The legitimate eldest grandson of the Central Military Governor’s Office, eleventh on the Capital’s Young Masters Rankings. Literary, refined, and gentle-natured, called ‘Ten Li of Spring Breeze.’ The epitome of an elegant young gentleman, first place in matchmakers’ favorite candidate selection, first place in matchmakers’ collection rankings.”

“I’ll take him.”

“Dan Ye, son of the Western Rong Wolf Lord. True to his name—the red-robed Little Wolf King of the desert borderlands. Wild, sweet, and innocently straightforward.”

“Exciting enough.”

…

One portrait after another was revealed, with a row of red checkmarks in the little bookbook.

“Child.”

“Mm?”

“Well, though I understand your ambitions for a full harem, I must remind you that you are, after all, a woman. Favoring too many men… wouldn’t the loss be yours?”

“Your full harem hasn’t seemed to cause you any losses.” Tie Ci didn’t notice Tie Yan’s momentarily darkened expression as she held her brush and pondered whom to cross out. “At the very least, there should be enough for a week’s rotation, right? Otherwise, where’s the prestige?”

Who to cross out?

The sickly romantic? The three-rabbit archer? Ten Li of Spring Breeze? The wild and sweet one?

Looking at this list—civil officials, military generals, powerful feudal princes, neighboring princes—her father had gone to great lengths. She naturally had to accept them all with smiles. What was there to fear about being tired? Her master said he had Indian god oil and sildenafil.

She suddenly thought of something.

“Where’s the first place on the Capital’s Young Masters Rankings?” Tie Ci’s expression changed. “How can all the beauties under heaven not be gathered into my embrace?!”

“There’s no first place?”

“What do you mean?”

“The creator of the Capital’s Young Masters Rankings was reportedly a guest of the Rong family. Being able to rank their own young master second was said to be because Rong Pu once met someone and personally declared: ‘Arranged stones like jade, arranged pines like emerald—his beauty stands alone, unmatched in the world.’ But that person was unwilling to be listed on the rankings, so Rong Pu left the position vacant out of respect, not daring to rank above him.”

“Mm, very poetic, very legendary. It both adds luster to the rankings and builds Rong Pu’s reputation for broad-mindedness without jealousy or envy. Very thoughtful.” Tie Ci commented.

Tie Yan smiled slightly.

An ordinary daughter would surely yearn for that legendary first place at this moment. Only his Ci’er always maintained far-reaching vision, viewing matters like a blade cutting through wood.

But what young woman doesn’t harbor romantic feelings? Yet she seemed to like them all while caring for none, viewing handsome men as wooden horses.

If she truly harbored no romantic feelings, then perhaps…

Tie Yan’s worried gaze swept over the courtyard full of beautiful maidservants, wondering if perhaps playing the Crown Princess in reverse gender roles for so long had caused what was called… gender identity disorder?

The gender-identity-disordered Tie Ci licked her brush and casually pinched Dan Shuang’s perky buttocks. Dan Shuang, eyes straight ahead, slapped away her wandering hand.

Tie Ci finally made up her mind and moved her brush toward the wild and sweet Little Wolf King.

Before the circle could fall, suddenly came a shout: “Report!”

Tie Ci’s hand shook, and a large drop of ink fell, blotting out Rong Pu’s name.

“What’s all the fuss about!”

“Your Majesty, Your Highness—urgent express report from Western Rong!”

Tie Yan frowned and took the frost-stained secret memorial. After reading it briefly, his expression changed dramatically.

Tie Ci leaned back.

Well, before she could “return the bright pearl with tearful eyes,” they had already achieved “separation brings joy to both parties”?

Beside her, Dan Shuang coldly stared at the paper. Though facing its back, she could still see the polite greetings and courteous refusal, followed by different handwriting but particularly ink-heavy large characters:

“Western Rong wolves refuse to marry useless puppets!”

Bold strokes with grand flourishes, the final stroke like a sword thrust toward one’s face.

But Dan Shuang only wanted to skin the wolf, extract its tendons, dismember its legs, and steam, boil, fry, roast, braise, and deep-fry it in sequence.

If Tie Ci knew her current thoughts, she would probably suggest not forgetting Beijing-style pork kidneys with money stomach—good for her and good for me too.

Tie Yan crumpled the letter, took a breath, turned to her with a smile: “I’ve always noticed you don’t like dark-skinned men. How about we skip that Dan Ye?”

“Mm, let’s skip him.”

Before the words finished, another flurry of footsteps brought a slightly panicked messenger with another memorial.

After reading it, Tie Yan’s face turned iron-blue.

Tie Ci tapped the table. “Who is it this time?”

“The three-rabbit archer broke his leg while hunting,” Tie Yan smiled unpleasantly. “If he ends up lame, he won’t be worthy of our Crown Princess. This one… let’s forget it too?”

“Couldn’t agree more.” Tie Ci turned toward the window and shouted, “Chi Xue! You have the day off—go out and stroll. Sit in some teahouses. You know what to chat about, right!”

“I know!” someone responded from outside the window, voice clear as an oriole. “I’ll say Wang Ran broke his third leg while hunting! Come on, sisters, let’s go have fun!”

“Coming, coming! Though I’d say breaking a leg isn’t remarkable enough—I suggest adding that his face was ruined too.”

“The hunting background isn’t attractive enough either—how about saying he was at a brothel?”

“Fighting over women at a brothel out of jealousy?”

“Brilliant!”

Dan Shuang yanked open the window and said coldly: “And Dan Ye. Within three days, I want them to be utterly discredited and stinking throughout the capital.”

“What? Three days needed? Three hours would be an insult to us!”

…

Most of the beautiful maidservants left, but the floors in front of Ruixiang Hall still thundered with footsteps as urgent reports and memorials were delivered one after another. Tie Yan’s expression grew increasingly ugly.

Tie Ci continued smiling, focusing solely on grinding ink, dipping her brush fully, and listening repeatedly to those varied and creative marriage rejection reasons.

Tie Yan no longer dared look at her. Even for an ordinary woman, one broken engagement would be an unbearable lifetime burden. Though Tie Ci held noble status, she was ultimately still a woman at heart. These repeated rejections trampled not only the imperial family’s dignity but also her maiden pride.

This was humiliation of the Crown Princess.

This was the Empress Dowager making her move, and her warning to the Iron father and daughter.

A warning to all who would dare struggle beyond her grasp.

Just mayflies in a three-inch glass bowl—did they think they could leap to the blue sky and transform into true dragons?

As a puppet emperor, Tie Yan had witnessed countless expressionless refusals and smiling betrayals throughout his life, yet at this moment felt particularly heartbroken for his daughter.

Thinking further that perhaps her entire future would inevitably face such things as his had, he wondered if his original choice had been wrong.

Memorials were delivered one by one. After waiting to ensure no fresh material remained, Tie Ci slowly took up her brush.

Over each red checkmark, she drew a straight line from left to right—long, straight, and sharp.

A large X.

After crossing out the last one and seeing that blob of ink, Tie Ci realized there seemed to be one missing rejection letter.

“Where’s Rong Pu’s rejection letter?”

Tie Yan searched through them and found there really wasn’t one.

This delighted him, but Tie Ci shook her head and set down her brush.

“The Rong family leads the civil officials with enormous influence—currently the only family that can contend with the Xiao family. With the Rong family’s ability to gather information, they surely already know the others’ attitudes. So if Rong Pu doesn’t reject the engagement, he’s planning to become my male empress?”

Tie Yan frowned.

“The Rong family is extraordinary, and they’re related by marriage to the military Di family. This is a good opportunity to borrow influence.”

“The Rong family has always kept a low profile, suddenly jumping out to directly confront the Xiao family. This isn’t a good omen.” Tie Ci picked up her brush, voice calm. “And I, the dignified Crown Princess—all of Great Qian belongs to me. Why should I become a chess piece in the power struggle between two families?”

Rich ink, soft brush—the stroke fell quietly yet decisively.

Another large X.

Tie Yan stared at that neat row of X’s, feeling dizzy. Hearing another series of reports from outside saying that Commander Xiao had entered the palace today to see the Empress Dowager and might come pay respects to Her Highness the Crown Princess shortly.

This posturing was far too aggressive.

Tie Ci ordered the portraits collected. A dumpling-faced little eunuch entered carrying a huge basket, quickly sweeping all those portraits into it in moments. Tie Yan watched the papers flash rapidly before his eyes and suddenly pressed his hand down on several sheets.

He hung those few sheets on the wall and said urgently: “Child, look at these few.”

Tie Ci looked up. After a long moment, she sighed.

“Father, even when desperate, you can’t seek medical help this randomly.”

Did he grab the wrong Zhong Kui paintings from the Ghost Festival?

And they were photocopies—grabbing several at once, each with only minor differences. Like this one had a beard drawn on, that one had a mole dotted on.

Playing spot-the-difference?

Tie Ci clicked her tongue and searched for quite a while, finally feeling that there was no most identical, only more identical. If forced to find differences, she could only say one was exceptionally ugly in a distinctive way.

Saying they looked like Zhong Kui—even Zhong Kui would cry at that comparison.

“Sons of Prince Da’an of Liaodong… Choose the best among them.” Tie Yan said. “What do you think? Want to select one? They’re far from the capital—they couldn’t refuse so quickly even if they wanted to. By the time their rejection documents reach the capital, I’ll have your dowry prepared.”

“You know they’re far from the capital? Then do you know what’s recognized as first place on the Capital’s Nonsense Rankings?”

“What?”

“Liaodong belongs to Great Qian.”

“…What’s second place?”

“Prince Liaodong is loyally devoted to the court.”

“…Third place?”

“Prince Liaodong’s eighteen sons are each heroically exceptional and incomparably handsome.”

“…These troublemaking commoners—who’s actually seen Prince Liaodong and his sons? Or personally witnessed Liaodong rebel against Great Qian? They’re the ones who should top the Nonsense Rankings!”

“The dynasty has three great feudal regions: Liaodong, Longxi, and Yannan. Liaodong is largest and most distant, with treacherous terrain serving as our Great Qian’s northern barrier. The key issue is the dangerous and difficult roads—you have to cross Lingshi Pass, and plenty of imperial messengers have gone missing. The latest rumor is they became wild men in the Hundred Thousand Forest. Court decrees are hard to implement, so imperial authority can’t reach over the Murong family’s heads. But if the court can’t constrain Liaodong, it’s equally difficult for Liaodong to strike into the interior. Better to maintain good relations and peaceful coexistence. Besides, you won’t actually marry there, so whether Liaodong is loyal, obedient, or whether the eighteen sons are ugly doesn’t matter. Just bearing an empty title. Surely Prince Liaodong won’t mind sending out one-eighteenth to play diplomatic games with our Crown Princess.” Tie Yan looked at those portraits with emotion. “Child, look—the Murong family also has eighteen sons. This is fate!”

Tie Ci rubbed her chin.

One-eighteenth of Zhong Kui still wouldn’t be handsome.

The key issue was she didn’t believe Prince Liaodong would honestly stay put in Liaodong. Though market rumors were mostly baseless, there’s no smoke without fire. If common people knew Liaodong was amassing troops and growing restless, how could the court’s noble officials pin the dynasty’s safety on trusting an outsider prince’s character?

Opening a gap for Liaodong—what about future demon invasions of the interior?

But looking up to see her father-emperor’s earnest expression, she found herself unable to say anything.

Outside the hall, someone reported that Commander Xiao had come to pay respects to Her Highness.

Tie Ci rose to meet her convenient uncle and prospective fiancé, walking while casually picking up a dart from the table. As she crossed the threshold, she casually flung it backward.

With a sharp “thunk,” the dart struck decisively and accurately into a portrait, right between the eyebrows. Now the portrait no longer resembled Zhong Kui—it looked like an ugly version of Erlang Shen.

“That one!” Tie Ci’s voice carried from afar.

Tie Yan looked up.

The ugliest one.

A breeze passed, lifting the portrait’s corner where there was a small name in light ink, swaying and flickering in the wind as if luminous.

Murong Yi.
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Chapter 3: Beauty
In the capital’s sunny March, Liaodong’s spring had yet to arrive.

A winter’s worth of accumulated snow had not completely melted. On the roads, poorly dressed people stepped on broken ice with soft, shuffling sounds. Occasionally kicking against hard objects protruding from wall corners, they knew these were frozen corpses, but no one bothered to look—just muttering “unlucky” before hurrying away. At street corners, pointed snow piles had frozen solid as boards, gleaming with cold light under the moonlight. Only at their peaks did faint warm red hues flow—reflections from the gauze curtains of the Yunlai Restaurant ahead.

Separated by one street: on the left side, snowy streets and cold roads with huddled pedestrians; on the right side, vermillion gates and embroidered doors with flickering candlelight.

In Yunlai Restaurant’s largest and most expensive private room, lights twinkled brilliantly. Expensive South Sea shell lamps purchased with gold illuminated deep-sea luminous pearls, casting soft, bright light without any smoky atmosphere. This further enhanced the room full of beauties, each with powdered faces and snowy bosoms, eyes rippling like spring water.

The room was filled with beautiful women—some performing graceful celestial dances, others singing clear, sweet melodies like orioles. Some had even learned the seductive arts of South Sea dancing girls, their gauze falling away as they spun and gestured, revealing snow-white skin glowing like jade, using every trick at their disposal.

But the gazes of the gentlemen in the seats of honor were still focused on the woman in the center holding a pipa and playing languidly.

This woman was the most detached person in the entire room, appearing absent-minded, with her face slightly lowered. Only occasionally would her long fingers pluck the strings, and when her clear, crystalline gaze glanced from the edge of her semi-transparent face veil, the eyes of all the gentlemen present would stick fast, unable to look away.

When the song ended, more than half of the silk flowers thrown by the applauding gentlemen landed in her skirts.

The silk flowers were decorated with gold thread—valuable items. Ordinary singing girls would beam with joy to receive even one, but though her skirts were full to bursting with them, she didn’t spare them a glance. She only frowned slightly and brushed them away, willow eyebrows lightly knitted, cherry lips barely parted.

Everyone listened intently as she said: “Too heavy.”

Everyone immediately expressed regret, all saying they had been too presumptuous with the beauty. The host quickly ordered maidservants to bring wicker baskets to help collect them all. Only then did the beauty smile, and the entire room was instantly enchanted.

The singing girls ceased their songs and dances and retreated, inevitably casting envious and jealous glances at her, though their hearts held little resentment.

Some people are born enchantresses—every frown and smile radiates charm. Even if they sat there picking their feet, they could pick out a field of lotus flowers.

This new courtesan from Liuxiang House was such a person—an absolute beauty blessed by heaven and earth’s spiritual essence. Even if she knew nothing, simply sitting there made her a masterpiece painted by a national artist. Young Master Sun, the leading playboy among Liaodong’s frivolous youth, had once spent a fortune just to catch one glimpse of her.

Truly just one glance—the beauty appeared at the tower’s head with cloud-like hair, while the young rake offered a thousand gold coins below.

Afterward, Young Master Sun declared it worth it!

Now everyone at the banquet revolved around her. She showed neither arrogance nor false aloofness, simply sitting there lazily, her long fingers picking favorite fruits from the plate to eat. People rushed to peel various rare fruits to offer her, but she paid no attention. Yet those people didn’t feel snubbed—they felt that simply gazing at a beauty in the lamplight made life worthwhile.

Tonight’s banquet celebrated a changing of commanders among Prince Da’an’s eighteen guard units. Meng Decheng, who belonged to the eldest prince’s faction, had maneuvered extensively and successfully obtained command of Yanshan Guard—the strongest in military power and finest in horses and equipment. He had ousted Liu Bao, the original Yanshan Guard commander from the most favored second prince’s faction. Hence this victory celebration.

Prince Da’an had never requested the court to designate an heir apparent, so the princely position remained like fat meat, tempting a whole pack of adult sons to tear at each other like venomous insects. The eldest prince, already thirty-five, was growing increasingly impatient, fighting especially fiercely with his second brother. Having finally won this round, he wanted all of Ru Province to know he could urinate higher than anyone else.

The banquet had begun, but the eldest prince was still in the palace fawning over his father. He sent word not to wait for him. With the guest of honor absent, everyone relaxed. Meng Decheng quickly became drunk and staggered up, wanting to relieve himself.

His attendant followed. When Meng Decheng passed the beauty’s table, he suddenly stumbled, looked down and saw a section of her skirt trailing across the carpet, with hands white as snow resting on the hem. His heart stirred, and he bent down to pinch those scallion-like fingertips, laughing: “Miss Feiyu, would you like to go outside with this general for some fresh air?”

The languid beauty raised her eyes, and all the lights in the room seemed to dim under her gaze. She smiled: “Very well.”

She gently placed her hand in Meng Decheng’s palm. He pulled smoothly, and the beauty leaned into his embrace.

Everyone smiled with envy, though their laughter was somewhat strange—when the beauty stood up, they realized she was unusually tall. Short, fat Meng Decheng claiming to embrace her looked more like being tucked under her arm, creating an indescribably comical sight.

Someone’s heart stirred, but looking again at the woman—she was full of allure with natural seductiveness, a woman among women, an enchantress among enchantresses—he couldn’t help but laugh at his own ridiculous thoughts.

Meng Decheng waved his hand backward, and his attendant tactfully withdrew further. The two staggered toward the back.

Leaving the main hall and turning through the corridor, the privy provided for honored guests was quite elaborate—a sizeable building with carved window panels in a row, containing several private stalls, each with individual curtains.

Meng Decheng entered behind a curtain. Miss Feiyu giggled and stopped outside. Suddenly Meng Decheng pulled back the curtain and reached out—Miss Feiyu cried out coquettishly and was pulled inside.

The attendant who had followed to the privy silently withdrew.

Meng Decheng leaned against the chamber pot, one arm around the beauty, the other hand unfastening his trousers, laughing drunkenly: “Baby, I hear you’re still a pure courtesan who only sells her art, not her body. So you’ve never seen this treasure, have you? Today I’ll give you some education.”

The beauty covered her mouth and laughed: “I’ve seen it before.”

“Seen it before?” Meng Decheng grew angry. “Whose have you seen?!”

The beauty suddenly lifted her skirt and laughed:

“My own!”

In front of Ruixiang Hall, Tie Ci’s robes fluttered as she went out to meet Xiao Chang.

Tie Yan stood at the window watching her leave, just as he had for the past ten-plus years—from watching a short-legged little one to now. The figure before his eyes overlapped in layers, like buds blooming into flowers, painting the scene with imperial beauty.

Setting aside her Crown Princess identity and looking at Tie Ci purely from a man’s perspective, she truly deserved the term “absolutely beautiful.”

In her strange words, it was called “fair skin, beautiful face, and long legs.” Her face could be called flawless, and even more rare was her level shoulders and straight neck, slender waist, and long, graceful legs. Her figure was so exquisitely beautiful it was dazzling—wearing long dresses, she moved with elegant grace; in long robes, she appeared dashingly tall.

Moreover, her temperament was both noble and gentle, like beautiful jade accompanying the moon, bright pearls tinted by clouds. People called her: “Beautiful in essence and gentle in spirit, naturally radiant.”

Her brilliant status didn’t make her radiance aggressively overwhelming. Her smile and bearing, along with the dawn moon over Lang Palace, jade belt floating on waves, layered red of sandalwood mountains, and snow pines of mirror pond, were called the “Five Beauties of the Capital.”

Regarding her beauty, every corner of the capital was filled with related legends.

At age five, accompanying her father on inspection tours, the entire street competed to throw flowers that filled her carriage.

At age six, worshipping Buddha at Qingjing Temple—the moment she stepped down from her carriage, the gala iron tree at the temple entrance that hadn’t bloomed in a hundred years suddenly burst forth with golden flowers covering the entire tree.

At age ten, participating in governance with many insights—from that time on, numerous noble and official young men in the capital matured overnight, and bed sheets in their homes were subsequently changed with unusual frequency.

By age twelve, legend had it that someone risked death climbing palace walls just to glimpse the lights of Ruixiang Hall from afar.

Then the Crown Princess, standing on a high platform stargazing, shot an arrow across several palace halls that sent him tumbling from the high wall, nearly breaking his middle leg.

Later, it was her rightful fiancé who caused a scene and fell seriously ill. Only then, unable to bear the moral pressure, did those romantic young nobles finally quiet down considerably.

Of course, perhaps there was another reason…

Tie Yan sighed deeply in his heart, hurriedly left through the back door to gather his group of supporters, discussing how to issue a marriage decree before the Empress Dowager could act, how to bargain with Prince Da’an, and if the Empress Dowager became displeased, how to deal with her subsequent “bone-melting palm technique.”

Empress Dowager Xiao was a particular person—the type who, having done something, must also establish the proper reputation for it. She loved to say that these old bones really shouldn’t continue laboring over state affairs, lest officials always hint darkly about “hens crowing at dawn” and such.

Every year, His Imperial Majesty had to lead all officials in tearfully begging the Empress Dowager to continue governing—this theatrical performance was staged annually.

Meanwhile, Tie Ci smiled as she left the hall. From afar, she saw Xiao Chang standing in the front hall’s courtyard. She stopped and carefully assessed him, feeling that judging purely by appearance, he could indeed be considered a tall, handsome, good man.

After all, he was chosen by the Xiao family as someone who could covet the imperial throne—having an ugly appearance would lose impression points immediately.

Xiao Chang hadn’t waited long when he heard Her Highness was coming out. His heart rejoiced, thinking the marriage had hope. He eagerly stepped forward to bow, but saw Tie Ci spread her arms wide from a distance, her laughter clear and bright: “Uncle! What wind brought you, such an honored guest, here!”

Xiao Chang’s breath of hot air was choked back into his stomach by this enthusiastic “Uncle,” causing earth-shaking coughing. Tie Ci immediately ordered tea and refreshments brought, surrounding him with earnest inquiries: “Uncle, what’s wrong? Can such gentle spring breezes cause you to catch cold? Ah, don’t say anything—I understand. At your age, with all that daily exertion, though you’ve been blessed with many children and grandchildren, your body is quite worn out. By the way, how is my eldest male cousin? How is my second male cousin? How is my third female cousin? The fourth…”

“Your Highness!” Xiao Chang finally found a gap in her words to squeeze in a sentence. “I’m of your generation! When you called me Uncle as a child, that was a mistake!”

“Oh?”

“Also, each of my children is younger than you…”

“I know, I know—the oldest is one year younger than me. We’re the same generation.”

“Your Highness…”

“Here’s a joke.” Tie Ci intimately grabbed his arm. “Old husband, young wife—a match made in heaven.”

Xiao Chang’s reasonably handsome face turned iron-blue and ghostly pale. He said nothing more, staring gloomily at Tie Ci. Tie Ci wore the standard Crown Princess smile of eight teeth in elegant dignity, even spreading her arms and turning around to let the Commander appreciate her proud, fine figure.

Xiao Chang’s eyes involuntarily fixed on her flexible, delicate waist.

Slender waist bound in plain silk—this was exactly that.

Before Tie Ci finished turning, she suddenly raised her leg. Her long leg appeared and disappeared like lightning—BANG!—kicking Xiao Chang squarely in the chest.

Caught off guard, Xiao Chang staggered back three steps, only stopping when he caught the threshold. Shocked and angry, he looked up at her.

But Tie Ci acted as if that vicious kick hadn’t come from her, smiling gently: “Uncle really isn’t what he used to be—completely spent now.”

She pointed affectionately at Xiao Chang: “I advise you—practice abstinence. Abstinence.”

“Your Highness!” Xiao Chang’s voice was cold. “Are you humiliating me?!”

“Yes. Do you like it?”

“…”

Tie Ci smiled, ordered someone to see him out, and started to turn around.

“Your Highness, you’re so hostile toward me because you think I’ve come to seize your throne.” The person behind her suddenly said hoarsely. “But have you considered that with my status and position in the Xiao family, with the Empress Dowager’s favor toward me, even if I don’t marry you, I could match with any powerful general’s daughter or feudal prince’s daughter and still have that opportunity? Why would I insist on pursuing you?!”

Tie Ci turned around, looked at him for a while, then said leisurely: “So I should thank you? Thank you for the honor of your interest?”

“Your Highness speaks too seriously.” Xiao Chang straightened his body and bowed neither humbly nor arrogantly. “Chang knows Your Highness’s concerns. I seek to form a marriage alliance with Your Highness, and from then on will gladly serve as your horse and groom, willing to be at your beck and call.”

“Oh! So you actually have a loyal heart, upright character, and sincere feelings!” Tie Ci was surprised. “But aren’t you afraid of disappointing the Empress Dowager and the Xiao family?”

“The Xiao family serves the nation wholeheartedly. This minister has admired Your Highness for years—how dare I covet Your Highness’s realm? The Empress Dowager works tirelessly day and night, laboring solely for the Iron Dynasty. Your Highness must not say such things and hurt the old lady’s heart!”

Tie Ci stared at him steadily. His face showed complete sincerity. After a long moment, Tie Ci crossed her arms and laughed.

Before Xiao Chang could react, she delivered her verdict: “Stupid, evil, and shameless.”

She walked leisurely back, her flowing robes stirring fallen petals, her straight long legs moving with elegant gait, each step creating clouds of mist.

“With my status and talent, is it your turn—a widower past his prime—to graciously come seeking marriage? Is your face the Ten Thousand Forest Sea or the Three Thousand Great Mountains? How can it be so enormous?”

“Your Highness humiliates me thus—have you considered the Empress Dowager and the Xiao family?”

Somehow Xiao Chang’s voice was suddenly close to her ear. Tie Ci turned and saw him pressed almost rudely close behind her.

She didn’t retreat, instead smiling and moving closer.

“One more saying for Uncle.”

“‘Greed for wealth brings comfort’s end, greed for power brings total exhaustion.'” Tie Ci was tall—standing before the average-height Xiao Chang, she was still slightly taller than him. So when she lowered her head close to Xiao Chang, his mind spun dizzily, with only those gleaming teeth, crimson lips, and jade-peak nose floating in his vision.

Such noble, gentle laughter—only up close could one feel the bitter cold within it.

“‘…Greed for beauty makes you a pure fool.'” Tie Ci whispered softly in Xiao Chang’s ear: “Are you a fool?”
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Chapter 4: Shameless Wretch
“My own!”

This exclamation was earth-shattering.

Meng Decheng’s gaze dropped downward and he was stunned.

Before he could react, the hand that had been resting on his shoulder suddenly swept downward. Somehow a blade thin as autumn leaves had appeared in that palm. Cold light flashed—swoosh!

Then grabbing the large dates used to stuff nostrils against odors beside the chamber pot, she stuffed them into Meng Decheng’s mouth.

With a flick of her fingers, the soft silk warmed by the brazier for cleaning flew up under her snow-white fingertips, breaking into two pieces. One piece plugged the spurting wound in his back to prevent blood from splashing onto the curtain and being discovered.

The other piece fell into her palm, wiping away several drops of fresh blood from her fingertips.

This series of actions was lightning-fast—only then did Meng Decheng begin his first convulsion.

The beauty pushed his head into the chamber pot, making him kneel before it, appearing exactly like someone vomiting from drunkenness.

Meng Decheng’s fingers clawed frantically at the ground, scratching it bloody. The beauty calmly kicked an object toward his hand, which Meng Decheng immediately grasped instinctively.

Wind sounds came from outside the carved window.

The beauty pursed her lips, also mimicking howling sounds that matched the weather.

Someone lightly tapped the window, saying: “Young Master, the back has been cleaned.”

Murong Yi hummed in acknowledgment, then lifted the curtain and walked out.

But at that moment, someone entered.

Murong Yi initially thought it was those two attendants and had already prepared countermeasures, but looking up, he saw eldest prince Murong Jun striding in.

Walking while saying: “Old Meng, Old Meng, drunk again?”

Through the half-open door crack, one could still see more attendants he had brought, standing outside the door.

The wind outside grew more urgent.

It was too late to retreat to the privy now. Murong Jun looked up and saw him, making a surprised “Eh?” sound.

But Murong Yi acted as if he hadn’t seen him, covering his face and rushing out with lowered head. Between his fingers leaked a faint sob as he crashed into Murong Jun’s embrace with a bang. Strange fragrance dispersed—seeming somewhat like rosemary, with faint hints of sandalwood and patchouli. Clear yet enchanting, delicate yet sensual, indescribably mysteriously charming. Murong Jun’s heart stirred, and he instinctively grasped the beauty’s shoulders.

This grasp revealed that the beauty’s collar was wide open. Looking down from the black hair, there was a line of snow-white, tight back extending into the clothing, with faint red marks visible, like plum blossoms fallen on snow.

Murong Jun’s throat tightened, and he ungracefully swallowed unconsciously.

The beauty’s vulnerable appearance was even more bewitching than the various charms he was accustomed to seeing.

Then he came to his senses, remembering rumors about Old Meng’s certain unsavory hobbies. He frowned and asked: “Where is Commander Meng?”

Murong Yi buried his head in his embrace, tremblingly pointing toward the privy behind him.

Seeing his terrified state, Murong Jun couldn’t help feeling pity. Through the gauze curtain, he vaguely saw Old Meng gripping the chamber pot and vomiting, shoulders jerking convulsively. He frowned, instinctively not wanting to face such filthy things, so he stepped back and said coldly: “Clean yourself up before coming to see me!”

Muffled sounds came from inside. As Murong Jun left, he didn’t forget to embrace Murong Yi.

After he withdrew, a figure emerged from the privy, pushing off the corpse on him, pulling a long face while pinching his nose. Looking outside, he stamped his feet: “Terrible, terrible, we’re done for!”

Meanwhile, Murong Jun, having left the room, still remembered propriety and wanted to push away the beauty in his arms. But the beauty clung to him desperately, shaking her lustrous hair into complete disarray, looking even more pitiful. Murong Jun felt reluctant to be harsh, so he said: “I’ll settle her first, then go to the front later.”

Everyone understood. The restaurant naturally had places for honored guests to rest. They opened an upper room, cleared all four sides, and Murong Jun lifted Murong Yi in his arms to enter the room.

Suddenly a cough echoed from afar. A figure appeared at the corridor’s end. Seeing this, Murong Jun’s expression changed dramatically. He hastily pushed Murong Yi into the room and shut the door behind him.

The newcomer walked quickly over. Murong Jun straightened and bowed: “Teacher.”

The newcomer stroked his long beard and returned the bow with full ceremony, though his tone was rather unfriendly: “Eldest Prince, the best way to nurture the heart is to have few desires. Indulging in wine and women leads one to dare commit violence. As the eldest son of the great king…”

Murong Jun said with a headache: “Jun understands, understands…”

Prince Da’an had always been strict with his valued sons. From adulthood, each had a chancellor assigned to guide, instruct, and supervise them, with special sealed reporting privileges. Therefore, princes with ambitions for the throne always found these male nannies troublesome.

Outside the room, the two argued all the way. Murong Jun didn’t dare look at that room’s door, fearing to attract his teacher’s attention. Vaguely hearing some movement inside, he paid no mind and was dragged away by his chancellor toward the front.

Once the door closed inside the room, silk scarves, gauze drapes, silk shirts, and delicate yellow cloud-embroidered emerald pleated skirts fell to the ground one by one. Accumulated gold hairpins, bright moon earrings, and jade bracelets jingled as they rolled across the deep red carpet. By the time the figure stood at the window, he had become a tall man in black clothes.

A young man followed behind him, quickly collecting and packing those ornaments and garments.

Wind rose again outside the window. Murong Yi looked back.

The night wind lifted a strand of hair by his cheek. Even his accustomed guard couldn’t help holding his breath.

In women’s clothing, his beauty was supremely radiant with naturally stunning coloring, not resembling a man at all. But in men’s clothing, he had refined bones and clear spirit, with dark hair and jade-like features. No one could imagine he could disguise himself as such a woman.

One only felt that men too could deserve the phrase “startlingly heavenly.”

The Liaodong painter Wu Yuandao excelled at painting beauties, but after seeing him, he threw down his brush and sealed his paintbox, sighing: “Immortal beauty stands before me unpaintable—I’ve wasted this life depicting fair faces.”

Murong Yi beckoned, and the two leaped from the rear window, disappearing into the night.

Two quarters of an hour later, Murong Yi brought his guard Zhao San, hurrying through courtyard after courtyard toward the most distant Xixin Pavilion in the prince’s residence.

On the new moon day, accompanying his mother concubine for dinner was the rule.

The courtyards they passed were initially brilliantly lit with maidservants and servants in brocade shuttling back and forth—these were residences of the principal wife and several favored side concubines. Further back, they became increasingly desolate, with sparse voices and few lights.

Murong Yi had keen hearing and faintly heard someone in the principal wife’s main courtyard instructing: “The princess consort said the eldest prince has a banquet tonight, so keep sobering soup warm in the kitchen at all times,” and from Golden Side Concubine’s courtyard: “Go tell Douxiang Residence outside to relight their fires and make some tasty snacks to comfort the second prince.”

Murong Yi silently curved his lips in the darkness.

Indeed, he should be comforted—after tonight, there would be fewer opportunities for comfort.

Looking up, he saw the moon gate with the dim plaque reading “Xixin Pavilion.”

Xixin Pavilion covered a large area, almost equivalent to the main courtyard, but was most remote and lacked maintenance, showing some decay that strangely echoed the circumstances of its master.

Murong Yi stopped and began checking himself all over. Zhao San also helped, using a sweat towel to wipe his neck again, washing away powder scents, then using prepared face clay to cover the slightly reddened ear holes from just wearing earrings.

After checking thoroughly with no oversights, Murong Yi was about to step forward when he moved his foot and stopped again. Zhao San looked down—he was still wearing embroidered shoes.

Shoes weren’t convenient to bring for changing, but entering like this wouldn’t work.

“Take them off!”

Zhao San obediently removed his shoes, making a long face anxiously: “This won’t work—my feet are bigger than yours. If this gets discovered…”

He was already dragged over by Murong Yi who switched them in moments.

Murong Yi also casually stuffed in two handkerchiefs. His feet were small, a result of early binding. Among his seventeen older brothers, Prince Da’an had many sons but desired a daughter, casually mentioning wanting a daughter. When Consort Baoxiang was pregnant, she prayed to countless gods and Buddhas for a princess, but still gave birth to one with male equipment.

Whether Consort Baoxiang had prayed too long and gone mad, or Murong Yi was too beautiful as an infant, she actually concealed his gender and told the eunuch Chang sent by the great king to await results that it was a daughter. Not only did she receive many rewards, but Consort Baoxiang’s title was also granted then. Prince Da’an rarely praised her: “Heaven-born precious countenance, noble and exquisite.” This made Consort Baoxiang, who had been unfavored since entering the prince’s residence, ecstatic with joy. Thinking she had made the right move, she devoted herself to raising her son as a daughter. At four or five years old, she even planned to bind his feet and actually ignored his crying, binding them for two days.

Two days later, something happened that made her vaguely realize that Prince Da’an’s so-called fondness for daughters might be merely a whimsical joke—in his heart, he still valued sons. The more sons, the more heirs the Murong family would have to continue military power. Only then did she put away those binding cloths, and Murong Yi avoided a crippling fate.

Though she put away the binding cloths, her hope for favor didn’t die. Consort Baoxiang had Murong Yi dress as a woman for several more years until age twelve when, tall and graceful, he attracted swarms of frivolous butterflies throughout the city. Even several brothers fixed their attention on this “sister,” causing Prince Da’an’s displeasure as he considered marrying off this attention-attracting “daughter” early. Only then did Consort Baoxiang panic. Without any transition, she directly revealed Murong Yi’s true gender at a banquet.

Murong Yi could never forget that night’s palace-wide gazes—from shock and amazement slowly turning to contempt, disdain, mockery, pity, and monster-like disgust that drowned him like a tide. Festival lanterns hung throughout the palace, spinning endlessly before his eyes like fire. He wished he could become a moth and plunge into them.

He had been looking down at his feet too long. Zhao San crouched down, studying his facial expression with concern. Murong Yi immediately smiled brightly, pursing his lips and leaning forward, frightening Zhao San into desperate retreat. The ill-fitting shoes caused him to tumble on the ground.

Murong Yi laughed heartily and entered the gate carrying this lingering smile.

Consort Baoxiang was indeed sitting properly at a table of dishes waiting for him. As Murong Yi stepped through the door, before his cheerful “Mother Concubine” could emerge, Consort Baoxiang’s gaze had already surveyed him from head to toe. Finding no suspicious signs, she only grunted, indicating he should sit.

Murong Yi happily picked up his chopsticks: “Mother, what delicious food is there tonight!”

“Forgotten the rules again?”

Murong Yi paused.

“Mother Concubine, tonight there’s—”

Consort Baoxiang’s gaze suddenly sharpened, then her eyebrows slowly rose. Murong Yi was looking down at the dishes and didn’t notice. Seeing his mother suddenly lift a dish of mutton soup with tofu, thinking she wanted to move this dish before him, he hurriedly reached out to help: “Mother Concubine, be careful—”

Consort Baoxiang jerked her hand back and violently hurled the plate at him!

Caught off guard, with his hand still extended above the table, Murong Yi heard a crash as the entire plate of scalding mutton soup struck his left shoulder and half his arm. Hot oil and mutton pieces instantly flowed down his collar.

The plate fell, striking his arm, then falling further to shatter with soup splashing across the table.

Murong Yi’s arm remained extended straight as he slowly raised his eyes to look at Consort Baoxiang.

For an instant, his eyes were extremely black.

Consort Baoxiang’s expression was even uglier than his. Pointing angrily, she cursed: “Did you go dress as a woman again?! You’ve finally escaped that female identity with such difficulty—why must you dress as a woman again?! Instead of showing filial piety before your father or seeking advancement before your brothers, you’re still engaging in these disgraceful activities. You’re truly a born shameless wretch!”

Chapter 5: Such a Fine Match
Following her disgusted gaze, Murong Yi slowly turned his head and saw two red marks on his neck—pinched by Meng Decheng when he had embraced him earlier. His skin was too pale and marked easily; he hadn’t felt anything at all, but the sharp-eyed Consort Baoxiang spotted it immediately.

Now those red marks were splashed with oil and stained with soup, gleaming under the lamplight. With his skin scalded, they appeared even more unsightly.

The serving maidservants and wet nurses stood far away in corners—no one approached, and no one raised their heads.

Outside, Zhao San had changed shoes but didn’t dare follow inside. Hearing the commotion within wasn’t right, he paced anxiously in circles but didn’t dare enter, wearing away several layers of grass from the ground. Suddenly seeing a tall man in black striding over, he rushed forward joyfully, but halfway there began spinning in place, clutching his hair and muttering incoherently. One could vaguely hear him mumbling: “This won’t work either—what if this causes a big scene…” Before he could work out a clear solution, the tall man had already swept past him like a gust of wind.

Zhao San shouted: “Hey, Mu Si! Mu Si! Don’t be too impulsive—just get him out and that’s enough…” Before the words finished, Mu Si had already kicked open the courtyard gate. The maidservants and wet nurses finally came alive, swarming out to block him. Mu Si walked with the force of wind, crossing the covered walkway in a few steps and entering the room serving as dining hall. Before even entering, he said coldly: “Madam misunderstands! The young master’s injuries were accidentally caused while practicing martial arts with this subordinate!”

Consort Baoxiang angrily said: “Mu Si, what are you to dare break into the inner chambers like this!”

“Mu Si is the young master’s personal guard. Being personal, naturally we’re inseparable—wherever the young master goes, Mu Si can go.”

“Our mother-son affairs—is it your place to interfere? Get out!”

Mu Si said no more, bowed his head in salute, shook out a cloak from his hands, and draped it over Murong Yi. Murong Yi stood and shook his clothes, smiling: “Mother Concubine, great anger harms the body and appetite. Your son will withdraw temporarily so you can eat well.” With that, he turned to leave.

Behind him, Consort Baoxiang said: “Who gave you permission to leave? Do you think I’ll believe such nonsense from birds of a feather?”

Murong Yi stood with his back to her, silent for a long moment, then suddenly laughed.

He laughed as he turned, asking Consort Baoxiang: “So what if it’s nonsense?”

Consort Baoxiang hadn’t expected this response and was momentarily stunned. After a while, she said coldly: “You truly know no shame…”

“Mother Concubine.” Murong Yi interrupted her words. “Look what you’re saying—as if those two words didn’t exist when you dressed me in women’s clothing years ago.”

Consort Baoxiang was startled, then her expression changed completely, turning purple with anger for quite a while before angrily saying: “That was only because you were adorably beautiful as a child, just family jokes. Now you’re grown and will marry soon—how can you still…”

Mu Si gave a cold laugh, saying quietly: “Dressing him as a woman was your idea, forbidding women’s clothes is also your idea. Are you treating the young master as a son or as a plaything?”

Consort Baoxiang vaguely heard this and snapped coldly: “Mu Si, you’re becoming more and more presumptuous. Do you really think that relying on your father allows you to…”

Murong Yi pulled Mu Si to leave, but Consort Baoxiang continued behind them: “…Not getting close to proper fathers and brothers, only mixing with these lowborn scoundrels. Acting like this, what good marriage could you possibly climb to…”

Murong Yi had only wanted to leave quickly, but suddenly stopped.

Why had Consort Baoxiang mentioned marriage twice in a row?

“Mother Concubine, what have you done?”

His appearance had reached perfection, but his voice reached even higher—known in Liaodong as “immortal voice,” with deep, magnetic, beautiful tones. Now lowering his voice, there came an extremely heavy pressure.

But Consort Baoxiang still sat steadily, looking him up and down before saying lightly: “The Crown Princess needs to select a husband. I had Eunuch Chang send up your portrait.”

Murong Yi whirled around.

Through the earlier soup-splashing and angry scolding, he had maintained a trace of smile, as if that smile were carved at the corner of his lips. But now he finally pressed his lips together, his entire face taut with murderous intent, the light in his eyes becoming thorns, condensing the cold air and ice from outside.

Whether cold or beautiful, both were heart-stopping.

Consort Baoxiang paled for an instant, then hardened her voice: “What’s this attitude? The Crown Princess’s husband will become the nation’s father! What supreme honor is that? Then even your father the prince will have to regard you highly! Originally your name wasn’t on the list—Mother Concubine schemed for you, yet you act as if you’re owed something?”

Mu Si puffed his cheeks, desperately suppressing his anger. After anger came complete desolation.

Because of that matter of being raised as a woman, the young master had never been favored by the great king. Over the years, he had suffered plenty of bullying and trampling from those so-called brothers. Having finally painstakingly built up some enterprise with roots all in Ru Province—not to mention the current fierce competition between the eldest and second sons for favor. Tonight the young master had taken advantage of vulnerabilities, personally risking assassination of Meng Decheng to provoke those two into turning against each other. The thousand-li journey of seizing power had just begun—how could it be disrupted by this nonsense of Crown Princess husband selection?

With the young master’s looks, the possibility of being chosen was extremely high. Once chosen, all previous operations in Ru Province would be wasted!

Whether Crown Princess’s husband or nation’s father, these were just honorary empty titles that couldn’t even enter officialdom—how could they compare to the royal power of practically ruling a nation!

Mu Si ground his teeth in hatred while Murong Yi had already calmed down. Suddenly giving a mocking laugh, he asked: “The list? Who was originally on this list?”

“Fifth Brother, Eighth Brother, Thirteenth and Fifteenth Brothers were all on it. Look…”

“Looking at this list, it seems like a gathering of good-for-nothings.” Murong Yi interrupted her. “Fifth Brother’s brain isn’t good, Eighth Brother is lame, Thirteenth Brother’s maternal family is lowly, Fifteenth Brother was hollowed out by wine and women long ago… Such an outstanding list, and Mother, you still bothered to squeeze me in. I really should thank you!” With that, he bent and actually bowed to his mother.

Consort Baoxiang’s face turned livid as she glared at him: “Stop being sarcastic! No matter how worthless others are, they’re still better than you!”

“Fine. Anyone is better than me then.” Murong Yi turned around. “Then remember to start making the princess consort ceremonial robes early. If I really become the Crown Princess’s husband, you’ll certainly get to be a princess consort, right? Hurry up—start collecting pearls and embroidering now. Otherwise, when Father the Prince summons you for favor, I’m afraid you won’t be ready in time.”

“Scoundrel! Is this something you can say to your mother!”

Murong Yi had already turned to leave. A maidservant hurried over to lift the door curtain, smiling shyly and coquettishly at him. He smiled back, casually pinching her cheek. Before the maidservant could cry out in surprised delight, he turned back to smile at Consort Baoxiang: “I think Lan Gui is quite nice. Tomorrow when I become the nation’s father, I’ll have her warm my bed.”

The maidservant’s face turned ghastly pale, and Consort Baoxiang flew into a rage: “How dare this vixen seduce my son! Drag her out and sell her!”

Mu Si followed Murong Yi out the door. Hearing the miserable cries and pleas from that courtyard, he said hatefully: “Serves her right!”

These maidservants were usually indifferent to the young master, but now hearing of this matter, they rushed to seduce him. Getting sold was what they deserved.

Zhao San came forward, looking at Murong Yi’s expression and not daring to speak.

Mu Si sighed and said: “About that portrait matter, this subordinate will think of some solution…”

“No matter.” Murong Yi took the sweat towel Zhao San handed him and wiped his clothes. The mutton oil had hardened into a stiff, greasy white layer in the cold wind. Disgusted by the smell, he simply tore off the shoulder of his garment with a ripping sound and continued walking forward with just his snow-white, sculpted shoulder bare under the cloak.

“A few days ago, the Flying Ear Division reported that the Emperor ordered portraits of sons from third-rank officials and above sent to the capital from all regions. Looking at the age specifications, I guessed it was likely related to the Crown Princess and had the Eagle Eye Division keep watch, with the Wandering Falcon Division ready to act when necessary.” Murong Yi’s tone was casual. “I imagine even if we can’t remove my portrait, making it uglier shouldn’t be difficult.”

Both Zhao San and Mu Si breathed sighs of relief. Mu Si relaxed because he knew those people’s capabilities, but Zhao San was pessimistic, always preferring to think of the worst outcomes. He suddenly said: “What if even with an ugly portrait, the Crown Princess still favors and chooses the young master?”

Murong Yi turned, smiling at Zhao San. Zhao San’s mind spun wildly, thinking that such beauty paired with an ordinary woman would be a desecration of the young master. If the young master ever tired of this place or made a mistake, having an emperor’s wife would at least be a retreat… Suddenly he heard Murong Yi say very sincerely: “If the Crown Princess and I truly have such a fine match…”

Zhao San: …You’ll just go with the flow?

“…I’ll just kill her then.”

“…”
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Chapter 6: Do You Have Any Regrets?
In front of Ruixiang Palace, Xiao Chang finally left in dejection.

Not everyone could withstand the Crown Princess’s sharp tongue, and if they could withstand her tongue, the Crown Princess still had her legs.

It’s just that those of royal blood must fight to survive – resolve one battle, and there’s always another.

Sure enough, not long after, the Empress Dowager summoned her. Eunuch Li Gui, the head steward of Ronghe Palace, personally came to escort her.

Before leaving, Tie Ci changed from her moon-white robe into a pure black fitted outfit, with a cloak draped over it.

Every time she went to see the Empress Dowager, she mostly wore dark-colored clothing. Everyone was used to this sight, except for Little Bug, the eunuch who served her personal garments, who would grumble as usual: “Wearing black is one thing, but wearing so many layers – aren’t you afraid of the heat?”

Tie Ci pinched his tender cheek and playfully sang in theatrical style: “Slanted wind and light rain bring spring’s chill—”

She drifted away gracefully, while Little Bug looked at the blazing sun overhead with an infatuated expression.

“Come out! Bring in the clothes! Her Highness said it will definitely rain tonight!”

Tie Ci had no idea that her devoted fan Little Bug treated her like a weather forecast. When she reached a corner not far from Ronghe Palace, she suddenly stopped and glanced at the rustling flower trees: “Xiao Xiao, is that you?”

Behind the trees, silence reigned for a moment before someone quietly emerged, head hanging heavily, steps taken with difficulty, looking as if he was about to jump off a cliff at any moment.

Tie Ci wasn’t surprised.

This was Gu Xiaoxiao, son of the Minister of Revenue and a severe social anxiety sufferer.

Tie Ci said to the group of eunuchs behind her who appeared to be guards but were actually escorts: “All of you, move farther away.”

Everyone knew about Young Master Gu’s condition and didn’t dare go far, so they all turned around.

Suddenly Gu Xiaoxiao’s sky cleared, the sun brightened, and his whole body relaxed. He quickly came over and grabbed Tie Ci’s sleeve: “You’re going to the Empress Dowager’s palace? I’ll go with you.”

Tie Ci looked at her childhood friend who had grown up playing in the mud with her and laughed: “Why do you dare go to the Empress Dowager’s place today? Don’t you fear Ronghe Palace the most?”

“Look what you’re saying.” Gu Xiaoxiao blinked. “Is there anywhere I don’t fear?”

Tie Ci laughed heartily and patted his shoulder: “Alright, don’t go to Ronghe Palace, or you’ll freeze up like a zombie and I won’t be able to carry you. Wait for me in my palace – I’ll be done soon.” She whispered in Gu Xiaoxiao’s ear: “Keep an eye on the people in my palace. Don’t let anyone tell my mother consort about me going to the Empress Dowager.”

Gu Xiaoxiao knew her temperament and didn’t say anything. He nodded and stepped aside two paces. Li Gui came forward and humbly bowed to Gu Xiaoxiao, who immediately retreated three steps. Li Gui twitched at the corner of his mouth – he didn’t expect a return bow from this one, much less conversation. Just as he was about to proceed, he heard Gu Xiaoxiao stammer: “…Li… Elder Li… Please… look after… Later I… I… I have…”

It took him forever to get through one sentence. Li Gui maintained his half-bow position and broke out in a sweat, wishing he could finish the sentence for him. It was Tie Ci who resolved the situation: “Elder, please rise. You understand Xiao Xiao’s meaning.”

Li Gui breathed a sigh of relief, secretly massaging his back, and smiled at Gu Xiaoxiao: “The Empress Dowager has always been fond of Her Highness. Please don’t worry.”

Gu Xiaoxiao lowered his eyelashes and quickly retreated again, watching the group disappear into the distance before heading toward Ruixiang Palace with a dazed expression.

Here, when Tie Ci stepped through the gates of Ronghe Palace, she didn’t see the Empress Dowager directly. The head nanny beside the Empress Dowager said she was requested to go to the small Buddhist hall, making Tie Ci twitch at the corner of her mouth.

With a creaking sound, the heavy doors opened. Sunlight could not penetrate the small Buddhist hall.

Standing at the doorway, she was greeted by floating dust that traced pale golden paths in the dim candlelight, like activated talismans harboring deep prayers.

The Buddha statue adorned with golden ornaments was half-hidden behind heavy curtains, one finger holding a flower, one corner of its lips slightly raised. That smile encompassed all living beings under heaven and earth, yet could not see the three feet beneath its base.

Tie Ci also revealed an identical smile and stepped through the door. Behind her came another creak as the door was immediately closed.

Tie Ci untied her cloak and threw it by the door.

Before her lay deep, heavy darkness, and a hoarse old woman’s voice rang out abruptly.

“Bring the disciplinary whip!”

A prayer cushion slid over silently. Tie Ci knelt down quite skillfully. As she knelt, her eyes scanned around the hall, but before she could locate her target in the pitch darkness, her scalp suddenly exploded and her heart turned cold.

An icy aura spread silently like cold mist, resembling countless black serpents hidden in the darkness, hanging their cold eyes, winding and moving, seeking targets of flesh and blood.

Tie Ci could even feel that aura divide into several streams, crawling up her knees, slowly exploring toward her head, pressing down heavily upon her, then lightning-fast penetrating her entire body.

This feeling of being suppressed and having her blood vessels and meridians searched could easily make one break out in cold sweat, but Tie Ci remained very calm, only kneeling steadily in place.

Because this feeling was too familiar to her. Ever since her first attempt to rise up in this small Buddhist hall, when this aura ruthlessly pressed her to the ground and she fell ill for a month afterward, she knew the Empress Dowager had capable people by her side.

Otherwise, how could a woman achieve victory after victory in the man-eating harem and ultimately ascend to the supreme position on earth?

According to legends, there were several great masters in this world with abilities beyond ordinary people’s reach – one person could stabilize a nation, one person could throw a country into chaos. But such human weapons of war would not easily be controlled by others, only hiding in legends and scattered throughout heaven and earth. How many emperors and generals throughout history had searched far and wide without finding them? Later, legends remained only legends.

But Tie Ci had always believed that legends came from reality and were never trees without roots.

After that aura finished searching through her body, it quietly dispersed, but the oppressive pressure remained. Tie Ci only remained silent, eyes observing her nose, nose observing her heart.

Someone emerged from behind curtains ahead, their footsteps heavy and steady, showing solid lower body foundation.

Something long dragged on the ground – dark black, gleaming with dark gold luster. It was a whip made of ox sinew steamed and dried nine times, then twisted with gold thread.

When swung, the wind sounded like roaring. Tie Ci had heard it many times.

That person stood still, gold light flashed, and in the next instant the roaring sound began.

“Crack!”

Like mountains crashing onto her back, lightning piercing her bone marrow, fierce fire burning her soul – that explosion of pain seemed to detonate in her mind, leaving her vision filled with flashing golden darkness.

The old woman’s fierce shout seemed to pierce through fog barriers, sharp and severe.

“Tie Ci, have you forgotten the glory of the Iron Clan royal family!”

Tie Ci swallowed the metallic taste in her throat, raised her head, sweat dripping from her chin: “No!”

“Crack!”

Tie Ci convulsed violently but managed to support herself with her hands just before collapsing.

Her fingertips dug into the cracks between golden bricks, and with a hiss, the golden bricks shattered into pieces.

“Tie Ci, have you forgotten the nobility of the heaven-gifted divine clan?!”

“No!”

“Crack!”

Mad thunder accompanied by fierce lightning, rolling with overwhelming dark clouds, gathered the mighty force of the universe into one bundle, howling as it crashed down on the young woman’s slender back.

With a dull thud, Tie Ci’s other elbow also hit the ground. She ultimately didn’t fall completely, but couldn’t control a mouthful of dark blood that sprayed three feet.

“Tie Ci, have you forgotten the past humiliation of the Iron Clan royal family?!”

“No!”

The wind ceased, thunder stopped and lightning died. In the Buddhist hall filled with pure sandalwood incense, deathly silence returned once again.

The disciplinary whip could only strike three times – this was the rule.

Empress Dowager Xiao said she would not break ancestral rules.

Tie Ci supported herself with both arms on the ground, coughing softly while thinking of laughing.

The most rule-abiding was the most rule-breaking. Heaven knows.

Three questions with the disciplinary whip – it was really hard on the old lady to find such ancient precedents from the already rotten internal power struggles of the royal family.

This was a rule established by the founding emperor of the Iron Clan royal family before the nation’s founding. Because he had experienced hardship and difficulty in his youth, he feared that his descendants would indulge in luxury and pleasure after inheriting the beautiful kingdom, losing their ancestors’ spirit of enterprising determination. So he specially established this rule.

Glory need not be elaborated. Humiliation referred to the early days of nation-building when Great Qian was weak and repeatedly attacked by the combined forces of surrounding nations like Great Dian, Lanna, and Dayan. Emperor Qian Gaozong was even captured once and only ransomed back with the entire nation’s resources – a humiliation in Great Qian’s history that no one dared forget.

The heaven-gifted divine clan referred to how this continent once had many with heaven-bestowed abilities, but later for various reasons, such people became fewer and more precious. The Iron Clan family was fortunately one of the few that could inherit part of these heaven-bestowed abilities. When they first rose up, they used this as their rallying cry, claiming these heaven-gifted abilities were divinely bestowed, that Heaven had entrusted great responsibility to the Iron Clan. Thus they rose from chaos, seized the imperial throne, and established foundations for hundreds of generations.

As bloodlines continued to dilute and mix, fewer Iron Clan royals inherited heaven-gifted abilities with each generation. Later only direct royal descendants had the possibility, so three generations later, the Iron Clan royal family established a rule: only those possessing heaven-gifted abilities could inherit the throne.

The awakening of heaven-gifted abilities varied in timing – some were born with them, some triggered them later, but at latest, signs would definitely appear by age twelve.

And Tie Ci was now sixteen, without heaven-gifted abilities.

The unfortunate Emperor Qian Gaozong who was captured was also the only emperor in Iron Clan royal history without heaven-bestowed abilities.

This became the most powerful evidence for those who opposed allowing anyone without heaven-gifted abilities to inherit the throne.

Several generations later, the same situation befell this dynasty.

Starting from age twelve, Tie Ci’s status in everyone’s minds remained unchanged on the surface but plummeted dramatically in private.

Ministers who had once been captivated by her brilliance began advising the emperor to expand his harem. After years of the emperor having no other offspring, they began advising him to adopt sons from collateral branches.

Noble families that had once been relatively stable began stirring restlessly.

The three feudal princes who had once sworn loyalty to Great Qian, led by Liaodong, gradually became less obedient.

If not for the emperor’s persistent support of Tie Ci’s position as Crown Princess, insisting that collateral branches also lacked heaven-gifted abilities so were no better than Tie Ci, perhaps now Tie Ci would either be counting lice in the imperial tomb or feeding worms there.

Only the Empress Dowager remained steadfast – from beginning to now, she had consistently treated her poorly.

Sometimes, the most vicious toward women are often other women.

Since Tie Ci had not awakened heaven-bestowed abilities, the Empress Dowager brought out ancestral rules.

The three questions with disciplinary whip had only persisted for a few years in Great Qian royal history before discontinuing. Reflecting on bitter past and thinking of sweet present was fundamentally seeking abuse when there was no need. Since the realm was already at peace with the kingdom in hand, why endure hardship and taste gall? That was what fallen monarchs did.

But the Empress Dowager said Tie Ci was undisciplined and lacked heaven-gifted abilities, making her a royal disgrace. This disciplinary whip that carried ancestors’ teachings and expectations should be properly received by her.

The old rule was once yearly during ancestral and heavenly sacrifices. But the Empress Dowager conveniently forgot this rule – when in good mood, once; when in bad mood, once; when menstruating, once; when not menstruating, once. If Tie Ci did anything displeasing to her, no need for questioning or investigation – just crack, crack, crack.

Tie Ci was not someone who accepted everything passively and had tried to resist, but at thirteen, the young woman received her first harsh lesson about absolute force.

To this day, when she heard the Empress Dowager’s summons, she still chatted and laughed casually, never bringing anyone, only skillfully changing into black clothes.

She never let the emperor know about these things.

If father knew, it would definitely be a fight to the death. But now, the net was a sky-covering net while the fish was an injured fry – not yet time for a desperate struggle.

The palace was full of the Empress Dowager’s people. If they tore off the facade, some deep night a big blanket could smother her father.

The heavy footsteps disappeared behind curtains, the swishing sound of the whip dragging on the ground faded away, leaving a deep red trail on the floor with some scattered bits of flesh and blood faintly visible.

Slow footsteps sounded, stopping every third step – the Empress Dowager’s unique gait. Every time Tie Ci heard it, the image of a big-bellied spotted toad would float in her mind.

The spotted toad squatted before her, autumn-fragrant colored gold-sprinkled robe dragging across Tie Ci’s face. Tie Ci raised her head from her half-prostrate position and grabbed the robe corner to wipe her face.

The Empress Dowager’s emotionless eyes fixed on her face as she asked in a thin, delicate voice: “Ci’er, do you have any regrets?”

Chapter 7: The House Collapses
Tie Ci remained silent.

The Empress Dowager sighed and actually reached out to stroke her hair. Tie Ci suppressed the sudden surge of nausea and forced a smile, affectionately nuzzling her head toward the Empress Dowager’s palm.

This time the Empress Dowager quickly withdrew her hand, wiped it on her sleeve, and said softly: “What’s wrong with Chang’er? Isn’t the Xiao family’s protection good for you? Or do you really think you can inherit the throne like this?”

Tie Ci looked at her. The Empress Dowager’s eyes were curved, hiding wariness.

Tie Ci suddenly burst into tears: “Empress Dowager, I regret it!”

The Empress Dowager was stunned.

“I regret not being obedient! I regret being a waste who still occupies the position without doing anything!” Tie Ci cried with tears streaming down, half-straightening her body. She was taller than the Empress Dowager, who was still half-squatting in place, looking up at her in a daze.

“I was wrong, I’ll kowtow to apologize to you!” Tie Ci suddenly slammed her head down.

Directly at the Empress Dowager’s forehead.

“Bang” – a dull impact.

Their heads collided, seemingly accompanied by the faint sound of cracking bone.

The Empress Dowager didn’t even have time to scream before falling backward violently. Almost immediately, a bump slowly swelled on her forehead.

The heavy aura in the room suddenly surged, filled with furious energy – apparently not expecting the always-obedient ant to pull such a move. Before Tie Ci could even react, a wild wind arose from nowhere. With a crash, the thousand-pound iron incense burner spun rapidly and smashed toward Tie Ci’s chest.

Tie Ci rolled on the spot, narrowly avoiding it by passing under the burner’s short legs. With another flip, she was already at the door, punching at the tightly closed doors.

Crack – with a splitting sound, she actually punched a hole through the half-foot-thick iron-wrapped wooden door, and daylight flooded in.

The wild wind suddenly stopped. The person inside seemed to be hesitating about something. Taking advantage of this moment, Tie Ci grabbed her cloak and kicked open the door to rush out.

She was still swaying when she stood up, but by the time she stepped through the door, she had straightened her back. Her cloak unfurled with a swoosh, rolling behind her like a dark cloud. When the crowd surged forward, they still saw the calm-faced, upright Crown Princess.

Li Gui rushed to the front and paused when he saw Tie Ci. He naturally knew what tricks were played in the small Buddhist hall each time, and looked hesitantly behind Tie Ci.

Tie Ci smiled at him and suddenly kicked backward, causing the door behind her to swing open.

Li Gui instinctively stepped forward to block the view of those behind him.

From the corner of her eye, Tie Ci saw a black shadow that had been crouched on the ground, apparently checking on the Empress Dowager’s condition. But the moment the door opened, it picked up the Empress Dowager and vanished into the darkness in a flash.

Indeed, she had guessed correctly – this person couldn’t be seen in the light.

Li Gui saw that black shadow and his expression changed. Tie Ci had already said: “I discovered suspicious persons here at the Empress Dowager’s…”

Li Gui immediately replied: “Your Highness jests. The Empress Dowager has always loved tranquility and prays to Buddha alone. The Buddhist hall is heavily guarded inside and out – there are absolutely no suspicious persons.”

“I’m very concerned about the Empress Dowager’s safety. Perhaps we should still summon the White Marsh Guards to search…”

“Your Highness worries too much. The White Marsh Guards bear the responsibility of guarding the entire palace – their duties are weighty. If they’re casually summoned here, what if someone takes advantage elsewhere…” Li Gui quickly lowered his head. “But Your Highness’s concern is not unreasonable. Please rest assured, Your Highness – we servants will carefully inspect later. It’s getting late, please rest early, Your Highness.”

Tie Ci wanted exactly this – for him not to pursue the matter about the Empress Dowager and let her pass. She immediately nodded: “Fine, perhaps I was seeing things.”

Li Gui bowed and stepped aside. As Tie Ci walked past him, the wide-open doors behind her slowly closed again.

Tie Ci suddenly turned around, pretending to pull something from her robes, and laughed loudly: “Empress Dowager, here’s a novel gift for you – behold my Ten-Thousand-Flowers Flowing Light Seven-Colored Sky Lantern!”

“Bang.” The slowly closing door seemed to suddenly be kicked from inside, immediately slamming shut heavily, shaking dust from the eaves.

But Tie Ci’s hands were empty.

“Oh my, I forgot – I didn’t actually bring it!”

Another bang came from inside the room, as if someone had smashed something.

Tie Ci laughed heartily and walked away.

Once she left Ronghe Palace, the smile disappeared from her face. She hurried along for a while, then at a turn, entered a bamboo grove behind the group of cold palaces.

She walked deep into the grove, confirming no one was around, before leaning against an old bamboo and coughing violently.

Her back burned with pain, and coughing made it worse. But Tie Ci coughed forcefully, the muffled sound echoing through the rustling grove. After a long while, not until she spat out a mouthful of stagnant blood did she finally breathe a long sigh of relief.

Master had said that if the disciplinary whip was too severe, the stagnant blood must be cleared out quickly, otherwise it would linger in the internal organs and eventually damage the foundation.

She felt behind her back with some difficulty to check. Her black clothes were already torn, and despite wearing several thick layers, they were soaked with fresh blood. Fortunately, the dark color concealed it. With the cloak covering everything, there were no visible traces.

Rustling sounds arose in the grove as a twisted black shadow slowly covered the ground.

Tie Ci looked at the shadow at her feet without raising her head, saying softly: “There should be one of those legendary figures beside the old lady.”

The shadow gave a low “mm” and asked: “Three Madmen? Five Emperors?”

“Can people from the martial world also call themselves emperors?” Tie Ci laughed. “They’re nothing but vengeful spirits.”

The shadow said: “Very powerful.”

“I tested him today and confirmed he fears light. Also, he might fear water too. In all my visits to the small Buddhist hall, I’ve never seen any water.”

“A master’s weaknesses won’t be left in legends.”

“But his life will eventually be left in my hands.” Tie Ci wiped the blood from her mouth. “Multiples of three times N, I’m keeping track. By the way, also check if any master was ever bitten by a dog.”

“…What does this have to do with dogs?”

“Dogs don’t want to be associated with him either.”

“…Were you beaten stupid? I think if you don’t leave soon, your life will end up in someone else’s hands first.”

Tie Ci looked up at the sky. The last bit of sunlight was being cut into dappled pieces by bamboo leaves, leaving only a brilliant golden edge along the leaf borders.

“Don’t worry, soon.”

The shadow faded. Tie Ci turned around and suddenly felt something was wrong.

Why was there still another shadow?

Long and sprawling across the dappled bamboo grove, motionless and twisted.

She turned around and followed the shadow’s trajectory, discovering that due to the angle, the person was actually quite far away. She turned around a decorative rock formation and was suddenly grabbed with a hand over her mouth.

A faint scent of epiphyllum flowers by her cheek.

The moment she was attacked, Tie Ci’s arm had already swung out horizontally – this was called Iron Chain Across the River. She put all her strength into it; if it hit the opponent’s sternum, it would collapse like a badly built tower.

Just as her skin was about to graze the sternum.

The opponent suddenly whispered in her ear: “If you hurt me, I’ll scream.”

Tie Ci’s arm couldn’t stop its momentum, so she suddenly bent her palm backward and embraced his waist instead.

So slender.

She asked softly: “And then?”

“If I scream, those two in the jar across will be startled.”

Behind the decorative rocks was a golden jar that originally grew water lilies. It was spring now, so it was empty inside, and with the chaotic rocks providing cover above, it was quite concealed.

Even this could serve as a place for romantic encounters. Tie Ci had to admit, you palace people really know how to have fun.

“And then?”

“Someone would get apoplexy.”

“That sounds good?”

“It is good. After all, if you don’t have a younger brother, that would certainly be good for you.”

Tie Ci stopped moving. After a while, deep in thought, she unconsciously squeezed the opponent’s waist.

The opponent’s body suddenly sprang back. Tie Ci realized that the person in front of her wasn’t Dan Shuang, Chi Xue, Little Bug, Gu Xiaoxiao, etc…

She awkwardly let go, preparing to apologize, but hadn’t decided on the wording – should it be domineering CEO style or green tea white lotus style?

Before she could decide, the earlier commotion seemed to have alerted that pair of wild mandarin ducks. There was rustling movement, but no one came out. Tie Ci waited a while, but the sounds actually stopped. She quietly went to look and discovered there was a hole on the other side of the golden jar – those two had crawled away through the hole.

Looking at the two crawling trails on the ground, Tie Ci was amazed by the professionalism of adulterers in the Great Qian palace.

Since the people had run away, naturally she couldn’t pursue them. Tie Ci thought about what that person had said earlier. So the woman was a palace consort, looking for someone to borrow seed from, to give her a cheap younger brother?

The harem had always harbored filth – this wasn’t anything unusual. Her father emperor’s harem had been childless for years, and offspring had become like a ray of light, making all the lonely women in the harem red-eyed with envy. Under such circumstances, taking desperate risks for offspring wasn’t strange.

But this was the harem under the Empress Dowager’s strict control. The harem’s security was the tightest in years. Could someone really be bold enough to successfully carry on affairs?

Also, her father was still young. If he wanted a child, why not work hard with her father instead of risking decapitation by having affairs?

Tie Ci crouched by the jar, staring at that hole like she was observing various oddities in human reproductive history.

When she turned around, she saw the mouth-covering brother from earlier adjusting his belt.

Tie Ci: “…”

No. Sir, your actions would make me mistakenly think that adulterous pair was you and me.

The moon rose, its radiance quietly shifting. Half of that person’s face gradually appeared in the moonlight. For an instant, the phrase “shattered jade arrayed like stars, bright mountain high snow” flashed through Tie Ci’s mind.

Like jade shattered in a magnificent hall, brilliant as arrayed stars; like on those bright high mountains where snow and moon meet in a crystal-clear frosty sky.

Tie Ci admired the beautiful sight for a while, then wondered if Rong Pu’s admirers knew that their ideal refined scholar and mountain beauty would hide in dark places to spy on people’s affairs, would their houses collapse?

But Rong Pu was someone who could perform any crude act without a trace of worldly contamination. He politely bowed to Tie Ci in the moonlight, his smile faint but perfectly curved: “Greetings, Your Highness.”

The two had naturally met before and were actually relatives – the kind of natural pair of male and female cousins.

But Tie Ci actually had no good feelings toward noble families, and Rong Pu had just entered government service. Given Tie Ci’s status, if she didn’t want to see him, they might not meet for years.

Seeing him now – truly handsome.

Tie Ci smiled, waved her hand, turned and leaped onto the golden jar, crossed her legs, and picked a flower from the rock crevices. The flower was called sweet lotus – its roots and stems were cool and slightly sweet, able to treat internal blood heat.

Tie Ci held the flower in her mouth, smiling as she looked down at Rong Pu: “I hear you rarely enter the palace, yet today you’re still here after nightfall. What, do you want to be my male empress so badly?”

Rong Pu looked up at her – in the moonlight, the young woman on the golden jar had a pair of long legs swaying in the air. Her delicate boot heels tapped against the jar, making clear sounds. Her face, washed by moonlight, was even more luminous, like an exquisite jade plate soaked in clear water.

The flower’s color was bright, but couldn’t match her red lips burning like fire.

He lowered his eyes and said softly: “I entered the palace to deliver the Third Spring gifts to my aunt, and happened to encounter Your Highness.”

The Rong family also had women selected into the imperial palace, ranked among the three consorts with the title Ning. The Third Spring gifts were for the festival set during spring’s third solar term in Great Qian.

After a pause, he added: “If I could receive Your Highness’s favor… what great fortune that would be for Rong Pu.”
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Chapter 8: My Empire
Tie Ci couldn’t treat her wounds in front of Rong Pu, so she desperately chewed on flower roots, crunching audibly. Sitting up high, she didn’t hear clearly what Rong Pu was saying. Just as she leaned down to ask, her nose tip suddenly felt cold.

Looking up, she clicked her tongue: “I really have become a divine fortune-teller.”

It was raining.

Listening to rain in a bamboo grove had a poetic mood, but without rain gear, it was rather tragic.

Tie Ci wrapped her cloak over her head, preparing to run.

Looking back, she saw Rong Pu still standing in place. Thinking that a beauty would lose his charm if drenched, and besides, this one was a sickly beauty.

Her nature of cherishing flowers and pitying jade suddenly surged, so she beckoned him: “Come, my cloak is large – it can shelter two people.”

Just after saying this, she remembered that under the cloak, her clothes still had undried bloodstains with a smell.

However, someone like Rong Pu – jade-like, snow-like, yet naturally graceful – surely wouldn’t burrow under a woman’s cloak.

But immediately she was proven wrong.

“Alright.”

Tie Ci was stunned.

I was just being polite…

The cloak moved, and the beauty had already burrowed in, thanking her as he squeezed: “Thank you, Your Highness…”

He suddenly stopped speaking. Tie Ci’s heart tightened, but then Rong Pu continued: “I wonder if I’m crowding Your Highness?”

“Ah, yes… ah, no.”

Since he had already come in, driving him out would only arouse suspicion.

Both fell silent.

Rong Pu was taller than Tie Ci, so he naturally took over the task of holding up the cloak.

No matter how large the cloak, it was limited, and the space inside even more so. Though Tie Ci tried hard to move outward, she still inevitably made contact from time to time.

Tie Ci hadn’t expected that Rong Pu, who looked frail, actually had a quite solid physique. Even in the darkness, she could feel the smooth and graceful lines of the man’s silhouette.

The faint epiphyllum fragrance grew stronger, but it wasn’t disturbing when inhaled.

The spring rain fell gently on the cloak with a tender sound. The space under the cloak was narrow, dark, and warm.

Rong Pu’s profile glowed faintly in that darkness, like a distant but not cold snow line.

This was a hazy yet clear beauty, but with a slight coolness. Tie Ci suddenly remembered a poem:

“Don’t listen to the sound of rain beating through forest and leaves, why not chant and whistle while walking leisurely? Bamboo staff and hemp shoes are lighter than horses – who’s afraid? A straw raincoat for any weather in life.”

This was taught by Master, and she recited it casually, feeling it fit both the mood and scene.

Rong Pu suddenly said: “Good poem, did Your Highness compose it?”

Tie Ci then realized Su Shi didn’t exist here. She shamelessly hummed in agreement: “I’m well-read in five cartloads of books, you understand.”

This was said jokingly – the entire Great Qian court knew the Crown Princess loved martial arts over feminine pursuits, especially hating sour poetry, and never attended court poetry gatherings.

But Rong Pu also hummed in agreement: “Written with ups and downs yet transcendent and free. Your Highness has great talent.”

Tie Ci was stunned, suddenly feeling bored.

Was it so hard to tell the truth?

She wanted to speak, but her throat suddenly itched and she wanted to cough. She held back, but her back started burning again, and her steps stumbled.

A hand steadily supported her. Rong Pu’s gentle, light voice sounded by her ear: “Your Highness, roads are slippery on rainy days – allow me to support you.”

Tie Ci’s vision blurred. Knowing she had endured too long and couldn’t hold out much longer, she leaned on Rong Pu: “Much obliged.”

With Rong Pu supporting her, he couldn’t hold up the cloak anymore. The two wrapped in the cloak walked along swaying, and Tie Ci thought thankfully this road was quiet – if someone ran into them, they’d probably think a giant caterpillar had become sentient.

Under the cloak, their bodies pressed tightly together. Even slight contact seemed to echo. Tie Ci belatedly realized that walking together under a cloak in the rain like this, perhaps tomorrow Rong Pu would really become her male empress.

She suddenly said: “Minister Rong.”

Once the formal address was established, the slight romantic atmosphere was completely swept away. Rong Pu immediately straightened and said solemnly: “I am here.”

“Why have you not submitted a petition to withdraw from the betrothal?”

“Your Highness, why should I withdraw?”

“Not withdrawing shows your magnanimity.” Tie Ci laughed. “But I cannot bully magnanimous people.” She turned her head, staring into Rong Pu’s eyes: “So I have already chosen a new Crown Prince Consort.”

Rong Pu fell silent briefly before saying: “Might I have the honor of knowing who Your Highness’s new fiancé is?”

“You wouldn’t know him even if I told you.” Tie Ci waved her hand. “The eighteenth son of the King of Liaodong – see, don’t we make a perfect match?”

This time Rong Pu was silent much longer, so long that Tie Ci became puzzled. She turned to look at him and for an instant caught something strange in the light in Rong Pu’s eyes.

She was truly surprised – could he actually know that prince from the ends of the earth?

They had now turned onto the main road and began encountering patrolling guards. Tie Ci’s hand emerged from under the cloak, holding up her token. The guards bowed from afar and made way.

Soon, looking up, she saw the plaque of Ruixiang Palace. Tie Ci laughed: “There, I’ve arrived. You can leave the palace on your own from here. My cloak isn’t convenient to lend you – I’ll have someone bring you an umbrella.” She raised her hand to call someone.

But her hand was suddenly grasped.

Tie Ci turned around in surprise.

Rong Pu had already left the cloak’s shelter. The fine drizzle dampened his temples, making his eyes clearer and his complexion more snow-like. Tie Ci looked at her hand, but he only looked into Tie Ci’s eyes, asking: “Why?”

“Why what?”

Rong Pu didn’t speak or release her hand. Tie Ci then understood what he was asking.

She laughed, bright and noble.

“When the Crown Princess chose marriage partners, only the Rong family didn’t withdraw. Do you think I should be grateful rather than ungrateful?”

“I didn’t…”

Tie Ci flicked her fingers and freed herself from Rong Pu’s grasp. But Rong Pu stepped forward again, and something was pressed into Tie Ci’s hand. Looking down, it was a tube of golden wound ointment.

She calmly put away the ointment with the bearing of royalty accepting tribute. She nodded slightly to Rong Pu and turned to walk up the steps.

A crowd of people surged out from inside to receive her.

This time Rong Pu didn’t follow.

He stood in place, watching the Crown Princess ascend step by step surrounded by the crowd. Just when he thought he was destined not to get an answer, Tie Ci suddenly stopped.

“If the Rong family didn’t withdraw from the betrothal to compete with the Xiao family, why should I become a tool in your struggle? If not withdrawing is simply your pity, why should I accept others’ sympathy?”

She turned back. High on the steps, her smile was like clouds parting to reveal the moon.

“Love or power lust – no one can bind me.”

“My empire, I’ll win myself.”

Tie Ci put on quite a performance in front of Rong Pu, but as soon as she turned around, her body swayed. The maids hurriedly supported her, chattering with questions. Tie Ci sighed: “The Empress Dowager made me kneel again – massage, quickly massage.”

The women then competed to massage her. Gu Xiaoxiao came out from the inner hall to greet her, saw the crowd and retreated with a headache. This was exactly what Tie Ci wanted. She claimed kneeling had made her sweat all over and called for Dan Shuang to quickly prepare bath water.

Dan Shuang pushed open the window to look at her, then slammed the window shut heavily and went to prepare. Gu Xiaoxiao stood at the threshold, frowning as he said: “Your Highness, please don’t spoil these maids so much anymore. Aren’t those old ministers from the Crown Prince’s Household nagging enough?”

Before Tie Ci could answer, Dan Shuang appeared ghostlike from behind a screen: “If Young Master Gu visited our Highness less often, those old ministers would nag much less.”

Gu Xiaoxiao’s eyes widened. Unable to answer, he quickly retreated several steps. Except for Tie Ci and family members, being closer than three feet to anyone made him uneasy.

Tie Ci laughingly pushed him away: “We’re all good sisters, why get angry?”

Gu Xiaoxiao retreated while saying: “Who’s sisters with her…” Tie Ci had already laughingly waved and entered the bathhouse.

Inside, steam swirled. Her composed expression immediately turned to grimacing. Dan Shuang stood by the round bath holding towels, quickly undressing her in a few moves, then gasped.

But Tie Ci apologized to her: “Junior Sister, I’m sorry for keeping you here and wronging you.”

Dan Shuang’s response was to press a medicated cloth to her back. Tie Ci howled and quickly leaped into the water with a splash, creating large waves.

The bath water was also medicinal, quite invigorating to soak in, but Tie Ci endured silently. After a while she emerged from the bath. Dan Shuang applied a gel-like medicine to Tie Ci’s back, and the fearsome wounds were visibly sealed and smoothed. But Tie Ci still wasn’t satisfied: “Master’s liquid bandages from back then were still better.”

Dan Shuang rolled her eyes: “Master only brought a few small bottles total – enough to seal gashes like ditches on you?”

Tie Ci laughed, reaching out to play with the water: “I might have to leave the capital soon. Before leaving, I want to see Master once.”

Dan Shuang agreed: “Leaving the capital is good – look, your back is almost like Master’s barbecue grill. You’ll scare the groom to death when you marry.”

Tie Ci thought of her newly “betrothed” prospective fiancé and that portrait so ugly it could startle heaven and make ghosts weep. She laughed: “Not necessarily – maybe I’ll be the one scared to death.”

Dan Shuang snorted: “Either way, it’s just a front. If he doesn’t behave in the future, just kill him.” She continued: “Chi Xue sent word back saying that little wolf king from the west is heading toward the capital. Claims it’s about trade disputes with the Ministry of Revenue and Ministry of War, but coincidentally our people are investigating him. They say he has a wild temperament – don’t let him cause trouble if you run into him.”

Tie Ci waved dismissively: “By the time he arrives, I might be a thousand li from the capital – what’s to fear?”

“Speaking of leaving the capital, with your status, how would the old ministers in court agree?”

“Disagree all they want – they still have to agree. Ultimately it’s the Empress Dowager’s court.” Tie Ci said: “Today the Empress Dowager suffered setbacks twice in a row. The marriage alliance with Xiao Chang is temporarily shelved, but if she doesn’t vent this anger, she’ll inevitably become estranged from the Xiao family. So I guess she’ll definitely invoke old rules again – Great Qian’s noble children have a tradition of traveling to study, and it should be my turn.”

“Study tours have several types: martial study, wandering study, and miscellaneous study. Martial study is most common – royal family should learn martial arts anyway. Finding famous teachers in the capital for two years is both practical and safe. Wandering study is cultural governance – traveling famous mountains and rivers. Though more arduous, it’s the best way to befriend renowned scholars and show goodwill to the world’s students. For winning literary hearts and future throne stability, it has immense benefits. Plus selecting great scholars and famous ministers to accompany as guides is another good chance to win over civil officials. Worst is miscellaneous study – all trades under heaven, randomly selected. Claims to observe popular sentiment and experience people’s lives, but mingling with dragons and snakes in markets, who knows what deadly troubles you’ll encounter? These so-called hundred trades are mostly of the three teachings and nine streams, lowly as ants. Done well, it doesn’t help the throne; done poorly, it easily ruins reputation and loses popular support. If you really must travel to study and train, you must find a way to avoid miscellaneous study at all costs.”

“I think the Empress Dowager won’t let me stay in the capital for martial study. Miscellaneous study is indeed dangerous and easily exploited. The Crown Prince’s Household mentioned several famous scholars to me, especially that Confucian sage with great reputation both in and out of court. If I get the wandering study opportunity, it would be perfect to visit him. But what we think of, the Empress Dowager thinks of too, so we need to find a way first…”

The two chatted in the bathhouse. Everyone else knew the rules – no one approached when the Crown Princess bathed. Unexpectedly someone entered at the door – a well-dressed young woman with two maids. The gatekeeper maid quickly bowed: “Consort Jing.”

This was the Crown Princess’s birth mother. Though she came rarely, the palace guards naturally couldn’t stop her. Nor could they ask her to wait for announcement. Consort Jing entered familiarly, with palace servants leading her to the warm pavilion near the bath, saying the Crown Princess was bathing and asking her to wait. But Consort Jing smiled: “I just made a set of undergarments using tribute silk from Hezhou Prefecture – softest and most delicate. Let me take it for the Crown Princess to try.”

Palace servants all knew this consort came from humble origins with a naturally gentle disposition. In the most profound and mysterious harem, she should have been someone who couldn’t survive three days, but while inferior in everything else, she could be called blessed in beauty and luck. Not long after entering the palace, the Empress died. The previously favored consorts bore sons one after another, but all died young. When her turn came to conceive early, she bore a daughter. After Tie Ci was established as Crown Princess, she was closely protected and lived peacefully in the palace without worry.

If there was any shortcoming, it was that Tie Ci never treated her as warmly as others, rarely visiting her palace, becoming more distant with age. Palace servants privately discussed that this one who could bear someone like the Crown Princess had already had great fortune. With no family support and unable to establish herself, the Crown Princess’s distance was natural. She was sensible enough to just keep to her place.

Consort Jing thought so too, harboring no resentment, but after so long, she inevitably missed her daughter. Today she found an excuse to come. Fortunately, though Tie Ci didn’t usually visit her, she always showed respect, and everyone in the palace understood this one would eventually be the future Empress Dowager, so they served her well and let her go.

Afraid to disturb her daughter, Consort Jing didn’t bring her maids, quietly approaching the bathhouse door herself. Just as she hesitated whether to disturb, she heard conversation inside.

Dan Shuang was applying medicine to Tie Ci a second time with medicated water to fade future scars. That medicine was truly potent – even someone as enduring as Tie Ci couldn’t help hissing continuously, laughing: “Good sister, please be gentler.”

Dan Shuang said coldly: “I might as well embroider flowers on ant backs!” Unable to help cursing: “The Empress Dowager’s hand is so ruthless!”

Consort Jing couldn’t bear it anymore. She licked the window paper and looked through. Tie Ci was sitting on the pool edge with her back to the main door – that back crisscrossed with scars suddenly crashed into Consort Jing’s vision!

Consort Jing’s mind thundered as she staggered back a step, dropping her clothes.

Inside fell quiet, then came a sharp question: “Who!”

Consort Jing instinctively startled, feeling she’d done something to anger her daughter. Shocked by those scars and panicked, she stepped on the clothes and fled.

When Dan Shuang rushed out, she only saw snow-white sleeping robes on the ground with large footprints.

…
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Chapter 9: That’s Just a Trap
Tie Ci came out dressed, saw the sleeping robes on the ground, and understood. She sighed: “Arrange for someone to comfort her later, and remember to tell her to keep quiet.”

She was truly afraid to face Consort Jing’s tearful eyes. She had been separated from Consort Jing’s side since she was very young. It was said that once when the emperor visited, he saw Consort Jing having nightmares, dreaming of Tie Ci being hunted, and when she woke up she held Tie Ci and cried desperately. But she wouldn’t say why she cried, acting like a riddle that angered the emperor.

The emperor then felt that with Consort Jing’s temperament, she definitely couldn’t raise a noble, magnanimous, and responsible female heir apparent. Later he brought Tie Ci to his side to raise personally.

Tie Ci also felt that with Consort Jing’s quail-like nature – tender leaves that could be broken by a single drop of rain and dew – she was indeed only suitable for protection, not participation.

Dan Shuang didn’t pay much attention either, both thinking that Consort Jing would probably shrink back into her room again and cry for three days and nights. In that case, just telling people to watch over her would be enough.

Neither thought that even quails have moments when their feathers stand on end, and a mother beast’s instinct to protect her young is immeasurable.

Here the bath had caused an unexpected incident, while over there the Empress Dowager had summoned a group of Grand Secretaries and Ministers to indeed discuss matters of training.

The Empress Dowager held meetings in Mingde Hall, an independent palace building between the front court and harem. After all, it was improper for male ministers to discuss matters in the harem, and she was unwilling to place the meeting location in the imperial study – that would be borrowing the emperor’s territory. So she created this independent place, though it still didn’t conform to regulations. But what regulations remained now?

The Empress Dowager’s dress today was rather unique – she wore a thick headband in the warm spring weather. But those who could reach the Cabinet and Six Ministries were all shrewd people. Everyone saw but acted as if they hadn’t, except the Deputy Chief Minister of the Cabinet, the Empress Dowager’s own brother Xiao Liheng, who asked: “Has Your Majesty caught a chill? The weather alternates between warm and cold – please take care of your phoenix body.”

Empress Dowager Xiao held her head, forcing a smile: “I haven’t caught cold, but worrying day and night about children and grandchildren inevitably causes some headaches.”

The siblings exchanged glances, understanding each other perfectly. Grand Secretary Xiao then acted moved and spoke of how his family’s young men had been naughty recently, troubling him, and how nowadays noble children indulged in pleasure and were weak in both culture and martial arts. The Empress Dowager deeply agreed and nodded frequently. Most others watched coldly, waiting to see how these two would scheme.

Naturally there were also Xiao family dependents and disciples echoing and flattering. The newly appointed Grand Secretary of the East Pavilion, also the youngest Grand Secretary Li Shen, expressed that what the Empress Dowager and Deputy Chief Minister said was very true – young people should go to broader worlds to expand their knowledge and strengthen their bodies. This would also reserve future talent for the court, benefiting both present and future generations.

These were all grand rhetoric. Even those present who were wary couldn’t say anything against it. Then the Empress Dowager ordered the Cabinet to first discuss a plan for this matter. Naturally this meant the matter was settled, and next was discussing scope and methods. The Minister of Rites very timely expressed that Great Qian’s royal and noble children had traditions of training in past years, but this dynasty had shelved it for too long.

The Chief Minister Rong Luchuan, who had been drooping his eyes in a half-sleepwalking state, suddenly opened his eyes. Under his heavy eyelids, his pupils burned with sharp light as he said in a deep voice: “Minister Yang speaks truly. Thus, let all royal family members in the capital and children of officials third rank and above, those who are not legitimate heirs or eldest sons, must undergo training of no less than one year before coming of age. Otherwise they will not receive hereditary honors or enter government service.”

As soon as he spoke, several other ministers immediately agreed. Grand Secretary Xiao sneered inwardly, cursing “old fox.”

This seemed agreeable but actually restricted it to male descendants – silently excluding Tie Ci without making a sound.

The Empress Dowager said slowly: “This is very good. But all families’ children are precious – I fear they’ll be perfunctory and loose when the time comes. Not only will they not be trained, but those young men will become even more undisciplined, which wouldn’t be good.”

Grand Secretary Xiao immediately said: “I presume too much. I believe in this matter the royal family should set an example, especially the direct line. Only thus can we avoid ministers’ children being lazy and irresponsible!”

The Empress Dowager then showed a worried expression: “You are loyally serving the country – I understand. But among the royal direct line, only Ci’er remains now. How can I bear to part with her!”

Rong Luchuan immediately said: “The Crown Princess is the nation’s heir apparent, bearing the safety of all under heaven on her shoulders. How can she be included in this category?”

Xiao Liheng said: “Precisely because the Crown Princess is the heir apparent, with Great Qian’s future resting on her alone, she should undergo more training and tempering. Thus, this group of royal and official children training alongside the Crown Princess will eventually enter government service. Having this experience will make them more likely to submit and serve our imperial house. Please consider this carefully, Empress Dowager. Don’t let familial affection delay the Crown Princess’s future…”

He wore an earnest expression, the Empress Dowager looked wistful, one group moved themselves, another group expressed admiration.

No matter their character, imperial family members were all outstanding at acting.

Rong Luchuan ignored their performance, countering that Xiao Liheng’s was treacherous thinking. The heir apparent was the nation’s most important instrument – all lands under heaven belonged to the king, and ministers’ loyalty to the sovereign and dedicating themselves to royal affairs was naturally their duty. Why should she personally participate to curry favor?

Others jumped out to oppose, and for a time it became a chaotic argument.

Xiao Liheng felt somewhat anxious, thinking if this wasn’t settled and the emperor learned of it and rushed over, there would be another round of complications.

But he saw the Empress Dowager remained calm, only glancing toward the palace entrance several times.

Li Gui suddenly quietly entered. He held the position of Chief Eunuch of the Ceremonial Directorate, but before the Empress Dowager and Grand Secretaries he appeared humbly respectful, bending as he entered and whispering a few words to the Empress Dowager. The Empress Dowager’s eyebrows rose slightly, and everyone immediately stopped arguing to look over.

The Empress Dowager accepted the tea Li Gui offered, slowly opening and closing the lid but not drinking, saying with a half-smile: “Then please bring her in.”

Moments later, ornaments jingled. Rong Luchuan’s brow twitched, and recognizing the person as Consort Jing, he felt this was bad.

Important ministers in session – palace consorts could not enter without permission. The Empress Dowager explained to everyone: “This is the Crown Princess’s birth mother – she should have her dignity.”

Everyone rose to make way. Consort Jing kept her head down, gripping her skirt tightly, not daring to look at anyone, only feeling her heart pounding like drums.

She had gone back and cried for a while, then under her palace servants’ persuasion, gathered courage to see the Empress Dowager. But she hadn’t expected so many foreign men here and suddenly felt she couldn’t even walk properly.

The somewhat younger ministers present didn’t know her. Hearing of her identity, they couldn’t help being somewhat curious, all glancing with their peripheral vision. Seeing her timid manner now, they all frowned. Even those among the Six Ministries and Nine Courts who had originally supported Grand Secretary Rong quietly shook their heads.

Rong Luchuan sighed inwardly.

Consort Jing struggled to walk through that section among the crowd, already breaking out in sweat on her back. She vaguely felt today wasn’t the right time to come, and her original intentions had lost most of their courage. But she heard the Empress Dowager’s kind voice above: “Consort Jing, you’re usually well-behaved and rarely come to the front. Is there something today?”

Consort Jing didn’t hear that this implied she wasn’t being well-behaved. She looked up slightly and saw the Empress Dowager’s face. The old woman was already short, and what was called petite and delicate in youth had become squat with age. Every wrinkle on her face hid meanness and shrewdness, but radiating from her eyes was a smile that could barely be called kindly at first glance.

Consort Jing was bewitched by this kindly smile and suddenly knelt before the Empress Dowager’s couch: “My status is lowly – I dare not disturb the ancestor’s meeting. I only come on behalf of the Crown Princess to bring some pastries for the ancestor. The ancestor works day and night – both the Crown Princess and I are very concerned.” She commanded the palace maid behind her to present the porcelain bowl, saying earnestly: “Bird’s nest and pear soup personally prepared by the Crown Princess. She feared her skills weren’t refined enough to suit the ancestor’s taste, but I persuaded her that skill is secondary – just this filial heart toward grandmother, the ancestor would surely love no matter what.”

She had memorized these words thoroughly on the way, thinking she spoke very appropriately with proper consort bearing, looking expectantly at the Empress Dowager.

The Empress Dowager’s eyes moved slightly, and the wrinkles at her eye corners shot out a gentle curve. She ordered Li Gui to accept the porcelain bowl and had Consort Jing rise, saying kindly that they were still in session so wouldn’t keep her, and ordered her escorted out.

Consort Jing’s steps were visibly lighter when leaving.

Rong Luchuan closed his eyes.

The Empress Dowager smiled watching that woman’s graceful figure disappear at the palace entrance. When she turned back, the smile at her eye corners had vanished. She suddenly raised her hand, pointing toward the entrance, asking sternly: “If Tie Ci grew up in that woman’s hands, how could Great Qian have a glorious future?!”

Everyone fell silent, even Rong Luchuan said nothing more.

In the deathly silence, the Empress Dowager’s voice rang out: “It’s decided. Royal children starting from Tie Ci downward will travel for training along with officials’ children. Tie Ci is female to begin with – her temperament inevitably lacks firmness. If she’s further influenced by loving father, weak mother, and luxurious splendor, I fear she’ll be even less likely to achieve greatness!”

Rong Luchuan saw the agreeable expressions on his disciples and colleagues’ faces, knowing the general trend was lost. He said reluctantly: “If so, children’s training has three types. Perhaps…”

The Empress Dowager cut off his words: “Then let them draw lots. This is most fair – don’t you think so, Grand Secretary Rong?”

Rong Luchuan was silent for a moment, then bowed: “This old minister obeys the decree.”

By the time Tie Yan, who had been detained by the Empress Dowager’s people, and Tie Ci, who received the news, arrived, everything was settled.

Tie Yan angrily kicked over an ivory stool. Hearing the Empress Dowager’s order for Tie Ci to draw lots, he had no time to curse and personally accompanied Tie Ci over. On the way he said: “Training isn’t necessarily bad. When drawing lots later, no matter what you draw, say it’s martial study. Your father will find ways to smooth things over for you.”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

Once some things began, there was no possibility of stopping halfway.

The old lady had been knocked unconscious by her but forced herself to immediately get up and cause trouble – wasn’t this refusing to give her any room to maneuver?

Her dodder flower-like mother – that was just a trap.

Arriving at the Empress Dowager’s Mingde Hall for meetings, the ministers were all still there. The Empress Dowager beckoned Tie Ci through the pearl curtain. Tie Ci approached graciously. The Empress Dowager pointed to the jade box a servant held up, smiling: “Ci’er, as heir apparent of our Great Qian, you should be a model figure. You know about the training matter. There are three pearls in the box, each representing a different training method. Choose one yourself.”

Tie Ci reached for the box, but the servant moved it away. Tie Ci smiled: “How do I seem to hear sounds of insects crawling in the box?”

The Empress Dowager laughed: “What insects? You child are just mischievous. Otherwise, shall I or your father personally draw lots for you?”

Tie Yan immediately stepped forward. Tie Ci blocked him: “Hey, father, your gambling luck is poor – don’t drag me down with you.”

Tie Yan glared at her with mixed amusement and exasperation. Tie Ci acted completely unconcerned, extending her hand as Dan Shuang behind her produced a silver spoon. Tie Ci said bashfully: “Imperial grandmother, I have claustrophobia – sticking my hand into this box makes me a bit afraid.”

The Empress Dowager’s expression looked somewhat unpleasant, and the ministers outside the curtain all lowered their heads to look at their feet.

Tie Ci never hesitated to display the discord between grandmother and granddaughter to outsiders. A shame cloth covers shame, not poison. Why should she help this old lady cover up?

The entire court knew the Empress Dowager and she were incompatible like fire and water. The Empress Dowager’s actions would have more scruples and constraints, because if anything happened to Tie Ci, the Empress Dowager would be the primary suspect.

Taking another step back – things being as they were, did she still want Tie Ci to cooperate in performing filial grandmother and dutiful granddaughter?

Dream on.

Tie Ci took the jade spoon and rummaged around in the box, rummaging for quite a while. Tie Yan and the ministers outside the curtain heard her scraping noisily, feeling irritated themselves.

Only when the Empress Dowager showed impatience did Tie Ci slowly withdraw the spoon.
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Chapter 10: Purge
The Empress Dowager suddenly said: “I suspect your spoon has some trick to it, doesn’t it?”

Her voice was extremely low, only audible to the two of them.

Tie Ci bent slightly at the waist, raising her eyes. From this angle, her eyes appeared extremely large and bright, without a trace of timidity.

She also used a whispered tone: “Isn’t your box the same, Empress Dowager?”

The Empress Dowager snorted with disdain, seemingly finding her thoughts extremely contemptible, yet said: “I advise you not to play tricks.”

“Is it because all three pearls have ‘miscellaneous study’ written on them?” Tie Ci slowly withdrew part of the spoon. The Empress Dowager glimpsed through the box’s gap that the spoon had turned completely black.

Tie Ci smiled: “Oh my, the pearls are poisoned.”

The Empress Dowager’s lips curved: “You are quite scheming.”

“You flatter me.”

Li Gui beside the Empress Dowager kept his eyes lowered, seemingly indifferent to this battle of wits between grandmother and granddaughter. The Crown Princess was indeed scheming. The box was originally non-toxic – the Empress Dowager had no need to use such methods that would invite criticism. But the Crown Princess seemed prepared in advance, actually bringing a silver spoon and arsenic powder. Who knew what technique she used to sprinkle the arsenic powder and blacken the silver spoon? This way, the Empress Dowager couldn’t explain herself clearly, and even the entire “training” proposal would be questioned. Rong Luchuan and others would immediately seize the opportunity, saying someone was sabotaging this matter, that the Crown Princess’s training was inappropriate, making a fuss about investigation and purging, and this matter could be shelved.

Then the emperor and Crown Princess would have more time to maneuver, and the Empress Dowager’s surprise move would lose its effect.

This was actually the same method as the Empress Dowager using Consort Jing’s performance today to force Rong Luchuan and others to agree to the training matter.

But the Crown Princess wasn’t scheming enough. Tearing off the facade could indeed make people wary, but she forgot that when it came to tearing off facades, those in higher positions were always more ruthless.

Tie Ci smiled as she withdrew the spoon.

The Empress Dowager suddenly said: “Seeing Consort Jing today, I found her quite virtuous and well-behaved. You’ve always said she’s often ill, so I rarely had her pay respects. Looking at her now, it seems fine.”

Tie Ci’s hand stopped.

“Besides, if she’s often sick and disaster-prone, it would be better to keep her by my side, copying scriptures and calming her mind – it would greatly benefit her health.”

Tie Ci remained silent, then after a long while said: “That would be the Empress Dowager’s grace.”

The Empress Dowager said: “Don’t worry. Though my rules are somewhat strict, as long as she’s sensible, she’ll naturally be fine.”

Tie Ci said nothing. After a long pause, she threw the spoon into the box: “What if I become sensible instead?”

The Empress Dowager didn’t even look at her, saying calmly: “That’s not impossible either.”

Tie Ci smiled, turned to lift the curtain, and said to those waiting outside: “Pretty good luck.”

Tie Yan and some ministers showed pleased expressions.

“Miscellaneous study.”

…

Tie Yan strode ahead with great energy while Tie Ci desperately chased behind: “Hey, Father! Father, wait for me! Ouch!”

Tie Yan immediately turned back. Tie Ci moved her hand from supporting her back to her waist, hissing continuously.

Tie Yan angrily said: “Acting again!” Calming down slightly, he continued: “Child, don’t stop me today. Your mother consort is truly too ignorant. Continuing like this will harm you sooner or later. Father must speak clearly with her today.”

Tie Ci sighed: “I’m not trying to stop you. It’s just that mother consort is timid. If you go over there in such anger, the whole palace will see, and it could scare her to death. Palace servants are most likely to curry favor with the powerful and trample the weak – her days will be difficult afterward. Being difficult is one thing, but what if someone takes the opportunity to manipulate and frighten her, causing more trouble?”

Tie Yan fell silent for a moment, stopped walking, sighed after a long while, and patted her head: “You always plan for her like this, but she keeps dragging you down. What harm would there be in her learning a lesson!”

Both father and daughter fell silent for a while. Tie Yan remembered when Tie Ci was young – Consort Jing was deceived by someone and secretly sent the child to the Empress Dowager’s palace. Later, Tie Ci didn’t know what she encountered in the Empress Dowager’s palace, but she fell gravely ill and nearly lost her life. After that, he confined Consort Jing to quarters, calling it punishment but actually protection, so the Empress Dowager wouldn’t easily trouble her. Later, as Tie Ci grew older, Consort Jing couldn’t be confined forever. To prevent her from falling into the schemes of the Empress Dowager and those ill-intentioned consorts, they claimed she was weak and sickly, needing quiet recuperation, rarely appearing, and Tie Ci wasn’t close to her either. Gradually, everyone forgot about her.

Father and daughter both valued Consort Jing’s safety greatly, deploying many trusted guards secretly, and screening her attendants regularly. But ultimately both were too busy with little daily contact. Since that side had been peaceful all these years, they had grown lax.

Who would have thought that the always timid and compliant Consort Jing would suddenly emerge today and ruin things?

The heir apparent’s status was too important. Having such a mother who accomplished nothing but caused trouble – it was better when she didn’t appear, but once she did, she only made people worry and fear she would bring bad influence to the Crown Princess, causing many unnecessary problems.

Tie Yan sighed again: “Miscellaneous study won’t work. Father will think of another way to have…”

“No need.” Tie Ci said: “Leaving the palace isn’t bad. Miscellaneous study, deeply experiencing people’s lives, is quite good too.”

Since the Empress Dowager was determined, if one plan failed there would always be another. Tie Ci preferred to draw the battlefield further away.

Besides, leaving the palace to live among common people, hiding in the marketplace – who knew if this wouldn’t be breaking free from constraints and opening up new horizons for her?

Tie Yan looked at Tie Ci, knowing she was always magnanimous and clear-minded, never getting stuck in dead ends. Naturally this comforted him, but he couldn’t help feeling melancholy.

Such a good child, yet born into this treacherous imperial family, never able to rest peacefully her entire life.

Tie Yan finally stopped walking: “If so, father will go slowly later. But you can’t indulge her anymore either – she must learn her lesson.”

“Naturally.”

When Tie Ci approached Consort Jing’s Dianfang Palace with Dan Shuang and Little Bug, she saw the palace filled with joy and celebration.

Evening had fallen with slight coolness. In Dianfang Palace’s courtyard, flowering trees bloomed luxuriantly. Under each tree hung silk palace lanterns, and from each lantern dangled exquisite crystal and glass beads that chimed melodiously in the breeze. From time to time, flower petals floated onto the lanterns, creating distant mountain and water scenery.

Consort Jing and a crowd of palace servants were busy under the lights – some measuring cloth, others cutting, while Consort Jing personally embroidered a shoe sole. Tie Ci didn’t allow anyone to announce her, quietly entering and seeing everyone’s harmonious joy under the lights, she stopped in the shadows.

She quietly watched her mother’s expression while embroidering, with faint compassion hidden beneath her calm exterior.

Dan Shuang’s expression looked very unpleasant.

After harming the Crown Princess, was she still here smugly pleased with herself?

She stepped forward but was pulled back by Tie Ci.

But Consort Jing looked up at this moment, saw Tie Ci, and her eyes instantly filled with delight. She hurriedly stood to greet her, smiling: “Ci’er, how did you come? Quick, Bi Luo, quickly bring a spring plate for the Crown Princess.”

The clever palace maid stood up, first bowing to Tie Ci, then bringing a tray of exquisite pastries in five different colors, along with five delicate jade pots. The maid smiled: “Your Highness, this is a fresh method our lady thought up last night without sleep. This tender pink is peach blossom dots, paired with emerald wine; this white radish cake, paired with drunken Xiang concubine; this purple is wisteria pastry, paired with horizon…”

She spoke quickly but very clearly, glowing with animation while speaking, obviously an extremely intelligent girl. Tie Ci looked down at the pastries, extremely elaborate with various sweet wines, well-matched with pleasing colors. She picked up a pastry and asked the maid: “You made this?”

The maid smiled with pursed lips: “This servant’s skills are lacking – please forgive me, Your Highness.” Though speaking humbly, her expression was quite confident.

Tie Ci continued: “My lady’s clothing and ornaments today are also quite unique – your suggestion?”

Bi Luo smiled again: “If our lady and Your Highness are pleased, that’s this servant’s blessing.”

Being praised twice in succession, her manner became elated. She ignored Consort Jing beside her, who looked happy but flustered and couldn’t get a word in, and took up the embroidery Consort Jing had been working on: “Our lady embroidered this shoe sole for Your Highness – this continuous ten-thousand-character pattern with small flowers embroidered on the edges shows the utmost care.” Then she actually added with a smile: “Our lady has prepared many such clothing and shoes – finally Your Highness comes to see personally.”

As she chattered away, Dan Shuang’s face had turned green with anger.

Stealing the spotlight and self-promotion was one thing, but was she now lecturing the mistress too?

Looking at Consort Jing again, she didn’t feel this maid was overstepping at all, and hurriedly nodded: “Bi Luo is very clever – many things are her ideas…”

“So instigating the mistress to go curry favor before the Empress Dowager on my behalf was also your idea?”

“Your Highness should also…” Bi Luo said half a sentence then suddenly stopped, her face instantly drained of all color.

Tie Ci didn’t look at her, pointing at the pastry plate: “Frivolous skills.”

Pointing at the embroidered shoe sole: “Waste of silk.”

Pointing at all the palace servants nearby who had turned pale and retreated to kneel aside: “Standing by coldly, not knowing how to protect their mistress.”

Pointing at Bi Luo: “Bewitching the mistress with evil words, not knowing proper hierarchy, instigating trouble, harboring ulterior motives.”

“Your Highness…”

Bi Luo’s cleverness had long vanished. She had just called out in a trembling voice when Tie Ci already said: “Drag her out and beat her to death with sticks.”

As soon as the words fell, guards who had followed stepped forward, gagged Bi Luo in a few moves and dragged her out. Bi Luo couldn’t even cry for mercy before being dragged outside the hall. She refused to go, her hands desperately clawing at the ground, tears streaming as she looked at Consort Jing with pleading eyes.

Consort Jing’s walnut-sized brain couldn’t handle such sudden changes. She was already stunned there, her face blank with shock.

Bi Luo usually loved her mistress’s dullness, but now felt infinite terror and regret. Her fingernails clawing at brick crevices had already turned back, and when a guard kicked violently, that hand swung away bloodily, tracing a powerless arc in the frightened palace servants’ eyes.

The person was finally dragged out, leaving a long scrape mark on the ground. Then the sound of stick beatings rang out from outside – no screams, but everyone’s imagination became more vivid and horrific. All trembled and lowered their heads, gripping their clothes with sweaty hands.

No one expected that the Crown Princess, who usually ignored Dianfang Palace but seemed good-tempered, would suddenly arrive and bring such thunderous fury.

In the sound of beating, Tie Ci slowly walked a few steps. The Crown Princess was tall and graceful, her sapphire blue sea-wave pattern robe hem quietly trailing on the ground. Whoever she stopped in front of would violently tremble and bow even deeper.

The first person Tie Ci stopped before was Nanny Wang. She had been sitting closest to Consort Jing earlier, surrounded by palace servants, obviously another favored figure.

Now she trembled all over, visibly sweating at her nape.

Tie Ci glanced at the several layers of collar she showed, laughed once, and said: “This year’s superior Songjiang silk just tributed by Jiangnan Prefecture – each palace only received two bolts, only for making undergarments for palace mistresses, yet now it’s worn on you.”

“Your Highness, spare my life—”

Before she could finish pleading, Tie Ci said: “What life or death – am I someone who kills carelessly? Strip the clothes and walk around Dianfang Palace once. Nanny Wang is so noble – even without fine clothes, she still has dignity.”

Dan Shuang said: “Whatever layer the Songjiang silk is worn on, strip to that layer. Her Highness is merciful, only taking clothes you shouldn’t wear. Why don’t you thank her for her grace?”

Guards came forward. Nanny Wang struggled to half-turn, desperately kowtowing toward Consort Jing’s direction, wailing loudly: “My lady! This servant has no face left! Please grant this servant death!”

Dan Shuang’s face was iron-blue.

This Dianfang Palace was completely rotten! Every one of them – what did they take their mistress for? The Crown Princess gave orders, yet she threatened Consort Jing – was she counting on Consort Jing’s soft heart to blackmail her?

“Ci… Your Highness!” Only now did Consort Jing react, rushing forward to block in front of the nanny, pleading: “If you strip Nanny Wang’s clothes, she’ll have no way to command respect in this palace!”

“Then let her not command respect.” Tie Ci said indifferently: “In this palace, only you need to be respected.”

Author’s Note: Don’t worry. I think I never torture for more than three seconds.

Chapter 11: Lesson
“But… but…” Consort Jing turned her head to look at Nanny Wang, who had already been stripped of her outer garments, her eyes reddening with anxiety. “…Mother Consort only has a few capable people, and now they’re all… Your Highness, please consider Mother Consort’s face…”

Tie Ci turned to look at the guards who had paused their actions. Dan Shuang immediately said coldly, “What are you standing there for?”

The guards immediately stripped Nanny Wang of her clothes in just a few moves, leaving only her innermost松江绫 silk undergarment. They were originally carefully selected by Tie Yan, personal guards who had followed Tie Ci for many years, and had always only listened to Tie Ci’s commands. Seeing that Tie Ci paid no attention to Consort Jing, they naturally had no reservations.

Nanny Wang was still wailing and begging Consort Jing to grant her death. Dan Shuang chuckled and said, “Old hag, if you truly feel ashamed and have no face to see people anymore, then go ahead and end yourself. Why keep dragging your master into demanding death? Aren’t you putting your master in an awkward and unrighteous position? What are your intentions?”

Nanny Wang’s crying suddenly quieted. She looked up to see Consort Jing’s helpless expression, realized there was no hope, and could only stumble to her feet. She was escorted by the guards along the covered corridor around the palace. As she walked, she trembled continuously, while the palace servants and eunuchs kneeling on the ground didn’t dare lift their heads.

Tie Ci walked a few more steps and pointed out someone dressed in gold and silver, conspicuously different from the others, ordering Xiao Chongzi to search her chest. Xiao Chongzi always executed the Crown Princess’s orders thoroughly. When he couldn’t find anything in the chest, he stuck his bottom up and crawled under the bed, finally managing to find Consort Jing’s precious jewelry hidden in that palace maid’s menstrual cloth.

Dan Shuang’s face remained cold. This lady’s palace was like a sieve. If it wasn’t reorganized soon, it would eventually implicate His Highness.

How detestable that Consort Jing was soft-eared yet stubborn. Originally, His Majesty and His Highness had carefully selected loyal and reliable servants for her, but she didn’t use any of them. Instead, she secretly promoted these disrespectful creatures!

The palace maid who stole the jewelry was called Cui Huan. Whether she had been spoiled by Consort Jing or was naturally bold and brazen, when Xiao Chongzi threw those jewels in her face, she was stunned for a moment, then loudly proclaimed her innocence: “Your Highness, these were all bestowed by Her Ladyship! Cui Huan is loyal to her master, how would I dare do such base things!”

Tie Ci lowered her eyes to look at those jewels, using her toe to nudge one of the white jade beads. The bead was thumb-sized with a movable piece of golden amber embedded inside, refracting warm golden light, extremely elegant and exquisite. The bead was strung on a fine golden chain, and from its style, one could tell it was tribute jewelry from foreign lands.

“This was also bestowed upon you by Her Ladyship?”

“Yes!” Cui Huan’s eyes showed delight as she answered with complete confidence.

Tie Ci smiled and turned to look at Consort Jing.

“Mother Consort, this was sent as a birthday gift when you turned thirty, ordered by me personally. It’s a national gift from a small foreign country called里黎加. Are you certain you bestowed it upon a palace servant?”

Consort Jing had originally been looking at Cui Huan’s pleading gaze with some hesitation in her expression. Hearing this statement, she hurriedly shook her head: “No, no, no, Your Highness’s congratulatory gift—how could I bestow it upon a servant…”

Cui Huan’s face changed dramatically as she cried pitifully: “My Lady, this truly was bestowed upon your servant by you!”

Consort Jing’s hands went limp. The favored palace servants around her often received rewards. Some of Cui Huan’s precious jewelry was secretly taken, while another part was indeed rewarded by Consort Jing, which was why she dared to cry injustice.

Now hearing Consort Jing’s denial, she looked completely stunned.

The surrounding palace maids and eunuchs also slightly changed color.

Everyone had received rewards too, but they hadn’t expected this master to be so unreliable when tested, proving she wasn’t a master they could depend on.

Tie Ci raised her chin, and someone dragged Cui Huan away as well. After the person left, Tie Ci looked at the bead again and suddenly said in realization: “Oh my, I looked wrong! This isn’t the birthday gift I sent to Her Ladyship!”

Consort Jing stared speechlessly.

Xiao Chongzi looked at Tie Ci with complete admiration. His Highness was always right, and if His Highness was wrong, please refer to the first rule.

Dan Shuang’s eyes showed amusement.

If the first two instances were His Highness helping Consort Jing reorganize palace affairs and clear out restless people around her, then this time, His Highness was making the palace servants of Dian Fang Palace understand what kind of master Consort Jing truly was.

Such an unreliable master who couldn’t stand firm—they should stop trying to seduce and instigate her, because when trouble came, no one should expect her to protect anyone.

After dealing with several people in succession, all of whom were Consort Jing’s most favored, the entire palace held its breath.

Tie Ci stopped in front of an old woman kneeling in a corner.

“I remember, you are Mother Consort’s wet nurse, Madam Qin.”

The old woman kowtowed deeply, addressing her as Your Highness.

Tie Ci saw her proper posture and composed expression, nodded, and sighed inwardly.

Some people couldn’t distinguish between the worthy and foolish, always mistaking fish eyes for pearls and pearls for pebbles.

This Wet Nurse Qin was someone she had specifically found to place beside Consort Jing—the only servant from Consort Jing’s fallen family who had followed her from childhood, whose loyalty went without saying.

Unfortunately, her nature was upright and honest, or in other words, her emotional intelligence was somewhat low. Not only did she not know how to curry favor and ingratiate herself, she often taught Consort Jing to manage servants strictly. Over time, Consort Jing found her bothersome, palace servants privately attacked her, and she was gradually pushed to the margins. Now in this Dian Fang Palace, she only managed the kitchen’s firewood.

“You are an old person from Her Ladyship’s household, with no family of your own. You should rightfully serve beside Her Ladyship for life.” Tie Ci said, “Today, return to Her Ladyship’s side and properly guide her.”

Madam Qin remained neither humble nor arrogant, kowtowing to accept the order.

Tie Ci also recalled several banished palace servants to return to service, then waved her hand. The palace servants scattered as if granted great amnesty, each walking lightly and holding their breath. Dian Fang Palace had never been so solemn.

Consort Jing stood straight in place, her face as white as paper.

Tie Ci glanced at her, having no intention of giving a sweet date after the stick, nor expecting this one move to wake her up, and directly turned to leave.

Consort Jing suddenly rushed over and grabbed her hem.

Tie Ci immediately turned to support her—after all, if this mother was seen in a half-kneeling posture, she would be lectured again by those old scholars in court.

But Consort Jing pushed away her supporting hand and stared at her pleadingly: “Your Highness, do you have some dissatisfaction with Mother?”

“No.” Tie Ci glanced at her rejected hand, simply grabbed Consort Jing and lifted her up, placed her properly on the ground, stepped back three paces, then said gently, “You are the one who gave birth to me. I can only revere and cherish you.”

“Did Mother do something wrong somewhere?” Consort Jing stared at her, her eyes gradually becoming misty with moisture. “Is Your Highness angry?”

Tie Ci shook her head and said gently: “My Lady overthinks. Today’s matter was indeed my overstepping. I was just afraid that My Lady’s kind face and soft heart would advantage these petty people. Now that My Lady has clearly seen these people’s true faces, you can properly employ Wet Nurse Qin and others in the future.”

Consort Jing glanced at Wet Nurse Qin, slightly frowning, her expression becoming stern: “Since Mother has done nothing wrong, why did Your Highness… humiliate your Mother Consort like this?”

Dan Shuang gasped coldly.

Showing boundless favor to those ill-intentioned palace servants, yet speaking boldly to her own daughter.

Relying on filial piety being paramount, was she?

Tie Ci looked calmly at Consort Jing. The woman remained as beautiful as a young girl, and when her eyes filled with tears, they were like white camellias touched with dew in the night. A natural delicate and pure beauty.

Nurtured in a greenhouse, shielded from wind and rain, constantly treasured through harsh cold and scorching heat, protected from wandering and hardship—only such care could cultivate this kind of beauty.

Such a beauty stared at her sorrowfully, with a delicate posture yet words heavy as hammers.

Hammer after hammer.

“…Is it because Mother Consort’s family is weak and cannot provide you assistance?”

“…Is it because Mother Consort is useless and cannot be your support in the palace?”

“…Is it because…”

“Enough!”

A sudden low shout broke through this suffocating interrogation. Tie Yan strode forward, every fold of his robe seeming to carry wind.

Consort Jing hadn’t seen the Emperor for a long time. After her initial shock came great joy, and she unconsciously smoothed her hair and clothes, not even noticing what Tie Yan had said.

She joyfully approached him, but Tie Yan stopped several steps away, his face iron-blue and eyes slightly cold.

“Consort Jing. The Crown Princess cares for you, but this is not a reason for you to speak so wildly.”

“Do you really think you’ve done nothing wrong?”

Consort Jing opened her mouth slightly, looking at him with bewilderment and sorrow.

Tie Yan’s mouth corners pressed down slightly, annoyance flashing through his heart.

How did he used to find such an expression pitifully touching?

“Since you don’t understand, I will take time to explain it to you, lest you harbor resentment and truly believe Ci’er is rebellious and unfilial.”

“If the Crown Princess wants to show filial piety before the Empress Dowager, she can perfectly well go herself. What business is it for you as her mother to show filial piety on her behalf? Wouldn’t that be inverting proper relationships? That would not only confirm the Crown Princess’s lack of filial piety toward the Empress Dowager, but also toward you! You’re creating trouble where none exists and inviting criticism for her!”

“You also forgot the Crown Princess’s identity! She is not an ordinary royal family member—she is the heir apparent! The future Son of Heaven of Great Qian! She only needs to study imperial texts, learn history and martial arts, study classics and principles, plan for the country and command troops, manage politics and economics and educate the people! She is not a harem woman who needs those favor-seeking methods. If she uses such methods, it will only damage her dignity! As her Mother Consort, instead of thinking how to consolidate her position, you want to insult her with such tricks. If anyone is humiliating her, it’s you!”

“It’s not that I look down on you—you yourself couldn’t come up with such disgusting schemes. Most likely someone around you, some unknown creature, has been instigating you. Ci’er kindly helped you purge them, and you still say such outrageous words to hurt her!”

“Get out of my sight. From today, continue your confinement and properly reflect behind closed doors!”

Chapter 12: Master
With each sentence Tie Yan spoke, Consort Jing’s face grew paler, until by the end, her pale face showed nothing but panic and confusion. She had clearly lost herself in such thunderous interrogation, dazed and bewildered, not knowing where she was or what she should do. She didn’t understand much of what the Emperor said, but his harsh tone and stern expression alone were enough to break her heart. She felt wronged inside—what Bi Luo had described as such a thoughtful good deed, she had wholeheartedly believed she could finally do something for the Crown Princess, yet from another person’s mouth it became her wronging the Crown Princess. Was she too naive, or was His Majesty too harsh…

Hearing Tie Yan’s last sentence, she swayed and fainted.

Tie Yan’s expression grew even uglier. She fainted just from this?

He had even more furious words he couldn’t say. Today, Consort Jing had essentially delivered herself to the Empress Dowager’s attention and forced Tie Ci to reveal her care, making her a weakness for Tie Ci from now on. Who knew what troubles this would bring in the future.

But this dodder flower couldn’t withstand wind or rain, yet couldn’t be uprooted either—truly vexing.

Tie Ci sighed and had Wet Nurse Qin come help the person up. After today’s lesson, Dian Fang Palace should be quiet for some time. The current confinement was actually protection for her—not allowing her to go out or letting people in would bring some peace.

She was about to travel far soon, and after today’s display of concern for Consort Jing before the Empress Dowager, if Dian Fang Palace wasn’t cleansed, it would likely become a sword in the Empress Dowager’s hand, ready to stab whenever needed.

The father and daughter left Dian Fang Palace, hearing the palace doors slowly close behind them, and sighed simultaneously.

The guards dragged over someone—Bi Luo, still breathing barely. Tie Ci said, “Treat her injuries. Investigate her daily actions. If there are still hidden matters, let her choose herself whether to take mute drugs, receive some money, and leave the palace far behind, or have the backbone to die resolutely.”

Tie Yan disapproved: “A ruler must never be soft-hearted. This palace servant committed such a grave crime and knows palace secrets—even executing nine generations of her family would be justified. How can you leave her a way out?”

“My master said that people are born equal, and the value of life is above all else.”

“Heretical nonsense! Child, Father has told you many times about that master of yours…”

“Acts wickedly, rebels against proper order, spreads various heresies, violates imperial authority. Every word should be executed ten thousand times. Yes, I know.” Tie Ci smiled. “Don’t worry, Father, I understand. But if I killed Bi Luo today, she has no apparent great fault on the surface, and I’d inevitably earn a reputation for being unvirtuous and tyrannical. Then they’d make articles about it. Now I spare her life, but they might not want to spare it. If they use any means then, Bi Luo would surely hate them more… Small people’s revenge lasts from dawn to dusk.”

“That last sentence is your master’s words, isn’t it? Also quite a wise and novel person, just doesn’t walk the righteous path.”

The father and daughter chatted casually for a few sentences, then parted. Tie Yan hurried to handle affairs—although the Cabinet now drafted proposals and the Ceremonial Directorate reviewed them in red, he still had to read every memorial.

Tie Ci returned to her palace, where her virtuous male best friend had already packed everything needed for the journey. Gu Xiaoxiao came from a scholarly family. His father excelled at squeezing oil from stones and meat from soil, managing to keep the nation’s tight finances operating year after year while still supporting the Empress Dowager’s extravagant expenses. He himself was quite skilled in calculation and planning, able to organize the most useful and streamlined luggage in the shortest time. His father hated this most about him—clearly capable of inheriting the family business and achieving great things, but preferring to use these skills on organizing the Crown Princess’s room and luggage.

His father once thought, since he so enjoyed organizing the Crown Princess’s things, he might as well organize them for life. But when Gu Xiaoxiao and Tie Ci heard this suggestion, both looked horrified.

Gu Xiaoxiao: “I don’t want to be the Nation’s Father! Being Nation’s Father means meeting so many people!”

Tie Ci: “Heavens, if he became my husband, I’d definitely suffer domestic violence! Every time I mess up the blankets even a little, he hits me! What if he saw my sleeping posture?”

The matter ended there. Some relationships, no matter how intimate, are only suitable for friendship—one step closer might turn them into bitter spouses.

Tie Ci sat cross-legged on her bed, which Gu Xiaoxiao had arranged without a single wrinkle, meditating through the night. At the beginning of the mao hour, she opened her eyes on time, disappointment flashing in them.

When Tie clan royal descendants inherited their gifted abilities, there were supposedly subtle internal organ sensations, but she had tried for many years and waited for many years—her internal organs remained calm as stagnant water.

She could cultivate vigorous true qi but couldn’t open that ray of light belonging to gifted abilities.

Never mind, this was probably fate. Since her Crown Prince position came easily, the path to the throne would be more difficult—this was called balance.

Getting up, practicing martial arts, then eating breakfast—Tie Ci ate lightly and never showed preferences, so the imperial kitchen had no pressure making whatever they wanted.

During the meal, Chi Xue, who had returned, reported yesterday’s battle results. Chi Xue assured her that today’s citywide hot search would definitely be Wang Ran with his severed third leg, with the only competition for the spotlight being Young Wolf King Dan Ye, who became a strong competitor for the top hot search with news of molesting his father’s beautiful concubine.

Tie Ci rewarded her with substantial gold and silver. By the end of mao hour, she had already arrived early at the study to review yesterday’s lessons. At shen hour, the Eastern Palace lecturers arrived, and she endured bombardment from three old scholars’ rotating lectures. In the afternoon, she first studied military texts with the Minister of War personally teaching, then archery and riding with the Five Military Commissioners accompanying, followed by observing and learning at the Cabinet, only then having time to leave the palace.

Every day’s schedule was so tight, so she always dressed in men’s clothing—dignified and generous but not exaggerated, ready to go anywhere at any time.

She first went to Qingjing Temple, where the abbot personally came out to greet her, escorting her all the way to the innermost small courtyard.

The courtyard had peculiar furnishings, completely at odds with the yellow-tiled, red-walled temple style in front. The small courtyard had lush green grass, neatly trimmed but without the various colorful flowers popular nowadays. The buildings inside were arranged in an orderly fashion but not in a traditional courtyard layout—just several connected small buildings, all white, with one roof covered by expensive glass dome that let sunlight fall through transparently.

In the center of the courtyard was a round pool with colorful fish, and in the pool’s center stood a white marble sculpture of a curly-haired woman with flowing drapery, holding a ceramic vase that continuously poured water into the pool. Because of this sculpture, no monks ever set foot in this courtyard, as the woman was dressed too scantily. Only Tie Ci and her fellow disciples knew this was Greek-style clothing, called Dorian style or something.

Beyond the round pool, under the archway of the white marble Greek-style woman statue, a nun was sunning her feet.

Those feet wore strange open-toed shoes with only a few straps, with the big toe wiggling contentedly and skillfully in the sunlight.

The nun in the monk temple saw Tie Ci approaching but didn’t get up, lazily pointing to beside her: “You’re in luck. Recently had someone find sea stone flowers. Just made a plate of jelly, come eat.”

Tie Ci picked up that plate of crystal-clear, trembling jelly, examined it carefully, and swallowed it in one bite just before a hand secretly reaching from behind could touch the jelly.

A heartbroken sigh came from behind.

Tie Ci didn’t look up, finished eating the jelly, then looked back and smiled at the person behind: “Senior Brother.”

The man had ordinary features but smiling eyes. He sat down beside her with sighs, patting her shoulder: “Master is always so biased, not considering who’ll support her in old age.”

“This old monk is so rich, need you for old age support? Clearly you covet this old monk’s little Western-style house.” The nun on the soft couch who called herself “old monk” sat up. Calling her a nun was only because she wore a hat and blue clothes, but she still had hair. Her face was very smooth, ageless—could be twenty-seven or twenty-eight, could be forty-seven or forty-eight. Her brow was naturally broad with a naturally compassionate appearance, but her eyes held slight coldness and indifference.

Tie Ci first met her at age three. Consort Jing, influenced by someone’s instigation, sent her to the Empress Dowager’s palace, hoping to cultivate grandparent-grandchild affection. That very night, the Empress Dowager’s palace encountered an “assassin” who neither harmed the Empress Dowager nor frightened palace servants, but had trouble with her, a three-year-old child, kidnapping her from the palace. The Empress Dowager even suppressed the news and didn’t report to the Emperor.

She was taken from the palace by that assassin and thrown into the moat. In the dead of winter, with thick clothes, she almost became a weight before she could struggle, but she gritted her teeth and desperately paddled toward shore. The assassin sitting on the bank repeatedly pushed her back with a stick. The towering city tower above pressed down like a mountain, the scattered lights on the tower distant as stars in the sky. She stared at the iron-character banner flying atop the tower, its shadow covering the black water surface and her small figure.

At the last moment before her strength gave out and she sank, she suddenly heard an explosion.

She saw a light streak from the distance, exploding into a deep red flower with gold edges before her vision, with bright blood blooming at its heart—the blood of that highly skilled assassin.

One strike killed.

She had never seen such a weapon in her life, never heard such a heart-stopping sound.

That explosion also echoed throughout the tower. Footsteps scattered under the banner, and finally someone rushed down to rescue her.

But before those soldiers rescued her, she had seen a person standing on the opposite bank, tilting their head, blowing on a black tube in their hand.

Sparks scattered from the tube, and her eyes were cold and mocking in the sparks.

This scene seemed illusory yet real, like a dream, but Tie Ci could never forget it for life.

Later, when she grew a bit older, still obsessed with that night’s experience, she often snuck out of the palace to wander by the moat. Once in severe cold, when the moat was frozen thick with ice, she stood by the river in a daze, thinking of that night’s bone-piercing cold, feeling as if she would never be warm again in this lifetime.

Then in the twilight, she suddenly saw someone.

That person whooshed over from the distance, sliding along the palace wall base like wind—light and fast. Seeing her, they smiled from afar, stood on tiptoes, and gracefully spun in a circle.

Only then did Tie Ci see she wore strange shoes with high sides and four wheels on the bottom.

She used these wheeled shoes to dance on the ice. The shoes were clumsy, but she moved as if she could ascend to heaven.

Tie Ci was then in the period before being crowned Crown Prince, with court officials arguing endlessly. She herself was tormented by the troubles, yearning for “ease” day and night until her mouth watered. Almost instantly, she was moved by this woman dancing on ice.

And instantly, she was certain this was her life-saving benefactor.

That strange woman skating on the moat under the palace gates soon alarmed the Capital Camp soldiers guarding the palace. By convention, those crossing the moat without imperial command were to be killed without question. Arrows were immediately released, but the woman wasn’t panicked, skating happily through the arrow rain. Just as Tie Ci was about to order the arrows to stop, the woman suddenly slid to her side, grinned at her, and grabbed her hand.

Before Tie Ci could react, she was pulled onto the ice.

A moment’s panic couldn’t match the subsequent refreshing pleasure of gliding on ice. The cold wind hit her chest directly as she led her like a fish through the ocean, with arrow rain whooshing overhead, countless times brushing past their sides, turning into powerless meteors.

In the sound of wind and arrows, she laughed loudly: “Laugh out loud! Isn’t it wonderful!”

This phrase later lingered in Tie Ci’s ears. Every time she wanted to give up or escape, she would hear: “Laugh out loud!”

Yun Buci, who later became her master, speaking of that day’s meeting, said: “I recognized you at first sight as that little pitiful one from three years ago. Nothing else—those eyes were ruthless enough. I liked that.”

Whether Yun Buci’s name was real or fake, Tie Ci once suspected this name was chosen to mock her.

That day the arrow rain stopped abruptly because of her identity. Then Yun Buci smiled at her and said, “Ah, imperial daughter, a powerful backer—available for hugging?”

She didn’t understand but said decisively: “Yes!”

Later she gained several more senior and junior fellow disciples. Some were orphans taken in by Master, others had unclear origins. Like Senior Brother, who supposedly had mines at home but often stole Master’s money.

Second Senior Brother was supposedly a descendant of a famous sect, but appeared in tattered clothes every time—sometimes with a face full of plateau red, sometimes wearing a black eye patch. She thought he was blind, but he said coldly he was cosplaying a pirate.

Third Senior Sister always carried a golden abacus, with all her accessories accounting-related. Her ring was coin-shaped, her forehead ornament a golden ingot. Supposedly account books excited her and gold made her tireless. She calculated accounts day and night without pay, only wanting to face Master’s storehouses everywhere daily. Supposedly she managed all Master’s businesses. With Tie Ci’s status, it wasn’t appropriate to ask about Master’s businesses—what they were or how many—but judging from Third Senior Sister’s permanent dark circles, it was better not to ask, lest a dignified heir apparent feel the throne wasn’t worthwhile.

Tie Ci sometimes guessed which wealthy merchants might be under Master’s banner—perhaps more than imagined, maybe only the former Liaodong tycoon Sun family could compare. But the Sun family had been declining for many years, with their assets supposedly swallowed by the Prince of Liaodong.

There were also unseen senior and junior fellow disciples that Tie Ci didn’t inquire about. Master was mysterious yet had a heart encompassing heaven and earth. Tie Ci didn’t want to easily enter her world.

She feared that place didn’t belong to Great Qian.

Master and disciple finished the jelly facing the statue in the courtyard. Yun Buci wiped her mouth, stood up, and said: “You’re leaving soon. Let me give you a parting gift.”

Chapter 13: Gift
Speaking thus, she led Tie Ci into the small building. Right in front of Tie Ci, she touched the little bird of a bronze boy statue and opened a secret passage.

The passage was simpler than imagined—it looked like an underground space with small rooms behind closed doors, some containing the crackling sounds of tool operations. The passage was pitch black without lights, with remnant light filtering down from above. Tie Ci saw something made of iron piled in a corner by the wall, looking like a monster—iron-black body, half a person’s height, indiscernible shape, somewhat crooked, most likely scrap.

She didn’t look much. Master’s underground secret chamber seemed simple, but this was her first time seeing it, indicating it was very important to Master.

She didn’t care whether other senior or junior fellow disciples had seen this place. She only knew her identity was special, and Master opening the secret chamber to her was the greatest trust.

Yun Buci stopped before the last secret room, went in to rummage around. Tie Ci stood outside the door, hearing rummaging sounds mixed with muttering like “Eh… where did I throw it… I remember it was here…” She couldn’t help but sweat.

It couldn’t be tampons, could it? Last time she heard Master mention them once, saying they were useful and being researched. When they came out, she’d give her a pack—no more troubles with jumping and tumbling during menstruation.

Tie Ci thought that thing wasn’t bad either. As Crown Princess mingling among male officials, periods were indeed troublesome. She could also give packs to good female friends.

Or perhaps the aphrodisiac Master had mentioned. Master often said life was short—earning three bushels of gold and silver daily wasn’t as good as regularly sleeping with young wolves.

Tie Ci thought she could look forward to this too.

After quite a while, Master emerged disheveled and dusty. Seeing her appearance, Tie Ci felt her expectations for the gift needn’t be too high.

Yun Buci handed over a gray cloth bundle. “Usage and maintenance methods are inside, figure it out yourself. Keep it safe normally, be careful of misfiring.”

She added: “Used it once before, now only two left. Use sparingly, don’t use unless absolutely critical.”

Tie Ci realized it was the aphrodisiac. Though she felt it unnecessary, she still thanked her and accepted it.

The thing was quite heavy, heavier than imagined. Two pills with this weight—could they have added lead?

Anyway, she wouldn’t be taking them. In the future, if she fancied someone, she’d invite them to have one.

Having given the gift, Yun Buci rubbed her hands: “Little Ci, how about a round?”

On ordinary days, Tie Ci wouldn’t mind being a money-delivery tool. She gambled with Master and senior brothers, losing nine out of ten times—not because she was stupid, but because her cunning and roguish skills weren’t enough. Today, however, she had other matters.

But she replied: “Sure, let’s call Third Senior Sister too.”

Yun Buci immediately lost interest: “Never mind then.”

When it came to money matters, Third Senior Sister recognized no family ties. No one could out-calculate her at the gambling table. As Master, being repeatedly crushed on the ground wasn’t very dignified.

Tie Ci took the opportunity to bid farewell. Yun Buci glanced at her and said slowly: “Being driven out isn’t necessarily bad. The vast world has much to offer—perhaps you’ll find your opportunity. Stay calm. Those who achieve great things in ancient times not only had extraordinary talents but also unwavering determination. Right?”

“That last sentence is quite high-level. Master has depths.”

“Of course.” Yun Buci proudly thrust out her depths.

“Master.”

“Hmm?”

“Considering I won’t expose your plagiarism, after I leave, please look after Father Emperor and Mother Consort.”

“Bah! Did I plagiarize? For scholars, is that called plagiarizing? Don’t you know copyright expires fifty years after death?”

“I know. It won’t be free care—daily wages calculated, set whatever price you want.”

“Put it on the tab then.”

Tie Ci tucked the gray cloth bundle into her chest and bid farewell. Seeing her movement, Yun Buci was startled and was about to warn her, but Tie Ci, afraid of gambling, had already left like the wind.

Yun Buci shouted behind her: “Be careful! Watch for misfiring—don’t kill anyone!”

Tie Ci casually waved to show she understood.

Kill someone? She’d just support them—what’s the big deal?

…

The abbot of Qingjing Temple personally escorted Tie Ci out again. The old monk didn’t treat her differently because of her status—purely because of his good relationship with Yun Buci, who called herself Master Buci. Otherwise, he wouldn’t let a nun stay in a monk temple.

But how a monk could have a good relationship with a nun, Tie Ci felt should be viewed with pure thoughts. Obviously, Master Buci was profound in Buddhist teachings.

Otherwise, how could Master have instructed her to worship Buddha at Qingjing Temple when she needed to become Crown Prince at the crucial moment when the Empress Dowager faction and small Emperor faction were at a stalemate? Then the old monk cooperated with Master to create the spectacle of iron trees blooming when she stepped from her carriage, thus achieving her Crown Princess position.

Tie Ci felt that just for Master’s sake, she must secure the imperial throne under her bottom, lest she be unable to repay the accumulated bills in the future.

Leaving Qingjing Temple, Tie Ci didn’t immediately return to the palace. Taking Dan Shuang and Chi Xue who were waiting outside the temple, she went to eat crispy duck at Jumei Tower in the capital.

This crispy duck was purely literal.

Tie Ci had a dedicated private room at Jumei Tower, reserved under Xiao Chongzi’s name. In front of her, Xiao Chongzi was Little Bug, but outside the palace, he was the widely courted Companion Long.

Companion Long dashed ahead to the private room to order food. Tie Ci followed a step behind, and passing a half-open private room door, she suddenly heard her own name.

“…That Tie Shiba is truly a woman—petty and vindictive. Just because you called off the engagement, does she need to spread rumors about you citywide like this?”

“Exactly. So what if she’s Crown Princess? We just don’t admire the imperial family! Prince Consort sounds nice, but can’t even enter court—wouldn’t that waste my versatile brother Wang? What are Tie Shiba’s intentions!”

“Women, I say, are born to support husbands and teach children, to be proper. Marry and bear children at appropriate times, manage household affairs, serve husbands, attend to parents-in-law. Ancestral rules cannot be broken—how can weak yin suppress strong yang?”

“It’s just Tie Shiba’s good luck. With no male heirs in the dynasty, the hen crows at dawn. A woman becomes Crown Princess, daily mingling among male officials—over time, inevitably becomes arrogant and deviant, wanting to compete with men. Even started holding selection ceremonies, but in the end, isn’t she slapping her own face? Look, those succession of cancellation letters—aren’t they just slapping her face with resounding smacks? Sounds good, doesn’t it?”

“Two days ago on Pixiu Street, galloping horses wore down the ground—doing what? Rushing to deliver cancellation letters!”

Wild laughter erupted in the room. Someone said: “But I hear the Crown Princess is a rare beauty—quite a pity then.”

“Bah! Before age twelve maybe, but after twelve, the Crown Princess wears iron masks for court sessions, hunts, and such. Why wear masks for no reason? Probably gradually grew ugly in that palace!”

“Never mind ugly or not—just that height isn’t flattering. A woman standing tall like a pillar, taller than men—where’s any feminine charm?”

“Right, with Brother Wang’s talent and family background, what beauties can’t he find? Why compromise himself? Brother Wang isn’t like that person—he’s gentle-natured and graciously provided a way out. I heard that Northwest Young Wolf King really cursed viciously in his cancellation letter!”

Everyone praised and complimented Wang Ran’s magnanimity. Someone asked: “Brother Wang, you must act convincingly with this leg, or if those old scholars from the Eastern Palace Administrative Bureau discover…”

Suddenly a voice said: “No fear, it’s just a broken leg.”

Everyone in the room was startled—this voice didn’t sound like the marriage-canceling Wang Ran. Turning their heads, they saw someone lifting the curtain to enter. A gentle breeze lightly lifted her hem, and everyone suddenly felt their eyes full of legs legs legs.

Those long legs smiled and nodded to everyone. The young masters thought she was someone’s friend, stunned by her bearing, and nodded back dazedly. They watched those long legs circle around twice, bypassing the crowd straight to Wang Ran sitting innermost, stopping before him. Just as Wang Ran was about to rise and bow, those long legs suddenly extended a hand—now holding an iron rod—smiled showing teeth at him, then raised the hand and brought down the rod.

Crack! The crisp sound of bone breaking.

Complete silence filled the room.

After a long while, Wang Ran’s sharp scream burst from the private room toward the street, making crowds on the street turn back in alarm.

In the private room, amid the screaming, iron-rod-wielding Tie Ci said with a smile: “See, now you won’t worry about being exposed.”

Preview: About to switch to male beauty perspective.

Chapter 14: Please Maintain Your Perverse Image
“Crack.”

A crisp sound suddenly rang out in the dark underground of some estate in Ruzhou, Liaodong.

The clear sound of bone breaking sounded particularly chilling in the deep dungeon.

A wooden stick clattered to the ground. The mottled colors on the stick looked like grain patterns at first glance, but closer inspection revealed it was all dark blood.

The jailer Bull Head kicked away the stick, twisted his neck, cracked his fingers, and grinned: “This bone’s so hard.”

The person on the torture rack didn’t respond. Long torment had already drained him of all strength. One leg hung at an odd angle to one side.

Only the prisoner’s ragged and heavy breathing echoed in the dungeon.

Bull Head felt somewhat restless. He suddenly looked up, quickly changing to a humble and submissive expression, bowing his head and stepping aside.

Someone walked down the stone steps softly.

Some faint light seeping through cracks above the dungeon passed over his robe hem. It was extremely luxurious deep purple silk with brocade patterns—dark four-sided auspicious cloud motifs interspersed with ruyi heads, gold ingots, square victories, ancient coins, and rhinoceros horn patterns. Shallow gold thread embroidered mythical beast designs, with the beast tails woven in silver thread fish-scale patterns. The fierce beast patterns extended from his lean, narrow waist all the way to his straight shoulders, fastened at the shoulders with gilded brass five-claw clasps, with a heavy purple jade satin cloak flowing down like water to the ground. Between steps, glimpses of even more gorgeous eight-panel sea water, cliff and auspicious cloud patterns at the robe’s hem made him appear increasingly noble and imposing, with an elegant, tall figure.

Following his gracefully curved neck upward, what one saw was a silver-white mask covering up to his forehead, the exposed forehead skin lustrous as jade.

All the prison guards and those responsible for interrogation—Bull Head and Horse Face—lowered their heads.

“Master.”

The newcomer casually hummed acknowledgment, walked to the torture rack, and lifted the prisoner’s drooping head with one finger. It was a middle-aged man’s face—haggard from torture yet still fierce, but this fierceness instantly vanished upon seeing the masked man. A flash of subtle terror passed through his eyes, and his whole body began trembling uncontrollably.

The masked man observed this face as if admiring a beauty, smiling: “Didn’t expect Minister Yang to have such resolve.”

The man said hoarsely: “I am utterly loyal, with no shame before the king.”

“But someone says that as Palace Guard Commander of Liaodong Prince’s palace, you placed personal associates among the palace guards and conspired with the Great Qian court, having unlawful dealings. Quite a few famous products from the capital were found in your residence. How do you explain this, hmm?”

“Which prestigious Ruzhou family doesn’t have some capital specialties? That so-called personal associate—I didn’t even know he was my distant relative from the capital.” The man said bitterly: “You shameless lackeys, fabricating crimes, framing loyal subjects—you’re the ones who should go to hell!”

He suddenly struggled, iron chains clanging in the empty room. Hitting his broken leg, he let out a scream but spat blood hatefully and cursed: “Use all your tricks! If grandpa says one word, I’m your grandson!”

“I don’t have such a big grandson.” The masked man shook his head, looking down at the man’s broken leg and clicking his tongue: “Too pitiful. Bull Head, Minister Yang is a noble person—how can you be so crude? Also, it’s cold in this prison—how can he wear so little? Quick, bring some coarse hemp cloth.”

Bull Head eagerly went to find hemp cloth, returning with it shortly.

“This won’t cover him properly. Bring some glue too. The stickiest fish glue. Heaven have mercy—after being tortured and bleeding, he must be very cold, right?”

His tone was gentle and caring, making Minister Yang even more unsettled as he stared at him blankly.

The Embroidered Guards were a secret intelligence organization under Liaodong Prince’s command, not subject to any official hierarchy but directly responsible to the Prince himself. Besides collecting military and political intelligence both domestically and abroad and secretly protecting the Great King, they also had the right to secretly monitor, report, and interrogate all officials. They had always been the Prince’s web with hidden thorns, eagles with iron claws—all officials under the Prince’s rule trembled at their name.

This organization was originally called “Lijing Gate,” meaning those who entered would invariably be finished. Later, the Great King found the bloody and sinister atmosphere too heavy, personally designed brocade python robes as uniforms for the organization members to add some dignified air, and renamed them Embroidered Guards.

Most Embroidered Guard members were recruited from various talents among the common people. The backbone forces responsible for operations were selected from helpless orphans raised from childhood, chosen one in a hundred through a process like raising venomous insects, making every member elite.

This mysterious Master before them—no one had seen his face or knew his background. They only knew he was also of orphan origin, had killed gods and Buddhas alike within the organization, gradually climbing to high position. His appointment as Master was recent—he had consecutively saved the Great King three times, earning deep trust. After the previous Master was assassinated, he was promoted beyond normal ranks. Living up to the Great King’s favor, soon after taking office, he established secret report boxes encouraging mass informing, personally leading subordinates to screen and investigate day and night, thus uncovering many spies and malcontents hidden in Ruzhou.

Yang Xiong was Palace Guard Commander, originally one of the Great King’s most trusted close ministers, but such important positions inevitably aroused royal suspicion. Once treason was involved, severe investigation was inevitable.

Falling into Embroidered Guards’ hands, Yang Xiong dared not hope for much. Now seeing this Master with his bloody reputation being so considerate and gentle, his heart felt even colder as he watched those people brush a thick layer of sticky glue on his body, then wrap it with coarse hemp cloth.

Wrapped extremely tight, finally tightening the cloth ends and pressing firmly.

The Master watched with a smile, even personally reaching out to press areas that weren’t stuck flat and tight enough.

After waiting a while, though no torture was applied, Yang Xiong felt no relief. He could feel the glue slowly contracting on his skin, making the hemp cloth stick tight as if growing on his skin. His entire body was pulled taut, even his heart compressed and beating erratically.

This feeling was extremely unbearable.

The Master leisurely sat in a round chair Bull Head had brought over, accepting a small knife Horse Face handed him, slowly filing his nails.

His hands were extremely beautiful—slender with distinct joints, the thin skin on his hand backs snow-white, fingertips slightly red, nails crystalline as jade.

Such hands should only pluck strings and hold brushes dipped in fragrance, seeming never to have touched filth and blood.

Many people surrounded them, yet made no sound. Only Yang Xiong’s nervous breathing and the soft scraping of nail filing wandered through the prison.

Unknown waiting was most unbearable.

After quite a while, the Master finally finished filing his nails, looked down and smiled: “Oh my, is it wrapped too thick? Uncomfortable?”

Before Yang Xiong could answer, the Master had already stood up, suddenly grabbing the hemp cloth’s reserved edge and tearing hard!

“Rip.” A light sound.

Accompanied by an inhuman howl.

Yang Xiong’s body slammed into the torture rack with a tremendous bang. That broken leg thrashed wildly, Yang Xiong’s screams became even more inhuman, iron chains crashed violently as he writhed into a monstrous mass in extremely frenzied agony.

Everyone in the prison instinctively stepped back.

The Master stepped back, weighing the bloody hemp cloth in his hand, while a large piece of skin had been torn from Yang Xiong’s body, exposing a layer of bright red tender flesh.

As if he couldn’t hear those frenzied screams, he casually tossed the hemp cloth aside: “Minister Yang’s voice is quite strong. Since that’s the case, let’s dress him again.”

“…No no no… no… I confess… I confess!”

The Master smiled unsurprised, waved at Bull Head and Horse Face, and strolled out of the cell.

After another moment, Bull Head trotted over with a blood-stained paper.

The Master’s gloved hand accepted the paper, smiling: “Thank you for your hard work. Finally can report back.”

Bull Head said fearfully: “We subordinates are incompetent. Only with Master’s personal action could we succeed.”

The Master smiled: “We’re all brothers, why distinguish? Finishing this matter early means everyone gets some silver and can go home early tonight to hold their wives while sleeping.”

Everyone laughed, respectfully watching him go up, continuing their follow-up work.

Above was bright sunny weather after snow, clean and clear everywhere.

He deliberately stood in the roadside snow, letting the winter wind blow away the lingering bloody smell on his body before leaving this inconspicuous estate that was actually a secret Embroidered Guards interrogation site.

Outside the main gate, two black-clothed figures, one tall and one short, waited, both wearing masks. The short one nervously rubbed his hands: “Why were you inside so long? Is that Yang Xiong so hard to interrogate? The Great King already deeply suspects his betrayal—if we can’t produce evidence, our master will be in trouble.”

The other frowned: “You worry constantly! How could Master fail to get a confession? Yang Xiong is someone he wants to handle—of course he has methods!”

The short one continued: “Master targeted Yang Xiong—if the Fourth Prince notices…”

“How could he notice! Yang Xiong’s distant relative has dealings with the First Prince’s steward. Those who dined with Yang Xiong the night of the incident included the Third Prince’s people. Yang Xiong wasn’t investigated because of reports either—the Great King discovered the clues himself while hunting outside the city. Though he’s the Fourth Prince’s maternal uncle, even if the Fourth Prince suspects, he can only suspect the First or Third Prince, or his own father! What does it have to do with us!”

“This move by Master will inevitably drag the First, Third, and Fourth Princes into muddy waters. The First Prince just lost Meng Decheng recently—now there’ll be more chaos…”

“What’s there to sigh about! If Ruzhou isn’t chaotic, how can Master be secure! This Yang Xiong used to rely on palace access to constantly incite Consort Baoxiang, causing Master so much trouble. Now it’s just payback.”

The short one stopped talking when he saw the Master emerge.

The Master handed the confession to the tall one: “Have the Flying Ears division send it to the palace under secret seal.”

“Won’t you deliver it personally, Young Master? Though seeing the Great King is somewhat risky, now is a good time to claim credit. You might even place people in positions, since the Palace Guard Commander position is vacant.”

“Such an important position—if I interfere, today’s interrogation merit would be wiped out. Besides, before the Great King, I’m a perverted killer who only loves interrogation and doesn’t covet power. Must maintain the image, brother.” The Master put on his cloak, one-handedly unfastening and tossing the luxurious outer robe to the short one from under the cloak, revealing an exquisitely textured but much more low-key moon-white brocade robe.

He raised his whip with a smile, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Besides, I was already planning to see him today. Every month on the fifteenth, he gathers his sons for examination. Though he forgets about me every time, I still have to stand there and make up the numbers, right?”

Dual-line writing: Mu Shiba today, Tie Shiba tomorrow.

Chapter 15: Please Continue to Reject This Lonely One
In Jumei Tower, Tie Ci struck Wang Ran’s second leg with her rod, breaking it.

Everyone was too slow to react, all staring up at Tie Ci in a daze. At first glance they had thought her a dashing young man, but looking more carefully, she was truly a beauty—radiant and mellow, with broad and noble features, even wielding a rod as beautifully as a painting.

Tie Ci ignored everyone’s scrutinizing gazes, lifted one foot onto a stool, supported her elbow on her knee, and weighed the rod in her other hand, watching Wang Ran scream and clutch his leg with interest. After appreciating the scene for a while, she said: “Kill three birds with one arrow? Literary and martial excellence? Worthy to match the Crown Princess?”

Each sentence was spoken flatly, yet everyone felt mocked to their core. Now vaguely understanding her identity, they all retreated in horror. No one dared help Wang Ran up, and those who had spoken most viciously earlier exchanged glances and quietly slipped toward the stairway.

Tie Ci had her back to them, seeming not to notice. Just as those few breathed sighs of relief and were about to reach the stairway, suddenly Tie Ci raised her arm and flung without looking back.

The iron rod whooshed out, flying over everyone’s heads toward the stairway. People screamed and dodged, instinctively surging toward the stairs, but the iron rod seemed to have eyes, precisely grazing over everyone’s heads before dropping down with a thud, actually smashing through the first wooden step.

Then those stepping onto the stairs tumbled down like rolling gourds, with those behind unable to stop themselves, stepping on the bodies below and rolling down in another wave. For a moment the stairway was a chaotic mess of people falling and screaming like a boiling pot.

When that pile of bruised and battered people sprawled on the stairs looked up, they saw Tie Ci at the top of the stairway, looking down at them from above, her rod now gone, her clothes and shoes neat and her bearing nobly dignified, smiling: “Oh my, why such grand courtesy from you gentlemen?”

Then she walked down.

The stairs were full of people.

All under her feet.

Looking down, Tie Ci unexpectedly saw a face that shouldn’t be here.

It was her cousin Tie Lin, Prince Zhao’s legitimate son. Prince Zhao was Grand Consort Duanjing’s eldest son, and formerly the eldest imperial prince. Because of this, these father and son were the two with closest blood relation to her and highest imperial clan status.

Prince Zhao was a dutiful person. Fourteen-year-old Tie Lin was rarely seen, supposedly studying extremely diligently with exceptional talent. She hadn’t expected that when this group of madmen were slandering the imperial clan, he could sit calmly and listen.

Now he had fallen with a bloody nose, two deep red streams flowing down, looking up at her. In the dim stairway light, only his eyes were visible, burning bright.

Tie Ci didn’t want to deal with the little brat. Moreover, Prince Zhao’s son appearing here might be used by interested parties to make trouble. So she kicked with her toe, sending Tie Lin rolling down to land spread-eagled on the first floor with a smack. Being a tough kid, he flipped over and got up, glared fiercely at Tie Ci once, then limped away.

Tie Ci frowned at his inexplicable hostility but had no mind to investigate further. Turning around, this time she smiled very kindly.

Taking a step, she bent down halfway to look, personally helping someone up.

“This brother, truly worthy of being a man. Just took a tumble—is it necessary to cry and wail and lie there refusing to get up? What, trying to scam this lonely one?”

Walking to the next person, she reached out to help him up. That person quickly mumbled thanks, and Tie Ci withdrew her hand.

“Oh right, you don’t admire the imperial family. Accepting the Crown Princess’s assistance—wouldn’t that sully your integrity? Delay your prospects? Sin, sin.”

Bang—the fellow toppled back down again.

Tie Ci walked down another step. This time the person didn’t dare let her help, mumbling thanks while struggling to get up himself. Tie Ci watched with a smile, shaking her head and sighing: “Men, I say, are born to study literature and martial arts, to be proper people. At appropriate times they should take exams and win honors, serve the court, achieve merit and establish careers, with ambitions lasting a thousand autumns. Don’t be like you lot—besides gossiping behind backs, what else can you do? All heroic figures throughout history have said: weak yang is worse than hotpot ingredients!”

She walked down another step.

That fellow didn’t wait for her help or for her to speak—he rolled into a kneeling position and started slapping himself!

“Your Highness! Your Highness! We are crude and ignorant, speaking improperly, acting arrogantly, offending superiors. This commoner dares not trouble Your Highness—this commoner will self-punish by slapping his own mouth!”

This was the one who had earlier asked if Tie Ci being slapped “sounded good.”

Tie Ci squatted, watched him finish slapping, and laughed heartily.

“Loud! Sounds good!”

Walking down another step, her boot nudged a young master whose face was entirely red.

This was the one who had earlier called Tie Ci “standing tall like a pillar.”

“Standing tall meets three-inch nail.”

…

Walking all the way down, she returned every bit of immediate karma.

By the time she finished the stairs, everyone on the stairway was pale as death.

Tie Ci had lost her appetite for eating and turned to leave.

Suddenly someone on the stairs called: “Your Highness…”

Tie Ci turned back to see Wang Ran had struggled to the top of the stairs. Though sweating profusely from pain, his eyes burned bright as he stared at her intently. Seeing her turn back, he cupped his hands: “Your Highness, though we spoke improperly, it was merely verbal jest. Moreover, some present have official ranks and titles. Your Highness using private punishment—wouldn’t this harm national law and order…”

“Criticizing and insulting the imperial clan is considered great disrespect. Gathering adds to the crime. Your words involved the Eastern Palace, national politics, outer territories, and ancestral laws. This lonely one has reason to suspect you harbor ill intentions, gathering secretly with some plot. If you have official ranks and titles, that’s even better—this is knowing violation. Officials in position harboring resentment—crime increased by one degree. But you are still young, such statements might well be hearsay…”

Everyone listened dumbly as the Crown Princess played with national legal codes expertly. Just as they were about to sigh in relief at this sentence, they heard the Crown Princess continue with a half-smile: “…perhaps learned from your own backyards, from fathers and brothers’ words…”

Everyone’s hair instantly stood on end!

Though they were a group of wastrels, they came from noble families and understood some court taboos. A group of young people talking nonsense about the Crown Princess in a wine tower—treated lightly, it was just youthful rashness and careless speech worth a beating; treated seriously, it was great disrespect and insulting the imperial clan. But this one before them was clearly even more ruthless, directly bypassing them to implicate their fathers and brothers!

Their fathers and brothers were all court officials. Once these statements were tied to important ministers, the nature would be entirely different!

Someone immediately said: “Your Highness misunderstands! This was just us hearing market gossip, talking nonsense…”

Wang Ran gasped and said enduringly: “Your Highness, if you want to condemn someone, you can always find a pretext… Your wild fabrications—isn’t this the same as Liaodong’s Embroidered Guards…”

Tie Ci smiled: “Whether it’s fabrication or not, how about you young masters all meet at the Three Judicial Offices’ gates?”

The group changed color again. Tie Ci had no interest in arguing with these cowards and turned to leave again, only to be called back by Wang Ran.

She frowned and turned back. Wang Ran was covered in cold sweat, stammering as if momentarily unable to find appropriate words.

Tie Ci tilted her head and crossed her arms looking at him, suddenly smiled and said: “Young Master Wang, you broke your leg yet keep dragging this lonely one into these meaningless topics—it couldn’t be to attract this lonely one’s attention, could it?”

Wang Ran’s face suddenly flushed red. Before he could say anything, Tie Ci was already smiling: “Seeing that this lonely one isn’t actually disfigured?”

“Seeing that this lonely one isn’t actually cowardly?”

“Seeing that this lonely one is actually somewhat interesting?”

Wang Ran’s flushed face turned pale, complex emotions in his eyes as he struggled to say something.

Tie Ci laughed heartily, shook her head, and turned toward the door.

“Don’t bother. Keep despising and rejecting this lonely one for life.”

“That way, this lonely one can still respect you as a man.”

She walked forward, with Dan Shuang, Chi Xue, and Xiao Chongzi always only providing backup for her, now unceremoniously stepping on everyone as they followed.

A chorus of squeals and yelps drowned out all other sounds.

Tie Ci had reached the door and saw the main entrance was closed. This wasn’t strange—the commotion in the wine tower was too great, attracting crowds on the street. The shopkeeper feared being seen would affect future business, so he simply closed the door.

But it seemed too quiet outside.

This thought had barely flashed through her mind when Tie Ci’s hand touched the door latch, and she suddenly saw a cold gleam flash through the door crack.

Tie Ci immediately released her hand and stepped back!

But it was already too late!

A long blade with a slightly curved tip shot like lightning through the gap in the door boards, reaching Tie Ci’s heart!

Tie Ci’s gaze slowly lowered.

The blade wasn’t sharp, even somewhat dull, with a slightly curved tip, but it wasn’t a curved blade style—the arc wasn’t smooth, looking rather like it had been dulled through a hundred cuts.

The long groove on the blade body was slightly darker—the result of long-term blood saturation.

This blade was ordinary yet fierce.

The slanting setting sun cast a line of red light on the blade tip, also like blood.

The blade tip pressed against Tie Ci’s heart, slowly advancing forward as Tie Ci could only slowly retreat.

Step by step.

Chapter 16: Seductive Wretch
Liaodong, Ru Prefecture.

Prince Da’an’s palace occupied a vast area, grand and majestic in appearance. Its layout and scale were in no way inferior to the imperial palace at the center of the Great Qian capital.

The Enlightenment Hall, specially used by the Prince for examining his sons, was now packed inside and out with people—all attendants of the various princes.

Murong Yi arrived hurriedly with two personal guards. Just as he was about to enter, someone suddenly emerged from around a corridor corner. This person had a lean face and gentle eyes, and bowed to Murong Yi from afar.

There weren’t many people in this palace who treated him so courteously. Murong Yi immediately performed a deep bow, a hundred times more courteous and humble than the other man. “Master-grandfather, may you be well.”

The lean man opposite smiled and said gently, “The Eighteenth Prince is being mischievous again. How could this minister deserve such an address?”

Murong Yi laughed, “Minister Qiu is Father Prince’s teacher, who has supported Father Prince in establishing great worldly achievements for many years. Your merits in Liaodong are immense, so naturally you are my master-grandfather.”

Qiu Wujiu smiled helplessly and shook his head, then suddenly asked, “Has the Eighteenth Prince been injured?”

Following his gaze, Murong Yi looked down and only then noticed a faint trace of blood at the edge of his wrist, probably carelessly stained during the earlier interrogation.

“It’s been cold recently, so I’ve been staying by the fire. Being roasted by the heat for too long, it’s inevitable to have a few nosebleeds.” Murong Yi said nonchalantly, “How about you take my pulse, Master-grandfather, and prescribe some medicine to reduce the heat?”

Qiu Wujiu said, “Hot fires and boiling oil may look vigorous, but they harm people the most. If the Eighteenth Prince enjoys warming by the fire, then you need not only to reduce the heat, but also to calm your heart.”

Murong Yi laughed, “You’re absolutely right.”

The two faced each other and smiled—one smile gentle and kind, the other innocent and guileless.

A group of people came bustling over from behind. The leader gave Qiu Wujiu a perfunctory bow, shouldered Murong Yi aside against the wall, swept past him like the wind, and threw back a distant remark: “Seductive wretch!”

Murong Yi stood on tiptoe, raised his head and shouted after the departing group: “Fourth Brother!”

A snort of laughter came from behind. When Murong Yi turned back, Qiu Wujiu had already left.

Mu Si followed behind him. He was the son of the palace’s deputy steward and had some standing in the palace, so Murong Yi usually brought him along when in the palace.

The eternally indignant Mu Si frowned as he watched Qiu Wujiu’s departing figure and said, “That old man speaks with hidden barbs!”

The smile on Murong Yi’s face didn’t fade.

Liaodong was rich in foxes and wolves, and this palace was full of them inside and out. He had walked among them for many years, every step fraught with danger. Having finally reached today with great difficulty, no one should think of suddenly kicking him down and ruining his good fortune.

Like that Imperial Princess’s husband selection, for instance.

He hoped she had some sense.

Murong Yi turned around the corridor, entered through the door, and stood in the corner by the entrance, directly facing the Enlightenment Hall plaque.

“Enlightenment” took its meaning from “Learning values heart’s understanding; clinging to the old achieves nothing.”

Murong Yi always stared at those last four characters for a long time.

Prince Da’an’s restless old heart could be clearly seen from these four characters.

Prince Da’an, Murong Yao, over fifty years old, had an angular, square face. Years of wealthy, honored living had worn away the weathered look forged on battlefields, adding several degrees of dignified bearing. At this moment his expression was still gentle as he finished reviewing the assignments of his first few sons, nodded, and set them aside.

There was still a large stack beside him—after all, he had eighteen sons, but the Prince had myriad affairs to handle daily and couldn’t possibly review them all.

So every time Murong Yi handed in his assignments, the cover was written neat and proper, but inside, when he was in a good mood it would be completely blank, and when in a bad mood he’d draw a turtle.

The Princess Consort sat to one side, and several consorts who had followed the Prince for many years also had seats. Consort Baoxiang’s position was at the very end. She pressed her lips together and stared at that stack of scrolls, and Murong Yi guessed she was wondering whether to have the Prince look at her own assignment as well, but Murong Yi would bet ten thousand that she wouldn’t dare take that risk.

After all, he had once “accidentally” let Consort Baoxiang see his own assignment.

According to old custom, after reviewing the assignments and giving a few admonishing words, they would disperse. But today Prince Da’an seemed to have something on his mind, rubbing his knees with both hands for a long while without speaking.

Though the sons normally fought like black-eyed roosters—for instance, recently both the First Prince and Second Prince had separately come to Prince Da’an in tears to complain—that was all done privately. At these family gathering occasions, everyone had to maintain a harmonious facade to dress up this flourishing royal family. Several favored sons all gathered around, inquiring about his health, consulting on various matters, chattering away wanting to share their father-prince’s worries.

Prince Da’an then said, “In that case, let me test you on something. Whoever answers well will be rewarded with a position as Secretary in the Inner Library.”

The princes immediately stirred.

The Inner Library was the Prince’s cabinet, controlling Liaodong’s political affairs. A Secretary position meant permission to participate in governance—the significance was self-evident.

“If there were someone to whom you owed a great debt of gratitude, but now he has committed a crime, what should you do?”

The First Prince immediately replied, “Father Prince has always taught us not to let private affection harm public righteousness. Those who serve loyally and benefit the times should be rewarded even if they are enemies; those who break laws and are negligent should be punished even if they are relatives. Gratitude and criminal acts should never be mixed together.”

The Second Prince snorted derisively, and the First Prince glared at him angrily.

The Second Prince said, “Big Brother, don’t be angry. This laugh is merely my admiration for Big Brother’s familiarity with the classics and ability to quote them fluently. But Father Prince surely understands such principles, doesn’t he? I imagine this gratitude must be extraordinary, and this crime must also be exceptional, which is why Father Prince finds it troubling, right?”

Prince Da’an nodded approvingly. The First Prince’s face turned iron-blue.

Murong Yi said nothing. Only he knew what the old man was referring to. First was Yang Xiong—Yang Xiong had once saved Prince Da’an’s life, and the old fellow both wanted to kill him and feared being held hostage by gratitude, even more afraid of being criticized for ingratitude. Second was the Royal Teacher Qiu Wujiu. This teacher of Prince Da’an was actually a descendant of the previous generation’s Western Rong royal family. When the dynasty fell and he fled, he brought many Western Rong followers to serve Prince Da’an. Over these many years, with Prince Da’an’s support, he had also built quite an underground network in Western Rong. Now feeling his wings were strong enough and missing his homeland, he wanted to return. But Prince Da’an only wanted to control him to plot against Western Rong—how could he let the tiger return to the mountain? It’s just that all of Liaodong knew Qiu Wujiu was utterly loyal to the Prince, had worked tirelessly for his territory, and had even blocked swords for him twice. With such merit and loyalty, to detain him without release—even someone like Prince Da’an couldn’t bring himself to say it outright.

Those who didn’t know the inside story and answered rashly couldn’t possibly please him.

Sure enough, the next few sons chattered away, still thinking this was Father Prince testing their character, all pulling toward righteousness. Prince Da’an just listened impassively.

Consort Baoxiang sat to one side, seeing the princes all eager to speak while only Murong Yi looked completely absent-minded, and immediately became furious. Suddenly seeing Mu Si whisper something to Murong Yi, and Murong Yi’s lips curve in a smile with a hint of mockery.

Consort Baoxiang suddenly remembered that over all these years, whenever Murong Yi showed this kind of smile, she was sure to suffer.

This child was clearly extremely clever. Looking at his expression, he might not be without ideas about the Prince’s question either. Why was he unwilling to step forward and let the Prince see that he had more than just a pretty face?

Father Prince’s favor wouldn’t fall from heaven. With so many sons, if you don’t work hard to walk into his line of sight, can you still expect him to notice you first?

Prince Da’an was still smiling slightly, but the frequency of his finger tapping on his knee had obviously quickened. The consorts who understood him all knew this meant he was impatient and about to end things.

Consort Baoxiang’s heart tightened. She suddenly pointed at Murong Yi and said, “Yi’er, Mother Consort sees that you have ideas. Why don’t you speak up and let Father Prince evaluate them?”

The chaotic voices stopped abruptly.

All eyes focused on Murong Yi at once.

Murong Yi felt his throat constrict, as if he were back to that banquet many years ago, when all eyes turned to him in that moment—that drowning sensation of suffocation returned.

Oppression, anger, flickering lights and shadows, everything hazy.

Consort Baoxiang’s somewhat shrill voice pursued him again: “Speak!”

From his seat above, Prince Da’an stared at that nearly perfect face, his eyes flickering slightly, and raised his chin to indicate he should speak.

Murong Yi spread his hands with a look of difficulty and embarrassment.

The brothers around him stared at him—some with amusement, some with cold smiles, some expressionless, some with burning gazes.

Prince Da’an waited a while. The faint smile in his eyes showed no suspicion as he looked at Consort Baoxiang with gentle good humor and said, “Lady Wang, don’t tease Little Sixteen. How could he understand these things?”

Consort Baoxiang struggled for a long moment before saying with difficulty, “Great Prince, this is your eighteenth son, your youngest son. This concubine’s surname is Sun.”

Prince Da’an showed no embarrassment, paused quietly and said, “This Prince remembers you as an honest person, but today you seem to be boasting.”

Consort Baoxiang’s scalp exploded with fear. She quickly left her seat, grabbed Murong Yi’s sleeve, and said in a low voice, “You speak, speak! I know you understand how to answer! Don’t just think about getting revenge on me! If Father Prince gets angry, none of us can handle it!”

Mu Si stood by the door, wishing he could stick out his foot in a twist and kick her to death. Murong Yi looked down at his mother’s face, taut with nervousness, and suddenly remembered another similar but aged face, thinking of that person’s kindness and earnest instructions before departure. Finally he silently softened his shoulders.

He smiled and peeled Consort Baoxiang off his arm, then said to Prince Da’an, “Father Prince, Mother Consort loves her son dearly and always thinks everything about her son is good. But you understand what I’m capable of—how could I have any insights? It’s just that since we owe someone gratitude, morally we’re already three parts weaker. For ordinary people, being in a weak position doesn’t matter, but a Prince must be a moral exemplar—otherwise how can he govern Liaodong with benevolent and virtuous policies? Yet we absolutely cannot let gratitude override law and principle—otherwise how can we control Liaodong with legal statutes?”

Fourth Prince Murong Xin snorted coldly, “Still the same empty words as the rest of us.”

“Not at all, not at all. You’re too kind.” Murong Yi replied.

An advisor behind Fourth Prince quietly tugged at him.

When your mouth can’t compete, why drag things out?

Murong Yi then said to Prince Da’an, who seemed not to have seen this exchange, “Your son suddenly remembered something from childhood. The Grand Minister’s favorite subordinate Tuhun committed a capital crime. But Tuhun had once carried the Grand Minister out of Western Rong’s Ice Hell Cave—it was a life-and-death bond. How this matter was finally handled, your son only heard teachers mention the background, but forgot the outcome. Does Father Prince still remember?”

The whole hall fell silent.

This matter was very long ago, but once mentioned, everyone remembered.

The Grand Minister, that is Qiu Wujiu, was Liaodong’s Chancellor. Not long after the Tuhun incident came to light, the Grand Minister found Tuhun’s wife and son who had been separated for many years since leaving their Western Rong homeland. After going through enormous hardships to bring them back, he brought them to the prison to see Tuhun once.

That very night, Tuhun died with a smile by suicide.

This incident didn’t damage the Grand Minister’s reputation at all, and even left behind a beautiful tale of gratitude and friendship between kindred spirits.

To avoid owing someone a favor, use an even greater favor to cover it.

As for how such a greater favor so conveniently arrived when needed, that was something the parties involved understood in their hearts.

During their earlier meeting in the corridor, the old fox’s eyes had been sharp as knives, clearly already suspicious of him. Now was the critical period when he wanted to return to Western Rong—he might well use this suspicion to bargain with the Prince for his freedom.

Since Murong Yi had been forced to speak, he naturally had to block all possibilities first.

Providing the Prince with a way to counter Qiu Wujiu was one move; bringing up that the old incident had underhanded elements to make Prince Da’an wary of Qiu Wujiu’s scheming was another. This way, even if Qiu Wujiu told the Prince he suspected Murong Yi had a dual identity, the Prince might not believe it.

Before swords were even drawn, the killing had already begun on the battlefield.

The fingers that Prince Da’an had been tapping on his knee went from slow to fast then slowed again—this meant he was thinking. After a moment he smiled and said gently to Consort Baoxiang, “Don’t keep standing. Please sit.”

Joy exploded in Consort Baoxiang’s eyes. She looked at Murong Yi with satisfaction and gracefully returned to her seat.

Prince Da’an didn’t mention this matter further, continuing to discuss studies and family affairs as usual. Only today, because of Murong Yi’s answer, he specifically pulled out Murong Yi’s assignment from the very bottom.

Opening the title page—a vast white land, truly clean.

The corner of Prince Da’an’s eye twitched. He quickly flipped to the last page.

The back cover had a pig’s head drawn on it, bearing a striking resemblance to the teaching master.

Prince Da’an snapped the scroll shut with a slap and fixed his gaze on Murong Yi.

Murong Yi wore a look of panic and regret.

Prince Da’an stared at him for a long while but said nothing, tossed the assignment back, said “That’s all for today,” and got up to leave.

Everyone in the room stood to see him off. Murong Yi eagerly stepped forward to help him over the threshold. As he turned his face, Prince Da’an happened to see his pierced earlobe.

A flash of disgust passed through Prince Da’an’s eyes. He unobtrusively avoided Murong Yi’s hand and walked out on his own.

Murong Yi straightened up and, amid a room full of mocking gazes, smiled easily.

Author’s Note:

This is truly the book where the male and female leads meet latest, because of the setting—they simply can’t meet early. But it’s coming soon, and I can guarantee that after they meet, their scenes together will be really plentiful and sweet!

Chapter 17: Cease Desires
Outside the palace, Qiu Wujiu, who had said he was leaving, still hadn’t departed. As if admiring the evening glow, he stood composed in the cold shadows of the dusk’s light snow.

He waited until someone came out from the palace and quietly told him everything that had happened in the Enlightenment Hall.

Qiu Wujiu listened silently, then after a long while smiled and said, “The Eighteenth Prince is truly a clever man indeed.”

His attendant looked at him with concern and said, “Grand Minister, the Eighteenth Prince bringing up that example—his intentions are truly murderous…”

Qiu Wujiu waved his hand and took out a document from his robes, saying, “Courtesy demands reciprocity. This document should be copied and sent to the Inner Library as quickly as possible, then dispatched to all regions.”

The attendant hesitated, “Intelligence documents need to go through internal review and screening by the Embroidered Uniform Guards before entering the Inner Library…”

“We must bypass the Embroidered Uniform Guards.” Qiu Wujiu smiled meaningfully, “Otherwise, who knows what fate this document might meet.”

A palace attendant came forward to receive the document and sent it through the usual procedures to the Inner Library, which managed Liaodong’s political affairs, for review and publication.

The document was contained in a brocade box painted with eighteen divine beasts, with the dragon totem of the Tie Dynasty coiled around the edges. Three golden feathers were attached to the box, clearly marking it as an urgent eight-hundred-li express delivery from the Great Qian Dynasty.

The box had already been opened, revealing a glimpse of the bright red contents inside.

In the Great Qian Dynasty’s color conventions for imperial edicts issued to nobles and aristocrats, bright red represented imperial family celebrations.

…

After the Enlightenment Hall session ended, Murong Yi still had to escort his mother back to her quarters—this was also a rule of the Murong family. After the strict father’s teachings came a round, naturally the loving mother and filial son had to have their turn as well.

Murong Yi followed Consort Baoxiang back. Along the way, Consort Baoxiang could barely contain her excitement. After entering the Cease Desires Courtyard, she hastily ordered people to open the storerooms, arrange the main hall, and clear the open space, having everyone prepare to receive rewards. Seeing Murong Yi standing aside with a hands-off attitude, she unusually didn’t get angry but said with a beaming smile, “Your father has always been clear about rewards and punishments. You performed outstandingly today, and he will surely reward you. When the rewards come, you can pick anything you want and get some fine ornaments to wear when you go to the Inner Library, so you won’t lose face. You see, if Mother hadn’t given you that push today, when would you have had such an opportunity?”

Before she finished speaking, sure enough, Eunuch Chang from the Prince’s side came with a string of palace servants carrying a stream of items. Consort Baoxiang received them with joy, listening to Eunuch Chang personally recite the long list of rewards and watching the various colored gifts flow into the courtyard like water. Her eyebrows nearly flew to the top of her forehead. She threw the courtyard gates wide open and personally greeted them at the entrance, glancing left and right, only regretting that the Cease Desires Courtyard was too remote for anyone to hear such rare excitement.

After Eunuch Chang finished reciting the rewards and was about to leave after bowing, Consort Baoxiang suddenly realized and hurriedly asked, “What about Yi’er’s rewards? When did the Prince tell Yi’er to go to the Inner Library? Eunuch, did you forget to mention it?”

“This old slave dares not forget any of the Prince’s instructions,” Eunuch Chang smiled. “Today the Prince only instructed rewards for Your Ladyship. The Inner Library position goes to the Second Prince, commending his outstanding counsel in the Enlightenment Hall earlier.”

Consort Baoxiang was stunned for a moment. Only after seeing Eunuch Chang already out the door did she react, hurriedly chasing after him: “Eunuch, isn’t there a mistake? The one who gave outstanding counsel in the Enlightenment Hall was clearly Yi’er!”

“Perhaps Your Ladyship’s memory is at fault. Among today’s delivered tonics, there are some for calming the spirit and benefiting qi—Your Ladyship might use more of those,” Eunuch Chang said gently. “It was clearly the Second Prince who gave the Prince useful counsel. The Prince specially praised him before all the ministers for being studious and progressive, and has already sent him to the Inner Library to participate in governance.”

He finished speaking and swayed away. Consort Baoxiang stood bewildered among the pile of rewards, murmuring, “That’s not right. It was clearly Murong Yi. Why insist it was the second son?”

“Naturally because he doesn’t want to give me that honor,” Murong Yi said lazily behind her with a laugh. “You’d better hurry back and count your silver!”

“Why doesn’t he want to give you that honor?” Consort Baoxiang spun around sharply. “In what way are you inferior to others?! Or did you fail to strive again and scribble nonsense in your assignment book?”

Murong Yi smiled without answering.

It wasn’t quite that serious.

Royal sons were being trained toward becoming regional rulers—how important could assignment quality really be?

Rather, if one’s birth was already taboo, one’s maternal clan didn’t win the ruler’s heart, and one’s mother consort was a troublesome woman with ambitions written all over her face—a prince born from such a woman, if he were the Prince, he would never put him on the succession list either.

Not to mention that because of his gender-bending behavior, Father Prince had always harbored suspicions that he was a depraved person—how could he dare risk his territory by entrusting it to him?

So long ago he had known that his talents could only be kept in his sleeve. If he showed his edge, people couldn’t use him—they would only find him annoyingly sharp.

Then his seventeen brothers would grind him to death.

But he didn’t want to discuss this with Consort Baoxiang. He just raised his hand to point at the plaque above the courtyard and smiled, “You should spend more time pondering that plaque Father Prince bestowed!”

He lifted his long legs, stepped over the silk, satin, and jewels covering the ground, and walked away leisurely, leaving only the stunned and angry Consort Baoxiang staring up at the plaque in confusion.

Two large characters in gold on blue background pressed into her eyes:

“Cease Desires.”

…

One step, one step.

The blade tip forward, the person retreating.

The knife-wielder remained hidden behind the door panel, unseen.

Through the door crack, only a line was visible. Tie Ci looked up and could vaguely see a patch of fire-red like flames and a pair of burning, coal-black eyes.

Tie Ci’s free hand lifted slightly.

Though separated by the door panel, the person outside seemed able to see, as the blade tip pressed inward again.

Tie Ci stopped moving.

But Dan Shuang and Little Bug moved.

The two stood to Tie Ci’s left and right rear. Since Tie Ci encountered danger, neither had cried out in alarm—in the first instant they had positioned themselves at diagonal angles to the door.

When Tie Ci raised her hand, Little Bug suddenly stomped down. That stomp even produced a violent explosive sound in the air. The usually round and short little eunuch’s lower body suddenly swelled much larger.

With a bang, his boot heel struck the ground, the blue brick floor exploded, and in the flying debris his figure vanished from the spot. The next instant came another bang—half the door panel burst open, leaving a human-shaped hole!

He crashed straight through the door panel and immediately executed a grappling move with his backhand!

On the other side, Dan Shuang remained motionless but suddenly countless white lights flashed in her hands. The thing was soft yet smooth, whooshing repeatedly as it coiled toward the other half of the door panel. Like sand piles silently collapsing and waterfalls cascading down, the door panel shattered into hundreds of pieces almost instantly, then collapsed into a heap. The moment the door panel began to collapse, Dan Shuang’s figure had already ghosted outside the door, flanking Little Bug left and right in identical backhand grappling moves!

Both struck like lightning simultaneously, blocking all the opponent’s escape routes. At the same time, Tie Ci also reached out, grasped the blade tip, and yanked hard.

At this point, the person should have had only one path left—abandon the blade and fight. He did indeed abandon it. The blade lightened in Tie Ci’s hand as it was seized, but simultaneously the person actually followed the blade’s momentum and crashed toward her embrace!

While crashing forward, cold light flashed—he actually drew another blade from his boot!

What swift reactions! What a fierce person!

Tie Ci sharply raised her knee. Her knee collided with the opponent’s drawn blade, producing a resounding clang and sparks flying.

The opponent’s tremendous force pressed down like a mountain. Even Tie Ci’s battle-hardened body felt her knee ache.

For an instant, the two froze like a pair of statues, locked in deadlock.

To everyone watching, the man diving down and the woman raising her knee upward formed a wondrous scene where power and beauty coexisted, where killing intent and magnificence dwelt together.

The next instant, Tie Ci tossed with one hand. The seized blade spun like a flower, streaming like flowing light as it chopped viciously toward the opponent’s face.

As the blade flew out, her other leg also shot up explosively, kicking toward the opponent’s jaw.

Everyone felt their eyes full of legs.

Wind howled like tigers, blade light like water.

The man suddenly arched backward, his body bending into an incredible arc, just dodging the flying blade and kicking foot. But by now Little Bug and Dan Shuang had arrived, one left and one right, grappling his arms.

The man’s reactions were exceptional, his strength considerable. He immediately flipped in mid-air, robes flying, actually carrying Little Bug and Dan Shuang with him in a simultaneous mid-air somersault, flipping outside the door.

The robes lifted by wind slowly settled. All this had happened in mere moments.

Clang, clang—two blades, one long and one short, both embedded in the ground.

The surrounding crowd of onlookers only now let out tsunami-like exclamations.

Tie Ci stepped over the debris of wood scattered across the ground and only now could see the opponent’s face clearly.

A striking red robe, eye-catching yet not gaudy. A red brocade sash carelessly bound light brown hair that scattered in the wind.

His skin had the slightly rough texture of one long exposed to wind and sand, yet was clear and even in color. His nose bridge stood sharp as if carved by celestial winds from snow mountains. His entire person and facial contours brought to mind eagles soaring high above golden desert sands, lone wolves walking through dense forests—lean, sharp, with wild mountains and rivers in his glances, fierce wings slicing through azure sky.

Only his eyes were distinct in black and white, pure as a celestial pool untouched by human presence for millennia. The corners even curved slightly upward—like celestial pool water, ice and snow washing, lotus blooms opening, honey quietly spilling its sweetness.

In his left ear hung a lapis lazuli ornament inlaid with dzi beads, colorful and gently trembling, drawing one’s gaze to linger on the exquisite lines of that cheek.

This dress, this appearance—Tie Ci couldn’t help thinking of someone.

“Dan Ye?”

Chapter 18: Ten Li of Red Dowry
In Prince Da’an’s palace, Murong Yi hadn’t walked far before he encountered another grand procession delivering rewards.

Another palace attendant from the Prince’s side led the group and congratulated him upon seeing him.

Murong Yi then learned that the imperial marriage edict had arrived an hour ago. The Grand Minister had directly transferred it to the Inner Library, and while presenting it to the Prince, had simultaneously issued it to all government offices in official document form.

Mu Si behind him cried out in shock, “How is this possible! The Guard Office received no marriage edict!”

Murong Yi already understood.

Qiu Wujiu’s revenge came so quickly.

The old fox suspected his identity, so he bypassed the Embroidered Uniform Guards and announced the marriage to the world, making it a fait accompli.

If he accepted, he would leave Ru Prefecture and never again have a chance at the throne, nor could he trip up anyone else. And with the Embroidered Uniform Guards leaderless, it would confirm Qiu Wujiu’s suspicions.

If he didn’t accept, it would still confirm Qiu Wujiu’s suspicions.

All traps.

Zhao San spun around anxiously, saying, “With such an ugly portrait, the Imperial Princess must be blind to take a fancy to Young Master!”

Mu Si: “If you can’t speak properly, say less!”

Murong Yi raised an eyebrow slightly, “I’d be the blind one to take a fancy to her.”

Mu Si said, “Regardless of who’s blind, what do we do about this now? Since the Prince has already sent rewards, that means he’s decided on Young Master.”

The Prince was someone who modeled everything after the imperial court. So-called words carrying the weight of nine tripods—once a command was announced, even if wrong, he wouldn’t overturn it. He certainly wouldn’t petition again to request a replacement over what he considered such a trivial matter.

“If it’s decided, then it’s decided.”

“Huh?”

“Being the Imperial Princess’s husband is such an honor,” Murong Yi smiled slightly. “Could it be that when I finally get something good, everyone should be happy for me too?”

“Huh?”

Zhao San and Mu Si looked at each other in bewilderment: Has Young Master gone mad with anger?

Before Zhao San and Mu Si could figure it out, Murong Yi had already turned to catch up with the reward procession, telling the palace attendant to send the rewards to his own residence.

Princes left the palace at sixteen to establish their own households. Since he wasn’t favored, only after turning eighteen at the beginning of the year did the Prince remember to grant him a mansion. The location was somewhat remote—a confiscated residence from a criminal official, not very large either, but with few people around him, it was quite spacious.

The palace attendant was somewhat surprised. Previously, the rare rewards from this side were all sent to Consort Baoxiang’s quarters. But this time the principal was Murong Yi himself, so naturally they complied.

Betrothal to the Imperial Princess was nominally honor enough. The court itself provided substantial rewards, plus Prince Da’an’s gifts. The grand procession stretched so long that the first sedan chair had already entered Murong Yi’s residence while the last was just leaving the palace.

Zhao San said in a daze, “…This is truly ten li of red dowry. It’s Young Master’s first time having such a grand scene.”

Mu Si said sternly, “Stop that. Young Master isn’t marrying out.”

“Oh.”

The magnificent procession passed through the palace, government offices, the busiest main street, small alleys… In no time, the entire city had seen the glory belonging to the Imperial Princess’s husband.

Immediately after, the Prince’s royal command also arrived, appointing Murong Yi to the nominal position of Commander of the Douniu Guards.

The Douniu Guards were one of the twelve guard units protecting the palace, elite troops of the kingdom. Commanders were always the Prince’s trusted confidants. Murong Yi’s appointment was naturally a sinecure, merely to match his status as the Imperial Princess’s husband and sound impressive when composing the marriage documents. But common people didn’t understand these intricacies and immediately exclaimed in amazement.

Murong Yi received the royal command and immediately donned the Douniu Guards’ gold-embroidered red silk robe. He threw open his residence gates, had all those bestowed gifts displayed throughout the courtyard, then widely sent invitations, asking his seventeen brothers to a banquet.

Of the seventeen brothers, except for the First Prince who always prided himself on his status, the Second Prince who was riding high and disdained associating with him, and the Fourth Prince with whom he’d never had even superficial relations, the rest all came, whether out of curiosity or other motives.

Upon entering, the group of princes nearly tripped over the gold and silver objects covering the ground. Looking up, they were nearly blinded by the brilliant jewels and treasures illuminated by lights everywhere.

Murong Yi, personally leading the way, kicked aside a tall golden nine-petaled lotus lamp stand without even looking, rolling it aside with a clatter, and shouted, “How is it still not cleaned up after so long!”

Zhao San: “Replying to Young Master! We’ve been working all day! The emergency-hired hundred short-term workers are on their way, and the craftsmen Mu Si found have also arrived. We’re determined to build ten adequate storage rooms within three days!”

Murong Yi just snorted. A handsome young man with burning eyes stared at the silks and satins everywhere and laughed, “Little Eighteen, you’ve really struck it rich now.”

Murong Yi smiled, “Eleventh Brother is too kind. It’s just that my residence is simple and cramped, temporarily unable to accommodate everything.”

Eleventh Prince Murong Zhang chuckled, “It’s somewhat in the way. Let me help you clear some, so no one trips.” He bent to pick up several items, and as his wide sleeves drooped, he smoothly slipped a jeweled circlet into his own sleeve.

Murong Yi’s gaze flowed, his smile composed with a hint of showing off, as if he hadn’t seen anything at all.

Entering the main hall, the feast was already prepared. Some had visited his residence before and seen its usual appearance. Even those who hadn’t knew he lived only on his princely allowance with no other income, so his residence must be simple. But today brocaded silks were piled on plain cloth, colorful banners hung between white walls, plus pearl curtains and silver screens, golden lamps and silver cups, clustered flowers and brocades—an assault of extravagant luxury that seemed determined to blind everyone’s eyes.

The banquet featured eight delicacies and fine cuisine. Murong Yi sat high in the place of honor, frequently urging wine, his face full of triumphant spring breeze. The princes had initially dismissed this marriage, but now seeing such wealth and splendor, and Murong Yi’s genuinely pleased expression, they gradually became confused, feeling this might truly be an excellent match that the least favored Little Eighteen had lucked into.

Eleventh Prince especially kept looking at the room’s decorations, silently calculating their value. The more he calculated, the worse his expression became.

After three rounds of wine, the guests weren’t drunk but Murong Yi was half-tipsy. He pointed at various objects, telling the guests their origins one by one.

“See this? This jewel-inlaid eight-bat-holding-sun golden plate is what the Imperial Princess uses daily for fruit. Made by a master craftsman, its base is carved with eighteen auspicious beast totems—only the imperial family can use these. There’s only one pair total. After seeing my portrait, she had the other one sent to me. But this thing is so heavy, it’s really tiring to hold!”

Everyone: …If you find it tiring, why are you clutching it and won’t let go?

“This lotus-blue flower-piercing dragon-pattern plum vase set comes from the palace’s Cloud Kiln. Every piece from Cloud Kiln is exquisite. The Imperial Princess selected the best of the best, had it wrapped in over ten layers of cotton cloth and sent over. This porcelain is white as snow, pure as jade, so thin you can see sunlight and moonlight through it—quite nice actually. Just the color is too plain. Ah, young girls’ taste and judgment are just like that…”

Everyone: …If you look down on her taste and judgment, why did you put one of those vases on each of our tables?

“This crystal jade eighteen-bead bracelet, each bead lustrous—the Imperial Princess wore this personally every day. Sigh, these girly trinkets, why give them to me!”

“This purple crystal beast-button oval private seal has fairly pure coloring. The Imperial Princess instructed me to use this seal when writing her letters in my spare time. Who has time to constantly write her letters!”

“This piece…”

“That piece…”

The host spoke endlessly while the guests’ faces looked like they were eating excrement.

This noble and seductive style was truly unbearable.

Finally, when Murong Yi’s mouth went dry and he paused for breath, taking something from his robes, everyone prepared to seize the opportunity to change the subject. Then they saw him pull out a piece of paper and smile as he looked at it for a long while. Under the brilliant lamps, the beauty’s skin was like jade, upright and bright. Everyone couldn’t help but focus intently, seeing him read the letter with smiling brows and flowing eyes. Though he said nothing, affection overflowed, clearly showing this was no ordinary letter.

Everyone had suspicions but didn’t want to ask, to avoid hearing his seemingly modest but actually boastful tone. Murong Yi looked at the short letter for a long time before finally smiling and putting it back in his robes, saying to everyone, “A young woman’s spring feelings, a page of lovesickness—it’s quite embarrassing…”

Everyone: …Here it comes, here it comes again.

That seemingly humble but actually exaggerated smile of yours.

Seventh Prince couldn’t help saying, “Then we must congratulate Little Eighteen. The Imperial Princess actually fell in love with you at first sight, with deep affection. This is wonderful. Little Eighteen has no real position anyway, so it’s perfect to go to the capital as the Imperial Princess’s husband and serve her well. We others are busy with many affairs and can only remain in Ru Prefecture to share Father Prince’s worries.”

This was mocking Murong Yi for being unfavored and thus becoming the Imperial Princess’s husband, with no future even then.

Murong Yi smiled with curved brows and eyes, “Seventh Brother speaks wrongly. Little brother being able to become this Imperial Princess’s husband is also sharing Father Prince’s worries. Perhaps in the future, the worries little brother can share will be even more than big brothers’!”

At these words, the room fell silent. But when everyone cast meaningful glances his way, Murong Yi began a new round of humble-bragging discourse.

Everyone: “…”

But afterward, no one had any appetite left.

What did Murong Yi’s last statement mean?

Could it be that his becoming the Imperial Princess’s husband was Father Prince’s intention?

Could it be this Imperial Princess’s husband position wasn’t worthless, that Father Prince had deeper meaning, and Murong Yi’s trip carried a mission?

Thinking of Father Prince’s hidden ambitions and relationship with the court, everyone couldn’t help thinking of the four words “high-level spy.”

Using the Imperial Princess’s husband status to infiltrate the court and inner palace, control the Imperial Princess and thereby control more resources and connections, then coordinate from inside and outside in the future…

If this were true, then if successful later, it would be a great achievement. Perhaps Father Prince promised Little Eighteen something, judging by his last statement…

Calculating this way, this marriage was definitely not a loss, and at worst there would still be wealth and honor…

The princes grew more restless, immediately taking their leave. Murong Yi didn’t try to keep them, personally seeing them out with a face full of self-satisfaction and triumphant spring breeze, constantly grasping his brothers’ hands and instructing them to definitely visit his palace when they went to the capital in the future—he and the Imperial Princess, as a virtuous couple, would certainly sweep the couch to welcome them. Everyone smiled falsely in agreement while internally spitting in disgust.

Look at this arrogant manner!

The eight characters aren’t even written yet, and he’s already talking about being a virtuous couple!

After everyone left and the lights dimmed, all those gold, silver, and jade objects, the room full of silks and satins, were quietly put away. Murong Yi stood in the corridor’s shadows, half in moonlight and half in darkness. By the railing, night-blooming cereus blossomed and withered, leaving only a trace of faint fragrance. The warm jade-like glow of distant palace lanterns outlined his features—contours more magnificent than the red carved railings and green eaves.

A black shadow quietly leaped over the high wall and landed before him.

“The Third, Fifth, Thirteenth, Fourteenth… and other princes went directly home to sleep. The Sixth, Eighth, Ninth and other princes summoned advisors for council… The Seventh and Seventeenth princes went to their maternal relatives’ homes… The Eleventh Prince entered the palace late at night.”

The corner of Murong Yi’s lips curved slightly.

He had obtained the information he wanted.

The showing off had actually been psychological warfare, targeting his various brothers’ hearts that coveted great power.

With many monks and little porridge, with so many sons the share of favor was small too. Most couldn’t even get central important positions, let alone lucrative posts. Power had great allure, but if there was no power, having lots and lots of money was also good.

Among them, Eleventh, who loved gambling and already owed much external debt, was the prime example.

Now, surely Eleventh had already entered the palace overnight to find his quite-favored mother consort and petition the Prince, wanting to replace him as the Imperial Princess’s husband?

“That’s exactly what I hope for, but I wouldn’t dare request it.”

…

Author’s Note: This chapter was originally going to be called “Versailles Master Murong Yi”

Chapter 19: Liaodong Express Delivery
At midnight, Consort Baoxiang, who spared no expense in the palace to buy connections, also received a piece of news.

This quickly sobered her from the joy of her son being chosen by the Imperial Princess, and she hurriedly got dressed and out of bed.

The lamplight illuminated her iron-blue and pale face. After a long while, she couldn’t help muttering angrily aloud.

“That pair of cheap scoundrels, Lady Jin and Eleventh! How dare they try to steal my Yi’er’s honored position as Imperial Princess’s husband!”

She threw on clothes and was about to go out, but was stopped by a nanny who hurried over. She wasn’t a favored consort—rushing to the Prince’s sleeping quarters in the middle of the night would be asking for bad luck.

Consort Baoxiang understood this principle too. She frowned and sat on the bed edge, thinking for a while before asking, “The royal decree the Prince issued today is still with me, isn’t it?”

The nanny confirmed it was. Since Consort Baoxiang was Murong Yi’s mother, Prince Da’an had sent both the court documents and royal decree to the Cease Desires Courtyard.

Consort Baoxiang pressed her lips tightly together. After a long while, she said faintly, “There’s nothing for it but to strike first…”

An hour later, the already sleeping Murong Yi was awakened. They said Consort Baoxiang had fallen critically ill. Murong Yi hastily got up and rushed to the Cease Desires Courtyard. Before even entering, he asked, “She was perfectly fine during the day—how did she suddenly fall critically ill? Has the imperial physician examined her? What are the symptoms? Has she taken medicine?”

The nannies answered carefully, saying that upon hearing the good news, Her Ladyship was so happy she drank several extra cups at dinner, then caught a chill from the wind. At midnight she suddenly developed a high fever. The imperial physician had already examined her, saying it was wind-cold entering the body, quite severe, which was why they summoned the Young Master.

Murong Yi entered to see Consort Baoxiang lying pale in bed, her head wrapped in cloth, dark circles under her eyes, looking thoroughly haggard. He was accustomed to seeing her imperious and energetically excited, rarely seeing her so weak, so he felt somewhat unaccustomed. He sat by her bedside.

At this time, a maid brought medicine she had brewed. Murong Yi personally took it to feed her. Consort Baoxiang didn’t refuse, half-closing her eyes. After drinking a few sips, she said, “Rushing about in the middle of the night, cold air entering the body—you should have some hot porridge for a late-night meal.”

A serving girl brought the late-night meal, set up a small table on Consort Baoxiang’s couch, helped her sit up, and mother and son sat facing each other for the meal. Murong Yi wasn’t accustomed to being too close with his mother and was about to make an excuse to decline when Consort Baoxiang said, “You’re leaving. Last time we couldn’t have a proper meal together, so let Mother make up for it this time.”

Murong Yi’s heart stirred. He sat down silently. Consort Baoxiang looked listless as she personally ladled porridge for him, gently stirring the spoon in the scallop and chicken porridge to cool it before handing it to him. She sighed, “Earlier I was feverish and dizzy, couldn’t sleep, so I thought over various matters… In recent years, Mother was anxious and treated you too harshly. Don’t hold it against me.”

The hand stirring Murong Yi’s spoon paused.

Consort Baoxiang had always been rigid, rarely lowering herself to apologize to anyone, let alone to her son. Over all these years, he was accustomed to seeing her fierce as a vajra, sharp as a blade. He had never imagined she would have moments of softening her tone to say such things.

Thinking of what he had just done, he couldn’t help feeling mixed emotions.

Looking up again, he saw his mother unusually without elaborate makeup, her hair disheveled, revealing a hint of frost-white—she actually had gray hair.

Being able to give birth to someone as beautiful as Murong Yi, Consort Baoxiang was naturally a rare beauty herself. She was also extremely strong-willed, so even daily in her own palace, she dressed immaculately with smooth hair arrangements, truly radiant and dazzling. Murong Yi had never imagined that his mother would one day show signs of aging.

Murong Yi stared at that line of slight white, his mixed emotions turning into faint sorrow. To hide the expression in his eyes at this moment, he raised his bowl and took a gulp.

The bowl blocked his vision, so he didn’t see the slight joy that flashed in Consort Baoxiang’s eyes at that instant.

After drinking a mouthful of porridge, Murong Yi finally said, “Mother Consort, when Grandfather left, he advised you that being too rigid leads to breaking, telling you to abstain from obsession and anger, open your heart, forget gains and losses. Wine opens the heart to fate’s warmth and cold, lazily calculating wins and losses in casual chess. Only by letting go can one see the vast world…”

“In this man-eating palace, if you don’t care about anything, we’d have died long ago!” Consort Baoxiang blurted out.

Murong Yi was stunned.

Perhaps sensing her uncontrolled intense attitude, Consort Baoxiang took a breath and softened her tone: “I understand. Don’t worry too much either.”

Murong Yi heard the perfunctory tone in her voice and sighed inwardly. Consort Baoxiang continued, “Don’t disbelieve Mother. If you live smoothly, I can let go.”

“What do you mean by smoothly?”

“Becoming the Imperial Princess’s husband, obtaining imperial family status, making your father look favorably upon you. In the future, plan well beside the Imperial Princess. Though the Imperial Princess’s husband cannot enter officialdom, the Imperial Princess will become emperor. When she becomes emperor, all worldly affairs will be decided by one person—what can’t be changed then? You should…”

Murong Yi suddenly laughed.

“So you want me to be a seductive concubine who serves with beauty.”

He suddenly didn’t want to say anything more. Losing interest, he stood up and said, “Mother Consort, rest well. Your son still has matters to attend to, so I won’t…”

The scene before his eyes suddenly began rippling like water. Everything, including his mother’s face, was spinning and floating. Her thin lips opened and closed, saying something he couldn’t hear, but he felt those eyes had a sticky luster, like a whirlpool that would trap anyone who approached.

Heaven and earth were falling rapidly. The blue-green gold-inlaid crane chess ceiling seemed to crash down on his head. Before finally sinking into mental chaos, he finally heard clearly Consort Baoxiang’s last few words.

“…Mother is doing this all for your own good…”

…

“Dan Ye?”

When Tie Ci called out this name, the red-robed youth opposite smiled with curved lips.

With this smile, his eyes curved slightly, bringing that heart-penetrating sweetness again. However, the snow-white little canine teeth barely visible at his lip corners and the sharp gleam flashing in his eyes made one vaguely wary, like seeing a beast with a sweet exterior but sharp claws—wanting to be pleased but not daring, wanting to approach but unable.

His voice also carried the hoarse quality of desert wild sands, yet was quite pleasant, though the rhythm was slightly strange. “You’re that Imperial Princess who had people spread rumors about me?”

Tie Ci looked at him with smiling eyes: “What rumors? I haven’t heard any.”

Dan Ye curled his lips: “I knew you southern barbarians were cunning, always denying things when confronted. I recently cursed you, then as soon as I entered the capital, I heard those fabrications. If not you, then who?”

Tie Ci asked curiously, “What did you curse me with?”

Dan Ye snorted with laughter: “Called you a waste!”

“I am a waste.” Tie Ci smiled. “Then what does that make the stray dog who failed to ambush me just now and got kicked out by me?”

“If I’d really ambushed you, I’d have split you with one blade already.” Dan Ye was unconcerned. “But I gave you an opening to exploit. What, you—a mere woman—really think you can compete with me?”

“Whether I can or not, we’ll know after competing.” Tie Ci extended her hand. Little Bug respectfully presented a bundle. Tie Ci took it out and assembled it—a lightweight horn bow. “I’ve heard Wolf Lord Dan Ye’s archery is unmatched. I happen to have a slight reputation in archery myself. Rather than choosing another day, why not have a go right now?”

The ruler of Western Rong was called Wolf Lord. Dan Ye, the most beloved son of the Western Rong King and designated heir, also earned this honorific title.

Rumor had it this one was also wolf-like—violent yet patient, impossible to shake off once attached, extremely troublesome.

Dan Ye also took out his traveling bow from behind and raised his chin, asking, “How do we compete?”

Tie Ci pointed forward.

“Speed shooting. See that dead-end alley three hundred paces away? Have people hang bronze gongs and drums on the wall at the alley’s end. You and I each take one side, blindfold ourselves, each take a hundred arrows—you shoot the drum, I shoot the gong. Can’t remove the blindfold until arrows are exhausted. Most hits wins.”

“Bring arrows.”

The Five Cities Military Commissioner’s men and the Eastern Palace Nine Guards had already heard the news and arrived. Knowing Tie Ci’s temperament, they didn’t approach closely, only constrained and dispersed the crowd, establishing a perimeter to prevent accidental arrow injuries. The crowd was kept far away, craning their necks but unable to see clearly what was happening.

Dan Ye squinted at the direction Tie Ci indicated. Vaguely ahead, banners fluttered and tall buildings stood in rows. He wasn’t familiar with the capital and didn’t think much of it. Seeing guards position the bronze gong, he blindfolded himself, exhaled, and drew his bow.

On the other side, after he blindfolded himself, Tie Ci, who was pretending to blindfold herself, tossed the cloth aside and immediately sat on a stool Dan Shuang had dragged over. Little Bug presented a plate of pastries.

Dan Ye’s archery was indeed excellent. Almost immediately, drum sounds began booming with very even rhythm and imposing momentum. Listening carefully, it was actually the melody of the frontier battle-breaking tune.

Tie Ci applauded.

This control, strength, and accuracy were truly remarkable.

Hearing no movement from the bronze gong, Dan Ye tilted his head slightly: “You southern nobles love pretending and faking. Your archery skills were probably someone letting you win and flattering you, making you think you’re really a divine archer. Today I’ll show you what real archery is.”

Before he finished speaking, suddenly the bronze gong rang frantically like torrential rain, and he was immediately stunned.

This speed…

Tie Ci sat cross-legged with a smiling squint, raising her hand to blow a kiss toward the far end of the street.

The torrential ringing immediately became even more intense, practically playing out a thunderstorm rhythm.

Dan Ye was so shocked by that clanging din that he forgot to shoot arrows—drawing the bow and changing arrows took time, yet these rapid sounds had no pause. He could tell that in one instant there were nearly a hundred sounds.

This was simply absurd—there were only a hundred arrows total!

The alley’s end and surroundings had been cleared. With his extremely sharp hearing, he was certain no one had approached after blindfolding. Could it really be Tie Ci shooting?

He absolutely refused to believe it. He simply stopped shooting, threw down his bow, and without removing his blindfold, strode forward.

As soon as he moved, Tie Ci immediately stood, patted pastry crumbs off her hands, and left too.

Dan Ye walked while hearing the gong still ringing like torrential rain, yet there were no sharp wind sounds of arrows passing around him. He yanked off his blindfold and saw the bronze gong trembling slightly, with countless tiny objects hitting it, the sound endless.

He slowly looked up.

He saw tall buildings on both sides with red lanterns hanging high, brocades and silks everywhere. Among the silks were countless rouge beauties leaning on railings with smiling faces. Some cracked sunflower seeds, some ate preserved plums, some gnawed duck wings. After eating, with a wave of red sleeves, sunflower seed shells, plum pits, and duck bones were thrown at the bronze gong, creating clear ringing sounds. Some were even competing for accuracy—those who hit beckoned and laughed charmingly, those who missed spat in frustration.

Both sides were lined with such pleasure houses, the buildings packed with women. With each person spitting once, the bronze gong could ring a hundred times.

Dan Ye: “…”

He’d seen cheating before, but never cheating like this!

When he looked up, the prostitutes in the buildings all brightened up, immediately eager to show off in front of this wild, sweet, and special youth. But they were too eager, so sunflower seed shells, plum pits, and duck bones all rained down on Dan Ye.

Dan Ye: “…”

He turned sharply toward the other end of the alley. Sure enough, not only was Tie Ci gone, but even the guards from earlier had all vanished.

A moment of silence.

A plum pit flew over. He was so lost in thought that he forgot to dodge, and with a splat, the sticky plum pit stuck to his face.

Dan Ye turned his head and slowly picked off the pit, staring up at the building.

The prostitute who had spat the plum pit was originally laughing and flirting with her eyes. Meeting his gaze, she shuddered in fright and cleverly dodged backward.

Just then, a whistling sound arose. The plum pit at Dan Ye’s fingertips came flying with the wind, exploding with a crack. Above the deep red carved railing support, a deep hole pierced through appeared.

The support was a full half-foot wide and thick. If that prostitute had still been standing there, the plum pit would have gone through her chest.

This time it was the buildings above that fell silent.

A moment later, women’s shrill curses rolled over like tidal waves, accompanied by old shoes, rotten eggs, menstrual cloths, foot-binding strips raining down like hailstones… There were also worn-out undergarments and belly bands from the women, crashing down all over Dan Ye’s head and body.

Bang bang bang bang—the sound of doors slamming shut rang out urgently. When Dan Ye struggled out from a pile of belly bands, menstrual cloths, stinking socks, and old shoes and looked up again, all the brothels and pleasure houses on both sides had shut their doors.

A moment later, a furious roar echoed through the street:

“Tie Ci, I will definitely sell you to the Western Rong royal tent as a female slave!”

Chapter 20: What a Big White Lotus Flower
Tie Ci strolled leisurely back to the palace.

She wasn’t worried at all about Dan Ye pursuing her.

She had confidence in the brothels on that street.

And in the two grand maids’ view, the Imperial Princess could feel confident about all the brothels in the Great Qian.

This certainly wasn’t because the Imperial Princess was the behind-the-scenes owner of all the brothels, but purely because several years ago, the Empress Dowager suddenly had the whim to ban all brothels under heaven. This was originally a good thing, but the method of banning wasn’t wonderful. The Empress Dowager believed prostitutes used beauty to seduce people and corrupted moral principles, so she ordered all prostitutes to have their faces tattooed and be exiled to various barbarous lands.

Those places were either extremely hot or perpetually snowy. Once these pampered women went there, the journey alone could kill them. And the face-tattooing punishment would also eliminate any possibility of receiving care.

When this decree was issued, all the beauties wept in sorrow. But their status was lowly, and though they knew countless high officials and nobles, at critical moments, those high officials and nobles were unwilling to acknowledge knowing them.

Later, a bold woman, left with no choice, blocked the Imperial Princess’s carriage on her way back to the palace from Qingjing Temple, begging the Imperial Princess to save them for the sake of being fellow women.

These words were actually extremely offensive, yet the Imperial Princess at the time didn’t get angry, though she also didn’t promise on the spot. She only said she would try to mediate, which sounded completely like an excuse. The women watched the phoenix carriage depart in despair, already preparing for collective suicide.

After Tie Ci returned to the palace, she invited Minister Gu through Gu Xiaoxiao.

The next day, Minister Gu submitted a memorial proposing that while banning brothels certainly accorded with human ethics, having so many prostitutes throughout the realm all escorted to the frontiers would consume military strength and grain. Even after escorting them there, they couldn’t do labor, only adding to the roadside bones and harming heavenly harmony, which would also damage the Empress Dowager’s virtuous reputation. It would be better to have them atone through merit, ban private prostitution, convert to official prostitutes, take turns doing labor one month each year, donate labor earnings to charity halls, and increase taxes on brothels and music halls and other pleasure establishments, etc.

In plain terms, this meant utilizing these women, having them work more and pay more taxes to increase national fiscal revenue and make some contribution to the people.

Tie Ci knew that among the civil and military officials in court, quite a few had extraordinary relationships with certain famous courtesans and were reluctant to part with them, but couldn’t easily take the lead.

Only Minister Gu was an upright man who didn’t like getting involved in such matters, only caring about how to extract enough silver from the limited national treasury to satisfy various parties’ demands. As long as you told him something could make money, he would definitely be willing to take the lead.

Sure enough, once Minister Gu spoke up, people stood out with various reasons to tactfully plead for these prostitutes. All civil officials had silver tongues. The Empress Dowager finally relented and adopted Minister Gu’s suggestion, and the capital’s prostitutes escaped with their lives.

Later, when people understood the inside story, every prostitute in the capital secretly enshrined the Imperial Princess’s longevity tablet in her boudoir.

That year, the Imperial Princess was eleven years old.

So never mind fooling a Western Rong little wolf king—even if they had to skin and debone this wolf, the prostitutes would roll up their sleeves and do it!

As for spreading rumors and creating jokes throughout court and countryside, if Tie Ci wanted something spread at the third watch, she absolutely wouldn’t delay until the fifth watch.

Tie Ci was also the behind-the-scenes boss of the capital’s trending topics.

After Tie Ci returned to the palace, the first thing she did was hurriedly pack and begin sealing the palace.

It was already late—time to get moving quickly.

While Chi Xue and Dan Shuang were being directed around by her, they asked in puzzlement, “Your Highness, when the Imperial Princess leaves the palace for training, it requires the Ministry of Rites to specially arrange ceremonial processions and announce it to the world, with all officials escorting her ten li out of the capital. Even at fastest, it would take half a month to complete all these arrangements. Why are you in such a rush?”

“What? Do you want the whole world to know when I’m leaving the capital, how many people I’m bringing, where I’m going, so they can arrange robberies and assassinations?” Tie Ci raised her eyebrows. “Or do you think those capital noble sons who were implicated by me and forced to leave the capital to suffer hardships have high moral character and broad minds, and definitely won’t think of using the opportunity of leaving the capital together with me to unite and scheme against me?”

A moment of silence.

Chi Xue turned and went out: “Sisters, find my Perfect Tonic Hundred Treasures Pouch and the Complete Gossip Guide to Capital Sons!”

Dan Shuang silently took out a pair of gloves studded with copper nails and put them on.

“Little Bug, you stay to watch the house. All the sisters in this palace, the flowers and plants, cats and dogs—from my hairband down to Little Apricot’s undergarment—if even one is missing, I’ll hold you responsible.”

“Rest assured, when you return to count, I guarantee there will only be extras, definitely nothing missing.”

“…That’s not necessary either. Also, not everyone in this palace is necessarily trustworthy. While I’m away, lock the palace doors, decline visitors, and don’t easily allow people to go out and make contacts.”

“Rest assured. While you’re away, even the bell on Xue Qiu’er’s neck won’t ring once!”

“…That’s not necessary either.”

Half an hour later, after everyone else had extinguished their lights and gone to sleep, Tie Ci quietly left the palace with her two grand maids.

She didn’t leave immediately but circled around to Jingren Palace. The palace gates were already closed and the Emperor had retired. The Baize Guards responsible for palace defense patrolled like weaving flowers. Tie Ci nimbly took advantage of when two shifts were changing, flashed to a corner, pushed aside the bushes by the wall, where there was a round hole that looked like a dog hole.

The noble Imperial Princess stuck her bottom up and crawled through.

Only she and the Emperor knew about this hole—it was the secret weapon for their childhood hide-and-seek games. It had been neglected for many years but now came in handy again.

Without disturbing a speck of dust, she entered the sleeping quarters. Tie Ci placed a letter on the desk and casually put a long rectangular cushion on the desk.

This was something she had made after hearing her teacher mention something called a mouse pad. Father Emperor spent years reviewing memorials until his wrists had developed calluses—having such a cushion to rest on should help somewhat.

She turned around and looked at the Emperor sleeping on the bed. A line of moonlight swept across his brows, which were tightly furrowed.

Tie Ci stood silently in the moonlight.

Father Emperor always showed her a cheerful face during the day. This was the first time she discovered that when Father Emperor slept, his brows were so tightly furrowed.

This puppet throne, these turbulent mountains and rivers, this cold palace, these mountain-like restraints—ultimately they had taken away the spirited young emperor from her memories, replacing him with today’s weathered middle age.

If she could never awaken the imperial bloodline, then what kind of cold moon and harsh sounds, what kind of smoky imperial city would this weathered middle-aged man face?

After a long while, she stepped forward and tucked the quilt corner tightly around her father.

Then she turned and left.

The spring night’s moonlight was soft and hazy. Peach and apricot blossoms had closed their buds, branches slanting against the pale blue sky. Those touches of light red and delicate beauty looked like colorful stars on the horizon.

Tie Ci took one last distant look at the peach blossoms from Dianfang Palace that were more numerous than elsewhere, extending beyond the palace walls, then quietly stepped out of the inner palace gates.

Palace gates couldn’t be opened at night, but she had spent many years in the palace and still had a few people she could use.

After exiting through the slightly opened palace gate and crossing the moonlit palace gate plaza, the carriage arranged by her teacher was already waiting at the plaza’s edge. The driver was a deaf-mute, also sent by her teacher.

By not using palace guards or mobilizing the Imperial Princess’s Nine Guards, Empress Dowager Xiao wouldn’t receive news so quickly.

Tie Ci hung an Eastern Palace executive token outside the carriage, thus avoiding nighttime curfew inspections along the way.

The carriage left the city directly for the ferry outside town.

Tie Ci had never left the capital since birth, yet now she sat straight in the carriage, absolutely refusing to look back.

The carriage passed Gu Residence. This entire area was filled with ministers’ and noble families’ mansions. As they drove past stone lions and red lanterns of each household, there seemed to be movement from within various gates. Tie Ci’s heart stirred and she lifted the carriage curtain, but just then heard a commotion inside. With a bang, the main gate opened halfway, a boot had just poked out, then was instantly dragged back in. Tie Ci saw that boot being dragged backward in a straight line, while Gu Xiaoxiao’s screams came from inside: “Ahhhh don’t touch me!”

Vaguely there was also Minister Gu from the Ministry of Revenue roaring: “Drag her back! What is she trying to do in the middle of the night with a bundle! Eloping with someone!”

The elopement target sat in the carriage and let out a short laugh.

Suddenly from inside Gu Residence, whoosh, a huge bundle was thrown out, with Gu Xiaoxiao’s pitiful wails from within: “Keep this for me, I’ll come find—”

Tie Ci shouted: “Dan Shuang!”

Dan Shuang raised her hand, silk ribbons flew out, catching the bundle.

When pulled back to the carriage, the entire carriage shook.

Tie Ci held her forehead.

Was Gu Xiaoxiao trying to move house?

The huge bundle squeezed her with no place to sit. Tie Ci momentarily wanted to throw it back, but first opened the bundle to see what was inside. A moment later, she held up a pair of underwear with straight arms and roared: “Gu Xiaoxiao, you’re ruining my maiden reputation!!!”

…

The episode at Gu Residence’s gate didn’t slow Tie Ci’s pace. Half an hour later, she reached Xingfeng Ferry.

This was the capital’s largest ferry, connecting north-south waterways and transportation. The ferry was lined with huge ships, with some small boats swaying in the shadows of the large vessels.

Another deaf-mute person was there to meet her, gesturing to tell Tie Ci that Master Buci had already prepared a medium-sized boat for her.

This was why Tie Ci wanted to see her teacher—to leave the capital without alerting the palace or court, her teacher could help.

Tie Ci was about to board the ship with him when she suddenly heard music from the shore.

It was qin music, mournful and lingering, reflecting the half-river bright moon and half-river flowers, making the spring night’s flourishing scene seem somewhat desolate.

Tie Ci listened for a while and said in amazement: “Who’s playing funeral music in the middle of the night?”

The “funeral music” stopped abruptly, followed by urgent coughing.

Upon hearing this cough, the usually composed person immediately changed color and took off running.

But it was already too late.

A voice behind her wailed mournfully:

“Your Highness—”

Upon hearing this undulating call, Tie Ci’s entire body automatically broke into goosebumps, shaking uncontrollably.

She turned around and indeed saw her pale former fiancé leaning weakly against a crooked willow tree, with two young servants behind him—one holding a towel, one holding a basin.

Every time Tie Ci saw these two standard accessories, she couldn’t help thinking maliciously whether these two were ready at all times in case their young master coughed up blood, to wipe his mouth and rinse.

Unfortunately, she was always disappointed and never got to see it.

Looking at that guy’s resentful wife expression made Tie Ci wonder if she wasn’t the one who had actively broken off the engagement.

Since they’d run into each other, there was no need to pretend not to know him. Tie Ci greeted him graciously: “Young Master Qi, hello there.”

This was fine before she spoke, but once she did, Qi Muxiao’s expression became even worse. He straightened up, took a deep breath, and said quietly: “Your Highness, you’re resenting me.”

Tie Ci smiled.

She’d heard this phrase for the second time in recent days.

One after another, they all made her feel like she was the one who had wronged people.

She said gently: “Where does Young Master Qi get this idea? In marriage between men and women, if incompatible, they separate. The depth of fate isn’t determined by people.”

Qi Muxiao stared at her and said softly: “Your Highness… this was Grandfather’s idea. I didn’t know beforehand…”

But you also had no intention of trying to salvage it.

Tie Ci smiled again.

Though she didn’t care about being rejected in marriage, it was ultimately a humiliation for her as Imperial Princess. This white lotus tea still wanted to pretend and entangle endlessly—what, having broken the engagement, now afraid of offending people, so he came to make amends?

Just as she was thinking what method to use to deal with him, she heard the white lotus tea say quietly: “Ever since learning Your Highness would be going on training, I’ve been waiting at this ferry. If Your Highness wanted to leave, you’d definitely take the fastest route. Having been engaged for many years, no one understands Your Highness better than I…”

You understand me, so you dare to block me here after breaking the engagement?

Tie Ci blinked and said meaningfully: “Is that so? But I feel you still don’t understand me well enough.”

Qi Muxiao looked up in amazement, only to see the usually noble and dignified Imperial Princess smile and reach out to grasp his hand: “Xiaoxiao, you’ve been engaged to me for many years. I was thinking you’ve always been deeply affectionate and righteous, and would never be so heartless as to actively seek separation. Now that you’ve explained, I understand—you indeed still have feelings for me and didn’t hesitate to break with your family for this. This couldn’t be better. Tonight, you’ll come with me to leave the capital for training!”

Qi Muxiao: “…!!!”
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Chapter 21: The Bright Moon Rising Over the Sea
Qi Muxiao: “……!!!”

Who am I, where am I? What have I encountered?!

Tie Ci smiled gracefully as she pulled him toward her. With her strength, Qi Muxiao immediately stumbled forward with a lurch.

However, Tie Ci had no intention of steadying him. Just as she was about to let go and let him fall flat on his face, she suddenly heard a commotion in the distance—torches flickering, hoofbeats thundering rapidly. It seemed many people were approaching, and she could faintly hear someone shouting: “Indeed here they are, everyone hurry!”

Tie Ci’s expression changed, and she urgently asked: “Qi Muxiao, when you came out, did anyone know?”

The Qi residence was also located in the Taiping Street area where high officials and nobles gathered. There, official mansions stretched endlessly, with eaves connecting to each other. The green peaches from the Grand Secretary’s garden would always be picked by the maids from the neighboring Supreme Court Minister’s house, while the earliest batch of elm seeds from the Supreme Court Minister’s house would end up in the cooking pot of the Minister of War’s residence next door.

If Qi Muxiao had come out ostentatiously, it would be impossible to hide from others.

Qi Muxiao replied in bewilderment: “…This… no one…”

“How many people did you bring when you came out?”

“Just seven or eight servants—those driving the carriage, attendants, footstools, and dressers…”

Tie Ci: “Hai!”

You should be the Crown Princess instead!

In just a few words, the crowd had already reached them. Indeed, they were dressed in fine clothes and riding spirited horses, with golden bridles and carved saddles. At first glance, one could tell they were the pampered sons from high official families in the capital.

They were also among the unlucky ones on this trial list.

Tie Ci took to her heels and ran.

Seeing that group charging too fast, she feared they might startle the horses and injure her delicate former fiancé, so she dragged Qi Muxiao along as she fled.

However, Qi Muxiao thought she was really going to drag him away to suffer through trials. Being pulled along stumbling and staggering, he cried out in alarm: “Your Highness! Your Highness!”

Tie Ci paid no attention, burying her head as she ran wildly.

She had come out secretly without bringing guards. At this moment, the ferry was full of noble young men who harbored resentment and anger toward her for being implicated by her. Taking advantage of the night when no one would know, they would most likely pretend it was a misunderstanding and gang up to beat her thoroughly. In the end, they could claim ignorance, and the law doesn’t punish the masses—she would have to swallow this loss herself.

Tie Ci loved eating everything, except losses.

As she ran wildly on that side, Qi Muxiao was gasping for breath: “Your Highness! Let me go! Let me go! I can’t leave with you like this! You… you…”

Tie Ci ignored him.

The deaf-mute guide had no martial arts skills and was carried along by Dan Shuang as they ran. When Dan Shuang asked him where the boat was, the deaf-mute pointed.

Tie Ci looked and saw it was still a full li away, while the hoofbeats behind them were practically at their heels.

Seeing that she wouldn’t let go, Qi Muxiao panicked and frantically tugged at her sleeve, crying: “Your Highness… Your Highness… I know you can’t bear to part with me… but we have no destiny together… Please… please let me go!”

Tie Ci: “…!!”

She turned her head and stared at Qi Muxiao. Under her gaze, Qi Muxiao shrank back and covered his face, sobbing: “Your Highness… please stop pestering me…”

Between his spread fingers, a white streak slowly trickled down.

Tie Ci: …Damn, he’s even wearing powder!

From now on, whenever she saw pale white men, they were all powder-wearing, and she’d beat them all to death.

She suddenly smiled.

Whispering in Qi Muxiao’s ear: “Young Master Qi is truly heartless.”

Qi Muxiao shuddered and dared not look at her.

Tie Ci smiled again: “I hope you won’t regret this in the future.”

She reached out and pushed Qi Muxiao backward. The two treacherous maids had a perfect understanding and pounced on Qi Muxiao together, crying in unison: “Your Highness!”

The crowd shouted: “Over there!” and the hoofbeats chased wildly after them.

Tie Ci turned around and ran at full speed with her long legs.

However, just as she was about to reach the boat, she saw someone jump into the water. A cold gleam flashed in their hand as they punctured the boat’s hull.

Tie Ci: “…”

A warning flashed through her mind.

The pampered young men were chasing together, and the direction they were chasing from was still behind her, but the person sabotaging the boat was in front of her—they were likely not the same group.

Someone wanted to trap her.

This made the situation extraordinarily dangerous.

It wasn’t just a simple matter of being beaten up by pampered young men anymore. There would be people with ulterior motives who would fish in troubled waters, taking advantage of the crowd to strike at her.

Tie Ci reacted extremely quickly, turned around, and plunged into the river with a splash.

In the river water, they couldn’t form a group beating, right?

The pampered young men on shore had already discovered that Qi Muxiao wasn’t Tie Ci. Now seeing Tie Ci fall into the water, they all let out cheers together.

We chased the Crown Princess like a homeless dog and even forced her to jump into the water!

Great celebration all around!

While the pampered young men on shore were celebrating, Tie Ci in the water saw cold gleams flashing continuously underwater. There were indeed assassins underwater, now all swimming over to surround her.

Tie Ci was an excellent swimmer, but those people were like white strips in the waves, reaching her vicinity almost instantly.

Tie Ci reached to draw the dagger from her boot.

But at that moment, something suddenly appeared beside her. Tie Ci turned her head and saw a boat pole extended beside her shoulder.

Looking up, she saw the dark hull of a boat above.

Without hesitation, she reached out and grasped the boat pole. With a splash, she used it to break through the water surface, stepped twice in the air, and leaped onto the bow.

The moment she leaped onto the bow, the boat shook and creaked continuously. Several crossbow bolts shot into the water like lightning, and the river churned before its color darkened.

Under the swaying lamplight at the bow, a pale, bloody face emerged briefly, then sank back down.

This decisive and fierce killing move obviously startled those water ghosts. The water surface bubbled for a while, and ripples spread toward the distance.

The boat quickly headed toward the center of the river, simultaneously dispatching two small boats to rescue Dan Shuang and Chi Xue who had entered the water afterward.

Tie Ci stood at the bow. Only after seeing the maids rescued onto the boat did she relax. She suddenly sneezed loudly, and a cloak was draped over her shoulders.

She reached up to grab the cloak and also caught the hand holding it.

That person’s hand stiffened and went still.

Tie Ci slowly turned around and met a face like snow and jade.

Under the dark, vast sky and boundless clouds, that face was like a relief sculpture, glowing warmly and brilliantly.

Tie Ci released his hand and said with frank gratitude: “Lord Rong, thank you for the rescue.”

This form of address could rank first on the mood-killing list. The light in Rong Pu’s eyes immediately dimmed somewhat. He stepped back and respectfully saluted: “Your Highness.”

“Outside the imperial capital, let’s dispense with honorifics,” Tie Ci smiled. “Wet clothes are unseemly. Might I borrow some clothing?”

Rong Pu stepped aside with a gesture of invitation. Tie Ci nodded but didn’t rush into the cabin. Instead, she walked to the bow and, facing the group of pampered young men on shore who had discovered she was on the boat but couldn’t catch up in time and were jumping about in frustration, raised both hands and made a gesture of granting them permission to rise.

Behind her, Rong Pu couldn’t help but let out a soft “pff.”

The Crown Princess was quite mischievous, and mischievous in such an open way—truly a wonderful person.

Indeed, when she made this gesture, the pampered young men on shore were all dumbfounded. As their hot blood cooled, they remembered exactly who this person was and recalled her usual temperament. Immediately, one-third covered their faces, one-third retreated, and one-third cowered wanting to kneel.

Tie Ci had already laughed heartily and entered the cabin.

After she entered the cabin, Chi Xue, who had been standing aside, came forward. This maid had a brilliant smile on her face and held a brocade box in both hands, saying: “Lord Rong the Hanlin has merit in rescuing the Crown Princess and receives a reward.”

Rong Pu fell silent.

The Crown Princess was not only mischievous but also sufficiently aloof at heart.

Even her attendants were so vigilant and guarded, not easily accepting goodwill. How had she spent these years in the imperial court?

He remained silent for a long time without accepting the reward. Chi Xue wasn’t anxious either, waiting very patiently, her smile never changing its curve.

After a long while, Rong Pu finally said: “A minister serves his lord with loyalty. Even if it means exhausting oneself unto death, it’s merely what should be expected. If one receives generous rewards for such small matters, how could this minister face standing in court?”

Only then did Chi Xue smile with satisfaction, put away the box, and praised: “Lord Rong the Hanlin truly lives up to his reputation as a modest gentleman.”

Rong Pu could only smile bitterly.

Dan Shuang glanced at Chi Xue.

Lord Rong didn’t know, but didn’t she? In their hasty flight into the water, they hadn’t even brought their luggage. What could they possibly have on them now that would be worthy of rewarding such a noble young master?

This little hussy Chi Xue probably had nothing but soap in that box.

She calculated that Rong Pu wouldn’t accept, just wanting to take advantage of him while forcing him to maintain proper minister-subject boundaries.

Rong Pu might not be unaware either, but he was a clever person with a generous nature.

On deck, a group of clever people smiled falsely at each other. In the cabin, Tie Ci looked at the well-prepared women’s clothing and the complete array of matching exquisite jewelry, and sighed.

He was a thoughtful person, and also one with many ideas. Did this mean he intended to protect her throughout the journey of trials?

Unfortunately, she couldn’t accept this kindness.

She found a long robe in the cabin and put it on. The garment was a bit long, so she tied the sash high and rolled up the sleeves, revealing a section of snow-white, elegantly-lined wrists.

Her full head of black hair was casually secured with a jade hairpin. Her entire outfit took no more than a quarter-hour to arrange. When she lifted the curtain and emerged again, everyone on deck brightened their eyes.

Rong Pu’s expression changed slightly—Tie Ci was wearing his clothes.

However, when he met Tie Ci’s gaze again, those clear and frank eyes made him feel that any fluttering, turbulent thoughts would be a desecration of such a gaze.

Her eyes were like black glazed mirrors, reflecting the vastness of heaven and earth, thus highlighting the “smallness” in everyone’s hearts.

Standing there, she was as forthright as a great wind, sweeping past all the murky, drifting clouds of this world.

Rong Pu couldn’t approach, only be a good host. The guest was very gracious and generous—she ate what was given, wore what was offered, neither picky nor affected. When encountering good dishes, she would certainly praise them loudly, and when drinking good wine, she would definitely share the joy with everyone. Moreover, she could drink a thousand cups without getting drunk and would never lose composure to embarrass herself or her host. In leisure time, she could discuss politics or compete in martial arts. If you played a tune, she could identify the five musical notes and keep perfect rhythm, and her critiques would always hit the mark. There was no worry of playing to an unappreciative audience or casting pearls before swine. Traveling with such a person should be like bathing in spring breeze, yet Rong Pu felt as if he had encountered an endless jade screen wall, standing in a high hall, radiating cold, brilliant light wherever one turned, with no way to find the entrance.

The large boat traveled downstream, and with favorable winds, it was quite swift. During the journey, Rong Pu asked Tie Ci where she planned to choose as the first location for her trials. Usually, trial locations were selected and decided by the Inner Cabinet, but this time Tie Ci had left hastily, wanting to travel incognito without anyone knowing.

Tie Ci said she would go to Yongping Prefecture.

Rong Pu couldn’t help but be surprised. Yongping Prefecture was the prefecture closest to Liaodong, located in the northwest corner of Beining Provincial Administration Commission. Beyond Beining’s newly built border city, one could gaze upon the vast forests and perpetually snow-covered Liaodong. This was a military stronghold of vital strategic importance, not only bearing the heavy responsibility of monitoring Liaodong’s movements, but also serving as a necessary passage for major bandits and serious criminals from Liaodong wanting to enter the interior. Therefore, heavy troops were stationed here, with dragons and snakes mixed together, treacherous terrain, countless spies, and endless incidents of all kinds.

For the Crown Princess to choose that place for her first trial—did she feel that the mountains were high and the emperor far away, wanting to avoid the Empress Dowager’s assassins? Or had her gaze already turned to Liaodong, wanting to plan for Liaodong in advance?

Rong Pu had his own judgment but didn’t ask many questions. The large boat entered the river and then turned to sea, heading north without stopping at shore, until the sailors reported they were not far from Yongping Prefecture and would be able to land in two more days.

On this particular day, they caught many white fish. This type of fish had fine scales and tender meat with extremely thick oil, living only in the cold seawater of the north, making it most suitable for fish sashimi. The kitchen quickly prepared it with sharp knives and presented it on large blue and white plates. The plates were blue-green, spread with a layer of crystalline ice, and the pale pink fish slices bloomed like peony petals on the ice, thin as cicada wings, revealing the blue and white pattern beneath.

Naturally, Tie Ci wouldn’t waste such beauty by grabbing and eating carelessly. She admired the exquisite presentation for quite a while before slowly picking up a piece with chopsticks to dip in sauce and eat.

Rong Pu smiled and clapped his hands, and fine wine and delicious food were continuously brought forth.

Tables were arranged in a row on the deck, facing the vast river and brilliant moonlight. Distant boats and near sails were all hidden in the dark silver starlight.

Tie Ci only casually ate a few bites and praised the Rong family’s elegance—even while traveling, on a boat, the food and drink were so refined and exquisite. Then she leaned against the cabin wall and watched Rong Pu play the zither.

Poetry, literature, music, and chess were essential skills for noble young men from distinguished families. Tie Ci had long experience with various palace banquets and had heard all kinds of performances, yet she still had to admit that even compared to those famous masters renowned throughout the realm, Rong Pu’s skills could still rank in the top three.

Under the billowing high sails, his wide sleeves stirring in the wind, his satin-like black hair gently scattered, and his luminous face lowered in concentration, always reminded one of a banished immortal above the rainbow, stepping lightly over flower clouds to walk among mortals.

Tie Ci leaned against the side wall, one leg bent, one hand holding a wine cup resting on her knee. Her flowing eyes seemed to hold intoxication, and when she heard wonderful passages, she would raise her cup in distant salute.

Behind the jade cup, her slightly curved lips also seemed filled with wine—sweet and mellow, not self-intoxicating but intoxicating to others.

The zither music attracted boats from all directions to approach. Tie Ci saw in the distance a small boat battling waves across the vast sea toward them. Two figures stood on the boat, one tall and one short. When Rong Pu finished his piece, the shorter one loudly called out “Excellent!” However, at this moment, under the moon over sea and sky, with the zither music ethereal, this single “Excellent!” seemed to destroy the atmosphere. Tie Ci couldn’t help but glare angrily.

Tomorrow, so-and-so and so-and-so will finally meet informally.

Chapter 22: How Cheap of You, Sir
On the small boat, the tall person pulled the short person aside and cupped his hands toward the large boat in apology, yet couldn’t help saying: “What fragrant wine!”

Tie Ci had extraordinary hearing and could hear clearly. The wine in her cup was the famous brew from the imperial capital called Thousand Autumns Down the Throat. “One cup of heaven and earth, a thousand autumns down the throat.” It also bore the beautiful name of “One sight of this wine mistakes a thousand autumns.” This wine was reportedly brewed by a mysterious person, supplied in limited quantities, priceless, and its fragrance could travel for miles. It wasn’t strange that the tall person could smell it.

Tie Ci had always been generous and magnanimous. Seeing this person loved wine, she smiled and said: “In that case, let’s drink together, brother.”

She was already leaning against the ship’s rail, and at this moment the small boat was right below the large ship. With a flick of her wrist, she was about to pour the unfinished wine from her cup down to feed that tall person.

Before her wrist could turn, she suddenly saw a hand emerge from the boat cabin, holding an enormous basin that looked large enough to serve as a washbasin.

The washbasin moved beneath her wrist.

Tie Ci: “…”

Her hand holding the wine cup stopped mid-air. She looked down at that hand—the wrist was snow-white, the wrist bone delicate, the fingers slender with distinct joints, carved like jade under the starlight.

The face-obsessed Tie Ci immediately grinned and grabbed the wine pot beside her, pouring generously downward.

From the large ship, a stream of wine flowed like a fine rainbow into the large washbasin.

The washbasin was immediately retracted.

A moment later, the washbasin was thrown out, and along with it came a streak of white light.

Tie Ci was about to catch it, but Dan Shuang, quick with her eyes and hands, caught it first. She stared at it for a moment before passing it over.

When Tie Ci received it, it was bone-chillingly cold to the touch. It was a bone-shaped object strung on a fine silver chain. The ice-bone white base had a slightly yellow tinge, and the edges had been polished to a smooth luster. This thing emanated a faint cold aura that remained cool even when held for a long time, reminding one of snow that had never melted for millions of years on glaciers.

One pot of wine hardly warranted a reciprocal gift, and moreover, this wine was clearly meant as her gift to that tall person, yet it had been intercepted by the fellow in the cabin. Tie Ci was rather displeased, but she inexplicably liked this object very much. After thinking it over, she still waved at the small boat and pointed downward to express her gratitude.

The small boat then drifted away.

From beginning to end, the small boat remained shrouded in the large ship’s shadow. Forget about seeing the person in the cabin—even the faces of the tall and short figures couldn’t be seen clearly.

Tie Ci hung the bone around her neck and immediately shivered from the cold, yet felt her ears and eyes instantly become more acute and her mind clearer. She liked it even more.

Rong Pu pushed away his guqin and stared at that bone piece for a long while before turning his gaze away.

She wouldn’t accept any favor from him, yet was willing to accept a gift from a complete stranger she’d never met.

So close yet so distant, the relationship between sovereign and subject.

However, Tie Ci paid no attention to his gaze. She lazily waved her hand, indicating she was drunk and asking Lord Rong to do as he pleased, then took her two maids into the cabin.

The lights in her cabin were quickly extinguished.

The large ship gradually grew quiet.

In the pitch-black cabin, Tie Ci slowly opened her eyes.

She sat up, and Chi Xue silently approached. Tie Ci wasn’t surprised to see her and gestured to ask if everything was ready.

Chi Xue nodded and showed off by lifting an enormous bundle.

Dan Shuang’s mouth twitched at the side.

Let me tell a story.

There was someone who, after being rescued, also made off with the rescuer’s property and slipped away midway.

Oh my, who could be so unscrupulous?

The Crown Princess, that’s who.

…

The unscrupulous Crown Princess indicated that since she had no money and wanted to escape, she could only rely on robbery.

Since it was robbery, naturally the nearest tower gets the moon first.

What Rong Pu, who got the moon first, was currently feeling, no one knew. But Tie Ci was in a good mood because she had already seen that previous small boat indeed slowly approaching the large ship again.

Earlier, when she had finally waved at the small boat to signal, she had made a gesture meaning “wait below” while simultaneously throwing down a piece of jade from her person as advance payment for boat fare.

The people on that boat were indeed clever and came as agreed.

The three descended along the ship’s side, and when Tie Ci finally landed on the small boat’s deck, the small boat didn’t move at all. The tall person at the bow praised: “Excellent skill!”

Tie Ci cupped her hands to show gratitude and bowed, about to enter the cabin to pay respects to the master. The tall person suddenly said: “My master doesn’t see outside guests.”

Tie Ci was taken aback. She was dressed as a man with neutral posture and expression, appearing as a young man to outsiders.

The person in the cabin was probably a woman. Just as she was hesitating whether to honestly reveal her female identity, the tall person said again: “Don’t overthink it. He’s a man. Just ugly-looking and doesn’t see people.”

Tie Ci immediately felt solemn respect.

A guard who dissed his master to his face—what personality! I like it!

From the cabin came someone’s lazy voice: “Still a tiny bit prettier than you.”

Tie Ci suddenly turned her head, and all her pores opened at once!

So pleasant to hear!

What a magnificent voice!

Deep, magnetic, with slightly sandy echoes, like mellow wind brushing across eardrums, making one’s whole body tremble involuntarily.

The legendary bass voice!

Tie Ci shivered with pleasure and subconsciously walked toward the cabin, then stopped before a bead curtain.

The bead curtain showed vague shadows, revealing the silhouette of the person behind it. The lines were indistinctly elegant—tall stature, broad shoulders, narrow waist, robes trailing on the ground. Even sitting, one could see he was tall and upright.

The outline suggested a beauty, and the voice was even more beautiful.

But perhaps his face was ugly? Disfigured?

Tie Ci considered herself generous and certainly wouldn’t lift the curtain at this moment. She respectfully saluted through the curtain and politely expressed her desire to stay for a day or two before disembarking at the next ferry crossing.

The person behind the curtain didn’t speak. Tie Ci wanted to hear more of his voice and said flirtatiously: “I wonder if there are any inconveniences? Please feel free to speak, master.”

The person behind the curtain fell silent again. After quite a while, he said very emotionlessly: “Money.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Sir, that voice paired with that word is very… cheap.

She had never been one to willingly submit to extortion, even if the voice was pleasant.

“Earlier on the ship, I already threw down a piece of fine jade, sufficient as boat fare.”

“That was pickup fee. At most it covers boat fare for one person. There are still two more people.” The person behind the curtain said even more emotionlessly, “You don’t have to pay. Should we throw you overboard, or will you jump yourselves?”

Dan Shuang, listening at the side of the cabin, rolled up her sleeves, while Chi Xue rolled her eyes considering whether to jump overboard to save the exorbitant boat fare.

Tie Ci stared at the person behind the curtain for a while, shook her head with a smile, and signaled Chi Xue to fish out a jade pot from the bundle and pass it over. She laughed: “This boat fare—forget one or two days’ passage, it would be enough even for sailing the outer seas to foreign countries.”

A hand reached out to receive the jade pot. Tie Ci stared at that hand, thinking it was fortunate she couldn’t be considered hand-obsessed, or she couldn’t resist touching it and would have to spend more money.

The person received the jade pot and casually tossed it aside, yet said again: “Temporarily calculated as one day’s boat fare.”

Damn, she’d boarded a pirate ship!

Tie Ci was too lazy to argue with him. Disfigured people had eccentric temperaments—consider it charity. Besides, it wasn’t her money anyway.

She looked around and asked: “Please tell me, where do I sleep?”

This boat was really small. The cabin was only big enough for two or three people to sit facing each other. Now with half of it partitioned off for that person to sit and lie, there was clearly no place left to sleep.

The person said: “Stand up.”

Tie Ci stood up.

The person said: “Step back three paces.”

Stepping back three paces would mean exiting the cabin. Tie Ci watched him warily, thinking this fellow took money but didn’t provide service, trying to trick her into backing out herself?

Or perhaps he harbored thoughts of murder and robbery?

As for assassins and killers, she felt that was quite unlikely. She had noticed the route the small boat took when approaching—it was clearly heading south, traveling south from the north all along. Her departure from the capital was a hasty decision with a time advantage. The prefectures and provinces outside the imperial capital absolutely wouldn’t have had time to arrange assassinations from thousands of li away, and the Empress Dowager wouldn’t bother avoiding people in the capital to deploy outside personnel.

Unless her luck was explosively good and she randomly encountered a pirate ship.

She stepped back three paces, tensing her entire body, then heard two creaking sounds. Where she had just been sitting, a long board suddenly descended from the cabin wall and, when propped at the edges, became a simple bed.

At the same time, a long board also descended behind the bead curtain, placed parallel to this board, like a single bed separated only by a bead curtain.

The person behind the curtain raised his hand to remove his cloak and lay down on the long board. A snow-white long finger emerged through the bead curtain and tapped the neighboring bed board, meaning you can sleep now.

Tie Ci: “…”

A priceless jade pendant plus an equally valuable jade pot just for a wooden plank bed?

But seeing that the master was also sleeping on a wooden plank bed, Her Highness had nothing to say and could only lie down in grievance.

When she lay down, the wooden board creaked meaningfully. At the very least, the jade pendant and jade pot felt deeply wronged.

Only then did Tie Ci belatedly realize—wasn’t this equivalent to sleeping in the same bed with this ugly, money-obsessed fellow?

But with this bed, if she didn’t sleep here, she’d have to sleep on deck. Tie Ci could only sigh and lean back.

She originally thought she’d just rest lightly, but who knew that after a day of turmoil she was quite exhausted. She actually fell quickly into sweet dreams.

Chapter 23: Little Thief!
Outside, Dan Shuang and Chi Xue initially felt uneasy, but seeing her fall asleep so quickly, they felt a faint heartache.

The Crown Princess appeared composed and at ease, but actually lived constantly maneuvering and walking on thin ice. Now that she had finally left the imperial capital, on this desolate sea under drooping stars and vast plains with no one in sight, being able to relax and sleep peacefully was a good thing.

The two women stood guard on the left and right at the cabin entrance. The tall man looked displeased and snorted.

Chi Xue ignored him, but Dan Shuang raised an eyebrow: “What are you snorting about?”

“Toothache.”

“I think it’s an itchy mouth.”

“Not really. Just seeing a young master sleeping soundly while having his maids stand guard all night makes my hands itch a bit.”

“Don’t like what you see?” Dan Shuang sneered coldly. “None of your damn business. If you dare make a move, I’ll make sure your head never itches again.”

The tall man wasn’t backing down: “Please, give it a try.”

Chi Xue couldn’t stand listening anymore and pulled Dan Shuang: “Alright, don’t disturb our master’s sleep.”

Over there, the short man also said to the tall one: “Brother, brother, visitors are guests. You can’t offend people like this. When we travel abroad, we can’t be this arrogant. When traveling ten thousand li, one should make friends in all directions…”

The tall man: “…Shut up!”

A moment later, the four faced each other. Chi Xue and the short man nodded at each other with fake smiles, while the tall man and Dan Shuang engaged in a battle of loving and killing with their eyes.

In the cabin, Tie Ci slept peacefully. Next door, Money Brother didn’t fall asleep so quickly and hadn’t expected that someone could actually fall asleep so fast like this. He turned over to face Tie Ci.

The other side was very quiet, even the breathing was shallow. Through the bead curtain, he could vaguely see the curves of her body—her waist and hips were attractively slender, her legs surprisingly long, curled up pitifully with nowhere to rest.

Money Brother closed his eyes but still couldn’t sleep. After thinking for a moment, he pulled out his hairpin, and his full head of black hair cascaded down.

He used the jade hairpin to lift the bead curtain and saw Tie Ci’s profile. The cabin was dark, and the upper half of her face couldn’t be seen clearly. Only a ray of moonlight streamed through the outer reed curtain, falling precisely on her delicate chin. The jawline flowed smoothly like a master calligrapher’s wonderful brushstroke, and her skin was as thin and translucent as crystal.

His gaze slowly moved down, pausing briefly on her flat chest, then withdrew.

The jade hairpin retracted. He snorted and also turned over to sleep.

He had only slept for a short while when Tie Ci woke up.

She had always been a light sleeper and would definitely wake up at least once every hour. On this unfamiliar boat, she naturally woke up even faster, because there was always a strange fragrance lingering, reminding her this wasn’t her Ruixiang Palace.

The fragrance seemed like wood incense, like flower fragrance, with a faint hint of vast and refreshing scent that made one think of white egrets flying over rivers, the egrets disappearing into endless white grass, the white grass stretching endlessly to connect with floating clouds, with someone dancing hazily among the floating clouds. Graceful as a startled swan, yet vigorous as a dragon.

That dragon suddenly flew down from the clouds, opening its mouth toward her, its sharp teeth gleaming with cold, snowy light. Tie Ci startled awake, groggily opened her eyes, but only saw the black boat ceiling, while the sound of oars made this small space seem even more silent.

She turned her head, hearing steady breathing beside her—this person didn’t even snore. Curiosity arose, and she also lifted the bead curtain. Her vision suddenly crashed into a pair of red lips.

Those lips were thin yet soft, with beautiful lines, and what was even rarer was the rounded lip pearls. In this vague darkness, she could only dimly see the other person’s long hair cascading down, covering half his face, with faintly visible snow-white skin like a contrasting backdrop, vividly outlining those red lips into something bright… and seductive.

Like a budding rose with its heart half-hidden, every petal speaking of charm.

Tie Ci was stunned for a moment, feeling somewhat confused. Could this be a woman?

She looked down, but the person was sleeping on his side, and she could only see that the body’s curves were indeed slender and beautiful, but couldn’t really make out any gender characteristics.

Secretly watching someone’s sleeping face in the middle of the night—the Crown Princess felt this wasn’t very honorable. So she lowered the curtain and continued sleeping.

Sleep she did, but her mind kept floating that rose. She sighed inwardly, feeling tears flow from the corner of her mouth, and quickly wiped them away. Closed her eyes.

Since the other person’s sleeping posture was natural, she felt reassured this time and slept more comfortably.

For example, while sleeping, she turned over and propped her pitifully long legs up on some high place.

Her long arms also stretched out, grabbing something slippery and holding it tightly.

After a while, she extended her wolf claws and habitually grabbed for the Pikachu pillow from her bed in Ruixiang Palace.

…

Next door, that person suddenly had a mountain descend in his dreams, pressing on some unspeakable place. With a struggle, he woke up.

Opening his eyes, he saw an extra long leg on his leg.

That long leg in snow-white silk pants was slender and straight, very beautiful, but the place it was positioned wasn’t very appropriate.

He stared at that leg for quite a while, as if planning to stare a hole through it with his gaze, or use his gaze to force this bedfellow who had crossed the boundary line to understand what restraint meant.

However, the bedfellow was obviously rather confused and not only didn’t withdraw, but after a while, spread out her hand and casually grabbed his hair.

He slowly turned his head to look at his hair. Before he could decide whether to chop off the claw or the fingers, the fellow next door turned over and bear-hugged him.

Money Brother: “…”

I thought propping feet and grabbing hair was the limit, but apparently my morals limited my imagination.

His fingertips reached out.

Just as he was about to deliver this lecher to his throat, he suddenly paused, his nose twitched, sniffed once, then sniffed again.

A moment later, he lowered his head, preparing to burrow into Tie Ci’s chest to sniff carefully.

But at this moment, Tie Ci suddenly opened her eyes and immediately saw a dark head approaching her chest, very lewdly about to press against her already bound-flat chest.

She raised her hand like lightning, one arm blocking across her chest, the other hand’s five fingers like iron, fiercely grabbing the other person’s shoulder and slamming outward—

The other person’s reaction was no slower than hers. The moment she raised her hand, without lifting his head, his snow-white fingers had already reached out, instantly grasping her throat with icy coldness, extending his arm and forcefully shoving her backward!

After a “whoosh” sound came two cracking sounds. The cabin walls on both Tie Ci’s side and that person’s side simultaneously broke through!

The two men and two women on deck looked up in shock and saw two white figures burst through the cabin walls, still entangled together in mid-air. Both simultaneously lifted their legs, wanting to kick the other away, then with a bang their knees collided. A faint creaking sound arose, and the four people on deck looking up all felt their knees go weak.

But those two seemed to be cast from iron, not making a sound, and once again simultaneously changed position, lifting their legs. Crack crack crack crack—rapid successive sounds as they kicked at each other countless times in that instant of aerial confrontation, practically kicking out afterimages. The continuous crisp cracking sounds made people’s whole bodies go numb. Suddenly Chi Xue screamed: “Master, stop quickly—”

But it was already too late.

The next instant, with a splash, water splashed up half a zhang high.

The two fighting people fell into the water simultaneously.

The moment they hit water, the two separated. Tie Ci surfaced with a splash, wiped her face, and smiled at the person opposite.

That person’s black hair was soaked and sticky, clinging to his face and draped over his shoulders, only vaguely revealing half a snow-white face. Though completely drenched and should have looked disheveled, under the full moon and shimmering light on the vast sea, he still looked like an unstained lotus flower amid the sound of waves and disappearing clouds.

He floated in the water, staring at Tie Ci. Tie Ci’s hair bun was also disheveled, and though she was in the boat’s shadow, she didn’t look disheveled either, glowing hazily like a bright moon.

The two looked at each other for an instant. Tie Ci smiled and struck with her elbow.

Crack—the boat hull was forcibly struck with a hole.

The person opposite: “…”

Having smashed his boat right in front of the owner, Tie Ci felt no guilt and absolutely wouldn’t stop. She grabbed the edge of the hole and wrenched hard. With another crack, she tore off a large piece of planking. With a swing of her arm, the heavy plank floated lightly several zhang away, skipping beautifully on the sea surface.

Tie Ci shouted: “Dan Shuang! Chi Xue!”

On deck, Dan Shuang grabbed Chi Xue and leaped, landing on that plank.

By this time, Tie Ci had already broken off the second plank, dismantling half the hull. She cracked off two more long strips, and with a push of her arms, the planks were shoved several zhang away. She slapped the ship’s rail, grabbed those two long strips and flipped upside down in mid-air. The next instant she had landed on the plank. Loosening her arms, the long strips fell down, perfectly positioned as left and right oars.

Her series of movements were swift and efficient. Before the tall and short men on deck could react, she had already completed sinking the ship, dismantling the boat, arranging for her maids, and so on. With a stroke of both oars, she was already ten-odd zhang away from the broken ship in the blink of an eye.

The tall and short men felt dazzled.

They’d seen people with quick reactions, but never anyone this quick.

“Splash”—another sound as the white figure emerged from water. In mid-air, his sleeves swept and struck the ship’s side. Immediately the remaining half of the ship also fell apart. The tall and short men hurriedly found suitable planks to stand on. The white figure flashed and the man landed. The tall man stared at his face, couldn’t read the young master’s emotions, and tentatively asked: “Chase?”

Although the ship was destroyed, if the young master really wanted to catch up, there would definitely be countless ways.

But the man didn’t answer. He picked up something in his hand and held it up to the moonlight.

It was an extremely small seal made of Shoushan Tianhuang stone. Its fine and pure texture need not be mentioned. The seal had no characters, and the pattern was also very peculiar—one couldn’t understand what it was at first glance.

He looked carefully for quite a while, then turned to look into the distance. Tie Ci was rowing the plank away into the moonlight. Seeing him look over, she raised her hand with fingers to her lips, then flicked her hand.

He naturally didn’t understand this was a flirtatious blown kiss. But this didn’t prevent him from understanding the ill intent within. So he also smiled and nodded, while steering his plank in another direction and making a motion of tossing the seal up and catching it.

Seeing this from afar, Tie Ci was momentarily puzzled, then suddenly remembered something and quickly felt her waist sash, then froze.

When she turned back, the sea surface was misty and hazy—where was that fellow’s figure?

Tie Ci planted one foot on the head of the plank and let out an angry roar that startled countless gulls and egrets.

“Little thief!”

Chapter 24: The Whole Street is Full of Squealing Monsters
Abandoning the boat to go ashore, they entered the territory under the jurisdiction of Haiyou Regional Administration Commission. After changing to horse carriages and traveling urgently for several days, they arrived at a place called Ziyang County under the administration of Lai Prefecture. This was the first station Tie Ci had chosen for her trials.

It wasn’t Yongping Garrison that she had mentioned to Rong Pu.

She had kept her guard up.

Yongping Garrison was too complex and crucial. For her initial trials, it wasn’t suitable to directly enter dangerous territory. Moreover, when she went to Yongping Garrison, her objective wouldn’t merely be investigating local livelihood conditions.

But she also wouldn’t explain her real destination to Rong Pu. Let the Rong family focus their attention on the Yongping area. If Rong Pu truly intended to pursue and investigate, his lingering and searching around Yongping would attract the Xiao family’s attention. Since Yongping was so sensitive and crucial, the Xiao family would definitely suspect the Rong family of harboring ulterior motives. With their energy focused on the Rong family, she would be relatively safe here.

Tie Ci felt no guilt about using Rong Pu. How could a subject inquire into his sovereign’s private affairs? Since he had inquired, paying a price for it was only proper.

That day at sea, when something important was stolen from her, by the time she wanted to pursue, the other party was skilled at boat handling and escaped without a trace using the morning fog. With the vast sea, there was nowhere to search, so she had to set it aside for now. Fortunately, that thing was made secretly—ordinary people couldn’t discover its secrets, and using it required matching official seals, so there was no fear of causing trouble. She continued according to her original plan and came to this Haiyou Province.

The land of Haiyou, located to the right of the great sea, was one of the birthplaces of Great Qian’s Confucian learning, with flourishing literary culture. It also had both water and land transportation, suitable climate, abundant grain harvests, and lush fruit trees, making it an important source of food and economic crops for Great Qian. It bore the beautiful name of “granary of grain and oil, homeland of fine fruits.” Moreover, its strategic position was crucial—the entire territory was a narrow strip, connecting Beining and Liaodong above and linking to Nanshu and the imperial capital below, making it historically a battleground for military strategists.

Lai Prefecture was considered a mid-level prefecture in the Haiyou region, while Ziyang County was also a mid-level county in Lai Prefecture, unremarkable in all aspects. Tie Ci chose this place partly for discretion and partly because it was close to Qingyang Mountain, the legendary residence of the direct descendants of the Confucian patriarch Qingyang—perhaps she could encounter that famous reclusive scholar, the Confucian sage.

Haiyou was prosperous. Though Ziyang was only a mid-level county, the streets were clean and pedestrians looked relaxed. While there were inevitably some ruffians and beggars, overall one could see the county was peaceful and orderly. When they turned into the main street in the county town, it was even livelier. Upon inquiry, they learned that today happened to coincide with the local market day, with people from ten li around bringing their local products to gather and sell in the county town. The largest temple in the city, Yuantan Temple, year-round hosted various performances and stalls, with scholars and ladies either seeking books and ink or buying pearls and flowers, weaving through the crowds.

Tie Ci wanted to first observe the local county administration, so she casually strolled around. She heard people mention that on March 15th, Yuantan Temple would hold the year’s biggest temple fair, featuring countless entertainments like flying forks, banner poles, stone locks, sword gates, chuiwan, magic, vocal mimicry, and so on. The Cangsheng Pagoda, normally closed and the highest building in the city, would also open for visitors.

Tie Ci wore a white long robe with a silver-red sash. One end of the sash hung down from the waist, pressing against the fluttering robe corners with distinct colors. On the other side hung not the common jade pendant, but a specially crafted writing brush, larger than ordinary brushes, with a jade-like shaft and brush tip faintly gleaming with gold—very distinctive. In her hair was only a hairpin of green lapis lazuli and aloe wood. Graceful as a willow figure, with eyes as clear as water, accompanied by two maids, she walked smiling through the crowd. People on all sides kept looking at her.

Initially it was quite leisurely, but gradually it became crowded. Tie Ci suddenly reached out to steady a woman who was falling backward, smiling: “Miss, be careful.”

The woman looked at her shyly and timidly, then suddenly covered her face and ran away squealing.

Tie Ci: “…???”

After taking only a few steps, she reached out again: “Miss, you stepped on me.”

The woman in pink clothes had cheeks pinker than her clothing. Her eyes glanced up from below, and she suddenly pressed a handkerchief into Tie Ci’s hands: “Then this handkerchief shall be given to the young master as an apology!”

After saying this, she stuffed it into Tie Ci’s hands, twisted around, and also ran away squealing.

Tie Ci: “…”

Where did all these squealing monsters come from!

Dan Shuang had a face full of frost while Chi Xue giggled.

In the imperial capital, the Crown Princess was always troubled by her appearance, so after age twelve, she often wore face masks. Now that she had come to a foreign place and felt it didn’t matter, when her true appearance was revealed, it attracted swarms of admirers.

Along the way, Tie Ci was stepped on five times, bumped into six times, had fresh flowers and fruits thrown into her robes ten times, not to mention being bathed in countless glances and women’s delicate laughter from all directions.

She had dressed as a man since childhood, with refined and elegant bearing, completely without feminine airs. Combined with her noble aura, in this small Haiyou county, she was like a phoenix among chickens, a bright lamp in the dark night—very eye-catching.

Carrying a robe full of flowers and fruits, Tie Ci thought expressionlessly that the famous beauties Su Jie and Yun Chun of Great Qian—one was knocked unconscious by thrown fruits, the other was literally stared to death. The ancients truly did not deceive me.

She wiped off a fruit, bit into it with a crunch, and casually asked a passerby where the county office was. The person pointed randomly: “It’s right on Ronghua Street.”

“Where is Ronghua Street?”

“You’ll know when you see it.”

Gnawing on the fruit while squeezing through the crowd, the next street was indeed Ronghua Street. Just as Tie Ci was about to search, suddenly a large group of people surged over. Looking at their clothes, they were all servants and guards. The lead person said: “That’s him!”

The rest of the crowd rushed over, clamoring: “Yes, yes, let’s go, let’s go!”

Tie Ci was stunned.

Had her identity been discovered so quickly?

Behind her, Dan Shuang snorted coldly, but Tie Ci pressed down on her hand.

Just arrived, in broad daylight with crowds of people—it wasn’t appropriate to display martial arts. Better to wait and see.

That group of people rushed up, some grabbing sleeves, others pulling at her clothes, trying to drag her toward a carriage nearby. Tie Ci pulled away her sleeves, protected her clothes, and unhurriedly straightened everything before smiling: “Gentlemen needn’t pull and tug. Wherever you wish to go, I’ll follow you.”

The crowd then laughed: “This young master is good, very gracious and refined.” They escorted her onto the carriage.

Listening to them, Tie Ci felt it didn’t sound like they had recognized her identity. Since she was here, she might as well make the best of it. She sat down calmly and examined the carriage’s furnishings—luxurious but not refined enough. In the imperial capital it wouldn’t be impressive, but within this small county, it must belong to a powerful and wealthy household.

The carriage curtains were raised, but she didn’t lower them. At the window, she smiled and waved at the watching citizens on all sides, just like when returning from Qingjing Temple to the palace in the past, accepting the people’s worship along the way.

However, the servants and attendants following the carriage had never seen such a person. They had originally thought that having almost forcibly abducted someone, the other party would definitely panic and make a fuss, and they were prepared for appropriate forceful suppression. Who knew the other party not only cooperated but seemed quite to enjoy it. They couldn’t help whispering to each other, with someone saying: “This young master seems to be quite a personage.”

Others sneered: “Looks like an embroidered pillow, but judging by his bearing, he’s like Her Highness the Crown Princess.”

Everyone burst into laughter.

Hearing this, Tie Ci also smiled.

The carriage didn’t travel long. Before finishing Ronghua Street, it entered a large mansion. Tie Ci saw the mansion was quite imposing and wondered if it might be a government office?

The carriage drove straight in, directly entering the second courtyard, where someone resembling a steward came out to receive them. When Tie Ci got off the carriage, she saw someone already waiting in the hall.

It was a middle-aged man wearing a blue-green brocade robe with floral patterns. His features were quite compact, but his face was extensively broad. A pair of thick eyebrows pressed down on small eyes, making one think of an angry bird at first glance.

Little Bird in the hall bowed to Tie Ci and introduced himself as the local Deputy County Magistrate.

The second-in-command, Tie Ci thought. Had he discovered her identity? That seemed impossible.

Little Bird Deputy Magistrate said: “Rashly inviting the young master here was indeed somewhat abrupt. It’s just that earlier at the market, my daughter’s personal maid was nearly pushed and jostled by the crowd, but fortunately the young master came to her aid. The maid didn’t know proper etiquette and failed to thank the young master. So my daughter asked this old man to invite the young master to our home, to offer modest gifts in gratitude for the young master’s life-saving grace, and to thank you in person.”

Tie Ci: “…”

What a sight to behold.

Wasn’t this the legendary “catching a son-in-law beneath the examination rankings”?

People of the time pursued scholars, and once scholars achieved success in the imperial examinations, their value immediately soared with everyone competing for them. One family’s son meant a hundred families seeking him. Gradually, some bold and unscrupulous people would strike first. Looking beneath the golden rankings, they would find someone with decent appearance and youth, then first invite them into their mansion, either tempting them with gold and silver or confusing them with promises of future prospects, pestering them in every way to make the young man dizzy and agree to marriage. This way they could avoid being a step too late and missing the chance to become in-laws with ministers and chancellors.

Generally, those who did such things were middle-ranking officials or local wealthy people—having some power but not being particularly powerful, hence this urgency.

She hadn’t expected to be caught herself.

No, no, no—she hadn’t achieved success in the imperial examinations yet. This was seeing her extraordinary bearing and immortal beauty, then striking to snatch her, making an advance reservation?

Really good eye.

But this excuse was too far-fetched to bear hearing.

Helping someone became a life-saving grace.

The master family rewarding on behalf of a maid.

The Deputy County Magistrate smiled, seemingly casually showing Tie Ci the boxes and trunks already prepared in the hall.

Tie Ci nodded and praised with a smile: “Light gifts but heavy sentiment.”

Deputy County Magistrate: “…”

Incredible, this person before me has quite an appetite.

The Deputy County Magistrate then had people lift the curtains. When Tie Ci looked up, she saw flowers in the distance, and among the flowers stood a beauty.

The beauty wore a white gauze skirt and red silk clothes. From afar, her hair was like clouds and mist, her eyes flowing with emotion.

Tie Ci smiled and bowed from afar, causing a burst of secretive delicate laughter in the courtyard.

When Tie Ci turned back, she faced Little Bird’s no-longer-angry smile. Little Bird asked Tie Ci quite smugly: “What does the young master think?”

Chapter 25: Where’s My Knife! Where’s My Pig!
Tie Ci glanced at him.

Not impressive.

I don’t want to marry a bird egg.

Tie Ci unhurriedly reached into her sleeve. Little Bird Deputy Magistrate probably thought she was pulling out a marriage contract and was so delighted his thick eyebrows nearly flew off his forehead.

It wasn’t that he was hasty in arranging the marriage—it’s just that after mixing in official circles for many years, he had developed some skill in reading people. His daughter had fallen for the young man’s appearance and demeanor, but what he valued was the aura surrounding this youth. Though seemingly approachable and easygoing, his every gesture carried an innate nobility—he was definitely of extraordinary birth.

Tie Ci searched around, frowned, and turned to look at Chi Xue.

The head steward and public relations chief Chi Xue very tacitly pulled out a document and presented it. Tie Ci smiled and handed it to Little Bird Deputy Magistrate.

The Deputy Magistrate opened what was obviously an official document in bewilderment. After reading just a few lines, his expression slightly changed.

After reading a few more lines, he folded the document away, wiped his face, stood up and bowed again, saying in a low voice: “This humble official was presumptuous. Please forgive me, young master.”

Tie Ci smiled and made a gesture of support: “Think nothing of it.”

She continued: “My father is a colleague of yours, sir. It was only natural for me to lend assistance. I dare not accept such generous gifts.”

The Deputy Magistrate remained silent for a long while, then said awkwardly: “Young master’s noble character is admirable.”

The two exchanged polite bows, and the Deputy Magistrate ordered his servants to see the guest out. Tie Ci left with her maids. After taking only a few steps, she saw a white dress hem standing directly in her path.

She smiled, bowed slightly, and walked around.

Dan Shuang stepped forward, walking between Tie Ci and that white dress hem.

The other party was at least a proper young lady and didn’t resort to tricks like stepping on feet or falling down. The white dress hem trembled and voluntarily moved aside.

Perhaps today’s husband-catching and this moment’s path-blocking had exhausted her greatest courage. Faced with disappointing results, she couldn’t do more.

Tie Ci never looked up or back.

Chi Xue smiled slightly, knowing her master was actually hard-hearted.

Dan Shuang felt somewhat sorry for the girl. After walking a few steps, she looked back and caught the woman’s tear-filled eyes full of confusion and disappointment.

She lowered her eyes, sighed, and quickly caught up with Tie Ci.

They had come with great fanfare but left with no one seeing them off. The host family ultimately felt humiliated and watched with cold indifference.

Tie Ci didn’t mind.

What she had produced was documentation for the legitimate second son of the Director of Imperial Stables going out from the capital for trials, along with an identity tablet for minor nobility.

This was the identity she had prepared for her trials.

The Director of Imperial Stables was an official specifically responsible for raising horses for the imperial family, holding third rank. This position was within the scope of this trial. Since he only handled horse breeding and wasn’t involved in government affairs, it was a clean position that wouldn’t entangle him in power struggles between the court and local forces.

This family also held a minor noble title, which guaranteed status while avoiding being casually dealt with due to lack of real power.

The Director of Imperial Stables naturally had a son, but this son had reported illness to avoid the trials, perfectly allowing Tie Ci to use this identity.

Even in the imperial capital where such identities were common as bricks, this wasn’t something a small county’s Deputy Magistrate could match.

The other party was quite sensible, immediately giving up and preserving both parties’ dignity.

When Tie Ci came out, she was just thinking she had forgotten to ask the Deputy Magistrate where the county office was, when she saw a gate ahead with broken eaves and missing tiles, the gatehouse tilted and so dilapidated it looked like a beggar’s temple. Looking up, there was a plaque, half broken, with only the characters “Ziyang” remaining in faded colors, creaking and swaying pitifully in the afternoon sunlight like an old man’s mouth with only one rotten black tooth.

Tie Ci gasped and murmured: “Father Emperor and I don’t seem to live in luxury either. How did our Great Qian civil servants become this poor?”

“Your Highness wears one pair of boots for two years. If that counts as luxury, then all the court officials should be ashamed to death,” Chi Xue said. “But Your Highness may not know—there’s a saying: ‘Officials don’t repair their offices.’ Our dynasty implements a three-year rotation system to prevent officials from forming cliques and building personal power. After three years in one place, they must transfer. While this prevents corruption, it also limits local officials’ ability to accomplish anything. Often, before achieving results in any matter, they’re transferred and their successors reap the benefits. So most officials spend their first year familiarizing themselves with affairs, the second year maintaining status quo, and the third year networking to find better positions. They’re busy enough as is. Repairing the office would only benefit their successors, so naturally it gets increasingly dilapidated.”

“Old shoes are comfortable,” Tie Ci smiled and entered. “Everything has pros and cons, everyone has selfish motives. It’s just that these people can’t distinguish priorities… Eh, why isn’t there even a gatekeeper?”

The three walked all the way without seeing anyone to welcome them, not even guards at their posts. The application pavilion was also empty. The dilapidation need not be mentioned. Only after passing through the ceremonial gate and reaching the main hall did they see a few scattered people emerge.

One person looked like a Records Keeper. Chi Xue went to present the documents, but he didn’t accept them, drawing out his words: “How can a woman enter the halls? Let your master come.”

Chi Xue didn’t retreat, smiling with curved eyes: “Does the Records Keeper perhaps look down on women?”

The man raised his eyebrows at her. Chi Xue said: “What does the Records Keeper think of our dynasty’s Crown Prince?”

The man’s expression changed slightly: “How can you compare yourself to Her Highness the Crown Princess?” But he didn’t dare create more difficulties. He took the document, looked it over, then put it away and bowed: “So it’s a noble person here for trials. May I ask how to address you?”

The document didn’t include a name.

Tie Ci said: “I’m ranked eighteenth in my family, surname… Mao.”

Records Keeper: “Oh, so it’s Young Master Mao.”

Tie Ci could tell from his tone that he had known in advance about her coming. Looking toward the Deputy Magistrate’s residence, she thought this person had quite good control over the local office, passing along information so quickly.

Though the Records Keeper had brought several people to bow, his expression was neither cold nor warm, obviously not taking the second son of a powerless Director of Imperial Stables seriously. Since his superior had been embarrassed by Tie Ci, he wanted to show even more united cold indifference.

Tie Ci didn’t mind these things and only asked: “May I ask where the County Magistrate is?”

This was asking about the county head. Today was obviously not a rest day, yet the County Magistrate wasn’t in the office—quite unreasonable.

The Records Keeper said: “The County Magistrate has other important business and isn’t in the office.”

Tie Ci asked again: “When will he return?”

“We don’t know.” The Records Keeper gave a perfunctory answer, then pointed toward the distance: “The Deputy Magistrate had heard that nobles from the capital would come for trials and has already prepared lodging for you on Jixian Street over there. I’ll send someone to escort you there immediately.”

Jixian Street was one Tie Ci had passed when entering the city. Even driving a carriage from here would take half an hour. Arranging accommodations so far away—were they asking her to stay away from the county office?

“May I ask if the County Magistrate has arranged any duties for me?”

The Records Keeper smiled: “With your distinguished status, how would the County Magistrate or Deputy Magistrate dare give you orders?”

This wasn’t just telling her to stay away, but to be completely sidelined.

Tie Ci had come thousands of li and wasn’t planning to be dismissed. Turning trials into tourism would surely give the Empress Dowager an excuse to find fault when she returned to the capital.

The Records Keeper urged Tie Ci to go to her lodging, but she ignored him and began leisurely strolling around the government office. The Records Keeper could only follow with a stern face. After looking around, Tie Ci found that though the office was dilapidated, all the various departments were still complete. For a moment, she couldn’t think what she could do. According to precedent, trials allowed for observing governance—following the officials to learn how they handled local affairs. But given their current attitude of rejection, she wouldn’t see much.

Suddenly remembering that despite today being market day with quite a bit of activity on the streets, she hadn’t seen any patrolling constables along the way. The occasional ones she saw were lazily sitting at street stalls eating and drinking—quite unseemly.

When she turned toward the prison, she saw from afar a white-bearded old man carrying a bundle walking over, followed by a pale young man. The old man walked while cursing the young man behind him, calling him slow and stupid, then scolding: “Useless thing! Such a big person good for nothing!”

The young man just smiled and listened without talking back, occasionally responding: “Yes, yes, you’re right!” while taking the old man’s heavy bundle.

When the Records Keeper surnamed Zhang saw the old man, he warmly greeted: “Inspector Liu! Where did you go so early?”

“Where? To find the Deputy Magistrate! I’ve submitted my retirement documents eight times—when will I get approval!” The old man was thoroughly disgruntled: “At my age, it’s time to enjoy my grandchildren. Why do you keep detaining me!”

The Records Keeper’s smile became awkward as he went forward to comfort the old man. Tie Ci looked back and saw Chi Xue had struck up a conversation with the people behind the Records Keeper. She waited, and after a while Chi Xue came over and whispered: “This old man surnamed Liu is the local Inspector and the only coroner. He’s said to be quite capable, always handling the county’s patrol and investigation of thieves and examination of fraud. Being from a medical family, he also handles death investigations. Now his hometown has a new grandson and he’s been insisting on returning home. But the office lacks such talent, so the Deputy Magistrate keeps delaying and retaining him, building up resentment.”

Tie Ci pursed her lips: “Isn’t that his apprentice behind him? Why, hasn’t he graduated yet?”

“That’s a lowborn person. His family committed crimes and fell to lowborn status. At most he can be a coroner, but not an Inspector.”

In this dynasty, coroners had low status and were mostly filled by lowborn people or household slaves. Inspectors were different—though they weren’t ranked officials, they were still respectable figures in the locality and naturally couldn’t be filled by those of lowborn status.

Only then did Tie Ci notice the pale gold mark of lowborn status on the young man’s forehead. Because of his pale skin, it wasn’t very conspicuous.

The old man kept arguing. Today he seemed determined to leave. No matter how the Records Keeper tried to persuade him, it was useless, and sweat began forming on his forehead.

Tie Ci suddenly said: “Everyone, what do you think of me?”

Everyone looked over in bewilderment.

Tie Ci pointed to her nose: “Humble me. Young and strong, with some learning. Now Old Liu urgently wants to return home, but the county office worries about having no replacement. How about I fill in temporarily?”

Before the Records Keeper could speak, Old Liu was already looking sideways at her: “You? Do you know how to investigate and interrogate? Do you know how to search for clues and traces? Do you know how to examine wounds and even corpses?”

Tie Ci smiled modestly: “If I don’t know, I can learn, right? If you could stay temporarily for half a month or a month to teach me, that would work.”

Old Liu shook his head: “How can you learn it all in half a month or month! Besides, a delicate young master like you would faint three times at the sight of corpses and blood. How could you be a coroner?”

Tie Ci smiled.

Then she raised her hand.

At this moment, everyone was not far from the government office kitchen. It was mealtime, and steam was rising from the kitchen with continuous banging sounds as they chopped something. When Tie Ci raised her hand, white light flashed, and with a whoosh, there was a cry from the kitchen. Then a cold gleam shot out the kitchen door, along with something white that whooshed over everyone’s heads and fell toward Tie Ci.

The cold gleam flew into Tie Ci’s hand. She raised her hand, and with swift whooshing sounds, everyone only saw cold light attacking their faces, dazzling their eyes. The air filled with continuous hissing sounds as white objects kept falling, with a fishy smell rushing to their noses. They all covered their noses and retreated.

After a moment, the cold air and wind sounds ceased. Only then did people from the kitchen run over, shouting: “Where’s my knife! Where’s my pig!”

Only then did everyone see that Tie Ci held a bone-cleaving kitchen knife, and on the ground… was a dissected half pig.

The skin was neatly peeled to one side. The leg meat had been completely cut into uniform pieces, also neatly piled. Not a scrap of meat remained on the bones, which were piled in a ghastly white and green heap shaped like a triangle.

Three piles of bones, meat, and skin created quite a visual impact.

At the very least, that Records Keeper was about to faint.

Looking again at Tie Ci smiling while holding the blood-stained cleaver, everyone retreated three more steps.

Tie Ci gripped the knife and looked gently at Old Liu.

“See? I don’t faint.”

Old Liu swallowed, swallowed again, then said in a trembling voice after a long pause: “I’m dizzy…”

Tie Ci: “So this matter is settled then?”

No one answered.

Did they dare refuse? Your cleaver was still pointed at us!

Chapter 26: The Charming Widow
Tie Ci returned the cleaver to the cook and very politely apologized for taking it without asking. That cook, with a dreamy expression on his face, hugged the knife and went back, even forgetting to take the bones and meat.

Tie Ci then familiararly toured around the county office, finally selecting an empty room in front of the second gate, saying: “Jixian Street is too far, inconvenient for work. I’ll just live here.”

The clerk finally caught his breath at this moment, his face pale as he said in a flat tone: “Since the noble person doesn’t mind, then please do as you wish.”

Then he led his people out in a panic, presumably to report to the county magistrate.

Tie Ci personally led the two maids to tidy up the room. Just this one empty room, no choice. After entering, they discovered there was only a bare bed board inside, not even a table, let alone the floor which was full of pits and holes without even bricks laid.

No one came to help clean the room, and no one brought anything over – presumably they still hoped Tie Ci would retreat in the face of difficulties.

But in the eyes of these three people, there was nothing difficult. Dan Shuang immediately went to the market to buy bedding, tables, chairs and other items, while Chi Xue went somewhere unknown. After a while she returned, dragging a sack. When she dumped out its contents, it turned out to be decorative bricks.

“Where did these come from?”

“Dismantled from the second gate’s perimeter wall.”

Chi Xue, who had dismantled the decorative bricks from someone else’s wall, asked Tie Ci to go outside. Like performing magic, she dragged out chairs and small tables from who knows where, brewed the tea they had brought, and had Tie Ci sit comfortably outside drinking tea while she worked inside leveling the ground and laying bricks.

Tie Ci was completely at ease with the omni-capable Chi Xue. Squinting her eyes, she sipped the light, exquisite Tanshan Green Robe Rain Needle tea and admired the decidedly unpleasant scenery of the county office.

Suddenly there was a muffled sound beside her, and a bundle appeared.

She picked it up and opened it – inside was actually a clean mattress. Though it was ordinary cotton cloth, it was very new.

She remained composed and placed the mattress under her bottom. She had just been finding the chair painfully hard on her bones.

Behind the flowering tree, someone seemed to draw a breath.

After a while, there was another soft thud.

Tie Ci opened her eyes and saw another box on the ground. Opening it revealed bowls, chopsticks, cups and such – though somewhat crude, they were clean and brand new.

She then used them to pour a full bowl of tea, gulping down the tea leaves worth one or two thousand gold coins like crude wine.

After pouring two cups, she pushed the other one outward.

There was no movement, and she said nothing either, smiling as she drank her tea. The tea bowl’s hot steam curled upward, wreathing around her curved eyebrows and eyes.

After quite a while, she said: “The tea is getting cold.”

The flowering tree shook, and a person emerged – a pale face with very black hair but light eyebrows, the whole person seeming to lack ink. Only a pair of not-large eyes were very deep and bright.

It was that lowly apprentice student who had been behind Old Liu.

Tie Ci stared at him, feeling an inexplicable sense of familiarity, but didn’t ask more questions. She simply pulled over a stool, indicating for him to sit across from her.

The young man was stunned, as if he had never imagined he could have the privilege of sitting across from a noble youth from the capital. But he didn’t cower either. After thinking, he smiled and came over, first performing proper courtesies with full etiquette, then sat on half the chair. Then he skillfully picked up the teapot to pour tea for Tie Ci, respectfully offering it to her, then used his sleeve to wipe the water stains from the table clean. This series of actions was very smooth, clearly someone accustomed to serving others.

Tie Ci accepted the tea, her gaze falling on his fingers. His fingers were slender, but the joints bore many scars and traces of frostbite.

His clothing was worn, with patches at the sleeves, but the patches were carefully done – you couldn’t tell without looking closely.

She drank her tea without changing expression, while the young man smiled obsequiously: “This humble person is Shen Mi, paying respects to the noble one. In this county office and indeed all of Ziyang County, this humble person is familiar with all matters. Should the noble one have any need to command…”

His expression was somewhat uneasy. Compelled by necessity to come offer his services, he couldn’t be certain whether the person before him was willing to acknowledge him.

He was not someone without worldly experience – he had once been noble and reserved. But years of hardship and struggle had long since trained him in the ability to shamelessly ingratiate himself with anyone. Yet today, before this person, all his slickness and probing could not be deployed. The temperament of the youth before him was both intimate and lofty, like a hundred flowers blooming across the world earning universal praise, yet in the blink of an eye one sees glass flowers blooming on a white jade platform, beautiful enough to steal one’s breath, leaving one unable to speak.

But Tie Ci asked no questions at all, simply pushed her teacup forward and smiled: “Excellent, I’ll put you to work right away. Come, take me to arrest the county magistrate.”

“…”

Half an hour later, on a secluded small street, Shen Mi pointed at a wine shop’s banner in the distance: “Magistrate Tao is in there.”

Tie Ci didn’t approach. After a long while, she saw a middle-aged man with several attendants, half-covering his face, emerge drunkenly and board a carriage. Tie Ci inquired with her eyes to Shen Mi, who nodded. Tie Ci saw that the carriage wasn’t heading toward the county office and questioned Shen Mi again. Shen Mi said: “Oh, he’s going to the next venue.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Under her solitary rule, there was actually such a diligent magistrate – how fortunate indeed.

The carriage came toward Tie Ci. Shen Mi quickly dodged to the roadside, but Tie Ci didn’t move. As the carriage passed beside her, she suddenly reached out and grabbed the horse’s reins.

The cart horse neighed loudly, rearing up with its muscles rippling all over, yet could not advance another step.

The coachman was also drunk and hadn’t reacted yet when Tie Ci’s other hand had already lifted the curtain, questioning the drunkard inside.

“Today is not a rest day. The magistrate neither holds court nor handles official business – what are you doing here?”

The Magistrate Tao inside obviously hadn’t reacted to someone stopping his carriage on the street to ask him such a boring question. He stared straight at Tie Ci, and after a long while let out a wine belch. A wave of foul, turbid air hit her face. Tie Ci turned her face slightly and heard the magistrate say with hiccups: “…None of your… damn business.”

Tie Ci released her grip. The horse had originally been straining against her for control of the carriage. With her sudden release, unable to check its momentum, it charged forward violently. With a crash, the carriage hit the street corner. There was a bang from inside, hitting who knows what, followed by a cry of pain.

Tie Ci dusted off her hands and walked away. Shen Mi followed behind her, constantly stealing glances at her, his eyes turning as he pondered who knows what.

Tie Ci suddenly said leisurely: “What are you thinking? That in the blink of an eye I’ve offended two local big shots, probably won’t last long before being driven away. Considering whether I’m still worth following?”

Shen Mi’s spine stiffened.

“Or are you thinking of following me for a few more days, finding my weaknesses, then going back to offer counsel to the county magistrate, giving him good ways to deal with me properly, hoping to win his favor and maybe become a proper coroner?”

Sweat beaded on Shen Mi’s forehead.

Tie Ci turned around. In the sunlight, those eyes sparkled crystal clear, as if nothing in the world could hide before her.

She looked at Shen Mi, smiling slightly, gathering her sleeves, and said in a casual tone: “Brother Shen, no matter how bitter and deep your background grievances, no matter how much you’re lying low biding your time, no matter who you want to use as a stepping stone to climb up. Today you’ve seen me, approached me – that is your fortune. I advise you to honestly grasp this fortune, because what you’ll be able to obtain in the future will definitely be more than just a coroner position.”

More than a coroner – could that mean becoming a county magistrate? Shen Mi thought blankly at the time.

Many years later, Grand Secretary Shen recalled this scene and for the ten-thousandth time sighed that poverty had limited his imagination, and for the ten-thousandth time thanked himself for firmly remembering Tie Ci’s words through all those years of turbulent ups and downs, remembering Tie Ci’s smile that held all things in her heart, and throughout his subsequent tumultuous life, consistently making the most correct choices.

But that was a story for later.

At this moment Shen Mi didn’t answer, because suddenly several scholarly-looking people walked over. The leader, probably disgusted by Shen Mi’s shabby clothes, was about to cover his nose and pass by when he looked up, saw Shen Mi, and said in surprise: “Eh, isn’t this Brother Shen?”

With this exclamation, the others who were about to leave also turned to look. Someone said: “Oh my, what kind of outfit is the great talent wearing!”

“Perhaps he’s out inspecting beggars and vagrants, planning to write a people’s livelihood rhapsody?”

“Brother Zhang, what kind of talk is that? Even if Brother Shen wrote a hundred people’s livelihood rhapsodies now, he couldn’t get them on the masters’ desks. Who knows if the masters would write a ‘Pitying the Shen Family’ essay upon seeing their prized student in such a state?”

“What’s there to pity? Now he’s working at the government office – who knows, maybe he can even snag a coroner position somewhere. That future is far brighter than ours!”

A round of laughter, during which someone said coolly: “Speaking so much with a lowborn person, aren’t you afraid of soiling your clothes?”

Everyone then declared it unlucky, someone even spat, and they all called out as they walked away.

During this exchange, there was no room for Shen Mi to speak, nor did Shen Mi speak. He simply bent slightly at the waist, still wearing that smile that seemed carved on his face, as if listening to someone else’s joke, peaceful and silent.

So those people, never getting a response, grew bored and dispersed. Only then did Shen Mi straighten up. His face showed no expression of humiliation, as if sharp words and cutting remarks, human feelings cold as snow, were just ordinary parts of life.

Tie Ci watched coldly from the sidelines. She noticed that the scholars from before all wore purple headbands, with decorated sleeves – they were students from the nearby Leap Carp Academy. Leap Carp Academy was one of the most famous academies in the Great Qian dynasty. Her trip to Ziyang had another purpose: she wanted to seek out the great scholar He Zi. He was one of the founders of Leap Carp Academy, though he had long since stopped managing affairs and was now living in seclusion in the mountains.

The premier academy where Confucian culture flourished naturally had considerable reputation and strength, contributing many talents in each imperial examination. She had heard much about it while in the capital.

Looking at it now, she didn’t know about their essays, but their character should definitely be questioned first.

Looking at the expression on Shen Mi’s face, he said nothing, and Tie Ci didn’t want to ask either. People must first save themselves before others can save them – in the end, how to live is each person’s own business.

Both were lost in thought when suddenly they heard wailing cries. Many people surged toward the street corner where the crying came from. Tie Ci had already noticed that area seemed more crowded earlier, so she also followed the crowd to see the excitement.

They saw a woman kneeling on the ground, wearing a white mourning veil on her head with grass markers inserted, head bowed. Before her lay a stiff corpse covered with white cloth, and a man with disabled legs was stroking the corpse and wailing. In front of the woman’s knees was a paper reading “Selling Myself to Bury Father.”

This matter was common enough, but today that little lady, even just sitting there, had an exceptionally graceful bearing. If one could look beautiful in mourning, she did – dressed all in white, with only the tip of her snow-white pointed chin visible beneath the mourning cap, her whole person like piled snow and carved jade, making everyone on the street crowd toward her.

Tie Ci followed the flow of people over, then walked past.

Shen Mi had already prepared to use his body to clear a path for her. Unable to stop himself in time, he turned back in amazement to see her not taking the usual route, not even glancing at that pitiful woman.

After a long while he struggled to squeeze out of the crowd again and catch up. “Young Master! Young Master!”

Tie Ci stopped and waited for him. Shen Mi pointed at that cluster of people, wanting to ask but not knowing if he should. Tie Ci looked at him with a half-smile and said: “Want to ask why I didn’t go over? Then I ask you, why not?”

Shen Mi was about to say how would I know, when he suddenly met Tie Ci’s gaze. His whole body tensed, immediately understanding this was Tie Ci testing him.

If before she had shown intention to recruit him, now she was telling him that it wasn’t that she would take him just because he wanted to follow her – idiots need not apply.

Shen Mi looked back at the center of that crowd again. That little lady still had her head bowed, the disabled man’s crying still had great penetrating power. Shen Mi’s gaze swept up and down before turning back.

He said: “They’re waiting for someone.”

“Waiting for whom?”

“Don’t know. But since they’re waiting for someone, this is a trap.”

“How can you tell they’re waiting for someone?”

“This is Changyuan Street, quite bustling in the county town. This spot where Changyuan and Juxian intersect has the densest foot traffic and would normally be occupied by vendors early on. Today not only are there no vendors, but someone has inauspiciously placed a corpse here for ‘selling oneself to bury father.’ Those local bullies aren’t so accommodating – the other party must have paid money. Since they had money to buy this spot for several hours, how could they lack money to bury their father?”

“Since they specifically paid for this place to stage this act, they’re naturally targeting someone specific.”

“Furthermore, with this woman’s looks, sitting in such a high-traffic area, there are several wealthy households in this city who could buy her in a flash. But looking at all this coming and going, wailing non-stop, no one has actually succeeded in buying her. This defies common sense.”

Tie Ci smiled and said: “Then do you want to know who her target is?”

Shen Mi hesitated for a moment, then said: “Whoever she’s willing to be bought by is her target.”

“Bingo.” Tie Ci snapped her fingers and tossed over a brocade pouch. “So, you go buy her.”

Chapter 27: The Fierce Beauty
Shen Mi: “…??”

He was stunned for a while. Tie Ci gave him a few more instructions, which stunned Shen Mi even more. But seeing that she had already turned the corner, he had no choice but to turn back. As soon as he returned, he saw that the crowd had actually dispersed.

A group of people scattered while cursing: “Damn it, never seen anyone selling themselves like this!”

Shen Mi went over and saw that the charming mourning woman had already stood up. With one hand holding up her skirt and the other slapping away an old rich man’s wandering hand, she said coldly: “With your measly three acres of land, you dare say you’ll buy me? Do you know how I should be served? Bird’s nest for rinsing my mouth in the morning, three seafood dishes, four mountain delicacies, five large plates, and six kinds of pastries at noon. No cheap meats like pork or chicken. Mutton must be from lambs, beef must be from young cattle tenderloin. Three pipes of the finest golden silk tobacco in the afternoon. Fried quail and pan-fried flower fish in the evening, paired with triple-steamed bamboo leaf wine. No fewer than three items for late-night snacks, and no fewer than five varieties of daily fruits and sweet preserves…”

The old rich man’s face grew paler as he listened, staring up at her in a daze, murmuring: “Ancestor!”

The charming lady crisply replied: “Yes!”

Everyone: “…”

The crowd dispersed even faster than it had gathered.

Shen Mi hid around the corner listening, marveling at the spectacle.

When most of the crowd had left, the disabled man scrambled up, rolled up the corpse, sighed, and was about to say something when the charming lady suddenly plopped down on her knees again.

The disabled man was startled. Turning his head to see Shen Mi emerge from the corner, he let out an “eh” sound, opened his mouth to prepare for another wailing session, but then felt something was wrong. His mouth remained half-open toward Shen Mi, revealing a set of crooked teeth.

Shen Mi: “…”

His feelings were very complicated.

He coughed dryly, composed his face into calmness as if he had heard and seen nothing, and handed over the money pouch, saying: “My master takes pity on the young lady and specially ordered me to bring silver.”

The man accepted the silver, wiping away tears: “Thank you, kind sir. Then… Xiao Yu, you go with this gentleman.”

The charming lady shyly hummed in agreement, half-raising her eyes to look at Shen Mi. Shen Mi was swept by those tear-laden eyelashes and the glance beneath them, and immediately felt completely overwhelmed.

Where was that difficult and fierce woman he had just witnessed?

Why was everything happening today so fantastical?

The charming lady had already walked to his side and secretly hooked his finger with her little finger.

Shen Mi felt as if struck by lightning, nearly jumping up on the spot. He barely suppressed the urge to shake his hand away, smiled and stepped back a few paces. He exchanged a few more caring words with the man, who claimed to be Miss Yu’s uncle and said he would use the silver to help bury her father, then return to the countryside to make his own living. He asked Shen Mi to take good care of his niece. Shen Mi nodded in agreement, watching as Miss Yu and her uncle performed another scene of life-and-death parting with clasped hands and tearful eyes. Unable to bear watching, he had to turn his face away and force himself to look sorrowful.

While this acting performance continued, he thought about the new boss he had met today – faced with this situation, she would definitely cry along, right?

Somehow, imagining Tie Ci and this little lady clasping hands with tearful eyes made him shudder repeatedly…

After they finished the complete farewell routine, he called for the large cart he had arranged earlier and helped Miss Yu onto it. Not daring to ride in the same cart with her, he squeezed in with the driver.

The cart rumbled forward, heading straight for Drunken Flower Street.

Miss Yu sat quietly in the cart without poking her head out to look.

The carriage went deep into Drunken Flower Street.

In the depths of the street, flowers bloomed in drunken splendor, rouge and powder for ten li.

Every county had such a place – a den of pleasure and gentle township where playboys who loved wild flowers could lie drunk and never rise.

At the very back was the county’s largest pleasure house, called “Supporting Spring Tower.”

Shen Mi stopped the cart at the entrance. The madam had already come out to receive them. Tie Ci had already made a trip here and given instructions. Now the madam lifted the curtain and looked – Miss Yu was raising her head.

Upon seeing her, the madam was so delighted her eyebrows nearly flew off the top of her head. She repeatedly said: “Miss, please get down from the cart, slowly, mama will help you.”

Shen Mi said to Miss Yu: “We’ve arrived. Miss, please follow the mama inside to get settled.”

The madam nodded repeatedly and ordered a servant to bring a stool for the beauty to step on. Looking down, she hissed.

What big feet.

Well, a beautiful face was enough.

Miss Yu got down from the cart and glanced at the interior decorations. This Supporting Spring Tower was originally rebuilt from a disgraced official’s mansion. It didn’t even hang a plaque, and since it was still afternoon, not yet time for the evening’s red lights and green wine, it currently looked like a dignified and refined mansion. The smiling madam was no different from a nanny in a wealthy household.

She shyly nodded and followed the madam through the door. Shen Mi stepped forward two paces, the madam shook her sleeve, and a package of silver was in his palm.

Shen Mi squeezed the silver, his feelings complicated. He didn’t understand how he had suddenly boarded a pirate ship and even become a human trafficker.

He followed Miss Yu through the door, turned through the corridor, and when no one was paying attention, turned around and left.

Then he heard doors closing one by one behind him, with scattered footsteps running to guard each layer of doors. He knew that tonight, this Miss Yu would find it hard to fly away even with wings.

Regardless of whether she wanted to scheme against that master, that master had turned around and sold her into a brothel.

He really didn’t know who was more wicked.

He walked away in a daze, clutching the silver. Meanwhile, the moment the doors closed layer by layer, Miss Yu, who had been walking obediently, suddenly stopped.

The madam thought she had caught on – should she use the whip immediately or threaten her first?

The moment Miss Yu turned around, wind swept through the corridor, the white mourning cap fluttered down, and her pinned-up black hair scattered. In that instant, everyone held their breath.

The madam stared straight ahead, thinking hazily that she had struck it rich and encountered a stunning beauty, when she saw Miss Yu suddenly raise her hand.

Those slender pale hands that had just been in her sleeves were suddenly at the madam’s neck. Before the madam could react, she felt tremendous force suddenly tighten around her throat. She even instantly heard her own throat bone make a terrifying creaking sound.

This move was so sudden and ruthless that no one expected this delicate beauty to strike to kill without warning. Everyone froze in place. The madam couldn’t even utter a plea for mercy, her hands desperately clawing while her throat struggled to make whimpering sounds.

The beauty didn’t even blink, her fingertips slightly contracting, making the crackling sounds increasingly clear. Everyone was trapped in a nightmare, staring at those hands while sweating profusely. After a long while, someone finally reacted and drew a knife to rush forward. The beauty flicked her sleeve, and the knife suddenly became entangled in her sleeve tip. The soft sleeve became a knife, the steel blade became cloth. Cold light flashed like scales, and in an instant, it silently shattered and fell at the hem of her white skirt.

The person who lost his knife stared blankly at the knife fragments scattered on the ground. After a long while, he let out a shout, and everyone scattered and fled in all directions.

But they heard the beauty say lazily: “One step taken, one limb lost.”

Everyone froze instantly.

Only then did the beauty release her grip. The madam collapsed to the ground like a puddle of mud.

The beauty casually leaned against the corridor railing, pulled out a packet of sunflower seeds from her bosom, and lazily cracked them while calling out: “Be good, come sit.”

No one dared to sit, but they didn’t dare not to sit either. They all edged along the corridor railing, sitting on half their buttocks. The madam struggled up from the ground and said through gritted teeth: “…What… what do you want to do… do you know who… is behind our tower…”

“The Liaodong secret network, right?” the beauty said lazily.

The madam suddenly stiffened. Her hard-won confidence crumbled instantly, and her pale face showed uncertain fear in her eyes.

“What… what do you want to do…”

The beauty spat out a sunflower seed shell with a “poof,” and it lightly stuck to her face.

“To be a prostitute.”

The madam: “…”

The beauty continued cracking sunflower seeds without raising her head: “In a while, you’ll go out from this corridor and act as if nothing happened. If anyone asks later, you’ll say the tower took in a new girl, but she was fierce-tempered and would rather die than submit. During your attempts to discipline her, you accidentally killed her, so you wrapped her in a reed mat and threw her in the mass grave outside the city.”

The madam listened with flickering eyes, stammering hoarsely: “This… if this gets out… it might not be appropriate…”

“What’s inappropriate about it? Don’t Lao’er’s people often end up with such results?”

The madam completely shut up this time. After a long while, she tentatively asked: “Then miss, you…”

“Me?” the beauty said with a beaming smile, “I’m here to be your star courtesan. Look at my beauty – how many points would you give me?”

The madam said bitterly: “Miss… you have heavenly beauty… cough cough… how could we lowly people be qualified to judge?”

The beauty smiled broadly, bent down, and patted the madam’s face with her sleeve corner as if giving a reward. Though she called it patting, it was more like slapping. The madam didn’t even dare to dodge.

The beauty said with a smile: “Since that’s the case, you can see that with my arrival, you’ve gained a money tree and will surely have rolling wealth. Now that you’re making money, shouldn’t we discuss how to split it?”

The madam numbly nodded.

“Excellent, let’s shake hands on it!”

The madam extended her palm. The beauty raised her hand to meet it. The moment their hands met, she suddenly hooked and pressed with her long finger!

Crack! The madam let out a pig-like scream.

Her little finger was bent sharply backward and broken.

Amid the screaming, the beauty smiled: “I forgot to discuss the split. Ninety for me, ten for you?” Her finger slowly gripped the madam’s ring finger, preparing to press down again. “Or perhaps eighty for me, twenty for you?”

The madam screamed: “No, no, no, ninety for you, ten for me! Ninety for you! Ninety!”

The beauty smiled and withdrew her hand, casually tearing off a piece of the madam’s sleeve to slowly and methodically wipe her hands. While wiping, she leaned back and laughed: “Then now, bring up the bird’s nest, bamboo leaf triple-steamed wine, fried quail, pan-fried flower fish, young cattle tenderloin, lamb, three seafood dishes, four mountain delicacies, five-colored fine pastries… all of it!”

Author’s Note: Let me advertise my book “Mountain and River Feast.” The first volume of “Mountain and River Feast” physical book is now available for pre-order! If you miss this village, there won’t be this shop anymore.

Chapter 28: The Fierce Coroner
When Tie Ci returned from shopping around the streets, the dormitory had been completely transformed.

The floor had been leveled and paved with decorative bricks, then covered with a layer of wooden boards. The bed was piled high with thick bedding. A newly bought set of cabinets, tables and chairs in the newest style available in the city. The walls had been repainted and hung with several paintings – all famous artists’ works, the kind where there were more forgeries than originals. The desk was already filled with local county records, geographical chronicles, various miscellaneous notes, popular story books… A pristine white jade vase with raised twin fish carvings held freshly picked pink apricot blossoms.

Tie Ci recognized the items and asked, only to learn that her luggage left behind at Xingfeng Wharf in the capital had already been sent over by her master’s people.

Tie Ci laughed and said good, seeing that Chi Xue hadn’t brought out any overly precious items, so she nodded. But when she sat down, she thought that her decision to come to Ziyang was made on the spur of the moment – she hadn’t told anyone beforehand, yet her master’s people had delivered her luggage so quickly. Her master’s influence…

Thinking this, her heart tightened slightly, then she pushed the thought away.

In any case, her master wouldn’t harm her. He had rescued and helped her more than once – without her master, there would be no her today.

Dan Shuang brought over several small dishes. She had always possessed Yi Ya’s wonderful culinary skills, and Tie Ci was accustomed to eating her cooking. At this time Shen Mi also returned. Tie Ci invited him to eat together, but this smooth and clever person didn’t immediately come over. He just smiled and stood to one side, saying: “Thank you for the young master’s grace. I have already eaten. If the young master doesn’t mind, could you bestow this plate of candied hawthorn on this humble person? My mother has been suffering from stomach discomfort recently and wants some sweet and sour appetizing food. The old woman who cooks at home lacks skill and cannot make such refined dishes.”

Tie Ci’s chopsticks paused.

Shen Mi was so poor his clothes couldn’t even cover his feet, yet his family had hired servants?

She felt disgusted in her heart but showed nothing on her face, indicating for Dan Shuang to pack the dish in a box for Shen Mi. Shen Mi’s face always wore a smile, though that smile was always like carved on his face with little change in curvature. But now this smile carried some brilliance. He thanked her and hurried away.

Dan Shuang looked questioningly at Tie Ci, asking whether to follow him. Tie Ci shook her head.

She wouldn’t easily give anyone her trust, so naturally she didn’t need to worry about being betrayed for now.

After eating and resting for a while, it grew dark. Tie Ci practiced martial arts, meditated, washed up, and went to bed punctually at hai hour. The two maids shared the small adjacent room. Tie Ci never required anyone to keep night watch.

Sleeping until midnight, she suddenly heard knocking at the door. Outside the door, firelight flickered, and someone said roughly: “Get up! Get up!”

Tie Ci got up and opened the door. Standing outside was Old Liu, holding a torch, properly dressed, carrying a bundle that vaguely revealed the pointed end of a saw.

“Time to get to work!”

Tie Ci looked at the sky – the moon was bright and stars sparse, definitely not past chou hour.

Did Ziyang County work so diligently, clocking in for work in the middle of the night?

“Didn’t you say you wanted to follow me to learn skills?” Old Liu frowned. “Learning a craft naturally requires working day and night. Never mind anything else, this old man is eager to return home!”

“Then, master please wait a moment.”

Old Liu sat on the stone outside the door with a frown, lit a pipe, thinking that pampered young masters from the capital needed to wash, dress, comb their hair, and powder their little white faces – it would probably take half an hour. Maybe he’d get lazy and just go back to bed. If he couldn’t wait, he’d go report to the county magistrate that the boy was unteachable, give him a scolding, and then the county magistrate wouldn’t have the nerve to force him to stay. Then he could blame that little white face – what did it have to do with him?

He calculated while contentedly taking a puff, thinking waiting was useless and he might as well go back to sleep. Just as he was about to get up, the door opened and Tie Ci walked out looking refreshed.

Old Liu froze in place.

Seeing this pampered person not only neatly dressed and bundled up, but even carrying a bundle on his back that actually contained a saw too.

Seeing him not moving, Tie Ci even walked ahead, urging him: “Master, hurry up.”

Old Liu stood motionless, saying after a long while: “Do you know where we’re going?”

“Where?”

“The mass grave outside the city.” The old man smiled with ill intent. “To look for those ownerless corpses and learn how to dissect bodies. There’s a wild forest there, rarely visited by people, bones everywhere – convenient for dissection.”

After speaking, he watched her expression.

Cry, cry, there’s no sin in crying. Hurry up and scream and go home to sleep.

Tie Ci indeed turned and went back into the room.

The old man finally smiled with satisfaction, knocked the ash from his pipe, and turned to see Tie Ci coming out again, this time carrying a greasy paper package. She stuffed it into her bundle and said: “Master, let’s go! If we dawdle any longer, it’ll be dawn!”

Old Liu: “…”

The old man, holding in a belly full of anger, was dragged onto a horse by Tie Ci. They rode fast to the desolate Fengbo Mountain west of the city. Below Fengbo Mountain was Fengbo Forest, located in a remote area rarely visited by people.

In the deep night, that patch of forest was pitch black. Looking out from the forest edge, the rooftops of Ziyang County stretched in overlapping layers, all shrouded under boundless darkness. The moonlight hidden behind clouds gilded the black sky with a greasy brightness, looking like reflected light from lamp fires on tall buildings on the earth.

Tie Ci’s gaze moved downward and saw a tall tower with faint lights, like a star floating in the air.

That must be the Cangsheng Tower in Yuantan Temple.

She casually remarked: “Is someone living in Cangsheng Tower?”

Old Liu was dragging bones and digging graves, not looking back as he said: “What are you talking about? Cangsheng Tower has been closed for years. Even when it opens during festivals, people aren’t allowed to go up.”

“But isn’t that…” Tie Ci pointed at the lights to show him, but when she turned back, she found that faint glow was gone.

Old Liu raised his head and naturally saw nothing. He rolled his eyes irritably and muttered: “You’re seeing ghosts!”

This remark didn’t scare Tie Ci, but it startled him instead. He shivered and dragged something to Tie Ci’s feet, saying: “Finally found a fresh one! Come, look, what did this one die from?”

Night birds hooted low in the mountain forest, the air filled with the smell of rotting leaves and unknown decaying matter. Wind through the leaves rustled like ghostly applause, and a thread of moonlight cut through broken graves like a curved blade.

Tie Ci turned her head, and the corpse’s hideous face suddenly crashed into her view. Old Liu waited to hear a scream, but instead Tie Ci waved at the corpse and said: “Hey there, old fellow, sorry to disturb you in the middle of the night. I’ll get you a nice coffin later.”

Old Liu sighed in disappointment, though his expression became much more peaceful.

No matter what, meeting someone who respected his profession and skills, and also respected the deceased, was always a good thing.

Before the grave, two people put their heads together, their murmured voices floating like sleep talk.

“…This person already has corpse spots, blackish-blue all over, can’t see the wounds clearly, right… bring some water. Come, drop a little… what doesn’t flow is a wound, intact skin is softer and will flow away…”

“What if this is a not-fresh corpse, how to examine it?”

“Prepare some vinegar, scallions, pepper, salt. Moisten the skin with water, pound scallion whites and apply, then cover with vinegar-soaked paper for an hour. Wash clean with water, and the wounds can be seen…”

“What about bone injuries?”

“Wash the whole body with vinegar, lift to a bright place, use a newly oiled umbrella or silk to examine against the light, then bone injuries can be detected. Without sunlight, charcoal fire light can also work.”

“What if none of the above methods work?”

“You child are too troublesome! There’s one last method – pound white plums with scallions, pepper and salt into cakes and roast them over fire. Put paper on the area to be examined, and iron back and forth with the white plum cake through the paper… This one died from a broken leg bone with improper care… Look at this one, death by hanging, tongue protruding, feces released, blood marks on legs, slightly charred black, looks like fire burns, lower abdomen blackish-blue… tsk tsk, if we were any later we couldn’t tell, the intestines are rotted through…”

Tie Ci suddenly touched her stomach and reached into her bundle for something.

Old Liu: “Scared? Disgusted? I told you, you pampered young master…”

His complaints about pampered young masters weren’t finished when he saw Tie Ci pull out that greasy paper package, unfold it to reveal a big pile of meat and flatbread.

Old Liu stopped short.

His gaze slowly moved from the corpse on the ground with rotted-out intestines to that pile of meat with pork belly and organs, several times back and forth.

So when she heard about going to the mass grave to dissect corpses and went back, she was actually preparing a midnight snack?

The braised meat was well-made, still fragrant even when cold. But Old Liu hazily remembered that when he first learned to be a coroner, he vomited on the spot and couldn’t look at meat for half a month afterward.

His slow gaze moved to Tie Ci’s face.

The young man, clear as moonlight and fresh breeze, took a piece of flatbread, enthusiastically rolled up a section of fragrant braised large intestine, squatted beside the corpse, bit into it, his mouth full of flowing oil.

He didn’t forget to thoughtfully wrap a piece for him too.

“Would you like a piece too?”

Old Liu: “…”

I’m convinced. Farewell.

…

Tie Ci munched on braised meat flatbread while she and Old Liu turned over corpses for most of the night, even using saws to cut through scattered skull bones, until the night crows suddenly began calling violently. The two looked up to see the moon hanging slanted at the treetops, while the horizon already showed a faint line of white.

Only then did Old Liu get up, pounding his waist and legs, saying: “Let’s go.”

Misty fog rose in the morning forest. Old Liu walked with unsteady steps. Just as they were about to reach the forest edge, Old Liu suddenly stumbled. Tie Ci stepped forward to grab his arm, but Old Liu let out a heart-rending scream that startled Tie Ci so much her foot slipped and she nearly fell.

Then she lowered her head and saw a face with bulging eyes and a terrified expression.

Author’s Note: The ancient corpse examination methods mostly come from “The Washing Away of Wrongs” (Xi Yuan Lu).

Chapter 29: Could He Be a Fool?
“Did you hear? A flower-picking bandit has come to the city. Not only does he assault women, but he also kills them!”

“Yes, yes, I know. My neighbor’s sister’s close friend’s niece was the first to die. Her body was thrown in Fengbo Forest on Fengbo Mountain. I heard she died horribly, with marks all over her body and her clothes disheveled!”

“Two are already dead! Now every family in the city with daughters refuses visitors at their doors and closes their gates while the sun is still bright. Women throughout the city dare not go out on the streets. Even old Lady Li across from me who sells sugar cakes joined the commotion and closed her shop, making me unable to eat hot cakes. Bah! That old woman is fifty-eight years old! Even if someone came to pick flowers, they’d find her like frost on donkey dung – disgusting!”

“You’re wrong to say that. Didn’t you hear the second victim was also nearly forty?”

“Though she was older, I heard that lady was also a renowned beauty far and wide!”

“I heard from my nephew who works at the county office that while the several cases are all somewhat different, there’s one thing – white plum petals were found at every scene.”

“In this weather, where would white plum blossoms come from?”

“Never mind white plums or blood plums, protecting your own daughters is what matters. Don’t count on those good-for-nothing officials who just eat and don’t work – so many people, and they haven’t caught even a mouse hair!”

“My family has no daughters, and neither does yours. How about we brothers go to Supporting Spring Tower today? I heard a new star courtesan arrived – tsk tsk, that beauty…”

Groups of people discussed in twos and threes, passing by the patrol officers’ troops as if they didn’t see them. A bunch of grown men heard themselves being criticized to their faces without even moving an eyebrow.

Tie Ci stood at the front and raised an eyebrow.

Half a month had passed since they discovered that female corpse at the forest edge. At that time, Old Liu had been tripped by the corpse and met those staring eyes directly. A man who had dealt with corpses all his life – whether from catching cold in the middle of the night or from old age – was actually scared out of his wits and didn’t come to his senses for quite a while. After recovering, he wanted to call people to drag the corpse back, but Tie Ci stopped him.

She had heard her master speak of the importance of protecting crime scenes. She immediately pulled Old Liu away and carefully examined the corpse’s position, posture, condition, and nearby traces and footprints, making detailed records.

At that time, the corpse lay face up with no wounds on the body and no blood around it. The perpetrator didn’t know to cover traces – many broken branches and dead wood were trampled around, and half a footprint remained in the mud on one side. Grass was flattened on one side with drag marks and scrape traces.

From this, Tie Ci concluded this was not the primary crime scene. The woman was killed elsewhere and dragged here. Following the traces forward, they lost the trail halfway – as if the person had flown away.

When the female corpse was brought back for examination, they discovered her virginity was still intact, but her lower body was in disarray. She was covered in finger marks and bruises, having died horribly – suffocated by scalding gray-black stones stuffed down her throat.

In her fingernails, Tie Ci found half a white plum petal.

What left Tie Ci stunned for a long time was that this victim was the girl who had stuffed a handkerchief into her hand on the street on her first day in town.

She still remembered how bold that girl had been that day. While everyone else was still stealing glances, she had already stepped forward once. After stuffing the handkerchief, she immediately became shy, covering her face and running away with soft cries like a singing creature performing a solo act.

That handkerchief was snow-white raw silk with a half-bloomed peach blossom embroidered at the corner.

Like the deep red blood at her lips now.

Who hasn’t experienced young love, and who could predict such a tragic fate?

Old Liu managed to perform the autopsy and write the coroner’s report before falling ill. Tie Ci sent word to his family and, as the soon-to-be temporary patrol inspector and acting coroner, began daily patrol and pursuit work. Initially, those patrol soldiers were very half-hearted in their work, simply and crudely setting up a checkpoint at the city gate and questioning passing civilians and merchants. They didn’t avoid revealing case details in their conversations, and their questioning wasn’t based on Tie Ci’s guidelines but was an excuse for extortion and bribery, causing panic throughout the city with no results for days. After Tie Ci discovered this, she immediately removed the checkpoint.

Cutting off people’s source of income is like killing their parents. The soldiers protested with passive resistance and work slowdowns. Tie Ci wasn’t in a hurry – anyone who claimed headaches or fever and wouldn’t work was sent home to rest. After they happily went home, she took their roster, crossed out their names, reported them to the county office as resignees, and simultaneously applied to recruit a new batch of officers. After receiving approval, she didn’t select new people but instead called a meeting with those who remained, asking if they were willing to take the salaries of those who had gone home, naturally also doing the work those people had abandoned.

How could anyone refuse? The patrol office was already overstaffed and redundant. Now with half the people gone, there wasn’t much more work, but they could earn an extra salary – why not?

The patrol office continued operating normally. Those who had gone home waited long without anyone asking them to return. When they inquired, they found they had already been dismissed. Now everyone was anxious and rushed to the office to check the roster, only to find resignation letters with their signatures and seals. Black words on white paper, clear as day.

Forgery expert Chi Xue indicated: Thanks for asking. Mere fake signatures are nothing. I just copied a painting by the Saint of Painting – “Clouds and Mist” – and Scholar Xiao bought it for ten thousand gold.

Among the officers were many with connections, mostly through the county magistrate’s channels. Several did go cry to the county magistrate and county governor. Tie Ci waited for the county magistrate to have a heart-to-heart with her, ready with ways to handle it, but somehow the county magistrate seemed too busy and never came to ask Tie Ci about it.

As for the county governor, he was daily immersed in wine. In the half month since Tie Ci’s arrival, she had seen him only three times and spoken five sentences with him. These five sentences were: “Young Master Mao has come from afar, and we failed in our reception – please forgive us. Everything in this county office is fairly convenient, and our County Magistrate Wei is especially steady. I’m sure he can arrange things properly for you. Please make yourself at home.”

When he said this, Tie Ci stared hard at him, seeing he still had plaster on his nose but had clearly forgotten the perpetrator.

The second sentence came three days later: “Good morning, Young Master Li.”

Great, now he had forgotten even more completely.

Tie Ci blinked hard, trying to awaken his memory: “Look at me, look at me.”

The county governor stared at her for a long time, then suddenly realized with an “oh.” Tie Ci thought he finally remembered! But she saw him give a refined bow and say: “How embarrassing, this brother mistook you for someone else. Young Master Wang, why haven’t you gone to school yet?”

Tie Ci: “…”

In the end, her trust was misplaced.

The third sentence came that evening when they met again on the street. Tie Ci was leading patrol officers on rounds when she encountered the drunk county governor, who said: “Has Old Liu retired? Young man, you look very familiar. Aren’t you surnamed Zhang?”

Tie Ci: “…”

Could this be a fool?

The last two sentences were unremarkable. Tie Ci had given up trying to save his memory. Both sentences were: “Good morning. Farewell.”

After half a month here, she had come to understand the local situation. Simply put, local strongmen had trapped the parent official of this place. The county magistrate from a local prominent family had money, power, and years of deep-rooted influence, while the simple scholarly county governor from a poor background who had passed the imperial examinations couldn’t resist such an invisible web. After repeated setbacks, he became disheartened and simply delegated power, daily immersing himself in wine.

So in Ziyang County, everyone knew only the county magistrate, not that there was a county governor.

Tie Ci didn’t plan to meddle in other affairs. If she couldn’t help him up, why should she exert effort to pull him along?

The virtuous occupy their positions; the incapable abandon them.

She was worried enough about this murder case without having resolved it.

It was said that Ziyang, this small county, had no murder cases for ten years. How was it that as soon as she arrived, murder cases came too?

The first case still had no leads when the second case suddenly occurred on a stormy night. The victim was a woman nearly forty years old whose family sold tofu. She got up in the middle of the night to grind tofu and went into the city overnight to sell it, then died in the dim dawn light.

When found, her clothes were still half-undone with no wounds, but her whole body was stiff and cold as if frozen.

Even though she was dead, one could still see she had been quite beautiful.

She was dumped in a small alley east of the city. When residents pushed their door and couldn’t open it, they used force and heard a thud like a heavy object falling. Looking in the dim morning light, they were terrified.

When Tie Ci rushed over, this time was even better – the scene had already been trampled to a mess by onlooking civilians. She only found one fingerprint on the moss on the wall.

The crowd’s footprints had also covered cart wheel tracks, making it impossible to determine whether the corpse had been brought by cart or died right there.

The white plum blossom was found by Tie Ci in the trampled tofu – among the few remaining white pieces of tofu was a white plum blossom that only Tie Ci could notice.

The appearance of plum blossoms twice wasn’t as the people rumored – deliberately left by the killer. Therefore, it was an important clue for solving the case.

But with all the plum blossoms in the city long since withered, this obvious clue was useless.

This happened two days ago. Old Liu, feeling somewhat better, got up to perform another autopsy while teaching her. This time the victim had also been violated, but the cause of death was freezing.

In March weather, even if nights were somewhat cold, it absolutely couldn’t freeze someone to death.

Tie Ci ordered people to inquire whether there were ice houses in the city. They replied that there were none officially, but almost every wealthy household in the city had one.

Tie Ci was currently leading people to inquire at each household. Having just walked out of one family’s main gate, she suddenly heard the sound of flapping wings overhead.

Looking up, she saw iron wings spread a full half-zhang wide, blocking the sunlight above her head. The clear, piercing cry of an eagle scattered the floating clouds, making everyone on the street look up.

Tie Ci blinked, unable to hide her surprise.

How could such a magnificent Hai Dongqing suddenly appear in this small city’s busy market?

The Hai Dongqing circled directly above her head like a dark cloud, lingering for a long time. Tie Ci vaguely felt something was wrong and shaded her eyes with her hand for a careful look, just seeing the great bird flick its tail feathers.

She quickly dodged.

A black mass fell from the sky.

It landed right on Shen Mi, who was walking toward her intending to ask something.

Shen Mi: “…”

Alas and alack, woe is me – bird droppings from heaven.

Seeing its shit-strike had failed, the Hai Dongqing let out an angry cry, suddenly soared high, and disappeared into the clouds.

This left Tie Ci staring inexplicably at that line of clouds, unable to figure out what kind of greeting method this was.

This bird appeared suddenly and disappeared swiftly. She couldn’t fly up to catch it, so she could only let it go. But Hai Dongqing were incomparably rare – ordinary people couldn’t hunt them, let alone command them. Seeing such a bird here now, Tie Ci had a vaguely bad premonition.

Turning to see the smelly Shen Mi with a bitter smile, Tie Ci rarely felt somewhat apologetic and told him to quickly return to the county office to change clothes and wash. Shen Mi agreed and had just taken a few steps when his expression suddenly changed dramatically.

Chapter 30: Do Your Mother and Teacher Know?
Tie Ci followed his gaze and saw at the end of the street a middle-aged woman accompanied by a seven or eight-year-old girl, seemingly about to enter an ink shop. A large group of scholars was also emerging from that door, with the first few being vaguely the same people who had encountered and mocked Shen Mi that day. Tie Ci still remembered the one who had said he feared soiling his clothes – he was now being surrounded in the center with a face of detached indifference.

It looked like the two groups were about to meet.

Shen Mi instinctively stepped forward quickly, but when he lifted his foot and saw his pants and shoes covered in dust and bird droppings, his expression changed again.

For a moment he could neither rush forward nor stay back, becoming increasingly anxious. His pale face turned blue-green, while the corners of his eyes and forehead turned red.

Tie Ci turned her head and saw a clothing store not far away. She immediately said: “Chi Xue, take him to the store! Change everything from head to toe!”

Chi Xue understood and immediately pushed Shen Mi forward. Shen Mi stared at the crowd with reddened eyes, unwilling to leave. Dan Shuang kicked him in the buttocks, literally kicking him into the store.

Meanwhile, Tie Ci quickly walked over.

At the entrance of the ink shop, the middle-aged woman carefully descended the steps holding a scroll. Seeing this group of people, her eyes lit up and she hesitantly stopped. Just as they were about to pass each other, she finally gathered her courage and spoke: “Young masters, please wait.”

Everyone turned to look at her. Seeing her neat clothing, decent fabric, and especially elegant bearing – like a lady from a wealthy household – they all showed respect and bowed in return.

The woman gained more courage, a slight smile appearing on her face as she said softly: “May I ask if any of you are my son’s classmates? My son is Shen Mi, who entered Leap Carp Academy two years ago.”

The scholars were stunned, then many showed strange smiles, their gazes toward the woman becoming much more casual. For a moment no one spoke, until the gentle-faced scholar surrounded in the center, upon hearing this name, looked as if he had seen rat droppings and said coldly: “Not familiar, don’t know him. Farewell.”

He was about to leave when Shen’s mother said in shocked urgency: “How can that be? My son has been studying at the academy all along. The masters have praised him frequently before. It’s just that my son rarely tells me about academy affairs, especially this year – he won’t even let me prepare the tuition fees. So I took the liberty of stopping you young masters to ask about his daily studies and how much the academy tuition actually costs…”

“Tuition fees, ah—” someone interjected with meaningful looks, “Your family indeed doesn’t need to prepare them, because he doesn’t need to use them!”

“What do you mean, young master?”

“You’re asking me? Don’t you know yourself? Your great talent, the master’s prized student, your precious son, has long since…”

“Long since been exempted from tuition fees due to his exceptionally outstanding academic performance.” Suddenly a laughing voice finished the sentence.

Everyone turned around in surprise to see Tie Ci walking over casually with her hands behind her back. She wore a purple headband and looked like a Leap Carp Academy student too. Everyone looked at each other, realizing no one recognized this classmate, and fell into thought and recollection.

Tie Ci took advantage of their pondering to bow her head and say to Shen’s mother with a smile: “Are you Madam Shen? I am Mao Shiba, Shen Mi’s classmate. I pay my respects to your ladyship.”

While bowing, she gently guided Shen’s mother and sister outward, saying: “The academy is on holiday today. Brother Shen should have returned to visit your ladyship, but I had some unresolved academic questions and dragged Brother Shen to have tea together, which delayed the mother-son reunion. This is my fault. Would your ladyship and young miss please move to the tea house so I can make amends?”

Someone behind suddenly said: “Wait, we don’t know you. You’re lying…”

Tie Ci raised her hand, and that person suddenly covered his mouth with an “ah” sound, feeling his teeth ache and unable to speak. Soon saliva drooled everywhere, and when he touched his cheek, a mud pellet fell out.

Without turning her head, Tie Ci smiled at Shen’s mother: “Please follow this maid, your ladyship. I’ll join you after exchanging a few words with my classmates. Ah, I had some misunderstandings with them before regarding Brother Shen.”

With this explanation, the faint doubts in Shen’s mother’s heart dissipated. Thinking she could see her son, she happily followed Chi Xue.

Tie Ci watched the mother and daughter’s backs with a frown, thinking how could they just follow along like that? How did that slippery little fox Shen Mi, full of schemes and information, raise his mother to be so naive and unworldly?

When she first saw that mother and daughter, Tie Ci was somewhat surprised. When she first met Shen Mi, he was pale and poor, groveling after a coroner, and no one at the county office would spare him a second glance. Yet the woman before her was neatly dressed with an elegant bearing. Even that little girl was quite well-mannered. They seemed to be from two different worlds.

She frowned and turned to face a pile of scholars glaring angrily at her, raising an eyebrow: “The court selects scholars based first on moral character, not just writing a few flowery articles. Gentlemen, showing disrespect to a former classmate’s elder, being rude to a formerly excellent but now fallen classmate, and slandering behind the back of masters who once praised that classmate – constantly displaying your frivolity, snobbery, ignorance, and stupidity – do your mother and teacher know?”

After a moment of silence, someone said in angry embarrassment: “The court selects scholars based on talent and literature. Leap Carp Academy ranks in the top five of Great Qian, with outstanding selections in every examination. Brothers Qi and Luo are both on the list. As candidates for Imperial Academy tribute students, they’re guaranteed to become recommended scholars. What are you? Do you think you have the final say?”

Dan Shuang snorted dismissively, drawing angry glares from everyone. Tie Ci smiled: “I naturally don’t have the final say. Heaven’s way, ethics, public order, good customs, morality, and human sentiment have the final say. Since that’s the case, gentlemen, conduct yourselves well.”

She stepped slightly aside with a smile, respectfully gesturing “please go ahead.” Her posture was respectful, but her expression wasn’t quite the same. Everyone felt even more stifled. Someone else said: “Don’t bother with him. Who knows where this unlearned young master came from, thinking that having some stinking money means he can lecture us. Talking to him only soils our peace. Let’s go, let’s go!”

Everyone began to leave. That “guaranteed recommended scholar” surnamed Luo deliberately raised his sleeve to cover his nose in an affected manner. But the other “guaranteed recommended scholar” surnamed Qi stopped beside Tie Ci and said in a soft voice but with an indifferent expression: “I dislike Shen Mi not because he has fallen, but because he willingly accepts his fall.”

After saying this, he didn’t look at Tie Ci’s reaction and walked away with a flick of his sleeve. Tie Ci stared at his back and suddenly called out: “There’s a manure pit under your feet! Be careful!”

The scholar surnamed Qi was startled and quickly lowered his raised head to look, but the ground beneath his feet was perfectly level. Only then did he understand that Tie Ci was teasing him, and immediately grasped her meaning. Looking around, he frowned, turned, and walked away quickly.

Those scholars he had left behind were stunned for a moment, then hurriedly called out and chased after him. Tie Ci watched, smiled, and shook her head.

Dan Shuang also shook her head.

Someone was going to be unlucky.

Although the court’s great power was controlled by the Empress Dowager, to appease court officials and silence public criticism, the Emperor and Crown Princess weren’t entirely without deliberative power. At the very least, they still had the authority to investigate whether local educational officials were derelict in their duties, order re-examination of academy outstanding student quotas, and even directly demote certain exempted students.

May they have good fortune.

…

Not long after, Shen Mi, newly dressed by Chi Xue, arrived at the tea house. Who knows how Chi Xue arranged it, but she had found him a set of half-new, half-old but good quality scholarly robes and an identical purple headband, perfectly restoring his appearance as a Leap Carp Academy student.

Shen’s mother rarely left home, only waiting for her son’s “once every ten days academy holiday” to meet. Now seeing her son, she was overjoyed and had already forgotten about those people from before. She also praised his “classmate” Tie Ci for his fine demeanor. Tie Ci happened to enter just then, smiling as she came to pay respects again. Sitting down, she very naturally chatted with Shen’s mother about the academy, studies, and amusing classmate stories. Her conversation was witty and entertaining, making Shen’s sister giggle constantly. Shen’s mother obviously still maintained the airs of her former status with considerable reserve, but couldn’t help smiling frequently.

Shen Mi couldn’t get a word in, sitting aside holding tea and listening. The more he listened, the more dazed he became. The academy studies, rules, and masters that Tie Ci described were exactly as he had seen during his school days, and those scholarly anecdotes were so vivid and real that he seemed to truly return to the academy, still that carefree scholar seeking knowledge…

He also became increasingly surprised and suspicious. This person clearly hadn’t studied at Leap Carp Academy – how could she be so familiar and accurate?

He didn’t know that the Crown Princess’s daily lessons were thousands of times more demanding than his had been, with an additional hour of political discussion each day. She had to have some knowledge of the world’s people’s livelihood, military affairs, economics, and all trades. The academic systems and regulations of Great Qian’s famous academies and the renowned scholars known throughout the realm were things she absolutely had to know.

With Tie Ci there, Shen Mi didn’t even need to lie. Tie Ci naturally played the role of the good classmate perfectly. Shen Mi finally found a chance to interrupt: “This place is not far from my humble home, and it’s nearly mealtime. I’ve received much care these days. Would Brother Mao honor us by dining at my home?”

Shen’s mother also eagerly invited her.

Tie Ci was quite curious about his family situation. She had previously sent people to deliver clothing and knew this home visit was Shen Mi’s sincere gesture. She smiled and nodded: “Then I’ll be imposing. Chi Xue.”

Chi Xue understood and went downstairs to buy some prepared food and gifts. Shen Mi wanted to say something but stopped, knowing Tie Ci’s temperament wouldn’t tolerate his refusal. He slightly bent his waist and led the way.

While Tie Ci went to Shen Mi’s home, the Hai Dongqing pierced through clouds and mist, sweeping over countless households’ blue-black rooftops, flying over city walls built of rammed earth and blue bricks, its wingtips brushing the green treetops of small mountains outside the city. At the cliff’s edge, a red figure flickered like fire.

The Hai Dongqing’s cry carried some joy, its clear call piercing the clouds as it plunged toward that red figure.

The person extended his hand, nimbly catching the massive bird. The Hai Dongqing’s golden hook-like talons gripped his long, distinct-jointed fingers tightly.

He had extremely black and cold eyes, but the corners were slightly curved upward.

Wild as a wolf, sweet as honeyed melon.

The Hai Dongqing called softly on his shoulder in long and short notes.

He tilted his ear slightly, as if listening. Sunlight fell on his sharply carved profile, and a lapis lazuli-set heavenly bead earring gleamed with flowing luster.

After a moment, he said: “Oh, so that’s where she is.”

Chapter 31: My Father’s Concubine
The midday streets bustled with crowds, but there were far fewer patrol officers and constables around—most had gone to eat. Ever since Tie Ci arrived, she had canceled many unnecessary expenses from before and allocated a sum of money as meal subsidies. Summer cooling teas, winter night snacks, overtime simple meals—at least it could provide some relief from the heat and warmth for the arduous patrol duties. She had also specifically contacted several honest shopkeepers to provide daily meals for these constables at prices cheaper than market rates. With constables coming and going regularly, no one dared to cause trouble in these shops, so the shopkeepers were quite happy to cooperate and provided very thoughtful service. After implementing this benefit, the constables visibly became much more diligent in their work.

Tie Ci passed by the designated dining hall and even went inside to take a look. Seeing that everything was well-supplied, she instructed the squad leader to arrange shift rotations so they wouldn’t all go eat at once, and only then did she lift the curtain and come out.

Upon emerging, she saw the county magistrate. This person who was either drinking or on his way to drink was now lingering in front of this small eatery, his expression thoughtful. Tie Ci felt like she was seeing a sloth suddenly start sprinting.

She stepped forward to pay her respects and incidentally guided the magistrate aside to prevent him from seeing Shen Mi’s family waiting by the roadside and causing complications. Though actually it wouldn’t matter much—the magistrate probably wouldn’t recognize them anyway. After all, today he again addressed her as: “Young Master Zhang, have you been well?”

Tie Ci replied: “Seeing Your Honor, any ailments naturally become non-ailments.”

Her wit made the magistrate look at her twice more, and he glanced back at the busy eatery behind them. For a moment, Tie Ci felt he seemed about to speak, but in the end he only waved his hand.

Tie Ci smiled and took her leave.

Chi Xue silently sighed behind Tie Ci.

Another one without fortune.

After Tie Ci left, the magistrate didn’t immediately depart but stood in place, gazing at her retreating figure for a long time.

Behind him, his accompanying secretary whispered: “Master, since this person comes from the imperial capital and you’ve observed him for half a month, he has both courage and intelligence. Being so, why don’t you…”

The magistrate raised his hand to stop his words.

After a long while, this county leader who seemed perpetually immersed in wine showed a flash of bitter pain in his eyes and said coldly: “Li Yao runs rampant in the countryside, covering the sky with one hand, squeezing out and undermining one county magistrate after another. It’s clear there are people behind him. How could the son of a powerless and influential-less Minister of Imperial Stud move against him?”

The secretary said: “But…”

“We tried methods before. We entrusted a passing Provincial Administration Commissioner to carry a petition to the capital—what was the result? Not only did it sink like a stone, but my performance evaluation that year mysteriously fell to ‘below average’! I nearly got demoted! It wasn’t until later when I drank every day that I managed to get an ‘above average’ rating! Think about it—a young master with some small cleverness, what can he accomplish? Pinning hopes on him, he’ll mess around for a few months then pat his bottom and leave, while I have to remain here facing Li Yao’s vicious attacks. What sense does that make? Better to muddle through these three years!”

…

Turning through several alleys, at the end stood a small courtyard with a cleanly swept entrance. Shen Mi knocked on the door ring, and shortly a woman came to open it, greeting Shen Mi loudly in an extremely difficult-to-understand accent, seemingly hard of hearing as well.

Mother Shen cooked personally, and soon dishes were served—not many varieties, but fresh and exquisite. Among them was a tofu dish, pure white and delicate, smooth as jade. The tender tofu was surprisingly carved into five-petaled flower shapes, accompanied by green leaves which, upon closer inspection, weren’t actually leaves but made from finely ground mung bean paste shaped like leaves. The fragrance of mung beans mixed with a subtle strange aroma reached the nose, immediately refreshing the spirit. Tie Ci looked at it with some familiarity, scooped a spoonful to taste, and familiar delicious flavors spread across her tongue. Her hand paused slightly.

This was bird brain tofu.

A famous dish from imperial court banquets.

According to Great Qian regulations, the Court of Imperial Entertainments managed all food and drink for everyone from the emperor down to the palace guards—imperial meals, government office provisions, ceremonial banquets—all came from the Court of Imperial Entertainments. But the Court’s staff had mediocre skills, only able to make chicken, duck, fish, and meat dishes rather crudely. There was a saying in the imperial capital: “Hanlin Academy essays, Arsenal weapons, Court of Imperial Entertainments tea and soup, Imperial Medical Bureau prescriptions”—referring to things that didn’t live up to their names.

Later, the inner palace eunuchs took over cooking. Eunuchs had no descendants and loved money, and having gotten money with nothing else worthwhile to do, they devoted themselves to studying food and drink. The dishes they made improved several levels, truly achieving refinement in eating and precision in preparation. Among these, bird marrow tofu was a eunuch creation—tofu made using the brains of a hundred types of birds, indescribably fresh and tender.

As the Crown Princess, Tie Ci had naturally eaten this dish. Though the tofu before her tasted somewhat different—after all, in this small county town, where could one find the brain marrow of a hundred birds—it was definitely made with bird brain marrow.

The secret techniques eunuchs relied on to make their fortunes were generally not taught to outsiders. Only well-connected officials or families the eunuchs wanted to curry favor with could obtain a recipe or two.

Shen Mi’s background must be quite high.

Tie Ci’s gaze swept over Shen Mi’s hands and noticed marks from slingshot injuries.

Collecting so much bird brain marrow wouldn’t be easy either.

She only paused briefly before returning to normal. Just as she was about to scoop another spoonful, she suddenly heard the sound of beating wings—a very familiar sound—so she looked up.

Since the room was cramped and the weather warm, the dining table had been set up in the courtyard. Looking up, she saw Hai Dongqing swooping down like a streamlined arrow, its iron talons actually gripping a person. This person had one arm extended horizontally in a graceful posture, red robes fluttering, slim waist and long legs, strikingly vivid against the clear blue sky.

He was carried all the way by the eagle, his garments flowing like iron across the heavens. Wherever they passed, people discovered them and cries of alarm followed their path.

The moment Tie Ci saw that red figure, she quickly stood up. Even while rising, she didn’t forget to rapidly finish the tofu and grab a grilled stick bone and two golden lamb meat roll buns.

She had just cleared the dining table area when, with a series of crashes, the eagle and person had already crossed over a camphor tree in the courtyard. Carried by gusting winds, in the blink of an eye they were above the table. The red-robed person loudly declared: “Smells good!” Then bent down and grabbed the tofu plate directly, not fearing the heat, poured it all into his mouth, swallowed with a gulp, his eyes brightening as he broke into a honey-sweet smile: “Delicious!”

At this moment, Hai Dongqing folded its wings. The person’s feet touched ground, and he raised his arm—his arm had an iron tube attached that was fitted over Hai Dongqing’s talons. He removed the iron tube and patted the eagle’s claws. The eagle perched on his shoulder, and he brought the plate with remaining tofu to Hai Dongqing’s sharp beak, saying: “Brother, want to try?”

The eagle’s golden eyes flashed, and it tilted its head slightly as if smelling the tofu. Whether it caught the scent of real brothers or not, its eyes suddenly turned fierce, and with one wing it scattered the tofu all over the ground.

There was still some tofu on the eagle’s beak. Tie Ci saw it turn its head and spit out the tofu.

Tie Ci felt there should be a spitting sound effect at this moment.

The red-robed person wasn’t bothered, laughing: “Alright, I know you don’t like vegetables, but I think this one seems like meat… ah, eat this then, this is good.” He pulled out a braised stick bone and tossed it up. The eagle tilted its head and caught it—crack—the bone shattered.

Shen Mi had covered his sister’s eyes when Hai Dongqing flew toward his home and escorted the mother and daughter inside. Coming out now and seeing this scene, his face grew even paler.

With a quick glance, he could see the visitor meant no good and had come for Tie Ci. Very cleverly, he turned around and went back inside.

The red-robed person was naturally Dan Ye. Acting completely at home, he sat down and smiled at Tie Ci with curved eyes, then pulled out a stick bone himself and bit it horizontally. His teeth were actually harder and sharper than a bird’s beak—also with a crack, the bone split in two. He picked out a long strip of marrow and tossed it up, tilting his face back and opening his mouth to catch it. His jaw was thin and sharp, with smooth lines in the sunlight.

Tie Ci applauded: “What excellent teeth Your Honor has!”

Dan Ye smiled again, his curved eyes quite pleasing, as if he hadn’t understood Tie Ci calling him a bird. He nodded with great honor: “Mo Ye’s beak can crack gold and stone, and he especially loves eating pretty boys and hermaphrodites.”

He was probably unfamiliar with Central Plains speech, speaking very slowly word by word, sounding simple and clumsy but especially sincere.

Tie Ci also acted as if she hadn’t understood him calling her a hermaphrodite, and said very supportively: “Is that so? How wonderful. Truly worthy of being your little bird. May I ask why Your Honor suddenly arrived with your brother—are you looking for this humble person about something?”

While she spoke this sentence, Dan Ye had already swept through half the dishes on the table. Rarely did his mouth have time to speak: “Of course. We didn’t finish our contest last time—why did you run away?”

He fixed his gaze on Tie Ci and slowly smiled, revealing a mouthful of snow-white, densely packed teeth. Eerily frightening.

“Didn’t we agree? If you lost the bet, you’d go back and become my father’s concubine?”
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Chapter 32: Beautiful but Low Quality
Tie Ci paused in her bone-gnawing motion but still stripped off the last bit of meat from the bone. She chewed unhurriedly ten times before swallowing, then said: “Hmm?”

Dan Ye had been swinging his legs while watching her. As he watched, the speed of his leg swinging gradually slowed down. Hearing her question, he was startled and his somewhat confused expression focused before he said: “You said I love to molest my father’s concubines. I thought about it carefully—my father’s concubines. Each one has a face big enough to hold ten pounds of mutton. That won’t do, I’m not convinced. I can’t bear the reputation of molesting ugly concubines for nothing. I’ve thought it over—I need to get a few beautiful concubines back for my father to be worthy of this reputation. Looking around, well, to untie the bell one must be the person who tied it. You’re suitable, so it’s you.”

As he spoke, Tie Ci listened with a serious smile, casually throwing the bone to Hai Dongqing. The eagle raised its golden claws and kicked the bone away, staring intently at her. The golden ring around its eyes was quite fierce, but Tie Ci only glanced at it lightly. This spiritually gifted bird paused for a moment, then twisted its head away viciously.

Dan Ye looked at his beloved bird with some amazement. Mo Ye was extremely fierce—this was the first time he’d seen someone subdue it with just a glance, and it was a woman at that.

Tie Ci took the handkerchief Chi Xue handed her and wiped her hands and mouth before laughing: “First time I’ve seen someone use ‘to untie the bell one must be the person who tied it’ like that. Young man, you’re failing in language arts.”

Dan Ye didn’t understand and didn’t ask, gnawing on bones as he asked: “What do you think of this idea?”

Tie Ci smiled: “You’d have to ask the million troops of Great Qian what they think.”

“Don’t try to pressure me with your status.” Dan Ye pouted. “You’re currently traveling alone for training, using someone else’s identity, right? Can you really command a million soldiers? I imagine when the orders are issued, assassins would come first, right? If I take you away now and stuff you deep in the desert, your Empress Dowager would probably be quite pleased. When that puppet father of yours outlasts that old she-wolf and sits on the throne, he can send a great army to wander the desert for seven or eight years. By then you’ll probably have borne seven or eight wolf cubs for my father king.”

Tie Ci applauded.

“Who would have thought the Little Wolf King knows so much about my Great Qian’s imperial family. This scenario is truly fantastical and heartwarming. But may I ask, how do you plan to achieve the great ambition of kidnapping me to the desert to be your mother?”

Dan Ye: “…”

For some reason, he suddenly felt something wasn’t right.

He stood up, put on his arm guard, and Hai Dongqing spread its wings. The sky above the entire small courtyard seemed to darken.

“Starting today, be careful when you eat, never sleep, and when bathing or using the toilet you’d better keep your clothes on properly. Because I can’t guarantee when or under what circumstances I might suddenly appear to take you away. I don’t know myself, so wash yourself clean and wait!”

With a whistle accompanied by Hai Dongqing’s fierce cry, sand and dust filled the air, leaves scattered chaotically in mid-air, green fragments drifted across half the sky, and beneath the bird’s black wings, the red figure rose like a suddenly blazing flame.

Once again they flew away with people startling and horses neighing all along the way.

Tie Ci watched that vigorous and slender figure with a face full of yearning, murmuring: “So it’s not only angels that have wings, but also bird-men.”

…

The bird-man left, and Shen Mi appeared. This was a clever person who knew what should not be heard or spoken of. He didn’t even show a questioning expression, as if the mess covering half the courtyard didn’t exist at all.

But Tie Ci had questions. After bidding farewell to Mother Shen and just walking out the door, she turned to look at Shen Mi.

Shen Mi lowered his eyes and after a long while bowed deeply to the ground: “Thank you, Young Master, for sparing my mother and child from humiliation.”

“Illusions are easy to create but difficult to maintain. No one can maintain a facade their entire life. When the day comes for it to be exposed, the embarrassment will be deeper than originally accepting reality—it might even become more unmanageable.” Tie Ci said lightly. “No matter how many unspeakable difficulties or thoughtful considerations there are, they’re actually just self-righteous behavior that looks down on others’ ability to bear things while exaggerating one’s own abilities. We’re all adults—who among us definitely can’t handle things?”

Shen Mi was stunned, not expecting this person to guess most of it before he even confessed. After a long while he smiled bitterly: “Yes, Young Master’s teaching is correct.”

So Tie Ci learned a somewhat clichéd story. An upright high official was framed and executed, his family reduced to slave status. The young man ran about everywhere and with help from his father’s former close friends, those above relented and decreed that only one person need become a slave. The young man naturally couldn’t let his mother and sister fall into disgrace, so he concealed it from them and entered base status himself. But one lie requires more lies to patch it up. Not mentioning becoming a slave, he had to pretend he was still studying. Since he was studying, he had to maintain the dignity a scholar’s family must have. So at minimum there had to be a servant woman, clothes had to match his status, and his mother and sister’s various needs couldn’t be too shabby. Therefore, besides receiving his assignment at the yamen, he daily went to the docks to help, wrote letters for people by lamplight at night, and copied books and homework for wealthy students at Yueli Academy. Busy and rushed, stretching resources thin, he maintained this lie. Originally following Old Liu, earning a bit of payment, he also hoped the old man would teach him skills—one more survival skill, maybe he could become a coroner and thus have fixed income.

However, Old Liu didn’t regard him as a disciple and wouldn’t teach him key things, only using him like a slave. When Old Liu was leaving and the county deputy had no intention of letting him take over, Tie Ci parachuted into this place. He thought of currying favor with Tie Ci, earning some reward money, learning some of Old Liu’s skills from Tie Ci, and ideally when Tie Ci left, she could recommend him as a coroner. After all, Tie Ci was a noble from the capital—perhaps the county deputy would give her some face.

Hearing his “grand ambitions,” Tie Ci couldn’t help but want to laugh. But Shen Mi pleaded with her again: “Young Master speaks reasonably. This humble person has unavoidable reasons. After my father’s execution, my mother developed a heart condition. This humble person fears she cannot bear it…”

“Heart conditions rarely develop later in life. If she had it before, and your father’s execution didn’t cause your mother to have an episode, I don’t think your little troubles would necessarily trigger it either.” Tie Ci laughed. “Rather, by initially not being honest and creating a peaceful sanctuary for your mother and sister where time stands still—now they’re protected from wind and rain, but their expectations have inflated accordingly. For instance, waiting for you to graduate from the academy, waiting for you to pass the imperial examinations. What will you do then? Find some red paper to write your own name and hire fans to beat gongs and drums to deliver congratulations?”

She stopped speaking because Mother Shen had come out after them with newly bought brushes, ink, and paper for Shen Mi to take, earnestly instructing him not to skimp on lamp oil while studying. Usually Shen Mi was skilled at coaxing and deceiving his mother, but now with Tie Ci watching with an ambiguous smile nearby, he couldn’t manage that attitude anymore. He only lowered his head and mumbled acceptance, cold sweat seeping from the palm holding the paper.

Mother Shen suddenly glanced at Tie Ci, who understood and walked a few steps away.

Mother Shen then said quietly to Shen Mi: “…Normally mother shouldn’t tell you this, but today buying this good paper and getting your sister a new dress that just came out, I’ve used up all the money you gave last time…”

Shen Mi pulled out money from his chest: “Mother should also get herself some new clothes. Take this first, I’ll send more money back in a few days… Last time one of my essays received top marks and the academy gave another reward…”

“At mother’s age, I don’t need to dress up. Mother is ashamed—other families support their children’s studies, yet mother still needs you to subsidize us…”

Tie Ci suddenly called out from afar: “Oh right, Brother Shen, when you return to the academy this afternoon, don’t forget to bring the spring tribute!”

Mother Shen stopped taking the money and looked at Tie Ci in amazement. Tie Ci smiled: “Brother Shen didn’t tell his mother? The academy requires seasonal tributes to the masters throughout the four seasons. Spring’s good wine, summer’s ice, autumn’s fine fruits, winter’s silver silk charcoal… Surely mother has prepared these for Brother Shen before and just forgot today?” She seemed not to see Mother Shen’s increasingly pale face or Shen Mi’s increasingly panicked expression, spreading her hands: “The academy has quite a few expenses, far more than top marks rewards can cover. Speaking of shame, this nephew’s annual tributes all depend on mother’s needlework to supplement—truly ‘thread in a loving mother’s hand, silver in a student’s hand’…”

Shen Mi said: “Brother Mao!”

Tie Ci smiled and stopped talking, bowing to Mother Shen, saying farewell, and turning to leave.

The moment she turned around, she saw Mother Shen push the money pouch back. Whether Shen Mi took it or not, she didn’t care.

This person seemed gentle as spring wind and rain, but actually had a heart thin as an iron sheet hammered thousands of times—when drawn out it could serve as knife or dagger, striking like a sudden storm of pear blossoms. Where was all that finger-wrapping tenderness, entangled with people’s mundane affairs?

She wasn’t a walking stick for everyone to lean on.

By now it was getting late, so she returned to the yamen. Tomorrow being the fifteenth, there would be a great market in the city where people could climb the Cangsheng Tower to light lamps and pray for blessings. As she walked she pondered the case, thinking that with recent murders in the city causing panic, there would surely be many climbing the tower tomorrow. This tower had some age to it—she didn’t know how sturdy it was. If it was deteriorated from age with narrow stairs and crowding led to trampling, there might be many more deaths.

Thinking this, she took a detour toward Cangsheng Tower. Although the tower belonged to Yuantan Temple, it was separated from the temple’s rear section with a separate entrance. Walking all the way there, Tie Ci discovered that the tower entrance was positioned directly across from Fuchun House. Local guide Shen Mi had taken her on a shortcut through a very hidden narrow alley beside Fuchun House, from which the dark yellow gate of Cangsheng Tower’s entrance was visible.

When Tie Ci passed through the side alley, the red lanterns were just being lit. Spring flowers supported curtains at Fuchun House as customers gathered from all directions like ants drawn by sweet honey. The scent of powder and flowers accompanied women’s soft, coquettish voices, washing over half the street. When the flower district’s premier show began, the entire Zuihua Street awakened.

Through the courtyard wall, Tie Ci saw an exquisite small building. Upstairs a window was half-open, and behind carved flower screens appeared the silhouette of a beauty half-leaning, half-reclining—cloud-like hair, willow-slim waist, graceful and charming. It was rather an artistic scene. Tie Ci was just thinking of playing the cultured person by plagiarizing some poetry her master had taught to praise it when suddenly the beauty raised her hand and whoosh—something flew down, nearly hitting her head.

Tie Ci dodged and the object hit the ground with a clear sound. Looking closely—oh my, a fried golden duck bone with meat still clinging to it.

Hah, throwing trash on the street—beautiful but low quality!

Tie Ci glanced over the duck bone and suddenly felt something wasn’t right. Just as she was about to step forward for a closer look, another dark mass came crashing down—this time an entire fried quail carcass.

This sister certainly had a good appetite.

After throwing the bones, the window above opened with a clatter. Tie Ci thought the person might apologize, but there was a tree beside the alley positioned very cleverly—it didn’t obstruct the view upward, but its canopy blocked the person above from seeing below. The trash-throwing beauty obviously hadn’t seen Tie Ci and the others and hadn’t expected anyone below. After all, this was an alley too narrow for almost anyone to pass through. She stood at the window, grasped with both hands to untie her skirt, then…

Tie Ci stared in rare bewilderment, not understanding what this person planned to do.

Suddenly a hand reached out from behind the beauty and yanked her back, conveniently grabbing her half-untied skirt. With a clatter the window closed, and inside someone could be heard saying vaguely: “Be careful! Is this a place for relieving yourself?!”

Tie Ci: “…”

Nearly got peed on.

The beauty not only threw trash on the street but also relieved herself in public!
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Chapter 33: Keeping in Mind
In the alley, Tie Ci walked away angrily and swiftly, swearing that once she found out which lady was so uncivilized, she would definitely book her services and not let her urinate for three days and nights.

In the room, the beauty lazily leaned against brocade cushions, tying her skirt with one hand while complaining: “No one passes through that alley, and there are no high eaves opposite either. Isn’t it better than going to that latrine? Otherwise, tell me which latrine I should use?” She also cursed: “Lao’er really plucks feathers from passing geese—afraid people hide money in chamber pots, he won’t even let us use chamber pots, insisting on some latrine!”

She then instructed a short person: “Go down and clean up.”

The person at her feet, who had been beaten to a soft pulp, first showed shock upon hearing this, then thought of something and his face instantly turned ashen.

The beauty smiled and moved closer to him, saying in a melodious voice: “Still won’t talk? Seems your bones are indeed quite hard.” Suddenly she bent down and pulled—the man let out a piercing scream as blood splattered.

In the beauty’s palm was now a blood-stained fried duck bone.

The beauty weighed the duck bone and said in a relaxed tone: “Actually, even if you don’t talk, I can guess pretty closely. What requires both charcoal fire and ice? Mu Si is quite creative.”

The man clenched his jaw, sweat rolling down his cheeks from his forehead, his collar already mostly soaked.

The beauty stared at him, then suddenly reached out and grabbed his hair like a shrew fighting. The man didn’t scream but instinctively tilted his head back. With a slight tearing sound, a large clump of hair along with the hair binding was torn off—it was a wig.

Beneath the wig was revealed a smooth bald head with burn scars.

The tall person standing nearby took a breath: “A monk?”

The beauty shook her head while sighing: “Women’s fighting posture is still the most satisfying.” She leaned close to smell the man: “You’ve killed plenty, eaten plenty of meat—a fake monk.”

She casually threw the man to the ground, clapped her hands and stood up, saying: “Alright, no need to question you anymore. I know where the moles are hiding.”

The man still didn’t quite believe it, but when the beauty intentionally or unintentionally glanced toward a certain direction outside the window, his face instantly turned deathly pale.

The beauty yawned and walked back to the couch. The tall person silently approached.

In the quiet room came a soft hissing sound, and deep red candlelight splashed like blood across the silk gauze.

Slight dragging sounds arose as the tall person went out. The short person returned and clapped his hands: “All cleaned up.”

The beauty hummed in acknowledgment, seemingly lost in thought. The short person said: “Young Master, since you’ve already guessed, why not investigate them thoroughly tonight? Otherwise, once they discover someone is missing, they’ll flee quickly. Or what if they decide to fight to the death and strike at you first? Or what if…”

“Say one more word and this month’s wages get donated to Yuntan Temple.”

The short person shut up.

“At night they’ll definitely have many people and tight security. If we rashly enter, we might alert them before even finding the place. Tomorrow, however, is a good day—with so many outsiders, they’ll have to restrain themselves somewhat. And with many people, it’s easy to blend in.” The beauty said: “Let’s restore our energy first.”

“By the way, we just received news that the Crown Princess has left the imperial capital and gone to her training location. We just don’t know exactly where she’s training.”

The short person said happily: “Fortunately we received intelligence halfway saying there’s a secret base of the Second Prince here, and he’s doing something important. We changed course to come here instead of going to the capital. Otherwise we would have traveled all that way to the capital only to miss each other.”

The beauty propped up her knee, her arm lazily draped over it, her drooping fingertips like jade-carved flower petals.

“Since we’ve been driven out anyway, might as well do some work while we’re at it. When Heaven offers and you don’t take, you’ll suffer the consequences, right?”

The short person said worriedly: “I wonder if that decoy left in Ru Zhou can fool the Grand Minister?”

“If he wants to tell the King that the Embroidered Uniform Guard commander is fake, he’d first have to tell the King he knows who the real one is. If he wants to say who the real one is, he’d first have to explain why he knew but didn’t report it to the King.” The tall person entered at this moment, bringing a slight bloody breeze, his tone mocking: “Someone with selfish motives and plenty of secrets himself—how would he dare easily expose others’ secrets?”

Only then did the short person pat his chest and breathe a sigh of relief: “Thank goodness Young Master prepared early, secretly cultivating an Embroidered Uniform Guard commander double. The Grand Minister thought driving Young Master out of Ru Zhou while the commander wasn’t in position would prove Young Master was the commander. He didn’t know Young Master had this trick… but I’m afraid…”

“Enough with you—is there anything in this world you’re not afraid of? If a leaf fell from the sky you’d think the moon was falling!”

The short person shut up again.

But the tall person continued: “Since the Crown Princess has gone for training, in this vast sea of people, there’s no need to specifically search for her. By the time her year of training is complete, who knows what changes there might be on our end. You don’t need to keep this engagement in mind, Young Master.”

The beauty opened her eyes.

“Who says not to keep it in mind? That’s my wife—of course I have to keep her in mind. Keeping her in mind isn’t enough—I also need to put her on the altar table, on the spirit tablet, on the tombstone. That’s what I call keeping her at ease!”

…

Tie Ci stood before the back door of Cangsheng Tower and knocked on the door ring. Soon a monk came to answer.

Tie Ci apologized for the disturbance and explained her purpose. The monk pressed his palms together: “Thank you, Benefactor Mao. Opening Cangsheng Tower on March 15th every year is established custom, and we naturally have methods for dealing with crowd congestion. Please be assured.”

Tie Ci’s gaze swept over his hands, then looked at him and smiled: “The recent continuous rain, and this back mountain being quite cold and damp—I’m afraid the moisture might rot the wooden boards. While you master monks are busy chanting and have no time for maintenance, perhaps the Patrol Bureau could help inspect things.”

“The stairs in Cangsheng Tower are all painted with tung oil and wrapped in wrought iron—they don’t fear moisture disturbance. Please be assured.”

Tie Ci glanced at the high eaves of Cangsheng Tower where copper bells rang metallically in the wind, their clear sound carrying for miles.

She stepped back and smiled: “It seems the masters are quite unwilling to let me enter.”

The monk chanted a Buddha’s name before saying: “Benefactor speaks too seriously. It’s just that Cangsheng Tower has rules—except for March 15th every year, outsiders are not allowed to enter at other times. But we cannot take your good intentions lightly. Since this is the case, we monks will immediately send people to inspect the tower stairs.”

With that, he turned and quietly instructed several young monks behind him. Those few hurried into the tower.

With things at this point, Tie Ci naturally couldn’t insist on entering and waited outside the door. She looked up at the copper bells on the eaves and praised: “Jade ornaments ringing like phoenixes—pure Buddhist sounds.”

The monk smiled slightly.

“However, as far as I know, the number of copper bells on a tower requires precise calculation. Not only must they be arranged with proper density on the eaves, but the tower’s balance and eave weight must also be considered. Great Qian’s highest pagoda at Tianfang Temple has thirteen levels with seventy-two copper bells—when wind passes, the bell sounds can be heard for miles, truly a marvel. Now I see this Cangsheng Tower has only seven levels, yet the copper bells seem to exceed seventy-two in number. Aren’t you masters afraid that too many heavy bells might damage the eaves?”

The monk was startled, then smiled after a moment: “Benefactor has good knowledge. However, there are many forests around Cangsheng Tower with numerous birds and small animals, so we must prepare extra copper bells to drive away those creatures lest they damage the eaves and tower body. As for weight, don’t worry—those copper bells are quite thin and small in design. Together they don’t exceed the weight of seventy-two copper bells.”

Tie Ci knew tower bells served purposes beyond symmetrical beauty—they also transmitted wind direction, predicted weather, and drove away birds and beasts. After all, flying birds liked to nest on eaves and would bring grass seeds that could grow there. The latter might cause the entire tower to lean, which was no small matter.

She smiled and said no more. Through gaps in the wooden door, she could vaguely see a corner below Cangsheng Tower with a peach blossom grove where clusters of hydrangeas bloomed. Deep red and pale white remained richly colored even in the night, surrounded by emerald grass.

It was spring now, and while hydrangeas hadn’t yet bloomed elsewhere, the flowers and plants below this tower bloomed early. The luxuriant, bright flowers against the weathered, mottled ancient tower created a beauty both vicissitudinous and charming.

At this moment those young monks returned and spoke quietly with the monk. The monk seemed surprised and turned to Tie Ci with a smile: “Thanks to your reminder. We just inspected and indeed found some damaged stairs. If large crowds were to trample them, there might be trouble. In that case, the tower won’t open tomorrow. We’ll post notices outside explaining that the tower needs repairs and is temporarily closed.”

Tie Ci was stunned.

This development wasn’t quite right.

They were actually closing the tower in response?

What about the people expecting to burn incense and pray tomorrow? They wouldn’t care about unsafe stairs—they’d just think she was causing trouble and ruining everyone’s plans. When they made a fuss it would be another headache.

Before she could speak, the monk pressed his palms together in salute and closed the door.

Tie Ci had no choice but to leave.

Returning and thinking she had to work tomorrow, she went to sleep first. Her dreams were restless, constantly hearing the cold, clear tinkling of those copper bells. When she opened her eyes in the morning, dawn was just breaking, but there were already faint sounds of bustling voices reaching the county office.

Usually at this time the small city hadn’t awakened, but today was lively. Tie Ci sighed and got up to wash, gathering the early shift constables. Today there was a great market with crowds gathering—it was easiest for incidents to occur and couldn’t be taken lightly.

But she hadn’t even finished her simple breakfast when through the door and walls she heard chaotic footsteps outside, as if crowds in the street were running about in panic, mixed with shouts and screams.

Her heart skipped a beat.

She pushed away her bowl and hurried out, heading straight for where people were gathering.

Soon she stood on Juxian Street. This street led in all directions—behind and to the side were the county office and Deputy Li’s home, westward was the bustling Yuantan Temple, and back-to-back with Yuantan Temple stood Cangsheng Tower reaching toward heaven and earth, overlooking all beings amid rich sandalwood incense. Walking south for another quarter hour brought one to Zuihua Street, where Fuchun House’s eaves displayed red banners and apricot blossoms.

A place where dragons and snakes mixed, where sublime Buddhist chanting coexisted with worldly clamor. Even the smells were complex and indistinguishable.

Pushing through the crowd, Tie Ci’s eyes contracted.

A third victim had appeared.

In broad daylight.

…
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Chapter 34: Clues
Time returns to the early morning of this day. The moment when Ziyang City awakened.

At pleasure establishments like Fuchun House, however, they were just clearing away last night’s remnants of red and green, entering the daytime sleep period.

Before bronze mirrors, beauties removed their pearl flowers and swaying ornaments.

Before bronze mirrors, beauties inserted pearl flowers and swaying ornaments.

The beauty’s technique was skilled—the swaying ornament was inserted like arranging flowers at the most suitable angle, the tip of her little finger slightly raised in a beautiful arc. From afar it looked like a white magnolia blooming among dark tresses.

Such a beauty deserved the most elegant poets to praise her with the most wonderful verses. At this moment, however, the tall person in blue clothes and small cap standing behind her spoke the most mood-killing words in an extremely patient and indifferent tone.

“Can you hurry up? You’re not a real woman—posing and preening in front of the mirror like this, can you grow breasts?”

The beauty gave him a look in the bronze mirror, gracefully rose, spun around to the short person’s side, bent slightly to pinch his chin, blew a breath of air, and laughed coquettishly: “Let’s ignore that unromantic brute. Brother, tell me—am I beautiful?”

The short person closed his eyes, his whole face wrinkled like an orange forgotten for three months, muttering: “Not bad, just a bit worse than my young master.”

The beauty laughed heartily, picked up the veil from the table and covered her head, laughing: “The show begins—let’s go!”

…

Tie Ci crouched before the corpse, frowning.

There was always a group of beggars gathered at the head and tail of Juxian Street, usually unnoticed by anyone. Today when a kind person went to bring them food, they discovered one person huddled motionless in a corner shadow. Only when a beggar ran too fast while grabbing food and knocked that person over did they discover it was a woman who had long been dead.

When Tie Ci arrived, the crowd was three layers deep—Tie Ci couldn’t even squeeze in. Chi Xue behind her screamed: “Help!”

The Ziyang people who had just faced the third murder case scattered in alarm, and Tie Ci easily entered.

The corpse sat against the wall, head hanging down, wrapped in tattered clothes. Inside, however, were quite exquisite garments. This time there were wounds on her body—after being jostled she slowly fell over, and the earthen wall behind was already stained red with blood.

Looking at the wound, Tie Ci saw a bloody mess with irregular edges—couldn’t tell what had caused the injury.

Questioning the beggars, they all said they had slept in the ruined temple in this alley last night. There were quite a few of them, but no one had noticed how this corpse got there. One beggar said with a frightened expression: “I’ve always been a light sleeper—if anyone approached, I would definitely know. But last night I truly heard no movement…”

As he spoke, his face suddenly showed hesitation. Tie Ci immediately said: “Do you have something else you haven’t mentioned?”

The beggar hesitated for a long while before saying: “It’s just… just between sleep and waking, I seemed to hear a thud…”

“Did you get up to investigate then?”

“I got up immediately and looked around for quite a while, but saw nothing.” The beggar shivered. “I dare swear that throughout the entire night, there was only that one sound. Like something fell down… no one approached… that… that… surely the corpse couldn’t have jumped down from the wall by itself…”

If someone had dumped the body, after that sound the beggar got up to look. His sleeping position could see almost the entire alley—impossible not to see someone dumping a body.

If the corpse was thrown down from the wall, never mind whether such a troublesome position was unnecessary—corpses are heavy and the wall is high, very difficult to lift and throw over. If the killer had such ability, there would be no need to dump the body.

Among the people there were some with brains who heard from afar, their faces turning pale as they discussed. Gradually, the theory of “the corpse descended from heaven by itself” spread through the crowd.

When the female corpse was turned over, Shen Mi suddenly exclaimed “Ah!” Tie Ci immediately asked: “You recognize her?”

Shen Mi said: “Isn’t this Xiao Xue, the servant girl from the county office kitchen?”

Although Tie Ci also lived at the county office, she rarely stayed there. She cooked for herself and wouldn’t encounter kitchen maids, so she didn’t recognize her.

“Are you familiar with her?”

“Not familiar, just seen her a few times. She managed receiving vegetables delivered to the county office in early morning and cleaning the kitchen.”

“Did she often leave the county office?”

“Almost never. She’s an orphan who lived in the back quarters beside the county office kitchen. With many people and much work in the office, working from dawn to dusk, she hardly had time to rest.”

Tie Ci frowned.

Looking at this girl, only fifteen or sixteen years old, busy all day in the county office with no opportunity to go out—how could she suddenly die in this place several streets away from the county office?

A large group of people approached—Deputy County Magistrate Li had rushed over upon hearing the news. He immediately ordered all those beggars taken back to the office for questioning and sent people to investigate nearby households to see if anyone had discovered any traces. Then he ordered the corpse moved back for examination. This was standard local investigation procedure, quite proper, though everyone didn’t hold much hope. After all, they couldn’t even tell what had caused the wound.

Deputy Li was about to leave when he saw Tie Ci still lingering at the scene, couldn’t help but frown. After thinking, he said: “Young Master Mao, you’re not yet officially patrol inspector—no need to trouble yourself too much with this matter. With three consecutive murder cases, I’ve already summoned Liu the coroner. You can explain the situation to Old Liu shortly.”

His meaning was to hint that Tie Ci was only an intern and to strip her of temporary patrol inspector authority.

Tie Ci naturally understood his meaning. While examining the ground she said: “Your Honor speaks correctly. However, Old Liu was ill some days ago and hasn’t fully recovered yet. He’s also getting on in years. As I’m young, naturally the strenuous work is my duty.”

She thought these words were sincere and gave the leader face, but didn’t realize that given her noble status, the respect a superior could show a subordinate was already at its limit for her. For Deputy Li, who considered himself the local boss, it still felt like being slighted.

He held back and said nothing.

Tie Ci walked around the alley in a circle and carefully examined the earthen wall surface. When everyone couldn’t make sense of it, they looked at her in amazement. Tie Ci said: “This wall surface seems to have had a layer of surface dust scraped off.”

Looking at it, everyone thought it seemed so, though not obviously. Because the area was quite large, it looked like it had been scraped off by wind.

Looking at the wall, Tie Ci asked someone to borrow a broom—the bigger the better. A constable immediately borrowed a street-sweeping broom. Tie Ci tested it on a nearby wall—indeed, the broom lightly sweeping off a layer revealed a wall surface similar to that area, though the size difference was still quite significant.

Someone wondered: “Where would there be such a big broom?”

Another said: “No, even if a broom swept this wall, so what? What does that have to do with murder? Can brooms kill people?”

Deputy Li frowned: “Young Master Mao, solving the case is important—don’t ponder these trivial, irrelevant matters.”

Tie Ci vaguely felt his hostility seemed to have intensified, but had no mind to worry about it now, casually humming in acknowledgment.

Deputy Li raised an eyebrow, anger surfacing in his eyes. Suddenly he said: “Since Young Master Mao has such confidence in your abilities, there’s no need for Old Liu to come. These three cases are entrusted to you. However, Old Liu says he’ll return to his hometown in at most half a month. If Young Master Mao cannot solve these three cases before he returns home, I’m afraid you cannot bear the responsibility of patrol inspector.”

Only then did Tie Ci look up at him, then smiled: “Your Honor can rest assured—half a month is quite sufficient.”

“Young people indeed have courage.” The deputy also smiled. “But if unsuccessful…”

“Naturally I cannot delay Your Honor’s selection of worthy talent. You may arrange my training evaluation as you see fit.”

Deputy Li said nothing more.

Capital city disciples’ training had performance evaluations, same as serving officials, graded into upper, middle, and lower categories. Normally, local officials wouldn’t make things difficult for these high official noble children—praising them cost nothing and earned favors.

But looking at Deputy Li’s attitude now, if the case wasn’t solved, there definitely wouldn’t be good words.

Tie Ci was the Crown Princess—coming for training was already giving face. Supposedly evaluation results meant nothing to her. But Tie Ci wouldn’t think that way.

Since the Empress Dowager had driven her out for training, naturally there were many more things waiting for her afterward. She couldn’t take one wrong step.

But Tie Ci wouldn’t worry about that now either. After a few exchanges with underlying tension, she turned back to examine the woman’s corpse, carefully studying her wounds for a long time, even using her fingers to gently part them for closer inspection, and meticulously examining her clothing.

The woman was covered in blood that had long dried. Murder corpses had a very distinctive smell—everyone stood far away covering their noses, but Tie Ci practically lay on top of her, searching for something bit by bit. Everyone was quite amazed, but Deputy Li stared intently at her, his gaze growing deeper.

He no longer urged her, only watching coldly as Tie Ci examined the body.

After a while longer, Tie Ci stood up, looked in all directions, then suddenly jumped onto the wall.

Everyone watched her inexplicably as she gazed for a while, then pointed in a direction and said: “Follow this direction and search forward. Any shops with banners or alleys with drying clothes can be ignored—just pursue toward open areas.”

The Patrol Bureau constables had come to trust her quite well recently. Though confused, they still followed her directions and went forward. Tie Ci added: “Pay attention to roadside trees, large piles of dung on the ground, rooftops and sky.”

Everyone acknowledged this. Tie Ci herself walked along the alley and indeed, several zhang away, discovered some bloodstains.

Continuing forward, another several zhang brought more bloodstains. By now they had exited the alley, and Tie Ci looked up to see the busy street with people coming and going.

Tie Ci sighed.

The trail had gone cold.

Now they could only wait for clues from the other direction.

Suddenly there came a series of clanging sounds from nearby. At first it sounded like bell sounds from Cangsheng Tower, but turning around, she discovered it was just a roadside blacksmith shop working iron.

Lightning seemed to flash through Tie Ci’s mind as she vaguely caught onto something.

Just as she was thinking, suddenly a piercing eagle cry split the air from the direction the group had pursued, with faint sounds of alarm coming through.

Before people here could react, Tie Ci’s figure flashed as she passed through the crowd, running toward that direction.

Chapter 35: Diamond Barbie
Soon after, Tie Ci saw that Hai Dongqing, wings spread wide, furiously swooping down at the crowd, while above on the rooftop, Dan Ye, who had been sleeping on someone’s roof, sat up somewhat bewildered.

The Hai Dongqing was extremely fierce—its massive wings stirred up fierce winds, sharp beak like a blade, talons like spikes, diving headfirst toward the still-confused constables. The first in line was Shen Mi, leaning back with one hand shielding his face, retreating in panic—

A figure flashed, and a hand shot out like lightning, grabbing him and pulling him aside with force. Shen Mi stumbled back several steps, just avoiding the Hai Dongqing’s vicious strike. Tie Ci flashed forward, raised her arm, took a sliding step, and actually thrust her arm toward the Hai Dongqing’s iron-black talons!

Everyone cried out in alarm, some closing their eyes.

But no screams of agony rang out. Shen Mi, just getting up from the ground and looking up, saw a scene he would never forget in his life.

The giant bird dove down, the youth charged forward, and as that arm extended, the bird paused, then instinctively curled its talons, actually retracting its claws.

It was well-trained and had grown accustomed to this action—when Dan Ye extended his arm, it would retract its claws, grip the arm guard on Dan Ye’s arm, and carry him into flight.

Now when Tie Ci made this motion, it retracted its sharp claws. When it realized this wasn’t its master wanting to fly, it became utterly furious, but it was already too late. Tie Ci’s arm with the guard thrust into its talons, then she grabbed back with her other hand, her five fingers like iron gripping the bird’s talons, and without hesitation swung downward!

The Hai Dongqing let out a wail. The massive, heavy bird weighing several hundred pounds was actually lifted and swung through the air by Tie Ci, tracing an iron-black arc before being slammed to the ground.

A dull thud, the ground shook, and dust flew up several zhang high.

All around was deathly silent.

Almost no one dared believe their eyes.

This tremendous strength, this domineering power, this fierce and violent strike.

From the rooftop came an angry shout as Dan Ye shot down like a cannonball.

Tie Ci shouted: “Stop!”

Dan Ye didn’t dare move.

Because Tie Ci was still gripping the bird’s talons. The Hai Dongqing beat its wings frantically, desperate to fly and carry this detestable person high into the sky before dropping them to their death. But it had encountered a diamond Barbie—that seemingly slender, light figure stood rooted to the earth like a tree, her arm motionless as she held the Hai Dongqing firmly in place. No matter how the Hai Dongqing struggled with feathers and wings flying, the surrounding willows swaying wildly in the gusting wind, Tie Ci didn’t move a single step.

Deputy Li arrived hurriedly with his men. Seeing this scene, he gasped and stepped back.

Someone cried out: “That eagle’s talons!”

Only then did everyone notice the eagle’s claws were stained with blood and hanging with flesh, but obviously not Tie Ci’s.

Tie Ci said: “The corpse’s wounds.”

Those who had seen the corpse suddenly understood.

The bloody mess on the corpse’s back, such a large area—now it was clear this was caused by eagle claws!

That large swath of sweeping marks on the wall—wasn’t that from the eagle carrying the corpse in low flight, its wings scraping the wall?

And the beggar hearing a thud but seeing no one—naturally that was the eagle flying to the alley and releasing its grip, the sound of the corpse falling. The eagle was high up and flew away immediately. The beggar sleeping in the ruined temple, with the temple’s low eaves, couldn’t see the eagle above.

After the eagle dropped the corpse and flew away, it naturally wouldn’t want to continue flying low through the small alley. With the city’s tall buildings and narrow lanes creating obstacles, it would naturally choose open areas to fly away.

Tie Ci had encountered Dan Ye just yesterday. From his tone, he must be in the city recently and not far from her. So this eagle wouldn’t leave him either. The eagle would definitely stay in high places—the city had many trees, quite a few century-old ones. Either in trees or on rooftops.

When she saw the Hai Dongqing last time, Tie Ci also noticed that like the beauty she saw that night, this bird liked to relieve itself anywhere, and being a large bird, its droppings were abundant—incomparable to ordinary small birds.

Deputy Li calmed down somewhat and shouted sternly: “Arrest him!”

Dan Ye chuckled and reached behind his back.

Tie Ci suddenly said: “I wonder what Hai Dongqing meat tastes like?”

Dan Ye stopped his hand.

Dan Shuang said: “Glazed with honey on a roasting rack, should be worth trying.”

Dan Ye turned to stare at her. Dan Shuang’s expression didn’t change, and she even reached out to feel the Hai Dongqing’s fat and lean meat.

The Hai Dongqing, suffering this ultimate humiliation, looked like it very much wanted to ram its head against Dan Shuang and die, but Dan Shuang gave it no such opportunity. After feeling it, she even commented: “Might be a bit tough, I’ll do my best.”

Dan Ye: “…”

Deputy Li again: “Arrest him!”

Dan Ye took a breath and this time didn’t move, letting the constables come forward and bind him securely. The constables were about to put shackles on him when Tie Ci frowned: “Don’t—we’re just asking him back to assist with questioning. He’s not…”

Before she could finish, suddenly a constable came running frantically, shouting: “Trouble! Trouble! Cangsheng Tower suddenly closed, people are rioting, someone’s been trampled to death!”

Tie Ci felt she definitely hadn’t checked the almanac before leaving home today.

Unable to worry about Dan Ye’s situation, maintaining city order was also the Patrol Bureau’s responsibility—she had to go to Cangsheng Tower first. On the way to Cangsheng Tower, she heard from the constable who came to report that Cangsheng Tower had been quiet at first today, but didn’t open at the scheduled time. Only after more and more people gathered outside the door did someone hurriedly post a notice. The notice said that due to the patrol inspector’s reminder, they discovered the tower’s stairs weren’t sturdy enough and needed temporary repairs, so Cangsheng Tower was temporarily closed today.

Everyone was greatly disappointed. Many had even entered the city early the night before just to burn incense and pray today, so they weren’t willing to leave just like that. They proposed not going up the tower but burning incense and lighting lamps to pray in the open space outside the tower. For some reason, the monks refused this proposal. Those people then started making trouble—with so many people, they actually pushed down the temple gates and swarmed in. In the crowding process, some were trampled. The few constables there couldn’t handle this large-scale group incident and hurried to request reinforcements.

When Tie Ci arrived, she could hear the din of voices from far away. Just as she was about to go forward, Chi Xue suddenly grabbed her sleeve.

“Master, it’s dangerous for you to go now!”

Tie Ci understood her meaning—Cangsheng Tower’s closure was in response to her request, and the angry people might very well blame her. But if she didn’t go now, would she just watch a minor trampling incident become a major casualty event?

She broke free of Chi Xue’s hand. The crowd ahead was like an ocean—this time even Chi Xue screaming at the top of her lungs couldn’t alarm the already noisy crowd. Tie Ci reached out and pressed her hand on the back of the person in front of her. That person’s body immediately swayed aside, revealing a gap. Tie Ci slipped in and placed her hand on the next person’s back—that person also swayed aside.

Repeating this process, from above it looked like Tie Ci was continuously reaching out like parting waves, and the sea of people naturally opened a path, automatically dividing into two groups. On the other side, Dan Shuang did the same, splitting the crowd still squeezed outside Cangsheng Tower in half. When Tie Ci squeezed inside the gate and closed the door, more than half the people were immediately shut out.

Tie Ci shouted loudly: “Dan Shuang, Chi Xue! I’m giving you half a quarter-hour to disperse everyone outside!”

The door couldn’t stay closed long—the people inside still needed to be evacuated.

“Yes, ma’am!”

Tie Ci looked up and took a breath.

Inside were still countless people. The clamoring voices mixed with the scent of incense ash and turbid human breath filled the considerable space below Cangsheng Tower. Actually, everyone had just wanted to come in and burn incense at first, but with so many people entering and unable to find their way, they became irritable over time. So you bumped me and I stepped on you, leading to disputes. In crowded places, the negative emotions from disputes spread—more and more people began arguing and fighting. Some fell, some screamed. Looking around, Tie Ci saw nothing but people, people, people.

Just as she was about to separate the crowd again, suddenly someone shrieked: “The patrol inspector is here! It’s the patrol inspector who ordered Cangsheng Tower closed!”

Someone jumped up pointing in her direction, someone else shouted: “Cangsheng Tower doesn’t need repairs at all! This new patrol inspector wanted to use this to collect fees, and when the temple masters refused, he used the pretext of age and disrepair to force the masters to close the tower for renovation!”

With a thunderous roar, countless heads turned toward Tie Ci in unison. Before Tie Ci could react, that sea of heads surged toward her with a whoosh.

…

Chapter 36: Negotiation
Outside was chaotic as a boiling pot, but inside the Cangsheng Tower, all was peaceful. From time to time, figures in monk robes would drift by, not even glancing at the commotion outside.

At the top of Cangsheng Tower, it could almost be described as singing and dancing in celebration. There were beautiful concubines playing silk and bamboo instruments, lovely ladies brewing fragrant tea, charming maidservants burning dragon’s saliva incense, and beauties sitting opposite each other, leisurely watching flowers.

Prince Da’an’s second prince, Murong Duan, who should have been far away in Liaodong’s Ru Province, was now sitting across from a low table, studying the beauty wearing a veil opposite him. Though his face bore a smile, his eyes held a trace of growing irritation.

Who knew where this person had suddenly appeared from, brazenly knocking on Cangsheng Tower’s door early in the morning, not only recognizing him with a single sentence but also exposing all his schemes here completely.

He was secretly plotting great affairs in this land of Haiyou, concealing it from both Liaodong and the court. If discovered, he would find no favor in either place.

Originally, he had thought that since this was no longer Liaodong territory, his father’s reach couldn’t extend this far, and the capital was thousands of li away from here. With his protective barriers, they couldn’t investigate this place either. What seemed like dangerous maneuvering in a narrow space was actually perfectly safe. Who would have thought someone could peek through his plans so easily and cleverly!

But regardless of how the other party had discovered it, since they had entered this place, they had already grasped his weak spot. Today, he would inevitably have a large chunk of flesh torn away by them.

Murong Duan thought that recent times had truly been unlucky for him. His trusted confidant had been transferred away from Yanshan Guard Post, and the new commanding officer of Yanshan Guard Post had been assassinated. His elder brother kept insisting that he had sent someone to kill out of jealous hatred, because when Meng Decheng was killed, he was clutching something that could only be found in the Second Prince’s manor. This matter was reported to their father, causing a huge uproar.

It took great effort for his father to believe him and not become suspicious, even allowing him to enter the inner cabinet to attend government affairs. At this critical moment, he couldn’t afford any complications that would ruin everything.

He studied the beauty opposite him. Her veil reached almost to her feet. Her fingers holding the cup were slender as jade, with distinct joints and pink fingertips. In her turning and lifting movements, her posture was graceful. Even without lifting the veil, one could tell she was certainly a stunning beauty.

The moment this woman had entered, he had prepared to silence her permanently. However, she had only turned back with a smile and said, “If I die here, two carrier pigeons will immediately take flight. Guess where they’ll fly to?”

What was there to guess? Murong Duan forcibly swallowed that breath of anger. The matter was too important—even if this was a bluff, he didn’t dare gamble.

Hearing the increasing clamor below, his irritation grew even worse. Initially, he had said that Cangsheng Tower’s annual opening should be canceled this time to avoid accidental discovery. Someone had argued that suddenly closing the tower would arouse suspicion, insisting on keeping it open. Then last night, that young man from the capital who had come to gain experience suddenly explored the tower. That same person said the young man was a restless sort, quite shrewd, and they shouldn’t let him discover anything suspicious. Better to close the tower under this pretext, then blame everything on that young man, incite the people’s anger, and use the crowd to eliminate him when there were many people around. He had agreed to this plan.

But given the current situation, with so many people around, they mustn’t create too much commotion and let the woman before him take advantage of it.

“Has the master of the house decided?” the beauty opposite asked with a smile.

Murong Duan hesitated no longer, deciding on a quick resolution. “Since the young lady has come, naturally she shouldn’t return empty-handed. Those who see should share—I’ll take eighty percent, you take twenty.”

Beyond his expectations, the other party didn’t haggle at all, merely extending her palm: “Let’s clap hands to seal the oath.”

Murong Duan’s heart leaped with joy. Although giving away twenty percent still represented an enormously huge sum, it was still better than he had imagined. The other party wasn’t being too greedy. In his delight, he was about to extend his palm when he raised his eyes and caught a glimpse of her smiling eyes through the veil. Suddenly his heart turned cold, and he withdrew his hand, saying, “My word is as good as gold. I’ll leave you a written agreement later—there’s no need to clap hands.”

The other party simply smiled and withdrew her hand, suddenly standing up and facing the window, pursing her lips to whistle.

The sound of flapping wings arose, and in an instant something swept past the bronze bells, heading for the high sky.

Murong Duan: “What are you doing!”

“Exercising a bird,” the beauty’s tone was innocent. “I only exercised one. Guess—is it flying north or south?”

Murong Duan was beside himself with anger: “We already agreed just now!”

“Yes. Twenty percent was for buying silence from one party.” The beauty smiled and wagged her finger. “How about this—Liaodong or the court, I’ll let you choose for yourself. Consider it a bonus.”

What kind of bonus was this!

Thinking of the enormous sum represented by forty percent and his years of hard work going down the drain, Murong Duan was so angry his vision darkened. He felt half his chest’s worth of blood rushing to his head in a throb. It took a long while before he broke free from his dizzy, blinding rage, gritting his teeth: “Sixty for me, forty for you! If you’re still not satisfied, then let’s mutually destroy each other—nobody gets anything good.”

“Words alone carry no weight.”

“Bring brush and ink!”

“If you leave written evidence and your people refuse to acknowledge it, that becomes a death warrant.” The beauty shook her head. “Let’s divide the loot on the spot.”

“Only if you can take it away!”

“Don’t trouble yourself with that concern.”

“Then how will you recall that pigeon that’s already flown away?” Murong Duan took out his private seal, stamping several marks in sequence on a slip of paper according to the proper order. The beauty received it and handed it to her silent guard beside her. The tall figure hurried down from the tower with it, and after a short while returned. From far away, one could hear his body jingling and clanging like a symphony, and when he entered, cold light dazzled the eyes.

Only then did the beauty nod, producing a small bow like magic. She pursed her lips in a whistle, and after a moment the sound of flapping wings rose again. The beauty drew her bow—twang!—and a pigeon fell straight down from the tower top.

Only then did Murong Duan breathe a sigh of relief.

After feeling relieved came heartache, and after heartache came relief again—the other party was now on the same boat as him. Even for her own benefit, she wouldn’t sell him out again.

His gaze suddenly focused. He noticed that even when drawing her bow to shoot the bird, the beauty stood far from the window, and her other guard, who had been silent and motionless before, only moved two steps when she walked toward the window, positioning himself protectively beside her.

Was there something outside the window? This was his first reaction.

The beauty standing by the window, her gaze unconsciously following the falling bird downward, suddenly flashed with recognition when her sight fell on a certain point in the crowd.

…

The crowd surged toward Tie Ci like a giant wave.

In that instant, Tie Ci felt as if an iron plate or a mountain was sweeping horizontally toward her, the enormous force pushing her constantly backward, her heels carried by the crowd barely able to touch the ground. That human tide was like an ocean tide—one wave barely ending before another came, the continuous impact making breathing nearly impossible. Though she had been gifted in martial arts since childhood with tremendous strength, at this moment she understood for the first time what her master had meant: human power has its limits, and even a world-conquering hero cannot defeat a thousand armies.

Bang! Her back struck the door panel.

The moment she hit the door panel, alarm suddenly arose in her heart.

Looking up, she saw cold light flash ahead.

Someone in the crowd was wielding a blade!

Tie Ci instinctively shifted her body, about to slide along the door panel to get away, but at that moment, a sharp scream accompanied by loud crying—a child beside her was being pushed and shoved by people and fell toward her.

If Tie Ci slid away now, that blade would pierce the child’s head!

Cold light flashed like a venomous snake, silently appearing from beneath someone’s elbow ahead!

Chapter 37: Beauty Saves the Hero
In that instant, Tie Ci only had time to raise her elbow before her chest.

“Hiss!” A soft sound as the blade pierced through her wrist guard and stabbed into flesh and bone.

The bone-chilling coldness penetrated deep. Tie Ci closed her eyes, and with the knife still embedded, her five fingers on that wrist reversed direction, fiercely gripping the assassin’s wrist before he could withdraw it.

Just then, the door beside her opened. Tie Ci swung her hand, flinging the assassin out through that half of the doorway, shouting, “Watch this!”

When she threw the assassin, the man’s dagger, which he hadn’t released, was violently pulled out. Blood splattered everywhere, splattering across the faces of the surrounding crowd. The area immediately fell silent.

The man was still airborne when he turned his head in shock to stare at her, seemingly unable to believe someone could be so ruthless to themselves.

Tie Ci showed no expression.

Unable to awaken her innate abilities, she practiced martial arts desperately, often getting injured and breaking bones. It wouldn’t be wrong to say every bone in her body had been broken at least once.

She had to shoulder the burden of the entire realm—what was this little pain?

Covering her wrist and hastily tearing off a strip of cloth to bandage it, Tie Ci looked up ahead. After all the pushing and shoving, she was now directly facing the tower gate of Cangsheng Tower.

Then she picked up a sizable stone and hurled it fiercely at that gate.

The stone whistled through the air above the crowd in a gray-white arc, drawing many people’s gazes to follow its path.

“Bang!” The tower gate was smashed open with a large hole, and immediately someone rushed over to peer inside through that opening.

There seemed to be some commotion inside the tower.

The crowd was stunned. Tie Ci looked back at the area outside the gate, where Dan Shuang and Chi Xue had already evacuated the outer crowd with the bailiffs. She shouted, “With such chaos in front of the tower, the masters have always shown compassion for life—why haven’t they come out until now!”

Silence fell inside.

At the tower top, Murong Duan struck his palm with his fist, cursing loudly, “Where did this fool come from! Quick! Have them clean up below and guard the entrances tightly!”

Below the tower, hearing these words, the common people were all stunned. The heated blood from their earlier agitation receded, and they vaguely felt something strange about today’s events—even their own inexplicably intense emotions seemed wrong somehow.

Tie Ci didn’t wait for an answer from inside, shouting again, “Closing the tower was the masters’ decision. Why blame me? Monks don’t lie—please have the masters come out and confront me face to face!” She then addressed the people: “Whether the stairs inside the tower are truly deteriorated from age, why don’t we all take a look together? To avoid unnecessary casualties from being manipulated, please form an orderly queue!”

The people found this reasonable and lined up one after another. Just as order was about to be restored, Tie Ci inadvertently looked up and saw a figure suddenly appear at the tower top window—a figure in flowing purple robes, tall and graceful. The wind was strong at the tower top, her sash fluttering in the breeze as if she might fly up to heaven.

Tie Ci was startled and was trying to see more clearly when suddenly screams erupted from the tower gate. The person who had been peering inside through the gate soundlessly collapsed, blood streaming from his forehead.

Tie Ci’s gaze sharpened. Unable to care about anything else, she lifted her leg to rush into the tower.

…

At the tower top, the beauty who had been gazing down below suddenly turned to Murong Duan with a smile: “Second Highness, farewell forever.”

Then she lifted her leg and stepped out of the tower top window.

The wind roared, and her dress bloomed like a vigorous purple flower in midair.

…

Tie Ci had just lifted her leg.

But at that moment, another cry of alarm exploded. People looked up in unison.

Tie Ci instinctively looked up as well.

Then she saw a purple flower continuously growing larger in her field of vision.

Someone had fallen from the tower top!

Her mind went completely blank. Without time to think anything, she rushed forward three steps and raised both hands.

In that moment, her figure nearly became a blur from speed.

The next instant, with a muffled thud and a weight on her arms, the person fell into her embrace.

All around, people gasped in unison, falling silent as if in a vacuum.

The wound on her wrist that had just stopped bleeding gushed blood again, splattering across Tie Ci’s face.

Tie Ci couldn’t care about that. Having caught the person, she immediately ran forward wildly to dissipate that enormous impact force. She barely managed to reach the surrounding wall’s edge when she saw she was about to crash into it. She suddenly kicked out with her foot—crash!—and the wall gained a boot-sized hole.

The wind ceased, dust filled the air, and the raised strands of hair slowly settled down.

Tie Ci withdrew her foot and slowly lowered her head to look at the person in her arms.

The person was entirely wrapped in a deep purple veil, that layer of purple soft gauze outlining the exquisite contours of her face. Her eyelashes were so long and thick they actually made the face veil bulge slightly. Beneath those lashes, a pair of eyes gazed with flowing light, but the look in them was indescribably complex.

Tie Ci looked down at her. Knowing in her heart that she was a woman and the other was also a woman, she inevitably drew closer. Their noses nearly touched, their breaths mingling. She caught a faint, indescribable fragrance—vaguely like sandalwood but more mysterious and alluring than sandalwood, seeming to contain rosemary yet more robust than rosemary. She instinctively took a deep breath, liking this scent that carried no powder fragrance, feeling an inexplicable fondness arise.

But this fragrance seemed somewhat familiar, though she couldn’t remember where she’d smelled it before.

Then she noticed that because of her inhalation, the woman’s veil moved slightly, revealing a strange expression on her face. Only then did Tie Ci realize with alarm that she was still holding the other person, and her earlier action seemed like… stealing a kiss…

Turning around and looking up, she saw a mass of onlooking crowd before her, all stretching their necks like foxes, their faces clearly reading: “There’s gossip!”

Tie Ci: “…”

How slow-witted.

She’d forgotten about the propriety between men and women. Holding another person’s young lady in broad daylight like this, she’d have to take responsibility later, and a patrol inspector’s salary of seven taels of silver per year couldn’t support a wife.

She hurriedly tried to put the person down, but the beauty suddenly hugged her neck, letting out a soft whimper and burying her head in her chest, not moving.

Tie Ci: “…”

Somehow, this action also felt inexplicably familiar.

Tie Ci: “Miss! Miss!”

The miss didn’t move, trembling minutely all over. From her appearance, she seemed frightened and absolutely refused to leave Tie Ci’s embrace.

Tie Ci looked up at the sky in despair.

It’s over.

This woman is probably eyeing my patrol inspector’s salary.

Tie Ci tried to peel this woman off, but the woman’s grip was surprisingly strong. After several unsuccessful attempts, seeing the onlookers’ expressions grow even stranger—their faces had changed from “there’s gossip” to “there’s something supernatural!”

Pulling and tugging in broad daylight was really unseemly. Seeing that no one around seemed to recognize this young lady, Tie Ci could only continue holding her and prepare to call for the Cangsheng Tower gates to be opened first. But at that moment, a group of county yamen bailiffs rushed in. These people always arrived after the dust had settled, but they made quite a show, immediately wielding chains and whipping about to disperse the people. Having encountered successive incidents, the common people finally quieted down, vaguely feeling today’s events were strange. Their enthusiasm for burning incense was gone, and they scattered in small groups. Some said that since they’d come all this way, they might as well release their prayer lanterns to avoid carrying them back home. The bailiffs agreed to this as well.

County Magistrate Li also arrived. While directing the evacuation with a stern face, he walked to Tie Ci’s side. Without time for pleasantries, he said, “Young Master Mao, just now at my residence, we discovered white plum blossoms!”

Tie Ci was startled and almost asked if someone had died in his family. Then she heard County Magistrate Li continue, “They appeared in my daughter’s courtyard. My daughter was frightened.”

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief. No deaths was always good—these incidents kept coming one after another, and it was getting tiring.

“White plums foretell murder. My residence is no longer safe, and I fear my daughter has already been targeted. Young Master Mao, you’re temporarily acting as patrol inspector. Protecting the people and apprehending criminals is your unavoidable duty. I’ll handle the aftermath here—please bring people to keep watch in my daughter’s courtyard tonight.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Wait, are you sure these plum blossoms weren’t molded from wax by your daughter to trick me into sleeping first and marrying later?

Having given his instructions, County Magistrate Li went to arrange other matters. Tie Ci had completely forgotten she was still holding a woman and stood in place, looking up at the sky in a desolate and forlorn pose.

Someone shouted, “The lanterns are rising!”

Tie Ci looked down and was immediately stunned.

At some point, those deep red prayer Kongming lanterns had been lit and were slowly rising. The pale yellow light within the red lanterns flickered on and off, tassels swaying, as if countless warm, glowing stars had suddenly appeared beneath the canopy of heaven.

And she stood in the midst of this sea of starlight.

The surrounding people also quieted down, watching in that sea of lanterns: the tall, handsome youth holding a graceful beauty, her gauze dress gently stirring, subtle fragrance lingering, his jaw slightly raised, thin as jade porcelain.

It was truly a beautiful scene—worthy of a painting, of poetry, of being carved in jade and preserved for eternity, fragrant and imperishable.

The people dispersed with the gentle emotion born from this beautiful scene, not knowing that the pair who brought to mind words like “golden boy and jade girl,” “perfect match,” and “beautiful couple” were thinking the following at that moment:

Tie Ci: “This woman is really heavy, damn it.”

The beauty: “Is this hooligan deliberately groping my bottom?”

…

Chapter 38: The Top Courtesan Has So Many Tricks
Tie Ci didn’t want to go to the Li residence—she wanted to enter Cangsheng Tower. But in the end, she only glanced at County Magistrate Li and left with Dan Shuang and Chi Xue.

The assassin she had thrown out was caught by Dan Shuang, but the moment she caught him, he died.

When Tie Ci examined him, she discovered that he too had been stabbed to death. With so many people around at the time, it seemed someone else had been mixed in the crowd and silenced him.

The lead was cut off, which was within expectations.

The beauty seemed to have received a tremendous shock. Although she was finally willing to come down from Tie Ci’s arms, she refused to leave her side and insisted on following her. Tie Ci asked for her name and where she came from, tactfully suggesting that following her wasn’t very convenient, and offering to escort her home instead.

The beauty then tearfully said, “This humble woman is called Feiyu, a lady from Fuchun Tower. I also came to pray for blessings today, but arrived quite early when the tower gates were still open. I wandered upstairs but didn’t see anyone. Who knew that later the door would be locked, and I couldn’t get out or find the masters. When I stood by the window planning to call for help to those below, someone suddenly pushed me down… sob sob sob.”

She covered her face and began crying in a delicate, affected voice. Tie Ci’s mouth twitched—her upbringing was good, so she said nothing. But Dan Shuang couldn’t stand such affectation and said coldly, “Can’t you speak without pinching your voice like that?”

Miss Feiyu chuckled.

Without pinching her voice, she might scare you to death.

However, being called out like that made her more natural. When Tie Ci said she’d escort her back to Fuchun Tower, she pulled at Tie Ci’s sleeve coquettishly: “Sir, sir, don’t send me back yet. Going back means more entertaining guests, accompanying those old, smelly fellows. Aren’t you investigating a case? I’m the victim! You need to question me about how I fell, right?”

Tie Ci sighed and pulled her hand away, saying, “Miss, I can’t afford your time.”

Chi Xue looked at Feiyu, exchanging glances with Dan Shuang. Dan Shuang frowned and said, “Don’t tell me you’ve taken a fancy to my young master’s youthful beauty and are harboring fantasies of social climbing? I say, aren’t you thinking a bit too much?”

Miss Feiyu shyly lowered her head.

No, she could think even more.

No matter how Tie Ci coaxed and reasoned, she simply wouldn’t leave. One moment she said the madam would beat and scold her, the next she said she feared the person who pushed her down the tower would retaliate when she was alone. This latter reason did catch Tie Ci’s attention, as she felt it was indeed a real concern. She glanced at the beauty, thinking that if something really happened, her conscience wouldn’t be clear either. If she wanted to follow, let her follow—keeping her in sight meant she couldn’t cause trouble, right?

So she brought Miss Feiyu to the Li residence. On the way, Miss Feiyu finally removed her veil. The moment her face was revealed, everyone’s expressions turned strange. Chi Xue, who had always prided herself on her good skin, touched her own face. Dan Shuang snorted coldly and turned her head away, jealous light shooting from her eyes. Tie Ci smiled as she appreciated the view, thinking she was even more beautiful than imagined—though a patrol inspector’s salary couldn’t support her, Ruixiang Hall wouldn’t mind sweeping the couch to welcome her.

She was rather envious of the other’s height. She herself was considered tall, but this lady was several inches taller than her without appearing awkward. There was a natural, perfect quality to it.

The carriage stopped in front of the Li residence. The Li family’s servants poured out to receive them, clustering around Tie Ci as they headed to the rear courtyard with an air as if welcoming a new son-in-law returning home.

Tie Ci, who had always been good at adapting to environments, asked if they had suitable robes she could change into, as her clothes were covered in blood and dirt. They requested that Tie Ci’s group settle in the small hall while they sent someone to fetch clothes.

Before long, the person bringing clothes arrived—not just one person, but a whole group. Leading them was someone with lotus steps, personally carrying clothes and medicine. Who else could it be but Miss Li?

Before the person had even turned around the partition, Tie Ci could already see a corner of light red embroidered skirt. She sighed inwardly, glanced at Miss Feiyu who wasn’t eating or drinking the refreshments but was playing with her fingers, quickly walked over and sat beside Miss Feiyu. She picked up a piece of fruit paste sesame leaf cake, smiling as she fed it into her mouth: “Come, have some refreshments.”

Miss Feiyu was startled, then smiled, opening her mouth to take the cake and very skillfully throwing Tie Ci a flirtatious glance.

Tie Ci mentally applauded her swift and accurate response—truly worthy of being a top courtesan! Such high professional standards!

Looking up again, she saw the light red dress had stopped at the doorway. Miss Li obviously wasn’t a match for the top courtesan—every feature showed surprise and disappointment, and her eyes quickly filled with watery tears.

Tie Ci felt a headache coming on.

But Miss Li’s sadness and disappointment were quickly dispersed by a sharp scream. She rushed over, nervously pointing at Tie Ci’s wrist: “Blood… blood…”

Tie Ci looked down to see that her wound had somehow split open again, blood flowing freely.

A constantly reopening wound would be very troublesome. She couldn’t change clothes now—she had to treat the wound first. She gestured to Dan Shuang, who skillfully took out a needle and thread kit from her chest, opened a small bottle, and disinfected the needle.

Miss Li stood three steps away, watching in horror with an expression of both heartache and fear.

She didn’t know what to do, but Miss Feiyu glanced over and, seeing the group of people standing in a daze, said in a melodious voice: “What are you standing around for? Quickly bring clean water, cloth for washing, and bandages!”

“Ah, ah, hurry and get them!”

Hot water was brought, along with snow-white cloth folded in layers. Dan Shuang cleaned the wound and applied a layer of anesthetic their master had given them. Miss Feiyu leaned over with great interest, staring at the bottle containing the anesthetic.

Dan Shuang picked up the needle and thread to suture the wound—this was the wound treatment method their master had taught them. Miss Li looked like she was about to faint again, so Tie Ci sighed: “We warriors who lick blood from blade edges shouldn’t frighten the young lady. Perhaps you should step away for now.”

But Miss Li refused to leave, standing in place wringing her fingers. Dan Shuang didn’t hesitate, quickly making two stitches with rough movements and ugly stitches. Miss Li gasped.

But Tie Ci didn’t mind. She’d had torn wounds before, all carelessly sewn by Dan Shuang, looking like earthworms. There was no helping it—Chi Xue was nimble but couldn’t do this work. She used to faint at the sight of blood, and though she’d improved somewhat after following Tie Ci for years, she still couldn’t handle such heavy responsibilities.

Tie Ci didn’t mind, but someone couldn’t bear to watch. Miss Li trembled for a long while, her face pale, struggling several times before finally saying: “…This… perhaps… I should do it…”

Dan Shuang looked back at her and laughed coldly, truly throwing down the needle and thread: “Go ahead!”

Miss Li’s face went even paler, as if she were being forced. She stepped forward to pick up the needle and thread, her hands shaking as she gestured for a long time without daring to begin, gradually becoming transfixed by Tie Ci’s wrist.

Though the wound was ghastly, it made the surrounding skin appear white and delicate, the wrist bone exquisite, the forearm beautifully lined yet not lacking in strength. As Miss Li watched, her cheeks gradually reddened.

But Dan Shuang couldn’t stand it anymore. She reached out to snatch back the needle and thread: “Miss, are you here to help or to ogle men?”

Miss Li’s face instantly burned with embarrassment. She stammered while holding the needle and thread, and it looked like new tears were about to well up in her eyes. Tie Ci was developing a headache when suddenly a hand reached over, took the needle and thread, and with a swift motion began stitching. The needle moved quickly and rhythmically, her fingers almost becoming a blur between rises and falls. She stitched with such beauty that the completed suture was equally beautiful. More wonderfully still, Tie Ci noticed she had achieved the effect of suturing and tightening with the fewest stitches possible—not only skillful and bold, but obviously quite clever too.

She couldn’t help praising: “I never expected Miss Feiyu to be so skilled at needlework.”

Feiyu glanced at her sideways, flicked her finger to send the needle and thread flying back into Dan Shuang’s needle box, while her other hand pressed against Tie Ci’s wrist, stroking back and forth as she said casually: “What needlework? I never learned any. Such simple work—you can do it just by watching, can’t you?”

Tie Ci looked down at her wrist—this top courtesan’s finger was pressing on her skin, slowly stroking back and forth, yet her eyes looked elsewhere as if completely unaware of what she was doing. Was this a habit of petting animals, or was she a perverted maniac?

Either way, quite handsy!

She looked at her wrist, then at Feiyu.

Feiyu’s finger paused, a hint of confusion flashing in her eyes. She quietly moved her finger away, picked up the small bottle of anesthetic, and applied another layer with natural skill. Then she rolled her finger and very naturally tucked it into her sleeve.

Chi Xue suddenly smiled: “Oh my, Miss Feiyu should hold that bottle carefully.”

Even more naturally, she reached out and pulled the bottle back.

Caught red-handed, Feiyu didn’t even blush, praising Chi Xue: “You’re so considerate. Even Mama Yang in our courtyard isn’t as meticulous as you.”

Chi Xue also acted as if she hadn’t understood the insult, smiling modestly: “I wouldn’t dare, I wouldn’t dare. My apologies.”

Tie Ci listened to their verbal sparring, inwardly amused while maintaining a calm exterior. Dan Shuang helped her wrap the wound tightly, and she got up to change clothes.

She turned behind the screen. Dan Shuang glared fiercely at both Miss Li and Feiyu. The former lowered her head in shame, while the latter smiled and winked at her.

Tie Ci quickly changed clothes and washed up briefly, then began questioning Miss Li. This time she sat far from both women, formally asking Miss Li to bring out the white plum blossom for her to examine, and asking where it had first appeared and how.

“…I don’t know either. My maid Luqi suddenly cried out, and that’s when we discovered there was an extra white plum blossom on the courtyard gate…”

Miss Li’s maid stepped forward and presented a white plum blossom on a tray.

Tie Ci leaned over to look. The previous white plum blossoms had all been incomplete, and the third corpse had no white plum blossom at all. This time she had to examine it carefully.

She looked left and right.

After a long while, Tie Ci sat down, supporting her forehead with her hand and sighing.

In this beautiful spring weather, wasn’t there anything better to do? Even going back to tangle desperately with bedding would be better!

“Young master, is… is there something wrong? Am I going to die…”

“No, I’m afraid everyone in this room could die of old age and you still might not die.” Tie Ci’s gaze went blank as she said gently and numbly, “Miss, young lady, sir—didn’t you notice that this isn’t a white plum blossom, but a pear blossom!”

Miss Li: “…”

In the complete silence, she looked ready to cry: “But… but… pear blossoms don’t have this kind of red center…”

“I just passed through the front courtyard and saw a red-centered delicate pear tree planted by the hanging flower gate. The more mature this type of pear blossom becomes, the redder its center gets. It was probably blown over by the wind from far away. Since you rarely go beyond the hanging flower gate, you wouldn’t know about this type of pear blossom in your own residence.” Tie Ci stood up. “I should have realized earlier—if it were really a white plum blossom, you should be a corpse by now… Since there’s nothing wrong, I’ll take my leave.”

Though it was a false alarm, she breathed a sigh of relief and quickly walked outside. Miss Li looked helpless, lifting her skirt to chase after her, soon becoming breathless: “Young master… Master Mao… it’s not like that… we heard sounds outside…”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking. Dan Shuang said: “If you want to see our young master, you don’t need to go to such elaborate lengths! One word from you would have people running their legs off, wouldn’t it!”

Miss Li became even more flustered. In her anxiety, she couldn’t speak, and just as Tie Ci was stepping over the threshold, a sharp scream came from the distance.

Tie Ci froze, then rushed toward the sound. She found a green-clothed maid collapsed on the ground. She checked her pulse—fortunately, she had only fainted.

After reviving the maid, they learned she was Luqi. Luqi covered her head, saying confusedly: “I was just going to get refreshments when I saw a black shadow jump out of the young lady’s courtyard. Before I could see clearly, everything went black…”

A nearby servant woman added: “This old woman heard something wrong and hurried over, shouting loudly. I saw a black shadow crouching beside Luqi. When it heard my voice, it ran away.”

Luqi said gratefully: “If not for Mama arriving in time, I might have been killed…”

Tie Ci made no comment, ordering someone to help her rest. She turned to see Miss Li staring at her with a pale face, swaying as if about to collapse. She sighed: “Don’t be afraid, miss. I won’t leave. I’ll keep watch for you tonight.”

Miss Li immediately transformed from worry to joy. She said she was afraid and asked Tie Ci to come into her courtyard. Tie Ci no longer declined, but insisted that since men and women should be separate, she would only rest and guard in the courtyard. Miss Li had no choice and couldn’t very well sit with her in the courtyard the whole time, so she went into her inner chamber but left the window open, sitting by the window to embroider while gazing from afar at Tie Ci’s back in the courtyard. Her loving eyes frequently fell on Tie Ci’s not-very-broad back.

Tie Ci pretended not to notice. Since childhood, because of her beauty, she had been subjected to all kinds of gazes from both men and women. There was really no need to make a big fuss about it anymore.

Though she said she was guarding, there was no need to sit rigidly upright. Miss Li, worried she would be tired after her injury, had someone bring a reclining chair. Tie Ci sat down without ceremony. Glancing around, she saw that Miss Feiyu had somehow also gotten herself a reclining chair and was occupying one side of the courtyard, swaying leisurely.

Tie Ci turned her head to look at her, discovering that the two of them were swaying at the same frequency. She smiled inwardly, thinking this was also an interesting person.

The sunlight was warm, and she was tired from recent days. Understanding in her heart that the assassin wouldn’t come now, Tie Ci just closed her eyes slightly and fell asleep.

When she fell asleep, Chi Xue and Dan Shuang, who had been sitting on small stools talking quietly, immediately stopped speaking. Chi Xue got up to ask the host family for a thin blanket. Miss Feiyu, who had appeared to be dozing, suddenly opened her eyes, quietly walked to Tie Ci’s side. Dan Shuang immediately stood up alertly. Feiyu ignored her, taking out her veil—a long purple gauze that trailed on the ground—and draped it over Tie Ci.

Dan Shuang frowned at her, reaching to remove the veil. Feiyu made a “shh” sound: “Don’t be like a prickly hedgehog. I’m caring for my patron, just covering him with a blanket. You should learn something—being a woman means being like me: suitable for home, gentle and considerate. Understand?”

Dan Shuang: “…”

There were too many points to criticize; she really didn’t know how to respond for a moment.

She raised her hand to remove this gentle, considerate, home-suitable top courtesan’s useless gauze cover, but Feiyu suddenly pulled the gauze up a bit, half-covering Tie Ci’s face, and whispered with a smile: “Look, with the veil on, he looks more like a young lady than I do.”

Dan Shuang’s heart jumped and her hand paused. Feiyu had already returned to her reclining chair and resumed swaying.

Chi Xue returned with a thin blanket. Seeing Dan Shuang’s strange expression, she inquired with her eyes. Dan Shuang jerked her mouth toward Feiyu.

Chi Xue understood and said quietly: “Don’t bother arguing with her—she’s not worth it.” She covered Tie Ci with the blanket, but also used a support pole to hold up the veil above Tie Ci’s head, shielding her from the direct sunlight.

When Tie Ci opened her eyes again, she saw a purple-red sun with the sky’s clouds forming a band of deep black. Everything was shrouded in a layer of dreamlike, ethereal color with heavy, blurred outlines. At first glance, it looked like the apocalyptic mechanical style her master had once painted.

Only when her vision focused did she realize it was just a purple veil over her head. Looking through that purple gauze, she turned her head sideways to see the veil’s owner also sleeping. Her profile showed a nose like a knife edge—high and straight—but the jawline was even more distinct than her nose. Such a profile had a sharp quality, but her fine, slightly curled eyelashes softened this feeling, while her soft red lips were three shades more vibrant than the peach blossom hanging by her cheek.

She was like some great evil from demon mountains and enchanted seas, neither male nor female, with one hand holding red fire and the other ice, half peach blossom and half snow, a blood-colored cloak covering a round of clear moon, her flower-pinching fingertips scattered with black poison.

Tie Ci admired this for a while, caught the scent of food, and then saw the top courtesan who had been sleeping as if unconscious suddenly sit up with a whoosh.

Did she have food radar installed in her body?

Miss Feiyu got up and walked toward the table, suddenly turning back to throw another flirtatious glance at her.

Had she discovered the voyeurism just now?

Tie Ci felt no guilt and sat up openly, going to the table to eat. At a glance, she saw Miss Li had actually taken the main seat—she was going to dine with them.

Well, she still had to eat. Tie Ci sat down with Miss Li on her left and Feiyu on her right.

The meal was quite lavish. Tie Ci picked up her chopsticks when Miss Li suddenly said softly: “Since the young master is injured, let me serve you food.”

“I injured my left hand, which doesn’t interfere with holding chopsticks. At worst, I have my atten…” Tie Ci’s words weren’t finished when a pair of chopsticks reached over, carrying a pigeon egg that was fed—no, shoved—into her open mouth.

Tie Ci: “…”

She’s going to choke me to death.

I knew the consequences of being fought over were serious, but I didn’t know choking to death was one of them.

Miss Feiyu seemed completely unaware of the violence in that chopstick thrust, withdrawing her chopsticks and glancing at Miss Li with a smile: “The story just now teaches you: if you want to feed someone, do it quickly; if you want to compete, do it immediately. Otherwise, by the time it’s your turn, the day lily will be cold.”

Miss Li looked ready to cry again.

Dan Shuang said coldly: “Right, if you want to choke someone to death, do it quickly. This is how the gentle, considerate top courtesans from famous brothels are trained. Understand?”

Tie Ci wanted to applaud her.

Ever since she became the beauty champion at age twelve and was pursued relentlessly, she had miraculously avoided too much harassment, largely thanks to having such a fierce, sharp-tongued senior maid.

Only now did Miss Li understand Feiyu’s identity. Her complexion paled considerably, and she no longer competed with her.

Feiyu wasn’t affected by this disdain either, eating methodically. Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief, thinking that as long as this person didn’t cause trouble, she could have a good meal. Besides, her troublemaking wasn’t entirely bad—it helped block Miss Li’s unbearable attentiveness.

For a while, there was almost no sound at the table. Chi Xue stood to one side serving food when she suddenly frowned slightly.

She noticed that the only one making slight sounds with bowl and chopsticks was Miss Li, currently the only proper young lady at the table.

Tie Ci, coming from the royal family, had palace training and protocols that gave her dignified bearing—she never made sounds while eating. But why was that top courtesan also eating completely silently?

While she was pondering this, the top courtesan couldn’t stay quiet for long and began causing trouble again. She suddenly glanced at Tie Ci’s rice bowl and said: “You’re a grown man, eating so little? On this whole table of dishes, is there nothing you like?”

Tie Ci ate in the palace style, taking only three chopstick-fulls of each dish and never more. Even Chi Xue and Dan Shuang didn’t know what she actually liked. Chi Xue had been careful to disguise this today, naturally not giving Tie Ci three chopstick-fulls of each dish, but habitually served a balanced selection. Miss Feiyu’s question was quite meaningful—she not only saw the pattern in the food serving but even noticed that Tie Ci had no favorite dishes at all.

Tie Ci looked up and tapped her bowl: “Then you, a woman, eating so much? Quite an appetite.”

Feiyu said: “When I was little, my mother wouldn’t let me eat much, saying girls who ate too much would be laughed at, and only slender waists could be considered beautiful. Back then, I was hungry for most of the year. When companions gave me food and my mother found out, I’d be starved even more severely. Later when I grew up, she thought I should eat more. I ate more each meal—at first I couldn’t manage it and would vomit, but stuffing and vomiting, stuffing and vomiting, gradually my appetite grew. But I can also eat little. My stomach can handle hunger and fullness, bend and stretch. Going seven days without food is fine, holding three jars is also fine. It’s truly a resilient and useful thing.”

She spoke lightly, but Tie Ci was somewhat stunned listening, couldn’t help saying: “How can your stomach be good after such treatment?”

But Feiyu smiled again: “Then why can’t you eat much?”

Tie Ci had ten thousand ways to deflect and evade, but at this moment, still thinking about the other’s abused stomach, she casually said: “Eating too much clogs the intestines and stomach, causing blood to concentrate there and affecting brain function. Once a person becomes stupid, they might never recover.”

Chi Xue coughed lightly.

Tie Ci immediately realized her mistake, feeling both annoyed and surprised.

Having grown up in the palace and weathered many storms, she really wasn’t someone who spoke carelessly. Yet now she had said something she shouldn’t have.

Was it because the spring night and moonlight were too peaceful, or because the focused gaze of the person smiling across from her was too beautiful?

Feiyu was stunned and thought for a moment: “That’s such strange talk. I can sort of understand the general meaning, but every word is so peculiar.”

She said she could understand, but Miss Li clearly had no comprehension at all, staring blankly.

Tie Ci knew the top courtesan was quite perceptive, but didn’t expect her to be perceptive to this degree. She mentally slapped herself, picked up her chopsticks and placed a piece of spareribs in Feiyu’s bowl: “This is well-known medical theory. Come, these plum-flavored spareribs are good—if you like them, eat more.”

Feiyu smiled and glanced at her, saying nothing more. But Miss Li’s gaze followed that piece of sparerib, jealous light threatening to shoot from her eyes. Seeing this wasn’t good, Tie Ci thought they mustn’t create another drama scene. She saw Miss Li’s maid behind her couldn’t help herself and said coldly: “Since when can brothel women sit at the same table as our young lady?”

Feiyu wasn’t angry either. She bit into the sparerib and leaned back, her eyes flowing as she glanced at Miss Li with a smile: “Oh my, seeing your jealous faces makes me so— happy—”

Tie Ci: “…”

No, I’m not happy.

How did I end up rescuing such a troublemaker?

Feiyu wasn’t finished with the already red-faced Li family master and servant. She suddenly bumped Miss Li’s shoulder, saying with dancing eyebrows: “Do you know why I alone have won Master Mao’s favor?”

Tie Ci: “…”

No, wait, when did I favor you? How do I not know about this?

Miss Li moved away from Feiyu, saying stiffly: “What are you talking about, miss!”

Feiyu rested her elbow on the chair back, her face nestled in her arm, smiling as she drew out her words: “Because you’re not more womanly than me!”

Miss Li angrily set down her chopsticks. Turning her head, she was confronted with a beautiful, pure lotus face at such close distance that her skin remained flawless. The perfectly arched upturn at the corner of her eyes, half-hidden by those dense lashes, made her look perpetually half-drunk and languid, like scattered moonlight and broken starlight, ready to draw one’s soul to that soundless romantic place.

There are many beauties in the world, but enchantresses are rarely seen. Miss Li felt a moment of what could be called shame at her own inadequacy.

She wordlessly set down her chopsticks, nodded reluctantly to Tie Ci, and returned to her room.

Tie Ci didn’t know whether to feel relieved or more worried.

After hurriedly finishing the meal, Miss Li’s room soon went dark. Tie Ci sat in the courtyard appreciating the moon, with Feiyu also sitting down beside her.

She sat very close. Tie Ci, out of security habits, never liked sitting too close to people, so she moved over.

Feiyu then scooted closer again.

She moved again.

Feiyu scooted again.

Seeing they had reached the edge of the steps where moving again would mean falling off, Tie Ci sighed and stopped moving.

Better than sitting on her lap, anyway.

Before this thought was complete, she heard the top courtesan say coquettishly: “Sir, at the brothel, when it’s dark and windy like this, you should pull this slave onto your lap…”

Tie Ci: “…Thanks for the invitation. But miss, you’re too heavy.”

The top courtesan sighed resentfully, murmuring: “Haven’t even redeemed me yet and already complaining I eat too much. Truly, men have been heartless since ancient times…”

Tie Ci smiled.

Whether men are heartless or not, I don’t know.

That you’re extremely theatrical, I know.

Feiyu was quiet for a while before entering the next round of troublemaking, saying: “Since we’re fated to sit shoulder to shoulder admiring the moon, we should at least say something to go with the meal, right?” She pulled out a bag of sunflower seeds from her bosom.

Tie Ci went with the flow: “Alright, then tell me about something that’s made you very unhappy recently.”

Feiyu: “…Your lordship is truly unique.” She shook the bag, pouring seeds for Tie Ci.

Tie Ci: “You flatter me—likewise.” She extended her palm to receive the seeds: one, two, three…

Dan Shuang’s eyes nearly rolled to heaven—she’d never seen anyone so stingy, even afraid of pouring too many sunflower seeds!

Fortunately, Tie Ci wasn’t afraid. She patiently kept her palm extended, forcing Miss Feiyu to pour them one by one, two by three, until she’d poured out half the small bag.

Finally, Feiyu’s lips were trembling. She had to admit defeat and put the bag away early.

Tie Ci smiled as she cracked sunflower seeds, the sound very crisp. She understood that the most vicious way to irritate a miser was to eat quickly and with obvious enjoyment at this moment.

Amid the vindictive seed-cracking sounds, Feiyu also viciously cracked a seed: “Recently, what made me unhappy? There’s this ugly monster who dared to request my services. She doesn’t lack for people, so why reach so far? Interfering with my money-making business is unforgivable. When I see her in the future, I’ll definitely castrate her… What about you?”

“Me?” Tie Ci thought about it. There were too many unhappy things, so she could only pick the most inconsequential to mention: “I met an extortionist and thief who stole my most important possession and even fought with me. When I see them in the future, castration would be too mild—after all, I don’t even know if it’s male or female, probably some hermaphrodite. Better to sell them to Elephant Country; maybe they could win a beauty queen contest. When they get the prize money, I’ll take half.”

After both finished speaking, they looked at each other and smiled, both finding the other’s imagination peculiar, language lively, and quite delightful yet detestable.

The two sat harmoniously shoulder to shoulder, cracking sunflower seeds in the moonlight. After a while, Feiyu suddenly seemed to remember something and asked: “I heard the maid here say earlier that you’re from an official family in the capital? Have you seen the Crown Princess?”

Tie Ci methodically cracked her seeds: “Haven’t seen her. I’m just the son of an unranked third-rank official—how would I have the chance to see the Crown Princess?”

“But you should have heard about her, right?”

“Oh? Which aspect do you want to hear about?”

“Any aspect will do.”

“Then I’ll tell you. The Crown Princess is naturally beautiful beyond compare, her talent is first-rate, her temperament is gentle, her character noble, she’s diligent in governance and loves the people, practices self-restraint and frugality, is modest, benevolent and filial, and has precious moral character…”

Feiyu burst out laughing and said leisurely: “How strange. The Crown Princess I heard about is completely different from what you describe.”

“Oh? Please elaborate.”

Feiyu cracked a pile of seed shells, gathered all the kernels together, ate them in one mouthful, and after contentedly crunching away, delivered her final verdict: “Ugly and useless!”

Tie Ci fell silent. Useless was bearable—she couldn’t stop people from saying that openly or secretly. But ugly?

Feiyu pointed to her own nose: “Anyone not as good as me counts as ugly.”

Tie Ci looked at her: “Oh.”

She wouldn’t argue, but Feiyu felt uncomfortable with the lack of response. She bumped Tie Ci’s knee: “What do you mean, ‘oh’?”

“I’m thinking.” Tie Ci, unlike Feiyu, peeled her seeds one by one, maintaining the same rhythm as she said slowly: “The water spewing from your mouth now will all become tears flowing down your cheeks later. The ancients did not deceive me.”

Feiyu laughed, full of disdain ready to float away.

Tie Ci smiled benevolently at her, thinking: You woman, keep spouting nonsense slandering me. Sooner or later I’ll tie you to the phoenix bed in Ruixiang Hall and do this and that and that and this to you, making you cry out helplessly to heaven and earth, wanting to die every day but living on, wanting to live but being devoured alive, swallowing sounds and choking back tears…

Probably Feiyu couldn’t see the darkness flowing like oil beneath her benevolent expression. After a while, she yawned. Tie Ci felt a weight on her shoulder and turned to see the top courtesan had rested her head on her shoulder and fallen asleep.

Tie Ci looked at her thick, dark lashes like dense fans. When this woman’s eyes were open, her appearance was gorgeous and beautiful with a noble air, but when closed, she seemed elegant and refined. Her temperament had a subtle contradictory quality. Tie Ci couldn’t help reaching out to pinch her eyelashes. Feiyu swatted at her hand like shooing a fly. Not to be outdone, Tie Ci moved her hand down to pinch her cheek. The touch was surprisingly smooth, making her both envious and resentful as she clicked her tongue.

She waited a while longer until Feiyu seemed to be sleeping deeply, then took off the cloak Chi Xue had given her and draped it over Feiyu’s head. She pulled over a stool for Feiyu to lean against and quietly stood up.

Since you want to sit here and keep watch, then keep watch for me.

She planned to go check out Cangsheng Tower.

She had only half-risen when suddenly a hand shot out from under the cloak. The previously deeply sleeping Feiyu lightning-fast grabbed her, then her arm quickly climbed up to Tie Ci’s waist. Looking down, Tie Ci saw Feiyu still had her eyes closed, murmuring coquettishly: “Sir… don’t leave… haven’t paid the night crossing fee yet…”

Tie Ci: “…”

She’d heard of clients running off in the middle of the night to avoid paying, but never thought she’d play that role herself today.

This lady was truly professional.

Just as she was about to pry off Feiyu’s hands, she suddenly heard a sharp whooshing sound!

The sound was too familiar. In that instant, Tie Ci couldn’t think of anything else and suddenly leaned backward.

The wind sound brushed past her nose tip, bringing bone-chilling cold, then with a “whoosh” shot through the courtyard flowers and trees, exploding countless green fragments and petals before flashing away.

When Tie Ci fell backward, Feiyu was still holding her waist. This fall caused Feiyu to land on top of her. Tie Ci raised her hand, the cloak covering them both, then the wind sounds continued in succession, mixed with Dan Shuang’s angry shouts.

Tie Ci called out: “Dan Shuang, protect Chi Xue!”

Her moment of distraction in speaking allowed the wind sound to approach. Feiyu, riding on top of her, suddenly pressed down against her chest. With a “hiss,” the wind sound passed over both their heads, silently tearing a slit in the cloak.

Tie Ci tightened her arms, hugged Feiyu close, and rolled violently. The cloak, along with both of them, tumbled through the air. With another “crack,” another beam of light pierced through, and they dodged another sharp wind.

With a “bang,” both crashed to the ground, this time with Tie Ci on top of Feiyu.

The cloak slowly settled, still covering them both, and the third wind sound arrived. This time it was like violent rain and fierce wind, coming from all directions.

Feiyu seemed very flustered, reaching around blindly. She suddenly pressed down on Tie Ci’s wrist, right on Tie Ci’s wound, causing Tie Ci’s whole body to go weak from pain. Feiyu was already holding her, rolling continuously. Tie Ci heard “thud thud thud thud” sounds following their rolling movement, constantly shooting into the ground where they had just been. The closest shot had its cold arrow shaft already pressing against her waist. But Feiyu’s rolling, though appearing panicked, was indescribably agile. Each time they barely, barely scraped by. Sharp weapons piercing the ground kicked up endless dust mixed with a strange smell that seeped through the torn gaps in the cloak. Tie Ci couldn’t hold her breath at this point and choked on several mouthfuls. After rolling several more times, they finally stopped, and this time Feiyu was back on top of Tie Ci.

The wind sounds finally stopped. Tie Ci took a breath, finding that strange smell even stronger. The Feiyu on top of her suddenly shuddered all over, then actually braced her legs and tried to stand up on Tie Ci’s body.

This position was truly strange. Tie Ci, worried she would become an enemy target standing like that, kindly pulled her down. Feiyu was caught off guard and fell back onto her. In that instant, Tie Ci suddenly felt something hard poke her. She couldn’t help but freeze—did Feiyu have weapons on her?

But that sensation didn’t quite seem like…

She was puzzling over this when she heard Feiyu seem to gasp, then apparently grit her teeth before suddenly pushing her away.

The moment she pushed Tie Ci away, there was a “whoosh” as the wind sound rose again. This time it was like a heavy object with an extremely heavy and fierce wind sound, heading straight for Tie Ci’s head.

From the sound, that thing was frighteningly heavy—the kind that would break bones even with a glancing blow.

Tie Ci’s anger flared from her heart.

Was this lady trying to push her out as a human shield?

She had always been someone who didn’t take losses lying down. The moment she was pushed out, she grabbed Feiyu’s hand and swung her toward the direction of the wind sound.

But Feiyu was also a troublemaker. Being swung out, she instantly hooked onto Tie Ci’s belt.

The two had just been cooperating against the enemy but instantly turned to mutual sabotage, dragging and pulling each other in a chain. Just as something massive darkened the sky above them and crashed down, mixed with Dan Shuang’s furious roar.

“Crack. Crack.”

Two crisp sounds rang out, but they didn’t sound like breaking bones. The two figures rolled apart, glaring at each other.

Another “bang” echoed as dust rose and settled. Somehow, two reclining chairs had appeared in the courtyard, one on each side, supporting a boulder. The chairs had already shattered under the massive stone, breaking into a pile of brittle bamboo and wood fragments.

In that final moment, each had hooked over a reclining chair, using the chairs to support the boulder for a moment and successfully rolling out of the kill zone.

Dan Shuang rushed over and, seeing the scene clearly, breathed a sigh of relief.

Then she looked toward Feiyu.

The two reclining chairs had been placed left and right in the courtyard, but not everyone could have such quick thinking in a life-or-death moment, especially with a massive stone above and a burdensome companion below.

It wasn’t surprising that the Crown Princess had this ability, but for this brothel woman to be so clever was quite remarkable.

Tie Ci gripped her injured wrist—after that series of intense movements, half her body was now numb. She rarely showed a stern expression, but now stared grimly at the boulder half as tall as a person.

Such a heavy stone would be very difficult for even a master to throw from such a distance, unless… they used a catapult.

A catapult was siege equipment!

How could siege equipment appear in the middle of the night at an ordinary residence? To go to such elaborate lengths to kill her—had her identity been discovered?

Chi Xue, who had cleverly hidden earlier, also came out. Seeing the boulder, she immediately understood the gravity of the situation, her face pale as snow.

All three pairs of eyes turned to Feiyu. She was half-kneeling with her wide skirt spread like a tent, blocking her entire lower body. Her face looked even worse than theirs, though her cheeks bore a strange flush.

This posture was somewhat odd, but she maintained it without getting up.

Tie Ci didn’t focus too much attention on Feiyu. Though this lady was somewhat mysterious, this incident shouldn’t be related to her—after all, those flying arrows and boulders hadn’t avoided her either.

She suddenly realized something was wrong.

With such a commotion in the courtyard—like a siege battle—how could the inner chambers remain completely silent?

Chi Xue also noticed, hurrying up to the gallery to knock on the hall door.

No response.

Tie Ci’s pupils contracted as she slowly stood up. Dan Shuang suddenly said: “Someone released drugs. The smell isn’t right.”

Tie Ci knew the smell was wrong—she had detected it earlier, but aside from feeling a bit drowsy, she hadn’t experienced any other unusual sensations.

She was about to push open the door when suddenly there was a commotion outside, firelight blazing, followed by a “bang” as the courtyard gate was smashed open.

Tie Ci’s hand was still on the door when she turned back to see County Magistrate Li rushing in with people, torches blazing. In the firelight, the magistrate’s face was full of fury as he shouted: “It really is you! What are you doing! What do you want to do to my daughter!”

Chapter 39: The Black Hand
Tie Ci lowered her hand, her heart sinking slightly.

But she still calmly explained: “Sir, I was following your orders to protect the young lady. We just came under attack, but the young lady never appeared. I wanted to see how she was doing.”

“Attack?” County Magistrate Li frowned as he looked around. “What attack?”

“Someone first shot arrows in volleys, then attacked with boulders.”

County Magistrate Li raised his eyebrows, and the guards and bailiffs behind him burst into laughter.

“What? Arrows? Boulders? I feel like I’m hearing about a siege battle!”

“Laying siege to our young lady’s city, haha.”

“Even lies can’t be this outrageous. Arrows? Where are they?”

Tie Ci looked down at the ground—where were the traces of arrows? Only faint water marks remained on the ground.

They were actually ice arrows.

“Then this boulder should provide proof, right?” No one could move away a boulder.

“Isn’t this the decorative rock from outside the young lady’s courtyard?” A servant stepped forward. “What are you doing moving rocks from the family’s garden in the middle of the night?”

“Staging a battlefield, obviously. After all, such a heavy stone—we couldn’t move it. Only someone with Master Mao’s strength could manage it.”

“Don’t tell me he’s going to make up a catapult next? Such bragging—is he trying to fool a three-year-old? Our city doesn’t even have catapults. Though I think the patrol inspector’s camp outside the city seems to have one!”

“I think he’s pretending there was an attack, then using the excuse of comforting and protecting the frightened young lady to break into her chambers! What a scheme!”

Listening to their back-and-forth banter, Tie Ci watched them weave a complete conspiracy theory for her in an instant. She almost wanted to applaud them.

Some of these people she’d seen at the county office—usually lazy and mediocre. Who knew they had such dramatic talent? It was a waste for them to work as bailiffs at the county office. They should be castrated and sent to the palace to entertain the dowager consorts.

Tie Ci noticed that while these people spoke, their eyes kept rolling over her face as if measuring and waiting for something. Even County Magistrate Li’s expression was off, frequently scanning her entire body, with his gaze particularly lingering on her lower regions.

What was this performance about?

Several bailiffs led some matrons around the group and rushed into the inner chambers. Soon a cry of alarm came: “The young lady and her maids have all been drugged unconscious!”

An elderly man was brought in to treat the young lady. Passing through the courtyard, he sniffed and said with a grave expression: “Master, someone used an aphrodisiac!”

With a whoosh, the bailiffs and servants all surged forward, surrounding Tie Ci and her companions in the center.

County Magistrate Li said with a dark face: “What kind of aphrodisiac? What are its effects?”

“It’s harmless to women—at most it makes them drowsy. But for men…” The old man coughed and said, “If inhaled, it’s roughly… stimulating. So, whoever is aroused and unable to control themselves at this moment would be obvious.”

County Magistrate Li stared grimly at Tie Ci: “I trusted you and asked you to protect the young lady. Who knew I was inviting a wolf into the house!”

“How has sir decided it was me?” Tie Ci smiled. “Do you see me as a soft persimmon, easier to squeeze?”

“Look at yourself!”

“What about me?” Tie Ci looked down at herself in bewilderment. “I’m fine. Everything’s proper. Do I look like someone aroused and unable to control myself?”

County Magistrate Li was stunned.

The Tie Ci before him had a calm expression, snow-white skin, clear eyes, and coordinated movements. There was really no way to say this was someone drugged and about to lose control.

“You claim I’m lustful, but I see many people who seem to be going mad.” Tie Ci shook out her robes, catching sight of Feiyu slowly standing up from the corner of her eye. For some reason, her stance was a bit strange.

“You’re quite good at restraining yourself.” County Magistrate Li glanced back behind him. “But do you dare to strip for examination?”

“County Magistrate Li,” Tie Ci said slowly, “who gave you the audacity to insult me like this?”

Her tone wasn’t particularly menacing, but County Magistrate Li felt a chill in his heart. Meeting Tie Ci’s star-cold gaze, he hesitated for a moment. But then he steeled himself—he was just the son of a powerless third-rank official. What was there to fear? Even if his family had some influence in the capital, he wasn’t without backing either!

“Princes break the law just like commoners. You’re now the prime suspect. What, are you trying to use your status to intimidate people?” County Magistrate Li said coldly. “These flower-picking murder cases started happening one after another after you arrived. Tonight you used the pretense of keeping watch to steal from within, drugged my daughter, and intended harm—all witnessed by many. The evidence is conclusive. Clearly those previous cases were also your doing. Besides, your accomplice has already confessed. Why don’t you admit your crimes?”

“Accomplice? Mine?” Tie Ci pointed at her own nose in amazement.

“That red-clothed hawk master from before has already confessed in the jail,” County Magistrate Li said ominously. “These murder cases were all done by you working together. He’s the subordinate, you’re the mastermind!”

Tie Ci paused, not expecting County Magistrate Li could get Dan Ye to frame her.

But then she smiled.

No, County Magistrate Li didn’t have that ability.

That person Dan Ye—his temperament couldn’t be judged by normal logic. To get revenge on her, dragging her down with him was certainly possible.

More and more people kept pouring into the courtyard. The number Li Yao had brought exceeded imagination. Clearly he was determined to capture her and cover this matter up completely.

But what concerned Tie Ci wasn’t this. She was thinking more about the catapult and ice arrows from earlier.

Those things weren’t something these people in front of her could produce.

Her gaze passed over County Magistrate Li’s shoulder. Behind him, shadowy figures made faces impossible to distinguish.

She suddenly shouted: “You treacherous villain, how dare you fabricate charges to frame me!” and lunged forward.

She struck suddenly, her robes stirring up debris from the ground, the wind fierce. No one expected her sudden attack, and most people froze in place.

Behind County Magistrate Li, someone quickly flashed out, entirely wrapped in a cloak. Vaguely visible was a thin face with cold, hard lines. His footwork was very fast, the cloak’s hem lifting in the wind. A cold gleam shot out ghost-like from the cloak’s shadows—a thin line heading straight for Tie Ci’s throat.

But Tie Ci seemed to have anticipated this. Attacking County Magistrate Li was just a feint. Her palm passed over his shoulder, fingers curled into a hook like a phoenix’s beak, suddenly clamping down on that thin sword.

It felt extremely thin to the touch—thinner than ordinary swords, bone-chillingly cold.

That person seemed not to expect her to use such a strange move. At this moment, they were still separated by County Magistrate Li. Even after bare-handed sword catching, what follow-up moves could there be? Then he reacted, laughing coldly as he prepared to thrust the sword forward to pierce Tie Ci full of holes. But with a crack, Tie Ci actually snapped off a section of his blade.

This move was even stranger. The cloaked person was stunned again, but he reacted quickly too. His left hand, which had been hanging down, rose up. His grayish-white fist, larger than normal, smashed toward Tie Ci’s abdomen like a stone pestle, but was deflected by Tie Ci’s knee. Tie Ci’s form flowed like water as she turned, gripping the broken sword tip and yanking it sideways. The sword was now held against County Magistrate Li’s neck.

Each of her moves was extremely unexpected. The crowd hadn’t reacted to this move either, but County Magistrate Li was lucky—just as the sword came across, someone rushing to his side bumped into him, and he happened to dodge. He was immediately pulled away by guards surrounding him protectively. The cloaked person breathed a sigh of relief, snarled, and thrust his sword forward again. People surged toward them from all sides.

But at this moment, Tie Ci let go and stepped back, spreading her hands: “Alright, I’m done fighting.”

County Magistrate Li reacted quickly: “Seize her!”

People came forward to bind Tie Ci. Knowing her martial arts were extraordinary, they wound iron chains as thick as fingers around her three layers deep. Dan Shuang shouted angrily and tried to charge forward. Tie Ci gave her a look, and Dan Shuang stopped. Tie Ci gave another look indicating she should leave, but this time Dan Shuang didn’t listen. She threw away her short sword, and people immediately came to tie her up too.

Tie Ci sighed and didn’t force it. Looking around, she didn’t see Chi Xue and knew this clever one had definitely slipped away early. She smiled slightly.

Suddenly remembering the top courtesan, she discovered this person had also disappeared.

At this time, County Magistrate Li naturally also remembered there were two more people and ordered a search. But after searching everywhere, they couldn’t find them. Seeing dawn approaching and fearing complications from escorting prisoners in broad daylight with many people around, he ordered some to continue searching while personally escorting Tie Ci and Dan Shuang to the county jail.

Just as the vast group was about to leave with Tie Ci, suddenly there was a cry from inside the house. Miss Li rushed out disheveled, grabbing County Magistrate Li’s hand in panic: “Father! What’s happening! What’s wrong with him!”

County Magistrate Li said: “Fu’er, this person is that flower-picking murderer who nearly harmed you. Father finally caught him!”

Li Fu looked at Tie Ci in shock. Tie Ci smiled at her, still graceful and elegant as if her father was just inviting her to visit the county office.

County Magistrate Li: “Take her away!”

“Father!” The dazed Li Fu came to her senses and grabbed her father’s sleeve again. “This… this is impossible… He was here yesterday the whole time, always treating your daughter with proper courtesy… He… he wouldn’t do such things!”

County Magistrate Li’s face darkened.

Tie Ci was somewhat surprised and looked seriously at this young lady for the first time. She had thought this young lady was in cahoots with her father.

A faint apologetic feeling rose in her heart. She put away that smile and said: “Thank you, young lady, for speaking up for me. But forget it. Whether I’m a flower-picking bandit doesn’t matter. What matters is that your father needs me to be that person.”

County Magistrate Li’s expression changed slightly, then he laughed coldly: “Still trying to use honeyed words to deceive my daughter at this point!”

“Li Yao,” Tie Ci said lightly. “Don’t forget my identity. Don’t forget that you too eat the sovereign’s salary. I’ll give you one chance—stop now, and for your daughter’s sake, there’s still time.”

But County Magistrate Li thought she was referring to her identity as a high official’s son from the capital. He laughed coldly: “Even if you’re from the capital and your father’s rank is higher than mine, you’ve committed such heinous crimes. Do you think your father’s position can still be preserved? Can still protect you? When the Empress Dowager and His Majesty are enraged, your father will have to disown you, cast you out, and sever all relations!”

The Great Qian legal code punished crimes involving rape and murder extremely severely. Even royal relatives and high officials, once someone was involved in such crimes, would often drag down the entire clan. There wasn’t even a possibility of running around trying to escape punishment. This was also why County Magistrate Li was quite confident—as long as he established solid evidence and submitted it to the capital, what could the son of an ordinary third-rank official do?

Tie Ci shook her head: “That’s not necessarily the case.”

County Magistrate Li laughed coldly, pushing away his daughter’s hand and saying coldly: “Protect the young lady!” A group of burly matrons came forward and forcibly dragged Miss Li away. Tie Ci watched her being dragged away, still looking at her with frightened, pitying eyes. She was silent for a moment, then smiled apologetically at her.

The favor from that earlier intervention had been repaid.

Amid the clanging escort of a large group out the main gate, County Magistrate Li smiled: “Young master probably rarely has such grand treatment.”

Tie Ci humbly replied: “You’re too kind, you’re too kind. Quite often, quite often.”

After all, she had enjoyed such front-and-back escorts for sixteen years.

After Tie Ci and her servant were taken away, the remaining searchers briefly looked around. Not finding anyone, they assumed the people had escaped and went out to continue searching.

Miss Li was sent back to her room with a group of matrons guarding outside. Miss Li was in low spirits and dismissed even her personal maid. She slowly sat on the bed’s edge. Just as she sat down, suddenly a pair of hands reached out, ice-cold, and rested on her neck.

Her hair stood on end. She wanted to scream but couldn’t make a sound. Then a woman whispered and laughed in her ear: “Miss, your embroidered bed is so comfortable. Hiding here, I almost fell asleep… Be good, and I won’t kill you, alright?”

Miss Li recognized this was actually the voice of Master Mao’s maid. Her eyes brightened, and she hurriedly gestured that she wouldn’t call out.

At this time, Miss Li’s maid came to bring her refreshments. Chi Xue’s hand loosened slightly, but she smilingly placed a dagger against Miss Li’s neck, signaling with her eyes for her to answer properly.

Miss Li called out: “I don’t want to eat. Take it away. I want to sleep for a while. You all go rest.”

The maid responded and withdrew. Chi Xue was somewhat surprised. She leaned over to look at her. Miss Li whispered: “Miss, don’t worry. I won’t betray you. I… I want to help you rescue Master Mao!”

…

Several matrons dozed under the gallery. There was complete silence inside, and gradually they began to nod off.

The maids, not knowing the situation, had mostly returned to the back rooms to rest.

On the right side of the courtyard was a large row of holly bushes. Behind the holly was a large water vat with some water lilies planted on top that hadn’t yet bloomed. Emerald round leaves spread across the water surface.

A melodious bird call passed by. Moments later, two men dropped down from the wall, both with covered faces—one taller, one shorter.

Then the lotus leaves in the water vat slowly rose, and shortly a black head emerged.

Feiyu stood up from the water vat, dripping wet. Her wide, light purple gauze outer robe clung to her body, revealing a more robust physique than ordinary women.

She didn’t immediately climb out of the vat, but leaned to one side sitting on the vat’s edge, her complexion not looking good.

The tall one looked at her sideways sitting posture with legs apart, frowning. The short one said worriedly: “Master, sitting like this isn’t graceful. If it becomes a habit and people notice the flaw…”

Before he finished nagging, Feiyu’s expression changed and she sank back into the water with a splash.

The tall and short ones: “…”

The tall one said impatiently: “Master, surface. We still need to report back to you! And about what the Second Prince promised—how to take it, how to transport it out, we need a plan…”

With a splash, Feiyu surfaced, wiped the water from her face, sneezed, then said even more irritably: “Things being like this, why haven’t they quickly packed up and left?”

“They haven’t. Still need quenching. You know about deep iron—it’s extremely particular. Missing even one step ruins everything, and it can’t be touched before it’s formed. So they can only wait a bit longer.”

“No wonder they’re so eager to arrest that guy—afraid he’d see through it and ruin things…” Feiyu muttered to herself, then her expression changed again, and with a splash, she buried herself again.

The tall and short ones: “…”

What, is diving so fun?

The tall one impatiently tapped the vat: “So what do we do? We can’t take it now. By the time they’re all ready and we go get it, the Second Prince won’t be so accommodating, right?”

With a splash, Feiyu surfaced again, dripping and iron-faced: “No rush. I don’t think they’ll transport this batch so smoothly.”

“Should we first…” Before the short one finished speaking, splash—Feiyu went down again.

The tall one: “…Are you sick?”

Splash—Feiyu came up again, this time through gritted teeth: “Have someone go check on that Mao Shiba in the jail! Keep a close eye on him!”

The short one: “Are you planning to rescue him… ah no, master, what’s wrong with you! Why are you diving again!”

Muffled tapping sounds came from the bottom of the vat—Feiyu was probably using his code to curse.

The tall one: “…He’s sick!”

…

After going back and forth dozens of times, taking a quarter-hour to say one paragraph in pieces, Feiyu could finally climb out of the vat.

The short one still didn’t understand. The tall one, staring at his strange posture of climbing out with legs spread, suddenly said: “Drugged?”

Feiyu: “No!”

The tall one chuckled.

Come on, the tent’s about to burst.

No wonder she kept soaking in cold water.

Feiyu chuckled and said: “Let’s go! Check on that kid in jail. If necessary, add some ingredients to prevent him from ruining my plans!”

…

When Tie Ci was brought to the jail, Dan Ye was carving a piece of wood and playing some tune—weird and terribly unpleasant. Everyone in the jail covered their ears, and the guards frowned. But strangely, those guards who were usually arrogant toward prisoners didn’t dare approach him to scold him. They all kept their distance. Tie Ci saw one of them had a large blood clot on his forehead—clearly had already suffered.

The gyrfalcon Hai Dongqing, who was of the same generation as him, was balancing on his thin little legs, pacing back and forth at the cell door like a human. From time to time, he would look at those guards with fierce golden eyes, making them shudder. Then Hai Dongqing saw Tie Ci enter and immediately his little thin legs shuddered too.

Dan Ye had originally been lying with his hands behind his head, gnawing on a mutton leg. His teeth were truly formidable, and so was his appetite. In three or four bites, that still-steaming mutton leg went into his mouth. Seeing Tie Ci arrive, he rolled over and sat up, making “shoo, shoo” sounds to drive away the gyrfalcon blocking his view while grinning and greeting Tie Ci: “You came.”

Tie Ci smiled and nodded: “I came.”

Dan Ye looked up and down at her iron-chain ensemble, grinned showing white teeth, and asked: “How does it feel to be wrongly accused?”

Tie Ci thought seriously and replied: “Refreshing. But I didn’t wrongly accuse you. I never said you were the murderer—it’s just that someone needs you to be the murderer.”

“Now it’s your turn to be needed as the murderer.” Dan Ye watched her being locked in the opposite cell, casually throwing over the leftover mutton leg bone: “Though you’re no good, I’ve always repaid evil with kindness. I’m treating you to mutton!”

The well-gnawed mutton leg bone hit the ground with a clang. Tie Ci picked it up, looked at it, then threw it back: “No meat left—want me to eat loneliness?”

The mutton leg bone hit the ground with another clang. Dan Ye’s eyebrows twitched, but he didn’t move.

County Magistrate Li stood on the bottom step without approaching. Seeing the two weren’t friendly and their cells were separated, he relaxed slightly.

He quietly went upstairs. The guards followed, asking quietly: “That bird—”

“That bird is fierce and will hurt people if approached. Don’t waste manpower on it,” County Magistrate Li said. “If we’re guarding, just guard. They won’t last past tonight anyway.” He looked up at the ceiling.

The county jail was an underground prison with another level above for storing miscellaneous items.

The heavy iron door above the underground prison was closed and secured with three large locks. The dim light from the few oil lamps in the underground prison cast the guards’ shadows far below their feet.

Dan Shuang was locked two cells away from Tie Ci. There were others in the jail, but they were kept far away.

Tie Ci carefully examined the lock—it was a spring lock. She drew a thin iron piece from her boot sole, fiddled with it for a while, then clapped her hands three times. Click—the lock opened.

This essential skill for home, travel, and imprisonment—lock picking—was taught by Third Senior Sister.

Dan Ye looked at her with burning eyes from across the way, curling his lips in a smile and cursing in Western Rong language: “Southern people are cunning.”

He nudged the mutton bone Tie Ci had thrown back with his toe, and sure enough saw a cold glint flash from within the marrow. Drawing it out, it was a needle. He clumsily pinched that needle, looking at it like some curiosity—the Western Rong were mostly nomadic peoples, and even their young ladies would mount horses to herd sheep and dismount to fight. Embroidery needles were tantamount to useless objects, let alone using them to pick locks.

Dan Ye watched Tie Ci’s hand gestures and tried to listen and fiddle with it too, but couldn’t open it after a long time. He looked at Tie Ci in surprise. Tie Ci grinned at him.

Dan Ye became impatient with his fumbling and couldn’t help asking Tie Ci: “Why won’t it open?”

Tie Ci answered lazily: “Who told you embroidery needles can pick locks? Can embroidery needles work on this kind of spring mechanism?”

“Then why did you give me an embroidery needle!”

“Afraid you’d be lonely—sent it for you to embroider with.”

Dan Ye: “…”

Embroider your mother’s flowers! This damned Crown Princess!

Sooner or later I’ll embroider flowers on your human skin!

Tie Ci felt no guilt whatsoever—she gave Dan Ye the embroidery needle precisely to shut his mouth, to prevent him from seeing her lock-picking and making a big fuss that would attract the guards.

She studied the lock on the bars and frowned.

This was a set lock requiring three keys. It would take a long time to figure out and would draw the guards’ attention.

She suddenly stopped and returned to her original position, putting the chains back on properly.

Someone was coming.

…

Time returned to just after Tie Ci had been arrested and sent to the jail.

Shen Mi, who had just returned from maintaining order at Cangsheng Tower, was about to go to County Magistrate Li’s residence to look for Tie Ci when he was stopped by someone. He recognized the man as a highly regarded aide to County Magistrate Li, so he respectfully bowed and greeted Master Zhang.

Master Zhang, who had never looked at him directly before, was in a very good mood today and invited him to drink tea in the county office’s government hall. After they went in, the doorman closed the door and walked away.

Shen Mi wore an oily, ingratiating smile as he stood up to pour tea for the other man: “What instructions does the master have?”

Master Zhang glanced at him, remembering his employer’s instructions, and smiled: “Shen Mi, today the county magistrate spoke with Old Liu about giving you a letter of recommendation. Soon the coroner position will be yours.”

Shen Mi was delighted and hurried to say: “Thank you for the county magistrate’s grace! This humble one will certainly work diligently to repay it!”

“Expressing loyalty so quickly?” Master Zhang slowly drank his tea, smiling sideways: “There’s even better news. Want to hear it?”

“Naturally I do.” As soon as the other man set down his tea cup, Shen Mi immediately stood up to refill it. “The county magistrate has always treated this humble person with favor. I thank your lordship in advance.”

“The county magistrate also favors you for the patrol inspector position.” Shen Mi looked up incredulously, but saw Master Zhang gazing at his teacup, slowly smiling: “But naturally the current patrol inspector must vacate the position first.”

Shen Mi said: “Master Mao wasn’t going to stay long anyway…”

Master Zhang spoke as if he hadn’t heard him: “…However, this person is now vacating the position and going to jail. He is that flower-picking murderer.”

Shen Mi paused.

“Shen Mi, you’ve been following him since he arrived. He acts mysteriously, appears at midnight, carries white plum blossoms—you must know about this, right?”

The teapot spout tilted slightly, spilling a few drops of scalding water on Shen Mi’s hand. The hot water burned him into a shudder. He raised his head and slowly stared at Master Zhang.

Master Zhang tapped his fingers lightly on the table, smiling: “You understand his lordship’s meaning.” He threw a small package to Shen Mi and stood up: “Go, beat the drum. As long as you’re the first to stand up and produce this evidence to prove Master Mao is the flower-picking murderer, whether coroner or patrol inspector, both positions are yours.”

“Master,” Shen Mi smiled instead. “If the county magistrate commands, how dare I not comply? It’s just that I’m currently Master Mao’s follower. For a servant to betray his master draws universal condemnation. If you can’t give me something here to put my mind at ease, I wouldn’t dare make this decision lightly.”

Master Zhang laughed contemptuously, thought for a moment, then pulled out a token from his chest and threw it over: “The patrol inspector’s token that Mao fellow never took—originally we should give it to you after you finished this business, but since that’s how it is, take it first. Hide it well, you mustn’t show it off beforehand.”

“Naturally. Thank you, master, thank you, county magistrate!” Shen Mi reached out with joy on his face, but his hand still held that large teapot. He suddenly swung it—bang!—the heavy teapot smashed into Master Zhang’s head. The man’s eyes rolled back, and before he could even form a surprised expression, he softly collapsed.

Shen Mi caught him in one motion, placed him in the chair with one hand supporting his head facing the teacup, making him look like he was deep in thought. He fumbled around in the man’s chest and found another token for entering and leaving the county jail, which he pocketed, then wiped the sweat from his forehead.

Then he lifted the curtain and went out, face full of joy. The doorman vaguely knew what was happening inside and looked at him with a mixture of envy and disdain. Shen Mi said: “Master Zhang is inside contemplating an important matter. He won’t come out until he’s finished thinking. He orders that no one disturb him.”

The doorman and guards agreed. Shen Mi then walked into the county office. The prison was in the southwest side of the county office, commonly called South Prison. Turning from the Yi Gate direction past the long corridor led to the prison’s several rooms. The above-ground rooms held ordinary criminals; serious offenders were all underground.

Many guards watched over South Prison. Shen Mi was thinking that although he had the token, his status would still arouse suspicion if he went over rashly. He needed a legitimate reason to enter, like delivering food…

Speak of the devil—two women appeared from the corridor over there, carrying food baskets, obviously coming to deliver meals. Shen Mi was delighted and hurried to meet them. But those two women looked very alert. When they looked up and saw him, one of them stared at him, her hand reaching into the food basket—

…

Tie Ci stopped her movements, listening to the sounds above. Moments later, someone came down—a tall, thin figure followed by two people dressed as servants. The guards’ voices came from above: “Finish delivering the food and come out quickly!”

Several guards watching below walked over to inspect the food. Those two servant women stepped forward. Tie Ci’s eyes flashed.

One of the women said: “There are still a few salted eggs here for the officers to enjoy.”

The guard grumbled: “This prisoner eats well today!” and reached out to take the salted eggs.

Suddenly cold light flashed from the woman’s sleeve, piercing the guard’s throat. Blood spurted out.

The guard couldn’t even scream before crashing to the ground. The man standing to the side simultaneously revealed what he’d been hiding behind his back—actually a brick—and smashed it into another guard’s head with a bang.

The woman who killed the guard stepped back, quickly covering the other woman’s mouth with her hand, blocking a scream in her throat.

Then she flicked her sleeve, another point of cold light taking the life of another guard who stood slightly back and was supporting the fallen guard’s corpse.

In the blink of an eye, three people were eliminated. The two killers searched the guards’ corpses for keys while the other person crouched to the side covering her eyes, not daring to look, trembling all over.

Soon they found the keys. The two people pulled the trembling woman along as they rushed down. The leader called quietly: “Young master!”

Tie Ci sighed: “Chi Xue.”

In the lamplight appeared Chi Xue and Shen Mi’s faces. The other person kept her head down—still couldn’t see who it was.

Tie Ci had thought Chi Xue would find a way to rescue her, but hadn’t expected it to be so fast, and certainly hadn’t expected Shen Mi to come too.

If she hadn’t guessed wrong, with her imprisonment, Shen Mi, as the county office person who had the most contact with her recently, County Magistrate Li would definitely bribe him to identify her. For someone in Shen Mi’s circumstances, whatever County Magistrate Li offered would be like sweet rain after a long drought.

County Magistrate Li was the immediate superior, the local strongman, while she was just a passing traveler who would leave sooner or later. Besides money, she couldn’t give him anything. For the shrewd, calculating Shen Mi, the choice was hardly worth considering.

Yet he had come.

Tie Ci, who had prepared for betrayal, looked at Shen Mi coolly.

While unlocking, Shen Mi told her what had happened. He encountered Chi Xue in the corridor infiltrating under the guise of delivering food. Both harbored ulterior motives—Chi Xue almost killed him, but he recognized Chi Xue first and explained his intentions. They then joined forces and entered the prison together.

He spoke casually, but Tie Ci saw his hands were constantly shaking, and he was breathing heavily. Obviously, killing for the first time wasn’t easy for him either.

Chi Xue said: “We must also thank Miss Li for her righteousness. She’s familiar with this office’s layout and internal affairs, otherwise I couldn’t have infiltrated so quickly.”

Only then did Tie Ci realize the trembling person was Miss Li. She was quite surprised, then smiled bitterly.

Beauty’s kindness is the hardest to bear.

Soon the door opened. Tie Ci picked up the chains and walked out. Chi Xue went to open Dan Shuang’s cell door.

Dan Ye knocked on his cell door from the other side, saying nothing. Tie Ci pretended not to hear. Everyone was about to gather and leave when suddenly Hai Dongqing walked over, spread its wings, and blocked the path.

Tie Ci looked at Hai Dongqing. Its golden eyes flashed, its bird legs twitched nervously, but it didn’t yield.

It wouldn’t yield, so Tie Ci yielded. When Tie Ci went left, Hai Dongqing moved left too. When Tie Ci went right, Hai Dongqing moved right too. When Tie Ci raised her hand threateningly, Hai Dongqing jumped back three steps but kept its wings spread.

It was much larger than ordinary gyrfalcons. With wings spread, it blocked the narrow path in the middle of the prison, with the grand spirit of: “This mountain was opened by me, this tree was planted by me. If you want to pass through here, leave behind toll money.”

Tie Ci smiled at it: “Hai Dongqing, quite loyal. In honor of your loyalty, when I roast you, I’ll definitely add extra cumin as respect.”

The gyrfalcon’s wings trembled.

Though it didn’t understand what cumin was, it understood Tie Ci’s predatory gaze.

Dan Ye shouted: “Hai Dongqing, come back!”

After shouting three times, Hai Dongqing reluctantly folded its wings, gave up the idea of forcing Tie Ci to rescue its brother, and returned to Dan Ye’s cell door.

Tie Ci had no intention of releasing Dan Ye now. Let him out to cause trouble? Better to stay in the cell. With the people here, killing him was impossible anyway.

But this delay with the gyrfalcon caused movement above. The main gate that Shen Mi’s group had left ajar suddenly slammed shut with a bang.

At the same time, with two swooshing sounds, the few remaining lamps inside were also extinguished.

The last bit of light vanished, leaving the dungeon in complete darkness, followed by a thunderous rumble from above.

Tie Ci’s heart jumped with a bad premonition. Since they were deep in the prison rescuing Dan Shuang, they were still some distance from the stairs leading up. It was too late to rush up now.

Another thunderous boom.

Tie Ci suddenly kicked Shen Mi into a corner, then scooped up Miss Li and rushed into the nearest open cell, shouting: “Everyone, find corners, press against the wall corners as tightly as possible! Better if you can find corners with overhead beams!”

She rushed into the cell, pressed Miss Li into a corner, and was about to find another corner when it was too late.

A thunderous crash from overhead, several times louder than before, shook everyone’s entire body, hearts jumping to their throats. The ceiling seemed to collapse entirely, crashing into their buzzing heads, or as if thunder had suddenly struck overhead. Their minds filled with clamor, and their mouths tasted metallic sweetness.

The entire upper level had collapsed.

In that instant, Tie Ci couldn’t do anything except turn around, face Miss Li with her back to the outside, press tightly against her, and desperately squeeze her body into the wall.

During collapses, when there are no beds, tables, cabinets or other furniture to utilize diagonal angles for shelter, one can only press tightly into wall corners. After all, the four corners are most stable—no matter how severe the earthquake or collapse, it’s hard to collapse the edges.

But two people pressed into a wall corner was too many, even though Tie Ci was desperately squeezing inward.

With a thunderous crash right beside her ear, something carrying dust crashed down, heavily striking her shoulder and back, making her throat sweet and chest painful. She was about to spit blood when she met a pair of extremely frightened eyes in the darkness and forcibly swallowed it back.

That object didn’t remain on her shoulder. With a crack, it was struck and broken by another heavy object. The sharp break slowly slid down Tie Ci’s back like someone slowly drawing a knife down her spine—lingering torture-like agony. Tie Ci clenched her teeth, her whole body tense. Just as the sharp edge was about to slide to her lower back, she suddenly flexed her waist muscles and forcibly knocked the object away.

In the darkness, Miss Li was pressed tightly against her. At first, fear and panic made her feel nothing. Now as the shaking gradually subsided and her senses returned, she became aware of the extremely intimate position. Her whole body stiffened, then she felt Tie Ci’s tense body—that skin wasn’t as hard as imagined but had an incredibly elastic softness, soft as cotton yet containing detectable strength. Having lived sheltered in the inner chambers, always careful in speech and behavior, blushing even from speaking an extra sentence with men, when had she ever had such intimate contact? For a moment her whole body went soft, softly and hazily thinking, “…Despite all this dust and filth, he doesn’t smell like those stinking men, but strangely fragrant…” Suddenly she felt Tie Ci’s waist flex, making her whole body shudder. Startled by this movement into wide-eyed alertness, just about to scold or scream, she suddenly smelled a strange odor, heavy like rust, growing increasingly strong near her nose.

Miss Li somehow didn’t dare cry out anymore. She stared wide-eyed, vaguely seeing in the darkness that cold sweat was pouring down Tie Ci’s forehead. Feeling uneasy, she couldn’t help asking quietly: “You… what’s wrong with you?”

Tie Ci closed her eyes. Half her body had gone numb from the impact, but her back hurt like tearing. This time the injury was serious. If someone came in now…

County Magistrate Li had made quite a bold move.

He actually blew up the entire upper level of the prison, causing the whole upper floor to crash down and create a collapse, intending to crush everyone in the jail to death.

He must have also prepared a series of witnesses, evidence, and testimonies to submit the “Master Mao flower-picking murder case” file to the capital, then close the case perfectly as an accidental incident.

If she were really just the son of a stable master, this matter would definitely end here.

All the things County Magistrate Li had done, the inside story of the three murder cases, the shady dealings in Cangsheng Tower—no one would ever know.

But even if it were her, now that she was seriously injured, even if Dan Ye and Dan Shuang were unharmed, could they really withstand County Magistrate Li’s killers?

He even had catapults!

At this moment, the prison was in chaos, dust like thick fog. She vaguely heard Chi Xue and Dan Shuang calling her name, and later Shen Mi’s voice too.

She felt somewhat relieved. Her people seemed unharmed.

Miss Li tried to move, but she held her down. Debris was still falling from above—getting hit in the head was no joke.

Miss Li felt her hand was ice-cold to the bone and froze for a moment.

Voices could be heard above, quite a few people. Tie Ci smiled bitterly.

Could Dan Shuang and Chi Xue find her and escape before County Magistrate Li’s people found her?

Tie Ci slowly circulated her qi, but when her true qi reached her chest, it stagnated. She was somewhat surprised.

She had learned her true qi cultivation from First Senior Brother. With his deep family traditions, he had told her that once mastered, this true qi flowed freely and would automatically adjust acupoints when injured, generally preventing internal injuries.

But there was no time to think about this now. She whispered: “Miss Li, crawl out by yourself.”

Even a vicious tiger doesn’t eat its cubs—County Magistrate Li presumably wouldn’t be too harsh with his daughter.

The sound of footsteps crunching over debris approached.

Miss Li suddenly turned around, back to her, saying: “Take out your knife and hold it to my neck…”

Tie Ci opened her eyes, somewhat surprised. She hadn’t expected this young lady to have such wisdom and courage. She wanted to use herself as a hostage to help her escape.

She smiled gently: “Right now, even holding a knife, I couldn’t manage it…”

Miss Li turned back in shock to see Tie Ci’s face deathly pale as she softly collapsed backward.

Just then, with a cheer, several sword-bearing guards rushed over: “Found him!”

County Magistrate Li’s voice came coldly: “Really has nine lives—survived even this! Drag him out!”

Miss Li looked up and only now saw clearly that her surroundings had become a deep pit of ruins, surrounded by broken wood, piles of bricks and tiles, collapsed mud walls, and large stones. Her father stood at the edge of the deep pit, coldly looking down.

Gradually, a layer of terror spread through Miss Li’s eyes. She hadn’t expected her father capable of such horrific acts.

Several guards stepped on broken wood and crushed bricks, rushing over to drag Tie Ci who lay collapsed in the ruins. Dan Shuang’s angry roar came from the distance, but couldn’t reach in time.

Miss Li screamed and threw herself over Tie Ci’s body.

County Magistrate Li’s face was dark as water as he roared: “Drag this rebellious daughter away!”

Miss Li held Tie Ci tightly, but couldn’t match those iron-grip hands. Tears silently soaked from her eyes into her hair, her temples glistening with moisture.

She desperately shouted: “Father, he saved me!”

County Magistrate Li looked at her coldly, nodded once, and Miss Li was dragged away. Even Tie Ci was pulled several steps, leaving a long red trail on the debris beneath her.

County Magistrate Li said: “Long nights bring many dreams. Finish it here.”

The guards picked up stones.

Dan Shuang ran frantically through the rubble and broken beams, her whole body scraped with countless wounds but not daring to stop for a moment.

Chi Xue climbed onto a swaying stone slab, shouting heart-rendingly from afar: “Stop! This is the Crown Prin—”

Chapter 40: Do I Smell Good?
Suddenly someone screamed: “Fire! Fire!”

County Magistrate Li turned back to see the main hall direction ablaze with towering flames, thick smoke rolling up to obscure the sky, while people shouted and rushed from all directions to fight the fire.

The guards about to throw stones to kill Tie Ci also froze. When the county office main hall caught fire, everyone bore responsibility.

County Magistrate Li reacted, shouting fiercely: “Half of you go fight the fire, don’t stop down here! Hurry and finish—”

Before he could say the final word “kill,” suddenly a black shadow swept from behind him, quick as a ghost. Bang! County Magistrate Li was kicked down into the ruins pit!

County Magistrate Li screamed. The guards hurriedly jumped into the pit to rescue him. That black shadow swept over like wind. The few carrying stones were still stunned when the person extended a snow-white hand from the black robe, gripping one man’s throat. With a twist and snap—crack!—that person’s head drooped softly to one side.

The person’s other hand already held a blade. With a spinning turn, the knife light traced a perfect arc, accompanied by two screams. Outside the arc was edged with a heart-stopping blood rainbow. The other two guards were disemboweled and died on the spot.

Three killed in an instant.

At this moment, his flying robes were just slowly settling down.

He didn’t pause, reaching out to lift Tie Ci. Miss Li, having seen so many deaths in a short time, actually found infinite courage and screamed as she tried to rush forward. The person raised his hand to block, his palm pushing her face three feet away. With Miss Li’s face covered in darkness, she only heard a light laugh: “Tsk! Still want to compete with me for food!”

With a gentle push, Miss Li fell to the ground, vaguely feeling that tone was indescribably familiar.

Soft fabric brushed past her ear. That person had already left with Tie Ci. Behind him were several more black shadows, killing the guards who needed killing, kicking into the pit those who needed kicking. Miss Li sat bewildered in the ruins, watching her blood-covered father climb up, his face twisted as he ordered pursuit. The warm March wind carried smoke from the flames, stirring up dust that hit her face. She suddenly felt a chill in her heart and shivered violently.

…

In her intermittent consciousness, Tie Ci slightly opened her eyes, feeling herself airborne, her body constantly rising and falling. Wind whooshed past her ears. A tall black shadow cast down from overhead—that person’s satin-like black hair fell across her face, diffusing a faint scent of pine and sandalwood.

Then she lost consciousness again.

When she woke again, the first thing she saw was a sky like an overturned paint palette—magnificent purple and bright yellow, crimson and deep blue, brocade-like clouds bottomed with a layer of sunset gold. By the window, a pot of orchids spread their branches and leaves, supporting the sun disk about to sink below the horizon.

Beneath her was very comfortable—silky smooth and soft, with rich, heavy fragrance. She looked at the gorgeous canopy overhead, which was actually embroidered with flowers. At first glance it was a twin lotus, but looking closer, within the twin lotus were snow-white skin and intertwined necks—actually a man and woman in intimate embrace, and in positions that greatly challenged human limits. Tie Ci pondered for a long time but couldn’t figure out where the other leg had gone.

Having never eaten pork but seen pigs run, Tie Ci thought: the one-day prison tour is over, the one-day brothel tour begins.

She felt her body—the wounds had been bandaged properly with good medicine. She no longer felt pain, only a blocked feeling in her chest remained.

Who had bandaged her wounds?

Tie Ci frowned. This wasn’t a small matter. Although she had disguised her body, if she encountered someone careful, they would still discover the truth of her female disguise.

She reached into her robes and felt around her waist, confirming that her disguise layer was still there. The other party probably hadn’t discovered her female identity.

Pearl curtains swayed gently like water ripples. A figure approached gracefully with slow steps and tinkling ornaments, somehow still giving an impression of efficiency.

The curtain lifted, and Feiyu’s face—suitable for both anger and joy—peeked in slightly. Seeing her awake, she smiled and blinked: “If you’ve been kidnapped, blink your left eye. If you’re still free, blink your right eye.”

Tie Ci lay rigidly facing the ceiling and sighed: “What if my body is kidnapped but my spirit is still free? Should my eyes cramp?”

Feiyu smiled, very satisfied that Tie Ci could match her humor. She walked in and placed the tray in her hands beside the bed: “Master Mao, I saved you. Don’t you want to pledge yourself to me in marriage?”

But Tie Ci thought of the feeling from her brief awakening earlier—it seemed a man had saved her? Though she wasn’t quite certain.

Then she heard Feiyu say: “I was preparing for bed last night when I lifted the bed curtains and saw you. How did you get yourself into such a state?”

“You didn’t save me?”

“Of course not.” Feiyu showed her her hands: “With these delicate hands of mine, I couldn’t even drag you.”

“By the way, how did you escape the search by those county office people yesterday?” Tie Ci suddenly changed the topic.

“I hid in the big vat where they grow lotus flowers. Nearly froze to death.” Somehow, Tie Ci felt that the ever-smiling Feiyu seemed to be gritting her teeth when she said this.

She cleverly changed topics again: “This… when you found me, my wounds were already bandaged?”

Feiyu’s hand holding the bowl paused, then she smiled: “Yes.”

Tie Ci frowned slightly.

Feiyu glanced at Tie Ci and smiled.

This young man she’d encountered at sea was quite a character.

She had originally gone to the county office just to watch the excitement, but happened to encounter the dungeon collapse. She hadn’t expected County Magistrate Li to be so bold. After hesitating, she decided to rescue him. Someone like this—keeping him around to cause trouble for the second prince would be good too.

Originally she’d changed to men’s clothing to rescue him, but when returning she had other matters to attend to, so she sent this young man to Fuchun Tower and ordered her female subordinate Chazi to come. Though Chazi was rough-tempered, she was skilled in medicine and had always been his personal physician. Now it seemed Chazi had treated Mao Shiba’s injuries very well.

Not long after arriving in Ziyang, he had recognized this fellow he’d fought with at sea.

Seeing him with county office people then, knowing about capital officials’ sons gaining experience, he roughly guessed the other’s identity. So he disguised himself again, pretending to be a young lady selling herself to bury her father, wanting to get close to him—partly to mess with this guy who’d fought him at sea, partly to facilitate his own business. Who knew this fellow wouldn’t take the bait and sold him to a brothel instead? But then he discovered this brothel was the second prince’s secret base in Haiyou, so he went with the flow and became the top courtesan.

Tie Ci pulled herself up like a zombie, reaching for the medicine bowl, but Feiyu moved it away, smiling: “Why must you be stubborn, young master? Let this humble woman feed you.”

Tie Ci lowered her hand. Her back against the bed rail was uncomfortable, so she gave Feiyu a meaningful look.

Feiyu: “??”

Tie Ci indicated behind her.

Feiyu: “???”

Tie Ci turned to look at her.

No perception at all?

Never served anyone before?

Can’t she see she needs a cushion for her back?

A top courtesan—even if waited upon by others, after long training, knowing how to make people comfortable should be the first thing learned.

Tie Ci looked up and down at the completely clueless top courtesan and pursed her lips: “Cushion.”

Only then did Feiyu understand: “Oh—” She brought over a cushion, helping Tie Ci sit up. Tie Ci took the opportunity to sniff the scent in her embrace—rich peony and herbaceous peony fragrance, without that pine and sandalwood scent.

She looked up after sniffing, meeting Feiyu’s somewhat strange gaze. Tie Ci rolled her eyes, trying to think of some excuse, when she saw this lady thrust out her chest and say coquettishly: “Sir, do I smell good?”
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Chapter 41: Beauty Cannot Overcome Beauty
Tie Ci: “…Fragrant!”

After taking such a move, she behaved herself for a while, leaning against the pillow and letting Feiyu feed her medicine. The pillow wasn’t positioned particularly comfortably, and this person in front of her clearly wasn’t skilled at serving others, yet her medicine-feeding posture was quite practiced—she would blow on each spoonful, her slightly lowered eyelashes concealing the light in her eyes, but one could still sense her serene and focused expression.

Tie Ci said: “There’s no need to blow on it every time, the medicine isn’t hot.”

Feiyu paused, saying: “You’re right, it’s a habit I can’t break.”

“Looking at you, it’s as if you’re experienced at frequently serving others medicine and soup.”

“When my maternal grandfather was gravely ill, I served at his bedside for a month. He wouldn’t let me do anything else—I only had to brew and feed him medicine. At that time, his mouth was full of canker sores, and he couldn’t touch anything even slightly warm. I would blow on his medicine, mouthful by mouthful, until it was cool before feeding it to him… It became a habit.”

“Your maternal grandfather…”

“He passed away many years ago. Only I was there when he died. I still remember to this day, he told me to take good care of my mother. No matter what happened, I shouldn’t get angry with her or blame her.”

Feiyu lowered her eyes, silently curving her lips.

That only person who had treated him well, when dying, had gripped his hand tightly, speaking to him in broken sentences: “I didn’t raise your mother properly. I spoiled her into being arrogant, mean, and greedy. What your maternal grandfather gave you all these years may still not be enough to compensate you. Now that I’m leaving, you’ll inevitably be dragged down by her in the future… but your maternal grandfather cannot help but be selfish this once. I only ask that you always give her three parts tolerance, give her a lifetime of retreat… no matter what foolish things she does…”

He had remained silent for a long time then, and the old man refused to let go, blue veins bulging on his age-spotted hands, each one clearly visible.

Finally, he smiled, gripping the old man’s hand in return, saying softly: “Don’t worry. She… is my mother, after all.”

Only then did those hands release their fingers one by one, turning from warm to cool.

How could he not be tolerant? It was the final wish of the only person in this world who cared about him.

Tie Ci gazed at Feiyu. When she spoke these words, her tone was light, morning light streaming through the window lattice, flickering like broken gold in her temples. Her long eyebrows were graceful, her high nose like a peak, and her eyes were crystal clear, as if veiled in light mist.

Though her tone was calm and her expression normal, Tie Ci suddenly felt pity.

She had the feeling that these words, these matters, had always been hidden in her heart, but couldn’t be taken out or shown. Deep down, she knew that even if she revealed them, no one would understand, so she might as well casually tell them to strangers.

Like jade shattering on Mount Kun, flowers withering in old gardens—in a turn of the head, ten thousand years pass, and the best people are no longer in this world.

Tie Ci said gently: “I don’t have your good fortune. My maternal grandfather’s family is distant from me and not close. My mother has always been sickly, so I dare not trouble her with anything. It’s my father who’s always been called a ‘Twenty-Four Filial Loving Father.’ When I was small and took medicine, I clearly wasn’t afraid of bitterness and liked to drink it all in one gulp—bitter quickly, finished quickly. But he insisted on feeding me mouthful by mouthful, adding heaps of sugar, honey, and preserved plums to each spoonful. My god, you don’t know that too much sugar becomes bitter, and with all those random preserved plums and whatnot, it was an absolutely cursed dark cuisine that would make even the English shudder and prostrate themselves. And feeding it mouthful by mouthful… that soul-stirring taste made me wish I could just close my eyes and ascend to heaven on the spot…”

Feiyu burst into laughter. When she laughed, that layer of light cloud and mist-like melancholy dissipated considerably. Light seemed about to emerge from between her brows and eyes. Though Tie Ci was quite wary of her, seeing this couldn’t help but bring joy to her heart. She suddenly became alarmed—how could she use matters between herself and the Emperor to comfort this woman? How could she feel compassion just seeing her a bit sorrowful? Truly, beauty cannot overcome beauty—this face-obsessed world!

But Feiyu was also internally criticizing herself. Why was she talking about her maternal grandfather with this person for no good reason? What if this provided some clue that caused trouble later… Both looked at each other and smiled, their expressions mutually moved, their hearts equally annoyed.

Two cunning people had unconsciously opened slight cracks in their hearts, letting the other feel the wind flowing through, and both felt they’d suffered a loss, wanting to make up for it.

Tie Ci leaned back, and Feiyu leaned forward. Tie Ci happened to prop up her legs, bumping the medicine bowl. The medicine splashed out, and both Tie Ci and Feiyu cried out in surprise. Tie Ci suddenly raised her hand toward Feiyu’s pulse point, seemingly to help her hold the bowl, but Feiyu appeared to panic and raised her hand, causing the entire bowl of medicine to pour toward Tie Ci’s chest.

Tie Ci reacted quickly, immediately abandoning Feiyu’s pulse point and pulling the blanket up, so the medicine soup spilled completely onto the blanket.

This exchange was like lightning, over in the blink of an eye. A moment later, both raised their heads and looked at each other, each appearing completely innocent.

As if one testing whether the other had martial arts skills and the other immediately retaliating didn’t exist at all.

Tie Ci coughed once, saying insincerely: “Are you alright? Are you scalded? It’s all my fault for being careless.”

Her concern was halfhearted, but who knew Feiyu would immediately whimper softly, extending her little finger in front of her, saying: “Young Master is too rash—my finger is all red from the burn!”

Tie Ci obligingly took hold of that finger, carefully examining the completely invisible red mark with a face full of heartache: “Ah, scalded? Let me see, let me see…”

Looking closely at those hands, there were no calluses, nor any traces that should come from practicing martial arts. The hands were somewhat larger than ordinary women’s, but with distinct joints, each finger like jade, with slender knuckles—very beautiful hands.

Feiyu extended her hand generously, conveniently raising her little finger and saying in a soft voice: “Just talking without practice—blow on it for me.”

Tie Ci could hear the teasing and challenging tone in her voice. A true warrior naturally wouldn’t fear a beauty’s flirtation. She went with the flow, laughing: “Darling, I’ll blow on it for you right away.” She leaned over to blow on that pale pink fingertip, but saw it tremble. She paused, suddenly also feeling some strange sensation flow through her entire body, unable to help raising her eyes to look at Feiyu.

At this moment, she sat on the bed while Feiyu had one leg on the bed and one off, her entire body leaning in her direction. She held Feiyu’s finger, the two so close their breathing was audible, their faint fragrances intertwining. The pearl hairpin ornaments on her head drooped down, tickling her temples.

Both froze, their gazes meeting for an instant, and the atmosphere became strange.

Then Feiyu laughed.

How ridiculous.

She wasn’t a male prostitute, and she herself didn’t have a cut-sleeve fetish—what were they doing?

While laughing, she reached out to pinch her cheek, saying affectionately: “Darling, the medicine spilled. I’ll go brew you another bowl.”

Having said this, she tidied up with a completely nonchalant air and left. Watching her leave, Tie Ci touched her cheek, thinking to herself whether she’d been flirted with or flirted with.

What was the crime for flirting with the Crown Princess?

Beheading? Death by a thousand cuts? Castration?

While pondering this, she suddenly heard a jumble of footsteps outside, as if a large group of people had entered. Someone commanded loudly from afar: “…Everyone come out of your rooms! The authorities are searching for the flower-picking murderous bandit!”

…

Under the night sky’s embrace, Ziyang City had a slightly more murderous atmosphere than usual. Street corners and alleys had many more patrol posts, curfew time was moved up, and many servants carried buckets, pasting identical notices all over the walls, each featuring Tie Ci’s portrait.

At this moment, a soft sedan chair arrived outside the city gates, with household guards on horseback following before and after, each one spirited and exceptionally capable.

The city gates were already closed, but the leader among this group went to knock on the side gate. After a moment, the side gate was opened as an exception, welcoming the sedan chair inside.

The wind caused the newly pasted notices on the walls to flutter slightly.

As the sedan chair passed through the side gate, suddenly the curtain lifted, a hand reached out, and snatched away the notice.

The portrait was well-drawn, with Tie Ci displaying her characteristic gracious smile upon it.

“Stop.”

The sedan chair immediately halted.

“Go back.”

A moment later, the sedan chair turned around and disappeared into the dark night outside the city.

The gate-guarding soldiers closed the gate in bewilderment, muttering: “These young masters who think up one thing after another…”

The sedan chair traveled beyond the city gate area, and the person inside said: “Abandon the sedan chair. Get me a good horse to ride.”

“Young Master, what happened? Why so urgent all of a sudden? And where are we going now?”

“To the Haiyou Provincial Administration Commissioner.”

…

Miss Feiyu, the top courtesan of Fuchun Tower, received treatment unlike ordinary courtesans—she lived alone in an exquisite small building. The building’s location was somewhat remote, connected to the other pavilions by covered walkways.

At this moment, a short, black-clad person sat by the corridor edge, slightly pursing their lips, using their mouth to simulate chaotic footsteps and voices.

A tall person stood with arms crossed, leaning against the corridor edge, frowning as he watched the richly dressed woman who was smiling faintly while wiping her fingers.

“What are you planning to do now?”

“Nothing special, just want to see his reaction,” Feiyu said. “Don’t you think his identity and actions are somewhat contradictory? The son of a Director of Imperial Stud, and quite intelligent too—can he really not see that Ziyang’s waters run deep? How dare he pierce through this layer of paper? Doesn’t he understand that breaking through this layer could cost him his life? Where does he get such boldness? What does he rely on? There are far too many questions!”

“That’s true. But Master, if this person really has problems, why should we complicate matters? We just need to wait for the item to emerge, take our forty percent and leave, don’t we? Don’t you still need to go to the capital to kill that Crown Princess?”

“I can see this person has already guessed about Lao’er’s matter. If I don’t investigate him clearly and restrain him, I’m afraid he’ll ruin things. Then my treasure will fly away… As for the Crown Princess, she’s something I can deal with easily anytime—what’s the rush?”

“Master, you mustn’t underestimate the enemy too much. I’ve heard that Crown Princess has martial arts skills, and that she’s also…”

“So what if she knows some martial arts? Without imperial bloodline inheritance, she can’t even sit firmly in the Crown Princess position—all her strength must be used to stabilize the throne beneath her. She’s not as capable as that young lady heir of Yannan, the new female Hezhuo of the Western Rong, or that legendary female grandmaster. Oh right, there are also the fifty thousand Scorpion Camp and Blood Cavalry stationed at Yongping Guard—some say their commander is actually a woman.”

Both attendants fell silent. Indeed, though the Crown Princess had a more noble status than those others, according to rumors she hadn’t inherited the imperial clan’s natural abilities and was quite useless. Though she was also on the list for this trial, it was just for the sake of imperial family appearances. To this day, no one knew where she went for her trial, and there had always been rumors that she was just mixing around at some government office near the capital, waiting for the year to end so she could return to the palace.

In everyone’s view, this was the Crown Princess’s normal way of conducting trials. Did they really expect the Crown Princess to travel thousands of miles to suffer among the common people? What if something went wrong? The imperial dynasty already had no other heirs.

It was really hard on their master, still having to go to the capital to kill her.

“No matter who it is, today I must force out his true face.” Feiyu beckoned, and two capable men quickly ran over.

The tall and short ones couldn’t appear before that person in the room—both sides had already met face to face. Unlike Feiyu, who had always kept her face covered on the sea.

“Go ahead, go strip away his painted skin.”

Chapter 42: I Suspect You’re Stirring Up Trouble
Tie Ci heard the voices outside and her heart tightened.

Was County Magistrate Li conducting a city-wide search? Making such a big commotion? They’d already searched their way to Fuchun Tower so quickly?

She’d originally thought that with such a disturbance, Feiyu would surely come in quickly to take her to hide, but Feiyu didn’t appear.

Tie Ci frowned.

Had something happened?

She didn’t know what medicine had been used, but it was very effective—though it likely contained numbing agents, as her body was numb and couldn’t move.

One hand was injured, leaving only her right hand mobile.

She reached out to feel around and indeed found a protrusion under the blanket, pressing down hard.

The bed board flipped over. At the moment of rotation, she grabbed the bed’s edge, preventing herself from falling.

With her current injuries, falling would cause her wounds to burst open, and that would be the end.

Now she was on the bed’s underside, with pitch darkness below. Her nose caught the fishy scent of earth and another vaguely familiar smell.

Then she felt a slight breeze, which surprised her somewhat.

Brothels often faced raids from wives coming to catch their husbands, so to let clients visit with peace of mind and no worries, many courtesan rooms had secret passages, most conveniently located under the bed.

Though Tie Ci had long dwelt in the deep palace, with Chi Xue as her know-it-all companion, she naturally understood these things.

However, such passages were usually just dug as hiding places, but the one beneath her seemed to have considerable space and even ventilation. With ventilation, there should be an exit.

This thought flashed by, and Tie Ci didn’t think much about it. She closed her eyes and silently recited an incantation.

Years ago, her master had opened her extraordinary meridians and assisted her in cultivating true qi, but at the time, to compete for the Crown Princess position, the process had been rather rushed. Afterward, her master said that her meridians had rashly endured tremendous force, leaving hidden dangers, though he couldn’t determine how severe these dangers were or what consequences they might bring in the future. Her master therefore taught her a reverse true qi cultivation method, for use when her meridians suffered serious blockages that couldn’t be resolved—she could then practice this method to attempt breaking through the blocked acupoints.

When her master first gave her this method, he repeatedly warned that unless facing life-or-death circumstances with dire situations and absolutely no hope, she must never practice it. Because even her master had never practiced this method and didn’t know its consequences—if any problems arose, even her master couldn’t resolve them.

Strictly speaking, this moment might not have reached the point of desperation, but Tie Ci was bold—she disliked this feeling of complete bodily loss of control. Her childhood experiences had taught her to most despise “lack of freedom,” whether mental, lifestyle, or physical.

Outside, there were faint movements—someone had broken down the door.

Tie Ci reversed her true force. The powerful true qi she’d cultivated through years of bitter practice flowed along a thin meridian never before explored, rushing backward toward that major acupoint.

Like a giant dragon squeezing into a thin, soft tube, the tearing agony it brought was unbearable to ordinary people—like ten thousand fish-scale knives constantly gouging viciously within the meridians, as if inflicting death by a thousand cuts. Wherever it passed, flesh and blood became mangled, then were forcefully repaired by true force. The meridians continuously split and mended, leaving countless fish-scale marks invisible to the naked eye.

Though the weather wasn’t hot, sweat poured from Tie Ci’s forehead in streams, pattering down onto the earthen ground.

Tie Ci didn’t even dare tremble, fearing the bed board would make noise. Her fingers dug fiercely into the solid wood, fingertips bursting with blood, staining that patch of wood red.

The commotion outside grew louder—the intruders were searching. Footsteps had already approached the bedside.

Tie Ci closed her eyes. Her entire body suddenly shuddered violently, and within her body came a thunderous roar as massive waves churned, breaching the dam and surging back, transforming into countless gentle streams that tenderly caressed the scarred riverbed.

Tie Ci opened her eyes.

In the darkness, faint trace of golden light flickered by.

In that instant, a phantom suddenly appeared before her eyes—like the shadow of a palm—then vanished.

She was startled.

How could she see this in the darkness? Where did this palm shadow come from?

Suddenly, banging sounds came from overhead, as if someone was tapping the bed board, testing whether there were mechanisms beneath.

Tie Ci’s entire body tensed.

The opponent was very experienced.

After one tap, as if sensing something, he tapped twice more.

Then he stood up, nodded to the person behind him, indicating there was space below.

The person behind looked outside—Feiyu stood at the doorway, showing half her face, making eye contact.

Her expression was ambiguous, seeming to smile yet not smile.

Still unaware that brothels had such mechanisms—but this person was surprisingly familiar with brothel tricks.

The young men of the capital were quite romantic indeed.

Earlier, when she couldn’t find the person, she’d been stunned for quite a while, truly unable to imagine where someone could go after the wound medicine was mixed with numbing drugs.

The man who’d detected the mechanism below, to confirm where the person actually was, half-knelt beside the bed, pressing his face to the bed surface to listen.

Feiyu’s expression changed, about to call out to stop him, then remembering she shouldn’t make noise lest the person below hear her. She kicked out a small stone.

But it was already too late.

That man’s face had just touched the bed surface.

With a “crack” of penetrating sound, wood chips and cloth fibers flew as a pale fist suddenly and extremely fiercely penetrated the thick bed board and three layers of bedding upon it, appearing violently beside that man’s head. The hand instantly changed from fist to palm, seizing that man’s throat!

The next instant came a tremendous crash as half the bed board was knocked flying. The thick wooden board smacked down precisely on the two men following toward the bedside. They cried out in alarm, blood streaming down their heads.

A figure emerged from beneath the bed board, sitting on the remaining half, hand still tightly gripping the earlier man’s throat, dragging him up as a shield, laughing: “Stand still.”

The others had just rushed forward when this sudden and violent turn of events startled them into stumbling and freezing.

Sitting on the bedside was naturally Tie Ci. Breaking through the acupoint had also allowed her to barely move. That one uninjured hand gripped the opponent’s throat tightly—probably few people in this world could pry it open.

She sat rigidly upright, her body stiff, her attack vicious, yet her tone was light and smiling: “You’re not county office people. Speak—who sent you?”

Several people looked at each other, not expecting her to immediately see through their disguise as government officers.

“If Ziyang’s officers had your skills, they wouldn’t be unable to solve even one murder case.” Tie Ci flicked her fingers against her captive’s neck—each flick made him convulse once. “I know their nature. Either they’d know brothels have tunnels and head straight under the bed without searching around, or they wouldn’t know and wouldn’t think to tap the bed board.” She narrowed her eyes. “You should come from a rather secretive organization—one that presumably acts very meticulously. You walk quietly with soft-soled shoes, and when standing, each person automatically seeks the most suitable position, forming mutually supporting angles. This shows you’re well-trained and frequently face enemies… Your organization’s style is presumably quite ruthless, because your soft-soled boots have hard objects in the middle—I guess those are thin blades.”

With each sentence she spoke, the surrounding men’s faces grew more tense.

“All of the above is nonsense. I made it up.” Tie Ci suddenly smiled. “Actually, there’s just one flaw—you’re all wearing masks. Do government officers need to do that?”

Those people were stunned, all feeling their minds couldn’t keep up with this person. Those words weren’t made up, and wearing masks wasn’t something immediately noticeable—their masks were specially made, extremely ingenious, and could fool anyone.

After a long moment, one person said coldly: “You hold our brother hostage—what do you intend?”

“That’s what I should be asking you.” Tie Ci observed these people’s expressions. “I sense you don’t actually want to kill me, so you shouldn’t be Li Yao’s people. You surround but don’t kill, seeming more interested in me personally. But an organization appearing in Ziyang at this time… I find it hard to believe you have no connection whatsoever to Li Yao’s affairs…”

The men on all sides lowered their eyelids—this person was too perceptive. They feared that one more movement would be interpreted by her to reveal their identity.

From outside the window came the rolling sound of a stone falling. The room fell terrifyingly quiet for a moment.

Tie Ci suddenly stopped speaking and smiled: “Let’s make a deal. You withdraw and don’t interfere with Ziyang affairs anymore. I’ll release this brother of yours and promise not to pursue you. How about it?”

Silence filled the room, while trees rustled outside the window.

After a while, a man who appeared to be the leader suddenly smiled and said: “You’re very capable… We don’t want to be your enemy either, but you don’t seem very trustworthy, so we’d like to choose another way to discuss this deal. For instance, using your savior’s life to exchange for our brother’s life, and for you to leave Ziyang immediately. How about that?”

He waved his hand, and Feiyu stumbled into the doorway with two blades pressed tightly against her neck.

Seeing Tie Ci, she immediately cried out piteously: “Young Master, save me!”

The black-clad man behind her laughed coldly: “Master Mao, this young lady saved you from danger and hid you in a fragrant tower. Can you bear to abandon her and let her fragrant soul perish?”

Tie Ci blinked: “Yes, I can bear it.”

Black-clad man: “…”

“…This is your savior!”

“So what about my savior? Since she saved my life, it shows she’s kind and good, hoping I’d live. If I ultimately still lose my life because of her, wouldn’t that make her rescue pointless? How could such a kind person be willing to let that happen? Wouldn’t it be better to save someone completely? How could I bear to make such a kind person feel bad? Don’t you think that’s reasonable, brother?”

Black-clad man: “…”

I’m speechless.

“Besides,” Tie Ci said kindly, “Miss Feiyu herself said that I wasn’t actually saved by her, so there’s no life-saving debt. Naturally, I can’t be expected to trade my life for it. At most, I’ll burn more incense for her in the future, definitely remember to burn paper money annually, and offer three sacrificial animals during festivals. I think Miss Feiyu should be quite satisfied with that.”

The black-clad man said through gritted teeth: “We just want to trade back our brother’s life!”

Tie Ci: “No trade.”

Black-clad men: “…”

We suspect you’re stirring up trouble.

“Why won’t you trade!”

“Can you just burn a life-saving talisman casually?”

Feiyu raised her eyes, looking pitiful and astonished: “Master Mao, you… you actually won’t save me!”

“Miss,” Tie Ci sighed, “It’s not that I’m unwilling to save you, but that I cannot. Go in peace…”

The atmosphere in the room grew tense. Obviously, the black-clad men were also confused by Tie Ci’s refusal to play by the rules. The leading black-clad man instinctively cast his gaze toward Feiyu’s face.

His gaze had just turned halfway when Feiyu suddenly struggled and cried: “This humble woman is like drifting catkins, fallen into the dust—naturally just a cheap life, not worth a noble person’s slightest concession…” As she spoke, she tilted her head, rushing toward the blade at her neck.

With this collision, the black-clad man acted greatly surprised, both blades deflecting away. Feiyu stumbled and fell out. Naturally, Tie Ci wouldn’t miss this opportunity—she immediately leaped up, still dragging her massive hostage as she flew. She seemed to lightly swing her hand, tossing the hostage out to block the frontmost black-clad man, while her other hand pulled Feiyu toward her. Feiyu cried “ai ya” and crashed into her embrace.

Tie Ci’s thrown hand flashed back like lightning in a perfectly fluid circle, pulling the tossed hostage back again.

In this advance and retreat, she and Feiyu cooperated seamlessly. By the time those people reacted, Feiyu was already in her arms and the hostage still in her hands.

Then Tie Ci said coldly: “Get out!”

This time the black-clad men were very obedient, saying nothing and immediately withdrawing. A moment later came the sound of going downstairs. Tie Ci dragged her hostage to the building’s edge and saw several figures leap and vanish into the tree shadows.

She glanced sideways at the hostage beside her. The man’s forehead was beaded with sweat as he slowly clenched his jaw.

Before his teeth closed completely, Tie Ci suddenly reached out and pushed, saying: “Get lost!”

Caught off guard, the man was pushed and fell from the second floor, rolling on the ground before scrambling up and looking up at her in alarm.

Tie Ci just smiled without paying attention and turned around.

The moment she turned, Feiyu’s fingers slightly flicked out—a gesture commanding departure.

That man took a deep look at Tie Ci’s back and left.

On the second floor, Feiyu caught up to Tie Ci in surprise: “Young Master, you worked so hard to capture that hostage—why just let him go like that?”

“If I didn’t let him go, he would have committed suicide the next moment.” Tie Ci said flatly. “Obviously, he comes from an organization with harsh and terrible rules. The consequences of betraying the organization would be worse than torture and death. Since I’m destined not to pry open his mouth, why create unnecessary killing?”

Feiyu was stunned for a moment before saying: “I didn’t expect that Young Master, coming from aristocratic nobility, would also cherish the lives of such lowly people.”

“Lowly people are still people, with hands and feet just the same, with strength and will, equally capable of contributing to the Great Qian’s various enterprises and creating wealth.” Tie Ci said lightly. “So unless they’re utterly evil, everyone’s life should be cherished.”

What she really wanted to say was: Under heaven’s expanse, is there any land not the king’s? To the borders of the realm, are there any who are not the king’s subjects? Since they’re all my subjects, losing even one is a loss—of course I cherish them all.

Feiyu seemed somewhat surprised, her gaze flowing as she looked at her very seriously.

Tie Ci smiled, knowing her thoughts might differ from her own, but not intending to say more.

She wasn’t an ordinary man or woman managing worldly fires in this mortal realm—she was the Crown Princess. These worldly trifles, gains and losses of affairs, shouldn’t be placed on her life’s scales. What she should have in her heart was this beautiful realm, the common people crying for sustenance, the territory of the four seas, abundant grain and sufficient soldiers.

Standing high, one must see far—that’s all there is to it.

“However, I’m now certain,” she turned to smile at Feiyu, “that the organization these black-clad men belong to, and their leader, are definitely not good things.”

Feiyu: “…”

The taste of listening to someone curse you to your face while having to smile and agree was quite refreshing.

After Tie Ci’s acupoint breakthrough, her awesome moment lasted only briefly. Now her whole body was sore and weak. Though the numbness had improved somewhat, pain was clamoring. She barely managed to support herself back to the room, found her clothes and put them on. Fortunately, Feiyu had kept all her things, not even touching the accessories. When Tie Ci put on her brush pendant ornament, Feiyu said curiously: “I’ve never seen anyone use a writing brush as a jade pendant—Young Master is quite unique.” She spoke while curiously reaching to touch the brush.

Tie Ci handed the brush over, saying: “An elder at home gave it to me. I treasure it greatly, so I carry it with me. Actually, it’s not really a brush—it’s more or less an ornament.”

She spoke candidly, making Feiyu hesitant to take it. After looking carefully twice, she smiled: “Jade shaft and golden tip—it matches Young Master very well.”

Tie Ci smiled and put it away. This item wasn’t ordinary—even if Feiyu studied it, she might not be able to figure it out.

This was given by her master. Since it was relatively portable, she carried it with her. Her other belongings were still hidden in the county office dormitory.

Feiyu gazed at the sweat on her forehead for a while, saying: “Master Mao, please rest. I’ll prepare some food for you.”

Tie Ci opened her eyes: “Miss doesn’t blame me for refusing to save you earlier?”

Feiyu said softly: “Naturally I blame you, so I’m preparing to poison you.”

Tie Ci smiled: “I look forward to it very much.”

Chapter 43: How About We Sleep Together?
Feiyu pouted and walked out the door. Downstairs at the corner, the tall and short men approached her. The tall one snickered upon seeing her—though he said nothing, his face was written all over with “trying to steal a chicken but losing the rice.” The short one wore his perpetual frown, worriedly saying: “This master is incredibly formidable. Not only did we fail to probe anything, we nearly lost a brother. Master, perhaps you should send this person away early. I heard that side is almost ready—we need to collect the goods and guard against them making moves. It’s really inappropriate to keep such a person around. What if…”

Feiyu interrupted his ten-thousandth “what if,” asking: “Lao’er’s side is ready?”

“Tomorrow night. But when our people went to collect the goods, they said they’re afraid of alerting enemies, saying to wait until tomorrow night when everything has cooled and loaded before dividing it among us.”

“They’re planning to have us provide cover for them in case something goes wrong, then turn around and eliminate us afterward, right?” Feiyu smiled faintly. “Which route do they plan to take out of the city? Which road back to Liaodong? No matter how capable Li Yao is, he can only ensure smooth passage within Ziyang City. Once out of the city and into other prefectures, even leaving Haiyou, there are countless checkpoints. There must be high officials in Haiyou colluding with him to provide support—we just don’t know who.”

After thinking, she said: “Pay attention to the people around Li Yao. For such important matters, if there are still officials above coordinating with Lao’er, they definitely won’t trust Li Yao completely. There should be their people monitoring him.”

The two received their orders. Feiyu added: “You should still disguise yourselves properly and alter your builds to serve beside me, otherwise it’s inconvenient. Zhao San, you’re too short—get some height-increasing boots. The most conspicuous thing about you two is your height contrast. Change that and it won’t be so obvious.”

Zhao San said with a long face: “But short people have short people’s habits. What if…”

“There are no ‘what ifs.'” Feiyu cut off his pessimism. “Go prepare a table of dishes, and add some…” He hesitated before saying: “Bone-Soaking Fragrance.”

Both tall and short men were stunned. Then the tall one said: “Are you crazy? Using that? There isn’t much of it left!”

The short one also said: “The various medicines in this wine are difficult to collect, their effects rare. You live in hardship yourself, and this wine is saved for great use. How can you take it out now for… what if…”

Feiyu’s eyes flickered for a moment, then she smiled and waved her hand to indicate no need to say more, then returned.

The short one was left completely puzzled, muttering: “But why—”

Feiyu faintly heard and curved her lips.

There aren’t so many whys.

When you want to give, you just give.

…

Tie Ci had been regulating her breathing for a while when she suddenly opened her eyes.

Two figures had quietly descended into the room—Dan Shuang and Chi Xue had found their way here.

When she was taken away, during the intervals between unconsciousness and waking, she had dropped a bit of her unique tracking incense between her fingers. Dan Shuang had extremely keen smell and had trained for this over many years, so naturally she could track her down.

Seeing Tie Ci, both immediately rushed over. Dan Shuang’s eyes were red-rimmed, and Chi Xue hurriedly pulled out various medicines she carried.

Tie Ci looked both of them up and down, seeing that aside from some scrapes they were unharmed, and finally relaxed.

After Dan Shuang and Chi Xue examined Tie Ci, they were very worried. Dan Shuang suggested leaving to find a place to recover, but Tie Ci shook her head.

“If I’m not mistaken, something important will happen in these two days,” she said. “I must quickly root out that murderer and the shady dealings under the Cangsheng Tower.”

“In your current state, how can you handle so many matters!” Chi Xue said. “A person of great worth should not sit beneath a dangerous wall. Had we known this place was so dangerous and these people so bold, we should have stopped you from choosing here originally.”

“Since I came here and encountered this matter, this is Heaven’s will, intending for me to resolve it,” Tie Ci said. “Others can retreat in fear of difficulty, but I cannot.”

Both women fell silent.

Indeed, throughout the Crown Princess’s life, she would face the most difficult matters.

Anyone else could be a coward, but she could not. If she retreated, it would affect one life, one family, one country.

“Besides, these aren’t really two separate matters—the murderer and the Cangsheng Tower…” Tie Ci suddenly stopped speaking as the bead curtain lifted and Feiyu entered with two servants.

Upon entering and discovering two additional people, she couldn’t help being startled. Then recognizing Dan Shuang and Chi Xue, she smiled: “You came too.”

Dan Shuang watched her warily, her gaze falling on that table of dishes. Chi Xue smiled: “You gave us quite a search… Thank you, Miss Feiyu, for saving our master.”

She went to receive those dishes, her fingertips hooking at the plate’s edge. Silver light flashed in her nail crevice as a silver needle had quietly emerged.

Both servants were quite tall. She received the plate from the shorter one, who smilingly handed it to her. The taller one suddenly placed the soup bowl from his hands onto Chi Xue’s hands as well, saying: “Holding it is tiring. Since you’re so diligent, you can take it all.”

Chi Xue had already received one dish. With the soup bowl thrust at her like this, she had to use her other hand to catch it, but how could she manage? A hand suddenly reached over—Dan Shuang caught the soup bowl and glared at the tall man: “What a temper from this brothel manager!”

Tall man: “…”

He was so angry he almost rolled his eyes. After a long while, he said stiffly: “I’m not a brothel manager!”

Dan Shuang said coldly: “Right, you’re not qualified to be a brothel manager.”

Tall man: “…”

Seeing the tall man about to be devastated by Dan Shuang, Tie Ci suppressed her laughter, got out of bed, and personally helped arrange the dishes, saying: “Ah, so fragrant.”

She was always good at smoothing things over. Only then did the strange, stiff atmosphere between several people loosen up. The two maids, one on each side, squeezed out Feiyu to help Tie Ci arrange the dishes. Dan Shuang saw that wine pot and frowned: “Why is there still wine? Don’t you know injured people can’t drink?” She took the wine pot away.

Tie Ci frowned, put down her chopsticks, and looked at her coolly.

Dan Shuang’s hand paused, knowing she had overstepped. Tie Ci had always been kind and generous to people, never showing class distinctions, and didn’t allow her maids to abuse their favor or bully others. Dan Shuang usually wouldn’t be like this, but today for some reason, she felt constantly irritated.

She lowered her eyes and apologized, but still stubbornly took the wine away.

Feiyu wasn’t angry either, smiling faintly. The tall man laughed once, took the wine pot, and said to the short one: “Get a big cup.”

The short one brought a large cup, and the tall man filled it completely with wine for Feiyu. That cup was so large that two cups would probably finish the entire pot.

Feiyu laughed again, shook her head, and picked up the cup.

The moment she lifted the cup, Tie Ci faintly caught a strange, delicate fragrance. Her heart stirred, and she suddenly reached out to take Feiyu’s wine cup, saying: “This cup should be mine, shouldn’t it?”

With the wine cup near her mouth, she became even more certain that this contained Embroidered Golden Vine—a rare medicinal material with bone-strengthening and essence-cultivating effects, perfect for her current injuries. Moreover, this substance could neutralize poison, so as long as this was added, poisoning would be impossible.

Since it was good stuff, she wouldn’t be polite. With one tilt of her head, she drained the entire cup.

Feiyu: “…”

No, why drink so fast?

Though this wine was good, the medicines in it required the strongest liquor to extract their properties, and that liquor was so strong that even someone with great capacity could only manage one such large cup. And it had to be sipped slowly, little by little—once drunk hastily, drunkenness was inevitable.

Seeing Tie Ci drink it herself, Dan Shuang and Chi Xue weren’t anxious anymore. They had inexplicable confidence in Tie Ci’s choices.

As for that cup of wine, they didn’t even consider it—the Crown Princess could drink a thousand cups without getting drunk.

After drinking, Tie Ci felt a warm current rise from her internal organs, flowing through her extraordinary meridians, like warm wind making her feel intoxicated. At the acupoints that had been forcibly opened earlier and were aching faintly, she suddenly felt a sense of clarity. When she looked up, she suddenly saw a skeleton.

She was startled, almost thinking her eyes were playing tricks, but then she was certain they indeed were, because the skeleton vanished and across from her was still Feiyu’s bulging chest.

Tie Ci put it aside, only a thought suddenly flashed through her mind… that skeleton seemed a bit large?

Her thoughts were still on the wine—its effects were better than imagined. She picked up the wine pot and filled another cup to the brim.

A hand suddenly reached over, and Feiyu’s smiling voice sounded beside her ear: “Young Master mustn’t be greedy with drink. This cup should be my turn.”

Tie Ci couldn’t react in time, staring blankly as Feiyu took away her large wine cup, watching as her lips touched what seemed to be exactly where her own lips had just touched. She thought somewhat hazily: “Isn’t this the legendary indirect kiss?”

Thinking this way made it seem somewhat serious and unsanitary. Then she thought, oh, it’s a woman, so no problem.

She propped her chin and watched Feiyu drink wine, taking tiny, delicate sips. Tie Ci grew impatient watching and suddenly reached out to lift the bottom of the wine cup, saying: “Come on, bottoms up!”

Caught off guard, Feiyu gulped down the entire cup.

Both servants were so shocked they bumped into the table simultaneously.

Feiyu: “…”

Bottoms up your sister!

A moment of silence. The expressions on both servants’ faces were tragic.

Given our master’s drinking capacity…

Feiyu pressed both hands on the table, head lowered. After a long moment, she slowly raised her head.

Everyone present was stunned.

Like fresh snow falling on peach blossoms, dawn lit by the first ray of rosy clouds, a garden full of pear blossoms fragrant as frost, the red sun thinly gilding everything with a blush color.

Beauty’s flushed face intoxicated even the observers.

Her eyes weren’t hazy but clearer than usual, yet so bright they were arresting, making hearts tighten.

A faint blush on both cheeks swept into her dark temples. When she looked at people, her gaze flowed out from beneath thick lashes, leaving everyone present with only half their souls.

The tall servant seemed to draw a patient breath, then reached out to support her, saying softly: “Miss, you’re drunk…”

Feiyu nodded. She sat upright with a calm tone: “I’m drunk.”

The tall man, seeing she was still fairly lucid, had just relaxed when he heard her say: “I’m drunk and need to sleep. You all withdraw.”

The tall man tried to pull her: “Alright… let’s go sleep somewhere else.”

“Right here. This is my bedchamber—naturally I should sleep here.” Feiyu said with a giggle. “You may take your leave!”

The tall man rolled his eyes. The phrase “Leave your ghost!” stuck hard in his throat as he patiently said: “This place is lent to Master Mao to sleep. You can’t…”

Reminded, Feiyu leaned over, hooked her arm around Tie Ci’s neck, her whole body leaning against her, laughing: “Then I’ll sleep together with Master Mao! Master Mao, is that alright?”

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue had been somewhat surprised, but hearing this, Dan Shuang snorted with laughter, and Chi Xue smiled slightly.

This kind of invitation… their master had ten thousand ways to refuse and kill him.

Then they watched Tie Ci’s body tilt as she also hooked her arm around Feiyu’s neck, giggling: “Great!”

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue: “…”

Tall and short men: “…”

You want us dead.

Feiyu listened with beaming joy. Tie Ci was also very happy, reaching out to pinch Feiyu’s cheek: “You sleep on the outside, I’ll sleep on the inside.”

Then her eyes lit up as she held up her finger, showing them: “So smooth!”

Tall and short men: “…”

When the master is humiliated, the servants die. What do we do when our master is being molested?

The next instant, their master very admirably cupped Tie Ci’s cheeks, excitedly leaning over her head and giving her a loud “smack” of a kiss: “Good!”

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue: “…!!!”

What do we do when the Crown Princess is being molested?

Dan Shuang’s hand was already on her waist when Chi Xue grabbed her hand. The tall man sensitively looked up at her. Dan Shuang looked back with murderous intent, then slowly turned that murderous gaze toward Feiyu. The tall man stepped forward to block her gaze. The shorter one had been standing beside him, constantly tugging at his clothes, making the same gesture Chi Xue was making to Dan Shuang.

The two pairs of servants fought several rounds across the table before remembering their masters were still causing trouble. Dan Shuang and the tall man each went to pull their own master: “Master, let’s go…”

The result was both being simultaneously waved away by their respective masters.

The two embraced each other like sisters, waving outward together, shouting in unison: “Scram! Go!”

“…”

Chapter 44: Accidentally Climbed Into the Dragon Bed?
A moment later, Chi Xue and the short man were also cleared out.

The two drunkards maintained their heart-attack-inducing pose of embracing each other’s shoulders. Tie Ci was still singing: “I’ll send you away, thousands of miles away…”

Not to be outdone, Feiyu sang: “Jade furnace, ice mat, mandarin duck brocade, powder melting, fragrant sweat flowing on the mountain pillow. Outside the curtain, the pulley sounds, frowning with a startled smile. In the willow shade, mist is dim, low temples and cicada hairpins fall. Must make a lifetime’s gamble, exhaust today’s joy with you…”

Then the two applauded each other, magnanimously praising each other’s singing as more beautiful.

The food on the table was devoured like a whirlwind. Feiyu was obviously more deeply drunk, picking up food to feed into Tie Ci’s mouth, nearly poking it into her ear instead: “Come… this is what I hate most… shredded chicken with yellow chives…”

“You… why do you hate this… I quite… like it…”

“Because chives enhance virility… my father believes in food supplements… likes to eat this… when he occasionally visits my mother… my mother always prepares this… pfft… why eat so many chives for nothing… aren’t a dozen or so enough…”

“Wow wow wow, you have a dozen sisters… Hey! You gave me one chopstick too many! When I eat… uh… I only eat three chopsticks!”

“Heh… your rules… are like the imperial family… hey, you wouldn’t be imperial family, would you? Prince? Duke? Child of a princess?”

“Ha… my daddy doesn’t let me tell others… come, eat food… eat food…” Tie Ci picked up a chopstick of ribs and fed them into Feiyu’s nose.

The two ate a few confused bites. As the wine’s effect surged up, Tie Ci grabbed Feiyu’s collar, mumbling: “Sleep time, sleep time…”

Feiyu laughed heartily, saying with heroic spirit: “Sleep! Let’s sleep right now!”

She bent down and lifted Tie Ci up. Tie Ci was overjoyed, laughing loudly: “Oh, you as a woman can actually carry me!”

Feiyu’s arms held her steadily. Hearing this, she looked down with a smile: “You as a man aren’t heavy either!”

She carried Tie Ci swaying toward the bedside, her left foot tripping her right foot. With a stumble, bang—the two fell onto the bed with Tie Ci underneath and Feiyu on top. Tie Ci was pressed down with a grunt, nearly suffocating. When she opened her eyes, she saw Feiyu’s face above—like snow piled with jade, luminously beautiful.

Feiyu had been laughing, but meeting her gaze, gradually restrained her smile. Propping her head on her elbow, she examined her with interest. After a long moment, she said: “Green mountains like painted eyebrows, autumn water for spirit… Usually I see you as a graceful young man, but looking closely up close, you seem excessively refined. This skin is more feminine than a woman’s…” As she spoke, she reached out to rub Tie Ci’s face. Tie Ci turned her head aside, suddenly crying “ai yo”—Feiyu’s hairpin had caught in Tie Ci’s hair. Tie Ci reached up to untangle it but couldn’t. Feiyu also raised her hand to help. When their fingers touched, both paused slightly, then both found it inexplicable. Tie Ci’s hand brushed, somehow pulling out Feiyu’s hairpin. Black hair cascaded down, tangling with Tie Ci’s long hair, messy as willow catkins suddenly floating through the window lattice.

Both quieted, though neither understood why this moment had become silent. Then Feiyu’s elbow softened, half-collapsing onto Tie Ci. Tie Ci lazily pushed but couldn’t move her, looking down to see the person had already fallen asleep.

Tie Ci snorted, thinking this woman couldn’t hold her liquor!

She got up, very kindly wanting to help Feiyu remove her outer garments so she could sleep more comfortably. This courtesan liked wearing loose, flowing robes that fluttered like a mountain immortal, but they were also cumbersome and troublesome. Tie Ci took a long time to undo all the buttons. When she began helping her undress, she suddenly touched her chest.

The Crown Princess kept a palace full of beauties—casual touching was almost habitual. Having touched, she’d touched, thinking of that proud fullness, she quite smoothly gave it a squeeze.

With this squeeze, she froze.

This feel…

So real!

She held her hand suspended in air, stunned for a long time. The wine seemed to have gone to her brain—even turning over a simple matter took ages, let alone this complex topic that vaguely touched secrets. The more she thought, the emptier her mind became, the faster the bed canopy spun, the more the heaven and earth swayed… “Bang.”

She fell heavily onto the bed.

With her injured body, even with a thousand-cup tolerance, she couldn’t resist this strong medicinal and alcoholic force.

She collapsed.

This sleep was very deep, and she vaguely dreamed. In the dream, beauties danced gracefully. She loudly cheered and scattered reward money like golden rain. The beauty smiled amidst the scattered gold, suddenly lifting her long skirt to reveal two legs covered in black hair…

Tie Ci’s eyes snapped open.

The moment she opened her eyes, the nightmare just now dissipated, leaving only the vague image of two black hairy legs flashing and disappearing in her mind.

Something heavy was on her body. Turning her head slightly, she saw legs in snow-white trousers pressed against her legs, and an arm across her chest.

The courtesan hadn’t woken yet.

The room was very dark with no lamps lit. Outside the window, the bright moon was like a disk—they’d slept until evening.

Tie Ci felt much better spiritually. The numbness at her wound was receding, and it didn’t hurt much anymore. Her internal qi flowed powerfully and smoothly.

For the sake of this extremely effective medicinal wine, she wouldn’t hold it against the courtesan who’d accidentally climbed into the dragon bed.

However, this medicinal wine seemed to have some hallucinogenic components. She held her head and thought for a long time but couldn’t remember what had happened from when she got drunk until she fell asleep.

Memory blackouts couldn’t be helped. She was about to call for someone to light lamps and serve her when she suddenly frowned.

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang were always very cautious. With her sleeping at this time, it was impossible for them not to be guarding in the room.

Just thinking this, she faintly heard the sound of clashing weapons carried by the wind. Looking out the window, she saw the area below brightly lit, with a large group of officers and soldiers surging through the corridors, while Dan Shuang alone blocked the corridor entrance. The others were nowhere to be seen.

She gripped the eaves edge and flipped onto the roof. Looking down from the rooftop, the entire small building was surrounded. People carrying torches surged from all directions, surrounding the small building so tightly that not even water could leak through.

She faintly caught a familiar smell, noticing people in every direction carrying black buckets.

Footsteps thundered as Chi Xue ran upstairs with an anxious expression. Seeing Tie Ci flip down from the roof, her expression relaxed. Before she could speak, Tie Ci had already said: “Call Dan Shuang back!”

Chi Xue said: “Young Master! The county office brought people from the Ziyang Thousand Household Office to surround this place. We’ll cover your escape!”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow: “Thousand Household Office?”

Chi Xue nodded certainly. As the chief palace maid managing the Crown Princess’s Ruixiang Hall, her skills weren’t limited to serving people—she knew something about various officials and trades, civil administration and military systems. The Thousand Household Office commanded regular soldiers, not ordinary archers selected from local farmers by the Patrol Inspector’s Office. More importantly, though called the Ziyang Thousand Household Office, it actually belonged to the military forces protecting Lai Prefecture, under the joint command of the Ministry of War and the Regional Military Commission—not something a mere county magistrate could command.

A Thousand Household Office had over eleven hundred men. From what she could see, at least half had come.

Tie Ci stared below, vaguely seeing several people rushing over in profuse sweat. Their figures seemed familiar, but she also saw those people splashing the contents of black buckets at the base of walls.

Chi Xue said urgently: “Master, if we don’t leave now, we won’t be able to!”

“Call Dan Shuang back!”

Chi Xue didn’t dare argue further and whistled. Dan Shuang retreated while fighting. Those soldiers didn’t pursue, just maintained their positions on all sides.

Heavy oil vapor spread through the night air.

Li Yao stood in the darkness with a cold expression.

This ignorant young man, bent on achieving merit and establishing his career, didn’t know that some matters were like gu-raising jars—lift one crack, and countless poisonous insects would emerge endlessly, never resting until death.

Urgent footsteps suddenly sounded behind him. Li Yao turned to see the county magistrate running over, shouting from a distance: “What are you doing!”

Li Yao was slightly surprised, then sneered coldly: “His Honor should be content with wine drinking—why meddle unnecessarily!”

The county magistrate frowned: “This matter hasn’t been clarified yet. The other party hasn’t confessed, and the evidence is insufficient. Why create such a commotion!”

“How is it not clarified?” Li Yao said in surprise. “Mao Shiba was overcome by lust, picked flowers and killed people—the evidence is conclusive. He resisted stubbornly, attempting to escape from prison. I’m capturing him and bringing him to justice—what’s wrong with that? His Honor is so agitated—could it be you fear the other party’s power in the capital and want to let the criminal escape?” He sighed, saying earnestly: “Your Honor, we studied for ten years, became officials in one day. We should naturally be clear and just, for country and people. Private hearts and desires won’t do!”

The county magistrate, having his black and white so reversed by such rhetoric, turned pale with anger. His chest heaved several times before he managed to say: “Since it’s an arrest, you should have him return to court for careful trial, form case files, then submit to the capital and await approval for judgment. What are you planning to do? Use private punishment… perhaps?”

The four words “kill to silence” reached his lips, but meeting Li Yao’s sinister gaze, he didn’t dare speak them.

“His Honor overthinks!” Li Yao, impatient with his arguments, suddenly waved his sleeve vigorously.

From all directions, people threw torches at the spilled liquid.

With a “whoosh,” flames like red demon dragons climbed the wall pillars, instantly leaping half a zhang high!

…

The moment Tie Ci flipped onto the roof, Feiyu opened her eyes.

With two swishing sounds, two people flipped down from the beams, hanging there and saying quietly: “Master, that side is preparing to act! They’ve tracked here. Li Yao called soldiers from the Thousand Household Office, planning to burn that person to death under the pretext of investigating a criminal case, which conveniently draws away all military forces from the Ziyang to Lai Prefecture route, facilitating the Second Prince’s border crossing. We need to leave quickly too!”

Another person said: “The secret passage we’ve been digging recently next door leads right to that side…”

Feiyu smiled: “No, we’re not taking that route.”

Both were confused: “Then which route? Once the fire starts, we won’t be able to leave!”

Feiyu patted under the bed: “Didn’t we just discover one here!”

“That’s just a small hidden room for hiding clients—it doesn’t connect!”

“That’s not necessarily so… shh, go quickly, he’s coming back!”

The two figures flipped back onto the beams.

At the railing, Tie Ci flipped down from the roof and suddenly saw Shen Mi in that small alley outside the courtyard wall, climbing that tree and waving at her.

He probably hoped she could find a way to charge over from the rooftop, but he couldn’t see from his position that below were large numbers of soldiers with drawn bows surrounding them. Once she charged out, she’d have to pass overhead and become a target.

Tie Ci gazed at Shen Mi. Even across the distance in darkness, she could still make out the anxiety on his face.

Shen Mi always surprised her. Such a person who’d experienced worldly tribulations and developed a slippery nature—she’d never dared hope for his loyalty, yet he seemed to have inexplicable confidence in her.

Perhaps this was a smart person’s intuition.

She watched for a moment, finally making up her mind. She pulled out a small brocade pouch from her chest and threw it.

The bright yellow pouch cut through the night’s blackness, landing in Shen Mi’s embrace.

Shen Mi caught it and looked up at her. Tie Ci nodded. At this time, Chi Xue and Dan Shuang also arrived, and the three rushed back into the room.

The two women followed behind her in confusion, not understanding why she was returning to a dead end instead of breaking through at this time.

The fire was extremely fierce. In a flash, flames licked up to the second-floor railings. Window paper made soft tearing sounds, turning to ash with golden-red edges when touched by fire. Black smoke snaked like demons through the corridors, mixed with bright red sparks flashing on and off, choking people into constant coughing.

Tie Ci rushed straight to the bed. Seeing that Feiyu was still sleeping peacefully, she smiled helplessly and wrapped her in the blanket. When Dan Shuang and Chi Xue also jumped onto the bed, she activated the mechanism.

The bed board flipped. Feiyu rolled down first like a ball. Dan Shuang said dissatisfiedly: “Why let her go down first!”

While falling, Tie Ci calmly answered: “Because the bottom might be uneven—someone needs to cushion the fall.” The next instant, she comfortably landed on the human cushion that was Feiyu.

Feiyu: “…”

Truly no martial virtue.

…

The great fire suddenly leaped up, nearly singeing the county magistrate’s boots. He retreated in alarm while Li Yao ignored him completely.

The county magistrate gritted his teeth but ultimately lacked the courage to charge forward again. He turned and left with a flourish of his sleeves.

Except for a staff member following him, no one paid him attention. The county magistrate walked out of Fuchun Tower in dejection. Shen Mi, waiting anxiously by the side door, approached, but seeing his expression, knew that his effort to persuade the county magistrate to stop the county deputy had ultimately failed.

He looked uneasily at those flames, wondering what power this Master Mao had disturbed to make the opponent disregard everything, willing to create such a huge disturbance to kill and silence him.

Behind him, the county magistrate said angrily: “Just relying on having backing!”

Shen Mi was startled. The county magistrate realized he’d misspoken and sighed: “This county has done its best. I’ve said before—Li Yao covers the sky with one hand and has even greater backing. Even this county can’t do anything about him, let alone you—it’s like a mantis trying to stop a chariot… You’ve already done your utmost duty to that Master Mao. Let it end here. Don’t let people find you disagreeable and crush you with one finger.”

Having said this, he turned and left.

Shen Mi touched the small brocade pouch in his chest, looking at his retreating figure with words on his lips he couldn’t speak. After a long moment, he murmured: “Mad men will meet their heavenly retribution…”

The county magistrate sneered coldly with his back turned: “Heaven? Heaven is high and cannot be questioned!”

…

In the darkness, Tie Ci sat up, her wound aching faintly.

Wrapping Feiyu in the blanket and throwing her down first was also unavoidable—she couldn’t use lightness skills with her unhealed injuries and couldn’t withstand impacts.

Fortunately, though Feiyu’s attitude was poor, she still reached out to catch her steadily.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue both came to support her. Chi Xue said worriedly: “Young Master, hiding here isn’t a solution. As a local power, County Deputy Li definitely knows about this trick under courtesans’ beds. Once he discovers no corpses in the fire, he’ll search here quickly.”

Tie Ci said nothing, closing her eyes to sense quietly. Last time hiding down here, she’d felt flowing wind—there should be a passage.

But now the fire above might be too fierce, with acrid smoke leaking through gaps overhead, confusing the air in this underground chamber and making it difficult to distinguish momentarily.

Dan Shuang lit a fire starter. Before them was a small chamber that appeared sealed, empty with nothing in it, seemingly unused. Plant roots even crawled down the walls.

Tie Ci signaled Dan Shuang and Chi Xue to find an exit. Everyone searched, but only Feiyu stood by the wall covering her nose in disgust, constantly brushing off falling ash. Dan Shuang, finding her disagreeable, walked over and bumped her shoulder. The courtesan slowly slid along the wall, occasionally adjusting her hairpin. Suddenly crying “ai yo,” her hairpin had caught on a thick root. She tried to untangle it but the more anxious she became, the more tangled it got. With a fierce pull, there was a sudden whooshing sound.

Feiyu seemed startled, standing there dazed. Tie Ci reacted quickly, pulling her over with one motion. Looking down, she discovered that root was actually fake—this was the mechanism! The mechanism was truly ingenious, mixing fake roots among real ones so densely they were hard to distinguish. If not for Feiyu’s preening, in this dim light, how could they have discovered it so quickly?

She pulled hard, and Feiyu’s hand still held that root. With a crack, the entire root was pulled out. Then with a rumbling sound, the entire uneven dirt wall before them crashed toward them like a mountain!

In that very instant, Tie Ci saw a passage appear behind the dirt wall!

“Go in! Quickly!”

Dan Shuang pushed Chi Xue in with one palm, then flashed inside herself. Tie Ci pushed Feiyu, who crashed into the passage, still not releasing that root in her hand. Tie Ci heard grinding sounds behind her. Turning back, she saw the opposite wall had also been triggered in a chain reaction, rumbling toward her as well.

Both walls moved extremely fast, about to close in the blink of an eye.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue had both fallen in the front of the passage. The closest to Tie Ci was Feiyu. Tie Ci had used great force earlier, causing severe pain in her wound and stiffening her entire body. She struggled to extend her fingers toward Feiyu’s outstretched hand.

The dirt walls rapidly closed. The fire starter went out. Some faint light reflected from somewhere, forming a pale shadow between the two walls.

Two snow-white hands were about to clasp when one suddenly drooped slightly.

Tie Ci’s fingers grasped empty air. Looking up in surprise, she saw between the faint light and shadow that Feiyu’s face was unclear, but her eyes shone like stars—bright, penetrating, and meaningful.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue’s alarmed calls and urgent prompting came through.

The dirt wall’s mountain-like shadow descended before her. The passage was reduced to a thin line.

Behind her came pain—her back wound had already touched the dirt wall.

Tie Ci groaned softly.

Those star-like eyes across from her flashed again.

Those stars hung in the high heavens, hiding cosmic secrets of millions of years, having witnessed the rise and fall of mortal worlds and life and death, yet occasionally responding with faint glimmers to the shifting moon and clouds and human prayers.

In that faint light, those fingers rose again.

Very nimbly clasping Tie Ci’s wrist, turning at an ingenious angle, Tie Ci’s body smoothly squeezed through that final narrow gap, sliding like a fish into Feiyu’s embrace.

With a bang, both shook. Each other’s breath in the darkness and this moment of unclear mood struck with particular aggression.

Behind them came a rumbling crash as the two walls closed.

Only then did Dan Shuang and Chi Xue relax. Though it sounded dangerous, it was actually just an instant. The dirt walls moved too fast, and this passage was narrow. If not for Feiyu being closest to pull her, even with their longest arms, they couldn’t have reached.

Chi Xue couldn’t help exclaiming: “This brothel actually has such dangerous yet ingenious mechanisms underground!”

Feiyu said nothing, thinking it was quite a coincidence. When initially choosing this small building, it was because it was relatively remote and offered a distant view of Cangsheng Tower, making it convenient. Now it seemed this Fuchun Tower, as one of Lao’er’s secret strongholds in Haiyou, had been connected to under Cangsheng Tower from the beginning, with one entrance in this courtesan’s boudoir.

Who could have imagined that a brothel and Buddhist tower were actually one building?

The passage was narrow, long, and dark, only allowing single file. Several people could only form a long line. Dan Shuang and Chi Xue intended to sandwich Tie Ci between them, but Tie Ci said: “Those without martial arts can’t take point or rear guard. We don’t know if there are still ambushes on both sides of this passage. With the situation unclear, the person behind should place their hand on the shoulder of the person in front, maintaining constant communication.”

So Dan Shuang went first, Chi Xue second, Feiyu third, Tie Ci fourth.

The passage was long and dark, without the faintest light. Darkness was thick as substance. If not for hearing faint breathing and feeling the warmth of human bodies under their hands, walking in such a passage would create the illusion that one’s existence had ceased. It might even generate strange feelings, as if being carried by darkness toward eternal unknown.

The earthy smell was heavy on all sides, mixed with slight decay. Occasionally a star of green light would flicker—phosphorus hidden in the soil, but to modern eyes, probably just ghost fire.

Everyone walked silently, footsteps rustling by their ears in a rhythm approaching numbness. Listening long, their hearts inexplicably tightened slightly.

Feiyu suddenly said eerily: “At a time like this, ghost stories are usually needed for atmosphere…”

She spoke suddenly in a light tone, each word echoing in the deep passage. Even Chi Xue, steady as she was, was startled into a low gasp.

Dan Shuang angrily said: “Will you die if you don’t speak!”

The result was “die die die” echoing continuously throughout the passage, sounding even more eerie.

Tie Ci sighed and laughingly smoothed things over: “Since walking is boring anyway, and there seem to be no mechanisms in this tunnel, then let’s talk. I’ll start respectfully. Once a team went exploring in a mountain cave, also like this cave, also one holding onto another. One was timid, taking a few steps then feeling for the hand on his shoulder, always feeling it there, always feeling it there…”

As she spoke, Feiyu suddenly reached out to touch Tie Ci’s hand resting on her shoulder. Tie Ci’s hair stood on end from the touch, then couldn’t help but burst out laughing, unable to continue the ghost story.

“Then what?” Dan Shuang, unaware of the hanky-panky behind her, couldn’t help asking.

“Then, he kept feeling it all the way to the cave mouth. He breathed a sigh of relief. At this time, his companion outside the cave called to him, shouting: Old Yu! Hurry up, you’re the only one left!”

Dan Shuang: “…”

Your ghost story telling is really good.

Feiyu said: “Young Master, your story suddenly gave me a ghost story too.”

“Upgraded version? Then let’s hear it.”

“The beginning is the same,” Feiyu said. “Only that coward didn’t touch hands—he called out. With each step, he asked: Shiba, are you there? Shiba, are you there? Shiba would answer: I’m here. I’m here. I’m here.”

Chi Xue said quietly: “I suspect you’re alluding to our young master.”

Feiyu glanced at her strangely, didn’t respond, and continued: “Also asking all the way, nothing happening all the way, until reaching the cave mouth. The coward saw bright light, breathed a sigh of relief, and said to the back: Finally made it out. Once outside, we’ll eat roasted whole lamb. Remember when we were small, we also went through a mountain cave. The stalactites inside were so beautiful, but we almost got lost and went hungry for several days…”

She spoke dryly, ending without suspense. Dan Shuang listened in confusion, finding it neither ghostly nor funny, frowning: “Then what? That’s it?”

Feiyu suddenly said in a flat tone: “…Then, the person behind him said: I’m here.”

Dan Shuang: “…”

Your ghost story level isn’t low either.

After the two ghost stories, somehow everyone felt the temperature had dropped considerably. That chill seemed to seep from the dirt walls, threading into people’s bones. Chi Xue unconsciously hugged her arms.

Feiyu suddenly seemed to trip on her skirt, tumbling forward and taking Chi Xue with her. Tie Ci’s hand fell empty and immediately stopped, reaching out to help them up. Fortunately, the other person stood up quickly. Tie Ci placed her hand on her shoulder as usual, about to say be careful walking, when suddenly a ghostly cold wind blew, and faint light flashed ahead. Tie Ci immediately fell silent.

The people in the passage resumed silence, still walking forward with hands on shoulders, footsteps regular and hollow.

Fortunately, there were still no incidents behind, only the continuous faint tinkling sounds. Until the faint light became increasingly obvious, the wind grew stronger and hotter, and everyone broke into light sweat. After a while, things returned to normal.

Dan Shuang suddenly stopped. From the wind, she could feel the exit ahead was reached, but at the end there was no more path. Tie Ci felt around the walls, finding wet edges. With a gentle push, an iron door opened to the side. This passage was perpendicular to the previous one, even narrower, requiring crawling on hands and knees. Fortunately, after crawling just two steps, Dan Shuang signaled all clear.

The person ahead bent down to crawl. When Tie Ci bent down, she touched the other person’s hem.

She suddenly froze, reaching out to grab that hem and feeling it, then said: “Chi Xue!”

Chi Xue’s voice came from directly ahead. Hearing her voice crack slightly, she also became inexplicably nervous: “Young Master, I’m here!”

Saying this, suddenly remembering the earlier ghost story, she shivered.

Tie Ci, hearing the direction of her voice, changed color: “Where’s Feiyu!”

Now even Dan Shuang, who had already emerged and was preparing to pull Chi Xue out, froze.

On this March spring night, her hair stood on end as she pulled Chi Xue out and peered into the tunnel.

She met Tie Ci’s face.

The three stood dazed at the tunnel mouth.

The ghost story had come true.

A straight path—pulling and pulling, the person behind disappeared.

The one saying “I’m here” had been switched.

Tie Ci crawled out of the opening and saw a well nearby. Water rippled in the well, but she knew this well water had been poured in—just a little bit. Below the well water lay another world.

But the current problem was: where was Feiyu?

Chapter 45: Blame Yourself for Being Too Worth Watching
Tie Ci reflected on what had just happened. Living people don’t vanish into thin air—the only thing that could have gone wrong was Feiyu’s fall.

After she stumbled, Chi Xue also fell with her, and when Tie Ci went to help them up, what she supported was already Chi Xue.

Through similar shoulder fabric, she hadn’t noticed, and at that moment there had suddenly been movement—faint tinkling sounds masked footsteps. Otherwise, Tie Ci would have heard that the footsteps had changed to three people’s.

In other words, Feiyu’s disappearance occurred only between her fall and Tie Ci helping Chi Xue up—that was really just a few blinks of an eye. How was it done in such a short time?

Was it voluntary or involuntary? And which way did she go?

When Tie Ci was walking, she had constantly watched the walls on both sides, fearing mechanisms. If Feiyu had gone through the sides, it would be hard to escape her notice.

Could it be… the floor?

But when walking, she hadn’t noticed any holes in the floor either.

Dan Shuang looked at Tie Ci with a pale face. Tie Ci lowered her eyes and after a moment said: “Let’s not worry about this for now. The current matter is more urgent.”

Looking up, the high tower seemed to reach into the clouds, wind passing through countless copper bells making them ring clearly.

Cangsheng Tower.

This was the back courtyard of Cangsheng Tower, very large, enclosing enough space for a horse track. In the northwest corner was the kitchen, with a well beside it, several field ridges where vegetables grew poorly—wilted and drooping—and a few flowering trees by the dirt ridges that looked like pear blossoms from a distance in the night.

Further away to the side front was a peach blossom grove with artificial hills and flowing water. Though peach blossoms should already be showing signs of withering at this season, the peach trees there had branches full of green leaves, dotted with buds, and countless fresh pink peach blossoms still blooming in the night—a scene of prosperity.

There were faint sounds from the front courtyard. Using the tower’s shelter, Tie Ci looked that way and saw over ten large carts in the courtyard, all tightly covered. Beside the carts, on the courtyard walls, and throughout the courtyard, countless monks walked back and forth standing guard. Under their robes, the bright gleam of blades was visible. One monk, probably with an itchy head, scratched while walking, and his black prayer scars visibly fell off.

So they were fake monks.

Many other monks were carrying boxes out of the tower gates, continuously loading them onto the large carts. From the deep impressions the carts made in the muddy ground, those boxes were very heavy.

Tie Ci counted those boxes and large carts. It looked like the other party would soon finish loading. Dan Shuang gestured asking whether to take action, but Tie Ci held her back.

The opponents were numerous—their three people couldn’t stop much, and acting now would alert them.

Since they’d infiltrated here, they naturally needed to see clearly who the opponent’s leader was.

After waiting a while longer, a group of people escorted someone out. These people weren’t dressed as monks. The person in the middle wore a long cloak and their face couldn’t be seen clearly. Tie Ci stared at their steps for a while. Chi Xue inadvertently turned her head and discovered that the Crown Princess, usually leisurely and composed, now had a face like frost.

She looked back but truly couldn’t understand what could be discerned from those people wrapped head to toe in cloaks.

But Tie Ci was very patient, watching as those people finished loading and prepared to board the carts. Someone in the courtyard said to the middle man: “…That side still hasn’t arrived. Should we wait?”

The middle man hesitated slightly, looked up, thought for a moment, then sneered coldly: “He probably guessed our meaning and doesn’t dare come for his share of the spoils. That’s fine too! Let’s go!”

A whip cracked, the tower gates opened wide, and the large carts filed out.

Tie Ci waited a while longer, confirming everyone had left, then flashed into the tower.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue followed, still not understanding her intention, asking what she was looking for.

“This is a long story,” Tie Ci said. “These past days, have you found my experiences somewhat inexplicable?”

Dan Shuang immediately said angrily: “The people of Ziyang County have lost their minds! We were properly investigating a case, yet they framed us and pursued us, causing landslides and fires—what hornet’s nest did we poke to make them so frenzied and deranged!”

“You’re right—we poked a hornet’s nest. Otherwise, why would they disregard everything and dare pursue a young master who obviously has connections in the capital?”

“Is it related to the county office and the flower-picking murder case culprit?” Chi Xue asked.

“Yes, and no. Just one flower-picking murder case could actually be handled with many gentler methods than this. There’s no need to go this far. Unless I inadvertently touched their deeper, more hidden secrets—secrets so crucial they involve lives and fortunes, where even the slightest possibility of discovery would keep them restless day and night. Even if I’m the son of a capital official, it wouldn’t stop their desire to silence me. This can only be because the consequences of exposure would be far more serious than killing an official’s son.”

“Master, you suspect…”

“Think about it—from which point did my situation take a sharp turn for the worse?”

Dan Shuang stared blankly. She could handle fighting and killing, but analyzing these complex, intertwined matters was absolutely beyond her. Chi Xue said: “After visiting Cangsheng Tower.”

“Right, after that night’s visit to Cangsheng Tower, the fake monks there immediately reacted unfavorably toward me. The next day there was trouble at Cangsheng Tower, someone tried to assassinate me. After dealing with that, immediately there was a suspected major thief at the county deputy’s house, luring me into the county deputy’s residence. They used drugs trying to frame me as the flower-picking bandit, and siege engines appeared…”

“Then they pinned the flower-picking murder charges on you, threw you in the dungeon, and hastily created a landslide. When that failed to kill you, they simply called in soldiers from the military garrison… Step by step, link by link, never resting until death!”

“The tunnel under Fuchun Tower leads to Cangsheng Tower. Just now we also saw them loading and leaving—clearly there are dealings under Cangsheng Tower. Li Yao’s crazy behavior all along was simply because I went to Cangsheng Tower. He feared I’d discovered something and feared I’d continue investigating, wanting to eliminate future troubles… Those several murder cases must be connected to Cangsheng Tower.”

“But the people have already left…”

Tie Ci smiled slowly.

“As long as they came and did something, traces will always remain.”

The tower had been rearranged, no different from ordinary tower furnishings. The space below was cramped—a few steps made a complete circuit. Tie Ci climbed the tower floor by floor, her frost-white hem flashing on the narrow stairs like flowing clouds. After a moment she came down, shaking her head, confirming there were no problems in the tower—the focus should still be underground.

But every floor tile on the first level had been turned over, every inch of wall explored, yet no mechanism to open the ground was detected.

Night deepened. Tie Ci felt vague anxiety—the opponents had already obtained what they wanted, but she couldn’t let them get too far. If they truly left Haiyou territory, it would be troublesome.

She must quickly find the underground chamber, uncover the secrets beneath Cangsheng Tower, capture Li Yao for strict interrogation, and determine who was providing support behind all this, pursuing the trail to its end.

There must be a door into the underground within the tower—otherwise they wouldn’t have tried everything to prevent people from entering that day.

She went directly to the tower’s top. The top was empty with windows on all sides and copper bells on the eaves ringing in a dense, clear chorus.

The air retained faint fragrance, but the incense burner was empty. From the ash color, it was from long ago.

The window sills on all sides were much cleaner than the lower floors—obviously someone frequently wiped them.

Tie Ci crouched down and picked up a bright bead from a corner of the floor.

It was a precious crystal bead, but extremely small, looking like it had fallen from a bead curtain.

Bead curtains and incense burners had once been arranged here—someone had lived here.

Carrying travel items everywhere, even preparing bead curtains, and liking to live high up overlooking the mortal world—this person had noble status and particular standards for living.

The lower floors showed no signs of habitation but had multiple traces of groups standing and gathering—presumably their guards.

Dan Shuang searched everywhere without results and grew somewhat irritated: “The tower top is so remote. Since there’s nothing unusual, we still need to search below.”

So many floors—searching each one carefully would take too much time.

But Tie Ci wasn’t hurried, still slowly wandering.

“Master, what are you looking for?”

“You said something good just now. The tower top is so remote, and the tower’s secrets are below—then across this great distance, how did the person living at the tower top achieve control over the tower’s bottom? Wasn’t he afraid that while enjoying scenery from high up, someone might sneak in from below to see his secrets?”

Both women understood suddenly.

For someone positioned at the highest point to control the very bottom, they must ensure the initiative to open the underground remained in their hands for absolute peace of mind.

So the mechanism was on this floor.

Tie Ci looked down. The tower’s center was hollow, with spiral stairs ascending. Looking long, those circling steps seemed to slowly rise toward the tower’s peak.

The tower top…

If neither the ground nor surroundings had it, what about the tower top?

Tie Ci looked up.

Around the tower top was a circle of relief sculptures depicting the classic legend of Buddha riding his horse over the city wall to renounce worldly life. The Great Qian revered the Sumeru religion. Buddha was the founding patriarch of Sumeru. Under Buddha’s feet, the horse stepped on drooping lotus flowers, and lotus flowers were carved around the entire tower top.

Tie Ci’s first glance revealed no clues. After thinking, she carefully counted the lotus flowers.

Nine flowers.

She leaped onto the tower top, feeling those intaglio lotus patterns and comparing them with other carvings. Suddenly she pressed her palm against that pattern and pushed inward.

“Click”—a sharp sound from the tower top’s center.

Tie Ci shouted: “Duck!”

Chi Xue yanked Dan Shuang, who was leaning down to look below, backward. With a whoosh, a thin black shadow shot out from the tower top’s center like lightning, grazing Dan Shuang’s forehead and shooting down through the hollow center with a thud against the bottom floor, followed by a faint cracking sound.

A thin iron pillar now stood in the center of the entire precious tower, and the bottom floor had opened a dark hole. The iron rod went straight into that darkness, bottomless to the eye.

Cold sweat beaded on Dan Shuang’s forehead.

If she’d been a step slower, her head would now be pierced through to the underground.

“Master, how did you know the lotus had problems?”

“In Sumeru doctrine, one through ten all have their meanings—one realm, two truths, three treasures and three blessings, four immeasurable hearts, five powers and five roots, six paths and six perfections, seven factors of enlightenment, eight sufferings and eight schools, ten vows and ten directions of the world… But teachings related to nine are relatively few. The most commonly used and auspicious number in Sumeru is seven.”

Though she’d followed a fake nun, Tie Ci still understood Sumeru doctrine.

Dan Shuang nodded. The world knew the Crown Princess didn’t love studying, but not loving didn’t mean not reading or understanding. If truly discussing scholarship, the Crown Princess wouldn’t necessarily be inferior to those talented students from Yueli Academy. Moreover, the imperial palace’s collection was vast—her learning and attainments would only be more extensive.

She looked at that deep, dark hole below, hesitating about the safest way down, when a figure flashed—Tie Ci silently leaped from the tower top, grabbed the iron rod, and slid down with a swoosh.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue could only follow.

The Crown Princess was always fearless and decisive—someone who would dare jump even into hell.

Tie Ci slid into the darkness. After her eyes adjusted, she saw below was a huge space like a cave, which didn’t look like something human effort could create.

Not far outside Cangsheng Tower was Ziyang’s largest Fengbo Mountain, with mountain ranges stretching across several counties. This should still be a cave under the mountain.

The cave was already empty, scattered with many miscellaneous items—quite a few spare monk robes and daily clothing of Haiyou people, boxes by the walls piled with considerable dried food and unfinished preserved meat, and some simple daily necessities.

Footsteps echoed hollowly. The huge cave had intricate, complex paths. After walking a section, the three stopped, fearing they’d wander deep into the mountain caves and be unable to exit.

This situation should require the same caution from the opponents. Tie Ci held up a torch to examine carefully—wherever cave entrances showed no traces of frequent human passage, she marked them and didn’t enter.

After looking around this way, roughly seven or eight caves could accommodate people. Two of these had traces of fires and scattered old shoes—those were where the fake monks rested. No need to go there for now.

But there were still five or six caves. Time was too tight to examine each one.

Tie Ci suddenly stopped at one cave entrance, reaching out to touch the slightly moist wind from within.

This one connected through.

Since it connected, why didn’t those people leave this way? Crossing underground through the mountains, emerging in mountain forests—wouldn’t that be safer?

This suggested this cave wasn’t necessarily safe, but Tie Ci saw countless footprints at the entrance—clearly people frequently entered and exited here.

There were dragging marks in the mud.

She led the two women inside. The deeper they went, the more moist the cave became, with steamy heat spreading out, making the torch flame hazy. This scene was somewhat familiar.

Like… hot springs.

Thinking of the gourd-shaped cave entrance and the current heat, Tie Ci was basically certain this was a rare underground thermal cave.

Underground thermal caves were difficult to form, requiring a constrictive entrance and hot springs within.

Tie Ci continued forward. The mist grew thicker—human figures were no longer visible. She signaled Dan Shuang and Chi Xue to place hands on each other’s shoulders to avoid getting separated in this cave. When giving this order, remembering the earlier incident of putting hands on shoulders and losing someone, she found it amusing, thinking surely they wouldn’t lose someone again this time.

While thinking this, she suddenly heard water sounds.

Not ordinary flowing water, but the sound of large amounts of water being thrown by great force, with faint deep laughter mixed in.

That laughter, heard through the winding cave and thick white mist, came intermittently, low and hoarse, like a poorly connected radio suddenly crackling to life at midnight.

The people hadn’t decreased—they’d increased!

Even with more, it was still a horror movie!

Ahead was a corner. Suddenly with a splash, a large sheet of water mist splashed out like crystal curtains.

Tie Ci leaped up, whooshing through the water mist. While still in mid-air, the brush at her waist suddenly flew up, both ends popping open in mid-air to become a weapon with an extremely fine round body—like a three-edged spike or thin sword. Tie Ci raised her arm to grasp it, her fingers turning with two sharp sounds as cold light spread like spilled water.

The next instant, a huge black shadow silently slid above her head—steel claws and iron hooks striking down!

Tie Ci horizontally positioned the steel spike in her hand, fitting it precisely between those iron hooks. With a sharp cry, that thing carried her flying.

In that moment of flight, another splash of water sounded. Through the misty vapor, someone stood up abruptly.

At this moment, Tie Ci was being carried by that black shadow over the water mist. Looking down—

She saw a naked man.

Tie Ci: “…”

Mist obscured the man’s face, but her gaze met his wheat-colored skin made crystal-bright by constantly rolling water droplets, his long straight neck, shoulders that appeared particularly straight and showed well-proportioned muscle and bone, chest muscles firm and full as if every inch contained hidden strength, and a lean waist with smooth lines…

The man stood in the water, obviously also stunned. His gaze followed Tie Ci’s downward, suddenly awakening and bending sharply to cover himself.

Tie Ci: “…”

Can’t blame me—blame yourself for being too worth watching.

Above, the creature gave a strange cry that rolled like thunder in the mountain cave, obviously also outraged by this person’s shamelessness and frustrated at being unable to break the hard object in its claws. After carrying Tie Ci in a circle, it suddenly released its grip.

Tie Ci fell into the water with a splash, landing right in front of the naked man, splashing up great waves. The man had originally buried his lower body in the water, but the water was displaced by Tie Ci’s impact into a whirlpool, so he was exposed again…

The man howled like a beast, reaching out claw-like to fiercely grab at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci horizontally positioned her iron brush to block the opponent’s vicious claws, laughing: “Dan Ye!”

Dan Ye’s hand paused. Only then did the mist scatter from Hai Dongqing’s wings, and he saw Tie Ci’s face clearly, becoming even more enraged.

“You actually followed here to peep at my bath!”

“Where’s your shame!”

He reached for his weapon, grasping empty air before remembering he’d stripped completely for bathing—where would there be weapons?

Tie Ci had already retreated half a zhang during this gap, laughing: “The mighty Little Wolf King, actually seen bathing—where’s your shame?”

Dan Ye stared at her with sinister eyes.

Encountering this woman never brought good things.

Being falsely accused as a murderer and even thrown into prison—when he finally saw her also dragged in, the prison collapsed.

When the prison collapsed and he came out, he killed several of the blocking officers and flew away with Mo Ye. Mo Ye liked staying in mountains and wilderness, liked drilling into caves. Before finding Tie Ci, he had lived in a cave halfway up the mountain. That cave was very winding and deep. During his exploration, he discovered hot springs in the cave’s depths. Today he returned, covered in dust from the landslide, so he went into the hot springs to wash. Who would have known he could encounter this woman even here!

He stared at Tie Ci, seeing that though she spoke and laughed freely, her gaze drifted through the mist.

Dan Ye suddenly smiled.

He abruptly stood up.

Tie Ci immediately closed her eyes.

Dan Ye gave an unsurprised cold laugh. With a splash, he emerged from the water. In mid-air, his toe flicked, and his robe lying on the stone flew up with a whoosh. Dan Ye spread his arms wide. In the next instant, the robe settled gracefully. As his long arms slipped into the sleeves, his other foot had already kicked up three stones from beside the hot spring. With three sharp sounds, fierce wind like thunder struck separately at Tie Ci, Dan Shuang, and Chi Xue.

Hai Dongqing gave a long cry and flew close to the ground.

When Tie Ci deflected the stones, she saw a corner of a robe in the thick mist, accompanied by a flash of bare long legs disappearing.

Seemingly graceful but actually flustered.

He hadn’t even had time to put on pants.

Tie Ci chuckled, thinking that men raised in the desert might be rough around the edges, but their physiques were quite impressive.

As she also stood up, the moment she rose she felt a sudden pain in her chest, as if struck by lightning, but the sensation instantly disappeared and she paid it no mind.

Turning to look in the direction where Dan Ye had vanished, she vaguely saw a figure flash by, but when she went to look, she only saw wet cave walls.

This cave should also have other passages.

But she didn’t intend to try. Seeing that this cave contained only a few hot springs and nothing else, with one fork leading upward but very narrow and difficult to pass, and the areas with hot springs being narrow and unsuitable for activities, she withdrew.

Changing direction, she saw from afar that footprints at a cave entrance faintly glimmered. Crouching down, Tie Ci realized they were fine ice crystals.

Her spirits lifted. Walking inside, she felt she’d traveled quite a distance. The further she went, the colder it became. Above the flickering yellow light of the fire stick, faint mist gradually rose. The cave walls on all sides gleamed dimly, appearing like stars covering the walls under the firelight, twinkling brilliantly.

Suddenly turning a corner, the view opened dramatically. Large patches of frost-white stalactites hung high and low from the ceiling like an inverted stone forest in snow, with crystal ice beads condensed at their tips, flashing in five colors under the firelight. The stone walls were layered with fish-scale-like thin frost and ice, as if they had once been swept from head to toe by snow waves.

This was an ice cave.

Tie Ci marveled in wonder.

This place was truly blessed—just now a hot spring cave, here an ice cave. Was the bottom of this mountain range trying to gather spring, summer, autumn, and winter?

The hot cave had left her sweating all over, but here was bone-chilling cold. The sudden change from hot to cold made even Tie Ci shiver involuntarily. At the acupoint she’d broken through last time in her chest, there was again that strange lightning-like penetrating sensation, then it disappeared.

But unlike the previous times, that crucial point now vaguely felt unobstructed.

She couldn’t concern herself with these matters, because she finally saw what she wanted to see.

Ahead was a huge square ice pool, crystal clear like a perfectly square house. The house had countless holes—most were flat, thin, and long. The widest was palm-width, the narrowest no more than two fingers wide. Occasionally there were also irregular shapes, like irregular squares that were wide outside but narrow inside, circular long holes, and three pointed openings connected together.

Beside the ice pool were also ice steps with traces of use.

The ice pool and ice steps were obviously made by someone according to this cave’s characteristics. Making things with ice was very convenient here. So even the ground was entirely ice, laid flat and even, with spare sleds and spiked shoes. It seemed the people inside either used sleds or spiked shoes to walk, otherwise they’d easily slip.

Having seen this, Tie Ci was about to withdraw when suddenly there was a bang, as if someone had fallen, followed by the sharp sound of wind.

Tie Ci looked up.

She was dumbstruck.

The ice path ahead sloped slightly downward. At this moment, amid the crystal-bright gleaming, someone was sliding down like flying, a large red robe billowing behind them, friction beneath creating hissing sounds as they continuously splashed up snow foam and ice crystals, with two long legs helplessly raised high…

The entire ice cave echoed with his embarrassed and angry roar: “Get out of the way—”

Seeing that fellow about to crash into her like a cannonball, Tie Ci spread her legs apart and leaped into the air in a beautiful gymnastic move.

The next instant, with a swoosh, Dan Ye slid between her spread legs, creating a trail of ice flowers.

This posture was truly deadly. Dan Ye’s roar had already cracked: “What kind of posture is that!”

Tie Ci landed gracefully, neither blushing nor breathing hard, bowing elegantly: “Split-leg horizontal flying swallow, thank you.”

Dan Ye drew his blade.

With a slash, the curved blade entered the ice. Thick ice layers sent ice chips flying like white fireworks, hissing as they carved a long deep groove that extended a full half-zhang before stopping.

As soon as his body stopped, Dan Ye leaped up. With a “hey” sound he drew his blade and turned, the blade carrying countless ice chips and snowflakes as it chopped down. Using too much force, the air seemed to explode, the ground’s ice layer shattered, and it seemed like a wild snowstorm was falling from mid-air.

With a “swoosh,” a sled passed precisely through the gap in that blade wind. Three people on the sled—Tie Ci at the front waved at Dan Ye with curved, smiling eyes.

A moment later, Tie Ci heard the sound of ice layers exploding throughout the cave behind her, with large pieces of broken ice splashing out, nearly hitting Dan Shuang who sat at the back.

Tie Ci clicked her tongue.

She hadn’t done it on purpose.

Probably Heaven couldn’t stand Dan Ye being so arrogant about breaking off their engagement, so it arranged for him to be so unlucky every time he saw her.

Before this thought finished, suddenly wind howled behind her. Something huge came thundering with mountain-toppling momentum. Tie Ci couldn’t turn back in time, controlling the sled to dodge sideways with a thump into a snow pile beside them, splashing up thousands of layers of snow.

Before crashing into the snow pile, Tie Ci’s peripheral vision caught that what crashed toward them was actually that huge ice pool. Only then did she realize that thing was movable, sliding extremely fast on the ice. The ice pool scraped past Tie Ci’s sled, the bone-chilling cold and overwhelming snow nearly freezing Tie Ci’s breath. Then came a tremendous bang that seemed to shake the entire mountain cave three times. All three people on the sled were jolted up simultaneously, the snow pile scattered, and somewhere came a creaking sound like some mechanism opening. Tie Ci suddenly felt emptiness beneath her, and she fell down along with the sled.

As she fell, Dan Ye was lunging over to grab her and also fell with them. Amid the chaotic flowers and broken snow, Tie Ci clearly heard him curse in the Western Rong language.

But Tie Ci couldn’t worry about that now. The moment she fell, she felt heat waves mixed with choking smoke. That heat was much hotter than the earlier hot spring cave, like a boiling cauldron was set up below, waiting for her to fall in.

In her panic, Tie Ci shouted loudly: “Grab onto everything you can!”

At the same time, she reached out and grabbed something—smooth yet furry to the touch, soft yet firm, elastic yet solid—a very strange feeling. Then she heard an eagle’s cry accompanied by a curse.

The broken snow falling on her head was instantly vaporized by the heat waves. Looking down, Tie Ci saw she was actually hugging a pair of big feet.

Looking up, she saw a pair of strong calves with ankle chains made of lapis lazuli, dzi beads, yak bone, and amber, plus a length of hanging red robe and brown belt.

Tie Ci: “…”

Above, Dan Ye angrily kicked his feet: “Let me down!”

Tie Ci looked down to see Dan Shuang hugging her waist, Chi Xue hugging Dan Shuang’s legs, with Chi Xue at the bottom swaying back and forth. Below her wasn’t a big hot water pot, but an entire expanse of dark pits, occasionally with some white, while the edges flowed with snake-like red light, ominously flickering in the darkness. Curling smoke rose around the red light—this was the source of the heat waves.

The black was charcoal burned out and cooled, the white was charcoal that had been burning but was now extinguished, the red was currently burning charcoal embers—this was a huge charcoal furnace!

Below the ice cave was actually a burning charcoal cave. The distance between upper and lower caves wasn’t high—falling wouldn’t kill them, but they’d be burned to death. Tie Ci heard a hissing sound as if something had caught fire, with vague dark red sparks flickering upward. Chi Xue, in the lowest position, inhaled and started coughing. Tie Ci asked: “Chi Xue, is your sash on fire!”

Chi Xue: “No! Young Master, don’t worry!”

While answering, she pulled out her hairpin and cut through her sash.

Even Chi Xue’s hairpin was sharp as a small knife on one side.

Though the sash was cut, the crisis hadn’t passed, because what held Dan Ye was Hai Dongqing, and no matter how strong the sea eagle was, it couldn’t pull up four people. It was only because that bird was clever—at the moment they were about to fall, its iron claws gripped the ice wall above.

But no matter how thick the ice layer, it couldn’t withstand the force of four people hanging from those iron claws. With a crack, Hai Dongqing gave a long cry, the ice layer split, the iron claws slid down. The hard rock wall sent countless broken stones flying, the friction sound so grating it made teeth ache.

The four people continued falling with it. Chi Xue at the bottom could already feel the scorching heat of the charcoal fire beneath her feet, but she gritted her teeth without making a sound.

Tie Ci shouted loudly: “Bring down the ice!”

Blade light flashed. Dan Ye’s curved blade spiraled upward, passing over the cave opening overhead and circling around the ice walls above. A series of crashing sounds followed. At the same time, Hai Dongqing also reached the bottom and slid down the ice cave with a sharp cry.

With a bang, all four fell into the charcoal furnace. Simultaneously, brilliant crystal light shone from overhead as large amounts of ice and snow fell. Broken snow and scattered ice instantly vaporized into water, drenching all four like rain. Large ice blocks thundered down, and the great charcoal furnace immediately rang with hissing sounds of ice and fire meeting everywhere. Smoke billowed up, momentarily obscuring everything from view.

Black charcoal underfoot and ice rain overhead—for a moment it was ice and fire in double layers. Fortunately, the ice rain extinguished most of the charcoal fire. Though their feet were hot, it wasn’t enough to cause burns. Tie Ci saw pillars above and had Dan Shuang throw up her belt. All four climbed out along it. Dan Ye, without shoes, walked extra carefully. Suddenly there was a crisp cracking sound underfoot and his body tilted, followed by a loud shout.

Tie Ci turned back to see Dan Ye with legs spread apart, extremely carefully backing away slowly. When he retreated one step, Tie Ci saw a piece of charcoal had been stepped on and flipped over, revealing a section of black, long object sticking up. Its irregularly broken sharp edge pointed directly at Dan Ye’s empty robe. Obviously, Dan Ye had just stepped on the charcoal and this thing suddenly stuck out. From that thing’s length of over two feet, thank goodness Dan Ye had long legs—otherwise the little insects of Ruixiang Hall might have gained new sisters.

Dan Ye’s face was rarely pale. After staring at that thing for a long moment, he looked up and fixed his gaze deadly on Tie Ci. For the first time, Tie Ci realized what a man-eating gaze looked like. It seemed this fellow was also attributing this stroke of bad luck to her account.

She didn’t care, laughing carefreely. When there are many lice, one doesn’t itch; when there are many debts, one doesn’t worry. So what if she offended him to death? Even when she hadn’t offended him, he wasn’t any gentler.

Only after climbing up did they discover this place was walled on all sides—it looked like a huge furnace. Climbing down from the outer furnace walls to the bottom, they could see there was a furnace door below. The iron furnace door also had countless thin flat slits, so densely packed it could give someone trypophobia. After looking for a while, Tie Ci reached out and drew Dan Ye’s curved blade. Dan Ye was caught off guard, angrily raising his leg to kick, but Tie Ci had already lightning-fast inserted his curved blade into one of the slits.

A perfect fit.

Dan Ye’s leg stopped mid-kick.

Tie Ci had already drawn out the blade and tossed it back to him.

“Blade-forging giant furnace.”

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue looked up in amazement at the huge charcoal furnace. They’d heard that an important process in blade forging was high-temperature refinement in charcoal furnaces, then constant hammering—the so-called “thousand hammers and hundred refinements make steel.”

But ordinary blacksmiths only had one furnace and one platform—where had they ever seen such a scene? If each of these countless holes belonged to one blade or sword, couldn’t this place forge thousands of blades and swords in the shortest time?

This cave was very large. Beside the charcoal furnace was indeed a stone platform, showing traces of repeated pounding. Iron hammers were piled in the corner. The ground had been cleaned very thoroughly. After carefully examining everything, Tie Ci finally picked up several gray-black stones from a corner.

She tapped the stones, listened to the echo, felt their hardness, and put the stones in her chest.

Searching this cave, she indeed found another passage leading to the ice cave above. This one was much more gradual, obviously artificially excavated, with simple steps carved out. Both walls showed many traces of hard objects being dragged and scraped.

By now, Tie Ci had verified her suspicions and was thinking of returning the same way when she suddenly heard human voices echoing from the upper cave.

Someone had entered the cave.

Tie Ci asked Dan Ye: “How did you enter the hot spring cave before?”

Dan Ye lifted his foot toward her.

Tie Ci: “?”

“Lick my feet clean and I’ll tell you.” Dan Ye slightly raised his chin. The lapis lazuli and coral earring on his left earlobe swayed and glittered like his gaze.

Tie Ci glanced at him, smiled, and turned to leave.

The voices were getting closer—quite a few people by the sound. The first group rushed to the charcoal furnace cave, but by then Tie Ci had just entered the ice cave through that crevice.

Dan Ye followed, watching Tie Ci, but she didn’t even glance at him. Unhurriedly looking down, she found traces of Dan Ye’s earlier slide, followed the tracks to find a narrow passage in the ice cave. Earlier when Dan Ye was bathing and she saw him, he had darted into the ice cave from here.

Following that long passage back to the hot spring pool, when she led the group back to the hot spring cave, that batch of searchers had just finished searching the charcoal furnace cave and gone to the ice cave, their torches flashing past the entrance.

When those people finished searching the ice cave and entered the hot spring cave, Tie Ci had already followed the direction of the hot spring into the depths of the hot spring cave.

The hot spring cave was originally semi-enclosed. The people who had lived here before used it as a bathing pool, never thinking this cave connected through. It was Dan Ye who, while living in the mountain cave, had walked inside out of curiosity. When he couldn’t get through, he smashed through a section of thin stalagmites, and after breaking through, found this hot spring pool.

Following the path Dan Ye had broken open all the way, crossing through the entire mountain’s belly, Tie Ci occasionally saw those gray-black stone blocks scattered on the ground. Even when the entire stone wall reached the mountain belly’s downward position, it was entirely composed of that gray-black rock.

Faint light appeared ahead—they’d reached the exit. The exit was densely covered with vines, with light purple small flowers emerging from stone crevices in the cave walls. Tie Ci leaned close, examined the broken stems and leaves on those small flowers, and was about to part the vines covering the cave entrance when she suddenly heard human voices.

Tie Ci immediately gestured to wait before coming out, moved to one side, and quietly parted the entrance vines to look outside.

This was about halfway up the mountain. On a protruding cliff ahead stood several people, but Tie Ci immediately saw the black-clad man at the front.

That person was tall and slender, with hair black as lacquer hanging to his tightly bound waist. His entire body was black as dense as night, the whole person condensed like black jade, only the fingertips showing beneath his drooping sleeves were snow-white, like snow fallen on a black cliff.

He was the type where just seeing his back, one would know he must be elegant as jade trees, with bright teeth and red lips—a perfect beauty.

He was looking down the mountain, talking with someone beside him about something: “…Judging by their route direction, they probably won’t take the water route.”

A man beside him responded: “We received word that both the Haiyou Regional Military Commission and Dengzhou Thousand Household Office are making moves.”

Tie Ci was shocked.

The Haiyou Regional Military Commission was Haiyou’s highest military command organization—the Regional Military Commission—responsible for Haiyou’s military defense. Dengzhou was the prefecture closest to Lai Prefecture, with its Thousand Household Office defending Dengzhou under Haiyou Regional Military Commission jurisdiction.

Now both places were mobilizing troops—which was loyal and which treacherous?

Where exactly had Shen Mi gone with her seal to mobilize troops?

From the timing, it should be Dengzhou, but if he mobilized Dengzhou troops while the Haiyou Regional Military Commission moved, that would be a big problem.

And the people before her were obviously monitoring Ziyang’s movements—who were they?

Tie Ci had originally noticed something else, but now her attention was entirely drawn by their conversation. Focused on puzzling it out, she forgot the thought that had flashed through her mind moments ago.

Behind her, Dan Shuang and Chi Xue also understood the crisis. Dan Shuang moved slightly, and the black-clad beauty outside suddenly turned back: “Who’s there!”

Chapter 46: Perverted Criminal!
In that instant when he turned his head, Tie Ci saw that he wore a fierce beast mask on his face, with only a line of his forehead visible, smooth and gentle as moonlight.

A sharp eagle cry burst from the cave, and a blade flashed bright as a crescent moon. Amid the overwhelming wingbeats and fierce wind, Hai Dongqing’s sharp beak emerged, viciously snapping toward the man’s nape, while Dan Ye’s blade descended from above, its arc of light splitting the night as it cleaved toward the fierce beast mask on the man’s face.

Watching the battle, Tie Ci applauded in her heart.

The young wolf lord was indeed quite ferocious.

Any normal person would protect their mask at this moment and retreat a step, which would deliver their nape to Hai Dongqing’s beak.

However, this man didn’t seem like a normal person.

Instead of advancing, he actually retreated, sliding forward a step. His body lowered as he leaned back into an iron bridge pose, intending to slip beneath the blade’s light.

Dan Ye’s blade tip smoothly swept down with a lift and flick, like lightning skimming a mountain peak. With a snap, the fierce beast’s face flew backward and disappeared in a flash against the distant mountain moonlight.

Yet the man maintained his posture, flowing like water as he slid over toward Dan Ye’s crotch, reaching up with one hand, his five fingers closing in a pinch.

Cool wind passed through, and Dan Ye suddenly realized with shock that he wasn’t wearing pants. He bounced up abruptly, clamping his legs together.

The black-clothed man slid toward Tie Ci with his hand still raised, looking exactly like a thumbs-up gesture.

Tie Ci was watching with amusement when she looked carefully at the man’s face now that he’d lost his mask. At this moment, he raised his head – a large face pale as death, with rosy red rouge on both cheeks, and underneath was actually another Fu baby mask!

Before Tie Ci could react, cold light suddenly flashed before her eyes. From the man’s waist, blade light suddenly appeared, spinning in a roll as it slashed toward the feet of Chi Xue standing at the cave entrance.

He had actually discovered long ago that there were people in the cave, and even while fighting Dan Ye, he didn’t forget to launch a sneak attack!

With continuous chi chi sounds, the vines at the cave entrance were instantly shredded by the blade light, turning into green mist that surged toward Chi Xue. Cold intent rolled in like a snow tide. Tie Ci lunged forward, grabbing Chi Xue and pulling her back, feeling a chill at her waist. She thought it was over – she was going to become a kidney-deficient Crown Princess.

But if he wanted her to lose a kidney, he’d have to lose his sight first!

The jade brush at her waist sprang out, its tip flashing with golden light as it stabbed toward his eyes.

Suddenly the cold intent withdrew, followed by slight pain at her waist – she had actually been gently pinched.

From the corner of her eye, Tie Ci saw the man holding a small knife between his fingers, his hand already withdrawn, his eyes seeming to contain laughter as he looked over.

In the chaos, Tie Ci hooked her fingertip on the jade brush’s fine chain, the brush tip whistling as it swept across his second layer of mask, tearing open a long thin crack. The mask was about to fall.

Tie Ci’s gaze burned as she waited.

The next instant, he kicked out with one foot, sending Chi Xue, who hadn’t found her footing, along with Tie Ci who was holding her, back into the cave.

Tie Ci: “…!”

But she had to tend to Chi Xue. By the time she managed to help Chi Xue stand steady and emerged from the cave again, she only heard a faint low laugh – those several people had long since vanished without a trace.

That voice…

Tie Ci stood stunned in the mountain wind, suddenly remembering what thought had flashed through her mind earlier.

This person’s voice was low, mellow, and extremely pleasant to hear – so pleasant it was highly distinctive.

Recently, she had only heard such a voice that day on the small boat at sea.

That perverted criminal who was obsessed with money and tried to grope her chest!

Thinking of how her personal seal had been taken by this person, Tie Ci regretted that she should have used every means to keep him there earlier.

But how could this person appear here? And be involved in the affairs of Ziyang? Which side did he belong to? He didn’t seem like someone from Li Yao or those fake monks from Cangshen Tower – more like a third-party force trying to rob from both sides.

Tie Ci went straight down the mountain with her questions. This was the northern slope of Fengbo Mountain, near the western Fenghua Gate of Ziyang. By now, dawn was breaking on the horizon, the city gates had long been opened, and she could see from afar that notices had been posted at the gate entrance, with people entering and leaving gathering around the notices, pointing and discussing.

Dan Shuang had good eyesight and saw from far away, angrily saying: “They’ve posted bounty notices for Master!”

Chi Xue frowned: “Then we can’t enter the city. From the conversation of that black-clothed man earlier, those fake monks’ heavily loaded cart passed through this very gate. We might as well follow the tracks and pursue them – we can also obtain evidence to clear our names.”

The reasoning was sound, but Tie Ci frowned slightly.

What after catching up? She was still recovering from injury, while they had many people and strong forces. Li Yao would also bring people to pursue them out of the city. They would fight her to the death to protect their interests and secrets.

As long as she still carried the crime of being a flower-picking murderous bandit, whether Li Yao or the high officials behind this affair, they all held the moral justification and authority to surround and even kill the murderer. And there was no guarantee that Shen Mi’s side would go smoothly.

But the people Li Yao brought, especially the soldiers from Ziyang garrison, might not know the truth behind it all.

A mere county magistrate might not be able to buy off the local garrison troops stationed outside Ziyang city.

If she always remained in hiding, she would forever be under their threat. Under the combined strangulation of local political power and military forces, death would be silent as grass.

Only by bringing the truth to light before the masses would there be a chance to distinguish between friend and foe.

She turned back and waved to Dan Ye, who was busy putting on pants he’d just robbed from a wealthy traveler, signaling for them to take different sides of the main road.

She strode toward the city gate, with Dan Shuang and Chi Xue following two steps behind. Pushing through the crowd gathered around the notice, she reached out and tore down the announcement.

Everyone froze. The soldier who was posting notices stared at her from head to toe in a daze. Tie Ci very thoughtfully held the notice against her own face to help him compare.

The soldier suddenly threw down his paste bucket and was about to shout, but Tie Ci had already smiled and said: “Pardon the disturbance, I’ve come to turn myself in.”

Another moment of silence, then with a thunderous sound, the crowd retreated several zhang like a receding tide.

Dan Ye had just robbed a wealthy household and didn’t mind the quality – he stripped the man of pants and boots on the spot and put them on. Hearing the commotion over there, he looked up and couldn’t help but pause, then his eyes curved as he smiled with a wild yet sweet expression.

This woman was both annoying and detestable, but her actions were always unexpected. Following her was never boring.

Behind him came whimpering and crying. The wealthy young lady who had been frightened off her carriage thought she’d encountered bandits and tremblingly offered her jewelry box. Dan Ye lowered his head and smelled the rich fragrance from the jewelry box, couldn’t help but go “ugh.” Suddenly the refined fragrance and beauty of southern women that he used to enjoy very much no longer seemed interesting.

He couldn’t help but raise his head and stare intently ahead.

After Tie Ci threw herself into the trap, the city guards above and below were surprised but finally reacted. The gate commander hurriedly ordered them to step forward and capture her, but Tie Ci suddenly reached out and pulled Dan Shuang into her embrace, saying: “Don’t come near, no shackles or chains. Whoever approaches and I’ll kill this woman.”

Dan Shuang cooperated by letting out monotone, blank-faced screams in her arms.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly. This acting was truly too crude – worthy of a Golden Broom award. It would surely be much more vivid if Chi Xue did it instead, but unfortunately she needed Dan Shuang who had better martial arts skills.

Someone in the crowd shouted from far away: “You’ve killed three people already, isn’t that enough? Must you harm innocent women in public too!”

“You actually believed me when I said I was turning myself in?” Tie Ci laughed. “I’m taking a hostage, but not to harm anyone. I just don’t want to fall into the hands of villains right now and be dealt with privately. Everyone, make way.”

The soldiers forming a circle didn’t make way, but instead stepped forward with their weapons.

“Look, your officials keep saying they want to capture the murderer to seek justice for innocent victimized women. But now that a woman is being held hostage, they show no concern either.” Tie Ci smiled and shook her head at the common people. “You can imagine that someday, when your daughters are held hostage or harmed, these people will only shout slogans.”

Hearing this, the common people couldn’t help but put themselves in others’ shoes and became dissatisfied, all saying: “Human life is precious. Let’s just see what he wants to do. Anyway, there are so many soldiers surrounding him – he can’t cause much trouble. Just don’t let the innocent woman get hurt.”

The soldiers hesitated, looking at each other uncertainly.

Dan Ye watched from afar and muttered to Hai Dongqing: “What does this woman want to do? I’m very curious. Aren’t you curious too?”

Hai Dongqing shook his head vigorously.

“Oh, so you’re curious too. Good then.” Dan Ye kicked the wealthy man who was still lying on the ground after being robbed of his pants. “Come, cry injustice, stuff money in their hands, say that’s your daughter, beg the officials not to hurt her, or you’ll bankrupt yourself fighting them to the end.”

While speaking, he casually took several heavy necklaces from the jewelry box thrown on the ground and put them on the old wealthy man, then stuffed a handful of pearls and gold jade into the man’s hands.

The old wealthy man shuddered all over. Such merchants never wanted to offend officials, but being glared at by Dan Ye’s slightly curved eyes, he trembled again and hurriedly trotted around to the soldiers’ side, crying “don’t hurt my daughter” while grabbing the gate commander and tearfully stuffing silver into his sleeves.

The gate commander had originally received orders that as soon as they saw this Mao Shiba, they should kill him on sight under the pretext of capturing the murderer. Now he was hesitating, seeing that the old wealthy man was obviously well-off with his gold and silver adornments. Though merchants had low status, they usually had wide social connections, and offending them could cause trouble. Now that he was stuffing a handful of gold, silver, pearls and jade, he naturally retreated a few steps and waved his hand.

The soldiers made way. Tie Ci entered calmly, raising one hand to wave at those behind her.

Dan Ye saw from afar and sneered.

The scene Tie Ci had caused at the city gate, after this period of standoff, had already fermented. Once she entered the city, countless people came from all directions to watch the excitement. Some had already galloped to report the news to the county yamen. The county magistrate was naturally still absent. Li Yao had just returned from leading a search, exhausted as he sat in the main hall, worrying about where to find people. Hearing the report, he was overjoyed.

Hearing that Tie Ci had taken a hostage, walked into the city on foot, and wanted to beat the drum to appeal for justice, he sneered. Originally standing up immediately to arrest her, now he slowly sat back down, saying: “Then let her come! Speaking to the person beside him with a smile: “Captain Xie, this is called ‘searching high and low only to find it effortlessly.'”

That Captain Xie was a long-faced man with slightly dark skin and a pair of narrow eyes like the thinnest blades casually cutting two slits in his face. Though these slits were narrow, they focused light. He lowered his head slightly: “Why would the criminal suddenly throw herself into the trap?”

“Naturally she’s repented and hopes to reform completely. She deludes herself that by this act of confession, she can win lenient treatment outside the law.” Li Yao shook his head lightly. “Unfortunately, her sins are too grave and her murderous nature hard to change. Even now she still takes innocent hostages, so naturally we cannot tolerate her.”

Captain Xie said: “Normally the cases here wouldn’t warrant deploying garrison forces. If the higher-ups ask…”

“Captain need not worry. This official will certainly explain to Captain when reporting to Laizhou Prefecture. Prefect Zhou of Laizhou has always been zealous in fighting evil. When he knows of this matter, even if the Provincial Administration Commissioner asks, he will surely explain clearly.”

“I hear the criminal has extremely high martial arts skills. Allowing her to proceed to the county yamen like this, I fear there may be unexpected developments. Better to capture her early.”

“What unexpected developments does the Captain fear? Beating the drum to appeal for justice? Hahaha, with both witnesses and evidence present, what waves can she stir up!”

Li Yao laughed unconcernedly, but gave his aide a meaningful look.

On her way through the streets and alleys, Tie Ci encountered assassins three times – twice blocked by Dan Shuang “seemingly accidentally,” once dealt with by Chi Xue in the crowd.

Though Chi Xue knew no martial arts, she had learned some poison techniques and hidden weapons, so she wasn’t entirely defenseless – she just fainted at the sight of blood, so she tried to avoid fighting when possible.

The crowd grew larger and larger, rolling into a long dragon behind her – half the city was stirred up.

By the time they reached the county yamen entrance, large numbers of garrison soldiers poured down the steps, filling the street in front of the county yamen. A line of soldiers formed a row, separating Tie Ci from the common people.

The drum in front of the yamen stood tall, clearly not often beaten, already covered with a layer of dust.

Tie Ci held Dan Shuang with one arm. Dan Shuang stood at her side, actually acting as a close bodyguard protecting her from hidden weapons.

The moment Tie Ci picked up the drum mallet, the noisy crowd suddenly fell silent.

People gazed at the young man’s back silhouette standing before the tall drum. Sunlight gilded his satin-like long hair with a golden edge, hanging below his silver-blue sash, making his waist appear even more slender and his legs longer. A lustrous jade brush swayed gently with his long hair beneath his belt. His raised arm showed his sleeve sliding down, revealing a section of fair yet beautifully contoured and powerful forearm. His white clothes weren’t very clean, stained with some black and gray marks, but this didn’t make him look disheveled – rather, it added a touch of rakish beauty to his naturally graceful and elegant bearing.

There were soft gasps from the crowd, someone whispered: “Such a person – would he need to pick flowers…”

Once these words were spoken, everyone fell silent for a moment, then all nodded. A gaudily dressed woman giggled: “Such a young master – forget picking flowers, even if he wanted this slave to offer a hundred taels of silver for just one glance, it would be worth it.”

Another even gaudier woman, not to be outdone, laughed: “Sister Qiu is too stingy. I’d say even a thousand taels of gold for one night would still be too cheap.”

Everyone looked – ah, the two rival madams from local brothels.

Someone laughed: “Why don’t you two make a wager on who offers the higher price? Maybe someday you really could get close to him…”

Before the words ended, they saw Tie Ci suddenly raise her hand.

“DONG!”

A sudden tremendous crash, beyond everyone’s imagination of what a drum sound should be. All simultaneously jumped in place, feeling as if their ears had been pierced by this great sound, with continuous buzzing rising from their ears to the crown of their heads. Everyone stared dumbfounded as the drum mallet sank into the drum surface. With a crack, the drum surface split. The mallet’s momentum continued, and with another dong, it pierced through the other drum surface, finally hitting the county yamen’s main door with another dong!

One strike, three sounds!

Amid the three tremendous crashes and buzzing, Tie Ci’s voice was especially clear – everyone heard distinctly.

“First drum strike – I accuse Ziyang County Magistrate Yu Shouren of holding office without purpose, ignoring the people’s welfare, allowing his subordinates to turn black into white and act lawlessly, failing his ten years of bitter study and the trust placed in him by ruler and father.”

The crowd erupted.

The county magistrate, who had just returned drunk, suddenly stopped outside the crowd.

He stared for a long time, then shook his head and laughed: “Accuse away – what do you know!” He was about to turn and leave.

Suddenly someone behind him said: “Will Your Honor still hesitate at this point?”

The county magistrate looked sideways for a long time before recognizing Chi Xue, saying coldly: “Naturally you must run errands for your master. But you don’t know that grand righteousness is easy to speak of – when retaliation and suppression come crashing down like a mountain, who will bear it? You?”

Chi Xue smiled: “How does Your Honor know there will be retaliation and suppression?”

“Because I’ve already experienced it!” the county magistrate said coldly. “Ten years of bitter study, earnest exhortation from ruler and father – who doesn’t know to serve the court loyally? But when my memorials were repeatedly suppressed, Ministry of Personnel evaluations had office members secretly report to dock my performance ratings, my wife and children were harassed by thugs when they went out, and I myself was drugged into alcoholism – where was that court and sovereign I devoted myself to serving, that I said could be my lifelong shield?”

Chi Xue said meaningfully: “They are naturally there.”

“They are not! Heaven’s will is lofty – it only sees the crowded heads in the Hall of Great Brilliance, songs and dances of peace above jade tablets! What am I? Buried like grass without a sound!”

The county magistrate was about to leave with a sleeve flourish, but Chi Xue said behind him: “Your Honor. Today’s events are difficult to contain. Have you considered that you are, after all, the chief official of this place? If you stand aside like this, then regardless of which side wins, you won’t have a good ending?”

The county magistrate’s back stiffened.

“You fear Li Yao’s power and confine yourself to wine country. If Li Yao succeeds, you’re still that daily drunkard and waste – your situation won’t improve at all. It might even get worse because of your ambiguous attitude. If Li Yao loses, you’ll be guilty of poor subordinate management, dereliction of duty, and inaction. Even if you’re not the primary culprit, you’ll be implicated. The greater Li Yao’s crimes, the less you can be exonerated. Only if you report him in time and offset merit against fault will you have a final chance to turn things around. Your Honor,” Chi Xue said slowly, “it can’t get any worse. When you encounter the only chance to turn the tables, won’t you seize it?”

She said no more, smiled and nodded, then withdrew into the crowd.

…

Tie Ci stood with the mallet before the broken drum. Including the county magistrate, everyone stared intently at her back.

In the crowd, those who had joked earlier all fell silent. Someone laughingly asked: “Do you still dare seek a night for a thousand gold now?”

Those people’s faces were ashen as they desperately shook their heads.

Tie Ci raised her hand toward the crowd: “Lend me a stick.”

An object flew through the air. Tie Ci caught it – a laundry paddle.

The drum was already cracked, and everyone wondered what she could still beat. But they saw Tie Ci turn the drum to a different direction and strike the side with a “dong!”

The side was made of wood, harder than the leather drum surface. One strike caused the wood to crack and split like lightning from top to bottom. In an instant, half the drum body collapsed.

Everyone: “…”

Just watching made their legs hurt.

“Second drum strike – I accuse Ziyang Garrison Captain Xie Da. As the garrison responsible for defense in the Laizhou region, he violated military orders, abandoned public duty for private gain, unauthorized deployment of troops into the city, and interference with local administrative investigation affairs.” Tie Ci weighed the object in her hand. “Just like a blockhead.”

The crowd burst into laughter.

The garrison soldiers guarding the county yamen looked puzzled.

In the main hall, Captain Xie shot to his feet.

This strike broke the paddle too. Without Tie Ci calling out, someone threw over a fire poker.

Tie Ci caught it and switched to another side of the drum body. The fire poker traced a black shadow – “dong!” The stick broke and the drum shattered.

Only a shell remained on the frame.

“Third drum strike – I accuse Ziyang County Magistrate Li Yao.” Tie Ci’s voice lowered but became clearer, each word hammering on everyone’s eardrums. “Sidelining his superior, usurping power, killing and harming people, framing and slandering, unauthorized use of military equipment, unauthorized deployment of garrison troops, colluding with vassal princes, privately manufacturing heavy weapons. Intending rebellion – an unpardonable crime!”

“…”

When the words “intending rebellion” were spoken, it was like clear thunder splitting the sky. In the bright light, all faces showed shock.

The county yamen front was a sea of people, wave upon wave filling the streets and alleys. Those who heard these words had blank minds and expressions, with only the words “something big has happened!” echoing continuously.

In the main hall, Li Yao knocked over his teacup, and the scalding hot water that had just been added burned his hand red, but he felt nothing.

Captain Xie whipped around to stare at him, his expression sinister and terrifying.

Li Yao was stunned for a long moment, then suddenly jumped up, shouting loudly: “Nonsense! Disrupting the court! Guards! Immediately seize him! Cut out his tongue!”

A large group rushed out with trampling footsteps.

Chapter 47: Green Tea Meets Husky
Tie Ci jumped down first and waved to those above, but the commoners hesitated, not daring to jump.

Following her down, Dan Ye, whose face had been sour all along, suddenly kicked a man down.

“Real men, are you not even as good as a woman!”

The man cried out as he fell into the charcoal pile, glaring angrily upward. Dan Ye paid no attention, standing at the cave entrance, fingering the lapis lazuli pendant on his earlobe, sweeping the crowd with a sinister gaze. The commoners hurriedly jumped down one by one.

The commoners walked on the charcoal furnace floor, which was covered with broken charcoal that made crunching sounds. People marveled in amazement, increasingly unable to understand what all these things underground were for. Someone suddenly bent down and pulled up an object: “What is this!”

In his hand was a half-section of blackened long object that rang clearly when struck.

Tie Ci said: “Broken sword.”

Everyone looked bewildered.

Later they found several more broken knives and swords.

Tie Ci then led everyone to climb out of the giant furnace and open the air vent. Before everyone understood what she was doing, they saw her drag out several charred corpses from the air vent.

Those bodies were mostly burned beyond recognition, some reduced to small fragments, arranged in a dark mass on the ground. In this gloomy, dark cave, they created an unparalleled visual impact.

The cave filled with a strange odor. Many people turned pale and vomited all over the ground.

“What… what people are these?”

Tie Ci sighed: “Blacksmiths.”

The blacksmith in the crowd turned white as paper. He turned and saw that huge platform.

This time even the hammers had been removed from the platform, leaving the ground clean. Many people were still confused when Tie Ci looked at the blacksmith: “Brother, do you understand now?”

The blacksmith said after a long while: “Was iron being forged underground to make weapons?”

Tie Ci smiled and handed him the gray-black stone she had hidden earlier.

The man examined it for a long time, his face growing even paler: “This is iron ore, but not ordinary iron ore. I’ve been a blacksmith for over ten years and never used this kind, but I’ve seen it at my master’s place. This is the finest grade iron ore in Da Qian legend, called Abyss Iron. Legend says it only forms in places with extreme geography, extremely cold and hot conditions. The iron tools made from it can cut through hair and slice meat like mud. But the forging process is very demanding – not only must it be refined a hundred times, it also requires cold quenching, completing the transition from extreme heat to extreme cold in an instant to make the sword body strong. If this step is missed or not cold enough, the sword will break easily… Years ago my master got a piece of Abyss Iron and treasured it like a gem, forging day and night for a hundred days. But when cold quenching with cold water at the end, the sword broke because it wasn’t cold enough. Later we learned that large amounts of ice must be used as ice molds to encase the sword body…”

By this point, everyone basically understood and gasped in shock.

Tie Ci nodded, not expecting there to be a blacksmith in the group, which saved her some explanation.

The blacksmith looked at the giant furnace and huge platform, murmuring: “It seems there’s an Abyss Iron mine in this mountain. Near Abyss Iron mines there are usually extremely hot and cold environments, so someone used local materials here to forge swords and knives. Such a large forging platform… how many weapons could be made simultaneously…”

While he marveled here, the soldiers sent down by Captain Xie exchanged pale-faced glances. The leader made a gesture and they quietly retreated the way they came.

“Now do you all understand the business beneath Cangshen Tower?” Tie Ci said. “A rare Abyss Iron mine was discovered under Cangshen Tower. Someone used this uniquely advantageous natural terrain to secretly mass-produce weapons. They built giant underground furnaces here, gathered large numbers of craftsmen to work in secret, burning and hammering day and night. Abyss Iron forging is quite special – blades needing warm quenching go to the hot springs, those needing cold quenching go to the ice cave, all completed seamlessly and very conveniently. So at the bottom of the hot springs, there’s a layer of iron filings and charcoal particles. Some fell from weapons, some from craftsmen bathing. And that huge ice pool in the ice cave was an ice mold cast from ice. Forged swords inserted for instant cooling would leave a crack. You’ve all seen the countless dense cracks above that ice pool – how many swords would that be?”

Everyone was amazed. Tie Ci pointed at the giant furnace: “After these people moved everything away, they stuffed all the blacksmiths into the giant furnace to kill and silence them.”

People shuddered collectively, staring numbly as they realized they had just been walking on a pile of corpses.

Immediately some people’s legs went weak, trembling as they supported companions wanting to sit down. Looking around, corpses were everywhere – sitting down meant sitting in vomit and corpse piles, so they could only roll their eyes back and force themselves to keep standing.

But the blacksmith said: “Looking at this platform being so huge, countless people must have worked simultaneously. There should also be ventilation holes here. Wouldn’t the sounds really carry out?”

“Did you see the countless bronze bells on Cangshen Tower? Far more than ordinary pagodas. When wind passes, the bell sounds ring in unison, so even if the iron forging below was intense with sounds carrying out, to the accustomed ears of surrounding commoners, it was just the daily annoying noise of tower bells.”

When Tie Ci first visited Cangshen Tower, she felt those bronze bells were unusually numerous. When testing that monk, he answered that bronze bells were light in weight and didn’t exceed limits. But Tie Ci could see those bells were of standard design and wouldn’t be very light.

Why use so many bronze bells to create noise?

Sound always exists only to cover other sounds.

At that time, from the sound of bronze bells, she imagined sounds similar to this noise, then heard the sound of iron forging.

The commoners remained silent for a long time. People living at the bottom only worried about daily meals and shelter. Looking up to read weather from the sky, looking down to taste soil and guess harvests – their lives were naturally separated by huge chasms from weapons, treason, officials, royalty… Now witnessing this spectacular yet cruel underground business firsthand, they only vaguely sensed something big had happened, but didn’t quite understand what this big event meant or what changes it would bring them.

Only that Zeng family child, unable to forget his sister’s wrongful death, timidly asked: “But what does this… have to do with my sister’s death?”

“Little brother, does your family live at the foot of Fengbo Mountain and make a living gathering medicinal herbs? Did your sister often go up the mountain early in the morning to gather herbs?”

“Yes, how do you know?”

“That day, your sister also went up the mountain before dawn and discovered a cave entrance. Inside that cave was very rare purple pine, extremely beneficial for women, which medicine halls buy at high prices. Your sister followed the mountain cave gathering herbs all the way, inadvertently entering the cave depths, then walked here.”

Tie Ci pointed into the cave. “A villain discovered her. Everyone should have still been sleeping then. That villain originally planned to kill your sister on the spot and stuff her into this giant furnace to destroy the evidence, but seeing your sister’s beauty, he became lustful. He used burning stones from this giant furnace, stuffed them into your sister’s throat, then…” Tie Ci paused, “…fearing discovery by others, he dragged your sister back through the cave all the way out. After your sister died, he threw her in Fengbo Forest, where I later found her.”

When she saw that giant furnace and scattered stones earlier, she had guessed the first girl’s cause of death. When examining that woman’s body that day, the stone in her throat was gray-black.

That day when she followed the hot spring cave out, she discovered purple pine at the cave entrance and found some picking traces, confirming that the woman had mistakenly entered beneath Cangshen Tower from there.

That Zeng family child trembled all over, looking at her with tears streaming down his face, choking: “That person… who is he?”

“We’ll find him,” Tie Ci said gently.

“What about the second woman?” someone asked.

“She was a tofu seller. When I examined her tofu cart, I found only a few pieces of tofu inside. The market hadn’t opened yet – who had she sold tofu to? That could only mean she was stopped by some wealthy household on the way. To sell tofu, she had to go to Sunset Street market, and Cangshen Tower was on the necessary route. While selling tofu, she might have seen something and was stuffed into the ice cave to freeze to death. As for why the body ran out of the ice cave, it should be because the first body was discovered too quickly by us. Fearing people would trace it back to Cangshen Tower, they simply threw out another body to confuse attention, complicate the case, and draw away my focus.”

Criminals often throw out more complex clues to create citywide storms and rumors everywhere, transferring the case’s nature and investigators’ attention to other directions – this was what her master taught her.

The commoners listened with changing expressions. Dan Ye stood behind the crowd, lips turned down but eyes slightly curved.

He had gone into the cave with this woman just to bathe, slide on ice, and tap dance. He had seen everything she saw, but never knew so much could be deduced from these small things.

This woman’s mind was just like that ice pool – full of holes!

“What about the third person…” someone asked.

Someone else asked: “Young Master has said so much that’s very reasonable, but whether it’s privately manufacturing weapons or killing and framing people, it seems currently there’s no great connection to County Magistrate Li.”

As these words were spoken, many people nodded.

Tie Ci knew Li Yao was someone who, though arrogant and sinister in his bones and daring to oppress even the county magistrate, normally paid great attention to his reputation, never bullying townspeople, and even occasionally doing good deeds, maintaining a decent reputation among the people.

That was natural – people with great ambitions wouldn’t let themselves stumble over such small matters.

“Discovering important mineral deposits locally, and even the development, extraction, craftsman employment, material collection, transportation, and even large-scale underground development and use like Cangshen Tower involves enormous scope with considerable commotion. Such great commotion would be absolutely impossible to keep so secret without local snakes providing protection and cover… As for the relationship between killing, framing and him…” Tie Ci suddenly smiled. “Haven’t you all noticed many people are missing from this crowd?”

Only then did the commoners discover that Li Yao and Captain Xie’s people were all gone.

Someone quicker-witted turned pale: “Not good! If this matter really relates to the County Magistrate, now that he knows he’s suspected, might he block the exit?”

At these words, everyone became alarmed. Someone ran out frantically and returned breathlessly after a while: “Blocked! They really blocked the cave entrance!”

Dan Shuang went to check that hot spring cave entrance. Before reaching it, she heard a tremendous crash and all light disappeared.

She ran back, not daring to speak loudly, and whispered in Tie Ci’s ear: “The cave entrance leading up the mountain has also been blocked by huge stones.”

The crowd vaguely guessed she brought bad news and became even more panicked, until Tie Ci clapped her hands.

With her clap, the noisy crowd quieted down and everyone looked up at her.

“Everyone don’t panic. Consider this – since there’s a giant furnace underground, naturally there must be a chimney leading to the surface, right?”

“That’s true, but we looked before and there was no place above that looked like a chimney.”

Dan Shuang also said: “Perhaps the entrance we first used was the ventilation place…”

“That’s impossible. The person in charge here lives in luxury and would never open a chimney under his own feet to endure smoke and fire daily.”

Ventilation systems have requirements. Inside Cangshen Tower wouldn’t work, the cave entrance they just used was blocked so that wouldn’t work either, the hot spring’s other cave entrance was behind the giant furnace cave so that naturally wasn’t it either – so there must be another ventilation exit.

Tie Ci led the commoners searching above the furnace cave, finally discovering a hidden cave entrance directly above the giant furnace. Going out from there, it was still a mountain cave – that hall-like main cave. Tie Ci searched the main cave for traces of previously installed pipes, discovering a corner where broken bricks were piled. There must have been a chimney built connecting the giant furnace cave to an external entrance, then demolished. Following that to find a connecting cave entrance would be it.

The entrance was very narrow, requiring crawling out one by one bent over. Tie Ci wanted Dan Shuang to go first, but Dan Ye got ahead, the wolf lord expressing that he absolutely could not follow behind someone else’s protruding rear.

On the surface, Li Yao watched as runners drilled into the cave, piling bricks and stones to block the entrance at a corner out of people’s sight. Before sealing the final opening, he threw in several burning torches containing poisonous materials, then breathed a long sigh of relief.

The watching commoners had been driven away and stood outside craning their necks, but couldn’t see what was happening inside.

Captain Xie stood to the side watching with a grim expression. Li Yao turned to see his gaze and showed no fear, saying with a half-smile: “Captain can rest assured, I’ve already sent people to block that exit at Fengbo Mountain.”

“This underground network extends in all directions. Are you certain there are no other exits?”

“The matter is grave – all caves were explored initially. There are three exits total. The mechanism inside the tower has been destroyed. This one is now blocked. The hot spring cave was only opened later by someone and is now also blocked. Now they can just wander in the mountain’s belly until they die.”

“We shouldn’t have allowed people to go down initially,” Captain Xie said. “Over ten lives here went down in full view of everyone. How will you explain this later?”

“How to explain…” Li Yao smiled, taking out a brocade pouch from his sleeve, extracting a pill and taking it. Instantly his face turned blue-green and he gasped for breath. He distributed several pills to his subordinates who had followed him into the cave, having them take them too, then handed the pouch to Captain Xie. “Have the garrison brothers who went into the cave take these too.”

Captain Xie frowned at the pouch, vaguely understanding his meaning but unwilling to get too deeply involved, refusing: “No need for this.”

“Captain has always been sensible. Last time Prefect Zhou told me that when the Provincial Inspector comes to Hai You for military and administrative evaluation, he’ll certainly speak well of Captain.”

Captain Xie’s face darkened.

Da Qian’s founding emperor came from military background, taking the empire from his father-in-law, and fearing later generations would follow suit, subsequently emphasized civilian over military control, restraining military generals’ power, gradually forming a “civilian control of military” pattern. All military officers’ command, selection, and disciplinary powers were in civilian hands. Military officers like Captain Xie underwent military and administrative evaluations every five years, examined by Surveillance Commissioners or temporarily appointed Provincial Governors who submitted reports to the Five Military Commissions, determining promotion or demotion. These were all civilian system matters, so naturally local civilian officials had say.

Li Yao’s meaning was obvious – whether good or bad words were spoken depended on Captain Xie’s performance.

Captain Xie’s face was grim. After a long while, he waved his hand and his soldiers also took the medicine.

After taking it, they all showed breathing difficulties, looking as if poisoned. Li Yao smiled: “No problem, it’ll be fine in half an hour.”

He then instructed everyone briefly and led the way, grabbing his throat and stumbling toward the door. His runners behind him shouted: “Not good! Not good!”

Someone opened the closed door and commoners surged in again, just seeing Li Yao and others covering their throats and fleeing in panic, running and shouting: “Not good! There are wild beasts attacking in that underground cave, and poisonous gas too!”

Seeing Li Yao and others’ wretched state, everyone was frightened and retreated. Some with relatives below all cried out and rushed over to see what happened. Those covering their throats said: “It’s dark and treacherous below with dangers everywhere. We barely escaped – if you go down again, it’ll just be one more corpse!”

Everyone saw these people all had blue-green faces with breathing difficulties – symptoms that couldn’t be faked of suffocation and poisoning. They immediately believed and quickly stopped, with some peering inside. This cave entrance wasn’t straight with corners inside. The blocked area was around the corner, completely invisible without going in. Everyone only saw pitch darkness.

Most who entered the cave were alone with no family connections and few close relatives, so naturally no one was willing to risk their lives for further investigation. All backed away. The few with family members panicked and begged Li Yao: “Please County Magistrate, you must find a way to rescue them!”

“Naturally! But it’s a maze down there with all kinds of caves. We can’t rashly go down again and lose lives. We need to discuss a plan and find experienced mountain people to guide us.”

People nodded, then someone angrily said: “It’s all that Mao fellow’s fault for not giving up, insisting on taking so many people down to die. What a plague!”

“Maybe there was no evidence at all. He just somehow knew there were caves here and wanted to escape through them. He deliberately spoke so convincingly and brought so many people into the cave just to gain everyone’s trust. What a pity for all those lives, actually used as stepping stones by this notorious bandit!”

These words were naturally spoken by Li Yao’s planted people. Though obviously full of holes, the commoners lacked wisdom to distinguish and thought it reasonable, nodding frequently. They repeatedly asked Li Yao to save people, and Li Yao naturally swore earnestly to take it seriously, organize personnel, implement quickly, and rescue promptly.

Just as they were speaking heatedly, suddenly there was a rush of urgent hoofbeats outside the courtyard gate. Several riders galloped in like wind, with the lead rider in a light blue robe pale as a shallow sea, his snow-white silk cloak flying like layered tides washing ashore. When he dismounted, everyone felt as if a snow-covered mountain peak had suddenly risen before their eyes.

After landing, everyone realized this person was travel-worn with dusty hem, but his temperament was noble and pure, covered with dust yet unstained. He stood still, looked around once, then asked: “May I ask where is that… Mao Shiba being pursued according to the bounty notice?”

Someone pointed at the cave.

The newcomer lifted his robes to enter the cave, but everyone hurriedly stopped him: “You can’t go down! You can’t go down! There are fierce beasts below, and poisonous gas too. The people who entered the cave earlier all had accidents!”

That person’s gaze tightened as he turned around sharply. Those people pointed at Li Yao and others: “Look, our County Magistrate personally went into the cave and ended up like this!”

Li Yao and others had actually recovered from their symptoms by now, but when that person looked over with a face like snow and slightly cold gaze that made their hearts tremble, Li Yao hurriedly led the group in covering their throats again and pretending to cough.

That person quickly approached, took their pulses, and indeed detected that these people were poisoned. His expression changed slightly as he turned and quickly walked toward the cave entrance again.

This time his attendants stopped him: “Young Master, you cannot!”

Li Yao stared at that person’s back. This person had exceptional grace and bearing rarely seen in the world – his birth was certainly extraordinary. He looked like a friend of Mao Shiba, perhaps some young master from the capital? Why did he have to appear at this time!

He hurriedly stepped forward to persuade: “Young Master, please don’t be hasty. This official has already ordered people to find mountain guides and will arrange rescue shortly. If you act rashly, you might meet the same fate as those before…”

That person turned around sharply, staring at him and asking: “What fate?”

Li Yao felt his throat tighten again under that stare. After hesitating, he said: “The cave is full of poisonous gas. This official was at the back and still suffered such effects. Your friend was standing at the very front…”

That person closed his eyes and said quietly: “Rushing here as fast as possible…” Suddenly he opened his eyes and said coldly: “Do you know what grave error you’ve committed?”

Li Yao felt he had already lowered himself enough, yet this young master gave him no face. Being used to arrogance, he also became angry and said coldly: “What does it concern this official? This person picked flowers and killed people, escaped prison and hurt others, dared to roar in court, used false evidence to coerce and deceive innocent people into following him to their deaths. Even if he were drawn and quartered, subjected to slow slicing or strangulation, he would deserve…”

Suddenly a tremendous crash like thunder drowned out his last two words.

That person’s face grew colder as he listened to Li Yao speak. He was about to open his mouth when this great sound startled him, and he turned around sharply with Li Yao.

They saw that the huge incense burner in front of the main gate had been overturned to the ground, smashing the white stone platform and rolling onward. Wherever it passed, stone slabs cracked and lifted with continuous crackling sounds.

Nearby people cried out and scattered in chaos. Suddenly someone screamed, pointing at where the incense burner had fallen. Everyone held their breath and looked, seeing an arm suddenly emerge from the ground, pressing against the broken stones with a slap.

Then a somewhat disheveled head slowly rose.

This scene was truly somewhat horrifying, with screams ringing out everywhere.

Amid the screams, a person shot out from under the incense burner like a flame suddenly leaping from underground, dazzling everyone’s eyes.

That person shot out and whistled sharply. Then came a distant eagle cry, a black shadow streaked across the sky. Everyone felt darkness overhead and stars before their eyes. The next instant, fierce wind passed overhead, fire-red robe corners swept past their cheeks. In another blink, the red-clothed person had reached Li Yao’s side and without a word, raised his foot and kicked Li Yao head over heels.

This person appeared suddenly and struck suddenly. Li Yao’s people hadn’t reacted yet, only that cloaked person suddenly stepped back.

But the people paid no attention to Li Yao’s side. The cries of alarm quickly turned to cheers, because those townspeople who were supposedly trapped in the cave with more bad luck than good were all crawling out one by one.

The last one out was Tie Ci. Like everyone else, she had crawled out with a face full of dirt. Sitting on the ruins, she first calmly brushed off the dust on herself, then smiled toward Li Yao’s direction: “I heard County Magistrate didn’t finish speaking earlier. Die what? You die or I live?”

Li Yao had fallen to the ground. Seeing her emerge, he looked up sharply as if struck by lightning.

The blue-clothed man saw her and quickly walked forward several steps, then stopped, his eyes showing slight joy.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly, smiled and nodded at him: “Brother Rong.”

Rong Pu immediately understood this meant not to reveal her identity for now, so he nodded with a smile and stepped back.

Tie Ci stood up, looked at the incense burner, and said: “County Magistrate Li must usually stay far from the kitchen in his gentleman’s way, so he couldn’t think that lighting a stove requires a chimney. What place could emit smoke long-term without arousing suspicion? Naturally only an incense burner.”

Li Yao gritted his teeth: “This official doesn’t understand what you’re saying!”

Tie Ci seemed to pace casually for a few steps, circling around the crowd, then suddenly reached out and grabbed someone: “Hey, this brother, you’re not being honorable. Your master hasn’t confessed yet – how can you plan to slip away?”

The person she grabbed was exactly that cloaked man. She casually lifted the cloak, revealing a middle-aged man’s face with hard lines.

“Three lives, and they didn’t add even a few wrinkles to your face. The psychological endurance of villains is just that impressive.”

“What nonsense are you spouting!” The cloaked man tried to shake off Tie Ci’s hand but failed.

The people who had come up were telling those waiting about their underground experiences, making listeners gasp in shock. Hearing the conversation between the two, they immediately gathered around sensitively.

The Zeng family child rushed over, pointing at the cloaked man: “Master Mao, I’ve seen him before. He follows the County Magistrate!”

“I told you underground that we’d know the murderer when we came up.” Tie Ci suddenly threw a punch. “Now let you see his true face!”

She struck without warning, one hand still holding the other’s right hand, so he could only block with his left. With a bang, the two fists met, but Tie Ci suddenly changed from fist to palm, grabbing that person’s wrist and thrusting it before the crowd: “Look at his hand!”

Only then did everyone discover this person’s palm skin was gray-white, looking very thick with faint lines, like made of stone.

“He practices a type of boxing. This boxing requires burying hands in hot ash and hot mud daily. Over time, the skin thickens and becomes impervious to cold and heat.” Tie Ci said to the Zeng family child: “Remember how your sister died? Someone feared she would cry out and casually used burning stones from the charcoal stove to stuff into her throat. When I examined the body, I wondered how scorching hot stones could be stuffed in. Iron tongs? Then your sister’s mouth and lips should have wounds from iron tongs, but there weren’t any, because the person used his hands. His hands aren’t afraid of heat.”

“Your sister’s body had many bruises, but the left side was especially heavy with larger fingerprints, also because this hand, due to practicing martial arts, is slightly larger than the right and slightly stronger.”

The Zeng family child stared fixedly at that strange hand, looking like he wanted to pounce and bite it. Tie Ci pushed his face away: “Don’t dirty your mouth.”

That clenched fist suddenly moved, but Tie Ci was faster. With a twist of her wrist, crack – the man screamed as that hand that had once stuffed burning stones into an innocent woman’s mouth hung limply down.

Someone asked: “What about the second woman…”

“I already explained underground. The tofu-selling woman was stopped at Cangshen Tower to buy tofu. Being quite beautiful, she was taken by someone who abducted her to the tower’s bottom and froze her to death in the ice cave. Afterward, to confuse attention and draw people’s focus away from Cangshen Tower, and also because of boldness and arrogance with protection above and no fear of discovery, this person threw her in an alley.”

“What about the white plum blossoms…” Some people were still obsessed with the most evocative factor in these two cases.

“That was coincidence.” Tie Ci handed the restrained man to Rong Pu. Rong Pu signaled his subordinates to watch him as Tie Ci walked toward the back courtyard. People all followed, Dan Ye dragged Li Yao along, and Captain Xie, who had been standing outside the crowd, also grimly signaled his soldiers to follow.

Reaching the kitchen garden area, several pear trees bloomed with white petals and purple stamens, clear and charming. But the vegetables in the field were wilted. Tie Ci picked some flower petals and handed them to several nearby people, pointing at the tree: “Look carefully.”

Those people took them and examined them carefully, showing puzzled expressions. Someone casually rubbed them and the stamens actually lost color, revealing pale yellow centers.

“These are… white plum blossoms!”

Another person felt the broad leaves and exclaimed: “These are fake leaves!”

“White plum and pear blossoms are very similar, looking alike from a distance, but pear blossoms have purple stamens and broader leaves than plum blossoms. So the white plum came from here.”

“Obviously there’s no ice cellar – how can there still be white plum here?”

“Same as the earlier peach blossoms and hydrangeas – because of underground qi. The peach blossom hydrangea area has hot spring caves below, so the underground qi is hot and they bloom early. Here at the vegetable garden plum blossoms, the ice cave is below, so cold qi seeps into the soil and white plum doesn’t wither for long. But the vegetables grow poorly. Logically Cangshen Tower should have cut down these conspicuous white plum trees, but I heard these flowering trees at Cangshen Tower are quite famous and have spawned many legends. Probably fearing cutting them would attract attention, they kept them and made some disguises.” Tie Ci pointed at the cloaked man. “This guard beside the County Magistrate regularly travels between the county yamen and Cangshen Tower. Sometimes inevitably eating meals in the kitchen, passing these densely grown white plum trees, hat hoods and clothing inevitably pick up some plum petals. The first murdered woman scratched some off and left them under her fingernails, the second accidentally had some fall into her tofu.”

“What about the third…” someone immediately asked. “There seemed to be no white plum around the third body.”

“So it shows white plum isn’t some symbol, just coincidence. The third deceased was unrelated to Cangshen Tower. She was a maid responsible for kitchen purchasing at the county yamen, but occasionally delivered vegetables to the County Magistrate’s home. Could we suppose this maid had some contact with the County Magistrate’s false guard during vegetable delivery, then for some reason was also killed by him? At that time there were already two female murder cases in the city. This person brazenly added a third, but during body disposal encountered Hai Dongqing flying high in the sky. He dropped the body, which was grabbed by Hai Dongqing and dropped when passing over the beggar gathering area, so it suddenly appeared in the small alley.”

Tie Ci guessed that county yamen maid had an affair with the cloaked man and was silenced for inadvertently touching his taboos or discovering something, but out of consideration for the deceased’s reputation, she didn’t plan to state this explicitly.

Li Yao, who had been stepped on by Dan Ye all along, now angrily said: “All your wild guesses and one-sided words! Where’s the evidence?”

“Naturally there is some.” Tie Ci took out a sword tip from her hair ribbon. “Remember the day you came to your residence to arrest me? I exchanged several moves with this guard of yours, then broke off this piece of his sword tip.” She handed the sword tip to that blacksmith. “Look, is this forged from Abyss Iron?”

The blacksmith nodded: “Bright as autumn water, cold qi penetrating to the bone, flowing with faint blue-purple light under sunlight, can be forged extremely thin as paper. Weapons made from Abyss Iron are exactly like this.”

He took out a broken sword – the waste sword retrieved from the giant furnace – and struck it against this sword tip, producing a sound crisp as tearing silk. He said: “The sound of Abyss Iron clashing is different from other weapons, more sharp and crisp. This half sword was picked up from below.”

“This was also the weapon that killed the third woman.” Tie Ci said. “She was grabbed from behind by Hai Dongqing, with wounds bleeding profusely like claw marks, but actually, examining beneath those bird claw wounds, the real fatal injury inside was an extremely narrow wound mark that only a very thin sword could make. At that time, I became suspicious because I inadvertently saw this person’s hand, so I deliberately provoked him to draw his sword, broke off the sword tip, and confirmed the murder weapon.”

Li Yao showed angry realization but kept his mouth tightly shut. Captain Xie sighed quietly outside the crowd: “What a deeply scheming person!”

Tie Ci heard well and immediately called out loudly: “Captain, you don’t praise the person who protects murderers, deceives people, kills and silences witnesses with endless methods, but instead praise me?”

Dan Ye snorted with delight, happily grinding his boot on Li Yao underfoot. Rong Pu smiled slightly.

When he smiled, women in the crowd secretly looked at him, but he only looked at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci looked at no one, pointing toward the County Magistrate’s residence: “Abyss Iron weapons are extremely precious. He’s not from the weapon-forging side but belongs to the supervision and liaison side, so Cangshen Tower would at most give him this one. Abyss Iron is precious – even if broken, he certainly wouldn’t bear to throw it away and would keep it hoping to reforge it. This person should have lodging at County Magistrate Li’s home. Might as well search it.”

Li Yao said coldly: “Who dares search my residence without cause!”

Under his accumulated authority, no runners or people present dared move.

Tie Ci smiled slightly at the county magistrate who had been standing in the crowd.

The county magistrate had been watching somewhat bewildered. Receiving Tie Ci’s gaze, he suddenly shuddered, stepped forward, and shouted: “Someone go inspect the County Magistrate’s residence!”

“You!”

“Let me say again – I am the county magistrate!” The county magistrate stared at those hesitating runners.

The runners finally hurried away with a team.

“A county magistrate’s residence dares call itself a manor.” Tie Ci said lightly. “After calling it a manor for a few days, he thinks he’s become a king. And bystanders actually think they’ve become subjects… How ridiculous.”

The county magistrate lowered his head red-faced. After being suppressed for so long, he couldn’t adapt to his county magistrate identity for a moment.

But unease secretly rose in his heart. This Master Mao really didn’t seem like the powerless offspring of a Horse Supervisor. This family background and skill at controlling – what he was good at managing wasn’t horses at all, but clearly people and officials.

Tie Ci actually didn’t care about the search results. She had provided too much evidence. Not to mention anything else, County Magistrate Li’s man possessing secretly forged weapons from beneath Cangshen Tower, plus the third female corpse’s wounds, were all irrefutable facts.

She just wanted to see if this wine-country county magistrate could still be supported.

After all, the Hai You region was important. If this place could have a county in her hands, it would be beneficial.

Soon the runners indeed brought back a broken sword, along with runners from the Patrol Inspection Office who had originally been excluded by the County Magistrate but now all came.

Tie Ci looked at the county magistrate with slight approval. The county magistrate immediately lowered his head.

He already vaguely sensed something and secretly regretted not listening to his adviser’s suggestion to properly befriend this Master Mao earlier.

Everyone looked at Li Yao, but Li Yao glared angrily at the cloaked man: “Zhang Qiang, you bastard! I took you in out of kindness when you were down and out, yet you dared do such harmful things behind my back!”

Dan Ye clicked his tongue, shook his head, and raised his foot to stomp on his mouth: “Have you no shame? Trying to clear yourself at this time?”

Rong Pu stood beside him and reached out to block his leg: “Wolf… Young Master, please wait.”

“Hmm?” Dan Ye raised his eyebrows at him, fierce light flashing in his slightly curved eyes, full of impatience. “You feel sorry for this disgusting thing?”

“He committed crimes and naturally faces punishment under Da Qian law.” Rong Pu said calmly. “We dare not trouble foreigners to use private punishment.”

Dan Ye’s eyes flew out from under his eyebrows, glimpsing Tie Ci’s approving expression, and immediately felt irritation rise in his heart. His mouth corners twisted as he leaned close to Rong Pu: “Young master, don’t think of stepping on me to curry favor. This one,” he raised his eyebrows toward Tie Ci, “will be my father’s woman in the future. What does she have to do with you?”

Rong Pu’s expression turned cold: “Nonsense! If you insult the Crown Princess again, Da Qian will send envoys to ask your father king if he dares respond!”

“What wouldn’t he dare! Just a puppet Crown Princess!”

“That’s Da Qian’s heir apparent. Do you really think the heir can be easily deposed?” Rong Pu smiled faintly. “Having such mistaken ideas is probably because under your desert king’s tent, wolf cubs are numerous and worthless – honored today, white bones tomorrow.”

“You!” Dan Ye’s eyebrows shot up, and those slightly sweet curved eyes suddenly generated knife-sharp killing intent.

Tie Ci had long noticed the wrong atmosphere between these two and feared Rong Pu would suffer under that madman’s hands, so she beckoned to Rong Pu, signaling him to come to her side. Rong Pu immediately bowed to Dan Ye, retreated to Tie Ci’s side, stood shoulder to shoulder with her, and smiled at Dan Ye.

Dan Ye stared at this smile, grinding his jaw, then suddenly turned his head away irritably.

Chi Xue watched these two coldly and whispered to Dan Shuang: “This is just the beginning and it’s already a battlefield.”

Dan Shuang said coldly: “One green tea, one husky.”

Chi Xue, used to these strange terms, nodded: “Swaying with the wind, barking wildly – both overthinking.”

“Indeed.”

Li Yao suddenly screamed – Dan Ye was angry and couldn’t control his foot, crushing several of his big teeth.

While screaming, Li Yao still struggled: “You can’t say it’s related to me just because he’s my guard! Which of his deeds has anything to do with me! You have no evidence!”

“Dad! Stop deceiving people!” Suddenly a crying shout came from the crowd. Li Yao stared, seeing Miss Li crying as she rushed out and knelt before him with a thud: “Dad! Just admit what you did! You can’t keep harming people!”

“You get away—”

“You had the prison collapsed, and at home you also ordered people to release fumigating incense drugs to frame Master Mao as a flower-picking bandit! I woke up early and saw through the window. The drug that knocked me out is still with my nanny. Dad, stop harming people…”

Li Yao struggled to kick Miss Li: “Unfilial daughter! Unfilial daughter!”

Dan Shuang rushed over to drag away the crying Miss Li, incidentally kicking Li Yao hard in the stomach.

Li Yao screamed for his trusted men to save him while continuously waving his hands and feet. Captain Xie, who had been observing from outside the crowd, suddenly looked stern.

Tie Ci was saying something to Rong Pu and didn’t notice this scene.

Some of Li Yao’s trusted men fought with Rong family guards while others charged toward Tie Ci, but were blocked halfway by Patrol Inspection Office runners. Former colleagues glared at each other angrily – one side saying the other betrayed and didn’t protect the County Magistrate, the other saying the County Magistrate acted against righteousness and was already a criminal – still wanting to harm Master Mao?

Tie Ci hadn’t expected to gain the protection of those Patrol Inspection Office runners in such a short time, and was somewhat surprised.

Captain Xie suddenly strode over and bowed deeply to Tie Ci: “Earlier when Young Master beat the drum to accuse me, I was very angry. Only now do I know the truth. Young Master’s accusation was extremely correct. I failed to judge character and was deceived, nearly committing a grave error. Now I should make amends through merit. Young Master can rest assured – leave this place to us. We’ll certainly capture Li Yao and all his accomplices!”

Tie Ci smiled: “Captain Xie’s return from the wrong path is congratulatory.”

“Young Master has injuries and should rest to one side first. These small matters can be handled by garrison archers.” Captain Xie ordered his subordinates to drive the people outside the courtyard walls again to prevent them from being accidentally injured in the fighting, while signaling Tie Ci to rest beneath the tower.

Tie Ci watched as the crowd was driven outside the courtyard walls, even the county magistrate was expelled. Gradually only the Rong family, herself, garrison soldiers, and Li Yao’s trusted men remained in the courtyard. Li Yao’s people were gradually controlled by the combined forces of Rong family guards and garrison soldiers. She walked with Captain Xie toward the tower, with Captain Xie walking beside her, his long shadow covering her shadow.

Chapter 48: Snow Commander
Though Cangshen Tower had front and rear courtyards, it was actually one large courtyard surrounding a central tower. Tie Ci’s gaze caught sight of the peach grove and artificial mountain in the rear courtyard. The stones dug out from the artificial mountain had presumably all been used to fill the cave, leaving the ground clean with only some mud remaining.

She suddenly said: “That cave was filled by Li Yao’s people, wasn’t it?”

Captain Xie said: “Shamefully, when you went down the cave and didn’t return for a long time, the people became restless. I led soldiers to maintain order and didn’t notice Li Yao filling the cave here, otherwise I should have stopped it.”

Tie Ci smiled and comforted him: “Captain was also deceived. How could this be blamed on Captain? After all, Captain’s soldiers worked very hard too.”

Captain Xie had just shown a relieved smile when he heard her say leisurely: “…having to maintain order and also transport sand and earth, everyone with muddy hands.”

Captain Xie’s body stiffened, his long shadow moved, and his hand at his side shot out with blinding cold light!

But Tie Ci had already turned around, her arm swinging violently like an iron rod whistling as it struck Captain Xie’s throat. The tremendous force crashed like a tide, sending Captain Xie staggering back several steps before slamming into the tower wall behind him with a bang. With a soft crack, several wall bricks shattered consecutively. Tie Ci’s arm pressed hard against Captain Xie’s throat, pinning him against the wall with her arm as a barrier, trapping him there.

Captain Xie struggled mightily, raising his hands to pull down Tie Ci’s arm. Tie Ci’s knee suddenly shot up with a muffled thud. Captain Xie screamed and went limp against the tower.

Amid the excruciating pain as if his internal organs had been shattered, he heard Tie Ci clearly say in his ear: “…Good acting, playing a captain who made mistakes only because he was deceived very well. I guess you acted the same way before Li Yao – reluctant, ambiguous in attitude, passive in everything, as if this way you could shirk responsibility and feign ignorance in the future… Good thinking, but did you forget about the catapult at Li’s residence that day?”

Captain Xie’s acting had indeed been good earlier. From beginning to end, he maintained the appearance of someone uninformed, uninvolved, and standing aside. Even Li Yao probably felt he wasn’t completely one of his own people, not knowing this was merely this man’s trick of always leaving himself an escape route. Tie Ci had almost believed him at first, but later seeing the artificial mountain in the rear courtyard and thinking of the garrison soldiers having mud on their hands, obviously having participated in filling the cave, she thought from the stones to the catapult.

Li Yao might not know the rules for using catapults, but Tie Ci knew that only garrisons had catapults, with strict management – they could only be used in war, and before use, all active officers in the garrison had to sign authorization. If Captain Xie had given Li Yao the catapult to use, how could he not be deeply involved?

She pressed Captain Xie against the tower and turned around to see those garrison soldiers quietly drawing their weapons to attack the nearby Rong family guards. Looking up and seeing the shocking change ahead, they were all stunned.

The next instant, Li Yao and the cloaked man leaped up, pushing aside those beside them and rushing outward. Li Yao ran toward the courtyard gate while the cloaked man climbed over the wall.

This was because the garrison soldiers who came to “help” had secretly sabotaged things, and now they also blocked the Rong family guards who wanted to pursue.

Tie Ci was still holding Captain Xie hostage. Dan Shuang and Chi Xue always stayed close to her. Dan Ye had taken Hai Dongqing to sit far away on the courtyard wall sulking. Seeing this scene, he only crossed his arms and curled his lips. It looked like those two were about to escape.

Rong Pu, standing by the courtyard gate, suddenly pushed the door open and shouted: “The murderer is escaping!”

With a whoosh, the people who hadn’t gone far rushed back again, blocking Li Yao.

But the cloaked man jumped down from the wall. Hai Dongqing silently swooped down, its sharp beak pecking at his nape. The man’s cloak suddenly flew up as Hai Dongqing caught a mouthful of cloth fragments, while the man had already shed his cloak and run far away.

Hai Dongqing angrily gave chase.

Back in the courtyard, the people had rushed back in. Now with Captain Xie held hostage, the garrison soldiers no longer dared act rashly. The people surged in like a tide, helping the Rong family guards and Patrol Inspection Office runners bind all those garrison soldiers and Li Yao’s trusted men. When rope wasn’t enough, they used belts; when that wasn’t enough, they took off pants. Soon they had bound a dark mass of people covering the ground.

Only then did Tie Ci breathe a sigh of relief.

She was alone and outnumbered, while the other side had half the city’s military force. If she couldn’t clear her name and mobilize the people’s power, not only would she be unable to bring Li Yao to justice, but Da Qian’s only Crown Princess would probably die in Ziyang.

She looked toward Captain Xie and suddenly discovered that beside her was actually a skeleton!

Tie Ci: “!!!”

She quickly blinked, and the next instant the person before her returned to normal – still that disheveled-looking Captain Xie.

Tie Ci was confused for a moment.

Had she just seen things?

Suddenly there was a commotion outside with trampling footsteps. She vaguely heard people shouting: “Army! Army!” Tie Ci’s brow jumped, then she saw a large group of black-armored soldiers charge in.

They still wore garrison uniforms, but not from Ziyang. The chest plates bore large “Lai” characters, obviously troops from Laizhou Garrison.

At the front was a black-bearded official who commanded from afar: “Seize everyone!”

Li Yao looked delighted, struggling and shouting: “Sir! Prefect Zhou!”

Tie Ci squinted.

Laizhou Prefect Zhou Wenchang?

Li Yao was quite fierce too. Taking advantage of everyone’s distraction, he suddenly rammed into those beside him, somehow drew a blade from nowhere, stabbed one of his guards, then quickly rolled toward Zhou Wenchang.

Someone from Zhou Wenchang’s side quickly rushed out to receive him.

Tie Ci frowned. Li Yao had been tied up too close to the outside – this guy was like an unkillable cockroach.

With assistance, Li Yao quickly untied his bonds and hid behind Zhou Wenchang.

Captain Xie also showed joy and called out.

When Captain Xie called out, Zhou Wenchang noticed him. As his gaze turned over, Rong Pu suddenly stepped forward quickly: “Careful!”

Before he finished speaking, with a sound like a sharp whistle, an arrow shot through the crowd like lightning.

Tie Ci had to withdraw her hand. A dark light flashed before her eyes and blood sprayed.

She tilted her head as blood gushed onto half her cheek.

The body under her arm went limp like a mud sack. Without looking, Tie Ci knew Captain Xie had been silenced.

Right in front of her.

If she had been a step slower, that arrow would have severed her arm first before piercing Captain Xie’s throat.

This was too sudden. Not only was this side shocked, but over at Zhou Wenchang’s side, Li Yao was also stunned, slowly turning his gaze toward Zhou Wenchang after a long moment.

Zhou Wenchang’s face was dark, but his appearance and temperament were purely those of a scholar. Without looking at Li Yao, he said softly: “Don’t worry. You’re different from Captain Xie. When military officers rebel, it’s a serious matter. Reporting to the court, they deserve death, and disposing of them won’t bring pursuit. As for you, I naturally must protect you. Later I’ll need you to help organize documents and files, to maneuver things properly!”

Li Yao’s heart settled somewhat. He understood Zhou Wenchang’s meaning – military officers had low status and were sensitive, convenient for fabricating crimes. Killing them had little impact, and civilian officials who controlled discourse wouldn’t speak up for them. Moreover, Zhou Wenchang colluding with local military officers would be even more serious than colluding with him. As for himself, he was at least a civilian official with some background at court. Moving against him would cause greater trouble, so unless absolutely necessary, Zhou Wenchang wouldn’t want to kill him this way.

But then again, “absolutely necessary” was sometimes just a flimsy excuse.

Li Yao gritted his teeth and whispered: “Sir, today’s matter can’t end well. Perhaps…” He made a slashing gesture.

But Zhou Wenchang said lightly: “It’s not that easy. You’ve kicked an iron plate.”

“How so?”

“That man in blue is the legitimate grandson of Chief Minister Rong, the one currently serving in the Hanlin Academy.”

“Rong Pu!” Li Yao exclaimed. “How could it be him? This is troublesome now.”

Killing a Captain Xie was one thing, but killing the Chief Minister’s legitimate grandson would have endless consequences.

“It’s all because you acted carelessly,” Zhou Wenchang said. “Zhang Qiang’s lust caused such trouble – why didn’t you report to me earlier!”

“The first body was coincidentally discovered by that young master. He watched too closely, and I feared he’d discover Cangshen Tower’s secrets. Zhang Qiang said we might as well throw out more bodies to confuse him further. If he really detected Cangshen Tower’s secret, we’d pin the blame on him… I thought it very appropriate. I have the say in this Ziyang County – what could happen…”

“You have the say! Yet you were overturned by a green youth!”

Li Yao didn’t dare speak anymore.

Zhou Wenchang stared at the opposite side and slowly said: “This matter is grave. If that boy really doesn’t know his place, we can only resolve it all together.”

Li Yao knew he meant Rong Pu and couldn’t help trembling slightly, but heard Zhou Wenchang say: “He’s the Chief Minister’s legitimate grandson. We’re not without people at court either.”

Then he said sternly: “Capture the treasonous rebels and flower-picking bandits – kill without mercy!”

Rong Pu stepped forward quickly, blocking Zhou Wenchang’s horse: “Prefect Zhou, please wait!”

Zhou Wenchang leaned down to look at him: “Young Master Rong, why do you appear in this place? There are many villains here – you should avoid them early.”

“Doesn’t Your Honor ask who the villains are and what their crimes might be?” Rong Pu said. “Captain Xie’s guilt was undetermined, yet Your Honor ordered him shot dead. Li Yao is suspected of treason and murder, yet Your Honor shelters him behind you. What exactly does Your Honor intend by coming here?”

“These are one-sided words,” Zhou Wenchang said. “I received Li Yao’s advance report claiming someone in Ziyang was colluding with Garrison Captain Xie, inciting the people with intent to rebel. I specially came to capture the serious criminal. Since Li Yao is the informant, what crime does he have?”

Before Rong Pu could refute, he continued: “Young Master Rong is a clever man and weak scholarly type – why insist on wading into these muddy waters? Be careful you can’t pull your feet out and burden Chief Minister Rong to clean up after you.” Finishing, he waved his hand: “After three calls, immediately drop weapons and submit to binding, or I’ll order arrows released!”

With his words, black masses of heads appeared all around the courtyard walls, drawing bows and nocking arrows aimed at everyone in the courtyard.

Rong Pu took a breath but didn’t retreat, looking back at Tie Ci: “Please withdraw into the tower.”

Tie Ci winked at him: “Do you believe if I move, these bandits will dare release arrows?”

Rong Pu was silent for a moment, then said: “Please Your Highness take temporary shelter.”

The surrounding air seemed to suddenly fall silent. Tie Ci understood Rong Pu’s meaning and smiled without speaking.

After a moment of quiet came Li Yao’s shocked, changed voice: “Your Highness?!”

And the blank faces of surrounding people.

Rong Pu turned back, staring into Zhou Wenchang’s eyes: “Your Highness came to the regions for experience, choosing Hai You’s Ziyang. Personally entering the yamen for menial service, personally uncovering the secrets beneath Cangshen Tower. This shows Your Highness’s benevolence, unwilling to casually convict people. If Prefect Zhou captures rebels and protects Your Highness today, there’s naturally a share of opportunity and merit in it.”

Rong Pu spoke very skillfully, not directly questioning Zhou Wenchang to provoke his viciousness, while subtly hinting at letting bygones be bygones. But after Zhou Wenchang was stunned for a while, he suddenly said: “May I ask which Your Highness this is?”

“Naturally the Crown Princess Your Highness.”

Gasps sounded around them as Li Yao trembled all over.

Zhou Wenchang slowly spread his hands: “My apologies. But may I ask, where is the seal?”

He didn’t dismount, and from his expression, he obviously didn’t believe it.

Rong Pu looked back at Tie Ci, saying softly: “Your Highness, we can’t worry about this now. We have reinforcements coming – we just need to hold out for a while…”

Tie Ci remained silent, smiling bitterly.

She carried two tokens. The Crown Princess seal with golden print and turtle knob couldn’t be carried personally. The one she carried was her personal seal impression – blue jade carved with “Auspicious Treasure,” and a black jade “Virtue-Admiring Treasure.” Both had once been published in court gazettes as diagrams. Both were very small. For this trip, both were fitted with mechanisms that only she could open. One was placed on a specially made hairpin for binding hair, the other made into a waist ornament.

The Auspicious Treasure was thrown to Shen Mi to use for transferring troops to block weapon exports; the Virtue-Admiring Treasure was stolen by that money-loving bastard on the small boat at sea.

She remained silent without answering. Rong Pu understood the seals couldn’t be produced and his face changed slightly.

Over there, Zhou Wenchang saw their side’s prolonged silence and suddenly burst into laughter: “What a fine flag you’ve pulled up, but who can this deceive? Crown Princess Your Highness is clearly undergoing experience in Quyun County in the capital suburbs. His Majesty just visited her two days ago – who in the entire court doesn’t know?”

Li Yao breathed a long sigh of relief and laughed: “The Prefect’s mind is sharp and clear, not fooled by people. I said so – how could the dignified Crown Princess personally come to Ziyang for such dangerous business? If she’s the Crown Princess, then I’m General Xiao!”

“Don’t joke about General Xiao,” Zhou Wenchang replied solemnly, then turned to Rong Pu: “Young Master Rong was probably also deceived. Since that’s so, I’ll let bygones be bygones with you – please step aside.”

He pointed at Tie Ci: “Impersonating royalty adds another crime. If you don’t want to implicate innocents, throw down your weapons and come over yourself.”

Tie Ci said: “I’ll come then.”

Zhou Wenchang: “…”

Her agreeing so readily made Zhou Wenchang not dare let her approach. He said again: “Stop! Throw down weapons first!”

At this point, Rong Pu stepped aside, walking to Tie Ci’s front. Tie Ci smiled and said: “Fine, fine, fine.” Suddenly her arm extended, pulling Rong Pu to her.

Rong Pu cooperated very well, immediately falling into her embrace.

He fell so smoothly that even Tie Ci was momentarily stunned. Looking down, she saw his straight, thick eyebrows stretching in smooth lines across his bright forehead. She thought that though this person’s appearance was elegant and gentle with a weak temperament, he always made people feel like seeing high mountains or viewing white snow, not daring to treat him lightly – probably all because of these particularly dark and sharp eyebrows.

Tie Ci held him loosely and smiled at Zhou Wenchang.

Zhou Wenchang had never seen such tactics – taking one’s own people hostage to threaten enemies? His mind hadn’t turned the corner when he heard Tie Ci laugh: “You don’t recognize my identity, but you should recognize the Chief Minister’s legitimate grandson, right? Put down weapons and withdraw one li. Otherwise I’ll kill him. Prefect Zhou, you should know that having the Chief Minister’s legitimate grandson die in your hands would be quite a burden for you.”

Zhou Wenchang was silent briefly, then suddenly bowed to Rong Pu: “Young Master Rong has been captured by villains and will die heroically. We couldn’t rescue him in time and feel deeply ashamed. We’ll naturally go to Chief Minister Rong’s residence to apologize, but the Chief Minister has always been just and strict, for country and people. He’ll probably feel deep pride in having such a brave descendant as Young Master Rong and won’t blame us.”

“If all court officials had your brains, our Da Qian could swallow the world in a blink.” Tie Ci nodded appreciatively, then smiled: “But if you dare do it, aren’t you afraid news will leak? Don’t talk as if you can cover the sky with one hand.”

Zhou Wenchang looked up at the sky, then at the dark mass of troops behind him, and smiled: “I dare not say anything else, but at least right now, I can cover this bit of sky.”

He nodded, and half the archers on the walls aimed at the courtyard while half pointed their arrows skyward – meaning even if pigeons were released to send messages, they couldn’t escape pursuit and interception.

But suddenly a wild wind rose, sand and stones rolled everywhere, and in the gray world, a deep blue shadow suddenly flashed by, shooting up to the sky in an instant. Someone on the wall tried to shoot arrows but couldn’t catch that shadow at all, instead being blown by the wind to cry out and fall off the wall.

Zhou Wenchang said in shock: “What is that!”

Tie Ci said: “A big pigeon.”

Zhou Wenchang: “…”

In the distance, Hai Dongqing seemed to suddenly waver, flying in a parabolic curve.

Tie Ci smiled at him: “Sorry, it seems this big pigeon flew beyond the sky you’re covering.”

Zhou Wenchang’s face darkened, his eyes flickering, gradually growing sinister.

Tie Ci and Rong Pu both sighed.

It seemed this fellow was still going to tear off his mask.

But at this moment, distant noisy sounds faintly came. Zhou Wenchang’s expression changed while Rong Pu breathed a long sigh of relief.

Tie Ci asked: “Your reinforcements arrived?”

“Yesterday when I saw your bounty notice at the city gate, I went overnight to Hai You’s main prefecture, Penglai Prefecture,” Rong Pu said. “I used the excuse of unusual activity at Ziyang Garrison to request the Regional Military Commission to send troops for investigation. Then I hurried back ahead of time. Fortunately they arrived fairly timely too.”

Tie Ci nodded. The Hai You Regional Military Commissioner was originally a Beijing military official who had once been under the Rong family and had seen her – no worry about no one recognizing her.

Zhou Wenchang saw their relaxed expressions and became tense, about to send people to investigate when suddenly there was an explosion in the sky, shaking half the city.

Then came a long, particularly tragic cry as Dan Ye suddenly leaped up from the wall.

The next instant, Hai Dongqing flew back swaying, falling beneath the wall with half a wing dripping blood.

Dan Ye silently jumped down from the courtyard wall immediately. Tie Ci felt a bad premonition.

Then she heard orderly marching footsteps that made the ground tremble slightly. Light dust spread outside the walls with continuous clanging sounds, whip cracks and cries, as if the people outside who hadn’t entered yet were being driven away.

Tie Ci’s heart jumped slightly. She exchanged glances with Rong Pu, and Rong Pu, who had already moved away somewhat, retreated back again.

After a moment, the orderly footsteps stopped, and the whip sounds and crying also disappeared, but the people hadn’t disappeared. Tie Ci could already faintly see the tip of the foremost banner rising above the courtyard wall.

The banner was blue, belonging to Penglai Regional Military Commission, correct. But the atmosphere was somehow wrong.

The people outside the wall temporarily made no moves, while those inside unconsciously held their breath.

Inside and outside the courtyard walls, all fell into eerie quiet.

But this deathly silence before the storm was only momentary.

The next moment, with a great heaving sound, a human figure flipped into the sky, but facing skyward with back to earth, as if picked up by someone, flipping over the courtyard wall and falling straight down.

That person flipped again in mid-air and landed on the ground, his face half blue and half red. His slightly curved eyes no longer held any sweetness, only cold anger and killing intent.

It was actually Dan Ye.

He had suffered a loss while seeking justice for Hai Dongqing?

Not only was Tie Ci surprised and puzzled, even Zhou Wenchang was now confused. Were the troops from Hai You Regional Military Commission this formidable?

Outside the wall, a purple banner suddenly fluttered, followed by continuous whooshing sounds as countless hook-scythe spears crossed the sky, striking and embedding in the surrounding walls on all sides. The spear tips ejected lotus-shaped heads that gripped tightly to the wall cracks.

“Rise—”

After a deep commanding voice, the long ropes attached to the hook-scythe spears were pulled taut. Connected to the spear shafts were iron horse carts, with soldiers on the carts cracking their whips crisply as the carts thundered backward, grinding deep marks in the ground. The next instant, tremendous crashes erupted from all directions. Amid the thunderous sounds, the courtyard walls, normally high and sturdy, fell section by section like dominoes, sending dust columns shooting into the sky where they lingered.

In just an instant, everyone was exposed on open ground.

The archers who had been clinging to the wall tops rolled everywhere, many injured by falling stones. A large group of soldiers charged up, leaping over those people and the ruins. With continuous clicking sounds, crossbows were strung and aimed at everyone present, including both Zhou Wenchang and Tie Ci.

This time even Tie Ci was stunned.

What blockheads had arrived? How could they not distinguish friend from foe?

Rong Pu’s expression was obviously also very surprised. Those who came were clearly troops from the Regional Military Commissioner, but why did they seem completely discourteous toward the Crown Princess?

The dust hadn’t yet settled in front when two banners parted and a row of iron-armored soldiers ran out clicking and clanking, standing in two straight lines beneath the banners. They planted their long spears in the ground with a unified shout.

A white horse slowly emerged, its rider in white clothes and silver armor. The armor bore no decorations, and the clothing was cut most simply without any embellishments. Beneath the silver helmet was a severely carved face with lips so thin they were nearly bloodless. A pair of eyes drooped slightly, shaded by dense eyelashes, but everyone could understand at first glance that he wasn’t shy – he simply disdained to look at this world.

Tie Ci had never seen this person, but a name instantly flashed through her mind.

Xiao Xueya.

The Xiao family’s most famous military talent, and one of the important pillars supporting the Xiao family’s increasingly swelling ambitions. He favored white clothes and silver armor, with a cold and fierce style of action, known as “Snow Commander.”

It was said he had three hatreds in life.

He hated being born in peaceful times when Da Qian was stable.

He hated that the three feudal princes were well-behaved and neighboring Western Rong submitted in friendship.

He hated that most surrounding nations were far across borders while the court indulged in comfort and wouldn’t lightly take up arms. This prevented him from leading ten thousand troops with whip and horse across foreign territories to establish a hundred-year foundation for Da Qian.

An eagle confined to flat fields hadn’t forgotten to occasionally display its sharp beak. Xiao Xueya’s official court military rank was Resolutely Valiant General of the third grade. Legend said he refused family protection, concealed his identity and joined the army at thirteen. In ten years, he had leaped to high military office during peaceful times, largely because he entered Da Qian’s most difficult and dangerous army – the Gansu border troops. There, facing the great desert grasslands, besides restraining the restless Western Rong, they had to constantly block the even more ferocious grassland Dayan tribe’s raids. In ten years, bathed in blood on white grass, trampling wolf smoke under horse hooves, one after another fierce Dayan cavalry heads piled up Xiao Xueya’s brilliant military achievements in court.

At twenty, he was promoted to Supervisor of Three Borders, guarding the Jiusui, Ganshan, and Guning lines, titled General Controller of Three Borders – the highest position for Da Qian’s externally stationed generals. Da Qian had no marshal rank, but in the eyes of Three Borders soldiers, Xiao Xueya was their marshal.

So with Xiao Xueya here, the troops under Hai You Regional Military Commission huddled to one side like a flock of quails.

But why would Xiao Xueya be here?

Tie Ci recalled that recently there seemed to have been reports of sea bandits in the southeastern waters. Da Qian’s navy was generally weak, causing coastal city people to suffer greatly from harassment. The court had discussed replacing generals to reorganize the navy, and Xiao Xueya had also submitted memorials requesting assignment. But as General Controller of Three Borders, controlling nearly one-third of Da Qian’s border military forces, how could the Xiao family be willing to let him stoop to the much weaker southeastern navy? Naturally it was shelved.

Could Xiao Xueya have insisted on his opinion and gone to the southeast? If going from Jiusui to the southeast, Hai You would indeed be a necessary route.

Tie Ci’s heart sank.

If it was Xiao Xueya, would he let slip such a good opportunity today?

Rong Pu actually recognized the other party and stepped forward to bow: “General Controller Xiao. Commander Gan.”

Before Xiao Xueya, the round, fat Hai You Regional Military Commissioner Gan Tian had no presence. Hearing this, he smiled awkwardly and dismounted to return the courtesy: “Young Master Rong.”

“Commander Gan, this is…” Rong Pu indicated with his eyes.

Gan Tian smiled even more bitterly: “I transferred troops here, but on the road encountered General Controller Xiao going to the southeast for rotation. He heard there was trouble here, then… we were absorbed…”

Rong Pu was silent.

This really wasn’t proper. How could a general passing through for rotation absorb local garrison troops?

But Xiao Xueya was exactly that kind of person – he had no rules in his eyes. Legend said his father, Vice Minister Xiao, repeatedly ordered him home when he first reached the border, sending troops to tie him up, feigning illness, fraud – every method was used, but he ignored them all, even detaining those sent to serve as laborers.

Xiao Xueya only glanced at Rong Pu from the corner of his eye, obviously looking down on such “young masters,” not even bothering to return the courtesy. He only raised his head slightly: “Take them all down.”

His soldiers rushed forward quickly, raising their spears to separate and capture both Zhou Wenchang’s and Tie Ci’s sides.

Rong Pu said: “General Controller Xiao, that’s the Crown Princess!”

Xiao Xueya didn’t raise his head: “Seal.”

Naturally the seal couldn’t be produced. Gan Tian took a breath and reminded quietly: “General Controller, you should have seen the Crown Princess when you were young…”

“Why should I need to know her?” Xiao Xueya said indifferently. “A useless waste with no accomplishments – do I need to know her?”

There was a moment of silence all around.

Xiao Xueya finally raised his eyes, his cold yet sharp gaze covering Tie Ci: “Or are you dissatisfied with what I said?”

Tie Ci almost wanted to laugh, spreading her hands: “I haven’t said anything yet, but you’ve started directing and acting yourself. You shouldn’t be called General – you should be called Drama Queen.”

Though Xiao Xueya didn’t understand what “Drama Queen” meant, he obviously knew it wasn’t a compliment. He raised his chin slightly and suddenly threw a punch.

His hand had just been holding the reins, but suddenly it was before Tie Ci. That snow-white, hard fist like a heavy hammer broke through the wind, coming fast as lightning. Tie Ci, still recovering from serious injury and unable to exchange blows with him, sharply tilted her head. With a crack, that fist sank into the tower wall behind her, blasting open a round hole with countless lightning-like cracks instantly spreading half a zhang. A wall crashed to the ground.

The snow-white, hard fist withdrew, completely undamaged, with the beast mouth on the wrist guard looking fierce as if swallowing.

Tie Ci’s cheek was cut by exploding stones, opening a thin bloody gash, but she didn’t dodge, quietly watching Xiao Xueya.

“You clearly recognize this lone one.”

“So what if I do.”

Xiao Xueya didn’t look at her, saying softly: “If you’re not strong, why should you gain recognition? If you’re not strong, why drag out an ignoble existence? Wouldn’t it be better to marry early and support your husband while teaching children?”

He turned to leave.

“I originally thought you were someone worth noting, but you’re just another greedy, arrogant, despicable type. Xiao Xueya, you obviously consider yourself strong, but are you really strong?”

“At the very least, you couldn’t withstand one of my moves.”

“Are you blind and can’t see I’m injured? Besides, when did strength become measured by martial force?”

“You’re a waste who can’t inherit heavenly gifts. If even your much-vaunted martial force is mediocre, what right do you have to occupy such a high position?”

“I don’t deserve to occupy a high position, so I should abdicate to your ambitious Xiao family?”

“The Xiao family doesn’t deserve it either.”

“Oh, you mean you deserve it.”

Xiao Xueya finally turned around and sneered: “You women – when you lose, you resort to unreasonable arguments, right?”

“You men – you’re self-righteous before even winning.” Tie Ci said: “Xiao Xueya, are you proud of your achievements? You think you never relied on family, that through your own strength alone, bathing in blood and fighting for ten years, you accumulated military merits. So you’re qualified to look down on me, this puppet’s little puppet, thinking my occupying such a position is suicide and trouble for others. Out of what you consider noble pity, you coldly advise me of a so-called bright path, right? Aren’t you also moved by yourself, thinking you’re selfless and noble in action, though thankless you don’t care about others’ praise or blame – Snow Commander is just so uniquely distinguished – and since I didn’t tremble with awe and kneel to hug your leg singing surrender, I’m obviously uncarved rotten wood, right?”

Xiao Xueya’s eyes showed mosquito coil swirls for the first time…

“What is strength? Heavenly gifts? Winning fights? Killing more Dayan people?” Tie Ci shook her head and smiled: “Xiao Xueya, if you take pride in gaining your current position without relying on family, then you should understand that I concealed my identity entering Hai You, and under pursuit by local snakes, still relied on my own strength to discover the truth beneath Cangshen Tower – I’m doing the same thing as you. Denying me equals denying yourself, unless your standards were always double – what men do is precious, but when women do it, it’s overreaching? Then how is someone as narrow and despicable as you qualified to discuss who’s stronger with me?”

Xiao Xueya was silent for a moment.

After a while, he turned to look at Rong Pu, his eyes carrying slight question.

Rong Pu calmly recounted what had happened beneath Cangshen Tower.

That blacksmith suddenly stepped forward, gathering courage: “We were trapped under the tower – it was Master Mao who helped us find a way out!”

The Zeng family child blocked Xiao Xueya’s path: “Master Mao avenged my sister – I won’t let you hurt him!”

Miss Li cried out from the crowd: “My father framed him, locked him in the dungeon, and even collapsed the dungeon! If he hadn’t saved me, I would have been crushed to death by my father! His injuries were from saving me!”

Dan Shuang silently drew her sword, pointing the tip at Xiao Xueya.

The soldiers around Xiao Xueya all drew their blades together.

Xiao Xueya frowned, seeming somewhat surprised by everything he’d heard.

Chi Xue walked to Dan Shuang’s side, curtsied to Xiao Xueya, and said softly: “General Controller has reason to be proud. But General Controller shouldn’t forget – your smooth ascent met no obstacles, encountered no colleague difficulties, no superior stealing credit, no subordinate insubordination. Merit was recorded, strategies implemented, all affairs conducted far more conveniently than ordinary military officers. It was exactly this unobstructed career path that achieved your ten-year rise to General Controller… but without the Xiao family, without backing, could you really have been so smooth?”

Xiao Xueya’s eyes contracted.

“And my master…” Chi Xue’s voice grew softer: “You’re right – she’s a puppet’s little puppet, living from birth in a court full of treacherous steps and hostility. She has no support, no powerful clan like the Xiao family, yet she still grew up, became Crown Princess, and dared to leave the capital alone, facing a city’s military forces by herself… Do you really think this isn’t effort, that such effort has no value?”

“If you truly only respect the strong and aren’t constrained by family status and rules, you should understand – what she accomplished was harder than what you did!”

“Chi Xue.” Tie Ci said in a measured voice from behind the blade forest: “No need to tell him these things. After all, he’s Xiao family – a vested interest!”

Chi Xue stepped back. Xiao Xueya turned to stare at Tie Ci, saying after a long while: “You needn’t use provocation. I am only myself.”

“Xiao Xueya, now isn’t the time for posturing and intimidation. Who you are doesn’t matter, whether you respect this lone one doesn’t matter, but these people, and even those who’ve escaped, you must capture. Weapons and iron implements concern national security – not one blade or sword may leave our Da Qian. This is this lone one’s command!”

Xiao Xueya was silent for a while, finally stepping back and bowing slightly to her.

When his sword-like spine bent, it still seemed sharp and hard.

Zhou Wenchang and Li Yao, who had been nervously watching this side, saw his action and felt thunderous crashes in their heads, their vision filled with white spots and golden stars, the entire world seeming chaotic and upside down.

Especially Li Yao, who began convulsing almost uncontrollably.

How was this possible!

How could the Horse Supervisor’s son become the Crown Princess!

How could a nation’s heir apparent hide her name and suddenly come to his small county town!

If he had known earlier…

In his dizziness, his mind had lost thinking ability, filled only with “finished, finished, finished…” The noise grew louder, huge regret drowning him like a tide. He cried out and toppled from his horse.

Zhou Wenchang had slightly better endurance. He suddenly yanked his reins, turned and ran. The soldiers he’d brought quickly rushed up, trying to block the soldiers guarding them.

Xiao Xueya’s gaze was cold as he was about to order them killed without mercy when he heard Tie Ci shout: “Those who drop weapons now will be pardoned! Those who resist stubbornly will have crimes added!”

At this call, those soldiers from Laizhou Garrison all froze, looking at each other uncertainly. After a long moment, they put down their weapons.

Xiao Xueya suddenly raised his arm, drew an arrow from a soldier’s quiver and hurled it. A dark light flashed, actually three parts faster than crossbow shots. With a sharp whistle, Zhou Wenchang screamed and fell, pinned to the ground.

Crossbow arrows were generally light for speed, yet Xiao Xueya had pierced bone with arm strength alone.

Amid the screams, Xiao Xueya took a white cloth to wipe his fingers, his blade-like eyes sweeping over Tie Ci: “Rebellious troops deserve no mercy!”

“Laizhou archer formations are orderly, their bow-drawing postures skilled. Obviously their quality is acceptable, and they were merely following orders.” Tie Ci said lightly: “You only see guilt deserving punishment; this lone one pities that training elite talents isn’t easy for the nation. Besides, with Laizhou Garrison captured, short-term deployment is impossible – who will protect the people’s safety?”

Xiao Xueya was stunned.

If he still had doubts about Tie Ci before, this moment he suddenly felt that before him was the “Crown Princess.”

Not about authenticity, but that only now did he feel the other party’s Crown Princess identity. Not merely a title – the other party’s vision, perspective, and breadth truly deserved those three words “Crown Princess.”

He thought of deserved punishment; she thought of national resources spent on each talent and people’s safety.

Dwelling in high halls with heart for the world – what a ruler should do.

Xiao Xueya stopped speaking, signaling his subordinates to capture Li Yao and others, then reorganized his troops according to Tie Ci’s requirements to pursue that batch of transported Abyss Iron weapons.

Only before mounting and leaving did he say lightly to Tie Ci: “Your Highness has now earned my respect.”

Tie Ci mounted another horse, hearing this and turning with a smile: “Is that important?”

Xiao Xueya: “…”

Chapter 49: Returning Your Kiss
Between Hai You and Liaodong, there was still a Beining Provincial Administration Commission, but if traveling by sea route, passing through Laizhou and then through Haiwei Prefecture, the distance to Jinzhou in Liaodong was only a few hundred nautical miles.

When the sky was not yet bright, fishing boats that had been fishing in nearby waters slowly returned to the dock. From one of the fishing boats, dozens of sturdy sailors disembarked, carrying large baskets of fish and shrimp. After paying very high fishing taxes, they quickly hired horse carts, loaded those fish and shrimp onto the carts, and left the dock.

After traveling for about half a day, passing through a water area, everyone threw away the fish from the baskets – there was only a thin layer, with long objects wrapped in cloth underneath. Those sturdy men removed their sailors’ tattered clothing and changed into ordinary local people’s clothes. Each took one item in hand, immediately revealing their capable and fierce aura.

The carts were also changed to ordinary horse carts, with several people assigned to each. From the middle cart, a pale hand emerged, its fingernails sharp and pointed, beckoning to signal continued advance.

The beckoning hand withdrew and picked up a chess piece from the board. The hand’s owner wore ordinary blue cloth robes, with eyes that habitually squinted, appearing dim-sighted. His chess playing was also soft and weak, requiring long thought for each move.

His opponent wore a hooded mask covering everything tightly.

Before long, the masked person pushed the chess board and laughed: “Sir’s brilliant moves are beyond my ability.”

“You find me old and slow,” the old man chuckled. “No choice – over the long years, I’ve become cautious in everything, always looking three steps ahead and three steps back before making a move. It’s become a habit.”

“That’s because Sir is meticulous in thought, which is why the Great King favors you so much.”

“The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander is young and loyal – he’s the Great King’s beloved general,” said Eunuch Chang from the Liaodong Prince’s residence. “The information you reported this time is extremely important. The Great King specially ordered me to come handle it. Once this matter succeeds, the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander should naturally receive first merit.”

The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander said in a low voice: “Eunuch can rest assured. The matter of the Second Prince forging large quantities of Abyss Iron weapons in Hai You is absolutely true. Eunuch can take those swords back today.”

Eunuch Chang smiled and praised: “Such intelligence timely reported to the Great King by the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander shows sufficient loyalty. When the weapons arrive, who knows how pleased the Great King will be – I congratulate the Commander in advance.”

The masked person gave a muffled laugh, cupped his hands, and said: “Loyalty to the King’s affairs is our generation’s duty.”

Eunuch Chang collected the chess pieces one by one, saying as if casually: “The Second Prince undertook such a great matter yet didn’t report to the royal court…”

“Perhaps because the matter was so grave, he feared failure would disappoint the Great King. Better to forge the weapons first, then escort them back together to give the Great King a surprise.”

Eunuch Chang sneered inwardly but nodded repeatedly on the surface: “Exactly so. When the Second Prince sees us coming to receive him, he’ll surely be very surprised too.”

The masked person glanced outside the window, thinking of the explosive crossbows and other deadly weapons in the cart behind them, also sneering inwardly while nodding very sincerely on the surface.

Spring wind passed through the curtain, carrying some fishy smell that, when sniffed carefully, seemed like the scent of blood.

…

Spring wind passed through the curtain, faintly carrying to the nostrils the distinctive raw and cold scent of Abyss Iron weapons.

Murong Duan looked back somewhat irritably. Abyss Iron was really too heavy, and they couldn’t take the main roads all the way, making the horse carts’ progress rather slow.

Moreover, the wheel tracks were very deep. If anyone wanted to pursue, they could easily catch up.

He felt inexplicably uneasy. Though leaving Ziyang had been convenient and passing through Laizhou checkpoints had gone smoothly, and they were getting closer to Haiwei Guard where arrangements had been made, an ominous feeling still lingered in his heart.

As if he might hear pursuing troops the moment he turned around.

He didn’t know what was happening in Ziyang at this moment, or he would probably be even more uneasy.

Suddenly there was a tremendous crash at the front of the convoy. Murong Duan jumped up and lifted the curtain to look.

Ahead was a small hill with a slight slope. The cart drivers had gotten down to push, but somehow the cart had broken. With a creak, the bottom of the cart wall split open, and the weapons inside crashed through the cart door and tumbled out with a clatter. People scattered to avoid them as the cart rumbled and crashed backwards, knocking the carts behind it far back and nearly hitting Murong Duan’s cart.

When Murong Duan went to investigate, the front part of the convoy was already in chaos. Examining the troublesome cart, they discovered several nails had been damaged at an inconspicuous spot on the cart’s bottom.

Murong Duan sensed trouble and didn’t dare delay investigating. He ordered the Abyss Iron weapons loaded onto other carts, abandoned that cart, and hurried on.

But this delay meant they could really hear the faint sound of many hoofbeats carried on the wind!

The lookout from behind galloped up, shouting: “Bad news! Dengzhou Garrison troops are pursuing us! Just five li away!”

Murong Duan was shocked: “How could they catch up so quickly!”

He urgently ordered: “Leave what can’t be collected and go immediately!”

His followers threw those priceless weapons on the ground and jumped onto carts to leave.

They hadn’t gone far when there was another commotion of whinnying horses and shouting people – a large pit had appeared ahead. The horse pulling the first cart broke its leg, the cart tipped over, blocking the path behind.

Murong Duan was so anxious his mouth corners sparked. He jumped down from the cart and saw a group of people walking leisurely toward them from ahead. Leading them was a woman in gauze robes with cloud-like hair, her figure like a jade tree or snow willow. Just standing there casually, she displayed extraordinary grace.

But the woman wore a very incongruous Fu baby mask on her face and held the token Murong Duan had given her, smiling: “Your Highness, I’ve come to collect my forty percent.”

Seeing this woman who had negotiated with him that day, Murong Duan felt a surge of anger, which he forcibly suppressed. Thinking of the pursuing troops behind, he formed a plan and smiled slightly: “Divide out forty percent for her.”

Four large carts were driven out. Murong Duan even graciously said: “Seeing that you and your followers lack carts, I’ll give you a few empty ones too.”

The woman accepted with a smile.

After both sides completed the exchange, watching the woman’s group drive their carts away, Murong Duan gave a look and sent people to follow that convoy. Murong Duan also instructed some to stay behind to erase a section of their own cart tracks, leaving only the tracks from the woman’s convoy.

Only after moving the sunken cart did they continue on the road.

His adviser whispered: “Your Highness, giving these things to others – what if we can’t get them back…”

“Better than being caught ourselves. We can’t afford to get entangled and waste time now. If they’re caught, after a battle with damaged strength, we can take the opportunity to reclaim part of it. If they’re lucky and not caught, we’ll also have shaken off pursuit and can catch up to retrieve the items.” Murong Duan said lightly: “She’s just safekeeping them for me for a stretch of road.”

“Your Highness is brilliant!”

Murong Duan smiled slightly, listening carefully to sounds behind. The hoofbeats indeed gradually faded, presumably led away by that convoy.

He relaxed and continued rushing through the night. Along the way, they passed Haiwei Guard’s checkpoint city. He took out a banner and waved it. After a moment, the city gate opened a crack and an armored man emerged. Behind him, through the gate crack, countless soldiers could be vaguely seen standing silently like bronze statues.

That man stopped before Murong Duan. The shadow cast by his helmet’s brim covered his eyes. He waved his hand, and those statue-like soldiers flowed out from the city gate like water, quickly surrounding his convoy.

Murong Duan’s expression changed slightly. The man opposite bowed slightly: “Prince Your Highness, time to pay the toll.”

Murong Duan said with a dark face in a low voice: “What should be given was already sent to the capital. It was agreed to allow passage all the way…”

The man laughed without humor: “That was the Prince’s toll for coming to Ziyang and conducting business in Ziyang. Now we’re collecting the toll for carrying contraband across the border.”

Murong Duan angrily said: “Your master is so greedy – how can we cooperate sincerely in the future!”

“Precisely because we still want future cooperation, my master only asks for half the goods from the Prince,” the armored man replied with a chuckle. “Da Qian’s iron, Da Qian’s natural resources, Da Qian’s roads, the risks of allowing the Prince into the territory for such a large operation, plus the cleanup troubles from the Prince’s careless actions exposing this matter… asking for only half from the Prince is already too generous!”

Murong Duan looked him up and down, suddenly saying: “Your master holds the highest civilian position – why does he suddenly need these instruments of war? Could it be…”

His tone was sinister, his mouth corners curved in malicious smile. But the other party remained unafraid, immediately saying: “Why must the Prince speculate wildly? Even if my master has improprieties, would what the Prince is doing be suitable for Prince Da’an to know?”

Murong Duan choked, staring at the other party fiercely for a long time. The other party didn’t meet his gaze.

But after a long while, Murong Duan’s shoulders finally sagged.

Circumstances forced him. Even if he had leverage on the other party, didn’t they equally have leverage on him? His private weapon forging in Ziyang, if his father king knew, even with all his favor, he’d hardly survive.

He now somewhat regretted being too careless and thoughtless in his actions initially. Invited to Hai You for pleasure, so coincidentally touring Fengbo Mountain, so coincidentally discovering the hollow mountain belly with various miraculous caves, until discovering Abyss Iron ore… Once greed and ambition erupted, they couldn’t withstand slight fanning, then so coincidentally finding connections with high officials, smooth passage from the capital to Hai You, actually accomplishing this great undertaking… Later, thinking it over, he vaguely felt it was unusually smooth, but he was already committed and could only see it through to the end.

Today’s extortion at the city gate finally made him understand that this large-scale steel forging had attracted wolves from all sides seeking to divide the spoils, and might end up making wedding clothes for others.

Things having reached this point, regret was useless and time couldn’t be delayed. Murong Duan gritted his teeth and waved his hand.

His subordinates stepped aside from guarding, allowing the other party’s soldiers to inspect and then drive half the carts through the side gate.

Murong Duan’s heart bled, knowing this swallowed half wouldn’t return to his hands. Thinking of the forty percent given away, he felt somewhat better – after finding a way to retrieve it later, he wouldn’t lose too much.

The armored man who had taken half was still unsatisfied, muttering: “How is this less than expected?”

Murong Duan replied coldly: “Abyss Iron forging technology is immature, with large losses.”

The man laughed: “Liaodong is skilled at smelting. If you can’t forge it well, who can?”

Murong Duan remained silent, thinking you probably don’t mine yourselves but specifically lured me to Ziyang because you valued Liaodong people’s skill at forging famous implements.

Speaking further now was useless. The man gestured to let him pass, and Murong Duan entered proudly.

After passing the checkpoint, they continued traveling. Beyond the forest ahead lay the port.

Murong Duan breathed a long sigh of relief.

Suddenly there was movement in the forest. Cart after cart drove out, lining up across the road to block Murong Duan’s path.

Having encountered repeated incidents, Murong Duan was already irritated and immediately ordered a charge through without a word.

Suddenly, by the faint dawn light, he saw the snow dragon emblem on the carts.

Like snow poured over his head, he felt bone-chilling cold from head to toe.

He trembled all over, rolled off his horse, prostrated himself on the ground, and didn’t dare speak.

The cart curtain lifted and Eunuch Chang, wearing ordinary cloth shoes, got down but didn’t speak.

Murong Duan looked up, saw it was Eunuch Chang, and suddenly relaxed, but his expression immediately darkened.

Eunuch Chang’s arrival, though better than his father king coming personally, wasn’t much better.

Eunuch Chang bent slightly sideways, avoiding Murong Duan’s direction, and smiled: “Second Prince Your Highness, greetings. Hearing you came to Hai You, the Great King was worried and sent this old slave to receive you.”

He didn’t glance at the carts behind.

Murong Duan got up from the ground and smiled: “I thank father king for his care. But with Eunuch Chang coming like this, the surprise I wanted to prepare for father king won’t work.”

Saying this, he silently swallowed a mouthful of blood.

“This old slave is dull – please enlighten me, Your Highness,” Eunuch Chang maintained his unchanging smile.

Murong Duan pointed at the remaining large carts and smiled: “Recently I found some good things in Hai You. After long management, I finally made this batch of fine items. Because we’re in Da Qian and it involves secrets, for safety I conducted this secretly. Finally finished yesterday and was rushing day and night back to Liaodong to present to father king, not expecting Eunuch Chang to arrive.”

He walked to a large cart and drew out a sword to show Eunuch Chang: “Look here. Hai You, so close to us, actually has Abyss Iron! How could we miss this opportunity? I found people to open connections and finally forged these. Look at this blade edge, this brilliance! If our Liaodong soldiers wore such sharp weapons, they’d be like tigers with wings!”

Eunuch Chang exclaimed in admiration, caressing the sword blade lovingly. Murong Duan glanced at those carts – from the wheel tracks he knew they were empty. Seeing the few guards, Murong Duan said: “We’re still in Hai You territory and not safe. Since Eunuch has come, let’s load the items on Eunuch’s carts and return together!”

Without waiting for Eunuch Chang’s answer, he waved his hand and several followers stepped forward, quickly lifting the curtains of each cart.

Murong Duan stared intently at those carts, seeing they were all empty. As his followers were about to lift the last cart’s curtain, he was certain this entire convoy indeed had few people, and felt greatly relieved.

Eunuch Chang was still admiring the sword. Murong Duan suddenly moved closer: “Abyss Iron weapons have another characteristic – Eunuch please observe—”

He suddenly punched the sword hilt!

The sword tip pointed directly at Eunuch Chang’s chest and abdomen, about to stab viciously—

Eunuch Chang suddenly raised his head, his eyes reflecting Murong Duan’s fierce expression at this moment—

Suddenly a hand like steel emerged from above the cart, ghostlike appearing between the two men. That hand precisely touched the sword body, making it tremble violently as it slid down along Eunuch Chang’s front with a smooth tearing sound. Eunuch Chang’s several layers of robes split cleanly as he retreated one zhang.

That steel-like hand snatched again, catching the falling sword in its palm. Silver light traced a bright arc in the air, and before the light faded, the sword was already at Murong Duan’s neck.

Only then did that person’s black robes settle down, with a pair of black eyes like dead water beneath a fierce silver mask.

Murong Duan shouted: “Attack!”

His followers all drew swords and charged forward, but at this moment, the last cart’s curtain lifted and someone inside coughed once.

Just one cough.

Murong Duan’s face suddenly became inhuman in color, trembling like having a fit, shaking faster and faster until his robes rustled.

The curtain opened.

Prince Da’an of Liaodong’s ordinary yet calm face appeared in everyone’s sight.

…

Thirty li before Haiwei Guard checkpoint, Xiao Xueya’s Hai You Regional Military Commission troops finally joined with Dengzhou Prefecture forces.

Shen Mi was among the Dengzhou troops. He had ridden through the night for a hundred li to Dengzhou, using Tie Ci’s Crown Princess private seal to mobilize a thousand Dengzhou garrison soldiers.

The Crown Princess had authority to mobilize troops under three thousand at any garrison nationwide. Her Crown Princess Nine Guards were also her private army, but the Empress Dowager had blocked them and they currently couldn’t leave the capital.

Even if they could leave the capital, Tie Ci wouldn’t dare use them. The Crown Princess Nine Guards’ attendants came from noble official families in the capital with too complex backgrounds, often just pretty ornaments.

Pursuing all the way wasn’t easy because the other side obviously had very powerful protection here. They often didn’t take mountain paths, and on official roads there were numerous overlapping wheel tracks, difficult to distinguish. They had even entered cities, making them impossible to track.

Fortunately, Abyss Iron had a distinctive smell. Tie Ci had people find fine hunting dogs, let them smell the Abyss Iron scent, and tracked all the way until meeting the Dengzhou troops. Though the Dengzhou troops had no shorter route from Dengzhou than they did, they arrived faster at the hill where the convoy had stopped. According to Shen Mi, they originally headed for Ziyang but seemed to have someone guiding them along the way, unconsciously led to the correct path.

Tie Ci had always vaguely felt a third party was involved in this matter – distant yet close, seeming enemy yet friend, difficult to guess. But this wasn’t the time for solving mysteries. At the foot of the hill was a pile of wheel tracks clearly heading west.

Directly ahead was a large area of scattered earth and leaves with unclear traces.

The Dengzhou Guard Commander, eager to perform before Tie Ci and Xiao Xueya, wanted to order pursuit westward but was stopped by Tie Ci.

Everyone looked at her uncomprehendingly – why not pursue when the westward wheel tracks were so clear?

Only Xiao Xueya didn’t look at her. He was frowning at his black horse – his original extremely magnificent white horse that had followed him for many years had been changed.

The reason for the change was somewhat unspeakable.

It was all Dan Ye’s revenge.

The young wolf king didn’t mind being beaten himself, but when his brother was beaten, that was unacceptable. When Xiao Xueya and Tie Ci were arguing, with thousands of troops at their side, Dan Ye said nothing and waited quietly aside. Not only did the proud Xiao Xueya forget about him, even Tie Ci thought he had taken Hai Dongqing away to heal. But halfway through the march, Dan Ye suddenly appeared, feinted an attack on Xiao Xueya, and after Xiao Xueya dodged, forcibly took away his horse.

When Xiao Xueya was leading troops, he would never leave the formation himself, nor allow any subordinate to leave formation. He could only continue advancing, merely ordering nearby officials to watch for his horse. There was no need to search – when they passed through a small town, they saw Xiao Xueya’s famous “Stone Washer” in a broken, filthy stable by the roadside. That horse, which usually strutted with even more nose-in-the-air arrogance than Xiao Xueya, was being forced by Dan Ye’s curved blade to engage in certain unspeakable activities with a dirty female donkey in the stable.

The Xiao family troops were immediately dumbfounded, staring at their usually nobler-than-themselves horse master being forced to mate in full view of everyone.

Xiao Xueya’s expression at that moment was ten thousand times worse than when Tie Ci had argued with him.

Dan Ye sat on the donkey pen, watching the mating show with his injured brother, beating time with his curved blade. Without even looking at Xiao Xueya, he said: “For desert men, the eagle is his brother, just as for battlefield warriors, the horse is wife and child. I won’t kill a battle-tested horse to vent anger, but however you treat my brother, I’ll treat your son the same way.”

Xiao Xueya: “…”

Being rendered speechless twice in one day was a first in Xiao Xueya’s cool, arrogant, and domineering career.

Stone Washer let out an extremely ashamed and angry whinny.

Dan Ye stood up, patting his buttocks with the curved blade, pointing at Xiao Xueya, then at the donkey: “Wait to hold your grandson!”

…

Thinking of Xiao Xueya’s expression at that moment, Tie Ci felt immensely satisfied and felt fondness for Dan Ye for the first time. How adorable!

She suppressed her laughter and pointed at the chaotic patch of ground: “This surface has obviously been disturbed. From the depth of the scraped dust, the original ground prints should have been deeper. At such a time, who would bother disguising the ground?”

Naturally, those being pursued.

“They divided the spoils here, so we must also divide our forces.”

Xiao Xueya said: “Your Highness, please take the western route.”

From the remaining tracks, the western team seemed to have fewer people and carts, relatively easier to handle.

The Dengzhou troops followed Tie Ci, while Xiao Xueya took the Hai You Regional Military Commission troops, each going separate ways.

Tie Ci pursued along the wheel tracks. The tracks were extremely clear, and the Dengzhou Guard Commander was somewhat impatient, constantly shouting for soldiers to quicken their pace. But Chi Xue said: “Commander needn’t worry. This Abyss Iron is too heavy – they can’t move fast. No matter what, they can’t escape our pursuing troops.”

Tie Ci nodded in agreement. Indeed, carrying such heavy Abyss Iron, even with open checkpoints, as long as large pursuing forces were behind, escape was impossible.

When dawn was about to break, she pursued to the edge of a cliff.

The scent disappeared. The wheel tracks extended all the way to the cliff edge. Tie Ci followed the tracks forward as Shen Mi called softly behind her: “…Your Highness!”

When he called out, Shen Mi paused.

He still remembered his shock when learning the identity of that private seal’s owner at Dengzhou Prefecture, and even now felt as if in a dream.

He had speculated about Tie Ci’s identity before. Even when she was still Master Mao, her bearing and actions were quite extraordinary. Shen Mi was intelligent, so he chose to follow firmly behind Tie Ci regardless of her circumstances, hoping that if she could rise, he too might see dawn.

But his status limited his imagination – he had always thought at most she was some idle royal family member.

Reaching this actual identity made things even more dangerous. Shen Mi understood this principle, but after pausing, he still said: “Your Highness, when encountering forests don’t enter, when encountering cliffs don’t approach!”

“That’s right,” Tie Ci nodded. “All ancient novels can’t escape the cliff-falling curse.”

But she still walked forward. The wheel tracks extended all the way to the cliff edge, looking as if the horse carts had really charged down from this cliff.

Discovering pursuing forces behind, they jumped off the cliff to suicide?

Even using one’s toes to think, this was impossible.

But she had to go look. The Abyss Iron swords were so heavy, and there were no branching tracks along the way – they must be at the cliff bottom.

Ahead, mist filled the air, making people invisible within three steps. Tie Ci said: “You all stay three steps away. Let me go look.”

“Your Highness!”

Tie Ci stopped her subordinates’ movements with a gesture. In terms of lightness skills, no one here could match her. If she didn’t go, who would?

Tie Ci knelt at the cliff edge, gripping the ground with both hands, carefully peering down at the bottom—

Suddenly a hand reached up from below the cliff, fiercely grabbing her belt!

Without hesitation, Tie Ci pressed hard with her fingertips. With a crack, she forcibly gouged out a large piece of ground stone and swung it down at that hand!

That hand immediately released, but another hand quickly followed, grabbing Tie Ci’s wrist and swinging her forcibly outward!

A great force surged, and with a whoosh, Tie Ci’s body was suddenly suspended in air!

Amid the cries of alarm, Tie Ci in mid-air shouted: “Don’t come over!”

At the same time, she also tightly grasped that wrist. The moment she touched the other’s wrist, with continuous clattering sounds, her fingers like vines instantly climbed from the other’s wrist to their elbow, gripping tightly.

The next moment, that wrist cracked and broke off completely, with pale wooden splinters flashing before Tie Ci’s eyes.

Tie Ci: “…”

Damn, it was actually a prosthetic limb!

But by this time she had already flipped over the cliff edge, falling uncontrollably downward.

…The cliff-falling curse remained.

In the rushing wind sounds, her ankle was suddenly tightened by vines, then she was pulled toward the cliff wall.

Looking down, she saw between the deep black cliff wall and white mist, a faint blue light extending long.

Tie Ci suddenly extended her foot, her toe landing on something hard and narrow.

That thing had some elasticity. As she landed, she was slightly bounced upward. Only then did she see clearly that it was actually an Abyss Iron longsword inserted in the cliff crevice.

A gust of wind passed, breaking open the thick fog. Below, blue lights flickered – countless Abyss Iron blades and swords were inserted at intervals, long and short. White mist rolled and gathered toward the cliff bottom, and those pale blue blades and swords extended downward through the mist like a blue stairway miraculously grown from the cliff wall.

Quite a spectacle.

The Abyss Iron swords were indeed at the cliff bottom, but they had actually been inserted one by one into the cliff wall!

Tie Ci had no time to appreciate this spectacle. After being bounced up, she fell down, landing on the next blade. Then rising again, falling again.

Stepping on this ninety-degree staircase made of Abyss Iron blades and swords, she unhesitatingly rushed toward the cliff bottom. In mid-air, her robes rose and fell gracefully, gathering a sleeve full of frost-white cloud mist and pale blue smoky rain. Her scattered black hair was pulled straight as satin by the fierce mountain wind, floating and extending downward, disappearing into the clouds.

In a secluded spot halfway up the mountain cliff, someone stood tall and elegant, back against the cliff wall, feet on thin blades, gazing at this somewhat ethereal scene before the sea of clouds and snow mist, lightly whistling.

When Tie Ci fell, people above the cliff rushed over in alarm. Dan Shuang had originally wanted to jump, but seeing this scene, she finally exhaled in relief.

Only now did she understand why Tie Ci hadn’t let them go down. Watching Tie Ci’s figure twist and fall gracefully between the sea of clouds and blue cliff looked beautiful and easy, but the downward momentum was actually enormous, and the landing spots were narrow and sharp. Besides requiring extremely excellent lightness skills, one also needed extremely strong body control, or one small mistake would result in crashing into sharp blades and cutting one’s legs.

Tie Ci currently appeared relaxed but was actually covered in sweat. All the blood and energy in her body flowed from her crown downward, penetrating her entire body, focusing her spirit and tensing her muscles, then rolling down to reach her toes. Her toes precisely sought that narrow foothold between the whistling, deafening mountain wind and cold mist, her entire body like repeatedly opening the governing and conception vessels.

Suddenly her chest ached, as if something loose was thoroughly cleared by this repeated washing. She suddenly opened her eyes wide, the mist before her dispersed, and she saw a large nest of snakes and insects below—

Tie Ci cried out and landed heavily, then cried out again the next instant.

Before she knew it, she had reached the bottom, but because she landed too hard, she sprained her ankle.

Falling onto soft green grass, Tie Ci looked around in bewilderment. Where was that nest of snakes and insects?

Beneath the green grass was black earth, with no snakes or insects within several zhang.

But when Tie Ci concentrated her vision to look beneath herself again, she suddenly jumped up.

A nest of insects was crawling around right under her!

Jumping up to look again, the insects were gone – just green grass and earth.

After several repetitions, Tie Ci suddenly paused. She vaguely understood but found it somewhat incredible. Her gaze turned to the surroundings – before her were wild grass and tree branches, scattered stones, blue-black cliff walls. She concentrated her vision to carefully examine the cliff wall, then saw the rock’s internal texture.

Then a flying bird passed, and she saw the bird’s skeleton.

X-ray vision.

Her heavenly gift ability had actually awakened!

Though it was legendarily the weakest of the heavenly gifts, Tie Ci was already overwhelmed with wild joy.

Whether she had heavenly gift abilities was truly too important for her!

That was a country, the entire world, countless people – the foundation for her and her father emperor to stand for life!

Cliff-falling indeed brought adventures – melodrama doesn’t deceive me!

Tie Ci was excited for a while, then experimented several more times, discovering her x-ray vision wasn’t yet skilled. Concentrating on extremely close objects was relatively easy to succeed.

After her excitement, she suddenly heard whooshing sounds. Looking up, she saw a black shadow coming down from above just as she had, stepping on the swords on the cliff wall like a cannonball, but stopping at a distance of two or three zhang from her, then beginning to retreat up the cliff, collecting one sword with each step back.

Tie Ci: “…”

Damn, he could actually cut off escape routes like this.

That person moved extremely quickly, retreating while collecting. Soon he had gathered a large bundle. A rope lowered from above, he tied the swords to the rope, and it was hauled up. He continued collecting upward.

Tie Ci hadn’t noticed the sword placement pattern during her frantic descent. Only now did she discover the swords were positioned with each one slightly offset from the last, unconsciously shifting to another cliff face. Her people were currently still on the other side looking for people and tools to descend, completely unable to see someone collecting swords from a different direction.

The bottommost swords remained – the other party didn’t intend to charge to her front, leaving several behind. Tie Ci watched the swords being collected in sequence and leaped up, but instantly fell back down – her injured ankle could no longer support another sword-tip crossing.

She could only watch helplessly as that person worked their way around, collecting all the swords before her eyes without hurry.

This mind and way of acting was simply extraordinary.

Mountain mist meandered, and that person wore a mask, so she never saw their face clearly. Using her full vision sometimes still only showed skeletons. She could only sense the other party was tall and very attractive. That figure gradually became a small dot in the pale clouds and soft mist. Just before disappearing from her sight, he suddenly looked down at her.

Though far away, Tie Ci still felt the other party was looking at her.

She saw that person raise their hand, fingertips seeming to lightly touch their lips, then very gracefully gesture toward her before turning and disappearing.

Tie Ci sat cross-legged on the ground, stunned for a long while.

Wasn’t that a blown kiss?

Who would make such a gesture…

After a long while, she jumped up again.

That money-loving scoundrel who had extorted, stolen from her, and even fought with her on the high seas!

…

While Tie Ci was lured and trapped at the cliff bottom with Dengzhou troops descending to search and no longer pursuing the Abyss Iron, Xiao Xueya had already reached Haiwei Guard checkpoint.

The gate official was no longer the one who had received Murong Duan earlier. The ordinary city gate minor official fearfully opened the gate, but Xiao Xueya stared at another gate opening.

The side gate’s edge showed scrape marks, and the door axis was somewhat damaged – very fresh traces.

Xiao Xueya spurred his horse over. The gate official looked nervous and hurriedly followed to obstruct, but was lightly and skillfully pushed aside by Xiao Xueya’s subordinate with a horse whip.

The mighty procession passed through the side gate. Inside the checkpoint were two rows of houses for garrison soldiers’ residence. Just as Xiao Xueya was about to order a search, a gray-clothed man suddenly emerged from under the eaves and made a long bow to Xiao Xueya.

Seeing him, Xiao Xueya’s thick eyebrows furrowed.

The man presented a letter with both hands. Xiao Xueya silently read it, his eyelashes lowered so his expression couldn’t be seen.

The gray-clothed man bowed his head: “Madam is currently in retreat at Qingyang Mountain, just a hundred li away. Since Young Master happens to be passing through, why not go with this humble one to pay respects? Madam has missed Young Master for many years.”

Xiao Xueya was silent for a long while, then suddenly said: “What’s in the houses?”

The gray-clothed man still bowed his head, as if he hadn’t heard the question: “Not having met for many years, such a rare opportunity – does Young Master still plan to pass by hurriedly?”

Xiao Xueya was silent again, then said after a while: “Military duties prevent compliance.” He spurred his horse forward a step.

The gray-clothed man stepped aside to block again.

“The master has words for this humble one to convey to Young Master: Young Master has had lofty aspirations since childhood, and the family never constrained Young Master, fully supporting all ambitions. Even this time when you insisted on abandoning the Three Borders heavy troops to go southeast, the master ultimately allowed it. The family asks no assistance from Young Master, but hopes Young Master retains some conscience, remembers your origins and destination, and doesn’t betray the family.”

He spoke very painfully and earnestly. Xiao Xueya listened quietly while walking inward, finally stopping in the courtyard and pointing at a row of large carts covered with cloth: “What’s inside?”

The gray-clothed man choked, not expecting that after speaking so much from the heart, this person acted as if he hadn’t heard. After pausing, he said coldly: “Those are supplements about to be sent to Madam – many medicines are rare and cannot be exposed to light or wind.”

Xiao Xueya nodded: “Open them.”

“Young Master!” The gray-clothed man stepped forward three paces and said sternly: “Have you forgotten! Who labored for three days and nights in difficult birth, risking death to bear you! Who protected you from that pile of concubines’ schemes under the master, injuring her foundation! Who didn’t despise your childhood slow speech and dullness, personally nurturing and raising you! Who found the most excellent martial masters for you, achieving your current great career! Now she’s been ill for years, approaching death, far from family recuperating in the mountains, hoping day and night only to see her beloved son once. You’ve already failed to return or inquire for years, disappointing deep kindness – surely you won’t destroy even the medicine sustaining her life!”

The soldiers lifting curtains hesitantly stopped and looked back at Xiao Xueya.

Xiao Xueya stood there, still straight as a blue cliff, yet that prolonged standing seemed like a snow-covered cliff or frost-laden tree, covered with desolation.

The courtyard was full of his trusted soldiers, with the Regional Military Commission troops remaining outside. The full courtyard was silent as if empty.

After a long while, Xiao Xueya knelt down, facing Qingyang Mountain’s direction, and kowtowed three times heavily.

Like a jade mountain toppling, in dust yet unstained by dust.

When he knelt, the soldiers throughout the courtyard showed shocked expressions, then all lowered their heads together.

The gray-clothed man shivered slightly in the rising sunlight.

When Xiao Xueya stood and turned again, sunlight swept past his brow like a sharp sword, his gaze still tempered like a blade edge.

He said: “Open them.”

The moment the cart doors opened, some medicine packages fell first, then Abyss Iron piled too full clattered to the ground.

Xiao Xueya stared at those blades and swords, a trace of genuine anguish passing through his brow.

The gray-clothed man stopped shivering and stood among the scattered blades and swords, directly facing him.

His face showed complete “you handle this yourself” indifference.

In the near-deathly silence, Xiao Xueya waved his hand, and the soldiers came alive. His deputy urgently ordered those carts driven out from the rear courtyard.

A soldier gathered those fallen blades and swords with difficulty, holding them together. Walking last, Xiao Xueya suddenly raised his hand and drew one sword from the pile, not even looking as he threw it backward.

The sword unsheathed in mid-air, its blue light condensed like a swimming dragon under sunlight, pouncing down at the gray-clothed man’s head.

The gray-clothed man retreated in shock as the sword struck the ground by his feet with a thud.

Xiao Xueya’s voice came from ahead: “Leave a memento for your master.”

“Tell him Abyss Iron is precious – getting this one sword is already generous for him. Knowing contentment prevents disgrace, knowing when to stop prevents danger. Excessive greed invites heavenly punishment.”

The gray-clothed man watched his straight back disappear through the courtyard gate, then suddenly shouted unwillingly:

“Third Young Master, is this how you repay the family?!”

Xiao Xueya stopped at the threshold.

For an instant, he suddenly thought of Tie Ci’s clear yet slightly mocking laugh earlier, her light tone saying “puppet’s little puppet.” He thought of Chi Xue’s words: “Without family, could you really have been so smooth in everything?”

He lowered his eyelashes and smiled with slight mockery.

Quietly saying: “Not taking you down right now is my greatest repayment to the family.”

After pausing, he stepped over the threshold.

“…And my greatest insult to myself.”



Chapter 50: Well Done! Reward!
Murong Duan looked up at the gray line rolling across the horizon ahead – the dust cloud raised by pursuing cavalry hooves, overwhelming like a gray dragon about to engulf everything in an instant.

His heart was ice cold, yet his chest burned with fierce fire. That fire made all his muscles and bones contract, his skull pounding.

After painstaking efforts to forge Abyss Iron weapons, thinking he finally had sufficient confidence, yet all along the way there had been interceptions, robberies, pursuing troops, and Eunuch Chang’s sudden appearance forcing him to surrender everything. When he tried to kill Eunuch Chang to retrieve his possessions, his father king had actually been waiting behind like a mantis stalking a cicada.

He was stupid, forgetting his father king’s nature. For such momentous affairs, even Eunuch Chang wouldn’t be trusted.

Wave after wave of blows had refined him like being fried repeatedly in oil. The moment he saw his father king, he lost his final courage to resist, prostrating in the dust covered in cold sweat, still struggling to defend himself once more, refusing to admit that moment’s intent to kill.

What should have been desperate struggling before death, unexpectedly his father king seemed to believe him, showing no angry rebuke or arrest. Instead, he even encouraged him a few words, ordered him to guard the rear, then left with the people and weapons.

Murong Duan was grateful to keep his life and joyfully stayed behind at the time. Only now, seeing that earth-rolling giant dragon ahead, did he realize punishment had already begun.

Before the pursuing troops, his father king had thrown him out as a shield to buy time.

But he had no choice but to serve as this shield – this was the last thread of survival he could struggle for.

Murong Duan fiercely wiped the blood from kowtowing on his forehead, swearing that if he could survive, he would kill both that bastard who robbed forty percent and the person who exposed Cangshen Tower’s secrets!

One of his guards approached: “Your Highness, you should go! Find a way to return to Liaodong first – where there’s life, there’s hope!” He began removing his own clothes to give him.

“No… how can I let you die for me!”

“Your Highness, if you live, our families will have someone to care for them! We entrust future matters to you!”

Murong Duan’s eyes filled with tears: “Good brother! As long as I have breath left, I’ll never shortchange your family!”

He quickly removed his clothes and exchanged with the guard, but hid the Abyss Iron short sword in his robe front. He even reminded the guard not to forget to imitate his posture and voice.

Then he jumped into the nearby forest, found a tree hollow, drove out the small beast inside, and crouched in the stinking tree hole.

Hoofbeats charged like wind. The fake prince led the remaining followers, blocking the necessary path.

Dust clouds broke open as a black horse with white clothes and silver armor charged out from wind and smoke. The fake prince, following the principle of capturing the leader first, shouted and charged forward.

A pale, slender hand reached down from horseback, lifting up that fake prince in one grasp. Xiao Xueya briefly examined the man, looked at his dust-stained forehead, then at those destroyed carts, and casually threw him backward: “The items were intercepted. Don’t waste time here!”

Behind him, soldiers’ spear tips rose in unison. The thrown man, before falling, was instantly pierced into a porcupine on the spear points.

Murong Duan watched from afar in the forest, feeling as if countless transparent holes had been poked through his entire body.

He shuddered, not expecting Dengzhou troops to be so formidable. His elite subordinates couldn’t last one round in their hands, unable to delay their advance even a moment.

He quickly dragged over some withered shrubs to block the tree hole entrance.

Xiao Xueya’s deputy approached asking: “General, how do you know the items changed hands again?”

“If they had the items, they’d only want to flee quickly and would never stay to resist a large army. These were obviously left to delay time. Those Abyss Iron weapons were intercepted by someone of higher position,” Xiao Xueya said lightly. “They all have dust on their foreheads – traces left from repeated kowtowing. They encountered someone more powerful and had to offer their painstakingly forged treasures with both hands, not even daring to disobey orders to guard the rear… If the one forging weapons here was really Liaodong’s Second Prince, then the person who could subdue him to this extent… I’d guess Prince Da’an has come.”

From just a forehead mark he deduced so much. His deputy was more shocked by the final speculation: “How could that be!”

“Pursue and we’ll know.”

“General…”

“Hmm?”

“If it’s really Prince Da’an, this matter becomes complex… Prince Da’an is currently Da Qian’s super-grade prince with precious status. Even the court must respectfully honor him. Moreover, he controls all of Liaodong – pulling one hair moves the whole body. If we pursue like this, setting aside whether we have authority to deal with him, even catching him privately transporting Abyss Iron, what then? Could we actually arrest and imprison the Liaodong Prince? The realm would immediately be in chaos! How could we bear such responsibility!”

“How to deal with the Liaodong Prince who crossed borders illegally is the court’s business. Not letting one blade or sword flow into Liaodong is our business. Just do our duty well.”

“Must we meet the Liaodong Prince with weapons drawn?”

“Why not?” Wind pulled Xiao Xueya’s cloak straight, his voice equally straight and without warmth. “I’m a general. A general’s duty is guarding the land under his feet, not allowing my soil or possessions to be plundered, nor letting any ambitious person touch my soil or possessions. Extend the left foot and I’ll chop the left foot, extend the right foot and I’ll chop the right foot. Chop until he hurts and fears, chop until even seeing my mountains and rivers in their most glorious state, he won’t dare crane his neck for a look!”

…

After walking in the mountain cliffs for a while and turning around a cliff face, Tie Ci indeed saw soldiers slowly climbing down and lit torches.

That bastard had used cart tracks to lure her to the cliff edge, then pulled her down. With Abyss Iron swords inserted in the cliff wall, he’d retreated while collecting them before her eyes. Thus, he retrieved the swords and trapped the person. The Dengzhou troops were also delayed trying to rescue her, allowing him to leisurely leave with the swords.

Brilliant.

This cliff-hiding sword technique, moving up and down freely.

Also truly ruthless.

That decisive pull dragging her down.

Tie Ci took out her fire starter and whoosh – ignited a large patch of dry grass. The fire blazed up, finally visible to those above. Dan Shuang, climbing fastest, waved.

Tie Ci shouted: “Just you come down! Tell all soldiers to retreat, cross this mountain, and continue pursuing westward!”

She wouldn’t let herself become a burden – the Dengzhou troops should do what they needed to do.

Just now that fellow’s cliff traversal was indeed much faster than the Dengzhou troops crossing mountains. These slow Dengzhou soldiers would likely struggle to catch up.

With her sprained ankle and no Abyss Iron swords to insert in walls like mud, she couldn’t cross that ninety-degree cliff wall. She could only walk from the cliff bottom, seeing if she could find a way out.

Tie Ci broke off a tree branch and walked forward along the only path. Dan Shuang quickly caught up from behind, supporting her.

Tie Ci was quite disheveled but smiled cheerfully, constantly looking at the sky, ground, flying birds, insects, and Dan Shuang’s… skeleton.

After walking a good while with the sun rising higher, the path gradually narrowed. Gradually hearing ocean sounds, ahead between two mountain walls waves crashed against shores – they’d reached the seaside.

Tie Ci climbed onto rocks and discovered Haiwei Port wasn’t far ahead.

Calculating the route, she’d accidentally taken the shortest path.

Many ships entered and left the port daily. Tie Ci calculated the time – if the other party hadn’t left Haiwei yet, they were likely among those ships now.

She decided to swim closer and try.

She began removing clothes, revealing tight-fitting short garments underneath with a slippery texture – equipment from her master.

Since childhood she’d bound her chest. Beyond the binding, her body had another layer of false skin that wouldn’t expose her even when undressed. Her master often complained about TV dramas where female cross-dressing treated audiences like fools, as if tying up hair made everyone automatically blind to prominent breasts, slim waists, round hips, and affected postures. True male disguise required inside-out transformation – first, genuinely believing oneself to be male, thinking “I’m the coolest, I’m the most handsome”; second, adjusting language, posture, body shape, and gait completely. It was practically an advanced science requiring years to master its essence.

Tie Ci was excellent at this study, involuntarily whistling whenever she saw beautifully figured women.

Her master had also trained her swimming very well. In her master’s words, palace intrigue dramas had water-pushing scenes one hundred percent of the time, with eighty percent of those pushed into water getting body-snatched. Using classic web novel summaries: “When she opened her eyes, she was no longer her former self” and such. If she didn’t want this happening someday, practicing swimming was essential medicine for palace intrigue counterattacks. Whoever wants to push me into water, I’ll beat them in the water.

Dan Shuang was somewhat worried since Tie Ci’s injuries hadn’t healed. But she could never interfere with Tie Ci’s decisions, only frowning as she followed Tie Ci sliding into the seawater.

Fortunately, Tie Ci moved more smoothly in seawater. The water’s flow let her swim far without effort. She planned to circle those ships – whoever’s ship sat deepest would be most suspicious.

Approaching the port area with large stretches of beach and rocks, Tie Ci moved between rocks when she suddenly saw a long line.

Someone was fishing from shore.

Tie Ci raised her hand and through swaying water waves vaguely saw a man lying on shoreline rocks sunbathing, dressed very lightly. Under sunlight he bared flexible waist, long legs, and eight beautiful abdominal muscles. Yet his skin wasn’t the dark red common to seaside people, but glowed luminously like jade.

He lazily lay on rocks with his fishing rod casually inserted at his waist, elbow over eyes blocking sun, seemingly asleep.

Tie Ci saw nothing on the fishing line – the bait seemed already stolen by fish.

Sea fishing was quite normal at this time, but the hour seemed too early. Tie Ci became suspicious and while swimming past, casually inserted the other’s hook into a large fish’s mouth.

The rod quickly sprang up with a snap, breaking that fellow’s belt. He shot up with a whoosh, and before his pants fell, Tie Ci gracefully swam past.

Regardless whether this person was truly fishing, she needed to give him something to do.

But swimming not far, she suddenly felt tightness at her waist. The next moment tremendous force struck, and with a splash she burst from the water. A delighted laugh sounded in her ear: “Hey, a mermaid!”

Who?

This lone one?

Tie Ci wiped water from her face and looked down. Her waist belt was caught by a fish hook. Above the hook was a bent but unbroken fishing rod gripped by that sea-fishing man, who looked up at her with great satisfaction, examining his morning “catch.”

Now Tie Ci finally saw this person clearly – tall with a somewhat familiar build, wearing a mask on his face. The mask was a large white board reading “Old Wang Fishing” on the left and “Willing Fish Take the Hook” on the right.

Tie Ci: “…”

That bastard fishing for people still held the rod, asking her: “Frying, stir-frying, boiling, steaming, deep-frying – which do you prefer? Choose yourself?”

Tie Ci chuckled, grabbed the hook, and crushed it into waste iron. Using this moment’s falling momentum, she yanked downward.

“I prefer boiled Old Wang!”

She used full strength. The other party stood on slippery rocks, so with a splash, he was instantly pulled into the water.

Once he hit water, Tie Ci pounced over. The fishing line in her hand looped around him. Dan Shuang on the opposite side grabbed the rod, and they quickly made a circle, instantly binding that fellow tightly.

Tie Ci pulled him toward shore, planning to stuff him in a rock crevice for proper seawater baptism, keeping just his head above water.

But before swimming far, suddenly whooshing sounds ahead as countless fire lights like meteors crossed the sky, shooting into a medium-sized ship just setting sail. Immediately red fire soared, giant sails like fire curtains illuminating half the sky.

Tie Ci was stunned.

Who was so fierce?

With countless merchant and civilian ships in port, weren’t they afraid of harming innocents?

The port already had many ships. That attacked ship sailed in panic, its bow tilting to crash into another large ship. With a tremendous crash, the sea surface churned with surging waves reaching even here. Tie Ci, dragging that man, surged forward and nearly hit rocks, quickly releasing her grip.

But the other party suddenly shot up at this moment, legs scissoring around her legs, waist springing like a white shark leaping on water, instantly dragging her to the bottom!

In this instant transformation of heaven and earth with seawater pouring in, Tie Ci still praised inwardly “Good waist strength!”

That person dragged her underwater, legs kicking to push her into clustered seaweed ahead – apparently returning tooth for tooth: you bind me to rocks, I stuff you in seaweed.

Being trapped there would prevent escape for quite a while. Tie Ci suddenly rolled over, actually rolling underwater with the other’s large body. The other was carried in a 180-degree turn, and they faced each other directly. In the chaos, that person even pointed at her waist making appreciative gestures.

Mutual waist appreciation while still fighting – Tie Ci rolled her eyes and pounced again. Dan Shuang’s swimming wasn’t as good as theirs, so she clung dumbfounded to rock bases watching two water sprites tumbling like a washing machine.

Suddenly water waves above shook. Both simultaneously kicked hard at each other. Underwater made no sound, only visible water flow fluctuations. The entire sea seemed to churn with broken seaweed, crushed coral, large fish fleeing in panic, and small fish and shrimp suffering. The churning seawater obscured everything.

Dan Shuang couldn’t join the battle group. Just as she anxiously considered risking a plunge, she saw two figures shoot sword-like from seawater front and back. This time they seemed competing in swimming ability, desperately racing toward the port. Dan Shuang looked back and saw that fire-struck large ship slowly sinking. That water area was busy – beside the tilted ship, people lowered small boats to board while local troops already disembarked from shore in pursuit.

Tie Ci sensed something extremely urgent happening there, possibly already intercepting weapon-transport ships. Immediately unable to bother with fighting this opponent, she whooshed toward that direction. Inadvertently turning her head, she discovered a head bobbing nearby at speed no slower than hers, also heading that direction.

He was also joining that excitement? So deliberately sea-fishing nearby? Who was he?

Tie Ci vaguely recalled the black-clothed man who’d attacked her and Dan Ye when emerging from underground to Fengbo Mountain, and earlier the black-clothed man who’d lured her down cliffs with carts, plus the boat owner who’d demanded wine and extorted money at sea. Though their voices differed somewhat before and after, their builds were similar.

But she wasn’t certain if this was the same person since this one was undressed. During their water race she still found time to appreciate his physique – jade-smooth and lustrous skin with stone-like texture, tight muscles, flowing lines. Everywhere conveyed contained strength yet never knotted. Breaking through seawater like a sharp knife cutting blue satin with a hiss, driving straight down.

She couldn’t help whistling again.

That person turned to look at her. The “Old Wang Fishing” mask miraculously hadn’t fallen off, with amused light in the eye holes.

After whistling, Tie Ci suddenly dove to the bottom – this final stretch she’d sprint to beat this bastard!

Single-mindedly swimming forward, when seeing ships she surfaced with a splash and whooshed onto a fishing boat desperately turning, startling everyone aboard.

Tie Ci leaped again to another ship, using vessels as stepping stones, continuously bounding across the sea surface approaching that burning ship.

Ship-to-ship distances weren’t small. Like meteors hurling or projectiles firing, she rose and fell between blue sea and high sails. Her leaping form was gilded with morning’s glazed sunlight as everyone on all ships looked up at her in dazzled fascination.

Xiao Xueya stood on shore preparing to board pursuit ships when suddenly seeing a figure shoot dragon-like from seabed, moving freely across various ships with lightness skills both impressive and wonderful. He unconsciously followed with his gaze, nearly forgetting his location while watching.

He’d vaguely heard the Crown Princess had decent martial arts, thinking at the time it was merely flattery from yielding guards. What absolute skills could a woman practicing in deep palaces achieve?

This useless father-daughter pair – why such attachment to power, forcibly occupying high positions and placing themselves in danger? Better to abdicate early, restore court clarity, and let court ministers busy with scheming, taking sides, and analyzing situations finally spare energy for properly planning people’s welfare, military supplies, and national territory.

Watching now, setting aside other matters, the words “useless waste” could no longer be spoken.

His deputy said: “General, the Crown Princess now appears quite extraordinary.”

Xiao Xueya said lightly: “Merely brute force and martial arts.”

“Does the General still maintain original views?”

“Imperial power games don’t rely on force. As long as the Iron and Xiao clans’ power struggle continues unabated, Da Qian cannot rest easy for a day. Opening territories and eliminating strong enemies remain bubbles.” Xiao Xueya said coldly: “Then court ministers and generals will all be criminals.”

“Your subordinate feels the General somewhat demands the impossible.” The deputy, following him for years, dared speak truthfully with a smile: “Imperial power struggles involve enormous stakes. If the Iron royal family yields the throne, how could they survive?”

“I would naturally protect their wellbeing.”

In the air, Tie Ci continued jumping grids joyfully, thinking this time she’d definitely beaten that bastard!

Turning sharply, she saw a figure arrowing across the water surface like riding waves. Currently at high tide, tide waters rushed from far seas – initially just a white line gradually piling higher like a rolling snowball with flying snow spray, becoming a giant wall thundering forward. He stood at the snowy white peak of that seawater wall, feet on a thin board, surrounded by snow waves like a broad cloak with blue base and white edges. The next instant his cloak and black hair rose together as he slid down from wave crests, carrying that moment’s far sea wind and sky’s lightning.

At that moment, Tie Ci was leaping over a large ship’s raised sail, with azure sky above and snow-white sail behind. Opposite her, the man remained at the wave crest. Both at their highest points, they met again, gazes intersecting—

The other party’s lips suddenly curved upward, seeming to say something, but unfortunately the tide’s roar was like thousands of troops clashing, completely inaudible.

Nothing more than mockery. No matter how high she bounced, she wasn’t as fast as him.

Tie Ci’s gaze swept across the board beneath the other’s feet. Her finger flicked, something pierced through sea waves, a bright flash, vaguely a metallic ring, falling onto the other’s collarbone.

It stopped steadily.

Tie Ci smiled and also said something.

The next instant she fell toward the next ship, while the other also slid below the wave crest.

Sliding far below the wave crest, the man finally picked up that object from his collarbone – a copper coin.

He watched Tie Ci’s rising and falling figure.

He understood the earlier lip reading.

“Well done! Reward!”

…

While running, Tie Ci thought of the surfboard riding her master had mentioned – now she’d finally seen it.

Currently Da Qian wasn’t without similar surfing sports. Jiangzhou’s Tang River had annual tide festivals with competitive boat racing and tide riding – tide riding was like surfing, rising and falling on waves between tides, holding red flags that stayed dry.

There were also water treading on wood, water puppet shows, and other water entertainment, but those were in the south where people played in water from childhood. Even then, one had to pick from a hundred to find such talent. Seeing it now in the north was rare, and the board beneath the other’s feet was very ingeniously designed – not something ordinary people could make or control.

Looking up, she saw the shore already surrounded by Regional Military Commission troops, with part clearly Haiwei Guard navy also under soldier watch. Many small boats were lowered at shore, and Xiao Xueya was boarding one of them. Someone beside him seemed to be dissuading him, but Xiao Xueya ignored them and boarded. Just standing on deck, he swayed slightly but immediately steadied himself.

Tie Ci frowned, not expecting Xiao Xueya to be a landlubber. But it wasn’t strange – he’d been stationed in deserts for years, where would he see water? Such a person insisting on going southeast to reorganize the navy was truly going against himself.

She turned and saw people lowering lifeboats beneath the burning ship ahead, several people hastily helping a middle-aged man into a boat.

Tie Ci’s eyes contracted.

She’d seen portraits of the three feudal lords and neighboring rulers. This was Prince Da’an of Liaodong!

Though Zhou Wenchang gritted his teeth and remained silent, not yet confirming who in Hai You or the court had instructed him, Li Yao had already confessed his collusion was with Liaodong’s Second Prince Murong Duan. Tie Ci had expected to see Murong Duan, not Prince Da’an.

Rumors said Prince Da’an most favored his second son – had he come personally to receive him?

Were royal families this sentimental?

Tie Ci finally understood why Xiao Xueya disregarded affecting innocent merchant ships and moved to kill – seeing Prince Da’an, he immediately burned with fighting spirit.

But Tie Ci couldn’t act as she pleased. While diving toward that ship, she rapidly considered the most prudent and profit-maximizing approach.

Next time surfacing, she was only five zhang from that ship.

She raised her hand and the jade brush coiled at her waist shot out like a white snake extending across the sea surface. The brush tip whooshed, ejecting an extremely fine triangular spike that pierced sea wind, shooting toward the lifeboat hull.

She didn’t shoot people – she wanted to capture Prince Da’an alive!

But simultaneously, a tremendous crash shook the air. Behind her, seawater and air seemed to vibrate. Tie Ci looked back to see a snow-white arrow skimming low across the water surface. Where it passed, seawater was lifted by fierce wind, standing like blue water walls. Sunlight concentrated on the arrow tip seemed to ignite that cold steel, exploding in dazzling starbursts!

Tie Ci plunged into water as she felt fierce wind overhead. Through hazy water surface, she saw that arrow about to reach Prince Da’an’s back!

Her mind instantly flashed through countless stability plans for after Prince Da’an’s violent death.

The next moment, bang – that lifeboat suddenly overturned, all aboard falling into water. With a thud, that white arrow embedded in the boat bottom, immediately splitting it into pieces!

Tie Ci surfaced to see a water line racing forward from where the boat overturned – that speed was amazing.

Tie Ci pursued without hesitation. Underwater she saw the large ship capsizing, countless Abyss Iron blades and swords slowly tumbling from cracked bottom holds. Many blades left their sheaths before sinking, sharp edges cutting passing sea life. Blood streams spread through seawater, quickly turning this patch of sea into a blood sea. Tie Ci’s vision became entirely red.

Swimming now, she couldn’t see direction clearly and risked meeting the same fate as fish if she hit Abyss Iron blades. Helplessly surfacing again, she kicked onto the nearby sunken ship’s hull, reaching the deck in several bounds.

Then she saw a small boat far ahead with someone helping another person aboard. Sunlight made faces unclear, but it seemed like that fellow who’d fought with her.

The sunken ship was originally Liaodong’s vessel receiving Prince Da’an, with all kinds of weapons aboard. Tie Ci casually took a bow, drew the string to full moon.

Few knew the Crown Princess’s martial arts level, but everyone knew her archery. Her twelve-year-old feat in the imperial city, nearly shooting off a suitor’s reproductive capability with one arrow, was familiar even to old women in the remotest regions.

Now her arrow created thunder sounds. Though the most ordinary arrow, far inferior to Xiao Xueya’s snow bow and silver arrow, it still shot across the sea, stirring zhang-high waves as if to shatter the sun itself.

This time, the arrow tip aimed at that sea-fishing fellow.

The instant her arrow left the string, she saw that fellow put his fist behind him and punch hard – crack.

The moment the boat bottom split, her arrow whistled arrival, making it look like she’d shot the boat apart.

But he’d already used the sinking moment to grab Prince Da’an’s hair, taking him sideways and rolling back into water.

The arrow tip had already grazed his head, but he then raised his shoulder, offering it to the arrow tip, scraping out blood spray that splattered Prince Da’an’s head.

Then Prince Da’an was pressed underwater by him. A water line raced forward briefly before both surfaced again dripping wet, that sea-fishing fellow still gripping Prince Da’an’s hair, whether intentionally or not.

Watching this, Tie Ci’s mouth twitched.

This didn’t look like rescue – more like taking the opportunity to vent anger.

Flesh-wounding strategy, gratitude-earning scheme.

He could have dodged but deliberately used her arrow to destroy the boat and get injured, performing a “risking death to save the master” drama.

She’d inadvertently become the villain in his grand performance.

Perhaps not just herself – Murong Duan, Li Yao, Xiao Xueya… all supporting actors in his play.

What a piece of work.

Even rescuing people so impurely.

More importantly, he not only “merited saving the prince” but might even have obtained some Abyss Iron weapons.

In this turmoil, he was the biggest winner.

Tie Ci slowly lowered her bow and arrow.

The range was too far, with sea swells, and his scheme accomplished – he wouldn’t give her another shot.

She looked sideways at the chaotic port. Ships would need time to disperse. Xiao Xueya was commanding military vessels into water, but obviously too late to catch up.

Looking up again, the sun was a perfect orb ahead, seawater sparkling. The other party was just a silhouette in the glittering waves. Hazily turning back, Tie Ci couldn’t see his expression clearly but saw him use the broken arrow shaft as a hairpin, winding his hair around it twice before distantly raising his hand to touch his lips and flick outward.

Again, a blown kiss gesture.

Tie Ci: “…”

After a long moment, she slowly, expressionlessly, raised her middle finger.

The other party had excellent vision and saw it from afar. While continuing to swim hard, he raised the arrow shaft on his head. Under sunlight and shadow, that straight, long object right in the middle also looked like a giant raised middle finger.

Tie Ci: “…!!!”

…

Military boats below were shooting arrows that all fell far behind that person. Distant ship shadows were visible – that fellow obviously had vessels for pickup.

While retracting her finger and cracking her knuckles, Tie Ci wondered when Da Qian had produced such a formidable bastard?

All the world’s bastards – how could they not enter this lone one’s service?

Decided – definitely castrate him and send him back to Ruixiang Palace to be sisters with Little Bug.

Footsteps sounded behind as Xiao Xueya also boarded the sunken ship. Tie Ci didn’t turn around.

Xiao Xueya stood beside her, watching distant ship shadows together, saying in a low voice: “I’ve ordered Haiwei Guard naval defenders to pursue and blockade, while my soldiers dive to retrieve swords.”

Properly speaking, with Tie Ci here, she should give orders. But Xiao Xueya didn’t even ask her opinion, his tone stiff as a command. But Tie Ci knew this fellow was used to arbitrary decisions, with no consciousness of respecting her as Crown Princess. His coming to say something was probably his greatest respect for her.

Tie Ci laughed and turned around: “Haiwei Guard people can still be used?”

Xiao Xueya looked grim and said nothing. The ship slowly tilted, but Tie Ci stood like a pine while Xiao Xueya beside her also stood straight. His clenched fists by the railing trembled slightly, struggling not to touch the rail.

Tie Ci looked him up and down: “Seasick?”

Xiao Xueya coldly turned away.

Tie Ci suddenly pointed at the sun: “Look!”

Xiao Xueya turned his head and was hit by brilliant sunlight. His head spun, legs weakened, and he tilted his head to vomit all over Tie Ci’s shoulder.

Tie Ci: “…”

Miscalculation.

She’d only wanted to teach this show-off a lesson, not expecting to involve herself.

After vomiting, Xiao Xueya suddenly looked up, meeting Tie Ci’s expression. Uncomfortably turning away and stepping back, momentarily not knowing what to say, shallow red gradually spreading across his pale complexion.

Tie Ci had worn swimming clothes earlier, grabbing a sailor’s garment after boarding. Now vomited on, she was about to remove the sailor’s clothes when she suddenly stopped and looked at Xiao Xueya.

Xiao Xueya hadn’t reacted yet, standing straight and still.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

Xiao Xueya’s gaze swept across her snow-white neck, suddenly realizing. He retreated a large step, the light red on his cheek deepening as he said stiffly: “I’ll go deploy salvage matters!” and turned to leave.

Walking quickly to the ship’s side, he paused again. After a long moment, with his back to her, he said quietly: “Sorry.”

Tie Ci casually threw away the garment, saying lightly: “Such small matters needn’t concern you.”

The implication: that’s not what he should apologize for.

Xiao Xueya said nothing and went down step by step. Tie Ci didn’t argue with him either. Leaving the sunken ship, Dan Shuang approached with her own clothes.

When Tie Ci stepped onto shore, her legs felt weak. Long pursuit, swimming, and fighting had exhausted her strength.

But when she raised her head, she saw mountain-high piles of salvaged Abyss Iron weapons at the seaside. Xiao Xueya’s intercepted weapon carts sat to one side with dark masses of soldiers busily counting. Li Yao and Zhou Wenchang were confined in prison carts, Haiwei Guard and checkpoint officials watched from afar. Nearby, Xiao Xueya, Shen Mi, along with Regional Military Commission and local Haiwei Guard officials, all bowed down together.

Tie Ci slowly steadied herself and lifted her face.

Morning sunlight warmly touched her nose tip as she smiled slightly.

…

While Tie Ci’s situation settled, someone was still fleeing elsewhere.

A modest-sized ship approached, lowering ropes to successively receive Prince Da’an, Eunuch Chang, the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander still cloaked and masked, and two remaining guards.

Last to board was the rescuer. Though Prince Da’an was quite disheveled, his expression remained calm. He wouldn’t immediately enter the cabin, standing by the ship’s rail and staring intently at that person.

The man raised his hand to remove his “Old Wang Fishing” mask. While removing it, his little finger pressed slightly, hooking off another cicada-wing-thin mask beneath, throwing both away. The revealed face was clear-featured and handsome as spring blossoms.

Prince Da’an was very surprised: “…Eighteen?”

Murong Yi smiled slightly: “Father King.”

“How are you here?” Prince Da’an looked around suspiciously, his feet imperceptibly shifting toward the cabin wall.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander and Eunuch Chang also imperceptibly moved before him.

But Murong Yi seemed not to notice, still looking at Prince Da’an with filial devotion: “Father King, I was sent to the capital for marriage alliance. Arriving at the capital, I heard the Crown Princess had left the palace for experience and wouldn’t return for a year or two. Finding the capital boring, I secretly ran back. Today I was originally beachcombing for interesting things to take back, but unexpectedly saw Hai You troops and Eunuch Chang on deck, so I knew Father King was here…”

Hearing “marriage alliance,” Prince Da’an also felt uncomfortable but said nothing. Thinking this route was indeed the shortest from capital to Liaodong somewhat resolved his doubts. Looking back at the few people on board – he knew this son had no opportunity to develop power – he felt somewhat reassured.

He looked at Murong Yi with fresh eyes. He’d always known this son was quite clever, but with many sons, intelligent ones weren’t few. This child had cross-dressed since childhood, spoiled by his mother’s influence. Liaodong’s foundation wasn’t suitable for such people, so naturally he’d paid little attention. But today being rescued, seeing this child’s composed neither humble nor arrogant manner, excellent timing in rescue, and according to Eunuch Chang, he’d sent people aboard first, warning them to ram nearby civilian ships if attacked – such wisdom and ability showed he’d been too neglectful of this son.

Prince Da’an was already in poor spirits. After this arduous journey with prestigious weapons gained then lost, suffering his most beloved son’s betrayal and nearly perishing here himself, anyone would be unhappy. Even Murong Yi’s excellent performance couldn’t console him. He said coolly: “Then you may withdraw.”

Eunuch Chang, head bowed, sighed inwardly hearing this. But Murong Yi seemed completely unaware of his father’s coldness and wariness, suddenly extending both hands and producing a thin sword like magic.

The sword had lost its sheath, gleaming like a pool of blue water in his snow-white palms. Prince Da’an startled backward, instinctively reaching for the blade at his back.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander had already blocked before him, black blade horizontal.

Prince Da’an looked approvingly at the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander.

But contrary to his thoughts, Murong Yi only held the sword respectfully high overhead: “Father King, when diving, among the falling swords, I saw this sword’s unusual brilliance. Where it passed, water grass turned to powder. I specially brought it to present to Father King, to comfort Father King’s loss of swords.”

The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander examined the sword carefully and exclaimed: “Good sword!”

Indeed a good sword. Prince Da’an also saw this sword surpassed ordinary Abyss Iron weapons. Taking the sword, he discovered the blade was flexible, able to wrap around the waist – actually a rare waist sword.

After obtaining Abyss Iron weapons, he’d selected good ones to wear, but with numerous weapons and urgent time, he hadn’t carefully chosen. His sword was also lost during sea escape. Getting this sword now felt very comforting, his expression softening considerably.

He also thought Murong Yi had good eye – among countless falling swords in the sea, he could select the best one in such circumstances.

Eunuch Chang observed Murong Yi, wondering if he’d show dissatisfaction – his father king cared more about good swords than him.

But Murong Yi remained so calm, showing no emotion. Eunuch Chang quietly lowered his eyes.

Prince Da’an gripped the sword, feeling its penetrating cold, his heart much calmer. Looking at Murong Yi again, he hesitated: “Come in together.”

This attitude was closer by a degree, but Murong Yi said: “Father King, those chasing us earlier seemed to be Xiao Xueya. I don’t know why this person suddenly appeared here, but he’s famously fierce, stubborn, and ruthless. If he dares attempt to kill Father King, he’ll pursue relentlessly. I should take another small boat to help draw away pursuers.”

Finishing, he bowed and went below decks without reluctance. Soon a backup boat launched from below, carrying him and two guards away.

Prince Da’an was again surprised. His gaze touched Murong Yi’s still-unbandaged shoulder wound, his heart stirring: “Be careful.”

“Thank you, Father King. I understand.”

The small boat rowed away. Prince Da’an gripped the ship’s rail, silent a moment before saying: “If you truly don’t wish to become that Crown Princess’s husband, I’ll find a way to request the court withdraw the engagement.”

Eunuch Chang looked at him in surprise.

Murong Yi turned back, face blooming with smiles.

“Thank you, Father King!”

Chapter 51: A Kiss Will Make the Pain Go Away
After temporarily escorting the Abyssal Iron weapons back to Ziyang, Li Yao and the others were held under guard locally. Without using troops from Lai Prefecture, Xiao Xueya directly assigned soldiers from Deng Zhou garrison and his own forces to jointly handle the custody. While the Regional Inspector of Haiyi was still rushing to the scene, Tie Ci had already fallen ill.

Unable to properly rest after her severe injuries, followed by all manner of relentless ordeals above ground, underground, and at sea, even a man of iron couldn’t withstand it. That very night, Tie Ci developed a high fever.

Tie Ci drifted between the boundaries of burning heat and bitter cold, sometimes lucid, sometimes delirious. She could feel warm cloth being repeatedly wiped across her body—surely Chi Xue giving her physical cooling treatment. Sometimes she would hear movements outside, like someone constantly peering in to ask, “How is she? Is she dead yet?” Then Dan Shuang would slam the door or window shut.

The spring night breeze blew in. Through her barely open eyes, she also saw a shadow reflected on the flower-patterned window, accompanied by low conversation that seemed to inquire about her condition. The wind scattered the voices, like fine rain sweeping past the window and through the curtains, but when they reached her ears, the words were indistinguishable, and she drowsily fell asleep again.

The next time she was awakened by the fine sound of metal striking metal—that sound rang out with extreme regularity, making her think of an upright figure, stones arranged like jade and pines like emerald. As he walked, his white robes and silver armor lightly collided with the sword sheath at his waist, creating an extremely rhythmic and alerting sound.

Yet she didn’t wake up, only hazily wondered why Xiao Xueya had come—to see how pathetic she looked? Then she fell deeply asleep again.

Only Chi Xue and Dan Shuang were in the room, with heavy troops guarding outside the courtyard, but idle people were forbidden from entering—this was Xiao Xueya’s order.

Currently, apart from several local officials, ordinary soldiers and government clerks didn’t know Tie Ci’s identity—this was Rong Pu’s intention.

The courtyard was surrounded by a large circle of physicians—practically the best doctors that could be found locally. Rong Pu sat at the stone table, listening to the doctors’ treatment opinions while personally reviewing and modifying prescriptions.

His attendant watched from the side with some amazement, thinking to himself that the young master had excellent medical skills but never easily displayed them in public—why was he personally taking action now?

With so many doctors, each voiced their own opinions. Some said there was dampness, stagnation, deficiency, and heat, criticizing the previous misuse of aconite and cinnamon twig. Those who recommended aconite retorted, claiming the patient clearly had yang deficiency with internal fire. Some said Zezhu Mixing Powder was most suitable, while others argued this powder was unfavorable for accumulation disorders… The cacophony of seven or eight voices created chaos, yet Rong Pu managed to listen clearly, neither hurried nor flustered, slowly writing, his brow always seeming to contemplate something.

Suddenly the door burst open. Dan Ye dragged someone in, the person pulled askew by him, constantly complaining. Dan Ye simply covered the man’s mouth with one hand and said to Rong Pu, “Seeing your expression, these doctors all seem useless. I asked around the street for a good one and caught this fellow.”

He released his hand, and the doctor immediately cursed loudly, “Madman! Madman!” then turned to leave.

But he was driven back step by step by a large bird.

Hai Dongqing wore an unwilling expression on its bird face, yet still obeyed its good brother’s words, driving the doctor step by step back to the inner room. The doctor angrily lifted the curtain and went inside.

After a while, the doctor flung the curtain aside and came out, saying angrily, “Nothing but common fever! Why bother this old man with such trivial matters!”

Only then did the two people in the courtyard breathe a sigh of relief, but they heard the doctor continue, “No need to prescribe medicine! The fever will break soon, but the person will die eventually anyway—don’t waste this old man’s medicine!”

Rong Pu frowned and stood up. Dan Ye leaped over to block the doctor, saying, “Old fool, what did you say? Speak clearly!”

“Her major acupoints are secretly locked, yet she practices reverse meridian rushing. Her entire body’s qi and blood are inverted. At the moment it appears harmless, and might even show improvement. But over time, the more improvement there is, the more urgent the reverse flow becomes. Sooner or later, she’ll die from blood inversion.”

“Bring medicine!”

“There is no medicine. Since it’s already locked, it would be fine to never open it for life. But once opened, it can never return to the proper path.” The doctor sneered, grabbed the prepared consultation fee from the table, and hurried past Dan Ye to leave. “Medicine cannot cure the dying. For this condition, this old man is powerless!”

Dan Ye was stunned for a long while. Rong Pu then rose and went into the room to take Tie Ci’s pulse. After a moment he returned, that contemplative expression appearing again.

Dan Ye: “How is it?”

“Upon careful examination, the pulse is indeed somewhat abnormal. But Her Highness has abundant qi and blood with solid meridians—there’s absolutely no inversion of qi and blood. Besides, though I don’t practice martial arts, I know that different martial arts schools have different meridian pathways. Since there’s no way to know the proper meridian sequence, how can there be talk of normal or reverse flow? This person is clearly showing off.” Rong Pu said, “Where did you find this person?”

“I heard several aunties on the street talking about him, saying he was skilled at casting spells—a handful of incense ash cured one of their headaches.”

Rong Pu: “…”

After a long pause, he coughed and shook his head, returning to examine the prescriptions.

But Dan Ye seemed to believe it completely, glancing toward Tie Ci’s room again and again. Rong Pu said coolly, “Wolf Lord need not worry—the Crown Princess has a robust constitution.”

“But this matter…”

“Such people use smooth tongues to deceive the world, claiming a handful of incense ash cures all diseases. Common folk often call them masters—we collectively call them fraudsters.”

Dan Ye: “…”

An attendant brought the previously prepared medicine. Rong Pu opened the medicine package and personally inspected it. Dan Ye couldn’t understand but still sat at the table leaning over to look. Not content with just looking, he reached out to fiddle with things, saying, “You’re being unusually attentive today—I find it rather inappropriate. You’re not plotting to secretly harm her, are you?”

Without looking up, Rong Pu said coolly, “Wolf Lord is too modest. Speaking of attentiveness, I cannot compare to the Wolf Lord. Never would I have imagined that the Wolf Lord could show such concern for father’s future concubine. Indeed, the rumors prove true.”

Dan Ye couldn’t stand hearing about those “rumors.” His eyebrows shot up as he cursed, “I hate how you southerners speak with such sarcasm!” After thinking, he sneered again, “Who’s concerned about her? I simply can’t let father’s concubine die.”

“Wolf Lord should avoid such words,” Rong Pu continued examining the prescription without looking up. “Whether considering emotion or reason, respect or status, or Wolf Lord’s inner feelings, such words cannot be taken seriously. Why repeatedly mention them only to invite ridicule?”

“Are you a parasitic worm in my belly, knowing whether I’m serious or not?” Dan Ye looked at him sideways.

Rong Pu didn’t avoid his gaze: “I hope Wolf Lord takes nothing seriously.”

The two stared at each other, sparks seeming to fly in the air.

After a long moment, Dan Ye retreated slightly, but only to stretch his muscles. A crooked smile hung at the corner of his lips. “Scholars just don’t speak like humans. What good thing are you, Rong Pu? How the capital usually regards the Crown Princess—you think I don’t know? All this attentiveness of yours—who knows how much ill intent it contains!”

Expecting sharp retorts, Dan Ye was surprised when Rong Pu fell silent. Dan Ye looked at him with some astonishment, only hearing him say after a long while, “People in the Imperial City are originally blinded by fame, profit, gains and losses, unable to see the real person… I was like that too.”

“And now?”

Rong Pu hesitated to speak. For a moment his expression was very complex—somewhat dim, somewhat hesitant, somewhat pitying, somewhat helpless. Finally it transformed into a sigh as he said, “You’re right. Some think her too simple, others think her too complicated. But actually she’s different from anyone else. Power lust or romantic love—no one can force either upon her… Perhaps I shouldn’t be so presumptuous…”

As he spoke, he couldn’t hide slight weariness. Suddenly he pushed the medicine package forward, saying, “Take this to be decocted,” then turned and left the courtyard.

Dan Ye: “…”

This person had been keeping watch the whole time—how could he just leave like that?

“Hey, don’t go! What do you mean I’m right? What did I say?!”

Rong Pu had already turned past the courtyard gate and drifted away. Xiao Xueya, however, walked over from behind the courtyard, expressionlessly saying, “It has nothing to do with what you said—he just thinks himself ridiculous.”

Dan Ye turned to look at him, sizing him up from head to toe before sneering, “Grand Marshal, I haven’t seen you being so attentive to anyone either. What’s this—have you suddenly awakened too?”

Xiao Xueya ignored him completely and walked on. Reaching the courtyard gate, he suddenly stopped and said, “She is indeed different from what I previously imagined, but still insufficient to resist the present and bear Great Qian’s future. She will still be a failure, and will fail even more miserably.”

Having said this, he continued forward, then suddenly backed up again. Dan Ye almost thought he’d also encountered Hai Dongqing, then realized the eagle was beside him, and if Xiao Xueya had encountered it, he definitely wouldn’t retreat—he’d more likely catch the bird, pluck its feathers, and roast it.

What person could make Xiao Xueya retreat step by step?

A faint fragrant breeze approached. With Xiao Xueya’s retreating steps, an embroidered shoe stepped over the threshold—purple pearls gleaming brilliantly on the shoe. The wide skirt hem swept over the high threshold, the darkly embroidered peony flowers on the hem undulating like blooms.

Then appeared a jade pillar-like nose tip, richly curved and beautiful lips, and half a jade-carved cheek—a beauty had arrived.

The beauty carried a basket, standing in the moon gate doorway, her sash fluttering in the wind like Chang’e in the moon, gazing down at the mortal world.

Xiao Xueya lowered his eyes, not looking at her, and said coldly, “Who are you? How did you get into this courtyard?”

Though he spoke plainly, a chill arose all around. In the trees and on walls came rustling sounds—countless arrow tips aimed at the beauty.

The beauty seemed completely unaware, smiling sweetly, “I’m a friend of Young Master Mao. Hearing he solved a major case, I came specially to visit.”

“How did you get in?”

“Through a hole.” The beauty said without blushing, “With such a major case, security is tight, but you don’t even know to plug the holes!”

Xiao Xueya’s gaze swept toward his subordinates. The faces of soldiers on and below the walls went white.

Feiyu smiled as she looked around. She didn’t recognize Xiao Xueya, but could roughly guess his identity. With the Abyssal Iron weapons involving the Xiao family behind the scenes, naturally this Xiao family general would personally guard this place.

She lifted the basket in her hand and called toward the courtyard, “Miss Chi Xue! Miss Dan Shuang! I’m Feiyu—I’ve come to visit Young Master Mao!”

A window opened, and Dan Shuang peered out with a startled expression, hesitating as she glanced back, then said, “Thank you, Miss, but the young master is slightly indisposed and cannot receive visitors. Please return.”

With her speaking up, Xiao Xueya confirmed they indeed knew each other and waved slightly—the rustling sounds in trees and on walls subsided somewhat.

But Feiyu wouldn’t give up, laughing again, “Ah, don’t be so heartless. Your young master is ill, isn’t he? I just met a doctor on the street who mentioned it. I have ancestral medicinal herbs here—would you like to try them?”

This time Chi Xue opened the window to politely decline. Given Tie Ci’s identity, they absolutely couldn’t casually use medicine sent by outsiders.

Xiao Xueya used his eyes to signal Feiyu to get lost. Feiyu pretended not to see, leaning against the moon gate. Neither advancing nor retreating, she said leisurely, “Since you don’t need medicine, I suddenly remember that scholars have praised my singing voice as heavenly sound, healing medicine. Let me sing a song for the young master here—perhaps hearing it will cure him.”

Xiao Xueya’s patience ran out. He looked toward the walls, signaling people to come down and carry away this thick-skinned woman.

Feiyu raised a finger, smiling and shaking her head, “Don’t, General. First, I haven’t trespassed; second, I’ve done nothing improper. The General appears to be someone who maintains strict military discipline—surely you wouldn’t abuse your authority to drive away a delicate weak woman like me?” Her eyes flowing, she continued, “If the General really wants to bully the weak with power, then I’ll… I’ll…” She flung her sleeve, which hit Xiao Xueya’s face. As he stepped back, Feiyu reached to unfasten her buttons, “…I’ll say you showed your wolf nature, forced yourself on me, then became angry and vindictive when I refused…”

Before she finished speaking, Xiao Xueya strode quickly away.

Dan Ye burst into laughter, his eyes crinkling as he said, “Sing! Sing quickly! You speak so well!”

Feiyu smiled in thanks and began singing, “I send you away, thousands of miles away…”

Dan Ye: “…???”

What kind of deafening song was this?

The melody was clearly beautiful, yet he couldn’t understand a single word.

Tie Ci awakened to this deafening song.

Though floating and sinking in fevered seas, she always heard a thin thread of sound, persistently drilling into her eardrums. The tune was both familiar and unexpected—she suddenly opened her eyes.

Facing her were Chi Xue and Dan Shuang’s delighted faces: “Master has awakened!”

Tie Ci thought she was dreaming, or that these two were singing. But the song drifted from outside, and the more Tie Ci listened, the more speechless she became.

“Who’s singing? Don’t they know every single note is off-key!”

Moments later, Feiyu gracefully entered. Her facial contours were gilded with sunlight, her hair misty and clouded, yet her features were as delicate as jade carving. Seeing her, Tie Ci again felt the urge to whistle appreciatively.

Feiyu sat familiarly by her bedside. Without waiting for her to speak, she took a piece of pastry, bit off a piece herself, then brought the other half to Tie Ci’s lips.

Dan Shuang moved to stop her, but Feiyu smiled down, her fingertip flicking Tie Ci’s lips, urging her to open her mouth.

Tie Ci remained silent, then opened her mouth and accepted it.

She was somewhat afraid that if she delayed any longer, Feiyu might personally feed her mouth-to-mouth.

Or possibly employ some violent method like dislocating her jaw to force-feed her.

For some reason, Feiyu gave her the feeling of being versatile—capable of salty or sweet, of courtesan’s seductive charm, or of a fierce dragon’s ferocity.

The pastry was pale green, melting on the tongue, unremarkable in shape and taste. Initially there was a faint sweetness like ordinary sugar, unevenly distributed, followed by a slight fishy bitterness. But that bitter taste instantly dissolved on her tongue—Tie Ci couldn’t spit it out even if she wanted to.

Having undergone training, she could identify poisons. Though this thing tasted unpleasant, it should belong to the medicinal category.

Sure enough, within a moment of swallowing it, she began sweating profusely. Feiyu couldn’t find a handkerchief and used her sleeve to wipe the sweat.

Tie Ci thought, a brothel woman actually carries no handkerchief? Rather crude, wasn’t it?

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue were very pleased, ordering someone to bring water to prepare a bath for her. Feiyu looked down at Tie Ci, smiling, “Feeling better?”

“Not bad.”

“Still hurting anywhere?”

Tie Ci closed her eyes, smiling, “Mm, a kiss will make the pain go away.”

This was her usual playful banter—she was accustomed to playing with the beauties in her Ruixiang Palace. Still not quite clear-headed after her illness, she spoke without thinking. Immediately she felt a shadow fall over her head. Opening her eyes, a pair of full, beautiful lips were enlarging in her vision.

Tie Ci didn’t move, examining them carefully, thinking these slightly large lips were quite sexy.

The sexy lips lightly touched her forehead.

Both instantly held their breath.

Faint peony fragrance and magnolia-osmanthus scents gradually permeated the space—these were their personal scents, intertwining in silken threads at this moment, quietly floating.

The dangling crystal beads from Feiyu’s hairpin fell flickering across Tie Ci’s neck, somewhat cool, somewhat tickling. So close, she suddenly sensed that within the peony fragrance were undertones of pine, wood, and mint-like cool thickness. Feiyu’s light breathing fell on her forehead, reminding her of snow blown from pine branches by mountain winds at midnight.

The touch on her forehead was slightly moist and warm, soft as if her heart had been kneaded by a cloud.

Dan Shuang had gone out for water. Chi Xue stood behind them, somewhat stunned, unsure whether to step forward.

For a moment the entire room’s atmosphere seemed quiet and mysterious.

Finally, Tie Ci broke this moment’s wonderful atmosphere, laughing softly, “Are you absorbing moisture to rehydrate?”

Feiyu laughed low and deep, this laugh originating from throat vibrations, low and seductive, “Mm, very sweet.”

Tie Ci’s fingers trembled.

Her heart sighed.

This seductive little vixen.

Thank goodness it was a woman, fortunately a woman.

If her background were clear, adding another to Ruixiang Palace wouldn’t be bad.

Feiyu’s lips moved slightly away. A trace of bewilderment flashed in her eyes.

The lip contact was originally just playful teasing—expecting the other party to move away. When they didn’t, she naturally had no reason to withdraw first. But seeing that smooth forehead with disheveled black hair and a trace of fine perspiration, why had she pressed close and not wanted to rise?

Was the fragrance too noble and pleasant, or was she actually… interested in men?

In those many years in Liaodong, because her appearance was too magnificent, transcending gender, regardless of men or women, she’d had no shortage of suitors. Daily gossip about her also paired her with both men and women indiscriminately.

Over time, she herself became confused. After long contemplation, she decided that as long as they were beauties, it didn’t matter—but the prerequisite was that she must dominate them.

This person before her, though delicate in build, clearly wasn’t the type to be dominated by character.

Feiyu retreated slightly, gently blowing on Tie Ci’s forehead, saying lazily, “Young Master, don’t misunderstand. I suddenly remembered when I was sick as a child, I’d act spoiled with my mother like this, and mother would press her forehead to mine just like this.”

“How fortunate you were.” Tie Ci didn’t open her eyes, saying faintly, “I also used to act spoiled with my mother, but she wouldn’t press close—she was afraid of catching my illness.”

Consort Jing was weak in constitution—it was already good if she didn’t fall ill herself, let alone care for others. Tie Ci had grown up following her father emperor from childhood. When men raise children, they’re inevitably somewhat careless. There were no kisses, but he would force her to swallow handfuls of bitter medicine.

“But speaking of which, when you saved me from injury last time, you clearly said your mother wouldn’t take care of people.”

“I don’t think I said that…”

The two met each other’s gazes, both realizing the other had a good memory—neither had been deceived.

“Haven’t asked you yet—how did you suddenly disappear from the tunnel that day?”

“Oh my, it scared me to death! As I was walking, a hole suddenly appeared in the ground, and a pair of hands yanked me down. Below was a pit, and that person covered my mouth, squeezing together with me in the hole. After you all left, he brought me back up and we still exited through the tunnel. Only after coming out did I learn that the person was a blacksmith. When that group left, they wanted to silence all the blacksmiths. This man was alert and had crawled out through the tunnel first. When he emerged from the tunnel, he heard our voices from afar and thought those murderous people had come after him. Frightened, he stumbled and accidentally discovered a board on the ground with another hole beneath it. He crawled down, but that lower hole didn’t connect anywhere—probably someone had discovered it before, and since it led nowhere, they’d blocked it with a board. He could only wait below. It was stuffy and uncomfortable down there, so he risked opening the hole entrance just as I walked over and fell in. He grabbed me into the hole.” Feiyu spoke smoothly, explaining everything clearly. “Later when we parted ways, he said he was too frightened and wanted to return to his hometown.”

Tie Ci silently thought: Very good, very solid, even blocking the escape routes.

The tunnel had indeed been dark. They had only felt along the two walls, never thinking there might be mechanisms underfoot. But if it was ordinary wooden boards, why couldn’t they feel it when walking over? If it was a mechanism, how could an ordinary blacksmith enter and exit freely? The story seemed complete but was full of holes.

But the most clever part was that it couldn’t be verified. The only witness, the “blacksmith,” might not even be real, and even if real, had already left. Going back to check the tunnel—that underground hole would certainly exist.

She smiled and didn’t continue probing. Feiyu touched her forehead, smiling, “Good, the fever’s broken.”

Just as the fever broke, Dan Shuang entered to announce someone seeking an audience. Chi Xue immediately and cleverly invited Feiyu to the adjacent courtyard for tea. Tie Ci put on her clothes and sat up to see Xiao Xueya arriving with the newly arrived Regional Inspector of Haiyi.

The Regional Inspector had received orders that the Crown Princess didn’t wish to reveal her identity, so he didn’t wear official robes. He stood far outside the door and bowed to Tie Ci.

Xiao Xueya coolly inquired about Tie Ci’s health, then immediately got to business, stating that he had military orders and couldn’t delay—he would soon leave this place, asking if Tie Ci had any other needs.

Tie Ci said, “Please trouble the General to escort prisoners Li Yao and Zhou Wenchang to the capital on your way…”

The Regional Inspector’s face showed some embarrassment. When local officials committed crimes, especially major cases like this, he as the regional governor should by rights detain and interrogate them, form case files, then submit them to the capital for review before escorting them for joint trial by the Three Courts. The Crown Princess bypassing him directly clearly showed distrust of the entire Haiyi official circles.

Xiao Xueya was silent for a moment, lowered his eyes, and said flatly, “Just received a report. Zhou Wenchang committed suicide in prison. Li Yao, who was in the adjacent cell, witnessed it and was frightened into madness. He now speaks incoherently and soils himself everywhere, impossible to control.”

Dan Shuang stepped forward abruptly, “What!”

She couldn’t hide the anger in her voice: “The Crown Princess went through countless hardships to capture these two, still hoping to follow the trail and investigate Haiyi’s problems. How did they meet with mishaps so quickly! Wasn’t the General’s men personally guarding them? The legendary mighty Iron Horse Battalion—how could they be so lax!”

Xiao Xueya said coldly, “Iron Horse Battalion warriors guard the harsh desert, fight a hundred battles, achieving countless merits. How dare a mere servant slander them!”

“Countless merits, defending the realm, yet can’t guard a simple earthen prison!” Dan Shuang sneered. “Or perhaps they simply weren’t guarding at all!”

Xiao Xueya’s brow furrowed. He ignored her but said to Tie Ci, “I only brought three hundred Iron Horse Battalion men to the southeast, so the prison is guarded by Deng Zhou soldiers, while my men mainly guard the perimeter, the county office, and this place.”

The implication was that they indeed weren’t the main force guarding the prison.

Tie Ci glanced at him, slight doubt arising in her heart.

With Xiao Xueya’s capabilities, he wouldn’t be unaware of the two prisoners’ importance. In his mind, guarding the prisoners should have been far more important than protecting her, this puppet Crown Princess.

Li Yao had gone mad, Zhou Wenchang was dead—the major case of colluding with Liaodong to privately manufacture weapons would end with these two men. But could Li Yao and Zhou Wenchang alone really have such extensive connections, giving Murong Duan green lights all the way?

Moreover, what benefits could Li Yao and Zhou Wenchang have gained from this affair?

They should also have been merely pawns.

Tie Ci clearly understood that the roots she had dug out through bloodshed had been cleanly severed, leaving that truly massive root system in the underground darkness.

It would be very difficult to pull them out again later.

Tie Ci looked up at Xiao Xueya, who averted his gaze. The Regional Inspector beside them stepped forward to pay his respects, first blaming himself for lax supervision—having subordinates like Zhou Wenchang and Li Yao, such conscienceless creatures committing such heinous crimes under his governance. He then mentioned submitting a confession memorial to the court, saying he would await court officials to handle this matter and would fully cooperate when the time came.

Then the Regional Inspector seemingly casually mentioned the great scholar He Zi, who was said to be living in seclusion in Haiyi. For some reason, he had suddenly developed interest in overseas matters, wanting to set sail. As Regional Inspector of Haiyi, he had the responsibility to recruit and retain talent for the court. Upon hearing this news, he had been busy these days finding people to inquire about the matter and attempting to persuade He Zi to stay, which had delayed his supervision of subordinates.

Speaking thus, he sighed and handed a box to Dan Shuang, saying He Zi was passionate about calligraphy. He had specially sought precious calligraphy and paintings by famous artists from the previous dynasty, hoping to visit him, but was again rejected by He Zi. Since that was the case, these calligraphy works were quite rare—would the Crown Princess please appreciate them?

But Tie Ci swept aside the offered calligraphy and paintings, saying urgently, “Help me up—I can still move! Whether great scholars or calligraphy, let them be. But Li Yao’s treason case concerns state foundations—it absolutely cannot be abandoned!”

Dan Shuang was somewhat shocked, not understanding why the usually magnanimous and gentle Tie Ci would so disrespect a regional governor. Chi Xue vaguely understood and immediately fetched outer clothes and shoes to help Tie Ci get up. Tie Ci said to Xiao Xueya, “The General may depart as planned, but you must lend me some of your guards. Additionally, I will use the Crown Princess’s authority to borrow troops from the neighboring Yu Central Regional Inspectorate…”

The Regional Inspector stepped forward abruptly, then stopped. With a bitter smile, he bowed deeply, saying, “Your Highness hasn’t recovered from injuries and illness—you absolutely cannot exert yourself further. That Your Highness met with mishaps in my Haiyi region is this minister’s failing. This minister is willing to do everything possible, only asking that Your Highness feel at ease and happy.”

Tie Ci stopped and smiled slightly.

Someone didn’t want her to investigate further. They dangled He Zi’s information to divert her attention while offering the key to recruiting He Zi. Trying to fool her into quickly abandoning matters here to chase after He Zi.

But really? Just this?

Just this to make her, the dignified Crown Princess, swallow her anger and suffer in silence?

How could that work without drawing some blood?

Tie Ci pondered briefly. Stubbornly insisting on investigation was definitely impossible now. The other side was offering concessions and negotiating terms. If truly pressed, they would fight back, and her current strength might be insufficient to handle it.

Tie Ci had no great obsession with who was behind the scenes. After all, the entire court would eventually be hers. Whatever kind of people had the strength and necessity to do such things—it was just those few families anyway.

The timing wasn’t right; holding on relentlessly was useless.

The only option was to seize the opportunity to bargain for some practical compensation.

But what she could ask for also required careful consideration. Making excessive demands would be futile. It had to be within what the other party could accept.

As she was thinking, she suddenly saw the Regional Inspector’s attendant hurrying over, whispering a few words to the Inspector. The Inspector showed surprise, pondered, then said, “Since we already have it, we should decline…”

Tie Ci had keen hearing and vaguely caught something about a rare item and resale. She asked, “What matter?”

The Inspector hesitated slightly, then said, “Recently this minister has been searching for various famous ink scrolls and rare ancient texts. Ziyang County Magistrate says he has a rare copy of the previous dynasty’s ‘Suitable Journey Collection’ he wants to sell to this minister. But this minister already has Liu Hengzhi’s ‘Inscribed on Night Rain Empty Temple’ from the previous dynasty, so there’s no need for this rare copy.”

“Why the sudden desire to sell?”

“Ziyang County Magistrate wishes to resign his post. Before leaving, he needs to gather travel funds and severance pay for his staff.”

Tie Ci listened noncommittally, then after a while said, “Then let’s go take a look.”

The Regional Inspector didn’t know what she wanted to see, but could only follow. Tie Ci put on her outer garment and slowly walked toward the back residence. The county magistrate had brought no family, living alone in a small courtyard in the back residence. The courtyard gate was wide open, and conversation could be heard from within.

“…Well then, take this ‘Suitable Journey Collection’ with you. After returning home, you might encounter suitable buyers and supplement household expenses somewhat.”

“Sir, why not try selling to that Young Master Mao? Look at yourself—you don’t have much travel money. How will you live after returning home?”

“Forget it. That Young Master Mao doesn’t look like someone who loves books. Don’t let him ruin my rare copy.”

Dan Shuang’s face darkened. Tie Ci smiled slightly.

Quite perceptive judgment.

During the earlier multi-party standoff beneath Cangsheng Tower, the county magistrate had been pushed out early. Later, during the recovery of Abyssal Iron weapons and even after the Regional Inspector arrived, he was never involved in any affairs. Like those outer guards, the magistrate remained unclear about Tie Ci’s identity, only knowing she was a young master of considerable status.

The aide inside continued chattering, “Sir, not to criticize, but you should have properly attended to that Young Master Mao from the beginning. If you’d befriended him from the start, how would things have come to this?”

The county magistrate inside was silent for a while. Through the door crack, she could vaguely see his slightly regretful expression. After a long moment, he sighed, “I misjudged… But opportunities are fleeting—once missed, they’re gone. Given the current situation, when reported to the court, even if I bear no direct responsibility, as the county’s chief official, I’m guilty of negligent oversight at minimum. Rather than wait for the court to send people to formally censure me and strip away my official cap and seal, better to preserve some dignity and resign on my own!”

He paused, as if comforting himself, “No need for such regret. Even if that Young Master Mao comes from nobility, he’s just an unemployed commoner who’s never held office. Could he really control my career path and absolve me of blame? I’ll leave on my own and find peace.”

The two inside sat in mutual silence. After a long while, only the magistrate’s long sigh was heard: “Without seeing the cloud-shrouding heart, who knows the frost-bearing bones… In the end, I misled myself…”

After hearing a few sentences, Tie Ci returned by the same route. The Regional Inspector followed in confusion, still thinking about his mission and about to probe again, when he suddenly heard Tie Ci laugh, “You said earlier you’d do everything possible to make me happy?”

“Your Highness, please command.”

“Zhou Wenchang is dead, leaving Lai Prefecture’s magistrate position vacant. Who do you think is suitable to fill it?”

The Regional Inspector was confused, about to say he couldn’t possibly decide such important local officials himself. Meeting Tie Ci’s slightly smiling gaze, he suddenly understood her meaning and couldn’t help but feel his heart tighten.

After a moment, he lowered his eyes, “This minister finds Ziyang County Magistrate quite suitable.”

“Suitable in what way?”

“…Loving the people and caring for beings, with beneficent governance like timely wind and rain. Not coerced by powerful interests, not tempted by great profits. Though his private virtue may be somewhat lacking, it doesn’t damage his fundamental integrity.”

Tie Ci’s fingers gently turned her teacup.

Those who could become regional governors were indeed extraordinary. He reacted quickly, immediately understanding her meaning, and the reason he gave was quite appropriate. With Li Yao controlling Ziyang County office, he certainly wouldn’t have spared threats and inducements to the magistrate. Those who couldn’t resist would collaborate; those with upright character would inevitably be silenced.

Ziyang County Magistrate had resisted temptation. After unsuccessful struggles, he used drowning in wine as silent protest. Though lacking some courage and persistence, he maintained basic integrity. In crisis, he could step forward; when resigning, he still thought of treating subordinates well—his character was acceptable.

The Regional Inspector said, “This minister will submit a recommendation memorial to the court shortly.”

Tie Ci raised her teacup, smiling as she toasted him from afar. Then she said, “Additionally, I have two small ideas.”

After hearing them, the Regional Inspector accepted with a bitter face, thinking debts were nothing to worry about when numerous. Negotiations were inherently about jumping between furious anger and reluctant acceptance. The Crown Princess wanting to recruit and cultivate talent while beginning to place her people in important positions—this matter should be the concern of those big shots above.

Xiao Xueya had been coldly observing throughout. He felt the Crown Princess would be better off being completely incompetent—then she wouldn’t be ambitious and feared by others, dying faster.

But he’d learned his lesson, no longer wearing that annoying expression of cold mockery. After all, the Crown Princess’s mouth was equally annoying.

Tie Ci knew what he was thinking. But she didn’t care.

Xiao Xueya understood nothing. Whether she displayed ambition or not, the Xiao family would never want her to peacefully ascend the throne. Since there was no point in concealment, she might as well grab whatever opportunities arose.

The two men took their leave. Tie Ci, weakened after illness and having broken into another sweat, was about to rest when Dan Shuang brought water. Feiyu appeared from nowhere again, sitting by her bedside with a smile, “Let me help you wipe your back.”

Tie Ci thought this person was really presumptuous.

But Feiyu seemed to possess some quality that made people feel close to her. Not just herself—even the highly guarded Chi Xue and Dan Shuang showed no intention of refusing Feiyu.

Beauties were always appealing.

She smiled, “How embarrassing.”

“We brothel people are accustomed to serving others—you needn’t be embarrassed…”

“That’s not it. We young masters are also accustomed to being served.” Tie Ci said seriously, “I’m afraid you won’t be able to control yourself and take advantage of me.”

Feiyu laughed aloud.

They were both men—who would care to look at you?

Tie Ci also laughed.

They were both women—who would fear you looking?

After this playful exchange, she casually removed her outer garment and tossed it on the bed. Since they were both women, removing an outer garment was nothing. Feiyu sat facing her, looking casually. Because of recuperating from injuries, Tie Ci wore only loose robes beneath her outer garment, the collar hanging loosely, exposing her slender neck.

Feiyu was tall and sat relatively high. With a casual glance, she saw beneath the collar the straight, delicate collarbone, a glimpse of snow-white chest, and a bit…

She seemed to see something different, but when she tried to look more carefully, Tie Ci had already risen and walked behind the screen.

She entered the bath, only then noticing that the false skin disguise on her chest had somehow cracked slightly, exposing some of the skin beneath. With Feiyu present, she naturally wouldn’t remove all disguises for a thorough wash, so she smoothed the false skin flat.

Outside the screen, Dan Shuang came to chase the person away, but Feiyu wouldn’t leave, grinning as she poked her head toward the screen, saying, “The young master promised to let me wipe his back—don’t delay my reward money, Miss.”

Dan Shuang pulled a large handful of money from her sleeve and stuffed it to her, “Reward money, right? Here it is—now you can leave.”

Feiyu took the reward money but still wouldn’t leave, “Why is the young master so afraid of being seen? Like a maiden.”

Tie Ci said lazily, “If I were a maiden, then you’d still be a man!”

Feiyu: “Hahaha.”

Tie Ci: “Hehehe.”

Having said this much, continuing to refuse entry would seem guilty. Tie Ci was quite interested in this brothel courtesan, always feeling she appeared and disappeared mysteriously with considerable mystery. She didn’t mind interacting more to probe her background. She smiled, “Then come in.”

Feiyu took a loofah sponge and entered grinning. Tie Ci lay against the bathtub edge, her entire body submerged in water, only exposing her snow-white neck and a bit of shoulder and back. Feiyu glanced once and threw away the loofah sponge.

Such beautiful skin—how could it be subjected to rough loofah treatment?

She leaned against the bathtub edge, rolled up her sleeves, and reached out to pull Tie Ci up, laughing, “Ah, my young master, you promised I’d wipe your back—don’t keep hiding in the water.”

Tie Ci looked up at her, extended her hand, and with a splash, Feiyu was pulled into the water.

Feiyu: “…”

This completely defied expectations.

The bathtub wasn’t large, so naturally two people were quite cramped. Tie Ci leaned back, arms behind her head against the tub edge, saying leisurely, “What’s interesting about wiping a smelly man’s back? A beauty emerging from her bath is much more worth seeing.” Her gaze roamed up and down with obvious intent.

Feiyu’s clothes were always extremely loose. Now soaked with water, they slowly gathered inward. Meeting Tie Ci’s gaze, Feiyu suddenly squeaked, crossed her arms over her chest, and crouched down in the water.

If accompanied by a “don’t come closer” soundtrack, it would be the perfect scene of a tyrant forcing himself on an innocent woman.

As she crouched down, Tie Ci stood up, water splashing everywhere so neither could see clearly. When the splashing stopped, Tie Ci had exited the bathtub while Feiyu remained in it, her loose garments floating on the water surface like flower petals as she cast a flirtatious glance at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci, wrapped in a sleeping robe, lifted her chin toward her, gesturing for her to also undress and bathe.

Feiyu began slowly removing her clothes.

Tie Ci leaned against the wall panel, lazily stretching her long legs, waiting without any pretense of avoidance.

Chapter 52: Testing
She actually hadn’t thought much about it. After all, with a courtesan’s looks and charm like this, it was hard to have other associations. She was just a bit curious about Feiyu’s identity, wanting to see if underneath her clothes she might be hiding countless hidden weapons and poisons.

But Feiyu’s clothes were destined to be difficult to remove. Voices suddenly came from outside the door, and after a while Dan Shuang came to say that Old Liu wanted to return to his hometown and had come to bid farewell, asking if Tie Ci wanted to see him.

Tie Ci had no particular relationship with this old coroner, but he had taught her autopsy examination for a while, making him half a master. Naturally she couldn’t slight him, so she had to dress properly and go out to meet him. Feiyu lay in the bathtub waving a bath towel in farewell, unhurriedly putting her clothes back on.

Old Liu stood somewhat awkwardly in the outer room. Though not entirely clear about Young Master Mao’s identity, from the deputy magistrate’s downfall and recent changes in the yamen, he could guess this young master was a person of importance. Seeing Tie Ci, he hurriedly bowed and stammered apologies for his earlier disrespectful attitude.

Tie Ci naturally helped him up, offering warm words of comfort. She ordered Chi Xue to serve tea and gave Old Liu silver as both a teaching fee and travel money for returning home.

Old Liu was naturally very grateful, saying boastfully, “Since this old man is returning home and you, Young Master, will eventually return to the capital, I’ll transfer the patrol inspector and coroner duties to Shen Mi shortly.”

Tie Ci held her teacup, smiling without speaking, thinking that Shen Mi needn’t be obsessed with being a coroner anymore—he had his own destination.

But Old Liu didn’t understand the meaning of a noble person holding up their teacup. Instead, he rose and stepped forward, pulling out a rolled volume with an uneven, bumpy surface, saying, “This old man is leaving now. I’ve previously organized some autopsy notes and experience. I wonder if the Young Master is interested? Given your noble status, you shouldn’t be involved with such filthy, lowly matters, so please trouble yourself to pass this to young Shen.”

Tie Ci was interested in this. She also disliked putting on royal airs when away from court, so she half-rose and personally reached out to receive it.

Candlelight flickered. Old Liu extended it with both hands, the thin volume slowly unfurling in his palm.

For a moment, Tie Ci suddenly remembered her master’s story about “when the map is unrolled, the dagger appears.”

She almost wanted to laugh. She certainly wasn’t the First Emperor of Qin, and this poor, ugly old man from the countryside could never be Jing Ke.

When her fingertips touched the volume, it happened to unfurl to the very end.

Old Liu’s fingers suddenly pushed forward!

A soft “whoosh” sound.

Within those uneven paper pages, cold light flashed.

Tie Ci was half-bent receiving the volume, completely exposed, the volume aimed at her heart.

Cold light shot through the gaps between Tie Ci’s fingers, flying swiftly toward her.

At such close range, there was no way to avoid it.

A loud crash came from behind her shoulder. Tie Ci stumbled, falling diagonally forward. Before her form had stabilized, her palm shot out like an iron clamp, grabbing the shoulder of Old Liu, who had dropped the volume and was trying to flee in panic.

Her grip tightened, and a faint sound of cracking bone was heard. Old Liu screamed in agony.

With a thudding sound, that line of cold light embedded in the central hall, penetrating completely with only a bit of black tip showing—it looked like the descending tiger painting had grown an extra eye.

Tie Ci turned her head to see Feiyu holding up her dripping wet skirt hem, looking bewildered and innocent as she steadied herself against a chair, saying, “Slippery foot.”

There was still a long trail of water marks on the floor.

It appeared that Feiyu had come out from the inner room, her shoes wet and slippery, causing her to fall and accidentally knock Tie Ci aside, avoiding that hidden weapon.

Tie Ci narrowed her eyes.

What a coincidence.

But she actually didn’t need Feiyu to save her—she wasn’t completely unprepared for this hidden weapon.

She didn’t say much, turning her gaze back to Old Liu. The old man trembled all over, his face pale blue-white, covered with what might be sweat, tears, or snot—sticky and glistening as it trembled on his beard.

He really didn’t look like a cold-blooded assassin.

But Tie Ci knew that hidden weapon was fast and vicious enough. If she hadn’t heard the “when the map is unrolled, the dagger appears” story from her master, triggering that moment of alarm, plus having some doubts about Old Liu, another person would likely have fallen to this strike.

She slowly released her grip. Old Liu screamed and collapsed softly at her feet, clutching his shoulder.

“Don’t kill me… don’t kill me… I was forced… I was compelled, Young Master!”

“Who forced you?”

“Liaodong… people from Liaodong…”

“When did you establish connections with Liaodong people?”

“I… I…”

“Let me speak for you.” Tie Ci sat down, accepting the snow-white handkerchief Chi Xue handed her to wipe her fingers, saying coolly, “Such important cooperation between Liaodong’s Murong Duan and Li Yao couldn’t be completely trusted. So Murong Duan would try to plant his own people in the yamen, but this cooperation was temporary—suddenly placing people around Li Yao would seem strange, so he chose to buy off existing yamen personnel. And you, Mr. Liu, have worked in the yamen for years with some skills, making you indispensable to Li Yao. Moreover, you needed money. So Murong Duan chose you.”

Old Liu stared wide-eyed.

“After I became your student to learn autopsy, because you fell ill from shock, I sent someone to notify your home and inadvertently learned something—you’d gained a grandson, but the grandson had health problems requiring much silver for treatment.”

“This was strange. With your grandson’s illness, you should have needed this job more. How was it that when I first met you, you were eager to leave? Then I discovered your household wasn’t sorrowful or worried—the whole family had been buying many things recently, including a mule cart and much dried food. What was this for? A long journey? Or did you take money and feel guilty about potential trouble, wanting to flee early and escape control?”

“Those purchases your family made—I calculated that your monthly salary from the county yamen was far from sufficient. So where did the money come from?”

“When you and I went to the back mountain to find unclaimed corpses for dissection, encountering the female corpse frightened you into illness. You’re a coroner who’s seen plenty of corpses—one female corpse scared you like that? That wasn’t fright, but avoidance, right? You knew something, so you were being passively uncooperative, not wanting to solve the case.”

“The patrol inspection you managed had a loose, disorganized team that only knew extortion, never performing duties, allowing security to remain chaotic—because someone didn’t want good security. The more chaos outside, the less attention Cangsheng Tower would attract.”

“Look,” Tie Ci kicked the Old Liu lying on the ground like soft mud, “these flaws are as numerous as holes in a sieve, yet you dared attempt to assassinate me?”

The room was silent as death.

Feiyu put down her dripping skirt, raised her hands as if to applaud, but ultimately just stroked her chin, eyes rolling cleverly.

Miscalculation.

Meddling.

Knowing she was so sharp and slippery, why bother saving her?

Outside, Xiao Xueya, who had hurried over upon hearing the commotion, withdrew his leg that was about to step over the threshold.

His attendant looked at him in puzzlement. Xiao Xueya’s face was expressionless, his jawline cold and sharp.

Then he said, “Let’s go.”

The deputy general said, “Didn’t you say the county yamen wasn’t secure enough, that you feared there were still enemy agents, so you’d stay a few more days?”

“Hasn’t she already rooted this one out?”

The deputy general followed behind him, “Indeed, rumors can’t be entirely trusted—the Crown Princess is quite clever and sharp.”

Xiao Xueya didn’t answer, walking quickly.

After a good while, his voice came through the hanging flower gate.

“The smarter they are, the faster they die.”

…

The interrogation inside had reached its conclusion. Old Liu had been thoroughly demolished by Tie Ci’s deductions, sobbing on the ground, saying, “This old man didn’t want to either… but they said if I didn’t agree, they’d kill my whole family… my grandson’s illness also needed silver… I took the money planning to secretly slip away… I was afraid of trouble… but County Deputy Li absolutely refused to let me… later… later when I saw that female corpse… felt it wasn’t good… the illness was real… I was afraid in my heart… every night I dreamed of that woman coming to find me…”

Tie Ci said eerily, “You tried to kill me, but you’re not afraid I’ll come find you nightly.”

Old Liu shuddered all over, “…they didn’t say they wanted me to kill you, only said to activate a mechanism…” his voice grew increasingly guilty and low.

Dan Shuang laughed coldly, “Right, you thought they went through all this trouble to invite our master for tea!”

“They! They kidnapped my son and grandson!”

“You’d better worry about whether you’ll have a chance to eat your next meal.” Tie Ci said expressionlessly, “You have three options. First, I kill you. Second, I hand you over to General Xiao. You can inquire about his methods—strangling you would be merciful. Third, I throw you out—maybe your accomplices will save you?”

Old Liu lay on his side on the ground sobbing. Even without brains, he knew all three options meant death.

Tie Ci rose and went to the inner room to rest, leaving the remaining affairs to Dan Shuang.

Feiyu immediately followed her in. Tie Ci looked up at her, and Feiyu smiled at her, “Won’t you receive your lifesaver?”

Tie Ci lifted her eyelids, “Having heard my analysis just now, do you still think you’re my lifesaver?”

“Maybe you were just being clever after the fact? Actually didn’t react at all at the time.” Feiyu acted shamelessly, “At the very least, lend me some clothes to wear?”

Her dress had an outer gauze layer that had gotten dirty when she fell earlier.

Tie Ci looked at her—they seemed about the same height—and said, “Perhaps you’d like to try a different style?”

Chi Xue brought a clothing chest. Feiyu unceremoniously selected for herself, casually fingering through to find they were all similar-styled long robes with simple tailoring, prioritizing practicality above all. The colors were plain—mainly white, moon-white, and silver-gray. Even the rare red piece had absolutely no embroidery or patterns. Beside it was a box of accessories—finger rings, jade pendants, belt hooks, and complete equipment sets with fire-stones, quivers, knives, needle cases, money pouches, writing materials, and even a small abacus. All were standard styles, from colors to details maintaining a ruggedly masculine style, completely devoid of the fashionable rouge and powder aesthetic of the times.

Just… truly tough guy aesthetics.

Even more rugged than his own clothing chest and accessories.

In just a few touches, Feiyu had seen clearly this thoroughly rough masculine aura from inside to outside, so she withdrew her hands. After complaining about the poor colors and overly plain styles not befitting her status as a courtesan, she ultimately chose nothing. Tie Ci had wanted to see how she’d look in men’s clothing, but seeing her unwillingness, let it go. She picked up her tea, but unfortunately the person across from her seemed not to understand the hint of raised teacups either. She also picked up tea and took a big gulp, then leaned over to pick up the just-delivered pastries to eat. When she found them unpalatable, she threw them away—half a plate of refined pastries was discarded. Tie Ci silently counted in her mind: won’t eat mutton… won’t eat too-sweet things… won’t eat glutinous rice… won’t eat nuts…

Suddenly Feiyu’s eyebrows rose as she said happily, “This one’s good—you try it too!” She immediately stuffed a honey-crisp cold treat into Tie Ci’s mouth.

Tie Ci was caught off guard with her mouth full of pastry, almost instinctively wanting to shout “How dare you!” and throw the person out. When her teeth bit down, a loud crackling sound shook her brain, startling her.

Then she realized this was honey-crisp cold treat, a popular pastry of recent years, mainly made with honey, butter, and flour, plus black and white sesame deep-fried pastry, usually shaped like rope candy and twisted dough. The fancy versions were fried twice and had osmanthus and pine nuts added, prized for their crispy, refreshing taste. They crumbled at the slightest touch of the tongue, making clear, crisp sounds that startled neighbors.

The palace emphasized dignified bearing—meals were eaten silently. Such crackling pastries weren’t included in the menu.

Tie Ci had only eaten it once. She liked the extremely crispy texture but wouldn’t show it, just casually pressed it with her tongue and swallowed. Unlike Feiyu, who sat at the table loudly crunching away like a hundred locusts had joined the table.

Yet her pastry-holding posture was extremely graceful—slender, snow-white fingers slightly curved, fingernails gleaming like diamonds in the lamplight.

While eating, she glanced at Tie Ci, finding this person truly interesting—an extremely contradictory type. Nobility showed through simplicity, yet simplicity couldn’t hide nobility. Seemingly carefree and broad-minded with that air of being able to sit anywhere and question heaven, yet extremely cautious in behavior. But it wasn’t quite calculating either—when bold, seemed capable of daring to poke even heaven.

Seemed to accept everything, yet no one could tell what this person truly liked.

What kind of circumstances would cultivate such a temperament? Feiyu suddenly became interested.

There, after swallowing the honey-crisp cold treat, Tie Ci—while Feiyu was still chewing—picked up a seven-roll cake from the plate as large as a child’s fist to return the favor. That thing was made with sheep bone marrow oil mixed with glutinous rice and nuts, extremely sticky and excellent at cementing upper and lower teeth together.

Sure enough, Feiyu hadn’t finished swallowing her pastry when the glutinous rice blocked her mouth. She chewed desperately for a long time, her face slightly flushed, then grabbed the table’s tea water and gulped it down. After a good while, the pastry in her mouth finally went down with a gulp.

She reached for the teacup, but Tie Ci’s sleeve swept past, knocking the teacup to shatter on the ground. Tie Ci exclaimed in dismay, looking completely innocent.

Feiyu began coughing.

Tie Ci smiled as she helped Feiyu with a handkerchief and patted her back—one slap nearly flattened her to the table.

Dan Shuang entered, indicating she’d finished the interrogation. Tie Ci looked toward Feiyu, who stood up coughing and swayed out to find water.

Dan Shuang watched her retreating figure, frowning, “Master, this woman doesn’t seem like a good person, always clinging to us. Why not find a way to drive her away?”

Tie Ci rubbed her temples, thinking this person was familiar and unceremonious, clinging like a leech, but she’d received two favors from her today and couldn’t bring herself to be harsh.

“It’s fine. She won’t be able to stay by my side—she’ll leave eventually. Just watch her and don’t let her contact people to probe my background… How did Old Liu’s interrogation go?”

“He said his son and grandson were kidnapped, leaving him no choice. This volume and the Abyssal Iron dagger were left by the other party when they kidnapped his son, along with a letter telling him to go to Comb Lake to collect people after the deed was done.”

Tie Ci nodded, pondering in the lamplight. Dan Shuang waited for her orders, but Chi Xue said softly, “Is Master planning to play a long game? That would require bringing more personnel.”

Tie Ci nodded. Chi Xue went to request Xiao Xueya, only to receive word that Xiao Xueya had already led his personal troops away, leaving only ten soldiers to follow orders.

Hearing this, Tie Ci shook her head. Ten ordinary soldiers were useless—if secrecy failed, they’d only make things worse.

Rong Pu wasn’t there either. After losing track of Tie Ci at sea, he’d sailed with the wind and also landed at Haiyi, conveniently applying to the court for training at Haiyi’s Dongshan Guard. He’d come to handle correspondence between Dongshan Guard and Weihai Guard when he passed through Ziyang planning to stay the night. Seeing her portrait at the city gate, he realized she was there. Upon discovering she was wanted for capture, he immediately went to the Haiyi Regional Military Commission to mobilize troops. Now that matters were resolved, he had to continue completing Dongshan Guard’s business.

As for Dan Ye, he’d apparently received some letter, immediately cursed, flung the letter aside, and jumped up to run off hurriedly.

Regarding Ziyang County Yamen, including the Regional Inspector’s people, Tie Ci wouldn’t use them.

With everyone suddenly gone, Dan Shuang and Chi Xue were somewhat worried. Tie Ci just smiled and shook her head, saying, “We’ve confronted the entire Ziyang County Yamen—why fear those few defeated dogs? Besides, we’re just going to look and act according to circumstances.”

She immediately extinguished the lights, leaving only one lamp flickering dimly in the main hall. Feiyu was arranged to sleep in the adjacent courtyard, and Tie Ci ordered Chi Xue to add some sleep-inducing incense to her room.

After a while, Old Liu stumbled out in the night. Taking advantage of the city gates not yet being closed, he left the city that very night.

A while later, a scream erupted from the small courtyard, immediately alarming the entire county yamen. People poured toward the small courtyard like a tide, saying Young Master Mao had been assassinated. Soon everything descended into chaos.

The Regional Inspector hurried over with his subordinate officials, stopped outside the small courtyard. Under torchlight, his expression alternated between light and dark. He urgently ordered the best doctors to be found and inquired about the injuries. Chi Xue blocked the doorway, face like frost, only saying this county yamen wasn’t peaceful, the assassin hadn’t been caught, her master’s injuries would be handled by her people, asking the Regional Inspector to tighten yamen security and search for the assassin as priority.

The Regional Inspector couldn’t force entry, so he ordered people to surround the small courtyard and arranged systematic searches. Seeing basin after basin of bloody water continuously carried out from inside, he couldn’t help feeling alarmed and hurried back to his study to urgently write to his superiors explaining the situation.

The courtyard was noisy, but inside the room was quiet. The supposedly sleeping Feiyu slipped through the corridors, gently opening Tie Ci’s door. Someone on the bed was sleeping with their back to the door. Feiyu calmly entered and lifted the covers. The person on the bed didn’t move—looking at the form, it was a young girl with a paper stuck to her back reading: “I know you’ve come.”

Feiyu: “…”

There was another paper beneath. Feiyu lifted it. The second paper read: “Only you would break into my room, but definitely not to offer yourself.”

Feiyu: “…You do have self-awareness.”

There was still another paper underneath. Lifting another sheet:

“A smart person would definitely not lift the next sheet at this point—put the paper back properly, cover with the quilt, turn and leave, pretending never to have come.”

Feiyu: …Hah, does reverse psychology work?

Another sheet below.

“Reverse psychology probably has no effect on you, so if you still haven’t left by this point, then…”

This paper was only half complete—the character “then” extended to the edge and continued to the edge of the next paper. It looked like the paper below was stuck together. Feiyu instinctively went to tear it. With a soft ripping sound, that layer wasn’t paper at all, just an edge. When torn, it released a cloud of white smoke.

But Feiyu didn’t stop. She had already held her breath when tearing the paper, casually waving away the smoke with a sneering laugh, then reached out to turn over the sleeping woman.

With one turn, the person’s head tilted to one side, pressing against the other half of the pillow with a “click” sound.

Feiyu released her grip like lightning, bending at the waist and contracting her abdomen, her hand sweeping downward!

A moment later, she slowly raised her hand, fingertips pinching a gleaming needle.

The needle was non-toxic—just a minor punishment—but the problem was, when she had bent down to turn the person, the pillow’s position was aimed directly at her… vital spot.

This person was truly…

Feiyu stood for a long moment, then put away the needle, threw back the quilt, and without looking at the person on the bed again, turned and left.

She made no attempt to restore the papers to their original state. The other party had already guessed that the poisonous smoke might not necessarily knock her out—that paper mechanism’s key point was that once torn, it couldn’t be restored, thus proving she had been there.

This would confirm her ill intentions and allow the other party to write off any debt of gratitude.

After all, at this moment no one else in the county yamen could possibly break into Tie Ci’s room to tear papers one by one—only the staying guest Feiyu would do such a thing.

Truly thoughts deeper than the ocean.

Feiyu returned to her room and sat pondering in the lamplight.

One moment she stood up, saying, “This might be a trap… Lao’er has always been quite scheming… Why am I meddling!”

The next moment she sat down, “Hah, Lao’er probably hates me most right now—I shouldn’t walk into his line of sight.”

After going back and forth like this several times, she suddenly blew out the candle.

The room filled with rustling sounds of clothing friction. Moments later, a black shadow leaped over rooftops and through the chaotic crowd, disappearing into the night.

…

Old Liu stumbled all the way out of the city, hired a village ox cart outside the city walls, and swayed through the night. Only at dawn did he reach the shores of Comb Lake. This place was already beyond Ziyang’s borders, belonging to Qingyang County of Penglai. Comb Lake was a small lake outside Qingyang County seat, surrounded by waters of various sizes. From above, the streams arranged like comb teeth, hence the name.

Because of the numerous waterways, dense reed marshes spread everywhere. The intersecting roads were overgrown with miscanthus grass resembling reeds, taller than a person’s head, making it easy to get lost.

With roads and waterways crisscrossing and concealed by miscanthus clusters, one could easily fall into water if not careful—an excellent place for hiding.

Behind this maze of waterways rose a mountain range—not very tall but quite extensive—dividing Qingyang in half.

Old Liu got off the cart from far away. The carter turned the cart around and hid behind a cluster of reeds.

Old Liu stood before that expanse of reed marshes and whistled in a pattern of one long, one short. Moments later, a black-clothed, masked person emerged from the reeds, asking quietly, “Success?”

Old Liu hurriedly handed over the bloodstained dagger and scroll.

The person examined them repeatedly, put the items away, but didn’t bring out Old Liu’s family. He just waved his hand, saying, “Go back for now. Wait until news of that person’s assassination spreads and we’ve confirmed it—then we’ll release your people.”

Old Liu said urgently, “How can this work… I really did kill him, otherwise you can go confirm at the county yamen right now…”

But the person no longer wanted to talk with him, waving for him to leave.

Old Liu had no choice but to follow Tie Ci’s instructions: “…I discovered something at that person’s place, perhaps very important…” He pulled out a small box.

A black small box of finest golden nanmu wood, with a mythical beast carved at each corner, their eyes inlaid respectively with ruby, lapis lazuli, jade, and yellow topaz.

Seeing this box, the person’s expression changed.

The Great Qian Dynasty nobility favored mythical beast totems. Daily imperial decorations always featured various mythical beasts, and even palace guards were named after mythical beasts—Baize, Xiezhi, Qilin, Taowu—while the main palace hall was called Chongming.

Old Liu said, “It fell from that Young Master Mao. I quickly picked it up.”

The person opened the box, but it was empty inside.

“Where are the contents?”

“Release my son and grandson, and I’ll bring it out,” Old Liu said. “And I can only hand it to your leader.”

The person wasn’t surprised he’d say this. After hesitating briefly, he said, “Wait here,” then turned back into the reed marshes.

In the distant cart, Tie Ci and Dan Shuang were watching with a delicate spyglass.

Dan Shuang whispered, “Master, are you certain it’s Murong Duan?”

“Though many people want me dead, at this particular time, the only one still thinking of killing me would be Murong Duan, whose plans I ruined.”

“Instead of hurrying back, he insists on revenge—seems he’s quite foolish too.”

“I think he’s not foolish. Does he dare return now? His father discovering he was privately manufacturing weapons and got caught by me—what would his father think? Better to stay in Haiyi and see if he can achieve some merit to offset his crimes when he returns. Since he can’t go back, naturally revenge comes first.”

“As long as you’re certain it’s him, Master, but don’t act rashly—we’re only two people, and your injuries haven’t healed!”

“Naturally.” Tie Ci pulled out an exquisite fire starter from her bosom. “Once Old Liu brings out his son and grandson, I’ll send him a little gift.”

Learning that Old Liu was coerced into assassinating her, she played along, giving Old Liu her seal box to see if she could use it to draw out the mastermind and exchange for hostages.

Once the hostages left this place, she’d throw out the fire starter. Today was windy and the miscanthus was dry—it would burn quickly. For the enemy to hide in the grass, they’d certainly choose the driest depths to camp. Once the fire started from all directions, escape would be very difficult.

Originally Tie Ci just wanted to confirm if it was Murong Duan’s group, scout their location and movements, then call troops she trusted to surround them. Seeing this expanse of grass, she thought of a convenient fire attack.

She was on the perimeter—just needed to throw the fire starter from afar, so there wasn’t much danger.

At this moment, the black-clothed person emerged and gestured for Old Liu to follow him in. The reeds swayed as Tie Ci watched those people indeed head toward the center of the reed marsh.

After a while, Old Liu came out pushing a small cart with a young man sitting on it, holding a swaddled baby. Old Liu struggled with the cart, exhausted and swaying, his hair bun falling loose to cover his face.

Watching from afar, Tie Ci was somewhat surprised. She hadn’t expected Murong Duan to have such kindness, actually releasing Old Liu’s family. Did he think this family no longer had use value?

Dan Shuang handed her the assembled bow. Tie Ci slowly tied four fire starters to four arrows, nocked them, and drew the bow full.

These fire starters were specially made by the Fire Arms Bureau—just remove the cover and they’d ignite with a light throw.

The center of the reed marsh was quite far—she’d need to use the bow to shoot.

But she felt vaguely uneasy and hesitated momentarily.

The full-drawn bow was like a moon, the fire starters trembling slightly.

Dan Shuang didn’t understand her hesitation. Fearing her prolonged stillness was due to her back injury, she moved closer to check. With this movement, the thin-bottomed, light village rental cart shook violently. Tie Ci was lost in thought when the bow trembled and the fire starters flew out.

Four lines of fire burned in the wind, heading straight for those pale yellow, dense, person-high miscanthus clusters.

Once released, arrows don’t return. Tie Ci could only watch as the fire starters fell into the grass. Instantly, from four directions, red and black smoke billowed up, almost immediately forming an encirclement.

The Crown Princess’s archery was nearly unparalleled in the world—one bow, four arrows, precisely landing in different directions.

The fire was spectacular, reflecting half the sky deep red. Tie Ci stared intently at that spot, the earlier uneasy feeling returning.

Something was wrong—too quiet.

No screams of alarm, no panicked fleeing. The tops of those tall reeds weren’t even swaying.

Where were the people? She’d clearly seen several people go in—where had they all gone?

Tie Ci turned around sharply, looking toward where Old Liu had departed.

The empty road held no one.

An old man pushing a young man and a baby—how could they run so fast!

A sharp infant’s cry suddenly came from deep in the reeds!

Not good!

Tie Ci sprang up like the wind, leaping from the ox cart.

Dan Shuang hadn’t yet reacted. Rushing to the window, she saw the Crown Princess unhesitatingly charge into the billowing smoke of the miscanthus marsh.

She couldn’t even cry out in time, hurriedly jumping from the cart to chase after her.

The carter Shen Mi reacted, grabbed the bucket from the cart, and at a nearby stream splashed Dan Shuang with stones and water.

Getting the hint, Dan Shuang didn’t mind the stones hitting her painfully, seized his bucket to scoop water, and chased after her carrying it.

“Master, you can’t go in! Can’t go in!”

The crackling of burning almost drowned out Dan Shuang’s shouts. In mere moments, the center of the grass marsh was covered in flames. Fire raced along those comb-like patterns, rapidly extending. Dan Shuang’s lightness skills were inferior to Tie Ci’s to begin with, and being a step behind, how could she catch up? Seeing Tie Ci’s figure about to be swallowed by that demonic red and black mass, she could only use the last moment to fiercely splash out her water bucket.

The bucket’s water drew a crystalline arc in midair—half immediately turned to steam, half doused Tie Ci’s back.

Then Tie Ci’s figure disappeared into the depths of the reed marsh.

Shen Mi rushed over, desperately pulling back Dan Shuang who still wanted to charge in. Both caught fire, rolling and crawling into a nearby thin stream to extinguish the flames.

When Dan Shuang looked up again, the fire there had risen like a red wall—impossible to charge through anymore.

Shen Mi said anxiously, “Why did Her Highness suddenly charge in!”

“I don’t know!” Dan Shuang frantically tugged at her hair. “We heard an infant’s cry, and Her Highness suddenly jumped up… an infant! Why would there be an infant? Could it be…”

The two exchanged glances. Shen Mi spun around to find no trace of Old Liu’s family.

His face went deathly pale. Dan Shuang finally understood.

Today was still a trap.

The Old Liu family who came out earlier was fake—the real family remained in the center of the grass marsh. Hearing that infant’s cry, Her Highness realized the truth. With her character, even if Old Liu had tried to assassinate her, she absolutely couldn’t leave an innocent baby to burn to death.

The enemy sending Old Liu to assassinate was probably bait—success would be best, but failure could still draw Tie Ci out. Then they’d play along, specifically choosing this special terrain at Comb Lake, luring Tie Ci into using fire attack, then trapping Old Liu’s family in the fire’s center.

If Tie Ci was hard-hearted and ignored them, they’d lose nothing.

If Tie Ci went to save them, the fire would burn her instead.

Dan Shuang understood everything and sat dejectedly in the muddy water.

When had Murong Duan become so clever? This was actually a linked strategy.

Shen Mi crouched beside her, the flames that seemed to melt the very sky reflected in his eyes, murmuring comfort: “There are many water sources nearby. If Master can get out of the center area in time, she’ll be saved. Don’t fear, don’t fear…”

Both stared intently at that burning grassland, the flames scorching hot while their hearts turned ice cold.

…

As soon as Tie Ci entered the reed marsh, she was nearly choked unconscious by thick smoke. Thanks to her four arrows, red blazed on all sides—she couldn’t distinguish anything for a moment. She could hear her hair sizzling as it burned, tears streaming down her face, the world a blur of red.

Thanks to Dan Shuang’s splash from behind, she hadn’t been injured yet charging into the sea of fire. Following the direction of the infant’s cry she’d heard earlier, she tore off wet clothing from her back to cover her nose and mouth, crouching low as she felt her way forward.

Smoke gathered at the top of the fire, while air conditions were better below. Tie Ci had experience with this—when she was about to be named Crown Princess, she’d faced assassinations, fallen in water, dropped into ice caves, Ruixiang Palace had suffered floods… her experiences with danger could fill a “Complete Guide to Disaster Self-Rescue.”

Her foot suddenly kicked something soft—by feel, it was a person. Without needing to see clearly, she hoisted them up and ran out.

Still relying on memory, this was roughly the handle area of the comb, with large water bodies on all sides but somewhat distant. The nearest water source was a thin ditch on the west side. To reach it, she’d first need to cross about one zhang of an embankment that was also overgrown with grass, now forming a natural barrier blocking her rescue.

She rushed to the embankment edge in a few steps and swung with all her arm strength.

Whoosh—she hurled that large man bodily across that one-zhang distance!

The figure passed through the fire line, caught flames all over, then splashed into the water ditch.

After throwing, Tie Ci didn’t even look, turning to run back. Whether the person could accurately enter the ditch or would land head-first and become stupid—she couldn’t worry about so much.

She ran wildly while pulling down her outer robe to cover her head and face, once again accurately charging into the fire. This time she found another person.

The earlier throw felt like a young man—should be Old Liu’s son. The person she found now was Old Liu, but still no baby.

Tie Ci was helpless. She really wanted to ignore the old man, but watching someone burn alive before her eyes seemed impossible. She had to shoulder him. Old Liu was short and fat, heavier than his son in his prime. Tie Ci’s injuries hadn’t healed, and after two round trips, her accumulated strength was nearly exhausted. Carrying him to the embankment, both her arms and legs trembled.

She squinted, feeling her eyes rapidly swelling, tears flowing into her neck, burning with fiery pain. Fire chased from behind as she threw with all her might, nearly spitting blood.

Old Liu fell heavily on the other side. Tie Ci rolled on the spot, extinguishing a patch of flames.

Looking at her continuously trembling arms and legs, then back at that expanse of continuous fire, she thought: Leave it, this is all fate—

Just as she was about to turn away, an infant’s cry rang out again, this time very close to her.

Tie Ci’s steps halted. In just an instant, she gritted her teeth and again crashed into that shield of blazing flames.

This time she quickly found the child. The child was lucky, wedged between two rocks with what seemed to be a small water pool between them. Of course, the pool water had now evaporated from the heat, but this had protected the child for a while. When Tie Ci found him, the child’s cries were already very weak.

Tie Ci’s hands could no longer move the rocks, so she had to kick them. The rocks were already scorching hot—hitting her knees felt like electric current passing through, making her knees go weak.

She couldn’t care about that, scooping up the child and tucking him in her arms, then leaping toward where she remembered the water source to be.

This leap gave her a strange feeling—her mind went dizzy, as if she briefly lost herself. The next instant, splash—she fell into a body of water.

She was delighted, thinking her leap was so remarkable that she’d actually reached that water ditch.

Then she realized something was wrong. Setting aside that the ditch was three or four zhang from the fire—in her exhausted state, she couldn’t possibly have flown such a distance. Moreover, that ditch had only a shallow layer of water, but now she was completely submerged, her feet finding no bottom—this was clearly a deeper, broader body of water.

But in her memory, the nearest large river or lake from that grass area was dozens of zhang away…

The child in her arms began wailing loudly. From the fire scene to suddenly being in a river, the delicate infant couldn’t withstand it. Tie Ci still couldn’t open her eyes, her throat burned like fire—she could neither see nor speak. Fearing she’d sink and drown the child, she could only keep bobbing in the water. But with this movement, the next instant brought searing heat and flames licking her face—she was back in the fire!

Tie Ci almost thought she was dreaming, but the intense pain in her eyes and throat plus countless tiny burns told her this wasn’t a dream.

This fire area seemed already burned—the flames weren’t so fierce, but heat waves pressed from behind where the fire was still large. Her strength nearly spent, she didn’t dare leap up again—what if the next leap landed in active flames?

Just then she heard rustling sounds from all directions, seeming like footsteps approaching. Not far away, water sounds could be heard, and the water sounds were unusual.

Someone had been lying in ambush in the water.

Now they were coming to surround her.

Chapter 53: Son-in-Law Tie Ci
At this moment there were enemies in the water and enemies on shore, with the fire behind her. Tie Ci gritted her teeth, about to try leaping once more.

Suddenly a familiar cry came from nearby—it was Feiyu.

Tie Ci’s heart tightened.

The courtesan had also come? How did she charge into the fire? Had she also been attacked?

Without thinking, Tie Ci tucked the child tighter in her arms and flashed forward.

The next moment she crashed into an embrace carrying both fragrance and smoke. She vaguely saw a black shadow emerging from behind that embrace, cold light glinting from blade in hand. She reached around from under Feiyu’s arm and with a crack, crushed the person’s wrist.

With a splash, something wet covered them from above, water droplets splashing all over her face. The suffocating heat immediately lessened considerably. Then Feiyu grabbed her hand, saying, “Follow me!”

Tie Ci only felt that hand was slightly cool yet extremely strong. She didn’t think much, just ran wildly alongside her. After a few steps, she vaguely felt the ground beneath her feet was soft. Feiyu lifted her hand, she borrowed the momentum to leap forward, and the next instant landed with a thud on wooden planks. The surface swayed beneath her—clearly she’d boarded a small boat.

Feiyu released her hand. Water sounds rang all around, as if things were surfacing. In Tie Ci’s blurred vision, she vaguely saw that person take up an oar and strike with a crisp bang.

A scream of agony.

Tie Ci’s eyes narrowed—she understood what that crisp sound had been.

Perhaps because that sound was so sharp, everything fell silent for a moment.

The small boat beneath them glided swiftly across the water. Feiyu’s rowing technique was like that of a true boat woman.

But Tie Ci didn’t relax, listening intently with pricked ears. Suddenly she flashed her hand into the water like lightning, and when she raised it again, she was holding a living head.

That person had originally been diving underwater, silently approaching Feiyu’s side, planning to slash her hamstrings while she was off guard. He never expected to suddenly be grabbed by the neck and lifted from the water. Terrified and pale-faced, he wildly stabbed with a three-edged spike in his hand. Tie Ci frowned, pressed her other hand on his head, and with a twist and a snap—

Crack.

Also very crisp.

Silence fell again on all sides.

Splash—Tie Ci threw the person back into the water.

This move was also quite intimidating. When the small boat rowed away again, the water was calm—the pursuers seemed to have stopped chasing.

She didn’t know that this was the main lake of Comb Lake. On the other side of the water, on a small boat, stood Murong Duan with a cold expression, watching that small boat row away. His subordinate behind him said, “Your Highness, those two strike ruthlessly—we’ve lost two more men. Perhaps we should let this go…”

Though the fire was large, once they entered the water they’d be safe. Their side didn’t have many skilled fighters left. If they lost too many, how would they face all those brothers when they returned to Liaodong?

“Who is that boat woman?” Murong Duan didn’t respond to his suggestion, only staring at the person rowing.

The subordinate said, “Unknown. We had arranged everything perfectly, hiding in the surrounding ditches and lake water. We casually killed Old Liu and his son, but don’t know where this boat woman appeared from. Unless she was originally hiding in the reeds, right near us, but…”

But they hadn’t noticed at all.

Murong Duan’s voice carried a chill, “Don’t you think that figure looks somewhat familiar?”

Everyone looked at him blankly. Honestly, who could see clearly in the water earlier?

But Murong Duan had been observing the battle from afar the whole time, grinding his teeth hatefully.

He couldn’t see the face clearly, and the clothing was unfamiliar, but the movements and figure were vaguely familiar—wasn’t this the woman who had negotiated with him at the tower, then later intercepted forty percent of his weapons!

Just that height—how many women could have it?

Murong Duan hated this woman even more than Tie Ci. After all, Tie Ci was an enemy—it was natural for them to oppose each other, and she’d been harmed by his people plenty of times. But this woman was clearly from Liaodong, yet she’d taken advantage of the chaos. In the end, he’d worked for nothing and couldn’t return home, while she could effortlessly escape with her gains. How could he bear this?

If she’d hidden away, he could only let it go. But he never expected she’d dare flaunt herself under his nose!

The subordinate was still trying to persuade him when Murong Duan suddenly raised his hand, pointing toward where the small boat had disappeared, “Chase! Mobilize everyone we have in Haiyi—chase them! Even if we chase them out of Comb Lake, even if we chase them into Qingyang Mountain, we must take these two people’s heads!”

Tie Ci listened intently. No one had pursued during the latter half, so she relaxed. Then she remembered that Comb Lake was somewhat remote—going forward should lead into Qingyang Mountain.

Reaching the foot of the mountain and taking a mountain path back should lead to Ziyang, though it would be quite far.

Going west would be more rugged terrain—that was the road to Chong Prefecture.

As for crossing Qingyang Mountain, Tie Ci hadn’t figured out what was on the other side when the boat reached shore.

Tie Ci disembarked carrying the child. Her left leg went soft upon landing and she nearly fell. The person beside her didn’t support her, but fearing the child would fall, she grabbed the other’s sleeve with one hand. The person said “Ah” but didn’t pull away.

That electric-like soreness passed in an instant, somewhat like the feeling of meridian rushing in her chest earlier. Tie Ci straightened up, but her eyes still couldn’t open properly, and her throat felt like it was stuffed with heated sand—she couldn’t make a sound.

She knew this was all from smoke inhalation. Her vocal cords were injured and would need several days to recover. Her eyes had been injured in the Ruixiang Palace fire when she was young, so this smoke injury would be more severe—she didn’t know how many days it would take to heal.

Through the slight gap she could force open, she vaguely saw a tall woman in a wide skirt across from her. Though she couldn’t see the features clearly, she seemed to be smiling.

Tie Ci wiped her tears, her fingers following the woman’s sleeve she was still holding, climbing up to the other’s wrist for a quick feel.

The other person seemed not to expect her to be taking liberties at this moment and swished her hand away. But Tie Ci had already felt through the coarse black skirt to the fine, smooth inner garment fabric beneath, confirming in her heart that this was the courtesan.

She had no choice—her vision wasn’t working now, and she couldn’t be certain just from voice alone.

She rubbed her fingers, recalling the feel of touching that arm—the skin was very resilient, a beauty who’d undergone long training.

The beauty stood across from her, hands on hips, willow eyebrows raised, staring at the reminiscent expression on her tear-streaked face and her finger-rubbing motion, thinking this person appeared noble and refined but acted extremely, particularly, very… lewdly.

So once again she regretted—knowing Lao’er hated her more than this person, why had she rushed over to interfere?

The infant’s crying suddenly rang out, interrupting the strange atmosphere between them.

Tie Ci rocked the child and cooed softly. The child’s crying gradually lessened but continued whimpering, its little head burrowing toward Tie Ci’s chest. The person across from her laughed, “He wants milk!”

Tie Ci pulled the child away from her chest and held him straight out toward her, gesturing for her to take over.

The person across jumped back half a zhang as if seeing a tiger or leopard.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

Miss, why be so shy? You’ll have to do this yourself eventually.

Rustling winds rose from all sides. Feiyu looked back at the lake, saying, “Don’t linger here too long—there might be pursuers.” She took Tie Ci’s hand and chose the most concealed path to head inward.

“Let’s go up the mountain. First, there are many places to hide in the mountains. Second, there’s a good spring on the mountain—if we find it, we can wash our throats.”

Feiyu’s voice was also somewhat affected by smoke, low and hoarse, making it hard to distinguish male from female.

Tie Ci couldn’t see clearly or speak now, so naturally wouldn’t object. She just quietly left marks on rocks beside the path, making it convenient for Dan Shuang and the others to follow later.

Feiyu walked ahead, holding Tie Ci’s hand, while Tie Ci carried the infant. The two walked one after another, constantly crushing dead leaves underfoot.

After walking for a while, Tie Ci stumbled on a stone and was caught by Feiyu. Feiyu turned back to find Tie Ci was still shedding tears, asking in surprise, “Your eyes were smoked? Can you still see?” She waved her hand in front of Tie Ci’s face.

Tie Ci stared at her woodenly.

Seeing her pupils didn’t move, Feiyu said happily, “So you’ve become blind!”

Tie Ci continued staring at her. Feiyu laughed, “How blind are you? Half-blind? Completely blind? Can you see my beauty?” While speaking, she casually reached for the money pouch at Tie Ci’s waist.

Tie Ci slapped her hand away with perfect accuracy.

Feiyu withdrew her hand, laughing, “Good, good. Let’s go—that spiritual spring can also wash your eyes. Blind one, hold tight—if you lose me I won’t care about you.”

Though she said this, on the following mountain path she was more careful, trying to pick the most stable routes.

The infant kept whimpering non-stop. Tie Ci felt the little head but couldn’t determine anything, thinking they needed to quickly get the child some milk.

Feiyu looked back, glancing at the child then at her, suddenly reaching over to touch Tie Ci’s head.

It was burning hot to the touch.

She touched the child too—the same.

Only then did Tie Ci realize that what she’d thought was feeling alternately hot and cold due to post-fire reactions was actually her fever returning after the exertion following her illness. No wonder she couldn’t gauge the child’s temperature.

Feiyu above sighed and turned onto another path.

After a while, Tie Ci vaguely heard human voices, with figures coming and going, cattle lowing and chickens calling—it was a small village at the foot of the mountain. This place was quite remote, and the people coming and going moved with agile steps.

Seeing such a combination enter the village, everyone looked somewhat puzzled. Tie Ci could feel vigilant gazes constantly directed at them.

Tie Ci remembered her master saying that villages in deep mountains with no contact with the outside world often had questionable origins.

Either they were bandits avoiding officials, or perhaps people fleeing taxes who’d banded together to enter the mountains. Cut off from the outside world, they were full of wariness toward strangers.

In this vigilant, wary atmosphere, Feiyu seemed completely oblivious as she walked forward, constantly greeting people who looked less fierce.

“Auntie, my husband and I crossed the mountain looking for relatives and got lost. What place is this?”

“Spiritual Spring Village? Is there a spiritual spring nearby? Since we’ve encountered it, let’s also soak.”

“Yes, we encountered a mountain fire and nearly burned to death, just over that mountain.”

“Ah, you’re asking why the man is holding the child? That’s my son-in-law—if he doesn’t hold it, who will!”

Tie Ci: “…”

She touched her hair—it had been burned short by more than half, all raggedy, and her face was covered in black soot. She did indeed look more like a man now.

While the exquisite GIRL ahead, though she’d also been through the fire, was still neat and tidy, her hair like black satin and face like peach blossoms—completely the aura of a female lead.

“…Does our village have any nursing women? Otherwise, if there are hunters, help me find nursing deer—I have silver to pay.”

“Ah, asking about my milk? Didn’t we just escape from fire? I was frightened and my milk dried up!”

Incredible—this one even understood about milk drying up.

“Ah, Auntie, this is too heavy—let me carry it for you.” Feiyu, holding Tie Ci’s hand with one hand, shouldered a large bundle of firewood with the other.

Also a strong GIRL.

Feiyu carried the firewood all the way to the courtyard for the family, stacked it neatly, chopped the large pieces for them, and was about to help with the fire. While busying herself, she praised how clean the courtyard was, how neat all the implements were, saying the auntie must be a capable homemaker, until the woman felt embarrassed and finally said, “You must be tired—sit down and have some water.”

Feiyu quickly thanked her. The auntie boiled water and handed it over. She first gave it to Tie Ci. Tie Ci’s throat really couldn’t take it, so she drank a few sips then gave the child some water, but the child wouldn’t drink and cried even more heartbreakingly.

Tie Ci tugged on Feiyu’s skirt, gesturing for her to find a way to get milk. The auntie, seeing Tie Ci say nothing, commented, “Your son-in-law is quite properly behaved.”

Feiyu said, “Naturally! Being a son-in-law, how would he dare disobey his wife’s words? Naturally he must follow the three obediences and four virtues, treating his wife as heaven. If I tell him to go east, he wouldn’t dare go west!”

Tie Ci smiled, her hand tugging on the skirt grabbed Feiyu’s leg flesh and twisted hard.

Feiyu caught her hand, wrapping the offending hand in both her palms, rubbing it affectionately while saying to the auntie, “Auntie, about the milk…”

“Dongde’s wife just gave birth to her fourth son a few days ago. How about I speak to her and you can take the child over to nurse together?”

The woman hurried away. Once she left, Feiyu stood up and looked around, seeming to search for something. Finding the place really bare, she took down a string of whole garlic heads from the wall, cut off a small portion horizontally, stole a few drops from their oil bottle, then searched through the pile of firewood she’d brought back earlier, found something, squeezed out some juice and fragments to cover it, then pulled out a dagger hidden at her waist, placed the garlic on it, and set it on their stove fire.

Tie Ci couldn’t see clearly, only felt this series of movements was smooth and quick. She didn’t understand the purpose—roasted garlic? Was it edible?

The other’s series of actions left her somewhat speechless—the courtesan stealing garlic, not taking several from one string, but from the seven or eight strings of various lengths hanging on the wall, taking only one or two from each string. This way, unless the auntie counted her garlic heads daily, she’d never notice.

Stealing their oil, then adding some water after stealing it. Though oil and water separated, with oil on top it wasn’t easily noticed—this showed understanding that farmers valued oil highly. Missing garlic wouldn’t be noticed, but missing oil would be.

Finally using a dagger to roast garlic—Tie Ci didn’t want to comment. If her senior brother who’d taught her martial arts saw this, he’d definitely start with martial spirit and go on to the consequences of not following martial ethics, spraying criticism for three days and nights.

Soon, a slightly spicy, charred fragrance emerged, the aroma extremely penetrating. Only when Tie Ci smelled it did she realize she was hungry.

She rubbed her stomach, squinting to see Feiyu seeming to remove the garlic and put it in a small cloth bag. Tie Ci watched eagerly while thinking how could such a smelly thing be eaten? Opening one’s mouth would hardly smell human. Even if she were hungrier, she’d definitely politely refuse…

Feiyu suddenly pulled a garlic bulb from the bag and handed it over steaming hot. Tie Ci vaguely saw the outer skin was roasted golden-brown, the pale yellow cloves inside glistening with oil, that spicy fragrance increasingly aggressive… it actually didn’t look inedible…

If it were anything else, even frogs or hedgehogs, Tie Ci would eat them—she wasn’t delicate. But garlic and chives, such strong-smelling things, didn’t befit noble royal status. They never entered the palace, and palace staff spoke of garlic with dread. Growing up, Tie Ci had never actually eaten any, so she instinctively slowed.

With just this hesitation, Feiyu noticed, sneered, withdrew her hand, and took out her universal knife, spearing a garlic clove. In the sunlight, the oil-soaked garlic was like yellow jade, lustrous and fragrant. Tie Ci instinctively swallowed, then watched Feiyu put the clove in her own mouth.

Tie Ci: “…”

Feiyu chewed, her eyes slightly curved, expression satisfied.

Tie Ci swallowed again.

Feiyu quickly finished the garlic clove, then picked some dried orange peel from under the window, chewed it, and came over. Seeing Tie Ci’s expression, she suddenly bent down and breathed on her, laughing, “Smelly?”

Hot breath touched her cheek. Tie Ci instinctively turned away, then caught a faint orange fragrance—surprisingly not smelly at all.

The two were extremely close—Tie Ci could even feel the other’s long lashes brushing her cheek.

A light yet somehow rich strange fragrance came over, like peonies blooming under pines.

Tie Ci was momentarily dazed, wanting to reach out and pinch those long lashes.

But her stomach rumbled even more insistently.

But Feiyu had already tied up the little pouch, and the auntie was slowly returning. She said she’d arranged things and told them to hurry over, not to delay the woman’s card game. Tie Ci could only tighten her belt and follow to Dongde’s house.

The auntie indeed hadn’t noticed her instant burglary. Flattered by Feiyu’s compliments, she was beaming and even packed them several steamed buns before they left. Tie Ci watched Feiyu accept them without any guilt despite her stream of flattery, marveling at her thick skin.

Arriving at Dongde’s house, the family was eating dinner—just husband and wife with four children, the youngest nursing. On the table were only pancakes, steamed buns, thin porridge with garlic, corn cakes, and pickled vegetables. The husband was short and stocky, the wife tall and thin. Seeing Feiyu arrive, their expressions were also indifferent. But Feiyu was very familiar, sitting down and first offering the roasted garlic from her little bag, saying she’d brought a couple dishes for big brother. Tie Ci was wondering where the “couple” came from when Feiyu turned and went out, returning shortly with several bird eggs. She borrowed their stove, cut slices from the steamed buns the auntie had given them, beat the eggs and mixed them, wrapped the bun slices in egg, put a little oil in the pan, and fried them one by one. The fragrant result was placed on the table along with the roasted garlic cloves and completely devoured by the three children.

Tie Ci sat aside, watching the courtesan’s empty-handed maneuvering, once again marveling.

With Feiyu being so diligent and capable, their attitude improved considerably. They invited Tie Ci to eat at the table, and the wife took the child inside to nurse. Taking advantage of their good mood, Feiyu suggested whether they could stay a few days to help her son-in-law recover, naturally repaying them with labor or silver.

The other party looked Feiyu up and down, probably seeing this three-person group with an infant couldn’t be government officials, and Feiyu’s demonstrated cooking skills were reassuring, so they agreed.

They cleaned out a side room with no bed. Feiyu went to the back woods and cut some branches, thickly laying a floor bed. The family’s wife brought coarse cloth bedding, seeing the floor bed laid neatly, and said to Tie Ci with feeling, “You didn’t marry wrong—your wife is capable and responsible.”

Tie Ci smiled awkwardly.

The child was brought back, much better after being fed. Feiyu brought in a small basin with warm water already prepared, saying the wife had mentioned that for a child’s fever, medicine shouldn’t be used—they should give him a warm bath to reduce temperature.

Tie Ci handed the child to her, as her eyes weren’t working and she couldn’t unwrap the swaddling. Feiyu took him but couldn’t figure out how to unwrap him after a long time. Tie Ci had to take him back, bending down to feel her way through unwrapping the child.

Dongde’s wife happened to bring water in and saw this scene, laughing, “This son-in-law also married well—he’s virtuous.”

Tie Ci smiled awkwardly again.

When bathing the child, another problem arose. Feiyu held the child crouched by the basin, but she didn’t know how to hold children. Grasping him under the arms and sending him into the tub, the child’s head drooped softly backward hitting the basin edge, immediately about to cry again. Tie Ci quickly took over, one hand supporting the child’s bottom, one supporting his head, carefully placing him in the basin. Warm water covered the tiny body and the child immediately stopped crying.

Tie Ci let the child lie in the basin, her arm cushioning under his head to prevent his head from going underwater, her other hand using a cloth to wash his body. Feiyu watched, clicking her tongue in amazement, “You’re a man, yet you know how to hold children!”

Tie Ci ignored her. Only after finishing washing, drying, and rewrapping the child did she gesture to Feiyu, “You’re a woman, yet you can’t even hold a child!”

Feiyu put her hands behind her head against the pillow, laughing, “What kind of ghostly scribbling gestures are those?” Then she added, “Oh, cursing me—a woman who can’t even hold a child?”

Tie Ci nodded smilingly. Feiyu sat up, threw her a flirtatious glance, then suddenly crouched down to remove Tie Ci’s shoes.

Tie Ci quickly pulled back her feet. Feiyu laughed, “Called you a son-in-law and you really started acting like a woman. This village isn’t far from that spring—water isn’t precious, but firewood is hard to come by. You have to go up the mountain to gather it, carry it down—every family counts theirs. This water is still hot, and you won’t wash your feet while it’s warm? You’d rather have the embarrassment of asking people to waste more firewood burning you another basin?”

Tie Ci paused. Being of noble status, she inevitably hadn’t considered these rural hardships. She had some cleanliness obsessions and didn’t want to wash in others’ leftover water, so she gestured that she wouldn’t wash.

“Won’t wash? You’ll stay dirty?” Feiyu came over to smell her, “You stink!”

Tie Ci’s expression changed. She smelled her sleeve and had to give up being particular, gesturing for Feiyu to step aside so she could wash alone.

But Feiyu didn’t step aside, laughing, “I’m your wife—are you embarrassed?”

But Tie Ci didn’t dare expose her feet in front of Feiyu. Though men could have small feet too, it would still be a suspicious point.

She laughed dryly, gesturing for Feiyu to wash first, bending to lift her skirt. This time it was Feiyu who pulled back her feet, saying, “I won’t wash others’ leftover water!” and turned to leave.

Tie Ci glared.

Double standard dog!

Tie Ci simply washed and wiped with the water, deliberately leaving the soot on her face unwashed. Feeling extremely tired, she lay down beside the infant and fell asleep. This sleep was surprisingly peaceful. When she opened her eyes again, seeing the mottled gray-black walls, hearing voices faintly coming through the non-soundproof mud walls and a bit of yellow candlelight, she felt inexplicably peaceful inside.

In the past at Ruixiang Palace, everywhere she looked were brocade curtains and embroidered hangings, golden tripods and jade walls, splendor everywhere. But her heart felt empty, floating, rootless like drifting clouds. There were drums in the dark night, urging time to rush forward, and crickets in corners, straining to make sound while worrying about fate’s end when the next cold wind came.

No fixed place, no peace.

Now in this deep mountain village, humble room with stove fire, the fragrance from the kitchen was spicy and bustling—this was human atmosphere.

This fragrance…

Tie Ci couldn’t sleep anymore. She got up and walked to the outer room, indeed seeing Feiyu personally cooking. From the steamer basket on the stove came an unusual fragrance, different from usual. Dongde’s three children pressed against the stove edge, drooling desperately.

At dinner, besides Dongde’s family’s usual food, there was a large plate of elongated steamed buns with extraordinary fragrance. Tie Ci took one and bit into it—first the chewy wheat fragrance of flour, then tender, fresh meat. Looking closer, there was actually meat wrapped inside. Dongde’s wife said, “Your wife is really capable—spent half an afternoon with a winnowing basket and half a net, caught many yellow sparrows right at the courtyard gate, made these yellow sparrow steamed buns. So fragrant!”

Great Qian people enjoyed bird meat. There were dishes like stuffed yellow sparrows and honey-glazed yellow sparrows to accompany wine in the markets. This was her first time eating yellow sparrow steamed buns. Feiyu had made them surprisingly delightful—the sparrow meat was deboned and seasoned with unknown spices, completely free of gamey taste. The meat was extremely tender, melting in the mouth, contrasting with the chewy, resilient steamed bun wrapper to create layered textures.

Even Tie Ci, accustomed to imperial cuisine, had to admit this cooking skill wasn’t much inferior.

On the table was also a pile of bamboo shoots, outer skin unpeeled, with some heated chaff stuck to them. Peeled open, they were hollow inside, stuffed with wild game meat and mountain mushrooms and shoots. The rich meat fragrance combined with the fresh fragrance of shoots and mushrooms, bringing mountain forest freshness to the mouth.

Tie Ci preferred this, but when reaching for a second one, Feiyu’s chopsticks tapped her hand, “Eat less—if you get fat I won’t want you!”

Tie Ci paused, but seeing the eager expressions of everyone at the table, she understood. With rare delicacies before them, those dependent on others’ kindness should be polite.

As long as the other party was reasonable, she wouldn’t be angry. She smiled and didn’t reach for more dishes, just lowered her head to eat coarse steamed buns since she couldn’t see clearly. Suddenly a bamboo shoot rolled over, landing right by her hand. Tie Ci turned her head, vaguely seeing Feiyu’s chopsticks quickly withdraw, then heard Feiyu say, “Oops, dropped one—then you eat it.”

Tie Ci slowly peeled the shoot shell, pursing her lips.

Really think I’m blind!

At night the three naturally squeezed into one bed. The floor bed was small, two pairs of long legs cramped awkwardly. The child, full of milk, slept with a flushed little face, emanating sweet milk fragrance. Tie Ci remembered her male identity and refused to hold the child while sleeping, pushing him to Feiyu. Feiyu didn’t mind, taking him and placing him on her stomach in a very straight-man posture. Tie Ci couldn’t see clearly at first, but later felt around and, fearing this person would roll over in sleep and drop the baby, placed him between them.

Feiyu then rolled over, pinching the infant’s nose tip, smiling as she asked, “Ah, don’t we look like a family of three?”

Tie Ci stretched, her hand accidentally slapping Feiyu’s face, “Yes—three generations: me grandpa, you wet nurse, him grandson.”

The night in the deep mountains ran like a flying horse, just at the mountain head a moment ago, now at their toes in a blink. Rain had started at some point, making the small village seem even quieter. Tie Ci had originally been alert and didn’t want to sleep, but somehow felt her eyelids growing heavier. In dark sweetness she seemed to be walking a night road when suddenly a great flood rushed over… She jerked awake to find her arm somehow wet. Just thinking the roof was leaking, the child beside her began whimpering and crying—he’d wet himself.

Wetting was fine, but Feiyu still slept sprawled out. Like a lazy wife, she picked up the child and shoved him into Tie Ci’s arms, saying, “Change the diaper!”

Tie Ci instantly felt like a corporate slave husband struggling with childcare in the middle of the night.

But the diaper had to be changed since the lazy wife beside her didn’t know how. Tie Ci comforted herself that this was advance practice, took the diaper Dongde’s wife had prepared, fumbled through changing it, then threw the dirty diaper, landing it precisely on Feiyu’s face.

Feiyu pulled down the diaper, her eyes burning bright in the darkness. Tie Ci sensed this person wasn’t sleepy and prepared for verbal sparring, but Feiyu just rolled over and slept.

Tie Ci, now awake, couldn’t fall back asleep. Sitting on the bed listening to the surrounding sounds, she suddenly frowned.

The rain was getting heavier, water falling from the eaves with rushing sounds. But with Tie Ci’s hearing, she still vaguely caught some subtle unusual sounds in the wind and rain.

She went to push Feiyu, gesturing toward the door. Feiyu understood, got up and walked to the door, opened a crack to look for a long time, then hurriedly returned, whispering, “A group of people entered the village!”

By the time she looked, Tie Ci had already dressed. Though her vision was temporarily poor, when undressing she’d laid her clothes neatly over herself, so when needed she could just pick them up and put them on.

Those entering the village at this time came with ill intent. Tie Ci held the child tight and headed toward the room where Dongde and his wife lived, planning to warn them, but was grabbed by Feiyu.

“We leave first!”

Tie Ci hesitantly pointed to the opposite room. Feiyu said, “They know—I saw them already hiding. Don’t worry, follow me. Today when I got bird eggs, I found an excellent hiding place.”

Tie Ci relaxed. Feiyu pulled down oilcloth from the wall, held it over their heads, and the two crouched low climbing out the back window. Behind Dongde’s back window was the mountain. In heavy rain the mountain path was slippery. The two walked unsteadily all the way when Feiyu suddenly lifted aside vines, saying, “We’re here.”

Only then did Tie Ci discover a spring ahead, with a small cave above the spring water. She stood still and looked back toward the foot of the mountain, seeing scattered lights kindling in the small village—clearly the intruders had been discovered.

In the storm, someone’s back flashed with cold light—obviously carrying blades. Those appearing here with weapons were likely Murong Duan’s people.

Dongde’s house also lit up. Tie Ci spun around to stare at Feiyu—Dongde and his wife hadn’t hidden at all!

Feiyu had been giving false information!

Wouldn’t this harm Dongde’s family, harm the whole village?!

Chapter 54: Beauty in the Water
She stared coldly at Feiyu, who leaned against the mountain wall, nonchalantly spreading her hands, saying, “What, blaming me? Or do you plan to play the hero? Fine then, go ahead. With your current state, you could probably withstand two moves—one the child blocks, one your neck blocks. But there’s another problem: with these two moves, who exactly do you plan to save? Save Dongde’s family or the garlic-stealing family? And what about the lives of everyone else in the village—you don’t care about them?”

Her tone was sharp and mocking. Tie Ci fell silent, seeing at the foot of the mountain a black shadow had already leaped into Dongde’s house, the blade in hand flashing coldly.

Then she shoved the child into Feiyu’s arms and turned to leave.

As she walked, she pointed at Dongde’s house, pointed at the sky, then at the ground, finally pointing at her own heart.

This time it was Feiyu who fell silent.

She understood her meaning.

No need for so much hesitation and difficulty.

Save Dongde’s family—on the premise of ensuring she didn’t die herself, save as many as she could. Don’t demand too much or blame herself, just live up to heaven, earth, and her own conscience.

The lean figure strode downward, boots splashing in the muddy water with clicking sounds.

Feiyu suddenly grabbed Tie Ci’s collar.

Tie Ci tried to push her hand away, but her grip was strong and wouldn’t release. She whispered, “Don’t rush… just watch.”

Tie Ci’s heart stirred and she stopped.

The next instant, Dongde’s house, closest to them, suddenly erupted with a tremendous crash.

Then with a crashing sound, Dongde’s wooden window frame exploded into a rain of wood chips in the rainy night. Flying out with the wood chip rain was also a large black figure, soaring a full three zhang before landing with a thud like a dead fish, heavily hitting the muddy ground and splashing mud water half a zhang high.

Tie Ci: “…”

Her vision wasn’t clear, but the commotion below was too great—like dragons coiling and tigers roaring.

Before she could react, another crash came as the firewood gate of the garlic-stealing family was smashed open. The auntie who had walked slowly that morning was dragging out a man a head taller than her with thunderous rumbling. That person trembled like a broken rag doll under the auntie’s fists, being pummeled by a storm of mother tiger punches and hammered into the mud pit.

A tall, thin figure flashed out through Dongde’s broken window like a graceful swallow, drawing a smooth arc in the heavy rain as it intercepted two panicked fleeing black-clothed men. Twin blades flashed—swish, swish—two heads fell to the ground. Looking at the blade shapes, wide and short, they were actually two kitchen cleavers.

In the evening, Tie Ci had heard those knives chopping vegetables like falling rain—she hadn’t expected they’d be even more efficient at chopping people.

A scream rang out as a fireball rolled out from one household—someone doused in lamp oil and set ablaze, screaming and rolling on the ground. In the storm, a ball of fierce fire was a heart-stopping sight.

A great shout came as an old man charged out his door, both hands raising high a struggling black-clothed person, then smashing him hard against the ground with a crisp crack.

Whoosh, whoosh—another household also shot out a hail of arrows. Two black-clothed men had just passed by their window when they silently collapsed.

The rain-soaked ground visibly darkened another shade—blood spreading everywhere.

Tie Ci stood frozen halfway up the mountain, staring at the commotion below, her whole body numb, forgetting to breathe.

By the time that group of black-clothed men had instantly lost more than half their number, they fled in terror without choosing their path, running up the mountain—straight toward them.

Tie Ci turned back to hide in the cave, only to discover it was extremely small, only big enough for one person. Feiyu pushed her into the cave, smoothed her hair, pointed at the child, indicating she should just hold the child properly.

Tie Ci had wanted to let her enter the cave, but the person inside would need to hold the child well, and this person didn’t even know how to hold children, so she had to give up.

This cave entrance was above the spring water, surrounded by densely growing trees, vines, and thorns with nowhere to hide. Tie Ci gestured for Feiyu to move farther away.

But Feiyu shook her head and quietly slipped into the spring water. With no cover in the spring, she casually picked a large leaf to put over her head, pretending to be a lotus flower.

Tie Ci almost laughed out loud at this tense moment.

What a wonderful person indeed.

Fortunately, in the rainy night on the deep mountain with lush trees and dim visibility, these defeated dogs fleeing all over the mountain would have difficulty discovering them.

Urgent footsteps approached as those few people frantically ran up the mountain, then passed over the cave without stopping.

The mixed footsteps were about to fade when suddenly the child in Tie Ci’s arms burst into loud crying!

Tie Ci never expected the baby to suddenly wake and cry loudly—by the time she tried to cover his mouth, it was too late.

That group of people had already been terrified by the mountain village below. Hearing this cry and thinking it was an ambush, they silently turned and charged together, blade light like snakes piercing through the cave entrance vines, stabbing straight at Tie Ci’s heart.

Tie Ci’s vision was unclear—she could barely distinguish things by light during the day, but at night she was half-blind. With the mountain wall behind her, there was nowhere to dodge.

She didn’t even open her eyes, shoving the child into the corner behind her and raising both arms in defense. Internal heat flow reversed and surged violently—Great Diamond Hands struck left and right with fierce horizontal chops!

Crack, crack—two blades were shattered by her bare hands, hitting the mountain wall and fragmenting inch by inch!

But there was still one blade that, taking advantage of the rain’s cover, slid toward her ribs.

Tie Ci could dodge—if she did, that blade would fall on the infant’s head.

Tie Ci gritted her teeth, preparing to take the hit directly.

But the blade suddenly went limp and drooped, the person silently falling. The blade was immediately knocked away by Tie Ci’s horizontal elbow strike.

The knocked-away blade shot into the chest of one of the men who’d lost his weapon.

The other weaponless man suddenly screamed and tumbled onto the mountain path.

And the person whose blade had been knocked away—the splash of him falling into the spring only reached them now.

Rain threads continued endlessly.

In the pitch-black spring water, a figure slowly stood up, a broad leaf on her head, a small knife between her teeth. The knife was snow-bright and thin, yet not as cold as the killing intent in her eyes.

The scene and person were both heart-stopping in that instant.

Feiyu came ashore dripping wet, not forgetting to drag out the person who’d fallen into the spring. All three were covered in mud and blood, a chaotic mess where features couldn’t be distinguished.

Feiyu tied the three people together with vines and, taking advantage of the slippery muddy mountain path, kicked them step by step like footballs, kicking them all the way down while keeping her hands tucked in her bosom, too lazy to take them out.

After a while, Tie Ci vaguely heard continuous thudding sounds—those people seemed to have been kicked into a nearby mountain valley.

After a while Feiyu returned, carrying several black garments—the clothes those black-clothed men had worn. She said, “Those people were all slaughtered by the villagers. The corpses are thrown at the mountain pass ahead. I took the opportunity to strip off a few cleaner ones—we can wear them after drying them by the fire.”

Both their clothes had been burned by fire, soaked by rain, and torn by thorns until they were in terrible shape.

Fortunately, the rain finally stopped. Feiyu found a drier spot by the cave entrance to build a fire. The child was crying from hunger again. Feiyu produced a brass water pouch from her bosom like magic, heated it over the fire, pulled out the stopper, and rich milk fragrance wafted out—it was actually goat’s milk.

Feiyu took the child and fed him the goat’s milk.

“Where did the milk come from?”

“The house next to Dongde’s raises goats—several mother goats producing milk,” Feiyu said. “I borrowed some before sleeping.”

“Borrowed” was presumably a euphemistic way of saying “stole.”

Tie Ci examined that vaguely tall figure by the firelight, thinking the courtesan really wasn’t a simple courtesan.

“You knew beforehand about the skilled fighters throughout this village?”

“You half-blind person naturally couldn’t see—though these people controlled their aura to seem like ordinary folk, every one had bright eyes and thick knuckle bones with calluses from years of martial practice. It’s not strange for able-bodied men to be like this, but when old women and wet nurses are the same, something’s wrong.”

After the child drank his fill, Tie Ci took him and held him upright against her shoulder, gently patting and rocking. After a while, the child burped contentedly and comfortably blew a milk bubble at Feiyu from Tie Ci’s shoulder.

Tie Ci had once had a younger brother and had watched wet nurses burp babies, though sadly the boys in the palace couldn’t survive. Consort Jing had also injured her health after that incident.

Watching this, Feiyu’s lips couldn’t help curving slightly. “Young Master Mao, you don’t look like a young master now—you look like a high-class wet nurse.”

Feiyu hadn’t said “Young Master Mao” for a long time. Now saying it, her tone was light and floating, also like teasing.

“Wet nurse is wet nurse—where does high or low class come from?”

“Oh, this servant deserves punishment—how could I compare the young master to those lowly wet nurses?”

“If my master were here, he’d probably refute you. People are born equal—it’s just occupational distinction. Where does high and low, noble and base come from?”

“This argument is unprecedented. Does Young Master Mao also think this way? Then may I ask you to be my child’s wet nurse in the future?”

Chapter 55: Heart and Soul, Precious Honey Candy
But Tie Ci fell silent. After a long while she said, “No, I don’t think so. Or rather, I agree with its progressive ideals, but believe this kind of thinking hasn’t reached the point where it should be deliberately promoted. Because under an imperial power cultural system, emphasizing and spreading such thoughts is inherently meaningless. Perhaps in my master’s view, people are indeed born equal. But this is Great Qian, and Great Qian has its own inherited ancestral institutions and regulations—that is the soil in which Great Qian takes root and grows. Thousands of years of civilization, Confucian ethics, rulers and subjects and common people, aristocratic politics… Specific thoughts need mature times and productivity to nurture them. If the times haven’t developed to that stage, if the people and even society as a whole lack an adaptation period, then we shouldn’t force premature growth.”

Across from her, Feiyu’s eyes swirled with countless spirals of confusion.

Wait, I was flirting with you—why are you seriously discussing nation, world, millennia, politics with me…

Though it was quite interesting.

She said sincerely, “I recognize every word you said, but strung together I feel like they know me but I don’t know them.”

“Just rambling.” Tie Ci also realized she’d gotten overly serious, probably because she had things on her mind that she couldn’t help expressing.

She smiled, “Then let’s do an on-the-spot interview. What do you think? Do you think ‘all people are born equal’ is right or wrong?”

“I think that saying is bullshit,” Feiyu said. “All people born equal—sounds nice. But if you have no money, no power, no one values you, who’s going to give you equality? What use is it for you to want equality yourself? Others have to give it to you—all of Great Qian has to give it to you!”

“Crude language, but sound reasoning.” Tie Ci laughed. “That’s exactly the point. If you want equality, take it slowly.”

“No, I don’t want equality,” Feiyu sneered. “If it were me, I’d want absolute inequality—inequality where everyone kneels at my feet.”

“Admirable ambition. You want to be emperor?” Tie Ci asked with a laugh.

“No.” The courtesan coquettishly pointed a finger at Tie Ci’s forehead. “I only want to be Young Master Mao’s heart and soul, precious honey candy.”

“Young Master Mao would be delighted.”

After all, she wasn’t actually Young Master Mao.

The main plot had instantly turned into a third-rate romance.

“Speaking of which, you actually dare question your master’s teachings?”

“Daring to question is also part of my master’s teachings to me.”

“That’s interesting. I like it.” Feiyu smiled as she warmed her hands by the fire. “If your master ever wants to beat you, I’ll help you.”

“My master’s kindness to me is as deep as a mountain.” Mentioning Yun Buci naturally softened Tie Ci’s tone. “That won’t happen.”

The sky gradually brightened. The foot of the mountain returned to quiet. Last night’s bloodshed left no trace like a dream.

“What kind of people might the villagers be?”

Feiyu hesitated, then said, “When I was at Fuchun Tower, I saw all sorts of people and heard a legend. Hidden Dragons—have you heard of them?”

“The legendary ten great hermit masters, collectively called Hidden Dragons.”

“That’s one explanation. There’s another—during the last ten years of the previous emperor’s reign, court politics were chaotic, with imperial family members fighting for power. Princes and nobles were constantly investigated, their homes raided, entire families executed. Among them, several of the most powerful families had those hermit masters as patrons, who also recruited disciples on their behalf. Over decades of management and cultivation, they accumulated considerable influence. Later, for unknown reasons, these princes and royal descendants were all found guilty and their families fell. Though their households were slaughtered clean, those masters and their disciples disappeared without a trace. Because of this, people always suspect those people are still around, hiding somewhere. Everyone is a master’s disciple with exceptional skills—getting one is like getting a thousand troops. Some say that since these people were supported by imperial family members, when those nobles fell into trouble, would they really stand by and watch? Maybe they saved one or two descendants, just waiting for the right time to rise again…”

Tie Ci knew this history. Those fallen nobles included her uncles and great-uncles—in short, those who had been more qualified than her father to be emperor back then. Yet they were all dead.

Some died suddenly, some from long illnesses, some for treason. But the specific reasons and events were sealed in the Imperial Archives, kept strictly secret.

The dead were the defeated, and the defeated didn’t deserve history.

These events naturally contained many suspicious points. The imperial family certainly hadn’t forgotten them—at the very least, Tie Ci knew the Xiao family had a secret army specifically for guarding against and hunting down enemies. Xiao Xueya’s growing military power was certainly preparation for the Xiao family’s usurpation, but also for defense. With the Xiao family now dominating the court, officials flocking to them with almost no opposition, what were they still guarding against?

Was this unknown small village at the foot of the deep mountain really a base for legendary hermit masters’ disciples? And who was that master?

In this mountain village, might there still be hidden imperial family members—had they retired to pastoral life, or were they lying dormant for twenty years waiting for opportunity?

The sky gradually brightened. The two took turns sleeping briefly. After their clothes dried they changed garments. The spring below was the legendary spiritual spring. After drinking a few mouthfuls, Tie Ci felt it was indeed refreshingly sweet and cool. The burning sensation in her throat improved considerably—she could barely speak in a breathy voice. Her eyes, carefully washed, could open to a thin slit. Looking at her reflection in the spring water, Tie Ci suddenly remembered a riddle:

Round head, thin eyes, light as a feather in the wind.

Ah, a cicada.

Feiyu, who had pretended to be a lotus with a broad leaf, leaned against a tree watching Tie Ci, who considered herself a cicada. Seeing that person looking back and forth at the spring water, squinting her eyes this way and that, probably thinking she looked ugly in her blurred vision, quite worried and distressed.

She found it amusing and couldn’t help smiling, but her gaze followed the other’s rounded forehead to her flying eyebrows, jade-pipe-straight nose, and full lips. Touched with spring water, they gleamed with subtle light, reminding one of flower buds touched with night dew. This person’s skin was a warm porcelain white, not cold-looking, smooth and lustrous like a whole piece of finest soft jade.

That person crouched by the water, so a jade statue was reflected in the water. Even the ripples were bright and gentle, hazily spreading outward.

Feiyu stared at Tie Ci’s lips for quite a while before turning her gaze away.

But footsteps came again. The two looked back to see an old man with a basket on his back coming up the mountain—apparently going to chop wood. His face looked somewhat familiar—he was from the village below.

Both involuntarily tensed, but the other was very natural. Seeing them, he said, “Dongde made thin porridge and is looking for you two. Hurry back—the baby should be hungry.”

Neither Tie Ci nor Feiyu were timid people, so they agreed. Feiyu quickly gathered more bird eggs, picked some wild grass, collected spring water, and carried the child down the mountain. Everything in the village was normal—some people nodded, some ignored them. No one reacted to last night’s events or questioned their fleeing from battle.

Tie Ci felt somewhat ashamed, but since the others didn’t mind, she needn’t be affected. Arriving at Dongde’s house, the couple maintained their attitude—neither cold nor warm, yet they invited them to eat. Feiyu matter-of-factly handed the child to Dongde’s wife to nurse, then went into the kitchen herself. After a while, she produced a cold dish—wild bird eggs cooked to perfect soft-boiled consistency, using only the yolks mixed with wild scallions and several fragrant seasonings gathered from the mountains. Tender, fresh, and delicious in the mouth, not only Dongde’s family but even Tie Ci had an extra bowl of thin porridge.

Dongde’s wife cut a plate of radish shreds as a side dish. Tie Ci heard the knife fall like rain, saw the radish shreds fine as hair, and remembered last night in the storm when this woman’s twin blades flashed and two heads fell to the ground.

Tie Ci stared at those radish shreds.

The knife that cut radish shreds? The knife that beheaded people last night?

Dongde’s wife noticed her doubt and said gently, “Don’t worry—I washed it clean.”

…Indeed.

Tie Ci silently put down her chopsticks.

Saying that makes it even harder for me to eat.

Dongde snorted without looking up, “Coward from outside the mountains.” Then got kicked under the table by his wife.

Dongde’s wife smiled at Tie Ci, “You outsiders haven’t seen the world—running was right. Otherwise when we got excited fighting, we might have forgotten about you and accidentally caused you fright and injury.”

The inexperienced Tie Ci fell silent again. After a long while she said, “Do you often… attract bandits?”

From this couple’s tone, they didn’t seem to think these black-clothed men were related to them.

“Many in earlier years—every three to five days. Very few these recent years. This year it’s the first time,” Dongde slurped down a bowl of porridge. “Good that they came—my hands were getting itchy.”

“Were they… all the same group?”

“Who knows? We don’t care about all that.” Dongde waved his hand. “Our village rule: honest and proper people, we respect. Not proper people—kill them and don’t bother burying.”

Tie Ci glanced at Feiyu.

Stealing that auntie’s garlic and oil hardly counts as honest and proper, right?

Dear, may I suggest you start looking at grave sites from now on?

Just asking these few questions made it clear—this matter wasn’t significant to the villagers, so they wouldn’t mind their fleeing from battle. Even so, Tie Ci decided to leave some silver when departing.

Since this place was safe, she settled down peacefully to recover. Feiyu’s cooking skills were widely acclaimed, recently taking turns helping each household cook, and they often brought her some wild game.

This person was clever and unrestrained, approaching cooking with boundless creativity, unconstrained by convention. Her original dishes often amazed people.

She took strongly scented wood unused by mountain people to smoke deer meat, dried and shaved into rolls with unique fragrance. One layer deer meat roll, one layer egg skin, one layer flexible noodle skin soaked in chicken broth—red, yellow, white, three bright beautiful colors. Dipped in homemade spicy sauce, it made Tie Ci, raised on gentle palace cuisine, constantly think of taking concubines.

Tie Ci sometimes walked around the village. Next door lived an old man who kept a yard full of sheep, carrying them out one by one each morning, then cursing loudly across the courtyard wall about who stole his goat milk, provoking hot-tempered Dongde to rush out and argue back. Finally each was dragged away by neighbors and wives.

The garlic-stealing auntie lived alone. She loved gambling but was terrible at it—always lost and always refused to pay. Over time, no one would play cards with her, so sometimes she played with the pigs in her pen.

When Tie Ci and Feiyu arrived, she was delighted, daily calling across the fence for people to play a two-player card game called Swallow Cards. Tie Ci declined due to eye injury. But Feiyu went happily, somehow always winning while the other person lost but wasn’t angry, sending her off cheerfully and calling again next time.

Tie Ci asked about this. Feiyu said, “She likes gambling, but doesn’t like paying out big money after losing. So I gamble seriously with her, but not for money. If I win she punches me once, if I lose I punch her once—she can fight back. It doesn’t matter that she always loses because her fists are always faster than mine, so I’m still the one getting beaten in the end. Of course she’s very happy.”

Tie Ci sensed something wrong. This person was so self-sacrificing, volunteering as a punching bag?

“And then?”

“Then we’ve gambled seventeen or eighteen times these past days.” Feiyu stopped abruptly.

Tie Ci kept staring at her. Just then an early mosquito buzzed over. Feiyu’s fist shot out, flattening the mosquito on the table.

The punch wind was fierce, stirring the hair by Tie Ci’s cheek. The mosquito turned to powder while the table remained perfectly still.

Just like that night when the auntie’s barrage of punches instantly blasted the night visitor from inside the house to outside with amazing momentum, yet nothing inside was damaged.

…Then she’d secretly learned their boxing technique.

Tie Ci cupped her hands, expressing sincere admiration.

Feiyu smoothed her hair with a gentle smile.

…

But the very popular Feiyu sometimes also fled in embarrassment, running through the village like a stray wild dog. This happened when she encountered the big girl who lived next door to next door to the boxing auntie’s next door. That dark-skinned big girl was very interested in Feiyu, always clinging to her. Each time she transformed into a wisp of smoke rolling through the village, there was definitely a Feiyu attached to the front.

Tie Ci had been wandering the village recently. Though deliberately not grooming her hair and always having some soot on her face, her luminous features were hard to hide. Gradually she also had suitors, so that when she and Feiyu slept back-to-back on the grass mat until midnight, they were always awakened by sounds from the rafters. Opening their eyes, they’d either see a young man hanging upside down with a flower in his mouth, or a girl sitting on the beam staring dreamily at those below.

Sometimes opening their eyes, they’d see both the young man and girl simultaneously.

As for the shepherd boy who herded sheep daily but always carried a sheep while running to exercise his legs, the fat widow who made excellent needlework but used embroidery needles to hunt birds and kept inviting Tie Ci to eat fried birds at her house, the eighty-eight-year-old man who leaned on a walking stick fishing daily, nearly falling apart from age yet still wanting to marry Feiyu as his second wife… Walking around, Tie Ci always wondered which of these characters were descendants of imperial families? Which were her great-uncles, uncles, or other relatives?

Chapter 56: A Beautiful Man Falls from Heaven
Because of this thought, she stayed for several more days. After three days, her throat could speak again, her eyes gradually became clear, and her old injuries had healed considerably.

During these days, she constantly tried to recall what had happened in the fire scene last time. She had suddenly appeared in the water, then suddenly returned to the fire scene. This ability seemed somewhat like teleportation, similar to the innate talent that the queen of a certain country from the previous dynasty had possessed in her memories.

But despite countless attempts, she could never recreate that effect, nor did she know which acupoint had suddenly opened during that critical moment to create such a miracle.

Feiyu was also in no hurry to leave, wandering around the village all day long, secretly learning who knows how many skills.

Tie Ci envied this but had no desire to emulate it. Her martial arts were very strong, but her talent for practicing martial arts wasn’t top-tier, supposedly due to injuries sustained in the womb.

She had achieved her current strength through relentless bitter practice—sleeping only two hours a night, continuing to practice even when her wrists and ankles swelled up, applying medicine and continuing the grueling training. She lacked the kind of martial arts prodigy talent that Feiyu possessed, where seeing something once would give a general understanding, and seeing it twice would reveal its essence.

After several days of recuperating, one day Tie Ci was sitting in front of the house helping Dongde’s wife shell beans when she suddenly felt something flash in her eyes. She turned her head to look around, but nothing seemed unusual.

Tie Ci remained calm and continued shelling beans. After finishing, she carried the beans and small stool back inside.

On the cliff opposite the small village, Murong Duan lowered the telescope in his hands, his face dark as he gazed down at the village below.

Those two were both staying in the village, yet he could no longer approach even one step closer. That night’s rain attack had resulted in heavy losses, and now he had only a few people left by his side.

But like a gambler, the heavier the losses, the more he wanted to recoup them. Having reached this point, he no longer even had the possibility of safely returning to Liaodong, so he absolutely had to capture these two people—cut off the man’s head to present to the great king to vent his anger, and capture the woman for severe interrogation to force out the whereabouts of those forty percent yuan iron weapons.

He was waiting, waiting for an opportunity to strike.

Murong Duan had been living rough in these mountains for many days now, looking like a wild man with tangled, matted hair, his eyes deeply sunken in their sockets, burning like ghostly flames.

He watched Feiyu playing cards with the villagers, watched Tie Ci going in and out of houses, helping with chores and then visiting neighbors, sometimes going with others to chop wood and hunt in the nearby mountain forests.

Murong Duan had been watching from the mountain for several days. This day, sitting in front of the cave, he pondered for a while, then gave quiet instructions to his followers. The men nodded and disappeared into the depths of the mountain forest.

The next morning, Tie Ci again went up the mountain with Dongde to chop wood.

They took the same mountain path as last time. Tie Ci walked and chopped as she went, then suddenly stopped and picked up a strip of cloth from a thicket of thorns.

It was obviously torn from clothing—the fabric was a type of heavy brocade called flowing light, with three-colored flowing silk that gleamed darkly and luxuriously. Because the material was thick and heavy with a draping quality, it was often favored by northern nobility.

There was no one in this area who could afford to wear such fabric.

Moreover, the cloth was stained with blood, and even had some pus and blood on it, clearly indicating that the owner of the clothing was injured and the wound had become infected and deteriorated.

After examining it, Tie Ci looked around in all directions, then walked forward a bit more. After a while, she discovered a pure gold button in the grass.

Following the direction of this path, she looked toward the opposite cliff. That cliff wasn’t high and was connected to this side by only an iron chain. Ordinary people couldn’t cross it—it used to be a place where people from Lingquan Village often practiced their footwork.

Tie Ci asked Dongde what mountain the opposite cliff was and whether people still went there frequently nowadays.

Dongde said that place used to grow some extremely rare medicinal herbs, so everyone had strung up an iron chain to cross over and gather medicine. Later, because water flows converged there and mist permeated the area with year-round clouds and haze, the medicinal herbs gradually stopped growing, and people gradually stopped going there as well.

That mountain peak now had water dripping from its cliff face all day long, making it damp and unbearable. The cliff face was also extremely smooth and difficult to climb, so no one liked to go there.

Tie Ci looked at the mountain’s position—it seemed to face directly toward the small village below.

She looked down at the iron chain and could vaguely see some friction marks.

Retracing her steps along that mountain path, she discovered that not a single stalk of the various blood-stanching and decay-removing medicinal herbs that commonly grew in the grass along the way remained. Some root stems showed signs of having been freshly broken.

Dongde finished chopping wood and called for Tie Ci to go down the mountain together.

The mountain wilderness was quietly still.

In the mountains, darkness fell early. By dusk, the entire small village had lit its lamps—points of light reflecting the stars filling the sky, while the shadows of trees and mountains overlapped on the mountain paths.

Two human figures rapidly spiraled up the mountain path.

At the other end of the mountain path, on the low cliff, in the mist-filled cave, Murong Duan raised his telescope and watched the two figures gradually approaching, smiling coldly.

To lure the enemy, he had already stayed in this cave for two days. The humidity here was so great that it was utterly unsuitable for human habitation. In just two days, his entire body had broken out in red rashes, his feet had rotted, and he was in pain and itching all over. He had scratched several places raw, and on top of that, he was frozen stiff all over, his face pale and bluish.

Yet he endured it.

After getting through tonight, all would be well.

The two figures approached quickly, stopping at the iron chain after a moment.

Murong Duan could see clearly—it was indeed those two mortal enemies.

Tie Ci and Feiyu stopped beside the iron chain. Tie Ci crouched down, grabbed one end of the iron chain, and gave it a vigorous shake.

The thick-as-an-arm iron chain rolled and moved forward like waves, the clanging sounds penetrating from one end of the cliff to the other.

Tie Ci released her grip and nodded. “It’s fine. There’s no problem with the iron chain on that end.”

Feiyu crouched down and lit a fire stick. Tie Ci lit a long vine, then with a flick, the vine wound around the iron chain with a whooshing sound, creating a thin deep red line of fire in the mist and night. But soon, that line of fire went out.

“No oil poured on it either,” Feiyu said. “Just be careful and we’ll be fine.”

Across the way, Murong Duan watched from afar, a smile playing at the corner of his lips.

Two very cautious people, but tampering with such an obvious iron chain would make him too stupid.

Tie Ci said, “I’ll go over first to take a look. You stay here and provide cover for me.”

Feiyu no longer concealed her martial arts abilities in front of Tie Ci—after all, this couldn’t be hidden, so it was better to show some trusting understanding. Tie Ci reciprocated this trust. Although she still observed and assessed Feiyu, she didn’t ask many questions.

After all, the two had shared hardships together, and Feiyu had helped her several times. In daily life, Feiyu never pried into her affairs either.

Since they could trust each other, and since the other party didn’t want to talk, there naturally were reasons for not talking. Why force someone into difficulty?

There was also no need for secret investigation, as that would only hurt their mutual affection.

But Feiyu said, “If we’re going, let’s go together.”

The two crossed the iron chain one after the other, each holding vines in their hands for convenience in throwing out to grab hold of something if they slipped.

The two safely crossed the iron chain. Ahead was a path that hugged the cliff face, carved out by the villagers before. It was very narrow, with narrow crevices in the mountain wall housing some crudely carved statues with bizarre faces—no one knew from which dynasty or which people’s worship these came.

Two men dressed as guards were leaning against the mountain wall eating dry rations. One had his head wrapped in white cloth, the other had his arm in a sling—both were obviously injured.

When these two discovered that two people had suddenly emerged silently from the mist, they were so startled that they leaped up and fled by climbing the cliff without looking back.

Tie Ci and Feiyu didn’t want to alert their quarry, so they didn’t pursue. They continued forward along the mountain path, where the ground was covered with slippery moss that gradually dampened the soles of their shoes.

Soon they smelled a heavy medicinal odor. Turning a corner, they saw a cliff crevice where the original statue had been knocked over to one side. Murong Duan occupied the statue’s position, with his back to them, curled up in the cliff crevice sleeping.

Hearing the sound of someone approaching, he alertly turned his head. In the night, that face was pale and wan, but his eyebrows and eyes curved in a smile even more eerie than the statue’s.

Both Tie Ci and Feiyu were people who had weathered many storms. Seeing this, they immediately knew something was wrong and turned to leave.

At this moment, the “statue” that had fallen to one side suddenly reached out and tugged at the ground. With a twang, those mottled mosses and vines sprang up with a whoosh, forming a green net that trapped their ankles.

Tie Ci swung her blade to cut them, but the statue on the ground tugged again, tightening the vines. Tie Ci’s blade was about to strike Feiyu’s ankle, so she had to forcibly pull it back.

After the fake statue pulled up the vines, it rolled toward the mountain path below, using its own weight to tighten the vines. The pulling force made it impossible for Tie Ci and Feiyu to maintain their balance. With their feet bound together, they rolled into the cliff crevice.

At this time, Murong Duan had already sprung up and drew his blade to strike at Feiyu. With a clang, Tie Ci whipped out the wood-chopping knife from her waist, knocking away Murong Duan’s blade. Her other hand reached to grab the cliff crevice, trying to stand up, but all the plants in the cliff crevice had been cut away, and the cliff face had been smoothed—it was slippery with nothing to grab onto.

Rather than attempting another attack after missing his first strike, Murong Duan leaped forward, picked up the other end of the vine net from the ground, and quickly ran forward several steps.

This cliff crevice naturally sloped downward, and the ground had been smoothed as well, so Tie Ci and Feiyu were dragged by him, sliding forward with whooshing sounds. In the rushing wind, they suddenly saw Murong Duan brake hard, then flip over onto the cliff wall above.

Meanwhile, Tie Ci and Feiyu’s momentum hadn’t stopped and they continued sliding forward. They felt a brightness before their eyes, their bodies tilted, water splashed and poured over their heads from above, and their bodies slid downward even faster.

This cliff crevice was actually connected through to the other side! After being carved through, it led to another cliff face where a small waterfall ran day and night. The cliff face had been polished smooth as a slanted mirror by the water. Tie Ci and Feiyu flew out from the cliff crevice, rushed into the waterfall, and slid rapidly down the cliff face.

At the bottom of the cliff, in the pool beneath the waterfall, directly in the path where the two would fall, a large stone as smooth as a screen had already been pushed into position.

Murong Duan stood on the pre-carved footholds above the cliff crevice, turned to look down, watching as those two slid inexorably toward that death stone. He could already envision the beautiful scene of red and white splattering in the next instant. All his recent frustrations swept away, and he couldn’t help but burst into wild laughter.

But in the next moment, his laughter stopped abruptly.

Feiyu’s waist trembled, and suddenly a rope with an iron hook flew out from behind her. The rope passed through the rushing waterfall and clanged as it caught on the cliff wall. The two figures’ rapid descent instantly stopped.

At the same time, Tie Ci raised her head and flicked her finger, shooting a pebble toward Murong Duan’s wide-open mouth. He dodged by turning his head, but this was just a feint—another pebble followed closely, striking his knee bend.

Murong Duan’s leg gave way and he tumbled headfirst down, rolling and falling along the cliff face. This time it was his turn to roll all the way down. In his spinning, dizzy glimpse, he saw those two sitting on the cliff face, waving at him in unison.

In that moment, Murong Duan had no time for resentment, only feeling grateful that the side he was falling toward didn’t face that big stone—he would only slide into the pool water and could quickly swim to shore, still having time to escape.

The next instant, with a thud, he landed in something that wasn’t the cool pool water he’d imagined, nor did waterfall spray splash up.

Something soft and thick beneath him seemed to support him with considerable elasticity.

Murong Duan quickly opened his eyes and found himself staring into a dark, plump face.

A’Hei, the fat girl from Lingquan Village who was always chasing after Feiyu, stared at the beautiful man who had fallen from heaven into her arms, laughing so hard that all her muscles shook. “Haha, this little fellow is not bad!”

She nodded toward the people above, saying with satisfaction, “Thank you for calling me to come bathe at this hour!”

Feiyu poked her head out from above and called down, “How is it? Does he meet your requirements? Fair face, slim waist, long legs, thick chest muscles—a genuine little pretty boy who could grace a parlor or warm a bed!”

The eighteen princes of the Liaodong royal family were like eighteen flowers—otherwise they wouldn’t have been presented to the Imperial Princess. Regardless of Murong Duan’s character, his looks and physique were naturally of the finest quality.

A’Hei was someone with strong instincts, and her instincts had created a mysterious attraction to Feiyu. Clearly she liked Feiyu’s type, regardless of gender, so Murong Duan naturally suited her taste.

A’Hei smiled as she hefted Murong Duan up and down, like weighing a piece of meat to express her satisfied delight.

Murong Duan was greatly alarmed and thrust his waist upward, trying to spring up, but A’Hei flipped her arm and he crashed face-down into the pool water with a splash.

He reached for his blade, but A’Hei lifted her big foot and stepped on his back. He felt as if three great mountains were pressing down on him, and no matter how he struggled, he couldn’t get up.

Murong Duan struggled painfully in the shallow pool water like a turtle with its shell pressed down. His head gradually released strings of crystal bubbles, and just as he was about to suffocate, A’Hei finally lifted her foot, grabbed him from the water, brought him close to her nose, and planted a mouth-to-mouth kiss on him.

Murong Duan had just emerged from the water and was desperately trying to breathe, but instead he inhaled that kiss—a reek of garlic rushed into his oral cavity. The precious prince had never experienced anything like this and nearly fainted from nausea.

But A’Hei was quite satisfied. Smiling, she slung him over her back, waved to those above, and hurried home, eager to savor her little pretty boy.

Chapter 57: Stirrings
On the sloping cliff face, Tie Ci watched A’Hei disappear into the distance and frowned.

She had originally intended to capture Murong Duan, but hadn’t expected Feiyu to notify A’Hei to pick fruits at the bottom. She couldn’t very well go to A’Hei’s place now to snatch Murong Duan away.

It wasn’t that she necessarily couldn’t defeat A’Hei, but the people in this village protected their own. Offending one meant offending the entire village, and that she truly couldn’t handle.

She glanced at Feiyu and thought that although for Murong Duan, falling into A’Hei’s hands was a fate worse than death, in reality, it actually saved his life.

She could only wait for an opportunity to interrogate Murong Duan.

The two climbed down the cliff face using the rope and returned to the village.

They deliberately made a detour past A’Hei’s courtyard. A’Hei lived alone, and no one would interfere with her carrying a man home. From a distance, they saw her shoulder Murong Duan into the courtyard and kick the door open as she went in.

The two exchanged glances, and out of curiosity and unease, they also crept to the corner of A’Hei’s courtyard wall to eavesdrop.

They could hear vague sounds of tumbling from inside, mixed with wheezing gasps and sounds of struggle.

Then came Murong Duan’s angry curses, sounds of fighting, slapping, clothing tearing and ripping, Murong Duan’s screams, and finally a man’s low whimpering and a woman’s playful laughter and panting…

As Tie Ci listened, she gradually realized she might be hearing something extraordinary. Even with her thick skin and bold nature, her earlobes flushed hot, and she unconsciously glanced at Feiyu, only to see Feiyu clinging to the base of the wall, her gaze focused and face bearing a slight smile, clearly listening with great fascination.

Tie Ci felt an inexplicable tightness in her chest. Staring at Feiyu’s high-raised bottom, she very much wanted to give it a kick, but didn’t know what reason to give for kicking, and didn’t know why her chest felt tight. After holding it in for a long while, she turned and walked away.

After a while, Feiyu also returned, her steps light and humming a tune.

Tie Ci abruptly turned over, facing away from her.

But Feiyu was also carefree and didn’t notice.

That somewhat stifling feeling came over Tie Ci again, but when she thought about her training, about the future, about the court and the inner palace, about that whole pile of troublesome matters, all her stifling feelings immediately vanished.

The warmth of human relationships—she wasn’t worthy of them.

The two each slept on piles of straw bedding, with the distance of one person’s width between them, each peaceful and calm.

This night also passed.

Early the next morning, A’Hei’s house opened wide, slaughtering pigs and sheep, steaming buns, sending people out of the mountains to buy sugar and vegetables, saying she was getting married.

Feiyu even gave A’Hei some advice, saying this little pretty boy clearly looked like a young master from outside, with a heart like a wild horse, so they should follow outside customs and get a marriage certificate from the government office, ensuring that even if he wanted to back out later, he couldn’t. This way, if they discovered later that his family had some beautiful fiancée or proper wife, she would at least be a legitimate co-wife.

A’Hei deeply agreed and asked Feiyu for her new husband’s name, then paid money to get a marriage certificate from the government office.

That evening they opened the stoves wide, invited the village’s cooks to prepare a flowing banquet, with the bride presiding at the table to entertain guests and the groom sitting on the bed draped in red.

When Murong Duan was brought out for the ceremony, his eyes rolled around wildly. But when he caught sight of a cook in the shed holding two wok-sized pans, one in each hand, lightly tossing them while stir-frying, his eyes immediately froze motionless.

You could see that even the light scattered from his gaze was pure despair.

Tie Ci mixed in with the crowd, watching with a smile, thinking that Feiyu’s method was truly deviously vicious. She had thus escaped A’Hei’s entanglement while also having the dignified Second Prince of Liaodong “married off” to a nameless mountain village girl. If this news were to reach Ruzhou one day, how could Murong Duan ever hold his head up again?

She had heard that Murong Duan was one of the Liaodong King’s most beloved princes, and his residence already had a wife who was the daughter of an important Liaodong general. This way, even if he were to inherit the throne in the future, he would face countless additional obstacles.

Who knew which prince would benefit from picking this fruit.

Thinking again, this person was strictly speaking still her brother-in-law. As her brother-in-law was getting married, how could she as a sister-in-law not show proper respect?

With this thought, Tie Ci sincerely put down a bag of bird eggs as a grand congratulatory gift.

After the three bows, seeing the groom was so moved he was about to cry, the bride waved her large hand and sent the groom into the bridal chamber, while everyone else rushed toward the banquet table for revelry.

Tie Ci was also pulled to the banquet table to eat and drink. Feiyu, who was more skilled in cooking, was invited by A’Hei to help in the kitchen.

When the work in the shed reached a lull and the flowing banquet outside was in full swing, as night slowly fell like a curtain, Feiyu wiped her hands, told her fellow cooks she was going to relieve herself, took a piece of cloth to cover half her face, lifted the rear window of the bridal chamber, and entered the room.

A’Hei was still outside toasting guests. Inside, Murong Duan looked haggard, staring at the candlelight in a daze. Suddenly seeing someone enter, he was first startled and instinctively reached to cover his clothing, then seeing the newcomer wasn’t A’Hei, he was delighted. “Who are you? Have you come to rescue me?”

Feiyu had been wearing the black clothes dropped by his subordinates these past few days, so she was mistaken for one of them. She snorted with laughter and walked a few steps in the room. Murong Duan, seeing her gait, was shocked with horror. “It’s you, you wretch!”

Then his expression changed. “What are you doing here!” He struggled to move toward the kang, his eyes searching everywhere for any handy weapons, but A’Hei was coarse yet meticulous—she had put away even a single needle, and had also sealed the acupoints in his lower body, leaving only one hand able to move.

Feiyu smiled and waggled her finger. “Me? I’ve come to rescue you!”

Murong Duan stared at her suspiciously, then after a moment gave a cold laugh and turned his head away.

Feiyu sat down beside him and looked him up and down. “Tsk tsk, such hardship, yet you can’t bear to leave?”

Murong Duan’s face turned iron-blue as he pulled up his loose waistband.

Feiyu tilted her head to look at him. “Don’t be like that, as if all the women in the world want to sleep with you. Someone like you? I wouldn’t be interested.”

“If you have something to say, say it. If not, get lost quickly! If you want to humiliate me, believe it or not, if I shout once, that woman will tear you to pieces!”

“Oh ho, weren’t you looking like death would be preferable? How naturally you wave your new wife’s banner now.” Feiyu sat down and bumped his shoulder. “Alright, stop being so hostile. I really am here to rescue you. As long as you help with two small favors, I’ll get you out of here. How about it?”

As she spoke, she handed over two pieces of paper.

One was a silver requisition order with an astronomical sum written on it. The space at the end where a seal and signature were needed was still blank.

The other was a family letter with some casual conversation, ending with the news that Confucian sage successor He Zi was about to take on his final disciple. Instead of going to the capital to meet the Imperial Princess, Old Eighteenth had secretly asked someone for a recommendation letter and gone to Yueli Academy near He Zi’s home to be an auditing student, hoping to be first to get the advantage of proximity.

He Zi’s fame filled the world, his students were everywhere, he was the soul of scholars, revered by all, a great Confucian that every nation wanted to recruit. Once they recruited him, they could gain the devotion of scholars and the allegiance of literati—the influence on consolidating imperial rule couldn’t be underestimated.

Over the years, so many emperors and princes, leaders of various nations, had sent carriages and horses to Qingyang Mountain to recruit him that they had worn away three layers of the official road, yet none had ever succeeded. He hadn’t taken disciples for many years, and now suddenly there was news that he would take a final disciple. If someone could gain his favor and enter his school, wouldn’t that also mean recruiting him?

Murong Duan had been so obsessed with iron-making these past days that he didn’t even know this news. Seeing it now, he was suddenly shocked, and after the shock, remembering something, he was delighted.

But before this delight could pass, he saw the person across from him spread open her clean white palm and smile. “Hand it over.”

“What?” Murong Duan played dumb.

“The recommendation letter.”

Murong Duan’s expression changed.

He had a recommendation letter from the former dean of Yueli Academy that would allow him to audit classes there. This was obtained through connections from his wife’s family.

Yueli was one of the top three famous academies in Da Qian. Murong Duan had originally intended to use this as a reward or incentive, showing his intention to cultivate outstanding talents to entice his subordinate officials to follow him loyally. But before he could fully utilize its value, he wouldn’t easily produce it.

Now that He Zi was taking disciples, the value of this recommendation letter had risen even higher. He had just thought of this point too, considering how to use this golden carrot to entice people to join him, and thinking that they seemed not far from Yueli Academy already, perhaps he should try personally… In the blink of an eye, he was hit right on target by his opponent.

He stared at the tall, slender woman across from him, his gaze slowly darkening. After a long while, he said, “You… are Murong Yi!”

Chapter 58: A Pair of Scoundrels
Apart from Murong Yi himself, no one could know that Murong Yi was going to Yueli Academy, and only Murong Yi could have intercepted his yuan iron weapons within Da Qian territory. Now he wanted to seize his recommendation letter to the academy, and incidentally trick the other princes into coming, solving them one by one just like he had solved him!

This family letter would definitely “accidentally” reach the ears of his various brothers, causing everyone to become restless and uneasy. Leaving others aside, Fourth Brother, who looked down on Old Eighteenth the most, had the worst relationship with him, and had the most explosive temper, would definitely rush over!

How could Fourth Brother be a match for Old Eighteenth!

Murong Duan’s emotions were complex for a moment—both tense and angry, yet feeling a subtle sense of balance about what Fourth Brother and the others were about to face. Of course, more than anything was his hatred for Murong Yi. “Stop dreaming! I won’t sign any of these papers! When I return to Liaodong, I must tell Father King everything you’ve done!”

“Oh my, I never realized Second Brother was so naive.” Murong Yi looked at him with amazement. “You actually still think you can return to Liaodong.”

Murong Duan’s heart sank.

“Besides, even if you do go back and tell him these things, do you think Father King would believe you—the one who secretly colluded with Da Qian behind his back to forge precious weapons—or would he believe me, who rushed to his rescue in his time of crisis?”

“You intercepted forty percent of the yuan iron weapons! Father King will never forgive you once he knows!”

“Father King personally took action but still couldn’t protect those yuan iron weapons. How could I, a down-and-out young man with no backing in Da Qian, manage to keep forty percent under pursuit by Da Qian’s troops? Are you flattering me or insulting Father King’s abilities? Where does that leave Father King’s face?” Murong Yi smiled as he took out a small porcelain bottle. Murong Duan’s face went white, but Murong Yi didn’t feed it to him. Instead, he shook the bottle and said, “This aphrodisiac medicine is for your tiger-like new wife. Oh my, the eighteen sons of the Murong family having one more die from excessive indulgence would indeed be quite rare.”

Murong Duan stared at the small porcelain bottle, his expression changing several times. Suddenly his shoulders gradually softened, and he collapsed onto the bed, whimpering in a low voice, “Little Eighteenth, don’t treat your brother this way. I even held you when you were small. We’re brothers—why must it come to this? You’ve bullied your brother enough now. I’ll give you everything you want. Just rescue your brother, and I swear on my life and fortune that I’ll never leak a single word of these matters!”

Murong Yi smiled and pushed the papers forward. Murong Duan then took out his seal from his chest to stamp the silver requisition order. Suddenly Murong Yi raised his hand and cold light flashed, then covered Murong Duan’s mouth with one hand, muffling his scream.

Murong Duan’s whole body convulsed, his eyes desperately looking toward his own hand. The little finger of his left hand was bloody—half of it had already been sliced off.

Murong Yi casually used his red groom’s robe to wipe away the blood, roughly bandaging it, and smiled. “It’s fine. Feel free to use the wrong one—I’ll just practice a few more times.”

Murong Duan gritted his teeth and this time finally took out the correct seal to stamp it, thinking that everyone had been careless in daily life—they hadn’t expected that this unpopular Little Eighteenth was actually a wolf that bit without barking. At the same time, he wondered how his information was so well-informed. During those unnoticed days in Liaodong, what exactly had he been doing?

Then Murong Yi took out paper and brush, and Murong Duan personally copied the family letter again, this time using the private seal specifically for family correspondence.

“The recommendation letter isn’t in my hands…” Murong Duan said. “You… if you rescue me… I’ll get the recommendation letter for you.”

Murong Yi put away the items and said in surprise, “Who said I was going to rescue you?”

Murong Duan: “…”

Thinking carefully, it seemed this thief really had never said he would rescue him.

“I only promised not to give this aphrodisiac to your wife.” Murong Yi put away the bottle. “As for the recommendation letter… I was just testing you. Since I’ve confirmed you have it, it must be in Liaodong. You don’t have academy connections, but your wife has a distant relative connected to the former dean, right? Given your wife’s personality, the recommendation letter should be with her… I’ll go ask my sister-in-law for it.”

“You!”

Murong Duan spat out a mouthful of blood.

A bone-deep chill rose in his heart.

This thief knew everything about his affairs inside and out—how long had he been lurking? What kind of power did he possess to know every detail? What about the others? Had they also been under this poisonous snake’s watchful gaze without knowing it?

Murong Duan shivered with a chill, looking at those beautiful eyes across from him, suddenly not daring to curse anymore.

Thinking about how the silver requisition order could take away half of his years of accumulated wealth, thinking about the additional losses that would follow, while the person across from him had obtained it all empty-handed, he felt like crying but had no tears, only able to say in a trembling voice, “Little Eighteenth, have pity on your brother…”

“Pity?” Murong Yi smiled. “Second Brother, what’s pitiable about you? When we were children, you pushed me into ice caves, tricked me onto snow fields, tried to assault me when you didn’t know I was a boy, and when I exposed you, you conspired with your mother consort to embellish the story before Father King, saying I was lowly and seduced my own brother… You were quite mighty and impressive then.”

Murong Duan’s face turned deathly pale, and he no longer dared to speak.

Murong Yi patted his face, then suddenly dislocated his jaw with a crack, flicked a pill into his mouth, reset his jaw, and whispered in his ear, “Since you promised not to leak a single word, you must guarantee you do it. Your character is poor, so I’ll use medicine to help you remember.”

Murong Duan gritted his teeth and made no sound. Murong Yi thoughtfully helped him pull up the blanket and said, “I haven’t congratulated Second Brother yet—congratulations on your wedding joy, may you have a hundred years of harmony and bear children soon.”

He drifted away to take his seat as a popular chef.

Murong Duan stared at the two crude red candles, watching the wax tears slowly drip, wishing he could also have a good cry.

Then his tears really did begin to flow.

When Tie Ci slipped into the bridal chamber, this was the scene she witnessed.

A handsome man with a sorrowful expression shedding tears by candlelight—it was quite heart-wrenching to see.

Tie Ci also felt touched as she took out two pieces of paper and handed them to Murong Duan.

“Second Prince, congratulations on your wedding joy, hundred years of harmony, and may you bear children soon. Here are two forms, please sign them.”

Murong Duan: “…”

The hungry wolf left and now came the fierce tiger.

What a pair of scoundrels.

Looking at those two papers again, the top one was also a silver requisition order.

Murong Duan: “…”

Wait, this pair of scoundrels, sharing the same bed but having different dreams, yet they’re quite in sync.

“Your Highness, do you want freedom? After signing these forms, you can…”

Murong Duan: “Bah!”

Still trying to trick me!

Tie Ci: “…”
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Chapter 59: Could I Really Be a Lesbian?
What, so much backbone?

She wasn’t in a hurry either, sitting down beside Murong Duan’s bed. Murong Duan now instinctively shuddered all over whenever he saw someone sit beside his bed.

Tie Ci crossed her legs and pulled out a thin piece of paper, rustling it as she waved it. “Second Prince, being human requires the ability to bend, bend, bend, bend, bend—that’s what makes a smart person. Tell me, if this marriage certificate were sent to your wife in Ruzhou, what do you think she would think?”

Murong Duan’s expression changed again.

He didn’t know what she would think, but he knew she would definitely kill her way to Da Qian. Her extremely protective and hot-tempered father would definitely file a complaint at court. If the marriage certificate was proven genuine, her family’s hundred thousand troops and bunch of brave young men would never support him again from then on—they might even rush over in fury to slaughter him. This he absolutely knew.

But his silver had already been scraped away by half by Murong Yi. Now looking at this amount, the remaining half would also be gone. Without silver, how could there be any future great enterprise?

Tie Ci seemed to guess his thoughts and smiled. “As long as the green mountains remain, there’s no fear of lacking firewood. Silver—as long as a person is alive, it can always be earned back…”

Murong Duan gritted his teeth. “Then you must rescue me!”

Learning from this painful lesson, he couldn’t let anyone take advantage of him empty-handed again.

“Fine.”

“You rescue me first, then I’ll stamp it.”

“Not possible right now. This room is surrounded by guests on all sides. Wait until deep in the night when all is quiet…”

“You think I’ll believe your delaying tactics?”

“Then shall I provide you with a once-and-for-all solution?”

“What?”

A gleaming knife appeared in Tie Ci’s hand, and she jutted her chin. “There, the reason A’Hei took a fancy to you—besides this face, isn’t it also your capital as a man? Solve your capital problem, and I imagine A’Hei would have no interest in keeping a useless person either. Wouldn’t you be free then?”

The knife spun beautifully in her palm, and she reached out her hand.

“Don’t!”

The knife tip pressed against a certain spot. Tie Ci raised her eyes. “Hmm?”

With others holding the knife and himself as the fish on the cutting board, Murong Duan finally despairingly realized he had no capital for bargaining at all. He could only take out his seal from his chest and stamp it fiercely, cursing as he did, “A pair of wolves and tigers!”

His voice was muffled, and Tie Ci didn’t hear clearly. She pushed the second paper in front of him.

This paper was blank. Murong Duan looked at her in astonishment. Tie Ci said, “Write a family letter to your wife.”

Murong Duan almost thought this person would be like Murong Yi, wanting to tell that jealous woman about the affairs here, but he heard Tie Ci say, “In the letter, introduce the person bearing this letter, saying he’s your lifesaver, reliable and loyal. You’re trapped in Da Qian, and thanks to this person risking his life to escape and bring back your plea for help, have your wife arrange a real position in the royal court for this person, and hand over the elite forces you privately maintain to him, so he can bring people to rescue you.”

Murong Duan exclaimed in shock, “You actually want to use me to arrange for a spy to infiltrate Ruzhou’s military!”

Tie Ci smiled. “What else? Don’t you want freedom?”

“You promised to rescue me!”

“I did promise you, but I never promised when I would rescue you.” Tie Ci stood up and slapped the paper on his face. “You send my person into Ruzhou, and then someone will come rescue you. Otherwise, prepare to stay in these deep mountains where heaven won’t answer and earth won’t respond, serving A’Hei for the rest of your life!”

Murong Duan’s eyes blazed with fire. “You humiliate me like this, when I…”

Halfway through speaking, afraid of provoking Tie Ci and arousing her vigilance, he swallowed back his vengeful harsh words. But Tie Ci’s attention was on the first half of the sentence. “You plural?”

Having taken the medicine, Murong Duan now dared not mention Murong Yi’s identity. He gritted his teeth. “You and that black fatty!”

Tie Ci made an “oh” sound and smiled. “It’s all because you wore too little and looked too good. A young man wandering around in the middle of the night, even heading to where people bathe—no wonder she took a fancy to you and forced herself on you. If you ask me, being forced is like life—if you really can’t resist, then just lie down and enjoy it.”

Murong Duan glared, listening to this pile of strange words, wishing he could spit his nearly ground-to-powder teeth at this face. But in the end, he could only helplessly pick up the seemingly thousand-pound-heavy brush and write another deadly “family letter.”

As he wrote, he thought that evil people really were birds of a feather—Murong Yi and this person used exactly the same methods of extortion and blackmail. How hateful that at this moment, living under someone else’s roof, he had no choice but to bow his head. Just endure this trial…

Tie Ci didn’t care what he thought—nothing more than ten thousand harsh words he didn’t dare speak. But what use were harsh words? A knife pulled out was never as vicious as a knife thrust in. She, Tie Ci, never spoke harsh words—she acted on them.

Taking the two papers, she went out satisfied. Outside, the guests were gradually dispersing. The drunken bride lifted the curtain and entered, meeting the groom’s ashen face. Tonight’s joyful groom welcomed the third wave of torment on his wedding night…

That night, Feiyu and Tie Ci slept back-to-back, each sleeping very well, not hearing the groom next door’s neighbor’s neighbor crying “woo woo woo” all night.

Two more days passed. Tie Ci sat by the river watching an eighty-eight-year-old man fish, helping him dig earthworms. The old man squinted his eyes sitting in the sun. When the float moved, he would lazily flick his rod and could always accurately land the fish in the bamboo basket. In the blink of an eye, the basket was full. Just as Tie Ci was about to help kill the fish, the old man suddenly said, “Your injuries have healed. Why haven’t you left yet?”

Tie Ci efficiently killed the fish and said, “Want to meet the village chief.”

“There’s no village chief in this village.”

“Then I want to find the person in charge.”

“There’s no person in charge either.”

“Old sir, if you just agree to let me meet the person in charge, I’ll give you my wife as a second wife.”

Before the words finished, a hand reached out from underwater and pulled the crouching Tie Ci down into the water.

With a splash of flying water, Feiyu’s black hair hung wetly over her shoulders as she held down her husband underwater and started beating him. “Just catching a fish, and you’re already selling off your wife!”

Tie Ci struggled underwater and stuck out one hand, holding up three fingers toward the old man. “Old sir? How about it? Such a spirited woman—opportunity doesn’t knock twice! Plus thirty taels of silver as betrothal money!”

“Fifty taels!”

“One hundred taels!”

Feiyu splashed in the water, shouting to the old man, “Old sir, I’ll give you a big one for free!” She tried to hang Tie Ci’s collar on the old man’s fishhook.

Tie Ci laughed and escaped, turning like a swimming fish in Feiyu’s embrace. Feiyu happened to turn her head just then, and Tie Ci’s lips brushed her jaw—red lips with a touch of water waves.

Both paused.

Both had their long hair loose, entwining sinuously in the water waves. Each saw the other’s jade-like lustrous skin, water droplets flowing from jaw down into the depths of their collars, while their soaked clothes outlined beautiful shoulder lines.

Tie Ci unconsciously moved her gaze from Feiyu’s jaw to her lips. The other didn’t have a cherry-small mouth—her lips were slightly thin, beautifully shaped and hard to describe with a paintbrush. For a moment, she very much wanted to reach out her finger and trace them herself.

But she immediately curled her fingers, her heart momentarily confused.

Playing and fooling around so unguardedly with someone—it seemed she had never done this in her memory.

Only now did she realize that the previous wariness and defenses between her and the courtesan had somehow been lowered considerably.

What made her even more uneasy was that it was just playful fooling around, so why was her heart stirring like being bathed in spring light?

This was serious. Could she really be a lesbian deep down?

Chapter 60: Could I Really Be Gay?
Feiyu was also staring at her. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t been wet and facing each other before, but those times they were in dangerous situations with no time for other thoughts. At this moment, with the other’s breathing audible, she realized the person before her had a graceful neck, snow-white skin, bright eyes and white teeth, with an elegant and profound beauty.

Her eyebrows were slightly moist like crow feathers, while her eyes sparkled, reflecting this pool of green water. Amid the noble elegance, three parts of alluring charm were added.

Feiyu’s expression became somewhat strange, and she sank deeper into the water.

This was serious. Could I actually be gay?

The water rippled as the two stared at each other, each swimming back three feet.

Until the old man’s fishing rod swung between them, and his angry voice came: “Don’t want it! Each one of you is fickle as water!”

Feiyu turned and swam away, her laughter carrying from afar: “Want what? At your age, what you need is to examine yourself three times each morning when you get up: Can I still eat? Can I still get it up? How many days do I have left!”

The old man’s fishing rod flew out, Feiyu cried “Ouch!” and a water trail disappeared in the blink of an eye.

Here, Tie Ci smiled at the old man and said, “She and I aren’t the same type. Please don’t take your anger out on me.”

“That’s true indeed,” the old man said. “Speak then. You want to see the person in charge of this village—what do you want to say?”

“If he truly finds it inconvenient to see me, then please convey a message: ‘A dragon lurks in the depths, does it yearn for the high heavens? If you are unwilling to remain content, I am willing to lend a helping hand.'”

After hearing this, the old man shook his head and cast his fishing line again.

“How can one allow others to sleep soundly beside the couch? Let alone actively invite people to sleep there. Young man, do you think we country folk don’t understand these worldly principles?”

“You are not the fish, how can you know the fish’s joy? But you are not the fish, so you surely don’t know the suffering of fish avoiding sharks and whales!”

Before Tie Ci finished speaking, a woman washing clothes far along the riverbank suddenly dropped her beating stick, smashing the blue stone she was washing clothes on with a crack. She stared straight ahead and said, “Watching you run around the village these past days, I knew you had improper intentions. To think we kindly let you stay to heal your wounds, only to nurture your ambitions! You court people, with your bellies full of scheming—whoever deals with you is unlucky. Don’t bring trouble to our village’s peace. Pack up and get lost early!” With that, she kicked up the washing basin, caught it under her arm, and stomped away.

The fishing rod in the old man’s hand didn’t move at all. “Lady Sun has a violent temper, but she’s not wrong. We don’t get involved in your affairs. Don’t mention meeting the village chief—we won’t pass along any messages either. Young man, don’t be too greedy in life.”

Tie Ci lowered her head and smiled without speaking. She helped clean all the fish, strung them on willow branches, then took her leave.

The message should still reach them, but judging by their expressions, they wouldn’t trust her.

Having lived in the village for these few days, she could almost confirm that the people in this village indeed belonged to the Hidden Dragon organization. She just didn’t know if they were descendants or subordinates, or which princely residence they had originally belonged to.

During one casual stroll, she deliberately exposed a corner of her seal, and the other party noticed but remained unmoved.

Perhaps they had already detected her identity but didn’t care, allowing her to stay in the village to heal because of their impressive strength. They didn’t mind her observation and probing, but going further was impossible.

This group had been passed down through generations, never ceasing their martial practice, with shocking strength. Perhaps they had always been preparing for something.

She had vaguely suggested cooperation, offering to help achieve their dreams, but they didn’t trust her and were instead annoyed, thinking she harbored ill intentions.

Some people were unwilling to remain in the countryside, while she had no attachment to imperial power.

The world thought that as the Imperial Princess, she must be thinking of ascending the throne early and ruling the world, and she didn’t deny this.

But that was because if she didn’t fight, she, her father, and mother consort would have no way out—they would face a dead end.

But if there were an opportunity, she would rather not face this mountain-like pressure and wave-like turmoil. She would take her father and mother consort to retreat to the countryside, farming and weaving from then on, serving her parents.

She wished to see camellia flowers blooming all over the mountainside, her mother tending flowers under the green vine arbor, her father reading and drinking tea in the corridor.

The prerequisite was that everyone could preserve their lives and live peacefully.

But who would believe it? Just like this Hidden Dragon village—a place full of experts who suspected she had developed greed and wanted to recruit them.

When Tie Ci returned, she was met with cold treatment. Dongde’s family closed their doors and wouldn’t let her in, leaving the child outside, saying that since her injuries had healed, she should leave. The village couldn’t harbor outsiders for long.

Tie Ci picked up the child and looked around. Neighbors all closed their doors and windows. Only the fat widow who had previously chased her waved her handkerchief from afar, shouting: “Handsome brother, if you agree to be my husband, you’ll be one of the village family, and everything can be discussed!”

Tie Ci sighed, thinking this Lady Sun was probably quite a figure in the village to have mobilized so quickly.

It was normal for them not to trust her sincerity. A forced melon isn’t sweet—she should just leave.

She was carrying the child toward the village exit, wondering where Feiyu had gone, when suddenly a courtyard gate opened and Lady Sun rushed out carrying a child, blocking her path. “You can’t leave! I merely drove you away, yet you dared poison my child! Give me the antidote!”

Behind her, villagers poured out, blocking her way. Some with violent tempers had already begun cursing Tie Ci for repaying kindness with enmity.

Tie Ci was stunned. She saw that what Lady Sun held was her youngest son. At this moment, the child was in his mother’s arms, making “ah ah” sounds but unable to speak, seeming to have difficulty breathing. His face was purple-blue and his eyes rolled back—clearly he was only breathing out and not breathing in.

Lady Sun’s hair was disheveled, her eyes red, reaching out to grab her. “Give me the antidote!”

Tie Ci dodged and said, “Lady Sun! Be reasonable! Your son obviously just had this happen, but I was just talking with Old Ming by the river. Old Ming can testify!”

The fishing old man stood to one side, frowning and nodding.

But Lady Sun said, “Even if you were just talking with Old Ming, who knows what you did before? You’ve been wandering around this village daily, and everyone was unguarded against you. If you secretly administered some delayed-action poison, who would know? Besides, you have an accomplice—where is she now!”

Hearing this, Tie Ci’s heart jumped. Feiyu was indeed not here. Had Feiyu heard her conversation with Old Ming while in the water earlier? This courtesan had always acted mysteriously and obviously wasn’t an ordinary brothel woman. If her identity was also unusual and she had designs on this Hidden Dragon organization…

As this thought turned, she felt very displeased, but Lady Sun’s screams interrupted her thoughts.

“Egg! Egg! Bastard! Quickly give me the antidote!”

The child suddenly made a choking sound and his body leaned backward. Tie Ci’s gaze followed, and she suddenly caught a flash—she actually saw an apricot pit stuck in the child’s throat!

She immediately understood and quickly thrust the baby into Dongde’s wife’s arms, saying, “Fine, I’ll give you the antidote!”

The screaming Lady Sun was stunned as the child was snatched away by Tie Ci. Tie Ci immediately placed the child on the ground, bent slightly, embraced the six or seven-year-old child from behind, made a fist with one hand, positioned it on the child’s abdomen, and pushed upward with force.

This series of actions looked inexplicable to everyone. Lady Sun went crazy with anxiety and raised her palm to strike Tie Ci heavily. Tie Ci was performing emergency aid and couldn’t dodge, only gritting her teeth and offering her shoulder to Lady Sun’s palm.

Before the palm wind arrived, the force was already hitting her face. If this palm struck solidly, broken bones would be inevitable. Tie Ci’s expression didn’t change, and without raising her head, she generated qi with her fist and thrust upward forcefully.

With a “poof,” a date pit suddenly shot out from the child’s mouth.

Chapter 61: Unwelcome Guests
Almost immediately, the child’s sharp cries rang out. Lady Sun froze, her palm strike instinctively slowing, but ultimately it was too late to withdraw it completely. The palm wind swept past Tie Ci’s shoulder, and almost instantly, her shoulder began to swell.

Lady Sun rushed to the child’s side, watching as the child, though crying miserably, had his bluish-purple complexion instantly turn red with a loud, clear voice—clearly he had been saved.

At this moment she also understood that the bluish-purple color wasn’t from poisoning, but from choking. However…

She opened her mouth, slowly turning to look at Tie Ci, but Tie Ci only left her with a retreating figure—her shoulder burning with pain, she went to find medicine and bandages.

Everyone felt somewhat awkward for a moment and dispersed. The door of Dong Dezi’s house quietly opened again. Dong Dezi’s wife, holding the child, hurriedly came out to find Tie Ci. Seeing her pick up the child to leave, she said her family had medicinal wine, and since it was already late in the day, she should come back first to apply the medicinal wine before anything else.

Tie Ci actually felt this minor injury was nothing serious. Not leaving now would make it seem like she was seeking credit and showing off. Though she had ideas about cooperating with this small village, if the people had no interest, she didn’t want to pester them.

But she couldn’t resist Dong Dezi’s wife’s pulling and tugging, so she had to follow her back again. Dinner was quite sumptuous. According to Dong Dezi’s wife, it was all sent by the neighbors. When Tie Ci inquired, however, none of it had been sent by Lady Sun’s household.

Tie Ci didn’t have much appetite because Feiyu still hadn’t returned.

She had gone out hunting for half a day before, but Tie Ci always felt somewhat uneasy.

After dinner, she went out of the village again to search the surrounding areas, but still found nothing.

Tie Ci searched until midnight before returning, frowning as she lay on her bedding on the floor, thinking that the courtesan was truly elusive—this was yet another time she had left without saying a word, wasn’t it?

Although the other party had a track record of this, she still couldn’t feel at ease. She was thinking of entrusting the child to Dong Dezi at daybreak and climbing the mountains herself to search once more.

The wooden gate suddenly opened silently. Tie Ci sat up joyfully, but saw Lady Sun carrying an oil lamp, standing quietly in the moonlight.

Tie Ci suppressed her inner disappointment and was about to ask why she had come when she saw Lady Sun tilt her head, signaling for her to follow.

Tie Ci thought she had discovered Feiyu’s whereabouts, and if something had happened to Feiyu, her heart jumped with worry as she quickly got up and followed.

The two of them left the village one after the other, taking the mountain path. Tonight’s moonlight was quite good—moonlight filtering through the tree shadows created mottled silvery brightness, like bright pearls scattered all over the ground. Lady Sun simply extinguished the oil lamp and led the way ahead. Her steps were light and agile, crossing mountains as if walking on level ground. Sometimes her figure in the moonlight almost formed a black line, paying no attention to Tie Ci behind her.

But whenever she looked back, she could always see Tie Ci following behind her, unhurried and unhurried, with a slight smile on her face.

Lady Sun gradually stopped showing off her lightness skills and moved at a normal pace.

But Tie Ci gradually became puzzled. Looking at this long distance, they were crossing mountains! What was Feiyu doing running so far?

This mountain crossing lasted the entire night. Several times Tie Ci inquired, but Lady Sun ignored her completely. Tie Ci had no choice but to follow, walking until dawn broke and they turned into a mountain hollow where Lady Sun finally stopped.

Standing on high ground, Tie Ci looked down at what lay below. Before her eyes was a trickling clear stream carrying fallen petals flowing toward the valley. Beneath those fallen petals hid some strange small fish that were completely transparent. These fish were like crystal, their bones visible, with only a faint spot of bright red like rouge at the top of their heads. At the stream’s end, cliffs rose thousands of feet like giant swords thrust down. In the valley, mists swirled faintly, revealing several verdant bamboo houses. Morning sun shot through the gaps between the mountains, and flying birds passed by with their wing tips dyed golden.

Further away, on the more level low mountains, were layer upon layer of emerald green terraced fields, where many people could be faintly seen laboring.

Tie Ci was so stunned by this beautiful scene of earthly paradise that she held her breath tightly.

Behind her, Lady Sun said coldly: “I’ve brought you to the place. Whether you can succeed depends entirely on yourself.”

Tie Ci turned around in astonishment to ask questions, but she had already dashed several li away. A distant voice drifted back: “That child you have with you is inconvenient—leave him in the village for now!”

Tie Ci called out urgently: “If my friend returns, please have her come here to find me!”

Lady Sun raised her hand and waved, then turned into the mountain path and disappeared.

Tie Ci turned around again. By now she understood that Lady Sun had brought her to meet the real authority figure of the small village.

After last night’s winding mountain journey, she was already a bit confused about how to get back. If she were to turn back now to look for Feiyu, she would very likely get lost deep in the mountains. She could only pause here and wait for a while.

From Lady Sun’s tone, the matters ahead would still depend on herself. Tie Ci walked forward along the stream. The area gradually opened up, and she saw pavilions where people could taste tea while enjoying the winding streams, as well as threshing grounds for drying wheat. She saw elegant handmade lanterns as well as strings of chili peppers hanging under the eaves. She saw training grounds complete with all manner of swords, spears, and halberds, as well as a large circle full of pigs…

In short, this place had a mixed style with everything complete. Sometimes it made one feel this place was elegantly refined like a scholar’s hermitage, sometimes it made one suspect a group of warriors lived here, and sometimes it made one think the local farmers here were very skilled at various tasks…

The small stream didn’t end when it reached the valley interior but became a small river. Those houses and threshing grounds were built along the river. By the riverside, a young boy was bent over watching ants with his bottom sticking up. At the small dock, there was also a small boat. At this moment, with flowers flying and butterflies dancing, willow catkins floating lightly, grass growing thick along the banks, and water reflecting the vast sky, four people sat around a table on the boat, facing this early summer beautiful scenery, playing… mahjong.

Mahjong could be called one of the great entertainments of the Da Qian nation. According to legend, it was originally created by several outstanding women of the previous dynasty and initially only circulated among the upper court circles of various countries, gradually spreading among the common people. This skill exercised muscles and blood circulation and was suitable for all ages. The capital of Da Qian even held annual mahjong competitions.

At the table were four people. One was a young girl, petite and delicate, with a sweet round face and beautiful features, though unfortunately she had rather heavy dark circles under her eyes. Seeing Tie Ci approaching, she smiled and lifted her eyes to nod at her.

Another was also a woman, but this one was tall with slightly brown skin, wearing a long robe with colorful trim and bound sleeves. All five fingers on one hand wore rings, most of them brightly colored with large gemstones, giving off a rough yet luxurious feeling. This woman stared at the tiles in her hand with focused expression, not even glancing at Tie Ci.

Sitting across from her was a young man whom Tie Ci found familiar. Wasn’t this the classmate Qi she had encountered on the street before—the one surrounded by admirers around Shen Mi, who appeared gentle and refined but actually looked down his nose at everyone?

This classmate Qi didn’t seem to recognize her, glancing at her indifferently before speaking to the elderly man sitting in the host position beside him: “Another unwelcome guest has arrived. Do you need me to help you send her away?”

Chapter 62: The Mysterious Gamble
Tie Ci’s gaze fell upon that elderly man. Having lived long in the deep palace, she had long cultivated the habit of reading people, and could tell at a glance what kind of person was the main character.

Although that delicate young girl had a calm temperament, that cold woman in colorful robes had calluses all over her hands clearly indicating formidable external martial arts skills, and that Young Master Qi acted with familiar ease, it was very obvious that this elderly man was the true master of this place.

This person had an ordinary face with narrow eyes and a wide mouth, but his skin was extremely well-maintained with almost no wrinkles. Set against his white hair and silver beard, wearing a simple blue robe, he had quite an otherworldly air. However, when his casual eyes swept over someone, it made people involuntarily quiet down.

Tie Ci bowed to him from the shore, saying she had mistakenly wandered into the depths of the lotus flowers and disturbed the master.

Only then did the elderly man lift his head to glance at her, nodding with a smile, but he didn’t respond and lowered his head to focus on his tiles again.

Clearly a gambling addict of the highest order.

Tie Ci focused her vision and saw the tiles of that delicate young girl across from him—an extremely good hand that should have won long ago, yet she was still feeding tiles to the elderly man, not hesitating to break up her own good combinations.

But she also didn’t dare to lose carelessly, so she racked her brains scheming, unable to win yet needing to lose in an intricate, back-and-forth interesting manner.

After watching for a while, Tie Ci found it painful to the eyes.

At the mahjong table, that petite young girl suddenly smiled and said: “Huyin, isn’t your nephew arriving today? Since he’s just arrived, shouldn’t you go greet him? Aren’t you afraid of bad rumors spreading from your side, disrupting your family harmony?”

That cold woman in colorful robes didn’t even look at her, carefully deliberating for a long time before playing a tile, then said: “Rumors say… the one skilled… in brain medicine… has also arrived… nearby. You shouldn’t… hurry to find… him for your… brother…”

The petite woman’s expression changed slightly, and she suddenly began whistling. Her whistling made Young Master Qi’s face change repeatedly as he clenched his legs together. That woman in colorful robes remained unmoved, only looking down disdainfully at the petite woman.

Listening to that whistling sound dominated by hissing and water sounds, Tie Ci inexplicably felt the urge to urinate.

The petite young girl whistled for a while, but seeing that none of the three people moved, she couldn’t help but lower her eyes in disappointment and stop. Young Master Qi sneered coldly and said: “I haven’t eaten or drunk since yesterday!”

The woman in colorful robes: “Me neither.”

The petite woman sighed mournfully, clearly deeply agreeing but very regretful.

Tie Ci: “…”

Wait, although it was still early, these people on the boat, except for that elderly man, all looked mentally exhausted with dew on their collars, and the lanterns beside them still had remnant candles. Had they been battling all night with that old fellow without eating, drinking, or urinating?

They specifically didn’t eat or drink to avoid needing to urinate?

What kind of spirit was this?

Looking around at their tiles again, the elderly man had the worst luck and poorest technique, yet his winning chances were gradually increasing. Occasionally he would lose a round, but he definitely won much more.

These three weren’t competing in winning technique but in losing technique, weren’t they?

The elderly man suddenly looked up, glancing at Tie Ci as if just noticing her, and beckoned: “Since you’ve come, young friend, come play a round and let me see what your luck is like.”

He spoke these words quite ordinarily, but those three people all changed color simultaneously. The petite young girl frowned slightly, then smiled and said: “But sir, we’re not missing one player.”

The cold woman in colorful robes said: “Your rules… first come… first served… I won’t… yield.”

Her speech was very awkward—whether she couldn’t speak properly or was stuttering was unclear.

Young Master Qi shuffled tiles without looking up: “Then just stand aside and watch, but don’t butt in.”

The elderly man threw down his tiles and said: “If none of you will yield, then this old man will yield.”

Those three immediately all stood up together.

Tie Ci laughed: “Please don’t. I don’t know how to play mahjong at all—how could I compete with you all?”

The elderly man looked at her with an ambiguous smile: “Really won’t play?”

Tie Ci said decisively: “Really don’t know how to play!”

Both women looked at her with very strange expressions, probably thinking she was an idiot who entered a treasure mountain without knowing what to pick up.

The elderly man stared at Tie Ci for a moment, nodded and waved his hand, sat down to continue playing, and ignored her.

Both women seemed to breathe sighs of relief and sat down to continue being tormented.

With no one paying attention to Tie Ci, she didn’t mind and simply squatted down to watch ants with that young boy.

Only after squatting down did she realize that the one who looked like a young boy from her crouched position actually had childish features and was obviously still a child, just tall and sturdy for his age. His appearance bore some resemblance to that petite sweet young girl—they were probably siblings.

That child didn’t pay attention to her either, holding a tree branch in his hand and poking at the ants on his own. One ant was carrying a cake crumb with great difficulty. He waved his branch to help but knocked the cake crumb to the ground. He then tried to put the crumb back on the ant’s back, instead disturbing the ant’s path. That ant had clearly lost its food and fallen behind, circling around in confusion. The child became anxious too, crying out loud as he jumped up, constantly reaching to scratch his face and pull his hair. Tie Ci watched clumps of black hair fall onto her face.

The petite young girl in the pavilion suddenly stood up: “Wei’er!” She lifted her leg to get off the table.

As soon as she lifted her leg, the other two immediately looked up at her with joyful, eager expressions. This made the petite young girl freeze at the table’s edge. She looked at the game, then at the child outside, torn for a moment before directing her anger at Tie Ci, puffing her cheeks angrily: “I ask you to play and you won’t play, but you insist on provoking him to make me leave the table. This behavior is really disgusting!”

Tie Ci was scolded for no reason, but her attention was mainly on that child. Seeing him hysterically shouting at the ants, she vaguely recalled a condition her master had mentioned. She grabbed the child’s wildly flailing hands with one hand to prevent him from hurting himself further, while with her other hand she pulled out a small bottle of honey syrup from her bosom—this was honey that Feiyu had boiled down from raiding beehives. Tie Ci quickly poured the honey in a circle on the ground. Large numbers of ants immediately went toward the sweetness, and the ground gradually revealed a dark mass in the shape of a figure—round head, squinting eyes, actually bearing some resemblance to that child.

The child was immediately attracted and sat down with a thud, staring motionlessly again. The young girl on the boat had originally seen Tie Ci grab the child and could no longer care about the game table, rushing down urgently. Just as she rushed to Tie Ci’s side, she was stunned to see this scene.

Before she could react, the woman in colorful robes on the boat had already stretched her neck toward her and said: “You… left table… forfeited.”

The petite woman’s face turned ashen, but the elderly man knocked down his tiles and laughed: “I win!”

Young Master Qi said: “Sir’s skill is superb!”

The woman in colorful robes: “I lost. Convinced… completely convinced.”

Tie Ci: “…”

They couldn’t even properly flatter—each compliment more stilted than the last.

It was hard on the elderly man to listen with smiles, actually appearing quite pleased as he nodded, but then pointed at the petite young girl: “She’s one who values loyalty and righteousness. Come accompany this old man again tomorrow.”

The petite young girl was overjoyed, her small face glowing.

The woman in colorful robes instantly had an ice-cold expression.

Young Master Qi looked surprised with hidden envy.

The elderly man continued: “By the rules, since you’ve left the table, you cannot return to the table today. So you come then.”

This latter “you” was directed at Tie Ci, and those two people’s expressions changed simultaneously again.

Tie Ci had already had her appetite whetted by these people’s mysterious mahjong game. She glanced at the elderly man, suddenly rolled up her sleeves and said: “Then I’ll accompany the old gentleman for a few more rounds.”

While quietly saying to the petite young girl who had walked to her side: “What exactly are you all gambling for? Why are you so unwilling to leave the table no matter what?”
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Chapter 63: The Inescapable Scheme
“Don’t think I’ll tell you just because you helped a little.” The young girl looked straight ahead with a sweet smile, speaking in a flat tone. “Anyway, it’s not what you’re thinking—gambling to determine the world’s fate, one tile one city or anything like that.”

“You really overthink things.” Tie Ci looked at her strangely. “What ‘one tile one city, gambling to determine the world’s fate’—have you been reading too many third-rate fantasy novels? Setting everything else aside, do you even have a city?”

“I…” The young girl wanted to speak but hesitated, her cheeks visibly puffing up with anger.

“Then you should at least tell me what you’re gambling for, right?”

“We’re not gambling for anything!”

Seeing Tie Ci walking away, she thought for a moment and finally added: “It’s not about winning or losing, just about mood!”

Mood? Whose mood?

Tie Ci walked onto the small boat, sat down and said to the elderly man: “It seems you all don’t gamble for money? Mahjong without money has no soul. Old sir, let’s set some stakes!”

Those two people looked at her in unison, their eyes clearly saying “Ah, how vulgar you are, how dare you be so vulgar in front of this person!”

“You seem quite wealthy and generous.” The elderly man skillfully shuffled the tiles. “How about one hundred taels?”

This was quite a high amount. Tie Ci asked: “Gold? Silver?”

Young Master Qi said disdainfully: “To defile this game with such worldly things, you should really…”

“Then let it be gold.” The elderly man said casually.

The other two: “…”

This time their eyes clearly said “You should have said so earlier! If you’d said earlier we could win money, we’d be happy to give money too!”

The elderly man quickly built the wall. “…Winner pays the loser.”

Those two were stunned again. The woman in colorful robes tilted her head, clearly struggling to calculate whether she should win or lose now.

Winning meant having to pay money which was more than welcome, but giving money had already been proven not to please, and the old sir obviously didn’t like losing.

But soon the two didn’t need to worry about it.

Because Tie Ci was the true king. As soon as she sat at the table, she swept across like a tiger devouring thousands of li, using extremely exquisite tile technique to win twelve consecutive rounds.

The counting chips in front of her were piled mountain-high.

Even more wonderful was that, though no one knew how she calculated it, from beginning to end, it was basically the elderly man alone who lost the most.

This left those two with constipated expressions, truly not knowing whether to console the old sir for losing money or congratulate him for earning money.

But clearly, the pleasure of receiving money couldn’t offset the frustration of losing money. The old sir’s expression grew darker and darker. After twelve rounds, the sun reached its zenith and everyone’s stomachs began rumbling. The elderly man suddenly knocked down the wall with a clatter, saying that would be enough for today.

Those two stood up as if relieved of a great burden, while eagerly inquiring when the game would start tomorrow. As they asked, they glared at each other, coldly mocking that even if this side agreed, the other would still have to queue up—what was the point of arranging tomorrow’s time?

Tie Ci sat motionless. She had lost a total of two thousand taels of gold to the elderly man.

Across from her, the old sir slowly pulled out an enormous money pouch and shook it at her.

Tie Ci didn’t move.

The old sir shook it again.

Tie Ci still didn’t move.

The woman in colorful robes said in surprise: “You… refuse to pay?”

Her expression was rarely quite pleased.

She had originally worried this was a dark horse who would steal her opportunity.

Turns out it was just an idiot.

Tie Ci shook her head. “I won’t refuse to pay. But old sir, I have no money. Paying debts is natural law, and when one has no money to repay debts, compensating with one’s person is also natural law. How about this, old sir—I’ll do odd jobs and labor for you to offset this debt, would that be acceptable?”

The other three: “…”

You can travel all the roads in this world, but you can’t escape your schemes!

No one had ever been allowed to stay overnight in the valley. So many people sought but couldn’t obtain the chance to stay in this valley for even half a day. The opportunity to play tiles with the old sir had people fighting tooth and nail in the courtyard, but playing tiles was just to pass time and try to fathom his preferences, hoping that perhaps someday they might gain his favor. For this they carefully won, carefully lost, carefully neither won nor lost, and every day had to rack their brains seeking the chance to enter the valley again to play tiles…

And here comes some bastard from who knows where, using such shameless rogue tactics, planning to stay in the valley and gain the advantage of proximity!

The three were about to go mad, all saying in unison: “No way!”

But the elderly man laughed, pointing to a thatched hut: “Then you sleep there.”

“Old sir!” This time all three called to the elderly man together.

“He’s being a rogue!”

“This isn’t fair!”

The elderly man put his hands behind his back and slowly strolled away, not looking back: “Rogue or not, fair or unfair. You’ve come so many times—how come you never thought of this?”

Those three were speechless. The petite young girl stood dazed for a long while, then suddenly her eyes blinked and tears came streaming down.

She was actually crying from anger.

As she cried, she said: “Old sir! How can you be so heartless! I’ve brought my brother here to play tiles with you for three months! You won’t relent, and you even… even…”

The elderly man listened with smiles, even nodding as if deeply agreeing. But his facial expression clearly read:

You’re right.

But I’ll do it again next time.

The cold woman in colorful robes, however, sat down with a thud and said: “Old sir, need… cleaning up… much… I… help.”

She didn’t forget to turn and say to the petite woman: “Your… brother… causes trouble… leave… early.”

The petite woman’s tears stopped as soon as she willed it. She wiped with a handkerchief, her face clean and dry, and said with a stern little face: “You… a… foreign… woman… can’t even… speak… clearly. What… can you… help with? Can you… brew tea? Or can you… burn incense?”

With a sharp sound, the woman in colorful robes drew the curved blade at her waist, flashing like a bright rainbow. Young Master Qi suddenly pressed down on her half-drawn blade with one hand: “Hezhuo! No fighting here!”

Tie Ci’s eyes flashed.

Hezhuo was the Western Rong term for noble leaders. If she remembered correctly, today the only person who could be called Hezhuo and was also a woman was the Western Rong King’s sister-in-law, the younger sister of the Western Rong Queen.

The Queen came from a great clan no less prestigious than the Western Rong King’s lineage. Her family held extremely high status in Western Rong, and her sister was the female clan leader of that tribe, thus she was granted the title of Female Hezhuo by the Western Rong King.

This one seemed to also be Dan Ye’s little aunt?

Tie Ci heard Young Master Qi quietly say to the petite young girl: “What are you making a fuss about? Staying here at night might not necessarily be a good thing!”

After the petite young girl and the woman in colorful robes exchanged a few more words, they also knew that continuing to make trouble would only displease their host further. They each fell silent and politely took their leave. When the child was led away by his sister, he was still reluctant to part with the ants, crying and refusing to go. The petite young girl coaxed him while forcefully pulling him, working up a sweat, but always kept her brother protected in her arms.

Seeing her real struggle, Tie Ci gave all the remaining honey syrup to the child, telling him: “Take this with you, and all the ants will follow you. Isn’t that fun?”

The child became happy and walked away sprinkling honey syrup all the way. When the group left, they all looked at Tie Ci with eyes full of envy and jealousy.

Once everyone left, Tie Ci rolled up her sleeves, ready to work hard. She had recently learned quite a bit of housework and several dishes in the small village, so she wasn’t afraid of the old man being difficult.

Who knew the elderly man just looked her up and down a few times and said: “Didn’t sleep last night?”

Tie Ci: “Ah? No… yes, but it doesn’t matter…”

“Sleep when you’re tired. Why be hypocritical at such a young age?”

“Yes. But keeping one’s word is also a young person’s integrity. Since I’m not very tired yet, I should quickly repay the debt with labor. Whatever you need, old sir, please just give me orders.”

“Then just sweep around casually.”

“What would you like for dinner, sir? I can make wild scallion scrambled eggs, soft-boiled eggs with wild garlic, roasted venison, I can…”

“I don’t eat eggs, don’t eat scallions or garlic, don’t eat meat.”

“…Then I can make porridge.”

The elderly man smiled and pointed to the front under the eaves. Only then did Tie Ci see countless dishes on the table ahead, with flavors covering both north and south, including frying, braising, cooking, and deep-frying.

“The young fellows see this old man all alone and pitiable, so they send lots of food every day. I’m just worried about it spoiling, so you can help me eat more.”

Tie Ci: “…Oh.”

Not only did she not need to worry about food, but the ground was actually almost spotlessly clean. Tie Ci swept with the big broom for ages and only managed to sweep up one fallen weed.

The water vat was very full, the vegetable garden’s black soil gleamed, and the pigs in the pen were cleaner than she was.

Her Imperial Highness the Crown Princess very much wanted to humble herself and show her affability to this important figure through practical actions, but this small estate, like its master, was spotless with no cracks to exploit.

The elderly man was gentle in attitude but didn’t chat with her at all. Most of the time he sat in his study, slowly playing with a brush holder on his desk.

With nothing to do, Tie Ci discovered for the first time that leisure could also be awkward. She waved her big broom around everywhere, gradually walking to the depths of the valley, where she discovered that the clear stream from the valley entrance had turned into a circle here, surrounding a small independent garden. A small white jade bridge spanned the water, with a white stone path on the other side and rivers on both sides where water lilies had not yet bloomed. The characters “Nai He” were spelled out in black stone on the bridge, while transparent small fish clustered around equally crystal-clear water flowing below—exquisite and plain like an ink painting scroll.

Though the scenery ahead was also beautiful, it had rich colors full of earthly atmosphere. This small garden spot, however, followed a cold and elegant style that seemed out of place.

Tie Ci couldn’t help thinking of the brush holder the elderly man always held, with ink-wash beauties painted on blue porcelain—the same style.

Tie Ci instinctively walked onto the bridge. Looking down, she saw two shallow impressions on the bridge. She crouched down and placed her fingers in those impressions, then withdrew her hand as if electrocuted.

These impressions actually looked like… two toe tips…

Someone had once stood on this bridge for a long time, hesitating to move forward, and over the years had worn two footprints into this spot.

What kind of person would linger here for so long?

Tie Ci looked again at the characters on the bridge—Nai He… Nai He Bridge.

And that long path behind the bridge looked like a tomb passage, with water lilies on both sides facing each other like… stone guardian figures.

This was… a cemetery.
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Chapter 64: Playing the Game
This was… a cemetery.

And a cemetery that even the master wouldn’t enter.

Life and death separated, yin and yang never meeting.

Tie Ci instantly broke out in cold sweat, realizing she had inadvertently touched upon the master’s taboo. She immediately stood up and backed away step by step.

Recalling how the elderly man had told her to sweep casually earlier without any warnings, and remembering the envy, jealousy, and hatred of those three card partners when they left, she couldn’t help but smile bitterly.

When the old man of Sai gained a horse, how could he know it wasn’t a curse?

The master was already silently punishing her cunning.

Now it seemed that being close and staying might not necessarily be a good thing.

One careless step into the cemetery, and she would lose all opportunities to communicate with the master of this place.

After understanding this point, Tie Ci stopped sweeping and returned. The elderly man was eating dinner, didn’t ask where she had gone, and gestured for her to come eat together. She sat down without ceremony.

During the meal, a set of bowls and chopsticks was placed in front of the seat beside the elderly man, with a bowl of rice already served. As the elderly man ate, he casually picked up dishes and placed them on the plate in front of that seat.

“This honey-glazed roast duck is what you like to eat, have some more.”

“These rouge bamboo shoot slices are good, try them.”

“The soup is a bit hot, drink it later.”

As evening fell, the sunset painted the entire valley like it was shrouded in blood-red gauze. Shadows from distant mountains fell, enveloping all the scenery in the courtyard in dark shadows, indistinct and wavering, with cool mountain breezes.

Wind lanterns under the corridor gave off dim yellow light, casting illusory shadows on the table surface.

In this scene that was beautiful yet faintly eerie, with such mystical behavior, plus the fact that the “mistress” of this seat was now lying in the nearby cemetery, it made one’s whole body break out in goosebumps and chest tighten with fear.

Only now did Tie Ci understand what Young Master Qi meant earlier about staying overnight not necessarily being a good thing. If someone with a smaller courage had to eat this meal, they’d probably wet themselves on the spot.

The lamplight reflected on the elderly man’s face with several parts ghostly atmosphere. He raised his eyes to look at Tie Ci, and at some point his speech had also slowed down: “You… don’t… eat…?”

A cool breeze blew over, and he showed Tie Ci a pale, slow smile. The chopsticks in his hand mechanically dug at the white rice, one motion after another. The rice piled up high with chopsticks standing upright, making one inevitably think of some unpleasant associations.

“I’m eating.” Tie Ci scooped up a big mouthful of rice. Her clear, bright voice instantly dispelled the eerie atmosphere from just now. She casually picked up a duck leg: “Stop talking while you’re chewing candy in your mouth, old sir. Be careful not to stick those few old teeth together.”

The elderly man grunted, chewed a few times, and stopped talking.

Tie Ci, however, began to turn guest into host, picking up a piece of preserved vegetable and putting it on the mistress’s small plate: “Don’t just eat sweet things—it’s bad for your stomach and sticks to your teeth. This is refreshing.”

“The soup has gotten cold, let me get you a fresh bowl.”

“This pastry is savory, quite special. It should suit your taste.”

Across from her, the old man stopped pretending to be a ghost and put down his chopsticks with a dark expression.

“How do you know she likes savory flavors?”

“I don’t know.” Tie Ci continued eating. “I just like savory flavors myself.”

“It’s not your place to be attentive.” The elderly man suddenly became sharp and caustic. “Earlier you nearly disturbed her, and this old man hasn’t settled accounts with you yet, but you’ve become even more presumptuous.”

“Oh, alright.” Tie Ci wasn’t angry and served herself a third bowl of rice.

The elderly man seemed to have lost his appetite. He threw down his chopsticks and returned to his study to fiddle with his brush holder again.

Tie Ci ate slowly and methodically, cleared the dishes, washed the bowls by the small river, then went back to her little thatched hut to sleep.

Though called a little thatched hut, it was solidly built with an exquisite design. Inside, tables, chairs, bed, and curtains were all complete, with various decorations that were fresh and elegant, quite ingenious. But every detail was very feminine, showing that the mistress of this place had originally been someone skilled at managing a household with high taste.

No wonder even someone like this old fellow couldn’t forget her.

Tie Ci lay down and slept. In the middle of the night, she heard the sound of flowing robes passing by. An old man’s figure swept past the small window, with a broad forehead extending forward in solitary pride, wide sleeves fluttering.

In her drowsy state, Tie Ci seemed to see the elderly man treading on moonlight like silver frost, stopping before the Nai He Bridge. His toes always pointed toward the direction where she was buried, yet he always hesitated and couldn’t move forward. The river sparkled under the moonlight, lotus lanterns drifted leisurely downstream toward another realm full of mandala flowers… In the distance, solemn and magnificent ceremonial music faintly sounded. Within the music, scholarly voices rang out as three thousand students performed dances before the great hall, while countless flower petals falling from the sky became snow-like scrolls…

When Tie Ci opened her eyes at dawn, after washing up she took the big broom to sweep again. The elderly man still sat by the window playing with his brush holder, as if he hadn’t slept all night.

Seeing Tie Ci, he said: “Your debt is paid off. You can leave now.”

Tie Ci: “…”

She put down the big broom, rested her chin on it, and settled accounts with the old man: “Wait, old sir, how did you calculate this? I owe you two thousand taels of gold, and it’s settled just because I swept your garden yesterday? What kind of labor is so valuable?”

“Your labor is just that valuable.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Did he know her identity?

“Do you… know me?”

“I don’t know you.”

“Then…”

“Offering attentiveness for no reason,” the elderly man said, “naturally means wanting to recruit this old man. And what significance does this old man have for ordinary people? To invite him to waste food?”

Comrade Old He was quite self-aware.

After one round of tiles, Tie Ci had guessed who this old fellow was—wasn’t this the Confucian Saint He Zi, teacher of all scholars under heaven? Besides him, who else in this Qingyang territory could make people fawn over them like this?

She hadn’t expected Lady Sun to bring her such an opportunity.

“No matter what your identity is, this old man will not agree to whatever you want to say.” The elderly man pointed around the courtyard: “Letting you stay this one night was to let you see clearly what kind of place this is, to see clearly why I will absolutely never leave here. This old man wanted to save us both some words. If you’re smart enough, you should put down that broom and leave right now. If we never meet again in the martial world, we can both save some face.”

Tie Ci followed his gaze to look around. Every plant and tree had been personally created by his deceased wife, and that woman also rested in the back garden. If he left this place, his heart would have no refuge.

No wonder countless people had tried before with no one succeeding.

“Old He.” Tie Ci put down the broom and formally bowed. “Since we’re speaking openly, let me be direct. I’m not leaving. My labor isn’t that valuable.”

“If I say you’re valuable, then you’re valuable.”

“If I say I’m not valuable, then I’m not. I’m five foot seven, one hundred ten pounds. I’m neither extraordinarily strong nor can I sweep ten thousand acres in a day. My labor and skill level at most equals that of men my age. Where’s the value? Could my identity make the places I’ve swept sparkle and drop gold? Old He was once a sage who proposed the great unity of the world and equality of all beings. Now you’re full of the class consciousness you once most despised. Was this influenced by your wife’s teachings?”

“Outrageous!” The good-tempered He Zi flew into a rage. “Who gave you permission to speak recklessly about the deceased!”

“You keep her ashes in a brush holder and play with them daily! Only the magistrate can set fires while the people can’t light lamps?”

“Nonsense! That’s her hair!”

“Hair is also part of the body. You kept her hair but didn’t give her a complete burial. Who’s more excessive?”

“…Nonsense! That hair fell naturally! After she cut her hair, she built the cemetery herself, sealed her own coffin, and made a poisonous oath forbidding anyone from stepping foot in her cemetery. How could I enter!”

“I’ll help you go in to pay respects and fulfill your wish. You agree to come with me!”

“She forbade anyone from stepping foot there! Violators will have the deceased fall into Avici Hell forever! Even if this old man killed you, I wouldn’t let you step one foot in the cemetery!”

“I know, I know. That Nai He Bridge of yours, those water lilies, those fish—which one isn’t a killing trap? I guarantee I won’t step foot there, but I’ll let you pay respects!”

“You’re talking nonsense.”

“You don’t need to worry about whether I’m talking nonsense or not. Just say what happens if I accomplish it?”

“Going with you is impossible!”

“Then let me stay.”

The other side fell silent. After a long while, He Zi flicked his sleeves and left.

“I give you three days. If you can’t do it within three days, you can never come within three li of this old man for the rest of your life.”

“Deal!”

That promise rang with the force of mountains and rivers, but Tie Ci sat down as if drained of strength.

Guessing he was He Zi wasn’t difficult—the hard part was staying. She didn’t hesitate to use provocation, proposing that He Zi come with her, but her goal was just to stay a few more days.

Only by staying would there be opportunities.

He Zi came from a family of Confucian saints and held emperor-like status in scholarly circles. He had once served as Imperial Academy Supervisor under the previous emperor, with students throughout the land. Later he served as Mountain Chief of Yueli Academy, earning even more adoration from scholars nationwide.

Yet he retired at the height of his career to live as a hermit in the deep mountains. Some said he became disheartened and withdrew from court due to grief over his wife’s death. The He couple was indeed famous for their deep marital love, but even in the secret historical records specifically searching for privacy about court officials and celebrities, Tie Ci had found no record of Madam He’s cause of death.

Tie Ci remembered that not long after He Zi went into seclusion, those imperial princes and grandsons began having troubles one after another, until later when the Xiao family supported her father’s ascension to the throne, ending that turbulent period.

She had always believed Lingquan Village was related to Hidden Dragon. Yet Lady Sun brought her to meet He Zi. What was the relationship between He Zi and Lingquan Village? And what was his relationship with Hidden Dragon?

In any case, even setting aside the Hidden Dragon matter, He Zi was already an important target of this journey.

If she gained He Zi, she would gain the hearts of scholars and civil officials throughout the land. Her father’s throne and her own would be half-secured.

Which lord in the world with ambitions wouldn’t want to recruit He Zi? Didn’t you see those few people, openly and secretly, all drooling over the old man?

Now that Tie Ci and He Zi had spoken openly, she stopped making a fuss. The two ignored each other. Today He Zi also didn’t set out his wife’s bowls and chopsticks. He ate silently, and his tile partners came again.

This time the petite young girl brought her brother, with the older one still at the tile table and the younger one squatting with Tie Ci to watch ants.

The cold woman in colorful robes didn’t come. Young Master Qi continued to report for duty.

A tall man replaced that woman in colorful robes. His eyes were slightly blue with distinct features, but he spoke fluent Chinese and understood Central Plains etiquette. He specifically chatted with Tie Ci for a few sentences, but later seeing He Zi’s obvious displeasure with Tie Ci, his deliberate courting and wariness faded considerably, and he stopped paying much attention to Tie Ci. His tile playing was quite smooth, without the careful losing of the others. He lost money with big gestures, and while playing, suddenly ordered: “Hey you, bring some tea up here.”

Tie Ci, who was leaning on the big broom lost in thought, heard this but didn’t register it. After all, she wasn’t someone who served others. It wasn’t until the man looked up and impatiently gave the order again that she reacted.

Huh? Was he ordering her around?
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Chapter 65: Fury for the Crown Princess
Looking again, Young Master Qi had an ordinary expression, the petite young lady tilted her head slightly to look at her but showed no intention of helping, and He Zi remained unmoved, not even glancing at her.

She knew there wasn’t a single good person at this table.

She didn’t have that feeling of being tested and thus needing to be cautious. She did go pour tea, but only gave some to He Zi. That man wasn’t angry either, saying to He Zi: “Old sir, you see, this is what non-academy students are like—they lack proper bearing.”

Tie Ci sneered at this behavior of taking advantage to apply eye drops, laughing: “Academy students? Academy students have this kind of bearing? Ordering around and being imperious toward the old sir’s honored guests?”

“What kind of honored guest are you? Just a servant who used schemes and shameless tactics to stay.”

“What about you then? A bribery guest who came crawling to offer money but still couldn’t stay—do you think you’re somehow noble?”

That man just laughed without retorting, giving Tie Ci a meaningful look before slapping down a tile with a snap.

Young Master Qi rolled his eyes and whispered: “You should shut up quickly. Haven’t you noticed he’s trying to lure you into a trap? The old sir most detests sharp-tongued people.”

“Since he detests it, then I won’t be polite.” Tie Ci stepped forward and with one motion pushed that man into the water. “Trash like you doesn’t deserve to sit at the old sir’s tile table—it would only disgrace our Da Qian Confucian Saint’s reputation.”

Caught completely off guard, the man fell in with a splash that sent water half a zhang high. Even Miss Wei, who had been focused on the tile game, stopped and slowly gave Tie Ci a thorough up-and-down examination.

The man climbed out of the water dripping wet, grabbed the boat’s edge to flip back on, and lifted his leg to kick: “Kneel and apologize to me!”

Tie Ci also raised her leg, ready to meet his attack head-on. But suddenly she heard someone say: “What makes you worthy of her apology?”

The man froze, turned to curse: “What stray cat or dog… uh, Brother Rong.”

Tie Ci also turned in surprise—wasn’t this Rong Pu?

Rong Pu wore a scholar’s white robe with wide sleeves and flowing sash. As he walked calmly forward, he naturally carried an elegant bearing. When he drew near under the intense afternoon sunlight, his complexion and lips appeared pale, adding a touch of fragile beauty.

How did he suddenly appear here?

Tie Ci suddenly remembered that the Rong family had a noble scholarly lineage spanning three generations of third-place imperial examination graduates. Chief Minister Rong had started as a county instructor, later supervised educational administration in multiple provinces, and also served as Imperial Academy Supervisor, holding considerable status among scholars nationwide.

He had also spent time in Haiyou, and Yueli Academy had originally been just a private school. It was expanded and rebuilt under his administration to attract students from all corners. Thus the Rong family had considerable influence at Yueli Academy, with branch family members still serving as faculty and administrators there.

It seemed Rong Pu had come to Yueli Academy for training and happened to encounter her again.

Rong Pu glanced at Tie Ci, also not expecting her to appear here. After returning to his home county, he had received a family letter from Chief Minister Rong. The Chief Minister was displeased with his unauthorized interference in the Crown Princess’s training, and after reprimanding him, ordered that he need not continue as a county clerk. The family arranged for him to spend some time at Yueli Academy, as He Zi was about to take on a final disciple—how could the Rong family not make an effort?

Rong Pu had been at the academy for several days. Chief Minister Rong’s letter to Master He had also been delivered. He Zi remained noncommittal, only allowing him to audit classes temporarily. Today Rong Pu came to deliver a meal to the old sir. On the way, he had just received news that the Crown Princess had disappeared again from Ziyang County office. He was wondering whether this was another voluntary or involuntary disappearance when he suddenly saw Tie Ci here.

For a moment he didn’t know whether to feel glad about the coincidence or sigh about bumping into her again.

That tall man greeted Rong Pu with great delight, but suddenly remembering what Rong Pu had just said, he stopped uncertainly: “Brother Rong, this person is…”

Before Rong Pu could answer, Tie Ci had already said: “I’m Young Master Rong’s distant cousin!”

Rong Pu’s expression was strange as he looked at his convenient cousin.

The man’s lips moved, probably wanting to say that even a distant cousin acting so arrogant showed how domineering the Rong family was, but being of a sinister nature, he only sneered coldly: “I indeed don’t deserve to speak of the Rong family’s thousand-li distant branches! I need to change these wet clothes, so I’ll take my leave!” But as he left, he shot Rong Pu a fierce glare, clearly adding this to his mental ledger.

Before Rong Pu could speak, Tie Ci had already repaid kindness with ingratitude and trapped him. He just smiled and simply filled the fourth seat, sitting down to play tiles.

After that came: “Cousin, I’m thirsty. Please, tea.”

“Cousin, I’m hungry, are there any pastries?”

“Cousin, it’s windy on the boat. Please go outside the valley and have my servant fetch me a cloak.”

The way of emperors lies in controlling subordinates through balance. Since she had made Rong Pu bear the hatred, having him run errands was fair compensation. Tie Ci didn’t mind doing tasks for him, but after a few summons, Rong Pu knew when to stop. He gave her a handful of melon seeds and had her sit down to help watch tiles.

That petite young lady seemed somewhat distracted today, glancing at Rong Pu from time to time while chatting about Qingyang Mountain’s scenery, the academy’s food, major and minor examinations, and new auditing students. Rong Pu mostly smiled faintly, occasionally adding a sentence—neither overly cold nor particularly warm.

This attitude would be fine for ordinary people’s interactions, but among nobility, it was cold treatment. However, the young lady’s sweet face remained constantly smiling without any embarrassment. As Tie Ci listened to her persistent efforts to build relationships while also gaining deeper understanding of the academy’s origins, personnel, relationships, and various rules, she couldn’t help but admire her.

Not rejoicing in external things nor grieving for personal losses, but advancing relentlessly toward any goal—appearing weak but actually very resilient.

This time everyone learned their lesson and no longer held their bladders refusing to leave the table. After three rounds, Young Master Qi went to relieve himself.

The petite young lady then said: “Young Master Rong hasn’t been at the academy these past days. Have you heard about yesterday’s dormitory fight?”

“I haven’t.”

Rong Pu didn’t ask why they fought, but the young lady continued on her own: “Yesterday a group of capital students were chatting during break and somehow started teasing Qi Yuansi, saying he was favored by the Crown Princess but still refused the imperial glory and that peerless beauty. I don’t know what Qi Yuansi said, but then he was beaten by a new auditing student.”

Rong Pu smiled: “Well beaten.”

The young lady looked at him in surprise: “Young Master Rong also dislikes Qi Yuansi? Actually I don’t like him either. Though his temperament seems gentle and refined with an excellent reputation and good academic performance—quite popular at the academy—I feel his true nature doesn’t match his appearance… But the interesting part isn’t that Qi Yuansi was beaten, but that the auditing student was later punished. When the dormitory supervisor asked why he hit someone, he refused to say. Even more interesting—he was sentenced to sweep for seven days, but after just one day, Huyin dragged him away by the ear, saying he was her nephew and others had no right to discipline him. Then she personally gave her nephew another beating.”

Only now did Rong Pu look up, this time glancing at Tie Ci, who felt confused by his look.

She knew Qi Yuansi—the legitimate son of the Grand Commander of the Central Military Governor’s Office, eleventh on the capital’s young master rankings, known as “Spring Breeze for Ten Li.”

He had been on her marriage selection list. She had chosen him; he had refused. But too many people had refused her—who could remember all those random cats and dogs?

As for the fight, surely it wasn’t for her sake?

“…The story isn’t over yet. Apparently all those who mocked the Crown Princess and got into fights broke out in red rashes last night—red patches all over their faces. Now rumors are spreading throughout the academy that they visited prostitutes and caught syphilis. That group is going crazy trying to find the culprit. Some are saying the Crown Princess must have planted spies in the academy to poison anyone who speaks ill of her. A group is planning to petition the court to impeach the Crown Princess for planting private agents and spying on national treasures.”

Tie Ci bit down on a melon seed with a loud crack.

What was this?

Sitting innocently at home while disasters fall from the sky?

And what treasures? What treasures were these guys? Heavy-duty chamber pots maybe?

He Zi listened with smiles, occasionally reaching for melon seeds but never commenting. Tie Ci observed his reactions from the corner of her eye but couldn’t detect any bias.

Rong Pu glanced at her and smiled at the young lady: “That group always likes mob tactics. Surely they’ll want co-signers for their petition. Has Miss Wei signed on?”

The young lady smiled slightly: “What kind of prestigious person am I? They’ve always looked down on me. But if Young Master Rong returns to the academy, they’ll surely want to add your name.”

Meeting her probing gaze, Rong Pu smiled noncommittally.

Impeaching the Crown Princess was just pretense—it was really about showing loyalty and flattering the Xiao family. How could the Rong family wade into such muddy waters?

“I heard the Rong family also refused the Crown Princess’s marriage selection.” Miss Wei casually played a tile: “The Crown Princess’s former fiancé from the Qi family also requested to break the engagement, along with Qi Yuansi, Wang Ran… It seems that Crown Princess must be truly unbearable, otherwise why would every family refuse marriage…”

“Miss Wei is mistaken.” Rong Pu, who had been somewhat casual, suddenly put down his tiles and spoke seriously: “First, it wasn’t every family refusing marriage—it was every family’s sons measuring themselves and feeling deeply unworthy, so they petitioned to withdraw. Second, the Rong family didn’t refuse marriage. On the contrary, feeling somewhat more presentable than those others, I personally proposed to the Crown Princess. Unfortunately, the Crown Princess saw through my base nature and sternly refused. I feel deeply ashamed and regretful, with this weighing on my heart for many days. Please don’t provoke me further with such words, Miss Wei, or I fear I might cough up blood all over your face.”

Miss Wei: “…”

Tie Ci: “…”
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Chapter 66: Top Celebrity Crown Princess
Both of them stared dumbfounded at Rong Pu, who wore an expression of complete righteousness.

Miss Wei looked as though she was about to be hurt.

Tie Ci, however, wanted to spit a mouthful of blood in Rong Pu’s face.

He looked like a proper person, but his mouth was full of nonsense.

Miss Wei was stunned for quite a while before saying, “Young Master Rong, are you… are you really…”

She didn’t finish her words because Young Master Qi returned. Tie Ci watched as Young Master Qi sat down, and Miss Wei stopped talking about breaking off the engagement. Only then did she belatedly realize—

Could this be Qi Yuansi?

Really, with so many engagement cancellation targets, she kept running into love at every corner.

Miss Wei lowered her head. Tie Ci saw her eyes redden and felt both amused and exasperated. She couldn’t very well comfort her by saying that Rong Pu wasn’t a good person either, full of bullshit, so she could only stand up and leave, out of sight, out of mind.

She walked to a secluded spot, closed her eyes to regulate her breathing, tried hard to circulate her qi, desperately attempting to recall the sensation of that sudden teleportation in the fire that day. But after trying for a long time without success, she could only open her eyes.

Upon opening her eyes, she saw a pair of large black pupils. Tie Ci was startled—it turned out to be that child who watched ants. This child had been maintaining the same posture, not speaking or acknowledging people, but somehow had taken an interest in her and was crouching in front of her, staring.

This child’s gaze was straight and piercing. Anyone meeting such a direct stare would inevitably feel uncomfortable all over.

Tie Ci stared back at his gaze for a while, then smiled slightly.

As soon as her gaze met his, the child looked away. But Tie Ci kept staring at him. The child felt it, endured for a while, then turned his gaze back. Tie Ci smiled at him, and the two stared at each other for quite a while. Tie Ci’s encouraging smile grew even brighter.

Gradually, a hint of emotion appeared in the child’s eyes—a touch of wonder.

In the past, when he stared at people like this, he always encountered reactions of disgust and fear. Even his sister, when he looked at her this way, would quickly turn her gaze away and tell him not to look at people like that. Never before had anyone responded to him with such warmth and encouragement.

When his gaze turned over, Tie Ci began speaking to him, each word very clear and slow: “What is your name?”

The child suddenly whipped his eyes away.

Tie Ci wasn’t in a hurry. She casually plucked a string of dried vegetables from the wall and rubbed it in her hands, the broken bits falling with a rustling sound. The child’s gaze turned back over. Tie Ci smiled and asked again. After quite a while, the child slowly, with very unclear articulation, said, “Wei Xing.”

He spoke very mumbledly. Tie Ci didn’t understand, so she wrote for him to see: “This Wei? This Xing?”

The child suddenly became agitated, jumped up and stretched out his foot to trample the characters in a frenzy, his boot nearly kicking Tie Ci in the face.

Miss Wei saw from the boat and called out from afar: “My younger brother has a mental deficiency. Why do you keep provoking him! Stop disturbing him! Be careful he hits you!”

But Tie Ci didn’t leave. She extended her hand, and her palm held a handful of candy. The child was still frantic. Tie Ci extended her hand again, this time with a handful of plum strips. The child stopped and reached out to grab them.

Tie Ci dodged, giving him only a small strip. She pulled over a cushion and a small table, saying, “Come, sit down.”

The child stared at her plum strips and slowly sat down. Tie Ci used a stone to write on the table: “Wei?”

Miss Wei’s face reddened with anger, and she called out again: “What are you doing? He doesn’t recognize characters! Making him recognize characters will make him hit people! You sir, yesterday you used this trick to make me leave the table, and today you’re at it again. Aren’t you disgusting!”

Rong Pu didn’t look up, only said in surprise: “Miss Wei, your tone…”

Miss Wei immediately lowered her voice, straightened her back, blushed, and continued playing cards in a soft, delicate voice.

Tie Ci ignored that side. The child looked at that character for a while, then stiffly nodded up and down. Tie Ci knew it was this Wei character. She wrote the character for “star,” and the child shook his shoulders vigorously. Tie Ci knew this was shaking his head. She wrote several characters with the pronunciation “xing” in succession. Finally, when she wrote the one with the jade radical, the child nodded.

For each character he recognized, Tie Ci gave him a small snack. With both characters out, Tie Ci smiled and said, “Who said you don’t recognize characters? You’re obviously very smart—you learned just by looking!”

Seeing her smile, the child also grinned. Only then did Tie Ci realize this child had red lips, white teeth, and bright eyes—he was a very beautiful child.

After that, Tie Ci played games with him, all the simplest kinds that children liked. No matter what they played, she first called his name, required him to look at her and learn her movements. Only after the child’s wandering gaze gradually focused on her did she give him instructions.

Wei Xing could only sit still when watching ants; for everything else, he mostly couldn’t sit still. Tie Ci used small snacks to train him, gradually extending the time he could sit down. She also had him say his name loudly.

When the child accidentally fell, he just sat there motionless. Tie Ci reached out and touched his wound, and he cried out “Ah!” Tie Ci said, “Pain, this is pain!” She also wrote that character for him to see.

The child looked, touched his own wound, then looked at her.

Miss Wei called out from over there again: “What are you doing…”

Rong Pu looked over in surprise just in time, and Miss Wei instantly sat back down on her bottom.

She seemed to have an extraordinary concern and patience for Rong Pu.

Tie Ci ignored that side, concentrated on playing with the child for half the day, and took him to eat, remembering his unclear speech from before. She deliberately selected some hard foods for him to chew to exercise his oral muscles.

She led the child away from Miss Wei. Miss Wei inevitably felt restless, but getting a seat at the card table wasn’t easy, so she still didn’t dare leave easily. She just inevitably resented Tie Ci for repeatedly disrupting things on purpose.

With great difficulty, she endured until the card game ended. Not bothering to curry favor with He Zi, she rushed to the back courtyard, calling out as she rushed: “What do you want to do! You don’t understand propriety at all. My younger brother is in such a condition—is it fun for you to tease him…”

Her words broke off abruptly as she suddenly froze at the courtyard gate.

In the center of the courtyard, at the stone table, sitting with his back to her and quietly playing chess—wasn’t that her Xing’er?

Wei Xuan stood there stunned. In her daze, she remembered that since she could recall, except for watching ants, she had never seen her younger brother this quiet.

He was always tirelessly doing the same thing. If anyone disturbed that one thing, he would become hysterical, screaming and smashing wildly. Although he was extremely gifted in martial arts, it seemed his human wisdom was only given to martial arts—everything else remained stagnant. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t take care of himself, forever like a one-year-old child.

And such a child, mentally deficient but incredibly strong—that was a disaster.

Later, the family didn’t dare let him practice martial arts. He became even more numb, as if he only existed to watch ants.

Tears suddenly welled up in her eyes.

If father could still see this scene, even just for a moment, how overjoyed he would be…

If he could be self-reliant, even if there was just hope for self-reliance, the family wouldn’t have fallen into the greatest crisis in a hundred years, wouldn’t be as precarious and shaky as at this moment. She also wouldn’t have to take her younger brother over mountains and through waters, risking danger to hide their identities and come here, just seeking a thread of hope for survival…

Wei Xuan stood at the threshold, her limbs rigid, not daring to move. Like encountering an extremely beautiful, illusory dream, afraid that one step forward would shatter it.

But the dream was clearly still continuing.

Tie Ci said something loudly, repeated it twice. Wei Xing finally turned around slowly, his eyes wandering for a while. Tie Ci walked in front of him, pointed at Wei Xuan, and clearly mouthed: “Sister—sis—ter—”

Wei Xing tried hard to focus on her mouth movements, then followed her indication to look at Wei Xuan. His lips moved several times without making a sound.

Wei Xuan stared intently at his lips, her expression completely bewildered. She seemed to be anticipating the most important thing in her life, yet didn’t dare anticipate it. When dreams became too good, even she herself didn’t dare believe them.

So when Wei Xing didn’t call out, she actually felt relieved.

Being human, don’t give yourself too much hope—that way you can live more practically.

Just as she relaxed and showed Tie Ci a polite smile, a somewhat unclear but clear-toned child’s call suddenly rushed into her eardrums.

“Sis—ter—”

Tie Ci clearly saw Wei Xuan’s whole body tremble heavily, her entire person freezing like she’d been struck at a pressure point.

A moment later, she suddenly jumped up. That soft, delicate woman who liked to lean against something wherever she went, suddenly like a madwoman, jumped three feet high. The next moment, a whirlwind swept over as she hugged Wei Xing. Before she could speak, tears were already falling on the child’s shoulders.

The child was obviously somewhat stimulated, his eyes about to become frantic. Tie Ci stood opposite him, whistling in time to attract his attention, simultaneously giving him a thumbs up in praise while handing him a piece of freshly fried, fragrant rice crust.

The child was thus calmed down. When Wei Xuan calmed down a bit and realized the consequences her actions might trigger, her face paled. But turning around, she saw her younger brother quietly eating rice crust, and tears fell again.

She murmured, “If only father could see this scene—he waited until death for you to call him ‘father’…”

But she only said this one sentence before wiping away her tears, turning to thank and apologize to Tie Ci: “Young master, I was rude earlier. This young lady apologizes to you here. Thanks to your guidance of my younger brother, I will present a small gift later. Please don’t disdain its simplicity…”

Tie Ci smiled and said there was no need to be polite, but thought to herself that this girl clearly saw her effective training methods yet didn’t ask her to continue teaching. Such wariness was extraordinarily heavy…

Since the other party had reservations, she didn’t mind. She sincerely said: “When you return, give the child more hard foods to eat to exercise his speech. How to train him daily, what taboos to observe—I’ll write them down for you later. You can follow them when you return. Your younger brother isn’t stupid; on the contrary, he’s very smart. Don’t assume he’s sick from the start, and don’t let that delay him because of it.”

Wei Xuan looked at Tie Ci with some surprise.

She and her younger brother were of extraordinary status, with too much at stake. Therefore, after her wild joy, although her first reaction was to ask this young master to help teach her younger brother, after consideration, she still felt she must be cautious. What if this was a spy sent by some faction, setting a trap that would harm her younger brother?

But she hadn’t expected Tie Ci to be so magnanimous and clear-minded, seeing through her thoughts at a glance yet not minding at all, openly providing good methods for raising and teaching. For a moment, Wei Xuan couldn’t help feeling somewhat ashamed. Hearing the last two sentences, she was even more touched. This time her thanks was much more sincere: “I’ve noted it down. Only now do I understand that we’ve been the ones delaying him all along… Thank you, young master.”

But she still didn’t reveal her identity. Tie Ci just smiled.

The others all stood to one side. Young Master Qi scrutinized Tie Ci appraisingly.

The smile that usually seemed carved onto He Zi’s face had diminished somewhat. He silently watched Tie Ci, with slight surprise in his eyes.

Rong Pu only smiled slightly.

The Crown Princess had always been like this—understanding the demons and monsters of this world, yet staying far from the dark and sordid, bright as sunlight, clean as moonlight, clear as mirror and snow, visible to heaven and earth.

Worldly people were vulgar and crude, ashamed and invisible before her clear eyes.

Wei Xuan joyfully took her younger brother back. Young Master Qi also took his leave. Rong Pu kept making excuses, seeming to want to stay, but He Zi unceremoniously issued an eviction order, so he could only bid farewell and return to the academy.

Tie Ci vaguely felt that Yue Li Academy’s reputation seemed to be rising lately, but she had been going into the mountains alone recently, cutting off from news, and didn’t know what was happening.

After finishing dinner and about to wash dishes, He Zi said: “Come to my study.”

Tie Ci followed into the study, not knowing this was also exceptional treatment.

He Zi sat behind the desk, playing with that unremarkable blue porcelain brush holder, saying: “I never displayed the brush holder in front of you. How did you know it didn’t contain brushes?”

Tie Ci didn’t speak. Supernatural abilities represented too rich a meaning—she couldn’t say, but she also couldn’t lie openly in front of He Zi.

He Zi didn’t pursue it either, saying instead: “That child Wei Xing was quite clever and sharp when he was young. After being attacked once, he suddenly regressed to being like a child. The Wei family searched everywhere for famous doctors for his condition. Wei Xuan was even more courageous, risking danger to bring him all this way to Qing Yang Mountain. Both old me and the Rong family’s son looked at him—that child didn’t seem to have any illness, as if he was born that way, leaving us at a loss. I never expected that in just one day today, you would unlock a corner of that child’s intelligence like picking a lock. From whom did you learn this? Have you trained such children before?”

Tie Ci smiled.

He Zi, called the All-Talent Elder, truly lived up to his reputation of being proficient in all fields.

He saw the real problem with Wei Xing’s condition, and saw that her seemingly casual methods were actually a training approach. He even suspected her sect background.

Indeed, she had no reason to understand this. This was something Master had mentioned to her in casual conversation, also one of Master’s experiences elsewhere.

“Elder He thinks too much. I was just playing with the child. I didn’t think he was a foolish child—I treated him as my companion, wholeheartedly accompanying him, treating him as an equal. The child could naturally feel my sincerity. After all, emotions between people are always mutual.”

He Zi nodded, then shook his head, saying: “For ordinary people, such kindness of heart is naturally excellent. But for your circumstances, such softness is not fortunate.”

“Elder He’s words are wrong,” Tie Ci said. “I believe in exchanging sincerity for sincerity—that’s my principle for dealing with sincere people. But I also believe in an eye for an eye. As for jackals, wolves, tigers, and leopards, I wouldn’t treat them as human.”

He Zi squinted as he examined her, then nodded and shook his head again after a while.

Tie Ci remained composed. She had always been resolute in will and would never doubt herself because of a big shot’s mysterious attitude.

“Since you’ve given sincerity, continue giving it. At least this time, you should be able to see returns.” He Zi waved his hand, indicating for Tie Ci to leave. As she reached the door, he said again: “The first day has passed.”

Tie Ci widened her starry eyes: “I did such a good deed today—weren’t you moved, Elder? Your mighty body shook, tears streaming down, giving me a few more days’ extension?”

“You’re already dreaming before it’s even dark!” He Zi said ominously, “Twenty-five hours and three quarters remain. Count the time yourself! When time’s up, get lost yourself!”

“Bah! What ‘get lost’—I’ll make you cry and beg me to stay!”

“This old man’s mighty body shook—there’s actually such a shameless person in this world!”

…

That night Tie Ci struggled all night, but still didn’t succeed. When she got up in the morning, there were faint dark circles under her eyes. He Zi hypocritically asked why her complexion was poor and whether she needed powder to cover it up.

Not wanting to lose face, Tie Ci said she needed it and asked Elder He to lend her a box of tribute-grade Zhu Tan flower pearl powder from Xi Zhou.

Old He naturally didn’t have such a thing, so he borrowed from today’s card partners. But today’s visitor happened to be that cold, colorfully-robed woman. She looked like she’d been in a fight, with a scrape on her face. When He Zi asked to borrow cosmetics, she thought the old man was mocking her disfigurement. After understanding the situation, she looked disdainfully at the “little pretty boy who loves powder” with every glance.

The Wei siblings didn’t come today. Tie Ci had wanted to consolidate yesterday’s training results and couldn’t help feeling disappointed.

This time Young Master Qi didn’t come either, replaced by two scholars. Those two seemed refined and cultured, giving He Zi the utmost literary flattery that left no traces, and often talked with the colorfully-robed woman. But Tie Ci could see those two had ill intentions—when the colorfully-robed woman spoke haltingly, they kept asking questions, forcing her to show her inadequacies.

What kind of old green tea bitches!

But the colorfully-robed woman wasn’t easy to deal with either. After being forced to say a few sentences, she suddenly slammed down her cards, saying: “Play. What, tricks! Play again, beat again!”

Those two changed color, angrily saying: “Hu Yin, are you being reasonable? We were talking about others, not you. Why do you want to hit people? Do you think Yue Li is like your great desert, an uncivilized place!”

“Behind back, gossip, women, use people’s, broken engagement, mock… Great desert, no such, cowards.”

Tie Ci understood—this was apparently the follow-up to the group fight Wei Xuan had mentioned.

It seemed her popularity at Yue Li Academy was quite high!

The Crown Princess trembled in fear.

The trembling Crown Princess that night, after those two finished playing cards and returned to the academy, masked herself for robbery, crossed mountains overnight, and delivered those two to A Hei’s bridal chamber, taking them as male concubines for her.

…

When Tie Ci returned at dawn, soaking wet, He Zi was already practicing boxing in the courtyard. Seeing Tie Ci, he looked her up and down and sneered: “Gone all night—did you go find a solution?”

“Gone all night, naturally for pleasure!” Tie Ci said righteously, “I listened at walls all night!”

“This old man must regrettably remind you that the second day has passed. By tonight at the hour of hai, our wager will expire!”

“Don’t worry—I said I’d make you cry and keep me, not cry and leave!”

…

Today’s card partners were all unfamiliar males, not a single woman. Tie Ci didn’t know what kind of change this portended.

Yue Li Academy originally had a famous characteristic—it recruited female students, with separate courtyards and teachers for men and women, but also joint classes. Yue Li Academy even had elementary classes, allowing young children to enroll. The courses taught were also diverse, not just classics, history, philosophy, and literature, or the six arts of a gentleman, but also practical subjects like astronomy, geography, law, and mathematics. It was an academy with open customs that embraced all learning.

Later it stopped recruiting female students for a time, then after Tie Ci was established as Crown Prince, it began recruiting female students again. But because of the gap of several years, female students were inevitably fewer.

Today’s four at the table were well-behaved. Regardless of winning or losing, they all used every means to curry favor with He Zi. These few wanted to approach through literature—almost every card they played was accompanied by poetry and couplets, making Tie Ci feel sour all over, with goosebumps that never subsided.

It was hard on He Zi, who was sharp and acerbic in front of her but like a bodhisattva in front of these students. Whatever they said, he maintained a perfect smile, only showing genuine pleasure when counting money at the end.

But such card playing was ultimately tiring for both speakers and listeners. They took an exceptional break at noon. Those few brought their own dry rations to eat and drink. As Tie Ci passed by, she inadvertently heard those few still discussing the incident of fighting because of the Crown Princess. It seemed the series had updated again—this time the protagonist was no longer Hu Yin and her nephew, but Rong Pu publicly expressing his admiration for the Crown Princess in front of all the academy’s scholars, resulting in another fight.

Crown Princess: …I’m a top celebrity!

As for the reason for the fight, Tie Ci didn’t hear them explain. However, these people’s words about the Crown Princess were quite disrespectful. Tie Ci listened with a smile, and when one of them turned around, she crouched on a tree and sprinkled a handful of dried earthworms into their flatbread.

Helping you with extra food—no thanks needed.

The afternoon card game didn’t happen—these people rushed outside the valley and vomited half to death.

He Zi acted as if he didn’t know about this. Without cards to play, he went to take an afternoon nap, sleeping until the moon was high in the sky. Only when the appointed time was almost up did he get up. Upon rising, he went to look for Tie Ci, who was sitting opposite the cemetery, staring blankly at the Nai He Bridge.

He Zi said: “I’m giving you face by sleeping until now. Aren’t you leaving yet?”

“Why should I leave?”

He Zi waved the Western watch in his hand: “One quarter-hour remaining.”

“But it’s not time yet, is it?” Tie Ci turned her head, stuffing a bundle of snow-white tuberose into He Zi’s hands. “Since we’re making offerings, how can we not have flowers?”

He Zi held the flowers and sat down beside her. Before them was the river water like beautiful jade, flowing in leisurely curves like a ruyi scepter, surrounding that small cemetery.

The sound of water was leisurely, as if a woman were softly humming a little tune.

Before his eyes seemed to pass a figure in white clothes and black hair, flowing by. For the sake of those eyes drunk like flowing water, he was willing to wait another quarter-hour.

After losing her, time passed swiftly—one day was like a year, one year was like a day. The length of life had no meaning from that moment; there was only this moment, white stone and black characters, flowing water and lotus flowers, bright moon at the world’s end.

Life and death are like the constellations Shen and Shang, never again to see yin and yang.

He Zi turned his head to look. The young girl had her back to him, her shoulders delicate in the moonlight, waist slender as if bound, small earlobes like jade pearls flashing a dim white light.

A good child, but without good fortune.

The Western watch ticked away.

Tie Ci glanced at it.

Three minutes left.

He Zi stood up. Before the smile at the corner of his lips could fully appear, Tie Ci also suddenly stood and said: “Whatever happens next, I have one request for you, Elder.”

“Hmm? Asking me not to drive you away? That’s not…”

“I ask you not to interfere with me. Whatever happens, as long as it doesn’t harm you, you must not make any move whatsoever.”

“…Alright.”

Tie Ci smiled, nodded, and suddenly leaned forward with her upper body, plunging her entire head into the river water!

Water splashed up, soaking He Zi’s face.

He stood there stunned, not understanding what Tie Ci was doing.

He watched Tie Ci kneeling by the riverside, her head buried in the water, motionless, with tiny bubbles floating up from the bottom.

Time passed minute by minute, and He Zi’s expression gradually changed.

This wasn’t holding her breath—she was drowning. The time was already approaching the human limit!

If she waited a bit longer and still didn’t rise, she would drown herself!

“What are you doing! Are you trying to threaten me with death before my very eyes! Stop playing these tricks…” He Zi was about to step forward and pull her up when he suddenly remembered his promise to Tie Ci. He couldn’t help but stop, then immediately became anxious, his face angry as he stepped forward to pull her up.

What did this mean—you can’t threaten with death like this! Did she think he would obediently be coerced?

But before he could take a step, Tie Ci, kneeling by the river with her head in the water, suddenly reached back with her hand, palm open, facing He Zi.

Written in her palm were the words: Not threatening with death, remember your promise!

He Zi stopped, looking at Tie Ci in shock.

What kind of person was this!

Was she going to suffocate herself to death!

He could completely imagine what she was feeling now, yet couldn’t understand how she could, in such pain, when she could easily rise, knowing that continuing to hold her breath meant death, still persist in not rising?

But Tie Ci felt everything before her eyes was dark blue, and all the air around her had been sucked out. Her consciousness was already drifting, not knowing what day or night it was. The only sensation was probably the intense pain in her chest from holding her breath, like little star-flowers exploding in her body, about to blast both consciousness and flesh into flying ash.

The body had instincts, unconsciously telling her to lift her body up—lift up and she wouldn’t have to endure such pain… Lift up!

No!

Her hands in the river water desperately gripped the water grass by the bank, using willpower to force herself not to rise, also using willpower to hold on, to feel this moment of near-death sensation, to wait for an opportunity.

However, the subtle change she wanted still hadn’t appeared.

She clearly knew that if she waited another moment, the dark blue would turn to complete white, and even if she didn’t suffocate to death, prolonged oxygen deprivation would damage her brain.

Could it be… that she would fail like this?

Suddenly, extreme indignation rose from her heart. In her trance, she returned to the deep water of the moat from years ago, struggling in cold despair. Looking up, she saw the palace towers on the shore, the Empress Dowager coldly looking down from below the jade steps, holding a whip thick as a child’s arm that gleamed like black snake scales. Countless people rode horses toward her, hoofbeats unable to drown out wild laughter and mockery: “Woman… waste… incompetent… puppet…” The old witch’s voice was sharp and piercing, “Requesting the whip” thundered like lightning, black ghostly light carrying the cold of thousand-year glaciers struck down from above…

Something inside her body seemed to crack with a crash. She didn’t know where, as if lashed by a whip, extreme cold and extreme heat instantly swept through, becoming surging waves that thundered past. Stone gates opened wide, revealing red for thousands of miles… Her body lost weight in this sweeping force, floating up ethereally…

“Splash!”

The kneeling figure suddenly raised her head, bringing up brilliant water waves in a rainbow arch!

The instant she raised her head, she grabbed He Zi with one hand. The next instant, she and He Zi vanished from the spot!

The next instant, she and He Zi stopped at the end of the cemetery. At the end of the white stone path was still a spread of flat white stone, edges inlaid with black agate stone, plain without decoration—the woman slept beneath the white stone.

He Zi looked down at that flat white stone, his hand loosened, and the bundle of tuberose, accompanied by a teardrop, fell on the central stone.

The next instant, light and shadow flashed before their eyes, and he and Tie Ci returned to the riverside, before the Nai He Bridge.

The moment they landed, Tie Ci’s hand went soft, and she and He Zi both tumbled to the ground.

He Zi seemed dazed from the fall, or perhaps hadn’t recovered from that instant of paying respects. After a long while, he slowly propped himself up with both hands and turned his head.

“This is… supernatural ability?”

“I haven’t mastered it yet…” Tie Ci coughed, her voice hoarse, even her eyes bloodshot. “…I can only choose this method. I can only maintain it for an instant…”

“You… your supernatural ability needs to be used in desperate situations, so you made yourself drown…”

“The previous times were all like this… In desperate situations, extremely urgent and harsh environments, on the verge of death, I would suddenly break through and use it… I tried for three days without successfully teleporting. Only drowning could force myself.” Tie Ci pressed acupoints with both hands, vomiting water with “wa wa” sounds. “…Fortunately, I didn’t fail the mission.”

He Zi fell silent.

A person who was this ruthless to herself, a person who could threaten herself with death.

He stared at the young girl before him. Her soaked clothes revealed her thin shoulders. He knew those shoulders bore the future of Da Qian. Once upon a time, he had dismissed this—these magnificent rivers and mountains, this brilliant realm, these crying people, the full court of ambitions—how could they be shouldered by a puppet woman’s shoulders?

Rivers and mountains like paintings were also painted with blood as ink, spears as brushes, white bones as scrolls, creating vast scrolls of treacherous winds and clouds, golden spears and iron horses. How dare an ignorant weak woman wield the brush!

Yet at this moment, the person before him was disheveled, weak, her entire body soaked, but smiled triumphantly, her face glowing even with water.

He seemed to see that vast scroll being lifted by delicate hands, fluttering and swaying, falling over his head.

“…Old sir, can I stay now?” Casually wiping her dripping face, Tie Ci asked easily.

He Zi stared at her for a long while, then suddenly turned around.

“Follow me.”

“Next, I want you to do something. As long as you accomplish it, let alone staying, I can even return to court with you. I and all my followers will forever be loyal dogs before your Rui Xiang Palace!”

Chapter 67: Burly Man Petting Cat
As night fell, only one lamp remained lit in Chong Ming Palace, the vast palace hall sinking into darkness. Occasionally, patrolling soldiers passed by in formation, their rustling footsteps only making the palace seem even more eerily quiet and lifeless.

The managing eunuch of Chong Ming Palace carried a plate of pastries as he stepped over the high threshold. Not seeing clearly what was at his feet, he nearly tripped and couldn’t help muttering: “Not even a single lamp lit!”

The eunuch guarding the palace gates laughed: “Please be careful, Your Honor—isn’t this by the Empress Dowager’s order? The borders are restless, the Western Rong seem to have internal strife, the Dayan frequently knock at our borders, and the commanding officers of the frontier garrisons keep coming to request military funds. There’s not much silver left in the state treasury, so she ordered the entire palace to economize on expenses.”

The managing eunuch snorted through his nose: “No money to burn candles in Chong Ming Palace, yet I don’t see any economizing on the elaborate arrangements for the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebrations.”

The gate-guarding eunuch laughed awkwardly: “How can that be the same?”

The two exchanged glances, each making a “shush—” gesture with their eyes.

Suddenly a patch of black shadow swayed, with faint meowing sounds. Both eunuchs bristled with alarm: “Who’s there!”

A broad and soft shadow sauntered out from the darkness, holding a snow-white bundle in his arms, stroking it as he said: “Your grandfather.”

Both eunuchs bowed with suppressed anger and resentment: “Commander Xia Hou.”

In the moonlight, the man had a round face, curved eyebrows and small eyes, with a broad build. His movements had a soft flexibility that fat people shouldn’t possess. His slow emergence made one think of a lazy cat.

He was actually holding a cat in his arms—snow-white fur, eyes like glass beads, with a golden bell at its neck that made no sound at all.

Both eunuchs recognized this as Commander Xia Houchun of the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards. The Nine Guards were the Crown Princess’s personal guard unit, but this commander had always been rather hands-off and didn’t enjoy the Crown Princess’s favor. His subordinate Nine Guards were like decorative vases with no presence in the palace.

It was said this man’s appointment as Nine Guards commander had some connection with the Crown Princess. The two eunuchs weren’t clear on the details, only knowing that His Majesty still trusted this person, so they silently opened the gate.

Xia Houchun held the cat, buried his head in its soft belly and took several deep breaths before stepping through the gate.

The eunuch here reported, and the Emperor, who had already gone to bed, got up. When Xia Houchun entered stroking his cat, Tie Yan was already waiting in the warm chamber. Seeing Xia Houchun holding the cat, he said “no need for ceremony” before the man could bow, then with blazing eyes said: “You brought the Crown Princess’s Xue Tuan’er? Let me hold it.” He reached out to take the cat.

He couldn’t get it—Xia Houchun wouldn’t let go.

The two big men each grabbed a cat leg, gazing at each other over the cat’s head.

Tie Yan said: “Xia Hou, We haven’t seen the cats from the Crown Princess’s palace in a long time. After she left, her palace was sealed, and We can’t just run to Rui Xiang Palace for no reason.”

“Your Majesty truly has it difficult,” Xia Houchun sighed verbally while not loosening his grip.

The two big men stretched the Crown Princess’s cat into a cat pancake.

Just as Tie Yan was about to issue an imperial decree demanding he hand over the cat, Xia Houchun’s other hand leisurely drew a strip of cloth from his chest, saying: “The Crown Princess’s letter—your subject rushed through the night to deliver it to you.”

Tie Yan immediately forgot about the cat, taking the letter to read.

Xia Houchun sat down on a small stool with satisfaction, continuing to pet the cat.

After reading, Tie Yan found the letter brief, but somehow his brow suddenly surged with wild joy.

After hastily finishing, he angrily said: “The Ziyang County magistrate has such audacity!”

Xia Hou said: “The Crown Princess says the items were recovered, but the trail went cold. She has a vague guess about who was behind it, but regrettably couldn’t obtain evidence.”

Tie Yan sneered: “What evidence do we need? Isn’t it just the Xiao family’s undying treacherous heart? Their family’s plot to seize military power and maintain private armies hasn’t been going on for just one day. It just happened that my daughter stumbled upon it. Fortunately, my daughter is clever and wise, solving it easily and smoothly.”

Xia Hou petted the cat without speaking. After a moment, he said flatly: “Indeed quite smooth—Li Yao only used catapults, blew up the dungeon and nearly crushed her to death, and tried to trap her to death at the bottom of Cang Sheng Pagoda.”

The smile at the corner of Tie Yan’s lips vanished: “What?!”

Xia Houchun glanced at the paper strip. The Crown Princess reported good news but not bad, describing her life-and-death adventures to her father as if she’d been strolling through a garden.

It was he who had a former colleague serving as commander of Deng Zhou garrison near Ziyang, and only learned of all that had happened in Ziyang through written inquiry.

Tie Yan had already stood up: “You explain everything clearly to Us!”

Xia Houchun briefly explained. Tie Yan listened with an iron-blue face, pacing back and forth in the hall. The few solitary candles nearly had their flames extinguished by his turning.

Xia Houchun sighed: “The Empress Dowager is being too harsh.”

Tie Yan unconsciously said: “It’s not that we really dare not light lamps and candles, it’s just that recently Ci’er isn’t around, and We fear the Empress Dowager might be in poor spirits and cause her trouble, so it’s better to be more compliant.”

Xia Houchun frowned.

His Majesty the Emperor’s temperament was ultimately too weak.

But if he weren’t weak by nature, the Empress Dowager wouldn’t have specifically chosen him back then.

As for the Crown Princess, having grown up in such a palace, she should have developed the same weak and yielding nature as the Emperor. Yet somehow, the Crown Princess was extremely opinionated and thoughtful.

The fate of the Tie imperial family dynasty would ultimately rest on the Crown Princess’s shoulders.

In this short time, Tie Yan had already paced more than ten circles. Suddenly he stopped and said: “This won’t do. Ci’er’s training is truly too dangerous. When she left the capital, she brought too few people. The Crown Princess leaves the capital, yet the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards don’t follow—what kind of reasoning is that?”

Xia Houchun said lazily: “The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards basically come from noble families, with who knows how many of the Empress Dowager’s people stuffed in—like sieves. Though I’m a commander, where can I control the Nine Guards? Even if we brought them out, what then? Create more opportunities for the Crown Princess to have ‘accidents’?”

Tie Yan sighed and said disappointedly: “You were once saved by the Crown Princess—do you now not think of repaying her?”

This time Xia Houchun fell silent again, stroking the cat until it nearly generated static electricity. After quite a while he said: “I’m just about to request Your Majesty take action to somehow let our Nine Guards out of the capital for some exercise.”

Tie Yan stared at him: “You just said the Nine Guards are too mixed and untrustworthy.”

Xia Houchun scratched the cat’s chin. The cat closed its eyes in enjoyment, and Xia Houchun also looked up with narrowed eyes, as if he were enjoying it even more, saying casually: “If they’re untrustworthy, then let’s purge them.”

His voice was light, but Tie Yan’s brow jumped heavily.

“Pull them out, then there’s opportunity to purge them.”

“Besides, those recovered Yuan iron weapons…”

His voice dropped even lower, like a whisper, but Tie Yan instantly stood still, looking back at Xia Houchun in disbelief.

His voice also became quieter: “Those weapons—We received a secret memorial from the Haiyou Provincial Administration Commissioner. They’ve already been secretly escorted to the capital and will enter the War Ministry’s Arsenal Department upon arrival.”

Xia Houchun neither confirmed nor denied, pulling the cat’s ears and whispering to it: “Let the Nine Guards out to protect the Crown Princess, and incidentally intercept something—that’s also possible.”

Tie Yan was silent for a while, gripping the edge of his desk tightly. After a long time, making up his mind, he said: “We will find a way tomorrow.”

Xia Houchun asked: “Can you manage it?”

Tie Yan wasn’t angry, gritting his teeth: “For my daughter…”

Xia Houchun smiled slightly.

No, for the Da Qian realm.

Author’s Note: Two updates today!
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Chapter 68: Parents Under Heaven
Xia Houchun left with the cat, and those few candles were finally extinguished by the wind. Tie Yan sat alone in the darkness for a long time before donning his cloak and going out.

His personal eunuch silently followed out. The imperial sedan waited at the palace gate, but Tie Yan waved it away and walked out of the palace on foot.

From Chong Ming Palace to Rui Xiang Palace was neither a far nor close distance—by Tie Yan’s own stride it measured three thousand one hundred and twelve steps. Halfway there, he passed Consort Jing’s Dian Fang Studio.

Tie Yan saw from afar that lights were still burning inside. Remembering that Consort Jing had been under house arrest, and that when Tie Ci left the palace neither he nor Consort Jing had a chance to see her off, he couldn’t help but sigh deeply. His steps turned aside and he entered Dian Fang Studio.

This time Dian Fang Studio looked much more proper, with palace servants each in their places. As soon as Tie Yan entered, someone came to greet him. Seeing him, they were startled and were about to rush to announce his arrival when Tie Yan stopped them.

Two shadows were reflected on the window screen—the one with delicate, graceful lines was obviously Consort Jing, while the other was slightly bowed with hair in a bun, presumably Nanny Qin whom Tie Ci had promoted before leaving.

Tie Yan stood beneath the window, listening to the soft, low conversation inside.

“Your Majesty’s needlework becomes ever more refined. This hemp cloth is most breathable in summer, and the color is elegant—the Crown Princess will surely love it.”

Consort Jing smoothed a needle through her hair, then said melancholically after a while: “Making all these things with nowhere to send them, and even if sent, there may be no one who wants them—probably just wasted effort.”

Nanny Qin immediately said seriously: “Your Majesty must never speak such complaining words again. Now that Your Majesty has made these, when the Crown Princess returns and sees them, she’ll only be delighted. The Crown Princess’s feelings toward you—this old servant has told you many times. You shouldn’t doubt it anymore.”

Consort Jing was silent for a while, then sighed: “Yes, thinking about what happened that day, I’ve pondered it for a long time. I suppose I’m a muddled person… The Crown Princess must be disappointed in me, and His Majesty is disappointed in me too…”

Nanny Qin said: “This old servant presumes to speak boldly. Though this is the imperial family, in the end it’s still one family. His Majesty doesn’t frequent the harem and has only one daughter, the Crown Princess. You are the Crown Princess’s birth mother—these are the closest relationships. In one family, how can there be talk as if from two different households?”

Consort Jing stopped her needlework, thought for a long time, then sighed again.

Tie Yan frowned outside the room, thinking this woman’s clingy, wishy-washy nature was truly tiresome.

Standing in the corridor, he felt both annoyed and relieved—relieved that Ci’er didn’t resemble either parent.

He coughed and said: “Yes, one family shouldn’t be distant or treat each other as outsiders.”

As he spoke, he stepped through the door.

The two women inside—Consort Jing hastily stood up, nearly pricking her finger with the needle.

But Nanny Qin, while kneeling down, didn’t forget to take away Consort Jing’s needlework.

As soon as Tie Yan saw Consort Jing’s white flower appearance, he felt uncomfortable, but at this moment couldn’t help but restrain himself. When Consort Jing asked with a slight blush whether he needed a late night meal, he coughed and said: “We cannot sleep. Accompany Us on a walk.”

Consort Jing was somewhat disappointed but still agreed, stealing glances at him, unable to read the emperor’s mood, making her heart restless again.

But Nanny Qin remained calm, bringing a silk cloak for her, saying: “The night wind is strong—Your Majesty should be careful not to catch cold. Accompanying His Majesty on a stroll, perhaps you can even ask about the Crown Princess’s recent situation.”

This was reminding Consort Jing what to say and what not to say, which perfectly suited Tie Yan’s wishes. He looked at her approvingly.

Remembering this nanny was personally chosen by Tie Ci, he felt even more proud and comforted.

Consort Jing was feeling uneasy but received the hint, and her small face began to brighten.

The two left Dian Fang Studio. Tie Yan had people follow at a distance as he strolled with Consort Jing along the blue brick pathways.

He seemed preoccupied. Consort Jing tried to speak several times, looking at his back, but always held her tongue.

Ever since losing several sons in succession, Tie Yan rarely summoned the harem. The Empress and consorts were all ornaments, and he treated Consort Jing ordinarily. So much so that when Consort Jing saw him, it was like seeing a distant relative—wanting to speak but finding no appropriate words.

Suddenly Tie Yan stopped.

Consort Jing nearly bumped into his back. Looking up, she saw the blue background with gold characters of the Rui Xiang Palace plaque, and those eighteen bronze studs symbolizing rank.

She was stunned, not expecting to walk here, remembering what she had seen the last time she came here. Her face changed slightly.

The palace gates of Rui Xiang Palace were tightly closed, but through the gates they could hear Little Bug calling out loudly: “Ladies should go to sleep now—be careful with fire! Someone go to the front and get cats from Commander Xia Hou! Coming every day to secretly pet our cats—if you don’t ask him, he’ll never return them! Hey, who’s still playing cards? Without the Crown Princess here, who’ll provide faces for you to stick paper strips on? No more late-night snacks! If you get fat, the Crown Princess won’t want you when she returns!”

Laughter, playful scolding, and the bang-bang-bang of closing windows came from inside—a lively scene of human warmth.

Tie Yan and Consort Jing stood outside the gates, listening to this rare atmosphere of human warmth in the imperial palace, momentarily entranced.

Tie Yan knew that since his daughter left the palace, Rui Xiang Palace had been like a sealed palace, with the palace servants inside never emerging.

He had thought that palace without its master would surely be like stagnant water, but unexpectedly, behind closed doors they had formed their own little world, still vibrant and alive.

Ci’er truly had this ability—she had always been generous and kind to her own people, making those around her feel as if bathed in spring breeze, joyful and peaceful.

But toward enemies, she could be equally ruthless, daring to act and think boldly.

Stronger than himself.

Lights swayed inside, and even after people went to sleep, someone still carried lanterns for night patrol.

The gate opened and a young eunuch came out. Seeing them, he was startled, then came over to bow.

Tie Yan waved to excuse the ceremony and asked what he was going to do.

The young eunuch said with a laughing whisper: “To get cats.”

Tie Yan smiled too, waving for him to go on his business. The young eunuch bowed respectfully to both of them again, then walked away with light steps.

The commotion here immediately alerted those inside. Little Bug poked his head out, saw the two people, and was also startled, but didn’t make a fuss. After bowing to them, he opened the gate halfway without asking anything, then retreated into the shadows behind the gate.

Tie Yan turned to Consort Jing: “Have you noticed? The people in Ci’er’s palace always seem light and comfortable, yet not to the point of being frivolous or disrespectful. They act with great propriety. This shows they receive good treatment, but the rules are strict.”

Consort Jing thought about it and nodded.

Though she had many faults, she wasn’t stupid. Comparing with the people in her own palace, she also felt the palace servants of Rui Xiang Palace seemed like a different species.

Palace servants usually fell into several categories—either harboring inner ambitions, their eyes full of calculating opportunism, inevitably bringing a fawning attitude to their actions.

Or they were either dull or frivolous by nature. The latter became arrogant from favor, while the former were like wandering ghosts in the deep palace, disappearing before long.

Only the palace servants of Rui Xiang Palace lived most like themselves.

“Have you thought about why?”

“Because His Highness is gentle and benevolent, treating palace dependents generously.”

Tie Yan smiled, nodded, then shook his head.

“Consort Jing,” he said, “Ci’er has it difficult. But she always does her best for everyone within her capabilities. What she does for you is also the best for you—you must understand this.”

Consort Jing nodded, saying softly: “Your Majesty… is the Crown Princess well while away?”

Tie Yan was silent, then said after a while: “She told me everything is fine. Magnificently powerful, brilliantly clever—as soon as she arrived she defeated the local tyrants, and even cracked a major case of officials colluding with foreign princes’ sons to secretly forge weapons. Soon the criminals will be escorted to the capital, and the court and countryside will inevitably drop their jaws in shock, bodies trembling in awe.”

Consort Jing said happily: “How wonderful. The Crown Princess has always been brilliantly clever.”

Tie Yan said flatly: “But she didn’t tell me she was injured several times, that the other side was audaciously desperate, using every vicious means—catapults, fire bombs… they dared use anything, nearly putting her to death.”

Consort Jing raised her hand to cover a gasp at her lips.

“How is that possible… she is the Crown Princess!”

“She traveled incognito for training, bringing only two maidservants, one of whom doesn’t even know martial arts. Using the identity of a third-rank Stud Farm Minister’s son to work as a minor inspector and coroner—those people were committing capital crimes punishable by execution and property confiscation. Why would they care about attacking someone with such an identity?”

Tie Yan thought bitterly that even if the Crown Princess’s identity were revealed, those people might not hesitate to act. They might even act faster.

Consort Jing said in a daze: “A person worth a thousand gold doesn’t sit under a dangerous wall. That Ci’er goes out for training is already very rare—why, why must she fight so desperately!”

“What do you understand!” Tie Yan said sternly. “If she doesn’t fight desperately, how can she inherit this vast realm in the future, and how can she protect useless parents like you and me!”

Consort Jing paled, looking up at him.

“We are incompetent, trapped under the Empress Dowager’s heavy pressure, powerless to rally, so selfishly transferred this tremendous burden to Ci’er.” Tie Yan said in a low voice. “Have you ever thought—if Ci’er cannot inherit this throne, what will become of us all?”

Consort Jing was frightened.

Regarding Tie Ci’s circumstances, she actually wasn’t ignorant, but in the past she had never directly faced the difficulties, and no one had dared openly discuss this matter with her. She had always muddled through, unwilling to endure the needle-sharp pain of reality.

After a while, she stammered: “Why must the Empress Dowager change dynasties… If Ci’er inherits the throne and rules like Your Majesty does now… wouldn’t… wouldn’t that work?”

Tie Yan felt as if stabbed, his face convulsing.

Consort Jing also realized she had spoken wrongly again, lowering her head as tears began to fall.

Seeing her tears, Tie Yan felt a headache. Scolding almost rushed from his lips, but he finally held back.

“Controlling people is never as satisfying and reassuring as controlling things yourself,” he said coldly. “Besides, Ci’er’s natural talents far exceed mine—how could the Empress Dowager let that be?”

He remembered what Tie Ci had hinted at in the secret letter, feeling a surge of satisfaction and joy in his chest, along with even deeper worry.

Consort Jing didn’t dare speak, thinking of what had happened before, her tears falling more fiercely.

Tie Yan felt powerless. After waiting for a while without seeing her stop crying, he couldn’t help saying: “She has it so difficult, and all you can do is cry?”

Consort Jing hastily tried to stop crying but couldn’t manage it immediately. She hiccupped loudly, hurriedly covered her mouth, and said through tears: “I… I just… I just thought of the whip marks on her that day…”

Tie Yan turned sharply.

“What whip marks?!”

Consort Jing was frightened by his expression. After a long while, she said hesitantly: “You… didn’t you know? That day, the reason I went to see the Empress Dowager… was because I saw on her back… so many whip marks… from the Empress Dowager’s beatings…”

Tie Yan stepped back.

He said: “Ci’er told me you were just instigated by palace maids, wishfully thinking to curry favor in her place.”

“I… I did have that thought… but the original reason was because I heard her tell Dan Shuang that the Empress Dowager always used the disciplinary whip to punish her… I thought… I thought…”

She didn’t dare continue.

Because she saw Tie Yan’s fists clench tight, his fists and entire body slowly trembling, the bright yellow sleeves rippling like water waves, dazzling her eyes.

She instinctively felt she shouldn’t look at the emperor’s face now, lowering her head even more.

After a while, Tie Yan finally calmed down. When he spoke again, his voice was already hoarse.

He said: “Good, I understand.”

Footsteps sounded behind them. Tie Yan pulled Consort Jing into the shadows.

Consort Jing didn’t understand why—thinking with our status, whom do we need to avoid? But looking up, she vaguely saw His Majesty the Emperor turning his face away, a faint gleam flashing on his cheek.

She was stunned, then felt a deep sourness rise from her heart to her nose, wetting her eyes as well.

The approaching person was the young eunuch looking for cats, walking while petting a cat, saying affectionately: “Xue Tuan’er, you miss your master too, don’t you? Don’t worry, don’t worry—master is out there buying you dried fish. Master said she’d buy you cheese-flavored, chocolate-flavored, durian-flavored ones…”

Little Bug came out from inside, not looking at the people standing in the shadows, grabbing the chattering young eunuch and roughly pulling him back: “Keep babbling and I’ll arrange banana-peel-flavored ones for you first!”

The gate closed.

A faint cat meow could be heard.

And the young eunuch’s laughter: “Big Brother, Big Brother, look—Xue Tuan’er says it misses the Crown Princess…”

The voices gradually faded. The royal couple in the shadows remained silent for a long time.

After a long while, Tie Yan said softly: “Look, Rui Xiang Palace is so peaceful, the imperial palace is so tranquil, you and I are so comfortable. Our only daughter is struggling and fighting for her life outside.”

Consort Jing raised her head, looking up at his face.

Her face streamed with tears as she said softly: “Your Majesty, whatever you wish to do, can this subject help you?”

The next day, when the Empress Dowager held her routine council meeting with important ministers in the warm chamber, Chief Minister Rong reported on the Crown Princess’s successful cracking of the major case involving Haiyou officials colluding with the Prince of Liaodong to secretly forge weapons.

The case files Chief Minister Rong presented contained detailed evidence and dramatic twists. Hearing it, the ministers all showed changing expressions, unable to help but worry for the Crown Princess. Finally hearing that the weapons were recovered and the criminals subdued, after cheering they also fell silent.

Afterward, the ministers’ gazes frequently drifted toward Second Minister Xiao.

For no other reason—such grand planning, such ambition, and the enormous influence capable of mobilizing officials throughout Haiyou to provide protection along the way—except for the Xiao family, no one else came to mind.

Empress Dowager Xiao’s expression was unpleasant, but Second Minister Xiao was unhurried, producing memorials and documents submitted by Xiao Xueya, pointing out that this case could be successfully cracked largely thanks to Three Borders Governor-General Xiao Xueya passing through and providing strong assistance.

The implication was: we helped crack the case—what are you all suspecting?

The Emperor had remained silent throughout, only finally speaking when the Empress Dowager was about to shelve the matter lightly. He produced a recommendation memorial from the Haiyou Provincial Administration Commissioner, proposing to promote the former Ziyang County magistrate to Laizhou Prefecture magistrate.

Second Minister Xiao frowned but didn’t say much. The Empress Dowager was somewhat unwilling: “That county magistrate was previously controlled by Li Yao’s faction at the yamen. Such a treasonous case occurring in his jurisdiction—not pursuing his responsibility would be merciful enough. How can he still be promoted?”

The Emperor said: “I heard the Crown Princess privately found some additional clues…”

Second Minister Xiao immediately said: “Empress Dowager, this county magistrate also tried hard to resist Li Yao initially. When the Crown Princess exposed Li Yao, he also courageously took responsibility, acknowledging his own faults. From this perspective, he can also be considered brave and resourceful. As for his previous inaction, it was merely due to circumstances…”

The Empress Dowager met Second Minister Xiao’s gaze. After a while, she said flatly: “So be it.”

She was about to dismiss everyone when suddenly there was some commotion outside. Li Gui came in to report: “Your Majesty, Empress Dowager, Consort Jing is kowtowing outside.”

The Empress Dowager’s face immediately turned iron-blue: “What is she here for! We’re currently in session—how can a harem woman barge in!”

As soon as she said this, everyone raised their eyelids to look at her. Even Second Minister Xiao glanced at her.

Aren’t you yourself a harem woman?

The Empress Dowager immediately realized her slip of tongue, blushing slightly, suppressing her anger as she asked: “What’s the matter?”

Today was different from before. That previous time, Consort Jing’s disruption was needed, but today it wasn’t.

Li Gui hesitated, then bowed and said: “Replying to Your Majesty. Consort Jing has not requested to enter the hall, only kneels outside beseeching Your Majesty. She heard that the Crown Princess, during her training, has been repeatedly hunted by local officials and powerful forces because she exposed major cases for the court, narrowly escaping death several times. Consort Jing fears the Crown Princess might suffer mishap and requests the Empress Dowager… to release the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards from the capital.”

The Empress Dowager’s face twitched heavily.

As if she had been slapped across the face.

When the Crown Princess left the capital, her Nine Guards should have accompanied her, but because it was incognito training, the Empress Dowager had detained them, and everyone couldn’t say much.

But now that the Crown Princess had achieved such great merit and suffered pursuit because of it, to still not provide her with protective forces would be unreasonable.

This time Consort Jing wasn’t interfering in government—she was only petitioning as a mother for her daughter, adopting the full posture of a weak person.

More commotion came from outside. Li Gui went out, and moments later returned, bowing even lower: “Your Majesty. Consort Jing says that as a harem woman, she cannot interfere in government affairs, and it’s inappropriate for her to stay long before this warm chamber. She’ll now kneel in the square before Cheng Qian Palace, and whenever Your Majesty’s anger subsides… she’ll get up then.”

The Empress Dowager’s face twitched again.

Like another slap. A double-sided one at that.

That line about not being able to interfere in government both blocked her mouth and scolded her.

Kneeling in the square before Cheng Qian Palace, where officials came and went for court sessions—this kneeling would quickly make all of the capital know that the Empress Dowager was mistreating the Crown Princess who had achieved great merit!

Whether spreading the Crown Princess’s virtuous reputation or her own harshness, both were unbearable for the face-conscious Empress Dowager.

From Consort Jing’s meaning, if she didn’t agree, she would keep kneeling.

This was simply using last time’s methods against her this time, and upgraded.

The Empress Dowager was so angry her head spun. Last time, being bumped head-to-head by Tie Ci had left her with chronic migraine aftereffects. She supported her forehead with her hand, thinking furiously who had taught that jellyfish Consort Jing to suddenly pull such a move!

Her gaze turned toward the Emperor, but before she could look over, the Emperor had already descended from his seat, swept his robe aside, and knelt down.

The Empress Dowager immediately felt her headache worsen.

The Emperor knelt before her, saying softly: “Your son is unfilial. Your son knows the Empress Dowager plans for the realm of Da Qian, wishing to train the heir. But Ci’er has repeatedly faced mortal danger, hanging by a thread. The state cannot be without an heir—please, Empress Dowager, order the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards to leave the capital.”

He knocked his head to the ground with a thud.

With His Majesty kneeling, the ministers naturally couldn’t remain seated. Everyone immediately stood and knelt in a row on the floor.

Second Minister Xiao also had to kneel, giving his sister a meaningful look before kneeling.

Even the Empress Dowager couldn’t remain seated. According to Da Qian palace law, the Emperor’s position was actually senior to the Empress Dowager’s. Only during New Year holidays, the Empress Dowager’s birthday, and such occasions would he kowtow to the Empress Dowager.

She stood up, restraining her anger: “What is the Emperor doing! Isn’t Ci’er also my granddaughter! You’re all making such a fuss, giving me a headache!”

After speaking, she covered her head and hurriedly left. The Emperor called after her: “Empress Dowager, Consort Jing is still kneeling in the square!”

The Empress Dowager stumbled and hurriedly departed.

Second Minister Xiao was the first to rise, coming to help the Emperor. When the Emperor turned and saw it was him, anger flashed through his eyes. His body swayed and he collapsed against Second Minister Xiao.

Second Minister Xiao was only making a show of it, not expecting the Emperor to actually lean on him. The Emperor was tall and much more solid than the thin Second Minister—with this pressure, Second Minister Xiao couldn’t stand steady and fell with an “ouch” quite far away.

The Emperor swept his sleeve and angrily said: “Minister Xiao, what is your dissatisfaction? Do you wish to secretly harm Us?”

Second Minister Xiao: “…”

The thief crying ‘catch the thief!’

Damn, my leg really hurts!

Over there, the Empress Dowager hurried back to her palace. Li Gui hurriedly followed, but suddenly felt stomach pain, thinking he might have drunk some iced beverage offered by underlings that upset his stomach. He had to visit the privy first and ordered a Ci Ren Palace deputy managing eunuch who was nearby to attend to her.

When the Empress Dowager returned to her palace chambers, she wanted to remove her hairpins and ornaments to rest. The deputy managing eunuch personally came to serve her. Usually this person rarely entered the Empress Dowager’s inner chambers, but unexpectedly he had excellent hair-arranging skills. His hands were light and gentle—after removing the hairpins, he arranged her hair in a style convenient for sleeping that wouldn’t get messy and still looked attractive. When his fingers moved through her hair, he used some skillful pressure that greatly relieved the Empress Dowager’s migraine.

When people are comfortable, their anger also dissipates somewhat. The Empress Dowager sat before the mirror, thinking about what had just happened, understanding that this time she couldn’t keep the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards from leaving the capital, but also fearing that giving Tie Ci military strength might lead to major problems when she was far from the emperor.

As she pondered there, she casually asked: “I haven’t seen much of you before—where were you promoted from?”

The eunuch smiled cheerfully: “Your servant was originally from the Imperial Ceremonial Directorate, just promoted to deputy manager of Your Majesty’s palace last year, in charge of outer courtyard cleaning and miscellaneous duties. Normally I don’t have the fortune to serve you personally in the chambers.”

“From the Imperial Ceremonial Directorate—no wonder you arrange hair so well. People from the Imperial Ceremonial Directorate, I hear, mostly come from decent backgrounds?”

“Thank you for Your Majesty’s praise. My family had some modest means in earlier years, but later fell on hard times. Of two brothers, one entered the Nine Guards, one entered the palace.”

Hearing “Nine Guards,” the Empress Dowager’s heart stirred: “The Nine Guards’ personnel are quite mixed.”

She remembered there were quite a few people from the Xiao family faction in the Nine Guards. She asked about the eunuch’s background. Sure enough, the eunuch came from a minor official family that, through various connections, could also be considered under the Xiao family’s patronage.

Otherwise he couldn’t have entered her Ci Ren Palace.

The eunuch bent over, carefully weaving her white hair into braids, saying softly: “The Nine Guards is a comfortable position, all our own people. The Crown Princess doesn’t usually deploy them either. My brother always complains about wanting to transfer elsewhere. When I learned of this, I scolded him—being able to enter the Nine Guards is already the Empress Dowager’s grace. How can he be so greedy for more…”

He spoke gently and persuasively. The Empress Dowager listened comfortably, gradually understanding the situation.

The Nine Guards’ composition was quite mixed. Tie Ci didn’t dare deploy them even in the capital normally—how would she dare use them now that they were sent to her side?

Sending the Nine Guards over could also monitor or control her movements. At least there wouldn’t be any more incidents like Ziyang, where she gained such great fame. Today, seeing the ministers’ shocked and admiring looks made her feel blocked up inside.

If she still didn’t behave, the Nine Guards also had…

Remembering her previous arrangements within the Nine Guards, the Empress Dowager’s expression gradually relaxed.

With that person there, even if the Emperor and Crown Princess had some ambition in insisting on deploying the Nine Guards, they couldn’t accomplish anything.

Instead, they might easily lose more than they gained.

The eunuch behind her smiled as he gathered her hair. The Empress Dowager suddenly said: “Summon the Second Minister to Ci Ren Palace.”

The eunuch smiled and acknowledged.

…

An hour later, the order for the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards to leave the capital and station in Haiyou’s Ziyang was issued from the palace gates.

Consort Jing in the square before the great hall was slowly helped to her feet.

At the peak of the great hall stood a figure in bright yellow robes. Seeing her rise, he smiled from afar.

Consort Jing suddenly remembered that day when she had also knelt before the Empress Dowager, and upon leaving saw His Majesty’s anxious, defeated expression and the Crown Princess’s slightly disappointed gaze.

Her heart felt confused and blank. She didn’t understand what was right and what was wrong, but couldn’t help smiling through her red-rimmed eyes.

…

Tie Ci stood with a small bundle on her back before the tall memorial archway of Yue Li Academy.

Academy sites were mostly chosen to be near mountains and water, following the principle of learning from nature. Looking through this tall white marble archway, one could see the entire academy arranged in series, with the central axis facing the highest peak of Qing Yang Mountain. Behind the archway’s plaza stood the academy’s most important lecture hall, with black background and gold characters reading “Ming Lun” (Clarifying Ethics). To the left of the lecture hall was the library building with its vast collection of books, to the right was the ancestral hall for worshipping ancient sages. The flying eaves and bracket sets caught the particularly clear daylight among the mountain ranges. Further back were the dormitories, dining hall, martial arts ground, and other places. If viewed from above, one could see the vast building complex with white walls and gray tiles symmetrically arranged left and right, embraced by surrounding mountains, like wings soaring among clouds.

Chi Xue, Dan Shuang, and Shen Mi all stood behind her, looking up at the archway like country bumpkins together.

After losing track of Tie Ci in the fire that day, the three had searched along the way, following the traces Tie Ci left as they entered the mountains. However, because mountain rains washed away Tie Ci’s markers, they lost their way in the mountains. After searching for many days, they happened to encounter Tie Ci coming out of the valley.

Strangely, though they had wandered in the mountains for so many days, they had somehow never managed to walk into Ling Quan Village.

The joyful reunion need not be described. Tie Ci naturally brought them along to the academy. She had received a task from He Zi—to complete a term of study at the academy and investigate the cause of his wife’s death.

According to He Zi, back then he was busy with academy affairs when he was suddenly urgently summoned to the capital. Not long after entering the capital, the “Three Princes’ Rebellion” occurred—the late emperor’s brothers Prince Tang and Prince Lu allied in revolt, while the late emperor’s eldest son Prince Ping muddied the waters. The capital was in continuous turmoil for three months. Though He Zi didn’t participate, because he was courted by several factions, he was also controlled and monitored. When he finally broke free and planned to return to Haiyou, he received news that his wife had long since committed suicide.

At the time, it was said his wife had heard he was involved in the rebellion and killed herself in fear of punishment. Moreover, she left a suicide note before death, saying she had repeatedly advised He Zi to maintain integrity and not get involved in imperial power struggles, but He Zi insisted on his stubborn ways, becoming entangled in the whirlpool of power struggles, harming others and himself. Now that rumors said he was suspected of treason and had been imprisoned, the Gu family was daily harassed by officials, their reputation completely ruined. She too couldn’t bear the harassment and, to preserve her honor, killed herself in his place.

The suicide note’s final words were: “No grave, no bones, no regard—in life and death, through the yellow springs, never to meet through all ages.”

When Tie Ci heard He Zi tell this, she felt a chill run from head to toe.

“Killing herself in his place” was already chilling to the heart, but these final dozen or so words would permanently nail He Zi to a monument of pain and regret, unable to escape through all lives and ages.

Even mortal enemies wouldn’t be so vicious—was this really the legendary loving couple?

She asked He Zi if the suicide note was in his wife’s handwriting. After a long silence, He Zi nodded.

Tie Ci was speechless with depression, but He Zi continued, saying that when he returned, his wife’s family had already come to collect her remains, preparing to take them back for burial. It was only his desperate intervention that made his father-in-law relent, but with the condition that he follow the suicide note’s words and never meet Mei Niang again in life or death. Having no choice, He Zi could only agree. He personally built this cemetery and had been guarding the grave here ever since, never stepping foot outside Qing Yang Mountain.

Originally he had already given up hope, planning to fast to death while guarding this cemetery. But on his wife’s memorial day, after the crowd dispersed, he discovered someone sneaking around the grave. From this, he set up mechanisms at Nai He Bridge, planted water lilies in the river, and raised glass fish. The vague doubts in his heart had also begun to arise.

His wife came from the jianghu, from a family that had once been a major power in the martial world. In her youth, dissatisfied with her family’s arranged marriage, she had left home, occupied a mountain, and became a female bandit leader. She had taken a fancy to He Zi passing by and abducted him to the mountain as a husband. After marrying him, she had remained strong-willed and bold in her actions for many years—never one of those delicate beauties who couldn’t handle adversity. How could she commit suicide by hanging over some baseless rumors and a few instances of official harassment and intimidation?

But the person was already dead, and she had left such final words. He hadn’t even seen her remains, yet always feared someone might desecrate them, not daring to leave the valley for even a step. How could he investigate the truth of what happened back then?

As for why He Zi suddenly wanted to investigate the hidden truth behind his wife’s suicide, he didn’t explain in detail, and Tie Ci didn’t ask. In the end, He Zi only said to her: “I’ve observed you carefully for several days and feel you’re someone who can shoulder responsibility. But the capital was my place of heartbreak—for me to willingly go there, only accomplishing this one thing would suffice. When I left Haiyou back then, I had entrusted the academy friends to look after my wife. Most of those people are still at the academy now. To investigate the truth of what happened back then, one must first investigate them. You go to the academy—I’ll give you a letter of recommendation. You can enter as an ordinary auditing student, and what happens after that depends on you.”

He gave Tie Ci a name list. Flipping through it, Tie Ci could only smile bitterly.

Those who could befriend He Zi back then and be entrusted with family matters naturally wouldn’t be weak. After managing affairs for so many years, their positions were certainly extraordinary. With just a casual glance, she saw the name of the academy’s current Mountain Dean Zhu Yi, and beside it was none other than the current Chief Minister Rong Luchuan.

Never mind that she could now only enter as a recommended student—even with her Crown Princess status, she probably couldn’t easily move against these two.

Yet she agreed without hesitation.

Because…

Before leaving the valley, she went to offer incense at the cemetery. He Zi stood silently beside her, returning the courtesy.

As she walked out of the cemetery, she looked back and saw He Zi standing silently on Nai He Bridge, facing that expanse of white stone ground.

Willows swayed gracefully, flowers bloomed fragrantly. Yet he had made his entire life permanently into this single color of snow-white and night-black.

She stopped and finally decided to tell him what she had witnessed.

“Sir.”

“Hmm?”

“Your suspicions are correct,” she said. “In that brief moment of teleportation, I looked down and saw your wife’s… skeletal remains. I saw that in her abdomen, there was still a small… bundle.”

…

In the mountain valley, He Zi pushed open his window, gazing through the misty vapors toward the academy’s direction.

That girl should have reached the academy by now.

This journey would probably not be too smooth. The academy had been infiltrated by the Xiao family over the years and harbored heavy hostility toward the imperial family.

Young people who considered themselves passionate were always particularly easy to incite.

But he hoped she could break through thorns and brambles, reaching through to the other side of the mist.

Some things seemed fated. The doubts settled in his heart had gradually quieted with the passage of years, yet in recent years, past events frequently entered his dreams.

Just not long ago one night, he dreamed of his wife in red robes, stepping lightly into the inner hall, pinching his cheeks and asking with raised eyebrows and a smile: “Does this scoundrel truly refuse to see me again?”

In their youth as husband and wife, under red candles and flowers, she had a playful nature while he was youthfully spirited. They had their share of arguments, and he had always been eloquent, while his wife was tongue-tied. Each time she couldn’t out-argue him, in extreme anger she would pinch his cheeks and scold him as a “scoundrel.”

He woke to a room of cold moonlight and hoarfrost, hot tears streaming down his face.

An old endearment, separated for so long.

At the time he thought perhaps she was lonely in the netherworld and had finally forgiven him, coming to call for him.

Perhaps his mortal days were numbered.

Only now did he understand—she was urging him, reproaching him.

How could her husband, who had been rebellious and disobedient all his life, finally listen just that once, truly following that suicide note’s words, forgetting without seeing each other again!

How could he indulge in suffering, unable to struggle free, letting her grievances remain buried, never seeing her loved ones again!

How could he, knowing her strong character, believe she would angrily commit suicide and decisively sever life and death!

When he left Haiyou back then, she had indeed been eating poorly and sleeping excessively. At the time he thought it was some minor illness, and he had worried constantly about her while in the capital. But it turned out she was already pregnant then.

During those months when the capital was in turmoil with the city sealed, communication was cut off, and he was even briefly imprisoned. That letter announcing the joyful news probably never reached him.

After years of marriage without children, finally pregnant—how could she commit suicide!

How could she commit suicide!

The mist gradually drifted over, lightly touching his face, gradually wetting his eyelashes.

He Zi sat in silence, slowly lowering the window frame. Finally his fingers seemed to lose strength, loosening slightly, and the window closed with a click.

Inside and outside the room fell silent, with only the wind sounding like weeping.

After a long while, extremely low, suppressed crying, as if buried in his chest for a thousand years and finally bursting forth intermittently, drifted like wind from the gaps in that window, faintly spreading out.

…

Author’s Note: Just one update today.

Chapter 69: Big Brothers Will Take You Flying
Once they crossed through the memorial archway, they entered the academy grounds, where academy administration staff would come to handle enrollment.

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang wanted to follow Tie Ci, and while she had originally planned to enter as the son of a poor family, after meeting Dan Shuang and Chi Xue, she changed her mind.

She decided to enroll as the son of a jianghu family—this would make bringing maidservants to the academy more reasonable. Moreover, this jianghu background was similar to He Zi’s late wife, and might stimulate certain people’s sensitivities, making it convenient for her investigations at the academy.

After all, it would be difficult for her as an ordinary student to approach the important figures at the academy. Better to let people reveal their own tells.

For this purpose, she had asked He Zi to note in his recommendation letter that she needed to bring maidservants to school.

The academy had no shortage of noble and official families’ children, and bringing servants and maids was common. Back when He Zi felt that talented people could be found even among servants, if there were those unwilling to remain lowly, they could take this opportunity to learn some skills that might change their entire destiny.

However, only Dan Shuang and Chi Xue’s names were written in the recommendation letter at the time. When Shen Mi saw this, his eyes couldn’t hide his envy, but he was very self-aware, knowing he couldn’t compare with the Crown Princess’s close palace maids. Now he looked seriously at that memorial archway once more, stepped back, and bowed deeply to Tie Ci: “Young Master, I can only escort you this far. May everything go smoothly for you and may you be safe from harm.”

Tie Ci smiled: “Let’s save the well-wishes for later—there’s no need to say goodbye now.”

Shen Mi looked at her in surprise.

Chi Xue smiled as she pulled out a document from her bundle and handed it to him.

Seeing his own name, Shen Mi could hardly believe his eyes.

It was an official document from the highest official in Haiyou, the Provincial Administration Commissioner, directly granting Shen Mi admission qualification and restoring his original First House student status.

When Tie Ci had negotiated with the Provincial Administration Commissioner, one of her conditions was to remove his lowly status registration and restore Shen Mi’s academy student standing.

This was a small matter for the Haiyou Provincial Administration Commissioner, but for Shen Mi, it was like a huge windfall from heaven. The wild joy of finally having his greatest regret remedied left him dazed for quite a while before he came to his senses.

He tucked the document into his chest, stepped back three paces, and respectfully gave Tie Ci a deep bow.

“Such great kindness—I dare not speak of gratitude. Shen Mi willingly offers his life to Your Highness, unto death!”

“It’s not really difficult,” Tie Ci smiled. “This is merely repayment for your repeated assistance in Ziyang and your unwavering loyalty. No need to sell yourself to my family over this simple document.”

“How easily you accomplished this is your affair. For me, this is kindness as heavy as mountains.” Shen Mi bowed again. “Unwavering loyalty is merely basic human duty—Your Highness is magnanimous, but I cannot claim credit for it.”

Tie Ci smiled slightly. Shen Mi was a clear-headed person—otherwise she wouldn’t have specifically used one condition to arrange for him.

Saying she sought no repayment was actually just a test. Since he accepted the opportunity she gave, he would align with her faction in the future. Shen Mi wouldn’t fail to understand this.

Tie Ci indicated that they were all intelligent people, so there was no need for excessive emotional talk.

It was simply that he was useful, he was worthy, she would use him, and she wouldn’t use him for nothing.

Shen Mi’s ceremony couldn’t continue because they had lingered too long, and academy administration reception staff came to check.

After examining Shen Mi’s document, the person looked at him in surprise, then ordered a servant to take him in for registration.

When it came time to examine Tie Ci’s recommendation letter, the person’s expression changed. Tie Ci saw him whisper a few words to a servant, and only after the servant left did he register her.

Tie Ci saw him flip through the books on his desk: “You have no xiucai or juren status, nor any previous study experience at other academies or private schools. According to convention, after entering the academy you should be assigned to Fourth House first. But you are the first person recommended by Master He in twenty years—Master He’s dignity must be respected, so you’ll go to First House. You must study well and not disgrace Master He’s reputation.”

Tie Ci frowned.

Yue Li Academy students weren’t ranked by background, but by academic credentials, pre-enrollment reputation, and post-enrollment grades. The First, Second, Third, and Fourth Houses were ranked in order. Students with official titles entered according to their rank—the higher the title, the better the placement. Those without titles were ranked by their previous academy studies, with most starting in Fourth House. Moreover, the academy promoted equality for all who entered. Arranging her into First House because of He Zi’s recommendation letter—was this putting her on the fire to roast, or trying to ruin He Zi’s reputation?

One could imagine that once she entered First House, what kind of looks and hostility she would face.

This ill intent from the very start!

And the way that administrator looked at her was quite strange.

Tie Ci tilted her head slightly, and Chi Xue understood her meaning, indicating she would immediately go investigate.

Inwardly grumbling, outwardly Tie Ci smiled with great delight: “Ah, then thank you so much! I heard the various provisions for First House are the best too.”

The administrator looked at her with increasing contempt: “Academy students all have equal status—First, Second, Third, and Fourth are merely for convenience of distinction. The dormitory facilities are all identical. The reason First House receives somewhat better treatment in various ways is because the academy stipulates that students who perform excellently on major, minor, and regular exams can receive rewards in areas like clothing washing, item procurement, and dining hall food. These are things they earn themselves. Now that you’ve entered First House, you’d better work hard carefully, otherwise you won’t even get a thick quilt to sleep under, and no one will pity you.”

“What? What kind of ridiculous rule is this!” Tie Ci exclaimed in shock. “My uncle deceived me! He never told me this broken academy had so many rules!”

“Watch your words!” the administrator angrily said. “Standing on academy grounds, how dare you slander the academy!”

Though he scolded, his previously secretively observant and somewhat guarded expression relaxed considerably. He impatiently waved his hand: “Alright, go on in. First House is on the eastern side of the second courtyard, with the women’s quarters on the west—don’t go to the wrong place. There’s a house supervisor at the moon gate where you can collect bedding and supplies.”

Tie Ci stood in place with a reluctant expression, not moving. Chi Xue and Dan Shuang came to pull her, one saying: “Young Master, stop being willful. If you run back like this, the master will break your legs!”

The other said: “Young Master, Young Master, don’t be so dejected. We’ll study at the academy for a year or two, earn a reputation, then it’ll be easy to marry a wife. Just endure for a while and it’ll be fine.”

The administrator let out a series of cold laughs, too lazy to spare Tie Ci another glance, turning to chat with his colleagues.

Over there, Shen Mi finished registering and walked over. Hearing these words, he immediately said angrily: “We traveled the mountain path together, and I thought you were a refined gentleman. I never imagined you would be so disgraceful to scholarly culture. Since this is the case, I am unworthy to be your friend. Please, when we meet at the academy in the future, do not acknowledge each other. I take my leave!”

Saying this, he flicked his sleeves and walked away angrily.

Tie Ci jumped and cursed: “Breaking off friendship is breaking off friendship—who cares about you, sour scholar!”

The administrator had originally been somewhat aloof and guarded toward Shen Mi as well, but now his expression improved considerably. He hurriedly sent someone to catch up, saying: “You’re returning from leave to resume studies—no need for another exam. You can get First House student provisions directly from the house supervisor!”

Tie Ci said: “What about me!”

Administrator: “He had good grades before—do you?”

Tie Ci: “Bah, who cares! Watch me get a hundred points to show you!”

“Let’s go, Young Master, don’t argue with these poor scholars.” Chi Xue and Dan Shuang dragged Tie Ci away. Once they turned past the memorial archway with no one around, both burst into giggles. Tie Ci slumped her shoulders and drooped her eyes: “Ah! Playing a shrew is so hard.”

“The acting was too exaggerated,” Dan Shuang frowned in critique.

Tie Ci humbly accepted the lesson. After all, her performance also affected He Zi’s reputation—better to keep it moderate, lest she badly damage the old gentleman’s name and have him settle accounts with her later.

“By the way, have either of you encountered Feiyu?”

Tie Ci had been waiting for Feiyu these past few days in the valley, but hadn’t seen her. She was concerned about this and somewhat worried, though her intuition told her nothing could have happened to Feiyu. After all, their only enemy at the time, Murong Duan, had already been captured and was still trapped at A Hei’s home, being a bride every night. They were also in Ling Quan Village, full of skilled fighters—if there had really been any disturbance, it couldn’t have gone undetected.

Most likely that fellow had mysteriously disappeared again.

Both Chi Xue and Dan Shuang said they hadn’t seen her. Dan Shuang said: “If you ask me, it’s best that person left. Appearing and disappearing mysteriously—clearly up to no good. Your status is sensitive—you should keep away from such characters.”

Tie Ci remained silent, finally sighing: “What should appear will appear. Since that’s how it is, let her be.”

The three walked forward. It was now midday, with people coming and going in the square, all secretly sizing up the three of them with strange looks—a mixture of envy, jealousy, contempt, and dissatisfaction.

Chi Xue fell back a step to chat with a passing student. After a while she caught up and whispered: “Master He recently announced he was preparing to take on a final disciple. Everyone in the academy is desperately trying to curry his favor. Knowing the old gentleman likes playing mahjong, they fight tooth and nail every day over who gets to play mahjong with him—just short of competing like in imperial examinations. Now Master He suddenly sent word that he doesn’t want anyone coming to play mahjong recently, and you’ve arrived at the academy with Master He’s first recommendation letter. Everyone is disappointed, and they can’t help but speculate whether that precious spot has now fallen to your family.”

Tie Ci made a long “oh” sound, thinking about how much hatred this had generated.

Suddenly bells rang repeatedly—clang, clang, clang, clang.

People in the square suddenly began running frantically, nearly knocking over Chi Xue.

Those sitting peacefully reading in the lecture hall threw down their books. The main doors burst open with a crash as countless students in blue robes poured out, holding food bowls and clanging as they charged toward the second courtyard with strange cries.

The wooden corridors thundered under their feet like a great swarm of locusts passing through.

In the crowd, one person in red was extremely conspicuous—tall with long legs and a dominating presence. When the crowd clogged at the courtyard gate, he jumped up, stepping on heads to leap over the gate.

Tie Ci had just been surrounded by the crowd’s strange stares, but in the blink of an eye the area was empty all around her. Everyone was howling like a tide, charging forward frantically. Standing in the middle of the square, Tie Ci felt like she was watching a frame from a zombie apocalypse film.

After quite a while, she murmured: “I once heard Master mention her high school and university days, how the cafeteria at mealtime was like locusts passing through. I could never imagine it, but now I’ve finally seen it.”

Chi Xue said worriedly: “Young Master, if we need to compete like this for every meal, it’ll be difficult for us to eat.”

“Difficult, what!” Dan Shuang looked disdainful. “With these skinny arms and legs, can they compete with me? Young Master, don’t worry—the best from the cafeteria will definitely be yours!”

Tie Ci squinted at those students with short legs and weak strength running behind with anxious faces, saying leisurely: “This is a good thing—maybe we can even make money from this.”

Dan Shuang still looked confused, but Chi Xue looked at the crowd and already understood, smiling: “It’s also a good opportunity for you to gather followers.”

Tie Ci smiled with satisfaction. Just as she was about to walk over, she suddenly made a sound of surprise: “There’s another small gate over there—why are so many people crowding here while that gate isn’t open?”

Then she saw a group of people, maintaining dignified bearing while holding books, crossing the lecture hall threshold calmly while chatting. The servants waiting in the corridor followed them, taking out food bowls from cloth bags they carried—clearly also going to eat.

But obviously without the urgency of other students, distinctly composed and elegant.

Tie Ci followed them and indeed saw them heading toward that small gate.

These people also wore blue robes, but trimmed with white brocade. Each held his chin slightly high, robes fluttering. Wherever they passed, students with sleeves trimmed in indigo cloth, black cotton, or coarse hemp automatically made way, allowing these chosen ones to pass through the crowd and enter the small gate.

Academy students were ranked by academic performance in the crude four-tier system of First, Second, Third, and Fourth. All wore blue robes, differing only in the trim—white satin, indigo cloth, black cotton, and gray hemp respectively.

So much for true equality—inequality could be seen everywhere.

Tie Ci followed behind. She also wore a blue robe today, and no one paid attention, assuming she was part of that group. As they made way, they said with envious, jealous hatred: “Ha, showing off what? No matter how much you show off, isn’t there someone who’s taken first place?”

Tie Ci wondered—someone who? Who?

But this low discussion was heard by that group. One person walking in front suddenly turned back and said coldly: “Who was just speaking? Step forward!”

All the students in the corridor fell silent as cicadas, no one stepping forward. Instead they pushed each other, saying let’s go, let’s go, and dispersed.

But the speaking student had a face full of malice with nowhere to vent. Seeing no one respond, he sneered and said loudly: “What someone—just a broken-down wild man using nepotism, thinking he can lord it over us. You all just watch—the academy will teach him how to behave sooner or later!”

The whole group chimed in agreement. Someone said: “I heard he’s from the late Lady He’s family—jianghu background. Probably full of crude habits. Who knows how many characters he can even recognize? I don’t know what Master He was thinking!”

Tie Ci: “…”

So the “someone” was herself—what an honor, what an honor.

This speaker looked familiar—wasn’t he the one she’d kicked into the lake while playing mahjong?

The reason she’d targeted this fellow that day wasn’t because of disrespectful words. When He Zi asked afterward, she had said: “Though you, sir, may love all living beings, you should know that those not of our race must have different hearts. That person has blue eyes—clearly from the grassland Dayan tribes. His hair color is light—possibly even Dayan royalty. This tribe has fierce customs, knocking at our borders every year. Under their iron hooves, countless innocent Da Qian people and border-defending soldiers have died. For such a person to seek learning at our Da Qian academy under the pretense of admiring Central Plains culture—what he seeks and learns is surely not merely skills and books. That our Da Qian academy allows his enrollment to demonstrate our great nation’s magnanimous bearing is one thing, but how can we let him enter our inner circles and presume to touch our national scholarly treasures?!”

This had left He Zi speechless. He never looked at people while playing mahjong and wasn’t familiar with foreign racial characteristics. Though well-read and proclaiming human equality, he knew that before family and national righteousness, one couldn’t treat all cases alike.

What Tie Ci didn’t know was that the successful grave visitation wasn’t the fundamental reason He Zi could keep her and entrust her with important tasks. During her days in the valley, her keenness, composure, character in dealing with people and affairs, and perspective on matters, plus the decisive ruthlessness she finally displayed—these were the real reasons He Zi opened his heart to her.

After all, when had He Zi ever lacked talented people around him? But most of those people were submissive and cautious in word and deed, absolutely lacking Tie Ci’s flexibility to be gentle or firm, advancing or retreating. How could he dare entrust such great matters to them?

However, that person obviously wasn’t like ordinary Dayan people. Though vicious and cold by nature, he had an all-round smooth character. As soon as he spoke, people frequently agreed with him. Someone sighed: “Master He values sentiment. Lady He died young, and Master He has regretted it all his life, building a hut to guard her grave with unwavering devotion. Naturally he looks favorably upon Lady He’s family.”

Another said ominously: “Who told us we were unlucky, not born from that jianghu crude’s belly!”

Someone immediately said: “Silence! How can you speak so wildly and slanderously! Since Master chose that person, he naturally has his reasons. Such pettiness and random speculation—where is your dignity?”

Tie Ci looked—hey, another familiar face. It was Young Master Qi.

He seemed to hold considerable status among the First House students. As soon as he spoke, everyone fell silent, showing some embarrassment.

The small gate opened wide for these academic stars to enter elegantly. First House students didn’t need to queue in the cafeteria because they had their own small window. Basic food was the same, but they could add dishes according to individual academic records.

They formed their own small group in the northwest corner of the cafeteria, with no one approaching nearby. Everyone cast envious glances from afar, and they quite prized such attention, each straightening their backs to dine slowly.

Tie Ci didn’t see Shen Mi—presumably still assigned to dormitories and organizing belongings.

She sat down at the boundary between First House students and other students’ seating areas, looking neither like a First House student nor far from the other three houses’ students. Chi Xue and Dan Shuang went to get her food and sat beside her to eat slowly.

Though the dishes were the same, the portions were obviously smaller. The cabbage and pork had a few big fatty meat slices floating greasily, completely different from others’ full portions of lean meat. Chi Xue whispered: “I watched that cook scoop up lean meat, and his wrist shook twice, forcibly shaking all the lean meat back down…”

That group was still discussing grand topics. This time they didn’t mention Master He, only saying they’d gotten news that this nouveau riche had indeed been assigned to First House! Everyone became even more indignant. One fellow, speaking heatedly, suddenly slapped down his chopsticks, stopped eating entirely, and said: “If you ask me, even with Master He’s recommendation, we can’t let an illiterate brute join First House just like that. This is clearly unfair—we should find the administrators and instructors to reason with them!”

Everyone also said: “Right! Isn’t this insulting to scholarly culture!”

“We students should be unafraid of power, daring to act and speak!”

The first student to suggest this became even more passionate, immediately wanting to petition. A dark mass of people stood up, wanting to protest, petition, and stage sit-ins—their momentum was alarming.

But someone nearby said slowly: “Brother, the academy doesn’t allow waste. If you leave without finishing your meal, points will be deducted.”

Hearing this was quite reasonable, he said: “We’ll go after eating!” He sat down to hastily wolf down his food. The person sitting not far behind him waited until the food entered his mouth before saying: “Brother, you seemed to have eaten something inappropriate just now…”

The person was startled and instinctively tried to vomit but couldn’t. Then that person took a quick step forward, reached out to pat his back, and the man vomited up a large ball of rice with a “wah!” Inside the rice was a fat, white thing already broken in two, still slightly wriggling.

“Ugh…”

Now it wasn’t just him who wanted to vomit. The dining hall filled with retching sounds for a while. All talk of protests, petitions, and sit-ins was temporarily forgotten.

The one who helped was naturally Tie Ci, very sincerely saying to that unlucky fellow: “Brother, I just saw something moving in your rice. Look, look—if I hadn’t called out in time, you would have swallowed that thing! Who knows what filthy thing it was? You would have been vomiting and having diarrhea for days…”

The person heard this and deeply agreed, thanking her repeatedly. Tie Ci pointed at the food service window: “I just found sand in my rice. When have First House students ever eaten such things? It’s all because the cooks aren’t doing their jobs properly, right?”

The person said: “Exactly! These lazy good-for-nothings are getting more and more slack—we should settle accounts with them!” He angrily led people over.

Soon they had overturned the pot there, spilled soup all over the table, creating quite a commotion.

Tie Ci scurried around nearby, fanning the flames, and secretly overturned a soup pot sitting on the fire. But just as the soup pot was about to splash on that group, she shouted loudly and pulled away the person at the front.

Everyone was startled momentarily. While cursing the cooks, they also thanked her repeatedly. Tie Ci instantly won their sincere friendship.

Not everyone participated in that chaotic battle. The foreign person, Young Master Qi, and several others stood aside. Young Master Qi watched Tie Ci darting around in the crowd and slowly frowned. The foreign person also murmured: “That kid—why does he look somewhat familiar?”

Tie Ci’s hair hadn’t grown long yet. When entering the valley she had used her original face but deliberately made it somewhat grimy and unremarkable. Not wanting to cause trouble due to her appearance like in Ziyang when coming to study at the academy, she had Chi Xue, who was skilled at disguise, modify her appearance again. Now her eyebrows were thickened and darkened with a changed shape, her skin color deepened, her eye tails extended, and dark lip color made her lips larger and thinner.

She now appeared as a handsome young man, but with somewhat harsh features. Those few people had good eyesight and though they felt he looked familiar, with the dining hall full of bobbing heads and swaying figures, how could they see clearly?

After a short while, rapid footsteps sounded, and someone shouted “The instructor is coming!” Only then did everyone stop.

Footsteps approached. A middle-aged man with a slightly red face and delicate features, accompanied by several administrators, hurried over with disbelief written all over his face. Young people were hot-blooded and fights were common, but they mostly occurred among the lower three houses. First House students greatly valued their status and had almost never engaged in such outrageous behavior. What was happening today?

When he understood the reason, he was even more furious to the point of confusion. He spun around in a circle and angrily said: “Disgraceful to scholarly culture! Disgraceful to scholarly culture! How are you any different from cart-pullers and street vendors! All of you get out—stand at the bottom of the lecture hall and copy the twenty-first volume of today’s studied ‘Rites’ three times. You, you, you, you,” his finger pointed them out one by one, “all go!”

He was pointing randomly, and people in the center of the crowd all backed away, afraid of being selected.

Only Tie Ci didn’t retreat, naturally getting pointed out. She calmly followed those unlucky fellows who had fought to stand at the bottom of the lecture hall in reflection, having Chi Xue bring paper and brush as she leaned against the wall to earnestly copy the Book of Rites.

Those few fellows asked while being punished with copying: “Brother, you didn’t seem to participate in the fight earlier—seemed like you were even trying to break it up. Why didn’t you avoid or yield, but also came to copy books at the lecture hall bottom?”

Tie Ci smiled with squinted eyes: “Share blessings together, share troubles together—that’s what brotherhood means.”

“Good brother!” The few were delighted. The unlucky one who ate the bug said: “Truly loyal—worth befriending! Today we acknowledge you as our good brother!”

Tie Ci extended her palm: “Let’s high-five to complete our brotherhood ceremony! I hereby swear never to betray any of you big brothers!”

After several slaps were completed, that fellow excitedly said: “Good brother, we’ll never betray you either! Big brothers will take you flying! After this matter is settled, we’ll petition the teachers together! We’ll do great things together and drive away that power-abusing, unlearned guy. There’ll definitely be benefits for you later… By the way, brother, you look unfamiliar—newly promoted? May I ask your honorable surname? Which region are you from?”

“Me?” Tie Ci smiled with crescent eyes, saying kindly: “My humble surname is Ye, from Suzhou, nephew of Master He’s late wife. That is, the power-abusing, unlearned guy you’re talking about who needs to be driven away through petitioning.”

“…”

Chapter 70: Lick It Clean
With the object of their protest having become their brother, the protest naturally fell through.

The group of people at the bottom of the lecture hall looked at each other, completely unable to manage their expressions for a moment.

But Tie Ci had already finished copying, smiled and cupped her hands to everyone, then called it a day.

Everyone watched in astonishment as she went to the corridor to report to the supervising administrator. The administrator also hadn’t expected this fellow to finish copying so quickly. He flipped through the pages several times, saw the handwriting was clear and consistent, could only accept the papers, sternly reprimand her a few times, and let Tie Ci go.

The crowd, having only copied a quarter, watched the three leave gracefully. Seeing the two maidservants shaking their wrists, they finally remembered that it seemed like one assignment had been done by three people…

Tie Ci had never been a well-behaved girl since childhood. The words “mischievous and unruly” were inevitably written for long periods in the evaluations of the great scholars and ministers in the Imperial Study. Getting her palms struck was routine, and being punished with copying books happened every other day. But she was a busy person with extremely heavy coursework, absolutely no time to slowly copy books, so she trained Chi Xue and Dan Shuang to write in identical handwriting to hers. When copying, it was like Tie Ci multiplied by three—how could these little fools compare?

Passing through the now-empty dining hall, Tie Ci saw people fighting over leftover scraps, some searching tables for remaining food, and others by the dishwashing pools outside the dining hall, using wooden food bowls to scoop something from the water.

Tie Ci asked in surprise: “Did someone drop something? That pool is clearly visible—no need to scoop around like that.”

Chi Xue, who came from poverty and had sought ways to sell herself into the imperial court since childhood, smiled: “They should be scooping rice. Many people waste grain and are lazy—when washing bowls, they leave lots of rice in them and just rinse with water. It all accumulates in the pool. It’s all good rice—scoop it out, wash it, dry it, and it’s edible.”

Dan Shuang, whose family circumstances had been decent in her youth, had never heard of such poverty and hardship. She was shocked into stopping.

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said: “With countless people crying out for food, if there are starving corpses on the roads, it’s the emperor’s fault!”

“Young Master has always had the world in mind—in this situation you think of all the people. Those in court always accuse you of being an ignorant woman unfit for great responsibility—they’re truly a bunch of blind fools.” Chi Xue said, “But if there are starving corpses, it’s not entirely the emperor’s fault. Some places have poor mountains and evil waters, no roads connecting them, unable to leave the mountains for hundreds of years. Even if the court has good intentions, it can’t reach in. Places like Sichuan’s Qing Zhou—endless high mountains, no postal roads, many villages scattered deep in the mountains. I heard they can’t even get proper clothing. The whole family has one pair of cotton pants in winter—whoever needs to go out wears them.”

Tie Ci didn’t speak.

Master had said that poverty alleviation was also a thousand-year enterprise. There were countless reasons for poverty, myriad paths to wealth. Teaching a man to fish was better than giving him fish. No matter how difficult, it was still the emperor’s responsibility. But no matter how many great ambitions one had in heart, you still had to pass your own trials first.

She memorized those people’s faces but didn’t linger, continuing to get clothing and bedding from the house supervisor.

She paid the enrollment fee at the supervisor’s office. The person flipped through the register with a troubled expression: “First House originally had empty spots, but coincidentally several auditing students came recently and filled the positions. How about this—there’s a spare communal dormitory with two spots left. You can stay there. As for your attendants, they’ll stay in the reverse rooms of the women’s quarters.”

Tie Ci smiled.

Using First House’s name but not giving First House dormitories—this was making her attract hatred without benefits.

But this communal dormitory…

“Isn’t it one person per room?”

“Only excellent First House students get single rooms. If you want this treatment, wait until you get grades on major and minor exams!” The person slammed the register down and answered with a half-smile.

A servant nearby brought up a pile of things. It looked like a big bundle, but Dan Shuang could lift it with one hand.

Tie Ci was too lazy to argue with the administrator. To her, who she roomed with didn’t matter. Though living in a dormitory full of First House students wouldn’t worry her about someone covering her nose at night, constantly being on guard would be tiring, wouldn’t it?

Following the administrator’s directions, the three passed First House, passed Second House, passed Third House… finally, beyond Fourth House, they found a building half-hidden by trees. A row of three rooms with “Fifth House” written above.

So with a first-class title, she ended up in fifth class that couldn’t even make the official rankings.

This building had three rooms in a row. Through the entrance was a small hall, with curtained rooms on both sides. When the breeze lifted the curtains, various odors wafted out—stuffy human smell, foot odor, sweat, grease… countless unpleasant smells mixed together into a very complex and soul-stirring aroma. Tie Ci stood at the doorway motionless, somewhat transported by this smell.

She suddenly remembered Master once describing the boys’ dormitory from her high school days with very nostalgic tones: “The stuffy dormitory, smelly sneakers piled all over the floor, dirty socks stuffed under bedsheets unwashed for days, empty bowls of instant noodles and cola stacked on tables, and from three meters outside the door, you could smell the extremely deafening aroma of all these things intertwined…”

Now Tie Ci finally experienced it.

To think such things could be missed.

Master was truly a pervert.

Both rooms were quite large. Through gaps in the curtains, you could see many beds inside. It was actually a mixed communal dormitory.

This was rest time, so snoring of various pitches came from the left room. The right room’s curtain lifted and someone emerged. Seeing Tie Ci, he said in surprise: “Oh, a new person!”

At these words, several heads poked out from the right room in succession. Some looked curiously, others curled their lips and retracted their heads.

The first person came to take Tie Ci’s luggage, smiling: “I’m Li Zhi from Hedong. Pleased to meet you, brother. Did you just arrive today?”

“Ye Shiba, from Suzhou in Jiusuai.” Tie Ci introduced herself, glancing at the coarse hemp trim on his sleeves.

Eighteen was her obsession. She no longer paid tribute to Mao Shiba because this place wasn’t too far from Ziyang, and she feared someone might have heard of Mao Shiba’s reputation.

Though she had mobilized troops with the Crown Princess’s command, her identity was only known to a few high-ranking people and shouldn’t have spread to the academy.

The dormitory was one large room, dimly lit and cramped, with eight beds total. One was piled with miscellaneous items, leaving only the eastern wall-side and western window-side bunks empty—one too sunny, one too cold.

The other dormitory residents also came over. One had a pale face with black cotton trim on his sleeves, looked fairly decent but had shifty, dizzying eyes. He introduced himself as being from Bian Zhou, named Jin Wanliang, from a family of generations of merchants.

While introducing himself to Tie Ci, his eyes kept glancing at the two beautiful maidservants. This made Dan Shuang’s face frost over, and only Chi Xue’s restraint kept her from exploding.

Bian Zhou was prosperous, and Bian Zhou people’s business abilities were the best under heaven. Bian Zhou’s southern location had always been Da Qian’s center of culture and refinement. The central-south leaned more toward literature while Bian Zhou had stronger economics, largely due to scholarly influence. Bian Zhou merchants liked to align themselves as scholarly merchants, finding connections to send their children to Yue Li Academy, mostly for prestige.

Another classmate differed from this snake-waisted Bian Zhou merchant’s son—he was burly with a thick beard, the type who could perform Li Kui on stage with two battle axes. He strode forward vigorously, extending palm-like hands. Tie Ci watched him warily as those big palms reached past her to grab Tie Ci’s bundle from Chi Xue’s hands, shouldering it. Then his bronze bell eyes stared at Tie Ci, Tie Ci stared back in confusion, he stared at Tie Ci, and after this affectionate gaze for half a quarter-hour, the big man spoke in a delicate voice: “Where should I put the bundle?”

Tie Ci: “…”

Too many things to complain about, couldn’t express them all at once.

She casually pointed to the eastern wall side. Three walls for security.

It was only two steps away. The big man set down the bundle with a bang, causing it to scatter. Even the money pouch inside opened, spilling various gold and silver trinkets, delicate items, and banknotes across the bed.

Tie Ci: “…”

The man lying on the bed opposite her hadn’t looked up or spoken. Now he put down his book and quietly glanced at the bed full of gold and silver.

Jin Wanliang had hurried over, pushing away the burly man while chiding: “Fat Tiger, look how heavy-handed you are! Stop being so clumsy! Come, come, let me help you organize.” While quickly gathering things, he slipped a bright pearl into his sleeve.

Dan Shuang: “You—”

Tie Ci’s gaze turned over, and Dan Shuang stopped speaking.

At this time, the scholar sitting by the bed also stood up. This person had a poor complexion with drooping eyebrows and eye corners, naturally looking sorrowful and gloomy. He walked over and sat on Tie Ci’s bed without ceremony, casually picking up a small porcelain bottle—the most popular skincare holy grail in the capital, Pearl Moon Radiance Cream. Never mind that the cream was made from ten-colored fresh flowers with pearl powder and various premium spices, worth a thousand gold per bottle—just the bottle itself was beautifully polished glass with different patterns at every angle. It was a limited supply item from the capital’s Wan Bao Studio, selling only one hundred bottles per year. The one in Tie Ci’s hands was especially a treasure among treasures, the type exclusively supplied to the imperial family.

Da Qian’s young men loved refinement, with men also using skincare products. They used to use face powder too, starting with families opposing Tie Ci as Crown Prince, who deliberately used powder to mock the Crown Prince. Later it became fashionable, with everyone considering powder beautiful, competing to paint their faces white as walls, automatically providing horror movie effects when going out at night.

Later when Tie Ci reached ten years old, at a palace night banquet inviting noble and official families’ children to celebrate together, Tie Ci arrived and was made to sneeze by the hall full of powder smell. That group of powdered men laughed at her delicateness, saying girls were like this, only knowing how to dress up, falling at the slightest breeze.

In anger, Tie Ci called for water in the court, washing her face in the great hall. After washing, the basin of water remained clean. The ten-year-old Crown Princess had people take the basin down and present it in turn to those noble sons, asking them to look in the mirror to see who really used more powder, who was more feminine, who was better at dressing up!

If they still couldn’t see clearly, the Crown Princess didn’t mind personally letting them experience who was more likely to fall!

That day in the great hall, powder fell like snow and the whole court was in chaos.

From then on, men in the capital dared not use powder anymore.

But skincare products were still necessary, especially since excessive powder use had damaged their skin, making them pursue skincare products even more.

This person looked up and down at the bottle, opened the cap to smell it, showing reluctant-to-part-with delight, then looked at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci smiled at him as if not understanding his hint.

So he said: “Brother, this cream looks really good, clearly fine goods from the capital, probably costs ten taels of silver per bottle. No wonder brother uses it—your skin is so smooth and delicate, truly enviable. Unfortunately my skin keeps breaking out recently, and I have no money for good cream…” He touched his face and sighed.

Chi Xue stepped forward, smiling gently while saying, “This servant knows a little about skincare. Looking at your skin, it’s probably caused by inferior oils and creams. Stop using them and it will improve…” While gently taking the glass bottle from his hand, “Be careful, young master. This bottle is precious—one bottle costs one thousand taels of gold. If it breaks, it would be difficult for everyone to explain.”

The person was startled and released his grip, showing some embarrassment on his face, yet still staring at Chi Xue: “You understand skincare? Then come daily to take care of my skin.”

He spoke as if ordering his own servant, shaking his indigo cloth-trimmed sleeves, adding: “I am Cui Shi from Long Xi, a Second House student. Naturally I’m the room leader here. Having you serve me wouldn’t disgrace you.”

Chi Xue smiled without speaking, turning to organize Tie Ci’s luggage. Seeing her non-response, the man raised his eyebrows to get angry, but Chi Xue held up Tie Ci’s newly issued blue robe and shook it open before him with a flourish.

The snow-white satin on the blue robe was blindingly bright.

The whole room fell silent.

Tie Ci’s smiling voice sounded at the right moment: “Come, call me room leader.”

Cui Shi was silent for a long while, then snorted coldly: “What a stingy character, thinking you can be room leader!” He threw down a medicine bottle he’d just picked up and turned back to his own bed.

The bottle’s stopper came loose from the throw, spilling qi-replenishing medicinal powder all over Tie Ci’s bed. Li Zhi had been watching dumbfounded and now hurried over: “Oh dear, this is hard to clean up. Don’t be angry, don’t be angry. Let me help you dust it off…”

Tie Ci pushed him away with one hand, saying lightly: “I most despise fence-sitting nice guys.” With her other hand, she hooked Cui Shi’s back collar, spread her five fingers, and pressed down, slamming his head onto the bed with a bang, making him inhale a noseful of powder.

“Lick it clean,” Tie Ci said.

Author’s Note: Feiyu will appear soon! Guess what identity they’ll have this time—male or female?

Chapter 71: The Scapegoat
The room fell silent once again like death itself.

From the only bed in the far corner that had curtains drawn, someone suddenly lifted the curtain and looked out.

Tie Ci only saw a pair of cold, indifferent eyes.

Cui Shi struggled to lift his head, but Tie Ci’s hand was like a hydraulic jack—there was no way he could raise his head. Cui Shi’s face was pressed into a pancake, making muffled crying sounds. Tie Ci loosened his grip slightly and said: “For the sake of being dormmates, you don’t need to lick it clean. Otherwise, how can I sleep with my bed all sticky? I’ll give you a quarter-hour to clean it up properly. If there’s even a bit of powder residue left, then I won’t mind you licking it clean before I change the sheets.”

What followed was the entire room silently watching Cui Shi wipe down Tie Ci’s bed. When dry cloth wasn’t enough, he used his sweat towel; when the sweat towel wasn’t enough, he used his sleeves. In the complete silence, only Cui Shi’s whimpering could be heard: “How can there be such a vile person in this world…”

Dan Shuang rolled her eyes.

Li Zhi turned his head away, while Jin Wanliang didn’t bother to hide his snickering. Cui Shi didn’t dare lash out at Tie Ci, so he glared hatefully at Jin Wanliang instead.

That big fellow Fat Tiger, however, smiled and cupped his hands toward Tie Ci, saying in a simple, low voice: “This humble one is Tian Wu, from Yongliang. A fourth-rank student. If Brother Ye needs water, shall I go fetch it for you?”

Tie Ci burst out laughing: “If you added the character ‘gang’ to your name, you’d really be Fat Tiger.”

Tian Wu didn’t understand this reference and scratched his head: “I am fat and born in the year of the tiger. Since childhood, relatives and friends have all called me Fat Tiger.”

Dan Shuang, who had also heard her master’s fairy tales, pointed at Cui Shi and said: “Little Husband.”

Then pointed at Li Zhi: “Big Hero?”

She was about to point at Tie Ci and say Shizuka, but Tie Ci immediately said: “Me—Doraemon.”

The two shared a knowing laugh for a while. Cui Shi finally finished cleaning the bed, turned around, went back to his own bed, pulled up his blanket, and stopped talking.

Li Zhi walked over awkwardly and said: “Brother Ye, this dormitory head position…”

“Whoever wants to be it can be it. This humble one cannot bear such a weighty responsibility,” Tie Ci immediately refused.

Li Zhi’s face flushed red and white alternately. Just then, urgent footsteps could be heard outside. Li Zhi looked up at the water clock and said anxiously: “Oh no, the water-fetching time is almost up!”

Though he spoke urgently, his feet didn’t move. Instead, Tian Wu jumped up in panic, grabbed the water bucket from behind the door, and hurried off with it.

Tie Ci frowned and asked: “What? Is water also rationed here?”

“Not entirely. It’s just that hot water is relatively scarce. There’s an order for water-fetching times. First-rank dormitories have no restrictions and can fetch water anytime. Second-rank dormitories can go during the day without problems. Third-rank dormitories can fetch water after dinner for washing. As for fourth-rank dormitories and us… we have to wait until everyone else has finished before we can go, with each person limited to one small basin.”

Li Zhi glanced at Tie Ci but didn’t dare mention that there was also a hierarchy within the dormitory. For instance, Tian Wu fetched water most of the time, and he usually got the least share each time.

While the two were talking, the curtains of the innermost bed were pulled back, and the person inside finally came out. This person looked older than the others, with delicate features and an extremely pale complexion. His dark robe was trimmed with black cotton, but his entire bearing was like that of a first-rank student—straight-backed, eyes looking straight ahead. He took out a basin from under his bed and went out.

Everyone in the room stared at him, but he seemed to regard no one, didn’t greet anyone, and walked out with his head held high.

Li Zhi waited until he left before saying awkwardly: “This person… we still don’t know where he’s from. We only know he’s from a fourth-rank dormitory and his name is Tong Rushi. Everyone in our dormitory has been transferred here from other dormitories for various reasons that made them unable to stay. Jin Wanliang and I were both kicked out because we were too weak and couldn’t keep up with martial training. I’ve only been here a few days myself. Fat Tiger was bullied out of the fourth-rank dormitory because he’s too simple-minded. Cui Shi couldn’t get along with his dormmates and was expelled from several dormitories before being driven here. Only Tong Rushi, I heard, had excellent grades in all tests when he first enrolled, but for some reason kept getting into fights, fighting his way from first-rank to second-rank dormitories, and finally just moved here himself. He’s actually still considered a first-rank student, but refuses to wear white silk, saying it’s the color of the dead, and chose to hang black cotton instead… A very independent person. I heard his family is wealthy and stuffed the school with a lot of silver, so the teachers turn a blind eye… In any case, he’s an odd person…”

“Why does he fetch water himself?” Tie Ci asked an unrelated question.

Li Zhi made an “ah” sound, opened his mouth, and after a long pause said: “…Well, he seems unwilling to use the water Fat Tiger brings back, so he goes to fetch it himself…”

Tie Ci said meaningfully: “You say he’s an odd person. You say Fat Tiger is simple-minded. I think those two are actually the most normal people in this dormitory!”

Li Zhi gaped, made an “ah” sound, and after a long pause, his face slowly turned red.

Tie Ci walked to Tong Rushi’s bedside. The bed curtain wasn’t properly arranged, leaving a small gap. Tie Ci unconsciously tilted her head, but before she could see what was in the gap, Li Zhi walked over to point out the cabinet for storing luggage and miscellaneous items. Tie Ci had no intention of peeping at others in public, so she followed him to organize her things.

Soon Fat Tiger came back, splashing water all the way. He first called for Tie Ci to bring a basin, but Tie Ci took his basin and filled it up for him first, then said: “Starting tomorrow, everyone will take turns fetching water. I’ll go first tomorrow.”

Li Zhi said nothing, Jin Wanliang smiled and nodded repeatedly, and Cui Shi threw off his blanket to protest, but when Tie Ci looked at him with a smile, he shivered and quickly retreated under his covers.

Tian Wu said blankly: “Ah? Why don’t you want me to fetch water anymore? Is it because I spilled too much? Ah, those guys always mess with me. By the time I get there, there’s only a little hot water left in the bucket. I have to tip the bucket over to pour out enough…”

“Did someone also tip over the bucket when you were pouring, drenching you with hot water?”

“Ah, how did you know? Yes, they used to do that all the time. Later I learned to be smart—when pouring water, I always brace the bucket with my arm!”

Tie Ci glanced at the deep marks on Tian Wu’s arms, then looked at Li Zhi, whose face turned pale.

“So tell me, what other ridiculous rules does this academy have? I should learn them too.”

“Nothing much,” Fat Tiger said with a simple smile. “We just have to go to the dining hall last and can’t compete with others. We have to share the cleaning duties of the entire dormitory complex with the fourth-rank students. Usually the fourth-rank students clean the lecture halls, and we clean the back two courtyards, everyone taking turns. During training classes, when moving weapons and such, we remember to volunteer. When the teachers need help with daily tasks, it’s also the fourth-rank students and us who go…”

“In short, enjoy last, serve first,” Li Zhi said. “There are also some academy rules. They’re carved at the lecture hall and at the dormitory supervisor’s gate. Besides the usual ones like not leaving the academy without permission, not bringing outsiders into the dormitories, not associating with people outside the academy, not disrespecting teachers, etc., there are also many trivial rules. For instance, no loud talking during breaks and after returning to dormitories, dormitories must be kept clean, no sleeping during noon rest, books must be held upright with both hands when reading but cannot cover the face. No more than one book on the desk; clothing must not be disheveled, men’s hair cannot reach the waist, women’s hair must reach the waist, no hanging clothes to dry, waste buckets cannot contain waste…”

Tie Ci listened to his endless recitation without wanting to comment on how absurd many of these rules were. Waste buckets—that is, trash cans—can’t contain trash?

No hanging clothes to dry? Then where do you dry washed clothes? Let them get moldy in boxes?

No sleeping during noon rest? Then what kind of noon rest is it?

“…Cannot bring outside food into the academy…”

Tie Ci looked through the window at the distant first-rank dormitories, brightly lit with sounds of revelry carrying far. Dan Shuang, with her keen eyesight, said beside her: “They seem to be having a feast. Someone’s carrying wine, someone’s carrying roasted chicken.”

At this hour, the dining hall had long closed, and the academy didn’t sell alcohol either.

Tie Ci turned to look at Li Zhi.

Li Zhi calmly finished his next sentence: “…All the above rules only apply to second-rank dormitories and below.”

Tie Ci: “…”

“What if we break the rules?”

“Second-rank dormitories might be excused depending on the situation. Third-rank dormitories will receive some punishment, with the severity escalating accordingly,” Tong Rushi suddenly pushed the door open and coldly added the next line.

Tie Ci stared at his face, feeling inexplicably familiar, and wanted to talk with him more: “What other rules are specially designed for us?”

But Tong Rushi ignored her, walking to his own bedside and lowering the curtain again, apparently even washing up within his own enclosed space.

Li Zhi immediately picked up the conversation: “…There are too many rules, and they can even be added at any time based on the mood of the first-rank big shots. So in the academy, just remember not to say one extra word, not to take one extra step—speak little and do much. Also, the academy is full of factions and regional cliques. Different places of origin, different backgrounds, different social connections all create new factions. The Capital faction and the Haiyou faction are the two most powerful, and the Southern and Northern factions also have considerable strength. Many people play all sides… These people enjoy many privileges. In daily life, we must be careful to avoid them, not offend them, and not get involved, because with our low status, if we’re not careful we’ll be caught in the middle, which would be very difficult…”

Tie Ci’s eyes gradually widened as she listened.

What did this mean? The corrupt practice of forming cliques in the imperial court had already spread to the ivory tower?

She knew that the South had always been flourishing in literary culture, occupying the major positions in imperial examinations. Over time, Southern faction officials gradually gained control of discourse, working hard to suppress the Northern faction. The annual North-South admission numbers in imperial examinations clearly demonstrated this point.

It seemed that important places like academies inevitably became battlegrounds for Southern and Northern factions to compete over.

But these people were still studying—what were they doing forming cliques and factions! These people were talents cultivated by the state, future pillars of the imperial court. If they were wasting their energy on internal strife and political maneuvering now, what would the future court become?!

She knew that academies were also small societies, and with many officials’ children, could even be considered miniatures of the imperial court. But she hadn’t expected it to be this serious—completely different from the academy He Zi had described to her.

Obviously, over these twenty years, the academy had been infiltrated by the Xiao family and various court factions with their own agendas, and had long since changed beyond recognition. It was no longer that top literary sacred ground dedicated to learning, emulating ancient sages, willing to “continue the interrupted learning of past sages and establish peace for all future generations”!

For a moment, Tie Ci even forgot her own mission, wanting nothing more than to slap this corrupt atmosphere away!

But the immediate priority wasn’t this, but rather solving many practical living difficulties.

When Tie Ci first arrived, she hadn’t expected to live in a communal dormitory. Now she faced an awkward situation—everyone was washing up, but she couldn’t handle personal matters in public.

Tian Wu had already taken off his stinking socks, his big feet splashing around in the basin, and called to Tie Ci: “Brother Ye, if you don’t wash soon, they’ll put out the lights!”

Tie Ci responded but said she wanted to take a walk, then left, planning to wash in the dark after lights-out.

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang went to the women’s quarters, separated by a wall with a moon gate guarded by a special matron.

Just as Tie Ci stepped out of her dormitory into the small hall, she ran into someone entering. The person wore instructor’s robes, had a round face and gentle features. Seeing Tie Ci, he said: “Brother Ye, I presume? This humble one is Chen Zhuolin, one of the instructors for the first-rank dormitories. The dormitory supervisor’s supplies for you today were missing some items. I’m here to deliver the supplementary items.”

The supplies the dormitory supervisor had given Tie Ci earlier, besides the uniformly made clothing, included the thinnest blanket, the hardest pillow, and the blanket was suspiciously used, with greasy, unwashed edges. Tie Ci hadn’t planned to use them anyway, intending to send Chi Xue down the mountain tomorrow to shop.

But the bedding Chen Zhuolin brought now was thick and brand new, apparently even sun-dried, seeming to still carry the scent of sunlight. The pillow, bed sheets, and other items were also all new.

Since arriving at the academy, she had faced mostly ill will. This was the first academy administrator-level person to show kindness. Tie Ci smiled and accepted them, wanting to probe and ask who was so thoughtful, when Chen Zhuolin said: “These are sent by my young master’s order. Though this humble one has a lowly position in this academy, I do have some small privileges. If Brother Ye encounters any difficulties, please feel free to seek me out.”

“Your young master is…”

Chen Zhuolin continued: “My master also asked this humble one to convey a message to Brother Ye: coming to the academy was a wise decision, better than miscellaneous training elsewhere. Please manage well here, Brother Ye, as it will surely be beneficial in the future. My master and the entire Rong family have some foundation in the academy and are willing to pave the way for Brother Ye.”

Tie Ci was silent for a long moment, then smiled while holding the bedding: “If so, please convey my thanks to the Chief Minister.”

Chen Zhuolin smiled and took his leave.

The smile on Tie Ci’s lips instantly vanished.

The Rong family’s influence at Leaping Carp Academy was indeed not to be underestimated.

Although she had encountered Rong Pu before and he should have been able to guess she would come to the academy, she had only just entered the academy today, yet Chief Minister Rong had already received the news and made arrangements for her care. His information network was truly well-informed and his personnel abundant.

The Rong family didn’t know she had come for another purpose, thinking she wanted to recruit He Zi while befriending outstanding scholars to build her network. They specially came to express their approval.

But she had always understood that Rong Luchuan upheld orthodoxy and worked to protect the emperor, not out of loyalty to her father and herself, but because he was unwilling to see the Xiao family rise to power. He considered the Tie clan a soft persimmon that could be manipulated, wanting the Rong family to prosper for a hundred years.

After all, if the Xiao family came to power, the first to be eliminated would be the Rong family who controlled the literary establishment.

Tie Ci felt somewhat vexed. She placed the bedding and other items on a chair in the small hall and went out for a walk.

The lights-out bell had already rung, and there were few people moving about in the academy. On the path toward the lecture halls, nine-turn corridors surrounded a pool of clear water. It was now early summer, with lotus flowers half-wilted and frogs vigorously puffing their bellies on lotus leaves, while fat koi lazily swam beneath.

When Tie Ci passed by this afternoon, she had seen someone leaning on the railings feeding the koi. There was no shortage of wealthy young masters here, so naturally they didn’t lack fish food. The reason Tie Ci had taken a second look was because these koi were of rare breeds, including one “Dragon Pearl” worth a thousand gold pieces.

Turning a corner, a dark shadowy figure suddenly appeared ahead. Tie Ci was startled—with the academy’s strict rules, there were still students out walking at this hour?

Looking more closely, she saw the person wore dark blue robes, not student attire, nor the dress of supervisors, instructors, senior students, or lecturing teachers. But the academy had many menial workers who weren’t required to dress uniformly. However, every type of worker had their designated areas of activity—for instance, clerks were mostly in the library, cooks near the kitchen, and they generally wouldn’t come here at this hour.

Fearing she might encounter a patrol fishing for rule violations, she didn’t approach closely but quietly observed. That person’s face was actually wrapped in cloth—was this an assassin?

The assassin by the river was fishing, suddenly turning to face her. His face was covered with cloth, the left half reading “Mountain Chief?” and the right half reading “Rong Pu?”

Tie Ci: “…”

Wait, if you’re going to fish illegally, just fish illegally. What’s the meaning of writing these characters on your face? If discovered, are you planning to openly frame someone?

And you chose the academy’s biggest leader and the student with the most powerful backing. How impressive.

That fellow fished for a long time, but the fish in this pond were all well-fed and plump, completely disdainful of such charity food. After a long time with no catch, the person put away his fishing rod.

Tie Ci had been waiting until she was nearly asleep. Seeing him pack up the fishing rod, she perked up, planning to quietly follow and see what species this character belonged to.

But that fellow, after putting away the fishing rod, started taking off his clothes.

Tie Ci was bewildered by the wind.

Getting angry enough to fight the koi in the water?

The person quickly stripped off his outer garments, revealing tight-fitting clothes underneath—a beautiful inverted triangle back, slender waist, and long legs. Tie Ci couldn’t help but silently praise how beautiful it was.

With a slight splash, the person flowed smoothly into the water. As the water rippled, Tie Ci curiously watched while quietly moving forward to hide his clothes in the nearby grass.

Moments later, the person surfaced, one hand grabbing a large turtle, the other clutching a fat koi.

So fishing failed, but going into the water personally was for an extra meal.

When he came ashore and found his clothes missing, he wasn’t anxious. He chuckled softly into the darkness: “Come out. I saw you earlier. At worst, I’ll share half of the turtle stew and grilled fish with you!”

His voice was clear and pleasant. Hearing it, Tie Ci was reminded of that bastard who had fought with her on the boat, but there were differences—this person’s voice was more mellow and beautiful, and he seemed taller than that one.

When she didn’t immediately respond, the person didn’t mind. He rummaged through his clothes and pulled out bottles and jars—oil, salt, soy sauce, and vinegar all complete. What he had caught was that thousand-gold koi Dragon Pearl, the kind treasured by the academy.

Holding it in his hands, he quickly scaled and gutted it with a small knife, rubbed it inside and out with oil and spices, wrapped it in lotus leaves, built a simple platform with yellow mud, lit a fire, and stuffed the fish inside to braise—the same method used for beggar’s chicken.

Watching him bustle about, Tie Ci suddenly thought of Feiyu, who was also skilled in cooking. She unconsciously studied him carefully. The person’s every movement was swift and efficient, with a man’s spirited air. Watching him, Tie Ci smiled, thinking she must be confused—that courtesan had such a delicate appearance, practically the epitome of feminine charm, completely different from this fellow who would catch koi and roast them at the slightest provocation.

Even their builds were different.

But she still asked: “Are you skilled in cooking?”

The person replied: “As a wanderer of the martial world, sleeping rough and eating in the open, how can one not know a few ways to prepare wild game? But beyond this, I’m no good. So this turtle will be sent to the kitchen tomorrow with some silver to have the cooks stew it for us. I’ll send you a bowl of soup to drink!”

Tie Ci inexplicably sighed in relief, then asked: “Are you a guard here?”

The person smiled without answering.

“Do you know this koi is very valuable? If you eat it today, the academy might hunt you down tomorrow.”

“I don’t care how much silver it’s worth. Who told it to look so good that it caught my eye? The greatest respect for a fat fish is to roast it, braise it, fry it, and stew it with rich oil and thick sauce. Everything else is wasted effort.” The man broke open the now-hardened mud ball, peeled back the lotus leaves, and fragrant aroma wafted out. “Want a piece?”

Tie Ci had been busy stirring up trouble during dinner and hadn’t eaten much. By now she was quite hungry.

Her hesitation was due to doubts about the koi’s edibility. Suddenly remembering how she had seen the palace koi as a child and clamored to eat them, only to be severely scolded by the Empress Dowager, she immediately said vengefully: “Eat!”

The koi was better than expected—dry, tender, fragrant, and delicious, melting in the mouth.

“What made you think to come fish here in the middle of the night?”

“The dining hall food is terrible! The woman serving soup had her thumb soaking in it!”

Tie Ci deeply sympathized. Glancing at the number of fish in the pond, she felt they should be enough for extra meals during her stay at the academy, bringing some comfort.

The two of them split the fish half and half, eating quickly. But if one looked carefully, both had a skill of being fast without being crude—swift yet elegant. In no time, only fish bones remained in their hands.

Suddenly, someone shouted from not far away: “Who’s there!” followed by a large group of footsteps rushing over.

Bad—discovered by the academy patrol!

Tie Ci jumped up to leave, but found that somehow her clothing tie had become caught in the brush behind her, hooked in an extremely clever way that would tear off her pants if she struggled free forcibly. She reached for her personal knife, but it was also missing. Meanwhile, her fish-eating companion leaped up and chuckled softly: “I treated you to fish, you help me take the blame. Many thanks, many thanks!”

Chapter 72: The Framing Emperor
Tie Ci immediately reached out to grab his pants.

That fellow laughed in shock, leaped forward, and with a ripping sound his pants tore, but he had already grabbed his trousers and run far away.

The long strip torn from his pants fluttered in the wind from afar, like a fairy’s trailing sash.

The crowd had already approached, light and shadows dancing chaotically. Tie Ci had freed herself from her entanglement and pounced toward the group carrying lanterns with a fierce leap.

Everyone thought she was trying to escape, unprepared for her to charge at them with bared teeth and fierce expression. Caught off guard, they momentarily fell into chaos—your lantern crashed into my lantern, your stick hit my buttocks. In the brief confusion, Tie Ci had already passed through their crowd.

Someone looked at the ground and exclaimed: “They roasted and ate the Dragon Pearl koi… Ah, they even ate the Mountain Chief’s beloved Floating Yellow!”

The leader immediately flew into a rage: “Outrageous! How dare they roast and eat the Dragon Pearl Floating Yellow! We must catch them at all costs and announce it to the entire academy! To serve as a warning to others!”

The crowd rushed out in pursuit again. Several among them were quite skilled, and with their full effort in the chase, coupled with Tie Ci’s unfamiliarity with the terrain, she actually got lost for a moment. After turning this way and that, she found herself on a covered walkway, where she saw someone striding toward her with a giant bird on his shoulder. Before he could see Tie Ci clearly, the giant bird had already spotted her. Its crest feathers immediately stood up, its wings ruffled, and it let out a series of calls that were both terrified and furious.

Tie Ci’s eyes lit up.

Wasn’t this Dan Ye and his brother!

With no time to think about why Dan Ye would be here, she rushed forward quickly. As she passed by Dan Ye, her finger swept across him, and she chuckled softly: “I treated you to fish, you help me take the blame. Many thanks, many thanks.”

She tilted her head and met the golden, glittering eyes of Hai Dongqing directly.

Hai Dongqing: “Squawk!!!”

Tie Ci had already charged past, bumping Dan Ye and making him stagger. Dan Ye had been walking peacefully when someone actually dared to bump into him. He turned around and let loose a string of Western Rong curses. By the time he finished his chattering tirade, the pursuing army had also caught up. Seeing Dan Ye standing in the corridor, he happened to be wearing a first-rank student uniform. The sharp-eyed leader immediately spotted a fish bone stuck to Dan Ye’s sleeve cuff and shouted: “It’s him! There’s still a fish bone hanging on his sleeve!”

An elderly man, panting heavily, pushed through the crowd. Everyone called out: “Supervisor!” and said they had caught the fish thief.

Tonight, this second-in-command of the academy was personally leading the night patrol shift. He never expected to encounter a fish thief. Earlier, this fat old man had also been bumped by Tie Ci and had been dizzy and confused, spinning around in the crowd for several circles before catching up a step behind. Now seeing they had caught the fish thief, the supervisor panted and said: “Someone! Lock him in the ancestral hall first, let him reflect properly before the ancient sages for a few days!”

Speaking thus, he habitually reached for the token at his waist. With this touch, his expression changed. Looking down, he shouted: “He even stole my jade pendant!”

Everyone was in uproar.

Stealing a jade pendant was completely different in nature from stealing fish!

People surrounded him from all sides. Dan Ye stood in the corridor, nearly laughing from anger.

He had always been the one fighting, cursing, and bullying others—he had never seen anyone dare to make him suffer a loss right to his face!

“Are they blind?” he cursed. “I just came from the martial arts field over there—when would I have time to steal your fish!”

“We chased all the way here, and you’re the only person in this corridor. If not you, then who!”

“Your mother!” Dan Ye spat. “We Western Rong people don’t eat fish!”

A moment of silence.

This was a rule known by all people of Great Qian. Western Rong people lived in the great desert where water sources were precious, and they revered all things related to water—they did not eat fish.

It was truly an irrefutable reason.

“Then who was it…” someone asked resentfully.

Hai Dongqing suddenly cried out.

Dan Ye turned his head to look, suddenly smiled, his eyes curved, little canine teeth flashing. His smile was sweet enough to cause sugar overload yet carried an undertone of killing intent.

“Follow me, I’ll help you catch the fish thief!”

He shifted his shoulder, and Hai Dongqing took flight, flying along the long corridor. Everyone rushed after them in a clamoring crowd.

Inside the Fifth-Rank Dormitory, Tie Ci entered quickly. The dormitory was pitch black, with faint sounds from somewhere. As Tie Ci passed Jin Wanliang’s bed, her finger dropped down and quickly tucked something in.

Then she climbed onto her own bed in two or three steps, flicked off her outer robe, and pulled the blanket over her head.

Her entire sequence of movements was like light smoke, calculated to avoid disturbing anyone.

Most people in the dormitory were sleeping soundly. Fat Tiger’s snoring was earth-shaking.

In the curtained bed diagonally across, a finger suddenly lifted a small gap in the curtain.

A pair of eyes appeared in the gap, looking toward Tie Ci’s direction.

Tie Ci had already closed her eyes to pretend sleep when she suddenly sensed something and turned her head.

She met a cold gaze directly.

That person didn’t retreat, staring straight at Tie Ci for a long moment.

In the darkness, neither could actually see the other clearly—only vague silhouettes facing each other. But inexplicably, both knew the other was staring intently at them, both knew their mutual gazes were cold and murderous, like the natural hostility of predators meeting while competing for territory.

Their gazes were like steel wires, slowly extending, touching, and at the moment of contact, ringing with a metallic sound and flashing with cold light.

The next moment, a raptor’s cry accompanied by chaotic footsteps broke this suffocating moment of silence. A large group of people rushed in, someone shouting: “Midnight inspection! Get up immediately!”

Sounds of awakening, confused questions, and shuffling feet rang out in sequence. Lights were lit, the supervisor leading, followed by a crowd of instructors and guards who quickly entered and blocked the doorway.

Li Zhi, rubbing his eyes and just getting up to light a candle, nearly dropped the lamp in his hands when he saw this scene.

“Everyone get up! Leave your beds! Stand in the center and don’t move! Anyone who moves without permission will be immediately expelled from the academy!”

The others had awakened by now. Hearing this, they understood the situation was serious and looked at each other with pale faces.

Several agile men walked in, lifting bedding, opening trunks and boxes, searching through everything.

The supervisor quietly asked Dan Ye: “Wolf Master, are you certain it’s here? The students in this fifth-rank dormitory have always been well-behaved—they shouldn’t have such audacity.”

Dan Ye sneered and slightly raised his chin: “Mo Ye is skilled at finding people. That little thief is definitely here!”

Suddenly someone shouted: “Found it!”

Everyone looked over. Under Jin Wanliang’s bedding, a purple jade pendant was clearly visible.

Everyone in the dormitory looked at Jin Wanliang in amazement, then gradually showed expressions of understanding. Jin Wanliang’s face turned deathly pale as he exclaimed: “No! This isn’t my thing!”

“Of course it’s not your thing—it’s something you stole,” the supervisor said coldly.

“No… no, I mean I’ve never seen this thing before. I didn’t steal it!”

“If you didn’t steal it, did it grow legs and run under your bed?” someone said sternly. “We chased you all the way here—how could we be wrong!”

Jin Wanliang’s mind was still relatively clear: “If I really stole something, why would I just stuff it under my bedding waiting for you to search!”

“That’s because you didn’t have time to hide it properly!” Someone pointed at his collar: “Look, there’s still some fish meat here!”

Jin Wanliang stared wide-eyed, not understanding how fish meat had suddenly appeared on his collar, much less how the jade pendant matter was now connected to fish meat.

But coming from a merchant family, he had always been quick-witted. Knowing he absolutely could not accept this accusation, his mind raced, and he said: “I’m a weak scholar without the strength to truss a chicken—how could I outrun so many skilled guards! There must be something fishy about this. What if… what if I’m being framed?” His eyes darted around wildly, suddenly fixing on Tie Ci, and he shouted loudly: “This person just arrived today, acts very viciously, and moreover has good martial arts skills—it’s him! He stole the jade pendant and then framed me!”

Tie Ci stared at him, almost wanting to applaud.

The supervisor frowned as he looked at the innocent-faced Tie Ci, then at Jin Wanliang. This person had a poor complexion, unsteady steps, and dark circles under his eyes—he indeed didn’t look like a master who could shake off a group of guards.

He then asked Li Zhi: “Did you happen to see any disturbance?”

Li Zhi replied with a pale face and bowed posture: “Supervisor, this student was sleeping the whole time and didn’t see anything.”

“What do you think of your dormmate’s accusation?”

Li Zhi hesitated, avoiding both Jin Wanliang’s urgent gaze and Tie Ci’s curious look, saying in a low, vague voice: “This student is busy with studies and doesn’t… know either dormmate very well, making it difficult to judge.”

The supervisor then asked Tian Wu. Tian Wu scratched his head, sleepy-eyed: “Supervisor, what are you all talking about? This student doesn’t understand… but our dormmates are all good people and wouldn’t steal things.”

Cui Shi sneered: “Wouldn’t steal things? Then how do you explain our things going missing so often?”

The supervisor immediately turned his gaze to him. Cui Shi immediately said: “Supervisor, with your keen perception, you should see what’s going on at a glance. Obviously Jin Wanliang and Ye Shiba conspired to steal things, and now Ye Shiba wants to push it onto Jin Wanliang—the two are having an internal conflict!”

“So you witnessed it? When did they conspire, how did they steal, and how did they turn against each other?”

“Er…” Cui Shi was stumped and said: “If you interrogate them, won’t you find out? These two are both no good—please investigate clearly!”

The supervisor glanced at him coldly: “A gentleman should examine himself daily and never harbor malicious intentions!”

Tie Ci watched coldly, thinking this fat old man was actually a clear-headed person. She recalled that this person also seemed to be on He Zi’s list?

The current Mountain Chief had been adopted and raised by He Zi in his youth, growing up in He Zi’s home as his first disciple. Although this supervisor wasn’t He Zi’s disciple, he had also been appreciated and cultivated by He Zi back in the day, frequently visiting the Gu household as one of his capable subordinates. They could be called close friends with great mutual understanding.

He Zi had once said that his first disciple was intelligent and refined, but unfortunately his character was too accommodating—like flowing water that accepts and embraces all, but inevitably lacks a gentleman’s firm principles. The supervisor’s character was straightforward, but he erred on the side of being too direct—like shallow tidal flats where waves reveal every grain of sand.

The old man’s assessment of people was quite accurate, but ultimately could not prevail against fate’s cruelty.

The supervisor then turned to Tong Rushi.

Tie Ci’s heart jumped, remembering the mutual staring in the darkness earlier.

“Did you see anything?”

Tong Rushi remained silent, his gaze slowly turning toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci maintained a calm expression, took a deep breath, and silently prepared herself.
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Tong Rushi’s gaze stopped halfway, and the corner of his mouth twitched.

After a long moment, Tong Rushi’s cold voice rang out in the silence: “…I saw nothing.”

Tie Ci was very surprised.

Given that murderous, spark-flying confrontation earlier, Tong Rushi didn’t look like someone who would be willing to cover for her.

She quietly breathed a sigh of relief.

Though she wasn’t without ways to resolve the situation, fewer complications were always better.

The supervisor seemed to trust Tong Rushi greatly and didn’t ask him anything more, turning directly to Tie Ci.

Tie Ci calmly said: “Supervisor, speaking of which, I’m also a suspect and shouldn’t really say anything. But theft is often an addiction. Where there’s one, there’s a second; where there’s a second, there’s a third. Your jade pendant was stolen, and our dormmates just mentioned that things often go missing from this room. If that’s the case, why not have everyone bring out all their belongings for a thorough search? We can see who the habitual thief is, and everything will be clear.”

Jin Wanliang’s face changed dramatically. He wanted to speak but didn’t dare, continuously scraping the ground with his heel.

The supervisor made an “mm” sound and said: “Reasonable. Theft involves national law and cannot be allowed in such a sacred place as the academy.” He ordered everyone to spread out their searched belongings on the beds for identification.

Jin Wanliang watched with sweat pouring down his head. Li Zhi’s things naturally had no problems. Tian Wu had the fewest possessions, and after a glance, everyone shook their heads. Though Cui Shi’s things were fine, he had hidden many women’s intimate items. Cui Shi’s face turned bright red, the supervisor frowned at him, but temporarily let it pass.

Tie Ci had just arrived and didn’t have many things. She had been careful not to bring anything particularly eye-catching, but everything was still quite refined—so refined that even if Cui Shi wanted to make false accusations, he didn’t dare, since Tie Ci’s belongings and all his own possessions weren’t even in the same class.

Tong Rushi wouldn’t let others go through his things, lifting his bed curtain himself. Everyone saw his private space for the first time—his bedding was exceptionally neat but nothing else was special.

Tong Rushi laid out the contents of his clothing chest one by one—all ordinary items. Cui Shi’s face was grim, his eyes flickering, wanting to say something, but Tong Rushi turned over an inkstone in his hand, revealing the character “Tong” carved on the bottom.

Not just the inkstone—even his blanket was embroidered with his surname.

Tie Ci was amazed.

Finally, they reached Jin Wanliang’s belongings.

The bed was covered with a dazzling array of items.

Cui Shi suddenly cried out: “Isn’t that Ye Shiba’s pearl!”

Among the pile of things, a luminous pearl blazed brilliantly and was quite conspicuous. When Tie Ci’s bundle had burst open earlier, everyone had first noticed those precious items, so not only did Cui Shi recognize it, but Li Zhi also nodded in amazement.

Tie Ci had been waiting for this moment.

When she was caught, in that split second, seeing the supervisor’s uniform, she had instantly formulated a plan.

Instead of retreating, she advanced, pickpocketing the supervisor’s jade pendant in the crowd to bring it back and plant it on Jin Wanliang.

First, to retrieve the pearl. She hadn’t made a fuss then because she was waiting for this moment!

Second, to expose the habitual thief. How could she allow a thief to sleep peacefully beside her bed? The pearl could be retrieved, but that would surely result in making a big matter small. Better to give Jin Wanliang something bigger to deal with.

Third, to punish someone who dared covet Chi Xue and Dan Shuang. Fourth, she wanted to use this opportunity to interact with the supervisor.

She said in amazement: “My pearl—how did it end up with Brother Jin!”

“Not just the pearl!” Cui Shi said angrily. “My fine ivory folding fan that went missing last month is also here! It even has my inscription on it!”

Li Zhi said: “My jade brush…”

Even Tian Wu started shouting: “My snuff bottle that I searched for so long—that was my father’s relic!”

Jin Wanliang’s face turned ashen as he collapsed to the ground.

The supervisor angrily ordered: “Take him away! First confine him in the ancestral hall for reflection, then the judicial department will examine everything before determining punishment!”

Jin Wanliang was dragged away crying about his innocence. Everyone’s shoulders sagged, breathing sighs of relief while feeling complicated emotions. When they looked at Tie Ci again, their expressions had changed somewhat.

As soon as this person arrived, one dormmate had been eliminated.

The students saw the teachers to the door. The supervisor gave Tie Ci a meaningful look, and Tie Ci’s heart jumped as she honestly followed.

The supervisor walked to a cluster of flowers where no one was around, then said to her: “You’re a student recommended by Teacher He, and I heard you’re related to the lady?”

Tie Ci replied: “This student is the lady’s distant nephew.”

“I ate quite a few dishes cooked by the lady back then. As her nephew, I should naturally look after you.” The supervisor’s voice was low. “You’re living there now, which is beneath you. I had business outside today and didn’t know they arranged that dormitory for you. How about I…”

“Thank you for your kind intentions, Supervisor. But the first-rank students are already dissatisfied with me. Forcing my way in would be unseemly. Better to let this student stay at the academy a while longer until I make them accept me. Then I can live wherever I want.”

The supervisor chuckled: “You’re quite bold… really a bit like the lady…” His voice gradually faded, his expression tinged with nostalgia.

Tie Ci seized the opportunity: “I never had a chance to meet my aunt, but I heard she died young, which is truly lamentable. But if my aunt was such a heroic woman, how could she resort to such cowardly and evasive measures? For years, your nephew truly cannot understand.”

“What do you want to do if you can’t understand? What do you want to know?”

Tie Ci hadn’t expected him to ask this way. Momentarily stunned, she was then delighted and about to press further when the supervisor seemed to suddenly come to his senses: “You’re overthinking this. That matter was settled long ago. Don’t get stuck in dead ends and disturb the deceased. Study well—if you can achieve some success, that would be worthy of your aunt.”

He was about to leave when Tie Ci called out urgently: “Supervisor, I was just speaking casually, but now that you’ve asked like this, I’m truly puzzled. Putting everything else aside, you’ve aroused my curiosity—you should take responsibility for answering it, right? Otherwise, if I go around the academy asking random questions and disturb something inappropriate, that would be your fault!”

The supervisor stopped, laughed once, and said: “No, you’re not like the lady. She was never as cunning as you—framing others, making false accusations, threatening people—using every trick in the book. But you can’t scare me. Listen to what I say: in life, it’s rare to be confused. You’re still a child. Some things you cannot bear, and some things are better not known.”

He turned to leave. Tie Ci called out: “When will you think I can bear it!”

The supervisor’s voice came from far away: “When you make everyone accept you as you boasted, then we’ll talk!”

Tie Ci watched his figure disappear eagerly and returned to the dormitory with light steps.

No matter what, tonight had been quite fruitful.

She yawned, preparing to catch up on sleep, but as soon as she entered the small hall, she was startled awake by Hai Dongqing pacing back and forth.

Hai Dongqing’s reaction was even more exaggerated than hers—his two slender long legs suddenly jumped backward, clearly frightened.

One person and one bird faced off in the hall when something bumped Tie Ci from behind, and a lazy voice said: “Move aside.”

Tie Ci turned around to see a mountain-high pile of bedding. Only at the edge of the bedding could she see a lapis lazuli earring with dzi beads swaying back and forth.

Dan Ye held bedding taller than himself with one hand, poking his head out from behind it with a meat bone still in his mouth. Suddenly he pursed his lips.

Tie Ci was shocked and quickly tilted her head aside. Dan Ye made a “pff” sound, shooting the bone from his mouth. Hai Dongqing leaped up, catching the bone with his sharp long beak, then walked aside to eat it.

So he was giving his buddy a snack.

False alarm.

Dan Ye’s mouth curved in a smile, his canine tooth flashing: “What’s that expression? Did you think I was going to kiss you?”

“That’s my expression of celebrating for you,” Tie Ci said seriously. “After all, if you had really done that, your soul should be drifting away by now.”

Dan Ye stared at her mouth and snorted: “Southerners are all like this—hard mouths, soft legs.” He carried his bedding inside.

“Hey, what are you bringing bedding here for?” Tie Ci saw something was wrong and chased after him.

Dan Ye didn’t look back, entering the room and dumping his bedding on the last bed.

“One person left, naturally another must be added.” He pointed to his own nose, his canine tooth flashing: “Me, coming to sleep with you.”

Tie Ci: “…”

She didn’t have time to ask how he had recognized her so quickly, but her mind was already in chaos.

Suddenly someone behind her said: “Move aside.”

Tie Ci turned around to see the colorfully robed woman also carrying a bundle, stepping inside with one stride.

The male students in only their undergarments fled in all directions in shock.

The colorfully robed woman acted as if those improperly dressed men didn’t exist, striding in and dumping her things on Dan Ye’s bed again. Daily necessities scattered across the bed. She frowned: “Why, suddenly, change, dormitories?”

“Because, can, stay, farther, from you,” Dan Ye replied. “So you, can focus, on learning, Qian language, well.”

The colorfully robed woman’s eyebrows shot up as she began rolling up her sleeves, apparently planning to fight right there.

But Tie Ci didn’t want the dormitory to suffer—she’d have to clean it up afterward. She stepped forward to block them. The colorfully robed woman then looked at her carefully: “It’s you!”

Western Rong people all seemed to have particularly good eyesight.

“Why don’t you two go outside to fight? And take your bedding with you.” Tie Ci glanced at the white silk on their sleeves. “Dignified first-rank students living here would compromise your status, wouldn’t it?”

“If you’re not afraid of losing face, what should I fear!” Dan Ye interrupted.

The colorfully robed woman looked Tie Ci up and down, then at Dan Ye, suddenly saying: “I think, you are, someone who can, train him. Then he, is yours, now.”

With that, she turned and left.

Tie Ci was dumbfounded.

What was this about!

“Hey you, don’t go! What do you mean? Who wants to train him? Train your own husky yourself!” She reached out desperately as she chased, but the colorfully robed woman ran incredibly fast, disappearing into the flower shadows in the blink of an eye.

Tie Ci wanted to continue chasing when the extra guards posted tonight poked their heads out and shouted sternly: “No leaving dormitory doors after nightfall!”

Tie Ci had to stop. She had done too many outrageous things tonight and didn’t want to earn a disciplinary action so quickly.

She returned to the dormitory where Dan Ye had already carelessly shoved the things on his bed aside and lay down with his legs crossed. Hai Dongqing crouched at his bedside, staring intently at Tie Ci with blazing eyes.

Tie Ci returned to her own bed to sleep. From the corner of her eye, she could feel both of them staring at her intently. She sighed inwardly, seriously considering how feasible it would be to smother these two with a blanket.

Perhaps her consideration was too focused—Hai Dongqing, who had been staring at her, suddenly shivered and turned away his golden glittering eyes. Dan Ye had already dozed off while staring, snoring softly, and Hai Dongqing tucked his head next to Dan Ye’s neck to sleep too.

Only then did Tie Ci feel somewhat at ease. Thinking that since she was here she might as well make the best of it, Dan Ye knew her identity but it seemed he wouldn’t tell. Living together in the future could provide cover for her, so she had to accept it.

When the sky was still dim and the wake-up bell hadn’t rung, there was already movement in the room. Tian Wu got up yawning and went out, muttering that the latrine was full again—some inconsiderate person was occupying a stall. He dragged over a wooden bucket, dropped his pants, and let loose with a splashing sound.

Tie Ci was awakened by this sound and lay there staring blankly into space.

Men’s urine really stinks.

Dan Ye shuffled over in slippers and whispered in her ear: “Crown Princess, you know what? My stream is even stronger than his!”

Tie Ci lazily replied: “Say one more word and I’ll conscript you into the imperial harem.”

“As Empress?”

“No, as a eunuch. So you’ll forever have ‘clothes dampened by apricot rain, gentle spring drizzle moistening all things silently.'”

Dan Ye didn’t understand but knew it wasn’t anything good. He chuckled and walked past Tian Wu, then stomped his foot.

The wooden bucket scattered with a crack.

Fat Tiger’s pants got wet, and he was so confused his urine retracted.

Tie Ci frowned as she got up, cursing silently that barbarians were just filthy, causing trouble without considering consequences.

Everyone in the dormitory scattered while Fat Tiger whimpered and fetched water to clean the floor.

Tie Ci went outside where Li Zhi was fetching water to wash his face. He asked: “Where are you going, Brother Ye?”

“To eat breakfast.”

“It’s too early now—it’s not our turn yet!”

Li Zhi called from behind, but Tie Ci had already gone far.

She left the dormitory where Chi Xue and Dan Shuang were already waiting for her at the moon gate between the men’s and women’s quarters. Chi Xue was even holding a sign reading: “Meal delivery service, can take orders, guaranteed hot and timely, two coins per person.”

This was what the two had prepared according to Tie Ci’s instructions. Tie Ci shouldered the sign and led them to guard at the dining hall entrance.

When mealtime arrived, first-rank students came unhurriedly in small groups while second-rank students gathered in large batches. Both groups saw Tie Ci standing guard with her sign and found it quite strange, pointing and laughing endlessly. Tie Ci remained perfectly composed.

Someone stopped in front of Tie Ci—the colorful robes were quite conspicuous. Tie Ci already knew she was Huyin, a Western Rong female hezhuo who supposedly greatly admired Central Plains culture. She must really admire it to come study here.

Huyin frowned at her: “You, need money?”

“Not short of money,” Tie Ci replied. “Want some? For acquaintances, discount—one coin will do.”

“I am, first-rank,” Huyin said. “They, will think, you shameful.”

Tie Ci knew she meant the first-rank students and smiled: “What about you? What do you think?”

“You, Qian people, make, your own rules, fight among, yourselves, bunch of, weaklings, pecking, each other. Me, heh heh.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Heh heh indeed.

She watched the colorful robes flutter all the way into the dining hall, thinking that even barbarians could see this internal strife and disdained it. The Great Qian people’s tendency toward petty cliques, bullying, and internal fighting was truly hopeless.

After a while, large crowds surged forward—peak meal rush had arrived.

Most people rushed in, but gradually some came out with food bowls and began inquiring about Tie Ci’s booth. A third-rank female student was first to pay Tie Ci two coins. Dan Shuang wielded her bowl and charged straight in, forcibly clearing a path through the completely packed food service counter. Chi Xue stood beside her shouting: “Already squeezed in! Anyone else needing meal delivery, hurry up!”

Immediately seven or eight bowls were handed over. Chi Xue listened to what food they wanted and noted it all down, relaying it to Dan Shuang in an orderly fashion. In the blink of an eye, seven or eight bowls of food were ready. Chi Xue magically produced a folding board, arranged seven or eight bowls of rice and porridge, and Dan Shuang carried them all with one hand, calmly squeezing back out.

This series of operations stunned everyone, who even forgot to get their own food.

The dining hall had a second floor where two people leaned on the railing watching the scene below.

One wore black, the other blue-green. The blue-green robed person had white silk binding his waist, a slightly slender frame, clear and refined features, with a touch of sickness that didn’t diminish his appearance. He was like warm yellow lamplight reflecting on jade magnolia flowers beaten by rain—trembling and luminous with unique charm.

The black-robed person was even taller and more graceful, with extremely fluid body lines. Compared to the blue-robed person’s slight fragility, his posture appeared more flexible and powerful, beautiful and elegant. When his robes billowed in the swirling winds between the railings, he had a carefree, bright quality as if he might dance on clouds and fly away at any moment.

His features were also more refined by two degrees, like a divine sculpture—a once-in-a-lifetime masterpiece that couldn’t be improved by adding or subtracting even one point.

Watching the two maids cooperating seamlessly below, he chuckled softly. Turning to see his companion’s expression, he smiled: “You know them too?”

Rong Pu was rather surprised: “You know them?”

“Met a few times, though I don’t have a deep impression of those two. I do remember their master.” Murong Yi’s smile deepened.

Rong Pu’s eyes flashed as he turned to look at him, probing: “You’ve never been to the capital—how could you know such a noble young master from there?”

“Don’t all those capital noble sons travel around for experience? This one was in Ziyang and ran into me,” Murong Yi said. “Speaking of which, you should be more familiar with him, right? Someone of his caliber—why have I never heard of his reputation before?”

“You’re far away in Liaodong, busy daily with dealing with your brothers and father—how would you have time to pay attention to an ordinary official’s son in the capital?” Rong Pu said slowly. “Even with me, after that encounter on the ancient Western Pass road years ago, haven’t we not seen each other for many years? Speaking of which, why did you suddenly come to the academy this time, and you came to…”

“The recommendation letter went awry—I thought I was supposed to be a student… but no matter,” Murong Yi said. “I came naturally to admire Central Plains culture, hoping to become a great scholar and serve Liaodong. Look, don’t Western Rong, Yannan, even Dayan all come running here?”

Rong Pu smiled, thinking weren’t they all coming for He Master’s status as final disciple? But he wouldn’t expose this, changing the subject: “I heard Liaodong received an imperial marriage edict…”

“Right, you’re in the capital—you must have seen my fiancée, right?” Murong Yi raised his eyebrows with a smile. “How is she? Beautiful? Well-behaved? Worth a taste?”

“Brother Murong, watch your words,” Rong Pu glanced at him. “If you truly cared this much, why do you wander east and west instead of going to the capital?”

“I’m just homesick and timid, aren’t I?” Murong Yi said. “Thinking of the Crown Princess’s magnificent imperial presence makes me so afraid.”

Rong Pu was too lazy to continue this conversation. Looking down, he saw the two maids had completed their task while Tie Ci excitedly collected and counted money below. A simple booth was crowded with people. He frowned, thinking the Crown Princess had always been compassionate—earning money was false, helping these inferior students was true. But these people had fallen to inferior status, naturally making them useless. With the Crown Princess’s status, she really shouldn’t waste time and energy on them.

Actually, if Tie Ci were an ordinary official’s daughter, he would only approve. But as a Crown Princess facing a difficult future, such behavior showed too soft a heart, which wasn’t good.

His fingers tapped lightly on the railing edge as he thought faintly—though he didn’t approve, wasn’t he still attracted to her bright, cheerful smile?

Turning his head, he saw Murong Yi also smiling as he watched Tie Ci, his eyes flowing with inexplicable light.

Somehow, Rong Pu felt that his slightly cunning expression was actually somewhat similar to Tie Ci’s at certain moments. This realization made him frown, then he remembered these two were the legitimate future husband and wife according to propriety.

He was silent for a while, then said: “Though we haven’t met for years, observing your words and actions, you’re no ordinary person. I imagine you wouldn’t be content to be a Crown Prince Consort who cannot enter government service?”

Murong Yi stared intently at Tie Ci while saying: “Why wouldn’t I want that? Second only to one person, above ten thousand others—quite glorious indeed.”

Rong Pu was silent again, then said faintly: “Then why do I hear that Brother Murong initially submitted an extremely ugly portrait?”

“I’m so ugly, yet she still chose me, didn’t she?” Murong Yi said indifferently. “That’s called a thousand-li marriage tied by a single thread.”

“Then why did I hear from intelligence reports a few days ago that someone infiltrated that county office where the Crown Princess was training and attempted assassination?”

Murong Yi hadn’t answered yet when Rong Pu continued: “Brother Murong, though we met only briefly that year, we got along well. We’ve corresponded quite a bit over the years, and now that we’re finally meeting again, are you going to feed me nothing but lies?”

Murong Yi’s gaze fixed on Tie Ci paused, then he turned to look at Rong Pu for a long moment before suddenly smiling: “Brother Rong, I’ve always spoken carelessly, and you seem long accustomed to it. Why are you suddenly so concerned when we talk about the Crown Princess today?”

Rong Pu’s heart tightened slightly, somewhat surprised by Murong Yi’s perceptiveness.

Then he said frankly: “Indeed. That’s because I want to know your true thoughts before deciding my next course of action.”

Murong Yi stared at him, his eyebrows slowly rising: “You mean… you have feelings for the Crown Princess?”

Talking with intelligent people was efficient. Rong Pu smiled: “You could say that.”

But Murong Yi had already turned away, a mocking smile at the corner of his mouth: “I thought your Rong family had considerable ambitions and wouldn’t be content with you being a puppet’s appendage.”

His description of Tie Ci made Rong Pu’s eyes show slight amusement, then he said: “Brother Murong is perceptive. Indeed, grandfather has high expectations for me and is unwilling. But I’ve had health problems since childhood—how can I support a family legacy of a hundred years? The family has countless talents, so it needn’t all rest on my shoulders alone. Compared to glory, I’d rather find someone who understands me to accompany me through life.”

“The Crown Princess… is someone who understands you?”

Rong Pu skillfully changed the subject: “I only want to know—does Brother Murong feel the same way about the Crown Princess?”

“Since you want to hear the truth, I’ll let you hear it,” Murong Yi said. “You know how I grew up, know that I could grow this big—I won’t be content to keep struggling in the mud forever. Now my foundation and dreams are in Liaodong. Whoever tries to obstruct my dreams, I’ll kick them aside… no matter who.”

Rong Pu imperceptibly breathed a sigh of relief: “You needn’t be so murderous about it. After all, the Crown Princess has no interest in you either.”

“Oh?”

“When the Crown Princess was selecting husbands from portraits, there were many setbacks. In the end, the Crown Princess threw a dart that accidentally stuck Murong Yi’s portrait,” Rong Pu said. “It wasn’t intentionally obstructing your ambitions and dreams—just a slip of the hand.”

Murong Yi laughed carelessly.

Even if it was the Crown Princess, as long as she opposed him, she was just another cat or dog to be killed at will.

“Brother, rest assured. Since you’re unwilling and the Crown Princess has no interest either, I can mediate and help Brother Murong cancel the engagement.”

Murong Yi’s gaze drifted back to Tie Ci, saying indifferently: “That works too.”

Rong Pu was in quite a good mood.

There wasn’t much personal motivation—he had simply felt when he first heard Tie Ci was engaged to Murong Yi that it wasn’t quite suitable.

He had once encountered Murong Yi on the ancient Western Pass road—a stunning glimpse that left him with deep impressions of the youth’s beauty and the ruthlessness beneath his carefree, smiling facade. Later when the capital made their list of handsome young men, he willingly took second place because thinking of Murong Yi, he felt that in terms of beauty, he was indeed inferior.

Such a person would certainly have grand ambitions and aspirations spanning thousands of miles—he could never be content as a puppet’s appendage.

Taking another step back, even if Tie Ci successfully ascended the throne, with Murong Yi’s temperament, he might not be willing to be a male empress.

He should be the kind of heroic figure who controlled vast territories and wielded great power alone.

If these two met, it would likely end in tragedy.

He had thought about this for a long time and specially went to recommend himself to Tie Ci, only to be rebuffed.

He had an ineffable secret concern for Tie Ci, stemming from a childhood experience, though Tie Ci herself seemed not to remember it. Now Rong Pu felt he had solved a major problem. Next would be asking grandfather to find a way to dissolve that engagement. In his good mood, his speech became more casual as he smiled and said offhandedly: “Brother Murong refuses so decisively—could it be you already have some admirable lady in Liaodong who could assist you?”

For Murong Yi, the best wife choice would naturally be a daughter of Liaodong’s important ministers.

“When men establish careers, why do they need women’s assistance?” Murong Yi scoffed, then stared at Tie Ci and said carelessly: “Besides, who said anything about admiring ladies? What if I like men?”

Rong Pu: “…???!!!”

Chapter 74: The Dog I Fed Myself
Tie Ci hadn’t noticed the two beauties upstairs or their conversation about her.

She was busy counting money and taking out a ledger to register students interested in becoming long-term customers, indicating she could expand into delivery service—not just meal pickup, but delivery to designated locations. However, the price would be higher: two coins for pickup, five to ten coins for delivery depending on distance.

Most students at the academy weren’t short of money, but academic pressure was high, and the third and fourth-rank dormitories were too far from the dining hall. Being able to save time while eating hot food couldn’t be better.

After this news spread, even first-rank students came to inquire—after all, lazy people were the majority in any era.

After discovering this demand was extremely popular, Dan Shuang and Chi Xue didn’t have enough manpower, so they temporarily recruited helpers. Helpers were easy to find—they simply targeted those students who scavenged for rice and leftover food in the dining hall after meals.

Tie Ci was about to go to class and instructed her two maids to quietly recruit people, offering generous compensation.

After all, she wasn’t doing this to make money.

Setting up this business served three purposes: first, to help these students who couldn’t get proper meals; second, to unite the academy’s disadvantaged groups; third, to use this opportunity to infiltrate the student body. Since the academy was full of factions with many officials’ children, there would surely be information she needed.

Class would start in a quarter-hour. This morning was classics interpretation and mathematics, taught by reportedly very strict instructors who wouldn’t tolerate lateness.

Tie Ci rose from the surrounding crowd and looked back at the dining hall, which had already begun clearing meals—there was nothing left to eat.

Normally, Chi Xue, the all-capable chief steward, would have prepared everything, but today Chi Xue was also too busy to eat.

Tie Ci rubbed her stomach, preparing to find some water to fill up on, when suddenly something dark fell from the sky. She instinctively reached up to catch it—it was warm to the touch, wrapped in lotus leaves.

Opening it, she found glutinous rice wrapped around something, with faint traces of deep red meat texture showing through, emanating the fresh fragrance of lotus leaves.

It looked somewhat like glutinous rice chicken, but the aroma was more refreshing. She broke it open to see tender, delicate meat inside—deboned turtle and chicken meat.

Turtle meat could be fishy if not prepared properly, but this glutinous rice turtle had rich, mellow flavor with overflowing fragrance. Tie Ci inexplicably thought of that bastard from last night who had asked her to take the blame.

He actually kept his word—the promised turtle stew with chicken had become glutinous rice turtle chicken.

Looking up, she noticed the dining hall had a hidden second floor, probably where teachers dined. It was empty now.

Had that guy thrown it down from the second floor? Was he a teacher?

Thinking about his behavior of fishing at midnight and then jumping in to catch turtles when that failed, if he were really an instructor, wouldn’t he mislead students?

Tie Ci divided the glutinous rice turtle chicken into three portions to share with Chi Xue and Dan Shuang. After wiping her mouth, she hurried to class.

After she left, Murong Yi emerged from behind the corridor. The glutinous rice turtle was something he had just finished making in the kitchen, originally wondering when to deliver it, but coincidentally this fellow was setting up a stall downstairs this morning.

Last night’s trick of making her take the blame was also out of anger—when he disappeared, this heartless brat didn’t even cry and shout while searching everywhere for him, but leisurely went to school instead!

But ultimately, this was the dog he had fed and trained himself. Seeing her hungry made him feel somewhat unable to bear it.

It wasn’t appropriate to do anything in front of Rong Pu, so after Rong Pu went to class, he threw down the lotus leaf package. Inexplicably in a good mood, he leaned on the railing watching Tie Ci walk out of the dining hall while taking a book from Chi Xue and casually tucking it under her arm.

It was a very ordinary action, yet he watched with great amusement for a long time, until a teacher who had finished breakfast passed by, saw his back, and greeted: “Rong Wei, good morning.”

Murong Yi turned his head and smiled: “Good morning.”

…

Tie Ci hurried to the lecture hall, only to discover that the enormous hall had a central courtyard with countless rooms on both sides belonging to different dormitories. Due to population differences, dormitories might be further divided into different halls. For instance, the first-rank dormitory was divided into male and female halls, with the male hall further split into superior and good halls. There was no inferior hall—inferior students were directly demoted. A very simple and brutal classification system.

Because of this, Tie Ci spent quite a while finding the good hall where she belonged.

Before even entering, she could hear loud discussions inside about her.

“…That one with Teacher He’s recommendation letter was carrying a sign at the dining hall this morning to fetch meals for others. My god, could he be from a merchant family?”

“He lives in the fifth-rank dormitory. I heard when his bundle opened, pearls and jade scattered everywhere, even tempting dormmates to steal, causing a commotion half the night.”

“If this sort becomes Teacher He’s final disciple, where would our dignity be?”

“Don’t worry. I heard it’s because he’s a distant nephew of Teacher He’s wife that he got the recommendation letter—nobody said he’d definitely be the final disciple. Teacher He probably gave the recommendation out of family obligation. Whether he becomes a disciple depends on talent, right? Do you think our first-rank dormitory is so easy to stay in? Setting aside everything else, our major and minor exams are a hundred times harder than what outsiders study! How could he pass!”

“That’s true. Even excellent students from other academies couldn’t handle our pop quizzes.”

“So we don’t need to do much—just quietly wait for him to fail every subject and pack up to leave. Three excellent quiz results mean promotion; three failures mean demotion. The other dormitories are already betting on whether he’ll be promoted or demoted within three attempts! Ten-to-one odds!”

“That betting setup is wrong—they should bet on how many ranks he’ll drop within three attempts! Excellent grades are rare even over a whole year. Could he get three in a row? I wouldn’t believe it even if you cut off my head!”

“Someone actually suggested he could be promoted, so the betting changed. I say those people have money to burn.”

“Which idiots bet he could be promoted?”

“Those few from the first-rank superior hall, and there’s even one…” The rest was drowned in commotion mixed with shouts that the teacher was coming.

Tie Ci stepped into the hall.

The indoor chatter stopped abruptly.

Tie Ci looked around.

All seats were taken except one in the very back. The back center section of the room had apparently been raised with bricks due to water damage, making it higher than elsewhere with a single desk and chair positioned to overlook the entire hall, facing the teacher’s lectern from afar.

It was a position that would make most people feel awkwardly prominent sitting there.

All the students looked at her with schadenfreude, wanting to see this newcomer squirm in that chair.

Shen Mi sat in a corner by the wall, his eyes showing slight concern, but constrained by Tie Ci’s instructions, he couldn’t come forward to say anything.

All eyes were burning with excitement.

Tie Ci smiled, walked forward, and sat in the chair. As the chair tilted slightly, she kicked away a stone wedged under the chair leg, swept her robes, and settled in steadily. She leaned back slightly, crossed her arms over her abdomen, propped up her legs, smiled, and looked down at those below.

Everyone: “…”

She sat high above with a composed, noble bearing.

They looked up from below, inexplicably feeling as if a sovereign sat above waiting for their obeisance.

Under her smiling gaze, their legs trembled as they felt their discourtesy.

Tie Ci snorted.

She had previously faced magnificent halls with heavy ministers bowing and calling out like planted onions.

These weaklings were beneath her notice!

She raised her chin and said melodiously: “What are you looking at? Don’t you know class has started?”

The students turned around mechanically to open their books in confusion.

Tie Ci spoke again from behind them: “That person who said I couldn’t win three excellent grades in a row or you’d cut off your head—which dear friend was that?”

A male student turned around: “That was me. What about it?”

Tie Ci was somewhat surprised.

This person had a refined face with fair skin, a high nose bridge, gentle features, but an aura of proud coldness.

It was Qi Yuansi, who had played mahjong with her for several days without acknowledging her!

Right, the former almost-fiancé who had been selected but then broke off the engagement. Hadn’t she heard he was beaten over the broken engagement?

Looking at his high nose bridge, Tie Ci indeed saw some injury marks. She wondered who had done this good deed anonymously.

But wasn’t this person supposed to be academically excellent? Why would he be in the good hall?

During mahjong, they had maintained mutual non-interference, but now the hostility was much heavier.

Her mind raced with thoughts, but her mouth didn’t slow down.

“What if I win?”

“Heh heh.” Qi Yuansi’s smile was full of mockery.

“I won’t ask you to cut off your head—how about livestreaming eating excrement in the latrine?”

“…Vulgar!”

“What? Scared?”

Surrounding laughter erupted as someone said: “Young Master Qi, bet with him—you definitely won’t be the one eating it anyway!”

Qi Yuansi said: “Since we’re making a bet, what if you lose? Will you also eat it?”

“I don’t have such a good appetite as you all.” Tie Ci smiled. “If I lose, I’ll do as you wish and voluntarily withdraw from school.”

“It’s a deal!”

Chapter 75: Cool, Crazy, Arrogant, and Domineering
A commotion rippled through the surroundings.

A round-faced scholar quietly leaned over: “You’re being too bold! Why did you agree when he was deliberately provoking you? The academy’s ‘Excellent’ grade isn’t just ‘Outstanding’ that can be handed out casually! Each instructor and teaching assistant has a quota for excellent evaluations each year. Each person cannot exceed three per year, otherwise it goes to public review. The academy has only given out four excellent grades this year, all to the first-rank superior class!”

Tie Ci smiled: “Four? That’s quite a lot. I only need three.”

The person looked at her, sighed, shook his head, and said nothing more.

At this moment, Teacher Yao, the classics instructor, entered the room. Seeing Tie Ci sitting high up opposite him, he frowned but said nothing.

Tie Ci didn’t think this showed the teacher’s kindness. Obviously this seat was a punishment chair, definitely not set up just today. Generally, anyone who made mistakes or was isolated would be driven to sit in this position, so the teacher was used to it.

Turning a blind eye to bullying was itself an attitude.

Classical studies was a subject with no technical difficulty, mainly focused on memorizing and understanding classical texts. Leaping Carp Academy’s memorization requirements had reached another level—from the classics of Poetry, Documents, Rites, Changes, and Spring and Autumn Annals, when teachers quoted one sentence, students had to find a sentence from the other classics where the first character matched the last character of the previous sentence to continue. Their familiarity with the classics was simply outrageous.

Tie Ci was famous in the imperial study for “not liking to read books, only seeking deep understanding.” She hated rote memorization, considering it mechanical and rigid. When she memorized texts, she generally first understood the meaning—as for the original sentences, it didn’t matter whether she remembered them, since she didn’t need to take imperial examinations anyway.

But inevitably some stubborn great scholars thought this approach was heretical, especially since she had quite a few criticisms of the previous dynasty’s annotated classic “Five Classics Essential Explanations,” which really ruffled their feathers. Thus some reputation spread that the Crown Princess was unlearned and incompetent.

Hearing this memorization method now, Tie Ci frowned, but then Teacher Yao looked up and called on her.

“Ye Shiba: ‘Without supreme virtue, the supreme Way cannot be solidified.'”

Tie Ci looked up innocently and met his gaze.

The whiskers at the corners of Teacher Yao’s mouth drooped slightly, his disdain clear and distinct though unexpressed.

“Since you’re new, I’ll allow you to only provide the next sentence.”

Tie Ci thought for a while—something about a gentleman, wasn’t it?

Seeing she still couldn’t answer, Teacher Yao’s drooping whiskers perked up slightly: “Teacher He’s recommendation letter was given to someone like you? Without cultivating one’s virtue, it’s difficult to achieve the great Way. This sentence is meant for frivolous youth like you! If you can’t recite it, get out!”

He heavily wrote next to Ye Shiba’s name on the student evaluation page: “Lowest grade!”

Tie Ci dusted off her robes and stood up, laughter tittering behind her.

Someone whispered: “I thought he was somebody special, actually making bets seriously. Tsk tsk, lowest grade—the academy’s worst. Is there anyone else!”

The tittering laughter grew louder.

Tie Ci walked calmly past.

Teacher Yao’s voice chased after her: “Stand outside this door and recite. When you can recite it, then you can return to my class!”

Tie Ci said “Oh,” and as she passed his lectern, she noticed a copy of “Five Classics Essential Explanations” at hand, its edges already curled from constant reading, obviously a frequently consulted classic. She curiously asked: “Teacher, you test us like this—do you know all of it yourself?”

Teacher Yao laughed in anger: “You’re still not convinced? Then you’re allowed to test me?”

It was said in anger, but Tie Ci immediately replied: “Really? That’s allowed?”

Teacher Yao: “…”

After a long moment, he set down his book and actually smiled: “The academy allows questioning and debate. If I don’t respond to you, I’d be giving you something to bite back with. So please, go ahead!”

“I only want to ask the teacher.” Tie Ci spoke slowly: “The previous dynasty had various annotations for the Five Classics, with diverse interpretations everywhere, endless disputes, complete chaos. The Great Ling Dynasty collected classic annotations from various schools, had renowned ministers uniformly compile and promulgate them nationwide as ‘Five Classics Essential Explanations.’ From then on, classical interpretations were unified with clear guidelines. But the ‘Record of Rites Essential Explanations’ used Xiong Anshi’s and Wang Kan’s commentaries as the base text, but adopted Liu Xuan’s annotations. Wherever the two differ, which should be the standard?”

“Naturally Liu Xuan’s annotations should be the standard!”

“But why is that? Liu Xuan, Xiong Anshi, and Wang Kan were all renowned Confucian masters of their time, weren’t they? Their scholarship, status, and talent were comparable—why must Liu Xuan’s annotations be the standard?”

“Since ‘Five Classics Essential Explanations’ takes Liu Xuan’s annotations as standard, we should naturally follow the Essential Explanations. Don’t you know that commentaries don’t contradict annotations?!”

“But why do the ‘Five Classics Essential Explanations’ take Liu Xuan’s annotations as standard? In terms of literary elegance and insightful understanding, he doesn’t seem stronger than those two.”

Teacher Yao was stumped. The question Tie Ci raised was actually one of the current debates in Confucian circles. As they say, there’s no first in literature—it’s inherently difficult to distinguish superiority among different scholarly theories. The previous dynasty’s compilation of classical essential explanations selected one interpretation from various schools as the sole standard, which inherently contained subjective factors. Add to that errors that often appeared during transmission, but following the principle of respecting classics and not contradicting annotations, all subsequent theories and interpretations were not allowed to deviate from the scope of the Five Classics Essential Explanations’ annotations. This largely restricted thinking and scholarship, not to mention the phenomenon of perpetuating errors. So there was considerable criticism of this classic within Confucian circles.

Teacher Yao wasn’t unaware of this controversy, but he scorned it. When teaching, he never raised such questions for consideration, even considering them heretical. Hearing Tie Ci say this, anger rose in his heart, and he was about to scold her.

Tie Ci continued leisurely: “That’s because Liu Xuan was the great-great-uncle of Li Sheng, the Wenyang Pavilion Scholar who compiled the Essential Explanations at that time!”

“Because the compiler belonged to the Liu school of thought, he naturally chose his own school’s foundational work. So even when Liu Xuan’s annotations clearly had two errors—due to ancient texts in his possession being damaged by wind and rain, missing characters and sentences, causing his misunderstanding and annotations that completely contradicted those of the Xiong school and others—these errors were still copied, stubbornly perpetuating mistakes that continue to this day!”

“…You… you’re talking nonsense! How could you know this!”

“The Heavenly Pavilion contains ten thousand volumes, and ‘Solitary Night Collection’ gathers fragments of letters and private correspondence from great scholars throughout history, including Liu Xuan’s. He mentioned two textual errors and later sought complete versions for verification multiple times, proposing corrections in family letters. Unfortunately, the original versions had already spread, and the later corrected versions were lost again to warfare, leading to you holding an erroneous book as gospel truth while teaching students annotations you know are wrong!”

“You…”

“Or did you simply not notice those problems that even child students could see?”

“This…”

“You taught me that cultivating the Way also means cultivating virtue, and cultivating virtue serves cultivating the Way. You can’t see obvious errors and lack a questioning spirit regarding textual doubts—this shows your Way isn’t well cultivated. You actually see the obvious errors in the text, but your rigid mind dismisses them, passing these mistakes down generation after generation without even warning of the problems, ensuring they never have a chance to be reconsidered or corrected—this shows your virtue isn’t well cultivated either. I find it very strange that you’re still standing at the lectern. Shouldn’t you come down and reflect facing the wall with me?”

“…”

The entire room fell silent.

The first-rank students who had been gloating were now dumbfounded.

They’d seen people question teachers before—this was even encouraged at the academy as thoughtful behavior. But they’d never seen anyone dare question even Confucian classics, the textbooks for classical studies, the Five Classics Essentials that students nationwide revered as scripture.

Even more deadly, this person everyone thought was incompetent made very sharp criticisms. The rare books and Heavenly Pavilion materials he mentioned were high-end resources that enrolled students had only vaguely heard of but never had access to.

For a moment, everyone looked at each other, some shifting their seats to move farther from Tie Ci.

Teacher Yao stood on the platform, his face alternating between pale and red.

Going out to face the wall with Tie Ci was impossible.

Scolding her was also impossible—he truly couldn’t answer the questions Tie Ci raised. He hadn’t even heard of the “Solitary Night Collection.”

And he knew exactly which two errors she meant but didn’t dare face them.

He could only stand on the platform, enduring that quarter-hour like punishment, facing the uniform rows of heads below, waiting for his face to cycle through colors like a spinning wheel before finally managing a cough and continuing class.

Tie Ci didn’t continue arguing with him. Standing outside the lecture hall, she placed her books against the wall, crossed her arms over them, and went to sleep.

She hadn’t slept well last night—why did men all snore?

In the future, when she had three palaces and six courtyards, she wouldn’t choose based on looks or family background—snoring would be the primary criterion!

Just as she leaned down, she heard “shh—” “shh—” sounds.

Who was urinating in public?

Tie Ci turned around to see someone from the first-rank superior class across the way poking his head out of the lecture hall, making shushing sounds at her.

The distance was considerable, but she could vaguely make out it was Dan Ye.

Beside him was Huyin, his aunt, who stretched out her long leg and hooked her nephew, who was nearly falling out of his seat, back in.

But the teacher above had already noticed, calling on Dan Ye to answer a question. Dan Ye stood up, and though she couldn’t hear what he said, she saw the teacher extend his arm and gesture “get out” to him.

Tie Ci laughed silently in her heart.

Sure enough, Dan Ye soon came out carrying a book. Instead of standing outside his own lecture hall for punishment, he walked over to Tie Ci’s side, also placed his book against the wall like her, leaned on it, and looked at her face-to-face with his large eyes with curved corners.

Their breath mingled, and Tie Ci felt it was too close, scooting outward. But Dan Ye followed, and just as she was about to scoot beyond the wall, Tie Ci helplessly stopped.

Someone walked past the lecture hall, originally just passing by, but suddenly stopped when he turned to look.

Tie Ci vaguely felt eyes boring into her back and turned around.

The moment she turned, that person walked away. When Tie Ci looked back, she only saw the empty lecture hall entrance.

Tie Ci paid it no mind, simply took down her books and stood straight. Dan Ye, finding it boring, also took down his book and used it as a fan.

Tie Ci thought of something and asked him: “How did you end up here?”

This person didn’t look like someone who loved studying, nor necessarily interested in the honor of being Teacher He’s final disciple.

Dan Ye understood her meaning well enough.

“Huyin ‘invited’ me to come.”

The word “invited” was quite expressive—roughly replaceable with “forced.”

“Why did the female hezhuo want to come here?” Compared to her unreliable grand-nephew, Huyin’s attitude toward study was almost devout—sitting properly, concentrating, not glancing outside even once.

“Western Rong has been very interested in everything Han Chinese in recent years. The royal family calls this catering to preferences. If the female hezhuo and prince are well-versed in Han classics, the people will probably think life will become as stable and prosperous as the Han people’s.”

Tie Ci thought that if she also became Teacher He’s final disciple, those Western Rong warmongers would probably think they could wash away their barbarian reputation and confidently send troops to occupy and securely hold the flowery lands of the Central Plains.

It seemed there were always people who thought reading more books could wash away the bloody scent, drape themselves in culture’s gentle cloak, and manipulate the people more skillfully.

Previously, those iron-blooded Western Rong men couldn’t think of such convoluted schemes. Tie Ci had heard that the former Western Rong royal family had fled to Liaodong, and Liaodong’s Grand Minister seemed to have some connection to Western Rong, reportedly quite active recently. If this renowned former royal family member returned to seize power, it would be normal for the Western Rong royal family to feel crisis and want to curry favor with Great Qian, even take advantage of Great Qian.

These all involved state secrets that neither would discuss further.

“Why did you come over here when you were doing fine? Is being punished by the teacher fun?”

“I saw you were lonely, didn’t I?”

Tie Ci’s face was expressionless: “So young yet already knows how to care for daddy.”

Dan Ye: “…”

He suddenly remembered initially wanting Tie Ci to be his father’s concubine, but now with Tie Ci in men’s clothing, she really was daddy.

He had the feeling of hitting his own foot with a stone.

Dan Ye rolled his eyes, not wanting to talk to her. He pulled out a stone from his chest and began drawing little figures on the wall.

Tie Ci was surprised to discover this guy could actually draw quite well—not in the refined Central Plains style, with simple lines but very accurate character depiction, crude yet uniquely interesting.

Like painting murals, groups of young men practicing martial arts, fighting, rolling in yellow sand, riding horses taller than themselves across rivers, leaping from heights, burying themselves in sand dunes.

Under night skies, peaceful sand dunes, a smoothly curved crescent moon, warriors sharpening blades on the dunes, warhorses grazing by water channels.

On battlefields with dust connecting sky and earth, bright blade edges flashing through the dust, warriors charging down from heights, sand curtains rising like enormous cloaks.

Finally, red sun, great desert, grassland, swift horses, singing and dancing people, battle-worn returning warriors, their leather armor marked with sword scars.

Western Rong cavalry, from tottering first steps to bleached bones in yellow sand. A lifetime of fighting.

Very simple, very magnificent, the long river and setting sun, solitary smoke rising straight.

After watching for a while, Tie Ci said: “There are no women in your pictures.”

Dan Ye thought, then added an elderly woman to the first picture, carrying a basket, bringing goat milk and rice cakes.

In the second picture, behind the sand dunes, a young woman wept with covered face.

In the third picture, he thought and drew a Western Rong female deity blessing from the high heavens.

In the fourth picture, there were more female figures: beautiful women rushing tearfully toward warriors, graceful maidens singing and dancing to invite partners, silhouettes of women gently preparing food in tents, women handing children to returning warriors before their horses.

After finishing, Dan Ye looked smugly at Tie Ci: “How’s that?”

“Well drawn.”

“Is it… worth longing for?”

Tie Ci squinted at it for a while, then smiled.

“If they were Western Rong women, probably so.”

Dan Ye’s especially sweet smile faded somewhat: “What do you mean? Your… Great Qian women wouldn’t?”

“Great Qian women might also be moved and conquered by this masculine heroism, willingly becoming your vassals, free logistics, unpaid nannies, unreserved and unrequited devotees and givers, considering this happiness and achievement. After all, most women in this world have indeed been taught this way by the controllers of patriarchal society.”

Dan Ye turned to stare at her: “Isn’t that good? Beautiful girls, gentle women, loving mothers—aren’t these the most precious and worthy-of-protection experiences in a woman’s life? Everything else is hard work, isn’t it?”

Tie Ci smiled amiably: “I respect most people’s choice of this path, as long as they feel happy. But I also hope most people don’t consider others unhappy just because they don’t choose this.”

“Your words are so roundabout I don’t understand. Are you saying you don’t like it?”

Tie Ci looked at him in amazement: “This is your Western Rong way of life. Does it matter whether I like it or not?”

Dan Ye stared at her, his lips moving, finally snorting and casually wiping the wall, taking his book and turning to leave.

Tie Ci: “…”

You men really are inexplicable!

Just then the bell rang—first class ended. Teacher Yao came out with his book. Tie Ci smiled and bowed, while he passed by with an iron-blue face. Tie Ci smiled and shrugged.

Men could be so petty.

Someone was saying loudly: “Lowest grade!”

Tsk, mediocre stuff.

The second class instructor, Teacher Ying for policy essays, had arrived and met Teacher Yao in the hall. Teacher Yao muttered a few words to him, and Teacher Ying glanced at Tie Ci and smiled knowingly with a nod.

Tie Ci didn’t care, returning to her seat. This time no one looked up at her, and the area around her seat was a complete vacuum.

Tie Ci walked past her chair in a slow circuit, her footsteps making cracking sounds. Everyone watched as the slightly protruding ground slowly sank down, finally becoming almost level with the surroundings, and the chair settled down.

Everyone: “…”

Why didn’t you step on it before, sir?

She hadn’t stepped on it before because she wanted to observe the academy teachers’ character. Now, there was no need to continue watching.

Teacher Ying said from above: “Today we have a quiz.”

Groans arose from below. The round-faced scholar from earlier leaned over to Tie Ci: “Oh no, Teacher Ying’s quiz questions are the most tricky. Be careful—three consecutive failed quizzes means demotion!”

A crowd stared at her intensely, their eyes clamoring: Demote! Demote! Demote!

Chapter 76: Giving You a Like
Tie Ci paid no heed to those weaklings’ glares, only smiling and nodding at the friendly round-faced student. She quietly tossed over a delicately wrapped pastry, saying, “Have some walnut cake, it’ll nourish your brain.”

This was walnut pastry made by Chi Xue, a palace secret recipe with main ingredients including water buffalo milk, eggs, walnuts, pine nuts, and more. As soon as it was opened, sweet fragrance filled the air. The scholar secretly popped it into his mouth, and his eyes immediately lit up.

Above them, the kind-faced Teacher Ying was dictating the question: “…Compose an imperial edict from the first year of Tianxing era of the previous dynasty, when Emperor Ruizong of Qi issued a decree appointing Rong Qingxu as Military Commissioner of Longyou.”

The question seemed simple enough. Everyone pondered for a while, then began writing one after another.

Tie Ci, however, was slowly grinding her ink. Teacher Ying watched her for a moment, then walked over to remind her, “Only a quarter-hour remains.”

“Thank you for the reminder, Teacher. It’s just that this question has many pitfalls—please allow this student to lay down a few more stepping stones.”

A glimmer of amusement and slight surprise appeared in Teacher Ying’s eyes. After a while, he said, “Teacher Yao suggested I give a quiz today, though I was planning to quiz you today anyway. Don’t worry too much. Being able to see that the question has deeper meaning is already quite remarkable. I certainly won’t make things difficult for you.”

Tie Ci could tell from his expression that he clearly didn’t believe she could do it. Without saying more, she simply nodded.

Teacher Ying continued, “I’ve heard you help serve meals for others in the dining hall. Many teachers disapprove of this. We scholars value integrity above all—we mustn’t learn from merchants and pursue profit.”

Tie Ci offered no explanation, just smiled and nodded again.

Teacher Ying sighed with slight disappointment and walked away.

Tie Ci was the last to submit her paper. When she handed it in, Qi Yuansi walked past her. Their sleeves brushed against each other, and Qi Yuansi immediately stepped aside, politely dusting off his sleeves—and dusting them again.

Tie Ci simply watched him perform his act.

When Qi Yuansi didn’t get the reaction he expected, he chuckled lightly, “Such a simple question, yet you needed to agonize over it for so long!”

Tie Ci had already brushed past him, leaving him standing there.

When Tie Ci sat down, the round-faced scholar leaned over and asked, “What was that about just now?”

“Does Qi Yuansi have quite a following among you all?”

“It seems the female students at the women’s academy pay a lot of attention to him. After all, he’s good-looking, well-born, academically capable, and has a decent temperament.” The round-faced scholar said, “This guy was originally from the Superior Hall, but got demoted here as punishment for fighting. He’ll return to the Superior Hall in a few days. He’s got some pride in his bones, but he really is usually the one with the best answers.”

“I feel like he’s targeting me. Did I offend him somehow?”

Losing at mahjong shouldn’t warrant such resentment.

“Not really. His mood’s been unsettled lately. Being beaten up by that barbarian from Xirong for no reason and then dragged down to a lower hall—he’s probably unhappy with all the exchange students!”

So it was Dan Ye who beat up Qi Yuansi? Why would he attack this effeminate fellow for no reason?

The in-class quiz was graded on the spot. Teacher Ying examined each paper, pulling out the ones that caught his eye and placing them to one side. The students sitting in front craned their necks to look, then turned back to make eye contact with Qi Yuansi. Qi Yuansi straightened his back and, facing Tie Ci, tilted his head slightly.

Tie Ci asked in surprise, “Do you have a toothache?”

Qi Yuansi’s face flushed red instantly.

At that moment, Teacher Ying suddenly exclaimed “Eh!” and bent his head down, gripping the desk with both hands as he read for a long time.

The students in the front row craned their necks again, but were blocked by the large pile of papers in front of the teacher and couldn’t make out what was happening.

Qi Yuansi had turned his head earlier and hadn’t seen the teacher flip through several more papers during that time. Assuming it was his own paper, and already confident that his answer was extremely brilliant, he became even more pleased. Under the envious gazes of his classmates, he actually relaxed his posture and revealed a faint, modest smile.

Teacher Ying buried his head in reading for quite some time, then sighed in admiration before saying, “Today I have discovered a dragon among men.”

Everyone gasped. They had never heard such high praise from Teacher Ying. They all turned to look at Qi Yuansi, whose face appeared unchanged but was gradually reddening.

Tie Ci, however, was looking outside the lecture hall.

A long shadow stretched diagonally across the ground. From its position, it seemed someone was standing where she had been made to stand as punishment earlier.

Who could it be? Why were they standing there?

Outside the lecture hall, a tall man in black robes stood with his hands behind his back, looking at the paintings on the wall.

After a moment, he also took out a stone chip and drew a few strokes.

From Tie Ci’s angle, she could only vaguely see the changes in light and shadow. Before long, the figure moved and seemed to leave.

Teacher Ying was a deliberate person. Regardless of everyone’s curiosity reaching fever pitch, he slowly savored the paper for quite some time before finally picking it up and saying, “I must properly ask this dragon among men how he conceived of this.”

Qi Yuansi smiled slightly as he slowly began to stand.

“…Ye Shiba.”

Qi Yuansi’s half-risen body froze midway, bent at the waist like someone with a hunched back.

He remained stunned for quite a while. It was only when the student beside him gave him a forceful tug that he suddenly collapsed back into his seat.

Before he had even settled properly, his face had already become like Teacher Yao’s earlier—a veritable color wheel.

Half the students stared at him in bewilderment, while the other half looked even more bewildered as they swept their gazes toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci rose calmly and nodded to Teacher Ying.

Teacher Ying looked at her, very satisfied with her composure in the face of honor and disgrace. Feeling that the young man before him possessed a rare bearing, his tone became even more gentle, “This edict you wrote—in terms of pure literary style, it cannot be called refined or elegant. It falls short compared to many of your classmates’ work, but it very cleverly avoids numerous taboos. How did you think of this?”

Everyone looked completely confused.

Taboos? What taboos?

“This isn’t an ordinary edict, because it involves three sensitive points. To write it, one must first understand the political background and timing of that era,” Tie Ci said. “Emperor Ruizong of Qi was the ruler who revived the dynasty. Before his ascension, Emperor Wuzong of Qi favored Consort Cao’s family, appointed corrupt officials, causing regional military governors to become alienated from the court and build up their own forces, ultimately triggering the Jingyuan Rebellion. Rong Qingxu turned the tide during this chaos, restored order, rescued the fleeing Emperor Wuzong, and supported Ruizong’s ascension. After Ruizong took the throne, he needed capable generals to guard the Longyou frontier, hence this edict. During the Jingyuan Rebellion, the court fled south in panic, the emperor and empress went into exile, and hundreds of officials suffered. Therefore, this edict needed to include appropriate self-reproach to appease the ministers’ dissatisfaction.”

Teacher Ying nodded.

“But this isn’t a formal edict of self-reproach either. After all, the events had nothing to do with Ruizong. If Ruizong issued a self-reproachful edict right after ascending the throne, it would be disadvantageous for his future rule. At this time, Wuzong had already become the Retired Emperor, residing in Changle Palace. So this edict needed to subtly shift responsibility to his father while remaining appropriately self-reproachful, doing so tactfully without violating filial piety or damaging imperial dignity.”

Teacher Ying nodded again.

“Finally, Rong Qingxu was a female general who faced severe criticism from court officials even before taking command. Therefore, appointing Rong Qingxu required mentioning her supreme achievements during the Jingyuan Rebellion to solidify the foundation for the military commissioner appointment, while also appropriately reminding the officials of their mistakes to silence them, and clearly explaining the difficulties of being Longyou Military Commissioner at that time, so everyone would understand it wasn’t a plum position, preventing excessive envy and complications.”

Teacher Ying slammed the desk.

“Excellent!”

The students blinked rapidly, their faces showing expressions of “Did we do the same assignment?”

“Do you understand now?” Teacher Ying waved the paper. “This question isn’t just about writing an edict! It tests your understanding of history, imperial political strategy, and the way of being a minister. One edict involves many considerations—how to use subtle language to conceal, how to whitewash situations, how to criticize without damaging dignity and praise while subtly undermining, how to express something everyone knows is terrible in a dignified and grand manner. The profound depths of this cannot be explained to fools!”

“Teacher, this question should be one from the imperial examination in the eighth year of Kaichang, shouldn’t it? The top scholar Li Meng, second place Ren Yunlin, and third place Lin Lanzi who emerged from that exam all eventually entered the cabinet—truly unprecedented and unmatched since.”

“Your ability to answer this paper today shows your talent is no less than Li Meng and the other two.” Teacher Ying wrote his comments on the paper with great joy.

The young men stretched their necks like geese.

No matter how much they prayed or refused to believe it, judging by the flowing brushstrokes, it was clearly the characters for “Excellent.”

Everyone’s expressions became like they had actually gone to the toilet and eaten that something.

The second class also ended. Teacher Ying made a special detour to tell Tie Ci that if she had any questions about coursework, she should feel free to ask, before walking away with a smile.

Tie Ci’s heroic achievements in two consecutive classes quickly spread throughout the entire lecture hall. During the break, countless people were peering around in front of the Superior Hall of Section A.

The reaction from Section A’s Superior Hall was particularly intense—not only because if Tie Ci continued to excel academically she could be promoted to the Superior Hall, but also because that class contained many of his acquaintances.

After class, when Tie Ci came out, the crowd dispersed with a roar. Some cold gazes were cast from afar, but Tie Ci paid them no mind.

Her attention was drawn to the paintings on the wall.

The paintings were rather high up, with light strokes that weren’t very obvious—others wouldn’t notice them, but Tie Ci thought of the shadow she had seen earlier.

The paintings had been altered.

In the first painting, a small child was being helped onto a pony by their mother.

In the second painting, warriors sharpened their weapons on sand dunes. In the distance beyond the moon, a mounted woman approached, the triangular flag on her horse indicating she was a scout.

In the third painting, amid the sandstorm torrent, a leader charging down from the high slope had been added—armor cinching a slender waist, long hair flying high with the sand and billowing cloak.

In the final painting, victorious people were singing and dancing, while the female general walked alone toward a tent. Inside the tent, her elderly parents welcomed her. The three embraced by the campfire.

Tie Ci stared at the four paintings, especially studying the last one for a long time.

Some strokes seemed casual yet mysteriously touched upon hidden secrets. Deep, concealed thoughts and wishes were echoed in this moment, as if she could hear fate’s grand music in the mysterious depths.

Women shouldn’t only be dependents and recipients.

She too could support younger generations in their stumbling progress, use wisdom to earn respect, lead brothers in charging enemy formations, and protect her parents to secure peace.

This wasn’t a dream—this was what she must accomplish in this lifetime.

She didn’t know who had altered Dan Ye’s four paintings. The artistic skill wasn’t superior to Dan Ye’s, yet she felt these were the best paintings she had ever seen.

So good that she stood there transfixed, preserving them permanently in her memory.

Because these four paintings told her that in this era where men were honored above women, in this era when women were habitually looked down upon, there were still people who understood and respected her and others like her.

She stood there for a long time, until someone looked over in surprise.

Then she walked away.

The four paintings displayed their lines faintly in the sunlight. At the very bottom of the last painting, a small image had been added.

It was a hand with the thumb raised up—a “like” symbol.

…

Chapter 77: The New Archery and Horsemanship Teacher
A thousand li away, in the nation’s grand capital.

A single horseman rode at full gallop, stirring clouds of dust as he charged directly into the imperial city.

Half an hour later, a memorial bordered with purple arrived first at the Inner Cabinet, then at the Bureau of Ceremonial, and finally reached the Emperor’s desk unchanged—not a single character altered.

Current governmental affairs followed this pattern: the Inner Cabinet would draft preliminary responses, the Bureau of Ceremonial would mark them in red ink under the Empress Dowager’s instructions, and by the time they reached the Emperor, it was merely a formality. It was rare for memorials to reach the Emperor directly without preliminary drafting or red-ink marking.

This was simply because this particular matter was purely imperial family business.

And rather inauspicious family business at that.

Tie Yan unfolded the memorial. Moments later, he flew into a towering rage, smashing the purple-bordered memorial that represented a vassal prince. The document bounced off the threshold and flew a great distance.

The Emperor’s furious curses could be heard throughout the entire Chongming Palace.

“What nonsense! Does the Murong clan want to rebel?! A perfectly good arranged marriage—the edict was issued, accepted, gifts received, the Ministry of Rites even began scheduling the ceremony, and now he says he wants to break off the engagement! Break off the engagement! Who gave him such audacious nerve to go back on his word!”

The entire palace fell silent as cicadas, everyone carefully exchanging glances.

Good heavens, the Crown Princess had been rejected in marriage again?

Wasn’t it settled with the Eighteenth Prince of Prince Da’an of Liaodong, and hadn’t Liaodong accepted the imperial edict?

Why this sudden cancellation of the betrothal?

Though this memorial had not received red-ink approval, it had passed through the Inner Cabinet, and those officials were thinking even more deeply.

Prince Liaodong had many sons. They had calculated correctly that the other party needed to maintain balance with the court and would never mind sacrificing one-eighteenth of their assets. Choosing Liaodong was half for convenience and half to win over an important vassal.

The other party’s acceptance had been entirely reasonable.

Now suddenly wanting to break the engagement—did Prince Liaodong no longer wish to maintain surface peace and intend to openly break with the court?

Tie Yan quickly thought of this possibility as well. His heart tightened, and he ordered a eunuch to retrieve the memorial for careful examination. He discovered that Prince Da’an’s wording was respectfully cautious. The reason for breaking the engagement was that the Eighteenth Son had contracted a serious illness and feared harming the Crown Princess’s precious health, thus daring not continue to serve her. Liaodong was deeply fearful, but if His Majesty and the Crown Princess did not object, they could select from among the other unmarried princes.

Tie Yan read it several times, confirming that Prince Liaodong’s attitude would not warrant going to war over this marriage. He felt somewhat reassured.

But he remained extremely displeased nonetheless.

My Ci’er has both literary and military talents, unparalleled beauty, and noble status. Anyone she favors should consider it their good fortune—these bastards are all blind!

And now offering “this one won’t do, try that one”—what do they take Ci’er for?

He cursed hatefully, “They’ll regret this someday!” and shoved the memorial under a pile of other withheld documents.

The Bureau of Ceremonial eunuch responsible for transmitting memorials carefully asked, “Your Majesty, this memorial…”

Tie Yan had already regained his composure and said expressionlessly, “Have the Inner Cabinet reply to Prince Da’an. The matter of breaking the engagement is of great importance and concerns the Crown Princess’s entire future. We should consult the Crown Princess’s opinion. The Crown Princess is currently undergoing training. We’ll discuss this after she returns.”

“Yes.”

…

The hour had reached noon, and yesterday’s locust battle was reenacted. Tie Ci’s meal-fetching business was also flourishing.

At noon, Chi Xue and Dan Shuang arrived slightly late. Tie Ci remembered that servants had their own dining hall in a rather remote location, so she asked about the food quality and whether they had eaten.

She noticed both women’s clothing was slightly disheveled, as if they had already been squeezed through a crowd, but there weren’t many servants, so it shouldn’t be crowded. Could the servants’ dining hall be particularly small?

Chi Xue smiled, “The food is similar to here, and quite clean.” Dan Shuang, however, looked away.

Tie Ci was about to ask more when the dining hall opened for service. When the two arrived at the dining hall, Tie Ci was about to enter but was blocked by a group of people. The leader said politely, “Students from Section Wu, please wait a moment.”

“I’m from Section A.”

“A Section A student living in Section Wu quarters indicates a deficiency in moral character. You should be even more careful to observe rules and show modest courtesy,” the man said genially.

Tie Ci recognized him as the foreign student who had thrown her overboard during the mahjong game on the boat. It seemed he had recognized her as well.

Behind him was a group of people, presumably from Section A Superior Hall. Zhuang Huai’an and several others from the General Hall stood watching from a distance.

“As a Section A student, one should be a model. How can a model fail to show friendship to fellow students? How can one block paths and cause trouble? Don’t you want to be a model anymore?” Tie Ci smiled at him.

At her words, the group behind him hesitated somewhat. Many in that group still had faint red spots on their faces—presumably the batch who had previously spoken ill of the Crown Princess and contracted syphilis-like sores. Indeed, bad people could excel in any field of badness.

But the man would not yield, maintaining his false smile as he said, “We naturally respect and care for fellow students who observe rules and maintain proper etiquette, but for those who strike fellow students over disagreements and show disrespect to teachers, allowing them to usurp Section A positions and bully others with their influence—that would be our dereliction of duty!”

“Who might you be?”

“I am Ma De, humbly serving as Vice President of the Section A Student Association.”

“‘Damn it,’ you certainly are humble,” Tie Ci nodded. “When did it become the turn of a foreigner to represent students and bully people of Great Qian at Great Qian’s premier academy? Have all Great Qian’s scholars died, or has Great Qian already been conquered?”

“Outrageous!” Teacher Yao emerged from behind the crowd, angrily rebuking her. “How dare you, wretch, speak such treasonous words!”

“The academy teaches us to criticize current affairs and discuss governmental gains and losses. To offer remonstrance and correction, speaking directly without concealment. To not avoid death for this, to not value wealth and status—this is the duty of literary scholars and upright ministers,” Tie Ci said. “I am heartbroken and furiously denounce foreign thieves who have usurped the magpie’s nest, despising spineless literati who recognize thieves as fathers. What treason is there in this?”

Teacher Yao had already lost face before and naturally showed his inferior position before Tie Ci. Now facing her directly, he was even less of a match. His finger pointed at her and shook for a long time without producing a single word.

Several people in that group showed some shame after hearing this, quietly stepping back a few paces. But most obviously could not engage in timely self-reflection. Their anger at being humiliated overwhelmed their reason, and they began pointing and cursing. They cursed her for striking fellow students, driving away dormmates, disrespecting teachers, and bewitching Teacher Ying. Obviously her earlier excellent performance had spread throughout the academy, and most people were quite unconvinced.

More and more people gathered from all directions. Obviously everyone had heard that someone here dared to confront a teacher, so they came to watch the excitement. Tie Ci’s gaze swept over the crowd and actually spotted Wei Xuan. She was apparently familiar with the group blocking Tie Ci, inquired about the situation in low voices, looked at Tie Ci with complex emotions, but said nothing and showed no intention of helping Tie Ci out of the predicament.

For a moment, these three faced the vast crowd, rather like a lone boat in an angry sea.

Dan Shuang quietly asked Tie Ci, “Young Master, why do I get the impression that quite a few people know you?”

Tie Ci’s gaze swept over them—that group included several who had previously mocked Shen Mi. Birds of a feather truly flocked together.

“It’s not that my interpersonal relationships are poor—there really are just too many idiots.”

Chi Xue took a breath, preparing to enter the fray. When it came to verbal sparring, who in Ruixiang Palace had ever lost?

Ma De gave a look, and someone loudly declared, “Why waste words with him? This kind of madman who disrespects teachers and speaks wildly—how can he qualify to study at the academy? He should be expelled!”

The crowd voiced agreement in unison. Not far away, a tall young man stopped and frowned. It was none other than the Young Master Qi who had played mahjong with Tie Ci.

He watched for a while, ultimately feeling the crowd had gone too far. Just as he was thinking of stepping forward to say something, suddenly someone hurried past him, bringing a slight cool fragrance as they headed toward Tie Ci.

There, Tie Ci was just preparing to give those shouting fellows a dose of salt water when she suddenly saw someone emerge from the crowd, holding books, walking slowly, voice like cool spring water: “Brother Wang, after half a day of classes, you’re still so energetic?”

When the man surnamed Wang saw who had come, he immediately restrained his anger, stepped back, and bowed. “Brother Rong.”

The female students on all sides let out soft exclamations, and red clouds spread instantly.

Tie Ci silently cursed “show-off” in her heart.

Rong Pu then paid respects to the teachers before addressing Ma De: “Vice President, I don’t seem to recall the association rules giving you responsibility for supervising the dining hall’s seating order.”

Ma De’s expression changed slightly upon seeing him. Though he had used wealth to buy loyalty and gathered a group of followers, compared to the Rong family who were practically half-owners of the academy, that meant nothing.

These academy rules were unwritten customs that had never been recorded in any documents. Everyone was unable to argue and could only listen silently.

Rong Pu smiled again, “Brother Ma was accidentally knocked into the water by Brother Ye a few days ago and must be displeased about it. But official business cannot be used for personal purposes. I suggest Brother Ma resolve his previous grievances with Brother Ye privately.”

Everyone let out a long “Ohhhhh.”

Ma De’s face alternated between green and white.

Rong Pu then turned to the group of students with embarrassed expressions: “Fellow students have always been eager for justice with hearts devoted to serving the country. Naturally you are not those who curry favor with the powerful and act as accomplices to tyrants—you were merely deceived by petty people. I’m sure Brother Ye understands the whole story and won’t misunderstand you further.”

Someone in the crowd wanted to speak but was pulled hard by a companion. To accuse Ye Shiba at this point would be admitting to unclear thinking, being used by others, and acting as accomplices to tyrants.

Finally, Rong Pu turned to the teacher, pulling Tie Ci forward a step: “Teacher Yao is the academy’s main lecturer on classics, a renowned great scholar of Haiyou. He is ordinarily most loyal to Great Qian and has a fiery temperament, so naturally he cannot bear to hear your presumptuous words. Having Teacher Yao as such—teaching students who spread throughout the land and serve the emperor—is also Great Qian’s good fortune. Why don’t you quickly apologize to Teacher Yao?”

Tie Ci heard this speech that was smooth as glass on all sides and smiled slightly.

He had stepped on Ma De because Ma De was a foreigner.

He gave the fellow students an out, helping her smooth relations with classmates because most Section A students either had influential families or personal talent. As Crown Princess, she should be building networks—after all, with mountains above her and an unclear path ahead, she hadn’t reached the point where she could casually offend future ministers.

Finally, apologizing to the teacher and praising Teacher Yao was to mend her offense to Teacher Yao this morning, helping her curry favor with the great scholar of Haiyou for the same purpose.

Different treatment for different people, but the overall goal was what the Rong family had always believed she should do—befriend scholars, build networks, and create a good reputation for the Crown Princess.

His intentions weren’t bad, and his wisdom was outstanding.

But she didn’t like it.

She was the Crown Princess. If imperial dominance required bending the knee, pleasing others, and abandoning principles to build relationships, then someday she would become accustomed to bending the knee.

When that time came, how would an emperor control her ministers?

She wasn’t incapable of bending the knee, but these people didn’t deserve it.

Rong Pu’s gaze carried a hint of urging. Tie Ci smiled and gave a deep bow.

Regardless, Rong Pu meant well, and she didn’t want to waste good intentions.

But principles could not be discarded.

After the deep bow, Teacher Yao snorted and was putting on airs, ready to lecture, when he saw Tie Ci had already straightened up and said seriously, “This student still disagrees with your teaching methods and way of handling affairs, but this student swears to defend your dignity as a teacher to the death.”

Teacher Yao was stunned, not yet understanding what this fashionable phrase meant, when Tie Ci had already walked around him with great strides forward.

Seeing her smiling expression, the surrounding people somehow felt apprehensive and automatically opened a path. Ma De saw her approaching with an ugly expression, but at this moment he could no longer cause trouble and had to step slightly aside.

But Tie Ci stopped in front of him and tilted her head at him.

Ma De: “?”

Tie Ci tilted her head again.

Ma De: “??”

Everyone was baffled.

Wait, why were these two making eyes at each other?

After Tie Ci tilted her head twice, she sighed and said, “Brother Ma is so modest that I can only respectfully comply rather than decline.”

Ma De: “???”

The final note of Tie Ci’s “comply” was still on her lips when she suddenly struck!

One punch came like wind and thunder rising, lightning descending!

Everyone felt fierce wind striking their faces, suffocating and overwhelming, faces twisted askew.

“Bang!” Even though Ma De had been somewhat wary of Tie Ci, he was still sent flying by this heavy, fierce punch, soaring over the crowd before landing with a splat in the nearby flower bed.

Wet mud splashed in all directions. Everyone cried out and scattered, unable to tell whether from panic or shock.

Teacher Yao’s angry shouts contained shock: “What are you doing?”

Tie Ci spread her hands, smiling easily.

“Didn’t I just say? Ma De and I have a private grudge, and it was suggested we resolve it privately. I was just inviting him to resolve it privately and asking him to strike first. He politely let me go first, so I wasn’t polite about it.”

Teacher Yao: “…”

He was speechless.

The academy did not permit fighting, but Ma De had provoked first, Rong Pu had suggested private resolution afterward, and Tie Ci had resolved it with one punch while the other party was unable to fight back. From both reason and practical circumstances, this could not be called a brawl.

This was called unilateral overwhelming assault.

Footsteps sounded as a large group of school administrators approached, led as usual by the Dean. Someone immediately went up to them, chattering about the previous situation.

The Dean looked over. Tie Ci said calmly, “Earlier Brother Rong said that neither the academy regulations nor the student association rules contained provisions about dining order for Sections A, B, C, and D. Why would the academy teachers allow students to create their own hierarchies, oppress juniors, damage the academy’s reputation, and destroy the academy’s hundred-year tradition of enlightened equality?”

Someone said coldly, “Natural selection, the strong take precedence. Since they are juniors, they should be more aware of their position. Only then can they avoid wallowing in mud and strive to catch up. This is also the academy’s good intentions. What do you understand!”

Tie Ci smiled, “Then write it grandly into the academy regulations and rename the academy the Beast Hunter Academy, so all these juniors have rules to follow! I only hope that when you gentlemen are pointed at by all people in the future, when founders come seeking vengeance, when historical scribes slice you inch by inch, you won’t hide behind others and claim ignorance of these matters!”

That person said, “You!”

Tie Ci smiled, “Yes, me.”

The area before the dining hall became as quiet as a lecture hall. Apparently no one had seen such an automatic contrarian before, and the young people were all stunned.

But quite a few people looked at Tie Ci with admiring gazes—partly for Tie Ci’s “daring,” and partly because Section A had the fewest people, with most belonging to the “inferior races.” Deep in their hearts, they weren’t necessarily without complaints about these chaotic rules.

Finally someone had spoken out.

That person raised his eyebrows, about to say more, when the Dean vaguely gestured to stop him, saying, “Don’t gather here—be careful that the dining hall food gets cold.”

Only then did everyone remember the important matter of eating. After paying respects, they dispersed in a rush.

Those from Section A who had caused trouble also had to find their own way down, mixing resentfully into the crowd as they left. The Dean walked at the back, saying to Tie Ci, “Young people’s high spirits are enviable. But excessive rigidity leads to breaking—it’s better to cultivate a calm mind and nourish one’s qi.”

Tie Ci smiled, “Thank you for your teaching, sir.”

The Dean looked at her once, ultimately said no more, and left with that group.

His attitude was ambiguous—he neither punished Tie Ci nor advised those who had caused trouble, like an old good fellow who went with the flow, covering everything with one big blanket.

But regardless, when Tie Ci entered the dining hall again, even though it wasn’t time for Section Wu to eat, no one blocked her.

Tie Ci saw several people from Section Wu waiting to one side and waved, saying, “Would you like to go in with me?”

Tian Wu immediately walked over happily.

Tong Rushi completely ignored her, standing to one side like a stone statue.

Li Zhi hesitated a moment, then smiled, “I’m not hungry yet—I’ll wait a bit longer.”

Cui Shi chuckled with a sneer, saying in a passive-aggressive tone, “Brother Ye’s reputation is too great—this younger brother doesn’t dare accompany you.”

Tie Ci didn’t force them, only bringing Tian Wu into the dining hall. She had given them an opportunity—if they lacked even this much courage, they weren’t worth cultivating.

Cui Shi had just challenged her, but after she went in, he secretly followed behind the two, maintaining a slight distance, and also went to get food.

While Tie Ci was eating, some people gradually gathered around. After brief conversation, they found Tie Ci generous and straightforward, very easy to get along with, so they relaxed. A group of them ate and chatted, quite lively.

In the list Teacher He had given earlier, there were also some women. Back then, the couple had lived in the teachers’ compound in the academy’s final courtyard, equivalent to faculty housing, surrounded by married instructors and assistant teachers. Teacher He had mentioned that he was usually busy with academy affairs while Madam He managed the household, inevitably having to interact with neighboring wives. But regarding women’s affairs, he didn’t usually inquire and didn’t know how well she got along with those wives. He only vaguely knew she had a good relationship with the wife of former Instructor Zhu. Instructor Zhu was now the academy’s Director and also his disciple.

He Zi had said that Madam He seemed particularly disdainful of Clerk Ge’s wife, saying that woman was too petty. Her husband managed books in the library, and she could secretly tear out pages from rarely borrowed books to light fires. The library maintained warmth in winter and coolness in summer to protect the books, but that woman would bring her sewing basket inside to do needlework, saving on firewood and ice for her own home. She had even tried to drag Madam He along, earning a face full of spit from her.

Clerk Ge—perhaps because he got such a calculating wife—went bald early at just over forty, his temperament worn smooth, becoming the current Dean Ge.

Though He Zi couldn’t say clearly, Tie Ci guessed that Madam He, coming from the martial world with a straightforward nature, probably didn’t get along well with those scholars’ wives. But regardless, women had more interactions with each other, and women were also better at filtering and gathering various information. So to investigate Madam He’s cause of death, she first needed to reconstruct what happened on the day she died, and that still required starting with these wives.

Over twenty years, the academy had undergone several renovations and expansions, growing considerably in size. The teachers’ residences had also moved near the back mountain gate—a separate seven-courtyard compound neighboring the Yanbin Hall that specifically hosted important external guests. This was quite far from the academy’s main teaching and scholarly areas, where students couldn’t easily go.

But Tie Ci thought, given the Dean’s wife’s character, how could she not use these young, strong students as laborers?

Indeed, through casual inquiries during the meal, she learned that some poor but academically excellent students were allowed by the academy to exchange appropriate labor for compensation. Some cleaned for the academy, handled miscellaneous affairs, and others helped teachers. Among the latter, word of mouth was to seek out the Director’s household—the Director’s wife was virtuous, gentle, and kind-hearted—but never to help at the Dean’s house, where there was much work, people got tired, pay was little, or sometimes no pay at all.

Unfortunately, if you didn’t go to the mountain, the mountain came to you. Even when everyone avoided the Dean’s house, the Dean’s wife could always grab people to clean for her, chop firewood, cut wood, wash large items…

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang exchanged glances while listening.

Listening to this, Tie Ci also remembered something He Zi had mentioned. He said his wife had said that the Dean’s wife was shallow-eyed, and every time she visited their home, some things would go missing. Later, she only spoke with this wife at the door and never let her enter the house again.

When He Zi mentioned this, he was stroking a carved small box. Tie Ci saw the item looked feminine and asked about it.

He Zi then said this was a replica of his wife’s cosmetic box—the real one had already been buried with her.

He also mentioned that his wife liked simple things, with most jewelry being delicate and small. The few larger pieces were gifts from him, including one hair ornament that had been placed in her hair when she died. He Zi said that hair ornament had cost him an entire year’s salary and had attracted the Dean’s wife’s burning envious gaze for a long time. She had even asked his wife to let her try it on, was refused, and their relationship had worsened considerably after that.

Tie Ci hadn’t paid attention when listening at the time, but now hearing people mention the Dean’s wife, she suddenly thought of that hair ornament’s design.

The topic quickly shifted, with someone mentioning the new archery and martial arts teacher: “…The girls at the women’s academy caught a glimpse at the mountain gate and immediately went crazy…”

Tie Ci was thinking about her future plans and didn’t really listen.

There wasn’t enough time after eating to go to the back mountain gate area. Dan Shuang and Chi Xue said there was something at the women’s academy that needed help and hurried away. Tie Ci returned to class. The afternoon was archery class, a general course where all students attended together.

Though the academy’s main business was studying, it also emphasized physical training, so it consistently hired martial instructors to teach archery and basic fighting skills. After all, archery was a necessary skill for young nobles and an essential ability for future government service.

Tie Ci had previously heard that few scholars loved sports, so this class was usually conducted loosely—generally just time for male students to display hormones and scrawny muscles to female students.

She had expected attendance to be sparse, but when she changed into short training clothes and went to the martial arts field, she saw crowds of people. The academy’s female students were squeezed at the front, pushing and shoving each other, laughing continuously, all craning their necks forward to look, with some constantly tidying their appearance.

Even that petite girl Wei Xuan was chatting and laughing with female companions while continuously glancing toward the entrance.

Tie Ci seemed to see a field full of peacocks spreading their tails.

However, the male students’ faces didn’t look too good. Though rabbits weren’t supposed to eat grass near their own burrows, they inevitably harbored desires. During late-night conversations, they couldn’t help commenting on those female academy students, mentally arranging three wives and four concubines, fully satisfying their fantasies. Now seeing those famous flowers competing to bloom for another, the acidity in the air exceeded safe levels.

“What are they so excited about? Is it necessary? It’s just some rough military man!”

“They say he’s a handsome man… Ha! Does the academy lack handsome men? Section A has plenty—good-looking ones, wealthy ones, powerful ones!”

“The girls just find that trick-performing newcomer fresh. When it comes to actually choosing husbands, won’t they still look at official achievements, family background, and our literary talents and romantic charm!”

On the female students’ side, the conversation had a different tone.

“Oh my, Senior Brother Rong changed into training clothes today too? He usually never participates in archery classes. Today we finally get to see him—truly like distant mountains with snow, long willows reflected by the moon, such an elegant appearance!”

“I think that new Senior Brother Dan has a face that makes one’s heart itch. He clearly has wild energy all over him, yet when he smiles, those curved eyes and lips are sweet as honey!”

“Isn’t Young Master Qi appealing? Our Section A has the best academic talent! A spirited gentleman!”

“I think that Ye Shiba has the finest appearance, just a bit darker and shorter than those others. But that natural, generous air is rare!”

“If you ask me, talking about all these—you haven’t seen the new archery teacher!”

“Didn’t Miss Wei and the others see him at the mountain gate? Haven’t you noticed Su Hua and the others’ appearance yesterday and dress today!”

“I heard he’s a distant relative of the Rong family, a distant cousin of Rong Pu, also surnamed Rong!”

“That’s also from a great clan!”

“Teaching archery today—wonder how this teacher will instruct us. Will he personally help me mount a horse? Oh my, I’m so embarrassed…”

“With a face that thick, you still know embarrassment!”

…

Chapter 78: It’s All Thanks to Good Teaching
Tie Ci leaned against the weapon rack, chewing on a grass root—threads of sweetness.

Just now in the crowd, there had been a girl with a slender waist and long legs whose profile as she turned reminded her of Feiyu.

Of course it wasn’t Feiyu—Feiyu was much more beautiful than her, but their shamelessness was comparable.

Thinking of Feiyu made her inexplicably irritated, yet she didn’t spit out the grass root. She closed her eyes and chewed the grass root even more slowly, including the upper part that had become somewhat bitter.

Commotion came from the entrance, but she didn’t open her eyes.

The commotion intensified, with vague exclamations from the women and what seemed like the sound of hooves, but she still didn’t open her eyes.

She had been learning archery and horsemanship since age three. She had no intention of hiding her skill, nor of showing off.

But the sound of hooves grew closer and closer, arriving nearby in an instant. Voices erupted all around as people surrounded her position.

Tie Ci had no choice but to open her eyes, whereupon a tall, magnificent black horse crashed into her field of vision like a mountain.

She looked up. From her angle, she could only see the dazzling sunlight slanting down from above and a pair of black boots in the saddle.

In the sunlight, a tall figure was vaguely outlined. He rode over like a gust of wind, and as he swept past her knees, he leaned down and scooped with one hand.

Black hair cascaded down, brushing her face with a faint scent of wood and leaves.

Tie Ci was still bewildered when her body suddenly felt light. In the next instant, daylight poured over her face, horse mane brushed against her, and with a thump, she was sitting in the saddle.

Behind her was the man’s warm chest. As the horse’s back rose and fell, through the light contact of skin, she could feel the fullness and elasticity of a young body.

The scent of wood and leaves grew stronger. From the corner of her eye, she could see shoulders full of satin-black hair. An arm reached around in front of her to control the reins, sleeves rolled up to the elbow, revealing powerfully lined forearms and long, strong fingers.

The exclamations and cries around them made Tie Ci’s ears ring.

Her first reaction was to use her waist strength to inconspicuously throw the person behind her off, but she heard him laugh and say, “Don’t move—I’m teaching you!”

Tie Ci realized this was the new archery instructor teaching horsemanship, and he had casually used her as a teaching tool. She immediately settled down and stopped moving, nodding as she said, “Please, feel free—your horsemanship is truly excellent!”

The person behind her chuckled low, a deep tone that seemed to roll from his chest. Tie Ci could feel the subtle vibration behind her and straightened her back slightly.

Below came the female students’ sighs of frustration.

Countless fiery gazes fixed on Tie Ci, wishing they could drag this brat down from the horse and stuff him under hooves as big as bowls.

But the man on horseback ignored those stares, running a circuit around the vast martial arts field at his own pace. The crowd surrounded the sides of the field, watching as the two figures’ black hair flew like banners, intertwining and unfurling. One slender, one tall—like pearls and jade complementing each other’s brilliance. Gradually they fell silent, inexplicably finding this scene pleasing to the eye, unable to generate any hostility.

The crowd gradually quieted. Tie Ci listened to the whooshing wind, the scent of wood and leaves floating around her. She usually disliked being too close to strange men, but at this moment her mind was peaceful. Hearing the rhythmic clip-clop of hooves, she smiled and said, “It seems we’ve gone around once. Shouldn’t you put me down now and let another student experience this?”

The person behind her seemed to turn his head slightly, saying lazily, “Have you learned it yet?”

“Learned it, learned it!”

“So quickly?” the person behind her said. “You have exceptional talent.”

Tie Ci wasn’t sure if he was praising or subtly mocking her, so she good-naturedly replied, “It’s all thanks to good teaching from the teacher.”

The person behind her laughed and said, “Ye Shiba, you’re from the capital, right? I heard you’re like a firecracker—explode at the slightest touch, even daring to contradict teachers and not give them face. Meeting you in person, you don’t seem like your reputation at all!”

“Sir, you speak incorrectly,” Tie Ci said seriously. “This student is the most gentle and soft-hearted person. I only speak up when I see injustice—it’s inevitable. But in my bones, I’m most respectful of teachers and their teachings. When I encounter difficulties, I merely consult with teachers. How could that be considered contradiction? Please don’t let those petty people spread false rumors and create misunderstandings about this student.”

The person behind her laughed, “Aren’t you contradicting me right now?”

Tie Ci: “Sir, you forcibly carried me up on your horse like a bandit, and I obediently accepted it. If this also counts as contradiction, then this student truly doesn’t know how to conduct herself!”

The person behind her made an “mm” sound, “From your tone, you’re not very happy about me teaching you to ride? How many people dream of this opportunity but can’t get it!”

“As a person, one must know how to share and not hoard everything for oneself,” Tie Ci said. “Although I’m extremely reluctant to part with this, I don’t want to incur the displeasure of my fellow students, so I must painfully tell you, sir—please let those people have their turn. I’m begging you.”

“No.” The person behind her tightened his grip around her waist. “I was originally planning to let you down after one circuit, but I can’t bear to see you in pain. Let’s go another round, shall we?”

Tie Ci fell silent, feeling she might need to defy yet another teacher.

After all, when you have many lice, you don’t feel the itching.

The person behind her suddenly gripped tighter and sighed, “Oh my, so slender.”

Tie Ci’s anger flared, and she was preparing to give him something harsh when the person behind her added, “I heard you made a bet with the entire academy—if you don’t get three ‘Excellent’ grades, you’ll drop out. So please don’t contradict me, your teacher, or I’ll give you a ‘Poor’ grade right away.”

Tie Ci was deeply amazed by his shamelessness, but one phrase surprised her even more: “Made a bet with the entire academy?”

“Mm, word of this has spread. And they’ve opened a betting pool. The odds… one to ten.”

Tie Ci laughed, unsurprised.

“Aren’t you going to ask whether I participated? Whether I bet on you winning or losing?”

“Naturally, you bet on me winning.”

Tie Ci spoke casually without thinking, but the other person actually laughed.

“Quite confident, aren’t you?”

“Really? Sir, you truly have such keen insight for recognizing talent?” Now Tie Ci was surprised and tried to turn around to get a clear look at this talented person. But the other person tightened his arm and laughed, “Whoa there, don’t rub against me.”

Tie Ci rolled her eyes.

She almost blurted out “I won’t go in.”

“Since I’ve shown you such tremendous support, shouldn’t you reciprocate?”

“I’d like to hear about this fraud.”

“Fraud?”

“The ‘fraud’ in extortion.”

The other person laughed again, each vibration of his chest seeming to announce his good mood. “It’s understandable that those little idiots at the academy don’t like you.”

“Hmm?”

“Can pigs understand human thoughts?”

“Don’t insult pigs.”

It was already the third circuit. Tie Ci looked around—if she didn’t get down soon, she’d be torn apart and devoured by those adorable little piglets.

“Well said. Let’s use our time to discuss how to slaughter pigs for meat instead. Because although the betting pool has opened, the scale isn’t big enough yet.”

“Your meaning?”

“I won’t give a quiz today, and you don’t need to demonstrate martial arts or archery today either. Let those adorable little piglets think your archery and horsemanship aren’t refined. Let them be happy for a few days.”

“Then you’ll take the opportunity to expand the betting pool and lure people to invest money?”

“Sigh, this brother has been short of cash lately and urgently needs money. Please help me out.”

The teacher had instantly become a brother.

“Bro, are you so certain I can win? What if I lose?”

“Brother, you don’t seem like a reckless man who would start a game without confidence. Are you? Because if you are, I’ll throw you down right now and give you a ‘Poor’ grade to send you on your way early.”

“…Alright.”

“Brother is truly a straightforward person…”

“Seventy-thirty split. I get seventy, you get thirty.”

“…I placed the bets, I win the money, and you get seventy? Why don’t you just rob a bank!”

“Without me, who would you bet on? Without my cooperation, you wouldn’t earn a penny!”

“You cooperate? Then if you don’t cooperate, you go lose!”

“If I lose, I lose. My head can be severed, my blood can flow, but my money cannot go out!”

“…Sixty-forty. I get sixty, you get forty.”

“You might as well put me down. When business doesn’t work out, friendship remains. Just write those two words ‘Poor’ nicely.”

“…Fifty-fifty, can’t go any lower!”

“Deal!”

Chapter 79: Leave the Rest to Me
Tie Ci raised her hand, then remembered she wasn’t at her martial school—no one would high-five her here.

However, the person behind her only hesitated for a moment before raising his hand and giving her a resounding high-five.

The high-five put Tie Ci in an excellent mood. She squeezed the horse’s belly with her legs, and the horse slowed down. But the fellow above her head suddenly said, “Even with me supporting you, you can’t sit steadily—what a dunce. Get down!”

With that, he lifted his hand and flung Tie Ci off. Cries of alarm rose from below.

Tie Ci landed in a patch of sandy ground, taking several steps forward before steadying herself. Just as she raised her head, she saw the black-clad rider galloping away dashingly, with a flock of young women chasing after him, calling “Teacher, take me too!”

Those who didn’t chase were all male students. The people from Section A were obviously in good spirits, exchanging meaningful glances with each other.

The new teacher was swamped by the crowd of beauties. Tie Ci didn’t join the commotion, sitting to one side. After a while, cheers erupted from that direction—someone had leaped onto a horse and was racing against the archery teacher.

There was a flapping sound overhead. Tie Ci looked up to see Hai Dongqing perched in the tree, its blazing eyes fixed on the person racing, its enormous wings opening and closing as if applauding and cheering.

Oh, so the one racing was its younger brother.

Cui Shi suddenly walked over, carrying a bow, smiling as he said, “Brother Ye, not good at riding? Then let’s practice archery instead. The horses are limited anyway—we wouldn’t get a turn.”

He pointed to the target diagonally opposite, smiling, “This younger brother will make a fool of himself first.” He drew the bow and shot an arrow that hit the target. Though not dead center, for a scholar who rarely exercised, it was quite good.

Cheers sounded from all around as many people gathered.

Tie Ci showed a troubled expression. Cui Shi became even more enthusiastic, pressing the bow into her hands. “No worries, give it a try. There are archery quizzes every ten days—you’ll have to practice eventually.”

Tie Ci had no choice but to accept it, slowly drawing the bow.

She saw Cui Shi smugly exchange glances with Ma De, who stood watching from a distance.

Tie Ci drew the bow to full moon, released her grip, and the arrow went askew, barely hitting the target’s outer ring.

Everyone’s expressions were somewhat complex. Most offered comfort—all beginners were like this. But inwardly, they couldn’t help feeling pleased.

Though many people didn’t have a bad impression of Tie Ci, they hadn’t bet on her victory either, so naturally they were happy for their wallets.

Tie Ci saw Ma De and his group walking away with smiles.

She sat resting at the edge of the martial arts field when she saw someone approaching with a very eye-catching figure—it was Rong Pu. Today he had unusually shed his wide robes and flowing sleeves for training clothes. She had expected his build to be frail, but while he couldn’t be called robust and agile, he was tall and handsome, causing half the female students in the field to drop their eyeballs all over the ground.

Seeing him walking toward her, Tie Ci thought it best to avoid entanglement with such prominent figures. She casually stood up and walked toward a more secluded area. At the edge of the martial field was a small grove—she dove into the woods.

Rong Pu couldn’t follow because Dan Ye’s aunt Hu Yin had intercepted him. The two walked toward the edge, where the tall woman in colorful robes stammered something while Rong Pu listened with a smile, though his eyes kept drifting in this direction.

This piqued Tie Ci’s interest. What would a Western Rong princess and the Rong family heir discuss together? Her political sensitivity, honed through long training in the court, made her first thought that Western Rong was becoming restless. Looking at the grove that surrounded half the martial field, she thought if she circled around, she might be able to hide behind trees and listen.

She walked into the woods but didn’t expect them to be deeper than imagined—they actually connected to the mountain behind.

The academy was built against the mountain. Having arrived only recently, she didn’t know that the northwestern corner of the academy’s martial field had no walls—this grove was the boundary. Students were usually warned not to enter the forest, fearing they might encounter wild beasts coming down from the mountain.

After walking for a while without encountering Rong Pu and the others, Tie Ci had gone deeper when she suddenly saw a human figure flash ahead. With a whoosh, a cold arrow shot toward her. Tie Ci dodged aside. “Who’s there!”

Rustling sounds retreated. Tie Ci examined the arrow—it was an ordinary iron arrow used by the academy, but practice arrows had their tips wrapped in cloth, while this one had the cloth removed.

Ahead, grass and trees swayed like waves. Tie Ci gave chase, but when she was about to catch up, she discovered she had been chasing a rabbit all along. She was about to give up when she saw the plump rabbit and became interested. The dining hall food lacked salt and oil—since she was in the mountains, she might as well hunt some game.

The rabbit’s white form leaped through the vegetation. Tie Ci reached behind her waist where she carried a delicate folding bow.

Before she could grasp it, the ground suddenly gave way beneath her feet. Her body tilted, and Tie Ci thought, “Oh no, did I encounter a hunter’s trap!”

With a crack, the loosely piled grass and branches broke. Tie Ci’s jade brush at her waist trembled—she was about to shoot out thin chains when she heard chaotic footsteps behind her, suggesting quite a few people had arrived. Her mind stirred. Looking down, she saw the trap below had no broken stones or iron spikes, so she withdrew the jade brush. In the next moment, she fell into the trap with a thud, rolled over, and cried out “Ouch.”

Silence above, then laughter erupted.

The voices sounded familiar—it was that batch of people she had previously offended.

Those people didn’t show their faces, but someone said, “Bring the basket over.”

Rustling sounds, dragging noises across the ground, then something crashed down with a splash.

Someone above called down, “Today you’ll learn a lesson, boy. If you’re smart, don’t waste Teacher He’s letter of recommendation—go home early.”

Everyone laughed heartily and left.

Tie Ci sat in the trap, hearing hissing sounds from all four walls, like something slimy sliding down the earthen walls toward her. The sky had darkened, the forest was dim. Tie Ci lit a fire starter she carried and saw countless snakes crawling down the trap walls toward her.

They had dumped a basket of snakes.

For an ordinary student, trapped in a pit at nightfall in the forest with hissing sounds from all sides and snakes approaching—even if the snakes weren’t venomous, the fear and disgust alone might make them sick.

But for Tie Ci…

Moments later, she sat comfortably against the trap wall, having lit a fire. The fattest snake she had selected was skinned and skewered on a branch, slowly roasting.

The other snakes were all thrown outside the trap. She planned to roast this snake for dinner while taking several others as takeout to deliver one each to Ma De and his friends.

The midnight forest wasn’t as quiet as imagined, filled with various noises—wind, insects, night birds flapping their wings, water… But precisely because of all these miscellaneous sounds, they emphasized the forest’s silence even more. Overhead, there seemed to be the distant cry of an eagle, quickly fading away.

Suddenly among these subtle sounds came some rustling—very light, easily missed if not paying attention. Tie Ci listened carefully for a while, then suddenly called out, “Is someone there?”

The rustling immediately stopped.

Silence returned all around. Tie Ci waited quite a while but didn’t hear that sound again.

Perhaps she had misheard.

The roasting skewer gradually emitted an enticing aroma. In the distance, desolate and powerful howls pierced the current silent stillness.

Tie Ci frowned and looked up, remembering that deep mountains had many wolves. Encountering a wolf pack would be troublesome.

This made her abandon the idea of eating slowly. She stood up, intending to climb out of the trap along its walls.

Though the trap was deep, it wasn’t a problem for her.

Something suddenly fell from overhead—she thought it was rain until she realized it was soil.

Looking up, she met the half-crescent moon overhead and two points of green glow.

Tie Ci almost shrieked about ghosts before realizing what was happening.

The wolves had come!

The wolves had really come.

Green little lanterns appeared one after another around the trap’s mouth, twinkling like stars overhead in a complete circle.

Tie Ci’s heart sank.

A wolf pack had truly arrived.

She had heard wolf packs fought with tactics, extremely fierce and cunning—the rumors were true. Though they had already arrived, they had a wolf howl in the distance to send false information while ambushing above her.

Those wolves surrounding the trap’s mouth continued digging at the soil, wanting to widen the opening so she couldn’t get out, burying her alive.

Tie Ci hesitated no longer and leaped up the wall.

A howl, then a wolf suddenly leaped down toward her.

The massive body was like a cannonball, viciously colliding with her!

At the instant the hungry wolf struck her, Tie Ci drew her blade!

With a squelch, the white blade went in, the red blade came out, and stinking hot blood splashed all over her.

However, Tie Ci was also knocked back into the pit by this collision.

This moment’s delay allowed those wolves to all jump in together—over a dozen wolves instantly filled the entire trap.

The moment the wolves jumped down, Tie Ci had already retreated behind the fire pile, back against the pit wall.

Looking up again, another ring of green little lanterns lit up above—the wolf pack was fighting in waves, circle after circle around this trap, replacing each fallen circle with a fresh one until they wore her to death.

The pit immediately filled with an unbearable stench. Green little lights flickered with hunger and bloodthirst. Those gaping mouths with snow-white fangs stained dark red with blood flashed closer and closer in the firelight.

Tie Ci crouched down and picked up two thicker branches, lit them in the fire pile, and stuck them into the trap walls left and right, giving herself more maneuvering space and preventing the wolves above from sneak attacking while she fought the pack.

The wolves indeed retreated, becoming more crowded and thus more agitated. A wolf with a robust build suddenly leaped up and pounced down from above.

Cold light flashed in Tie Ci’s hand with a soft hiss, and the wolf’s belly sprayed blood as it fell.

But two other giant wolves charged from left and right, forcibly knocking the wolf’s corpse onto the fire pile. With a whoosh, the fire was extinguished.

Tie Ci had no time to curse or praise these wolves’ cunning, because the moment the fire died, all the wolves madly rushed forward!

The instant the fire was extinguished, Tie Ci stepped on a wolf corpse and leaped up again.

But once again she was pressed back into the pit by the wolves swarming from above.

Wind swirled, air currents surged, and the two torches stuck in the walls also went out.

Instantly, in this trap the size of a small room, howls, the sounds of flesh colliding, sharp blades piercing, weapons entering meat, bones cracking, blood splashing, gasping… wove together in this quiet mountain forest and deep night into a battle song that made listeners’ flesh crawl.

Tie Ci could no longer remember how many times she had swung her blade or how many wolves she had killed. When one circle died in the pit, another would immediately replace them, like waves of wolves, one after another without end.

Black shadows pressed down from above. She raised her arm and swept, something splashing all over her with nauseating hot stench.

Claws grabbed her from behind, sharp claw tips piercing the flesh of her shoulder. She grasped those claws, bent down and executed a shoulder throw, and with a thunderous crash, she smashed that wolf to death against two other wolves, the three rolling into a pile.

Foul wind struck from the side. Without looking aside, she turned and lifted her leg, knee like iron. With a crack, the hard wolf head made a shattering sound, eyeballs popping with a snap.

…

Her fluid movements gradually slowed. The bloody smell grew thicker, wolf corpses layered the ground, making each step uneven. Tie Ci felt as if she were walking with difficulty through a sea of blood, surrounded on all sides by viscous, stinking blackness like the tar her master had described—slowly and heavily surging up, gradually binding her joints and limbs, while her breathing grew heavier, each breath bringing burning heat in her chest…

She knew she was nearly exhausted.

Trapped in this small space, unable to fully deploy her skills, forced to engage in close combat with these relay-fighting wolves, it was extremely draining.

If she could break out, these wolves couldn’t match her, but whenever she looked up, she could see those green lights coldly glowing.

The hot flow within her body circulated poorly, reversing downward. Where it met blockages, the rapids crashed against shores.

She felt her heart and lungs might explode. With a sharp turn, the blade in her hand shattered a wolf’s jaw.

Suddenly with a whistle, wind sounded overhead as something heavy fell. She dodged somewhat slowly, and with a bang, the thing smashed down a wolf that was about to pounce on her, though it didn’t hit the ground—the pit bottom was full of wolf corpses.

Tie Ci’s mind was working a bit slowly now. While mechanically swinging her blade and striking, she subconsciously looked up in confusion, then the world went dark as another wolf fell.

Gaps appeared in the encirclement and were immediately filled again.

Tie Ci flared with anger, spun in a circle, and swung her blade with tremendous force. Swish, swish, swish—three wolf heads flew into the air.

The splashing blood stained the half-moon red.

With a bang, as if something inside her also suddenly exploded, the rapids finally broke through the dam, giant waves soaring to the sky—

Tie Ci’s vision blurred.

In the next instant, she heard wind and bird calls, her back sinking as she fell into something seemingly hard yet soft.

A faint scent of wood and leaves.

She looked up into eyes darker than night, more radiant than the bright moon, quieter and deeper than stars and seas.

Those eyes blinked at her, then frowned with a look of disgust as he held her at arm’s length and set her on a tree branch.

Then he smiled and said, “Leave the rest to me.”

Chapter 80: Better to Strip Yours Than Mine
Tie Ci sat up somewhat bewildered and nearly fell off, only then realizing she was high up in a tree.

She had teleported.

In desperate situations, dire straits, when pushing to the absolute limit, such opportunities would arise.

This time she had teleported into a handsome man’s embrace—truly a romantic encounter after hardship.

Tie Ci immediately cheered up. She watched the black-clothed figure stand up, standing like jade on the treetop with his bow drawn to full capacity, but not aimed at the pit.

There was a massive boulder with a faint green glow—an old wolf sitting there, with the half-moon and mountain behind it, outlining its calm yet coldly sinister silhouette.

The wolf’s chin fur was completely white, like a cluster of white whiskers. It sat far away on the high stone, occasionally emitting low, deep howls from its throat.

The wolf pack received their orders, trampled over their companions’ corpses to exit the pit, and charged madly toward this tree. From their posture, they either planned to knock the tree down or gnaw it down.

The black-clothed man in the tree and the wolf king stared at each other from afar. With his back to Tie Ci, she couldn’t see his expression, only that the old wolf remained extremely calm, sitting upright and motionless, its eyes coldly fixed on the black-clothed man without blinking.

The black-clothed man chuckled coldly. Under the moon, his tall figure was complemented by flowing robes that drew in a touch of cold white moonlight.

Stars clustered like flowers, gleaming at his arrow tip.

“Whoosh.”

The wind was too fierce, bringing to mind lightning, thunder, storms, flash, giant trees crashing to the ground, and roaring fires.

The short grass across the ground bent low, and the air seemed instantly split apart.

In the next moment, the old wolf’s body seemed to tremble.

The forest was too dark and the distance too far for Tie Ci to see clearly whether the wolf had been hit by the arrow. She could only see that the wolf still sat in its original position, with even deeper howls continuing to sound.

Thinking he had missed, Tie Ci became interested and was about to take out her own folding bow.

But the black-clothed man stopped her.

“Do arrows cost nothing? Wasteful!”

So he had hit it?

Why didn’t the wolf fall?

But soon, the more perceptive wolves below had already sensed something was wrong. The orderly, obedient wolf pack immediately descended into chaos, with several fierce male wolves breaking free and beginning to tear at each other.

“When the wolf king dies, the pack disperses,” the man said.

His voice had become slightly deeper and sounded very pleasant. Tie Ci suddenly thought of that fish-roasting gentleman from that night.

Who would have thought the archery teacher was the leader of the illegal fish-catching operation.

The fighting below intensified with blood and flesh flying. Tie Ci’s mood suddenly improved considerably. Watching this scene with great feeling, she said, “Next, please observe: Nine Wolves Competing for Succession.”

The man laughed heartily.

Tie Ci looked at him laughing and asked, “How did Teacher happen to come rescue me?”

“You’re my money tree—if I don’t save you, who would I save?” the black-clothed man said. “Besides, it wasn’t really saving you—saving the wolves was more like it. If I had arrived any later, you would have killed all the wolves on this mountain.”

The wolf king struggled without dying and let out another series of low howls.

A large group of wolves charged again, slamming into the tree with banging sounds.

The black-clothed man suddenly began taking off his clothes.

Tie Ci was startled: “What are you doing!”

The black-clothed man seemed to receive a reminder and grabbed his outer robe: “No, I shouldn’t strip mine. Better to strip yours. Come on, strip quickly!”

Tie Ci was startled again: “Why!”

The black-clothed man had already reached out to pull at her collar: “Don’t ask so many questions—strip quickly!”

Tie Ci could bear it no longer and pushed with her hand: “Go to hell!”

But she forgot they were in a tree. One push nearly sent the fellow tumbling down into the wolf pack below.

Seeing him lean backward, Tie Ci reached out like lightning and grabbed his hand. The black-clothed man swayed in the tree while she held him, still looking up innocently: “Hey, what are you doing? Is this how you repay kindness with enmity?”

“Is this how you use favors to coerce people into stripping at the slightest disagreement!”

“Don’t I need fabric to start a fire? My clothes were just bought—cost a whole tael of silver. Better to strip yours since they’re already too dirty to want anyway.”

Tie Ci: “…”

A misunderstanding, all a misunderstanding.

Yet this beauty was such a miser.

“Lend me some strength!”

The black-clothed man gripped Tie Ci’s hand tightly and flipped over gracefully, his robes flowing like blooming flowers and flowing clouds. For the sake of this eye-pleasing figure, Tie Ci obediently apologized.

“Sorry, I misunderstood. May I ask Teacher’s distinguished name?”

“Rong Wei.”

“Related to Rong Pu?”

“Tracing back eighteen generations of ancestors and making a turn, we could probably count as relatives.”

Tie Ci thought all Chinese children were descendants of the Yellow Emperor too—by that logic, everyone would be relatives.

But all the Rongs were quite good-looking. This one had more delicate and beautiful features than Rong Pu, with slightly upturned red lips naturally carrying a three-part smile. His eyes had thick lashes that naturally lined his eyes, brilliant when he glanced around, yet his gaze was slightly cool. When he looked through slightly disheveled black hair, it reminded one of distant moons veiled by starlight and mist, lamplight behind curtains in fragrant halls filled with subtle perfume—both cold and lonely, yet carrying an indescribable allure and desire.

The tree was trembling slightly. Rong Wei shamelessly extended his hand. Tie Ci had no choice but to remove her outer robe, fortunately still wearing a light-colored inner robe underneath.

The blood-stained outer robe was torn apart by Rong Wei, wrapped around arrow tips, ignited, and shot out with whooshes, circling the tree to form a perfect circle.

Tie Ci was about to remind him to be careful of forest fires causing great disasters when she noticed a ditch had already been dug around the circle’s perimeter. The fire wouldn’t spread but would only burn in a large circle.

Now the wolves were trapped inside the fire ring.

The wolves were startled—some ran away, others tried to charge out but were forced back by the fire ring.

“This wolf pack has plagued Qingyang Mountain for a long time,” Rong Wei said. “They once broke into the academy and killed students. The academy expended great effort to drive them away and even posted a reward—eliminating them would earn a thousand gold pieces.”

Tie Ci thought, no wonder this fellow was so enthusiastic—he loved money.

Rong Wei began straightening his clothes: “Rested enough? Come down and kill wolves for revenge when you’re ready. Later we’ll calculate our respective reward money by wolf heads. But the ones you killed before don’t count.”

Tie Ci: “…”

With such character, would he ever find a wife?

Regarding male character traits, Tie Ci didn’t care much about most things, but miserliness was unacceptable. Grandet, Shylock, Harpagon, Plyushkin were forever negative characters in her extracurricular reading.

Two figures majestically leaped down from the tree.

The tables had turned—now it was Tie Ci’s turn for a killing spree.

At some point, the two had ended up back-to-back, each handling wolves in a semicircular area. Their coordination seemed to develop naturally—when his blade reached over her shoulder to kill a sneak-attacking wolf, she wouldn’t dodge. When her elbow struck through a wolf’s throat from under his armpit, he wouldn’t panic.

Finally, with wolf corpses piled before them, the remaining leaderless wolves were terrified and fled through gaps in the gradually extinguishing fire ring.

After killing for half the night, Tie Ci was once again covered in sticky blood, and Rong Wei hadn’t fared much better. Filthy and stinking, they walked to the base of the high stone and stared at the old wolf still crouching there.

The wolf had a bloody arrow piercing its throat, yet its eyes remained open.

Rong Wei jumped onto the high stone and slapped the wolf’s head with a smack.

“If you’re dead, stay dead! What are you putting on airs for!”

The old wolf’s eyes closed, and it crashed to the ground with a thunderous sound.

The whimpering of the distant remaining wolf pack gradually faded away.

Tie Ci leaned against the high stone, stretching her legs and staring blankly as she watched Rong Wei diligently cutting wolf tails.

Wolf heads were too heavy to carry back—they needed some proof.

As she watched, her eyelids grew heavy, and she fell asleep in a second. Vaguely, she felt cold at first, then warm.

She was too tired to even dream. When she woke, she expected to find his clothes covering her, given how warm it had been.

There weren’t any.

She was covered with skinned wolf pelts—warm indeed, and treated, but the smell was still less than commendable.

Tie Ci sighed.

She knew she shouldn’t have read Master’s trashy romance novels.

Rong Wei was also wrapped in wolf pelts, sleeping across from her. The sleeping figure seemed quiet and well-behaved, with downcast eyelashes like two upturned little fans. Tie Ci always wanted to try placing pearls on them—she estimated they wouldn’t fall off.

As Tie Ci watched, she suddenly froze.

This person across from her was, strictly speaking, a stranger. They had met only three times, and the first two could hardly be called pleasant. This person’s background was mysterious and his motives unclear—how could she sleep so peacefully beside him?

This didn’t match her nature.

Tie Ci stared at his face and figure, thinking about the vague sense of familiarity this person gave her. She once again thought of the man she had encountered several times in the mountains and at sea. The height didn’t quite match, and the build was hard to judge since all slender young male figures looked similar. His behavior and style seemed somewhat similar…

As for voice, she remembered that person’s voice was extraordinarily pleasant—the kind that could make ears pregnant. Though Rong Wei’s voice was also pleasant, it was ultimately somewhat inferior, with a different timbre as well.

She had always been very curious about that person’s identity, vaguely feeling he was extraordinary, and more certain that he had played a very important role in the Yuantie weapons incident. But what his ultimate purpose was, what he had gained—like the thick fog on the sea that day—without seeing his true face, there would be no answers.

Tie Ci always felt that judging from the scale of the furnaces under Cangsheng Tower, the weapons later confiscated that Murong Duan had refined seemed too few.

Rong Wei across from her opened his eyes, and the dark forest seemed to instantly brighten and become radiant.

Looking at the sky, it was getting late. There were still too many wolf tails, so they wove a vine net, placed the wolf tails on it, and dragged it along as they walked.

The path wasn’t easy to travel. Rong Wei walked while identifying directions, and only then did Tie Ci realize she had unknowingly wandered too far last night.

Thinking of the classes she had to attend today and sensing the circulation of meridians within her body, she suddenly asked, “Want to experience soaring through clouds and mist?”

“No!” Rong Wei refused without even asking, rejecting outright.

“Come on!” Tie Ci stepped forward and unceremoniously grabbed his waist. “One, two, three—up!”

An instant of weightlessness.

In the next moment, clouds and mist struck their faces, wind howled, blue sky overhead, mountain cliffs below. Rong Wei sat dazedly on a pine tree jutting out from the mountainside, yellow liquid slowly flowing from beneath his bottom. A fierce large bird shrieked as it dove down, slapping Rong Wei across the face and head, seeking revenge for the bird eggs he had sat on and crushed…

Tie Ci hung from the pine tree with wolf tails draped all over her, screaming, “Dear, quickly pull me up!”

Rong Wei shifted his bottom, and egg yolk dripped down onto Tie Ci’s face.

…

Tie Ci finally grabbed Rong Wei’s hand, closed her eyes: “One, two, three!”

In the next instant, an enraged bear roared as it pounced toward the unwelcome intruders.

…

“One, two, three!”

A waterfall crashed down overhead. Rong Wei flailed around in the torrent, trying to catch wolf tails being washed away by the water.

Tie Ci was wedged between two rocks with her long legs sticking out, flailing wildly.

…

After that, Rong Wei refused any further physical contact with Tie Ci, declaring he would rather trek through mountains and die of exhaustion than trouble her ladyship.

Fortunately, after several random crashes—no, teleportations—they were indeed not far from the academy.

They returned to the academy through the mountain gate just as the morning wake-up bell had finished ringing. Students were getting up, washing, grooming themselves, and having breakfast.

Ma De and his group hadn’t slept all night, tossing and turning in bed, seeming to hear that Ye Shiba’s screams even in their dreams. When dawn came and they climbed out of bed, opening their doors and looking at each other’s dark circles, they couldn’t help asking, “Did that guy come back last night?”

Someone said, “Even if he came back, returning late would still be punished—a fright plus ancestral hall reflection would be unavoidable!”

Someone said, “It was very quiet last night—didn’t hear any commotion. Maybe he hasn’t returned yet?”

“Then should we ask Cui Shi? Aren’t they dormmates?”

Someone laughed aloud, “Last night Cui Shi pretended to be panicked and reported to the dorm supervisor that Ye Shiba didn’t return for the night. The supervisor will definitely punish him today… Look, here comes Cui Shi!”

Cui Shi was peering around at the Section A entrance, looking delighted. Seeing them, he immediately said, “Ye Shiba still hasn’t returned!”

Everyone was overjoyed and congratulated each other, saying today they could collect money from the betting pool and see Ye Shiba’s expulsion notice posted high at the mountain gate.

Some worried, “What if he comes back and accuses us?”

“How can he accuse us? Does he have evidence?” Ma De slowly fanned himself. “We didn’t show our faces or speak—who can he identify? Remember, no matter what he says, we deny it to the death! He’s stuck with this bitter pill!”

“Exactly. A little brat who got in through connections, wanting to take Teacher He’s spot, wanting to fight with us—dream on!”

Just as they were talking happily, sudden commotion came from outside. Countless footsteps clattered as people rushed out. Everyone looked out in bewilderment. The dorm supervisor also emerged from his office to see a large crowd on the white stone avenue that ran through the academy from the mountain gate, like a dark cloud still moving inward.

The dorm supervisor stood by the roadside, shouting loudly, “Disperse! Crowds cannot gather without reason! Disperse! What happened!”

The crowd scattered slightly, and the supervisor vaguely saw Ye Shiba’s face. He immediately shouted sternly, “Ye Shiba! Come here! You didn’t return to the dorm last night—where did you go! Did you go to those brothels and pleasure houses…”

His voice and expression were severe. Students on the crowd’s periphery turned to look at him with strange expressions, leaving the supervisor’s mind blank. He continued, “Those who don’t return to the dorm must be reported to the Director for discretionary handling, with ancestral hall confinement or expulsion depending on circumstances… I’ll just…”

He suddenly stopped, mouth agape.

The crowd finally completely dispersed, and Tie Ci walked over.

Chapter 81: Beat You Down
The dormitory supervisor’s mouth slowly opened wider and wider, unconsciously taking a step back as he stammered: “This is… you’re like this…”

Tie Ci merely glanced at him without bothering to respond, then walked past. The supervisor didn’t dare to stop her and retreated another step.

The group had originally been standing at the moon gate between the first dormitory and the main hall. Now that the supervisor had moved aside, Ma De’s group was exposed. They had been smiling when they heard Tie Ci had returned, but upon seeing her clearly, someone immediately screamed in terror, jumping three feet high. The rest turned pale and retreated in panic.

Tie Ci was half-covered in blood—wolf blood, snake blood—dripping and splattering in vivid red patches. In one hand she carried a large sack, from which grayish-yellow long fur protruded, mixed with dark bloodstains and emitting a foul odor. Even more frightening was that several dead snakes of various lengths hung from her shoulders. Upon seeing Ma De and his group, she pulled down one snake and whipped it across Ma De’s face.

“Buddy, returning your snake!”

Ma De saw her appearance and turned to flee, but how could he match her speed? With a sharp crack, the dead snake struck him squarely, immediately followed by his agonized scream. Blood exploded from his nose, mixing with the snake blood as it sprayed, and a large white tooth rolled across the ground.

Tie Ci didn’t stop there, grabbing another snake to smash into another person’s face. Another scream rang out, and the rest shouted and scattered in all directions. Tie Ci charged into the crowd, whipping and throwing snakes in one fluid motion—crack, crack, crack, crack—the sounds echoing continuously. In just moments, Ma De’s entire group lay on the ground with bruised and swollen faces, surrounded by dead snakes, broken teeth, and chaos.

While Tie Ci was taking action, the supervisor kept roaring for her to stop, but never dared to approach. Only after Tie Ci stopped did he rush forward, and somehow a group of teachers had gathered behind him—instructors, supervisors, academy officials, dormitory supervisors—a whole crowd. Each wore an ashen expression, glaring angrily at Tie Ci.

The supervisor angrily filed his complaint: “…This Ye Shiba stayed out all night, returned from outside the mountain early this morning, filthy and disheveled, then without a word started whipping people with dead snakes, violating multiple academy rules…”

He didn’t need to say more—everyone present could see Ma De’s group writhing in misery on the ground.

The students had all backed away, looking at Tie Ci with complex expressions.

The academy supervisor had always been fair and strict in his enforcement. With such brazen behavior that was undeniable, severe punishment was inevitable.

Several older teachers had already begun angrily scolding her.

The academy supervisor, who was responsible for disciplinary oversight, sighed and looked at Tie Ci with regret, saying: “You should go to the ancestral hall first…”

According to academy rules, students who broke regulations must first go to the ancestral hall to light incense for the ancient sages, then present their case and await judgment.

Tie Ci said: “What, you don’t plan to hear my explanation?”

“That must also be done at the…”

The supervisor, having received the academy supervisor’s instruction, stepped forward to drag Tie Ci away. An instructor was still angrily saying: “In a hundred years, the academy has never seen such a wild troublemaker…”

As the supervisor approached, Tie Ci dropped the hemp sack at his feet. Wolf tails scattered across the ground, and he stepped on the soft, bouncy fur, jumping back in shock. After looking down for a long moment, his expression changed: “This is… these are wolf tails?”

The crowd erupted in astonishment.

The wolf tails that had spilled from the bag numbered at least several dozen!

Everyone knew there was a wolf pack in these mountains. The academy and surrounding villagers had suffered greatly from them. People normally avoided the wolves’ territory when entering the mountains, yet every year people still died in wolf attacks. The academy had posted rewards, but even the best hunters wouldn’t take the bounty, as everyone knew wolf packs weren’t simply collections of individual wolves—they were more vicious and cunning, difficult even for experts to handle. No one wanted to throw their life away casually.

Now this meant… Ye Shiba had single-handedly wiped out the wolf pack?

How was that possible!

The academy supervisor stared at the wolf tails in shock. “These are… from the pack behind the mountain?”

“Yes.”

“How did you…” someone started to ask.

“Esteemed teachers, only now do you think to ask how I came to fight wolves? Are you still going to ask why I stayed out all night, why I used snakes to whip people? What made you jump to conclusions and arbitrarily decide I had violated academy rules without distinguishing right from wrong?” Tie Ci smiled as she used her toe to nudge the wolf tails. “If I had died in the wolves’ jaws, would I have been destined to bear these false accusations, dying for nothing?”

The academy supervisor frowned: “It needn’t come to that. Please explain in detail.”

“Yesterday during archery class, this group lured me deep into the forest, where they had dug a trap waiting for me. After I fell in, they poured down a basket of snakes.”

The crowd erupted in astonishment.

“She’s lying! She’s lying! We didn’t!”

“All poisonous snakes.”

“Nonsense!”

“Look,” Tie Ci lifted a dead snake for display, “Three-step death, Green bamboo snake, Gold-ringed, Silver-ringed… I also heard them discussing that one person didn’t need so many poisonous snakes to kill, so they’d keep a few to raise at the academy, then slip them into anyone’s bedding who displeased them.”

The crowd erupted again, this time shaking the roof tiles.

Everyone stepped back another pace, moving even further from Ma De’s group.

Some people ran back to their dormitories to check.

Ma De lost all his fine composure, shouting: “Nonsense! Pure lies! When have we ever done such things!”

His eyes were fierce and malicious, his words resolute, glaring viciously at those behind him, warning them with his gaze.

They had already agreed on this beforehand!

Without evidence, as long as they denied everything to the death, Ye Shiba couldn’t do anything to them!

But someone came running frantically, followed by a servant whose face was pale white, using fire tongs to hold a still-writhing snake.

The snake’s body was marked with bright golden rings.

The crowd, who had been half-doubting, were immediately shocked at this sight.

Curses erupted everywhere. Seeing this snake and imagining this disgusting, cold creature sliding into their bedding at night, everyone shuddered.

But Ma De’s group panicked.

Why was there a snake?

This clearly never happened!

A hot-tempered student, seeing the snake, flew into a rage: “What vicious hearts! Are you trying to privately judge and punish fellow students? Then let me settle accounts with you first!” He charged forward with a kick.

This kick was like opening the floodgates for everyone’s anger. Immediately countless students pounced forward with punches and kicks. The supervisor’s loud attempts to stop them were useless as he was swept up in the crowd, staggering about and crying out in pain.

The academy supervisor and others were scholars who had never dealt with such scenes, only able to shout helplessly from outside. Ma De held his head as fists rained down like hail. He gritted his teeth and shouted: “No, I didn’t! We don’t know anything about this, don’t be deceived!”

Someone else said: “Finding one snake doesn’t prove anything. What if Ye Shiba had someone plant it? After all, they have conflicts.”

The crowd, hearing this reasoning, hesitated momentarily.

But one youth, unable to bear the beating and inexplicable injustice, suddenly burst out with a great shout: “No! I didn’t! We never brought snakes in at all, and those snakes weren’t poisonous either. When I bought them from the hunter, I was afraid of being accidentally harmed, so I specifically bought only non-poisonous ones!”

“…”

The punches and kicks stopped.

The crowd slowly processed this, mechanically turning to look at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci stood in the morning sun, showing a benevolent smile: “What a good child.”

No one knew who she was referring to.

Ma De let out a pained howl.

The academy supervisor and others looked at each other helplessly.

“The matter of luring me into a trap and deceiving me with snakes has been admitted by the person involved.” Tie Ci said expressionlessly. “Then, they attracted the Qingyang Mountain wolf pack.”

The crowd gasped in shock.

“Bullshit!” Ma De roared.

Meeting Tie Ci’s contemptuous glance.

Ma De instantly understood.

From the beginning, when Ye Shiba mentioned the wolf pack, they denied it and no one would believe her.

She deliberately waited for them to deny everything first, then tricked them into confessing about the snakes themselves. Now their credibility had dropped to rock bottom in everyone’s minds.

At this moment, bringing up the wolf pack matter and pinning it on them, everyone would believe it now.

“The Qingyang Mountain wolf pack’s usual activity area isn’t behind the academy—there are many hunters here and little food. Without someone deliberately guiding them, they wouldn’t have appeared there so coincidentally at that time.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“You indeed didn’t release poisonous snakes—that’s because someone among you was afraid of death and bought only non-venomous snakes. To ensure I would die, you found another way to attract the wolf pack. Weren’t you afraid that after the wolves ate me, they wouldn’t be satisfied and would follow the trail forward, entering the academy for an additional meal?”

Expanding and extending the crisis to everyone was most effective.

After all, people care more about matters affecting their own interests.

Immediately, the students’ angry curses once again drowned out Ma De and his group.

“You’re lying! Lying! Pure lies! We never wanted to kill you! We only wanted to scare you, make you stay out all night and get punished. After several punishments you wouldn’t be able to stay, hopefully you’d be scared enough to leave on your own. We could never attract a wolf pack!”

Ma De stared fiercely at Tie Ci: “You’re the one framing us!”

Tie Ci stared into his eyes, confusion rising in her heart.

She could confirm the wolf pack was indeed brought by someone—she had heard sounds. Originally she thought it must be Ma De’s group, but at the time she had some doubts. If Ma De’s group truly wanted her dead, poisonous snakes would have been enough. Why risk provoking those hungry wolves?

Now seeing the expressions of Ma De’s group, it seemed they truly didn’t know about the wolf pack. Then this matter became somewhat delicate. Had someone else been present at the time? Was it he who attracted the wolf pack? Who was he? Why would he do such a thing?

However, Ma De was from the Dayan tribe. Tie Ci had already sent Chi Xue to investigate his identity and background, so for now she still considered him the primary suspect.

“That’s how things were.” Tie Ci said. “Staying out all night was due to being framed, disheveled appearance was unavoidable, and using snakes to whip people… I think I was already quite gentle. I should have used live poisonous snakes instead.”

Everyone nodded in deep agreement.

“These wolves… you killed them all?”

“I don’t have such ability. I was just lucky.” Tie Ci smiled. “As the saying goes, the mantis stalks the cicada, unaware of the oriole behind. A group of hunters had also targeted this wolf pack and organized themselves, planning to eliminate this menace for the villagers. They had been following the pack, and when the wolves attacked me, they ambushed them. This was everyone’s combined effort.”

The crowd breathed a collective sigh of relief.

After all, having a peerless master among fellow students would be quite frightening.

Everyone preferred to believe this explanation.

This was also the story Tie Ci and Rong Wei had agreed upon—Rong Wei only wanted money, Tie Ci didn’t want fame.

“How does the supervisor plan to handle this?” Tie Ci asked.

“First go to the ancestral hall…”

“Oh, I forgot to mention.” Tie Ci said. “Before returning, I already had someone report this to the authorities.”

The academy supervisor said in surprise: “This is merely an internal academy violation after all…”

“This student doesn’t believe this is merely an internal academy matter. Ma De’s behavior constitutes attempted murder. As a foreigner, he dared to aspire to become a disciple of our dynasty’s Confucian sages, resorting to any means and treating human life as worthless.” Tie Ci said. “Does the academy still plan to keep a malicious foreign murderer here, placing all of our Da Qian’s talented youth in danger?”

An instructor couldn’t help saying: “Ma De’s mother is from a great Haiyou family. He grew up in Haiyou from childhood, nurtured by our Da Qian’s poetry, books, and ritual propriety. His speech and behavior are no different from our Da Qian people. He has never even been to Dayan. Though he has committed crimes, you needn’t always bring up his foreign status.”

Tie Ci smiled: “His speech and behavior are no different from our Da Qian people?”

She smiled while raising an eyebrow, her face full of “Are you speaking up for Ma De or insulting Da Qian?”

Without needing to say more, this one sentence carried full mockery. That teacher, who had probably recommended Ma De for admission, flushed red and retreated two steps.

“The others are mostly accomplices. After all, our Da Qian’s fine sons couldn’t think up such vicious schemes.” Tie Ci smoothly separated out those subordinate students—firstly, their crimes indeed weren’t serious enough for the authorities, secondly it preserved some face for the academy since they couldn’t really send so many students to court, and thirdly it was doing a favor. Whether they appreciated it was up to them—anyway, their petty schemes weren’t as numerous as her counter-attack methods.

Those anxious students immediately felt greatly relieved, most hurrying to thank her.

A few others stood aside, heads lowered looking at the ground, their eyes full of unwillingness.

Tie Ci recognized those people—they had previously been Young Master Qi’s flag-waving followers. In Ziyang they had mocked Shen Mi and been rebuked by her. Coming here and finding that Young Master Qi wouldn’t include them anymore, they had switched to Ma De, this new boss with lots of money but little sense.

She wasn’t certain whether they had participated in last night’s events, but this morning these fellows had definitely come together with Ma De.

Those who had done wrong should go to the ancestral hall to reflect first. The academy supervisor merely waved his hand, and these people forgot about their new boss, dejectedly going on their own.

Before long, officials indeed arrived to take Ma De away. As he left, the man still stared viciously at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci smiled and waved farewell. She caught Shen Mi’s eye in the crowd.

Before entering the academy, she had sent Rong Wei ahead to contact Shen Mi, giving him a poisonous snake to place randomly in someone’s room.

Shen Mi felt relieved and withdrew after his successful mission.

Suddenly an eagle’s cry sounded overhead. Tie Ci looked up to see Dan Ye, that bird-man in red robes flying wildly, gripping eagle talons as he flew down. Before landing he called out loudly: “I’ve been looking for you all night, where did you go!”

Tie Ci stared at him in surprise.

When had they become such good friends? Did he really think of her as his father?

Dan Ye landed and saw the wolf tails scattered everywhere. His expression also changed, eyebrows raised as he looked Tie Ci up and down with considerable disbelief.

He naturally didn’t believe that nonsense about hunters conducting a siege, but neither did he believe so many wolves could be handled by Tie Ci alone. However, Tie Ci didn’t give him a chance to interrogate her. With a fake smile and cupped hands, she said: “I’m filthy and urgently need to wash. Please excuse me.”

She hurriedly turned away. Dan Ye was about to follow when Hu Yin beside him crossed his arms and chuckled: “Central Plains, has saying.”

“Speak! Quickly, can you or can’t you?”

“Eager face, likes stick, cold buttocks.” Hu Yin said. “Don’t look, your daddy, left.”

“Who’s sticking to her? Who are you saying is sticking to her?”

“Whoever, heard person, missing, went looking, drilling woods, drilling all night, that’s who.”

“Amazing, Hu Yin, you can say three characters now. Come, repeat after me: Ugly monster, little stutterer, night witch…”

“Little black skin, bare-butt maniac, three-inch nail…”

…

Chapter 82: The Wickedness of Ye Shiba
As Tie Ci walked along, she heard a female student beside her say with no small amount of envy: “That Ye Shiba has only been here a few days, yet how does he seem to have befriended everyone? Dan Ye going to look for him is one thing, but even Senior Rong went into the mountains searching for him. His body is so frail—why bother…”

Tie Ci froze and stopped in her tracks.

Rong Pu had also gone looking for her?

He had no martial arts—if he entered those woods, nothing bad had better happen to him.

Who knew if he had brought guards.

Thinking of guards, she suddenly realized—where were Chi Xue and Dan Shuang?

Although she had returned to her dormitory after yesterday’s classes ended, only those familiar with and concerned about her would notice her disappearance. But for the two maids to not see her all night and not look for her?

Tie Ci immediately became anxious. Such a thing was impossible unless Chi Xue and Dan Shuang had met with trouble!

Unable to spare thoughts for Rong Pu at the moment, she hurriedly rushed to the back courtyard where the servants lived, but indeed they weren’t there. Remembering she had heard them mention helping at the women’s academy yesterday, she went to search there as well, but they weren’t there either.

As she was coming out, before reaching the entrance, she heard a commotion. Tie Ci’s heart lifted with joy as she quickened her pace. She saw several people gathered together, all talking at once, with children’s wailing mixed in with the voices.

Tie Ci walked over and discovered it was actually the same group of people again. This was at the entrance to the women’s academy, near the central courtyard. To go to the ancestral hall for reflection, one could take a shortcut from here.

One of them got up from the ground, spat out some bloody saliva, and complained indignantly to the students gathering around: “It’s that idiot again. Who knows what got into him—we were walking along just fine when he suddenly grabbed our pants and tried to hit us! Bah! When you’re unlucky, even drinking cold water gets stuck in your teeth!”

Tie Ci remembered this person’s surname was Luo. His academics were excellent, and he was on the academy’s annual list of outstanding students reported to the education inspector. Back on Ziyang’s main street, he had called himself a “sure-fire candidate for the provincial examination.”

The one wailing loudly was Wei Xing, Wei Xuan’s distinctive younger brother. Tie Ci saw a large footprint on his knee.

Looking at the ground, a line of ants had been scattered from their formation and were running about in chaos.

There were many students around, but this time they lacked their previous disgust for those few people. They all nodded sympathetically, with someone saying: “Yes, this idiot has tremendous strength, and each time he acts up there’s no warning. Last time I was walking beside him when he suddenly knocked me flying!”

Another said: “You had it good. I was more unlucky. I also met him on the road and kindly told him not to get caught in the rain. Suddenly he went mad and started ramming into the wall, scaring me to death! Then I got scolded by the instructor, who insisted I was to blame. I asked him repeatedly but he wouldn’t say a word—infuriating!”

“Yes, yes, that kid once in the dining hall…”

“Right, that time at Wuyu Pool…”

Voices rose in a din, mostly complaints and condemnation. Wei Xing remained expressionless, as if he hadn’t heard anything, just crouching on the ground gathering up the ants, then turning around to face his bottom toward the crowd.

Suddenly someone said: “When did the academy start allowing idiots to enroll? If he were a well-behaved idiot it would be one thing, but now isn’t this just causing us trouble?”

This drew agreement from everyone, all shouting: “Whose idiot is this? Take him home! The academy isn’t a charity hall or medical clinic!”

Suddenly Wei Xuan hurriedly squeezed through the crowd, smiling apologetically while bowing to everyone and saying softly: “Fellow senior students, Xuan apologizes to everyone here. My younger brother doesn’t understand things, but we siblings depend on each other for survival and he has nowhere else to go. Please be understanding, senior students… I’ll compensate for everyone’s losses…” As she spoke, she grabbed Wei Xing, saying urgently, “A’Xing, come apologize to the senior students!”

Wei Xing hung his head, pulling his arm back, refusing to turn around. Wei Xuan used force but couldn’t move him after several attempts, her expression growing increasingly ugly. Someone in the crowd said sarcastically: “Junior Sister Xuan, you’re someone with loyalty. You finally got to audit at the academy but still brought your idiot brother. You’ve apologized for him countless times already. We know he’s your brother and have been quite tolerant, but when will this end? Don’t tell me when you marry in the future, you’ll have to bring this idiot brother too. If he crashes into your bridal chamber, that would be awkward!”

These words were frivolous, spoken by one of Ma De’s former followers. The others shook their heads slightly but didn’t speak up for Wei Xuan. Clearly they also greatly disliked this bomb-like idiot child.

Wei Xuan’s face flushed red, her eyebrows lifting slightly to show a hint of anger. She normally appeared soft and delicate, easily molded like dough, but at this moment when she raised her eyes, the cold intent was sharp as frost and stars, making that person freeze and become awkward.

But this murderous aura was only momentary. Wei Xuan immediately lowered her eyes again and continued pulling at Wei Xing: “A’Xing, come apologize!”

Wei Xing suddenly stood up, but not to turn and apologize. Instead, he held his head with both hands and charged straight at the wall.

Wei Xuan screamed.

But Wei Xing didn’t hit the hard wall. With a muffled sound, his forehead struck a soft palm.

Wei Xing blankly looked up into Tie Ci’s smiling eyes.

Tie Ci looked at his clear eyes and sighed in her heart.

She had been worried about her two maids and hadn’t wanted to meddle, but still couldn’t help herself.

“A’Xing.” She gazed into the child’s eyes and said clearly: “Don’t hit it. It will hurt.”

Wei Xing’s gaze wanted to drift away. Wherever he turned, Tie Ci followed, so Wei Xing could only look at her. He stared blankly, showing no reaction to the word “hurt.”

Tie Ci lifted his hand, pinched the back of it, and said: “Hurt.”

Wei Xing looked at his slightly reddened hand: “Hurt.”

Everyone was astonished.

No one had ever heard this little idiot speak. How was it that as soon as Ye Shiba arrived, he started talking?

Someone in the crowd whispered: “They all say Ye Shiba is wicked. Look…”

Wei Xuan stared in a daze, lowering her eyelashes.

Last time A’Xing had also spoken under Ye Shiba’s guidance. After returning to the academy, she had tried to communicate with him using Ye Shiba’s methods, but the results weren’t good.

And because after Ye Shiba enrolled, his relationship with the first dormitory was terrible, she had many concerns and didn’t seek out Ye Shiba…

“Yes, hurt.” Tie Ci looked into Wei Xing’s eyes and repeated once more, then said: “They stepped on your ants and killed them?”

Wei Xing didn’t speak but seemed to want to nod. However, he didn’t know how to make the nodding motion, so he just stiffly moved his neck.

“You grabbed their pants because you wanted them to compensate, but they kicked you?”

Wei Xing nodded again.

“Then why apologize! They should be the ones apologizing to you!”

The student who had fallen to the ground immediately said angrily: “Ye Shiba, don’t go too far. Don’t you see my mouth is bleeding!”

“Who’s more excessive—striking a child first!”

“He threw me out first!”

“Brother, you yourself boast and bluster with an unstable stance. When embraced by a child, you tumbled out—who’s to blame?”

Snickering sounds continued from the crowd.

The man became angry with embarrassment: “What embrace! He threw me out!”

“Even so, you first harmed his pets.” Tie Ci said seriously. “You should be glad he’s not asking you for compensation.”

“What… pets…”

“Ants. A’Xing watches ants and raises ants every day—don’t you all know this? Since he watches and raises them, they’re his private property. You harmed his private property and you still think you’re in the right?”

“What kind of pets are ants!”

“Even insects have life; gentlemen cherish all living things. This is the ancient sage’s teaching. What, have you forgotten the sage’s teachings? Isn’t reflection at the ancestral hall enough for you to enjoy—do you want the complete package of demotion and expulsion too?”

Those few people’s eyes rolled back. After a long while they finally found words: “You’re getting cocky just because you had a bit of success, aren’t you? Think the academy is run by your family? We just accidentally stepped on his ants and got pushed by him. For such a small matter, talking about demotion and expulsion? Aren’t you afraid people will laugh their teeth out!”

“Not necessarily.” Tie Ci smiled mysteriously, helping Wei Xing up. “Gentlemen bear virtue and carry all things. The way you people are—calling good children idiots, bullying children, trampling living creatures, humiliating fellow students, behaving frivolously. Heaven is watching! Be careful continuing this way, or the first dormitory courtyard won’t be able to hold you!”

She turned to Wei Xing again: “A’Xing, don’t listen to these idiots. You’re very smart. What you can do, they can’t. Come, use the Mount Tai Crushing move and show them!”

The crowd scattered with a whoosh, retreating ten feet away.

Tie Ci continued talking to herself: “If those who called you an idiot don’t apologize to you, then use the Flowing Light Chasing Shadows lightness skill, then Ten-Sided Ambush, and prove it to them! If they still can’t see clearly, I’ll help you!”

From far away, people in the crowd began cupping their hands in apology.

Ye Shiba was wicked—couldn’t provoke him, couldn’t provoke him.

Wei Xuan stared in a daze, gradually understanding something, her face growing paler and paler.

Several students who had fled to one side, while walking toward the ancestral hall, angrily said: “…We’ll settle accounts with you later!”

They had only taken a few steps when suddenly rapid footsteps sounded. It was the first dormitory’s instructor leading several people rushing over urgently, their expressions rather flustered.

Before reaching them, he called out: “Luo Yiqiu, you few wait before going to the ancestral hall!”

Luo Yiqiu was the one who had just argued with Tie Ci. He turned in amazement and said happily: “Could it be the supervisor has canceled our punishment?”

The instructor stopped before them, panted for a while, looked at them once, his expression pitying yet complex.

Chapter 83: Eighteen Ways to Write Extortion
Meeting Luo Yiqiu and the others’ expectant gazes, the instructor finally sighed and said: “The Haiyou Education Inspector has sent a document stating that you few are unfriendly to fellow students, not diligent in studies, frivolous and ill-behaved, unfit to be selected as outstanding tribute scholars, and orders your rejection. You are also to be demoted for disciplinary action.”

Like a thunderbolt striking their heads, Luo Yiqiu and his companions stood stunned, while the other students all changed color.

The academy’s educational system had always been fair. Outstanding students were selected through major and minor examinations, their names submitted to the Education Inspector, then forwarded to the Imperial Academy. These excellent students chosen from local academy students became tribute scholars of the Imperial Academy, able to directly enter the Imperial Academy and receive immediate official appointments. Even if they failed the provincial examinations, their futures were still guaranteed.

But now, stripped of this status overnight, the Imperial Academy gates were closed to them. Having left a bad reputation with the provincial Education Inspector was unprecedented—how could they expect good results in the provincial examinations?

Tie Ci was somewhat surprised. When she had conflicts with these few on Ziyang’s main street, after her identity was revealed and the Haiyou Provincial Administration Commissioner came to pay his respects, among the several requests she made was the matter of stripping these people of their status.

It wasn’t because of their conflict that she wanted to ruin their futures, but because tribute scholars could receive direct official appointments. Students of such poor character entering the bureaucracy would likely become those who flatter superiors and oppress subordinates—how could Tie Ci allow that?

It was just that the orders she had given at the time needed time to execute. She had calculated it should be about right and had deliberately spoken that way earlier. But she hadn’t expected such coincidence—that the Education Inspector’s document would arrive just then.

It made her appear to have prophetic insight.

Now everyone looked at her with eyes clearly writing “this person is wicked.”

Luo Yiqiu and his group had already collapsed to the ground like mud, unable to be pulled up. While the crowd felt sympathy, they were also frightened, all walking around Tie Ci in a wide circle. Before leaving, they didn’t forget to bow to Wei Xuan in apology.

Wei Xuan, who usually apologized to them because of her brother and dealt with them cautiously, was receiving such treatment for the first time and appeared quite dazed.

Tie Ci handed Wei Xing over to her, but Wei Xing grabbed her clothing and wouldn’t let her go. Tie Ci crouched down, looked into his eyes, and said: “You can come find me to play every day from now on.”

Only then did Wei Xing let go. Tie Ci looked at Wei Xuan again and said: “I can see you’re not someone who readily accepts grievances, so don’t wrong yourself and your relatives anymore. Some people are very base—the more you accommodate them, the more they don’t know what’s good for them.”

Wei Xuan lowered her head and after a long moment said: “Yes. I was thinking wrongly.”

Tie Ci nodded and was eager to leave, but Wei Xuan said again: “Are you looking for your two maids? I saw them helping at the supervisor’s house these past two days.”

Tie Ci stood before the Banxian Study in the northwest corner of the academy.

This was the teachers’ collective dormitory. Through the main gate were small courtyards one after another. The academy supervisor and headmaster lived adjacent to each other, both residing in the innermost section.

The headmaster often traveled to give lectures, so the supervisor was the actual administrator of academy affairs. He often lived in the duty room in the front courtyard and rarely returned home.

His courtyard was the largest among the teachers’ residences. At this moment it was very busy in front of his gate—they were tearing down the surrounding wall to build a new kitchen. Many helpers had come to work in the courtyard. Tie Ci immediately spotted Chi Xue and Dan Shuang, one mixing mortar, the other building walls, both covered in dust and mud with muddy water all over them.

A maid stood clean and neat in the courtyard, shouting at everyone to work. After a while she said the dining hall was about to serve meals and they could rest for a quarter hour to eat, then return after eating. Groups of craftsmen and helpers went to eat.

Tie Ci was almost amused. Making people work without providing meals?

She waited for Dan Shuang and Chi Xue to come out so she could ask what was going on. However, those two didn’t come out, but sat shoulder to shoulder against the mountain wall, pulling out flatbreads and steamed buns from their bosoms to eat. After a few bites they continued working, appearing quite diligent.

The maid walked over and praised the two with a smile.

Tie Ci watched expressionlessly.

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang were her head palace maids, ranked officials in the palace. Although she had no real power, she was still the dynasty’s only heir, incomparably noble. Her head palace maids were such that even ordinary third-rank officials would bow to each other when meeting them.

These common people and servants didn’t even qualify to touch the hems of their skirts.

Tie Ci didn’t want to constantly flaunt class consciousness, but she couldn’t watch her people be trampled upon either.

Over there, Chi Xue was modestly laughing, saying she wanted to pay respects to the madam.

But the maid deflected, saying the madam was busy.

Chi Xue then said that if her young master came, she hoped the madam wouldn’t refuse to see him.

The maid nodded graciously and said: “Rest assured, since you’re so well-behaved, the madam will naturally look after your young master. Speaking of which, your young master is quite fortunate to have servants who think of him this way.”

“I am indeed fortunate, but your madam may soon find her fortune turning bad.”

The maid was startled by the sudden voice. Looking back, she saw a handsome youth walking in. Under the morning sun his features were brilliant as if gilded with gold. She suddenly blushed, forgetting what he had just said.

But Chi Xue and Dan Shuang climbed down from the wall in some panic.

Tie Ci looked them up and down and asked: “How long have you been working here?”

Chi Xue smoothed her hair and calmly dusted off her clothes before saying: “Young Master, it’s almost time for class…”

“Where did you go last night?”

Chi Xue looked at the maid in amazement: “Last night we asked this elder sister to pass along a message. Didn’t elder sister go tell them?”

The maid unnaturally averted her gaze.

Tie Ci immediately understood. So yesterday Dan Shuang and Chi Xue had been kept here to help. They had asked this maid to pass along a message with some excuse, but the maid simply hadn’t gone to tell anyone.

So they had no idea she had gone missing last night!

These two girls, knowing she needed to maintain good relations with the supervisor’s wife to inquire about the truth of Lady He Zi’s death years ago, had hidden this from her to work like oxen and horses for such people!

Did she appear so incompetent that they needed to handle things for her this way?

Tie Ci was so angry her head hurt.

But Chi Xue had already realized: “Last night you didn’t receive the message, yet you didn’t look for us either… What happened to you last night!” She sniffed the faint bloody smell that hadn’t dissipated from Tie Ci and immediately changed color. Dan Shuang had already stepped forward to examine her, but Tie Ci sidestepped to avoid her, saying flatly: “Your ideas are quite grand, so you needn’t concern yourselves with my affairs anymore.”

She spoke plainly, but Dan Shuang and Chi Xue felt as if burned, instinctively about to kneel but stopped by Tie Ci’s gaze.

The door curtain lifted and a woman emerged, asking leisurely: “What’s all the noise outside? Is all the work finished?”

The maid bowed: “Madam!”

Tie Ci looked at the woman. Unlike the sour and bitter appearance she had imagined, the woman had a fairly kind face, only her eyes were long and narrow with upturned corners that looked too intense when examining people, as if always trying to pick out some advantage, making others uncomfortable.

Tie Ci took the mud brick still in Dan Shuang’s hand, set it on the half-built wall, dusted off the dirt, and with her long legs stepped over the half-wall into the courtyard, saying: “Finished!”

The maid said: “Hey, how can you, an outside man, enter the inner courtyard without greeting!”

Tie Ci turned back with an amiable smile: “Aren’t all those helping to build walls and stoves in this courtyard outside men from the academy? What’s this—they can enter but I can’t?”

The supervisor’s wife’s expression changed. She glanced at the chaotic crowd in the courtyard, then at the colleagues’ family members peering from neighboring courtyards. She knew in her heart that having academy workers build her house wasn’t entirely proper. If bad rumors spread, it would damage her reputation. So she said: “This young gentleman is a student at the academy, I presume? Then you could be considered my student. In that case, let’s talk under the corridor eaves.”

“I wouldn’t dare.” Tie Ci took out a handkerchief to wipe her hands, saying leisurely: “I studied under a Hanlin Academy scholar in my youth, currently study at Yueli Academy, have respected relatives like He Zi, and am close to great scholars throughout the land. I wouldn’t dare presumptuously claim madam as my teacher.”

The supervisor’s wife’s face immediately turned purple. After a long while, she said with a cold expression and forced politeness: “I misspoke. Since young master is so noble, you shouldn’t speak much with an ignorant woman like me. Please take your maids and return!”

Tie Ci faced her, smiled, and opened his palm.

The supervisor’s wife: “?”

“Working for pay is natural justice. This pair of my maids are in their beautiful youth. Usually when they handle needlework for me I feel sorry for them, yet they’ve done hard manual labor at your place for a day and night—isn’t there even wages?”

“You…”

“What, madam had no such intention? Then you plan to freely command students’ servants, taking and using and ordering them about for nothing?”

“I… this was their choice! I never invited them!”

“Oh?” Tie Ci turned to Chi Xue: “You volunteered? Did you state you didn’t want wages?”

Chi Xue immediately smiled: “What kind of talk is that? Yesterday we were walking along the road minding our own business when this elder sister called us over. She said the supervisor’s wife needed people to help with some small tasks. She also said if we helped, the supervisor would remember our kindness. She didn’t mention money and we didn’t ask, since at the time she said it was small tasks. Later we thought, since it’s not small tasks, madam would naturally arrange for it.”

The wives and ladies from neighboring courtyards gradually gathered around. Meaningful glances enveloped the supervisor’s wife. Only the headmaster’s house next door remained quiet—Tie Ci heard them even close the window facing this courtyard wall.

The supervisor’s wife’s color changed slightly.

“It seems madam forgot to arrange it, or perhaps doesn’t have silver at hand.” Tie Ci smiled: “No matter. You two, come with me. We’ll go find the supervisor to ask for it.”

Chi Xue immediately tore a piece from her clothing hem and took out a tube of rouge: “Then let’s write up this demand for payment. It’s just that this servant’s writing isn’t good, so I’ll need young master to help polish it.”

Tie Ci said: “I most hate writing essays. Go ahead—the academy surely has people good at writing. Just ask for advice along the way.”

Chi Xue then extended her hands, whitened and cracked from soaking in muddy water, held the cloth over her head, and prepared to parade through the streets.

There were whispers from the surrounding ladies. Tie Ci heard someone say quietly: “Where did this young man come from? Both master and servants are so formidable.”

“I heard it’s that Ye Shiba—wicked!”

“Indeed, even his servants are so ruthless.”

“Serves her right! That old shrew digs at your wall foundation today, steals from her vegetable garden tomorrow. The boundaries of these courtyard walls were properly established, but by digging she’s occupying others’ land! Old Ge is never home, letting her become increasingly outrageous. Finally someone’s dealing with her!”

Click-clack-click—footsteps sounded as the supervisor’s wife, who had been sitting still like a Buddha, rushed down and reached out to grab Chi Xue. If she really went asking around in this state, the supervisor’s reputation would be trampled underfoot—he’d have to divorce her when he returned!

Tie Ci extended her hand to block. That arm was like cast iron. The wife leaned backward, thinking whether to take a hard fall, but Tie Ci had already staggered backward dramatically, shouting: “Madam, are you refusing to pay and trying to beat people too!”

The supervisor’s wife’s vision darkened from this porcelain-bumping tactic.

Seeing Chi Xue about to turn and leave, she hurriedly grabbed Tie Ci’s sleeve and said in a low voice: “I’ll pay, I never said I wouldn’t pay. Just don’t make trouble!”

“Good, that’ll be ten taels of silver.”

“Ten taels… what! Market price for mason workers is at most three hundred coins per day. You… this is extortion!”

“So madam knows market prices for mason work!” Tie Ci smiled faintly. “But how can mason wages compare to my two maids? Never mind their original hundred-tael value, just consider their skills—they’re capable of everything from poetry, books, music, chess, embroidery, to household management and accounting. Literarily they can compose poetry, martially they can mount horses for hunting. If such people went to perform, how much could they earn per day? Now they’ve come to work for you—shouldn’t you compensate for the loss? At the very least, walls built by our young maidens are exceptionally beautiful and neat. When madam has guests in future, you can bring them before this wall to boast, making it a scenic feature of your home. The intangible benefits this brings you cannot be measured in silver!”

“…”

The supervisor’s wife had been miserly all her life, priding herself on good management. She was typically the type to “slice fine meat from a heron’s leg, extract fat from a mosquito’s belly”—an extremely shrewd and calculating person. But today she was introduced to a new world, finally learning that the two characters for “extortion” could be written in eighteen different ways.

Chapter 84: Can’t Afford to Provoke the Big Boss
Her vision darkened. Tie Ci’s smooth words seemed to transform into solid bricks, smashing her brains to mush. From the look of things, if she didn’t admit it, there would surely be more words to come, determined to obliterate all the advantages she had scraped together over the past decades.

She could only grip Tie Ci’s sleeve tighter, avoiding the crowd’s mocking gazes, suppressing her inner hatred, and say in a low voice: “Then… let’s go inside to discuss this.”

Tie Ci had been waiting for these words. He dusted off his sleeve and followed her inside. Once the door closed, it cut off the view from outside.

The supervisor’s wife looked dispirited, still trying to bargain: “…Five taels, how about it? But you mustn’t say a word about this to anyone…”

Tie Ci stared at her and smiled: “I find it very strange that madam usually uses the supervisor’s banner to gain benefits, but when I actually came to your door, you haven’t once used the supervisor’s influence to pressure me.”

The supervisor’s wife twitched her lips, forcing herself to say: “I’m not that lowly.”

Tie Ci laughed inwardly. “Oh, I thought madam and the supervisor had marital discord and couldn’t use him for leverage, actually fearing he would learn about these affairs of yours.”

The supervisor’s wife looked even more uncomfortable: “No such thing!”

She shifted uneasily, but after a while couldn’t help saying: “He labors day and night for the academy. His monthly salary is meager, and occasionally he has to help some poor souls. All the household affairs, the expenses above and below—isn’t it all my responsibility…”

She looked dejected as she reached for the silver, but Tie Ci suddenly said: “If madam is truly in such straits, then I won’t take this silver.”

The supervisor’s wife hadn’t expected this sudden turn, and was immediately overjoyed.

“I only want madam to help me with one small favor.”

“Speak, speak!”

“I heard my late aunt had considerable dealings with madam in her early years. Now the family wants to build a memorial hall for aunt and needs some of her belongings. I wonder if madam still has any here?”

The supervisor’s wife looked somewhat surprised, then averted her gaze: “You must have heard wrong. I didn’t have much contact with your aunt.”

“Didn’t aunt meet with madam on the day she departed?”

“No such thing! I didn’t see her that day! I only went after she died to…”

The supervisor’s wife realized her slip and suddenly stopped speaking.

“To what?”

“To… to help handle the funeral arrangements!”

“Then stole the hair ornament from the jewelry box.”

“You’re talking nonsense! There was nothing in that box…”

The supervisor’s wife stopped again.

Tie Ci tapped on the small table.

“Take it out,” she said. “Must I publicly declare that you once stole my aunt’s belongings before you’re satisfied?”

The supervisor’s wife dawdled for a long while before going to the inner room and bringing out a box.

“There’s nothing inside, just an empty box.”

The box was a jewelry case made of ebony inlaid with mother-of-pearl, not particularly valuable but very exquisite, except for one piece of mother-of-pearl that was slightly raised, as if about to fall off.

Inside was indeed empty, but Tie Ci knew there must have been other jewelry inside, all sold or melted down by this old woman.

This box was particularly exquisite—probably she had wanted to keep it for appreciation, so she preserved it.

Before Tie Ci left the valley, she had carefully asked He Zi what belongings his wife had left. He Zi had listed them one by one, and Tie Ci noticed there seemed to be a jewelry box missing.

There was a jewelry box among the belongings, which was why it hadn’t been noticed before. But He Zi had mentioned a hair ornament he had once given his beloved wife, which she wore when she took her own life. That hair ornament was very long, but the jewelry box buried with her was a very small, delicate one that could only hold some earrings and short hairpins.

Neither He Zi nor the male relatives from her family who came to arrange the burial would notice such details.

But Tie Ci was certain that since it was a hair ornament the wife cherished, there must have been a larger jewelry box to store it.

So where had that jewelry box gone?

She knew that women often liked to hide small secrets in their jewelry boxes. So she wanted to find this jewelry box first—there might be clues.

At that time, He Zi’s courtyard was adjacent to both the current headmaster’s and supervisor’s residences.

After hearing about the supervisor’s wife’s behavior and that she had envied this hair ornament, she wondered if it was possible that this money-loving supervisor’s wife with no moral boundaries would have taken the box.

After all, when the incident had just occurred, the room must have been chaotic. The neighboring ladies would certainly have come to help, and taking advantage of the confusion would be perfectly normal for the supervisor’s wife.

So she had made plans to find the supervisor’s wife, just hadn’t expected the two maids to pave the way by doing manual labor first. She might as well take this opportunity to extort the supervisor’s wife, then let her off easy when she felt sorry about the money, in exchange for answers.

She approached by asking for aunt’s belongings, and the supervisor’s wife, feeling guilty, immediately panicked.

When she casually mentioned that He Zi’s wife had met with the supervisor’s wife on the day she died, the supervisor’s wife instinctively denied it, naturally leading her thoughts to what she had actually done that day.

After just two sentences, Tie Ci knew she had guessed correctly.

Having obtained the box, she wasn’t in a hurry to leave, and said again: “I heard madam used to enjoy going to the library to read. My aunt also liked going there. Did you ever discuss literature together?”

“Your aunt did indeed like going to the library, enjoyed reading and writing there. I’m a crude person—I had nothing to say to her. She usually stayed on the second floor, I only on the first. Oh yes, on the day your aunt took her own life, she went to the library early in the morning.”

For the sake of ten taels of silver, the supervisor’s wife answered quite readily.

“Did she go alone?”

“She went alone, but when she came out there was someone beside her, though I didn’t see clearly who it was.”

“Could it have been Lady Zhu?”

“That couple is very loving. Lady Zhu always personally attends to her husband’s washing and breakfast in the morning, then goes back to sleep. She wouldn’t appear there in the morning.”

“By the way, does madam know who was best at copying back then?”

“I don’t understand such romantic matters. It’s just that copying skills weren’t particularly special at the academy. Most people could do it, like Rong Luchuan was skilled at copying famous paintings.”

“What’s interesting about copying paintings? If it were me, I’d copy the instructor’s handwriting and give myself a few excellent grades.”

“Your method is nothing. Back then the headmaster wasn’t as gentle as he is now—he was quite unstable. He once learned He’s handwriting and replied to letters for his good friend, asking to marry the man’s daughter, nearly causing discord between He and his wife. Later He beat him up…” The supervisor’s wife rambled on for a while, then suddenly stopped: “Old affairs, nothing worth discussing.”

Tie Ci didn’t pursue it further, said a few casual words, and fearing the supervisor’s wife might think too much and guess she was investigating Lady He’s cause of death, she took her leave.

She wasn’t afraid of the supervisor’s wife telling the supervisor about this. It wasn’t anything glorious—if she really told the supervisor, for the sake of reputation, he would inevitably punish the old woman. She wasn’t that stupid.

Although the supervisor’s wife had lost the box, it wasn’t particularly valuable, so she was quite satisfied and saw them out with smiles.

The crowd was still watching and waiting. Seeing the two go in with swords drawn and come out in harmony, they were all very puzzled.

That old woman had always been money-loving and unforgiving when in the right, yet now after such a big loss she was so happy?

Had she drunk that young man’s bewitching potion?

Tie Ci heard someone say she was wicked again.

She smiled and bowed farewell with perfect courtesy. When passing by the half-built courtyard wall, she lightly patted it with her hand.

Then she left with her maids in high spirits.

The crowd was about to disperse in boredom, and the supervisor’s wife spat and was about to go inside, when suddenly there was a tremendous crash and everyone turned back in alarm.

They saw the just-built wall collapse thunderously, broken bricks and stones scattered across the ground.

And the supervisor’s wife stood there with disheveled hair, covered in dust, looking bewildered.

“…”

On the way back, Tie Ci walked in front while the two maids followed behind.

Chi Xue finally caught up and grabbed her hem with an apologetic smile: “Young master… young master… don’t be angry anymore…”

Tie Ci looked at her expressionlessly. Chi Xue lowered her head under the gaze and stammered: “Young master… I was wrong. I thought you needed to establish relations with the supervisor’s wife, and since she approached us, why not go with the flow? I was afraid that if we offended…”

“Offense is offense. Why must you humble yourselves so? Or do you lack confidence in me, thinking I’m incapable of solving problems?”

Chi Xue solemnly bowed: “Yes, this servant was mistaken.”

Only then did Tie Ci’s anger fade. She actually wasn’t truly angry, nor did she think her dignity was particularly precious. She wasn’t upset about the two maids acting on their own either. It was just that Chi Xue and Dan Shuang had grown up with her like sisters and were extremely important people in her heart. She didn’t need them to instill in themselves the sacrificial concept of “when the master is humiliated the servant dies.” Not even for small matters.

She feared that if such things became habitual, one day they would be driven by this mindset to choose sacrifice when she didn’t know about it.

She would rather struggle forward alone than lose any of the people she cared about.

Dan Shuang came up and handed her a hot paper package: “Young master, here.”

The class bell had already rung and there was no food left in the dining hall. Tie Ci had been prepared to go hungry. She opened the package with some pleasant surprise—inside were snow-white, fluffy steamed buns with pork and scallion filling that oozed oil when bitten.

“That old woman is stingy with others but treats herself well. I stole these from her kitchen while you two were arguing.”

Tie Ci laughed and began dividing the three buns in the package, one for each person.

Neither maid declined. The three of them each held a bun, eating greedily under the dappled shade of early summer trees.

The girls’ eyes held laughing light, and hurried passersby couldn’t help but look twice.

Tie Ci finished eating and hurried to class, but was already late, running into the instructor at the door.

This morning’s class was mathematics, a subject that had never received much attention.

The imperial examinations had a mathematics section, but firstly, it had limited requirements for students and few people could study mathematics; secondly, in the examinations literary composition was supreme while mathematics was considered inferior, and those who passed initially received low official ranks of only ninth grade lower class. Therefore, except for those who truly enjoyed it, most people found the subject both difficult and useless, with little interest.

However, He Zi had established mathematics standards for academy students back then. He had always been dedicated to educating students to become practical talents who understood both the Four Books and Five Classics as well as practical affairs. Failing mathematics affected grading, outstanding student selections, and so forth.

The mathematics teacher was an old man with a goatee. Judging by his robes, he was a rank lower than the previous two, only an assistant instructor. He walked with such wind that he nearly collided with Tie Ci’s three-step stride. Tie Ci quickly moved aside, but the old man stopped and shooed her along like herding ducks: “Late and still dawdling!”

Tie Ci looked at her own long legs, strongly disagreeing with the term “dawdling.” She picked up her pace and left, the old man’s eyes blurred as her figure vanished.

The lecture hall was somewhat chaotic, everyone discussing something, but when they saw Tie Ci enter, voices stopped immediately, falling into eerie silence.

Tie Ci walked toward her seat under sunflower-like gazes, secretly wary of such intense attention.

She had expected new trouble, but nothing happened along the way. Her originally uneven seat had been repaired to be perfectly flat, and the desk and chair had been freshly wiped, gleaming brightly. When Tie Ci looked down, she could see her neighbors’ necks stretched out fox-like in the table’s reflection.

When she turned back, those necks snapped back like springs, some looking at books, others lowering their heads.

Tie Ci tapped on the desk—an unconscious thinking gesture—and everyone jumped in fright.

Tie Ci: “…”

Yesterday fierce tigers, today quails—why this change from arrogance to humility?

Naturally it was the achievement of verbal battles, fistfights, dead snakes, and wolf packs.

The goateed old man entered and said: “Get up! All get up! What are you sleeping for in broad daylight! You’re truly the laziest dormitory I’ve ever taught!”

He distributed printed test papers with swishing sounds: “Let me test you to refresh your minds!”

Tie Ci had just wanted to rest her head on the desk when the papers landing around her woke her with a start. For a moment she almost thought she had somehow transmitted back to the high school campus her master had once described to her.

Papers were passed from front to back, everyone around her sighing with dark circles under their eyes, while the teacher threw chalk from the podium, accurately hitting every person secretly cursing him as an idiot.

The goateed man looked at Tie Ci with disapproval: “You, Ye Shiba, right? The one who’s caused nothing but trouble since arriving. I don’t care about other things, but today I’m going to carefully teach you about respecting teachers! If you can’t solve today’s paper, don’t think of fooling me with anything else—get out of my lecture hall immediately!”

Tie Ci felt somewhat alarmed. She had encountered various types of great scholars, but had never seen this small pepper type.

Opening the paper, students around her began crying.

“There is a field 2 li wide and 2 li long. How much field is there?”

“There is a field 12 bu wide and 14 bu long. How much field is there?”

“There is a leg of 4 chi and hypotenuse of 5 chi. What is the base?”

“There is a square pond 1 zhang across, with reeds growing in the center, extending 1 chi above water. When the reed is pulled to the shore, it exactly reaches the bank. What are the water depth and reed length?”

“There is a well 5 chi in diameter, depth unknown. A 5-chi wooden pole is erected above the well. Looking from the pole’s top toward the water’s edge, it enters the diameter by 4 cun. How deep is the well?”

…

Tie Ci’s lips twitched.

Someone beside her was secretly watching.

The betting wasn’t over—they all feared she would get another excellent score.

She turned down the corners of her mouth, striving to make it look genuine and dejected.

Sighs of relief came from all around.

The goateed man stared at her with burning eyes and smiled smugly.

Today’s problems included the Pythagorean theorem—let this arrogant brat cry while turning in his paper.

Chapter 85: New School Boss
…

The Nine Chapters on Mathematical Art and the Pythagorean theorem weren’t simple for people of this era, but were far too simple for someone who had been tormented by her master.

However, Tie Ci wasn’t in a hurry to solve the problems. She propped her head up with one hand and took a nap first.

In the eyes of the assistant instructor and her classmates, this looked like she was at a complete loss.

The goateed man circled around her, staring at her with the frustration of trying to make steel from iron. Tie Ci found it noisy, so she switched hands and continued sleeping with her head turned.

The goateed man: “…”

Rotten wood cannot be carved!

After sleeping for half an hour and feeling much more comfortable, Tie Ci pulled over a sheet of paper and began writing.

Everyone had been watching her all along. Seeing her sleep the entire time with class about to end, they had relaxed, but now seeing her start calculating, they tensed up again. However, watching Tie Ci write without thinking, her brush moving swiftly, they breathed long sighs of relief.

These problems were so difficult they made people go bald—each step required long thought. How could she work so quickly? Obviously just putting on airs.

Everyone stopped paying attention and focused on pulling at their own hair.

When the allotted time was up, the goateed man knocked on the table and began collecting papers himself.

Some people sighed, some held their heads, some seized the time for one more calculation.

Tie Ci blew on her brush tip, set it in the brush washer, and leaned back with a composed posture.

Qi Yuansi helped collect papers. When he took her ink-covered paper, he looked at her questioningly.

The mathematics assistant instructor was thin with a big appetite—every quiz he gave was packed with problems from top to bottom of the page. No one had ever been able to finish all the questions.

Looking at Ye Shiba’s paper full of black characters—had she finished everything?

But the calculation steps were very few, some even had only the final answer.

Was she just filling in nonsense?

Qi Yuansi was also quite good at mathematics. While taking the papers up front, he glanced at Tie Ci’s calculations and suddenly stumbled.

A nearby classmate asked in surprise what was wrong. Qi Yuansi steadied himself against the desk, looking at Tie Ci with shock and uncertainty. Tie Ci grinned at him, showing her white teeth.

Qi Yuansi was dazzled by that brilliant white smile, all his anger from yesterday extinguished. He hurriedly handed in the papers and sat back down, looking completely distracted.

The goateed man was someone who liked to grade papers on the spot—this behavior was tantamount to public execution for the students. All the students stared intently at the old man’s withered yellow finger as he licked it with saliva and flipped through the ink-covered papers like counting money. Their hearts hung in their throats, everyone temporarily becoming believers in various gods and buddhas, prayers flying everywhere, just hoping the old man would grade someone else’s paper first so they could escape disaster.

The old man’s dizzying finger suddenly stopped, and with a swish he pulled out one paper. He didn’t keep the breathless crowd waiting long—almost immediately, his somewhat rough voice rang out: “Ye Shiba!”

“Student here.”

Everyone turned around in unison, both surprised and unsurprised.

They were used to it—whenever there was something unexpected, Ye Shiba was definitely involved.

“All solved.” The goatted man flicked the ink-covered paper, first dropping this thunderbolt of a sentence, then raising his eyebrows: “Yet there aren’t even calculation steps. How am I to believe you?”

“Please examine me, teacher.”

“Field 12 bu wide, 14 bu long. How much field is there? Answer: 168 bu. How do you arrive at this?”

“Multiply width and length in bu to get area in bu. Divide by the mu standard of 240 bu to get mu. One hundred mu make one qing.”

“Field 2 li wide, 3 li long. How much field is there? Answer: 22 qing 50 mu. How so?”

“Multiply width and length in li to get area in li. Multiply by 375 to get mu.”

“Square pond 1 zhang across, reed growing in center, extending 1 chi above water. When reed is pulled to shore, it exactly reaches the bank. What are water depth and reed length? Answer: Water depth 1 zhang 2 chi; reed length 1 zhang 3 chi. How do you arrive at this?”

“Square half the pond’s width, square the 1 chi above water and subtract, then divide the remainder by twice the above-water length to get water depth. Add the above-water amount to get reed length.”

“Well diameter 5 chi, depth unknown. A 5-chi wooden pole is erected above the well. Looking from the pole’s end toward the water’s edge enters the diameter by 4 cun. How deep is the well? Answer: 5 zhang 7 chi 5 cun. How so?”

“Take the well diameter of 5 chi, subtract the 4 cun entry into diameter for the remainder, multiply by the 5-chi pole height as dividend. Use the 4 cun entry as divisor. Dividend divided by divisor gives 1 cun.”

…

The rapid-fire questions and answers passed in an instant.

The goateed man added several problems not on the paper, and Tie Ci calculated briefly with her head down before answering on the spot.

Her little companions stared wide-eyed, breathing like gossamer.

They watched helplessly as the goateed man nodded slightly and wrote with flowing strokes—the two characters for “Excellent” formed with swooshes, large enough to hurt the eyes.

The goateed man didn’t look at anyone else’s papers, just stuck Tie Ci’s paper on the wall: “Everyone look carefully!”

Someone muttered unconvincedly: “His classical studies were still poor…”

“Hmph.” The old man’s beard bristled upward. “Those rote memorization things in classical studies—who can’t learn them? Mathematics is the subject that truly tests wisdom!”

“The bright jewel in the crown of science!” Tie Ci added.

The old man half-understood but nodded vigorously as if meeting a kindred spirit: “Right! Mathematics is the study of practical affairs!”

Tie Ci thought no wonder this person could only be an assistant instructor at his age.

After class, Tie Ci saw Qi Yuansi rush out quickly, not knowing what he was up to.

Next was studying the Book of Changes. Everyone exceptionally eagerly hoped for a quiz—surely this person couldn’t get excellent in the Book of Changes too, right?

But the Book of Changes instructor, under everyone’s expectant gazes, taught the book as usual, greatly disappointing everyone and making them sigh that Tie Ci was lucky.

What no one knew was that the Book of Changes instructor had indeed planned a quiz today to see what level that prominent Ye Shiba was at, except that he had cast a divination before leaving home this morning: today was suitable for teaching books, not suitable for giving exams.

What he also didn’t know was that when he was using copper coins for divination and was about to interpret the hexagram, he suddenly heard a strange sound outside. When he turned to look, the copper coins on his table silently flipped over, changing the hexagram.

After the Book of Changes instructor shook his head and left with his books for class, Rong Wei unhurriedly passed by his window.

Tie Ci actually wasn’t afraid either. She had uniquely favorable learning resources and conditions—there was no reason she should be inferior to these academy students. She just really disliked rote memorization.

At noon in the dining hall, the meal proxy business was doing well, and the first dormitory students’ arrogance had diminished considerably.

As Tie Ci walked through, people avoided her wherever she went. The originally long queue at the food service window had students withdraw one by one when she approached, forcibly pushing her from last place to the very front.

It was exactly like Moses parting the Red Sea.

Facing the serving woman’s ingratiating smile, Tie Ci belatedly realized she had become the school boss?

The academy originally had hidden factional divisions that determined each person’s resource allocation and treatment. For example, Ma De’s maternal family was a great Haiyou clan with good private relations with various Haiyou government offices. Ma De himself seemed generous and hospitable, so he had implicitly become the leader of the Haiyou faction. Now that she had whipped him down with a snake, the entire Haiyou faction was avoiding her today.

According to factional struggle rules, when the Haiyou faction was hostile to her, the Capital faction should have come to court her. When she defeated the Haiyou faction, the Capital faction should also view her as an enemy.

But none of this had happened. The academy’s order hadn’t fully revealed itself before her as Li Zhi had described.

It probably had to do with Rong Pu.

The Rong family might be even more powerful than she had imagined.

Since everyone had made way, she wasn’t polite about it. Tie Ci got her food and sat alone at a table, with all four surrounding tables empty.

Tie Ci didn’t care—she was already accustomed to being alone at the top.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue also needed to eat lunch. Tie Ci told them they needn’t come serve her. She looked at today’s obviously meat-heavy dishes, thinking about the dining hall’s structure and system. It was very similar to the university cafeterias of her master’s era that her master had described. All these were regulations established by He Zi back then—was there some connection between the two?

Her master had always been nostalgic for that era. In her mouth, it was a highly civilized, free, modernized era a hundred times better than current society. Tie Ci felt some longing for it but wasn’t envious.

Eras always developed slowly—no one could become fat in one bite. High civilization also evolved from lower civilization, requiring countless revolutions, bloodshed, and reforms, slowly blooming flowers on increasingly rich soil.

The legendary flying chickens, thousand-li-a-day vehicles, and small boxes that could allow conversation across ten thousand li without meeting were all marvelous, but without electricity, base stations, and a series of technological foundations, a small box brought to Da Qian would just be a box that couldn’t even hold things.

She ate slowly, thinking about going to academy affairs to collect her prize money and asking for leave to nap this afternoon.

Suddenly someone approached with a meal tray—it was Rong Pu.

He rarely ate in the dining hall. Tie Ci hadn’t seen him for several days, having heard he was ill again.

But today he appeared. As he walked over, the female students eating in the partitions followed him with their rolling eyes.

Rong Pu didn’t keep his eyes straight ahead either, casually glancing over and occasionally smiling slightly, making pink peach blossoms bloom one after another.

He sat across from Tie Ci and pushed over a lunch box with exquisite dishes, obviously not from the cafeteria.

But they weren’t dishes Tie Ci liked to eat. Of course, except for a limited few people, no one in this world knew what she actually liked.

Tie Ci politely took a bite with her chopsticks and reciprocated by pushing her dish over. She thought Rong Pu wouldn’t eat it, but he actually picked up his chopsticks and took a bite too.

Tie Ci had a somewhat strange feeling—while two men sharing food with each other wasn’t unusual, with Rong Pu knowing her identity, this kind of interaction between them didn’t seem quite proper and aboveboard.

What made her uncomfortable was that Rong Pu seemed to be deliberately not being proper and aboveboard.

What was even more depressing was that when he deliberately wasn’t being proper and aboveboard, she couldn’t make a big deal of it and appear presumptuous.

She could only eat with her head down. Occasionally when Rong Pu chatted with her, she couldn’t ignore him.

Remembering something, she asked: “I heard you’ve been ill these past few days?”

Rong Pu coughed once: “An old ailment.”

Seeing he didn’t want to say more, Tie Ci asked again: “That day you went into the woods looking for me?”

Rong Pu paused, served her some food with his chopsticks, then smiled: “After class that day when I didn’t see you, I went in to look. Now several days have passed and you finally ask.”

Tie Ci: “…”

This lotus-like resentful tone.

So she answered in her iron-blooded straight woman way: “Good that you know.”

Rong Pu: “…”

There was no way to continue this conversation.

Although both parties felt the conversation couldn’t continue, the table was narrow, making it look like they were eating head-to-head, plus their whispering made people around them constantly glance over, all thinking they were getting along very well.

Before long, Dan Ye came striding over pulling Hu Yin, sat down beside Tie Ci, and pressed Hu Yin down next to Rong Pu across from them. Hu Yin wasn’t angry, turned to Rong Pu with a smile and asked: “Your food looks delicious. May I taste a piece?”

Rong Pu glanced at Dan Ye, smiled, called for someone to bring another small bowl, leisurely served Hu Yin a small bowl, gently pushed it over, and said lovingly: “Eat up.”

Tie Ci felt his look was like feeding a little dog.

Hu Yin happily began eating. Dan Ye watched, and who knows what nerve was triggered, but he pushed his bowl in front of Tie Ci: “You give me half a bowl too.”

Tie Ci was shocked: “What thing. If I give you half a bowl will I have enough to eat? Besides, don’t you Western Rong people not eat fish!”

Dan Ye said angrily: “Can’t you share the leek and chicken shreds with me! How can you be so stingy!”

“You got leek and chicken shreds for yourself too! Being too greedy will get you struck by lightning!”

Dan Ye angrily devoured the chicken shreds, finishing in two bites: “Now I don’t have any!”

“If you don’t have any, go get more. The Western Rong royal family hasn’t gone bankrupt.”

Dan Ye: “…”

Someone else approached, suppressing the Wolf Lord’s momentary urge to smash his bowl. It was Wei Xuan bringing Wei Xing, sitting at the table next to them.

Wei Xuan had always been likable, treating people kindly and amicably, very popular at the academy. As she walked, she distributed small treats like a wealth-scattering boy. When she sat down, half remained on her plate—a type of light green pastry, crystal clear and looking extremely refreshing.

“This is a pastry made from a type of southern nectar grass, soaked in well water afterward for a cool, refreshing taste. Come, everyone try some.”

Wei Xing only buried his head in plain rice with some radish, eating while staring straight at Tie Ci.

Anyone being stared at like this while eating would inevitably feel chills. Dan Ye felt such a gaze and his eyebrows slowly rose. Just as he was about to speak, Tie Ci stepped on his boot, making him yelp.

Tie Ci held him down and leaned over to talk to Wei Xing: “A’Xing, is the radish good?”

After a long while, Wei Xing slowly and stiffly moved his shoulders.

Wei Xuan said: “He only eats those few things. He’s unwilling to try most new foods.”

But Tie Ci saw Wei Xing’s eyes fixed on the braised egg Rong Pu had given her. She wasn’t in a hurry to give it to him, staring into his eyes: “This is an egg.”

Wei Xing said: “Egg.”

Tie Ci: “Do you want it?”

Wei Xing was silent.

“Tell me you want it, or gesture to tell me. Otherwise I don’t know what you’re thinking.”

Tie Ci brought the egg closer, letting Wei Xing smell its aroma, but didn’t immediately give it to him: “Tell me what you want.”

Wei Xing’s eyes followed the braised egg, finally saying: “Want, egg.”

Wei Xuan’s eyes widened.

Tie Ci smiled and immediately handed over the egg, indicating for Wei Xing to take it. And she unceremoniously took another sliced braised egg from Rong Pu’s plate.

Dan Ye stared intently with an indescribable expression.

Tie Ci said to Wei Xuan: “Pay attention to things he likes. Use what he likes to guide his expression. Don’t give it to him too quickly or too proactively.”

Wei Xuan nodded thoughtfully.

“Come find me in the evening. I’ll do some exercises with him.”

Wei Xuan nodded again. Just as she was about to say something grateful, she suddenly stiffened.

Someone sat down beside her, stretching out comfortably: “No seats left. You don’t mind, do you?”

*Note: The arithmetic problems and answers are from the Nine Chapters on Mathematical Art.

Chapter 86: The Ugly Fiancé Loves to Cause Trouble
Wei Xuan immediately stood up, smiling: “Naturally I don’t mind. Please, Mr. Rong.”

Her complexion appeared normal, but Tie Ci inadvertently glanced over and noticed her cheeks and earlobes slowly turning red.

She looked up at Rong Wei once – what a charming fellow who attracts bees and butterflies.

Rong Pu was also one to attract bees and butterflies. He had a naturally delicate and romantic disposition, but his temperament also carried a hint of coolness, easily arousing women’s tender affection.

Rong Wei, however, had features that were far too extraordinary and transcendent, with magnificent beauty that seemed to flow with jade-like radiance and vermillion splendor, possessing a stunning presence. When people saw him, it was like witnessing a brilliant sea of flowers in full bloom – their gaze couldn’t turn away, unconsciously drawn to him. Yet those flowers bloomed for themselves, truly undisturbed by the surrounding clamor.

Just like at this moment, Wei Xuan was not a coy person, yet naturally displayed a shy demeanor beside him. He, however, remained composed and unperturbed, not even sparing her an extra glance from the corner of his eye.

His gaze shifted and he saw the dish in front of Rong Pu, smiling as he said: “Pu’er has good food, but insists on hiding it for himself?”

Rong Pu’s mouth twitched as he glanced at this fellow who was even younger than himself, yet dared to pose as an elder.

He simply pushed the remaining dish toward Rong Wei, laughing: “Shiba has already eaten, and I’m full too. Let me honor my teacher with this.”

The implication being: you’re eating our leftovers.

Rong Wei took it and placed it in the center of the table, saying: “Pu’er is stingy, only sharing one piece with you all. You haven’t eaten your fill, have you? Come, come, everyone share together.”

Tie Ci rolled her eyes, unable to understand why these two started bickering the moment they met.

Rong Pu lazily smiled: “Oh right, I forgot to introduce everyone. This Mr. Rong is a distant relative of mine. I suppose we’re of the same generation, and he comes from Liaodong.”

Rong Wei raised an eyebrow, and Tie Ci paused her chopsticks.

She hadn’t expected Rong Wei to be from Liaodong. Her heart stirred, then she heard Rong Pu continue: “Originally he was also in the Central Plains area, but later that branch had people traveling between Liaodong and the Central Plains for business, gradually accumulating wealth. They used silver to purchase official positions in Liaodong and moved there – it’s been two generations now.” He then addressed Rong Wei: “However, Liaodong ultimately belongs to Great Qian. In the future, when the Crown Princess marries the Eighteenth Prince of Liaodong, relations between Liaodong and us will surely become closer. Brother, you should be able to seek a position at court.”

In recent years, the King of Liaodong had virtually established independence, with many aspects severed from Great Qian. Officials serving in Liaodong had their career paths in Great Qian completely cut off. Tie Ci was somewhat surprised that Rong Pu suddenly brought up this rather sensitive matter at the dinner table. Just as she was about to stop him, unexpectedly he suddenly mentioned her own marriage arrangement. She was stunned, then saw Rong Pu suddenly turn toward her: “Brother Shiba has been in the capital for a long time and is said to have some friendship with the Crown Princess. You should know the Crown Princess’s attitude toward the marriage, right? How is it? Does the Crown Princess like the Prince? Should we prepare gifts early to curry favor with the future Prince Consort?”

Tie Ci instinctively said: “That’s not really necessary.”

“What, the Crown Princess doesn’t like the Prince?”

Tie Ci thought to herself that this sickly obsessive fellow was at it again, insisting she admit to not liking Liaodong’s Little Eighteen. Did he think that would give him a chance?

She smiled: “I’m not the Crown Princess, how would I know if she likes him or not? But ultimately the imperial decree has been issued. When the time comes for the formal betrothal ceremonies and grand wedding, that will be that. Imperial marriages are just like this – if they can live peacefully and harmoniously for a lifetime, raising their eyebrows in mutual respect, that would be proper enough.”

“It sounds like she’s not particularly invested.” Rong Pu smiled slightly.

Dan Ye laughed heartily: “They haven’t even met face to face, and the portrait is ugly as a dog. I heard the Crown Princess threw a dart at the portrait with her rear end facing it, and that’s how it landed on that fellow. It’s just that guy’s luck – what’s there to be invested in! But then again, is the Crown Princess blind? With so many fine young men available, she specifically chose an ugly monster. Isn’t she afraid of nightmares at night?”

Tie Ci also chuckled: “Weren’t all those fine young men busy declining the marriage? I heard there was one fool who even sent an express letter by swift horse from a thousand li away, saying he wouldn’t marry a waste. Then in a flash he had a senior moment and started slapping himself.”

Dan Ye: “……”

Dan Ye was instantly deflated by that slap.

Someone suddenly sat down at the neighboring table, and that person picked up the conversation: “A man’s ambitions span a thousand li – how can he become an appendage to an ignorant and useless woman? This humble one also declined marriage to the Crown Princess back then, and would never regret it even unto death.”

Dan Ye angrily said: “Qi Yuansi, haven’t you been beaten enough by me yet!”

The one who sat over was indeed Qi Yuansi. He smiled with apparent good temper, ignoring Dan Ye completely, his eyes gazing sincerely only at Tie Ci. He had naturally phoenix eyes with upturned corners that carried a hint of moisture. When looking at people, they naturally conveyed a gentle, moist quality – no wonder despite his gloomy disposition, he was still called “Spring Breeze for Ten Li.”

He spoke gently and softly: “Brother Ye, having heard your brilliant discourse in strategy class that day, and learning today of your punishment of Ma De, this younger brother has always most admired Brother Ye’s courage, wisdom, heroic spirit and bold character. Previously there were many offenses – please, Brother Ye, show magnanimity. I only hope past matters can be wiped clean with one stroke, and this younger brother would be willing to follow in Brother Ye’s wake hereafter, rendering the service of dog and horse.”

Tie Ci: “……”

Rong Pu: “……Pfft.”

Dan Ye: “……Hahaha!”

“No, don’t back down first.” Tie Ci said gently, “Being a little brother isn’t impossible. But don’t think you can muddle through. Wait until the wager is finished – when you lose, eat your fill of shit first, then we’ll talk.”

Everyone: “……”

Qi Yuansi: “……!!!”

After a long moment, Qi Yuansi, trembling all over, pushed his plate away. He didn’t even finish eating and departed decisively under the loving gazes of a group of female students.

Tie Ci continued eating with unchanged expression.

This kind of face-slapping would have to be repaid to her sooner or later.

Rong Pu watched Qi Yuansi slink away dejectedly, suddenly feeling somewhat fortunate that he had become the only one who hadn’t declined the marriage back then.

He picked up the previous topic again, turning to ask Rong Wei: “Sir, coming from Liaodong, have you heard of that Eighteenth Prince? The imperial decree has reached Liaodong – the Eighteenth Prince must be extremely delighted, right? How are the dowry preparations going?”

Rong Wei said: “This humble one doesn’t know how the preparations are going, but isn’t the Crown Princess afraid this one might also decline, so she eagerly sent many pearls and jade objects? I heard that at the Eighteenth Prince’s mansion now, even the chamber pots are made from imperially bestowed jade vessels.”

Tie Ci: ……Hehe.

“How can he be so unappreciative? It’s clearly the Crown Princess’s heartfelt intention.” Rong Pu said, “I heard that the Eighteenth Prince held a banquet for his brothers on the very night the rewards were bestowed, not only displaying the jewels and jade objects all over the floor, but also boasting to the other princes about the love letters the Crown Princess sent him, even reading them aloud publicly. I thought the Prince also had feelings for the Crown Princess… turns out the rumors are quite unreliable!”

Tie Ci: ……What love letters?

Was that idiotic prince a flower-obsessed fool or a late-stage delusional patient?

“The Eighteenth Prince is supremely talented, and the Crown Princess is in the bloom of her youth – writing a few love letters isn’t strange at all.” Rong Wei calmly changed the subject, “Eat, eat!”

Supreme your head, bloom your sister.

Tie Ci smiled: “Yes, so ordinary, yet so confident.”

Rong Wei glanced at her, and Rong Pu also glanced at her. Tie Ci was mashing her rice and didn’t notice the scheming gazes of these two cunning boys.

She didn’t really care about that so-called Murong Eighteen – she couldn’t even remember the name of that thing. Was it Murong Yi or Murong Yu? An unremarkable son of a border king from the outer territories, how dare he use her name to fabricate wild stories!

When she originally shot that dart and hit that ugly portrait, she was too lazy to change candidates. She just temporarily needed this pretense to block the Empress Dowager’s schemes. Who knows when they might go to war with Liaodong – this way she could break off the engagement early.

Now it seemed she needed to arrange to break off this damned engagement as soon as she returned!

If he’s ugly, so be it, but he also loves to cause trouble!

Tie Ci sat there with vacant eyes, viciously spooning rice while harboring malicious thoughts. Beside her, Wei Xuan was serving food to Rong Wei: “Sir, today’s three-silk tofu is quite good, please try some.”

Rong Wei’s gaze deliberately or inadvertently swept over Tie Ci, who was absent-mindedly accepting the food Rong Pu once again served her.

Rong Wei paused, accepted the food, and smiled his thanks.

The smile at the corners of Wei Xuan’s lips became even sweeter.

Tie Ci paid no attention. After finishing her meal, she took out her handkerchief, folded it properly and wiped her mouth, bid farewell to everyone, saying she needed to return to her quarters to rest.

Rong Pu said: “Go ahead, see you later.”

Tie Ci thought you’re about to go to class while I’m skipping – see you later for what? But she was too lazy to correct him. She went to the academy office to collect her reward money and requested leave. This time they approved the leave quite readily – many people had heard about Tie Ci’s battle with the Supervisor’s wife and knew she was a fierce one.

When Tie Ci returned to her quarters, not having come back last night, she noticed today that the only remaining bed had also been furnished with new bedding and even had bed curtains.

A new person had arrived?

Hopefully not another coldly arrogant fellow like Tong Rushi.

Tie Ci didn’t care much and buried her head for a nap. After getting up, she fetched water for a bath. She originally thought it wasn’t Wu dormitory’s hot water time and someone might make difficulties, but unexpectedly the steward said nothing and even assigned someone to help carry the water bucket.

Tie Ci was disguised as a man, so bathing was problematic. Taking advantage of the midday absence of people, she hurriedly enjoyed a thorough bath. Halfway through washing, she suddenly heard footsteps outside.

She immediately called out: “Who’s there?”

Rong Pu’s voice came from outside: “It’s me, coming back to get something.”

Tie Ci was confused – coming back? What coming back?

Rong Pu’s footsteps were approaching. She snapped to attention and said: “I’m bathing.”

The footsteps stopped.

Tie Ci was glad it was Rong Pu and not Dan Ye. If it had been Dan Ye, knowing this he might have barged in even faster.

There was no more sound outside, and she thought Rong Pu would leave. She continued washing leisurely.

After a while, footsteps sounded again, then Rong Pu’s voice rang out right at the door: “Brother Tian, please wait. Someone is bathing inside.”

Fat Tiger’s thin voice had no inhibitions: “Eh, bathing? So what? Let’s go in. I’ll step around the water on the floor.” As he spoke, he lifted the door curtain.

The curtain lifted then fell again. Rong Pu’s voice remained calm as ever: “Ye Shiba is bathing – he doesn’t like to be disturbed.”

Fat Tiger was an honest man and immediately stopped, standing outside to wait. After a while, unable to bear the loneliness, he said with envy: “Brother Shiba isn’t a woman – why fear people seeing him bathe? I heard he fought like a snake this morning and beat up Ma De. He’s truly a real man – his body must be rippling with muscle, very robust and strong…”

Tie Ci looked down at her own chest.

If we’re talking about rippling, it would probably be here.

“…Brother Rong, you and Brother Ye have a good friendship, right? You’re both from Shengdu, surely childhood friends. Have you seen him bathe?”

Tie Ci: ……What kind of soul-searching question is this!

“……No.” After a moment, Rong Pu added: “I should be able to see in the future.”

Tie Ci: “……”

So ordinary, yet so confident, part two.

At this time more footsteps arose, and this time Fat Tiger and Rong Pu said in unison: “Brother Li, Ye Shiba is bathing inside – he doesn’t like people disturbing him.”

Li Zhi also obediently stopped immediately. After a while, Li Zhi said to someone: “……Ye Shiba is bathing.”

Then someone else passed by, and four voices said: “……Ye Shiba is bathing.”

……

Someone outside asked: “Why are you gentlemen standing at the door without going in?”

A soulful silence.

Probably except for Rong Pu, the other three didn’t know why they were guarding here.

Tie Ci could almost imagine the scene – three grown men standing in a row at the door, telling everyone they met: “Excuse me, Ye Shiba is bathing, please do not enter.”

She couldn’t continue washing.

She splashed up to her feet with a whoosh, not caring that there was still soap in her hair that hadn’t been rinsed off. Just as she stood up, she seemed to see the door curtain lift open a crack.

She raised her hand and a silver needle shot from her fingertip.

The door curtain quickly fell back. The needle silently embedded in the edge of the curtain, its silver light flickering like a blinking eye.

Tie Ci hastily dressed. Inadvertently seeing the Western watch pressed under her pillow, she realized she had slept until evening – it was dinner time. Tian Wu was forgetful and had probably forgotten to bring back his food bowl to fetch his meal. The other few should have returned after eating.

She had slept and woken up without checking the time, thus causing this bathing-guard disaster.

At this time, flying footsteps sounded outside. After those several transmission-machine-like door guards, the person outside excitedly said: “It’s fine, Brother Ye and I are good friends – he won’t mind.” As he spoke, he was about to rush inside.

That voice was Dan Ye’s.

Rong Pu tried to stop him, but he had already nimbly squeezed past Fat Tiger and slipped inside. Upon entering and seeing the steamy atmosphere, he rolled up his sleeves and loudly declared: “Brother Ye, I’m here to help you……”

The steam dispersed somewhat. Opposite him stood Tie Ci, properly dressed with slightly damp hair, methodically fastening her arm guards.

Dan Ye’s words “scrub your back” got stuck hard in his throat. Opposite him, Tie Ci looked up and said: “Wolf Lord comes at just the right time – please help me carry out that water.”

She had just finished bathing, with slight steam still rising from head to toe, making her long hair appear even blacker and her eyelashes adorned with tiny water droplets. When she lifted her eyelids to look over, they sparkled with lustrous light, further emphasizing her elongated eye corners and flowing gaze. In this evening’s hazy, misty atmosphere, she naturally gained three parts allure.

Her robes clung tightly to her still slightly damp body, and from the side one could see the startlingly smooth curves below her slender waist.

Dan Ye stood transfixed, suddenly feeling as if he had returned to childhood, when his parents first led him out of the tent to see the long river and setting sun over the great desert, the deep red sunset glow setting the golden expanse ablaze.

That moment of breathtaking sensation.

His throat was inexplicably somewhat dry. He coughed once and, for the first time ever, didn’t banter with Tie Ci. He grabbed the water bucket and splashed his way outside.

Tie Ci put on her outer robe and went out to liberate her roommates. Outside the door were Rong Pu, Tian Wu, Li Zhi, and Tong Rushi. Tie Ci first asked Rong Pu: “How did you come here?”

“Please allow this humble one to recommend myself.” Rong Pu nodded toward the new bedding inside, “Rong Pu, your new roommate.”

Chapter 87: Since Ancient Times, Red and White Make a CP
Tie Ci had already guessed, but still fell silent for a moment.

For an instant, she very much wanted to roll up those two sets of bedding and throw them out the door.

But since he had already moved in, she could only endure it. Thinking of the person who had peeked earlier, she perked up her spirits. Her gaze swept over the three people other than Rong Pu.

Rong Pu wouldn’t be the one who peeked. The remaining three were all suspicious.

It wasn’t that she cared about being seen. Rather, she worried that someone had discovered clues about her female identity and wanted to verify it.

She smiled and patted Tian Wu’s shoulder: “Fat Tiger, thank you. But just now you didn’t hold the door curtain properly for me – there was a draft.” As she spoke, she pointed to the right side of the door curtain that had been lifted earlier.

Tian Wu said in bewilderment: “But I was standing on the left side just now. It must have been Brother Li Zhi – he was standing to my right.”

With one sentence, she had figured out everyone’s positions. Tie Ci looked toward Li Zhi, who smiled apologetically at her and said: “It was my carelessness.”

He had always been a good-natured peacemaker who wouldn’t argue whether Tie Ci’s questioning was reasonable or not. Rong Pu looked at her with some surprise.

Tong Rushi had already lifted the door curtain and gone inside. Tie Ci blocked the left path, so he could only walk to the right. As he brushed past Tie Ci, she suddenly swayed and bumped into him. He crashed into the door frame and instinctively grabbed the door curtain, then cried out in pain.

Everyone was startled. Tong Rushi slowly raised his hand – there was a tiny bloody hole in it, and after a moment, blood flowed out.

Tie Ci quickly walked over, saying in surprise: “How did you get injured… Oh my, who stuck a needle in this door curtain!”

Everyone was also surprised. Tie Ci apologized to Tong Rushi. He merely nodded once, pulled back his hand that Tian Wu had grabbed to examine, and went inside without a word.

Tie Ci had deliberately bumped into Tong Rushi. If he had been the one peeking earlier, he would have known there was a needle in the door curtain. People instinctively avoid known dangers, so she only needed to see whether Tong Rushi would instinctively avoid the needle to know if he was the peeper.

It seemed he wasn’t.

Then it could only be Li Zhi.

Tie Ci had originally suspected Tong Rushi more. Getting this conclusion now also made her frown involuntarily. But she showed nothing on her face, taking her food bowl to get dinner.

After eating, the scholars in the dormitory went to the Quiet Study to continue reading – this was an academy benefit to prevent overly diligent students from burning their bed curtains by lighting their own lamps. Tie Ci thought this was probably equivalent to modern evening self-study.

She also followed local customs, taking books to the Quiet Study. The path from Wu dormitory to the Quiet Study passed by Lingering Fragrance Lake. The lakeside was a road lined with silk tree flowers. Between the canopy-like green shade, pale red flower clusters hung like fragrant fans or embroidered crowns, rising and falling with the wind among the leaf waves like a rainbow, appearing from afar like a row of beauties with cloud-like hair and flower-adorned faces, wearing crowns full of blossoms.

On the lake, mandarin ducks intertwined their necks, swans paired off, their curved necks all shaped like “I love you.”

It was truly very romantic.

With scenery came atmosphere, and with atmosphere but no people, it was like casting pearls before swine. It would be even more wasteful of the name “silk tree,” which made people think impure thoughts just by hearing it.

Although the academy students prioritized their studies, they were also hot-blooded youths with romantic feelings. How could they bear to waste this rare touch of romance in the otherwise solemn and austere academy? So even though the men’s and women’s dormitories were separated by an entire central courtyard, like the Chu River from the Han boundary, this path inevitably had to be shyly trodden by little lovers who had caught each other’s eye.

Walking on the path, Tie Ci inevitably saw paired silhouettes behind trees and soft giggles beneath flowers. At first she thought the rustling sounds were thieves, but after consecutively startling three pairs of little lovers, she realized she was being obtuse.

There were footsteps behind her. She turned around to see Rong Pu emerging from behind a tree, also carrying a book case, smiling at her: “Shall we walk together?”

He stood beneath the green trees and red shade, having just changed into a white shirt that billowed in the summer evening breeze like scattered snow and wandering clouds.

Tie Ci was originally indifferent, then turned to see those pairs of couples and had a realization.

Suddenly someone above said: “What’s the point of walking with that consumptive ghost? It would only slow you down.” A red figure lightly flipped down from the tree, scattering silk tree flowers all over Tie Ci’s head. Dan Ye’s clearly defined face with its slightly wild quality had naturally sweet features at his brow and eye corners that assaulted the senses: “Come, let me carry your books for you.”

Before Dan Ye could take the books, Tie Ci twisted her body and with a few quick steps had already walked out of that ambiguously lit “lovers’ path,” standing at the bright intersection. She turned back with a smile: “Thanks for the invitation. But you two should walk together. Look – one red, one white, how well matched. Since ancient times, red and white make a CP. Don’t waste this beautiful scenery and lovely evening.”

She raised her long legs and with one turn was gone, leaving Rong Pu and Dan Ye looking at each other in bewilderment. Each glanced at his own clothing, then after a moment, both turned expressionlessly and headed back to the dormitory.

To change clothes.

……

The students studying hard in the Quiet Study dispersed in twos and threes. The bedtime bell rang, and after a period of noisy chaos, each dormitory gradually quieted down. The night watchmen carried lanterns through the empty, silent corridors, not noticing a black shadow flash behind the flower bushes.

Tie Ci concealed her form all the way to the library. Although she could visit the library during the day, with so many people around it wasn’t suitable for her to rummage through things.

The library was located on the right side of the central courtyard behind the main gate, in a separate compound. The two-story building was six bays wide with no lights visible, its flying eaves reflected in the mirror-like flower pond in front of the building.

There was a small house in front of the building for the librarian, usually guarded by students in rotation. Tie Ci was prepared to knock someone unconscious, but when she floated past the small house, she discovered the person inside was lying back in his chair, sleeping deeply.

Tie Ci didn’t enter from the first floor, afraid the creaking floorboards would wake someone. She climbed directly to the second floor.

The second floor had windows opening north and south for air circulation. Rows of bookcases reached from floor to ceiling, with doors opening on both sides for convenient book retrieval and to prevent mold. Tables between the bookcases facilitated reading and copying.

In the vast library with its tens of thousands of books, Tie Ci walked to the innermost area where miscellaneous records and travel accounts were kept. She had asked He Zi – Lady He had yearned to travel the rivers and mountains during her lifetime, and aside from story books, travel accounts were her favorite reading. Story books and casual writings couldn’t enter this serious literary library, but there were quite a few travel accounts.

The travel accounts also filled an entire bookcase. The most recent ones were at the bottom – no need to look at those. The older ones were on top. Tie Ci dragged over a ladder and climbed up to flip through them one by one.

The books above hadn’t been moved for a long time. The slightest touch raised clouds of dust, and some pages had become brittle – they were all precious volumes. Not wanting to damage them, Tie Ci could only handle them very slowly and turn pages very carefully. After nearly an hour, her arms were sore, but she had only finished three books. Looking back at that large row of densely packed books, she couldn’t help but sigh.

At this rate, she couldn’t finish them all in a month.

If only this were a modern library with reading records – she could just look up what books Lady He had read in the few days before the incident.

As she continued flipping, her stomach began to grumble. After being busy most of the night, that bit of dinner had long been digested.

Tie Ci regretted not bringing a few steamed buns. Just as she was thinking this, she suddenly smelled a rich aroma.

For a moment she thought she was having olfactory hallucinations.

But the aroma became clearer and clearer. She could even distinctly smell the fresh fragrance that belonged to a mixture of meat and spices.

Tie Ci suddenly stood up and walked down the stairs. Halfway down, she stopped.

Downstairs, flickering firelight had appeared at some point. It was a small stone stove with warm flames glowing from the stove opening. A pot sat on top, with continuous bubbling sounds echoing in the somewhat empty first floor – a gentle and enticing rhythm.

A black-clothed figure sat before the pot, with a tall, slender silhouette and hair tied in a bundle. He was pulling out a burnt grass bundle from the stove and placing it on a stone beside him, then taking another prepared grass bundle and stuffing it into the stove.

Tie Ci took a deep breath.

This scene would be fine if it happened outdoors, but the problem was it was happening in the library where even food wasn’t allowed, let alone open flames!

Which bastard was so audacious!

But… it smells so good!

With this breath, Tie Ci discovered her anger about using open flames in the library was far outweighed by the silent temptation from that pot.

Indeed, all integrity and character were just decorations in a treasure pavilion, only brought out for a stroll when there were visitors.

The person downstairs heard the commotion, turned around, and looked up with a smile, greeting her like an old acquaintance: “Hungry? Just one more bundle of grass and it’ll be ready.”

Tie Ci stood at the stair landing, looking down at the warm, dim light below, at the upturned smiling face white as jade, surrounded by what seemed like a warm golden halo.

She was momentarily dazed.

A faint tide rose in her heart, like a lonely person wandering by the cold seaside at night who suddenly sees a light on a small boat at the distant wave crests.

Though far away, it was warm, with a touch of gentle anticipation.

Knowing it was coming for her.

She was born in the palace, raised amid conspiracies. She had a mother she couldn’t be close to, and though her father was loving, he simultaneously wore the high crown of both emperor and puppet – the most exhausted and difficult father in this mortal world.

From childhood, she too had to straighten her small shoulders, helping to support part of that heaviest crown in the world that could crush a person if it fell. At three she was going in and out of the imperial study, at six she was granted the Crown Prince’s seal. She had also gone to the imperial study late at night to bring her father a midnight snack, but pushing open the door, she always saw only her father’s slightly furrowed brow.

The world has too many troubling matters, preventing me from showing a happy face.

She had never experienced such a peaceful, harmonious, homely scene, nor received a smile in such a setting.

So much so that she was momentarily confused, not knowing what evening this was. That person’s smiling face reflected in her pupils carried an inexplicable familiarity and intimacy, like an inextinguishable lamp in the long, lonely night.

But after a moment, she frowned slightly again.

Suddenly she thought of Feiyu, that mysterious top courtesan who was always missing. Inexplicable irritation rose in her heart. She felt like she had suddenly become an infatuated fool.

Attracted to everyone she met, seduced by everyone she encountered. Even her sexual orientation suddenly became ambiguously unclear. Could she be what her master called “double-edged”?

Her heart was inexplicably vexed, but she showed nothing on her face. From childhood, Tie Ci had cultivated herself to be unmoved by the eight winds – anger wasn’t necessarily anger, joy might not be true joy, and if there was any anxiety or torment, not a trace could be allowed to show.

She smiled and went downstairs, sitting beside Rong Wei. Only after sitting down did she notice that the stone where he placed the burnt grass was one of the finest pieces among the gold and stone carvings displayed downstairs – a cloud peak stone carved with the calligraphy saint’s famous piece “Sad Wind Post,” said to be the longtime treasure of the Academy Head and He Zi.

Tie Ci: “……”

Sir, is your entire life spent repeatedly jumping on the edge of courting death?

But she made no judgment about this death-courting behavior. One shouldn’t worry about too much misbehavior, and besides, she couldn’t do something as tasteless as moral criticism while eating someone’s food.

The aroma from the pot was very intense and penetrating, with a faint wine fragrance as well.

This fellow Rong Wei was so particular about even midnight snacks, going to the trouble of lighting fires and setting up stoves in the library. Tie Ci also noticed that the large pot – probably stolen from the kitchen – had its lid carefully sealed with wet paper strips. Rong Wei kept pouring water on the paper to prevent it from drying.

He stuffed grass bundles into the stove without stirring them, always waiting for each bundle to burn out completely, then braising. Tie Ci waited hungrily, discreetly swallowing saliva. After waiting a while, she couldn’t help asking: “Is it ready yet?”

“Far from it.” Rong Wei gave her a despairing answer.

Tie Ci had no choice but to wait attentively again. She didn’t ask why Rong Wei was here.

She was a bit presumptuous, afraid of asking something that would be hard to answer.

Some things she didn’t want to touch yet.

Like the paper around this pot – it couldn’t be uncovered. The time wasn’t right, it was too early.

Rong Wei was feeling the pot lid. Tie Ci’s eyes lit up: “Is it ready!”

Rong Wei opened the lid. Steam rose, revealing an oil-shining large goose inside. Tie Ci’s saliva was about to block her throat. She impatiently looked around for chopsticks, but saw Rong Wei flip the goose over, put a few steamed buns around the pot edge, then cover the lid again.

Tie Ci: “……”

This is too difficult for me.

“But it’s ready now… more or less should be fine.”

It’s just meat – judging by the color just now, it was clearly cooked.

“No way. Missing one step would be an insult to me as head chef and to this goose.”

The goose didn’t feel insulted. If you don’t give it to me soon, that would be an insult to my stomach.

Tie Ci pitifully stared at the pot lid. The head chef’s heart was hard as iron, completely ignoring her and continuing to seal the pot with wet paper and burn another grass bundle.

Occasionally looking up at the person across from him.

Tie Ci sat opposite the pot, staring intently at the lid, her face almost pressed against the pot. Her eyes were bright and moist, her hair slightly disheveled, with eyebrows and wisps of hair curling toward her temples, making her brow and eyes appear gentle and warm.

This person was born with a dignified, noble bearing – the kind of aristocratic quality that could be observed from afar but not approached casually. At this moment that sense of distance faded, letting people see the childlike quality she always concealed.

Rong Wei looked away and said: “It’s ready.”

The half-dead Tie Ci instantly revived, rubbing her hands together eagerly.

Rong Wei lifted the pot lid. Fragrance accompanied the steam, filling the entire room. When the mist cleared, inside was a whole goose with a slightly reddish oil sheen. Without touching it, one could feel the firm yet springy texture of the meat, while the outer skin was deep red and glossy, revealing plump fattiness.

The steamed buns by the pot edge were hot, with slightly golden crusts toasted on the bottom. Rong Wei split a bun in half, tore off a goose leg, sandwiched it in the bun, and handed it to Tie Ci, who was clearly drooling but still maintaining composure.

Tie Ci took it but didn’t eat immediately. She flicked her fingertip, and a silver needle silently penetrated the bun and goose leg.

Rong Wei seemed not to notice, tearing off a goose wing for himself and eating it with a bun, finishing half in just a few bites.

Tie Ci withdrew her needle and, suppressing the urge to devour everything, took a bite.

The wheat fragrance of the bun, the crispy aroma of the skin, the tender fragrance of the goose meat, the rich beauty of the goose skin – along with spurting fat and well-seasoned meat flavors – all assaulted her taste buds together. The crispy skin crunched crisply between her teeth, the goose meat was tender yet slightly chewy, while the bun was kneaded to be firm and elastic – rich in texture and delicious.

Good breeding made Tie Ci clench her teeth to avoid making appreciative sounds, since exclamations would also affect her eating speed. In just a few bites, that huge bun with goose leg was gone.

Rong Wei offered her the goose head. Tie Ci respectfully declined this time – imperial family members didn’t eat head parts. Just as she was about to politely refuse, she saw Rong Wei take the goose head back and use chopsticks to extract the goose brain: “Here, ah.”

Tie Ci instinctively opened her mouth.

The next moment the goose brain was fed into her mouth.

It had a powdery, glutinous texture with a strange fragrance.

She licked her lips, just thinking that no wonder many people liked goose heads with wine, when she heard Rong Wei say: “Supplement your brain.”

Tie Ci chuckled: “Mr. Rong must have been supplemented since childhood – no wonder he’s so smart.”

Rong Wei gnawed on the goose head: “You’re wrong about that. This is also my first time making this. I heard goose heads were delicious, so I gave it to you, but you don’t appreciate kind intentions.”

“Where did the goose come from?” Tie Ci didn’t remember any household at the academy raising geese. Even if the dining hall cooked goose, they would buy it in the morning and cook it then – they wouldn’t keep it until evening.

Rong Wei tapped the goose in the pot with his chopsticks: “Brother Goose, look – this person eats but doesn’t remember. She’s already forgotten your heroic bearing on Lingering Fragrance Lake?”

Tie Ci: “……”

Wait, brother, you cooked a swan?!

Chapter 88: Be Good, Listen to Your Teacher
Last time you roasted golden carp, this time you braised a swan – why don’t you just stir-fry, deep-fry, sauté, and braise the Academy Head too?

Tie Ci scooted her bottom away from this fellow to put some distance between them.

The Academy Head hadn’t returned from his lecture tour. If he came back and found his beloved fish and beloved swan gone, wouldn’t he roast her too?

Rong Wei started chanting to the goose in the pot again: “Look, Brother Goose, some people wipe their mouths after eating and plan to wash their hands of any responsibility. Have they forgotten your midnight suffering being stewed?”

Tie Ci decided to pretend she hadn’t heard.

There was indeed a bag of feathers on the ground, white as snow. Tie Ci picked up the bag and said: “I’ll have my maid make you a goose feather fan – perfect for the hot weather. Consider it a thank-you gift, how about that?”

This way, if the Academy Head investigated how they were missing a swan, he’d just need to see who was using a goose feather fan.

Rong Wei smiled: “Sounds good.”

The fire was out and the goose was finished, but Tie Ci couldn’t very well flip through books in front of Rong Wei. Just as she was wondering when this fellow would leave, she heard Rong Wei say: “I heard both Rong Pu and Dan Ye moved to your dormitory?”

Tie Ci made an affirming sound, her mind racing.

Rong Wei’s smiling gaze swept over: “You’re quite the popular commodity.”

Tie Ci smiled: “Sir, what are you saying? They didn’t go there for me.”

Rong Wei glanced at her: “If not for you, then for whom? Rong Pu and Dan Ye were living perfectly well in the Alpha dormitory. You arrived, and they both suddenly ran off to Wu dormitory. What, are your friendships from Shengdu really that deep?”

Tie Ci sighed while stroking her knee: “How can I put this properly!”

Her dramatic gesture actually sparked Rong Wei’s interest. He couldn’t help but smile: “What, could it be that these two…” He touched his fingertips together and raised an eyebrow.

Tie Ci was nearly made to laugh by his soul-searching gesture. Suppressing her laughter, she feigned surprise: “Sir is brilliant! Since you’ve guessed it, I won’t hide it anymore. Yes, it’s because Rong Pu has taken a fancy to Dan Ye, so he’s chasing after him!”

Rong Wei: “……”

Far away at Wu dormitory, Rong Pu and Dan Ye both sneezed in unison……

Rong Wei lowered his head to carefully examine Tie Ci’s expression, wanting to see this little liar’s guilty conscience after spouting such nonsense.

Unfortunately, Tie Ci had a face full of righteousness, sitting upright and unmoved.

As if the CP she’d just paired up had indeed hit upon the truth.

After a long moment, Rong Wei laughed and shook his head, thinking of Hu Yin’s unusual behavior toward Rong Pu, Dan Ye’s inexplicable hostility toward Rong Pu, and the news his Embroidered Uniform Guards had vaguely gathered.

Ye Shiba saying Rong Pu liked Dan Ye was a joke, but the Rong family’s desire to curry favor with and control the Western Rong was real.

The Rong family had no military power and was everywhere constrained by the Xiao family. He had vaguely discovered that Chief Minister Rong wanted Rong Pu to marry a Western Rong noblewoman. However, as a subject marrying a foreign royal woman was a great taboo – he didn’t know how the Rong family planned to proceed.

Rong Pu was quite scheming. Using Ye Shiba as a cover while working on Dan Ye would be normal.

These thoughts passed through his mind, but he didn’t intend to tell Tie Ci, lest his identity be suspected. After all, an ordinary official’s son from Liaodong shouldn’t know so much.

Tie Ci also knew this nonsense about Rong Pu being interested in Dan Ye wouldn’t fool Rong Wei. She had already prepared a set of explanations to guide him toward thinking about Western Rong-court relations, but unexpectedly Rong Wei stopped asking, which was a relief.

On second thought, given Rong Wei’s intelligence, thinking of these things wasn’t strange.

Both harboring ulterior motives, they chuckled and simultaneously wished Rong Pu and Dan Ye a happy union for a hundred years.

At Wu dormitory, Rong Pu and Dan Ye sneezed in unison again……

Rong Wei changed the subject and asked Tie Ci: “What are you doing sneaking here in the middle of the night?”

“Then why did sir specifically come here in the middle of the night to roast geese?”

“What do you mean ‘specifically’?” Rong Wei gave her a look. “I eat midnight snacks here every night. I get hungry easily, and the dining hall doesn’t cook at night. This place is secluded with its own compound. It’s spacious and has cover. It’s perfect.”

As he spoke, he showed Tie Ci the utensils he had hidden here – an empty bookcase containing various tools and seasonings, even complete sets of knives.

Additionally, there were fox pelts, rabbit skins, goose feathers, chicken feathers, and several hidden eggs.

Tie Ci: “……”

So the sacred ground of scholars worldwide, Leaping Carp Academy’s library, had become this fellow’s little kitchen.

Since he treated this place as a kitchen and ate midnight snacks here every night, Tie Ci couldn’t continue lying, or how could she come look for books every night in the future?

Tie Ci had to say: “I need to find a book, one that Lady He might have read. I promised to help Mr. He investigate what his wife did on the day before she died. This was his condition for recommending me to the academy.”

“Then I’ll help you. What do you need to find?”

Having eaten someone’s food, Tie Ci could only vaguely say: “Probably a travel journal. I want to see if Lady He made any annotations in the books.”

The academy’s collection didn’t allow casual annotations unless by great masters. But Tie Ci estimated no one would tell Lady He this, given her lofty status at the academy. And given Lady He’s personality, she probably wouldn’t think of such things.

With nothing to do daily, no children, her husband often away, incompatible with the wives of neighboring colleagues, without even someone to talk to – she must have been lonely. Since she liked staying in the library, she probably had a habit of confiding in books.

The two returned to the second floor, found a ladder, and climbed to the high shelves to look for books.

They shared one ladder, with Tie Ci at the very top and Rong Wei three rungs below her.

Working faster together, after half an hour they had finished the top row of travel accounts with no results.

Tie Ci then stepped down one level, but unexpectedly this ladder was old and poorly maintained with an unstable base. When she stepped down to the edge of the ladder, there was a “ding” sound as a nail popped out from a joint, and the ladder suddenly tilted.

Tie Ci instinctively started to flip backward, but suddenly remembered the narrow space between the two rows of bookshelves wasn’t enough for her to flip – she might crash into the bookshelf. She forcibly stopped herself.

With this abrupt halt, her body uncontrollably toppled backward.

Bang! Her back hit something warm and solid.

A faint woody leaf fragrance assailed her. She turned her head, her black hair sliding over his shoulder, her lips brushing his jaw.

Tie Ci felt Rong Wei’s arms holding her tightly.

Both froze.

Tie Ci immediately struggled outward lightly. The ladder shook violently. Rong Wei’s arms tightened as he whispered in her ear: “Do you want us both to crash to the floor with the ladder, making a thunderous noise that brings everyone nearby to investigate?”

Before Tie Ci could answer, he reproached her again: “Or do you want to ruin my little kitchen so I can never cook here again!”

Tie Ci: “……”

Such serious consequences – comparable to the Dayan invasion, Western Rong betrayal, Xiao family rebellion, or Liaodong’s traitorous independence.

She couldn’t bear such responsibility.

She behaved herself and whispered: “Then let me go first.”

“How can I let you go? You’re so reckless – one move and this ladder will topple.” Rong Wei said righteously, “I’ll take you down with me. Don’t move around. Be good, listen to your teacher.”

Now he was putting on teacher airs.

Tie Ci silently cursed.

But she was currently a man, and her master had said the essence of disguising as a man better than actual men was never being coy or affected – she must genuinely think of herself as a man.

Two men hugging and embracing… was actually quite something.

Rong Wei held her and stepped down one rung. The ladder immediately creaked, sounding precarious. The noise carried far.

Both froze motionless.

It wasn’t that they couldn’t leap down from the ladder, but at this moment the fragile ladder definitely couldn’t withstand the force of two people leaping down together. This second floor only had this one ladder – if it broke badly and couldn’t be repaired, the guards would soon discover it and security would be tightened.

Both the little kitchen’s goose braising and midnight book stealing would become pipe dreams.

Rong Wei said: “Let me slowly lower you down first.”

His hands passed under Tie Ci’s arms, encircling her waist. Tie Ci took a breath.

Her waist was naturally sensitive. Where his hands touched, an electric tingling sensation spread, seeming to penetrate her very bones, making her whole body soften. She gritted her teeth, her back becoming rigid while trying to relax.

But then Rong Wei seemed to find that holding her waist wasn’t convenient for lowering her down, and his hands began groping upward.

Tie Ci stared at those hands, closed her eyes to concentrate, and – Flash!

The next instant she appeared below the ladder, while Rong Wei’s groping hands pressed against his own chest.

Rong Wei: “……”

Fine, you flashed away and I touched myself, but why are you looking at me with such a perverted expression?!

Tie Ci suppressed her laughter and steadied the ladder, signaling for him to come down first.

But at that moment, light footsteps sounded on the stairs.

Then a beam of light shone toward them from afar.

Chapter 89: In Hair and Heart
Both changed color. Rong Wei reacted extremely quickly, tilting his head to blow out the flint torch hanging on the ladder head.

Tie Ci looked around for hiding places. Both ends of the bookshelf were open with clear views, the reading tables had high legs that couldn’t hide people either, so there was only…

Rong Wei, still on the ladder, climbed a few steps and nimbly flipped onto the ceiling beams.

The footsteps were approaching, seemingly dragging something with scraping sounds.

Rong Wei leaned down to grab the top of the ladder and lift it, signaling Tie Ci to climb up.

Tie Ci leaped up, using the ladder to flip onto the ceiling beams. The two then pulled the ladder up with them.

Just as they settled, those footsteps had already reached the travel accounts section – coming straight toward them.

Lamplight swayed, casting clustered shadows. Under the light and shadows, that person’s hair at the temples was somewhat sparse – it was actually the Supervisor.

Tie Ci held her breath, watching the Supervisor carry his lamp and patrol before the bookcases below. Someone followed behind him, dragging a basket. Tie Ci also recognized this person – it was Chen Zhuolin, the academy steward who had been assigned by the Rong family to deliver bedding to her before.

The two didn’t speak. The Supervisor placed the oil lamp on a nearby table, its light slanting over to cast their shadows in intricate patterns all over the floor.

The Supervisor looked around and suddenly said: “Where’s the ladder?”

Chen Zhuolin walked off to search around, returning empty-handed: “Last time I heard the ladder was about to break. The library staff once reported requesting a replacement. The old one might have been taken away, but the new one hasn’t been issued yet.”

Tie Ci was concentrating on watching when suddenly Rong Wei behind her pulled her forcefully into his embrace.

The next instant, the Supervisor raised his head. If Rong Wei hadn’t pulled her deeper into the shadows, the Supervisor might have seen her.

After being startled, Tie Ci felt somewhat ashamed. She had seen the Supervisor had no martial arts and had been careless.

But at this moment, Rong Wei was holding her tightly, probably afraid she might unconsciously lean out again. He held her so tight she could even feel his cheek pressed against her ear. With slightly heavier breathing, she could sense that slightly cool, smooth skin, while the faint woody leaf fragrance kept drilling toward her nostrils like countless wisps of smoke from where their bodies touched. That fragrance carried some indescribable scent – crisp and refreshing, yet after smelling it long, it felt inexplicably seductive and wonderfully pleasant.

His fingers rested on her arm – slender, able to encircle her entire arm, each finger like jade, seemingly able to glow in the shadows.

That dazed sense of familiarity and heart-stirring feeling came over Tie Ci again.

She could only lower her eyes and pretend to be a wooden log.

With great matters unsettled, heartstrings were difficult to pluck.

Below, the Supervisor looked up at the top of the bookshelf and said: “Then how do we get up?”

Chen Zhuolin said: “Let me try.”

Then he swept up the bookshelf like light smoke, his toes clicking out two blade points that inserted into the wood of the bookshelf. Raising his hand, he began taking down travel accounts from the very top.

Tie Ci stared intently at his movements, wanting to see which books he was taking.

If she wasn’t mistaken, the Supervisor and Chen Zhuolin had come to take the travel accounts that Lady He had read.

She had questioned the Supervisor’s wife, not knowing if the Supervisor’s wife had let something slip. But the Supervisor, purely out of caution, had brought Chen Zhuolin to the library in the middle of the night to take away the books Lady He had read.

That showed a guilty conscience.

The one who came was the Supervisor, and Chen Zhuolin represented the Rong family’s power – Rong Luchuan. Were both the Supervisor and Rong Luchuan involved in that incident from years ago?

No, that wasn’t right.

The Supervisor had been the librarian back then, specifically in charge of managing the library. If Lady He had truly left something in the library, wouldn’t he have looked for it in all these years?

Was it that he hadn’t thought of the library before, but when she came to the academy as Lady He’s relative and began investigating the cause of the lady’s death years ago, he realized there might be problems here and rushed over urgently?

Below, Chen Zhuolin pulled out one book, then another.

Tie Ci was quickly disappointed.

These two seemed not to know which specific book to take either, but were replacing all the books on the shelf. The basket they brought was full of books – they were planning to replace everything.

This seemed to verify Tie Ci’s guess. The other party originally didn’t know there might be clues in the library, only just guessed it, so they rushed here hastily to replace books.

The books naturally couldn’t be allowed to be replaced. Once replaced, they could never be investigated again.

Tie Ci gestured to Rong Wei. Rong Wei nodded. Suddenly flicking his finger, he extinguished the Supervisor’s lamp.

The second floor was instantly plunged into darkness. Both the Supervisor and Chen Zhuolin were startled. Chen Zhuolin stopped pulling books and floated down. Both looked tense, not daring to make sounds, looking around in all directions.

Tie Ci had already removed her shoes, carrying them while taking advantage of the momentary darkness to walk quickly across the ceiling beams. After opening the skylight and going out, she flipped down along the eave corner, quickly slid to the bottom, put on her shoes, and woke up the guard who had been knocked unconscious by Rong Wei earlier.

Just before that student woke up, she threw a stone at the second floor window, hitting the open window sash so it banged shut.

The night-watching student just woke up and heard the noise from the second floor. Groggily, he picked up the candle on the table, lit the wind lantern, and carried it upstairs, calling: “Who’s there!”

After a moment, footsteps sounded on the stairs. The Supervisor brought Chen Zhuolin hurrying downstairs, saying in a deep voice: “We were patrolling at night and reached this place, but discovered you were sleeping soundly, so we went upstairs to inspect for you!”

The student lowered his head in shame, respectfully seeing the Supervisor and Chen Zhuolin out of the library. When he sat back in the small house this time, his eyes were bright and alert – he dared not sleep again.

Unfortunately, someone wanted him to sleep.

A figure flashed by. Tie Ci passed behind him like wind, delivering a neck chop, and the man softly collapsed again.

This time when Tie Ci returned, she saw Rong Wei crouching by that large basket, flipping through books.

Earlier Chen Zhuolin had brought books, but when leaving he couldn’t openly carry them back in front of people, so he had to leave them on the second floor first. However, they wouldn’t come a second time tonight.

The books in the basket were also travel accounts, with nothing unusual. Tie Ci looked up at row upon row of old books above, remembering she had only looked through one row in half a day, and felt a headache coming.

Since the Supervisor and others had the idea of replacing books, they would definitely come back to replace them. During the day when students were in class, no one would notice them entering. By tomorrow night, the books might all be taken away, but how could she flip through them all in one night?

Rong Wei threw a book into the basket and said: “One can see through them at a glance – they’re all just randomly assembled books for making up numbers.”

Like a bolt of lightning suddenly striking into Tie Ci’s mind.

She suddenly froze.

See through them at a glance…

See through…

Didn’t she already have X-ray vision!

Put the books together and use X-ray vision to look!

Although her supernatural abilities had already unlocked two powers, she didn’t know if it was due to inexperience or some limitation, but she couldn’t use them all the time. In daily life, without deliberately focusing her vision, she couldn’t activate the X-ray ability.

So much so that she had forgotten she had this skill available.

She was still somewhat hesitant about demonstrating supernatural abilities in front of Rong Wei…

But Rong Wei had already seen her use teleportation.

He didn’t ask much about it, as if he found it unremarkable. Tie Ci knew that currently supernatural abilities were said to be exclusive to the royal family, but that was just to deepen the royal family’s mystique and nobility. In the mountains and wilderness, there were still a few people who possessed supernatural abilities, like Dan Shuang, whose eyes could see very far.

There was nothing to hesitate about. Tie Ci moved row after row of books to the table, looking from one end to the other.

With the lamplight shining and vision fully focused, the first time was unsuccessful.

The second time was also unsuccessful.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly. Although she had unlocked supernatural abilities, there were limitations. If she couldn’t use them when urgently needed, that would actually be a hindrance.

So she didn’t plan to rely on supernatural abilities as talents – practicing martial arts well was more reliable.

The third time, finally her vision flashed and that sensation came.

Those beams of light followed her gaze, penetrating the yellowed paper page by page. All the ink marks advanced row by row in her field of vision, flashing by like countless black snowflakes, rising from the horizon and disappearing into the earth.

Tie Ci only needed to look among the neat ink marks for any different features.

She picked out books with abnormalities and set them aside, with Rong Wei helping her flip through them.

This way, efficiency improved greatly, but the dim light was extremely taxing on her eyes. After finishing one row, tears flowed continuously.

A handkerchief was handed over, plain and unscented. She took it and smiled gratefully, pressing it to her eyes, but didn’t return it to him, putting it away to wash and return later.

Continuing this way, after finishing the third row, her temples throbbed with hidden pain.

She didn’t speak, but a pair of hands reached over. Thumbs pressed against her temples while the other four fingers gently circled around the pressure points. Rong Wei’s voice sounded beside her ear: “Come, close your eyes and think of my beauty – then your head won’t hurt.”

Tie Ci: “……”

Thanks for the invitation, but thinking of my own beauty works just as well.

The fingers pressing the pressure points had slight calluses – the subtle grinding sensation was quite comfortable. She closed her eyes, wondering when she had allowed someone to get so close to her vital points.

That faint woody leaf fragrance was surprisingly aggressive.

She slightly moved her head away and smiled: “Thank you for sir’s care. Let’s hurry up.”

Rong Wei also lowered his hands, rolling up his sleeves, looking at her with a half-smile.

Like a sensitive little beast, always instinctively becoming alert at the edge of indulgence.

They quickly finished looking through all the books, picking out several dozen, then flipping through them one by one, but still found nothing.

Most of those had annotations, but the annotations clearly showed high insight and refined language – obviously all by famous scholars, not matching Lady He’s scholarly status.

There was no feminine handwriting as imagined.

Rong Wei tossed over a book. That one wasn’t a travel account but described a utopian paradise. Inside were some dots and sketches, with lines drawn under sentences describing scenic beauty, obviously yearning for such places. At first glance nothing seemed strange, but after Tie Ci looked more closely, she noticed those underlines were particularly straight, with heavy strokes, like the handwriting of someone unfamiliar with writing but quite strong.

In the academy where conversations were all among great scholars and associates were all refined people, the only one who liked staying in the library but wasn’t highly cultured was Lady He alone.

But a few dots and lines had no reference value whatsoever.

However, Tie Ci didn’t throw the book aside. Staring at those dots and sketches, she suddenly opened a travel account she had flipped through before.

That book called itself a travel account but was more like a record of strange places and creatures, recording legendary places and mythical beasts – all the kind that couldn’t be verified in reality. The language was convoluted and obscure, using ancient and abstruse allusions – the type Lady He couldn’t understand even if she tried. But there were some illustrations of strange shapes.

Because most academy students also couldn’t understand this book, few people read it, so it was well preserved. The book also had annotations – witty and insightful, but in He Zi’s handwriting.

Tie Ci carefully examined that writing, then moved closer to the lamp light, changing angles to compare with the underline ink marks from the previous book.

Rong Wei also noticed and said: “The ink used on these two books seems different from elsewhere.”

Under different angles of light, one could see the ink marks on these two books faintly reflecting iridescent purple-blue light.

“Ink produced from Yannan Danxia, because it contains a rare mineral, reflects purple-blue light under lamplight. Called Purple Lightning and Blue Frost, it also has a faint pine fragrance. The fragrance probably can’t be smelled now, but the luster remains. This ink is extremely rare and precious. The He couple should have used this type of ink.” Tie Ci pointed to some seemingly casual dots and marks under He Zi’s annotations. “Because the ink was precious, Mr. He used it sparingly with restrained strokes. So there shouldn’t be these dots and marks – those were drawn by Lady He. He Zi said she could read, but judging from these two books, she really didn’t know many characters and didn’t like writing, so she had a habit of making dots and marks under text that moved her.”

Having said this, it became clear. The two split up again to examine those travel accounts, specifically looking for sections with dots and marks below.

Many people also liked to add circles and emphasis, but Lady He used different ink – you could tell by the color.

This time they found three books and extracted the characters that had dots underneath.

“…fall…rocky…wild goose…three…left…storehouse…ugly…three…martial…moment…guard…change…thousand…handle…under…ground…time…”

Comparing them yielded a bunch of nonsensical characters that didn’t look like combinations for confiding feelings.

Tie Ci copied down these characters, planning to research them after returning. It would be dawn soon.

Suddenly a breeze passed, rustling through that travel account with He Zi’s annotations. The various colored maps and mythical beast illustrations flipped rapidly, with the black marks and lines above forming continuous sheets… Tie Ci suddenly reached out and pressed the book down.

Her hand folded the book, connecting two illustrations front and back. Two edge lines directly connected, and there was a black shadow along those edge lines.

Tie Ci flipped several more pages, found the previous image, held it down – three images still connected, with that black shadow above the images, its outline becoming clear.

Tie Ci stared at that image, her expression slightly changing.

Then she put away these few books, packed them in the bag she brought, and said: “I’ll go back to research slowly.”

Rong Wei glanced at her, clearly knowing she had gained something but didn’t plan to say. He didn’t ask either, standing up to stretch lazily.

The two randomly found a few books from the basket to stuff in the shelf gaps, refilling the bookshelf before going downstairs.

Once outside, when the wind blew and her attention shifted, Tie Ci suddenly felt her head itching. Then she remembered the embarrassing incident while bathing in her quarters that evening. Because of the awkward door guards, she had hurriedly gotten up without completely rinsing her hair.

Seeing a pool of water downstairs, the itching became even more intense. Tie Ci restrained her hands that wanted to constantly scratch, planning to wash her hair at Lingering Fragrance Lake on the way.

Rong Wei suddenly raised his hand to touch her hair. Tie Ci dodged, but Rong Wei had already taken something from her hair. Looking at it, he laughed in amazement: “What’s this… saving soap as a midnight snack?”

Tie Ci looked – it was actually a hardened soap flake!

She couldn’t take it anymore!

Tie Ci raised her leg and ran outside, rushing straight to Lingering Fragrance Lake, undoing her hair and dunking it in the water.

Rong Wei followed behind, laughing: “Although it’s gotten hot, washing your hair in such cold water – aren’t you afraid of catching cold?”

Tie Ci crouched by the lake, washing her long hair in the water like washing vegetables. Suddenly someone crouched beside her and grabbed her hair, saying: “Be gentler with your hair, or while you’re still young, it will leave you. When wind blows over bare hills, it’s quite desolate.”

Tie Ci snorted with laughter.

Wind swept across the lake surface. On the opposite shore, lotus leaves spread out like jade plates, flowers sleeping beneath green discs, stems and vines graceful in the clear water. Mandarin ducks intertwined necks above the water and beneath the vines. Swans buried their heads, deep red long beaks emerging between snow-white feathers – in their peaceful sleep, surely not one dreamed of iron pots.

The person beside her gently washed her long hair. Snow-white fingers and palms entered the crystal-clear water, spreading a piece of black silk between fingers and palms.

Heaven and earth were quiet, with only the soft sound of water – tiny splashing sounds like gentle waves against the heart’s embankment, moist and crystalline, slowly blooming tender flower buds within, swaying in the wind with pearl-like water droplets rolling everywhere.

Tie Ci lowered her head, staring at a naive fish wagging its tail in the water.

Rong Wei also stopped talking. The long hair between his fingers was as smooth as swimming fish, floating here and there, his heart seeming to sway along with it, circles of ripples spreading endlessly.

In the early morning, everyone at the academy was sleeping. Only these two washing hair by the lake, their thoughts like mist rising above the green lake and forest trees, slowly covering the vast mountain forest.

Not knowing how much time passed – perhaps a century – a ray of dawn light penetrated the clear lake water and reached Tie Ci’s eyes. Only then did she suddenly jump up, saying: “It’s getting late! The wake-up bell will ring soon!”

As she stood up, her hair dripped water. She grabbed her hair to squeeze it dry like a towel, but Rong Wei intercepted: “Didn’t I just tell you to be gentler with your hair?”

Speaking, he grabbed her hair with one hand and untied his belt with the other.

Tie Ci: “……???”

Chapter 90: Is He Flirting with Me?
Just as she was wondering what this flirtatious move was, Rong Wei had already pulled out his own clean inner robe and wrapped her hair with it.

Tie Ci stiffened for a moment.

The blood throughout her body seemed to surge upward at this moment, making a rushing sound in her heart. Everything around became even quieter, with only the fine sound of water droplets falling at the bottom of her ears, pounding against her eardrums. Her ears seemed to be getting hot – she wanted to touch them but didn’t want to.

She watched him lower his head, using the hem of his own inner robe to squeeze dry the water from her long hair.

The garment was lifted high, bringing up his underclothes and faintly revealing clearly defined eight-pack abs.

Tie Ci’s mind was a bit chaotic. Not knowing if she was being seduced or just had a dry mouth, she instinctively wanted to swallow, then realized this action was inappropriate and forcibly held back. Her gaze swept over the slender waist that flashed before her, and her heart was in disarray thinking: “Is he flirting with me?”

Then she thought again, “No, no, his current movements and posture are very frank, not as ambiguous as when washing hair just now. He’s treating me as a man, without any inhibitions…”

But her heart vaguely understood that it was precisely this kind of unconscious naturalness that was even more unsettling.

These chaotic thoughts flashed by in an instant.

Her expression remained that same generous and composed smile.

Watching Rong Wei squeeze dry her hair, cup it with both hands and drape it behind her shoulders, shaking it loose, when the cool morning breeze blew, she felt her whole head generating fresh air, refreshingly as if embracing a delightful wind.

But the next moment she saw Rong Wei casually shake out his own inner robe. The wet fabric became transparent, clinging to his abs, the faint outlines adding even more allure. She wanted to swallow again.

Lowering her head, holding the books to cover her face, she smiled and thanked him, walking ahead.

Silk tree flowers had fallen all over the ground in tiny stamens, the ground green as embroidery. Behind her, Rong Wei’s footsteps were neither hurried nor slow, accompanying her through these continuous flowering trees. She suddenly remembered how during the day she had consecutively refused Rong Pu and Dan Ye’s invitations to stroll the lover’s path together, yet in the blink of an eye was simply walking through this dawn flower forest with Rong Wei.

Behind her, Rong Wei suddenly said: “At dusk I saw Rong Pu looking for you to go to the Quiet Study together. But you seemed not to agree.”

Tie Ci said: “How could I agree? Even though I’m a man, I’m afraid those female academy students would go crazy and beat me up in a sack too.”

Behind her, Rong Wei laughed and said: “True, two men aren’t necessarily unambiguous either.”

Tie Ci looked down at herself – right now weren’t they just “two men”?

These words – she didn’t want to overthink them.

Fearing that Rong Pu and Dan Ye’s inexplicable attention to her would arouse Rong Wei’s suspicion, she explained: “In Shengdu, I’ve had dealings with Young Master Rong and Wolf Lord before. There are some… historical issues.”

Rong Wei moved in front of her, lowering his head to look down into her eyes: “Hmm? Are you explaining to me about your relationship with them?”

Tie Ci stood still, raising her eyes with a smile: “Afraid you’d think I’m gay.”

Rong Wei’s smile slowly broadened, speaking very slowly: “Hmm? Aren’t you?”

His eye corners were longer than ordinary people’s, his eyelids deeper than ordinary people’s, his pupils also larger, deeper, and clearer than ordinary people’s. Looking at her so intensely and closely, it was simply dazzling and dizzy-making, everything flowing with brilliant light, making one not know where to look.

Ordinary people would have been dazed under such a gaze.

But Tie Ci was not ordinary. Although her heartbeat also skipped a beat, her gaze never dodged, and her lips slowly bloomed with an even more sincere smile: “How can we men submit beneath another man!”

Truly magnificent in bearing.

Rong Wei stared at her. This fellow had clear eyes, sincere gaze, and a gentle, refined smile – no matter how you looked, she was a gentle, elegant, and amiable good person.

Just… quite teeth-grinding.

Tie Ci suddenly stopped and said: “Alright. We’re almost at Wu dormitory. From here you can turn toward the Teachers’ Study. Let’s part ways here.”

Rong Wei looked toward Wu dormitory in the distance. There, Dan Ye, who always rose early, was already up, brushing his teeth at the courtyard gate with his strong chest bare.

A servant walked by, carrying a steaming hot food box that looked quite heavy. He recognized it as Rong Pu’s servant.

With Rong Pu’s small appetite, he couldn’t eat this much. That white lotus was probably showing off his kindness to win people’s hearts again.

His gaze quickly withdrew. Smiling in agreement, he watched Tie Ci walk inside, tying up her half-dry hair as she walked with large strides and smooth, capable movements.

He watched for a while, chuckled, and turned away.

Returning to his own dormitory, sounds came from the wall. After a moment, someone silently floated down from the skylight.

Rong Wei seemed to be pondering something in his mind, slowly turning a small trinket in his hand. After a long while he said: “The assassination failed?”

The other person made an affirmative sound.

Rong Wei frowned and said: “If it failed, then it failed. I have some doubts and want to investigate another person…”

Before he could finish, the tall person said: “The King petitioned to cancel your engagement some days ago, but the Great Qian Emperor didn’t agree and kept the memorial without issuing it. He said to wait for the Crown Princess to decide herself.”

Rong Wei immediately forgot what he was going to say, sitting up and saying: “Oh, the old man had a change of heart? He actually really helped me decline the marriage?”

“This shows the King has changed his opinion of you, young master. You should seize the opportunity.”

Rong Wei laughed once and lay back down, crossing his legs and swaying: “Opportunities must be created by oneself, why need others to give them?”

He thought and said: “Haven’t asked how you failed yet? Didn’t we send elite Falcon Division assassins?”

“The other party seemed prepared, with high martial arts skills and very tight defenses. Our people were afraid of exposing their identity and were somewhat restrained.”

“Did you see that Crown Princess? What does she look like?”

“Gray Eagle got close to strike. He said her crown was brilliant, very beautiful, just quite pretentious.”

Rong Wei snorted: “That’s how royal people are. I heard she has outstanding martial arts – is that true?”

“Can only say not low. Royal people – if they have three parts they’ll boast it’s five parts, and she’s a woman too. If you insist on saying outstanding, she deserves it. Gray Eagle only exchanged one move with her before she retreated deep into the curtains, then large numbers of guards arrived with no chance to continue fighting.” The tall person said, “If you ask me, since the assassination didn’t succeed, let it be. The King has already agreed to cancel the engagement – the Crown Princess is no longer your obstacle.”

“Didn’t you hear that the old emperor’s words were just an excuse? He clearly doesn’t want to cancel the engagement. Saying wait for the Crown Princess to return to discuss – when she returns and makes a few inquiries, how could she bear to let go of someone as beautiful and outstanding as me? She’s been rejected enough times already – this time she absolutely won’t agree easily.”

The tall person snorted but didn’t refute.

“Besides, if this dynasty lost its only heir, what chaos would ensue? If Great Qian falls into chaos, wouldn’t Liaodong have an opportunity? Won’t the King credit me with another merit?” Rong Wei waved his hand: “Continue, don’t stop.”

The tall person grunted and was about to leave when Rong Wei thought and added: “When you have time, check if Shengdu’s Horse Minister has a youngest son named Ye Shiba.”

The tall person said irritably: “Give me a break. We didn’t bring out that many people to begin with. We still have to maintain remote control over Liaodong’s Embroidered Uniform Guards, deploy people around the academy, and send assassins to Shengdu. Where’s the spare time to investigate random cats and dogs for you!”

Rong Wei didn’t mind the rebuke, waving to dismiss him. After the person floated away through the skylight, he lay on the bed with hands behind his head, thinking of how Ye Shiba had stared at his abs just now, and smiled smugly.

Meanwhile, Tie Ci entered the dormitory and was caught by Dan Ye. Seeing her, he spat out the foam in his mouth and raised an eyebrow: “Where did you go last night? Another night away!”

Tie Ci thought this tone was just like a wife reproaching a philandering husband who stayed out all night. Smiling, she said: “Wolf Lord, if I don’t go out to sleep, should I stay in the dormitory with you all?”

“Why not!” Dan Ye said, “If you’re going to do something, do it thoroughly. Since you’re disguised as a man, naturally you can’t avoid everything. If you’re afraid of talking in your sleep and revealing yourself, tomorrow you can sleep with me – I’ll guard your mouth.”

Tie Ci: “……”

Thank you so much.

Sleeping with you would be worse than rolling around in a big shared bed with a bunch of men.

Rong Pu poked his head out from inside: “Shiba, come have breakfast.”

Tie Ci walked into the hall. The table was already laid out with various breakfast items. Rong Pu had his servant send some inside for the others to share, while he occupied the only two seats with her. While serving her steamed soup dumplings, he said softly: “You didn’t return last night. I’ve already spoken to the dormmates – they won’t gossip.”

Tie Ci thought, well, this one is taking the virtuous supporting spouse route.

Although she hadn’t slept all night, she wasn’t hungry, having already devoured a whole goose after all.

Rong Pu was observant. Seeing her eat slowly and methodically, though royal etiquette was like this, he understood Tie Ci somewhat and knew she wasn’t a pretentious person. So he said: “Had a midnight snack?”

Tie Ci vaguely said: “Ate some meat sandwiches.”

Rong Pu said: “Eating cold dry food hurts the stomach. Your Highness always goes out at night like this, yet still has to study during the day – it’s too exhausting. If Your Highness doesn’t mind, the Rong family still has some people who could serve Your Highness. You could have them do some menial tasks.”

Tie Ci thought of Chen Zhuolin climbing walls like a gecko last night, thinking your Rong family might not be clean either. Should my lone boat board your pirate ship as a lifeboat?

She put down her chopsticks, wiped her mouth, and smiled: “Haven’t asked why Brother Rong came to audit at Leaping Carp Academy?”

“On the surface, the family thinks I’m frail and won’t let me continue being a minor clerk running around in wind and rain at others’ beck and call. So they arranged for me to audit at the academy for a few months as experience. If I can achieve excellent academic results, it would be an acceptable account when I return. Secretly,” Rong Pu paused, gazing into her eyes and said softly, “I wanted to help you…”

Tie Ci interrupted him, as if suddenly remembering: “For someone of your frail, noble background, I remember there’s an exemption option for such training. You could have the Chief Minister petition for exemption – the Empress Dowager surely wouldn’t refuse the Rong family face. Return to the capital early. Last time I heard your old master was arranging to introduce you to Shengdu young ladies.”

Rong Pu’s chopsticks paused. The pastry he was about to serve her scattered flakes all over the floor. He stared at those flakes and said: “Look, these pastry flakes – don’t they look like a suddenly broken heart?”

Author’s Note: About why the male lead doesn’t think of the Crown Princess – I want to say, you readers have a god’s perspective, but the characters don’t. The book repeatedly emphasizes that Tie Ci’s male disguise is flawless. In everyone’s eyes, this is just a man – a Shengdu young master who’s familiar with Rong Pu, knows Dan Ye, and has good relationships with both, all very normal. There’s also a fake Crown Princess practicing in Shengdu’s suburbs as a cover, and Ye Shiba can use supernatural abilities that the legendary Crown Princess supposedly can’t. All these circumstances together make not thinking of it normal – after all, who would randomly connect a man to the Crown Princess? Who could imagine someone of the Crown Princess’s status could personally take such risks so freely? Tie Ci’s actions, demeanor, personality, and abilities are actually different from everyone’s impression of the Crown Princess. You could say the more familiar with her personally, the less likely to connect her to the Crown Princess.

Readers knowing the male and female leads’ true genders naturally connect the clues, but thinking from their perspective, being in the situation is different.

Honestly, don’t be hasty – the mutual concealment of gender and identity is actually a very interesting process. Revealing identities too early isn’t fun!

Chapter 91: Gratitude for the Non-Marriage Favor
Tie Ci was also thoroughly electrified by his touch, feeling numb and tingly all over. She thought irritably that this person had started off so serious and proper, but turned out to be quite the yandere after all.

She chuckled softly and wiped her mouth, “No, look at this pastry crust – doesn’t it look just like the silver you lent me last night?”

Rong Pu clearly didn’t understand this kind of joke and looked at her somewhat bewildered, but Tie Ci had already turned around to go back to catch up on sleep.

This kind of intimidation tactic couldn’t scare her. She was a woman who possessed three palaces and six courtyards after all!

Before class, Tie Ci called over Chi Xue and gave her some quiet instructions before heading to the lecture hall.

The next several days passed without incident. Tie Ci was waiting for a certain verification. During the day she attended classes as usual. The academy students’ attitude toward her had changed from collective bullying to keeping a respectful distance. She didn’t mind this either. After listening to lectures, she would spend an hour with Wei Xing, bringing along a pile of snacks he liked, playing many games and doing exercises with him. She didn’t go to the bathhouse for bathing. In the deep of night when all was quiet, she would jump into Fragrant Lake instead. Speaking of luck, the academy night patrols had never come to inspect the shores of Fragrant Lake during her bathing times.

When awakened at night by snoring sounds, she would suddenly think of the lamplight in that small building that night, think of the person who had looked back at her with his face upturned in the lamplight, think of that glossy, bright swan, wonder what he was having for his midnight snack tonight. Thinking and thinking, she would get hungry, then fall asleep to the rumbling sounds of her own stomach.

This day she went to attend practical affairs class. Tie Ci had known beforehand that the academy also had something called “internships,” generally applicable to students who had been studying at the academy for three years already. It was roughly a projection of court nobles’ children’s “training” experiences. Academy students could choose their own internship directions – going to county offices to copy documents, going to patrol inspection offices to help capture criminals, going to major medicine halls and charity halls to help out, going to various departments to gain practical experience… When Tie Ci stepped into the lecture hall, she discovered everyone was discussing animatedly with an unusual atmosphere. After asking the little round-faced student, she learned that two senior students from a previous batch of interns had returned, and today the instructor teaching practical affairs wanted them to tell their junior students about their internship experiences so everyone could discuss the advantages and disadvantages together.

The academy advocated free scholarship. In earlier years, it had even raised the banner of “establishing learning not for imperial examinations, but only to select talented people for the common folk.” It opposed rigid studying and deadly adherence to texts, advocating respect for teachers and the Way, and academic innovation. Therefore, while it naturally produced talented people whose literary accomplishments left lasting fragrance, it also inevitably produced quite a few radically rebellious thinkers, making it both valued and feared by the court for a time.

After He Zi withdrew, the court continuously infiltrated over several decades, gradually changing some of the academy’s atmosphere. For example, the Classics Department specially established for imperial examinations became the most important subject, rote memorization became increasingly praised, they introduced 108 different fancy methods of memorization by heart, teachers like Master Yao appeared, and campus bullies like Ma De who relied on great family connections and silver to disturb the academy’s atmosphere also emerged.

But this practical affairs program, though it had gone through various ups and downs, was never cancelled. Although fewer and fewer students volunteered to participate in internships each year – most had lofty aspirations, burying themselves in books, single-mindedly wanting to leap through the dragon gate of imperial examinations and unwilling to waste time on local trivial matters – there were still ultimately some students who had no interest in or hope for imperial examinations who chose to enter local administrative departments to experience the lives of all trades and all social strata.

Standing on the podium were two students. One had ordinary features and a somewhat timid temperament, standing on the platform with an embarrassed smile, occasionally wiping away sweat. The other had handsome features and quite an imposing bearing, standing with his limbs sprawling, looking at people with excessive eye whites, always seeming like he was rolling his eyes for no reason.

Somehow, Tie Ci always felt this latter one looked somewhat familiar, yet couldn’t remember where she had seen him.

She had decent talent in all areas, but had always been somewhat face-blind.

The teaching assistant for practical affairs introduced the two senior students. One had just returned from an internship in Dongming County under Daming Prefecture. Under the instructor’s urging, he stammered for a long time, saying he had stayed at the county office workshop for a while, then went to the River Administration Office. He spoke of how amiable the county magistrate was, how kindly the river administration official treated people, how generous the compensation was, how often he received thanks from fishermen, and so on. Everyone listened with considerable yearning.

Someone quietly said, “I’ve seen that senior student before. His family was poor, and he used to dress quite shabbily. Now he’s dressed quite neatly.”

Tie Ci looked at that student’s bright and fresh appearance, which didn’t quite match his temperament, and remembering something, she asked, “May I ask, senior student, within Dongming County there are tributaries of the Jing River. That section of waterway has rapid currents and is prone to silting. Due to terrain factors, water levels rise high during the rainy season. When the Cloud Canal was originally built, they specifically raised the embankments along Dongming County’s Sanbai River and required annual reinforcement. Last summer had much rain – what were the water levels like? Were the embankments reinforced? How many river workers were dispatched, and how long did the project take?”

That student was stunned for a moment, then said, “This… I wasn’t at the embankment at that time… but quite a few river workers went, the workshop also allocated silver for it, the river administration official personally supervised… the specific time… I also…”

“The River Administration Office oversees fisheries and fishing taxes, measures water domains, and manages fishing profits. If so, senior student, do you know how many fishermen there are locally? How extensive are the water domains? What are the fishing tax quotas?”

“This… this belongs to internal important matters… I… I had no way to know…”

Tie Ci smiled and elegantly raised her hand, indicating “I have nothing more to ask.”

If this one could pass the examinations in the future, she’d take his surname.

The practical affairs instructor also frowned, but couldn’t really say anything. How much effort one put into internships depended on each individual. There were plenty who just went through the motions, after all, internship returns did come with recommendation quotas.

It was the second one’s turn. That person claimed his surname was Mu, completely unaffected by the previous one’s embarrassment, quite eloquent. He said he hadn’t gone to the county office, but had gone deep into the mountains to recruit and pacify a group of bandits. That group of bandits had previously robbed passing merchants and common people, disturbing the peace so much that people couldn’t live in tranquility. Because the mountains were continuous and the bandits appeared and disappeared like ghosts, even recruitment and pacification had no way to proceed. After he went to the county office, he took on this important assignment, personally went into the mountains, searched for several days before finding those people, only to discover they were just a group of ragged mountain folk. Those people in the mountains actually also supported a group of elderly, weak, women and children. To feed those old, weak, sick and disabled, they had become bandits. They were very wary of outsiders, but very respectful toward learned people, because the deep mountains lacked a teacher. To gain their trust, he taught those children to read.

Hearing this, Tie Ci was admiring. This one could also be considered brave and resourceful – a single scholar daring to go alone into the mountains to recruit bandits was worthy of commendation.

However, immediately afterward, that praiseworthy senior student’s tone shifted, speaking about those little brats in the mountains – how poor, dirty, and stupid they were. They couldn’t memorize the Three Character Classic even after being taught three times. How materially deprived the deep mountains were, how poor and bitter the people’s lives were, how boring their days were, yet these people still refused to come out of the mountains…

He spoke about those people’s poverty and bitterness very vividly, with animated expressions. The academy students, especially those from Class A, mostly came from wealthy families, so it was like opening up a new world for them. They listened with gasps and exclamations of amazement. Some sensitive ones even wiped away tears.

Tie Ci folded her arms and watched coolly, thinking of the classmate she had seen fishing rice from the water basin in the dining hall when she first arrived. Those people had been fishing for rice for more than just one day, yet these young masters with overflowing sympathy seemed never to have noticed.

Probably the tears at this moment all belonged to crocodiles – flowing when needed to show that they still worried about the country and people, and that would be enough.

That scholar, seeing everyone’s enthusiastic response, became quite pleased with himself. Scanning around, he saw only Tie Ci with an indifferent expression, looking out the window, and immediately felt uncomfortable.

When he looked carefully and saw Tie Ci’s appearance clearly, this discomfort became even more obvious.

For certain reasons, he had no good feelings toward all outstandingly handsome men!

He stopped talking and looked at Tie Ci sideways, saying, “This junior student, you seem quite dismissive of my training experience?”

The lecture hall immediately became so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

Everyone involuntarily held their breath, looking at this senior student, then at Tie Ci.

Sigh, this senior student had just returned to the academy and didn’t yet know this one’s fierce reputation. Ma De was still in prison. It was said his maternal relatives had spent much silver trying to fish him out, and said that once he got out, they’d give Ye Shiba something to see. But for some unknown reason, while silver had always opened all paths in the past, this time it hit walls everywhere, as if those official gentlemen had suddenly brushed away the blinding silver light and raised the banner of upright integrity, fluttering in the wind, though no one knew who they were performing for.

“I feel regret about senior student’s training experience,” Tie Ci said slowly. “I thought I’d hear a moving and tragic story, but who knew the second half would have such a rotten ending. The character setting completely collapsed.”

Everyone heard but didn’t understand, looking completely confused, but knowing that Ye Shiba was dissing someone again was enough.

That Senior Student Mu’s expression immediately became fierce. When this person wore scholarly robes he still seemed quite dignified, but once his expression changed, it revealed the cruelty and arrogance in his bones. He didn’t look like a scholar, but rather like a person with real power over life and death. “I personally infiltrated the mountain stronghold and recruited bandits, returning peace to the people. Such achievements – are you worthy to slander them?”

“I only see your calculating mind, disgust, coldness, and self-centeredness,” Tie Ci said. “Although you’ve dressed up your motives in very noble and dignified terms, I suspect that once the other party accepts recruitment, their fate probably won’t be too good.”

Senior Student Mu burst into startled laughter, a cold light flashing in his eyes. “How dare you say such treasonous words! Recruitment is the royal… the court’s benevolent policy. You say the outcome after recruitment won’t be good – are you sympathizing with bandits!”

The teaching assistant had been standing to the side, and now vaguely felt something was wrong. If this topic continued, it might cause trouble. He hurriedly tried to mediate: “Just now you mentioned those mountain people were extremely poor, which I found quite touching. This is actually one of the important topics in policy essays and practical affairs. So let me test you all – how to help those poor people so that there will be no starving people in the world? Ah, let me say in advance, this is not a quiz.”

Ever since the betting spread throughout the academy and Tie Ci had already gotten two “excellent” marks, “quizzes” had become a sensitive term. The academy’s teachers had reached a tacit understanding and recently consistently refused to give quizzes, afraid that if Tie Ci happened to get an “excellent” in their class, the whole academy would lose money and they’d have to bear unnecessary psychological burden.

For the students, they both wanted and feared quizzes – wanting another chance to win money themselves, yet fearing another chance to lose money themselves. So every time teachers entered, they would look with burning eyes, and hearing the special emphasis on “no quiz” they’d let out long sighs of relief, not knowing whether to feel glad or disappointed.

Senior Student Mu laughed when he heard this question and said proudly, “How could I not answer better than an armchair scholar who’s never seen the world? But let me say this first – if he can’t answer, he should get out.”

Everyone showed complex expressions.

According to what they knew, anyone who wanted Ye Shiba to get out, whether teachers or students, never had a good ending.

Tie Ci smiled: “Fine. If I can’t answer, I’ll get out. If your answer isn’t as good as mine…”

Qi Yuansi, sitting on the other side of the lecture hall, immediately looked uncomfortable.

The discussion about shit uncontrollably floated into his mind.

“…then every time you see him in the future, you bow and call him ‘big brother’ once.” Tie Ci pointed at Qi Yuansi.

Qi Yuansi: “…!!!”

Master, what did I do to offend you!

Tie Ci smiled at him.

That guy surnamed Mu was clearly the stubborn, self-important, and arrogant type. Having to bow and call you big brother every time he saw you in the future would definitely make him hate you thoroughly.

Consider this my gratitude for the non-marriage favor.

Senior Student Mu didn’t care about having to call anyone big brother anyway, since he wouldn’t lose.

“I’ll speak first,” he said. “To provide relief to the poor, first we must know how many poor people there are. We should initially grade the people’s poverty levels, then select capable officials to give different assistance to different grades of poor people. For example, ‘the extremely poor should receive relief rice, the moderately poor should receive relief money, the slightly poor should receive loans.’ Second, providing relief to the poor should mainly rely on local government offices, but should also instruct wealthy households to donate to the poor. Furthermore, whenever there are floods or droughts that harm countless people, court disaster relief is imperative. Besides this, giving money and clothes in winter and spring, caring for the old, weak, and orphaned, those with too many children can receive assistance, those lacking labor can be exempted from corvée…”

He spoke eloquently for a while, and everyone nodded. Indeed, these were well-organized and practical words.

After finishing, he looked at Tie Ci, feeling he had covered all current government measures for relieving the poor, and wanted to see what new things this kid could come up with.

Tie Ci rested her hands on her knees and smiled: “I’d like to ask senior student a few questions.”

“Senior student also said earlier that the deep mountains are hard to enter, the people extremely poor, the great mountains block the roads, making it difficult for people inside to get out and people outside to get in. I imagine that even making registration lists and statistics, those mountain people would be very difficult to include in the rosters. Even if included in rosters, donations from all parties would be very difficult to deliver. And you also said the poorest are exactly those people – so what about them?”

“The court distributing money and silver – if there are lazy people who depend on this relief, not engaging in production, and after using up the silver they just wait for the next wave of money and rice grants. Must they be supported by grants their whole lives? If the court someday faces internal troubles and external threats and money becomes tight, will these people who have been fed until they’re too lazy to even turn their necks just starve to death?”

“Making rosters requires statistics, and statistics are done by people. As long as people do it, there’s possibility for problems. If someone colludes with roster officials, wealthy households pretend to be poor, or if those roster officials use this as a means of profit, extorting common people, actually making poor households poorer, wouldn’t this be doing bad things with good intentions?”

…

After several questions were thrown down, that Senior Student Mu was obviously stunned. After a long while he sneered: “What you’ve raised are merely inevitable side effects in the court’s relief measures. What does this have to do with the strategies I proposed? Any benevolent policy inevitably has drawbacks – how can we give up eating for fear of choking?”

“Without solving the drawbacks, benevolent policy can also become tyrannical policy. While giving up eating for fear of choking is inadvisable, knowingly consuming poison and still swallowing it with a straight neck – is that very smart?” Tie Ci smiled. “Are you finished? If you’re finished, it’s my turn.”

“To get rich, first build roads. Roads are the sinews and arteries of economic operation. The court provides funding, mobilizes wealthy households to build roads and bridges. If they can’t get out, then open up roads to let them come out.”

“Not just building roads and bridges, but also education, medicine halls, commerce – all aspects of people’s livelihood infrastructure are of utmost importance. All local academies, large and small private schools – if they could all give appropriate care to impoverished students in poor areas, allowing them to enter with lowered standards, having one more learned person means one more possibility of escaping poverty.”

“Teaching a man to fish is better than giving him fish. Giving money can solve temporary difficulties but cannot solve lifelong poverty. When you went to those deep mountains, you only saw the people’s poverty there. Did you think about how to help them escape poverty? Did you discover what they could sell for money, what resources could be utilized? You taught children to read – did you teach those adults about information from outside the mountains, teach them how to walk out of the great mountains, what kind of surplus goods to use in trade for supplies? Did you pay attention to each household’s reasons for poverty and apply targeted policies accordingly? Did you tell them what was needed outside the mountains, tell them what would be most suitable for them to do?”

“Perhaps you don’t understand these things, so truly knowledgeable people should be sent. Just as mobilizing wealthy households can’t just take money from people’s pockets for nothing – they must also be given necessary honors and titles as well as commercial tax reductions. The personnel sent should also try to avoid your type of boastful young master, selecting more people with technical knowledge and practical experience, and give appropriate support and commendation after task completion.”

“This is actually a huge proposition concerning national economy and people’s livelihood. There’s much that can be done and it’s very complex. I can only speak about the most basic aspects. Doing these things is definitely not the work of a single day, requiring large amounts of time and manpower. We might as well train more practical talents, then send them to various places, rewarding them according to actual achievements. The academy’s internship training measures are very good, but unfortunately they’ve ultimately become mere formality. The smooth development of anything requires complete systems and supervision…”

Suddenly applause came from the back of the lecture hall.

Tie Ci stopped and looked back, only to see that at some point a large crowd of people had gathered at the side door of the lecture hall.

Most were familiar instructors and teaching assistants, crowding around a middle-aged handsome man, and it was this person who was applauding.

The middle-aged handsome man had delicate features and a gentle temperament, wearing a washed-out spring robe and thousand-layer cloth shoes with fine stitching. Everything about him was comfortable and proper, the only flaw being his somewhat touching hairline.

Tie Ci suddenly remembered the three regrets of Leap Carp Academy: “The Director’s hairline, the Supervisor’s waistline, and the koi in Dancing Rain Pond that can’t be eaten.”

Looking at everyone’s attitudes and postures, the applauding handsome man should be the Director.

Director Zhu Yi applauded while sighing admiringly to his subordinates around him: “Truly spoken!”

He also said: “I went out to lecture for a few days, and the academy produced such talent. What an unexpected joy.”

Then someone quietly whispered in his ear, probably spreading news of Tie Ci’s glorious achievements at the academy during this period. The Director listened and listened, his eyebrows slightly raised, looking at Tie Ci with surprise. Suddenly he said: “You solved that pack of wolves behind the mountain?”

Tie Ci was about to say it wasn’t her who solved it, when she heard him say very happily: “Where’s the wolf meat? Is it still there? Was it dragged back? If it was dragged back, we could give the students extra meals!”

Tie Ci and all the students: “…”

We don’t really want to eat wolf meat, thank you.

The Director, hearing that the wolf meat wasn’t dragged back and calculating that by now it would have long rotted, sighed with great regret, then said to the instructors and administrators behind him: “What Ye Shiba just mentioned about the academy internship drawbacks hits the nail on the head. The practical affairs course and training were personally arranged by our old teacher with much effort. Now they’re gradually becoming neglected. How can this not disappoint our teacher’s painstaking care? I hope you gentlemen won’t treat this lightly. Go back and quickly work out proper procedures.”

Everyone bowed to accept the order. The Director also said to the students in the lecture hall: “Study literature and martial arts, sell to the imperial family. But selling to the imperial family ultimately still means laboring for the people of Great Qian. Without understanding practical affairs or knowing people’s conditions, how can one be a parent to the people? And how can one protect the people of a territory, ensuring the elderly have support, the young have care, achieving peace under one’s governance? In the future the academy will encourage students to travel everywhere, lecturing and training. If any of you are interested, you can register with the practical affairs teaching assistant, and the academy will naturally have appropriate commendations and support.”

Everyone couldn’t help but be somewhat moved. Young people always have more hot blood, and haven’t yet been influenced by officialdom’s winds and clouds to develop slick hearts. At this time they still wanted more to do practical things, and immediately some people stood up.

But the Director added: “The practical affairs teaching assistant also holds county office duties and isn’t often at the academy… How about this, you can also register with Ye Shiba.”

Tie Ci was startled.

The Director’s tone was understated: “In the future the academy will establish a Practical Affairs Society, selecting personnel for training in various places. Those with excellent results will receive rewards like examination exemptions, bonus points, recommendations… Who should be given such important authority… hmm…”

Including the instructors, everyone listened somewhat nervously, constantly glancing toward Tie Ci.

Guess who this Senior Student Mu is?

Chapter 92: Why Don’t You Like?
Everyone felt both envious and jealous, all thinking that this big pie was about to fall into Ye Shiba’s hands.

Tie Ci, being swept by these burning gazes, thought: Could it be that just as things had gotten better, she was about to become the whole academy’s target again?

But she heard the Director say: “What are you thinking? Huh? Such a good thing – could it possibly be students’ turn? Ye Shiba, you’ll just be responsible for making the roster. Don’t be like what you just said, using the roster-making opportunity to extort and blackmail – there’ll be points deducted from you for that.”

Everyone then laughed with relaxed relief, looking at Tie Ci with somewhat sympathetic eyes.

They thought the Director was going to make an exception and elevate this kid to the heavens, but it was just casually assigning him grunt work.

Tie Ci also put on a wry smile and cupped her hands in acknowledgment, but her heart was clear as snow.

If she remembered correctly, Leap Carp Academy had produced peaches and plums filling the court for many years, making it very easy to get things done in the court.

Court officials with rank naturally had to pass through imperial examinations to leap through the dragon gate. But ordinary low-level clerks and staff mostly came from local academies and official recommendations.

Especially students from Leap Carp Academy had always been the main source for filling low-level administrative department clerks everywhere. Leap Carp Academy’s recommendation letters had always been valued by officials at all levels. Students often started as staff and eventually achieved success and fame.

Now this tone clearly meant to select a batch of students with no hope of imperial examinations, train them well, then send them directly to practical departments everywhere. And the so-called having her make rosters – the subsequent personnel selection, arrangement, recommendation, and so on would obviously be entrusted to her.

Even if she didn’t handle it directly, ultimately people would owe her the favor.

These people would become seemingly inconspicuous but key figures controlling vital departments of people’s livelihood and military administration everywhere, with room for advancement. If they developed well, they would become backbone local forces scattered throughout all of Great Qian.

And these people, selected and arranged by her, would be her people in the future!

This was indescribably immense power, yet unobtrusive.

The reason others couldn’t think of this was because they didn’t know her identity. For ordinary students, this power of roster-making and personnel selection was meaningless.

But she was the Crown Princess, the legitimate heir. With slight management, these people would become her people.

This was simply having a huge pie smashed down on her.

Just because she performed well in practical affairs class?

Tie Ci felt somewhat confused for a moment. She hadn’t expected the Director she’d never seen to give her such a big gift upon first meeting.

The Director turned to Senior Student Mu again: “Your answer was actually quite good too. You’re both excellent academy disciples, so there’s no need for petty disputes. If you fight, I lose double, right?”

Tie Ci smiled and accepted the order.

Senior Student Mu’s face was iron-blue. He glared fiercely at Tie Ci, then glared at Qi Yuansi.

Qi Yuansi: “…”

What did I do?

Can you see the huge character for “wronged” above my head!

After glaring at people, Senior Student Mu actually ignored the Director, turned around and left.

Arrogantly outrageous.

Tie Ci wondered where this fool had come from.

The Director wasn’t angry either. He told Tie Ci they would allocate a room in the Teaching Hall for registration purposes. After speaking, he led people outside, walking and saying: “How are my little darlings Fu Huang and Liu Mo doing lately?”

Someone said: “We were just about to tell you. Liu Mo has been missing for several days, and Fu Huang…”

The voice lowered, then suddenly there was a sharp scream: “What? Eaten! Who ate them! Who!”

Tie Ci jerked her head back to see the middle-aged handsome man’s gentle, delicate features twist grotesquely as he clutched his chest, his voice already broken.

Tie Ci: “…”

That grilled koi head that night seemed to have a circle of yellow on top.

That pile of swan feathers had fine black edges. Chi Xue had been making a goose feather fan recently, even saying this circle of black was like ink brush outlining, very elegant and beautiful.

If the Director knew his little darlings were now in her belly, would he snatch back the huge pie he’d just given her?

Tie Ci shrank her neck, calculating in her mind.

That goose feather fan needed to be given away soon…

Only Tie Ci went to the Academy Affairs Office, received the key to an empty room in the Teaching Hall. Academy Affairs assigned a steward to move tables and chairs for her, provided paper, brush and ink. Now they just waited for the academy to formally issue the announcement.

Students from Liang Hall were quite enthusiastic about this. Several students with decent academic performance had already expressed interest in going for training. It wasn’t that they wanted to take the path of minor clerks from then on – they were still aiming for Imperial Academy student recommendations.

In the afternoon was archery class. When Tie Ci changed into riding attire and headed toward the martial field, a group of female students ran excitedly past her. Tie Ci watched their retreating figures, somewhat lost in thought.

Rong Wei was quite popular.

A fragrant breeze swept by – it was Wei Xuan with several female companions, also excitedly not noticing her.

Wei Xuan wore bright yellow riding attire today, the color bright and tender, making her appear even more fair and sweet.

Tie Ci heard a female companion beside her say: “Ah Xuan, you’ve been dressing so beautifully lately, Master Rong must really like it.”

Another also said: “Whether Ah Xuan dresses up or not, Master Rong likes her. Haven’t you seen him eating at the same table with Ah Xuan every day?”

The academy dining hall was divided into male and female sections, but female students could come out to eat if they wished – it’s just that most female students didn’t want to.

But Wei Xuan had always eaten in the outer section, after all she had to bring her younger brother. Wei Xing was tall and prone to sudden violent outbursts, so Wei Xuan didn’t dare get too close to the female students.

Tie Ci slowed her steps, thinking that she always ate later than others. By the time she went, the dining hall was empty, but Wei Xuan had never mentioned this matter.

Recently Tie Ci often went to her place. The siblings had a separate small courtyard because of their special circumstances, making it convenient for Tie Ci to go train Wei Xing. Wei Xing had become much quieter and more elegant, beginning to say two or three-word phrases. Wei Xuan’s expression was visibly brightening. She would send things to Tie Ci from time to time, and the two gradually became familiar.

Wei Xuan was very grateful to Tie Ci. This gratitude manifested in actions as various kinds of care – sending clothes, food, and gifts, even dispatching servants to collect Tie Ci’s clothing saying they’d help wash it. Tie Ci respectfully declined, refusing the clothes and gifts, accepting food about once every five times it was offered. Wei Xuan was also clever – afterward she stopped sending other things, making food in front of Tie Ci and eating first herself out of respect. Tie Ci could no longer refuse, being fed various fancy foods daily. She felt that in just half a month she’d gained a whole circle of weight.

Although Tie Ci was quite careful, she could only find time to go over at night, inevitably being seen once or twice. A single man and woman alone – gradually rumors emerged. Wei Xuan didn’t seem to mind much, but Tie Ci couldn’t help thinking about a young lady’s reputation, so she usually avoided her when outside.

But at this moment, she didn’t need to avoid her. Wei Xuan, who usually observed everything around her, was completely absent-minded.

Now hearing her female companions’ teasing, there was no shyness on her face, her smile becoming even sweeter: “Master Rong is interested in southern customs and local conditions, so he asks me a few more questions. Don’t tease too early.”

Someone laughed: “The way you put it – so when things naturally develop between you two in the future, then we can tease?”

Wei Xuan laughingly went to pinch that person’s mouth.

Tie Ci glanced at Wei Xuan – her cheeks and ears were red.

She slowed her pace.

Because of last time’s incident, Dan Shuang insisted on accompanying her to class this time. Looking at her, she suddenly said: “Young Master, you’re unhappy.”

“Huh? Am I?” Tie Ci blinked.

Dan Shuang was laconic, giving her a “you’re being so fake” look and staying quiet.

Tie Ci walked unhurriedly, suddenly saying: “Dan Shuang, if I suddenly became debauched and liked forcibly seizing civilian men to fill my harem, would the Empress Dowager be very pleased by my downfall?”

Dan Shuang asked pointedly: “Who do you want to seize?”

“Generally speaking, generally speaking. I have three palaces and six courtyards – I can seize whoever I want.”

Dan Shuang thought hard but couldn’t figure out what consequences such behavior would lead to. She just said expressionlessly: “You can’t seize those you truly like. Why seize those you don’t like?”

Tie Ci was struck again, staring at her heart-piercing maid for a long while, all her energy deflating.

Yes, she couldn’t seize them.

Couldn’t be willful, couldn’t be indulgent.

Her own future was unclear, with enemies on all sides – what right did she have to drag innocent people into this bloody situation?

She had targeted the Liaodong Prince because he was far enough away, unrelated enough, had enough background, wouldn’t easily be implicated to death, and even if something happened to him she wouldn’t feel heartbroken.

The people around her could only be this type – clear backgrounds, strong capabilities, no emotional involvement, fearless.

After a long while she smiled and shook her head.

What a boring Q&A.

“Me? What likes or dislikes do I have in this lifetime?”

Suddenly a voice behind her asked: “Why don’t you like?”
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Chapter 93: Am I Actually Cut-sleeve?
Tie Ci turned around and saw it was Rong Wei. Up ahead, Wei Xuan turned around with a face full of spring radiance, smiling brightly at Rong Wei from afar and bowing in greeting.

Looking around at the other students bowing, the red clouds on the female students’ faces could almost set the forest ablaze.

She paused silently, slowly cupped her hands, said “Master,” but didn’t answer his question.

Two men discussing this kind of issue – gay through and gay through.

Rong Wei didn’t seem to care about her answer either. He sneered and said, “There’s a quiz today, remember not to delay our getting rich,” then walked past her.

Tie Ci chuckled.

Money-obsessed.

She didn’t look at his retreating figure that seemed almost stuck with countless spider web-like gazes, deliberately falling to the back, watching that person walk away surrounded by female students, his ink-black long hair bouncing in the brilliant afternoon sunlight.

Suddenly she had a strange feeling. When she turned back, she saw that Senior Student Mu standing outside the field, looking at Rong Wei’s retreating figure from a distance.

He stood with his back to the light so she couldn’t see his expression clearly, but Tie Ci instantly recalled his ferocious face when he lost.

Senior Student Mu was already a student who had studied at the academy. These past few days he had just returned to share his training experiences with various halls. It was said he already had his own position and would go serve as staff for some county while preparing for next spring’s metropolitan examinations.

For someone who no longer had any relationship with the academy to show such a look toward a teacher who had only recently arrived at the academy was quite surprising.

It couldn’t be because he was jealous of his popularity with women.

Tie Ci was thinking of going over to look, but saw Senior Student Mu disappear at the edge of the martial field in the blink of an eye, apparently entering the forest.

Someone passed by nearby, discussing “today’s quiz.”

“After all these days, finally a master dares to give a quiz!”

“Right, making us anxious for so long, not knowing whether to hope or fear.”

“Being worried sick like this isn’t sustainable either. I say the sooner we take it, the better.”

“That’s the logic. But I guess it would be the archery instructor who breaks this deadlock. After all, for other subjects no one can figure out exactly how Ye Shiba is, whether he might burst out with another ‘excellent,’ but for archery class, the master has personally tested Ye Shiba’s abilities. He can’t do archery!”

“Heaven spirits, earth spirits, heavenly lord bless me to win. The newest Eight Treasures Glass Rouge from Lanfang Pavilion is waiting for me!”

“You’re a grown man, what rouge are you buying! Speak! Who have you hooked up with now!”

A burst of laughter.

Young people lived without restraint – even mountain-like coursework couldn’t suppress those wings constantly fluttering toward romantic clusters.

Tie Ci looked sympathetically at that “Eight Treasures Glass Rouge” person.

But someone walked beside her, sympathetically patting her shoulder: “Eighteen, don’t be afraid. If you really go broke, we’ll support you.”

That bear paw-like weight – Tie Ci turned around and sure enough saw Fatty Tiger’s chubby face.

Surprisingly, behind him were Li Zhi, that little round-face from her own Liang Hall, and several of her hired “delivery workers.”

Tie Ci blinked and smiled: “Really?”

“Really.”

“Support me? Will you provide every meal? All with three dishes and one soup? Will you also provide for my maids? What about seasonal clothing? Daily snacks? Writing materials? Pocket money for shopping? Can I freely buy Lanfang Pavilion’s new Eight Treasures Glass Rouge!”

Dan Shuang rolled her eyes.

His Highness was just like this – the more moved he felt, the less serious he became, as if all genuine feelings had to be wrapped in seven or eight layers before he felt safe showing them to people.

Tie Ci smiled as she waited for Fatty Tiger’s bear paw to slap down, but saw that guy’s bear paw turn back and slap hard on his own chest.

“No problem! All settled! Which rouge do you want? How many cartfuls? I’ll have people buy it for you right away!”

His voice was too loud. Half the martial field suddenly turned back, their faces written with “What did I just hear!”

Even Rong Wei seemed to turn around.

Tie Ci: “…”

Li Zhi laughingly said behind her: “You rarely return to Wu House, and when you do everyone’s asleep. When everyone gets up you’ve left again. You probably don’t know yet that Tian Wu comes from the Yongliang Tian Family.”

The Yongliang Tian Family…

The one that started from a small roadside stall selling braised meat and developed over decades into a huge commercial empire involved in tea, porcelain, cloth, wine estates, pawn shops… numerous fields, conducting business from domestic to international, whose merchant houses literally walked out the Valley Pass trade route to foreign countries with their feet – that Yongliang Tian Family?

Tie Ci stared at the grinning Tian Wu, unable to connect this Fatty Tiger who diligently fetched water and swept floors in the dormitory daily with that commercial empire even the court had to carefully negotiate with.

Fatty Tiger didn’t seem to take his family seriously either, sincerely saying: “The family has some spare change. Supporting you is still affordable.”

Tie Ci: …No, your family could support half of Great Qian.

Everyone on the field looked at her with strange eyes. Fatty Tiger walked over still excitedly telling people: “…Ye Eighteen wants me to support him! Hey! Supporting Ye Eighteen, such face!”

Tie Ci: …You got your face, what about mine!

…

Negative news always spread especially fast.

In a blink, Tie Ci felt all the students on the field were looking at her strangely.

But rumors also had their benefits. Because of this Eight Treasures Glass Rouge, everyone developed a misconception, thinking men who loved using rouge were effeminate and definitely wouldn’t be too skilled in martial arts. After today, they figured they could all collect money.

Tie Ci heard someone had thrown huge sums into the betting pool wagering on her victory, forcibly raising the odds. Now regardless of which side won or lost, one side was destined to lose their pants.

Some people wanted to open restaurants in the toilets.

Well, that was quite anticipated.

The whistle blew. Teacher Rong started class.

Archery was originally the simplest thing. Tie Ci prepared to finish the competition simply and brutally. Seeing Rong Wei had the same idea – he knew Ye Eighteen’s archery level in his heart, and was just waiting to harvest the leeks.

However, just as he was about to announce the archery rules, the Director suddenly arrived with people.

The middle-aged handsome man wore a casual hat, and after covering his touching hairline he became even more graceful like jade trees in the wind. But the words this brilliant handsome man spoke sounded not at all beautiful to Tie Ci’s ears.

He said: “I heard there’s a quiz for archery today. I came to observe too. But your examination method is a bit boring. How about this – I’ll think up something fun for you.”

Then he had people mark out a flat sandy area by the wall – the place usually used for polo. Posts were erected every zhang or so, and in that huge field, there were a full thirty targets.

Horses had already been led out from the stables – ten total, all selected fat and sturdy good horses.

The Director stood at the entrance, pointing at those targets: “Two hundred people, divided into twenty groups. Each group ten people, form teams yourselves, draw lots to determine order. Winners decided by number of arrows each group shoots into targets within one quarter-hour. Among these, those who fall from horses don’t count toward scores, those who crash into each other don’t count, those who knock over targets while riding don’t count, those who shoot teammates don’t count, any intentional collision or cheating doesn’t count… My method’s not bad, right?”

In that huge field, facing the Director’s delighted gaze waiting for praise, there was complete silence.

Your Lordship really lacks virtue.

Countless targets formed winding, folding paths. Ten horses entering the field simultaneously, people drawing bows and shooting arrows everywhere – being able to ride properly around one circuit without knocking down targets would already be good.

And they had to shoot arrows and hit targets?

And couldn’t bump into others?

And had to dodge others’ arrows?

The Director blinked, looking at everyone’s gradually fierce expressions, belatedly realizing he was being a bit unscrupulous, then added: “Those who find it too difficult can apply to withdraw. If you’re not excellent at both horsemanship and archery, definitely don’t attempt it lightly. Those who withdraw will take separate ordinary archery tests, but even if they pass, the highest they can achieve is ‘satisfactory.'”

Only then did everyone breathe easier.

The Director added: “But betting parties cannot withdraw.”

Everyone’s gazes swooshed toward Tie Ci, this time full of sympathy.

With this kid’s archery level, could he manage?

Fatty Tiger wailed from the back of the crowd: “Eighteen, how about we don’t compete? Let’s go home – big brother will support you at home.”

Tie Ci was expressionless: “No, I want to earn Eight Treasures Glass Rouge myself.”

Just breaking pots and smashing jars.

Immediately more than half the field withdrew, all knowing their own capabilities.

The Director then had people bring specially-made soft armor and face masks for everyone to change into. This soft armor had gaps connected by silk threads that could hook arrowheads to avoid excessive damage. The face masks were also woven with extremely resilient gold wire, breathable yet arrow-resistant.

Additionally, each person had a lightweight shield to block arrows.

Those remaining were all forming teams themselves. Basically all were sons of aristocratic families, the type who learned archery from childhood.

At this time you could see the factions within the academy. After Ma De was imprisoned, the Hairight faction was leaderless for several days. However today, they quickly selected ten people, led by a person with delicate, indifferent features who said nothing – it was actually that mysterious roommate Tong Rushi.

The Shengdu faction was even more talented, fighting for a while before selecting ten people. But the leader wasn’t the frail Rong Pu, but Qi Yuansi. The son of the Central Military Command’s Grand Marshal – archery for him was as ordinary as eating and drinking.

There was another team, all robust individuals – archery heroes from various regions who found kindred spirits and gathered together, extremely arrogant. They assembled for ages and still had only nine people, lacking one final member, yet looked determined to rather lack than compromise. After all, if one person was mediocre, that wouldn’t just fail to add points but would drag them down. But without enough people they couldn’t form a team, leaving them anxiously spinning in circles.

Until that Senior Student Mu walked out from the forest and joined them. Not knowing what he said, everyone accepted him.

Senior Student Mu went to apply to the Director, saying he was just participating and could be excluded from scoring. The Director agreed.

On Tie Ci’s side, she didn’t go form a team, and others didn’t want to team with her either. She just stood in the field, looking somewhat lonely.

Seeing Senior Student Mu join a team, Dan Shuang went to find the Director, saying since the senior student could, she could too, just not counted in scoring.

The Director had a “as long as you’re good-looking it’s fine” expression and magnanimously agreed with a wave.

Dan Shuang stood beside Tie Ci. Over there, Senior Student Mu watched, cold light flashing in his eyes, suddenly pointing at the two: “You two, your abilities are insufficient. Step down and let my two attendants up.”

Those two people showed angry expressions, but before they could speak, Senior Student Mu had already grabbed the railing with one hand.

The hard wood as thick as a wrist instantly turned to ash in his palm.

Those two people sheepishly walked away. Two men emerged from the forest – one middle-aged, one young, changing into the academy’s uniform servant attire. Their builds weren’t particularly tall or strong, but their limbs had knotted muscles, obviously having excellent arm and lower body skills.

On Tie Ci’s side, Dan Ye walked over, leaning against the railing beside Tie Ci and raising his chin at his aunt.

Huyin frowned: “What for, dragging me along.”

“When I was little, I shared half my mud dolls with you when making them with piss and mud. How could I abandon you in this kind of thing.”

Huyin should know Tie Ci’s identity. She never associated with Tie Ci, deeply wary of this Imperial Crown Princess. Now she positioned herself between the two like a wall, blocking. Shaking her head: “No.”

Tie Ci insisted on going around her, poking her head out to Dan Ye: “Don’t trouble your aunt. As for you, just don’t drag me down later.”

Dan Ye raised an eyebrow, about to retort, when he suddenly remembered something and smiled: “Otherwise what? You’ll shoot me?”

Tie Ci wondered what kind of soul-searching question this was.

Wei Xuan silently walked over, with Wei Xing following behind her with his head down.

After a while, Fatty Tiger brought Li Zhi and Cui Shi over: “We’re roommates – it’s our duty, right?”

Tie Ci glanced at Cui Shi’s sincerely smiling face, her eyes flickering, and nodded.

Eight people now, still missing two, but no one else came up.

It wasn’t that none were willing, but this archery requirement was too high. Without expertise in this area, coming up would just harm people. So although students from Bing and Ding Houses didn’t feel badly toward Tie Ci, they were willing but unable.

Social class often determined future development. So even though the academy proclaimed equality and justice, aristocratic children and those from wealthy backgrounds mostly occupied Jia and Yi Houses, while Bing and Ding Houses basically concentrated commoners and the poor.

Innate resources and advancement channels were different – not something human effort could remedy overnight.

Shen Mi mixed in the crowd, eager to try, but his archery was learned in childhood and had been neglected too long, leaving him somewhat hesitant.

Tie Ci gave him a look, and Shen Mi retreated into the crowd.

He didn’t get close to Tie Ci, hiding among students, using the smooth social skills he’d developed through years of being a rascal to make friends. He secretly managed Tie Ci’s delivery business, taking advantage of the delivery workers gradually becoming familiar with various houses and masters to continuously collect all kinds of intelligence within the academy, categorizing it to either report to her or keep for later use.

Tie Ci wanted him to stay at the academy long-term – from student to instructor if possible, until someday… perhaps having a chance to control the academy.

So he couldn’t get too close to herself, who was destined to be a passing guest destined to disrupt the academy.

Tie Ci was about to ask the Director if eight people would work. That little round-faced scholar, her classmate from Liang Hall, also walked over. Tie Ci was somewhat surprised.

She still hadn’t remembered this classmate’s name.

Still missing one.

“Director, nine people should…”

“Director, nine people probably won’t work. How about I make up the numbers? I’m the archery instructor – arrows I shoot automatically count as half, how about that?”

Rong Wei suddenly spoke, cutting off Tie Ci’s words.
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Chapter 94: The Competition
The Director magnanimously waved his hand again.

Tie Ci was somewhat surprised and glanced at Rong Wei, but saw him looking in some direction.

Tie Ci followed his gaze and saw Wei Xuan standing to the side, her fair face delicately flushed. One of her female companions was whispering in her ear. With her good hearing, Tie Ci heard her say: “Ah Xuan, Master Rong is looking at you. Did he join because of you, afraid you’d get hurt, so he made an exception to participate himself?”

Wei Xuan gently hit her and whispered: “Don’t talk nonsense. He probably just saw Ye Shiba had no one to help him and joined out of sympathy.”

Her companion laughed: “Him this, him that – how intimate you sound. But who is he? I don’t understand?”

Wei Xuan seemed to pinch her.

A burst of soft, charming laughter.

The sunlight was bright, and silk tree blossoms drifted across Fragrant Lake, spinning and floating in the circles of light.

The young lady extended her crystalline fingertip to catch a petal, her eyes reflecting this brilliant and passionate summer.

A young girl’s heart is always poetry.

Tie Ci looked away.

Yes, it was sympathy.

Rong Wei put on his own soft armor and took another piece, walking over. “Eighteen, this one is for…”

Tie Ci strode past him, reached into the basket to fish out a piece, and put it on.

Rong Wei was stunned for a moment, but when Tie Ci turned back to smile at him – bright and clear like sunlight – that instant of awkwardness was smoothed away by that smile, making one doubt whether their own suspicions were petty-minded.

Someone brought over a lot box for drawing. The order was Qi Yuansi first, Senior Student Mu second, Tong Rushi third, Tie Ci fourth.

Qi Yuansi’s expression was solemn today, not at all spring-breezy – his attempt to make peace with Tie Ci had failed, and if Tie Ci got another “excellent” today, he’d have to eat shit.

This concerned dignity and toilets – success or failure hung on this single move.

Most of their group were children from Shengdu, some Tie Ci even recognized. The noble young masters had upright bearing, each mounting their horses with agile grace, drawing cheers from countless students.

Qi Yuansi arranged a simple formation – left wing, right wing, and center – three groups entering from different directions, taking different routes to avoid horses colliding during galloping.

Horses like swimming dragons, riders like pines – straight-backed young men wielding bows galloped into the field. In the rolling dust, their robes and sashes fluttered beautifully. Leading the charge, Qi Yuansi was fastest, controlling his horse at full speed. Before oncoming teammates had even raised their bows, he had already drawn his bow to full moon, shooting whoosh-whoosh-whoosh-whoosh at several targets in succession.

A row of arrows whistled through the air, embedding beautifully in a line on the targets.

Continuous cheers came from outside the field.

The start was quite good. Qi Yuansi played it safe, choosing tactics of slow trotting, each occupying territory, everyone avoiding each other, giving warnings before shooting. Though slow, it was steady. Swarms of arrows covered the sky like locusts, and the targets were soon densely covered.

But as time shortened and people offered commentary and criticism, some gradually became restless. Some, confident in their superior archery and horsemanship, felt stifled having to wait for others to shoot in batches. Someone – no one knew who – rushed out to shoot an arrow before the previous batch had finished. Rushing too fast, he knocked down a target, and his unexpected arrow caught a right-wing teammate in the chest. Both were penalized and removed.

With two eliminated at once, the remaining felt unsettled. Trying to save time for better results, they all ran faster, resulting in two horses colliding and another two penalties.

The remaining six found it easier to move and shoot, but someone was blinded by dust and shot an arrow into a teammate’s shoulder – another penalty.

Qi Yuansi ran about the field shouting, restraining, and reminding until his voice was hoarse, but couldn’t stop morale from quickly plummeting. Because he had to manage the team, even he – the best at archery and horsemanship – couldn’t fully perform, even missing targets.

The bell rang, ending the quarter-hour. Someone came forward to change targets and count. Qi Yuansi’s team had hit one hundred ten arrows total.

With thirty arrows per person, this result didn’t even reach half.

But no one mocked them. After one round, this exam was more difficult and dangerous than they’d imagined. Never mind the stumbling and mutual interference – arrows could cancel each other out. An arrow that hit a teammate’s chest was deflected by another arrow from the side, nearly injuring the archer’s eye. When horses collided, the thunderous crash created dust that didn’t settle for ages, and several had to be dragged away.

But the students’ fear was quickly dispelled by Senior Student Mu’s group – several people in that team seemed to have practiced this formation, very skillfully. They arranged no formation and didn’t wait for batches. They charged forward madly from the start, a row of arrows darkening the sky like storm clouds. With thudding sounds, the first batch of arrows embedded in targets, immediately revealing each person’s strengths and weaknesses.

Someone in the field gave a whistle, and several riders spurred their horses into a mad gallop. In rolling dust, they circled those targets once at extreme speed, racing alongside the targets without touching them from start to finish. Just as everyone was about to cheer, they saw that where those riders had passed, several students suddenly fell from their horses.

Immediately people entered the field to carry those students away. Everyone’s attention was on the field, but only Tie Ci turned to see those people take the injured into the forest.

Everyone outside sighed, wondering what to do with suddenly fewer people. But then they heard a whistle from inside, and Senior Student Mu raised his hand to signal shooting.

Someone shouted: “Senior, you don’t have enough people. Do you need us to help make up numbers!”

Senior Student Mu laughed: “What use are waste products for making up numbers!”

Before everyone could react, they saw hoofbeats rolling inside, arrows whooshing. Several people galloped recklessly, only avoiding targets and flying arrows, not caring what others were doing or waiting for others to shoot. That Senior Student Mu took the lead, pulling his bow on his own – shooting while galloping, shooting while standing, shooting close to ground, shooting with his back turned… turning an archery exam into his personal archery show.

The two behind him followed closely with the same style, just without his flashy tricks – more steady, accurate, fierce. The whooshing sounds in the air never ceased.

Under their unrestrained wild style, others followed suit, only seeking to hit targets, not caring about teammates, especially not about teammates with weaker archery.

Senior Student Mu and several others brought this realistic style to its full expression. Whoever had good archery and horsemanship would be brought into their protection, helped to clear the field, helped to block stray arrows. But teammates with weak archery were abandoned like worn shoes. One person in the field was startled by this wild style, lost his composure, and shot an arrow askew. Senior Student Mu rode up, and as the two horses brushed past each other, that student suddenly cried out and fell from his horse.

Someone outside exclaimed: “They’re shooting so crazily, it’s easy to accidentally injure teammates. With insufficient numbers, won’t the arrows hitting targets still be inadequate?”

Someone said: “Can’t you see? They’re doing it deliberately! Deliberately driving the weak off the field!”

“But that arrow…”

Senior Student Mu suddenly reached out and snatched the quiver from the fallen student’s back, dumping it into his own quiver with a clatter. While spurring his horse forward, he shot rapidly again – arrows falling like meteors.

The field erupted in uproar.

This could already be described as unscrupulous.

The academy emphasized equality, universal love, respect, and self-discipline. Never had anyone acted so improperly.

But madness was most contagious. With Senior Student Mu leading the way, others followed suit. The sounds of shouting and neighing never ceased, and anyone slightly weaker had their arrows taken by teammates.

Arrows whistled through the sky, tracing dark wooden streaks. The targets shook ceaselessly as if beaten by sudden rain. Everyone watched those densely packed targets but felt cold in their hearts.

The bell rang, ending the quarter-hour. Five people remained, circling the field once. No one cheered.

Two hundred seventy-one arrows.

Tie Ci watched coldly: “Where did this mad dog come from?”

Dan Shuang said: “It will be hard for us to win.”

Tie Ci turned to see the Director frowning, obviously somewhat surprised.

After a long while he said: “Loving fellow students is proper duty. How can one be so cold-blooded and heartless? This result…”

“Are you planning to renege on this result?” Senior Student Mu walked over. “Director, following rules is also academy regulations. Which rule did students violate in your earlier guidelines? Since students violated none, you cannot be unfair.”

The Director looked at the remaining two teams with difficulty.

Tie Ci smiled: “Director, you need only rest assured – we won’t do such things.”

Tong Rushi characteristically said nothing.

The Director could only rub his forehead and sigh.

Tong Rushi then led his group to mount horses. His team had yet another style – everyone seemed neither particularly outstanding nor too weak. Each person appeared very cautious, steady and methodical. They had neither Qi Yuansi’s team’s flashy formations nor Senior Student Mu’s team’s sudden advances. Naturally there was no scene of arrows falling like locusts and rain. They proceeded calmly and methodically, advancing in interlaced patterns, steady as old dogs.

So much so that everyone watching became bored and started yawning.

But after finishing their unremarkable shooting and withdrawing, the count was actually two hundred sixty-five arrows, scattering everyone’s drowsiness as they discussed animatedly. They regretted that Tong Rushi’s team lost to Senior Student Mu by just a few arrows – if only someone had been more careful.

But Tie Ci shook her head after hearing this. More careful? How could they be more careful?

She had faint doubts in her heart. Others couldn’t see the subtlety of Tong Rushi’s team, but she could see they’d used a formation from a famous general of the previous dynasty – circular rotation, cyclical and continuous, the most energy-saving yet most efficient method. Only he had dismantled this formation so it looked like everyone was acting independently.

So his hit rate was actually controllable. He very likely deliberately missed those few arrows.

Why?

But there was no time to think about it now. It was her turn.

Tong Rushi came down from the field, removed his face mask, covered in sweat, making his skin appear extremely pale and his eyes black as ink. When he looked over, he didn’t seem to have the aura of a living person.

Tie Ci cupped her hands, wanting to congratulate him on his excellent results, but Tong Rushi’s gaze slid indifferently over her face and walked past.

Tie Ci wasn’t embarrassed either. Her raised hand naturally grasped the reins as she leaped onto her horse.

She gazed at the targets. The arrows were light, and the targets were relatively simple – not-thick wooden boards below, sharpened and stuck in the mud.

Someone brought over a quiver. Tie Ci weighed it and said: “Director, I’m accustomed to using heavy arrows. May I change arrows?”

The Director glanced at her with surprise: “No. The targets are ordinary wooden boards. If you use heavy arrows, the targets might not withstand it. If they shatter, the results can’t be counted. And if heavy arrows injure someone, soft armor might not stop them.”

“No matter, I have discretion.” Tie Ci said: “If I injure anyone, I voluntarily withdraw and accept defeat, taking responsibility for compensation until the other party is satisfied.”

The Director was still shaking his head when someone came over – it was Rong Pu, who usually didn’t participate in archery class.

The sunlight was intense. He held a green paper umbrella painted with light flowing clouds. Sunlight filtered through the thin spots of those flowing clouds, making his features misty and serene, his whole person glowing faintly like jade.

The same academy green robes looked particularly elegant on him, his sashes fluttering in the wind.

He spoke quietly with the Director and handed over a quiver of heavy arrows. The Director looked and finally nodded.

“Then as you wish.”

Heavy arrows were quickly brought – black arrow shafts more than twice as thick as ordinary ones, the arrowheads heavy in hand. But the arrowheads had somehow been thinly and tightly covered with a layer of skin, perfectly meeting Tie Ci’s requirements.

Tie Ci satisfactorily put them in her quiver and nodded to Rong Pu in thanks. Her gaze swept around in a circle.

Li Zhi looked somewhat uneasy, Fatty Tiger hadn’t reacted at all, Wei Xing looked down at ants on the ground, Wei Xuan was quietly instructing him to follow her and stay away from Tie Ci.

Little Round Face was giving thumbs up: “Domineering!”

Dan Ye and Huyin were eager to try, seeming to want heavy arrows too.

Her gaze finally slid past Rong Wei, but she despised herself inwardly.

Knowing clearly this person wouldn’t be afraid, why did she still want to see his reaction?

Rong Wei seemed to sense something, looked up, and shot her a flirtatious glance, placing his finger in a bow-drawing gesture for distant shooting.

Tie Ci was stunned and hadn’t reacted when the bell rang.

She spurred her horse and entered the field first, but left behind a phrase: “Please wait for us!”

One rider galloped into the field like a whirlwind.

When an expert makes a move, you immediately know if they have skill. The field erupted as sitting people stood up and standing people jumped.

What about the promised Ye Shiba being poor at archery?!

Chapter 95: Am I Actually Cut-sleeve?
Qi Yuansi had originally been sitting with his back to the field, resting his feet while preserving his dignity: “It’s fine, Ye Shiba can’t do archery. Even with friends helping, he’ll still be at the bottom…”

Before he finished speaking, he heard exclamations. Standing up to look, he froze by the railing.

He felt the toilet beckoning to him.

After his vision went black for a moment, he mumbled: “Maybe it’s just good horsemanship… Besides, what’s he doing entering the field alone?”

Everyone was stunned to see her enter the field alone, all quite puzzled.

Dan Ye jumped up: “What! What! Why aren’t you letting us on? Is she planning to play hero alone?”

He was about to spur his horse.

A hand grabbed his reins – seemingly light, but Dan Ye’s famous steed from beyond the borders had muscles rolling all over its body yet couldn’t advance a single step.

Dan Ye angrily turned back, meeting Rong Wei’s eternally smiling eyes. He wound the reins around his hand and smoothly patted Dan Ye’s dog head: “Have a bit more trust in your classmate, hmm?”

Rong Pu stood quietly to the side holding his umbrella, smiling at Dan Ye: “Wolf Lord, go ahead.”

Seeing his seemingly sincere but actually malicious smile, Dan Ye vaguely understood something but felt something was off, becoming even more stifled.

But at this moment, the field erupted in exclamations.

Tie Ci bent low in her gallop, the steed trailing a straight gray line behind her. Just as she was about to reach the targets, she suddenly crouched down and disappeared.

People from another angle cried out – they saw Tie Ci suddenly flip over, hanging herself on the side of her horse, facing the nearest batch of targets. In that half-hanging position, she lowered her body, raised her arm, took an arrow, drew the bow, and shot.

All in one fluid motion.

The arrow flew like lightning, carrying wind and thunder, but the crowd’s exclamations already contained regret.

Tie Ci’s position was too low – even if she hit, it wouldn’t count as hitting the target.

Why was she wasting arrows like this?

Someone sighed: “As expected, someone who can’t shoot arrows, yet still wants to show off.”

“Yes, yes, so flashy.”

Qi Yuansi sneered again, shook his head, and sat back down.

In the blink of an eye, there was a soft crack as the arrowhead pierced diagonally through the target’s edge, simultaneously passing through the vertical post behind the target.

The heavy and massive force directly sent the target flying toward the opposite wall!

The enclosed field was roped off on three sides, but one side was the wall of the Teaching Hall.

With a thud, the heavy arrow embedded in the wall, firmly fixing that target to the wall!

“…”

Qi Yuansi stood up abruptly again.

Exclamations rolled over like waves.

Ye Shiba’s archery wasn’t lacking in skill at all!

It was too skilled!

They’d seen all kinds of fancy archery, but never such arrogant, strange, yet domineering shooting!

Tie Ci’s hands never stopped. She galloped wildly, maintaining that somewhat strange bottom-up shooting angle as she rode along that row of targets.

The steed galloped madly, her body rising and falling constantly, yet her arms were like cast iron. She could even take advantage of her body’s motion to shoot arrows, her long hair undulating like black waves in the wind.

Whoosh whoosh whoosh whoosh.

Lightning crossed the long sky, wild rain arose from horizontal clouds.

Targets were uprooted one by one, flying through the air to embed in the wall.

Tie Ci circled the field once, and all the hardest-to-hit targets in the center section were “transplanted” by her to the wall in a neat row.

By the end, the exclamations had ceased, everyone staring in shock at that gradually forming wall of targets.

Most people now understood Tie Ci’s thinking and were even more amazed by such ingenious planning.

Dan Ye’s eyes blazed brightly, applauding vigorously for someone else for the first time: “Amazing! Almost as good as me!”

Huyin snorted: “Stop boasting.”

Dan Ye stroked his chin, grinning quietly: “Looking at it this way, my father really isn’t worthy of her.”

Huyin said: “You dare, randomly, give brother-in-law, concubines, I’ll castrate, you.”

Rong Pu watched quietly under his umbrella, the shade cool all around, only the flowing cloud jade hairpin in his black hair glimmering slightly.

The family guard beside him said in a low voice: “Though the arrows the young master provided were specially made – the arrowheads covered with skin so they wouldn’t shatter on first penetration, with the thin skin disappearing after penetration to restore sharpness for wall entry – one could say you assisted greatly. But these arrows, this scheming… still remarkable.”

“Rare to see master praise someone so much. Can’t master do it too?”

The guard shook his head frankly: “I cannot. For me to shoot heavy arrows through targets then through posts would be easy – many in this world could do that, but the posts would completely shatter. To shoot through and carry the post, successfully embedding in the wall, requires extremely precise angle calculation to ensure the target flies up diagonally after being hit, using that force to pull the target post out. Never mind how one thinks of such ingenuity – more importantly, as target positions change, she must recalculate each time to arrange them neatly in a row… and these calculations are done while galloping… I truly cannot imagine what kind of person in this world could do this.”

There were those who could calculate, those who could shoot arrows, but those proficient in both were rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns.

Moreover, such calculations – Great Qian didn’t even have such knowledge currently.

Rong Pu smiled: “Others cannot, but she can.”

The guard was silent for a while, then said: “Young master, the master asked this old servant to tell you: assisting His Highness is proper, but His Highness has lofty ambitions and a heart deep as an abyss. What he can endure and be ruthless about far exceeds the current emperor. Young master should only serve in a subject’s position, not think one bit more or act one step further.”

Rong Pu lowered his head slightly to listen, then after a moment of silence smiled: “Since father and grandfather know His Highness is difficult to control, why do they still fantasize about guiding His Highness forward?”

The guard didn’t answer – this wasn’t something he could answer. But Rong Pu answered himself: “Because they’re arrogant. Because they want too much. But I’m different. I, I like…”

He paused, looking toward Tie Ci with a gentle smile.

“I like convincing people with reason, winning people with virtue, moving people with sincerity, winning people’s hearts with… heart.”

Rong Wei sat on his horse, staring at Tie Ci’s back, suddenly saying to someone beside him: “What do you think – if seeing someone makes your gaze involuntarily revolve around them all day, you want to tell them any idle talk first, you want to share any good food with them, you constantly feel they’re extraordinarily outstanding, glowing all over… why is that?”

“Why?” The person beside him scratched his head, saying foolishly: “Because you like her!”

Rong Wei was silent for a while, then said: “What if that person is a man?”

Suddenly someone interrupted, shocked: “Ah, master, you like men? You’re cut-sleeve?!”

Rong Wei turned back to see the straightforward Tian Wu and Little Round Face winking as if he’d heard big news.

He chuckled and raised his riding whip.

Little Round Face whipped Tian Wu’s horse’s rump and escaped the demon’s claws together with him.

Leaving Rong Wei alone on his horse, suddenly becoming somewhat dazed.

Having lived eighteen years, he’d been both male and female, had both male and female pursuers, but deep in his heart, he’d never confused his own gender.

He was a man, a guy, morning wood pointing skyward, loving fertile soil and rich fields.

Yet unexpectedly, at eighteen’s tail end, he suddenly discovered he was actually cut-sleeve.

I. Am. Actually. Cut-sleeve.

Rong Wei took a breath, his worldview instantly collapsing.

Suddenly he didn’t recognize himself.

This chaotic mood should have been difficult to sort out, but when he saw Tie Ci spurring her horse toward him, he suddenly became calm.

Look, that person galloping over there, with high bow and feathered arrows, wearing the evening glow like a garment – all the world’s beauties and charms combined couldn’t match his heroic bearing.

Like jade on the roadside, a young master unparalleled in the world.

Did it matter whether male or female?

It mattered.

But still, he was somewhat… reluctant to let go!

…

No one knew of the corner conversation, and no one knew of someone’s inner shock and struggle. In the field, Tie Ci didn’t even glance at those two, turning back to call out loudly.

“You can come in now! Li Zhi! Tian Wu! Wei Xuan! Cui Shi! Little Round Face! You shoot that row of fixed targets!”

No choice – she still didn’t know Little Round Face’s name.

She wasn’t confident in these people’s archery, so the fixed targets were prepared for them. This way they didn’t need to ride around, reducing pressure on others too.

Even better, she’d chosen targets closest to the wall, so the range was very short – the kind you could hit with eyes closed.

So even if any of these people wanted to cause trouble, it would be hard to do.

This move was truly brilliant. Little Round Face raised his bow, rushing in excitedly, laughing loudly from afar: “Eighteen, how did you know my nickname was Little Round!”

Tie Ci: …Oh, what a coincidence.

Someone from Senior Student Mu’s group was shouting loudly: “This isn’t fair! This is cheating! Who allowed you to move targets!”

“I was just shooting arrows,” Tie Ci said. “Following rules is also academy regulation. Which rule did I violate in the earlier guidelines? Since I violated none, you can shut up.”

She returned Senior Student Mu’s earlier words exactly, making his face iron-blue. Senior Student Mu’s gaze swept over, fire dancing in his eyes, both violent and sinister.

Hoofbeats sounded in the martial field.

With Tie Ci paving the way, the rest was basically without suspense. Those five shot with eyes closed. Cui Shi’s first arrow missed the target. Wei Xuan glanced at him, moved beside him, closed her eyes and shot – bull’s eye.

Everyone cheered, purely out of praise for the beauty.

Wei Xuan raised her bow, looking at Cui Shi.

Cui Shi’s face alternated between red and white under her gaze. Reluctantly, he drew his bow and shot again – this time hitting the bull’s eye.

Only then did Wei Xuan shoot her second arrow.

Unlike the stable yet undercurrent-filled archery here, Tie Ci’s side was turbulent with wind and clouds, pursuit and chase – not like archery but like hunting.

Horses shuttled between targets like meteors, arrows crisscrossed like a giant net. Most chose different entry points, each occupying a corner, calculating angles, selecting suitable targets, naturally avoiding teammates.

Though there were many targets in the field, most were used to obstruct galloping as obstacles. Many angles weren’t suitable for archery – everyone’s targets generally concentrated in the four corners.

True horsemanship, archery, and even computational ability were displayed at this moment. Though Dan Ye knew nothing about arithmetic, he’d grown up on horseback, learning to draw a bow before learning chopsticks, having beast-like archery instincts.

Wei Xing also hadn’t studied arithmetic, but when the gods close one door, they surely open another window. His judgment of angles and positions was extremely accurate, his archery like tiger roars and dragon songs, swift as meteors. The outside scholars looked at each other in amazement, never expecting that famous fool to have such archery skills. Those who’d bullied him before couldn’t help shrinking back.

Rong Wei’s arrows only counted as half, but he shot extremely fast – so fast the bowstring resonated continuously like music. He didn’t stay close to Tie Ci, always occupying her diagonal position – a direction where one might accidentally shoot Tie Ci. With him occupying it alone, though his arrows were fast, not one fell near Tie Ci.

Dan Ye had another style, closely following Tie Ci wherever she went, shooting whichever target she shot. When Tie Ci found him annoying and shot a target full of arrows, he forcibly split Tie Ci’s arrow to claim a position.

Tie Ci felt this behavior was like a little dog lifting its leg to pee by a tree, marking territory.

Outside the field, Senior Student Mu’s gaze moved from Rong Wei, glanced at those targets, his expression dark, nodding to someone behind him.

That person quietly walked away.

Half an incense stick’s time remained before the end.

The field was already settled – Tie Ci would win steadily.

Everyone’s arrows were basically empty, only Tie Ci and Rong Wei each keeping one arrow.

Tie Ci’s habit was to always keep something in reserve. But she didn’t know why Rong Wei was doing the same.

Tie Ci galloped back, but at this moment sensed something wrong. Looking up, she saw someone on the Teaching Hall’s second floor at the railing facing the martial field, holding something huge.

She immediately spurred her horse toward them.

At this moment she was passing Li Zhi, whose horse suddenly neighed and jumped backward. It looked like it would crash into Tie Ci – if they collided, Li Zhi would certainly fall from his horse. Reluctantly, Tie Ci had to support him.

While Rong Wei and others were too far away to reach in time.

When Tie Ci rode around Li Zhi’s horse head, that person loosened his grip, dropping something with a thunderous crash.

It was a ceramic stool.

When Tie Ci arrived, she saw the shattered target revealed under the ceramic fragments.

She looked up – a figure flashed upstairs and disappeared.

She couldn’t see the face, everyone wore the same clothes, so there was no way to find them.

Tie Ci had already counted arrows earlier. Rong Wei’s arrows numbered only fifteen, total 285 arrows, 282 on target. Except for Cui Shi’s one missed arrow and the three arrows she and Rong Wei kept, everything else hit targets.

She didn’t know how many arrows were on the shattered target. As Tie Ci prepared to count again, Wei Xing said: “268 arrows.”

This referred to the remaining count.

Adding the two remaining arrows, it was still one arrow fewer than Senior Student Mu’s team.

People outside were already cursing indignantly.

Tie Ci’s heart sank.

She rushed to the ceramic stool, moving it aside, hoping for unbroken arrows. Who knew the ceramic stool actually contained pig iron, incredibly heavy, completely pulverizing those arrows.

Chapter 96: The Power of Restoration
Tie Ci knelt on one knee, holding those arrows, thinking to herself that it would be wonderful if she could restore them.

As she thought this, a warm current stirred within her chest, surging like wild waves that suddenly arose and rushed downward. The reverse qi flow she had practiced before actually activated on its own. Caught off guard, she was struck by this warm current, causing severe pain in her chest and lungs, as if someone had stabbed her with a cold blade. Her vision went black.

After the blackness passed and returned to normal, she opened her eyes again, preparing to abandon the broken arrows and leave, when suddenly she felt something was wrong.

Looking down, the arrow fragments had disappeared. In her palm was a broken arrow missing only a small piece of its arrowhead.

Tie Ci stared at the broken arrow, momentarily shocked and bewildered. Could it be that she had activated another innate ability?

In the past, her luck had always been desperate, or she would only actively trigger the reverse qi flow when in extremely dangerous situations. Could this ability actually evolve on its own, without danger or disaster, achieving her dreams with just a single thought?

Would wishing for world-destroying power work?

Tie Ci closed her eyes and silently wished… Well, I want to throw that Senior Brother Mu into the Wuyu Pool.

She opened her eyes again, and Senior Brother Mu was standing there perfectly fine, sneering coldly at her.

Tie Ci settled for less and picked up some more fragments, closing her eyes to concentrate. However, after a moment when she opened her eyes again, the fragments were still fragments.

Tie Ci sighed.

Forget it, this was metaphysics.

Hadn’t teleportation also come inexplicably? Even now she hadn’t fully mastered it, always afraid of teleporting into a men’s bathhouse, so she still didn’t dare use it casually.

How could she expect restoration to come so easily?

Moreover, it seemed the more innate abilities she unlocked, the harder it became to advance in individual skills.

This was probably a kind of balance, otherwise wouldn’t she be able to split heaven and earth?

In comparison, she would rather possess only one or two powerful abilities that she could easily control.

Thinking about clairvoyance, teleportation, restoration… Tie Ci’s mind was vaguely swept by a hazy thought—it seemed that hundreds of years ago, when various kingdoms stood side by side across the continent, those several famous legendary women…

It seemed that tracing back to their origins, the Tie family had some blood connections with those legendary figures…

Time was almost up.

She stood up, and as she rose, she smoothly inserted that arrow into her quiver.

No one noticed that there was an extra arrow in her quiver.

Rong Wei rode over on horseback, giving her a questioning look.

She nodded.

Rong Wei’s eyes flashed, and the two rode past each other.

Simultaneously twisting around to shoot arrows at a target in the corner.

Senior Brother Mu’s eyes revealed a smile.

He had long seen they only had two arrows. Even if they joined together, it wouldn’t be enough. They might as well surrender.

Whoosh, whoosh—two sounds as the arrows hit their targets. Senior Brother Mu stood up and called out loudly: “You’ve shot all your arrows, fewer than ours…”

Before he finished speaking, Tie Ci turned around and drew her bow toward his direction.

Amidst tsunami-like exclamations, there was clearly another arrow on her bow!

The cold white arrowhead aimed at Senior Brother Mu, who seemed nailed by that arrow to his forehead and suddenly jumped up.

“Impossible! How is this possible! Where did you get that arrow…”

Before he finished speaking, Tie Ci raised her arm with a resonant hum as the arrow left the lonely string.

Senior Brother Mu’s eyes continuously rotated and magnified that cold, sharp arrowhead.

He instinctively crouched down.

With a light “thud,” a wooden post in front of him trembled, raising fine dust.

Senior Brother Mu’s position was right against the railing. Tie Ci’s arrow hit the target on the wooden railing post in front of him.

Dust fluttered down all over his head. Senior Brother Mu crouched there, wishing for a moment that he would never have to stand up again.

However, at this moment no one was paying attention to whether he had the nerve to stand up. Countless students, even those who didn’t like Tie Ci, couldn’t help but feel their blood surge and applaud by slapping the railings.

The student counting called out loudly: “Two hundred seventy-one arrows! First place, tie!”

Senior Brother Mu suddenly stood up and said: “Not winning means defeat!”

The crowd’s excited emotions cooled somewhat as they looked at each other.

Although they felt his words were shameless, their own purses were also quite important.

Everyone turned their gaze to the Mountain Chief, who closed his eyes, ate a hawthorn, shook his head and sighed softly: “This generation of students, I am very disappointed…”

Everyone hung their heads in shame.

Senior Brother Mu suddenly smiled. After being subtly mocked, he showed no anger, glanced at Rong Wei and said: “Since the Mountain Chief believes that not winning doesn’t count as defeat, then I’ll make them admit defeat wholeheartedly. Shall we compete again?”

A rematch after a tie was proper protocol, so the Mountain Chief nodded.

Everyone discussed amongst themselves. Tie Ci wasn’t surprised. Her gaze swept over the crowd and saw Tong Rushi standing quietly among them, neither excited nor surprised, like water grown thick with countless duckweeds, with countless roots beneath the water—even when wind passed, there were no ripples.

People came and went, and in a blink of an eye, he was submerged.

The two groups faced off. Everyone thought Senior Brother Mu would choose the same method as before, but unexpectedly he said: “Our numbers are insufficient. Those few must return. Otherwise it’s not fair.”

Everyone thought: weren’t those few kicked out by you yourself?

After a while, several people walked out from the woods.

All wore identical riding clothes, face masks, and carried shields to block their forms.

The other test participants were still on the field, so those who came out were naturally the few who had been kicked out earlier. Everyone obviously thought so.

But Tie Ci’s eyes narrowed, feeling something was wrong.

She glanced around and noticed Rong Wei was also looking there. The eyes behind his golden silk mask seemed to curve, then he turned his head.

Those few students walked to the sideline, raising their hands to signal they wanted to enter. They said they had just suddenly lost their footing earlier, which wasn’t against the rules. Now that they had recovered, they naturally wanted to participate again.

Tie Ci watched those people mount their horses, one hand gripping the reins, one hand gripping the saddle, leaping up high with a “whoosh” before landing on horseback.

Someone exclaimed: “Their mounting posture has suddenly improved!”

Tie Ci’s eyes flashed.

More than just improved!

She still remembered how those few had mounted earlier. Though not clumsy, they hadn’t been this smooth either.

Moreover, these people’s mounting posture was somewhat strange, as if they were accustomed to a certain height, used to leaping up, but now had to suppress themselves somewhat.

This suggested they usually rode horses regularly, and the horses they rode were exceptionally tall and fine?

Tie Ci stared at those people, slowly raising her head, about to speak when suddenly someone grabbed her reins.

She turned and through her mask saw Rong Wei’s smiling eyes.

Rong Wei said softly: “Shush—”

Tie Ci said expressionlessly: “What unseemly business is it this time?”

“Don’t speak.” Rong Wei said, “Consider that I owe you a favor.”

Tie Ci had always been one to go with the flow and consider the bigger picture. When interests were at stake, she would never throw tantrums. Even though she found Rong Wei disagreeable at the moment, it didn’t prevent her from immediately saying: “Deal.”

Rong Wei was about to thank her when he heard her say: “Those few are clearly martial artists. Letting them mix in creates too many variables. If we lose, you still have to give me excellence, and compensate me for all the lost money.”

Rong Wei gasped: “Hero, you really won’t take even the slightest loss!”

“Who said that?” Tie Ci said seriously, “I ate grilled golden carp and still took the blame for someone.”

Rong Wei was speechless. Thinking about it, Ye Shiba was quite generous—clearly recognizing him, yet not holding it against him, even daring to eat braised goose with him.

But wasn’t the more important reason that braised goose tasted better?

Speaking as if treating him to food was like owing him a favor.

If Tie Ci knew what he was thinking now, she would probably say: You don’t understand this. This is one of the essential skills of those in power. Being good at calling a deer a horse, turning black to white, speaking appropriately to everyone, with eloquent words like blooming lotuses. Putting on the face of one who honors the worthy and humble, displaying a broad and magnanimous spirit, especially good at exaggerating one’s own kindness and benefits. Sprinkling a little from between the fingers, one must speak of it as heavy as mountains, making people weep with gratitude, feeling eternally grateful, thereafter devoted unto death.

She was still far from that level.

Rong Wei finally said: “Deal!”

Although she had a safety net, Tie Ci didn’t want to invite too much trouble. She raised her hand to the Mountain Chief: “Mountain Chief, they’re adding people, so we want to reduce ours. Li Zhi and the others competed one round and are already tired. Those few have been conserving their energy all along. That’s not fair.”

Since the opposing side was secretly substituting people and meant no good, Tie Ci naturally didn’t want Li Zhi and the others to be innocently implicated. Better to let Li Zhi, Cui Shi, and Wei Xuan step down.

After all, this time she couldn’t shoot arrows onto the wall to provide convenience for Li Zhi and the others.

The Mountain Chief said: “With fewer people, can you manage?”

Wei Xuan raised his bow: “I’m still fine, Shiba, let me continue.”

Little Round Face also said: “I’m not tired either!”

Tian Wu also said: “Shiba, we’re not tired, it’s fine.”

Li Zhi lowered his eyes: “I’m just getting in the way. I’ll step down.”

Cui Shi’s lips moved as if to say something. Looking at Tie Ci, he also silently stepped back.

Hu Yin suddenly strode forward: “I’ll join.”

Thus, nine against ten wasn’t too disparate, so the Mountain Chief agreed.

A bell rang and both teams entered simultaneously.

To avoid collisions, each side entered from different entrances. Tie Ci quietly told her companions: “The opponents act domineeringly. Let’s choose a good portion of targets, mark out a circle, and operate within that circle. Don’t let the opponents cross into our circle, don’t get entangled with them, fight quickly and decisively.”

Everyone nodded—avoiding conflict was the best approach.

The formation Tie Ci designated had everyone staggered, so if one side had problems, the other could immediately provide support. To distinguish teammates, everyone tied red cloth on their heads.

Senior Brother Mu’s side tied white cloth on their arms. As he tied it, Senior Brother Mu chuckled: “Putting white on you first.”

Tie Ci smiled and replied: “We’re different—we’re celebrating having a precious son.”

Senior Brother Mu, called a son, sneered, waved his bow and arrow at her, then turned to enter the field.

Tie Ci and her group turned their horses’ heads and galloped into the field from the other side. To save time and avoid the crowd, Tie Ci had Tian Wu, Wei Xuan, Wei Xin, and Little Round Face spur their horses in first, giving them the fastest horses to choose targets and shoot while galloping.

Tian Wu’s mounted archery was quite good among the students. In the first quick gallop, several arrows had already hit targets with swift whooshing sounds. Everyone was applauding when the opposing team entered and, instead of shooting their own targets, headed straight for Tie Ci’s side.

Tie Ci shouted: “Be careful!”

But those horses were fast as whirlwind, kicking up sand and dust, charging fiercely toward Tian Wu, Wei Xuan and the others. For a moment no one could see clearly through the dust, only hearing cries of “Ow!” from within, and Tian Wu shouting, “Who took my quiver!” Then came a thunderous crash as a huge horse was knocked aside, sliding on the sandy ground with legs in the air, nearly hitting Hu Yin who was following. Hu Yin leaned from his horse to extend his hand. Wei Xuan, who had rolled out with the horse, borrowed the force to jump up and with a “whoosh” landed on Hu Yin’s horse. She seemed to have her fighting spirit truly ignited, actually stepping and leaping onto the horse’s head. Removing the bow from her back, she perched high above and shot an arrow into the undispersed dust cloud.

In the hazy expanse, one could see the arrowhead spark against metal with a flash of fire. Someone cried out, then came sounds of hand-to-hand combat, accompanied by Tian Wu’s angry roars: “Told you to take my quiver! Told you to take my quiver!” Two people rolled out of the dust fighting, one being Tian Wu and an opponent. That person had an arrow in his arm, blood staining the white cloth red—no more mourning dress for him. From Tian Wu’s stance, he probably wanted the man to put on mourning clothes for himself.

However, even though wounded by Wei Xuan’s arrow and pinned down and beaten by Tian Wu’s superior weight, that person still managed to fling both the stolen quiver from Tian Wu and his own quiver to Senior Brother Mu with one throw!

All this happened in mere moments. The spectators outside hadn’t yet reacted, mouths agape, unable to keep up with this crazy pace. Tie Ci and Rong Wei had already surpassed their formation and arrived one after the other. Tie Ci reached out to grab that person, preparing to throw him hard—since he’d already committed a foul, she’d personally penalize him off the field!

But Rong Wei was actually a step faster than her. Tie Ci only saw a black armguard flash as Rong Wei had already gripped the man’s throat. His slender, pale, distinctly-jointed fingers tightened, and Tie Ci clearly heard the man’s throat bone make a chilling “crack” sound.

She was startled and called urgently: “Master Rong! You cannot kill here!”

Turning her head, she saw Rong Wei’s clearly defined profile—brows slanted upward, lips slightly pursed, eyes coldly stern, yet the corners of his mouth seemed to smile, murderous intent piercing yet also devastatingly charming.

He remained motionless, his fingers like cast iron. Tie Ci felt as if a very long moment passed before she saw his fingers loosen slightly, and he chuckled softly: “Oh, force of habit.”

Then his slightly loosened five fingers slid downward, and with a “puff” sound, pierced into the opponent’s shoulder well point. Amidst the man’s screams, he flicked his wrist backward.

The opponent’s large body was flung like a broken sack. A few drops of blood splattered on both his and Tie Ci’s cheeks. Tie Ci vaguely seemed to see light through the man’s shoulder, then with a “bang” he hit the ground and bounced up, heavily crashing into the crowd.

In that instant, Rong Wei had crippled the man.

Then Rong Wei raised his head and through the scattered blood mist and dust, locked eyes with Senior Brother Mu who sat high on his horse.

Sparks seemed to fly through the air.

Chapter 97: Those Who Harm My Rong Wei, Though Distant, Must Be Punished
Rong Wei stood up.

However, the next instant, Senior Brother Mu whistled sharply and led his people in a swift retreat, running to the other side of the martial field.

From their appearance, they had struck first to gain advantage, their purpose being to steal arrows and injure people.

Tian Wu had lost his arrows, Wei Xuan had lost her horse—both could only withdraw from the field. Wei Xuan was unwilling to accept defeat and raised her hand, shouting: “Mountain Chief, I request to ride double with Hu Yin! You didn’t say we couldn’t ride double!”

The Mountain Chief frowned as he looked at the field. By now many other teachers from the academy had arrived. The Dean stood beside him, worriedly saying: “Mountain Chief, these children are going a bit mad. How about we stop the competition? Cancel the gambling too. The academy doesn’t allow gambling in the first place. If something happens because of this betting, it might be difficult to explain.”

The Mountain Chief stroked his chin and smiled: “Men can marry at sixteen—they’re all adults. What need is there for others to explain anything?”

The Dean was stunned.

The Mountain Chief waved his hand at Wei Xuan, indicating approval.

He rustled open a snack bag—already his third snack bag of the day—while feeling around inside for walnuts and sunflower seeds, leisurely saying: “The ocean waves are never still, how can a smile resolve grudges? Let them be.”

The field had now returned to calm.

After the recent clash, Tie Ci had once again contracted her archery range for the safety of the others, allowing Senior Brother Mu’s side to occupy a large area. Having stolen arrows, they now had more arrows in total. All those who came up this time were skilled in archery. Even those who had been relatively weak and left the field earlier were now fierce, with white horses and carved saddles, swift as shooting stars, arrows like flying rain, row after row nailed into the targets.

Although Tie Ci’s side was also highly skilled with arrows that never missed, they were at an inherent disadvantage. It looked like this battle had lost its suspense again—Tie Ci was destined to lose. While the spectators were pleased, they also felt somewhat uneasy, feeling this victory didn’t come quite honorably.

Both sides adopted a stance of minding their own business, so everyone gradually relaxed. Just when everyone felt the overall situation was decided and Senior Brother Mu would surely press his advantage and properly shoot the remaining arrows into targets, Tie Ci, who was galloping, suddenly felt a warning in her heart.

She turned around sharply.

She saw cold light flashing repeatedly—three arrows from three different directions, shooting toward Rong Wei who was galloping past her rear flank!

One arrow whistled fiercely, one sparked with fire in mid-air, one made no sound at all!

And Rong Wei was shooting arrows with his back to them!

Tie Ci lunged over. While her body was still in mid-air, her shield was already thrown with full force. The heavy shield spun through the air—clang! Sparks flew as one arrow struck the shield, pushing it along as it grazed Rong Wei’s shoulder before crashing to the ground. The shield had a dent knocked right into it!

This was a heavy arrow! The kind that could tear a human body into pieces upon impact!

At the same time Tie Ci threw the shield, her other hand had already torn off her golden silk mask and hurled it at the second fire arrow. That arrow had no fire when shot, but halfway through flight it had become a deep red streak. Just as Tie Ci’s mask was about to catch it, an arrow shot from the side, knocking away Tie Ci’s mask.

Tie Ci: “!”

A figure flashed, darting across like a swimming fish—thud!—meeting that fire arrow head-on. In mid-air, head tilted and shoulder clamped, actually extinguishing that fire with shoulder and neck!

A soft hiss, and countless severed hairs fell from the air, turning to ash when blown by wind.

That person spun around and cast away the fire arrow. The arrow fell to the ground, hissing and burning for a while before going out.

That person landed, covering the side of their neck—it was Wei Xuan.

Riding double with Wei Xuan was Hu Yin. They were the three closest to Rong Wei. Hu Yin turned her head and saw the third cold arrow. She instinctively turned her bow to shoot it down, but heard a shout: “Don’t!”

In that split second, as Tie Ci and Wei Xuan both made their moves, Rong Wei had already turned around. Now stopping Hu Yin, he leaped up, sleeves billowing. There was a metallic ring from within his sleeves, and he actually caught the last arrow with effortless grace. For an instant Tie Ci even saw that arrow make a smooth circle within his sleeve, then pierce through the fabric and whistle out again, streaking toward Senior Brother Mu’s side.

Senior Brother Mu’s side immediately fell into chaos, several people leaping up to form a human wall in front of him.

This posture of facing a great enemy made even Tie Ci somewhat astonished, but she immediately discovered that the direction Rong Wei hurled the cold arrow back wasn’t aimed at Senior Brother Mu at all!

He was aiming at Senior Brother Mu’s side’s best targets, where arrows were most concentrated!

In the blink of an eye, a black light fell upon the target.

As the arrow landed, Tie Ci, who was closest to that target, was suddenly yanked away and crashed into a warm back.

As she retreated, from the corner of her eye she saw Senior Brother Mu’s group also frantically retreating.

She understood in an instant, but couldn’t help widening her eyes.

How dare these people!

The next moment—a thunderous explosion!

Far exceeding the previous sound of a horse being knocked away, that noise shook the entire academy as if it were trembling. A layer of sand on the ground was shaken up into the air before rustling down again. Amidst the rushing sounds, smoke and dust rose up, obscuring vision. Countless people cried out in alarm, running about wildly like a colony of ants whose nest had been destroyed.

Tie Ci pressed against the chest behind her. An arm tightly encircled her waist. Looking down, she saw the cold, lustrous pure copper studs on the black armguard, and her heart became momentarily disordered.

So much so that she failed to notice that in this moment of blinding smoke and dust, somewhere a faint light flashed, striking toward her.

Rong Wei behind her also seemed to be thinking about something, somewhat dazed, until he heard a thin sound cutting through the air near his ear.

The moment he heard that sound, he knew it was bad.

A powerful crossbow’s thin arrow—if it could be heard, it was already at close range.

Too late!

In that instant, he only had time to raise his arm up, blocking it in front of Tie Ci’s vital heart area!

“Hiss.”

An extremely slight sound, yet it made Tie Ci jump up.

She was familiar with this sound—it was the sound of a sharp weapon entering flesh!

At this time the smoke and dust finally began to dissipate somewhat. She looked down and saw a crossbow bolt that had pierced through Rong Wei’s arm. The arrowhead had even emerged slightly from the other side of his arm, the blood-stained tip already pressed against her chest.

If not for Rong Wei’s arm serving as a shield, even if she escaped with her life, she would have been severely injured.

She suddenly looked up at Rong Wei. But Rong Wei’s expression remained unchanged, still smiling as he said: “What are you looking at me like that for? With such tender, loving eyes—it’s rather embarrassing.”

But Tie Ci was in no mood for jokes at this moment. She grabbed his hand and reached back to draw her small knife, preparing to remove the arrow and bandage him. Penetrating wounds were prone to infection—this was no joke.

Suddenly there was a cry of alarm. Wei Xuan rushed over, standing on tiptoe to cradle Rong Wei’s arm, exclaiming: “Sir, how did you get injured!”

Tie Ci paused and looked at Wei Xuan. She had just intercepted the fire arrow and been burned on her neck, with half her long hair burned away, yet now she completely ignored her own condition, looking at Rong Wei with a face full of panic.

Rong Wei looked down and also saw Wei Xuan’s injury, smiling: “Why are you only concerned about me? Aren’t you injured too?”

The two gazed at each other, one on horseback, one on the ground. Wei Xuan’s face instantly turned red.

Tie Ci felt inexplicably blocked up inside for some reason. She smiled and pushed Rong Wei lightly, saying: “You’re injured and can’t fight anymore. Go down and treat each other’s wounds. I’ll handle what comes next.”

She also said to Wei Xuan: “Quickly pull out this arrow for him. Penetrating wounds need proper treatment.”

Wei Xuan nodded repeatedly and reached out to support Rong Wei. But Rong Wei shifted and dismounted by himself. As he jumped down, Tie Ci, fearing he might jar his wound, instinctively supported his arm. After making this gesture, she felt it wasn’t quite appropriate, as if she was underestimating him. She wanted to withdraw her hand, but Rong Wei didn’t seem to mind, naturally dismounting with her support, turning back to smile at her: “Thank you.”

His politeness made Tie Ci feel even more uncomfortable. She withdrew her hand and watched Wei Xuan come up to support him. Not wanting to look further, she turned her head away.

The moment she turned her head, the person who was always gentle, elegant, and perpetually smiling had already drawn in his brows and pressed his lips together, emanating a killing intent and coldness like frost and snow.

She gazed fixedly at the opposition.

The smoke cleared, revealing several exploded targets on the other side.

Senior Brother Mu and the others were disheveled, retreating to one side, glaring at her fiercely with faces dark as iron.

Outside the field, the Dean suddenly stood up, beside himself with anger: “What was that just now! Who used forbidden materials on arrows! Who shot those cold arrows! I order the competition to stop! Stop immediately!”

Tie Ci acted as if she hadn’t heard, raising her bow to point at the opposition: “You’ve lost.”

Rong Wei’s returned thunder arrow had destroyed at least three of their targets. The arrows on them had long since turned to ash.

Now there was no need to count—Tie Ci had won for sure.

Everyone sighed, not knowing whether to be happy or worried.

But Senior Brother Mu gave a sinister laugh: “Not necessarily!”

He waved his hand, and several people behind him drew their bows in unison.

Tie Ci waved to signal everyone to take cover.

But the opponents’ arrows passed over their shoulders, heading straight for the field’s edge, where posts surrounding the field also held targets already filled with arrows from Tie Ci’s side.

Crack after crack rang out as those wooden stakes broke one after another, targets falling and crashing outside the enclosure.

Senior Brother Mu lowered his bow, sneering: “Only arrows on targets within the field can be counted. Your targets have fallen outside the field—they don’t count!”

Four targets had fallen outside—instantly Tie Ci’s losses were greater than his.

A competition had developed to this degree—life and death, full of twists and turns, like a roller coaster.

Outside the field it was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Everyone stared at Tie Ci, racking their brains but unable to think of any way to turn defeat into victory.

After all, there were no more arrows—nobody had any, none could be seized—and no more targets.

Senior Brother Mu bent his bow, pointing at Tie Ci: “Admit defeat. I’ll give you some face—allow you to scram at midnight.”

Tie Ci laughed.

“Not necessarily.”

Then she turned around: “Dan Ye, Hu Yin, Wei Xin.”

Dan Ye and Wei Xin had originally been farther away, unable to catch up earlier, but now both rode over. Dan Ye’s eyebrows stood up, and Wei Xin also rarely raised his head to stare at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci pointed to the field’s edge—there were four wooden posts connected by rope, enclosing that side of the field. The targets on top had now all broken and fallen out.

She said: “Do you remember when I shot arrows into the wall earlier?”

Everyone nodded. Hu Yin and Dan Ye vaguely understood something, their eyes immediately brightening.

“Just like that. That position.” Tie Ci pointed at those wooden stakes. “One person per post, elevation angle thirty degrees.” She demonstrated the angle. “When I say ‘start,’ shoot simultaneously. Remember, it must be simultaneous.”

Everyone nodded, even Wei Xin moved his shoulders.

Tie Ci discovered that as long as he was willing to listen seriously, there was nothing he couldn’t understand.

“Little Round Face, Dan Shuang.” Tie Ci said, “You two guard our flanks and prevent the other side from shooting cold arrows again.”

Dan Shuang was also skilled in archery, but Tie Ci needed someone with extremely keen senses to provide rear guard, so she kept Dan Shuang back.

She gave a few more instructions. Dan Shuang nodded, spurred her horse forward, and together with Little Round Face, positioned themselves left and right, coldly eyeing the other side.

The sound of hoofbeats rang out again in the field.

This time both inside and outside the field were very quiet, everyone holding their breath.

Watching those four riders cross-gallop, the mounted archers suddenly all crouched low, hanging themselves from the sides of their horses.

The same position as when Tie Ci had shot arrows at the flying target earlier.

Everyone roared with excitement, yet at this moment there was no wall opposite the four riders, and even if there were a wall, nailing targets to it would be meaningless.

The next moment Tie Ci called: “Start!”

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.

Four arrows rose from the sides of the horses, slanting upward, cutting a sharp line as if to pierce the clouds.

The next instant came a series of cracks as all four arrows struck posts simultaneously.

The same tremendous upward impact force carried all four posts flying up together.

Everyone’s gaze followed those posts flying toward the heavens.

Crack, crack—Dan Shuang and Little Round Face simultaneously drew their knives, cutting the ropes on either side of the enclosure.

The pulling force immediately disappeared. The four posts flew out half a zhang with their ropes before landing almost simultaneously.

At this point, the differences in the four people’s strength could be seen. Tie Ci and Dan Ye were similar, Hu Yin and Wei Xin were slightly weaker, with Wei Xin weaker still—after all, he was still a child. For a child to have strength comparable to the Xirong woman Hezhuo was already quite remarkable.

This caused the four posts with their ropes to maintain roughly a straight line when they landed.

The square of the entire enclosure had now become a rectangle. Though the ropes were cut, the frame remained, and that frame once again enclosed the fallen targets within the field.

A moment of deathly silence.

Then explosive cheers erupted like a tsunami.

At this moment, regardless of friend or foe, like or dislike, everyone couldn’t help but applaud by slapping the railings until their palms were red, celebrating this incomparable contest and unattainable human ingenuity with the most fervent emotions.

Even the teachers all stood up, clapping their hands in praise. All felt that today’s unintentional competition would probably become academy legend from now on—the kind that could be passed down through generations.

Even Qi Yuansi, who was destined to eat shit, was slapping the railings, probably having forgotten the fragrance of feces.

Amidst the thunderous cheers, Tie Ci turned around again. Somehow another arrow had appeared on her bow. While the crowd’s cheers were at their highest and even Senior Brother Mu was distracted watching those four posts, she drew the bow fully and nocked the arrow.

Aiming at Senior Brother Mu.

Chapter 98: The Shape of Love
The bowstring’s resonant hum vibrated the air, seeming to suppress even the academy’s cheers.

The cheering stopped abruptly, once again so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

Everyone’s ears seemed to become a vacuum, while their eyes all reflected that meteor-like arrow. Simultaneously appearing in their pupils was endless terror.

Fierce Ye Shiba—what was she trying to do now?

Kill someone in public!

Everyone’s flesh instantly broke out in goosebumps, their hair standing on end as they felt infinite chilliness despite the summer season.

Senior Brother Mu now experienced the shock Tie Ci had felt earlier.

That arrow appeared inexplicably, came ghostlike, shot irresistibly!

The people beside him once again desperately rolled toward him, but they were all a step too slow.

Death would arrive with a sinister smile!

He only had time to raise his shield, his entire body unable to shrink away.

Clang!

Senior Brother Mu only felt an overwhelming force like a mountain collapse crash into his shield, making his head ring, his chest ache severely, his vision go black. His whole person was like being struck by a heavy hammer. Then came explosive pain in his shoulder as that tremendous force carried him flying. Tilting his head back, he saw a sky full of red clouds.

In his daze he wondered why there would be such red clouds…

The students outside the field saw the arrow strike the edge of the shield, then pierce through the thinner edge, penetrate Senior Brother Mu’s shoulder, and fly out his back shoulder carrying a spray of blood. In mid-air, a shower of fresh blood scattered down, drenching those who had rushed up to save him.

“Bang.”

The human body hit the ground heavily.

Those who rushed up but failed to catch him got a mouthful of dirt.

The crowd roared as if to overturn the academy. Companions galloped wildly on horseback, countless people leaped over railings, teachers all rushed out.

Senior Brother Mu, lying in his own pool of blood, struggled to raise his head. Through gaps in the crowd, he saw Tie Ci sitting coldly upright across from him, her bow held vertically before her, dividing her face and the sunlight shining on her cheeks—half human, half divine demon.

In the distance, Rong Wei, who was bandaging his wound, suddenly looked up.

His face was also half bright, half dark, his smile divided at this point too, like an eerie jade statue coldly gazing at the mortal world.

He suddenly felt countless regrets and fears in his heart.

Shouldn’t have come…

He struggled to raise his palm.

Several people who had been protecting him understood, lifted him up, and quickly darted into the nearby woods.

Tie Ci watched coldly but didn’t pursue.

At the chaotic edge of the martial field, Rong Wei and Wei Xuan sat shoulder to shoulder.

Wei Xuan had originally planned to slowly and carefully treat Rong Wei’s wound. His injury was somewhat troublesome—half the arrowhead was embedded in flesh. Though it had no barbs, it faintly gleamed blue, clearly poisoned. Moreover, that location was near the wrist pulse. Pulling it out forcefully would cause severe pain, but that was minor—she feared that with one careless move, she might damage the tendons and ruin that hand.

The academy had a medical hall and attending physicians, but they certainly couldn’t handle such an injury.

Wei Xuan thought it would be better to leave the academy and find a renowned physician to treat it. She turned and was immediately drawn by the scene over there, exclaiming: “What is Ye Shiba trying to do!”

“What to do?” Rong Wei smiled. “Avenge me!”

He seemed quite pleased, his tone and eyes both suffused with mirth.

Wei Xuan listened without thinking much, saying enviously: “Shiba is strong. Sir, it’s a pity I’m not as strong as him—I can’t avenge you.”

“Didn’t you help me block an arrow? That’s also a life-saving grace.”

Wei Xuan’s eyes brightened as she turned her head. “That’s what I should do. Sir, Shiba avenging you is also what he should do. If not for you, he would have been hit by that cold arrow. You’re his life-saver too.”

“You’re wrong about that.” Rong Wei smiled and shook his head. “He blocked arrows for me first, which drew the assassins. At that time I restrained him, making it inconvenient for him to dodge. Naturally I should resolve it for him. Otherwise, with his abilities, how could he fail to avoid those hidden arrows?”

Wei Xuan smiled: “Sir is just such a reasonable person. So when we help you block arrows, it’s all voluntary. Sir need not take it to heart as a debt of gratitude.”

Rong Wei smiled, staring toward Tie Ci’s direction. Seeing Senior Brother Mu and others flee into the woods, he asked casually: “If not a debt of gratitude, then what is it?”

Wei Xuan suddenly blushed and lowered her head. After hesitating for a long while, she said quietly: “Shiba should be fulfilling the way of a disciple, while I…”

Before she finished speaking, she saw Rong Wei had already grasped the half of the arrowhead that was exposed and was pulling the arrow out himself.

She cried out: “Don’t!”

But Rong Wei completely ignored her. Not only did he pull it himself, he slowly rotated it, making the arrowhead avoid important tendons. Wei Xuan watched until her own arms went soft. She wanted to stop him but didn’t dare, wanted to help but didn’t know how. Seeing blood flow in a large pool, while under the sunlight Rong Wei’s expression remained calm as he continued chatting leisurely with her, though his forehead was snow-white and beaded with countless bright droplets of sweat. In panic, she frantically searched her sleeve pocket, pulled out a purple-gold pill, and regardless of anything else, stuffed it in Rong Wei’s mouth.

Rong Wei normally wouldn’t casually eat other people’s things, but at this moment he was weak. Before he could guard against it, the medicine had already dissolved and entered his stomach. A cool sensation spread through his throat—clearly not poison.

At this time, someone strode over quickly, pressed down his hand, and called loudly: “Brother Rong!”

Rong Wei’s consciousness was somewhat fuzzy from pain. Thinking someone was calling him, he chuckled softly: “Hey, I’m here. Shiba, don’t shout so loudly, okay? You scared me.”

Tie Ci ignored him, pressed his wrist pulse to slow the bleeding, then called: “Rong Lianzhi!”

An umbrella slowly drifted over. Under the umbrella, Rong Pu’s features were clear and transparent like water jade, though his expression was somewhat helpless as he glanced at Rong Wei and slowly pulled out a packet of needles.

Tie Ci had only recently learned that Rong Pu was actually skilled in medicine, especially brain disorders. Wei Xuan said one important reason she brought her brother here was hearing that Rong Pu was skilled in treating brain disorders and came seeking treatment. Who knew that after arriving, Rong Pu had no methods for treating illness here, but instead encountered Tie Ci.

Though his specialty was neurology, naturally treating ordinary wounds was not difficult for him.

Rong Pu stepped forward and inserted a row of needles in Rong Wei, stopping the bleeding. After applying some medicine, he said: “With my needles inserted and medicine applied, there will be brief numbness around the wound. Who will lend a hand to dig out the arrowhead? My hands aren’t steady enough.”

He also said to Rong Wei: “Sir’s method of abusing yourself like this is absolutely unacceptable—others might think you’re playing a self-harm scheme.”

The two exchanged glances, then both looked away. Rong Wei smiled: “Lesson learned, lesson learned. So self-harm schemes can be used this way.”

Wei Xuan stepped forward, wanting to say she’d help. Tie Ci had already pulled Rong Wei’s wrist and placed it on her knee, saying: “I’ll do it.”

It wasn’t about competing with Wei Xuan—truly, no one could match her steady hands.

Rong Wei lowered his eyes to look at his wrist and inexplicably smiled.

Except for Wei Xuan, no one else saw that smile. Tie Ci’s attention was all on the wound. That arrow was a heavy arrow with a wide, flat head that had penetrated through the arm—a very large wound.

Rong Pu indicated she should follow his instructions, slowly digging out the arrowhead to minimize damage as much as possible.

He also reminded her to be very careful, as that location—one careless move could hit the wrist pulse.

Tie Ci stared at Rong Wei’s wrist. Though he was a martial artist with strong, well-defined arm muscles and flowing lines, his wrist was white and slender, with a kind of delicate fragility that formed a stark contrast with the inherent sense of toughness he gave off. At this moment, that large wound gaped there, faintly revealing the iron-black arrowhead. It looked rather shocking.

She paused before picking up the knife.

Digging out arrowheads was bloody work with great visual and psychological impact, and she had to be careful not to damage blood vessels. Tie Ci held her breath and worked slowly. Hot sweat rolled down her forehead, but her hands were steady as rock.

Wei Xuan watched from the side. Besides admiration, she also felt her earlier rashness—if she had really stepped in, she would have gone weak-handed the moment she started cutting, much less be able to consider so many factors.

Rong Pu suddenly said: “I brought little anesthetic. I’m afraid it won’t last long. How about two people hold down the sir to prevent movement—if the knife slips and cuts the wrist pulse, that would be terrible.”

Tie Ci turned to look at Rong Wei. She saw his forehead and nose tip covered in bright beads—clearly the anesthetic had worn off. But he made no sound, his hand casually resting on her knee. From beginning to end, he hadn’t even involuntarily lifted it slightly.

If Rong Pu hadn’t noticed something wrong and reminded her, she would have been completely unaware.

Was it naturally strong self-control, or had he experienced countless such injuries before, developing formidable endurance?

Meeting her gaze, Rong Wei said: “No matter. You do your embroidery well. Make it look nice—I’ll have face.”

Tie Ci smiled: “Alright then, I’ll embroider the words ‘divine beast’ for you.”

Both laughed heartily. Then Tie Ci continued working while Rong Wei lowered his eyes to watch her with interest.

Wei Xuan stood to the side, suddenly feeling that these two formed their own world, and everyone else had come to the wrong place.

Those two had their heads close together—one with unchanged expression, one working swift as wind. They occasionally commented on the shape of the wound, the material of the arrowhead, and the pattern of embroidery. Throughout, Tie Ci’s sweating hands never slipped, and Rong Wei’s aching wrist never moved.

When the arrowhead fell out with a clang, everyone breathed a sigh of relief. When the wind blew on their backs, they felt chilly and realized they had somehow been holding their breath and sweating profusely.

Tie Ci didn’t rest, continuing in one breath to suture the wound. She had been sutured many times herself, but this was her first time suturing someone else. Embroidering a divine beast was impossible—after finishing, looking at the shape, it looked like a pile of excrement no matter how she looked at it.

But she saw Rong Wei satisfiedly turning his wrist left and right to look, saying: “Shiba is so considerate. Even suturing a wound, it’s in the shape of love.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Fine then.

Impressionist artists were like this—my excrement, your love.

She looked at the blue-black arrowhead: “This arrowhead is poisoned…”

But Rong Pu, who was taking Rong Wei’s pulse, said: “The poison seems to have been neutralized… There might still be some residual poison, but it’s harmless. With sir’s constitution, it can be gradually resolved, but he needs good rest and recovery.”

Tie Ci looked at Rong Wei in surprise. How could the poison on this arrow be so easily neutralized?

But she saw Rong Wei turn to look at Wei Xuan, saying: “I must also thank Miss Wei for her miraculous medicine.”

Wei Xuan looked steadily at him, three parts shy within her natural grace, smiling: “Sir need not be polite—it’s proper.”

The two smiled at each other again.

Under the intense summer light, the man and woman facing each other were beautiful as bright flowers, both worthy of painting.

Tie Ci turned her head away, thinking about medicine that could neutralize poison without treating the right symptoms—generally such things were life-saving elixirs from great families. Wei Xuan had casually given it to Rong Wei just like that? In these days when she wasn’t paying attention, the two had made quite rapid emotional progress.

Chapter 99: Fratricide
The Mountain Chief came over, inquired about Rong Wei’s injury, and said that Senior Brother Mu’s actions had seriously violated academy rules. When he returned, punishment would be unavoidable. He then led people away. Most students watched from afar with complex expressions, unsure whether to mourn their purses or express awe toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci was in a bad mood and made a money-counting gesture at them. Everyone scattered.

Tie Ci then said they were all tired and sweaty, should hurry back to wash up, and if interested tomorrow, they could all go out to eat and drink together—her treat. Everyone dispersed. Dan Ye reached out to pull Tie Ci: “Let’s go together!”

Tie Ci said: “You go first, I still have some business.”

Hu Yin pulled Dan Ye away. Tie Ci walked toward Rong Wei, wanting to escort him back to the teaching quarters. But she saw Wei Xuan walk over.

She stopped.

She lowered her head and silently counted for a while, hearing Rong Wei not refuse. The sound of their footsteps faded into the distance.

Tie Ci raised her head and pulled a grass stem to slowly chew.

Dan Shuang said: “Young Master, you’re in a bad mood.”

“Of course, thinking about having so much money I can’t spend it all soon, arranging it will be troublesome, so I’m a bit worried.”

Dan Shuang ignored her Versailles-style complaints: “All the money in the world is yours, yet I’ve never seen you worry about that.”

“Good girl, today I’ll teach you a principle.” Tie Ci spat out the grass stem, a bitter taste spreading in her mouth. “Seeing through but not speaking out is a human virtue.”

A shadow fell over her head—it was Rong Pu. He looked down at Tie Ci: “Shall I escort you back?”

“Wu Hall is too far from here, don’t let the sun damage your delicate flower.” Tie Ci declined. “Since Wei Xuan isn’t here, I’ll escort Xiao Xing back.”

Rong Pu turned to glance in the direction Wei Xuan had disappeared, smiling: “Miss Wei is charming and likeable, generous and gentle—quite compatible with my distant cousin. My cousin appears carefree and unrestrained, but he’s actually quite aloof by nature. It’s rare for him to regard Miss Wei with special favor.”

“Indeed, indeed, it seems we both need to prepare congratulatory gifts early.” Tie Ci said, “I have business, I’ll go first.”

Without waiting for Rong Pu’s response, she dragged Wei Xin away. They hadn’t gone far when she saw Wei Xuan returning. She was somewhat surprised.

With those two walking slowly for a while, then after arriving there would inevitably be tea service, water pouring, and caring inquiries—how could Wei Xuan bear to return so quickly?

Wei Xuan thanked her, saying: “Sir said he was tired and would sleep upon returning. I didn’t want to disturb him further.”

Tie Ci averted her gaze, not looking at that particularly sweet smile on Wei Xuan’s face when she mentioned Rong Wei. Noticing the blisters on her neck, she couldn’t help asking: “You clearly could have used your arm to sweep away that fire arrow earlier. Why did you choose to use your shoulder and neck to extinguish it? Weren’t you afraid of burns leaving scars?”

For such a delicate, precious young lady, wasn’t appearance and skin more important?

“Because I was thinking of keeping my hands free to intercept that third arrow.” Wei Xuan said, “I was already gripping a locust stone then. Fortunately I didn’t have time to act.”

Tie Ci was speechless. She didn’t want to say more, but Wei Xuan seemed to want to confide, smiling as she said: “Brother Shiba, Wei Xin has improved so much following you recently. I’m truly grateful. Sometimes I think, if you could train him to be like a normal person, I might be able to pass that burden on my shoulders to him. Then I could… I could…”

She suddenly became shy, biting her lower lip without speaking, her eyes brimming with emotion, rippling with springtime radiance.

Tie Ci could guess with her toes who she was thinking about. However, she had no desire to delve into these girlish feelings. Wei Xuan kept glancing at her, seemingly wanting her to continue asking. Tie Ci smiled at her, thinking: I just won’t ask.

Am I looking for abuse?

But though she didn’t ask, Wei Xuan couldn’t help but continue, finally saying herself: “…I could bravely pursue what I want…”

Tie Ci said: “Oh my, I suddenly remembered I have some business. I’m leaving!”

She strode away, ignoring Wei Xin tugging at her sleeve and Wei Xuan’s somewhat stunned expression, almost fleeing in panic.

As she walked, her thoughts were chaotic. So training Wei Xin was actually helping others achieve their goals—should she stop training him? Halfway through this thought, she couldn’t help but spit at herself. It wasn’t shame about her own pettiness or anything, but rather that in the face of romantic love, no amount of excuses might truly be excuses. If Wei Xuan really threw herself headlong into it, then whether it was responsibility or her brother, nothing might be able to stop her from finding other ways to fulfill her own desires.

Why should she play the petty villain?

Male beauty was indeed a disaster.

As Tie Ci walked and thought, she looked up to see the bright red pomegranate flowers peeking over the wall of the teaching quarters, suddenly realizing she had taken the wrong path.

These legs were incredible—they had their own consciousness now.

Tie Ci stared at the teaching quarters for a while. She knew Rong Wei’s room was the innermost one on the second floor.

Don’t ask how she knew—she just knew.

But since he was already sleeping, what was she doing standing here?

Such stars, such a night—for whom do I stand in the wind and dew at midnight?

No.

She was a woman with three palaces and six courts.

A monarch with no preferences rejects all temptresses.

She turned to leave.

But at the moment she turned, she saw a window on the second floor’s side quietly open, and a figure flew out.

In the cold night under the bright moon, that person’s robes fluttered, his form outlining beautiful lines in the moonlight.

Rong Wei?

He was seriously injured—instead of properly recovering, what was he doing out in the middle of the night?

Tie Ci followed almost without thinking.

Rong Wei headed straight for the woods by the martial field. Not surprising to Tie Ci.

Earlier, Senior Brother Mu had fled into the woods. The academy had sent people to search but hadn’t heard they found anyone. Now Rong Wei had gone himself.

During the day she had seen Senior Brother Mu staring at Rong Wei several times with eyes full of malice. Those three assassin arrows had targeted Rong Wei—the two clearly knew each other and had a history.

But that final arrow wasn’t necessarily from Senior Brother Mu’s side. The direction was different, the style was different, and the target should have been her.

Tie Ci had been accustomed to assassination attempts since childhood and was too lazy to care, but she was quite concerned about the grudge between Senior Brother Mu and Rong Wei.

She always felt that Senior Brother Mu wasn’t quite right, not like a student the academy could have trained.

Just before entering the woods, night patrol suddenly came by. Tie Ci hid, and when she emerged, she had already lost track of Rong Wei.

The woods were vast, connected to the Qingyang mountain range. Once you lost someone, they were hard to find. Tie Ci thought it over and entered through the entrance where Senior Brother Mu’s group had fled that afternoon, carefully searching for traces of them by moonlight.

Sure enough, she soon saw discarded masks and other items. The trampled grass marks were heavy too. Tie Ci calculated that there should have been more people than just those few in the field that afternoon—clearly there were people lurking in the woods for support.

With more people came more traces. Something caught here, something torn there. Tie Ci tracked all the way, but discovered that those people could have originally exited the woods, but somehow suddenly changed direction, gradually heading toward where she had fallen into the trap initially.

The ground gradually showed some shiny traces—the slime left by crawling creatures moving along the ground. Tie Ci crouched down and saw large areas of flattened ground, with more severe trampling of vegetation. She rubbed the dark traces on the grass leaves with her fingers—as expected, it was blood.

That group had begun to be ambushed here. Some were injured, some fell, some fled in panic.

A breeze carried faint sounds of shouting and killing, along with a light bloody scent.

Vaguely accompanied by flute music.

The flute sound was clear and spiritual, with a leisurely rhythm—a quite cheerful tune. Accompanied by these faint sounds of fighting and screaming, under this moon cut into fragments by tree branches, it sounded inexplicably eerie.

Tie Ci quickened her pace and soon saw a clearing ahead in the woods—exactly where she and Rong Wei had killed the wolf pack before. People were fighting in pairs in the field, and the trap she had fallen into before was still there, seemingly deeper now. Someone was climbing up from inside, then people threw basket after basket of things down—some stones, some poisonous snakes.

Tie Ci: “…”

Who had pirated her misfortune? Had they paid copyright fees?

Among the crowd was Senior Brother Mu, being carried on someone’s back, charging left and right, trying to break through the encirclement.

On the high stone where the wolf king had once crouched, now Rong Wei reclined casually. Above his head the crescent moon hung high, distant mountains stretched in the background, behind him brocade-belt flowers grew alongside trees, brilliant and luxuriant like brocade ribbons, winding gracefully among the green trees and creeping plants. Beneath him white stone served as a screen—he was a figure in a painting.

He lowered his head and brows, between his distinct knuckles a jade flute gleamed with warm light.

In the moonlight his profile was indescribably beautiful—a celestial flower among mortals.

The celestial flower faced the blood-soaked carnage below, playing “Little Widow Returns to Her Mother’s Home.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Fine, one mustn’t demand too much.

Not playing “Eighteen Touches” was already the celestial flower’s respect for his own beauty.

Tie Ci had originally worried about his injuries, but seeing him at ease, sitting high above, clearly not needing her interference, she quietly hid behind a tree and began observing the two fighting sides.

Both sides wore black clothes unsuitable for daylight, except Senior Brother Mu’s side still had people who forgot to remove the white cloth from their arms, now already bloodstained—showing their desperation.

Both sides’ martial arts and formations showed they were well-trained. Senior Brother Mu’s guards were clearly well-trained, with particular attention to advance and retreat, but didn’t seem military in style. The other side had higher martial arts, learned from various schools, clearly mostly from the martial world, so they didn’t emphasize formation cooperation, but high combat effectiveness compensated for this small deficiency—they clearly had the advantage.

Senior Brother Mu was carried on someone’s back, protected by over ten people, charging left and right within the gradually shrinking encirclement. The people outside were like cliff walls on all sides, with interlocking fangs. The people inside fought fearlessly, like waves surging up mountain cliffs, then shattering against jagged rock faces. Each contact splashed countless bloody spray.

Amidst the flying blood and flesh, Rong Wei didn’t even look, calmly playing his flute.

Mountain winds billowed, his robes fluttered, obscuring that pale moon.

From the crowd erupted a blood-weeping angry roar: “Do you really want to eliminate us all… Rong!”

It was Senior Brother Mu’s voice.

When he said that sentence, Rong Wei’s flute suddenly moved slightly, then Senior Brother Mu’s words had an unnatural pause, as if his injury had flared up and he was suddenly choked.

Rong Wei stopped his flute, tilted his head sideways: “What else?”

His tone was light and airy, the pale red moonlight dyeing the corners of his eyes like rouge, blood-colored enchantment.

Tie Ci felt somewhat dazed watching. She had never seen Rong Wei like this. He was always ethereal, elegant, his eyes always smiling, his smile making sunlight dance and moonlight flow.

She had never seen such coldness, evil, ruthlessness, eeriness, murderous intent—blood from hell, sword among white bones.

A wild shout broke her reverie.

“I’m your older brother!”

Tie Ci suddenly stopped breathing.

But Rong Wei laughed. Under the moon among the tall trees, his laughter looked both beautiful and chilling. “When you shot hidden arrows at me in the martial field, why didn’t I hear you shout that?”

He propped up his leg, one hand resting on his knee, fingers drooping, slightly raising his chin to look at that moon on the horizon, his jaw so thin it seemed moonlight could pass through.

“When you were small, when you led your gang of followers to block me, trap me, tie me up with a group of people and drag me to brothels, why didn’t you shout that?”

He lowered his hand and turned to look at Senior Brother Mu in the crowd, lightly jumping down from the high stone.

The robes that billowed up in that instant were like magnificently blooming flowers—beautiful yet deadly.

He spun the flute between his fingers while strolling toward the center of the crowd.

“When you led people to gang up on me, injured me, stripped my clothes—why didn’t you shout those words?”

His figure flashed, the flute in his hand gleamed with green light. One of Senior Brother Mu’s guards grunted, blood spraying from his head, falling silently.

“When you relied on your mother’s influence to deliberately humiliate my mother again and again, making her vent her anger on me, starving me and making me kneel as punishment—why didn’t you shout those words?”

Rong Wei smiled slightly, ghostlike passing through two guards who blocked him. With a backhand swing, he grabbed one man’s head and viciously smashed it against another’s. With a muffled thud, two corpses fell to the ground.

Only five or six people remained in front of Senior Brother Mu.

Facing Rong Wei approaching with flowing robes, smiling with flickering divine light but with the aura of a ghostly spirit under the moon, those guards standing before Senior Brother Mu were like facing a great enemy, constantly backing away while protecting him. The one in front said hoarsely: “Ten…”

He had just opened his mouth when Rong Wei’s flute struck out. The man screamed, blood flying from his mouth, spitting out a row of teeth.

“You followed your master in silence back then, so don’t be talkative now.” Rong Wei said indifferently, stepping over this man’s fallen body to advance another step toward Senior Brother Mu.

“When you sent people to break my fingers, then framed me for self-harm to seek favor—why didn’t you shout those words?”

Tie Ci listened from behind the tree, momentarily not knowing where she was, her head buzzing, shocked and chilled by the information revealed in those words. Her gaze involuntarily fell on Rong Wei’s constantly drooping hand—that hand was white as jade, the skin on the back taut, fingers with distinct joints, like hands carved by master craftsmen from jade.

It was hard to imagine they had suffered such torment in the past.

But looking carefully, she could see the left pinky had a slight abnormal bend.

Rong Wei kept smiling, raising his hand as several more fell beneath his palm. He walked through blood all the way, staring at that person’s panicked eyes.

“When your group provoked, stirred trouble, and instigated before father, making me get beaten and locked in the ancestral hall again and again, throwing me into beast valleys, ice abysses, white bone plains—why didn’t you shout those words?”

The flute in his palm rose and pierced through the throat of the last person blocking him.

The flute broke through the blood screen, angling up in a cold, cruel arc, pressing against Senior Brother Mu’s temple.

Blood on the jade flute congealed in a line, dripping drop by drop down the flute body onto Senior Brother Mu’s eye corner, looking as if he were crying blood.

Rong Wei bent down slightly, the flute pushing Senior Brother Mu’s head to one side while he also tilted his head slightly, as if curiously looking at the person before him, his voice light and eerily cold.

“Even this time, coming from thousands of miles away, wasn’t it because you feared I would take first place and wanted to resolve me here? Why is it that when things go wrong and death approaches, you suddenly remember blood relations? Oh my, come, let me see what your face is made of—rhinoceros hide? Fourth brother?”

Senior Brother Mu suddenly jerked his head aside, the blood at his eye corner splattering onto Rong Wei’s face, accompanied by a harsh, sinister laugh and a flash of bright blade light shooting from his hair!

“I’ve been waiting for you!”

As the blade flashed, the death warrior carrying him threw him outward while lunging wildly at Rong Wei.

Rong Wei shook his head and shifted his shoulder, the blade light grazing past. As that person crashed toward him, he didn’t retreat but advanced, stepping forward. With a hiss, the flute penetrated the man’s abdomen. Rong Wei actually didn’t let go, using the jade flute to push that man’s large body forward several steps before viciously throwing him backward! The man was thrown flying, then crashed to the ground with a bang, dust rising half a zhang high.

But Senior Brother Mu had already used that throw and obstruction to leap several zhang away.

Tie Ci stood behind the tree, watching Senior Brother Mu’s panicked face grow larger before her.

She remained silent.

For an instant, images flashed through her mind—a crying child, a beaten child, a child with broken fingers…

Senior Brother Mu’s breathing was right by her ear. Tie Ci could see the slight joy in his eyes.

Past this large tree not far was a slope. Carefully sliding down, with dense woods below, the chances of escape were great.

Senior Brother Mu’s body was about to rush past the tree.

Tie Ci suddenly reached out.

Steel-like five fingers, ghostlike extending from behind the tree, grabbed Senior Brother Mu’s throat!

Senior Brother Mu, running wildly, never expected iron hands behind the tree—he had practically delivered his own throat.

He suddenly suffocated, face reddening as he struggled. Tie Ci’s hand was always iron-cast, motionless.

She held Senior Brother Mu’s throat, step by step walking out from behind the tree.

Rong Wei stood in place, smiling at her unsurprisingly, the previous deep, eerie expression suddenly fading, his eyes sparkling with light.

Tie Ci released her grip. Senior Brother Mu had just taken a breath when Rong Wei’s hand arrived, but didn’t grab him—just chuckling as he pushed him in the chest.

“Go if you want to go.”

His push was light and airy, but Senior Brother Mu was like being hit by a cannonball, shooting out violently. Meeting the slope, he rolled down with continuous bangs. Tie Ci walked to the slope edge and saw him scrambling up in panic, ignoring his pain, desperately rushing downward. Just as he was about to reach safety, Rong Wei raised his hand, green light flashed.

The jade flute’s whistling wind brought countless fallen leaves from surrounding shrubs and trees flying up and falling down.

A shallow groove was plowed in the ground.

That groove extended lightning-fast to Senior Brother Mu’s feet.

Tie Ci saw blood flowers explode behind that person in the darkness.

Heard the sound of a body hitting the ground—a sound she’d heard countless times tonight.

When Senior Brother Mu fell, his outstretched fingers were only inches from the forest.

At that moment he struggled to turn back with difficulty.

He saw a hook-like moon slanting above, scattered robes under the moon, Rong Wei’s face brighter than the moon, and that evil, slightly cold smile at the corner of his lips.

That scene flashed bright and dark in his vision like sparks, dark then bright again.

Then darkness crashed down like a curtain.

…

Chapter 100: I Really Like You Too Much
Tie Ci stood beside Rong Wei, looking down at the slope below.

She didn’t speak for a long time.

Seeing this scene of fratricide, she thought somewhat dazedly that cold cruelty wasn’t limited to imperial families alone.

What kind of family was he from? It seemed his father wasn’t loving, his mother wasn’t protective, and his brothers treated him like an enemy. Growing up in such a family, what kind of heart would he develop?

That wantonness, casualness, happiness, and ease—was it mental strength after experiencing suffering, or a beautiful mask to cover a mottled life?

She had many questions she wanted to ask, yet felt she couldn’t ask them. With shallow acquaintance but deep words, what right did she have to rashly pry into someone else’s pain?

In the end she only said: “You killed your brother—will there be consequences? Do you need my help?”

A few days ago she had received a letter saying the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had left the capital and were coming to serve her.

Tie Ci was somewhat surprised, not expecting the Empress Dowager to actually release the Nine Guards.

Along with the letter came a secret message from Xiahou Chun, commander of the Nine Guards. After reading it, Tie Ci burned it and remained silent for a long time.

While she ran through wind, rain, blood, and fire, in distant Shengdu, someone was also making arduous efforts for her.

She wasn’t fighting alone—someone was willing to forever be her support.

Even if that person was originally weak, originally foolish.

That was enough.

The Nine Guards’ elite forces were stationed thirty li nearby, ready to be mobilized at any time.

However, Tie Ci didn’t plan to deploy them easily, since deployment would expose her identity.

Asking this now was her greatest sincerity.

For some reason, Rong Wei didn’t immediately answer. The dense forest was so quiet they could hear each other’s breathing.

After a long while, Rong Wei finally smiled and said softly: “I killed my brother… aren’t you afraid?”

Tie Ci said: “What should I be afraid of? You didn’t kill me.”

Rong Wei turned to look at her, his gaze deep, as if trying to see into the depths of her eyes. “Fratricide, especially a younger brother killing an older brother—it violates human ethics and morals. Ordinary people find it hard to accept, don’t they?”

Tie Ci thought: You’re asking the right person about this. I accept it quite well, since our family tradition is challenging human ethics. No matter who you are, if you’re not convinced, we fight. Never mind younger brothers killing older brothers—fathers killing sons, sons killing fathers—in our family, no one would give it a second glance.

But she couldn’t say this, only saying: “That depends on whether that older brother acts like an older brother first. During the archery competition at the martial field, if you had been a bit slower, the news now would probably be about a brother killing his younger brother.”

She turned and smiled: “Don’t worry about what those pedantic scholars might say. In their nonsensical logic, maybe if your brother came rushing from thousands of miles to kill you, you should smile and wash your neck clean to offer it up—and they’d still complain you weren’t enthusiastic enough about it.”

Rong Wei looked at her for a while again.

He looked so long that Tie Ci’s heart began to beat faster, vaguely fearing something, yet also vaguely expecting something.

But in the end he only laughed heartily, reaching out to pat her shoulder: “Act freely as I wish, why fear what others say! Good brother, good student—I really like you too much!”

Tie Ci turned to look at his clear, open eyes, and suddenly a Feiyu galloped through her mind.

For no reason she felt somewhat irritated, wanting to brush away his hand. However, her upbringing wouldn’t allow her to do so. She only smiled and said: “Actually, though you ask this, I know you don’t care at all.”

Rong Wei stared at her with a rather strange expression—seemingly somewhat struggling, somewhat helpless, yet suddenly showing a sudden clarity and openness.

He suddenly reached out to grasp her shoulder: “Right, I don’t care. But I just wanted to ask your thoughts. Tell me, why?”

Because you care about my opinion?

This thought flashed through Tie Ci’s mind like lightning, then she swallowed it down.

They had barely met a few times. In his eyes, she was still a man. Rong Wei didn’t look like someone with cut sleeves either—what was she thinking!

It was all because the atmosphere was too intimate at this moment, his voice too low, his gaze too strange, causing her mind to short-circuit.

“Because…”

Just as Tie Ci was about to make up some excuse, Rong Wei suddenly collapsed forward, falling onto her shoulder.

Tie Ci was suddenly embraced by him and nearly couldn’t stand steady. She staggered backward before catching him, saying in shock: “Rong Wei! Sir! Brother Rong!”

It took Rong Wei quite a while to answer, his voice so light it seemed it would be blown away by wind: “Please… take me… back.”

Tie Ci felt the spot where his forehead touched her arm—even through clothes she could feel the heat.

“You have a fever?”

Looking again at his outer robe, the white inner garment underneath had been stained red with blood. Clearly after being injured, instead of properly recovering, he had come out to kill and been exposed to wind, causing his wound to rupture and bringing on high fever.

Tie Ci panicked and called to the others while supporting him: “You all come help quickly… huh, where are they?”

In just that brief moment, that group of Rong Wei’s people had already finished cleaning up and disappeared like ghosts.

“Hey, don’t you all care about your master? Just dumping him on me like this?”

Tie Ci looked bewildered—truly what kind of servants follow what kind of master.

She had been completely absorbed by Rong Wei’s words earlier and hadn’t paid attention to those people’s height, weight, or appearance. Now she had no way to find them and could only resign herself to carrying Rong Wei on her back.

“Oh my goodness, you’re really heavy. Time to diet, dear.”

Rong Wei mumbled something incoherently on her back, seeming to say her back was too bony.

“If I’m too bony, get down if you dare!”

This only made Rong Wei hug her neck more tightly, nearly strangling her.

Tie Ci had to hoist him higher up her back and pull down his arms.

When she held that slightly deformed pinky finger, she paused, gently stroking it and sighing.

Moonlight penetrated through gaps in the dense forest, outlining moving mottled shadows in the woods. The rustling sound of boots stepping on fallen leaves gradually faded into the distance. On old trees and withered vines, tiny but fragrant flowers bloomed in abundance.

…

The footsteps gradually faded away, and the forest returned to silence.

After a while, two figures, one tall and one short, sneakily stood up.

The short one peeked in the direction the two had gone, pulling down his mask as moonlight illuminated his worried face: “Sigh, I wonder how badly the master is injured. Just leaving like this—can that person take good care of him? Will they call a physician? Will they discover his identity…”

The tall one beside him: “Shut up!”

The short one immediately fell silent. After a moment of quiet, he couldn’t help saying again: “The master truly has a good plan. Forcing the Second Prince to write home, luring the Fourth Prince out of Liaodong. The Fourth Prince never got along with him since childhood. Hearing that he was going to become He Zi’s disciple, wouldn’t he be anxious? Without telling anyone, he came with just his guards… Now look, he’s died in this lonely forest. But our master is too reckless, using himself as bait like this. What if…”

The tall one said coldly: “There are no ‘what ifs.’ When has the master ever had a ‘what if’?”

“The Second Prince is still being a live-in son-in-law in Lingquan Village on Qingyang Mountain, and the Fourth Prince has already died at Yueli Academy. The two who bullied the master most cruelly and were most favored by the Great King have been dealt with. The master should withdraw now, right? My heart is uneasy. There are too many enemies, and we still have to hide things from the Great King. He’s dancing on a tightrope—if there’s any misstep…”

“Withdraw? Withdraw what? Back then it was the second and fourth who led, but which of the others were any good? Do you think no one was instigating behind the scenes, fanning the flames, watching from the sidelines, or kicking someone when they’re down… Probably only that cripple was more peaceful, since he had no inheritance rights anyway… When the master was born, Consort Baoxiang reported auspicious signs. As he grew up, he became extraordinarily intelligent and beautiful, like a divine child—which of these didn’t attract the jealous eyes of those wretches and their little bastards? Originally dressing him as a woman, though Consort Baoxiang was deceived into doing something foolish, didn’t the Great Lord also say later that in that situation, it was better to be a girl first—at least he could live peacefully to adulthood…”

Mu Si took out a water pouch and angrily gulped it down like drinking alcohol. “Besides, don’t you know what kind of person the Great King is? He says he favored the second and fourth, but with the second and fourth gone, he’ll just go favor the first and third! To him, no matter how many sons he has, they’re just heirs standing in line and venomous insects fighting each other! Withdraw, withdraw what? If he withdraws, those good brothers won’t withdraw either. Everyone’s walking the tightrope—it’s just a matter of who can walk to the end!”

The forest fell silent, wind passing through all things with a rustling sound.

After a long while, the short one sighed.

“Yes, can’t withdraw, and mustn’t withdraw. But this path is truly too difficult…”

“Difficult what? I see he’s quite enjoying himself!” Mu Si sneered. “Don’t worry about it. He’s calculated everything perfectly. Look, desperately pushing himself in front of that young man—what’s his plan? Could it be he’s taken a fancy to him? You see, after pretending to be a woman for so many years, he’s turned himself into someone with cut sleeves! He doesn’t even think about his marriage engagement. Could it be that besides seventeen brothers and one father, he’ll have to deal with a Crown Princess too… It’s truly exhausting just thinking about it for him!”

…

Chapter 101: You!
After trekking for most of the night, Tie Ci finally carried Rong Wei back to the teaching quarters. She placed him on the bed, then busied herself non-stop fetching medicine, cloth, needles and thread, and water. She re-cleaned the wound and bandaged it, then applied cold compresses. The towels were changed one after another, but his fever never seemed to subside.

Tie Ci grew anxious, fearing the wound might become infected. She wanted to find Rong Pu to help with the treatment. Just as she stood up, she was pulled back.

Looking down, she saw that Rong Wei had already opened his eyes and was gripping her sleeve.

He was running a fever, his face flushed with an unhealthy flush, his eyes bright and clear as pools of water. From this angle, looking at him like this made her heart tremble involuntarily.

“Don’t go out… just stay here.”

“I’ll go find Rong Pu to give you acupuncture to break the fever,” Tie Ci said. “I could also have Dan Shuang come serve you—she’s better at taking care of people than I am.”

“Are you unwilling to personally take care of me?”

“What childish tantrum are you throwing? The key issue is that your fever won’t break. What if you burn out your brain? Or do you want to become a sweet fool?”

“I don’t know if I’m sweet or not,” Rong Wei said with his eyes closed, yet gripping her hand tightly. “Why don’t you have a taste?”

“It’s over, the child really has burned out his brain.” Tie Ci worriedly raised her hand to feel his forehead. “I still need to go find Rong Pu…”

“Don’t. Don’t go find that lotus flower. I can’t afford to have him here,” Rong Wei said. “He’s always so passive-aggressive. Strange, he wasn’t like this before.”

“Could it be that he’s jealous of your beauty?”

“Maybe.”

Tie Ci rolled her eyes. Seeing sweat on his forehead, she took a sweat cloth to wipe his forehead, then naturally continued to wipe down to his neck, then pulled open his collar to wipe his collarbone. As she wiped, she thought to herself how beautiful this collarbone was—how many copper coins could you balance on it? Suddenly she heard Rong Wei say ominously, “Did you get my permission before taking advantage of me?”

Tie Ci looked down—good heavens, she had nearly pulled his clothes down to his waist.

She protested, “You can’t blame me, blame this hand. Huh, what’s wrong with this hand? Why does it have its own consciousness?”

“Mm.” Rong Wei closed his eyes, his chest rising and falling. “This hand even knows how to pick where to pull. If I were a woman, I’d have to sue this hand for seduction and abandonment, for being fickle and heartless.”

Tie Ci looked again—good heavens, this hand had pulled his clothes open but hadn’t pulled them back. A beautiful man like jade lay stretched across the couch. If he really were a woman, the Ruixiang Hall would have to open its doors to welcome another bridal sedan.

“How much longer are you going to look? Why don’t you feel around while you’re at it? Since this hand is so reluctant to leave, why don’t you just leave it on my body and marry me?”

Hearing those last few words, Tie Ci’s heart jumped. The playful banter she had initially maintained suddenly became hard to sustain. She paused for a moment, wiped away some imaginary nosebleed, and honestly pulled Rong Wei’s clothes back into place.

Honestly speaking, you really couldn’t blame the hand. Rong Wei had quite the figure to look at—the type who looked slim when clothed but had muscle when undressed. Some men, when thin, had a frail quality to them, their waists so narrow they could barely fill out their clothes. But Rong Wei had that ideal physique of broad shoulders, narrow waist, and long legs. He looked extremely handsome and imposing in long robes, the kind whose silhouette alone could make people unable to look away, not to mention his extremely taut, supple, delicate, and smooth skin.

Some people were truly beloved by heaven, blessed with natural gifts—beauty and physique that couldn’t be improved by adding or subtracting even a fraction.

Tie Ci suddenly remembered that Capital’s Young Masters ranking. The judges really should come see Rong Wei. And that mysterious first place—he should step down.

Just as she was thinking this, her stomach suddenly growled.

After rushing around for most of the night, she was hungry.

She immediately thought that Rong Wei, having exerted himself after being injured, should also be hungry. Before she could ask, she heard Rong Wei say, “I’m hungry.”

“Do you have food here?” Tie Ci stood up to look around.

“In the cabinet, on the table, by the bedside, at the writing desk, in the book chest…”

Tie Ci had already found countless preserved fruits, pastries, wind-dried chicken, cured sausage from all these places…

“Interview question: you beautiful people eat like this, so why don’t you get fat?”

“We beautiful people are naturally gorgeous. Eating meat makes our skin good, eating pastries makes our complexion good, eating preserved fruits makes our breath sweet,” Rong Wei said with his eyes closed. “If you come often and eat often, you’ll become more and more beautiful too, mm.”

That “mm” was quite meaningful. Tie Ci snorted with laughter, unwrapping a package of preserved fruit while muttering to herself, “Like a glutton, even hiding food under the bed… only someone who’s been hungry would…”

She suddenly stopped, remembering what Rong Wei had said earlier.

When he was small, he must have often gone hungry.

Although born into privilege, he would go hungry one meal and full the next. The taste of hunger was so unbearable, so unforgettable, that even as an adult, he was exceptionally good at arranging food and drink, hiding food everywhere within sight.

He was also one of those people who spent their whole life healing their childhood.

Her voice was very low. At first, Rong Wei on the bed said nothing, but after a long while he said, “Don’t overthink it. I just naturally love to eat. Choose what you like to eat, but don’t eat too many sweets—you’ll get nauseous.”

Tie Ci ate a little randomly, then stood up and said, “These things aren’t suitable for a sick person. I’ll go make you some porridge.”

Rong Wei chuckled softly, “Do you know how?”

To his surprise, Tie Ci said, “I do. All of us martial siblings know some cooking skills. If you can’t cook, it won’t do—Master would stuff you into the stove to burn as firewood if you went hungry.”

As Master used to say, if you can’t even cook rice, what use are you!

Although her status limited her and she rarely went to Master’s place, she still had to know the basics. It was just that her talent was limited, so her technique was mediocre.

Rong Wei’s place had everything—oil, salt, soy sauce, vinegar, rice, flour, pots. There was a small kitchen downstairs. Tie Ci wasn’t comfortable leaving Rong Wei alone, so she moved a small stove into the room and sat by the door slowly cooking porridge.

When Rong Wei woke from his drowsy sleep, what he saw was that person sitting properly in the dawn light outside the door, cooking porridge.

He knew that Ye Shiba appeared casual but was actually someone who took things seriously. Her sleeves were rolled high, holding a ladle, constantly stirring the porridge in the pot to make it thicker. Steam rose up, tinting the dawn light, the green bamboo, the bright red morning glow, and the fine crystalline droplets on her messy bangs.

The rich, pure fragrance of rice porridge drifted over, and he felt even hungrier.

The door next door creaked, and someone stepped out while opening the door, saying, “Whose family is cooking such fragrant porridge, disturbing peaceful dreams…” Turning around and seeing Tie Ci, he said in surprise, “You?”

Rong Wei recognized this as the voice of their neighbor, Teacher Yao.

At the doorway, Tie Ci also recognized this instructor. She hadn’t expected him to live next to Rong Wei. She put down her ladle, stood up, and bowed to greet the teacher.

Although she didn’t like this old teacher, basic respect for teachers and the Way couldn’t be abandoned.

Teacher Yao looked at Tie Ci with surprise, then glanced at the half-closed room. Not knowing what he was thinking, his expression instantly became strange and unpleasant. He said disdainfully, “Ye Shiba, although you’re arrogant and disrespectful, I’ve always seen you as someone with backbone. But now you’re leaving your quarters in the middle of the night, entangling inappropriately with a teacher. Are you trying to ruin your own reputation, or the good name of our teaching quarters?”

Inside the room, Rong Wei frowned.

This Old Yao was a pedantic scholar. Supposedly he had backing and had always relied on his seniority in the academy, looking down on others. He came here to teach archery and lived next door to this person. Who knew what had caught his eye—he was always scowling with no good expression. Now he was even bullying Ye Shiba?

He propped himself up halfway, preparing to struggle out of bed to give the old fool a face full of flowers.

But he heard Ye Shiba at the door sit back down, stirring the porridge while saying unhurriedly, “Teacher Rong was injured while saving me. When teachers have matters, students should serve. I came to care for him precisely as an act of gratitude and respect for teachers. I don’t know what has caught Teacher Yao’s eye this time, that you want to pick bones from an egg?”

Teacher Yao angrily said, “A few days ago this old man had back pain, yesterday the Teaching Assistant had a cold, the Mathematics Assistant had a headache—how come I never saw you come to attend to them?!”

Tie Ci continued without pause, saying mildly, “Because you’re ugly.”

“…”

Inside the room, Rong Wei burst out laughing and lay back down.

Outside, Old Yao: “What did you say?”

“I said,” Tie Ci stood up and suddenly called loudly, “Teaching Assistant Ying! Assistant Xia! I heard you both were ill? This student has porridge here and will bring it to you right away!”

Someone downstairs leisurely said “Ah,” and replied, “Thank you, Eighteen. You use it yourself. Old Yao, what are you doing so early in the morning? Come, come, do a set of exercises with this old man, guaranteed to make you feel refreshed all day!”

The door of the room next to the neighbor banged open, and the goatee-bearded Assistant who taught mathematics strode out, grabbing Teacher Yao and walking away. “Don’t use me as a shield. I get headaches when I see people babbling nonsense! Getting upset with a kid so early in the morning—come on, let’s go!”

Teacher Yao was pulled along stumbling, angrily turning back: “Such a performance of filial piety! Sneaking around in the middle of the night, this old man heard strange sounds all night—do you really think I don’t know about your activities!”

Only then did Tie Ci understand why this old fellow had been speaking so ambiguously. He had apparently misunderstood something from the sounds in this room last night. But they weren’t here for most of last night—where did these “strange sounds all night” come from?

“Cooking porridge with the door open, properly dressed, receiving guests openly. Where do these strange sounds come from?” Tie Ci said earnestly. “Teacher Yao is learned—do you know the saying that those with Buddha in their hearts see Buddha, while those with demons in their hearts see demons?”

Old Yao was so angry his throat caught.

Assistant Xia angrily spat, “Ye Shiba! We know you have a sharp tongue—know when to stop!”

Tie Ci smiled and bowed to see them off. She ladled a bowl of porridge and brought it back to Rong Wei’s bedside.

“I’ve discovered you’ve never lost a verbal battle,” Rong Wei said.

“You’re too kind, too kind. I still lose fights quite often,” Tie Ci said modestly, putting down the porridge bowl. Before Rong Wei could speak, she said: “Teacher, you surely wouldn’t be shameless enough to say ‘feed me,’ would you?”

“No,” Rong Wei answered.

Tie Ci had just revealed a satisfied smile when she heard this scoundrel say, “Monkey Brother, your master only has one hand and can’t manage the porridge. Please pluck a hair and conjure a little monkey to serve your master.”

Tie Ci: “…”

“The Stone Monkey Legend” had appeared hundreds of years ago and remained popular, now a timeless classic that everyone knew by heart.

According to Master, that was done by her fellow townsman.

Plucking a tuft of fur and blowing dozens of little monkeys sounded cute, but when she first heard it as a child, she wondered: pulling out a whole handful—wouldn’t that hurt?

“Master,” she said, “this disciple’s body and hair are received from my parents and I dare not carelessly damage them. Let me go catch you a monkey from the forest.”

She was about to turn around—it was daylight, and she should return to prepare for class.

A hand caught her sleeve. She turned back helplessly to see Rong Wei propping himself up, laughing: “Alright, alright, don’t run. I’ll drink it myself, I’ll drink it myself—isn’t that fine?”

From Tie Ci’s bird’s-eye view, she could see the slight curve at the corners of his eyes, looking so pitiful and aggrieved, inexplicably reminding her of a well-behaved but wronged puppy.

Looking again at his injured arm propped against the bedside, trying to ladle porridge somewhat awkwardly with one hand, she immediately softened, stepped forward to help him sit up, placed a cushion behind him, picked up the bowl and said, “Master, this Old Sun has always been soft-hearted. Please don’t chant any more tight-band spells at Old Sun.”

She blew on the porridge in the spoon and fed it to him. Rong Wei opened his mouth to take it. Tie Ci tried to withdraw the spoon but couldn’t—looking closer, she saw Rong Wei had bitten down on the spoon, his dark, brilliant eyes staring at her with laughter.

Tie Ci said helplessly, “Master, which demon has bewitched your soul again?”

“I’m the monkey,” Rong Wei said. “You!”

“…”

Chapter 102: The Honey Trap and the Self-Inflicted Injury Ploy
Everything in the room seemed to fall under some strange spell of time and space, frozen in viscous stillness.

Tie Ci’s fingers stopped moving.

In an instant, she lowered her eyelashes, her long lashes concealing her expression, preventing anyone from glimpsing the surging waves beneath.

In an instant, summer was tranquil and beautiful—cicadas chirped in the tall trees, lotus leaves danced on the pond, golden carp in the pool swam in pairs, and colorful mandarin ducks glided beneath the floating duckweed.

In the distance, students’ laughter rang clear and bright.

It drifted over the green gauze windows on the breeze.

Rong Wei held the spoon in his mouth, leaning down and tilting his head slightly, trying to peer up at Ye Shiba’s expression from below.

Moved? Shaken? Or perhaps stirred?

Before he could study it thoroughly and formulate various targeted strategies accordingly, Tie Ci had already raised her head. To his disappointment, her eyes were completely clear and bright. She raised her hand to tap his cheek and laughed, saying, “Dimple!”

Rong Wei’s cheek tingled, and he involuntarily released the spoon.

Tie Ci quickly caught it, ladled a spoonful of porridge, and said, “It seems my porridge isn’t very tasty, to make you so angry that you’d bite the spoon in protest.”

Sometimes she called him Brother Rong, sometimes Teacher. Hearing this form of address, Rong Wei sighed inwardly but smiled outwardly, saying, “Compared to mine, it’s indeed not very tasty.”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow to look at him.

“But compared to everyone else in the world except me, yours is the most delicious.”

Tie Ci thought: Here we go again.

Is this what they call relentless flirtation?

She glanced at Rong Wei, who was eating porridge with his eyes slightly closed. When most men flirt, their expressions often become lecherous, looking more and more sleazy the longer you look. However, this one was naturally gifted with excellent expression management. Even when flirting, he maintained a clear and bright demeanor—not affected, not overdone, with slightly smiling lips that formed a subtle, barely visible dimple.

It made one instantly impulsive, wanting to drown in it.

Her gaze swept over and returned just as clearly and naturally, as if she truly was just a student receiving praise from a teacher—accepting it completely, grateful and appreciative, but not taking it to heart.

“Thank you for the praise, Teacher.”

She seemed to hear a faint sigh, but when she raised her eyes again, she faced that same purely enchanting face.

After that, neither spoke. When the bowl of porridge was finished, Tie Ci felt Rong Wei’s forehead, saw that his fever had broken, felt relieved, and stood up saying she needed to go to class.

However, Rong Wei got up, walked to the door and pulled the bell rope. A servant boy from the teaching quarters came running upstairs, asking what instructions he had.

“Go request leave for Ye Shiba. Say that I fell ill last night, Ye Shiba cared for me all night, and needs to catch up on sleep during the day, so won’t be going to lectures.”

The servant boy took the order and left. Tie Ci thought: Great, Rong Wei is a prominent figure. Once this spreads, tomorrow the female students will be ready to put me in a sack.

“Does Teacher want me to be blocked and beaten up by the academy’s female students?”

Rong Wei turned around and winked at her, “You’ll have to get used to it eventually.”

Tie Ci was just thinking she couldn’t talk to him—every sentence contained hidden meanings and impropriety—when she saw him sniff and say in surprise, “So sour. Did you knock over the vinegar bottle while cooking porridge?”

“There’s no way…” Tie Ci said half the sentence before understanding that this master of verbal tactics was at it again. She chuckled and, not taking his bait, waved her hand and said, “Since you’ve requested leave for me, I’ll go back to sleep. Since Teacher has servants here, just call the servants if you need anything.”

She had thought Rong Wei would surely cling and make a fuss, but who knew he would lazily lie back on the bed, saying nothing and just waving his hand. Tie Ci felt like she’d received a great pardon and fled in panic.

Rong Wei lay on the bed, listening to her thumping footsteps going downstairs, slightly more hurried than usual. The corners of his lips curved up slightly, his elbows pillowed under his head.

He said softly, “Scared, are you… being scared is exactly right.”

…

Afraid of encountering those few who would pester her with questions when she returned, Tie Ci simply went to eat breakfast and only leisurely returned to the dormitory when class time came.

She lifted the curtain and slightly turned sideways, waiting for the heat and masculine scent that had filled the room overnight to dissipate before entering, when suddenly a finger took over the curtain and lifted it.

Rong Pu stood at the doorway.

Tie Ci was very afraid he would open his mouth and ask, “Where did you go last night?”

She wasn’t afraid of answering, but would find such questions very boring, and arguing with people was also exhausting.

Fortunately, Rong Pu was always clearheaded and never overstepped his bounds. He only stepped aside to let her in, saying, “I’ve prepared calming tea for you.”

Looking around, Tie Ci saw that even the window curtains had been covered with a layer of black fine gauze. This was something Rong Pu had installed not long after moving in to live here. At the time she had thought it unnecessary, but now it seemed this was prepared for her occasional truancy and daytime napping?

Tie Ci sincerely sighed, “You are truly considerate and meticulous. Whichever young lady marries you in the future will be truly blessed.”

The smile at the corners of Rong Pu’s mouth had barely formed before it dissipated. After a moment of silence, he said faintly, “Others might not necessarily have such good fortune.”

Tie Ci walked toward her own couch while removing her outer robe and tossing it beside the bed. Sitting down and slowly rolling up her sleeves, she laughed, saying, “I am honored.”

Rong Pu stepped back.

Tie Ci was usually approachable, but once she became arrogant and referred to herself in imperial terms, that noble and dignified aura would silently pervade the space, making those around her feel solemn and unable to approach.

Tie Ci braced her arms on the edge of the couch and asked him, “Are you unwell again today? Didn’t go to class? This room is messy and not suitable for your recuperation. Go to the Dean’s quarters and rest properly.”

The Dean was from the Rong family, though he didn’t manage teaching but handled the academy’s financial and personnel matters.

Rong Pu looked at her, wanting to say: If this place is too squalid for me to sleep well, can you sleep well? Then thinking of the Crown Princess’s childhood experiences he had heard about, he felt such a question would be pointless.

Speaking of being pampered and spoiled, the Crown Princess really couldn’t claim that.

He stepped back and said, “This subject takes his leave.”

After he left, Tie Ci immediately fell asleep. In her drowsiness, she vaguely heard Dan Shuang’s footsteps standing guard outside the courtyard, and slept even more peacefully.

This sleep was so deep she didn’t even dream. When she heard voices outside, she rolled up the black curtain and discovered it was nearly dark outside.

It should be the time for the end of classes and evening meal.

Someone outside said, “Eh, this is… Teacher Rong? Teacher Rong, what are you doing here? Why are you even carrying bedding…”

Tie Ci felt this wasn’t good and suddenly sat up. Lifting the curtain, Rong Wei stood at the doorway with servants carrying bedding behind him, and several students from the neighboring quarters poking their heads around curiously.

Tie Ci took a deep breath.

Looking at Dan Ye’s bed across the way, then at Rong Pu’s bed in the row, thinking about how she never removed her outer clothes at night, she sighed inwardly.

They could make up a table for mahjong now.

Speak of Dan Ye and Dan Ye appears. The crowd was suddenly pushed apart forcefully, and Dan Ye stuck his head in, “Hey, what are you all crowding around here for? Eh, Rong Wei, what are you doing here?”

He never addressed Rong Wei as Teacher. At this moment, he was about to push away the servant carrying bedding.

Rong Wei raised his hand to support the servant, but said to Tie Ci, “Eighteen, you said this morning you wanted to take care of me. Yet you didn’t help me move my luggage over, so I had to come myself. Why don’t you hurry and help support your master?”

Dan Ye: “What! Ye Shiba, you agreed to let him move here?!”

Rong Pu: “Teacher, your teaching quarters have much better furnishings and accommodations than our dormitory. Living there would be better for recuperation. If you need someone to care for you, we can arrange for servants to take turns caring for you?”

Rong Wei ignored them all, only smiling as he looked at Tie Ci. Tie Ci stepped forward, grabbed his arm, and laughed, saying, “Teacher, alright, I know you’re blaming me for not caring for you properly. Why bother coming to scold me in person? I’ll escort you back right now!” She then forcefully twisted Rong Wei’s shoulder and pushed him outward.

Rong Wei didn’t struggle, following her force and turning halfway around, taking the opportunity to lean near her ear and whisper, “I can’t stay in those teaching quarters anymore.”

Tie Ci paused slightly.

“You heard what Old Yao said earlier. He mentioned strange sounds all night, but we weren’t in the room all night. After you left, I checked the room and found it had been searched through. Now that I’m injured, if that person comes again…”

Tie Ci suddenly said, “Do you have a fever again?”

Accidentally touching his wrist, it was burning hot.

Rong Wei gave a low “mm” and whispered, “Right now I can’t handle too many assassins…”

Tie Ci turned her hand and spun him around again, facing into the room.

The corners of Rong Wei’s lips curved up.

The others were shocked.

But then Tie Ci immediately discovered a problem: “There are no bed spaces left in the room.”

“Simple.” Rong Wei turned to Cui Shi nearby and said, “I just applied for you to return to your original quarters. Go back.”

Tie Ci fell silent.

She wasn’t happy about driving others away, but this person Cui Shi, it was better he not stay in the dormitory.

Cui Shi’s face went white. He had previously gotten along poorly with those in his quarters and was constantly beaten, which forced him to transfer here. If he went back now, what good could come of it?

“I…”

Rong Wei said cheerfully, “Don’t want to go back?”

Cui Shi nodded vigorously, “I… I can sleep on a makeshift bed, I’ll give my bed to you…”

“How could that work? Wouldn’t that be a teacher bullying you?” Rong Wei smiled and patted his shoulder, slightly lowering his head to look into his eyes. “If you don’t want to go back, that’s fine. Let’s discuss that arrow on the martial arts field that day.”

Cui Shi’s face instantly lost all color. He stepped back abruptly, saying in panic, “I… I’ll clear the bed space for you right away…”

He hurriedly rushed to his bed, rolled up his bedding carelessly, hastily packed up, and left in a rush. Everyone watched his departure with complex expressions, but no one spoke to try to keep him.

Tie Ci said softly, “The arrow on the martial arts field?”

Was she referring to when Cui Shi deliberately missed his target that day?

But that didn’t seem worth such panic.

“That last cold arrow that day was shot at you,” Rong Wei said softly. “When dust and smoke filled the air so thick you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face, how did the opponent accurately determine your position? Do you remember where everyone was standing at that time?”

Tie Ci thought back. There were three people nearby then: Wei Xuan, Hu Yin… and one person she hadn’t paid attention to at the time, but thinking back now, according to the order of positions then, Cui Shi should have been right in that vicinity.

“Such a person can’t be allowed to stay in your quarters.” The servant had already made up Rong Wei’s bed. He flopped onto it boneless, laughing, “No need to thank me.”

Tie Ci chuckled. When you have many lice, you stop feeling the itch. Let him sleep wherever he wants.

Rong Wei contentedly hugged his blanket and rolled around on the bed, secretly throwing the hand warmer hidden in his sleeve into the corner of the bed.

Phew… that was scalding hot just now!

…

After Rong Wei settled in, Tie Ci went out to have Dan Shuang prepare some thin porridge. She happened to encounter Chi Xue returning travel-worn.

The master and two servants sat down in a secluded corner by Fragrant Lake. Chi Xue opened the case she carried with her, revealing sheets of blueprints inside, some new, some old, a thick stack.

“Had the light-skilled experts from Zhuque Guard escort me back to the capital. The blueprints were sealed in the Ministry of War’s arsenal. I used quite a few connections to secretly retrieve them. Fortunately, they were all archived old maps and defense plans, so they won’t be discovered missing for a while.”

Tie Ci calculated the time, opened several maps, and flipped through the old books she had brought from the library that night. She opened all the pages with marked illustrations, folded them in sequence, and slowly pieced them together following the line contours. Gradually, a map with various annotations appeared before the three of them.

Tie Ci compared it with the defense maps Chi Xue had brought, finally tapping one of them, “Defense deployment map of all camps in the capital, fourth month of the twenty-sixth year of Yongzheng.”

Though the two maps looked different, careful examination revealed that all the marked places corresponded to that year’s defense deployment map. For instance, a blackened area corresponded to the cavalry camp among the three great camps of that year, and a white horse with markings in the illustration corresponded to the capital’s largest horse farm of that year, which specifically supplied horses to the cavalry camp. A place marked with lines corresponded to the armory, while a place representing a river with many dots marked the location of the original artillery camp’s supply depot.

In other words, this book contained an important military defense map of the capital from that year. As long as one opened it using the agreed-upon method, one could obtain this extremely important military map from that time. The entire capital would be laid bare before the enemy.

The fourth month of the twenty-sixth year of Yongzheng was precisely when the princes were about to rebel, and when He Zi had just arrived in the capital.

The dots and marks in this book were all made with that Purple Lightning Blue Frost ink—Lady He’s handiwork.

Tie Ci opened the passage she had copied down that day.

“…fall…cliff…wild goose…three…left…arsenal…chou…three…martial…hour…defense…change…thousand…handle…under…ground…time…”

When she had looked at it then, based on her intuition developed from reading various documents, her first feeling was that this concerned military intelligence, so she immediately stopped deciphering it.

Now, comparing it with the maps retrieved from the Ministry of War and the documents from that time, she read: “Luoyan Cliff underground left martial arsenal three thousand handles, change guard at the third quarter of the chou hour.”

That year, the artillery camp’s firearms arsenal was indeed at Luoyan Cliff’s underground left martial arsenal, containing three thousand pieces.

Military maps and intelligence.

Was Lady He a spy?!

Chapter 103: Teacher, I Have a Fiancée
What kind of spy?

Using this method to transmit military intelligence indicated she wasn’t trusted, or the other party was extremely cautious, so she didn’t know who her handler was.

But the handler must have been within the academy.

However, such information should have been destroyed after viewing, yet one remained here. Had the handler from that time died or left before they could collect the intelligence?

So what role did the Supervisor play in this? If he was that handler, why didn’t he destroy the final intelligence? If he wasn’t that handler, why did he come to exchange books?

And why would Lady He become a spy? Where did she get military intelligence?

Tie Ci thought of He Zi’s study. He Zi had been the academy’s head in those days, with students throughout the realm and extensive connections, including many nobles and officials. This was why all parties had tried so hard to win him over.

But whom had he chosen? If this military map and intelligence were his, what had he intended to do back then?

Because he felt his wife’s death was unrelated to his affairs, He Zi had never told her about the political matters he was involved in back then. But now it seemed she needed to make a trip to the valley to ask him directly.

Before that, she still needed to find that handler.

But trying to find someone who might never have shown their face from twenty years ago was harder than climbing to heaven. As Tie Ci pondered, she unconsciously flipped through the book in her hands, the pages creating continuous flashes of light and shadow.

Suddenly Dan Shuang said, “Stop!”

Tie Ci immediately stopped.

Several pages were caught between her fingers.

Dan Shuang had exceptional eyesight and was skilled at catching minute details—she must have noticed something.

She slowly opened those pages, and Dan Shuang pointed to the top of one sheet.

Only then did Tie Ci see a small piece of paper at the binding. It looked like a page had once been torn away very neatly, but had accidentally left behind a small corner.

That small corner had a red curved line on it. Tie Ci leaned in to smell it.

It should be someone’s personal seal or mark.

Tie Ci then thought of a question.

Lady He wasn’t very literate. With so many travel books, how did she determine which book to leave intelligence in?

She must have looked for books with marks, found them, torn off the marked pages, and left information on them.

Lady He had a rather careless nature and left behind this corner.

Tie Ci looked at that line—it seemed like strokes from seal script.

She memorized that pattern and closed the book. She instructed the two maids to put things away properly, and had Chi Xue escort the maps back under the protection of the Nine Guards.

Before parting, she asked, “How are Father Emperor and Mother Consort?”

Chi Xue replied, “This servant cannot approach the palace forbidden areas, but Commander Xiahou said he has left people to protect them. No news is good news. Also, Shadow sent a message.” She produced a small slip of paper.

Tie Ci recalled that the last time she saw Shadow was when he came out after being whipped in the Empress Dowager’s palace. She had asked him to investigate which legendary master was afraid of water, wind, and light, and also to investigate whether any master had been bitten by a dog. After asking Master later, she learned she had only partial understanding—if someone was truly bitten by a dog and showed fear of water and wind, that person wouldn’t be far from death.

But it was still a lead, and investigating it brought peace of mind.

Shadow was elusive like a dragon—you’d see his head but not his tail. He wasn’t exactly her subordinate, but he was skilled at stealth, disguise, and tracking, making him excellent for gathering information.

This was someone Master had given her. Tie Ci wasn’t clear about his appearance or identity.

The paper slip only had three place names written on it: Lingquan, Yannan, Yongping Prefecture.

Lingquan? Was it Lingquan Village?

Yannan was one of the three great feudal domains, located in the south where various tribes lived together. The Prince of Yannan was one of the three princes with different surnames. He usually used local chieftains to manage the various tribal peoples under his command. Last year he died of illness. He had only two sons and one daughter. The younger son was illegitimate and still young, while the eldest son was said to be disabled. Before his death, the old prince memorialized to establish his legitimate daughter as heir apparent. Since the dynasty had Tie Ci as precedent, the Emperor approved, but reportedly the major chieftains in Yannan weren’t pleased and frequently rebelled. The female heir apparent had never been able to inherit the princedom. The chieftains proposed that the old prince’s brother assist the female heir apparent in temporarily managing Yannan until the younger son grew up to inherit the princedom. The court also approved this.

Yongping Prefecture was a military stronghold controlling Liaodong and the Western Rong. Why was Shadow randomly sending these three place names? Did this indicate that master originated from one of these three places?

Unable to drag that person over for questioning at the moment, Tie Ci could only keep this matter in mind and destroyed the paper slip.

“Leave word for Shadow—if he has time, please watch over my Father Emperor and Mother Consort.”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Young Master, this servant encountered Young Master Gu in the capital. He said his father had confined him, but he would definitely come find Your Highness. Seeing his determination, and fearing he might get into trouble searching blindly, this servant told him Your Highness’s whereabouts and told him he could quietly come find you.”

Tie Ci wondered if Gu Xiaoxiao, with his social anxiety, could really come find her alone? But Xiaoxiao was actually extremely talented, and she would be happy to take him traveling to see the world and gain experience. She laughed, “Xiaoxiao is very cautious, so telling him is fine. I just hope he comes quickly, or I might have to leave again soon.”

Chi Xue nodded, then quietly whispered a few words in Tie Ci’s ear.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow, “It really worked?”

Chi Xue nodded.

Tie Ci let out a long breath.

Father Emperor’s plan to have the Nine Guards leave the capital was not only to protect her but also for those Abyss Iron weapons. This matter wasn’t actually difficult—the difficulty lay in leaving no traces. But from what Chi Xue just said, Xiahou Chun had selected a group of trusted men and successfully robbed the birthday tribute convoy and hidden it properly.

This hadn’t been discussed with her beforehand, probably because they knew there wasn’t time to wait for her orders. Tie Ci actually had some doubts about Xiahou Chun, but for some reason, Father Emperor particularly trusted him.

Since it was done, it was done. Tie Ci wasn’t afraid to take responsibility.

Chi Xue then took her leave to return. Tie Ci walked back. What she needed to do next was determine who owned that seal based on that line. This must be a private seal that wouldn’t be used on various academy announcements and documents. It seemed that after her one-day tour of the library, she needed to take a one-day tour of the various academy leaders’ studies.

If the studies didn’t work, she could also visit the instructors’ quarters. She had inquired—among those who had been at the academy for over twenty years were Teacher Ying and Assistant Xia. Teacher Ying had a good relationship with the Head and they were examination classmates, while Assistant Xia was from the same hometown as the Supervisor.

The Supervisor and Dean’s offices were in Junzi Hall on the west side of the lecture hall, while the Head’s was in Aiwan Residence within the three gates.

Tie Ci decided to visit Junzi Hall tonight.

When she returned, she brought the porridge Dan Shuang had prepared and the goose feather fan that Chi Xue had rushed to make on the road.

Considering that Rong Wei was currently half-disabled, she drew some pictures on that fan to make the goose feathers less conspicuous, lest the Head discover it too early and Rong Wei, unable to protect himself, meet a tragic end.

Returning to the quarters, the others weren’t there, and Rong Wei was sleeping soundly.

It was hot, so the curtains were rolled up. He wore only undergarments, with half his chest exposed. His skin glistened with fine moisture, crystal bright and fragrant.

Who was he trying to seduce?

The sound of setting down bowls and chopsticks woke Rong Wei. He opened his eyes, and Tie Ci felt that the moment those beautifully curved eyelids opened, the entire dim room seemed to brighten.

She smiled and pointed to the porridge, indicating he should drink it.

But Rong Wei’s gaze fell on the goose feather fan in her hand. He tilted his head and leaned his body toward her, indicating she should fan him.

Tie Ci fanned him a few times, deliberately displaying the painted side in front of him.

Rong Wei indeed noticed the painting and said in surprise, “You painted this? You can paint on goose feather fans? Let me see.”

“Chi Xue treated the goose feather fan and used a kind of coloring powder to paint it. It’s just a rough outline.” Tie Ci showed it to him. “How about I give it to you? Consider it thanks for your rescue.”

The painting showed a beauty with her hair piled high in clouds, her wide sleeves flowing in the wind, graceful as a swimming dragon, ethereal as a startled swan.

Rong Wei’s hand paused as he reached for the fan.

Tie Ci said matter-of-factly, “Beautiful, isn’t she? My beloved. A young lady from a prestigious family in the capital.”

Rong Wei’s hand paused again, and he looked up at her.

Tie Ci didn’t look at him, only stared intently at the goose feather fan with a face full of deep longing.

Acting skills worthy of an Oscar.

“You’re giving me a goose feather fan with your beloved painted on it?” Rong Wei raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that inappropriate?”

“I didn’t think that much about it.” Tie Ci said sincerely, “It’s merely what my heart favors, and I wish to share it with you. If I could get you to praise her beauty, it would be like meeting a kindred spirit, like receiving approval. I would go back and marry her immediately.”

Rong Wei stared at her, but after a long moment he laughed and snatched the goose feather fan, “I’m honored by your regard. I must take a good look at what kind of beauty has bewitched our little Eighteen!”

He examined that fan repeatedly, up and down, front and back, his expression growing dark and his eyes fierce.

“Seems nothing special…”

Tie Ci pretended not to hear, smiling as she said, “Master, drink your porridge.”

“I won’t drink it!”

Tie Ci ladled a spoonful of porridge, “Ahh…”

Rong Wei absent-mindedly bit down, and with a crack, the spoon shattered.

Tie Ci: “…”

I feel like if I hadn’t pulled back quickly, what got bitten off would have been my finger.

Rong Wei spat out the porcelain spoon fragments, slightly scraping his lip corner, which immediately showed a spot of bright red, dazzling and eye-catching.

Tie Ci felt somewhat flustered looking at it.

But Rong Wei didn’t care, continuing to examine the fan back and forth in his hands, suddenly saying, “This girl looks very tall.”

Tie Ci thought: Of course, she’s only a little shorter than you.

“Although you didn’t paint her face, women who are too tall bring misfortune to their husbands.”

Tie Ci was about to laugh from anger.

She had heard that women with high cheekbones brought misfortune to husbands, but never heard that being tall also brought misfortune.

“Also, this waist seems too thick…” Rong Wei continued finding fault.

Tie Ci said with barely contained patience, “She saved my life in a fire.”

Rong Wei suddenly stopped, tilted his head, eyebrows slightly raised, “Hmm?”

“She sailed through a great fire to rescue me when I was surrounded by flames. She also protected me when I couldn’t see clearly and helped me escape. She also took me in during my most difficult times.” Tie Ci said, “So please stop criticizing her appearance and respect the one I love.”

Rong Wei’s expression became somewhat strange, “You just said, a young lady from a prestigious family in the capital?”

Tie Ci realized she had let something slip and didn’t answer.

“A prestigious young lady is this capable, able to rescue you multiple times?”

“Naturally she’s exceptional to capture my heart.” Tie Ci said seriously, “Teacher, a friend’s wife should not be made sport of.”

“Oh… friend’s wife. Friend’s wife.” Rong Wei suddenly covered his face with the fan and fell back on the bed, “Fine, no sport, no sport… I like, I like her, isn’t that enough?”

Tie Ci heard his voice trembling at the end, completely changed in tone. Looking at the fan covering his face, which was also trembling slightly, she was somewhat bewildered.

Was he greatly shocked by this?

Was he crying?

It couldn’t be that serious, could it?

She stared at that fan and the trembling beauty painted on it. She had drawn it based on Feiyu’s figure and appearance. She didn’t want to be presumptuous, but she was also afraid of Rong Wei’s seemingly real yet unreal flirtation. After thinking it over, she decided to use her ultimate move.

Saying she had a fiancée and liked women—surely he couldn’t try to convert her anymore?

Though she also couldn’t be certain whether he was just naturally unrestrained or actually trying to convert her.

People of this era admired free-spirited behavior, and men sharing beds wasn’t necessarily seen as cut-sleeve relationships. Rong Wei seemed like a playful type—maybe he was just teasing her. She really shouldn’t overthink it.

So this was the least provocative method she could think of that would also give herself an escape route.

Rong Wei was still trembling. Tie Ci really couldn’t stay any longer. She had thought she would never experience guilt in this lifetime, but at this moment she wanted to slap herself.

She could only hastily say that he should rest and quickly walked out.

After she left, Rong Wei trembled for a while longer before slowly lowering the fan.

Under the moonlight and lamplight, his eyes were completely dry, his lips still curved in a smile. Where was the “heartbroken and shocked” state Tie Ci had imagined?

Instead, from laughing too hard, his cheeks were flushed and his eyes slightly bright, making the stars and moon pale in comparison.

He picked up the fan and carefully examined the beauty’s portrait. After a long moment, he leaned over and gave it a kiss.

“Well done! Have a kiss!”

Chapter 104: Confession
Tie Ci left the room in a bad mood. Seeing that the sky was darkening and the teachers had all returned to rest, she headed toward Junzi Hall.

However, when she reached Junzi Hall, she found it brightly lit. After asking the guard at the entrance, she learned that with the autumn imperial examinations only a few months away, the academy would collect a batch of excellent students’ portfolios and submit them collectively to various high officials and great scholars in the capital. Recently, students from all lecture halls had been submitting their portfolios for teachers to screen. This had to be done during leisure time, so Junzi Hall would be open at night for some time. Since the portfolios were precious and they feared accidents, people were arranged to sleep on duty in Junzi Hall.

Upon hearing this, Tie Ci thought it was terrible—wouldn’t that mean she couldn’t enter Junzi Hall for a long time?

During the day, with people coming and going, there would be even less opportunity.

She lingered outside the entrance and encountered Teacher Ying passing by. Tie Ci bowed in greeting and said with some surprise, “Shouldn’t you be screening portfolios, Teacher?”

She had been quite happy to see Teacher Ying, hoping Old Ying would take her inside, but who knew he would walk right past Junzi Hall.

Teacher Ying stopped and glanced at Junzi Hall, saying, “Portfolio selection relates to students’ futures. For such important matters, the academy administration generally arranges special personnel.”

He spoke obliquely, but Tie Ci understood. He meant that the Xiao family controlled many key affairs. For things like selecting portfolios, the Xiao family would arrange instructors from their faction to choose students close to the Xiao family who were worth cultivating. This way, they could keep talented people in their grasp.

And Teacher Ying was an instructor who should have participated but didn’t, clearly not belonging to the Xiao family faction.

“This student has long admired the academy’s reputation and traveled a thousand li to come here, but now feels somewhat disappointed,” Tie Ci said. “Does Teacher know why this student is disappointed?”

Teacher Ying remained silent.

“Doesn’t Teacher hope for some change, to restore a clear and bright world to the academy?”

Teacher Ying was silent again for a while before shaking his head and saying, “The influence is overwhelming, and accumulated problems are hard to remedy.”

Even the Emperor lived under the shadow of the Xiao family—how much more so an academy full of scholarly weaklings?

Tie Ci smiled slightly, “Then if one day someone wanted to clear away longstanding abuses and restore proper order, what would Teacher do?”

Teacher Ying said faintly, “I would do what I ought to do.”

He walked away slowly, and Tie Ci bowed to see him off.

Suddenly someone approached, carrying a lantern, and said to the gatekeeper, “I come at Teacher Liu’s invitation to help grade papers.”

The gatekeeper stepped aside.

The lantern light swayed over, and that person beckoned to Tie Ci in the darkness, saying, “Eighteen, why don’t you come over?”

The yellow lamplight fell on his face, reminiscent of beauties outlined in ink on ancient scrolls—romantic and delicate, cool yet flamboyant.

It was Rong Pu.

Tie Ci was momentarily stunned, then walked out. By the time she approached him, she had adjusted her expression and smiled, “Hey, I was planning to startle you.”

Rong Pu smiled and explained to the gatekeeper, “Ye Shiba is someone I arranged to meet, to help the instructors together.”

That person glanced at Tie Ci, who had recently gained great fame at the academy, and without asking further questions, made way.

The two entered through the moon gate, crossing the small paths and artificial mountains in the courtyard. Tie Ci followed behind Rong Pu, watching him walk slowly and steadily, his wide robes spreading in the wind and lamplight like a lotus blooming leisurely in the breeze.

“How did you know I was there? How did you know…”

“I saw you lingering at the entrance of Junzi Hall. Naturally, I brought you in.”

“Aren’t you going to ask what I want to go in for? What if I want to burn down Junzi Hall?”

“If you really wanted to burn it down, you must have your reasons,” Rong Pu said calmly. “Do you need me to help you keep watch?”

Tie Ci smiled, “Minister Rong is truly loyal and devoted.”

Rong Pu seemed unwilling to hear such praise from her and changed the subject, “By the way, the Head sent people into the mountains to find Senior Brother Mu, but couldn’t find him. Then today, Dongming County, where Senior Brother Mu had once trained, sent word saying that academy student Mu Yuanda had disappeared after going into the mountains to pacify bandits, and later the patrol office found his corpse in the mountains with his face skinned off. The body has now been sent back to the academy.”

Tie Ci had previously guessed that Senior Brother Mu must be an impostor—otherwise, he couldn’t possibly be Rong Wei’s fourth brother. Now, thinking of how the academy’s painstakingly cultivated talent had been destroyed by them, she couldn’t help sighing.

“Dongming County’s bandit pacification plan has been shelved because of this and will probably change to bandit suppression. But actually, this time the mountain bandits are taking the blame—the killer was that fake Senior Brother Mu. I could see he had the look of a wolf and eagle, really not like an ordinary scholar.”

“By the way, do you know the background of that fake Senior Brother Mu who took his place? Do you recognize him?” Tie Ci took the opportunity to ask.

Rong Pu had said Rong Wei was his distant relative, so Senior Brother Mu should be too, but from Rong Pu’s manner, he didn’t seem to know him.

“Who is he?” Rong Pu turned to look at her. “Why does Your Highness ask this?”

“Seeing how well-informed you are, I thought you might also know his background,” Tie Ci said. “By the way, Rong Wei is your distant relative—what does his family do?”

“They’re merchants who bought official positions with money. They have considerable wealth and could be considered wealthy on one side,” Rong Pu said. “I’ve never been to Liaodong, and it’s inconvenient for them to come here, so we’re not very familiar with each other. I’m only relatively close to him because we happened to meet once years ago.”

Wealthy, so brothers fighting over the family fortune?

Fighting so desperately? How much money must there be?

“Your Highness spent the night away with Rong Wei last night, so close to him—why not ask him about such matters instead of asking me?”

“How do you know I spent the night away with him?” Tie Ci laughed. “Are you spying on my movements?”

She said it in a joking tone, but Rong Pu couldn’t take it as a joke. He sighed and said softly, “Your Highness, why must you be so guarded against me? And why must you always treat me this way?”

Tie Ci thought: If you didn’t always push boundaries, mix personal with official business, and smuggle in private goods, I wouldn’t mind playing the role of harmonious ruler and minister with you.

By this time, they had reached the entrance of Junzi Hall, so this question didn’t need answering.

Rong Pu had considerable status at the academy. As soon as he arrived, an instructor waved and said, “Rong Pu, you’re here? Come, come, come, help me get through this pile. We need to finish this pile tonight, or none of us will get any sleep. Ah, this person you brought to help? Come, come, over here, over here.”

Before Tie Ci could say anything, she was pulled to a table by the impatient instructor, and a large bundle of portfolios was immediately thrust at her. Tie Ci flipped through them and asked, “Instructor, how should the selected portfolios be handled?”

“To ensure the portfolios our academy submits are excellent enough, this is just the preliminary review. After we select a batch, the Supervisor will do a second review, and finally the Head will do the third review. The portfolios you select will be counted under my name. After I mark them with my seal, they’ll be sent to Instructor Huang for compilation.”

The person handed over his private seal.

Instructors had to take responsibility for the portfolios they selected, ensuring there were no errors, omissions, or violations of various taboos.

Tie Ci agreed, glanced at that person’s seal impression, confirmed it wasn’t what she was looking for, and sat down to read portfolios.

A hand reached over and took away most of the portfolios.

Tie Ci looked up at Rong Pu.

But Rong Pu didn’t look at her, only lowered his head to seriously read portfolios.

Tie Ci understood his meaning—he was telling her not to waste time here.

She was lost in thought for a moment. She could only accept Rong Pu’s kindness because they were ruler and minister. She couldn’t choose to keep people at a distance just because the other’s goodwill might be mixed with personal feelings. After all, in the future, someone like Rong Pu would inevitably become an important minister and someone she needed to win over.

Tie Ci wasn’t afraid of people being sentimental, but how to maintain proper boundaries fell within the realm of imperial mind techniques.

She had always been able to multitask, thinking while still reading portfolios efficiently. Master had trained her in speed reading and memorization. She read very quickly, silently memorizing the names of selected portfolios.

When almost finished, a hand reached over again, giving her a marked and selected portfolio.

This was to help her quickly gather more selected portfolios to report to Instructor Huang.

Tie Ci tidied up the portfolios that were about to topple over, but touched Rong Pu’s hand that hadn’t yet withdrawn.

Those cool fingers brushed across the back of her hand like a dragonfly touching water.

Tie Ci instinctively looked up, but before meeting Rong Pu’s gaze, she suddenly heard a cough.

She turned around to see Rong Wei with his arms crossed, leaning against the doorframe, watching them with a half-smile.

She immediately withdrew her hand and looked down at the portfolios.

Suddenly feeling her action was wrong, like she was guilty about something, she looked up openly at Rong Wei and nodded.

Someone in the hall was already greeting Rong Wei: “How did Brother Rong come here?”

“I was hungry and came out looking for food. Seeing Junzi Hall brightly lit, I came in,” Rong Wei said. “What are all you brothers busy with? Do you need my help?”

Someone said, “Brother Rong teaches archery and horsemanship and is even injured—that’s hard enough work. You should go back and rest early.”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow, hearing the mockery and disdain in the other’s tone.

But Rong Wei seemed not to understand the implications and had already walked in, naturally leaning against Tie Ci’s table while picking up a portfolio from Rong Pu’s desk. After glancing at it, he said, “Using jade candles to harmonize five colors, turning the ash and reed pipes; spinning platforms spreading grace to three yangs, returning the spring of valley millet…”

The person who had just rejected him praised, “These lines are truly elegant and exquisite! Just these two lines alone deserve selection!”

Rong Wei’s lips curved up, “Indeed exquisite.”

That person said, “I didn’t expect Brother Rong to be a kindred spirit too.”

“…Copying from ‘Complete Book of Blessings and Wisdom’—how could it not be wonderful?”

That person choked and started coughing.

Rong Wei said in surprise, “What? Brother Wang doesn’t even know this book? Although this book is somewhat obscure, with Brother Wang’s extensive reading in teaching the classics, this shouldn’t be the case!”

That person laughed awkwardly.

Rong Pu suddenly said, “Moreover…”

Rong Wei cut off his words, “Moreover, it violates a taboo. The line about ‘spinning platforms’—doesn’t that conflict with Great Ancestor’s personal name?”

Emperor Qian’s great ancestor was named Tie Xuan.

That person fell silent, and the room became so quiet you couldn’t hear coughing. No one spoke anymore.

After a long while, someone said embarrassedly, “Brother Rong is greatly talented. Since that’s the case, please…”

But Rong Wei seemed not to hear his invitation, leaning against Tie Ci’s table and turning to smile at her, “This candlelight isn’t very bright. Be careful not to hurt your eyes—let me light another one for you.”

As he spoke, he took the candlestick from Rong Pu’s table and placed it on Tie Ci’s table.

Rong Pu: “…”

Tie Ci: “…”

She helplessly propped her head with her hand, looking at Rong Wei, “Teacher, instead of properly recovering from your injury, what are you running out here for?”

Rong Wei rolled up his sleeves, exposing his injured wrist, and theatrically reached for the ink stone, saying, “I came to add fragrance with red sleeves while you read at night!”

Tie Ci stared at his black “red sleeves” and really wanted to tell him to “get lost.”

Forget it—she couldn’t have a public confrontation here. She could only pretend not to see and let the black sleeves add their own fragrance.

The “red sleeves” didn’t actually grind ink, since helping to read portfolios didn’t require Tie Ci to write comments. He just leaned against the table, watching Tie Ci read portfolios. The shadow above cast a gentle outline on the table surface, and a faint wood-leaf fragrance seemed present yet absent but extremely noticeable. Tie Ci felt her forehead gradually growing warm.

Rong Wei chuckled softly above.

Tie Ci pretended not to hear and picked up another portfolio.

Rong Wei reached over to Rong Pu’s table, took a portfolio he had just finished reading, and placed it among Tie Ci’s approved portfolios, “I think this one is good.”

Rong Pu pressed down on his portfolios, coughed, and said expressionlessly, “I can make my own selections. No need to trouble you, Teacher.”

“Then you select for yourself,” Rong Wei said gently. “No need to worry about Eighteen’s side anymore.”

Tie Ci stood up, the sound of pushing back her chair creaking. She picked up the box full of portfolios, walked around Rong Wei, and went to deliver them to Instructor Huang.

No point watching a cockfight.

At Instructor Huang’s place, the old man with heavy dark circles under his eyes didn’t even look, just stacked the portfolios high. As Tie Ci passed by, she “accidentally” bumped into them, scattering all the portfolios on the floor.

She hurriedly apologized and quickly crouched down to collect them, taking this opportunity to examine all the seals on the portfolios.

Nothing.

There wasn’t that particularly distinctive brushstroke, and the color was different too.

Although ink pad colors could be changed at any time, the ink pad on that torn page was also special. People who used special ink pads and inks generally wouldn’t change them easily.

Tie Ci put the portfolios back on Instructor Huang’s table and suddenly heard Rong Wei cry out “Oh!” She immediately turned around.

Rong Wei was supporting himself against the table with a pained expression, beckoning to her, “Good disciple, Master’s injury seems to have relapsed. Quickly help me back to the quarters!”

Tie Ci said to Instructor Huang, “Teacher, this student will escort Teacher Rong back. Should I help you deliver these portfolios to the Supervisor while I’m at it?”

“Good.” The old man pointed to that pile of portfolios, indicating she should take them herself.

Tie Ci picked up the portfolio box. When she came over, Rong Wei leaned against her boneless like a mollusk.

Tie Ci smiled, reached out to support his waist, earnestly advising the teacher to be careful, and carefully helped him out the door—truly a filial and considerate good disciple.

Once they were outside, Tie Ci’s hand supporting his waist immediately changed from supporting to pinching, giving a hard squeeze and push.

Rong Wei chuckled and stood up straight, saying, “Alright, I’ll walk slowly to keep watch for you while you go to the Supervisor’s.”

Tie Ci said, “How do you also know I need to go to the Supervisor’s?”

“You’re not someone who would willingly help teachers grade papers. Offering help without reason means you’re either treacherous or thieving. Plus, seeing your and Rong Pu’s sneaky actions, it was obvious,” Rong Wei said. “Is this about investigating Lady He’s matter? You suspect the Supervisor? Next time you need help, just find me—don’t look for Rong Pu. That guy has deep thoughts.”

Tie Ci smiled slightly.

Heh, as if your thoughts aren’t deep.

“There is something I need to investigate. I’ll go and come back,” Tie Ci answered vaguely.

Since it involved a deceased person’s reputation, she was unwilling to jump to conclusions too early.

The Supervisor’s room was at the head of this row, the first room. The Supervisor also had several students working overtime.

Tie Ci went in to deliver portfolios and used the same trick again. When passing a student carrying high stacks of portfolios, she “carelessly” knocked over a box on the treasure cabinet behind the bookshelf that specifically held various private seals and small stamps. After another round of inconspicuous collecting and searching, she confirmed there were no similar private seals or brushstrokes here either.

Coming up empty-handed, it seemed she could only find an opportunity to visit the Head’s place.

Tie Ci wasn’t impatient. She smiled slightly as she came out, looking like a student whose mood was pleasant from helping teachers.

Rong Wei stood waiting for her under a flowering tree, his face rich yet clear and beautiful in the bright and dim lamplight.

He came to walk with her, saying, “Didn’t find it?”

Tie Ci looked at him with some surprise. Her expression had clearly been relaxed and cheerful—anyone looking wouldn’t think she’d been frustrated.

Rong Wei smiled, “When you fake smile, the curve of your lips never changes.”

Tie Ci’s heart skipped slightly.

Even people who had been by her side for years might not necessarily notice this detail, yet Rong Wei, whom she’d known for barely a month, already understood her so well.

According to convention, she should be considering killing him by now.

But this thought merely drifted through her mind like wind. In the end, she only said, “Brother Rong, if you want to know something, just ask me directly. Why bother reading expressions this way?”

“Then I’ll ask,” Rong Wei said immediately. “Mm, Eighteen, would you be willing to be with me…”
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Chapter 105: The Outhouse Beckons
Suddenly someone approached from the opposite direction, asking bluntly, “Have you seen Rong Pu?”

Just from this random, choppy questioning, they knew it was Hu Yin. She was carrying a food box and looking at the two of them with eyebrows furrowed enough to crush a fly.

“He’s at Junzi Hall. Why are you looking for him, Miss?”

“No, isn’t he sick? Why is he still running around? Time for medicine has come. His servant boy is looking for him everywhere.” Hu Yin raised the food box in her hand and walked away in a hurry.

The last time Tie Ci had seen Hu Yin seeking out Rong Pu for conversation, she had thought the Western Rong had some dealings with the Rong family. Now it seemed Hu Yin had taken a fancy to Rong Pu and was actively pursuing him?

That fit her personality—thinking what she wanted, doing what she pleased, speaking of one matter at a time. Just like how she had never liked Tie Ci herself, but had still gotten into a fight at the beginning of the school term because of people’s unfair criticism of her. Yet afterward she never mentioned it, and seeing her again didn’t necessarily make her any warmer.

Rong Wei beside her suddenly said, “This girl dares to love and hate.”

Tie Ci said, “The spirit of children from the great desert.”

“Then I also…”

“Ye Shiba, where did you run off to! Why are you always absent from the quarters night after night!” Suddenly another person jumped out, red robes like fire, a lapis lazuli heavenly pearl earring glimmering faintly.

Rong Wei’s face visibly collapsed.

Dan Ye emerged from behind a clump of hibiscus flowers, his robes covered with deep red and light purple petals that he didn’t bother to brush off. He hastily grabbed Tie Ci’s hand and ran forward, “Quick, quick! Hu Yin is rarely in the mood today and roasted a whole sheep. Everything else she makes is terrible, but her roasted lamb is heavenly! Quick! If we’re late, Mo Ye will eat it all!”

As he spoke, he dragged Tie Ci away with rapid footsteps.

Rong Wei: “…”

After a long moment, he gathered his sleeves and watched Tie Ci and Dan Ye’s retreating figures expressionlessly, thinking that little brat Ye Shiba—if he really didn’t want to be dragged away, Dan Ye wouldn’t necessarily be able to move him an inch.

Clearly, he had guessed something himself and was taking the opportunity to escape.

Rong Wei slowly raised his chin, gazing at the bewitchingly red and luxuriously green summer night ahead.

“…Once I obtain Liaodong, I’ll first destroy your Western Rong.”

…

In the end, Rong Wei still followed Tie Ci to the forest by Fragrant Lake to eat roasted lamb. Both Dan Ye and Mo Ye brothers were reluctant, but Dan Ye wanted to show magnanimity, while Mo Ye simply cowered whenever he saw Tie Ci.

It always remembered this fierce person who had once swung it to the ground and couldn’t understand why his buddy wouldn’t break off relations with this person.

Are we brothers or not?

In the end, it was because Tie Ci saw the increasingly aggrieved expression in Hai Dongqing’s golden, glittering eyes, plus considering that Rong Wei had been running a fever during the day and shouldn’t eat such heating foods, that she said they should return early.

When she left, Dan Ye also stopped eating, and the three returned to their quarters together. Rong Pu had already returned and was sleeping.

Rong Wei hadn’t paid attention during the day, but now he suddenly noticed that Rong Pu, Dan Ye, and Ye Shiba’s beds were adjacent, with those two flanking Ye Shiba in the middle.

That Dan Ye fellow was different from others, sleeping with his feet at the head end, so his head was right next to Ye Shiba’s. Only the low couch’s armrest separated them.

While he slept alone on the opposite side.

Rong Wei stood there pondering for a while, realizing that forcing Dan Ye to switch ends wouldn’t work either—that would put his stinking feet facing Ye Shiba’s head.

After watching for a while, Rong Wei went to sleep without saying anything.

In the middle of the night, Tie Ci suddenly smelled a faint sweet fragrance.

Having been trained against knockout drugs, she immediately opened her eyes and saw Rong Wei sneakily getting out of bed barefoot, holding a dagger that gleamed pale and sinister in the darkness.

Tie Ci’s heart jumped, and she reached under her pillow for her knife.

Though she thought it unlikely, long years of palace life had made this instinctive.

She also looked at Dan Ye and Rong Pu on either side.

He wasn’t planning to slaughter these two, was he?

Was he dissatisfied with the portfolio reading, or uncomfortable from the lamb?

Tie Ci inexplicably felt a headache coming on, vaguely sensing that she wouldn’t get a good night’s sleep in Room Wu anymore.

Rong Wei took two silent steps and reached Dan Ye’s bedside.

Tie Ci held her breath, thinking of how to wake Dan Ye inconspicuously—maybe by pretending to stretch and hitting his head—when she suddenly saw Rong Wei crouch down.

Tie Ci: “?”

Then she heard faint scraping sounds, followed by the adjacent bed seeming to jolt, then stop. Then two more scraping sounds, the bed jolted again, then stopped.

The sound of something being slowly lifted and placed on the ground.

No smell of blood, so it probably wasn’t Dan Ye’s corpse.

The soft sound of rustling clothes arose, and Rong Wei returned to his own bed.

Tie Ci pretended to turn over and glanced next door, but saw nothing.

Was Rong Wei sleepwalking?

She was truly drowsy, so she closed her eyes and slept until awakened by a loud shout.

Opening her eyes to bright daylight.

Dan Ye’s roar struck her ears like thunder: “Which bastard sawed my bed!”

Tie Ci sat up and looked—good heavens, I have to say good heavens!

Everyone slept on low couches with four foot-high bed legs. Now only Dan Ye’s bed legs had been cut off, leaving just the bed board, making him look like he was sleeping on the floor.

Tie Ci thought no wonder she couldn’t see anything last night—now she had to look down at the ground to see Dan Ye.

But why would Rong Wei do such a boring thing?

She couldn’t figure it out at all.

They say women are troublesome. But when men get bored, women really have nothing on them.

She couldn’t be bothered with these disputes—today she needed to collect a debt.

Rong Wei stayed in the quarters to recover from his injury while she went to the lecture hall.

Having slept all day yesterday, when she went out to class today, she received a baptism of gazes all along the way—crowds parting, teachers watching, and universal silence.

If Crown Princess hadn’t already grown accustomed to such scenes—having witnessed hundreds of officials dancing and shouting “Long live!” on the white jade plaza before Chongming Hall since age six—she might have felt nervous.

Before reaching Liang Hall, she could already see from afar that a large red paper had been posted outside the door, reading: “Congratulations to Ye Shiba on promotion to You Hall. Though mountains are high and waters long, we shall not meet again in these martial circles.”

Tie Ci: “…”

She had forgotten—three consecutive excellent grades meant promotion to a higher hall.

Look at Liang Hall’s joy. That eager look of sending away a plague god.

Her desk, along with her books, ink, paper, and inkstone, had already been moved out early and placed at the entrance. The attitude was as if they hoped she would never set foot in Liang Hall again.

Tie Ci leaned against her desk, gazing inside with reluctance. Wherever her gaze fell, people shrank like quail.

They had originally thought this fellow was just sharp-tongued and broadly learned, but still physically weak.

Who knew that on the martial field, the weakling’s archery had taught them how to behave.

Now forget about factions, rules, or hierarchies. Hairight faction boss Ma De was still eating prison food, and his mother’s entire family was being investigated. All their businesses, routes, and shops were controlled by officials, reportedly uncovering smuggling routes to Dayan.

Capital faction boss Qi Yuansi was currently burying his head under a desk, not having eaten the steaming hot stuff from the outhouse yet.

“Hey everyone,” Tie Ci waved with apparent regret, “I haven’t even warmed the benches in Liang Hall, and now I have to leave? Will you miss me? Will you think of me?”

Everyone: …As if.

In the entire hall, only the round-faced boy dared stand up, pointing to Tie Ci’s desk and saying, “All the money the academy lost to you has been exchanged for bank notes—Huifeng Bank notes, placed in the box on your desk. Our people ran the errands, consider it a gift from Liang Hall. Please be merciful and spare us—come visit a few times less in the future, okay?”

Tie Ci was overjoyed, grabbed the box, and counted with a rustling sound, “Deal!”

The people of Liang Hall watched her expectantly—Won’t you leave, sir?

Sir wouldn’t leave. After counting the tickets, sir hugged her chest and raised her chin toward Qi Yuansi.

“Brother Qi.”

When facing death, there’s no escape. Qi Yuansi slowly raised his head, his eyes red-rimmed, saying indignantly, “Brother Eighteen, I admire you as a true man…”

“So?” Tie Ci smiled.

“So I’ll eat this product of the five-grain cycle! I only ask that after I risk my life to keep my word, brother, you’ll consider me a friend for my courage!”

Qi Yuansi gritted his teeth, closed his eyes, and picked up a basin from under the desk.

Everyone covered their noses, closed their eyes, and turned their heads, making expressions of unbearable sight.

Tie Ci craned her neck to look and shook her head, “Brother Qi, that’s not proper of you.”

Qi Yuansi: “?”

“This is clearly not fresh, hot five-grain recycled matter. You must have processed it to be relatively palatable.” Tie Ci shook her head. “What to eat and how to eat it—shouldn’t that be up to me to decide?”

Students from various halls had also gathered at the door to watch the excitement. Hearing Tie Ci’s words, they immediately erupted in uproar. The students of Liang Hall hadn’t expected her to be serious and pleaded for mercy one after another.

Qi Yuansi was outstanding in his studies and gentle in temperament, always well-liked at the academy.

Even Dan Ye came over, tugging at her sleeve and saying, “This seems a bit excessive. Aren’t you afraid of disgusting yourself?”

Tie Ci brushed away his hand and said coolly, “Wolf Lord, save those words for your Western Rong subjects.”

Dan Ye raised his eyebrows at her. Tie Ci ignored him, extending her hand toward Qi Yuansi with a smile.

Dan Ye threw off her sleeve and leaped onto a beam to sit with Hai Dongqing, who was watching the excitement there. “If a Western Rong woman dared speak to me like that, her bones would have been crushed in Daliang Mountain long ago.”

Hai Dongqing: “Gah!”

Under everyone’s gaze, Qi Yuansi’s face went from white to green to purple, transforming from spring breeze for ten li into bitter winter wind for ten thousand li. After a long while, he smashed that plate of stuff to the ground angrily, “You’re going too far!”

Tie Ci said, “Look, it’s all dried and hard, making a clacking sound when it hits. It doesn’t even smell. You’re cheating.”

Qi Yuansi looked like he was about to vomit blood again.

He covered his chest and stood up swaying, staring at Tie Ci, truly not understanding what was wrong with this Ye Shiba—why he wouldn’t accept either soft or hard approaches, wouldn’t accept his goodwill. He had never offended him, had even repeatedly expressed admiration!

With a heart full of confusion, anger, and grievance, after taking at least seventeen or eighteen deep breaths, he finally calmed down somewhat. Pressing his hand on the desk, he smiled tragically, “Fine. You call the shots.”

Tie Ci’s smile deepened, and she gracefully gestured for him to proceed.

Qi Yuansi walked out stiffly, asking in a completely flat tone, “Which outhouse?”

Thinking to himself, if it was the women’s outhouse, he’d just perish together with Ye Shiba.

Tie Ci smiled and pointed outside, “The one by Fragrant Lake.”

Quite far, but at least not the women’s outhouse.

Qi Yuansi hadn’t yet decided whether to die or not, but his legs had already followed Tie Ci’s steps outside.

Earth-shaking gossip always spreads at light speed. In just a short while, the entire academy knew that Ye Shiba was making Qi Yuansi fulfill his promise, refusing to accept overnight dried goods and demanding a live broadcast.

Everyone was stirred up. Those in class ran out, those not in class didn’t go, and even teachers came out of their quarters carrying books. More and more people followed, streams converging continuously. Soon there was a mighty, serpentine crowd behind the two.

Qi Yuansi: …Want to die.

Someone shouted by the roadside: “Ye Shiba! Sages value magnanimity, while common people despise the masses! Don’t go too far!”

“Sages also said,” Tie Ci glanced sideways with a smile, “A person without trustworthiness—who knows what they’re capable of!”

“Ye Shiba,” Teacher Ying also stood by the road, earnestly saying, “Respectfulness prevents insult, magnanimity wins people over. Spare others when you can!”

“Teacher’s instruction is correct.” Tie Ci bowed. “So one bite will do.”

“…”

The outhouse by Fragrant Lake came into view, with countless people craning their necks nearby.

Tie Ci thought Qi Yuansi should be grateful he wasn’t born in Master’s era—otherwise, cameras would be serving him now, with the whole nation eagerly waiting.

The young masters of the Capital faction were all there, seeing off their boss with sympathetic gazes.

Qi Yuansi buried his face in his sleeve and hurried forward with his head down.

I’m still alive, but I’m already dead.

Tie Ci suddenly said, “Actually, you don’t have to eat it.”

Qi Yuansi looked up with wild joy.

Tie Ci stood outside the outhouse, smiling, “The teachers want me to show gentlemanly magnanimity. I should humbly accept their instruction. Don’t you have many friends and followers? Here’s what I’ll do—I’ll give you a chance. If any of your friends can come out and defeat me… No, defeating me would be too much bullying. How about this—if anyone can take ten punches from me, we’ll call this gambling debt even.”

Qi Yuansi said, “I myself…”

“You don’t count.”

Qi Yuansi cast hopeful glances at his gang of friends.

They were all close brothers, and most had some martial skills. Coming out to take a few punches for him to spare him this humiliation—he’d be willing to give everything to repay them!

Someone seemed tempted.

Tie Ci casually said beside him, “Ten punches like this.”

She seemed to punch lightly, and with a crack, a tree as thick as a waist beside them snapped in half.

The foot that had stepped forward immediately stopped, and after a moment, slowly withdrew.

Qi Yuansi’s hopeful gaze swept over those familiar faces one by one—those brothers who usually called each other sworn brothers, ate and used his things, and were so close they almost shared the same pants. One by one, they lowered their heads and turned away. No one met his gaze.

Unbearable dead silence.

After a moment, Tie Ci smiled lightly.

She said nothing, but this smile made everyone present feel as if they’d been slapped hard across the face.

Qi Yuansi suddenly showed a weary expression, feeling that such struggling was enough.

He strode into the outhouse.

Tie Ci followed him in.

Chapter 106: Devil Ray
When entering, they heard retching sounds from inside, and saw Qi Yuansi facing a latrine pit, vomiting loudly. Tie Ci said nothing, standing with hands clasped behind his back watching him vomit until even yellow bile came up. Only then did Qi Yuansi say in a dying voice: “Please trouble you to find some container to hold water for me… I really… I really…”

“Qi Yuansi,” Tie Ci said, “why did you dare make that bet with me in the first place?”

“I thought, I thought…”

“You thought I didn’t have the ability to get three excellents in a row. Qi Yuansi, this is the first lesson I want to give you.” Tie Ci said, “Remember, without understanding you have no right to speak, without understanding don’t draw conclusions. Without understanding never easily gamble with consequences you cannot bear.”

“The second lesson is to make you see clearly that friends are not the more the better. Some people will only waste your time and money, and drag you into the same mire as themselves. When great disaster comes, even husband and wife fly apart – what can you expect from friends?”

Qi Yuansi suddenly roared.

“Shut up! I’ve already eaten shit, what right do you have to humiliate me further!”

“Having eaten shit, what humiliation is there left to fear,” Tie Ci said calmly. “Besides, eating shit is better than making irreversible grave mistakes in the future.”

Qi Yuansi bent over halfway, hands braced on his knees, eyes closed, gasping heavily.

“This mistake… is enough…”

Tie Ci nodded.

“I think it’s enough too.” She said, “Swear an oath that from now on you won’t engage in factional strife in the academy, won’t get involved in the court’s scheming and intrigue, won’t set rules for fellow students, won’t bully others with power, won’t be arrogant about your talents, won’t form cliques. Reform completely, be an honest person, lead those who admire you to study well, teach well, take the imperial examinations well, and properly correct the academy’s atmosphere. When you achieve success on the golden list and receive the golden hairpin in the palace hall, I look forward to seeing you.”

Qi Yuansi suddenly raised his head to look at her.

“This debt will be recorded for now,” Tie Ci said expressionlessly. “As long as you fail to do it, I will come to collect payment at any time.”

Qi Yuansi stared at her blankly, not understanding why Ye Shiba would say such things. Whether the academy’s atmosphere improved or whether these people could study well – what did any of it have to do with him?

It wasn’t until that day later, beneath the towering great hall, before the thousand jade steps, when he heard the crisp sound of whips at the Meridian Gate, and followed the candidates from the palace examination as they walked in formation toward the Chongming Hall, kneeling in order below the vermillion steps, preparing to listen to the instructions of the Son of Heaven, that he glanced up and saw her sitting beside the Nine Dragon Throne, wearing a jade crown and yellow robes, smiling slightly…

Only then did he completely understand the true meaning of today’s words.

I look forward to seeing you.

I wait for you who will achieve success on the golden list, here in the golden hall.

…

But at this moment, Qi Yuansi naturally didn’t understand.

However, not understanding didn’t mean he didn’t know to seize this opportunity. He stood up abruptly, about to express thanks, when he heard Tie Ci say loudly: “Ah, Brother Qi, I was just joking around, and you actually ate it! Ugh… Come, quickly rinse your mouth!”

Qi Yuansi: “…”

Thank you and your whole family.

Now, whether he ate it or not, he had eaten it. Talking about not forming factions anymore – from now on he would probably be known as “Dung Mouth.” What face would he have left to gather companions!

But he didn’t dare protest.

He felt that once he protested, Tie Ci might immediately demand he honor the bet.

Choosing the lesser of two evils, let this be a lesson for his arrogance.

After gasping for a long while, he smiled bitterly and bowed deeply: “No matter what, I still thank Brother Eighteen for his magnanimous tolerance. From today on, this humble one owes Brother Eighteen a favor. In the future, whatever you may require…”

Tie Ci smiled and waved his hand.

She was willing to let him off because although this boy appeared gentle on the surface but was gloomy at heart, his character was still decent. Having him come to Fresh Fragrance Lake to eat fresh food was actually a test. As long as he dared to agree and dared to take responsibility, why would she need to hurt her own eyes?

The two walked out one after the other. Qi Yuansi endured the furtive glances that constantly fell on his face and mouth from the crowd. Occasionally when he broke down and raised his eyes to look back, the other person would panic and look away, their posture indescribable, their expression revealing despite trying to conceal.

The ten thousandth time wanting to die.

As for Tie Ci, wherever she passed, crowds scattered even faster than before, like a devil ray entering a school of fish.

The devil ray swam all the way to Excellence Hall, facing everyone’s complex gazes.

Tie Ci glanced around and saw Dan Ye and Rong Pu both sitting at the back, very far from the teacher’s lectern, one on the left and one on the right – two great guardians.

Neither had the attitude of studying.

But Rong Pu was already a Hanlin Academy member, qualified to be an instructor, yet insisted on being a student – which teacher would dare make demands of him?

Dan Ye belonged to the high ranks of a friendly nation. He could attend whichever hall he pleased, and if he didn’t want to study, no one would grab him by the neck demanding that Xirong’s future wolf king must receive Central Plains education.

Huyin was also there, the only female student sitting in the men’s hall. On one hand this was also friendly nation treatment, on the other hand she disagreed with separating men and women into different halls, especially since the teachers in the women’s hall were mostly female instructors whose main subjects weren’t the Four Books and Five Classics, but rather “Women’s Rules,” “Women’s Standards,” “Heroic Women,” “Records of Virtuous Chastity,” and such.

Huyin absolutely refused to waste time on such rubbish books.

Wei Xuan did obediently attend classes in the women’s academy, seemingly also earnestly studying women’s rules, consistently scoring first – the female academic star was therefore extremely popular. But Tie Ci had personally seen her use “Women’s Rules” as a table leg pad and “Women’s Standards” to clean miscellaneous items from her desk.

Tie Ci saw Huyin sitting in the front row, head buried in her books, and immediately felt great fondness for her, going over to sit in an empty seat beside her.

The two men understood why Tie Ci didn’t choose to sit beside them. Dan Ye even felt he had won a round and smugly raised his eyebrows at Rong Pu.

Rong Pu smiled faintly and lowered his head to read.

The students in Excellence Hall learned their lesson and absolutely didn’t dare challenge Tie Ci again. This day passed very peacefully.

At noon, Tie Ci ate a few bites in the dining hall, hesitated for a while, then finally called Dan Shuang over, bought a few light dishes, and had her take them back to Rong Wei, also telling her to make some porridge.

Just consider it caring for an invalid.

When afternoon classes ended, Tie Ci tapped the desk, and the students who usually scattered in a rush all froze in place.

“Thanks to all you brothers’ favor, I earned some silver today.” Tie Ci patted the money pouch at her waist. “Tonight I’m treating everyone at Peach Grove Town down the mountain. Would fellow students from Excellence Hall and Virtue Hall be willing to honor me with your presence?”

Everyone was silent.

Did they dare not honor her?

After a moment, enthusiastic responses nearly broke through the roof.

“Excellent! Brother Eighteen is righteous!”

“Definitely coming, definitely coming!”

“Thank you, Brother Eighteen!”

Tie Ci smiled and cupped her hands.

So damn fake.

She personally went to Virtue Hall to invite them as well. Virtue Hall also stared blankly for a long time, but their level of fakeness was better than Excellence Hall, the cream of the crop – they wore expressions of serious consideration.

Tie Ci didn’t care, agreed on the time, then went back to change clothes and invite her dormmates. Li Zhi, Tian Wu all happily agreed. Tong Rushi’s bed curtains were drawn tight. Tie Ci originally thought he wouldn’t go, but unexpectedly he silently lifted the curtain and came out.

Tie Ci glanced at Rong Wei lying like a corpse on the bed. Seeing he had no intention of getting up, she didn’t say anything and went straight out.

Rong Pu had already sent someone to call for a carriage waiting at the foot of the mountain. The group first went down the mountain.

Walking on the mountain path, Tie Ci seemingly casually walked to Shen Mi’s side at the very back of the group. Shen Mi was carrying large and small packages, with several mountain children following beside him.

Shen Mi nodded to her and handed over a piece of cloud cake.

The pastry was marked with several seals. Shen Mi said: “I went personally. Taking advantage of when he was eating, I quietly looked through his desk. Didn’t have time to make rubbings, so I memorized them based on impression.”

Tie Ci’s delivery business, since being handed over to Shen Mi, had expanded to include the teacher level, and suppliers were no longer just the academy dining hall but extended to the nearest small town and farmers down the mountain.

Academy students had heavy studies and couldn’t possibly run around the mountains picking up and delivering food. So Shen Mi hired those idle mountain children. These children normally ran around the mountains climbing up and down to gather firewood and dig for medicine. Now they only needed to walk to the academy’s broad mountain road to earn money, and could also appreciate the world-famous Leaping Carp Academy and listen to some free lessons – it was like pie falling from heaven.

Thus, teachers and students at the academy who weren’t short of money could frequently change their diet, while mountain folk also had a source of income. The children’s delivery fees were paid by the shops down the mountain to Shen Mi, and for every portion of food sold, the shops also had to give Shen Mi a corresponding commission. So Shen Mi’s delivery platform was getting something for nothing – spending nothing while still earning. Shen Mi also convinced the supervisor to specially open a small gate at the back mountain gate for children delivering food and wild game, with dedicated guards to ensure the academy’s order.

Shen Mi didn’t take commission from the delivery fees the shops gave the children. The reason for handling it personally was to understand various secrets of the different dormitories and halls during daily accounting. The children were young and walked between dormitories, while students liked to gather and discuss grand topics, not being guarded around children. Those children could easily overhear all kinds of gossip. For instance, a certain female student in the women’s academy was there to escape marriage, and her husband’s family was very powerful. For instance, a certain student in Dormitory B had used someone’s connections and would serve that person in the future, and so on.

Delivery to high-level academy personnel was done personally by Shen Mi and those poor students. Thus they also learned that the Mountain Chief’s wife had a small Buddhist hall. In an inconspicuous corner of the hall was an inconspicuous memorial tablet reading simply “Spirit of Lady Gong” – so simple it invited suspicion.

Madam He’s surname was Gong.

Below that spirit tablet were double portions of offerings.

Once a student delivering food happened to arrive just as the Mountain Chief’s wife was in the small Buddhist hall. She had him leave the items in the courtyard. He moved closer and heard the Mountain Chief’s wife murmuring in prayer: “Elder sister sent word that she’s been having nightmares lately, asking me to chant extra sutras for you… We wronged you, but after all these years, we’ve also performed many religious services for you. Won’t you let everything go and reincarnate…?”

For instance, once a student delivering food didn’t leave after delivery. Through the outer wall of the new house that was ultimately never properly repaired, he heard the Supervisor’s wife arguing with the Supervisor. The Supervisor’s wife’s voice was shrill: “That boy bullied me, how can you not say a word?”

The Supervisor said: “What bullying? You know your own nature – it would be good if you didn’t bully others! That person was recommended by Master, favored by Master – he’s a fellow student. How can I put on airs as a teacher before him!”

The Supervisor’s wife sneered: “What Master’s recommendation? Isn’t it just because he’s that slut’s distant relative! You think I don’t know your little thoughts? That stack of paper money you burn extra every Qingming Festival – who is it for?!”

The Supervisor: “The walls are low and the courtyard shallow – keep your voice down!”

Shen Mi reported all of this to Tie Ci. What he delivered today were rubbings of various private seals from the Mountain Chief’s study. Tie Ci compared them – still nothing matched.

Could it be that the contact from back then had already left the academy?

But judging from these clues, the Mountain Chief, the Mountain Chief’s wife, and the Supervisor were probably all involved.

There might even be people who had already left the academy.

Originally thinking that even if there was truth to uncover, it would just be some individual’s wrongdoing. Who would have thought it actually implicated all the academy’s high-level officials? Combined with that suspected spy lead, Tie Ci had an ominous premonition growing in her heart.

Chapter 107: Mother and Son
Shen Mi said: “The Mountain Chief has a fondness for collecting gold and stone artifacts. It’s said he has a whole room of gold and stone seals. These ones he brings out to use may not be all of them. We can’t possibly get all his seals through just a few meal deliveries.”

Tie Ci nodded.

Shen Mi was busy and needed to hurry ahead. Today, taking advantage of going down the mountain, he had also taken on several delivery orders – helping a steward’s wife buy colored thread, helping the academy affairs office purchase some pastries. He had to run to several shops, so after speaking hurriedly, he wanted to leave first.

Suddenly there was some commotion ahead, with someone shouting: “Shen Mi, Shen Mi!”

Shen Mi thought someone wanted him to buy something, so he hurried over carrying his large and small packages, but heard everyone saying: “What a coincidence, your mother came to see you. If we hadn’t met on this mountain path, you probably would have missed each other.”

Shen Mi looked up and saw his mother and sister walking toward him, supporting each other and breathing heavily.

Behind the crowd, Tie Ci, who was eating pastry, paused.

In front of the crowd, Shen Mi’s mother and his sister were still dressed very neatly. Facing Shen Mi with smiles, she said: “Mi’er, you haven’t been home for so long. Mother was worried, so I came to see you.”

Shen Mi was only stunned for an instant, then handed the boxes to the mountain children, took his mother and sister by the arm, and said: “In that case, I won’t go down the mountain. I’ll accompany Mother for a walk around the academy.”

Shen Mi’s mother said: “I hired a carriage, still waiting at the foot of the mountain. Seeing that you seem to have business down the mountain, I can take you along. After you finish, we’ll return to the academy. The carriage is spacious – you can also invite your fellow students to ride together.”

But a student nearby said in surprise: “Shen Mi, everyone says your family fell into ruin, which is why you engage in merchant activities at the academy, earning money from teachers and fellow students. But looking at your mother and sister’s dress and bearing now, your family doesn’t seem to lack money. So why would you need to…”

Shen Mi had fallen into the marketplace and been polished into a smooth character. After returning to the academy, he completely changed from his previous aloof demeanor, cultivating good relationships in all directions. However, some former classmates inevitably felt he lacked his previous integrity, tainted with the smell of copper, which was quite regrettable. But hearing his family had declined, they thought struggling for livelihood was understandable. Now seeing Shen Mi’s mother and daughter dressed exquisitely and acting extravagantly, they couldn’t help but have questions.

Shen Mi’s mother said in surprise: “What merchant activities?” She looked down and saw the boxes and bags Shen Mi had been carrying, carefully examining them – clearly all from different households’ containers – then looked up at Shen Mi.

Shen Mi smiled: “Mother, don’t overthink it, it’s…”

Someone else interrupted him: “Madam Shen, you don’t know – Brother Shen is remarkably talented. While studying at the academy, he also operates some… delivery business, leading a group of poor students and mountain children to fetch meals for fellow students and help teachers’ families and classmates with shopping down the mountain. Oh, he rarely delivers personally – most of the time it’s those pitiful mountain children running errands while he sits and collects commission, haha, truly a profitable way!”

Madam Shen’s eyes widened in shock at first, then her whole body began trembling. She was examining those boxes, and hearing the rest, suddenly hurled the box in her hand: “Shen Mi! You disappoint me so much! Have you forgotten your origins? Have you forgotten the Shen family’s ancestral teachings! Engaging in merchant activities is already debasing yourself, yet you also act like a moneylender, collecting commission from children? How is your behavior any different from those lowlife scoundrels!”

Shen Mi’s sister also stared wide-eyed, looking at those children about her age, grabbing Shen Mi’s sleeve: “Brother, brother, do you really take these children’s money!”

The scholar who had spoken earlier exchanged glances with his companions and smiled.

Shen Mi engaging in merchant activities at the academy was thriving – earning money while pleasing teachers. There were even rumors he was well-liked by academy affairs staff who intended to promote him to the student council. Many had long been displeased with this.

The wooden lunch box hit Shen Mi’s arm. He instinctively dodged slightly, thought for a moment, then went to pull his mother: “Mother, please come down the mountain with me first, and let me explain everything in detail…”

Shen Mi’s mother: “Kneel down!”

Behind the crowd, Tie Ci watched with arms crossed.

Shen Mi paused but didn’t kneel. He continued pulling his mother’s sleeve, using more force: “Mother, please come with me…”

Madam Shen suddenly pulled out small scissors and with a snap cut through her sleeve. Turning around, she rushed toward the cliff beside them: “Husband! I failed to properly educate our child and have no face to live in this world!”

Everyone cried out in alarm. Shen Mi’s agonized scream was heart-wrenching: “Mother—”

He desperately rushed forward.

A figure flashed, and Shen Mi’s mother suddenly disappeared. Everyone’s alarmed cry was cut off halfway, and they looked around bewildered. Only Shen Mi, unable to stop his momentum, stumbled forward a few steps and let out another cry: “Your High… Heaven! Please show mercy!”

Not far from the mountain path was a cliff. Somehow Tie Ci and Shen Mi’s mother were now standing at the cliff’s edge, with Tie Ci holding the back of the woman’s collar and pushing her outward. Half of the mother’s body was already hanging over the cliff.

Everyone was so shocked they didn’t dare make a sound.

What kind of operation was this? Saving someone then pushing her toward the cliff edge?

Tie Ci held Shen Mi’s mother by the collar. The mountain wind couldn’t disperse her cold voice: “Madam Shen, do you still remember me?”

When Shen Mi’s mother opened her eyes, there was an abyss beneath her feet. Startled, she slipped forward, loose stones falling with rustling sounds. Terrified, she frantically grabbed backward, no longer remembering she wanted to die.

She looked at Tie Ci in panic, and after a long while barely recognized who she was: “You are…”

“I really hate people who threaten others with death at the drop of a hat.” Various chaotic scenes flashed through Tie Ci’s mind. She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, the coldness in her gaze was even more intense. “Most of the time they don’t really want to die – they just use it as a foolproof method to threaten those who love them. It works every time, making them addicted to dying. But if you actually made them die, they absolutely wouldn’t be willing.”

“You…”

“Look at the abyss beneath your feet. Are you afraid? Panicked? Desperate?” Tie Ci said. “Do you know that your son, whom you think is just studying peacefully at the academy, has also stood above such an abyss, has also carried heavy loads walking mountain paths, has also groped alone in the dark night, then lit up a whole room for you mother and daughter.”

Shen Mi stood a zhang away, suddenly his eyes became moist.

Tie Ci, holding Shen Mi’s mother, turned to look at Shen Mi.

“Shen Mi, I won’t overstep my bounds. Today your mother and sister are both here. Will you continue the facade, protecting them from wind and rain, or choose to speak openly about everything? You decide.”

You decide.

Be a saint or a living person.

I won’t interfere with your freedom.

But if you still want to continue being a saint, then sorry, I can’t afford you.

Meeting her gaze, Shen Mi raised his head. Being intelligent, he instantly understood the Crown Princess’s meaning.

Some mercy is just indulgence. No one should be protected from knowing the world and remaining forever naive.

If such a person stayed by her side, it would be a hidden danger.

After a long silence, he smiled.

“Brother Eighteen, I wanted to pull Mother aside earlier, but only to speak privately where mother and son could clarify things.”

In the days since returning to the academy, he had already thought this through.

Choosing to bear everything alone would eventually be exposed, and wouldn’t that also be a blow then? Since they’re family, they should bear things together. Mother wasn’t born a hothouse flower either – why should he stubbornly insist on blindly bearing everything alone, moving himself in the process?

He just hadn’t had a chance to go home and mention this matter, and today very unfortunately ran into this situation.

Tie Ci nodded with satisfaction.

Shen Mi was intelligent, polished smooth and clever by marketplace experience, yet hadn’t lost his nature. She didn’t want to lose such a talent.

“In that case, I’ll help you once more.” Tie Ci said. “If Shen Mi is at fault, it’s only in being willing to suffer alone while protecting you mother and daughter from worry.”

Dan Shuang stepped forward – she had been unable to restrain herself for a while.

“I heard you weren’t born into a wealthy household either. How did you end up being supported without knowing anything? If your family was convicted of crimes, how could it be that no one fell into slavery? You and your daughter are both fine – so who fell into slavery? Haven’t you thought about it?”

Shen Mi’s mother suddenly raised her head, her expression shocked.

“To prevent you from falling into prostitution, he was registered as a slave, withdrew from school, worked as a cart driver, as a peddler, as a servant, learned to be a coroner, mingling with those rotting corpses and greasy filth, mixing in the marketplace, becoming the kind of person you and your daughter never thought about, the kind you’d cover your noses and avoid when you saw them.”

“Then with money earned from menial labor, he created the same worry-free life you had before. Spoiling you to remain precious, eating tofu requiring bird brains as accompaniment, hiring large carriages you could sleep in when going out, buying fresh fabrics whenever you wanted, having servants at your beck and call, feeling not a trace of decline. And he told you this was prize money from excellent academic performance at the academy.”

“Do you know that every coin you spent on fabrics and ornaments was stained with your son’s sweat and blood?”

Shen Mi’s mother’s expression grew increasingly confused with each sentence, even forgetting she was at the cliff’s edge, instinctively stepping forward.

Tie Ci quickly pulled her back and pushed her onto flat ground.

“I really don’t know whether to call you naive or childish, actually believing all of Shen Mi’s comforting explanations. The academy isn’t a charity – would it support your son and your whole family?”

“If not for these merchant activities you look down on, you’d probably be like those neighborhood women now, buried in embroidery work and household management every day, unable to be here seeking death and teaching your son lessons.”

Tie Ci had another half piece of cloud cake in her other hand, which she casually put in her mouth and ate, then turned to go down the mountain.

“Shen Mi, let’s go. Since we took the order, we should complete it properly. As for your mother and sister, don’t worry – they have a large carriage to ride.”

Shen Mi bowed in acknowledgment, picked up the box from the ground, blew off the dust, and walked past his mother with his head down.

Tie Ci led him past the group of students from earlier, smiling: “If I were you, I wouldn’t dare say a word. Reading at the academy every day yet can’t outperform someone who dropped out and restarted while managing business and supporting his family – I’d be too ashamed to face anyone.”

The group blushed and stepped back, no longer daring to speak.

Qi Yuansi and others stood to the side watching, their expressions complex.

Shen Mi walked a good distance without looking back, but suddenly footsteps hurried up from behind.

It was Shen Mi’s mother, grabbing hold of Shen Mi, looking at him, wanting to say something but unable to speak for a long time.

Shen Mi didn’t look at her, smiling: “Mother, is that your carriage waiting? Let me escort you over.”

Shen Mi’s mother glanced at the sturdy, well-appointed carriage, her face suddenly flushing red. She walked over silently, said something to the driver, and the driver drove the carriage away.

Shen Mi wanted to persuade her – after all, it was still far to Ziyang County, and without a carriage it wouldn’t work.

Shen Mi’s mother said: “I… I’ll accompany you to town and hire another carriage there.”

After that, mother and son didn’t speak. Shen Mi’s mother’s gaze kept turning to her son’s hands, and the more she looked, the lower her head hung.

Before, when she’d asked about the many calluses on her son’s hands, he said they were from practicing calligraphy. But looking at other scholars now, who among them had so many calluses and small scars?

The young girl beside her suddenly tugged at her mother’s sleeve, saying timidly: “Mother, I can’t walk anymore…”

Tie Ci glanced at those mountain children – some were also girls about her age, walking these mountain paths as if on flat ground, still carrying baskets.

Shen Mi’s mother said softly: “Come, Mother will carry you.”

But Shen Mi had already walked over, smiling: “Big brother will carry you.”

Shen Mi’s mother watched her son carrying his sister, walking lightly and skillfully, clearly accustomed to mountain paths.

She suddenly remembered how sickly and weak he was as a child. Forget mountain paths – even flat roads tired him after a few steps, and he always wanted her to carry him.

When had the soft, whispering child who clung to her back grown such a strong spine?

He had silently carried them mother and daughter forward, and what had she been doing then? First immersed in grief over the family’s downfall, unable to get up, ruining her health, then becoming a soft vine clinging to him for survival, never straightening her back to truly be a good mother.

Shen Mi’s mother’s fingers dug deep into her clothing.

Tie Ci watched coldly, thinking there was still hope.

Such scenes always reminded her of some unpleasant past events. She quickened her pace.

Soon they reached town. Shen Mi still had business to do, so he directly helped his mother hire a small carriage to send them back.

Shen Mi’s mother also couldn’t face her son for the moment. Only before getting in the carriage did she hesitate and say: “When you have time, come home once. Mother has things she wants to say to you.” Looking at the sky, she added: “But no need to rush these few days – there will likely be heavy wind and rain.”

Shen Mi respectfully agreed. Watching the carriage curtain drop, he was about to turn around.

The curtain suddenly lifted again, and Shen Mi’s mother said behind him: “I saw paper slips in your bag with embroidery patterns people requested. Earlier passing through the market, I saw those patterns aren’t as good as Mother’s. Next time if there’s such work, you can have someone bring it down the mountain to Mother.”

Shen Mi turned around, his eyes crinkling with a gentle smile: “All right, Mother.”

Chapter 108: Lanterns Stain the Arched Bridge Rouge Red
Peach Grove Town was located at the foot of Qingyang Mountain, a fairly prosperous small town named for the peach grove outside it. With mountains behind and a river in front, it was hot during the day, but cool breezes came in the evening. People would leave their houses to stroll the streets, while shops hung red lanterns that swayed in the wind with candles burning in endless rows, creating a rare prosperity.

Tie Ci had already ordered Dan Shuang to reserve the town’s largest restaurant. Students from Excellence Hall and Virtue Hall, regardless of their thoughts, almost all came – even Qi Yuansi followed along. However, everyone was somewhat avoiding him today – some people didn’t actually smell of dung, but being thought about in that way somehow made them seem to truly stink.

Qi Yuansi, who had always been extremely popular, noticed this and didn’t huddle with others. He sat alone at a table with a cold expression, pouring and drinking by himself.

Suddenly a wine pot was placed on his table, its surface beaded with water droplets that made one feel a cool refreshing sensation just by looking at it.

Qi Yuansi looked up and saw Ye Shiba walking past, saying as he went: “Don’t drink hot wine on such a hot day. Try this house’s mint brew – it refreshes the mind and reduces internal heat.”

Qi Yuansi stared at the pot for a while, then looked back at the person walking out of the shop. That person wasn’t particularly tall, didn’t have especially broad shoulders, but had rather striking long legs. His light robe fluttered like silk in the wind. This appearance suddenly overlapped with a certain image in his mind.

It was from a hunting trip several years ago – a stunning glimpse from afar.

But he immediately shook his head – how ridiculous. That person was a woman, and of extremely noble status. How could she appear here?

Tie Ci went downstairs and heard storytelling below. Tong Rushi was again sitting apart from the group, listening alone from a distance.

The storyteller wasn’t telling popular romance tales, but rather recent interesting events from a small village in the Qingyang Mountain range: “…In that village, a new son-in-law moved in – a handsome fellow, said to be a young master from a wealthy family who fell on hard times. Now in those mountains, he’s become the mountain woman’s husband. During the day he drags chains to work the fields, at night he drags chains and, well, diligently plows the fields…”

Everyone burst into laughter. Someone said: “This story is interesting, but how did a young master end up as a mountain woman’s husband?”

The storyteller replied: “Heard he was plotted against by enemies working together… Ah, the grievances of those wealthy families aren’t for us common folk to understand. We just listen to bedroom pleasures. Heard that mountain woman has tremendous strength and, well, her demands know no satisfaction. They say when she gets excited she’ll slap her husband – the sound of slapping echoes until dawn every night…”

Everyone laughed even harder.

Tie Ci immediately knew they were talking about Murong Duan, but Lingquan Village was in another direction of Qingyang Mountain, quite far from here. How could small affairs from a remote mountain village spread to this town?

She looked at the storyteller – he was much like storytellers in countless market towns, with weak lower body and soft hands, clearly having no martial arts.

She listened for a while, then walked outside.

After a while, the storyteller finished his session and packed up to go home, when suddenly someone blocked his path.

The person said: “Sir, please wait. My master wants to ask you some questions.”

…

Tie Ci walked outside for fresh air. She wasn’t someone who enjoyed hosting gatherings – as the host, she’d share a drink, then let them enjoy themselves.

Ahead was a river with an arched bridge like the moon spanning it. Light boats came and went below, most carrying young mountain women with their small boats loaded with various mountain goods and fruits. They all looked up with rosy faces, smiling at the people on the bridge.

Many people crowded on the bridge, holding long, flexible branches with various delicate small lanterns tied to them. At the ends of the branches hung half-strings of copper coins. When they saw something they wanted, they’d lower the willow branches. The mountain women would grab the branches, take off the money strings, and hang baskets of mountain fruits and wild vegetables on the branch ends.

This buying method was very efficient and elegant. The mountain women’s movements during the brief time their boats passed under the bridge – quickly removing money strings and hanging up goods – were as graceful as threading flowers. Moonlight filtered through their fingers, and the small lanterns on the willow branches sparkled in their smiling faces.

The whole bridge hung with colorful lights like a flowing waterfall of light, brilliant and dazzling.

Tie Ci couldn’t help being moved.

Someone was selling willow branch lights right below the bridge, tied with various small lanterns. Tie Ci chose one with a red carp lantern, hung half a string of copper coins on the hook at the bottom, and carried it up to the bridge.

The bridge was originally packed with people, but when Tie Ci came up, everyone looked at her. Wherever she went, people made way. Girls smiled and made space beside them, and young men generously invited her to join them. Tie Ci nodded and thanked them all, randomly finding a spot to lean against the bridge railing.

Once she leaned there, people crowded around her, both men and women, more and more people, nearly fighting over the space.

Tie Ci had been extraordinarily beautiful since childhood, and years of male dress had given her a natural heroic air – truly suitable for both men and women, capable of being cool or sweet. She watched the scenery on the bridge while people below watched her.

Tie Ci saw those black-canopied boats coming downstream. From far away she spotted one boat with bright red mulberries that looked very tempting. The mountain woman on that boat was different from others – wearing loose, wide sleeves that concealed her figure, and wearing a bamboo hat.

Tie Ci’s attention was all on those bright red fruits. She slowly lowered her willow branch lantern.

Rong Pu came out from the restaurant in the distance and saw Tie Ci on the arched bridge ahead, surrounded by red candles and green decorations. Her face slightly reddened by the lamplight, her eyes holding a smile – this moment even the night was gentle.

Rong Pu’s somewhat anxious expression also relaxed. He was about to approach when he suddenly saw Tie Ci lean down.

At this moment, Tie Ci was lowering her lantern from the bridge while the “mountain woman” below rowed past. With one hand raised, she had already caught Tie Ci’s hanging willow lantern. With a flick of her finger, the money string fell into her snow-white palm.

Tie Ci was thinking how quick that gesture was, how long those fingers were, when the person had already hung a small basket of wild fruit on the hook and looked up at Tie Ci with a smile.

Wind lifted half the veil of the bamboo hat, revealing a vaguely snow-white face that glowed in the black night among red lanterns, the curve of her smiling lips exquisite.

Tie Ci had thought it was a mountain woman, but what mountain woman had such grace?

Pulling up the basket with the willow lantern was quite difficult – this was one of the great pleasures of buying fruit on this bridge. But for Tie Ci, it was just a light lift of her wrist to pull the willow branch up.

While pulling, she thought this fruit basket was quite small but surprisingly heavy. She wondered how people without martial arts could pull it up while keeping the willow branch intact.

The small basket fell into her palm, but what rolled out was an exquisite box.

It was fired gradient glass that was extremely rare to make – bamboo-joint shaped, starting as blue-green, gradually becoming lighter until the end was warm, pure white. The box was carved with pine trees on precipitous cliffs, the carving extremely detailed with pine needles visible in every strand. The blue-green was like lapis lazuli. Below the cliff were deer and white rabbits playing together, made respectively from white jade, amber, agate, ruby, sapphire and other precious stones. Tie Ci opened the box to find inside something fragrant and lustrous red – actually a box of rouge that was extremely luxurious and refined both inside and out.

She was stunned, never expecting wild fruit to become rouge.

It seemed to be Eight Treasures Glass Rouge from Lanfang Pavilion…

Tie Ci suddenly spun around and rushed to the other side of the bridge. At this moment the black-canopied boat had just passed under the bridge. The bamboo hat person gave her a back view of fluttering robes. Without time to think, Tie Ci sent her willow branch flying down to hook that bamboo hat.

But the bamboo hat person seemed to have eyes in the back of his head, raising his hand to catch the willow branch between two fingers. With a smooth pull, Tie Ci’s body fell downward.

The willow branch bounced back, carrying the red carp lantern above, scattering red light everywhere as it bounced back onto the white stone bridge.

Wind made countless willow lanterns sway with dancing light and shadow, half the flowing river reflecting green and red.

Amid cries of alarm from people on the bridge, Tie Ci fell into the arms of the person in the boat.

She raised her hand to remove the bamboo hat, but the bamboo hat person shook his head, and the hat with its white veil floated away. His black hair scattered in the wind as he looked back with a warm, melting smile.

The whole boat full of lamplight, her eyes full of stars and river.

The cries of alarm rose and fell, with children shouting: “Look! The beautiful brother!”

The person beside her laughed and pushed the oar. The small boat shot forward like an arrow.

Below the restaurant, Dan Shuang rushed out but saw Tie Ci with her back to her, waving her hand to indicate everything was fine.

She still chased after them, watching the small boat where Tie Ci looked back and smiled at the person in the boat.

With that smile, all the starlight in the sky seemed to fall into the Crown Princess’s eyes.

Dan Shuang had never seen her master show such an expression.

She stood stunned by the riverside for a long time, slowly furrowing her brow.

…

Chapter 109: You Are in My Wish
The voices and lights gradually faded away. In the sound of oars cutting water, they had entered the river ahead. The water surface gradually widened, with moonlight and starlight flowing across the sky. The sharp bow of the boat seemed to be heading toward the moon.

Tie Ci caressed the box in her hands – it had warmed up, feeling cozy.

“Do you like it?”

Tie Ci looked up into Rong Wei’s eyes and slowly said: “You pretended not to come drinking with us, but actually went to buy this?”

“Didn’t you say you wanted Eight Treasures Glass Rouge?” Rong Wei rested his chin on his hand. “It really was in demand. I took a shortcut down the mountain and almost got into a fight at Lanfang Pavilion to grab this last box.”

So that day when she was joking with Fatty Tiger at the martial arts field, mentioning Eight Treasures Glass Rouge, he had actually heard it. After several days, he secretly went down the mountain to buy this.

Tie Ci didn’t know whether to laugh or cry: “I’m a man – what do I need rouge for?”

“I don’t care what you need it for. Can’t really let Tian Wu buy it for you.”

Tie Ci gripped the box tightly, not knowing what feelings stirred in her heart.

She had never received rouge as a gift before.

She had bought rouge – all of it to reward the girls in Ruixiang Palace. No one had ever bought it for her.

Treasures were displayed before her, tributes from various countries, everything precious and magnificent, but those were all for the Crown Princess of the Great Qian Dynasty.

Not for Tie Ci.

This was also the first time she formally received a gift in her identity separate from being Crown Princess.

In such an almost touching way.

Her heart seemed to rise with gentle waves, undulating with the river water. She opened the glass box, and facing the moonlight, the rich fragrance instantly filled the entire river.

She should return it, she knew.

But at this moment she wanted to indulge herself in being selfish once.

Just blame this moment’s moonlight for being too beautiful, the starlight too bright, the wind too gentle.

A light blush rose on her cheeks, her eyes very bright, but her expression and tone were surprisingly calm: “Well then, thank you. I can use it to please my beloved in the future.”

Rong Wei coughed behind her, amusement growing in his eyes, though his tone was sullen: “That’s up to you.”

Tie Ci felt apologetic but couldn’t say anything. She put away the glass box, turned around and supported him: “Your injury isn’t healed yet, and you exhausted your vital energy before. You shouldn’t be out here on the river in the wind.”

Rong Wei suddenly said: “Look!”

Tie Ci turned her head and saw a streak of flowing light cross the sky, finally disappearing into the mountains beyond.

She said: “A shooting star! Quick, make a wish!”

After speaking, she clasped her hands together and lowered her head.

Rong Wei looked at her in surprise, then imitated the same gesture.

Under the starry sky, on the flowing river, in the small boat – two people maintaining the same posture.

A shooting star flashing across the horizon.

After a moment, Tie Ci let out a light sigh, raised her head, and smiled: “When my master first told me about this custom from her homeland, I thought – shooting stars are inauspicious, making wishes under such an ominous star, how could such wishes come true? But just now when the shooting star passed, I still made a wish. My hands really don’t listen to reason.”

Rong Wei sighed: “Just shows how foolish you are!”

Tie Ci said expressionlessly: “Someone who follows a fool is even more foolish.”

Rong Wei laughed heartily, then stopped laughing and said meaningfully: “Actually, it’s just because you have a wish in your heart. Longing for it to be realized… So, what is your wish?”

Tie Ci didn’t answer, asking him instead: “What about your wish?”

Rong Wei gazed at her and immediately replied: “You are in my wish.”

“…”

For a moment Tie Ci didn’t know what to say.

This should be sweet talk, right? Sweet talk? Sweet talk???

This person, was he really trying to turn her gay????

Flying feathers with flowing sleeves flashed through her mind again.

But I think I might be a lesbian?

Her pause was only momentary, then she smiled: “I understand now. Your wish must be wanting to beat me up.”

Rong Wei stared at her, the corners of his lips gradually curving into a smile that was both beautiful and sinister.

“Mm, you guessed very accurately.” He lazily flicked a pebble, shattering the calm lake surface and creating countless ripples. “You really do deserve a beating, making people’s teeth itch.”

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief, blinking: “You flatter me, you flatter me.”

“If you don’t want me to beat you, honestly confess your wish.” Rong Wei turned the topic back.

Tie Ci said helplessly: “My wish? World peace, clear seas and rivers, family happiness, health and longevity.”

Rong Wei commented: “Very perfunctory, and surprisingly doesn’t include me.”

“I also wish for the masters to have students everywhere, constant as the moon, rising as the sun, lasting as the Southern Mountains, never diminishing or collapsing.”

“Living to become a thousand-year turtle or ten-thousand-year tortoise?” Rong Wei said. “Why bother? Life isn’t about length but about ambition and achievement. A smelly long rotten rope or a thunderous cannon – which would you choose?”

“I choose the smelly long thunderous cannon.”

Rong Wei laughed, the mirth in his eyes rippling like endless waves across the entire landscape. He reached out to ruffle Tie Ci’s hair: “You seem dignified on the surface but are actually mischievous. Peel away all the disguises and look again – you hide a heart that’s both clever and indifferent… truly detestable, yet makes people…”

Tie Ci suddenly cut off his words: “Look!”

Rong Wei almost rolled his eyes.

This kid was truly slippery and detestable.

Reluctantly looking over, he saw some small creature struggling in the water, wet and struggling desperately. Tie Ci passed over the oar, and the creature climbed up – it was a cat with a swollen belly. Tie Ci could even see slight movement within its abdomen.

“It’s a pregnant stray mother cat,” Tie Ci said, taking off her outer robe to dry the mother cat. “About to give birth.”

“How many cat and dog corpses float down this river every day?”

“When you see it, you can’t ignore it.”

“Eighteen, I just said you were cold-hearted, didn’t expect you to be so soft.”

Tie Ci said nothing.

It was just that the cat’s desperate struggle in the water reminded her of herself at age three.

If master hadn’t seen her, the Great Qian Dynasty wouldn’t have today’s Crown Princess.

“Everyone has times of hardship and difficulty. Even a beast has reasons to live.”

“I won’t stop you from saving this cat. But I suddenly want to ask you – if a dying person came floating down the river today, would you save them?”

“Would you save them?”

“I wouldn’t.”

Tie Ci looked up at him.

“Who knows why that person fell in the water, or whether falling in was even a scheme? What if they’re pretending to drown to pull you into the water too?”

Tie Ci fell silent, wondering what Rong Wei had experienced. He said she seemed dignified but was actually indifferent, but what about himself? Under his frivolous and flirtatious exterior, what kind of soul was hidden?

People who haven’t experienced cutting winds and frost, bitter pain and persecution, wouldn’t have such wariness and coldness, such a cautious mentality.

“If you yourself fell in the water, would you hope others would think this way?”

“Me?” Rong Wei blinked, saying in surprise: “Is this about what I hope for? Isn’t it normal for drowning people to have no one save them?”

Not only would no one save them, but in the depths of winter on ice, someone might even step down on your head.

Looking at his expression, Tie Ci suddenly didn’t want to speak anymore. It wasn’t about differences of opinion – she keenly sensed that Rong Wei’s mood wasn’t very good right now.

She thought of what he had said to Senior Brother Mu that night.

The world is cold and bitter – those who haven’t suffered have no right to forgive on behalf of others.

She just slowly dried the cat, remembering herself trembling all over when master picked her up years ago.

Rong Wei crouched beside her and took the cat: “Wild cats aren’t clean – be careful of bugs biting you.” He added: “This place isn’t far from shore. If you can’t bear to part with it, find a family to give it to. Supplement with some silver, and they’ll probably be willing to have an extra mouse-catcher at home.”

Tie Ci was about to turn around when the cat cried out, dragging her outer robe as it struggled down to sit on the deck and began licking itself.

She was still confused when Rong Wei frowned: “It’s giving birth!”

He accelerated the rowing, but it was already too late. The mother cat began giving birth to kittens one after another – a pile of pink, soft little things rolling onto her outer robe.

There were no houses nearby, so she had to stop the boat and help the mother cat give birth.

The cat seemed to have struggled too long and been hungry too long. It quickly lost strength. For the last one, Tie Ci had to help deliver it.

The newborn kittens blindly nuzzled around the mother cat’s body. The mother cat meowed, wanting to lick the kittens but lacking the strength.

Tie Ci stroked the soft cat fur and suddenly thought of Noble Consort Jing.

It must have been very difficult for her to give birth to herself back then.

Later, to protect her and reassure the Empress Dowager, both she and father ignored Noble Consort Jing. Over time, due to busyness, they gradually truly forgot about her, letting her become weak and foolish under the daily manipulation of those palace servants with ulterior motives.

She had once been a strong mother. That she had fallen to this state – didn’t she herself bear some responsibility?

She had always thought that as long as she survived, lived well, and secured her position, that would be the best protection for her mother.

But Noble Consort Jing was a mother. She didn’t understand court politics. All she wanted was her husband’s care and her daughter’s affection.

The imperial family had stripped away her meaning of existence as a wife and mother.

And she wasn’t the type who could stand on her own and find her own value.

The world had been too difficult for her.

Tie Ci closed her eyes.

She said softly: “They say motherhood makes one strong, but actually motherhood makes one soft. I suddenly understand my mother.”

Rong Wei, who was rowing, suddenly laughed coldly: “I suddenly remember my mother too.”

“Do you understand her too?”

“I don’t understand.” Rong Wei said. “If your mother drugged you unconscious and packaged you off to a strange woman’s bed, could you understand that?”

Tie Ci: “…”

Anger suddenly surged in her heart.

What?! Which woman!

A moment later this anger receded like a tide.

She wanted to slap herself.

What kind of anger was this?

Thinking again, Tie Ci laughed.

“I never thought someone like Master Rong would have such tragic times. May I ask who that lucky young lady was?”

“You said ‘lucky,'” Rong Wei immediately turned his head, looking at her with burning eyes. “You also think it’s lucky, right? So do you want this kind of…”

Tie Ci immediately used her interruption technique to cut off this flirtatious guy who reacted too quickly: “It seems Master Rong actually ran away from marriage? I didn’t expect you to be such an honorable gentleman who could sit calmly with a beautiful woman.”

“You flatter me,” Rong Wei said. “But let’s be clear – I don’t want to be a gentleman. If my mother drugged me and packaged me off to…”

Tie Ci: “Oh, mama cat! Mama cat! What’s wrong with you! Wake up! Don’t scare me!”

Rong Wei: “…”

This damned little brat Eighteen.

Looking at the cat, it really wasn’t doing well – its meowing had grown weak.

Rong Wei flicked his wrist and with a splash, there was already a fish speared on the oar.

He tossed the dripping fish over, and it landed beside the cat.

But the cat didn’t even sniff it. Its breathing gradually weakened. Tie Ci picked up the three kittens and gently placed them near its mouth.

The mother cat slowly licked each of the three kittens’ heads.

The three kittens blindly crawled and clawed around their mother’s head, falling off repeatedly.

After a while, Tie Ci took them down, tore off half her clean inner robe to wrap them up.

The other half wrapped the dead mother cat.

The boat reached shore, but there were no houses anywhere.

Tie Ci buried the mother cat. The kittens made tiny chirping sounds in her arms.

Rong Wei smiled: “If you were a woman, people would probably think you’re holding your own children.”

Tie Ci grinned: “Maybe in the next life.”

Her outer robe had been used by the mother cat for giving birth. With only a thin inner robe, she looked rather frail in the cool midnight wind.

Rong Wei glanced at her, took off his own outer robe, and draped it over her. “Can you spread your arms?”

Tie Ci spread her arms. Rong Wei helped her put it on and fastened the buttons. Being taller than Tie Ci, he had to lower his head slightly while fastening the buttons. His high-bridged nose seemed about to poke her hair, his well-defined lips hovering near her forehead. Without looking up, she could sense the ultimate masculine beauty before her – like a flower on a towering tree, washed by heavenly winds, endlessly elegant.

The faint woody fragrance was also overwhelming at this moment.

So overwhelming she seemed to have nowhere to escape.

Tie Ci thought expressionlessly: Master said it’s all tricks.

Once you’re tricked into bed, you’re worthless.

When that time comes, would she be responsible for him or would he be responsible for her?

From his tone, his family had other arrangements for his marriage.

What about herself? She was engaged. Could the Prince of Liaodong’s dignity be easily dismissed?

He accepted male relationships well, but she preferred to be a lesbian.

They were destined to be strangers in this world – why entangle themselves with worldly affairs?

Rong Wei kept watching her expression.

Seeing her gaze flow and finally turn cold, his hand pressed harder, and with a ripping sound, he tore off a button.

His fingers tightened, almost wanting to grab Ye Shiba’s throat and shake him at that moment, asking what this little brat was really thinking.

Did he think convincing himself to be gay was easy?

Did he think wanting to break the engagement with the Crown Princess was easy?

Did he think casting aside all concerns, not thinking about how this choice would affect everything he planned, rushing toward a future with a man was easy?!

Frustration swelled in his chest, red flashed before his eyes, and killing intent arose spontaneously. He quickly shook his head and breathed deeply.

After a moment he calmed down, released his fingers, and even smoothed out the wrinkles: “Let’s go.”

Tie Ci silently followed behind him.

Neither spoke. After getting their bearings, they headed up the mountain.

One in a bad mood, one with thoughts in chaos – they had both forgotten the classmates left behind in town.

There was also a patch of forest near the water. To reach the mountain path back, they had to pass through the woods.

In the midnight forest, strange birds cawed, trees rustled, and shadows seemed to lurk everywhere like human figures.

Tie Ci held the kittens, walking absent-mindedly, when suddenly her steps faltered – she vaguely sensed something wrong.

At the same time, Rong Wei shouted: “Don’t move!”

Chapter 110: The Crown Princess’s Three Palaces and Six Courts
Tie Ci’s intuition was remarkable – she had already stopped and remained motionless. Rong Wei crouched down, feeling around on the ground covered with scattered branches, then stood up and looked around in all directions before suddenly leaping into the air.

Like a great bird, he was on the opposite tree in the blink of an eye. After a moment, branches bounced and there was a crisp “clang” sound.

With a crack, a branch as thick as an arm broke and fell. Wild birds throughout the forest were startled, flapping their wings as they rushed toward the night sky.

Rong Wei flew down, his robes billowing in the air, now holding a crossbow. He signaled to Tie Ci that she could move.

Tie Ci’s gaze contracted.

Crossbows were controlled weapons, but lately, she kept seeing crossbows everywhere.

She flicked her toe and picked up a steel wire – this was a mechanism buried under her feet, connected to the crossbow in the tree. As long as someone stepped on it and lifted their foot, the pre-aimed crossbow would fire.

With the crossbow’s power and the current distance, there was an eighty to ninety percent chance it would punch a hole through the chest of whoever stepped on it.

Wire in her palm, Tie Ci didn’t pause and suddenly spun around.

“Stop!”

A streak of black light shot out like lightning.

The sound of fleeing came from deep in the forest, then abruptly stopped.

As Tie Ci struck, Rong Wei’s crossbow also released. The string hummed, aimed in another direction.

There was a sound of someone falling, accompanied by a scream.

Tie Ci called urgently: “Leave them alive!”

Rong Wei had already swept out, and Tie Ci followed, rushing toward the one she had hit with the steel wire.

Rong Wei had used a crossbow – that one might already be dead, but it didn’t matter. This one was just pierced by steel wire. As long as he wasn’t unlucky enough to have his heart pierced, he wouldn’t die.

But when Tie Ci reached him and turned over the fallen man, she saw his forehead bloody, with a sharp stone on the ground.

This person’s luck was truly so bad that he hit a sharp stone when he fell?

Tie Ci placed her hopes on the one on Rong Wei’s side, but walking over to look, the crossbow bolt had hit right through the heart.

In the dark forest with unclear directions, one couldn’t blame others for hitting vital spots. She said nothing and crouched down to carefully examine the two men.

Both had sturdy builds, rough skin, and callused fingers – they looked like northern warriors.

They carried no identifying marks, and even the fire lacquer seals had been removed from the crossbows.

But the crossbow design differed from Great Qian military equipment.

Jiusui, Liaodong, and Xirong all might use crossbows different from Great Qian’s.

But currently, none of these three parties seemed to have reason to target her.

Tie Ci suddenly remembered something and hurried to leave. Noticing Rong Wei gripping his wrist, she remembered his injury and quickly grabbed his hand: “Your wrist is injured – how can you still draw the bow so fiercely?”

After checking – the front end was slightly split, but it wasn’t serious – she took out her wound medicine and applied it again. “I need to return to town.”

Rong Wei seemed to be thinking about something, nodding somewhat absent-mindedly. The two returned to town again. The group of reveling students’ feast wasn’t over yet. Tie Ci instructed Dan Shuang, who had been waiting all along, to settle the bill. Tonight they could play whatever they wanted, except no payment for flower wine. She went downstairs to find the storyteller, but he had already left. When she asked the owner, he said the storytellers here came and went as they pleased – just give them a cut and they could tell stories in the shop. He didn’t ask about their backgrounds and didn’t know this person, who had only arrived in the past couple days.

After asking around the shop and outside, no one actually knew this storyteller. Tie Ci had to give up. She thought when Chi Xue returned with the map, she’d have Dan Shuang accompany her to visit Lingquan Village again to see if Murong Duan was still there.

Murong Duan was, after all, the second prince of Liaodong. He had family, friends, and subordinates. Earlier she had Murong Duan write home, planning to infiltrate Liaodong by gaining their trust, then lure Murong Duan’s people in. By the time calculation, her Nine Guards should arrive then, perfect for catching them all in one net.

According to her arrangements, even if Liaodong people came to rescue Murong Duan, it should be her infiltrators doing the rescuing, ensuring Murong Duan wouldn’t actually be saved.

But now clearly something had gone wrong – those who came to rescue Murong Duan were his own people.

How had the Liaodong people detected the problem so quickly? Tie Ci couldn’t quite figure it out.

It was just a coincidence.

Originally, she and Feiyu had simultaneously begun extorting Murong Duan. To avoid attention, each only chose half the money and one letter home.

The problem was neither knew the other had also acted, so there became two letters home and the silver became the full amount.

Murong Duan’s wife held power in the household and naturally felt something was wrong, urgently dispatching people to investigate.

Though Tie Ci wasn’t clear why this was exposed so early, she wasn’t too worried.

Lingquan Village was full of experts – not just anyone could enter. These people, newly arrived, shouldn’t be able to find their way there.

So what was this storyteller doing? Deliberately spreading news about Murong Duan?

And at the rare time when she came down to town.

Did the storyteller reveal Murong Duan’s information, draw his people to investigate, then indicate her whereabouts so Murong Duan’s people could ambush and kill her?

The crossbows meant assassination – the other party didn’t want to capture her to ask about Murong Duan’s whereabouts, so they should have already learned Murong Duan’s location.

Also, since these people had come after her, what about Feiyu?

Thinking of Feiyu, Tie Ci felt strange – this person’s image in her mind was gradually blurring, yet the name remained clearly etched there, impossible to erase.

She knew this courtesan’s origins were mysterious and unfathomable. When the courtesan encountered these events, was it accidental or purposeful?

She appeared and disappeared like a divine dragon – always mysteriously vanishing. Was she safe now?

Academy affairs were almost finished too. She should hurry to investigate everything clearly and leave early, lest she cause trouble that implicated her fellow students.

The drinking upstairs continued. She wanted to go up and look but heard someone inside saying: “I just received news from home today – the Crown Princess might come to inspect the academy soon.”

Tie Ci stopped. She recognized Qi Yuansi’s voice.

A chorus of surprised voices came from upstairs. Li Zhi said: “What would the Crown Princess come for? Isn’t she training in the outskirts of the imperial capital?”

Someone said: “The Crown Princess has probably wanted to come for a long time, right? I heard this news too. My uncle who serves as prefect in Penglai said the Crown Princess, under the pretext of admiring the Hairight literary circle and visiting great scholars, wants to inspect Leaping Carp Academy. Actually, she’s getting older and seeing the throne becoming unstable, so she wants to win hearts and select her future inner circle at the academy!”

Immediately there were scoffs from around the table.

“No way! A woman – isn’t it enough to be a proper puppet? What inner circle is she selecting? We scholars have studied hard for ten years in cold windows, taking the proper imperial examination path. When we enter court as officials, we serve the court and the people – how can we easily become appendages to a woman? She thinks too highly of herself!”

“Is she coveting our Leaping Carp’s abundance of talent and gathering of famous scholars? Her ambition isn’t small, but ambition must be matched by ability! She’s an empty-title Crown Princess without inheriting the imperial family’s gifted abilities. I heard she doesn’t even like reading – just a boor who only knows some archery and horsemanship. How dare she covet the academy? Or does she think that with her status, if she raises her arm and calls out, we’ll willingly be driven by her? Hasn’t she heard that scholars have proud bones?”

Everyone chimed in agreement. Someone laughed: “Don’t be so indignant – maybe she’s just been rejected in too many marriage proposals and came to the academy to pick talented and handsome ones to fill her future three palaces and six courts.”

“Haha, if she asked me to be empress I’d consider it! But being a concubine is out of the question.”

“With Yuansi here, would it be your turn?”

Qi Yuansi’s voice, drunk: “Don’t drag me into this! I already broke the engagement!”

“I heard the Crown Princess is quite beautiful – don’t you find it regrettable?”

“Bah! If I married her, I’d be the one regretting it!”

Loud laughter arose, and drunk people’s words headed toward vulgarity.

Suddenly there was a loud crash, like a stool being kicked into the wall, followed by Dan Ye’s slightly drunk voice: “Ha! The few of us just went to take a piss and you’re here farting away, making me dizzy with the stench!”

Someone angrily said: “Dan Ye, you’re being presumptuous! Don’t use your friendly nation prince status to oppress fellow students – do you think this is your Xirong?”

Bang – another loud sound, accompanied by everyone’s cries and that person’s shouts, then a snap of window shutters opening. Dan Ye said: “Get out and blow on your head!”

From the sound, he was about to throw that person out the window. This building was quite high – a fall could easily break a leg.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

She had heard before about Dan Ye fighting for her, which seemed unreal at the time. Hadn’t this kid initially been antagonistic toward her with an unfriendly face? When had he changed his nature?

She hadn’t expected to witness the real thing tonight.

She headed upstairs, not wanting bloodshed over such nonsense. Otherwise, if rumors spread to the censors and the Xiao family, they’d either accuse her of bullying fellow students or charge her with colluding with foreign powers.

She had heard such talk often and long since became numb to it. But Qi Yuansi’s news was strange – when had she decided to inspect the academy as Crown Princess?

But then she heard Huyin and Rong Pu’s voices.

Huyin said: “Don’t throw!”

Tie Ci was just feeling relieved when she heard her continue: “Dare, look down on, women, might as well, castrate!”

Tie Ci: “…”

Fortunately there was Rong Pu, who remained unhurried and calm at this moment: “We’re all fellow students – we shouldn’t hurt our harmony.”

That person was delighted, and everyone quickly thanked him.

“…Throwing him down and breaking his leg would require medical compensation, and points would be deducted later,” Rong Pu said. “Use Ten Thousand Vomit Powder instead.”

Before he finished speaking, there was a thud on the floor, followed by sounds of vomiting from everyone, and an indescribable terrible stench. Tie Ci and Rong Wei fled at the smell.

As she escaped, Tie Ci thought that Rong Pu, being weak in health, had the Rong family seek famous masters for him. The teacher was said to be an extraordinary expert, and the Rong family kept this secret. She couldn’t probe, but since Rong Pu dared to travel without martial arts, he must have plenty of life-saving and harmful items. At least this Ten Thousand Vomit Powder was good – she’d ask him for some later.

She was curious – would they really vomit ten thousand times? This smell was simply like defecating through the mouth.

It was quite fitting for those foul mouths.

Downstairs, she instructed Dan Shuang to settle the wine bill as usual, but let those idiots compensate for dirtying the restaurant and pay cleaning fees themselves.

She took the cats and requested a carriage with Rong Wei to return to the academy first. On the road, Rong Wei ignored her the whole time. Tie Ci felt awkward and tried to start conversation: “Wonder how many days that group will keep vomiting.”

Rong Wei didn’t even open his eyes, saying lazily: “Serves them right.”

Tie Ci felt somewhat better: “You also think it was excessive how they talked about the Crown Princess?”

“What kind of men talk about women behind their backs?” Rong Wei said. “If they really don’t like her, just kill her.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Chapter 111: I’ll Argue Against Myself
The heart that had just felt a bit more at ease was instantly blocked again.

After a long while, she said: “Your Excellency treats life so lightly—aren’t you afraid of others’ cold mockery?”

Rong Wei lifted his eyelids to glance at her, let out a cold laugh, and didn’t answer.

He treated the world lightly naturally because the world had first treated him lightly. Everyone was just one life—when he had struggled bitterly countless times at the edge of life and death, he had never seen the world show him even a fraction of pity.

But he didn’t need those cheap things either.

Only, why bother bringing out his heart so earnestly, exposing it under the sky’s light for others to judge? What was the point of bringing it out? What meaning was there in the pity, sighs, understanding, and sympathy he might gain?

If someone truly had heart, they would naturally know and understand him; if they had no heart, complaining and selling misery would be useless.

Like the one in front of him now—she clearly appeared to be someone firm and resilient, yet she was putting on that false compassionate act, that womanly kindness.

It was… quite a mood killer.

His emotions sank down, and he closed his eyes without speaking.

Someone who usually had spring breezes in his eyes, once he fell silent, faintly exuded an aura of solemn killing intent and sinister coldness, looking somewhat mad.

Like a volcano that appeared calm, but with magma churning restlessly beneath.

Tie Ci knew in her heart that he had misunderstood, but she couldn’t explain either. She sighed inwardly, thinking, that’s fine too.

After that, the two had nothing to say along the way, returning to the academy in a rather oppressive atmosphere.

Tie Ci entered the academy, planning to hand the little cat over to Dan Shuang to care for, but Dan Shuang wasn’t someone who could carefully tend to living creatures. Just as she was hesitating, Rong Wei had already taken the bundle over, gave some instructions to the academy’s servants, and went to the kitchen to find some firewood. After a while, a servant brought goat’s milk and some tools. Rong Wei then began clanging and banging in the courtyard, making a box. Tie Ci had Dan Shuang find thin tubes to feed the little cat goat’s milk. While feeding, she secretly watched Rong Wei, seeing his nimble fingers and light movements—before long, he had made a box that was both beautiful and sturdy.

She watched Rong Wei half-kneeling on the ground, a nail held in his mouth as he worked, and for a moment felt somewhat dazed. It was as if she saw a farmhouse courtyard, daily life—you raise sheep while I do woodwork.

Just like countless ordinary couples in this world.

However, she instantly smiled with melancholy.

That was the happiness of ordinary people—she wasn’t destined for such a life.

Rather, it was Rong Wei who should marry a suitable and virtuous wife, sharing with her the mundane matters of daily life, the human warmth of firewood, rice, oil, and salt.

But thinking of such a scene inevitably made her heart feel blocked again.

After Rong Wei finished the box, he tossed aside his hammer and went into the room to sleep. Tie Ci slowly placed the little cat into the box, setting it in the main hall. To prevent anyone from stealing or playing with the cats, she hung up a sign: “Ye Shiba’s Beloved Pet.”

She figured that nowadays Ye Shiba’s fearsome reputation could make scholars cry at night, so naturally it could also make them retract their claws.

After all that commotion through half the night, she lay down and slept immediately, though in her dreams there were always people glaring at her viciously. Sometimes Feiyu’s face would appear, with pearl-like tears as she sobbed about Tie Ci being heartless. She ran along mountain paths, wailing and crying out “I’m bisexual!”

Then her daughter-obsessed father jumped out, declaring magnanimously: “Child, we’re not afraid of being bisexual—at most I’ll make you emperor! Whether male or female, bring them all into Ruixiang Palace—one as Consort Yu, one as Consort Wei.”

Tie Ci was startled awake by this supremely ambitious arrangement. Opening her eyes to find dawn had not yet broken, the room was peacefully asleep.

She quietly turned over, looking at Rong Wei’s profile.

He slept peacefully, his silhouette sunk in shadow like distant mountains.

Tie Ci pillowed her hand under her head, staring unblinkingly until Rong Wei suddenly moved slightly.

She was so startled she quickly closed her eyes.

But Rong Wei had only turned over to face her direction.

After a while, Tie Ci quietly opened one eye to peek at Rong Wei. With him sleeping facing her like this, she felt somewhat flustered. Her gaze fell on his lips, staring at those rounded lip pearls for a while, which made her heart even more flustered.

Better to sleep properly.

She closed her eyes.

But at this moment, Rong Wei opened his eyes, his gaze clear and bright without a trace of sleepiness.

Staring at Tie Ci’s sleeping face, the corner of his lips curved in a silent, mocking smile.

A little brat with thievish heart but no thievish courage.

Across from him, Tie Ci’s breathing gradually became light, fine, and long—she had truly fallen asleep.

Her sleeping posture wasn’t very good. With one turn, her blanket fell to the floor.

Rong Wei got out of bed to pick up the blanket, when a hand suddenly reached down from the bed, grabbing the other corner of the blanket.

Rong Wei looked up to see Rong Pu lifting his head from the bed.

The two stared at each other, each holding a corner of the blanket.

After a moment, Rong Wei smiled at Rong Pu, exerting force with one hand while opening his arms with the other.

Seeing that stance, Rong Pu knew this fellow was going to use full force, determined to pull him off the bed and into his own embrace.

When the blanket tore, the sound would surely wake Tie Ci. When Tie Ci opened her eyes, she would see him throwing himself into this guy’s arms.

The Crown Princess’s brain, soaked in various legendary romantic novels for over ten years, could instantly compose seven or eight stories with twisting plots that were both moving and tragic.

Rong Pu had no choice but to let go.

Rong Wei covered Tie Ci with the blanket. Her eyelashes fluttered as if she might wake, but his fingers gently brushed across her forehead, and she slept peacefully again.

This sleep was rarely sweet and sound. When Tie Ci woke in the morning, most everyone had already gotten up. Only Rong Wei, who had no classes and was recovering from injury, still lay in bed reading and eating snacks, scattering melon rinds and fruit shells all over the bed.

Tie Ci thought no wonder her final dreams had been filled with mice.

She got up, and Rong Wei didn’t even lift his eyelids—clearly his anger hadn’t subsided.

Though the Crown Princess had a good temperament, that was all surface appearance. She had never had the habit of pressing a warm face against someone’s cold backside, much less when that person was untouchable.

So she just went about her own washing and grooming, and checked on the little cats in the box outside.

From far away, she noticed the sign had changed to three smaller ones. Getting closer, she saw they read: “Ye Shiba’s Sister,” “Ye Shiba’s Elder Sister,” and “Ye Shiba’s Brother.”

Tie Ci: “…”

What wicked person stayed up in the middle of the night to name cats?

Li Zhi walked over, saw the signs and let out a “puchi” sound, quickly covering his mouth and laughing: “These names are quite endearing, just a bit long.”

Tie Ci said: “So don’t call them randomly. They’re clearly called Rong Rong, Yi Yi, and Rong Yi.”

Li Zhi’s eyes showed he was about to “puchi” again. Behind him, Fat Tiger asked foolishly: “Surname Rong? Eighteen, won’t Master Rong be unhappy…”

“What unhappy? Those are his own sons,” Tie Ci said. “Eating their fill, drinking their fill, sleeping stupidly, catching fleas—living easy.”

The room’s curtain was half-rolled, and Rong Wei was reaching his hand into a snack jar.

Hearing this, his hand paused slightly.

Li Zhi didn’t dare get involved in the clash between these two big shots. He pulled Fat Tiger away. Tie Ci, drooping her eyelids, fed the little cats more goat’s milk, then instructed Dan Shuang to go to Lingquan Village to inquire about Murong Duan’s whereabouts before going to class.

All day today, between classes everyone discussed the matter of the Crown Princess coming to inspect. Obviously, the young people were very curious about the legendary Crown Princess, but their respect was lacking.

The reason wasn’t strange either. Although the Xiao family had no children studying at Yueli Academy, under the pretext of assistance, they had arranged for many children of officials and gentry close to them to enroll. Many of the academy’s instructors, teaching assistants, and administrators also came from the Xiao faction. These people couldn’t openly criticize the Tie imperial clan, but they could secretly belittle the Crown Princess who had long been unable to inherit the imperial clan’s abilities and was of female body.

Now there were also rumors that the Empress Dowager intended to betroth Tie Ci to a Xiao family son, so how long this Crown Princess could live was still a question. Even less need to be concerned.

At lunch time, someone came to invite Tie Ci: “Brother Ye, we’re gathering in the dining hall today—all dormitories together—to discuss reception matters for the Crown Princess’s inspection. Will you join?”

Tie Ci: “Hmm?”

Someone passed by, laughed, and said: “Why speak so cryptically? Are we afraid the Crown Princess might hear? Brother Ye, we want to discuss how to give the Crown Princess a show of force, let her see the academy’s scholarly backbone and literati nobility that cannot be trifled with.”

Tie Ci: “???”

“Will you come? With your abilities, you could surely make that Crown Princess ashamed and flee in humiliation, never again daring to abuse her power.”

Tie Ci: “…Sure, sure.”

I’ll argue against myself!

She followed to the dining hall, where groups were talking excitedly. Someone said: “That day she’ll surely make us display our literary talents. Then we must trouble Brother Rong to take action, to teach that Crown Princess what it means to be learned and knowledgeable of past and present.”

Rong Pu smiled and nodded.

Someone said: “Everyone should go home and write a few pieces these days. If she wants us to submit articles for her review, we might as well put some effort into critiquing that one.”

Everyone giggled at this.

Someone said: “It’s agreed—if the teachers want to go welcome her, let them go. We’ll all claim illness, not one of us will go welcome her.”

“Right! Give her a show of force!”

“She’ll probably also want to see archery skills. I hear the Crown Princess has decent archery. Wolf Master, we’ll need you to take action and deflate her arrogance!”

Someone felt uneasy because Dan Ye’s attitude toward the Crown Princess had always been strange. Sometimes he’d curse her along with everyone else, but sometimes he wouldn’t allow others to speak of her. Just last night there had been a fight.

Dan Ye sat on the table, one foot propped against a stool, swaying back and forth. He glanced at Tie Ci and laughed heartily: “Deal! I’ll make her prostrate herself beneath my iron hooves!”

Everyone was energized.

Tie Ci listened with a smile.

Quite well-planned.

“The Crown Princess will probably also inquire about practical matters—that’s when Brother Eighteen will have his moment to shine!”

Everyone’s gaze swooshed toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci hadn’t expected there would be a part for her. She was stunned for a moment, then smiled broadly: “Naturally.”

“If the Crown Princess seeks people with special skills, like arithmetic and such…”

“That would probably also trouble Brother Eighteen.”

“Small matter, small matter.”

Everyone was overjoyed. Among the laughter, Dan Ye’s laugh was particularly clear.

Rong Pu was gently shaking his head but had no intention of offering advice.

But Tie Ci knew in her heart that there was no such inspection, so things became interesting.

Some things, when spread around, would become true.

If everyone believed it was true and made all kinds of preparations waiting for the Crown Princess to come—whether what kind of preparations—when it fell through, there would inevitably be resentment.

Then that resentment would be hers to bear.

The scholars wouldn’t care whether it was rumor or not. How could news from the capital be false? Who would dare fabricate such a big matter? Even if Tie Ci explained it was rumor, it would be useless. Everyone would just think she had acted on a whim and then gone back on her word, pushing the blame onto subordinates. Many in high positions acted this way, didn’t they?

Thus, the evaluation of the heir being frivolous and unreliable was unavoidable. Offending scholars throughout the land and leaving a bad impression in the hearts of these future court officials was the real important matter.

Though it seemed like a trivial matter, the harm would be far-reaching.

As for who did this, one could figure it out with their toes.

Besides the Xiao family, who else would dare spread such rumors? Who else could make court officials and academy teachers all believe in this inspection story?

However, the Xiao family doing this had another purpose.

That was to force her out.

She had been incognito in Ziyang County for training, caused such a big incident, then ran away. But the Xiao family should still be able to guess she was very likely still in Haiyou.

Spreading this news—if she wasn’t in Haiyou and couldn’t rush over, her reputation would suffer.

If she was in Haiyou, she would definitely have to rush over to clear her name, thus exposing her location.

The Xiao family probably never expected that by coincidence, she was right in the academy.

The inspection date was in just three days. She couldn’t stay in the academy much longer—she had to hurry.

Inadvertently looking up, she saw a locked room in the teaching quarters. That was the office the mountain chief had given her for recruiting interns. A few days ago the academy had posted notices, and scattered people had come to apply, but most were concentrated among the poorly performing students from the later dormitories.

But Tie Ci wanted some students from good backgrounds more.

Not out of snobbery, but because these students would have greater chances of entering the court in the future. Being skilled in practical affairs would be more beneficial to the people’s livelihood.

She stopped, thought for a moment, and whistled.

After a while, Dan Shuang came at her call.

“Have Shen Mi and his companions spread a message these days—say that when the Crown Princess comes to inspect, she will directly select a group of people to fill staff and clerical positions. Remember, make it clear it’s for training and trial, without official positions.”

Dan Shuang said nothing and took the order.

Tie Ci also had a servant clean that room that no one had visited for several days.

The servant leaning on his broom asked: “Why not wait until people come to clean? No one’s been here for days.”

“It’s fine, just sweep. People will come soon.”

Tie Ci glanced at the currently thin registration book, chuckled, and walked away.

Lunch break was short, but she still strolled back once, telling herself it was to check on the cats.

Just entering the courtyard gate, she saw someone lifting a curtain to enter the room—it seemed to be Rong Wei. She entered the main hall, craned her neck, and saw Rong Wei still in bed crunching away, his posture seemingly unchanged.

Looking back at Rong Rong, Yi Yi, and Rong Yi, their eyes were already open, little bellies round and plump, with milk at the corners of their mouths—clearly just fed.

Who had fed them was obvious.

Tie Ci quietly poked Rong Yi’s belly—that was the only little male cat, the last born.

She suddenly discovered that Rong Rong and Yi Yi had soft stems tied around their necks with green leaves attached, the leaves covering their little bellies. On the leaves, in ant-sized characters, was written: “See no evil.”

Tie Ci chuckled, played with them for a while, then left.

After a while, Rong Wei shuffled in slippers off the bed, casually walking to the box’s edge and looking down.

Around Rong Yi’s waist was a circle of leaves spread out like a skirt, with “Hula dancer boy” written on the “skirt.”

Rong Wei laughed softly, his finger poking at the young cat, making it wobble and fall but constantly get back up. He crouched there, eyes unfocused, and after a long while, softly said: “You…”

…

Chapter 112: Who Is the Murderer
After evening classes, Tie Ci didn’t return to her dormitory. That was just a place for her to sleep. To avoid too much contact with a bunch of men, she would wash up by Liuxiang Lake—anyway, it was hot weather, so it didn’t matter.

Dan Shuang had even hidden a hammock for her in the artificial hill in a secluded part of the Liuxiang Lake forest. When needed, she could set it up and lie there leisurely watching the lake scenery.

The lake water reflected flower groves and pavilions, with a faint light twinkling like a bright pearl—that was the mountain chief’s Aiwan Study.

Tie Ci swayed back and forth, appearing drowsy, but the instant that point of light went out, she opened her eyes.

She rose silently. Dan Shuang, who had been standing guard under the tree, also stood up, put away the hammock. Master and servant removed their green robes, changed into black clothes, put on face masks, and swept out of the flower grove like light smoke.

On the way, Dan Shuang quietly told her that she had gone to Lingquan Village and heard that Murong Duan had already escaped.

As expected. Tie Ci nodded.

After waiting a while under the pitch-black Aiwan Study and confirming it was empty, Dan Shuang guarded at the courtyard gate while she swept up to the building.

Upstairs was a row of three rooms, with the mountain chief’s study in the middle. She pushed open the door silently, confirmed no one was inside, entered, and headed straight for the treasure shelf against the wall.

In the very center shelf sat a box brazenly displayed. Shen Mi had inquired—the mountain chief’s collection of small gold and stone objects were all kept there for his convenient handling and appreciation.

Tie Ci reached for the box.

With one grab, there was a clanging sound.

A hand pulled out from behind the box.

That hand grabbed the box and yanked it back.

Tie Ci yanked the box again.

That hand pulled it back again.

The two of them were bizarrely playing a tug-of-war game with the box through the wall.

Both seemed to be enjoying it immensely.

Tie Ci yanked back once more—then suddenly backhandedly shoved the box forcefully inward!

The other party, unprepared for her trickery, let out an “aiya” and was already struck by the hard stone box.

After Tie Ci’s shove, she turned and pounced toward the window.

The door must already be blocked, but the window was on the second floor, suspended in air—no one would be there.

She rushed to the window, just about to jump down, when she suddenly stopped.

Below, torches burned. Dan Shuang was restrained between two black-clothed men, with two sword blades at her neck.

The whistle for signaling had already been crushed underfoot.

When Tie Ci poked her face out, Dan Shuang saw her at a glance, closed her eyes, and without a word was about to thrust herself onto the swords.

Someone upstairs behind Tie Ci cried out in alarm: “Don’t!”

But Tie Ci moved even faster than Dan Shuang. The moment she saw Dan Shuang captured, she immediately said: “Dan Shuang, if you dare commit suicide, I’ll immediately drop my weapons and surrender!”

Due to the urgency, she didn’t even dare punctuate her words.

Dan Shuang stopped abruptly. At the same time, those restraining her immediately withdrew their swords, avoiding a bloody disaster.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief, then angrily said: “Always seeking death at the slightest provocation—do you even consider if it’s worth it! If you’re this reckless and extreme again, don’t blame me for sending you back!”

Only then did Dan Shuang lower her head.

Only then did Tie Ci turn back, squinting at the mountain chief across from her. The middle-aged, handsome man was covering his nose, with blood traces under his fingers—her box blow had hit him hard.

Seeing Tie Ci turn back, he mumbled: “What kind of temper does that servant girl of yours have, always seeking death and scaring people to death!”

“Indeed. You should remember this lesson and not casually threaten my people with knives in the future,” Tie Ci said lightly. “She will seek death, while I will kill.”

“You,” the mountain chief smiled bitterly, “everyone says Ye Shiba is not to be trifled with. I see you’re domineering. You’re the one who broke into my study at night with ill intent, yet you won’t allow me to apprehend your people?”

“What breaking in at night? Clearly I was invited by the mountain chief,” Tie Ci spread her hands. “You extinguished the lights, closed the doors, hid behind walls, invited many friends—wasn’t it all to wait for me?”

Someone coughed in the inner room.

The mountain chief said helplessly: “What’s the point of hiding anymore? Come out. She discovered you all long ago.”

Several people emerged from the inner room: the supervisor, the dean, Chen Zhuolin, and one she didn’t recognize—a woman with quite dignified bearing. From her clothing and manner, she looked like a nanny of status from a wealthy household.

The mountain chief opened the gold and stone box, took out a personal seal, and waved it at Tie Ci: “Were you looking for this?”

Tie Ci looked at those special curved patterns, which indeed matched the impression on her paper slip, and nodded.

“So it really is you.”

“What am I? Am I Madam He’s handler spy?” The mountain chief laughed. “If I were really that spy, I should have long ago accepted the court’s recruitment to an official position, entered the center of your Great Qian’s court to gather intelligence. Wouldn’t that be more convenient and promising than being a mountain chief at an academy?”

Tie Ci fell silent.

This was also the most incomprehensible part of the whole affair.

Whether this handler was the mountain chief, supervisor, or dean, none of it made sense. The purpose of spies was to obtain more intelligence. These academy higher-ups, even if not famous great scholars, mostly enjoyed reputations in scholarly circles. The court was eager to recruit them—becoming an official would be very easy.

But she still smiled: “Perhaps someone wanted to make long-term plans, letting the mountain chief have students throughout the world, so when the time came, one call would bring hundreds of responses, easily overthrowing the court.”

“How long would that take?” The mountain chief smiled and shook his head. “Besides, could a single word ‘teacher’ really make former students disregard their lives and families to follow? Eighteen, you’re a smart person—what do you think?”

Tie Ci smiled.

“Then how do you explain this seal?”

“Eighteen, do you really want to know the truth? Actually, sometimes not knowing the truth is better for you, better for everyone.”

“I promised Master He that I would seek an answer for him. No matter what that answer is, I think both he and I have the courage to face it.”

“Then sit down and have some tea.”

…

The mountain chief’s tea room was spotless, but the objects were quite messy.

Curling white steam rose like clouds. Tie Ci and the mountain chief sat facing each other. She gently turned her wrist, pouring a shallow cup of tea for the mountain chief.

The mountain chief smelled the fragrance and praised: “Exquisite technique.”

Tie Ci smiled.

Tea ceremony wasn’t among her required studies. She was a future emperor—she didn’t need to pour tea for anyone.

She had only learned the skill from Chi Xue.

A good cup of tea put the mountain chief in quite a good mood. He introduced the elderly woman to her: “This is Senior Nanny Gao from beside Old Madam Rong of the Rong family in the capital.”

Tie Ci frowned slightly, thinking that Old Madam Rong was a first-rank lady who often entered the palace. The nanny beside her might have seen herself before.

Looking at Senior Nanny Gao, the nanny’s expression wasn’t very good, but she didn’t seem to recognize her identity.

Rong Pu and Chen Zhuolin hadn’t told her?

Because of the Empress Dowager’s concerns, she rarely summoned outside noble ladies. Even at occasional grand palace banquets she had to attend, she was seated far from those ladies. With slight disguise now and dim lamplight, not being recognized was normal.

She relaxed a little.

She nodded to Senior Nanny Gao, but the nanny ignored her, only saying to the mountain chief: “Sir, our lady’s meaning…”

The mountain chief waved his hand: “Why go so far!”

Senior Nanny Gao had no choice but to remain silent, sitting coldly to one side.

The mountain chief said: “I originally thought you couldn’t solve this puzzle, never expecting you’d still find your way here. This is heaven’s will—heaven’s will that we old folks need no longer guard this secret. Very well, ask whatever you want to ask.”

Tie Ci said: “Then I’ll ask. Was Madam He really a spy?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of spy?”

“She killed herself too quickly to be certain. But we suspect it’s related to Liaodong.”

“Then did she really commit suicide?”

The mountain chief was silent for a while.

After a moment, he said: “Let me start from the beginning. Back when Prince Tang and Prince Lu rebelled, Prince Ping also got involved. Both sides worked hard to win over Teacher—that is, Master He. To gain Teacher’s favor, both sides successively sent their most valued advisors. Those advisors mostly held various intelligence about their masters and were responsible for handling it, carrying some confidential documents with them. Sometimes they would also reveal some things to Teacher—partly to gain his favor, partly to seek strategic advice, since Teacher was talented in all areas, including military command.

“This inevitably meant various important information flowed through his study. One day, I went to bring Teacher a late-night snack, but saw the Teacher’s wife standing outside the door. Teacher’s study was off-limits to anyone, so her behavior caught my attention. Just then, Supervisor Ge—who was still head librarian then—casually mentioned that the Teacher’s wife often went to the library, always on the second floor. Once when his wife wanted to go upstairs to find books, the Teacher’s wife was quite displeased, and they nearly quarreled.

“The Teacher’s wife had visited the library before, but recently it was particularly frequent. Just at this time, Prince Tang and Prince Lu in the capital nearly made the reckless mistake of prematurely attacking the palace due to switched information, fortunately discovering it at the crucial moment and calling it off. Later investigation found the problem lay with one of Prince Tang’s advisors, who was then on a mission to persuade Teacher. He was urgently recalled and disappeared thereafter. Soon after, Prince Tang and Prince Lu changed their previous tactful attitude and almost forcefully took Teacher away.

The mountain chief looked at Tie Ci: “Master He probably didn’t tell you that when he was detained in the capital, he was actually interrogated as a spy who leaked secrets, suffering greatly. When this news reached us, we became anxious. I, Luchuan, Old Ge—we were all Teacher’s disciples and naturally didn’t believe Teacher could be some spy leaking secrets. Then we thought of the Teacher’s wife. We kept following her. Once, when the Teacher’s wife came out of the library very early in the morning, we immediately followed and searched for most of the day. Finally, like you, we pieced together a message—but it wasn’t military secrets, rather a request to the handler for help rescuing Master He.”

Tie Ci thought this was probably the time Supervisor’s wife mentioned—when Madam He came out of the library very early in the morning and then committed suicide.

“With this evidence, we were extremely angry. Being young and hot-blooded then, we immediately went to confront Madam He. We angrily enumerated her wrongs against Teacher—heartless, ungrateful, with wolf-like ambitions. She listened silently throughout, looking very shocked. We also pressed her to reveal her contact’s identity so we could use false intelligence to trick them into rescue. After hearing this, Madam He indicated she wanted to go to the inner room to change clothes. Due to the separation of men and women, my wife and Rong Luchuan’s wife were present, and they followed into the inner room, standing guard outside the curtain. Before long, we heard Madam Rong scream and rush out saying Madam He had committed suicide.”

Tie Ci let out a long breath.

So that’s how it was.

It was suicide, yet also not suicide.

To say she was forced to death, yet one couldn’t say it was the mountain chief and the others’ fault.

Everyone was the murderer, everyone was not the murderer.

Chapter 113: The Truth
Everyone was the murderer, everyone was not the murderer.

Only inevitably feeling guilty, so they held memorial services year after year.

“At that time our anger hadn’t subsided. We felt it was good that she killed herself, only regretting that we hadn’t discovered the mastermind behind it all.” The mountain chief rubbed his temples with his fingers, candlelight casting bright and dark shadows across his face. “But whether to tell Teacher about this matter caused disagreement among us. Luchuan left the academy in anger over this very issue. Old Ge and I felt that Teacher had maintained a clean reputation throughout his life, beloved by all the world, and it absolutely couldn’t be tainted by this matter. And since Teacher deeply loved his wife, once he learned the truth, we also feared he couldn’t bear the blow. But Luchuan felt that while this matter could be concealed, we should tell Teacher the truth that his wife was a spy. We had a minor dispute, but after a night passed, Luchuan changed his mind and agreed with our thinking. After that…”

“After that, you covered up the real reason for Madam He’s suicide and made up a more cruel one. I really don’t know what you were thinking.”

Senior Nanny Gao said sternly: “Young man, show some respect!”

Tie Ci glanced at her.

Senior Nanny Gao’s voice faltered, instinctively not daring to speak anymore.

This young man’s gaze inexplicably made one’s heart turn cold.

The mountain chief didn’t notice that glance and smiled bitterly: “That was because for some unknown reason, after her death, her corpse showed strange peach blossom spots. She might have been poisoned while alive, which is why she became a spy. We knew Teacher’s deep feelings well—once he returned, even if she was buried, he would definitely open the coffin to take another look, and once he looked, everything would be exposed. We also couldn’t burn the corpse. Teacher had said he wanted to embrace his wife’s body in death and sleep together. If we rashly burned it, Teacher would definitely become suspicious. We could only use the most decisive method to ensure he could never approach his wife’s corpse for his entire life. Therefore, I imitated his wife’s handwriting to write a suicide note, forcing Teacher to never approach the grave site…” He lowered his head and sighed. “Don’t blame me for writing something so vicious. You don’t know Master He’s character, nor do you know how deeply the couple loved each other back then. If I hadn’t been so decisive, if Master He had learned the truth, he would definitely have followed his wife in death. Only by completely severing their love and affection was there a chance to keep him…”

“Then here’s the question.” Tie Ci said. “You noticed me and guessed my purpose from the moment I arrived at the academy, didn’t you?”

The supervisor took up the conversation: “Yes. We understand Teacher’s character. As soon as you came, we suspected he still hadn’t let go and wanted to find the truth.”

“So that night you deliberately went to the library?”

“At first we didn’t expect you could find your way to the library so quickly, so this matter was somewhat coincidental. During that period, the guards kept reporting that there were lingering food smells in the library in the mornings, so we paid extra attention to the library. That night we saw you enter there.”

Tie Ci silently cursed Rong Wei, that big glutton.

“Madam He was a spy, but since you discovered her, the communication content from back then couldn’t possibly still remain. I was destined to get no clues. So when you seemingly went to remove books, you were actually placing doctored books on the shelves. You forged spy communication information to lure me into investigating?”

“Probably only you, Eighteen, could figure it out—seeing the whole autumn from a single leaf.” The mountain chief said. “Yes, we imitated the way Madam He transmitted intelligence back then, leaving traces in those books, and deliberately left a corner imprint of my personal seal. If you didn’t discover it, so be it. If you did discover it, then we would tell you that Madam He was a spy.”

“Then you waited here, and if I came, you would explain the whole truth to me.”

“So we bore you no ill will. Your servant girl’s attempt at suicide earlier really scared me to death.” The mountain chief rubbed his temples.

“Is that so?” Tie Ci smiled, and without the smile fading, she suddenly collapsed forward onto the table.

The mountain chief was startled, called out twice, and when she didn’t respond, instinctively turned his head, his gaze sweeping around and landing on Senior Nanny Gao’s face.

Senior Nanny Gao’s expression remained unchanged as she pulled at the corner of her mouth.

“Why did you do this, Nanny?”

“Following my lady’s orders.”

“Why would Madam Rong order you to kill? The Chief Minister clearly agreed to give this child the truth.”

“This old servant follows my lady’s orders, and while my lady agreed to give him the truth, she didn’t agree not to deal with him.”

“Why deal with him?”

“My lady said: This matter passed many years ago, and suddenly someone claiming to be Madam He’s nephew appears, investigating the truth on Master He’s behalf—don’t you find this suspicious? Letting such an unrelated person know all the ins and outs, if word gets out in the future, whether it’s the mountain chief or the Chief Minister, they won’t escape the reputation of intimidating the teacher’s wife and betraying their teacher. How would you gentlemen handle yourselves then?” Senior Nanny Gao recited like she was reading from a book. “My lady said that the gentlemen’s reputations concern the scholarly world’s honor, while she is just a woman who doesn’t step outside her door—she doesn’t care about posthumous fame, so she’ll eliminate this matter root and branch on the gentlemen’s behalf, preserving the teacher-student bond between you and Master He.”

“What did you use? Poison? Why did only he collapse?”

The mountain chief’s expression was shocked and strange.

Didn’t the Rong family know this person’s identity?

Could it be that none of those who knew the inside story told Madam Rong?

“Poison was applied to the front half of the gold and stone box. As long as he touched it, he couldn’t escape. To let him die understanding, this poison takes two quarters of an hour to take effect.”

“Ai! Your master… your master!” The mountain chief suddenly pushed the table. “Where’s the antidote? Bring the antidote! Your master has made a grave mistake!”

He pushed the table over, and Tie Ci, who was lying on it, suddenly fell forward. Just as she was about to eat dirt face-first, someone rushed in and caught her.

The cool air with a faint medicinal fragrance—it was Rong Pu.

Senior Nanny Gao’s voice: “Young Master, why did you come!”

Rong Pu’s voice contained anger: “Senior Nanny Gao, what have you done to her!”

Senior Nanny Gao said: “Young Master, I heard you’re quite friendly with this young man at the academy? The Old Madam also had this old servant bring you a message—don’t casually associate with ruffians, lest you fall into someone’s scheme.”

Above her head, Rong Pu seemed to let out a cold laugh, though his tone became gentler: “Yes, grandson respectfully follows grandmother’s teachings. But this person is not a villain, and our Rong family absolutely cannot harm her. Grandmother doesn’t know the inside story and has caused great trouble. Please, Senior Nanny Gao, give me the antidote immediately.”

Tie Ci felt his fingers were ice-cold, thinking this person’s health was really poor.

Senior Nanny Gao said: “Young Master, for someone to make you so unfilial, defying your grandmother, this person is already a villain.”

Rong Pu was silent for a while without speaking further. Tie Ci felt him searching for something on her body, then Senior Nanny Gao cried out in alarm: “Young Master, that’s your life-saving medicine! You use one and have one less—what are you taking it out for?”

Rong Pu said lightly: “Since grandmother won’t grant medicine, I can only try using my own.”

“You mustn’t!”

Tie Ci sighed inwardly, slightly moving her wrist so that when Rong Pu lowered his hand, he could touch her pulse.

Someone usually so astute—why was he being foolish today, not even knowing to check her pulse first?

Sure enough, Rong Pu’s fingertip touched her wrist pulse the next moment, and he was slightly stunned.

Tie Ci continued lying there without getting up, thinking since you’ve already defied your grandmother once for me, young master, defy her once more.

However, Rong Pu immediately sighed: “Eighteen.”

Tie Ci also sighed, supporting herself on the mat and lifting her head.

Really, why come so quickly?

She had wanted to listen a bit more.

Senior Nanny Gao, who had been sitting steadily, suddenly jumped up, her face looking like she’d seen a ghost: “You, you, you… how are you not poisoned…”

“You mean the poison on the box?” Tie Ci sighed. “Please, such crude tactics might work for killing chickens and ducks, but using them against me? Honey, I suggest you go back and study for three more years before trying again.”

Senior Nanny Gao: “Impossible! I saw you touch it! That poison only needs to touch the skin a tiny bit to take effect!”

Tie Ci calmly took off a glove thin as a cicada’s wing from her hand in front of her.

Senior Nanny Gao: “…”

Tie Ci walked toward her. She braced her hands on the ground and frantically backed away: “Don’t, don’t, don’t come…”

Tie Ci smiled: “Why so nervous? I haven’t even…”

A cold glint suddenly flew from the frantically retreating Senior Nanny Gao’s sleeve.

Tie Ci was crouching in front of her and instinctively flicked with her fingertip.

With a soft “tss” sound, the small steel ball was deflected.

“Quite a variety of tricks.” Tie Ci said.

But Senior Nanny Gao stopped crawling and looked up with laughter: “This one also kills on contact with skin! Let’s see what you have… what you have…”

She suddenly began to stutter.

Tie Ci calmly removed a second layer of gloves thin as cicada wings from her hands.

She turned her still normal-looking hands toward Senior Nanny Gao and smiled: “Want to try if there’s a third layer on my hands?”

Senior Nanny Gao sat dejected on the floor and stopped talking.

“Old Madam Rong comes from a military family and acts decisively—I’ve truly learned something today.” Tie Ci put her gloves back on. “However, please tell your Old Madam that those who kill will themselves be killed—not everything can be solved by killing.”

Old Madam Rong came from a military family. Her father had originally been Minister of War and General Commander of the Three Armies, stationed at the borders for many years. Under his command, the Di Family Army was a renowned elite force. Currently, half of the generals at the nine borders came from the Di school.

Yongping Guard Commander Di Yiwei, the famous general who guarded the Yongping front line, defending vital positions for Great Qian and restraining both Liaodong and Western Rong, was said to come from a fallen branch of the Di family.

So the Rong family led the literary civil servants yet was backed by the military, with a hundred years of noble heritage—that’s why they had the confidence to challenge the Xiao family.

With Tie Ci’s status, she knew even more.

For instance, the Di Family Army had now almost all been absorbed by Commander Di, becoming the famous Scorpion Camp of Yongping.

For instance, that famous Commander Di was a woman.

For instance, this Commander Di had been sheltered in the Rong residence in her youth, receiving Rong Luchuan’s care, but had also been tempered by the strong-willed Old Madam Rong. For years she hadn’t returned to the capital, wasn’t close to the Rong family, yet invariably sent gifts to the capital during festivals—her relationship with the Rong family appeared both contradictory and complex.

So much so that while the Rong family should have been unmatched in combining literary and military talent, they now had to yield to the Xiao family.

Tie Ci had heard of Old Madam Rong’s reputation and had seen her. From a distance, she appeared kind and benevolent, but turned out to truly be a tiger daughter of a military family.

Back when everyone refused the marriage proposal, only Rong Pu requested to stay. Father Emperor was moved, thinking of the Di family. She refused, also because of the Di family.

Now, witnessing Old Madam Rong’s methods, she was more firm in her opinion of the Rong family.

Old Madam Rong clearly had her own way of doing things and her own power base. When a great family had several strong voices, it wasn’t a stable and reliable family.

She bowed to the mountain chief and others: “Thank you all for telling me the truth. You needn’t worry about this matter spreading—after all, I care more about Master and Madam He’s reputation in life and death. Please rest assured.”

The mountain chief stared into her eyes, seeming to want to say something but stopping himself, finally saying: “Then let this matter end here. I said before that pursuing to the very end, one might not be able to bear that truth. You should understand how to explain this to Master He.”

Tie Ci smiled without answering and walked out.

Rong Pu followed her out.

In the courtyard, those two had already released Dan Shuang. Dan Shuang waited at the door with a cold expression. Seeing Tie Ci, she said: “Master, earlier I was just testing—I knew those two had limited martial skills and no intention to kill me…”

“Shut up.”

Tie Ci rarely lost her temper. Even these words were spoken coldly, but the moment those two words left her mouth, Dan Shuang immediately lowered her head and didn’t dare speak.

Tie Ci ignored her and walked forward, saying as she walked: “Your temperament is too stubborn. Before life and death, how can you be so rash? What if you guessed wrong? What if the opponent was hiding their martial skills?”

“There wasn’t…” Dan Shuang glanced at Tie Ci’s tense mouth corners, pressed her lips together, and swallowed her words.

“I’ve said before, needing subordinates to repay with death is a sign of the master’s incompetence.” Tie Ci turned back to look at her. “Dan Shuang, I hope you can be a bit softer, value life a bit more, trust me a bit more. Trust that all roads lead to Rome, trust that except for life and death, there are no truly unsolvable problems in this world, trust that this world isn’t simply black and white—forgive others and forgive yourself.”

Dan Shuang had a tragic background. She had fled as a child, suffered greatly, and it was precisely those experiences that formed her extreme character. That’s why Master had never formally accepted her into his school, always saying she was too extreme and stubborn to be saved.

Tie Ci had been made Crown Princess from childhood. The Eastern Palace had officials, tutors, and lecturers aplenty, but those she could truly hold in her heart were only these few people by her side.

After a long while, Dan Shuang said softly: “This servant knows her error. This servant doesn’t distrust Master… never again.”

“One more time, and I’ll marry you off.” Tie Ci answered flatly.

Dan Shuang showed a horrified expression.

Tie Ci indicated for her to go aside and properly contemplate married life, then stood on the small path outside Aiwan Study, looking at Rong Pu who had been following.

Rong Pu coughed, and after a long while said: “Your Highness, regarding today’s matter, I apologize on behalf of my grandmother.” After speaking, he made a deep bow.

He felt somewhat regretful. Because he knew grandmother’s mind was heavy, both he and grandfather didn’t discuss political matters with grandmother, nor had they told her about Tie Ci being at the academy. Who knew she would treat human life like grass, striking without hesitation.

Tie Ci smiled and shook her head.

“Young Master Rong is aggrieved, encountering someone cockroach-like as me, having no choice but to apologize. Otherwise, for a dead person, what apology would be needed?”

Rong Pu lowered his eyes.

Tie Ci’s meaning was very clear.

Don’t apologize—you can’t afford to. If it wasn’t me today, it would have been an innocent life killed by your grandmother. What would be the point of false apologies then?

The night wind rustled. Despite the warm summer night, he felt somewhat cold.

At this moment, he suddenly understood the reason Tie Ci kept him at a distance.

Chapter 114: My Life Goal Is Not To Be Human
The Rong family was powerful and close to the imperial family. Originally, the imperial family borrowing their influence wouldn’t be impossible, but the Rong family had marriage ties to the Di family.

If the Di family were completely loyal, that would be fine. Setting aside how loyal the Di family was, the Di family had people like Old Madam Rong.

In His Majesty’s and Her Highness’s eyes, with Old Madam Rong having such a nature, and the Di family holding military power, if he became the Crown Princess’s husband in the future, how could the Rong family possibly resist seizing imperial power?

There was no logic in desperately trying to escape tiger claws only to deliver oneself into a wolf’s mouth.

Though the reasoning was clear, his heart was unwilling.

At this moment, the moon was bright and stars sparse. Moonlight spread across the ground like a pale white scroll, with the slender silhouette of a young woman etched within it, long hair scattered in the wind.

This scene seemed vaguely familiar, as if he had seen it years ago.

Memories buried deep in his heart churned, like a bone stuck in his throat.

He couldn’t help but say: “Your Highness, do you remember when you were twelve years old, you shot an arrow from the palace’s star-gazing platform and hit someone climbing the palace wall?”

Tie Ci remembered this incident and nodded: “Of course. It was actually a master thief who had the audacity to scale the palace wall. I sent him down with one arrow. Later this story got distorted and actually became…”

She didn’t continue.

At that time, her reputation was excellent. Countless people inside and outside the palace used this as conversation material. Somehow it transformed into a story about that night involving a dissolute young man who, for beauty’s sake, risked life and death to climb the palace wall hoping to see her once, only to have her shoot off his middle leg with an arrow.

People always loved these romantic legends, and no one thought to consider why no family’s young master was ever reported as being crippled afterward.

Nor did they consider what kind of single-celled brain someone would need to climb palace walls seeking death.

Besides, could one even see Ruixiang Palace from the palace walls? Did they think the imperial palace was some one-bedroom apartment?

That night, Tie Ci had been practicing qi circulation on the star-gazing platform when she inadvertently discovered someone with excellent qinggong attempting to leap over the palace wall, seemingly carrying someone in their hands. She immediately shot an arrow, bringing that person down from the wall.

But when people were sent to investigate later, they only found a pool of blood beneath the palace wall—no person anywhere.

Rong Pu said: “Actually…”

Suddenly Tie Ci sniffed and said in surprise: “How fragrant!”

Turning her head, she saw Rong Wei leaning against a flowering tree, twirling a string of meat skewers in his hand without eating them, casually sniffing the aroma.

Rong Pu nearly rolled his eyes without regard for his image.

Why was he everywhere!

Rong Wei smiled as he looked at him, also finding this friend who had seemed acceptable before now appeared detestable.

Why was he everywhere!

And this guy was actually a cut-sleeve too!

He had noticed his unusual attitude toward Eighteen before, and just now he had gotten a good look—those eyes were practically dripping with emotion.

Eighteen was arguing with him, so what was this guy trying to do?

Fortunately, he couldn’t sleep tonight and got up to slaughter a sheep that the supervisor’s family kept on the back mountain.

Tie Ci had been scheming with people for half the night and was famished. Smelling the fragrance, she walked over with quick steps to take some, but Rong Wei moved his hand away.

Tie Ci was stunned.

Thinking about it, oh right, they were still in a cold war.

Tsk tsk, such a big temper.

Tie Ci was someone who kept big matters in her heart while small matters didn’t trouble her. Usually with such things, she would immediately apologize and be done with it. Having quarreled with him for a while today, now that she had come to her senses, she felt she had been acting rather petty.

When it came to matters involving Rong Wei, she always seemed unlike herself.

She made a refined bow: “Sir, it was Eighteen who was wrong earlier. I shouldn’t have offended you. Please forgive this student.”

It would have been better if she hadn’t apologized. Once she did, Rong Wei’s expression turned cold.

He lowered his head to look at Tie Ci for a while. His eyes were beautifully shaped with long eye corners. When lowered, they were covered by long, dense lashes—even when emotionless, they were moving.

But Tie Ci felt as if she were being stared at by ten thousand ice sculptures—both cold and eerie.

Dan Shuang suddenly walked over, staring at Rong Wei, stepping forward to block Tie Ci.

Tie Ci pushed her aside.

She was afraid that in a fit of anger, Rong Wei might kill her beloved maid.

This guy was capable of it.

She sighed inwardly but maintained a gracious smile on her face, as if she hadn’t heard someone seemingly grinding their teeth.

The distance was too close. She quietly shifted on her heels, but Rong Wei suddenly increased the distance between them, instantly becoming spring breeze-like again.

“You are my beloved student—what would I quarrel with you about?” His attitude was gentle. Turning around, he saw Senior Nanny Gao who had followed Rong Pu out, seemingly wanting to attend to something.

Senior Nanny Gao deliberately avoided Tie Ci, paying no attention at all to Rong Wei standing to the side.

The smile hadn’t left Rong Wei’s face, but as Senior Nanny Gao passed by him, he suddenly raised his hand and viciously grabbed her throat!

Before the crowd following them could react with shock, cries, or attempts to stop him, he gripped Senior Nanny Gao’s throat, his knuckles contracting with cracking sounds. Senior Nanny Gao’s hands desperately clawed at the back of his hand, her sharp nails scratching his hand bloody.

Rong Wei didn’t even look, backhanding her and violently hurling the old woman’s body away.

With a thunderous crash, Senior Nanny Gao’s body slammed into the courtyard wall, causing a large chunk of wall plaster to fall with a clattering sound.

The old woman’s body slid softly down the wall, collapsing in a heap on the ground—clearly she wouldn’t survive.

As the dust settled, it revealed everyone’s faces, some shocked, some angry.

Rong Pu said: “Mu…”

Rong Wei cut off his words, laughed, and said: “Don’t what? Don’t abuse your power to bully others? Young Master Rong, your family’s evil servant attempted to kill your friend. You lightly let it pass yourself, yet plan to condemn the one who took action?”

Rong Pu’s expression changed slightly.

It wasn’t that he didn’t value Tie Ci’s life and death, but in his eyes, an old servant like Senior Nanny Gao was merely following orders—just a blade. What truly mattered was the one wielding the blade.

Rong Wei clearly didn’t see it this way.

“Don’t tell me nonsense about her being just a blade. If she truly had any conscience, she shouldn’t have executed orders to kill innocent people. If she had no choice but to execute them, failing once should have been enough. Yet she attempted a second time—what kind of heart does this old servant have?” He laughed lightly. “Rong Pu, if this old servant of your family doesn’t have ten lives on her hands, I’ll take your surname.”

Tie Ci thought: but aren’t you already surnamed Rong?

Rong Pu fell silent.

Senior Nanny Gao was grandmother’s household-born servant, having followed her for decades. Behind the scenes, who knew how many inconvenient tasks she had helped grandmother with? In wealthy households, those disappeared concubines, drowned maids… ten lives was being conservative.

Rong Wei raised his hand and pointed at Rong Pu.

“If you want to avenge your evil servant, feel free to come find me. But someone with such a heart who harbors hostility toward Eighteen…” He smiled, flicking away blood that had dripped to his fingertips. “I will not allow her to live.”

After speaking, he ignored everyone and strode away.

Tie Ci instinctively moved to follow, taking two steps before stopping, lowering her head to stare at the blood drops that had fallen from his hand to the ground. After a long time, she let out a soft sigh.

…

After turning a corner, Rong Wei suddenly stopped and said: “Why are you following me?”

Rong Pu slowly emerged from behind the flower bushes, stopping ten feet away from him.

Seeing him now put Rong Wei in a bad mood. He sneered: “Don’t you love following Ye Shiba? What, switching targets to me now?”

Rong Pu also laughed, looking him up and down. Rong Wei let him look openly, even spreading his hands: “Well? Feeling ashamed of your inferior appearance?”

Rong Pu shook his head and suddenly said: “Brother Murong, I have a question I’ve been wanting to ask you.”

“Then ask away.”

“Let’s speak plainly. Brother Murong now seems to harbor considerable hostility toward me because of Ye Shiba. May I ask what the reason for this is?”

“You’re asking when you already know. The reason is the same as you stopping me in the middle of the night to say this nonsense.” Rong Wei smiled. “Just admit it honestly—aren’t you eyeing Ye Shiba like a tiger?”

Rong Pu smiled and shook his head: “But he is a man.”

“So what?”

“Has Brother Murong truly never been troubled by Eighteen’s male identity? With your status and ambitions, you should marry a daughter from a prestigious Liaodong family. Now that your heart is set on a man, your family will surely not tolerate it, your parents will not accept it. This will create countless obstacles for your future prospects, not to mention that the cut-sleeve relationship, while not uncommon, is ultimately a shocking act. Does Brother Murong have no hesitation or unease about this? Aren’t you afraid of the world’s criticism and mockery?”

Rong Wei tilted his head slightly to look at him, then suddenly smiled: “Hearing you say this actually puts me at ease.”

Rong Pu raised an eyebrow at him.

“At ease that you’re just an ordinary person after all.” Rong Wei also raised an eyebrow. “Admittedly, what you worry about is what most men in this world would worry about. What you think is what most men in this world think. But what does that have to do with me? I’m not them.” He began to laugh. “My life goal is not to be human.”

Rong Pu: “…”

A pervert. How disrespectful of me.

“Whether man or woman, if I like them, that’s good enough.” Rong Wei blew away a silk tree flower floating before him. “Now, are you satisfied?”

Rong Pu was silent for a long while, then smiled and shook his head again, saying slowly: “Thinking about it again, Ye Eighteen being a man is actually quite good for you.”

Rong Wei tilted his head to look at him.

“Because if she were a woman…” Rong Pu smiled. “What would you call that? Marriage fraud?”

Chapter 115: Love Is Born in Lightning and Flint
He walked away with a smile. Rong Wei leaned against the tree, thinking that the matter of killing the Crown Princess should be handled more urgently.

He hadn’t brought many people from Ruzhou. Some stayed near him ready to be dispatched at any time, while others had to maintain communication with Ruzhou. He had Mu Si continue, but there had been no response until now.

He strolled back leisurely, opening his chest to the refreshing night breeze, thinking of what Rong Pu had said earlier.

Actually, he hadn’t told the complete truth.

Actually, it wasn’t that he was entirely without bewilderment and shock.

He had seen plenty of men liking men, but never thought it would happen to himself. After all, from childhood to adulthood, he was very clear about his own preferences.

But liking Ye Shiba wasn’t something that happened suddenly. Perhaps when they leaped and embraced at that high tower, perhaps when they drank and talked heart-to-heart in that small building, perhaps when they met at the crest of waves, perhaps when they escaped the grassland fire, perhaps when he drew his bow for him against Old Fourth.

Perhaps in every moment of their encounters, like gentle rain, silent and continuous. By the time he noticed, his clothes were already soaked through.

And when he first noticed that rain drenching him, he was quite bewildered.

Regarding his future, he had thought of countless possibilities. He had even considered competing for favor in the Crown Princess’s harem, but never thought there would be this kind.

But his previous following and testing were merely acting on whim. Until that night in the dense forest when he killed his brother, knowing Ye Shiba was behind the tree, he still acted as himself.

He wanted Ye Shiba to see the real him.

He wanted to see Ye Shiba’s shocked and disgusted expression.

He thought of the various attitudes and expressions of disgust he had encountered over the years, appearing on that person’s face.

He thought of him leaving decisively, like many who had trusted and loved him before.

He wanted him to understand that he was a beautiful lamp burning candles made of corpse oil.

Thus, he would give up hope.

He deliberately watched Fourth Brother run toward the tree behind.

Waiting for Ye Shiba to come to the rescue, to scold, to break with him.

Then, Ye Shiba gripped Old Fourth’s throat and appeared before him step by step.

He walked through darkness, yet seemed to come clothed in light.

They stood side by side before the forest slope, watching Old Fourth struggle on the edge of life and death. He waited for that questioning, but heard him ask: “Do you need my help?”

Do you need my help.

In the past eighteen years, through countless near-death experiences, struggling in those bloody hardships, no one had ever said such a thing to him—do you need my help?

Attraction was like gentle rain, unknown when it began. But love was born in lightning and flint, in the time it takes a white horse to pass a gap.

In an instant, the sky brightened.

Heaven and earth suddenly opened up.

Before, he had asked himself: man or woman, does it matter?

Now he thought.

Having lived as a woman since childhood with reversed gender, this wasn’t something very difficult for him to accept.

It was just that sentence.

If you like someone, that’s enough.

…

That night, Tie Ci never slept, sitting in the courtyard, using the iron skewer from the lamb kebab to draw characters.

Dan Shuang silently followed beside her. She knew the Crown Princess’s habits—once the Crown Princess encountered something hesitant and difficult to decide, she would silently draw characters like this.

But with imperial shrewdness, even unconscious scribbling wouldn’t write any recognizable characters.

So Dan Shuang didn’t look, only silently accompanied her, not letting anyone disturb. When dawn was approaching, she went to bring water for the Crown Princess, carefully stepping around the messy marks all over the ground. Inadvertently glancing, she suddenly paused.

Among those scattered scribbles, there were vaguely several complete characters.

Rong Wei.

Over and over, seemingly casual but actually deeply carved among those crisscrossing lines.

At this moment, Dan Shuang suddenly felt alarmed.

She walked past calmly. According to rules, she couldn’t destroy the characters her master drew, so she pressed down with her feet, each step scooping up sand and earth to cover that name.

Tie Ci drew while casually taking the water, drinking it all without lifting her head. After drinking, she tossed the skewer aside, lay back, stretched out her legs and collapsed on the stone bench, eyes vacant as she stared at the sky.

Dan Shuang took this opportunity to put her hands behind her back, desperately rubbing with her boot heels.

Tie Ci seemed not to notice her movements and suddenly said: “Dan Shuang, let me ask you something.”

Dan Shuang’s heart jumped, her feet stopped. “Master.”

Her voice was tense.

Tie Ci said without moving: “If something very important to you requires you to be honest. But if you’re honest, perhaps this thing can never be accomplished again, all your efforts will be wasted, and others will be hurt… what would you do?”

Dan Shuang’s heart began beating again… guilty conscience, hearing only the word “honest” in her ears.

Was what her master said related to that name?

Be honest… honest about what?

Did her master want to be honest about her feelings to that person?

But she was already engaged to the son of the Liaodong King. The Liaodong King wasn’t some random person—breaking off the engagement casually could give them an excuse to send troops. Even if they didn’t send troops, the Empress Dowager and Xiao family would make a big issue of it.

That would truly mean all efforts going to waste.

Dan Shuang immediately said: “Don’t be honest! Absolutely cannot be honest! How difficult it’s been for you to reach today—how can you give up everything for just one… one whatever!”

Tie Ci let out a long sigh: “But this way, my conscience feels somewhat troubled.”

Cracks appeared in Dan Shuang’s ice-cold face.

Had emotional roots already grown this deep?

“Then…” she said hesitantly, “having both fish and bear’s paw?”

Although having three palaces and six courtyards wasn’t suitable for a female emperor—those old pedants would definitely oppose it—but if she really liked someone that much, after the great enterprise was accomplished, secretly bringing him into the palace wasn’t impossible, right?

At worst, she’d be scolded for being dissolute.

Only… the scene of Rong Wei strangling someone to death earlier still lingered in Dan Shuang’s mind. This person seemed somewhat similar in temperament to her master on the surface—usually smiling and cheerful, carefree and natural, even more mischievous than her master—but deep down, he was much more ruthless than her master.

Her master was harsh on herself, but due to years of moral education and imperial studies, still emphasized benevolence and kindness toward others. But this one…

This one didn’t seem like someone who would compromise himself or be content with a subordinate position.

If they eventually became a resentful couple…

Tie Ci, hearing this suggestion, shook her head vigorously and sighed: “This kind of thing can’t have both.”

Dan Shuang deeply agreed.

Exactly—with that person’s character, he might go crazy and either kill the Crown Princess’s husband or kill Her Highness. She didn’t dare think about it.

“Well then, if you ask me,” Dan Shuang said ruthlessly, “what is conscience worth? Your Highness, you should know that with your status and position, the last thing you should have is a conscience! If you develop a heart, those wolves and hunting dogs will immediately pounce and tear you apart!”

Tie Ci was silent. After a long while, she murmured: “Yes, those who achieve great enterprises don’t worry about small matters. When one general succeeds, ten thousand bones wither. I’m already standing at the edge of an abyss—what conscience should I care about…”

“Master thinking this way is correct.” Dan Shuang said fiercely. “If you can’t let go, or feel this matter has endless future troubles, you can be even more ruthless, for example…”

She remembered that day on the small boat under the bridge in town, the Crown Princess’s smile that seemed to illuminate her entire being.

If emotional roots had truly grown deep, there would surely be disaster.

Looking now, the Crown Princess still had hesitation in her heart, which was very good. While she hadn’t fallen too deep, it was time to make an early decision.

“…for example, kill him or exile him. Thus, everything would be settled once and for all! If you can’t bear to be ruthless, leave this matter to me!”

Tie Ci was still lost in thought, not hearing her words at all, waving her hand to indicate she should withdraw.

Dan Shuang was somewhat surprised, not expecting Tie Ci would actually agree, then was overjoyed.

With the Crown Princess being so resolute, how could great enterprise not be achieved!

Joy immediately turned to faint melancholy… if she angered that person this time, she probably wouldn’t be coming back.

Thinking this, she knelt down and properly kowtowed to Tie Ci: “Master, then I’m going. Please take care.”

Tie Ci came back to her senses, looking at her inexplicably: “Why are you kneeling for no reason? Practicing your legs? Get up, get up.”

Dan Shuang smiled bitterly.

That’s because you don’t understand that person. In your heart, he’s probably the best person in the world. You wouldn’t think he’d kill me.

But it doesn’t matter. A warrior dies for those who appreciate him. From when the Crown Princess saved her, from when she recommended her to Master, from when Master entrusted her to serve the Crown Princess well—her life had already been given to the Crown Princess.

As long as she could help the Crown Princess use wisdom’s sword to cut emotional ties, what did death matter?

She made up her mind, got up, tucked away her sword, and went out.

Here, Tie Ci’s mind was full of the matter she was about to face. Seeing dawn approaching, she didn’t return to the dormitory, directly leaving a note for Rong Pu asking him to help request leave—she wouldn’t attend classes today. She went back to get the makeup box she had taken from the supervisor’s wife last time, studied it carefully for a long time, then made a trip to He Zi’s place.

While she went to He Zi’s place, Dan Shuang went to find Rong Wei with tragic determination.

But Rong Wei wasn’t in the dormitory. Dan Shuang searched most of the academy before finding him by Liuxiang Lake.

In that secluded corner by Liuxiang Lake, among the flowering trees, the hammock that should have been put away had somehow been found by this fellow, who was now sleeping in it, facing the lake, swaying leisurely.

Dan Shuang held her breath, moving lightly and slowly.

She didn’t expect to kill him with a quick sword—she had seen Rong Wei in action. Most likely her own head would be on the ground before she could even get close.

So she approached slowly. Even if someone heard, it would seem like someone passing by.

Rong Wei swayed there, seemingly completely unaware.

Dan Shuang’s sword was already in her hand, only a few steps remaining.

Rong Wei suddenly spoke: “What are you dawdling around there for? Why don’t you…” His tone was helpless yet slightly pleased.

Dan Shuang was startled, suddenly leaping up, her sword flashing in a white arc, silk tree flowers falling in the forest.

The sword light was like lightning, instantly within inches of Rong Wei’s neck.

But it was caught by suddenly extended fingers.

Dan Shuang exerted force, but the sword was like being clamped in a mountain crevice, completely immobile.

Those two fingers were snow-white and slender, translucent in the sunlight.

Rong Wei slowly turned his head. The anger and killing intent in his eyes turned to astonishment when they met Dan Shuang’s face.

Initially thinking it was Ye Shiba, when sword qi attacked he thought it was an assassin targeting him, but in a turn he saw someone completely unexpected.

Only for a moment, the astonishment in his eyes turned to incredible shock, unbelievable bewilderment. After shock and bewilderment came layers of coldness, like winter frost flowers, like waves carrying crushed ice from below cliffs, crashing in layers.

He stared at the sword tip, his fingertip slowly moving. With a crack, the hundred-refined steel sword was snapped in two by his bare hands.

Dan Shuang was fierce. Without hesitation, she thrust forward with the broken sword, but how could she be faster than Rong Wei? He backhanded, and the broken sword tip was already at Dan Shuang’s throat, immediately shouting: “If you dare impale yourself on the sword tip, I’ll immediately kill Ye Shiba!”

But Dan Shuang said: “I promised my master not to be rash anymore.”

Hearing this, Rong Wei’s expression grew darker, slowly saying: “So this is a carefully planned action with preparation?”

“Yes!”

“You came to kill me?” Rong Wei’s eyes were ice-cold.

“Yes!”

“Your master sent you?”

Dan Shuang hesitated, feeling that since she had already failed, she couldn’t create more enemies for her master. Thinking it over, she said: “I don’t necessarily have to kill you. If you can restrain yourself from now on, stop bothering my master, and stay away from her, I naturally won’t trouble you.”

Rong Wei laughed, tossing aside the broken sword tip, actually lying back down, saying leisurely: “Oh? This is your master’s intention?”

He now appeared his usual laughing, carefree self, but Dan Shuang was more nervous than when the sword tip was at her neck, saying stiffly: “You’re a man, always pestering my master—what are you trying to do? Even if you’re a cut-sleeve, you can’t drag others to mess around with you. My master will enter government service and leave his name in history! How can you ruin his reputation so early!”

“Oh,” Rong Wei said in a drawn-out voice, “so that’s how it is. Indeed, I was thinking wrong, truly sorry to your master, nearly delaying his good prospects. If so, you may go. I will naturally restrain myself in the future.”

Dan Shuang could hardly believe he was so reasonable, not daring to believe it for a moment, asking again: “Really?”

Rong Wei lay in the hammock, seemingly unable to bear the intense sunlight, raising his hand to block it, squinting lazily: “If you disturb my nap again, I’ll bury you in Liuxiang Lake.”

Dan Shuang didn’t think he was joking, lifting her legs to leave. After a few steps, she looked back at the swaying hammock among the flowering trees and said: “This hammock is my master’s personal belonging. Your openly using it like this will also cause misunderstandings. Please don’t use it next time.”

Before her words finished, the sword tip buried in the soil suddenly flew up, rushing straight at Dan Shuang’s legs. Dan Shuang leaped up, rolling dozens of somersaults, chased out of the silk tree forest by her own sword tip.

As Dan Shuang exited the forest, she looked back once, inexplicably feeling that leisurely swaying figure looked somewhat desolate.

But she felt no guilt.

Her master had no intention of accepting him and couldn’t accept him. It was just that her master had a gentle nature, couldn’t be ruthless, and might not even understand her own feelings. If so, short pain was better than long pain. Helping Rong Wei, who was destined to fail, give up hope was also for his own good.

The flower forest became quiet again.

Rong Wei continued swaying leisurely in the sunlight, in the hammock.

After a long while, he raised his long legs, got down, looked down at the hammock, and smiled.

“Won’t let me use it,” he said.

Walking to where the sword tip had been inserted, two deep holes.

“Wanted to kill me,” he said.

On the ground was still half the broken sword Dan Shuang had left. He kicked it.

“Wanted to drive me away.”

He suddenly burst into laughter, seeming to find it funnier and funnier, laughing until he was out of breath, startling the mandarin ducks on Liuxiang Lake to separate, swans to flap their wings, the lake’s light and water colors in chaos, ripples disturbing endlessly.

After another moment, the laughter stopped abruptly. He coughed, looking down at his hands.

Last night they had been scratched by that old witch, with wounds where flesh curled back. He hadn’t bandaged them, airing them in this hammock, still waiting for that person to come help him bandage.

Instead, that person came to give him an even heavier sword wound.

He chuckled, took down the hammock, didn’t stuff it back into the artificial rock crevice, casually throwing it into the lake water.

He stood by the lake watching that hammock for a long time, then suddenly dove headfirst into the lake, fished out the hammock, stuffed it into the rock crevice, and walked away without looking back.

At this moment, Tie Ci had no idea Dan Shuang had created such a big misunderstanding. Her thoughts were entirely on the matter He Zi had entrusted to her.

She had talked with He Zi in his study for a long time. When leaving, He Zi asked her: “Have you already learned the truth?”

Tie Ci said: “Sir, I did obtain a truth, but I don’t quite believe that truth.”

Approval showed in He Zi’s eyes as he asked lightly: “Why?”

“Truth is sometimes just what others want you to see,” Tie Ci said. “People always believe results they deduce themselves, but what if that deduction was also hinted at by others for you to deduce? I still trust my own intuition more.”

I believe there are still some details in this matter without answers. I believe that Madam He, such a spirited and straightforward daughter of the martial world, wouldn’t become a spy.

“Sir, I want to ask you one more question. Back when you were trapped in the capital, imprisoned and interrogated by Prince Tang and Prince Lu, who rescued you afterward, and what did you do after getting out?”

Chapter 116: The True Culprit
Tie Ci actually wasn’t clear about the events of those years. The related personnel had been cleanly eliminated, and the related records had been burned or sealed away in unknown places. Even Father Emperor was reticent about discussing it. Tie Ci had only vaguely heard that back then, Prince Tang and Prince Lu’s failure came very quickly—so quickly that they didn’t have time to recruit more men and horses, and their original plans couldn’t be implemented. Calculating the time, it was roughly not long after He Zi was released from prison that they failed.

He Zi was silent for a while, then said: “I’m very skilled at analyzing and integrating various types of information.”

Tie Ci looked at him.

This time He Zi was silent for even longer before saying: “I was rescued by people from the palace. After returning, I heard news of her death. In my fury, I analyzed and organized the fragmentary information I had gathered during those few months while getting along with the advisors of Prince Tang and Prince Lu, guessed what they were planning to do and the approximate timing… and handed it over to the palace.”

He spoke vaguely, but Tie Ci understood that “the palace” most likely referred to the then-Empress Xiao Taihou and the Xiao Family.

She closed her eyes and said softly: “I understand.”

She bowed to He Zi: “Please follow me out of the valley, sir. Tonight, I will give you the truth.”

…

When night fell thick and deep, the Mountain Dean returned to his own courtyard.

His wife, famous for her virtue, had long since personally washed her hands and prepared soup, setting out a table of light yet exquisite dishes for him.

The dining room faced the small Buddhist hall at an angle. The Mountain Dean glanced at the half-open door of the small Buddhist hall and said: “I’ve already told Ye Shiba about Lady He’s matter.”

The Mountain Dean’s wife’s hand trembled slightly as she poured wine for him.

“I expect Ye Shiba will explain the truth of those years to Master clearly…” The Mountain Dean said to his wife, “You should prepare wine and gifts early. We’ll go kneel before the valley entrance to beg forgiveness. Regardless of whether Master will forgive us, this is what we should do.”

The Mountain Dean’s wife sighed and said: “Husband was also protecting the honor of his superior and concealing things for his superior back then. I think sir should be able to understand husband’s painstaking efforts. But I have one thing I don’t understand.”

“Mm?”

“The matter has passed for many years. Why does sir suddenly want to investigate this matter? And what’s the background of that Ye Shiba? Just arrived, yet he was able to figure out the whole story. Is he really Lady He’s nephew?”

The Mountain Dean hesitated for a moment, then leaned close to her ear and whispered a few sentences.

The Mountain Dean’s wife’s eyes gradually widened, and she said in surprise: “Really?”

The Mountain Dean nodded and said: “Just pretend you don’t know… go prepare.”

The Mountain Dean’s wife obediently rose. Behind her, the Mountain Dean suddenly said: “After a while, I plan to go out wandering. The long-term kind.”

“…Then the academy…”

“For the academy, I’m thinking of recommending Rong Pu. Though he’s young, he passed the imperial examinations in his youth and is the youngest Hanlin in the Hanlin Academy. He’s also from the Rong family, so his qualifications are quite sufficient.”

“This… why not Director Ge? These years when you haven’t been at the academy often, he’s handled all the academy’s affairs, big and small, very orderly. Otherwise, the Dean would also work—he’s also from the Rong family. Young Master Rong is so young, how can he convince the masses?”

“Old Ge…” The Mountain Dean zoned out for a moment, shook his head, but didn’t say anything. He continued: “Because of the favor the Xiao Family showed in rescuing Master back then, the academy has been very tolerant toward the Xiao Family these years, letting them stir up wind and rain. This time Ye Shiba has come, and seeing his various moves, he’s more worthy of trust than the Xiao Family. With her there, Rong Pu can establish himself. If these two people can’t even hold down the academy, then it’s better to exit early.”

The Mountain Dean’s wife said no more and returned to the inner room. Soon she had people arrange four types of gifts. The Mountain Dean looked them over and nodded: “Master loves this Qingyang Daqu wine the most. You’re thoughtful.”

The Mountain Dean’s wife gave a gentle smile, but said: “Master hasn’t seen us or accepted our gifts for many years. If you want to see Master and pour out your heart this time, I’m afraid it still won’t work. Why not entrust these four types of gifts to Ye Shiba to deliver? Master, for her sake, cannot refuse to accept them, and once he accepts, he cannot refuse to see us.”

The Mountain Dean thought about it and clapped his hands, laughing: “Linglong truly has the most clever and perceptive heart. Then let’s do it this way. Someone, go call Ye Shiba…”

Before he finished speaking, Tie Ci’s laughter already rang out in the courtyard: “No need for the Mountain Dean to call. Eighteen has come.”

“Eighteen, you’ve come at just the right time. These four types of gifts…” The Mountain Dean hadn’t finished when Tie Ci had already walked around his side, heading straight for the Mountain Dean’s wife. She reached out and grabbed the Mountain Dean’s wife’s wrist, laughing: “Since we’re giving gifts, let’s go together!”

The Mountain Dean’s wife turned pale, and the Mountain Dean also frowned, thinking that since you’re going out dressed as a man and there are servants around, what propriety is this, rushing toward my wife like this? Just as he was about to scold this youngster, he saw that Tie Ci was already disregarding everything, pulling the Mountain Dean’s wife along.

As she walked, she casually picked up those four types of gifts. The Mountain Dean’s wife kept trying to break free, but Tie Ci’s wrist was like cast iron. The Mountain Dean’s wife angrily said: “How can you abuse your power and bully others like this…”

Tie Ci laughed once, ignored her completely, and pulled her away in a flash. The bewildered Mountain Dean chased out and quickly grabbed a martial arts-capable patrol guard: “Take me to chase them! Also send someone to notify the Director and Dean!”

Tie Ci pulled the Mountain Dean’s wife forward all the way. The Mountain Dean’s wife completely abandoned her gentle and virtuous demeanor, shouting loudly: “Help! Help!”

The night patrol guards and students who hadn’t rested yet heard the commotion and came running, just in time to see Tie Ci “kidnapping” the Mountain Dean’s wife as they ran down the road.

Everyone looked at each other, stunned.

Ye Shiba had only been quiet for a few days?

The Mountain Dean’s wife, her hair disheveled, cried: “He’s a lecher! He broke into the Mountain Dean’s courtyard, kidnapped me and ran! Help—”

The guards and students immediately changed color upon hearing this.

The Mountain Dean’s wife was like everyone’s teacher’s wife, and she was usually gentle in temperament, caring toward the students, with an excellent reputation.

How could everyone allow her to be insulted? Immediately some guards caught up, but couldn’t match Tie Ci’s pace. A student rushed out from the roadside, seeing he couldn’t catch up, angrily picked up a stone from the ground to throw at the back of Tie Ci’s head.

Suddenly his hand was held down. Looking up, he saw the academy’s newly arrived beautiful teacher Rong Wei standing beside him. This person hadn’t been here long but had already earned a nickname “Beauty Lamp”—meaning he was so beautiful that he generated his own light, making him impossible to look directly at.

Now this Beauty Lamp looked more like a death lamp, surrounded by dark energy. He held down the student with one hand and said ominously: “What use is such a small stone? Even if you hit that bastard, it won’t even scrape his skin.”

The student deeply agreed and was very excited, immediately turning to look for a bigger one. Rong Wei turned his other hand, holding a millstone-sized rock, placed it in the student’s hands, saying: “This one’s suitable!”

The student caught it, his hand sank, he let out a loud cry, and with a dull thud, the stone smashed onto his boot tip.

And Tie Ci had long since dragged the person away.

…

The Mountain Dean’s wife’s calls for help were fruitless. Seeing they were walking further and further off the beaten path with everyone unable to catch up, she first angrily scolded, then pleaded, and finally sobbed. Tie Ci just smiled, not answering, not asking, not responding. The Mountain Dean’s wife cried and cried, seemingly about to raise her hand to smooth her hair. As soon as she raised her hand, Tie Ci’s other hand went over, pressing down on her shoulder, laughing: “Madam, save your strength.”

The Mountain Dean’s wife stopped talking.

Tie Ci pulled the person all the way to the entrance of the forest at the edge of the martial arts field. Someone stood in the moonlight with their back to Tie Ci, hands behind their back, looking up at the sky.

The Mountain Dean’s wife saw that back figure and her eyes flashed.

The figure turned around—it was He Zi waiting there. He looked at the Mountain Dean’s wife and vaguely recognized this as his disciple’s wife. Then he looked at Tie Ci, who made a gesture for him to remain calm.

After a while, the Mountain Dean, Director, and others all came running breathlessly. Tie Ci turned back to look and said: “Everyone’s here?”

The Mountain Dean bent over, hands on his knees, gasping for breath: “You little madman… let go of my wife… ah, Master!”

He Zi gazed at his disciple whom he hadn’t seen for many years, smiled after a long moment, and said: “My, you’ve aged.”

Tears rolled in the Mountain Dean’s eyes, and he choked up: “But Master is still young.”

The Director and Dean had already bowed deeply.

But Tie Ci didn’t let them reminisce. With one hand grasping the Mountain Dean’s wife and the other taking the Qingyang Daqu from the four types of gifts, she flicked off the mud seal with a snap, releasing a wine fragrance.

She held up the small ceramic jar, showing it to everyone, then slowly poured the wine onto the grass.

With a slight hissing sound, under everyone’s bewildered gazes, the green grass visibly turned black.

The Mountain Dean’s whole body trembled as he suddenly turned to look at his wife.

Lady Zhu now showed no trace of panic, raised her hand to smooth her hair at her temples, and smiled.

The Mountain Dean looked at his once-beloved wife and stepped back.

“Why…”

Chapter 117: The Real Truth
Lady Zhu still just smiled without speaking.

Tie Ci threw down the ceramic jar and continued: “That question is pointless. Why? The wine would be delivered to Mr. He by me, then poison Mr. He to death. I would be the murderer who killed Mr. He—killing two birds with one stone. How wonderful.”

The Mountain Dean naturally could guess this, but didn’t dare believe it.

A loving couple, a gentle and kind bedside companion—suddenly wiping away the facade to reveal a vicious and hideous face, making him feel dazed and confused, almost as if he had stepped into a nightmare.

In the nightmare, people and things were so clear. He could hear his wife’s light laughter, with mockery he had never heard before.

Tie Ci said to He Zi: “Sir, if we’re really talking about the murderer, it’s probably this person before us. She may have accomplices, but we can’t confront them for now. Let’s first clarify the matter at hand.”

He Zi nodded.

“Last night the Mountain Dean enlightened me. Tonight it’s my turn to enlighten the Mountain Dean.” Tie Ci said, “Last night the Mountain Dean said that it was because they discovered Lady He was a spy for the Eastern Liao, and under interrogation, Lady He killed herself in shame. To protect sir, everyone chose to conceal the truth, using decisive methods to ensure sir would never approach his wife’s corpse for life. This reasoning sounds reasonable, but some details haven’t been answered. Never mind those for now—let me ask the Mountain Dean: who suggested that you use such decisive reasoning to forge the suicide note?”

The Mountain Dean was startled and instinctively looked toward his wife.

Tie Ci nodded unsurprisingly: “I thought so. Such a delicate, sensitive, and malicious suicide note doesn’t seem like something a rough man could think up—it’s more like a woman’s handiwork. At that time, you were afraid sir would examine the corpse because you feared he would discover the inexplicable red spots on the body. So what was Lady Zhu afraid of being discovered? Was she afraid of being found out that the lady was already pregnant when she died, thus arousing sir’s suspicion about the cause of his wife’s death?”

The Mountain Dean was shocked: “What…”

He Zi remained motionless. The initial grief had been buried deep in his heart. He even laughed once and said: “Yi’er, when I took you as my disciple years ago, I said that having such a disciple meant I wouldn’t mind being childless for life. Who knew it would become a prophecy!”

“Master!” The Mountain Dean dropped to his knees with a thud.

“Only women can detect when a woman is pregnant. I’ve inquired—back then, Old Lady Rong, because of her martial family background, always kept a midwife with her. Very likely, even before Lady He herself realized she was pregnant, she already knew Lady He was with child. After killing Lady He, she was afraid sir would notice this pregnancy, so she conspired with Lady Zhu to come up with that suicide note idea.”

But Lady Zhu sneered: “These are all your speculations. We’re just women from inner chambers—even if our relationship with her wasn’t good, why would we kill her?”

Tie Ci ignored her and took out a cosmetic box from the small bundle on her back. He Zi saw it and his eyes moved, recognizing this as his wife’s original cosmetic box.

“A while ago, I obtained this cosmetic box from the Director’s wife.” She glanced at the Director, who showed shock and shame.

One after another, their taste in wives was impeccable.

“At that time, holding this already-empty cosmetic box, I really couldn’t see what was going on, until last night when the Mountain Dean told old stories, mentioning that day when they discovered Lady He was a spy and interrogated her—she didn’t say a word.”

“Whether she was a spy or not, not saying a word is very strange. Lady He wasn’t the type to be speechless when faced with problems.” Tie Ci said, “Unless… she simply couldn’t speak anymore.”

Everyone jumped in shock. The Mountain Dean showed a look of recollection and gradually changed color.

“Then I remembered hearing the Director’s wife mention that Lady He went to the library very early that morning, and when she left, the Director’s wife saw someone beside her, but couldn’t see clearly who it was.”

“That day I asked the Director’s wife if it could have been the Mountain Dean’s wife. After all, early morning at the library with no one around, only a woman could accompany Lady He. The Director’s wife said it was impossible—the Mountain Dean and his wife raised their eyebrows in harmony, and Lady Zhu would get up early every morning to prepare breakfast for her husband, then go back to catch up on sleep.”

“This sleep—missing it once in a while wouldn’t matter, right?”

The Mountain Dean’s face grew paler and paler. Suddenly he said: “That morning, I had gone home once. Right around the time you mentioned… she wasn’t home. At the time I didn’t think much of it…”

“At that time, although there were quite a few instructors’ wives, the ones living closest to Lady He were the Mountain Dean’s wife and the Director’s wife. The Director’s wife was on bad terms with Lady He, while the Mountain Dean’s wife was gentle and likeable. Lady He wouldn’t strike a smiling face—if she really had an appointment to go to the library with someone, it could only be the Mountain Dean’s wife.”

“Lady Zhu accompanied Lady He to the library, knew what the last book she looked at was, then after she left, secretly placed intelligence maps in the book she had read. After that, whether Lady Zhu had already poisoned her during their morning together, or whether Lady Rong did it, in any case, by the time everyone discovered the map in the travel journal and came to accuse her, Lady He could no longer explain for herself.”

“Because of the poisoning, reactions appeared on the corpse later—but that’s another matter. Lady He was wrongly accused at the time and couldn’t defend herself. In that situation, when she requested to enter the inner room, I don’t think she went to kill herself—she must have been trying to save herself. The most likely scenario is that she pretended to change clothes but actually wanted to quickly pack her belongings and escape.”

“While she was packing, Lady Zhu and Lady Rong followed her in. When a woman packs belongings, she chooses her cosmetic box first, and this large cosmetic box had many things in it, including her most cherished hairpin—she would definitely take this one first. But when she took the cosmetic box, Lady Zhu and Lady Rong silently followed in, then a white silk cord was looped around her neck.”

Silence all around. Wind rustled through leaves with a mournful sound, and a cold crescent moon cast pale light.

Following Tie Ci’s haunting tone, everyone couldn’t help but have that day’s terrifying scene flash through their minds, sending chills through their bodies.

He Zi’s face was ashen. He had barely managed to maintain calm before, but now he couldn’t control his whole body’s slight trembling.

“Naturally she would struggle, smashing with whatever she held in her hands, using all her strength. An ebony box inlaid with mother-of-pearl is quite heavy. She hit someone, causing the mother-of-pearl to loosen and lift, staining it with the other person’s blood.”

Tie Ci took out a small knife and pried open a slightly loose piece of mother-of-pearl on the box. Everyone looked carefully and could see some dark traces in the gaps of the mother-of-pearl.

“This is blood. If you don’t believe it, dissolving it in water will tell. Fortunately it’s mother-of-pearl, hidden in the crevices, not easy to discover. After all this time, this bit still remains.”

Lady Zhu sneered: “This might be from when Lady He injured her own hand sometime—how can you pin this on me?”

“Lifted mother-of-pearl can easily cut hands. If it had been there before, Lady He wouldn’t have failed to do such a simple repair. It could only be fresh damage from that time. However, although she hit someone, she didn’t succeed. The other party was two people after all, and Lady He gradually lost breath. Lady Zhu and Lady Rong then hung her from the beam. To create the illusion of suicide, they casually selected that hairpin from the cosmetic box to put on her.”

A slight soft sound—Tie Ci turned her head to see He Zi could no longer stand and slowly sat down against a tree.

The Mountain Dean had at some point buried his head on the ground, motionless.

Everyone’s faces were deathly pale.

“Initially, the Director’s wife told me that during the funeral chaos, she took advantage of the confusion to steal the cosmetic box from the dressing table. I thought, a woman’s cosmetic box is usually placed deep on the dressing table, especially since that box and the jewelry inside were Lady He’s treasures—how could she casually place it? Either she had moved the cosmetic box herself and then couldn’t reorganize it, or someone had casually placed it there. At that time, the only ones who could enter the inner room and casually place a cosmetic box were Lady Zhu and Lady Rong. These two weren’t shallow-minded people like the Director’s wife—why would they touch someone else’s cosmetic box? So there’s only one possibility: after the murder, in their panic, the cosmetic box was casually thrown aside, which conveniently allowed the Director’s wife to sneak in later and take the cosmetic box. Perhaps this is Lady He’s spirit in heaven—mysteriously, she left me clues.”

“No matter how eloquently you speak, I still have the same question.” Lady Zhu said coldly and harshly, “Without grievances or hatred, why would we kill her?”

“Because of the succession struggle.” Tie Ci’s voice grew colder, “Because Lady Rong is from the Rong Family, and she connected the Rong Family with the then-Empress, now the Empress Dowager. Because you’re a distant branch of the Xiao Family.”

The Mountain Dean suddenly raised his head—he didn’t know about this either.

“You are all scholars, and scholars generally don’t understand military intelligence and strategies. When I heard the Mountain Dean explain how Lady He transmitted military intelligence, I had two doubts. First, Lady He lived on Qingyang Mountain—how could a mere woman know about the capital’s military defense maps? It’s said she obtained intelligence by spying on Mr. He, but Mr. He at that time was only being recruited. Even if Prince Tang and Prince Lu were inclined to befriend him, they wouldn’t leak complete military maps to Mr. He. If Mr. He didn’t know, how could his wife produce the complete map? Second, Lady He could barely read a few characters—how could she think of such a clever method of piecing together maps to transmit military diagrams? This requires excellent drawing and copying skills, requires extensive knowledge, and I’ve seen Lady He’s handwriting—she couldn’t draw.”

“The Director’s wife told me that Rong Luchuan was skilled at copying, so wouldn’t his wife also know how through exposure? After all, the Di clan is also a famous family, and Lady Rong was accomplished in both civil and military arts. With the capabilities of the Rong and Xiao families, obtaining the capital’s military defense maps at that time would be most reasonable.”

“They produced the defense maps and framed Lady He. They had sincere, honest disciples force their teacher’s wife to death. The disciples had to conceal the truth of their teacher’s wife’s death, and from then on were held by the handle. And Mr. He, who was still being detained in the capital at that time, would inevitably blame Prince Tang and Prince Lu, and he also owed the Xiao Family a favor because of this. Without a doubt, he would choose… Empress Xiao at that critical moment.”

So afterward, He Zi willingly used the intelligence he obtained to strategize for the Xiao Family, helping Empress Xiao ultimately win and become Empress Dowager Xiao.

Empress Dowager Xiao worried that He Zi had meritorious service in supporting the dragon and would have to be rewarded. This person was accomplished in both civil and military affairs with too high a reputation—the Xiao Family at that time still couldn’t suppress him. So she still needed him to leave the academy from then on.

Lady He’s death in this manner would inevitably make He Zi withdraw from the world. With the Mountain Dean, who had the most control over Yueli Academy, leaving the academy, the Xiao Family had an opportunity to infiltrate.

Even if the academy’s leadership was still held by He Zi’s disciples, out of gratitude to the Xiao Family, they certainly wouldn’t obstruct much. The Mountain Dean was mostly away from the academy, causing the academy’s atmosphere to be corrupted by the Xiao Family over the years. Officials from the academy mostly automatically counted as part of the Xiao Family faction, and the Xiao Family’s power in court grew increasingly large.

The Rong Family was on the same boat as the Xiao Family back then, but gradually grew apart due to power struggles. The Rong Family took this opportunity to also infiltrate the academy. Yueli Academy now divided the world in two, all legacy from those years.

This could no longer be counted as killing several birds with one stone. The various benefit entanglements and changes caused by the so-called suicide incident had far-reaching effects, extending to today.

Only the He couple were complete and utter sacrificial victims.

Everyone felt cold in their hearts, not daring to look up at He Zi’s expression.

He Zi sat leaning against the tree, staring blankly up at the crescent moon cut into fragments by the tall trees.

He didn’t move, didn’t shed tears, but suddenly someone cried out in alarm.

Everyone looked and saw that on He Zi’s face, which had always been well-maintained without wrinkles, lines suddenly appeared like knife cuts and axe chops, wantonly crisscrossing across that originally pearl-like smooth skin.

Like time suddenly accelerating at this moment.

Like ghosts and spirits in the dark taking up brushes to paint time.

Every stroke dipped in blood.

The He family had hereditary qi cultivation techniques that could preserve youthful appearance, but at this moment, the past shattered his years like random blade cuts.

He had thought he was already facing the world’s ultimate cruelty, but didn’t know that no one could resist fate’s mercilessness.

“Master!”

Everyone fell to their knees in the dust with thuds.

“Master!”

The Mountain Dean crawled on his knees all the way over but stopped three feet before He Zi. The man nearing fifty wailed in anguish and knocked his head against the gnarled tree roots.

Chapter 118: I Advise You Not to Be Kind
A figure flashed, and Tie Ci had already blocked in front of the Mountain Dean. She was knocked back with a stumble, nearly spitting up blood.

The Mountain Dean looked up and saw the dagger at her waist. He suddenly reached out and pulled it, then turned and lunged toward Lady Zhu, who had been restrained and thrown to the ground.

The snow-bright dagger reflected Lady Zhu’s shocked and desperate eyes.

With a ding, Tie Ci flicked out a stone, knocking away the dagger.

For a moment the forest was deathly silent, with only night insects chirping chaotically.

Lady Zhu suddenly began to laugh.

Her laughter was crisp, giggling like silver bells echoing above the forest, making everyone’s skin crawl.

She laughed and pointed at Tie Ci, saying: “Speak! Why aren’t you speaking anymore? Empress Xiao… you keep saying Empress Xiao, but why don’t you say who Empress Xiao was supporting at that time? Why don’t you say who we went through all these machinations, killing and scheming, ultimately for?”

Tie Ci remained silent.

“Because you don’t dare say! You can’t say! If you did, the biggest beneficiary of this whole affair, the real culprit, would become yourself!” Lady Zhu laughed wildly. “When that time comes, all the promises Master He made to you—see if they still count!”

Tie Ci sighed.

Lady Zhu stopped laughing and stared at her, saying eerily: “Honestly, I both admire and despise you. Because you’re both clever and stupid! I don’t know what you were thinking—Zhu Yi gave you that truth, couldn’t you just go with the flow and accept it? You had to get to the bottom of everything!”

She sneered: “You want me to confess, right? Fine, I confess. Lady Rong and I killed her. But do you want to know who directly gave us orders at that time?”

Tie Ci smiled bitterly and helplessly.

She didn’t know, but could guess.

Otherwise, why would she have struggled and hesitated, scribbling like a ghost all night?

He Zi slowly turned his head to look at her.

For an instant, his eyes were deep black, as if they had absorbed all the darkness of the night.

“…I don’t know anything about Empress Xiao or Empress Dowager Xiao. I only know that back then, the one who gave me the defense maps and personally gave me orders was a young eunuch from the palace. Though now he’s no longer a young eunuch.” Lady Zhu smiled. “Now he’s the steward of Chongming Palace, a favored person by His Majesty’s side.”

Tie Ci closed her eyes and let out a long breath.

After the Mountain Dean had enlightened her that night, she knew there were still several clues that hadn’t been explained clearly. Following them down, the more she traced, the more alarmed she became.

After asking He Zi that final question, she knew she had encountered one of the most difficult choices of her life.

The matter pointed to Empress Dowager Xiao, which actually meant pointing to Father Emperor, since their interests were aligned at that time. Empress Dowager Xiao’s scheming had the purpose, at least mainly at that time, of eliminating Prince Tang and Prince Lu, and supporting the unremarkable Father Emperor to ascend the throne.

It was very possible that Father Emperor had a hand in this matter.

I didn’t kill Boren, but Boren died because of me.

Traced to the end, the murderer was myself.

With such a truth placed before Mr. He, could she still expect him to put down his hatred and emerge from seclusion to assist her?

She had thought about it—forget it, don’t dig anymore. Stop here.

Revealing the truth would really hurt too many people.

How would the disciples face their master and themselves in the future? They were also deceived.

As for the master, having finally accepted the pain of the suicide note through long years, must he also face the deeper pain that his beloved wife actually died wrongfully and bore a bad reputation?

As for herself, all previous efforts would be wasted.

And the dead were already dead. No matter what, preserving the living was most important.

That night, squatting in the courtyard drawing on the ground, struggling and thinking, when she stood up, she had already made up her mind to give up.

However, walking to the edge of Liuxiang Lake and seeing the rippling lake water, she once again remembered the struggle underwater at age three.

She remembered the assassinations she had once encountered, and even framing attempts.

If she had died in those times, perhaps the murderers, to shirk responsibility, would have pinned some unspeakable crimes on her too?

Why should that innocent woman be secretly murdered and still have to bear those unspeakable burdens?

Why should she be the one who deserved to be sacrificed?

Just because others needed her to be sacrificed?

…

She slowly turned around, walked before He Zi, and bowed deeply to the ground.

“Sir asked me to help find the truth, and now I have found it. Grace, duty, grievances, and revenge—please decide for yourself in the future, sir. As for the agreement between you and me, just… forget it.”

After completing her bow, without looking at anyone, she turned and left the forest.

At the edge of the forest, someone was waiting.

Her heart jumped, originally thinking it was Rong Wei, until she saw the person cough and realized it was Rong Pu.

She was in low spirits now and didn’t want to say anything. She nodded and was about to walk around Rong Pu.

Rong Pu said softly: “Just now Rong Wei wanted to come over, but I had people lead him away.”

Tie Ci said nothing.

Rong Pu gazed at Tie Ci.

This woman had the brightest and strongest will in the entire world.

People seeking profit and avoiding harm had almost become human nature.

Only she was different.

When everyone else would make that most correct choice, she faced it head-on, with iron-like robes that wouldn’t be broken by fierce winds.

This was what made people’s hearts surrender, the unsurpassable Crown Princess.

This was the greatest reason he stood here in the middle of the night, despite his frail body, braving the wind to wait for her.

Unable not to admire, unable not to respect.

Tie Ci was in low spirits and couldn’t perceive others’ feelings at this moment. Even if she could, it would only make her more depressed.

I really wanted not to say it too!

I just couldn’t help myself!

How despicable!

After cursing herself a few times, she felt a bit better. She nodded and was about to leave when Rong Pu said softly: “If Master He is unwilling to help you anymore, it doesn’t matter. Afterward, I will work hard to bring the academy under my command… my command, not the Rong Family’s…”

Tie Ci stopped, and after a long moment, laughed.

She said: “Minister Rong, I’m very grateful for your intentions, but do you think you can really cut ties with the Rong Family?”

Before Rong Pu could answer, she pointed toward the forest again: “If you say you can cut ties, then go prove it now. Go tell the Mountain Dean and the others that Rong Luchuan might be the only disciple in this matter who isn’t clean. He originally didn’t agree to write the suicide note that way—why did he change his attitude after one night? Was it because that night, he discovered his own wife was the murderer, and then chose silence for her?”

Rong Pu was slightly stunned.

He didn’t know about this detail, but since Tie Ci hadn’t mentioned it explicitly just now, she was leaving room for the Rong Family.

After a long moment, he took a breath and shook his head: “Your Highness, there’s no need for me to say it. The Mountain Dean and the others were just deceived by their closest people. Once they come to their senses, they’ll easily figure it out.”

“Heartless people find it easier to rise to power. You see, the Mountain Dean is in such a sorry state right now, while Rong Luchuan is already the Chief Minister.” Tie Ci smiled and patted Rong Pu’s shoulder. “I advise you—don’t be kind.”

She walked away with fluttering robes, never looking back.

No matter who it was, gaining her trust wouldn’t be that easy.

She was, after all, surnamed Tie.

…

Chapter 119: I’ll Be Tender With You
Tie Ci returned to her dormitory feeling utterly exhausted, not wanting to deal with anything in this world, only wanting to collapse and sleep.

But she was blocked at the door by Dan Ye, who insisted on asking what she had been doing to cause such a commotion earlier. The Wu dormitory was too far away—by the time he heard the news and rushed over, everyone had already dispersed.

Tie Ci rarely had such a foul mood. Her heart was chaotic, as if countless embroidery needles were threading through it, pricking and stabbing.

At a glance, she saw that Rong Wei’s bed was empty—even the bedding was gone.

Her heart jumped, and she felt her whole body sinking.

Dan Ye followed her gaze and looked back, becoming even more smug: “Ha! That guy came back today, ordered people to move his things away without a word, finally got lost…”

Tie Ci raised her eyes and stared at him.

Dan Ye still hadn’t noticed and continued gloating.

Tie Ci suddenly felt she couldn’t bear it anymore.

She raised her hand, grabbed his wrist, and swung him around.

With a whoosh, Dan Ye was sent flying a thousand miles away.

Hai Dongqing on the roof, who was grooming his feathers, screeched and dove down, catching his flying brother.

Hai Dongqing deposited the dazed Dan Ye on the roof, then turned back to charge at Tie Ci. Tie Ci sneered at the bird, but as it passed her, it suddenly veered and pounced toward the wooden box containing the kittens.

Tie Ci: “…”

Quite cunning.

The next moment, she pressed a finger on Hai Dongqing’s head and pushed the giant bird right out the door, then picked up the box and walked outside.

The Dan brothers hugged each other on the roof, watching their rarely fierce boss leave, trembling…

Tie Ci carried the box to Liuxiang Lake, whistled to signal Dan Shuang to come feed the cats. She could see that Rong Wei hadn’t fed the kittens today—Rong Rong, Yi Yi, and Rong Yi were crawling around in the box, squeaking hungrily, which made her mood even worse.

Walking to the crevice in the artificial mountain, she dragged out her hammock intending to sleep, only to discover it was wet.

Her mood grew even worse.

She lit a fire and began drying the hammock, cursing about which bastard had stolen her hammock.

What, were they out of diapers?

It was a while before Dan Shuang arrived, looking somewhat pale. Tie Ci was preoccupied with her own worries and didn’t notice.

Dan Shuang saw her drying the hammock and felt even more guilty.

That Rong Wei guy was too petty—just because she wouldn’t let him use the hammock, he threw it in the water? How would the Crown Princess sleep next?

She immediately felt very justified in having gone to hack at him.

Tie Ci said strangely: “Who had nothing better to do than mess with my hammock?”

Dan Shuang said: “Um… probably some morally corrupt thief.”

“Thieves are already morally corrupt enough, you don’t need to add more adjectives.” Tie Ci hesitated, then said: “Um, did you happen to…”

“Your Highness, I didn’t see Rong Wei.”

Tie Ci was embarrassed and angry: “I didn’t say I was asking about Rong Wei!”

Dan Shuang: “Indeed. He’s not worth your concern either. You have too many things to do. Your chosen decoy fiancé is far away in the Eastern Liao—he’s the most suitable shield. You wouldn’t waste time on irrelevant people.”

Tie Ci put down the hammock.

“You’re talking quite a lot today.”

Dan Shuang immediately shut up.

“What did you do?” Tie Ci looked at her suspiciously.

Dan Shuang pressed her lips together.

Tie Ci knew Dan Shuang—without her orders, she wouldn’t provoke people randomly. But she still thought about it and instructed: “I have my own sense of proportion in my affairs. You don’t need to worry. Also, regardless of whether Rong Wei becomes enemy or friend to us in the future, he’s a person of significance. You’re not allowed to belittle or disrespect him.”

Dan Shuang remained silent.

You can’t even bear me saying one word against him, yet he threw away your hammock.

How can the Crown Princess be so humble?

But… this attitude seems wrong somehow?

Dan Shuang vaguely sensed something ominous and dared not mention what had happened earlier.

Tie Ci wasn’t in the mood to chat with her maid either. She was tired, hungry, and dejected, and thinking of last night’s delicious tender lamb skewers, couldn’t help but sigh.

She had originally wanted to find Rong Wei to ask why he had suddenly moved away, but she was too tired. Thinking that there would be archery class during the day where she’d definitely see him, she decided to sleep first.

She slept until daybreak. When she went to class, she heard that the Crown Princess’s inspection time had been set—tomorrow. Supposedly last night at midnight, the stewards had burst into various dormitories disturbing people’s sleep, claiming to conduct surprise cleanliness inspections. They pulled out and scolded unqualified dormitories and students one by one, demanding they clean thoroughly upon returning to their rooms today. All clutter must be packed away in boxes, no smelly shoes under beds, no cups or bowls on tables, bedding must be folded neatly—everything must be clean in the dormitories and clothing. They also required everyone to change into new clothes uniformly; those without money for new clothes should go home first, because the Crown Princess disliked filth.

They also spread yellow earth on the roads, sprinkled clean water on the ground, hung colorful decorations, and set up red carpets and brocade tents all along the route for the Crown Princess’s use.

Students responsible for archery demonstrations were driven to the martial arts field, forbidden from attending classes, practicing over and over. Their horsemanship had to be not only beautiful and uniform but also arranged in patterns. One student with poor health was forcibly dragged up, then after running most of the day under the scorching sun, collapsed from heat stroke. The students immediately went to beat up Rong Wei, who was responsible for training, but were beaten into a field of salted fish by Rong Wei instead.

Then they announced that all instructors and students, regardless of when the Crown Princess arrived tomorrow, must rise early to welcome her. They also dragged all instructors to the gate to practice welcoming ceremonies.

When teachers and students protested, the stewards said helplessly that they didn’t want to trouble everyone or ruin the academy’s integrity—it was just that the Crown Princess had a difficult temperament and was hard to serve. If anything went wrong, the academy getting scolded would be fine, but punishing the teachers and students wouldn’t be good.

Great—the Crown Princess hadn’t even arrived yet and had already firmly earned countless grudges.

Tie Ci: Hehe.

Clearly, under the influence of the Xiao Family faction and various levels of stewards, the entire academy had always had an undercurrent of rejection toward the Crown Princess, but now they put on a show of eager respect.

It was also coincidental that the academy’s three top leaders had all gone to Master He’s mountain valley these past two days, probably to thoroughly investigate Lady He’s cause of death and handle subsequent matters.

Once this matter came out, the deans obviously forgot about the so-called Crown Princess inspection, since in their hearts, this shouldn’t exist—it must be a rumor.

The Mountain Dean only had people send word that no one should disturb them these few days. Academy affairs usually flowed in an orderly manner anyway, so just continue as normal.

Tie Ci had previously found it strange that there seemed to be no Xiao Family people among the academy’s leadership, but now she discovered that middle management was most crucial, since they were the ones actually implementing things. This level was almost entirely controlled by the Xiao Family. Throughout the academy, from student admission, arrangement, management, and recommendation, down to daily necessities, everything was middle management—those few leaders seemed to be sidelined.

So only now could she see the Xiao Family’s real strength in the academy, and vaguely discern the instructors’ factions.

The academy was noisy—wherever she went, she could hear people cursing the Crown Princess.

Tie Ci listened with a smile, occasionally joining in the cursing.

She had already sent Dan Shuang out of the academy to deliver messages a few days ago. Let whatever comes, come.

Remembering the message Dan Shuang had brought back from her Nine Guards leader, she smiled faintly.

Classes proceeded normally in the morning. At noon, she went to the office handling student expeditions. Sure enough, the small room was packed inside and out with people noisily wanting to register for expeditions. Shen Mi and the students he’d recruited to help were frantically busy.

Tie Ci looked at the thick stack of registers that had quickly accumulated and smiled.

She entered and told everyone: “Since you’ve come to register, you must expedition properly. I’ve reviewed this batch of registration records—you all pass directly. Everyone go back to your rooms and pack. I’ve already asked the Mountain Dean for permission—we’ll leave the academy tomorrow for expeditions down the mountain.” She took out the predetermined expedition locations and had everyone draw lots.

Everyone was somewhat surprised but thought this must also be to avoid the Crown Princess selection. After all, if they were chosen tomorrow and had to follow the puppet Crown Princess, putting aside career impact, they might even lose their lives.

They all agreed immediately.

Many people bowed to her, thanking her for the grace of early expedition approval.

Tie Ci looked at the relieved crowd with satisfaction and showed a loving smile.

Little ones, want to run?

Hehe.

The afternoon was archery class. Tie Ci hadn’t seen Rong Wei all day and felt somewhat uneasy. She arrived early at the martial arts field to wait.

Arriving at the field, she discovered Wei Xuan had arrived even earlier, carrying a food box and waiting expectantly.

Seeing Tie Ci, she smiled: “Eighteen, have some pastries.”

Tie Ci accepted the pastries and saw there was another portion in the food box, with another layer at the bottom. Seeing Wei Xuan’s careful manner holding the food box, it was probably soup.

She said casually: “Is this for Xing’er?”

But Wei Xuan smiled with pursed lips: “Xing’er already ate.”

Tie Ci immediately realized who this was for, and the pastry in her mouth suddenly didn’t taste good.

Water droplets seeped from the bottom of the food box, looking very refreshing in the summer heat.

Wei Xuan saw Tie Ci looking at the food box and said somewhat shyly: “The bottom layer has a compartment with ice inside, chilling sour plum soup… Eighteen, if you get hot during class later, you can come drink some too.”

Tie Ci remained silent.

After a long moment, she smiled slightly: “I’d better not—I won’t compete.”

Wei Xuan knew Ye Shiba had guessed, blushed and lowered her head slightly. Tie Ci gazed at her soft-lined profile, thinking with a sour heart that she probably wouldn’t know this phrase had a double meaning.

The pastry stuck in her throat. She swallowed with difficulty, not wanting to see Wei Xuan’s expectant expression anymore, and walked to the side.

Not long after, she saw Rong Wei riding up. In the sunlight, the man’s black hair flew loose, and his whole person seemed to glow.

The young ladies clustered around Wei Xuan and went forward to greet him.

Tie Ci heard someone say from afar: “Ah Xuan saved Teacher Rong last time, and now their friendship is just right. They really look well-matched.”

From a distance, Tie Ci saw Wei Xuan block Rong Wei’s horse, saying something. Rong Wei lowered his head slightly to listen.

The man like a jade tree, the woman like a delicate willow.

They really were quite well-matched.

Rong Wei suddenly raised his head, his gaze shooting over clearly and coldly. Tie Ci’s spying was discovered, but she wasn’t flustered—she openly waved at him, just like any good brother meeting another.

Rong Wei stared at her for a while, then lowered his eyelids, said something to Wei Xuan, and walked away.

Tie Ci saw he didn’t accept Wei Xuan’s pastries and felt somewhat better for some reason, but then saw Wei Xuan walking over with no dejected expression on her face. She placed the food box in front of her and said: “The teacher said that eating during class isn’t elegant. He asked you to help take these back to him—he wants to taste them carefully.”

Tie Ci stared at the food box, thinking: Is this showing off?

She amiably accepted the food box, said “good,” and watched Wei Xuan follow Rong Wei with satisfaction.

Tie Ci looked at the food box for a long moment, then suddenly opened the lid and ate the pastries in a few bites, tilted her head back, and gulped down the sour plum soup.

Take it back my ass.

Then she wiped her mouth, shoved the food box aside, and got up to attend class.

Rong Wei sat alone on his horse while students lined up in rows before him. Tie Ci chose an inconspicuous corner to stand, while Wei Xuan, as always, stood in the front row directly facing Rong Wei, looking up at him with sparkling eyes.

Rong Wei didn’t avoid her gaze but showed no extra expression, looking straight ahead: “Today I’ll teach you mounted combat, which requires someone to partner with me…” His gaze swept through the crowd as Wei Xuan desperately stood on tiptoe.

Tie Ci was absent-minded, thinking about her plans after leaving the academy.

Rong Wei’s gaze passed over her face three times, but they failed to make eye contact all three times.

What is she thinking about so absent-mindedly!

His eyebrow twitched as he said coldly: “Ye Shiba.”

Tie Ci was spacing out.

“Ye Shiba!”

“Ye Shiba!!!”

It wasn’t until Dan Ye kicked her that Tie Ci reacted, directly kicked out of formation by Dan Ye’s foot: “Ah? Present. What?”

Rong Wei looked at her with a half-smile.

When he came over earlier, he had seen her talking closely with Wei Xuan, and he suddenly remembered that this Ye Shiba kid was quite close to Wei Xuan.

He hadn’t thought much of it before, but now seeing their intimate manner, he found it very displeasing.

So when Wei Xuan came to bring him pastries, he had Wei Xuan give them to Ye Shiba instead. Sure enough, this kid was dejected and wasn’t paying attention at all.

His fingers tightened on the reins.

Then he smiled and threw over a long spear: “Come here, let teacher beat you up.”

Hearing this, everyone immediately started cheering.

In Ye Shiba’s short time at the academy, his battle record was outstanding and his reputation unmatched. Everyone feared, respected, and resented him. Though people have psychology of admiring the strong, they also love seeing the strong get beaten.

Tie Ci raised her hand and caught the long spear, sneering inwardly: Are you angry I drank your sweetheart’s loving sour plum soup?

She also smiled broadly: “Then I’ll just have to take the beating.”

Rong Wei’s eyes slanted: “The way you say that makes it sound like I’m bullying you.”

Aren’t you bullying me?

One moment you’re killing for me, the next you move away without a word, and now you have this expression—as if I owe you eight million taels.

“If teacher loves and protects his students,” Tie Ci flourished her spear, “and is willing to be beaten by students, I have no objections either.”

Rong Wei smiled, leveling his spear tip at her: “Fine, come. I’ll be tender with you.”

Tie Ci drew back her spear flourish beautifully behind her back, bowed her head slightly in salute: “Thank you for the tenderness. I only hope teacher won’t regret it.”

The word “regret” was still echoing on her tongue, her head still lowered, when the long spear behind her back suddenly whistled out, chopping straight down at Rong Wei’s head.

Spear shadows filled the air, scattered leaves swirled everywhere, and the crowd’s cries crashed down like a wall.

Rong Wei raised his hand, his spear sliding across his chest like a swimming snake, and the next instant struck Tie Ci’s spear tip with a clang.

The crowd looking up closed their eyes, not knowing whether the blinding light was sunlight or sparks.

They only heard wind howling in their ears. Those nearby vaguely felt robes rushing past their faces. When they opened their eyes again, they saw Tie Ci had somehow leaped up, gripping her spear with both hands and pressing down with horizontal force. Rong Wei flicked his fingertips, and his long spear slid out of Tie Ci’s spear coverage, dancing with red tassels as it swung out deep red light circles, cold light spinning as it pressed toward Tie Ci’s chest and abdomen.

But in that instant, Tie Ci abandoned her spear, pressed both hands on Rong Wei’s shoulders for leverage, and flipped behind him, landing on his horse. Her five fingers gripped hard, trying to throw him off.

At this moment, her spear had just fallen, and she tilted her head to catch it with her shoulder.

But Rong Wei wasn’t thrown off. He raised his arm and turned his shoulder, his long spear flowing like a swimming dragon around his shoulder in a smooth trajectory, striking horizontally toward Tie Ci’s back.

These few moves between them happened in an instant—one fierce, one devious, one like an eagle, one like a snake. Everyone only saw flashes of cold light passing like meteors and chaotic moons. Spears always emerged from completely unexpected angles, completely unconventional fighting styles, dazzling and soul-stirring to watch.

But not only people were soul-stirred—so was the horse. The two fought from air to horseback, pulling at each other trying to throw the other off. On the horse’s back, people and spears spun like windmills, and several times the flashing spear tips nearly poked the horse’s eyes. Though the horse was well-trained, it couldn’t help being startled. Suddenly it neighed loudly, reared up and galloped forward madly, disappearing into the forest ahead in the blink of an eye.

Everyone: “…”

Who am I? Where am I? What happened?

…

Chapter 120: Thunder and Lightning
When the horse was galloping, Tie Ci naturally knew, but… she couldn’t stop it anymore.

Rong Wei seemed to have truly ignited, his moves cunning. When she wanted to pause slightly, his hand had already grabbed her collar like lightning—with just a little force, she’d be streaking naked.

Tie Ci had no choice but to ram her shoulder forward, pushing away his hand. With a ripping sound, half her collar tore open. Tie Ci countered with a grappling hold on his shoulder while her other hand tried to control the reins.

Everything went dark as the horse had already charged into the forest. The forest floor was uneven with trees everywhere—continuing to gallop and fight like this, they’d definitely crash into a tree.

Her hand was about to touch the reins when cold light flashed and Rong Wei’s spear tip had already flicked the reins away.

This madman!

Tie Ci also got somewhat angry. Her long spear thrust out with a snap, breaking Rong Wei’s spear shaft in half. But Rong Wei adapted extremely quickly—he grabbed the broken spear shaft with one hand and danced it skillfully, turning it into dual spears in the blink of an eye.

He crossed his dual spears and pressed down hard, forcefully pinning Tie Ci down on the horse’s back.

Tie Ci crashed onto the horse’s back with a bang. Fortunately her waist strength was excellent, but her back was still painfully jarred.

And the horse was still galloping and jumping. Rong Wei pressed her down firmly—for a moment she couldn’t get up.

When Rong Wei pressed her down, he hadn’t thought much, but now lowering his head, he saw that Ye Shiba’s long hair had somehow become disheveled, half her collar torn open, revealing half her straight collarbone. Though the forest was dim, that skin and bone seemed to be glowing.

His mind went dizzy.

Tie Ci lay facing him and saw his originally stern and murderous gaze suddenly flash with flowing light, becoming even more profound.

Her heart jumped—she instinctively sensed something bad.

The next instant she saw that beautiful face continuously enlarging before her eyes, satin-like black hair falling to her neck, brushing against her collarbone with a rustling tickle.

She stared wide-eyed in shock, not yet reacting.

Suddenly her lips felt hot, pressed by something soft. The moment of contact, she vaguely heard a low, faint gasp from the person above.

Her mind thundered as if golden flowers exploded—after the ultimate brightness came complete blankness.

In a daze, skin touched skin and lips pressed against lips. For a long while neither moved, following the horse’s rise and fall, lightly touching then separating, the next second crashing together more fiercely. She could hear the subtle sound of teeth clashing. Later he held her tightly, pressing hard against her lips for a long time without moving. Soon, apparently feeling that the softness and fragrance of her lips wasn’t satisfying enough, he made a low murmur in his throat. His tongue tip nimbly emerged, lightly sweeping across her lip seam. Her mind was in complete confusion—she only felt rolling heat from head to toe, yet her whole body had become soft like a cloud or a fish, following the horse’s movements like waves. When his tongue swept over like that, her whole body tingled as if it wasn’t her own. Somehow her teeth had been parted, and once he broke through, he completely abandoned his previous leisurely gentleness—driving straight in, devastating everything in his path, taking almost violently. At this moment even her soul seemed to transform into a swimming dragon, roaming through her world, leaving his mark on every beautiful place it passed…

On the horse’s back, young bodies embraced, long hair scattered and tangled endlessly. Proud sunlight fell like scattered diamonds through gaps in the canopy, sprinkling over them both. Unknown whose breathing grew intense, unknown whose hand, after being unable to find place several times, finally at some moment neither noticed, gently fell on the other’s back.

Suddenly the horse let out a long neigh accompanied by a great shake. Tie Ci’s eyes flew open, thinking: “Oh no!”

She pushed at Rong Wei, but he completely ignored her, his long lashes sweeping across her face, seemingly laughing softly in his throat.

Tie Ci silently cursed “madman” again, used force from her waist, and suddenly sprang up carrying Rong Wei with her.

After springing up, she immediately grabbed Rong Wei’s collar and pulled him as they flew up.

The next instant the horse tilted and slid down with a long neigh—below was a slope!

Robes danced like scattered flowers. As the horse tumbled down, Tie Ci dragged Rong Wei as they flew diagonally, landing with a bang—this time it was Rong Wei’s back that hit an old tree.

The next moment Tie Ci pinned him down.

She pressed his shoulders and tilted her head, pressing against his lips.

The forest was silent, birds scattered in flight.

Rong Wei was stunned for an instant, then laughed again, completely relaxing his body in a yielding posture.

Tie Ci didn’t care and followed the script—first pressing hard against his lips for a long while until Rong Wei grew impatient, tilted his head slightly, and raised his hand to embrace her waist.

Tie Ci trembled all over like being electrocuted, leaned forward and began licking his lip seam. Rong Wei cooperated by parting his lips slightly, and Tie Ci slipped into his world, beginning to conquer territory.

Her learning ability had always been strong—in the blink of an eye she was skillfully employing techniques: flicking, brushing, hooking, entwining… Two swimming fish came and went, chasing yin and yang. What started as tentative revenge, by the end no one knew who was seducing whom, who was leading whom, who was enjoying whom.

In summer the green canopy blocked out the sky and sun. In the rarely visited dense forest, vegetation grew deep. In the grass depths, insects and beasts rustled about, coming and going busily—the sound made one’s bones tingle. Bright sunlight flowed through the treetops.

At some unknown moment, Rong Wei’s hand, pressed against the tree, slowly slid up along Tie Ci’s spine, pinched her neck, then slowly slid down again…

Just as that hand was about to reach certain unspeakable places, Tie Ci suddenly awakened and sprang away.

She stood there stunned, looking at Rong Wei leaning against the tree with eyes slightly closed. Dusk’s gentle rosy light traveled from afar, painting a faint red on his cheek. Even his lashes seemed to shimmer with light.

The sight made her heart tremble.

Seeming to sense her gaze, those long, thick lashes slowly trembled and gradually opened, then fixed on her with a smile.

In that instant all rosy clouds gathered, crimson mountains rolled back, emerald water flowed, and all worldly charm was contained in his smiling, focused eyes.

In Tie Ci’s life, she had experienced life and death, encountered desperate situations, seen ten thousand people mountain-calling in worship, ascended the highest divine altar in the human world. But regardless of such hardships or glory, never had her heart beaten as madly as at this moment.

She felt she could even hear that pounding sound, like great bronze bells ringing, making her ears buzz endlessly.

She retreated another step, hiding in the tree shadows, took a breath, barely steadied herself, wiped her mouth, and smiled: “Not a loss.”

Then she turned and left.

Her departure could be called smart and decisive, just like a scumbag who pulls up his pants and disavows everything.

After all, she’d been forcibly kissed and had forcibly kissed back—they were both men, so excessive entanglement would be unwise.

Rong Wei didn’t move, watching with folded arms from behind.

Thinking: Sour plum soup flavor.

Feeling the silent gaze from behind, Tie Ci straightened her back, determined not to lose face even if losing ground.

The next instant she tripped on a tree root and stumbled.

She quickly scrambled up and darted away.

Rong Wei laughed aloud.

Watching that person seemingly frank but actually fleeing the forest as if chased by ghosts, only then did he put away his smile, raised his hand, and gently touched his lips, spacing out for a while.

After a long time, he said softly: “Now I think I understand you a little…”

…

Tie Ci fled in defeat and returned to the martial field to find everyone still waiting in place.

She had already tidied herself before emerging from the forest, but when she walked out and saw the crowd rushing toward her, she still felt somewhat guilty.

Especially seeing Wei Xuan charging to the front made her feel even more guilty.

Wei Xuan looked behind her curiously, asking: “Eighteen, where’s the teacher? You two…” She tilted her head questioningly at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci avoided her gaze and said as naturally as possible: “We tied.”

This was the absolute truth.

Wei Xuan didn’t suspect anything: “Then why hasn’t the teacher come out yet?”

Tie Ci laughed once and said maliciously: “It’s my fault—I accidentally may have injured the teacher’s… certain unspeakable areas. He probably needs to treat his wounds first.”

Wei Xuan: “…”

Everyone: “…!!!”

Seems like they heard something incredible!

Tie Ci excused herself as tired and returned to her dorm, turning to leave. After two steps, Dan Ye suddenly poked his head over: “Why are your lips so red?”

Tie Ci remained expressionless: “From eating chili peppers.”

She left Dan Ye behind and walked away with quick steps. Not long after, Rong Wei drifted out. Everyone saw—no horse, no spear, and such unsteady steps. Oh—

Unspeakable, unspeakable.

Must protect the teacher’s dignity.

Rong Wei’s mind was full of pondering other matters and didn’t notice everyone’s strange expressions. He waved his hand indicating everyone should practice on their own while he sat aside to think.

Dan Ye suddenly appeared, staring at his lips: “Why are your lips so red?”

Rong Wei touched his lips, his gaze floating past Dan Ye’s head to the forest behind, saying airily: “From eating candy.”

He also drifted away, leaving Dan Ye standing there stroking his chin.

Were there candy and chili peppers in the forest?

Also, why was he smiling so lecherously?

Author’s Note: Hahahaha, that came out of nowhere.

Such a sweet important moment—they kissed at 500,000 words! I’m righteously demanding monthly votes!

Chapter 121: Wedding Gift or Dowry
Tie Ci fled in panic, returning to her quarters and throwing herself onto the bed. Her heart raced, her mind buzzed with noise, and she couldn’t even hear what Li Zhi, Tian Wu, and the others were saying nearby, until Tian Wu reached over to shake her: “Shiba! Shiba!”

Tie Ci jumped up suddenly. “What?”

“Shiba, why is your face so red?” Tian Wu looked at her in surprise.

“Perhaps it’s too hot today.” Tie Ci touched her burning face, unconsciously wanting to touch her lips, then forcibly stopped herself.

She glanced at Rong Wei’s empty bed and began to feel grateful that he had moved out, otherwise she wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight.

It was also good that Rong Pu wasn’t here, otherwise with his perceptive nature, he would definitely notice something and pester her about it.

Her mind wandered off like a galloping horse, sometimes with Feiyu clip-clopping through, sometimes with Rong Wei clip-clopping out. She could only see Tian Wu’s mouth opening and closing until a few words jumped into her consciousness, bringing her back to attention: “…what about Dongming and Yongping?”

“I was saying that Brother Li Zhi was assigned to Dongming County, and I was assigned to Yongping Prefecture.” Tian Wu was extremely excited. “For three months! Heavens, I’ve always longed for Yongping Guard! Longed for the Di family’s Scorpion Camp! Longed for military service! Although I might just be a clerk or aide, who knows, I might even meet that Commander!”

Tie Ci was stunned, not expecting these two had also signed up for the practical training.

Regarding the training arrangements, she had previously discussed with the dean that since scholars were physically weak, the training locations generally wouldn’t be too far from Haiyou. Therefore, they settled on Dongming County, Huaiqing Prefecture, and Yongping Prefecture, conveniently located at the westernmost, southernmost, and northernmost points of Haiyou. Among these, Huaiqing Prefecture was the supervisor’s idea, saying that place had been the academy’s training ground for many years and couldn’t be changed casually. In truth, Tie Ci knew that the prefectural governor there was a direct descendant of the Xiao family, probably Xiao Chang’s cousin. For many years, training had been conducted there, but it was really just to cultivate and recruit talent for the Xiao family, establishing connections early on. However, removing Huaiqing at this point would indeed be too obvious, so she had no objections.

Dongming County was chosen because she had previously heard a returned training senior mention the River Bureau there, and she vaguely felt something was amiss, so she wanted to take a look. Additionally, Dongming County was the Xiao family’s ancestral home, where the Xiao family’s old residence and ancestral graves still remained, with many clan members still living in Dongming County.

Yongping Prefecture was her real objective.

Commander Di had remained aloof from the court for many years, maintaining a transcendent position. Her Scorpion Camp lived up to its name—venomous and ruthless, with extraordinary combat power. Through the academy incident, Tie Ci had learned some things about Old Lady Rong and increasingly felt that this Di family branch member who grew up in the Rong family might have had some history with the Rong family back then. Perhaps she wasn’t the Rong family’s blade as Tie Ci had thought, so she might still be worth winning over.

Military power was too important for her.

Moreover, there was Shadow’s note pointing to Yongping Prefecture. Her heart was always shrouded by Hidden Dragon’s shadow—she didn’t want to work hard only to end up making wedding clothes for others, so she definitely had to go see for herself.

But the military was different from other places; she needed a reasonable excuse to hide her identity. Therefore, during the lottery drawing, she had Shen Mi manipulate things, asking him to help screen the applicants for training and select suitable people to place in Yongping Prefecture, so she could cultivate trusted allies in the future. After all, battlefield comradeship created extraordinary bonds.

Now hearing that Tian Wu was selected, though expected, she was still pleased.

Just as they were talking, Shen Mi came to visit. Tie Ci went out to receive him, and Shen Mi looked apologetic: “During today’s lottery, somehow Cui Shi ended up drawing Yongping Prefecture.”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

She hadn’t expected Cui Shi to sign up as well. Shen Mi would definitely not have arranged for him, but he still drew it—this was rather interesting.

On the surface, she appeared unconcerned, comforting Shen Mi: “No matter. Though this person’s character is poor, I certainly won’t be afraid of him.”

Shen Mi continued: “Shiba, perhaps I should also…”

“You stay at the academy. Study well. Serve your mother well. Next year’s imperial examination—I’ll wait for you to achieve success on the honor roll.” Tie Ci said, “The academy factions have been scattered by me, and many of those chaotic rules have been abolished. I need you to stay at the academy and help me guard this place. Continue the food delivery business, relay any news you receive to me. The academy and the capital breathe as one—I cannot lose this place.”

Shen Mi nodded, and before leaving, he smiled: “I also have to help you raise cats. When you officially return to the capital, I’ll return three fat cats to you.”

Tie Ci laughed: “Right. By then, who knows…”

Shen Mi smiled: “The cats might even reproduce. By then they might have endless descendants—shall I send them all to you?”

Hearing “endless descendants,” Tie Ci felt her face heat up for no reason. She picked up Rong Yi to look at him—this little tomcat had grown fur and opened his eyes. He was extremely beautiful with big eyes, a small mouth, natural eyeliner, and snow-white fur with small tortoiseshell patches—an outstanding calico.

Even more remarkable, there was a pattern on his belly that was actually heart-shaped, a tortoiseshell heart with a black heart nested inside. When Tie Ci first saw this pattern, she immediately thought of Rong Wei. It truly was incredible.

At this moment, the little cat curled up in her palm licking his fur, opened his tender pink mouth to yawn, then curiously moved closer to look at her. A round-eyed cat face enlarged before her eyes, with dark eyes taking up half his face, so adorable it made her heart tremble. Tie Ci suddenly remembered that scene on horseback, and her old face heated up again.

Tian Wu poked his head out from behind the curtain just in time to see this, muttering: “Is Shiba sick? Even looking at a cat face makes him so red.”

Tie Ci pretended not to hear, picked up Rong Yi, and said coldly to Shen Mi: “I’m entrusting you with something. Find a skilled master craftsman and have this cat neutered.”

Shen Mi: “…??”

Tie Ci smiled coldly.

Men who attract butterflies and cause trouble—it’s all because of this troublemaker. Since Rong Yi was so beautiful, to prevent the surrounding female cats from being harmed, it was better to wield the knife for self-castration early.

Seeing the expression on her face, Shen Mi shivered and quickly slipped away quietly. Tie Ci felt disturbed inside. Seeing the sky darken and most classmates still studying in the quiet hall, she held the cat and sat under the eaves to enjoy the cool air while petting him.

The little cat had been well-cared for these past few days—Dan Shuang must have put effort into it. However, she hadn’t appeared much in front of Tie Ci these past two days. She wondered if the travel preparations were ready. Tomorrow, after that farce was over, if everything could be concluded smoothly, they should leave too.

Thinking of tomorrow, Tie Ci suddenly remembered something. Tomorrow she would probably have to reveal her identity, and then Rong Wei would know too. He… what would he think?

Would he leave in anger, or pester her relentlessly?

Neither seemed to be what she wanted.

But no matter what, she would have to explain her engagement to him clearly.

Perhaps by then he would naturally know, after all, selecting the Crown Princess’s consort was an imperial decree announced to the world.

By then, what would he think…

Just as she was feeling conflicted, something suddenly fell on her head. Though distracted, her senses were sharp—she reached up and caught it, discovering it was a pebble.

She looked up to see Rong Wei sitting on the slanted roof across from her, holding up a wine flask and shaking it at her.

Whenever he sat on rooftops, he invariably drank wine—what clichéd behavior.

Tie Ci didn’t move, raising the cat in her hand to signal that instead of drinking, he should come down and pet the cat.

She just wanted to hide in the shadows under the eaves, afraid Rong Wei would see her face heating up again instantly.

She didn’t want to get too close to that face, afraid she couldn’t restrain her bestial nature—that wouldn’t be good.

After all, someone’s taste was indeed quite good.

But Rong Wei didn’t listen, flicking another pebble that hit her cat this time.

Tie Ci protected the cat’s head and looked up angrily: “That’s your brother, and you’re hitting him too!”

Rong Wei on the roof laughed once and said: “If you won’t come up, so be it. I came to bid you farewell.”

Tie Ci’s heart jumped. Without thinking, the next second she was on the roof: “Why are you suddenly leaving?”

She was a bit confused. This… kissing and then running? How scummy could he be?

On second thought, it seemed she hadn’t planned to take responsibility either?

Truly scummy enough to shame the sun and moon.

Rong Wei looked up at her standing figure, moonlight flowing thinly over his jaw, making his smile seem somewhat cool: “Isn’t it because I’m unwelcome, being driven away with shouts of beating and killing, so I can only pack up and leave early to avoid being an eyesore?”

Tie Ci found these words strange and was about to ask more clearly when she heard Rong Wei continue: “I was originally just substituting as a teacher for a while. The real archery instructor is someone else. Now that there’s something at home, naturally I should leave.”

He had originally gotten the academy’s recommendation letter from Murong Duan, only discovering after receiving it that it was a recommendation to become a teacher. But it didn’t matter—it was just a cover anyway. His purpose was to lure out Fourth Brother and resolve that matter. Now that the goal was achieved, he should have left long ago. He had only stayed a few extra days for Ye Shiba, but now, stimulated by Dan Shuang and suddenly understanding some things, he was determined to leave urgently.

Zhao San and Mu Si were somewhat puzzled by this, not understanding why he was so mercurial.

Zhao San even said that since he wanted to kill the Crown Princess, and the Crown Princess was here for inspection, wasn’t this perfect timing?

He scoffed at this.

Clearly, the Xiao family was up to something to ruin the Crown Princess’s reputation.

Setting aside that the Crown Princess had recently been in the capital suburbs, even if the Crown Princess had left the capital and truly wanted to visit the academy, would the Xiao family allow her to reach into academy territory? Would they be so actively arranging her inspection of the academy?

This was definitely an empty city stratagem, meant to further damage the Crown Princess’s image in the academy students’ minds. He couldn’t be bothered to waste time here.

With his current identity bringing many inconveniences, staying by Ye Shiba’s side was troublesome and even annoying him to the point of sending people to drive him away—why bother?

Since he said this, Tie Ci couldn’t ask more. She stood silently for a long while, feeling lost inside, even forgetting her earlier shyness. After a long moment, she managed to squeeze out a smile: “Then wait a moment.”

She leaped down from the roof. Rong Wei waited with interest, thinking he had caught her off guard and now she was having second thoughts. Was she going to give him some important token, or was she regretting it and ready to change her mind and confess her feelings?

If that were really the case, he wouldn’t need to go through more trouble and could strike while the iron was hot right here.

If he could sleep with her once more, that would be even better.

Rong Wei touched his chest where he kept several erotic novels he had sent people to collect—the male-male kind. He had already studied them quite thoroughly himself, and while being shocked and enlightened, he had also established a great ambition. He planned to give these as parting gifts to properly enlighten that little fool Ye Shiba.

After reading more of these books, gradually Ye Shiba should come to accept it.

Wind rustled softly as Tie Ci leaped back up, just in time to see Rong Wei’s strange and lascivious smile.

What was this guy thinking about with such a lewd expression?

Was he this happy about leaving?

Tie Ci felt somewhat irritated and threw over a pouch. Rong Wei caught it and opened it to find a thick stack of bank notes.

He was somewhat surprised and not too pleased, weighing it and curling his lip: “Is this a wedding gift or dowry?”

Tie Ci ignored his flirtatious words.

“The money we won was quite scattered, so I had Dan Shuang exchange it for large-denomination bank notes for easy carrying, and also prepared some small-denomination notes and loose silver. I just finished handling it, so here it is for you.”

“Is there really this much?”

Naturally there wasn’t this much—Tie Ci hadn’t taken a single fen. From childhood, her assets had been managed by her master, whose business acumen was unparalleled in the world. She had long been an ultra-wealthy woman, not to mention that in her heart, all of Great Qian belonged to her—why would she need to compete for profit with others?

But Rong Wei clearly had difficult circumstances. Though his family had money, his relationship with them was poor, so managing money might not be convenient.

To stand out, financial resources were essential. So Tie Ci had exchanged everything together and given it to him.

She said: “Naturally. Did I give you extra somehow? That would mean I worked for nothing.”

Rong Wei’s gaze swept over it and knew this must be everything. Though his expression remained unchanged, the persistent gloom in his heart was mostly dispersed. After thinking, he put away the bank notes.

He wasn’t short of money either—his mother’s family was wealthy enough to rival nations. When his father married his mother, wasn’t it precisely because he saw that the Sun family clan had operated in Liaodong for many years, possessed shocking wealth, and had extensive connections that could help him stabilize his princely position and pacify Liaodong?

But after his father secured his footing, he began to despise his mother’s merchant family background. Moreover, the Sun family was rumored to be descendants of imperial relatives from hundreds of years ago. His own grandfather, the previous Sun family head, was famously intelligent and broad-minded, with friends throughout the realm. Though born to merchants, he was extremely well-regarded and called “Jade-faced Lord Mengchang,” with everyone saying he had the bearing of a king. This created some truly terrifying rumors and legends that violated the great king’s taboos.

During those years, the royal palace openly and secretly seized, plundered, and suppressed the Sun family until grandfather died and there was no successor. Only after the Sun family fell did his father feel at ease.

Generally, people who do wrong become guilty and paranoid. The Sun family later became the great king’s taboo. Along with this, Consort Baoxiang fell from favor, remained childless for years, and only had him by accident. The reason he wasn’t favored either, besides that matter of male-as-female behavior, naturally also involved the Sun family.

But even the great king didn’t know that the Sun family’s main assets had long been gradually transferred by grandfather over the years. There were treasuries that could support all of Liaodong, and various merchant houses and trade routes that had changed names and continuously expanded within Great Qian territory. If not for encountering formidable commercial opponents during grandfather’s final years, with expansion hindered, the Sun family might have been capable of controlling half of Great Qian’s economic lifelines.

He had been raised by his grandfather from childhood. Grandfather had invested countless effort and money in him, using secret formulas worth ten thousand gold to cleanse his marrow from birth—even common poisons couldn’t harm him. Grandfather had also sought capable people throughout the world for him to learn all sorts of miscellaneous skills. He learned disguise and mask-making from a foreign expert, learned how to change his voice by controlling his breathing from a master hiding in the opera world, learned how to alter his height from a circus performer. He could farm, do carpentry and masonry, forge iron and smelt gold, mend bowls and repair porcelain, sculpt clay and carve wood. Even in opera, from “Gaoyang Fu” to “Eighteen Touches,” he could sing everything with expertise.

When grandfather died, he entrusted him with the token controlling the entire Sun family—not to Consort Baoxiang. Consort Baoxiang still thought the Sun family had fallen.

Grandfather’s only deathbed request was for him to be patient and filial to his mother.

He had taken his mother’s wealth and managed his own enterprises, openly controlling the Embroidered Guards while secretly maintaining huge forces of death warriors and continuously expanding. Being somewhat patient with her was appropriate.

How ridiculous that his father always thought he had strangled the Sun clan’s neck and swallowed the Sun family’s wealth, never considering that a man like grandfather would never sit idle waiting for death. Even at the end, it was he himself who…

Rong Wei cut off his train of thought.

He stood up and said: “I’m leaving.”

“Ah… so soon?” Tie Ci hadn’t expected him to leave immediately.

“Perhaps you’d like a farewell…” Rong Wei’s gaze fell on her lips.

Tie Ci immediately said: “Not needed, unwilling, unnecessary, thank you, goodbye.”

She flipped backward off the roof. Just as her feet touched ground, she saw Rong Wei hanging from the eaves, shouting down: “I just wanted a farewell embrace—where did your mind go? Is your head full of erotic novels?”

His shout was too loud, waking roommates. Windows snapped open with countless sleepy heads poking out.

At the same time, Rong Wei threw down several books: “Then I’ll give you these. Remember to read more and think of me.”

Wind gusted, uninvitedly flipping through books, page by page of illustrations in vivid colors, detailed drawings, lifelike.

On beds, on tables, on swings, on stove tops.

Sitting, lying, leaning, from behind.

Everyone: “…”

Sleepiness instantly vanished.

Tie Ci: “…”

I was wrong—I shouldn’t have given you a single coin.

Turning around, burning gazes behind her, winking and nudging.

Tie Ci crushed the swing crabapple blossom sleep illustration with one foot.

Shouting at Rong Wei’s fleeing figure ahead:

“You’re the one on bottom—why do you worry so much!”

In the distance, Rong Wei stumbled.

…

Chapter 122: The Crown Princess Arrives
Tie Ci couldn’t sleep all night. Just before dawn, she was awakened by the commotion outside.

“Hurry, hurry, everyone get up! Clean and tidy everything—not a speck of dirt allowed! Everyone out of your quarters, line up for steward inspection!”

“Steward, steward, why is there no meat at all in today’s breakfast?”

“Slaughtering pigs and ducks creates strong odors that might offend the noble guest. You can only eat meat after the Crown Princess arrives today!”

“Then I’ll order takeout!”

“The side gates are locked. No takeout is permitted in the academy today to prevent assassins from infiltrating!”

“Bah! Is this any way to live!”

The cacophony of voices created chaos as stewards rushed in like herding ducks, driving people outside. Usually these people weren’t bullying or overbearing and were quite polite, but now they all had the arrogant look of dogs relying on their master’s power, determined to carry their hatred-generating mission to the end.

Faintly, one could hear the entire academy in uproar.

Almost everyone had gotten up, except for Tie Ci and Tong Rushi, who remained still.

When a steward came in to drag people out, he approached aggressively. Seeing Tie Ci, his steps paused, his heels turned, and he changed direction to grab Fat Tiger instead.

Afterward he left, not even glancing at Tong Rushi’s bed with its hanging curtains.

Tie Ci glanced at those lowered curtains, thinking that though Tong Rushi said little, he seemed to enjoy considerable special treatment at the academy. During the archery competition last time, he had easily obtained recommendation.

Tong Rushi didn’t get up until the normal time, then went out. Tie Ci lay still. There were no classes today—everyone had been dragged up early to rehearse reception duties. But Tie Ci could guess they would definitely be tormented until afternoon, waiting until everyone’s irritation and impatience peaked before certain people would announce that the Crown Princess “wasn’t coming after all.”

So there was no need to get up early.

She had checked the almanac—today was suitable for lounging like Ge You.

A bird call came from the roof. She lifted her eyelids slightly.

Lazy, unmotivated, in a foul mood, melancholy at a forty-five-degree angle—menopause had arrived.

The academy inside and out was cleaned spotlessly. Teachers and students lined up outside the main gate waiting. The weather was hot, formal attire was required, and they sweated profusely under the blazing sun. Finally, around noon, figures appeared on the mountain path ahead. Everyone’s spirits lifted, but the arrivals turned out to be local officials: the Haiyou Regional Military Commissioner, Penglai Prefecture Governor, Qingyang County Magistrate, Penglai Guard Commander, and Qingyang Patrol Inspector, all clustering around a man in his thirties. Everyone looked around thinking that though they’d heard the Crown Princess dressed as a man at court, surely she wouldn’t be this old? Wasn’t she supposed to be a sixteen-year-old beauty?

The supervising Xiao family steward went forward to greet him as “Fourth Young Master.” Only then did everyone realize he was from the Xiao family—Xiao Chang, Central Military Commissioner, claiming to be escorting and protecting Her Highness the Crown Princess on her inspection, arriving a step ahead to arrange security.

When someone asked where Her Highness currently was and whether people should go to welcome her, Xiao Chang smiled without answering. His subordinates immediately bristled angrily, rebuking: How dare commoners presume to spy on the Crown Princess’s whereabouts! Did they harbor ill intentions?!

They immediately had the person dragged out while the entire academy watched sideways.

The academy had already prepared pavilions with tea and refreshments, clustering the officials inside to rest while teachers and students still had to wait outside. Soon vague news filtered out saying the Crown Princess’s progress was slow because Her Highness disliked the jolting of carriages and horses. Having encountered a beautiful lake, she had taken her attendants to play in the water.

Upon hearing this, the teachers and students nearly sunburned to peeling instantly exploded.

Immediately people began stripping off clothes, throwing down caps, and leaving in anger.

This included some instructors. Tie Ci saw Teacher Ying and Assistant Teacher Xia among them.

However, Teacher Yao, usually ill-tempered, showed surprising patience today, still trying to persuade those old colleagues, though every sentence jabbed at the Crown Princess’s frivolous lack of virtue.

When Tie Ci wandered over, she heard several instructors gathered together discussing uniting with scholars and students to submit memorials to the court criticizing the Crown Princess’s dissolute behavior.

A crowd of people waited with parched mouths and dry tongues while that group of officials leisurely drank tea and chatted.

Among them, only Xiao Chang seemed somewhat distracted, occasionally casting glances outside.

Outside, curses surged like a tide with group discussions of impeachment. If the Crown Princess were actually at the academy and remained unmoved hearing all this, she would truly have remarkable composure.

Thinking of the Crown Princess, thinking of that day in Ruixiang Hall when she spread her arms and spun around before him—slender waist, long legs, robes flying, with warm and dazzling grace.

Xiao Chang unconsciously felt his mouth go dry and picked up his tea for a sip.

Tie Ci lay in the tree shade, looking at the crowd over there, and chuckled.

A bowl of sour plum soup was handed over—iced, with water droplets condensed on the bowl’s surface, emitting cool vapor.

Tie Ci followed those fingers upward and unsurprisingly saw Rong Pu.

She took the sour plum soup and drank a sip.

She hadn’t seen Rong Pu all day. This person had a weak constitution and disliked moving in hot weather—where had he gone?

Before she could ask, Rong Pu proactively said: “Rong Wei had family matters and left overnight. I went to see him off.” He then produced a box and handed it over, saying, “I saw him to Pingchang Town. He bought local specialties and asked me to bring this to you.”

Going from Pingchang Town was the direction toward Liaodong, already nearly a hundred li from Qingyang. Tie Ci still had no real sense of Rong Wei’s sudden farewell, always feeling as if he might return immediately. Now hearing he had already reached a hundred li away, her heart couldn’t help but sink.

That fellow spoke nicely but ran away both quickly and eagerly.

For a moment she found the box in her hands extremely displeasing, wanting nothing more than to throw it in a stinking ditch. But in front of Rong Pu she controlled herself well, examining the box and smiling: “Oh, it’s even sealed—was he afraid you’d steal some?”

Rong Pu smiled faintly.

It wasn’t fear of stealing food, but rather fear of him peeking or throwing it away. When giving him the item, Rong Wei had specifically said that Ye Shiba’s maid had come to drive him away, leaving him disheartened and bidding farewell. This box contained a letter breaking ties with Ye Shiba—he could throw it away if he didn’t believe it.

That fellow was calculating against him, knowing that even if he didn’t believe it, just for those three words “letter breaking ties,” he would definitely bring the item back to her.

What if it really was a letter breaking ties?

However, Tie Ci had no intention of opening the box in front of him. She casually tucked it into her sleeve and turned to watch the commotion outside.

Rong Pu didn’t leave either, standing beside her holding an umbrella. After a long while he said: “I see Your Highness looking anxious and thought Your Highness might lose composure.”

Tie Ci thought: I’m not anxious about these curses—of course I can’t tell you that.

“Has Your Highness considered how today will end?”

“Naturally it will end with everyone happy.”

Rong Pu sighed and said: “If Your Highness intends to leave, I cannot follow this time. With the academy in turbulent times, there will definitely be high-level changes afterward. I must stay to help Your Highness guard this academy.”

Tie Ci said: “That’s not really necessary…”

Rong Pu interrupted her: “What I promised Your Highness, regardless of whether Your Highness needs it, I must accomplish.”

Tie Ci said slowly: “I naturally need it, but what you want, I cannot give, so I’d rather not have it.”

Those who achieve great things don’t worry about small details. For survival and her great cause, she could scheme and deceive without too much burden on her conscience or sense of justice. Only in matters of emotion did she not want to be a scoundrel.

Feigning love to trick resources, using men’s feelings to advance—the Crown Princess’s pride wouldn’t allow it.

Rong Pu fell into long silence. Tie Ci finished her sour plum soup, wiped the bowl’s edge, placed it on a stone, smiled, and left.

She heard Rong Pu suddenly say behind her: “Whether I give or not is my business. Whether you want it or not is yours. I only know that if I don’t give because you don’t want it, then there truly will be no chance of obtaining it.”

Tie Ci’s steps paused slightly, but she didn’t turn back, waving her hand casually as she walked away.

Rong Pu stood in the bamboo umbrella’s shadow with a gentle sigh.

…

Chapter 123: Strike While the Iron is Hot
The leader of Rong Pu’s guards approached silently, hesitating to speak before finally couldn’t help saying: “Young Master, the Crown Princess is indifferent—why must you travel a hundred li back and forth in midsummer for such things?”

Rong Pu turned back with a smile: “If I don’t show my utmost sincerity, with the Crown Princess’s wariness toward the Rong family, how could she allow me to get one step closer to her?”

The guard smiled: “Then what? You’re overthinking it. The Crown Princess surely wouldn’t fail to respect the Rong family.”

Backed by the Rong family holding the highest ministerial position, accustomed to seeing flattery throughout the court, though outwardly modest, he inevitably carried a trace of subtle pride.

So what if she’s the Crown Princess? Doesn’t she still have to depend on the Rong family’s favor? Why should the Young Master be so humble?

Is he truly smitten to this extent?

Rong Pu seemed to understand his thoughts, smiled faintly, and twirled the bamboo umbrella in his hand: “The graceful lady—the gentleman pursues her. This isn’t a humble thing. And one who fears not failure and never gives up while even a thread of possibility remains—that’s a true warrior.”

The guard thought it was all wasted effort.

“I want her to see me in her eyes. I want her to feel guilty. I want to make the utmost effort for her, to let her see that the Rong family from the previous generation to the next has always been loyal to imperial power. I want her to gradually lower her guard—if she can’t give love, she can at least give trust. I want to ensure that when she wields her blade to settle accounts with powerful ministers in the future, she cannot bypass my merits, cannot trample the Rong family underfoot. I want my name to endure through history—if I cannot become the founding father of the Tie dynasty, I’ll accompany her in lasting fame through another means, to stand alongside her forever in history books, imperial scrolls, and chronicles…”

The guard was stunned.

For a moment he didn’t understand what he had heard, then vaguely realized he had comprehended a person’s most vast vision and ambition.

So beneath the cloak of romantic love, the Young Master’s heart harbored the magnificent court and distant starry sky.

“If I cannot gain her trust, none of this will exist in the future.” Rong Pu’s bamboo umbrella spun lightly, casting off dappled sunlight like rain. “Neither I nor the Rong family will have a future.”

…

The sun moved grid by grid across the sky.

Those cursing had run out of energy. Some had already dragged out long tables, prepared paper, brush, and ink, and begun discussing how to write memorials impeaching the Crown Princess.

Those stewards who claimed to respect the Crown Princess didn’t stop anyone now.

As the sun was about to set in the west, a single rider came galloping like the wind, a small flag on his shoulder, shouting from afar: “Imperial decree from the Crown Princess: Due to urgent official business requiring return to the capital, the imperial procession has turned back. The inspection of Yueli Academy will be discussed later. Yueli Academy’s teachers and students are ordered to disperse immediately—”

With a thunderous roar, the dark mass of waiting crowd exploded.

Tie Ci was walking toward the Wu dormitory when she heard this news and straightened her back.

Having guessed at several possibilities for this empty city stratagem, the Xiao family had indeed chosen the most vicious one.

She gave a cold laugh, entered the Wu dormitory door. The Wu dormitory was still as messy and dimly lit as ever, though several young masters had recently moved in and quietly added many things. The floor was covered with rugs, the windows hung with green shadow gauze and black fine gauze that could be used alternately. Her bed had the newest and best bedding, the washing utensils were the most exquisite, and a delicate little wooden rack had been added beside her bed that could be pulled out to hold teacups. The complete tea set was fine porcelain from the famous Panyun Studio—cloud kiln masterpieces worth a thousand gold. Recently there had been mosquitoes in the room, so shark gauze netting was added, and precious Sanhe incense burned in the tripod beneath the bed.

Originally all arranged by Rong Pu under the pretext of caring for dormmates—Tie Ci couldn’t refuse harshly. Later additions like rugs and mosquito netting were Dan Ye’s handiwork, as if competing over who could spend more money.

The Wu dormitory’s original conditions were dirty, messy, and poor, but since these two had moved in, even the air had become much fresher.

Now Tie Ci quickly put all these things away. She even packed away the elaborate bedding from her own and Rong Pu’s beds into the cabinet, taking out the original thin, old, dirty bedding to replace them. She even jumped outside the window to fetch Fat Tiger’s stinking, impossible-to-clean chamber pot, holding her nose as she carried it inside.

Then she lay on the bed, listening to the commotion outside.

At this time, the messenger on horseback circled the academy gate shouting three times, then rode away without looking back, not even dismounting. This was undoubtedly adding fuel to the fire. Those instructors and students who had been hesitating shouted “The Crown Princess insults us!” and with a whoosh unrolled long scrolls, picked up brushes to write, splashing ink onto the burning ground as countless people rushed forward competing to sign their names.

Some even rolled up their sleeves, picked up their luggage, and clamored to go to the capital immediately to find censors and file imperial complaints.

While this side was in tumultuous uproar, the officials over there continued smiling and drinking tea. Most who came today belonged to the Xiao faction. Though the local highest military commander, Regional Military Commissioner Gan Tian, wasn’t exactly under the Xiao family, the Xiao family was skilled at winning hearts and he had received many benefits. At this moment Gan Tian glanced outside with some unease, saying quietly: “Perhaps… we should go mediate a bit? It would at least show an attitude.”

Xiao Chang lifted his tea cup, slowly drank for a while, then said after a long pause: “Then let’s go take a look.”

He stood up and left the hall, looking at the commotion outside with amusement in his eyes, unconsciously raising his hand to touch his chest.

The kick the Crown Princess had given him in Ruixiang Hall several months ago seemed to still hurt now.

Low damage but extremely insulting.

So insulting that he could never forget. He had seized this assignment to leave the capital just to see how wretched she could become while mingling among commoners.

If she finally recognized her identity in such dire circumstances and understood what a puppet should do, he wouldn’t mind bringing up old matters again.

A group of teachers and students hurried toward him, the leader holding a scroll dripping with ink—apparently wanting to petition this high-ranking capital official to impeach her.

Xiao Chang coughed once, straightened his expression, and listened to the leading instructor passionately curse the Crown Princess. Inwardly pleased but maintaining a solemn expression, he was about to reach out to accept the manifesto.

Suddenly the ground shook violently with faint sounds of thundering hoofbeats. The scholar presenting the manifesto was so excited his hands were shaking, and startled by this, the manifesto fell to the dust.

Everyone turned to see that outside the already opened academy gates, a black line was faintly visible.

The black line continued advancing, gradually revealing gleaming spear points under the sunlight.

The spear points shone like silver waves in the brilliant sun, rising and falling rapidly. In a few moments they reached the mountain gate, and at the very front a bright yellow flag unfurled in the wind, showing a golden phoenix soaring among mountains, rivers, and seas.

The phoenix banner—the Crown Princess’s exclusive symbol.

Behind the phoenix banner, the dark mass of armored troops moved like a mountain, producing steady and magnificent clanking sounds.

Everyone froze like clay sculptures and wooden carvings, shocked as they looked up at the army’s mountain-like shadow enveloping them.

The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards.

The Crown Princess’s exclusive military guard force. In the capital they seemed rather timid, so low-key they appeared to be mere shadows, mechanically and silently guarding around Ruixiang Hall. But today in the wilderness, the galloping Nine Guards were like fangs wiped clean of dust, instantly piercing through Qingyang Mountain.

The leader was a man in his thirties, not at all as people imagined. The commander of the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards should be heroic and tough to be worthy of such a fine title and represent the imperial family’s dignity. The one before them was slightly plump with a round, pale face, eyes always seemingly half-asleep, reminding one of lazy cats basking belly-up in the sun.

His hair hung very long across his forehead, covering half his brow in an unconventional style, so people couldn’t easily see the few tattooed characters there.

The symbol of a criminal prisoner.

Xia Houchun, leader of the Nine Guards, was Great Qian’s first and last martial arts champion in the imperial military examinations, the youngest Commander of the Five Armies. Yet barely a month after taking office, he was imprisoned for serious crimes, originally sentenced to exile in Qiongzhou. However, due to the Emperor establishing the Crown Princess and declaring a general amnesty, his exile was commuted. He had planned to spend his life in prison, but during one of the Crown Princess’s prison inspections, she took notice of him and selected him as a personal guard. After several years, the Crown Princess promoted him to leader of the Nine Guards.

Tie Ci had rescued him back then because she had heard of his legend early on and was curious, so she pulled him out. At that time the Empress Dowager was still relatively tolerant toward the father and daughter. Hearing this person was already ruined in prison, she didn’t interfere much.

After Tie Ci pulled him out, she had also taken careful care of him, but this person seemed truly ruined—lazy and procrastinating with an unpleasant personality. Tie Ci later stopped managing him.

When she was twelve and establishing the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards, she needed to appoint a leader. The Empress Dowager wasn’t comfortable with her choice, and she wasn’t comfortable with the Empress Dowager’s preference. In their stalemate, Tie Ci petulantly appointed Xia Houchun.

This way, the Empress Dowager was happy—after all, a waste from humble origins couldn’t become the Crown Princess’s wing.

Tie Ci also thought this was good and convenient. The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards numbered ten thousand with decent combat power and excellent equipment, but before she could use them with confidence, they were just for show. She didn’t mind another figurehead commander.

For the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards, she secretly had other trusted people.

At this moment, the cat-like Xia Houchun led the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards advancing not in fierce charge but very slowly, step by steady step. The rumbling sound of military boots, metal, and ground friction created an extremely oppressive atmosphere as they approached.

In the eyes of the academy’s teachers and students, it seemed the mountains and fields were full of their people, surrounding the academy.

Until a loud shout rang out: “The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards come to serve the Crown Princess—idlers stand aside!”

The crowd unconsciously parted. Some people confusedly started to kneel but were held back by others.

Some reacted, saying quietly: “What does this mean? Come to serve? The Crown Princess isn’t with the Nine Guards? Didn’t she say she had to hurry back?”

Someone said: “Is this a feint to avoid impeachment?”

Amid the discussions, Xia Houchun had already led his troops to stop at the main gate. He didn’t order everyone to enter the academy but waved his hand: “Form the newly drilled formations outside the memorial arch and wait. Enter only upon orders—violators will be executed.”

He himself led a hundred-man squad dismounted and entered the arch.

His deputy commander caught up a few steps: “Commander, with the main force outside the arch, if the Crown Princess encounters danger, how do we respond…”

Xia Houchun snorted lazily: “Are you the commander, or am I the commander?”

The honest-faced deputy commander choked and retreated resentfully.

Though Xia Houchun seemed unreasonable, his bringing only a hundred men into the academy made the teachers and students’ expressions much more relaxed.

Still following proper protocol.

Xiao Chang led people forward to greet them, his expression somewhat puzzled.

Naturally there were Xiao family people in the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards, some in high positions, but why had his side received no information at all?

His gaze covertly swept over someone behind Xia Houchun, who barely perceptibly shook his head at him.

Xiao Chang withdrew his gaze and was about to exchange pleasantries with Xia Houchun, but Xia Houchun lazily cupped his hands to him: “Forgive me, Commissioner. This subordinate has official duties and must finish the work before chatting.”

After speaking, he ignored him and led his people inside.

Some academy affairs officials—the current high-level administrators of the academy—hurried forward to greet them: “May we ask, Commander…”

Xia Houchun said: “Didn’t you hear? I came to serve my master.”

The official was startled, exclaiming: “Didn’t the Crown Princess return to the capital?”

“Who said that?” Xia Houchun was even more surprised, his narrow eyes widening to double their size. “Isn’t the Crown Princess studying at Yueli Academy?”

“…”

In an instant, all of Yueli Academy froze.

The Crown Princess we’ve been cursing all day is among us?

Then why did they say she left the capital to inspect?

Xia Houchun led his people, talking as they walked: “I only know the Crown Princess is studying at Yueli Academy, but I don’t know where in the academy she is. The Eastern Palace tutors are all great scholars of the current dynasty—even with the Crown Princess’s learning, she should be in your First dormitory, right?”

Everyone naturally nodded. Even if the Crown Princess didn’t love studying, with so many great scholars around her, her starting point was extraordinary. The academy assigned dormitories based on academic ability, so naturally she should live in the First dormitory.

So they frantically tried to think who in the First dormitory could be the Crown Princess, eyes sliding over recent new students.

The First dormitory supervisor, having received the news, opened the dormitory door with a sweaty head to wait, but inside was empty—everyone was outside watching the excitement.

Someone said: “Perhaps the Crown Princess is in the crowd?”

Xia Houchun said disappointedly: “The Crown Princess doesn’t like crowds. She said she’d wait for me in her dormitory. Besides, since when do rulers welcome subjects?”

Everyone thought this made sense. Someone tentatively said: “Then perhaps… in the Second dormitory?”

“Impossible!” Xia Houchun whipped out a booklet. “These are the Crown Princess’s daily essays, previously praised by tutors and lecturers who said they wanted to include them in their own collections. Look at her writing—Second dormitory?”

Someone took it and looked, showing shame after reading, then passed it to the next person.

After reading, all fell silent.

They couldn’t bring themselves to mention Second dormitory again.

Xia Houchun lazily folded his arms, looking skyward: “Our Crown Princess admires Haiyou’s literary culture and Yueli Academy, specially coming incognito as a commoner to study. Your academy wouldn’t judge people superficially and be so shallow and snobbish as to ostracize us poor outsiders, would you?”

Everyone’s eyes whooshed toward the academy affairs officials and group of stewards below.

Personnel, dormitory arrangements, and such were all handled by these Xiao faction people.

The academy affairs official paled: “The academy strives for equality, treating everyone the same…”

Xia Houchun pointed his nose skyward, saying sarcastically: “Then the Crown Princess’s learning must be insufficient. Let’s check the Second dormitory.”

The Second dormitory opened its doors, everyone crowded in, having prepared expressions for meeting the Crown Princess, but again found nothing.

Xia Houchun’s expression was already quite ugly: “How is the Second dormitory also empty?”

The academy affairs official wiped sweat: “…Perhaps she went out?”

Xia Houchun walked to the door to check the Second dormitory student roster hanging there. After reading it, he sneered.

“Not there. Tsk tsk.”

“Then… Third dormitory?” The academy affairs official said this with gritted teeth, deciding that afterward he would definitely kick out the steward responsible for dormitory arrangements.

Misplacing the Crown Princess was a small matter, the Xiao family’s management losing face at the academy was also small, but if this caused criticism and intervention from the court, that would be serious.

The academy affairs official secretly prayed they would find her in the Third dormitory. Poor arrangements could be blamed on stewards not knowing how to evaluate talent, or the Crown Princess herself keeping a low profile, but if it was too bad, there would be no explaining it.

But contrary to hopes, the Third dormitory was also empty.

By now all the academy’s people were following behind Xia Houchun’s group searching, a vast procession. Xiao Chang and others followed alongside, watching Xia Houchun’s cold smile grow thicker, the academy teachers and students’ expressions grow stranger, the stewards’ expressions grow more uneasy, and the bad feeling in his heart grow stronger.

What game was Tie Ci playing?

He turned back to glance at the dark mass of Crown Princess’s Nine Guards outside the memorial arch, a trace of sinister light flashing in his eyes.

Everyone finally surged toward the Fourth dormitory.

After this period of buffering, having heard Xia Houchun casually mention how much the Crown Princess admired the academy, how sincere she was in coming, how diligent she was daily, and how much she praised teachers and students, much of their anger had dissipated. They all felt a faint pride.

Someone said: “I heard the Crown Princess doesn’t love studying. As a woman, if she wants to rule the world, how can she not study properly? She should indeed come to our academy to learn thoroughly…”

The Fourth dormitory’s door was wide open. The conditions here were obviously much worse than the first three dormitories. When the supervisor came to open the door, his face was embarrassed.

Everyone’s expressions were unpleasant—they both hoped to find the Crown Princess here and hoped not to.

The old building’s four doors were wide open, but still no one was inside.

Everyone looked at each other. Someone couldn’t help saying: “Are we being fooled again? Has she already left the academy?”

Xia Houchun turned to the academy affairs official: “Have we seen everything?”

“Everything. The academy only has First, Second, Third, and Fourth dormitories—the whole world knows this.”

“Really nothing else?”

A moment of silence, then someone said hesitantly, “There’s still one more…”

“Impossible!” the academy affairs official immediately objected.

The academy’s Fifth dormitory was just what students called it—in fact, that dormitory wasn’t even on the roster. It was nothing more than a gathering place for hopeless cases.

How could the Crown Princess possibly be assigned there?

“There’s still the Fifth dormitory? Let’s go take a look.” Hearing this, Xia Houchun waved his hand and walked off.

Seven turns and eight bends, walking to increasingly remote areas. Many students were visiting the Fifth dormitory for the first time and were amazed seeing those low, shabby buildings with mottled gray walls.

Entering the courtyard, they were startled by the muddy ground.

The Fifth dormitory had no supervisor. The small courtyard couldn’t fit so many people, so some climbed the walls. But after only a few people climbed up, the wall collapsed with a thunderous crash.

It wasn’t even a spectacular collapse—it crumbled softly like loose candy. Looking at it, the earthen wall hadn’t even been properly tamped.

Many academy students learned for the first time that the academy had such a trashy place and were amazed.

Someone standing in the courtyard said doubtfully: “How could the Crown Princess possibly live in such a place…”

The rumors described such an extravagant and dissolute person.

Dan Ye had been smiling and following in the crowd, but now suddenly touched his earring: “Could she have started in the First dormitory but later fallen to the Fifth dormitory due to poor academics? I heard the Fifth dormitory doesn’t have special arrangements—only those with poor academics or character get exiled there.”

The supervisor immediately said: “Right, right, the Fifth dormitory doesn’t have special arrangements except for those with poor academics!”

Someone said: “If we find the Crown Princess here, we’ll have to revise our petition to ask the Crown Princess to study properly…”

“Study what?” someone suddenly emerged from the door.

Upon seeing this person, someone exclaimed: “Ye Shiba!”

The name was famous as thunder—everyone had heard it. Someone smiled: “Shiba, why are you here? We were discussing the Crown Princess studying…” Speaking with considerable pride, he turned to Xia Houchun: “Commander, regarding the Crown Princess’s essay you showed earlier, we feel ashamed and inferior, but the academy doesn’t lack talent. This Brother Shiba writes well, excels at practical affairs, is strong in mathematics, and has excellent archery and martial arts skills…”

Xia Houchun listened with a seemingly mocking smile, nodded, stepped forward, lifted his robe, knelt on one knee: “This subject greets Your Highness the Crown Princess! Long live Your Highness!”

Armor clanged as his guards whooshed to kneel in unison.

“…”

Chapter 124: The Crown Princess’s Outstanding Achievements
Like rolling thunder passing overhead, striking everyone from head to toe into fragments like the Wu dormitory’s courtyard wall.

Everyone stared at the tall youth standing in the courtyard, lips slightly curved in a smile, bathed in bright sunlight, one hand petting a cat, the other holding a scroll of books.

In a daze, someone asked bewilderedly: “Shiba, what were you doing alone in your room?”

Ye Shiba smiled in reply: “Studying hard.”

“…”

This time there was no thunder, but a great wind rose and turned into a giant palm, slapping people head over heels.

The teachers and students were shocked speechless.

Little Round Face looked around blankly, glancing at the sky then at the ground, finally slapping himself across the face.

Ma De and that group of former attendants stood frozen for a long time, quietly shrinking toward the back of the crowd.

Teacher Yao’s expression changed drastically. Teacher Ying’s surprise gradually turned to admiration. Assistant Teacher Xia stroked his goatee with a satisfied expression.

Wei Xuan gripped Wei Xing tightly, her snow-white delicate face slightly stiff.

Only in Wei Xing’s eyes did Ye Shiba remain Ye Shiba. She struggled to move forward but was held back firmly by her sister.

The stewards below the academy affairs officials all had faces like death.

Tie Ci petted her cat, looked down at Xia Houchun, and said: “Get up. I haven’t seen you this respectful in the capital before.”

Xia Houchun stood up, smiling: “Seeing you so pitiful, I thought I’d give you some face.”

He always spoke this way. Tie Ci didn’t argue with him. Xia Houchun asked again: “Did you get relegated to this doghouse because your academics were too poor and your character too rotten?”

Tie Ci glanced at everyone: “Obviously not.”

The students all lowered their heads.

If Ye Shiba was considered academically poor, they could find a block of tofu to dash their heads against first.

Tie Ci turned back to look at Tian Wu in the crowd, who also looked confused: “I was assigned here as soon as I arrived.”

Fat Tiger still had his mouth open, unable to accept this constantly surprising Doraemon.

He kept his mouth open but didn’t forget to nod in confirmation.

As a resident of the Wu dormitory, he could naturally testify.

But some people still looked around suspiciously, wondering if the Crown Princess was putting on an act.

Tie Ci stepped aside, clearing the doorway: “Want to come in? Then come and see.”

Since her appearance, she had shown no airs, yet it wasn’t the kind of deliberate kindness that superiors perform. She still made people feel her elevated status. Her kindness was natural and casual, like clear wind and bright moon—neither affected nor artificial. After the initial shock, before uncomfortable emotions could arise, people were drawn along by her completely natural words and actions. As soon as she spoke, people followed.

Tie Ci personally led the way: “Be careful, there’s a box here, don’t trip… ” She grabbed Rong Yi who was crawling wildly on her arm and put him in the box. “Oh right, my cat. Hey, don’t touch him—the child is small and can’t withstand your abuse.”

Laughter came from the crowd, and the tense atmosphere gradually relaxed.

“This curtain is a bit dirty and heavy—don’t let it hit your face.”

Everyone: …No, this isn’t just “a bit” dirty. This is extremely dirty… Your Highness, how do you use your noble hands to lift it daily?

“This is my bed.”

Everyone: …Am I blind? Isn’t bedding provided by the academy? When has the academy ever issued such things? Even the Third dormitory has new bedding. My third-class maids use better than this, right? How does the Crown Princess manage to sleep on it?

“These are my utensils, all uniformly issued by the academy. Not bad.”

Everyone: …What’s not bad about them? Huh? What’s not bad? The porcelain is chipped everywhere!

In the crowd, Rong Pu and Dan Ye, who had been silent, exchanged glances.

One coughed, the other raised an eyebrow.

Tsk tsk, shameless people are invincible.

Rong Pu wasn’t surprised by today’s scene. Having anticipated this possibility, he had chosen to move in to avoid revealing too much about the Crown Princess.

The two watched their dormmates from within the crowd. Li Zhi and Tian Wu looked confused, clearly not having reacted yet.

Li Zhi suddenly glanced at Tong Rushi, who stood silently to one side.

Rong Pu’s gaze immediately followed.

But Tong Rushi didn’t raise his head, and Li Zhi withdrew his gaze.

Tong Rushi remained silent for a long moment, then stepped slightly forward, but immediately someone inserted themselves in front of him.

Looking up, Dan Ye was staring at him. Backlit, his face was unclear, but his half-blue lapis lazuli earring flickered and swayed. Behind him in the tree, Hai Dongqing was also staring intently at him.

Being watched by both person and bird with the same gaze was quite unpleasant.

Tong Rushi stopped moving.

Inside the room, after everyone had looked around, the crowd grew increasingly quiet.

Dark, dirty, small, chaotic, and emitting unpleasant odors.

A place much worse than the Fourth dormitory, somewhere even ordinary common folk living slightly better lives might not inhabit.

The Crown Princess from the rumors—arrogant, extravagant, dissolute, and shameless—had quietly lived here for two months.

The Crown Princess from the rumors who enjoyed going through the motions at training sites was actually studying at Yueli Academy.

The Crown Princess from the rumors—ignorant, incompetent, and foolishly stubborn—was accomplished in both civil and military arts, with talent and ability far surpassing everyone else. In just two months, academy students had gone from ostracizing to revering her, with none daring to challenge her authority.

Yet the stewards who spoke constantly of fairness had assigned her to the worst Wu dormitory, though she was clearly a First dormitory student.

Recalling their past contempt and mockery of the Crown Princess, the exclusion and protests they’d heard about after the inspection rumors these past days—all had already reached the Crown Princess’s ears one by one.

For that instant, everyone stared at the ground where blue bricks were missing, only regretting the hole wasn’t deep enough to crawl into.

Everyone fled outside as if escaping. Someone coughed and said: “What’s going on here?”

It was Instructor Ying, frowning at that group of stewards.

Xiao Chang had been watching from the side with a very unpleasant expression. Now he stepped forward to bow to Tie Ci: “Your Highness certainly loves to joke. How could you condescend to live in such a filthy place? You should have slapped that steward out the door immediately.”

His words sounded intimate but were actually saying Tie Ci had deliberately concealed her identity to trap people.

Tie Ci smiled: “Uncle, if I had revealed my identity, could I have learned anything? Didn’t I assume that an academy under the Xiao family’s care would surely maintain fairness? How would I dare spoil the academy’s clear reputation of many years for personal reasons?”

Hearing that form of address, Xiao Chang’s face twisted, then he sneered: “Your Highness jests. What do you mean ‘academy under the Xiao family’s care’? None of these stewards are surnamed Xiao.”

“That’s good then.” Tie Ci clapped her hands. “In that case, these stewards’ various crimes of not following rules, acting excessively, accepting bribes, disrupting atmosphere, and damaging the academy’s clear reputation can all be handed over to Qingyang County for unified investigation.”

Xiao Chang was stunned. He beckoned the academy affairs official over: “Fire the steward who assigned the Crown Princess to the Wu dormitory. Such rule-breaking indeed deserves punishment.”

Then he said: “Thus, everyone may disperse. Your Highness, why not accompany this subject to the water pavilion to rest?”

Tie Ci looked at him with a smile: “Uncle, just because I call you uncle, do you think you’re surnamed Tie?”

Xiao Chang choked.

“Or do you really think the academy is surnamed Xiao? That master-of-the-house expression on your face.” Tie Ci smiled and waved her hand. “Then I must ask everyone—do you agree?”

Before her words finished, someone roared with righteous indignation: “We don’t agree!”

Tie Ci looked—oh my, it was her old friend from Liang Hall, Little Round Face.

She really owed him an apology—she still hadn’t asked his name.

With Little Round Face taking the lead, everyone immediately chorused: “We don’t agree! The academy belongs to everyone, to all teachers and students, to Great Qian! How can a place of literary culture belong to one family or surname!”

Xiao Chang’s face turned iron-blue.

“Being assigned to the Wu dormitory is a small matter, not worth pursuing criminal charges and ruining people’s livelihoods.” Tie Ci pulled out a scroll from her chest and handed it to the Qingyang County Magistrate. “However, these stewards have quite a few private dealings recorded here. Please investigate thoroughly, County Magistrate. I’ll later send orders to the Haiyou Provincial Administration Commissioner to arrange specialists to assist you in handling this matter.”

A thick volume—all the achievements of Shen Mi and his delivery crew. The academy stewards had grown increasingly lazy, always having the delivery workers help with tasks, making it simple to infiltrate their homes and investigate clues.

The Qingyang County Magistrate accepted it with trembling hands.

Tie Ci turned to Teacher Ying and others: “This concerns the academy’s reputation and century-long survival. Please, instructors, oversee this matter together.”

Teacher Ying bowed: “We respectfully follow the Crown Princess’s decree. We will spare no effort. If the Qingyang County Magistrate is insufficient to the task, we few have some reputation and official positions—we’ll petition the court directly.”

The County Magistrate’s face went white.

Teacher Ying and others’ meaning was clear: trying to smooth things over wouldn’t work. Otherwise, they would unite everyone and, relying on their reputation and honorary court positions, petition the court directly. When that happened, some people would lose face.

Thus, to avoid reputation damage and being implicated, the Xiao family would inevitably have to cut off their tentacles and uproot their roots in the academy cultivated over many years.

Tie Ci smiled slightly.

Though the academy was Xiao family territory, there were still some instructors who stood upright, hoping only for the academy’s century-long prosperity.

She had previously hinted to Teacher Ying and received his promise. After long observation, as long as this group of people remained, once the Xiao family’s people were removed, the academy would eventually restore itself to the most upright Yueli.

Her coming to the academy served four purposes: first, to solve mysteries and gain great sages’ assistance; second, to cultivate reputation and connections; third, to clear the academy’s atmosphere and restore pure ground for the world’s scholars; fourth, to uproot Xiao family influence in the academy. Now, except for achieving only half success with the first goal, the others were all accomplished.

Using the inspection lie, she turned the tables to draw officials and academy-wide attention, then publicly revealed how academy stewards mistreated her, forcing the Xiao family into an untenable position where they had to make a statement.

Clearing her tainted name required few words.

I act according to my principles in human affairs—let all gentlemen observe.

Having witnessed the real her with their own eyes, the academy students would surely reverse their views of the imperial family and herself after feeling ashamed and regretful.

These people would either enter court service or leisurely open schools and travel the world, all exerting lasting influence among scholars nationwide.

Just as the Xiao family wanted to ruin her reputation, she was salvaging it. Between positive and negative approaches, her achievements were outstanding.

At this time, the high-level officials remaining in the valley received news and finally sent representatives to handle the matter. The supervisor led people over, first bowing to Tie Ci. People who had still harbored some disbelief finally believed completely upon seeing that the supervisor had known Tie Ci’s identity long ago.

Tie Ci had a doubt in her heart. If she hadn’t guessed wrong, the dean should have confirmed her identity when she went to his study to seek verification, since being able to discern the capital’s military garrison map from that book wasn’t something ordinary people could do. But the supervisor seemed to have known even earlier—had he received confirmation from the Rong family?

With her identity confirmed, continuing to crowd in the small courtyard would be face-slapping. Therefore, when the supervisor stepped forward requesting the Crown Princess to change clothes and receive all academy teachers and students in the lecture hall shortly after.

Chi Xue had returned with the Nine Guards’ troops, bringing Tie Ci’s crown and sash. Everyone withdrew from the small courtyard and waited outside the lecture hall, momentarily looking at each other speechlessly.

Someone said: “So we bet with the Crown Princess…”

Someone said: “Hey, we were even in the same lecture hall as the Crown Princess!”

Another said: “I even sat next to the Crown Princess!”

Yet another said: “What’s that? I even cursed her to her face.”

After speaking, he closed his mouth again, looking around blankly, feeling his recent behavior had been a complete joke.

Suddenly someone slapped his thigh and said cheerfully: “Hey! What a pity! Yuan Si had urgent business and returned to the capital temporarily, otherwise he could boast now: I was even forced by the Crown Princess to eat excrement!”

Everyone: “…”

People slowly turned around, all focusing on that oddball.

It was none other than the Little Round Face brother who still couldn’t have a name.

Suddenly a group of people approached, instantly extinguishing everyone’s urge to surround and beat up Little Round Face.

Everyone turned back.

They saw a youth in jade crown and white robes approaching calmly from that end of the white stone plaza.

Though there was a group of people there, each wearing vermillion clothes with purple sashes, brilliant crowns and sashes, all bearing the magnificent bearing of high officials.

But in everyone’s eyes, the first person they saw was still that youth.

Chapter 125: Storm Clouds Gathering
White silk robes, white jade crown, yet her skin was whiter and smoother than silk or jade. Under sunlight it had an almost transparent quality, yet reminded one of white marble in great halls—pure, firm, with noble texture.

When her smiling eyes lightly swept over, heaven and earth seemed to float and sink in that dark gaze.

From a man’s perspective, she wasn’t particularly tall, but her form was perfect—slender neck, level shoulders, flowing and exquisite jawline. Following that smooth form downward with one’s gaze, a black rhinoceros leather belt inlaid with purple gold and red agate gem buckles cinched her slender yet supple waist, with a three-inch trailing sash embroidered with lotus patterns. The belt bore no other ornaments except for a single green jade brush with a tip free of ink, glinting faintly with gold.

The light robe hem was pressed down by that brush, fluttering slightly.

She was naturally beautiful, but more beautiful still was the bearing and grace emanating from her entire being—neither crude nor feminine, elegant and dignified. Her gait, posture, the curve of her smile, every gesture… made people unable to look away, unconsciously turning their necks three hundred sixty degrees as they watched.

Even when she walked close, everyone still hadn’t reacted, still wondering where this beauty transcending gender had suddenly appeared from. Only those truly familiar with Ye Shiba felt something amiss. Li Zhi suddenly stretched out his arm, stammering: “Ye… Ye…”

After “Ye-ing” for a long time, he suddenly realized his behavior was improper and hurriedly lowered his hand, falling silent.

The youth was walking right in front of him. Hearing this, she turned with a smile: “Let’s all go inside—the sun is harsh out here.”

Everyone was wondering who this person was with such grand entourage yet such intimate tone. Their minds hadn’t turned the corner when suddenly someone burst from the crowd and hugged the youth’s waist, shouting loudly: “Shiba!”

Tie Ci smiled, patted Wei Xing’s head, and very skillfully produced a piece of candied fruit from her sleeve. Wei Xing even more skillfully opened his mouth to catch it.

Wei Xuan stood behind Wei Xing. Having failed to hold him back, she looked at Tie Ci with complex emotions and bowed her head in greeting.

Tie Ci raised her hand slightly.

Only then did everyone react with a thunderous roar.

This was actually Ye Shiba!

The Crown Princess!

They had always thought Ye Shiba was good-looking enough, never imagining that was the effect after disguising herself to look worse. The real Crown Princess truly lived up to her beauty renowned for years.

Setting aside everything else, they had never seen such grace in their lives.

Tie Ci rubbed Wei Xing’s head like a dog’s, then took his hand to go inside together. Wei Xing didn’t care about the crowd and happily followed along. Wei Xuan followed behind, quietly taking Wei Xing’s other hand.

Wei Xing hadn’t noticed yet, but Tie Ci’s gaze had already swept down. Wei Xuan’s face heated up. Before she could think what to say, Tie Ci had already released Wei Xing, patted his head, and signaled Chi Xue to take him aside to eat pastries brought from the capital.

Wei Xuan opened her mouth wanting to say something, but Tie Ci looked up and smiled at her: “It’s better if you still think of me as Ye Shiba. The Crown Princess identity is just for the world to see.”

Meeting her gaze, Wei Xuan felt as if all her thoughts were instantly seen through. Breaking into a slight sweat, she could say nothing, lowered her eyes in salute, and retreated behind others.

Xia Houchun waddled in like a fat cat, stopping in an inconspicuous corner where he leaned against a pillar, arms folded, standing as if listening but not listening, watching but not watching.

Tie Ci sat in the grand chair at the far end of the lecture hall’s central chamber, beneath a plaque bestowed by the late Emperor: “Learning Reaches Nature’s Heaven.”

Before her were officials, teachers, and students bowing like a tide.

People looked at her with burning gazes containing smiles, slight worship, some even with gratitude.

She was slightly lost in thought, remembering when she first entered this lecture hall months ago—students segregated by rank, stewards bullying people, cliques formed, wealth and poverty clearly divided.

Now the two major factions of Haiyou and the capital no longer existed.

Various absurd rules had disappeared without notice.

Many students had chosen external training.

That group of mid-level stewards controlling the academy’s real power would soon be uprooted entirely.

The Xiao family’s reaching hands had been severed.

Poor students grabbing meals in the dining hall had solved their food and clothing through delivery work and accumulated small savings, planning to expand further.

After she left, there would be more changes. For instance, her making everyone see the Wu dormitory today would inevitably spark motions to abolish dormitory rankings. Afterward, various visible and invisible rules about rank distinctions would gradually disappear. Like something she had always wanted to do but hadn’t had time for—having students from First, Second, Third, and Fourth dormitories unite against something together, truly crossing class lines to achieve integration. Then an academic atmosphere of equality, friendship, and freedom would quietly replace the hazy clouds that had once obscured the academy’s clarity, restoring the clear wind and bright moon of former days.

Whether the academy could belong to the Tie family in the future wasn’t something she obsessed over.

What she obsessed over was always the entire realm—that the elderly would have support, the young would have care, youth would have learning, and the middle-aged wouldn’t worry anxiously about achieving nothing.

Just like this academy—it was originally students’ ivory tower and shouldn’t be contaminated by court power struggles.

This was enough.

So she sat high above with gentle eyes, calling everyone to rise. She didn’t, as Xiao Chang and some teachers and students expected, take the opportunity to claim credit, curry favor, or play for sympathy to win hearts. She simply looked at the setting sun outside and smiled: “Time’s getting late. Shall we go through the formalities? What about the promised display of literary talent? Hey you there, Brother Rong.”

Everyone blushed and wanted to laugh. Originally trembling with anxiety, they hadn’t expected the Crown Princess to be so approachable—even more amiable than during the Ye Shiba period. The atmosphere instantly relaxed considerably.

Rong Pu stood in the crowd, smiling: “Your Highness, why must you slap faces when hitting people?”

Tie Ci said in surprise: “Eh? If you don’t hit the face when hitting people, where do you hit?”

Everyone burst into laughter.

Rong Pu coughed once: “Since Your Highness commands it, Pu naturally dare not disobey. I’ll make a fool of myself then.”

Tie Ci perked up, sitting straighter. Everyone looked at Rong Pu in shock.

No way—everyone’s faces were already swollen today, teeth and eyeballs scattered on the ground, and you’re still coming?

Rong Pu gazed at Tie Ci, reciting softly: “Don’t listen to the sound of beating leaves through the forest—why not whistle and walk leisurely? Bamboo staff and straw sandals lighter than horses—who’s afraid? A raincoat through mist and rain for life.”

Tie Ci was stunned.

It was actually the famous Su Shi piece she had recited when encountering Rong Pu in the palace before.

The laughter in the lecture hall suddenly stopped. In the quiet, the gentle Teacher Ying suddenly called out loudly: “Excellent verse!”

As if a switch had been pressed, the lecture hall immediately came alive with people praising in succession. Some impatiently asked: “What about the second half? The second half?”

“For the second half, you must ask Your Highness.” Rong Pu smiled faintly, bowing to Tie Ci. “This poem—Pu encountered Your Highness by chance in the palace and heard Your Highness recite it. Since hearing this verse, Pu has treasured it constantly, unable to forget. Please understand, Your Highness—today please bestow the second half.”

Tie Ci met his gaze, vaguely feeling his words had deeper meaning—he wasn’t just talking about poetry.

Rong Pu was helping elevate her.

But Tie Ci didn’t want to get on that sedan chair.

After all, openly plagiarizing was something she couldn’t morally accept.

She just smiled: “This verse isn’t mine. This place is full of great talents—if you all think it’s good, why not try continuing the second half?”

She spoke the truth, but everyone thought she was being modest, increasing their favorable impression. Immediately some sought paper and brush to ponder, others expressed that the verse was so pure and lofty they dared not add a dog’s tail to a sable. But regardless of what they expressed, scholars valued good verses and lines most—for a moment everyone’s gazes toward her deepened another layer.

Tie Ci smiled as she received those loving gazes.

Someone called out loudly: “The Crown Princess is truly learned in all fields, versed in ancient and modern works!”

Xiao Chang sat to one side, ignored by all, his expression ugly. He wanted to say the Crown Princess really couldn’t compose such verse, but since she hadn’t claimed it, he couldn’t expose anything.

Seeing his bad expression improved Tie Ci’s mood. She smiled and changed the topic again: “What about the promised archery demonstration?”

Dan Ye called out loudly from outside the crowd: “Ye Shiba, have you no shame? Winning money from the whole academy in the last mounted archery exam wasn’t enough? This is called rulers seizing subjects’ wealth—I’ll find censors to impeach you later!”

Everyone laughed again.

Teacher Ying, in a good mood from the excellent verse, joined the fun: “What about the practical policy discussions you mentioned for showing off?”

Little Round Face shouted: “Challenge Your Highness!”

Assistant Teacher Xia rolled his eyes: “What about the mathematics specialty?”

Everyone answered in unison: “Still challenge Your Highness!”

In the roar of laughter, Xiao Chang coldly and silently withdrew. He heard the Crown Princess’s clear voice inside: “Fine, fine, fine—if it’s me then it’s me. Hey, Crown Princess, here’s a practical plus mathematics question for you: Yueli Academy has eight hundred thirty-two teachers and students total. For an evening banquet with four people per table, each table gets one pig, half a sheep, various fruits and vegetables, and three jars of vegetarian wine. How many pigs are needed, how many sheep, how much wine, how many servants and assistants…”

In the laughter and cheers inside, Xiao Chang irritably kicked away a stone.

He had long known Tie Ci was extraordinary. In the rear palace controlled by his great-aunt, for a little girl to become Crown Princess at six and live peacefully until now while secretly learning such skills—how could she be ordinary?

Unfortunately, his great-aunt was too fond of maintaining dignity, always thinking about preserving her posthumous virtuous reputation, acting with seven parts restraint and three parts reserve, never willing to go to extremes. She never thought about what she had already done, never thought about what she’d have to do when things reached the breaking point, never thought that with what had already been done, who could have a gentle ending with whom?

When you’re dead, who cares about virtuous or evil reputation!

In his opinion, Tie Ci should never have been allowed to leave the capital. This leaving the capital might well have been her own idea.

Great-aunt’s thoughts had all been entangled by that strange person…

He looked up at the distance beyond the memorial arch, where banners flew and dark masses of heads remained, surrounding most of the academy.

Few knew that in the mountain forests behind the academy, his Central Military Guard of three thousand was also present.

Moreover, there was also…

Since Tie Ci didn’t know how to appreciate kindness, she couldn’t blame him for being impolite.

He wasn’t like great-aunt, needing to consider the world’s reputation and court criticism.

Since she couldn’t contain herself and revealed her whereabouts, that was a gift to him.

If the Crown Princess didn’t properly train in the capital suburbs but ran to these deep Haiyou mountains and something happened to her, who could be blamed?

Thinking of following behind the Crown Princess earlier, watching that slender waist and long legs, flowing robes, Xiao Chang felt fire arch through his heart, making his lips dry and tongue parched.

Footsteps came from behind as students poured out cheerfully, carrying tables, chairs, and other items. Many servants ran back and forth. When Xiao Chang inquired, he learned the Crown Princess was hosting an evening banquet to celebrate with everyone.

The Xiao family stewards had originally prepared a banquet too, but that was to entertain Xiao Chang and local officials—they hadn’t prepared enough food and drink for all teachers and students. Tie Ci looked at Chi Xue, who said softly: “Commander Xia Hou has already sent people to purchase supplies, and Shen Mi has arranged for people to notify nearby villages to deliver ingredients.”

Tie Ci nodded: “Purchase at market prices.”

“Understood.”

All the dining hall ingredients were brought out, along with large pots. Nearby teachers also lent their stoves. The square in front of the lecture hall, usually used for ceremonies, was filled with cooking smoke as people busied themselves enthusiastically. Students were originally waiting on the side to eat, but seeing Tie Ci standing before a large pot directing something, they moved closer to listen and learned she was teaching the cook “Iron Pot Braised Goose.”

Students gathered around, hearing her speak knowledgeably as she personally sealed the pot lid with wet paper and told the cook: “…braising this way produces goose that’s fragrant, tender, and bursts with juice when bitten… Later I’ll teach you a grilled fish recipe…”

Little Round Face stood in the crowd, looking at the animated Crown Princess then at distant Liuxiang Lake, suddenly saying: “I have a rather bad thought… I suddenly remember the missing Flowing Ink from Liuxiang Lake and Floating Yellow from Wuyu Pool…”

Everyone: “…”

Crown Princess, you’re this greedy—does the dean know?

…

When night fell, lamp posts were lit on the square, illuminating all four sides brightly. Students no longer sat segregated by First, Second, Third, and Fourth dormitories as before, but gathered in small groups of three to five, drinking wine, eating meat, and discussing current affairs freely.

Tie Ci walked through the crowd carrying a cup, with Chi Xue and Dan Shuang following behind carrying wine pots, toasting in turn.

The Crown Princess once again let Yueli Academy’s teachers and students witness her alcohol tolerance—a thousand cups without intoxication. After a full circuit, aside from brighter eyes, she didn’t even have a flush.

After all, her alcohol tolerance had been forged by her master.

After all, this wine was half water.

Xia Houchun sat high on a rooftop with a plate of fennel beans before him. Watching the noisy people below, he lifted his water-filled wine pot and took a gulp himself, squinting with a smile.

He had somehow brought up the cat from that wooden box—drinking water, petting cat, eating beans.

Very leisurely and content.

Only occasionally looking up at the dark mountain forests ahead.

Suddenly a commotion arose. He looked down to see the Crown Princess had walked into the largest crowd.

Little Round Face was among them—wherever it was lively, there he was. Already drunk, he dared question the Crown Princess’s alcohol tolerance, leaning forward to smell Tie Ci’s wine cup. Tie Ci stepped aside, so he went looking for cups everywhere. Dan Ye, who loved watching excitement, immediately found him an enormous cup to toast Tie Ci—three consecutive toasts.

Tie Ci looked at that head-sized cup. Though her wine was diluted with water, after this circuit she was already slightly tipsy. Three more cups would be about her limit. But tonight she couldn’t get drunk.

Just as she wondered how to escape, a hand suddenly took the cup, swayed it toward the crowd for inspection, then drained it in one gulp.

Tie Ci looked up to see Rong Pu standing unsteadily before her. He seemed to have been drinking too—his usually pale face was slightly flushed, reminding her of lotus blossoms drooping to glimpse their reflection in clear pools.

This lotus flower weakly voiced bold words: “Your Highness cannot handle strong drink. I’ll take all her subsequent drinks.”

Tie Ci thought: Completely unnecessary.

No telling who would collapse first.

Rong Pu had always commanded great respect among students. With his intervention, even Little Round Face fell silent and dispersed the crowd without interest. After all, everyone knew Rong Pu had health issues—who could bear responsibility if something happened from forcing drinks?

Tie Ci ordered wine poured and toasted Rong Pu: “Thank you, Academician, for blocking drinks.”

Rong Pu gazed at her, saying slowly: “This subject is willing to block drinks for Your Highness for life.”

With a light clink, their cups touched. She leaned closer, whispering: “Don’t get drunk. Watch for opportunities to act later.”

Then she smiled, withdrew her cup, drained it in one gulp, and walked away with a smile.

As if she hadn’t heard those words.

Rong Pu’s gaze had been on her face. After a moment’s delay he reacted and looked up at her.

He watched her calmly move through the crowd, successively clinking cups with Dan Ye, Huyin, the Wei siblings, Tian Wu, and others.

He looked up at the sky.

Bright moon, sparse stars—no rain tonight.

Chapter 126: She Is the Flag of the Mortal World
With too many people at the venue, even though Tie Ci could hold her liquor like a thousand cups without getting drunk, by the end she was staggering on her feet. Dan Shuang and Chi Xue supported her on either side as Tie Ci waved her hand with a laugh, “Tonight… hic… we’ve had our fill of fun… everyone… please… make yourselves… comfortable…”

Before her words finished, suddenly there was a sharp “whoosh” sound. Everyone looked up to see a bright streak across the sky, and the next instant people’s alarmed cries erupted.

“Assassins!”

“Arrows!”

The “whoosh whoosh” sounds continued without end, like a violent rainstorm battering pear blossoms, all aimed directly at Tie Ci in the center of the square.

Though Tie Ci’s hundred guards were present, they were all stationed around the perimeter of the square. Tie Ci was completely surrounded by students. As ten thousand arrows were released at once, everyone cried out in chaos and alarm.

Though the target was aimed at Tie Ci, the arrows came like urgent rain, inevitably affecting other students. One drunken student had just raised his head when he saw an arrowhead spinning and enlarging before his eyes, causing him to scream in terror.

“Snap!” An umbrella suddenly opened above his head. The arrowhead struck the umbrella surface, and he could hear the teeth-grinding screech of metal scraping against metal, yet that thin umbrella surface didn’t break. It kept extending, continuously pulling people under the umbrella, sheltering them in its safe shadow. They looked up to see Rong Pu’s plain white, serene profile.

Someone was about to duck with their head covered when suddenly a person leaped in front of them, grabbed a plate, and forcefully batted away an arrow. The plate remained unbroken.

This person looked up to see the delicate and gentle Wei Xuan.

Feeling ashamed, this person scrambled to his feet and stood in front of Wei Xuan.

Several people were about to meet a wave of arrows and had collided into a group when suddenly someone strode forward with great steps, kicking a table into the air. The table tumbled through the air, shielding those people behind it.

Those people turned around to see Wei Wei, and suddenly remembered how they had once participated in mocking him, all blushing in unison.

A female student was frightened and knocked down by her companion, about to fall under the chaotic trampling feet when suddenly a hand pulled her and with a nimble flick, she was tossed to safety. She turned her head to see Hu Yin’s frowning face, “Told you, archery, not good, study. We, women, must properly, protect, ourselves.”

She suddenly felt her heart settle, pulling a panicked fleeing female companion while laughing, “Then why don’t you protect yourself first?”

Hu Yin said, “I, I must protect, all Western Rong women, so, I came here!”

A professor hurriedly grabbed a stool to block arrows but was forced to retreat continuously by those fierce arrows when suddenly someone laughed, “Teachers should rest!” A curved blade flew from their hand.

A horizontal streak of light came sweeping along the ground like a white dragon rolling, creating gusts of wind wherever it passed. When the arrow rain met this horizontal light, they all snapped and shattered into debris in midair.

That person smugly raised an eyebrow and touched their lapis lazuli dzi bead earring.

Several students fell in the chaos, seeing the retreating crowd about to trample them, desperately covering their heads. After waiting a long time without being trampled or struck by arrows.

Looking up, they saw the Crown Princess’s guards had somehow already arrived, forming a human wall with their towering backs blocking the way ahead.

If viewed from above, one could see small clusters of people, each fighting their own battle.

Initially boiling with chaos, they were quickly comforted and rescued, then calmed down.

Arrows fell like heavenly rain, slanting upward.

On the rooftop, Xia Houchun didn’t even lift his head when suddenly his chopsticks extended.

With a snap, a crossbow bolt was crushed by the chopsticks.

The disturbance happened in an instant but ended just as quickly.

Most people hadn’t even reacted yet.

At the very center of the arrow rain, Tie Ci hadn’t retreated. Dan Shuang had already deployed her portable folding shield, and she watched the arrow rain while her peripheral vision swept the square, seeing that everyone she had notified was performing very well, a smile appearing in her eyes.

Then she reached out, her fingers extending past the shield to fiercely intercept a crossbow bolt.

With the bolt in hand, without stopping, she flung it backhand.

Aimed directly at Xiao Chang’s back as he retreated to the edge of the square, about to disappear into the darkness!

Xiao Chang never expected the Crown Princess to be so black-hearted and ruthless. As soon as the assassination began, he hurriedly hid in the shadows, planning to come collect the spoils after the chaos while also clearing his own involvement. With the scene in complete disorder, no one would notice anyone else. When he vaguely heard something strange behind him and turned around, the cold gleam of the arrowhead seemed about to illuminate his terrified, dilated pupils.

Suddenly a black shadow silently pounced forward, blocking behind him at the last moment. With a soft “thud,” the arrow pierced that person’s back and emerged from the front, the arrowhead mere inches from his heart.

Xiao Chang broke out in cold sweat, grateful that Xiao Family members always brought death warriors when going out.

At this moment, sounds of shouting and killing came from outside the memorial arch as dozens of people surged in.

He couldn’t remain here any longer. After glaring fiercely at Tie Ci’s back, he gave one of his subordinates a meaningful look and hurriedly departed.

Over there, Tie Ci looked up to see dozens of people surging in and shouted urgently, “Everyone retreat into the lecture hall, shut the doors tightly, no one enters or exits!”

Her previously instructed friends, along with her guards, and Shen Mi leading that group of people immediately escorted everyone into the lecture hall from different directions.

Chaotic footsteps passed by her side. Someone asked hurriedly as they passed, “Your Highness! You should go in first!”

Tie Ci extended her hand. Dan Shuang handed her the assembled bow, and Chi Xue hung the dagger for her.

Tie Ci held the bow in one hand, standing in the center of the square before the lecture hall like an immovable white stone, with crowds flowing past her on both sides like water.

She said calmly, “The Son of Heaven guards the nation’s borders, the heir guards the mountains and rivers. I am the Crown Princess, and the scholars of the world are also under my protection.”

Little Round Face was pushed toward the lecture hall while running and shouting, “Your Highness! Your Highness! I understand now, everything my father said was bullshit! From now on, in life I am your person, in death I am your ghost!”

Tie Ci asked Rong Pu, who was running past, “Who is his father?”

“Minister of Rites Yang Yunteng.”

Oh, so it’s Old Yang’s son.

Speaking of which, Old Yang was a stalwart backbone of the Empress Dowager’s faction. Her current trial journey was partly pushed forward by Old Yang.

If Old Yang knew his son had been converted by her, would he cough up blood?

Rong Pu stood beside her, holding the umbrella in front of her.

Tie Ci was very satisfied that he didn’t try to persuade her to go inside and hide, smiling, “Thank you.”

Rong Pu showed a slight smile and was about to respond when Tie Ci chopped his neck with her hand.

Then she handed the softened Rong Pu to the guard behind him, saying, “Protect your young master well.”

The guard gratefully clasped his fists and ran off carrying Rong Pu.

Tie Ci looked at the Wei siblings again, “You should go in too.”

Before Wei Xuan could speak, Wei Wei had already shouted loudly, “We won’t leave!”

Wei Xuan sighed but smiled, “Your Highness, no more words are necessary. To leave at this time, would we siblings have any face left?”

Tie Ci had no time to say anything more as those assassins had already rushed close.

With a sliding sound, someone released a signal flare that rolled along the ground, darting to her feet and illuminating the area around her bright as snow.

Someone shouted loudly, “The Crown Princess is here!”

Dan Ye’s angry curses could be heard from afar.

Tie Ci took a breath and drew her blade.

No matter the calculations, tonight would surely bring a fierce battle.

The guards and friends behind her also drew their blades in unison.

Blade light carved countless smooth traces through the night as people wielded blades while stepping on those low tables to leap up, like countless rolling giant waves crashing hard against their opponents.

Almost instantly, in the center of the whirlpool created by the giant waves, blade light crisscrossed and blood splattered. Screams and the sounds of flesh and bone breaking rang out frequently, piercing through the entire vast square like swords.

The lecture hall was dead silent. Students piled on top of each other, peering out through the gaps in the carved lattice screens, watching with stirred hearts and held breath.

After a long while, someone murmured, “Assassins came, yet we hide here while letting the Crown Princess, a woman, protect us…”

Someone else said weakly, “…These assassins should be coming for the Crown Princess. We’re just suffering collateral damage…”

Immediately someone refuted, “That only shows the Crown Princess is in a difficult situation, suffering persecution! We daily clamor about emulating knights-errant, protecting everyone in the world, eliminating all injustices. Now when the moment comes, have we forgotten all those bold words?”

Another said, “We’ve studied archery for so long. Are we now afraid to even take up blades to defend our own academy?”

One voice sparked a hundred responses, and people began looking for handy weapons, wanting to go out and support the Crown Princess.

Suddenly someone stepped out from the crowd, bowing, “The Crown Princess has ordered that tonight’s situation is unclear, and there may be further changes later. Please everyone stay safely in the lecture hall and do not go outside. The Crown Princess said that you are all talents of the realm, future pillars of the court. She absolutely will not let any of the academy’s teachers and students come to harm tonight. Please trust her.”

Everyone quieted down. After a moment, Teacher Ying sighed, “The Crown Princess is benevolent, brave, generous and kind. We are all impressed.”

That person smiled without saying more.

Someone else said, “Why do you need to stay here protecting us? You should go out and support the Crown Princess.”

That person replied, “The Crown Princess ordered us ten brothers to guard the academy’s teachers and students here. We dare not disobey orders.”

Everyone felt another wave of shame, then heard loud sounds from outside. When they pressed against the windows to look, they saw even more people surging in. The previous batch had been tall and large, though plainly dressed, their faces bore the marks of wind and frost, unlike people from the interior. This later batch was much more numerous, dressed in black with covered faces, clearly not wanting to be seen.

This later batch numbered in the hundreds, and on the academy’s wall tops, shadowy figures appeared faintly, clearly the academy was surrounded.

Dan Shuang said, “Your Highness, we’ll escort you to break through and head toward where the Nine Guards are stationed!”

Tie Ci nodded, “I’m the target. Staying here would only cause others to be attacked. Let’s go.”

She leaped onto the stone lamp pillar in the square. Everyone looked up at her as she pointed to the lecture hall, indicating they should enter later, then swept away.

After that wave of combat, her white robes were stained with blood, mottled under the dim lamplight. As she flew away, her black hair swayed behind her, like a blood-stained, fire-tested flag that never falls on the battlefield.

That night, what Crown Princess left in the minds of all teachers and students of Yueli Academy was a boulder in flowing water, a lighthouse in wind and waves, and finally this moment—a blood-stained flag fluttering fiercely in the wind.

From then on, this flag would fly long in the hearts of young students, enduring through wind, frost, rain and snow, never bending, never falling.

…

Chapter 127: Purge
As soon as Tie Ci left, indeed most of those assassins chased after her. Dan Ye turned his head to see this and immediately became anxious to pursue, but was unfortunately surrounded and entangled in combat by several assassins. He cursed loudly, “Brother, bite them to death for me!”

Hai Dongqing dove straight down from the clouds, sweeping through the assassin group. In the span of its wings, it carried away a trail of fresh blood.

By then, Tie Ci had already gone far.

She ran toward outside the memorial arch, where Nine Guards Deputy Commander Qin Jue was stationed at the gate. He was also personally promoted by her, originally from a fallen minor noble family who had climbed step by step to his current position. Compared to the careless and casual Xia Houchun, Tie Ci had always trusted Qin Jue more in daily affairs.

Qin Jue’s honest face was full of anxiety. He rushed forward from afar, saying, “The scouts report unidentified persons on all four sides. Your Highness, quickly come with me!”

As he spoke, he led over a fast horse. Tie Ci leaped onto the horse.

But in the next instant, she stood on the saddle without immediately sitting down.

Qin Jue’s expression changed dramatically. He suddenly flipped backwards, and while still in midair, already let out a sharp whistle.

Among the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards formed in small squad formations, sudden commotion erupted.

One person raised a long spear, stabbing toward his companion’s waist.

One person swung his blade’s back hard toward his companion’s neck.

One person lifted his leg, kicking toward his companion’s knee bend.

Distant archers drew their bows and shot arrows toward the formations ahead.

Among the nearby cavalry, someone broke from the ranks, raising hooves to trample on comrades.

…

The shocking change happened in an instant.

With a “whoosh” sound, like a thick cloud rolling past, an anise bean and several cat hairs fell from midair.

A howling sound rang out overhead, deep and resonant like great bronze bells, making everyone’s eardrums buzz and their minds dizzy.

The one with the long spear slowed, the one raising the blade’s back became dazed.

The one lifting his leg trembled, the archer’s aim went off, and the cavalryman’s horse suddenly reared with a long neigh.

Standing on the saddle, Tie Ci raised her hand. The tip of the jade brush at her waist shot out, striking precisely at the fleeing Qin Jue’s back of the neck.

Qin Jue’s body stiffened and he fell straight to the ground like a dead fish.

At the same time.

The guard under the long spear raised his own spear, deflected his opponent’s spear, and with a backhand thrust, the spear tip viciously pierced into his opponent’s cheek.

The person about to be struck by the blade’s back remained silent, twisted around to get behind his opponent, and delivered an elbow strike with a solid thud. His opponent spat blood and fell.

The person lifting his leg trembled, but the two guards beside him had already seized him from left and right. The person whose knee bend was about to be struck turned around, and with a clatter, chains were already around his neck.

The archer’s arrow went off course. When he came to his senses, arrows from surrounding comrades were already aimed at him.

The cavalryman’s horse reared backward. He was dragged down by a pair of large hands, beaten into a pulp by chaotic fists, then thrown under the horse’s hooves.

…

In one instant some rebelled, in the next instant the rebels were instantly captured.

Viewed from above, one could see the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards divided into small clusters, with rebels in each cluster being cut off, surrounded, captured, and executed by those around them.

There was still differentiated treatment. Those who had shown restraint when attacking companions during the earlier chaos and hadn’t gone for the kill received retaliation that also wasn’t fatal.

Those who had gone for the kill received death in return.

On the battlefield, comrades being unable to entrust their backs to each other was a great taboo. Such an army had no vitality.

Tie Ci would rather suffer combat losses than leave such people alive.

The rebellion from start to finish took only a few moments.

Tie Ci stood on the horse, slowly lifted that saddle, and pulled out a needle from underneath. The needle tip flashed blue light in the moonlight.

She sniffed the scent on the needle, jumped down from the horse, and stabbed it into the back of Qin Jue’s neck.

Qin Jue closed his eyes in despair.

Looking at the scene among the crowd, he knew he had failed completely, but was ultimately unwilling to accept it and couldn’t help asking, “…How did you know…”

Tie Ci was slightly silent before answering, “I didn’t know it would be you.”

Really, she hadn’t expected that the person she had personally cultivated, secretly trusted, and planned to entrust the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards to in the future would be a traitor.

Instead, it was Xia Houchun, whom she had casually pushed forward as a facade and never truly trusted, who had early on discovered which ones were spies and temporarily changed formations to divide and eliminate the traitors.

Tie Ci said, “I just have a habit of never sitting down without looking, no matter the circumstances.”

A previous dynasty’s emperor had been poisoned on his saddle and lost his life. Tie Ci, having grown up amid storms and waves, always feared not being careful enough.

This needle would have been very difficult to discover normally—a blue needle hidden in a blue saddle.

But she had gained the ability of X-ray vision.

Before mounting, she carefully scanned once and discovered it.

After discovering it, she struck at Qin Jue while still holding hope in her heart—perhaps he didn’t know?

However, the next moment’s commotion in the troops proved she was still naive.

This mobilization of the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards was intentional on her part. Xia Houchun had told her that Xiao Chang was the one who came from the capital. She knew Xiao Chang’s character—fond of great achievements, possessive, sinister and impatient. The Empress Dowager’s actions were actually quite prudent, but Xiao Chang would definitely feel the Empress Dowager was too cautious and would take this opportunity to strike first.

She knew her Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had been severely infiltrated by the Xiao family, so she dared not use them when leaving the capital. But she ultimately still needed this force. The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had to be truly held in her own hands to ensure her family’s safety.

So when news of her being alone in Haiyou came out, Xiao Chang heard the wind and came, luring her out. As a military general leaving the capital, Xiao Chang couldn’t bring too many troops, and mobilizing local forces would leave traces. When she mobilized the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards to come protect her, Xiao Chang would secretly unite with Xiao family members within the Nine Guards to act together in order to surround her.

After all, she had controlled the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards for many years and wasn’t without trusted followers. She had beforehand ordered Chi Xue to take the opportunity of getting maps to contact trusted followers and make preparations.

Chi Xue had been observing within the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards this whole time. Later she gave feedback that Xia Houchun had disrupted the Nine Guards’ organization and reorganized square formations for drilling. After hearing this, she discovered there was quite some mystery in it, but overall it wasn’t disadvantageous to her, so she quietly observed the changes.

Only now did she confirm that Xia Houchun actually had the same plan and had even found out which ones were the spies. Using the opportunity of drilling, he scattered and surrounded the spies, harvesting them all at once.

The two hadn’t coordinated beforehand, yet their cooperation was seamless, achieving complete success in one move.

This was the fifth eagle she had gained from coming to the academy.

Purging the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards.

Those who remained were truly her people.

Tie Ci sighed softly, thinking that the reason she hadn’t suspected Qin Jue was because she had Qin Jue escort Chi Xue to the academy. Qin Jue knew she was at the academy, yet she hadn’t immediately encountered Xiao family assassins, so she felt Qin Jue was trustworthy.

Now thinking about it, Qin Jue probably had leaked information, but it was intercepted by Xia Houchun. Only when she began mobilizing the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards did Xia Houchun know the time was ripe and let him contact Xiao Chang.

The first-place martial arts scholar of that year—his reputation was well-deserved.

Squad captains came forward to report spy numbers and battle conditions. There were a total of 1,322 spies, with 541 currently dead and 781 captured. Their own side had no deaths and ten lightly wounded.

Tie Ci nodded. These people were all more or less connected to the Xiao family. While they only comprised a little over ten percent, once a military force had so many people with divided loyalties, the consequences were almost devastating. Because once someone attacked those beside them, even killing just a few people would cause the entire army’s morale to collapse. They would either scatter in flight or surrender—the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards would cease to exist.

The Xiao family’s methods were impressive. They had infiltrated even the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards with so many people, including a deputy commander who would take over in the future.

“Interrogate the prisoners and find out their secret signals with Xiao Chang’s side.”

Before long, the secret signals were reported. Tie Ci ordered her subordinates to scatter and appear as if they had been attacked and scattered. She selected a group of elite troops to disguise themselves as Xiao family spies and disperse to surrounding forests, infiltrating Xiao Chang’s guard units.

Xiao Chang’s guard units were currently scattered to hunt her down, so her people mixing in among them would be perfect for breaking them apart piece by piece.

What Xiao Chang brought out of the capital must be his elite forces. Tonight she would sever him and one of the Xiao family’s arms.

The Nine Guards in black soft armor raised their hands, matched the secret signals with Xiao Chang’s side, and silently infiltrated the forest.

The assassins had already chased out, and the remaining Nine Guards stepped forward to meet them in battle.

Tie Ci was escorted into the formation center to command the elimination of assassins. The assassins had obviously received word beforehand that the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards were nothing to worry about and they could pursue and kill the Crown Princess to their hearts’ content. Now seeing the Nine Guards counterattack, they were all somewhat bewildered.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on one particular group.

These were the first assassins who charged in. The later batch were Xiao Chang’s elite forces disguised with covered faces. Tie Ci now noticed that there was no interaction between the first and second batches of assassins. The first batch seemed unclear about her identity as well—they were simply here to kill her.

Looking at that group’s height, martial arts styles, and the crossbows they carried, she suddenly remembered that day when she and Rong Wei went to town to treat guests at the restaurant and encountered crossbow ambushes in the forest.

At the time, she suspected they were people looking for Murong Duan who had found her instead.

Now looking at this group, they vaguely had some Liaodong characteristics. Could it be that people searching for Murong Duan had finally found where she was and came for revenge?

Since Murong Duan’s people weren’t in collusion with Xiao Chang, then who provided them with information about herself?

Tie Ci suddenly thought of two names.

…

This night on Qingyang Mountain, some people moved stealthily through dense forests, blade tips cold, reflecting the chilly moonlight.

Some people strategized amid golden spears and iron horses, a jade brush dipped in blood to write the realm.

Some people counted beans and petted cats on eaves, one bean one life, one pet training ten thousand troops.

Some people watched blood flowers bloom behind grand halls and spacious chambers, hot blood boiling, all transforming into twenty years of inexhaustible loyalty.

Everyone was within the game, acting boldly and freely.

Yet someone gazed far from a cliff top, with one mat, one wine, one flower, one moon.

The mat was snow silkworm silk, warm in winter and cool in summer, worth ten thousand gold and hard to obtain. The wine was Imperial Feast Fragrance, specially supplied to the imperial family and unseen in markets. The flower was a golden silk gemstone flower arranged in a jade vase carved from a single piece of mutton-fat jade—gold, ruby, sapphire, agate, lapis lazuli, topaz… sparkling brilliantly on this dark mountain cliff.

The moon wasn’t the one overhead, but a huge luminous pearl hanging on tree branches by the cliff edge, truly like a small moon, casting gentle halos that illuminated the brilliant luxury of that mat.

Silent night, deep mountains, lonely cliff, paired with this scene of decadent splendor—indescribably eerie.

Sitting on the mat was an old man, his withered corpse-like body draped in luxurious brocade robes, revealing a flat neck with prominent blue veins, topped by a huge head that made one constantly worry that thin neck would snap at any moment.

He was thin, with hands like bird claws and nails gleaming with iridescent light. His facial features were unusually large, making him look like a big-headed doll connected to a shadow puppet body—even more bizarre than the current scene.

Beside him, someone respectfully poured wine, occasionally raising his head to reveal a curved hawk nose. It was Jin Wanliang, who had been expelled from the academy early for theft and was once Tie Ci’s roommate.

He glanced at the foot of the mountain where grass and trees moved in the wind, seeming to indicate fierce battles. With some anxiety in his brow, he carefully said, “Venerable One, you see…”

The bird-claw old man picked up a gemstone flower and sniffed it as if it had fragrance, appearing intoxicated. Hearing this, he didn’t even open his eyes and said impatiently, “What’s the rush?”

“Yes, yes. But Venerable One, with your keen ears and sharp eyes, can you see how the current situation looks?”

“Unsuccessful.”

Jin Wanliang cursed inwardly. Of course I know it wasn’t successful—if it had been, there would have been fireworks as a signal long ago, and I wouldn’t need to keep dealing with you, old zombie. Called “Poison Maniac,” he’s certainly poisonous and maniacal enough. The smell on his body is like he’s been soaking in corpse fluid for three years. Every word spoken to him requires all my strength to prevent myself from vomiting on the spot.

He dared not show any sign of disgust in front of him, or this legendary old poison would definitely not mind letting him die first.

Jin Wanliang looked at the foot of the mountain, feeling complicated emotions. He both hoped he wouldn’t have to serve this disgusting old man anymore and didn’t want the blood money invested by both families to go to waste.

He had previously been expelled from the academy for theft and had to slink back to his family in disgrace. He wasn’t cut out for studying anyway—going to the academy was just to build connections. But he was repeatedly relegated to the Wu dormitory and finally suffered a ruined reputation. Since that was the case and connections couldn’t be built, he might as well return.

His family appeared to be Bian Zhou merchants on the surface, but were more famous secretly for operating and selling information—various relationship networking and matchmaking. They were a well-known broker family in the surrounding areas.

After returning, he inevitably faced family blame for managing to insert someone into the academy only to have it end in failure.

Unexpectedly, not long after, the Ma family’s head found his family. They wanted to curry favor with officials to fish out Ma De, and also sought experts to teach Ye Shiba a lesson.

During the process of trying to fish out Ma De, the Ma family repeatedly met with setbacks, so they suspected Ye Shiba had extraordinary origins and was interfering. They thought they might as well eliminate Ye Shiba—perhaps then Ma De could be released.

Ye Shiba was also his enemy, so Jin Wanliang took on this task very enthusiastically. He had also found experts for the Ma family before, but often these people would disappear without a trace before even approaching Yueli Academy.

Jin Wanliang gritted his teeth and used family connections, pleading with many people. After much maneuvering, he found this legendary figure before him.

In the martial world, there were once titles of “Three Maniacs and Five Emperors” referring to the eight highest martial artists. Later these people retired for various reasons. Now with great difficulty finding this “Poison Maniac,” this old monster had two lifelong passions: money and women, both requiring the finest quality.

The Ma family spent a fortune, the Jin family coveted the generous commission, and the old monster only looked at money, so he came out of retirement.

The hospitality along the way was lavish. Upon reaching their destination, the old monster still wanted to watch the moon from a mountaintop, maintaining his status and not rushing to act.

Jin Wanliang discovered that because of identity issues, Ye Shiba seemed to have encountered killers other than their group.

One group had previous dealings with him—he was able to find the old monster thanks to their assistance, otherwise where would he find hidden martial arts masters?

They told him that if successful, red fireworks would be the signal.

No fireworks had been seen until now, yet dawn was almost breaking.

Qingyang Mountain was vast. Distant disturbances couldn’t disturb the peace here. But Jin Wanliang had a vague bad premonition.

He couldn’t help saying again, “Venerable One, perhaps we should go down the mountain to look?”

The old monster placed that golden silk ruby flower on his big head, compared it left and right against the luminous pearl, then said, “No beauties, no interest in walking mountain paths.”

Jin Wanliang: “…”

As a broker family, they had encountered countless strange clients, but none as vicious and shameless as this.

Weren’t there enough beauties found along the way? Most were deemed ugly and poisoned to death. Those not deemed ugly were tormented to death.

He still had to painstakingly dispose of the corpses.

Deemed ugly? This old monster should piss and look at himself in the mirror.

The old monster added, “Go get me some water to drink. Down the winding mountain path, from the second spring, take only the topmost layer.”

Jin Wanliang had to comply. Taking a jade cup to fetch water, the spring the old monster specified was quite far from the cliff. He stumbled down the mountain, fetched the water, and suddenly felt something odd about the water surface—there seemed to be a reflection.

The hair on his back stood up and he immediately looked up.

Facing him was gentle moonlight, and within the moonlight a beautiful face suddenly came into view.

Long eyebrows like silk, fragrant cheeks like snow, spring half-peach blossoms, supremely beautiful and elegant.

Her robes fluttered in the mountain wind, like a goddess or fairy gracefully walking on waves in the mortal world.

Chapter 128: The Beauty Is Poisonous
Jin Wanliang stood stunned in place, almost thinking he had encountered mountain spirits or ghosts. He hurriedly looked at that person’s shadow, which stretched long across the mountain path. He caught his breath, and when he looked carefully, he saw the woman had one hand pressed against the cliff face, slightly lifting her skirt, with a pained expression on her furrowed brow.

Jin Wanliang unconsciously walked over. After taking two steps, he became alert that something was wrong—a woman appearing in the dead of night didn’t seem like a good omen.

But the woman called out softly, “Young master, could you help this humble woman? I was hurrying home and carelessly injured my foot. Now I cannot move…”

Her voice was delicate, and beneath her brows her eyes held flowing waves, naturally full of emotion. In his daze, Jin Wanliang thought that if the old monster saw this one, he would surely be very satisfied.

Looking at this woman’s clothing again, it was just ordinary mountain woman attire, but her bearing was so excellent that even in plain cloth and simple hairpins, she seemed like a celestial concubine.

Beside her lay an overturned basket containing some mountain goods.

Jin Wanliang looked at her extended hand—fair with some calluses, but with slender joints, not like the hands of a martial artist.

After all, he couldn’t fight and had never encountered any dangerous people. Most of his suspicions had already dissipated, so he stepped forward to support the woman. He only felt a faint fragrance assailing him, and for a moment his heart was restless and his fingers wouldn’t obey, pinching the woman’s waist.

The woman giggled softly.

Jin Wanliang was delighted, thinking this mountain woman was actually quite loose, so perhaps…

His hand restlessly moved upward, touching something high and prominent, and gave it another squeeze.

But he heard a soft “pop” sound.

That sensation…

Jin Wanliang was stunned.

Unconsciously turning his head, he saw the originally flower-like smiling beauty suddenly raise her eyebrows, her face full of murderous intent.

In the next instant, Jin Wanliang’s throat tightened as he was lifted off the ground by his throat.

Both shocked and afraid, he desperately clawed at the air with both hands but couldn’t reach the woman—her arms were longer than his.

A grown man held in midair, with the cliff not far behind him—if the other party swung forward, his life would be over.

Jin Wanliang dared not struggle anymore, fearing that if he struggled too much and the other party couldn’t hold him, he’d be finished. He went limp, showing pleading in his eyes while reaching for his belt to reveal the gold leaves inside.

The beauty looked delicate and weak, but her fingers were like steel, motionless. She glanced at those gold leaves, laughed once, and put him down.

Jin Wanliang was just about to sigh in relief when he heard her whisper, “Walk back. Whatever I say next, you repeat.”

She handed Jin Wanliang the jade cup already filled with water. Jin Wanliang took it and walked back, with the beauty following closely behind him.

When they walked close to the cliff top but still some distance from the old monster, the beauty whispered, “Tell him you’ve prepared a surprise for him.”

Jin Wanliang called out loudly, “Venerable One, I’ve brought the water, and also, I’ve prepared a surprise for you.”

“Tell him to close his eyes.”

“Please close your eyes. I guarantee that when you open them, you’ll see exactly what you want most.”

“Say you won’t disturb the fun yourself.”

“I won’t come over to disturb you. Please enjoy yourself at your leisure, Venerable One!”

Jin Wanliang looked back at the beauty.

The beauty nodded with satisfaction, approving of Jin Wanliang’s cleverness and compliance.

Then she reached out and once again gripped Jin Wanliang’s neck, gripping and twisting.

Crack.

Jin Wanliang’s neck bent at a bizarre angle.

The beauty casually tossed him aside, and Jin Wanliang’s corpse rolled down the mountain path.

The beauty raised her hand to undo buttons. The mountain woman’s cloth robe fell away, revealing underneath a thin, soft, snow-white silk garment.

She stood in the wind, her robes fluttering like a spirit condensed from mountain mist.

Then she softly walked to the cliff edge.

She was upwind, and her fragrance drifted faintly to the old monster’s nose as he sat with his back to her.

The old monster sniffed and nodded with satisfaction.

From this fragrance alone, he knew she must be absolutely beautiful.

That Jin fellow was quite sensible, saving him a beauty.

Otherwise, how lonely it would be in these desolate mountains at midnight.

He didn’t mind adding some atmosphere and slowly closed his eyes.

Footsteps were light, fine gauze fell across his face, and fragrance filled the air. The old monster took deep, intoxicated breaths.

But at this moment, he heard an extremely subtle sound, like something scraping against something soft.

Alarm suddenly arose in his heart!

He jerked his eyes open!

Just in time to see brilliant blade light cascading down like a waterfall!

That blade light was like snow, like silk, dense and solid, sealing off all directions around his body—wherever he dodged would be death!

The instincts of a top expert remained. In an instant, he stamped hard, and the protruding cliff tip crumbled under his foot as his body fell.

The blade light sank then rose, carrying away a spray of blood as a withered black arm flew skyward.

The old monster let out a shriek like a night owl. His other hand slapped his wide sleeve against the cliff stone where the beauty stood. Cracks split the cliff face like lightning, and that piece of mountain stone also fell into the deep valley. But the beauty was prepared—her sash flew out and wrapped around an old tree at the cliff edge.

Suddenly there was weight below. The beauty looked down to see the old monster had grabbed her ankle and was swaying in midair with her.

The beauty took a breath and let her blade drop, aimed at the old monster’s crown.

The old monster dared not hang onto her anymore. Using the momentum of one swing, he suddenly lunged at the cliff face. His remaining hand grabbed the cliff and created a deep hole. His sharp, long fingers gripped tightly in that hole, and his boot tips kicked to make two more holes. He climbed this way, boring holes as he went, moving along the cliff face like a demonic shadow, instantly disappearing around the corner.

Before his form disappeared, he looked back once. In the night his face was ghostly pale, his gaze eerily frightening.

The beauty raised her hand and the long blade shot out like lightning, but missed its mark. The man passed around the cliff corner like smoke, and the long blade struck the cliff wall beside him with a clang, sending out a string of sparks.

Only blood stains remained on the cliff face, dripping down and glowing faintly in the night.

This Poison Maniac—even his blood was poisonous.

The beauty raised her head. In the moonlight her complexion was slightly pale, yet still couldn’t hide that enchanting beauty.

If Tie Ci were here, she would probably sigh, “Top courtesan, how did you appear again?”

Feiyu, who had changed identities and started over, climbed up from below the cliff with some difficulty and sat on the ground with a sigh.

Legendary figures were indeed formidable.

Leaving Qingyang Mountain, she had rushed to a small town a hundred li away, originally planning to disguise herself there and wait for Tie Ci to arrive. But she accidentally discovered traces of this old monster.

Because this figure had been absent for many years and suddenly appeared, she felt uneasy and secretly followed.

Jin Wanliang acted quite cautiously. She followed for two days, and only during one risky approach did she hear Jin Wanliang and the old monster mention Ye Shiba’s name.

The implication seemed to be that Jin Wanliang had hired this old thing as an assassin to eliminate Ye Shiba.

Then she had even more reason to follow.

To avoid discovery, she left all her people far away, a hundred li distant, and lurked alone following this old monster, circling all the way back.

Entering the mountains, the terrain was complex and she could lose the old monster’s trail at any moment. For this reason, she didn’t eat or sleep, hiding in tall grass.

In the distance in the mountains there seemed to be movement. She lay on the ground, and once even faintly heard what sounded like thousands of troops and horses galloping across the ground.

Had something happened at the academy that triggered military siege?

However, she couldn’t leave to investigate.

She had to first solve this most deadly crisis for Ye Shiba.

Otherwise, if they encountered each other, it could cause regrets lasting a lifetime.

She had been waiting for a chance to strike.

But those two were very cautious.

To deal with such a figure and succeed in one move, she had to find the best opportunity.

Seeing that if she didn’t act soon the other party would act first, she had no choice but to move tonight.

However, after following for so long and making so many preparations—even finding a specially made fish-skin sheath for her blade to avoid any suspicious sounds—she was still discovered.

Despite having every advantage and using all her strength, clearly aiming for the neck bone, the old fellow shifted bone and changed position at the last moment, only losing one hand.

For someone skilled in poison, one hand wouldn’t affect his combat ability too much.

This person was said to be vindictive by nature—there would likely be more trouble in the future.

Thinking of the old monster’s cold glance before leaving, Feiyu rolled up her trouser leg and indeed saw five pitch-black finger marks on her ankle.

She was poisoned.

Checking her qi circulation, she had been trained with rare medicines since childhood to strengthen her tendons and bones and build her constitution. Ordinary poisons wouldn’t affect her, but Poison Maniac’s poison was obviously much more troublesome. Now she only felt her internal organs sluggish and her vision blurred. Though not fatal, she had temporarily lost her fighting ability.

What an inauspicious start.

She turned to look toward the foot of the mountain and faintly saw firelight in the direction of Yueli Academy.

She slowly stood up and made her way down the mountain, supporting herself against the cliff wall.

…

Chapter 129: Love’s Magic Spinning in Circles
Tie Ci sat on her horse, watching the battle situation gradually come under their control.

Just as she was thinking about how to leave again without drawing attention, suddenly several students rushed out, saying that those assassins who had broken into the lecture hall square, being surrounded, desperately broke into the lecture hall and caught people off guard, abducting several students.

Upon hearing this, Tie Ci immediately said, “I’ll go search for them. Chi Xue, Dan Shuang, come with me!” She spurred her horse in the direction the student pointed and galloped away.

The two maidservants followed closely. In the blink of an eye, all three figures disappeared. The student who brought the news hadn’t expected the Crown Princess would personally go search and stood there stunned with tears of emotion.

Xia Houchun chuckled, thinking they were all deceivers.

He gently petted his cat, pondering how many prisoners to keep when closing the net later—the rest could all be killed.

He wondered what expression Xiao Chang would have when he discovered his central command elite forces were completely decimated.

The kitten in his hands meowed, as if saying something.

Xia Houchun picked up the kitten, nose to nose, and answered with a grin, “Meow.”

…

Tie Ci pursued in the direction the student had pointed for a while. Gradually unable to ride the horse, she abandoned it to proceed on foot. Soon she discovered someone with slower pace dragging a student along a mountain path. She and Dan Shuang cooperated from front and back to intercept that person and rescue the student.

Tie Ci examined the assassin, who seemed to be one of the first batch of intruders. Just as she was about to interrogate his origins, he quickly committed suicide—clearly a death warrior.

Searching his body revealed no special marks. Tie Ci could only send the deeply grateful student back first. Fearing he wouldn’t know the way, she had Chi Xue accompany him back.

She continued pursuing and in a mountain hollow blocked the second person, rescuing that female student. The second person had quite good lightness skills and took the opportunity to escape.

This time the girl was somewhat injured, so Tie Ci ordered Dan Shuang to escort her back. Dan Shuang was somewhat worried, but Tie Ci laughed, “What’s to fear? Today all of Qingyang Mountain belongs to my people. All the assassins are now at their wit’s end. Even if I walked sideways, no one could stop me.”

She arranged a meeting point with Dan Shuang afterward and continued walking into the deep mountains.

The assassins who abducted people had scattered in all directions. She heard three people were taken. Having found two locations, she now had no way to search for the third. She thought Xia Houchun’s people were currently scattered throughout the mountain forests—if they encountered them, they would naturally rescue them, so there was no need to worry too much.

She took this opportunity to leave here and head to her next destination, Dongming County.

To rebuild her reputation, she had to shed her disguise, but for safety, shedding the disguise meant she had to disappear immediately.

After walking for a while, she suddenly heard wheezing, panting sounds. Tie Ci hid in the bushes and saw a black-clothed person dragging someone running over. That student seemed to have fainted, head hanging down. Looking at the indigo cloth trim on his sleeves, it was the mark of the academy’s second-class students.

Tie Ci waited for that person to approach, then swept over with a hand chop, knocking the assassin unconscious and catching the softly falling scholar with her other hand, calling softly, “Brother? Brother?”

That person raised his hand, and cold light flashed from his sleeve, stabbing directly at Tie Ci’s heart.

“Thud,” the sound of blade entering flesh was slight, but the scream was piercingly alarming.

Hot blood splattered as a body fell outward.

Wind suddenly arose on the horizon, carrying faint sea fishy scents, cool and sharp, rolling fallen leaves as it pressed forward.

Tie Ci’s hair was swept up, scattered across her head with a whoosh.

She held up her hand with a dagger between her fingers, blood dripping from the blade.

The scholar on the ground clutched his leg howling, raising a face covered in cold sweat—it was unmistakably Cui Shi.

His expression of pain and fear was mixed with amazement—he hadn’t raised his head throughout, and his appearance was sudden. How did the Crown Princess discover him?

“The student who reported told me three people were abducted, running in east, south, and west directions respectively,” Tie Ci said coldly. “The first two directions were fine, but west only leads to sheer cliffs. Anyone going there could only turn back and be caught by people I sent. I’ve already rescued people from the east and south directions. I didn’t go west, so how could I encounter anyone? That means someone was waiting for me.”

“Moreover, your pretense of being unconscious was too unconvincing—your arm muscles were tensed tight. At first glance, one would think you were about to play polo.”

Cui Shi was somewhat bewildered.

His arms were inside his sleeves—how could she see them too?

Tie Ci naturally wouldn’t explain this to him. Mountain winds whirled around them, countless times stronger than before, carrying sand and her hair to strike her face, sticky and ice-cold.

This wind pattern was somewhat strange.

She grabbed the unconscious assassin with one hand and was about to turn him over to look when she suddenly raised her head and quickly rolled away.

Thud thud thud—crossbow bolts struck where she had just stood, pinning the unconscious assassin dead to the ground.

Over ten figures slowly emerged from the darkness, forming a surrounding formation around her.

Looking at their appearance and clothing, they should belong to the first batch of assassins. Indeed, they had left people following her. Seeing their killer had failed, they revealed their true intentions.

One person stepped forward. His dress was different from the others—brocade clothes and jade belt, the bearing of an elegant young master, only his face was haggard, and despite efforts to conceal it, he still showed a slight limp when walking.

Tie Ci smiled as soon as she saw him.

“So it’s the Second Prince.”

Murong Duan, the live-in son-in-law of Lingquan Village—this time he could finally count as successfully divorced.

She wondered what kind of arduous escape process he had gone through—how did he end up lame?

Murong Duan stared at her, his eyes seeming capable of releasing a mountain of hungry wolves. “Ye Shiba, it’s been a while.”

Tie Ci made a gentle “mm” sound.

Tonight’s situation was more than half a revenge plot by this unlucky prince. Her whereabouts must have been told to him by Cui Shi.

Cui Shi seemed to have connections with Liaodong people before. She remembered when competing in archery with Senior Brother Mu, Cui Shi had seemed to deliberately go easy on the opponent and help provide cover.

She happened to want to use this group to disappear, so she smiled and slowly rolled up her sleeves.

Murong Duan stared at her coldly, but felt somewhat anxious inside.

Why hadn’t that old monster appeared yet? How were Jin Wanliang and the Ma family handling things?

Suddenly, faint sounds came from the mountain path—footsteps of someone walking slowly and laboriously. Murong Duan waved his hand, and immediately an assassin rushed into the darkness. Moments later, muffled sounds came as he dragged someone out with his arm. That person wore light, flowing gray clothes and appeared to be a woman by her figure, still clutching a rattan basket—the kind mountain women commonly used for gathering herbs.

It looked like a mountain woman who had gotten up early to gather herbs and unluckily encountered this group of killers.

Obviously the killers thought the same. The killer who held the mountain woman’s neck said, “I hear you are very benevolent and wouldn’t want an innocent mountain woman to die because of you. Put down your weapons and step back three paces.”

Three steps back would put her right into the encirclement behind her.

Tie Ci glanced at the mountain woman. She also hung her head, her lowered face snow-white, seemingly unable to walk with one leg soft and crooked on the ground.

She frowned and said cheerfully, “Fine.” She removed her short blade and threw it away.

Murong Duan added, “And that brush of yours.”

Tie Ci hesitated slightly, then said, “Fine.” She went to remove the brush.

Everyone’s gaze was fixed intently.

Just as the brush reached Tie Ci’s hand and her five fingers loosened, about to drop—

Tie Ci suddenly vanished from their field of vision.

Before everyone could react, the next instant Tie Ci had appeared before the killer who held the mountain woman hostage, raising her hand to stab. The brush tip pierced through his throat.

With a casual scoop, she gathered the mountain woman into her arms.

At this moment, the blade of someone standing beside that killer also arrived, howling as it swept horizontally across Tie Ci’s neck.

But the mountain woman’s hand fluttered out at this moment, pressing a handkerchief over his mouth and nose. That person crashed to the ground.

The two cooperated seamlessly. In the next moment, Tie Ci had already flashed away while holding her.

She had a strange feeling in her heart, as if this scene was very familiar. Looking down, the mountain woman in her arms winked at her.

Enormous joy surged in her heart. Tie Ci only felt her body grow heavy, and she silently groaned inwardly. But it was already too late. She felt her landing spot was both empty and solid. Under her feet came crackling sounds as she broke countless branches while continuing to fall. Broad leaves swept over chaotically like brooms, striking them wildly.

This time she had teleported to the treetops, and due to excessive joy, lost control of her qi, falling together.

Well, it was still better than when she first started teleporting and fell into a bird’s nest with Rong Wei.

Finally, the two got stuck on a branch, looking at each other helplessly and smiling.

The two were stuck in the tree fork, face to face very close together, able to hear each other’s breathing. Tie Ci again caught Feiyu’s characteristic light and sexy sandalwood fragrance, and for a moment her heart swayed.

But then Rong Wei’s shadow flashed through her mind.

Thinking of Feiyu when facing Rong Wei, thinking of Rong Wei when facing Feiyu.

What was wrong with her?

Tie Ci was somewhat confused, wondering if she was too sick to distinguish her feelings toward Feiyu and Rong Wei—like an irresponsible player of both sides, or a libertine who fell for anyone she met.

The wind grew stronger, carrying distant voices. Feiyu raised her finger to her lips, signaling her not to make a sound.

Soon, Murong Duan led people in pursuit, but the wind was too strong with flying sand and stones, howling throughout the mountains. They couldn’t open their eyes facing each other, let alone light torches. Everyone wandered around like headless flies. Murong Duan released several signals in succession and waited for a while. Seeing no response, he said irritably, “Where did that old thing run off to!”

After searching for a while longer, the sandstorm was too severe—someone was directly blown into a ditch. Only then did they reluctantly give up and leave with their people.

Seeing the people leave, avoiding a fight, Tie Ci also breathed a sigh of relief. Looking down, she saw Feiyu sitting on her, somehow having wrapped her arms around her neck and smiling as she looked down at her. This posture was indescribably strange—clearly it should be her clinging to Tie Ci, but it seemed like she wanted to embrace Tie Ci in her arms.

That strange feeling came to Tie Ci again. She looked up, wanting to carefully study Feiyu’s face and expression, but a gust of wind made her cry out as it got in her eyes.

Just as she was about to rub them, she heard Feiyu say, “Don’t move.” Immediately, a pair of hands gently cupped her face, and the faint sandalwood and patchouli fragrance approached as soft, warm breath brushed against her eyelids.

Too close—close enough that speaking a word could touch the top courtesan’s jaw. Tie Ci remained motionless, counting wind sounds in her heart. Her full head of black hair was blown by the wind, scattered across Feiyu’s face, obscuring both their expressions.

Suddenly she felt her eyelid slightly moisten, then Feiyu moved away, laughing, “There.”

Tie Ci’s heart began to beat faster, thinking that just now… did she use her tongue tip to lick away the sand?

Was it? Was it? Was it?

No way, no way, no way—it was raindrops in the wind, right?

But raindrops didn’t have such a soft touch…

Tie Ci shifted her body and touched something hard in her embrace—Rong Wei’s parting gift that Rong Pu had passed along, which she hadn’t had time to open yet.

Her heart suddenly became somewhat clearer, yet seemed even more chaotic. She moved to get down from the tree.

But Feiyu grabbed her, saying, “Wait!”

Tie Ci stopped, then heard a strange sound in the wind.

Like someone breathing strangely, with very long pauses. If anyone could breathe like this, their breath would be extraordinarily long.

Feiyu’s face across from her was somewhat pale.

Strong winds made all the tall trees on the mountain dance wildly like rolling waves. Tonight suddenly turned stormy, the moonlight had withdrawn, making it impossible to tell from which direction someone might come. Tie Ci closed her eyes and suddenly caught a faint fishy smell.

Somewhat like the smell of blood, yet mixed with more complex foul odors, faintly containing some fragrance that, mixed in, was even more nauseating—reminiscent of midnight coffins oozing corpse oil with black, thick flowers blooming all around.

As soon as she opened her eyes, she saw an additional person had suddenly appeared under the tree.

That person dragged thick brocade robes, swaying his huge head, half his body unnaturally tilted. The strong scent that even the wind couldn’t dispel was emanating from him.

While circling under the tree, he muttered, “Hmm, signal flares were fired here. Where are the people?”

It seemed the person Murong Duan had contacted earlier with signal flares was this individual. Tie Ci looked down at his gait and the wisps of black qi around him as he moved, remembering a legendary figure, and felt somewhat cold.

But the old monster seemed injured, walking crookedly for a while before finally turning to leave.

Just as Tie Ci was feeling relieved, the wind suddenly turned fierce, like a heavy punch from the sky. With a crack, a tree beside them actually fell down, falling toward Tie Ci’s side.

Tie Ci silently groaned inwardly.

The ugly old monster heard the sound and looked up.

Without needing to speak, Tie Ci and Feiyu embraced each other and leaped up simultaneously, stepping on treetops to sweep away.

Tie Ci originally wanted to escape toward the cliff side—with the wind at their backs, they could accelerate. But Feiyu wrapped around her waist and changed direction, charging forward against the wind.

The two spun a circle in the air. In this urgent moment, Tie Ci thought of “Love’s Magic Spinning in Circles” and couldn’t help wanting to laugh, seeing Feiyu’s lips curve and eyes sparkle, obviously also in good spirits.

Tie Ci immediately felt cheerful too. Though dense forest was below, strong wind above, and the old monster behind, she still felt the wind was soft, clouds were hazy, and even the dim stars were gentle.

Only the two of them fleeing against the wind was truly exhausting, especially since Feiyu’s foot seemed injured and movement was inconvenient. Tie Ci was almost half-carrying her as they fled all the way.

Chapter 130: The Crown Princess’s Boyfriend Power
For some reason, teleportation wouldn’t work again. Tie Ci suspected she had already been poisoned when she smelled the old monster’s scent.

The old monster behind them wasn’t pursuing as fast as expected either, his body swaying unsteadily in the fierce wind. Tie Ci said softly, “This guy seems injured?”

Feiyu made an “mm” sound.

Tie Ci had a realization, “You did this? This person originally came to assassinate me? You struck at him first? So you’re injured too?”

Feiyu smiled without speaking and raised her hand to brush the hair blown by wind away from Tie Ci’s eyes to behind her shoulders.

Tie Ci’s heart shook for a moment, but she still had many unresolved doubts. Only this really wasn’t the time for conversation. From the corner of her eye, she saw the old monster seemed to be enraged by something and suddenly exerted force, getting closer and closer to them.

Even the fierce wind couldn’t dispel that corpse oil smell.

Tie Ci had now confirmed the opponent’s identity and understood Feiyu’s reason for choosing to flee against the wind. They had to occupy the upwind position—once downwind, that old fellow had ten thousand ways to poison everyone within a ten-li radius.

Speaking of today’s fierce wind, it was heaven’s assistance. The wind prevented the old monster from spreading poison in the air; otherwise, they might have collapsed at first sight.

Legend spoke of Poison Maniac and Medicine Maniac as twin brothers, one skilled in poison and one in medicine, both figures among the famous “Three Maniacs and Five Emperors” of the martial world. Medicine Maniac could still be called half-righteous and half-evil, but Poison Maniac was truly a villain with all five poisons. It was said his poison practice methods were utterly inhumane. The brothers had a falling-out years ago, nearly taking each other’s lives, thus disappearing from the martial world. But everyone knew such figures wouldn’t die easily—they just had too many enemies restraining each other. Once most of their enemies died off, they could emerge to cause trouble again.

Now hadn’t someone dug him out from the corpse oil?

Legend said this old monster’s poison use was impossible to guard against, and his poisons had spreading properties. With one release, he could poison a large area. In his prime, it was said he could spread poison ten li in an instant, leaving nothing alive in his wake.

No matter how skilled a master you were, if the entire ten-li area around you became poisonous in the blink of an eye, you couldn’t escape. This was where Poison Maniac’s power lay.

But today’s wind was too strong. Moving against it was like hitting an iron wall head-on. Tie Ci suddenly remembered when Shen Mi saw off Shen Mother that day, Shen Mother said there would be bad weather recently—wasn’t this exactly what came to pass?

Was this coincidence or did Shen Mother have some abilities?

Ahead came a crack as a wrist-thick tree was blown down by the wind. Tie Ci swept past with Feiyu in her arms, dodging it. As they passed, she kicked the tree trunk, sending it straight toward the old monster.

This kick delayed the old monster enough for Tie Ci to escape, but the old monster suddenly said eerily, “She’s already been poisoned by me. Are you rushing back to bury her?”

Tie Ci paused.

Feiyu: “Don’t mind him! I’m fine! Go quickly!”

Tie Ci said nothing.

Feiyu became somewhat anxious, “Really, I’m not afraid of poison. He can’t poison me to death. Go quickly!”

But in this pause, the old monster was already close at hand. With strange laughter, he flicked his finger.

Where his finger pointed, a long tree branch was enveloped by rolling black qi that flowed to the tip in an instant, turning the entire branch a ghostly blue color.

Tie Ci was about to land on this branch.

Cold light flashed from Feiyu’s fingertip, and the branch broke and fell. Tie Ci’s foot stepped into empty air, and at this moment the fierce wind swept up, pushing both of them backward.

The old monster was right behind them. His fingertips flicked repeatedly with sharp sounds. In the blink of an eye, countless silk threads gleaming with blue-black light crisscrossed the trees behind him, like a great net swaying in the wind. He himself was like a giant spider positioned at the center of this web.

The fierce wind howled, but the net was extremely flexible and completely intact. The old monster laughed loudly and spread his arms wide.

At this moment, fierce wind came head-on while behind them was the old monster and his net. The two were surrounded front and back, like walking into a trap.

Charging forward, there was no way to gain leverage underfoot, and Tie Ci was still holding someone.

Fleeing backward, touching that net would surely mean death.

In an instant, Tie Ci pulled Feiyu in front of herself.

But Feiyu firmly grabbed her and wouldn’t let go.

Without hesitation, Tie Ci reached out and pinched her ankle.

Feiyu cried out and her whole body went limp.

Tie Ci took the opportunity to hold her, bent her back, curled them both into a ball, then adjusted the angle and gathered her strength.

She mobilized all her true qi. That originally magnificent and bright true qi, under impact, circulated once through her dantian, then suddenly reversed, flowing backward and downward. Tie Ci’s whole body shook. She felt like a flood flowing backward, like a giant mountain being uprooted. Three shock sounds rang within her body—pop, pop, pop—and suddenly her body felt light as a feather yet heavy as Mount Tai.

She shot backward like a cannonball.

Straight toward the old monster with his arms spread wide.

The Crown Princess had always been ruthless, unafraid of mutual destruction.

If she couldn’t touch the net, she’d ram into him.

Even if she died, she’d drag him down with her.

But that old thing was poisonous all over. Ramming into him would certainly mean poisoning, so she had to protect Feiyu first.

The old monster hadn’t expected anyone in the world would dare ram into him. Before he could react, there was a bang. He felt as if a mountain had struck his chest. Crackling sounds like firecrackers rang out continuously—who knew how many bones in his body broke. His whole person flew out like a kite with a broken string.

A hand appeared silently, like frost and snow descending in the night, a horizontal blade stroke.

A scream, and blood flew out like a rainbow ribbon.

In this instant, Feiyu struck with her blade, blinding both his eyes with one cut.

She felt somewhat regretful.

Because Tie Ci was blocking, she could at most injure the old monster’s eyes. Otherwise, this blade should have cut his throat—that would have solved everything once and for all.

The old monster spurted blood as he flew backward, silk threads breaking one after another, raining blood in midair.

In this instant while airborne, he billowed his wide sleeves. On the ground, insects and ants ran frantically and grew large, tree leaves suddenly turned black, tree bark continuously peeled off, branches withered and became rigid like knife points stabbing toward the sky, and a colorful brocade ribbon spread through the air.

In the blink of an eye, this place became a poisoned domain.

Feiyu suddenly spread her wide sleeves, protecting Tie Ci within them.

The two were now falling. Feiyu’s movements were impaired, and after Tie Ci rammed the old monster, her body began to stiffen. No matter what, they couldn’t escape that entire poisoned area.

Suddenly an object floated over, completely transparent and dome-shaped, like a jellyfish or umbrella, suddenly covering the two of them.

At the same time, a reverse wind blew, pushing hard against the current fierce wind, shoving the two several zhang away, out of the poisoned domain’s range.

With a thud, Feiyu and Tie Ci crashed down. Regardless of what was underneath, Feiyu immediately held Tie Ci and rolled, instantly rolling quite far.

Until she suddenly bumped into a pair of feet.

Those feet wore white boots but were covered in mud, and immediately stepped back in disgust.

Feiyu: “…”

Your boots are dirtier than mine, okay?

However, she immediately smiled and slightly raised her head.

At this moment, fierce winds filled the sky with sand and stones rolling chaotically. She was disheveled with grass leaves hanging in her hair, yet those eyes gathered starlight and clear radiance, pale and shining, reflecting the Milky Way.

Messy hair fluttered, a few strands brushing across slightly upturned red lips.

The man looking down at her unconsciously froze and unnaturally turned his gaze away.

Feiyu also froze.

This guy was dressed too strangely, wasn’t he? Wearing only pants was one thing, but why were the pants tightly wrapped around his legs? And only half-length, with something on his calves—a thin layer of gauze with thick leg hair stubbornly poking through the gaps. The upper garment was also strange, with shoulders puffed up like flower buds, and something round like a big pancake around his neck that looked suffocating. Why was his hair curly, undulating like waves?

She stared at this blooming oddity before her, obviously having some difficulty accepting it.

Being stared at like this, the man first turned away, then coughed once. Glancing at Tie Ci whom Feiyu was tightly protecting, he reached out to lift Tie Ci up.

Feiyu smiled cheerfully as if unconcerned, but a small blade emerged from a tricky angle, slashing backward toward his fingers.

The man pulled back his hand and stared at her in surprise.

Feiyu smiled, “What are you looking at? Looking because I’m too beautiful?”

The man snorted and was about to speak when blade light was already between his eyebrows. He had to step back again, frowning, “Is this how you treat your lifesaver?”

“Mm, you can make requests for me to repay. The person—you can’t touch without my consent.”

The man raised an eyebrow, “What if I insist on touching? What can you do?”

He reached out again to lift Tie Ci. Feiyu flicked her finger, and countless blue poison droplets shook from the transparent umbrella covered in poison overhead, about to fall on the man’s head the next moment.

The man seemed amused by anger and chuckled, slapping toward the umbrella while saying, “What are you to interfere with my business? This is my mast…”

Just then, Tie Ci struggled out a sentence, “…Senior Brother.”

Feiyu: “…”

She only froze for a second, then very naturally smiled, turned her finger to move the umbrella away. The blade and blade-like eye waves disappeared too, and she called out intimately and sweetly, “Senior Brother!”

Tie Ci: “…”

Chapter 131: Little Vixen, You’ve Successfully Caught My Attention
Your rudder could probably turn into an electric fan even without wind, couldn’t it?

But right now she truly couldn’t say much more. Her entire back where it had made contact with the old monster was numb. Earlier, afraid that Second Senior Brother would foolishly blurt out “Junior Sister,” she had mustered all her strength just to utter those two words.

Senior Brother clearly couldn’t adapt to her honey-tongued yet sharp style either. He glanced at her again, probably feeling unable to communicate, then turned his gaze away and tugged at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci gave him a flattering smile.

She had seen Second Senior Brother Le Wuxun rarely, but the impression was deep—after all, every time she saw him, his styling would assault her eyes.

“Master instructed me to check on you when I had time. I didn’t expect to arrive and find you in such a pathetic state,” Second Senior Brother frowned. “You’ve completely ruined my lifelong reputation.” As he spoke, he casually stuffed a pill into her mouth.

But Tie Ci immediately spat it out, using her eyes to signal that he should give it to Feiyu.

She knew the people from her sect—each had their talents, but they shared one common trait: most were cold-hearted. For the sake of their fellow disciples, saving her was one thing, but they would never give precious medicine to just any random person.

For example, the beauty beside her right now.

However, contrary to her expectations, Second Senior Brother said with disgust, “Aren’t you revolting?” He raised his hand and stuffed a pill into Feiyu’s mouth, then said, “Pick up what she spat out and feed it back to her. It’s not an antidote anyway—what’s all this pushing back and forth for? Are you trying to display your fake plastic friendship?”

Second Senior Brother was consistently sharp-tongued, and Tie Ci had long been immune to it. But she cared about the latter half of his sentence. At this moment, Feiyu had already fed the medicine back to her, and after a moment she could speak again, so she said, “Senior Brother, if this isn’t an antidote, then what is it…”

“How would I know? Master gave it to me, saying you could use it in emergencies. There were only two pills total. I saw you were completely stiff right now, which should count as an emergency, so I gave them to you both. If you’re dissatisfied with my arrangement, then spit it out.”

Tie Ci: “…”

What emergency, my ass.

A life-saving pill for replenishing vital energy at critical moments—it wasn’t a targeted antidote. Wouldn’t taking it be a waste?

She could feel that her poisoning wasn’t particularly severe. After all, she hadn’t directly contacted the old monster. When her back had collided with him, she still had layers of clothing and even fake skin as barriers providing isolation and protection. The reason she temporarily couldn’t speak was that her true energy was flowing strangely, and the heavy impact had caused internal organ pain.

Indirect poisoning could be expelled through cultivation.

But no one could reason with Second Senior Brother. He wasn’t cowardly in fights, but he got excited in arguments, his mouth like it had a machine gun mounted on it. The consequence of arguing with him would only be annoying yourself to death. The best approach was to give him the cold shoulder.

But Le Wuxun continued, “Master ordered me to look after you. If you die, I’ll lose face too. How about this—a disciple of the Medical Maniac is nearby. I’ll drag him over to examine you both.”

After speaking, he roughly tousled Tie Ci’s hair and turned to leave.

Tie Ci’s head was knocked sideways by his roughing, but she was used to it. Rolling her eyes, she straightened herself up. Turning her head, she saw Feiyu staring at Second Senior Brother’s retreating figure with sinister eyes.

Tie Ci didn’t notice her dangerous gaze—she was puzzling over something else. She felt that Second Senior Brother was unusually diligent today. Normally, he would rather die lazily in a reclining chair than run errands for other people’s affairs.

Even Master could only command him mostly because she always had strange ideas and various peculiar costumes to attract his interest.

Tie Ci didn’t really understand Second Senior Brother’s background. She only knew his family lived on an overseas island, having left the mainland several generations ago. Their ancestors were extremely illustrious—so illustrious that their descendants had changed their surname seeking stability, transforming their original surname into their current one. Because the family’s power was too strong, even after going overseas, they were said to be like kings in their local area.

Though Master’s medicine wasn’t an antidote, it was still a spiritual remedy. The dark energy between Feiyu’s brows had also faintly dispersed somewhat. She suddenly asked, “What kind of outfit is your senior brother wearing?”

When he had turned around earlier, she had seen something sharp trailing from his rear end, like a swallow’s tail.

“Oh, that’s called—what was it—Baroque or Rococo-style aristocratic clothing? That thing on his rear is called a tailcoat, and those on his legs are stockings. I’ve seen them in Master’s fashion design drawings. His is still a simplified version—normally there should be lots of lace, ribbons, embroidery, and the shoes should have heels too.”

Feiyu imagined those stockings on hairy legs stepping into heeled little leather shoes, and her whole person felt unwell.

“Your master is quite the eccentric?”

“The whole sect is full of oddballs—only I’m normal. But let’s talk about you, top courtesan. Why did you suddenly disappear, then suddenly reappear?”

“Who disappeared?” Feiyu said quite aggrievedly. “I was captured by Murong Duan’s remaining subordinates for severe interrogation. I finally escaped and returned to Lingquan Village, but you had already left. At that time, Murong Duan’s people were still searching everywhere on Qingyang Mountain for him. I was afraid they’d discover Lingquan Village and rescue Murong Duan, so I didn’t dare approach the village to inquire about your whereabouts. I went straight out of the mountains and wandered around several nearby towns for quite a few circles. Today when I was walking the mountain path, I unfortunately encountered that old monster. He wanted to take advantage of me, so I chopped off one of his hands. While fleeing, I was discovered by that group of black-clothed men. I had a poison attack at the time, so I fell into their hands… and coincidentally finally met you.”

Hearing this seamlessly perfect explanation, Tie Ci smiled.

Reunion was fate—why pursue so many details? In any case, Feiyu wouldn’t harm her. If she wanted to harm her, there would have been no need to save her so many times.

Performance at life-and-death moments was proof enough of everything.

The medicine was good medicine. Both of them had recovered considerably by now. Supporting each other, they climbed up and saw the surroundings as if burned by fire—trees withered, leaves scorched, insect corpses everywhere, and quite a few small animals that had been caught in the crossfire lying dead in the grass. For a moment, both felt the sensation of surviving a catastrophe.

Tie Ci glanced at the poisonous plants and insects scattered everywhere by the wind, worry showing in her eyes.

The old monster’s poison was too powerful. The key point was that wind couldn’t blow it away, rain couldn’t wash it away. It was said it could persist for ten days.

With such strong wind, the entire Qingyang Mountain might be ruined. And what about the academy students—what if the poisonous substances were blown their way?

Burning wasn’t an option either—the wind was too strong, and it could easily cause a mountain fire in minutes.

She needed to order the academy people and her own people to evacuate immediately.

But giving orders now would be tantamount to exposing her location.

Tie Ci hesitated only briefly before pulling out a signal flare. A streak of deep red shot straight up to the sky—one of her exclusive signal codes meaning: Danger, evacuate everyone immediately.

She fired two of them, meaning everyone had to leave regardless of who they were. She believed Xia Houchun would understand her meaning and take the academy students away as well.

After firing the flares, they couldn’t stay here. Tie Ci left markers for Second Senior Brother, helped Feiyu up, and didn’t forget to take the umbrella cover Second Senior Brother had left them for protection against poison.

The top was a transparent yet flexible umbrella cover woven from some unknown silk threads. Instead of an umbrella handle underneath, it was connected to countless silk threads that were finally gathered in a small box. The small box had a hand crank that could retract the silk threads.

Feiyu retracted some of the silk threads, watching as the umbrella surface, covered in poison, continuously dripped black-green toxic water due to the vibrations, while the umbrella surface remained smooth, clean, and undamaged. She couldn’t help but click her tongue in amazement. “Is this also your master’s creation? This material is very special—I can’t tell what it’s made of.”

“It’s one of Master’s research projects. Her dream is for people to fly in the sky. She says some people can ride giant iron birds and cross ten thousand li in a single day. She says this probably can’t be achieved here in the short term, but we can start with hot air balloons. This is probably one of her failed experimental products that she casually used as a barrier.” Tie Ci looked at the material and said, “Several senior brothers have traveled thousands of li searching for these materials. According to Master, hot air balloon principles are similar to Kongming lanterns, but the requirements are higher. They need stable, sufficient heat sources for burning, and most importantly, materials that are heat-resistant, can withstand high pressure, have sufficient strength and elasticity to bear the gravitational changes in the air… Honestly, every time she talks about these things, I feel like I’m listening to heavenly scripture.”

She herself found it absurd and couldn’t imagine giant iron birds flying in the sky. In the past, because this related to her identity and the content was too ridiculous, she was unwilling for Master to suffer mockery for it and had never mentioned it to anyone else. Now she spoke of it quite casually, speaking seriously yet couldn’t help glancing at Feiyu, afraid of seeing mocking or scornful expressions on the top courtesan’s face.

But Feiyu listened even more seriously and even pondered for a while before suddenly saying, “If there really were such hot air balloons that could fly high and carry a dozen people inside, then all the cities under heaven would be exposed before people, with nothing left unbreachable.”

Tie Ci’s heart jolted violently.

She looked at Feiyu in amazement.

Because she had had this thought too.

But she was the Crown Princess—her status and knowledge made her instinctively think of the military applications when she saw this thing.

Why did Feiyu, this fake top courtesan, also have this kind of strategic vision?

Feiyu continued, “It could also be used for prison interrogations. If someone stubbornly refuses to talk, invite them for a hot air balloon tour. Finally, hang a rope under the hot air balloon and let them dangle—it’s more real than any death threat. If they still won’t talk, just cut the rope with one slash. Effortless and clean.”

Tie Ci couldn’t help but laugh.

This person’s thinking was quite unique, jumping immediately to interrogation and torture. She spoke of killing as casually as cutting vegetables.

Curiosity about the top courtesan’s true identity surged in her heart.

This person could bend and stretch, could be salty or sweet, and didn’t carry the kind of character imprint that ordinary children from poor or wealthy families would have. It was difficult to guess her origins for a moment.

Like someone soaked in bitter water in a wealthy nest, trapped in a cage on a golden throne. Born with inherent nobility, yet facing the daily persecution of sharp winds and harsh frosts—only this could create such a nature that was warm on the outside but cold on the inside, both pampered and able to endure worldly hardships.

At this moment, footsteps sounded behind them, quite hurried. Tie Ci turned back and saw Second Senior Brother carrying someone over at a run, with faint sounds of battle cries behind him. Tie Ci’s expression changed. “Oh no.”

“Looks like he’s gotten himself pursued.”

“Whenever he goes out, he’s bound to cause trouble and get chased,” Tie Ci said. “And he always dresses so shockingly, conspicuous as a lantern. If people don’t chase him, who would they chase? Let’s quickly take another route and not get tangled up with him.”

Feiyu strongly agreed. The two turned on their heels and changed direction, but Second Senior Brother shouted behind them, “I brought the doctor for you—just try abandoning me and see what happens!”

The two could only stop and wait for Second Senior Brother, who rushed past them carrying someone like a gust of wind. Seeing that direction, Tie Ci felt something terrible was about to happen and shouted, “Second Senior Brother, don’t go there—that way is…”

But it was too late. Second Senior Brother had already become a small dot in the distance. This universally disliked man might not excel at other things, but his internal energy and lightness skills were quite exceptional. After all, if he didn’t run fast and far enough, he would have been beaten to death long ago.

Tie Ci had no choice but to help Feiyu follow. From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed behind them and groaned inwardly. This ghostly whirlwind had somehow brought that group of Murong Duan’s people nearby again!

Murong Duan’s voice could already be faintly heard behind them, calling out, “Crossbow unit, prepare—”

Ahead, Second Senior Brother charged for a stretch then came to an abrupt halt. A moment later, his loud cursing came through: “Son of a bitch, how is it a cliff!”

Tie Ci sighed.

Qingyang Mountain had many small peaks. She had known there was a cliff in that direction, which was why she had shouted at him.

While running, she began turning the box handle, and Feiyu immediately understood her intention and helped turn it together.

Fine white silk threads slowly extended before their eyes, like countless wisps of cloud drifting toward the sky.

After a moment, both felt a sudden jolt in their hands, and a cloud-like canopy covered their heads.

Tie Ci laughed, “Feiyu, let’s have a romantic adventure today.” She grabbed the threads and charged forward with long strides.

Ahead was the cliff. She thought Feiyu would be afraid and reached out to cover her eyes.

But Feiyu smiled and wrapped an arm around her waist.

Tie Ci’s heart stirred.

By now they had reached Second Senior Brother’s side. Three steps ahead was the cliff. Tie Ci grabbed Second Senior Brother and took a large stride forward—

The next instant, their bodies were suspended in air.

Wind howled past their ears, scenery blended into lines, the earth spun into a palette of gray, yellow, and green, about to slam into them heavily.

Second Senior Brother cursed, “I hate that all costume dramas have cliff-jumping scenes!”

But their bodies suddenly jolted, then their downward momentum slowed, and the scenery froze.

They were indeed floating in mid-air.

Above their heads was a large cloud-like umbrella canopy. From the cliff above came Murong Duan’s frantic commands and the whistling sound of arrows. The umbrella surface kept trembling lightly. Feiyu looked up with some worry, afraid the umbrella might break and they would all be finished. But Second Senior Brother tied the threads around his own waist and those of the people beside him while saying nonchalantly, “What’s to fear? They can’t hit us, and even if they do, it’ll slide off.”

Feiyu obediently said “oh” and smiled, “Thank you for the explanation, Senior Brother.”

Second Senior Brother lifted one eyelid to glance at her and said nothing.

Tie Ci looked on in bewilderment.

Incredible—Lao’er had undergone a personality change today.

In the past, encountering this kind of situation, he would definitely have made sarcastic remarks or even taken the opportunity to frighten people. Today he was being so kind, honestly explaining things to Feiyu?

She glanced at Feiyu again—smiling face like a flower, beautiful as jade, her gaze at Second Senior Brother flowing with tender waves that ordinary people truly couldn’t handle.

Understood.

This was a face-judging world.

Tie Ci suddenly felt a bit depressed.

She was also a beauty and had grown up with them since childhood—why had they never looked at her differently?

But she didn’t know that sometimes being too familiar actually made one like brothers. She also had that kind of noble appearance and temperament that didn’t easily inspire possessive desires in men at first sight.

Feiyu, on the other hand, with those corners of her eyes and brows, limitless charm—such things were rare in the world.

At this moment, dawn was about to break. The scenery in the mountain valley was hazy and moist like an ink painting. The giant umbrella descended leisurely along the cliff face like a cloud, cool breeze passing under their feet, flocks of birds dancing at their sides, while their garments fluttered and subtle fragrance arose.

A beautiful and atmospheric experience.

If only she were alone with Feiyu, it would have been perfect.

Tie Ci glanced at Second Senior Brother—his whole body rigid, eyes tightly closed, facial muscles twitching, looking exactly like a corpse.

Feiyu was asking him with puzzlement, “Why is Senior Brother so tense?”

Second Senior Brother’s eyelids fluttered rapidly. “Obviously—for someone with acrophobia, tension is an irresistible physiological reaction.”

Though Feiyu didn’t quite understand his words, she could basically guess the meaning. She narrowed her eyes and said, “That’s not necessarily true. Fear is something—the more you fear it, the more arrogant it becomes. If you challenge it head-on, it will also dissipate.”

“What nonsense are you talking about? How can acrophobia be controlled…” Before Second Senior Brother could finish, Feiyu interrupted him again, gently and softly, “Senior Brother has shown me life-saving grace. I can’t bear to see you controlled by this so-called mere fear. If you lose an escape opportunity because of this in the future, that would be terrible…”

While speaking so persuasively, she extended her hand and pushed Second Senior Brother downward.

Second Senior Brother let out a scream and plummeted rapidly.

The entire mountain valley echoed with his “ahhhhhhh” cries.

Tie Ci was greatly alarmed. She didn’t know when Feiyu had cut the thread tied around Second Senior Brother’s waist. She quickly reached out and leaned over to rescue him but was pulled back by Feiyu, who flicked her wrist and had already thrown out a vine, wrapping around Second Senior Brother’s waist.

The screaming stopped abruptly. A moment later came Second Senior Brother’s loud cursing: “You little wench! You’re repaying kindness with enmity! Quickly pull me up!”

Feiyu looked down and said with a smile, “Senior Brother, I’m not lying to you—I really have seen someone cured of acrophobia this way.”

Hearing this, Tie Ci’s heart stirred, suddenly remembering when she first met Feiyu—she had leaped from a high tower and fallen into her arms.

“I don’t care if it’s cured or not! Quickly pull me up!”

Feiyu crisply agreed, alternating her hands to pull him up. Just as he was about to be pulled up, Second Senior Brother said, “Shiba! Just standing there watching like an idiot instead of coming to help!”

Feiyu’s eyes darkened, and she loosened her grip. Whoosh—Second Senior Brother went down again.

“…”

Tie Ci, whose reaction had been slow due to a certain discovery, failed to rescue him in time and couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

Honestly, in all these years, apart from in front of Master, she had never seen Second Senior Brother get handled so miserably.

She turned to look beside her—the disciple of the Medical Maniac that Second Senior Brother had dragged over was actually Rong Pu.

Second Senior Brother was truly lacking in virtue. When asking someone to help with detoxification, he didn’t treat them with any courtesy and actually knocked Rong Pu unconscious and carried him the whole way. If they weren’t acquainted, Tie Ci would really worry that when it came time for detoxification, Rong Pu might simply poison them instead.

The large umbrella slowly drifted down toward the bottom of the cliff. There was slight vibration below—Second Senior Brother, having learned his lesson, was climbing up with his eyes closed.

Tie Ci was somewhat amazed. She knew about Second Senior Brother’s acrophobia—he didn’t dare ride even slightly tall boats, and when he reached heights, his whole body would stiffen with muscle spasms. But now, being forced into it, he was actually climbing rope.

It had to be said, watching this scene was quite satisfying.

After a while, he had climbed higher and grabbed hold of a thread to secure himself. Wiping his face, he glared at Feiyu, grinding his teeth.

Feiyu raised her innocent, beautiful face, long eyelashes fluttering.

Looking at her, Second Senior Brother actually averted his gaze first.

After a long moment, he said, “You’re the first woman who dares to treat me this way.”

Tie Ci suddenly shivered.

She was suddenly reminded of what Master had mentioned about ancient CEO novels.

“Very good, little vixen. You’ve successfully caught my attention.”

…

Chapter 132: Falling for Someone Else?
The sky before dawn was always the darkest, like a mass of twisted black wrapping around countless struggling, squirming creatures.

Cui Shi braced himself on the ground with both hands, moving bit by bit toward the roadside. His leg had been stabbed, and later Murong Duan’s people hadn’t taken him along. He could only struggle on this mountain path in the middle of the night.

Long trails of blood were left on the ground. He felt his body growing colder and colder. If he couldn’t get help soon, he feared he would meet his end here.

Suddenly there was a gurgling sound overhead. He looked up and saw a dark shadow rolling down from the hillside, crashing heavily in front of him.

By the faint starlight, he saw a man covered in blood, already missing one hand, barely breathing.

But Cui Shi had no intention of saving anyone. He hurriedly tried to crawl away, but his clothing was suddenly grabbed by a hand.

He turned back in terror and saw the blind old man gripping him tightly, long fingernails piercing through his clothes and into his flesh. He felt half his body go numb instantly.

After the numbness passed, his leg no longer hurt and the bleeding stopped. Looking at his slowly withering wound, his heart pounded with fear.

The old man behind him spoke in a hoarse voice: “…Save me… and I’ll spare your life… I can even teach you martial arts…”

Cui Shi was silent for a while. Ever since being driven out of his quarters by Tie Ci, his days had become increasingly difficult, and he inevitably harbored resentment. Previously, when Senior Brother Mu had conflicts with Tie Ci, he had deliberately gotten close to Senior Brother Mu and helped him during the archery competition. After Senior Brother Mu disappeared, he had behaved himself for a while, but as Tie Ci’s identity was revealed, he became increasingly anxious, sensing his future prospects were completely ruined. In desperation, when those assassins stormed into the lecture hall to kidnap people, he had actively approached them, wanting to cooperate with the assassins to eliminate Tie Ci, so he could blame everything on the assassins afterward.

Thinking it over, his prospects were already ruined—this was his only chance. Who would have thought that even taking such desperate risks, he still hadn’t succeeded? How could the Crown Princess spare him now?

He could vaguely guess the identity of the person before him. Earlier, when he was with those assassins, he had heard them mention that there was also a backup super expert tonight. Looking now, this expert they had gone to great lengths to hire hadn’t been able to defeat the Crown Princess either?

Cui Shi’s heart turned cold, but at this moment he had no choice but to accept. He could only get up, hoist the old monster onto his back, and following his directions, stumble into the depths of the mountains.

…

The aerial tour of Tie Ci’s group soon encountered trouble—the umbrella was blown by the wind and got caught under pine trees on the opposite cliff, leaving several people hanging in mid-air.

Fortunately, they weren’t far from the ground. Tie Ci was about to carry Rong Pu on her back and take him down, but Feiyu snatched him away, saying, “I’ll carry him.”

Tie Ci laughed, “A grown man doesn’t need a woman to carry him, does he?”

Second Senior Brother directed from behind, “Miss—what was it, Miss Feiyu? You carry me, and my junior brother can carry the doctor.”

Feiyu: “Senior Brother, you’re a dignified man asking a woman to carry you—where’s your face?”

Second Senior Brother: “I have acrophobia!”

Feiyu turned around with a smile and kicked him down.

“I told you, for acrophobia, just fall a few more times and you’ll be fine!”

Second Senior Brother’s struggling curses echoed from mid-air.

Tie Ci waved cheerfully, her mood delighted.

In a blink, she saw Feiyu already actively carrying Rong Pu down, looking as if she was afraid Tie Ci would compete with her for the task.

Tie Ci crouched among the messy pines on the cliff, watching that figure moving downward, and suddenly frowned.

That whatever—the top courtesan was lazy and wicked, but aside from being somewhat nice to her, when had she ever been so attentive to anyone?

Could it be that she had taken a fancy to Rong Pu?

With this thought, suddenly the trees weren’t green anymore, the flowers weren’t red anymore, and all her good mood from earlier had flown away.

She slowly made her way down. Below was a flat meadow with a babbling brook beside it. Second Senior Brother, still slowly moving at a height of about ten feet, kept his eyes closed and shouted, “How far am I from the ground? Huh? Someone come catch me!”

No one paid him any attention.

Tie Ci slapped Rong Pu awake with one palm.

Rong Pu sat up, and seeing Tie Ci, he was startled, then his expression tightened. Obviously understanding what had happened, he reached out to check her pulse. “I had no idea you were the one poisoned… How are you?”

That hand hadn’t even touched her when it was intercepted halfway.

Feiyu thrust out her own wrist first, smiling, “Divine Doctor, I’m the one who’s more severely poisoned.”

Rong Pu’s hand was blocked, and he instinctively glanced at Feiyu. She was backlit at the moment, so he could only see her blurred silhouette, vaguely making out that she was a beautiful woman. Rong Pu looked at Tie Ci, then suddenly pulled out a handkerchief from his sleeve, placed it over Feiyu’s wrist pulse, and then pressed down.

Tie Ci found this somewhat amusing and glanced at Feiyu, who was also looking at her. Their gazes collided, both startled for a moment, then each looked away.

Both couldn’t help feeling a bit dazed. Tie Ci’s heart became even more confused, while Feiyu frowned, wondering if he was paying attention to Rong Pu.

He had gone through great trouble to disguise himself as a woman simply because he could see that winning over Ye Shiba would be difficult, so in a flash of inspiration he thought it would be better to approach in women’s clothing. In women’s clothing, Ye Shiba wouldn’t have concerns about male relationships, making it easier for him to get close. Over time, with intimate contact and back-and-forth interaction, even an iron man would melt into tender softness. When he revealed his gender then, with emotional roots already deeply planted, no matter how much Ye Shiba worried, he wouldn’t be able to let him go.

He had always been bold in both thought and action, so he returned under Feiyu’s identity. To maintain his disguise, he had specifically asked Rong Pu to bring back specialties from towns a hundred li away as cover.

Now that Rong Pu had been dragged here to treat them, Feiyu couldn’t help calculating in his heart. His own poison injury, being directly inflicted by the old monster, must be quite troublesome. If things went badly, Rong Pu might need to stay and treat him for a while. This wouldn’t do—this guy had always had an ambiguous attitude toward Shiba, and he absolutely couldn’t let him interfere between the two of them.

Having made up his mind, he secretly drew his finger across his ankle, and blood flowed out—first black, then red.

He hadn’t released the poisoned blood before because the injury location was too critical. To release poisoned blood required making a cut—if it was too light it would be useless, if too heavy he might accidentally injure his tendons. But now he didn’t care, deciding to release blood first to reduce the poison.

Feiyu didn’t care much about his body—compared to having someone else interfere, he’d rather limp for a while.

If he was lame, he could have Shiba carry him all the time, which would also be quite nice.

Rong Pu took her pulse and found it very strange—first the poison was fierce and turbulent, but in a moment it had lightened somewhat. After taking her pulse, he thought for a moment, dictated a prescription, and mentioned that many of the medicines would need to be slowly gathered.

Just as he was speaking, Second Senior Brother shouted again from over there: “Hey, where am I now? Have I arrived? Have I arrived?”

Rong Pu looked up and saw him, immediately remembering his earlier treatment. He smiled lightly and said, “You climbed to the wrong place. Go a bit east, yes, a bit more, good, don’t go down anymore. You’re very close to the ground now, just jump down. Yes, I’ll count to three and you jump. It’s grassland below, don’t worry. One, two, three!”

“Splash!” Second Senior Brother jumped into the stream. Water splashed up half a zhang high.

Tie Ci: “Hahahahahaha.”

Chapter 133: Want to Eat You
In the laughter, Rong Pu’s hand had already naturally settled on her wrist pulse, while a pill was also tossed into her mouth.

Tie Ci: “…Haha—uh.”

It was cool going down her throat, but warmth flowed through her abdomen, soothing the burning sensation in her internal organs. She felt much better.

Tie Ci knew this must be another good medicine. She smiled gratefully at Rong Pu. “I really had no idea you were a disciple of the Medical Maniac.”

Rong Pu said faintly, “I was weak and sickly from childhood, nearly dying several times. Many doctors said I wouldn’t live past ten. My family exhausted all their resources to get the Medical Maniac to intervene. Strictly speaking, I’m not really a direct disciple—it’s just that Master needs to research medicine, and my family can afford to support him generously.”

Tie Ci nodded, understanding his meaning. In the end, it was all about exchange of benefits.

Thinking of herself, she had always received Master’s support and guidance. In the future, how would she repay this?

Feiyu beside them glanced at Rong Pu.

Such blatant favoritism—clearly her poison injury was more severe, yet the medicine was only given to Shiba.

Second Senior Brother climbed up dripping wet and was about to charge at Rong Pu when Tie Ci extended her arm to block him. “Senior Brother, last time I ordered people to research that gorgeous lace…”

Second Senior Brother immediately forgot about seeking revenge. Looking down and seeing his formal wear was all wet, he sat down heartbroken to wring out water while maintaining an aloof expression. “Since that’s the case, I won’t fuss with you all. Is the lace finished?”

“Almost.”

“Make sure to achieve a thin and transparent effect,” Second Senior Brother earnestly instructed. “And remember to make me a tricorn hat.”

“I remember, and I need to find you fluffy, soft, beautiful feathers,” Tie Ci said. “Don’t worry, Senior Brother, I’ll definitely remember your feathers.”

Second Senior Brother felt something was off about this phrasing, but his yearning for the tricorn hat made him forget to argue about everything.

Suddenly there was a cry of alarm from over there. The two turned to look and saw Feiyu sitting on the ground, scooting backward. Rong Pu looked stunned, his hand frozen in mid-air.

Feiyu covered her face and shrieked, “You scoundrel! It’s one thing to look at my injured foot, but why are you lifting my skirt!”

Tie Ci glanced over and indeed saw that Feiyu’s skirt had been lifted somewhat.

Her gaze fell on the blackened ankle and the bloody knife wound, and for a moment she only felt heartache. She hurried forward to tear cloth and bandage it for her.

Rong Pu looked bewildered. “You… I… I clearly…”

Feiyu looked at him with tearful accusation, her eyes brimming with watery light. At this moment, silence spoke louder than words.

Rong Pu: “…”

Understood.

This was a scheming drama queen.

Rong Pu frowned slightly, examining the woman before him carefully for the first time.

Where did this hostility come from?

But Feiyu acted as if she’d been frightened, hiding behind Tie Ci and whispering in her ear, “This doctor has ill intentions. The way he looks at you is also strange. It’s better not to keep him around.”

Seeing that she was hostile toward Rong Pu, Tie Ci’s mood inexplicably improved. Hearing her say this, her heart stirred, thinking it would indeed be better to distance herself from Rong Pu and not owe him any more favors, lest it be difficult to handle in the future.

She smiled. “I think you’ve misunderstood. Brother Rong isn’t that kind of person.” Then turning to Rong Pu, “Brother Rong, earlier that poison maniac spread poison extensively, and with today’s strong winds, I fear the wind might blow the residual poison toward the academy. The academy absolutely cannot be without a renowned physician presiding over things. I must trouble you to return to the academy and take charge of the situation. As for us two, our poison injuries aren’t too severe. We’ll recover slowly with care, so you can rest assured.”

As soon as Rong Pu heard her speak, he knew he was about to hear words of dismissal. He lowered his eyes slightly. Originally he was mentally prepared and it would have been fine, but hearing that intimate phrase “us two,” he couldn’t help but look up.

He considered himself to understand the Crown Princess fairly well, knowing she was decisive yet cautious in her words and actions, with countless barriers in her heart toward others. Such intimate terms would never slip out casually.

What was this woman’s identity? How had she gained such trust from the Crown Princess?

Looking up, he saw that woman smiling at Tie Ci, one hand on her shoulder. Under her wide sleeves, snow-white fingertips were lightly playing with Tie Ci’s hair, while Tie Ci had obviously grown accustomed to such intimate little gestures and was concentrating on crouching down to bandage Feiyu’s wound.

It was… very upsetting to watch.

Two women being so clingy, clinging in such an eye-searing way.

However, stubbornly staying would be useless and would only make Her Highness’s heart grow more distant.

He needed to stay there, for a long, long time, becoming a pillar of strength in stormy weather, a stabilizing force in turbulent waves. One day Her Highness would understand that all the charm and grace, all the coquetry and acting cute, could not compare to someone who could always guard her back, stay by her side permanently, never betray her, and always help her stabilize the realm.

He wore a faint, mysterious smile, stepped back, and said, “What you say makes sense. In that case, I’ll leave a prescription. When you reach the next town, be sure to get the medicine promptly for recuperation. Though the poison injury isn’t fatal, the Poison Maniac’s toxins often have lingering adverse effects. Both of you must take good care of yourselves, avoid fighting carelessly. When this busy period is over, remember to tell me your whereabouts so I can check your pulses again.”

Tie Ci agreed and asked Second Senior Brother to escort him back, but Rong Pu said it wasn’t necessary—his people would surely come looking soon. He calmly brushed his sleeves and left. After walking a distance, he turned back to look and saw Tie Ci carrying that woman on her back. The woman was laughing, her wide sleeves hanging down to cover Tie Ci’s eyes. Tie Ci knocked her hands away but then pulled her hands tighter around her own neck.

There was a kind of natural intimacy.

Rong Pu’s gaze lingered on Feiyu’s figure several times. Strictly speaking, he shouldn’t look at a woman this way, but he always felt something was wrong.

For the moment he couldn’t figure out what, and watching them was upsetting, so he could only leave first.

Over there, Tie Ci had only carried Feiyu a few steps when Feiyu slid down from her back, absolutely refusing to let Tie Ci, who also had poison injuries, carry her.

So she put her arm around Tie Ci’s shoulder and hopped forward. After hopping a few steps like this, Second Senior Brother, who had been smoothing out the wrinkles in his clothes caused by water, suddenly said coldly, “Hopping like this, when will we get anywhere? I’ll carry you.”

Tie Ci was dumbstruck and looked up at the sky. The sun hadn’t risen from the west.

Feiyu immediately refused. “No, men and women shouldn’t have physical contact.”

Second Senior Brother laughed in exasperation, pointing at Tie Ci. “Isn’t he a man!”

Tie Ci had dressed as a man since childhood and had become so natural at it that she often forgot she wasn’t a man. Not to mention her fellow disciples, who saw her in men’s clothing every time and mostly didn’t remember she was a woman.

So even if Tie Ci hadn’t interrupted earlier, Second Senior Brother would probably have said “This is my junior brother.”

But Feiyu giggled, laughing while resting her chin on Tie Ci’s shoulder, saying coquettishly, “He’s different. He’s the man I like.”

Tie Ci’s heartbeat suddenly skipped a beat.

She turned to look at Feiyu. In the morning light, that person’s eyes were usually flamboyant and spirited when laughing, angry, or cursing, but now they held a hazy, profound elegance. Only her slightly upturned lips held a smile that was both cute and seductive.

It made one want to believe her wholeheartedly, yet also fear her. Not knowing whether she hid three parts genuine feeling, or was simply accustomed to casual romantic entanglements.

Tie Ci just smiled. “The two of us look like we’re dancing.”

Second Senior Brother curled his lip and said coldly, “More like spasmodic disco.”

Tie Ci laughed. “Senior Brother, you’ve always been good at dancing. How about giving us one?”

Second Senior Brother said nothing. When it came to dancing, all the senior brothers and sisters had learned from Master, but he was outstanding among them—outstandingly bad.

He was naturally uncoordinated and tone-deaf. In Master’s words, “He looks like a perfectly fine person, but every time he dances, it makes you want to send him to the ICU.”

Feiyu seemed quite interested and said she wanted to see Tie Ci dance. Unable to resist her pestering, Tie Ci taught her a few dance steps—ballroom dancing that Master had taught her. She danced the male part, teaching Feiyu the female part.

The sun was just rising, green grass spread out like a velvet carpet in the distance. The two danced on the meadow. Tie Ci took Feiyu’s hand, and she gracefully spun in a circle. Her dress billowed up, and dewdrops on the grass tips scattered brilliantly, creating rainbow halos in the sunlight.

The pale yellow flowers in the grass trembled and scattered golden fragments everywhere, then were gathered into the gently falling hem of her skirt.

Second Senior Brother’s gaze was drawn by that hem, following it all the way to the golden radiance of the sun.

In the distance, Rong Pu stood on high ground, watching from afar the scene of the young man and woman dancing hand in hand.

After a long while, he coughed softly, then again.

…

Leaving the valley and reaching the main road, carriages were waiting.

Master had properties throughout the country. To avoid suspicion, Tie Ci usually never inquired about them, but she had a token from Master that could be used in emergencies.

Originally Tie Ci had planned to go to Yongping Prefecture, but now both she and Feiyu had unhealed poison injuries, making it inappropriate to deal directly with that female commander. So she changed course toward Dongming County.

After that day of strong winds, there was only half a day of clear weather before continuous heavy rains began. Their journey was thus delayed, stranded in Pingchang Town a hundred li outside Qingyang Mountain, waiting for the rain to stop while drinking medicine to dispel the poison.

Originally they didn’t need to pass through Pingchang Town, but Tie Ci had the carriage make a detour.

She knew clearly why they were taking a detour—it was simply because that day Rong Pu had brought back Rong Wei’s farewell gift, saying it was local specialties bought in Pingchang Town. Tie Ci didn’t know what she was doubting, but subconsciously wanted to come and verify.

She had quietly opened that box later on the road. Inside were specially made dried fish with writing on top: “For the younger brother of Ye Shiba’s sister.”

Tie Ci was speechless. Was this gift you brought back for me or for Rong Yi?

Looking at this dried fish, it was probably for Rong Yi.

She felt a bit annoyed.

She pushed open the window. Rain was still falling outside. Feiyu was reclining on the couch, beckoning to her with seductive eyes: “Young Master, come here.”

Tie Ci had booked this entire inn, but Feiyu insisted on sleeping with her, saying she could add fragrance with her red sleeves and warm the bed at midnight. Tie Ci didn’t dare sleep with her, claiming she had body odor and foot odor, driving her back to her own room every day.

Even so, she couldn’t stop the top courtesan from lounging on her bed when she had nothing else to do, hugging her blankets and rolling around, making her bed look like a dog’s nest.

At times like this, Tie Ci would start missing her close friend Gu Xiaoxiao, thinking that Xiaoxiao had sworn to follow but still hadn’t succeeded. She wondered if his father had broken his legs, because if he were here, her blankets would definitely be as neat as tofu blocks, and Feiyu would definitely be beaten by him three times a day.

She herself was actually someone who habitually liked neatness and order, but she was too lazy to argue with Feiyu. She went over to pick up the blanket that had fallen off the bed, wrapped it haphazardly around Feiyu, and pushed her into the couch like shoveling garbage, then sat on the edge of the couch and put on her outer robe.

“Young Master, are you going out?” Feiyu poked her head out from the blanket.

Snow-white blanket corners wrapped around an equally snow-white face, with dark, lustrous eyelashes. From this angle, looking at someone was soul-stirring.

Tie Ci pinched her face and smiled. “Young Master is going out to find you a sister for company.”

“Then I want to personally check her out,” Feiyu also sat up.

“Take good care of your foot. I’ll bring you something to eat when I come back. What do you want to eat?”

Feiyu lay on the blanket, smiling as she looked at her, drawing out her tone: “I want to eat—”

She drew out the tune for a long time. Tie Ci waited for ages and she still hadn’t finished, so she waved her hand and stepped out the door, too lazy to wait any longer.

After she left, Feiyu finally stopped the drawn-out tune, raised her eyebrows, and said in a sultry voice: “…you!”

…

Tie Ci went to the busiest temple area, where vendors usually gathered. Sure enough, under the eaves of a Taoist temple, she saw someone selling that type of dried fish. It was a local specialty, only found in local rivers, and only local people knew how to make it.

So Rong Wei had indeed gone back to Liaodong.

Having confirmed this, Tie Ci felt somewhat dejected. She sat in front of a wonton stall, watching the heavy rain outside. She listened to people taking shelter from rain discussing the two days of torrential rain and how the water level of Mirror River, which crossed Haiyou, had risen dramatically. They also talked about how fishermen had good harvests recently, but fishing taxes had increased again, how a fisherman got tangled in water grass and drowned, and his family still had no money for a funeral—typical idle chatter.

In the distance, she saw a carriage approaching. Someone sat on the carriage shaft, holding a map and asking for directions. In this humid, muggy weather, the carriage curtains were pulled tight, presumably because inside was a well-bred young lady who couldn’t show her face.

The carriage was spattered with mud and the wheels were worn, clearly belonging to travelers from far away. A bunch of local idlers immediately surrounded it. Most of these were procurers for various underground brothels—mostly aging prostitutes and local thugs working together, renting rooms and regularly catching out-of-town travelers who were unfamiliar with the area. Like a pack of female spiders entrenched in a spider’s cave, they would extend long silken threads, catching whoever they could stick to. If lucky, one might enjoy a night of soft jade and warm fragrance and still have underwear left when leaving. If unlucky, disappearing forever was also possible.

Tie Ci was an outsider too. When she first arrived a couple days ago, she had also been approached, but once Feiyu showed her face, those people left disappointed. Obviously, with such a beauty beside her, who would go visiting underground establishments?

Second Senior Brother, however, often traveled outside. At the time, he had flicked out a piece of broken silver, breaking the leader’s skull. In Second Senior Brother’s words, this was a warning demonstration to the local thugs and ruffians, letting them know not to think they were fat sheep and get any crooked ideas. Stay honestly aside and everyone would be peaceful.

So it was indeed quite peaceful. Tie Ci’s gaze swept over that carriage, not caring about this outsider’s upcoming romantic encounter, and got up to leave.

When leaving, she didn’t forget to bring back some snacks for Feiyu, wrapped in oiled paper and tucked in her chest.

She held an umbrella, passing by that carriage asking for directions, and felt the curtain move slightly, as if someone inside softly said “Oh?”

But Tie Ci didn’t pay attention. The large oiled paper umbrella covered most of her body, and she quickly disappeared at the end of the street.

When she returned to the inn, she was collecting her umbrella under the eaves when she saw Second Senior Brother standing there, posing in front of a puddle. This guy had changed clothes today—iron armor, long boots, red cloak—clearly knight’s clothing from Master’s picture books. A Western sword hung at his waist, and he held a huge bag in his hand.

Tie Ci stopped, thinking this guy was bored and playing cosplay again. What was in that bag? Probably another set of clothes.

Second Senior Brother loved cosplay and also liked dragging his fellow disciples into it, but unfortunately most of them wouldn’t give him face. Tie Ci had a good temperament and would play along when she was little, but when she grew up she politely declined everything. What a joke—those bizarre costumes often exposed chest and thighs. If others saw her in them, impeachment memorials could pile up and fill Chongming Palace.

She watched from afar as Second Senior Brother preened like a peacock for a while, then picked up his bag and strolled upstairs. He first peeked into Feiyu’s room, probably saw no one there, then went to Tie Ci’s room and stood at the door, chin up, waiting for someone inside to greet him.

No movement from inside.

Feiyu was hugging Tie Ci’s blanket, sleeping soundly, and ignored the noise.

Second Senior Brother coughed once.

After a while, he coughed again.

After a long time, unable to bear it anymore, he knocked on the door.

Only then did Feiyu lazily turn around. Seeing the person at the door, she was startled and instinctively reached for her knife, then realized this was that fool.

The fool stood proudly at the door, eyelids drooping, asking her: “How is it?”

“How is what?”

“This outfit of mine… how is it?”

Feiyu glanced at him and commented: “Like a beetle.”

Second Senior Brother was silent for a moment, then chuckled. “You women…” He raised his hand and threw over a bundle.

The bundle fell on the bed and burst open, revealing piles of dresses, petticoats, gauze skirts, satin skirts, various ribbons, lace, flower hats, ruffles… instantly burying Feiyu.

She struggled out of this pile of random stuff. “What is this junk?”

“Put them on,” Second Senior Brother said with his chin up, but his eyes fell on her face. “Let me have a look.”

Feiyu suddenly cried “Ouch!” and pulled out something like a fishbone from under her bottom.

Second Senior Brother: “That’s a petticoat frame. It can make your skirt hem round and full, making your waist look slimmer and legs longer, noble and graceful.”

Feiyu picked up a piece of golden-yellow, soft, slippery material that hung down like waves.

“This is a wig I had made at great expense—brilliant golden hair made from real human hair, specifically sought from overseas. I don’t let just anyone wear it.”

Feiyu nodded, finally picking up one garment. It was a low-cut gauze dress that would definitely show everything if worn, with a hollow back and countless ribbons crisscrossing.

“Hmm?”

This questioning sound had a slightly dangerous tone, but Second Senior Brother was completely oblivious. He nodded and said as if bestowing a favor: “The most intimate piece. I measured your figure—absolutely perfect to the millimeter. Speaking of which, your frame is a bit too large, so you’re more suited to this Western court style dress. Don’t worry, these ribbons are all at the back. I’ll help you tie them later…”

The room fell silent.

Tie Ci was just walking toward the side staircase.

Chapter 134: Old Friends Meet
Suddenly there was a loud crash from upstairs, accompanied by a scream, then a huge body came flying out through the railing. Just as it was about to hit the ground, it stopped and hung there swaying in the heavy rain. The sight was rather indescribable—feet bound with long stockings, bird feathers on his head touching the ground, a lace petticoat hanging around his neck, a bra over his eyes like giant sunglasses, and a big mass of golden curly hair stuffed in his mouth. Soaked by the rain, it dripped water constantly. At first glance, it looked like he was spitting out… waste.

Tie Ci looked up, made the sign of the cross over her chest, and continued walking upstairs.

Going upstairs, before pulling open the door, she had prepared herself to face a raging female tyrant. But when the door slid open with a whoosh and Feiyu looked up, she froze in the doorway.

Feiyu sat on the couch, wearing a wide-brimmed decorative hat askew, with her full head of black hair cascading down. She wore a white satin dress with golden embroidery, fitted at the waist with a full skirt that covered the entire couch. The neckline was extremely low, trimmed with lace, highlighting a pair of straight collarbones and a patch of snow-white chest.

She rested her chin on one hand, head tilted slightly, smiling as she looked at her. Somehow she had put on half an earring—long and short crystal beads that sparkled like stars among her black hair, echoing the shimmering light in her rippling eyes.

Sparkling, beautiful, charming, and sexy.

For an instant, Tie Ci felt as if she’d been struck by a heavy punch and nearly lost her breath.

In the room, Feiyu blinked, seemingly very satisfied with her current expression, and asked with a smile, “Do I look good?”

Tie Ci took a deep breath to calm herself, walking toward her while thinking in her mind: woman… woman… Rong Wei… lace… male relationships… These chaotic words swirled wildly in her head, stirring up the usually clear-minded Crown Princess’s heart like a turbulent sea. After walking several steps, she barely managed to suppress it, forced herself to sit down gracefully beside the couch, and then forced herself to give a frank compliment: “Very beautiful!”

“Do you like it?”

“…I like it.”

Feiyu smiled, gathered up her long skirt and threw it onto her lap. “Then help me hold up the skirt and walk a few steps. Your foolish second senior brother said this dress would be very elegant to walk in.”

Tie Ci’s fingers scratched at the soft, smooth satin surface a few times. Just as Feiyu was about to stand up, she pulled down, yanking her back, and smiled, “Your foot isn’t healed yet. You should walk less.”

Feiyu then spread her arms wide. “This corset is really too tight. Can I even eat wearing this? Quickly help me untie it.”

Tie Ci was startled again. Actually, given their true identities, helping her untie it wouldn’t be anything, but she felt inexplicably guilty. Feiyu looked over with burning eyes that held meanings she dared not fathom. She sat behind Feiyu and immediately saw that snow-white nape and the slightly raised edges of her collarbones. She quickly averted her gaze, pretended to fiddle with the ties, and mumbled, “Why won’t it open? How did you tie this mess… I should call Second Senior Brother to help…” She stood up to leave.

Feiyu laughed behind her. “Please don’t. I don’t let just anyone touch me.”

Tie Ci felt a bit hot and opened the side window with a whoosh. “In that case, I can’t untie it either. You tied it randomly, so untie it randomly yourself. You’re flexible anyway.”

Behind her, Feiyu glanced at her and smiled slowly, reached to her side waist and pulled, loosening all the ties, then very quickly put on her own clothes.

Tie Ci stood facing away at the window the whole time, looking at the neighboring courtyard, but her eyes registered nothing.

She felt like she was going crazy.

When she was with Rong Wei, it seemed like that kind of feeling, but encountering Feiyu, it still seemed like that kind of feeling. Yet clearly this was one man and one woman, two people completely different in temperament, disposition, and every detail.

Could she really be someone who could like two people at the same time?

Rong Wei wanted to turn her into someone who preferred men, but she was thinking about turning Feiyu into someone who preferred women.

No, she didn’t really want to become someone who preferred women, but Feiyu seemed to be flirting with her. But Feiyu was flirting because she thought she was a man!

Tie Ci stared at the low, old small courtyard below and the continuous rain threads, thinking that she should find a suitable opportunity to tell Feiyu about her female identity.

When it involved someone else’s feelings, one mustn’t toy with them.

She steadied herself and was about to speak when suddenly there was a loud crash in the small courtyard below.

The small courtyard below didn’t belong to the inn—it was a rather old courtyard. Having stayed here for several days, she sensed this might be an underground establishment. People came and went, clearly not decent folk. Occasionally strangers would enter, but when they left the next day, there would inevitably be arguments.

The commotion this time was especially different. After a moment, several people ran out disheveled, with women’s curses and abuse following behind them, along with shoes and foot bindings being thrown out. Men also rushed out from the surrounding side rooms, moving to surround them from both sides.

Those who escaped appeared to be dressed as scholars. The first two tried to rush out but were blocked and started fighting, showing considerable martial arts skills. The last one kept his head covered the whole time, protected by the other two. But there were too many people, and that person with his head covered seemed very afraid of crowds, desperately trying to rush out, not caring that people were trying to hit him. After rushing two steps and being knocked around, he bounced back hard against the courtyard wall and stuck there motionless.

Tie Ci suddenly frowned.

This behavior looked familiar.

But the rain was heavy now, and that person was wrapped up tightly from head to toe, making it impossible to see clearly.

Behind her, Feiyu walked over, pressing very close behind her, breathing on her neck. “What are you looking at?”

Her voice was sweet and sticky, her warm breath stirring the loose hair by Tie Ci’s ear.

But Tie Ci’s attention was focused on the opposite side and didn’t notice Feiyu’s subtle flirtation. She suddenly flicked out a pebble, hitting the person standing against the wall.

That person cried “Ouch!” and looked up in alarm.

His gaze met Tie Ci’s directly.

Both were stunned for a moment.

Then that person shouted loudly while running toward her, “Ahhhh, baby—”

He ran too frantically, not noticing a man charging diagonally with a stool, ready to crack his head open.

Feiyu also noticed something was wrong. Hearing this form of address, her face darkened suddenly. Just as she was about to ask Tie Ci, a figure flashed before her eyes—Tie Ci had already leaped out the window into the rain.

The next instant she grabbed the young man and pulled him behind her, then kicked the thug with the stool against the wall.

In the heavy rain, she gripped his shoulders and said in surprise, “Xiaoxiao!”

Chapter 135: Best Friend VS “Best Friend”
The young man’s cloak fell away, revealing a delicate face. “Your High… Baby!”

Tie Ci’s face darkened as she gritted her teeth. “Gu Dachong, don’t call me by my pet name.”

“Oh.”

Over there, two others were still fighting desperately. Tie Ci stepped forward and dealt with that group of people in just a few moves. The others came over to thank her, and when both sides saw each other clearly, they couldn’t help but be astonished.

Traveling with Gu Xiaoxiao were actually Li Zhi and Tong Rushi.

Tie Ci hadn’t expected to see these two roommates here. When she was at the academy, she didn’t spend much time in the dormitory and had particularly little friendship with these two, especially Tong Rushi—they had never even spoken directly.

After that group of thugs was beaten down, they knew they had hit an iron plate. For them, encountering such situations wasn’t rare, so they quickly retreated into the house. The group gathered under the corridor to talk, and only then did Tie Ci learn that Gu Xiaoxiao had gone through countless hardships to find an opportunity to leave the capital. He had previously contacted Chi Xue and knew Tie Ci was at the academy, so he headed straight there. Who would have thought that after finally reaching the academy, he encountered that day of strong winds that scattered the poison maniac’s toxins everywhere. The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards were ordered to evacuate the academy students urgently. Since the academy temporarily couldn’t be returned to, the headmaster, who had rushed over upon hearing the news, temporarily ordered early practical training, with all students leaving the mountains. All the academy teachers issued recommendation letters, and students drew lots to go to various places. When Gu Xiaoxiao’s carriage arrived, he encountered the students collectively leaving the mountains and dispersing to various locations. Moreover, the Crown Princess had just revealed her identity and disappeared again, leaving Gu Xiaoxiao completely bewildered.

Fortunately, Gu Xiaoxiao knew Tie Ci’s next target was Dongming County, so he headed there on his own. On the road, he encountered bandits but was rescued by Li Zhi and Tong Rushi, who were also going to Dongming. The three traveled together, inquiring all the way to Dongming. Unexpectedly, they were deceived into entering this underground establishment here and encountered Tie Ci.

Actually, they had already met earlier in the marketplace. Gu Xiaoxiao had thought Tie Ci’s figure looked familiar at the time, but his social anxiety kicked in and he didn’t dare call out to her. Otherwise, today’s trouble could have been avoided.

Gu Xiaoxiao’s face was pale as death, still immersed in the terror of being forcibly kissed by that old prostitute with blood-red lips. While chatting, Tie Ci kept glancing outside with concern. Logically, the thugs and ruffians in this kind of underground establishment all had their own gangs, and once beaten, they could quickly gather a large group. She had been secretly waiting for this, but unexpectedly, this group seemed to cower after one beating and never sent anyone out to report or block them.

Probably because the rain was too heavy?

No one blocking them was for the best. Tie Ci brought the three to her side. When passing through the courtyard gate, she instructed, “For now I’m still acting as Ye Shiba. Please keep my true identity secret.”

All three nodded. Tie Ci nodded to Li Zhi with a warm attitude. She had previously had no particular fondness for this former head of dormitory Wu, but now learning they had saved Gu Xiaoxiao and seeing them protect Xiaoxiao earlier, she naturally was much more courteous.

Her gaze swept over Tong Rushi. Now that he was out of the academy, his cold, rigid demeanor had improved somewhat. At this moment, his gaze was looking through the misty rain curtain at something unknown.

Gu Xiaoxiao was soaked through. Fearing he’d be cold, Tie Ci removed her outer robe and draped it over him.

The two had grown up together since childhood. Gu Xiaoxiao, as the son of a high official, had once been selected as one of her study companions. At that time, Tie Ci was the Crown Princess, the Xiao family hadn’t yet gained complete control of court politics, and Tie Ci’s gifted abilities hadn’t yet awakened. Those study companions all tried various ways to curry favor, but Tie Ci was particularly fond of the severely socially anxious crybaby Gu Xiaoxiao, protecting him under her wing.

After Gu Xiaoxiao came of age, because he had protection and didn’t want to study properly, he had exceptional talent in economics and planning. From then on, he became Tie Ci’s official organization master of Ruixiang Hall and her secret business agent—an iron Pixiu that only brought in money and never let it out.

The Pixiu had long been accustomed to the genderless intimacy between himself and the Crown Princess. Wearing Tie Ci’s outer robe, he stammered a request for ginger soup. Tie Ci ordered Chi Xue to prepare the soup. The two maidservants had followed the signals she left and caught up yesterday.

She and Gu Xiaoxiao walked inside intimately, asking which room he wanted to stay in. Without hesitation, Gu Xiaoxiao said, “I’ll stay right next to you.”

Tie Ci ordered Dan Shuang to call the innkeeper to clean up the room on her right side next door. Just as they were about to go upstairs, something floated down from overhead. Tie Ci looked up and saw Feiyu leaning on the railing, cracking sunflower seeds and spitting the shells lightly downward.

Seeing her, Tie Ci wanted to introduce her close friend to her. Looking up with a smile, she said, “Feiyu, this is my dear friend Gu Xiaoxiao…”

Before she finished speaking, Feiyu gave her an ambiguous look and withdrew her head.

Tie Ci was baffled. She was naturally magnanimous and, having raised a hall full of girls in Ruixiang Hall, was no stranger to women’s little moods. She just laughed, personally took Gu Xiaoxiao to his room, ordered hot water to be heated, arranged for Gu Xiaoxiao to bathe, and had the kitchen prepare foods Gu Xiaoxiao liked. For a moment she was extremely busy.

She knew her male best friend’s temperament. When he said he wanted to come, she hadn’t taken it seriously. After all, his father was strict, and for someone with severe social anxiety to travel a thousand li alone was no easier than changing gender. She hadn’t expected him to keep his promise and actually come. One could imagine how difficult the journey had been. Her heart was full of tender affection, wanting only to quickly make it up to her Gu Dachong. While Gu Xiaoxiao soaked in the bath in the inner room, she busied herself in the outer room, thinking about what else she might have missed, then quickly ordered Dan Shuang to buy Gu Xiaoxiao’s favorite snacks.

Next door, Feiyu waited for her to return. Watching the innkeeper deliver meals and water, trip after trip making the floor shake, with hot water already sent in—that guy should be bathing now—yet Ye Shiba still hadn’t returned.

Then she heard Tie Ci ordering Dan Shuang to buy snacks, fluently naming several types. Dan Shuang went without a word.

Feiyu leaned by the door watching, thinking that Ye Shiba’s two maidservants were both outstanding. Usually they treated him with respect, but you could see they didn’t really have much reverence in their bones. Now that some inexplicable guy had arrived, Dan Shuang and Chi Xue both seemed very familiar with him. The cold-as-ice Dan Shuang was even so enthusiastic about running errands.

She also thought that capital city young men were said to be dissolute and fond of cosmetics, and male relationships weren’t unheard of. Looking at Ye Shiba and this surnamed Gu, they seemed overly intimate. Could it be…

Thinking this, she frowned.

She had worked so hard for so long, and Ye Shiba clearly had concerns about two men being together. But perhaps his concerns weren’t about male relationships at all?

Rather, he already had a little male wife at home, which was why he repeatedly rejected her?

While brooding uncertainly, she suddenly heard the sound of sliding doors next door, and the little male wife calling out: “Shiba! Where are the clothes I asked you to bring? The underwear this inn provides is too poor quality! It chafes my thighs!”

Then she heard Tie Ci’s voice saying, “Your bundle was as big as a mountain—you expect me to carry it around all day? I left it in Ziyang. Find someone to fetch it later!”

Listening, Feiyu first showed no expression, then a sinister smile spread across her face. She hopped back to her own room, and after a while, took a pair of underwear to the room next to the next room.

Gu Xiaoxiao had finished bathing and was getting dressed, his silhouette vague behind the screen. Feiyu’s teeth seemed to grind lightly, then she broke into a smile and handed over the underwear, saying, “Wear this—finest Lu silk, thin and soft. I guarantee this young master will be satisfied.”

Tie Ci reached out to take it, but Feiyu avoided her hand and passed it behind the screen herself. Gu Xiaoxiao immediately withdrew his hand, calling, “Shiba!”

Tie Ci hurried over, supported Feiyu to move her back, took the underwear and said, “Let me handle this. He doesn’t like meeting strangers.” Then asked, “Where did you get this underwear?”

Feiyu glanced toward the screen and said languidly, “Have you forgotten? All your undergarments are kept in my room. This set is brand new—I just bought it for you.”

Tie Ci said, “What…” Behind the screen, Gu Xiaoxiao already said displeasedly, “Shiba, when you’re alone away from home, you must be more careful. In your movements and behavior, it’s better not to be too intimate with others. Especially this kind of…”

He stopped, his upbringing preventing him from insulting someone to their face, but clearly he also looked down on someone like Feiyu.

Seductive and demonic.

How could such a person be so intimate with the Crown Princess?

Feiyu leaned against the screen and smiled, “This kind of what?”

Tie Ci sensed something was wrong in the atmosphere. Knowing that Gu Xiaoxiao would be uncomfortable with outsiders present, she supported Feiyu’s shoulder and quickly ushered her out. “Go back for now. When he’s ready, I’ll formally introduce you both at dinner.”

Behind her, Gu Xiaoxiao said, “Onions, garlic, ginger…”

Without turning around, Tie Ci said, “I know—you don’t eat any of them! I’ve already given instructions.”

Feiyu suddenly grabbed her hand. “Shiba, do you know what I don’t eat?”

Tie Ci was startled. She really didn’t know what Feiyu avoided eating. It seemed she loved everything and was very precious about food.

At her pause, Feiyu smoothly brushed off her hand. Just then, Second Senior Brother came limping upstairs. Feiyu went forward to meet him, leaning on his shoulder. “Senior Brother, I want to learn your lightness skills.”

Second Senior Brother seemed to instantly forget his earlier embarrassment of being hung outside the building, saying seriously, “That can be considered.”

Feiyu slipped her hand into his elbow crook. He looked down, coughed once, but didn’t withdraw his hand. Raising his head, he took her downstairs.

Tie Ci: “…”

What was going on here?

She stood dejectedly on the stairs, watching those two walk away chatting and laughing, then looked up at the gray sky.

A woman’s heart is like a needle at the bottom of the sea.

Dinner was at a combined table downstairs. Since Tie Ci had booked the entire inn, there was no fear of being disturbed by unrelated people. Gu Xiaoxiao was in much better spirits. Before sitting down, he habitually surveyed the dishes and asked about prices, then went out to speak with Chi Xue. After a while, the innkeeper came in sweating profusely, added many dishes for everyone, and kept apologizing.

Everyone was somewhat baffled. Tie Ci knew what was happening and smiled, “How much did you earn back this time?”

Gu Xiaoxiao sat at a separate small table beside her, far from the others. Hearing her ask this, he gave her a look. “Shiba, though your family is wealthy, money shouldn’t be wasted like this. This place is a black shop. In this season, tofu spoils easily and fish are everywhere—they’re cheapest—yet he managed to make three or four tofu dishes. Green vegetables are much more expensive, but you hardly see any, yet he dared charge you a tael of silver. If I don’t make him cough up half of it, I’ll take his surname.”

“Please don’t—your father would break your legs.” Tie Ci served him food. “You’ve worked hard. Eat more to recover.”

Gu Xiaoxiao spread his hands. Tie Ci understood and smiled, signaling Dan Shuang to give him the money pouch. Gu Xiaoxiao accepted it, saying, “From now on, I’ll handle your food, clothing, shelter, and transportation. And your room—good heavens, I nearly fainted when I saw it today.”

This was routine. Gu Xiaoxiao had an organization obsession. If she didn’t let him organize, he would hit people.

Tie Ci nodded frequently, offering no resistance.

The others looked at each other. Everyone present except Feiyu knew her identity—it was quite a spectacle.

Only Second Senior Brother didn’t look up, sitting properly to the side, saying to Feiyu beside him, “I think those spare ribs are quite good.”

Feiyu glanced at him sideways. “So, feed me!”

Second Senior Brother, who expected to be fed, thought for a long time, picked up chopsticks, fed Feiyu one bite, then put down the chopsticks. Glowing with satisfaction, he said to Tie Ci, “I originally thought women who were chaste, obedient, and caring were good. Now I see that men caring for playful women is also quite interesting.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Playful your grandmother’s head.

Interesting your grandmother’s interest.

…

The heavy rain continued for another three days.

During these three days, Tie Ci felt like she had become the filling in a sandwich, the bacon in a club sandwich, the sausage in a hot dog—caught between her male best friend and female best friend, wanting to die from the torment.

Every day Gu Xiaoxiao would painstakingly organize her room, and in the blink of an eye Feiyu would mess it up.

When Feiyu messed it up, Gu Xiaoxiao would wait for her to leave before reorganizing, but after spending an hour reorganizing everything, Feiyu would restore it to its original state in the blink of an eye.

That wasn’t all. While Gu Xiaoxiao was organizing Tie Ci’s room, Feiyu would also tamper with Gu Xiaoxiao’s own room. The changes were different from those in Tie Ci’s room—subtle alterations like pulling the blanket out slightly, kicking one shoe inward, tilting a cup out of its tray. These were more wicked than making a complete mess—at first glance it still looked clean and tidy, and ordinary people wouldn’t notice, but for someone like Gu Xiaoxiao, everything felt wrong. He would lie down then get up, get up then lie down, correcting bit by bit, spending half a day on it.

So Gu Xiaoxiao spent from morning to night organizing rooms, not even having time to talk with Tie Ci. He didn’t usually exercise and wasn’t physically strong. Having been caught in the rain yesterday and stressed today, he quickly caught a cold. Even lying in bed he was still giving directions: “Help me up, I can still do it! That cup still isn’t right!”

Meanwhile, the perpetrator had gone out with Second Senior Brother for a nature walk. Who knew what nature they could appreciate when summer was almost over and it was still pouring rain.

When Feiyu and Second Senior Brother returned in the evening, the first thing they did was ask what Tie Ci was doing. Hearing that Gu Xiaoxiao had caught cold and Tie Ci was personally caring for him, she immediately became disagreeable, sneering coldly, “Seductive slut.”

Chi Xue, who had responded to her, stood to the side. Hearing this, she seriously looked Feiyu up and down.

This… person really had no self-awareness.

When Tie Ci saw Feiyu return, still arm-in-arm with Second Senior Brother, her gaze swept over that arm.

Feiyu’s fingertips shrank back.

But Second Senior Brother became even more pleased, puffing out his chest and gripping the arm tighter, pinching Feiyu’s fingertips red.

Tie Ci inexplicably found it irritating and turned away, thinking this was Western etiquette, Western etiquette… Then she thought again that Master had said Western etiquette also included cheek kisses and hand kisses—did these two also do that?

At dinner, she arranged for Chi Xue to select dishes Gu Xiaoxiao liked and send them to his room. Over there, Feiyu didn’t touch her chopsticks from beginning to end, while Second Senior Brother happily fulfilled his “pleasure of caring for someone.”

Listening to their flirtation, Tie Ci lost her appetite and put down her bowl after eating just a few bites.

When Chi Xue was clearing the food, she couldn’t help but sigh.

These complicated romantic relationships.

That night, after checking on Gu Xiaoxiao, Tie Ci returned to her own room and immediately saw Feiyu lying on her bed.

Tie Ci sighed and leaned against the doorframe looking at her.

What was the top courtesan up to—ignoring her during the day but clinging to her at night?

Feiyu lay on her side facing her, propping up her cheek, saying lazily, “You’re back.”

Tie Ci hummed acknowledgment, then suddenly said, “Xiaoxiao and I grew up together—we have the friendship of iron brothers. Why are you so hostile toward him?”

Feiyu laughed. “He doesn’t seem to have a good attitude toward me either. Why don’t you go persuade him?”

“I will talk to him. Xiaoxiao is very guarded against people and doesn’t dare get close to unfamiliar people. It’s normal for him to be wary of you at first,” Tie Ci said. “Please be tolerant. Once everyone gets familiar with each other, you’ll know that Xiaoxiao is a very simple person.”

“Look at you defending him sentence by sentence. Those who don’t know might think he’s your little male wife,” Feiyu said languidly. “Isn’t that right, Brother Shiba?”

Tie Ci rested her chin in her hands and looked at her, suddenly laughing. “Listen to your tone—those who don’t know might think you’re jealous.”

Chapter 136: Seductive Wretch
Feiyu raised her eyebrows at her, showing no embarrassment or annoyance, and said leisurely, “So what if I am jealous?”

“Alright, I know you women have strong possessive instincts. You don’t like your attention being divided and given to others. But didn’t you also deliberately provoke me?” Tie Ci coaxed, “Don’t worry, it’s just childhood friendship, nothing more. I’m not cut-sleeve.”

The first half of the sentence made Feiyu smile slightly, and she was about to ask “So, were you upset?” when she heard the second half. Her expression suddenly darkened.

At that moment, Tie Ci heard coughing from next door and turned to look, not noticing the change in Feiyu’s expression. When she turned back, she saw Feiyu suddenly throw herself backward, pulling the blanket over her head, lying stiff and motionless as if asleep.

Both amused and exasperated, Tie Ci rubbed her temples and walked over, grabbing the blanket to wrap Feiyu up and carry her back to her own room. But when she pulled, it wouldn’t budge. Looking closer, she saw that Feiyu was gripping the edge of the bed platform.

Tie Ci had been annoyed with her all day and really didn’t want to argue. The inn bed was small and couldn’t fit two long-legged people, so Tie Ci had to curl up pitifully on the couch by the south window. Feiyu sprawled spread-eagle on her bed, and somehow, seeing that she had given up the bed made her even angrier.

Someone knocked on the door—it was Li Zhi from downstairs, bringing a book up to ask for guidance. Li Zhi had always been diligent in his studies, but when he knocked and opened the door, before he could say much, he saw Feiyu’s burning glare and immediately felt he had come at a very inappropriate time, quickly taking his leave.

Tie Ci looked at the sky outside, thinking it seemed to be leaking like a sieve. The Sanbai River in Dongming County was one of the main rivers of Haiyou, with thousands of households upstream and downstream—they couldn’t afford to suffer disaster.

Feiyu on the bed had her back to her. Tie Ci appreciated the silhouette of the courtesan’s slender waist and long legs, feeling both frustrated and satisfied as she went to sleep.

Tie Ci didn’t sleep well. In the middle of the night, she turned over and the blanket fell off. In her drowsy state, she saw someone approaching and thought the courtesan had come to cover her with the blanket—though the courtesan was temperamental, her heart was still with her.

But she felt the courtesan didn’t pick up the blanket at all, and even kicked it aside with her foot, turning to climb onto the couch and embrace her.

Tie Ci was just thinking this crazy beauty really acted without any pattern when she suddenly felt her mind go black and sank deeply into sweet dreams.

On the couch, Feiyu held her, slowly resting her chin on her shoulder, and suddenly let out a soft laugh.

This laugh was quite sweet and clear in the quiet night. Gu Xiaoxiao next door, who was still tossing and turning, heard it, rolled her eyes and turned over, muttering, “Showing off or what? Haha, silly woman! You’ll know later, you’ll have plenty to suffer!”

…

Tie Ci rarely had dreamless deep sleep, but in this rare peaceful chaos, she suddenly felt earth-shaking tremors.

Then her mind cleared, and she opened her eyes abruptly. Everything was pitch black before her, and she heard Feiyu urgently whisper in her ear, “Get up! Enemy!”

Tie Ci sat up suddenly. The moment she sat up, the short knife and jade pen from under her pillow were already at her waist, while Feiyu had already risen, standing barefoot with her blade by the door.

Tie Ci listened quietly and from the sounds of sudden rain and fierce wind, she heard extremely subtle sounds of clothing rustling in the wind.

The next instant, these sounds became much clearer!

Tie Ci looked up sharply.

This speed!

The opponent was an absolute master!

With a flash, she was also at the door, flanking Feiyu on the left and right.

The wind sound overhead suddenly stopped.

No shadow appeared on the window paper screens.

Tie Ci and Feiyu suddenly looked up in unison and each slid three steps apart.

The next moment, with a thunderous crash, the skylight above shattered and a black shadow plummeted down.

As soon as the black shadow fell, it grabbed at the air mid-flight. With a sharp tearing sound, it literally tore apart the soft couch under the south window!

Tie Ci’s heart jumped, thinking that if she had still been sleeping there, she would have been the one torn apart by that grab.

The falling figure was quite large, short and fat, but didn’t seem to react very quickly. He landed with a thud on the torn couch, only then discovering no one was on it, and actually let out a very loud “Huh?” in surprise.

Before his questioning sound finished, blue light flashed in the darkness accompanied by white lightning. Both Tie Ci’s and Feiyu’s killing strikes arrived simultaneously.

At that moment, lightning crackled across the sky, brightening the entire room for an instant. Tie Ci and Feiyu vaguely saw a crude mask on the man’s face, while he looked at them and his gaze contracted.

The next instant, he swung his hand, and half of the couch surface flew up, blocking both Tie Ci’s jade pen and Feiyu’s blade. His whole body rolled behind the couch and crashed through the south window with a thunderous sound, disappearing into the rain curtain.

When Tie Ci and Feiyu rushed over to look, they could only vaguely see the figure bouncing like a cannonball across the rooftops as it fled into the distance.

Truly an agile fat man.

Tie Ci and Feiyu exchanged glances.

This assassin’s arrival was inexplicable, and his departure even more abrupt and puzzling.

He attacked with murderous intent, clearly going for the kill. After one failed attempt, despite clearly having exceptional martial arts and being capable of continuing the fight without fear of pursuit, he turned and fled.

Thinking back to that moment, Tie Ci felt the fat man had turned to leave the instant he saw their faces.

Could he be an acquaintance?

But why would an acquaintance suddenly come to assassinate them?

Unable to figure it out, she turned to look at Feiyu, who happened to be looking at her as well. After a long silence, Tie Ci suddenly said, “I’ve never asked you—your martial arts are clearly not weak, so why did you go to a brothel, and why did you hide your martial abilities before?”

Feiyu smiled, “I know you’ve been wondering for a long time. Why wait until today to ask?”

Tie Ci said slowly, “I felt that if someone conceals and disguises things, they must have their difficulties. Since that’s the case, I’d wait for you to be willing to tell me yourself.”

“Then why ask tonight?”

“Because I suddenly thought that if, as friends, we turn a blind eye to obvious things and maintain avoidance, doesn’t that also represent being distant and cold?”

Maintaining perfect boundaries could itself be seen as insufficient concern and care.

Night wind carried rain toward them. Feiyu pulled her away from the window, saying, “Don’t be a target… Then let me ask you first, do you also have things you’re hiding from me?”

Tie Ci said frankly, “Yes. But you haven’t asked either.”

“Then why can’t you take the initiative to tell me?”

Tie Ci fell silent.

Because she was afraid.

Before figuring out Feiyu’s identity, she didn’t dare reveal her own identity. She didn’t even dare clarify her gender.

Her identity was too special—to some extent, she could say she had enemies throughout the world. She was afraid that if Feiyu came from a hostile noble family, then they couldn’t even be ordinary friends.

After a while, she laughed with feigned openness, “Are we going to go in circles about this question all night?”

Feiyu chuckled and said, “You speak first, then I’ll speak.”

Tie Ci said somewhat defiantly, rolling her eyes, “You speak first, then I’ll speak.”

The two looked at each other and turned their heads away.

After a while, Feiyu stomped over to the bed and climbed on to sleep.

People were knocking outside the door—they’d been knocking for a while. Gu Xiaoxiao, Li Zhi, Chi Xue, and Dan Shuang were all there. Tie Ci called out that everything was fine and told them to go back to sleep.

Looking at her couch that could no longer be slept on and the leaking skylight, Tie Ci first dutifully threw half the couch board up to temporarily block the skylight, then decided to go squeeze in with Chi Xue.

As she passed the bed, a hand suddenly reached out from the bed and pulled her onto it. Feiyu’s muffled voice came from under the blanket, “Where are you going? Are you going to sleep with that fake-innocent little vixen? Are you just going to abandon me like this? Aren’t you afraid the assassin might return?”

Tie Ci thought to herself: The assassin’s attack broke the soft couch, so he was probably after me. What are you pretending to be pitiful for?

With this thought, her heart stirred and she glanced outside.

Though she inwardly scoffed, she was still somewhat worried. She had no choice but to lie down, pulling over half the blanket while casually saying, “What sleeping with a little vixen? I’m going to squeeze in with Chi Xue.”

Feiyu suddenly threw off the blanket and sat up, exclaiming in shock and anger, “You’re even sleeping with servants! You’ve already taken a maid as your bed-warmer!”

Tie Ci: “…”

This life was unbearable!

…

The night passed. Later, Feiyu was quite well-behaved, only fighting over the blanket. When she got it, she’d wrap herself up and sleep in the corner. When she couldn’t get it, she’d hug Tie Ci through the blanket as a substitute and sleep in the corner. When Tie Ci woke up in the morning, her head ached—from being pressed against the hard wooden bed edge all night.

This child—usually arrogant and playful on the surface, but deep down, very insecure indeed.

At breakfast, seeing that the rain had finally lessened somewhat, Gu Xiaoxiao had recovered a bit, and adding the assassin incident from last night, Tie Ci decided they should continue their journey.

The carriages Tie Ci and her group used were all custom-made from Master’s merchant houses nearby through Second Senior Brother—light, stable, and fully functional. But Gu Xiaoxiao’s group’s carriage wasn’t suitable, so Second Senior Brother went to arrange another carriage. This one was larger and more comfortable. Second Senior Brother drove the carriage back, having changed into new attire—a tall top hat, black silk formal wear. He stood elegantly by the carriage, bowing slightly and extending his hand to Feiyu, “My princess, you may board this new carriage.”
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Chapter 137: This is the Fish Pond I’ve Reserved for You!
Tie Ci stepped forward and took her senior brother’s hand, smiling, “Thank you, senior brother.” She quickly darted into the carriage first.

Then she extended her hand to help the next person up, but behind her stood Gu Xiaoxiao and Feiyu side by side. Feiyu glanced at Gu Xiaoxiao with a smile and pushed him forward with her hand, “Would you like to get on first?”

Gu Xiaoxiao startled and jumped back three steps.

So Feiyu moved forward, casually stuffing her bundle into Second Senior Brother’s hands, “Thank you, senior brother.”

Second Senior Brother: “…”

I waited for nothing.

Gu Xiaoxiao carefully skirted around him and got into the carriage. As soon as he entered, he heard Feiyu smugly telling Tie Ci, “I didn’t compete with your childhood sweetheart. I’m quite magnanimous, aren’t I?”

Tie Ci, knowing full well what she meant, smiled, “If you don’t bully Xiaoxiao, then you’re truly magnanimous.”

Gu Xiaoxiao sat down across from them, keeping his distance from Feiyu, and snorted, “Scheming bitch.”

Tie Ci looked at him with amusement, saying, “You usually insist on riding in a separate carriage, but now that we’re traveling urgently, it’s not good to split up. Just bear with it.”

But Gu Xiaoxiao said, “When traveling away from home, how can one be so particular? Once I encountered mountain bandits who robbed me of all my money, and I even squeezed into an ox cart with a group of old farmers.” As he spoke, he frowned and scratched his arm, “Later I broke out in a rash that still itches even now.”

Tie Ci was stunned for a moment, warmth filling her heart.

She had indeed noticed that Gu Xiaoxiao’s social anxiety had improved considerably compared to before. In the past, he couldn’t even eat with others, let alone share a carriage with someone he disliked, yet today he had gotten on without saying anything.

It turned out that hardships and setbacks had forced him to grow.

But he shouldn’t have had to endure such tribulations.

Gu Xiaoxiao himself didn’t think it was anything special and said excitedly, “Why don’t you ask me how I managed to continue traveling after I had no money?”

Tie Ci smiled, “What’s there to fear about having no money? Making money is as easy as picking it up off the ground for you. Just bend your waist and lower your head, and money comes.”

“At least you understand me.” Gu Xiaoxiao smiled, “I happened to pass through that market town, Yulong Town, which was responsible for imperial silk production. The silk merchants in town formed a guild and monopolized all the palace textile orders. An out-of-town merchant had just moved there, wanting a share of the profits. He’d spent a lot of money but couldn’t squeeze in, and was quite frustrated. When I heard about it, I approached him and gave him an idea. I told him to buy a bridge over a nearby river, then have the bridge broken. That bridge was the only way for those silk merchants to transport raw materials across the river. Once broken, they’d have to take a detour, which would waste a lot of time. With the large palace orders and the penalty of beheading for delays, and nowhere else suitable to build a bridge on that river… With this stranglehold, the guild quickly let him join. The merchant thanked me with three thousand taels of silver and said if I ever needed anything in the future, just find him.”

He continued, “Don’t throw away my carriage. Have someone drive it slowly to follow us. I bought local specialties and recipes along the way that I want to keep for making money.”

Tie Ci clapped in admiration. Gu Xiaoxiao was a natural business genius—the future Minister of Revenue position belonged to no one else but him.

Feiyu had been listening on the side, and somehow her expression gradually grew gentler, and thereafter her attitude toward Gu Xiaoxiao became much more normal.

The carriage traveled for a day. That evening they lodged in a market town. Gu Xiaoxiao went out once with Chi Xue’s company and returned having sold quite a bit of goods. Not only did he make money, but he also gathered much information. He said that due to the continuous heavy rains, the fields were all waterlogged and this autumn’s harvest was destined to suffer. Many of the common people downstream of the Sanbai River in Dongming County were tenant farmers of the Xiao family. Originally thinking they couldn’t pay their rent and would have to flee as refugees, the Xiao family had announced in advance that this year they would only collect thirty percent rent, with the remainder to be made up when times were better. The only requirement was for everyone to help repair the embankments upstream of the Sanbai River to prevent flooding from high water levels, which would damage both the Xiao family ancestral home and the common people’s villages.

This was naturally to protect the common people, so everyone agreed without objection and helped enthusiastically.

The Xiao family’s good reputation had spread hundreds of li away. Hearing this, Tie Ci raised her eyebrows.

Honestly speaking, the Xiao family indeed had considerable depth and political acumen. Unlike ordinary wealthy families, they didn’t easily oppress the common people or exploit the countryside. The Empress Dowager and Assistant Minister Xiao had always maintained good appearances and rarely gave others grounds for criticism. The Xiao family’s gradual prosperous development over the years was not unrelated to this style of conduct.

Tie Ci had originally come to Dongming to listen to the Xiao family’s reputation and see if she could catch any evidence against them, but now it seemed she would likely be disappointed.

However, she wasn’t too concerned. With just the few people around her, if they really tried to get evidence against the Xiao family, their lives would probably be in danger.

Her master had warned her that one’s actions should be like flowing water—smooth and adaptable, going with the flow. Even if one wanted to surge like rapids, one must first gather into rivers and lakes, possessing tremendous momentum. A mere trickle trying to flow upstream would only be beaten back three thousand li—what chance would it have to gather and form an ocean?

Tie Ci sat under the tea shed, drinking fine tea and watching the continuous drizzle, when suddenly someone sat down across from her and grabbed the teapot from her table, silently pouring themselves a cup of tea.

Tie Ci was startled and held back Dan Shuang, who had abruptly stood up. The person looked up, and Tie Ci said in surprise, “Lady Sun?”

It was actually Lady Sun from Lingquan Village, the woman who had given her the opportunity to approach He Zi because she had saved her child.

Lady Sun had always been a direct person. Holding her tea cup, she pointed at Tie Ci and said, “Three matters.”

“The husband you found for A Hei ran away some time ago. A Hei asked me to ask you where that guy is from and where he lives—she needs to chase her husband across a thousand li.”

Hearing this, Tie Ci laughed, “That person is actually quite a character—the second prince of the Liaodong King. This time he was rescued, he’s probably returning to Liaodong. A Hei should forget about it. The Liaodong King commands heavy troops, and the royal palace is impregnable. Even if she has supreme martial arts, she might not return if she goes alone. If she really wants a handsome man, I’ll help her find another one later.”

Lady Sun shook her head, “She only likes that one and can’t let go. Let her be.” She continued, “Second matter: the child you left behind has been cared for by Dong Dezi’s family. Last time Dong Dezi even said you two weren’t very loyal—you ran off and left the child behind. Who’s going to pay for the upkeep? But I’m not here today to ask you for child support. The Fishing Old Man has taken a liking to that child, says he has excellent bone structure and is a martial arts prodigy. He wants to take him as a disciple, and from now on he’ll pay for the upkeep.”

Tie Ci was silent for a while.

That child was Old Liu’s grandson. Old Liu and his son had been coerced by Murong Duan into harming her, ultimately perishing in the flames. She had left the child in Lingquan Village partly to provide him with protection. Now that he had indeed been noticed, one could imagine what kind of human weapon would be created when the skilled people throughout Lingquan Village concentrated on training one child from a young age.

Before she could speak, Feiyu had already said, “Excellent, let it be so.”

Tie Ci frowned.

Certainly Feiyu’s choice was very correct—the inevitable choice of a superior. Speaking of which, that child had nowhere else to go, so why not add a weapon for oneself?

But creating a human weapon required more than just martial arts training. It might involve countless hardships and sufferings. Though she had saved the child’s life, what right did she have to decide another person’s entire life based on her own selfish desires?

Having been influenced by her master’s teachings for so many years, those feudal scholar-official concepts of class hierarchy had long been covered by ideas of “equality, human rights, and freedom.” Some decisions were no longer so easy to make.

After a long pause, she said, “I’ll pay the upkeep first. As for martial arts training, could the Fishing Old Man wait until the child is three years old and ask for his own opinion before deciding?”

Lady Sun raised her eyebrows, stared at her for a long moment, then nodded, “That’s also acceptable, but we’ll cleanse his marrow first. This won’t harm him, and whether he learns in the future, he can decide for himself.”

Tie Ci nodded.

Feiyu sighed, “Woman’s kindness.”

Tie Ci just smiled.

But Gu Xiaoxiao indignantly retorted, “What do you know? This shows her noble character and open conduct—she doesn’t care to deprive someone of their freedom of choice to fulfill her own purposes. Someone like her will eventually have more people admire and join her. She doesn’t need these ruthless tactics!”

Rarely, Feiyu didn’t argue back. She tapped the table with her knuckles and looked at Tie Ci with a half-smile, “Indeed. Shiba’s character and perspective—being merely the son of a third-rank official is beneath her.”

Tie Ci’s heart jumped.

Feiyu was extremely perceptive—had she sensed something?

But Lady Sun suddenly said, “Character and perspective—I don’t understand these terms. But I do know you were smart enough this time.”

She took out an envelope from her robes and said, “This is the third matter. Go back and read it yourself. The person who gave me this letter told me that if you had chosen without hesitation to let that child become a weapon and death warrior for the second matter, then this letter needn’t be given to you.”

She handed over the letter, drained her tea cup, overturned it, and like a breeze, swept away and disappeared into the rain curtain.

Many people around were drinking tea, but no one looked up for a second glance.

Tie Ci opened the letter, glanced at it, and suddenly stood up.

Everyone looked at her in surprise. Only then did Tie Ci realize Feiyu was also there. She sat back down and smiled, “I received an unexpected joy. Something I thought hadn’t succeeded—now the other party tells me he’s accepted my invitation.”

This was He Zi’s letter. He said he had already taken the Academy Dean to the capital and would soon become the Crown Prince’s Grand Tutor. Zhu Yi had also resigned from his position as Academy Dean, recommending Rong Pu as his successor. After much court discussion, the Supervisor was promoted to Dean, and Rong Pu took the Supervisor position.

Tie Ci had originally given up on this matter, never expecting He Zi to send her such a great gift. Recalling Lady Sun’s words just now, clearly He Zi had wanted to test her one more time to see her character. Having been so badly harmed by the imperial family, he didn’t want to encounter another cold-hearted master who would cross the bridge and tear it down. If she had answered without hesitation to let that child become a weapon, this letter wouldn’t have been produced, and He Zi’s position as Crown Prince’s Grand Tutor naturally wouldn’t exist either.

Obtaining He Zi was of great significance. Tie Ci was delighted and drank several more cups at dinner. However, travel safety was important, so she was only slightly tipsy. The inn where they lodged was quite large, with a small pond in the courtyard. Tie Ci put her left arm around Gu Xiaoxiao and her right arm around Feiyu, raising her hand to gesture a large circle: “Look, this is the fish pond I’ve reserved for you!”

Feiyu laughed and raised her hand to gesture an even larger circle, saying, “Look, sooner or later I’ll conquer this beautiful realm for you!”

Gu Xiaoxiao glanced at her and frowned, “What nonsense are you spouting! Is that something you should be saying?”

Feiyu ignored him, easily scooped up Tie Ci horizontally, and strode into the room. Gu Xiaoxiao didn’t want to follow her and sat in place, his eyebrows almost flying off his face.

Look at that scheming bitch, snatching up the Crown Princess with one move!

And she’d been acting delicate and fragile as a willow the whole journey in front of the Crown Princess.

What an act!

…

Capital city.

Central Military Governor’s Office.

Qi Yuansi, who had returned home to visit his family, was practicing swordsmanship in the garden early in the morning.

Any servants passing by the garden carefully slowed their steps.

Since the young master returned to the manor, he was completely different from before. He had been diligent before, but now was even more so—sleeping at the third watch and rising at the fifth, practicing sword so early that even the servants hadn’t yet awakened.

When he read, he was even more tireless day and night, adding many miscellaneous subjects. He had the master find him a Western mathematics teacher for special tutoring, making both master and mistress simultaneously happy and worried. They often had to persuade him not to work so hard—the Qi family could already rely on hereditary privilege, and taking the examinations himself was already quite remarkable. There was no need to insist on becoming the top scholar.

No one knew what had stimulated him.

Qi Yuansi had just finished sword practice and was about to go study when a senior maid from the old mistress’s quarters came to urge him, saying today was the flower-viewing gathering and the young master shouldn’t study anymore—he should change clothes early and attend the gathering.

Qi Yuansi listened respectfully but didn’t look pleased.

He knew this flower-viewing gathering was actually a disguised matchmaking event for the capital’s nobility. Today at the gathering, his grandmother had arranged to meet the eldest granddaughter of the Minister of Justice’s family.

Natural and proper, a suitable match, but he wasn’t interested.

Just as he was reluctantly going to change clothes, his page came running over with a letter.

Seeing the familiar signature on the envelope, Qi Yuansi raised his eyebrows—it was actually from an academy classmate.

He had only been home for a few short days and would return after staying a while. Why would an academy classmate need to write him a letter and send it so far?

He casually opened the letter and skimmed through it.

Suddenly his gaze froze.

Qi Yuansi’s page watched his young master worriedly—why had he suddenly become rigid as a statue?

After another long moment, Qi Yuansi’s hand loosened and the letter fell to the ground.

The page instinctively moved to pick it up, but Qi Yuansi shouted, “Don’t pick it up!”

Startling the page so much he trembled. He dared not move or look at the letter’s contents, wondering what earth-shattering matter it contained to make his young master so distraught.

Qi Yuansi stood dazed for a long while before slowly picking up the letter, slowly folding it, and sorting through his chaotic thoughts.

So… Ye Shiba was a woman.

So… she was the Crown Princess.

So… she was the Crown Princess whose engagement to him had been broken off.

So after he left, such heart-stopping events had occurred—all the academy students were protected by the Crown Princess and everyone was preserved from the assassins’ blades.

Qi Yuansi wandered aimlessly through the garden and unknowingly walked to the side of the latrine. Turning his head and seeing his family’s clean toilet, he suddenly remembered his experience in the academy latrine that day.

His page followed behind, watching dumbfounded as his young master suddenly crouched down in front of the latrine.

Was this… a sudden stomach upset?

Then he should go inside to relieve himself!

But he didn’t dare approach or speak, feeling it was better not to get near the young master at this moment.

After a while, the senior maid came to urge the young master again, “Young master, young master, what are you doing crouching here? The old mistress requests you quickly change clothes. The Minister of Justice’s young lady has reportedly already arrived at Yanjiao Garden… Oh my young master, what is this…”

The maid stopped speaking.

She watched in shock as Qi Yuansi looked up with reddened eyes and said in a thread-like voice, “I regret it now… is it too late to go to the garden party?”

Chapter 138: I Want to Make You Cry Every Day for the Rest of My Life
Tie Ci had no idea about Qi Yuansi’s shock and brief regret in his emotional turmoil, and even if she knew, she wouldn’t care. At most she’d say, “A good horse doesn’t eat grass it has already passed.”

Her journey wasn’t going smoothly. It rained all the way, and when they entered Dongming County territory several days later, the road surface had been soaked to ruins. The local soil was mostly yellow earth with high adhesiveness. Even the carriages Tie Ci’s group used could barely move on the muddy ground. Everyone on the official road was moving like snails when suddenly their carriage tilted and got stuck in a pit.

At this moment, carriages were lined up head to tail. When one got stuck, no one could move, so everyone had to get out and push. Tie Ci was the first to roll up her trouser legs and jump down, while instructing Feiyu, whose foot injury hadn’t healed, and Gu Xiaoxiao, who couldn’t mix with crowds, not to move.

Second Senior Brother also remained seated. Feiyu looked at him with a smile and said, “I thought a dignified man would surely take the lead in everything and guide everyone.”

Second Senior Brother sat there, glancing at this hot-and-cold temptress, thinking how beautiful those court dresses would look on her, and that the custom-made fan for her had also arrived… Hearing this, he tapped his walking stick, took off his formal coat, and went down too.

Gu Xiaoxiao and Feiyu sat on opposite sides, far apart, neither looking at the other. Gu Xiaoxiao said without lifting his head, “Acting coquettish and foolish.”

Feiyu, resting her chin on her hand and finding him extremely displeasing, smiled, “A grown man with working hands and feet, yet has the nerve to sit high in the carriage while others push.”

Gu Xiaoxiao immediately stammered, “I’m not… it’s not that I can’t deal with people…”

“You want to cling to his side, yet you can’t change your problems. He always has to interact with people. If you follow him, will you make him constantly clear crowds for you? So what if you can make some money? You’re still a burden.”

Gu Xiaoxiao suddenly choked up, his face flushing red. After thinking for a long time without being able to say anything, he squeezed himself further into the corner of the carriage, as if wishing he could squeeze himself into the wood.

Feiyu let out a soft snort, leaned out the window, and held an umbrella for Tie Ci, who was supporting the carriage from below.

Tie Ci looked up and smiled at her, casually wiping her face, which was covered in mud.

Feiyu smiled, “Today’s clay figurine makeup is quite beautiful.”

Tie Ci casually smeared some mud on her face, “Then let’s be beautiful together.”

Looking at each other like mud monkeys, they couldn’t help but smile.

One in the carriage, one below, gazing at each other with smiles in the fine rain, their beautiful faces extremely close together.

Gu Xiaoxiao peeked out and felt this strange angle made it seem like they were about to kiss at any moment.

Suddenly Second Senior Brother walked straight through between them, using his magnificent shoulders to block their affectionate gaze.

Tie Ci’s nose was nearly bumped, so she had to step back. Just as she was about to say something, she suddenly saw commotion ahead.

Looking up, she saw many people coming from the direction of Dongming County. The carriages ahead slowly moved forward to make way. A group approached, bowing from afar and saying politely, “Dear brothers and sisters passing through, I am a steward of the Xiao manor. Due to continuous heavy rains, the upstream embankments of Dongming County’s Sanbai River are in danger of collapse. The county has organized elders and villagers for emergency reinforcement, but the water level is rising too quickly and the embankments are too long. Everywhere is perilous and we lack manpower. Therefore, we wait on this official road seeking help. We hope passing brothers will lend a hand. Afterward, the Xiao family and county office will surely provide generous compensation.”

After speaking, he bowed in a circle. Others brought forward silver covered with red cloth. With smiling eyes and polite speech, this was an official road with many merchants traveling back and forth. Some people whispered in the crowd about “Xiao family,” “current Empress Dowager’s maternal family,” “great power and influence,” “if we could curry favor…” Then someone readily said, “If the river embankments collapse, it concerns thousands of households upstream and downstream. Since we’ve encountered this, we naturally cannot shirk our duty.”

The steward thanked them all around, but didn’t take everyone. He examined their travel permits and then selected a group of people.

Tie Ci watched from the side, noticing he didn’t select all the strong, robust men, but rather chose those visiting relatives, traveling far distances, without much family wealth.

This selection method made her suspicious. She signaled Chi Xue to change to a different set of travel permits and submit them.

That set of permits showed household registration from the very remote Liangzhou Guard, with the purpose of visiting relatives. To facilitate travel, Tie Ci had Chi Xue prepare several different regional permits, deliberately choosing the most distant one.

Given current transportation, such a long journey meant once you went, you could never return.

Sure enough, upon seeing this, the other party readily accepted this group. Tie Ci’s carriage had many hidden features but looked quite ordinary from outside. The other party seemed quite urgent and didn’t look closely, having someone lead the way for Tie Ci’s group to follow with the selected batch of people.

They traveled more than ten li, arriving only after dark. For some reason, the path underfoot was very uneven. Everyone was led up and down, gradually becoming dizzy, finally reaching an open area.

It was dark all around with no lights, only rain. Nothing could be seen clearly except for a large shed ahead covered with waterproof oilcloth, with dim light glowing inside.

Behind the shed was also covered with a long strip of oilcloth. The steward explained this was a water diversion dam under construction.

Tie Ci looked around in all directions. She had expected to see crowds everywhere, repairs happening all around, bustling with human voices, but instead found such desolation and emptiness. Where were the citizens supposedly mobilized citywide to repair the embankments?

The steward who brought them lifted the shed’s covering. Inside was just empty ground with a shallow pit already dug. Sacks were piled all around. The steward said apologetically, “Everyone, this isn’t the Sanbai embankment. The embankment is already packed with people. The main difficulty now is insufficient sandbags, so we need to trouble everyone to dig more sand and stones here for bagging. We’ll send people to transport them to the embankment to block the gaps.”

Tools were immediately distributed, with repeated instructions not to leave the shed and especially not to go near the oilcloth area, as the water diversion dam was half-built and had steep slopes—be careful not to slip down.

Everyone nodded dully. For some reason, after entering this shed, everyone’s expressions became slow and confused.

Tie Ci also felt lazy and unwilling to think. Suddenly her sleeve was tugged. She turned to see Feiyu looking at the corner of the shed.

Tie Ci saw it too—incense was burning in all four corners of the shed, emitting a faint pleasant fragrance. Because of their remote positions, they were hard to notice.

She immediately checked her body and confirmed nothing was wrong, except her thinking seemed a bit slow. But during nighttime rest, slow brain function was normal.

The steward was very perceptive, noticing her gaze. He quickly explained, “People come and go in this shed daily. Everyone working sealed inside—the smell isn’t pleasant, so we light some incense to dispel the odor.”

Tie Ci nodded, took the shovel, and everyone had already begun working mechanically—one shovel at a time, no one talking. Smoke curled up all around, and in the hazy light, everyone’s faces were blurred like a group of numb puppets.

Tie Ci stared at those people, feeling something was wrong. Looking around again, a large group of Xiao family stewards and servants stood there but didn’t help, just watching—more like surveillance.

In any case, nothing showed the urgency of embankment repair. Everything seemed strange.

Earlier, to care for the scholars, Tie Ci had left Gu Xiaoxiao, Tong Rushi, and Li Zhi behind, with Dan Shuang and Chi Xue staying to protect them. She had wanted Feiyu to stay too, but Feiyu refused. Recently, Second Senior Brother went wherever Feiyu went, so he followed as well.

Because he was following, to avoid drawing attention, Tie Ci forced him to change into ordinary clothes in the carriage. Le Wuxun in normal clothing looked like he was wearing strange costumes, standing there uncomfortably.

The three hid in a corner not easily noticed by the stewards. Feiyu whispered, “The incense is suspicious.”

Second Senior Brother immediately produced a small box and handed it to Feiyu, who passed it to Tie Ci. Tie Ci recognized this as one of Master’s gadgets—some kind of cooling balm. It was paste-like. Opening the box, she applied a little and dabbed it on Feiyu’s forehead. Feiyu was so stimulated she shivered sharply, her long lashes filling with tears, truly a pitiful sight. Second Senior Brother glanced with the corner of his eye, regretting he should have applied it himself. Distracted by this thought, his shovel nearly hit his own foot.

Tie Ci was being mischievous and couldn’t help smiling, but suddenly saw Feiyu grab her neck, press her forehead against hers, and rub it, transferring the cooling balm to her brow. Caught off guard, Tie Ci was stimulated into closing her eyes tightly. She heard Feiyu’s low laugh, along with the faint enchanting scent of sandalwood and patchouli mixed with the warm breath from her lips, spreading across her cheek.

For no reason, her face heated up.

When she opened her eyes again, though the heat had subsided, because the cooling balm was too close to her eyes, tears flowed continuously. Tie Ci wiped her tears and sighed, “Look, you’ve made me cry from anger.”

Feiyu looked at her with a smile and said, “I want to make you cry every day for the rest of my life.”

Tie Ci’s heart trembled. Through her blurred tear-filled eyes, she looked at her—hazy and graceful in the dim yellow light, not seeming real.

Recently she had been making these flirtatious remarks, both real and fake, with various ambiguous little gestures, near and far. Tie Ci understood in her heart but didn’t dare think too much, always feeling her romantic encounters were truly bizarre.

But Second Senior Brother beside them couldn’t bear being left out. Seeing the excitement, he also dabbed a large amount on his forehead and leaned forward slightly, waiting.

Feiyu smeared it all over his face, from top to bottom. Second Senior Brother was so stung that tears poured like rain.

After the three joked around for a while, the confused feeling in their minds faded. Feiyu whispered, “It’s not poisonous smoke.”

Tie Ci nodded.

It was just a drug that slowed reactions and confused the mind. She didn’t know if the aftereffects would cause memory loss.

Some people looked over, so she lowered her head to dig earth as cover. After digging several shovelfuls, she found it wasn’t sandy soil. On the contrary, the soil was quite sticky and mixed with many pebbles. After digging a few more shovelfuls, she dug up some mesh-like material. Looking carefully, it was actually reed matting.

Tie Ci’s expression changed slightly.

Chapter 139: Scheme
In the local area, embankment construction often used silt from dredged ponds, sand, pebbles, and some bamboo-woven reed mats. How could the composition of the soil underground be so similar to embankment materials?

Silt and pebbles could be explained, but what about the reed mats?

She suddenly looked up and heard the rushing sound of surging water very nearby.

She stuck the shovel to one side and walked toward the shed entrance. Several people immediately came to block her.

“I need to relieve myself.”

Several men who looked like servants smiled and pointed to a corner of the shed where another small shed was partitioned off. “Over there. It’s raining outside.”

Tie Ci covered her nose. “It stinks. I also want to go out for some fresh air. It’s too stuffy in here.”

The servants wouldn’t budge. “It’s dark outside and the path is slippery. If you accidentally slip down the embankment, we can’t take responsibility.”

Several burly men blocked the shed entrance tightly. Tie Ci smiled, retreated a few steps, clutched her stomach, and went to the small shed.

Only then did the servants relax and disperse.

Tie Ci went to the small shed—also a partitioned space with a chamber pot inside.

She’d never seen men working outdoors in the open air with a specially prepared chamber pot in the wilderness.

Tie Ci jumped onto the chamber pot and lifted the roof covering. This shed was only supported by thin bamboo poles. Using the chamber pot for leverage, Tie Ci nimbly flipped out.

She didn’t go toward the oilcloth area but ran directly back in the direction they had come. After running for a while to higher ground, she saw thousands of lights below. At this time, the countryside should be pitch dark. Poor farmers would never light lamps at night for no reason. These lights everywhere could only mean something major was happening.

From the high ground, she looked at the terrain below. This sight made her heart lurch.

Below the embankment, behind the oilcloth covering, was clearly a swift-flowing river with turbulent downward currents. Without needing to see the water level, just from the constantly changing fluctuating waves, one could tell the water level was extremely high and about to overflow the embankment.

And the place where they had been digging—that long strip—what else could it be but the river embankment?

They had been tricked onto the embankment!

In another direction of the embankment, people were indeed organized to repair it, but obviously the place where she had just been was the highest water level blocking point!

That wasn’t digging sand and soil for bags at all—that was digging the river embankment!

The Xiao family had deceived outsiders onto the embankment to dig it in the middle of the night, preparing to release the flood!

The Xiao family ancestral home was located upstream, and their ancestral fields were also upstream. To protect their own property, they wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice countless common people and fertile fields downstream!

But the Xiao family had countless servants and the long embankment was under their control. Why didn’t they secretly dig it themselves instead of finding these outsiders and risking exposure?

Tie Ci stood dazed in the midnight rain, momentarily uncertain whether to rush downstream to notify the people to evacuate or rush back to the shed to stop the digging.

Stopping the digging in the shed was the most useful method, but everyone was working enthusiastically. She had seen they had already dug quite a deep pit. If she rushed back now, before she could arrive, it might already be dug through. And even if she exposed this matter, with so many Xiao family people there, they could solve it with one shovel per person.

If she rushed downstream, knocking door to door in the middle of the night calling people to flee—who would listen? How many households could she save?

Moreover, once the embankment was successfully breached, when the flood came, those digging the embankment would bear the brunt.

Tie Ci didn’t hesitate much.

She released a signal flare—a deep red light shot straight into the night sky. The Bureau of Imperial Manufacturing’s fireworks were incomparable to ordinary ones.

Second Senior Brother and Feiyu would definitely pay attention to outside movements. Seeing the fireworks, they would know what to do.

Tie Ci herself rushed straight downstream.

Toward the brightly lit area.

Halfway there, she encountered a large group of people carrying someone on a rattan stretcher. That person was gasping, “Quick! Quick! It’ll be too late if we delay!”

A large crowd of common people surrounded him, stumbling as they hurried toward the embankment.

Tie Ci ran toward them and shouted from afar, “Are you people from the downstream villages? Hurry back and pack your belongings. The river embankment might collapse…”

The man on the rattan stretcher sat up and said urgently, “I’ve told the villagers about this, but they don’t believe me. They insist the Xiao family has been having people urgently repair the embankment these days and wouldn’t let the water wash it away. They want to come see for themselves…” He pounded the stretcher in frustration. “I was even beaten and injured by the Xiao family over this. Our village is closest to the river and at the lowest elevation. If the water comes, we…”

An elder said, “Bah, you kid have been babbling nonsense all day. This embankment is perfectly fine. There’s a gap at the water diversion dam, hasn’t the Xiao family sent people to repair it urgently? If they wanted to breach the embankment to release flood water, would they need to spend so much silver on repairs…”

Another person said, “You kid, recently you’ve been making us come to this embankment every night, saying you’re afraid the Xiao family will secretly dig the embankment. Everyone has to work during the day and you disturb us at night. At first everyone believed you, but after several days, have you seen any activity? Afraid we don’t believe you, you even got people to put on an act. You’ve gone mad!”

Everyone condemned the young man, saying the embankment was pitch black with no activity, not even a soul to be seen. What embankment digging—it was all this boy’s delusional ranting. The young man couldn’t argue and became so angry his face turned red. In a fit of pique, he rolled off the rattan stretcher and limped toward the embankment himself.

Tie Ci stepped forward to stop him and said to everyone, “No need to look! That’s just a decoy. The main embankment has really been dug with a breach! I don’t know this person and wouldn’t conspire with him. Everyone hurry back to pack and evacuate. Pass word to other downstream villages too. I’ll go back to stop them from digging…”

Before she finished speaking, footsteps clattered behind her and someone shouted, “Terrible! Terrible!”

It was someone wearing Xiao family steward clothing, carrying a lantern and leading a large group of people. He ran up in panic, shouting loudly, “Dear fathers and villagers, we don’t know where a group of outsiders came from. They snuck onto the embankment we just repaired in the middle of the night and dug a hole in it! We couldn’t stop them in time. We’re rushing to notify you all now—everyone flee for your lives…”

In a flash of insight, Tie Ci understood the Xiao family’s scheme.

After days of heavy rain, the upstream water level had surged, threatening the Xiao family ancestral home and fertile fields. The Xiao family wanted to breach the embankment to release flood water, but this young man had accidentally discovered it and spread the word, causing downstream villagers to patrol the embankment nightly. The Xiao family, following the Empress Dowager’s hypocritical style, didn’t want their carefully cultivated good reputation ruined by this matter, so they devised this wicked plan of using others as their tool.

They selected outside travelers, intercepted people to help, tricked them onto the river embankment, first led them up and down to make them lose ability to judge elevation and direction, covered them on the embankment, lit disorienting incense, deceived them into thinking they needed to dig soil, and had these outsiders break ground to dig the embankment. When the embankment was breached and flood water came, eight or nine out of ten of these diggers would perish in the water. That’s why they deliberately selected those traveling far distances, without family wealth, from remote mountainous areas. Disappearing or meeting accidents on the road was perfectly normal, and families couldn’t come looking.

If by chance they didn’t die, after being washed by flood water and confused by disorienting incense, they might not remember clearly what happened. Even if they remembered clearly, it would be useless—the Xiao family would frame them for digging the embankment. Who would dare speak the truth then? They’d hurry back to their hometowns and never dare reveal a word for the rest of their lives.

In this matter, the Xiao family would take the opportunity to actively provide disaster relief and protect the people, burnishing their reputation and goodwill once again.

They might even frame political enemies for the embankment breach—killing two birds with one stone.

Truly a seamless scheme.

But this wasn’t the time to analyze the scheme. Suddenly there was a thunderous sound in the distance.

The embankment had broken!

Tie Ci was shocked.

Feiyu! Second Senior Brother!

Sounds of chaos filled her ears—waves, shouts, screams, attempts to stop people, pursuit—she left them all behind as she ran against the crowd.

…

Time returns to two quarters of an hour earlier.

The moment the signal flare went up, Feiyu and Second Senior Brother exchanged glances.

The next instant, the shovels in their hands flew up.

Feiyu attacked the steward, wanting to capture the person in charge.

But Second Senior Brother had no coordination with her—he shoveled toward the neck of a servant behind him.

Two slicing sounds, a splash, and a rainbow arc splattered on the oilcloth.

The servant’s head rolled down to the feet of the working people. They paused, numbly wiped the blood splattered on their faces, and continued swinging their shovels.

The servant died too suddenly and gruesomely, startling those people. The steward jerked backward, and two more people lunged to block. A clang accompanied by screams, an arm fell to the ground, and Feiyu rolled backward to the ground, blood dripping from the shovel in her hand.

She frowned slightly.

Sharp whistle sounds rang out. The remaining Xiao family servants reacted and rushed toward the two.

However, these ordinary thugs were no match for two masters. Before long, they were scattered on the ground.

Yet those outsiders continued numbly swinging their shovels despite the bloody fighting nearby. A deep hole in the ground continued extending forward.

Second Senior Brother obviously didn’t quite understand what was happening, but Feiyu already understood. As long as they dug through that remaining thin layer, river water would come crashing down.

She even suspected that behind the oilcloth was an embankment already secretly half-dug and built up high with sandbags.

When water accumulated to great heights and rolled down, it would be a catastrophe.

Seeing more and more people falling, Feiyu was thinking that after dealing with these people, she’d still have to stop these laborers who had been confused into forgetting everything.

Suddenly she heard “Stop!”

Turning back, she saw Gu Xiaoxiao and the others who had stayed behind, brought here under escort by a group of Xiao family servants.

The leader had a long face, wore luxurious clothing, and could be considered handsome with traces of Xiao family features, but his cheekbones were too high, giving him a somewhat sinister appearance.

In the violent wind and rain, he still held a folding fan, pointing at Feiyu and Second Senior Brother. “You two, please drop your weapons.”

Second Senior Brother ignored him completely. Feiyu originally wouldn’t have paid attention either—what did these people matter to her?

However, her gaze swept over Chi Xue and Dan Shuang, and she couldn’t help frowning.

After a long moment, she threw down the shovel in her hand.

The man continued, “All weapons on your person.”

Feiyu pulled out a short knife and threw it over, then took Second Senior Brother’s shovel and sword and threw them on the ground.

She was very cooperative. The other party seemed quite satisfied. After looking at her, he suddenly said, “Please wipe your face, miss.”

Feiyu wasn’t angry either. She smiled charmingly. Someone tossed over a water bag. She actually poured some water and wiped her face, then tossed the water bag back.

The dim shed instantly seemed illuminated by that brilliant light.

Gasps of indrawn breath filled the shed.

The man was also startled by Feiyu’s beauty and couldn’t help looking several times before giving his companion a meaningful look.

That person said, “Miss is very sensible. Since that’s the case, if you eliminate the people beside you, we’ll guarantee your safety.”

The folding fan man added, “Wanting a lifetime of wealth and honor is also possible.”

His attendant said, “This is Eighth Master of our Xiao family’s second branch. Cousin of General Xiao and elder cousin of Director Xiao.”

Feiyu smiled, “My apologies, my apologies. A master of the Xiao family indeed.”

The sinister folding fan man smiled slightly, both proud and dignified.

Feiyu asked curiously, “General Xiao this, Director Xiao that—this Seventh Master Xiao should at least be some Lord Xiao, right? My lifelong dream is to be with an official!”

Eighth Master Xiao’s expression darkened.

His attendant quickly said, “Impudent!”

Eighth Master Xiao waved vaguely to stop him. “Ah, don’t scare her. Women don’t understand these things. Look at your fierce appearance—you’re probably some female bandit roaming the martial world, right? People with criminal records shouldn’t be so arrogant.”

Feiyu suddenly said, “Indeed, indeed.”

Eighth Master Xiao was startled and instinctively looked at his feet. Suddenly wind rose behind his head, followed by a muffled sound. His neck received a heavy chop and he silently collapsed.

Dan Shuang had somehow already swept over and grabbed his neck. The person restraining her had already fallen to the ground. Chi Xue was withdrawing her hand, saying regretfully, “Too bad I brought too little medicine.”

Dan Shuang held Eighth Master Xiao and retreated toward Feiyu. The Xiao family people holding Gu Xiaoxiao, Chi Xue and the others immediately shouted, “Release our Eighth Master! Otherwise we’ll kill them!”

Dan Shuang raised her hand. Crack.

Eighth Master Xiao screamed loudly.

She had broken Eighth Master Xiao’s little finger.

The bloody little finger fell to the ground. Only then did Dan Shuang say coldly, “Release our people. I’m starting to count now. For each count, I break one of his parts.”

The people over there said in panic, “For each count you make, we’ll also break your people’s fingers!”

“Fine.” Dan Shuang’s face showed no expression, her eyes cold and ruthless. “Let’s see who can crush more. Don’t worry, I won’t kill him. I’ll release him later and let him reward you.”

Eighth Master Xiao angrily said, “Are they worthy of comparison with me? Quickly…” Facing those digging the embankment, not knowing what he saw, he suddenly screamed at the top of his lungs, “Release! Release! Release immediately!”

The other side hastily released people, but it was already too late.

With a thunderous roar, walls of crystal water rose, waves reached the sky. The surging river water finally lost its last restraint and poured down from heaven.

In the short time both sides had been confronting each other, the embankment had been dug through.

…

Chapter 140: Turning the Tide
When Tie Ci rushed to the embankment, her heart instantly went cold.

Most of the Xiao family guards who had been watching the shed had already withdrawn. The shed at the original digging location was gone, and the oilcloth was tangled around several thin bamboo poles, constantly being washed by water and breaking with crackling sounds. The water surface was stained with muddy red, and a headless corpse floated on it. The corpse seemed to be caught on something and hadn’t been washed away, bobbing up and down stiffly in the water.

The embankment continued to collapse, the breach gradually widening. Amid the horrified cries of the common people following behind, Tie Ci jumped into the water without hesitation.

She headed straight for that corpse. In the black night, nothing could be seen clearly. That surge of anxiety and fear seemed to have also transformed into the water rushing downstream at this moment, filling her chest and making her suffocate.

In the darkness, all things were chaotic, only her face was deathly pale.

She rushed to the headless corpse and, ignoring the nauseating sight of the bloody, whitish flesh at the neck opening, hugged that section of body and pulled it out, then nearly collapsed weakly in the water.

A current pushed from behind, almost sweeping Tie Ci away. She grabbed the sharp edge of broken stones by the embankment and held her body firm, barely escaping that wave of impact.

Rain continued overhead, the sky was deep and vast, turbid waves roared all around with violent thunder. Broken stones and mud from the embankment breach kept silently collapsing. Everything before her eyes was like a frame from a disaster silent film, and she was in the midst of it, seeing no friends or family.

The stones of the embankment were swept away by the current in moments. She let go and drifted with the water.

She had to keep searching.

But with this upstream flood release, a person could be swept several li in the blink of an eye. If she was a step slow, she would be much too late. In the dark night on water, how could she search?

In her heart she understood that as long as nothing unexpected had happened at the time, this water shouldn’t be enough to drown Feiyu and the others, but Gu Xiaoxiao couldn’t swim.

Someone on shore screamed in agony: “Heaven! Heaven! They really did breach the embankment!”

Someone shouted loudly: “Hurry back and notify people at home!”

Someone cried: “Too late! Too late!”

Tie Ci heard none of these calls. She just mechanically went through the motions—diving down, swimming for a while, then surfacing, disappointedly wiping her face.

Wet and dripping, endless water.

When she surfaced again, something suddenly grabbed her leg. She thought it was debris from the bottom and kicked hard, but heard a laugh saying, “Such strength!”

That voice was like celestial music to her ears. She whipped around and first saw Feiyu’s face, also soaking wet but even more beautiful for it. Then behind her, she saw the faces of Second Senior Brother, Dan Shuang, Chi Xue, and Gu Xiaoxiao, like grasshoppers on a string, all neatly strung together.

The enormous joy made stars explode before her eyes, but her throat instantly choked up.

…

Time rewinds to half a quarter-hour earlier, the moment the river water poured in.

The current quickly knocked down everyone—those confronting each other, those digging, those outsiders numbly digging. They didn’t even have time to cry out. Only shovel tips and a hand were seen flashing in the wave crests before disappearing.

Someone screamed. A large patch of red spread through the river water. A head suddenly crashed over and was suddenly swept away—it was a shovel torn loose by the river water, no telling whose head it had struck.

Eighth Master Xiao was also screaming. At such a moment, Dan Shuang actually didn’t let go of him. The instant she looked up and saw the crystal wall of water falling, she exerted force with her five fingers, ruthlessly stabbing into Eighth Master Xiao’s flesh, her fingers jamming between his bones. Eighth Master Xiao’s screams no longer sounded human. He was a favored illegitimate son of the Xiao family’s second branch—when had he ever suffered such agony?

However, Dan Shuang’s judgment was correct. For him to dare come to the embankment at this time, he naturally had something to rely on. When the flood came, something at his waist popped out countless cowhide bladders. At the same time, Dan Shuang also found long hooked ropes on his person.

Among their own people present, except for Second Senior Brother and Li Zhi, most had accurate judgment. Most rushed toward Eighth Master Xiao. When Feiyu lunged forward, she was unusually kind enough to pull Second Senior Brother along. Dan Shuang threw out the rope, and everyone grabbed hold.

In just these few movements, everyone was swept down several zhang. Dan Shuang threw out the hooked rope, caught an old tree by the water’s edge, and everyone hung from it in a string.

Only Li Zhi and Tong Rushi were missing. Everyone looked around in all directions. Dan Shuang suddenly said, “Over there!”

She pointed to a very distant spot where several heads bobbed up from the wave crests, moving away at great speed, though it was impossible to tell who was who.

Chi Xue knew Dan Shuang had exceptional eyesight, especially good at seeing far distances. Though people with natural talents were already rare nowadays, they still existed. However, because the Tie clan had given natural talents an imperial coloring, families and individuals in the world who still had such abilities generally didn’t publicize them, to avoid inviting trouble.

Looking at that direction, it was toward the shore. Since they had been rescued, everyone no longer worried about them—there wasn’t much friendship to begin with.

Then everyone saw someone plunging downstream. In the dark night, that person swam extremely fast. Before everyone could see clearly, Feiyu had already definitively said it was Ye Shiba and hooked her with her leg.

After Tie Ci had looked over everyone and learned that Li Zhi and Tong Rushi should also have been saved, she felt relieved. At this moment she was full of energy. Glancing at the string of grasshoppers, she saw the lead one was someone she didn’t recognize. Though disheveled, his luxurious clothing was still visible. After asking his identity, she looked toward the embankment in the distance. Though the breach was still continuously widening, groups of people stood on both sides—one group was common people trying to block the breach, while the other group was Xiao family people. They kept retreating while craning their necks to look this way, loudly shouting “Eighth Master! Eighth Master!” Their cries were mournful, yet not one dared enter the water.

Tie Ci saw at a glance that those must be Eighth Master Xiao’s attendants. With the responsibility of protecting their master, they dared not leave, yet dared not go rescue him either.

She looked at the embankment. The breach had just been dug open and wasn’t too long yet—it could still be saved. If they gave up now, the water would definitely wash away the entire section of embankment, and the downstream losses would be incalculable.

Her eyes shifted, and Feiyu could guess her thoughts. She nodded toward Eighth Master Xiao. Tie Ci nodded, Feiyu smiled, and said, “I’ll send you over.” Raising her arm, she threw with a whoosh, hurling Tie Ci toward the innermost area.

Tie Ci landed and grabbed Eighth Master Xiao. Feiyu and Dan Shuang also swam over. The three of them surrounded Eighth Master Xiao and swam against the current, forcibly reaching near the embankment.

Second Senior Brother and Chi Xue, bringing Gu Xiaoxiao, also followed. The common people standing guard there saw someone swimming over and hurriedly threw down ropes. Tie Ci took the rope, tied it tightly around Eighth Master Xiao’s waist, threw the other end onto the embankment, and said, “Find more rope, connect them one by one to lengthen the rope, then tie it to a safe place on shore. Guarantee this rope doesn’t break, and I’ll have a way to save your village! Quick!”

Her voice rang out clear and sharp in the night. Everyone instinctively followed her commands, frantically connecting ropes. Eighth Master Xiao roared, “What are you doing!”

Tie Ci completely ignored him and shouted to the opposite shore, “If you want your master’s life, go over there and carry all the sandbags over here. When the breach is blocked, that’s when we’ll release him!”

Eighth Master Xiao opened his mouth to shout something when a wave came over, nearly knocking him underwater. He struggled desperately underwater, grabbed someone’s foot, and held on for dear life. The foot’s owner contemptuously kicked his hand away.

After quite a while, just when Tie Ci calculated he was about to drown, she pulled him out with a splash and shouted again, “Keep dawdling and your master will have been killed by you later. Wait for the Xiao family’s revenge!”

That side finally moved, running to carry sandbags. The embankment had originally been piled with many sandbags for show, pretending to make repairs, but actually to raise the dam body behind that layer of oilcloth. Now the common people on this side also reacted, many running to carry sandbags that hadn’t been washed away yet. Many more jumped into the water, and nearby households also came running, bringing bamboo mats and wooden boards.

Time was urgent. Tie Ci looked at the sky and water conditions and said, “Dan Shuang, watch him!”

Her figure flashed.

The next instant she was at the embankment edge where many sandbags were piled, also the furthest from everyone.

Tie Ci grabbed one in each hand, carried two more on her back, then flashed again.

Teleporting was a very mystical feeling—as if moving through fog, with slight dizziness in the brain. Tie Ci had originally thought increased weight wouldn’t affect it, but when she flashed back, she landed heavily in the water and nearly lost the sandbags to the current.

She couldn’t worry about that and quickly flashed back again. Another trip, and again she couldn’t control the wobble, nearly throwing out her back.

On the third trip, Feiyu came up to catch her and asked, “Does carrying people affect you?”

Tie Ci thought about it. Carrying people was different from bearing weight—you just needed to hold onto them. She nodded.

Feiyu grabbed her. “Take me with you!”

The next instant, both were at the embankment’s edge. Feiyu herself carried four bags while only letting Tie Ci carry one bag and hold one.

The two held hands tightly and returned to the embankment. After putting down the sandbags, they quickly flashed back again.

Their efficiency and speed was worth ten trips by others.

Except for Eighth Master Xiao still in the water and Dan Shuang guarding him, everyone else connected their waists with rope, shouldered bags, and entered the water. The Xiao family servants were on one end, the common people on this end. Sandbags piled up on shore and were passed hand to hand and shoulder to shoulder. Everyone faced upstream, using their bodies to block the rolling river current. With urgent rain overhead, waists immersed in river water, backs against chaotic tides, completely soaked and covered in mud, they shouted work songs. At first the sandbags were washed away as soon as they were placed, so they transported more and blocked again, until those sandbags bit by bit built up the embankment.

More and more people gathered on shore, frantically transporting like ants. Tie Ci and Feiyu were like two lead ants, flashing back and forth, occasionally having to fish out people who had fallen into the water.

Even Chi Xue, who usually feared getting dirty, was moving things with her bare hands. Gu Xiaoxiao, whose body wasn’t strong, also didn’t hold an umbrella, running among the crowd, coordinating manpower and calculating the most efficient transport and filling methods.

In the river tide, under cold rain, the long embankment formed by human bodies slowly closed from both sides.

Second Senior Brother watched silently for a while, then also took off his expensive calfskin boots and went down.

Someone shouted in the wind and rain, “Who dug the river embankment!”

Dan Shuang answered, “The Xiao family tricked outsiders into digging it. They do all the evil deeds themselves but still want scapegoats!”

Eighth Master Xiao angrily said, “Nonsense! We came to provide rescue. When did we ever trick outsiders? Quickly pull me up and I can let bygones be bygones…”

Dan Shuang punched him so hard his head jerked heavily to one side.

“Your people said earlier that outsiders dug the embankment, and now you want to deny it? Since outsiders dug the embankment, there surely weren’t as many of them as you with your numbers and power. Why didn’t you stop them then, but ran to report to the village elders instead? Those outsiders were eager to travel—why would they sneak around digging embankments on such a stormy day? Weren’t they afraid of being washed away? Or were they seeking group suicide?”

The injured young man on the embankment shouted loudly, “It was him! That day I accidentally overheard him discussing with his subordinates, saying the fields were going to be flooded and they needed to breach the embankment for flood release. If I hadn’t escaped quickly, they would have beaten me to death that day!”

Immediately, hot-tempered common people threw stones from their hands at Eighth Master Xiao. He quickly ducked his head and dared not speak again.

The Xiao family side was obviously making slow progress. Dan Shuang pushed Eighth Master Xiao’s head underwater and held it there until he was nearly suffocating before pulling him out, sneering, “I’ll treat him to a drink every half quarter-hour. Take your time dawdling!”

The Xiao family had to speed up. After all, every delay would be counted against them in the future.

Tie Ci had already flashed back and forth countless times. In the darkness with many people and urgent matters, no one looked up to see her flashing. Feiyu suddenly pressed her hand and said, “Enough! Rest a bit!”

Tie Ci was already soaked through. Only she knew that wasn’t just rainwater. Her face was deathly pale, black hair stuck to her neck, lips almost colorless. At this moment her internal organs felt completely empty, her true qi drifting and unsteady, uncomfortably adrift. Faintly, a current flowed backward and downward, stirring restlessly.

She had this feeling every time she fell into extreme danger or exhausted her true power.

She looked up at the great embankment and said softly, “It’s fine, almost done.”

When she flashed back again, her footing was unsteady and she stumbled.

Feiyu grabbed her hand.

Tie Ci looked down and saw a young man. Something emerged from behind him, faintly revealing a sharp point, being pushed by water toward his back.

In a flash, Tie Ci was already behind the young man. She raised her hand and pushed. The object scraped past her hand, bringing up a streak of blood.

It was a stone washed down by water, sharp at the tip. If it had really hit that young man, it probably could have broken his back.

The young man sensed something wrong and turned back. Seeing Tie Ci’s hand torn and bloody, the sharp stone scraping past her waist, he was so shocked he froze in the water.

Tie Ci didn’t mind. She showed him how to tie a sandbag with straps around his waist—it could both stabilize his form and prevent collisions with objects in the water—then went up the embankment.

As soon as her foot touched ground, she swayed.

Just then, earth-shaking cheers erupted from the water.

The breach was sealed.

The mud-covered common people embraced each other ecstatically, pounding each other’s shoulders. Behind them was the now-tamed river tide, before them the river embankment raised high once again. They cried and laughed with abandon at the boundary between life and death, the river water beneath them mixed with this entire night’s tears and sweat.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue embraced each other. Two young women who had followed the Crown Princess since childhood, entering and leaving the palace, experiencing political storms where every move was momentous, had never imagined that today they would be moved to tears by the cheers of mere common people, for a mere long embankment.

Second Senior Brother also embraced someone beside him, forgetting his straight uniform. He had thought he was hugging Gu Xiaoxiao, but when they separated he discovered it was a middle-aged robust woman.

Tie Ci and Feiyu looked at each other and smiled.

Dawn was approaching, the rain was lessening, and light scattered down through gaps in the layered clouds.

Clear skies seemed about to arrive.

Chapter 141: The Leading Lady’s Boyfriend Power
The newly rebuilt long embankment stood like a battle-weathered sword across the river waters.

Indeed, when united, people can build an impregnable fortress.

People climbed up onto the embankment in droves. Many fell asleep halfway up in the muddy water. Tie Ci had people drag them further away to prevent them from being trampled in the mud pile where you couldn’t even tell if someone was buried underneath.

Dan Shuang dragged Eighth Master Xiao up and gave Tie Ci a meaningful look.

This person couldn’t be returned to the Xiao family. The best approach was to capture him and send him to the capital, find a secret place to hide him, and keep him for future use against the Xiao family.

Tie Ci understood in her heart, but at this moment her vision was blurred, her internal organs felt hollow, and she couldn’t think clearly. She could barely stand, let alone respond accurately and promptly to Dan Shuang.

Countless teleportations had drained all her physical strength and spiritual energy.

Someone gripped her hand tightly. Feiyu’s voice sounded by her ear, “Rest now, I’ll handle things here. This person can’t be released—he’ll be useful to keep.”

Tie Ci was just thinking how perfectly they understood each other when she heard the ground shaking with galloping hoofbeats. Behind them, people in the crowd cried out in alarm. She forced herself to turn around and saw a large group of people in bright clothing rushing up the long embankment. Leading them appeared to be a middle-aged man, followed by many household servants. Some carried food, others lifted boxes, and many burly men took positions along the embankment edge, densely surrounding everyone on the embankment.

Tie Ci frowned as she watched.

Over there, the bedraggled Xiao family servants saw the arrivals and rushed over joyfully, “Fourth Master!” They immediately began chattering complaints, pointing toward Tie Ci’s group: “Fourth Master, thank goodness you’ve come! These people inexplicably kidnapped Eighth Master, forced us to repair the embankment, and spread rumors among the villagers…”

The Fourth Master listened quietly throughout, then suddenly his brows shot up and he slapped the speaker, “A bunch of unruly slaves!”

The man was stunned by the blow, covering his face and staring at Fourth Master in bewilderment. The surrounding common folk, who had been angry before, now looked equally confused.

Tie Ci’s spine slowly tensed.

She knew this man—Fourth Master Xiao, the younger brother of Assistant Minister Xiao and Empress Dowager Xiao. He hadn’t entered government service but remained in the Dongming ancestral home as the steward of the Xiao family’s old estate.

This man was reportedly extremely clever in his studies and skilled in business management. For unknown reasons, he hadn’t pursued the imperial examination path, but over the years he had managed the Xiao family’s reputation well, with their enterprises thriving. He had also recruited many talents for Assistant Minister Xiao in the capital. When Shen Mi had gathered intelligence about Xiao family stewards for Tie Ci, this Fourth Master Xiao was mentioned many times—most of those people had been arranged and recommended by Fourth Master Xiao. After all, Assistant Minister Xiao was far away in the capital and couldn’t personally handle such matters.

Now he had come aggressively, but his actions were unexpected. She couldn’t help but be alert.

Eighth Master Xiao suddenly struggled and called out, “Fourth Uncle! Fourth Uncle! Come save me quickly! These people kidnapped me and want to frame and kill me—”

Fourth Master Xiao didn’t even glance at him. Looking around in all directions, he made a full bow and sighed, “Fellow villagers and elders, I truly apologize. This foolish nephew was entrusted with managing the family’s farmlands. Recently seeing the upstream water levels rising daily, knowing it would soon flood our ancestral fields, this boy feared disappointing our ancestors. Being influenced by others, he actually secretly found people to help dig up Sanbai Embankment, committing such a catastrophic crime… The family was completely kept in the dark, not knowing he could be so utterly heartless. How could our Xiao family’s few ancestral fields and old estate compare to the livelihoods of millions of people downstream! After hearing the news, I rushed here through the night. Fortunately, Sanbai Embankment was sealed in time, otherwise our Xiao family would have become eternal sinners…”

With that, he bowed deeply.

The young man who had first brought the warning stared at him dumbfounded, opening his mouth to say something but failing to speak.

If they weren’t enemies, Tie Ci would almost want to applaud this Fourth Master.

His reputation was truly well-deserved.

He understood that this matter couldn’t be denied. The flood release had been witnessed by countless people, and Eighth Master Xiao’s actions had been too sloppy, leaving too many loose ends. Rather than deny and wrangle, making the matter bigger and bringing bad influence to Assistant Minister Xiao and the Empress Dowager, it was better to simply acknowledge it and pull out a scapegoat—this was the fastest way to minimize losses.

But such decisiveness, combined with such ruthlessness, was chilling.

Feiyu suddenly said, “Fourth Master speaks so righteously, shifting all blame so cleanly.”

Fourth Master Xiao’s expression didn’t change. “If the young lady has doubts, I cannot argue. But please, fellow villagers and elders, think about it—if our Xiao family wanted to breach the embankment, we could have sent a few household servants to do it secretly without anyone knowing. Why would we involve outsiders passing through, making it easier to leak information? This clearly shows that Eighth Master Xiao, lacking family support and manpower, could only act on his own!”

Tie Ci smiled slightly.

This was precisely the Xiao family’s cleverness.

This had also been the point she found most puzzling initially, but later she figured it out.

Outsiders had their conveniences. After all, others didn’t know how they selected these passing strangers. Now it was clear that choosing outsiders added another reason: it provided an excuse to deflect blame if things went wrong.

Feiyu didn’t seem surprised and responded quickly.

“But if that’s the case, your nephew alone bears all the guilt. You’re quite willing to sacrifice him.”

She smiled, but her eyes were sinister.

Some people in the crowd changed color and lowered their heads.

This remark was extremely vicious, instantly sowing discord in the Xiao family estate—in large wealthy households with multiple branches and intertwined interests, unity was impossible.

Fourth Master Xiao maintained his composed demeanor, frowning with worry. “This foolish nephew has been spoiled by us, acting absurdly without considering consequences. But today he has caused great disaster, harmed the people, and damaged our Xiao family’s reputation. No matter how much we care for him, whatever he, I, and the family should bear, we will accept without question…” He then had people carry Eighth Master Xiao over, patted his shoulder with tears flowing, “Fool! Acting like this, where does it leave the Xiao family’s century-old reputation? Where does it leave the people downstream? Where does it leave the Empress Dowager and Assistant Minister?”

Eighth Master Xiao stared at his tearful face and suddenly began trembling all over. Despite his pain, he struggled to crawl away on hands and knees, “Quick, quick, quick, take me to find my parents—”

Fourth Master Xiao, tears still hanging on his beard, suddenly reached out and took a wooden club from a follower’s hand, swinging it down.

Crack, crack—two sounds of bones breaking like twigs!

He had broken both of Eighth Master Xiao’s legs!

The screams almost pierced everyone’s eardrums. Eighth Master Xiao collapsed in the muddy water, trembling as if his entire body would shatter.

The embankment fell silent. The common people were naturally shocked senseless, and even Tie Ci was greatly surprised, her heart skipping a beat.

Only Feiyu’s eyes narrowed, showing a mixture of admiration and wariness.

Fourth Master Xiao’s shocking performance wasn’t over. The iron rod bounced up and swung toward his own arm as he shouted, “My nephew committed this monstrous crime and should have all four limbs broken and be expelled from the family. But he is young and ignorant, and I cannot bear it. As the clan leader, I failed to teach and manage properly, leading to his arrogant actions. I shall bear his remaining guilt and offer one arm in compensation!”

Before he finished speaking, those around him were terrified and desperately threw themselves forward to grab his arm.

“Fourth Master, no!”

“Fourth Master, there’s absolutely no need!”

“Fourth Master, you knew nothing about it, why do this!”

“Fourth Master is taking punishment for his nephew!”

In the chaos, that club finally struck the ground with a thud, splashing mud high into the air.

Common people had never seen such drama and stood gaping in shock.

Tie Ci’s pupils constricted again and again.

Brilliant.

This man was truly both ruthless and brilliant.

Without a word, he broke his nephew’s legs, then staged this bitter scheme to dissolve Feiyu’s instigation. When the Second Branch couple returned, they would only feel grateful and apologetic.

She had seen many people who were ruthless to others—they weren’t worth worrying about. But those who were ruthless to themselves always demanded vigilance.

Fourth Master Xiao’s performance shocked the common people, gradually turning their anger to doubt. When he raised the club toward himself, even that doubt dissipated. Common people are always kind-hearted—they all came forward to dissuade him, and the iron rod was naturally seized and thrown into the river.

Fourth Master Xiao looked remorseful and bowed all around. “Thank you, fellow villagers, for still trusting the Xiao family. For this embankment break and flood that caused disaster downstream, we will compensate every affected family. The embankment will be jointly rebuilt and reinforced with the county office and river administration. Everyone worked hard tonight. The Xiao family has little to offer in return, but please take some rice, flour, and silver to quickly make hot soup to drink.”

With that, servants opened the boxes and distributed packages of rice and flour and strings of copper coins to everyone.

Receiving these gifts, people lost even their last bit of dissatisfaction.

Fourth Master Xiao then arranged for servants to escort people down from the embankment, quickly dispersing the crowd.

Tie Ci held her head, now suffering a splitting headache. Feiyu supported her and exchanged glances with their companions. Understanding the signal, they planned to quietly slip into the crowd—after all, everyone’s face was covered in mud and no one could recognize anyone.

Unexpectedly, those servants quickly blocked their path. Fourth Master Xiao strolled over, smiling, “I hear several young friends led everyone just now, turning the tide and saving the downstream areas of Sanbai River from flood disaster—a boundless merit and great kindness to our Xiao family. Seeing how exhausted and weary you all are, you should rest well. Within a hundred li radius, only our humble residence is suitable. If you don’t mind, please honor us by staying at our humble home. Everyone in the Xiao family will sweep the halls to welcome you.”

Tie Ci slowly turned her gaze. Everyone on their side was exhausted, while the other side was fresh and energetic, with countless dark figures covering the embankment.

Even if it was a Hongmen Feast, they had to go.

Besides, she was quite interested in the Xiao family.

Before she could respond, Feiyu had already scooped her up, saying, “Then please lead the way.”

Tie Ci laughed in alarm, struggling to get down. “What does this look like!”

Feiyu held her firmly, blowing a puff of air by her muddy, dripping temple. “This servant has plenty of strength.”

Tie Ci’s ear tickled, and she couldn’t help looking up at Feiyu.

In the dawn light, on her mud-covered face, her eyes were bright black and white, reflecting half the sky’s colors.

Feiyu winked at her, and for some reason, Tie Ci felt reassured.

This leading lady really did have quite the boyfriend power.

Under Fourth Master Xiao’s management, the Xiao family always acted smoothly on the surface. Carriages were prepared at the bottom of the embankment to take everyone to the estate. Tie Ci lay dazedly, feeling the carriage travel for quite a while. She vaguely heard Feiyu lift the carriage curtain to look out and say to a Xiao family servant riding alongside, “That forest and large lake outside are quite spectacular… How much further to your residence?”

The man outside replied, “We’ve already entered the estate. That forest and lake are all within our grounds.”

Hearing this, Tie Ci clicked her tongue inwardly. This scale was even more magnificent than the Taiye Pool in the imperial palace.

By the time they reached the vicinity of the Xiao estate, Tie Ci had recovered much of her strength.

Getting down from the carriage, she saw before her layered eaves and carved ridges, with endless connected buildings—truly a magnificent deep estate. Beside the great compound stretched a lake of jade water with light green willows swaying. In the distance, she could see vast building complexes, but Fourth Master Xiao was nowhere to be seen. Instead, there were many more people dressed as guards following behind. Tie Ci asked a steward-like person beside her, “Where is Fourth Master?”

The steward smiled, “Fourth Master returned to the main estate. This is Yipou Jiangyue Pavilion, specially for hosting distinguished guests. Please rest assured and recover here. I am Xiao San. If you honored guests need anything, you may summon the servants in the courtyard or myself at any time.”

Tie Ci glanced at the distant building complex. So this palace-like magnificent structure was merely one of their guest quarters, and she thought she had penetrated their inner sanctum, when their main estate was still far across the lake.

Xiao San enthusiastically led everyone inside. The courtyard had jade tiles and red eaves, with layered pavilions and terraces, exquisite decorations, and every flower and stone carefully designed. Tie Ci examined everything carefully as she passed through, surprised to discover that while the entire estate was luxurious, it nowhere exceeded proper regulations. The rooftops had plain ridges without ridge beasts, using regular tiles, and the halls had no partitions—all details showed great restraint.

Contemporary architecture had strict rules—palaces, princely mansions, official residences, and merchant homes each had their proper standards that couldn’t be exceeded. Yet some newly rich or powerful individuals inevitably exceeded boundaries in certain details. For instance, Tie Ci knew that Chief Minister Rong’s residence had large gold-inlaid bronze vessels that only imperial palaces should use, but the royal family generally didn’t bother with such matters.

For the Xiao family’s old estate, far away in Dongming, to maintain such caution even in their private compound showed the character of whoever was in charge.

Tie Ci sighed somewhat. What formidable opponents they faced.

This guest quarter had three courtyards, with the final one featuring an elegant wooden pavilion built beside the lake, surrounded by lush flowers and trees—clearly the source of the name “Yipou Jiangyue Pavilion.” For safety, everyone stayed in the final courtyard. Regarding room arrangements, Second Senior Brother wanted the main hall and planned to put Feiyu in the side room closest to him, but Feiyu insisted on the west wing, saying that “Romance of the West Chamber” had been sung for a century, she was the charming Yingying and would wait in the west wing for her Zhang Sheng. Second Senior Brother then wanted to move to the west wing, but Feiyu had already moved Tie Ci’s luggage in. Gu Xiaoxiao rolled her eyes and went to the east wing herself.

Just after settling in, servants flowed in like water, bringing hot water, clothes, and snacks. After everyone washed up and was eating refreshments, the corridors filled with people. Gu Xiaoxiao sat uncomfortably on the soft couch, lifted the curtain to peek out, then quickly dropped it and rubbed her temples, feeling she couldn’t even eat.

With just that one movement, the corridor people immediately withdrew, and soon the courtyard appeared empty, but the wind didn’t blow yet flowers moved, with dark shadows lurking in corners—clearly many eyes were still watching.

This feeling wasn’t much better than before.

Feiyu changed clothes but didn’t immediately eat or drink. She walked around the room, tapping the floor, tapping the walls, pressing the bed boards, lifting paintings from the walls. Finally she stopped before the incense burner, first breaking apart incense pieces in the nearby box to check for abnormalities, but didn’t stop there. She picked up the entire incense burner, sniffed it, opened the window, and slowly poured out the thin layer of ash from the burner in full view of countless watching eyes outside.

The courtyard fell silent.

Inside the room, everyone’s expressions varied.

After a while, the window opened and a decorative wooden sword was thrown out.

A while later, a spittoon was tossed out.

Then a curtain hook was thrown out.

…

In the Xiao family’s main estate across the lake, in a side room next to the main hall, Fourth Master Xiao sat with a cup of precious Minghu Chuxue tea steaming beside his hand. He held the cup lightly, appearing to listen casually to continuous reports.

“…The Dameng residual incense in the burner was poured out. Xiao Thirty-Seven was right under the window and got doused. He was secretly dragged away to be doused with cold water.”

“The wooden sword with Zuihaitang was also thrown out. When it came out, it hit Xiao Eighteen’s head, and the Zuihaitang juice seeped into his wound—he’s probably useless now.”

“The spittoon was thrown out. The underground mechanism connected to the spittoon should also be destroyed.”

“The curtain hook was cut off. The hidden compartment behind the bed should have been discovered.”

…

Waves of people shuttled back and forth like a revolving lantern. Fourth Master Xiao listened calmly while several men of various ages sitting below changed color repeatedly.

Someone exclaimed, “What’s the background of these people? It’s not unusual to see through one or two arrangements, but how did they break everything in such a short time?”

Someone said, “Fourth Brother, I say these people shouldn’t have been brought in. They’ve ruined our plans. Better let them go and quietly deal with them on the road—we can blame bandits and robbers!”

Someone disagreed, “Second Brother, that’s rash talk. Since these people are so capable, we should keep them. Otherwise what if they talk nonsense on the road? What if assassination attempts fail? Keeping them in our hands, in our own deep estate—whatever happens stays on our own territory!”

Others worried, “About last night’s events, I had people ask in detail. These people were mistakenly captured by Eighth Master to help with work. From the beginning they were different from others, and last night they led people to seal the embankment. Their various actions and knowledge don’t seem like ordinary travelers. I heard that Yueli Academy closed early for practical training, with many students coming to Dongming…”

“Hah, what are students? Those powerless, unworldly students—how could they have the ability to identify so many unusual items!”

“Speaking of students, you’ve forgotten—Xiao Chang sent word that after the Crown Princess revealed her identity at the academy, she disappeared again. It’s suspected she either went to Yongping or Dongming. You think, could it be…”

Chapter 142: Chaotic Matchmaking
The room fell silent.

After a moment, Fourth Master Xiao smiled and said decisively, “It won’t be.”

Everyone stared at him intently.

“Last night our people observed that group, and among them were two who seemed to have gifted abilities. Our people saw them suddenly disappear and suddenly reappear.”

Everyone breathed a long sigh of relief.

The whole world knew that the Crown Princess had not awakened any gifted abilities.

There were no such people around the Crown Princess either. While gifted abilities weren’t limited to the Tie imperial clan, they were extremely rare in the world, very precious, and most remained hidden. Some overseas reclusive clans and great aristocratic families might still have some, but they would never serve as guards for others.

“Then they can only be from certain reclusive great clans or famous overseas families,” someone said. “Through dynastic changes over hundreds of years, many imperial and noble families chose to live in seclusion or go overseas during times of turmoil. The legendary Three Madmen and Five Emperors of the martial world are mostly from such families. Their ancestors mostly had gifted abilities, passed down through generations, so their descendants are naturally extraordinary.”

“If they’re of such origins, we can’t easily move against them. Better to try recruiting them—this could also aid our Xiao family.”

Fourth Master Xiao pondered, seeming to think or perhaps waiting. Then sudden commotion arose outside, with someone crying and shouting as they burst into the hall.

“Fourth Uncle! Fourth Uncle! How could you treat your own nephew like this! A perfectly good person, fighting desperately for the family, only to be pushed out as a scapegoat at the end, having his legs broken! How ruthless your heart is!”

A woman covered in jeweled hairpins rushed through the door, lunging at Fourth Master Xiao with clawing hands. Behind her followed countless maids and servant women, all pale with shock, shouting and pulling but unable to restrain her.

A middle-aged man followed behind, his face iron-blue, standing coldly to the side.

Seeing him, everyone looked embarrassed and kept greeting him as “Second Brother,” “Second Uncle,” “Second Nephew.”

The Second Branch master of the Xiao family stood in place, ignoring his wife’s tantrum, pointing at Fourth Master Xiao who had quickly retreated to one side: “Harming your own nephew, incompetent and muddled! You’re unworthy of managing the ancestral estate! Just wait—I’ll summon the clan elders and convene the ancestral hall for judgment!”

The Second Madam, having failed to claw Fourth Master several times, wept as if about to faint. “Xiao Si, you’ve lost your conscience! The embankment digging and flood release was the family’s idea—why should only my son take the blame! If legs must be broken, you should all break yours first!”

Fourth Master Xiao stood behind his chair, adjusting his disheveled collar, and sighed. “Second Sister-in-law, I know you feel sorry for Eighth Master, but you can’t speak recklessly and drag everyone down with you. Digging embankments and releasing floods is such a grave matter that mishandling could destroy the entire family. If the family truly wanted to do this, we would have arranged capable people properly. How could we have left it to Eighth Master to act recklessly?”

“That’s because you knew this would outrage the world, so you secretly instructed Eighth Master, planning all along to push all responsibility onto him afterward. Eighth Master told me everything—Xiao Si, what a vicious scheme!”

Fourth Master Xiao didn’t get angry, speaking gently: “Second Sister-in-law, given the situation then, with the people’s anger, if I hadn’t dealt with Eighth Master, he might have been beaten to death on the spot, not to mention our Xiao family’s reputation built over many years and our future grand plans would inevitably be affected. Ultimately, Eighth Master acted carelessly and failed at the crucial moment. You must understand—the Crown Princess came to Haiyou, previously caused such huge trouble at Yueli Academy, removing all our stewards in one sweep, then disappeared again… She might well be nearby. If the downstream people had rioted and the Crown Princess fanned the flames, the Assistant Minister and Empress Dowager in the capital would have been roasted over the fire… This matter is so significant, if Second Brother and Sister-in-law want to take it to the ancestral hall for judgment, I wouldn’t mind.”

The couple both choked up. After a moment, the Second Madam began wailing in despair.

Even with countless grievances, compared to the family’s reputation and the Xiao family’s grand plans, they meant nothing.

The Xiao family recruited talent and cultivated relationships with officials—all this required money, so the ancestral estate couldn’t be flooded, and the vast fertile fields upstream couldn’t be destroyed.

The Xiao family recruited talent, cultivated official relationships, and built their reputation—all for future grand plans, to smoothly ascend to the highest position by first establishing foundation in court and public opinion. So the Xiao name couldn’t be ruined, and they couldn’t give the Tie clan any leverage.

Therefore, they could only sacrifice their son.

Speaking to this point, both understood that even bringing this to the ancestral hall wouldn’t yield good results. Who told Eighth Master Xiao to be incompetent, accepting the task but failing to complete it properly?

Fourth Master Xiao quietly waited for her crying to subside before saying softly, “Though I have a clear conscience in this matter, Eighth Master is still my most beloved nephew. So Second Brother and Sister-in-law, please put your minds at ease and give him a message—tell Eighth Master to recover quickly and not be angry. His fourth uncle has no sons or daughters, and being strict with him is for his cultivation. He suffered great injustice today, and the family and I both understand. In the future, he will naturally be compensated.”

The Second Madam suddenly raised her head, joy flashing in her eyes.

“Fourth Uncle means…”

“This can be considered a test for him. If he endures this test, shouldn’t he be worthy of being the clan leader’s heir?” Fourth Master Xiao smiled composedly.

The Second Madam immediately stopped crying, and the Second Master’s iron-blue face gradually softened.

If breaking one leg could exchange for heirship, it was quite worthwhile.

The maids and servant women quickly helped the Second Madam up to escort the couple back. As they were about to leave, Fourth Master Xiao said casually, “Those honored guests who helped close the embankment, I’ve already invited them back and arranged them at Yipou Jiangyue Pavilion. They are distinguished guests—please don’t harbor resentment, Second Brother and Sister-in-law, and disturb them.”

The Second Master nodded stiffly, while the Second Madam’s eyes flashed with hatred before she lowered her head and left.

Everyone watched the couple’s hasty arrival and departure. After being disturbed like this, they all felt somewhat exhausted. Looking at Fourth Master, they saw him straightening his clothes and sitting back in his chair, still calm and unruffled, and immediately admired him greatly, thinking he truly had the bearing of a great general accustomed to storms—no wonder he could surpass so many elder brothers and firmly occupy this position of clan and family head.

However, someone hesitantly said, “Fourth Brother, your reminder seems somewhat superfluous.”

This clearly pointed out where the enemies lived—what if the Second Master couple couldn’t resist going over?

Fourth Master glanced at him. That person was startled, vaguely understanding something in his heart, and lowered his head without speaking further.

At this time, several younger family members reported from outside. Fourth Master ordered them in. A man and woman entered—the man was the eldest legitimate grandson of Fifth Master, who had previously studied at Yueli Academy and recently purchased a student status, planning to go to the capital at year’s end. He had fair skin, large eyes, and outstanding appearance—the kind of beautiful young man who looked innocent and naive.

The woman was a concubine-born daughter from a branch family. Though her birth was ordinary, she had clear, beautiful features with a hint of scholarly air—a beauty who made people forget worldly concerns upon seeing her.

These were the two most beautiful among the large group of young people in the Xiao family’s ancestral estate.

Fourth Master Xiao looked at each of them and said kindly, “Recently distinguished guests have come to stay at Yipou Jiangyue Pavilion. As hosts of similar age to them, you should represent the family in showing hospitality and accompany them around Dongming.” He also instructed, “Remember, these are honored guests—be attentive.”

The young man and woman accepted the order and left.

Everyone understood—that group was probably mostly young, now suspected to be descendants of great families, so naturally they should first try to win them over. Sending the Fifth Branch’s eldest legitimate grandson, the target was naturally that stunning woman, except that woman was born with exceptional beauty and didn’t seem like a proper lady. For men it didn’t matter—if her status truly wasn’t high, taking her as a concubine would suffice.

As for legitimate daughters being precious, they were meant for marriages with great families and the imperial clan. For instance, Assistant Minister Xiao’s legitimate granddaughter currently raised at the ancestral home was planned to marry Prince Zhao’s legitimate son in the future.

So sending a concubine-born daughter was sufficient.

However, everyone was somewhat puzzled by Fourth Master Xiao’s operations—first hinting to the Second Master couple, then sending beauties to seduce. What was this about?

Fourth Master Xiao slowly lifted his tea lid.

Much time had passed. Others had already changed their tea, but his cup of famous tea still steamed hot.

Why say more to these fools?

Even if concubines didn’t matter and concubine-born daughters were cheap, they were still Xiao family people—how could they be given away easily?

Naturally, some fools should first test the other party’s capabilities.

Moreover, wasn’t their process of being tested an opportunity for the Xiao family to show goodwill?

As for the Second Branch couple, after this incident, discord remained. Did they really think he would leave the heir position to the Second Branch?

He smiled and took a light sip of tea.

Truly fragrant.

Chapter 143: Fanboys and Fangirls
That pair of young man and woman left the main hall and walked along the covered corridor. Suddenly, a large group approached from ahead, surrounding a young lady. Seeing them, the two quickly bowed. One said, “Ninth Sister.” The other said, “Miss Wenliu.”

Xiao Wenliu stopped and properly returned their bows, but asked curiously, “Where are Eleventh Brother and Sister Wen going?”

The two honestly explained they were going to entertain distinguished guests. Xiao Wenliu immediately became excited, saying crisply, “Our family rarely has outside guests. I just heard that Sanbai Embankment was washed away by flood last night and nearly flooded the downstream area. It was this group who helped save the embankment. I was just wondering what kind of outstanding young people they must be, hoping to meet them, and unexpectedly Fourth Grandfather invited them home! Let’s go take a look!” She linked arms with Xiao Wen, ready to leave.

The people behind showed pained expressions—the Xiao family’s little princess was having another one of her whimsical episodes.

The nanny quickly stepped forward to dissuade her, “Miss, Fourth Master didn’t ask you to go. With your noble status, how could you entertain guests…”

“Everyone says we should show proper hospitality—am I not a host?” Xiao Wenliu laughingly pushed the nanny away. “Alright, alright, I won’t entertain them. I’ll just go look, okay? It’s rare that it’s not raining today—are you going to keep me locked up? Smell me, I’m practically moldy!”

Her nature was charming and naive, always beloved by everyone. The nanny was just a servant after all and could only retreat with a bitter smile. Xiao Shilang—Xiao Jing—laughed, “Then you can only follow behind and look. You’re returning to the capital next year, and after your coming-of-age ceremony you’ll marry. You can’t be willful anymore!”

Hearing the word “marry,” Xiao Wenliu covered her ears, “I won’t listen, I won’t listen, I won’t listen! Are you tired of me eating your family’s rice? So eager to marry me off! I haven’t even seen his face!”

Xiao Jing laughed, “Marriage is by parents’ command and matchmaker’s arrangement—what does seeing or not seeing matter? Be careful people hear and laugh at you.”

Xiao Wenliu snorted, “Tie Lin is a whole year younger than me! He must still have baby teeth and smell like milk. Me? Either I don’t marry, or if I do, it must be to someone remarkable—like Grandfather, like Great-Aunt, like Uncle Xueya!”

Bell sounds rang as carriages arrived at the gate. The Xiao estate was so large that transportation was needed everywhere.

Xiao Wenliu laughed and ran ahead to board the carriage first, lifting her skirts.

“How do you know Prince Zhao’s heir isn’t remarkable?” Xiao Jing chased behind, also getting on. The laughter of the Xiao family’s legitimate children scattered everywhere.

Xiao Wen silently followed behind. She was born beautiful and refined, but there was a faint melancholy between her brows that didn’t show in front of others but appeared when she turned away.

The main estate and guest quarters were separated by a lake. Small boats could cross the lake, or one could take the white stone path around it. The carriage traveled along the path for two quarters of an hour before seeing the southeast gate of the guest quarters. Looking up, the towering Yipou Jiangyue Pavilion came into view. Xiao Jing stood at the gate and couldn’t help sighing, “Building a beautiful pavilion to cup the moon, enjoying abundant flowers to embrace spring. Yipou Jiangyue Pavilion is such an elegant and fragrant place, usually only housing famous paintings, calligraphy, gold and stone collections. How can it now be used for common people to live in?”

Before he finished speaking, a woman emerged from behind the screen wall. Her black hair was like satin, her skin smooth and warm, with a gentle oval face. Seeing the group, her expression showed no surprise, and she smiled sweetly.

Xiao Jing happened to meet this smile and couldn’t help being stunned, sighing, “I was just being rude—how could this be a common person?”

Xiao Wenliu laughed, “You were just complaining in the carriage that Fourth Grandfather dragged you here to entertain guests, delaying your studies. Now that you’ve seen her, are you still complaining?”

“Naturally not. I was rash.” Xiao Jing made a deep bow. “This lady must be…”

The woman stepped aside to avoid his bow, smiling gently, “Young Master Xiao misunderstands. This servant was sent by my master to welcome guests and dare not accept your courtesy.”

Xiao Jing was stunned again, murmuring, “Just a maid…”

Xiao Wenliu tugged at his lapel, and he came to his senses, nodding apologetically, “Please lead the way, miss.”

Chi Xue wasn’t angry and turned with a smile. The three young masters and misses followed with their servants, watching the woman’s graceful figure, her floating gait, her still skirts that didn’t stir dust—her posture and steps were extremely beautiful. Others aside, the two well-bred ladies exchanged glances, both showing amazement.

This deportment—even the palace-trained teaching nannies they specially hired couldn’t compare!

Chi Xue, with her back to them, knew what they were thinking, and her smile deepened.

What was this? When they practiced etiquette in the palace, the training nannies made them wear skirts with silver bells sewn at the knees—any sound brought the whip.

Turning around a corridor, at the second gate stood a white-clothed girl with skin transparent as ice crystals but black, brilliant eyelashes. She looked like a snow person. Xiao Jing thought this must be the master and was about to bow, but heard the icy girl say coldly, “Follow me,” without even glancing at them before turning to lead the way.

Only then did they realize this was also just a maid. Though quite cold, her bearing and gait were no inferior to the gentle lady before.

Past the second gate, a young man sat in the courtyard wearing moon-white robes with delicate features, rapidly working an abacus. His fingers moved so fast they almost became blurs. Even the usually head-down Xiao Wen looked up, thinking this must be the master, noting his exceptional bearing and temperament.

Xiao Jing and the others thought the same and were about to approach when the youth looked up, saw the crowd approaching, his face changed dramatically. He dropped the abacus and retreated, entering the east wing and slamming the door shut with a bang.

Everyone: “…”

Chi Xue smiled, “That is Young Master Qi, my master’s friend.”

Only then did they realize he wasn’t the main person.

Suddenly the main room door opened and someone stepped out. Everyone thought whoever emerged from the main room must surely be the master. Looking up, they were all stunned.

That person was quite tall with deep facial features, slightly light hair color, an extremely high nose bridge, and eyes with a hint of deep blue—clearly having some foreign blood. The upper body wore a small black garment with turned-down collar, revealing white clothing underneath with a black butterfly-like tie at the collar. The lower body wore a large black and red checkered skirt that only reached the knees, below which were black long stockings and black low-heeled faceless leather boots.

This outfit was truly eye-searing. On an ordinary person it would be disastrous, but this person was tall and imposing with overwhelming presence. Walking over in those leather shoes with clicking sounds, the Xiao family young masters and misses were completely dazed. Only when he walked before them and raised his chin did Xiao Jing come to his senses and bow stammering, “This gentleman must surely be…”

Chi Xue smiled beside them, “This is my master’s senior brother.”

Le Wuxun extended his hand to shake hands with the curious Xiao Wenliu, “Pleased to meet you.”

Xiao Wenliu also extended her hand with a laugh, terrifying her nanny who rushed forward pulling her, “Miss, you mustn’t!”

Le Wuxun snorted and withdrew his hand, looking at Xiao Wen who had retreated a step, not even extending his hand, “Boring!”

Xiao Jing obviously hadn’t recovered yet, staring dumbfounded at his Scottish kilt.

Le Wuxun was already too lazy to bother with them, striding past everyone toward the front courtyard to see those calligraphy and painting collections. As he moved, the slit Scottish kilt opened, vaguely revealing what was underneath…

The nannies rushed over again, covering both young ladies’ eyes.

Just… very tiring.

Xiao Jing coughed and looked around awkwardly, “Then… where is your master?”

From this appearance, the master of these two beautiful maids must be the soul figure of this group.

Though Xiao Jing was well-read in classics and constantly reminded himself to be modest and yielding, deep down he inevitably took pride in his family background, feeling that under heaven there was no family more outstanding than the Xiao family, no better talents. However, today his horizons were constantly expanded, his earlier slight resentment long thrown to the clouds, and he became curious about the master who was being summoned but wouldn’t appear.

Chi Xue smiled, “Master and her friend went up Yipou Jiangyue Pavilion to admire the lake scenery.”

Everyone then headed to Yipou Jiangyue Pavilion, climbing the wooden stairs toward the rooftop terrace. Before arriving, they heard someone above laugh, “Look how clear this lake water is—there must be plenty of fish.”

This was a woman speaking with a slightly hoarse voice, but the tone was beautiful, every word captivating.

A clear young man’s voice replied, “What, want to eat some?”

Everyone: “…”

The woman said, “Can you grill fish?”

The youth replied, “More than that—I learned a skill. I can grill not only ordinary fish but also koi. If we’re lucky enough to encounter swans, I can also stew geese.”

Everyone: “…”

The woman above laughed, “Then go catch fish and geese. When you bring them back, I’ll cook them for you.”

The youth agreed.

At this moment everyone looked up.

They saw a figure diving down diagonally, white robes billowing in the air. In a blink he landed on Mingyue Lake, his boot tips like blades splitting the jade lake in two. Behind him, water vapor rose like mist, flowing and gathering. He seemed to ride the wind and walk on clouds.

Though he spoke of catching fish and geese rather prosaically, his actions were like strolling in a garden, as casual as brushing leaves to find flowers. They watched him step across the lake waves, extremely fast yet casual in his movements. After a few bends, he already held a fat fish with fine scales and broad mouth. Moments later, a duck foolishly swam by and he scooped it up lightly.

When he turned around, he held a duck in his left hand and a fish in his right. Only the hem of his robes was slightly wet. The afternoon sunlight chased the waves, creating golden scales that reached his feet. The jade lake was edged with gold like a soft cloak flowing beneath his shoulders.

He looked up, hair brushing across his lips, and summer’s clusters of new lotuses lost their color.

Xiao Wenliu suddenly covered her heart, murmuring, “I… I feel like I’ve been struck by something…”

While Xiao Jing, having stepped forward a few paces, now gazed up at the pavilion, also murmuring, “…You’re right, I feel the same…”

Xiao Wenliu looked up to see a beauty sitting on the pavilion’s balcony edge.

She seemed somewhat afraid of heights, one hand gripping the railing tightly. Her hand was white as snow but her fingertips were a light pink. Following those slender fingers upward, facing the sunlight, the beauty’s profile was hazy and graceful—her slender neck, dark hair, painted outline, fan-like long lashes, cherry lips—all within that golden-red light showed divine radiance in perfect harmony.

Half her body leaned outside the building, her red wide robes spreading at the high pavilion’s peak, rendering that spring scenery of apricot groves and peach blossom clouds.

Xiao Wenliu, still young, could only marvel before such beauty. Xiao Wen instantly paled, almost feeling ashamed.

The beauty heard the commotion below and slanted her eyes downward. In that instant of flowing light, everyone’s hearts filled with the words “Naturally heartless yet still moving.”

Xiao Jing felt a breath stuck in his chest, actually having trouble breathing. The smoothness he’d cultivated as a young master in social interactions had flown to the ninth heaven. Watching the beauty glance once then turn away without engaging them, she slightly raised her fingertips against the wind, receiving the youth arriving with fish and goose. Their snow-white fingers lightly grasped in the air, their flying robes momentarily intertwined. The next instant the youth was on the rooftop, looking down and laughing, “The hosts have arrived—would you like to grill fish and stew goose together?”

He had caught the hosts’ fish and goose right in front of them and was now inviting them to share in destroying the evidence. Xiao Jing had never seen such an open character and didn’t know how to respond when Xiao Wenliu had already excitedly lifted her skirts and rushed up, saying, “Yes, yes! Your lightness skill is really good, even better than our estate’s martial arts master. Will you teach me?”

Xiao Jing, afraid she might offend those two immortal-like people, anxiously stepped on her skirt. Xiao Wenliu ran in place a few steps and looked back at him in confusion.

Seeing this, Tie Ci laughed and came forward to greet everyone. The Xiao family’s attendants rather defensively came up, almost filling the rooftop. Xiao Jing, who had been accustomed to such scenes before, now felt it excessive. Just as he was about to apologize and drive them away, Tie Ci had already calmly waved her hand, “Everyone crowding here so tightly rather spoils the young masters and misses’ mood for enjoying the scenery. Why not stand below, lining up along the stairs in order? This way, no one can fly down from this rooftop, right?”

Once she spoke, those people naturally complied. Only after standing in a line along the steps did they realize—how had they unconsciously obeyed?

This person seemed naturally commanding. Once she spoke, it was like imperial edicts, making people instinctively comply.

That beauty, Miss Feiyu, had another style entirely, always lazily sitting suspended at the building’s edge eating sunflower seeds, her feet dangling in the air, occasionally lifting her eyelids for a glance.

Xiao Jing was entranced and would never mind the beauty’s rudeness. Xiao Wenliu was carefree and clearly more interested in Tie Ci. Only Xiao Wen stood aside, gentle and silent, mostly keeping her eyes down, occasionally stealing glances at Feiyu, then at Tie Ci, studying both carefully with slight confusion in her eyes.

The young men and women chatted briefly, and with both sides intending friendship, they quickly became familiar. Tie Ci immediately spread out the tools and seasonings prepared on the rooftop and actually began grilling fish and stewing goose. Both rolled up their sleeves, revealing snow-white, strong forearms. Tie Ci cleaned the fish and killed the goose while Feiyu started the fire and prepared seasonings. Their coordination was seamless, their techniques skilled. The three Xiao family young masters and misses squatted to the side, watching in amazement.

Watching Feiyu season the fish, Tie Ci remembered that Rong Wei also had excellent culinary skills. Thinking this, her heart stirred, and she carefully observed Feiyu’s features, even behind her ears, her neck, as well as her voice, height, temperament… and so forth. However, she was again disappointed. Apart from both being beautiful and skilled at cooking, she really couldn’t see any similarities between them. She even felt herself absurd—though Rong Wei was beautiful, he had genuine masculine grace and refinement, like dawn moon and morning stars, without a trace of feminine air. How could he be connected with Feiyu, who was full of feminine charm, thoroughly womanly, whose every frown and smile was soul-stirring?

Her hands didn’t stop, but that confused feeling returned. Like being trapped in a maze, dizzy and disoriented, unable to find the way. She had thought herself someone with clear emotional boundaries who didn’t crave love, but once truly moved, wouldn’t fear pursuing or accepting it. Yet now, she couldn’t even figure out whether she liked men or women, or whom exactly she liked.

How could she be such a scoundrel?

She had originally thought the Liaodong marriage arrangement was a temporary measure—if she truly liked someone, she could find a way to break the engagement with Liaodong first. But now that she couldn’t even figure out whom she liked, what could she do?

Tie Ci silently sighed. Feiyu glanced at her with a smile.

Though she quite enjoyed watching this usually carefree person struggle, her heart felt a bit sour.

Being jealous of herself was rather boring.

Between these two, there was a natural atmosphere that others couldn’t disturb. Xiao Jing and Xiao Wenliu hadn’t noticed yet, but Xiao Wen had already quietly stepped back several paces. Seeing her brother’s and sister’s focused expressions, she secretly sighed.

Soon the grilled fish and roasted goose were ready. For the first time, the three noble Xiao family juniors sat on the ground like wandering martial artists, facing the vast sky and jade lake with clear wind and chaotic willows, eating freely.

The two people opposite were both beautiful in bearing, carefree and clear in character, and also well-read with broad knowledge. Xiao Jing considered himself well-versed in poetry and books, but soon couldn’t keep up with the conversation. In the end he could only listen respectfully. All three stared at the guests like sunflowers, resembling three devout fanboys and fangirls.

Tie Ci naturally had aristocratic bearing and could befriend anyone in minutes when she wished. She wanted to probe the Xiao family’s secrets and also intended to befriend these obviously outstanding Xiao family juniors. However, after this conversation, she felt quite emotional.

Though the Xiao family engaged in power struggles, their education of the younger generation was obviously very orthodox and particular. Those shady, dirty matters were probably kept from the juniors. So while the Xiao family produced poisonous descendants like Eighth Master Xiao and Xiao Chang, they also produced lofty generals like Xiao Xueya, and more commonly, well-educated children like these three.

The Tie imperial clan and Xiao family were locked in mortal struggle. If she won in the future, regardless of whether these people were innocent, their heads would sooner or later roll on the execution ground.

Thinking this, even the roasted goose didn’t taste good. The goose’s eyes stared straight at her, seeming to accuse her of something.

Beside her, Xiao Wenliu looked up with her small face and asked, “Young Master Ye, why do you keep staring at this goose head in a daze?”

Tie Ci had introduced herself as Ye Ci—Ci meaning departure.

Tie Ci absent-mindedly replied, “I’m grieving for its excellent head.”

Xiao Wenliu blinked, “Ah, Young Master is really so kind-hearted. And then?”

“Then…” Tie Ci bit open the goose head, “Then I eat faster to show respect for the excellent head.”

Xiao Wenliu: “…Young Master Ye, you’re so witty.”

Chapter 144: Beautiful or Not
Feiyu smiled sideways.

Little fool who couldn’t hear the double meaning.

She bit into a goose wing, getting oil on the corner of her mouth. Just as she was about to wipe it, a slender white hand extended an embroidered handkerchief decorated with orchid patterns and fragrant with perfume.

Feiyu’s gaze followed that hand up to Xiao Wen’s beautiful face.

The woman was smiling with slight shyness.

Feiyu frowned.

Offering courtesy to the wrong person?

After a long moment, she slowly extended her hand to accept the handkerchief. When their fingers slightly touched, Xiao Wen’s face suddenly turned red and she quickly withdrew her hand.

Feiyu stared at her, a flash of killing intent in her eyes.

Then she smiled, used the handkerchief to wipe her mouth, and casually tucked it into her bosom.

Xiao Wen kept her head down, not daring to look, only seeing her ears gradually turning pink.

Over there, Xiao Jing reached his arm across the group to offer a goose leg, “Miss Feiyu, try this.”

Feiyu accepted it, her slender fingers also touching Xiao Jing’s hand. Xiao Jing nearly dropped the goose leg.

Xiao Wen still kept her head down.

Feiyu smiled charmingly and suggested, “After eating we should digest—I hear Dongming County’s market is quite lively. Shall we go take a look?”

Everyone agreed. Xiao Wenliu excitedly said to Tie Ci, “Dongming County has many medicine halls and clinics opened by the Xiao family, all half-selling half-giving to treat poor people. There’s also a foundling home that specially takes in abandoned babies—the children there are so cute! But great-grandmother, grandfather, uncles and such all forbid me to go. Today I’ll take you to see, all right?”

Tie Ci’s heart stirred.

The Xiao family’s wide network of good relationships and reputation-buying through these charitable works wasn’t surprising, but given their style of openly providing disaster relief while secretly digging embankments that night, she felt these good deeds deserved careful examination.

She agreed, and the Xiao family servants bustled about again. They didn’t set out until late afternoon.

Gu Xiaoxiao feared crowds and naturally didn’t go. The rest took carriages and horses toward the county town.

The Xiao family’s ancestral estate wasn’t within Dongming County. The city gates were normally closed, with no more people admitted in the afternoon, but seeing the Xiao family carriages, the gate guards let them through without question.

The streets were still fairly lively at this time. As they strolled along, the area before Guandi Temple had many stalls—cockfighting, goat fighting, acrobatics, drum singing, creating a cacophony.

Their group was quite conspicuous, not only because of their luxurious clothing and grand appearance, but also because of Second Senior Brother’s strange outfit, which attracted secret stares like a magnet. Second Senior Brother had always enjoyed being the center of attention, walking with his head high and chest out, his Scottish kilt fluttering in the wind, each step carrying exotic charm from across the ocean.

Xiao Jing accompanied Feiyu, constantly asking what she wanted to eat or drink, always being elbowed away by Le Wuxun, then persistently following again after a while. Xiao Wenliu followed behind Tie Ci like a little tail, continuously introducing which things were delicious or fun. Tie Ci bought them all for her—ordinary things that made Xiao Wenliu beam with joy.

Xiao Wenliu pointed out a yellow flag with black borders to Tie Ci, saying it was the Xiao family symbol. Tie Ci counted and found nearly half the market stalls displayed this flag. She pointed to an area of connected shed houses with a pawn shop beside them and countless people selling food and drink outside, looking very lively, and asked, “What’s that place? It doesn’t look like a tea house.”

Xiao Wenliu blinked, “That place—grandfather and uncles all say it’s not a good place and never let me go.”

Over there, Xiao Jing’s face reddened slightly as he told Feiyu, “Miss Feiyu, places like gambling halls and pleasure houses are strictly forbidden to us Xiao family children…”

Hearing the sounds of dice and gambling cries from inside, Tie Ci knew it was a casino. Though the current dynasty prohibited gambling, since it couldn’t be completely stopped, most people showed some restraint, keeping their establishments hidden with modest scales. If high officials and nobles gambled, they mostly chose deep courtyards and secret rooms with very high stakes. This was the first time she’d seen such an openly large-scale gambling house like in Dongming.

No matter how the Xiao family disguised themselves as proper and modest, their arrogance in their own territory couldn’t be hidden.

Over there, Feiyu stopped and curiously asked Xiao Jing several questions. Learning that gambling here wasn’t regulated by officials—that officials even took a cut and could provide protection when needed—and that there were many gambling varieties including animal fighting with quail circles, cricket bowls, cockfighting pits, etc. Entering this gambling house provided one-stop service with eating, drinking, and entertainment all available. It was therefore famous far and wide, with people traveling thousands of li to play for ten days or half a month, returning impoverished, only to come back again soon after.

As Feiyu listened, her smile deepened, a dimple appearing faintly on her cheek. Xiao Jing was nearly intoxicated, thinking Miss Feiyu’s smile was so beautiful, she must be thinking of something extremely wonderful.

While chatting with him, Feiyu casually made a mark on someone’s bamboo shed as they passed a certain shop.

After a while, she said she needed to relieve herself and entered a roadside jewelry shop, went straight through the store into the back courtyard, then climbed over to an inconspicuous small courtyard next door.

In the small courtyard, two people—one tall, one short—were waiting for her. Feiyu got straight to the point: “Use that batch of Abyss Iron weapons I obtained as bait to lure Eleventh Brother here. Make him discover this gambling house and keep him here.”

The short one said cheerfully, “Make him gamble until he’s broke? Young Master, your plan is excellent. Gambling is too strictly prohibited in Liaodong, and the Jin family manages things tightly. I heard Eleventh Prince hasn’t gambled in a long time.”

Feiyu glanced at him and snorted dismissively.

The tall one said, “Idiot! Why go through all that trouble to trick him here just to make him broke? Naturally he should die in the gambling house.”

Feiyu smiled slightly.

Since she had dragged Eleventh Brother into gambling and cultivated him into a gambling addict years ago, she naturally wouldn’t let him quit easily.

So what if the Jin family had power and influence? So what if Jin controlled things strictly? If there were no opportunities in Liaodong, what about outside Liaodong?

As long as the Jin family still wanted to rise in status, as long as Eleventh Brother still coveted the throne, then like Second Brother, he couldn’t resist the temptation of Abyss Iron weapons. Even just to recover his losses, Eleventh Brother had to come.

Eleventh Brother and Second Brother were born of the same mother, both sons of Consort Jin. The Jin family was distinguished and skilled at recruiting talent, with several famous scholars under their command—she had long coveted them.

Having seventeen wolf-like elder brothers above wasn’t good, but it was convenient for her, the poor little one, to pick up their scraps!

What leaked from each brother’s hands was enough to keep her well-fed.

The debts from years of humiliation should be slowly repaid.

When Second Brother went missing before, the Jin family searched frantically like headless flies, suffered heavy losses in manpower at her hands, had much silver money tricked away, and took many wrong turns. Now they had finally gotten Second Brother back, but because of that secret weapon forging, his fall from favor was certain.

Solving Eleventh Brother would finish off the quite powerful Jin family.

News of Fourth Brother’s death had already reached Liaodong. The Embroidered Guards moved upon hearing it, severely impeaching him before the Great King. Fourth Brother’s mansion was confiscated, and the Embroidered Guards made a fortune.

Fourth Brother was a legitimate son, beloved by the Queen Consort.

Having struck the Jin family, how could she let the legitimate line benefit?

After arranging subsequent plans with several subordinates, Feiyu climbed back over, returning to the jewelry shop with a red face. She immediately received a gift from Xiao Jing—a gold filigree kingfisher feather peony hairpin.

She immediately put it in her hair, ignoring everyone else but deliberately moving to the front, grabbing Tie Ci’s sleeve and bringing her face close, smiling as she showed off the hairpin: “Young Master Xiao bought it for me. Beautiful or not?”

Chapter 145: Will You Marry Me
Tie Ci glanced at Xiao Jing. The youth stood there, smiling somewhat shyly, his snow-white face slightly flushed. Looking at them, he and Feiyu truly seemed well-matched.

She thought about it—she seemed to have never bought anything for Feiyu. Seeing her so delighted, her heart felt uncomfortable.

But buying something for her at this moment would seem too obvious.

Watching Feiyu’s fingers fiddle with the tassels on the hairpin, she smiled and helped straighten the pin for Feiyu, but couldn’t help saying, “The Xiao family showing such courtesy probably has some intentions. Have you… thought about it?”

“What intentions?” Feiyu looked at her sideways.

Tie Ci didn’t believe this shrewd person was completely clueless. She chuckled, “With the Xiao family’s status, they wouldn’t casually form marriage ties with people of unknown origins. Be careful—’Poor beauty, sweet lord, content to be concubine.'”

“Being a concubine to the Xiao family doesn’t seem bad at all.” Feiyu gazed at her slantwise, saying slowly, “I never told you before, but my origins are actually ordinary. Though my family had some modest assets, we fell into decline. I myself am just a concubine-born daughter, and after wandering the martial world, I learned some skills through chance encounters. But ultimately it’s a drifting fate like floating duckweed. How would sons of good families be willing to take me as a proper wife? Yet I’m unwilling to marry peddlers and laborers to be the main wife of a poor household. Calculating it all, being a concubine to this legitimate Xiao family son seems most suitable.”

Tie Ci felt stifled hearing this but couldn’t refute it. Though she suspected Feiyu’s origins were definitely not from a small household, her current explanation was quite reasonable. After all, if she were still wealthy, no woman would lower herself to a pleasure house. Her proud and ruthless temperament was definitely more than ordinary small households could handle.

Feiyu smiled again, “Otherwise your Second Senior Brother would work too. I see he treats me quite well, though he seems to have some illness…”

Without thinking, Tie Ci said, “Second Senior Brother won’t do. He’s careless in his actions and loves causing trouble—definitely not a good match.”

“This won’t do, that won’t do.” Feiyu said melodiously, “Will you marry me then?”

Tie Ci: “…”

Actually, responding with a joke would be fine, but now she was unwilling to lie to Feiyu.

After a long moment she said, “The hairpin looks good?”

“Good.”

“Do you like it?”

“I like it.”

“Then I’ll make one for you with my own hands. Would you like that?”

Feiyu smiled.

In the sunlight, her eyes blazed like fire.

“Then I’ll throw this one away.”

Tie Ci sighed, thinking damn it, if Feiyu didn’t mind her female body, then she’d take them all!

Three palaces and six courtyards, both men and women—what’s wrong with that!

Though matters should be discussed step by step, now wasn’t the time.

Feiyu’s eyes inexplicably showed joy. She pulled out the hairpin and stuffed it into Second Senior Brother’s hands, saying “It’s yours,” then turned and excitedly dragged Xiao Jing to the gambling house.

A quarter hour later, Xiao Jing stared dumbfounded at that beauty who had lifted her skirts and tied them at her waist, rolled up her sleeves exposing a pair of white wrists, put one foot on a stool, and slapped down dominoes with one hand. She stared at that row of colorful tiles with bright eyes, laughing heartily when winning, and when losing, kicked a burly man into a rolling gourd with one foot.

Xiao Jing: “…”

The goddess crumbled in his heart.

His little heart went crack, crack, breaking into countless pieces.

…

Tie Ci also entered the gambling house, but didn’t sit at Xiao Jing’s table. She chose another table and sat down. She had a different style—unhurried and unflurried, shuffling and dealing cards with practiced gestures, showing a general’s bearing. She leisurely won a small pile of silver, and when others were losing and black-faced, she would appropriately lose a hand, like holding a fishing rod swaying gently. Both gamblers and dealers became fish in her pond, staring at her bait swaying back and forth. One person controlled the rhythm of the entire game.

Tie Ci had always considered herself poor at gambling, but now realized the skills honed over years at her master’s card table—while insufficient against Third Senior Sister—were more than enough for these gamblers. Xiao Wenliu sat tightly beside her with her chin in her hands, cheering loudly and helping count chips when she won, sighing and anxiously reaching for her own small purse when she lost. Her gaze followed Tie Ci everywhere, always bright and shining.

After playing for half an hour, Tie Ci pushed away her cards and rose decisively. Everyone at the table breathed a sigh of relief and saw her off with smiles.

Someone brought over her winnings converted to silver. Tie Ci weighed it, thinking whether to buy good wood or fine jade for carving. Turning her head, she saw Xiao Wenliu looking at her eagerly and asking, “Young Master Ye, could you give me a piece of this silver?”

Tie Ci didn’t mind, smiling, “Your capital was included anyway, so you should have it.” She picked out a plum blossom-shaped ingot. Xiao Wenliu joyfully put it in her small purse and patted it.

Xiao Wen stood to the side with no presence, watching the flowing waves in her eyes and her flushed cheeks, then turned away, her gaze lightly drifting over green treetops.

Over there, Feiyu also came out from gambling, apparently with quite a harvest. She walked while tossing a small brocade pouch, then casually threw it to Xiao Jing after a few tosses, laughing carelessly, “Thanks for standing guard, Young Master Xiao. Here, take your cut.”

Taking a cut meant commission. Xiao Jing caught it, bewildered, and after a long moment, managed a bitter smile.

But when he steadied himself and saw Feiyu’s flowing wide sleeves and skirts ahead, he couldn’t control his legs and hurried to catch up.

Suddenly it became very lively ahead, with everyone shouting about watching iron flower performance. Xiao Wenliu’s eyes lit up and she nearly jumped, saying hurriedly, “Iron flower performance! Is it the Shengyu troupe’s iron flower show? This is truly rare to see. Quick, quick! Get a good spot!”

Someone in the distance shouted loudly, “Master Wang of Danlan Street’s vow before the Dao Lord was fulfilled—today he fulfills his promise!” The crowd surged like a tide.

Iron flower performances were popular in the Jing River region. Tie Ci had heard of them before. This folk art was originally a Daoist activity for praying for blessings, warding off disasters, driving away evil, and protecting homes. The five trades of craftsmen would also perform iron flowers when opening for business. Previously it only occurred when craftsmen opened for business at the beginning of each year and at important Daoist ceremonies and celebrations. In recent years it had gradually become popular nationwide. Whenever common folk made vows, celebrated, held weddings, or achieved success, they would invite such performances. Iron flower shows were most popular in Heyu Province. From this troupe’s name, it must be a famous troupe from that Heyu region.

Before she could reply, Xiao Wenliu had already run over. The crowd formed three layers around a performance area. In the center, a two-zhang-high two-story octagonal pavilion was erected. The first story was about one and a half zhang, the second half a zhang—this was the flower pavilion. Fresh willow branches were spread on the pavilion, with various fireworks and firecrackers tied to the branches. At the very top center of the pavilion was the main pole, from which hung long “ritual decorations”—an extremely large string of bright red firecrackers. The entire pavilion’s shape corresponded to Daoist doctrine: “The One generates Two Forms, Two Forms generate Four Images, Four Images generate Eight Trigrams, Eight Trigrams generate Five Elements, Five Elements generate all things.”

Beside the flower pavilion was an unremarkable iron furnace, with large bellows blowing wind into it—this was the melting furnace containing molten iron.

The flower performers were the main attraction—twelve people, all bare-chested, holding inverted gourd ladles. One hand held a flower rod—a willow stick the thickness of a fist with a small groove at the tip to hold molten iron—while the other held a plain willow stick without grooves.

Amid the crowd’s cheers, the twelve moved in single file, quickly approaching the flower pavilion. They struck the upper rod with the lower rod. The iron juice in the rod flew out in a black arc toward the pavilion, shattering against willow branches and igniting the firecrackers and fireworks on them. A spray of brilliant gold and deep red shot skyward.

The first performer struck and left, returning to the furnace for more molten iron, while the next followed immediately, creating another spray of fireworks. Rod after rod continued endlessly. For a moment, sparks flew and scattered, flowing light like a waterfall, red fire swirling, broken gold filling the sky. The brilliant light extended to the heavens and enveloped half the county town.

This scene was truly spectacular. Suddenly more cheers arose as two people came forward, clearly more skilled. They made the iron flowers dance like playing dragons, shattering into countless colorful crystal scales, or rolling into brilliant spirals like nine-heaven phoenixes dropping feathers to form spheres. The flower rods rose and fell in their hands as they walked and struck, circling the arena. The iron flowers rolled like dragons wrapped in bright armor, tumbling and moving. The cheers on the field nearly lifted the sky, with someone excitedly shouting, “Iron flower dragon dance!”

To make iron flowers dance in dragon form naturally demanded higher skills from the performers. Watching the dragon dance and rise, the crowd followed it, surging and pushing. Tie Ci instinctively spread her arms to protect Feiyu, then turned to see Xiao Wenliu about to be knocked down by the crowd and reached out to pull her. With this turn, she was unknowingly pushed to a different position by the crowd without realizing it.

With firecrackers and cheers echoing throughout the city, naturally no nearby sounds could be heard. She saw Feiyu turn back with a smile, opening and closing her mouth as if saying something, but it was completely inaudible.

She also didn’t hear the commotion behind them, beyond the crowd.

It was Second Senior Brother, who had somehow fallen behind and was now being chased by a group of angry-faced people. He ran toward where there were more people. Seeing sparks flying ahead and thinking they were setting off fireworks, he leaped up, falling toward the high center of the crowd.

At this moment, a flower performer struck out, the dragon head rose up, colliding with the large “ritual decoration” on the main pole. Instantly firecrackers shook the sky, five colors stretched endlessly, clashing and colliding with the dragon head’s red colored light, creating a sky full of stars. Everyone was startled by that magnificent spectacle and instinctively looked up together.

This was called “hitting the mark”—the most intense moment of iron flower performance, when everyone cheered.

Second Senior Brother couldn’t squeeze through the crowd, so he leaped over it, landing on something high. But his feet felt very hot, and hearing people scream, he instinctively kicked away whatever was under his feet.

Tie Ci suddenly felt alarmed, seeming to faintly hear screams. Looking up, she discovered that somehow she and the others had approached near the melting furnace. The furnace had been kicked over, with someone nearby splashed by the scalding molten iron, their screams drowned in cheers and firecracker sounds.

That large mass of molten iron, hot enough to melt flesh and destroy bone, was pouring down toward her and Feiyu!

Beside her, Xiao Wenliu screamed, obviously noticing too. This girl was rather simple—she didn’t react to realize this was molten iron and suddenly rushed over to pull her.

Tie Ci had already grabbed Feiyu preparing to teleport, but seeing her rush over, cursed internally.

If she teleported away, this girl would bear the brunt and be melted by the molten iron!

In that instant, she only had time to push Feiyu away forcefully.

Then she turned her back, shielding Xiao Wenliu, and pointed backward at the pouring molten iron.

She shouted in her heart: “Restore!”

In that flash, all her mental energy concentrated in her brain, all her body’s strength concentrated at her fingertip. Inside her organs came several consecutive snapping sounds as the long-dormant reverse-flowing true energy appeared like a swimming dragon, breaking through barriers and acupoints like angry waves rolling backward.

Behind her seemed like a mountain of flames collapsing, scorching waves killing toward her. Where her finger touched felt like being suddenly bitten by sharp teeth. Ten fingers connect to the heart—the pain pierced to the bone.

She convulsed.

But didn’t withdraw her hand.

She pressed firmly on the edge of the molten iron.

That sharp pain didn’t dissipate, but the liquid sensation seemed to change.

Behind her came another cry of alarm, then a whoosh of wind as someone lunged forward. With a clang, something hard hit the ground, shattering and scattering dirt.

She suddenly fell into a warm embrace. That person held her, frantically feeling all over her body.

The familiar sandalwood and patchouli scent made her heart settle. She patted Feiyu’s back to show she was fine, then glanced to see the overturned furnace still leaking molten iron, with a large iron block added to the ground.

That block was the molten iron that had poured toward her, then been restored by her to its original solid state.

By now the crowd had scattered in alarm, including the flower performers. Some stood bewildered in place while others threw down their flower rods and joined the fleeing crowd. Tie Ci shouted, “The pavilion!” and pushed Feiyu away to go up.

Feiyu pressed her down, leaped up herself, grabbed a flower rod from a performer’s hands, and in a few steps mounted the pavilion. Sparks gradually died under her feet. She turned and climbed the top pole, seeing those bare-chested, gourd-capped flower performers escaping. With a wave of her hand, burning willow branches shot out like flashing stars, instantly reaching behind the two master performers who had appeared last. Fire blazed as the two men wailed and fell, immediately seized by the Xiao family guards who had reacted.

Feiyu didn’t stop. The willow rod in her hand struck the flower pavilion continuously. Each fire dragon that blazed precisely knocked down an escaping person. How she accurately found the troublemakers among the scattering, fleeing crowd was unknown.

At this moment, on the square, crowds scattered with their backs to the flower fire. Only she stood at the pavilion’s center, smiling with anger, her downward gaze filled with killing intent. Flower fire shot from her palms in all directions like countless flame whips, lashing demons and monsters. She was the master of that realm, punishing countless malicious hearts below for the sake of the one person she held dear.

Tie Ci had been angry, planning to personally deal with these bastards who treated human life carelessly. When that molten iron poured down earlier, she wouldn’t have been the only unlucky one.

However, now looking up at Feiyu, her anger seemed to dissipate instantly. Flower fire and starlight reflected in her eyes, and something in her eyes shone brighter than the flower fire.

Suddenly Feiyu gestured to her, indicating she should look at the trajectory of the iron flowers.

Tie Ci was startled and looked back at the horizon, only then discovering that after that circle of strikes, a heart-shaped trace faintly remained in mid-air.

Flickering slightly with red light and smoke, above the crowd—a giant heart.

When the wind passed, it scattered in an instant.

Chapter 146: Go Back Home and Cultivate Soon
Tie Ci stood frozen in place, unsure whether this was a coincidence or one of Feiyu’s romantic gestures.

However, since she had specifically called her to look, it was naturally meant for her.

She also didn’t know how Feiyu had learned the meaning of making a heart with her hands—perhaps Second Senior Brother had explained it to her.

Star flowers scattered from the flower canopy, and Feiyu stood among them, ethereal and graceful like a fairy.

In the distance, Xiao Jing and the others craned their necks like geese, gazing up in fascination, yet she only smiled at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci also began to smile slowly, and the burning pain in her finger seemed to ease considerably.

Xiao Wenliu rushed over, lifting her finger to examine it, her voice carrying a sob: “Your hand… your hand… Thank you for saving me…”

Tie Ci turned to look at her, her expression complex.

She truly hadn’t expected Xiao Wenliu to rush forward to save her at that moment.

Of course, Xiao Wenliu didn’t know it was molten iron at the time—everything was an instinctive reaction. But precisely because it was instinctive, it was all the more precious.

Tie Ci didn’t have a compassionate heart; those born into the imperial family weren’t allowed such luxury. Just as she had earlier felt that the younger generation of the Xiao family weren’t all detestable and had experienced faint pity—that was only due to her master’s long influence, giving her initial respect for life. But this didn’t prevent her from continuing to pay homage to heads rolling all over the ground after her moment of pity.

Deep in her bones, she remained a self-defender who feared neither blood nor death.

She withdrew her hand, saying coolly: “It’s nothing. Consider it repayment for Miss Xiao’s earlier protection.”

After speaking, she looked at the several iron flower performers and spectators who had been restrained. Those people looked panicked and insisted they knew nothing about what had just happened—they were merely performing iron flowers and watching the show. Wasn’t the furnace overturned by your own people?

When questioned about Second Senior Brother, he said coldly: “I saw that the fighting arena over there was full of inferior breeds. They stuck fancy feathers on them and oiled them to pass as famous varieties, then fed those chickens and crickets some unknown drugs. On stage they fought like mad warriors, off stage they immediately collapsed dead stiff. Then those drugged chickens could be sent to the neighboring tavern, plucked and slaughtered for customers to eat. What a completely profitable business. I just don’t know who those chicken-eaters will turn to when they go home and go mad later. So I smashed that fighting arena, and those people actually dared to chase me. Under Great Qian’s rule, is there truly no law?”

As soon as he said this, the onlookers’ faces changed. Naturally there were also people from taverns and gambling houses around, who immediately cried out in protest. The troupe leader of the Sheng Yu Troupe stepped forward and said: “One matter is one matter. If this is how you tell it, then your own people overturned the furnace. Even if we trace it to its source, we need only ask those from the tavern and gambling house who chased you. What are you doing with my people?”

At this moment, a group of constables arrived, shouting from afar for everyone to disperse. Drawing near, the leader listened to everyone’s accounts, pointed at those being restrained, and said: “Since it has nothing to do with these people, release them!”

Then pointing at Second Senior Brother, he said: “You ran around recklessly, overturned the furnace, and nearly injured someone. Considering it was unintentional, we won’t pursue the matter further. Take out one hundred taels of silver to compensate the victim for medical treatment!”

Second Senior Brother said with a cold face: “What about those who chased me? Those who cheated and deceived people? You’re not dealing with them?”

“The Sheng Yi Tavern and Tianping House have been operating here for ten years. If there really were such things as you describe, how could they have remained safe and sound until today?” The constable sneered, pointing his staff toward the gambling house and tavern. “If you’re not satisfied, come with us to take another look. If you can produce evidence, we’ll naturally arrest people. If you can’t produce evidence, then you lot,” he pointed at Tie Ci and Feiyu as well, “gathering to cause trouble and beating innocents—you’ll all go to jail!”

Tie Ci had remained silent throughout, watching with a smile, understanding in her heart that if they went to look for evidence now, they naturally wouldn’t find any.

If they truly had such methods, they would naturally be extremely secretive. How could Second Senior Brother have happened to see them?

This was a trap from the beginning—letting Second Senior Brother see that setup, provoking him to act, then chasing and driving him away, luring him to step on the furnace. Meanwhile, there were their people in the crowd who, taking advantage of the surging masses, pushed and shoved their group toward the furnace. Once something happened, it would merely be their own people harming their own people, unrelated to anyone else.

She hadn’t originally been certain which faction was moving against them, but as soon as she saw the constables appear, she understood.

This was Xiao family territory, and the government was also the Xiao family’s government. The attitude of the official intervention was the Xiao family’s attitude.

To seek proof now would only trap them in deeper mud and give the other party better excuses to deal with them.

The Xiao family, was it…

Scheming to have her attack herself?

Then it would be rude not to reciprocate.

She suddenly hissed and her face went pale.

Sure enough, Xiao Wenliu looked over with concern, and seeing her complexion, felt both heartbroken and angry.

Feiyu promptly supported Tie Ci, saying softly: “Forget it. We’re outsiders, and with the government’s attitude, if we insist on confronting them, we won’t get anywhere good. Let’s hurry and find a doctor to bandage the wound. Look at your hand—you can see the bone.”

Tie Ci said: “Clearly those people were sneaky and schemed against my senior brother. Look, they’re laughing!”

Feiyu advised: “A strong dragon cannot suppress a local snake. Let’s make peace.”

Xiao Wenliu wanted to speak but held back.

Tie Ci sighed and said: “I just feel indignant. How dangerous it was—Miss Xiao nearly lost her life!”

Feiyu: “Didn’t Miss Xiao turn out fine? As long as no one was hurt, just bow your head and it’ll pass.”

Xiao Wenliu’s face slowly flushed red.

Tie Ci said: “Senior Brother, you should pay the money.”

Second Senior Brother: “Why should I pay? I won’t…” Before he finished speaking, Feiyu viciously pinched his waist flesh from behind, twisting once, then again. Second Senior Brother cried “Ow!” then said, “…I can’t not pay!”

With a cold face, he reluctantly pulled out a hundred-tael banknote and handed it to the constable. The constable took the money, and seeing that everyone was being reasonable, nodded with a stern face, casually handing the banknote to the tavern owner beside him. The tavern owner accepted the banknote with a triumphant smile, waved it, and said: “I’ll spare you!”

He was satisfied, but the gambling house owner next to him wasn’t having it. Seeing that the crowd could be bullied, he shouted loudly: “Our gambling house also has losses! Why don’t you compensate me! Our property was damaged, our reputation harmed, and several chickens and crickets died. You must pay two hundred taels!”

As soon as he started shouting, those who had been restrained also became unruly. The iron flower performer also raised his head and yelled: “They injured me too, they must compensate me!”

“Pay up!”

Several gambling house thugs rushed forward. In the pushing and shoving crowd, somehow Tie Ci stepped back and her wound was bumped, making her cry out in pain.

Suddenly a figure darted out and slapped the gambling house owner who was charging at the front. The crisp, loud slap rang out.

All around suddenly fell silent.

The constable looked carefully at the person who had rushed out, and his expression changed drastically.

The gambling house owner was still dazed, covering his face. Without thinking, he was about to retaliate when someone said: “Stop.”

The constable had already bowed deeply: “Eleventh Young Master.”

He bowed even deeper with another salute: “Ninth Miss.”

The one who had rushed out to hit someone was Xiao Wenliu, and the one who had quickly come out to protect Xiao Wenliu was Xiao Jing.

Xiao Wenliu, her face flushed, pointed at the gambling house owner: “Pushing for more and more, going too far!”

Then pointing at those who had been restrained, she said: “Making underhanded moves to harm people, yet you dare demand compensation here. Who indulged your arrogance! The government won’t investigate, is that it? Take them back, I’ll investigate! I want to ask who pushed me toward that furnace earlier, and who drove people to overturn the furnace to burn me to death!”

When she was in danger earlier, Xiao Jing and the others were on the other side and hadn’t seen that scene. Hearing this now, they couldn’t help but change color.

The group of constables also panicked. They had received arrangements from someone in the Xiao family to handle the matter this way, but they hadn’t expected that Ninth Miss, who held the highest position among the Xiao family’s younger generation, would step forward saying she was the victim. This wasn’t something that could be handled with favoritism or glossed over.

One constable whispered to his superior: “This doesn’t look right. Could it be the Xiao family having internal strife? When immortals fight, little devils suffer—we can’t wade into these murky waters!”

The constable captain nodded and made a quick decision: “Since Miss Xiao has been disturbed, let Miss Xiao handle it herself.” He retrieved the hundred taels from the tavern owner and returned it to Second Senior Brother, then left with his men without another word.

Tie Ci observed coldly, gaining a clearer understanding of the Xiao family’s power in this place. Such matters should be brought to court for proper handling, not dealt with through private punishment. Yet with one word from Xiao Wenliu, whatever she wanted could be done.

Xiao Wenliu felt she had been wronged and stood there with great authority giving orders: “This one, this one, and this one—tie them all up! Send them back to the old residence and ask Fourth Great-Uncle to help me deal with them! Tell Fourth Great-Uncle that these people tried to kill me, and no matter what, I must have an explanation!”

Her attendants naturally obeyed. Xiao Wenliu was about to point at the gambling house and tavern owners when Xiao Jing quietly tugged her sleeve and whispered: “Those are our family’s businesses… family reputation…”

“How embarrassing…” Xiao Wenliu muttered, “But I still have to tell Fourth Great-Uncle! Our family has always had a good reputation! Don’t let these people ruin our face!”

After glaring at the two trembling men, she turned to Tie Ci with a radiant smile: “Let’s go to the medical clinic!”

Tie Ci smiled as she watched those people being led away by her attendants, noticing someone hurriedly coming downstairs from a distant tavern and leaving, very satisfied with how events were developing.

The Xiao family was said to be very united, but she didn’t believe that a great clan could truly be as solid as iron.

If she hadn’t guessed wrong, today’s iron flower incident should be related to that unlucky Eighth Master Xiao.

Let the Xiao family people deal with their own.

Whether it was the second branch of the Xiao family harboring resentment toward Assistant Minister Xiao from now on, or conflicts intensifying with Fourth Master Xiao, both were things she was happy to see.

The group went to the medical clinic, also called the Medicine Dispensary. The resident physician at the Xiao family’s Medicine Dispensary was extremely attentive. Tie Ci’s finger injury was serious—when the molten iron splashed over, she had to touch something solid to use her restoration ability, and the iron liquid was scalding hot. Even just a bit at the edge had burned her skin and flesh to char, with white bone visible.

Tie Ci herself wasn’t particularly concerned, but Xiao Wenliu kept gasping at the sight, tears in her eyes, circling around her like a puppy, repeatedly instructing the doctor to bandage carefully. She forced the doctor to wrap Tie Ci’s finger in layer after layer, turning it into something like a club.

When they finished and came out, next door was an orphanage. Xiao Wenliu looked at it longingly but very sensibly suggested they should return early to rest. Seeing her puppy-like expression, Tie Ci smiled and patted her head, saying gently: “Since we’re right here, let’s go in and take a look.”

Xiao Wenliu’s eyes immediately brightened. She grabbed Tie Ci’s sleeve and said softly: “Brother Ye, you’re so good!”

Feiyu beside them shot a sinister glance over.

Tie Ci smiled and withdrew her sleeve. Realizing she had impulsively given a head pat and fearing it might cause misunderstandings, she said gently: “Miss Xiao, you’re almost of age. As an outside man, I must be respectful toward you.”

Xiao Wenliu said with an innocent expression: “But I really do see you as a brother.”

Tie Ci was stunned.

Her male disguise was exceptionally outstanding, and attracting admirers was common. She was used to women occasionally falling for her, and had assumed this beloved eldest daughter of the Xiao family was the same, attracted by her appearance. She hadn’t expected her heart to be so pure, untouched by romantic feelings.

Xiao Wenliu counted on her fingers: “In the past, I most admired my Uncle Xueya and also liked Seventh Brother and Eleventh Brother, but Uncle Xueya is too cold, Seventh Brother too simple, and Eleventh Brother too soft—each had something that didn’t suit my heart. Only today, meeting Brother Ye, did I know there could be someone in this world both proud-spirited and gentle and understanding. The moment I saw you, I felt happy. No matter who you are, no matter what you’re like, this must be what they call affinity.”

Tie Ci’s heart stirred slightly.

She turned to look at Xiao Wenliu.

She hadn’t expected the Xiao family to have such a crystal-pure person.

Surrounded by pearls and jewels, cherished and protected in every way, never experiencing wind and rain, never stained by worldly dust—only such conditions could create such pure white heaven and earth.

What good fortune indeed.

These years in the palace, constantly beaten by her great-aunt every few days, though Tie Ci’s expression remained unmoved, in her heart she had long regarded the Xiao family as a great enemy. When the day came for sword cuts and horse trampling, she would show no mercy.

Therefore she didn’t mind being false and agreeable with the Xiao family.

However, killing people was acceptable, and acting was acceptable, but trampling on sincere hearts—that was better avoided.

Therefore, faced with this earnest confession, she merely smiled faintly, said “How can I compare to your brothers?” and walked away.

Since this was a spontaneous decision, when they stepped into the neighboring orphanage, they were stopped.

The gatekeeper looked suspicious and tried to dismiss them with “We don’t receive outside visitors.” Xiao Wenliu was about to reveal her identity but was stopped by Tie Ci.

She smiled and said: “We’ve come from far away. Hearing there’s an orphanage here, we want to adopt a child.”

The gatekeeper looked her up and down, then at the men and women beside her, pointing at her and Feiyu: “You two are young—are you afraid you can’t have children? Why adopt some brat who didn’t crawl out of your own belly so early? Go on, go back and diligently cultivate!”

Tie Ci was confused, not understanding why, among all the possible male-female combinations present, he had specifically pointed at her and Feiyu. Could it be that the two of them looked like husband and wife?

Over there, Feiyu was already beaming with joy. She stepped forward, took Tie Ci’s sleeve, and said coquettishly: “Since that’s the case, husband, let’s hurry back home and cultivate!”

Chapter 147: Family Portrait
Xiao Wenliu spat and said: “What nonsense, Brother Ye isn’t even married yet.” As she spoke, she took out the Xiao family token.

The gatekeeper’s expression changed, and he immediately turned and shouted at the top of his voice, loud enough to burst eardrums: “Ninth Miss of the Xiao family has come to inspect! Everyone prepare!”

This startled Xiao Wenliu, who said: “Keep your voice down, what if you frighten the children!”

The gatekeeper smiled sheepishly, rubbing his hands: “This lowly one has no experience and has never received such distinguished guests…”

His manner was humble, yet he still blocked the doorway. Though Xiao Wenliu was naive, she wasn’t stupid. She tilted her head to look at him, then suddenly pushed him aside and walked into the courtyard.

As soon as they entered the courtyard, a crowd of wet nurses in coarse cloth emerged from inside, all bowing in unison to the Xiao family young master and miss. There were so many of them that they blocked the path. Xiao Wenliu had to deal with them for quite a while before finally entering the interior. It was a quadrangle courtyard with over ten rooms, all converted into large common rooms filled with countless small beds. The main hall housed infants under one year old and their wet nurses, the eastern wing housed children under six, and the western wing housed children over six, divided into separate rooms for boys and girls.

The children came out in batches to kowtow to the Xiao family miss and young masters. The first group was the oldest children, who looked neat and clean. Though they couldn’t be called plump and healthy, they were presentable enough.

However, children of this age should normally be lively and spirited, yet every one of these children kept their eyes downcast and submissive.

This was understandable—life in an orphanage could hardly compare to having a family; it was merely enough to keep them from starving.

But what was strange was that although these children were made to keep their heads down by the wet nurses, each one had outstanding features, whether boy or girl.

This was rather odd. Were abandoned babies selected based on appearance? Where had all the ugly ones gone?

Tie Ci had keen hearing and could hear rustling sounds from the eastern wing, along with low urgent voices, as if they were changing clothes.

After a while, the children under six came out to kowtow, also neatly dressed, with creases still visible in their clothes upon closer inspection.

The steward personally attended to them, showing everyone the rice, flour, grains, and oil, as well as clothing donated from various sources.

There was quite a lot, but the problem was: with so many children who consumed so much daily, where did all this inventory come from?

It looked more like it had been placed there specifically for inspection.

But Xiao Wenliu and the others didn’t have her sharp eyes and were very satisfied, nodding frequently.

At the nursery, when the wet nurses said they would bring the babies out, Xiao Wenliu couldn’t wait and rushed in to look. She lingered at each small bed, drooling with envy, her burning gaze suggesting she wanted to take a bite.

After watching for a while, Tie Ci noticed they were all raised plump and healthy, and the wet nurses were also very plump, each one looking like they were molded from lard.

The room where the babies lived was perfumed with incense, and the bedding in the small beds was soft and clean. Tie Ci quietly reached down and felt the damp, unchanged mattress underneath, then raised her hand to smell it—a strong urine odor.

A wet nurse passed by Tie Ci, and as her sleeves moved, they gave off a medicinal fragrance.

One wet nurse who had just finished nursing a child and put the baby down had not only the medicinal scent but also a hint of alcohol.

Xiao Wenliu looked and looked, unable to resist any longer. She carefully reached out to pick up a baby, but didn’t know how to hold it properly. She lifted the baby by its sides, then suddenly realized how soft the baby was, like it had no bones, which startled her. Her hands loosened, but Tie Ci was right beside her and caught the baby with one hand, smoothly cradling it horizontally in her arm and gently patting it. The baby, who had opened its mouth to cry from fright, immediately quieted down.

Her movement was smooth as flowing water. Xiao Wenliu watched in amazement, and after a long moment said with great admiration: “Brother Ye, you even know how to care for children?”

Tie Ci said: “Don’t you women all know this?”

Feiyu, who was called out, looked over with a half-smile. Both remembered the similar conversation they’d had during their escape after saving the Liu family baby from the fire. They thought of those brief but peaceful days in Lingquan Village, holding babies in the sunshine, listening to neighbors talk about mulberry and hemp.

Given their identities, both rarely had such ordinary and leisurely lives. Precisely because it was rare, it remained vividly clear in their memories like an engraving.

The nursery was quite busy. The babies didn’t care whether important people were inspecting—when they cried, fussed, got hungry, or soiled themselves, there were only two or three wet nurses rushing around sweating profusely. The baby in Tie Ci’s arms made a sound, and Tie Ci said: “Soiled.” A wet nurse came over with clean diapers, apologizing: “This is dirty work, let this servant handle it.”

Tie Ci smiled and said it was fine, lifting the child’s legs. Since her hand was injured, Feiyu came over and skillfully helped clean and change the diaper. During their time in Lingquan Village, Dong Dezi’s wife had her own child to care for, so the eating, drinking, and elimination needs of the baby were all handled by the two of them. After so many days, Feiyu had become quite experienced.

This time Xiao Wenliu’s eyes grew even wider. Seeing baby excrement, she instinctively wanted to avoid it, never expecting that people as elegant and beautiful as Ye Ci and Feiyu could do such things. She felt both ashamed and admiring, moved to tears by her own emotions. She threw away the handkerchief she’d been using to cover her nose and wanted to help.

But those two didn’t welcome this oblivious third wheel. With a movement of their shoulders, they squeezed out the hot-headed Miss Xiao.

Before long, the two had helped feed several children rice soup, cleaned up their waste, changed their wrappings, and each carried a clean baby outside to sit shoulder to shoulder in the evening sun.

Both wore lazy expressions as the evening breeze stirred their loose robes. In their arms, the two babies on left and right were also comfortable and drowsy. The setting sun’s afterglow touched their cheeks and shoulders, coating them in gentle golden light.

Xiao Jing, Xiao Wen, Second Senior Brother, and the others weren’t interested in children, finding them dirty, so they sat in the courtyard drinking tea. Watching this scene from afar, they all stopped their cups and conversation, inexplicably struck by some peaceful and tranquil power.

Xiao Jing’s expression was somewhat dim, and that strange look appeared in Xiao Wen’s eyes again. Only Second Senior Brother, with his wooden nature, glanced once, called it ridiculous, and went back to cursing the gambling houses and taverns.

Bathed in sunlight, bouncing the children in their arms, Feiyu said: “Doesn’t this look like a family portrait? Look how stunned they all are.”

After thinking, she added: “No, no, my family portrait wouldn’t have just these few children—at least seventeen or eighteen babies.”

Tie Ci laughed in shock: “Seventeen or eighteen? Who would bear them? You?”

Feiyu straightened her chest, her eyes flowing with charm: “What, don’t you believe I’m fertile ground?”

An old woman passing by had poor eyesight and wasn’t paying attention to their identities. Hearing this, she muttered: “Skinny as a stick and you dare call yourself fertile ground. Your waist is so thin,” she reached out to pinch Feiyu’s waist, “your hips so narrow,” she patted Feiyu’s bottom, then her gaze fell on her chest before nodding: “Only your breasts count as good flesh.” After speaking, she carried her washing basin inside.

Feiyu: “…”

Tie Ci sighed: “Expert evaluation—you’d do well to bear two!”

Feiyu stood and leaned against her chair back, breathing like orchids at her ear: “So, would you mind if I bore few?”

Tie Ci’s ear was tickled by the breath. She laughed and dodged, saying: “Any man wouldn’t mind you.”

She had always treated such flirtatious words as jokes, truly because she didn’t understand her own heart and didn’t want to hurt others. But now she had hardened her resolve, thinking since she couldn’t bear to part with anyone, as long as the other was willing, she’d accept them all. Once she possessed the world, why couldn’t she follow her heart?

With this mindset released, she could handle the flirtation.

But hearing this, Feiyu thought the flirtation had succeeded and Ye Shiba had finally relented.

For a moment she couldn’t help feeling confused. When she couldn’t move him with flirtation, she’d changed identities to flirt, which obviously worked. But Feiyu wasn’t Rong Wei—had Ye Shiba transferred his affections?

So he really wasn’t interested in men?

Then what was she really after with all this pretense?

Tie Ci wasn’t conflicted anymore, so now it was Feiyu’s turn to be conflicted, becoming jealous of herself. She snorted, dumped the child onto Tie Ci, and turned to leave.

Tie Ci was baffled, thinking: I responded to your flirtation and you got angry—what kind of temperament is this?

After thinking, she decided to clarify her female identity quickly. She went to put her hand on Feiyu’s shoulder, saying: “Listen to me…”

Suddenly the outer gate banged loudly. Since everyone was attending in the back, no one immediately answered the door. The person outside grew impatient and shouted roughly: “Inside there! Steward Zhang! What are you all doing! My master sent me to pick up the one he chose earlier…”

Tie Ci saw a clean, fair seven or eight-year-old boy among the crowd, and her face went pale.

A flurry of footsteps sounded as Steward Zhang rushed out with several servants, pushing the person away while shouting loudly: “What ruffian dares make noise at our door! Get lost!”

After a while he returned, telling Xiao Wenliu and Xiao Jing: “That was a drunk troublemaker from outside. I hope the distinguished guests weren’t startled.”

The young masters and misses didn’t take this interruption seriously. Seeing it was getting late, Xiao Jing suggested going to the Xiao family restaurant for dinner. But Xiao Wenliu felt that Tie Ci was injured and should rest properly. Reluctantly, she touched each baby again before leaving.

Before getting in the carriage, Chi Xue and Dan Shuang appeared from somewhere and gave Tie Ci a meaningful look.

Feiyu walked slowly at the back, casually leaving another mark.

Returning to the Yipei Mingyue Building, Xiao Wenliu insisted on staying in the courtyard but was dragged away by the combined efforts of Xiao Jing and Xiao Wen. As she left, she clung to the carriage shaft saying she’d come see Brother Ye first thing in the morning.

Tie Ci waved goodbye to her. Back in the courtyard, Dan Shuang and Chi Xue followed her into her room. Seeing Feiyu wasn’t there, they said: “That last person who came for someone was clearly familiar with Steward Zhang. Though the steward seemed to scold and drive him away loudly, he kept apologizing and even slipped him money.”

Tie Ci nodded and said: “I noticed everything about this orphanage was wrong. The Xiao family builds its reputation on charity—I intend to tear open a gap in that charity. Since Xiao Wenliu and the others just visited the orphanage today, it should restrain itself temporarily. In the next couple days, you should go to the county seat, find a way to infiltrate the institution, and investigate thoroughly.”

Dan Shuang said: “Let Chi Xue go. I’ll protect you.”

Chi Xue said: “Today I contacted Commander Xiahou. He’s already brought people to infiltrate Dongming County. Either Dan Shuang or I can go, and we’ll have Commander Xiahou assign people to secretly support Your Highness.”

Tie Ci nodded in agreement.

While master and servants discussed matters here, Feiyu strolled to the back garden and leaned against the wall. After a moment, a sneaky head poked down from the wall.

Feiyu said coolly: “Go to the Xiao family orphanage in the county seat. Infiltrate it—work as servants or laborers, whatever method you can think of. Report to me immediately if you discover anything.”

The figure in the branches said worriedly: “Master, the Xiao family is powerful, and we’ve never interfered with each other. Why provoke them…”

Another hand reached out to angrily slap his head, saying: “Fool! The Xiao family has connections with Second Prince’s Jin family. Taking a bite out of the Xiao family reduces the Jin family’s power. Maybe we can even frame them and break up their alliance, or negotiate with the Xiao family—there’s much we can do, you wooden-headed fool!”

Feiyu chuckled, flicking her nails: “There’s progress. Get lost.”

The two heads withdrew.

After each finished their arrangements, Tie Ci walked out while Feiyu walked back. The two met halfway, each giving the other a serene smile.

Across the water in the main residence.

The Second Branch Madam rose in fury, smashing porcelain worth ten thousand gold.

“What! Using so many people, laying such a thorough trap, and they still escaped? That little hussy Xiao Jiu, seeing a decent-looking man, loses her mind and turns her elbow outward! She even dares interrogate my people!”

In the main hall of the main residence, Fourth Master Xiao listened to his subordinates’ reports, looked at those who had been tied up and brought back, and said coolly: “Fools.”

It wasn’t clear whom he was cursing.

A subordinate said carefully: “Ninth Miss had the people tied up and brought back. Second Madam sent word offering to help handle it. What do you think…”

“Giving them a chance, yet they don’t even know to clean up properly.” Fourth Master looked up thoughtfully and said: “Did you really see that person turn molten iron into an iron plate?”

“Yes, with my own eyes.”

“Then there’s no mistake.” Fourth Master said: “It must be someone from the Three Madmen and Five Emperors, from a worldly famous sect. If so, don’t let Second Branch cause more trouble. Deal with those people brought back. Also, prepare a banquet at Qianqiu Pavilion and send someone to invite them.”

“Yes.”

“How are Eleventh and Miss Wen getting along with them?”

“Eleventh Young Master seems interested, but that Miss Feiyu appears to have good relations with that Young Master Ye. Our plans probably won’t work. As for Miss Wen, she’s still her usual self, very reserved. But with someone like Miss Feiyu beside that Young Master Ye, plus his two maidservants who are also quite beautiful, how could he notice Miss Wen?”

“We never intended her to be the primary wife—just a concubine. Men never mind having more concubines.” Fourth Master said: “Go tell Miss Wen this is a good opportunity. Put some effort in and stop dwelling on her status as a young miss. If she continues wasting time like this, does she want to end up matched with those ruffians from Tianping House?”

“Yes, this subordinate will go speak to her immediately.”

…

Chapter 148: He Only Has Me in His Heart
Not long after returning that evening, Tie Ci received an invitation from the Xiao family’s head, arranging to welcome them at Qianqiu Pavilion in the main residence at noon the next day.

Along with this came another piece of news: the several people who had been captured were interrogated by Fourth Master, who determined they were political enemies of Assistant Minister Xiao attempting to assassinate Miss Xiao. They had now been beaten and sent to the county court with broken legs, and would naturally face proper justice later. To express condolences for the unwarranted disaster suffered by Tie Ci and her group, the Xiao family sent a large batch of gifts to calm their nerves.

Tie Ci exchanged pleasantries with the messenger and accepted the gifts. When Gu Xiaoxiao heard she had returned, he came to see her and immediately noticed her club-like hand, exclaiming in shock: “Who injured you!”

Tie Ci said it was nothing, then apologetically said: “I originally bought you something at the market today, but after the fighting, I lost everything.”

Gu Xiaoxiao said: “I’m not a child anymore—why would you need to buy me things to coax me? Today while you were out, I went to the River Administration Office. There’s an accountant there recruiting apprentices. I applied and they selected me.”

Tie Ci was quite surprised, staring at him. Gu Xiaoxiao pursed his lips and said: “Why are you looking at me like that? I don’t like dealing with people, but haven’t we been getting by through dealing with people all this way? Earlier Feiyu had some words with me—though not pleasant to hear, they made sense. I can’t always hide behind you for protection, and I can’t drag you down. The Xiao family’s dam has problems, yet they promise to repair it. The River Administration Office assists in undertaking dam repair tasks. If I infiltrate early, I can see how much water there is in their accounts.”

Warmth rose in Tie Ci’s heart as she smiled and said: “The reasoning is correct, but don’t push yourself too hard. I was also planning to find an opportunity to mention to the Xiao family that I wanted to gain experience at the River Administration Office. Being recommended by the Xiao family would better allow penetration of their inner circle. Whether it’s the river dam or local fishing taxes, everything needs thorough investigation. Why not wait for us to go together instead of going ahead alone?”

“You said eggs shouldn’t be put in one basket. I’ll enter the River Administration Office by different means—if anything goes wrong, we can support each other.” Gu Xiaoxiao touched her sleeve with his fingertips. “Don’t worry.”

Tie Ci watched him turn and walk back unhurriedly. The youth had grown much taller recently, his shoulders broad.

How wonderful—everyone was growing.

When she turned back, she saw Xiao Wen approaching alone, her eyes red as if she’d been crying. Upon seeing Tie Ci, she forced a smile, holding a purse in her hand, saying she felt an instant connection with Miss Feiyu and wanted to give her a purse while asking for advice on needlework.

What did Feiyu know about needlework? Tie Ci didn’t expose this but naturally stepped aside, watching Xiao Wen slowly walk along the covered corridor. She forcibly suppressed her urge to follow and observe.

She waited a while longer in the courtyard when a bird call sounded and someone dropped down from the treetops, whispering: “The Second Branch smashed more porcelain, and apparently that whole family has been confined by Fourth Master.”

Tie Ci nodded and said: “When you have nothing to do, go cause trouble and stir them up, but remember—don’t leave traces, and your safety comes first.”

“Yes.” The Nine Guards subordinate said: “Commander Xiahou had this subordinate tell Your Highness that the court has been relatively stable recently. However, Empress Dowager Xiao has lost her temper several times—once three months ago, once recently—and even made things difficult for His Majesty. But due to He Zi’s arrival in the capital, His Majesty gained unprecedented support from civil officials. There’s also another matter—the Western Rong royal family seems to have some movement recently, not border-related but internal royal affairs. What exactly it is remains heavily classified, and the court’s spies haven’t discovered it yet. Commander Xiahou says Your Highness should pay attention.”

Tie Ci nodded. The Nine Guards subordinate continued: “Commander Xiahou also said that person in Sheng County was assassinated last month. The assassin wasn’t caught, and they now suspect the assassin came from a tributary state, unclear whether southern or northern. The commander wants Your Highness to be especially careful.”

Tie Ci nodded.

A fake Crown Princess had been placed in Sheng County to confuse the enemy. Originally, after she revealed her whereabouts in Haiyou, this fake Crown Princess should have been withdrawn, but unexpectedly she was assassinated.

“Southern tributary” meant Yannan. Yannan was also far from imperial authority and had multiple ethnic groups living together, requiring local autonomy that the court could barely control. Compared to Liaodong, Yannan appeared much more submissive on the surface, but in essence was practically an independent tributary. The Prince of Yannan had recently died, and before his death he established a female heir, but she hadn’t formally inherited the throne yet. Reportedly there was strong internal opposition in Yannan. If the female heir wanted powerful support, she might possibly assassinate her to curry favor with the Xiao family. But this seemed unnecessarily roundabout.

So the northern Liaodong was more likely, but timing-wise, Murong Duan in Liaodong only recently learned she was the Crown Princess, while the assassination occurred last month when she hadn’t yet revealed her identity at the academy. Who in Liaodong wanted to kill her so early? It seemed she had no grievances with anyone except the Second Prince.

As she pondered this, she casually waved her hand.

The black-clad Nine Guards subordinate nodded and quietly departed.

Meanwhile, Xiao Wen made her way to the back courtyard, where Feiyu was also secretly communicating with his subordinates. He held a note reporting that according to instructions, they had attempted to assassinate the Crown Princess but failed. The Crown Princess had instead gone into hiding without a trace, and they were now collecting information to locate her whereabouts.

Feiyu frowned slightly. Most of his people were in Liaodong, by his side, or maintaining the information line from Haiyou to Liaodong. His foundation was in the north with little connection to the inland capital Shengdu. Finding a Crown Princess who deliberately concealed her tracks was truly difficult.

What people called “darkness under the lamp”—he had his people search in Shengdu but, being overconfident about places he’d been, overlooked them and didn’t instruct subordinates to investigate again. Otherwise, checking back at the academy would have revealed everything.

However, at this moment, the Embroidered Guards’ agents were still networking with officials around Shengdu, gathering intelligence.

Footsteps sounded behind him. Feiyu casually crushed the note and turned to see Xiao Wen.

The young lady stood gracefully under the flowers, facing him. Feiyu tilted his head, looking at her with apparent curiosity.

When she neither spoke nor smiled, her eyes appeared cold and spirit clear. Like a bright pearl on snow, with flowing mysterious light—both beautiful and enchanting, both lustrous and cold, making people afraid to approach.

Xiao Wen looked at her, and the courage she’d accumulated along the way instantly deflated by half. But remembering the words she’d heard earlier, she gritted her teeth, closed her eyes, suddenly rushed forward a step, embraced Feiyu’s legs, and softly knelt down.

Tie Ci turned around the corridor just in time to see this scene and stopped.

Feiyu didn’t appear shocked, only looked down at Xiao Wen. After a long moment, he slowly chuckled: “What is Miss Xiao doing?”

Xiao Wen closed her eyes, not daring to look at her, her voice forced through gritted teeth: “Please… please save me!”

“Miss Xiao comes from a prestigious family, dressed in silk and fed on jade. What could you need saving from? Even if you needed to ask someone, it shouldn’t be me. Don’t you see our graceful and handsome Young Master Ye? Aren’t you the person the Xiao family arranged for Young Master Ye?”

Xiao Wen inexplicably sensed danger in these words. She trembled, released her hands, cowered at his feet, staring at his dress hem and saying softly: “…Young Master Ye… it won’t work. Why ask when you already know?”

But Feiyu misunderstood, chuckling: “You also know he only has me in his heart.”

Xiao Wen looked at her strangely, not daring to argue. After a long moment, she said softly: “Though I bear the title of Miss Xiao, I’m actually far inferior to Wenliu—just an orphaned girl from a distant branch that the Xiao family took in, raised as a gift to be sent away at any time… But I don’t want to be casually matched with anyone, and I’m even more afraid of defying their wishes and ending up thrown to local ruffians to be ruined… I… I’ll help you keep your secret, and you help me. You… you take me in.”

Feiyu narrowed his eyes, looking her up and down, then smiled ambiguously: “Oh my, quite capable indeed.”

He slowly crouched down, his fingers lifting Xiao Wen’s chin. She didn’t dare resist or make eye contact, her gaze drifting aside. She felt those fingers gradually applying pressure until her jaw seemed about to be crushed. She cried out softly, tears filling her eyes and streaming down.

Feiyu had no quality of tenderness toward women. His gaze dangerously moved downward toward her throat as he breathed at her ear: “You saw I’m not a woman?”

Xiao Wen whimpered.

“How did you see through it?” Feiyu’s expression grew worse.

Was he the type who could be seen through at a glance?

“Intuition… I can’t explain clearly…” Xiao Wen sobbed: “I… I was born with extremely strong intuition, able to sense the essence of things at a glance. Men and women have different auras and colors in my eyes… Though you look completely like a woman, in my eyes your aura and color are those of a man…”

“I see.” Feiyu released his hand somewhat disappointedly: “I thought you had extraordinary eyes and was considering digging them out to study them properly.”

Xiao Wen shuddered all over, instinctively looking at him, hoping in her heart it was just a joke. But upon meeting those still-smiling eyes, she knew he wasn’t joking.

This made her feel like she’d fallen into an ice pit, vaguely realizing she was seeking skin from a tiger. She couldn’t help regretting—she should have chosen to negotiate with Young Master Ye.

Seeing that person was a woman, her intuition was unreliable, so she chose this real man, thinking a woman’s tears would be more useful on a man. But ultimately she had thought too simply.

“You saw through my disguise and, being in a bad situation yourself, came to negotiate with me, wanting me to take you in and escape the Xiao family?” Feiyu smiled: “Good calculation.”

“I… I dare not force you to take me in, only beg… only beg you to take me away from the Xiao family. Afterward I can find my own way… and definitely won’t burden you!”

“Shut up. Call me Miss.”

“Yes… Miss Feiyu, Miss Feiyu… please…”

The beauty was as pure as a pear blossom, pear blossoms with rain, trembling pitifully—even a heart of stone would sigh.

But Feiyu smiled again, gently stroking her cloud-like hair, his fingertips tender, his voice soft as if whispering to a lover: “Do you know where the last person who tried to threaten me is now?”

From those slender fingertips, a cold gleam suddenly flashed—a thin, long needle emerged, aimed at the top of Xiao Wen’s head.

Xiao Wen didn’t know of the killing intent above her head, but her strong intuition made all her hair stand on end, her mind about to explode. In panic, she cried urgently: “No, no, no, I dare not threaten you! I know you’re disguised as a woman not to deceive anyone—you must have your reasons. I won’t expose or ruin your affairs… I’m only begging you. If you’re not satisfied, I can also tell you an important secret…”
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Chapter 149: Enemies Are Destined to Meet
Suddenly someone came around the corridor, saying in a light tone: “What are you two doing?”

It was naturally Tie Ci who emerged. She had seen the flash of cold light and, knowing something was wrong, instinctively spoke out.

Xiao Wen immediately fell silent.

Feiyu retracted the cold gleam from between his fingers, letting his hand fall and gently stroking the top of Xiao Wen’s head.

With just that one stroke, Xiao Wen’s entire body went limp, becoming a puddle of mud, unable even to crawl up. However, when she heard Feiyu laugh and say, “We sisters are just playing around,” she desperately suppressed her sobs, struggled to her feet, and said with lowered head while also laughing: “I just fell down, and Sister Feiyu was helping me up.”

Feiyu looked at her with satisfaction, deciding to temporarily restrain his killing intent.

Tie Ci stood there, looking at these two people. No matter how she looked, something seemed strange, but she knew she definitely wouldn’t be able to get anything out of them. So she vaguely nodded, watched Xiao Wen hurriedly take her leave, then turned to look at Feiyu. She was considering whether to take advantage of this moment when no one was around to explain to Feiyu about her disguising herself as a man, when she saw Feiyu looking somewhat dazed, suddenly asking: “Shiba, what do you hate most?”

Tie Ci was startled, thinking: I hate quite a lot of things. That commotion between you and Xiao Wen just now—though you’re both women, it looked rather ambiguous no matter how I looked at it, and I quite dislike that too.

But she definitely didn’t want to say that.

Before she could answer, Feiyu continued: “You must really hate being deceived, right?”

Tie Ci’s heart jumped, and she instinctively looked up at Feiyu. That beauty was immersed in darkness, with the distant lamp’s dim yellow light outlining her flowing sleeves, creating an air of mysterious obscurity.

She said: “Since you ask this way, you must also hate being deceived by others?”

Feiyu seemed to be spacing out, saying absent-mindedly: “Yes. Who doesn’t hate being deceived? Sometimes it may be unintentional, but using deception as a means of expression seems to change the nature of it, doesn’t it?”

Tie Ci felt increasingly guilty. The words that had been on the tip of her tongue suddenly shrank back. After a long moment, she forced a smile and said: “If it’s unintentional, it doesn’t really count as deception, does it?”

Feiyu said to herself: “If it were me, I’d be angry…”

Tie Ci fell silent. After a long moment, she said: “Ah, is that so?” She paused, her voice lowering: “Yes, yes it is.”

Both felt guilty in their hearts, each trying to understand from the other’s perspective, both coming to feel disheartened and wanting to retreat.

Both thought: Forget it, it doesn’t seem like the right time now.

Tie Ci thought about Feiyu’s large group of pursuers, each one excellent, all men. With her attitude of playing with the world, who knew what she really thought?

Feiyu, on the other hand, thought about how Ye Shiba was good to everyone. Earlier, he had seen from afar him talking with Gu Xiaoxiao, that hamster-like fellow who was completely different in front of him. The sense of understanding in their eyes, vast as mountains and rivers, made one feel superfluous just watching.

Better to wait until their feelings deepened, when there were no other distractions around, or find a moment when the other couldn’t help but feel pity before speaking—that would leave room for maneuvering.

The two looked at each other and each gave a hollow laugh.

…

That night at midnight, the orphanage in Dongming County was in great chaos.

For some unknown reason, many incidents suddenly occurred. First, a client who came by appointment at midnight tripped over a perfectly flat threshold and broke his leg, having to be carried back.

Then the food in the kitchen was unclean, and the cook and several helpers got severe diarrhea, but strangely, the wet nurses and children were all fine.

After that, the servants who went shopping fell from their cart—one broke his arm, another cracked his head.

Throughout the night, there was chaos with chickens flying and dogs jumping around, leaving Steward Zhang of the orphanage hoarse from being so busy.

On the wall, on the left side, Chi Xue shook a paper packet, whispering: “I only wanted to poison a few people so we could infiltrate, but how did several end up with broken legs and arms?”

On the wall, on the right side, Zhao San held his chin, puzzled: “We only wanted to break a few arms so we could fill in the gaps, but how did a batch end up with diarrhea?”

…

At daybreak, an exhausted Steward Zhang instructed someone to call for a people-broker to select and buy a few servants.

The servant who went to find the people-broker had his cart wheel’s mortise break on the road. While he was anxious, he met two beggars who offered help and fixed the cart in no time. The servant saw that these two were quite robust and had repair skills. Having a flash of inspiration, he learned they were refugees from the great flood in Ji Prefecture. Seeing their honest and diligent nature, he asked if they’d like to help at the orphanage. The two were overjoyed and nodded repeatedly.

But there still weren’t enough hands, so they also called for a people-broker, who brought several women. Steward Zhang personally examined them. Among them, one girl named Xinghua, though plain-looking, appeared clever and refreshing. Another called Meihua spoke little but had good cooking skills, so they were also kept.

The two new servants, Ah San and Ah Si, along with the two new helpers, Xinghua and Meihua, all stood in a row, each looking at the others with disdain before turning their heads away.

The servants did miscellaneous work, while the two women—one a cook, one a helper—were needed because of insufficient manpower. Especially in the nursery, with three wet nurses and seven or eight babies, they couldn’t handle all the various tasks and needed help.

The four were settled in the back quarters and came to help. They first went to the nursery, where the babies were crying in unison and the wet nurses were flustered. Meihua picked up a baby who had wet himself and changed his diaper.

Over there, Ah San and Ah Si were instructed to boil water. The large pot steamed as it heated water, supposedly for bathing the babies. Both found this strange—the orphanage’s treatment was too good, bathing children early in the morning. And they weren’t using a shared bathtub, but individual small basins placed in another room.

Steam rose from the stove, and Ah Si suddenly nudged Ah San’s arm.

They saw Steward Zhang enter that room with a large cloth bag, taking out sewn small pouches from it and placing them in the wooden bathing basins.

Each pouch had markings, obviously containing different things.

When the water boiled, they poured it into each basin. Steward Zhang personally supervised. Ah San pretended not to understand and went to throw out a pouch, saying: “Who threw a pouch in the basin?”

Steward Zhang quickly stopped him: “This is for medicinal baths for the children, to strengthen their bodies. Don’t touch it.”

Ah San complied, and they carried the basins to the nursery one by one. Steward Zhang and another deputy steward watched the whole way. Since the two didn’t even glance at the medicine pouches, the worried Steward Zhang felt relieved.

Inside the room, things were chaotic. Xinghua and Meihua were both helping. Ah San saw Meihua undressing a child, pinching little fingers and pulling sleeves outward with skillful, practiced movements. He couldn’t help laughing: “Who would have thought that you, a young lady, would be so clever at taking care of children.”

At these words, Meihua’s eyebrows shot up, and she gave him a sharp knock on the head, saying coldly: “I’d certainly be clever at taking care of a big child like you too.”

Ah San knew he’d misspoken. He rubbed his head sheepishly without getting angry, but nearby Ah Si slammed down his basin, not caring about the splashing water. He stepped forward, pulled Ah San back, and angrily said: “Where did this wild girl come from, daring to hit a man’s head?”

Meihua sneered: “What’s so special about a man’s head? Made of gold? Anyone who says such things probably has a pig’s brain themselves.”

Ah Si said: “Come out here!”

Meihua: “Why should I listen to you? If you’re capable, come in here!”

“Come out!”

“Come in!”

Ah San pulled Ah Si: “Brother, brother, don’t, don’t be like this. This is my fault, I spoke carelessly. We’re away from home—don’t hurt the harmony…”

Someone came over with a smile, first pulling away the fighting-cock-like Meihua and stuffing a candy in her mouth, then turning and smiling: “Please forgive us, brothers. My sister here has a fiery temper. This little woman apologizes to you brothers on her behalf.” She curtsied gracefully and stuffed a package of steaming hot pastries into Ah San’s hands.

She spoke with gentle words and sincere attitude. Ah Si, who grew stronger when faced with strength, had nothing to say when faced with such gentleness. He didn’t put on airs either, waving his hand and saying: “Ah San spoke wrongly, so verbal correction is fine. He had a head injury as a child—don’t hit his head or he’ll become even more stupid.”

Ah San laughed: “Brother, how can you insult me like that!” But he turned and stuffed the pastry piece with the most dates into Ah Si’s mouth.

Meihua stood in place, her expression unreadable, but her ears gradually turned red. Xinghua smiled as she looked at her.

After a long while, Meihua turned around and stiffly bowed to Ah San: “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have hit your head. My temper is too quick.”

Ah San’s mouth was stuffed with pastry and he couldn’t speak immediately. He frantically waved his hands, mumbling: “…No, no… it’s my fault…”

Xinghua burst out laughing. When Ah San looked up and saw her smiling with curved eyes, he was momentarily dazed.

Over there, Ah Si turned back, his expression much softer as he looked at Meihua, about to say something, when Meihua coldly glared at him, turned around to pick up a baby, and flung the wet diaper aside. It landed right at Ah Si’s feet.

Ah Si: “…”

A moment later, he kicked the diaper away and turned to leave.

Ah San smiled at Xinghua, then turned to chase after him: “Brother, brother, don’t be angry. Why are you angry again? Being angry makes you age…”

Ah Si’s voice came from afar: “Shut up!”

Xinghua stood there, slowly putting a piece of pastry in her mouth, saying thoughtfully: “Why do I feel like this scene is familiar?”

Meihua said coldly: “Of course—scoundrels are everywhere, all around us.”

Xinghua shook her head and smiled: “You…”

…

Bathing the babies in the nursery seemed to be a major project, because it wasn’t just a quick wash but soaking baths. Water had to be continuously supplied. When the babies finished their baths and were carried out with different scents, most smelled of medicine, but there were distinctions between different medicinal scents. Ah San knew some medical principles and whispered to Ah Si: “This one seems to have a deer bone grass scent… that one seems to have a black gold formula scent. The former could barely be said to strengthen muscles and bones, but the latter is something only people who are extraordinarily talented would use—it definitely shouldn’t be used on babies…”

Ah Si whispered back: “I snuck to the back earlier to look, thinking there would be a medicine room, but there wasn’t one at all. After asking around, I learned these medicine pouches might be delivered by cart every morning, only the day’s amount, twice a day with another delivery in the evening. So trying to steal a couple of pouches first won’t work. Better to have people outside make some similar medicine pouches to switch during soaking.”

The two decided, and Ah Si took advantage of when no one was paying attention to go to the courtyard wall and pass out information about the shape, fabric, material, and taste of those medicine pouches. Naturally, someone would arrange for replacements.

Here they were called again to help in the nursery. A row of babies needed to be lifted from the water and dressed. The steward urged them to hurry, saying they couldn’t catch cold. Ah San was more agile and had already started calling Xinghua “sister,” asking how to dress babies. Xinghua taught him carefully. One pulled a modest smile while earnestly watching, the other showed gentle compliance while demonstrating. They looked quite harmonious, except that Ah San’s person leaned forward while his body stretched far back, and Xinghua’s slender fingers handling the baby concealed at least several mechanisms.

Over there, Ah Si would never ask anyone for advice on such matters. He picked up a baby and began drying it, but he underestimated how slippery a baby’s tender skin could be. The baby slipped in his hands and was about to fall to the ground when suddenly a hand swept across and caught the baby’s bottom just in time. The baby was wet and truly slippery, even spinning around in that palm before facing Ah Si.

Ah Si breathed a sigh of relief and was about to thank her when he looked up and saw it was Meihua holding the baby’s bottom. She looked at him coldly, her hand supporting the baby’s bottom—it was a male infant, and her slender fingers were touching the baby’s little organ. Seeing him look over, she seemed to provocatively curve her fingers inward.

In that instant, Ah Si remembered how when he was young and bathed with his master, she would often threaten him in a childish voice: “Ah Si, if you don’t behave, I’ll crush your balls!”

So this little girl was threatening him the same way?

Ah Si’s face darkened. He flung his hand and cursed: “Shameless!” Then turned and left.

Meihua was baffled. She saw the child was about to fall and kindly helped him, yet this bastard dared to curse at her?

Getting angrier the more she thought about it, she kicked Ah Si’s bottom with her foot: “Pig!”

Ah Si was caught off guard by this kick and fell flat on his face with a thud.

The two who had been getting along harmoniously both turned to look at those two—one with eyebrows raised in anger, one seething with rage—and looked at each other in bewilderment.

Xinghua murmured: “I’m increasingly feeling like this scene is familiar…”

…

Chapter 150: Heroes Can’t Overcome the Beauty Trap
While the two pairs of servants were competing against each other in the orphanage, the masters in the Xiao family’s old residence were having a pleasant conversation.

Today’s feast was held at Qianqiu Pavilion at noon. Although the invitation was issued by Fourth Master Xiao, the elders from the old residence didn’t attend, saying it was a banquet for young people, and to let the young people be more at ease, the older generation wouldn’t participate.

The carriages had been waiting at the gate since early morning. Before Tie Ci and the others had finished their morning toilette, sudden commotion arose outside. The Xiao family had always been well-mannered and would never barge in rashly. Tie Ci poked her head out to look and saw a girl wearing a blue cloth robe with an enormous bundle on her back hurrying through the covered corridor straight toward Second Senior Brother’s room in the eastern wing. Tie Ci called out in delighted surprise: “…Third Senior Sister, how did you come here!”

The girl was in such a hurry that she didn’t turn back, only waved her hand carelessly behind her, then kicked open Le Wuxun’s door with one foot and jumped onto the bed in three moves. There was a commotion of squawking inside, and moments later, Le Wuxun was dragged out shirtless, Third Senior Sister pinching his ear. She had also conveniently grabbed an outer robe from her arm and threw it over Le Wuxun’s head, saying: “Master’s experiment is at a crucial stage, and he instructed you to go and return quickly. Instead, you’ve been gallivanting around until now, forcing me to abandon my account books to find you. I still have a whole room of account books to organize! Hurry up! I want to see you get in the carriage within a quarter hour!”

Tie Ci stepped forward: “Third…”

Third Senior Sister waved her hand again, rummaging through her bundle with the other hand. She pulled out an account book and threw it aside, then pulled out another account book and threw that aside too. Tie Ci knew her temperament and suppressed her laughter while picking up the account books and arranging them neatly. Third Senior Sister would need to stuff them back later, and would panic if one was missing.

Looking carefully at Third Senior Sister, no wonder she hadn’t recognized her at first glance. The girl’s delicate oval face had dark circles hanging down to her cheekbones, making her look like a giant panda at first sight.

It seemed she’d need to write another congratulatory message to Master, congratulating her on her flourishing wealth and increasing riches.

Third Senior Sister pulled out several account books, an abacus, and several counting rods before finally finding what she wanted at the very bottom—a small bundle that bulged here and there. She threw it to Tie Ci, saying: “This is what Master asked me to bring you, some new gadgets she recently developed. Use them for now. Master needs Second Brother, so I’m taking him away. Be careful yourself. Some of these things might help you.”

Tie Ci hurriedly caught it and thanked Master, then said apologetically: “If I had known Second Senior Brother still had important sect duties, I would have packed him up and sent him back earlier.”

“Exactly. This unreliable thing usually has his nose in the air, but now he can’t move his legs when he sees a woman?” Third Senior Sister said. “You know his skills are good, and Master can’t do without him, especially since First Senior Brother has gone to sea. Later when Master finishes her work, we’ll see which brother or sister to send to accompany you—not this unreliable one.”

Tie Ci thought to herself that Master must be researching some new curious thing again. Second Senior Brother had exceptional talent in this area—the umbrella that saved her last time was made by him finding materials himself. This time he was probably reluctant to leave Feiyu, otherwise he would have returned long ago.

She smiled: “Master’s affairs are important, and all the senior brothers and sisters have their duties. I have plenty of people here, so Master needn’t worry.”

Third Senior Sister didn’t waste words, nodding: “Anyway, if Master gets anything good, you’ll definitely have a share.” She turned and grabbed Le Wuxun’s ear: “Let’s go, let’s go.”

Le Wuxun said angrily: “You’re my junior sister—can’t you learn from Shiba and show some respect!”

“Bah.” Third Senior Sister said: “This old lady is older than you.”

Le Wuxun struggled from her clutches and turned back toward the inside, calling out to Feiyu who had come out hearing the noise: “Sister Yu, I’m leaving first. Wait for me—I’ll send you the newest and most interesting gadgets in the world later, and then…”

“Then she’ll definitely take the newest and most interesting gadgets you sent as dowry when she marries someone.” Tie Ci interrupted, grabbing his shoulder and pulling together his loosely draped clothes that exposed half his chest, then tossing him into the carriage Third Senior Sister had brought: “Off you go, no farewell!”

Third Senior Sister shouldered her large bundle full of account books, the golden abacus on her lapel jingling, and leaped onto the carriage shaft. Inside the curtained carriage, someone was struggling to get out, but Third Senior Sister kicked the carriage door shut with a bang, and the world became quiet.

Third Senior Sister flicked her whip, and though she looked refined, the crack resounded as if the entire heaven and earth were buzzing. The carriage shot forward like mad, disappearing in the blink of an eye at the end of the white stone road.

The Xiao family guards watching the courtyard only now came panting to catch up, but how could they match Third Senior Sister’s speed? She couldn’t afford to delay—just this trip to fetch someone probably meant another room full of account books had accumulated.

Tie Ci watched Second Senior Brother depart, then turned back to see a young maid holding wash water waiting there, with Feiyu standing beside her. Since her hand was injured, the maid came to serve with towel and basin, but before she could wipe twice, Feiyu came over and snatched away the towel, saying: “Clumsy hands, move aside.”

Tie Ci found this amusing—these maids were all trained in great mansions, so how could they not serve properly for washing faces?

She didn’t expose this, slightly raising her face and obediently letting Feiyu take care of her. The warm towel slowly wiped across her face, the heat making her skin slightly tingle. Feiyu’s fingernails were jade-cool, and when her fingertips occasionally touched skin, both paused slightly.

Feiyu carefully wiped her face, seeing it become slightly red and warm with moisture, her eyelashes sparkling with crystal drops, and her eyebrows curved and long and black. Somehow, in this posture, she seemed to have gained some tender and graceful charm. His heart stirred, and he was about to smile and say she really had some feminine delicacy, when he saw Tie Ci had already opened her eyes.

Once this person opened her eyes, they were like warm lustrous pearls with flowing divine light that couldn’t be stared at directly. The tender and graceful air from before instantly vanished, replaced by an inviolable noble aura pervading her entire being.

Tie Ci saw the strange look in her eyes and smiled: “Don’t be infatuated with your brother—brother is just a legend.”

Feiyu chuckled, thinking what kind of girl was this?

A faint regret arose in her heart, and she couldn’t help sighing.

Suddenly she looked around: “Where are Chi Xue and Dan Shuang?”

“I arranged other duties for them,” Tie Ci said.

She waited for Feiyu to continue asking, but Feiyu didn’t ask anymore, waving the towel and saying she was going to wash up.

Tie Ci said nothing.

Both knew in their hearts that each had a pile of secrets. Both wanted to speak but had reservations, both hoped the other would confess to them first, yet feared what would happen if they fell out after confessing.

Tie Ci stood there, thinking about what method to use to dissolve the marriage contract without angering Liaodong or affecting the court situation. She knew that now was definitely not a good time—her wings weren’t fully grown, and giving Liaodong an excuse would be giving the Xiao family an opportunity, but…

Looking at Feiyu’s flowing sleeves as she walked away, she sighed.

Heroes can’t overcome the beauty trap!

…
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Chapter 151: Who Is More Beautiful, Rong Wei or I?
In the afternoon, they went to the main residence of the Xiao family for the banquet.

The young generation of the Xiao family had almost all arrived, men and women together, totaling twenty to thirty people, showing how prosperous the Xiao family was in terms of descendants.

The Qianqiu Pavilion was said to be a pavilion, but it actually referred to a courtyard with excellent scenery on the western side of the old residence. It was built in garden style with scenery at every step—clusters of flowers with emerald leaves, painted beams and carved pillars, showing craftsmanship everywhere. The Qianqiu Pavilion itself was a waterside pavilion with three full rooms, with partitions on all four sides. Cool breezes brought refreshment, and one could see the garden scenery and the emerald lake.

Gu Xiaoxiao had already quietly moved away from the Yibo Mingyue Tower to work as a temporary clerk at the River Administration Office. Second Senior Brother had also left. With Dan Shuang and Chi Xue absent, attending the banquet suddenly became just Tie Ci and Feiyu as a pair.

When the two arrived gracefully together, the Xiao family disciples who had been eagerly waiting in the Qianqiu Pavilion all stretched their necks like geese.

The young masters filed out to welcome them, while the young ladies giggled softly behind the green shadows of the window partitions. Everyone’s eyes sparkled with bright light—it was just another wave of beauty shock.

Xiao Jing and Xiao Wenliu acted as hosts, leading the two to tour the garden and introducing each brother and sister one by one. Both Xiao Jing and Xiao Wenliu had their own private thoughts, so they kept the introductions of other Xiao family members very brief. Tie Ci nodded and bowed to each one, while Feiyu held a round fan and smiled gently all the way, pretending to be a refined young lady. Both seemed not to care much, which made Xiao Jing and Xiao Wenliu feel inexplicably at ease.

Finally, Xiao Jing said: “Yesterday afternoon, distinguished guests just arrived. It would be perfect to meet them today…” Before he could finish, suddenly someone came running and hugged Tie Ci’s legs tightly. The refined young lady Feiyu beside them immediately became unrefined—her expression unchanged, she flicked her round fan, about to sweep that uninvited guest a thousand miles away. But then she heard Tie Ci exclaim with joy: “Xing’er!”

Feiyu’s round fan suddenly stopped.

From behind the crowd walked a petite girl with a shocked expression and some hidden unease: “Your High…”

Tie Ci saw Wei Xing and knew her cover was about to be blown. She had already shot a warning glance, and Wei Xing was also clever, immediately understanding that revealing Tie Ci’s identity here would be extremely inappropriate. Her tongue rolled and she said: “…panic what, Xing’er! Slow down! Eighteenth Brother, I didn’t expect to see you here!”

Xiao Wenliu asked in surprise: “You know each other?”

Her voice sounded somewhat displeased, and she instinctively wanted to grab Tie Ci’s arm, but was quickly pulled away by the quick-eyed and fast-handed Xiao Jing.

Tie Ci smiled: “We’re all classmates from Yueli Academy. The academy recently had miasma in the mountains, so we all left the academy. This time we came to Dongming for practical training.”

Xiao Jing said: “With your noble status, brother, why must you undergo such arduous training? Fourth Grandfather said you should stay at Yibo Mingyue Tower, and when the time comes, any government office can write you a training recommendation letter. Rest assured, we’ll definitely give you an excellent evaluation without you having to expend any effort.”

Tie Ci smiled: “I’m grateful for Fourth Master’s kind intentions, but the purpose of practical training is to let us gain something and be tempered through those civil administrative tasks. I absolutely dare not be perfunctory. Otherwise, if I deceive my teachers today, won’t I deceive the court tomorrow? The other day at the embankment, Fourth Master mentioned joining with the River Administration Office to rebuild the dikes. I was just thinking of taking on this assignment.”

Xiao Jing looked at him with respect and immediately agreed, saying he would discuss it with Fourth Grandfather. Over there, Wei Xing had been hugging Tie Ci’s thigh the whole time. Feiyu endured and endured, but finally couldn’t bear it anymore. She picked him up and plopped him down to one side, saying: “Pulling and tugging—what kind of behavior is this!”

Wei Xing glanced at her and was also startled by her radiant appearance. He turned to Tie Ci and smiled: “Who is this to Eighteenth Brother…?”

Feiyu smiled: “His beloved.”

Wei Xing’s smile was sweet: “My apologies, my apologies.”

The group had now settled in the hall. Tie Ci glanced at the seating arrangement and discovered that the “distinguished guests” title for the Wei Xing siblings was absolutely genuine—they were the center of attention, with all the Xiao family’s younger generation fawning over them.

Only Wei Xing’s expression looked somewhat unnatural, occasionally stealing glances at her.

Tie Ci knew Wei Xing well. She had an adaptable, harmonious personality and would never feel uncomfortable just because people were fawning over her. Earlier, when she walked out, her manner had been composed, but after seeing Tie Ci, her expression became somewhat awkward.

Over there, Wei Xing suddenly gave her a meaningful look. Tie Ci understood and after a while got up and walked to the window. Wei Xing also came over. The two leaned against the window, seemingly looking at the scenery and chatting casually. Seeing this, others naturally wouldn’t disturb them.

Only Feiyu, who had been cracking melon seeds, suddenly grabbed a handful of seeds and tucked them into her sleeve pocket, then strolled over leisurely and positioned herself at the neighboring window.

Wei Xing was about to speak when she noticed Feiyu and stopped. Tie Ci smiled: “No problem, she’s one of us.”

Over there, the corners of Feiyu’s lips, which had been cracking melon seeds, slowly curved into a smile.

Wei Xing no longer avoided her presence and didn’t look at Feiyu again. She bent her fingers and tapped on the window frame as a gesture of respect, then whispered: “How do you happen to be here?”

“I came to Dongming for practical training, encountered the Xiao family’s embankment excavation, got involved in some complications, and ultimately became a guest of the Xiao family. What about you? Also here for practical training?”

“Xing’er and I are going back to our hometown,” Wei Xing said. “We’ve stayed away too long, and there are many affairs at home that need to be resolved. We’re passing through the Xiao family’s territory, and because of old connections, we received an invitation. We’ll stay a few days and then leave.”

Tie Ci thought about it but didn’t say anything about meeting again in the future. Given her status, leaving the capital in the future would cause earth-shaking consequences, and it was truly impossible to travel far to the south.

Thinking that she might never see Wei Xing again, a faint sadness welled up in her heart. She said: “I promised you that day to write a training manual for Xing’er, but I still haven’t finished it for you. Tonight when I return, I’ll rush to complete it for you. Today I noticed he’s started ignoring people again—you still need to think it through carefully. Remember, after you return, you can’t stop the training. You must be patient and wait for him to grow up. If you’re busy, you can arrange reliable people to take turns training him, but you yourself can’t completely let go. You must also care for him with meticulous attention…”

She gave detailed instructions, and Wei Xing listened gratefully, nodding frequently. Finally she said: “Your great kindness to Xing’er and me is beyond repayment. In the future…” She paused, then said slowly: “Should you ever have need of us…”

Tie Ci raised her palm, stopping her pledge of loyalty, and said lightly: “Speaking of repayment is too weighty. I only hope you’ll never betray me.”

Wei Xing’s heart trembled, and she looked up at her with somewhat panicked eyes, then her gaze drifted away again. She bit her lip and said softly: “Rest assured… we won’t.”

Tie Ci smiled once: “That’s good.”

Suddenly a head inserted itself between the two of them, and Wei Xing declared loudly: “Whoever betrays you, I’ll kill them.”

Wei Xing was startled and quickly pushed his head away: “Go, go, what are you saying with such a fierce and menacing manner.”

Tie Ci smiled and patted his head, slipping him a piece of candy. Wei Xing looked at her, hesitated for a long time, then said softly: “Eighteenth… Rong Wei, Master Rong, did he really go back to his hometown?”

At the sudden mention of this name, Tie Ci felt inexplicably complex emotions and couldn’t help but turn to look at Feiyu, only to see that Feiyu’s melon seed cracking had also seemed to pause.

Tie Ci immediately felt guilty and forced a smile: “Everyone knows he went back to his hometown, so he should have… returned, right?”

Wei Xing observed her expression: “Then you… didn’t send anyone to pursue him?”

A bitter taste arose in Tie Ci’s mouth: “No… if someone wants to go home, what right do I have to pursue them?”

“Then you… toward him?” Wei Xing’s voice became even softer, like a breath.

Originally, when Tie Ci hadn’t revealed her identity, she had openly pursued Rong Wei, but then Rong Wei suddenly left, and then Tie Ci’s identity was revealed. She realized—the Crown Princess is a woman! Her closeness with Rong Wei… made her start feeling uneasy.

Then she thought again: the Crown Princess had always dressed as a man and associated with men, having very good relationships with Rong Pu, Dan Ye and others. Who could say she definitely had feelings for Rong Wei?

Meeting the Crown Princess by chance today, feeling guilty, she couldn’t help but probe, because only after confirming the Crown Princess’s feelings could she have future possibilities.

Although her own status wasn’t low, the Crown Princess wasn’t the decorative vase of the rumors. Competing with such a Crown Princess for a man—she didn’t want to die.

Tie Ci was silent for a while, feeling she really couldn’t answer this question.

Wei Xing waited a moment and thought she understood. Besides, the Crown Princess herself had a marriage engagement.

She breathed a sigh of relief and smiled: “Then I shall…” Her face gradually flushed red as she lowered her head.

Tie Ci remained silent. This young maiden’s shy blush was painful to her eyes.

After a long moment, she changed the topic: “How are Rong Pu, Huyin, and Dan Ye doing now?”

“Rong Pu stayed at Qingyang Mountain and will soon be the superintendent. He’s working with Shen Mi to deal with the academy and surrounding mountains, rivers, and vegetation affected by the Poison Madness, re-repairing the academy buildings destroyed that day, and by the way expanding the academy. Huyin said he wanted to help and stayed behind, wearing an iron mask all day, accompanying Rong Pu as they run up and down the mountains. Dan Ye originally said he was coming for practical training too, but a group of Xirong people found him. It seems something happened within Xirong territory—very urgent. Dan Ye didn’t even wait for Huyin and rushed back with Hai Dongqing.”

This corresponded with Tie Ci’s previous information. It seemed something serious had indeed happened, or Dan Ye wouldn’t have left without even waiting for Huyin.

Dan Ye’s identity was sensitive, and Xirong affairs concerned state politics, so neither of them discussed this issue. Someone came to find Wei Xing for conversation. When Wei Xing was leaving, she said somewhat shyly: “Eighteenth, if you meet Master Rong, please send someone to notify me. My family has a shop on Danfeng Street in Shengdu—the one selling fragrant medicines called Sinan Studio.”

Tie Ci’s mouth turned bitter, but she could only nod. Watching Wei Xing leave satisfied, suddenly her shoulder moved, and a melon seed floated down. She caught it, saw that the seed was already cracked open, so she extracted and ate the kernel.

A claw gently rested on her shoulder as Feiyu whispered behind her: “Who is Rong Wei?”

Tie Ci coughed: “The archery instructor at the academy.”

“Between Rong Wei and me, who is more beautiful?”

Tie Ci nearly choked on the melon seed kernel and said irritably: “He’s a man, you’re a woman—what’s to compare?”

“People can always be compared.” Feiyu’s claw tightened on her shoulder: “Between Rong Wei and me, whom do you like?”

Tie Ci pulled down her demonic claw: “Close friend and beloved—will that work?”

“No.”

“I like both—will that work?”

“No.”

Tie Ci thought mournfully: I’m at my wit’s end too. This life has become impossible to live.

Hoping for embracing both sides, being all-inclusive, having three palaces and six courtyards—no way.

But Feiyu seemed to be in better spirits. She retracted her demonic claw and commanded: “Say that you only like me, no matter what I’m like.”

“Yes, I like you, no matter how you are, whether you’re fierce or kind, beautiful or ugly, hostile or sharing the same hatred.”

Feiyu’s fingers softened, and she silently added in her heart: “Male or female.”

Those softened slender fingers gently brushed Tie Ci’s cheek with a gesture both light and cherishing. Tie Ci turned her head and caught her palm between her own.

The two smiled at each other before the pavilion window and emerald lake. Large lotus leaves held water droplets that rolled like ice crystals, falling into the water and creating happy little bubbles.

But someone came to spoil this beautiful atmosphere. Someone reported that Fourth Master had arrived, and Xiao Wenliu flew over like a butterfly, pulling Tie Ci along: “Come, come, time to take our seats.”

Seeing Feiyu’s suddenly sinister gaze, Tie Ci feared she might chop off Xiao Wenliu’s arm and patted her soothingly.

While thinking to herself that although she often spoke of three palaces and six courtyards, she actually never wanted to linger among flowers in her heart. Setting aside everything else, she couldn’t be like those male emperors, separating emotions from the lower half of the body, passing through a myriad of flowers without a single leaf touching them. She was a woman—sex and emotion were inseparable. She needed true love to be able to open her mouth, and with so many true loves, wouldn’t that be exhausting? Not to mention anything else, just one Feiyu was tormenting enough.

Men and women sat at separate tables with a screen between them. Tie Ci naturally took the male guest seat. Fourth Master personally accompanied them at the main seat. This man’s conduct was obviously very broad-minded—initially letting the younger generation accompany guests was to let them enjoy themselves relaxedly, and personally coming to accompany them when the feast began showed respect. Although it didn’t quite conform to great family rules, he did everything thoroughly inside and out, obviously very good at understanding people’s psychology.

At the banquet, Fourth Master was also witty and eloquent in conversation, always steering the talk toward overseas customs and scenery. Tie Ci understood clearly that he was testing her. She was well-read with extensive knowledge, and with her senior brothers frequently going to sea, she wasn’t unfamiliar with foreign lands and customs. Following Fourth Master’s conversational leads, she spoke fluently: “…There was this foreign young man who fell for a local girl and wrote her love letters, but forgot how to write the character ‘niang’ (mother/lady). Remembering that ‘niang’ and ‘ma’ (mom) meant the same thing, he wrote at the top of his letter: ‘Dear Aunt…'”

The whole room burst into laughter. Fourth Master smiled, and the screen next door shook with movement. Xiao Wenliu’s laughter was especially clear: “Oh my goodness, that’s hilarious! Brother Ye, this story is so amusing—tell another one!”

Tie Ci smiled: “Very well, esteemed Aunt Xiao.”

Everyone roared with laughter in unison. Xiao Wenliu laughed so hard she burst out from behind the screen, wanting to toast Tie Ci: “I can’t accept this honorific for nothing.”

This frightened all the attending nannies, who rushed out to pull her back. Fourth Master looked at Xiao Wenliu whose eyes were sparkling brightly, his brow furrowed, and he said with a sideways smile: “Little Ninth, with your drinking capacity, don’t embarrass yourself. How about letting Sister Wen toast in your place instead.”

Xiao Wen hadn’t even stood up when Feiyu tapped her chopsticks against her bowl. She trembled all over and immediately didn’t dare move.

Feiyu leaned forward with a smile: “Seeing how happily you’re all laughing, let me join in with a joke too. We also often see those high-nosed, blue-eyed foreigners in our area. They envy our Great Qian’s vast territory and abundant resources, so they come to learn our written language to facilitate trade. Someone opened a private school specifically to teach foreigners to speak. One day, the teacher examined the foreign students, having each one recite an idiom describing joyful laughter. Some said ‘hearty laughter,’ ‘charming smile,’ and so on. The teacher then said they must include numbers. An old foreigner with a very good mind immediately responded: ‘Smiling in the nine springs!’ (meaning smiling in death/the grave)”

The laughter stopped abruptly, and everyone looked at each other.

Was this cursing someone or cursing someone?

And “old foreigner”—the only one here who could be called old was Fourth Master alone. Who was she cursing?

Tie Ci smiled gracefully.

In the art of spoiling the mood, if Feiyu claimed second place, no one would dare claim first.

But Fourth Master acted as if he hadn’t understood this face-to-face cursing joke at all. He even raised his hands and clapped a few times—”clap clap clap”—echoing clearly in the silent room. These few claps were like a signal, instantly reminding everyone of their breach of composure. So those younger generation members immediately resumed toasting and conversing, and in an instant the hall recovered its natural atmosphere.

Tie Ci watched and secretly admired. The unity of the Xiao family and Fourth Master Xiao’s control over the Xiao family was evident.

When the wine was flowing freely, Tie Ci pretended to be half-drunk and talked with the people at the table about the customs of her hometown. Though she claimed to be from an ordinary Shengdu family, her conversations mostly involved giant ships, foreign merchants, maritime scenery, and worldly wonders. The Xiao family disciples smiled as they listened, nodding frequently, while their eyes darted about privately with expressions of knowing but not saying.

Tie Ci took the opportunity to observe the interactions between the Xiao family and the Wei Xing siblings. Both sides claimed to be distant relatives, and there were no flaws in their conversations.

Fourth Master Xiao’s attitude became increasingly warm. He readily agreed to Tie Ci’s request to train at the River Administration Office. When the banquet was about to end, he said: “Our garden has emerald water flowing like a ribbon, circling the entire garden and connecting to Mingyue Lake outside. There are fragrant boats in the garden for entertainment. If the guests are interested, you might board a boat for sightseeing. It can also help dissipate the wine’s effects.”

Tie Ci unfolded her folding fan, covering her smiling eyes, and laughed: “I’ve long admired the Xiao family gardens, masterful works. To tour them today—what great fortune!”

Fourth Master Xiao smiled and humbly declined the praise, then had someone help Tie Ci board the boat. The boat was quite large and could carry many people. After Tie Ci and the Wei Xing siblings boarded, Fourth Master Xiao gave a meaningful look, and Xiao Wen lowered her head and got on.

Xiao Wenliu lifted her skirt and bounced after them, but was tripped by her female companions. Feiyu was about to board when suddenly a maid bumped into her, spilling soup all over Feiyu’s dress. The maid immediately kowtowed begging for mercy, and Fourth Master Xiao had already said: “Clumsy fool, get out! Little Ninth, you take Miss Feiyu to the inner room to change clothes.”

On the boat, Tie Ci turned around and met Feiyu’s gaze. In that instant, both understood and found it somewhat amusing.

The common tricks used in the mansion struggles of wealthy families—were they now going to be used on this female demon king?

Author’s Note: The jokes are from the internet, sources cannot be verified.

Chapter 152: A Love Triangle
Xiao Wenliu was obviously uninformed and didn’t know this was her Fourth Grandfather deliberately tripping her up. She stamped her foot resentfully and reluctantly took Feiyu to change clothes.

Those astute Xiao family children saw through the situation. Although the Xiao family young ladies were quite interested in the ethereally beautiful Tie Ci, with Fourth Grandfather’s attitude being what it was, and since they all already had marriage prospects, none dared board the boat. The other Xiao family sons all claimed they had drunk too much and felt dizzy. In the end, only some maids and servant women boarded to attend them.

Xiao Wen stood at the boat’s edge, awkwardly hanging her head, her fingers gripping the boat rail so tightly that veins stood out on the back of her hands.

On shore, Fourth Master Xiao watched the fragrant boat drift away, the smile on his face gradually fading. A follower behind him said: “Fourth Master, looking at Miss Wen’s appearance, she seems quite unwilling.”

“This girl has big ambitions,” Fourth Master Xiao said lightly. “But actually her mind isn’t clear. I don’t understand what she has to be unwilling about. A talent like Ye Ci—even being his concubine wouldn’t wrong her. If she knows how to use some tactics, she might even have a chance to be elevated to wife in the future. How is she being wronged?”

The follower smiled: “Indeed, Miss Wen has always been a sensible person. This time, for some reason, she’s being rather contrary.”

“Perhaps some people just don’t connect. I can see Ye Ci is also indifferent toward her. I hope she’ll show some backbone this time.” Fourth Master Xiao said, “If it weren’t for the embankment incident causing trouble, requiring us to appease these people, why would we need to resort to such methods? In the past, this kind of matter could be easily suppressed. But recently our family has had frequent troubles. Last time we barely managed to suppress the Ziyang incident, but we still can’t find out where that batch of abyss iron weapons went. This time with the academy affair, I sent people to Qingyang County to retrieve that group of stewards, only to discover they had already been escorted away early. Now there’s much discussion in the capital. It’s only because our family controls the Censorate that we’re temporarily suppressing it. When He Zi and his students arrive in the capital, there will likely be more trouble. The Empress Dowager has already had several outbursts in the palace… Our family cannot have any more incidents!”

The advisors behind him also sighed, then said: “It’s hard to believe—were all these incidents really exposed by the Crown Princess alone…?”

“Whether they were or not, she’s definitely someone the Xiao family must eliminate.” Fourth Master Xiao said, “I had you investigate Ye Ci and his group at the academy—what did you find?”

“All our people at the academy have been detained. Among the remaining batch of masters, some temporarily returned to their hometowns, some accompanied He Zi to the capital, and some went with students for practical training. The students have also been temporarily dispersed. Superintendent Rong received us and confirmed Ye Ci’s identity, even producing Ye Ci’s school records. Our people weren’t satisfied and secretly infiltrated the academy’s archives at night, finding another copy of the school records. Everything matched what Superintendent Rong had shown us, except the place of origin was blank.”

This seemed to further corroborate that Ye Ci’s background was indeed from a distinguished sect outside the world. Fourth Master Xiao pondered for a long while and nodded. But then he said: “Rong Pu as a person ultimately cannot be fully trusted either. Continue investigating. Aren’t there still students coming to Dongming for practical training? I heard someone went to the county office—go ask them about it later.”

The advisor accepted the order. Fourth Master Xiao suddenly remembered something: “Is Second Brother’s side still stable?”

“I was about to report to you, Master. Last night at the second household, somehow a venomous snake slipped into Eighth Master’s bedroom and nearly bit the immobilized Eighth Master. Second Madam cried and made a scene again, saying Fourth Master wants to silence him permanently, saying very… unseemly things.”

“Nonsense! Little Eight is already in that condition—what would I want his life for? He’s my own nephew!”

The advisor remained silent, thinking that being a nephew or not wasn’t really a reason not to kill someone. The key was that if you really wanted to harm your nephew, why would you use such an obvious and clumsy method as a venomous snake, and how could you miss and let that shrew notice?

“The second household in the old residence isn’t without people we can use. I’m afraid once they learn about today’s banquet for Ye Ci, they might tamper with the pleasure boat…”

“Then let them tamper.” Fourth Master Xiao smiled indifferently. “Isn’t Ye Ci someone who grew up at sea? Could a mere small lake drown him? Even if something goes wrong, Miss Wen is also a good swimmer… Perhaps it might even create an opportunity for good fortune!”

…

The fragrant boat drifted leisurely through the water. Tie Ci didn’t bother engaging with Xiao Wen and spoke with the Wei siblings instead. Wei Xing had indeed drunk quite a bit and was swaying back and forth on the boat. Tie Ci advised her to rest in the inner cabin and personally escorted her inside. Wei Xing dismissed the attendants and held onto her hand, refusing to let go, laughing: “Your Highness… I’m truly happy today… These past few days my heart has been heavy with worry… thinking of seeking Master Rong… yet fearing you… Now my heart can finally be at ease…”

Tie Ci looked at her delicate, sweet face, full of longing and joy for love. After a moment of silence, she suddenly said: “You’re only rejoicing there, thinking you can pursue Rong Wei, but what if he likes someone else? What would you do?”

Wei Xing was confused for a while before understanding the question. She asked in surprise: “Who does he like?”

Tie Ci propped up her leg, resting her hand on her knee, and laughed melodiously: “What if it’s me?”

Regardless, Rong Wei was someone she had set her sights on. He could go like someone else, but until he clearly rejected her, she wouldn’t be ambiguous in her attitude and give him up.

If she gave him up, she’d lose not only Rong Wei but possibly the friendship of the Wei siblings as well.

Wei Xing was stunned and sat up to look at her. After a long moment, she fell back heavily and said: “Your Highness, don’t joke. Setting aside that you have a marriage engagement, just speaking of your time at the academy, you presented yourself as a man. Would Master Rong really like a man?”

“Perhaps he’s a cut-sleeve,” Tie Ci muttered.

“If he’s a cut-sleeve, then he wouldn’t like you either!”

Tie Ci was struck.

Rong Wei was pursuing her, but he was a cut-sleeve pursuing that man Ye Shiba.

Once she changed back to women’s clothing and he knew her identity, would he still like her?

She heard that cut-sleeves don’t like women.

Not to mention, this seemed to be a three-person love affair—there was also Feiyu.

Tie Ci held her forehead with her hand.

It was over—this topsy-turvy, gender-confused love triangle.

Seeing her expression, Wei Xing laughed, saying drunkenly: “I was only afraid Your Highness would take a fancy to Master Rong and use your status to forcibly bring him into the palace, but how could Your Highness be such a person? So I worried for nothing.”

Tie Ci said weakly: “You should continue worrying…” Looking down, she saw Wei Xing was already fast asleep.

Tie Ci could only sigh and exit the cabin. Wei Xing stood by the boat rail, absent-mindedly counting the fish swimming below. Tie Ci heard him muttering: “One, two, three, four, one, two, three, four…”

Tie Ci touched his hair: “Xing’er, are you happy to be going home?”

“Not happy.” Wei Xing didn’t answer until quite a while later.

“Why?”

“They say I’m an idiot and scold Sister.”

“Who scolds your sister?”

“Great-grandfather, Second Grandfather, Great Uncle, Second Uncle, Third Uncle, Uncle-in-law, Aunt, Second Cousin, Third Cousin…” Wei Xing counted on his fingers, obviously running out of digits.

“Then what do you plan to do?”

Wei Xing said nothing, looking up at her with eyes bright as starlight.

“Before, you ignored everything, turning your back on them, right?” Tie Ci said. “In the future, if anyone scolds you and your sister again, just hit them.”

“Hit them.”

“You can distinguish who truly treats you well. From now on, get close to those who treat you well, cherish them, obey them but don’t be too submissive. You must make many, many people follow you. Trust me—if you give just a little, many people will be willing to follow you. Only when you possess power can you protect yourself and your sister. You must let them know your strength, give them opportunities to submit to you. If they really refuse to submit, then kill them.”

“Kill them.”

Tie Ci squeezed his palm.

The bow and stern of the boat suddenly shook, followed by two splashing sounds. Xiao Wen screamed at the stern, and simultaneously the deck beneath their feet also shook.

Tie Ci looked down and saw the boat bottom had already cracked, with water flowing over the deck boards.

She had seen this scenario far too many times. She asked Wei Xing: “Can you swim?”

“Yes.”

“Go rescue your sister. Don’t panic too much. Don’t worry—someone will save you.”

Wei Xing trusted her completely, immediately turning to enter the cabin and carrying Wei Xing out on his back.

Tie Ci rummaged in her sleeve pocket, muttering, “I knew I’d have to take a trip through the water,” while pulling out a small leather pouch and an air pump. In a few movements, she inflated it into a ring shape and fitted it around Wei Xing’s waist.

This was one of the items from the treasure box her master had given her. Today, because there was water at the garden tour, she had brought it along.

In just these few moments, the boat had already sunk halfway. Xiao Wen, who hadn’t fallen into the water yet, was somehow pushed and fell into the water with a splash. She swam quickly toward her: “Young Master Ye, I’ll save…”

Her words were cut short as she stared in amazement.

Chapter 153: Throwing Oneself Into Embrace
Watching helplessly as Tie Ci touched a finger to her waist, the rather distinctive belt around her waist, painted with desert camel caravan patterns, suddenly inflated and became a tightly sealed, plump ring that kept Tie Ci floating steadily on the water.

Tie Ci leisurely drifted in the water, her elbows propped on the swim ring, smiling sweetly at Xiao Wen: “Miss Xiao, I can save myself. Please kindly stay away from me.”

Xiao Wen froze in the water, then cried out in alarm again a moment later.

Tie Ci looked down and saw a dark shadow flash by below.

She suddenly lifted her foot, and with a tremendous splash, a large human figure was viciously kicked out of the water, spraying blood like a rainbow bridge in mid-air before falling like a stone into the water thirty feet away.

Xiao Wen was splashed with water all over her head and face, frozen several feet away and not daring to move. After a while, seeing no one nearby, she said tremblingly: “I… I won’t come closer, but Young Master Ye… could you perhaps fulfill my wish… I can help you…”

Tie Ci could vaguely guess at her predicament, and she herself had been thinking of developing an inside contact within the Xiao family. At worst, she could take her away after everything was accomplished. So she treaded water and moved a few steps closer, saying softly: “What can you help me with…”

Seeing her approach, Xiao Wen also moved toward her. Her clothing was thin and now clung wetly to her body, revealing her curves quite enticingly. In the distance on shore, shadowy figures watched from afar.

Just as Tie Ci was about to discuss details with her, she suddenly felt her feet tighten as her legs were embraced.

Startled, she instinctively kicked, but the person below had tremendous strength, yanking her down forcefully and poking with a hand—hiss—the swim ring deflated.

As Tie Ci entered the water, her elbow had already struck out viciously.

That person avoided it like a swimming fish, then reached up with an arm, coiling around her waist like a water snake.

This movement and agility made her pause.

That person turned around in the water, black hair flowing in sinuous strands, revealing a snow-white face among them.

It was indeed Feiyu.

Her beauty appeared even clearer and more brilliant in the emerald water—like a jade-carved lotus flower, a crystal water lily, with skin like ice and bones like jade, beyond the power of any brush to describe.

Seeing her, Tie Ci couldn’t help but smile helplessly.

Such jealousy indeed.

Feiyu made gestures to her underwater, pressing her finger to her lips, then slowly flicking it away.

Tie Ci was startled—this looked like a blown kiss gesture.

But how could Feiyu blow kisses?

Had she herself ever made such a gesture? She couldn’t remember for the moment.

Perhaps it meant something else, because Feiyu also pressed her chest.

Tie Ci’s gaze followed down from her chest, seeing those proud curves, and stared unconsciously.

Thinking: really well-developed.

After Feiyu made two gestures and saw no reaction, she suddenly smiled.

The next instant she spun Tie Ci around so that Tie Ci faced her, with Feiyu’s arm supporting her waist from behind.

Water flowed and surged, long hair intertwined, and her lips, carrying the coolness and softness of the water, covered Tie Ci’s lips.

Tie Ci’s eyes slowly widened, but the water stung them, so she quickly closed them again.

Feeling something soft and quick slip between her tongue, she opened her eyes in astonishment again, not expecting Feiyu to suddenly become so bold.

That tongue teased gently between her teeth, like a low-flying bird, crossing this sky, this earth, this water, this wind, its wingtips brushing peaches, plums, apricots, and pears—the spring light of March.

Tie Ci raised her hands and also embraced Feiyu’s waist. With a forceful movement, the two spun together in the water, their long sleeves flying out as they switched positions.

Never liking to be below, Tie Ci pressed Feiyu down heavily and gently bit her lip.

A trace of laughter flickered in Feiyu’s eyes.

Indistinguishable between water waves and lips, which was softer, the pool full of lotus flowers half-withered, dropping pink lotus petals to peek secretly.

Crystal-clear bubbles rose densely around them, long hair slowly intertwined, soft and lingering.

Like a pair of intimate lovers embedded in a crystal painting.

That breath was exchanged and shared, tender and prolonged, until they were breathless and surfaced with a splash.

Sunlight made the lake surface sparkle like scattered gold, and their silhouettes also seemed embroidered in gold.

Tie Ci took several deep breaths, smoothed the water from her hair, and turned to look at Feiyu.

Feiyu smiled with a frank expression: “Why are you looking at me like that? I did ask you—whether you couldn’t breathe well and needed me to give you a breath. You didn’t object.”

So those incomprehensible gestures were inquiries?

Tie Ci smiled and wouldn’t spoil the mood by arguing about this. Since they had already kissed, she should take responsibility.

She gazed into Feiyu’s eyes and said: “Actually, I also…”

Suddenly someone shouted from not far away: “Young Master Ye, Miss Feiyu, we’ve come to rescue you!”

Tie Ci’s words were cut short, and she had to stop speaking with annoyance. Watching the rescue boat arrive fashionably late, she smiled: “How timely of you all.”

The Xiao family servants smiled awkwardly.

Fourth Master’s carefully arranged scheme had failed. When Feiyu was changing clothes, Xiao Jing was deceived to the door but reacted in time, refusing to enter and leaving with a flick of his sleeves. When people went in to look again, they found Feiyu had also disappeared.

Apparently this beauty was extremely jealous and had somehow also entered the lake, ruining the good opportunity between Miss Wen and Young Master Ye.

With things having reached this point, Fourth Master Xiao saw he couldn’t insert anyone and cut his losses, sending people to fetch them.

Once on shore, the Wei siblings had already come ashore and changed clothes while waiting. Seeing her safe and sound, they breathed a sigh of relief. They hurriedly arranged for people to help Tie Ci change clothes and warm up by a fire, but didn’t even glance at Feiyu beside them.

Feiyu smiled and said: “Are there clothes for me to change into?”

Wei Xing looked at her with surprise, thinking: you’re just a maid or concubine-type person, how dare you be so presumptuous—truly arrogant from being spoiled.

Born of noble status, she unconsciously regarded Feiyu as a servant around the Crown Princess. Though she wouldn’t be overbearing, she hadn’t thought to show respect either, simply treating her as non-existent.

She ignored Feiyu, and Feiyu just smiled, her smile meaningful.

After changing clothes and returning to the front hall, Fourth Master Xiao was waiting. He apologized again, casually made some excuse, and everyone just laughed it off. Tie Ci brought up the River Administration Office matter again, and it was immediately decided that people would escort them there tomorrow.

The two returned together. Sitting in the carriage, Tie Ci looked at Feiyu, who seemed lost in thought, and the impulsive thoughts she’d had in the water earlier dispersed.

She had a vague feeling in her heart that her identity was an obstacle. But if she didn’t reveal her identity, even if she revealed her gender, she would be a scoundrel woman stepping on two boats.

She still needed to choose the most appropriate timing.

She pondered silently while Feiyu was also thinking whether she should cast a wider net, sending out the Flying Ear Division, temporarily abandoning the intelligence network in Liaodong to focus on searching for the Crown Princess’s whereabouts.

Ye Shiba didn’t seem like someone who could swallow her pride and share a husband with others.

Each harboring their own thoughts, they returned to their rooms. Tie Ci lit the lamp and burned oil, writing Wei Xing’s training manual, preparing to deliver it to Wei Xing tomorrow.

While thinking: how were the two maids doing with their infiltration at the foundling home?

…

The foundling home operated on rotating night shifts. The servants all lived in the reverse-facing rooms at the back, without separate courtyards. The men’s quarters and women’s rooms were separated only by a thin wall that was mottled and showed signs of long neglect.

The rooms all had rows of communal beds, emanating the murky odor of cheap hair oil mixed with human bodies. When Xinghua and Meihua entered, both unconsciously frowned.

But immediately they regained their composure. If the Crown Princess could live in the Wu dormitory, what did they have to fear from a little hair oil?

An older woman assigned them beds near the door. Someone nearby was snickering, muttering: “Lucky for those over there…”

The two unpacked their bedding and knelt on the beds to look at the wall, which actually had many holes casually plugged with wooden sticks.

Meihua’s expression turned cold, and Xinghua pressed down on her hand.

The wooden stick suddenly moved, being pulled out, creating a hole in the wall with a pair of eyes appearing on the other side.

…

Next door, Ah San and Ah Si were assigned beds closest to the chamber pot. Having stayed in all sorts of filthy places in their daily lives, they lay down casually, but saw a man suddenly turn over and crawl up, creeping to the wall to sneakily watch something.

Ah Si sat on the bed looking that way. Ah San turned over, grabbed his hand, and whispered: “Brother, don’t cause trouble, don’t attract attention. We still need to go out later to pick up the medicine package…”

Ah Si also lay down, but heard the person pressed against the wall making giggling sounds, then saying impatiently: “The two new ones today, why aren’t they undressing yet?”

Someone nearby said: “Those two have ordinary faces, but really good figures. I like that Xinghua—those breasts are really big. Pockmarked Huang, have you looked enough? It’s my turn.”

Another said: “I think Meihua has a nice ass—perky and firm. When she walks, it’s so alluring…”

Ah Si suddenly sat up.

In a few steps he reached that bed and grabbed the peeping fellow.

Then he lowered his head to see what was going on with that hole.

But at that moment, he heard a cold laugh from the other side, followed by a flash of white light as a cold, hard fist suddenly shot through the hole and—bang—struck his left eye.

Ah Si: “…”

Meihua’s icy voice came from the other side.

“Lecher! Look again and I’ll gouge out your eyes!”

Ah Si: “!!!”

He wanted to speak, but the other side moved extremely quickly, plugging the hole with the wooden stick again.

Ah San rushed over, shocked: “Brother, brother, what happened to you! Who hit you?”

Ah Si slowly turned around, sporting a huge black eye, then suddenly turned and—bang—punched the peeping Pockmarked Huang in the left eye socket: “Lecher! Look again and I’ll gouge out your eyes!”

…

That night Ah Si was too angry to sleep and went to the wall at midnight to pick up the disguised medicine package.

The next morning, he ran into Xinghua and Meihua face-to-face. Xinghua looked at his face with surprise. After Meihua was stunned for a moment, she crashed the water basin in her hands to the ground with a clang, splashing water on Ah Si’s feet.

Ah Si wanted to cough up blood again.

…

Rain began to fall patter-patter again. Tie Ci took a carriage to the River Administration Office.

Feiyu didn’t follow because Fourth Master Xiao sent word that the River Administration Office recently had students coming for practical training, and personnel quotas were full—they could only take one more person.

He also said the old matriarch had heard a stunning beauty had come, and the elderly lady liked pretty children, wanting to meet Miss Feiyu. She had sent people early in the morning to invite her.

Both Tie Ci and Feiyu understood that although the Xiao family was escorting her to the River Administration Office, they would certainly keep one person as a hostage. So Feiyu smiled sweetly and boarded the Xiao family’s carriage.

Tie Ci wasn’t worried about her—the Xiao family couldn’t handle this female demon.

Arriving at the River Administration Office and being led into the courtyard, she saw Gu Xiaoxiao sitting in the official hall with account books piled mountain-high on her desk, her abacus creating afterimages as she worked, so busy she didn’t even look up.

The River Administration Office was a small government bureau, usually with at most two officials called Director and Deputy Director, with one supporting clerk below them responsible for various office affairs. They managed fishery taxation, water area surveying for the hundreds of miles of water territory along the Jing River’s upper and lower reaches. This dynasty also managed river embankment construction and maintenance.

Originally water territories were unmanaged. Before the founding emperor of Great Qian established the country, he competed with others for supremacy. His opponent was from a fishing family background, occupying fertile water and rice regions, greatly profiting from fishing to fund military expenses. For a long time, this kept the founding emperor of Great Qian unable to raise his head. Therefore, after Great Qian was established, they sent specialists to survey water territories and set fishing taxes to supplement local finances. At most, they established several hundred River Administration Offices. As water territories silted up with sand, rivers changed course, and other reasons, many originally highly profitable lakes gradually yielded little. Not only could they not supplement finances, they couldn’t even cover the costs of establishing River Administration Offices, so many were abolished.

Tie Ci remembered seeing the national fishery tax records when at court. The Sanbai River Administration Office’s fishery tax was never very high, with low quotas, but it didn’t reach the standard for abolition either—it belonged to that half-dead, barely maintained category. But along her journey by the river, she had seen that Sanbai River had swift currents and abundant fish. The yield should far exceed the numbers in the fishery tax records.

Gu Xiaoxiao had come to the River Administration Office early precisely because she saw the problems here. If the Xiao family controlled local finances, the county office should also be able to see clues, but the county office’s defenses would certainly be tight. If she went to the county office, the Xiao family would definitely interfere. But small fishery taxes wouldn’t cause big waves, so the Xiao family could let it go.

Tie Ci’s idea was to use this as a breakthrough point. Additionally, Sanbai River reported disasters every year, and the embankment repair silver allocated by the Ministry of Revenue was no small sum. If truly built solidly, how could there be leaks everywhere?

The person who came to receive her was the office clerk, obviously very busy. He said the county office had ordered them to first dredge Sanbai River, using the excavated silt to repair embankments to save some expenses. They were currently mobilizing boats and people. He casually called over two people and said: “You explain things to this Young Master Ye. You’re all classmates, so conversation will be more convenient.”

When both sides faced each other, they were both stunned.

Chapter 154: Midnight Terror
Tie Ci said: “Li Zhi? Tong Rushi? I was just wondering where you two had gone, only to find you here.”

During the last flood release, she had seen Li Zhi and Tong Rushi apparently being rescued by someone, so she hadn’t worried much about them. She hadn’t expected them to arrive at the River Administration Office ahead of her.

Tong Rushi maintained his usual aloof demeanor. Li Zhi smiled: “That night Brother Tong rescued me. After we reached shore, we caught cold and rested at a local villager’s home for several days. Hearing that you helped close the embankment that day and were received by the Xiao family, we didn’t want to disturb you, so we came for practical training first. The River Administration Office happened to be short-handed recently, so the county office assigned us here.”

After a few hurried words, someone called for the river workers to assemble at the embankment. The two left hastily. Wanting to see how the dredging was done, Tie Ci followed along. The embankment was packed with people—all conscripted civilians and fishermen, barefoot and bare-headed in the rain. At a single command from above, they jumped into the river water, using shovels to dig river mud and carrying it away in baskets once full.

After watching for a while, Tie Ci asked in surprise: “Digging the entire river by manpower? Why not use dredging boats?”

The River Administration Office Deputy Director was startled, not expecting this young master to be knowledgeable, and hurriedly answered: “The dredging boat was damaged in a collision before and hasn’t been repaired yet.”

Tie Ci asked again: “What about iron dredges, iron dragon claws, river rakes, clearing men, river dragons, and iron brooms? Dredging boats don’t necessarily need to be official vessels—conscripting fishermen’s boats and providing repairs and compensation for any damage afterward would work too.”

The Deputy Director was speechless for a moment. A man nearby walked over, with kind eyes and a hearty laugh: “Young master, those who don’t manage households don’t know the price of rice and firewood. Sanbai River has swift currents and rugged terrain, and Haiyou region always has much rain in summer. The embankments need repair almost yearly. The water management silver allocated by the court is barely enough, leaving us stretched thin. Often we have to advance our own silver. Fortunately, the Xiao family is philanthropic, contributing money every year to care for the upper and lower reaches of Sanbai River. The dredging tools you mentioned—we have them all, but many are damaged. The Xiao family is currently having them repaired at a shipyard together, and they’ll be usable soon.”

The Deputy Director bowed to the newcomer: “Director.”

Tie Ci then knew this was the River Administration Office Director—an eighth-rank minor official wearing a simple blue cloth robe, looking like an ordinary farmer. He was indeed humble, not taking offense at Tie Ci’s earlier questions. Smiling cheerfully, he took her hand and pointed to the common people densely covering the embankment: “The Xiao family is charitable, and the people know gratitude. Hearing about the river dredging, young and old all came to help.” He continued: “That day when the embankment broke, though we rescued it in time, many downstream households were flooded and temporarily can’t live there. These people all need proper settlement. Though we’re short-handed here, this is all water and mud work that would wrong Young Master Ye. Perhaps Young Master could handle the disaster victim resettlement instead.”

Tie Ci smiled: “You, Director, personally take the field—how could I, Ye Ci, a mere commoner, be so precious? I couldn’t, I couldn’t.”

The two smiled at each other like slippery fish. Suddenly someone called for Tie Ci. Looking carefully, she recognized one of the nearby villagers who had helped close the embankment that night. She immediately rolled up her pants and went into the water. Looking down, she saw that because people had been soaking their legs in water for long periods, some had already begun to rot. Frowning, she asked the young villager: “How much money do you get per day for being conscripted to dig the river?”

“Money? What money?” the villager said. “Our houses were all flooded. Coming to dig the river gets us three hot meals a day and a shed for you and your family to stay temporarily. What money would we ask for?”

“Didn’t you get any in previous river digging?”

“We dig every year, but usually it’s the water territory upstream near the Xiao family. We’ve never been paid. Everyone around here are the Xiao family’s tenants and servants—who would dare offend the master family? When the master family is lenient during rent collection, everyone has an easier year. As for the dredging boats you mentioned to the Director earlier—anyway, there’s free labor, so why spend money on those things?”

Before he finished speaking, someone’s shovel apparently went off target and swung toward him, nearly cutting off his shin. Fortunately, Tie Ci was quick-eyed and grabbed the shovel. The outspoken villager turned pale with fright and immediately lowered his head without another word.

Tie Ci looked up at the person wielding the shovel—a large man with a fierce face, mixed in the crowd but hardly moving his shovel. In his fleshy face, a pair of vicious eyes darted about everywhere, looking like a rampaging crab. Seeing Tie Ci holding the shovel, he reached out for it. Tie Ci slowly handed it over. As the large man took the shovel, he said: “Young master with your delicate skin, you shouldn’t come contaminate yourself with this muddy water. Otherwise, if you slip and fall, wouldn’t you be covered in mud soup?”

Tie Ci nodded very earnestly: “You’re absolutely right.” Then she thrust the shovel handle forward viciously.

The large man screamed and suddenly bent like a shrimp, toppling headfirst into the muddy water. The young villager seized the opportunity to step on his face.

Tie Ci’s laughter rang out: “Oh my, how did you slip first?”

The young villager took out his anger with that step but didn’t echo Tie Ci’s words. Bending his back, he was about to move to another area when Tie Ci, looking around the circle, called him back: “I find you all familiar. I remember your village was the first to rush to the embankment that night—a young man with an injured leg brought the news. Now I see you’re all here, but where is he? Is his leg injury still not healed? I’ll bring some medicine to see him.”

The villager stopped and after a long moment said quietly: “You won’t be able to see him anymore.”

“Hmm?”

“He had an abscess on his leg and died yesterday.”

Tie Ci was stunned. The villager had already walked away. Someone came down from the embankment shouting that meal time was ready, and the villagers she knew from that area immediately scattered.

Tie Ci could only climb back up the embankment, walking and thinking about how that young man had only had an external leg injury that didn’t seem serious that day—how had it become an abscess?

Looking up, rolling clouds covered the sky, pressing down gloomily overhead. This weather showed no signs of improvement.

Ahead, they were serving meals. She went to look—thick porridge, baskets of steamed buns, and ginger soup to ward off cold. The cooks watched over the pots, saying this was prepared by the Xiao family. Everyone held their bowls with endless gratitude.

The River Administration Office Director and Deputy Director came over again with beaming faces, swaying as they walked. But Tie Ci didn’t want to deal with them and turned to walk down from the embankment.

Walking out of everyone’s sight, on the road back to the River Administration Office, she summoned hidden subordinates from the Nine Guards and had them look at the embankment again.

Sure enough, the Nine Guards soon reported: “Later, soldiers from the Inspection Office came, but they didn’t go down—they took on inspection and supervision duties. The white steamed buns in those baskets were only the top layer, which the soldiers ate up. Below were black flour buns, but everyone seemed unsurprised and ate them with relish. In the afternoon, river digging sped up. They were driven back into the river without even a quarter-hour rest. The cleared silt wasn’t used for embankment construction either—it was carted to the Xiao family’s fields for composting.”

“Truly making the most of everything,” Tie Ci said. “Then what are they using for embankment construction? Wouldn’t buying other materials be more expensive?”

“They say earth embankments can’t withstand Sanbai River’s rampaging water, so they’re building stone embankments.”

Tie Ci didn’t believe this. People who took earth for composting would spend money on stones for embankments?

After thinking, she ordered the Nine Guards to investigate the recently deceased villager. The Nine Guards accepted the order and left.

Returning to the office, Gu Xiaoxiao was still bent over his work. Taking advantage of the empty room, Tie Ci quietly gave him a meaningful look.

Gu Xiaoxiao looked up, saw it was her, and his eyes brightened.

Tie Ci whispered: “Any gains?”

Gu Xiaoxiao said: “I know all about the national fishery taxes from the Ministry of Revenue. Sanbai River Administration Office’s fishery tax definitely has problems. But the current accounts they’ve given me show no irregularities—they should be fake. We need to find the real accounts. Also, I privately asked local fishermen. Local fishery taxes are collected mainly in kind, but when reported to the court, they’re converted to money. The in-kind collections are cooked iron and raw hemp, plus small amounts of fish bladders, feathers, and such—quite a large quantity. But when converted to silver, the amounts clearly don’t match.”

In-kind meant local specialties and processed fishermen’s catches, like dried fish, fish bladders, feathers, fish oil, and local products like the abundant white hemp here. Cooked iron was also in-kind—all necessities for shipbuilding.

Converting to money meant taxes paid as cash, silver, or copper coins.

So where did this hemp and iron go? The River Administration Office certainly had no use for it. The Xiao family?

Tie Ci knew the Xiao family also grew hemp, but they had always been restrained in their actions, never forming a large enough scale to attract attention. After all, hemp was related to shipbuilding—if the Xiao family grew too much hemp, it would inevitably make people suspicious, not to mention massively collecting cooked iron. But if the Xiao family was manipulating fishery taxes, having tens of thousands of fishing households along the Jing River’s upper and lower reaches deliver hemp and iron to them—that would be no small matter.

Haiyou bordered Pinghai Bay. If one set sail across the bay and sailed with favorable winds, it was only two days to reach Shengdu directly.

Did the Xiao family truly have such treasonous audacity, or were they just making preparations both ways?

Gu Xiaoxiao suddenly said happily: “Yesterday I met that merchant I told you about before—the one I helped secure business division rights. His family also has a stone business and is willing to donate a batch of stones to help build stone embankments locally. Sanbai River was once managed using water-束沙 (water bundling and sand flushing) methods in the previous dynasty, then the course changed to flow three li outside Dongming County city. But looking at it now, earth embankments and bamboo lattice dams can’t stop Sanbai River water from rushing from the old route to the Jing River mouth. The flow path impact problems are endless, so stone embankments must be built. Originally I proposed this, but the River Administration Office and county office weren’t enthusiastic. I contacted that merchant and got his stone donation, so the local county office had nothing to say. We’ll personally supervise building the stone embankment more solidly. In the future, if the Xiao family wants to break embankments, it won’t be so easy, and they won’t be able to ask the court for money every year on this pretext.”

This was naturally good. Tie Ci said: “That’s a traveling merchant from outside, right? Though well-intentioned, you should be cautious.”

Gu Xiaoxiao said: “Merchants value profit. Even when donating, they want benefits. That outside merchant has great wealth but local merchants band together to exclude outsiders. Having suffered enough, he wants to curry favor with the court to carve out his own territory instead of always being at others’ mercy. I hinted that I have connections in the palace, and he immediately started flattering me. Ultimately he doesn’t want much—just hopes the palace will bestow a plaque and have an inner palace official deliver it. Then he can establish a firm foothold locally.”

“That’s a small matter. When merchants serve the country, the country should naturally reward them. When the materials arrive, have someone go to the palace to find Little Bug. When that merchant delivers the stone materials, you should also make a big show of it.”

“Then it’s settled.”

…

Deep in the night, Ah Si quietly sat up, checking the snoring people around him. Ah San had his back to him and raised his hand to signal all was well.

Ah Si stepped on the bed edge, stepping over the people of various heights, and quietly went outside.

He made no sound, but the wooden door was old and decrepit—it creaked when pushed, carrying far in the silent night.

Ah Si stopped, yawned, and leaned against the door waiting, pretending to be sleepy-eyed going out to relieve himself.

Hearing continued snoring behind him, Ah Si confidently went out.

Next door, Meihua, who had been sleeping peacefully, quietly opened her eyes.

Xinghua slept by the door. She got up and poured a small bottle of oil on the hinges. When Meihua got up to push the door, it made no sound.

She went out and saw Ah Si walking to the wall, unbuttoning his pants as he walked.

Meihua followed expressionlessly.

Night insects chirped from beyond the wall.

It was already autumn, yet these insects lived so vigorously.

While urinating at the wall base, Ah Si reached out and moved aside a brick in the wall.

The switched medicine package was hidden behind the wall brick. He had specifically waited until this midnight hour when no one was around, using the excuse of relieving himself to come get the medicine.

His fingers had just touched the medicine package when he suddenly heard subtle movement behind him.

Ah Si immediately withdrew his hand and turned around, only to see a pale face with vacant eyes floating toward him.

Chapter 155: The Happiness of the Latter Half of One’s Life
Looking again, wasn’t that Meihua?

Meihua floated closer and closer, her eyes seeming to see him yet not see him. In a blink, she was beside him.

She could float all she wanted, but she was also reaching out with those snow-white claws stretched straight forward, about to grab him… Ah Si suddenly realized he was still urinating and was so frightened his whole body convulsed, forcibly holding back the urine.

He stared at Meihua, not understanding whether this was intentional or coincidental. Also, a woman wandering outside at midnight, seeing a man urinating and not avoiding it but approaching instead?

Meihua’s eyes swept past him stiffly, still in that state of seeming to see yet not see. She brushed past him and walked straight back.

Leaving Ah Si covered in cold sweat. At this moment, people from the front courtyard seemed to hear movement and came with lanterns. Afraid of being discovered, Ah Si had to fix his pants and go back.

After returning, he felt uncomfortable in his lower abdomen. This time he really went to relieve himself, but after straining for a long time, nothing came out. He could only take the medicine package and go back.

On the other side, when Meihua returned, she told Xinghua: “Ah San and Ah Si seem problematic. When I passed by, Ah Si didn’t have time to cover up. There’s a brick on the wall that’s slightly raised—presumably something is hidden inside for passing messages.”

Xinghua said: “Let’s just watch. As long as they don’t trip us up, we shouldn’t meddle unnecessarily. Completing what our master assigned is most important.”

Meihua agreed, and the two slept peacefully.

Over there, Ah Si ran to the latrine three times in the latter half of the night, always feeling that half the urine was still in his belly, but he could never get it out. By morning, his face was like golden paper.

When Xinghua encountered him, she was startled and greeted him, gently asking what was wrong and whether he needed to see a doctor.

Ah Si glanced at her sideways, looked past her at Meihua behind, and said ominously: “Nothing much, just went out to relieve myself at midnight and encountered a female ghost…”

Xinghua suddenly understood and said apologetically: “You must have encountered Meihua? Oh my, she has a sleepwalking problem. She’ll run out on her own after falling asleep, but actually can’t see anything and doesn’t remember when she wakes up. Did she frighten you? I’m so sorry.”

Ah San quickly chimed in, magnanimously saying it was fine, fine, and enthusiastically expressing concern about Meihua’s sleepwalking. The two huddled together, exclaiming about the strange and frightening aspects of sleepwalking.

Ah Si looked at the expressionless Meihua, a breath stuck in his chest. Meihua didn’t even glance at him and walked straight past.

As they brushed shoulders, Ah Si whispered: “I know you don’t have sleepwalking… You just wanted to look at me.”

He had thought that zombie-like woman wouldn’t answer, but as Meihua brushed past in that instant, she also said softly: “Right, so small.”

Ah Si: “…”

When Ah San and Xinghua finished their satisfying discussion of the one-two-three-four-five of sleepwalking and waved goodbye, he turned back to see Ah Si’s expression and couldn’t help being startled: “Ah Si, Ah Si, what’s wrong with you!”

Ah Si stood stiffly, clutching his belly, saying mournfully and angrily: “I! Want! To! Pee!”

…

That night Tie Ci received a secret report from the two maids, saying they had successfully infiltrated the foundling home. Though they hadn’t discovered any evidence yet, there were obviously many irregularities in this place. Two servants were especially strange, making contact with people at midnight under the pretense of relieving themselves, so Dan Shuang had given him a fright. Currently the other party’s identity was unclear, but both would pay attention. As long as they dared obstruct their affairs, kill without mercy.

That night Feiyu also received a secret report. In the secret message, Ah San worriedly said that the task assigned by their master was going smoothly, and discovering problems at the foundling home shouldn’t be difficult. However, a pair of maids had inexplicably arrived at the foundling home, and one of them had actually frightened Ah Si into illness. He suddenly couldn’t urinate properly. Ah Si was currently taking medicine and wouldn’t let him tell their master about this. He requested the master arrange some good medicine, fearing that Mu Si’s urination problem was minor, but if it caused psychological barriers affecting certain major matters, that would be bad. After all, he would still need to marry in the future. As for those two maidservants, he requested the master’s instructions on how to handle them…

That evening Tie Ci replied to the two maids: Act as convenient, don’t unnecessarily kill the innocent unless absolutely necessary.

That evening Feiyu replied to the two guards: Idiots, asking me about such trivial matters—being overly tender-hearted, aren’t you? Forgotten where you came from?

She also ordered her subordinates to quickly send Ten Complete Deer Antler Great Tonic Pills to save Ah Si’s happiness for the latter half of his life.

…

Those in hiding hid, those working worked. Tie Ci and Feiyu had no idea that enemies had gathered, and in their view, when the sky wants to rain and people need to urinate, things will always be resolved.

After several days, cartloads of stones were indeed delivered and piled high below the embankment. Tie Ci personally went to look and was quite satisfied.

Whatever tricks the Xiao family was playing, people’s livelihood was always most important.

These past few days, Tie Ci had quietly visited many fishing households. Most had broken boats and shabby sheds, drifting on the water, with insufficient clothing, the whole family having only one set of decent clothes.

Each household paid fishery tax of one and a half shi. Some fled, some resisted taxes. Those who resisted taxes mostly disappeared thereafter, and those who fled mostly couldn’t escape Dongming County and were forced back.

Though Gu Xiaoxiao didn’t like getting close to people, he loved work. Tie Ci always felt he and Third Senior Sister could become kindred spirits—both their daily hobby was shutting themselves in rooms to calculate, calculate, calculate. Gu Xiaoxiao’s diligence earned praise throughout the River Administration Office. Especially regarding the many river workers’ food and drink, tool usage, allocation and procurement, and reasonable personnel arrangements—he could produce the most economical yet most useful regulations. He increasingly gained the trust of everyone at the River Administration Office and would soon be transferred to work in the accounting office.

When that outside merchant delivered stone materials, Tie Ci specifically instructed Gu Xiaoxiao to arrange for people to make a grand procession with flowers and red decorations, attracting the whole city’s people to watch the excitement with endless praise. This certainly gave the donating wealthy merchant full face, while putting the Xiao family in quite a bind. After all, their years of good reputation had somewhat trapped them—how could local water management and embankment construction be funded by outsiders? So they stepped forward, calling on local wealthy households to donate money and materials, personally leading by sending people to quarry stone. Local wealthy households always followed the Xiao family’s lead and were very enthusiastic. The county office again petitioned the court for embankment repair, and the court also indicated they would allocate silver later and arrange for Ministry of Revenue officials to rush to Dongming for on-site inspection.

The rain had stopped for several days before, then continued endlessly. Water levels hadn’t dropped and remained at high levels. These days Tie Ci had also been struggling in water and mud with the common people, clearing silt and building bridge foundations. Seeing her work so hard, Li Zhi and Tong Rushi, who originally only helped occasionally, felt embarrassed and also went into the river to work. As a result, Li Zhi couldn’t stand steady in the mud and injured his foot as soon as he entered the water, so he was helped to shore to rest. Tong Rushi, however, stumbled at first and was steadied by Tie Ci, but afterward worked quite steadily.

Seeing his nimble movements, Tie Ci couldn’t help asking: “You seem to have farmed before?”

Tong Rushi didn’t look at her and answered after a long moment: “Grew up in a mountain village.”

Tie Ci made an “oh” sound and said: “Looking at your overall bearing, you don’t seem like a child born in the countryside.”

The corner of Tong Rushi’s lips curved up: “How could everyone have your lordship’s good fortune?”

This was said sarcastically with some resentment, not quite like Tong Rushi’s usual style. Tie Ci turned to look at him. Tong Rushi hung his head, and she could only see the tightly pressed muscles at the corners of his mouth.

Finding no common ground, the two separated to work on their own. Suddenly Tie Ci seemed to slip, her whole body falling toward Tong Rushi. Tong Rushi instinctively caught her, and looking down, he saw Tie Ci’s eyes tightly closed, breathing weakly, as if she had fainted.

Tong Rushi was stunned and looked around somewhat bewildered. Everyone around was busy working intensely, and no one noticed this corner, which was somewhat hidden behind a pile of silt.

Tong Rushi tentatively shook Tie Ci and called her name softly. Tie Ci didn’t move, her face very pale, looking lifeless.

When she fell, Tong Rushi had caught her shoulder and neck area. Now one hand was supporting Tie Ci’s nape. Her neck was slender and seemed very delicate in his palm, as if his fingers could close and snap this beautiful yet fragile neck.

Tong Rushi’s fingers trembled spasmodically, then slowly closed.

Tie Ci beneath his hand lay with eyes closed, lifeless.

Suddenly an old man’s hoarse voice sounded overhead: “Young master, catch!”

Something was thrown over. Tong Rushi hurriedly caught it—the thing was still steaming hot with reed leaves wrapped around it falling into the muddy water.

The old man’s voice rang out among the crowd: “You said last time that my wife’s scallion pancakes were delicious. Today I had her send some over. Quick, eat while they’re hot!”

Someone nearby laughed: “What kind of personage is Young Master Ye that he’d eat your mountain folk coarse food!”

The old man said: “Bah, what kind of personage? He may be a precious young master, but he’s also soaking in rain and water with us—that makes him one of us!”

Everyone laughed and said no more.

Tong Rushi looked down at Tie Ci, such an exquisite person, now with mud and water still clinging to her temples.

That hand that had been trembling slightly slowly relaxed.

Suddenly a young boy’s crying sounded again, mixed with beating and scolding. Everyone sighed sympathetically, all saying the child was pitiful—his parents had been killed by bandits early on, he’d wandered outside for a long time, chased by dogs and people, and after returning, his relatives were gone too. Growing up with irregular meals, only twelve or thirteen years old, but for a bite to eat had to do this hard labor. He couldn’t even carry stone slabs—what could he do?

Listening, Tong Rushi’s grip on the pancake slowly cooled again, hard and rough against his palm.

Light and shadow flashed before his eyes—blood-red fire bloomed rotting in his vision, the cold light of swords flashed bright white, bronze armor scales stained with fine blood and flesh scraping and ringing, full ground of silk brocade shattered into sky-filling fire butterflies, some crying miserably, some weeping loudly, some fleeing in panic, breathing sounds violent as bellows.

That breathing sound grew louder like a nightmare. After a while he realized it was himself panting.

A flash of pain and coldness crossed his eyes.

The five fingers supporting Tie Ci began trembling again, closing inward.

Tightening then loosening, loosening then tightening.

Suddenly someone said: “Hey, I’ve been waiting so long my neck is sore.”

Tie Ci opened her eyes, smiling sweetly.

Tong Rushi’s hand trembled and he leaned back. He had been supporting Tie Ci with one hand and knee, and now releasing his hand, Tie Ci was about to fall into the muddy water.

Tie Ci propped herself up with one hand, nimbly rolled over and got up, while her other hand pulled back the nearly escaping Tong Rushi with a thud, sitting him down in the muddy water. She smiled: “Why run? Let’s talk.”

Unable to resist, Tong Rushi sat down on the ground, looking at her with a cold, pale face.

But Tie Ci was looking at the pancake. After that struggle, it had fallen into the silt. She made sympathetic clicking sounds.

Tong Rushi turned his face away, not looking at her, saying stiffly: “If you want to kill, then kill.”

Tie Ci chuckled: “Could I kill you?”

Tong Rushi remained silent.

Tie Ci propped her elbow on her knee, leaning close to Tong Rushi, curiously examining his features. Tong Rushi uncomfortably turned his head away.

Tie Ci asked: “I want to ask you—clearly wanting to kill me, why such inner conflict?”

Tong Rushi’s face remained expressionless.

“Or is it that ordering others to deal with me causes no psychological barriers, but doing it yourself is a bit difficult?”

Tong Rushi’s face was like wearing a mud mask—blank and blurred.

He had long seen the Crown Princess’s capabilities. Since today he had fallen alone into her hands, everything depended on fate.

In the distance, Li Zhi, who was resting on shore, suddenly stood up.

Tong Rushi gave him a distant look, and Li Zhi stopped moving.

Tie Ci had seen this exchange clearly and smiled: “As expected.”

She sighed: “I was wondering how with your dog temper, in that big vat Wu dormitory, you could peacefully enjoy your own space and receive quite a bit of care.”

“It’s because Li Zhi became dormitory leader and protected you. Li Zhi is your man, right? I always see him by your side like a guard.”

“Hmm… guess when I started suspecting you?”

Chapter 156: Mother of the Nation
Tong Rushi remained silent like a mute, unmoved and steadfast.

“Li Zhi said you were originally from Compound A, but because you got into fights too often, you eventually ended up in Compound E. But Compound E’s Jin Wanliang and Cui Shi are far more detestable than the people in Compound A, yet I haven’t seen you fight with them. At most, you just ignore people. How did you end up in Compound E? Moreover, during that archery competition at the martial grounds, you—someone who had been expelled from Compound A—were quickly able to gather an archery team. Your connections clearly weren’t bad at all.”

“Still about that archery competition, when Senior Brother Mu had someone throw ceramic blocks from the second floor to destroy the archery targets, I could have stopped it. If I had intercepted them, I would have won. But Li Zhi suddenly spooked the horse, causing me to slow down a step while helping him, and ultimately I had no choice but to face Senior Brother Mu. That was intentional, wasn’t it? You wanted me to fall at Senior Brother Mu’s hands?”

“That final cold arrow that day was aimed at me. At that time, my identity hadn’t been exposed yet, and I shouldn’t have had any enemies at the academy. It was arranged by your people, wasn’t it?”

“Later, with a series of events following closely, I was rarely in the dormitory, so you didn’t have many opportunities. Then came the journey to Dongming, where Feiyu and I were attacked at an inn in a small town. The attackers came aggressively, but after encountering us face-to-face, they suddenly held back midway, which was very strange.”

“That feeling was as if she recognized us.”

“At the time, I also felt that the figure was very familiar, but I couldn’t remember who it was for a moment.”

“Then the next day, at a roadside tea stall, I suddenly encountered Lady Sun. As soon as she opened her mouth, she said A’hei’s husband had run away, and I immediately remembered—last night’s assassin was A’hei!”

“As soon as you met up with us, A’hei came to assassinate us, but discovering we were acquaintances, she didn’t strike and left. Then she wanted to learn about her husband’s whereabouts from us, but it wasn’t convenient for her to come herself, so she asked Lady Sun to inquire. Otherwise, how could there be such a coincidence in this world?”

“Even more coincidentally, the masters of Lingquan Village avoid the world and don’t emerge, yet two of them appeared in the blink of an eye. People like them—who could command them?”

Hearing this, Tong Rushi’s eyes constricted.

“That night when the Xiao family breached the embankment and released the flood, you fell into the water. I saw you being rescued by someone whose speed was extremely fast—only a master could accomplish this. It was people from Lingquan Village, wasn’t it, always staying by your side to protect you.”

“An ordinary scholar who can gain status at Yuelike Academy, who has masters protecting him, and who always harbors inexplicable hostility toward me…” Tie Ci crossed her legs as she looked at him. “Young Master Tong, can you tell me why this is?”

Before Tong Rushi could say anything, she continued, “Don’t give me those nonsensical reasons that only invite ridicule. Can you be a bit more honorable as a person?”

Tong Rushi’s pale face flushed slightly red, and he suddenly raised his head, anger flashing in his eyes.

Tie Ci was delighted inwardly. She was deliberately provoking him. After all, Tong Rushi had psychological barriers and was proud by nature, but he was inexperienced in worldly affairs. Being exposed was already when his heart was most vulnerable, and with a bit more provocation, it should be about enough.

Seeing Tong Rushi’s lips moving, about to speak, Tie Ci’s heart lifted.

Suddenly someone called from above, the voice clear and crisp. Tie Ci looked up to see Xiao Wenliu, whom she hadn’t seen for quite some days.

She was waving repeatedly on the embankment. This young lady was naturally born with an ethereal appearance—snow-white skin and large eyes, round pupils with jet-black irises, full and delicate lips, paired with an elegant and sharp chin. Her spiritual energy seemed to overflow. At this moment, standing among that group of dark-browed, black-eyed people on the embankment, even the gloomy overcast sky seemed to brighten because of her presence.

Tie Ci smiled and waved back at her, but heard someone beside her breathing irregularly. Turning to look, she saw Tong Rushi staring at Xiao Wenliu, his gaze unwavering, looking completely mesmerized.

Tie Ci wasn’t surprised by this. Xiao Wenliu’s appearance and character were rare even in the imperial capital, which was why Prince Zhao had sought her hand in marriage for his only son so early.

But at this crucial moment of using provocation to extract the truth, having his attention drawn away by Xiao Wenliu was not good. Tie Ci hurriedly said, “Brother Tong…”

On the embankment, Xiao Wenliu cupped her hands into a megaphone and shouted at her, “I can finally come find you, Brother Ye!”

She shouted again, “I’ve missed you to death, Big Brother Ye!”

That final “big brother” was very intimate, and the common people on and below the embankment laughed heartily. Someone said, “Young Master Ye, is this young lady your fiancée? You’re truly a perfect match of talent and beauty, very well-suited!”

Tie Ci frowned, then smiled and said, “Of course not, this lady is…”

Suddenly Tong Rushi said coldly, “You’ve lived in luxury and enjoyed all honors since childhood, so you think everything good in this world should be yours, and everyone should explain everything to you clearly?”

He pushed away Tie Ci’s hand, stood up, and brushed the mud off his sleeves. “Just because I didn’t kill you today doesn’t mean I won’t kill you in the future. You’d better take care of yourself.”

He turned and left. Tie Ci didn’t try to stop him.

She couldn’t stop him anyway. There were definitely people from Lingquan Village near Tong Rushi, and she was no match for them.

When she had accidentally stumbled into Lingquan Village back then, Tong Rushi should have been studying and very likely hadn’t received any news about her. It wasn’t until she left Lingquan Village, sought an audience with He Zi, and reached a deal with He Zi that Tong Rushi and Li Zhi learned of the news and went to Compound E ahead of time.

By all rights, Tie Ci should have been assigned to Compound A, but Tong Rushi obviously understood very well the character of those Xiao family stewards. He felt that Ye Ci, arriving at this time, would definitely become a thorn in everyone’s side and would most likely be squeezed out to Compound E.

He and Li Zhi weren’t originally in the same compound, but used their respective reasons to gather together and transfer to Compound E, waiting for Tie Ci.

But except for the trap arranged at the archery field afterward, they hadn’t taken action against Tie Ci while in the academy dormitory.

On one hand, Tie Ci spent little time in the dormitory. On the other hand, Tie Ci felt they were more like observers, or had some constraints.

For example, He Zi.

What role did He Zi play in all this, and what exactly was his relationship with Lingquan Village? It seemed Lingquan Village didn’t belong under his management, but they maintained a certain close relationship and respect.

Tie Ci secretly felt regretful.

Today there had been an opportunity to get the complete truth, which could also guide the direction of her future choices and judgments.

However…

She watched Tong Rushi’s retreating figure and suddenly shouted, “No matter what you want, remember that the common people are what’s most important!”

Tong Rushi paused but didn’t turn back, and continued walking.

On the embankment, Xiao Wenliu was still waving, unable to hide her excitement. If it weren’t for her maid holding her back, she would have charged down already.

Tie Ci had no choice but to go up the embankment. Xiao Wenliu had brought her lots of food, and the two sat in a roadside pavilion while Xiao Wenliu chattered away with her.

“…These past days, Grandmother and Fourth Great-Uncle haven’t allowed me to go out, saying I should prepare properly for marriage and that they’ll send me to the imperial capital next year. But I don’t want to go to the imperial capital… I’ve never met Tie Lin. I heard he’s just a little brat, but Fourth Great-Uncle says he has a bright future and is extraordinary. He’s already a prince’s heir—what more future could there be? Won’t he just inherit the princely title?”

“Grandmother invited Miss Feiyu to drink tea and admire flowers. I don’t know what they said during the banquet, but Miss Feiyu said she wanted to paint the scenic views of the Xiao family garden, then painted a picture of an old locust eating yellow flowers. Grandmother’s face turned green, and I wanted to laugh but didn’t dare, holding it in until my stomach hurt…”

“…Eleventh Brother went to plead with Grandmother, wanting to take Miss Feiyu as a concubine. Grandmother said nothing, but Fourth Great-Uncle disagreed instead. He said Miss Feiyu clearly has a romantic relationship with Brother Ye, and we shouldn’t rashly offend guests. Eleventh Brother wanted to come find you again, but on the way he encountered Miss Feiyu. Miss Feiyu said she decides who she marries—she’s not some object for you men to fight over and give away. She’s simple and honest, with no other thoughts about marriage, just one small goal: she wants to be Mother of the Nation. Whoever can make her Mother of the Nation, or whoever can make the children she bears honor her as Mother of the Nation, she’ll marry that person… At that time, Eleventh Brother’s face turned green. When these words reached Fourth Great-Uncle’s ears, that very night Eleventh Brother was punished to kneel in the ancestral hall. Fourth Great-Uncle said if such words got out, the Xiao family would be rumored to harbor treasonous intentions… How could it be that serious? Our Xiao family—our great-aunt is the Empress Dowager, my grandfather is the Second Assistant Minister. How could a joking remark be so grave? Fourth Great-Uncle is being too cautious…”

Tie Ci laughed heartily.

The more guilty one’s conscience, the greater the taboos.

Wasn’t it precisely because they’d always been thinking about this that they couldn’t even bear to hear it mentioned?

However, Feiyu’s life was truly colorful and varied.

Tie Ci thought with some displeasure that while she’d been here for so many days carrying loads through water and mud, Feiyu had been eating, drinking, playing, and entertaining herself at the Xiao family estate, showing no friendship at all.

Then she thought about Xiao Wenliu’s fiancé Tie Lin—a prince whose future could be seen at a glance. What more prospects could there be?

Unless he became emperor.

It seemed she needed to have Xiahou or Shadow investigate Prince Zhao’s family.

While listening, she took out a piece of wood and began carving it leisurely and methodically.

Xiao Wenliu leaned over to look and saw that the wood was deep red in color with fine cloud-like grain patterns. The texture was dense and it faintly gleamed with golden light. The grain was delicate and flowing, smooth and stretched. Looking carefully, it vaguely resembled a flying bird, with the tail end having brilliant, shimmering feather patterns. The entire hairpin was carved into the shape of a bird raising its neck and spreading its wings, with form and pattern naturally integrated, wondrously created by nature itself.

She exclaimed in admiration, “This hairpin has naturally formed flying feather patterns, which is very rare. It perfectly matches this flying bird and flowing cloud shape—truly exquisite!”

Tie Ci smiled without looking up, completely focused.

The wood was red sandalwood, and the deep red color was very rare. The flying bird feather patterns on it were even rarer. She had asked Xiahou to help her find wood, and he had brought several batches that she wasn’t satisfied with until she finally selected this one. She felt that the color, shape, and grain were all perfectly suited to her heart, and all perfectly suited to Feiyu.

During these days, she had worked slowly to produce fine craftsmanship. Whenever she had leisure time, she would carve carefully. Although Feiyu was glamorous and radiant, Tie Ci inexplicably hadn’t chosen those luxurious peony or herbaceous peony flower patterns, but instead chose this flying bird hairpin with somewhat neutral qualities, always feeling this was more suitable for her.

Xiao Wenliu watched that hairpin longingly, her lips moving several times. Though she was artless, her upbringing made her dare not presume it was meant for her, nor did she have the nerve to ask for it directly. Rarely showing such hesitation for a long time, she finally said, “Brother Ye, who are you planning to give this hairpin to?”

Chapter 157: The Withering of Jasmine Flowers
Tie Ci said, “What do you think?”

“Miss Feiyu seems to prefer luxurious things,” Xiao Wenliu said softly. “I really like this hairpin. How about… I trade lots of jewelry with Miss Feiyu—South Sea pearls, pearl necklaces, red jade… whatever I have, whatever she wants!”

Tie Ci said gently, “Or you could wait until after I give it to her, then try asking if she’ll trade.”

If Feiyu dared to trade it, she’d beat her flat.

Xiao Wenliu fell silent. After a while, she pouted and said, “Forget it, I don’t want it anymore. Once you’ve given it to her, even if I got it, it wouldn’t really be given to me.”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

Xiao Wenliu was big-hearted. Before long, she changed her mind again, stuffing pastries in her mouth and saying cheerfully, “It doesn’t matter. Brother Ye, you’re from the imperial capital, and I’ll be going to the imperial capital in the future too. We’ll meet in the imperial capital, and when that time comes, you mustn’t forget me. You must take me around to play in the imperial capital.”

Tie Ci thought to herself: Once you go to the imperial capital, you’ll be Prince Zhao’s heir’s consort, my sister-in-law. When you see me, you’ll have to bow, and when I see you, I’ll have to avoid suspicion. Play together? In the next lifetime, perhaps.

Xiao Wenliu continued chattering, “You’ve been training here for so long—it must be really hard work. Surely you won’t wait until the embankment is completely built? I don’t know why, but I always feel like you won’t stay long… We’ve agreed that no matter who leaves first, we must say goodbye to the other and leave our address in the imperial capital. We mustn’t disappear suddenly…”

Tie Ci gazed at her bright, clear face and suddenly said, “Miss Xiao, we haven’t known each other long, and I’m just an ordinary young man. Why are you so close to me?”

Xiao Wenliu propped her chin, thought for a moment, and said, “I can’t really explain it either. Perhaps that’s just fate.”

Tie Ci smiled slightly, “Fate can be good or bad.”

Xiao Wenliu turned to look at her, suddenly giggled, and said, “Brother Ye, what are you saying? What good fate or bad fate? Are you afraid I have improper thoughts about you? Well, although you’re very good and I like you very much, I’m someone with a fiancé. Since I’m engaged to someone, even if I have some regrets, as long as there’s no broken engagement, I can’t be fickle…” By the end, she was a bit shy, lowering her head and twisting her sleeve hem.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly again. How could that weasel-faced old thief Xiao Liheng have such a descendant?

The two sat in the pavilion, ate pastries, enjoyed the breeze, and chatted for a while. Tie Ci promised to carve her a little trinket before finally coaxing Xiao Wenliu to leave.

She went down to look at the river embankment. The planned new stone embankment was to be built on the north bank of the existing sand embankment, planned to be over a hundred zhang long, a long diagonal strip that could both divert the tributary of Jing River and prevent the rapid waters of Sanhe River from eroding the embankment. Currently, they were still in the pile-driving stage.

She also went to look at the stones donated by merchants—green-colored dressed stones were piled high and long by the river, along with matching stone ingots. The stone materials and other supplies promised by the Xiao family and county office hadn’t been delivered yet.

These materials had been entrusted by the River Works Commissioner to Gu Xiaoxiao for inventory and management, and Tie Ci was also asked to lead people in guarding them. Tie Ci took this responsibility seriously, not only checking daily herself but also secretly having the Nine Guards watch from afar.

Digging an embankment was already a long and massive project. Tie Ci couldn’t possibly wait until the embankment was finished before leaving. She walked around the pile of green stones, touching the stones, thinking about what Gu Xiaoxiao had said—although she’d entered the accounts office, she hadn’t accessed the most core information. It seemed she’d have to steal to see the double bookkeeping.

Tie Ci planned to steal tonight.

Thunder rumbled overhead—it looked like another rain was coming.

Thunderstorms were rare after autumn, but autumn rains were continuous. She feared another autumn flood.

The existing sand embankment would need further reinforcement.

Tie Ci walked forward along the river embankment. Passing the place where bamboo hats were stored, she casually picked up a hat, walked to a deserted spot, and took out a cloth roll from the hat’s brim. After reading it, she tore it up.

This was a message from the two maidservants, saying they’d discovered some problems with the foundling home. For instance, young children would be sent to be raised by wealthy official families. The person who had knocked on the door and been invited away before was representing his master to collect someone—a boy—and the other party was a local garrison commander. There were also some children who would be quietly taken away in the middle of the night every few days, loaded onto carriages. They’d sent people to follow and it seemed they were heading toward the imperial capital. New children would also arrive at the foundling home, but strangely, those who were ugly or had defects would quickly disappear—no one knew where they were sent. Finally, they said the nursery was the strangest—all the babies were soaking in medicine packets, supposedly for strengthening the body, but it felt problematic. They’d already stolen some medicine packets and had the Nine Guards examine them. The Nine Guards said it was normal medicine for treating children’s eczema, but those children clearly didn’t have serious eczema. This matter seemed strange and needed further investigation.

After reading, Tie Ci destroyed the note. She thought to herself: the ugly ones sent to mine, the beautiful ones used as gifts to curry favor with prominent families and as spies. Quite efficient.

But thinking was one thing—she still needed evidence. She had to wait for Xiahou’s response.

Since the purge at the academy, the Nine Guards had been completely under Xiahou’s control, making them much more convenient for her to use now.

She continued walking along the embankment, not noticing that behind her, Fourth Master Xiao had arrived.

Under his umbrella, he held a thin bamboo tube, staring at Tie Ci’s retreating figure, then looking back at the green stones piled high in the wind and rain, smiling meaningfully.

…

In the foundling home, the servants were all helping the children bathe. After a period of practice, A’san and A’si were now very familiar with the routine.

While bathing a child, A’san whispered to A’si, “That child in bed A-3 was supposedly adopted last night…”

A’si remained silent. They had switched some of the children’s medicine, but because they couldn’t alert anyone and also needed a control group, they’d only switched the medicine for two or three children. The child in bed A-3 was one whose medicine hadn’t been switched.

That child was sturdy and plump, white and chubby. In the later stages, the blood vessels under his skin showed a faint dark purple color.

A’san had a keen nose and had once smelled medicine in the soup drunk by the wet nurse who specifically fed that child.

A’san suddenly lowered his head, fished out a medicine packet to examine carefully, and said in surprise, “Eh? How come this medicine packet has such fine stitching?”

The medicine packets here had been switched by the two of them, using ordinary medicine for treating children’s skin conditions. Because it was a temporary switch and they weren’t being particular about it, they remembered the medicine packet stitching being rather coarse.

Now the medicine was unchanged, but the packet seemed to have been opened and re-sewn.

A’si said nothing. After a moment, he slowly turned his gaze toward Meihua and Xinghua.

For no particular reason, he just felt that if someone had opened and examined their medicine packets, it should be these two women.

A’san suddenly exclaimed, “Brother, brother!”

Hearing the sound, Meihua turned around to see A’si staring at her lecherously, with two streams of bright red blood slowly flowing from under his nostrils.

Meihua: “…Lecher!”

A’si: “…”

A’san said with wide eyes and rambling speech, “Brother, brother, the Ten Complete Great Tonic Pills were too much of a supplement—you’re having another nosebleed! You need to switch to different pills, brother, brother, hey don’t walk away!”

…

The gambling den in Tianping Ward had recently welcomed a gambling addict.

Gambling dens never lacked gambling addicts, but this one quickly stood out—when he entered the gambling den, his cheeks were sunken, his clothes dusty, and his expression weary, clearly having just arrived after a long journey. But the fatigue of travel couldn’t stop his high spirits. He entered, sat down, and for the next three days and nights, except for relieving himself, he didn’t budge from the gambling table. Even eating and drinking were done with someone feeding him.

The man had deep-set eye sockets, but his gaze burned like demon fire, like an addict who had finally found his precious fix—he felt it was a waste to look away even for a second.

Such a gambling gourmand naturally couldn’t be let go. The gambling den’s dealers used every trick in the book to keep him immersed in the gambling world, unaware of day or night.

At first he won, but later he naturally lost. By the end, silver became just numbers, banknotes rustling as they piled up in front of him and were pushed out again, lamplight reflecting on his pale, dazed face.

In the rest room on the second floor of the gambling den, under a green gauze lamp inlaid with emerald and jewels, sat Feiyu in wide robes and flowing sleeves, her long hair like flowing water, gleaming black as it swept over her shoulders. Through the half-open window, she could see the slightly shining forehead and nose of the gambling addict below.

A knock came at the door. She said “Enter,” and a gray-clothed man with ordinary features came in, saying softly, “He’s lost everything again. Should we add more?”

This was already the seventh such inquiry in the past two days.

Feiyu flicked her fingers and said, “Add, of course we add. My eleventh brother finally gets to indulge once—how can we not let him play to his heart’s content?”

The man received his orders and left.

Another person in the room said in a deep voice, “I saw him bleeding from the nose just now. If this continues, he might really collapse face-first onto the gambling table.”

On the table, several jasmine flowers in a blue and white porcelain vase bloomed white and elegant. Feiyu gently pinched the flower stem with her fingers and smiled, “How pitiful.”

That person lowered his head, thinking that the sons of the Murong family were indeed pitiful, having encountered this master.

Take the gambler below, for instance—the dignified Eleventh Prince, now hoarse and disheveled, no different from a street ruffian.

He’d only heard before that there were drugs that made people addicted with no escape, but he hadn’t expected gambling addiction to be so terrifying.

The Eleventh Prince originally had no gambling addiction. In royal families, discipline was strict, and there were no opportunities to touch such things.

He had been seduced into it by this person.

Luring him to gamble, luring him to play, making his addiction grow larger and larger. When he was most unable to extricate himself, she sent people to secretly report to Noble Consort Jin.

How could Noble Consort Jin allow her son to develop such a bad habit? Immediately, the entire Jin family mobilized, completely blocking the Eleventh Prince’s gambling paths from all directions, having people watch him without blinking.

A gambler under such restraint would originally improve gradually. But this person would occasionally send people to do some casual gambling activities wherever the Eleventh Prince appeared.

For example, some servants playing cards, or some concubines having cricket fights. Each time letting him see, but resolutely not letting him participate.

Unable to play but always seeing it, seeing it but unable to satisfy his addiction even once—his addiction was hung even more cruelly, making him scratch his ears and cheeks daily, losing interest in food and drink.

Then at this time, someone suddenly mentioned to the Eleventh Prince the various gambling den attractions in the interior.

Only after getting this hint did the Eleventh Prince remember that while Liaodong was full of the Jin family’s spies making gambling impossible, who could control him once he left Liaodong?

But how to leave Liaodong was another problem.

Then it was like a drowsy person meeting a warm pillow—trouble broke out within the Jinzhou garrison, with several soldiers fighting and ultimately involving the entire camp in chaos. The Great King sent people to investigate, and the Eleventh Prince, upon hearing this, actively took on this assignment.

Jinzhou garrison was originally the closest hook extending toward Da Qian. From there, going to sea, one could cross the strait and land in just one day, then ride fast horses for two or three days to reach here.

The Eleventh Prince must have thought the sea was vast enough for fish to leap freely, not knowing that everywhere were nets spread by the Eighteenth Prince.

Otherwise, how could Jinzhou garrison have had trouble so coincidentally?

Coming to this gambling den, the Eleventh Prince threw himself into the sea of gambling, gambling until heaven and earth were dark, completely unaware that his money had long been lost.

Among those he brought were the Eighteenth Prince’s people, while those truly loyal were blocked outside the gambling den.

When the money was gone, the Eighteenth Prince helped him add more. Tianping Ward allowed collateral pledging. At first, they added money, later it was objects—for instance, this time they added the deed to an estate a hundred li outside Dongming County. The previous object deeds had all been fake too.

If he lost again, the debt owed by the Eleventh Prince would probably require selling the Liaodong royal palace.

This embroidered guard in the room had seen killings and deaths, but at this moment couldn’t help but be secretly alarmed by his master’s methods.

Such serpentine planning, patient scheming—who could resist?

Downstairs, under the bright lights, the Eleventh Prince’s eyes were already full of bloodshot veins.

He gripped the cards in his hand fiercely. When someone beside him tried to dissuade him, he gritted his teeth and said, “One more round. If I win back my capital, I’ll leave. After playing this once, I’ll definitely quit!”

With a “crash,” the cards clattered crisply on the jade table surface. The Eleventh Prince slightly lifted his buttocks, craning his neck to look. After a moment, he slumped back in defeat.

“Eleventh Master…” the person beside him pulled at him.

The Eleventh Prince rubbed his face roughly, “Again.”

The dealer tapped the table, “Where’s the silver?”

The Eleventh Prince was startled. Having gambled smoothly all along, he’d forgotten about betting stakes.

“Where’s the silver?” he asked his attendant.

“It’s long gone…”

“Then… my things?” The Eleventh Prince felt for ornaments on his body—he’d brought some valuable items before coming.

His hands came up empty.

“…Those were pawned long ago too…”

“Then I now…” The Eleventh Prince was about to ask what his current betting stakes were since everything was long gone, when suddenly several burly men hurriedly squeezed in, their faces fierce as they said, “Wrong! That deed is forged! The estate owner is still at home and doesn’t know what happened at all!”

With a thunderous sound, countless people stood up on all sides.

The Eleventh Prince had been sleepless for days, his brain power exhausted. At this moment, his mind was in complete chaos. Seeing people pressing close, he hazily thought he was still in a gambling den in Ruzhou and put on airs, angrily saying, “What worthless scoundrels dare be rude to me? It’s just a bit of silver…”

The dealer cut off his words, smiling coldly, “Just a bit of silver—three thousand one hundred twenty-six million nine hundred thousand taels and seven qian. Rounding off the change, three thousand one hundred twenty-six million. Please bestow your payment now, young master.”

The Eleventh Prince stared blankly, laboriously turning his brain. It took him a long while to react to this number, then he flew into a rage, kicking over his stool, “Nonsense! How could I have lost so much!”

The dealer’s eyebrows shot up, anger rising from his heart. Who in Tianping Ward didn’t know the backing power? Since opening, when had anyone dared cause such trouble?

However, the Xiao family’s style had always been rather cautious. He looked the Eleventh Prince up and down, feeling this skinny monkey did have some bearing. Remembering Fourth Master’s previous instructions, he couldn’t help hesitating. Just as he was about to explain a few more words, someone suddenly came in and hurriedly whispered a few words in his ear.

The dealer’s eyebrows shot up sharply.

Well now! Not only was the deed fake, but some of the precious objects pawned before were also fake, and among them were things that could only be tributed to the emperor, as well as stolen goods with government rewards.

This was digging a pit for the Xiao family!

Turned out to be a bandit!

The dealer lost his last bit of patience, spat, and said, “Lost the gamble and won’t pay, even making fakes to frame us. Even if we’re kindhearted people, we can’t tolerate such insolence!”

“Who dares—” Before the Eleventh Prince could finish, someone behind him pressed his head and with a “bang” slammed his face into the table.

His followers—some swung stools, some took advantage of the chaos to escape. The Eleventh Prince shouted, “Scoundrels, stop! I am…”

His voice was drowned in the punches and kicks.

Layer upon layer of people pressed down.

During this, the Eleventh Prince tried several times to struggle out. After all, he came from the Liaodong royal court, and though short of breath and weak, he shouldn’t have been completely suppressed by these thugs.

On the second floor, Feiyu leaned against the railing watching, suddenly flicked her finger.

A thread of cold light precisely wound through the chaotic, overlapping crowd and shot into the Eleventh Prince’s kidney area.

The Eleventh Prince convulsed once, groaned twice, and gradually could no longer speak, his body slowly going limp.

The gamblers had long scattered. Only the gambling den’s people remained in the room. The “bang bang bang” of fists hitting flesh echoed stiffly and dully in the room.

Feiyu smiled as she plucked flowers at the railing. With each punch, she plucked off a jasmine petal.

Snow-white jasmine petals fluttered down from the second floor, falling into the center of the crowd, then being ground into mud by those fists.

Like scattering a sky full of spirit money.

The Eleventh Prince, amid the chaotic waving arms of the crowd and the gradually fading pain throughout his body, finally managed to open his eyes with difficulty. In the interwoven swaying black shadows overhead, he saw the vast white falling from above, and in that whiteness, half a face with smiling eyes and brows.

That person’s eyes rippled like water, seeming angry yet pleased.

His mind cracked like lightning, as if struck by a flash. Something wanted to surge from his throat. He opened his mouth, but at this moment a fist heavily struck his chest. From his open mouth, black blood silently flowed out.

The broken flowers, white mist, and that lightly smiling face flashed like lightning, then were eternally extinguished.

People were still “bang bang” pounding away, but that body had already lost all sound.

Someone suddenly said, “Eh?” stopped his hand, and turned the person over.

After a moment of silence, someone said, “Beat him to death?”

The dealer frowned, leaned over, and said, “Handle it the usual way.”

“Yes.”

The gradually cooling corpse was carried out, that pale face always with mouth wide open and eyes staring, probably having many words left unsaid.

Feiyu watched quietly from the second floor.

In a trance, she saw a child running on land where ice and snow were melting, his face and hands already cut by countless small wounds from stones and ice chunks due to falling repeatedly, but not daring to stop.

Behind him, packs of giant dogs roared in pursuit, their foul-breathed mouths almost touching his heels.

Someone on the hillside laughed, calling to those giant dogs to surround him.

The child suddenly stumbled and fell to the ground. Immediately countless giant dogs leaped down, pressing down on him layer by layer.

The chase became a melee. The sounds of fighting, shouting, dog barking, and the hearty yet twisted laughter of those blood-related brothers on the hillside wove together into a clamor that nearly drowned everything.

The child’s shrill voice nearly pierced people’s eardrums.

“Bite! Bite! Tear his face apart!”

“Right, tear off his face skin, so this little seductress can’t bewitch us and get us scolded by Mother Consort!”

“Since he likes being a woman so much, bite that thing off too!”

Suddenly a mad bark rang out. One giant dog struggled out of the pack, rolling together with that small person in the mud at the bottom of the hill.

That dog’s howl was mournful, drowning out countless other sounds.

The children on the hillside gradually fell silent.

They saw below that the child had bitten down on the dog’s neck, refusing to let go no matter how wildly he was shaken. Under the mutual force, the skin on the dog’s neck was slowly torn open, continuing to rip all the way to the dog’s face.

The other giant dogs, frightened, fled with tails between their legs.

The children on the hillside were stunned like wooden chickens.

Below, with a “hiss,” the dog barked madly once—half its face was gone.

The dog couldn’t even care about the pain. With a roll, it struggled desperately to rise and fled, bleeding.

Only that child remained, disheveled all over, crawling up to sit in the muddy snow water.

After a long while, he spat viciously, spitting out a mouthful of bloody dog skin and fur.

…

Feiyu smiled, watching as the corpse was carried past right below her floor.

She flicked her finger.

The last complete jasmine flower floated down, landing precisely on Murong Zhang’s face, covering his eyes that had remained wide open in death.

…

Author’s Note: My bronchitis is acting up, coughing all night without being able to sleep. I’m too lazy to even set up chapter updates, so today there’s just this one chapter. I really don’t have much saved up, no energy, and there are activities coming up. Of course, I still shamelessly ask for double monthly votes—you give one, I give one, and later Tie Ci will lull you to sleep.

Chapter 158: Trap
When A’san and A’si finished work and were eating dinner in the afternoon, they saw Steward Zhang hurrying past.

The two exchanged glances, and A’san suddenly clutched his stomach, saying he needed to go to the latrine, and bent over as he went out.

When he returned, taking advantage of when no one was around, he whispered to A’si, “Steward Zhang told the deputy steward that he needs to go out tonight, and also instructed him to listen at the door in the middle of the night—someone will come to collect goods.”

A’si nodded and said, “We’ll follow tonight.”

When it got dark, Steward Zhang finally went out.

In the kitchen, Meihua poked her head out to take a look.

When delivering food to the wet nurses in the evening, she noticed that the soup one of the wet nurses was drinking had changed in taste.

This meant the prescription had been changed.

Since the prescription had been changed, did that mean the child she was nursing no longer needed to be fed?

Meihua remembered that the last time a child was taken away, the wet nurse’s prescription seemed to have changed too.

Although they hadn’t found any problems when examining the medicine packets last time, they hadn’t relaxed their vigilance.

Meihua and Xinghua exchanged glances. Xinghua went to check on the child that wet nurse had originally been nursing. That child was raised to be extremely spirited, sleeping very little each day. When pressing firmly on his wrist, you could see faint black veins.

Xinghua calmly put the child back.

At midnight, A’san, A’si, Meihua, and Xinghua each quietly got up.

Separated by a wooden partition, both A’san and Xinghua pressed their ears against the boards, listening to the movements next door.

People on both sides thought the others weren’t good people, probably spies lurking in this foundling home.

The holes from last time had all been plugged up, and no one would open them again.

Hearing no sounds, A’si made a gesture and quietly went out, crouching under the rear window of the nursery.

Meihua pulled Xinghua up onto the roof and lifted the roof tiles.

Below, the wet nurses were all awake. That baby was carried out, wrapped in swaddling clothes, and placed in a small basket with some gifts and miscellaneous items on top, making it look like someone carrying gifts to visit a household.

Faint knocking sounds could be heard. The deputy steward received the bamboo basket at the nursery door, carried it to the front courtyard, and handed it to the person who had knocked.

The person who knocked got into a carriage waiting at the door and hurried out of the city.

A’san and A’si had already taken advantage of the chaos to hide under the carriage beforehand.

A moment later, Meihua and Xinghua came out. The carriage had already disappeared, but a shadowy figure emerged and pointed in a certain direction.

At every corner, someone indicated the direction.

Before leaving the city, someone asked quietly, “Do you young ladies need our help?”

Xinghua said, “No need. You guard our master. Too many people would alert the prey.”

The two pursued out of the city and finally stopped in front of an abandoned temple.

The surroundings were empty and desolate, with wild grass everywhere. Fine rain pattered down as the carriage disappeared into the deep grass, driving directly into the broken temple.

A’san and A’si, hiding under the carriage, heard the people in the carriage get down with very light, quick footsteps.

A’si suddenly felt something was wrong.

After all this time, why hadn’t the child made any sound at all?

Then he heard the sound of wind—someone had swept in, followed by a “snap” and the sound of something rolling around.

A’si had no time to speak. He suddenly grabbed A’san and swept out from under the carriage, rolling on the ground and tumbling under the altar table beneath the god statue.

In that roll, he vaguely saw two shadows sweep in through the doorway, and then the main door slammed shut with a bang.

Then came a tremendous explosion as the carriage exploded inside the broken temple.

A’si pressed A’san tightly to the ground, feeling the entire broken temple shaking. Various fragments crashed down onto the altar table above their heads, then onto their bodies.

Smoke filled the air. They could vaguely hear people coughing—the two who had entered later seemed to still be alive too.

Those were naturally Meihua and Xinghua. Xinghua, being alert, had entered just as A’san and A’si were rolling down and immediately pulled Meihua to throw themselves flat on the ground.

They had thrown themselves down at some distance from the exploding carriage. The gunpowder used on the carriage didn’t seem particularly extensive, but even so, exploding in a sealed room was still tremendously impressive. Everyone’s ears were buzzing loudly. After a while, when the smoke cleared a bit, Xinghua pulled Meihua up and immediately saw that Meihua’s arm had been injured by a wooden board and was bleeding. Her face immediately changed.

At this time, A’san and A’si also crawled out from under the altar table. A’san came out first, and when he tried to help A’si up, his face changed—he discovered that one of A’si’s legs was bloody, apparently broken by fragments from an incense burner.

Xinghua saw this too, and her face became even uglier.

Knowing about her problem with blood, Meihua had to turn her face away and tell her not to look. The two sides stared at each other.

Originally, upon seeing each other, their first reaction would have been “Are these people here to hunt us down?” But now, seeing the injuries on both sides, they were suddenly uncertain.

There was a strong burnt smell in the air. Xinghua went back to push the door but couldn’t move it—it was already blocked by heavy objects. The two sides looked at each other, then both looked up to see that the beam on the upper slant of the west wall had broken, revealing a gap wide enough for one person.

Both sides averted their gazes, then simultaneously turned and rushed toward it.

A’san and Meihua reached it at the same time. Meihua kicked out, but A’san nimbly dodged. Both leaped up simultaneously, barely grasping one side of the gap.

The next instant, both coughed violently and fell back down, tears streaming.

A’san said, “…Below… below it’s all fire…”

Xinghua sighed softly and said, “We should have guessed. Otherwise, why would they lock the door of this broken temple?”

They were afraid that if the explosion didn’t kill them, they could trap them here and burn them to death.

A’si suddenly said, “Why did you follow us here?”

Xinghua hesitated before saying, “We were ordered to investigate the shady dealings in the foundling home.”

A’si said, “What a coincidence, so are we.”

The two sides looked at each other. A’si suddenly reached out to grab Meihua’s face.

Even though Xinghua was closer to him.

Meihua reacted quickly too, dodging by tilting her head.

But A’si now had his answer and said, “Then it was all a misunderstanding before. We mean no harm to you.”

He knew who these two young ladies were.

Ye Shiba’s two maidservants, who always followed by her side—one smooth and versatile, the other stubborn as a mule. He’d had experience with them and had a deep impression.

Having lurked far from their master’s side daily, he’d seen these two maidservants often and was familiar with them. If not for their excellent disguise techniques, he should have recognized them earlier.

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang had only seen the two once, about half a year ago, on a small boat at night when the other party had also worn masks. After just a few exchanges, they couldn’t remember for the moment.

But Chi Xue had a vague sense of familiarity with these two. She immediately cast aside suspicion and decisively said, “Let’s work together to escape first, then investigate together and report separately. How about it?”

A’si nodded, turning to see Meihua clutching her arm while A’san was also shaking his hand, and Xinghua obviously had poor martial arts skills.

Fire was creeping in through the door cracks, and there were still gunpowder fragments in the temple. Once it caught fire, it would explode again. They had to get out quickly.

Looking at that gap again, it was really very high. Normally it shouldn’t be a problem, but now with everyone injured, they could only escape through mutual assistance.

He stood at the foot of the wall, indicating for A’san to step on his shoulder and go up first. But Dan Shuang was uneasy: “Why should you escape first?”

“With your injured arm, can you pull people up?”

Dan Shuang shouldered him aside, stood against the wall, and said, “Step on me, but send my sister up first.”

A’si pushed her aside again, “A woman showing off like that!”

Dan Shuang pushed back, “A broken leg showing off like that!”

Suddenly someone shouted, “Come up quickly!”

The two looked up to see A’san against the wall base, having already sent Xinghua up.

Both: “…”

After Xinghua got up, she borrowed A’san’s knife and made the gap a bit larger, then reached down to pull the shoulder-injured A’san up.

After A’san got up, he reached down. Dan Shuang said, “Broken leg, you go up first. Otherwise, if you can’t climb up at the end, we won’t be able to lift you either.”

A’si grabbed her and threw her upward.

Dan Shuang stepped on the wall surface and sprang up, her uninjured hand catching A’san’s, and got up to the wall gap.

Below came a crackling explosion, and A’si fell backward heavily.

Dan Shuang was startled and shouted down, “A’si, A’si!”

After a long while, they vaguely heard A’si say, “…Go quickly! You all go quickly!”

Smoke rose from below again. Meihua threw down a stone, and there was an “ouch” from below.

Dan Shuang straddled the broken wall and shouted loudly, “If you don’t hurry up and climb up, I’ll tell everyone about how you dug holes in the wall at midnight to peek at me and had nosebleeds looking at me!”

A muffled sound came from below, as if he was angry. After a moment, A’si climbed up the wall like swimming. Meihua’s eyes lit up, about to praise him and ask why he hadn’t climbed up like this before, when she saw A’si deflate and slide down again like a punctured balloon.

Dan Shuang had no time to think. She grabbed the edge of the wall with both hands and slid her feet down, “Grab my feet!”

Her feet were grabbed. A’san and Chi Xue worked together to pull the two upward.

Fire chased up along the ground, about to catch A’si. Dan Shuang used her legs forcefully and bounced up sharply. With a whoosh, relying purely on her waist and leg strength, she actually managed to send A’si through the gap.

The several people on the wall tumbled into a heap, then fell down the wall surface. Originally there had been fire outside, but thanks to the continuous rain, it hadn’t really caught fire. Otherwise, with grass everywhere and open space all around, once it burned up, the several people would have no escape even with wings.

The several people rolled around covered in charcoal and mud, gasping on the wet grass. Suddenly A’san got up, pushed aside the long grass, walked a distance, and pointed at the ground saying, “They left from here.”

Under the long grass were clear footprints and wheel tracks. A’san crouched down and sniffed, saying, “It’s that group of people. I can still smell that medicine packet scent.”

A’san had an extremely keen nose.

A’si could also confirm that the child had indeed been carried onto the carriage and never got off in between. Obviously the other party had taken the child away, blown up the carriage, and had people here to provide support, then got into a new carriage to go to their destination.

A’si struggled to get up but was stopped by A’san. Over there, Chi Xue also said to Dan Shuang, “You’re injured, just stay here. I’ll go take a look and come back.”

Getting evidence against the Xiao family was very important for the Crown Princess. Chi Xue didn’t want to give up.

“You don’t know martial arts!”

“I have the ability to protect myself. It’s fine.”

Zhao San also wanted to complete Feiyu’s orders and stood up saying, “I’ll go with you. You two find a place to rest and heal your injuries first. We won’t cause trouble—we’ll follow from afar, and if we discover anything wrong, we’ll come back.”

Mu Si still wanted to object, but Zhao San and Chi Xue had already walked away together.

Dan Shuang wasn’t worried—Chi Xue always had her own ideas. But Mu Si wasn’t used to it; Zhao San had always followed his orders.

Mu Si narrowed his eyes and glared viciously at Zhao San’s happily disappearing figure ahead.

Little brat, getting bold!

…

When Tie Ci entered the River Works Office at nightfall, she could still vaguely hear the roaring sound of the turbulent, surging water from Sanhe River.

This weather made even one’s heart feel damp, as if some bad premonition was pressing down heavily like the hazy clouds overhead.

The common people by Sanhe Embankment were working through the night. The original sand embankment had only been simply sealed last time, and there were still many places that needed repair afterward. They had to fix it before a possible autumn flood.

The water level was getting higher and higher, approaching the water level from the night when the embankment was breached.

The officials of the River Works Office weren’t there tonight either—they had probably gone to the embankment.

To clear Gu Xiaoxiao of any connection, Tie Ci had Gu Xiaoxiao go to the embankment to inventory a new batch of delivered materials while she herself infiltrated the River Works Office accounts room.

The accounts room was just a small house, standing independently and conspicuously on the west side of the official compound courtyard, with some flowering trees on both sides, not touching anything on all four sides.

Inside the room were tall shelves on all four walls. Gu Xiaoxiao had been in and out of here frequently recently and had already searched through once without discovering anything.

Either the account books weren’t here, or there was a secret room or hidden compartment underneath.

Someone was on duty in the accounts room. In the deep quiet of night, he was dozing off while lying on the tall stacks of account books. When Tie Ci swept in like a breeze, passing by his side, she lightly touched the back of his neck, and his snoring became even louder.

Tie Ci felt around all four walls and confirmed there were no hidden compartments, then crouched down to feel over the ground inch by inch.

After a while, she stood up, her gaze sweeping around the surroundings again before finally settling on a potted landscape by the wall.

It was ordinary decoration, but in this small accounts room packed everywhere with account books, where people constantly had to carry account books back and forth, having such a thing placed there seemed to be in the way.

Tie Ci touched the ornamental pine bonsai, picked it up to look, and discovered the soil in the bonsai was somewhat dry.

She thought about it, picked up the teapot from the table, and poured water into the bonsai.

The water seeped into the soil. As the bonsai grew heavier and heavier, the ground suddenly made a clicking sound. The stone slab beside the bonsai opened, revealing a tunnel entrance.

Tie Ci stared at the pitch-black tunnel entrance, feeling somewhat puzzled.

Even if this was the largest local River Works Office, for some private matters, just making a hidden compartment would do—that was the normal operation. Digging tunnels and such was troublesome and laborious. Could it be that these people had committed crimes so serious that they dug a tunnel so that when government officers came to arrest them, they could hide inside?

She threw a fire starter down. The flame didn’t go out, it wasn’t deep inside, and it extended forward.

There was no particular movement either.

Tie Ci didn’t hesitate much before preparing to jump down.

It wasn’t that she was reckless, but she couldn’t stay in Dongming County much longer. After all, investigating her identity wouldn’t be difficult for the Xiao family.

Originally she had just wanted to go straight to the River Works Office to look into the fishing tax issue, but she encountered the embankment breach incident on the way. She was forced into the Xiao family’s view and, relying on confusing her identity, temporarily fooled the Xiao family, gaining this window of opportunity. She wanted to get the embankment repair off to a good start, then catch evidence of the fishing tax irregularities and the foundling home, which would make this trip worthwhile.

But the more things she wanted to do, the more delays there would be, and the greater the possibility of being discovered by the Xiao family.

She had just crouched down when she suddenly became alert and turned around, her elbow already sweeping out.

But her elbow was caught by someone who gently blew a breath by her ear.

Faint sandalwood fragrance, that familiar flirtatious and languid style.

Tie Ci’s shoulders immediately relaxed.

“How did you get here?”

Feiyu’s voice was slightly hoarse and light, “Finally escaped the torment of those old locusts. I missed you.”

Tie Ci’s ear tickled from that voice. Hearing the last sentence, the corner of her mouth curved slightly.

Feiyu had already jumped down, “Hurry up.”

Tie Ci said, “You should stay outside and keep watch for me.”

Feiyu said, “I think it’s more dangerous down here. This tunnel entrance has no locks either—we’re not afraid of people locking us in.”

She was also very thoughtful, going to the bonsai area to feel around for a while and destroying the bonsai’s control mechanism.

Tie Ci had no choice but to jump down too.

After the two jumped down, someone quietly walked into the room above.

That person patted the person sleeping at the desk and woke him up.

The two looked at the tunnel that had returned to normal and walked out of the room.

One of them patted the wall outside the room. Four iron wheels slowly extended from the four corners of the room, and a group of people rushed over, pushing the house outward with all their strength.

When that person patted the wall, the house made clanging sounds of raw iron. Obviously this was an iron house, painted on the outside to look like bricks to deceive people, then concealed with flowering trees so people wouldn’t notice.

In just a moment, the entire house had moved several feet. The original tunnel entrance was covered again, with the entire iron house pressing down on top.

Even the greatest immortal couldn’t get out from the tunnel entrance anymore.

Those people brushed off the iron filings from their hands and silently disappeared into the darkness.

…

The tunnel was dug very roughly, not like it was for people to live in. There wasn’t much inside either, just quite a bit of winding around. After Tie Ci turned several circles, she said in amazement, “Why do I feel like we’ve turned back to the starting point?”

Feiyu said, “No, it’s not the original place. We’ve already changed direction.”

But after all this turning, the two also couldn’t quite figure out what position above ground they corresponded to now. They could only continue walking forward.

After Tie Ci walked for a while, seeing that this tunnel really had nothing in it, she suddenly stopped and said urgently, “Something’s wrong! Let’s go back!”

The two immediately walked back. When they tried to open the tunnel door again after struggling to return, they couldn’t open it no matter what.

Both understood some mechanism techniques and were certain that the tunnel entrance just now should have been impossible to lock from the outside, otherwise they wouldn’t have both gone down.

What was happening now?

Tie Ci suddenly threw out a punch, shaking down dirt and stones all over her head. There was a faint clanging sound, and at the same time her fist hurt.

That was the sound of hitting an iron plate.

Tie Ci knew things were bad.

Not being able to open the tunnel entrance meant that everything tonight was a trap.

Gu Xiaoxiao!

Tie Ci’s heart became anxious. She grabbed Feiyu and ran frantically.

What they could do now was hurry to get out from another exit.

Tie Ci had a terrible guess in her heart—what if there was no exit on the other side at all?

Would they have to be buried alive underground?

Feiyu was usually unrestrained in temperament, but at crucial moments she was very steady. Holding her hand, she patted her own lower back and said, “Even if there’s no tunnel on that end, it doesn’t matter. I brought weapons—we can dig our way out even if we have to dig.”

Tie Ci said, “We’ve been sensing airflow all along, which is why we kept walking. There must be an exit.”

The two continued forward along the tunnel. In the darkness, fearing ambush, they held hands throughout, each watching one side of the wall.

The fire starter’s dim yellow halo illuminated each other’s gentle silhouettes.

Although Tie Ci was somewhat worried and anxious, her mood was peaceful, even knowing that the next moment she might have to face a storm.

After walking a short distance, that bad feeling in Tie Ci’s heart grew stronger and stronger. She even vaguely heard the sounds of wind, rain, and water waves.

Could this tunnel’s exit be underwater?

Wind was faintly blowing from ahead.

They were very close to the exit.

Tie Ci gripped Feiyu’s hand tightly, wanting to teleport out for the last stretch of road.

As for where they’d teleport to, that would depend on luck.

But at this moment, she heard someone transmitting voice from ahead.

That person’s voice was a bit sharp and somewhat familiar. First came a laugh, then: “Be honest and don’t play tricks. Come out step by step—your good friend is waiting for you!”

…

Author’s Note: It’s the last day of the month! Don’t waste any remaining monthly votes you have.

Chapter 159: Dealing With
The time returns to one hour earlier.

Chi Xue and Zhao San followed the tracks all the way. Zhao San was skilled at tracking and followed silently without stirring up any dust. Halfway through, those people abandoned their carriage and continued on foot over a low mountain. When passing the foot of the mountain, someone suddenly burst out from the grass and snatched the child away.

The person carrying the child was greatly alarmed and about to cry out. His companions also rushed forward, but the child-snatcher waved his sleeve, and those people fell silently to the ground.

The person who had struck looked at his own hand somewhat surprised, laughed heartily, picked up the child, and darted into the grass.

Chi Xue and Zhao San followed from afar. The two exchanged glances—Zhao San continued following the person with the child, leaving marks along the way. Chi Xue stayed behind to examine the fallen people one by one. Most had already died from poisoning, but one person who had stood farthest away, having inhaled less poison powder, still had a breath left.

Chi Xue understood poison techniques, but she couldn’t cure the poison before her eyes. However, she had some means to delay and alleviate it, so she took out a pill and fed it to that person. Seeing that the poison could cause the throat to swell and block the airway, leading to suffocation, she made a cut in the person’s throat to prevent him from dying of asphyxiation.

After this treatment, the person finally awakened. Chi Xue’s small knife was at his throat, her gaze averted to avoid looking at the blood as she said in a low voice, “If you want to live, do as I say!”

The person nodded repeatedly.

After a moment, Chi Xue bound the person and stuffed him in a nearby cave, then got up to pursue Zhao San.

Although she had almost no martial arts skills, she had practiced decent lightness skills, so at least she wouldn’t drag the Crown Princess down when escaping.

Soon she saw the marks Zhao San had left. Ahead was a crude thatched hut. The two hid behind trees, watching the movements over there.

Zhao San gestured to Chi Xue, indicating that the child-snatcher had entered the house, and there was another person inside—an old man.

The door suddenly opened. The child-snatcher, wearing black hemp robes that covered his head and face, came out to fetch water from a small stream beside the hut.

As that person walked, you could see he was somewhat limping.

Someone pulled the door open—that hand was thin, dark, and claw-like.

The black-robed person said, “Master, do you need my help?”

A strange voice replied hoarsely through the door, “No need.”

The black-robed person sat on the veranda. After a while, he said, “Master, how did you know someone would be transporting a child past here at this time?”

The person inside laughed and said, “Of course I know. I also know they’re going to the imperial capital, and I know how often they transport children… because when they originally developed this technique, they were following my guidance.”

The black-robed person made a sound of surprise.

The old man’s voice became even more smug: “Everyone wants longevity. The higher their official position and wealth, the more reluctant they are to abandon this stinking skin bag. The Xiao family helps me introduce clients, and I receive their offerings, so I showed them this path. Under the Emperor’s feet in the imperial capital, they must act with many concerns. Those officials don’t dare do this young bone furnace business, so they can only entrust it to the Xiao family to practice here in Dongming, then send the results to the capital.”

The black-robed person said, “Master, you were severely injured by those two little thieves. Can this young bone furnace really restore you to normal?”

“Naturally. These furnaces require different types and durations for each person. I calculated that recently one furnace should be ready and due to be sent to the capital. Sure enough, today I had you wait for it.”

The black-robed person said, “Since you have connections with the Xiao family, why not directly seek their protection instead of wandering in this wilderness?”

“What good thing is the Xiao family? When I, as the Poison Maniac, looked down upon the world, they fawned over and respected me. Now that I’ve fallen and been severely injured, and knowing such important secrets of their family, if I really went to seek them out, wouldn’t that be like a sheep entering a tiger’s mouth?” The old monster’s voice hissed like a snake. “Naturally I must wait until I recover before going to find them, having them help me locate those two little thieves. If I don’t get revenge, I won’t be human!”

“Master, how is this young bone furnace refined? Last time you told me that with the aid of our secret medicine, anyone can become a furnace with various achievements. Your disciple is very envious.”

“After I use this furnace today and recover, I’ll teach you. After I use this furnace, there will be a period of weakness. Good disciple, help me guard the dharma.”

“Master, rest assured. Even if I die, I won’t let you suffer the slightest harm!”

“Good child.” The old monster’s unpleasant voice softened somewhat, actually generating some warmth. “Thanks to you during this period. Don’t worry—when Master recovers, I definitely won’t treat you poorly. Then you’ll know what honor it is to be the Poison Maniac’s disciple!”

The black-robed person respectfully and longingly said, “Disciple can already imagine such a grand scene. Thank you for Master’s deep affection.”

The old monster laughed heartily and with a whoosh, pulled the door shut.

Behind the tree, Zhao San and Chi Xue looked at each other.

Both knew about their master’s previous encounter with the Poison Maniac. Those two little thieves clearly referred to their own master. They couldn’t help but worry.

If a figure like the Poison Maniac recovered and joined forces with the Xiao family…

Chi Xue gestured to Zhao San.

Zhao San hesitated.

This girl didn’t know martial arts. Could he alone handle those two people?

If this alerted the enemy…

Seeing his hesitation, Chi Xue said nothing but reached into her sleeve to take out some components, quickly assembling a small crossbow and attaching it to her arm.

The crossbow bolts were tiny and thin. Chi Xue pulled the hairpin from her head, opened a switch, and dripped several drops of blue liquid onto the arrowhead.

Zhao San: “…”

A bit scary.

While trembling slightly, he pointed at the black-robed person guarding the door, indicating for Chi Xue to handle him.

He could see this person had no martial arts foundation.

He straightened up and quietly circled to the back of the house, wanting to strike while the old monster was practicing and save that baby.

The two moved quietly in their respective directions. Zhao San circled to the back of the house and suddenly felt his foot sink.

A mist erupted from beneath his feet, and his mind grew dizzy.

The black-robed person suddenly stood up and shouted, “Who!”

Neither Zhao San nor Chi Xue moved. Chi Xue’s crossbow bolt wasn’t within firing range yet, so she could only hold her breath.

For a moment, only the soft sound of fine rain on wet leaves filled the forest.

Suddenly a sharp baby’s cry came from inside the house.

At the same time came a soft “puff” sound, blood spattering the paper window, with some blood drops even splashing onto Zhao San’s face.

Zhao San, who had been feeling somewhat dizzy, immediately sobered up considerably. He looked down at the bloodstains in front of his feet, his face turning pale.

The black robe flashed as the black-clothed person, ignoring the warning outside, rushed into the house.

Chi Xue stood up from the grass and gestured to Zhao San from afar.

The surprise attack had failed, the child couldn’t be rescued, and the other party had discovered them. Once they freed their hands, they would come after them.

Normally they should leave now, but both were reluctant.

The old monster would be briefly weakened after succeeding in his practice. If they didn’t take this opportunity to act, should they wait for him to recover and come after their master?

The two looked at each other, and Zhao San nodded.

Chi Xue was somewhat surprised. She had always thought this guy was indecisive in character, cowardly and long-winded. She hadn’t expected that at crucial moments, he never retreated a step.

The two reunited this time, carefully watching their footing and changing direction to approach the thatched hut from behind.

The thatched hut kept making sounds—sometimes like soft-bodied creatures sliding their belly scales across the ground, sometimes like venomous snakes flicking their tongues, sometimes like vigorously stirring a mass of sticky rotten meat… Just hearing these sounds made both want to vomit.

Chi Xue looked at Zhao San’s complexion and handed him a detoxification pill. Zhao San took it without hesitation and swallowed it. The Poison Maniac’s poisons were always formidable, but this time for some reason he wasn’t deeply poisoned—perhaps it was because of that child’s blood, but thinking of this made Zhao San’s face even uglier.

Those babies in the foundling home who bathed daily and whose milk contained medicine were all longevity furnaces for those high officials and nobles in the imperial capital!

To curry favor with ministers and gain leverage over them, the Xiao family didn’t hesitate to act as that old poison creature’s broker, luring those ministers and nobles who wanted wealth and longevity forever into their snare, using these young bone furnaces to weave a network of influence that covered the entire court.

Beautiful mature children were sent to local strongmen to control everything with one hand.

Beneath righteous appearances lay insanely heinous acts.

Those who sought fame everywhere usually hid filth and corruption within.

For such unconscionable deeds, even if it cost their lives today, they had to expose this blood-stained foundation!

The two patiently waited for the old monster to succeed, not planning to strike while he was practicing, since the Poison Maniac would definitely have poisonous qi flowing throughout his body at this moment and couldn’t be approached.

The night gradually deepened.

Suddenly came a muffled “bang,” like something suddenly expanding, accompanied by the old monster’s violent coughing and a “poof” sound. The black-robed man’s voice said, “Done! Master has succeeded!”

Chi Xue and Zhao San simultaneously swept to beneath the thatched hut’s window. Chi Xue raised her arm while Zhao San’s gaze was piercing.

The old monster’s somewhat tired voice arose: “Good, Master will now regulate breathing and absorb qi. You must guard me—”

“Hiss.”

A soft sound accompanied by a scream.

Chi Xue and Zhao San peeked in to see the black-robed person’s five fingers had already penetrated the old monster’s skull.

At the same time, the couch the old monster was sitting on shattered, and both fell into a pit below. The black-robed person only showed his topknot, and Chi Xue’s arrow could no longer aim.

As the black-robed person fell, he swept his sleeve and knocked over a jar. Immediately poisonous insects poured out like black fog, rushing straight at the two.

Chi Xue and Zhao San could only retreat, watching helplessly as the black-robed person pressed his fingers on the old monster’s head. Vaguely, black qi emanated while the old monster writhed and struggled under his palm like a wriggling large worm.

The two watched in alarm, never expecting events to develop this way. For a moment they couldn’t get closer, only seeing the black-robed person’s sleeves rise, billowing with waves of black wind.

After a moment, he released his hand. In the pit came a “plop” as something went soft.

The black-robed person still stood there, looking down into the pit and laughing coldly.

“Being the Poison Maniac’s disciple might be glorious, but it’s not as glorious as being the Poison Maniac yourself. Don’t you think so?”

There was no sound from the pit. The black-robed person disgustedly kicked with his foot. “Disgusting old man… poisoning me to near death, poisoning me until I had no choice but to serve you, be your dog, hiding everything and not teaching me, still hoping I’d be your dog for life! How about that? My secretly learned Furnace Stealing Great Method isn’t bad, is it? A lifetime of using people as furnaces to practice poison, only to become a human furnace yourself in the end. The cycle of divine justice and karmic retribution is unfailing, isn’t it?”

He stepped on the puddle of soft mud beneath his feet and slowly emerged from the pit, walking toward Chi Xue and Zhao San while laughing: “But don’t worry—we were master and disciple after all. I’ll help you get revenge.”

…

Hearing that voice, Tie Ci paused briefly, then walked forward without hesitation.

There was no path ahead, but the soil was loose. Feiyu took out a short knife from behind and began digging. Watching the falling sand, pebbles, and some bamboo netting, Tie Ci’s heart sank.

She had already guessed where this was.

After a moment, light appeared ahead. Feiyu kicked out, and with a crash of falling earth and stones, a large hole appeared, with vague human voices coming through.

Feiyu was about to go forward, but Tie Ci stopped her and crawled out first herself.

As soon as she emerged, she heard a startled cry: “People are coming out of the embankment!”

She saw the great river surging ahead and people all around, all holding iron spades and shovels, looking at the two with alarmed faces.

Tie Ci looked back to see her position was beside the original sand embankment, with her feet standing on the embankment’s slope.

So that tunnel actually led to the great embankment, extending all the way to the embankment’s side, then digging into the embankment for just a short section before finally having them dig through the embankment body themselves to get out.

Obviously this tunnel served no purpose and was even just temporary, only waiting for them to emerge from here. Under everyone’s gaze, she and Feiyu had become the ones who breached the embankment.

Fourth Master Xiao’s shocked and angry voice came from afar: “What are you two doing, digging the embankment in the middle of the night!”

But Tie Ci’s gaze fell on the person behind him—there, Gu Xiaoxiao was being guarded by several people, twisting uncomfortably with a face full of distress.

Not far away, someone exclaimed, “This one’s no good either!”

The common people still working on the embankment rushed over. Someone immediately started cursing. With heads crowded together blocking the view, Tie Ci didn’t know what happened over there, but vaguely heard someone shout: “This one’s no good either! Only half the stone materials are good!”

Then the people roared and all turned to look at the River Works Office officials. The River Works Commissioner and Deputy Commissioner looked stunned, pointing at Gu Xiaoxiao: “This batch of stone materials and earthworks were all handled by this person. We don’t know anything!”

The people then rushed toward Gu Xiaoxiao, who said in panic, “What’s wrong? What’s wrong? This batch of stone materials is fine… I checked them all! You… don’t come over!”

Tie Ci sighed inwardly.

Sure enough, someone immediately sneered, “You’ve confessed!”

A commoner shouted loudly, “Still playing deaf and dumb! If it weren’t for brothers quarreling today and swinging a shovel that chipped off a piece of stone skin, we still wouldn’t know most of the stones inside are fake!”

Someone jumped onto the new embankment and, in front of everyone, struck hard. The stone immediately crumbled into pieces, extremely thin and brittle in quality.

The River Works Commissioner’s face changed as he hurriedly said, “Quick, go check how that pile of stored stone materials is.”

There were two piles of stone materials on shore—one from wealthy merchants contacted by Gu Xiaoxiao as donations, one later transported by the Xiao family, clearly distinct. People went to move the first pile of stones. The outermost layer was all construction bluestone, relatively hard, but after moving that layer, the stones inside were obviously the wrong color. At first glance they seemed to be neat blocks, but when tapped they broke, and when someone splashed water on them and pressed with fingernails, they could even leave marks.

A stonemason immediately said, “Sir, these can’t be used. This is phyllite, extremely prone to deformation and weathering.”

Someone else tapped the rocks nearby and said, “This is mudstone, also can’t be used for embankment construction. Except for that outer layer of bluestone, all the stones inside are these two types.”

The people became clamorous. Gu Xiaoxiao struggled to say a few words, all drowned in various angry voices. He seemed angered too and suddenly shouted, “What nonsense! These were donations! Everyone knew when they were donated. Since they’re donations, naturally they’re meant to benefit the locality. Why would anyone move stones to smash their own feet?”

“Not necessarily.” The River Works Deputy Commissioner said coldly, “Maybe some people want to fish for fame but don’t want to spend money? Maybe some people have private transactions with others?”

“What do you mean by that!”

The River Works Deputy Commissioner shook his head, and a person was brought forward. That person had a pale face with two mouse whiskers, looking like a steward or accountant. Upon arrival, he immediately smiled obsequiously at Gu Xiaoxiao: “Young Master Gu, our master sent stone materials according to your instructions. The imperial procurement you promised for next year…”

The River Works Commissioner said, “What stone materials did you send! All inferior goods passed off as quality!”

That person showed a panicked expression and hurriedly said, “This can’t be blamed on our master. Young Master Gu needed them urgently and in large quantities. My master is just a traveling merchant from outside—where could he gather so many stone materials at once? So he… made do with some. My master hinted at this matter, and this young master didn’t object. He said he was the Minister of Revenue’s son, and if we helped him get stone materials to accomplish this beneficial deed that would add to his father’s official reputation, he would let our master pick the best from the imperial procurement contracts. If we refused, the imperial share our master worked so hard to get this year couldn’t be guaranteed. You see, this is…”

Gu Xiaoxiao: “You’re slandering us!”

The River Works Commissioner: “Good! The dignified son of the Minister of Revenue, for fishing for fame, actually threatens merchants and harms the people!”

Another person came forward and said, “Commissioner, we checked recent accounts and found discrepancies in food, tools, and materials in many places, suspected of being embezzled!”

The Commissioner took it, flipped through the account book, raised his eyebrows, threw the account book in front of Gu Xiaoxiao, and angrily said, “How do you explain substituting black flour for white flour? How do you explain missing tool purchases yet still submitting receipts? How do you explain that the daily night meals scheduled weren’t arranged! The Xiao family allocated all this money. Out of trust, we handed all these miscellaneous items to you to manage, yet you manipulated things behind the scenes!”

When the crowd heard this, they immediately made a commotion. This time, because of personal interests, the trouble was even worse. Some people quietly said, “White flour buns and night meals—we never had those in previous river dredging…”

Someone beside them immediately said, “Never mind about before. Now the River Works Commissioner says there were, so there were. Since someone embezzled them, they’ll have to compensate, and then won’t we benefit!”

Hearing this reasoning, everyone immediately rushed ashore toward Gu Xiaoxiao.

Tie Ci stood above the sand embankment with the vast river water at her feet. Wave after wave surged upward, with sand and stones constantly falling from beneath her feet. She stood there steadily, her mind flashing like lightning.

Both her and Gu Xiaoxiao’s identities had been exposed.

The Xiao family got the news and quietly arranged a trap to deal with them.

They bribed that donating merchant, mixed waste materials into the stone supplies, then framed Gu Xiaoxiao, incidentally dragging down Minister Gu.

No, it wasn’t mainly to deal with Minister Gu. Targeting Gu Xiaoxiao was actually still to deal with her.

The River Works Deputy Commissioner strode forward, pointing at Tie Ci from afar and sternly saying, “This person used inferior materials and embezzled funds. And what were you trying to do? You and he came to the River Works Office one after the other, obviously having colluded beforehand. Today you first infiltrated the River Works Office accounts room, and finding nothing, you dug into the river embankment. Are you trying to destroy the embankment?”

Behind him, Gu Xiaoxiao said indignantly, “What nonsense are you talking! A few days ago the sand embankment was nearly breached by your Xiao family, and it was she who led people to fight all night to seal it. Why would she come dig this embankment!”

Suddenly someone slowly walked over with someone following behind holding an umbrella. His unhurried voice came from under the umbrella: “Everyone, regarding the previous embankment breach, I re-questioned my nephew when I returned. My nephew said someone enticed and persuaded him, having him secretly dig the embankment at night to release water, claiming it would preserve our Xiao family’s good farmland and let him gain face and merit before the clan. Shamefully, my nephew isn’t very bright and was actually moved by her words to do that foolish thing. My nephew certainly wronged you all, but the person scheming behind the scenes is even more detestable, isn’t that right?”

Fourth Master Xiao smiled at Tie Ci from under his umbrella. Tie Ci said calmly, “Fourth Master truly has a silver tongue, twisting and turning to tell a hundred variations of one story. Then may I ask who this person was who instigated your nephew behind the scenes?”

“Whoever benefits from it is naturally the one responsible.” Fourth Master Xiao looked at her with a sigh. “Minister Gu and our Xiao family have never gotten along well. You and this Young Master Gu split up to come to Dongming—you incited my nephew to dig the embankment, provoking public anger, ruining our Xiao family’s reputation, and taking the opportunity to infiltrate our Xiao family with malicious intent; Young Master Gu came to the River Works Office, running around making connections, single-handedly organizing the new stone embankment construction to build momentum for Minister Gu. Today you infiltrated the River Works Office accounts room, probably still wanting to create false accounts to frame our Xiao family and officials for colluding to harm people’s livelihood. Thus, Minister Gu and his faction could impeach our Xiao family, while the Dongming people, deceived by you, would be grateful and naturally testify for you… Young in age but deep in scheming, only you didn’t expect that evildoers will face divine retribution, ultimately stumbling over these stone materials. This too is the cycle of heavenly justice and unfailing retribution.”

Looking at this person with his kindly appearance and mouth full of retribution, Tie Ci also smiled and said, “Quite a believable story. But I’m just curious—is your nephew blind or mute? Since I supposedly incited him to dig the embankment, and I was at the scene then, why didn’t he identify me but instead kept saying it was your Xiao family’s orders?”

Fourth Master said calmly, “That’s naturally because you didn’t appear in person but sent someone to persuade him.”

“Your nephew is arrogant and proud, looking down on people from his nostrils—everyone in Dongming knows Eighth Master Xiao’s haughty style. Such a wealthy young master, who doesn’t even respect imperial relatives, would obey the words of some completely unfamiliar capital young master’s servant…” Tie Ci smiled. “Are you treating us like we’re uneducated?”

Fourth Master Xiao’s expression remained unchanged. “How could others know the ins and outs of your schemes?” He turned to address the people warmly: “Everyone has been deceived by villains, and your daily meals have been embezzled. That Young Master Gu, to ruin our Xiao family’s reputation, stopped at nothing. But fellow villagers, rest assured—what was embezzled, our Xiao family will compensate you afterward. Just please, all you folks, bear witness for our Xiao family so we don’t suffer undeserved injustice.” He bowed all around.

With these words, the people were delighted and voiced their agreement.

Tie Ci wasn’t surprised.

Common people struggled to survive like grass following the wind. They didn’t care who was right or wrong, only who could provide shelter and benefits.

This was the cunning of grassroots self-interest, human nature. Even though she had led people to close the breach and spent these days going through wind and rain, rolling in mud and water, working and eating together, they still wouldn’t abandon the temptation of silver to uphold justice.

Moreover, the Xiao family was skilled at surface appearances, and the people had long been under their spell.

Gu Xiaoxiao had obviously understood this trap too, standing there somewhat dazed with a blank face, not even caring about the person pressing tightly against his back.

Behind Tie Ci, Feiyu said softly, “Don’t argue over words—saving people is urgent.”

Tie Ci understood in her heart that teleporting was now the only chance to unexpectedly rescue Gu Xiaoxiao, but she couldn’t teleport.

The Xiao family already knew her identity but hadn’t revealed it because they didn’t want to deal with the Crown Princess in full public view and invite gossip.

The Xiao family must now harbor suspicions about her teleportation ability. If she demonstrated it in front of Fourth Master Xiao now, it would be equivalent to confirming that the Crown Princess already possessed divine talents.

The Xiao family would become more frenzied, and the entire court would be reshuffled.

Someone suddenly shouted loudly, grabbed a stone from the ground and threw it at Gu Xiaoxiao: “Corrupt official who devours the people’s fat and blood!”

Like a signal, people grabbed stones and threw them: “Officials fighting for power—why use us common people as tools!”

Gu Xiaoxiao raised his hands to block. Most people had little strength, and those mud stones hit his robe hem and feet, splashing muddy water all over him. He raised his arm to protect his forehead, his half-visible eye full of bloodshot veins. Someone’s stone hit his topknot, and muddy water slowly slid down from his eye corner like a gray tear.

Tie Ci suddenly frowned.

A faint whistling sound, mixed among those flying stones but sharp and fierce, was heading straight for Gu Xiaoxiao’s temple.
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Chapter 160: I Don’t Mind
Tie Ci shouted in a low voice: “Cover me!”

Behind her, Feiyu swept her wide sleeves, drawing everyone’s attention, and Tie Ci lunged forward.

In the next instant, she was in front of Gu Xiaoxiao, raising her hand to catch a sharp stone.

Her other hand reached out to pull Gu Xiaoxiao away, but then froze.

Three swords were pressed against Gu Xiaoxiao’s back. Obviously, no matter how fast she was, at least one of those three swords could pierce into Gu Xiaoxiao’s heart from behind.

The River Works Commissioner stood facing Tie Ci and said softly, “You must be very careful, otherwise if the people become angry and surge forward together, it would be a pity if Young Master Qi got hurt.”

Gu Xiaoxiao suddenly said, “Just go… They’ve made full preparations, they dare to do anything… I was too stupid and dragged you down… You should leave quickly!”

Tie Ci took a breath and said softly to Gu Xiaoxiao, “Don’t be sad, we have a way.”

Stones kept flying over. She turned around and stood in front of Gu Xiaoxiao.

Several stones hit her robe hem and shoulder. She calmly wiped the mud and water from her face.

The common people were stunned and stopped their hands.

They weren’t familiar with Gu Xiaoxiao, but everyone knew Tie Ci. During these days, this noble young master from the imperial capital had eaten and lived together with them, working together covered in mud through wind and water. In their hearts, they had all praised and admired him, treating him as one of their own. Even though Fourth Master Xiao had just accused Tie Ci, those matters sounded vague and distant to the common people, and what remained more in their hearts was their good feelings toward Tie Ci.

Seeing her standing in front of Gu Xiaoxiao, everyone was somewhat bewildered, looking at each other in confusion.

Fourth Master Xiao and the River Works Commissioner exchanged glances. Just now that woman’s dramatic sleeve-sweeping had been very exaggerated, drawing their attention so they hadn’t noticed whether Tie Ci had flown over or suddenly appeared.

Confirming the Crown Princess’s divine abilities was very important. Fourth Master Xiao wasn’t in a hurry to attack and gave the River Works Commissioner a meaningful look.

The River Works Commissioner said in a soft, gentle voice, “Is this what Young Master Gu was personally lurking in the River Works Office to find?”

He took out a blue-covered booklet from his bosom, rustling through it in his hands. “The real account book for fishing taxes—such an important thing, in such troubled times, how could this old man leave it in the office for people to steal? Naturally it had to be carried with me.”

He held up that account book and, in front of Tie Ci, slowly tore it into several pieces and scattered them.

Those fragments fell in front of Tie Ci’s feet.

At this time, someone came running to report business to Fourth Master Xiao. Fourth Master Xiao turned his head, and the River Works Commissioner also whispered with the deputy commissioner, then stepped back a few paces. For a moment, no one was paying attention to this side.

Tie Ci slowly crouched down.

Those men kept her figure in their peripheral vision, all delighted in their hearts.

Was she going to reconstruct that account book?

Even the men holding swords against Gu Xiaoxiao couldn’t help but crane their necks to look.

Tie Ci crouched halfway down, then suddenly grabbed Gu Xiaoxiao’s calves with both hands, lowered her body, swung her arms forward and pushed, literally sending him flying horizontally through the air.

A figure flashed as Feiyu swept over to catch Gu Xiaoxiao.

The three men were caught off guard, their long swords instinctively thrusting downward, this time aimed at Tie Ci’s back.

As Tie Ci crouched forward, her legs had already kicked backward like a crocodile’s tail. With a whoosh, two swords were deflected by her kicks, spinning through the air and nearly slicing off one man’s nose.

The other sword was knocked away by a stone Feiyu flicked out.

Tie Ci’s other leg also shot out like a cannonball, sending one man flying far away with a thud, spitting blood as he flew.

In just an instant, those account book fragments that had been clustered at her feet were already soaked by rain and scattered by wind, floating away in all directions.

The fishing tax account book was supposed to be the most tempting element, since embezzling national taxes was a serious crime and the account book would be irrefutable evidence.

However, reality disappointed Fourth Master Xiao and the others. From beginning to end, Tie Ci hadn’t even glanced at the account book. She was calm, composed, her smile free of worldly concerns.

Those people suddenly felt their schemes were so ridiculous.

The River Works Commissioner stepped back and quietly asked Fourth Master Xiao, “What do we do now…”

Not only had they failed to test the Crown Princess’s true capabilities, but she had also rescued the hostage.

Fourth Master Xiao gave a meaningful look, and the River Works Deputy Commissioner shouted, “Are you trying to protect this villain who embezzled funds and deceived the people!” He also said to the people, “If this person escapes, today’s matter will be without evidence, and don’t blame us officials for being unable to seek justice and compensation for you!”

Immediately some people shouted, “Evil thief, where are you going!” The timid ones hid behind the crowd throwing stones, while the bold ones were already swinging iron spades and shovels as they charged forward.

Tie Ci didn’t want to fight with the common people. The embankment was uneven and slippery—if they lost their footing and fell into the river, that would be another calamity. She could only protect Gu Xiaoxiao as they retreated.

Rakes, shovels, and similar tools were constantly thrown over, but they were quickly thrown out again, crashing into the increasingly high river water.

The crowd surged, but Fourth Master Xiao showed signs of anxiety, looking toward the deep rainy night.

Why hadn’t that old monster been lured over yet?

…

Time returns to one hour earlier.

The black-robed man stepped over the Poison Maniac’s corpse and stripped the brocade robe from the Poison Maniac’s body to put on himself. The hood’s shadow densely covered his face, making his features unclear.

He stood for a while, then suddenly burst into wild laughter, laughing madly while saying, “…Never expected such fortune… Ye Shiba… Crown Princess… Let’s see how you humiliate me in the future!”

He walked toward the outside of the house. As if he couldn’t yet control the poisonous qi flowing through his body, you could visibly see colorful, brilliant light emanating from his side. With each step, that halo spread forward by a foot.

Chi Xue and Zhao San crouched in the grass, uncertain whether he had discovered them, already growing anxious.

Because whether he had discovered them or not, his walking route was heading straight toward them. Just from the poisonous qi on his body, before he even arrived, he could poison both of them.

Zhao San exchanged glances with Chi Xue, asking whether they should strike first.

Previously he had habitually asked Mu Si, but now with Mu Si absent, he turned to Chi Xue again.

Chi Xue lightly nodded.

The two covered their mouths and noses. Chi Xue placed her hand on the crossbow on her arm. Zhao San’s shoulders moved slightly.

But at this moment, they heard someone outside the forest say, “May I ask if Senior Tu is residing here?”

Both stopped, and the black-clothed man also halted.

The person outside the forest continued speaking with a respectful tone, “Senior Tu, I am the deputy steward of the Xiao family, sent by my master to pay respects to you, sir. My master recently heard that you had appeared, and has been searching everywhere, wanting to invite you to visit our ancestral home as a guest. Today, due to the missing baby being sent to the capital, we searched and found this place. Presuming to visit without invitation, please don’t blame us, sir.”

Zhao San and Chi Xue looked at each other, both realizing that the Xiao family had been searching for this old monster all along. It seemed the Xiao family had more than one group sending babies to the capital. When they later discovered the baby was missing, they quickly connected it to the Poison Maniac, since only the Poison Maniac would know the timing and route of their baby deliveries.

The black-clothed man was silent for a while, then said hoarsely, “So, do you want this old man to compensate for this medicine baby?”

The person outside hurriedly said, “We wouldn’t dare. Please use it as you wish, sir. The master only wants to invite you to the estate for a chat. If you’re unwilling to honor us with your presence, then the master will send various supplementary medicines. Additionally, the master says that the two who injured you are currently at Sanhe River embankment.”

After speaking, he had people put down what they were carrying, waited a while, and hearing no response from inside, bowed and left.

Obviously knowing that the Poison Maniac was full of poison, he didn’t want to get close at all.

The black-robed man walked toward the outside of the forest. Since the things that person had left were in another direction, he changed his walking route. Zhao San and Chi Xue both silently sighed in relief.

The two looked at each other.

Chi Xue knew this guy was both cowardly and afraid of trouble. Now that the crisis was over and the opponent seemed inexperienced in combat and had walked far away, he could very well escape.

But Chi Xue didn’t plan to leave.

This guy would definitely go to the embankment—she had to stop him!

She looked at Zhao San, wanting to remind him that when she charged forward to attack, he could take the opportunity to escape. He shouldn’t be too hasty in escaping and alert the enemy, affecting her attack.

Who knew Zhao San didn’t move. Not only didn’t he move, he even nodded and gripped the sword at his waist with one hand.

Chi Xue: “?”

Before she could understand, Zhao San suddenly grabbed Chi Xue and threw her upward.

Chi Xue leaped in the air, arriving right above that black-robed man. She reacted extremely quickly, lowering her arm toward his neck, her crossbow firing repeatedly with swooshing sounds!

At the same time, Zhao San also charged out. In a sliding step, one hand caught the falling Chi Xue while his other hand had already drawn his blade. Cold light and freezing wind swept toward the black-robed man’s waist!

The black-robed man heard the wind and instinctively turned back, sweeping out his sleeve.

He seemed to have gained great power but wasn’t familiar with techniques. He shouldn’t have turned back at this moment. When he turned back, the arrow shot toward his forehead.

But his sleeve was wide and hard. Strong wind swept out, deflecting one lighter crossbow bolt, while another arrow pierced his temple.

He screamed loudly, his body spinning. Zhao San’s blade drew a line of blood across his waist. He staggered and swept out his other sleeve too.

A black mist condensed into a black line shooting out. The edges of the black mist sometimes scattered, sometimes gathered, revealing tiny poisonous insects with even tinier, disgusting mouthparts.

Zhao San and Chi Xue retreated quickly, but ultimately couldn’t withstand this overwhelming poison. Both fell one after another. Before falling, Chi Xue gritted her teeth and released a signal flare.

This was a signal flare to summon the Nine Guards. She only hoped they could intercept this poisonous person along the way.

Zhao San had originally been somewhat habitually hesitant, but seeing her release the signal flare, he immediately sent out a signal too.

One yellow and one purple signal flare shot through the night sky.

The black-robed man’s temple was bleeding profusely. Gnashing his teeth and howling, he pulled out the arrow and covered the bloody wound at his waist.

He seemed to have injured his vision or brain, spinning around wildly in place several times. Unexpectedly, he didn’t go settle accounts with Zhao San and Chi Xue, but instead stumbled outward.

Chi Xue was less severely poisoned and managed to prop herself up on her arm. Seeing that guy actually heading toward Sanhe embankment, she became extremely anxious.

Obviously, getting power to revenge against the Crown Princess had become his obsession—even injured, he wouldn’t give up.

However, Chi Xue ultimately lacked the strength to catch up. She felt in her bosom—there was still one detoxification pill left. She had once had the fortune to learn poison techniques, and the opponent was said to have once served the Poison Maniac and Medical Maniac brothers, so the poison techniques she learned had some connection to the Poison Maniac. The detoxification pill could barely be somewhat useful, but now only one remained.

Beside her, Zhao San lay like withered wood, still waving at her, saying, “Let me try… let me try to help you expel the poison… After expelling the poison, you should leave quickly. We released signal flares, and the Xiao family’s people haven’t gone far. If they come back, we’ll be dragged away like dead dogs…”

Chi Xue said, “What about you?”

Zhao San said dejectedly, “As long as you can leave, that’s enough… I’ll find a pit to bury myself in. Anyway, both master and A’si dislike me, saying I eat for nothing, only grow more talkative without growing taller, wasting food…”

Chi Xue chuckled, slowly moved to his side, and stuffed that detoxification pill into his mouth.

Zhao San swallowed it instinctively and said happily, “You still have pills, that’s great. Why aren’t you eating? Eat quickly.”

Chi Xue lay down, placing her hands on her abdomen, lying on the wet ground quietly and elegantly like a refined young lady, lying beside Zhao San. She sighed, “Only one left. In the past, I would have kept it no matter what—what if master needed it? But now I gave it to you. How nice—I suppose I’ve betrayed my master for you, you stinking man?”

Zhao San was so shocked he sat up abruptly. “What? Only one? Then I’ll spit it out!” He said, clawing at his throat.

Chi Xue was disgusted beyond measure. Even this refined young lady rolled her eyes and said, “Who would eat it if you spit it out? Swallow it back down yourself!”

Zhao San stopped dejectedly and collapsed heavily again, saying gloomily, “Why am I still dizzy and seeing things?”

Chi Xue said, “It’s not the right antidote—it can only keep you from being paralyzed or dying.”

Zhao San also lay down beside her, placing his hands straight on his abdomen. “Alright then, let’s wait here and see whether our people arrive first or the Xiao family’s people come first.”

Chi Xue said calmly, “Based on distance calculations, the Xiao family’s people should return first. Also, the signal I sent means: great enemy approaching, protect master.”

Zhao San said, “What a coincidence, mine was the same.”

The two turned their heads to look at each other. Chi Xue’s eyes curved as she smiled softly, “I thought you were cowardly, but I didn’t expect you wouldn’t run away.”

Zhao San sighed, “I am cowardly, I did want to run. To tell the truth, before every fight I want to escape, but if I escape, I won’t be able to see Mu Si and master again in the future, and I can’t bear that. So I have to grit my teeth and charge forward. After gritting and charging so much, I got used to it.”

Chi Xue listened quietly without speaking, closing her eyes.

Zhao San lay for a while, then began chattering about various worries—like whether lying on grass would give them lice, whether those poisonous insects would crawl over to bite him, how Mu Si was doing. After talking for a long time without hearing a response, he turned to look at Chi Xue and saw her snow-white face had turned slightly blue. He panicked and scrambled up, “Miss! Miss!”

He also called, “Chi Xue, Chi Xue!”

He knew this girl was the most capable maid beside Ye Shiba. Since they usually lurked near their master, they could often see this maid who seemed capable of doing everything in the world.

Although she wore a mask this time and he hadn’t recognized her in the foundling home, once they left the foundling home and learned they were also sent by their master, he knew who she was.

Besides Ye Shiba, no one else would care about these foundling home matters.

He just couldn’t call out before, since calling would expose everything. Now that he had called out, he thought this girl would open her eyes and ask him, “How do you know my name is Chi Xue?”

After calling for a long time with no response, he stared blankly for a while, spat out black blood, struggled to get up, and put Chi Xue on his back.

They couldn’t wait here to die—he had to find a doctor for this girl.

He struggled to carry Chi Xue on his back and walked forward shakily, the woman’s soft body pressed tightly against his back. But he didn’t have the slightest improper thought.

His face was suddenly lightly patted, like a small slap or just a reminder. Chi Xue’s voice came from behind, her tone not very good but her pitch low and gentle, “Hero, don’t hold so tightly.”

Zhao San made a sound of acknowledgment, then realized, “You’re awake?” Then he felt the soft pressure from behind, his face flushed red, and he relaxed his grip on Chi Xue’s knees.

“I was never unconscious, I was just annoyed by your noise.”

Zhao San made a dejected sound, thought about it and said, “How about… you change position, we go back to back?”

Chi Xue: “…”

Like carrying a statue on his back!

“Or hold you in front…” The cowardly and chattering person, hearing her silence, began to panic and speak nonsense.

Finally, Chi Xue lightly kicked his knee, and Zhao San finally quieted down.

The sound of rain on all sides mixed with light breathing, the world peaceful and quiet.

After a while, the restless Zhao San broke the atmosphere again, “I knew you found me too talkative…”

Chi Xue sighed and said nothing, quietly tightening her arms around his neck.

She lowered her eyes and saw the fine hair on the back of his neck, his ears were somewhat large and for some reason always red.

The sound of footsteps continued tapping along, accompanied by the woman’s voice gradually fading into the distance in the forest.

“No, I don’t mind.”
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Chapter 161: Counterattack
Fourth Master Xiao gazed into the dark depths.

Not only had the Poison Maniac failed to arrive after so long, but his Xiao family’s elite guards hadn’t shown up either.

He had originally planned to incite the common people to attack, then have his own men blend in among them. Later, he could report it as “commoners rioting and harming the Crown Prince” – when the masses are involved, the law doesn’t punish everyone, so the Xiao family could stay out of it.

Who would have thought that before he could successfully stir up the people, his own household seemed to have problems instead.

Someone came running quickly. His gaze sharpened as he recognized one of the Xiao family stewards – the one responsible for managing the guards and daily security.

The steward whispered urgently in his ear: “Fourth Master, this is bad! The main residence is in chaos. The Old Madam wants you to return immediately!”

“What happened?”

“It’s Second Master and the others. They’re making a huge fuss, saying Fourth Master wants to kill his brothers and harm his sister-in-law, that you arranged for people to poison them. They’ve taken it to the Old Madam, and she sent someone to summon you…”

Fourth Master Xiao let out a laugh through his nose. “Petty tricks.”

He turned around, and a flash of contemptuous impatience crossed his face before transforming into humble gentleness as he spoke to the messenger: “Go back and tell the Old Madam I’ll come immediately. It’s just that the weather isn’t good today – tell her not to get too agitated and harm her health.”

After the messenger left, Fourth Master Xiao stood motionless. Seeing that he wouldn’t budge, his attendant asked in puzzlement: “Fourth Master… the Old Madam is waiting.”

Fourth Master Xiao said indifferently: “Luring the tiger away from the mountain. If a tiger can be lured away, it’s because the tiger is stupid.”

His follower dared not speak further.

Fourth Master Xiao continued: “In half an hour, send someone to tell the Old Madam that in my haste to rush back, I slipped on the wet roads – hurt my knee in the fall and can’t move.”

The follower acknowledged, then whispered: “What if the Old Madam worries about your injury and comes to see you personally, or sends someone?”

“At this hour, Mother should be sleeping. Rest assured, the nannies will make sure she retires on time.”

His follower lowered his head.

Fourth Master held complete control over the Xiao family’s main residence; the Old Madam was merely a caged bird.

Fourth Master Xiao frowned as he looked into the darkness – the guest warriors hired by the Xiao family hadn’t arrived yet. But again came the sound of hurried footsteps.

Someone came running and quickly whispered in his ear. Fourth Master Xiao listened, his eyebrows shooting up – this time he was truly both surprised and angry.

“What? Stolen? Impossible! How did they get in…”

The clatter of footsteps rang out as another person rushed over, calling urgently: “This is terrible! Eleventh Young Master has been kidnapped!”

“With the residence so heavily guarded, how could he be kidnapped!”

“Not from the residence – Miss Wenliu pulled Eleventh Young Master out to look for wood or something, then Eleventh Young Master was taken!”

“What about Miss Wenliu?”

“Miss Wenliu is fine, she came back by herself.”

Fourth Master Xiao ground his teeth tightly.

The opponent had malicious intentions and was a master of sowing discord. They had likely used Xiao Wenliu to lure out Xiao Jing. Though this affair started because of Xiao Wenliu, the other party deliberately spared her – Xiao Wenliu was unharmed while Xiao Jing was kidnapped. Xiao Jing was the most valued legitimate son of the fifth branch, the family’s great hope, so the fifth branch would inevitably resent the secondary branch because of this. Internal cracks would form within the family.

“What about the guest warriors? Send them to rescue…”

Before he could finish speaking, more footsteps thundered. Fourth Master Xiao’s composure cracked considerably as he spun around.

The newcomer ran up and said: “The West Garden is on fire! That’s where the guest warriors live – they’re all busy rescuing their own belongings and have no time for this side…”

Fourth Master Xiao suddenly turned to stare at Tie Ci and Feiyu.

Tie Ci smiled and nudged Feiyu’s arm, whispering: “Let me claim credit. Having people sneak into Fourth Master’s secret room to steal – I did that.”

“Using Xiao Wenliu to lure out Xiao Jing and kidnap him – I did that,” Feiyu said matter-of-factly.

“Targeting the Xiao family’s second branch, framing Fourth Master Xiao, and inciting them to make trouble – I did that.”

“Setting fire to the West Garden – I did that.”

The two smiled at Fourth Master Xiao simultaneously.

Fourth Master Xiao’s mask of calm elegance finally couldn’t hold, nearly slipping off to reveal some of his cold, fierce true nature. “Good, very good.”

Feiyu and Tie Ci both bowed slightly, one raising her left hand, the other her right, both making a “please” gesture in unison.

Go back and fight the fire – stop causing trouble here.

The Old Madam called you and you pretended to fall and wouldn’t return, but with your nephew kidnapped, your house on fire, and your secret room robbed, you’ll have to crawl back even if you must crawl.

Fourth Master Xiao stared at the two, slowly backing away. His gaze passed over their heads to meet that of the Harbor Office Director and Deputy Director standing on the other side.

When his eyes lifted, Tie Ci sensed something and turned to look, seeing that the Harbor Office Director, Deputy Director, and others had already left the embankment and gotten ashore, standing far away.

Now only she, Feiyu, and Gu Xiaoxiao stood on the sand embankment, with Fourth Master Xiao on the west sand embankment near the shore. Most of the common people stood on and below the stone embankment that had just begun construction.

Her heart jumped. Turning back, she saw Fourth Master Xiao had also retreated to the edge of the sand embankment. He suddenly swung his arm forcefully, then turned and walked briskly away, shouting as he went: “I said you two were sneaking around drilling out from under the sand embankment – what were you planning to do! To frame my Xiao family, you’ll stop at nothing! Everyone, run quickly—”

Tie Ci and Feiyu spun around to look at the hole they had emerged from earlier.

They vaguely saw a figure flash out of the hole, then turn and throw in a lit fire starter.

Without thinking, Tie Ci flashed away instantly.

But in that split second, Feiyu suddenly grabbed her hand.

When Tie Ci teleported, it was without warning – her form became ethereal. She hadn’t expected Feiyu to be able to grab her in this situation. Her heart stirred, but it was too late to shake off Feiyu.

The next instant, both appeared at the mouth of the hole. Tie Ci reached to catch the fire starter but was ultimately a step too slow. She watched the fire starter brush past her fingertips and fall toward a pile of objects in the hole.

In that instant, Tie Ci only had time to tackle Feiyu downward.

However, Feiyu was simultaneously lunging toward her. The two collided with a bang, their foreheads knocking together with a thud, each feeling their nose grow hot.

Then came a tremendous boom. For a moment, it seemed as if the earth had flipped upside down before their eyes. The massive shockwave, mixed with flying yellow sand and debris, pounded toward them like a giant pestle, striking head-on. Both were knocked flying in opposite directions. Their vision filled with black and yellow as things crashed down on them with crackling sounds, causing sharp pain. The next moment, they slammed into something behind them with a bang – like hitting a cold iron plate – and each crashed into the river water.

Both spat up blood simultaneously.

But it wasn’t over yet. Behind them, waves surged up like a wall, instantly pressing both of them under the water!
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Both spat up blood simultaneously.

But it wasn’t over yet. Behind them, waves surged up like a wall, instantly pressing both of them under the water!

In the moment before being pressed underwater, their ears ringing from being deafened by the close-range explosive blast, the two heard screams, cries, calls for help, and running footsteps from the shore and stone embankment.

Fourth Master Xiao was ruthless and vicious – he had planted explosives in the tunnel they emerged from, then had someone detonate them while flooding the area again with river water. He not only wanted their lives but also wanted to frame them for this disaster once more!

When that water crashed down on her, Tie Ci felt her chest and lungs explode. The qi flow in her dantian automatically reversed again, surging wildly and rushing toward the three passes. She vaguely felt pain inside her body, with a metallic resonance, but had no time to think about it carefully. Enduring the explosive pain choking her chest, she desperately reached out to grab Feiyu. However, the water was extremely violent – with the embankment broken again, the current was rushing backward in a frenzy. In the blink of an eye, it could sweep someone away for miles, and she couldn’t tell where to look.

She then remembered Gu Xiaoxiao, who had still been on the broken embankment during the explosion, as well as the common people on the stone embankment. Her anxiety grew even greater – the embankment had broken again, and the water was rushing toward those people. Who knew how many would be swept away this time!

The raging current behind her pushed her forward, seemingly through some kind of hole. Countless stones tumbled through the water, crashing toward her. She covered her head and face, curled up her body, then with a powerful thrust, seemed to burst out of the hole with a splash.

Her hands flailed wildly in the water, trying to grab something she could climb. Suddenly touching an object, she quickly grasped it – it was an iron chain securing the foundation of the stone embankment. Her heart leaped with joy, knowing she hadn’t been swept very far.

Someone crashed into her in the water. She reached out to grab them – it wasn’t Feiyu, but a man, probably one of the common people working on the embankment who had been swept down. She held onto him and swam toward the stone embankment.

Swimming with someone in rushing water was extremely exhausting. When she finally reached the edge of the stone embankment and deposited the man there, she looked up to see Fourth Master Xiao hurriedly getting into his carriage on the shore.

In the river water, high waves rolled as water rushed downstream. Countless common people struggled and called for help in the icy water.

Her gaze swept over those bobbing heads, but in the darkness, fine rain, and high waves, where could she distinguish Feiyu’s face?

Fourth Master Xiao bent to enter his carriage, then suddenly turned and met her eyes directly.

Fourth Master Xiao froze for a moment, then tilted his head. Several people lunged toward her direction. Standing in the darkness, Fourth Master Xiao suddenly curved his lips and smiled at her.

Then he pointed at the sky, made a downward striking gesture, flicked his sleeve, and got into the carriage.

Tie Ci stared at his retreating figure. Enemies approached from the front, Heaven rained down from above, people cried behind her, and in the cold water, her confidant – the person she liked – was still nowhere to be found.

She suddenly shouted loudly: “Fourth Master Xiao! Evildoers will receive Heaven’s punishment!”

She raised her hand, first also pointing at the sky, then suddenly pointing directly at Fourth Master Xiao’s back.

In an instant, dark clouds gathered and shifted, fierce winds arose, layers of haze covered the sky, and a thick, bright white light appeared from the horizon. “Crack!” Following her fingertip, it struck viciously at Fourth Master Xiao’s back!

Fourth Master Xiao suddenly staggered and tumbled into the carriage. The entire vehicle shook violently, and moments later, the carriage burst into flames.

Tie Ci: “!!!”

She had only been unwilling to be framed, angry at that gesture meaning “Heaven will strike you too,” and had pointed back in retaliation.

How had it actually summoned down lightning?

She looked at her palm somewhat bewildered – ordinary and white, dripping wet, with nothing unusual about it.

Even the people struggling and calling for help in the water stopped, staring dumbfounded at the shore where lightning had struck a living person.

In the simple worldview of common folk, thunder was Heaven’s wrath, striking those evildoers whom earthly justice had failed to punish.

This was even more effective than holding court and executing formal punishment in establishing someone’s guilt.

The people who had rushed forward to attack Tie Ci also stood stunned. After a moment, they hurried back to fight the fire. The carriage interior was ablaze, but Fourth Master Xiao hadn’t emerged or screamed – whether he was dead or unconscious was unknown.

Tie Ci sincerely prayed for lightning to defeat Fourth Master Xiao soon.

She turned and dove back into the river water.

She began rescuing people.

Grabbing one person, checking their face – not Feiyu, not Gu Xiaoxiao.

Throwing them onto the stone embankment.

Grabbing another person, checking their face – not them, throwing them over too.

Grabbing yet another person…

She went back and forth in the water, searching person by person, growing more anxious the longer she searched, just like that day when the embankment was breached, when she had searched for Feiyu and the others among those traveling merchants from other places.

Similar circumstances and weather, but this time she seemed to lack the good fortune of last time. They had rescued themselves – she turned around to see a rope with all their friends and family tied neatly together.

Tie Ci looked back countless times, seeing only common people clinging to the stone embankment and crying, and the low rolling clouds.

That irresistible despair and anxiety surged up again, her throat and chest aching sharply, as if all the blood in her body was blocked.

This feeling made pain and exhaustion surge even more fiercely. For a moment, she didn’t want to save anyone.

She tilted her head back and let out a sharp whistle.

This was the whistle to summon the Nine Guards without signal flares. Generally, some of the Nine Guards would stay not far from her, and she hoped they could arrive in time.

Suddenly a signal flare shot into the sky – deep purple, the Nine Guards’ emergency rescue signal.

She turned around in wild joy, and in the pale purple light reflected in the sky, she saw Gu Xiaoxiao clinging to the edge of the stone embankment.

He seemed injured, with blood stains on his calf, sitting dangerously on the embankment’s edge. Seeing her approach, he reached out to grab her shoulder, trying to pull her up.

Tie Ci leaned against the stone, grabbing his hand tightly, “You’re alright! Didn’t you say you couldn’t swim? Who saved you?”

Gu Xiaoxiao said: “Feiyu…”

“Where is she!”

“I don’t know…” Gu Xiaoxiao said, “I was swept off the embankment by the water and was about to be carried away when she grabbed me. Just as we were about to reach shore, a big wave came. She pushed me onto the stone embankment, but when I tried to grab her again, I couldn’t see her anymore…”

Tie Ci turned to look at the river water.

If Feiyu hadn’t been swept away, she would definitely appear by now.

She had actually gone to save Gu Xiaoxiao.

She clearly didn’t like Xiaoxiao and wasn’t someone with excessive kindness. Especially toward people she disliked, she would never sacrifice herself to save them.

She would generally be decisive and ruthless in making such people disappear forever.

Why had she saved Gu Xiaoxiao?

Tie Ci suddenly didn’t dare to think about it.

Figures came running frantically, stripping off clothes as they went, jumping into the water without a word, all shouting for their master.

Tie Ci recognized one voice as Dan Shuang.

Her heart leaped with joy, and she waved and called out.

Dan Shuang quickly swam over, followed by a man. Upon seeing Tie Ci, the man’s expression changed, and he called urgently: “Where is my master?”

Tie Ci stared at this person – he was very tall, and his build seemed vaguely familiar.

She could guess this person was looking for Feiyu. Shaking her head, she said to Dan Shuang: “Stay here to take care of Xiaoxiao. When the Nine Guards arrive, direct the rescue efforts.”

“Master, what about you…”

Before Dan Shuang could finish speaking, Tie Ci had already dove back into the river water.

“I’m going to turn myself in!”

…

Tie Ci drifted along with the river current, grabbing onto a ship’s plank midway.

The autumn river water was icy cold. She had been injured earlier and had wounds on her body. Now she felt exhausted and weary, as if all her strength and warmth were flowing away, as though she could fall asleep if she just let her eyelids droop.

She knew she couldn’t sleep, so she grasped the jade brush at her waist. The brush tip extended a golden point, and whenever she was about to fall asleep, she would prick herself with it.

On that brush tip, there could be poison but also potent medicines for strengthening sinews and bones and treating internal injuries. The medicinal pricks were very painful, enough to jolt her awake for a long time.

It was now the darkest period before dawn, pitch black in all directions where you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. Only her soft calls floated on the water’s surface.

She didn’t know when she dozily fell asleep anyway, seemingly having a dream where Feiyu suddenly emerged from the water, laughing and saying it was just a joke, then reaching out to touch her face. But those fingers were bone-chillingly cold, startling her awake. She realized she had drifted past a reed marsh, and the sensation of being touched was just reed leaves brushing her face.

But that bone-deep horror from the dream lingered. Her heart was pounding as she felt grateful that even while sleeping or unconscious, she had held tightly to the ship’s plank. She was also terrified by that dream – so terrified she didn’t dare think about it further.

She gripped the plank and straightened up. There was a faint hint of dawn on the horizon, and she looked forward to daylight, which would make searching for people easier.

She didn’t know how long she had drifted when the water current gradually slowed here, and numerous boats appeared ahead – seemingly a gathering place for water-dwelling fishing families.

Tie Ci suddenly remembered that many fishermen would set nets in the water. What if Feiyu had been swept downstream and caught by these fishing nets?

She hurriedly approached those fishing boats quietly, though she didn’t hold much hope. After all, if they had pulled up a person, it would be a big matter. These boat families lived together, and everyone would be disturbed. But now everything was quiet – everyone was sleeping, not looking like they had discovered anything.

Thinking back, Feiyu didn’t seem seriously injured and was good at swimming. After being swept away, she could have saved herself completely. Why would she need these fishing boats to rescue her?

She just couldn’t give up, searching boat by boat. Finding nothing, she was about to turn away from the last fishing net when something caught the corner of her eye.

She went over and took down a small cloth bag from the fishing net – it contained sunflower seeds.

She suddenly looked up toward the boat above.

Only then did she notice this boat was somewhat larger and was gently swaying.

She leaped onto the deck. Her head was buzzing now, and nosebleed was flowing down. She wiped away the nosebleed before hearing people talking quietly inside.

“Thought it was some big catch…”

“This is also a catch… Look at her, so beautiful… That face, that delicate skin all over, that waist, those legs, that chest… Ouch, what’s this on her chest, it’s pricking my hand!”

“Let me see… You’re not trying to keep this girl to yourself and making up stories to fool me, are you…”

“What nonsense, this girl’s chest is strange. If you don’t believe me, I’ll tear it open to show you…”

The sound of fabric tearing.

Tie Ci strode forward and suddenly lifted the curtain.

The two men inside looked up in panic.

But Tie Ci only saw Feiyu lying on the deck with her garment half-torn, soaking wet all over, with a large bump on her forehead.

A flash of snow-white skin in the darkness – she turned her gaze away, stepped forward and waved her hand, pulling the curtain to cover her while grabbing one boatman’s neck with the other hand and smashing him into the other man’s forehead.

Bang! Both men fell unconscious together.

Tie Ci lifted her hand and threw both men onto the deck, then crouched down to call to Feiyu, “Feiyu! Feiyu!” pressing one hand to her pulse and sending true qi surging in.

Because of this action, her nosebleed flowed even more fiercely, dripping onto Feiyu.

Tie Ci examined Feiyu’s entire body – there was a patch of blood red at the base of her thighs, a bump on her forehead, but no other wounds visible elsewhere.

To render her unconscious and unable to resist, she must have hit her head when swept away by the water.

Tie Ci stared at that bump, thinking it wouldn’t be so melodramatic as memory loss, would it?

Then wouldn’t she have to chase her wife to the crematorium?

Thinking about the current situation again, even if there was no memory loss, it would probably still be chasing wife to the crematorium.

Distant sounds could be faintly heard, but Tie Ci paid no attention. The urgent matter was to wake Feiyu.

She stared at Feiyu unblinkingly, her mind wandering: this face has such beautiful contours, not a fraction more or less would do. These eyelashes are so thick and long, even their slanted curve is beautiful. Even with that bump, the bump is round and cute. Indeed, this person is beautiful everywhere, just looking brings comfort to the heart. No wonder the nosebleed is gushing like this.

It turns out I have an ailment – its name is lust.

Suddenly seeing those eyelashes flutter, Tie Ci withdrew her hand and watched Feiyu somewhat nervously.

She was truly afraid she would open her eyes and say: “Who are you?”

Or say: “Who am I?”

The beauty opened her eyes, saw her, and a trace of confusion passed through her gaze before she looked at the rough ceiling of the small boat.

Tie Ci thought, it’s over, it’s over.

Then she heard the lying person say: “Who are you?”

Tie Ci: “!!!”

Then she heard her say: “Are you Liu Xiahui?”

Tie Ci: “???”

Feiyu lay straight and stiff, her gaze passing over the curtain covering her, staring at the boat’s ceiling, and said quietly: “Such a beauty faints before you, half-undressed, ready to be plucked, yet you don’t look, don’t touch, don’t make a move. You didn’t even give me a chance to blackmail you. You’ve disappointed me greatly, brother.”

Tie Ci: “…”

This feeling was exactly like a damn roller coaster.

Actually, it wasn’t that she didn’t dare, but that she had certain thoughts in her mind, and before taking action, she felt guilty, afraid that if she owed too much debt, she couldn’t handle the interest.

But since the beauty was inviting…

Tie Ci rubbed her hands together and said kindly: “Then shall I find some clothes to change you into?”

Feiyu was about to answer when she suddenly frowned.

Tie Ci heard it too and spun around.

In the distance, there were faint sounds of metal clashing and the thud of marching feet, quite orderly, like the noise made by a regular army on the move.

Tie Ci went to help Feiyu up. No matter who was coming at this time, it was best to leave this boat first.

But Feiyu only got halfway up before suddenly falling backward and turning her head to vomit.

Tie Ci immediately pressed her back down on the deck, saying: “Don’t move!”

She had hit her head but hadn’t lost her memory – it was a concussion.

Feiyu couldn’t be moved now. Tie Ci thought about the two boatmen on deck and was about to go up and gag and bind them to prevent them from alerting the arrivals. But when she looked up, she saw a faint black band in the distance.

Looking carefully, it wasn’t a black band but a stretch of winding black mist.

Tie Ci’s heart skipped a beat.

Could it be the Poison Maniac?

Was that old monster still alive?

Since that black band and the footsteps came from the same direction, it couldn’t be her own Imperial Guard Nine.

It was very likely soldiers from the Patrol Office. The Xiao family had already torn off all pretense with her, so naturally they wouldn’t let the tiger return to the mountain again. They had mobilized local military forces.

The footsteps were approaching. The riverbank stretched endlessly on all sides – they would be seen no matter which way they went.

Now they could only hide here and hope the other party wouldn’t discover them.

Tie Ci untied the two men and pressed their unconsciousness points so they couldn’t wake up. She searched the boat for liquor but found none, so she quickly searched all the nearby boats. Finally, she found half a pot of inferior wine, broke it and splashed it on the two men and in the cabin. She gently picked up Feiyu and moved to the stern, also going into the water.

The two stood at the stern near the shore, half-submerged in water, using the stern’s shadow to hide their forms.

The sound of military boots approached quickly – there were many of them, splashing wet mud that slapped against the boat sides. The bamboo and wood dock creaked under their feet, and the boat families were awakened and roughly dragged from their cabins. Screams and cries rang out across the mudflats.

Someone said in a low voice: “On the boats, under the boats – not one place can be missed! All boat families into the water!”

The sound of splashing continued as long poles probed the boat bottoms, getting closer and closer.

The person who had given orders earlier said again: “The target is cunning. If you discover anything, don’t approach – report to the Old Ancestor first!”

Tie Ci kept her head down, nosebleed still flowing, spreading in thin threads through the clear water.

She knew she had internal injuries, and Feiyu couldn’t move now. At this moment, troops were searching for both of them, and that old monster might be nearby too. This was the most dangerous moment.

She turned to look at Feiyu, and Feiyu happened to turn to look at her too.

Their gazes met, each experiencing inexplicable tremors.

One thought: We’ve been through life and death several times, feelings have deepened, and intentions are as clear as they can be. All worries and concerns are ultimately just excuses for indecision and being overly cautious about gains and losses. Even if my identity is temporarily inappropriate to reveal, and this gender must still be concealed – even I can’t stand watching myself – now, taking advantage of this crisis moment when we care for and understand each other, I’ll honestly confess. Whether she accepts or not, regardless of what happens with Rong Wei, at least I’ll be honest with someone who has true feelings—

The other thought: His gaze toward me today is extraordinarily unusual – clearly he’s been moved by me. Now I’m injured with danger ahead. Why not make things clear with him at this moment, cut through this mess with a quick blade and sever these entanglements? I imagine he’s probably passionate and worked up right now – perhaps in his excitement he might agree without thinking. Opportunity knocks but once—

Each having decided, Tie Ci’s hand holding Feiyu’s arm tightened, while Feiyu’s hand supporting Tie Ci’s waist loosened.

Both turned their gazes away again, thinking about how to begin without being too abrupt.

Just then, Tie Ci looked down and saw Feiyu’s wet skirt clinging to her body, with blood stains at her thigh area, and said: “You’re injured?”

Feiyu turned her head and also saw a faint red patch below Tie Ci’s left chest, saying: “You here…”

Both said simultaneously: “Let me check your wound.”

Then both fell silent again, thinking of the unspeakable nature of those locations.

The army’s search footsteps grew closer and closer, and a faint colorful mist spread across the water surface.

A long pole checking the water bottom was withdrawn too hastily, swinging in an arc and nearly poking Tie Ci through the boat.

Tie Ci dodged, took a breath, and whispered urgently with a smile: “Alright! But before that, there’s something I need to tell you.”

Feiyu also said: “…Fine, then let me tell you something first.”

Tie Ci listened to the commotion nearby while also having to focus on this proactive revelation, her nerves tense. Not paying attention to what Feiyu was saying, she grabbed Feiyu’s hand.

But Feiyu simultaneously lifted her skirt and grabbed Tie Ci’s hand, guiding it down to explore her own thigh area, saying: “Actually, what you have, I also have…”

Tie Ci grabbed Feiyu’s hand that was around her waist and moved it toward her chest, saying: “Actually, what you have, I also have…”

“…”

Both stopped simultaneously.

Silence.

Under their hands, there was actually no mysterious sensation – one still felt a flat chest, the other stopped in time at the thigh’s edge.

After a moment, both said simultaneously: “…What do you mean ‘what you have, I also have’?”

Feiyu’s hand poked at Tie Ci’s chest, while Tie Ci’s hand groped at Feiyu’s thigh.

They looked at each other again.

A long silence.

For the Nth time in unison: “You’re not a man (woman)?”

Under the boat in the dim light, both their faces were extraordinarily pale.

Half from injury, half from shock.

Tie Ci suddenly pushed away Feiyu’s hand, turned half-sideways, and like removing clothing from her waist down, rolled and tore something off – a large piece of white skin fell down.

It looked exactly like human skin, and in the current circumstances, had a very horrifying effect.

Feiyu also reached into her chest area, and after a moment pulled out two bulging things that swayed in the water like two fish before sinking to the bottom.

“…”

This time even the water flow seemed to freeze.

Neither dared look at the other’s expression.

Am I blind, or is this world changing too fast?

Tie Ci looked down at those two surging objects, and her nosebleed flowed even faster.

That large piece of white skin rolled over like a ray, nearly covering Feiyu’s face. Feiyu turned her head and vomited.

Tie Ci: “…”

Feiyu: “…”
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Though Tie Ci knew this was a concussion aftereffect, she still felt incredibly frustrated.

She desperately rubbed her chest, wanting very much to slap herself.

So all this time’s agonizing, hesitation, and worrying about gains and losses were for nothing?

Not lesbian, not male lovers – the man had become a woman, the woman had become a man.

All that mutual deception, mutual bending of orientations, and efforts at self-persuasion – all for nothing.

All those days of carrying guilt and psychological preparation were wasted!

Then thinking again about all these days when Feiyu, using her female identity, had taken liberties with her, acting coquettish and taking advantage. During her own moments of internal struggle and guilt, openly and secretly, who knew how much advantage she had taken.

She hadn’t shown the slightest bit of guilty conscience either.

That naturally tolerant and patient mindset from thinking herself the deceiver suddenly changed, and angry little flames began blazing up.

Suddenly there seemed to be some commotion in the distance. The poles that had been probing the water were all withdrawn, and chaotic footsteps retreated.

Feiyu immediately reached out to comfort her shoulder.

Tie Ci was at the height of her anger. With a backhanded grab of Feiyu’s hand, she spun around and flung him to the bottom of the water.

She also plunged into the water, ignoring her flowing nosebleed, and caught Feiyu to pummel him, sending water splashing everywhere.

She only targeted areas with thick skin and flesh – though it looked dramatic, it was all thunder with little rain.

Feiyu seemed to be chuckling softly, not fighting back, just covering his head and crying injustice: “You deceived me too!”

“Mine wasn’t deception – I’ve always worn men’s clothing!” Tie Ci said angrily. “I didn’t resort to every possible means to toy with people like certain someone!”

“I did that to get close to you!”

Hearing him still habitually using that affected voice made Tie Ci even angrier: “I didn’t have ulterior motives and take advantage of people like you!”

“That’s called being smitten, unable to control my feelings!” Feiyu grabbed her hand. Tie Ci raised her fist, but seeing his pale face, she hesitated for a moment. He took the opportunity to grip her tightly, tucked her under his arm, and floated toward shore, dripping wet.

Tie Ci turned her dizzy head and saw Feiyu’s hand pressed on her shoulder, his eyes still somewhat dazed, but through the confusion shone tremendous joy.

That joy was like a rainbow light, striking her heart with a shock that scattered much of her anger. She suddenly realized that in that moment of immense shock and complex emotions, perhaps the first instant feeling that had flashed through her heart was actually also joy.

Joy that she was him.

Joy that she didn’t need to bear psychological pressure to bend someone of the same sex.

Joy that half the possibility of finally becoming lovers had been realized.

Her heart was in chaos, momentarily forgetting where they were, when suddenly the water rippled heavily, awakening both their senses.

Heavy footsteps sounded close by – those people had returned, probably having heard the commotion but found nothing, so they came back to search the water area again. Countless long poles probed into the water.

At the same time, the boat above shook as someone leaped aboard, shouting: “Where’s the boat family? Come out!”

Tie Ci instinctively reached out to embrace Feiyu’s waist to avoid those wildly stabbing poles, but suddenly paused.

When she paused, Feiyu reached out and embraced her waist, and both hid deeper in the water.

Above, the soldiers shouted with no response, so they rushed into the cabin and discovered two drunkards inside.

After searching the boat thoroughly with no results, the poles below stabbed densely and frequently. After Feiyu guided Tie Ci underwater to avoid the poles twice, his face grew even paler, and he looked ready to vomit again. Tie Ci suddenly pushed away his hand and gripped his waist instead.

Feiyu’s eyes showed amusement as he limply leaned against her, playing dead.

Unable to roll her eyes underwater, Tie Ci really wanted to roll them at the sky and sincerely ask him if acting coquettish was fun.

But she had no choice now – this wasn’t the time for settling accounts. She could only support this bastard and press tightly against the boat bottom.

While pressing close, she kicked him squarely in the butt.

The two pressed tightly against the boat bottom as those poles crisscrossed and stabbed past below them.

After several rounds of probing, the poles were withdrawn, and the people on the boat seemed to kick the two drunkards before leaving with heavy steps.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief.

But before she could finish exhaling, the boat creaked again as someone else entered the cabin.

Tie Ci heard someone above say: “Old Ancestor, this place has already been searched.”

A hoarse voice said: “Continue your search. I find these two men’s drunkenness rather strange – let me take another look.”

The Patrol Office people acknowledged and moved forward with the troops.

Tie Ci frowned, hearing that the person on the boat seemed to be the Poison Maniac, but the voice wasn’t quite right. Moreover, when this person boarded, his steps were light and uneven, more like someone with poor martial arts.

Staying pressed against the boat bottom was disgusting and inconvenient. Tie Ci and Feiyu slowly swam down. In the rippling light and shadows, Feiyu’s face grew even paler.

Tie Ci felt anxious – he needed to lie flat, yet was forced to bob about underwater.

The old monster on the boat seemed to be dawdling about something. Tie Ci vaguely heard puffing sounds, then the sound of dragging a body, followed by faint hissing noises. The dark qi around this boat grew denser.

She suddenly realized this monster seemed to be practicing poison techniques on the spot?

She should wait a bit longer until the troops moved farther away, in case this old monster had some means of notifying them.

However, seeing the dark qi grow increasingly dense with faint iridescent colors beginning to appear, silently attacking beneath the boat, and looking at Feiyu’s condition, she suddenly raised her hand and struck.

Bang! The boat bottom was pierced, a crack flashing like lightning to the stern, instantly splitting the vessel apart.

Countless bloody things fell into the water as someone screamed.

With a splash, waves rose ten feet high as a figure shot out like a cannonball.

Tie Ci burst up from underwater, pushing Feiyu flat toward shore with one hand while grabbing the neck of the black-robed figure who had just leaped up.

She was covered in blood from head to toe – not her own, but from being drenched when the boat broke. She glanced at the water and nearly vomited like Feiyu.

The bloody stench made her rage surge. Gripping the thin neck in her hand, she performed a midair somersault, forcibly dragging that person back through the water surface and pinning the black-robed figure deep underwater in the spreading red.

The black-robed person’s face was painted in iridescent colors, making features unrecognizable. Struggling desperately in Tie Ci’s grip, both hands waved frantically, sending something sharp shooting out, bursting through the water surface into the air with a shrill sound.

The troops that had just moved away on the distant plain turned back.

Another splash as Tie Ci gripped that person’s neck and burst out again. In the struggle, the black-robed figure had released countless poisons, turning that entire water area an indescribable color. Yet from beginning to end, Tie Ci never loosened her grip.

The black-robed person’s struggles were weakening.

The distant troops began rushing back frantically. Someone drew a bow and nocked arrows. Arrows fell like rain as Tie Ci spun with the black-robed figure, using him as a shield while her hand remained firm.

Suddenly she vaguely heard sounds. Turning her head, she saw a group emerging from the side-rear, silently rushing toward Feiyu lying on the ground.

Tie Ci’s heart jolted. Her hand loosened, and the black-robed figure escaped death, desperately rolling aside and plunging back into the water.

Tie Ci couldn’t spare attention for him, rushing toward where that group had appeared.

On the other side, Feiyu had been covering his head lying there in dizzying disorientation. Vaguely hearing someone approach, he then heard a familiar one-long-three-short signal. He raised his head, and as someone approached to help him, he grabbed the person’s knee and said urgently: “Kidnap me!”

Embroidered Guard subordinate: “?”

Feiyu grabbed his hand and placed it around his own neck.

Subordinate: “…??”

But he caught on, going with the motion to grip Feiyu’s neck, pulling him into his arms and retreating three zhang with him.

The other arriving subordinates surged forward to block pursuing Tie Ci.

Feiyu played dead in his subordinate’s arms. That poor fellow was sweating profusely, not knowing what his master meant or what to say, but knowing he must cooperate. He simply tightened his grip on Feiyu, placed a blade at his throat, pointed at Tie Ci’s feet indicating she shouldn’t move, then made a vicious throat-slitting gesture.

Tie Ci had to stop, watching as those people retreated step by step with Feiyu, who kept his eyes closed – whether unconscious or not was unclear.

Her mind raced: Who were these latecomers? Which faction did they belong to? Were they Xiao family experts?

Seeing them retreat step by step, she was considering whether to use teleportation to snatch him back when she saw Feiyu’s finger make a circle and wave at her.

She froze.

What did Feiyu mean? Was he telling her not to act rashly?

In that moment of hesitation, they had already retreated far away, turned and ran like untethered wild horses, disappearing into the depths of the plain.

Tie Ci instinctively chased a few steps, but arrows fell like rain behind her as the returning Patrol Office soldiers arrived.

She leaped up to dodge the arrow shower. Her internal injuries backlashed, and she stumbled upon landing.

The Patrol Office soldiers formed a circle from far away, slowly tightening around her.

Suddenly someone shouted behind her: “Master!” Hoofbeats thundered.

The Imperial Guard Nine had arrived.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief, both grateful and regretful.

If they had arrived a moment earlier, they could have rescued Feiyu too.

However…

She harbored doubts but said nothing, directly retreating into the formation and letting Xiahou take over dealing with the local Patrol Office. She also had Xiahou dispatch a team to track Feiyu.

Xiahou could have first identified himself to the local troops, but he didn’t. Instead, he led his men in a fierce attack. The Imperial Guard Nine were well-equipped and well-trained under Xiahou’s drilling. These local rabble were no match, and after being beaten to pieces and begging for mercy, Xiahou finally produced the Imperial Guard Nine’s insignia, ordering the leaders bound and charging them with treason.

Tie Ci retreated into the formation where Dan Shuang changed her clothes and bandaged her, treating the contamination and poison on her body. Only then did she notice Dan Shuang was also injured. Upon detailed questioning, she learned so much had happened at the orphanage. If not for several people joining forces to desperately block that black-robed poison user, she might have faced that poison user directly on the embankment earlier.

Dan Shuang said: “…That guy and I were injured and resting in place waiting. Chi Xue and another shorty went chasing that old monster. Later they sent a signal, the Nine Guards followed the signal to rendezvous with us, meeting up with Chi Xue and that short guy. Chi Xue’s poisoning was troublesome, so Leader Xiahou directly sent people to escort her to find Master Rong. We intercepted and pursued that old monster along the way, chasing him all the way here.”

Tie Ci: “…Could you be more specific with your references? What ‘that guy,’ ‘this guy,’ what ‘shorty’?”

Dan Shuang fell silent for a long moment before saying: “I don’t know them either. Earlier I mistook them for enemies. They were lurking in the orphanage with us, seemingly also wanting to catch the orphanage’s weaknesses. We were all set up and framed together. Two people of unknown names and origins – because one was tall and one short, we called them that… But now that I think about it, why do those two seem familiar, like I’ve seen them before?”

Tie Ci asked: “Where are they?”

Dan Shuang said irritably: “When we found the shorty, he was carrying Chi Xue on his back, looking quite concerned about Sister Chi Xue. Then in the blink of an eye, he vanished. That tall one too – as soon as our people arrived, he disappeared. I even thought he’d fallen in a pit and searched for ages…”

Listening, Tie Ci asked what they looked like. Dan Shuang irritably gestured for a while, saying: “Tall, long arms and legs, a bit thin, broad shoulders. I suspect he wore a mask on his face, spoke rather quickly…”

Tie Ci listened to her lengthy description, then stopped.

Tie Ci: “…What about the short one?”

Dan Shuang: “…Just short. Not really that short, but that guy was too tall – a whole head taller than me!”

Tie Ci: “…What else?”

Dan Shuang: “…I forgot.”

Tie Ci: “…”

So you described the tall one for hundreds of words but can’t remember what the short one looked like at all.

She looked Dan Shuang up and down, recalling her frequent mentions of “lecher,” “being harassed,” and “peeping.”

When girls grow up, you can’t keep them close.

But hearing this description, she thought of two people.

When Feiyu had rescued her from Ziyang County’s jail, hadn’t his attendants been exactly one tall and one short?

That day when Feiyu went to the orphanage with her, he must have later sent these two to infiltrate and investigate there.

She just didn’t know what Feiyu was investigating.

Tie Ci frowned slightly.

If Feiyu was male, then many things needed reinterpretation.

He had mysterious origins, ruthless and cunning methods, outstanding followers, and unclear movements and purposes.

Tie Ci had originally wanted to have a good talk with him – the account between them was muddled and needed slow settling. But now this elusive person had so coincidentally “disappeared” again, making her anxious and worried once more.
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Chapter 164: Secretly Crossing at Chencang
The Nine Guards subordinates dispatched to track that group returned, saying the opponents were extremely skilled at concealing themselves and were quickly lost.

Tie Ci thought about Feiyu’s earlier hand gesture, hoping there was more to this matter, and could only set it aside for now to summarize recent developments with Xiahou.

Xiahou said: “We’ve been stirring up trouble for the Xiao family’s second branch – releasing snakes today, adding bugs to their rice tomorrow, disturbing them constantly. We made the second branch feel they were being tormented by Fourth Master, and since they were already discontented, they’ve built up quite a belly full of anger. Eighth Master Xiao’s leg improved somewhat, so he went to the county to relax. We arranged for some fun-loving brothers to accompany him and play, extracting quite a bit of information, all recorded here.” He smacked his lips regretfully. “Originally wanted to incite him to go to the capital to accuse his uncle of being heartless, but this kid has some brains and didn’t agree. In the end, he only made trouble at home – too cowardly.”

The newly promoted deputy commander stepped forward, saying: “Those children from the orphanage have all been placed. Of the abandoned infants taken in, the attractive ones were kept while the unattractive were sold directly. Those kept were well-trained, and once trained were sent to various officials and wealthy gentry – some locally, some to the capital. We’ve recorded those sent locally and preserved evidence, just waiting for your word to intercept them. Those sent to the capital travel far with complex handovers. A secret letter just returned today with the receiving residences.”

Xiahou laughed: “So this isn’t an orphanage but a high-class child brothel.”

The deputy commander said: “More than that. There are also those infants sent to the capital. The recipients’ identities are even more secretive. We’ll report together when we hear back.”

Tie Ci had already learned about the infant bone cauldrons from Dan Shuang and felt reality truly challenged human moral boundaries. She had originally thought this orphanage was just a human trafficking and prostitution training ground, hoping only to gather evidence, find opportunities to expose the Xiao family’s true face, and rescue these children. She never imagined there would be such abhorrent things as infant bone cauldrons.

When those high court officials ate human flesh and drank human blood, didn’t their consciences ache?

Too bad the Poison Maniac was dead – otherwise capturing that old monster would have been ready-made evidence. Who was the person who killed the old monster? His head and face were tightly covered, and Tie Ci hadn’t had a chance to notice his appearance earlier. But clearly the opponent was very hostile toward her, stealing everything from the old monster while still thinking about taking her life. Unfortunately, he escaped.

Tie Ci ordered investigations into that poison-covered black-clothed person, and someone accepted the mission and left.

Tie Ci looked back at the great river with its rolling waves and sighed: “Pity about the embankment and fishing tax matter – we couldn’t preserve evidence. Otherwise, whether the Xiao family or the local government officials colluding with them, we could have rooted out a whole bunch of malignant tumors.”

Suddenly footsteps approached from behind, and someone said slowly: “That’s not entirely true.”

Tie Ci turned around, saying joyfully: “Xiaoxiao, you’re alright!”

Seeing Gu Xiaoxiao approach, everyone familiar with his nature scattered in all directions. Only then did Gu Xiaoxiao relax completely, raising his head and pulling out a ledger from his robes to hand to her.

Tie Ci took it and flipped through, her expression surprised and delighted.

“You actually…”

“Since the Harbor Office people deliberately acted as if they trusted me, they inevitably had to let me handle some affairs. I recorded their purchasing procedures, cash flows, amounts, personnel, etc. during that period, and calculated the number of Patrol Office and Battalion soldiers participating in the dredging. I discovered both the Patrol Office and Battalion in Dongming were significantly over-staffed, and the silver needed to support these extra troops seemed to match the fishing tax discrepancy. Not to mention the county office and Harbor Office used every possible means during tax collection – using heavy weights to collect more, tampering with scales. For example, for one tael of complete silver, they openly demanded one tael and two qian for smelting loss, but secretly used heavy weights to add two more; or they overpriced silver currency – one tael of silver should convert to 800 wen of coins, plus maximum smelting loss should be around 920, but Dongming calculated it as 1,000…”

Listening, Tie Ci wasn’t particularly surprised – manipulating taxes was already a chronic disease of every dynasty. But today she felt her eyes opened wide to things like defaults, delays, recording large bills as small receipts, privately increasing smelting fees, measuring grain with pointed tips and kicked bushels, local chiefs and security heads seeking private profit during collection, adding various water fees, shoe fees, food fees, deity fees… extracting every drop of marrow, using every possible means.

Gu Xiaoxiao magically produced another ledger, quietly slipping it to Tie Ci. When she saw the cover, her eyes narrowed.

“The fishing tax register! Wasn’t this torn up!”

Gu Xiaoxiao bloomed with a shy yet proud smile: “When they captured me earlier, I saw Fourth Master Xiao’s chest bulging as if stuffed with account books or such. I had a flash of inspiration, pretended to stumble into him, and felt this ledger out. As for what’s on him, that’s an account book I carry with me – they’re all standard government-issued ledgers that look pretty much the same…”

Tie Ci clutched the ledger, elegantly and joyfully applauding him.

Only Gu Xiaoxiao, who had grown up with ledgers and abacuses and was incredibly familiar with such things, could have such keen perception.

She had thought the fishing tax register was destroyed and didn’t regret it – after all, people were always more important than anything else. Who would have thought there would be another village after the dark willows and bright flowers.

But for Gu Xiaoxiao, who would never approach within three feet of others, to actually steal something from someone’s robes – what difficult struggles must he have gone through.

“Xiaoxiao, you should return to the capital quickly. The Xiao family has suffered this loss and will definitely make trouble for your father. You need to hurry back to be a witness.”

Gu Xiaoxiao nodded, then said regretfully: “Unfortunately, when that merchant sent people to deliver bluestone, though I kept signed evidence, I imagine it won’t be of much use. This matter will probably still be used by the Xiao family to make articles… I was too trusting.”

“Even if you had kept evidence, the Xiao family could say you had colluded with them. Those in power have plenty of reasons for fabricating evidence.” Tie Ci flipped through that stack of evidence, thinking she would continue investigating afterward. She currently didn’t plan to return – these matters needed to be entrusted to reliable and capable people in the capital to follow up. Give them to Gu Xiaoxiao?

He had already been troubled enough, and she had dragged him and the Gu family into this face-to-face conflict. She really shouldn’t drag people in too deep.

But Gu Xiaoxiao actively reached out to take those things: “Since I’m returning to the capital, let me take these. Whatever needs to be done afterward, you say it and I’ll do it.”

Tie Ci pulled back her hand when suddenly Xiahou strode over, saying: “There’s a carrier pigeon message from the capital.”

Tie Ci opened it to see extremely beautiful handwriting – muscular like Yan Zhenqing’s yet graceful like Liu Gongquan’s, with free-spirited charm. Only a few brief words: “If you trust your teacher, hand over everything.”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

So Master He had sent a letter.

She hadn’t even become his disciple yet, but he was already boldly calling himself her teacher.

Tie Ci thought this person was truly unscrupulous. Setting aside his grudges with the iron-surnamed imperial family, his own entanglements with Lingquan Village, and how Lingquan Village seemed connected to Tong Rushi, while Tong Rushi’s identity and position were clearly opposed to the imperial family – with so many ambiguous unclear connections, he actually dared to volunteer.

Dan Shuang vaguely knew about these complications and said hesitantly in a low voice: “Master…”

Tie Ci smiled, gathered all the evidence together, wrapped it properly, and handed it to Xiahou, saying: “Highest classified urgent delivery to the capital. Along with those prisoners, all to be handed over to Master He.” She also handed him a diagram and a package, “Help me make something roughly like this too.”

Xiahou Chun glanced at her, weighed the small bundle, and left.

Meeting Dan Shuang’s somewhat uneasy and confused gaze, Tie Ci smiled.

Trust those you employ, don’t employ those you can’t trust. As a superior, being hesitant and suspicious was not a good quality.

She considered herself fairly decisive, except for one matter…

Tie Ci stood up, gazing at the red sun about to burst forth on the horizon, and let out a long breath.

Feiyu – feather of heaven, freely soaring.

What kind of face and heart do you have?

…

Before a campfire in a dense forest, Feiyu sat with his head bandaged, drying his clothes, having already changed back to men’s clothing.

Zhao San and Mu Si had already reunited with him and were reporting on their journey’s circumstances. He also briefly described what had happened tonight. Hearing that his male disguised as female had been exposed, Mu Si couldn’t help clicking his tongue: “What did she say? Wasn’t she furious? Didn’t she kick you to death on the spot?”

“How could she bear to?” Feiyu said smugly. “She couldn’t pity me enough.”

Mu Si said coldly: “If you’re not afraid, why did you pretend to be dead and kidnapped to escape?”

Feiyu sneered at his debunking guard: “What do you know? This is precisely the most awkward and conflict-prone moment. Better to avoid it for now – when we’ve both calmed down somewhat, it won’t be too late to face each other again.”

Mu Si: “Right, continue deceiving to gain her sympathy and worry, to dilute your guilt.”

Zhao San chuckled.

He could see through his master’s thoughts – wasn’t he just afraid that confronting her in her anger would hurt their relationship? So he used this self-harm stratagem to escape first. Under her pity and worry, her concern would gradually exceed her anger and dissatisfaction. Once her anger subsided, this cunning person would reappear.

Truly wicked.

Feiyu’s face was expressionless as he mentally considered 108 ways to slaughter guards, saying: “What guilty conscience? Didn’t she deceive me too!”

Zhao San also marveled: “It’s not like we haven’t seen women disguised as men before. No matter how well they disguise themselves, their gaze, gait, and various details inevitably have flaws. With careful observation, you can discover them. After all, they’re women – their performance in many things differs from men. But this one – forget about gaze, gait, and ear piercings – her tone of voice, manner of conduct, she’s exactly like a man! I never even thought in the direction of women.”

Feiyu sighed: “I even touched her chest. At the Li residence in Ziyang, I was puzzled why she wasn’t affected after being drugged, but that chest was flat and hard. That person acted with such masculine vigor that I automatically explained it as her holding her breath and not taking the drug. Now thinking back, obviously it was because the drug doesn’t work on women.”

Mu Si: “No need to be envious – you disguised as a woman and fooled her just the same, taking plenty of advantage too.”

Feiyu: “…”

After a long moment, he said ominously: “Better than someone who cuts holes in walls at night to peep at young ladies.”

Mu Si: “…”

After a moment, he stood up, kicked aside the obstructing Zhao San, and left.

With the annoying argumentative guard gone, Feiyu lay back comfortably, his head still dizzy with the world spinning. He dreamily wondered: what would she look like in women’s clothing?
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No matter how he thought about it, he couldn’t picture it – he kept automatically substituting her male appearance.

Zhao San was also worriedly pondering, saying: “Master, what if her female dress looks the same as her male dress? That would be, that would be…”

“Would be what?” Feiyu said lazily. “Doesn’t she look good in men’s clothing? Stylish with a tilted cap, so handsome that fruit-throwing admirers fill the streets. Look, we two are so well-matched – we can even exchange clothes.”

He suddenly remembered something and sat up abruptly, then cried out and fell back down, still muttering: “…Where are the people I sent to investigate the Imperial Princess’s whereabouts? Why is there still no news? Hurry up and find her to resolve this matter so everyone can get on with business.”

“Master, we brought limited people to begin with, and they were scattered around the capital earlier. Now they need to withdraw from the capital and investigate along the way back – it takes time,” Zhao San said. “Moreover, our people also investigated the identity that Ye Shiba was impersonating – that son of the Imperial Stud Director. Truly impressive – the Imperial Stud Director indeed has a youngest son, sixteen years old, who indeed has records of leaving the capital for training. Everything matches up, which means either it’s true, or the other party has special status with thorough preparation. Oh right, I just received a carrier pigeon message – the group investigating the Imperial Stud Director was discovered and pursued all the way out of the capital. They’re still busy shaking off their pursuers.”

Feiyu muttered to himself: “This identity… unusual indeed. Continue investigating.”

Zhao San laughed: “Could it be the Imperial Princess? If it were the Imperial Princess, that would be perfect – you wouldn’t have to struggle and suffer anymore, Young Master.”

Feiyu pondered for a while, then shook his head.

“A precious child doesn’t sit near a collapsing hall. If she were truly the Imperial Princess – the dignified heir apparent, precious as gold and jade – when traveling for training, wouldn’t she have escorts front and back, a crowd of devoted guards protecting her? Daily life above the dust, superior to others – that’s what befits nobility. How could she be like that – without any airs, caring about everyone, constantly risking her life, covered in wounds, more like a devoted guard herself, or perhaps a military general.”

“Are you referring to that female commander, Young Master? But the age doesn’t match.”

“It can’t be her. With the recent unrest in Western Rong, that one is guarding Yongping and dares not leave for a single step.”

Zhao San thought for a moment: “Your saying about precious children not sitting near collapsing halls isn’t quite right either. Aren’t you also a precious child? How often have you risked your life? I heard the Imperial Princess’s situation isn’t actually very good either – perhaps she’s also a hero emerging from adversity?”

“Her poor situation is because she lacks innate abilities, isn’t it? But Ye Shiba has several innate abilities. I actually think the Xiao family’s speculation is quite possible – she might be an heir from one of those legendary reclusive noble families.”

Both fell into contemplation when Mu Si approached, handing over several letters: “Our people following those who transport infants from the orphanage have already captured the other party’s routes, contacts, receiving residences, and related witnesses. The evidence is here. The people are all detained at one of our estates outside the capital.”

Feiyu didn’t take them, saying: “Find an opportunity to send these to Ye Shiba’s side.”

Zhao San said in surprise: “You had us investigate this matter to gain leverage against the Xiao family for negotiations and benefits, didn’t you? Why are you giving it to her?”

Mu Si said: “Blinded by beauty, obviously.”

Feiyu said: “If I were a foolish ruler, I’d castrate you first to serve me. Stop talking nonsense and go handle it.”

Mu Si snorted coldly and left.

Feiyu lay there with his elbow covering his head, suddenly starting to sing leisurely: “I am like King You of Zhou who lit the beacon fires from his watchtower, only waiting for that enchantress in the wilderness to turn back and glance…”

Mu Si turned back to look at that person – his loose crimson sleeves scattered in the morning light, his profile white as thin porcelain.

Who is the enchantress?

You are!

…

Tie Ci didn’t rest long before ordering them to continue their journey. She wanted to leave Dongming and even Haiyou Province quickly, before the Xiao family could free their hands.

Her next destination was Yongping Prefecture.

To reach Yongping Prefecture, one could take either land or water routes. The land route required exiting Haiyou, crossing through Beining Provincial Administration and traveling north – a path that grew increasingly desolate with sand storms filling the sky. The water route involved departing from Dengzhou Harbor in Haiyou, crossing the bay, and arriving after two days of sailing.

So Yongping had both the notoriously fierce Scorpion Camp and a complete naval force, controlling Liaodong and Western Rong from both land and sea.

Both military forces had originally been under Commander Di Yiwei’s control, but there was a change of command two years ago. The Xiao family seized control of the navy, sending their own proteges, who reportedly didn’t get along well with Di Yiwei.

If Tie Ci wanted to leave Haiyou quickly, the sea route was certainly more convenient, but the sea route ultimately led to the military harbor dock, still Xiao family territory.

According to Xiahou Chun’s thinking, the land route would be safer and easier to conceal. Once they entered Beining territory, they would be safe – the Xiao family’s reach couldn’t extend that far.

But Tie Ci disagreed. Having captured so much evidence against the Xiao family and openly torn off all pretense, the other party would definitely try to keep her permanently outside the capital.

Though Yongping’s navy was under the Xiao family, Yongping Prefecture was still Di Yiwei’s domain. If she could contact Di Yiwei, she would have protection.

After dawn, the group first traveled, stopping at a town to buy horses and carriages for easier travel. Naturally, the Nine Guards didn’t come in grand procession. According to regulations, when the Imperial Prince toured, three thousand escorts accompanied him. Last time at the academy, the full Nine Guards had been mobilized under the banner of protecting the academy, secretly deployed by Xiahou. To avoid impeachment afterward, most of the Nine Guards returned to palace duty. Later, when the Empress Dowager heard about the academy incident, she declared that training differed from touring and shouldn’t be ostentatious or disturb locals. She ordered the Cabinet to urgently command Xiahou to return all Nine Guards to the capital. Xiahou received the order and split the Nine Guards into separate units, stretching them into a long formation slowly returning to the capital, claiming some soldiers suffered from acclimatization and could only travel slowly. As a result, the vanguard had reached the capital while the last batch hadn’t even departed, stubbornly remaining locally to await Tie Ci.

Now roughly a thousand men remained – enough to protect one person, but if the Xiao family mobilized local garrison troops, it would be difficult to say.

At Tie Ci’s insistence, the remaining Nine Guards split again, with more than half protecting Gu Xiaoxiao’s return to the capital.

Xiahou divided the remaining personnel into small units scattered around the area. He and a dozen others entered town with Tie Ci. Xiahou entered a carriage company to buy vehicles, but after saying just a few words, he came back out and said to Tie Ci: “Something’s wrong. We should leave quickly.”

“What is it?”

“I approached the town’s largest carriage company. The manager was very enthusiastic, they had plenty of vehicles, reasonable prices, and when I said I wanted ten carriages, he immediately agreed and offered a discount.” Xiahou chuckled, his round face squinting with narrowed eyes. “What ordinary small-town carriage company has so many vehicles suitable for long-distance travel that are relatively new? Seeing such a big customer and fat sheep, instead of taking the opportunity to fleece them, he proactively offered discounts, as if afraid we wouldn’t take his carriages… Really, I could tell something was wrong the moment I walked in.”

Dan Shuang couldn’t help saying: “Since the Commander could tell something was wrong at first glance, why did you stay in there so long, wasting Master’s time?”

Xiahou said without shame: “That was because there was an extremely fat cat in the shop, and the shopkeeper was too stingy to let me pet it. If I didn’t take advantage of discussing business to give it a few more strokes, when would I get another chance?”

Tie Ci: “…”

She felt that if she gave Commander Xiahou command of an army of ten thousand cats, he would be much happier.

Though they bantered, their feet moved quickly, rapidly mounting horses and leaving town.

The carriage company manager waited for Xiahou Chun to return with money to rent carriages, but after waiting a long time with no one returning, he rushed out to look – not a soul in sight. He couldn’t help stamping his foot and saying: “You don’t want the good fortune delivered to your door! Fool!”

Having left town, they saw a checkpoint ahead with masses of soldiers arranged in rows, examining each passerby individually. From the numbers and scale, they appeared to be Battalion soldiers.

Tie Ci couldn’t help marveling at the Xiao family’s swift action and strong influence – this was already beyond Dongming’s boundaries.

Xiahou Chun rode closer to her, asking: “Master, what do you plan?”

Tie Ci squinted at the slowly moving crowd. The checkpoint blocked the main thoroughfare, conducting extremely slow inspections, causing the flow of people to pile up longer and longer. Obviously, the other party had deliberately arranged long lines of common people to block the road. If she charged through on horseback, civilians would inevitably be injured. If she waited in line properly, she would quickly be discovered.

Then she said: “Charge through.”

Xiahou Chun nodded. Moments later, two Nine Guards escorts spurred their horses in a wild charge, shouting as they went: “Xiao Manor business! Make way quickly! Xiao Manor business! Make way quickly!”

Hearing this, the common people turned back in alarm, seeing the fierce horses approaching, and scattered with a crash.

The checkpoint soldiers conducting inspections were also stunned. Before they could see clearly, they saw dozens of riders approaching. When they reached the narrow checkpoint entrance, their formation changed, passing through one after another like lightning.

As the first horse passed, a long whip cracked, snatching away his spear, with a laugh: “Insolent! How dare you brandish weapons before us Xiao family members?”

As the second horse passed, the whip swept aside several people blocking the checkpoint: “Scoundrel! How dare you stand on Xiao family territory blocking Xiao family members?”

When the third group of horses passed, they simply caught the flying spear and swept it horizontally, shattering the checkpoint’s crossbeam with a crack, which was then trampled to pieces by the following wind-like riders.

Though the guarding soldiers were numerous, most were on the other side, and all were shocked by such arrogant bearing. For a moment, they really thought these were Xiao family members – after all, who would imagine fugitives could be so brazen? They all stood stunned, some even hurriedly stepping back several paces.

Only after the last horse had passed the checkpoint did someone at the front laugh loudly: “Look at our Xiao family – wherever we go, all flee at our approach! How arrogant!”

The soldiers looked at each other, instinctively sensing something strange about these words. Watching that group of riders gallop away like a gust of wind, never even seeing their faces clearly, they wondered whether to pursue when someone said: “This… this doesn’t seem like Xiao family behavior. Didn’t the Xiao family just send people to order us to set up checkpoints to catch someone? How could they be breaking through checkpoints themselves…”

A squad leader said coldly: “Send a century to pursue and investigate! Reset the checkpoint – no one else is allowed to break through!”

Everyone was busy lifting wood to reset the checkpoint when they saw a luxurious carriage approaching urgently. The driver had already raised a token high, shouting: “Xiao Manor business! Open the checkpoint quickly!”

“Another one!” The squad leader said angrily. “Quickly, block it!”

The carriage hadn’t expected anyone would dare stop Xiao family carriages and nearly crashed into the blocking wood. Immediately furious, the driver lashed his whip at the checkpoint soldier: “Make way!”

That soldier had been inexplicably whipped earlier, and now was struck again. Rage rising from his heart, he grabbed the driver’s whip and dragged him down from the carriage, then jumped up and violently pulled open the carriage curtain: “Come out, let me see what kind of thing… you… are…”

The last few words grew slower and softer as he stood speechless on the carriage shaft.

Inside the carriage sat a young lady holding a handkerchief, covering her red, swollen eyes, crying with snot and tears flowing.

“…just ran away like that… even used me… didn’t even say goodbye… wouldn’t accept the gift I wanted to give… didn’t give me the gift promised… I’m about to get married… and she still deceived me…”

Crying while muttering, muttering while crying, she raised her long eyelashes full of tears, looking at the person opposite like a puppy, and let out a long hiccup.

The soldier stood there, made hot all over yet shivering by her crying. When those tearful eyes looked at him, he felt like he wasn’t human. But hearing her complaints, he felt the inhuman one wasn’t himself – he didn’t know which bastard had made her angry, really making people… envious.

The young lady cried to herself for a while, then suddenly raised her foot.

Bang! The soldier was kicked off the carriage shaft.

Then a token hit the squad leader’s face as he rushed forward. The person in the carriage showed none of her previous crying, soft demeanor, her voice sharp and thin: “Move aside! I am Xiao family! I’m going to catch someone!”

Chapter 166: Setting Sail
Tie Ci led her people through the checkpoints and rushed north at great speed. Her pace was extremely fast, and Xia Houchun had familiarized himself with the terrain beforehand, so the Xiao Family’s several organized pursuit attempts were all shaken off. However, Tie Ci’s people were also constantly decreasing in number—some were injured, some fell behind, and some stayed back to cover their retreat. In the end, to reduce their target size, Tie Ci simply disbanded the group.

The most vicious encounter occurred when entering Qing Zhou territory, where three thousand men from the Qing Zhou garrison, under the pretext of capturing notorious bandits, surrounded the small inn where she was staying.

Just as those men threatened the safety of the inn’s guests to demand Tie Ci surrender and lay down her weapons, the magistrate of Ziyang County happened to “pass by” with men from the Ziyang Patrol Inspector’s Office, claiming they were escorting that year’s tax revenues to the Provincial Administration Office. Somehow they had detoured to Qing Zhou, then collided head-on with the Qing Zhou garrison troops. They insisted their tax revenues had also been robbed and wanted to join forces to suppress the bandits and investigate the notorious criminals. After infiltrating the Qing Zhou garrison ranks, they then reversed their story, claiming the Qing Zhou garrison coveted their tax revenues, and started swinging their sabers at people’s heads. This immediately caused utter chaos, and Tie Ci seized the opportunity to break out with her people. When the Qing Zhou garrison tried to pursue, those patrol inspector soldiers that Tie Ci had personally trained began dragging and pulling while shouting loudly, every sentence striking fear into people’s hearts.

The ordinary soldiers of the Qing Zhou garrison didn’t know Tie Ci’s identity—they only knew they were catching notorious bandits, so under no circumstances could they attack a brother unit. The thousand-household commander leading them, though he had received secret instructions from the Xiao Family, couldn’t openly order his soldiers to attack the Ziyang Patrol Inspector’s Office either—that wouldn’t be capturing bandits, that would be rebellion. So they were entangled for quite a while, and by the time they finally extricated themselves, Tie Ci had long since gone far away.

Meanwhile, the Ziyang people suddenly seemed to have an epiphany. They got up from the ground, straightened their collars, slapped their foreheads, and said with sudden realization: “Oh my, we got the wrong people!” They quickly bowed and apologized to their brother troops.

The Qing Zhou thousand-household office watched these people putting on their act, so angry they nearly fell backward, but ultimately could only swallow this bitter pill.

They couldn’t cross borders to pursue either, so by the time the Xiao Family received word, Tie Ci had already reached the Deng Zhou port.

Deng Zhou’s seaport had seventeen or eighteen docks, large and small, but only Mashan Seaport and Bajiao Seaport could accommodate large ships crossing the sea. Both had thousand-household offices stationed there for management. Tie Ci randomly chose Bajiao Seaport.

As soon as they reached the dock, everyone felt something was wrong. The dock was filled entirely with large ships, and all small boats and merchant vessels were forbidden from going to sea. All ships were inspected one by one by Maritime Trade Supervisorate personnel, especially those departing. The sea surface was even more tightly guarded, with patrol boats and messenger ships shuttling back and forth, their sails filling the sky in strict defense.

The dock was bustling with people. Xia Houchun sent one of his subordinates who was good at socializing, disguised, to deal with those ship captains. In the past, these merchant ships would take people aboard for some silver, or at worst, one could disguise as a merchant and follow merchant caravans onto ships.

Today, however, the negotiator returned empty-handed. The merchant caravans would only cooperate with familiar people, and as soon as the ship captains heard about taking passengers, they waved their hands repeatedly, saying that recently the sea inspections were strict—even a cat on board had to be drawn and registered with the Maritime Trade Supervisorate. After going to sea, patrol enforcement ships would constantly inspect, checking against the registry one by one. Even an extra cockroach would have its legs pried open to check if it was carrying anything. If they took passengers, they’d immediately face bankruptcy-level fines.

These large merchant ships carried top-grade porcelain and gold and silver vessels worth considerable sums. They were already targets for extortion by the Maritime Trade Supervisorate—how could they afford to give them more leverage?

If not for the fact that the financial backers behind most merchant ships had connections in the capital, and closing the port would involve too great a loss, the Xiao Family would have preferred to halt all shipping and cut off all external routes.

The Xiao Family actually hadn’t expected that under such circumstances, instead of rushing back to the capital, Tie Ci was still running outward. They had focused most of their energy on the main roads from Dongming to the capital. Only when they pursued her to Qing Zhou did they vaguely guess that Tie Ci might be going to sea, but by then they were already a step behind.

The guard made a full circuit and returned unsuccessful.

Tie Ci said: “In that case, let’s split up for now. Each of us will find our own way onto a ship, then regroup later at Yongping Prefecture.”

At this time, she had seven or eight people with her, all elite members of the Nine Guards led by Xia Hou. Everyone nodded in agreement.

Dan Shuang silently stood behind her, indicating that no matter what, she would follow the Crown Princess.

Creating chaos at this moment would be the best approach. Tie Ci was just preparing to act when suddenly there was a commotion at the dock. A group of soldiers, led by one man, ran toward their direction. The leader shouted as he ran: “It’s that man who wanted us to secretly take him aboard!”

He was pointing directly at the guard who had gone to inquire earlier!

Xia Hou shouted: “Scatter and run!”

He threw a fire pellet, hitting the ship where the informant was. With a thunderous crash, the ship’s hull was breached. The people on board fled down from the ship in panic or jumped into the water. People on the dock scattered in terror, and the crowd immediately became chaotic. Even though the soldiers desperately shouted orders and used whips to beat the crowd while demanding quiet, it was all in vain.

Tie Ci and Dan Shuang took advantage of this chaos, using the ship’s hull as cover, and leaped onto the largest merchant ship. Both had already disguised themselves—they had smeared their faces and changed into ordinary sailor clothing, making them inconspicuous in the chaotic crowd.

Once aboard, the two didn’t enter the ship’s cabin but instead stole the crew roster hanging on the bulkhead, then slipped down from the side of the ship again. Tie Ci took out a length of rope made from sinew that her master had given her and suspended them both beneath the ship’s hull.

She had originally planned to blend in with the crew and find a hidden compartment to hide in. These merchant ships, in order to pay less tax and guard against sea pirates, sometimes had hidden compartments.

But just now she had heard that the port had strengthened management and would check each person against portraits in the registry, so she had a new idea.

Flipping through the entire roster, she looked for people whose outlines were relatively close to their own, then took out the simple yet sophisticated disguise tools her master had provided and began applying makeup.

It was a palm-sized box. When opened, it was divided into countless compartments, each containing various powders, rouge, ointments, patches, fake moles, fake hair, and so forth—all complete. Compared to the current scattered various boxes, it was countless times more convenient.

Her master called this a portable disguise palette.

The lower layer of the box also contained small bottles of glue, thin skin, hair dye supplies, and so on.

The disguise techniques her master taught were half tools, half makeup, and never used human skin masks. She said human skin masks were firstly disgusting, and secondly, wearing someone else’s entire face mask inevitably wouldn’t fit properly with one’s own facial contours. So her masks were all small pieces that needed to be applied piece by piece, utilizing the natural skin texture and muscle structure of the human face. All the attachment points were at naturally occurring ridges and valleys of the skin, making the transitions natural. The makeup artistry was even more miraculous—Tie Ci had personally witnessed her master transform an ugly woman into a beauty to meet a potential husband, thus deceiving a wealthy son-in-law. This technique was practically like changing heads.

That’s why her master’s rouge and cosmetics shops were always bustling with customers. All shops related to women were thriving like fire. In her master’s words, women’s money was the easiest to earn.

As Tie Ci applied her makeup, she thought with emotion that if the high-risk career of Crown Heir really couldn’t continue, she could hide her identity and work as a female shop assistant in her master’s store, spending her days moving through floating fragrances, doing elegant and beautiful things like selecting embroidery and choosing fabrics. Wouldn’t this quality of life be eight hundred times better than being Crown Heir?

Before long, both master and disciple were ready. One had a pockmarked face, the other had an underbite. When they looked at each other, both were visually assaulted by the other’s ugliness.

The advantage of choosing ugly people was, firstly, ugly people usually had distinctive features that were easy to impersonate, and secondly, when people were ugly, others wouldn’t want to look at them much, making discovery less likely.

After finishing their disguises, they memorized the contents of the roster. The pockmarked one was called Er Dan, and the underbite one was called San Hai. Both had very characteristic names for sea folk.

The ship captain was particular and could even recognize a few characters. He had actually annotated a few crawling characters after each person’s name. Tie Ci hadn’t noticed at first, but after finishing their disguises, she discovered that Er Dan’s name was followed by “lustful,” while San Hai’s was marked “gluttonous—will eat anything.”

Tie Ci and Dan Shuang looked at each other again, neither knowing whom to pity more.

Dan Shuang felt she was more unlucky. There couldn’t be women on the ship, so being lustful wasn’t afraid of being exposed—besides, the Crown Princess herself was quite lustful.

As for herself, she might very well have to swallow live squid.

But there was no time to change identities now. The chaos at the dock was settling down, and the large ship would soon set sail. The two leaped back onto the ship, leaving the rope they had hung beneath the ship—if inspection boats came, they would slip down there.

After hanging the roster back in its original place, the two went down to hide. After the ship’s personnel finished their recount, nearly a hundred people shouted work songs as they raised the massive anchor weighing over a thousand catties, and the large ship slowly set sail.

Giant sails connected sky to shadow, the vast sea flowing between ships and oars.

Tie Ci and Dan Shuang blended into the crowd, looking for Er Dan and San Hai. They heard the ship captain giving instructions: “Go knock on all the hidden compartments and check the bottom hold storage too. Don’t let anyone sneak aboard. This time at sea, patrol boats will follow us the whole way. If there’s anything amiss, signal them and the patrol boats will come.”

Some people shook their heads while others were pleased. Someone said: “With patrol boats following and harassing us every few days, what do we do?”

Someone else said: “With patrol boats following, those natives on Ghost Island won’t be able to trouble us either.”

The ship captain shouted: “Whether they follow or not isn’t for us to decide. Everyone be careful and get to work!”

The sailors scattered in all directions.

Listening, Tie Ci thought that her original plan to hijack the entire ship if discovered would need to be revised.

The two continued searching for their targets. Er Dan was easy enough to find—he was organizing ropes on the aft deck, but there were quite a few people around, and meals were eaten in shifts. Tie Ci was watching from a corner when suddenly someone patted her from behind and asked: “Er Dan, why haven’t you gone to eat yet?”

She and Er Dan weren’t far apart to begin with, and this shout wasn’t quiet. Just as Er Dan over there was about to look up, Dan Shuang quickly moved to block Er Dan’s line of sight.

Here, Tie Ci didn’t know what Er Dan’s voice sounded like, so she laughed vaguely and pulled the sailor aside. Over there, Er Dan had keen senses and stood up suspiciously, saying: “Who’s calling me?”

Dan Shuang walked past him and grabbed his neck, saying: “Come on, brother, I’ll take you to eat something good.”

But Er Dan struggled in confusion: “San Hai? You? What do you mean? I didn’t steal your money, don’t think about dragging me to a corner to beat me up.”

Dan Shuang hadn’t expected there to be bad blood between these two. In her moment of surprise, she saw Tie Ci make a gesture and immediately understood.

Enduring Er Dan’s greasy fishy smell, she chuckled and continued dragging him forward, but let him see a bit of the makeup box at her waist.

It was a black lacquered box inlaid with mother-of-pearl, very exquisite. Even showing just a bit caught Er Dan’s attention. Sailors traveling the seas had some discernment, and his eyes immediately lit up.

Sailors often had sweethearts on land and would collect nice things for them. Seeing this item, his hands itched, thinking of stealing it to sleep with some woman later, or at the very least exchange it for money.

So he followed Dan Shuang all the way down to the ship’s cabin.

Tie Ci followed the person who had called her to eat. Several large basins contained coarse rice, kelp soup, and stewed small fish—very simple fare placed directly on the floor. Each person took various bowls to serve themselves, then crouched on the floor or went elsewhere to eat.

With a glance, Tie Ci unexpectedly discovered that the eating utensils here weren’t randomly shared but brought by each person individually. She had no idea where Er Dan’s bowl was.

The person who had called her was a busybody who had served himself a bowl of rice and enthusiastically waved: “Come quickly, come quickly! If you’re any slower, only fish bones will be left!”

Tie Ci rolled her eyes and muttered: “It’s the same stuff every day—I’m sick of it!” Saying this, she pretended to be annoyed and turned to leave.

As soon as she turned around, all the people who had been eating with their heads down looked up at her with surprised expressions. Her heart jumped, knowing she had accidentally given herself away.

But where exactly was the problem?

Chapter 167: Heartless Woman
The person who had called her said in surprise from behind: “Er Dan, are you stupid today? At sea, regulations only allow each person two sheng of rice per day, cooked together. If you don’t eat, wouldn’t that benefit the rest of us?”

Only then did Tie Ci remember that the court strictly controlled sea vessels. Besides noting the appearance and place of origin of personnel going to sea, they also had to note the dates of departure and return, and each person could only carry two sheng of rice per day. Not eating wasn’t reasonable behavior.

Around the perimeter of the crowd, someone slowly stood up.

Tie Ci chuckled and, imitating Er Dan’s voice, said vaguely: “Just teasing you.” Then she turned back around.

But where was Er Dan’s bowl?

People were on all sides, everyone’s eyes burning bright.

Suddenly a huge basin came moving over. The person behind the basin charged straight in, bumping Tie Ci so she staggered and was squeezed flat against the bulkhead. He set down the large basin with a bang while saying in a rough voice: “What? Who’s not eating? What’s wrong? Think my cooking’s no good?” As if performing magic, he produced a broken bowl, carelessly loaded it with heaped food, and viciously shoved it into Tie Ci’s hands, saying: “Eat! Eat for me! Don’t want to eat but I’m making you eat! Leave even one grain of rice and I’ll make you eat shit later!”

The ladle in his hand flew in a circle above Tie Ci’s head. It looked like he wanted to give her a whack while he was at it, but for some reason, that arc slid over the top of her head and silently fell down again.

Tie Ci hastily took the bowl and, amid everyone’s laughter, lowered her head to eat hurriedly. After chewing a few bites, she was somewhat surprised to discover that this rice was made with mixed grains and millet, braised quite fragrant actually. Her gaze drifted over the top of her rice bowl to see the cook distributing food to everyone, wearing the kind of straw hat that sea people commonly wore to block the sun, only revealing a dark chin bristling with stubble.

At this moment, because another dish had been brought, everyone swarmed over to grab food, so no one was paying attention to her anymore. But the cook was still indignant, looking up and saying: “Where’s Er Dan’s bowl? Bring it here so I can smash it! If you don’t want to eat, then never eat again!”

Everyone hurried to dissuade him. It was still that same busybody from before who quickly grabbed a set of bowl and chopsticks and stuffed them into Tie Ci’s arms, laughing: “Quickly take away your eating gear, or Master Sun really will smash it.”

Someone nearby said while chewing: “He’d deserve it if it got smashed. Master Sun is the best cook I’ve encountered in all my years drifting at sea, and he has the nerve to act up!”

Another person laughed: “So having a bit of a temper is understandable. Everyone should give way. Ah, today’s stir-fried sea vegetables with bird shells smells so good!”

Tie Ci silently shoveled another mouthful of rice. Taking advantage of the crowd surging forward while she moved outward, that cook never raised his head, his dark, thin arms wielding the ladle so it nearly hit people’s heads several times.

She withdrew from the crowd and saw Dan Shuang walking toward her with a sickly expression. Tie Ci inquired with her eyes, and Dan Shuang said in a low voice: “Don’t even mention it. Just now they caught a sea star and called me over to try something fresh.”

Tie Ci: “…You ate it?”

Dan Shuang’s face was wooden, her eyes full of grief and indignation. After a long while she said: “I feel like it’s still stuck in my throat and hasn’t gone down… ugh, no good, I need to go throw up…”

Tie Ci only had time to remind her: “…Don’t let people see.”

Sigh, who knew who was more miserable.

She held her bowl, leaning against the ship’s rail. The stewed small fish was very fresh, the coarse rice had some fragrance, even the kelp was fresh, crisp, and tender. At the bottom of the bowl was shrimp paste—mixed with rice, it was delicious.

She actually felt somewhat better after eating.

Dan Shuang returned from vomiting. To maintain her persona, she didn’t dare approach Tie Ci, only made hand gestures to indicate that Er Dan had been stuffed into the partition wall.

Tie Ci asked with her eyes where San Hai was. Dan Shuang shook her head.

Unable to find San Hai meant he was a ticking time bomb. Tie Ci was somewhat worried.

She went down to the ship’s cabin once and, after questioning Er Dan in the partition wall about his daily work, sleeping arrangements, and other details, stuffed his mouth again and locked him back up.

By evening, because the weather was getting colder, there weren’t many people on deck. Tie Ci didn’t want to go early to the crew’s communal sleeping quarters to smell the stench. She dawdled on the ship, waiting until it was dark and thunderous snoring came from the communal quarters before preparing to go down.

It wasn’t that she wanted to sleep, but that she wanted to find the real San Hai. Where could a perfectly good person have gone?

The ship’s cabin had three levels. The first housed crew members, the second housed the ship’s captain, helmsman, some higher-status crew members, and merchants and their assistants traveling with the ship. The third housed the merchant ship’s owner.

Just as Tie Ci was about to go down, she saw an oil lamp swaying, and someone was coming up.

She stepped aside, pretending to clean the deck, and saw that person carrying a lamp in one hand with a paper bag hanging from his fingers, while the other hand dragged a folding leather stool. He came over with a shuffle, dragged over a large basin and flipped it over to set it down, took out an oil paper package from the paper bag and placed it at the bottom of the basin—there was even a small bottle of wine—then set up the leather stool and sat down comfortably.

Was he going to drink wine while facing the wind and watching the moon over the great sea? He certainly had elegant interests.

Tie Ci saw that person’s wide hat and stubbled chin and knew it was that hot-tempered cook.

The cook opened the oil paper package, and immediately delicious aromas wafted out. Tie Ci felt hungry again.

She turned to go downstairs, and behind her came a rough, hoarse voice: “Come, have a drink with your brother.”

Tie Ci stopped, and after a long while, turned around and dragged over a pile of rope to sit down on the other side of the basin.

The two sat on the deck with sea wind blowing toward them, the sound of endless waves outside the ship’s rail, facing a huge moon ahead.

On the table were several oil paper packages: fried fish jerky, crispy beans, salt and pepper sea snails, large shrimp, spicy stir-fried clams, and cold sea cucumber.

The crispy was crispy, the soft was soft, and the savory, fragrant, fresh, and spicy flavors all penetrated to the bone.

The cook pulled out another cup, casually wiped it on his greasy sleeve, and tossed it to Tie Ci.

As his sleeve moved, it faintly released some scents familiar to Tie Ci.

Tie Ci acted as if she hadn’t noticed, took it, and casually sipped. She was so burned by the heat that her eyebrows shot up, and she quickly grabbed some fish jerky to accompany the wine.

The cook drank his wine, his eyes glancing at Tie Ci over the rim of his cup. After a while he said: “Aren’t you going to thank me?”

“Mm.” Tie Ci picked up a sea cucumber and swallowed it in one bite. “Thanks for the good wine and food.”

She played dumb. The cook squinted at her for a long while, but Tie Ci ignored him and ate quickly.

The cook himself couldn’t hold back and said: “I mean about the eating incident earlier.”

Tie Ci skillfully sucked on a sea snail, pressing with her tongue to suck out the snail meat, then sucked the juices dry before saying slowly: “Oh, that matter.”

She said half a sentence and then stopped. The cook waited, but she picked up a second snail.

The cook had been somewhat uneasy, but his gaze fell on the corner of her lips, where he could vaguely see the tip of her tongue slip out a little, rosy red, pressing against the colorful snail. A flash of snow-white teeth tips, lips pursing together—slurp—clear and crisp.

Watching and watching, he felt inexplicably heated, those lips stained with red oil appearing bright as fire yet soft and tender. When they pursed like that, it made one want to lean over and suck to see what it would taste like…

His gaze began to wander.

Tie Ci suddenly flicked her finger, and the snail shell flew straight at the cook’s face.

The cook dodged his head to one side, the shell fell into the great sea, and a bit of red oil splattered at the corner of his lips.

He licked it, and a bit of burning heat penetrated into his heart.

Tie Ci turned her head away, then said unhurriedly: “About this matter, I just don’t understand why Your Lordship helped me. Did you do something guilty, so you need to do a good deed daily?”

The cook filled her wine cup and said: “Who in this world hasn’t done something guilty?”

“Guilty deeds also depend on the type.” Tie Ci tore apart a large shrimp. “Some people do guilty things because they have no choice, others have malicious intentions.”

“Who has malicious intentions toward you?” The cook held his wine cup to his lips, a trace of a smile barely perceptible. “I find you quite agreeable. Tell me who it is, point them out, and I’ll vent your anger for you.”

Tie Ci downed the refilled wine in one gulp, casually grabbed a handful of crispy beans, and stuffed in another fish jerky before standing up and saying: “No need to trouble yourself. I can handle it myself.”

After speaking, she stood up and lifted the leather stool chair the cook was lying on.

She raised her hand.

And flipped the cook right into the sea.

Spoke decisively, acted efficiently.

Splash—that was the cook’s unprepared ending.

Tie Ci snorted with laughter and brushed the crumbs off her hands.

Suddenly someone on the third level opened a window, and a woman’s beautiful face appeared, calling down sweetly: “Master Sun! My master is hungry, quickly prepare some late-night snacks.” She even threw a flirtatious glance downward.

She must be a concubine brought by the merchant ship’s owner.

Tie Ci stood in the shadows, caught that flirtatious glance, and quickly nodded. The woman withdrew her head, and Tie Ci mixed all the remaining dishes together into one pot and sent it upstairs, leaving it outside that door.

When the master’s family ate it tomorrow and wasn’t satisfied, they could take it out on that cook.

That Lan Xian’er came out to receive the late-night snack and couldn’t help being startled when she saw the confused mess of a pot. Tie Ci thought she was about to have a fit, but unexpectedly she said nothing and turned to carry it inside. Tie Ci heard Lan Xian’er say sweetly to the ship owner inside: “Good man, tonight’s mixed pot is interesting—try it!”

Tie Ci crossed her arms and leaned against the bulkhead listening, thinking what a flirtatious creature—in just two or three days on this ship, she could get people to take care of her!

She straightened her waist and turned to leave.

When going downstairs, she looked toward the great sea but didn’t see anyone’s head bobbing in the water.

Tie Ci paused, still went down, and when she reached the first floor, paused again.

All around was still quiet, with no one climbing aboard.

She estimated the height from which that fellow had fallen into the water and the force and angle of her flip, determining it definitely wouldn’t be enough to knock someone unconscious.

She lingered a while at the gangway entrance, moonlight outlining her half-bright, half-dark silhouette.

In the silence, her toes turned slightly.

Suddenly she heard a faint scraping sound from the side of the ship’s hull below.

She immediately stopped her feet, turned around, and went down to the ship’s cabin.

In the sea.

Someone was bobbing up and down by the ship’s side, boredly playing with a rope hanging underwater.

Waiting and waiting, waiting and waiting.

In the end, he never waited for the person he wanted to wait for.

Finally, he could only climb aboard ship dejectedly, cursing under his breath.

Heartless woman!

Chapter 168: Pursuing His Wife
Tie Ci quickly searched around the ship but still couldn’t find where San Hai was.

But actually, from the moment she had drunk that wine earlier, she knew there was no need to continue searching.

Returning to the lower cabin, the communal sleeping area was already full of people. Dan Shuang sat up from among a pile of men and pointed to an empty bunk across from her.

There was no choice—the two were disguised as different sailors, the incompatible kind at that. Their bunks weren’t together, so there was no way for them to protect each other.

Tie Ci had to walk toward Er Dan’s bunk across the way. The people on the ship worked hard, everyone kept their heads down and worked, no one had the leisure to look up at others, and at night they snored thunderously from early on. Er Dan’s spot was called an empty bunk, but it had already been mostly occupied by the arms and legs of people beside it. She could probably only sleep there by lying on her side.

However, Tie Ci had always been able to ascend grand halls and chew grass roots. Since she was disguised as Er Dan, she couldn’t not sleep. She organized those arms and legs and climbed onto the bunk.

The smell was really unpleasant, so she stuffed paper balls in her nose.

Suddenly someone entered from outside, swaying like a drunk. Looking again, it was the cook, already changed into dry clothes. Tie Ci glanced at him and turned over to face away.

The drunk came in, swayed behind her, then suddenly reached out to pull up the two people beside her, shouting: “The boss says he needs people for night watch. How are you all sleeping like dead pigs? You! You! You two, go on night watch!”

Those two were dragged to the floor and immediately woke up startled. They jumped up to curse, but seeing the cook, they immediately fell silent, rubbing their eyes and putting on clothes before going out.

The cook crawled onto the bunk and began snoring loudly.

The others either weren’t awake or were afraid of being awakened and dragged out for night watch duty by the cook. They all slept motionlessly, and the person on Tie Ci’s right side quietly moved over a bit.

Now the cook and Tie Ci slept in the space of three people, making it much more spacious. But Tie Ci absolutely refused to move toward the cook. Although she didn’t consider herself a sheep, she also had no reason to deliver herself to be taken advantage of.

The cook seemed truly drunk, sleeping deeply. While sleeping, he made a fierce turn and looked like he was about to slide right up against Tie Ci’s back.

Tie Ci lifted her leg and kicked, just managing to block him as he was about to stick to her, pushing with her foot and forcefully flipping him over.

It became quiet behind her.

What was even more remarkable was that through this fierce flipping and pushing, the snoring never ceased.

Tie Ci closed her eyes but couldn’t fall asleep for a moment. The presence of the person behind her seemed very strong—even with her eyes closed, she seemed to see his gaze lingering on her back.

After a while, she heard extremely faint scraping sounds.

Tie Ci didn’t hesitate and rolled over.

That side seemed to be sleeping motionlessly, but the distance between them seemed to have shortened.

So he had been slightly squirming closer?

Tie Ci thought about his appearance writhing like a big insect, squirming over, and for a moment she was simply speechless.

She grabbed the bedding and piled it between them like a demarcation line. The bedding didn’t know how long it had been since it was washed—the quilt top was greasy with a layer of black. Let him embrace the quilt in a death-defying entanglement!

That person stopped rolling and moving. Tie Ci vaguely heard the soft rustling of clothes, as if… he was undressing?

She raised an eyebrow but wasn’t alarmed.

If this person really had such thick skin, she wouldn’t mind letting everyone appreciate the view.

Across the way, Dan Shuang also hadn’t fallen asleep. She kept vaguely seeing constant small movements from that bunk, and sat up wanting to ask. Tie Ci pressed her hand down to signal her to sleep and not worry about it.

A moment later, a faint woody fragrance approached, and a piece of clothing covered her shoulders.

Tie Ci didn’t move.

Looking down at the half of the garment that had slid over, it was a clean deep red robe, even its wrinkles looked warm.

She stared at the clothing for a long while, then closed her eyes.

Moonlight poured in from the side of the small porthole, light flowing and covering her temples with a layer of peaceful white.

She fell asleep.

…

Tie Ci was awakened by the commotion outside. In the instant before opening her eyes, she thought: I was careless—how did I sleep until the very end before getting up?

But when she opened her eyes, she saw everyone sitting up sleepily, and the clamor was coming from outside. Military boots stomped on the ship’s deck, and someone was shouting: “Everyone assemble! Get up! Get up! The masters from the patrol ship are here!”

The patrol ship had come to inspect so quickly.

This came too early and too unexpectedly—it was clearly meant to catch people completely unprepared.

Tie Ci was about to get up when the cook who seemed to still be sleeping soundly beside her suddenly stretched out his long leg and placed it across her body.

Tie Ci looked down at that leg. Even wearing worn trousers, she could see it was long and straight. His belt around his waist was loose, slightly revealing a corner of the deep red robe—the garment that had served as her blanket last night had somehow been put back on him.

People around them were getting up one after another, but the cook remained motionless. Tie Ci understood his meaning and also slowly stretched, pretending to dawdle, while giving Dan Shuang a look to go out first.

Only after everyone in the communal sleeping area had left did the cook say: “In broad daylight, the ship’s boss will accompany the patrol, checking against the roster one by one. Do you think it will work?”

Tie Ci frowned. She knew it wouldn’t work. Although she had disguised herself as Er Dan and could roughly resemble him, without long-term interaction and study, it was impossible to impersonate someone flawlessly.

During daily work mixed in with sailors, everyone was busy and familiar with each other—no one would stare at others’ faces for no reason.

But once the ship’s boss accompanied soldiers on patrol, they would inevitably examine each face carefully, and problems would definitely be discovered then.

That’s why she had kept Er Dan—she planned to switch him back during the inspection. Getting Er Dan to cooperate obediently wouldn’t be difficult either.

But today’s patrol came too quickly, and there was no time.

The cook was stretching while glancing at her, then suddenly pounced on her.

Tie Ci raised her hand to block, but he stuck to her like taffy, embracing her as they rolled around with a clatter until they reached the end of the communal sleeping area.

When he rolled over, Tie Ci understood and didn’t resist, taking the opportunity to reach out and fiercely pinch his buttocks.

This pinch was both fierce and accurate, causing the cook to shudder and gasp. Looking again, the person beneath still had the dignified, saintly expression.

Very… split personality.

Bang—the two hit the bulkhead, feeling like they had shaken the entire ship, and then Tie Ci felt emptiness beneath her as she tumbled inside.

The space under this outermost bunk was actually hollow.

It wasn’t some secret room though, at most a small compartment that could barely fit one person sleeping, and even then it was a bit cramped.

The cook crouched above, pushed her down further, moved his long legs in, and sighed: “Move around more when you have time. Look at you—you’re so fat you barely fit.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Then she smiled: “Your Lordship is quite thin though—your buttocks don’t even have two taels of meat.”

The cook immediately felt his buttocks hurt again.

Then he slammed the wooden board of the sleeping area shut with a bang.

He got up and shuffled out. Outside the door, Er Dan had already appeared, looking confused and pale, walking straight-eyed with the crowd.

Since everyone had just gotten up, this drowsy state wasn’t conspicuous.

The cook went over, put an arm around Er Dan’s shoulder, and went to queue up with a grin.

At the same time, in a certain corner, Dan Shuang was pressed against the cabin wall by a tall person who covered her mouth, while a short person hauled someone up from underwater with a splash.

Dan Shuang, who was about to counterattack, saw that person and immediately stopped moving.

It was the real San Hai.

The short person quickly changed the other’s clothes, stuffed a pill in his mouth, and seeing his spirits improve somewhat but his expression still dazed, dragged San Hai away. Only then did the tall person release his grip.

Dan Shuang glared with wide eyes and fiercely stomped on the tall person’s foot, even grinding it.

The tall person seemed like he wanted to cry out but held it back, his proper face twisting fiercely.

Only then was Dan Shuang satisfied. Following his direction, she slid down the ship’s side and dove into the water.

Yesterday San Hai had been kept in a cage underwater like this all night.

When he was about to drown, someone would go down to lift him up.

Just as Dan Shuang slid down, the ship’s boss was calling people over there. The tall person responded familiarly and went over.

Dan Shuang saw he was also wearing sailor clothes and seemed very familiar with everyone, which left her feeling confused.

That face hadn’t changed much—just darker, rougher, and a bit older, but still a familiar person. But how this familiar person could mix so well with the sailors on this ship, as if he had always been part of this group, was quite puzzling.

Dan Shuang and Tie Ci might not have been unable to conceal themselves, but having someone actively help was a relief. With mixed feelings, she slid down and turned to see the tall person gazing at her from the ship’s rail. For no reason, her face reddened.

Over there, the patrol officer had a face like a pot lid, with forehead and chin protruding front and back, representatively ugly.

Nearby, soldiers with rosters checked each person one by one, taking people below deck to knock on every inch of bulkhead, very thoroughly.

But no one thought there would be a compartment under the communal sleeping area inside the cabin—after all, it was something the cook had secretly helped dig recently.

The patrol officer searched once and found nothing, but this trip was originally meant to extort money. He dawdled and refused to leave. The ship owner understood and hurriedly had people stuff silver into his hands.

The patrol officer received the silver with satisfaction and was about to leave when someone upstairs opened a window to pour out wash water. Splash—it nearly drenched his entire head.

The patrol officer never expected that there would be someone on this ship who dared pour water on him. He looked up with angry eyebrows, but saw a heavily made-up woman leaning against the window. She seemed not to have expected to splash an official with her basin of water and was staring blankly with her hand covering her mouth, her nails painted bright red like camellia petals from a distance.

The patrol officer was stunned, and his expression immediately softened.

Earlier when searching the ship, this woman hadn’t awakened yet. It was rare to have a woman at sea, so he had routinely taken a look. She had been sleeping disheveled in bed, and he hadn’t thought much of it. He didn’t expect that after grooming herself, she would have such charm.

The ship owner was carefully serving this master when he suddenly saw this scene. His head buzzed as he deeply regretted not being able to resist this little vixen’s pestering and bringing her to sea. Wasn’t this asking for trouble?

The woman at the window had gotten up late and was grooming herself, thinking the patrol officer had left long ago. She casually splashed a basin of water toward the sea, never expecting to splash the King of Hell.

Before she could apologize, the patrol officer said solemnly: “I didn’t examine this woman carefully before. Now I need to compare her properly against the roster. None of you are allowed to come up.”

The ship owner understood his meaning clearly. Though not entirely pleased, he didn’t dare disobey and retreated submissively.

The others naturally wouldn’t meddle and scattered.

The cook and the tall person had been gripping Er Dan and San Hai’s arms all along. At this moment, they also retreated with their charges. Since the patrol officer and the soldiers he brought were still moving around the ship, they couldn’t switch out Tie Ci and Dan Shuang from under the bunk and ship’s bottom. Even more unfortunately, at this moment someone began calling for Er Dan and San Hai to work.

Those two—one hidden in the compartment, one thrown into the sea to swim along—had been fed drugs and lost most of their vitality. Briefly appearing to deal with inspection was one thing, but working would definitely expose them. Whether the cook or the tall person, supporting them in formation wasn’t conspicuous, but following along to work would be impossible.

Above their heads, the cabin door slammed shut.

A moment later, the woman’s screams came through, faintly mixed with the patrol officer’s low laughter.

People on the ship pretended not to hear, while the patrol soldiers looked up enviously from time to time.

Over there, they were urging Er Dan and San Hai to work again.

The cook and tall person exchanged glances, preparing to risk switching the people back. Apart from other considerations, the compartment under the bunk had no air holes—short periods were fine, but long periods wouldn’t work.

Who knew that just then, the third-level cabin door was slammed open again. The woman rushed out in disheveled clothing, red marks all over her snow-white neck, forcing a smile as she said: “Official sir… official sir, please don’t be like this… this little woman is truly inconvenient today…” While running toward the ship owner, she grabbed his sleeve and whispered fiercely: “…Master swore eternal love with this slave last night, and today you’re throwing this slave to someone else. If it were an ordinary person, fine—this slave would consider it repaying Master’s deep affection. But what does that person look like, what kind of character does he have!”

Half her sleeve had been torn off, revealing arms covered with pinch marks.

The ship owner was also secretly crying bitter tears. Originally, these women from the pleasure quarters didn’t care much about chastity—going with the flow was normal, and his Lan Xian’er wouldn’t be so prudish about it. It’s just that the patrol officer was already grotesquely ugly, and apparently heavy-handed too. He hadn’t even succeeded yet but was already being rough.

But he ultimately didn’t dare accept the woman’s plea for help. After a long silence, he slowly stepped back.

Lan Xian’er glared at him viciously, her eyes slowly reddening.

The tall person felt somewhat unable to bear watching. They had mixed in at the docks for some time and become familiar with the ship bosses these merchant vessels regularly used. They had even helped this ship owner load cargo for several days. This Lan Xian’er had always accompanied the ship owner at the dock. First she had taken a fancy to their young master’s cooking, then probably to the person himself, and had always taken good care of them.

Now seeing her situation, he hesitated for a moment and couldn’t help glancing at the cook.

But the cook, like all the other sailors afraid of trouble, pulled Er Dan back into the crowd and shrank further, his gaze seemingly casually meeting his.

The tall person shivered.

That gaze was cold, lacking emotion.

He instantly sobered.

They couldn’t step forward.

If they let go, both Er Dan and San Hai would collapse, implicating those two.

The master would rather jump into the sea than bring the slightest trouble to that person.

Thinking of the girl still floating in the seawater, he coughed unnaturally and turned his gaze away.

Chapter 169: Demons Fighting
Lan Xian’er’s gaze swept around in a circle, her eyes growing even redder.

The patrol officer had already chased over. Not yet understanding that the woman was unwilling, he thought it was flirtation and laughed from behind: “Hey, little thing, stop playing around, come to big brother here…” He also scolded the crowd: “What are you still blocking here for? Scatter, scatter!”

Everyone immediately scattered. Lan Xian’er stamped her feet and laughed: “In broad daylight, how embarrassing…” She turned and rushed to the first-level cabin entrance.

The cook suddenly raised an eyebrow.

Not good.

From her appearance, she was going to enter the sailors’ communal sleeping quarters!

She mustn’t lead everyone in there!

He lifted his foot to go, but since he had already retreated earlier, there was distance between him and Lan Xian’er. The woman pushed open the door with a bang, rushed in, then turned to press the door shut and bolt it.

In the communal quarters, Tie Ci was feeling stuffy and quietly lifted the bunk board.

Lan Xian’er burst in, startling her so much she slammed the board back down.

Lan Xian’er naturally didn’t notice this. She frantically tried to bolt the door, but because her hands and feet were unsteady, she failed to secure it twice, and the patrol officer had already pushed the door open with one hand.

By now he had vaguely understood, his pot-lid face growing even darker. When pushing the door, he used full force, violently knocking Lan Xian’er behind the door onto the bunk boards.

Lan Xian’er screamed as the door caught her foot. Not daring to get down, she rolled and crawled on that long row of bunk boards, shrinking toward the corner.

The patrol officer stared at her coldly, rolling up his sleeves and cursing: “Give you face and you don’t want it!” He stepped onto the bunk in one stride.

Originally he had just wanted to flirt and take some advantage. Now that this pretentious woman had stirred up his anger, he absolutely had to deal with her right now!

Lan Xian’er shuffled backward on the bunk: “Official sir, don’t… don’t… I’m not unwilling… it’s just too dirty here… Official sir, let’s go back upstairs… go back upstairs, all right…”

“Bitch, making excuses to fool your master again!”

Bang—Lan Xian’er’s back hit the bulkhead.

She had reached the end.

She trembled on the bunk board.

She had originally come from a seaside fishing family and grown up at the docks. She had heard that Maritime Trade Supervisorate soldiers were especially rough when playing with women. Combined with this one being so ugly, she had been unwilling for a moment and wanted to fool her way out of it.

But in her deception, seeing that person’s ferocious expression, she became afraid, feeling she really couldn’t give herself to him—she was scared.

However, at this moment, she began to regret again. If she had known, she would have just… closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and it would have been over upstairs. Now that she had angered him, he would definitely torment her to death this time…

She shook and shook. Seeing that man approaching with a cold smile, tearing off his official outer garment as he walked, revealing a chest full of dark, coarse hair, she grabbed the thin bedding from the bunk and frantically hurled it at the patrol officer’s head and face.

What damage could those soft things do? The patrol officer was a martial artist after all and brushed them away with one hand, but his eyes became even more vicious.

Tie Ci under the bunk board: “…”

This was bad—the coffin lid couldn’t be held down anymore.

Separated by only a layer of bunk board, the sounds were even clearer. Bang—that was the patrol officer’s knee hitting the top of her head.

A muffled thud—that was the woman’s back hitting the bulkhead.

A ripping sound—that was clothing being torn.

Another bang—that was the woman being forcibly pressed down, now lying right above her head, head facing outward, feet still kicking wildly.

The two people were rolling around right above her head.

The deadly part was that Tie Ci could not only hear but see clearly.

She lay in the darkness with eyes wide open. Because she had mobilized her true qi in defense, she naturally entered a state of penetrating vision. In her eyes now, it was two skeletons having a demon fight.

Suddenly there was another ripping sound as the man’s fingernails viciously dug into the woman’s arm.

The woman let out a miserable scream.

Tie Ci suddenly raised her hand.

Bang—the entire bunk board flipped open, violently knocking both people away.

The next instant, Tie Ci sprang up from under the bunk board, grabbed the patrol officer by the throat, and slammed his head hard against the bulkhead.

Thud—the entire ship seemed to shake.

Lan Xian’er was already stunned, lying stiffly on the bunk, forgetting to cover herself with clothing.

The door was still open. Because the patrol officer had ordered people to scatter, there were no onlookers, but soldiers were not far away at the bow.

In a flash, the cook and the tall person dragged Er Dan and San Hai in. The tall person shut the door behind them while the cook rushed forward, cold light flashing in his hand as he stabbed toward the patrol officer’s chest.

Since things were already exposed, they could only silence him and take it one step at a time.

But just then, clamoring arose from the bow, and a clear female voice called loudly: “Where’s Wang Huai? Where’s Wang Huai? I was wondering why he hadn’t returned to the ship in so long—he’s actually using patrol duties as an excuse to coerce civilian women? In broad daylight, he can actually do such things? Where is he!” She was already running to the cabin entrance, bang bang bang, pounding on the door.

Tie Ci and the cook both recognized the familiar voice and were surprised she would appear here, momentarily stunned.

The next instant, the cook said: “Open the door.”

The tall person opened the door. The person outside stepped in, and as someone behind her tried to follow, the tall person had already quickly bolted the door again.

The person outside was startled and instinctively about to shout, but the cook was already smiling and had changed his voice, calling sweetly: “Miss Wenliu, hello there.”

Xiao Wenliu stood in the cabin, obviously still in a bewildered state. Hearing the familiar voice, she looked at the cook for a long time before hesitantly saying: “Your voice sounds strangely like a friend of mine, but…”

Tie Ci smiled faintly: “But usually he’s a heavily made-up woman who takes advantage everywhere.”

Xiao Wenliu immediately widened her eyes in shock: “You’re Feiyu?”

She looked again and clapped her hands in great joy: “Oh my, you can actually disguise yourself as a man, and so convincingly too! Is this the legendary art of disguise? Teach me, will you?”

Tie Ci: “…”

Someone whose female disguise was so deeply rooted in people’s minds might as well just be castrated.

Xiao Wenliu clapped halfway, then suddenly reacted, turned to stare at Tie Ci, and discovered there were actually two Er Dans.

She cried out: “Brother Ye!”

“Brother Ye, I finally found you!”

Tie Ci, with one hand gripping the patrol officer’s throat, was startled at her words: “What are you looking for me for?”

“You promised to say goodbye when parting!” Xiao Wenliu widened her eyes. “I was sent to the capital early, but I still wanted to see you again and ask you many things… I didn’t make a fuss with my family—I pretended to obediently go to the capital, but halfway there I forced my servants to change course and followed people pursuing you all the way to Deng Zhou. Then I couldn’t find you at the dock. This Wang Huai happens to be under my family’s patronage and wanted to please me, so I told him I wanted to follow his ship to sea for a change of scenery… I didn’t expect to meet you here… you… you just ran away like that…”

The cook leaned against the cabin wall and said leisurely: “Yes, just ran away like that, disappointing a young maiden’s heart—truly unconscionable…”

Tie Ci immediately felt the entire cabin reeking of vinegar, missing only crabs.

But Xiao Wenliu turned back, staring at Feiyu with complete bewilderment: “What young maiden’s heart? Don’t you know by now? This is big sister, big sister!”

She stepped forward to take Tie Ci’s arm: “What’s in your head? Even toward big sister you don’t know to be respectful. Come on, call me big sister!”

Tie Ci suddenly smiled, raised her chin toward that fellow, waiting for him to address her.

The cook crossed his arms and looked at the sky, saying speechlessly: “Just a reminder—she’s not older than me.”

“So what.” Xiao Wenliu’s eyes sparkled with light, every ray worshipping Tie Ci. “The virtuous deserve seniority…”

Tie Ci coughed once, interrupting her praise.

It seemed Xiao Wenliu knew her identity, and Tie Ci didn’t want her to let it slip right now.

Her female disguise had already been exposed, and her true identity would be revealed sooner or later. She actually didn’t want to continue hiding from that fellow—she supposed if he really wanted to investigate, he could find out quickly. But she hoped that before then, she could manage to dissolve the engagement first.

When she had sent evidence back to the capital for He Zi earlier, she had personally written a letter asking the Grand Tutor to agree to the Liaodong Prince’s request and help dissolve her engagement.

The letter probably hadn’t reached the capital yet. This matter would take time, but it shouldn’t be too long.

Before then, she also wanted to seriously investigate Feiyu’s identity once. Before going to sea, she had already had Xia Hou send people to handle it.

Previously, she had felt that since they were friends who could trust and rely on each other, why pursue origins? She had also been somewhat stubbornly wanting to wait for him to tell her himself. Now it seemed everyone’s thoughts were too deep, with many reservations.

Identity was sometimes a very important barrier.

She pinched Xiao Wenliu’s fingers and smiled: “What kind of virtuous person am I? Don’t praise me to death.”

Xiao Wenliu wasn’t stupid and immediately understood her meaning. She glanced at that person, thinking these two didn’t have as good a relationship as she had imagined.

She immediately felt pleased, turned her head, and saw the patrol officer still being held on the other side. Seeing his naked appearance, she quickly turned her head away.

She asked: “This person saw you all…”

The cook suddenly stepped forward and smiled: “Easy to handle.” He took the man from Tie Ci’s hands, opened the window, saw no one around, and swung his arm.

Bang—the patrol officer fell into the great sea.

As he threw the man, Tie Ci saw cold light flash from his fingertips, slashing across the patrol officer’s throat.

The cook dusted off his hands and jerked his chin toward Xiao Wenliu: “Clever girl, cooperate a bit?”

Xiao Wenliu was still somewhat dazed, but Lan Xian’er had recovered and said softly: “Miss, just pretend that man bullied you…”

Xiao Wenliu immediately reacted and screamed: “Wang Huai, you bastard, how dare you bully this young lady!”

Tie Ci pressed her forehead.

Such melodramatic lines, such exaggerated acting.

That fellow didn’t mind and immediately cooperated with Xiao Wenliu’s screaming, pushing open the window with a bang, then hurling a hard pillow out.

Another splash, not long after the sound of the patrol officer falling.

At the same time, the cook called hoarsely: “Patrol officer! Patrol officer!”

Tie Ci quickly shoved Er Dan under the bunk board.

The tall person immediately opened the door. By now, the ship owner and soldiers had heard the sounds and surged over, seeing Xiao Wenliu disheveled and “furiously angry.”

Then everyone heard the story version of “the patrol officer’s bestial nature erupting, being caught in the act by Miss Xiao, becoming angry from shame and disrespecting the young lady, Miss Xiao having sailors help subdue him, and him fleeing in fear of punishment.”

The Xiao Family was powerful in the eastern seas, and Xiao Wenliu’s status was noble. Whatever she said, none of the Maritime Trade Supervisorate patrol soldiers dared question. Xiao Wenliu also pretended to throw a tantrum, not allowing people to go down and fish for the man. The soldiers could only listen and prepare to report to their superiors later.

After all, a mere patrol officer who offended a young lady of the Xiao Family getting killed was nothing.

Xiao Wenliu also used the excuse that the patrol officer was no good and refused to return with that patrol ship, saying she wanted to stay on this ship. She had heard they would stop at nearby Ghost Island to replenish food and water, and she wanted to play on Ghost Island.

Those people couldn’t argue with her and said they would return to report and come back to fetch her later.

Xiao Wenliu only agreed to let ships follow as escorts but not to come aboard this ship again to cause trouble or commit acts like forcing civilian women.

Those people had to agree.

Lan Xian’er had been cowering fearfully in the corner of the bunk the whole time, understanding she had seen things she shouldn’t have seen. The panic hadn’t left her eyes when the cook suddenly turned to look at her, making her whole body shudder.

The cook raised his hand.

Tie Ci suddenly pressed down his hand.

The cook looked at her.

Tie Ci didn’t look at the cook, only at Lan Xian’er: “Do you want to live?”

Lan Xian’er nodded desperately.

Tie Ci threw a pill over: “Eat it.”

Lan Xian’er picked up the pill with trembling hands, hesitated for a long while, then tilted her neck back and swallowed it.

“This is poison. You saw what you shouldn’t have seen, but we also saved you. Logically, out of gratitude, you should keep your mouth shut, but we can’t completely trust you, so we’ll use medicine to supervise you. When we safely disembark, we’ll give you the antidote.”

“…I… I won’t tell… really… if I tell, I can’t escape involvement either…”

That was the logic. Tie Ci nodded, but without doing this, she feared that ruthless fellow would eventually kill this woman.

“Since that’s the case, you have nothing to worry about. Go.”

Lan Xian’er didn’t dare say more and left, avoiding the cook.

Xiao Wenliu watched those soldiers return to the patrol ship and ignored the ship owner who came up to ingratiate himself. She waved the man away, turned back and pulled on Tie Ci’s sleeve: “Sister, sister, now those people won’t come inspect the ship anymore. You don’t need to disguise yourself so ugly—restore your original appearance. With me here, those people wouldn’t dare say anything.”

Tie Ci picked off her fingers and said faintly: “Miss Xiao, go back. This ship isn’t a place for you to stay.”

Xiao Wenliu looked at her own fingers, her expression momentarily dejected, then she took a breath and forced a smile: “Sister, are you blaming me for being from the Xiao Family?”

Tie Ci smiled and patted her head, saying gently: “No, what family one is born into is each person’s fate—how could I blame that? You helped me today, and I’m very grateful. In the future, I’ll definitely repay you somehow, but with your status, you really shouldn’t escort me. Go back, lest it be difficult for you later.”

Xiao Wenliu said quietly: “I thought we could treat each matter separately…”

Tie Ci laughed: “It’s not children playing house where everyone plays their own game. Who can really separate from their family? Besides, don’t you want to ask what happened back then? You’re helping me unconditionally like this?”

Xiao Wenliu turned toward the sea and said softly: “I don’t want to ask. Whether you were wrong or my family was wrong, I don’t think I could accept either… or maybe it’s not anyone’s fault at all… so I just wanted to see you again and chased here regardless of everything, but now that I’ve really seen you, I don’t know what to do…”

She was actually an optimistic person, but this time she also knew some barriers were hard to overcome. Her downcast demeanor was like a dejected little dog. Tie Ci couldn’t help but ruffle her hair again, sighing in her heart. She had grown up in her hometown and been protected from seeing darkness, surrounded only by sunshine and flowers, developing such a crystal-clear, moon-like temperament. For ordinary people, this was naturally good, but for her, it was hard to say whether it was fortune or misfortune.

Xiao Wenliu was dejected for a while, then thought of something and cheered up: “I don’t want to think about all that—don’t force me to think about it. Besides, things that haven’t happened yet—why worry in advance? Maybe we’ll shake hands and make peace then? Since after leaving this sea, sister, you’ll go your way and I’ll go to the capital to marry, after that we’ll rarely meet…” She paused, “…then now I just want to properly enjoy this last period of freedom. Sister, will you accompany me?”

She held Tie Ci’s sleeve, tilting her head slightly up, her eyes extremely bright, with the vast sea and blue sky reflected in them, pure and clear for thousands of li.

Facing such a gaze, even with Tie Ci’s iron-hard heart, she couldn’t refuse. Seeing the sea wind blowing her hair across her shoulders, she raised her hand to tuck it behind her ear.

Xiao Wenliu watched her graceful gesture and suddenly sighed: “Sister, you ask me why I’m helping you regardless of everything. I didn’t know why before, but now I understand somewhat. You make people feel both distant and close, both warm and cold, both aloof and gentle like spring wind. You make people unconsciously want to pursue you, follow you—seeing you smile is like gaining a new world. Forgetting identity, gender, and everything, wanting to be with you.”

Tie Ci stopped her hand, instinctively glancing toward the fellow standing at the cabin door watching them.

Indeed, his expression was quite fierce.

Chapter 170: Where’s the Hairpin?
Tie Ci felt she had no reason to feel guilty—after all, she wasn’t really a lesbian. The reason for that misunderstanding was his fault, but she still withdrew her hand that had been petting like a small dog.

Xiao Wenliu was completely oblivious and continued chattering: “…Although I have no improper thoughts about you, sometimes I think it would be wonderful if my fiancé were like big sister…”

Tie Ci thought of Tie Lin, that little brat—his hair probably hadn’t even grown out yet, right?

Xiao Wenliu continued: “When we part, I want to give you something, but I haven’t finished making it yet. Sister, could you give me that hairpin? I originally thought you two were a couple and it wouldn’t be appropriate to ask, but since we’re all women, why can’t you give it to me…”

So this child still firmly believed that Feiyu was a woman.

Indeed, disguising as a woman to Feiyu’s extent was already divine artistry—even immortals could be deceived.

Xiao Wenliu’s last few sentences were a bit louder. Over there, the cook suddenly looked up and strode over.

As he approached, he asked: “Hairpin?”

Xiao Wenliu said in amazement: “Hey, you really look like a man when disguised—even your voice is so convincing!”

The tall person heard from afar and snorted, thinking he could mimic dozens of voices—even a hermaphrodite’s voice would be no problem.

But the cook’s attention was entirely on those words: “Hairpin?”

“Yes, hairpin.” Tie Ci took the initiative to respond. “But after fleeing all this way, it’s already been lost.”

She said this without a trace of guilt.

Although everyone was concealing their gender, that fellow clearly had more malicious intentions. She had been seriously thinking about the future while he just wanted to take advantage.

Xiao Wenliu sighed regretfully and pulled on Tie Ci, wanting her to make another one: “…Don’t make it bird-shaped—I want a flower. I like cherry blossoms and roses. Sister, can you carve one for me…”

The cook stood nearby: “…Bird-shaped?”

Xiao Wenliu found him annoying, turned around pulling Tie Ci to continue persuading: “You don’t need to trouble yourself finding materials again—just use that shimmering red-gold wood from last time. It was so beautiful, even if only scraps remain, make a small one…”

The cook also turned around, leaning his head over: “Shimmering red-gold wood?”

Xiao Wenliu pulled Tie Ci around again: “Sister, your craftsmanship is so excellent—that bird’s feathers were visible down to every detail. I’m not asking for that level of detail, it’s too much work. Cherry blossoms are easy to carve…”

The cook: “Feathers visible down to every detail?”

The two turned around together again, heads touching as they discussed the cherry blossom hairpin.

Feiyu: “…”

…

After that, because Xiao Wenliu was on the ship, patrol boats never came aboard to inspect, though they did follow from afar.

Tie Ci had Er Dan and San Hai released and kept in the cargo hold where people rarely went, with someone watching them, just not allowing them to come out.

As evening approached, a small island appeared distantly ahead, and it even had a dock—clearly suitable for landing.

People on ships usually feel excited when seeing land, but the atmosphere on this merchant vessel was obviously strange. Some looked expectant, some terrified, some began touching their necks, and others took out amulets to distribute.

Xiao Wenliu watched curiously and had someone inquire. Soon Lan Xian’er came over herself, already properly dressed, and told the group: “That’s Ghost Island. When you all go ashore later, you must be very careful—that island has many tricks.”

“Why do we need to go ashore? Even if our ship needs to replenish food and water, surely not everyone needs to disembark?”

“Our ship is bound for the Western Ocean—a long-distance trans-oceanic merchant vessel. We’ve only sailed for two days; why would we need to replenish food and water? It’s just because of this island—you must go down whether you want to or not.” Lan Xian’er pointed at the island. “Ghost Island is full of evil spirits. If you don’t go ashore to their tribe to request protection, something will happen later.”

“What will happen? Ghost Island, Ghost Island—are there really ghosts?”

“Who knows? Ghost Island used to be just a small barren island with only a few natives. In the past twenty years, whether the natives multiplied or people gathered there, it gradually grew in scale. Then they began dominating the seas—any ship passing the island gets pulled ashore and encounters different situations.”

Tie Ci thought: Oh, random drops of different items.

“One type is friendly natives—you go up and there’s singing and dancing, eating and drinking, experiencing local customs, toasting with jars of home-brewed oyster wine, and entering the bridal chamber with passionate native girls once, then giving some drinking money, celebration money, and betrothal gifts to finish it.”

Tie Ci: …Why do I feel this isn’t friendly at all?

“That sounds fun.” Xiao Wenliu’s eyes lit up. “How much are the betrothal gifts, and are the girls beautiful?”

“Betrothal gifts…” Lan Xian’er looked Xiao Wenliu up and down with little respect. “For someone like you, miss, it would probably be about half of your entire dowry.”

People who had long wandered the rivers and lakes and fallen into mire always felt resentful seeing such pampered young ladies raised in gold and jade, and even after receiving life-saving grace, couldn’t help making a few sharp, bitter remarks.

But Xiao Wenliu couldn’t hear the tone at all. She counted on her fingers and exclaimed: “So at least eighty sedan chairs of dowry? That’s quite a lot!”

Lan Xian’er choked, and after a long while said dazedly: “You have one hundred sixty sedan chairs of dowry?”

“About that. Great-grandmother said one hundred sixty sedan chairs might not even hold it all. Also, property deeds are calculated separately—do the native girls on that island also calculate property deeds separately for betrothal gifts?”

Lan Xian’er was stunned for a long while, then suddenly her shoulders sagged as she said deflated: “Why compare with you, a rich young lady… there’s not that much.”

Xiao Wenliu: “Oh, then it’s nothing much.”

Tie Ci couldn’t stand listening anymore and patted her: “Don’t interrupt.”

Look how she’d discouraged Lan Xian’er—even her interest in gossip was gone.

For common people, twenty-four sedan chairs of dowry was already generous. Lan Xian’er’s imagination was probably limited by poverty—how could she conceive of top-tier wealthy families’ resources?

She said: “Even so, it’s quite a lot. After all, sailing once involves expenses all along the way, plus inspections and taxes. If you give another sum on this island, the profit won’t be much.”

“Exactly!” Lan Xian’er said. “But even so, that’s still the best outcome, because that’s when they’re in a good mood and can treat you this way. If they’re in a bad mood, there’s no bonfire barbecue, singing and dancing—only ghosts to entertain you.”

Tie Ci: “…What ghosts?”

“I heard they worship some White Earth God—some evil deity whose doctrine says this god feeds on corpses. So after people on the island die, they’re not buried but wrapped in white cloth, stored in caves to dry, then offered to the White Earth God. Every household keeps this god at home, though the specific location varies by family. So the corpses are stored somewhere in the house. If outsiders enter their homes without permission or violate some taboo, they’ll be possessed at night and see all sorts of strange things. Neither doctors nor medicine will help—you need the island’s shamans to intervene and make large offerings to the White Earth God to find peace.”

“Then just don’t stay in their houses.”

“Each family offers one corpse at a time, replacing with new ones when available. The old corpses aren’t buried either—they’re placed directly in cliff caves and various mountain caves. That means all the caves on this island that could shelter you from wind and rain are off-limits—you’d disturb them. And if you camp out… you won’t be peaceful either. They have many gods—the White Earth God is just the highest-ranking. Even getting bitten on the ankle by a snake can lead to encountering evil spirits.”

“Maybe it’s human trickery? Have you thought of hiring experts to help?”

“Ship owners have tried before. They even hired the leader and deputy leader of the River-Sea Alliance, the most powerful force in the eastern seas, northern Ning, and Henan regions—famous masters throughout the Great Qian. But they ended up just as disheveled, hanging upside down from cliffs at midnight, nearly falling into the sea to feed the fish. After being rescued, even such experts said they’d seen ghosts… Since then, everyone stopped struggling. Once on the island, they just make offerings directly.”

Tie Ci made an acknowledging sound.

There’s always a way to get your money.

“What if you simply don’t go ashore?”

“Then you’re blaspheming—you anger the spirits and will be punished. Nine times out of ten, you’ll encounter sea pirates who’ll rob your entire ship clean.”

Tie Ci: “…Just that coincidental?”

“Just that coincidental.”

Tie Ci smiled.

What a lovely group of bandits who are so obedient to the gods’ words.

So the people on the ship carried seven parts resignation to fate and three parts secret anticipation—one-third expecting romantic encounters, one-third fearing ghosts, one-third preparing to lose money.

As they spoke, the ship reached shore. By now it was dark, and people craned their necks looking, anxiously awaiting their fate.

Would it be flowers, songs, and dances, or a haunted house day trip?

The small island was completely quiet.

Everyone looked tense.

Suddenly there was a whoosh from the island, and a flame shot up ten feet high. Then flames danced wildly in clusters, the bonfire illuminating half the deep blue sea.

A loud cheer arose from the ship.

Chapter 171: I Am Not a Wife Slave
Tie Ci remained silent. She had never seen someone so jubilant when they were about to be slaughtered. The other party was well-versed in psychology.

Led by the boat owner, people filed off the ship one by one. Xiao Wenliu cheerfully pulled Tie Ci along, saying, “Come, let’s get off the boat!”

Lan Xian’er suddenly said, “Women cannot go on the island.”

Xiao Wenliu was stunned for a moment, then said, “No worries, I’ll go change clothes.”

She hurried into the inner chamber with quick steps to change her disguise. Lan Xian’er leaned against the ship’s railing watching people disembark, sighing wistfully, “I’ve come here with ships before too. In the middle of the night when I was the only one left on the boat, I would always see shadows moving back and forth on the island, and I’d be so scared… I wanted to go along, but they never took me. Why is she allowed to go… She’s so beautiful, so magnificent, seems like she can have whatever she wants, and no one bullies her… Why is that?”

Then she laughed, slapping herself with a crisp sound, saying, “You’re being foolish. Isn’t this just different fates for different people? We’re all flowers – some fall onto silk cushions in grand halls, others fall into mud pits and dung tanks. What’s the point of asking?”

Suddenly someone beside her said leisurely, “Must flowers that fall into mud pits and dung tanks be trapped there for life? Perhaps when a strong wind comes, they’ll be blown up and fall into elegant courtyards instead?”

Lan Xian’er turned her head and saw the cook’s stubbled chin under his straw hat, with a faint smile at the corners of his mouth that curved quite beautifully. Her heart fluttered, and she grew bolder, laughingly reaching to lift the cook’s hat, “I always feel you’re no ordinary person. Why are you hiding your head and showing your tail?”

The cook raised his hand to press down on hers, his fingers pressing down.

Lan Xian’er’s expression changed, but she didn’t dare cry out in pain. Her voice immediately softened, “I was just joking, brother, please don’t be angry. Oh my, it hurts so much, brother, please let go first…”

The cook didn’t release her, his fingers pressing on the joints of her delicate fingers, saying slowly and gently, “You’re very clever. Having rolled around in the world of pleasure, you know how to read people and assess situations. You’re not really bad, but your mind is too nimble and your jealousy too heavy. This kind of person, while generally loyal, has a thorn in their heart, like the needle on a wasp’s tail – when provoked, it can flip out anytime to sting someone.”

Lan Xian’er understood only half of what he said, but deep cold seeped into her heart, making her shiver involuntarily.

The cook leaned close to her ear, saying softly, “Your temperament makes me uneasy, and you suspect my identity. I’m thinking of killing you. How about that?”

Lan Xian’er trembled even more violently, forcing a smile, “What joke is master making? I’m someone who understands nothing… What am I suspecting master of? I just… I just like master’s handsomeness, always feeling you’re a handsome fellow, wanting to see you with my own eyes…” Her voice grew more aggrieved and coquettish as she spoke, “…I just admire master, why must master make things so difficult for this slave…”

The cook laughed, pushing her away, “Too much powder and rouge!”

Lan Xian’er hurriedly wiped her face with her sleeve.

The cook said with disgust again, “Stop wiping. What’s the point even if you wipe it all off? Can you carve hairpins?”

Lan Xian’er: “…???”

What was this about hairpins? Why was the topic jumping around like this?

“If you can’t carve hairpins, what’s the point of living!” The cook became increasingly irritated.

Lan Xian’er was frightened, saying timidly, “I… I took the medicine and made the oath. That person… that person said they’d let me go, they said so…”

“Just because she said it, I have to listen?” The cook grew even colder and more explosive, “I’m not a wife slave!”

Lan Xian’er: “…”

What was this about?

Fortunately, the cook quickly jumped past this topic, snorting coldly with displeasure a few times before saying, “Let’s talk seriously. I don’t need a reason to kill you or not. If you don’t want to die, I’ll point you to a path. Aren’t you jealous of Miss Xiao’s good fortune? Go beg her to let you serve as her maid by her side – won’t you rise to prominence then?”

Lan Xian’er was stunned but somewhat moved, saying quietly, “The maids by her side are all trained by great families, more noble and refined than young ladies from landlord families. How could it be my turn…”

“If it’s not your turn, I’ll kill you, or you can drift around on this boat and the docks, waiting to be played to death like before at any time.” The cook said expressionlessly, “This ghost island will stay for one night. You first try to get on the island with Miss Xiao, build some relationship with her. Before we reach shore and disembark, I want to see you become Miss Xiao’s maid. Otherwise…” He smiled, “Don’t think about taking chances. Let me give you another reminder – when a patrol officer dies, there must be a result. Do you think the Xiao family would let their precious daughter bear the charge of murder? If it wasn’t Miss Xiao who did it, and we’ve already left, who would be most suitable as a scapegoat?”

Lan Xian’er shivered with a chill.

Only now did she understand that she truly had no way back. She was like duckweed in the wind, struggling left and right, unable to escape being trampled to death.

Light footsteps sounded on the gangway – Xiao Wenliu emerged after changing into men’s clothing.

Lan Xian’er turned and ran frantically into the cabin, found a set of men’s clothing at the fastest speed, drew thick eyebrows, darkened her face, and rushed out just as Xiao Wenliu had finished dealing with the obstructing boatmen and was about to disembark with one of her maids who had also changed costume.

Seeing Lan Xian’er come out in such an appearance, Xiao Wenliu said happily, “You also want to dress as a man to go ashore? Let’s go together.”

Lan Xian’er said, “Let me take care of Miss Xiao. This sister doesn’t need to disembark.”

Xiao Wenliu’s maid was both afraid to disembark and afraid not to disembark. After hesitating for a while, she still wanted to follow her mistress. Xiao Wenliu didn’t mind – changing to a different person would be refreshing. However, the boatman who was last to disembark immediately said, “Miss Lan, women are not allowed on this island. Miss Xiao at least has her own guards following her, but if you go and are discovered, our entire ship will be in trouble.”

Lan Xian’er looked at Xiao Wenliu with tears in her eyes, whispering in her ear, “Miss, please help me. I’m scared. I was frightened by the patrol officer. I’m afraid that at night when I’m alone on the boat, that ghost will come looking for me…”

Xiao Wenliu’s sympathy was immediately aroused. She pulled her along, “Then come with me!” She said to the boat captain, “Anyway, I need to bring a woman to serve me. It makes no difference who it is. If anything happens, I’ll take responsibility myself. I might even help you with a dowry payment.”

The boat captain had no qualifications to bargain with her and could only agree.

The group walked toward the island. Everyone on the ship dressed plainly, and this was Xiao Wenliu’s first time disguising as a commoner. She found it very novel, constantly asking Tie Ci, “Is my way of walking okay? Is this posture okay? Is this little gesture I designed okay? Does it look tough? Roguish? Manly?”

Tie Ci said, “Take bigger steps, but you can bend your waist a bit more. People who work at sea all day aren’t so straight and rigid… Your hands are too delicate – make sure the mud you applied doesn’t fall off. Don’t sway around, don’t deliberately roughen your voice. You should suppress your voice, speak from deep in your throat to make your voice low and deep…”

Xiao Wenliu’s eyes sparkled as she lavished praise, “Brother Ye, you’re so learned! You’re number one in the world at disguising as a man!”

The cook passed by them, saying, “Wrong. What she’s best at is love them and leave them!”

Xiao Wenliu: “Huh?”

Tie Ci acted as if she hadn’t heard, continuing to demonstrate the essentials of disguising as a man to Xiao Wenliu, “…When playing a character, you must do things befitting that character. If you’re playing a rough sailor, what are you doing acting refined and holding a little handkerchief? You should do this…” She straightened her neck, extending it, and cleared her throat forcefully, then spat in the direction of the cook, “Ptui!”

Xiao Wenliu: “…”

Dan Shuang: “…”

Your Highness the Crown Princess, what about your image?

But seeing the cook’s expression, she inexplicably felt satisfaction.

Serves him right. This time Her Highness did well. You can’t be tolerant and forgiving with certain people, or that little bitch will become arrogant and climb all over you.

If you like our Crown Princess, just wait obediently to be carried into Ruixiang Palace. What’s all this fuss about?

Dan Shuang was extremely displeased.

Her Crown Princess was the best. The whole world should be excited and fawning over her favor. All those pretentious little troublemakers should go die—

…

On the small island, bonfires were lit, dimly illuminating the houses of various heights around them. The local islanders looked like they were regularly bathed by sea winds and waters – most had dark, rough skin, but their facial features still resembled those of Central Plains people. Their clothes seemed treated with tannin, brownish-red and very stiff. Their pants were mostly loose and baggy with wide trouser legs, generally sauce-colored. From a distance, it looked like a bunch of pickled vegetables planted on the ground.

Men and women on the island gathered around the bonfire to eat, drink, and dance. A group of young people came to welcome them. The boat captain walked ahead of them and suddenly turned back, “Remember this – men on this island cannot be offended, and women even less so. No matter how beautiful they are, if they favor you, you must not refuse. But you also cannot truly fall in love. Dowries must be given, but never truly think of marrying them home.”

Tie Ci listened with a smile, glancing at the cook. The cook happened to glance at her too and struck first, “Keep yourself in check!”

Tie Ci: “…”
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Chapter 172: Dancing Together
Tie Ci: “…”

As if I were the promiscuous rake.

Unexpectedly, Xiao Wenliu also leaned over and whispered with a laugh, “What if someone takes a fancy to Brother Ye and desperately wants to follow you back to the mainland? My Brother Ye isn’t like those sailors – why fear some female demon? Just take them all in.”

While they were joking around, the cook walked past from ahead, bumping Tie Ci’s shoulder and dropping a lingering comment, “That’s right, just take them in. Young Master Ye has a grand family and great fortune – what’s there to fear about a few more concubines?”

Tie Ci said seriously, “Indeed, that’s nothing to fear. It’s just that when I take concubines, there’s one type I definitely won’t want.”

Xiao Wenliu turned out to be an excellent straight man, immediately playing along enthusiastically, “Which type?”

Tie Ci said, “Those with narrow minds who love to be jealous!”

Xiao Wenliu burst into hearty laughter, then glanced ahead and suddenly said, “Hey, hey, look at that.”

A burst of laughter erupted ahead. The cook had just reached the front when an oncoming girl lifted his hat, causing everyone to roar with laughter. The girl then grabbed his hand and dragged him toward the bonfire without giving him a choice.

The local islanders said something in an extremely cheerful tone. The boat captain translated, “He says the most beautiful and proud girl on the island found a young man to her liking right upon arrival tonight. The islanders are very pleased today.”

Tie Ci said leisurely, “…There’s another type of concubine I won’t take.”

Xiao Wenliu: “Hmm?”

“Those who attract bees and butterflies, leaving romantic entanglements everywhere – I won’t take them.”

The boat captain smiled with satisfaction over there, saying, “Excellent, what good fortune. Making the islanders happy right upon arrival. Pingzong is the island’s most precious girl – she usually doesn’t even participate in bonfire gatherings. Tonight we can definitely get through safely, and might even pay less in dowry gifts. There have been precedents of not charging money if they really take a liking to someone.”

Tie Ci nodded, “True. I have another good idea.”

Boat captain: “?”

“Why not just leave this fellow on the island as a son-in-law for Miss Pingzong, asking only that this ship passes the island safely from now on. What do you think?”

The boat captain stroked his chin, genuinely considering it.

Xiao Wenliu couldn’t stop laughing, “You all…”

She gradually caught on to the situation and actually developed a mischievous desire to fan the flames, calling out loudly to the front, “That brother there, Erdan says he wants to give you to Miss Pingzong as a son-in-law to ensure the ship’s future safety!”

In the distance, the cook waved his hand – unclear what he was trying to express – but the girl turned back to glance at several of them, nodded once, like a queen accepting advice.

Xiao Wenliu laughed at the sight, “This girl has quite an attitude. Is she the island chief’s daughter?”

The boatman said, “There’s no island chief here. Everyone has publicly elected elders who preside over affairs. I’ve traveled here often and heard that this island has several immortals with supposedly heaven-reaching, earth-penetrating abilities who have helped the islanders multiple times. The island’s current power is thanks to these few. This girl was left in a place where the immortals once appeared and was taken home by the islanders to be well cared for. Those immortals also look after this girl very much – whoever treats her well receives benefits, and whoever offends her surely meets a miserable end. Over time, this girl has essentially become a princess on this island.”

While listening to his explanation, Tie Ci thought indeed, without powerful figures backing them, this island couldn’t possibly be so arrogant.

Her gaze fell on the two people ahead and gradually noticed something wrong.

The fellow was being led along by the woman when he suddenly swayed to one side, but then immediately straightened up.

During this, the two were separated by the terrain. When the girl came to pull him again, that fellow dodged, but the girl still managed to grab him.

Tie Ci’s pupils contracted.

Granted, that fellow couldn’t conveniently display his full martial arts skills now, but would he be unable to avoid an ordinary fisherwoman?

She quickened her pace, following behind the two, and said to Xiao Wenliu, “Stay close to me, don’t wander around.”

Xiao Wenliu obediently followed.

Dancing had already begun around the bonfire. Sailors who traveled here regularly sat familiarly among the islanders. Some had already gone down to dance, and the boat owner seemed to have forgotten about Lan Xian’er, busily courting two island women on his left and right.

A large table displayed food. The fishermen were best at making fish soup – steaming hot and fragrant for miles around. A big man carried a scalding pot of fish soup around the venue. Everyone held a bowl, and when their turn came, they ladled a spoonful into their bowl.

There was also fish congee. Fresh hairtail of medium size had their heads, tails, and innards removed and cleaned. Someone stood live by the pot, using a small knife to slice fish meat into the congee pot. The knife was like snow, the fish meat like willow leaves – silver light flashed like falling snow, drawing cheers from the crowd. Then with a flourish, chopped scallions were scattered in. The congee was thick, the meat white, the scallions fragrant – excellent in color, aroma, and taste.

When finished, the congee maker lifted that huge pot with one hand and swung it in an arc. Those facing his swinging direction quickly extended their bowls, and the flung congee landed with a plop in the bowls – not too much, not too little, exactly one bowl. Each swing made one bowl. The person kept turning directions continuously. The natives all received theirs with smiles, but some sailors weren’t skilled yet and caught inaccurately, getting splashed in the face with hot congee. The islanders would burst into laughter, and the sailors, covering their scalded red faces, didn’t dare get angry and just grinned sheepishly.

Miss Pingzong led the cook to sit in the center. When the congee flew over, it became less aggressive. Without waiting for the cook to reach out, the girl caught a bowl and brought it to the cook’s lips first.

The islanders laughed.

The cook accepted it.

The girl stared at him and opened her hands.

The cook saw hot congee whistling toward them, caught a bowl with one hand, and placed it in the girl’s outstretched hands.

The girl smiled with satisfaction.

Tie Ci looked up and caught sight of the girl’s smile, couldn’t help being stunned.

The young woman had deep features, long narrow profound eyes, and her eyebrows and eyes were somewhat close together, making her long eyebrows press down over her eyes. When her eyes moved, it added several parts mysterious and profound feeling. Her thin lips curved delicately and beautifully, her skin crystalline like honey – she really was a beauty with very distinctive charm.

Looking at the other young women by the bonfire, most were also beautiful. No wonder the boatman had given such warnings.

She was momentarily distracted and didn’t notice the congee had already flown to her. She instinctively raised her hand, then became aware and caught it in a fluster. When the congee flew to Xiao Wenliu, she was even more flustered catching it, her movements clumsy, drawing snickers from the crowd. The congee-flinger’s gaze slid past them.

The fish soup was scalding hot and delicious, the fish congee even more fragrant and smooth. On this somewhat cold late autumn island night, drinking a hot bowl was nothing short of ultimate enjoyment, yet Tie Ci found it tasteless.

Beside Tie Ci sat Dan Shuang, beside Dan Shuang sat Shorty, beside Shorty sat Tall Guy. Shorty whispered to Dan Shuang, “Miss, wanted to ask you – why didn’t Sister Chi Xue come this time? Her injury… isn’t it getting better?”

Dan Shuang rolled her eyes, “Little worrywart, don’t worry needlessly. My sister is doing very well, just that the poison wound hasn’t healed yet. She’ll come once she’s better.”

Shorty sighed in relief. Tall Guy said, “Told you not to worry, nothing will happen, yet you’re anxious all day long… Hey, ask her if her arm is completely healed. Don’t want to leave some lasting problem – a perfectly good young lady turning into a one-armed river dragon.”

Shorty was about to relay the question when Dan Shuang had already said, “Hey, you ask that big fool if his leg is healed. Has he become a cripple?”

Tall Guy: “Tell her not to trouble herself with concern. Even if she becomes a one-armed river dragon, I won’t become a cripple.”

Dan Shuang: “Tell him some people, even if their legs aren’t crippled, their eyes are!”

Tall Guy: “Tell her…”

Shorty looked left, looked right, slowly stood up with an embarrassed smile, “Well, your saliva is splashing on my face. You two should just face each other and spray directly…” Having said this, he jumped back and hurriedly escaped.

Both Tall Guy and Dan Shuang felt awkward for a moment. The two glared at each other once, then each turned their heads away.

A moment later, Tall Guy took his bowl to eat congee. When he sat back down, he was closer to Dan Shuang.

Dan Shuang glanced sideways, her face frosty, but she didn’t move either.

She held her bowl to drink when suddenly Tall Guy’s spoon reached over, blocking her spoon. Dan Shuang’s eyebrows shot up. Tall Guy said coldly, “How greedy! Opening your mouth to drink without checking if someone poisoned it!”

Dan Shuang knocked his spoon away with hers and sneered, “My master already drank, your master drank too. Are you suggesting you’re cleverer than both of them?”

“Being cleverer than you is enough,” Tall Guy said. “My master isn’t afraid of poison. Can yours handle it?”

Dan Shuang opened her mouth to say yes, thought about it, and held back. She handed over her spoon, “Fine then, you test for poison.”

Tall Guy actually lowered his head and drank a sip from her spoon.

Then both of them froze.

Tall Guy suddenly backed away. Dan Shuang stared down at the spoon without speaking, but slowly her ears turned red.

After that, neither spoke nor drank congee. Those two bowls sat between them, slowly losing their heat in the night sea breeze. In the wisps of steam, there was quiet and tenderness.

Tall Guy quietly took away his congee bowl. Dan Shuang also inconspicuously moved her bowl away. The distance between them grew closer again, yet neither looked at the other or spoke.

Someone was beating drums, but no one went down to dance until Miss Pingzong leisurely finished her soup, smiled charmingly, stood up and pulled the cook along, walking into the center.

Only then did everyone start pulling their companions down to join.
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Chapter 173: Tonight I Have My Wedding Night
Xiao Wenliu grabbed Tie Ci’s arm, saying, “Brother Ye, Brother Ye, I’ll dance with you. Later we’ll find a chance to step on that woman’s feet!”

Tie Ci didn’t dare pull her into the center, saying, “You just watch from here, don’t run around.” She then pulled Dan Shuang up.

Dan Shuang seemed momentarily flustered.

Tie Ci rarely saw her show such an expression. Her peripheral vision unconsciously drifted to Dan Shuang’s side, where she saw Tall Guy apparently quickly withdrawing his hand.

What was this about…

Just now… was that fellow trying to grab Dan Shuang’s hand, or wanting to pull Dan Shuang to dance?

Tie Ci immediately felt displeased.

Her fine cabbage in the field – it was normal for pigs to covet it, but thinking they could just casually dig it up was unacceptable!

While pulling Dan Shuang toward the dance floor, she said, “Hey, following me all these years, you’ve seen quite a bit. Don’t be easily deceived by someone.”

Dan Shuang said sternly, “He wishes!”

Tie Ci: “He, he who? You’re already taking your seat by number?”

Dan Shuang immediately became uncomfortable, and after a long pause squeezed out, “Master is such a hero – turning men into cut-sleeves, turning women into lilies. I dare not say I’m not far behind, but I certainly won’t be easily conquered!”

“What kind of heroism is that? Be softer, girl. Dating doesn’t require submission and compromise, but it doesn’t require murderous intent either.” Tie Ci flicked her wrist, “You just don’t easily pay attention to him. People from my Ruixiang Palace won’t be married off unless they pass five trials and slay six generals. Come, dance. Let him see your breathtakingly beautiful dance moves, then let him yearn tragically and hopelessly.”

Dan Shuang spun around following her gesture, rarely blushing, “What marry not marry. There’s no such thing.”

Tie Ci smiled and embraced her waist.

The two had learned ballroom dancing from their master. During their conversation, they unconsciously began performing it. Most of those dancing by the bonfire were paired up, but they were all dancing randomly – nothing like the fluid beauty of ballroom dancing. Even though Tie Ci was playing the plain-looking Erdan, the elegant grace she exuded with every gesture still drew constant glances.

Miss Pingzong obviously noticed too, stopped to observe for a while. Being clever herself, she followed along for a few steps, learned it, and began dancing with the cook.

The cook was obviously also clever and could follow the dance steps, but not smoothly – he kept stepping on Miss Pingzong’s feet.

Miss Pingzong kept getting stepped on but was unwilling to let go of the cook. She just kept twitching while dancing, like having cramps.

Later, unable to bear it anymore, every time the cook was about to step on her, she would lift him up.

Cook: “…”

Tie Ci gracefully danced with Dan Shuang to their side when Tie Ci suddenly said, “Change partners.” With a push and pull, she had already pushed Dan Shuang to Pingzong and taken back the cook herself.

Both of them spun around, suddenly finding different people in front of them – the whole sequence flowing like water.

Dan Shuang was fine, having grown up with Tie Ci after all. She just coldly looked down at Pingzong.

But Pingzong was already stunned, staring straight ahead, not yet understanding how the person had changed.

Over there, the cook looked delighted, grabbing Tie Ci and happily swinging in a circle, spinning three zhang away in an instant.

“I knew you’d come save me,” he said. “How could you bear to let me dance with that female weasel?”

Tie Ci looked at him steadily, smiled benevolently, then suddenly thrust her arm.

This time the cook was thrown into the boat captain’s arms.

Boat captain: “…”

With this turn, Tie Ci spun in front of Tall Guy, who had somehow been pulled into the center as well.

Tall Guy saw her like seeing a fierce beast, quickly grabbing someone nearby to take his place.

That person turned out to be Shorty, who had been happily dancing paired with Tall Guy. Opening his eyes to see the person in front of him, he trembled with fright, then squatted down holding his leg with a bitter face – cramp.

At this moment, Dan Shuang spun back over.

Pingzong finally reacted and spun her away. Dan Shuang naturally refused, and the two grabbed each other’s arms, wrestling like bulls in the center for a while. Dan Shuang was finally slightly inferior and got thrown out.

Dan Shuang spun out huffily, looking for her Crown Princess. As she turned her head, she saw Tall Guy standing in front of her.

Tall Guy looked at her, she looked at Tall Guy. Tall Guy slightly raised his hand. Dan Shuang was still angry at this moment, and in a moment of heated emotion, blurted out, “Go step on her foot and make her fall out, then I’ll dance with you.”

Tall Guy snorted, “Who wants to dance with you?”

Dan Shuang’s gaze turned cold.

But Tall Guy had already danced over. At this time, Pingzong was looking for where the cook had spun to, when unexpectedly a tall figure loomed over, grabbed her and spun, stepping on her feet while spinning. Before Pingzong could react, she had already been stepped on seven or eight times.

Stepped on until Pingzong couldn’t bear it anymore, she raised her hand and threw Tall Guy away.

Tall Guy landed right in front of Dan Shuang. The two looked at each other for a long moment, then Tall Guy tilted his head, “How was the stepping?”

Dan Shuang’s lips curved upward, but she desperately pressed them down, saying coldly, “Not bad.”

Tall Guy: “…So?”

Dan Shuang remained cold, with a slightly helpless expression, also tilting her head.

The two tilted in opposite directions and moved several steps facing each other.

Then Tall Guy finally made up his mind, quickly placing his hand on Dan Shuang’s arm – not like preparing to dance, but more like a grappling technique.

He grappled her like this.

Dan Shuang slightly yielded, then stopped.

The two looked at each other again, then began dancing.

The details were romantic when described, but to others, these two sailors looked peculiar.

Like an ugly pair of cut-sleeves.

Only Shorty could probably see the subtlety in such details.

He had long left the crowd, serving himself oyster wine to drink. While drinking, he watched the interplay of glances and movements between the two, clicking his tongue in admiration mixed with faint worry – afraid they’d step on feet and ruin the atmosphere while dancing, afraid this good time couldn’t last, afraid that girl’s temper was too big and if she butted heads with Mu Si they’d fight every day afterward, which would be bad luck for him… Countless tangles ran through his mind, but finally he remembered the girl on his back that day, gentle yet strong, softly telling him “I don’t mind.”

Shorty’s oyster wine dripped to the ground, and he suddenly became a bit dazed.

The scene became somewhat chaotic, with everyone spinning around. Xiao Wenliu was very obedient – since Tie Ci wouldn’t let her up, she stayed put, watching and giggling.

Lan Xian’er stayed by her side, serving her congee, soup, and low-alcohol oyster wine. After several consecutive bowls, Xiao Wenliu felt her lower abdomen getting more and more bloated. Finally unable to bear it, she pulled Lan Xian’er and quietly walked toward a less crowded area.

On the dance floor, after the cook was thrown out by Tie Ci, he still wouldn’t give up. In the crowd, he inconspicuously but determinedly approached Tie Ci again. Suddenly someone turned around and grabbed his hand. He was delighted for a moment, only to discover it was a greasy sailor from the ship.

The cook threw that fellow out, spun another circle, and this time Pingzong appeared in front of him.

Pingzong looked delighted, as if she’d discovered the charm of this hide-and-seek game. The cook didn’t find it charming at all. He smiled at Pingzong, then swiftly turned his back.

But suddenly someone grabbed him. Turning his head, he saw it was Pingzong. Pingzong used force in her hands, wanting to make him spin around and return to her embrace.

But someone danced over leisurely, reached out and grabbed the cook’s other arm.

For a moment, the cook had two people front and back – Pingzong and Tie Ci each holding an arm, wrestling for control.

Tie Ci suddenly remembered a story. Two mothers fought over a child, and the judge brought a knife to cut the child in half – the real mother let go.

Now it was similar – whoever used more force, whoever didn’t feel heartache.

She didn’t feel heartache, so she didn’t let go.

Miss Pingzong felt more heartache and immediately released her grip.

The cook happily fell into Tie Ci’s embrace, not caring at all about Tie Ci’s lack of heartache.

The two embraced and gracefully spun in a circle.

However, Miss Pingzong was not someone who would swallow her anger.

She had released the man she fancied, but she wouldn’t let go of the person who dared to steal him.

Before one circle was complete here, she had already spun over there. This time raising her hand, she grabbed toward Tie Ci’s shoulder.

Her left hand’s five fingernails were snow-white and hard as solid ice, while her right hand’s five fingernails were slightly tinged with red, emanating heat before even getting close – actually left and right hands possessed completely opposing hot and cold internal energies.

Before Tie Ci could dodge, the cook suddenly turned his head, and those hot and cold claws were about to grab his face.

Pingzong hurriedly shifted her steps, her fingers sliding and stabbing into the shoulder of someone who had just turned around.

That person screamed miserably. His left shoulder instantly covered with a layer of frost-white, while his right shoulder showed five charred black holes with dried, cooked flesh around the edges and singed, curled clothing.

It was a sailor from the ship who had been dancing merrily and suddenly met disaster.

With an incident on the dance floor, the joyful dancers stopped and stared in amazement at this conflict.

Pingzong stood in the center, frowning as she looked at the sailor on the ground. She showed little regret or remorse, didn’t find it troublesome, but more surprise and dissatisfaction that things hadn’t gone smoothly. Then she simply clapped her hands, “Stop dancing!”

The boat captain hurried over, looking at the sailor’s injuries – the man was obviously ruined.

This person was his capable subordinate. Experienced hands were precious, but being on the ghost island, he dared not say anything and silently dragged the man away.

The boat owner was also in the crowd. Seeing this, he quickly retreated from the crowd and hid to one side.

Pingzong acted as if nothing had happened, announcing to everyone on her own, “I’ve taken a fancy to someone. Tonight is my wedding night.”

The islanders began cheering.

Pingzong said to the boat owner again, “Prepare the dowry gifts. Double the usual amount.”

The boat owner looked troubled but dared not refuse.

Pingzong then walked toward the cook, taking his hand, “Come on, I’ll take you to my home.”

Chapter 174: To Enter the Bridal Chamber, First Get My Consent
Suddenly someone said, “Wait.”

Pingzong turned her head, saw Tie Ci, and her gaze turned cold, “I haven’t settled accounts with you yet, and you still dare to speak?”

Tie Ci smiled slightly, “Giving dowry gifts for entering the bridal chamber is only natural, but that’s for unmarried men and women. I’ve never heard of snatching someone else’s husband home, have you?”

“Married man? Who? Him?” Pingzong glanced at the cook and suddenly laughed, “That’s easy. Just have him go back and divorce his wife.”

Her speech was concise, her tone slow and soft, yet the content was cold and ruthless – her whole person was filled with a strange sense of contradiction.

It made people feel that she too had grown up in some contradictory atmosphere to develop such an odd temperament.

She went to pull the cook’s hand, “Come on, let me show you my house. I have good things.”

Tie Ci suddenly said again, “Miss Pingzong, this wife cannot be divorced.”

Pingzong turned her head, stared at her, and said slowly, “Do you want to die?”

“No.” Tie Ci answered smoothly, pointing at the cook, “But he is the wife. Are you asking him to divorce himself?”

Pingzong was stunned.

The cook wasn’t angry and slowly smiled.

“Haven’t you heard of cut-sleeves?” Tie Ci said with a half-smile, “This one is the bottom. Oh, you probably don’t understand ‘bottom’ – in plain words, he’s my wife. If you want to enter the bridal chamber with him, you need my consent first.”

Cook: “…”

What was ‘bottom’?

Definitely nothing good.

But considering you rarely fight someone over me, being the bottom wasn’t entirely unacceptable.

Pingzong frowned, “I don’t understand those weird things you Central Plains people mess around with. I only know this is a man, one I finally took a fancy to. Mother warned me not to hurt people. I don’t want to hurt you. If you’re smart, just divorce yourself. Later I’ll give you something good as compensation.”

Having said this, feeling she’d been very friendly and tolerant, she reached out to grab Feiyu’s shoulder.

Tie Ci watched, thinking that if her mother was so reasonable, how did this girl turn out like this, not even knowing how to express affection properly.

She said nothing more, stepped forward, swept away Pingzong’s hand with one motion, scooped up the cook’s knees with the other hand, and princess-carried him up.

Pingzong: “…”

The cook immediately and very skillfully wrapped his arms around Tie Ci’s neck.

Both had a moment of trance.

Their formal first meeting under the Tower of All Living Beings – they had embraced like this too.

Pingzong’s mouth was already open – clearly she’d learned something new tonight.

Tie Ci said, “Thank you for Miss Pingzong’s favor, but unfortunately, I don’t consent.”

The boat captain said tremblingly, “Erdan…”

The boat owner ran over anxiously, but was already pulled back by Tall Guy and Dan Shuang, one on each side.

Pingzong’s left and right hands began trembling – the left started dripping water, the right began smoking, like a water heater next to a gas stove.

The people from the ship were both anxious and surprised, not understanding how the usually silent Erdan had become a different person tonight.

The boat captain looked carefully for a while and his expression changed.

Tie Ci acted as if she hadn’t seen anything.

Tie Ci continued, “I see the young lady truly likes my wife – what an honor. But since you truly like him, shouldn’t you respect his wishes? You should at least ask my wife whether he’s willing, right?”

The cook whispered in her ear, “Give me the hairpin, say we’ll let bygones be bygones, and I’ll say I’m unwilling.”

Tie Ci’s response was to slam him toward the ground.

Fortunately, the cook was prepared and had already grabbed her neck tightly, so he didn’t fall.

He stopped making trouble and immediately said, “Unwilling!”

Pingzong was stunned. For a moment, Tie Ci noticed confusion and grievance showing in her eyes.

She really had fallen in love at first sight with this fellow.

Tie Ci looked at the cook. What he showed now should still not be his real face – still darkened and with fake stubble – but as they say, beauty lies in the bones. His bone structure was extremely beautiful, with naturally graceful bearing in every gesture, his temperament both pure and alluring.

Such a person was naturally outstanding among thousands, the center of attention wherever he went.

Pingzong’s status was different, so her standards were high, yet she’d grown up on this sea island lacking experience. Finally meeting such a person, how could she resist?

Tie Ci walked forward two steps, “In that case, we’ll go sleep now. Which household can provide lodging?”

No one answered.

Pingzong suddenly caught up, saying fiercely behind her, “I could kill you.”

“Would your mother agree? Would someone whose husband died like you afterward?”

The cook said, “Mm, I’d live with you day and night from then on. You’d never get my true heart and would have to guard against my constant revenge for my husband. Eating, sleeping, using the toilet – you’d have to be on guard for life, heartbroken for life. Just thinking about such days makes my husband and I happy for you.”

Pingzong stopped, the confusion on her face gradually gathering in her eyes, turning into a pool of crystalline liquid, swirling around.

No matter how domineering, she was still fundamentally an inexperienced little girl. Such ruthless, heartless description shocked her.

But the cook continued persuasively, “Actually, I like reasonable people. Look at my husband – such a gentle, kind person. Even when you tried to steal me, she reasoned with you. If you were a bit more reasonable, a bit more virtuous, maybe I’d like you too. For instance, invite us to be guests at your home?”

Everyone: “…”

They’d seen bride-stealing arguments, violent fights, hired assassinations, but never seen it develop like this after all that snatching.

Such an odd request.

Dan Shuang turned away. Though she disliked this woman, she felt like two demon kings were now bullying a little girl…

Pingzong was obviously confused by such abnormal logic and actually began thinking seriously.

The cook kept chattering persuasively, “What if, when we get along, I discover you’re better than my husband? Maybe I’d reform and divorce my husband to follow you unto death. Or we could have a threesome – I’m with her during the day, with you at night. Or I’m with her the first half of the month, with you the second half.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Her hand grabbed this fellow’s waist flesh, considering whether to twist ninety degrees or one hundred eighty degrees.

The cook whispered in her ear, “The waist is important, don’t mess with it casually, or you’ll regret it yourself. You could move down a bit.”

Move down?

Moving down would be the butt, or…?

Tie Ci’s gaze gradually turned venomous. The cook sensed something and covered himself with both hands.

Pingzong was still thinking there, not knowing what occurred to her, when she suddenly said, “Good.”

This surprised Tie Ci – she hadn’t expected this would work.

She had prepared for a fight, just trying not to expose too much in front of the ship’s people. They still needed a day to reach Yongping Prefecture’s dock.

What was going on in this girl’s head?

But since she agreed, it was better than fighting the whole island.

Pingzong actually led the way, taking them to her home. Tie Ci’s gaze wandered, wanting to see where Xiao Wenliu and the others would stay, when she saw Xiao Wenliu just emerging from the darkness, looking a bit pale, with Lan Xian’er supporting her.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on Xiao Wenliu’s tight grip on Lan Xian’er’s hand, wondering when the two had become so close.

The cook’s gaze went over, landing on Lan Xian’er’s face. Lan Xian’er nodded slightly.

The cook withdrew his gaze with a light laugh.

This woman who worked the docks had some skills after all.

But if she couldn’t even please Xiao Wenliu, she wouldn’t be worth arranging.

Tie Ci signaled for Dan Shuang to stay with Xiao Wenliu. Though Xiao Wenliu had brought her own trusted guards, this island was strange – better to be careful.

She also instructed them that if they encountered anything strange, not to show off, not to worry about consequences, just run to the ship.

Tie Ci had a premonition that since they’d confronted Pingzong tonight, if trouble was coming, it should happen with Pingzong.

The island wasn’t large. Most islanders gathered together, living in houses built from stones and mud. But Pingzong’s home was refined – actually a small courtyard, though not large, it had everything. Upon entering there was even a screen wall with strange patterns that couldn’t be seen clearly in the dark night.

Tonight the sky was overcast, the wind fierce, looking like rain was coming.

Pingzong’s home showed no family elders – she seemed to live alone. A few young women and matrons served and cleaned, with no men in the house.

After entering, Pingzong said, “You sleep with me, he sleeps in the reverse-facing room.”

The cook immediately said, “No good. If I don’t sleep with my husband, I can’t fall asleep – headaches, toothaches, stomachaches…”

Pingzong said, “I can’t stand seeing you two together. Two men…”

The cook said, “Gentle, be gentle.”

Pingzong gritted her teeth, stood before the screen wall for a while, reached out to touch it, was silent for another moment, then reluctantly said “gently,” “When will you agree to me?”

“When you’re gentle enough.”

“Not killing him is my gentlest.”

“You could be even gentler. For instance, arrange for people to serve us while we sleep.” The cook said softly, “Tomorrow I’ll find a women’s virtue manual for you to read. You look decent enough, but your personality is too hard. The islanders have spoiled you – this isn’t good for you actually. I think your nature isn’t bad. Study hard and you might still have a chance to become the type of person I like. Don’t be impatient, let me teach you. Which room shall we stay in?”

Pingzong said bewilderedly, “Choose whatever you like.”

The cook said, “See, you’ve made progress, but it’s not enough. This way you seem negligent and unable to manage. You should start by being an enthusiastic, generous hostess who’s good at managing household affairs. If you want to surpass my husband here, you must show feminine gentleness and capability to have a chance at being the head wife. Have someone fumigate our room and change the bedding.”

Pingzong: “Oh.”

Chapter 175: Scumbag
Tie Ci’s temple twitched.

This fellow’s tone, expression, every word and sentence – why did they always remind her of a type of scumbag her master used to talk about?

The kind who packaged themselves, then seized on women’s mistakes relentlessly, using verbal brainwashing to make them feel guilty and inferior until they were gradually controlled and unable to escape.

When she heard her master mention this in casual conversation, she found it incredible – how could anyone be controlled by someone else’s words? If you were verbally attacked, so what? Didn’t people have self-confidence?

But now, watching Pingzong’s expression of conviction mixed with distress, she shook her head inwardly.

It was one thing for this fellow to use such tactics on others, but if he dared play these games with her…

She could make him spend his whole life being scrubbed clean.

Pingzong was again coaxed by the cook into going to the kitchen, because that fellow told her “a girl who can’t cook will find it hard to capture a man’s heart.”

Then he left, turned back, and met Tie Ci’s sinister gaze.

The cook paused, turned around, and pounced toward Tie Ci, “How can such a precious girl cook and harm her delicate jade fingers? Such rough work is enough for men to do!”

Tie Ci extended her foot, blocking the pouncing someone.

Listening to his nonsense was worse than meeting the ghosts of Ghost Island.

The room had a large bed with complete furnishings, but the decorations were quite strange.

For instance, the bed was an intricately carved canopy bed with many openwork designs, but the curtains were coarse hemp cloth – thick and unventilated.

Of the bedding, one set was silk satin, one was cotton, and one was thin hemp.

The curio cabinet held simple pottery, elegant porcelain, and ornately carved, richly colored jade objects.

All other items followed this pattern – one style simple and antique, one grand and common, one gorgeous and refined.

That sense of incongruity discovered in Pingzong appeared again.

It was hard to imagine one person having three completely different preferences.

Pingzong made a late-night snack and had it sent over, but for some reason didn’t come herself.

Naturally, the two wouldn’t eat something made by a first-time cook. To avoid Pingzong’s harassment, they blew out the lamp and lay down early.

Tie Ci chose the most comfortable-looking cotton quilt and threw the silk brocade quilt onto the footstool.

However, was someone the type to follow arrangements? Wrapped in the brocade quilt, standing on the footstool, he reached both hands under Tie Ci, trying to flip her inward.

Tie Ci was too lazy to fight and had to roll over to sleep on the inside.

Someone lay down accordingly and covered himself with the quilt.

Tie Ci didn’t push him off again.

Finally having a chance, they should talk.

The room was pitch black. The two lay stiffly with half a person’s distance between them.

After a while, a hand crawled slowly across the Chu River Han boundary, advancing toward Tie Ci’s direction.

Then it touched a hard pillow.

A sigh in the darkness.

Someone asked quietly, “Where’s my hairpin?”

Tie Ci asked, “Where’s your face?”

Not cursing, simply referring to his face.

Someone said quietly, “A bit afraid.”

Tie Ci chuckled coldly, “Just not afraid of breaking off our friendship.”

“You lied to me too…”

“I did that because I felt kindred spirits were hard to meet. I didn’t want to investigate thoroughly. When encountering someone in the martial world, follow your heart – sometimes identity is still an obstacle. In front of you, at least my face was always that same face. What about you?”

A period of silence.

After a while, Tie Ci righteously let out a cold laugh.

As expected.

“You shouldn’t be called Feiyu. You should be called Bird-man.”

Bird-man, thick-skinned as a city wall, said, “Fine. Sounds pretty good actually.”

In the darkness, Tie Ci’s lips curved, then she silently shook her head on the pillow.

Actually, she wasn’t really blaming or angry with him. Hadn’t she fallen for this interesting soul in the first place?

She just couldn’t let him lead her by the nose.

Feiyu said quietly, “This face – it’s not that I can’t show you the real one, but I’m afraid if you see it you won’t be able to control yourself and pounce on me. What would I do then?”

Tie Ci laughed angrily. She had never been one to argue much, too lazy to bicker – I have legs.

She kicked toward Feiyu.

Feiyu timely raised his leg, and their long legs clashed in the air with a muffled sound, making the bed shake violently.

Something creaked somewhere, and now neither dared move.

This bed was a fancy frame with many openwork carvings – its stability was questionable. If they really fought and collapsed it, Pingzong wouldn’t think that way – she’d probably think something else, and having finally appeased her, receiving such stimulation and going crazy would be troublesome.

Tie Ci had to withdraw her leg.

Feiyu also withdrew his leg, wanting to play dumb and rest it on hers when putting it down, but thinking better of risking it.

After a while he said, “Let’s talk seriously this time. I will definitely show you my face, but now isn’t the time. Once I resolve certain matters, I’ll have the face to speak openly with you about our affairs.”

“What matters?”

“Small things, actually I don’t take them seriously either, but I’m afraid you’d mind, so better to resolve them first.” Feiyu turned over to face her, “Wait for me to give you the complete me, okay?”

The words sounded frivolous like a joke, but Tie Ci almost immediately thought of the words “marriage engagement.”

Did this fellow also have a marriage engagement?

If it’s a marriage engagement, just say so – why phrase it so ambiguously?

She felt he was somewhat guilty.

Tie Ci said, “Perfect. I also don’t want to accept the complete you, since I also have some unresolved matters.”

Feiyu was about to ask “Also a marriage engagement?” but stopped himself mid-sentence.

Trying to fish for information?

Not falling for it.

At her age, whether from elite families in the capital or those legendary great clan disciples, having marriage engagements was too normal.

Just like himself – he should have had one long ago.

Feiyu turned back and lay comfortably. This trip was half to look after her, half to approach Liaodong to handle some matters.

His people were scattered along this route. He hadn’t brought many with him and was waiting for those investigating the assassination of the Crown Princess to return and report.

He had specifically arranged for carrier pigeons. Calculating the time, they should arrive soon.

With him not speaking and Tie Ci not speaking either, their bodies were somewhat distant but their faces close – close enough that their breathing carried each other’s scent.

Tonight was very dark, the windows small, with no light from any direction. Except for occasional moonlight turning past the window lattice, there was no illumination.

The entire courtyard was completely silent. The cleaning people seen earlier, including the mistress, seemed to have hidden in rooms or fallen asleep. The whole courtyard was like an empty one, making the presence of the person beside her particularly intense.

Feiyu’s fragrance had changed – not the courtesan’s peony scent, but a faint woody fragrance. Carefully sniffing revealed nothing, but without careful attention, it had a very strong presence. To reduce recognition, Tie Ci never used incense, but Feiyu always felt she carried natural body fragrance – a light, mellow, slightly cool scent that reminded one of snow on mountain pine needles, melted by morning sunlight.

His heart itched, wanting to get closer to that fragrance, that person, that smooth skin, that forehead round and jade-like…

Tie Ci suddenly turned her head, precisely avoiding his approaching face.

Feiyu wasn’t discouraged, immediately saying pitifully, “I didn’t do it on purpose. I can’t help shaking my head lately – probably from hitting my head in the river that day…”

Knowing he lied without compensation, thinking of his motionless state that day, Tie Ci couldn’t help softening. Her hand moved slightly, and Feiyu immediately brought his head over, climbing the pole: “Rub it for me. Darling.”

“If it’s really a concussion, can you rub the head?” Tie Ci pressed her palm against his head without good humor, pushing that beautiful skull outward, “This reminds me of a melodramatic story my master once told. A couple encountered a car accident. Both were saved, but when the woman visited the man and they were playing around, she slapped his head and pushed him to death again.”

“Ah?” Feiyu was shocked, “Why?”

“Because of that car accident or whatever, similar to your head collision, the brain was shaken inside, turning into tofu pudding. Having barely reorganized, it was just when it couldn’t be moved. One movement and wouldn’t the tofu pudding scatter?”

Feiyu pondered this and snorted with laughter, “What kind of ridiculous plot is that?”

“Isn’t it the same as what you’re doing?” Tie Ci also snorted, “What’s in your brain now? Tofu pudding?”

Feiyu laughed, “What it is – why don’t you take a look and see?”

He climbed up and pounced toward her.

Tie Ci was about to push him away out of boredom when he stopped beside her. His lips were only millimeters from Tie Ci’s earlobe. The warm breath from his breathing made Tie Ci tremble all over. In the hazy night and ocean sounds, he whispered in her ear with breath, “No, not tofu pudding – isn’t it all full of you?”

This time even Tie Ci’s heart trembled, and the warm breath at her ear seemed to flow through her entire body like electricity.

Feiyu tilted his face slightly, his lips lightly touching her earlobe.

Touching and immediately separating.

Light as willow silk swaying in the wind, the tip drawing a faint trace on the water’s surface.

Or like a dragonfly spreading wings beneath low clouds, transparent wings skimming over the lotus leaves and flower petals.

That surge of heat split through the nearby darkness and distant waves, flashing bright and white into the young man and woman’s bodies. Wherever it passed, waves rolled and surged, every drop of water crystal bright and glowing.

In the darkness, no one knew whose breathing became heavier, yet it still sounded beautiful and soft.

Feiyu was doing something small and fragmentary in the darkness. Tie Ci reached out, slowly grasping her burning earlobe, afraid it might burn itself up.

Just at this moment, she suddenly remembered Lan Xian’er’s earlier gossip about Ghost Island ghost stories.

“Their gods are usually enshrined behind doors, and the corpses of deceased relatives and friends would also be there…”

The hair on her back suddenly stood up.

Behind the doors here, would those things also be there?

Chapter 176: The Haunted House
The bed they were lying on faced directly toward the door. This room didn’t use sliding doors, but rather the rarely seen hinged doors that opened and closed.

Beside her, Feiyu was still making some sort of soft, rustling sounds doing who knows what. Given his nature, if he wanted to steal some intimate moments, it seemed he wouldn’t stop at just touching her earlobe.

Tie Ci suddenly said, “Tell me, is there a White Earth God behind this door? If it’s behind the door, then wouldn’t that White Earth God be facing us directly right now?”

The rustling sounds stopped. After a moment, Feiyu’s voice sounded beside her ear, “Ah, such a wonderful atmosphere, and you just have to ruin the mood by bringing this up. What should I do? I’m so scared, come hold me quickly.”

Tie Ci’s heart settled. That familiar tone and choice of words – no one else could imitate it.

“What were you doing just now?”

“Nothing at all.”

“That sound…”

Before she finished speaking, something dripped down, landing right between the two of them.

Both heard the clear “plop” sound right beside their ears.

In that instant, both simultaneously pushed the other away, causing Tie Ci to crash into the inner part of the bed while Feiyu tumbled off the bed entirely.

Once the two separated, absolute silence returned. Tie Ci knelt on one knee on the bed and drew out the jade brush that never left her side. The jade brush extended its slender sharp point, and with a “chi” sound, she stabbed it into the pillow and lifted it up.

By the faint moonlight from the horizon, she saw a pale mark on the pillow.

Both had keen senses of smell and detected the scent of blood.

Both simultaneously looked up, then immediately turned to look outside the room.

They both sensed a faint trembling that was gradually approaching, like a giant silently walking across the earth, each step causing mountains and rivers to undulate and vegetation to bend down.

But strangely, the closer it got, the stronger the trembling should become, yet this wasn’t the case.

The trembling maintained the same frequency throughout, barely noticeable in the quiet night. If not for two people with such advanced martial arts skills, they probably wouldn’t have been able to sense it at all, only feeling that something was wrong.

Tie Ci thought of the ghost legends of Ghost Island.

“Plop.” Another drop.

This time both leaped onto the roof, standing steady on the crossbeams. Sure enough, they saw a square piece between the pointed rafters that at first glance looked like a purlin, but upon closer inspection resembled an extremely narrow coffin.

At this moment, that piece of wood had already been cracked open by those faint tremors, and blood was dripping down from the cracks.

Just then, the door creaked open with a squeak, struck the wall, and bounced back.

After bouncing back, behind the door panel that had been empty before, a pale white silhouette slowly began to emerge.

More blood was about to drip from overhead.

The two avoided it, and Tie Ci suddenly said, “Huh, why did it get colder?”

Indeed, both felt it – the surroundings had suddenly become bone-chillingly cold.

That dripping sound never came. Looking up again, they saw that the drop of blood had somehow frozen in the coffin’s crack, stretching out in a thin, long thread that swayed without any wind.

A coffin overhead with blood dripping from its seams was eerie enough.

But the blood not dripping was even eerier.

Tie Ci thought no wonder Ghost Island was legendary – an ordinary person would be scared to death just by looking up.

Suddenly, the sound of wind arose outside.

An extremely fast, brief sound that whooshed past.

Then Tie Ci suddenly felt hot again.

Then, “plop” – that frozen drop of blood suddenly fell again!

Halfway down, it silently froze solid once more.

Another whoosh, the air heated up, and it melted again.

Tie Ci watched with wide eyes as that ill-fated drop of blood froze and thawed, thawed and froze.

Finally, it still fell with a plop onto the pillow, forming a small puddle of blood.

Feiyu stared at the back of the door, where the white silhouette was becoming clearer and clearer. It had the appearance of a divine statue with a normal human body below, but with three heads. The center head was a furiously angry male countenance, surrounded by swirling white light.

The left head was a woman with a coldly noble and magnificent appearance, with flame markings between her brows, holding a fiery red great bow with flame-shaped reverse blades beside the bow.

The right head was a woman with ordinary features and a pitiful expression, wearing a single snowflake-shaped earring in her left ear. Her palm held a mass of cold mist, within which something was vaguely visible, yet impossible to make out clearly.

Having observed divine statues from various religious sects, Tie Ci had never seen anything like this. It must be some evil god that the islanders worshipped on their own.

At this moment, the coffin overhead began madly dropping blood, pattering down. Sometimes what fell were frozen blood pearls, sometimes large puddles of blood, depending on whether ice or fire held the upper hand.

Those faint tremors never ceased. Tie Ci could sense that whatever was causing them was circling around the house.

Suddenly, there was a crack from overhead, and the coffin plummeted down like lightning. From within the coffin, a hand shot out and lunged fiercely toward Feiyu.

That speed was beyond description – if one wanted to blink, the hand would already be close before the eyelashes could fall.

Though it was only one hand, it seemed to generate thousands of phantom images, blocking all of Feiyu’s escape routes. Feiyu appeared to want to roll away, but for some reason, his entire body suddenly stiffened.

Tie Ci also discovered that she wanted to help but couldn’t move. Her chest felt ice-cold, her back burning hot, and her head seemed surrounded by electrical currents – she could faintly hear crackling sounds from above.

Her situation was even worse than Feiyu’s. The other party was only trying to grab Feiyu, but she could feel killing intent all around her.

That overwhelming pressure – she had only experienced it when facing that mysterious person in the Empress Dowager’s palace, but now her sensation was three times stronger than before.

It pressed down on her so heavily she nearly coughed up blood, let alone rescue Feiyu.

Under the circumstances where she couldn’t move at all, she did only one thing.

She tore open her sleeve pouch and flicked out a handful of banknotes with her fingers.

With a “swish,” banknotes fluttered through the darkness, though they didn’t emit the brilliant glow typical of gold and silver.

The pale golden large hand that was only millimeters from Feiyu’s neck suddenly changed direction, lunging to scoop up several banknotes nearby.

This wasn’t the end – that hand snatched left and right, determined to grab all the scattered banknotes as well.

Seeing this, Feiyu immediately understood and with a “whoosh” also flung out a large pile of things, shouting, “Behold my Sky-Filling Flower Rain of Golden Melon Seeds!”

Now the other party scooped even more frantically.

At the same time, Tie Ci felt the icy pressure on her chest lighten. The burning heat on her back hadn’t decreased, but with only one-third of the oppression remaining, she could move again.

With a “zheng” sound, her jade brush extended, stabbing toward her back. Countless tiny beads shot out from the jade brush’s tail end. When these beads were compressed, they exploded in succession with “bang bang” sounds, dispelling much of the icy intent ahead.

The pressure behind her also loosened, and she took advantage of the momentum to spring out, rolling off the bed with Feiyu who reached out to pull her.

But at this moment, the divine statue on the door was becoming increasingly clear. They couldn’t exit through the door at all, and the windows were extremely small – breaking through the windows wouldn’t be convenient.

With a “bang,” the coffin crashed onto the bed and shattered into pieces. From within, a person slowly sat up, left hand clutching a stack of banknotes, right hand holding a pile of melon seeds.

Tie Ci and Feiyu exchanged glances, horrified.

There weren’t any scattered banknotes or melon seeds on the floor or bed. In that instant just now, all the banknotes and melon seeds the two had scattered wildly had been completely gathered into that person’s palms.

It sounded simple, but given their arm strength, the things they had deliberately scattered should have been enough to cover the entire house.

Especially the melon seeds – each one so tiny.

Yet neither of them had clearly seen how this person had collected them all.

The room had no lamps, and the moonlight was faint. They could only vaguely make out that the person seemed quite tall, but had rather soft facial features and body lines, with a somewhat scholarly air. His movements, however, appeared agitated and neurotic. One hand spasmodically grasped at the air several times, and with each grasp, crackling explosive sounds arose in the air, and countless crisscrossing cracks appeared in the green brick floor with sharp “crack” sounds.

His eyesight seemed poor. He held up the banknotes and examined them against the moonlight for a long while, then made a satisfied “hmm” sound and tucked them into his chest. Then he looked at the golden melon seeds in his right hand, frowned, and put them in his mouth to bite. “Crunch.”

Tie Ci suddenly shoved Feiyu, and both rolled into a corner.

The next instant, that person furiously clawed at where Feiyu had just been standing, and the green bricks exploded into powder.

The sight made even Feiyu pause in shock.

Unexpectedly supreme martial arts.

Tie Ci was so angry she wanted to grab this guy and shake him. “Why did you use fake melon seeds!”

“What fake melon seeds?” Feiyu said aggrievedly. “These are real melon seeds. Dengzhou’s Yao Ji Roasted Goods, number one quality. I specially bought them to please you, but hadn’t had a chance to give them yet. A whole bag of them.”

Please your sister.

Wanting money over life.

“Do you have more banknotes? Silver coins would be better,” Feiyu said. “Throw them far away to lure him over, then we’ll quickly leave.”

Tie Ci sighed. “I originally thought your concussion had healed, but it turns out you’ve been knocked silly.”

“What…”

Before Feiyu finished speaking, he suddenly pressed down on Tie Ci’s head, and Tie Ci very cooperatively ducked down with him.

“Whoosh” – cold wind swept over their backs like ice swords scraping and splitting bone. The next instant, an ice axe embedded itself in the wall ahead with a “cha” sound.

It chopped up a piece of elegantly colored blue tie-dyed fabric hanging on the wall.

Then it shattered into countless ice crystals that fell to the ground.

Someone behind them let out an “aiya” and said softly, “Oh no, I accidentally broke elder sister’s most beloved tie-dyed piece. What should I do? I… I didn’t mean to.”

That voice was extremely tender and gentle, somewhat timid and careful. Just hearing it, one would feel this must be a tearful, pitiful young maiden, very endearing indeed.

The two turned around.

They saw a expanse of snow white.

Chapter 177: Three Wives and Four Concubines
A woman in white silk robes stood in the moonlight outside the door, her face turned at an angle to show her best profile. She was indeed tearful and truly pitiful, naturally arousing sympathy, but she was no longer a young maiden by any means.

At the very least, she was old enough to be that maiden’s aunt.

The person from the coffin walked out. This man wore hemp clothing, had deep facial features, yet possessed a refined scholarly temperament with quite an elegant bearing. However, his brow was deeply furrowed, his under-eyes were dark with bags, and his expression always carried a hint of weariness.

When he spoke, his voice was deep and thick, as if three speakers were placed in his chest cavity, the resonance humming and making people dizzy and disoriented.

However, this thunderous voice spoke gentle words: “Qiong’er, it’s no matter. Fengli won’t hold it against you.”

That middle-aged Qiong’er immediately broke into a smile through her tears, saying softly: “Senior Brother, you’re so kind. I know elder sister won’t hold it against me, but I still need to apologize to her. Otherwise, my heart won’t be at ease.”

The man tapped her forehead and said: “You… always so good-natured.” He turned and said: “Fengli, just say directly that you forgive her, so she won’t keep dwelling on it and lose sleep over it.”

There were only four people in the room, yet when he turned, he faced the wall.

The solid wall suddenly and silently softened, collapsing like liquid mud with a splash, leaving only the tie-dyed fabric on the wall to fall intact into a pair of snow-white hands.

Behind the wall sat a woman properly and upright, wearing simple red cloth clothing. With her elegant features and the faint flame-pattern marking between her brows, she always reminded one of a newly wed bride.

She caught the torn tie-dyed fabric, looked down at it for a long while, then said flatly: “This tie-dyed piece was purchased at great expense from a family as their heirloom when you and I traveled to Dong Mountain together, before our betrothal. It was the first gift you gave me.”

The man said with slight impatience: “Was it? Xuan Qiong didn’t do it on purpose.”

Xuan Qiong also said tremblingly: “Elder sister, I didn’t know… I…”

The woman in red slowly folded the tie-dyed fabric and tucked it into her bosom, saying: “Ignorance is not a crime. I understand this principle.”

The man then showed a smile, nodding: “You’ve become increasingly learned and reasonable in recent years, learning to restrain your temperament. Very good. Being constantly with Qiong’er, you must have benefited from her influence.”

The woman in red said nothing. After a long while, she slowly nodded: “Indeed.”

Xuan Qiong smiled bashfully.

Though the three spoke among themselves, their positions all blocked the exits. While the three chatted and laughed as usual, their outward aura was thick as iron – ordinary people would be suffocated by the pressure. Under these circumstances, Tie Ci and Feiyu couldn’t escape, so they simply stood there watching the drama unfold.

Tie Ci whispered to Feiyu: “What are your thoughts watching this scene?”

Feiyu seemed to find it quite interesting, but hearing her question, he couldn’t help but pause: “What?”

Tie Ci stared at him, her face showing neither joy nor anger, and slowly nodded: “Oh, you don’t feel anything.”

Feiyu was momentarily confused, but with sudden inspiration, his heart flashed with understanding: “Ah, no, I think the interaction between these three is strange. The man is unfair and heartless, the woman in white is hypocritical and artificial, and the two of them together bully the one in red.”

Tie Ci stared at him for a long while, thinking that obviously he didn’t really feel that way – just another male chauvinist pig characteristic of the era, but fortunately smart enough to be salvageable.

She watched these three interact and her fists were clenched hard. If she hadn’t understood their identities and didn’t dare act rashly, she would have wanted to knock those two on the head.

However, the victim herself seemed to have no such intention.

She whispered: “Have you heard of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors?”

Feiyu hummed and said: “I know. The madmen are Thunder Madman Gui Haisheng, Medical Madman Jingxu, and Poison Madman Jingju. As for the Emperors… I’m not clear about those, but I know there’s a female grandmaster among them called Emperor Yan. I don’t know her real name.”

“Her name is Chi Fengli. The only woman among the Five Emperors. She’s the wedded wife of Thunder Madman Gui Haisheng.”

Feiyu’s gaze turned to the scene.

“It looks like her, but according to legend, Chi Fengli practices the Blazing Yang technique. Influenced by this martial art, her nature is fierce as fire. Looking at her now, it seems that fire has been extinguished. This is strange. The Blazing Yang technique burns like fire, making practitioners constantly hot and restless. If they don’t release it, they’ll suffer internal damage. So as long as the Blazing Yang technique remains, the temperament can’t improve. How can she achieve such contradiction between her martial art and personality?”

“Maybe she’s gotten older, thought more about things, and her temper has stabilized. Look at her now – like a bodhisattva.”

“Gui Haisheng comes from a prestigious family. He’s the most accomplished in his sect. He also has a junior sister who’s quite famous – not for martial arts, but because she’s always stayed by his side, advising him and managing his affairs, never leaving even after he married Chi Fengli. She practices extremely cold techniques, loves plum blossoms, and is known in jianghu for being pure as ice and jade, dignified and self-controlled. She’s called Master Mei Po Fang.”

“Matchmaker Master?”

Tie Ci almost laughed out loud.

Feiyu continued: “Just these three? They match up well. Pure as ice and jade? Dignified and self-controlled? What, do naive jianghu people really believe this junior sister stayed by her senior brother’s side for years and both remained chaste without any impropriety? Gui Haisheng clearly has quite the romantic fortune…” Seeing Tie Ci’s look, he immediately became serious: “What nonsense – embracing left and right, maintaining ambiguous relationships!”

“You men, don’t you think having three wives and four concubines is normal? Why pretend to be indignant?”

“It is normal – at least my father and brothers all do this.” Feiyu smiled: “So then, would you allow it?”

“Me?” Tie Ci smiled and patted his shoulder: “You’ve asked a good question. I was originally struggling with whether to have three wives and four concubines myself. Now that you mention it, I feel at ease. I’ll arrange it when I return.”

Feiyu stared at her and scoffed: “Darling, you’ve already removed your own mask. Still pretending to be a young master from a wealthy Shengdu family?”

Tie Ci said meaningfully: “That’s not for you to worry about.”

She turned her head away and said no more. Feiyu vaguely sensed her mood had changed. He glanced at her once, then again, then leaned over: “You saved me twice earlier… Gui Haisheng struck so quickly – how did you realize the person in the coffin was him?”

“The person in the coffin wasn’t him.” Tie Ci said flatly: “There was a sound earlier – that was him throwing out the corpse from the coffin and sitting inside himself. I saw it from across the rooftop.”

“Speaking of this, I’ve always wanted to ask you – ordinary people can have gifted abilities, but at most one. You seem to have several. What’s your background? Some otherworldly immortal sect that entered the court?”

“Why don’t you guess I’m royalty?” Tie Ci smiled: “The Iron royal family can also possess multiple gifted abilities, can’t they?”

“Honestly, I’ve guessed that more than once. I’ve even considered you might be the Crown Princess.”

Tie Ci’s heart jumped, and she unconsciously said “Oh?”

Feiyu took her reaction as surprise and smiled: “Strange? Your background, actions, and many other things make it hard not to think of the royal family.”

“Then why did you dismiss it?”

“The Iron royal family’s gifted abilities don’t exceed two at most, and they’re mostly useless. After all, enjoying supreme earthly power while also having powerful gifts doesn’t align with heavenly balance. Besides, everyone knows Iron royal family members must awaken their gifts before age twelve. When I first met you, you had no gifted abilities – otherwise, when Li Yao broke out of prison, you wouldn’t have been injured so badly trying to save his daughter.”

“What if there were exceptions?”

“There are no exceptions.” Feiyu said decisively: “I met someone absolutely reliable who personally examined the Iron royal family’s constitution. He said the Iron royal family’s gifts are purer than ordinary people’s – born with them, growing and manifesting over time, like children naturally growing teeth and learning to eat and drink. If nothing appears after over ten years, then the bloodline doesn’t carry it, and there’s absolutely no hope.”

“You trust him that much?”

“If you knew who he was, you’d trust him too.”

Tie Ci fell silent.

Indeed, while the Iron royal family had quite a few with gifted abilities, they were born different, showing clear signs by age two or three. Throughout all dynasties, none had ever awakened after age twelve.

Why was she an exception?

Feiyu casually looked away.

Dismissing her Crown Princess identity naturally had other reasons.

For instance, he knew that the Crown Princess was born with an ailment and couldn’t practice martial arts – the deeper her skills, the faster she’d die. With martial arts like Eighteen’s, she should have died eighteen times over already. How could she keep getting stronger?

So when rumors circulated about the Crown Princess’s superior martial arts, he just laughed it off. It was just the royal family gilding their heir’s reputation. Knowing a bit of flowery fist and embroidered leg techniques, then inflating it to claim she was a peerless master.

These two pieces of information came from absolutely reliable sources, so even with some doubts, they quickly dissipated.

“Isn’t it better that the Crown Princess is useless?” he smiled: “Otherwise, the various fiefs and kingdoms would lose sleep.”

Tie Ci glanced at him, deeply agreeing.

As they exchanged a few words, the conversation there had also concluded. As Chi Fengli put away the tie-dyed fabric, a hint of amusement flashed in Xuan Qiong’s eyes. She first looked at Tie Ci: “From your earlier moves, you seemed to know we were three people all along.”

Earlier, besides using banknotes to escape Gui Haisheng’s attack from above, Tie Ci had simultaneously dealt with Xuan Qiong and Chi Fengli with her jade brush, avoiding the three-person pincer attack.

Tie Ci gestured to the room’s furnishings: “Whether the divine statue or the various decorations in the room all present three completely different styles. It’s difficult for one person to simultaneously like completely opposing styles, so I guessed there were three masters.”

Xuan Qiong smiled in praise: “Very clever.”

She then turned to Feiyu, looking him up and down carefully, and smiled: “Though the young gentleman is rather dark, his appearance is acceptable. No wonder Ping’er would fancy him. In that case, stay and keep Ping’er company.”

Chapter 178: Ruthless BOY
“No.” Chi Fengli, who had been sitting quietly, suddenly spoke. “This person’s origins are unclear, he’s not from any renowned martial arts family, and furthermore he has no interest in Ping’er. How can Ping’er be with such a person?”

Xuan Qiong smiled and said eloquently: “Elder sister, but Ping’er likes him. I’ve watched Ping’er grow up since she was small – she’s always been extremely proud and particular. Now that she’s finally taken a fancy to someone, let’s indulge her wishes. Otherwise, if we make her sad, I’ll feel heartbroken.”

“That’s right, I’ve finally taken a fancy to someone, and I want this one.” The person arrived with her voice as Pingzong jumped down from the broken roof, walked toward Xuan Qiong, and leaned against her affectionately. A hint of a smile appeared on her slightly pale face: “I knew Aunt Qiong loves me the most.”

Gui Haisheng, who had been looking back and forth between the two women, nodded with relief upon hearing this.

Tie Ci stared at Pingzong – no wonder this girl was so confident. She came from a prestigious jianghu family with both parents being grandmasters.

Feiyu suddenly whispered: “I regret it.”

Tie Ci paused, then said without showing emotion: “Hmm?”

“I should have pretended to submit earlier, kidnapped her, then held her parents hostage for seven or eight secret manuals or treasures or something.”

Tie Ci: “…”

She had really been overthinking earlier.

This guy was just a ruthless boy.

She whispered quietly: “You can still submit now – it’s not too late.”

Feiyu said calmly: “But I just said one sentence and already smell vinegar in the air. I’m afraid if I play it for real, everyone here will die from the sourness.”

Tie Ci laughed once, pretending not to understand.

Feiyu’s expression visibly brightened with satisfaction.

Chi Fengli had looked away when her daughter came down, but now turned back with a calm expression: “No. That boy’s eyes dart around and he acts cunningly. If we force him to stay by Ping’er’s side, I fear he’ll harm Ping’er in the future.”

Xuan Qiong laughed: “Elder sister, after hiding away for so many years, have you forgotten your and senior brother’s status? With you two as parents, your child can walk sideways through this world – who would dare touch her? Why must we wrong the child so much that she doesn’t even dare want someone she fancies?” She pulled Pingzong over and stroked her hair: “Good child, your mother is overthinking, but it’s for your own good. However, you needn’t worry – at worst, Aunt Qiong will support you.”

Gui Haisheng said with dissatisfaction: “You’re right. Our family’s child can lack anything except courage and spirit. It’s just that this boy’s background isn’t sufficient…”

Xuan Qiong said gently: “Senior brother, marriages between prestigious jianghu families depend on fate. Looking at this generation, I don’t see anyone suitable for Ping’er. What matters most is her own preference, isn’t it? When a girl meets the most important person in her heart, from then on she thinks of him constantly, unable to forget, willing to dedicate everything to him. This feeling – I understand it very well…” As she spoke, she looked meaningfully at Gui Haisheng.

Under her gaze, Gui Haisheng’s expression also softened, and even his hair, which had been crackling with dark electricity and standing somewhat upright, fell down into heart-shaped curls.

Only Chi Fengli sat silently, seemingly rather slow to react to everything around her and not caring much, but when it came to her daughter’s marriage, she was stubbornly persistent: “Ping’er is still young and can’t distinguish good from bad. Her marriage should be with someone of clear background, upright character, and who truly cares for her – properly arranged through matchmakers and formal ceremonies. What does it mean to randomly kidnap someone without any proper arrangements? We can’t leave this stretch of sea, but Ping’er should go out to see the world and have opportunities to meet someone truly suitable for her…”

“Elder sister, please don’t say such things. With Ping’er’s temperament, and since we can’t leave this stretch of sea, who would protect her if she went out? The men outside are truly slick and cunning, unpredictable. What if she gets deceived? We wouldn’t be able to rush over and support her in time.” Xuan Qiong sighed while stroking Pingzong’s hair: “Aunt Qiong is willing to stay here and watch over you, seeing you happy and content for your whole life – that would be enough.”

Pingzong nodded repeatedly, looking at her with childlike adoration.

Chi Fengli was silent for a long while, then said: “We’re trapped in this stretch of sea for life, but Ping’er still has a chance, if only she wouldn’t be so hasty…”

But Pingzong had already grown impatient. She stepped forward and interrupted Chi Fengli: “Mother, please fulfill my wish.”

Chi Fengli stared at her silently.

A hint of unnaturalness flashed across Pingzong’s face, and her voice lowered: “I know Mother hopes I’ll distinguish myself and inherit the glory of the Gui Hai family. You’ve taught me strictly since childhood. When I was small, you wouldn’t let me go out to play, wouldn’t let me be with the island children, wouldn’t let me eat outside food, wouldn’t let me slack off in martial arts practice… I listened to you in all of this and complied with everything else. Just in this one matter, please comply with me. I don’t care about background or family status, and I’m not afraid he might have ulterior motives toward me. I just want him – I want to have him. If he really turns out bad, I’ll just kill him. Then Mother can tell me who I should marry, and I’ll marry whoever you say. Is that alright?”

On Chi Fengli’s slightly pale face, a deep red suddenly flashed by like a flame momentarily flickering, about to ignite with killing intent, but the moment it met her daughter’s eyes, she forcefully suppressed and extinguished it.

Then her complexion visibly withered, and she turned away, no longer looking at Pingzong or anyone else.

A hint of a smile crossed Xuan Qiong’s lips as she suddenly pointed at Tie Ci: “And who is this?”

Pingzong’s face darkened: “This is his… lover.”

Xuan Qiong said with surprise: “And you can still let him live, even bringing him to our home?”

“He said if I killed his lover, he would seek revenge every day, and over time, there would surely come a day when I was careless.”

Xuan Qiong’s expression changed slightly, as if she thought of something, then she smiled with pursed lips.

She had ordinary looks – small eyes and a wide mouth with somewhat fish-like features. She must have worked hard on her expressions and posture – when sitting, lying, or walking, she had quite a graceful bearing. In daily conduct, she never smiled when speaking, and when she did speak, she slightly turned her face with gentle curves, so that even if people didn’t find her particularly beautiful, they could still feel her approachable and pleasant nature.

Therefore, when that father and daughter saw her smile, their expressions always softened.

Xuan Qiong said: “Men are just harsh with their words, speaking fiercely, but when they see a beauty like you, how could they be unwilling? If he really misbehaves, just break his legs.”

She spoke these words in a gentle tone, and the two nodded repeatedly.

Feiyu suddenly smiled.

Xuan Qiong looked over at him.

Feiyu smiled: “I think madam truly has outstanding bearing.”

Xuan Qiong hadn’t taken the two seriously to begin with. When he suddenly spoke up with praise, she only took it as fearful flattery. Moreover, she was indeed quite confident about her bearing and didn’t find it sarcastic, so she smiled: “You child are quite sensible…”

Feiyu interrupted her: “Especially madam’s smile. Every smile is exactly the same. You must have practiced long before the mirror to figure out such perfectly calculated, bewitching smiles. After all, when someone’s too ugly, they have to make up for it with smiles. I just pity madam’s mirror, having to suffer this torment day after day.”

After finishing, he maintained a serious expression and sighed once.

Tie Ci: “Haha.”

Xuan Qiong’s eternal smile froze between her wrinkles, and in an instant, the carefully crafted icy snow-like demeanor was about to crumble.

Instead, it was Chi Fengli, who had been mentally elsewhere, who suddenly turned to look at the two of them.

Xuan Qiong suddenly flicked her sleeve.

With a whoosh, wind and snow arose from level ground, a splash of crystal brightness pouring down toward Feiyu’s head.

After saying those words, Feiyu had wanted to retreat, but the room was narrow with only a few steps available. Moreover, once that wind and snow arose, the surrounding temperature dropped even more severely than before. In the blink of an eye, it was cold enough to freeze a person’s blood flow, let alone allow movement.

Ordinary people would freeze to death before the wind and snow even arrived. Even Feiyu was slowed down by several beats as he retreated toward the wall behind him.

To his left was Xuan Qiong, to his right was Tie Ci, beyond Tie Ci sat Chi Fengli, and in front were Gui Haisheng and his daughter.

The wind and snow instantly gathered into a wall, piling higher and higher, with the snow wall pushing forward evenly.

Feiyu crashed against the wall urgently. With a bang, the entire house trembled. Normally even a three-foot-thick plank wall would have been smashed through, but now the wall remained unmoved while his back was frozen by the bone-piercing cold until his blood stopped flowing.

With rumbling sounds, the increasingly tall snow wall was right before him, about to crush him between the two walls.

A figure flashed – Tie Ci swept over, then flashed again, already taking Feiyu away from his original position.

She had been waiting so long for just such a teleportation opportunity. After all, the three were very arrogant, and once one made a move, the other two would relax their guard.

The next instant, Tie Ci felt the slightly cool wind of the island outside.

She was about to teleport again to get farther away when she suddenly crashed head-on into a patch of ice and snow. Behind the ice and snow, a figure appeared and disappeared like rotating blade light – she almost collided head-on with it.

In the snowy ice light, Xuan Qiong slowly smiled: “This little one can actually use flowing light phantom images.”

Tie Ci groaned inwardly – so this woman also had teleportation as a gifted ability.

Thinking about it carefully, it wasn’t strange. Rumors said that masters like the Three Madmen and Five Emperors came from otherworldly immortal sects that originally were former dynasty royalty and great families, and those royal families and great houses had originally possessed gifted abilities.

They combined their gifted abilities with martial arts techniques, which led to their later prestige.

Teleportation wouldn’t work, restoration was useless, perspective vision just showed bone structures, and Gui Haisheng’s gifted ability was clearly lightning, with his martial arts evolved from that foundation.

For a moment, their path was completely blocked.

Xuan Qiong’s teleportation was even more advanced than hers. Her figure flashed and disappeared, then an ice ring appeared beside the two of them. The swirling snowflakes condensed into whip-like forms, whistling and sharp, binding tighter and tighter.

Xuan Qiong said: “Go back.”

The next instant, Tie Ci and Feiyu flew backwards into the house.

Behind them came faint crackling sounds as Gui Haisheng slowly extended his palm from his robes. His palm was like green wood, his hair tips curled upward, countless objects around trembled slightly, while tiny dust particles in the air swirled and adhered to his front.

Tie Ci suddenly grabbed Feiyu and forcibly changed direction, both leaping backward together.

Behind them was Chi Fengli’s direction – with this retreat, they delivered themselves right into Chi Fengli’s hands.

Gui Haisheng sneered: “Fengli, this boy was insolent to Qiong’er. Capture him and break his legs while you’re at it. Kill the other one directly.”

Chapter 179: Green Tea
Chi Fengli raised her head.

Xuan Qiong pursued them, spreading her sleeves as falling snow formed walls again. She looked toward Chi Fengli’s direction, her eyes flashing as if she very much wanted to push forward. Only when she heard Gui Haisheng speak did she say gently: “Then we’ll trouble elder sister. I knew elder sister wouldn’t bear to see me wronged.”

After speaking, she withdrew her hands and watched from afar.

The two crashed toward Chi Fengli, who slowly raised her hands.

Between these three people’s words, it was merely casual and understated, but for the two in the scene, it was currently a world of ice and fire.

The Three Madmen and Five Emperors had been famous for long, but in recent years they had disappeared without trace. Many had forgotten them, and young people didn’t even know of them.

But in their day, these people commanded wind and clouds, traversing the world.

Though there was no evidence, Tie Ci always suspected that among the ten supreme masters known as Hidden Dragons, quite a portion were the Three Madmen and Five Emperors.

Otherwise, how could jianghu simultaneously have so many masters?

Later, these masters belonged to different factions and all had too much destructive power toward each other, causing heavy losses to every camp. In the end, no one knew who restrained them, or if they mutually checked each other and couldn’t advance further, but they all disappeared from the world simultaneously.

But disappearing didn’t equal vanishing. It seemed now that these old monsters who had been dormant for so long were all beginning to stir restlessly again.

Both Tie Ci and Feiyu had extraordinary masters and foundations, but they were still young after all. Even in terms of martial power, they couldn’t compare with these old monsters with decades of experience.

At this moment, her chest felt stuffed with violent wind and snow, her back burned like flames, her head felt pierced by needles, and countless tiny electric lights flowed around like being bitten by countless small snakes.

The taste was extremely difficult to endure. Tie Ci found bitter amusement thinking of a famous dish – “deep-fried ice cream.”

The heat behind grew closer and closer. The two escaped the ice cave only to be about to crash into a volcano.

Even if they joined forces to escape from the volcano, it would be useless – above were the lightning father and daughter.

A dead end.

In the blink of an eye, the two reached Chi Fengli’s sides, one left and one right.

Chi Fengli raised her hands, palms blazing red like flowing magma.

Suddenly Feiyu on the right urgently said: “Don’t you want your daughter to find true happiness? Don’t you want your daughter to wake up!”

On the left, Tie Ci said: “She steals your husband, takes your beloved daughter, ruins your life – can you really endure this?!”

“…”

Chi Fengli seemed not to hear, her hands still slowly rising. Red light flashed, ice and snow dissipated, and the two fell to the ground.

Feiyu’s legs hung down limply, while Tie Ci made no sound at all.

Gui Haisheng praised from above: “Fengli, though your legs are disabled, your martial power has advanced again.”

Chi Fengli lowered her eyes to look at her own legs.

A hint of jealousy flashed in Xuan Qiong’s eyes as she said softly: “I seemed to see those two little demons whispering in your ear just now.”

Chi Fengli said: “Yes, one begged for mercy, one cursed me.”

Xuan Qiong smiled disdainfully: “Facing death, they struggle uselessly.”

She was about to call someone to drag the corpses away when Chi Fengli waved to indicate not to rush, saying to Pingzong: “Do you still want this boy now?”

Pingzong stared at Feiyu and nodded.

“This boy has a bad temperament. Let me help you discipline him for a few days.” Chi Fengli grabbed one in each hand: “As for this dead one, she has good bone structure – I have use for her.”

The other two knew she used corpses and bones to practice martial arts. Gui Haisheng’s expression was complex, while Xuan Qiong’s eyes held amusement: “Then elder sister, please take them.”

Chi Fengli grabbed one person in each hand, turned her wheelchair and left. Pingzong wanted to follow but didn’t dare, so she returned to her room alone.

The house was now empty.

Gui Haisheng coughed once. Xuan Qiong glanced at him and said: “News came from Yongping saying a group of merchant ships returning from the West are about to pass through here. This time the ships carry extremely valuable spices and jewels. They’re asking senior brother to help.”

Gui Haisheng said with dissatisfaction: “Are they treating me as hired muscle? I guard this island and help them collect money from passing ships – that’s fine. But ocean-going merchant ships mostly have shares from high court officials with powerful backgrounds. Aren’t they afraid of stirring up trouble by targeting these?”

Xuan Qiong walked forward, placing her hands gently on his chest, saying intimately: “How would they dare be so disrespectful to you? It’s really because Di Yiwei is pressing hard, determined to find fault with the navy. The navy privately keeps men and builds ships and cannons. If Di Yiwei discovers this, it would be a huge matter. The court has been discussing replacing generals at the nine borders these days. Secondary Minister Xiao has been maneuvering in court trying to transfer Di Yiwei away, but most ministers disagree. The ships returning home this time include business from several military officials. We help them by first sinking the ships, then letting the navy rescue people, selling those officials a favor. They said all the money and goods go to senior brother – they only need the favors from the military officials to help get Di Yiwei transferred.”

Gui Haisheng said: “Court matters… before we retired, we swore oaths. If we violate them, we’ll surely die betrayed by all…”

“Senior brother, so many years have passed. Those who forced us to swear those oaths are probably long dead. You’ve been a hero all your life – in today’s world, who can still hold you to those oaths? Besides, we’re just sinking a few ships – what connection does that have to court matters? I heard there are several coral treasure trees half a zhang tall on those ships, plus many spiritual herbs from immortal islands. Maybe they could treat your injuries…”

As she spoke, her hands quietly slipped inside Gui Haisheng’s robes, her fingers doing something that made Gui Haisheng suck in a cold breath. He could no longer hear what she was saying clearly. Xuan Qiong giggled and pushed him down on the bed, her snake-like fingers continuing to explore deeper.

The curtains flowed down like water, and from within came Xuan Qiong’s low laughter: “Senior brother, is this good…”

Gui Haisheng made an unclear murmur in his throat.

The bed curtains swayed slightly. After a moment, the bed shook violently, Xuan Qiong cried out softly, and with a roll, she tumbled to the edge of the bed.

Gui Haisheng reached out to grab her: “You again…”

Xuan Qiong’s sash had already opened, revealing half of her plum blossom undergarment and a section of snow-white chest with deep valleys and fragrant buds. A peach-pink coral pendant swayed beneath her neck. She pushed against Gui Haisheng but didn’t cover her clothes, half shy and half angry: “I can’t… what would that make me… I can’t wrong elder sister…”

Gui Haisheng said: “You clearly like me!”

Xuan Qiong covered her face: “Yes, I like senior brother, otherwise how could I not care about my reputation and status, shamelessly following you and elder sister all these years? But I also love elder sister – I can’t bear to make her sad…”

Gui Haisheng reached out, and she yielded, crying while yielding, stirring Gui Haisheng to feel both frustrated and heartbroken, both ashamed and delighted. He fell back deflated, but Xuan Qiong leaned over again, whispering a few words in his ear. Gui Haisheng began to chuckle softly, lying back and saying: “Come then.”

The curtains fell again, and the bed frame trembled minutely.

Before long, Gui Haisheng let out a long, satisfied moan.

A slender jade hand extended out, dripping wet. That hand carelessly wiped itself on the cotton embroidered painting hanging by the bed.

…

The quiet night was soundless except for the crisp sound of Chi Fengli’s wheelchair grinding through the long corridor.

Wind lanterns swayed under the corridor eaves, spinning out patches of pale yellow light and shadow. Chi Fengli’s shadow blurred into them, then dispersed, like clouds at the horizon that gathered and scattered.

She stopped in the final courtyard. There were no steps anywhere in the courtyard, only slopes up and down – clearly her special courtyard.

The main gate closed with a creak. No lights were lit in the courtyard.

Chi Fengli threw the two people into the side room with a thud as they hit the ground.

Then she didn’t enter the house but sat in the center of the courtyard with eyes closed.

Though she seemed motionless, the shadow of her lower body trembled slightly in the moonlight.

The entire courtyard seemed to grow slightly scorching hot, and objects appeared to deform from that heat.

After a moment, there was a crack as the wheelchair suddenly collapsed on one side.

But this wasn’t the end. The blue stone ground beneath the wheelchair wheels also developed a crack. The crack silently became a groove, the groove became a pit, and before long, the wheelchair sank down with half of it stuck in the deep pit.

Chi Fengli was also awkwardly trapped inside. After a long while, a pale hand emerged, grasped the wheelchair’s edge, and with slight effort, Chi Fengli’s pale face slowly emerged.

She sat on the stone table, waved her hand, and the wheelchair shattered into pieces. She patted the table, the west side room door opened, and a new wheelchair slid out. She sat on it, arranged her sleeves, pulled out wooden splinters stuck in her fingers, and was again that calm, silent Chi Fengli.

Then she drove the wheelchair toward the main house, paying no attention to the two people in the side room.

The east side room was pitch black. After a long while, Tie Ci opened her eyes.

Chi Fengli had just put her in suspended animation – temporarily like a dead person, actually fooling those two.

Or perhaps in those two people’s eyes, she and Feiyu were just ants, so naturally they needn’t pay too much attention.

Beside her lay Feiyu, and they slept stiffly like a pair of unfortunate companions.

Tie Ci thought that her master had once advised her that when encountering these famous old monsters, she should run early. But when truly encountering them, could one really escape?

She was now locked at pressure points by Chi Fengli and couldn’t even crawl out.

Concerned about Feiyu’s legs, she reached out to feel them.

The person beside her suddenly said: “Ouch, wrong place – up, a bit higher…”

Tie Ci’s hand stopped, then “smack” – this time Feiyu really did cry out.

Tie Ci couldn’t be bothered with him. If he had the mood to be flirtatious, he probably wasn’t disabled.

But Feiyu sighed beside her, and after a long while said: “Later I’ll entangle Chi Fengli – you find a way to leave. Don’t worry about me, I’m ruined.”

Tie Ci: “Where?”

Feiyu: “…”

After a long pause he said: “Legs! Legs!”

“I clearly felt they were fine.”

“The meridians! Do you think when Chi Fengli strikes, she’d break bones like an ordinary martial artist?” Feiyu said gloomily: “I’m ruined and won’t drag you down. But before you leave, can you give me the hairpin?”

Tie Ci: “…”

You really can’t get over that hairpin, can you?

Chapter 180: The Future Empress Is Not Magnanimous
“I told you, I lost it.”

After a moment of silence, Feiyu said weakly: “Now I feel not only are my legs ruined, but my whole person is ruined…”

Tie Ci didn’t believe him, but still couldn’t help crawling up to take a look, then lay back down.

What a waste of energy.

“No… my true qi, when my true qi reaches my legs it can’t move forward.”

“I’ve never heard of anyone practicing true qi into their legs,” Tie Ci said leisurely. “Besides, with your character, if you were really disabled, shouldn’t you be crying and making a fuss, demanding I take responsibility for your whole life? This high-minded, self-sacrificing behavior – I’m not used to it.”

Feiyu fell silent.

After a long while he laughed: “See, this is what having a kindred spirit means.”

Tie Ci didn’t respond to his words.

In the darkness, they quietly listened to each other’s breathing.

Suddenly Feiyu said: “If it were you with disabled legs, what would you do? Would you magnanimously break up with me?”

“Reminder – we’re not in a romantic relationship, so there’s no breaking up to speak of,” Tie Ci said. “Both scenarios don’t apply to me. Even if my legs were disabled, I as a person wouldn’t be ruined, and I could still take responsibility for everything about myself.”

Feiyu fell silent.

After a long while he sighed: “Good person, don’t be like this. When you act this way, I like you more and more. If I really become the type who’d be magnanimous for your sake, that wouldn’t be good.”

Tie Ci said: “That’s not necessary either.”

“Can such things be controlled? I originally wanted to marry a local prestigious lady to gain in-law connections and support.”

“Add one. I originally planned to have three palaces and six courtyards.”

Feiyu snorted.

Tie Ci said meaningfully: “A life without crisis awareness is a failed life.”

“Me?” Feiyu said. “Beautiful, intelligent, powerful, fearless. Why should I have any crisis awareness?”

A moment later, the beautiful, intelligent, powerful, and fearless person whispered: “My legs are so sore. Could you massage them for me?”

Tie Ci said: “Men and women shouldn’t have physical contact.”

Feiyu muttered quietly: “A few days ago we rolled around on the same bed countless times, what’s this about physical contact…” Seeing Tie Ci’s gaze turn toward him, he quickly said: “Then master, please favor your top courtesan. I don’t mind the physical contact.”

Master Tie said: “I’m tired of you.”

The top courtesan swallowed his anger: “What new things does master prefer?”

Tie Ci said: “Uniform shows.”

Feiyu: “…??”

“Or inflatable dolls.”

“…???”

“Maid outfits work too.”

This time Feiyu understood and was shocked by Tie Ci’s tastes, feeling he’d discovered something incredible: “No wonder you keep two beautiful maids with you at all times!”

Tie Ci: “…”

No way, he’s even jealous of Chi Xue and Dan Shuang?

If someday he were brought into Ruixiang Hall and saw a whole room full of beauties, would he put on palace intrigue dramas or favor-competing shows every day?

This future empress seems a bit lacking in magnanimity.

Is it too late to dismiss the crowd of beauties now? Feels like the whole Ruixiang Hall might die.

Tie Ci thought about the future and decided it might be better not to establish an empress after all.

Since she wouldn’t establish an empress, she should give some compensation. She reached out to massage the narrow-minded little demon’s legs.

Though Feiyu joked casually, she still noticed his legs really hadn’t moved at all. Chi Fengli had indeed acted to convince those two – while his tendons and bones were fine, there might still be some damage.

This time Feiyu didn’t dare take advantage, humming comfortably and randomly directing her with “lighter” and “heavier,” but whispered: “The old woman can really keep her composure.”

Those two heart-attacking sentences they’d said seemed successful, but Chi Fengli had brought them here yet ignored them completely, which was rather strange.

He continued: “You should be more intimate with me – the old woman will definitely be stimulated.”

Tie Ci knew he was using public matters for private gain, but his words were indeed correct. Chi Fengli looked like cold ashes, but countless sparks hid beneath those ashes, ready to explode at any moment.

They just needed to stir up those ashes.

Before long, a gurgling sound came from the darkness.

Feiyu turned to look at her.

Tie Ci didn’t blush. Before he could tease her, she pressed his stomach, and Feiyu immediately made a gurgling sound too.

Feiyu couldn’t help but laugh: “That tickles…”

But Tie Ci felt a bit nostalgic for that firm yet soft sensation just now. Through the thin clothing, she could faintly feel his abdominal muscles.

Her mind couldn’t help but picture eight evenly beautiful abs, making her feel even hungrier.

Then she heard Feiyu whisper: “How about I let you eat my abs?”

Tie Ci raised her hand and lightly punched his stomach.

Feiyu cried out and laughed again: “Thick-skinned and fierce too.”

Tie Ci pointed at him: “Lazy and gluttonous too.”

The two looked at each other, both feeling they were evenly matched.

But at this moment, Tie Ci faintly heard some commotion from the main house.

Like someone breathing urgently, then slowly calming down.

She thought for a moment: “Let’s go find something to eat.”

Feiyu said: “My legs need to rest a bit more before they can move.”

“I’ll carry you on my back.”

Feiyu whooshed onto Tie Ci’s back in an instant.

His speed was breathtakingly fast.

Tie Ci: “…What happened to not being able to move?”

“My legs can’t move, so my hands are extra active,” Feiyu tightly wrapped his arms around her neck. “Good person, beautiful person, noble person, let’s go. You need my nose – I can tell you where the good food is.”

Tie Ci smiled and carried him to open the door. Both poked their heads out simultaneously.

There were no servants in the courtyard, no lights either, as if it were an empty yard.

But they knew Chi Fengli was in the main house, sitting in darkness, listening silently.

Perhaps she could hear everything happening throughout the entire mansion at this moment.

The young couple’s bickering, teasing, and mutual care, her daughter’s willful complaints, servants’ whispered conversations, and her husband with that person’s…

Just as Tie Ci carried Feiyu and poked their heads out, a sudden hot wind rolled toward them.

The hot wind seemed mixed with sparks and magma, so hot and stinging it made their eyes see stars. Then both doors slammed shut with a bang, almost hitting their noses.

They weren’t being allowed out.

The two tumbled back to the ground, feeling somewhat deflated. What was this woman trying to do by not making a sound or letting them leave?

“Rumors say Chi Fengli has a violent temperament… whoever spread those rumors, come out so I can beat them to death…” Tie Ci sat cross-legged irritably. That collision just now made her whole body feel like it was falling apart.

Feiyu fumbled in his chest and handed her a paper package.

Tie Ci smelled the oil fragrance.

Opening it, she saw seafood pancakes. Various chopped seafood mixed with seaweed and wild vegetables wrapped in pancake skin. The wrapper was chewy, and she could taste several kinds of seafood including shrimp, octopus tentacles, scallop meat, and jellyfish – rich in texture with both crispiness and tenderness. Seafood doesn’t taste good when cold, but this pancake had been hidden in Feiyu’s chest and still retained some warmth.

Tie Ci tore off more than half for Feiyu. Feiyu took it, saying: “Men should eat the big portion,” but after Tie Ci slowly finished eating, he tore off a large piece and stuffed it into her mouth.

When Tie Ci finished eating and he wanted to stuff more, she wouldn’t take it anymore, saying gently: “You gave me most of it – you should eat more.”

Feiyu’s whole body went numb with shock. Just as he was about to speak, he suddenly caught on and grabbed Tie Ci’s hand, stroking it: “I’m fine. I don’t mind being hungry – I can’t let my baby go hungry.”

Now it was Tie Ci’s turn to want to vomit. She quickly covered her mouth, but Feiyu, who always pushed his luck, wouldn’t let her go. He held a corner of pancake close to her, using it to rub back and forth on her lips, laughing: “Come on, baby, big brother will feed you.”

Tie Ci was helpless, thinking she couldn’t cooperate with this guy in acting. He got into character instantly and could improvise his own adaptations – enough to make Shakespeare kick his coffin lid in anger.

She whimpered movingly while backing away. In the darkness, Feiyu saw her eyes like warm, lustrous pearls with a shallow smile, her slightly shining lips making her features appear even more distinct and beautiful. His heart felt slightly heated, and he couldn’t help leaning closer.

Then he kissed Tie Ci’s palm.

Tie Ci stuffed the pancake into his mouth with her other hand. Feiyu’s mouth immediately became busy and he could no longer think about stealing kisses.

This series of actions made rather ambiguous sounds. There was a noise from the main house, as if something had been smashed.

Feiyu and Tie Ci looked at each other. Feiyu whispered: “I think the timing isn’t quite right yet. How about we…”

Tie Ci suddenly pounced on him.

Feiyu joyfully let himself be knocked down by her immediately.

Tie Ci pressed on top of him and casually twisted his waist.

Feiyu indeed laughed lowly and rolled over.

But Tie Ci had already slipped away from beneath him like a swimming fish, her clothes rustling softly.

Suddenly there was wind outside.

Then the window paper lit up, tearing with a crack as a sword of firelight shot toward them. The two had to roll apart.

The firelight ignited the window paper with a hunting sound. Chi Fengli stood coldly at the door in the firelight – the fire was bright red, but she was as cold as an ice sculpture.

The two breathed a sigh of relief.

After all this clinging and entangling, this old woman finally couldn’t stand it and came out.

Feiyu poked his head out and smiled: “What, you want to control lovers too?”

Chi Fengli said: “Seeking death?”

Feiyu sneered: “Since you never planned to let us live anyway, it’s worth it for us to enjoy ourselves before dying.”

A flash of killing intent appeared between Chi Fengli’s brows.

But at this moment Tie Ci stood up, bowed to her, and said: “Madam Gui Hai, what we said earlier was sincere.”

Chi Fengli fell silent again. After a long time she said: “I haven’t heard that title in a long time.”

Tie Ci said: “Then, who has usurped your position, and who has caused your husband and children to turn against you?”

Chapter 181: Three’s Company
But Chi Fengli shook her head and said, “You mean Xuan Qiong? She and Guihai are innocent. Moreover, she was brought here by me.”

Tie Ci: “…”

“My husband needs someone capable and meticulous to assist him, but I don’t have that kind of talent. Xuan Qiong does. Later when I became disabled, my husband needed Xuan Qiong even more. I must treat her well.”

Feiyu couldn’t help but say, “What if that assistance extends to the bedroom?”

“That would also be perfectly natural. Xuan Qiong originally could have married my husband. Even after I married him, she could still be with him. She and my husband have maintained their brother-sister relationship for my sake all these years, refusing to take things further. This is all for me.”

“Then what about your daughter? Why does your daughter favor her?”

“Pingzong was born from me. Although her temperament has many inadequacies, deep down she’s still a good child. She knows gratitude and appreciates Xuan Qiong’s devotion to her father and care for herself. It’s natural that she would be closer to her.”

“Why was your daughter raised by the islanders?”

“She cried and made too much noise when she was little. Guihai, due to his martial arts practice, cannot tolerate clamoring sounds and would always hit her. So we sent her to be raised by the islanders.”

“Because she was too noisy, so you abandoned her? Whose idea was that?”

“Xuan Qiong was also thinking of our good. At that time we quarreled every day, and she was the one who mediated between us.”

“What about your husband then? His heart seems to have strayed to the ends of the earth.”

“Xuan Qiong has never married in her entire life, disregarding her reputation, pledging to follow him unto death, her reverence and love for him reaching the ultimate degree. He’s not made of stone or wood – it’s only right that he would be moved and show some care and affection.”

Listening to these calm, magnanimous, and peaceful answers one by one, Feiyu smiled and said, “Madam is truly the model of an ideal wife in the hearts of men everywhere.”

Tie Ci glanced at him, and Feiyu immediately added, “Of course, that doesn’t include me.”

Tie Ci ignored him and said, “Since Madam’s heart is as broad as the ocean and can tolerate and endure everything, then why did you spare our lives earlier just because of those two sentences?”

“I merely wanted you to die with understanding.”

“Then why did Madam tell us everything as soon as we asked?” Tie Ci smiled. “It’s as if you’ve been waiting too long for finally having a chance to answer, and also as if you’ve rehearsed these answers like self-hypnosis countless times. Who are you hypnotizing? Yourself?”

Chi Fengli thought for a moment, understanding the meaning of hypnosis, then shook her head and said, “That’s just how the reasoning goes.”

“Yes, it all sounds reasonable.” Tie Ci said. “But people’s hearts and emotions don’t grow according to reason’s design. No matter how dignified and proper the reasoning sounds, it’s still a square little box. When you forcibly stuff a soft, burning heart into it, it will hurt, feel unwilling, and break.”

She pointed to the cracked wheelchair, then to the mottled traces on the ground, and finally to Chi Fengli’s legs.

Chi Fengli’s brows twitched, anger flashed in her eyes, and without any visible movement, Tie Ci felt her shoulder to abdomen burn with searing heat, as if struck by an invisible fire whip.

The strike made her body sway.

Feiyu frowned.

Tie Ci pressed down his hand, afraid he might lash out recklessly in his fury.

Feiyu stared at Chi Fengli and said softly, “I can feel the fire in her heart about to ignite… We could still leave if we wanted to. Playing with fire is too dangerous.”

Tie Ci remained silent.

Yes, this female boss appeared peaceful, but the longer someone suppresses themselves, the more unpredictable their behavior becomes. Once they suddenly explode, how could the two of them escape with their lives?

But she wanted to try.

“You go. I’ll cover for you.”

Feiyu laughed dismissively and ignored her.

Across from them, Chi Fengli’s gaze turned cold as ice, her heart like ice and flames burning together.

Tie Ci didn’t retreat a step, staring at Chi Fengli’s abdomen and saying, “Reason has trapped you, binding your repression and pain tightly. Over the years, it has transformed into a tumor inside your body…”

Chi Fengli was startled.

“…You don’t have long to live.”

A long silence.

Feiyu suddenly said coldly, “You were once an immortal couple, loving husband and wife, until someone interfered.”

Tie Ci said, “That person is also a green tea bitch.”

Feiyu said, “Taking a concubine would have solved everything. But the green tea bitch pretended to be noble, unwilling to lower her status, and enjoyed keeping the man dangling. After all, a wife is not as alluring as a concubine, and a concubine is not as alluring as a stolen lover.”

“Guihai Sheng probably also enjoyed this kind of coy game. Neither would marry the other, neither would wed, each appearing to think of you, deep in righteousness and affection, while you became the jealous legitimate wife, unfairly burdened with a debt of obligation.”

“Because of this debt of obligation, you couldn’t make a fuss or be dissatisfied. Perhaps you did lash out before – after all, rumors say you have a fiery temperament.”

“But once you lashed out, you became unreasonable, the most irrational person. You discovered that your husband’s heart would drift even further away. Even your daughter began to side with her.”

“You couldn’t change others, so you could only change yourself. Like a small knife scraping skin and flesh, you could always carve yourself into the shape others wanted.”

“You carved yourself into the shape others wanted, but still couldn’t win back your beloved’s gradually departing heart.”

“Stop talking,” Chi Fengli suddenly said.

“But that coldness, favoritism, exclusion, and harm continued, that cluster of heart-fire kept burning. Your martial arts are different from others – if you can’t burn those who should be burned, then you can only burn yourself.”

“In the deep of night, hearing your own blood sizzling as it’s scorched by that burning fire.”

“With no other choice, you could only suppress that fire downward. Your leg meridians suffered torment day and night until you slowly crippled your own legs.”

“Stop talking!”

“But meridians can reverse flow, fierce fire can be channeled downward, but accumulated emotions are like sand in a pouch – they won’t disappear, they’ll only grow larger day by day, wrapped with new pain.”

“Sand in an oyster shell becomes a pearl over time; sand in a human heart becomes a goiter over time.”

“Don’t! Say! Another! Word!”

Chi Fengli’s voice wasn’t loud, but suddenly a violent wind arose from the ground. In the sound of the wind, the entire ground was shaking, doors and windows of surrounding buildings rustled, and after a moment, with a thunderous crash, all the windows fell simultaneously, landing right at the two people’s feet. The moment they crashed down, the hard wooden frames of the window panels crumbled into powder.

Chi Fengli’s deep red sleeves billowed in the wind, rising high behind her like a pair of crimson cranes spreading their sharp beaks.

Wood chips were swept up into the sky, sparks gradually appeared in the wind, flickering red like countless fierce beasts hidden in the hazy sky. The lamps under the eaves, half-withered leaves, and weeds covering the ground gradually caught fire, and the air filled with choking smoke.

Those sparks gradually merged into clusters in the air, like countless fiery meteors whistling toward the two people.

Neither Tie Ci nor Feiyu moved.

Originally, both had been standing opposite Chi Fengli with a person’s distance between them, but from the moment Chi Fengli erupted, they stood tightly together, both grasping the other’s hand.

Not holding, but grasping – the kind of grip where they could execute a major grappling move at any moment to throw the other behind themselves.

Obviously, because they were evenly matched, neither succeeded in the grappling move, resulting in this awkward hand position.

Additionally, Feiyu’s foot had retreated slightly while Tie Ci hadn’t moved.

With their abilities, they couldn’t defeat Chi Fengli, but escaping wouldn’t be a problem.

Tie Ci could even teleport instantly.

Feiyu wanted to pull her away, but Tie Ci was unwilling.

She wanted to try harder.

Ghost Island had no ghosts. Whether it was the White Earth God or the corpse-hiding customs, they were just deliberately spreading fear to make people afraid and obediently pay money.

All the supernatural phenomena on the island were merely the result of these three peerless masters’ interventions.

But this Ghost Island’s exploitation of surrounding merchant ships, the pirates that always appeared when needed in this area, and this trio of Guihai – it all made her feel it wasn’t so simple.

She wanted to know the inside story. She wanted to break up this trio. She didn’t want anyone on her nation’s territory to act tyrannically, placing themselves above the court and the people, sucking the blood of innocent citizens to satisfy their private desires.

Countless fire clusters pressed toward the two people.

Chi Fengli’s gaze fell on their awkward interlocked gesture.

The next moment, the fire clusters stopped in mid-air. All around was dim and hazy, with only those clusters of tiny flames emitting fierce red light.

In the smoke, Chi Fengli was slowly coughing, gradually curling into a ball.

Tie Ci gazed at her somewhat hunched figure, remembering when her master had once spoken of the legendary Chi Fengli.

She had once split a peninsula with one sword, once burned sea trenches with fierce fire, once danced in flames while half a mountain turned to ash because of her.

She had once been a spirit born of red flames, her eyes blazing hot like fire.

That red shadow that had once illuminated half the sky like sunset glow had fallen after many years, the flame totem fading red on her pale forehead.

Love, when you meet the right person, is the brilliant light you shine on each other; when you meet the wrong person, it’s the glacier that extinguishes the fire of life.

Tie Ci spoke again.

“Xuan Qiong has manipulated your husband in an imperceptible way, and your daughter too. She wants to control your family’s entire life.”

“You’re in such pain, yet she may not be satisfied. She doesn’t want you to have peace.”

“At this point, what else could make you even more miserable?”

“That would be destroying your daughter’s entire life.”

“Knowing full well that casually finding some unreliable person on the island for Pingzong is inappropriate, she still uses her silver tongue to strongly advocate for it. She’s so skilled at rhetoric and acting – can your proud and straightforward daughter withstand her hypocritical manipulation?”

“Madam Guihai, you may be willing to suffer in this marriage, but are you willing for your daughter to repeat your life’s mistakes?”

The smoke cleared, and Chi Fengli’s somewhat weary voice came through.

“You’re very eloquent, as eloquent as she is. It really disgusts me.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Life was precious – how could she not chatter?

Finally managing to crack open a fissure in that heart, she had to keep stabbing at it.

Chi Fengli suddenly said, “Come with me.”

She patted Feiyu’s leg, and he could walk again. Feiyu sighed with some regret.

Tie Ci chuckled internally.

Chi Fengli led the way, driving her wheelchair out the door. The two had no choice but to follow. As Chi Fengli moved forward, she said, “Pingzong trusts Xuan Qiong very much and has a stubborn temperament. Since she’s taken a liking to this little thief, my opposition would be useless. If you can make Pingzong understand, I’ll let you go.”

Tie Ci said, “We don’t need Madam to let us go – we can leave on our own. What we want is Madam’s friendship.”

“Friendship?” Chi Fengli looked back at her in surprise and said, “Do you know how nauseous I find that word?”

Tie Ci thought about it and felt a bit nauseous too.

Green tea bitches always used the banner of friendship while being mistresses.

“If you succeed, I’ll grant you one request.”

“Thank you, Madam.”

It was fortunate that Chi Fengli’s temperament had been worn smooth over the years, otherwise there would be no room for bargaining.

Chi Fengli stopped in front of a small courtyard, gazing at the lights in the small building for a long time before saying, “You two go in. I don’t want to see her perfunctory manner toward me.”

Before stepping through the door, Tie Ci turned back and asked Chi Fengli, “Madam, I know you deeply love Master Guihai, even willing to send away your own daughter for this love, only to have someone take advantage. Do you regret it now?”

Chi Fengli didn’t answer.

It wasn’t until the two entered the door that Chi Fengli, who had been staring at a clump of green grass on the ground, finally said softly, “No, I can’t be the only one with regrets.”
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Chapter 182: Turning Against Each Other
The two entered the courtyard, stopped to discuss a few words, then Feiyu went forward while Tie Ci turned back and vaulted over the wall.

The main house still had its lights on – Pingzong wasn’t asleep.

Before entering, Feiyu looked at himself and made himself even more disheveled. His face needed no additional touches – when Chi Fengli had pursued them with fire earlier, many of his hairs had been singed off, making him sufficiently wretched-looking.

Then he burst inside.

The two serving girls couldn’t stop him as he rushed toward Pingzong: “Miss, save me!”

Pingzong had just finished washing and was preparing for bed when he suddenly burst in. After her initial fright came delight, and she quickly covered her chest with her hands.

In his haste, Feiyu had already caught a glimpse, but his thoughts drifted away from that honey-colored skin and slight curves, wandering to think – if it were her standing opposite him right now…

Thinking of how she disguised herself as a man so flawlessly in daily life, it must be quite flat as a pancake.

Though his mind wandered, his lines remained perfect: “Miss, your mother wants to kill me, quickly save me!”

Pingzong laughed, leaning down to cup his chin: “What about you? Have you changed your mind?”

Feiyu grabbed her fingers with a swift motion: “Life is more important after all, and you’re a beauty with good breeding – what would I be unwilling about? It’s just that your mother is hateful, insisting I have no background and am unworthy of you, only fit to serve privately where no one can see. This won’t do – the husband leads the wife. Even if I die, I cannot be beneath my wife. If you agree to my terms, I’ll agree to yours.”

Pingzong said joyfully, “When did I ever think of humiliating you? As long as you agree, I’ll naturally regard my husband as heaven.”

Feiyu asked, “What about your mother…”

“My mother can’t control these matters. As long as Aunt Xuan agrees, that’s enough.” Pingzong took Feiyu’s hand. “Come, follow me to see Aunt Xuan. You spoke rudely before – apologize to her. Aunt Xuan is the most gentle and kind person. She’ll surely forgive you. After that, we can ask her to arrange our wedding.”

Born and raised on the sea island like a princess, she spoke with complete candor and confidence about everything. Feiyu smiled too, and the two walked out hand in hand.

Meanwhile, Tie Ci headed toward Xuan Qiong’s residence – Chi Fengli had already pointed her in the right direction.

The three lived in three separate courtyards, all at some distance from each other. Comparatively, Xuan Qiong’s courtyard was somewhat closer to Guihai Sheng’s.

Xuan Qiong had also removed her hairpins and was talking with a servant girl beside her. The servant said, “This servant noticed Madam seemed displeased when she left. Should Miss go check on her?”

Xuan Qiong replied, “Sister is in poor spirits – I shouldn’t disturb her even more. Go tell the kitchen later to prepare calming porridge for Sister. Calculate the timing so it’s ready by dawn, and I’ll personally deliver it.”

The maid said, “If you sleep now and have to deliver porridge at dawn, you won’t sleep well.”

Xuan Qiong said, “Silly child, what does it matter if I don’t sleep well once or twice? As long as Sister is well, that’s what matters.”

The maid was moved: “Miss is truly too kind-hearted. No wonder both Master and Madam are fond of you.”

Tie Ci didn’t dare get too close, only catching a few vague sentences from afar, and was astounded.

This woman even had to deceive her personal serving maid.

Not a single honest word even in private.

Being so cautious made it rather difficult to get her to reveal her true thoughts.

She retreated and said to Chi Fengli waiting outside, “Madam, I have a few questions.”

After asking several questions, she added, “Please help me with something, Madam.”

Shortly after, Chi Fengli slapped her wheelchair, her form leaping up and disappearing into the darkness.

At this moment, Guihai Sheng was in the secret chamber of his bedroom, conducting his routine money-counting exercise upon each return.

He had no other hobbies in life, only loving gold, silver, and jewels. Especially jewels – gorgeous and brilliant, they made him feel good just looking at them.

Among jewels, he loved coral most, collecting various giant coral specimens over the years. Those familiar with him all catered to this preference. His treasure vault contained over ten coral trees of various sizes – opening the door would immediately flood the space with flowing treasure light that dazzled the eyes.

Today he opened the door as usual, closing his eyes before entering as usual – half from fear of being blinded by the treasure light, half for enjoyment.

However, when he closed his eyes today, everything around felt pitch black. He opened them in bewilderment, then let out a great cry.

Those dozen priceless coral trees were all gone! Atop the treasure basins were only coral fragments!

His corals had all been smashed by someone!

Guihai Sheng rushed forward frantically, looking left and right. Not only were the coral trees broken, but many of the jeweled landscapes, jade bottles, and precious vessels on the display shelves were also missing.

He hastily pulled open desk drawers to check – most of the banknotes hidden inside were also gone!

Guihai Sheng roared angrily and rushed out of the secret chamber, shouting, “Where is everyone! Come out, all of you!”

Several servants came running out in panic, but they knew nothing when questioned. These people only did rough work like cleaning – normally Guihai Sheng’s inner chambers were off-limits to everyone. As for guards and such, the entire island belonged to him, and with his supreme martial arts, he never needed such things.

After questioning for a long time with no results, Guihai Sheng felt extremely agitated. Thinking it over, only Xuan Qiong was most familiar with his secret chamber – she managed all his wealth single-handedly, and the chamber was only open to her. He immediately headed toward Xuan Qiong’s place.

Turning past a long corridor, just before reaching Xuan Qiong’s courtyard, two maids walked over from the other end of the gallery, talking as they walked.

From afar, Guihai Sheng caught words like “Madam Xuan” and “money,” so he instinctively stopped and hid behind flowering trees.

“Hong Yu, it’s not even dawn yet – why did I see you hurrying away from Madam Xuan’s courtyard?”

“Don’t you remember I’m on kitchen duty today? I just passed by Madam Xuan’s courtyard and saw busy activity there. I peeked and it looked like they were packing luggage. Madam Xuan’s maid carried out several bundles, and I saw the corner of one bundle – it was studded with gems!”

“Eh? Why pack luggage for no reason?”

“I don’t know. I heard that maid seemed to be congratulating her mistress, saying this matter was settled, and from now on she wouldn’t have to follow that old man without proper status, and could properly be an official’s wife.”

“Is she getting married? But Madam Xuan and Master… isn’t she afraid Master will settle accounts with her later?”

“You know Madam Xuan’s silver tongue – she can talk the dead back to life. Why would she fear not being able to placate Master? Besides, if she’s going to be an official’s wife, won’t she have protection? With her high martial arts skills, what can our Master do to her?”

“How much wealth did you see Madam Xuan taking? Doesn’t she always say she doesn’t love fame or profit, doesn’t like gold and silver, and even keeps her room as plain as a snow cave?”

“What person in this world truly doesn’t love money? It’s all just pretense. The chests and bundles she moved today could fill an entire cart – otherwise why would I be curious enough to sneak a peek?”

“That money wasn’t given to her by Master, was it?”

“Who knows? Anyway, Madam Xuan is formidable – accompanying Master for so many years, gaining his protection and support, earning money together, then finding a suitable person at the right time and marrying with a generous dowry. From now on she’ll have money and power – a perfectly fulfilled life.”

“True. I wondered how Madam Xuan could be willing to follow Master without proper status all this time – turns out this was her plan all along.”

The two maids’ figures disappeared in the distance, and Guihai Sheng emerged from behind the flowering trees.

The wind-like fury that had gathered throughout his body had dissipated, but thick sinister energy arose in his eyes. His hands nervously clenched and released, and with each motion the surrounding air crackled while leaves from the flowering trees scattered down in pieces.

He muttered to himself, “Getting married? No wonder she was so eager to urge me to destroy ocean-going merchant ships – turns out she’s gotten involved with Admiral Xiao? She’s taken my money and plans to become the Admiral’s wife?”

In his rage, his muttering was quite loud. Tie Ci, half-concealed as she passed from the other end of the gallery, had just forced those two servants to recite the story she’d concocted, then knocked them unconscious and hid them away. She was preparing to go to Guihai Sheng’s secret chamber to play more tricks when she faintly heard this sentence and was startled.

The business about Xuan Qiong taking money and getting married was naturally her handiwork. Since Guihai Sheng loved money like life itself and trusted Xuan Qiong completely, to create discord between them, money was the only way. Guihai Sheng’s years of enjoying Xuan Qiong’s love and devotion must have made him quite proud and pleased, but there must also be some underlying unease. Now revealing that Xuan Qiong wanted to marry someone else was like grabbing his proudest point and trampling it underfoot – the feelings of damaged pride and betrayal would surely provoke twelve parts worth of fury.

But Tie Ci hadn’t expected such a coincidence – the two apparently had connections with Yongping Naval Admiral Xiao Bi’an, and there was mention of raiding ocean-going merchant ships…

Yongping Prefecture originally had mediocre naval forces, but with pirates rampant in recent years, they’d been able to continuously expand their strength to today’s scale of thirty thousand naval troops and hundreds of warships. The court had always assumed those pirates were either maritime refugees or people deployed by Liaodong, but now it seemed that wasn’t the case at all.

Could it be that Xiao Bi’an was audacious enough to nurture pirates to expand his military?

Previously, these three from Guihai had controlled this sea area, built Ghost Island, and sucked blood from ordinary merchant ships passing through – part of the silver went to Guihai Sheng, but what about the other part?

To support troops?

Also, from Guihai Sheng’s tone, raiding ocean-going merchant ships was a first-time endeavor. Ocean-going merchant ships were mostly businesses of court bigwigs – even someone as arrogant as the Xiao family wouldn’t easily touch others’ cheese. To break precedent and act this time, what was the reason?

During this period, Tie Ci had been busy fleeing and hiding her identity, falling behind on court intelligence. But regardless, whatever the Xiao family wanted to do, she just needed to sabotage it.

Seeing Guihai Sheng rushing toward Xuan Qiong’s courtyard, she flashed away quickly, leaving the compound. She’d just whistled when Dan Shuang appeared.

Dan Shuang looked anxious: “What happened earlier? I saw quite a commotion in this courtyard, but for some reason I couldn’t get close at all.”

Tie Ci had previously instructed her not to approach this courtyard – after all, matters Tie Ci herself couldn’t handle would be suicide for Dan Shuang to attempt. Better to wait outside where she could at least relay messages.

Without saying much, Tie Ci asked if the islanders showed any unusual activity. Dan Shuang nodded, saying large groups of islanders had quietly assembled and left the island by boat in the middle of the night.

“Go rendezvous with Feiyu’s two guards. The three of you find a boat and follow behind those islanders, but don’t take action. Look for ocean-going merchant ships passing through this sea area. I suspect those islanders intend to attack merchant ships, but their ringleaders haven’t arrived yet, so they’ll wait awhile. Find a way to board the ocean-going merchant ship first, tell them pirates are about to raid, and have them prepare. You should also stay on the ship to help. After they begin attacking, make sure to capture someone alive.”

Dan Shuang nodded. Tie Ci thought further and added, “I’ll find a way to detain the key figure they’re targeting for this robbery. If the islanders can’t take the merchant ship, they should have backup. I want to catch this backup. Have the merchant ship’s guards control the pace – they can’t win too quickly or lose too quickly. Make it appear the islanders can roughly take the ship but are having some difficulty. Under these circumstances, a second wave of reinforcements will appear disguised as pirates. This second group is more important than the first. Remember?”

“Yes, Master can rest assured. Please take care of yourself and don’t be reckless.”

Tie Ci agreed, and seeing Dan Shuang hadn’t walked two steps when a tall figure flashed into view and made a satisfied “hmm.”

This was the proper attitude for pursuing girls.

She flashed back, returning to Guihai Sheng’s secret chamber to make further arrangements.

At this time, Guihai Sheng had reached Xuan Qiong’s courtyard, and Feiyu had also brought Pingzong over, though he didn’t let her enter. The two secretly crouched on the rooftop.

As soon as Guihai Sheng entered, he saw Xuan Qiong sitting properly dressed, lost in thought. Rage immediately rushed to his head and he snorted angrily.

Xuan Qiong had originally gone to bed, but suddenly the window paper made explosive sounds. When she got up to look, she found all the window paper torn to shreds, which greatly surprised her. In this world, there were very few people who could silently destroy window paper while she was in the room – all of them were people extremely familiar to her, and none would be bored enough to do such a thing. What was this about?

She felt somewhat uneasy, but after investigating with no results and unable to sleep peacefully, she dressed and sat under the lamp to apply a face mask.

Her looks were ordinary, so she was extremely attentive to her face, spending thousands on daily maintenance. Though no longer young, her skin remained as tender as a maiden’s, so as time passed and others’ beauty gradually declined, she actually appeared superior.

At this moment, she had applied a layer of pearl powder to her face. Ordinary people’s pearl powder was made from common pearls, but hers was made from flawless South Sea pearls the size of fingertips, mixed with precious fish gelatin that both moisturized and tightened the skin.

Now under the lamplight, as she raised her face, the newly applied fish gelatin and pearl powder made it shimmer brilliantly, her entire face glowing with the radiance of money.

She usually paid great attention to privacy – activities like removing makeup, skincare, and changing clothes were never allowed to be seen by Guihai Sheng. This was also the first time Guihai Sheng had seen her appearance after applying a face mask. The brightness made him squint, then immediately reminded him of his missing pearls and broken coral, instantly igniting his fury.

“Excellent! I wondered how this face could still be more delicate than Fengli’s,” he said. “Turns out she’s been piling my pearls on her face, forcibly grooming an old face into this condition. What, applying it until her face looks like a pearl, ready to marry a good man?!”

Chapter 183: Watching the Show
Xuan Qiong stared wide-eyed, momentarily unable to react. After a long pause, she said, “Senior Brother, what’s wrong with you?”

She pushed a box toward him. Guihai Sheng’s gaze drifted over to see a box full of thumb-sized pearls, half of which had already been ground into powder. He became so angry his vision blurred, and without answering her question, he said coldly, “I’m asking you – where did you get these pearls?”

Xuan Qiong froze, not knowing how to answer for a moment.

Guihai Sheng prided himself on his status and had all affairs handled by her, including dealings with the naval forces. After accomplishing those tasks, she had always maintained an image of being indifferent to fame and profit before Guihai Sheng, never asking him for money, and Guihai Sheng wouldn’t think to give her any either.

However, a woman’s beauty required money to maintain. She could only hint to the naval side, and fortunately Admiral Xiao was someone who understood such matters, always giving her generous additional gifts. These pearls were among them.

But if she said this, how would Senior Brother view her? Would someone indifferent to fame and profit ask for kickbacks?

Would Senior Brother think she harbored resentment toward him, finding him stingy?

Xuan Qiong was used to maintaining her persona and would always consider whether something might damage it when situations arose. But her silence appeared as guilt to Guihai Sheng.

He originally didn’t believe Xuan Qiong would embezzle his wealth – after all, she had followed him loyally for many years. If she had ulterior motives, she would have had them long ago. Why would she not leave when young, only to cause trouble in her old age?

But from leaving his courtyard, to hearing the maids’ conversation on the road, to seeing the luxurious use of pearls for face masks, to seeing this box of pearls so similar to his own, his doubts immediately vanished.

A woman’s heart could change.

She had promised all the money would go to him, promised she didn’t love jewels or money – then how to explain this box of pearls?

He was extremely disappointed and furious. The crackling sounds in the air were continuous, nearly making Xuan Qiong’s hair stand on end from the electricity, while curtains throughout the room moved without wind.

Xuan Qiong also sensed something was wrong and hurriedly stood up, saying, “Senior Brother, are you misunderstanding something? These pearls were given to me by Admiral Xiao, they are…”

Before she could finish speaking, Guihai Sheng had already started laughing.

“Good, good! So you really are involved with someone. Sending pearls by the boxful – what a grand gesture. Who would have thought that even as a middle-aged woman, you could still command such prices, still have men willing to spend heavily to court you. No wonder you refused to let me touch you all these years! You were saving that chaste and pure body to sell for a good price!”

A flash of lightning passed, and the dressing table silently split in half. Xuan Qiong, who had been leaning on it, nearly fell.

The pearl box tumbled down and was snatched up by Guihai Sheng. He stuffed the box into his robes and said coldly, “First return my pearls. What else is there?”

“Senior Brother, what do you mean! Are you saying I stole from you? How is that possible!”

“How is it not possible! You shameless woman who eats from one bowl while eyeing another! Taking my wealth to go marry someone else – what a fine scheme you’ve calculated!”

“What marriage? Senior Brother, are you misunderstanding something?” Xuan Qiong took a deep breath, stood up, wiped the pearl powder from her face, quickly arranged her usual gentle smile, and reached out to support Guihai Sheng. “Senior Brother, sit down first and listen to my explanation properly. I’m not getting married, and there’s nothing else either. I still don’t understand what’s happening – could there be some misunderstanding? Come, sit. Senior Brother, my dear Senior Brother, you know what kind of person I am after all these years, don’t you? Won’t you listen to your Qiong’er explain even once?”

She understood Guihai Sheng’s temperament well, displaying her most patient and touching smile, removing the irritating pearl powder, and carefully avoiding any mention of money that might provoke him. Sure enough, Guihai Sheng’s furious emotions slightly subsided. He allowed her to help him sit on a stool, muttering, “Still saying you’re not getting married – if you’re not getting married, why would Xiao Bi’an give you such precious pearls…”

Xuan Qiong had lost her earlier bewildered anger and smiled as she prepared to explain slowly.

She was confident in her ability to manipulate him.

Guihai Sheng suddenly paused.

His gaze moved downward.

Xuan Qiong instinctively looked down at her own skirt and saw tiny red fragments at the hem, flickering with faint light.

Before she could understand what this was, a great wind suddenly roared up around them again. Another flash of lightning passed – Xuan Qiong tilted her head as the lightning shot through the bronze mirror behind her, shattering it to pieces with a crash. This wasn’t the end – Guihai Sheng’s fist also arrived fiercely, crackling with sparks: “I’ll beat you to death, you thief full of lies!”

Xuan Qiong flipped backward sharply. As her sleeves flew, seven ice pillars rose in succession before her. The ice pillars continuously shattered under Guihai Sheng’s fist, ice shards flying throughout the room like a blizzard, until the seventh ice pillar finally managed to stop that fist.

Xuan Qiong was both shocked and aggrieved. Guihai Sheng’s attack had left little mercy – how had he suddenly gone so mad?

Remembering what Guihai Sheng had just cursed, she exclaimed in alarm, “Senior Brother, you were robbed? Who? Who dares steal your wealth?”

“Playing dumb? Who dares steal? Right, on this entire island, besides you, who would dare steal?”

“I… how could I steal your money? Senior Brother, I wish I could tear out my heart for you – how could I steal your money!”

“If not you, then who? Only you know the mechanisms of my secret chamber!”

Xuan Qiong was stunned, and finally couldn’t help shouting, “No, someone else knows too – Sister knows, Chi Fengli knows!”

“Bullshit!” Guihai Sheng flew into a rage. “Fengli hates discussing worldly wealth most of all. She never manages monetary matters – she’s the truly indifferent one. All these years she’s left even household accounts to you. Even when I offer her money she refuses it. Unlike you, pretending to be simple while loving silks and satins, loving jewels and gold, loving to work the abacus – didn’t you tell me all this yourself? I’ve long known you’re a hypocrite!”

Xuan Qiong choked. She had always been the one putting labels on others, making them suffer in silence like mutes eating bitter herbs. Now she was tasting this feeling for the first time herself.

Chi Fengli was truly noble, Chi Fengli didn’t love money, Chi Fengli wouldn’t open the secret chamber – so only she who loved money and working the abacus would steal, was that it!

She had indeed said she loved working the abacus, but that was all to create the image of a devoted household manager before him!

As she stood there stunned, Guihai Sheng suddenly became somewhat calmer, looking her up and down suspiciously before sneering, “Don’t you usually go on about ‘Sister this, Sister that,’ how Sister is so indifferent, Sister doesn’t love gold and silver, how you arrange only plain things for your Sister? How is it that when something like this happens, you immediately push out your dearest Sister? So your usual kindness to Fengli was all an act too?”

Outside the courtyard, Tie Ci let out a long breath and said, “This man – say he knows and he seems unable to think of it; say he doesn’t know and he understands immediately when pointed out. He clearly knows in his heart but doesn’t want to think it through, right? He really disgusts me.”

At a more distant spot, Chi Fengli’s face was pale and expressionless.

On the other side atop the wall, Feiyu watched with great interest while Pingzong sat with a dazed expression, clearly unable to accept everything unfolding before her eyes.

Feiyu smiled in her ear, “This is just the beginning – the show isn’t over yet.”

Chapter 184: Vicious
Each person in this courtyard harbored their own thoughts. Xuan Qiong, facing the storm directly, felt wind and thunder roaring around her, lightning flashing continuously, while Guihai Sheng’s words thundered in her mind. In the chaos of her thoughts, she suddenly grasped something and jerked her head up, her voice changing pitch: “You gave her money?!”

Guihai Sheng choked, momentarily unnatural, then remembering her detestability, immediately became righteous again: “She’s my wife – what’s wrong with giving her money? Besides, that was a long time ago.”

“You gave her money!” Xuan Qiong had maintained her composure until now, but this seemingly trivial point struck her lung like a needle, nearly driving her mad. “You actually gave her money! I’ve been by your side for nearly twenty years, and apart from household expenses, you’ve never given me a single copper coin!”

“Isn’t supporting you enough? Why nitpick about money!”

“Supporting me? When have you ever supported me? Isn’t everything in this house obtained through my efforts running around for you? I’m just your maid, housekeeper, manager! Other managers at least get monthly wages, interest, and dividends – what about me? When I ask you for a hairpin, you won’t even buy it for me!”

“So you’ve been scheming for my money? So you’ve been holding back for the big score, waiting until there’s enough money to take it all and marry your lover, spending my money with him for the rest of your life?”

“If I had such intentions, you’d have been drinking the northwest wind with your whole family long ago! You ungrateful, stingy, white-eyed wolf!”

Guihai Sheng suddenly slapped her with thunderous force. A flash of lightning passed, and Xuan Qiong’s body went rigid as she crashed into the wall.

From outside came the sharp cry of seabirds. Hearing this, Guihai Sheng said hatefully, “I’ll spare you today. Quickly gather up your dowry and return it to my place. When I come back, if I still don’t see it, watch me skin you alive.” With that, he stormed out.

Once he left, the crackling electric field-like air around them returned to quiet, and Xuan Qiong’s hair, which had been standing up, slowly fell back down, clinging tightly to her back.

Guihai Sheng possessed thunder and lightning abilities, supplemented by martial arts to achieve supreme power. But because he pursued power too intensely, over time there was some backlash. In his old age, he gradually lost control of that lightning power – once his temper flared, his whole body would leak electricity, looking terrifying.

Arguing with him was like being in a micro-electric field – high pressure and easy loss of control. Xuan Qiong trembled on the ground, her fairy-like snow-white clothes soaked halfway down her back.

Her servant girl, who had been hiding earlier and didn’t dare come out, now rushed out to help her, crying as she did: “Miss, you scared me to death…”

Xuan Qiong, with anger still lodged in her chest, pushed her away so hard she tumbled over, shrieking: “Get away!”

The servant girl was frightened into kneeling at a distance, crying tremulously: “Miss, don’t be like this, don’t be like this. Someone is framing you – don’t anger yourself over it…”

Xuan Qiong, supporting her aching head, slowly turned to look at her: “You know who’s framing me? What did you hear?”

“Miss… earlier when I went to get your breakfast, I heard the servants from Ganting Pavilion saying that Master has taken a fancy to someone outside – a wealthy young lady. Master wants to marry her as his second wife after Madam passes away. But since she comes from a good family, he needs to provide substantial betrothal gifts. Master is reluctant to touch his own treasure vault and heard that Madam has money…”

Xuan Qiong drew in a breath and instinctively said, “No, that can’t be. He’s not particularly keen on feminine charms…”

The servant girl said, “I don’t understand such matters. I only heard that the wealthy young lady looks somewhat like Madam when she was young, but is even more beautiful than Madam, and comes from a prosperous family. Marrying her wouldn’t be a loss either.”

Xuan Qiong fell silent.

After a long while, she struggled to get up. The servant girl came to help again, and this time Xuan Qiong didn’t refuse, saying with some difficulty: “No, I must go see his secret chamber.” Then she added: “Clean me up properly – don’t let anyone see anything suspicious.”

The servant girl busily used powder to cover the bruises from the beating, while saying resentfully: “Why must you do this? If you go look and the secret chamber wasn’t robbed at all, wouldn’t you be even more heartbroken?”

Xuan Qiong bit her teeth slightly and said slowly: “Heartbroken…”

The servant girl looked at her in bewilderment.

Xuan Qiong’s chest was now filled with furious coldness, unable to suppress her full resentment any longer: “Which day and hour am I not heartbroken? I studied martial arts with him as fellow disciples, developed deep feelings for him, cooked and washed clothes for him daily. But just because I wasn’t beautiful enough, he could turn around and go betroth Chi Fengli!”

“Chi Fengli is like fire, and she burns people like fire too. The first time she saw me, she smiled and said to him, ‘All your fellow disciples are good-looking – why only Xuan Qiong isn’t?'”

“She looked down on me, and hearing those words, he just laughed and said, ‘Who in the world matches my lady’s beauty?'”

“He loves money like life, stingy to an alarming degree, yet likes to show off. When he gets silver, he hides most of it and uses a little for appearances. He gives me the account books, saying he trusts me, but still checks the accounts every day.”

“If even the slightest amount in those accounts isn’t clear, he must investigate thoroughly. Even when the women buy undergarments, it must go through his hands.”

“I can’t get sick or injured – if I’m sick or injured, there’s no one to manage accounts and earn money for him, and it also costs money. The first day he might still show concern at my bedside, but later I’d have to watch his expression.”

“I wanted a pearl hairpin, and he advised me that wooden hairpins had more charm. Only after I had money to buy those things myself did he say pearl flowers looked good.”

“When Chi Fengli gave birth, he was reluctant to hire servant girls and wet nurses, so he had me deliver the baby and tend to her. In the hot summer, both the child and I were covered in heat rash. He found the child’s crying annoying and nearly struck her with lightning.”

On the wall, Pingzong’s expression was shocked.

Xuan Qiong got up, and the servant girl helped her go out. The two walked along the gallery. Xuan Qiong, injured and dejected, wasn’t as sharp in hearing and sight as usual, not noticing that Feiyu and Pingzong were following not far behind.

The servant girl said softly: “Miss, since you understand that Master Guihai is not a good match, why haven’t you been willing to let go all these years?”

Xuan Qiong let out a long breath and said in confusion: “Yes, why? Sometimes I don’t understand myself… Probably it’s unwillingness to give up. The more you invest, the more reluctant you are to abandon it, because once you give up, I’d have nothing left… There’s another reason – because of Chi Fengli.”

“Chi Fengli never suffered any of these hardships – I suffered them all. This is what hurts me most. He’s very respectful and dependent on Chi Fengli because she comes from a slightly higher background than his. He constantly only thinks about having her companionship and care, even considering their daughter superfluous.”

She laughed coldly: “Do you believe it? Because the child needed care and Chi Fengli inevitably became distracted, he could hardly bear it. The first time he properly sought pleasure from me was when Chi Fengli was personally nursing.”

“Later when we were… playing in bed, we nearly crushed that little thing to death. It would have been better if we had crushed her – it would save having to watch their happy family of three while leaving me alone and lonely. Later when Chi Fengli quarreled with him, I suggested leaving the child with the islanders to raise, so Fengli could put all her attention back on him and save money too. You see, as soon as money was mentioned, he immediately agreed.”

At the gallery corner, Pingzong stopped, anger flashing in her eyes. She opened her mouth to speak but was covered by Feiyu’s hand.

Her eyes widened, but they were already red.

The servant girl quietly glanced back and said carefully: “Miss, actually you’ve treated the young lady quite well later on…”

“Of course.” Xuan Qiong smiled. “Chi Fengli took away everything I wanted, so I want to take away everything she possesses. Her husband, wealth, child, everything she cares about and likes – even a piece of tie-dyed fabric, if I don’t let her keep it, she can’t expect to possess it again.”

The servant girl shivered violently.

In the distance, Chi Fengli sat in her wheelchair, listening quietly.

As Xuan Qiong spoke, she actually became pleased, laughing softly: “But what does it matter how much Senior Brother depends on Chi Fengli? He’s ultimately a selfish person, and with my constant guidance, that affection eventually cooled. Chi Fengli conceived again later – he wasn’t pleased but wouldn’t say so. How considerate I was – I brought Chi Fengli a bowl of tonic soup, and that child was gone. Not only gone, but Chi Fengli could never bear children again. I helped him solve a big problem. He doesn’t say it aloud, but he’s quite delighted in his heart.” She giggled as she spoke.

The servant girl lowered her head, not daring to speak or look at her face.

“Actually, I’ve already won these years. Senior Brother listens to everything I say, constantly finding fault with Chi Fengli. Chi Fengli suppresses that fire day by day, gradually crippling herself. As for her daughter, thrown to the islanders to raise, brought up ignorant of proper conduct, not close to her mother, and having learned conflicting martial arts that will surely cripple her eventually. Such a little waste – what kind of noble family could she possibly marry into? Wouldn’t marrying that sailor be fine? At least she has a pretty face…”

Her chattering voice faded into the distance.

Chi Fengli, who had been expressionless, suddenly raised her head.

Pingzong leaned against the pillar, unable to take another step forward.

Chi Fengli suddenly rose up, flying over the gallery, reached out and pulled her daughter out.

Seeing her legs, Pingzong’s knees went weak. She threw her arms around her mother’s legs, tears streaming down her face: “Mother—”

Her voice was full of regret and pain.

The young woman had always prided herself on her status and family background, proud that everyone loved her, never imagining she had never been a welcome existence. Today, watching her beloved family members remove their hypocritical masks showed her that behind what she thought was love and happiness lay cruel rejection and trampling from birth.

Those family elders who had maintained noble dignity before her, once unmasked, revealed poisonous filth and utter unworthiness.

Her pride crumbled instantly. She cried until tears flowed down her chin, soaking her collar.

But Chi Fengli grabbed her wrist pulse. After a moment, her face turned ashen and she slapped Pingzong across the face.

Pingzong’s crying immediately stopped.

Chi Fengli said sternly: “You learned her martial arts?”

Pingzong covered her face and nodded after a long pause.

“Didn’t I tell you that you lack natural talent? Among our three martial arts styles, you can at most inherit from only one person!”

“But, but Aunt Xuan said I had outstanding natural talent, sufficient to control ice and fire, to become the first person in history to fuse ice and fire…”

Tie Ci quietly appeared before the mother and daughter, sighing.

Fatal flattery.

She had noticed when fighting Pingzong earlier – ice in one hand and fire in the other looked incredibly cool, but anyone with half a brain would know it would inevitably cause internal energy conflicts. Even fantasy dramas with dual cultivation of magic and martial arts weren’t this exaggerated.

Chi Fengli stared fixedly at Pingzong, then after a while turned to look toward Xuan Qiong’s direction.

Tie Ci clearly saw a flash of fiery red in her eyes.

This legitimate wife had suppressed and restrained herself through long torment, training herself to appear untroubled by everything. However, her child was ultimately her bottom line. Whoever touched this line was like iron tongs thrust into a furnace, stirring up sparks everywhere.

From over there came the sound of massive shattering.

Everyone turned their heads.

…

Reaching Guihai Sheng’s courtyard, finding no one there, Xuan Qiong entered familiarly and opened the secret chamber.

Then she let out a piercing scream.

The secret chamber was brilliantly lit with treasure light, filled with pearls and jade. Facing the entrance were over ten tall coral trees, vivid as blood, stabbing into her eyes.

The servant girl stood stunned at the door, finally saying softly after a long time: “Not robbed… Master wasn’t robbed…”

Xuan Qiong stood there, her shadow cast on the cold white ground, motionless like a thick patch of mud. Suddenly that mud began to tremble, as if about to shatter into a thousand pieces.

The servant girl accidentally saw her profile and staggered backward in fright.

As she retreated, Xuan Qiong suddenly charged forward. This master who dominated the martial world now acted like a marketplace ruffian, grabbing a bronze vessel from the treasure shelf and swinging it at the coral treasure tree.

With a tremendous crash, coral shattered across the floor again.

This time no one would come to restore it.

Xuan Qiong vented by smashing things, then stood panting in the middle of the room – not from exhaustion, but from anger.

After a while, she returned to the outer room, brought back a bundle cloth, and swept all the jewels and jade from the treasure cabinet into the bundle.

Opening drawers, she found few banknotes left, but took those too.

Finally making one large bundle, she hoisted it onto her shoulder.

Her white clothes like snow, slender and elegant, carrying a large bundle – completely different from her usual image, leaving the servant girl gaping.

Xuan Qiong said calmly: “I’ve figured it out. This man has no heart. These things were all earned through my hard work for him, so naturally they can’t be used by him to betroth others. I’ll take them now.”

The servant girl stupidly said “oh.”

As Xuan Qiong walked past her, she even smiled at her. The servant girl was thinking that having served her for so many years, would she take her along, and should she go… Before she could finish thinking, she suddenly felt ice-cold from head to toe.

Then she lost consciousness.

Xuan Qiong walked past her silently, casually flicking her sleeve.

The servant girl fell rigidly to the ground, shattering into pieces like broken ice.

Xuan Qiong didn’t look back, nimbly leaping onto the rooftop.

Chapter 185: Meteoric Fall
She took one last look at the Guihai family’s courtyard, smoothed her temples, and leaped toward the west.

The next moment, a scorching wind roared toward her. Caught off guard, she retreated three steps and looked up in alarm: “Sister?”

No one answered – the night was silent and still.

Xuan Qiong felt an ominous premonition rising in her heart. Seeing no response, she asked no more questions and leaped up in another direction.

This time she was prepared, with ice and snow swirling around her.

However, having barely traveled half a zhang, a figure flashed and blocked her path directly. With her martial arts skills, she couldn’t even see how that person had gotten there – as if they had been there from the beginning.

That person raised a hand, cold light glinting from within.

She was moving fast, like throwing herself at someone else’s weapon. Xuan Qiong hastily twisted her body and fell backward to the ground.

As soon as she landed, she darted out again, her form flowing like water, heading in a direction far from the previous two. Thinking she could surely escape smoothly this time, who knew that after barely three zhang, with several whistling sounds, two streams of fist wind and several hidden weapons came from all directions.

She could tell that these later attackers weren’t stronger than her in martial arts, but clearly the other side had more people, all masters. She didn’t dare linger in battle and fled in yet another direction.

Prepared for a fight, but this time no one pursued. Xuan Qiong was somewhat puzzled, but if she could run, naturally she should. She continued forward, smelling increasingly strong sea air, and saw large ships standing on the sea surface in the distance. Suddenly she realized this was the direction toward where Guihai Sheng had gone.

She was unwilling to meet Guihai Sheng now and immediately tried to turn back. But once she turned, problems arose – she would always be attacked from various directions, forced step by step to the seashore.

Not far from the shore, a large ship was anchored in the sea.

Several medium-sized ships surrounded the large vessel. Flags hanging from the medium ships bore images of black seas and pale bone swords – the symbol of pirates in this area.

Countless grappling hooks flew from the pirate ships, embedding in the large ship’s hull. Masked pirates in tight hemp clothing crossed on the hooks and jumped into the large ship’s hold.

The people on the large ship hadn’t panicked, forming a tight formation guarding the hatch entrance.

Guihai Sheng seemed to have just arrived, standing on the main mast of the large ship looking down. His wide robes fluttered in the wind, giving him quite an immortal aura from afar.

But his violent temperament beneath his cultured appearance made him constantly reach out and grasp at the air.

Both Tie Ci and Feiyu watched as a pigeon flew across the sky, then was casually caught and killed by him, falling into the sea.

Tie Ci wondered: what was that? A messenger pigeon? A messenger pigeon bringing information to her? If it really was, which message was it carrying?

Feiyu stared at the pigeon that had fallen into the sea, calculating time, his expression also grim.

He too suspected the pigeon had come to bring him news – perhaps about the Crown Princess’s whereabouts.

But now, no one could save that pigeon that had flown a thousand li.

Guihai Sheng’s arrival probably gave the pirates courage. Those people stormed into the large ship, attacking fiercely.

The formation on the large ship retreated step by step, but their expressions remained calm.

With many people and distance, Tie Ci couldn’t see if Dan Shuang and others were on the ship, but since the large vessel could still resist effectively, the situation was still under control.

As soon as Xuan Qiong reached the shore, Guihai Sheng spotted her.

He had originally been about to attack the people on the ship, but seeing Xuan Qiong, he immediately turned around and shouted from afar: “Since you’ve come, have you reflected and returned the wealth?”

Before Xuan Qiong could answer, the huge bundle behind her suddenly burst, and pearls and gold jade scattered all over the ground with a clatter.

Xuan Qiong: “…”

Originally she had ruthlessly taken the wealth, wanting Guihai Sheng to lose both person and money. But seeing Guihai Sheng, she instinctively felt guilty and wanted to habitually deceive him, only to have her escape route cut off.

Then she might as well break the pot completely. She laughed coldly: “As you can see – taking a generous dowry to marry.”

Guihai Sheng flew into a rage and whooshed down from the mast, no longer caring about the large ship.

As soon as Xuan Qiong spoke, she immediately pursed her lips and whistled while starting to flee toward the sea.

Originally she had Tie Ci and others behind her and Guihai Sheng on the sea ahead – no matter how you looked at it, there was no escape route.

But she chose to flee toward the sea.

She didn’t choose to fly up, but ran across the sea surface. Where her feet touched, ice flowers bloomed, and the surging waves were frozen in shape the instant she passed.

As she ran toward the sea, a long path of ice flowers spread beneath her feet.

You could see a line of crystalline white on the deep blue sea surface, extending from her feet as if reaching toward the horizon.

It was quite a beautiful spectacle.

Figures flashed – Pingzong first gave chase, but when her foot touched those ice fragments, the ice melted.

Another figure flashed – Tie Ci had already jumped onto a small boat by the shore and untied the mooring rope.

The weather tonight wasn’t good. Dark clouds layered at the horizon, and golden light occasionally flashed between the layered clouds, accompanied by muffled thunder.

Though it was late autumn turning to early winter, this place was still warm and humid, so thunder and lightning occasionally occurred, though rain might not necessarily follow.

Several huge seabirds circled overhead, their cries piercing.

Thunderstorm weather was generally advantageous to Guihai Sheng. He roared angrily and pursued Xuan Qiong, fine white light flickering around him, muffled thunder rumbling from all directions. From afar, he looked like a flashing large white light bulb.

Tie Ci watched thoughtfully, thinking that these three all had natural talents first, then used those talents to achieve supreme martial arts, channeling the forces of heaven and earth for their own use, which both aligned with martial dao principles while being innovative. Could she learn from this?

She currently had four abilities: X-ray vision, restoration, teleportation, and lightning.

X-ray vision required concentrating her sight and channeling true energy to activate – she couldn’t just open her eyes and see people’s bones casually. It often failed, though she’d become more proficient recently.

Restoration was the same, requiring concentrated energy. Currently it only had higher success rates in urgent situations.

Teleportation was relatively more proficient because it unconsciously merged with lightness skills, plus she sometimes added small movements that made people mistakenly think it was just superb lightness technique.

Only the last ability – lightning – she had just succeeded with once and hadn’t figured out the feeling yet. Now seeing how Guihai Sheng summoned thunder and controlled lightning everywhere so smoothly, she couldn’t help feeling very envious.

But to understand Guihai Sheng’s lightning control ability, she needed to comprehend his energy circulation patterns, and obviously Guihai Sheng wouldn’t teach her.

Tie Ci didn’t think much about it – if Guihai Sheng could master it well, naturally she could too eventually.

For ordinary people, having natural talents go from nothing to continuously awakening would surely bring wild joy, but Tie Ci always thought several steps ahead.

She always felt this wasn’t entirely a good thing.

Biting off more than you can chew.

She’d rather have a few rare and powerful abilities that she could focus on improving wholeheartedly for better assistance.

Better than the current situation where she had to rely on luck and extreme stimulation to use them.

But this matter wasn’t up to her – since they came, she’d accept them.

In the distance, Xuan Qiong continued treading on water to create ice, reaching the middle of the sea in a flash like lightning.

But Guihai Sheng was like thunder and lightning, reaching behind her in the blink of an eye.

Guihai Sheng reached out to grab the bundle on her back.

But at this moment, Xuan Qiong pursed her lips and whistled, the sound reaching high heaven, and simultaneously she leaped up.

This leap was extremely high, almost higher than the large ship’s bow.

Everyone was surprised, not understanding why she would suddenly jump so high with pursuers so close behind.

Wasn’t this seeking death?

A black shadow flashed in the air.

Among the circling birds, the largest one suddenly dove straight down, perfectly catching Xuan Qiong who had leaped to mid-air.

The bird was enormous, its wingspan easily half a zhang when spread, effortlessly carrying Xuan Qiong as it flew toward the high sky.

Xuan Qiong had actually been raising and training large seabirds by this shore all along!

Guihai Sheng roared angrily, raised his hand and pointed. Cold lightning struck directly at the seabird.

The bird also feared thunder and lightning, tilting to dodge and descending. Guihai Sheng suddenly leaped up and grabbed half its wing.

The bird was pulled downward. Guihai Sheng sent another bolt of lightning at it.

By now both were positioned very high. The white light from Guihai Sheng’s fingertips, mixed with true energy and lightning, was thick as a giant sword and seemed about to connect with the thunder and lightning in the sky.

When that white light passed, the bird shrieked and half its wingtip was visibly cooked.

The bird’s form immediately became unsteady. Xuan Qiong hugged the bird’s head, fed it a pill, then looked down at Guihai Sheng gathering power for a third lightning bolt and suddenly said: “Senior Brother, why all this fighting and killing? Come up – I’ll return everything to you.”

Guihai Sheng was stunned. His fingertip remained raised – he didn’t strike, but didn’t disperse the energy either. White light coiled around his fingertip, crackling.

The layered clouds at the horizon were moving this way, muffled thunder and golden light drawing nearer. But everyone’s attention was on the two people above and below the bird, and even the people on the large ship had stopped fighting. No one noticed.

Only Feiyu and Tie Ci exchanged glances.

Tie Ci had a vague idea in her heart, but didn’t quite dare believe it.

High above, Xuan Qiong put down the bundle and handed it to Guihai Sheng.

Guihai Sheng immediately reached to take it, his other hand still vigilantly holding star flowers.

Xuan Qiong backed away further and extended her hand, gesturing for him to come onto the bird’s back.

The height was now too great – even Guihai Sheng would be killed if he jumped down.

He pushed aside Xuan Qiong’s hand, grabbed the bundle and jumped onto the bird’s back. The bird’s back had ropes tied to it for people to grip and steady themselves.

Layered clouds hung heavy as if over their heads, wisps of moisture swept past, and clothes and hair became wet in moments.

That vague rumbling thunder was right overhead.

The bird was still flying upward.

Guihai Sheng held the rope with one hand and gripped the bundle with the other, looking back at Xuan Qiong, a trace of hesitation flickering in his eyes.

He was considering whether to kick this shameless woman off.

However, decades of companionship and mutual dependence flashed before his eyes in an instant, making his heart stir slightly.

Xuan Qiong stared at him fixedly and saw killing intent in his eyes, which made her heart grow cold.

In that instant, decades of hardship and torment passed through her heart, which became covered with layers of frost.

The past couldn’t be pursued, lovers couldn’t be kept – years of devoted love in her flower-like youth had become nothing more than a yellowed old painting. When the wind of time blew, it became hideous.

Her heart also hardened layer by layer, brewing irreversible killing intent.

The mutual stare lasted only an instant.

Overhead suddenly blazed bright.

Xuan Qiong suddenly drew something thin and long like a sword or needle from behind her and thrust it sharply into the back collar of Guihai Sheng’s robe, while simultaneously using an ice sword to cut the rope!

She stabbed quickly and skillfully without even injuring Guihai Sheng’s skin. Guihai Sheng hadn’t expected such an attack and was shocked and puzzled, instinctively reaching to pull out that needle.

The rope broke and he hooked it with his leg.

At this moment, if he threw away the bundle in his other hand, he could still grab Xuan Qiong or steady himself in time.

But he refused to let go.

With several swishing sounds, the ropes on Guihai Sheng’s side broke one after another. The bird’s back was slippery, and Guihai Sheng fell off the bird’s back, only one leg still hooked to a rope.

He straightened his waist in mid-air, turning to rise up.

But at this moment.

A bright light flashed overhead. As if to suppress the entire dome of sky, the entire edge of the heavy clouds brightened, and a white light thick as a water bucket suddenly emerged, striking straight down!

In the eyes of Tie Ci and the others, lightning was born from the clouds, and one end of the lightning suddenly connected with the needle behind Guihai Sheng!

Guihai Sheng’s entire body was enveloped in white light.

At that instant the sea waves calmed, the wind stopped, and people on the ships froze.

Like an apocalyptic silent film.

The next instant, thunder crashed and roared.

On the vast sea surface, the tremendous sound became even more magnificent as if splitting heaven and earth. Sea waves rolled even more turbulently, and ships swayed on the wave crests.

That water-bucket-thick white lightning penetrated the long sky, straight as a giant sword, piercing the firmament before splitting the sea.

Everyone could see a vague black shadow within that pillar of white light.

Everyone held their breath.

The Ghost Island residents disguised as pirates all knelt down, prostrating toward the long sky. In their legends, Guihai Sheng was a god, the son of thunder and lightning. Lightning was his armor. They had seen his divine appearance with tiny electric light crackling all over his body, but had never seen such a magnificent sight of him wrapped in lightning.

This also filled their hearts with awe, thinking their Thunder Ancestor was advancing further and might ascend to heaven soon.

But Chi Fengli closed her eyes at this moment.

The electric light hurt people’s eyes, but Tie Ci and Feiyu stared fixedly.

Especially Tie Ci – she wanted to know whether someone who could control thunder and lightning had a natural lightning constitution, whether they need not fear even natural strong electricity.

Her eyelids ached and she shielded them with her hand.

The next instant, the black dot in the white light suddenly disappeared.

Chapter 186: The Crimson Aura of Killing Intent
At the same time, the moment the white light descended and severed the rope, Xuanqiong, who had been controlling the seabird to narrowly dodge the lightning, suddenly burst into hearty laughter.

From a distance, everyone could only see beside the white light, that woman throwing back her head in loud laughter, seemingly delighted.

Only she herself knew there was no delight.

No joy.

Only overwhelming loss, anguish, self-mockery, and countless indescribable emotions.

How ridiculous it all was.

His life and her own.

Decades of devoted following and scheming, love and trust, yet the desire to betray came in just an instant.

The fickleness of human hearts—today she finally understood.

She laughed and laughed, tears sliding down her cheeks, freezing instantly in the frigid high altitude.

In her daze, she remembered that autumn years ago when she knocked on her senior brother’s door, presenting the new clothes she had stayed up all night making for him, and he passed a red maple leaf through the window to her.

Vibrant as heart’s blood.

Wanfeng Mountain was most beautiful in autumn, the entire mountain covered in red maples like rosy clouds. After the frost fell, a delicate layer of frost would coat the leaf tips, where brilliant red and pure white merged perfectly within that thin surface.

Senior brother always loved gazing at those frost-touched maple leaves, saying that frost-kissed maple leaves were beautiful enough to possess killing intent.

So she always wore white robes, thinking that senior brother loved seeing that touch of white amidst the fiery red. Standing gracefully in her snow-white garments among the mountain full of maple leaves, surely he would spare her an extra glance?

Later, he brought that red-robed beauty, standing together amidst the blazing red mountainside, arranging her clothes, adorning her hair.

The way he looked at her in that moment—only then did she understand.

It turned out he simply loved that crimson of killing intent.

She laughed, ice crystals on her cheeks refusing to melt.

Senior brother, that maple leaf—no matter how carefully I preserved it later, it still crumbled, cracked, and vanished.

Just like you at this moment.

……

Tie Ci gazed at that white pillar of light, at the person laughing loudly in the high heavens, feeling a slight chill rise in her heart.

If love’s end looked like this, she would rather have never possessed it at all.

Suddenly her hand grew warm. She turned her head to see Feiyu beside her, eyes fixed ahead, saying softly, “We are so perfect—how could we compare ourselves to beasts?”

Tie Ci flicked her finger, batting away his claw, cupped her hands together, and revealed a faint smile at the corner of her lips.

Pingzong stood beside them, looking up at the sky with some bewilderment, asking Chi Fengli, “Mother… where did… where did Father go?”

Chi Fengli slowly opened her eyes.

At this moment, the depths of her eyes were blood red.

Pingzong cried out in alarm, “Mother, what’s wrong with you?” She turned back to look at the sea surface, “Mother, don’t be afraid. Father has a lightning body—he’s not afraid of lightning. He must have fallen onto the sea surface. I’ll go find him, I’ll go find him…”

Before she could jump into the sea, Chi Fengli caught her.

She said, “Your father is flesh and blood.”

Pingzong froze, not daring to think about what her words meant.

Tie Ci lowered her eyes, somewhat surprised and disappointed.

She had thought that possessing lightning abilities would make one truly immune to lightning.

But thinking carefully, even possessing lightning abilities only meant being able to control small-scale lightning, allowing small amounts of electricity to pass through the body, with the capacity to withstand gradually increasing through cultivation.

But humans were ultimately still flesh and blood. Under such high-intensity lightning strikes, they simply couldn’t endure it.

Thinking of how Gui Haisheng had been pierced with a lightning rod by Xuanqiong at the last moment, her heart grew cold.

Even while that woman was wholeheartedly loving and managing everything for Gui Haisheng, she still kept a killing move against him.

Love, after all, couldn’t tolerate too much impurity. Fate held its little ledger, calculating your schemes, and in the end, settled every account with you.

Pingzong was still pressing for answers, clearly panicking.

Chi Fengli gazed up at the sky, murmuring, “Those who toy with lightning die in lightning. Perhaps this is fate.”

“Mother, what are you saying…”

Chi Fengli pushed her away, lowered her head to roll up her sleeves, then placed both hands on her legs.

She said, “Though our bond is severed, we were husband and wife nonetheless. This revenge—I must still exact it for him.”

Her palms suddenly turned crimson red.

The scorching heat burned Pingzong, who quickly raised her hand only to find her fingertips already blistered.

It was truly hard to imagine the temperature of her palms at that moment.

Yet she pressed these scalding palms against her own legs.

Heat waves seemed to burst forth with a roar. Pingzong stared in shock, suddenly understanding, and lunged forward.

Then Tie Ci yanked her back.

“Too late! Disturbing your mother now will cause qi deviation!”

Pingzong wept, turning to strike Tie Ci, “She’ll still go into qi deviation this way! She’ll die!”

Before her elbow strike could reach Tie Ci, Feiyu’s iron fist arrived first, striking her neck with a bang.

Simultaneously, Tie Ci’s merciless counterattack came—a palm strike like a blade, also chopping at her neck.

Pingzong took these vicious blows from both fierce opponents, needlessly receiving an extra strike, and fainted quite thoroughly.

The two felt somewhat awkward—seemed a bit harsh, didn’t it?

Fortunately, Chi Fengli was in meditation and didn’t see.

The area around Chi Fengli was too hot. The two dragged Pingzong away to safety, seeing from a distance that Xiao Wenliu, Lan Xian’er, and the others had also run out. Tonight the big shots and islanders were busy dealing with the ocean merchant ship and had no time to play tricks on them, so the people on the ship were still safe.

But now with immortals fighting, mortals couldn’t approach. Tie Ci gestured for them to stay far away.

Watching Chi Fengli’s withered legs glow with red light, there was no sign of flesh regenerating, but Tie Ci had penetrating vision—she could see deep red power flowing through those blood vessels, blood bubbling and boiling.

Like flames burning through withered grass, there could still be final brilliance before complete consumption.

High in the sky, the injured bird tried several times to fly down but was driven back by Xuanqiong, who wanted it to fly farther away.

The woman and bird were still circling the ship, much closer to the sea surface than before.

Chi Fengli suddenly opened her eyes and stood up.

She reached out and pulled a bow from beneath the wheelchair—a bow of unusual design, exactly matching what Tie Ci had once seen on the divine statue.

The bow had no arrow, but curved barbs extended from its edges.

Her fiery red robes fluttered in the wind like burning flames as she instantly appeared on the distant merchant ship. The people on the great ship had just breathed a sigh of relief at Gui Haisheng’s disappearance, only to see a ball of fire appear on deck.

Looking closer, it wasn’t fire—red shadows floated around that person, even her eyes were red, with only her face remaining snow-white, making that white seem particularly piercing, as if drained of life.

Chi Fengli lifted her leg, robes flowing, and ascended the mast.

At the mast’s peak she drew the bow, but instead of shooting arrows, she seemed casual as she released the string with a twang. A ball of flame burst from the bowstring, forming a line of fire that shot toward Xuanqiong.

Xuanqiong urged her bird to dodge while raising her hand to summon clouds. She could condense ice and snow, and the sky held water vapor and clouds favorable to her. Her fingers swept continuously, and in an instant her surroundings filled with misty ice and snow that flew without falling. Looking carefully, one could see she had somehow cast an invisible net with the ice and snow clinging to it, flowing with her movements. Chi Fengli’s qi arrows of fire were extinguished upon hitting this net.

But Chi Fengli showed no discouragement. She drew the bow like plucking a zither, the twanging sound continuous, shooting qi fire with each release. In moments she had fired over a hundred arrows.

Deep red streaks crossed the sky, spanning sea and clouds like an inverted meteor shower.

Tie Ci watched in amazement.

Chi Fengli drew the bow as easily as combing cotton, appearing effortless, but condensing qi into fire was inherently a complex and precise process. Shooting such distances required extremely precise qi control.

Yet Chi Fengli barely looked, needing no time to gather power—between casual hand movements she created a sea of a hundred fire arrows. Her abundant qi and exquisite control far exceeded even Gui Haisheng’s abilities.

Her speed was too great. Even though Xuanqiong utilized favorable weather to form an ice and snow net, she couldn’t match the fire arrows’ speed. Watching deep red climb over ice white, water vapor constantly melted in the air, falling like rain.

Xuanqiong suddenly descended, flinging her hand so the giant net with its heavy ice, snow and flames crashed down toward Chi Fengli.

Chi Fengli waved her hand, and the fiery red bow suddenly snapped, becoming a red string and two spinning curved spikes that carried fire howling skyward to crash into the giant net.

The two masters clashed head-on, and people on the great ship were blown about by the air currents.

With a thunderous crash, Xuanqiong spat blood in mid-air, tumbling with her bird.

Countless ice fragments and small clusters of flame scattered in all directions. The giant net suddenly rolled back toward Xuanqiong. With a cry of anguish, seeing the seabird’s wingtip already entangled in the net, she leaped from its back.

But Chi Fengli’s two curved spikes could spin in mid-air and pursue in return. The flames on the spikes grew larger and larger, already licking at Xuanqiong’s back.

Chi Fengli raised her hand, and with a snap, the crimson bowstring folded in mid-air, strangling the seabird. Blood rained like red drops across the ship’s bow as flames surged up the bird’s body. The bird, following Xuanqiong’s falling form, tumbled down in defeat.

It crashed directly toward the falling Xuanqiong’s back.

The bird, fed medicinal substances and grown massive, struck Xuanqiong’s back like a falling meteor, like colliding cannonballs, driving the already severely injured Xuanqiong straight through the ship’s hull!

With another thunderous crash, Xuanqiong plunged head-first, her body smashing through the deck, then through successive ship compartments. The entire great ship shook violently as countless blood-stained ice flowers splattered across the deck.

People on the ship fell in droves. Even Chi Fengli on the mast swayed.

She looked down at the deck, expressionless, her crimson robes brilliant in the gradually brightening dawn.

Thunder still rumbled and lightning flashed intermittently, yet no rain fell.

A great hole appeared in the deck. After a while, people around the deck crawled up and peered into the hole.

They saw broken ship planks below, and beneath the planks happened to be an ice storage room for fish. Xuanqiong lay inverted in this ice room among countless ice fragments and dead fish, her skirt hem covered with fish scales, her pale feet pointing skyward.

A shadow flashed—Tie Ci had reached the ship. Seeing this scene, she too was stunned.

Those who manipulated ice and snow also died among ice and snow.

Like prophecy, or perhaps fate’s mockery.

Suddenly someone cried out in alarm. Tie Ci looked up to see Chi Fengli falling.

Like a withered maple leaf slipping from a branch.

Tie Ci stepped forward to catch her, prepared to take several steps forward to absorb the impact, but when the person fell into her arms, she was light as a leaf.

A word flashed through her heart.

Oil exhausted, lamp extinguished.

She carried Chi Fengli back to shore, where Feiyu had already slapped Pingzong awake.

Chi Fengli sat down on the beach. In that instant, countless wrinkles appeared on her snow-white face, her full head of black hair turned gray-white. The previously delayed passage of time accelerated, and her once indifferent expression suddenly became animated.

She coughed, laughing while coughing, spitting blood while laughing, saying, “Satisfying.”

“I’ve wanted to fight that bitch for ages.”

“Competed with me her whole life, and still couldn’t beat me.”

“Put all her effort into that old face of hers, and wasn’t even much prettier.”

“If I were in my prime, I could crush you with one finger.”

Pingzong rushed over, frantically trying to cover her mouth, “Mother, Mother, stop cursing! Let me heal your wounds!”

“Bah, what do you know about healing?” Chi Fengli pushed her away with one hand, glaring, “Don’t interfere with my cursing. I get angry just looking at you. Brain full of foolishness, three kind words from anyone and you’d abandon your own mother, and you follow along practicing those amateur skills. Calling you stupid would waste my breath.”

Pingzong didn’t know if she was stunned by the scolding or couldn’t adapt to her noble, cold mother’s sudden change of tone. She stood there dumbly for a long while before tears began dropping one by one.

Tie Ci stood beside her, saying, “Why are you crying? Your mother has been holding back for half a lifetime—can’t she vent now? Though Lady Chi, moderate scolding is enough. If Pingzong is this foolish, isn’t that from your spoiling Gui Haisheng? For such a man, you abandoned your daughter, letting others take advantage and turn her into a little fool. Who can you blame?”

Before Chi Fengli could respond, Pingzong was already crying aloud, angrily saying, “Shut up! Don’t you dare talk about my father and mother like that! What are you anyway!”

Chi Fengli said, “Shut up.”

Pingzong: “Right, you shut up…”

Chi Fengli: “I told YOU to shut up!”

Pingzong: “…”

Chapter 187: A Generation’s Grandmaster
Only then did Chi Fengli turn toward Tie Ci, raising an eyebrow to glance at her. It was the first time Tie Ci had seen such an expression on her face—wild and unrestrained with three parts wickedness, her gaze blazing bright, bright enough to overwhelm.

Beautiful enough to overwhelm as well.

In the beginning, it must have been this vibrant version of her that attracted Gui Haisheng.

In the end, however, Gui Haisheng grew tired of such vibrancy and deadly beauty, turning instead to favor the gentle and graceful Xuanqiong, forcing Chi Fengli to restrain her sharp edges, erase her killing intent, fold her razor-sharp wings, and confine herself in the cage he had carved for her.

The foolishness in human nature was truly pitiable.

Chi Fengli raised her eyebrow at Tie Ci, smiling, “So what if it’s true? I didn’t scold her wrongly, and you didn’t scold me wrongly either. Since we’re both right, let’s each do our own scolding.”

Tie Ci said, “Who hasn’t encountered a scumbag or two in their lifetime? Who hasn’t done something foolish when young? It’s nothing serious. Three-legged toads are hard to find, but two-legged men aren’t so scarce.”

Feiyu’s face darkened…

Chi Fengli laughed, saying, “See, your own daughter isn’t as satisfying as an outsider.”

Tie Ci just smiled.

Pingzong ultimately didn’t understand her parents—she understood no one.

Chi Fengli had been stifled for half her life. Now, she only wanted to live freely for a moment.

Laughing and cursing, everything casual, with those around her treating her casually too, just like many, many years ago.

Chi Fengli turned to gaze at Pingzong, her eyes gradually filling with affection. She sighed and said, “But you’re right. We wronged her first, then blamed her—that was rather willful of us.”

She reached out to caress Pingzong’s face, saying gently, “Mother will be willful just this once. Accept it—who told you to be so unlucky as to be my daughter?”

Pingzong vaguely understood something, her eyes misting over as she gritted her teeth, “Then let me be unlucky for a lifetime.”

Chi Fengli smiled at this.

She smiled and smiled, watching as the wrinkles around her eyes continued multiplying, spreading like an ever-expanding web.

Those marks gradually carved up her smooth cheeks and skin.

Pingzong looked away.

But at this moment, Chi Fengli’s hand slowly slid down, coming to rest on Pingzong’s vital point at her back.

The next moment, heat waves surged. Pingzong’s face paled as she softly collapsed onto her mother’s knees.

Chi Fengli sat cross-legged without moving, her robes flowing without wind, crimson brilliant in the breeze.

Yet her body was slowly withering, as if the endless source of heat was gradually drying up her flesh and blood.

Those wrinkles continued contracting and tightening, dense and terrifying to behold.

In Tie Ci’s eyes, she could see deep red flowing along the bright red blood vessels within Pingzong’s body, gradually expanding her meridians in an endless turbulent rush.

She felt somewhat envious.

This was what they called winning while lying down.

She sat beside Chi Fengli, protecting her during the process, watching as that bit of deep red gradually faded to nothing.

She had never used her penetrating vision to observe the flow of true qi in human bodies before. Now, concentrating on watching, she found the trajectory of that true qi flow contained profound mysteries, becoming completely absorbed.

Suddenly, Chi Fengli’s free hand grasped hers.

Tie Ci startled, instinctively trying to break free.

But immediately a hot current surged in, scorchingly intense. Realizing what was happening, her expression changed slightly.

Chi Fengli was actually giving her a share of true power too!

In that instant, thoughts raced through her mind.

Grandmaster-level true qi was no trivial matter—a significant increase in martial prowess was inevitable.

But if it couldn’t merge with her body’s existing true qi, there might be consequences over time.

Even worse would be complete inability to absorb it, with the foreign true qi overwhelming her own, ultimately leading to death by explosion.

Moreover, struggling desperately to break free now would certainly injure her.

These complex thoughts flashed by in an instant, and she immediately made her decision.

She signaled with her eyes to Feiyu, who was about to rush forward, indicating he need not act.

Feiyu stopped, seeing red and white qi flashing across her face, her eyes showing a moment of struggle.

Clearly he too understood the risk Tie Ci was taking.

Tie Ci felt somewhat anxious—she had made her choice, but what if Feiyu didn’t want her to take this risk and intervened?

Fortunately, Feiyu’s hesitation was also brief. He then turned around to protect Tie Ci during the process.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief, mentally awarding him ten points.

Though he could be somewhat chauvinistic in speech, this person actually understood her and knew how to respect her.

Tie Ci closed her eyes, circulating her own true qi to receive Chi Fengli’s rushing power.

Chi Fengli truly lived up to the legend of being fierce as fire—her true qi was extremely domineering and powerful. Even though this was just a small remaining portion, Tie Ci felt her meridians as if fire were flowing through them, the burning pain intense.

At least Pingzong had cultivated her mother’s true qi and had a foundation for absorption. But Tie Ci had never practiced such techniques, so this immediately felt like being consumed by fire. Hot sweat poured down like rain, and even her lips became parched.

Feiyu took out a water pouch and a handkerchief, wetting it to constantly moisten her lips.

Tie Ci’s skin grew hotter and hotter, actually seeming about to be burned. Sweat poured from her entire body only to be instantly dried by her own body heat.

Feiyu signaled to Dan Shuang, who was anxiously watching from the great ship. Understanding, Dan Shuang wrapped large blocks of ice from the storage room and brought them down.

When Feiyu moved to receive them, Dan Shuang stepped aside, glaring at him as she opened Tie Ci’s collar to wipe her body, deliberately using her own body to block Feiyu’s view.

Feiyu stared at her back, then glared at Mu Si who had followed down.

Fool, still hasn’t won over this woman after all this time.

If he’d married this tagalong girl earlier, she wouldn’t be in the way here now.

Mu Si was glared at inexplicably, but this didn’t prevent him from immediately glaring back fiercely.

After all, he couldn’t be glared at for nothing.

While these few exchanged meaningful looks, Tie Ci felt as if she had fallen into a sea of fire. The wind on her face, the air currents around her, people’s breathing—everything became countless leaping flames, burning her inside and out again and again. Sometimes she could feel brief coolness, but instantly that mad conflagration would crash down upon her head again.

In the intense burning pain, even breathing seemed about to be choked off. Somewhere inside her body came faint cracking sounds as the smoothly flowing true qi suddenly reversed direction, once again flashing lightning-like through her entire body.

She could feel a hot current flowing in reverse, rushing toward that wild fire to devour it, wrap it, guide it, finally transforming it into gentle warm light.

The pain gradually faded, and the true qi flowing into her body slowly ceased.

Tie Ci opened her eyes.

The moment she opened them, she was startled.

Before her was a dried corpse, blackened all over, wrinkles covering it like a spider web.

The corpse was actually smiling at her, saying, “So you’re a woman after all—what excellent disguise.”

Tie Ci immediately understood this was Chi Fengli.

Beauty had instantly become skeleton.

Though she didn’t know how Chi Fengli had seen through her disguise.

From Tie Ci’s expression, Chi Fengli also realized how she must look now. Seeing that Pingzong was about to wake up, she raised her hand and summoned a mask from one of the pirates on the ship, covering her own face.

Pingzong had just opened her eyes when she heard her mother say, “Congratulations, my child. You are now a generation’s grandmaster.”

Pingzong sat up in confusion, but her movements were too large and she hadn’t adapted yet. True qi leaked out with a hiss, sending a flame shooting toward Mu Si’s crotch.

Mu Si: “!”

He leaped backward, nearly jumping into the seawater.

Chi Fengli then turned to Tie Ci: “My child has conflicting dual meridian true qi that I cannot resolve for her. I could only use this method to strengthen her Haoyang true qi to suppress that little ice block Xuanqiong’s influence. But because of the dual meridians, she couldn’t absorb all my true qi. The remainder has benefited you.”

Tie Ci naturally understood, sighing inwardly as she said, “Madam could have kept this bit and then…”

“And then lingered on miserably, living a few more years with this appearance?” Chi Fengli touched the ravines on her face, even she herself frowning in disgust. “Are you trying to harm me? Keep nagging and I’ll take that true qi back.”

Tie Ci smiled.

Someone as proud as Chi Fengli—asking her to live like this would truly be worse than death.

Or perhaps from the moment Gui Haisheng died, she had made her decision.

She already suffered from a terminal illness and couldn’t protect her daughter for many years. With Pingzong having been influenced to practice conflicting true qi, she could only exhaust all her strength to give her own power to her daughter, ensuring she could live safely and peacefully.

But regarding Tie Ci, though this was just leftovers, she couldn’t help but express her attitude.

Chi Fengli said, “But I did give you true qi after all. I’ve never in my life stooped to leveraging favors for repayment, but today I’ll do it once. My daughter has become a generation’s grandmaster, but she’s a foolish grandmaster who, aside from getting angry, killing people and fighting, can’t figure out much else clearly. An innocent man is guilty of possessing treasure—I fear she’ll cause trouble because of this, or be used by those with ulterior motives, ruining her life. And you are barely intelligent enough. I want you to care for her throughout your life.”

Before Tie Ci could answer, she continued, “I will have her be loyal to you for life as well, helping you when you need it, as long as you arrange her life well—let her marry when she should marry, bear children when she should bear them, and if she doesn’t want to marry or have children, she can spend her life unmarried and childless, as long as she isn’t controlled by others.”

Tie Ci sighed softly.

She hadn’t expected this Ghost Island journey to bring such an encounter—gaining a generation’s grandmaster as a permanent ally.

However, Tie Ci didn’t pay it much mind.

Seeking help from a grandmaster wasn’t as good as becoming a grandmaster herself.

But having taken someone’s gift, she had to repay it somehow.

She nodded, and Chi Fengli pulled Pingzong over, saying, “She should be younger than you, so let her acknowledge you as her…”

Before the unwilling-looking Pingzong could object, Tie Ci had already said, “Being a sister isn’t necessary.”

Chi Fengli: “Hm?”

“Being an aunt is acceptable though.” Tie Ci looked at Pingzong, saying benevolently, “I felt an immediate kinship with Madam and greatly admire her. I’m willing to become sworn sisters with Madam and care for my niece throughout my life.”

Pingzong: “…!!”

I don’t even want to be your sister, yet you want to be my aunt?

Chi Fengli: “…?”

Are women these days all so bold and audacious?

After a moment she burst into laughter, saying, “Agreed!”

She had been somewhat hesitant before, but just for this courage and character, she could rest assured.

Pingzong cried out in alarm, “Mother, I don’t…”

Tie Ci smiled, “Good niece, come now, call me aunt.”

Feiyu immediately chimed in, “Come now, call me uncle.”

Pingzong burst into tears, reaching to grasp her mother’s hand, but touching something like dried wood, she was so startled she stopped crying.

Chi Fengli held her hand, in a rare good mood as she spoke leisurely, “Go ahead and call them. Your tongue won’t wear out from it. As for those feelings you have for your uncle-in-law, put them away from now on. You’re no match for these two—don’t make yourself suffer.”

Her voice lowered, taking on a distant, reminiscent quality, “We women, it’s best never to fall in love. Once we do, we get tied down by men, lose ourselves, and then it’s all over. Isn’t it better to control our own destiny? Those appearances, temperaments, sweet words—ultimately they’re all illusions, all no match for a gust of heavenly wind… Remember this, don’t be foolish like your mother. If you are foolish again, next life mother will reincarnate as your daughter and torment you to death…”

Pingzong cried and laughed, laughed and cried again.

The dried wood-like thing in her palm—she dared not squeeze it hard, fearing one squeeze would crumble it in the sea wind, never to be gathered again.

Yet Chi Fengli’s voice grew softer and softer, leaning by her ear to whisper a few words. Pingzong froze slightly.

The next moment Chi Fengli pushed away her hand.

A flame sprang from her sleeves.

Pingzong lunged forward trying to extinguish the fire, but was yanked back by her newly appointed aunt.

In just that instant, the flames multiplied, enveloping Chi Fengli’s entire body.

She ultimately chose to bury herself with her own strength.

The Fire Emperor turned to flames, the Thunder Maniac died in lightning.

In the vast expanse of striking demonic red, Chi Fengli quietly watched the young woman outside the firelight.

That blurry, distorted shadow instantly transformed into Wanfeng Mountain from years ago.

Newlyweds beneath those mountains full of red maples, he gently inserted a red jade maple leaf hairpin into her temple.

Across from her, Xuanqiong smiled gently, “This jade maple leaf was personally carved by senior brother, wasn’t it? It truly couldn’t suit sister’s beauty more perfectly.”

She touched her temple, also smiling.

She didn’t actually like maple leaves—things that were red for only one season, no matter how brilliant, carried with them the rustling winter, letting people see hints of decay.

But she loved his thoughtfulness, loved his gaze focused solely on her, loved the smile at his lips and eyes.

Xuanqiong walked over, ice pearls condensing at her fingertips to decorate the red maple hairpin.

“Sister, look—doesn’t this red leaf look even more beautiful with this ice and snow?”

She raised her hand, touching the icy coolness, turning to see her husband nod and smile.

Red maples from the entire mountain kept falling, shattering against the hem of her red wedding dress.

Across from her, Xuanqiong was clothed in snow-white.

…

Gui Haisheng.

You dissolved in the thunder, I vanished in the flames.

We both scattered throughout heaven and earth.

From this day forward.

Merging with each other.

Never to meet again.

Chapter 188: The Female Commander
Flames soared skyward, Pingzong wept before the firelight.

Just one day before, she had still been the princess of this island, with a dignified yet gentle father, a tender and doting Aunt Xuan, and a seemingly cold mother whose gaze always followed her movements.

Then overnight, she lost everything.

And before that loss, she was forced to witness a bloody, brutal tearing apart between them all.

The facade of years of warmth and harmony was completely torn away, revealing the sordidness and stench beneath.

Tie Ci gazed at her trembling silhouette, wondering if Chi Fengli had truly entrusted her daughter to her with such confidence. After a lifetime of such hurt and humiliation, could she still place such complete trust in a complete stranger she’d met by chance? The legendary Fire Emperor was not known to be such a kind person.

Tie Ci secretly circulated her qi, searching for any irregularities, but her internal breath flowed smoothly—none of her feared consequences showed signs of manifesting yet.

She could only bury these doubts in her heart.

Three great masters had perished in an instant.

The pirates on the ship immediately lost their direction.

Someone suddenly wailed and knelt down, repeatedly kowtowing toward heaven.

Then those islanders disguised as pirates vaguely understood what had happened.

Their gods were gone.

Devoured by the heavens.

The future of Ghost Island would now be shattered and turbulent like the suddenly churning sea waves.

People on the great ship also realized the tide had turned, their spirits immediately lifted as they began to counterattack.

Someone on the ship shouted loudly, “Capture them alive! Capture these pirates alive! When we return, I’ll report to our master to see what kind of people have been causing this trouble!”

Before his words finished, with a whoosh, a cold arrow pierced through the fog and through his throat.

The man fell, clutching his gushing throat, eyes staring fixedly at the side waters.

At dawn, fog had risen over the sea. Everyone’s attention had been on the chaotic battle between the three masters, so no one had noticed when several medium-sized vessels had appeared indistinctly in the mist.

They bore no flags and looked like ordinary fishing boats, but they were packed with people. The arrow that killed the man on the great ship had been fired from these vessels.

These ships came quickly, rapidly extending gangplanks. People rushed aboard the great ship while others called to the Ghost Island people, “Why haven’t you taken control yet? Where are those masters?”

The Ghost Island people were lost and disoriented. Before they could answer, Pingzong suddenly laughed coldly, leaped up, crossed the waves in two or three steps, jumped onto the ship, grabbed the questioner and delivered more than ten slaps back and forth, saying, “The master is right here!”

The man was beaten dizzy, but he recognized Pingzong. After a long moment of bewilderment, he said, “Miss Pingzong… you… where are your parents…”

Pingzong’s answer was another dozen slaps back and forth.

Amidst the slapping sounds, a figure flashed—Tie Ci appeared, leisurely whispering in her ear, “Good niece, it’s these people who harmed your parents. Xuanqiong colluded with them, exploiting your father’s greed to rob passing merchant ships. Because she could help your father make money, he was completely subservient to her, letting her deceive you and bully your mother, ultimately creating this situation where all three perished together. But your father never spent that money on you—it all just sat in the secret chamber gathering dust. Tell me, what was the point? Material desire is like a bottomless well, and greed harms people!”

“You’re right,” Pingzong said angrily, “It’s all these people’s fault for seducing him! Don’t call me niece!”

“Very well, niece. By the way, why couldn’t your parents leave these waters? We haven’t heard news of them for years.”

“It seems many years ago they were injured and needed a special product from these waters to heal, plus many precious medicines. Sometimes merchant ships would carry these items.”

While the two conversed, Pingzong had already knocked down several people who rushed at her.

“Do you know what kind of people are on these ships?”

“I don’t know.”

“But they recognize you.”

“They often brought things to my father. My father’s subordinates—why would I need to know them?”

Tie Ci sighed.

Your mother was right.

Truly a foolish grandmaster.

Pingzong’s venting, one-sided beating finally enraged the opponents. Those people fled back to their own ship, with Pingzong chasing after to continue the beating.

The true qi she’d just received was still beyond her control, her heart filled with grief and rage, completely irrational. Like a human killing machine, she slaughtered those on the ship both inexplicably and amid continuous screams. After several failed attempts at explanation, they too were enraged.

Someone shouted, “Something’s wrong here! This woman’s gone mad! Fall back! Open fire!”

At this command, several ships retreated. Ship panels creaked open, revealing rows of openings from which dark objects emerged.

The well-traveled people on the great ship cried out in alarm, “Cannons!”

Someone angrily said, “Cannons are strictly controlled—where would pirates get cannons!”

“These pirates are in league with the Yongping Navy!”

Tie Ci chuckled.

Too simple, too naive.

This was far worse than mere collusion.

A figure flashed—Pingzong wasn’t even afraid of cannons. She leaped onto the ship’s hull, raised her hand to send a line of fire shooting directly into the dark cannon mouth. With a tremendous bang, before the cannon could fire, she made it explode in the barrel.

The ship’s hull shook violently, black smoke filled the air, people on deck fell everywhere. A huge gap was blasted beside the cannon mouth—the ship’s hull was about to split open.

Chaos erupted on the ship as people jumped into the water like dumplings. People on what should be the flagship, seeing this, immediately ordered, “Return to port! Return to port!”

Tie Ci had sharp eyes and suddenly saw several people rush out on that ship, apparently trying to capture the leader who was ordering the return from behind.

She immediately called to Pingzong, “Niece, help out—intimidate that ship, but don’t…”

Before she finished speaking, Pingzong raised her hand again, sending another streak of fire toward a cannon mouth on that ship, exploding it with another bang.

“…explode it…” Tie Ci’s last two words had just left her mouth. She nearly bit her own tongue.

Pingzong didn’t turn around: “Call me niece again and I’ll blow you up like that!”

Tie Ci: “Heh heh, very well, niece.”

The ship over there, under attack, also had people falling everywhere. The leader at the bow fell, and those behind him seized the chance to rush forward and restrain him.

With the leader controlled and the others intimidated by cannon fire, they panicked and dared not move. Tie Ci saw from afar that those few people quickly took control of the ship’s situation and ordered a return to port.

Fortunately, though this ship was also hit, Pingzong had controlled her strike—only the ship’s side was damaged, not affecting navigation.

Before returning to port, the person who had acted called out from afar to Tie Ci, “Many thanks for brother’s assistance! We’re from Yongping Prefecture. If brother ever has need of our services, please present this token to the local garrison, ask for Old Yu, and someone will appear!”

Saying this, he threw over a token. Tie Ci caught it, glanced at the token, felt moved, and called back loudly, “No special thanks needed. I happen to be heading to Yongping Prefecture anyway—why don’t you give us passage?”

After a brief hesitation, they agreed. Tie Ci had Dan Shuang remain behind to help the great ship handle the aftermath.

People on the great ship had begun counterattacking, capturing some islanders and survivors from the first exploded ship who had fallen into the water.

Those islanders frantically appealed to Pingzong for help. Having vented through fighting, Pingzong had calmed somewhat. Seeing those islanders who had raised her, she felt some reluctance and instinctively looked toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci asked the other ship to wait while she went to the great ship. The ship’s owner who received her had considerable bearing and spoke with the refined accent of the imperial capital. From his manner of receiving people, Tie Ci could tell he was either a steward of significant position from a noble house, or a distant relative of a prominent family specifically responsible for commerce.

Even though such people had been polished smooth by years of business, when facing someone like Tie Ci with flawless background and experience, they were convinced in just a few words.

When Tie Ci arrived, he was interrogating those who had fallen from the later ships, but the other party insisted they were just pirates, together with the islanders.

These people were fairly tough—even under torture, they gritted their teeth and wouldn’t speak.

Then Feiyu came.

He dragged those few people to the rear cabin. No screams were heard, and not long after, those people came out, each covered in cold sweat with deathly pale faces, confessing everything honestly.

Tie Ci was very curious about what method Feiyu had used, but he just smiled without explaining. When pressed, he said, “You wouldn’t want to know. Don’t ask—what if you won’t marry me after finding out?”

Tie Ci snorted.

Such wishful thinking.

But she stopped asking. Some things were better left unspoken.

From among the identically dressed prisoners, Feiyu precisely picked out the leader for interrogation. The questioning was successful, but it made the knowledgeable ship owner break into a cold sweat.

This ship had originally been a joint overseas gold-seeking venture backed by various big shots. He bore the responsibility of making money, thinking such connections would make them untouchable, never imagining they’d nearly been completely wiped out in these coastal waters.

He’d thought it was just bad luck, never suspecting the scheming behind it.

It seemed someone was using the military to support pirates, then using pirates to support the military, while simultaneously stirring up murky waters to move against Commander Di of the Yongping Guard. This involved court struggles over military power.

The situation behind this sounded terrifying. As a major steward from a duke’s household, he was immediately at a loss.

The merchant ship’s robbery couldn’t go uninvestigated, but if investigated, it would implicate too many parties, possibly even the Xiao family. Who could bear such responsibility?

Only then did Tie Ci understand the intricacies, quite surprised.

She had guessed that the Yongping Navy was using the military to support pirates, then using pirates to support troops, but hadn’t expected that this exceptional robbery of a major merchant ship was actually aimed at Di Yiwei.

She negotiated with the steward ship owner, pointing out the dangerous waters ahead and suggesting they hand this matter directly to Di Yiwei for handling, which would count as selling the Yongping Guard Commander a favor.

As for the islanders, she suggested that those with blood on their hands be dealt with as seen fit, while the rest should be released and afterward left to Di Yiwei’s management and supervision to ensure they never offend again.

She could provide a guarantee, after all, the new island master was her dear niece.

The steward accepted this proposal—he had also seen Pingzong’s martial skills and dared not offend too deeply.

Fortunately, those islanders had mostly surrounded without attacking while waiting for Gui Haisheng to make decisions, and the great ship, having received Tie Ci’s advance warning and preparation, suffered no casualties.

Most islanders were released. Pingzong’s expression relaxed somewhat. When Tie Ci called her “good niece,” she pretended not to hear.

Pingzong planned to first bury her parents, then find opportunities to go out and travel.

Though her parents had no remains, a cenotaph still needed to be erected.

As for Xuanqiong, she paid no attention. However, among the islanders were some who had received Xuanqiong’s kindness—Xuanqiong routinely displayed small charities. For her it was performance, but for those in hardship, it was great kindness.

So someone moved her corpse from the ship’s ice storage. Unable to give her a grand burial, they just nailed together a thin wooden coffin and buried it in the island’s cemetery, facing the sea with its fishy smell constantly present.

Xuanqiong had loved splendor, luxury, and fragrance all her life. Her garments were like snow.

In the end, she slept beneath sandy soil by the sea, forever surrounded by fishy odors.

Fate has always been fond of irony.

Tie Ci returned to the ship to release Er Dan and San Hai, giving them some silver as compensation.

On the beach she bid farewell to Xiao Wenliu.

She was taking the later disguised pirate ship—actually a military vessel—to Yongping. If she wasn’t mistaken, Di Yiwei had already detected unusual movements in the Yongping Navy and had sent people to infiltrate, waiting for the right moment.

This time Tie Ci and Feiyu’s disruption of the robbery allowed Di Yiwei’s people to seize the opportunity to capture the Yongping Navy leaders and take their ship.

Presumably the navy admiral Xiao Bi’an was about to meet misfortune.

Naturally, Xiao Wenliu couldn’t continue forward.

In life, paths must eventually diverge.

But Xiao Wenliu wasn’t as downcast as Tie Ci had imagined. She raised a bright smile, saying, “Sister, take good care of yourself! When you return to the capital, I’ll come see you. Then, can you give me a hairpin?”

She still couldn’t forget that hairpin.

Tie Ci, whose mind was full of parting ways and meeting enemies again, couldn’t help but smile. She thought this child was broad-minded and hoped her life’s path would always be spacious.

She said, “Alright, I’ll carve you one with cherry blossoms.”

Feiyu said coolly from the side, “Don’t believe her—some people just talk without delivering.”

Xiao Wenliu said, “That’s because your character is bad. Whose fault is that?”

Feiyu looked at her darkly. Xiao Wenliu, completely unaware she’d been marked by the demon king, remained fearlessly cheerful.

She returned to her previous ship. The helmsman felt as if in a dream—Ghost Island had no ghosts, no one demanded dowries from him, pirates came and were defeated, Er Dan and San Hai weren’t Er Dan and San Hai, then Er Dan and San Hai appeared on the ship again.

But he vaguely knew that perhaps the pirate and Ghost Island nightmare that had long troubled passing merchant ships had been dispelled because of those fake Er Dan and San Hai. Grateful, he kowtowed and repeatedly promised to safely deliver Xiao Wenliu back to the patrol ship.

Tie Ci watched Lan Xian’er support Xiao Wenliu back to their ship. From afar, Xiao Wenliu kept waving while Lan Xian’er beside her had completely shed yesterday’s worldly air, looking like a well-trained servant from a wealthy household, standing properly behind Xiao Wenliu, actually pushing Xiao Wenliu’s original maid far to the back.

Tie Ci asked curiously, “When did Lan Xian’er become so close to Xiao Wenliu?”

Feiyu said, “I heard she helped kill a snake last night. During the night when Ghost Island people were playing tricks, Lan Xian’er went to fight ghosts. Also, at the beach gathering earlier, when Xiao Wenliu drank too much and hid in the woods to relieve herself, some men tried to peek but were beaten bloody by Lan Xian’er. So Xiao Wenliu took Lan Xian’er as her maid.”

Tie Ci said casually, “How do you know about such things as Xiao Wenliu relieving herself and someone peeking? Did you use your female identity to deceive again?”

Feiyu said, “Not at all—she just wasn’t smart enough.”

Before he finished speaking, he knew he’d misspoken. Before he could make amends, Tie Ci had already laughed and said, “Be a decent person, will you!”

The ocean merchant ship offered her thanks and gifts, which Tie Ci declined, saying, “If possible, please leave me a token, ship owner. I have some small business in the capital and may need your assistance in the future.”

The ship owner naturally agreed, never imagining this small business involved the entire realm, much less that Tie Ci had secretly tied up all the big shots behind the merchant ship.

Favors from court big shots weren’t easily owed—once Tie Ci grasped them, she wouldn’t let go.

The ship owner left a token and recommendation letter, stating he would certainly inform his master of today’s events and invite Tie Ci to maintain frequent contact in the capital.

Tie Ci said meaningfully, “Naturally I’ll be bothering you.”

She boarded that converted military ship, watching the pirate ship return to the island, the merchant ship set sail, and Pingzong digging in the sand on the beach, gradually becoming a small dot.

She felt quite moved.

She hadn’t expected one night’s Ghost Island journey to yield such great harvest.

She’d gained a grandmaster, annexed Ghost Island, resolved the bandit problem, sold favors to big shots, and secretly helped Di Yiwei.

The leader on the military ship was a middle-aged man who called himself Yu, not revealing his identity to them, only saying he was ordered to investigate these maritime troubles and thanking Tie Ci for her assistance.

It wasn’t until Tie Ci handed over her identity documents, saying she was here for training, that the other party accepted the papers somewhat surprised, saying, “So you’re a talent from Yueli Academy. My apologies—I’m Yu Duonian, serving under Commander Di as Guard of the Infantry Battalion. Before I left, I heard that students from Yueli Academy here for training had already arrived. Our commander has arranged positions for each of them, and because there are many training students, the commander specially assigned a vice-general to manage student training and other matters. Training is almost finished now—why are you arriving only now, young brother?”

He added, “This is troublesome—our commander most dislikes tardiness.”

Tie Ci said, “When training in Dongming, I encountered some obstacles. To investigate the truth, I was delayed. Please, Guard Yu, put in a good word for me with the commander.”

At this time, the Great Qian garrison system was hereditary, with garrison troops as the main component of border forces, plus some recruited soldiers. According to the corresponding positions between garrison officers and regular army officers, Guard Yu should be at least a Garrison Commander in the garrison system. But when Tie Ci asked, Guard Yu smiled bitterly, saying, “Shamefully, I was originally Regional Commander of the Dongning Garrison.”

Tie Ci was stunned, saying, “A Regional Commander should correspond to at least a Guerrilla General in the regular army.”

Guard Yu said, “Didn’t expect Young Master Ye to be so familiar with our court’s military system. But I transferred to regular army not long ago, haven’t established any merit, so don’t deserve the position of Guerrilla General.”

He then said happily, “This time capturing the navy’s weakness, I can be promoted when I return! The commander promised me!”

Tie Ci observed him and found he truly showed no resentment, full of anticipation and drive for the future.

This made her curious about Di Yiwei. Like herself, Di Yiwei disguised as a man, and court officials didn’t know of her disguise—she’d learned this from Shadow.

For such a woman to spend years on battlefields, making numerous male subordinates completely unaware while earning their wholehearted respect, she must be no ordinary person.

Clearly rewards and punishments were distinct—she could demote subordinates’ positions while still earning their compliance. That took skill.

Her style also seemed quite stern, because Guard Yu told her, “Young master helped us solve this great problem with the navy. The commander will surely be pleased, but the commander is strict by nature and may personally question you. Please tell everything truthfully without any concealment.”

Should Tie Ci honestly reveal her identity?

That was impossible.

Di Yiwei was said to be related to the Rong family, but the Rong family’s attitude was ambiguous. More precisely, Di Yiwei was a relative of Old Lady Rong. Previously at the academy, Tie Ci had even killed Old Lady Rong’s people—Old Lady Rong probably wanted to settle accounts with her.

Even if Di Yiwei and Old Lady Rong were said to have a poor relationship, Tie Ci didn’t dare take that risk.

She had to first understand the situation thoroughly.

So the problem arose—she’d thought helping Di Yiwei would give her a good start in Yongping.

But now it seemed this favor might actually become an obstacle.

Guard Yu hastily spoke with her briefly, then went to handle matters of escorting the ship back to Yongping and sending reports. With just a few people on his side against over a hundred soldiers on the other ship, he couldn’t maintain control through manpower alone, so he negotiated with the merchant ship to borrow some of their people.

The merchant ship naturally refused, fearing another robbery with insufficient people, but Guard Yu was forceful, boarding their ship with his men and producing Di Yiwei’s order for mandatory requisition.

When the other party produced tokens from various dukes and ministers to pressure him, Guard Yu showed respect for their position but said that since the merchant ship was near the docks and Ghost Island was pacified, such caution over valuable cargo was understandable. However, the Yongping Guard had authority to inspect goods at commercial ports, so they would fulfill their duty by registering and cataloging everything.

This statement made the other party’s faces ugly. Ocean merchant ships inevitably carried some rare but taboo items, and various families’ purchases included things that couldn’t be recorded in accounts, containing private matters. Routine inspections with proper greetings were one thing, but this person clearly had ill intent. If he actually created account books, they could become leverage for Commander Di in the future.

They cursed internally about this commander overreaching, but dared not turn hostile on her territory, so had to lend some people.

Watching from afar, Tie Ci thought subordinates’ styles mostly reflected their commanders’ influence. This Di Yiwei was clearly also a hardliner, but unlike Xiao Xueya’s steel-straight-man style, her methods were more sophisticated and ruthless.

Guard Yu assigned them all cabins, very strategically placing the cabins near where prisoners were held. Tie Ci understood but just smiled it off.

The journey to Yongping Guard would take another day’s sailing. Both went to their cabins to change out of their sailor disguises.

Tie Ci returned to her Ye Ci ensemble—elegant young master in dark robes, a gentleman scholar. When she emerged, she earned Guard Yu’s applause, who praised, “This is how our capital’s sons should look!”

A moment later, the curtain lifted and Feiyu emerged.

Guard Yu looked up and was speechless.

Before him stood a tall, slender figure with a narrow waist and long legs, wearing tight black clothing that outlined an extremely flowing and exquisite physique. The person was sharp yet languid, carrying a bag of sunflower seeds, leaning against the ship’s wall. His slender, snow-white fingers picked up seeds, drawing everyone’s gaze to follow the sunflower seeds.

But what left people speechless was that he wore a crude half-mask on his face, revealing black hair like satin, a forehead like jade, and eyes like cold stars.

The kind that was very charming and beautiful, making sure you knew he was beautiful, yet perversely maintaining distance so you couldn’t see all his beauty—the kind of wickedness that made your hands and feet itch with the urge to beat him.

Tie Ci’s gaze flowed from Feiyu’s head to toe.

That figure, height, posture…

Made her think of many things, and even more.

For that instant, her expression richly changed several times.
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Chapter 189: Pinning Against the Wall
Feiyu, still oblivious to danger, stretched out his hand to beckon her: “The sunflower seeds on this ship are well-roasted. Come try some?”

Tie Ci walked over, smiling warmly as she said to Guard Yu and the others while walking: “Everyone, there’s a private matter to resolve here. To avoid causing discomfort, please excuse us.”

Guard Yu saw the killing intent in her eyes and very wisely slipped away immediately, taking with him his subordinate who was drooling at Feiyu.

Tie Ci walked over, took the sunflower seeds from Feiyu’s hand, set them aside, then in the next instant pressed her elbow horizontally against him, pinning him against the cabin wall with a thud.

Feiyu laughed low.

His voice was different from before—deeper but more magnetic and mellow. The lowered tone resonating by her ear made Tie Ci, despite her current displeasure, shiver all over.

Feiyu raised his hand, pressing it on her shoulder, laughing: “Look, am I beautiful? Could you bear to beat someone this beautiful?”

Tie Ci gazed at his eyes, saying slowly: “Can’t bear to…”

Feiyu’s eyes formed an extremely beautiful curve.

“…not beat you.”

The next instant Tie Ci raised her hand, grabbed his shoulder, and flung him.

With a whoosh, Feiyu flew beyond the ship’s rail, landing with a splash that sent water shooting up several feet high.

In the splash, Tie Ci had already silently leaped into the water, grabbing hold of that figure more agile than a fish, raising her hand to tear off his mask.

His long hair, braided only on the sides, scattered loose—the hairstyle seemed somewhat familiar.

Tie Ci said: “You—the one who extorted me, fought with me, and stole my things on the small boat.”

Feiyu rolled over, swimming away from her embrace. Tie Ci reached out to grab his ankle, climbing up along his long legs and slender waist, reaching around to feel another layer of mask, which she flicked off with her finger.

“You—the one who conspired with others on Fengbo Mountain and pinched my waist.”

Feiyu rolled in the water like a beautiful large fish, slipping from her fingertips and turning back to smile at her.

That face was still blurry.

Tie Ci swam over with a whoosh, sliding her hand into his collar and after a moment pulled out two wobbly things and threw them away.

“You—the one who disguised as a woman and constantly took advantage of me.”

Feiyu said softly: “Actually I don’t need those—I can manage without them. Don’t believe me? Feel and see…”

Tie Ci covered his mouth, refusing to listen to his flirtatious words.

Following from his mouth upward, she scraped with her fingernail but couldn’t remove it—the blur on his face wasn’t actually a mask.

She turned around, pressing Feiyu forward as she swam until they reached a cluster of reefs, where she pinned him against the rocks and began vigorously rubbing his face.

Feiyu laughed: “Gently, gently—what if you rub this face raw?”

“If it gets rubbed raw, you won’t be able to swindle people anymore,” Tie Ci said. “Universal celebration.”

“If it gets rubbed raw, I won’t be worthy of you,” Feiyu said. “All my efforts have been to win you.”

Tie Ci’s hand slowed.

Then became fierce again.

This guy was probably born with maxed-out flirtation and sweet talk skills—he spoke romantic words as easily as eating cabbage.

And he always carried three parts playful meaning, making one feel uncertain of truth or falsehood, as if always keeping an escape route for himself. This was probably a habit formed from his many years of experience, but it made her somewhat displeased.

She couldn’t be easily swayed.

She rubbed for a while without success, until her fingertip followed the contour of his nose and flicked.

A translucent membrane floated away with the water.

Feiyu caught it, spreading it with both hands before her—it was actually a heart-shaped membrane piece. He said: “Look, even wearing a mask, it’s in the shape of my heart.”

Tie Ci looked at his finally clean face.

For a while she said nothing, her mind churning with countless thoughts.

All those entanglements, hesitations, self-doubts, and bewilderments now seemed so ridiculous.

After a long moment, she murmured: “The bastard who disguised as a riding and archery teacher to fool me at Yueli Academy…”

She thought she had simultaneously fallen for both Rong Wei and Feiyu.

Becoming a two-timer stepping on two boats.

In the end, the man was him, the woman was him, the extortionist was him, the fighter was him. Being a teacher was him, seductive glances were also him.

After all, what truly attracted her was that interesting and powerful soul hidden deep within. The only unchangeable thing.

It just wasted all her entanglement and self-doubt.

She gazed at him, still with unresolved doubts.

Was the person who fought her in the sea, stepping on planks at the wave crests, and the one who lured her down the mountain cliff and sheathed his sword before her eyes—was that him too?

She had been puzzled about this for a long time.

The one in the sea, because he had removed his clothes, she never saw his full standing figure clearly, couldn’t judge his build and height.

The one on the cliff—too much fog, couldn’t see clearly at all.

If those two were also him, then his identity shouldn’t be that of a simple Liaodong official’s son.

That person had once seized the Abyssal Iron weapon before her eyes, and afterward her orders to the Nine Guards and maritime investigators yielded nothing.

That person had also saved Prince Ding’an, though it seemed he bore a grudge against him.

She suddenly remembered their first meeting with Feiyu, right under the Cangsheng Tower, when he leaped down from the tower and fell into her arms.

If she wasn’t mistaken, Murong Duan should still have been in the tower then.

Feiyu went alone to the Cangsheng Tower to see Murong Duan? To do what? Seek revenge? Negotiate? What was his relationship with Murong Duan?

When he jumped down then, was it because he was being pursued, or simply to prevent her from entering the tower?

Was he after the Abyssal Iron weapons?

How did he obtain that information? Such a secret matter. She had stumbled upon it by chance following a murder case, but he seemed to know something beforehand.

The specialized intelligence organization in Liaodong seemed to be the Embroidered Uniform Guard…

But if Feiyu was an important figure from Liaodong, his relationship with Great Qian would be sensitive. Why would Rong Pu lie for him?

A string of questions surged up, making her temples throb.

These doubts hadn’t just arisen today—in past days, they had also suddenly emerged from time to time. But Feiyu’s identities changed frequently, and she had just begun to fall for him, leaving her somewhat dizzy from confusion. Now that the masks were completely removed and she could reintegrate those faces with his actions, some doubts became particularly clear.

For an instant, unease rose in Tie Ci’s heart.

The confusion between male and female faded, but the shadow of identity loomed again.

If she followed his identity to its source, what if she saw an enemy camp’s banner at the end?

When that time came, would she tear down his flag, or would he destroy her camp?

He had always lingered around her these days, even willing to change into women’s clothing to approach her—was it truly because of reluctant affection, or because of certain purposes?

She didn’t want to think this way—it was desecration and defamation of those beautiful feelings. However, her suspicions about his involvement in the Abyssal Iron incident, combined with her own identity, forced her to magnify even the slightest doubt and analyze that person thoroughly.

Previously, because of emotion, she had already become dull.

Now, she couldn’t allow herself to remain intoxicated, betting the realm and future on it, could she?

She stared at his chest for so long that Feiyu thought she was aroused, quietly using his fingers to open his collar a bit more.

Tie Ci suddenly grabbed his collar and pulled it apart, looking as if she intended to tear it open.

But immediately she covered his clothes again and turned to leave.

At least at this moment, she didn’t want to tear off his vest.

She’d first restrain her heart and observe slowly.

Feiyu didn’t know whether to feel relieved or disappointed for a moment, exhaled a long breath, and chased after her: “I’ve finally been honest with you today—can you forgive me now? Can you give me the hairpin?”

Tie Ci said: “Is that so? May I ask where your distinguished home is located, what your age is, your parents’ names, and what official position they hold?”

Feiyu laughed behind her: “Since I was honest first before, this time it should be your turn first. After you speak, I’ll speak.”

Tie Ci sighed inwardly.

Before she was certain he was Rong Wei, was that guy who always caused her trouble, she had actually wanted to find an opportunity to honestly reveal her identity.

But now, with the Abyssal Iron incident casting a shadow over her heart, she dared not open herself up.

“The son of the Minister of Imperial Stud—isn’t that enough?”

Go investigate if you have the ability.

Actually, if he wanted to investigate her, it wouldn’t be difficult at all. From his appearance, he surprisingly hadn’t investigated her identity, which Tie Ci found somewhat unexpected.

Feiyu thought of the pigeon killed by Gui Haisheng that day. By time calculation, some messages should have returned by now.

But those messages were lost at sea.

He chased after her, saying: “I’m from Liaodong, eighteen years old. I’ll answer these two items first. When you’re willing to tell me the Minister of Imperial Stud’s rise to power story, I’ll tell you my family’s rise to power story.”

Tie Ci thought: Tell what? Tell about scheming and bloody storms?

Right now I want to give you a bloody storm.

She burst from the water in a clear arc and landed on deck.

Feiyu followed behind, just about to land beside her when he heard Tie Ci say: “Guard Yu, this person’s identity is unclear. Since you’re executing important official business, I suggest not keeping him on the ship.”

Guard Yu had been watching and admiring these two talented people when he heard this, was stunned, then suppressed a laugh and said: “Alright.”

With a wave of his hand, he actually ordered soldiers to extend their hooked spears and force Feiyu back into the water.

A few soldiers’ hooked spears couldn’t actually drive Feiyu away, but seeing Tie Ci’s poor mood, he wisely avoided touching that bad luck.

He soaked in the water, swimming alongside the ship, calling up to the ship: “So cold!”

No response. After a moment, some fruit peels flew out of the cabin, nearly hitting his head.

Feiyu muttered: “Throwing down a few sunflower seeds would be nice too.”

He wiped the water from his face and smiled.

Usually seeing her generous and accommodating, seeming capable of embracing the world with extraordinary bearing—though good, it always seemed to lack some worldly flavor.

No one was born like that. Every time he saw her fortitude and tolerance, it made him wonder what kind of environment had shaped her, what kind of polishing had created her.

In such a process, had she experienced countless pain and suffering, heartbreak and torment?

Only then achieving this jade-like lustrous smoothness, this sea-and-sky-like vastness.

He had never seen her act like an ordinary girl—willful, coquettish, affected, throwing little tantrums.

Though perfect, it made him feel a faint heartache.

Now it was rare to see her willful—he was willing to indulge her in throwing bigger fits.

He was willing to accompany her in releasing the nature suppressed since childhood, tasting one by one all the human flavors never experienced since youth.

Starting with indulging her little temper.

He rolled over, letting himself float on the water. His thin layer of clothing, soaked and clinging to his body, outlined his beautiful abs, facing directly toward Tie Ci’s cabin window.

Though that window was tightly closed, who knew if she might be peeking through the window crack?

Tie Ci wasn’t peeking through the cabin window.

She was silently pondering when Dan Shuang looked down and said: “Unexpected—Feiyu is actually Rong Wei.”

“Didn’t expect it?”

“Completely unexpected. The difference between the two people is too great. Height, voice, even body scent, subtle habitual movements—everything is different, even gender is different. There’s no way to associate the two people together.”

“Except for equally deep scheming,” Tie Ci said. “This person switching between male and female confused our vision. To avoid my suspicion, he deliberately left the academy as Rong Wei, ran a hundred li away to have Rong Pu bring back local specialty dried fish, then returned as Feiyu. When I reached there, verifying the specialty would make me believe he had indeed passed through and gone home, so I wouldn’t connect him with Feiyu. Such thorough deceptive intent.”

Dan Shuang asked puzzled: “But I don’t understand why he needed to switch between male and female. Couldn’t he always appear as Feiyu, or always as Rong Wei? Why necessarily anger you like this?”

Tie Ci remained silent.

Feiyu became Rong Wei because academy female instructors only taught female students, and he needed to contact her, this “male student.”

Rong Wei became Feiyu again because he thought she was a cut-sleeve who had failed to turn Ye Shiba bent. So he had to approach again in female form, using a woman’s body to seduce Ye Shiba, changing methods to bend him.

Such painstaking effort.

No, perhaps there were other intentions.

She suddenly remembered Senior Brother Mu who died in the forest behind the academy.

And during their time in Dongming, the period when she and Feiyu were separated.

“When we reach shore and Xiahou meets us with the Nine Guards, have him send people to investigate several individuals.”

The messenger pigeons and personnel were all with Xiahou, scattered at the docks. They agreed to take ships in batches after the situation calmed down—Tie Ci temporarily had no chance to investigate.

Dan Shuang agreed.

Tie Ci sat by the window, slowly drinking tea. After a while, she glanced through the window crack.

After another while, she glanced again.

Late autumn seawater was rather cold.

Such a smart person wouldn’t keep soaking in seawater to suffer, right?

Of course not.

Tie Ci sat cross-legged and began practicing, having received part of Chi Fengli’s true qi that hadn’t yet merged well with her own qi, requiring time to refine.

Initially her mood was chaotic, always wanting to open her eyes to look at the window. Later she simply turned around with her back to the window and re-entered meditation.

This time she quickly entered the state, but when circulating true qi, she discovered a blocking sensation. Her original true qi always had a branching flow that collided with the newly entered true qi in opposition. Most people would let the qi circulate naturally at this point, but Tie Ci was stubborn by nature—if the newcomer wasn’t immediately accepted, she would force acceptance, pressing the new true qi forward inch by inch. This process was extremely painful, as if constantly using a small knife to dig through internal tangles, bringing fish-scale cutting pain. Any carelessness might cause her breath to dissipate.

Tie Ci was drenched in sweat, pushing through with all her strength. With only her in the room, no one noticed that the temperature suddenly became hot, then dropped, then became cold, then tiny electric currents crackled against the mat.

After a long while, Tie Ci felt as if her dantian had suddenly been punched. With a thunderous sound, that blocking sensation disappeared. The true qi flowed backward then forward, the new qi and original qi merged into one, circulating magnificently and actively.

Tie Ci exhaled long, opened her eyes to complete darkness, realizing night had fallen.

She felt ravenously hungry but refreshed in spirit.

Previously when she practiced, though she always improved and her abilities constantly enhanced, somehow every time she practiced, there was always a somewhat stifling sensation, not quite smooth. This time felt much better.

She got up, preparing to wash and eat, when her back suddenly stiffened.

It was dark—hadn’t that guy come up yet?

Looking out the window, no one in sight.

Checking the neighboring cabin, it looked unoccupied.

Leaping onto deck, still no one.

Tie Ci stood on the ship, momentarily bewildered.

How was he still not up? That guy didn’t seem like someone who would torment himself.

Suddenly she thought of something and leaped up the mast.

On the other side of the ship’s hull, a small boat was indeed floating, with Feiyu inside, head down busy with something.

Indeed!

Tie Ci chuckled, not wanting him to see her spying, and was about to descend when Feiyu below threw something up without lifting his head.

“Catch!”

Tie Ci caught it.

“Careful, it’s hot!”

Indeed it was scalding—freshly roasted oysters over charcoal.

Oysters were already quite plump at this season. Peeling away the craggy outer shell revealed snow-white, tender oyster meat, trembling like milk pudding, each one perfectly full. She didn’t know where Feiyu had gotten the charcoal, but they were roasted with edges slightly curled, sprinkled with bright red chili flakes. The texture was soft, tender, and fat with an incomparably fresh and clean taste.

Feiyu laughed below: “Though you won’t give me food, I still have to take care of your stomach.”

Tie Ci ate one, and he threw up another. After three oysters Tie Ci was full, but he threw up a large basin of jellyfish.

Without lifting his head, Feiyu casually tossed it up. Tie Ci caught it without looking—a full basin of jellyfish swaying in the bowl, bowl stable and jellyfish unspilled. The watching soldiers below called out in approval.

The jellyfish were clear and transparent like crystal, sparkling in the moonlight, mixed with plenty of vinegar, garlic paste, and chili. They were crisp, cool, and refreshing to chew, thoroughly satisfying.

Feiyu’s cooking had always suited Tie Ci’s taste. She would never be so affected as to oppose good food. One on the ship, one below, they crunched away crisply.

The aroma spread out, and several soldiers guarding prisoners couldn’t help peeking around.

Tie Ci tossed down a copper coin: “Good work, a reward!”

Feiyu below looked up with a smile, completely innocent.

After a moment, he carried a pot of soup up the ship’s rail, climbed the mast in two or three steps with the hot soup neither spilling nor tilting. Those peeking soldiers immediately retracted their heads.

Ropes stretched crisscross across the mast. Feiyu cleverly secured the pot among the ropes between them and handed her a soup ladle.

It was seafood soup, made with local ingredients, primarily oysters. The broth was snow-white and thick, able to form a fresh skin layer. Inside were actually snow-white fish meatballs, tender and elastic, with every shellfish plump and beautiful. One sip of soup could make you dizzy with freshness.

Feiyu said: “Jellyfish are too cold. I added some vinegar to the soup—drink more.”

The two sat on either side of the mast with a pot of soup between them, each with a ladle, drinking soup while facing the vast sea and curved moon.

Sometimes the ladles clinked together, making fine, cold sounds that made this high place above sea and sky seem even more tranquil.

Neither spoke. After a moment Feiyu said: “Can we call it even on all our previous mutual deceptions?”

Tie Ci said: “Yes.”

Feiyu said: “As for afterward…”

Tie Ci said: “You may not speak, but please don’t deceive.”

Feiyu: “Agreed.”

Tie Ci was about to add a guarantee when she heard that shameless fellow say: “Then now I can… do that with you?”

Author’s Note: Just one update today, sorry for the short length. Really too many matters, too few drafts, poor health—recently can only maintain a steady trickle.

Chapter 190: Am I Not the Primary Wife?
Tie Ci: “Get lost.”

This was the first time the Crown Princess had used such vulgar language, yet Feiyu found it so delightful he drank three more spoonfuls of soup.

Tie Ci turned to look at him. In the moonlight, his profile was beautiful and clear, a completely different quality from Feiyu’s graceful charm. Without the soft lines belonging to women, he had gained several degrees of the heroic beauty belonging to men.

She silently thought: How wonderful.

It’s worth looking at things from the bright side.

At the very least, hadn’t all her previous struggles and difficulties been resolved?

She no longer had to worry about splitting her heart in two, whether she was lesbian or bisexual.

She wondered if Teacher He had helped her break off that engagement. She’d heard previously that Prince Ding’an had proposed dissolving the betrothal, but her father emperor had angrily refused to immediately approve it. Now it was perfect timing to go with the flow.

Among Prince Ding’an’s sons, she had only paid attention to the favored ones, those ranked higher. She was too busy with daily affairs to pay attention to the unfavored later-born ones. Since she’d never heard of this one, he must be unremarkable and mediocre. That engagement could be dissolved without hesitation.

Feiyu quickly noticed her silent glance. His eyes flicked over, flowing light like water in an extremely beautiful arc.

Their gazes met and immediately separated.

Suddenly both felt parched.

They hurriedly reached for their soup ladles.

But they hadn’t realized the soup had already reached the bottom. The two ladles clinked crisply against the pot bottom.

They turned to look at each other, then suddenly both burst into laughter.

The people below, attracted by the aroma, kept wandering onto the deck intentionally or not, looking up to see the young men’s smiles above—clear and clean, with seawater and moonlight melting in their eyes.

As moving as this night’s gentle rolling sea breeze and tides.

Everyone sighed inwardly.

Ah, the friendship of youth—how beautiful.

On the mast, the two whose minds held no friendship but only X’s and O’s began playing with that pot.

Feiyu’s ladle tapped the pot’s edge with clear chimes that, listened to carefully, had quite a rhythm.

Feiyu said: “A little tune from our region—I’ll play it for you. It tells of a little girl by a frozen sea who saved a stranded shark. The shark gave her a whistle made from its own bone and taught her this song. Whenever she blew the whistle…”

At this point, Tie Ci suddenly remembered the bone-shaped whistle she’d gotten from him during their first encounter at sea.

Obviously Feiyu remembered too. From her expression he could tell she’d clearly connected his various identities. He looked toward her neck—nothing there.

He’d never seen her wear it.

“Why don’t you wear it?”

“Should I wear everything any random person gives me? What if it’s poisoned?”

“Where is it then? Did you treasure it?”

“Don’t remember. Perhaps threw it into the sea?”

Actually she hadn’t. Tie Ci quite liked it. Though she didn’t wear it, she’d had Chi Xue carefully store it away.

Feiyu snorted, but Tie Ci held out her hand to him.

“Hm?”

“Hm what? You stole my things—time to return them.”

During their first sea battle, her Qinde Seal had been pickpocketed. Obviously Feiyu hadn’t studied the item either—Tie Ci had never discovered it on him.

Feiyu tucked his hands in his sleeves, saying: “Haven’t asked you yet—what is it? I’ve explored it for ages but couldn’t open it. The mechanism seems quite intricate.”

Tie Ci’s small seal had an outer jade case with a mechanism requiring her to apply special medicinal oil to her finger, then press it with force to open. And it had to be her own fingerprint.

This was a mechanism her master had created, what he called a fingerprint lock, though due to insufficient technology, it could only be used once.

The Qinde Seal’s authority was higher than her other private seal, so Tie Ci rarely activated it.

Precisely because only she could open the mechanism, even though the seal had been stolen for so long, Tie Ci wasn’t particularly anxious. If she really couldn’t find it, she could just publish a notice in the official gazette declaring it void.

That private seal was crafted like a small ornament, seamlessly integrated. For Feiyu to identify the mechanism at a glance was already quite remarkable.

Tie Ci said: “It’s just an ornament, but it was bestowed by my respected elder relative, so I can’t casually give it to others.”

Feiyu immediately had something to say: “Am I not your relative? Or consider letting me become your relative?”

Tie Ci was well-prepared for his ability to climb any pole offered, saying without surprise: “Alright—want to be my son?”

Feiyu: “…”

I want to be your husband, yet you want to be my mother.

Such lofty ambitions indeed.

Tie Ci’s palm remained outstretched, snow-white beneath his nose. Feiyu stared at the clear lines in that palm, suddenly pulled out something and pressed it into her hand.

Before Tie Ci could see clearly, she felt the object wasn’t the private seal. Before she could protest, Feiyu quickly bent down, kissed her palm lightly, and laughed softly: “One returned plus one given—don’t be dissatisfied anymore!”

Tie Ci quickly withdrew her hand. Her palm held something smooth, but that moment’s soft, moist sensation seemed to linger. Her palm felt tingly and itchy, while Feiyu’s voice resonated by her ear—mellow and gentle, rustling past her ear with an extremely charming tone. She didn’t know if she was stirred by that feather-light kiss or softened by that voice, but her whole body felt tingly.

Then she realized his voice was gradually changing, becoming closer to the voice from their first shipboard encounter.

As Feiyu, his voice was slightly husky and deep feminine, with nasal tones—alluring and seductive.

As Rong Wei, his voice was clear and bright, reminiscent of resonant bells and jade.

Now it was flowing gently like spring breeze, like flowing water, like mellow wine, imperceptibly streaming past her ear, as if his voice had caressed her entire body.

Too bad this era had no voice actors, or he could make money with just his voice.

She clenched her palm, then after a moment spread it open.

In her palm was an irregularly shaped pearl, gray-blue in a very elegant color with soft luster, shaped like a small fish. A tiny flaw served as decoration, making it look even more like a fish’s eye.

A very cute thing.

Tie Ci had never used anything so cute before.

Feiyu said: “This sea produces pearls, but luck was bad today—had to open several hundred shells to get this one. Keep it for fun. I’ll give you better ones later, guaranteed to be thumb-sized each.”

Tie Ci said: “I’ll return this pearl to you, you return my ornament to me.”

“If you return the pearl to me, you’ll never get your ornament back,” Feiyu said. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you!”

Tie Ci sighed and pocketed the little fish pearl, thinking forget it.

But Feiyu leaned closer again, saying: “Give me the hairpin, and I might still consider returning it to you.”

Still thinking about the hairpin!

Tie Ci chuckled: “Mention the hairpin again, and you’ll never receive any return gift from me!”

Feiyu was just teasing for fun, knowing Tie Ci wouldn’t give him the hairpin right now. Sitting on the mast looking around, he suddenly said: “Look!”

Tie Ci peered down to see Feiyu’s tall bodyguard and Dan Shuang lying by the ship’s rail looking at the moon.

Tonight’s moonlight honestly wasn’t very good—a bit hazy, with strong wind outside. People were huddled in cabins—really not ideal conditions for moon-gazing.

Tie Ci looked down at herself. Never mind others—she was up here where the wind was even stronger.

But it didn’t matter. With love, even heavenly winds feel warm.

Those two below remained in shadows, each seemingly looking separately. Gradually, Mu Si seemed to say something. Dan Shuang, looking at the sea, replied something. Mu Si apparently couldn’t hear her and moved closer.

Dan Shuang didn’t move.

After a while, Mu Si moved closer still.

Dan Shuang released the ship’s rail, straightened her sleeves, and glanced over sideways with distinct black and white eyes.

Just as Tie Ci thought these two below would slowly come together, suddenly Mu Si seemed impatient and took a big step sideways, while Dan Shuang also flicked her sleeve and stepped forward.

They stepped on each other’s feet and each cried out.

On the mast, Tie Ci’s stomach hurt from suppressing laughter.

Feiyu watched and shook his head greatly, sighing: “Usually quite fluent at cursing me, but facing a girl becomes so foolish?” Unable to bear it, he flicked a fishbone that hit Mu Si’s head.

Mu Si jumped in alarm, looked up to discover two people openly spying from above.

Dan Shuang also looked over. In the pale moonlight, Tie Ci noticed her frosty maid’s face seemed slightly flushed.

Feiyu sat above, taking pleasure in others’ embarrassment, extended both hands, touched fingertips together, and called loudly: “Can you speed things up!”

Mu Si looked ready to explode, striding up with such murderous momentum he apparently wanted to kick down the mast and commit regicide.

Tie Ci had no desire to suffer collateral damage, so she kicked Feiyu down with one foot, calling loudly: “He’s yours!”

Feiyu cried “Ai!” and “Darling, why so heartless!”

Tie Ci had already slipped down the mast and gone to sleep. In her dreams she vaguely heard continuous banging sounds from the deck, wondering if Mu Si had succeeded in regicide.

The next day, when the sky was still dim, she suddenly opened her eyes.

The next instant she had flashed onto the deck. On the leeward side where a long string of prisoners had been tied up, guarded by Guard Yu with several soldiers in rotating shifts. With many prisoners and few soldiers, Guard Yu couldn’t fully trust Tie Ci and the others, so the pressure was enormous. In one day and night his eyes had already reddened from exhaustion, sleeping right on deck while standing guard.

But trouble still occurred.

The deck was now in chaos. Several soldiers lay on the ground, dead or alive unknown. Some prisoners had also fallen. Bright red blood splashed in the milky white thick fog.

The remaining prisoners struggled to jump into the sea, plopping down like dumplings.

Tie Ci looked up to see the horizon ahead with ships faintly approaching. Obviously the prisoners on board feared being interrogated by Di Yiwei after reaching shore, so they had secretly planned this riot, taking advantage of the morning fog to jump ship—escape whoever could.

Guard Yu held a blade, knocking unconscious whoever he saw, but couldn’t handle them all. Seeing Tie Ci suddenly appear, his bloodshot eyes flashed with hope as he shouted: “Please help, Young Master Ye! My commander will surely reward you!”

A figure flashed—Feiyu appeared, shouting: “How much per person caught?”

Guard Yu gritted his teeth: “Name your price!”

Feiyu whispered to Tie Ci: “How about ten thousand taels each?”

Tie Ci was speechless: “Did you fall into a money basket?”

“Just trying to save up for wife money.”

Tie Ci smiled, saying leisurely: “Why bother? That’s too hard. If you’re willing to be a concubine, I can even provide betrothal gifts.”

Feiyu was shocked: “What do you mean? How can this be!”

Tie Ci was thinking men really all cared about this, when she heard him say: “Why should I be a concubine? Shouldn’t I be the primary wife? Don’t tell me you’ve already married a first wife at home? That won’t do—come, let’s lay down conditions. Will you handle it or shall I?”

Tie Ci: “…Just do your job!”

While they spoke, they had already stopped the prisoners trying to continue jumping, but the early winter seawater was too cold—they really didn’t want to jump in.

Feiyu was still bargaining with Guard Yu: “…Ten thousand won’t work? How about five thousand? Three thousand? One thousand?”

Suddenly someone said flatly: “Five qian.”

As soon as the voice fell, a fast boat suddenly broke through the fog. The ship was full of armored soldiers, each drawing bows and nocking arrows, aiming at those prisoners bobbing in the water like dumplings, drawing their bowstrings full.

Someone said: “Shoot—”

Arrows whistled continuously, piercing the thick fog, trailing countless pale traces across the sea, piercing into the floating human bodies in the water.

Instantly screams filled the sea, seawater stained red!

Feiyu, who was halfway down ready to work, would have been shot through the arm if not for his quick reflexes.

He flipped back onto the ship, staring at the ship across the thick fog, the smile in his eyes fading to reveal a slightly sinister air.

Tie Ci walked forward several steps.

She peered down into the water.

Even though she was experienced with scenes and didn’t fear corpses, she was instantly sickened by this killing method.

In just that instant, the sea surface was covered with floating corpses. Those arrows had almost all aimed for heads—clearly never intending to leave anyone alive.

Guard Yu had already rushed to the bow, heavily kneeling toward the fog: “Commander!”

Chapter 191: Because You Look Good
Di Yiwei came in person? That made sense—aside from her, who else could give such a bold order?

Tie Ci widened her eyes to peer through the mist, but unfortunately it was too thick. Her clairvoyant ability could see through solid objects but couldn’t penetrate fog. She could only vaguely make out what seemed to be a grand chair at the bow of that ship, with someone seated there. Beside the figure, something flickered with alternating bright and dim light.

The sea surface fell completely silent. Even the troublemaking captives were stunned into submission. Guard Commander Yu knelt there, sweat pouring down his face.

After quite a while, that voice spoke: “Old Yu.”

“This subordinate is here!”

“Lower your voice, it’s too noisy.”

Guard Commander Yu switched to a breathy tone: “This subordinate is here.”

“Why are your eyes so red? From staying up all night?”

“Yes. This subordinate and several others have been guarding this ship of captives, working day and night without rest, not daring to slack off…”

“How touching. You’re so stupid it makes me want to cry for you.”

“…”

“A ship of captives—you know it’s a ship of captives. Do captives need a whole ship? Just keep a few high-ranking ones for convenient interrogation. Why guard the rest when they’re just wasting food and energy? This sea is so vast—don’t you know how to dump them overboard?”

Tie Ci: “…”

Just… incredible.

Even enemy nations don’t execute prisoners of war. This person spoke of killing captives with such refreshing eloquence, as if it were perfectly justified.

Thinking back, Di Yiwei’s glorious military record included many accounts of how many enemies she’d killed and how she struck fear into enemy hearts, but very few mentions of how many prisoners she’d taken.

Could it be that… she’d killed all the prisoners?

Looking at Guard Commander Yu again, he actually showed an expression of sudden enlightenment and deep regret.

Tie Ci was astounded.

Now she somewhat understood how Di Yiwei could intimidate these fierce men.

This contemptuous disregard for life, death, rules, and reason—it was a natural intimidating force.

This person’s style was swift and decisive. The incident with navy officers disguising as pirates had just occurred, and she must have immediately seized the opportunity to move against Yongping Navy, controlling the military camp and docks. Otherwise, she couldn’t have set out from the docks so quickly to meet Guard Commander Yu.

Though the navy didn’t have as many men as Yongping’s forces, they were of equal rank. Ordinary people, even when catching others red-handed, wouldn’t dare easily move against forces of the same level. They’d hesitate, investigate, plan before acting.

But judging by the timing, this person had acted immediately upon receiving Guard Commander Yu’s message.

Her decisiveness was evident, as was her absolute trust in her subordinates.

The clicking sounds continued, and red light flickered on and off in the thick fog.

“Though you’re a bit stupid, you handled things well. Go back and rest. Your merit has already been recorded by the military clerk. Your wife and children were brought over some days ago. Your previous quarters were too small, so I had someone arrange larger ones for you. Go find Old Zhang for the keys when you return.”

The cold demon king had turned into a chattering nanny, her bland tone filled with warm human feeling. Guard Commander Yu immediately burst into tears, kowtowing with a resounding thud: “Thank you, Commander!”

Tie Ci remembered that military officers of Guard Commander rank and above weren’t allowed to bring their wives and children, for fear that officers without hostages might easily defect.

Clearly, Di Yiwei not only ignored this rule but used it as a means to win military loyalty.

She wasn’t afraid of betrayal.

Someone set up a gangplank and jumped over, replacing Guard Commander Yu and his men on Di Yiwei’s ship. Before boarding, Guard Commander Yu looked hesitantly at Tie Ci and the others, saying to the figure in the fog: “Commander, these few were of great help to us. Without them, we couldn’t have captured these people…”

“You seized an opportunity this time. But clearly you don’t understand what constitutes an appropriate opportunity,” Di Yiwei said. “How many times have you interrupted me while I’m enjoying this smoke?”

Guard Commander Yu immediately lowered his head, glancing apologetically at Tie Ci before slinking away to the other ship.

More clicking sounds followed. After quite a while, Di Yiwei spoke again, her voice sounding even lazier, more relaxed, and breathless, as if her very bones had gone soft: “Let’s go back.”

From beginning to end, she hadn’t acknowledged Tie Ci and the others.

Feiyu suddenly called out: “Wait, where are my five qian of silver?”

The people on the opposite ship fell silent for a moment. After a while, Di Yiwei said blandly: “Those people in the water were condemned men who didn’t need your rescue. Not even one qian.”

Feiyu: “Hm?”

“The five qian is what you owe us,” she said. “We showed you mercy by raising our arrows half an inch, which affected our accuracy. Every arrow our soldiers loose is recorded and evaluated. Poor accuracy results in pay deductions at best, demotion at worst. So you owe us those five qian in compensation.”

Listening to this, Tie Ci was amused.

Watching Feiyu get the short end of the stick was just that delightful.

Feiyu showed no signs of anger and even asked: “Given your ruthless nature, you don’t seem like someone who would raise arrows for strangers. So why did you give me this five-qian opportunity?”

The voice from across remained bland, neither male nor female, without emotion, as if commenting on nice weather: “Because you look good.”

Tie Ci: “…”

This blatant coveting—should she be worried or amused?

Hearing this, Feiyu took a step back and whispered to Tie Ci: “See? Even strangers recognize my beauty and pursue it. Why do you remain blind to it?”

Tie Ci laughed: “Then go with the strangers.”

Di Yiwei’s hearing was excellent and immediately replied: “No thank you. Go back where you came from and stay cool.”

She knocked a couple of times, as if tapping something, with a dismissive air: “Year-round, I’ve seen plenty of beauties. If I wanted them all, could I afford to keep them? Better to save the money for a few more meals at Hefang Restaurant. Return to ship—”

The boats turned around, and their vessel followed. The replacement officer was a brigadier general with a stern expression, who said to Tie Ci: “Young Master, we already know of your assistance. The Commander said that the student trainees in formation are currently drilling. Since you arrived late, you should have been punished according to military regulations, but in consideration of your help in guarding prisoners with Guard Commander Yu, this punishment is waived. After disembarking, you should hurry to the Yongping Bieshan garrison.”

Tie Ci thought: I did far more than just guard prisoners.

In fact, she had done Di Yiwei a tremendous favor.

Di Yiwei had just captured these navy officers disguised as pirates and would next need to interrogate them about Ghost Island, as well as reorganize the navy. She probably couldn’t immediately grasp the true thread of the Ghost Island incident.

But Tie Ci didn’t plan to explain everything herself.

Going to seek credit proactively was a poor strategy. It would be more useful to let Di Yiwei figure it out herself.

So Tie Ci said no more, just smiled and nodded. Following Di Yiwei’s ship to shore, she saw that the navy had indeed been controlled. The docks were full of Iron Guard troops, with sentries every three steps and guards every five, creating a very tense atmosphere.

The two ships docked, and the prisoners were first escorted off. As the fog gradually dispersed, Tie Ci saw Di Yiwei disembark, with a large carriage waiting nearby. She swayed as she entered the vehicle, and the curtains were drawn tightly shut.

Tie Ci was wondering if she needed a carriage to reach the Bieshan garrison when she saw the sedan curtain lift, and a long object extend out, waving at them. It looked like a summoning gesture.

Chapter 192: On the Self-Cultivation of Actors
Tie Ci was wondering what that long, slender object was—it seemed Di Yiwei had been holding it the entire time—when suddenly a general who had been constantly attending Di Yiwei walked over and said: “The Commander has arranged horses and carriages for you. You’ll accompany her to Bieshan shortly.”

Tie Ci wondered why this person wouldn’t stay to personally conduct interrogations after such a major incident had occurred here.

That general noticed her confusion and explained: “The borders have been restless lately. The Western Rong are in turmoil, and there seems to be troop movements on the Liaodong side as well. The Commander doesn’t wish to stay away from Bieshan too long.”

For the first time, Tie Ci felt profound respect.

Now was the perfect opportunity to consolidate power, absorb the navy forces, and counterattack in the power struggle. Any of those ministers at court would refuse to leave even if beaten.

Only she would set aside power struggles that affected her own future, prioritizing border security and the nation’s people first.

No matter what other flaws this person had, this alone made Tie Ci willing to invest more effort for her sake.

Then she caught a whiff of an unusual scent, a smell that seemed vaguely familiar. She looked up at the general, but he had already walked away.

Tie Ci lowered her head and thought for a moment, remembering what that smell was.

Once when she was young, playing in her father’s study, she watched him handle an exquisite jar that emanated a strange fragrance. When she leaned in to look, Father covered the jar and laughed, saying she must never touch this thing—better not even smell it.

When she asked why, Father held her on his knee and told her a story about a certain country from the previous dynasty.

A great family that controlled a region faced having their power stripped by the court, so they obtained this “longevity paste” from overseas and gave it to ministers to smoke. This substance was addictive, and once addicted, one became completely controlled. When addiction struck, the user couldn’t live or die in peace—they only begged for another taste.

One could imagine that once all the ministers were controlled by this substance, the entire court would be in someone else’s hands.

Later it was discovered, and the substance was destroyed in time, the ministers’ addictions were cut off, saving the dynasty.

The one who initially discovered it and helped cut off the addiction was that dynasty’s only female chancellor, later the regent princess consort—the emperor’s mother.

When she discovered the substance, she wasn’t yet chancellor, just a minor female official. Through this achievement, she repeatedly performed great merits, rising through the ranks step by step. Though she married a prince, she didn’t rely on her husband for power. On the contrary, she was the culinary genius and renowned minister of that era, together with her husband shining like the dynasty’s twin stars for all eternity.

Tie Ci had a deep impression of this story. That woman too came from an ordinary family background and eventually reached the pinnacle, looking down upon the world.

Even more wonderful was that in that era, there were several such women. They were brilliantly talented, each ruling a nation, each stirring up storms across their territories, turning clouds with one hand and rain with the other.

Such a golden age of brilliant stars.

This gave her tremendous confidence and courage.

If those ancestors from humble beginnings could do it, why couldn’t she?

She also remembered that fragrance, until today when she smelled it again.

She distinctly remembered Father saying that substance had appeared consecutively in several countries during that era and was banned by joint order of several female leaders, who even ultimately destroyed the country that grew opium poppies. She hadn’t expected to encounter it again now.

The scent on this general was very faint. An ordinary general wouldn’t seem to have the means to smoke such a thing.

With Di Yiwei’s temperament, wouldn’t she immediately have someone beheaded upon discovery?

Unless…

She looked around.

Up ahead, except for the Commander, everyone rode horses.

Why didn’t Di Yiwei ride a horse?

In Tie Ci’s imagination, as the dynasty’s only female general, especially one disguising as a man, she should be dark-faced, eight feet tall, with a voice like thunder—at the very least heroically spirited.

Instead, even through the mist, she could sense that Di Yiwei was not tall and appeared pale and frail.

When traveling, she had to use a carriage, sitting whenever possible rather than standing.

She might even be smoking longevity paste.

That long, slender object in her hands, those clicking sounds, the flickering red light—that was an opium pipe.

That general only carried some of the scent because he was her deputy.

Besides being addictive, longevity paste could also treat illness. Originally it existed as medicine.

Tie Ci frowned.

Just moments ago she’d felt Di Yiwei was truly worthy as a national military talent, but now she felt troubled.

A great general who smoked longevity paste?

Tie Ci sighed.

She felt her true recruitment objective had encountered complications.

Since she was here, she’d make the best of it. She continued following Di Yiwei’s carriage, traveling non-stop for two days, eating and sleeping in the vehicle.

If even the Commander traveled this way, naturally everyone else remained fully dressed and alert.

Since Tie Ci was in men’s clothing, Di Yiwei naturally assigned her and Feiyu to share one carriage. This suited Feiyu perfectly—he loved taking advantage of the carriage’s swaying or tilting to lean into Tie Ci. When he leaned over, Tie Ci didn’t avoid him, just casually petted him like a dog. After being petted repeatedly, Feiyu noticed something seemed off about this operation and became much more well-behaved afterward.

During the day, they each read books. Tie Ci’s book had ancient seal script on the cover reading “Record of Mountain and River Curiosities”—it looked quite scholarly.

Feiyu’s reading material appeared more serious, with a somber-colored cover, fine binding, and several crooked characters that weren’t Chinese. Tie Ci, having studied extensively and needing to know several foreign languages, recognized it as what seemed to be a foreign dictionary.

Feiyu read earnestly with a pleasant expression, occasionally taking notes with a brush.

Tie Ci was about to regard him with respect when she suddenly glimpsed that there seemed to be many illustrations inside. From the corner of her eye, she saw two people kissing through a wall.

Tie Ci: “…”

My mistake—it was an erotic novel disguised as a foreign dictionary.

Looking at Feiyu’s annotation: “This technique of kissing through walls is quite good, but the wall surface is cold and might crumble, spoiling the mood. Better to kiss through gauze, through curtains, through bathtubs…”

When Tie Ci wanted to look, Feiyu generously showed her, his eyes slightly upturned with a hint of “shall we try it too?”

After reading, Tie Ci remained expressionless, picked up the brush, and added a few characters:

“…kissing across rivers, kissing across shores, reproductive isolation kissing.”

Feiyu: “…”

Here we go again.

Always saying things where I understand every word individually but not when put together.

Tie Ci’s book lay to one side, and when wind blew through the curtain, it flipped the pages. Feiyu suddenly reached out to hold it down.

A page fell, revealing another cover inside, horizontally written: “On the Self-Cultivation of Actors.”

Feiyu: …Ha!

Big brother shouldn’t laugh at second brother.

“What profound learning is this?” He poked Tie Ci’s arm.

Tie Ci snatched back the book. “You guessed right—it’s quite profound. The ultimate textbook for life performance.”

“Is this the book that taught you to disguise as a man and deceive me? What else did it teach you?”

“It also taught me how to retaliate in kind and silently smash the dog head of marriage fraudsters.”

Feiyu leaned his elbow on the window edge, his gaze sweeping up from below, seemingly taking her in completely in an instant. “If you could truly be deceived into marriage, then go ahead and smash away.”

Tie Ci grabbed his “Western dictionary” and smacked him in the face with it.

Go ahead and annotate his erotic dictionary properly.

Who knows, maybe it could even be published later!

At night, the two slept on opposite sides, lying across the table. In the middle of the night, in her drowsy state, Tie Ci felt someone support her head, then she was drawn into an embrace with a faint woody fragrance, her head resting on something flat and elastic—presumably someone’s thigh.

Her body was also positioned comfortably, her long legs finally finding a place to rest.

Tie Ci pretended to sleep.

She didn’t want to wake up.

Vaguely she heard someone chuckle softly, a warm and pleasant voice that could soothe body and soul, making her heart inexplicably peaceful.

In her daze, she thought this person had such a vicious and mischievous nature, yet such a deceptively attractive voice…

Suddenly her ear grew warm as gentle breath enveloped it, and the tip of her ear seemed to grow slightly moist.

Then that warmth withdrew, but her ear continued to slowly redden.

Something soft and tingly spread through her heart, flowing through her entire body, making her whole being seem to soften.

She thought, it wasn’t as if she’d never been kissed before—she’d tried both men’s and women’s clothing—but somehow this secretive touch in the dark carriage could make her heart flutter so?

Perhaps everyone preferred stolen moments, and stolen kisses were no exception.

Her thoughts wandered as her body remained motionless.

In the carriage, Feiyu sat holding the person on his lap, moonlight streaming through a crack in the curtain, illuminating a faint smile at the corner of his lips.

…

Despite having Feiyu’s thigh as a pillow, when Tie Ci woke the next morning, she still felt as if her whole body had been dismantled.

She used her inner energy to regulate herself for a while before feeling better.

Turning, she saw Feiyu secretly rotating his waist and neck. Having sat all night, he must be feeling even worse now.

Tie Ci reached out and punched his waist. “Get up already.”

Though that punch seemed rough, Feiyu felt a warm current flow through his entire body, immediately feeling much more comfortable.

He tested the sensation and smiled: “Now your inner strength has surpassed mine by a level. I’ll have to work harder.”

Tie Ci saw his smile was open and honest, without any jealousy or dissatisfaction, and smiled as well.

Mm, the person she’d chosen, though he inevitably had some of that straight male disease her master mentioned, it wasn’t severe. He was very confident in himself and wouldn’t fear having a partner stronger than him.

Men should be like this.

The carriage stopped, and she got out to find a place to wash up, only to discover they were at a small village.

Di Yiwei had come to seize control of navy power and brought many soldiers. When returning, she left a colonel to handle remaining affairs while bringing back a batch of soldiers. Her forces were also strictly organized and imposing.

Such an army appearing near a village could easily cause unrest.

Especially since this was a small village near the Liaodong border, with Liaodong troops stationed just thirty li away. Tie Ci was somewhat worried that once the army stopped, the small village would be thrown into chaos, possibly even triggering resistance due to misunderstandings.

But clearly she was overthinking. The village was initially tense, but once Di Yiwei’s Scorpion Battalion banner unfurled, the tense atmosphere turned joyful. Countless children rushed out from houses, shouting: “Di Family Army is here!”

Men and women, young and old gathered around, enthusiastically pulling soldiers to rest in their homes.

Watching that lively scene, Tie Ci remembered what her master had once said about the country she came from, where military-civilian relations were harmonious, soldiers protected their homeland, and people respected and loved them—there was a term called “fish-and-water relationship between military and civilians.”

She had sighed over this because Da Qian’s armies, especially the garrison inspection offices, were considered good if they merely didn’t prey upon the people. If you had to relate them to fish and water, it was like small fish meeting sharks and whales.

Those who controlled weapons always controlled discourse. She was very interested in that future nation’s governmental systems and institutions. Her master had described them in detail with much approval in her words. Tie Ci listened with great longing, though she felt it was still far from current Da Qian.

The people were the most honest mirror in the mortal world. From their attitudes, one could see a ruler’s ability and military personnel’s quality.

Tie Ci was very satisfied with Di Yiwei’s army’s performance.

She had previously observed Xiao Xueya’s forces. Though they too maintained strict discipline, they were overly rigid—people avoided them from afar when they saw them.

Di Yiwei’s army’s style could be both serious and sweet. When marching, their discipline was no less than Xiao Xueya’s subordinates, but now at Di Yiwei’s command, baby-faced young soldiers immediately carried village children on their backs, running wildly while half the village’s children followed, scattering joyful laughter everywhere.

Di Yiwei got out of her carriage and joined the crowd to chat. She still held that large opium pipe, wearing a wrinkled sapphire blue robe with dark patterns, squatting among the people, smoking while listening to the village elders speak. Her posture was identical to the old farmers beside her.

Tie Ci was curious why this person, clearly in a hurry, would suddenly stop at this small village, so she also squatted over.

From her angle, she could only see Di Yiwei’s carelessly pinned-up hair with several rebellious strands sticking up at odd angles.

She squatted at the crowd’s periphery. After a while, Feiyu also came to squat down.

Tie Ci listened to Di Yiwei chat with the people. Someone said: “Thank you for the grain the Commander sent some days ago. After drought then robberies, we nearly starved to death… Things are better recently, fewer small raiding parties.”

Someone said: “But fewer hunters are coming to sell pelts, so pelt prices have soared. I was hoping to get good fur for winter…”

Someone said: “Iron goods prices at the market have also risen…”

Someone said: “But there are more traveling peddlers, so buying needles and thread is convenient…”

Someone said: “Fewer people visiting relatives though. Haven’t seen my distant cousin in ages.”

Someone said: “Oh, I also heard a song, something about ‘When saints arise, auspicious kings are born’…”

Tie Ci initially listened casually but gradually her expression changed.

Suddenly her knee was bumped. Turning, she saw Feiyu drawing pictures in the dirt with a twig.

The first picture showed two people kissing through a wall.

The second showed two people kissing through curtains.

The third showed two people kissing through gauze.

…

Damn, learning and drawing immediately, even making it into a comic strip.

Should she add frames to make it multiple choice?

Tie Ci was both annoyed and amused, bumping his shoulder to knock this waste-of-space fellow to the ground.

But Feiyu was prepared, bracing his shoulder and bumping back.

Tie Ci bumped over.

Feiyu bumped back.

The two swayed back and forth squatting on the ground like a pair of mischievous tumbler dolls.

Di Yiwei in the crowd’s center suddenly turned back, glancing at them.

Through the crowd, Tie Ci saw half a pale face with light tea-colored eyes.

Those eyes were pale, and their gaze was also pale—a bland look before turning back.

The rural chat session suddenly changed topic as Di Yiwei pointed her pipe stem at a man: “Old Shen, where’s your wife?”

The man called Old Shen looked somewhat uncomfortable: “That lazy woman is still lying in bed like a corpse, says she’s not feeling well. She’s not even sick—what’s this about not feeling well? I’ll go call her.” He started to leave.

Di Yiwei lazily stood up, tapping out pipe ash: “Isn’t your wife quite diligent? Got lazy now that there’s grain? That won’t do. Let me take a look.”

Old Shen tried to stop her with an embarrassed smile, but Di Yiwei brushed him aside with her pipe and shuffled toward a rundown house with familiar steps. The man had no choice but to follow.

Tie Ci also followed. Old Shen’s house was broken down but clean, without any foul odors. The woman lay on the rough wooden board that served as a bed, thin as a skeleton, covered with a tattered quilt leaking cotton stuffing. Seeing Old Shen enter, she said weakly: “…His father, give me a sip of that rice soup…”

The house was low with poor lighting. Her vision was also poor, so she didn’t see clearly who had entered. She struggled to reach for a bowl of rice soup so thin you could see your reflection in it.

Di Yiwei looked at that rice soup and asked Old Shen: “Didn’t I order each of your families to receive a bag of grain? Combined with vegetables from the fields, you should manage basic sustenance. How did she become this emaciated?”

Old Shen rubbed his head, avoiding her gaze: “She… she has diabetes, doesn’t gain weight no matter what she eats…”

Suddenly a young girl loudly said: “Father’s lying! Father made Mother and me eat less, saving it for little brother and himself. I was hungry, so Mother gave me hers, and she became… she became…”

She began crying.

Old Shen flew into a rage, raising his hand to strike: “What nonsense! Looking for a beating!”

Before the slap could land, golden light flashed as the pipe struck hard against his mouth. Old Shen screamed as several large teeth scattered from his mouth.

Di Yiwei’s pipe still pressed against his rapidly swelling mouth, pinning him against the wall: “What did I say when distributing grain? Hmm? You’re a man who can’t support his wife and children, yet you cut their food rations?”

She spoke very slowly and breathlessly, appearing completely without authority, but the pipe was authority enough.

Old Shen tried to speak through his mumbling, and Di Yiwei loosened her grip slightly. Old Shen struggled to say: “Men… laborers… eat more… it’s… tradition… custom…”

“Screw your customs.” Di Yiwei said flatly. “Whoever does more work eats more—that’s the custom. You think I don’t know your wife does all the household work? A male laborer who doesn’t work but wants to eat more isn’t as good as a pig—at least you can slaughter pigs for meat.”

Old Shen remained defiant, mumbling: “Women…”

“What about women?” Di Yiwei pressed him against the wall again with her pipe. “Weren’t you born from a woman? Can your son continue your precious family line without a woman? Or can you breed by yourself? Come on, breed yourself and let me see.”

The pipe slid downward toward Old Shen’s crotch. His legs immediately went weak and he collapsed with a thud.

“Bully your woman again and I’ll turn you into a woman.” Di Yiwei’s tone remained flat as her gaze swept over those present. Many lowered their heads.

Only now did Tie Ci realize that among those who’d been chatting earlier, most were men, and among the children running on the ground, most were boys.

This village had very few girls to begin with.

Was this just this village, prompting Di Yiwei’s specific warning, or was the entire Yongping area like this?

Tie Ci had previously heard that some prefectures in Da Qian had fierce, conservative customs very unfriendly to women. Women being forbidden from ancestral halls or ancestor worship was minor—more often, female infants were directly thrown into chamber pots to drown.

Long-term, this male-female imbalance affected the entire nation’s fortune.

Tie Ci knew this phenomenon had been even more pronounced previously. After she became Crown Princess, women’s status had improved somewhat.

But clearly it wasn’t enough.

She was the Crown Princess herself, yet hadn’t those narcissistic men previously disparaged her behind her back? Hadn’t she faced obstacles at every step, forced to request leaving the capital to seek opportunities?

Only when more outstanding women occupied higher positions and possessed greater voice could Da Qian women’s situation be fundamentally changed.

Di Yiwei withdrew her pipe. Not minding that it had touched Old Shen’s filthy face, she casually wiped it with her sleeve and took another puff.

She turned toward the door, waving for everyone to disperse. As Tie Ci followed behind her, Di Yiwei suddenly said without turning back: “You also listened to the chat. What are your thoughts?”

Before Tie Ci could answer, she said: “Write me a report on what you witnessed today and your future plans. Submit it when we reach Bieshan.”

Her accompanying generals were clearly mostly shocked by this.

This came out of nowhere—listening to a bunch of old farmers’ idle chatter, how did it lead to having thoughts and future plans?

Plans for what?

Where to borrow next year’s rice seeds, or how to stop men from beating their wives?

Tie Ci was also momentarily stunned.

Writing reflection essays now?

But she immediately agreed.

Though the Crown Princess disliked essay writing, it couldn’t stump her.

After all, she was someone who’d fought her way out from a pack of essay-loving Eastern Palace lecturers.

Having assigned homework, Di Yiwei ignored her. The army continued its journey, leaving Tie Ci facing hard-won bald brushes and stinking ink to write her and Di Yiwei’s mutually understood internship reflection.

Author’s Note: Just one update today.

Chapter 193: Promoting 996/997, No Overtime Pay
Feiyu sat to one side, lost in thought, but didn’t look at her internship reflection.

He lifted the curtain and gazed at the continuous mountain ranges to the side. Beyond these mountains lay Liaodong territory.

One hundred thousand Liaodong troops were stationed there, controlling the line from Liaodong’s Jinzhou to Xining Pass. The great general Liang Shiyi was the brother-in-law of Liaodong’s second prince, Murong Duan.

Feiyu’s fingers tapped lightly on his knee, humming an unknown tune. His voice was excellent, but his pitch was atrociously off—when he sang, every word was completely off-key.

His mind wasn’t on the tune either.

Lao’er had been rescued by his formidable wife.

It wasn’t that he hadn’t arranged for interceptions, but his legitimate second sister-in-law came from a military family and was truly formidable. She had sent three successive groups who persistently located and rescued Murong Duan.

She had also attempted to assassinate him and Ye Ci, but after one failed strike, she withdrew decisively and cleanly.

The Embroidered Guards reported that she’d been able to find Murong Duan because someone had carried Murong Duan’s letter pleading for help to her.

That fellow who’d traveled a thousand li to deliver intelligence had gained the second princess’s trust, but she hadn’t put him in charge of rescuing Murong Duan—she’d only had him draw a map.

Feiyu’s intuition told him something was wrong here.

After Murong Duan was sent to A’hei, he’d been closely guarded. Lingquan Village was full of experts—ordinary outsiders couldn’t get in. How had his letter been smuggled out? Who had sent it? If whoever sent the letter could infiltrate the place, they must be an expert, so why didn’t they rescue him at the time instead of traveling all the way to Liaodong to report? What was their real purpose?

Feiyu glanced at Tie Ci.

Thinking that she had been quite conveniently positioned at the time…

Mm, her writing posture was really attractive.

…But there had been unusual movements along the Xining line.

Fewer raids, they were drilling.

Spreading ballads was to gather and bewitch hearts.

Rising iron prices meant they were collecting weapons in large quantities.

Expensive furs and absent hunters meant the border had been unilaterally sealed completely.

More peddlers… traveling peddlers were mostly spies.

Someone was preparing for war.

Not necessarily against Da Qian’s side, but because they needed to guard against Da Qian, they’d deployed many spies and sealed the border.

More likely… the Liang family intended to rebel.

Or rather, Lao’er intended to rebel.

“When saints arise, auspicious kings are born.” Remove the “king” radical from “auspicious” (瑞) and add “establish” (立)—wouldn’t that make “Duan” (端)?

Feiyu narrowed his eyes, thinking how Lao’er had suffered a major loss secretly forging weapons, returned in disgrace, lost their father’s favor, and reportedly had his Inner Palace Secretariat position stripped and faced successive rebukes. Anyone with eyes could see he was declining—the eldest prince had been walking with swagger lately.

His status had plummeted dramatically. Could he not bear it anymore?

His princess consort had a fiery temperament and had always been ambitious. Lao’er’s active participation in power struggles was partly his own ambition and partly her instigation and her family’s backing.

Now it seemed Lao’er wanted to make one final gamble?

Feiyu’s gaze turned away from those continuous mountains, the smile at his lips tinged with mockery.

Beside him, Tie Ci closed her newly completed internship report.

The last sentence she’d just written was: “In summary, great war is imminent. Suspect Murong clan’s second son Murong Duan relies on his brother-in-law’s power to attempt usurpation. Liaodong will be in chaos; our Yongping border forces can seize the opportunity.”

…

After another day’s journey, they finally reached the Bieshan Yongping Guard border garrison.

Before arriving at the main camp, Tie Ci submitted her well-reasoned and clearly argued report.

Di Yiwei’s carriage curtains were drawn tight without a breath of wind visible. A pipe stem lifted the curtain, its tip pointing to indicate Tie Ci should place the report there.

Tie Ci had no choice but to clip the report into a holder on the pipe.

The pipe withdrew, light smoke drifted from behind the curtain, and rustling paper sounds emerged.

After a while, Di Yiwei’s voice came out: “What does ‘in summary’ mean?”

Only then did Tie Ci realize she’d habitually used the specialized language from reports to her master.

When following her master, every ten days her master would require her to spend half a day conducting market research—from price comparisons at Shengdu’s vegetable markets to the pros and cons of produce logistics and transportation methods, from statistics on foot traffic at Shengdu’s four major commercial ports to how different supply channels and shop locations affected sales. She’d often conclude with this “in summary” for concise clarity.

But before she could explain, Di Yiwei had already said “oh” and continued: “Your phrasing and writing style doesn’t seem like what those old bookworms could teach. Quite interesting. Once we enter the main camp, come be my clerk.”

Clerk was essentially a leader’s secretary—a very promising and relatively safe career. But Tie Ci didn’t want the position. She wanted to face the battlefield directly, understand enemies, see how Di Yiwei trained and commanded troops. Being stuck in a tent all day writing documents would waste her talents.

Before she could figure out how to politely decline, Di Yiwei continued: “But training will be the same as everyone else’s.”

After a pause: “You’ll also go to the battlefield.”

Then: “Better learn some bandaging and medical skills too—we don’t have enough military doctors.”

Then: “Battlefield records are also needed—you can help me write reports later to deal with those old turtles at court.”

Then: “If you can describe small defeats as small victories, small victories as great victories, and no matter win or lose, manage to get funding without giving the court grounds to find fault afterward, that would be even better.”

Then: “Clerks are very idle, you can try doing everything else part-time too.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Idle my ass.

One person wanting to work eight jobs without pay.

You’re not a general, you’re evil capitalist.

You promote 996/997 without overtime pay.

She thought for a moment: “My friend…”

“He’s not a student here for training. Yongping main camp doesn’t accept people of unknown origin,” Di Yiwei rejected outright, completely uncorrupted by Feiyu’s beauty.

“He’s a riding and archery instructor at the academy.”

“Training doesn’t accept instructors. Instructors usually have court factions—the military doesn’t welcome that.”

Tie Ci said nothing, waiting for her.

Sure enough, after a while she said: “If he has useful skills, that’s another matter.”

Tie Ci walked back and told Feiyu: “Work hard to become a bald programmer under the capitalist.”

Feiyu now accepted her strange words well, understanding through guesswork.

He just smiled: “Sure, let big brother carry you.”

Tie Ci: “Heh heh.”

When they arrived at the main camp, new students and a batch of recruits were conducting exercises.

This exercise had been ongoing for three days with fairly standard content: moving through various terrains, constantly discovering and eliminating enemies, finding secret messages with intelligence on enemy bodies, and returning to main camp within a specified time. Only the top twenty would pass—anyone after twentieth place would receive punishment regardless of their battle results.

Standing on the hillside, Tie Ci saw small teams below, basically four or five people each. Some were in pursuit battles, others hiding in ambush, with dust-covered soldiers constantly emerging from the woods.

With her good eyesight, she spotted a tall man running in the lead and exclaimed happily: “Fatty Tiger!”

That was Tian Wu, the foolish son of a great landowner. Tie Ci remembered he’d drawn Yongping for his training—sure enough, he’d arrived.

This fellow was physically strong, and judging by his speed, quite good. Looking down from her elevated position at the tent that served as the finish line, Tian Wu making the top twenty was no problem.

After Tian Wu, another person emerged, limping and waving a small handkerchief while shouting: “Fatty Tiger, wait for me—”

Tie Ci was amused.

Hey, another familiar face.

Her round-faced fanboy, Yang Yixiu, son of the Minister of Rites. Clever Yixiu.

Behind Yixiu followed someone dark-skinned and familiar-looking. Taking another look, Tie Ci saw it was Qi Yuansi.

Tanned dark—spring breeze had become a sandstorm.

Behind the group, another person emerged. While everyone else looked bedraggled, he remained elegant in flowing robes. This time Tie Ci was surprised.

How had Rong Pu come too? Shouldn’t he have already taken over academy duties?

The group had apparently formed one team. As they approached the finish line, they suddenly stopped.

Not just them—all the other teams emerging from the forest stopped and began digging in the ground, extracting something that each examined.

From afar, Tie Ci could see everyone standing frozen, looking at each other in confusion.

A moment later, Rong Pu was first to move. He walked past Qi Yuansi, quickly pulled out something, hurried toward the finish line, and threw something to Tian Wu.

Qi Yuansi seemed to curse, then approached Yang Yixiu, but Yang Yixiu reacted faster, reaching up to snatch Qi Yuansi’s helmet, pulled out something, took it and ran while throwing out something else.

Qi Yuansi cursed again, picked up that object, said something to the still-dazed Tian Wu, and pulled him forward quickly.

Watching from above, Tie Ci saw that except for Rong Pu’s relatively peaceful team, all the other squads suddenly started fighting.

Di Yiwei’s sedan had also reached the hillside. The curtain lifted a crack, red light flickering, and Tie Ci vaguely glimpsed what seemed like a smile on Di Yiwei’s pale face in the darkness behind the curtain.

Rong Pu, who’d been in the lead, suddenly fell down as he walked.

Dust clouds rose.

Apparently at the point closest to success, there was still a pit.

It was the only path forward, narrow, with a large pit dug across it. Whoever walked there would fall.

All four fell down, then helped each other climb out, covered in dirt.

The finish tent was just ahead. As the four prepared to advance together, someone emerged from the tent and shouted: “We’ve reached nineteen! We’ve reached nineteen! Only one spot left! The last one!”

Qi Yuansi looked thunderstruck.

The four looked at each other in confusion.

After supporting each other all this way, now they were in the same position with only one spot remaining—who should get it?

Suddenly whistles sounded, each more urgent than the last—time was running out.

The soldiers arriving behind them started fighting again.

Then Rong Pu suddenly beckoned, the four gathered for discussion, then pushed Tian Wu forward.

Tian Wu, bewildered, was pushed into the tent to applause from within.

Rong Pu straightened his clothes and walked in unhurriedly.

After a while, angry cursing seemed to erupt from the tent.

After another while, the soldier who’d previously announced one spot remaining emerged again and shouted to the next batch of charging recruits: “Last spot! Hurry up!”

The newcomers were thunderstruck in turn.

Tie Ci couldn’t hear subsequent sounds. After a while, Tian Wu emerged from the tent, not only showing no joy but looking even more confused.

From the hillside, Tie Ci waved at him: “Fatty Tiger! Fatty Tiger!”

Hearing her voice, Tian Wu searched around, his eyes lighting up when he saw her, and charged over.

In a few bounds he was up the hillside, lunging forward and burying his big head hard in her embrace.

Tie Ci: “…”

She felt killing intent from behind.

Feiyu was approaching.

Fearing an unexplained death, she quickly tried to extract Fatty Tiger’s head, but he wouldn’t get up, staying buried in her embrace while crying with a voice full of grievance.

“…Finally got the intelligence message, but at the end they required us to steal our teammates’ messages to count! Had to be from our own squad! The more the better, extras got bonus points!”

“Just as we were about to succeed, they gave us a pit, with a straw dummy at the bottom that cursed us: Idiots! The closer to success, the more dangerous it gets—if this were real battle, you’d be dead! Points deducted! All deducted!”

“Finally climbed out, only to be told there was just one spot left!”

“Director Rong said to let me go, but I had to pay monetary compensation to the others, ten thousand taels each! Before I could agree, he pushed me out!”

“When I got inside, they told me I was third! Director Rong was fourth! We all actually had spots!”

“My thirty thousand taels, waaah…”

Tie Ci: “…”

She slowly turned to look at Di Yiwei, still calmly puffing away in her sedan, unmoved.

Are you lacking virtue, lady?

Making people’s squads cooperate lovingly, then at the end forcing those who’d formed revolutionary friendships to be ruthless, steal each other’s achievements, and betray each other?

Never seen military training that included training human nature.

What kind of army are you trying to train here?

Chapter 194: Big Shots Love to Debate
She petted Fatty Tiger like a cat several times, pushing him away just before Feiyu could assassinate an innocent person. While petting him, she whispered softly in Fatty Tiger’s ear: “Don’t reveal my identity.”

Tian Wu abruptly stopped crying.

Only then did he realize this wasn’t Ye Shiba, his beloved dormmate—this was Her Highness the Crown Princess in disguise for training.

He jerked his big head up, face flushing red, trying to apologize in a small voice, but then realized apologizing would also expose her identity, so he could only step aside.

Someone coughed behind them—Rong Pu and the others had arrived.

Seeing Tie Ci, Rong Pu smiled in greeting: “Shiba, you’re here.”

Obviously Rong Pu would never forget Tie Ci’s identity, and having noticed before coming up the mountain that Tie Ci hadn’t yet revealed her identity to Feiyu, he had also briefed Qi Yuansi and Yang Yixiu.

So Yang Yixiu also maintained his normal attitude, just secretly winked at Tie Ci and bent his finger joints to make a kowtowing gesture.

Qi Yuansi was obviously much more rigid. He’d happened to be home visiting relatives when Tie Ci revealed her identity at the academy, and by the time he returned, Tie Ci had already left. He still felt the unreality of Tie Ci’s identity, and recalling their previous broken engagement, antagonism, and wager… he felt his emotions were chaotic and complex, difficult to express.

Regarding Tie Ci’s arrival, he felt somewhat uneasy and embarrassed, yet within that embarrassment was a faint anticipation, though he didn’t know what he was anticipating.

Before Tie Ci revealed her identity, he had already been completely convinced by Ye Shiba, and recalling their previous broken engagement, that feeling became even more burning.

At the moment, he lowered his head, eyes downcast as he bowed, then remained silent.

Seeing Feiyu in his current male disguise as Rong Wei, everyone was quite surprised and came to pay their respects. But except for Rong Pu, the others weren’t familiar with him, and Feiyu didn’t chat much with them either.

In front of Tie Ci, he could laugh, rage, be humble or proud, but with strangers he appeared politely distant, even coldly aloof.

Tie Ci asked Rong Pu how he’d come. Rong Pu smiled: “I merely came to escort Chi Xue, but unexpectedly gained the Commander’s favor and was asked to stay awhile to teach their military doctors.”

Tie Ci wasn’t surprised that someone supposedly here to teach military medicine ended up in military training—after all, Di Yiwei would fleece even passing geese. With Rong Pu’s excellent medical skills, how could she bear to let him go?

She said happily: “Chi Xue recovered? She came too?”

Rong Pu smiled and nodded: “Long since recovered. Once the poison was removed, she wanted to chase after you. Knowing you’d surely head to Yongping, I thought it better to come directly to Yongping and wait for you.”

Then Tie Ci heard Chi Xue’s joyful call. Turning back, she saw Chi Xue looking at her with a smile.

Behind Feiyu, Zhao San and Mu Si stood distantly with no presence whatsoever. Seeing Chi Xue approach, Zhao San suddenly couldn’t stand properly.

Mu Si said coldly: “If you want to go over, just go. What’s with all the fidgeting?”

“Can’t, can’t.” Zhao San looked distressed. “What if she…”

“What if what! What if she sees better young men in the military camp and forgets you in a heartbeat!” Mu Si grabbed him and pushed him forward. “Go, say hello!”

Before Zhao San could stammer together a proper sentence, Chi Xue had already turned her eyes over, smiling gracefully with poise and generosity.

Zhao San instantly flushed red from head to toe.

Mu Si found this suffocating to watch and turned away, only to meet Dan Shuang’s gaze.

They looked at each other for a moment, then both quickly turned away.

Over there, Di Yiwei tapped her pipe stem and nodded to a general who always stayed by her side.

That general came forward: “Servants cannot be used in the military. All servants must join the miscellaneous duties battalion. Women will join the medical battalion to assist in caring for the wounded.”

Tie Ci said: “We obey the Commander’s orders, but aside from basic miscellaneous duties, they shouldn’t have to bear any other labor burdens. After all, they’re not the Commander’s soldiers, and the Commander doesn’t pay them wages.”

You can exploit me, but exploiting my people? No way.

Tian Wu and the others looked at her admiringly.

Indeed the Crown Princess—even in disguise during training, she dared negotiate terms with the unreasonably exploitative Commander who fleeced everyone.

The pipe in the sedan waved, indicating agreement, then pointed at Feiyu.

The general said: “This one can also go to the miscellaneous duties battalion.”

Feiyu was noncommittal. Everyone followed Di Yiwei down the mountain, constantly encountering those recruits finishing training. Most didn’t quite know who was in the sedan, but every single one was cursing.

Listening from her sedan, Di Yiwei seemed in a good mood, her pipe clicking more cheerfully.

Reaching the drill ground below, a whistle sounded and everyone assembled. Tie Ci hesitated, then stood at the back of the formation.

Only then did Di Yiwei emerge from her sedan.

The soldiers who’d been cursing at the sedan looked at each other in dismay.

This was Tie Ci’s first clear view of the female commander’s full appearance. Her features were very delicate, seeming to have some foreign ancestry. Her hair and eye color were rather light, making her skin appear especially pale, even her lips bloodless. This delicacy became frailty, and her gaze wasn’t particularly sharp or spirited—instead lazy and bland, carrying the weathered aura cultivated through years on desert battlefields.

She had an androgynous appearance, probably from years of female-to-male disguise. Her masculine bearing and expressions were flawless, even her stance slightly spread-legged, her belt tied in a careless knot, completely rough around the edges.

But even so pale, rough, and casual, she remained outstanding in temperament. In a crowd, a glance would immediately fall on her alone—conspicuous without trying to be.

Di Yiwei seemed to find the sun too bright and kept frowning. There were no routine speeches, no rallying slogans, no warm comfort—she simply and brutally began reading names, reassigning these recruits to new squads.

Tie Ci keenly noticed this reassignment wasn’t based on the recruits’ training performance.

After finishing the reassignments without involving the dozens of academy students, Di Yiwei casually tossed another roster in their direction: “You should also elect a leader. Who’s it going to be?”

The roster flew out, and Rong Pu, standing at the front, gathered his sleeves.

A student tried to catch it but was glared at by Qi Yuansi, suddenly realizing and pulling back his hand.

The roster continued flying over the crowd. The crowd parted like the Red Sea, and finally Yang Yixiu raised his hand to catch it.

Having caught it, Yang Yixiu didn’t wait for others’ surprise before turning and presenting the roster with both hands to Tie Ci at the back, even adding sound effects: “One grand dish, please enjoy!”

Tie Ci smiled and reached out to take it.

No need to be pretentious about it.

Setting aside identity, whether by performance, prestige, or the academy head’s final intentions, she was undoubtedly the rightful leader of the training students.

Di Yiwei wasn’t surprised that the latecomer became the leader, only saying: “Do you understand the rules of my squad divisions? Divide according to my rules. Get it wrong, and their electing you won’t matter.”

Tie Ci took the roster and flipped through it: “No.”

Everyone: “…”

Incredible.

This big shot had to debate everywhere she went.

Di Yiwei took a puff to calm her shock, turning her head somewhat unaccustomed: “Hm?”

Chapter 195: All Should Be Banished to the Cold Palace!
Since becoming commander, very few people had said “no” to her. Not because she appeared particularly fierce or cold, but because her style of action made people both fearful and unable to fathom her intentions, naturally establishing her authority.

At this moment, experiencing something fresh, she became interested.

Her personal guards behind her also looked at each other, thinking that apart from the hot-tempered Liu Chen, garrison commander of Bull Head Ridge, they really hadn’t seen anyone dare say “no” to the Commander.

“Perhaps you didn’t understand my intentions, so you’re giving up?”

Tie Ci smiled.

“Commander, you divided them based on each person’s performance during training.”

“Those who consistently showed good communication skills, unity with comrades, and ability to sacrifice for others—like giving the only remaining spot to a comrade at the end—you put them in one team.”

“Those who consistently acted decisively and ruthlessly, single-mindedly pursuing victory without caring about their comrades’ lives, ready to turn on them instantly—like those who climbed over fallen comrades in the pit, immediately stole companions’ intelligence messages, and fought for the last spot—you put them in one team.”

“Those who consistently judged situations accurately, neither sacrificing themselves nor others, finding the best choices for both themselves and their comrades when faced with difficult decisions—you put them in one team.”

“Those who were consistently too kind, indecisive, always taking middle positions in every decision, only following the crowd—you put them in one team.”

“Regardless of performance or abilities, the different personalities displayed during the test were your only judgment criteria.”

A moment of silence.

Only now did many people understand that the training wasn’t just training.

Di Yiwei showed an appreciative smile: “Why do you think I divide teams this way?”

“You’re breeding poison insects,” Tie Ci said. “The first team, you’ll concentrate on training them toward suicide squad direction. The second team’s training direction should be Scorpion Battalion. The third team is directed toward future mid-level officers. Only the last team will be ordinary soldiers. I guess their final training methods and treatment will all be different.”

“Then why won’t you follow along? You don’t approve?”

“This method is unprecedented, very ingenious, very efficient, very conducive to making the best use of talent. But academy students are not soldiers.” Tie Ci smiled. “They will carry Da Qian’s future. I hope they have more of a big picture view. I hope they can understand everyone’s characteristics and learn to integrate with and skillfully use each other. Finally, understand how to unite, collaborate, and mobilize everyone’s strength. Da Qian doesn’t need them to die heroically, doesn’t need them to be scorpions, and doesn’t need them to understand how to climb upward now. Because soldiers are the bones, while scholars are the soul—bones and soul cannot be treated the same way.”

Another moment of silence.

Then came the sound of clapping.

But it was Di Yiwei tapping her pipe.

She was probably too lazy even to clap properly, just striking her pipe: “Good.”

The training student groups felt honored, each puffing out their chests.

Commander Di seemed easy-going but was actually very eccentric. They’d been here for a while, and aside from Rong Pu earning one word of praise from her, she hadn’t even glanced at the rest of them.

Rong Pu looked at Tie Ci’s profile, light in his eyes.

He knew her capabilities, but every time he would still cheer for her.

Qi Yuansi hung his head, feeling stuffy in his chest and burning in his face.

Ashamed beyond words for his past arrogance.

Feiyu stood with arms crossed, listening from afar, strange light flickering in his eyes.

Having praised her with “good,” Di Yiwei said no more, signaling Tie Ci to do as she pleased, then returned to her sedan.

When she got in, that general bent to assist her, and Di Yiwei naturally entered.

Before leaving, she waved her pipe, having her subordinates lead Feiyu and others to the miscellaneous duties battalion, not even allowing Feiyu’s group to say more to Tie Ci.

Only now did Tie Ci learn that the miscellaneous duties battalion was independent, located behind the main camp. Normally they weren’t allowed in the main camp, only entering and exiting for daily tasks at fixed times.

Obviously, though Di Yiwei would fleece anyone, she knew what was important and wouldn’t allow people of unknown origin to freely enter and exit the main camp.

At this moment, her heart was full of catching up with her dormmates, so she didn’t much mind this. She wasn’t a clingy person by nature. When Feiyu called to her from afar, she casually waved back, indicating “safe travels,” without even turning her head.

Feiyu: “…”

Little heartless thing.

Pull up your pants and walk away.

Looking again at those surrounding the little heartless one, Rong Pu needn’t be mentioned—elegant and refined like a plant.

Qi Yuansi was clearly embarrassed—why was he lingering instead of leaving? He hadn’t gotten to eat academy shit, but soldiers had big tempers—perhaps he should give him a change of flavor?

Why were Yang Yixiu’s eyes, eyebrows, and nose all displaced? Could seeing a classmate make one so happy?

And that Tian Wu—a big man always whimpering in front of Ye Ci, what was that about? Such a big whimpering monster!

Feiyu walked a few steps, then turned back to look at that group of bastards again.

That posture—Ye Ci was like a heartthrob, and that pile of bastards were like the three palaces and six courtyards…

Feiyu surveyed everyone with the gaze of an empress sizing up seductive concubines. Noble Consort Rong needn’t be mentioned. Qi Yuansi ranked eleventh on the young masters’ list, naturally not bad either. Though Yang Yixiu was shifty-eyed, he was still clever-looking. Even the whimpering monster Tian Wu could be considered tall and dignified.

All should be made into human sticks and banished to the cold palace!

Empress Feiyu walked away with a sinister smile, and the little soldier leading his way kept looking back, always feeling this person’s smile was terrifyingly strange…

Rong Pu glanced discretely at his retreating figure.

Some people just think too much.

That night there was no training—the main camp rested. Di Yiwei ordered a feast to reward the recruits who’d passed training. Tie Ci received a new appointment: she became a captain.

Military ranks: squad leader, team leader, platoon sergeant, captain, garrison commander, commander, brigadier general, colonel, vice commander, commander.

Tie Ci was somewhat surprised.

Giving her a temporary military position wasn’t strange, but it would necessarily be lowered for convenience of management—she should only get team leader.

But Di Yiwei gave her a captain position, equivalent to backbone mid-level in the military.

But since it was given, she’d accept it. She believed she was worthy of it.

The students were allocated separate living areas within the main camp, and everyone naturally cleared out a single room for her.

Tie Ci had always maneuvered under the identity of Ye Shiba at the academy. After revealing her identity, the time was short, and she’d led troops to protect everyone. Everyone was grateful and had adapted to her disguised identity. She was also approachable, so everyone couldn’t think of her Crown Princess identity when facing her. After being constrained briefly, calling her Ye Shiba came very naturally.

So much so that when Feiyu came from the miscellaneous duties battalion, he could hear the students calling “Ye Shiba” one after another from afar, very naturally.

He stopped, stunned for a moment, and the faint doubts he’d previously harbored immediately dispersed.

Tie Ci was being called by everyone to eat at the field, and everyone excitedly told her that today the Commander had slaughtered a sheep!

Tie Ci expressed: No, this many people, one sheep? What’s there to be happy about?

Children, what kind of dire straits are you living in!

Daddy’s here to save you!

When Tian Wu carefully brought her a bowl of mutton soup first, after she took a sip, she nearly burst into tears.

She choked up, saying to Tian Wu who was drinking his soup with relish: “Fatty Tiger, I remember your family initially made their fortune because their beef and mutton were good…”

Tian Wu immediately beamed: “That’s right, our family’s beef and mutton, that was famous throughout Da Qian…”

“Then why can you stomach this excrement-like mutton soup?”

Tie Ci frowned at the mutton soup. She wasn’t a pampered person—when conditions were poor, she could swallow hard cakes and coarse grain. But the problem was this mutton soup’s technique was too terrible! Lacking salt and seasonings, with a thick layer of mutton fat and a strange smell. The stench hit your nose from three zhang away.

Even our palace’s Xue Qiu’er makes better soup than these cooks!

Tian Wu laughed while drinking soup: “That’s because other things taste even worse than this!”

Tie Ci looked skyward.

Was this sky still bright?

Feiyu walked past the fence, glancing at Tie Ci’s expression from afar and smelling the air, frowning.

In the distance, the cook was banging his ladle against the big pot, boasting to someone about his skills: “…The Commander loves my soup—can’t sleep without drinking it daily!”

Looking over, Tie Ci saw Di Yiwei sitting under a large umbrella with her own small table, drinking mutton soup.

Before her were several small dishes—pickled garlic, pickled chive flowers and such, all strong-flavored items.

Tie Ci had an enlightenment. This person had unusual tastes.

Di Yiwei obviously didn’t play the “sharing clothes and food, enjoying with the troops” game. She just did special treatment—her table full of small dishes and hot porridge, occasionally giving those beside her a chopstick-full.

Tie Ci noticed beside her was that general who was inseparable from her.

She found this somewhat strange.

Those serving beside a commander should be low-ranking, but this person could sit beside Di Yiwei eating, appearing as equals.

She asked Tian Wu: “Who is that?”

“Vice Commander Lou Xi.”

Tie Ci was surprised.

Never seen a vice commander reduced to being an attendant.

Was Di Yiwei too domineering, or was this Scorpion Battalion’s characteristic?

Looking at Vice Commander Lou’s expression, no grievance was visible.

But Lou Xi seemed very sensitive, quickly turning his gaze over, searching for who was watching him.

Tie Ci withdrew her gaze, really unable to drink that soup. Setting it aside, she wondered if she’d have time to hunt some game for extra meals later.

The cooking area was in the camp’s northwest corner. The big pot that could bathe a strong man needed several people to help stir with ladles.

A figure suddenly vaulted over the fence separating the main camp and miscellaneous duties battalion, landing lightly.

He walked to the big pot, glanced at it, and said: “How can pig slop be served to people? Move aside.”

The cook was about to curse when that person elbowed him against the wall.

Turning to those helping soldiers: “All come assist.”

Saying this, he threw down a large string of rabbits, wild chickens, and antelopes from his back, hitting the ground so hard it shook the dust.

Those kitchen soldiers were dazed. Feiyu’s sidelong glance made them shiver inexplicably, and they obediently went to process ingredients.

Standing before the pot, Feiyu skimmed off the thick mutton fat from the soup and added a large handful of herbs he’d gathered in the mountains to remove the gamey smell.

He cracked big bones and added them, also dripping in some vinegar.

He also threw in several fish—plump ones caught from the river.

After a while, the fishy, gamey smell gradually disappeared, and the fresh aroma of mutton began spreading. Soldiers in the field looked up and sniffed, but only Di Yiwei remained unmoved.

Feiyu meanwhile used a small pot, scrounging ingredients in the kitchen to stew a pot of young wild chicken, fish head, and tofu soup.

He also personally roasted a rabbit, roasting it to a glossy brown-red with sizzling fat.

While he roasted the rabbit, Di Yiwei finally noticed, slowly strolling over to lean against the fence and watch him roast.

After a while, she had someone drag over her small stool to sit and watch him roast.

After another while, she had her small table moved over too, eating while enjoying the aroma of his roasted rabbit, a lazy smile at the corner of her mouth.

Throughout, Feiyu never looked up. Firelight illuminated his features—serene and beautiful, like snow-capped mountains in darkness with a golden-red layered flower blooming atop.

Watching and watching, Di Yiwei wiped away some drool.

She simply stopped eating, propping herself on the table, staring at Feiyu unblinkingly.

Someone nearby asked: “Commander, what are you looking at?”

Di Yiwei didn’t look up, sighing: “So beautiful.”

Vice Commander Lou stood behind her, silently watching Feiyu with very penetrating eyes, staring fixedly.

Being watched by these two, Feiyu still didn’t look up.

More and more people gathered—attracted by the aroma, attracted by this bizarre scene.

When Tie Ci arrived following the scent, there were already three layers of people.

Inside, Feiyu suddenly said: “It’s ready.”

Everyone exhaled in relief.

Finally ready.

The Commander could finally eat.

Once the Commander ate, the rest should be their turn.

Di Yiwei began organizing her small table to make room for new plates.

Vice Commander Lou wanted to speak but stopped, finally remaining silent.

It did smell quite fragrant—couldn’t stop the Commander’s appetite.

Outside the crowd, Rong Pu used his height to see the scene inside clearly, said nothing, and turned to leave.

Tian Wu asked in bewilderment: “Hey, Brother Rong, there’s good food—why are you leaving?”

Rong Pu waved back without turning: “I’m rushing to practice cooking!”

After all, there definitely wouldn’t be a share for him—why waste energy?

In the crowd, Feiyu ignored everyone’s eager gazes. Unhurriedly, he lifted the lid of the young wild chicken, fish head, and tofu soup.

Aroma escaped, and everyone sighed in intoxication.

Di Yiwei began rubbing her hands together.

Feiyu tasted for saltiness and added some salt.

The rabbit was also ready. He cut off four legs and plated them. The oily, red, crystalline legs arranged in a row practically gleamed on the white plate.

Everyone swallowed.

Feiyu carried the pot in one hand and plate in the other, walking toward Di Yiwei.

The Commander licked her lips and reached out to receive them.

Feiyu kicked aside her small table, clearing a path, and walked past.

Di Yiwei: “…”

Everyone: “…”

Di Yiwei’s brown eyelashes blinked as her gaze followed Feiyu’s retreating figure. The crowd again parted like the Red Sea, gazes following Feiyu all the way to Tie Ci.

When Feiyu began cutting rabbit legs, Tie Ci already knew what he intended to do.

She didn’t leave.

Even knowing the next moment might bring social death, or at least being shot to death by countless gazes.

But true heroes don’t fear the slow torture of stares—they must get that bite in their mouth.

Feiyu jerked his chin at her: “Come, let’s eat over there.”

Seeing the eager gazes of Tian Wu and others around, his expression turned cold: “Don’t share with them!”

“I won’t share.” Tie Ci good-naturedly said, “But I can’t finish it all. Give them the remaining parts of the rabbit.”

“As you wish.”

Tian Wu and others cheered and rushed for the remaining rabbit body.

Tie Ci picked up the soup pot and openly went to eat their private feast with Feiyu.

From beginning to end, she seemed not to have thought at all that Commander Di was waiting.

There, the abandoned Di Yiwei seemed neither embarrassed nor angry, watching the two walk away before immediately pounding her fist on the table.

“Hurry up and get me mutton soup!”

Lou Xi awoke as if from a dream, rushing forward to serve Di Yiwei soup.

Over there, several students sharing Feiyu’s personally roasted rabbit, one said hesitantly: “The Commander didn’t get rabbit—should we send half over?”

Yang Yixiu didn’t look up: “Don’t. This is what Shiba gave us to eat—we have no right to randomly give it to others.”

Tian Wu also thought this made sense, nodding repeatedly.

“But the Commander…”

Qi Yuansi cut off his words: “Don’t take her things to give to people she doesn’t want to give to.”

That person was stunned, clearly not understanding his meaning.

Qi Yuansi turned to look at the retreating figures of those two.

The Crown Princess likes Rong Wei, right? They were already close at the academy, and now they’re traveling together.

So if the Commander covets Rong Wei, how could the Crown Princess be happy?

He lowered his eyes, biting into rabbit meat. The meat was fragrant, but it had no flavor in his mouth.

Actually, Tie Ci wasn’t being jealous or anything.

She always felt Di Yiwei’s gaze toward Feiyu was more appreciation of beauty, so she wasn’t that petty.

But her unwillingness to give to Di Yiwei was also sincere—she wanted to see this commander’s magnanimity.

It seemed Di Yiwei didn’t mind, as her appetite for soup was also good.

But her Vice Commander Lou Xi coldly watched this way for quite a while.

Vice Commander Lou was quite good-looking, with a somewhat cool temperament and very clear features, only when facing Di Yiwei did that sharp feeling soften into gentleness.

Honestly, by looks alone, Di Yiwei was somewhat unworthy of Lou Xi. Her appearance was at most refined, just with distinctive temperament.

Tie Ci couldn’t help but have some gossipy speculation about their relationship.

That night she had a good meal, but afterward said: “Can’t do this again next time, or I fear the Commander might hate from jealousy.”

Feiyu glanced at those cooks: “Can you stomach their pig slop?”

“If others can stomach it, so can I. Didn’t you see Rong Pu eating it too?”

“He probably hides cookies at night.” Feiyu was full of malice. “Hiding under blankets, eating and wiping his mouth, then coming out to continue pretending.”

Tie Ci fell silent. Though she felt this guy’s evaluation of Rong Pu was full of subjective malice, it was actually quite accurate.

“Lock your door at night,” Feiyu instructed her. “Watch out for thieves.”

Tie Ci glanced at him.

Really no self-awareness.

The thief was right in front of her.

The two parted at the fence, each showing different badges to return to camp.

Tie Ci returned to sleep peacefully—naturally no one disturbed her at midnight, since all the restless ones were locked outside.

Then followed a period of training, occasionally receiving tasks to patrol the border. Academy students, being there for training, mostly stayed in camp handling various affairs. When going out on patrol, they followed the army. Though Di Yiwei talked about wanting scholars on the battlefield, she ultimately cherished these cultural seedlings.

The camp’s drills continued daily as usual, but teams departed every day. The atmosphere was relaxed on the surface but tense underneath. Tie Ci watched coldly, guessing whether this was normal military movement or preparation for war.

But unless Western Rong or Liaodong actively attacked the border, Di Yiwei couldn’t initiate war without orders from the Five Military Commands. At this time, the court had enjoyed peace for long, with doves dominating. Though they wanted to reclaim Western Rong and Liaodong, they weren’t necessarily willing to wage war for it. Those court officials probably still fantasized about Liaodong having a change of heart and voluntarily returning someday.

Without plans for major war, there’d be no military and supply deployment. Without sufficient supplies, with harsh winter approaching, it wasn’t a good time for major warfare.

Tie Ci looked toward Yongping’s west side—Western Rong territory, half grassland, half desert.

She’d heard Western Rong had problems previously. During her journey, she hadn’t obtained useful intelligence, but Di Yiwei, being on the front line against Western Rong and Liaodong, naturally had relevant military reports.

Only now did she learn that Western Rong had undergone upheaval.

Author’s Note: Just one update today.

Chapter 196: The Man Beside the Boss
Qiu Wujiu, the Grand Chancellor of Liaodong, was a member of the former royal family of the Western Rong. Years ago, when his family was overthrown by Dan Ye’s father’s rebellion, most of his clan members were slaughtered. Qiu Wujiu fled to Liaodong, where he relied on his own abilities to become the Grand Chancellor of Liaodong.

Not long ago, Qiu Wujiu resigned from his position as Chancellor of Liaodong and quietly returned to the Western Rong with his subordinates whom he had cultivated over many years in Liaodong.

Qiu Wujiu’s family had occupied the throne of the Western Rong for several generations spanning a century, with deep-rooted foundations. When the incident occurred initially, the royal faction suffered fierce attacks. Qiu Wujiu did not choose to remain in the country, barely surviving while plotting for an opportunity. Instead, he made a decisive decision to disband his subordinates, ordering his followers to scatter among the common people and hide with ordinary identities, while he himself traveled far to Liaodong.

He spent most of his lifetime managing affairs in Liaodong while also secretly contacting his former subordinates within the Western Rong. Then, three months ago, he left Liaodong and returned to the Western Rong. First, he incited the major tribes of the Western Rong to rebel, profiting from the chaos to annex them and gradually gaining momentum. The turmoil he sparked swept across more than half of the Western Rong.

He had accumulated strength for a long time and came with fierce momentum. Within a few months, his military forces had pressed directly against the royal court.

While Qiu Wujiu’s great army besieged the city, he also sent countless spies and agents into the royal city. The sleeper agents he had previously left in the royal city all surfaced. Ministers loyal to the royal court were continuously assassinated, causing unrest among the people in the royal city. At this time, Qiu Wujiu spread rumors, claiming that the Qi’ao family head was divinely mandated by heaven, while the Wuliang clan would perish within a generation.

Qi’ao was Qiu Wujiu’s clan surname, while Wuliang was Dan Ye’s clan surname. Dan Ye was merely a Han name he had given himself for convenience in his travels. His real name was Wuliang Shuoye. Just as Huyin was not called Huyin either—her real name was Mote Hulan. Shuoye meant “eagle” in the Western Rong language, while Hulan meant “red tiger.”

Originally, the great desert had no such feudal ruling concepts of divine mandate or sovereign authority for fooling the people. Qiu Wujiu had learned these from Liaodong and Da Qian, and deceiving the straightforward people of the Western Rong posed no difficulty whatsoever.

It was at this time that Dan Ye received the news and rushed back to his country to participate in the battle.

The reason Huyin did not immediately return to her country was that she was only an honorary clan leader of her tribe. Out of protective considerations, both her clan and Dan Ye had not transmitted the news to her.

But just half a month ago, when the King of the Western Rong was leading an expedition, he was shot down from his horse by a cold arrow from behind and severely injured. After that, there was no news of him.

Temporarily taking over the royal authority and the great army of the Western Rong was Dan Ye’s eldest brother, Wuliang He.

The Queen also had her own army. For unknown reasons, she angrily broke with the royal city. After a great battle in which she was defeated, she fled far from the royal city.

After that, the royal city did not continue fighting with Qiu Wujiu. They closed the city gates, and no one knew what they were doing inside. Every day people escaped, and every day countless corpses were carried out to be buried in the wilderness.

Qiu Wujiu stationed his horse before the old royal city, surrounding but not attacking. No one knew what was happening in the royal city, whether the old king was alive or dead, or what his group of brothers and sons were doing now. The royal city never raised the black flag representing national mourning above its walls, but the stench of corpses filled half the city and could not be suppressed.

When Tie Ci heard this news, she thought: there is nothing new under the sun.

Countless histories repeat in cycles.

She felt slightly worried in her heart, not knowing how Dan Ye and his Hai Dongqing were faring.

Although that young man had a terrible temperament, his heart was pure. For over ten years previously, he had been a carefree little prince who feared nothing in heaven or earth.

Could he adapt to such sudden storms and the collapse of great edifices?

Tie Ci gnawed on a lamb leg bone, gazing at the vast distant mountains as if trying to see through those natural barriers to perceive the beacon fires elsewhere.

The lamb leg bone was very fragrant, even the marrow inside was rich and aromatic.

Because they had changed cooks.

Feiyu had silently beaten up the mess hall soldiers for three days and seized the position by the cooking pot three times. After three days, under the strong petition of all the soldiers, Di Yiwei finally agreed to let Feiyu become a glorious mess hall soldier.

He still lived in the miscellaneous duties camp, but spent most of each day here in the main camp cooking meals.

The mess hall soldier had reclaimed the name Rong Wei and managed twenty mess hall soldiers, calling himself the Mess Hall Commander.

The Mess Hall Commander didn’t really cook personally much. Every day he just cracked sunflower seeds while providing on-site guidance, occasionally adding some seasonings, but the standard of meals for all the soldiers visibly improved by several levels.

It was common knowledge among all the soldiers that the Mess Hall Commander openly provided special meals only for Ye Ci.

But that didn’t mean everyone could accept it.

Therefore, people constantly went to complain to Di Yiwei, pointing out that this behavior violated regulations and showed contempt for the commanding officer.

Commander Di slowly smoked her pipe, and in the swirling smoke, spoke in a soft, mystical manner like a sorceress: “Ah, so I’m being shown contempt, and you come to tell me? Are you picking a fight for me to help you vent your anger, or are you crying to adults like children who didn’t get candy? Huh?”

She coughed once and, for once with full lung capacity, spat out a mouthful of phlegm: “Bah.”

Meeting problems without solving them yourself but only knowing how to tattle—this old man doesn’t have such cowardly soldiers under his command.

The tattletale suffered double contempt, slunk back dejectedly, threw his clothes on the ground, and wanted to have a fight with the rule-breaking commander.

Every army has a mixed bag of people, not to mention that Di Yiwei herself implemented a wolf culture. She believed that to preserve soldiers’ fighting courage, one must preserve and even foster their wildness and fighting spirit. Therefore, in the Yongping Guard army, apart from not allowing the killing of comrades and large-scale brawls, individual duels were permitted.

At that time, Feiyu was watching the water boiling in the pot without looking up.

That soldier felt he had been shown contempt once again and fiercely lunged forward, raising his hand to overturn the pot.

The next instant, someone grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and with a bang, slammed his head into the pot.

Water splashed everywhere.

People watched with their own eyes as the sturdy iron pot was dented inward from the impact.

When Feiyu lifted the person out of the pot again, that fellow’s face had already had a layer of skin scalded off, red and swollen like a pumpkin, with scallions, ginger, and garlic hanging from his nose and eyebrows.

Fortunately, the weather had turned cold and the water in the pot hadn’t fully boiled yet. Otherwise, half his head could have been scalded rotten.

The military camp was full of brave fighters who had seen all kinds of violence, but they had never seen anything this ruthless.

Everyone gasped in shock.

Feiyu looked at the ruined pot of water, shook his head very dissatisfied, picked it up and splashed it all over that unfortunate fellow, scrubbed the deformed pot, and replaced it with fresh water to concentrate on making another pot of soup for Tie Ci.

The weather was cold, and women needed to keep warm. Fortunately, the red dates he had painstakingly found earlier hadn’t been added yet, or he would definitely have dug out that fellow’s eyeballs to stuff with dates.

He looked up and scanned the crowd, saying nothing, but everyone stepped back, feeling that it was an inviting look.

“Still want to get in the pot?”

No.

Can’t afford to provoke him.

That fellow who kept screaming was hastily carried away, and the crowd scattered like birds and beasts.

Being human, the most important thing is contentment—wasn’t the food much better now?

After that, things were much more peaceful, until several days later when a squad from the Scorpion Camp returned from executing a mission. The Scorpion Camp and Blood Cavalry were Di Yiwei’s two ace units. Blood Cavalry was all cavalry, training at another camp not far away. The Scorpion Camp was the top dog of the Yongping Guard.

Di Yiwei used a venomous insect-raising method to lead her troops, openly dividing soldiers into different classes. The Scorpion Camp had food, drink, and equipment all a level above other camps, with exclusive supplies and, naturally, much higher requirements. Those people trained separately in one location and weren’t often in the main camp. When Tie Ci occasionally encountered them, she felt they all shared common characteristics: silence, wariness, and sharp, cold gazes.

Among this squad returning from their mission, there was someone like a soldier king who had always been arrogant. He didn’t particularly care about food, but the fellow whose face had been scalded was his fellow townsman. Therefore, half to avenge his fellow townsman and half dissatisfied that a mere mess hall soldier dared to be so arrogant, he sent someone to challenge Feiyu to combat.

Feiyu looked at the challenge note and said he needed to make dinner, so he wouldn’t go.

The messenger asked: “Tomorrow morning then?”

“I have to make breakfast for Ye Ci.”

“Noon?”

“I have to make lunch for Ye Ci.”

“…Then before lights out?”

“I have to make a midnight snack for Ye Ci.”

The messenger: “…”

Should I praise you for being virtuous?

When he returned and reported this, that fellow immediately became furious and went to find Feiyu himself. Since he refused the courtesy, there was no need to be polite.

But he couldn’t find Feiyu.

Halfway there, before a small slope, someone stood in his path.

The fellow looked up to see a young man standing there with his hands behind his back, smiling as he watched him.

This person wasn’t particularly tall and was too good-looking, with a gentle attitude, but when that fellow looked at him, he felt inexplicably breathless.

In a trance, he thought of phrases like “gentle breeze caressing the hillside, bright moon illuminating the great river”—such words perfectly matched this person’s bearing and demeanor.

The young man smiled and said: “Brother, please stay your step.”

He said: “I have urgent business, please step aside.”

He felt he was being exceptionally polite, but that person still wouldn’t move aside and even asked him: “May I ask what business?”

“None of your damn business.”

The proud soldier didn’t like wasting words and especially detested this kind of person who didn’t know when to advance or retreat. He reached out to grab the person’s shoulder and fling him far away.

Clearly he had struck first, but suddenly his shoulder tightened. When he looked down, he saw a slender hand on his shoulder.

That hand tightened, and intense pain struck as if his shoulder was being crushed.

He raised his hand to chop at the other’s elbow while kicking up with both legs.

But that person had already stepped forward, one hand grasping his shoulder, the other supporting his armpit. In the next instant, the world spun as he was flipped onto that person’s back. In the next moment, his body flew through the air, stars and moon flashing chaotically, then with a splash, water sprayed up more than a zhang high.

He had been thrown alive into the water.

That small stream was a full five zhang or more from where he had been standing.

The brave warriors in the army had also thrown people in combat training, but at most they could throw someone half a zhang.

A figure flashed, and the young man appeared beside the stream.

Across the water waves, his expression remained calm and could even be called benevolent.

This unfortunate fellow suddenly remembered encountering a tiger in the mountains once—that fierce beast had been leisurely sniffing a wild rose with a contented expression.

Now this fellow gave him exactly the same feeling as that rose-sniffing tiger.

As the tiger looked at him, he didn’t even have the courage to climb out of the water.

His ears buzzed, and he dimly heard the person by the water laughing and saying: “How is this none of my business? He’s cooking for me.”

He dusted off his hands and walked away. The fellow struggled to climb out of the water just in time to see someone carrying a food box approaching. The two met at the foot of the slope. The person with the food box opened the lid, revealing steaming hot lamb dumplings with paper-thin wrappers.

Their conversation drifted over on the wind.

“Today it’s lamb dumplings.”

“Mm, delicious.”

“Tomorrow someone might want to fight me.”

“Oh, then just fight.”

“You’re not going to help me solve it?”

“No, brother, I believe in you.”

“Heartless.”

“Thank you for the compliment.”

The rich aroma of the lamb dumplings wafted over intensely, making the unfortunate fellow still sitting in the water cry from the smell.

After that, no one dared express any protest about unfair meal treatment.

But then rumors spread, the gist being that Ye Ci and that arrogant mess hall soldier were having an affair.

In the military camp, with long boring days and not a single sow in sight, apart from violence, the most popular topic was erotic fiction.

If there was no erotic fiction, they created erotic fiction.

In the erotic fiction, Ye Ci was sometimes on top, sometimes on bottom, able to attack or receive. This was mainly because the loyal readers of the erotic fiction were divided into two factions.

One faction, led by the fellow whose face had been scalded by Feiyu, believed that since Feiyu was so violent, he must be the dominant one.

The other faction, led by the one who had been beaten by Tie Ci, believed that Ye Ci was truly the violent one, while Feiyu, being so beautiful and skilled at cooking, would serve food during the day and serve in bed at night—how comfortable.

Later, they argued too fiercely and even fought a group battle over this, then were all punished with extra training.

Tie Ci gnawed on the lamb leg bone, thinking about these ridiculous matters, reflecting that since this camp ate nothing but mutton day after day, she might as well contribute some amusing stories for their mealtime entertainment.

Through the fence, she could see from afar that most of the lights in the miscellaneous duties camp had been extinguished, but the tent directly opposite her camp still had its lamp burning. The lamplight cast the tall shadow of a person who was bent over, working hard at something unknown.

Tie Ci gazed softly in that direction for a while, smiled, and turned back into her camp.

That was Feiyu’s tent.

His tent hadn’t originally been in that position, nor was it a single-person tent. But after he had beaten a squad of mess hall soldiers until they were scattered like birds and beasts and herded them like pigs into one tent while monopolizing the best tent and moving it to the most open position, no one dared provoke this new boss of the miscellaneous duties camp.

The position he had moved to wasn’t actually good—being too open made it windy, and in case of night raids, it would be an obvious target. But Feiyu wasn’t someone who cared about such things. He forcibly dominated the high slope, giving the miscellaneous duties camp tent the bearing of a commanding officer.

Some people thought he was marking his territory.

But Tie Ci knew why he did it.

She returned to her own tent, lit a lamp, washed up briefly, and extinguished the light.

Feiyu in his tent looked up and could see that tent light up then go dark, knowing she had gone to sleep.

He smiled and continued working with his head down.

Scattered on the ground were leather armor, whetstones, silk strings, small knives, files, and other tools. In his hands, he held something like iron wire that gleamed with a ghostly blue light, patiently and slowly grinding it.

The reason for going slowly was that the thing was extremely sharp—almost as soon as a finger touched it, the skin would break and bleed. He wore finger guards on all five fingers and moved very slowly.

Suddenly a breeze passed, lifting the tent flap. The gleaming cold wire trembled and left a deep, bone-revealing thin cut along his finger.

That slender finger already bore countless such scars—wounds healing over wounds, wounds over healed wounds, leaving behind barely noticeable dense traces.

He very skillfully pressed the wound and slowly set down the steel wire, weighing it down with something.

Beside him, Mu Si immediately applied medicine and bandaged him, saying: “Master, this thing is too dangerous. Why don’t you stop grinding it? It’s thin enough.”

“No. It’s still too thick. Once woven into the leather armor, if it’s too heavy it will affect her movements.”

“Any thinner and will you still have fingers left?!” Mu Si pulled out a small knife and slowly pressed it against the steel wire.

The steel wire silently and slowly cut into the dagger, sinking in like mud. With a clang, the dagger was severed.

“A killing weapon,” Mu Si sighed. “And you actually want to turn a killing weapon into protective gear—your inhuman brain.”

Nearby, a short person was concentrating on knitting something with two long needles. That thing was also extremely fine, white as snow. Zhao San was weaving it into a net pattern.

The wind blew up Feiyu’s long hair, which fell onto the steel wire and turned into countless wisps of light black smoke. Feiyu watched admiringly and said: “Selected the finest materials and refined them day and night to create these… Although she won’t let me give her hairpins, as a magnanimous man, I should still give the best gifts, right?”

The tall one sneered coldly: “Have you considered that with her martial arts skills, her natural abilities, and having gained Chi Fengli’s internal power, she’ll eventually be able to beat you down? And you still want to give her such a weapon that’s perfect for both offense and defense—do you want her to dominate the world?”

“Excellent. Then I’ll be the man beside the boss.”

“Then you’d better try to please her and serve her carefully. Don’t let the boss get unhappy one day and use this killing weapon to slaughter you.”

“Would she bear to? Hmm?” Feiyu glanced at him sideways. “How much she likes me—I think I need to explain this to you in detail to prevent you from continuing to have certain misunderstandings…”

“No thanks, thank you, please proceed, farewell, not seeing you out, until we meet again.”

Mu Si quickly flashed out of the tent.

Leaving Zhao San to look up at him, then at Feiyu who was spiritedly leaning over, and sigh deeply.

The disloyal one had run away, leaving him alone to face the master’s “Romantic Love History Lecture” brain-piercing magic sound again.

Heavens, was there still a chance to sleep tonight…

In Tie Ci’s tent, Tie Ci suddenly turned over to the back of the bed and lit a candle on the ground. The bed would block the candle’s light.

She took out something and was also slowly grinding it.

Moonlight slipped through the cracks in the tent, illuminating her slightly lowered profile. Her hands were gentle, her brow peaceful.

…
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Chapter 197: Breaking the Engagement
When dawn broke, Tie Ci rose early, folding her blanket into a neat rectangular block and arranging the utensils on her table in a straight line before leaving her tent.

This was a habit from when she studied under her master, who called it military-style management. A few days ago, when Di Yiwei saw this, she was very interested and chatted with Tie Ci about it. Tie Ci took the opportunity to discuss some knowledge from future armies regarding hygiene, management, drills, patriotic education, and fostering cohesion and loyalty. When she had first heard her master discuss these matters, she found them very practical and insightful. However, this theoretical system differed greatly from the current military system and institutions of Da Qian. To implement it, someone would need to be willing to be the first to try this new approach.

Actually, she had heard that the previous dynasty had armies like this, but they too were eventually lost in the long river of time. Establishing rules was difficult, but overthrowing them required only a single word.

Looking around, it seemed that Di Yiwei was someone who didn’t follow conventional paths, with very broad vision and methods. Sure enough, when Tie Ci tentatively mentioned it, Di Yiwei immediately issued orders for the entire army to begin training by first organizing internal affairs and strict punctuality.

Initially, some questioned why time should be wasted on a blanket—could folding blankets like tofu blocks really help soldiers kill more enemies?

Di Yiwei, being the troublemaker she was, issued orders for the entire army to comply while refusing to explain, using her pipe to poke at Tie Ci from behind until she pushed her forward.

Tie Ci really wanted to break that troublemaker’s pipe.

She had no choice but to step forward and address the vast crowd assembled below: “Let me tell you a story first.”

“In a certain dynasty, during a great war between two countries—let’s call one the Lion Kingdom and the other the Rice Ball Kingdom. The Lion Kingdom had equipped itself with the most powerful navy in the world, truly formidable ships and cannons. Though the Rice Ball Kingdom was an island nation, it was small, far inferior in ship tonnage, firepower, and equipment. So the Rice Ball Kingdom initially had doubts about whether to engage in battle, with some suggesting immediate surrender. But after observing the Lion Kingdom’s warships from the opposite shore, the Rice Ball Kingdom decided to fight and indeed achieved final victory. Can anyone guess what gave the typically bullying Rice Ball Kingdom the courage to fight directly?”

Below, confused faces looked up at her. Someone muttered: “It couldn’t be because the blankets weren’t folded properly!”

“Correct!” Tie Ci snapped her fingers. “It was indeed because of blankets!”

The soldiers: “…”

Go to hell.

What bullshit.

Di Yiwei took a deep drag and squinted her eyes.

Raised in a teahouse, were you? Full of teahouse storyteller flavor.

“The Rice Ball Kingdom used telescopes to observe the Lion Kingdom’s warships for several days and discovered that ropes were strung haphazardly all over the ships, with socks and underwear hanging everywhere, blankets and bedding drying in the sun. It practically blocked their vision. From this, the Rice Ball Kingdom concluded that although the enemy’s warships were powerful, the soldiers’ discipline was lax and management chaotic. Such an army could not win.”

This time, everyone fell silent.

“In the era of cold weapons, the outcome of wars was mainly in the hands of the armies themselves. Group coordination and cooperation were more important than individual combat ability. A chaotic and disorderly force cannot form effective command, and without effective command and strong execution, even if armed to the teeth, fighting strength would be halved.”

“Can you expect an army that can’t even fold blankets properly and has a complete mess of internal affairs to follow orders, remain calm in crisis, act methodically, and operate efficiently?”

“What we’re folding isn’t blankets—it’s discipline. Square, straight discipline without curves. What we’re arranging isn’t a row of cups, but the spirit of orders flowing from top to bottom, meticulous in every detail.”

“The army is not a place for your personal whims. Like these tofu-block blankets, it will preserve your sharp edges, but those edges must conform to its rules.”

Tie Ci surveyed the entire assembly and didn’t forget to add a final dig.

“Tofu blocks aren’t that easy to fold. Currently, I believe anyone clamoring that this stuff is unnecessary to fold are all idiots who can’t fold them properly. If you can’t even fold blankets well, you might as well go home early to your wife, kids, and warm bed!”

Di Yiwei chuckled.

No telling who she was laughing at.

Then she waved her pipe and said: “Did you hear that? If you heard it, then do it.”

That very day, countless soldiers flocked to Tie Ci’s tent to observe her blankets.

When someone wanted to touch Tie Ci’s blankets to see if they looked so rigid because books were stuffed inside, their hand hadn’t even reached over before Feiyu, who had come over to watch the excitement, slapped their paw away.

After understanding that such blankets initially needed stools to help them take shape, every tent fought over stools.

When Tie Ci passed by her comrades’ tents, she saw everyone carefully carrying their tofu-block blankets like eunuchs in Ciren Palace carrying the Empress Dowager’s hair oil.

The whistle blew—time for morning run. This whistle was long, but when it stopped, the crowd had to assemble completely.

Latecomers were responsible for emptying the entire team’s chamber pots.

The soldiers assembled into square formations for running. In the early winter of the northern regions, it was already very cold. In the orderly footsteps, white breath continuously rose like passing steam trains.

Soon, whistle sounds also rang from across the fence.

The miscellaneous duties camp originally didn’t run, since they didn’t go to battle but only handled logistics.

But since the miscellaneous duties camp got a new boss, the rules changed three times a day.

If the neighbors ran, the boss had to run too.

Since ancient times, for every hundred thousand troops marching, three hundred thousand handled logistics. Logistics itself was a massive organization, divided into seven camp fortifications interspersed with the main camp’s three camp fortifications. The camp where Feiyu was located had over ten thousand people, similar to the central military camp where Tie Ci was stationed. Those warehouse soldiers, supply soldiers, maintenance and repair soldiers, mess hall soldiers, veterinarians… were all awakened by the whistle sounds, walking out drowsily.

Initially, Feiyu only planned to run by himself—after all, he had no interest in helping Di Yiwei train soldiers. But people in the military naturally had a psychology of admiring the strong. After he became famous in one battle, and logistics soldiers were routinely looked down upon, they automatically made him their boss. When the boss ran, everyone ran. More and more people joined, creating a mighty procession.

Later, because Dan Shuang always ran at the very front and Mu Si always loved to catch up, the two ran far ahead like a pair of unrestrained wild horses prancing freely on the ground, leaving the large group behind to eat their dust.

This aroused everyone’s competitive spirit, especially since Dan Shuang was a woman.

So running became a competitive sport. The miscellaneous duties camp ran faster and faster, almost surpassing the main camp. The main camp had originally run at a moderate pace, but seeing this, they thought: This is terrible—those who serve horses and kitchen stoves run faster than us. No way—chase them!

After that, every day became a scene of pursuit on the field, with dust rolling, forcibly turning morning exercise runs into army-wide competitions.

Because the two camps were close together, sharing a fence in the middle, each run would become neck-and-neck progress in the middle section, inevitably leading to some friction—that devilish stepping, staring at each other and spitting kind of intimate eye contact.

But truly intimate eye contact (one-sided) occurred whenever Feiyu and Tie Ci met at the fence.

It could be said that Feiyu’s daily running was really just waiting for this moment. The two would run from the side, meeting at the western end of the fence. Feiyu would call: “Hey!” and pass over Tie Ci’s personalized hot breakfast.

Tie Ci would take it and turn to glance at him.

The next moment, Qi Yuansi would intentionally or unintentionally run over, blocking in front of Tie Ci and running alongside Feiyu.

But immediately he would cry “Ouch!” as a stone hit his knee hollow, dropping him behind.

But Yang Yixiu would immediately take his place. The clever Yixiu would smilingly ask Chef Feiyu daily how to make spicy pig’s trotters, and whether spicy diced rabbit would be good today.

Feiyu would wave away his dog head, and this time Tian Wu would charge over.

Fat Tiger didn’t know he was playing the role of a third wheel—he was just following Supervisor Rong’s instructions.

During a certain evening tea gathering, Supervisor Rong was eating fried orchid beans made by Feiyu that Yang Yixiu had stolen from the mess hall, while seemingly casually saying to several people: “Rong Wei seems to have ulterior motives toward the Crown Princess.”

Just this one sentence caused an uproar.

Tian Wu said the Crown Princess already had a fiancé—could she take a second one?

Yang Yixiu yelled that Rong Wei came from Liaodong with unclear origins and was approaching the Crown Princess with definite ulterior motives.

Qi Yuansi only said Rong Wei wasn’t worthy of the Crown Princess and had better not harbor fantasies.

After that, during daily runs, the three became the “Anti-Rong Wei Alliance,” determined to exclude every lecher coveting the Crown Princess.

The Anti-Rong Wei Alliance was constantly expanding, because students from the academy all felt the Crown Princess was so amazing she could reproduce asexually—no man was worthy of her.

Although Rong Wei had been a riding and archery teacher for a while, he was only popular with female students and was a male public enemy. After all, unless handsome men were like Rong Pu—weak and sickly, arousing pity, and thoughtful and exquisite in character—they would attract hatred.

Later, the alliance also included many main camp soldiers. After all, Tie Ci could crush them in martial prowess, wisdom, and eloquence. In combat training on the practice field, warriors who fell at her feet numbered in the thousands if not ten thousand. Thousands upon thousands of losers established Tie Ci’s reputation as a domineering king. The soldiers went from unconvinced to wholeheartedly convinced in the time it took for their backs to hit the ground.

The consequence of the alliance’s expansion was that initially Feiyu could still leisurely accompany Tie Ci for a section of running, the two side by side in silence, only hearing each other’s footsteps, which sounded so distinct even amid the heavy steps of the large group. Without careful identification, they still entered the heart upon hearing.

Later, people around them constantly changed, flashing before their eyes like a revolving lantern. When they passed by Tie Ci, she would naturally yield, and when Feiyu turned his head, he would see a big man beside him instead.

The big men mostly kept their eyes straight ahead, concentrating on their own running. After all, beside them was another big boss, and this boss was fierce, always making people suspect that looking once more would make their eyeballs disappear.

Feiyu felt both joy and sorrow about their obvious fear of him yet still daring to rush forward to their deaths.

Joy for Tie Ci’s popularity, sorrow for Tie Ci’s popularity.

Those meddling bastards forcibly squeezed Ye Ci into the innermost part of the formation, as far from him as the Milky Way. Every time he drove one away, another would fill in, like the endless waters of the Yellow River. Even if he used stones to drive away all these bastards, running time would be over.

Rong Pu, being in poor health, didn’t participate in running but had to sit at the finish line, appreciating someone’s fight against thousands of troops.

Today Rong Pu’s appreciative gaze was even more pleased, because yesterday, on his suggestion, a two-zhang distance had been cleared between the two camps, with some trenches dug and an additional fence added.

He told Di Yiwei that the miscellaneous duties camp’s defenses were inferior to the main camp’s—they mustn’t become a breakthrough point for enemy night raids. Therefore, distance should be increased between the camps with obstacles set up—the farther the better.

Di Yiwei adopted his suggestion.

After all, she could watch the young ones secretly compete while causing no harm to the army—why not?

So now Feiyu couldn’t slap away the third wheels’ heads or secretly slip snacks to Tie Ci.

When Tie Ci saw the extra fence that morning, she laughed.

How poor must his popularity be!

Over there, Feiyu glanced once, acted as if nothing happened, and shouted across the fence: “Ye Ci!”

If he couldn’t whisper, he’d announce it to the world—he didn’t mind.

Tie Ci ignored him—military regulations forbade talking while running.

Feiyu didn’t need her to respond and shouted loudly: “What do you want for breakfast tomorrow? How about fried dumplings with tofu pudding and stir-fried five-spice golden threads?”

Those who hadn’t eaten breakfast secretly swallowed their saliva.

Tie Ci made an OK gesture.

Feiyu: “Which little bastard is blocking me? Tomorrow I’ll treat him to mutton soup with dog shit.”

The crowd scattered with a whoosh.

Rong Pu sat at the eastern end of the fence.

When Feiyu ran past, he didn’t even glance at him.

The ground shook violently from the army’s running, and Rong Pu’s little stool kept trembling.

Feiyu ran past on his second lap, still not looking at Rong Pu.

Feiyu ran past on his third lap.

The main camp had almost finished running and was slowing down.

Feiyu was running right at the fence opening.

Rong Pu’s little stool suddenly broke one leg.

Rong Pu, caught off guard, tumbled to the ground.

Although he reacted quickly, supporting himself with one hand, one knee had already hit the ground, facing directly toward Feiyu.

Feiyu raised his hand with a solemn expression: “Rise.”

Tie Ci: “Pft.”

Chi Xue glanced over, chuckled softly, and said: “He really has the bearing of a primary consort.”

Dan Shuang said: “He’s not the primary consort though.”

Chi Xue slapped her forehead hard and said: “I almost forgot to mention—we received news from the capital while at the academy. Master’s engagement has been broken off.”

“What?”

“Previously, Prince Ding’an requested to cancel his son’s marriage contract. His Majesty kept it pending, but later First Minister Rong also advised His Majesty, and when Master He went to the capital, he brought word of the Crown Princess’s desire to break the engagement. Since both parties were unwilling, His Majesty no longer insisted. A few days ago, he issued an edict canceling the marriage contract with Liaodong.”

“That’s fine then. With the Crown Princess’s current status, what good match couldn’t she find?”

“That’s true, but I think the Crown Princess’s initiative to break the engagement might be because of Rong Wei, right?”

“Rong Wei isn’t impossible—as long as the Crown Princess likes him.”

“But I always feel Rong Wei’s background isn’t simple. Looking at the Crown Princess’s manner, she’s not necessarily at ease either. But if the Crown Princess doesn’t ask or investigate, this might not be good.”

Dan Shuang frowned and said: “If Rong Wei belongs to an opposing faction, the Crown Princess should cut through the mess quickly.”

Chi Xue sighed softly, thinking that matters of love were like drawing a sword to cut flowing water—not so easy to stop the flow.

The Crown Princess’s current attitude toward Rong Wei was actually quite forthright, conducting everything openly, not much different from how she treated other military comrades.

Not rejecting his goodwill wasn’t to string him along, but because with someone like Rong Wei, rejection was useless. Too drastic measures might even cause trouble.

Chi Xue thought of something and smiled: “Speaking of which, I’m a bit surprised that First Minister Rong intervened in this matter. The First Minister generally doesn’t concern himself with such things—could it be that Supervisor Rong requested it?”

Dan Shuang said: “If the Crown Princess truly wants to properly select someone, I think Rong Pu would be better than Rong Wei.”

Chi Xue smiled without speaking.

Ultimately, it would only be good if the Crown Princess herself liked him.

Tie Ci waved at them across the fence, smiling and asking: “What are you talking about?”

Having finished exercising, her eyes were bright as if containing starlight, her smile generous and gracious.

Dan Shuang thought the Crown Princess was becoming more and more charming.

The kind of charm that made women’s hearts flutter and men become intoxicated.

She should take back her earlier words—no one was worthy of such a Crown Princess.

She was about to mention the engagement matter when Tie Ci had already walked over to help Rong Pu up.

Rong Pu smiled, taking her wrist to stand up while smoothing out the slight wrinkles in her sleeves.

Very tender.

Across the way, Feiyu watched with gritted teeth.

Little bitch.

Should give you another stone.

However, Tie Ci intentionally or unintentionally blocked Rong Pu’s front, preventing him from using any of his various methods.

This made him even more displeased.

Rong Pu completely ignored his cold glare and leaned against the fence with Tie Ci, saying very casually: “I guess they’re talking about your broken engagement.”

Feiyu perked up, ears pricked.

Previously, Tie Ci had hinted to him about having an engagement and had hinted that to go further, he should wait for her to resolve the marriage contract.

Because there had always been the knot of mutual pretense between them, both sides had reservations, and many things hadn’t been clearly stated. But he was quite concerned about this matter.

Had her engagement really been dissolved now?

Was it dissolved because of him?

Tie Ci was also pleasantly surprised: “Oh? It’s really been dissolved?”

Rong Pu said: “Because your whereabouts were uncertain, when the news reached the academy, I received it. The engagement breaking was first proposed by the man’s side.”

Feiyu thought: Well, at least he’s sensible.

Still an idiot who doesn’t recognize gold inlaid with jade.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief, saying that was good.

She had always worried that breaking the engagement would give Prince Ding’an an excuse to make things difficult for the court, which was why she had delayed making a decision. Since Prince Ding’an’s side took the initiative, that was naturally best.

Rong Pu gestured for her to move away some, walking until they reached a secluded spot, confirming that Rong Wei couldn’t hear, before saying softly: “Grand Tutor He also took this opportunity to gain the benefit of opening another trading post from Prince Ding’an.”

Tie Ci said with satisfaction: “The Grand Tutor is cunning—after my own heart.”

Although Liaodong was a vassal state, it had been implicitly independent for years. To maintain control, it managed border commercial circulation very strictly. Being able to openly open one more post would give Da Qian’s side more opportunities.

“But how could Prince Ding’an be willing to pay compensation? I remember he has many sons and doesn’t seem like someone who would care about his sons’ marital happiness.”

Once royal marriage alliances were established, they were very difficult to cancel, since political marriages never considered anyone’s preferences.

It was quite surprising to Tie Ci that Prince Ding’an would actively break the engagement and be willing to compensate for his son’s sake.

“Grand Tutor naturally wouldn’t directly ask for compensation. Grand Tutor only said that breaking the engagement was fine, but the gifts bestowed by imperial edict should be returned first. After all, many rare treasures among them could only be left for the future National Father. But Prince Ding’an’s side couldn’t return them. He had no choice but to agree to the request for opening trade.”

Tie Ci: “?”

“I heard that the Eighteenth Prince, upon receiving the rewards, immediately sold everything and couldn’t get them back.” Rong Pu said matter-of-factly, “He sold them for money and used it to buy many dancing girls and objects for his residence.”

Tie Ci: “???”

So LOW like this?
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Chapter 198: When Will the Flowers on the Path Return?
“How poor is Prince Ding’an…” she murmured.

“Not really. The princes’ regular allowances are all the same, and not low at all.”

Tie Ci suddenly remembered that back at the academy, Rong Pu had also mentioned that Eighteenth Prince, how that fellow had used her betrothal gifts to show off in a Versailles-like manner, talking to himself about how she was infatuated with him. She had almost couldn’t help spitting and laughed coldly: “Good riddance!”

Rong Pu nodded with satisfaction.

Good riddance indeed.

Tie Ci thought for a moment, feeling both annoyed and somewhat puzzled.

She couldn’t help but feel that since the Eighteenth Prince was so LOW, and Prince Ding’an had so many sons with no reputation for favoring this one, how could he be willing to pay such a price for this youngest little idiot?

If it were before, in such a situation, she would have been interested in sending people to investigate, but now that the marriage was dissolved, there was no need to waste energy on an irrelevant person.

With the marriage dissolved, she felt refreshed and clear-headed. At a glance, she saw Feiyu also leaning against the fence in the distance, looking even more refreshed than her.

No idea what he was so happy about.

She was just about to ask “Where’s my breakfast?” when she saw Feiyu clap his hands and shout loudly: “Today the whole camp eats dumplings! My treat!”

Now the soldiers were all excited, cheering in unison. Someone shouted loudly: “Boss Rong, what’s the good news? Tell the brothers so we can be happy too!”

Feiyu glanced at Tie Ci, who looked up at the sky.

“Nothing, nothing,” Feiyu said modestly. “It’s just that my future wife, after falling in love with me at first sight, withstood enormous pressure from her family, endured various punishments and tears from her parents, insisted on breaking off her originally well-matched engagement, and after a year of arduous struggle, today she finally succeeded!”

Tie Ci: “…”

Your imagination skills really deserve a career writing romance novels in brothels.

Everyone: …Such a long and complex sentence structure.

Anyway, cheering was the right thing to do.

For the dumplings.

After announcing this major news, Feiyu rushed off to get busy with the dumpling filling for the main camp. Tie Ci smiled, and after eating breakfast, went to the training ground.

The training ground was already full of people drawing numbers. Seeing her arrive, their eyes blazed as they hurriedly lined up.

Tie Ci stepped forward, and the soldier who drew number one came up.

Rong Pu sat down at the sidelines, watching the swift movements over there. Though he hadn’t learned martial arts, he had good judgment and could see that Tie Ci could knock down that soldier within three moves.

But she used thirty moves.

After exactly thirty moves, she grabbed and threw her opponent, landing him on his rear. In the dust kicked up on the training ground, her voice was clear and calm: “Your boxing technique is solid and your strength extraordinary, but your temperament is somewhat rash. Your lower body foundation isn’t sufficient, so in close combat when seizing opportunities, others can easily spot your weaknesses. Remember not to be hasty in combat, use fewer turning steps, and if possible, develop toward cavalry…”

That soldier was thoroughly convinced, nodding repeatedly. The second in line had already impatiently pulled him away and stepped up himself.

This time it was still thirty moves. After thirty moves, Tie Ci kicked him far away with one leg: “That move you just used blocked me, but didn’t it also block yourself? Your strength and lower body foundation are both good, but your techniques are obviously not proficient enough, lacking adaptability when facing enemies…”

The soldiers on the field listened like sunflowers turning toward the sun.

From the first day Tie Ci appeared on the training ground, it was always thirty moves to determine victory, not one more, not one less. At first everyone thought it was coincidence, then they discovered it and thought she was showing off. But every time Tie Ci won, she would point out her opponent’s strengths and weaknesses and suggest ways to improve. Only later did everyone realize that her skill was sufficient for her to easily defeat opponents, yet she would rather waste her own energy to guide everyone.

After being guided, each person gained a clear understanding of their martial abilities, sometimes even learning a move or technique to make up for their shortcomings. From then on, the training ground was packed daily. Not just ordinary soldiers, but military officers and soldiers from other camps would come to watch and queue up.

Tie Ci only fought twenty matches daily, limited to low-ranking officers at squad level and above. This forced many people to start looking forward to battles, hoping for promotion opportunities.

On the battlefield, one more skill meant one more chance to live.

Tie Ci wasn’t cooking different dishes based on rank, but military leaders at this level had usually fought their way up from the bottom with fists and kicks. They were the strongest and youngest, and these people also served as important links for communication up and down on the battlefield. Improving their martial quality and keeping them alive would correspondingly improve the survival rate of entire units.

High-ranking generals rarely went to battle personally, while bottom-level soldiers lacked sufficient quality. Her choice showed painstaking consideration.

People flowed by like water, everyone leaving the field with expressions of conviction and contemplation. Tie Ci always stood smiling in the center of the field. No matter how many matches she fought, she remained calm and composed, like a clear breeze and bright moon.

Rong Pu sat outside the field, helping her record and organize these opponents’ basic situations, military qualities, and personal deficiencies. Occasionally he would look up, gazing at her with warm, mellow eyes.

The Crown Princess had natural leadership qualities, broad and magnanimous, with her heart in the world.

She made those around her naturally put away their narrow-minded petty thoughts and cleanse themselves under her gaze.

Oh no, there was one exception.

That mouse dropping that spoiled the whole pot of soup, that rotten wood that couldn’t be carved.

His gaze turned backward. In front of the rotten wood were mountains of pheasant meat, rabbit meat, fish, and deer meat, with mess hall soldiers sweating profusely under his direction.

For one broken engagement, all the wild beasts on Bie Mountain suffered.

There were cheers over there. Feiyu was personally rolling dumpling wrappers, the rolling pin creating almost phantom images in his palms.

Rong Pu stared at him and smiled sympathetically.

…

By evening, everyone indeed ate thin-skinned, generously-filled dumplings.

The camp had been training diligently these past few days, and Di Yiwei had gained new profits from the navy, so she was quite generous and bought many sheep.

But her generosity was limited, because mutton was cheapest locally.

The dumpling filling was mainly mutton, with some fish and pheasant fillings too. Cooked in big steaming pots, the soldiers nearly threw themselves into the soup pots.

The big pot dumplings weren’t sorted by type, so those who got fish or chicken filling were greatly delighted, carrying their bowls around the field to show off, like eating lucky dumplings with coins during New Year.

But after going around once, the fish dumplings had been stolen.

Tie Ci as usual got special treatment. Feiyu sat on the fence and waved at her. Everyone burst into strange laughter. Tie Ci thought of a term her master had mentioned: “chuunibyou teenager.”

The “chuunibyou teenagers'” laughter couldn’t shake the Crown Princess’s resolve. Tie Ci walked over gracefully, and Feiyu presented her with a bowl of dumplings.

These were specially made for her. The dumplings inside were shaped like ingots, crescents, little fish, purses… In addition to white, the colors included jade green, vermillion red, pale yellow… A bowl of dumplings was made to feel like artwork.

Tie Ci shook her head and smiled: “This is practically forcing me not to eat them.”

“You can have as many as you like.” Feiyu picked up a dumpling to feed her: “Ah.”

“Ahwu.” Tie Ci made a sound but ignored him, taking the bowl to eat herself.

Feiyu put that dumpling in his own mouth, looking at her with dancing eyes: “Eat quickly, see if you can get a lucky dumpling.”

“Eating such dumplings is already good luck… eh, what’s this?”

She spit out a small round ball. Looking carefully, it was actually a water chestnut, peeled perfectly round, hidden in the meat filling like a pearl, soaked in meat juices. She could faintly make out tiny characters on it. Tie Ci read: “Flower.”

One character without beginning or end. She looked up at Feiyu, who raised his chin, indicating she should continue eating.

She ate another one—nothing.

Continuing to eat, this time there was another one that she almost bit through. After careful examination, it was the character “Return.”

The next character was “Path.”

Tie Ci vaguely understood what was happening, but she wouldn’t be affected and stop eating. She methodically ate them one by one, with water chestnuts rolling into a pile on the plate in front of her.

She gently moved them with her chopsticks until the characters carved on the water chestnut pearls could be read coherently.

“When will the flowers on the path return?”

You canceled your engagement, so the flowers on the path in my eyes all bloomed. When will you be willing to walk into my heart?

Love has always moved people to poetry.

A hand gently gathered her hair scattered on her shoulders. Feiyu’s voice sounded softly in her ear, that tone that made one’s whole body tingle.

“Now, you can finally answer me, can’t you?”

Tie Ci’s chopsticks stopped.

For an instant, she had many things she wanted to say, many things she wanted to ask.

But at this moment, someone suddenly appeared, saying greedily: “Ah, hiding here eating something delicious! Share a bite with your starving brothers!” As he spoke, he grabbed the plate and poured all the water chestnut rounds into his mouth with a clatter.

Tie Ci looked—Yang Yixiu.

Clever Yixiu finished eating, wiped his mouth, didn’t even look at Feiyu, grabbed Tie Ci and ran: “The brothers have eaten their fill and are practicing boxing, waiting for you to guide them…” He pulled Tie Ci away at lightning speed, running off with a patter patter patter.

Tie Ci only had time to give Feiyu a comforting gesture.

Feiyu sat on the fence, staring at Tie Ci’s retreating figure as she was pulled away, his eyebrows slowly rising.

He suddenly turned his head to look in another direction. Rong Pu was walking by calmly and unperturbed, as if it had nothing to do with him.

Feiyu smiled, jumped down from the fence, and in a few steps blocked his path.

Rong Pu looked up, smiling calmly as he regarded him.

Feiyu was also smiling, slowly rolling up his sleeves while tilting his head to look at him.

This action should have looked somewhat childish and innocent, but under the pale moonlight, his distinct black and white eyes looked over with such a smile that it made one feel inexplicably cold all over.

Whether Rong Pu felt cold or not was unclear—he was wrapped in a cloak and looked back calmly.

He heard Feiyu ask him with a smile: “Supervisor Rong, I have always been unclear about one matter and would like to ask for your guidance.”

…

Yang Yixiu dragged Tie Ci to the sparring area, pushed her into the field, then jumped away himself.

He hurried away, touching his back, which was covered in cold sweat.

He couldn’t help sighing.

Earlier, when Rong Wei looked over… there was killing intent!

Wuwuwu, it was too frightening!

Next time, no matter what, he wouldn’t risk snatching Ci from the tiger’s mouth just to please Supervisor Rong!

…

Tie Ci didn’t mind having the atmosphere disrupted by others. She also felt this question didn’t yet have the proper foundation for an answer.

She sparred a few rounds in the field, giving guidance to several people. Then the kitchen sent her roasted lamb bones as a midnight snack. She grabbed one in each hand, thinking of going to find Feiyu to comfort him.

There was movement behind her. Turning around, she saw Di Yiwei.

Di Yiwei hadn’t participated in tonight’s dumpling feast, having been in the main camp tent calling together mid-level and above officers for a meeting, only now coming out.

She was always very busy and didn’t participate in the soldiers’ running and training. Tie Ci rarely saw her, but the commanding officer was also one of the recent anecdotal protagonists with a strong presence.

Because whenever Feiyu cooked, she would definitely watch, even though she couldn’t eat a single bite of that food.

She watched Feiyu’s movements, watched Feiyu’s hands, her gaze infatuated, as if she wanted to devour him the next moment.

Someone had asked if the commanding officer had taken a fancy to the mess hall commander. Di Yiwei’s response was to blow a mouthful of smoke in his face.

People didn’t dare pry into the commanding officer’s romantic affairs, since this situation looked rather dangerous, developing toward a love triangle with Di Yiwei as the unsavory third party.

However, Tie Ci suspected it was a love quadrangle, since Deputy Commander Lou always followed closely behind Di Yiwei. Although Di Yiwei, like her, disguised herself as a man convincingly, a shadow who never left her side should know the truth.

Di Yiwei looked at Feiyu, he looked at Di Yiwei, Feiyu looked at Tie Ci, Tie Ci looked at Di Yiwei.

Such a bizarre and melodramatic relationship.

If her eldest senior brother, who loved romance novels, knew about this, he would definitely have great writing inspiration. He could combine popular elements like BL, loyal dogs, love quadrangles, forceful seizure, domineering generals, gourmet food… starting at a million words.

If he went deeper, with pregnancy escape or nine babies in one birth, he couldn’t contain it in six million words, since nine children could fill a chapter just by each saying one line.

Tie Ci fantasized for a moment and smacked her lips regretfully.

Di Yiwei had no idea her mind was full of such things. She walked up slowly and stood shoulder to shoulder with her, looking at the cold moon and distant mountains ahead.

She habitually tapped her pipe before saying: “Today I received a military report from the navy side. They’ve investigated the matter at Ghost Island that day and learned that our luck was quite good. Otherwise, if we had encountered those masters taking action, we would have had to lurk for several more months at least, and Adjutant Yu might have had to play spy until he died of old age.”

If Tie Ci hadn’t disrupted the plan that day, it should have been Gui Haisheng and Xuan Qiong working together with the Ghost Island people to completely plunder that ocean merchant ship. If the plundering had succeeded, the navy waiting nearby for coordination and sharing the spoils wouldn’t have needed to show themselves. Naturally, there wouldn’t have been the later incident of the navy’s ship rashly appearing after the Three Saints died, allowing Guard Commander Yu to use Tie Ci’s advantage to capture the entire navy ship.

To wait for such an opportunity would have been truly indefinitely long.

But Di Yiwei didn’t mention Tie Ci’s contribution, only attributed it to good luck. Tie Ci didn’t take offense and smiled: “Indeed good luck. Haven’t congratulated Guard Commander Yu on his promotion to Adjutant Yu yet.”

Di Yiwei paused, then continued: “Afterward I received a letter from the capital, learning that they had originally planned to replace me as general, but now it’s been shelved, supposedly related to the Ghost Island affair.”

Tie Ci smiled: “Is that so? Then congratulations to the commanding officer.”

Only then did Di Yiwei glance at her, taking another drag and saying in her low, smoky voice: “Don’t you feel displeased? Although we didn’t get to the bottom of some things in our questioning at Ghost Island, it’s obvious that Gui Haisheng and his wife died because of your interference. Only afterward was the Ghost Island matter resolved, the merchant ship saved, and the Yongping Navy captured by me. Such military achievements preserved my position as commanding officer. With such great merit, why have you never mentioned it to me from beginning to end?”

“Because someone like you doesn’t easily trust others; because the greater the merit, the more self-promotion makes people suspicious; because for rewards, it’s always inferior to ask for them yourself—only when others feel embarrassed will they give more generously.”

Di Yiwei was silent for a while, then cheerfully tapped her pipe: “I didn’t expect that at such a young age, you would be so worldly-wise.”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

Human nature was the most profound thing.

The firelight from Di Yiwei’s pipe flickered bright and dim in the gradually deepening dusk: “So tell me, what do you want?”

Author’s Note

One update today.

Chapter 199: Mission
Tie Ci cracked open a lamb leg bone, used a small knife to dig out a strip of roasted marrow and offered it over: “Would the commanding officer like to try?”

Di Yiwei glanced at it and simply opened her mouth to receive it.

Tie Ci’s knife point was aimed directly at her mouth—one thrust forward would pierce her throat.

She seemed completely unaware of the danger in this action.

Tie Ci also acted as if she hadn’t noticed, smiling as she withdrew the knife.

Di Yiwei sucked and chewed the marrow with a slurp, sighing: “Finally got to eat some.”

In that instant, Tie Ci noticed her face paled slightly.

Tie Ci dug out another strip of marrow and offered it over. This time Di Yiwei waved her hand.

Tie Ci’s offering of marrow was just to buy time—she hadn’t decided whether to directly tell her “Come on, be my subordinate.”

She couldn’t quite see through Di Yiwei.

She didn’t love her soldiers like sons and even used cutthroat methods to train them, but she never took empty pay or claimed soldiers’ achievements, being clear in rewards and punishments.

She wasn’t particularly warm toward civilians either, never yielding when provoked, but the entire Yongping region lived in peace and prosperity because of her.

She put the nation first, the army first, not caring whether personal interests were sacrificed. Anyone’s.

Such a person wouldn’t worship the whole ruler-minister hierarchy.

Actively revealing her identity might not gain loyalty, and if needed, this commanding officer might even use her, the Crown Princess.

After all, Guard Commander Yu’s example was right there. Di Yiwei had deceived him with promotion promises to willingly go undercover infiltrating the navy, but hadn’t told him Ghost Island had three bosses. He was completely waiting for a slim chance and might wait until death.

Not to mention his position had been suppressed to begin with.

In Commanding Officer Di’s eyes, everyone was a little lamb, and the Crown Princess was the biggest one.

Tie Ci didn’t mind serving the nation, but sacrifice was out of the question.

Moreover, Di Yiwei’s attitude was actually refusal. Guard Commander Yu had clearly said she acted rigorously and would inquire about causes and effects, but Di Yiwei didn’t ask at all. Not asking meant not wanting to touch upon it.

She smiled: “What I want is just for the commanding officer to have this bite of mine. But it seems the commanding officer doesn’t quite like it?”

Di Yiwei said: “I thought you wanted me to stay away from your sweetheart.”

Tie Ci laughed.

“If he truly were my sweetheart, and you could steal him away just by looking, then he wouldn’t deserve to be called my sweetheart.”

“You’re very confident.” Di Yiwei tapped her with the pipe: “But don’t worry, I’ll just look.”

Tie Ci thought the next line should be “I won’t go in,” right?

“Can you see flowers from looking?”

“If I can’t eat, a sniff is still good.” Di Yiwei said: “I will never marry in this life. Though I don’t mind, in the depths of night when dreams return, occasionally I feel rather uncomfortable, yet I can’t really pick up beans at midnight.”

Picking up beans was a folk legend. When a young widow was dying, someone asked how she had endured a lifetime of guarding an empty room alone. She pulled out a bag of beans.

When the nights were hard to bear, she would scatter beans on the ground and grope to pick them up one by one. Thus, a night would pass.

Di Yiwei’s slightly sad witticism carried hints of probing. Tie Ci very naturally asked: “The commanding officer is in her prime with countless admirers. Why say such things? Is it truly ‘How can we speak of family when the Xiongnu are not yet defeated?'”

“What conflict is there between getting married, rolling around in bed, and fighting wars? Having someone to roll around with to release anger would give you more energy for fighting.” Di Yiwei disagreed.

She suddenly clutched her chest and bent over, retching. People in the distance looked this way and were about to rush over, but Di Yiwei waved her hand.

Tie Ci handed over her water flask and handkerchief without asking questions.

Di Yiwei slowly drank water and sighed: “Actually, I can’t eat mutton.”

“I could tell.”

“When I first came to Yongping, there was only mutton to eat here. Other meat was frighteningly expensive. When I ate it, vomiting was a minor issue—I’d break out in hives all over my body.”

“I forced myself to eat pork for a few days, but the supply couldn’t keep up. So I ate mutton. Eating it over and over, wouldn’t I get used to it? Later, a traveling doctor gave me a prescription to add to the mutton. Though I still wanted to vomit, at least the hives were much better. But the mutton soup tasted particularly awful because of it. After eating it for several days, I was dissatisfied—why should I have to eat such disgusting stuff? Naturally, I had to make everyone eat it with me.”

Only now did Tie Ci understand why the mutton soup on her first day had reached such heights of awfulness.

Di Yiwei was also a ruthless person. How difficult those early days of adapting to mutton must have been.

“Was it congenital?”

“I encountered family misfortune in childhood and drove two little sheep to the capital to seek refuge with my distant aunt. Those sheep I had raised from small—they were very intelligent, would find fruit for me to eat, would warm me on both sides when it was cold, and once dragged me awake from a fire to save my life. I went to the capital with them to find my aunt, thinking from then on I could properly care for them until they died of old age, and they wouldn’t have to work so hard finding food for me anymore. But on my first day back from martial practice, my aunt rewarded me with mutton soup. All the maids in the courtyard were drinking soup, and some complained about the strong smell and dumped it in the latrine.”

She paused: “That was my sheep. Da Niu, Er Niu.”

“Didn’t Madam Rong know they were your sheep?”

“She knew.”

Tie Ci fell silent.

She had met this Madam Rong and had her understanding refreshed again today.

So Di Yiwei’s inability to eat mutton was psychosomatic allergy. Eating mutton was, in some ways, even more cruel to her than physiological allergy.

“If it were merely not eating mutton, that wouldn’t seem to prevent the commanding officer from considering marriage.”

“That’s naturally due to more reasons.” Di Yiwei smoked with narrowed eyes, her light brown irises hazy yet deep in the curling smoke.

“The Rong family cultivated the commanding officer, Madam Rong hurt the commanding officer. Between gratitude and resentment, what does the commanding officer plan?”

“Gratitude?” Di Yiwei said in surprise: “What gratitude? I’ve long since paid back every copper of twelve years’ room, board, and money! Not giving them a single extra coin!”

She didn’t answer about the resentment, but Tie Ci understood.

Tonight had unexpected gains—the surprise was that Di Yiwei was actually willing to open her heart to her.

However, on second thought, Tie Ci suspected Di Yiwei didn’t care about tearing open her scars for others to see, thereby gaining others’ pity and relaxed vigilance.

Once people’s hearts softened, their defenses easily crumbled.

Di Yiwei suddenly said: “Recently, seeing the tense situation around us, we sent out several batches of scouts, but none have returned until now. Moreover, our operatives left in Western Rong and Liaodong have also had no news recently.”

Tie Ci’s nerves tensed.

Those sent out to scout enemy movements like this were generally high-level scouts operating very secretly. If they all met with trouble, it often meant there were traitors within the army.

“So we might want to send some fresh faces out unexpectedly.” Di Yiwei said: “I read the memorial you gave me that day. But have you considered that sometimes opportunities might not be opportunities—they might be traps?”

Tie Ci was startled.

Western Rong was currently in chaos, Liaodong border troops were stirring restlessly. This could be internal problems in Liaodong, or it could be a trap set up by Qiu Wujiu and Liang Shiyi working together.

Qiu Wujiu wanted to seize the throne, Liang Shiyi wanted to help his brother-in-law rise to power, but both feared that after chaos began, the covetous Yongping army would take advantage of the fire.

So Tie Ci’s calculation that the Liang family army would rebel wasn’t wrong, but the opposing side might be working together to set a trap, luring the Yongping army in, then jointly crushing them. After dividing up the Yongping army, they would have no worries behind them and could support each other, causing trouble within Western Rong and Liaodong territories.

If this were truly the case, they needed to first scout the situation clearly.

“Dare you take on such a mission?” Di Yiwei tapped her with the pipe: “You can choose anyone from the army. Liaodong or Western Rong—pick one of these two places. No matter which one you get solid intelligence from, it will be enormously useful for our army’s next plans. If you complete it successfully, I can promise you one request.”

“Any request?”

“You could even want to be commanding officer, as long as you’re qualified.”

Tie Ci thought silently: No, I want you to be my commanding officer only.

“Deal.”

“Which do you choose?”

“Western Rong.”

Di Yiwei nodded: “Then I’ll first give you a surface mission. This autumn has been very rainy, and several villages near the Western Rong border might encounter landslides. We send people every year to reinforce the mountainsides to prevent collapse that would not only bury villages but possibly create passages for the Western Rong side. This time you’ll lead the team, with Adjutant Yu leading you.”

Tie Ci agreed. Following Di Yiwei back to the camp tent, after quite a while the tent flap lifted and Tie Ci was firmly and irritably gestured out. She wasn’t angry either, going back to organize her roster.

From the academy students, she picked several with good comprehensive qualities who were also clever—Yang Yixiu was among them.

When selecting people, she thought of Tong Rushi and Li Zhi. After she exposed their identities, those two had left Dongming and apparently had no plans to participate in practical training. Tie Ci had already told Rong Pu that when he returned, he should expel these two from the academy for refusing practical training without reason.

Regardless of their identities or intentions at the academy, they should just be kicked out.

If they couldn’t be kicked out, then she’d see just how much influence they really had.

After some hesitation, she also selected Tian Wu.

Fat Tiger had told her that though the Tian family was large and prosperous, family members were limited by natural talent with few entering officialdom. An innocent man’s possession of a treasure was his crime—without backing, wealthy families faced constraints everywhere. So his father had gone to great effort to send him to the academy, hoping he could earn some merit.

But Fat Tiger’s natural talent was truly limited, making it difficult for him to have good prospects in studying. However, his physical condition was good. If possible, earning military merit would benefit him whether he later sought civilian positions or transferred to military service.

When the headmaster had entrusted her with the students’ practical training, she secretly suspected this was a test of her.

After all, how to cultivate and arrange subordinates was also a subject of study.

Moreover, with her status, if she truly took on this whole bundle of affairs, the Xiao family would definitely obstruct her when they learned of it.

Fortune and misfortune were interdependent—sometimes pies were too hot and would burn you.

So she remained guarded, choosing to let students draw lots themselves. This way, the students’ practical training appeared to have little connection to her.

But she had rigged it—those selected for Yongping were all candidates she had evaluated at the academy.

The army and battlefield were good places to test human nature and quickly bring people closer together.

She quickly finalized the roster, then went to the camp to select people. The soldiers were all happy to deal with her and very enthusiastic. In the noisy commotion, everyone learned that Ye Ci had gained the commanding officer’s regard and was sent on village relief.

The selected soldiers plus academy students totaled thirty—this was the small team size sent out in previous years. But this wasn’t the final team Tie Ci would take to Western Rong, since the number was too large and further screening would be needed while executing ordinary missions.

Tie Ci reported to Adjutant Yu and was preparing to call together the selected soldiers to assign tasks when Qi Yuansi came looking for her.

The spring breeze for ten li was not at all spring-breezy as he sat in front of her with his head down. The arrogant energy from their first meeting was long gone, replaced by much gloominess. He said sullenly: “Why isn’t my name on the list?”

Tie Ci smiled: “Sir, you are the only son of the Grand Commander of the Central Army and weren’t originally on the practical training list. Coming for practical training is already serving the court—how could I dare further trouble you with dangerous missions?”

This was indeed her true thinking. This mission itself was dangerous, and noble young masters like Qi Yuansi and Rong Pu had no need to participate. If something happened, she couldn’t explain to the First Minister and Grand Commander.

But when Qi Yuansi heard this, he looked up again with red-rimmed eyes, startling Tie Ci.

He stared at Tie Ci and said angrily: “You’re just holding a grudge that I once broke our engagement!”

Tie Ci: …What’s this about!

Before she could react, Qi Yuansi angrily continued: “So you deliberately distance yourself from me in everything, bullying me!”

Tie Ci: …What’s this about now?

You’re male, I’m female, our friendship is ordinary, we’ve never been close—where does distancing come from?

As for bullying you, I did bully you at the academy when you opposed me, but later I didn’t make you eat shit either.

Pretty merciful, really.

She looked at this fuming person in front of her, whose expression was greatly aggrieved, but she couldn’t figure out what he had to be aggrieved about despite thinking left and right.

Tie Ci took a breath and decided not to argue with this heartless, unreasonable, troublemaking little fool.

She smiled: “Student Qi, you’re overthinking. I’ve never taken the engagement matter to heart—after all, many people have broken engagements with me. How could I remember them all?”

This would have been fine if she hadn’t said it, but once she did, Qi Yuansi was like a smoldering woodpile suddenly doused with oil. He shot up and said: “In that case, I’ll petition the commanding officer!” Then he turned and left.

Leaving Tie Ci gazing wearily at the sky.

One after another, little white flowers swaying.

She was clearly the victim here, wasn’t she?

She shook her head, spread out the map and roster, not wanting to deal with these twittering birds.

I don’t understand you men’s thoughts.

The light and shadow at the door darkened. She thought a service soldier had entered and didn’t pay attention.

A clean white teacup was gently placed above the map. The hand holding the cup was whiter than that snowy porcelain.

Tie Ci didn’t move, thinking: I don’t see, I don’t see, I don’t see. You go out, you go out, you go out.

I don’t want to face you little white flowers right now.

However, Rong Cha-cha either didn’t receive or didn’t want to receive her brain waves. That hand pushed the teacup forward, and Rong Pu’s voice was gentle: “Drink it while it’s hot.”

Tie Ci sighed inwardly.

She remembered her master saying that green tea personalities generally had very strong psychological fortitude.

Master truly didn’t deceive me.

Take Rong Pu, for example—he never forced anything, rarely made direct confessions, choosing water-wearing-away-stone conquest, all-pervasive encirclement, soundless penetration. This left her unable to handle him, with no grounds even to refuse.

Saying one more word would seem like she was being presumptuous.

She clearly seized every opportunity to sternly tell him they had no fate, comprehensively distancing herself in words and actions, but he could treat it like wind past his ears—unharmed, uncowed, calm and composed—not giving her any chance to push him out of the circle.

If this wasn’t strength, what was?

Tie Ci respectfully admitted defeat, took the tea, raised it like a wine cup toward him, drained it in one gulp, set down the cup and said: “If you’re here to ask why your name isn’t on the list, then I toast you with tea instead of wine. Thank you for being understanding and reasonable, not making a fuss over quotas.”

Rong Pu smiled.

“Your Highness has blocked all avenues—what should I say?”

“Then don’t say anything.” Tie Ci smiled and offered tea to see the guest out.

But Rong Pu said: “Was it tasty? Want more? Let me pour you another cup.” As he spoke, he produced a purple clay teapot from behind like magic and actually refilled Tie Ci’s cup.

Tie Ci: …I refuse to believe you don’t understand the tea-offering guest-dismissing custom.

Under her forcing gaze, Rong Pu calmly poured himself a cup too, unhurriedly took a sip, then said: “This subject naturally dares not burden Your Highness. I won’t mention the roster matter. However, I just received a mission to go to Fu Mountain to collect some local medicinal herbs for making highly effective wound medicine for the Scorpion Camp. Commanding Officer Di ordered me to accompany Your Highness’s team. My safety will be in Your Highness’s care afterward.”

Tie Ci chuckled.

Of course.

Fu Mountain has good medicine—why didn’t you mention this before?

Really can’t be bothered with your tea-tea scheming.

Since Di Yiwei had given the order, she had nothing more to say. She smiled and raised her cup, palm gesturing toward the tent opening.

Please be on your way.

Rong Pu left with a smile.

Though politely driven away by the Crown Princess, at least he had won.

As soon as he left, Tie Ci had just turned a page of the map when she saw another long shadow fall across it.

Then she smelled the aroma.

The most irresistible thing about this beauty was his food.

After all, the best way to a Crown Princess’s heart was through her stomach.

The tent flap lifted and Feiyu entered carrying a plate of fried twisted dough sticks, still sizzling from fresh frying.

As mentioned before, Di Yiwei was a magical person. Though her demands were high, military discipline wasn’t strict. Apart from not allowing the kidnapping of good families, rape of women, killing in the army, or robbing civilian wealth—discoveries of which meant death—as long as your ability caught her eye, her tolerance was outrageous. This was why Feiyu could openly give Tie Ci special treatment daily, eating whatever she wanted whenever she wanted, not giving the commanding officer any if he chose not to.

The twisted dough was kneaded extremely fine, not much thicker than hair strands, fried golden and crispy, sprinkled with black and white sesame seeds, melting in the mouth, incomparably fragrant and crispy.

The two sat opposite each other eating twisted dough, each chewing loudly. Having drunk Rong Pu’s tea earlier, Tie Ci had felt somewhat heartburn, but eating this rich and palatable snack made her feel comfortable all over.

Born in the palace, she was particular in her conduct, but following her master for years, she had also been influenced by her master’s casual ways, containing some practical and simple essence within her nobility.

Like this food—she knew at one sip that the tea Rong Pu brought was top-grade Dan Mountain Snow Buds, priced by the gram, the thousand-gold-per-ounce kind.

Sweet, mellow, wonderful, with lingering elegant aftertaste.

But what she preferred was this peasant food of twisted dough.

Chewing the twisted dough, Tie Ci thought this was also one reason why Feiyu had never connected her with the Crown Princess—partly because he hadn’t seriously considered it, partly because she was too different from the rumored Crown Princess.

Thanks to the Xiao family’s years of propaganda, in many people’s minds, the Crown Princess was wasteful, arrogant, extravagant, and unlearned.

Definitely not a woman who would sit opposite Feiyu in coarse cloth robes crunching twisted dough.

The more one understood the “Crown Princess,” the less she matched “Ye Ci.”

However, if he truly thought seriously about it, her identity couldn’t be hidden much longer.

Tie Ci’s current attitude was to let fate take its course. Not telling was just holding onto one breath.

Who was more honest than whom anyway?

Across from her, Feiyu took out a handkerchief, pulled over her greasy hands, and carefully wiped her fingertips clean.

Tie Ci looked down at her fingers wrapped in his slender, clean fingers. Ten fingers connected to the heart—could she feel the heartbeat when they touched?

After cleaning her hands, Feiyu casually threw the dirty handkerchief into the precious purple clay cup Rong Pu had brought.

Tie Ci: …Your vengeful methods are quite tea-like too.

Though Feiyu was in the miscellaneous duties camp, his information channels were very well-informed. Tie Ci didn’t need to hide anything and said directly: “You’re not here about that roster too, are you?”

“Of course not.” Feiyu looked surprised: “I’m in charge of the kitchen, not regular army. Don’t drag me into such tough assignments.”

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief but also felt somewhat resentful. She lowered her head to look at the map.

But she heard Feiyu say: “So I resigned from regular army.”

Tie Ci: “???”

Feiyu leaned forward, gazing into her eyes with a smile: “So Captain Ye, does your team need an all-purpose cook who knows culinary arts, martial arts, and seduction?”

Tie Ci met his gaze, her mouth curving up as she pinched his face: “Not all-purpose enough. Can you act cute?”

Having spent time with her, Feiyu had gradually become familiar with her strange words. He turned his head along with her fingertips, blinked, put both hands by his ears like paws, and said: “Awu, like this?”

Tie Ci couldn’t help laughing: “Oh my, where did this tom cat come from?”

Feiyu swept his elbow resting on the small table, pushing the small table between them aside, and with an “Awu” sound pounced down: “Then let me eat you first!”

Chapter 200: The Magnanimous Noble Consort
Tie Ci quickly raised her knee to block someone’s opportunistic tiger pounce. With a half-smile, she held one hand toward Feiyu’s chin, turned it left and right to examine it, and laughed: “With just your bite strength, you can’t digest this Mount Tai stone, can you?”

Feiyu smoothly flipped down from her knee and lay beside her, crossed his legs, put his hands behind his head, and said leisurely: “Isn’t it because your fragrance spreads across the four seas, making all the wolves drool? If I don’t take a hot bite now, I’m afraid there won’t even be scraps left for me in the future.”

Tie Ci also crossed her legs. She would never sit like this in the palace, since she couldn’t bear those Eastern Palace lecturers’ nagging, but occasionally imitating Feiyu felt refreshing in body and mind.

Being wild with this person just felt different.

One crossed their left leg, the other their right leg, perfectly symmetrical. Tie Ci listened, then knocked her knee against Feiyu’s knee: “What scraps and drooling? Why don’t you talk about how you attract bees and butterflies yourself?”

“I only attract men too.” Feiyu grasped her knee and placed it properly: “Cross your legs properly—what kind of bearing is it to cross them crooked!”

Tie Ci couldn’t help laughing heartily.

She thought that no matter how confused, dissatisfied, uneasy, or conflicted she felt, she ultimately still loved his interesting soul.

Over there, Feiyu chattered on: “I knew it—that Rong Pu is full of lies, not a word worth believing. He knew your female identity from the start, right? Dan Ye knew too, right? So those two competed to move into Wu House. Hatefully, you still brushed me off, saying Rong Pu had taken a fancy to Dan Ye. I said those two didn’t match anywhere. So everyone knew except me?”

“No need for such self-deprecation.” Tie Ci said methodically: “Didn’t I fool the entire academy? Didn’t I fool all of Ziyang? If those two hadn’t known me in the capital beforehand and seen me in male disguise, they wouldn’t have recognized me either. If I may say so, I don’t dare boast about other things, but I’m definitely not weak at being a man.”

“Don’t change the subject. I’m saying Rong Pu has ill intentions toward you. He’s conspiring with those lackeys to squeeze me out.”

“So what if he is—are you afraid?”

Feiyu laughed, then said: “Are you acknowledging my husband status?”

“I’m acknowledging your universally-detested status.”

“As long as you don’t detest me.” Feiyu waved his hand dismissively, then asked seemingly casually: “What about you? Why do you keep refusing Rong Pu?”

“Without parental command or matchmaker’s word, how dare I casually unite!” Tie Ci answered righteously.

Feiyu glanced at her.

As if you and I have parental command and matchmaker’s word.

This person always had the ability to speak nonsense with a solemn expression.

“Aren’t you two well-matched in family status?”

Tie Ci glanced at him sideways.

Finally couldn’t help trying to extract information.

“Well-matched families sometimes also means political enemies.”

Feiyu smiled: “The Minister of Imperial Stud and the First Minister? Political enemies?”

Tie Ci smiled.

Feiyu naturally knew very well she couldn’t be a descendant of the Minister of Imperial Stud. So then what?

Feiyu stared at her, about to say something when suddenly the curtain was lifted and Adjutant Yu poked his head in to indicate the soldiers had assembled.

The two had to separate. Tie Ci went to explain the mission to the soldiers while Feiyu returned to his kitchen.

The lid slammed back down with a bang. Both sighed, their hearts filled with complex, indescribable feelings.

That night the main camp was filled with wails, because they heard the mess hall commander who had just taken office for a few days was leaving. Seeing the food that had just improved for a few days about to return to pre-liberation overnight, soldiers flocked to the fence separating the main camp and miscellaneous duties camp. With outstretched hands and tears streaming down their faces, they called out to the mess hall commander, offering various conditions to try to retain him, hoping he would show great mercy and return from his lost ways.

Some people even suggested that perhaps the trenches and fence walls dug overnight recently had hurt the noble mess hall commander’s self-esteem. A group of particularly greedy soldiers immediately took action, filling in the trenches overnight and tearing down one fence. When Feiyu got up in the morning and saw this, he was greatly pleased. Laughing heartily while patting the heads of the merit-seeking soldiers like dogs, he said he was only temporarily leaving the military camp due to some important major affairs, but as long as Commanding Officer Di was willing, he could still return to serve in the future.

Commanding Officer Di stood in front of the central military tent, watching the handsome mess hall commander go off to pursue his important girl-chasing business, smoking her pipe into a lonely shape.

The next day the small team set out. Adjutant Yu led the team with Tie Ci as deputy. Besides soldiers, the students included Tian Wu, Yang Yixiu, Qi Yuansi, Rong Pu, plus twin brothers Da Wu and Xiao Wu, formerly from Yi House.

Tie Ci chose these two because she discovered they had telepathic understanding and acted cautiously, which was very beneficial for reconnaissance work.

Moreover, these two seemed to have some abilities different from others, though not very obvious and still awaiting development.

In Tie Ci’s view, the academy students were her direct subordinates, so before bringing them out, she revealed the true mission and only brought them to execute tasks after confirming they were willing to earn positions through military service.

Fu Mountain was a hundred li from the main camp. The group rode horses, with only Rong Pu traveling by cart. The cart was mainly for carrying medicinal materials. This area around Bie Mountain was deep and densely forested with many herbs unavailable inland. Rong Pu purchased them from hunters and mountain people along the way. Initially he collected quite a lot, but gradually less and less, with fewer hunters to be seen.

With difficulty they encountered a mountain dweller. After purchasing some herbs from him, Tie Ci asked why, since this area was rich in medicinal herbs, the harvest here was so poor.

The hunter replied: “You military gentlemen don’t know—these herbs weren’t originally hard to pick. You just had to search carefully in the deep cliff areas. But recently, for some unknown reason, they keep getting picked first. And they don’t pick properly either. These herbs grow easily—you only need to pinch the grass tips. But those people, not knowing where these outsiders come from, wildly grab stems and all. Once they grab like this, the plants die. In the future, these silver flower herbs in this mountain will become extinct.”

Tie Ci frowned.

Rong Pu said this herb was essential for making a type of advanced wound medicine, with excellent effects for stopping bleeding, healing flesh, clearing poison, and replenishing qi. But not just anyone could make it. Who were these people harvesting it in large quantities?

The harvesting was rough—was it due to lack of technique or time constraints?

The group continued forward. The next day they reached the foot of Fu Mountain, where several small villages were located closest to Western Rong. Crossing one mountain would bring you to Western Rong’s Hanli Khan Desert. In the past, spies sent to Western Rong sometimes took this route. But unless for extremely secret missions, people generally didn’t use this method, because the Western Rong territory bordering here was relatively harsh even by Western Rong’s already poor climate standards. Most of the area was desert with little water, little food, and few people. But because it was one of the closest routes to Da Qian, many merchants chose this path to save costs when going to Western Rong. This in turn gave birth to desert bandits. Once encountered, the outcome was becoming dried corpses in the desert. So now even merchants rarely traveled this way.

The largest village at the mountain’s foot was called Luotang. According to Adjutant Yu, this village was quite substantial, mainly engaged in farming with hunting as a supplement. The village had many capable hunters and life could barely get by.

Fu Mountain had very steep terrain with loose rock layers. Previously, half a small mountain had collapsed, nearly burying civilians and opening up half the natural barrier between them and Western Rong, forcing Di Yiwei to urgently dispatch troops for repairs overnight.

Actually, there was no such thing as mountain reinforcement engineering nowadays. When somewhere collapsed, people simply moved away. Local officials had no leisure to worry about such things. Di Yiwei considered that Fu Mountain was at least a barrier between the two territories and feared mountain landslides might be caused by Western Rong troops digging tunnels, so she often paid attention to this area.

They proceeded according to normal military march. Tie Ci intentionally observed these people’s qualities. The soldiers need not be mentioned, but the academy students also performed quite well.

Especially Qi Yuansi, who had successfully obtained a quota from Di Yiwei. Throughout the journey he seemed determined to excel, walking ahead, enjoying comfort last, competing to do work.

That slippery Yang Yixiu often quietly pushed his own work onto him without anyone noticing.

Rong Pu spent most of his time in the cart, also keeping up with the day and night travel, sometimes brewing medicine to replenish his vitality without causing them trouble.

Once he also brewed a bowl of medicine for Tie Ci, but before he could bring it over, Feiyu “accidentally” knocked it over.

Rong Pu wasn’t angry either, saying lightly “Oh dear, took the wrong one, this bowl is the right one,” and handed Tie Ci another bowl.

Just, very calculating.

But Tie Ci didn’t like drinking tonic medicine for no reason. She was politely about to refuse when clever Yang Yixiu had already darted out, saying “Oh my, I’ve been weak lately, let me have it, let me have it,” taking it and gulping it down.

Rong Pu: …Why are you snatching women’s tonic medicine!

Tie Ci looked at Yang Yixiu in surprise. Wasn’t this guy always Supervisor Rong’s new follower?

When they lodged on the road that evening, she asked Yang Yixiu. Having just finished gnawing the meat bone Feiyu threw him, Yang Yixiu wiped his mouth until it gleamed and said: “In the military camp and academy I naturally have to listen to Supervisor Rong. Outside the camp, I listen to whoever’s the boss, has the hardest fists, and can cook.”

Tie Ci gave him a thumbs up.

With your slippery eel nature, even if Western Rong were iron walls, you’d drill through.

The next afternoon they reached Luotang Village. The weather was bad, overcast and oppressive overhead. The distant village had low, gray-yellow houses made of rammed earth, with some torn cloth fluttering from bamboo pole tips. No people were visible anywhere, emanating an aura of desolate bleakness.

Tie Ci was somewhat shocked. Wasn’t this village supposed to be quite lively? Where was everyone?

Far off, something was swaying in front of a house, appearing round from a distance, bumping against a dilapidated wooden door with thudding sounds.

Qi Yuansi, recently eager to take the lead in everything, said “I’ll go look” and rode off before Tie Ci could stop him.

She could only follow. Before dismounting and getting close, she heard Qi Yuansi cry out in alarm and leap backward, jumping right into her arms while tightly grasping her arm.

Looking up, Tie Ci saw a human head hanging from the door frame. The head was half-rotted, its hollow eye sockets staring emptily at visitors, repeatedly striking the door frame as the wind pushed it.

Low houses, earthen walls, broken doors, human heads, and the sallow sky about to turn dark.

The scene was ghostly.

Even more ghostly, the thudding sounds continued from all directions. Many houses had human heads hanging from door frames, courtyard gates, and under eaves.

Tie Ci could feel pain even through her arm guards where Qi Yuansi grabbed her. She looked back at him in surprise: “You’re afraid of corpses?”

Qi Yuansi’s face flushed red and he immediately released Tie Ci’s wrist.

Feiyu leisurely walked past him, circled the village for a moment, then returned saying: “Thirteen heads, should all be villagers, mostly young and strong men, all died within the same time period. The beheading was done with curved blades, very sharp and powerful, as if to establish authority.”

Adjutant Yu led a group of soldiers into the village to investigate. After a while he came out, nodded in agreement with Feiyu’s assessment, and added: “The village was looted, with clothes scattered about. Someone must have invaded, burning, killing and plundering. The village’s young and strong fought to protect the village and many were killed. The rest fled overnight with the old and young. So the village became deserted overnight. These heads were probably hung up by the invaders to establish authority.”

Tie Ci entered the nearest courtyard gate, bent down to touch the table surface in the main room, then came back out. Gazing at those heads continually striking door frames in the wind, she said: “May they rest in peace—take them all down for burial.” Then: “Academy students are responsible for finding lodging, gathering firewood and lighting fires, preparing food.”

Qi Yuansi’s face flushed red.

Though Adjutant Yu held the highest rank in this team, command authority had been personally given to Tie Ci by Di Yiwei. And during the march, Tie Ci had always treated academy students and soldiers equally, not allowing academy students to receive special care.

But at this moment, Tie Ci’s arrangement clearly assigned tasks that avoided dealing with corpses to the academy students because of him.

This made him feel worse than being scolded.

When he broke the engagement with Tie Ci initially, though it was his father’s decision, he himself hadn’t taken it seriously either. After all, puppets rarely had good endings—why should he tie himself to that?

Later at the academy, when his attempts to reconcile were rejected after being thoroughly subdued by Tie Ci, he had been quite resentful.

It wasn’t until receiving letters from classmates in the capital informing him of Tie Ci’s identity that he understood why Tie Ci had insisted he eat shit back then.

Indeed, everything he had spat out was eventually stuffed back into him by her.

He later rushed to Yongping Prefecture because he guessed Tie Ci would come here for practical training sooner or later. He trained hard in the camp, waiting for her arrival.

But he didn’t know why himself.

His heart clearly understood that reconciliation was impossible, nor did he want that.

He seemed to feel only that he was crushed under that towering mountain, struggling but unable to escape. If he couldn’t regain face and respect in front of her, he would be unworthy as a man.

But why he absolutely had to regain face and respect in front of her, he himself hadn’t figured out.

However, gaining face in front of her was truly too difficult. She was like fertile soil that grew with the wind. Even if he took great strides to leap forward, he couldn’t catch up with her transformation into vast, fertile earth.

Soldiers were digging pits. Feiyu carried one head in each hand, with things rustling and falling from the heads as he seemingly casually walked past Qi Yuansi.

Qi Yuansi found this even more unbearable.

Just from teaching archery and riding at the academy for a while, somehow he had developed a relationship with the Crown Princess. Though the Crown Princess’s daily attitude toward this person seemed no different, their occasional conversations and expressions were obviously different from with others. Anyone with eyes could see it.

How could the Crown Princess have taken a fancy to such a baffling person—a minor official’s son from Liaodong!

She might as well have chosen Rong Pu.

Losing face in front of the Crown Princess and Feiyu today made Qi Yuansi feel suffocated. But going over now to display his fearlessness would also be quite absurd. He stood there, his heart full of desolation, his mood like the dark sky at this moment.

Suddenly someone bumped his side. He turned his head to see a cup of hot tea and Rong Pu’s faintly smiling face.

“Seeing your complexion is poor, drink some tea to calm your qi.”

Qi Yuansi silently accepted it.

He held the tea while Rong Pu held hand-warming sleeves. Together they watched Feiyu bury heads while Tie Ci examined the surrounding situation.

Neither spoke for a moment.

After a long while, Qi Yuansi said: “Are you willing?”

The words came without context, but obviously Rong Pu understood. He smiled: “You sound unwilling yourself.”

“It’s not my turn to be unwilling.” Qi Yuansi nodded toward Feiyu: “I just feel like a clown.”

“Though you come from a military family, you’ve never been on a battlefield. Your grandmother fears you’ll cut your hand just touching a blade. Temporary discomfort is normal. Don’t disparage yourself.”

“Supervisor Rong, Academician Rong.” Qi Yuansi turned to stare at him: “In terms of status, talent, and compatibility, you’re the one who should be standing beside her. She repeatedly rejects you, choosing someone so inferior to you. Do you truly feel no resentment?”

“Why should I feel resentment? You only see that she didn’t immediately choose me, but don’t see that she still treats me differently from others. For such missions, bringing someone like me is inherently burdensome, yet she accepted without a word. You all must march rapidly, sleeping rough, but only I can constantly hold a cup of hot tea, sitting in a cart sheltered from wind and rain. If this isn’t her care for me, what is?”

Qi Yuansi was about to say this was only because you were part of her mission, only because taking good care of you benefited the three armies, since physicians were rare. But he heard Rong Pu continue: “I know what you want to say, but being human, it’s rare to be muddled—never think things through too clearly or coldly first. Why must I prove she treats me badly? Wouldn’t that be making life difficult for myself? If I proved these things, I’d inevitably feel resentment, and inevitably carry that resentment toward her. Wouldn’t that just push her faster into that person’s arms?”

Qi Yuansi was stunned. After a long moment, as if having an epiphany, he slowly turned to look at him.

“Brother Qi, be the person she needs, not the person who annoys her.” Rong Pu’s fingertips slowly turned the teacup as he gazed at Tie Ci striding under the darkening sky: “Take yourself—son of the Grand Commander of the Central Army, a future military commander with armed authority. You’re actually very important to her. Since romantic fate is not meant to be, at worst you can do well yourself and become someone she relies on and respects. Rather than like now, unconsciously being humble before her, unable to maintain your dignity as a man.”

Qi Yuansi was shaken and slowly clenched his fists.

After a long time he said: “Yes. I understand.”

Rong Pu smiled and turned to look at him.

All of Qi Yuansi’s tangled troubles stemmed from self-loathing after his pride was damaged. The longer one stayed in such shadowy corners, the more narrow-minded one became.

He definitely didn’t want the Grand Commander’s Office to also become an obstacle to the Crown Princess ascending the throne.

He indicated that Qi Yuansi should drink the tea before it got cold, then slowly turned back to his cart. His servant followed behind him, smiling: “Young master spoke so well. I saw Young Master Qi was quite moved. After all, who could be like young master—so magnanimous and broad-minded, with vision spanning ten thousand li?”

Rong Pu climbed into the cart with his help while lifting the curtain: “Really? But actually I’m very jealous, very angry, and really want to kill Rong Wei!”

Servant: “…”

Author’s Note

Still one update today.

Chapter 201: Back to Back
Feiyu watched from afar as Rong Pu spoke a few words with Qi Yuansi, and suddenly Qi Yuansi seemed to regain his spirits, even straightening his back.

He nudged Tie Ci and said, “Look, Rong Tea-tea is starting to bewitch people again with his silver tongue.”

Tie Ci glanced over, thinking to herself that this guy’s speed at learning strange phrases was truly astonishing.

She asked, “How so?”

“He’s best at bewitching people’s hearts. I bet he’s gone to fill Qi Yuansi with more of that… poisonous chicken soup. Put someone like this in the imperial court, and he’d be a treacherous minister; if he were reborn as a woman, he’d be a seductive consort.”

Tie Ci looked him up and down, let out a “ha,” and walked away.

This time Feiyu couldn’t stand it anymore. He grabbed her arm and said, “What’s with your strange attitude? If you have something to say, just say it.”

“I’m saying—” Tie Ci drew out her tone, “the seductive consort is being far too modest.”

She shook off Feiyu and walked away. Feiyu was stunned for a moment, then let out a “pff” of laughter, folding his arms and muttering to himself, “If I’m that seductive consort, then are you the debauched emperor who possesses three palaces?”

Over there, the academy twins ran over to tell Tie Ci they had found an ancestral shrine where everyone could stay for the night.

Tie Ci requested that everyone sleep in one place that evening to avoid being scattered and taken advantage of by others.

She went to examine the shrine. It was already quite dilapidated, filled with miscellaneous items inside. Now all the clutter had been cleared to one side, leaving an open space.

Behind the shrine was the mountain, with an open area between the shrine and the mountain face. The entire Fushan mountain body had a very steep incline facing the Da Qian side. The small village was built against the mountain, and they couldn’t find a single place that could completely avoid danger.

However, since they had recently entered winter, there wasn’t much heavy rain or strong wind to affect the mountain body. The possibility of a landslide was very small, so they could only make do here for now.

A fire was lit in the center of the shrine. Everyone warmed themselves by the fire while eating dry rations, found firewood to spread on the ground, each found a corner, and slept in their clothes.

When it came time to sleep, Feiyu found a spot against the wall, moved the fire pit over to warm it up, then laid down tree branches and called for Tie Ci to come sleep there.

He slept in the cold corner, with the warmed spot next to it reserved for Tie Ci. When Tie Ci went over to that position, Tian Wu was about to come sleep there but was kicked away by Feiyu with one foot: “What are you doing crowding around, you big oaf?”

Tian Wu went to the opposite side feeling wronged.

Yang Yixiu sympathetically stood on tiptoe to pat his head, whispering, “My Fat Tiger is just too easily bullied. Why don’t you kick back at him? Aren’t you also a big man?”

Tian Wu’s face lit up with sudden understanding. He earnestly grasped Yang Yixiu’s hands and said, “Brother is right, I’m just clumsy with words. How about brother go help me say this!”

Yang Yixiu immediately withdrew his hands, said “I’m so sleepy,” and ran away with a “da da da.”

The twins Da Wu and Xiao Wu slept by the door. When Da Wu lay down, he kept looking left and right several times, as if searching for something.

Tie Ci cast a questioning gaze his way. Da Wu was a youth with a cool appearance who spoke very little. Frowning, he said, “I keep feeling like I hear some kind of sound.”

Xiao Wu was more lively, giggling as he said, “There you go again.” He turned to explain to Tie Ci, “He always hears all sorts of random sounds, but it’s not always accurate.”

Tie Ci nodded, looked around in all directions, and seeing nothing abnormal, arranged for people to stand watch during the first half of the night while planning to take the second half herself.

There were no longer any people in the village, so the task of reinforcing the mountain body no longer existed. However, she still needed to examine the surrounding mountains. A perfectly fine village had been slaughtered, yet Di Yiwei had received no news of it. The scouts recently sent in this direction had all gone missing. Now that she had stumbled upon this, she needed to at least figure out whether it was mountain bandits, passing brigands, or… the Western Rong from across the border.

The firelight flickered as someone entered. It was Rong Pu’s servant, carrying a thick cloak, speaking softly: “My young master ordered me to bring warm clothing for Captain Ye.”

After speaking, without waiting for Tie Ci’s response, he placed it in front of her and left.

Naturally, Tie Ci couldn’t call out to stop him, disturbing others and making a big fuss over just sending some clothing. She picked it up to cover herself with it, when Rong Wei, who seemed to have been sleeping like a pig beside her, suddenly turned over and very naturally rolled that cloak under his own bottom.

Tie Ci: …You’re becoming more and more like Pu’er Tea.

She was too lazy to argue with this person, so she lay down to sleep. Rong Wei turned over again, seemingly casually draping his arm over her shoulder.

She raised her hand to push it away, then took his hands and folded them peacefully on his stomach, arranging them very serenely.

Feiyu let her arrange him as she pleased.

After all, the persona of pretending to sleep had to be maintained to the end.

After Tie Ci finished arranging him, she still wasn’t satisfied. She took out her jade brush, pressed the brush head, and a section of black ink extended from the tip – this could be used for drawing. She drew two mustache whiskers on Feiyu’s face and even drew the character for “king” on his forehead.

As she busied herself here, greatly entertained, Feiyu could bear it no longer. He opened his eyes and raised a hand to catch her wrist.

The two looked into each other’s eyes. Tie Ci remained unmoved by the reproach in his gaze.

So Feiyu smiled, lying there, pouting his lips, asking for a kiss.

Tie Ci continued to remain unmoved. She turned the brush in her hand, and surprisingly, another section of rouge-colored brush tip popped out from the brush head. She smoothly turned the brush and drew red lips on Feiyu’s hand.

Giving you a gaping red mouth.

After finishing her drawing, she retracted the brush tip and lay down.

Feiyu raised his fist to look at it for a long while, then slowly brought his fist back, pressing it to his lips, and kissed the drawn red lips.

Tie Ci closed her eyes pretending to sleep, but her ears uncontrollably began to burn slightly.

She heard Feiyu’s soft laughter beside her ear.

To the right, Dan Shuang suddenly turned over.

Further right, Chi Xue rustled as she tugged on Dan Shuang’s clothes as a reminder.

Over by the door, Da Wu seemed to sit up again.

In the tightly sealed carriage outside the courtyard, the lamp was still lit, casting the shadow of Rong Pu slowly grinding medicine.

Inside the room, there were sounds of snoring, teeth grinding, and sighing, accompanied by the rustling wind outside, the mysterious grand sounds of the great mountain, and the croaking of wild birds… It seemed both noisy and quiet, both peaceful and clamorous.

Her mood was also both turbulent and tranquil, filled with warmth.

Gradually, she sank into dreamland.

In her dream, yellow sand covered the earth. In a distant oasis, someone was watering horses. Beside her ear came a clear, resonant cry. Looking up, she saw Hai Dongqing’s massive wings tearing through the blue sky, its wingtips skimming the slanted cliffs of Fushan.

And at some unknown time, a faint jingling sound echoed from deep underground. A black coffin lid slowly pushed open, revealing a pale, swollen face.

She woke with a start from her dream.

She heard Da Wu’s sharp cry piercing her ears: “Landslide!”

Everyone was startled awake and hastily jumped up, but there was no movement around them.

Xiao Wu rubbed his eyes and grumbled, “Brother, you’re shouting nonsense again!”

Tie Ci walked to the door, focused her eyesight intently, and looked at the nearby mountain body. As she watched, her expression changed. She suddenly turned and rushed back, shouting, “Get up!”

The people who had been preparing to lie down again were startled and jumped up with a “swoosh.”

Tie Ci grabbed the people on her left and right and shouted, “Go!”

Before her voice faded.

Outside came a tremendous roar. The enormous sound shook the entire shrine, causing it to sway. Yang Yixiu, who had just gotten up, crashed headfirst into Tian Wu, and both cried out loudly.

Tie Ci turned her head. Through the broken window of the shrine, she could vaguely see smoke and dust rising outside, covering the sky and earth, rolling toward them.

Like a black nightmare, it had suddenly arrived overhead.

Given this direction, position, and width, they would be caught no matter which way they ran.

She was about to teleport, hoping to save as many as she could.

Da Wu suddenly came scrambling over on hands and knees. Not knowing what he had found, those broken spirit tablets suddenly fell over in a heap, revealing a cave entrance.

When Tie Ci had entered, she had examined the surrounding ground and ceiling, but the shrine’s offerings like spirit tablets were people’s deities or ancestors. Out of respect, she wouldn’t approach them, much less touch them. Now seeing that there was actually a tunnel entrance hidden here, after her initial shock came joy.

With one kick, she sent three soldiers who were running outside in confusion into the cave.

“Everyone into the cave!”

Over there, Dan Shuang was already grabbing people and throwing them into the cave.

Feiyu came over to grab her, but she flashed away and was outside the building.

Rong Pu was still in the carriage outside the courtyard!

When Tie Ci came outside, the ground shook so violently she could barely stand. Looking up, she saw sand and stones mixed with smoke and dust rolling up sky-high behind her, just half a zhang away from Rong Pu!

Rong Pu had never run so fast before. His face was pale but his eyes were bright as he shouted something at her while waving his arms, seeming to tell her to go back.

The next moment, his figure disappeared from where he stood.

The next moment, Tie Ci appeared in the shrine like a tornado, carrying Rong Pu in one hand while sweeping up two soldiers who hadn’t yet entered the cave.

The next moment, this whole pile of people disappeared into the cave entrance.

With a tremendous crash, like a giant wall toppling, the sky suddenly collapsed. The mountain body pushed forward like a bulldozer, crushing earth and smashing walls. Everything in its path was engulfed.

The shrine was flattened in the smoke and dust before their eyes.

Those mountain masses, carrying everything they encountered, became a rolling torrent of earth and stone, continuously surging forward. One house after another silently disappeared in the fog until half the small village was instantly obliterated, and only then did the torrent’s momentum slow slightly.

After the disaster came devastation everywhere.

In the cave, people listened silently to the sounds above. The cave entrance wasn’t completely sealed, and sand and stones kept falling down. Colonel Yu led his men in continuously using their weapons to push aside the larger rocks to prevent the entrance from being blocked.

After a good while, when they heard it was quiet above, Colonel Yu was about to go up, but Tie Ci gestured for him to wait.

Sometimes landslides would trigger chain reactions. It was better to wait here until dawn.

In the darkness, everyone quieted down.

The entire cave was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

Someone’s breathing was heavy, making wheezing sounds that seemed to come from far and near.

Tie Ci suddenly felt something like wind brushing under her robe. She reached out to catch it but caught nothing.

In this cave below, the space wasn’t large and clearly had no exit. Where could wind come from?

The air here was turbid, and with dozens of people squeezed together it felt even more stifling. Colonel Yu stopped a soldier who wanted to light a fire stick. After all, they didn’t know when they could get out, and burning up all the air would be troublesome.

Colonel Yu was taking a headcount. In the chaos just now, no one knew exactly how many people had made it inside.

He had the soldiers spread out as much as possible. In Tie Ci’s field of vision, the crowd slowly dispersed in this room-sized space.

Because she was focusing her eyesight intently, skeletons gradually appeared in her vision, slowly moving in the darkness.

This feeling made her uncomfortable. She blinked and turned off her X-ray vision.

The roll call began: “Gazi! Here! Zhang Erde! Here! Yang Yixiu! Here…”

One by one they called out. Tie Ci listened and heard that basically everyone was accounted for. She breathed a sigh of relief.

Thanks to Da Wu shouting out that warning in advance, and the fact that the mountain body was some distance from the shrine, it had given everyone time to enter the cave.

If this had happened while they were deep in sleep, they would certainly have been buried alive on the spot.

Xiao Wu’s voice sounded nearby. Tie Ci asked him, “Can your brother predict the future?”

“That’s hard to say.” Xiao Wu replied. “He’s more like he can hear some bad sounds in advance, but it’s not necessarily accurate. Captain, don’t listen to him every time. It might cause trouble.”

Tie Ci hummed in acknowledgment, understanding his meaning. Da Wu had the ability to predict by hearing sounds in advance, but it worked sometimes and didn’t work other times. Moreover, making judgments based on sounds inherently had many uncertainties and was prone to error.

If she relied entirely on his supernatural ability to act, it would cause problems.

Tie Ci hadn’t planned to do so anyway. She also had several abilities herself, but she tried not to use them if possible.

She trusted more in the abilities she had cultivated through training.

Moreover, for some reason, she always felt that when heaven gave you one advantage, it would inevitably seek compensation elsewhere.

Someone was approaching nearby, with a clear and refined aura – it was Rong Pu.

Tie Ci heard him say softly, “Thank you for saving me, I…”

Over there, Colonel Yu was calling out, “…Li Yun!”

A soldier responded, then said, “Hey, there seems to be someone next to me who’s not speaking. Which brother is injured? Hey, hey, brother… Aiya, a ghost!”

This shout startled everyone.

Tie Ci had already flashed over.

At the same time, she activated her X-ray vision again.

Only then did she see that at the edge of the room, there were square, broken objects that looked like coffins.

This reminded Tie Ci of her earlier dream, making her heart tighten involuntarily.

Looking carefully, there seemed to be corpses in the coffins, lying flat.

There was no particular stench in the air though. Was it because they had long since decayed into skeletons?

That soldier seemed to have fallen into a coffin and was flailing his arms and legs trying to climb out.

But for some reason, even though the coffin was just a thin wooden board that he could jump out of, he seemed to be hooked by something. After struggling several times without success, he was so frightened that he screamed repeatedly. The surrounding soldiers were also alarmed. Except for a few who rushed forward, the rest didn’t dare move for a moment.

These were all brave warriors from the army who usually feared nothing under heaven or earth, but that didn’t mean they weren’t afraid of ghosts. Especially since they had been sleeping soundly when the landslide suddenly occurred, and had barely escaped into the cave with their nerves already on edge. Hearing the word “ghost,” their minds immediately exploded.

Tie Ci suddenly focused her gaze and grabbed the soldier with one hand while pulling something out of the coffin with the other.

With a shriek, she pulled out a person.

The voice was hoarse and aged.

Tie Ci pushed the soldier aside and flicked her hand, lighting a fire stick.

The light illuminated an old person’s face – disheveled hair, face covered in ash, tattered clothing, wrinkled all over.

She covered her eyes with her arm, turning her head to avoid the light.

Tie Ci was stunned. She had thought it was some assassin or enemy, but hadn’t expected it to be an old person.

And the kind of dying, obviously harmless, frail old person.

Tie Ci moved the fire stick away a bit, still holding her with one hand as she lifted her out.

Suddenly her leg hurt – something sharp had bitten her hard. She hadn’t sensed any threat before, so she was surprised.

Before she could react, a whoosh of wind passed beside her, the scent of wood and leaves flashing by. Then came a weak, sharp cry as a small shadow was thrown out.

Tie Ci looked up, saw clearly what it was, and instinctively reached out to catch that shadow in her hand, shouting, “Feiyu! This is a child!”

Feiyu stood still and said, “He injured you.”

Tie Ci took a breath.

She had long ago realized that between herself and Feiyu, there were great differences in their worldviews.

But now was not the time to argue.

She only said, “You should know this is a civilian child who couldn’t really hurt me.”

Feiyu’s tone was unaffected: “On the battlefield, civilian children are most easily driven by others to harm people. This is the border region, not far from Western Rong or Liaodong. These two people sneaking around and hiding here are already suspicious, and they attack you. If not kill them, should we keep them for New Year?”

Tie Ci couldn’t deny that his words made sense, nor did she want to contradict him publicly at this time. She just looked down at the person in her hands. It was indeed a child, who looked seven or eight years old by the face but only five or six by body size, with a sallow complexion and hair, so thin that a gust of wind could blow him away.

Tie Ci remembered the wind she had felt brushing past her robe earlier – perhaps it was this child quietly passing under her robe.

From his movements just now, he was very agile and nimble.

Now the child was trembling in her palm like a winter-worn fledgling.

Tie Ci had always felt sympathy when seeing weak and helpless children, as it reminded her of her own childhood. Determining that these two posed no threat, she released them. The two immediately embraced each other and shrank back into that broken coffin.

Colonel Yu came over and asked a few questions. The two remained silent, just holding each other’s heads, showing only a pair of thin, trembling shoulders.

Scattered in the coffin were some moldy dry cakes and grain husks that couldn’t hold together – presumably the food of these two.

Tie Ci glanced at Chi Xue, who understood and stepped forward.

Tie Ci then ordered the others to spread out more to avoid putting too much psychological pressure on them.

From the corner with the coffin came Chi Xue’s gentle, soft words. She took out various small foods from her bosom, and the fragrance of fried foods spread. The trembling shoulders slowly lifted.

Tie Ci sat to one side, unconsciously playing with the pendant at her neck.

Feiyu walked over and sat beside her, whistling softly.

Tie Ci said nothing and turned around, showing her back to him.

Feiyu moved to sit in front of her again.

Tie Ci turned away again.

Feiyu moved again.

After three rounds like this, someone couldn’t stand it anymore. Qi Yuansi said coldly, “Are you two playing the four-direction worship ritual?”

Feiyu replied, “Yes, we’re praying to heaven to quickly take away those little bastards with ulterior motives.”

Qi Yuansi: “…”

Tie Ci smiled and stopped moving.

Though they were close enough to talk normally, Feiyu insisted on leaning close to her ear, his warm breath hitting her earlobe as he whispered, “Are you angry?”

“No. You were looking out for me. I’m not so ungrateful.”

“Then why do you keep turning your back to me? Though your back view is also very beautiful, especially the line from your waist down…” Before Feiyu could finish speaking, Tie Ci covered his mouth with her hand.

He chuckled in her palm, extending his tongue to lick her palm.

The wet, tickling sensation made Tie Ci couldn’t help but smile. She pinched his mouth flat and said, “Are you a cat?”

She suddenly thought of those few small cats they had adopted together, wondering which mountaintop of the academy they were now ruling as kings.

Feiyu spoke muffledly, and when Tie Ci released his mouth, she heard him say, “Yes, I’m your big cat who acts spoiled and can catch fish to feed you.”

Tie Ci smiled, her gaze softening considerably. After a while, she said, “I’m turning my back to you because I was thinking – we’ve actually always been back to back.”

Feiyu frowned and smiled, “What nonsense are you talking about again?”

“Between you and me, there have actually always been great differences.” Tie Ci spoke slowly. “Personality, worldview, how we conduct ourselves, our perspectives and approaches to people and situations… If we add birth and position to that, then how far can you and I really go?”
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Chapter 202: I Will Always Chase After You
Master once said: those whose worldviews don’t align cannot be friends.

If they can’t even be friends, what about husband and wife?

Chi Xue walked over, interrupting her self-questioning.

She had successfully gotten the story of recent events from the old woman and child.

The disaster had occurred half a month ago in the middle of the night. Suddenly a group of people charged into the village, stealing all the grain and anything of slight value. The folk customs in the northern lands were fierce, and the village’s able-bodied men tried to resist, but they were all beheaded and their heads hung on doors. After that, the villagers scattered and fled, but they were all hunted down and killed.

This old woman was seventy years old. In the poor villages of the northern lands, elderly people of this age who couldn’t work and only wasted grain would not continue to be supported. When they reached a certain age, their sons would dig a hole, carry the old mother to the hole, cover half the entrance, and then respectfully let her fend for herself below. This old woman’s son was even more efficient – too lazy to even dig a hole, he borrowed the cellar under the village shrine that was originally used to store miscellaneous items, put his mother inside. Who would have thought that on the very night she was put in, they encountered brigands slaughtering the village, and the old woman actually survived.

As for the child, he had been running a high fever for many days before the incident. His family, seeing he couldn’t be saved, wrapped him in hemp cloth and sent him to the shrine, planning to bury him on the back mountain. Later when the village was slaughtered, those people thought the child was already dead and didn’t bother giving him another stab. The child also had a tough life – he actually woke up, accidentally found the cave, crawled inside, and from then on depended on the old woman for survival. All their food was what he crawled out to scavenge from house to house. The two barely survived many days until finally Tie Ci and the others arrived.

One old, one young – the old one was already confused and couldn’t remember things clearly, the young one was also muddled, speaking incoherently. Chi Xue spent great effort to barely get this much out of them. They only knew that all the men had died, all the women had been taken captive, and many corpses were thrown directly into the mountain hollows. The dark, thin child stared wide-eyed and said, “Don’t dare go out at night, the uncles and grandfathers haven’t left yet!”

The “uncles and grandfathers” he mentioned should refer to the dead villagers. Saying the uncles and grandfathers hadn’t left – could he mean the villagers were haunting the place at night?

Was there still some activity in this village after nightfall?

Tie Ci recalled the situation when they entered the village last night. She had gone into houses to check and found that there wasn’t much dust on the tables in the main rooms.

If the village massacre had occurred half a month ago, given the windy and sandy climate here, there should have been a thick layer of sand and soil on the tables by now.

Unless…

She was deep in thought when suddenly she heard sounds from ahead. Looking up, she saw several soldiers who, hearing no movement above for a long time, had already moved away the stones and sand blocking the cave entrance and were about to poke their heads out to look.

Tie Ci’s mind raced, and she shouted urgently, “Wait—”

But it was already too late.

She watched as the soldier who poked his head out to look suddenly trembled, then stood there rigidly motionless. The ground above their heads began to vibrate slightly. The soldiers below were still completely unaware, reaching up to push their companion above: “Hey, what did you see… Ah!”

Something suddenly crashed down, hitting his shoulder and splashing countless liquid that rolled down his body.

The top cracked open with a crash, letting in a line of light. The man saw himself drenched in blood and was stunned like a wooden chicken.

And the rigid person above him also fell down like a broken piece of wood – his head was already gone.

The neck’s cut was neat and slightly angled.

This scene shocked almost everyone, except for Tie Ci and Feiyu.

The two had already flashed to either side before the head fell. Tie Ci grabbed the soldier who was blocking the exit below and still in a daze with one hand, and with the other hand seized a piece of coffin board she had conveniently broken off, holding it over her head. Just as she was about to leap out, she suddenly smelled a pungent odor.

The smell of oil!

Someone was about to pour oil down, and the next step would be to set it on fire!

With dozens of people crammed into the small cave, if someone set it ablaze and then pressed something heavy on top, everyone would turn into roasted chickens.

Tie Ci’s expression changed as she shouted in a low voice, “Get away from the cave entrance!” She conveniently tore off a piece of her hem to cover her face.

With a flash of her figure, she was already out of the cave, crashing headfirst into something hard and rough, so solid it made her grimace in pain.

At her nose came an unpleasant smell mixing sand, earth, cattle and sheep meat, and human body odor.

Above came a cry of pain – it was a person who had been hit quite hard by her collision.

The person staggered backward. Tie Ci didn’t look up, keeping her head down as she struck out with one punch.

With a muffled bang, the massive body flew up, sliding far across the ground before hitting a pile of broken tiles and walls and finally stopping.

An already lit tinder stick traced a dark red arc through the air before falling to the ground in the distance and going out.

With a whoosh, Feiyu emerged from the cave, kicking away the oil at the cave entrance with one foot.

He had also alertly covered his face.

On the ground, more than ten large men looked up in astonishment.

Dawn had not yet broken. The former shrine no longer existed – everywhere was earth, stones, and broken bricks. These large men were resting among the earth piles, some drinking water, others resting.

Now seeing the person at the cave entrance being struck and sent flying, they all stood up alertly.

These people all wore gray-yellow coarse cloth robes and gray-white head wraps – the attire of sand pirates from the desert across the border. The faces exposed outside their head wraps also wore masks, each person’s mask different, all very roughly made. Curved sabers hung from the leather belts at their waists.

Tie Ci and Feiyu said nothing and charged into the crowd.

The next moment, the ground was littered with bodies.

The two had each brought down half, neither holding back, but each had tacitly left one alive.

The reason they didn’t hold back was that both could see that although these large men were dressed as ordinary desert people, the style of the leather belts and curved sabers at their waists were Western Rong.

Although the two countries maintained good diplomatic relations, and Western Rong accepted Da Qian’s “aid” every year, those who violated our national territory must be punished no matter how far they fled.

Moreover, these people had immediately tried to set fire upon discovering the cave – such vicious cruelty could not be spared.

With two prisoners remaining, the two exchanged glances and each took one aside for interrogation.

Tie Ci removed these people’s masks. The skin under their masks was very rough, obviously long weathered by wind and sand.

The one Tie Ci interrogated was a man with a high forehead. She could see this group had good quality – after being captured, he silently tried to bite his tongue to commit suicide. The experienced Tie Ci dislocated his jaw. He then closed his eyes and refused to speak. Tie Ci broke his finger bones. He trembled all over from pain but still wouldn’t open his mouth.

Tie Ci glanced at Feiyu’s side. There were no screams, no blood – she only saw that person’s continuously convulsing body. She paused, and the Ten Great Tortures of the Qing Dynasty that her master had taught her flashed through her mind.

However, killing people was no problem, but slowly torturing people wasn’t something anyone could do. Breaking bones was her limit.

Her fingers moved and moved again, but ultimately she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

She sat cross-legged there, thinking that Master had said those in high positions cannot be soft-hearted. But was this really true? Emperors were not cruel officials. If emperors were bloodthirsty, could they truly embrace the world with compassion for all people?

Feiyu stood up, wiping his fingers with the white cloth from that person’s head. He deliberately stood upwind for a while. At first Tie Ci didn’t understand what he was doing, but when he walked over and her sensitive nose caught the faint bloody smell, she realized Feiyu was trying to air out the scent.

Feiyu walked over, tossed aside the bloodstained cloth in his hand, and instead of rushing to speak, sniffed his own hand and smiled at her: “I figured you probably wouldn’t like this smell.”

Before Tie Ci could speak, Feiyu had already crouched down halfway, his hands resting on her knees, gazing into her eyes as he said softly: “If you turn your back on me, I will keep chasing your retreating figure until I catch up.”

Tie Ci was momentarily stunned, then realized he was answering the question that Chi Xue had interrupted earlier.

If one day there comes a time when you and I must part ways due to different worldviews or different positions, then I will choose to keep pursuing.

Until I overtake you, block your path, or you turn around.

Tie Ci met his gaze. Just like those literary novels Master had mentioned, his eyes contained stars and seas.

Stars sparkled in the high heavens, oceans surged before her eyes. Every ray of light, every wave reflected her image, flickering and undulating endlessly.

She remembered how moments ago when he finished interrogating the prisoner, his gaze had been cold and cruel, but when he turned to her it became infinitely tender.

This made her feel rather mixed emotions inside.

Everyone is an independent individual. Everyone becomes an independent individual due to their environment and acquired influences. What virtue or ability did she have to ask someone to change themselves for her, to constantly pursue her retreating figure?

But Feiyu seemed to sense her mood. He comfortingly stroked her hair, stood up to look at Tie Ci’s prisoner, and said: “He’s already talked, so what’s the use of keeping your mouth shut tight?”

The man gave a cold laugh, opened his eyes, and chattered a string of words. Though it sounded calm and peaceful, Tie Ci could tell he was cursing. Cursing Feiyu as neither male nor female, a castrated demon.

As the crown prince, she needed to dabble in the writing and languages of neighboring countries.

Feiyu listened quietly, gently turning Tie Ci’s head to one side with one hand while extending the other toward the prisoner.

Tie Ci heard an inhuman shriek.

She stared at the weeds on the ground, wondering whether Feiyu had understood the Western Rong language or not.

Learning a foreign language wasn’t easy – only imperial families and wealthy houses would get involved in such things.

Feiyu said softly: “You Western Rong people aren’t afraid of death, right? But you value intact burials, not being defiled, don’t you? Tell me, how about I throw your head into the latrine of Di Yiwei’s camp?”

The man’s expression changed.

Feiyu continued: “Tunneling through a mountain, digging a passage – you think I can’t guess what you’re trying to do?”

The man’s expression changed again.

Feiyu stared at him, suddenly smiled, and flicked his hand.

With a crack, that fine head fell off.

Feiyu casually kicked it aside, saying: “As if anyone really wanted your confession.”

Tie Ci could see at a glance that he had already obtained a confession from his prisoner and had come here merely to observe expressions and verify, not needing this person’s confession for corroboration at all.

Quite confident in his own interrogation skills.

For a moment, Tie Ci thought of the Embroidered Guards, Liaodong’s intelligence organization.

This organization was also on Da Qian’s court’s key watch list, because not long ago when she was in Dongming, she had received news that someone had tried to assassinate her. After being fooled by a body double in the suburbs of the capital, Father Emperor had recalled the double to the palace, and then assassins had appeared in the palace as well, suspected of still targeting the Crown Princess.

Xia Houchun had sent people to investigate, and the news that came back suspected the Liaodong Embroidered Guards. But it couldn’t be confirmed.

Tie Ci was puzzled – she had no grievances with the Liaodong Embroidered Guards, so why this endless hostility?

But precisely because of this, the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had specially sent people to Liaodong for a brief investigation. The leader of the Embroidered Guards was still in Liaodong, recently highly valued by Prince Da’an.

Could Feiyu be from the Liaodong Embroidered Guards? It was said the Embroidered Guards had a group of members who didn’t care about background and specifically sought talented individuals. With Feiyu’s abilities, he would indeed qualify.

The Embroidered Guards had a bad reputation, and intelligence organizations required secrecy. If Feiyu had such background, then his being so secretive about himself would make sense.

But something still felt off.

Tie Ci glanced at Feiyu, thinking she didn’t know when Xia Houchun would catch up with her.

Now with no one around her, she couldn’t investigate anything she wanted to.

Feiyu said: “This group of Western Rong people is the advance guard of a Western Rong army unit, specifically responsible for scouting. On the other side,” he pointed to the other side of the mountain, “they found a narrow path that can pass through the mountain, but it’s extremely narrow with very poor terrain, making it easy for accidents during military movements. So their advance teams take turns opening the route, widening the path so the main army can pass through quickly.”

Tie Ci already had her suspicions and wasn’t surprised. After all, if the Western Rong people hadn’t discovered an important passage, there would be no need to return to this already massacred village. And there was no need to massacre the village either – after all, village massacres were too unconscionable and could easily cause trouble.

This Fushan mountain had loose rock that was extremely prone to landslides. Over the years, internal cracks appearing was normal.

If they widened a passage and Western Rong armies secretly passed through the mountain into Da Qian territory, Di Yiwei’s camp would be caught completely off guard and would suffer major losses.

“Is this already completed?”

“Not yet, because there’s a mountain ridge in the middle that’s narrow and slippery, extremely prone to accidents, so these scouting teams have been constantly searching for other alternative routes.”

Tie Ci thought the sounds the old woman and child had heard from above might have been the movements of batches of scouting Western Rong armies.

No wonder the child said the uncles and grandfathers hadn’t left yet – he had encountered human figures at night and thought they were the vengeful spirits of those tragically dead uncles and grandfathers.

“But if I remember correctly, across the way is the Western Rong Hanli Khan Desert, with harsh conditions where only sand pirates appear, with no armies stationed. Those people just now were also dressed as sand pirates. This is strange – how could Western Rong armies appear in this direction? Since they’re regular troops, why disguise themselves as sand pirates?”

Feiyu examined these people’s packs, which contained very crude food.

These people also had scars on their bodies. Their belts and curved sabers were very worn, with many cut marks on them, obviously from frequent combat and inability to replace equipment in time.

Combined with what the mountain folk had said earlier about medicinal herbs being roughly stolen, this should have been the work of this Western Rong army unit.

It felt like a military unit in poor circumstances.

Tie Ci’s gaze swept over the corpses on the ground.

“Since the route isn’t completely open yet, this team will still need to return, right?”

Their eyes met, and Feiyu already understood her meaning, nodding.

Tie Ci stood up, preparing to notify the people below to come up and select people for disguise.

Since they had already killed this team, if this team was delayed in returning, the Western Rong side would certainly notice and become alert, which wouldn’t be good.

It just so happened that she also needed to lead a team into Western Rong territory. Entering through this crack would both block the passage and infiltrate Western Rong – killing two birds with one stone.

Just as she was about to get up to call the people below, Feiyu pressed down on her hand.

With daylight now breaking, Tie Ci’s gaze fell on his hand. Looking closely at close range, she discovered that his fingers had somehow gained many thin, long scars.

Those scars were so fine and mostly on the sides of his fingers that they weren’t easily noticed.

Were they caused by cooking?

Feiyu took out something thin from the bundle he had been carrying on his back and handed it to her.

The thing was folded several times. Tie Ci curiously unfolded it and found it was a white, thin vest-like garment, but much heavier than a vest. She reached out to press it, but Feiyu stopped her: “Careful, it’s very sharp. Don’t press hard.”

Tie Ci could feel the vest had layers – the inner layer was fine hard objects, the outer layer was silk fabric. It could be folded into a very small piece. The edges of that small piece were distinct, and the inner layer didn’t seem like fabric at all.

Feiyu pressed the bottom of the vest and like magic drew out a thin thread. The thing sparkled with pale purple light under the sunlight.

He held the thin thread upright against a stone. Tie Ci watched with her own eyes as a tree leaf drifted past the thread and was cut in half.

With this degree of sharpness, she couldn’t help but think of abyssal iron, but could abyssal iron be ground this fine and woven into clothing? Besides, the color didn’t seem right either.

It was too incredible.

“Try it on. I originally wanted to weave it densely into clothing, but later found that would be too heavy, so I wove it into patterns. Afraid it might spring out and hurt you, I used an extremely flexible silver silkworm thread – no blade, however sharp, can cut through that silkworm thread. There are over three hundred fine threads woven in here. Besides protecting you from blade injuries, each one can be used to kill.”

“What material is this?”

“A type of iron from our Liaodong called indigo iron. When forged into weapons it’s extremely tough and sharp, but the output is extremely small. I had great difficulty accumulating this much and spent over half a year making these.”

Tie Ci slowly stroked the smooth surface of the silk fabric, feeling the hard texture underneath, murmuring: “How long must this have taken to grind…”

Feiyu smiled without answering.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on his fingers – those fine, dense, mottled white scars, layer upon layer.

Were they caused by grinding these extremely sharp silk threads?

She suddenly remembered that before leaving the palace, Father Emperor had mentioned bringing palace treasures – protective armor – for her, but when the Treasury Supervisor was summoned, he said this armor had been bestowed on ministers by the previous emperor years ago. When they went back to check the records, it was listed as lost. Father Emperor angrily scolded the Treasury Supervisor but ultimately had no solution.

At the time she had said that protective armor sounded impressive but was obviously something like a bulletproof vest that would be heavy enough to give someone cervical spine disease and make them look like a turtle when worn – better to do without.

Father Emperor had scolded her again then, and the matter passed.

Now she finally had protective armor – lighter than imagined, and when worn didn’t make her look like a turtle. It was thin and exquisite, with the white silk base highlighting the blue-green woven patterns underneath, creating a unique beauty.

She wanted to say “actually you need one too” but felt it would be affected; wanted to say “thank you” but felt it lacked meaning. In the end she just smiled, took off her outer garment, and immediately put on the vest.

It was actually still somewhat heavy, but it pressed down the clothing and was quite warm.

Feiyu smiled as he watched with his chin propped up, saying: “See, the style I wove for you is especially beautiful.”

Tie Ci looked down and only then noticed that the pattern woven on the chest of the vest was spiral circles that even protruded slightly.

Tie Ci: …You shameless thing.

Chapter 203: As Long as I Live, You Are All Eunuchs
“This vest can actually be enhanced with some lethal mechanisms, you can figure it out yourself,” Feiyu said. “I need to get it on you quickly – once you’re wearing it, you’ll be my person.”

Tie Ci ignored him. Hearing some faint sounds from the cave below, she reached back to her waist and took out a pouch, handing it to Feiyu.

Now it was Feiyu’s turn to be surprised as he asked, “For me?”

Tie Ci smiled, shook her head, and said, “No, for you to look at, to see how good my craftsmanship is.”

Feiyu snorted with laughter, took the pouch, opened it, and said in surprise, “An iron fan?”

Inside the pouch was a fan, entirely bright and clear, two sizes smaller than ordinary fans. Though it was a men’s folding fan, its size was similar to women’s face-covering round fans, and its edges were rounded, somewhat like those Western decorative fans for ladies.

Feiyu’s face darkened, seriously suspecting that someone was secretly mocking his cross-dressing skills.

“This craftsmanship doesn’t seem that great,” he said, turning the folding fan over and over. The folding fan was polished very smoothly, with no fan surface – just fan ribs connected together, without any carved patterns. But the special luminescence of the material itself gave the folding fan a naturally exquisite and gorgeous feel, making additional carving superfluous. The edges of the outermost fan ribs were rounded, and the fan’s edge was lace-like with wave patterns, appearing completely harmless.

However, Feiyu somehow pressed something, and a fan rib suddenly shot out with a thud, embedding itself in a crack in a nearby stone.

Cold light flashed under the sun.

Only then did Feiyu discover that the tips of the inner fan ribs were extremely thin – if they pierced someone, it would leave a flat wound.

Tie Ci took back the fan and flicked her wrist with force. The wave-shaped edge of the fan suddenly broke apart, transforming into several boomerangs that spun whistling in a circle overhead. Wherever they passed, fierce winds swept by, and earth clods split with cracks as if cut by knives.

“This outer layer consists of boomerangs that need to be thrown with skillful force. The inner fan ribs can be shot out by pressing the mechanism at the base of the handle.”

There were also holes drilled in the handle for hanging it on one’s back.

“You made this?” Feiyu was very surprised.

If his protective vest required time and effort, this fan required intricate design and handiwork. He had seen her jade brush – that brush was ever-changing and complexly designed. And like the fan, it was very deceptive. Hung on the body, anyone would see it as just an ornament.

“I don’t have such skills. I have a senior martial brother who’s good at this – well, not my second senior brother. My jade brush was designed by him, and he also designed this fan for me, but I never found good materials to make it. That time in Ziyang, when I cracked the abyssal iron case, the Regional Governor of Haiyu rewarded me with an abyssal iron weapon. Since I don’t normally use swords and such, I simply melted it down and asked people to help find skilled craftsmen to make most of the components. The remaining connection and polishing work was what I did myself.”

Previously, from those confiscated abyssal iron items, she had selected one weapon, melted it down, and given it to Xia Houchun, asking him to find craftsmen when he returned to the capital to deliver messages. The main components were made, and Xia Houchun brought them back to her.

The later mechanism setup and fan rib connections were done by herself.

She noticed that Feiyu rarely carried specialized weapons, not knowing if it was like her – inconvenient to carry swords everywhere.

Making something custom for him was an idea she’d had for a long time.

Choosing a fan, this flashy ornament suitable for both men and women, was quite fitting for him.

Feiyu played with the fan, obviously reluctant to put it down. Tie Ci asked, “Does it look good?”

“Not bad.”

“Then give it back to me.”

“Stop being coy, if I really gave it back you’d cry.” Feiyu reached up and cut off a section from the cord tying her hair, threaded it through the hole drilled in the fan handle, and hung it at his waist.

Tie Ci touched her hair and pressed her lips together without saying anything.

She didn’t like wearing hairpins much, often tying her hair in a high ponytail with a cord like her martial siblings.

This tradition was set by Master. One New Year, she had gathered her disciples in the capital, lined them up to kneel before her, tying a red hair ribbon on each of their heads while singing: “Other girls have flowers to wear, but Daddy has little money and can’t buy them, so I’ll buy a foot of red ribbon to tie up for my Xier.”

She was still young then and found it quite fun, even moved by Master’s rare tenderness.

Later, after hearing “The White-Haired Girl,” she realized that having any tender feelings toward Master was a misplaced human emotion.

But the occasional habit of tying hair with cords remained.

Now seeing that section of blue hair ribbon swaying at his waist with the fan, she felt inexplicably itchy all over her scalp.

Neither spoke for a moment, standing face to face. Dawn light shot through the scattered stones and broken walls, with faint dust motes floating in the hazy beams, automatically coating everyone with a soft glow.

Such light, scenery, and atmosphere made one suddenly want to say something.

Feiyu across from her, stroking the smooth fan at his waist, also seemed about to speak, just clearing his throat.

Suddenly a dark thing burst out of the cave, the creature mumbling as it spoke: “Are you alright, are you alright, why so long…”

Tie Ci looked closely and realized it was Yang Yixiu with a coffin lid on his head.

Having waited too long below, he couldn’t stand it and came up to check.

Discovering corpses everywhere above, he was startled, but after another look confirmed they were all dead, he called for the people below to come up.

Now the two couldn’t say anything meaningful. Feiyu glared at Yang Yixiu and walked away. Yang Yixiu blinked innocently at him.

After Feiyu left, he turned and gave Rong Pu, who was climbing up behind him, a smile seeking credit.

But Rong Pu’s gaze fell on Feiyu’s waist, where a small fan was swaying back and forth, reflecting sunlight blindingly.

Feiyu deliberately took a detour to walk past him.

Rong Pu looked away.

After a while, Feiyu walked past him again with large strides, the fan at his waist swinging and hitting a soldier.

The soldier, busy observing the corpses on the ground, didn’t notice. Feiyu walked past dejected, twisted his body, and bumped into Colonel Yu.

Colonel Yu was about to say something when his attention was caught by the fan. “This fan is quite unique.”

“Good-looking, right?” Feiyu immediately picked up the fan to show him. “Look at this material, this design, this polishing, this thoughtfulness!”

“Mm, yes, it’s quite nice. Who gave it to you?”

Feiyu smiled, patted Colonel Yu’s shoulder, and said, “Guess?”

Colonel Yu looked at him with amusement, then glanced at Tie Ci, about to speak when Rong Pu called from over there: “Colonel, come look at this.”

Colonel Yu hurried over.

Feiyu’s showing off failed.

He wasn’t angry though, glanced at Rong Pu, and followed to see Rong Pu pulling some herbs from a corpse’s belt – the very herbs they had discovered were greatly reduced in quantity.

Rong Pu was discussing the origins of this Western Rong team with Colonel Yu, pointing to white marks on their fingers: “These Western Rong soldiers might be of good background.”

“How can you tell?”

“See the marks on their fingers? Western Rong people like wearing jewelry, especially on their fingers, but this is limited to wealthy households with assets – slaves and commoners don’t have the right. These people have traces of wearing jewelry on their hands and ears, indicating good backgrounds. Among more than ten soldiers, eight wore jewelry, showing the entire army is of noble birth. In Western Rong, only one army has such composition.”

Tie Ci walked over and said, “The Royal Army.”

Rong Pu hummed in agreement.

Feiyu stood aside laughing: “How would a delicate weakling like you know?”

But Rong Pu refused to answer this question, turning to Tie Ci: “The Royal Army has always only been stationed in the royal city, protecting the Western Rong King, never stepping foot outside the royal city. Why would they come to the harsh climate of Hanli Khan?”

Tie Ci glanced at Rong Pu, understanding in her heart that he knew this probably because Huyin had told him. When she first met Huyin, her fingers were ostentatiously adorned with five or six rings. In Western Rong, rings were considered beautiful when colorful and ostentatious, but after becoming familiar, she never saw Huyin wear them again.

Tie Ci also felt this Western Rong team had various contradictions – clearly not of low birth, with curved sabers, weapons, and belt styles all quite refined, yet their behavior and dress were like fallen bandits wandering the martial world. So had something major happened in the Western Rong royal city?

Colonel Yu came over and quietly discussed with her for a few moments, also agreeing to Tie Ci’s proposal to disguise themselves and infiltrate Western Rong. However, their soldiers numbered thirty while the enemy only had fifteen – they could only select half to go.

There wasn’t much opportunity for further examination and selection. Tie Ci picked out the soldiers who had shown more stability in the cave, along with several from her academy, and was about to instruct them to change into Western Rong soldiers’ clothing when Rong Pu silently stepped forward and stripped the clothes from a corpse of similar height.

Tie Ci frowned: “This journey is dangerous, how can you…”

“I am a physician, someone who can save lives. Any team should not refuse my participation,” Rong Pu calmly interrupted her refusal, turning to ask Colonel Yu, “Don’t you think so?”

Colonel Yu glanced at Tie Ci, hesitated, then said, “Young Master, your status is precious…”

Rong Pu said, “This is my own choice. I’ll send my servant back later to explain the situation.”

His tone was mild but his attitude resolute. Colonel Yu was already persuaded by his words – after all, leaving Da Qian to carry out reconnaissance missions meant facing unknown dangers, and having a physician along would provide many more chances of survival. He glanced at Tie Ci again and finally said, “Then we’ll trouble you, Young Master.”

Colonel Yu held the highest military rank in the team, and since he had decided, Tie Ci couldn’t say much.

In the past, Feiyu would probably have made some sharp remarks, but now he stretched out his legs and sat to one side, endlessly fiddling with his little fan. Having consciously secured his position as the principal wife, he felt he should be magnanimous and need not bother with those seductive wenches.

After all, as long as I live, you are all eunuchs.

Author’s Note: I originally wanted to call this chapter “Iron Fan Princess.”

Chapter 204: Who Knew You Were This Kind of Ye Shiba
The personnel were thus decided. Everyone stripped the clothes from the corpses and put them on. Adding the Western Rong soldier that Feiyu had interrogated under torture, a fifteen-person squad appeared again.

They then put on their respective masks. Tie Ci was meticulous, matching each person’s mask accordingly.

She felt these masks should also be one of the identity markers for each person.

Additionally, when undressing, she discovered that everyone had tattoos – mostly strangely shaped animals tattooed in different places. For example, the person Yang Yixiu corresponded to had a tattoo on his shoulder of a three-horned sheep.

The person she corresponded to was the one she had initially captured and failed to extract information from. His tattoo was on his wrist – a pure white leopard.

Colonel Yu frowned: “What about the tattoos? These seem to be the important daily identification marks.”

Indeed, those tattoos were all very special, with bizarre colors and patterns that couldn’t be imitated by those without mastery of this art in a short time.

Tie Ci looked at Dan Shuang, who rummaged through her backpack and pulled out a small box. Opening it revealed various pigments, a stack of white, oil-glossed paper, small bottles of fish glue, and extremely fine brushes.

Dan Shuang picked up those brushes, studied the tattoos, mixed colors on a small palette, painted on the white paper, then brushed glue onto the paper.

The entire process was very meticulous. Everyone watched as the colors Dan Shuang mixed became increasingly similar to those tattoos. When painting the patterns, she even preserved the aged, worn feel of old tattoos, making everyone exclaim in amazement.

But what use was painting on paper? They couldn’t just paste paper on wrists – it would blow away in the wind.

Under everyone’s puzzled gaze, Dan Shuang expressionlessly finished painting the white leopard pattern, then stuck the paper on Tie Ci’s wrist and used fire to heat a cloth towel, wrapping it around the paper.

Half a quarter-hour later, she unwrapped the towel and slowly peeled off that layer of paper. On Tie Ci’s wrist, in the same position, remained a white leopard.

Everyone marveled, and someone asked how this was done. Tie Ci smiled: “This is from a respected relative of mine who always loves researching these things. Seeing that current women’s fashion of applying floral yellow and jade ornaments was troublesome and unattractive, she made this instead. Don’t think it’s simple – the pigments and paper all took countless failures to find the most suitable materials. This thing can last at most seven days, and that’s only if you try not to wash with water or touch it, protecting it carefully.”

Someone laughed: “Captain Ye’s respected relative must have great business acumen. Taking this out to sell would surely fetch a good price.”

Tie Ci said: “This is just a trial version, still being refined. In the future, we’ll definitely make money from women – after all, women’s money is easiest to earn.”

Everyone laughed heartily. Those without families said they needed to save money well since women had too many trinkets. Those with families shook their heads and sighed sympathetically.

Feiyu whispered: “Could this be another gadget from your master? Who exactly is your master? One of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors?”

Tie Ci smiled: “Who says capable people must be one of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors? There are hermit sages in the mountains and wilderness. My master’s reputation isn’t loud in the martial world.”

“Speaking of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors,” Feiyu suddenly remembered something, “I seem to recall one of them lives in seclusion around here.”

Tie Ci immediately thought of the note Shadow had given her. When she asked Shadow to investigate the expert beside the Empress Dowager, Shadow had given her several addresses, one of which mentioned Yongping.

She had encountered the Guihaisheng couple on the sea near Yongping and originally thought that was the expert from Yongping, but apparently it wasn’t?

“Which one?”

“Not clear. But I suspect it’s that Wind and Sand Incarnation. The northern lands have much wind and sand, and this area is close to the Hanli Khan Desert.”

That would probably be the legendary Sand God Chen Tuntian, also called Wind Madman. Whether Chen Tuntian was his real name was unknown, but it was known this person used to frequently appear along the Yongping to Western Rong line. Legend said he could summon wind and sand and control sandstorms. His temperament was violent and obsessive with many taboos, revered as a deity by the natives near the Hanli Khan Desert, having his own totem.

Soon Tie Ci saw that on one corpse’s neck was the only human-like totem – a figure entirely shrouded by swirling wind and sand, with only extremely large, pale gray eyes and bronze-like skin visible, lacking any living person’s vitality. She didn’t know if this image resembled Chen Tuntian himself.

She hoped they wouldn’t encounter these old monsters when entering the desert.

Dan Shuang painted the tattoos one by one for everyone to apply themselves. When it was Feiyu’s turn, they couldn’t find where the tattoo was on that corpse.

That Western Rong soldier was the tallest and most suitable to correspond with Feiyu. Dan Shuang searched for a long time, finally focusing on the undergarments that had never been removed.

Feiyu, who could remain unmoved even if Mount Tai collapsed before him, changed expression.

He suddenly stood up, grabbed Tian Wu who was preparing to apply his floral tattoo, and said: “Fat Tiger, want some beef jerky?”

Fat Tiger’s eyes immediately brightened.

Feiyu’s backpack was like a treasure chest, occasionally producing various snacks, but those were exclusively for Tie Ci – others could only watch and drool.

“Then let’s switch people.” Feiyu pulled Fat Tiger over.

Fat Tiger was still confused, instinctively saying: “I’m not as tall as that person, and you’re not as fat as this one…”

Rong Pu suddenly poked his head out: “Fat Tiger, what’s your tattoo?”

“A black eagle.” Fat Tiger casually asked Feiyu, “What’s your tattoo?”

Feiyu didn’t answer, just dragged him: “Come on, switch and I’ll give you beef jerky.”

Fat Tiger realized what was happening and planted his feet firmly: “No, not switching! Everyone chose corpses closest to their own build to impersonate. Switching would expose us, affect the big picture, and get us glared at by Shiba!”

Tie Ci glanced at that corpse, turned it over, and reached out to strip off the guy’s undergarments.

On the lower half, on the skin, a viper with raised head was vividly lifelike.

Everyone: …Hahahahaha.

Feiyu stared at that snake on that butt, apparently very much wanting to dismember this corpse.

Tie Ci suppressed her laughter to comfort him: “It’s still alright. At least it’s not on the front half.”

Feiyu imagined the viper tattooed on the front and his face immediately turned green.

Dan Shuang “very kindly” painted this viper first and handed it to Feiyu.

Feiyu wanted not to accept it, but Tie Ci was watching him.

He knew Tie Ci’s character best – easy to talk to in daily life, but absolutely wouldn’t allow behavior that ignored the bigger picture.

A small sacrifice for this was perfectly acceptable.

Feiyu pitifully took that painted paper and turned to go behind the stone pile. As soon as he left, everyone burst into laughter, with Qi Yuansi laughing most heartily.

It was rare to see this arrogant person suffer, making his whole body feel refreshed.

Tie Ci imagined the scene and couldn’t help but smile, when she saw Feiyu poke his head out from behind the stone pile, calling loudly: “I can’t see the back, need someone to help!”

Colonel Yu started to get up.

Feiyu didn’t even look at him: “Ye Shiba, Ye Ci!”

Colonel Yu said: “Shiba, you go.”

He didn’t think much of it, knowing these two were good friends, all men, nothing inappropriate.

Tie Ci didn’t move: “Colonel, ignore him. Now he’s being picky? What, why won’t you do? Think your hands are too rough?”

Old Yu heard this and thought it made sense – why should men be picky with each other? A mere camp cook being choosy with a colonel?

He turned to shout at Feiyu: “Ye Shiba is busy. What, I’m not good enough?”

“Right, you’re not good enough.”

Men couldn’t stand being told they weren’t good enough. Colonel Yu got serious: “How am I not good enough!”

“Ye Shiba and I are cut-sleeves together. Am I doing that with you? Smelly old man.” Feiyu raised an eyebrow: “Unless you want to substitute? That’s fine, but once you see me, you’re my person. On the bottom, willing or not?”

Colonel Yu: “…”

Tie Ci: …Every word is problematic, can’t even complain!

Colonel Yu was silent for a long while, then tremblingly turned to look at Tie Ci, his eyes full of “Who knew you were this kind of Ye Shiba!”

“Who knew you were the bottom, Ye Shiba!”

“Who knew you were the receiver, Ye Shiba!”

Tie Ci felt blocked by this gaze.

After a long while, he sighed: “Then Captain Ye, you go…”

Tie Ci had no choice but to get up.

She was afraid that if she delayed further, that guy could come up with even more shocking outrageous words.

It wouldn’t be good to frighten Colonel Yu’s innocent heart.

As she walked past Colonel Yu, he looked at her with difficulty. After much hesitation, he finally worked up courage to say: “Captain Ye…”

Tie Ci: “Hm?”

“You’re such an outstanding person.” Colonel Yu said earnestly: “Even if you’re in a cut-sleeve relationship, you shouldn’t put yourself as the bottom one. We men, how can we submit beneath others!”

He felt that Ye Ci had great prospects for the future. For a future general to be beneath a camp cook – what would that look like?

It wasn’t good for military morale either.

Reminding Ye Ci now, there was still time to turn things around.

Tie Ci turned around and said seriously: “Colonel Yu, tell me, would a real top,” she was afraid Colonel Yu wouldn’t understand, so she held up a finger to demonstrate, making Dan Shuang unable to bear watching.

“…would a real top need the bottom to help just to apply a tattoo?!”

Chapter 205: Peacock Displaying
Colonel Yu had an epiphany.

Right.

So delicate and tender.

Throwing a tantrum over the smallest matter.

Wasn’t that the exclusive privilege of wives?

A real man would rather die than ask for help with such things.

He let out a breath of relief, watching Tie Ci stride confidently toward the stone pile.

Although a general sleeping with a male servant still wasn’t great, at least his masculine dignity was preserved, which was also beneficial for the morale of our Da Qian army!

Tie Ci walked behind the stone, her face bearing a smile and her eyes expectant.

She had actually been coveting someone’s figure all along.

That slender waist and narrow hips – walking behind him, she had stolen many glances.

Today was perfectly legitimate – she absolutely had to give him a good pinch.

As a result, just as she turned around, she was pounced upon. The person chuckled against her neck and bit her.

Tie Ci covered her neck, suppressing a cry of surprise. She reached to feel his pants – already properly worn. Angry, she gave him a sharp slap.

The crisp sound made everyone outside, who had been listening with perked ears, shiver.

Wow, what kind of intense play was this?

However, Tie Ci soon emerged from behind the stone pile, clothes neat and expression composed, not even a hint of red on her face.

The kind who could change clothes and immediately receive envoys.

Her gentle yet clear gaze swept over everyone, making each person feel that the wicked thoughts in the depths of their hearts had been seen through. They all shamefully lowered their heads.

Only Dan Shuang curled her lip.

The Crown Princess had this ability – to act lewdly with a straight face while making those who suspected her lewdness feel like they themselves were the lewd ones.

Tie Ci glanced at Feiyu.

Feiyu smiled and untied his belt.

The lower back slightly concave, connected to a clear tailbone, with taut, delicate, smooth skin.

Tie Ci wondered: do men also have back dimples?

How sexy.

Now that slight hollow had a viper tattoo stuck on it, with the lower half of the viper’s body disappearing into the depths of his lower garment.

What should have been an eerie tattoo instead appeared somewhat mysteriously alluring because of this excellent physique.

A seductive demon.

The Crown Princess felt her throat go a bit dry.

She quickly coughed and turned to flee.

Leaving Feiyu with a satisfied smile as he slowly put his clothes back on.

At this time everyone had finished their disguises and followed the prisoner into the mountain crevice.

During the disguise process, they had kept that person’s eyes and ears covered, not letting him hear or see anything.

Not knowing how Feiyu had tortured him, the man was still alive and could walk, just with a pale complexion and strange walking posture. Escorted by two soldiers, he slowly walked toward the mountain pass ahead.

Tie Ci had the remaining soldiers take the old woman and child back to report the situation to Di Yiwei and notify the camp to prepare early.

The mountain pass where the Western Rong soldiers had entered was already half buried. The Western Rong soldier leading the way stumbled crookedly into a crevice.

Just as Tie Ci and the others were about to follow, the child who was about to be taken away suddenly rushed out, pointing at the crevice and shouting “ah ah ah” for a long time. Colonel Yu listened carefully to his mixture of local dialect and half-official language for a while, then said solemnly: “He says this road is a dead end, leading to a deep pit. This Western Rong barbarian has ill intentions.”

Tie Ci immediately looked back at the Western Rong man and indeed saw his pale face turn even whiter.

He actually had backbone – wanting to die together with them.

Feiyu leisurely strolled over and immediately gripped his throat.

The man rolled his eyes, his hands clawing futilely.

The child was still crying out. Colonel Yu said: “He says he’s familiar with all the roads in these mountains. He’s seen where these Western Rong barbarians come from. If the Western Rong barbarians can pass through, so can he. He’ll guide us, just asking that we support his grandmother, let him become a soldier, and let him eat his fill.”

Di Yiwei probably wouldn’t want such a small soldier, but seeing the child’s tenacity and agility, Tie Ci felt he was promising material. She immediately said: “I can’t guarantee whether you’ll become a soldier or not. I can’t guarantee how your whole life will go, but I can guarantee you won’t go hungry again, and your grandmother will live peacefully until old age.”

The child then ran over, slipping into the mountain forest like a loach.

Feiyu casually threw the last Western Rong soldier, who fell silently to the ground.

Ahead, Tie Ci and the others had already followed the child.

Just as Feiyu was about to leave, Mu Si came climbing over piles of mountain rocks, running toward him.

Feiyu stopped.

Although the three master and servants had all temporarily resigned their positions, Zhao San and Mu Si hadn’t traveled the same route as Feiyu, and Tie Ci didn’t ask about this either.

Mu Si rushed over and whispered a few words in Feiyu’s ear.

Feiyu raised an eyebrow.

Mu Si’s gaze passed over him to look at the backs of Tie Ci and Dan Shuang ahead, saying softly: “Young Master, the opportunity is rare…”

Suddenly Tie Ci and Dan Shuang both turned back to look this way.

Mu Si paused, his tongue suddenly tangling as he babbled: “…but it’s not absolutely necessary. Perhaps you should think it over more carefully…”

Feiyu stared at him, saying ominously: “Yes, maybe Miss Dan Shuang is waiting for you. Why don’t you hurry and catch up?”

Mu Si: “…Ah yes… ah no… you’re teasing me!”

“I’m teasing you, you lust-addled fool.”

“You talk as if you’re perfectly virtuous,” Mu Si retorted. “Oh no, you probably dream of Ye Ci sitting in your embrace, right? But she won’t even sit there, and I can see you’re dying of anxiety.”

Feiyu chuckled, spread his arms wide, and spun in a circle before him.

The fan at his waist swayed open.

Mu Si was baffled.

Peacock displaying?

Seeing he didn’t get it, the peacock simply thrust his hip forward.

The fan hit Mu Si, and with a “cha” sound, a fan rib shot out. If Mu Si hadn’t dodged quickly, he would never have been able to marry anyone in this lifetime.

Mu Si caught the fan rib and examined it carefully, his expression changing slightly: “Abyssal iron?”

Feiyu looked at him with a smile: “Guess who gave me this fan?”

Mu Si: “I don’t know.”

Feiyu: “Guess! Aren’t you always so clever?”

“No.” Mu Si said expressionlessly, “I’m lust-addled and know nothing.”

Feiyu inserted the fan rib back in place and chuckled: “Fine, fine, I understand your jealousy turning to hatred. After all, you still haven’t received any gifts from any girl.”

Mu Si was hit where it hurt and walked to one side with an ashen face, not wanting to deal with this shameless person anymore.

However, Murong Yi tossed something over: “Catch it.”

Mu Si didn’t want to catch it, but his hands didn’t obey.

“Leftover scraps, made something for you to play with.”

The object landed in his palm – just an iron ring made of abyssal iron with a slightly protruding spike inside. When Mu Si touched it, there was a “click” sound, and the spiked small section of the ring flipped over, putting the spike on the outer ring.

Mu Si couldn’t understand this design, only finding it ugly and useless. Such a small spike couldn’t be used as a weapon – was it just for playing with?

For his woman, he carefully designed protective armor, but for him, he just used such an ugly thing to brush him off.

Besides, he naturally had abyssal iron weapons – what use was this chicken rib-like thing?

He raised his hand to toss it back: “Don’t hurt my eyes with such an ugly thing!”

Feiyu tossed it back: “A master’s gift cannot be refused. Not only can’t you refuse it, you must wear this hair crown every day to prove your loyalty to me.”

This thing was actually a hair crown? Would wearing it cause nightmares?

Mu Si rolled his eyes skyward, walked away a few steps, and still put it on with disgust on his face.

Over there, Tie Ci stopped to look at the master and servant pair, vaguely feeling that something was about to happen.

Feiyu met her gaze and his heart softened. He said to Mu Si: “Let the eldest prince patrol the border as he will. Let’s spare him for now. I can go from Western Rong through Liaodong too.”

Mu Si rolled his eyes, thinking to himself: is that the same thing? Such a huge detour!

It was with great difficulty that, due to Western Rong’s unusual activity, the king worried about unrest at the Liaodong border and sent the eldest prince to inspect. The eldest prince hadn’t yet made contact with the Liaodong border troops. There was a stretch of road close to the Western Rong and Da Qian borders that was quite desolate. An assassination there could be blamed on Da Qian or Western Rong – truly a heaven-sent opportunity.

Yet this person was planning to let it go so lightly.

The eldest prince was different from the second, fourth, and others. He had always seen himself as the heir to the throne, living reclusively as a precious son who shouldn’t risk danger, rarely venturing out, and when he did, he was surrounded by attendants like clouds.

He also didn’t casually make friends, and wouldn’t leave Ruzhou without royal command.

Whether approaching through his daily relationships or his movements, it was very difficult to find opportunities.

Compared to the greedy second prince, the rash fourth prince, and the gambling-addicted eleventh prince, the eldest prince was the most difficult to deal with and most capable.

In the past, no matter how big the matter, Murong Yi would never give up such an opportunity.

After all, delays could lead to complications.

Mu Si frowned, thinking that such changes in his master might not be good for him.

However, when he turned to glance at Dan Shuang, that girl like ice and snow in the crowd, his heart also softened.

Suddenly he understood his young master.

He sighed softly, indicating to Feiyu that he would continue following from afar with Zhao San, responsible for information transmission, and would look for another opportunity later.

After he had walked far away, he suddenly slapped his forehead and cursed his bad memory.

How could he forget to tell him about the successful cancellation of the engagement!

Previously, he had been accompanying the young master in the military camp where communication was inconvenient. After the young master left the camp, he and Zhao San found the hidden contact responsible for liaison messages nearby and learned that the court had agreed to Prince Da’an’s request to dissolve the engagement.

This was good news, but he later forgot about it when he heard news about the eldest prince.

Additionally, the person responsible for transmitting messages also said that people from the capital had sent messages saying they were returning. The Embroidered Guards’ message transmission was numbered, and the numbering on the new message showed that another one had been sent previously, but Mu Si had no recollection of it.

He hadn’t heard the young master mention it either.

Could it have been lost en route?

That group from the capital had gone to assassinate the Crown Princess and investigate Ye Shiba. They couldn’t return without orders – returning could only mean there was no need to remain on that front.

Was it because they felt that since the engagement was dissolved, there was no need to assassinate the Crown Princess, so they returned on their own?

But that would still require the young master’s orders.

Mu Si couldn’t figure it out. Now in Yongping, far from the interior, there was no way to investigate immediately. He could only attend to his own affairs first, closely tracking the eldest prince’s movements to find another opportunity to strike.

Feiyu watched him disappear behind the rock pile, then looked up toward the west.

Perhaps not far away on the ancient road, at the junction of desert and grassland, the eldest prince’s convoy was slowly advancing.

Suddenly he met Tie Ci’s gaze looking back at him.

That gaze held no questions, but there was a hint of worry.

This made his heart warm, and the boiling emotions in his heart were suddenly suppressed as he quickly caught up with her.

Tie Ci didn’t ask many questions either. Ahead was a very narrow path with loose stones constantly falling from the mountain walls on all sides. There were traces of artificial excavation on both sides, and occasionally they could see corpses of Western Rong soldiers killed by falling rocks.

Tie Ci watched the child ahead leaping skillfully like a monkey and felt a strange sensation.

For a moment she couldn’t figure out what was strange about it.

Behind her came the sound of stumbling. She turned back and saw Rong Pu supporting himself against the cliff wall, his face somewhat pale.

Seeing her look back, he immediately straightened up composedly and said to Yang Yixiu beside him: “Watch how you walk, don’t bump into me.”

Yang Yixiu: “???”

Did I bump into you?

Tie Ci glanced around and said softly: “How about I carry you?”

It wasn’t that she didn’t know to avoid suspicion, but this path was really difficult to walk, and besides her and Feiyu, no one else could carry someone while walking here.

Having Feiyu carry him was absolutely impossible – with deep pits just a few steps away, Feiyu would definitely throw the person into a pit while carrying him.

Rong Pu’s eyes flashed with what seemed like delight, and he immediately supported himself against the cliff wall again, saying with difficulty: “Then I’ll trouble you…”

Before he finished speaking, Feiyu nonchalantly suddenly inserted himself between the two, raised his hand to rest on Rong Pu’s shoulder, and said affectionately: “Pu’er, what are you saying? Are you tired? If you’re tired, I can carry you. We’re men – we can’t hold back the team.”

Rong Pu raised his hand, pinched Feiyu’s fingertips, and gently put them back in place, smiling: “Thank you, but please don’t be too intimate, lest people see and suspect you of being a cut-sleeve. It doesn’t matter if they suspect you, but it would be too unfair if they suspected me. After all, I’ve always been a proper man.”

Feiyu’s eyes flashed.

The two looked at each other as if sparks flew.

After a moment, Rong Wei laughed heartily and walked over.

Rong Pu straightened up and like magic pulled out something resembling an umbrella from his backpack, using it as a walking stick and walking steadily.

Tie Ci: “…”

Why didn’t you take it out earlier?

Did you have to have this Asura field scene before giving up?

She was too lazy to deal with these two anymore and left them to walk ahead by herself. Above the narrow path, tree shade blocked the sun, making the light very dim, and mist had begun to rise faintly in the forest.

She walked at the very front, having Feiyu walk at the very back, guarding front and rear.

The child’s figure was bouncing up and down ahead. Having eaten his fill, he seemed very energetic in these mountains. When a large pit appeared ahead, he didn’t climb down but took a running start and leaped across it.

Tie Ci praised him.

This pit was nothing to her, but for that child, this leap was quite remarkable.

He was excellent material with great potential.

Tie Ci was moved by talent and wondered whether to recruit this child into the Nine Guards when they returned.

She also took a few running steps and leaped over the large pit. With her extraordinary abilities, after a brief running start, she moved like riding clouds and mist, continuing far beyond the large pit with her body still moving forward.

Then she looked up and suddenly couldn’t see the child in the misty fog!

Startled, she instinctively looked around in all directions and didn’t pay attention to her feet.

Her feet were also shrouded in thick fog, making it impossible to see clearly for a moment.

Suddenly sensing danger, she instinctively stopped and leaned backward.

Her boots stepped on rotten leaves and dry branches, making a “hiss” sound as they slid in a straight line before barely stopping.

The fog was broken by her movement, revealing emptiness ahead.

In front of her was actually a cliff!

Looking more carefully, this cliff wasn’t deep or wide, but the bottom was full of jagged rocks – falling down would definitely be bad.

In the situation just now, there was a large pit before the cliff. The large pit made people take a running start, and if they couldn’t stop after running over and the fog rose, they could easily fall down!

Had that child fallen down?

Tie Ci looked down. She didn’t see anything, then looked up and suddenly saw the child jumping up and down on the opposite cliff.

He seemed very anxious, constantly gesturing.

Tie Ci remembered that Colonel Yu had instructed him earlier not to make sounds, lest other Western Rong teams hear from afar and ambush them. The terrain here was unfamiliar to them, making it easy for accidents to happen.

But in such a deadly place, still not making sounds…

This child was a bit single-minded.

At this time, there were continuous footsteps behind her. The soldiers behind were all young people who, seeing Tie Ci’s large strides looking graceful and dashing, imitated her one by one, taking running starts to leap over pits and charge forward.

Tie Ci called out in a low voice: “Stop, there’s a…” Before she could finish, Tian Wu had already charged over from behind.

This big guy was heavy and charged over like an elephant thundering in a mad rush. Even if she shouted for him to brake now, it would be too late.

Tie Ci suddenly half-knelt on the ground. With a “zheng” sound, the jade brush at her waist shot out and embedded in the ground in front of her. Tie Ci gripped the jade brush tightly with her hands, knees against the ground, body leaning forward, her back at an angle, head slightly lowered.

With a “bang,” Tian Wu crashed into her back.

Tie Ci was pressed so that her whole body bent forward, but then she turned sideways and reached back with one hand, pulling Tian Wu’s massive body so that he flipped over her back and landed on the ground beside her.

At the same time, Tie Ci shouted: “Everyone stop, there’s a cliff, don’t take running starts!”

A soldier behind charged over but was blocked by Tian Wu. The soldiers Da Wu and Xiao Wu behind finally managed to stop.

After everyone came over, they all stared at the short cliff in amazement.

The child pointed to the cliff face, and only then did everyone discover there were old vines on the cliff. The child had used the old vines to swing across.

Just as everyone was about to do the same, Feiyu came over, checked the old vines, added another one, and then let everyone swing across.

This time Feiyu went first, with Tie Ci last, and she inconspicuously held Rong Pu behind her.

Rong Pu lowered his eyes, also hiding behind her to avoid being discovered by Feiyu, quietly waiting.

Tie Ci suddenly felt somewhat between laughter and tears.

This situation was exactly like seeing concubines competing for favor when she was little.

At that time, she vaguely remembered Father Emperor seeming troubled but secretly pleased.

Now she just found it ridiculous.

Actually, why did Feiyu need to guard against rivals like guarding against floods?

Father Emperor could have three palaces and six courtyards, but she could only have one National Father.

Having great power and an indulgent harem wasn’t impossible, but she felt that one man was already like five hundred ducks – annoying enough. Why look for more trouble?

Looking at Feiyu’s behavior, if she really had three palaces and six courtyards, there would definitely be corpses everywhere in the end.

Who could be his match?

After most people had crossed, she casually picked up Rong Pu and swung across.

When Feiyu looked up and saw this, his face immediately darkened.

What was worse was that this green tea Rong Pu, swinging in mid-air for just that brief moment, immediately opened the umbrella in his hand.

That light blue umbrella seemed specially made, opening like a blue flower among the green cliffs. He and she with their clothes and ribbons flowing in the wind, gracefully glided across together.

It was truly a beautiful and well-matched scene.

Everyone who had already crossed the cliff cheered.

Except for Feiyu.

Chapter 206: You’ve Been Marriage-Scammed
He watched with a half-smile, and Tie Ci worried that if she weren’t also on the vine, this person would definitely cut the vine with a sharp snap immediately. After her feet touched solid ground, Rong Pu thanked her. She only smiled and said, “Comrades-in-arms, it’s only right.”

Her frank yet distinctly distanced words made Feiyu’s expression slightly better.

After Tie Ci steadied herself, she looked toward that child.

The child’s face flushed red as he stammered to Captain Yu, “…I didn’t know he would rush so fast, I didn’t have time to shout…”

Captain Yu said understandingly, “That’s true, we can’t even see Colonel Ye’s qinggong shadow.”

Tie Ci said nothing and gestured for everyone to continue on their way. The path ahead showed no more cliffs, and the closer they got to the Western Rong side, the more organized areas they encountered. This seemed to be from some minor earthquake that had split open a crack in the mountain. After being weathered by mountain winds, rain, and snow, the fissure grew larger and larger. When the Western Rong side discovered it, they simply took the opportunity to excavate a passage.

As Tie Ci walked along, she felt somewhat relieved. From the current state of this passage, it would be impossible for a large army to pass through in the short term.

They could only cross in batches. Once a large army was stretched out along this narrow, winding road, as long as this side was prepared, they could set traps almost everywhere to defeat them section by section.

That evening, everyone rested in the mountain forest. The child said that because everyone had traveled quickly, they should be able to emerge from the mountains tomorrow.

Tie Ci discussed with Captain Yu and chose a slightly more open area beside a small stream. Although the vegetation behind was rather dense, there was a small cave where they could rest, allowing those with less physical strength to sleep peacefully.

They didn’t choose to camp against the mountain, fearing falling rocks might tumble down at any time.

After a tense day of marching, with the evening bringing deep mountains, dense forests, tiger roars, and ape calls, no one could relax. They all gathered around the campfire, silently warming themselves.

Feiyu took Tian Wu, Yang Yixiu, Da Wu, and Xiao Wu hunting. Tie Ci gestured for Dan Shuang to tidy up that small cave for Rong Pu to sleep in.

After all, Rong Pu hadn’t even brought a servant to show his determination.

Today, a soldier had eaten the wrong wild berries and was vomiting and having diarrhea. It was Rong Pu who solved the problem.

Dan Shuang had a proud temperament and usually served no one except the Crown Princess and His Majesty. Tie Ci was somewhat worried she might be unwilling, but unexpectedly, she went without a word. She lit a fire in the cave, heated the ground, then moved it aside, broke many branches and gathered thatch grass, laying a thick layer.

As she busied herself inside and out, Tie Ci smiled and gave her a meaningful look. Dan Shuang lifted her chin and said, “The future National Father still deserves some courtesy.”

Tie Ci looked at her in surprise.

Wait, although she and Feiyu hadn’t made everything completely clear and hadn’t discussed the future, Dan Shuang had been by her side and knew their relationship best. How could she not approve?

Dan Shuang said quietly, “At least this person’s identity is clear, and he’s completely sincere toward you. The Rong family is the Rong family, and he is himself. If you reject him just because of the Rong family, I’m afraid you’ll miss someone who truly treats you well.”

Tie Ci fell silent, then after a long moment said, “What, you think Feiyu doesn’t treat me well?”

“He’s saved you many times, I believe he wouldn’t harm you. But someone who must hide even his identity—what kind of good person could he be?”

“You’re contradicting yourself.” Tie Ci pointed at her. “Haven’t we also not been honest about our identities with him?”

“That’s because your identity is too sensitive! And besides, you hadn’t broken off the engagement before.” Dan Shuang said, “You didn’t intentionally conceal it. Now that the engagement is broken, are you planning to tell him?”

“I’ve wanted to tell him several times, but always got interrupted. Look at all these people, and we’re crossing mountains.” Tie Ci gestured with her mouth. “It’s really not a good opportunity for romantic conversations and mutual confessions. Forget it, let’s wait until this matter is settled.”

Dan Shuang stared into her eyes and said, “I think you’re somewhat afraid.”

Tie Ci laughed heartily and turned her head.

This girl could be obtuse sometimes, yet other times incredibly sharp.

She wasn’t just “somewhat” afraid.

Afraid that the Crown Princess identity was too sensitive, afraid that in the end their positions would be opposing.

Dan Shuang said quietly behind her, “You’re afraid because of your identity. But why doesn’t he speak either? Things have come this far. Is it because his identity is also special, and he’s also afraid that once it’s revealed, you two won’t have a future either?”

Tie Ci fell silent again, then said, “Perhaps he also feels now isn’t the right opportunity and wants to find some dark, windy night to tell me.”

Dan Shuang snorted, “Then what? While committing murder and arson?”

Tie Ci chuckled, “I never realized you were such a pessimist. Maybe he’s the son of one of my loyal subjects?”

Dan Shuang said coldly, “I’ve never heard of any loyal subjects of the Great Qian Dynasty among the Liaodong people.”

“Who says so? The Prince of Liaodong is utterly loyal, a pillar of the nation…” Tie Ci said halfway, then suddenly stopped.

Dan Shuang looked at her puzzled.

Tie Ci said slowly, “Tell me, he couldn’t be one of the Prince of Liaodong’s sons, could he?”

Dan Shuang seemed to understand, “Could it be he already has a wife at home? I heard the first few sons of the Prince of Liaodong have all married and had children! Your Highness, you’ve been marriage-scammed!”

“What sons does the Prince of Liaodong have again?” Tie Ci asked her blankly. “The palace does have records. But the Empress Dowager guards against me like guarding against a thief. The archives containing the secrets and family records of various ministers and princes are all kept under the Ceremonial Directorate’s control. Especially for important regional princes like the Prince of Liaodong—she’s afraid I might collude with them to rebel, so she won’t let me touch them at all. I don’t even know what his sons are called.”

Master had helped her gather information before, but it was generally focused on important court officials. For Liaodong, she only knew some information about the power players there.

She knew more about Qiu Wujiu than about that pile of princes in Liaodong.

The two stared at each other with wide eyes for a long moment, then Tie Ci suddenly stood up, “Why guess? Just go ask directly!”

But Feiyu hadn’t returned from hunting yet.

Rong Pu suddenly poked his head out of the cave and called to her.

Tie Ci thought he was feeling unwell and quickly walked over. Rong Pu gestured for her to come into the cave to talk.

In the distance, Qi Yuansi peeked out, stared at the cave entrance lost in thought, then turned his head away.

Tie Ci entered. The cave was small, so it was warmed cozily by the fire. Rong Pu had spread his cloak against the opposite wall as a cushion, gesturing for her to sit.

Tie Ci sat down accordingly. As soon as she sat, Rong Pu came to remove her boots.

Tie Ci quickly pulled her feet back, saying, “What are you doing?”

“Wet and stiff—isn’t it uncomfortable?” Rong Pu pointed at her boots.

To disguise herself as a Western Rong soldier, Tie Ci had found a soldier with smaller feet and put on his dirty boots. She had wrapped several layers of socks and stuffed them with grass, barely managing to walk. But after a day of wading through water and climbing mountains, the boots had gotten wet then dry then wet again, and were now damp, heavy, and sticky—extremely uncomfortable.

She thought about it, then took off the boots herself and peeled away the wet socks layer by layer, drying them by the fire. She went to the small stream by the cave to wash her feet.

While washing her feet, she picked up a piece of wood. With a press of her jade brush, the flat blade popped out like a small knife. She carved the wood into a wooden bowl and filled it with water from upstream to bring to Rong Pu.

When she returned to the cave, Rong Pu produced a pair of thick wool socks like magic, smiling, “New ones, never worn.”

Tie Ci, who could even wear the stinking boots of Western Rong soldiers, hardly cared about such things. She smiled, thanked him, and accepted them.

Rong Pu had already warmed the socks by the fire, so they were toasty when she put them on. Tie Ci sighed comfortably and stretched her legs against the cave wall.

This posture would only seem improper when done by other women, but when she did it, it only seemed casual and elegant.

Rong Pu watched without blinking.

Tie Ci tilted her head slightly, saw the bowl of water, picked it up and handed it to Rong Pu, saying, “I carved you a bowl on the spot. I was afraid you weren’t used to drinking from the stream.”

Rong Pu said, “If you can endure such hardships, how could I mind drinking from a stream?”

But he didn’t take the bowl.

Tie Ci pushed the bowl toward him again, thinking: Does this guy want it heated before drinking?

Then she heard him say, “Actually, I don’t want you to make this bowl.”

Tie Ci: “?”

Then she saw Rong Pu staring at her hands, saying earnestly, “How much easier it would be to just cup your hands and bring it to me to drink.”

Tie Ci: …Will you die if you don’t take every opportunity to flirt?

She pulled back her hand, brought the wooden bowl to her lips, and drank all the water in one gulp.

Rong Pu wasn’t angry either, and said methodically, “I accidentally overheard some of your conversation with Dan Shuang just now.”

Tie Ci chuckled internally.

We spoke very carefully, keeping our distance from your cave. You must have been pressed against the wall to “accidentally” overhear.

Too lazy to call him out, she waited to see what tricks he’d pull.

“Speaking of which, since you’re acquainted with Rong Wei, are you planning to have a frank talk with me?”

Chapter 207: Madman
“Whether to be honest about his identity should be his own choice. I can’t overstep and make that decision for him. Perhaps he feels the time hasn’t come yet?” Rong Pu smiled slightly. “However, it might not be as you guessed.”

“He’s not the son of the Prince of Liaodong?”

“He is indeed a descendant of Liaodong’s wealthy elite.” Rong Pu said, “A commercial magnate family that has operated for generations with vast wealth. They have countless estates, shops, and villas throughout Great Qian. The princes of Liaodong are tightly controlled by Prince Ding’an and live on monthly allowances—none of them are as wealthy as he is.”

Tie Ci let out a sigh of relief.

Rong Pu cared about his image in front of her and wouldn’t lie to her.

Rong Pu smiled slightly.

Not a single word was false.

A grandson was also a descendant.

“However, he should already have a fiancée at home.” Rong Pu said gently, “This might be why he hasn’t promptly revealed his identity to you. But after all this time without breaking the engagement, I find it puzzling too.”

This statement was also truthful.

The engagement with the Crown Princess had just been broken, but he had already found ways to have people whisper in Prince Ding’an’s ear about arranging another good match for the eighteenth young master of the Murong family.

After all, since Prince Ding’an had returned to Liaodong last time, his impression of the eighteenth young master had improved. After helping him break the imperial engagement, it would be natural to arrange another marriage as well.

Though he hadn’t heard news yet, it should be about ready.

Thinking of how Murong Yi had celebrated throughout the venue and treated everyone when the engagement was dissolved for Tie Ci’s sake, he smiled slightly.

Let me help you choose another worthy wife—definitely someone with power and influence, making it difficult for you to break a second engagement.

You’re welcome.

The boots had dried, and Tie Ci lowered her head to put them on, not letting Rong Pu see her expression.

Although she was always good at controlling her emotions and probably wouldn’t reveal any inappropriate expressions, she simply didn’t want him to look at her right now.

She didn’t entirely believe Rong Pu’s words, knowing his green tea attributes after all.

In the arena of love, Rong Pu wouldn’t help Rong Wei one bit.

Still, his words had some reference value and confirmed her inner doubts.

There was always a reason for not wanting to speak. Excluding identity restrictions, only this kind of reason remained.

Perhaps there were other reasons, perhaps Rong Wei simply had such a careless nature, perhaps Rong Wei was testing her to see who would speak honestly first. But regardless, her earlier impulse to immediately go and ask had quietly dissipated.

Dan Shuang had been guarding the cave entrance and eavesdropping. Now she suddenly stood up and walked away huffily.

Just then, Feiyu returned from hunting. Seeing Dan Shuang approach, he handed her a plump wild rabbit with great authority, saying, “Good maid, go clean this properly. I want to personally make spicy stir-fried rabbit for your mistress!”

Dan Shuang lowered her eyelids, glanced at the rabbit, and snorted through her nose, “Aren’t you good at flattering people? Go do it yourself!” She flicked her hand and left.

She had been respectful to Feiyu before, so he never expected to suddenly receive such a cold shoulder. He stared at her retreating figure in bewilderment, murmuring, “What’s wrong with this maid? Didn’t Mu Si cure her?”

Hearing this, Dan Shuang became even angrier. She turned back and said coldly, “Birds of a feather—thinking you can fool us master and servant!”

Feiyu watched her leave, cold as ice yet fiery as chili peppers. He hefted the rabbit, then glanced around and noticed Tie Ci wasn’t among the group. Looking again, he didn’t see Rong Pu either. His expression immediately darkened.

His silent, cold-faced appearance was quite intimidating—so intimidating that Da Wu seemed to hear sounds of slaughter again and quickly pressed himself against the wall. When his gaze turned to Yang Yixiu, Yang Yixiu immediately pointed toward that cave.

Feiyu strode toward the cave but didn’t enter immediately. He heard Rong Pu chattering inside to Tie Ci: “Just lie down and sleep for a while, I’ll keep watch. Dinner isn’t ready yet, so it’s perfect for resting. I know you’ll insist on taking the night watch again later…”

Feiyu expected Tie Ci to refuse and curled his lips in a disdainful smile, waiting quietly at the cave entrance.

Inside, Tie Ci indeed felt tired. Emotional ups and downs were exhausting, and she had insisted on taking the second half of the night watch last night out of concern for safety. At this moment, hearing Rong Pu’s gentle murmuring and smelling the faint medicinal fragrance in the cave, drowsiness suddenly overcame her. Thinking this time period wasn’t particularly dangerous, she hummed in agreement and said it was fine.

When drowsy, people’s speech becomes particularly soft and sweet. Outside the cave, Feiyu only heard Tie Ci’s gentle agreement from within, followed by the sound of a body settling onto the branches.

He stood outside the cave in shock.

What had happened during the time he was hunting?

Had someone really been so bold as to take advantage and steal his prize?

A man and woman alone together, away from the group in a cave, and she just went to sleep like that?

Feiyu glanced over and saw Dan Shuang giving him a challenging cold smile before turning and walking away.

Little flames immediately whooshed up inside him.

However, he still didn’t enter the cave immediately.

He thought for a moment, picked up his fan, flicked out a fan bone, bent down, and stabbed it into his own calf.

Blood immediately gushed out.

Tian Wu and Qi Yuansi were holding game, preparing to go to the stream to skin and wash it, when they saw this operation and froze in shock.

Thud —the game fell to the ground.

Their companions all turned to look, then all stood stunned.

What was this about?

Had he gone mad?

Qi Yuansi had been paying attention to the movements in the cave. Seeing Feiyu return and stand before the cave with changing expressions, he had felt somewhat satisfied. But now he felt like he’d been awakened from a dream and suddenly stepped back, then stepped back again.

Did big shots pursue women with such literal bloodshed too?

He seemed unable to play this game…

Feiyu calmly pulled out the fan bone and wiped the blood clean on Qi Yuansi’s chest clothing.

Qi Yuansi didn’t move.

The cold fan bone in Feiyu’s hand moved slightly upward, pressing against his throat.

Qi Yuansi’s throat moved slightly, and his entire neck instantly broke out in goosebumps.

He could feel the bone-chilling cold of the fan bone penetrating straight into his throat.

He could feel Feiyu’s deep, cold eyes staring at his vital point like a venomous snake.

He had never imagined that Feiyu, who usually seemed carefree and laughing, could have such murderous intent—like a madman.

Qi Yuansi felt quite wronged.

What did Rong Pu’s wall-digging have to do with him? How did he end up being the target of Feiyu’s displaced anger?

But deep down, he knew this threat wasn’t entirely unjust. Those vague feelings of unwillingness and longing hidden in his heart were like embers in a furnace—unnoticed by others but never extinguished, burning quietly.

He thought no one had noticed, but before truly intelligent people, even subtle changes in one’s gaze were answers.

Feiyu stared into his eyes, curled his lips, and patted the fan bone coldly against his Adam’s apple.

Then he let go.

Did he think he didn’t know about those crooked thoughts?

He just hadn’t been interested in dealing with this gloomy little ghost.

But just now, he suddenly understood.

No matter how small the beginning, how ridiculous the desire, anything that shouldn’t happen should be extinguished at the first opportunity.

Acting now was still in time.

He smiled and swept a glance at Qi Yuansi.

The first time was a warning; the second time would be murder.

Qi Yuansi understood his meaning and didn’t dare meet his gaze. It wasn’t entirely due to pressure, but also shame from having his inner thoughts seen through.

He stepped back. Tian Wu still stood there stupidly. Feiyu pointed at the mountain, then at his own calf, then at the game, addressing him and the others behind him who were staring foolishly.

Little idiots.

Your master went hunting in the mountains, fought bravely regardless of danger, and accidentally injured his leg. Understand?

Everyone nodded mechanically.

Under—stood.

You really know how to play.

The commotion outside alerted Tie Ci. Despite Rong Pu’s attempts to stop her, she got up and poked her head out. She immediately saw Feiyu and was about to put on a calm expression when she suddenly noticed his blood-stained calf.

She stepped out of the cave in one stride. “What happened!”

Feiyu leaned against the cave entrance, not even glancing inside. He coughed lightly and said, “Nothing, just got poked by a tree branch.” He hefted the rabbit in his hand. “How do you want to eat it? Roasted rabbit or stir-fried rabbit?”

“With your abilities, how could you get such an injury?” Tie Ci brushed aside the rabbit and crouched down to examine his wound. The wound was narrow and deep, truly looking like it had been poked by a thick branch.

“Fat Tiger accidentally stepped on a trap, and I got poked while saving him.” Feiyu answered matter-of-factly.

Fat Tiger: …Did I?!

Yang Yixiu patted his shoulder sympathetically.

Look, bad people all had the same tune.

Tie Ci glanced at Fat Tiger, but Feiyu moved his body, perfectly blocking her line of sight.

“How do you want the rabbit cooked?”

“Forget about the rabbit. Come in, let me bandage this for you. The wound is deep—if not properly treated, it could easily get infected.”

Feiyu immediately threw the rabbit to Fat Tiger as hush money and happily followed Tie Ci into the cave.

The cave was already small, and with the tall Feiyu entering, it became difficult even to turn around. Once inside, Feiyu unceremoniously sat down on the prepared pile of dry grass, saying, “I’m the injured party, so I won’t be polite.”

Rong Pu smiled as if he didn’t mind and said to Tie Ci, “Come out for dinner later, let me show you my cooking skills.” Then he left.

Feiyu stared at his retreating figure with a dark expression.

This pervasive pest.

Chapter 208: Dilemma
He pondered there gloomily while Tie Ci busied herself bringing him water, finding medicine, looking for clean cloth. Watching her bustling figure, Feiyu’s lips slowly curved upward.

Touching his wound with satisfaction, he thought this stab wound wasn’t a loss. Otherwise, given the earlier situation, this person would have put on her gracious face for several more days.

He didn’t like Ye Ci’s usual magnanimous and composed manner—friendly with everyone but actually maintaining distance from all. If she treated him that way, his heart would feel empty and lost.

After Tie Ci finished bustling around, she finally sat down, tore open his pants leg to examine the wound carefully, and frowned.

She glanced at Feiyu, who was lost in thought with a smile that looked increasingly irritating.

Irritating or not, looking at that deep wound, she sighed inwardly and still took out wound medicine to apply to it, then gave it a hard pat.

Feiyu was caught off guard and yelped.

Tie Ci said expressionlessly, “Does it hurt? How come you didn’t feel pain when you stabbed yourself?”

Feiyu’s expression didn’t change. “What?”

Tie Ci sneered.

Pretend, go ahead and pretend.

I personally sharpened each of those fan bones—how could I not know what kind of wound they would make?

“I’m giving you face by not exposing you publicly.” Tie Ci smiled. “Now, get out. I want to sleep.”

“I won’t.” Feiyu grabbed her hand. “Just now, when I wasn’t here, what did that scoundrel Rong Pu instigate again?”

“Nothing.” Tie Ci said flatly. “You should know that if one is truly beyond reproach, then no amount of instigation works.”

“But that first requires mutual trust.” Feiyu said. “Do you trust me?”

Tie Ci was silent for a while.

Then she said, “I trust you. I trust you more than anyone. I believe that no matter when or where, you would never harm me. Just as I would never harm you.”

Feiyu had just begun to smile when he heard her continue, “But you don’t seem to trust me that much. When I was in the cave with Rong Pu, with so many people outside, what were you thinking that required self-harm? Your extreme and vicious behavior will eventually make me discount my trust in you.”

Feiyu raised an eyebrow. “Why would I harm myself? Because just now, when you looked at me in that cave, I suddenly felt that if I didn’t find a way to get close to you now and speak openly, perhaps you would grow more and more distant from me.” He gripped her hand tightly, with such force that he seemed to want to merge her into his palm. “Tell me, is that how it is?”

Tie Ci stared into his eyes. He had the most beautiful eyes in the world, the most ruthless heart, the most profound thoughts, and what made her unable to let go—the faint loneliness and bewilderment in his eyes.

He was powerful and beautiful, intelligent and fierce, but many times he made her feel he was still that child crying alone on the snowy plains, struggling desperately in the ice cave.

Covered in frost and snow, holding broken fingers while looking around at the vast emptiness, with no relatives in sight.

Such loneliness and desolation penetrated to the bone, buried deep in his heart with that ice and snow. From then on, he no longer empathized with the mundane world and human affairs. Though surrounded by glory in the capital, his heart walked alone.

Having received too little, so he would use any means to grasp even a little.

Possessing too little, so he couldn’t bear to lose even a bit.

Unfortunate people spend their whole lives healing their childhood.

Her heart gradually softened under his gaze that was both pure and mad.

Suddenly she felt calm.

Calmly she said, “Rong Pu said you inherited a huge family fortune from your ancestors, making you quite wealthy. He said you already have a fiancée.”

“I’ve already asked my father, and he’s gone to break the engagement for me!” Feiyu said. “That was my parents’ arrangement—I never intended to honor it. In fact, after meeting you, I sent people to kill her.”

Tie Ci said in shock, “How can your values be so twisted? If you don’t want the engagement, just break it—why must you kill someone?”

“Because her family has considerable power and bullies others relying on their influence. It would be difficult to break the contract easily, so I thought it might be better to just kill her.” Feiyu said. “If you find it displeasing, I’ll spare her.”

Tie Ci said, “Is the woman’s family from Liaodong elite circles? Acting so tyrannically?”

“Even more tyrannical than you imagine.” Feiyu pondered for a moment. “Actually…”

His words were interrupted by shouts from outside: “Eighteenth! Eighteenth! Come out and eat roasted meat!”

Tie Ci didn’t hear the rest of his sentence. She responded and walked outside.

Feiyu sat up, seeing her expression had improved slightly. Thinking his self-inflicted wound had gained this timely opportunity to communicate, and not wanting to create complications, he didn’t continue speaking.

After all, he hadn’t lied to her.

After taking a few steps, Tie Ci turned back at the cave entrance. “Aren’t you getting up?”

“No, I’m an injured person. I’m sleeping in this cave tonight.”

“Come out.” Tie Ci said. “Why compete with Supervisor Rong? So petty.”

Feiyu heard the distinction in her words and was immediately satisfied. He extended his hand like an empress dowager, saying, “Little Ye, come support this dowager.”

Tie Ci couldn’t stand this empress dowager manner and turned to leave.

Feiyu withdrew his extended hand without embarrassment, following her out while muttering, “How did you suddenly get angry again? Ah, the little Ye Eighteen from the academy was still the best—gentle and obedient, respectful to teachers, filial and virtuous…”

He walked out of the cave reminiscing about the filial and virtuous Ye Eighteen, immediately saw that group of idiots had burned the rabbit meat black, quickly tied up his clothes, and went to re-roast meat for his Ye Eighteen, being both filial and virtuous.

While he roasted meat, everyone chatted about this mission and discussed Qiu Wujiu and others. Qi Yuansi said, “Qiu Wujiu was originally just Liaodong’s Grand Chancellor, yet he could privately accumulate so much power to stir up trouble in Western Rong.”

Yang Yixiu said, “Liaodong is rich in minerals, excels at forging ironware, and has fertile black soil. The soldiers have fought against countries like Mao’e for years and are quite fierce. All financial and military supply matters pass through Qiu Wujiu’s hands—as a Grand Chancellor with real power, hiding some personal wealth isn’t difficult.”

Tian Wu asked curiously, “Liaodong is merely a vassal of Great Qian, yet it has a position like Grand Chancellor—isn’t this against protocol?”

Once these words were spoken, everyone fell silent.

They all glanced at Tie Ci from the corners of their eyes.

Yang Yixiu elbowed Tian Wu and used his eyes to scold him with throat-cutting gestures and winks.

Though everyone knew Liaodong was essentially self-governing, this was a truth that couldn’t be spoken aloud, or where would the court’s face be?

Not to mention the Crown Princess was right here.

Tie Ci naturally sensed everyone’s mood but wasn’t bothered. She smiled and said, “There are many things about Liaodong that violate protocol—the court is temporarily helpless. Those big shots in court follow an appeasement policy, always thinking that with flattery and indulgence, Liaodong will obediently remain a vassal forever. They probably never learned the phrase ‘nurturing a tiger invites calamity’ in their dictionaries.”

Yang Yixiu sighed, “I have a bad feeling…”

Qi Yuansi said, “It’s not just you—everyone does.”

Yang Yixiu said, “No, my feeling might be worse than everyone else’s. I think Liaodong might not only be satisfied with self-governance, but might even possibly…”

Another silence.

Liaodong was already essentially self-governing. If it had further ambitions, that would mean plundering Great Qian.

Tie Ci casually threw branches into the fire, saying, “Why worry? When soldiers come, generals will block them. We studied at Yueli Academy—we can kill strong enemies on horseback and write proclamations on foot. We know all practical affairs—military supplies, provisions, equipment, economics… What’s this for? Isn’t it so that when the nation faces difficulty, even common citizens can guard the pass? If that day really comes, we’ll just roll up our sleeves and get to work.”

Her casual manner made her confidence seem even stronger. Everyone’s spirits lifted as they said, “Right, what’s there to worry about? Defend when it’s time to defend, fight when it’s time to fight!”

“If they dare harbor ill intentions, we scholars can also don armor and go to battle!”

“If the court ever hardens its stance and declares that the Liaodong vassal has overstepped its bounds and harbors treasonous thoughts, ordering the reduction of its power, we could join the army right now and strike them down.”

“Right, it’s clearly Great Qian’s territory—why should the court be divided!”

Everyone grew more excited, as if they were ready to mount horses with spears right now, charge to Ruzhou, drag Prince Ding’an from his palace, and demand why a mere vassal prince, having received the late Grand Ancestor’s grace, now dared to exceed his authority and establish independence.

The crowd was in high spirits, all condemning Liaodong and envisioning the future recovery of Liaodong and Yannan, achieving true unification of Great Qian.

No one noticed Feiyu in the shadowy corner, who had originally wanted to come over and say something, now standing with arms crossed and a half-smile.

Half his eyes fell in shadow, making them seem even more unfathomably deep. The corners of his eyes slightly raised, even his smile seemed tinged with mockery.

Rong Pu, who had been silent, shifted his gaze, saw him, and said, “Alright, stop talking. Brother Rong is from Liaodong, and his family still serves there.”

After speaking, he smiled at Feiyu.

Feiyu curled his lips at him.

Everyone stopped talking for a moment. Yang Yixiu said, “So what if he serves in Liaodong? Mr. Rong, you’re from Liaodong but also from Great Qian. As a teacher at the academy, your positions and views should align with ours. I’d say you should abandon darkness for light early. With your talents, the Great Qian court would certainly welcome you. If you’re interested, you could ask Brother Qi to have his father recommend you.”

Feiyu smiled and said, “Thank you, thank you.”

He didn’t continue, and everyone felt awkward, so they changed the topic.

Feiyu came to sit beside Tie Ci, who suddenly remembered his unfinished words and asked him, “What did you want to tell me earlier?”

Feiyu handed over the well-roasted meat, saying, “Nothing.”

What could he say?

In the eyes of these Great Qian elites, Liaodong was a great bandit and rebellious subject—an enemy they would inevitably face in battle.

These pedantic scholars always valued national unity and state affairs above everything else, constantly talking about moral integrity and backbone, willing to put their lives after family and country, let alone mere romantic love.

If she knew his true identity, what would she think?

Would she not mind at all, or would she sever ties thinking of future opposition?

Though she was a woman, she had broad vision and worried about the world, with temperament and insight no less than men’s.

She wasn’t one of those boudoir daughters whose minds were consumed by romance while ignoring everything else.

He didn’t dare gamble.

At least not now.

Tie Ci’s gaze turned to him with suspicion.

She always felt he seemed burdened with heavy thoughts.

This was very unlike him. It wasn’t that he had no concerns, but his concerns usually didn’t last overnight because he would solve them immediately.

But Tie Ci wouldn’t ask. Everyone had the right to keep their thoughts private.

The earlier passionate emotions had dissipated, and everyone ate quietly.

During the meal, Tie Ci found it strange why everyone was intentionally or unintentionally avoiding Feiyu today.

Had he done something that angered both gods and men?

But everyone’s attitude didn’t seem disapproving—rather, they all showed subtle fear and respect.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on Feiyu’s calf.

A madman.

Probably scared people.

She slowly ate her roasted meat, sighing inwardly.

Born into the imperial family and apprenticed to her master, she had received dual elite education from both traditional and modern perspectives since childhood. Great scholars and classics, as well as palace rules, taught her to act with propriety and dignity, with grace and nobility carved into her bones. Her master taught her to broaden her horizons and gain knowledge, understanding the freedom and dignity of being human.

She had never imagined she would one day like someone like Feiyu.

Their worldviews differed like the South and North Poles.

So different that she dared not take another step to explore the real him.

She wanted to like him a little more, then a little more, perhaps then she could withstand possible storms.

A tender, red, juicy rabbit leg was handed over as Feiyu sat beside her asking, “What are you thinking about?”

Tie Ci shook her head, glanced at the smile in his eyes, felt moved, and said, “If one day I had something that troubled you, made it impossible for you to choose, or required you to give up the most important thing you’d always worked for, what would you do?”

Feiyu sat slightly in front of her, blocking the wind for her. After a moment of silence, he smiled and said, “Probably except for one thing, I could give up anything in this world for you.”

Tie Ci wanted to ask what that one thing was, but decided against it.

Asking such questions seemed childish and lacking in propriety.

She just smiled and nodded, saying, “I feel the same way about you.”

Looking up, she saw night had fallen like a dome over them.

Chapter 209: Sand Painting
They continued their journey the next day. In the afternoon, the path ahead suddenly opened up. The child climbed to high ground, pointed ahead, and called out with fervent excitement.

Passing through a winding gap, the view ahead suddenly became vast and open.

A flat, undulating desert appeared before them like a frozen sea.

Existences of such vastness always inspire awe. The group stood at the mountain’s edge, gazing at the boundless expanse of yellow spreading before them, connecting to the pale blue sky. Buried in the yellow sand were skulls of cattle, sheep, and even humans, their hollow eye sockets staring at the sky. Withered thorns and tamarisk bushes rose and fell at angles, looking from afar like twisted specters.

Heaven and earth were silent, with only the howling of wind.

Nature was miraculous—the back side of the great mountain was cold and damp, but beyond this mountain range, the climate became dry. Dense sand pelted their faces, stinging their skin painfully.

The child remained at the mountain pass, stammering to Captain Yu that he dared not cross the desert and wanted to go back.

Captain Yu was about to agree when Feiyu strode over, hoisted the child onto his shoulder, and said, “You’re a local—you must be more familiar with this than us. Guide us a bit further.”

Without allowing argument, he stuffed the child back into the group.

The child dared to be angry but not speak, looking pitifully at Captain Yu. But Captain Yu didn’t dare offend Feiyu either and pretended not to see.

Walking in the desert was quite difficult. Tie Ci calculated that the squad they were pursuing must have ridden camels when they came through, so she ordered a search. Sure enough, they found more than ten camels about two or three li away.

Swaying on camelback, they each tore strips from their clothing to wrap around their heads and faces. Before leaving the mountains, Tie Ci had already instructed everyone to bring sufficient water, so food and drink weren’t problems. But the journey seemed particularly monotonous—the scenery before them remained unchanged. If not for Captain Yu’s simple map of the Hanli Khan Desert, Tie Ci would often wonder if they were going in circles.

For rest periods, half the group rested while half remained on guard against the legendary sand bandits of this desert.

It was winter, so the desert was bearable during the day, but at night the temperature plummeted. Fortunately, everyone had prepared for this. They had brought thick cowhide tents for their mission and huddled together for warmth while sleeping.

Tie Ci and Dan Shuang naturally shared a tent, while Chi Xue had been left on the other side of the mountain for support. Feiyu was quite eager to squeeze in, but Dan Shuang guarded the tent entrance with her blade across her knees.

Feiyu naturally wasn’t afraid of her blade, but he feared her pillow talk. He had no choice but to withdraw.

He walked away with his pack, which was heavier than others’, and pitched his own tent to sleep alone without joining anyone else.

Da Wu, having given timely warning last time, became a key protection target this time. Tie Ci arranged for him to sleep in the center so everyone could react promptly if he needed to alert them to anything.

Bearing everyone’s expectations, Da Wu slept restlessly.

Everyone was tired from a day’s travel and fell into deep sleep.

Feiyu volunteered for night watch and sat alone by the fire, tinkering with something unknown.

Tie Ci couldn’t sleep. After everyone else was asleep, she went over to relieve Feiyu from his watch, only to see him playing with sand spread on a wooden board he’d found somewhere.

Tie Ci approached and saw him drawing a female figure in the sand.

Looking closely, the figure’s form vaguely resembled herself.

But under his fingers, the woman had an elaborate high chignon, robes flowing in the wind, tinkling ornaments, and brilliant embroidered colors.

Only then did Tie Ci realize he had never seen her in women’s clothing.

Not just him—even her own father had rarely seen her dressed as a woman.

Under the desert starlight, Feiyu looked up, his dark eyes sparkling, his red lips vivid.

He smiled and asked her, “Does it look like you?”

“I don’t know either.” Tie Ci smiled. “Perhaps one day you can compare for yourself.”

Feiyu’s eyes grew even brighter. “Now? While those pigs are all asleep, secretly show me just a glimpse?”

“If you can manage to tailor a set of women’s clothing right now, I’ll change into it.”

Feiyu looked down at his own clothes, seeming to actually consider cutting them up on the spot.

Tie Ci quickly changed the subject. “Not bad artistic skills… Hey.”

She found the brushwork somewhat familiar.

“You recognize it, don’t you?” Feiyu smiled. “Didn’t you give me a thumbs up for it?”

Indeed, this was the person who had secretly altered Dan Ye’s painting outside the academy entrance when she first arrived.

Dan Ye had painted four pictures to express his aspirations, but his understanding of women was criticized by Tie Ci. Later, the paintings were tampered with by an unknown person, revealing respect for women’s status and contributions that earned Tie Ci’s praise.

She had originally thought it must have been altered by a woman, never expecting it to be Feiyu.

Tie Ci became interested and snatched the sand tray. “Let me paint you something fresh.”

She used a bottle to collect fine sand and began creating a sand painting.

She had heard her master mention sand painting but had never tried it. Lacking materials here, she could only simply pile sand to create images.

Feiyu watched from the side. At first he couldn’t tell what she was painting, but gradually began to smile.

When he smiled, even the northern desert seemed to experience spring overnight.

Fine sand flowed between snow-white fingers. The sand moved on the wooden board as smoothly as water, with a strange rhythmic quality.

A clear outline gradually appeared on the board—it was a large portrait of Feiyu’s head.

Sand painting could show excellent light and shadow contours with sharp relief, making Feiyu’s already exquisite features appear even more profound. Feiyu studied it carefully, reached out to touch it, then withdrew his hand and began rummaging through his pack.

“What’s wrong?” Tie Ci thought he disliked the painting and wanted to modify it.

“Looking for fish glue. This is the first portrait you’ve drawn of me—it would be too unfortunate not to preserve it.”

Of course there was no fish glue, and besides, it would be too late to use it now that the painting was finished.

Tie Ci held up the sand painting, compared it to him, then tilted her wrist, letting the fine sand scatter in the air.

Feiyu couldn’t rescue it in time and cried out in dismay.

Tie Ci smiled without speaking, thinking she had to scatter it immediately or he’d try to sleep and travel with this wooden board, which wouldn’t work at all.

“I’ll paint ones you can keep in the future.” Tie Ci coaxed him.

“One hundred paintings.”

One hundred paintings, what are you planning, an art exhibition?

Aloud, she answered gently, “Alright.”

Feiyu chuckled and glanced at her.

Whenever this fellow put on that calm and sincere expression, she was probably lying eighty percent of the time.

But what could he do? In the end, she was the dog he’d trained himself, and with so many dog lovers lurking nearby watching hungrily, he didn’t dare even throw a tantrum, fearing that any crack would let someone impatiently stick their snout in and snatch his dog away.

After watching Tie Ci paint, he understood how to operate it himself. He took the wooden board, about to create his own large portrait of Tie Ci, when suddenly a scream came from Da Wu’s tent.

Chapter 210: Sea of Sand
Everyone suddenly sat up, tents opened one after another, and people rushed out with alarmed faces, “What’s wrong? What’s wrong!”

Looking around, it was still the vast desert with no movement whatsoever.

Everyone stared at Da Wu in bewilderment.

Da Wu said blankly, “There’s something… there’s a sound…”

Xiao Wu poked his head out sleepily and yanked Da Wu back inside. “Acting foolish in your sleep again!”

Everyone looked around once more and indeed found nothing abnormal. They all thought Xiao Wu was right about Da Wu being unreliable, so they all lay back down.

Tie Ci stood up and looked around. Her penetrating vision was useless in this empty expanse of desert, and she dared not teleport—moving too far with identical scenery in all directions would almost certainly lead to getting lost.

She found nothing wrong either. Seeing Feiyu enthusiastically studying sand painting, she prepared to return to sleep.

Even if there were desert sand bandits, there was nothing to fear. Her group consisted of skilled elites who wouldn’t be easily moved against.

She returned to the tent to sleep, but after sleeping for only a short while, alarm suddenly arose in her heart and she opened her eyes.

She heard it too!

From beneath the ground, rustling sounds!

She immediately blew her warning whistle.

The sharp whistle sound spread across the wasteland. Everyone jumped up again urgently. In the darkness, something seemed to sweep in, making a fine crackling sound that sent chills down everyone’s spine. Cold light flashed in Tie Ci’s hand as she struck down with a thud into the sand. When her jade brush shot out of the sand again, its tip was pierced through a scorpion with bared fangs and claws!

With a rustling sound, following this strike, the ground seemed to churn like boiling liquid, and a dark mass surged out. As Dan Shuang drew her blade, she suddenly cried out, “The water skins!”

Many scorpions had crawled onto the water skins left nearby.

Tie Ci immediately understood and shouted as she overturned the tent, “Protect the water skins!”

But it was too late. There were too many scorpions, and many went directly for the water sources. The water skins were more or less crawling with scorpions, and no one knew if the water had been contaminated with venom—the water was clearly no longer drinkable.

The scorpions caused limited harm to people. Apart from one soldier being bitten once and another jumping too high, landing poorly in the sand and twisting his ankle, the rest suffered no injuries.

It was obvious the scorpions weren’t targeting people either—their purpose was to destroy the water source.

After being quickly swept away by everyone, the scorpions burrowed underground again and disappeared.

The remaining group looked at each other.

In the desert, losing water sources meant certain death.

Seeing everyone becoming somewhat dispirited, Tie Ci clapped her hands and said, “Don’t lose heart, everyone. The Hanli Khan Desert isn’t very large, and I hear there are oases. We won’t truly be cut off from all paths. If these scorpions are being controlled by someone, we’ll encounter that group sooner or later. Where there are people, there’s water—living beings won’t die of thirst.”

Captain Yu also said, “Walking southwest for another day should bring us to that legendary oasis. It’s not a problem.”

Everyone gradually calmed down.

Suddenly Xiao Wu cried out again, “Where’s that child!”

Everyone was startled, only then realizing the guide child was missing.

Captain Yu said, “Zhang Er’de, didn’t I tell you to watch that boy? Where is he?”

The soldier called Zhang Er’de looked terrified. “This… I still saw him before the scorpions came! I even told him to hide properly…”

Everyone looked at each other. Tie Ci also frowned—just now everyone had been fully occupied dealing with the scorpions, with rustling sounds all around. They really hadn’t noticed where the child went.

“Could he have been dragged away by scorpions?” someone fantasized.

“Maybe in his panic to avoid the scorpions, he ran far away?”

So they sent several people to walk farther out and call around, but found nothing.

A perfectly good living person just disappeared like that?

Tie Ci frowned, but finally just said, “If we can’t find him, forget it. We’ll keep an eye out while traveling. In this vast desert, we mustn’t lose more people searching for one person.”

Everyone nodded. By then dawn was breaking, and just as everyone began to feel hungry, they smelled a fragrance. Looking over, they saw Feiyu roasting scorpions.

While everyone had been panicking, dodging, and killing scorpions, he had calmly caught many live scorpions, removed their venomous tails with his bare hands, and roasted them over the fire, not even disturbing his sand painting.

Everyone had always followed Tie Ci’s lead and was somewhat distant from the mysterious and inherently cold-proud Feiyu, but now they had to admire him.

Yang Yixiu held his chin and whispered to Tian Wu, “Now I know why Her Highness has taken to this person.”

“How so? Isn’t it because of his beauty?”

Yang Yixiu gave the fool a big eye roll. “You’re slandering Her Highness—is she someone who covets beauty!”

“Isn’t she?” Tian Wu scratched his head.

Yang Yixiu rolled his eyes again.

Even if it was true, you couldn’t say it like that! This kid was so foolish, yet Her Highness still wanted to train him for court service!

“I think it’s because Rong Wei is somewhat similar to Her Highness in his bones. Both are ruthless and bold enough, fearless to the point of being slightly mad.”

“Supervisor Rong is also bold. Though he doesn’t know martial arts, he didn’t panic when the scorpions came either—that’s quite impressive.” Tian Wu still favored Rong Pu more.

He had personally seen Rong Pu use medicine to drive away scorpions, and had noticed he was careful not to drive the scorpions toward the Crown Princess, sending them all toward Rong Wei instead.

“It’s not the same. Supervisor Rong doesn’t have that reckless madness that scorns everything. He’s bound by propriety. Someone like Her Highness, bearing the greatest constraints in the world, therefore most detests any lack of freedom. Only someone with Rong Wei’s spirit could attract her.”

Yang Yixiu lifted his chin.

The scorpions were roasted, fragrant but fearsome in appearance. For a moment everyone hesitated, and Qi Yuansi showed clear disgust.

Tie Ci was the first to walk over, took one and began eating it, her expression calm as if eating the most ordinary mutton skewer.

Feiyu also crunched on a scorpion noisily. The two smiled at each other across the fire.

“See? Do you understand now?”

Tian Wu seemed to comprehend.

Yang Yixiu also walked over and picked up a scorpion. “…There’s little food in the desert, so eat what’s available quickly. I’m happy the Crown Princess has met someone she likes, but I don’t envy them, nor do I think this is a good thing…”

“Why?”

Yang Yixiu glanced at the two sitting shoulder to shoulder—quite pleasing to the eye.

But he didn’t dare be optimistic about them.

What would happen when two people, both with obsessions in their hearts and extremely firm wills—firm enough to use any means necessary—encountered real-world conflicts?

Yang Yixiu crunched down on a piece of scorpion.

But I hope… the four seasons remain harmonious, and the world stays peaceful.

…

Afterward, everyone walked for a full day without finding anyone or the legendary oasis.

In the distance, they could already see the snow mountains on the northwest side of Hanli Khan Desert—vast and continuous, like ethereal shadows tinted at the horizon.

Tie Ci knew that at the foot of those snow mountains, though still within the Hanli Khan Desert’s territory, it was no longer desert. There, washed by waters flowing down from the snow mountains year after year, the soil was soft and fertile, the terrain flat. If not for the lack of nearby water sources and being separated by half a desert, it would actually be excellent farmland.

Sunlight pierced down from overhead, reflected blindingly by the sand. The limited moisture in their bodies seemed ready to be baked dry. Everyone stopped talking—after all, saliva was becoming scarce too.

Everyone searched along the way for desert plants to absorb moisture from them. When they encountered dried riverbeds, they dug in the sand at the riverbed edges. Even if they couldn’t dig up water, the damp sand could somewhat relieve their thirst.

In the evening, the sunset was like fire, and everyone felt their throats burning with dryness. They had gone nearly a day and night without a sip of water.

Feiyu suddenly reached into his large pack and pulled out a fruit, tossing it to Tie Ci.

Everyone watched with blue-tinged gazes, but no one dared make a move. Not just move—even looking too much seemed to carry killing intent.

Tie Ci caught the fruit, broke it in half, kept one half, and tossed the other back to Feiyu.

Feiyu smiled smugly, bit into half the fruit, and tossed another one to Tie Ci.

This time Tie Ci again broke it in half and gave half to Dan Shuang.

Feiyu frowned but accepted it—he understood Dan Shuang’s importance to Tie Ci.

Tie Ci slowly bit into her half fruit, bit by bit, eyes glancing at Feiyu.

When he turned his head, she lightning-quick broke off another piece from her fruit and flicked it with her fingertip to Rong Pu.

It wasn’t favoritism, nor was she trying to anger Feiyu, but in a group the doctor was too important. Hadn’t the person bitten by a scorpion yesterday also relied on Rong Pu for detoxification? If he collapsed, it would be troublesome for Tie Ci both publicly and privately.

Rong Pu caught the fruit, his gaze immediately softening. Afraid he might fall ill from thirst, yet unwilling to let him take half a fruit to show off in front of Feiyu, seeing he didn’t eat it immediately, she reached out to snatch it back.

Rong Pu had no choice but to quickly stuff the fruit in his mouth.

Feiyu never turned around, seemingly unaware.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief.

It wasn’t that she feared anything—she just found it exhausting when her dogs competed for favor.

The Crown Princess only wanted to worry about state affairs, not about men.

After a long while, Feiyu finally turned around, chewing the fruit as he walked to Tie Ci’s side. The two unknowingly fell to the back of the group.

After a while, Feiyu leaned over and presented his face to Tie Ci.

Tie Ci: “???”

“I was very understanding just now—aren’t you going to reward me?” Feiyu said in surprise. “If you’re not going to reward me, I’ll make that guy spit out that piece of fruit.”

“You really don’t suffer losses.” Tie Ci glanced at the group ahead and quickly pecked his cheek. “There’s your reward. Satisfied?”

“Satisfied, extremely satisfied.” Feiyu also leaned over and kissed her earlobe. “You gave too much—returning some.”

This guy had flirting down to a system.

Tie Ci touched her earlobe, a slight smile rippling in her eyes.

Ahead, Rong Pu looked straight forward, slowly chewing that piece of fruit.

Yang Yixiu nudged his shoulder, saying with both envy and jealousy, “That fruit must taste especially good, right? Is it sweet?”

“Mm.” Rong Pu swallowed the fruit and said softly, “Sour.”

When they camped that evening, everyone’s tents were close together. They lit a ring of fires around the tents’ perimeter to try to prevent scorpions and similar creatures from invading.

Sleeping until midnight, Da Wu suddenly sat up again, but was pressed down by Tie Ci on his left and Feiyu on his right, one hand each.

“Shh, don’t make noise. Sleep.”

Da Wu said in a trembling voice, “Someone is watching us. I can hear their breathing…”

“As long as you stay quiet, this breathing will soon disappear.” Tie Ci pressed him down. “Sleep.”

Da Wu lay stiffly on the ground and whispered, “Is it sand bandits?”

“Maybe sand bandits, maybe those Western Rong soldiers who dug the mountain passage, maybe both sand bandits and Western Rong soldiers.” Tie Ci said calmly. “Since they’re watching us, we’ll meet them soon. Who knows—maybe we can finish our mission early this time and won’t need to go to the royal city at all.”

Da Wu seemed to half-understand but obediently lay still. Soon he actually fell asleep.

Tie Ci withdrew her hand, got up for the night watch. The sand had been scorching during the day and still retained heat at night. She lay on the sand dune with her hands behind her head, looking at the stars on the horizon.

Stars above the desert were always particularly bright. Being in vastness facing vastness made one feel increasingly small.

Feiyu walked over and lay beside her in exactly the same position. The two lay on the sand dune watching stars.

Neither spoke.

Under the high sky, above the sea of sand, listening to the wind’s song.

Feiyu reached out gently, patting her like patting a baby. Tie Ci’s lips curved in a faint smile.

The sand dunes undulated like ocean waves, while starlight was exceptionally gentle.

…

This moment’s gentle wind blew across a stretch of yellow sand, passed over a withered forest full of white bones, circling back and forth, carrying cries like wailing shrieks.

Beyond the withered forest, green could be faintly seen—lush trees and abundant grass, with water encircling the forest. It was the oasis Tie Ci and the others had searched for in vain.

The oasis was dotted with countless shabby tents and crude wooden houses. By the river, some sharpened knives, some watered horses, some jumped into the water to wash off fine sand.

Beyond the oasis rose huge, continuous sand mountains with gentle lines that concealed nature’s fierce威authority.

Atop the sand mountains, someone sat high on a camel, using a telescope to gaze far into the distant emptiness.

Beside him someone said, “Young Master, it seems those scorpions failed to bite those people to death.”

The person on the camel made an acknowledging sound, his voice deep but identifiable as belonging to a young man.

He said, “Their luck is better than ours.”

The person who had spoken earlier was a tattooed man, bare-chested with a powerful build, his shoulder tattooed with wolf heads and flying eagles.

The tattooed man continued, “Young Master, are you really certain those returning aren’t our people? Perhaps…”

“There’s no ‘perhaps.'” The person on the camel said. “If all went well, they were to light wolf smoke at the mountain pass when returning—that was the signal I agreed on with them. No wolf smoke was lit, yet people came. That definitely means they’re not my people.”

The tattooed man said angrily, “Then they must be southerners. How detestable—doesn’t this mean our tunnel was discovered by them? Then these past months we’ve wasted our efforts. When the people back there…”

He glanced southward, his expression gloomy, and stopped speaking.

“That’s why I had all our men withdraw, because that path is ruined. Our plan to quietly cross the mountains, catch Di Yiwei off guard, seize Yongping territory, and connect to Hanli Khan Desert to form our own domain has been completely destroyed by this group of suddenly appearing southerners.”

The tattooed man showed grief, saying heavily, “We were driven here after losing many people along the way. Digging through the mountain cost many more men. Outside, various princes and kings guard against us—they kill us one by one as we emerge. Inside we lack clothing and food, strange incidents keep occurring, and now this plan has failed too… In the hundreds of li of Hanli Khan Desert, where can we go? Where can we go!”

“We can’t go anywhere now.” The person on the camel slowly stroked his bow, saying heavily, “We’ve been pushed to a dead end, and the last escape route we could fight for has been blocked. Now it’s time for those brats who ruined my affairs to pay the price.”

“Do you intend to kill them?”

“If they’re sensible and willing to work with me from inside and outside to take Di Yiwei’s main camp, I’ll give them a chance. If they’re not sensible…”

“Then when they walk thirstily into the oasis…” the tattooed man said quietly.

The youth on the camel raised his bow, nocked an arrow, drew the string. With a twang, a scorpion that had just emerged from the sand ten zhang away was firmly pinned in the flowing sand by his arrow.

“…that will be when they die.”

…

Another half-morning of heart-burning trek under the blazing sun.

Water remained difficult to find, and plants were scarce. Fortunately, Feiyu had some fruit and water in his pack. Since he’d been on watch duty when the scorpions attacked, with his pack on his back, no scorpions could get near him, so everything was preserved.

The other soldier on watch duty wasn’t so lucky—his water skin was placed beside him and scorpions had burrowed into it.

Or perhaps this couldn’t be called luck, since not many people carried equipment at all times.

Tie Ci thought that unless this person had long stayed in an environment lacking resources and frequently subject to robbery.

Thinking this, when Feiyu again offered her fruit and water, she refused to take them.

She didn’t ask Feiyu to share the water with everyone.

These things belonged to Feiyu—he had the right to dispose of them. She couldn’t be generous with others’ possessions.

Feiyu also didn’t share them, only giving a little when several people showed obvious dehydration.

He could share water appropriately, but he was reluctant to part with the fruit. These fruits were ones he had risked tasting and selecting one by one while hunting in the mountains—the most delicious, non-toxic wild fruits he’d chosen.

They all had to be saved for the dog he was feeding.

Xiao Wu suddenly raised his head, sniffed the scent in the wind, and said happily, “Grass fragrance… the oasis should be near!”

Da Wu said, “Xiao Wu has a very keen nose!”

Tie Ci said, “Then why didn’t he smell the scorpions that night?”

“That’s not my fault.” Xiao Wu said aggrievedly. “I can only smell scents carried by the wind, and there can’t be too many mixed odors—the more scents there are, the more I’m affected. Scorpions emerged from the sand—I couldn’t smell them.”

“Which direction should we go then?”

Xiao Wu pointed ahead to a vaguely visible ridge.

With a target and direction, everyone gained energy. Enduring the afternoon sun, they finally climbed the mountain.

Standing on the mountaintop, they indeed saw lush greenery below, surrounded by clear water—clearly an oasis rich in water and grass.

Everyone cheered.

Someone slipped and pushed the person in front. A soldier suddenly waved his arms and legs as he slid down. Then the entire mountainside resonated with whooshing sounds, like wind accompanied, like thunder quietly born, rumbling all the way to the bottom!

Local Captain Yu exclaimed in alarm, “Divine anger!”

Everyone froze and asked him what this meant. Captain Yu said seriously, “I heard about it as a child—they say there’s a mountain in Hanli Khan Desert with a mountain god inside. If anyone can’t climb the mountain properly, the mountain god will become angry and swallow everyone into the mountain’s belly.”

The soldiers all changed color. These brave men feared neither battle nor injury, but naturally held reverent fear toward immortals, spirits, ghosts, and monsters.

Someone called down to the soldier who had slid down first, but for some reason that person never responded. The sand surface below undulated, so they couldn’t see the person for the moment.

Everyone became cautious, walking down step by step, fearing being swallowed into the mountain’s belly.

Tie Ci looked down at the oasis below. It was getting dark—how long would this take? They were clearly dying of thirst!

She suddenly reached out and pushed Feiyu down, saying, “Go, Pikachu!”

Feiyu would guard against anyone but her. He immediately went rumbling all the way down.

Everyone was shocked.

What was this about?

Had the two fallen out?

Rong Pu turned to look at Tie Ci, his eyes brightening. Just as he was about to say something, Tie Ci pushed again, sending him down too.

“Go, Cha Cha!”

Rong Pu: …In the end, it was false joy.

Qi Yuansi had originally looked over too, but now hurriedly retreated.

No good—was the Crown Princess planning to throw all her suitors into one pot?

He wouldn’t join this commotion.

Otherwise, meeting those two in the mountain’s belly, would he still have his life?

Qi Yuansi retreated several zhang so quickly that even Tie Ci, who hadn’t planned to push him, took an extra look at him.

This guy was getting weirder and weirder.

Suddenly shouts came from below. Everyone looked down and saw Feiyu.

He had climbed back up and stood on a slightly higher area, extending both hands toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci laughed heartily and went rumbling down.

Vague thunder sounds in the air accompanied her lightning-swift sliding. This scene looked rather mystical from a distance.

Far away on the oasis highland, the man on the camel couldn’t help narrowing his eyes.

Chapter 211: Dog Food is Hard to Swallow
On the sandy ground, the vast sky and desert were distinctly blue and yellow. Tie Ci was like a beam of light that flew into Feiyu’s eyes.

Sliding down from such a height while carried by the wind was extremely exhilarating. Tie Ci couldn’t help but laugh.

The next instant, fine sand rose like a curtain with a bang as she crashed into Feiyu’s embrace.

Feiyu caught her in one swift motion and spun three quick circles, dissipating all the downward momentum.

In the expanse of golden yellow, their flying garments intertwined as they whirled together.

The group stood atop the sand dune looking down. Tian Wu was eager to try: “It looks quite interesting. Yixiu, Yixiu, why don’t you go down first and catch me?”

Yang Yixiu rolled his eyes so hard they could reach the heavens: “Please, me catch you? Then you’d have to dig me out of a ten-foot deep pit. You catching me would be more like it.”

Qi Yuansi said sarcastically from the side: “What’s it to you two? Can’t you see those two are flirting like young lovers?”

Yang Yixiu clicked his tongue regretfully: “I can’t help feeling like good cabbage has been devoured by a pig…”

Tian Wu said honestly: “I think it’s fine. Master Rong is talented in both appearance and ability, quite a good match.”

Qi Yuansi let out a cold laugh and swept his sleeves as he left.

Tian Wu looked at his retreating figure in bewilderment and asked Yang Yixiu: “Yixiu, Yixiu, why is Little Qi angry?”

“Him—” Yang Yixiu sighed: “Once there was an excellent marriage opportunity right in front of him, but he didn’t treasure it. By the time he regretted it, he discovered it was already too late.”

Everyone at the academy knew about those broken engagement stories. Tian Wu made an “oh” sound, but then said: “Actually Little Qi needn’t feel so frustrated and remorseful. I think even if he hadn’t broken the engagement, the Crown Princess wouldn’t necessarily have wanted him. Look, the Rong family didn’t break their engagement, and Supervisor Rong is such an excellent talent, yet the Crown Princess was just as cold to him.”

Yang Yixiu burst into hearty laughter, patted his shoulder, and said: “Fat Tiger, honestly, though you may be simple, your mind isn’t muddled. That’s exactly right!”

He leisurely walked away saying: “When flowers bloom and can be plucked, pluck them straight away; don’t wait for no flowers to pluck empty branches…”

With that, he lonely slid down the sand dune with a rumbling sound. With no one to catch him, he landed alone in the sand pit where Rong Pu had fallen earlier.

Tie Ci stood beside Feiyu, watching everyone slide down one by one. At first they were a bit reserved, but later they let loose, shouting and yelling as they slid, their voices echoing across the desert, their faces distorted by the wind.

They were all young people who normally bore heavy training and dangerous missions. Having just experienced the tense and thirsty journey crossing the desert, they had finally seen the oasis. Though their future remained uncertain, before the next leg of their journey began, they should indeed relax properly.

She said: “Do you know this is Singing Sand Mountain? Due to some inexplicable reasons, when people slide down the mountain, the sand makes a roaring sound.”

Feiyu said: “I always feel you’re very learned, knowing many things others don’t know.”

“That’s all what my master taught me. She knows everything in this world, whether it exists or not.”

“You seem to revere your master greatly.”

“Of course.”

“But don’t depend on your master, Eighteen. Depending too heavily on one person, once the great mountain collapses, your whole world will be destroyed too.” Feiyu said beside her ear amid the roaring wind and sand: “But except for me. I can let you depend on me for a lifetime.”

“No.” Tie Ci smiled and shook her head: “I won’t depend on my master, nor will I depend on you. Everyone is an independent individual. Everyone must take responsibility for their own life. Placing the hope and future of one’s life on anyone else is unfair to both oneself and that person.”

Feiyu let out a soft sigh and reached out to embrace her waist.

The hard leather armor pressed against his arm, but the heart within was warm and soft.

Though he felt somewhat regretful, wasn’t it precisely this independence and strength that had initially captivated his unwavering gaze?

At the oasis, the person on the camel stared at those small dots on the distant sand dune.

Watching them laugh heartily and lean on each other.

Even in such harsh desert conditions, some people could still find joy.

He felt somewhat dazed, remembering that just a few months ago, he should have been like this too.

He should have been with this group, laughing loudly and shouting, usually bickering and quarreling, facing enemies together when they appeared.

Yet fate was so cold, turning and overturning lives in an instant.

Like great waves crashing down, sudden changes coming one after another, in a blink falling from clouds to hell, past carefree days never to return.

A trace of sinister coldness flashed through his eyes.

Behind him, something soft and smooth brushed against his cheek like feathers, as if offering comfort.

He turned his head and nuzzled those feathers. The coldness in his eyes hadn’t dispersed, reflecting the vast desert sands—no sweetness visible, only wild spirit remaining.

Beside him, the tattooed man sneered: “Still playing around at a time like this, truly don’t know life from death.”

Cruel amusement flickered in his eyes.

Traveling in the great desert, extremely thirsty, seeing an oasis at such a time and being wild with joy was normal.

Who would think there was an army hidden here?

Watching that group trudging toward the oasis, he looked at them like prey walking into his hunting net.

No suspense, therefore boring.

He turned and descended the high slope, walking toward the deep shade.

“Execute according to the original plan.”

……

Tie Ci and the others had reached the edge of the oasis.

What met their eyes was a crystal-clear pond curving around the oasis like a silk ribbon.

Just looking at this pond made them feel refreshingly cool. Everyone immediately felt as if smoke would rise from their parched throats, and they all rushed forward.

Tie Ci: “Wait—”

As soon as her words fell, a row of feathered arrows swooshed down from the sky, all nailing into the ground in a line before everyone’s feet.

Everyone froze.

In an instant, Tie Ci quickly pulled up the mask she had been wearing on her head for sun protection. The others were equally quick, instantly putting on their masks.

Human heads bobbed in the dense tree shadows across from them. Someone said in a deep voice: “Password!”

Tie Ci narrowed her eyes.

Though she had expected there might be people at the oasis, she hadn’t expected that the ambitious Western Rong army wanting to cross the mountains would be right here.

Moreover, asking for a password right away without immediately shooting to kill—they clearly recognized their dress as their own people and wanted confirmation.

Though they had disguised themselves as Western Rong soldiers while traveling in the desert, this was only to prevent becoming targets if they happened to encounter Western Rong forces entering the mountains again. If they could initially make the enemy lower their guard, their side could gain a great advantage.

However, the enemy was indeed more vigilant than imagined.

Having recognized them as their own people, they still demanded a password.

Tie Ci glanced at the tattoo on her wrist. Fortunately, after several days, she had been very careful. Though it was slightly worn, it looked more realistic covered with dust and sand.

The faces swaying behind the tree shadows across from them were also wearing masks, which made Tie Ci’s heart stir, wondering if she could blend in with this army for a longer time.

That would save the trouble of going elsewhere to gather information…

Tie Ci’s mind raced. She was considering what to do—there might be quite a few enemies, and retreating now was still possible, but there might be no more oases behind them. Without water, how long could everyone hold out?

Rushing in would give them water and food to get out of the desert. But if the enemy was indeed as she suspected—a well-trained complete army—and the mask disguise wasn’t very feasible, then it would be suicide…

Unless…

Everyone was looking at her.

In this instant, she decided to take the risk.

She crouched down, grabbed the arrow nailed in front of her feet, and threw it out viciously while cursing: “You change passwords all the time. I’ve been out digging mountains for so many days, how would I know what you’ve changed it to again? Get lost! I’m dying of thirst!”

She spoke in the Western Rong language, even imitating some of the accent of that Western Rong soldier from before, lowering her voice to the hoarse tone characteristic of those who frequently traveled the great desert.

She raised her wrist high, the white leopard tattoo flashing in the sunlight.

A moment of silence.

Behind Tie Ci, people quietly placed their hands on their curved sabers.

Feiyu stood beside her, cooperating with her movements by making a motion of kicking the arrow shaft to break it.

The deathly silence was unbearable.

Tie Ci’s back tensed as she prepared to tackle someone to the ground if arrows came flying.

“Hahahahaha—”

Suddenly loud laughter pierced through the dense forest, making everyone tremble slightly.

Tie Ci was quick-eyed and fast-handed, grabbing Yang Yixiu who was about to bolt from his stress response.

“…Alright, alright, don’t be angry. Just playing a little joke with you!” someone shouted from the woods. Several Western Rong soldiers dressed exactly like them emerged, led by one holding a bow who actually bowed to Tie Ci first: “Greetings, Leopard Chief. Leopard Chief and all the brothers have worked hard. Come drink water! After drinking and resting, Eagle Chief wants to question you in the main tent!”

Tie Ci was stunned.

She hadn’t expected that the small Western Rong squad she had killed was actually led by a general.

No wonder they had preferred death to surrender.

Tie Ci knew that Western Rong leaders were also distinguished by animal names. The Western Rong had many tribes, each with different totems and deities. Generally, Wolf Chief referred to the national leader, with Lion Chief, Leopard Chief, Eagle Chief and others beneath. As for their rank hierarchy, it depended on which tribal territory that military unit was stationed in—very complex, even locals couldn’t figure it out clearly.

Looking at this Leopard Chief’s status in this army, it was actually quite high, and this entire small squad should have belonged to him. So after the other side confirmed her identity, they stopped checking the others?

Everyone behind her let out long sighs of relief.

Those people called out to hurry and wash up properly, then scattered in all directions.

Everyone quickly crouched by the stream, first hurriedly drinking their fill and washing and refilling their water skins.

They didn’t dare bathe or remove their masks—who knew from which tree shadow more people might emerge.

Lieutenant Yu quietly asked Tie Ci: “Eighteen, there are quite a few people in this oasis. We can fool them for a moment but not forever. Should we leave now that we have water?”

Tie Ci gazed at the water surface and said calmly in a soft voice: “Can we leave?”

Lieutenant Yu hadn’t answered when a head suddenly poked down from above: “Hey, why aren’t you bathing!”

Everyone was startled.

Tie Ci had vaguely sensed something before. Now looking at that person, she saw he was covered in brown-green paint, almost completely blending with the trees.

Quite skilled at concealment.

As evening approached, in the darkness there were fine rustlings—like moving tree shadows, like flying sand, like countless hidden figures.

Feiyu grabbed a handful of pebbles and threw them out. The person above laughed strangely as he climbed and leaped away through the trees.

Tie Ci watched that agile figure, thinking the legends of Western Rong warriors’ strong physical abilities were indeed true.

With people watching, it would seem very strange for people who had just returned from long desert travel not to hurry and bathe.

Moreover, this was probably also a way to check tattoos and confirm identities.

Tie Ci found it odd that they didn’t check faces, then remembered that Western Rong armies were organized by tribe, and only each tribal leader would be most familiar with their own people—other tribes might not recognize everyone.

She signaled for everyone to quickly undress and bathe.

Lieutenant Yu and those soldiers had the least inhibitions, immediately stripping naked and jumping into the water with whoops and hollers.

The several academy students all looked toward Tie Ci in unison.

Their eyes flashed with embarrassed yet excited light.

This was serious—they had to bathe.

Whether bathing in front of the Crown Princess or having the Crown Princess bathe in front of them, just thinking about it was quite… thrilling.

Feiyu’s suspicious gaze drifted over.

These guys all had ambiguous expressions, faces full of spring feelings, twisting and fidgeting.

No matter how he looked, something was off.

Could it be… they all knew Ye Ci was female?

He had long known that the academy people treated Tie Ci differently, even ostracizing him because of it.

His understanding was that everyone revered and admired Tie Ci, so they wouldn’t tolerate his disrespect.

Rong Pu and Qi Yuansi’s attitudes were somewhat different—they were both from the capital and might have known early on that Ye Ci was female. This he could accept.

But looking at this group of brats now, they looked like young maidens about to enter bridal sedan chairs…

He strode over, hands on knees, looked into Tie Ci’s eyes, and said seriously: “Let me ask you something.”

Tie Ci knew this was bad and deflected: “Now isn’t the time…”

“When did they know you were female?” Feiyu said: “Don’t tell me they all knew back at the academy? Don’t tell me I was the only one who found out last?”

By the end, his voice was quite dangerous.

Tie Ci smiled, thinking there was something even worse—everyone knew her real identity except him.

Terrible social connections.

“How could that be? They’re not smarter than you.” Tie Ci pushed him: “Maybe someone was a big mouth and told them.”

Feiyu immediately looked toward Rong Pu.

This guy wasn’t big-mouthed, he was malicious.

The more he thought about it, the more frustrated he became. He turned around, stripping his clothes as he walked, soon bare-chested, and jumped into the stream with a splash.

Tie Ci was just thinking his skin was too pale compared to Western Rong soldiers and hoping he wouldn’t be discovered.

But she saw that when he jumped in, he splashed up a huge column of water and immediately dove underwater. In the darkness of the dense forest, it was hard to see clearly anyway.

The several academy students still hadn’t bathed. Just as Tie Ci was about to find an excuse to walk away, she saw Rong Pu crouch down to test the water and say in very standard Western Rong: “A bunch of dirty pigs, they’ve muddied the water! Come on, let’s go upstream and not bathe in their dirty water.”

With that, he led those academy students upstream.

Tie Ci silently praised Rong Pu’s quick thinking. She casually began undressing while walking toward the water’s edge.

Feiyu like a handsome merman quietly swam close, his gaze burning as he stared at her.

The viper on his lower back seemed to come alive in the rippling light and shadow, slithering across his slender, graceful form.

Tie Ci suddenly stepped on loose stones, her foot twisted, and she cried out.

Dan Shuang, who had been following beside her, moved to help but also slipped on the smooth pebbles by the river.

Lieutenant Yu and the others, splashing in the water, called: “What happened!”

The soldiers stationed in the north, especially officer-level ones, basically knew some Western Rong and Liaodong dialect—this was Di Yiwei’s requirement, and this selected group of soldiers was the same.

Tie Ci hissed as she rubbed her ankle: “Nothing, twisted my ankle. You wash first, we’ll wait.”

Feiyu gestured for Tie Ci to come over. He hadn’t been speaking Western Rong at all. Tie Ci assumed he couldn’t, so she went over and asked what he wanted.

Feiyu said nothing but pulled off her boot in one motion.

Tie Ci didn’t dodge—this time and place wasn’t for being prissy. She just considered herself a Western Rong male soldier.

After Feiyu removed her boot, her ankle had already swollen.

Western Rong soldiers were fierce and warlike. Once they detected something wrong, they could immediately draw their sabers. At this critical moment, they had to act convincingly even in their performance.

Feiyu dragged her foot into the water. The ice-cold water soaking her ankle made Tie Ci sigh comfortably.

Feiyu gently massaged her ankle, helping disperse the blood stasis, while saying in a low voice: “Why is it always you who sacrifices yourself?”

“What else can we do?” Tie Ci smiled as she looked down at him. In the distinct light and shadow of the water, Feiyu’s sharp, refined features appeared both deep and crystalline.

“Release a snake to bite those guys, then they’d hurry up and get out,” Feiyu said matter-of-factly.

Lieutenant Yu and the others on the other side heard this and quickly bent over to cover themselves.

Others saying this could be taken as a joke, but when the Fire Chief said it, no one dared not take it seriously.

Splashing water sounds—soon Lieutenant Yu and the others finished washing and came ashore. Feiyu also boldly stood up in front of Tie Ci. Water cascaded down from his shoulders, his skin gleaming as if translucent. Tie Ci looked up to see moonlight filtering through tree shadows, outlining his graceful side profile, with a red viper winding down from his tailbone…

She quickly covered her nose.

Good heavens, the seductive consort was tempting the ruler again.

Feiyu seemed satisfied as he chuckled softly above her head, then reached out to pull her into the water. Tie Ci soaked in the water, listening to his wading footsteps moving away.

Feiyu leisurely dressed on the shore, the red viper swaying in the moonlight. Someone in a distant tree called: “Finished washing? Come eat!”

The person pointed, and in the distance smoke rose—no need to ask where to go.

Lieutenant Yu and the others all responded. Feiyu, with his back to Tie Ci, made a reassuring gesture.

Rough desert men didn’t have the custom of waiting for the last person to finish bathing.

However, Tie Ci’s combat ability in the entire team could only be matched by Feiyu, and if you added her innate talents, even Feiyu might fall slightly short. So everyone didn’t mind her staying behind with Dan Shuang.

This delay coincided with mealtime. Tie Ci listened intently and heard rustling sounds moving away through the trees.

Obviously the surveillance had ended and everyone had gone to eat.

Confirming no one was around, Tie Ci and Dan Shuang quickly stripped and had a thorough bath.

At this time.

Deep in the oasis, in the only somewhat worn tent, a masked man slowly sharpened his blade while listening to his subordinate’s report.

“Young Master, did we guess wrong?” the tattooed man said. “The arrivals seem to be our own people—the tattoos are still there.”

“Hmm?”

“Our people have all verified them. You know our tattoos—each person’s is different, impossible to imitate. Moreover, they went into the water to bathe. They’re not painted on either.”

The man listened, his brows slowly furrowing behind the mask.

“Has Mucuo returned?”

“No.”

“Any signals?”

“None either. So this matter is still questionable. If something really happened to Leopard General’s squad, how could Mucuo not signal to notify us?”

The man thought for a moment, then stood: “I’ll go take a look.”

“The other soldiers are at the bonfire, Leopard General is still bathing.”

“I’ll go meet with Leopard General.” The man lifted the tent flap and walked all the way over, passing the soldiers sitting around the bonfire eating—scattered in groups of three or five, barefoot, holding wooden bowls containing a mixture of tree bark and some barely edible fruit from the oasis that looked sticky and gave off a strange odor.

The air was filled with smoke, human sweat, and the mixed stench of wounds rotting without timely medical treatment. Many lay on the ground gaunt and skeletal, staring emptily at the sky.

Constant fighting, migration, and the difficulty of finding food in the desert had gradually stripped these sturdy men of their warrior spirit.

The man walked past, his deerskin boots making soft sounds on the leaf-covered ground.

He stared down at the ground—more and more sand was accumulating.

Sand lines were advancing forward.

He unconsciously touched his earlobe, then remembered it was empty.

His gaze passed over the bonfire to see those several people who had returned today, holding bowls and eating with apparent relish.

He turned away and walked into the deep shade.

By the bonfire, Yang Yixiu ate while whimpering softly: “Waa waa waa, I hate that I’m not a woman right now!”

Qi Yuansi struggled to swallow a mouthful from his bowl, thinking the shit he hadn’t eaten before was apparently all being consumed here.

Tian Wu’s broad face convulsed as he swallowed with a stiff neck while asking quietly: “What? Why do you want to be a woman?”

“Then I could have stayed there bathing instead of eating this disgusting stuff while pretending it tastes good!” Yang Yixiu finished crying, then turned to see Feiyu’s calm expression. Curious, he poked his head over to look and discovered his bowl was bright red. Sniffing, it was chili powder.

He quickly stole a taste and found that once the spiciness hit his mouth, the terrible nausea was suppressed.

Yang Yixiu pleaded: “Chief, Fire Chief, share some with me, I’m going to vomit!”

Feiyu covered his bowl: “No way. I only have this one small bag of chili powder left, I need to save it for Ye Eighteen.”

Yang Yixiu cried even harder.

Not only was it disgusting, he had to pretend to love it. Not only pretend to love it, but also get force-fed dog food.

This world was unbearable.

……

Chapter 212: Lucky Baby
The sound of flowing water murmured under the moonlight.

Dan Shuang had already finished washing and gone up. She had wanted to guard Tie Ci by the stream, but Tie Ci felt this wasn’t good and asked her to take advantage of everyone eating and their guard being down to briefly scout the terrain and layout here.

So Dan Shuang left.

Tie Ci also didn’t dare wash too comfortably, wearing a thin robe that reached her calves while bathing.

The local clothing, whether for coolness or some other reason, had no undergarments. The robes were loose and flowing, layered one upon another, using the interwoven fabric to cover vital areas. When walking, sturdy thighs would appear and disappear beneath the garments.

Naturally Tie Ci couldn’t dress like this—she wore pants underneath.

Suddenly footsteps sounded by the stream.

Tie Ci didn’t turn around, thinking Dan Shuang had returned. Just as she was about to ask how things were in Western Rong, she suddenly saw a reflection spread across the water surface.

Long and broad robes, a fierce mask, something at the waist swaying slightly.

Tie Ci didn’t move. The hand with the tattoo continued splashing water, but her other hand had already quietly reached underwater to her waist.

That figure stood motionless at the water’s edge, seemingly staring at her back.

Tie Ci felt her hair stand on end.

She was impersonating that Leopard Chief, and while her height was similar, her build and skin would be impossible to hide under close inspection, especially in such thin clothing in the water.

Had she been discovered?

With a splash, the person at the water’s edge entered the water.

Water sounds flowed as that person waded behind her.

Tie Ci still appeared completely oblivious as she continued bathing.

But in that person’s eyes behind her, the stream was like a lake, moonlight creating silhouettes. That person had level shoulders and a long neck, a smooth waist line, the slightly upturned curve of the nape making one think of a proud swan.

His heart stirred.

The hand on his waist blade slowly relaxed, his fingers slowly caressing that slender nape.

Every hair on Tie Ci’s body instantly stood up.

She suddenly stepped forward, water splashing with a crash. Her hand pierced back through the water curtain, already grasping the other person’s hand. Bending and shifting her shoulder, she threw hard.

With a splash, that person’s large body was actually thrown up by her, robes flying in mid-air as he sailed over her head.

In that instant cool wind hit her face, cold light flashed—that person reacted extremely quickly, actually drawing his blade while in mid-air.

Tie Ci instinctively tilted her head. The cold light swept past the corner of her chin with a hint of coolness, catching one corner of her mask.

She turned her body, twisted her head, and the mask fell back into place.

With a bang and splash, he was smashed into the water by her.

Tie Ci’s fingers followed, reaching for his throat.

This was something she’d unconsciously learned from Feiyu—he quite enjoyed strangling people’s necks, with vicious and efficient technique.

But at that moment, with a clang, something spun up into the air. Water droplets scattered in mid-air as it flew toward her temple.

Tie Ci looked up to see a blue eagle with spread wings soaring on that curved blade.

This familiar scabbard made her freeze, and her hand immediately slowed a beat. She dodged the scabbard and reached out to catch it for a closer look.

But the person smashed into the water thrust his waist up, bouncing straight out of the water and reaching out to embrace her shoulders, dragging her down to the bottom with a splash.

Tie Ci had already caught the scabbard and naturally used it to strike his head.

But he wouldn’t let go, holding Tie Ci as they rolled around underwater.

During their struggle water churned and the small stream was like a boiling pot.

The loose robes couldn’t withstand such treatment. Whether his or hers, gray and yellow thin hemp robes floated to the surface one by one, swaying with the fierce battle conditions.

That guy held onto Tie Ci and tried to remove her mask.

Tie Ci’s mask had been specially secured against wind and sand, so pulling only exposed her chin.

Tie Ci elbowed away that guy’s restless hand and also tried to remove his mask.

This time the guy turned his head away.

Water itself provided buoyancy, and during combat the masks were already unstable. For a moment Tie Ci pressed down on him, about to strike his ribs, when she suddenly saw his mask fall off.

Tie Ci was delighted and viciously turned his face around, only to see a big white face turn toward her—smiling eyes and cheerful expression, exactly like the lucky baby dolls popular in Da Qian.

Tie Ci was exasperated.

Feiyu had already grown tired of this trick!

She ruthlessly punched the guy in the ribs.

That guy curled up from her punch but still didn’t forget to fiercely kick toward her back.

Tie Ci was rather puzzled. She knew the force of her own punch—even holding back, a normal person should be writhing in pain. This guy could still counterattack; his resistance to blows was really strong.

She lunged forward to dodge that kick, but forgot she was still gripping the other person’s clothing. With this kick, there was a ripping sound and she had a piece of cloth in her hand.

The person behind her snorted angrily and swept with his leg. In the splashing water half a zhang high, Tie Ci saw a glimpse of sturdy thighs.

That guy’s outer robe seemed to have scattered in the water too…

Thinking again about the local ethnic clothing.

This was serious.

If they kept fighting it would truly become hand-to-hand combat.

Tie Ci immediately wanted to flee, but that person pounced again.

Without turning around, Tie Ci could imagine what that person looked like now.

With doubts in her heart, she was unwilling to kill, so she pushed away that thigh and scrambled toward shore.

When Feiyu arrived, this was the scene he witnessed.

Tie Ci was disheveled, with a man behind her even more disheveled—the two were frolicking in the water (?).

The seductive consort: “…”

I’m gone for just a moment and a demon takes advantage!

He broke off a bowl-thick tree beside him and hurled it like a javelin.

Wind whistled. That person had to dodge as the tree plowed a deep furrow across the water surface before crashing into the grove.

Very fierce indeed.

Water sounds splashed as that person came ashore. When Feiyu looked, it was even more offensive to the eyes.

His upper body had only cloth strips left, revealing a very attractive set of abs—seemed like two more than his own?

His lower body robes had scattered, and the person casually tucked the robe at his waist as he walked, exposing two long legs.

Turning to see Tie Ci seriously examining that guy up and down, Feiyu’s eyebrows shot up.

“How about it, very good-looking?”

Tie Ci unconsciously nodded, then shook her head.

She was comparing physiques—seemed a bit thin… Suddenly smelling the sour scent and killing intent in the air, she realized what was happening and grabbed Feiyu’s sleeve, saying quietly: “Don’t make trouble.”

Feiyu’s cold gaze turned toward that person.

That person stood on the shore, shook water off his body, and without looking at Tie Ci and the others, said: “Leopard Chief has returned?”

Tie Ci stared at him and made an ambiguous sound of agreement.

That person pointed southwest and said: “Come back to the tent with me.”

Tie Ci’s doubts deepened.

He hadn’t recognized her? She really resembled that Leopard Chief that much?

Impossible.

But if he had discovered the truth, how could things be so calm?

“What, after being out these days, you don’t even recognize your own tent?” that person laughed. “Go eat something, then come back and tell me about things over there. Let’s see what our next step should be. Our tents are next to each other, convenient.”

He finished speaking and turned to walk away, his curved blade swaying on his bottom.

Tie Ci stared at that blade.

It was very similar to Dan Ye’s, but subtly different, and older with many damaged areas.

She wasn’t sure if Western Rong royal curved blades all had similar styles.

Di Yiwei’s military intelligence had never mentioned Dan Ye, and she was concerned about his whereabouts.

Looking at that direction, approaching that person wasn’t a good idea, but without doing so, she couldn’t inquire about Dan Ye’s news.

So she followed that person.

Feiyu also followed.

Suddenly someone jumped down from a tree and blocked Feiyu: “Hey hey, that’s where the leaders live. Go back to your own place!”

Tie Ci turned back and made a gesture to Feiyu.

Feiyu had to stop.

He couldn’t disobey Ye Eighteen. He couldn’t ruin Ye Eighteen’s affairs.

Because rival lovers lurked nearby—he absolutely couldn’t let the little demon take advantage.

That person walked casually ahead, barefoot, leaving a trail of wet footprints.

Tie Ci walked around those small puddles, watching that person’s back.

No tattoos visible. About the same height as Dan Ye, but much thinner than Dan Ye.

The little Wolf Chief was wild, sweet, and sassy, walking with such big steps he almost split his… ahem.

This person walked leisurely and languidly, decadent and scattered, his curved blade clanging chaotically on his bottom, which was quite perky.

Realizing her focus had shifted, Tie Ci coughed.

The person ahead stopped, as if waiting for her.

When Tie Ci continued forward, he also moved forward, never turning back.

On a high slope stood two shabby cowhide tents in isolation. Tie Ci looked at the slightly smaller one—the mud where it was staked was still moist, as if it had just been pitched.

That person had already crawled into the larger tent nearby, so naturally this one belonged to the Leopard Chief.

Tie Ci crawled into the tent. Inside wasn’t luxurious, but everything was complete. She had just passed through the soldiers’ gathering area and hadn’t seen any tents at all. The soldiers she’d encountered were all dressed in tatters, obviously supplies were tight.

So this tent here was clearly a luxury configuration.

Was this Leopard Chief’s status really that high?

When they first entered the oasis, judging by those soldiers’ behavior, they hadn’t shown much respect.

She had just sat down when someone came to deliver food—on a wooden tray was a roll-shaped item with what looked like meat inside, a hard-as-rock bun, and a bowl of soup of indeterminate color.

Tie Ci didn’t mind rough food, but she feared things that didn’t look clean. The food on this tray made her somewhat unable to accept it. However, the young soldier holding the tray stared straight at the food, constantly swallowing.

Seeing his expression, Tie Ci casually took the meat roll—martial artists couldn’t go without meat—and had the soldier take the rest back.

That young soldier ran off delightedly.

Tie Ci bit into the roll. In her mouth she felt the meat was soft and fishy with a strong gamey smell. The texture made all her hair stand on end and she was about to vomit.

Having grown accustomed to Feiyu’s cooking, her resistance had decreased.

Suddenly the tent flap lifted and the neighbor walked in.

In that instant, Tie Ci forced herself to swallow what she was about to spit out.

Fortunately the mask hid her green complexion.

That guy wearing the lucky baby mask, holding a bun in one hand and a bowl of soup in the other, sat across from her. He broke the bun into pieces and soaked them in the soup, then added some dried black leaf-like things and pushed the bowl toward her.

He pointed at the meat roll in her hand, indicating she should continue.

Tie Ci had to take a big bite, not daring to chew, and swallowed forcefully. To avoid choking to death, she grabbed the bowl and drank deeply.

Prepared to suppress her urge to vomit, she unexpectedly found the soup was sour and spicy, effectively masking the fishy taste of the meat roll.

She ate normally, neither wolfing it down dramatically nor eating with difficulty in a way that would reveal her nature.

Lucky Baby stared at her intently throughout. Tie Ci felt his gaze was very strange.

A bit excited, a bit sad, a bit grimly determined.

After eating, he nodded: “How was it? Delicious?”

Tie Ci had already prepared her response. She didn’t need to imitate that Leopard Chief’s behavioral style since she didn’t know what it was. Since the other party believed she was the Leopard Chief, she might as well be herself.

She smiled, put her hands behind her head and lay back: “What do you think?”

Lucky Baby didn’t smile. He stared at her deeply, then also lay down beside her, asking casually: “It’s good that you’re used to it.”

Tie Ci found these words strange and turned to look at him. Lucky Baby was also turning his head—through the curved smile holes of the doll face, his gaze seemed deep and unfathomable.

Here Tie Ci had a tent, food, everything peaceful and harmonious.

Things were different for Feiyu and the others.

They followed the guiding soldier deep into the forest, where many thin shacks were set up in the open. People went in and out of the shacks constantly. Someone came and led them into different shacks.

Soon everyone was separated and housed in different shacks.

Before they separated, Rong Pu at the front suddenly made a gesture.

It was a secret signal from Di’s army: everyone be careful.

The guide arranged Rong Pu into a shack. In the foul-smelling shack, someone pointed to the innermost bed for him to sleep in.

Rong Pu said nothing and casually went out to stroll.

Row upon row of shacks hidden under trees extended in circles all the way to the oasis edge, with a completely unobstructed open space in the middle. Leaders’ tents were scattered on higher ground, while they were housed separately in the central shacks.

Separated, trapped, monitored.

Before he could see clearly, someone inside was already roughly calling for Rong Pu to enter.

Rong Pu walked into the dark interior. Several big men sat silently on their beds, all staring coldly at him, while some eyes showed interest and amusement.

Even wearing a mask and local clothing, the handsome man’s whole bearing was distinctly different from others.

These rough, lonely men who had no outlet besides combat didn’t know how to appreciate beauty, but with beast-like instinct, they sensed this person’s uniqueness.

Some gazes gradually became burning.

Some began chuckling lewdly, licking their lower lips.

One man slowly said in Western Rong: “Time to sleep.”

Rong Pu nodded and returned to his bed.

As he passed a big man, that person grabbed his sleeve. Rong Pu’s body swayed and he fell against the man, quickly steadying himself and apologizing.

That big man chuckled quietly: “No need for such fussing. As long as you sleep with me…”

Before he could finish, someone sharply shouted him down.

That big man twisted his lips and lay down sullenly. Rong Pu acted as if he hadn’t heard and lay down on his own bed.

Wind swept across the vast desert, playing long notes like whistles, like falling stars.

Rustling sounds continued—sand migrating alone in the air, gradually turning to sharper, harder sounds, pattering against those leaves.

Cold air attacked. The winter desert had a deathly coldness.

Rong Pu lay motionless on his bed, sleeping.

Several dark figures silently sat up, got off their beds, and approached his bed.

Several people stood before Rong Pu’s bed. The leader raised his palm, signaling to act.

But one person suddenly grabbed his hand and made a rather obscene gesture.

The leader hesitated, then nodded.

Several hands were about to reach out.

Suddenly a moan pierced the night’s silence and darkness.

Everyone turned to see the person sleeping on the bed by the door struggling and twisting, moaning continuously.

The soldiers went to look and saw that person’s forehead was burning hot—obviously feverish and unconscious, unresponsive to calls or pressure point stimulation.

The leader was puzzled. A perfectly healthy young man—how had he suddenly fallen ill?

Suddenly he thought of something and looked toward the still-sleeping Rong Pu.

Earlier, hadn’t Suli pulled this person’s sleeve?

Not knowing what he was looking at, the others unconsciously followed his gaze toward Rong Pu.

Under everyone’s stares, Rong Pu calmly opened his eyes, got up, parted the crowd, and walked to the burning person.

He said calmly: “I can save his life.”

The surrounding people tensed as they watched him.

“I can also kill him.”

“I can also make it so that you people can die at any time without anyone noticing.”

The breathing around him gradually became heavy, and the oppressive gazes gradually turned away.

“If you want to live, withdraw your hands and shut your mouths.” Rong Pu smiled as he inserted a needle into the feverish person’s acupoint. “Just listen to me.”

……

The Da Wu and Xiao Wu brothers sat on their beds, one with eyes closed, one sniffing.

One said: “There’s killing intent.”

One said: “Not afraid.”

By midnight, those who had received orders to act quietly got up only to find that pair of brothers had disappeared.

……

Tian Wu and Yang Yixiu were housed in a shack together.

As soon as Yang Yixiu entered, he pulled out a bundle containing dried meat, fruits and other items, saying he’d found them in the village and wanted to treat everyone to snacks.

Tian Wu was very surprised he still had food and instinctively reached for it, but Yang Yixiu stepped on his foot without changing expression.

With food scarce here, seeing these decent provisions, how could anyone resist? They devoured everything like wolves, almost fighting over it.

Before long, people were lying sprawled all over the floor.

Yang Yixiu found rope and tied them up one by one, working up a sweat.

Tian Wu helped while curiously asking: “What’s going on? Why knock out perfectly good people? Are we escaping?”

Yang Yixiu’s hands didn’t stop: “These bastards separated us and placed us among them—their plan is to isolate and defeat us. Should I let them succeed? As for the next step, we’ll see what the Crown Princess decides.”

“By the way, where did you get those snacks?”

“Borrowed from Feiyu.”

“How did that miser agree to lend them?”

“I told him that Ye Eighteen and I are both from the capital, familiar with capital customs. Ye Eighteen’s family is difficult to deal with, so if he wants to marry Ye Eighteen and runs into trouble in the future, I can help.”

“…Sounds like you’re selling out your master?”

“What are you saying? Better to tear down ten temples than ruin one marriage, understand?”

“But didn’t you help Rong Pu sabotage them before…”

“That’s called drawing your sword to help when you see injustice, understand?”

“Don’t understand.”

……

The room was a mess with several broken bed boards and wood splinters everywhere.

Qi Yuansi sat on his bed panting.

He hadn’t dared close his eyes.

Nor had he let these Western Rong bastards get near him.

There was also a pile of people on the floor. One Western Rong soldier tried to crawl up and go out, but Qi Yuansi hurled a piece of wood he’d been using as a pillow—bang—and the door slammed shut.

Staring at his defeated opponents still trying to get up, he spat out bloody saliva.

Still want to divide and conquer?

Perfect—sending some sandbags for me to punch!

……

As soon as Dan Shuang entered, she closed the door, dragged over a tree stump stool, and sat against the door.

One person blocking a whole room of men.

She laid her blade across her knees and surveyed the confused big men around her.

“Who’s first?”

……

Lieutenant Yu held a blade, took a soldier hostage, and faced off against a room full of soldiers.

He knew something was wrong and they had ill intentions. He hadn’t dared sleep after entering, and when someone moved against him, he leaped up and got to the door with a hostage.

But he hadn’t killed.

First, the situation was unclear. Second, even killing this room full of people wouldn’t help—there were thousands of troops outside and no escape.

All he could do now was preserve his own life and wait for everyone to decide together.

He had also given signals to his subordinates earlier, so everyone should be prepared.

But what the next step should be would depend on Ye Ci’s side.

The people across from him suddenly made a gesture and said in a relaxed voice: “Brother, we actually have no ill will toward you. We just want to make a deal with you.”

……

In the night, similar events were happening in every shack housing squad members.

Some captors became captives, some attackers were attacked, and mostly there were standoffs between both sides.

When the Western Rong side discovered that these Da Qian soldiers were far more elite than imagined, making their plan to capture and force defections impossible, the Western Rong began a round of negotiations.

Only Tie Ci’s side remained calm.

Two people lay side by side on beds, both motionless, as if deeply asleep.

That guy wearing the lucky baby mask was even making soft snoring sounds.

Tie Ci turned her head in surprise—she could tell this was genuine snoring.

This guy had actually fallen asleep beside her?

Did he truly believe she was the Leopard Chief, or was he just naturally bold?

Since he was asleep, she wouldn’t be polite.

She reached out to remove his mask.

Chapter 213: Then Hold Me
But the other person immediately woke up and raised his hand to catch hers.

Tie Ci flicked her finger toward his palm.

This person was extremely fierce, not withdrawing his hand. With a light sound, his arm visibly went limp and drooped down.

However, his other arm was already there, pressing down on Tie Ci’s shoulder.

Tie Ci heard him say hoarsely but clearly beside her ear: “Doesn’t Leopard Chief want to think about your brothers?”

Tie Ci paused, then said: “What, my brothers aren’t your brothers?”

That guy chuckled lowly: “You are my brother, so naturally they are too.”

Tie Ci said: “What, when was I not your brother?”

That person laughed again. His laughter was very low and deep, yet gave one a feeling of intensity, like seeing a furnace in the dark night—seemingly motionless, but you knew fire burned in the depths.

He said: “If we’re brothers, then stay by my side for life. If we’re brothers, then hold me!”

His one arm tightened, embracing Tie Ci’s shoulder.

Tie Ci could feel this was truly just an embrace, without any killing intent.

In that instant it was as if their hearts connected—she could vaguely sense the grief and joy in that person’s heart, boundless and vast like a desert sea.

This both startled and confused her.

Vaguely everything seemed familiar, vaguely everything seemed unfamiliar.

The Dan Ye in her memory was like an eagle flying low over golden sands—proud yet carefree, loving freedom over bonds throughout his life, wingtips skimming yellow sand dunes.

Exhilarating and bright, black shadows reflected in azure sky.

Not like the one before her—thin to the point of deformity, fire burning in his heart, full of suppression yet with fierce killing intent like a lone wolf.

Her heart wavered as she raised her hand, wanting to feel his bones.

But suddenly a gust of wind swept in, then the person on her was forcibly torn away. With a muffled thud, it sounded like someone took a punch, followed by another muffled thud that shook the entire tent.

By the time she sat up, two people were already fighting fiercely in the tent.

Without looking, she knew the intruder must be Feiyu.

Tie Ci stood up, sighed, and in the next instant flashed between the two.

One hand traced a circle, catching Eagle Chief’s fist and guiding it forward. The punch thundered like lightning, striking the ground with a bang and leaving a crater.

One palm opened in an encompassing gesture, wrapping around Feiyu’s fist.

Seeing her enter the fray, Feiyu’s movements immediately slowed. Tie Ci’s palm wrapped around his fist and gently twisted—Feiyu’s body whooshed up into the air.

Just in time to dodge Eagle Chief’s leg kick aimed through Tie Ci.

That kick carried tremendous force. Tie Ci could feel the powerful wind—if it had connected with Feiyu, it would have crushed his internal organs.

Tie Ci frowned slightly.

Feiyu had pulled back because of her, but the opponent hadn’t, and had even taken the opportunity to strike a killing blow at Feiyu.

This made her angry. The hand gripping the opponent’s fist rapidly climbed up his arm. Her five fingers tightened with a muffled thud, and she flung the man’s large body to the ground.

Dropping to one knee, Tie Ci knelt on his throat.

The tent overhead couldn’t withstand her sudden burst of inner force and the wind force from throwing the man, and was uprooted.

The winds from all sides suddenly intensified, carrying the tent away.

Tie Ci looked up to see fires and shouts erupting from multiple places in the forest below—clearly fighting had broken out there too.

She knelt on his throat and reached to remove his mask.

The opponent suddenly embraced with both hands, ignoring the death threat to grab at her ankle tendons.

Swishing sounds rang out as blue-black light and shadow formed a continuous stream, slashing toward Eagle Chief’s hands.

Feiyu’s iron fan had struck.

But Eagle Chief paid no attention, continuing to exert force with both hands.

He was using a mutual destruction strategy against Tie Ci.

Tie Ci had to withdraw her hand, using one to catch the iron fan and the other to slap away his hands.

She moved her knee aside slightly. Eagle Chief could speak now, coughing twice before laughing: “Press on, why did you stop pressing?”

“Coming right up.” Tie Ci replied in the indifferent tone of a waiter serving food, her knee dropping back down.

Eagle Chief had to say: “Let’s negotiate.”

Tie Ci’s knee hovered three inches from his throat: “Hmm?”

Eagle Chief said: “Your people are very experienced and prepared, but this is my army. They can’t escape.”

Tie Ci said: “When did you confirm we weren’t Leopard Chief’s people?”

“I was certain from the beginning, but later became doubtful because of the tattoos. After fighting in the water, I saw your face.”

Tie Ci found this strange. Seeing her face should have prompted a killing strike. Not striking should mean he was an acquaintance, but separating her from the others to defeat them individually didn’t seem like something an acquaintance would do.

If he was Dan Ye—regardless, Rong Pu and the others were also Dan Ye’s classmates.

If he was Dan Ye, why couldn’t they properly recognize each other?

“What do you want?”

“Originally I wanted you and your squad to become my people, to work with me from within to eliminate Di Yiwei.”

Tie Ci laughed upon hearing this.

“I think it would be more efficient to eliminate you and make this rabble immediately disperse.”

“Then you’re overthinking. Western Rong soldiers have all sworn heavy oaths—no matter what enemy they face, they will fight to the last drop of blood. It’s fine while I’m alive, but if I die, the people here will tear you to pieces regardless of cost.”

Tie Ci smiled and turned her head to look below.

The shack doors opened and Rong Pu, Qi Yuansi and others emerged. Lieutenant Yu and Qi Yuansi still held hostages.

“Let’s see who tears whom apart.”

Eagle Chief seemed to smile, then suddenly let out a sharp whistle.

The piercing whistle rolled across. Several Western Rong soldiers suddenly pounced forward, cold light flashing as curved blades chopped toward the hostages.

This move was very sudden, but Da Qian’s side was still prepared—several people protected their hostages while retreating rapidly.

But pulling hostages while retreating rapidly was precisely when one’s guard was down regarding the hostages. The hostage in Qi Yuansi’s hands suddenly threw himself onto the blade.

Blood splattered, spraying Qi Yuansi’s head and face. He stared blankly at the corpse with only half a head remaining, his whole body rigid.

The surrounding Western Rong soldiers showed no anger or grief. They were sinister and cold, accustomed to seeing companions’ blood and death, understanding that everything must be redeemed with life.

Just like Eagle Chief.

On the hillside, Eagle Chief said: “Let’s see who tears whom apart.”

Tie Ci fell silent.

While her side had demonstrated wisdom and force, the enemy had used vicious and fierce means to tell her that taking hostages was useless.

Negotiation was inherently a combination of psychological warfare and force. Facing such difficult and vicious enemies, negotiations would be bloody.

“Very courageous,” Tie Ci said. “Makes me want to test whether you’d also spill blood three feet if I took you hostage.”

Eagle Chief’s eyes gazed at Tie Ci through the curved eye holes of the lucky baby mask.

He knew the person before him grew stronger when facing strength, never fearing or retreating.

“You can try, but no matter how you try, no matter what price we pay, you will definitely have casualties too.”

This was fact. Tie Ci remained silent.

“You and your soldiers have earned my respect. If you’re unwilling to be traitors, then I have another path for you to choose.”

“You’ve seen our situation too. Trapped in the desert with no way out. Either go out through the passes to seize territory from Di Yiwei’s hands, or go inward to reclaim everything from those wolves. If you’re unwilling to help me strike at Di Yiwei, then accompany me westward.”

“You overestimate us. With your thousands of troops reduced to homeless dogs, adding a squad of over ten people would let us swallow ten thousand li like tigers?”

“I don’t overestimate them—I overestimate you.”

The conversation fell into silence.

After a long while, Tie Ci said: “Observing your martial arts and conduct, you should be a master; observing your subordinates, they can also be called fierce troops. Why are you still trapped in the great desert, unable to advance or retreat, in such a sorry state?”

Fierce winds blew from all directions, carrying distant and eerie long notes.

Crack—a tree trunk snapped and fell.

Tie Ci wondered why the wind had suddenly become so strong.

Eagle Chief was about to answer her when his pupils suddenly contracted and he urgently said: “It’s coming!”

Tie Ci turned back to see the sky suddenly change.

From black to yellow—the starlight disappeared. That deep yellow wall connecting heaven and earth continued advancing forward, the wind carrying many fine sand particles that struck their faces.

“Sandstorm!”

The sandstorm appeared abruptly, advancing countless times faster than imagined, almost instantly reaching them.

Yellow sand swept down like a massive tornado. The verdant oasis was instantly stained a uniform dark yellow.

Countless sounds of breaking trees arose as huge black shadows fell overhead.

Tie Ci couldn’t worry about Eagle Chief and reached to pull Feiyu.

These people had more experience than her group. In a sandstorm where nothing could be seen clearly, they couldn’t let anyone take advantage.

Suddenly her feet felt heavy as Eagle Chief grabbed her legs. With force added to the wind’s push, Tie Ci toppled over and the two rolled down the hillside together.

Tie Ci protected her head and face with both hands, rolling all the way to the bottom where she felt herself fall into a pit. Sand swished overhead then poured down with a rustling sound.

Between heaven and earth were only sounds of wind and sand, with continuous tree-breaking noises. In this chaos, she vaguely heard a quiet laugh.

This sound seemed right overhead yet also very distant. She almost thought she was hallucinating when she struggled to look up.

In the murky yellow she saw a black shadow, floating ghostlike. Though wind and sand filled the sky, drowning everything, when she looked up, that aerial phantom slowly lowered its head to look at her.

Tie Ci’s heart chilled and she immediately lowered her head.

Even across such distance, she could feel the forest coldness and fierce aura of that gaze.

Instinct told her she should remain quiet now.

Just like all the people in this oasis camp.

Even Eagle Chief pressing on her to block the sand buried his head in sand without making a sound.

Wind and sand still raged wildly, yet heaven and earth and breath seemed frozen.

But at this moment, a scream pierced through the wind.

Chapter 214: You Are the Wind, I Am the Sand
That voice sounded familiar, like Da Wu’s.

Tie Ci remembered this guy’s particularly keen perception and silently groaned.

Looking up, she saw a human figure had already jumped up, vaguely looking like Da Wu.

But upon closer inspection, that figure was perfectly straight—he wasn’t jumping on his own but being dragged upward into the sky!

Watching a living person being slowly pulled up by invisible hands through the wind and sand was like watching a terrifying silent film.

In the blink of an eye he was already two zhang from the ground.

Never mind what would happen once he reached the sky—even free fall could kill Da Wu.

Xiao Wu’s screams also rang out.

Tie Ci threw off the heavy person on top of her. Her figure flashed and the next instant she appeared in mid-air, embracing Da Wu’s legs.

Da Wu’s body plummeted violently downward, but surprisingly didn’t fall.

Tie Ci felt enormous pulling force from above, as if someone had tied the other end of the wind to Da Wu, dragging her involuntarily upward.

Her legs suddenly felt heavy—looking down, Feiyu had pounced over to grab her.

The upward momentum slowed. Furious snorting came from overhead.

The wind grew stronger, howling into their ears.

Another weight below—Tie Ci struggled to look down and saw that the person grabbing Feiyu’s legs was actually Eagle Chief.

Below in the forest, soldiers knelt in various pits, kowtowing toward the sky.

Some were swept away, crashing into trees with broken bones and torn tendons.

After Eagle Chief pounced over, the upward momentum finally eased.

In the misty world, Tie Ci vaguely heard a sharp cry. A black line seemed to streak from the horizon, colliding with the dark shadow above, then falling with miserable calls to who knows where.

Tie Ci’s heart stirred.

Everyone hung in the sky like a string of grasshoppers—surely a spectacle from afar, though Tie Ci had no mood to imagine it. She climbed up Da Wu’s waist all the way to behind him, pressing down on his shoulders with both hands.

This press used all her true qi, with hot currents surging from her dantian.

Everyone immediately dropped a section.

The one above seemed to fly into a rage and pulled hard, just as Tie Ci was catching her breath.

Everyone went up another section.

Feiyu had also climbed up along Tie Ci now, pressing on her shoulders while exerting his true force.

Everyone dropped another section.

The opponent was furious and pulled upward.

Eagle Chief scrambled up, placing his hands on Feiyu’s shoulders. Together they pulled, and everyone dropped again.

The group played tug-of-war, bobbing up and down in mid-air.

But the wind and sand gradually subsided at this time, as if the person above was busy with tug-of-war and couldn’t manage the sandstorm.

People crawled out of their hiding pits, staring dumbfounded at the string playing tug-of-war in mid-air.

Both sides were at a standstill. Tie Ci looked up to see that person slowly descending—cloud-like black robes, a fluttering body.

This appearance and feeling was very similar to the shadow she’d seen in the Empress Dowager’s palace.

But it definitely wasn’t that person, since the Empress Dowager couldn’t leave that person’s protection.

Tie Ci suddenly remembered having Shadow investigate the mysterious master in the Empress Dowager’s palace. Shadow had given her several locations, including Yong Ping.

Though this wasn’t Yong Ping, it was related—within Western Rong territory. Masters couldn’t stay in one place forever; they would also wander and migrate.

If Western Rong was in great turmoil with multiple factions appearing, it wasn’t impossible for some master to be bought by one faction.

But what was his relationship to the one in the Empress Dowager’s palace?

Suddenly the pulling force above loosened.

Without counteracting force, what came next was falling. They were still at a great height. Tie Ci grabbed Da Wu with one hand and reached for Feiyu with the other.

Eagle Chief suddenly knocked Feiyu aside and lunged toward her.

Feiyu kicked Eagle Chief away.

The two who had just cooperated were now fighting as they fell.

Helpless, Tie Ci could only send Da Wu to the ground. Seeing the black robe falling diagonally toward the ground, it suddenly shrieked sharply. A huge yellow blade light swept up from the ground, devastating everything in its path as it slashed horizontally!

Wherever it passed, blood splattered. Several Western Rong soldiers who had just climbed out of pits and couldn’t dodge in time were severed at the waist.

After cutting down several people, that yellow blade light dissipated—it was actually just a thin layer of sand.

A layer of crimson blood-sand fell to the ground.

The soldiers who had climbed out crawled back into their pits, kowtowing even more frantically.

Through the haze came Eagle Chief’s roar: “Get up! All of you fucking get up! This isn’t a god! It’s not! Get up and prepare for battle!”

Someone cried out: “That is a god! The Black Sand God who rules the desert and death! Disrespecting the god will destroy our entire tribe!”

Tie Ci heard Eagle Chief’s frantic string of Western Rong curses.

Hoarse voice, familiar tone.

Seeing those fierce soldiers not daring to resist under this person’s attack, Tie Ci frowned and raised her hand.

With a crackling sound, white light flashed at her fingertips. She smoothly drew a fallen soldier’s waist blade and ran her finger along it.

The blade immediately gleamed with white light. She hurled it with a whoosh, cutting through the night like lightning striking toward the black-robed figure.

Behind the impressively loud electric blade, the jade brush silently traced across the long sky.

The black-robed person turned to see the lightning-like scene and showed a trace of surprise in his eyes, blurting: “Gui Hai…”

Suddenly feeling a chill, he realized something was wrong. Raising a finger, a large sheet of yellow sand formed a giant curtain before him while he retreated urgently.

But it was already a step too late. The jade brush silently penetrated the sand curtain and his hastily raised palm, trailing bright red blood drops. After spinning once in mid-air, it quietly returned to Tie Ci’s hand.

The black-robed person obviously hadn’t expected to be injured and flew into a rage. With a sweep of his sleeve, wind and sand rose again. Screams rang out continuously as over ten Western Rong soldiers still kowtowing in sand pits were swept up and hurled toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci could only retreat, flashing far away in an instant.

But yellow sand columns spiraled and whirled before her, growing larger and larger like rolling yellow dragons crashing down with world-destroying momentum.

Natural forces couldn’t be resisted by human strength. She was instantly enveloped in this heavenly and earthly might.

Shouts came from all directions, but blocked by wind and sand—never mind finding people, even voices couldn’t be heard clearly.

Sand constantly struck her mask with sounds like urgent rain. Between heaven and earth only this grand sound seemed to remain.

Countless wind blades suddenly appeared around her, crisscrossing back and forth, determined to hack her to pieces.

Tie Ci’s figure had also become a beam of light, twisting and dodging in that wind, appearing and disappearing so fast her form couldn’t be distinguished.

No matter how dense or sharp the wind blades, though they tore her clothes to shreds, they couldn’t harm her in the slightest.

This greatly shocked the person controlling the wind and sand.

In such a wind and sand formation, with heaven and earth merged as one and no gaps to exploit, even if Gui Hai Sheng were here, he couldn’t avoid many small cuts.

Though this young person had some lightning power, he absolutely couldn’t compare to Gui Hai Sheng—his skill was far less profound than Gui Hai Sheng’s.

How could he remain completely unharmed?

A bronze-colored hand suddenly reached out from the yellow dragon, viciously grabbing toward Tie Ci’s chest.

Tie Ci had been waiting for this moment.

She chuckled and didn’t dodge or yield, thrusting her chest forward to meet it.

Feiyu, who had just found her in the outer circle and rushed in to see this scene, looked utterly tragic.

For a moment, he truly felt it would be better not to know about her gender.

With a tearing sound, the clothes at her chest ripped, followed by the black-robed person’s scream.

He flipped backward, one hand bloody.

An extremely fine black light grazed his chest and abdomen before disappearing into the wind and sand.

Tie Ci clicked her tongue regretfully.

The bulletproof vest had just shot out a steel wire, but unfortunately that guy escaped too quickly—only injuring his hand.

Sticking his hand into those crisscrossing fine steel wires, who knows how many fingers were severed.

The vest Feiyu made was heavy but truly useful.

She could remain unharmed under such dense sand blade attacks thanks to this treasure.

The black-robed person drifted several zhang away with the wind and sand. His hand probed the ground, seemingly grabbing something and stuffing it in his mouth.

Then his whole person seemed to dissolve into the wind and sand, disappearing in the blink of an eye.

Only the lonely oasis, vast desert, and bewildered Western Rong soldiers remained.

Turning to look, Tie Ci found that what had been the oasis’s black soil was now covered with a large area of sand—desertified.

At this rate, this oasis would cease to exist in just a year or two.

So where would these people go?

As they said, if they couldn’t walk out of the desert and return to Western Rong’s grasslands, they could only enter the pass and break into Di Yiwei’s territory, fighting the Scorpion Battalion to the death.

Eagle Chief ran over. For some reason, though the sand-controlling person had left, his expression was more tense. Holding a long whip, he constantly whipped the soldiers still dazed in their pits: “Get up! Quickly get up! Prepare for battle!”

Everyone startled and leaped up, beginning to form ranks.

Tie Ci was stunned.

Were there enemies? She hadn’t detected any—how had Eagle Chief?

“While we have time to prepare, let’s take the initiative!” Eagle Chief was still urging.

Suddenly Da Wu and Xiao Wu said in unison: “I heard (smelled) movement!”

Before their words finished, whooshing sounds rang out as a rain of arrows covered the sky.

They struck and embedded in the edges of those pits.

If Eagle Chief hadn’t driven everyone up, those kneeling in the pits would have died in droves.

Eagle Chief let out a whistle.

A black horse charged out of the forest like a gale. Eagle Chief leaped up, mounted, and galloped straight out.

The other Western Rong officers and soldiers also whistled in unison. Horse herds flowed like water from the forest. Soldiers flew onto their mounts, pulled reins and galloped wildly like a black tide rolling out of the oasis and up the sand dunes.

Tie Ci suddenly remembered the paintings Dan Ye had drawn outside the Good Hall at the academy.

Young men sharpening blades and watering horses, with rolling golden sand dunes behind them.

Tie Ci leaped onto a tall tree and saw that the earlier wind and sand had changed the nearby terrain—sand mountains were shorter, sand dunes more numerous. Somehow behind those dunes hid a dark mass of troops now engaging in close combat with the Western Rong soldiers from the oasis.

It was easy to see that the attackers were also Western Rong soldiers.

With internal strife in Western Rong, this group hiding in the oasis must be the losers from the civil war.

As Crown Princess of Da Qian, she should be delighted to see Western Rong’s internal chaos.

Tie Ci sat in the tall tree, watching those bathed in blood and yellow sand, fighting desperately to the death, gradually piling up corpses. Eagle Chief charged at the front, his flying black hair dripping with bright red.

Both sides showed disparity in equipment, numbers, and strength. Though the oasis troops were no less fierce than their opponents, they lacked some sharpness.

Her small squad gathered under the tree, somewhat bewildered as they watched the Western Rong civil war, instinctively awaiting her decision.

——Author’s Note——

At the beginning of August, I had promised to take my son out to play for a few days.

But then the epidemic came again.

The high-speed rail tickets were refunded. Do you have any guaranteed monthly votes? Give me one to wipe away tears.

Chapter 215: Treasure Boy
Tie Ci pressed her lips tightly together.

From the perspective of identity and position, she had no reason to help either side.

Just watching would be fine.

But though she planned to stand aside and watch, the attackers didn’t plan to let her go.

Suddenly strange sounds came from ahead, quite similar to the weird long notes that sand-controlling guy had made in the air earlier.

The opposing formation showed commotion, then split off a unit. Their leader raised his hand toward Tie Ci’s direction, and his followers all raised their bows and shot arrows.

This time they were fire arrows—countless deep red projectiles arcing toward the tall tree.

Tie Ci sat in the tree, already in a complex mood. Seeing those menacing fire arrows rushing toward her, she sneered, raised her hand and pinched. A flash of lightning struck the arrows with the implicit sound of wind and thunder.

With a bang and explosion, the fire arrows burst into balls of flame in mid-air.

The white light’s momentum wasn’t spent—it struck an archer’s shoulder. He screamed and fell backward, his voice full of terror.

He wasn’t the only terrified one. That flash of white light obviously exceeded everyone’s expectations. Countless people were shouting, calling “Seitan! Seitan!”

In Western Rong, that meant “god.”

Tie Ci knew that those with innate abilities were mainly concentrated in Da Qian and overseas territories. This Western Rong region had very few, and this tribe had complex and numerous beliefs, deeply convinced of divine fate and miracles, easily deceived.

Almost immediately, the attacking formation fell into chaos.

The oasis troops’ morale greatly increased and they immediately began counterattacking.

Several confused attacking Western Rong soldiers saw a group of people dressed as Western Rong soldiers gathered under the tall tree who hadn’t joined the fight. Thinking they were important figures, they pounced over to capture them.

Those Da Qian soldiers had long been itching to fight. Constrained by opposing positions from joining battle, when enemies came to their faces, how could they let them go? They immediately struck back with their blades.

Later even Tian Wu, Yang Yixiu and others joined the fighting. Tie Ci didn’t stop them, considering it good practical combat experience for these academy students. After all, she was there to cover them.

Her attention remained focused on that sand-controlling person from before.

If she wasn’t mistaken, he should also be an old monster, skilled at controlling wind and sand, with extremely profound inner strength and a very violent temperament.

Having thoroughly offended him today, afterward it would definitely be a fight to the death.

His inner strength was indeed formidable. Earlier, even combining several people’s strength, they could barely match him in the tug-of-war.

Being able to injure him was thanks to the advantages of weapons and protective armor.

So if truly facing him, she’d need to be cautious.

As she pondered this, Feiyu sat under the tree, slowly carving small trinkets while facing the battlefield ahead, occasionally glancing at the black sand-heavy sky edge with thoughtful expression.

Western Rong soldiers also came to attack him, but they were no match. When he casually let corpses pile up at his feet and comfortably propped his feet on the bodies, no more Western Rong soldiers tried to trouble him.

This battle proceeded quickly. An hour later, the opposition left behind dozens of corpses and retreated.

During retreat, wind also rose. When that wind swept past, the vast crowds had vanished without trace.

This left the victors with no way to pursue even if they wanted to.

The oasis side began counting corpses. Dead comrades were buried directly under sand pits, severely wounded horses were killed for meat, damaged curved blades were buried in sand caves with their masters.

Soldiers who had lost comrades sat silently in the winter desert, arranging the corpses neatly in a row. Everyone surrounded them in a circle, shoulders touching, undulating like sea waves, chanting something that was neither quite song nor quite poetry in low voices. The tune was very distant with peculiar rhythm, accompanied by those wave-like chanting motions that made one’s thoughts wander, as if raising one’s eyes to where red sun and golden sand ended, one could see the gates of the divine kingdom opening with a rumbling sound.

Even in their opposing position, everyone couldn’t help but be solemn. Even Feiyu stopped the blade in his hands and listened quietly for a long while.

Tie Ci asked him softly: “Did you understand this song?”

Though she knew some Western Rong, a country had countless regional dialects, not to mention Western Rong itself was a multi-ethnic nation with very complex languages. She could hear the desolate and lofty tune of this song, but couldn’t understand the lyrics.

Rong Pu suddenly walked over and said softly: “Golden sands vast and boundless, green fields stretching far. Eagles fly in high heaven, moon falls on great wilderness. Mend my old robes, trust me with long spear. To the divine kingdom I go, think not of old homeland.”

Tie Ci chewed grass roots and said: “Do you believe there are gods?”

Rong Pu said: “Everyone has their own god in their heart, for example…”

“For example, anyone who blasphemes against god will immediately be struck by lightning.” Feiyu cut off his words and tossed something over. Tie Ci caught it and saw it was actually a pit carving—carved with a string of little people, one climbing on another, wrestling with a hand reaching down from black clouds overhead.

Pit carving was extremely difficult to begin with. What was even more remarkable was that though this carving wasn’t particularly fine, it managed to express the postures and expressions of that struggling scene vividly in just a square inch with a few strokes, greatly surprising Tie Ci.

She stared at Feiyu: “Just how many things do you know?”

Feiyu glanced at Rong Pu and said with a smile: “I know many things. I’m your treasure boy.”

Dan Shuang sat to one side and couldn’t help interjecting: “Insignificant carving tricks—how can they compare to grand scholarship?”

Rong Pu smiled slightly.

Only then did Tie Ci suddenly understand.

So when Rong Pu displayed his erudition, someone had to show off his skills like a peacock to step on him.

Without changing expression, she looked at the pit carving and discovered that the Eagle Chief statue at the bottom was different from others’ realistic style—it was actually abstract. A perfectly good tall man was carved to look like a monster.

She understood—this one also caught his eye as unpleasant.

Looking up, Eagle Chief was striding over with straight smoke rising behind him into the gray sky.

The squad members vigilantly gathered behind Tie Ci.

A sandstorm and a battle had changed the standoff situation between both sides. Now the other party had lost the conditions to hold Tie Ci and negotiate with her. Even using troops to surround her was useless—many soldiers looked at Tie Ci with awe, and some prostrated themselves in worship from afar.

They probably also regarded Tie Ci as a divine person like that old sand-controlling monster.

Though vigilant, they couldn’t maintain completely hostile attitudes either. After all, when the sandstorm came, Eagle Chief had tried to protect Tie Ci. Just now could also be considered Tie Ci helping Eagle Chief.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly: “Let’s write off our previous grievances. I have some things I want to ask you. If you’re willing to answer, that’s best. If not, we’ll take some water and food and leave.”

Eagle Chief sat down across from her: “What do you want to ask? Go ahead—consider it thanks for your help just now.”

Tie Ci jerked her chin toward him, then toward the soldiers outside.

Eagle Chief was silent for a while, then said: “We are Western Rong royal troops.”

Though expected, she still felt surprised. Tie Ci looked up at him.

Then she heard a story whose traces could be found in the histories of many fallen nations.

Qiu Wujiu returned to his country to cause trouble, allying with the First Prince to kill the old king.

The old king was carried back to the royal palace severely wounded and gave the token representing royal succession to the queen.

The First Prince wasn’t the queen’s biological child, but over the years, due to his steady and humble character, he had actively yielded the Wolf Chief position to the queen’s own son Dan Ye. Therefore he was greatly valued and loved by the Western Rong royal couple and controlled most of the royal city’s armies.

Initially the queen didn’t know the First Prince was the culprit behind the scenes. When the old king was dying, he still entrusted the First Prince to manage the royal city and guard the palace. Once the great king died, to stabilize people’s hearts, they would keep his death secret.

But the night the old king died, the queen nearly died at the First Prince’s hands. Moreover, the First Prince used the old king’s severe injuries as pretext to lure all the princes into the palace, allying with his uncle to create a massacre.

They say that night blood flowing from the palace gates stained the square, and the red stains in the stone cracks couldn’t be washed clean even with water carts.

The queen was severely wounded but fortunately had prepared in advance, summoning her own tribal army and breaking out of the palace gates.

The great king had his own directly commanded royal army, utterly loyal, who also protected the queen in breaking out of the royal city during the upheaval.

The queen led the palace consorts and princesses in escaping the royal city, originally planning to gather her own tribe and other friendly tribes’ forces to war with the First Prince, reclaim the throne and palace. However, before she could join with her own tribe, she encountered Qiu Wujiu.

With the First Prince’s pursuing troops behind and Qiu Wujiu’s people blocking the path ahead, the queen let the princesses escape in the night while preparing to stay behind as rearguard herself, but was betrayed by a consort and captured alive by Qiu Wujiu.

Qiu Wujiu hung the queen from the city gates and drained her blood.

The princesses and consorts who surrendered to Qiu Wujiu were awarded by him to his trusted generals. Those who wouldn’t surrender, he gave to the First Prince.

Regarding these sisters and stepmothers who had witnessed his brutality, the First Prince showed no mercy. Those women all met terrible ends.

The former royal princesses who fell into Qiu Wujiu’s subordinates’ hands didn’t all escape with their lives either. One princess was awarded to a general named Zuo Siyan who had a cruel nature and special preferences, then was made into a human vessel.

That general placed the human vessel outside his tent—the wax-sealed corpse knelt forever with mouth open, receiving the spit of passersby.

This army was part of the royal forces. In that battle outside the royal city where they were attacked from within and without, before they could fight properly, news came that the queen was captured. Military morale collapsed, soldiers scattered, this army was swept out of the royal city, fighting and fleeing in chaos, driven by force into the northern desert.

With great difficulty they found this oasis, but sandstorms would come from time to time, each one brought by that black-robed person. After they ended, while soldiers were still in confusion, they would be attacked with heavy casualties. Originally nearly twenty thousand troops, now only over six thousand remained.

Serious battle losses affected morale, but they had no choice. Outside the desert were layers of surrounding armies, staying in the desert was just constantly being whittled away. Helplessly, he chose to attack inward, using Fushan’s special terrain to try to create a passage for surprise attacks on Di Yiwei’s forces and occupy Yong Ping as their own territory.

Listening, Tie Ci thought perhaps this was why the opposition, despite having superior forces, didn’t immediately sweep away this royal army.

They wanted to force this army to be vanguard troops, crossing the harsh region lying between Da Qian and Western Rong, opening a passage to Yong Ping, then reaping the benefits themselves.

But this Eagle Chief, even knowing the opposition’s sinister intentions, had no choice but to comply. Doing so might offer a thread of hope; not doing so meant slaughter at the gates.

Such sinister open schemes weren’t what straightforward Western Rong people were good at.

Tie Ci developed some interest in that former Liaodong Grand Chancellor Qiu Wujiu.

Behind the crowd, Feiyu’s gaze turned toward beyond the desert.

That old fox Qiu Wujiu was more vicious and difficult than he’d imagined.

From this Eagle Chief’s tone, Qiu Wujiu had formed a large army in a short time, which wasn’t reasonable. A person who’d been away from his country for decades might have some influence, but it would only be minor. His rebellion base was right next to Liaodong’s Liang Shiyi’s Xining Pass. Without Liang Shiyi’s indulgence and tacit consent, he couldn’t have succeeded.

The two must be colluding.

The eldest was ordered to patrol the borders. If Liang Shiyi truly intended rebellion, he would definitely strike at him. He needn’t rush to act.

But these Western Rong people probably weren’t old Qiu’s match. Once Qiu Wujiu seized Western Rong, he and Liang Shiyi might very well combine forces to divide Liaodong.

They might even reach for Da Qian…

Tie Ci was also pondering these things. Di Yiwei said the agents sent to Western Rong and Liaodong had all lost contact. Very likely there were traitors among them. With Liaodong and Western Rong currently colluding, they would root out all the agents.

So on this journey she needn’t think of contacting old agents—who knew which were bait.

She asked again where Qiu Wujiu’s main camp was now. Eagle Chief said Qiu Wujiu’s whereabouts were mysterious. Currently a trusted deputy general beside him was handling affairs in his place; Qiu Wujiu himself rarely appeared.

The main army was stationed at Zeye City in Western Rong’s southern border, three hundred li from the royal city and also three hundred li from Liaodong’s northwestern border pass Xining Pass.

The main army numbered one hundred thousand, mostly composed of Western Rong tribal armies, sixty percent cavalry, plus well-equipped heavy cavalry battalions.

The First Prince occupied the royal city with a group of tribal armies supporting him, claiming two hundred thousand.

When they fled, they had hoped that after Qiu Wujiu slaughtered the royal family, he and the First Prince would engage in the next round of fighting for power.

But what was desperate was that after exterminating the Western Rong royal family, Qiu Wujiu automatically withdrew from the royal city, stationed at Zeye, giving the First Prince time to purge and control the royal city, and expressed that he only sought to restore his family’s former glory, not the throne.

So the two factions currently coexisted relatively peacefully.

Eagle Chief even suspected that these waves of harassing armies came in turns from both sides, because each time the organization, weapons and equipment were somewhat different.

Even if Qiu Wujiu yielded, not disbanding his army remained the First Prince’s major concern. For Qiu Wujiu, the First Prince was currently still someone requiring vigilance.

This led to both sides being unwilling to expend too much military strength elsewhere, giving this scattered royal army breathing room.

Tie Ci listened silently, estimating the forces of all sides and their possible future plans. She thought both Western Rong and Liaodong would likely face chaos, possibly unable to settle down for several years. Since Yong Ping’s agent system was already destroyed, this was a perfect opportunity to rebuild.

If they needed to maintain stable control over Western Rong and Liaodong during the coming years of turmoil, this royal army could be useful.

But she had another important question to ask now.

“In your story, you mentioned the fates of many Western Rong royal family members. So what about Dan Ye?”

……

While Western Rong was in turmoil, the military camp at Yong Ping Garrison maintained a busy yet peaceful atmosphere.

Di Yiwei sat in the main tent, listening to the person Tie Ci had sent back report what happened in the small village at Fushan’s foot.

Hearing that they had taken advantage of the landslide to open a passage, her pale eyes flickered.

The generals present had already paled, all saying how dangerous—if not for Ye Ci’s team encountering it, who would know the mountain had been opened with a gap.

Di Yiwei immediately ordered troops dispatched to Fushan’s foot to seal the passage on Yong Ping’s side.

Chi Xue had been staring at her intently. After Di Yiwei finished giving this order, she paused before saying: “Leave people to guard the passage day and night. Don’t seal it completely. Once Ye Ci and others return, immediately open the way to receive them.”

Deputy Commander Ye sat beside her, always positioned one foot behind her, his tall figure slightly bent toward her direction. Now he said: “What if when Ye Ci and others return, they’re followed by…”

He glanced at Chi Xue and didn’t continue, but everyone understood his meaning.

What if Ye Ci returned followed by a large army, and that army took the opportunity for a surprise attack—Yong Ping’s forces would suffer casualties.

Chi Xue immediately said: “But we can’t shut out meritorious officers who risked death entering enemy territory, can we?”

Deputy Commander Ye said: “But we also can’t put Yong Ping’s one hundred fifty thousand troops in crisis.”

Chi Xue took a deep breath, suppressed her anger, and smiled: “The Fushan passage was discovered by my master. Without my master’s alertness, Yong Ping’s one hundred fifty thousand troops would already be in crisis. Now that my master has sent back news and Yong Ping’s forces are prepared, if under these circumstances you still can’t protect yourselves and Yong Ping…”

She smiled sweetly: “Then Commander Di’s great reputation doesn’t match reality.”

“You!” Deputy Commander Ye angrily rose.

“Sit down.” Di Yiwei said lightly.

One command, one action—Deputy Commander Ye immediately sat but his anger wasn’t gone. He said coldly: “You’re just a training student’s maid. How are you qualified to speak wildly in this military command tent and interfere with military affairs? Get out!”

Chi Xue ignored him, only looking at Di Yiwei: “Commander, just as your duty is protecting home and country, my duty is protecting my master. I want to hear your promise.”

Di Yiwei’s pale eyelashes blinked: “Ai, you young people, how are you like old men, worrying about imaginary troubles all day? Ye Ci and others have achieved great merit—how dare I wrong meritorious subjects? Go on, rest assured. Even if she’s followed by a million troops, I’ll bring her back.”

Chi Xue stared at her, bowed deeply, and withdrew without a word.

As soon as she left, the other academy students waiting outside the tent gathered around: “How was it?”

Chi Xue smiled: “No problem.”

Everyone dispersed with relief.

Chi Xue stared at the gray sky. This gloomy weather, with north winds growing stronger and stronger, looked like snow was coming.

She wondered how the Crown Princess was doing.

Someone quietly approached from behind. A hot paper package suddenly appeared before her.

She turned to see Zhao San standing behind her, jacket open, grimacing from the heat.

Seeing her, he quickly adjusted the grimace to an appropriate angle: “Fresh hot buns just from the pot. Eat quickly. This weather is too cold.”

Chi Xue warmed her hands with the bun, shared one with him, and said: “Commander Di’s behavior makes me uneasy.”

Zhao San’s mouth was stuffed with bun: “Mm?”

Chi Xue smiled and didn’t continue.

Just now, when that question was raised, she had sensed Di Yiwei’s momentary hesitation.

Commander Di might know her master’s identity. In other words, knowing her master’s identity, she still dared send her master to execute such difficult and dangerous missions—clearly someone who didn’t take imperial authority seriously.

So regarding the question of whether to seal the passage when Ye Ci returned home, she could hesitate. She must have considered completely sealing the passage to end future troubles forever, only refraining due to the Crown Princess’s identity or Ye Ci’s merits.

Then if someday Yong Ping’s forces truly faced great crisis and needed to sacrifice or surrender the Crown Princess, what would she do?

Chi Xue dared not think.

Every point the Crown Princess wanted to gain required paying countless difficulties and costs.

She prayed everything would go smoothly.

Zhao San saw worry between her brows, even forgetting to chew her bun, staring blankly. Knowing his character, Chi Xue gently comforted: “Nothing wrong, don’t overthink. Everything’s fine.”

She asked him: “Didn’t you already leave the military camp? How are you back again?”

“I’m waiting nearby to receive my master,” Zhao San said. “Afraid you’d be cold, wanted to come… see you.”

As he spoke, he lowered his head, boot tip drawing circles on the ground.

Chi Xue forced a smile and suddenly said: “Better not come. I’m afraid of delaying your real business.”

“What real business could I have?” Zhao San immediately became anxious: “Just helping my master send and receive some messages…”

He suddenly realized he’d let something slip and quickly shut his mouth, expression annoyed.

Chi Xue smiled: “Your master is just a minor official’s son from Liaodong. Why would he need to establish an intelligence network?”

Zhao San’s forehead broke out in sweat.

He didn’t want to lie, but couldn’t tell the truth either.

Chi Xue suddenly grasped his hand.

Zhao San’s whole body trembled, momentarily almost frightened.

He was fond of Chi Xue, but Chi Xue was gentle and strong. His admiration for her mixed with looking up and respect—he never dared any disrespect.

Never dreaming Chi Xue would take the initiative to hold his hand, Zhao San felt as if he were being burned on a stove, all his consciousness concentrated on the soft touch of his hand, his mind a chaotic din.

He heard Chi Xue say even more gently: “Zhao San, do you like me?”

Chapter 216: Peach Blossoms Blooming Everywhere
A string in Zhao San’s mind snapped with a twang.

The clamor in his head suddenly transformed into a tremendous roaring, and within that roar was filled with that phrase “Do you like me?” constantly echoing and amplifying in his ears. Fear suddenly arose in his heart, and just like many years before, in an instant he worried about many bad things. He opened his mouth, then closed it, wanted to speak, yet dared not speak, his heart stuffed with tangled hemp.

However, Chi Xue was far more decisive than him. She simply held his hand, sighing gently and calmly: “Zhao San, your master is very mysterious, and you are also very mysterious. I understand your difficulties, just like my master does—knowing full well that you are not simple yet out of respect not exposing it. But whether it’s you or your master, is this the attitude toward a woman you fancy?”

She said: “How am I to trust you?”

Zhao San’s blood rushed to his head, and he opened his mouth to speak, but Chi Xue’s hand lifted, gently pressing against his lips.

Zhao San’s mind exploded again. Forget speaking—he even forgot who he was.

He only heard Chi Xue’s voice beside his ear, soft and gentle: “I won’t make it difficult for you either. I only hope you can do one thing. I hope that in the future, if there comes a day when your master and my master become adversaries, you can help her once.”

Zhao San’s heart was hazy and confused, somewhat surprised and somewhat moved. Surprised that Chi Xue was actually thinking of her master, moved that Chi Xue only thought of her master. But then he thought again—wasn’t this being overly worried? With his master’s feelings for her master, why would she need to worry? Even if he lost his own life, he would never harm her.

Perhaps this was the duty of a loyal servant. He could understand it completely and nodded without hesitation.

Chi Xue smiled sweetly, released her hand. Zhao San lowered his head to look at her snow-white, slender fingers, recalling that moment of soft, fragrant sensation, feeling lost and melancholy.

He very much wanted to hold that hand again, yet dared not.

In the distance, several figures suddenly flashed by. Among them was one with a round face, stroking a wild cat, staring at the activity between Chi Xue and Zhao San over there.

He murmured: “Has Chi Xue taken up with someone?”

The person beside him said: “Commander, shouldn’t we go join up with Miss Chi Xue?”

Xia Houchun stroked his cat, pondering in silence without speaking.

They had been separated from Tie Ci at the docks. To draw away the Xiao Family’s pursuers, they had created many false trails, making the Xiao Family believe the Crown Princess was still on shore. Only after confirming no bad news came from the sea did they scatter again, looking for ways to cross the sea.

In this process, he had received a message, for which he rushed here to notify the Crown Princess, only to find she had already gone to Western Rong, missing each other.

Now he didn’t recognize Zhao San and, seeing he didn’t look like someone from the military camp, didn’t show himself directly. Only after Zhao San and Chi Xue exchanged a few more words and left did he signal.

When Chi Xue turned and discovered it was him, she was extremely delighted, quickly running over: “Commander, you’ve finally come!”

Xia Houchun looked her up and down, asking with seeming casualness: “Who was that speaking with you just now? A student from the academy on training?”

Chi Xue’s face reddened slightly, but she still replied frankly: “No, he’s the servant of that Master Rong Wei from the academy.”

Xia Houchun raised an eyebrow, looking her up and down for a while. Chi Xue didn’t understand why, looking at him questioningly.

Xia Houchun coughed once and smiled: “The girl has grown up.”

Chi Xue replied graciously: “Commander, please don’t tease me. We simply get along well.”

Xia Houchun also smiled, slowly stroking his cat.

Originally, that person Rong Wei had important news to tell the Crown Princess. Chi Xue was the Crown Princess’s confidant, so telling her would be fine.

But now seeing Chi Xue entangled with Rong Wei’s guard, he suddenly dared not speak certain words.

Xia Houchun had seen too many loyal family servants develop outside loyalties, and he also knew the Crown Princess was generous and kind, always extremely good to those around her. He hoped this wouldn’t lead to indulging servants until they lost their sense of propriety.

He looked at Chi Xue with scrutiny. Chi Xue understood in her heart that the commander suspected her, but she didn’t feel angry. Instead, she felt somewhat relieved, saying: “If convenient for the commander, please follow the mountain path along the foot of Fu Mountain toward the direction of Hanli Hanmo, to meet the Crown Princess there.”

She worried that if there really was some bad situation, that calm madman Di Yiwei would dare block the mountain path. With Xia Hou guarding there, no matter what, the Crown Princess would have an escape route.

Xia Houchun nodded, then had Chi Xue walk with him, saying: “Next, Di Yiwei’s army might have some trouble.”

“What happened?”

“Last time the Xiao Family wanted to seize Di Yiwei’s military authority but were disrupted by the Crown Princess, offending a group of important court officials. The Empress Dowager, in her anger, said Di Yiwei was holding troops for personal power and overstepping authority in investigating the Yong Ping Navy, so she sent a military supervisor. The supervisor is Supervisor of Ceremonies Deputy Director Eunuch Huang Ming.”

Chi Xue frowned.

The Supervisor of Ceremonies held great power, and it was the Deputy Directors who held the authority of reviewing memorials in red ink. Huang Ming was a great eunuch second only to Chief Eunuch Li Gui, also a eunuch trusted by the Empress Dowager, with enormous personal power.

Military supervisors were already taboo in armies. Eunuch supervisors who interfered randomly with military affairs and led to bad consequences were everywhere. Now the supervisor was such a high-ranking, powerful great eunuch—even with Di Yiwei’s status and position, he probably couldn’t suppress him.

“With unrest at the borders and likely great war imminent, she’s still eliminating dissidents and restraining generals at this time. The Empress Dowager is really… really…” Chi Xue was so angry she was incoherent.

She also had hidden worries in her heart.

Huang Ming was familiar with the Crown Princess. If the Crown Princess returned and encountered him, eight or nine times out of ten there would be trouble.

If Huang Ming learned the Crown Princess was carrying out a mission in Western Rong, the consequences would be even more unthinkable.

The two exchanged glances, both worried about the unfavorable situation they might face in the future.

At this time, in the main tent.

Unlike Li Gui, who appeared honest and sincere, Huang Ming smiled gently at everyone, with a beautiful, snow-white face like a woman’s. He was now sitting opposite Di Yiwei, conversing.

He was Deputy Director of the Supervisor of Ceremonies, only fourth rank in grade, but because he controlled the authority of reviewing memorials in red ink, his actual status was comparable to Cabinet Grand Secretaries. If it were a clever or flattering general, they would probably have him take the upper seat by now.

But Di Yiwei only treated him as a fourth-rank internal minister, casually sitting above smoking, making him accompany from the lower seat, with his attendants standing below.

Those palace servants looked displeased, but Huang Ming continued smiling.

He wasn’t quite used to the smoke from Di Yiwei’s smoking, occasionally fanning his sleeves. Each time he fanned, his body emitted heavy, expensive agarwood fragrance mixed with a strange smell, creating an odd aroma.

Di Yiwei leaned back, swept a glance, and squinted through the green smoke.

This was troublesome.

Maybe he should just kill him.

Through the smoke, Huang Ming couldn’t see clearly the face of this commander who had mixed reviews in court. He beckoned to a young man behind him: “Cui Shi, come forward and meet the commander.”

…

“Where’s Dan Ye?”

Faced with this question, the Eagle Master fell silent for a while.

Then he said: “Dead.”

Tie Ci: “???”

The students looked at each other in shock.

“How did he die?”

“The Great Prince hung the Queen from the city gate to bleed her, originally to lure him into a trap.” The Eagle Master’s voice was flat: “He drove a thousand li rushing back to beneath the royal city walls. The first thing he saw was his sister turned into a human vessel and the Queen hanging from the city gate, nearly drained of blood. He fought desperately to climb the city wall. While rescuing the Queen, he was also shot to death by ten thousand arrows. The royal army fought desperately to recover their bodies. We secretly buried him and the Queen in the wild forest outside the royal city.”

After he finished speaking, silence fell all around.

Suddenly someone in the distance shouted: “It’s snowing!”

Tie Ci looked up and saw dense snowflakes swirling and falling, the world becoming hazy in an instant.

She hadn’t expected to see snow in the desert, just as she hadn’t expected good friends beside her to suddenly disappear.

She extended her fingertip, touching bone-chilling coldness.

That happy little prince, after rushing back a thousand li, looked down to see his sister turned into a human vessel kneeling below the city wall, looked up to see his mother pale and dying on the city wall—his mood at that moment, was it also as cold as snow?

His happiness, brightness, and slight sweetness—were they from then on also swept away by this cruel heavenly wind, scattered in Hanli Hanmo without a trace?

No one spoke, nor did anyone marvel at this rare desert snow. Yang Yixiu held his chin in thought, after a long while murmuring: “When he left in a hurry, I told him to remember to bring me roasted beef jerky when he came back. He clearly promised me…”

Tian Wu suddenly began crying, the big fellow wiping his tears: “Wuwuwu, when he was in the dormitory he often kicked me, but he would help me fetch water and grab food. No one will help me fetch water and grab food anymore…”

The Eagle Master sat silently on the ground, broken snow gradually covering his clothes. In the distance, the Western Rong people surrounding the corpses and chanting in undulating voices cheered, because snow in the desert signified purity, symbolizing a brighter and happier afterlife for the deceased.

Human joys and sorrows never truly connect.

Amid the cheering, sobbing, and sounds of wind and snow, Tie Ci suddenly said: “Want to go back?”

The Eagle Master turned to look at her.

“For the sake of your helping to recover his body, I’m willing to accept your earlier proposal, and can even give you a better suggestion.” Tie Ci pointed toward the depths of the great desert, slowly saying: “Don’t think of seeking territory inward. Western Rong will never step one inch into Da Qian territory. Even Hanli Hanmo was ours centuries ago. But I can help you walk out of the great desert, eliminate all those blocking the way, and take back everything you’ve lost. If we fail, I’ll be buried in the great desert with no regrets; if we ultimately get our wish, then I want your promise that Western Rong will never invade Da Qian, will forever be Da Qian’s friendly neighbor. And when Liaodong shows any disloyal behavior, you’ll unconditionally help Da Qian stop it.”

The Eagle Master fell silent for a while, then drew his blade.

Tie Ci: “?”

Such a heavy atmosphere, such reasonable demands, you’re already a homeless dog and still won’t agree?

If you won’t agree, fine, but is it necessary to draw weapons?

The Eagle Master looked at her, seeming to have laughter flashing in his eyes. Along with the flash of cold steel, a drop of blood bloomed on his fingertip.

He extended his bleeding fingertip toward Tie Ci, indicating she should do the same.

Tie Ci suddenly understood, also drew her blade to pierce for blood. Two bleeding fingers pressed tightly together.

The Western Rong soldiers around suddenly turned their heads, their expressions surprised.

The Eagle Master looked back, using his gaze to force them to retreat.

Tie Ci looked down at the bleeding fingers pressed tightly together, their blood mingling, feeling something strange in her heart.

This method of blood oath seemed somewhat unusual…

But Western Rong had many ethnic groups, each with countless customs that even locals couldn’t sort out, let alone her.

This pressing seemed to last rather long…

The blood was almost dry…

Feiyu suddenly walked over, pulled her finger away, and sucked it into his mouth.

Sucking was fine—the Crown Princess wasn’t a prudish person. The problem was he sucked while looking at the Eagle Master.

Tie Ci very inappropriately thought again of little dogs lifting their legs to piss and mark territory.

Was this necessary, over pressing fingers for a blood oath?

Even stranger was that facing Feiyu’s such escalated provocation, the Eagle Master’s eyes looking at him were also full of malice and killing intent.

Tie Ci found it rather baffling, almost suspecting that what she’d just done wasn’t making a blood oath with the Eagle Master but exchanging mountain and sea vows.

She pulled out her finger, glanced at Feiyu with annoyance, then nodded to the Eagle Master: “I am Ye Ci. Pleasant cooperation.”

The Eagle Master gazed at her, clearly seeing two completely different attitudes. His eyes grew more sinister, but he didn’t show it, only nodding faintly.

Tie Ci noticed his expression. The doubts in her heart had originally been puzzling and hard to resolve, always seeking verification, but at this moment those doubts grew even stronger.

This person’s character was not at all like Dan Ye’s…

She suddenly remembered the black shadow she’d seen flying high and landing during her battle with Chen Tuntian.

So she asked the Eagle Master: “Since you’re called Eagle Master, where is your eagle?”

“I have no eagle.”

In that instant, Tie Ci seemed to hear a wronged cooing sound, looking around but discovering nothing.

“Why does the Eagle Master have no eagle?”

The Eagle Master coldly replied: “Then Leopard Master, where’s your leopard?”

Tie Ci was left speechless and indigestible, after a long while saying: “Since we’re already allies, surely names can be disclosed?”

“Mote Tana.”

“You’re from the Mote tribe? Then do you know the whereabouts of Mote Hula?”

Mote Hula was Huyin, and Mote was a Western Rong royal clan, one of the three great tribes of Western Rong.

Tie Ci knew she had also rushed back to Western Rong, but hadn’t heard any news of her.

“Hula is also being hunted by Wu Lianghe. But she didn’t go near the royal city. She directly returned to her tribe, gathered the tribal army, and along the way took in common people fleeing from the royal city, also sheltered many women, established female soldiers, and is hiding near the royal city, confronting Wu Lianghe and Qiu Wujiu.”

Tie Ci clapped her hands in praise.

She looked toward Rong Pu, who was silently listening, also with admiration in his eyes.

Tie Ci thought this was right—there were so many excellent women, why hang oneself from one crooked tree?

Huyin was still fighting well, and her heart felt somewhat more comfortable.

The Eagle Master suddenly asked her: “We clearly welcomed you at first, so why were you prepared from the start?”

“Because of that child.” Tie Ci said: “The northern lands still value male offspring greatly; they wouldn’t likely abandon a child whose illness wasn’t very serious. A frail child also wouldn’t know that route to Hanli Hanmo so well. He should be one of your soldiers, understanding some local language, left there to meet you. After your small unit was completely wiped out, he tried to lead us to the oasis, into your encirclement, to avenge his brothers.”

She had discovered the child’s problem early on and went along with the plan to see what he intended to do.

That child was also alert, fearing retaliation, and ran away when approaching the oasis.

“Zaha made a detour and just returned.” The Eagle Master said flatly, feeling fortunate in his heart.

Fortunately Zaha hadn’t appeared in time, and this team was well disguised, making him suspicious and choosing to personally test them rather than immediately ordering an attack.

This gave both sides a chance.

Hearing that the previously dispatched small unit was completely annihilated, his eyelashes flickered.

Tie Ci looked at him.

This was something that had to be clarified. If they couldn’t get over this hurdle, they would still be enemies.

“You killed an entire squad of our brothers.”

“You also killed an entire village of our able-bodied men.”

The two faced each other, neither yielding.

Sparks seemed to fly in the air.

In the distance, people on both sides vaguely sensed something. The Western Rong soldiers stood up, and the squad members moved closer to Tie Ci.

“Precisely because the ones among you who acted have already been killed by us, we’ve settled accounts with each other, which is why we can sit here and negotiate calmly now.” Tie Ci said: “Compared to the great cause of lasting peace, I can temporarily not pursue that massacre. But let me be frank: if anyone tries to infiltrate Da Qian again in the future, they’ll still be killed. If you want to avenge your subordinates, or if you can’t change your habit of burning, killing, and plundering, it’s still not too late to act now.”

The Eagle Master fell silent.

After a long while he said: “If not for… I would definitely kill you all.”

“If not for what?”

The Eagle Master didn’t answer and stood up.

Behind him, Tie Ci said: “If you don’t act now, past matters must be wiped clean. At the very least right now, you and I are comrades. I don’t hope that someday in the future, someone will stab my brothers in the back.”

The Eagle Master waved his hand and walked away, his curved blade swaying behind his buttocks, his waist thin as a bolt of lightning.

For no reason, Tie Ci felt somewhat stifled, staring blankly at his retreating figure.

Suddenly her vision went black as a garment descended from above. Feiyu’s displeased voice came from outside the clothing: “Staring dumbly? If you’re staring dumbly, use the clothes to wipe your drool.”

Tie Ci pulled down the garment and saw Feiyu pacing back and forth in front of her, full of resentment like “I’m so beautiful with such a superb figure, why are your eyes still following others?”

Tie Ci smiled, gathering his clothes, calling him to look at the snow: “Look, it even snows in the desert.”

Feiyu didn’t even glance: “Is snow better looking than you?”

Oh, a Liaodong person—sick of looking at snow.

For the sake of sweet words, she wouldn’t hold his dramatics against him.

Broken snow fell hazily, the distant sand dunes gradually whitening, gently undulating to draw the boundary between heaven and earth.

Having moved so quickly from hostility to alliance, people on both sides felt somewhat uncomfortable. When returning to the grove to rest, Tie Ci’s people chose a plank house that was easy to defend and difficult to attack, yet convenient for escape. Tie Ci and Adjutant Yu went to the Eagle Master’s tent to discuss the next steps.

The Eagle Master sat at a crude table made of wooden planks. On the table was a cup of oil tea, a local food made from tea leaves mixed with crushed sesame and sesame oil, plus some spices unique to Western Rong. It had a rich flavor and was much loved by Western Rong people, specially used to entertain distinguished guests.

In this oasis where everything was scarce, the appearance of a cup of oil tea—one wondered how long they had preserved it.

The Eagle Master treated Adjutant Yu as if he were invisible, pushing the oil tea toward Tie Ci.

Adjutant Yu smiled awkwardly, thinking Ye Ci seemed to particularly attract romantic attention, whether male or female.

Tie Ci actually didn’t like overly rich flavors, but to consolidate their fragile friendship, she picked it up and took a sip.

The bitter cold of the snow-falling desert was bone-chilling, and the hot, thick liquid was comforting as it went down her throat.

The Eagle Master spread out a crude map, explaining to the two the terrain of Hanli Hanmo, possible locations of local forces, and that strange person wrapped in wind and sand who appeared with every sandstorm and was regarded by Western Rong soldiers and common people as the desert god.

The reason Hanli Hanmo had such harsh climate that even Western Rong people rarely entered was because of its unpredictable sandstorms. Sandstorms elsewhere generally had patterns, often appearing in certain seasons. Hanli Hanmo’s sandstorms were like the periods of a woman with hormonal imbalances—coming without warning, staying too long when they came, and returning quickly after leaving.

Later, someone vaguely discovered a bronze-colored shadow in the sandstorms and worshipped it as a deity. Even tribes near the desert’s edge prayed for the desert god’s protection.

Tie Ci figured it was probably Chen Tuntian—irregular sandstorms were naturally man-made.

According to the Eagle Master, this desert god had never left Hanli Hanmo, which matched the legends Tie Ci knew.

Tie Ci didn’t think this was because Chen Tuntian liked the desert. Unable to leave must have reasons for being unable to leave.

From the fact that Chen Tuntian’s appearance with sandstorms was always accompanied by military attacks, Chen Tuntian had certainly been bought by Qiu Wujiu or the Great Prince, becoming their high-level enforcer.

Adjutant Yu looked at the map with the Eagle Master while suspiciously glancing at Tie Ci.

Earlier they could have retreated completely, taking advantage of Western Rong’s civil war to slip out of the desert and go anywhere to gather the intelligence they wanted, with the ability to withdraw at any time.

As long as they blocked the Fu Mountain passage, they’d be happy to see Western Rong fight itself into mud.

As Da Qian military personnel, getting involved in a foreign country’s civil war was very dangerous. Not only might they lose their lives, but the matter itself was sensitive—being framed for treason was no joke.

Even if they wanted to fish in troubled waters, wouldn’t it be better to choose the powerful Qiu Wujiu or the Great Prince to support? Choosing such a group of remnant soldiers to do something ten times more difficult—forget what effect their dozen or so people could have, at least their choice of allies was inherently disadvantaged.

He didn’t understand why someone as clever as Ye Ci would choose such a path.

Was it because this Eagle Master, though his face was covered, had a perky butt?

Tie Ci looked up and met Adjutant Yu’s seemingly proper but actually lecherous gaze.

She could guess what he was thinking with her toes.

No wonder at forty he was still just an adjutant.

But she didn’t want to explain her thinking. The perspective and approach of a ruler were inherently different from those of a general.

Not to mention she had other ideas for cooperating with the Eagle Master. Just considering that people like the Great Prince and Qiu Wujiu, if they came to power, would certainly trouble Da Qian.

For the safety of border people, she could support other Western Rong forces and drag out their civil war as long as possible.

After the group roughly decided on the next plan, they dispersed. By now most of the day had passed. Tie Ci pulled open the tent flap, looked up, and was suddenly stunned.

Chapter 217: Red Rose and White Peony
The snow had stopped, covering the entire desert.

Dusk came early, with only a hazy deep blue remaining at the horizon, clearly demarcating the great desert from the snow-covered landscape.

The desert had become a snowfield, yet unlike a snowfield’s sharp lines, the snow-clad desert was pure white and gentle. The crystalline ice and snow sparkled with light, and as far as the eye could see, the snowy expanse was vast and endless.

Magnificent and grand.

Tie Ci was stunned by such beautiful scenery, standing at the tent entrance unable to speak.

Behind her came Adjutant Yu’s sharp intake of breath.

He had seen snow countless times in Yong Ping, but had never imagined desert snow could be so magnificent.

It was heart-stopping in its extreme purity.

The Eagle Master suddenly whistled behind them.

Soon hoofbeats sounded as his black horse galloped out from the depths of the oasis.

The Eagle Master suddenly swept his arm around Tie Ci’s waist, saying: “I’ll take you to see something.” He strode down the slope, meeting the approaching horse and leaping onto it with one bound.

Behind them came Adjutant Yu’s shout: “Brother Mote, I want to see too!”

The Eagle Master’s answer was a series of snow kicked up by horse hooves, coldly spattering the aggrieved Adjutant Yu’s face.

Tie Ci laughed heartily on horseback.

A long trail of hoofprints extended across the snow. Tie Ci felt somewhat heartbroken looking at it, feeling it had destroyed the complete beauty of this moment.

The snow-covered desert was much easier to traverse. The horse trampled through accumulated snow all the way, heaven and earth spreading before them like a white carpet, with fierce wind rushing toward them in swarms.

The oasis was left behind. This pure and cool crystal kingdom seemed to contain only the two people galloping urgently on horseback.

Tie Ci suddenly thought of something, tore off two thin black cloth strips from her sleeves, bound one over her own eyes, and handed the other to the Eagle Master.

The person behind her took it with one hand and without a word also bound it over his eyes.

Tie Ci laughed: “You trust me this much? Aren’t you afraid I’m having you blindfold yourself so I can trick you into the enemy camp?”

“Trick me then,” the person behind her said carelessly. “Anyway, if I die, I’m dragging you down with me.”

Though his words were murderous, the way he said them seemed like petulance. This somewhat familiar tone made Tie Ci’s heart stir, and her hand secretly lifted to unveil that lucky doll mask.

But the Eagle Master was extremely alert, dodging her sneak attack with a swift sidestep.

Tie Ci sighed in her heart, for the first time finding the cute lucky doll mask detestable.

Suddenly the Eagle Master reined in the horse, saying: “We’re here.”

Tie Ci looked up and gasped, inhaling the cool breath of the snowy night.

Before them appeared a massive stone, narrow at the bottom and broad at the top. The entire boulder hung precariously overhead, trembling. Through day and night cutting by the desert’s wind-knives, it had been carved into the shape of thousands of petals and leaves. Now covered with snow, those petals and leaves layered upon each other, as if blooming.

Under the deep blue night sky, it was like a giant snow peony silently in full bloom.

The Eagle Master said behind her: “This was originally one of Hanli Hanmo’s wonders. The giant suspended stone is usually transparent deep red like a rose, always regarded by us Western Rong people as a symbol of loyalty and love. Many people have traveled thousands of li to make vows here. Legend says men and women who swear oaths here will never experience separation or betrayal in their lives.”

Tie Ci thought: Very nice, very romantic, but why did you bring me to see this?

“I never expected that after a snowfall, the red rose would become a white peony.” The Eagle Master said: “It’s also very beautiful, isn’t it?”

Tie Ci glanced at him, absolutely not daring to say another word at this moment, afraid any sentence might be counted as a vow by the damn heavens. She only smiled shallowly: “Mm.”

“Do you like it?”

“Mm.”

“Come here.” The Eagle Master beckoned to her. Tie Ci had no choice but to go over, watching him use his curved blade to pry off a small stone from the base of the giant rock and hand it to her.

That stone was indeed deep red, slightly transparent, clear as jade. Now covered with snow and flashing with soft light, it was both brilliant and pure. Somehow Tie Ci thought of Feiyu—he also had this feeling of being both brilliant and pure. She suddenly wanted to give him both this stone and this snow.

But she heard the Eagle Master say in a low voice: “Look, doesn’t it look like a rose? Redder than roses. In our Western Rong legends, it’s also called a heart stone. The one who gives away a rose heart stone…”

Suddenly a voice interrupted him.

“What rose and peony? It’s clearly just a little mushroom.” Feiyu strode over, looking up at the narrow-bottomed, thick-topped giant stone, clicking his tongue twice: “No matter how you look at it, it looks like that thing. I’ve heard some Western Rong tribes worship whatever totem represents what they lack. Since you praise this mushroom so highly, could it be you were born short and small?”

Tie Ci: “…Pfft.”

This fellow was truly a wicked fruit from a wicked tree.

Facing the Eagle Master’s seemingly murderous gaze, Feiyu casually walked over, picked up that heart stone, and carelessly tossed it into the snow.

Tie Ci said softly: “I was going to give you that stone…”

Feiyu showed no moved expression, blinking and smiling: “Don’t. I’m not short and small, I don’t need to worship this thing.”

Tie Ci: …What kind of crude words were these!

Feiyu waved at the Eagle Master again: “Thank you for showing the way. Now Ye Ci and I want to examine this little mushroom carefully, so please go back first.”

A moment of silence. The big black horse snorted white vapor from its nostrils. Under the lucky doll mask, those eyes blazed intensely and deeply.

Tie Ci saw the other’s fist was already clenched under his wide sleeves, veins bulging on the back of his hand.

She appeared calm but was already secretly gathering strength.

In case these two started fighting, she had to ensure they were separated immediately.

However, after a suffocating silence, the Eagle Master suddenly retreated, mounted his horse, shook the reins, and the big black horse neighed as it galloped away through the snow again.

His billowing cloak fluttered in view, frost forming on his long hair.

Soon only the vast earth reflecting snow’s cold light remained before Tie Ci, that line of hoofprints extending lonely toward the desert’s depths.

She sighed, thinking that not stopping Feiyu from provoking this person was to see his reaction and verify some guesses in her heart, but now she was even more confused.

Why hadn’t they fought?

Really wasn’t Dan Ye?

If it were him, he would definitely pounce first and give Feiyu a beating that would last until the end of time.

If it wasn’t him, then why did he keep wanting her to stay, and bring her here to say these things?

Feiyu waved his hand before her face: “Come back to your senses! With such a great beauty standing before you, who are you thinking about?”

“Thinking about devouring the great beauty completely,” Tie Ci answered, then knew she’d said the wrong thing. This one wasn’t like those girls in Ruixiang Palace who would act coy and shy when flirted with. This one had a face as big as the desert and skin as thick as city walls—forget making him blush from teasing, he’d probably lie down immediately and complain you weren’t being forward enough.

Sure enough, Feiyu immediately said: “Come on, let’s make the sky our blanket and the earth our mat right here…”

Tie Ci had already jumped onto the horse he’d secretly ridden out, slapped the horse’s rump, and galloped away in a puff of smoke.

Feiyu sighed deeply.

This woman was good in every way, except she was all talk and no action.

He leaped in pursuit, jumping onto the horse’s back, laughing behind Tie Ci: “Actually, I know the legend of this place. I also know that proposals made here cannot be refused…”

“That’s not good,” Tie Ci said. “What if the girl was tricked into coming here? She still can’t refuse? This must be a legend made up by you scoundrels to trick wives, right?”

Mentioning trickery made them both somewhat sensitive, and they both fell silent.

Feiyu said leisurely behind her: “I’ve never tricked you. I just didn’t say anything.”

Tie Ci snorted.

“After I finish one thing, I’ll tell you.” Feiyu tilted his head to smell her hair.

The boss should have reached the border by now.

Eliminate the boss, pin it on Liang Shiyi, force Liang Shiyi to act prematurely.

He’d already had the Embroidered Guards find ways to tie down the second brother in Ru Zhou.

Once Liang Shiyi acted prematurely, the second brother would be roasted over a fire. If Father King didn’t kill him, he’d at least be deposed.

After that, he’d find ways to eliminate Liang Shiyi. If Father King was prepared, then this great merit would be presented before Father King as a great achievement paving the way for his official entrance.

If Father King wasn’t prepared, then this achievement would become his stepping stone to the throne.

There were many things to do in between, countless risks to take. He moved among various factions—one careless step and he’d be shattered to pieces.

Before, he’d wanted to pull her along, regardless of victory or defeat, ascending to blue clouds or descending to hell, not wanting her to leave three feet from his side.

After traveling together all this way, he’d gradually changed his mind.

She was so outstanding, needing no borrowed light to shine brilliantly herself, able to climb ladders and ascend clouds on her own, with family, country, and the world in her heart.

Such a person—no one had the right to force her into mediocrity.

Anyone would be ashamed to make her a man’s appendage.

Love couldn’t confine her either. To beg her to stop her steps for this might instead lose her heart.

His pride wouldn’t allow it either.

Then let them each fly high.

If he faltered midway, let Feiyu live forever in her heart.

If he won the world, then he’d share that world with her.

Tie Ci didn’t answer his words, thinking: Who doesn’t have unspeakable secrets?

That layer of paper—neither wanted to pierce it, but when the fierce wind blew, perhaps it would break in an instant.

Ahead, a lamp appeared flickering, shining warmly and brightly in the vast snowy ground.

In this moment, Tie Ci suddenly understood the meaning of “returning home on a snowy night.”

In the vast, cold heaven and earth, that one lamp was the true meaning of return.

And for her, comrades were waiting, parents were keeping watch, the country was not yet peaceful, the seas not yet clear nor the rivers calm—every step was returning home.

And love, in both their hearts, was placed after all these things.

With footing still unsteady, how could they speak of the future?

Walking closer, she saw the lamp-bearer was Yang Yixiu.

His small round face was shivering from cold, pitifully sniffling, muttering: “If you’re worried, wait yourself. Why arrange for me to freeze here…”

Tie Ci wondered what nonsense Rong Chacha was up to now.

Seeing them, Yang Yixiu’s eyes lit up, calling loudly: “You two, Supervisor Rong sent me here to light the way for you.”

“Where is Supervisor Rong?”

“He’s worried about the squad members’ safety and dares not sleep, keeping watch himself.”

Tie Ci: “…”

In an instant she thought of “The warm spring waters smooth her skin like cream, the king no longer holds morning court.”

She thought of “Virtuous through ten thousand generations, a loyal minister and teacher, only Bi Gan before him. When remonstrance should not be obvious, what to hold onto? Loyalty must love the ruler without contrary words.”

Someone was criticizing her as a foolish ruler obsessed with beauty.

The foolish ruler reached out to embrace the enchanting consort, saying to Yang Yixiu without shame: “Please tell Supervisor Rong that I appreciate his good intentions, but please ask the supervisor to worry more about his own health. Otherwise, if he freezes and collapses keeping watch in the snowy night, the squad members will have to watch over him instead.”

The enchanting consort didn’t even lift his eyelids, laughing: “No, it’s better he doesn’t come. Otherwise, seeing Ye Shiba and me being lovey-dovey, if he coughs up blood from anger, that would be even worse.”

Tie Ci pushed away the enchanting consort, saying sternly: “Say that again and I guarantee I’ll make you cough up blood first.”

The enchanting consort immediately cowered.

Confronting Ye Shiba would definitely end badly. Ye Shiba was only suitable for gentle stroking along the grain. He immediately smoothed Tie Ci’s ruffled feathers and turned to leave.

Not far away, he returned and pulled away Yang Yixiu, who had entered the oasis and was stamping snow off his feet.

“What, what?” Yang Yixiu was startled. “I’m not a cut-sleeve!”

“I don’t go for Longyang either!” Hearing “cut-sleeve,” Feiyu was in no good mood. “I’m asking you, what exactly is Ye Shiba’s identity!”

He always felt this group of academy students was hiding something from him. Like with Ye Shiba’s female identity—he was the last to know. He’d always suspected that maybe with Ye Shiba’s identity, he’d also be the last to understand?

He hadn’t wanted to ask before, feeling that as someone’s intimate lover, having to ask her not-so-close classmates about her identity was too undignified.

But when he’d sent people to investigate, they still hadn’t returned with news.

With news not yet arrived, doubts remained. Though he preferred to wait for Tie Ci to tell him herself, there were always moments of impatience.

Yang Yixiu turned his head, raising his eyebrows in surprise: “Ha, your woman, and you’re asking me?”

Though this question wasn’t very polite, the designation “your woman” greatly pleased Feiyu. He also raised his eyebrows: “My woman—I can ask whoever I want about her.”

Yang Yixiu laughed: “Seriously, Supervisor Rong said not to tell you this. He’s afraid that after you know her identity, you’ll develop opportunistic thoughts and be harmful to her.”

Feiyu laughed: “Such big words. What kind of person would make me opportunistic? The Crown Princess?”

Yang Yixiu said very straightforwardly: “Yes!”

Feiyu: “Haha.”

He patted Yang Yixiu’s shoulder, patting him into the snow as punishment for being dishonest, then turned and walked away.

Yang Yixiu climbed out of the snow, looking at his retreating figure.

Smart people often get misled by their own cleverness.

He laughed slyly.

…

Tie Ci returned to her tent, only to find Adjutant Yu waiting at the entrance.

She was very surprised.

Earlier, after the two had left the Eagle Master’s tent, they had already separated. How was Adjutant Yu still waiting for her?

“What matter does the adjutant have?”

“Ye Ci.” Adjutant Yu stood up, looking at Tie Ci, hesitating to speak.

“The adjutant might as well speak plainly.”

“Ye Ci.” Adjutant Yu finally made up his mind. “You and the Eagle Master are old acquaintances, aren’t you?”

Tie Ci neither confirmed nor denied.

“I can see that he seems to have somewhat… somewhat…”

“Adjutant, please don’t keep me in suspense, or I’m going to sleep.”

“Somewhat ill intentions toward you.” Adjutant Yu said. “Ye Ci, before leaving, the commander told me that though my military rank is highest, I must listen to you in everything. I’ve been doing so all along. But now I’m somewhat worried.”

“Worried that our helping Western Rong might bring trouble?”

“Ye Ci, you’re a smart person and should know the consequences of doing this. If Western Rong people want to fight chaotically, let them fight themselves. Having them kill each other off completely would benefit Da Qian. You’re helping Western Rong people—regardless of the reason, if in the future someone with ill intent makes accusations, that’s a charge of collaborating with enemies and betraying the country. Your family background is outstanding, so perhaps you don’t fear this, but the commander has walked on thin ice for so many years, living very uneasily…”

He coughed once, softening his tone: “Originally I thought you had your own plans, but now seeing that you seem to have connections with the Eagle Master, and he treats you very unusually… Ye Ci, before family and country, private relationships are light. Please don’t act emotionally, delaying yourself and also delaying the commander…”

Listening, Tie Ci knew he was subtly criticizing her for disregarding national righteousness for private relationships and potentially implicating the commander.

This matter was actually easy to explain—just reveal her identity. Things Di Yiwei couldn’t do, the Crown Princess could do. The Crown Princess was already heir apparent; surely she wouldn’t go around trying to become a Western Rong equal king.

But Tie Ci didn’t want to say.

Unlike the academy students, whether Adjutant Yu or the group of Da Qian soldiers he brought, she didn’t understand them after all.

Moreover, their positions and perspectives were inconsistent—they considered more about the Yong Ping Army and Di Yiwei.

Now everyone was in Western Rong participating in warfare with many variables. It was better not to easily reveal her identity.

She smiled: “I understand. Don’t worry, adjutant. I will certainly not implicate the commander.”

Adjutant Yu wanted to say more but finally sighed: “That would be good.”

Tie Ci watched his retreating figure, frowning slightly, calling over Yang Yixiu: “Pay more attention to Adjutant Yu’s side in the future.”

Yang Yixiu was indeed the most clever one. Without asking questions, he immediately nodded and walked away with a grin.

Tie Ci knew that though he seemed careless, he was clear-headed about important matters, so she put the matter aside.

…

The next day after the snow stopped, the Eagle Master issued orders for everyone to prepare for military action and try to bring two days’ provisions.

The reason for saying “try” was because they were isolated troops trapped in a desert oasis with no supplies—where would food come from? Previously, they had expended great effort traveling and crossing Fu Mountain to raid Yong Ping. Now Yong Ping’s villages had also been completely plundered, and the route was blocked by Tie Ci, making food even more difficult.

Fortunately, there was still the oasis, with some evergreen trees growing, insects that could be dug from underground, and some tree bark that could be eaten. Outside the oasis, the desert also hid some snakes, rats, and insects, and with luck they could catch foxes. Desert purple willow, cactus, and sand onions were also edible, but the winter desert had fewer plants, making it seem even more unbearable.

Tie Ci also joined the food-gathering team. Walking through the forest, she discovered that the lower half of many trees would be very smooth, with a gentle luster like they’d been polished, while the upper half was very rough. She couldn’t help being somewhat surprised.

The Eagle Master followed behind her: “We arrived here in summer. At that time there were many crickets on the trees. When many people craved meat, they’d come at night to catch crickets. With many people catching them, movements had to be fast and eyesight accurate, because there would be more people than crickets. After much catching, the trees became like this.”

Tie Ci’s heart stirred, thinking Dan Ye had also returned to his country in midsummer.

Then she thought that this force, with no provisions inside and siege outside, had persisted in this barren oasis for half a year. The hardships and suffering involved were captured in this person’s understated sentence.

Ahead erupted a cheer. The squad members thought they’d found something good and hurried over, only to see they’d dug up a nest of insects. One soldier in the squad turned pale seeing that writhing mass of things, and when told they had to eat them, he immediately threw up.

Rong Pu didn’t vomit. The noble young master squatted at the oasis edge, dug a pit, and sprinkled unknown substances in it. Soon a snake wriggled out. Rong Pu backed away a bit, and quickly more snakes gathered, tangling and writhing in the pit. The sight made scalps tingle. The Western Rong soldiers had initially watched curiously from afar, but later showed expressions of fright.

They’d thought having someone who could summon lightning was already godly enough, never expecting there was also one who could call snakes—and it was the one who looked most frail and delicate.

Western Rong soldiers had always been most intolerant of these strange and mysterious things, their awe growing stronger.

Someone placed the freshly dug nest of insects before them, inviting the great god to partake. The great god Ye Ci expressed her respectful decline.

Footsteps sounded. Feiyu, who’d gone hunting, returned carrying several snakes and mice, with a desert fox on his back. The Western Rong soldiers gasped—desert foxes were extremely cunning and hard to catch. In half a year here, except for the Eagle Master catching one once, no one else, not even those raised in the local desert, had managed to catch a desert fox.

As soon as Feiyu returned, he saw the amazed expressions surrounding Rong Pu. Rong Pu waved at him from afar. Feiyu raised an eyebrow but didn’t go over. Rong Pu didn’t mind either, smiling: “Brother Rong, snake meat is delicious. It’s just the shape that’s unappealing. It still needs your personal handling to be suitable for Shiba to eat.”

“You’re really too considerate,” Feiyu said lazily. “Shiba, wait. Big brother will make you fish and snake soup.”

Tie Ci was about to ask where there were fish when she saw Feiyu walk to the riverside. This river was quite deep, encircling the entire oasis with dark green water. Feiyu took a bamboo hat, flipped it over, opened a hole in the middle with edges slightly raised, fixed the hat at the riverside with tree branches, and like magic produced several bird eggs from his chest, cracked them open and poured them into the hat. He caught a fish and hung it with tree branches above the hat, about a palm’s distance from the hat’s opening.

Not only had the fish-avoiding Western Rong people never seen this fishing method, even Da Qian people hadn’t seen it. Everyone gathered to watch, not understanding what he was doing. Someone swallowed saliva looking at the bird eggs, thinking it was detestable to waste such precious things by throwing them in the water instead of eating them.

Some people immediately looked at Feiyu with unfriendly eyes. Feiyu noticed, raised an eyebrow, and those fierce Western Rong soldiers instinctively looked away.

Tie Ci watched with secret amusement.

Feiyu was beautiful, yet no one dared treat him lightly. He had a kind of stern killing aura from having waded through mountains of corpses and seas of blood, cold and sharp as an autumn pool of blade edge, but with dark old blood on the blade’s back.

Suddenly someone exclaimed: “Fish!”

They watched as a fat fish drilled out from the inverted bamboo hat’s opening, falling into the egg liquid, then another, and another… The fish seemed bewitched, constantly drilling out from the hat opening. Soon a full hat of fish had accumulated.

Everyone watched dumbfounded.

Quick-eyed, swift-handed Da Qian soldiers immediately killed and dried the fish. Feiyu took the two fattest fish, picked up a snake, added some sand onions, and stewed a pot.

The fragrance filled the oasis. The sound of Western Rong soldiers swallowing saliva could be heard throughout the desert.

Tie Ci looked at those sallow, emaciated Western Rong soldiers and beckoned them over to drink a bowl.

In this wind and snowy desert, with military action imminent, drinking a bowl of hot soup was too important.

But the Western Rong soldiers all hesitated and stepped back. Western Rong people didn’t eat fish—fish was a totem of one of their tribes.

The Eagle Master suddenly strode over, picked up a bowl, and drained it in one gulp, chewing roughly.

Tie Ci: “Hey—”

The Eagle Master had already finished eating, heavily set down the bowl, and said to his subordinates: “Our lives are almost gone—what taboos matter? All of you drink!”

Tie Ci: “Hey, don’t—”

The Eagle Master suddenly clutched his throat with one hand.

Chapter 218: Why Am I Always the One Who Gets Hurt
The Western Rong soldiers were greatly alarmed. A tattooed man who had been following the Eagle Master from afar shouted: “Poison!”

With a collective clang, the Western Rong soldiers drew their curved blades.

The Eagle Master struggled to say: “It’s not… my throat…”

Facing the gleaming cold blades, Feiyu crossed his arms and said coolly: “What poison? Didn’t you see we ladled soup from the same pot? This fool got choked by a fishbone. Never eaten fish before, chewing so recklessly like that.”

After speaking, he paused.

Indeed, he really had never eaten fish.

Tie Ci was caught between laughter and tears. Seeing the Western Rong soldiers in chaos and Da Qian soldiers holding back laughter while offering various suggestions—some saying to drink vinegar, others to swallow rice balls—but where would they find vinegar and rice balls at this moment?

The Eagle Master gulped down lots of water but showed no improvement. He immediately waved his hand broadly: “Forget it, leave it be. It’s fine.”

Tie Ci stood up, asking Feiyu for a hairpin. Feiyu produced an ornate hairpin from his sleeve. Tie Ci chuckled—she knew he carried more women’s accessories than she did.

She bent the thin hairpin into tweezers and beckoned the Eagle Master forward.

Under Feiyu’s pressing gaze, the Eagle Master strode forward without hesitation.

Tie Ci had him sit down, concentrated her vision to clearly see the small bone stuck in his esophagus, commanded him to lift his mask and open his mouth wide, then inserted the hairpin tip.

The gleaming hairpin tip pointed at the Eagle Master’s throat.

The tattooed man suddenly rushed forward, blocking with his horizontal blade: “What are you trying to do to our Eagle Master?”

“Remove the fishbone.”

“Removing a fishbone requires such a sharp instrument? You’re clearly attempting to murder our Eagle Master!”

“Fine then. This bone is stuck deep. If it can’t be removed, it will cause the wound to inflame, fester, and become infected, possibly even leading to death.” Tie Ci spread her hands. “I won’t force it. Choose for yourself.”

The Eagle Master pushed the tattooed man aside with one hand: “The bone isn’t stuck in your throat, so you don’t know the pain.”

The tattooed man was speechless.

Tie Ci smiled, thinking this fellow clearly wasn’t the trusting type, yet he trusted her quite well.

The bright hairpin probed into the throat.

With her enhanced vision, Tie Ci quickly extracted the fishbone. Though the bone was too small and difficult to remove, as long as it wasn’t stuck in the esophagus, it would go down easily.

Earlier, Tie Ci had concentrated on removing the fishbone. Now that it no longer posed a threat, her gaze fell on the jaw revealed after lifting the mask.

The jaw was sharply defined with green stubble. From jaw to upper neck was a diagonal scar that had healed, leaving only an inconspicuous pale mark. But from its position, one could see how life-threatening the danger had been.

Dan Ye didn’t have this scar.

Nor did he have such heavy facial hair.

However, this smooth, handsome jawline was somewhat similar…

And these lips…

What shape were Dan Ye’s lips? She couldn’t quite remember.

She stared at the Eagle Master’s lips too long, so that those thin-upper-thick-lower lips under her burning gaze moved slightly.

Revealing a flash of snow-white tooth tip.

Tie Ci suddenly felt those lips were enlarging.

The force of the hand pressing her shoulder was also increasing.

Suddenly, pulling force came from behind. She staggered backward, falling into Feiyu’s embrace.

Feiyu clasped her shoulder, spun her around into his arms, saying lightly: “Don’t get too close. Watch out for bad breath.”

Tie Ci: …If you didn’t have supreme martial arts, you’d have been beaten to death long ago.

Behind her, the Eagle Master had been sitting, but the moment she suddenly left, his body leaned forward, then he abruptly stood up.

Tie Ci thought he was coming to fight, but he only looked at Feiyu with sinister eyes, then at her, before walking away without a word.

Everyone who thought a bloody incident was about to occur breathed a sigh of relief.

Someone drinking soup asked Feiyu: “In this weather and place, where did you get bird eggs?”

Feiyu pointed to distant snow mountains: “I climbed up there once. Saw a bird’s nest and brought some back.”

Everyone’s gaze fell on the high peak of the distant snow mountains, their expressions vacant.

That nest position on the snow mountain… only eagles would build nests there!

This guy brought back eagle eggs?

How wicked was that!

Someone said with a collapsed expression: “Eagles are the supreme totem of our chief’s tribe!”

Though Western Rong tribes had countless totems, totems were also ranked high, middle, and low. Eagles were the supreme totem, divine birds worshipped by all Western Rong people.

Someone remembered that earlier these fish had been lured by eagle egg liquid, contaminated with eagle egg liquid, and then they broke taboos eating fish, indirectly equivalent to eating eagles…

Some people were already kowtowing.

Da Qian people’s thinking was more practical: “I heard eagles are very vengeful.”

Feiyu smiled: “Perfect.”

Everyone was wondering what this meant when they heard an eagle’s cry from the high sky.

Speak of the eagle and the eagle arrives.

Feiyu rose gracefully: “Perfect. We’re short on meat—let’s get an eagle for reserve food.”

Everyone: “…”

We can’t match the boss’s level.

The Eagle Master, who was walking away, stumbled, then quickly walked out of everyone’s sight.

A small black dot appeared high in the sky. The dot grew larger and larger, diving down at extreme speed.

It was almost at the oasis edge.

Suddenly, an eagle cry came from the distance.

That sound was even more fierce and clear—clearly an eagle cry only a premium eagle could make.

Everyone thought this was bad—another more powerful one had come. If the boss couldn’t handle it, the small soldiers would suffer.

However, as soon as that cry sounded, the diving eagle suddenly made a turn, spread its long wings, flew diagonally in another direction, and disappeared in the blink of an eye.

Everyone was astonished, not understanding what happened—how did the fierce eagle coming for revenge suddenly retreat on its own?

On the other side of the oasis.

A gyrfalcon paced back and forth anxiously.

Wing-folding sounds came from above as another giant black eagle landed. The gyrfalcon went to meet it, and the two eagles nuzzled affectionately for a while, then the newly arrived black eagle made low cooing sounds.

The gyrfalcon’s golden, gleaming eyes turned toward the Eagle Master with grievance.

I finally got a wife and laid some eggs, but they were stolen.

Stolen, and I can’t even take revenge—I have to swallow my anger and slink away with my tail between my legs.

If I can’t take revenge, fine, but you also make me hide, skulking around unable to come out.

Every time I encounter that woman, I’m the one who gets hurt.

Are we still brothers or not!

The Eagle Master consolingly patted its head, and hearing what seemed like approaching footsteps, pushed it into the bushes.

The gyrfalcon made angry low calls, but the Eagle Master quickly covered its beak.

However, it was the tattooed man who emerged. The Eagle Master sighed in relief.

The tattooed man asked in confusion: “Eagle Master, that Ye Ci is…”

The Eagle Master nodded silently.

“Then why…”

The Eagle Master turned around, and the tattooed man had to swallow his question.

The Eagle Master looked at that seemingly endless expanse of white.

A person who had lost everything—the past was like death.

What face did a dead person have to accept others’ sympathy and pity?

…

As dusk first fell, a long column left the oasis.

The soldiers received new orders—tonight they would leave the oasis and march southwest.

That was where the Eagle Master and Adjutant Yu deduced the enemy’s main force was most concentrated.

No one questioned why they should leave their safe harbor, nor did anyone fear the coming fierce battle. Half a year of survival in the oasis, constantly suffering attacks from natural disasters and human calamities, had made these weary men accustomed to killing and bloodshed. Those who couldn’t return home never feared death.

The snow wasn’t thick but hadn’t melted. The dark mass of people split into streams ten li after leaving the oasis, with a small team changing direction.

That was the Eagle Master, Tie Ci, Feiyu, the academy students, and several soldiers with the strongest combat ability.

They were going to find Chen Tuntian.

To leave the desert, they first had to deal with this old monster.

He had been injured before—strike while he was down.

No one knew where Chen Tuntian was. The desert was so vast, and legend said he could sleep under the sand for dozens of days without emerging.

Not knowing where he was, they’d make him come out himself. Tie Ci knew Chen Tuntian had a very violent temperament and was thinking of ways to anger the old monster when the Eagle Master said he had a method.

He stood on a high slope and made a sharp whistle.

Moments later, eagle cries pierced the high sky, cutting through the black night like steel wire.

That sound layered upon layer—clearly not from one eagle.

Tie Ci looked up at the sky, but unfortunately the distance was too far and it was night, so she couldn’t see clearly.

That eagle spread its wings, crossing dozens of li in an instant. The eagle cries were extremely penetrating, seeming to spread throughout the entire desert, continuous and unending.

Tie Ci thought this bird had really good lung capacity.

Legend said Chen Tuntian loved quiet and hated noise, which was why he preferred living in the desert where few people and creatures went.

She wondered if he found the eagle cries overhead annoying.

Indeed he found them annoying.

Soon the eagle cries changed rhythm, becoming short and cheerful.

The Eagle Master led the way, everyone following the sound.

After crossing several sand dunes, they saw a sand pit sunken into lower terrain below.

Several eagles circled up and down, continuously dropping excrement from high altitude.

Large patches of blue-green bird droppings kept falling on that sand pit.

Tie Ci gasped.

Using this method to force out Chen Tuntian—the Eagle Master was also ruthless.

Sure enough, after a short while, that sand pit suddenly sank downward.

Then a plume of sand exploded outward.

It seemed like a huge yellow-white sand fan opened in the sky.

That sand fan viciously struck the wing of the lowest-flying eagle.

The Eagle Master shot out like a cannonball, drawing his blade while still in mid-air. The blade light was like snow, scattering a cluster of golden yellow as he landed on that eagle’s dark, craggy talons.

Then he raised his arm, and the eagle took the opportunity to fly high.

As he rescued the eagle, sand formed into a giant pillar behind him, silently taking shape and crashing down.

The next instant, Tie Ci appeared in front of the Eagle Master, yanking him away forcefully.

The sand pillar quietly dispersed as if it had never appeared.

But under Qi Yuansi’s feet, a sand pillar suddenly exploded, catching him off guard as he was launched several zhang high.

The sand pillar disappeared again. Just as Qi Yuansi was about to crash down spread-eagle, a figure flashed and Tie Ci caught him.

However, the moment she caught him, the ground shook and another sand pillar shot skyward.

The two were launched high again. Qi Yuansi’s shouts echoed through the desert: “Ahhh, I’m afraid of heights!”

Swishing sounds, blue-black fan shadows danced gracefully, banging as they pushed the sand pillar aside. Qi Yuansi tumbled down, face-first into the accumulated sand pile.

Feiyu’s voice was casual: “Afraid of heights? Fall a few more times and you won’t be afraid.”

With a whoosh, light blazed from all directions as Rong Pu lit one fire after another, surrounding the sand pit.

Light smoke dispersed with a bitter, fishy smell.

The person below seemed enraged. Sand pillars rose and fell, appearing and disappearing, constantly launching people into the air.

This kind of attack had no pattern—no one could prepare in advance, only enduring being repeatedly launched. Masters naturally didn’t mind, but those with lower martial arts inevitably suffered.

Yang Yixiu and Tian Wu were above, watching the battle below with great anxiety. However, their martial arts were mediocre, and Tie Ci had already instructed them not to join the battle.

Tie Ci had brought them on this mission precisely to give them experience and achievements for future merit evaluation and to become capable subordinates early on. But deep down, she didn’t intend for them to take risks. After all, Tian Wu still had vast family business to inherit, and if something happened to Yang Yixiu, Minister Yang would fight her desperately.

Tian Wu was muddle-headed and didn’t quite understand these things, but Yang Yixiu had brains.

He kept pushing Tian Wu. Tian Wu said: “What are you doing? The Crown Princess won’t let us go down.”

“The Crown Princess won’t let us go down, so we don’t go down? When it’s time to claim credit later, if the Crown Princess lets us claim it, would you have the face to do so?” Yang Yixiu glared at Tian Wu. “Silly big fellow, let me ask you—are you determined to follow the Crown Princess?”

Tian Wu chuckled: “Naturally. Our Tian family has money but no power and has suffered countless losses. Now I’ve finally found a patron. My father will be delighted to know.”

“Haven’t you considered she might be a puppet for life, that your patron isn’t reliable?”

“I haven’t thought about it. I think someone like the Crown Princess won’t be a puppet. Anyone might become a puppet, but not her.”

“Then you need to think clearly about what you should and can do. If we truly depend entirely on the Crown Princess’s support to advance, then someday we’ll fall behind her.” Yang Yixiu lifted his chin. “By then, even if the Crown Princess still remembers old feelings, countless people will want to push us down from the heights. Virtue not matching position is a terrifying thing.”

“What do you plan to do?”

“I plan to convince my father to be a spy and sell out Ciren Palace completely.”

Tian Wu nodded sincerely: “Ambitious!”

“Learn from this!”

“I can’t learn this.” Tian Wu chuckled. “But before coming to Western Rong, I went to Yong Ping town and entrusted our shop manager there to send word home, bringing money and the best beef jerky. Our Tian family started by selling beef, and our most famous Five-Grain Beef is actually medicinal beef. The beef jerky made from it is processed with medicine and can cure many illnesses.”

“I didn’t expect you to be so thoughtful, you little rascal. Now I’m relieved. But what do you want money for?”

“The Crown Princess came to Yong Ping wanting military authority, right? Yong Ping garrison military funds are often insufficient, right? As long as Commander Di is willing to submit to the Crown Princess, I’ll donate money to Yong Ping’s army—money, winter clothes, money for making weapons! I want her to get so much money her hands go soft and she can’t do without me, Old Tian!”

“Ambitious!” Yang Yixiu laughed heartily. “Silly big fellow, you’re not silly at all.”

Tian Wu said in a thin voice: “Could the Crown Princess really choose someone truly silly?”

He picked up a rope from the ground, made a loop, and swung it out with a whoosh.

“Watch my specialty!”

The rope loop precisely caught a person just as he was launched by a sand pillar. The moment the pillar disappeared, the loop arrived.

Tian Wu jerked with force, pulling that person over like a kite with a broken string.

Tian Wu was overjoyed: “Look, I saved someone!”

Yang Yixiu praised: “Fat Tiger, you’re amazing! Great skill concealed in clumsiness. Big brother will protect you from now on!”

Tian Wu: “Hahaha, I raised many cattle as a child and got used to lassoing them. The man who lassos cattle is mighty and strong…”

With a “whoosh,” the lassoed person flew over, just hearing the last sentence, his face darkened.

Tian Wu looked up.

The one lassoed was Feiyu.

The next instant, he screamed and dropped the rope, covering his head and fleeing.

Looking again, Yang Yixiu had run even faster than him.

Tian Wu cried indignantly: “Big brother, didn’t you say you’d protect me!”

Yang Yixiu: “Big brother is now giving you your first court lesson for future adaptation—share blessings together but never share troubles, better a dead friend than a dead poor man…”

…

Tie Ci had no idea about the farce on the slope or that her future subordinates had already accomplished great things while joking around. She was concentrating on dealing with those elusive sand pillars.

During this, she glanced at Feiyu, wondering how he had flown up there when he said they should find Chen Tuntian first.

She soon found the trick—whenever sand pillars shot up, she’d rush to the center bottom of the pillar and strike.

That was roughly the sand eye’s location. One strike, though it couldn’t hurt anyone, could make the sand pillar disappear.

For a while, it was rise-rise-rise, stab-stab-stab, like playing whack-a-mole.

But that old monster never came out.

The sand pit’s area was extremely large.

Tie Ci concentrated her vision but could only see flowing sand, making it difficult to track the movements below.

She called: “Da Wu, Xiao Wu!”

The two had been hiding behind sand dune fires, answering in unison but saying nothing.

Da Wu closed his eyes while Xiao Wu kept twitching his nose.

People in the pit gradually gathered together—partly because with more people, sand pillars caused limited damage, and partly to avoid individuals being easily launched skyward by sudden pillars.

But Tie Ci suddenly thought of a possibility and called out: “Scatter!”

At the same time, Feiyu and Rong Pu above also said: “Don’t cluster!”

Before the words finished, everyone heard a cold laugh, then felt the ground give way beneath their feet.

The sand pit suddenly collapsed inward from the center.

Like invisible giant force punching down from the sky, the center sank while the sides overflowed. The overflowing endless sand extinguished the circle of fires.

Strong wind rose, scattering the fishy scent.

All around immediately became pitch black.

Heaven and earth became a great bowl, with everyone sliding toward the bowl’s center.

Tie Ci suddenly heard rustling, chattering fine sounds.

At the same time, Da Wu and Xiao Wu shouted from above: “Right under your feet!”

Xiao Wu added: “…Northwest direction, three parts!”

Tie Ci looked down, her jade brush shooting downward like lightning.

Feiyu swept out.

A light hissing sound, like something being pierced. In the darkness, something even darker gushed out rapidly, and that rustling chatter grew louder.

Tie Ci felt the jade brush tremble. In this instant, countless tiny things seemed to climb up.

Those things also climbed onto her boots.

With a whoosh, firelight blazed again. This time she saw clearly—scorpions.

More scorpions than last time, like black poisonous liquid flowing from underground, endlessly emerging from where her jade brush had penetrated.

As if all the world’s scorpions had nested here, and she had punctured the nest.

Low damage, extremely disgusting.

The moment Tie Ci felt the jade brush grow heavy, she leaped up, shaking off countless scorpions. As for those climbing on her body, she didn’t need to worry—they were directly cut apart by the steel wire in her vest.

Fortunately, everyone was prepared, having all seen scorpions before. Hands and feet were already wrapped, but they couldn’t escape the sand pit—because there were scorpions below, and as massive scorpions crawled out, the pit kept collapsing. Everyone couldn’t fight gravity and kept sliding down, while sand from above rolled down relentlessly, bound to bury them all in this scorpion sand pit.

Continuous hissing sounds as several fire lines descended along the sand pit from four directions, with scorpions retreating wherever they passed.

Several ropes were thrown down. Those above gripped the ropes tightly while those below climbed up along the cleared fire paths.

Suddenly a figure flew backward. Tie Ci raised her hand to catch him—it was Feiyu.

She was startled, asking: “Are you hurt?”

Feiyu shook his head: “This old thing has deep internal power, impervious to blades and spears, and very hard to get close to…”

He lifted his chin. Tie Ci looked up to see a distant figure.

That person stood suspended above the sand pit, black cloak fluttering in the wind, though there was no wind at the moment.

Looking carefully, she saw he wasn’t actually suspended—there was sand and scorpions under his feet, and his body was densely covered with crawling scorpions. Those living scorpions crawled all over him, and from a distance it looked like a restlessly moving black robe.

Occasionally, gaps between scorpions revealed bronze-colored, metallic-textured skin. Under this scorpion battle robe, this fellow might be wearing nothing at all.

Such a sight made one’s scalp tingle just looking at it, let alone fighting face-to-face. With him charging around in a scorpion cloak, one bite from them would be the end.

Unconvinced, Qi Yuansi threw a scorpion from far away. Everyone watched as the scorpion entered the wind and sand then suddenly disappeared.

Someone else wanted to throw their weapons, but Tie Ci grabbed them.

Feiyu spat out sand and said gloomily: “This old scorpion—fight if you want to fight, but constantly summoning sand to stuff people’s mouths and noses!”

Everyone imagined fine sand blocking their mouths and noses during battle and felt even worse.

Tie Ci asked: “Does he shake?”

Feiyu said: “At first glance you’d think the scorpions were shaking, but looking again, he’s shaking.”

Tie Ci glanced at that ceaselessly writhing scorpion cloak and said: “Retreat first!”

Everyone withdrew as ordered. The old monster didn’t pursue, clearly also wanting to heal his wounds properly.

His shaking figure slowly sank into the sand.

Everyone stood on high ground, watching those black scorpion torrents flow backward into the sand pit like devil’s poisonous sand being returned to its magic bottle. The pit was slowly filled, golden sand gently flowing again, covering everything below. The ground finally bulged once violently then returned to calm. Wind blew, leaving no trace.

The desert was flat as before.

Those poisonous creatures, killing intent, old monster—as if they had never appeared.

Everyone felt chilled to the bone.

There were still such people in the world, such methods.

With such a person’s shadow looming over the desert, who could ever get out?

Tie Ci returned defeated but remained calm. After walking some distance with everyone, she asked Rong Pu: “Did it work?”

Rong Pu said: “It worked.”

Chapter 219: Men Who Fall at the Crown Princess’s Feet
“How long do we wait?”

“Depends on how much internal power Brother Rong exhausted from him during their fight just now, and what kind of injuries he inflicted.”

“I didn’t do much,” Feiyu said calmly. “It’s just that last time two of his fingers were cut off, so I kept attacking those finger wounds, trying to stick needle points into them, which kept him very tense.”

Everyone: …Could you please not sound so pleased when describing your wickedness?

Seeing everyone silently move a bit further from Feiyu, Tie Ci hurried to smooth things over: “Then I estimate three hours should be enough. Let’s rest here and don’t wander far.”

Rong Pu nodded in agreement, and no one objected. Though they didn’t know what Tie Ci planned to do, they inexplicably had great confidence in her.

The desert night after snowfall was very cold with nowhere to stay. Like magic, Feiyu produced a fox pelt from his chest to give Tie Ci as cushioning.

Tie Ci took the fox pelt and gave it to Rong Pu.

Feiyu raised an eyebrow. Tie Ci was already stroking the back of his hand: “Beloved consort, you must understand—if Master Rong falls ill from helping me, my family might very well marry me off to him in apology.”

“Your Majesty,” Feiyu said, “possessing such peerless beauty as myself, how could you settle for a mere little white flower?”

“So you must be considerate of me.”

Feiyu laughed heartily, pinching her nose tip: “You talk as if you’re really the Crown Princess.”

Tie Ci paused, then looked up with a smile: “Aren’t I just?”

I’ve told you now.

She stared at Feiyu.

But Feiyu wasn’t listening at all. He produced a handkerchief from his chest, looked left and right at her nose, then covered her nose tip: “Seeing your nose tip so cold, I thought you were about to get a runny nose, but surprisingly you don’t have one.”

“No runny nose and you seem regretful—what kind of perverse taste is this?”

“Because then I could pinch your nose, you’d open your mouth, and then I could…”

Tie Ci grabbed the handkerchief, wanting to stuff it into his flirtatious mouth.

Feiyu laughed and dodged away: “I’ll go build a fire.”

Tie Ci watched his retreating figure and sighed quietly.

People—the more truth you tell them, the less they believe.

Those in power are suspicious by nature, making this trick especially effective on them.

She silently warned herself not to make the same mistake in the future, then began breathing exercises and meditation.

Three hours later, she and the others silently rose. Rong Pu, wrapped in fox fur, looked up with clear, bright eyes.

He said: “Be careful.”

Tie Ci smiled.

Rong Pu smiled again: “Very warm. I’m fine, you needn’t worry.”

Tie Ci paused, then could only say: “That’s good then.”

She strode away. Yang Yixiu winked at Qi Yuansi: “Did you notice? The Crown Princess’s attitude toward Supervisor Rong is getting gentler and gentler.”

Qi Yuansi said coldly: “So what?”

“Maybe…”

“Maybe a grown man with such a loose tongue would be perfect scorpion food.” Qi Yuansi walked away coldly and arrogantly.

Yang Yixiu: …You men who’ve fallen at the Crown Princess’s feet!

…

In the night, the calm desert seemed to slowly change.

Those smooth, undulating lines appeared motionless at first glance, but after watching long enough, one could seemingly see the lines slowly rising and falling.

Like the desert had suddenly gained breath, enduring pain in the deep night silence, breathing lightly.

But such changes, being too vast in scope, remained difficult for people to detect.

Da Wu and Xiao Wu stood on a sand slope. Da Wu said: “I can feel this entire area of ground is… writhing.”

Xiao Wu said: “I smell blood and fishy scents not far away.”

Feiyu carried a large bag—heavy with ice spikes he’d collected from ice and snow during those three hours, freezing them with internal power.

The ice spikes were thin and long, glinting faintly like needles.

Feiyu flicked his small fan, and the bag flew up and split open, ice spikes cascading down with flashes of light.

Tie Ci and he struck out simultaneously.

Their palm wind made everyone around sway unsteadily. The ice spikes spread out with a whoosh. The two swept their sleeves, arranging the ice spikes in formation mid-air like stars in array, brilliantly gleaming.

The next instant, these ice spikes whistled as they drilled into the flat desert ahead.

The next instant, massive numbers of scorpions hidden underground were forced out of the sand layer. Countless thin black streams rolled out.

The next instant, a muffled roar came from underground, and the ground began forming whirlwinds.

The moment the whirlwinds formed, Tie Ci and Feiyu both dove toward the eye of the wind.

The iron fan spun, scraping away layers of sand surface, seemingly peeling this giant desert kiwi fruit.

The jade brush rotated like a drill bit, boring deep downward.

After just a few strikes, the roaring intensified, and a sand column several times larger than before shot skyward.

The jade brush and iron fan, when the waterfall-like sand stream arrived, nimbly passed through sand gaps and vanished in a flash.

The sand-wrapped whirlwind rushed up from underground. In the center of the tornado-like sandstorm, black and bronze-colored figures were faintly visible.

But this time, unlike the previous pure black figure like someone wearing black robes, this time the opponent revealed more bronze-colored torso, and that bronze color wasn’t as lustrous with metallic sheen as before.

The sandstorm instantly swept Feiyu and Tie Ci away from their original position by several li.

Everyone instinctively tensed to pursue, but Rong Pu said: “No need to chase.”

Everyone instinctively trusted him and turned to look at him.

“If even the strongest fighters can’t solve Chen Tuntian, the rest of us going would just add another dish.” Rong Pu held a curved blade, pointing at the ground: “We just need to do our own job. Hurry up—get more scorpions so I can make medicine too.”

Only then did everyone remember their main task this time was dealing with scorpions.

Shiba had said the more scorpions killed the better—some for medicine, some for roasting, work calculated by labor.

Related to food and health, everyone worked with great enthusiasm.

During the first battle earlier, both Tie Ci and Rong Pu had noticed that Chen Tuntian’s body would tremble slightly.

Because he was always draped in a scorpion cloak with scorpions crawling around, plus wind and sand obscuring his body, this trembling wasn’t obvious.

Feiyu’s brief combat with Chen Tuntian confirmed he was indeed trembling uncontrollably.

Clearly he was either injured or ill.

Connecting this to scorpions’ effectiveness in treating convulsions, several people unanimously believed the scorpion cloak served two purposes: first, to show off and frighten people; second, actually for constant medical treatment.

Rong Pu had tried poisoning the fires he lit, but the fires were instantly extinguished by sand, smoke was swept away by wind—it couldn’t get near Chen Tuntian at all.

So they targeted the scorpions.

Scorpions that crawled over the fires were contaminated with poison. When they returned to Chen Tuntian’s body, though Chen Tuntian wasn’t afraid of the scorpions’ natural toxins, the scorpions carried other poisons. Even if each scorpion carried only a trace, the total was a terrifying amount.

And he couldn’t do without scorpions.

The three hours Tie Ci waited was the process after fighting him once, forcing him to use scorpions to replenish his vitality, then poison slowly taking effect as it entered his body with the scorpions.

Half the scorpions died, and Chen Tuntian was poisoned.

So this time there were obviously fewer scorpions than three hours ago, less vigorous too. Everyone protected themselves well and hunted scorpions in large swaths.

Killing the scorpions meant Chen Tuntian lost his readily available healing medicine.

The Eagle Master and his subordinates had suffered plenty from scorpion armies before. This time they stayed behind to focus on dealing with scorpions, curved blades spinning close to the ground, killing patches at a time.

Here they enthusiastically killed scorpions to cut off Chen Tuntian’s retreat, while over there combat had already begun.

Chen Tuntian had first been careless and injured, then harassed and entangled. After driving people away, barely three hours had passed before they returned, plus unexpected incidents during those three hours. Now irritated and angry, his wind and sand swirled more fiercely.

In such fierce wind, people couldn’t possibly make any smooth movements. Even standing steady was difficult. Both Tie Ci and Feiyu used the Thousand Jin Drop technique to barely stabilize their forms, but their attacks were obviously difficult and slow. They expended ten parts of energy but achieved less than half their usual power.

While fighting, they had to guard against sand getting in their eyes and various things flying through the windstorm—scorpions, wild beasts, stones, camel skulls, even entire trees.

This kind of fighting was like one person against a hundred—exhaustion alone would kill you first.

Tie Ci thought no wonder the Three Mad and Five Emperors had been famous for half a lifetime. Apart from battles among themselves, they were almost never defeated. Now she was half a grandmaster herself with rich combat experience, while her opponent had been in retirement for years with old injuries and illnesses. Even with Feiyu, whose strength was comparable to hers, trying to deal with him still required so much effort and maneuvering.

Feiyu’s iron fan was well-suited for this situation, constantly deflecting various obstacles, following wind traces to cut into the sandstorm’s center like a graceful black butterfly. Each wing movement swept away a patch of golden sand. Each full wing spread thinned the dust by one layer. Blue scorpions constantly shattered in the fan’s light and shadow, and bronze-colored skin became increasingly distinct in the dust.

The jade brush was like a sharp needle, a lightning rod, always finding gaps torn by the iron fan to dart in ghostlike. The brush tip flickered with tiny white electric light, seemingly crackling. Those white electric lights flowed along that bronze-colored figure, washing over it repeatedly.

The sandstorm was weakening. Tie Ci could already see that person’s huge eyes. On the metallic-colored shoulder toward the right chest, under her precise repeated strikes, a crack had appeared.

Legend said Chen Tuntian was impervious to blades and spears.

Because besides his external training, he was always surrounded by a ring of scorpions, densely forming poisonous armor.

And in front of him, within one inch, always swirled a layer of dense wind and sand, rotating at high speed constantly like a meat grinder. All weapon tips, upon touching that wind and sand, would be ground into fragments.

But even the densest protective shield has gaps.

Those gaps couldn’t let weapons through, but electric light could pass.

She had pointed her jade brush at the same spot countless times, finally making him show a wound.

Those huge eyes stared at that wound, revealing mocking amusement.

So what if you know some lightning power?

So what if there’s a wound?

Can you still stick a weapon in?

Last time he was careless, not controlling his sand shield because he thought a few young people weren’t worth expending great power on.

This time his wind and sand spun like a whirlpool—even divine weapons would disappear upon contact.

Though this time was somewhat unfavorable.

Suddenly all the scorpions were poisoned. When he used scorpion blood for healing, he was also poisoned.

While expelling poison, he was attacked again. His scorpions died in large numbers, unable even to provide constant protection.

His sandstorm’s power was greatly reduced, outer sand layers peeled away by the two beautiful young people before him.

But he wasn’t anxious.

The desert was his home field. As long as he was in the desert he wouldn’t lose. Heaven and earth were his power. As long as they couldn’t injure him, he’d eventually turn these brats into jerky and slowly feed them to scorpions.

Thinking this, he saw that exquisite iron fan and jade brush had already scraped away the last layer of dust.

Then they recklessly crashed into the frantically rotating sand curtain around him.

Amusement appeared in his eyes.

He watched the iron fan and jade brush instantly disappear.

He could even see the iron fan and jade brush instantly ground to fragments by the frantically rotating sand, becoming patches of blue-black and white light and shadow.

He looked up, waiting to see the shocked, despairing expressions on the two people’s faces.

Just like many times he’d seen before.

His hand was already raised.

Every time at moments like this was when he took advantage of the opponent’s shock and killed them.

He loved seeing such expressions of collapse when thinking victory was near but failing at the last moment.

As his hand raised, he suddenly felt severe pain.

He lowered his eyelids and discovered that somehow an iron fan and a jade brush were now inserted in his thin wound!

Chen Tuntian: “!!!”

Hadn’t the iron fan and jade brush already been destroyed?

Why were they appearing intact in his wound again?

This wasn’t over.

A scorpion was thrown over, passing through the sand curtain, ground to powder, then…

Chen Tuntian widened his already huge ox eyes.

He watched helplessly as that mass of black powder gradually took shape before his wound, then… was stuffed into the wound.

Chen Tuntian looked up in confusion to see through the thin sand curtain that Tie Ci had one hand on the thin chain connected to her jade brush and one hand on the chain connected to the iron fan. Where those chains passed through the sand curtain, they continuously disappeared and reappeared.

Chen Tuntian was somewhat confused.

He knew this person had lightning abilities, but they weren’t very powerful. Once he determined this person wasn’t Guihai Sheng’s successor, he felt relieved.

But who would tell him how there was also restoration ability!

Only now did he understand these little brats’ viciousness.

They targeted his impervious golden body, using faint electric light to continuously impact and create wounds, then used restoration ability to break through the final barrier. They destroyed and restored simultaneously, inserting weapons into his wounds!

With a pop, the jade brush and iron fan were pulled out of the wound, bringing a stream of blood.

Chen Tuntian’s body began convulsing, more and more violently.

People who rarely got injured had especially fierce reactions when they did.

He collapsed with a thud, wind and sand ceasing. He lay prone on the sand, convulsing all over, fingers deeply inserted into sand, constantly muttering: “Scorpions… where are the scorpions…”

But there were no more scorpions.

In the distance, someone called out joyfully: “We’re done with scorpions! Supervisor Rong says they can be exchanged for a lot of money!”

Chen Tuntian spat out a mouthful of blood.

Rong Pu walked over slowly, followed by Da Wu and Xiao Wu carrying a basket of particularly lively scorpions.

Chen Tuntian crawled up like a starving ghost seeing food and rushed over. A jade brush blocked him.

Chen Tuntian was now practically allergic to this jade brush and immediately stepped back.

Tie Ci smiled: “Big boss, even beggars know to sing a lotus song when they come asking.”

A flash of humiliated anger crossed Chen Tuntian’s bronze-colored face.

When he commanded wind and rain, this little brat was still dog-paddling in her mother’s belly!

But circumstances were stronger than people—he could no longer stir up sandstorms now.

He could only swallow his anger and say: “What do you want? Speak.”

…

Another nightfall. On the desert’s edge, star-like fires dotted the landscape, military tents stretching in rows.

This was Daur Banner Town, the settlement closest to the desert within Western Rong territory, also a major northern town. North led to Hanli Hanmo near Da Qian, while west through the Myriad Tree Great Forest entered Liaodong’s Xining Pass.

Part of Western Rong’s Great Prince’s army was here, coldly watching the desert while shouldering the task of completely eliminating the remnant soldiers within. They also vigilantly monitored Qiu Wujiu’s army in Zeye City to the west, preventing the opponent from breaking agreements at any time and invading Western Rong’s interior.

After all, though Qiu Wujiu said he didn’t seek the throne, his heavy troops weren’t far from the royal city either.

Two days ago this army had just harassed those remnant soldiers in the desert. Unexpectedly, their usually invincible battles suffered defeat this time, and even their greatest support, that Desert God, was injured.

This caused the army’s morale to plummet. After all, they’d been out for over half a year, from midsummer through severe winter. Now enduring cold wind and sand daily, they’d thought those remnant soldiers in the oasis couldn’t hold out much longer. With the Desert God’s help, at most one or two more battles and they could go home.

But this defeat shattered their dreams of soon returning home to eat mutton and drink hot soup.

From midnight tents came leisurely bone flute melodies, playing homesick tunes.

The desolate, lengthy melody crossed desert and mountain passes, sounding beside every weary traveler’s pillow.

The leading general roughly stopped the flute player, but in everyone’s dreams, brushing away wind and sand, there were still their own felt tents by red willows, smiling dark wives with longing written in their eyes.

In dreams there seemed to be weeping sounds too, continuous sobbing.

Suddenly someone shouted: “Sandstorm! Sandstorm!”

When soldiers were awakened, some slept confusedly, thinking they’d returned to the battlefield days before, remembering the terrified shouts of oasis soldiers earlier.

Then they discovered their own people were running around, while in the distance a huge deep yellow smoke column had risen.

They’d seen such scenes often during this half year. Each time they felt shocked but also proud, because this smoke column belonged to them.

But now, this usually familiar smoke column was heading straight for their camp.

Chapter 220: Chronicle of White Bones
The impact of suddenly losing control of something previously controllable was even greater. The ground was filled with people running in disheveled clothing. Squad leaders pulled on their pants while struggling to organize their troops. The wind had arrived—in an instant many tents were lifted and thrown away, crushing a group of people running at the front.

The leader of this force was one of the Great Prince’s most capable generals. Awu Ha ran bareheaded from his tent, wanting to mount his horse, but his horse knelt on the ground in fear of the oncoming wind and sand. Awu Ha cursed loudly and beheaded the two soldiers who fled fastest. The heads were swept up by wind and smashed against the main tent, causing a rain of blood to fall all around.

Taking advantage of the moment when soldiers were shocked by the blood rain, Awu Ha shouted: “Form ranks! Ready the horses! Enemies attack!”

This general who always charged to the front in battle lacked experience dealing with strong winds and sandstorms. The backlash of heaven and earth’s power couldn’t be resisted by human strength. Under his killing, soldiers formed formations against the wind, just raising their blades when a gust swept in and the steel blades cut off their own heads.

With a whoosh, the sandstorm arrived instantly. Between heaven and earth only gray-yellow remained. People struggled desperately in the storm’s center, stabbing curved blades deep into the ground. People were constantly swept up by wind and thrown to the horizon. Awu Ha’s shouts were torn apart by wind: “Why! Why!”

In the distance, on high sand mountains, rumbling continued endlessly. The Eagle Master stood on the heights, gazing at the chaos and carnage beneath that deep yellow smoke column, his eyes cold and deep.

These had originally been his people and subordinates. Now they had all become his enemies. After countless attempts to hunt him, now they died screaming before him.

Perhaps among them were those who had once galloped with him across grasslands, dug cacti with him in the desert, wrestled with him in mud—regardless of winning or losing, getting up with hearty laughter, still good brothers.

Yet simply because of ambition and lust for power, Western Rong had fallen into endless warfare. Everyone was swept up in it, becoming flesh and blood ground up in the mouth of war, that giant beast.

He had rushed back a thousand li to see beneath high city walls a hanging woman, fresh blood flowing down blue-gray wall bricks, then congealing and darkening into deep black streaks dripping down. Swarms of mosquitoes and flies clustered along the blood channels, buzzing and humming.

He paid the price of thirteen blade wounds to leap onto the city wall. When finally taking her down, he received a cold shot from his elder brother.

Piercing from beneath his jaw, only one inch from his throat.

As he carried her down from the city wall, he saw kneeling by the wall’s edge, made into a human vessel, his most beautiful sister.

She was bound kneeling on the ground, a wedge nailed in her mouth, stretching it wide open. A rope tied around her neck pulled backward diagonally, keeping her neck arched back with all her strength. If she tried to lower her head, the rope would strangle her.

Her clothes barely covered her body, countless marks upon her flesh. Women passing by covered their faces after one glance, hiding sighs between their fingers.

She opened wide eyes looking at him, long lashes condensed with tiny crystalline tears. She seemed to still remember him, yet seemed to have forgotten the mortal world.

Because the mortal world had forgotten her.

She had once been Father King’s most beloved daughter, born bright and carefree with some small confusion, but clear about gratitude and resentment in important matters. She most loved riding her horse called Crystal across the grasslands, racing toward wind and sun.

She named her horse Crystal, her maid Glaze, and her own name was Kusuli, meaning “pearl of the grasslands” in Western Rong.

She loved exquisite, glittering Da Qian jewelry, loved hearing Da Qian merchants speak of romantic, elegant Da Qian. She said she wanted to marry a Da Qian man, but not from the academy—afraid they’d despise her for not loving study.

He had listened then and forgotten afterward. Da Qian was indeed so prosperous and magnificent, and in prosperous Da Qian there was also someone like blooming flowers whom he could never see enough of or leave.

But when he returned, father was dead and mother injured, mountains and rivers broken along with his sister.

His once dignified, stately mother lay dying in his arms, light as a withered feather.

His sister, once like crystal and glaze, knelt before him, saliva from her mouth flowing onto his knee.

Kusuli suddenly began crying out, but her throat was blocked with too much filth, making her voice strange too.

He knew she recognized him.

He reached out to pull that rope.

No one stopped him.

Everyone stood above and below the city walls, staring at his every movement. The attack had stopped. Someone on the wall seemed to be laughing expectantly.

One end of the rope was deeply embedded in the flesh of Kusuli’s throat, while the other end was embedded in the city wall. The rope’s material was blade-resistant golden wire that couldn’t be cut, only pulled. When pulled, there was a slight mechanism feel.

His heart sank, but he didn’t want to give up.

Kusuli stared at him, suddenly beginning to cry. Those hot tears mixed with filth on her face quickly pooled on the ground, then she closed her eyes.

And closed her mouth.

She used tremendous force to close her mouth.

Fresh blood accompanied by filth gushed wildly, the sharp wedge point piercing through her cheek alarmingly.

Yet her blood-streaming face showed a smile.

Finally, she could close her mouth with dignity.

Now, big brother had come.

He could give her a dignified death.

He understood her meaning and stopped trying to pull the rope.

That hand turned, in the gap between cold city wall bricks, gently stroking the back of her head once.

Kusuli closed her eyes.

That hand slowly left her fluffy long hair, falling on the small section of golden wire rope between her head and the city wall.

A moment’s pause.

In that instant, sunlight was like blood, and the frontier wind wailed and danced wildly.

He slowly tightened the golden wire.

One circle, then another.

Tighter and tighter, tighter and tighter.

Until that once-beautiful head slowly drooped down softly.

She could finally rest.

He looked up.

Deep red sunlight splashed down in great patches.

Heaven and earth were hazy in a sea of blood.

At this moment, he heard his mother in his arms make a soft murmur.

He looked down and through blurred vision saw his mother seemed to be reaching out.

Not knowing if she wanted to touch him or touch Kusuli one last time.

He stared blankly, not daring to take that hand.

This hand had just ended his sister’s life, stained with family blood—how dare it accept mother’s caress?

That hand only reached halfway before falling.

Mother stopped breathing in his arms.

Her last sound seemed to be a sigh.

He had once wandered in foreign lands, knowing only mountain flowers in full bloom, not knowing human wind and snow. Western Rong’s little wolf lord drew his bow toward the moon, even the bowstring’s shape was perfectly round.

Only one day beneath city walls did he learn what hatred and pain meant when they gnawed at one’s soul.

In just one turn, all those who loved him were gone.

Mother died in his arms, sister prostrated at his knees. After father’s death, it was kept secret. His corpse was thrown in the great hall with no one to collect it. Broken bones were picked up by spears and scattered throughout the hall.

He couldn’t even charge into the city again to collect his body.

One in each hand, he shouldered those two gradually cooling bodies.

The moment he struggled to rise, he collapsed.

Falling thunderously toward the fire-like morning sun, he thought this was also good.

When he woke again, he was on a camel.

The tribal army left by Mother Queen and part of the royal army loyal to Father had fought desperately to save him. He woke on the camel with blue sky swaying into his eyes.

Beside him were the corpses of mother and sister, ahead lay the golden desert.

He buried mother and sister at the desert’s edge without leaving monuments.

If he couldn’t take revenge, this would be his resting place too—no need to carve stone records, only seeking to quickly turn to dust.

If he took revenge, he would never forget this place either—a small stream behind babbling like flowing crystal, surrounded by Mother Queen’s beloved century plants.

Yet she didn’t live to see a century.

Time was too short, but nightmares were long.

He gripped the curved blade behind his waist.

Awu Ha’s shouts still came from afar, stubbornly asking heaven why.

Why.

Because I want to watch you all die.

…

Tie Ci stood beside him.

She gazed at the screaming and wailing below, her eyes also without fluctuation.

Though Western Rong was considered a Da Qian vassal state, this “vassal” status was maintained by large amounts of rewards allocated annually from Da Qian’s treasury. In reality, this nation had fierce customs where everyone could be a soldier—difficult to control and not a peaceful country.

She didn’t mind Western Rong fighting more civil wars. Consuming the enemy was protecting oneself.

She had never been on a battlefield, but she had read too many military and history books.

Opening history books page by page, those full pages were all the two words “white bones.”

From the corner of her eye she observed the Eagle Master. Though he didn’t move and appeared as calm as herself, she could feel a prairie fire burning within him.

That fire burned him until even his bones were sizzling.

Tie Ci turned her head, watching the storm gradually subside. That group of panicked soldiers hadn’t fully understood yet.

Now was the time.

She and the Eagle Master said almost simultaneously: “Shoot!”

Humming vibrations tore through the air. Soldiers hidden behind sand dunes emerged, and the final volley of arrows poured down on the camp like rain.

How could soldiers just struggling out of the storm expect misfortune to fall on them this time? With almost no reaction, they fell in swaths like cut grass.

The Eagle Master’s curved blade rose high, its tip flashing with cold light.

“Kill——”

Give Xiao Ye a monthly vote to wipe away tears…

Chapter 221: You Will Stay by My Side
The ragged oasis soldiers followed behind him like a deep yellow cloak, sweeping wildly down the hillside toward the enemy camp that had already lost formation. There was no ambush, no sneak attack—just a direct frontal collision, repaying them with their own methods. The oasis troops pierced into the enemy camp like a sharp blade.

Awuha’s screams were heart-wrenching, and Western Rong curses flowed endlessly like the waters of the Wolin River. Tie Ci gazed down at the hillside, watching the collisions, the slaughter, the back-and-forth of blades, the trampling of flesh and blood.

She saw the Eagle Lord’s curved saber swing in a circle through the air, blade light accompanied by splashing blood reaching high into the sky. The fierce Awuha’s curses came to an abrupt halt, and his subordinates panicked in confusion. The leaderless troops scattered in chaos, with pursuing soldiers cutting down those they caught up with.

They should have been comrades-in-arms, yet now they wielded blades against each other. But may Da Qian never have civil war again.

The shouts and sounds of killing below gradually weakened. Tie Ci spurred her horse down the hillside.

The corpses on the ground piled up so thickly they blocked the horses’ path. She dismounted, walked around those corpses, and led her small squad into the overwhelming stench of blood. The academy students behind her were pale-faced but still gritted their teeth and followed step by step through the blood pools that covered their boots.

This was Tie Ci’s test for them. Only by witnessing bloodshed and death would they know the preciousness of peace, and would they strive for it their entire lives, never giving up. She didn’t want them to wield blades, but she wanted them to see the consequences of blades being wielded.

Going around the wall of corpses, behind it were large groups of surrenderers. They had all thrown down their weapons and were kneeling on the ground.

The Eagle Lord stood in the center of the crowd, covered in blood from head to toe. His baby-faced mask was completely red, making him appear even more coldly terrifying to the bone. Hearing Tie Ci’s footsteps, he suddenly turned around, stepped forward to meet her, and fiercely embraced her tightly.

Tie Ci: “…”

Everyone: “…”

Feiyu: “…!!??!!”

Tie Ci smelled the heavy scent of blood on his body, mixed with the man’s intense aura that wrapped around her with extreme aggression. He held her so tightly that even with Tie Ci’s martial arts skills, she felt somewhat suffocated by his embrace.

She frowned, thinking to herself that this person, for some reason, seemed to have a strange possessiveness toward her. She raised her hand to push him away, and when her fingers touched his bony shoulders, for some reason her heart suddenly felt sour.

This man who was so thin he was almost skeletal made her suddenly afraid to think about anything. However, her hand still pushed out. Pity and love could never be confused with each other. If she blurred the boundaries because of soft-heartedness, everyone would suffer in the future.

The moment the Eagle Lord was pushed away by her, he whispered in her ear: “You will stay by my side.”

Tie Ci smiled, shook her head, patted his shoulder, and said: “A true warrior not only has the ability to rise from the mud, but also has the courage to walk on alone.”

The Eagle Lord also shook his head, but said nothing, and strode down the hillside. When he passed by Feiyu, Feiyu looked him up and down with a smile on his lips and killing intent in his eyes.

People who had experienced many battles could easily distinguish a person’s threat level. He had quite a few romantic rivals, but none like the Eagle Lord—silent and persevering, with every inch of his gaze dancing with possessive obsession.

His habit was to see such people and eliminate them early to avoid trouble. A hand suddenly pressed down on his slightly twitching hand. Feiyu turned his head to see Tie Ci slowly shaking her head.

He laughed once and said mockingly: “What, can’t bear to part with him?”

Tie Ci ignored his jealousy and gazed toward the other side of the grassland. “I’m certain that Qiu Wujiu will never give up the throne. His ambitions are great, and the eldest prince is definitely no match for Qiu Wujiu. If Qiu Wujiu gains control of Western Rong in the future and then uses his relationship with the Liaodong royal family to scheme for Liaodong, then Yongping will be in danger, and the people of Da Qian will be in danger.”

Feiyu had always known that Tie Ci worried about the country and its people with the world in her heart. This was also the normal state of academy students—daily classroom political discussions where each one strategized like they were more concerned about national affairs than the Chief Minister. However, hearing this now felt jarring, so he laughed lightly and said: “So you want to support this little bastard who has ulterior motives toward you? You’re alone in Western Rong—aren’t you afraid that once he gains power, he’ll use any means necessary to keep you here?”

“Beloved consort,” Tie Ci said seriously, “this lonely king is both talented and intelligent, never having suffered defeat. Why do you still worry day and night?”

Feiyu’s eyes slanted with a half-smile: “Only because I care about you.”

“Beloved consort, in the future you will be the primary consort, someone who will be a model for the world. You absolutely cannot casually become jealous anymore.”

This word “primary consort” obviously pleased Feiyu. He laughed and pinched Tie Ci’s wrist. Tie Ci saw the killing intent in his eyes gradually fade and sighed in her heart.

This person was good in every way except for his great jealousy, and not only great jealousy but also great murderousness. If she didn’t adjust his temperament properly, in the future when she held court and dealt with countless men, would he have to kill them all with his blade?

As for three palaces and six courtyards, that was even more unthinkable. The Crown Princess stood in the wind and sighed melancholically.

Down the hillside, the Eagle Lord breathed slightly heavily, his blood-red eyes slowly sweeping over the prisoners on the ground. The captives looked at him with trembling fear.

His voice was hoarse as he said: “Kill them all.”

Everyone was shocked. Killing prisoners was ominous. Moreover, killing prisoners had serious consequences—it would arouse everyone’s shared hatred and common anger. In future encounters, they would fight to the death in resistance, making the path forward doubly difficult.

“Eagle Lord!”

“Kill them all.”

I’m not alive to seize the Western Rong throne, not to restore the glory of the Wuliang clan. I only want those blades that cut down my relatives, those hands that burned my palace, those spears that picked up my father’s corpse, those mouths that spat into human cauldrons—all of them to disappear from this world.

Someone strode forward—it was that tattooed man, carrying a curved saber, walking toward the deputy general who had led Awuha’s surrender. Suddenly a hand pressed on his shoulder.

The hand was small, snow-white and slender, yet extremely powerful. With a gentle pull, the tattooed man was pulled back to his original position. Tie Ci’s voice rang out: “Wait a moment.”

The tattooed man shook off her hand: “This is our business—it’s not your place to interfere!”

“Then I’ll leave right now.” Tie Ci smiled. “Though I’m of little use, I’m also unwilling to mix with a team destined to fail.”

She said she would leave and did so. With a wave of her hand, everyone immediately followed silently behind her. The tattooed man’s pupils contracted. He hadn’t expected this person to be so unyielding and decisive. He wanted to say something regretful to keep her but couldn’t speak the words.

The Eagle Lord stepped sideways and silently blocked Tie Ci’s path as she turned to leave. Tie Ci crossed her arms and smiled at him: “Hmm?”

The Eagle Lord said: “I have a blood feud.”

“Then go settle it with the person responsible for your blood feud. What kind of skill is killing prisoners to vent anger?” Tie Ci said indifferently. “I don’t work with people who act on impulse and are short-sighted.”

The Eagle Lord fell silent. The air around them gradually tensed due to the confrontation.

After a long while, the Eagle Lord slowly stepped back. The sound of everyone’s relief was as clear as a gust of wind.

Tie Ci smiled, but instead of walking away, she drew the curved saber from a soldier beside her and handed it to the Eagle Lord. The Eagle Lord accepted it in bewilderment. Tie Ci jerked her chin toward the deputy general.

The Eagle Lord understood, took the blade, swung his arm, and the blade light was like splashing snow. The deputy general’s head crashed into the crowd of kneeling surrenderers, causing cries of alarm.

Amid the cries, the Eagle Lord said savagely: “Led troops to surrender too late. Kill.”

He dragged the bloody blade and walked into the group of prisoners of war, occasionally raising and dropping his blade.

“Killed my brothers most bravely. Kill.”

“Still tried to fight after ordering surrender. Kill.”

“Tried to escape and report. Kill.”

Heads rolled all over the ground. Most of the dead were officers in this unit—those qualified to trample the palace gates and spit, those with blades in their hands.

He couldn’t kill all the prisoners, but killing a few who stubbornly resisted as an example to others was not unreasonable. Accumulated resentment in the heart easily led to madness and illness. Tie Ci gave the Eagle Lord a chance to vent.

Moreover, those who died were mid-level military officers in the army—the backbone military force of any army and even all of Western Rong, the batch most likely to become generals in the future. She felt that the more of this type who died, the better.

Heads rolled chaotically among the dark masses of people, fresh blood reaching up to their knees. Those captives no longer dared to move, burying their heads even deeper.

This massacre lasted from night until day. This battle established the Eagle Lord’s reputation for brutality and wildness. From then on, in every battle, the officers among the prisoners would certainly lose their heads. This reputation gradually spread. Although it would also arouse the blood courage of some fierce generals, more often it caused the officers in opposing armies to be panic-stricken and fearful before fighting.

This also let many Western Rong soldiers know that whoever resisted most fiercely would have a worse fate once they lost. This also caused when the Eagle Lord fought against opponents, once the other side showed signs of decline, they would be defeated faster. Soldiers didn’t dare fight to the death and would even hate the generals who ordered them to fight to death. Incidents of soldiers cutting off the heads of generals who ordered them to fight to death and surrendering continuously occurred. There were also continuous cases of generals choosing to flee when the battle situation was unfavorable, causing even more complete collapse that was irreversible.

Later he gained the title “Flying Eagle Demon Lord.” They said he had no father or mother, was born from mountains of corpses and seas of blood, loved slaughter, and was completely inhuman.

But some people also said that he loved nothing in this world. Except for the person he always kept hidden in his heart.

Chapter 222: Storm Clouds Gathering
On that day, blood stained the yellow sand. The survivors among the captives were incorporated into the Eagle Lord’s army. Along with them, considerable weapons and provisions were confiscated. The Eagle Lord’s army rapidly expanded to ten thousand men. They charged out of the desert, traveling day and night toward the legendary Mo River basin where Huyin was said to be located, to rendezvous with her.

When Tie Ci left the desert, she looked back once at the endless yellow sand. Chen Tuntian had already returned. The price paid was promising to help Tie Ci once in the future.

Under serious injury and coercion by Tie Ci, he had helped Tie Ci counterattack the army he had cooperated with. Afterward, Tie Ci discovered that even with his acupoints sealed, he was still slowly recovering.

She couldn’t confirm what this person relied on for recovery—there were clearly no more scorpions. But she had tested it: leaving the desert, Chen Tuntian would gradually weaken. As long as there was desert, he wouldn’t die easily and would have opportunities to recover.

Therefore, Tie Ci abandoned the idea of coercing him to advance with them. Chen Tuntian away from the desert couldn’t control large sandstorms, his aura gradually weakened, and bringing him along would be a burden.

In any case, Chen Tuntian’s counterattack against his collaborators had already offended the eldest prince and Qiu Wujiu, so there was no fear of him turning around to oppose her again.

So she made a treaty under duress with Chen Tuntian. She released him, gave him the antidote, and even exchanged some insights about innate abilities with him. Chen Tuntian had always been quite envious of Guihai Sheng’s lightning abilities.

Chen Tuntian guaranteed to let bygones be bygones, allowing her and her people safe passage through the desert roads in the future, and to help her once when needed.

Tie Ci also asked Chen Tuntian where there were mineral deposits in the desert. Chen Tuntian was initially puzzled, until Tie Ci drew out the appearance of several types of mineral deposits for him. He pointed to one type of black mineral deposit, saying the scorpions had once discovered this—there was a lot underground, but the scorpions didn’t like to go there.

Tie Ci noticed his gaze swept over the gold ore and then avoided it. She had a good understanding of the richness of mineral deposits in this desert.

She also inquired about Chen Tuntian’s injuries and illness. Chen Tuntian was initially very secretive about this. Even when she said she had ways to help cure him completely, he refused to speak, until Feiyu prepared a table of dishes.

The old fellow was literally moved to tears by hunger. Feiyu promised to send him several servants who could cook in the future, and only then did the old man tell Tie Ci that his injury was from a duel years ago with the “Night Emperor,” who was also one of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors. He had been struck by the opponent’s palm, and since then developed a problem of uncontrollable muscle spasms throughout his body. Someone had given him a prescription for raising scorpions to treat injuries, and he had to live in dry places year-round, so he had been companions with scorpions and the desert ever since.

The opponent had also been bitten by his beloved pet at the time—a giant gecko from the desert, extremely rare in number, requiring various medicines for feeding and training using Gu-raising methods. Once trained, it carried multiple toxins on its body.

Tie Ci asked if being bitten would cause fear of water and wind. Chen Tuntian said that due to individual differences in constitution and the different toxicity levels in various parts of the giant gecko, he couldn’t measure the final consequences it would cause. But before the giant gecko was fully trained, it would bite many mad dogs to death, so it carried the most canine toxins.

Tie Ci asked about remedies and how to completely resolve the Night Emperor issue, but this time Chen Tuntian shook his head.

“I am the Night Emperor’s defeated opponent, not just once. The gecko biting him was luck, but it couldn’t kill him,” he said. “The Night Emperor is one of the top two strongest among the Three Madmen and Five Emperors. The person who has truly defeated him is in the southwest.”

When Tie Ci pressed further, he refused to say more, obviously quite wary of that person in the southwest. Anyone who could make this desert deity so fearful was obviously not easy to deal with.

Tie Ci thought of Yannan. However, when Chen Tuntian was leaving, probably wanting to get revenge for past events, he provided Tie Ci with a small secret.

But all that was for later steps. The urgent matter was still resolving Western Rong affairs and cutting off Qiu Wujiu’s ambitions.

To prevent Chen Tuntian from causing trouble before leaving, Feiyu personally escorted him back to the desert’s edge before returning.

The Eagle Lord’s army was marching, continuously taking in people who had lost their homes and were fleeing due to military chaos, growing ever stronger.

The Eagle Lord’s army had gained scale and was given a new name. It wasn’t some imposing title—just called “Oasis Soldiers.”

The oasis had once given him shelter, and he wished his army could also become an oasis where the people of Western Rong could catch their breath and survive.

On this day, she followed the army charging down a high slope and saw large black flags floating like a great dark cloud, with a fierce and imposing red tiger painted boldly on the banners.

She saw Huyin emerge from the crowd under the red tiger banners, wearing only tight leather armor, galloping toward them. She saw the Eagle Lord like a black line charging down the high slope, rushing toward Huyin.

She saw the two horses’ heads approaching, about to collide, with the Eagle Lord extending his arms to embrace Huyin. She saw Huyin shake her reins, her horse’s head swerved, brushing past the Eagle Lord and heading straight for Rong Pu, who was a step behind in the formation. She grabbed his reins and leaped onto his horse.

She saw the Eagle Lord’s hand freeze in mid-air. And the usually composed Rong Pu looked completely bewildered.

Tie Ci smiled slightly.

…

The situation within Western Rong territory was quite favorable, and Yongping Garrison was also peaceful on the surface. Although this peace was only superficial—the court had sent a supervising military officer, who was a smiling tiger. On the surface he got along splendidly with the commander, but always interfered with the commander’s decisions.

For example, the commander had stationed a batch of troops at the foot of Mount Fu, saying the mountain’s structure was loose with many cracks, fearing that Western Rong might tunnel through for a surprise attack. The supervising officer expressed that Mount Fu’s mountain range was continuous, and on the other side of Mount Fu was the Hanli Khan Desert. Even the Western Rong people rarely entered that desert—where would armies come from to travel thousands of miles across the desert to surprise attack Da Qian? This was too troublesome, unreasonable, and shouldn’t waste military strength in completely unnecessary places.

For example, Di Yiwei requested contracting the defensive line, deploying key military forces in areas facing Liaodong’s Xining Pass, Liaodong’s Left Garrison, and Western Rong’s Wanquan Grassland, to prevent Liaodong from attacking Da Qian jointly with Western Rong by water and land routes from the grassland.

The supervising officer, however, thought Di Yiwei was being paranoid and making a mountain out of a molehill. Based on merely some common border phenomena, she was wildly speculating that warfare was imminent. Not to mention why warfare would arise for no reason—just looking at Western Rong now, they were too busy with internal chaos to have energy left to wage war with Da Qian. Could Commander Di be falsely reporting military intelligence, harboring troops for personal power, or even using this as an excuse to embezzle military funds? You must know that the court tightens its belt every year to supply various armies. Even the Empress Dowager only has her century-old ginseng and bird’s nest porridge once a day now!

Regarding Commander Di’s speculations, not all the officers of Yongping Garrison agreed either. Deputy Commander Lou repeatedly advised the commander, saying Supervisor Huang was not without reason—it was unlikely for Liaodong and Western Rong to simultaneously wage war against Da Qian. Rather than consuming large amounts of military supplies preparing for war, it would be better to listen to the supervisor, guard Yongping Pass well, conduct daily drills properly, and let the soldiers rest and recover.

Deputy Commander Lou had always been loyal to Di Yiwei and had great prestige in the army. Now that he also held this opinion, it inevitably influenced the army’s view. For a time, Supervisor Huang walked with swagger, his attitude toward the soldiers became even more genial, often inviting groups of people to talk and laugh in his tent, with laughter carrying far.

In such a harmonious atmosphere, Di Yiwei sitting on the earthen slope smoking her pipe appeared somewhat lonely and desolate.

Vague sounds of conversation and laughter came from distant tents, mixed with words like “…Commander Di is like a woman, careful and fussy…”

Someone lifted the tent flap and came out—it was Deputy Commander Lou. He stood far away at the tent entrance, looking at Di Yiwei, just like every time before, focusing extremely intently only on her.

But he didn’t come over. After a moment, he ducked back inside. Footsteps sounded behind her, very light, just with a slight limp.

Di Yiwei lowered her eyelashes, appearing completely unaware. The footsteps stopped three feet behind her, and a man’s voice was soft and humble: “Commander, I’ve brought you some hot soup.”

Di Yiwei recognized it as the voice of the newly arrived student Cui Shi, and waved her pipe to indicate he should put the soup down.

Cui Shi placed the soup to one side but didn’t leave immediately, gently saying to Di Yiwei: “Commander, please drink it while it’s hot. Don’t take some things to heart. Everyone in the army, from top to bottom, has always admired you greatly…”

Di Yiwei turned her head, the pipe still between her lips, with faint amusement in her pale gray eyes: “Hmm? Are you comforting me?”

She spoke such gentle words, but the expression in her eyes clearly read “Are you teaching me how to do things?”

Cui Shi blushed deeply and hastily said: “This student wouldn’t dare. This student… this student…”

Di Yiwei said: “You’re a talent from the academy. Don’t always hover around the mess hall stoves. That’s too beneath you.”

Cui Shi hurriedly said: “I arrived a step too late. Most of my academy companions have gone out for training. With nothing to do, and knowing only a bit of cooking, I’ve been helping out in the kitchen.”

When Tie Ci and other academy students left, Di Yiwei had publicly announced they were sent out to execute tasks followed by secret training.

Di Yiwei picked up the steaming bowl of soup, pulled out a piece of beef jerky from her sleeve pocket to soak in the soup, took a sip, and said with satisfaction: “Beef King’s beef jerky really is extraordinary.”

Just the day before, the Tian family had sent people with a long convoy of donations, and the Tian family’s famous specially made beef jerky was part of it.

Di Yiwei enjoyed the soup as if no one else was there. Cui Shi couldn’t appropriately linger and respectfully took his leave.

After he left, a figure turned around—it was Chi Xue. She looked suspiciously at Cui Shi’s figure as he disappeared around the tent, frowning slightly.

The Crown Princess had said this person had once tried to harm her, and she had stabbed a hole in him. Later when they encountered the poison maniac, she hadn’t pursued this person’s whereabouts.

But all in all, this person was not a good sort. Chi Xue remembered making enemies with him the very first day they met. If he discovered her, he could then guess that the Crown Princess was here, and who knows what trouble that might cause.

But this person came with Huang Ming and seemed quite favored by him. Huang Ming’s identity was already sensitive—she couldn’t act rashly again, causing incidents that would bring trouble to the commander and the Crown Princess.

These past few days she had been avoiding him or observing him from afar. This person seemed quite well-behaved this time, only helping in the kitchen or staying by Huang Ming’s side, going nowhere else.

Chi Xue lowered her head, thinking that every time she observed Cui Shi, she always felt some doubt in her heart, but couldn’t clearly identify what that doubt was.

Di Yiwei looked back at her, and she immediately forgot this small question. Not far away, Cui Shi had already turned around the tent when he suddenly remembered something and looked back, seeing Chi Xue’s figure.

Chi Xue usually stayed in the miscellaneous duties camp while he was in the main camp—this was his first time seeing her. From a distance, he stared at Chi Xue’s profile.

This woman seemed to be the Crown Princess’s maid. Moreover, the night he killed his master, she and a man had been lurking in the grass. The two of them had wounded him together. He had been injured at the time with a somewhat muddled mind and hadn’t bothered to pursue and kill them—he hadn’t expected to encounter them here.

He wasn’t certain whether she could recognize him. But with this kind of thing, waiting until certain before acting would be too late.

…

Di Yiwei’s attitude toward women was always better than toward men. She beckoned Chi Xue to sit down and took out beef jerky for her to eat.

The beef jerky had already been partially distributed—every soldier had some, but they were only allowed to eat it during combat, as it was convenient to carry and good for replenishing energy.

Chi Xue’s portion was still saved, planning to eat it together with Dan Shuang when she returned. She sat down beside Di Yiwei, declining the commander’s kindness, as the commander’s portion was the same as any ordinary soldier’s.

She spoke directly: “Commander, please call my young master back.”

Di Yiwei squinted at her. “The current situation isn’t very good, and I’m worried,” Chi Xue said. “Supervisor Huang holds great power and harbors ill intentions. I’m concerned that his fundamental purpose is to eliminate you. Deputy Commander Lou also…”

Di Yiwei laughed and said: “You can suspect anyone, but you cannot suspect Old Lou. I’ve nearly died on the battlefield three times, and he carried me back each time.”

“Being able to entrust life and death doesn’t necessarily mean complete trustworthiness,” Chi Xue said gently. “Commander, please be cautious.”

There was something she didn’t say. She felt that Deputy Commander Lou’s way of looking at Commander Di always seemed somehow wrong.

Having grown up in the imperial palace, that place of hidden filth, she had seen everything. For example, the eunuch community was the most humble yet most scheming group. Having lost their manhood, darkness had taken root in their hearts instead. Many had no capacity for experiencing desire, yet possessed restless hearts.

She had seen powerful head eunuchs looking at beautiful palace maids. Full of gloomy possessiveness.

Deputy Commander Lou sometimes looked at the commander with that same expression.

Di Yiwei said nothing, chewing beef jerky and nodding: “You’re worried I can’t withstand Huang Ming’s pressure and will withdraw the garrison from Mount Fu, then Old Lou will block the return route behind my back?”

Chi Xue said frankly: “That’s one reason. Another reason is I always feel storm clouds are gathering. If my young master were here, he should be able to share your worries.”

Di Yiwei laughed and shook her head dismissively: “She’s just one person, after all.”

Chi Xue insisted: “Then I also hope you’ll send her a secret letter, clearly explaining the current situation within the pass, so she can be prepared and return early.”

Di Yiwei thought it over, nodded in agreement, and said: “Then I’ll write it later. You don’t need to deliver it—I’ll have a trusted person handle it.”

Chi Xue, having gained consent, didn’t persist further, thanked her, and stood to leave.

As she walked out of Di Yiwei’s sight, she looked up and encountered someone. That person smiled at her and asked: “Miss, would you like some soup?”

…
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Chapter 223: The Hairpin
After Di Yiwei finished eating and drinking, she rubbed her stomach, feeling somewhat bloated. She was puzzled. Due to her stomach ailment, she had always been moderate in eating—a habit formed from frequently being on battlefields. She hadn’t eaten much today, so why did she feel uncomfortable?

Fortunately, this feeling disappeared after a while. She didn’t pay it much mind and returned to her tent to write a letter. She sealed it with her most secret private seal and summoned her trusted guard, instructing him to travel day and night to Western Rong to deliver the letter to Tie Ci.

The trusted guard took the letter and hid it carefully, immediately leaving the camp and rushing toward Mount Fu, then crossing the border from there.

The moment he crossed Mount Fu and stepped into Western Rong territory, a squad suddenly rushed out from behind and threw him to the ground. Someone searched out the secret letter from his body and shouted loudly: “He really was going to deliver a message to the Western Rong people! The commander is colluding with Western Rong!”

A crowd surged forward, many of them military officers from the army. Everyone recognized him and looked at him and the letter in his hands with expressions of surprise.

Supervisor Huang also appeared, with a regretful expression, saying: “When I heard the secret report, I still didn’t believe it. Commander Di is a pillar of the nation—how could she collude with Western Rong? Although her recent frequent troop movements were somewhat suspicious, I never thought of this matter… what is this… what is this…” He shook his head with clicking sounds.

The trusted guard vaguely understood he had fallen into a trap, and the commander had fallen in too. He cried out in despair: “No! This isn’t a letter of collusion! This is for Ye…”

He suddenly shut his mouth. His heart filled with terror, his whole body trembling, because he suddenly remembered that the mission of Ye Ci and the others was extremely secret—except for a limited two or three people, no one knew about it at all.

And for a general to betray the country and collaborate with enemies—what a terrifying charge that was!

“This is a secret letter for someone executing a mission in Western Rong! Not a letter of collaboration with enemies!”

The letter was snatched away. Huang Ming said with a grin: “Whether it is or not, let’s have someone examine it.”

The trusted guard watched the letter being taken away, hope rising in his heart. Perhaps these people had no malicious intent? Perhaps they truly just received false accusations and wanted to verify?

When he left, he had promised the commander that no matter what, he would protect this letter and never let anyone get close to it.

The commander had smiled and said it didn’t matter if this letter was seen—it contained nothing important, and more importantly, it couldn’t be understood even if read.

Since that was the case, taking the letter away should be fine, right?

…

The person who took the letter walked toward a low civilian house where someone was waiting. He received the letter and saw the almost completely blank paper—there were no words on it at all, only some twisted and intertwined floral borders at the bottom.

Huang Ming, who had followed in with high hopes, took a look and his grinning face immediately became vicious: “How can there be no words? Damn it! Could it be using medicine water? Should we soak it in water?”

That person said indifferently: “Soak it, and this letter will most likely be ruined. Don’t forget, what we really need is her private seal. What does it matter what she writes?”

Huang Ming suddenly understood. Yes, the order he received was to find a way to obtain a letter bearing Di Yiwei’s private seal, to forge evidence of her collaboration with enemies. After all, a great general collaborating with enemies and corresponding privately could never use the official seal kept with the secretary—only a private seal that could prove personal identity would be used.

A person of Di Yiwei’s stature wouldn’t easily use her private seal. In all these years at Yongping Army, few people had seen it.

The War Department’s historical archives did have several of her letters bearing her private seal, but the War Minister was a stubborn old man who had even received favors from He Zi in the past. He guarded the War Department strictly, making it impossible for anyone to steal letters to forge the private seal.

Finally encountering this opportunity of her sending a letter to Western Rong, even without words, having the private seal was enough. Because there was someone here who could write in her hand.

The person sitting at the broken table slowly studied that blank paper for a long time. Huang Ming, sticking out his big belly, said: “What’s wrong, can’t bear to part with your commander? If you ask me, only by doing this will the commander truly be yours. Otherwise, with her lofty ambitions, when would she ever think of starting a family?”

The man stared at him again. Huang Ming smiled and raised his hand: “I swear on my life and property…”

The wind slammed the wooden door shut heavily. Through gaps in the broken window, one could see someone with head lowered, grinding ink and wielding a brush.

Soon, Huang Ming emerged with two letters—one already filled with words (the original), and another with content matching the original letter.

A squad of guards in bright armor had long been waiting in the wind and snow.

Huang Ming put away his smile, handed the forged letter to a messenger dressed as a Yongping soldier, and ordered him to continue delivering it to Western Rong. The other original letter with added content was placed in a box, sealed with fire wax, and handed to a guard.

“Immediately present this to the capital. Eight hundred li urgent dispatch—change horses but not riders. No stops at post stations or inns are permitted. You must deliver this to the Empress Dowager and Eunuch Li in the shortest possible time!”

“Yes!”

…

Chi Xue looked up to see Cui Shi standing before her. Her heart sank. It seemed he had indeed seen her earlier.

Cui Shi gave her a long bow. He was even paler now, thin as a willow branch. Combined with his lame leg, his body was somewhat crooked, so he deliberately adopted a swaying posture like a weak willow in the wind, thinking himself graceful and elegant. In her eyes, however, he looked like a pale, slimy slug.

Soft and sticky, disgusting. Yet his sinister smile and the way he looked at people with slanted eyes reminded her of a poisonous snake hiding in grass.

She keenly sensed that Cui Shi was very different from his time at the academy. His narrowed eyes curved like a bridge, with the other side of the bridge connecting to a hell of venom.

She stepped back, but smiled on her face, saying with surprise: “Young Master Cui.”

Cui Shi looked at her and said in a thin voice: “I didn’t expect to see Miss here.” He looked around. “Then presumably, the Crown Princess is also at Yongping?”

Chi Xue smiled: “Young Master Cui, I heard you came with Supervisor Huang? You’ve been here for some time—have you seen the Crown Princess?”

Cui Shi fell silent, then said: “The academy students are all absent. Could they have followed the Crown Princess to secret training camps?”

“You jest, Young Master. The academy students are all scholars. Scholars come to military camps merely for experience. Such precious talents—where would they really need to go to battlefields? If not going to battlefields, why would they need secret training? Not to mention someone of my master’s status—what would she train for?”

Cui Shi found this reasonable and couldn’t figure it out for a moment, so he asked Chi Xue softly: “Then where has your Crown Princess gone? I was confused before and offended her. Now that I’ve reformed, whenever I think of this matter, I always feel regretful in my heart, wanting to seek the Crown Princess’s forgiveness in person.”

“I’m afraid I must disappoint you, Young Master,” Chi Xue said. “Our Crown Princess didn’t come to Yongping.”

“Then why are you here? I’ve never heard of servants being allowed to leave their masters privately.”

Chi Xue suddenly bowed down to Cui Shi: “Please save my life, Young Master!”

Cui Shi was startled and hurriedly stepped forward to help her up: “Why are you kneeling for no reason? Get up quickly, get up!”

His thin fingers touched Chi Xue’s hand. Chi Xue only felt those fingers were ice-cold with unusually long nails, like several snakes suddenly crawling onto her.

She suppressed the goosebumps rising all over her body, lowered her head, and sobbed: “I… I’m sorry to my master… I… I eloped with someone…”

Cui Shi had been thinking this girl was generous and beautiful, even her hands were soft and smooth, making his heart itch. Suddenly hearing this, he was stunned.

He said: “Escaped slaves, when discovered, face death.”

Chi Xue kowtowed repeatedly: “So please have mercy on this servant, Young Master!”

“That’s not right,” Cui Shi said. “You’re the Crown Princess’s servant, a palace maid with rank, aren’t you? Someone of your status running away would implicate nine generations of family. Besides, why would a perfectly good head palace maid become an escaped slave?”

“This servant has no nine generations… this servant has no real rank either… this servant didn’t want to run originally, but the wretch I fell for—he’s from Liaodong. The Crown Princess said he was a Liaodong spy, approaching this servant only to gather information, and wouldn’t let me see him… Actually, what good place is it beside the Crown Princess? Even following her, I might not have a good ending…”

Cui Shi again found this very reasonable. So what if the Crown Princess was more outstanding than legend said? The more outstanding she was, the faster she’d die.

“Then where did the Crown Princess go?”

“She went to Huaiqing Prefecture to meet with local officials there.”

Huaiqing Prefecture was indeed one of the academy’s three major training locations—Cui Shi knew this.

“Then how did you end up in the military camp?”

“I… my friend said we’d take the route to Liaodong from here. Who knew that recently, all roads to Liaodong have been blocked by Yongping Army? He simply brought me to find odd jobs in Yongping Army, saying once we got familiar, we could obtain exit passes…”

Cui Shi laughed: “Your friend—could he really be a Liaodong spy?”

Chi Xue lowered her head and said nothing.

Cui Shi looked her up and down. His doubts remained, but his gaze couldn’t help lingering on her slender waist and full hips.

In the past, her master’s reputation was too prominent, making people overlook that this maid also had good looks.

“Where is your man?”

Chi Xue blushed and waved toward the distance. Far away in the miscellaneous duties camp, Zhao San, who was idling his days away, saw her and happily waved back.

Only then did Cui Shi somewhat believe her.

Chi Xue continued pleading with him in low voices for secrecy. He held up his chin, smiling without speaking.

Originally intending to immediately tell Huang Ming about this, he now had other thoughts.

Observe for a few days to see whether the Crown Princess was really here or not. If not, perhaps he could still…

Chi Xue kept her head down, sensing his killing intent gradually fade, and breathed a sigh of relief.

The only thing she knew how to use was poison. Unless absolutely necessary, she didn’t want to act rashly.

Cui Shi neither agreed nor disagreed with Chi Xue’s pleas, saying: “Come to my tent tomorrow night. I have important matters to ask you.”

Chi Xue secretly gritted her teeth but lowered her head and agreed.

Cui Shi wasn’t finished yet. He picked up the soup beside him that had already gone cold: “Just seeing you, I ladled you a bowl of soup. Drink it.”

Chi Xue looked up, staring at that bowl of mutton soup. The grease in the soup had already congealed into flaky white layers.

As disgusting as this person.

She was silent for a moment, then smiled charmingly, took the soup, and drank it all in one go.

…

Snow fell that day. The snowflakes in Western Rong seemed larger than those in Da Qian, somewhat like “Yanshan snowflakes big as mats.” Flying snow rushed from beyond the mountain passes, rolling like river tides, covering the ground in a layer in the blink of an eye.

Huyin had pitched her army in a valley sheltered from wind, where the earth’s warmth was relatively mild. Even in heavy snow, soldiers continued drilling, their shouting carrying from afar.

Tie Ci stood at the tent entrance, breathing in the crisp air. Her heart felt inexplicably restless.

On the day Eagle Lord and Huyin joined forces, the two had hidden in a tent talking for half the day. When they emerged, both wore businesslike expressions, publicly announcing they had formed an alliance to eliminate the eldest prince, drive away Qiu Wujiu, and avenge the Wuliang and Mote clans.

Tie Ci felt that helping the Western Rong people emerge from the desert should be sufficient. She already understood Western Rong’s situation clearly and could roughly guess subsequent developments. As long as she maintained contact with and attention to this army, she would complete this mission.

She always felt somewhat uneasy in her heart, fearing something might happen at Yongping Garrison.

But Eagle Lord told her that the great battle hadn’t yet begun—to truly control the situation, entering the royal city was the only way.

Tie Ci knew in her heart that what he said was correct. Additionally, she wanted to know what had happened with the spies here, so she could only suppress her impatience and stay.

Yesterday Huyin had convened a meeting of generals, which she also attended. Huyin’s subordinates were very mixed—escaped royal army soldiers, her own tribal troops, armies originally loyal to the old king who didn’t get along with the eldest prince, and female soldiers. The female soldiers had dedicated female generals who sat alongside the male commanders, all carefully listening to Huyin speak above.

Tie Ci admired Huyin in her heart. Western Rong’s neglect of women was even worse than Da Qian’s, as could be seen from Dan Ye’s paintings from before. For Huyin to be able to integrate such a group of people and command them steadily must have required tremendous effort.

The tent meeting decided to take advantage of Eagle Lord’s army having just emerged from the desert, before all sides received news, to launch a surprise night attack in the snow, disguised as the eldest prince’s army, attacking Qiu Wujiu.

Currently within Western Rong territory, aside from various tribes taking advantage of the chaos to become independent, the main military forces were three groups: Qiu Wujiu, the eldest prince, and the Huyin coalition.

Whichever group Huyin’s army faced, they would very likely be surrounded by the other side.

This was also why Huyin had been accumulating strength, restraining eager-to-fight generals, and never starting war.

She wanted to wait until her strength was sufficient to defeat the eldest prince’s army surrounding the desert, join with Eagle Lord, then make her move.

But maintaining troops without action wasn’t something everyone could patiently endure. Long waiting would drain morale and affect timing.

Fortunately, Eagle Lord emerged in time. Now he would go muddy the waters, and Qiu Wujiu would be led around by the nose.

Eagle Lord would launch surprise attacks while Huyin led a team to raid Qiu Wujiu’s rear, cutting off his communication channels with Liaodong.

Qiu Wujiu was very skilled at gathering information. He had sent out large numbers of scouts to monitor the movements of all armed forces within Western Rong territory. His scouts might be ordinary soldiers or nearby civilians—difficult to eliminate entirely.

So how to leave the main camp without being discovered was a problem.

Thus Feiyu returned to the desert once more to invite Chen Tuntian.

To negotiate with Chen Tuntian, Rong Pu even offered a good formula for raising scorpions.

With great battle imminent, the kitchens were cooking large pots of mutton soup.

Feiyu pulled Tie Ci to build snowmen. Tie Ci built a Feiyu with jingling ornaments, and Feiyu built a heroic and spirited Tie Ci.

Looking at their own creations, both laughed heartily.

Tie Ci found a piece of carrot to dot cherry-small lips on Feiyu’s snowman when suddenly the back of her neck felt cold—a snowball hit her, broken snow pattering into her collar.

Tie Ci brushed off the snowball and turned to see Feiyu not far away smiling at her. She suddenly remembered that from childhood to adulthood, she had never played in snow.

In her memories, when very small, Consort Jing had held her under the corridor eaves watching snow.

Later, after being made Crown Princess, snow would always be cleared from paths she traveled.

Later still, when she secretly took a master, even on snowy days she practiced martial arts in the snow. The bone-piercing cold remained unforgettably etched in memory.

If not practicing martial arts, then studying. Snow fell quietly under corridor eaves while she never had time to look up for even a glance.

The imperial city had been covered in snow countless times, each time passing her by.

Not just that snow, but also romantic moments, human warmth—those times when other children wrapped in thick cloaks played everywhere were, for her, only tall document cases and sweat-drenched past experiences.

She bent down, gathered a snowball, and hurled it hard at Feiyu.

The snowball brushed past his temple hair and exploded in white fluff against a dead tree.

Feiyu wasn’t one to let anyone off easy. He bent down and dug in the ground for a long time without Chi Xue seeing him produce a snowball. Just when she wondered what he was doing—making a fire to cook?—she suddenly saw him straighten up, actually holding a huge snowball as big as Tie Ci’s head.

Tie Ci laughed in alarm and ran for her life, with Feiyu chasing behind holding the snowball.

Both had astonishing speed. In the snow, they chased and fled, circling several times in the blink of an eye. Feiyu never managed to throw that huge snowball, but was hit by several of Tie Ci’s opportunistic snowballs. His black clothes were stained with patches of white, making him look at first glance like a thin panda.

He didn’t care, enduring Tie Ci’s machine-gun-like snowball barrage while constantly approaching. Finally, with a wolf-like pounce, he brought that huge snowball and tackled her down on the hillside.

Taking advantage of Tie Ci laughing too hard to get up, he quickly sat on her and gathered surrounding snow to pile on her back, laughing: “Now we plant one Ye Shiba, next year we’ll harvest eighteen Ye Shibas…”

After the two had played for quite a while, they lay in the snow panting. Tie Ci only felt her face and hands, rubbed by snow, burned like fire. She thought with sudden realization that snow, when held long enough, actually became hot.

Feiyu sat up, his long hair scattered from the play. He raised his hand to casually tie it up.

Tie Ci suddenly said: “Don’t move. Let me comb it for you.”

Feiyu immediately stopped.

Tie Ci took a small comb from her bosom and sat behind him to comb his hair.

Feiyu’s hair was raven-black like crow feathers, with a deep luster. The comb could slide slowly down when placed on it.

Tie Ci gently straightened his disheveled hair.

Feiyu turned his head to smile at her, wanting to say something to her. Tie Ci gently patted his shoulder, and he smiled and stopped moving.

Hair combed, twisted into a topknot, Tie Ci’s sleeve drooped and a hairpin slid out from her sleeve. She gently pinned it in his hair.

Deep red xiangsi wood, with fine, dense grain faintly gleaming gold. The tail end had delicate feather patterns, carved following the natural lines into gorgeous tail feathers, while the front end had smooth lines shaped like a bird with raised neck and spread wings in flight.

The entire hairpin was graceful and lively, with natural charm and rhythm.

It perfectly matched Feiyu as a person.

This was precisely that hairpin that was almost becoming legendary, the one Xiao Wenliu couldn’t stop thinking about.

Tie Ci had searched thousands of li for fine wood, personally designed and carved it, keeping it in her bosom from Dongming to Yongping, like carrying a wonderful expectation and secret.

She had never given it away—not because she didn’t want to, but because she didn’t want to give it too quickly. It was like cherishing feelings, always hoping the moment of presenting it could be more solemn, then more solemn still.

Yet just as one doesn’t know when love begins, giving it away also didn’t require much buildup. Her heart moved, seeing the vast snowy earth after snow, with him half-turning his head in front of her, waiting for hair combing with nothing to do, unconsciously molding small snowballs with his fingers, each small snowball carved to look like her.

Her hairpin seemed to grow legs of its own and run to his hair.

She lowered her hands.

The movement of pinning the hairpin was very light—she thought he hadn’t noticed.

He seemed not to have noticed either, not turning back, smiling as he watched soldiers drilling below.

Tie Ci sat cross-legged behind him, together watching iron armor’s blue light reflecting frost and snow below, watching heaven and earth uniformly white, watching farther at the horizon where distant mountains wore plain clothes and the long river was frozen.

This is the landscape you and I gaze upon together.

This is the place I want to guard with you for our entire lives.

…

Chapter 224: I Only Want You
It seemed light snow was falling again.

Tie Ci stood up. Feiyu also stood up, gathering his sleeves and squinting toward Liaodong’s direction. He suddenly said: “The snow is getting heavier. It’s time to handle some matters.”

Tie Ci silently looked at him once.

Feiyu turned to smile at her and said: “I must earn some betrothal gifts before I can marry you.”

Tie Ci said: “It would be fine the other way around too.”

Suddenly Tie Ci saw Huyin in the distance carrying a bowl of hot soup toward Rong Pu’s tent. In the cold weather, she held the bowl with one hand and covered it with the other, walking both quickly and steadily.

However, not long after she entered Rong Pu’s tent, she seemed to fly into a rage. The tent shook for a while, then she abruptly lifted the curtain and came out, also pulling Rong Pu out with her.

She dragged Rong Pu in a mad dash, actually running toward the direction where Feiyu and Tie Ci were located.

The two were currently on a small slope. Going downhill they would collide directly, so to avoid mutual embarrassment, they could only hide behind a nearby tree.

Normally such hiding couldn’t escape Huyin’s notice, but now because of the snow, with jade trees and crystal branches obscuring vision, and Huyin being in the heat of anger unable to carefully survey the surroundings, she pulled Rong Pu up the hillside, flung his hand away, and angrily demanded: “Why does your family not keep their word!”

Rong Pu coughed once and said gently: “Hezhuo, we never discussed marriage engagement. How can there be talk of going back on our word?”

Huyin angrily said: “Clearly your grandfather once expressed this intention to my brother-in-law! My brother-in-law told me!”

Rong Pu still said unhurriedly: “Hezhuo, in our Da Qian, when men and women form matrimonial bonds, there are many elaborate ceremonies required. You and I have neither parental decree nor matchmaker’s words—how can a marriage contract be determined based solely on grandfather’s private remarks? That would be disrespectful to you.”

“I’m not afraid of disrespect,” Huyin said. “We Western Rong don’t have as many rules as your Da Qian. If you like someone, you like them. If you want to be together, you report to parents once, eat meat and drink wine together, and then you’re together. When Western Rong had troubles, I thought I would never meet you again, but you came. In our Western Rong, this means destined lovers, people with fate. I have no parents left, my brother-in-law and sister are also gone. As long as you’re willing…”

“I’m not willing.”

The rest of Huyin’s words stuck in her throat.

Rong Pu maintained that composed appearance, speaking the most heart-cutting words to Huyin quietly and calmly: “Hezhuo, you’re right—if you like someone, you like them, and you can be together. But I mentioned all those rules because I simply don’t like you enough, isn’t that right?”

Huyin said nothing. From Tie Ci’s angle, she could see her tightly clenched pale fingers.

“Then at the academy…”

“I spoke very clearly at the academy.”

“You like Ye Shiba, don’t you? Because she’s more beautiful than me?”

“Hezhuo has her own beauty—don’t undervalue yourself. Whether I like Ye Shiba or not, I cannot be with Hezhuo.” Rong Pu said, “Descendants cannot speak of their grandfather’s faults. I can only say my grandfather made some mistakes in thinking, causing Hezhuo to have misunderstandings. This is our Rong family’s fault. I’m willing to take responsibility for this. In the future, should Hezhuo need anything…”

“I only want you.”

“…Pu is willing to provide Hezhuo with any help except marriage.” Rong Pu seemed not to have heard Huyin’s words.

Huyin fell silent for a while. Moments later, she straightened up, let go of her hands, and said calmly: “I understand. You may go.”

Rong Pu said nothing more and bowed before leaving.

Tie Ci remained silent behind the tree.

Perhaps Huyin still didn’t understand—she was simply born proud and wouldn’t humble herself for love.

But Tie Ci understood.

Chief Minister Rong had grand ambitions. He had indeed once tried to arrange for his grandson to marry the Western Rong Hezhuo.

Huyin was the most noble woman in Western Rong except for the queen. If nothing unexpected happened, Dan Ye would have to respect her after ascending the throne.

She had status and tribal armies—her command included one of Western Rong’s three most powerful tribes.

What Chief Minister Rong sought by marrying her as his grandson’s wife was self-evident.

Such matters naturally couldn’t be conducted openly. He must have given hints to the Western Rong king and might even have provided Huyin with the opportunity to study at the academy.

Huyin already admired Central Plains culture. Getting such news and seeing Rong Pu so outstanding, it was completely normal for her heart to flutter.

But Rong Pu, seemingly gentle yet actually rebellious, understood very clearly that once entangled with Huyin, the Rong family would truly embark on the path of seizing the throne.

This had nothing to do with whether he liked Tie Ci or not. He didn’t think highly of Chief Minister Rong’s ambitions, didn’t want the Rong family carriage led in the wrong direction by its driver, and didn’t want to become the one wielding the whip.

Tie Ci felt admiration rising in her heart.

Huyin was a good girl who shouldn’t become a sacrifice in political games. Rong Pu’s rejection was the true respect for her.

She hoped Huyin would understand early and meet someone truly suitable for her.

Her liking for Rong Pu—wasn’t it also because Rong Pu was one of the few men in Da Qian who could give her equality and respect?

But women’s equality and being respected never came from men’s gifts. They were earned by oneself.

If respect wasn’t given, you fought until you got respect—that was all.

Sharp whistling sounds reached her ears, accompanied by crashing noises.

Tie Ci looked.

Huyin indeed started fighting.

She drew out her long whip, lashing until snow flew in all directions. The whip’s tail swept those two snowmen, and the unfortunate snowmen shattered into pieces.

Tie Ci’s eyelids twitched chaotically.

Huyin suddenly flicked her whip, pointing toward behind the tree: “Come out!”

Feiyu was about to emerge but was pressed back down by Tie Ci. She calmly stepped out from behind the tree. The moment Huyin saw her, her eyebrows raised.

Before she could react, Tie Ci gave a long bow.

Huyin raised her eyebrows and sneered coldly: “What, are you apologizing to me?”

“Of course not,” Tie Ci smiled. “I haven’t done anything wrong, and you’re not in the right either. Why would I apologize?”

“Then why are you being so literary and polite?”

Because you like people to be refined and courteous.

Tie Ci naturally wouldn’t say that, but smiled peacefully: “I’m congratulating you.”

Huyin’s eyebrows shot up. She was born with sharp beauty, and when her eyebrows rose, her killing intent almost burst through her body.

“Congratulations on not going astray, not being completely deceived by that old man, not becoming a stepping stone for the Rong family’s ambitions; congratulations on not marrying into a wealthy family to be constrained by rules everywhere within four high walls where you couldn’t breathe; congratulations on not marrying a man who doesn’t love you, gradually suffocating from unrequited love, ending either as lifelong resentful spouses or drawing blades against each other; congratulations on not having to compete with women in grand courtyards for various kinds of favor, being torn apart by those white lotus and green tea bitches’ soft knives. Congratulations on your freedom from now on, forever free, in Western Rong’s deserts and grasslands, being your truest self. You may not have love, but you’ll certainly have a complete life.”

Tie Ci gave another long bow.

Huyin fell silent. Wind and snow drifted between the two women. In the distance, iron horses drank from icy rivers. Further away stretched the vast, boundless desert.

After a long while, Huyin suddenly smiled.

“You’re right.”

She coiled the whip behind her waist and strode downward.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief.

She wasn’t afraid of Huyin bearing grudges against her, but felt that such a fine woman should be a free eagle written in history books. If she returned early to deep courtyards and mansions, exhausting the rest of her life in scheming and infighting, that would be too unworthy.

She hoped Huyin would break free from the web of love, soar in her own world, and realize her dream of protecting women everywhere.

In this process, her own brilliance would naturally attract truly good men who appreciated and understood her.

Huyin walked a few steps, then suddenly shouted loudly: “I won’t marry into deep courtyards to suffer!”

Tie Ci was just thinking “Now you understand, I should give you a thumbs up.”

Before she could finish the thought, she heard Huyin’s bold declaration: “I’ll capture him to the grasslands and marry him! Make him compete for favor with my eighteen male concubines—wouldn’t that work!”

Tie Ci: “…”

Silent condolences for Mr. Rong.

…

That night, accumulated snow and dust were swept up halfway to the sky by wind.

Though not in the desert, Chen Tuntian was skilled at controlling wind. Snow was lighter than sand—the rolled-up snowstorm was dense and layered, suffocating when it hit your face, with no human figures visible nearby.

The snowstorm made everyone hide back in houses and any place that could shelter people, not daring to open their eyes.

But few noticed that the snowstorm only occurred within five li around Huyin’s main camp—this was the maximum range Chen Tuntian could control.

Chen Tuntian couldn’t control storms anytime—generally large-scale ones could only happen once per day and were very energy-consuming. That’s why when Tie Ci and others attacked him, he initially chose to attack with scorpions.

Taking advantage of this snowstorm, Eagle Lord led three thousand elite soldiers, avoiding the snowstorm’s range from the beginning, wearing captured armor from the eldest prince’s army, and selecting a batch of eldest prince’s army captives as vanguard. With horses bridled and bits muffled, they attacked Qiu Wujiu’s main camp at Zeye.

He had those captives lead carriages with wine and meat to Qiu Wujiu’s main camp, falsely claiming the eldest prince had sent people to reward General Qiu.

Coincidentally, the gate guards and the soldiers calling at the gate were from the same tribe and even knew each other. Qiu Wujiu himself was Western Rong royalty, with various tribal mixed soldiers under his command who were close to the former royal family.

Seeing old acquaintances whom they knew were indeed under the eldest prince’s command, smelling the aroma of wine and meat, the shivering little gate leader in the wind and snow immediately forgot military orders and opened the gate without much thought.

Eagle Lord’s army ambushed behind immediately charged wildly forward. Eagle Lord shot four arrows from one bow, instantly eliminating sentries on watchtowers in all four directions.

Other subordinates quickly cut the drawbridge’s suspension ropes and rushed into the camp.

Qiu Wujiu wasn’t without precautions. He had just received news that Oasis Soldiers had emerged from the desert and was constantly guarding against the eldest prince’s surprise attacks. He just hadn’t expected Eagle Lord to come so quickly, and Eagle Lord’s army disguising as the eldest prince’s army was obviously beyond Qiu Wujiu’s expectations.

The main camp sleeping peacefully in wind and snow immediately became chaotic.

A small squad led by Eagle Lord, skilled at animal sound imitation, howled like wolves in unison. Those soldiers in their sleep thought it was wolf pack attacks. Confident in their numbers and not feeling too urgent, they even thought patrol teams could handle it and dressed unhurriedly.

The result was that Eagle Lord cut through like slicing melons, killing almost everyone in front before those behind panicked.

Huyin led her army around the river, destroying the essential route for Qiu Wujiu’s main force to reach Liaodong, then attacked Qiu Wujiu’s rear guard and joined forces with Eagle Lord.

Both sides served as sharp blades, stabbing clean through Qiu Wujiu’s main camp.

But the disparity in forces was indeed huge. After Huyin and Eagle Lord joined up, she urged him to leave quickly.

But Eagle Lord refused to give up, gazing toward Qiu Wujiu’s main tent.

Contrary to his belief that he could strike at the heart and capture the king, the main tent area reacted fastest, immediately gathering layers of troops like iron armor. That iron armor range grew larger and larger, expanding and advancing outward step by step.

Huyin: “Leave! Qiu Wujiu is only temporarily confused! If we don’t leave now, we’ll be trapped here!”

Eagle Lord: “No! I’m not far from the main tent! One arrow and I can kill him!”

“Look how many people are on this stretch of road! How many shields and how many spears!” Huyin roared in his ear. “Are you planning to die here! Won’t you avenge your father king and mother queen! Don’t you ever want to see Tie Ci again!”

Eagle Lord’s whole body shook.

Fireworks shot out from Qiu Wujiu’s main tent in a streak. Iron-armored troops rolled forward like a tide.

Huyin knocked Eagle Lord down with a hand chop, threw him onto a horse, jumped on herself, and shook the reins: “Retreat!”

Just before the roaring iron armor tide arrived, the two led their soldiers in a mad rush back.

This battle didn’t seek to cause Qiu Wujiu much damage, but to provoke conflict between Qiu Wujiu and the eldest prince. In the chaos between these two, Huyin and Eagle Lord’s force would have a chance to survive.

The next evening when the troops returned to camp, Chen Tuntian performed another snowstorm. Remnants mixed with snowflakes, yellow sand, and black earth were swept up halfway to heaven. The sky above and below looked like a gigantic three-colored cylinder standing upright. Tie Ci remembered her master mentioning chocolate vanilla ice cream cones.

When the storm subsided, the returning people silently went back to camp.

During this time, in the eyes of Qiu Wujiu’s scouts, Huyin’s main camp maintained its usual pace, very peaceful, with no signs of going out.

When Qiu Wujiu recalled his scouts and inquired about movements of Huyin’s main camp and various forces, the report he received was that everything was quiet.

Under these circumstances, the eldest prince became the biggest suspect.

After all, people had personally seen his subordinates and their armor.

The generals in Qiu Wujiu’s main camp were extremely angry, immediately expressing they wanted to trample the royal city.

Qiu Wujiu said there were suspicious points and they shouldn’t be easily taken advantage of. Currently, he and the eldest prince were the two strongest forces in Western Rong. Provoking the other side to fight with remnant forces was the kingly way. If the two strongest clashed, only others would benefit, such as Huyin’s main camp.

Unfortunately, though he was a clear-headed person, his troops were mixed. Western Rong people were naturally rebellious and violent, always believing in hitting back when hit. They didn’t understand and didn’t want to understand conspiracies, schemes, and mutual deception.

At this time, the disadvantages of multi-tribal coalition forces became apparent. Even more devastating was that when Huyin and Eagle Lord launched night attacks, they barely touched troops directly under Qiu Wujiu, mainly striking those tribal coalition forces that had betrayed the old king.

Therefore, tribal coalition forces suffered major losses, while Qiu Wujiu, who suffered fewer losses, asked them to be patient—how could they endure it?

The main camp argued for three days, with tempers growing hotter and hotter.

This time academy students were responsible for scouting missions, each cooperating with Western Rong soldiers in teams, gathering intelligence on all movements around and recruiting able-bodied men to join the camp.

The scholars’ eloquent tongues opened Western Rong people’s eyes. Under the persuasion of Yang Yixiu and others, many Western Rong civilians around joined Huyin’s main camp.

Yongping Army soldiers actually had no place to use their skills and just served as bodyguards.

Rong Pu still held clinic in the main camp. Western Rong life was harsh and bitter—civilians with illnesses mostly endured on their own. Good doctors were extremely rare. When Rong Pu held clinic, nearby tribal civilians flocked to seek medical treatment, thereby also obtaining much information. After he cured several major households nearby, he even received batches of dried meat and provisions as support.

In the icy winter, these things were extremely precious.

Because the numbers kept growing, military provisions soon became a major problem. Western Rong itself had little arable land—half farmers, half hunter-gatherers. Winter was the hardest time to endure. This year, encountering upheaval and disasters, fields yielded almost nothing. What little there was had been seized by armies. Many people became refugees, finally running to various military camps seeking survival opportunities. But winter also prevented farming, hunting yielded limited results, and food became the most troubling problem for Huyin and Eagle Lord.

Both had previously been Western Rong nobles who never worried about food and had never borne responsibility for so many people’s fates. Now with heavy responsibilities, they discovered leading an army involved so many concerns.

These two people, not skilled at production, were very worried. Tie Ci saw this but had no mind to pay much attention.

Because Feiyu had disappeared again.

Just when they returned victorious from the night attack and the snowstorm rose again, when everyone closed their eyes because of the snowstorm and opened them again, he was gone.

On the table in Tie Ci’s tent was a sand painting depicting colorful clouds accompanying a full moon. On the moon was written: “I’ll go and return soon.”

At first glance, you might think he just went out to relieve himself.

But Tie Ci knew it wasn’t that.

He had said heavy snow was good for doing things.

“Go and return soon.”

Wait for me to finish my business, I’ll come back and explain everything clearly, so we won’t be uneasy with mutual suspicion.

Tie Ci sat down beside the sand painting. Wind blew through tent cracks, brushing over the sand painting. In an instant, the sand painting turned to fine scattered gravel and disappeared.

Her heart remained vaguely uneasy.

He felt the moon was full with colorful clouds accompanying in the human world, but didn’t know that glass breaks easily and colorful clouds scatter readily.

Chapter 225: My Name Is Yours to Dispose Of
When she emerged from her tent again, no one else noticed, but only Rong Pu raised his eyes to look over.

She smiled faintly.

Rong Pu caught on with one glance. After the patients seeking treatment had dispersed, he paced over and said: “Brother Rong has left?”

“Mm.”

“You needn’t worry about his safety. He left on his own. That day when we went to request Chen Tuntian’s help, he had a private conversation with him.”

“Mm.”

“Shiba,” Rong Pu suddenly said softly, “I deceived you before. Now do you want to know his identity?”

“Why didn’t you tell me before? Why do you suddenly want to make it clear now?”

“Before, I was jealous. I didn’t want you two to be together,” Rong Pu said frankly. “Now I feel his identity and his stance are important issues. If you keep avoiding them, it might be detrimental to you in the future.”

“Then let’s continue not talking about it. If it was truly going to be detrimental, it would have been so long ago.” Tie Ci stood up and walked away. “I hope to hear it from his own mouth. I don’t want to hear any advice or persuasion that might carry personal bias.”

Rong Pu gazed at her retreating figure, smiled, and turned away. He said to the newly recruited medicine boy following behind him: “Go tell Master Bayi that this illness is very troublesome. The medicines are extremely hard to find—we need to go up snowy mountains, down into deserts, searching in the most bitter cold places. Tell him to prepare to spend half his family fortune. Also, he needs to stock up on bird’s nest, snow lotus, and ginseng as supplements.”

As he spoke, he casually rummaged on the ground, pulled up a section of commonly found local bitter thorn grass root to prepare that “miraculous medicine requiring great effort to obtain from snowy mountains, deserts, and the most bitter cold places” for Master Bayi.

…

Qiu Wujiu’s main army was forced to leave their camp and head to the royal city to cause trouble for the eldest prince.

Upon hearing this news, Tie Ci immediately set off for the Hanli Khan Desert.

Qi Yuansi had already brought a group of academy students to wait there. Walking northwest from the Hanli Khan Desert for a day, you would see a gray stone mountain.

In the mountain’s crevices, you could see a thin gray-black stream with an oily sheen—the river smelled terrible, but the students’ eyes lit up when they saw it.

The academy taught practical studies. Though most students had never seen it before, they could guess this was probably the legendary fierce fire oil.

That is, petroleum.

Petroleum had been discovered very early and was used for lighting, warfare, and even medicine. But at that time, people could only collect petroleum flowing on the surface. Until hundreds of years ago, petroleum extraction machinery appeared. Using ox power to drive the machinery, drill bits could reach hundreds of zhang underground. Petroleum deposits were also discovered in places like Chuannan, and extraction volumes increased considerably.

But because Da Qian didn’t produce much petroleum, and extraction was controlled by the court once discovered, it was mainly used for military equipment.

Now discovering petroleum in the Hanli Khan Desert made the students very excited.

Tie Ci had also thought of petroleum when Chen Tuntian mentioned seeing black water underground.

Not only was there petroleum, but also…

Her gaze fell on the distant snowy mountains.

Long ago, when she was still studying in the imperial study, she liked to imagine Da Qian’s landscapes while looking at maps.

On the maps, the borders between countries were clearly defined, except for one place marked with a dotted line encircling a pale yellow area.

She asked the emperor why there was this dotted line.

The emperor said this indicated territory that Da Qian once owned but later separated out.

There was only one dotted line—the Hanli Khan Desert.

The emperor said it was because a certain incompetent emperor of the previous dynasty, to appease rebellious remote small countries, gave away the Hanli Khan Desert that he thought would eventually turn to sand anyway. A hundred years later, it indeed became desert, so Da Qian never thought to reclaim it.

The emperor also said proudly that fortunately the territory remained intact with undivided mountains and rivers. As emperor, he didn’t have to bear the heavy pressure of great unification. Even so, future history books would inevitably lack some glory of territorial expansion.

Listening then, she only felt the emperor seemed to lack ambition.

Why not reclaim what was separated out? Just because it seemed useless? Even if useless, it was still one’s own territory—why give it to those little brats?

Even without separated territory, if those foreign little brats weren’t obedient, absorbing them into one’s own territory would be territorial expansion, wouldn’t it?

Not to mention those foreign little brats—strictly speaking, even domestic Liaodong and Yannan weren’t really one’s own anymore.

Did they really have to wait until others declared independence before righteously condemning them?

Unfortunately, she was constrained and had to first strive to preserve the imperial house. Otherwise, given her temperament, she would have long since arranged to govern Yannan and Liaodong.

Those casual words in the study were spoken without thought and heard without intention.

This time, choosing Western Rong and stepping into the Hanli Khan Desert also had the meaning of personal inspection.

Now it seemed this place gave her great surprises.

The students chattered about how to extract petroleum if there were oil fields here, and how to build machinery.

When Tie Ci initially used the authority given by the Academy Director to select training students, she had Shen Mi manipulate things to choose all those who were excellent and skilled in practical matters. Da Wu and Xiao Wu loved researching machinery and equipment.

Qi Yuansi poured cold water on this, saying Western Rong’s economy and livelihood were far inferior to Da Qian’s—it would be very difficult to build drilling machines locally.

Tian Wu said they could contact Da Qian merchants to provide parts. Extracting oil for sale could help Huyin solve military funding.

Yang Yixiu shook his head vigorously, saying the most crucial problem was: once machinery was built and oil wells drilled, who would own these oil wells? If they belonged to Western Rong, helping Western Rong people solve military funding—what would that make them? Whether oil was sold to Da Qian or Liaodong, being discovered either way would be the death penalty for traitorous spies.

Everyone immediately fell silent.

What they were doing now—if Di Yiwei did it instead, it couldn’t be done. One careless move would be collaborating with enemies.

Tie Ci’s identity was special, with the world in her heart, so she dared make additions and subtractions on territorial maps.

But she ultimately hadn’t yet seized control of the court and walked on thin ice at every step.

Since ancient times, crown princes faced the greatest difficulties.

Listening to their discussion, Tie Ci’s mood improved somewhat.

What she loved most was young people caring about people’s livelihood, strategizing broadly, constantly sparking intellectual fires in their struggle for family, country, and great enterprise.

Only with thinking could there be progress and a future.

Only then could more talent emerge to benefit Da Qian, making her training meaningful in bringing people out.

As for right and wrong, that wasn’t so important.

She smiled and didn’t answer everyone’s doubts, pointing to the distant snowy mountains: “The Hanli Khan Desert has another advantage. Who can answer this?”

Everyone was momentarily confused. After a long while, Qi Yuansi tentatively said: “The plains at the foot of the snowy mountains?”

Tie Ci looked at him with appreciation.

Qi Yuansi was somewhat bewildered by her look.

Though the Crown Princess was warm and generous, she actually looked at everyone with clear eyes, rarely showing personal emotion.

Especially toward him, she was even more stern and cold.

He had nothing to say either—after all, given his numerous past offenses, her not holding grudges was already magnanimous.

Now being looked at with such eyes, he suddenly felt warmth in his heart and surging ambition.

So being valued or expected by her was also a very wonderful thing.

He somewhat understood Rong Pu’s persistence.

She was different from ordinary women, broad as the ocean, able to contain men’s aspirations.

Following her was also affirming oneself.

His smile became gentler as he spoke eloquently: “That plain at the foot of the snowy mountains—I heard my father mention it. It’s been washed by floods year-round and is very fertile. It’s also very close to our border. Because it’s separated by desert and lacks water, and Western Rong people aren’t skilled at farming, it’s been wasted for nothing. If there could be water… if there could be water…”

He stopped, gazing toward the snowy mountains.

“If there could be water and people were mobilized to clear wasteland, that place would become thousands of qing of fertile farmland.”

“But this water… channeled down from the snowy mountains? The method is good, but it would require massive manpower and very precise calculations…”

“I remember Brother Qi was the academy student who learned mathematics best.” Tie Ci patted his shoulder. “This heavy responsibility is entrusted to you.”

Qi Yuansi was bewildered again by her pat and confusedly accepted this task.

Yang Yixiu watched with amusement, thinking: Very good, the boss has recruited another former fiancé.

“Congratulations to Your Highness on gaining talent, congratulations to talent for meeting Your Highness. But I’d like to remind that the previous question remains unsolved—whose would the cleared wasteland belong to? Are we helping to feed another country’s people? Does Your Highness plan to lead us to defect to Western Rong? That seems rather unworthy.”

Though he spoke jokingly, everyone’s expressions were serious.

Following Tie Ci was trusting the Crown Princess—confidence forged through various events from academy to frontier.

But that didn’t mean there were no bottom lines and boundaries.

Appropriately helping Western Rong classmates, stirring muddy waters, paving the way for the future was acceptable.

Nurturing tigers as a menace was not.

Tie Ci just smiled and said: “Prepare to go to the royal city. The oil drilling machinery can only be resolved in the royal city. We can also gather intelligence about the royal city’s situation.”

She turned and descended the mountain, meeting Deputy Yu at the foot with several soldiers looking at her seriously.

Tie Ci frowned slightly.

“Ye Ci, are you going to help Western Rong extract fierce fire oil?”

Tie Ci thought: Not just that.

“You’re confused.” Deputy Yu looked at her disappointedly. “Last time I told you this might implicate the commander. Helping Western Rong fight is one thing—we could still say it was stirring muddy waters. But helping them extract oil—what’s that about? Don’t tell me you’ll worry about Western Rong people’s food and drink in the future too? Aren’t you afraid others will say you want to be Western Rong’s king?”

Tie Ci smiled and patiently said: “Naturally we won’t make wedding clothes for others. I’ll negotiate with Eagle Lord shortly. We’ll help him take Western Rong, and he’ll give the Hanli Khan Desert to Da Qian. It’s a good place that shouldn’t be abandoned.”

Deputy Yu’s eyes widened, looking Tie Ci up and down as if he didn’t recognize her.

“What arrogance,” he said. “Since when can children from the capital determine national territory with a single word? Is this something you and I can meddle in?”

“Hey, what are you saying?” Qi Yuansi quickly approached, his face dark as water. “We aspire to the world—what’s wrong with caring about national affairs?”

“Soldiers and generals are swords—they cannot have their own thoughts!” Deputy Yu usually had a good temper, but seeing academy students seemingly brainwashed by Ye Ci and daring to do such audacious things, he became anxious. “Don’t follow Ye Ci into confusion!”

Qi Yuansi, with his usual young master’s temperament, sneered coldly: “Who knows who’s truly confused. Short-sighted.”

“Enough, stop arguing. Deputy Yu…” Tie Ci thought that since it had come to this, she might as well reveal her identity to reassure Deputy Yu. After all, team division wasn’t good. “Actually, I am…”

“I don’t care who you are—such arrogance is unacceptable. Your world-spanning aspirations can’t be played with the commander’s life!” Deputy Yu stepped back. “Ye Ci, I trust you have no ill intentions. But I can’t continue traveling with you. I fear continuing like this will harm the commander… I’m sorry. Until we meet again.”

He turned and waved his hand. The group of soldiers silently followed behind him, leaving toward the Hanli Khan Desert.

Qi Yuansi angrily threw down the hoe in his hands.

Tie Ci chased two steps but was held back by Yang Yixiu, whose round face was lowered: “These past days I’ve been watching them. I heard someone inciting Deputy Yu, saying you especially favor academy students—all the talking falls to academy people while all the hard work falls to them. When we return to camp and merits are recorded, everyone will probably get leftover scraps. Better to split off and work alone, saving their achievements from being swallowed… Shiba, once people’s hearts turn different, they’re not easily brought back together. We’re in a foreign country doing life-risking work. Those with crooked thoughts—let them go if they want to go.”

Tie Ci watched those small black dots in the distance.

Academy students weren’t strong in martial arts—she brought them to gain experience and naturally was closer to them daily. But she had forgotten soldiers’ desire for military merit.

They hadn’t done scouting missions but ran off to help Western Rong people. Soldiers lacked broad perspective—they only looked at immediate gains and losses. Their patience lasting until today before erupting was already quite decent.

Since Yang Yixiu said this, they truly couldn’t be brought back.

Human hearts were indeed the most complex thing.

Tie Ci sighed, turned to mount her horse, and rushed back to Huyin’s main camp. Huyin and Eagle Lord were eating—each drinking a bowl of meatless mutton soup, sharing a palm-sized flatbread split in half.

Recently, food was tight. The military camp had halved supplies from top to bottom.

In normal years, Western Rong survived winter through partial farming, autumn storage, border trade, and Da Qian’s support. This year, even if there was Da Qian support, it would only be in the eldest prince’s hands. Tie Ci suspected that if not for her group in the military camp, Huyin would have long since led raids on the border.

Seeing her enter, both simultaneously pushed their palm-sized flatbreads toward her.

Huyin glanced at Eagle Lord, Eagle Lord glanced at Huyin. Huyin stood up, said she was full and going to a meeting, then left.

Eagle Lord, wearing his conspicuous baby-faced mask, sat there looking at her.

Tie Ci sat before him and said directly: “Do you want everyone to eat their fill? Do you want to defeat the eldest prince without worrying about food supplies?”

Hope kindled in Eagle Lord’s eyes.

“I want the Hanli Khan Desert.”

The tent fell into silence.

Eagle Lord naturally understood the weight of this single word “want”—heavier than a thousand jun. It meant territorial cession, territorial division.

Even if Hanli Khan was just a desert Western Rong people couldn’t use, the significance was different.

Witness how the monarch who gave away Hanli Khan years ago left a foul name in history.

Tie Ci wasn’t anxious. This was a major matter—she would give Eagle Lord time to consider. She stood to leave when she heard Eagle Lord’s deep voice behind her: “Agreed.”

Now Tie Ci was surprised. She blinked and turned back, meeting Eagle Lord’s gaze directly.

His eyes were deep yet fervent, like a pool of accumulated fierce fire oil—appearing like still water on the surface but actually capable of igniting towering flames in an instant.

That gaze was locked firmly on her alone.

He said: “The Hanli Khan Desert is given to you, only to you. I want anything the Hanli Khan Desert can possess in the future to be named with both your and my names. Otherwise, I’d rather starve to death with the whole army.”

Tie Ci’s first reaction was guilt.

From his tone, he wasn’t entirely ignorant about the treasures in the Hanli Khan Desert.

So he knew about her taking advantage of the crisis?

The guilt passed in an instant. She said: “Named together? Then what’s your name? Eagle Lord?”

He said: “My name is yours to dispose of.”

Tie Ci’s heart trembled slightly again.

What did he mean by this?

However, in the Crown Princess’s view, names were just codes. Such a light request—when else to agree if not now?

She smiled broadly: “Deal.”

“To say you want the Hanli Khan Desert, you must first become king. For the Hanli Khan Desert, for the future of friendly relations between our two countries, for peaceful borders between our two nations, I’ll go to the royal city now and kill Wuliang He for you.”

…

Chi Xue opened her eyes from darkness.

Her head was covered in cold sweat.

She seemed to have had a nightmare just now, but upon opening her eyes, she immediately forgot it completely. Only the feeling of terror remained, and in the quiet night she could hear her own heartbeat.

She pressed her hand to her pulse but still couldn’t detect anything.

That day she drank Cui Shi’s soup, and since then dark clouds had covered her heart. She understood some poison arts and medicine. After returning, she induced vomiting, prepared detoxifying prescriptions, and checked her pulse daily, but nothing unusual ever occurred. This almost made her doubt whether she was being too suspicious.

That disgusting thing Cui Shi had even asked her to come to his tent that night. Chi Xue did go, but deliberately made noise to let sentries discover her. The military camp didn’t allow casual visits. Immediately an officer came to scold them, and Cui Shi reluctantly gave up.

But Chi Xue always remembered Cui Shi’s look at that officer—gloomy and sticky like a snake writhing in mud. Just thinking about it made her nauseous, and she hadn’t slept well these past days.

Suddenly there was some commotion outside. She turned over and got up. The main camp was still sleeping. Night patrol sentries walked past in formation, their footsteps making soft crunching sounds on unmelted snow.

Firelight dimly illuminated low tents, looking from afar like a vast silent cemetery.

Then she saw a large patch of dark clouds moving from the horizon. Sentries at the front gate and watchtowers seemed disturbed, but that group quickly entered the main tent and headed straight for the command tent.

Chi Xue’s heart began pounding. Just as she was about to go out, she was suddenly covered at the mouth. She reflexively threw back an elbow strike. The person cried out softly, and only then did she recognize Zhao San’s voice.

Zhao San hissed and sucked air beside her ear: “Don’t make noise, don’t go out… there’s trouble outside.”
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Chapter 226: Betrayal
Chi Xue shook her head. If there were any changes, she absolutely had to see them clearly. Any changes in the army could potentially affect the Crown Princess.

Zhao San had no choice but to lead her in stealth, crossing over the trench between the auxiliary camp and the main camp, using the tents as cover, step by step approaching the main tent.

That squad of soldiers was also heading toward the main tent, their steps uniform, treading silently through the snow. Huang Ming walked at the very front, his usually smiling face rarely showing such cold severity.

The troops were continuously discovered along the way, yet continuously showed their tokens in silence, passing tent after tent, until Deputy Commander Lou silently emerged from his tent.

A hundred zhang away from the main tent, the Commander’s personal guards came forward to question them, but upon seeing the tokens, they withdrew in shock.

Just as that group was about to reach the main tent and form an encirclement around it, with a soft “crack,” a dim light suddenly flickered to life inside the main tent.

The sound was subtle, the light weak—even a candle would be brighter—but everyone stopped in their tracks.

After the snow on this winter night, all things were desolate. People’s tense breathing formed clouds of white mist that condensed and lingered in the air.

Because everyone knew that Di Yiwei had lit her opium pipe.

She hadn’t lit candles. In the darkness, the great tent held only that single spark of light from the opium pipe. Through the layer of tent fabric, no one dared even breathe heavily.

After a moment, Huang Ming coughed and said, “Commander, you’re awake?”

Di Yiwei’s voice drifted out casually, “Morning, Old Huang. Getting up so early today—is it because age has brought you urgent and frequent urination?”

Everyone’s expressions grew strange.

Eunuchs were most sensitive about being mocked for this.

Huang Ming’s cheek twitched, his smile fading somewhat. With a wave of his hand, a squad of soldiers rushed forward to surround the main tent.

Another group of troops came charging up, wielding long spears, aiming them at the tents of the Scorpion Battalion warriors who were guarding the main tent.

Some tried to lift the tent flaps to emerge but were forced back by the spear points.

“Commander, we have received secret intelligence claiming you colluded with the Western Rong to betray the country. Now His Majesty has issued an edict ordering you to immediately relinquish your position as Commander and return to the capital for investigation.”

At these words, the crowd erupted in shock.

A Vice General couldn’t help but cry out, “Where is the evidence!”

Huang Ming waved his hand, and a soldier bound with ropes was pushed forward. Most people recognized him as Di Yiwei’s personal guard.

“Speak up. What task did the Commander assign you?”

The personal guard’s face was pale, cold sweat beading on his forehead despite the winter weather. He glanced at the main tent, pain flashing in his eyes, and finally said in a low voice, “The Commander sent me to the Western Rong…”

He didn’t continue, painfully burying his head in the snow and mud on the ground.

The generals who had rushed out of their tents looked at each other, all seeing incredulous expressions in each other’s eyes.

“We found secret correspondence between the Commander and the Western Rong’s Great Prince on this person. The Western Rong has already, with Di Yiwei’s tacit permission, taken advantage of the frequent landslides at Mount Fu to carve out a passage. Di Yiwei is currently posting guards there to prevent discovery. Once they coordinate with Western Rong forces entering Yongping Pass through Mount Fu before withdrawing, the Western Rong Great Prince has promised to give Di Yiwei a position of one below, ten thousand above.”

The generals all knew about Di Yiwei stationing a battalion at Mount Fu some days ago. Rotating or reinforcing garrison troops was within the Commander’s authority and required no notification to the entire army, so no one had questioned it.

Hearing this explanation now, they couldn’t help but believe it partially.

Someone else shouted, “Nonsense! Mount Fu directly connects to the Hanli Khan Desert. Stationing troops there is routine—how does that relate to collaborating with the enemy and betraying the country?”

“Exactly! The Commander has been drilling troops rigorously recently, saying we need to guard against Liaodong and Western Rong.”

“How do you know her frequent troop movements weren’t preparation for opening a path for Western Rong?” Huang Ming countered.

Another person demanded, “Where are the secret letters!”

“They’ve already been sent by fast horse to the capital to be presented to Her Majesty the Empress Dowager.”

“You could have fabricated any—”

“Deputy Commander Lou has already examined the secret correspondence.”

A deathly silence suddenly descended.

Even the constant puffing of the opium pipe in the main tent paused.

People’s gazes turned to that pale, tall young man.

After all, everyone in the Yongping Army knew that if anyone was most loyal to the Commander, it had to be Commander Lou.

Like a silent shadow, he always followed behind Commander Di, always slightly bowing as he awaited the Commander’s orders, repeatedly saving Commander Di on the battlefield, fearless of casualties.

The most serious instance was when the Commander was trapped in an encirclement by several of Dayan’s elite generals, with over a thousand troops outside. It was Deputy Commander Lou who charged into the encirclement to rescue the Commander. That time he took ten blade wounds and nearly lost his life.

With such battlefield camaraderie, everyone was certain that whoever might betray them, Deputy Commander Lou never would.

Only now did everyone realize that from beginning to end, Deputy Commander Lou hadn’t spoken.

If the Commander was wrongly accused, how could he remain silent?

His silence at this moment was proof. Everyone’s faces turned deathly pale.

“With all evidence complete, we reported to the capital by carrier pigeon, and the capital also sent emergency orders by eight-hundred-li express, commanding that former Yongping Army Deputy Commander Lou Xi be promoted to Commander, and Central Army Marshal Xiao Chang immediately assume the position of Deputy Commander, assisting the Commander in managing the 150,000 garrison troops of the Yongping Defense Line. Emergency deployment of 30,000 troops from Shunning Commander’s Office and 10,000 troops under Kaiping Vice General Liu to assist in investigating this case. Because the Scorpion Battalion is suspected of involvement in this case, all members are ordered to remove their armor and submit to investigation. Those who resist, flee, or spread rumors will be killed without mercy.”

Huang Ming delivered this speech with murderous intent, and the vast military camp fell silent as death.

Huang Ming gestured to Deputy Commander Lou, “Please, Deputy Commander, temporarily take charge of the main camp and command the entire army to withdraw from the camp first.”

Deputy Commander Lou remained silent for a long moment, then stepped forward and said, “All personnel don armor and exit tents, do not take weapons, retreat from the camp.”

He had always commanded great respect in the army. Once he spoke, the other generals fell silent, and the soldiers naturally followed orders.

Soldiers continuously emerged from tents, then were herded back by the long spears of the Shunning Commander’s Office troops who had arrived in the night and forced to retreat from the camp.

The great army moved back like a dark tide, gradually distancing from the main tent.

Only the Scorpion Battalion held at spear-point and the main tent remained.

Huang Ming said gently, “Commander Di, come out. The capital is far, and we need to start early.”

From a Scorpion Battalion tent someone suddenly roared, “It’s all slander! You Xiao family people are fighting for power and slandering our border-defending general! Commander—”

Along with these words, someone violently threw open the tent flap.

“Bang.”

An explosive sound, and a cloud of black smoke burst from that tent opening.

The dark, burly head that had emerged also burst into a flower of deep red blood.

That massive body froze at the tent entrance, then after a moment crashed down, shattering into red and white fragments across the ground.

Cries of shock and pain erupted from the surrounding tents.

Deputy Commander Lou’s brow twitched.

Huang Ming smiled as he blew smoke from the muzzle of his modified compact firearm, returning the gun to his robes.

Without even glancing at the growing unrest around him, he waved his hand. A squad of gunners behind him quickly stepped forward, half-crouching on the ground, aiming at those tent openings where agitation was intensifying.

Huang Ming said coldly, “Commander, will you just watch your Scorpion Battalion die for no reason?”

“The Scorpion Battalion belongs to Great Qian,” Di Yiwei said. “Each of them is a meritorious soldier. Huang Ming, will you slaughter the court’s meritorious officers and soldiers like this?”

“The imperial edict already stated that those who resist orders shall be killed without mercy.” Huang Ming’s brow showed impatience. “Tear down the tent!”

A squad of soldiers swung their arms, throwing hooked ropes that caught the edges of the great tent.

Zhao San, who had hidden behind the great tent, quickly pulled Chi Xue back to hide behind the adjacent tent of Deputy Commander Lou.

The soldiers called out in unison, and the great tent was torn to pieces.

The moment the tent was shredded, Chi Xue saw a black shadow skim along the ground and take flight—it seemed to be a bird. The bird flew away among the fragments filling the sky.

Both the bird and the tent were gray, flitting among the floating tent fragments, unnoticed by anyone.

Everyone was watching Di Yiwei.

Di Yiwei sat on a wool carpet, leaning against a small table, never removing the opium pipe from her mouth.

Zhao San looked toward that direction and whispered to Chi Xue, “What should we do?”

But Chi Xue seemed to be pondering something, frowning as she said quietly, “The 150,000 Yongping Army is stationed along Yongping’s long border. The main camp has the most people—30,000. In terms of fighting strength and numbers, they far exceed the people Huang Ming brought. Why is he so confident, bringing only so few people?”

She had observed—Huang Ming claimed to have brought 40,000 people, but counting generously, there were at most 10,000 present.

Even with Deputy Commander Lou stepping forward to stabilize morale, given the treacherous and cowardly nature of eunuchs, it seemed he shouldn’t dare enter Di Yiwei’s main camp with the Scorpion Battalion present with so few people.

Her gaze fell behind Huang Ming, where Cui Zhi wore a hooded cloak, standing inconspicuously in the shadows.

Zhao San was stunned for a moment. He wasn’t very familiar with such matters. He simply protected Chi Xue closely and warned her in a low voice, “This matter is too serious. No one can handle it. You must not act impulsively to save someone.”

“Will Commander Di surrender without resistance?”

Zhao San was silent for a while, then said, “They’re using the Scorpion Battalion and the soldiers’ lives to threaten her… she will.”

Chi Xue remained silent.

She had seen Di Yiwei glance at Deputy Commander Lou the moment the tent exploded.

That glance made her feel uncomfortable.

She had the feeling that if Di Yiwei surrendered, the reason wasn’t solely because of the threat to the soldiers’ lives…

“It’s my fault. If I hadn’t told the Commander and had her send a letter to master instead, this would have been better…”

“You’re wrong about that. Those who want to harm others can always find ways to do it. Without you, there would be someone else. Don’t overthink it.”

Zhao San pulled Chi Xue deeper into the shadows to hide.

The vast main tent now remained only as an empty space full of torn fabric. Di Yiwei sat alone in the middle, and when the wind passed, she coughed violently, making her shoulders appear even more frail.

“Commander, His Majesty said to examine Commander Di’s conduct as the situation warrants, to judge future criminal charges. If you continue to delay and resist stubbornly, or attempt to incite your subordinates, then not only will these people face execution of nine generations, but your own crimes will be clear without trial.” Huang Ming finished speaking ominously, then turned to a smiling expression. “Just relax and take a trip with us. Rest assured, you are a meritorious official, and we will certainly treat you with courtesy. After returning to the capital, you can defend yourself against any injustice. Perhaps you’ll soon receive His Majesty’s forgiveness and be restored to office.”

Di Yiwei laughed once and said, “Restore your mother.”

Huang Ming froze.

Di Yiwei laughed again, “Oh, wrong. How could your mother want a childless son like you.” She stood up, knocked ash from her pipe, and said, “Fine, I’ll go with you. I won’t tell you not to make things difficult for my subordinates. After all, worthless things like you without dicks—everything that comes out of your mouth is dog shit. I’ll just tell my sons not to act up for any reason concerning me, or I’ll die right in front of you. But if anyone really tries to bully you to death, then go ahead and fuck them up.”

“Di Yiwei, are you inciting your subordinates to rebellion!”

“If you find this old eunuch annoying, I suggest you remember his appearance. Also, his residence is in the capital outside the old front gate on Qujiang Alley, the first house on the left.”

“Di Yiwei, you’re directing your subordinates to retaliate against court officials!”

Di Yiwei took a deep drag, not even glancing at him. “What kind of court official are you?”

Huang Ming’s face turned iron-blue. With a wave of his hand, a group of armed soldiers rushed forward and cornered Di Yiwei.

Deputy Commander Lou instinctively stepped forward. Huang Ming glanced at him, and he stopped.

Di Yiwei remained motionless, allowing the Shunning Commander’s Office soldiers to load her with heavy shackles and chains. Only when they were about to take away her beloved old opium pipe did she hurriedly take three deep drags. After it was taken, she sighed wistfully.

It seemed she wouldn’t have a smoke for a very long time.

Layer after layer of heavy iron chains hung on Di Yiwei’s body. Soon she could barely lift a finger.

Huang Ming stared at Di Yiwei’s pale face, his gaze flowing stickily downward, sliding to Di Yiwei’s tightly buttoned collar.

He suddenly said, “Search the Commander to see if she’s carrying anything.”

Deputy Commander Lou’s head shot up. He stepped forward, but several gunmen silently surrounded him.

He raised his hands.

Huang Ming whispered beside him with a laugh, “Deputy Commander, a person as proud as her will never deign to look back at someone as unremarkable as you. Only when she falls into the mire with her spirit completely broken will she be willing to fold her wings and submit beneath you!”

Deputy Commander Lou’s steps faltered.

A soldier obeyed the order, flicking his long spear upward.

Rip.

Di Yiwei’s clothes tore layer by layer. The last thing to tear was a section of snow-white binding. The soldier flicked his spear upward, picking up that large piece of white cloth.

The white cloth flew away in the wind, and the soldiers looked up with dazed and amazed expressions.

Simultaneously jumping out with the torn breast-binding cloth was that snow-white, soft mound.

Before ten thousand troops.

Under the dawn that was growing brighter yet mistier.

Under Huang Ming’s lewd and venomous gaze.

In the soldiers’ utterly shocked stares.

In Deputy Commander Lou’s incredibly complex expression.

…

Behind the great tent, Zhao San’s hand covering Chi Xue suddenly turned back to cover his own eyes.

While covering his eyes, he discovered through his fingers that Chi Xue was about to leap up, so he quickly turned back to grab her, frantically busy.

The soldiers’ cries of shock and gasps outside rolled like waves, making Chi Xue’s eyes red with rage.

She could imagine the eunuch’s cruelty and humiliation of the Commander, but she hadn’t expected him to order her naked humiliation.

Then she understood exactly what this castrated dog intended to do.

Di Yiwei had commanded ten thousand troops as a woman. Unlike Tie Ci, for many years she had protected her true gender very well—smoking opium, wrestling, being domineering, speaking crudely without restraint.

That was because war was men’s plaything. It was very difficult for a female general to command respect.

Even getting past the court would be difficult.

Until now, only those with the highest positions in the imperial family knew. But because of Di Yiwei’s military achievements, the Empress Dowager had chosen to turn a blind eye.

But when she wanted to take away Di Yiwei’s military power, she used this weakness to humiliate and sacrifice her!

She must believe that once Di Yiwei’s gender was revealed before her own subordinates, suffering naked humiliation, her status and image would plummet, becoming a laughingstock for all nations. Enough saliva would drown her—how could she still command battles and control ten thousand soldiers? How could she still make enemies flee in terror and retreat voluntarily?

Even if her will was strong and she made a comeback, who would serve under her?

Thinking of all the hardships the Crown Princess had endured because of her female identity, Chi Xue’s teeth ground audibly.

Zhao San hadn’t expected the usually gentle Chi Xue to be so fierce, and felt alarmed while desperately holding her down.

No wonder the young master disliked eunuchs, once saying that where there are eunuchs, families will surely be destroyed and nations ruined.

Suddenly someone rushed out shouting, “She’s a woman!”

It was a Garrison Commander who usually held great respect for Di Yiwei.

His tone held complete amazement as he pointed at Di Yiwei regardless of everything.

Immediately, a Vice General gave him a heavy slap.

“Never seen a woman before? Get back.”

That Garrison Commander was first shocked senseless by Di Yiwei’s gender, then stunned by this slap. After a long moment, he lowered his head and silently returned to his unit.

Seeing his soldiers still craning their necks to stare, he backhanded them as well. “Never seen a woman before! All troops attention—”

The soldiers immediately straightened, raised spears, eyes forward.

“All turn around and block the wind for me!”

With a crisp sound, the soldiers turned in unison. The Garrison Commander also turned around, bowed his head, and said nothing more.

With this command, everyone reacted, issuing orders one after another as the troops turned around.

This turn brought them face-to-face with the Shunning Commander’s Office and Kaiping garrison troops who hadn’t turned. Everyone stared at each other.

The Vice General who had first slapped stared at the Kaiping garrison Vice General for a long moment, then spat, “Traitor!”

That Vice General’s face turned iron-blue.

He was also Di Yiwei’s subordinate, stationed outside defending the Kaiping line. When the Empress Dowager chose him, how could he dare resist?

Besides, wasn’t the evidence both testimonial and physical?

Huang Ming’s face turned iron-blue at this action.

He had thought his recent relationships with these generals were quite good, paving the way for the future new commander. He hadn’t expected these bastards to turn their faces and deny recognition.

He said in a thin voice, “You are…”

“Esteemed Companion.” A Vice General said sarcastically, “We haven’t rebelled. We’re simply not looking at what we shouldn’t see.”

Huang Ming choked, angrily saying, “You’re still protecting this traitorous rebel!”

“Whether she’s a traitor or not, wait until after the trial,” the Vice General lifted his eyelids. “If you ask me, originally sleeping in confusion, I believed these charges you threw down. Now taking a look, I don’t believe it anymore. The Commander is a woman—she’s a woman, what country would she betray? With no parents or siblings, no husband, wounded in the lower abdomen by spears in battle so she probably can’t even have children, destined for a lonely life—running off to that god-forsaken Western Rong place to gnaw on mutton every day? Heaven knows she hates mutton most of all!”

His words brought a roar of agreement from all sides.

Huang Ming stared wide-eyed, never expecting that revealing Di Yiwei’s female identity before the multitude would backfire.

He said coldly, “Your Deputy Commander Lou saw the secret correspondence with his own eyes—surely you should believe that!”

The Vice General said, “Originally we believed it too. Now seeing this, we believe it even less. The Commander is a woman! No wonder Deputy Commander Lou, who used to follow closely with incomparable loyalty, is personally accusing her today. What do you call this… what do you call this…” He rolled his eyes thinking for a long time, then suddenly understood, “If you can’t have it, destroy it?”

All the generals in unison: “Bah—”

Chapter 227: Public Display
Deputy Commander Lou’s face went pale.

He glanced at Di Yiwei.

Her clothes had been torn open by the spear tip. The fierce cold winds of the northern frontier quickly blew away her upper garments layer by layer. Now only the black iron chains could be seen, making her naked skin appear even paler. Those chains as thick as a child’s arm pressed against her chest, yet her usually somewhat hunched waist and back now stood very straight.

Deputy Commander Lou turned his gaze away as if burned by fire.

He had seen her body before.

That was many years ago, when she was still just leading a small squad and he was an ordinary soldier—a common foot soldier without status. It wasn’t easy to disguise one’s gender, but she had disguised it very well, until one time after she was injured, she couldn’t help bathing at midnight and was discovered by him when he followed out of concern for her wounds.

She hadn’t panicked. After putting on her clothes, she told him about her wandering childhood, her strange career of being both favored and tormented in the Rong manor, the Da Niu and Er Niu for whom she angrily enlisted, and the dreams she persisted in through all hardships.

Her father was from an unregarded distant branch of the Di family. He never enjoyed the protection of the Di family’s main line yet had to maintain the glory of Di family men on the battlefield. He was forced onto the battlefield just after marrying, and later died in battle.

She didn’t say how her father died, only that she would pick up the honor he left behind and accomplish what he couldn’t.

He always remembered that night—her pale gray eyes flickering like stars, her graceful figure reflected in the half-pool of water.

He also remembered swearing to keep her secret forever, willing to accompany her on the battlefield until the day when there would be no more wandering or famine in the world. If they couldn’t complete it in this life, future generations would continue.

And he did just that afterward.

Later, as the years passed, his mindset gradually changed.

He watched her climb step by step upward, and he became the man beside her. Those days of fighting side by side on the battlefield, laughing at the changing winds and clouds—she seemed satisfied with them. She didn’t want to take another step forward, but he did.

Later still, she was shot on the battlefield. Everyone thought she was a man, so it didn’t matter, but only he and the military doctor knew she was a woman. When a woman suffered such an injury, her life was ruined.

The military doctor was someone she had brought up, keeping her secret sealed, sighing softly.

He also pitied her, but after the pity came the feeling that such days could no longer continue.

Today she was wounded at the root; tomorrow she might lose her life. Dying wrapped in a horse’s hide was the most common fate for soldiers, but he wanted to live a good life with her.

Just the two of them, not always facing thousands of troops, not always entangled in various trivial matters without time to spare.

No need for wealth, no need for clamor—poetry, wine, and countryside, walking hand in hand would suffice.

However, as she continued to achieve merit, get promoted, and become a great general of the Nine Borders, his hopes grew increasingly dim.

As long as she remained the Commander, still on the battlefield, still the war god that everyone looked up to, he would forever only be able to fall one step behind her, listening to her, obeying her.

Never walking side by side.

His heart gradually began to lose peace. In the quiet nights, watching her smoke through the tent fabric to suppress her pain, that tiny flame also burned quietly in his heart.

Sometimes he thought perhaps she simply didn’t understand romantic love and wasn’t close to anyone.

He was the closest to her—living a lifetime like this would be fine too.

But once the wildfire in his heart was lit, it would never be extinguished.

He made a choice known to no one.

And not long after, when he first saw her staring blankly at that beautiful young man, he felt his choice hadn’t been wrong.

So she wasn’t incapable of loving someone.

So her heart didn’t contain only the battlefield.

So such youth and beauty, such vitality and strength, could also leave traces in her heart.

In all those years before, he hadn’t been able to get close—was it because he hadn’t tried hard enough, or because he was never the person in her heart?

Through these years of harsh winds and bitter frost, in this barren and bitter northern frontier, what supported him all the way was the knowledge that though she had never been with him, she would never spare a glance for anyone else.

Then one day this understanding was shattered, and snow began falling at the frontier.

Until today.

He had never imagined he would see her body again in such circumstances.

Heart-stopping.

The moment her clothes were torn, he had a chance to stop it.

Huang Ming’s words had hit their mark.

How could an eagle soaring high in the sky willingly huddle under another’s shelter afterward unless its wings were broken?

At this moment, he looked at her, but she didn’t look at him.

Huang Ming’s androgynous voice rang beside his ear, “Come, escort the Commander into the prisoner cart. We’ll parade her along the entire Yongping defense line, so the Yongping garrison and frontier people can see our Commander Di’s true face.”

Everyone’s heads shot up.

What did this mean?

Strip her clothes and parade her all the way for public display?

Was this meant to destroy the entire Yongping Army’s morale?

Even Lou Xi couldn’t help it, urgently saying, “Esteemed Companion, this won’t do…”

“What won’t do?” Huang Ming interrupted him with gentle words. “Female criminals who commit adultery ride wooden horses, those who disrespect their husbands wear cangues for public display. This one’s crimes involve collaborating with enemies and betraying the country—she’ll inevitably face lingchi execution in the future. Since she’ll have to be seen by the world eventually, naturally she should first be seen by the good brothers of the Yongping Army, shouldn’t she?”

He giggled, his eyes glinting with a green light.

Who was he? The third-ranking figure in Ciren Palace, the chief secretary of the Ceremonial Directorate. Almost everyone in the palace and court fawned over him, yet from the first day he came to the Yongping Army, Di Yiwei had humiliated him.

Not to mention today, before ten thousand people—when had he ever suffered such insults?

What was there to fear now? He had troops from the Shunning Commander’s Office, Deputy Commander Lou helping to suppress these people, the Central Army Marshal was still on his way, and Di Yiwei and her Scorpion Battalion were mutually constraining each other—there was no fear of mutiny at all.

Besides… he had never feared these soldiers.

Obviously this move infuriated the Yongping Army. There was commotion in the distance, and the Scorpion Battalion tents nearby began shaking again.

Huang Ming smiled, “It’s not impossible to accommodate.”

Everyone quieted somewhat, watching him tensely.

Huang Ming looked around, very much enjoying this moment when all eyes focused on him. Compared to his treatment when he first arrived, he felt so refreshed he wanted to laugh loudly.

So he did laugh loudly.

He laughed and said, “If you kowtow to me, I’ll consider adding a piece of clothing for her.”

“Shameless eunuch!” Someone immediately roared in anger.

Huang Ming smiled and spread his hands, “No compulsion, hehe, no compulsion.”

That Vice General remained silent for a long moment, his knees slightly bending. The others looked at each other and drew a breath.

Di Yiwei suddenly said, “Stop.”

Everyone stopped, not daring to look at her, all looking at the ground.

“No need,” Di Yiwei said lightly. “Even eunuchs aren’t afraid of people staring at their crotches—why should I fear being looked at?”

Huang Ming’s face convulsed, and he shrieked, “Di Yiwei, you’re nothing but a sharp-tongued, bitter old woman! Look at that chest of yours—there are even scars, and what’s that on your belly? Eyes? Disgusting to look at.”

“Those are scars I earned fighting on battlefields for Great Qian. I can guarantee every wound came from enemy swords and blades. Definitely not from lying on a bench being carved up by a castration knife.” Di Yiwei smiled, “Indeed not as pretty as yours—why don’t you take off your pants and let me study yours?”

Huang Ming: “…”

He looked up furiously, surveying his surroundings.

The generals glared at him with angry eyes.

The gun squad nervously raised their muzzles higher.

Huang Ming looked coldly at Lou Xi beside him.

“Deputy Commander Lou.” He lifted his chin, “Think clearly. You can’t turn back now. Only by accompanying me all the way will you have a future.”

“You promised not to harm her life.”

“We only want the Yongping Army,” Huang Ming said contemptuously. “Don’t worry.”

Deputy Commander Lou pressed his lips tightly, waved his hand, and his long-prepared personal troops stepped forward, forming a blade formation surrounding those generals.

At the same time, he shouted to the Scorpion Battalion, “Don’t act rashly! If you rush out of your tents, you’re rebels! If you become rebels, the Commander dies just the same!”

Di Yiwei in the prisoner cart maintained her usual attitude throughout, but she absolutely wouldn’t look at Lou Xi even once, nor had any reaction to his words.

The Scorpion Battalion’s tents fell deadly silent.

Those men who normally had only training in their daily lives, hardened to the point of numbness, still looked numb at this moment.

Di Yiwei glanced at the Scorpion Battalion, her eyes narrowing slightly.

Suddenly loud weeping came from a nearby camp tent.

The crying grew louder and gradually spread to all tents. Those men who bled but never cried were weeping publicly for the first time. Their crying didn’t sound like crying but like howls squeezed from their chests with all their might—howls filled with their past life-and-death bonds and present fury and desolation.

The cunning rabbit hasn’t died yet, but the hunting dogs are already being cooked.

The prisoner cart began rolling forward.

Camp tent flaps opened, and people knelt at tent entrances, choking out long cries, “Commander, farewell!”

As the prisoner cart passed in front of the tents, people inside prostrated themselves and wept.

The mournful cries swept across the snow-white earth.

Di Yiwei hugged her arms and said, “What are you doing? I’m not dead yet. What farewell—that’s unlucky.”

Someone took off clothes to throw over, but a guard soldier flicked them away with his spear.

Deputy Commander Lou took off his cloak.

Huang Ming frowned.

“Commander, don’t be soft-hearted,” he said. “If we don’t trample her into the dust today, when she raises her arms and calls out tomorrow, you and I will die without burial places.”

Deputy Commander Lou said coldly, “But we can’t let her freeze to death first!”

He stared fiercely at Huang Ming, who remained silent for a long moment before stepping back half a pace.

Deputy Commander Lou walked to the prisoner cart and handed in the cloak.

Di Yiwei lowered her eyelids and said, “A different one.”

Deputy Commander Lou’s hand trembled.

She had once fallen asleep wrapped in his undergarment.

Now she wouldn’t even wear his cloak.

He silently lowered his eyes, went back to get one of Di Yiwei’s own cloaks, and draped it over her. This time Di Yiwei didn’t refuse.

When he returned, Huang Ming said lightly, “When there’s no one around, she can wear it for warmth, but naked public display is the Empress Dowager’s decree. Whenever there are people, she still can’t wear it.”

Deputy Commander Lou gritted his teeth.

The prisoner cart passed through the main camp as soldiers were herded far to one side.

Suddenly someone in the auxiliary camp shouted loudly, “Down with the traitor!”

At the same time, a large handful of vegetable leaves splashed over.

Huang Ming was very satisfied, signaling the soldiers not to stop it.

The vegetable leaves splashed on the prisoner cart, then some stripped animal hides were thrown over, scattered pieces hanging on the prisoner cart, more and more accumulating.

It blocked the wind and also blocked the view of Di Yiwei.

Huang Ming still hadn’t noticed, even praising how the main camp had indeed been bewitched by the traitor—not as enlightened as the auxiliary camp.

He swayed with his characteristic walk, ordering people to set up a new tent at the location of Di Yiwei’s destroyed main tent, then drilled into the tent.

A full three thousand people escorted the prisoner cart, traveling along the garrison defense line toward the capital.

Ten thousand troops watched the prisoner cart disappear under the gray sky, withered grass covered in snow swaying in the wind.

Chi Xue rose from behind an auxiliary camp tent, wiping vegetable leaf fragments from her hands.

She went into the tent to pack a bundle, shouldered it, and said to Zhao San, “I’m going to follow the Commander.”

Zhao San looked into her eyes, knowing he couldn’t dissuade her. Just as he was about to say he’d go with her, he suddenly heard the sound of pigeons flapping their wings.

He left the tent and retrieved a small leather scroll from the pigeon’s leg.

He and Mu Si had always remained near the Yongping main camp, responsible for gathering and transmitting information for the young master. Mu Si was generally near the Liaodong Xining Pass area, while he stayed near the main camp.

Mu Si had just received the young master’s summons and crossed the border toward Xining Pass. Recently, the young master’s people had all contracted their lines, concentrating near Xining Pass, fully preparing to coordinate with the young master to intercept and kill the Great Prince at any moment.

Zhao San wondered how things were going and opened the leather scroll.

After a moment, he shot to his feet.

…

Liaodong had year-round snowfall. At Xining Pass on the three-border frontier, with its vast forests of giant trees, the snow stretched endlessly white.

The official road was already covered in accumulated snow, making travel extremely difficult for a convoy of carriages and horses.

The convoy’s carriages were quite ordinary. The double-horse carriages indicated the owner should be a minor official, with a long train of oil carts and freight wagons behind—looking like the entourage of some petty official going to take up a post.

The snow was very thick, and the wheels kept getting stuck. Some guards dismounted to push the carriages, their fingers and noses red from the cold.

Someone complained, “What’s Liang Shiyi doing? This official road doesn’t even have people assigned to shovel snow and maintain it? He clearly knew important people were coming!”

Others said, “Quiet. There are many bandits around this road. Master is traveling light and simple precisely to avoid drawing attention—why are you making noise!”

That guard said dismissively, “With so many of us, what bandits should we fear? If we encounter any, we’ll catch them easily—that would even be a merit.”

The person beside him chuckled, “Are you sure it will definitely be bandits who come?”

The guard looked puzzled, “What—”

Before he finished speaking, whoosh—a cold arrow shot forth like flowing light and lightning, aimed at the canopy of the front carriage.

The driver flicked his horsewhip with a crack, knocking down the cold arrow, and shouted loudly, “Bandits attacking!”

The guards all drew their swords, seeing over ten white-clothed figures suddenly charge from the forests on both sides, bright blade light in their hands, rushing straight for the front carriages and horses.

The leader was a slender white-clothed figure with a covered face, coldly shouting, “Leave your money and goods, and we’ll spare your lives!”

Hearing this, the guards laughed.

The guards drew swords to meet them, including those who had been pushing carts. The front several carriages immediately tilted and toppled into the snow.

Fierce battle quickly erupted on both sides. Those masked white-clothed figures struck ruthlessly but didn’t linger in combat, heading straight for the freight carriages at the rear, their long blades slashing down.

Clang—sparks flew everywhere as a long blade emerged from inside the carriage, fiercely blocking this blow that could have split the carriage.

The carriage wall silently broke into two pieces and fell. Inside the carriage was a blue-clothed guard engaged in combat, not cargo at all.

Almost all the bandits charging the carriages encountered guards inside blocking them, and the numbers immediately reversed.

For a time, the clash of blades rang out continuously.

In the second carriage at the front, while it was freezing cold outside, inside was warm as spring with heating braziers glowing.

Murong Jun, wrapped in thick fur clothing, leaned against the carriage wall. Sitting opposite him were his guard captain and capable advisor, both drinking wine with several delicate dishes before them.

Murong Jun loved wine and had a high tolerance.

He held a wine cup, listening to the sounds outside. After a while, he smiled broadly, “Mere mountain bandits dare to seek death.”

The guard captain said, “The boys are always careful—please rest assured.”

He reached out to pour wine for Murong Jun, who slightly blocked with his palm.

The guard captain paused, quickly withdrew his hand, and lowered his eyes apologetically, “This subordinate was presumptuous.”

“Ah, don’t overthink it. I just don’t want to drink for now.” Murong Jun reached out to pat his trusted subordinate’s shoulder.

The guard captain smiled, seeing that after a while, the Great Prince unconsciously picked up his wine cup again.

Of course he wanted to drink.

It was just that the Great Prince was becoming increasingly cautious. Though he loved wine, he would only drink with trusted associates, and now he personally controlled all wine vessels, not allowing anyone else to touch them.

But this caution wasn’t without reason. Too many princes had met with trouble in recent years.

The most beloved Second Prince had been reported for privately training weapons in Great Qian. The Great King personally went to collect evidence, wanting to bring back the weapons but returned empty-handed. The Second Prince fled in fear of punishment, not daring to return to Liaodong. Recently it was heard he was brought back, but was already crippled and placed under house arrest by the Great King in a separate palace. Later it was heard that during the Second Prince’s escape, he was kidnapped and forced to become a son-in-law. The woman who kidnapped him was extremely ugly but highly skilled in martial arts. She pursued him to Ruzhou and actually broke into the separate palace trying to take him away. Though unsuccessful, she killed and wounded many guards. The Great King was furious and strictly ordered this matter not be spread, but Ruzhou soon had the story circulating everywhere. The Second Prince became a laughingstock and completely lost favor.

By rights, with the Second Prince losing favor, the Great Prince should have been most pleased. However, there were soon rumors that the reason the Second Prince was pursued by that wild woman to Ruzhou and the subsequent exposure of events were all the Great Prince’s doing. The Great Prince had to repeatedly defend himself, speaking and acting carefully, not daring to show the slightest joy.

This wasn’t the end of it. Soon after, the Fourth Prince disappeared.

The Fourth Prince had always been willful and impetuous, fond of traveling around. He had gone out for long periods before, telling his princess consort and everyone being used to it. Only when he delayed returning home and they went to look for him did they discover he couldn’t be found.

The Great King then ordered the Embroidered Uniform Guard to search. Later they vaguely discovered the Fourth Prince had also gone to Great Qian and seemed to have stayed at Yueli Academy. But then the trail went cold because the academy hadn’t been in session recently—students were all in various places gaining experience, and teachers had either returned home or followed students on their experiences, making the search much more difficult.

The Fourth Prince’s escort guards also disappeared. The Great King sent palace guards to investigate Haiyou in detail. Apart from confirming the Embroidered Uniform Guard’s intelligence was accurate, they found nothing.

The Fourth Prince disappeared in Haiyou, the Second Prince was kidnapped in Haiyou. Gradually rumors spread that the Fourth Prince encountered the Second Prince in Haiyou, and the Second Prince, afraid his wretched state would be discovered, killed to silence him.

The Great King originally didn’t believe this rumor, but one day the Embroidered Uniform Guard presented him with a letter.

It was a family letter the Second Prince had written to his consort Lady Liang while in Haiyou—one asking for money, another mentioning the great scholar He Zi in Haiyou wanting to take disciples.

This circumstantially confirmed the rumor.

The Fourth Prince had even been lured over by the Second Prince.

That night, the Great King, who never showed joy or anger, smashed his desk for the first time.

The next day he issued a royal decree moving the Second Prince from the separate palace to the royal shrine to recite scriptures day and night, repenting to the ancestors.

Second Prince Consort Lady Liang knelt before the palace gates begging for mercy but failed.

With the Fourth Prince missing and Second Prince ruined, the Great Prince was happy for a few days before becoming worried again.

Because there were more rumors saying he was the mastermind behind it all, claiming a steward in his mansion had family relationships with stewards from both the Fourth and Second Prince households. When the Embroidered Uniform Guard investigated, this was indeed true.

Only family relationships existed, but no improper communications could be found.

Such matters were hardest to explain because while there was no solid evidence, the relationships truly existed. Whether to believe or not lay in the Great King’s single thought. When nothing happened, it naturally didn’t matter, but when something occurred and connections were drawn, seeds of suspicion were planted.

What made the Great Prince even more frustrated was that this matter circulated quietly. The Great King silently investigated, then silently digested the findings. From beginning to end, he never confronted him about it—he could only pretend not to know, without even a chance to defend himself.

The Great Prince was depressed for several days, feeling that continuing this way would take the throne further and further from him.

Fortunately, after the Great King gave him the cold shoulder for several days, he gradually began valuing him again and let him enter the inner study.

On the Great Prince’s first day in the inner study, scanning around, he suddenly realized—there was no Second Prince, and no Fourth Prince either.

No matter how much gossip he endured, with fewer and fewer sons the king could use and favor, even if the king didn’t want to use him, he had to.

The Great Prince cheered up, feeling that though he’d suffered some grievances, having the Second and Fourth Princes ruined was ultimately good.

But…

The guard captain and advisor exchanged glances, both silently sighing.

If things had ended there, it would have been fine.

But more troubles came afterward.

The Great Prince’s luck… didn’t seem very good.

The Great Prince obviously thought of those unfortunate events too. Even the wine before him became hard to drink, and he asked the two men melancholically, “Where do you think the Eleventh Prince has gone this time?”

Chapter 228: Forcing Rebellion
It was one thing for the Second and Fourth Princes to have trouble, but how had the Eleventh Prince disappeared too?

The Eleventh Prince was just a gambling addict—why would anyone target him?

It was fine to target him, but why drag the Great Prince into it again?

The Eleventh Prince often secretly ran out to gamble. After he went missing, his birth mother also thought he had gone gambling. She sent people to search, and after searching high and low, they said the last person seen with the Eleventh Prince was him. And it seemed there had been a conflict too.

Well, the matter had circled back to him again.

The Great Prince silently took a sip of wine.

What “last person with the Eleventh Prince”!

That day he had clearly been handling affairs in the inner study, delayed by some matter, and returned a bit late. He encountered the Eleventh Prince at the palace gates, who asked to borrow money from him. He was disgusted by his lack of ambition and put on his elder brother’s airs to scold him a few times.

His voice was a bit loud, and the palace gate guards nearby heard it.

On any ordinary day, this would have been nothing.

But then the Eleventh Prince disappeared again.

The Great Prince numbly took another drink.

He had worn one suspect’s hat after another.

Was his head particularly large?

If he hadn’t been repeatedly suspected and placed in such an awkward position, why would he have voluntarily requested from his father king to leave his warm palace and come inspect the borders in this harsh winter?

Guard Xue’s eyelid twitched, and after a long moment he said, “I fear it’s more danger than fortune.”

As soon as the words were spoken, everyone shivered.

The Great Prince was silent for a long moment, then asked, “Then who do you think is scheming behind the scenes?”

Guard Xue was an old follower of many years, so they spoke without much restraint. He pondered, “Whoever benefits most is the one. It must be among the Great King’s sons.”

“So they think it’s me, but obviously I’m being targeted.” Murong Jun smiled bitterly. “Once or twice might be possible, but every single time it’s me—doesn’t Father King find that strange?”

The advisor who had remained silent all along sighed, “You’re wrong. If solid evidence all pointed to you, the Great King might be puzzled, but with things as they are now—seemingly there yet not, seemingly true yet false—the Great King is even more convinced you have problems.”

Murong Jun thought about it and felt utterly dejected.

Human nature was like this—when a thousand fingers pointed accusingly, one might think there could still be hidden circumstances. But if one personally investigated and found unclear threads of evidence, one would trust one’s own judgment even more.

“Let me find out who it is, and I’ll tear his skin off!” Murong Jun lifted the curtain to look at the fighting outside. His people had already surrounded those bandits and were driving them aside. Safety was clearly no problem, so he relaxedly let down the curtain and said, “Do you think it’s Third Brother? He’s skilled in martial arts, and those military generals all like him very much.”

“The Third Prince is honest and simple by nature—he couldn’t do such things.”

“Fifth Brother?”

“The Fifth Prince has no maternal family support and is weak-willed by nature. He shouldn’t have such courage.”

“Seventh Brother?” Murong Jun shook his head himself. “Seventh Brother is a cripple—why would he compete for these things?”

“What about the Twelfth? His birth mother is newly favored.”

“A country girl whose family doesn’t even have three rooms—what can new favor accomplish? Can it give him people or money? To do such things requires both money and people, otherwise it’s impossible.”

“The Fifteenth Prince studies very well…”

“A sour scholar, instigated by some sour pedants, wanting to take the virtuous prince route, respecting literature and valuing scholars, thinking this way he can win the world’s hearts… He doesn’t consider that in Liaodong, reading a few more books isn’t as useful as raising a few more soldiers!”

“The Seventeenth Prince—his mother is clever…”

“No good, no good. His mother being clever and well-born is useless—the Seventeenth Prince is just a coward…”

“What about the Eighteenth Prince?”

The carriage suddenly fell silent.

Then Murong Jun burst into laughter.

“If it’s really him, I’ll cut off my head for you!”

The other two also began laughing.

Indeed.

They had mentioned all those princes before, each with reasons why they couldn’t succeed.

If none of them could succeed, the Eighteenth Prince was even more impossible.

No money, no soldiers, no favor, no literati support, no military generals’ regard, no maternal family backing, a mother who dragged him down, and he himself was despised for cross-dressing as a woman.

Such terrible circumstances—it was like concentrating every possible disadvantage.

Even after going through the first seventeen, it wouldn’t be his turn.

Not to mention that though he saved the Great King last time, he fell seriously ill after returning to Liaodong and was still recuperating.

This matter made everyone sigh inwardly—finally achieving merit to catch the Great King’s eye, then falling ill again. Truly no such fate!

Murong Jun leaned heavily back and exhaled a long breath.

Looking around, none seemed likely, but without finding this person, he would never have peace.

However, as long as the bait was fragrant enough, the fish would eventually take the hook.

He lifted the carriage curtain and discreetly glanced back at the vast official road behind.

Suddenly his peripheral vision caught flying snow from the roadside forest, splashing toward them.

Cold light flickered within the flying snow. Murong Jun was startled and immediately dropped the curtain, fastening it to the side.

Patter, patter—something splashed against the now-taut curtain. Then came a series of hissing sounds as the curtain shook. Murong Jun had dodged quickly, and turning his head, he saw several small holes appear in the curtain, faintly revealing traces of blue-cold light.

This carriage curtain was made of specially treated animal hide, warm and capable of blocking blades and swords, yet these needle-like hidden weapons had managed to penetrate it.

If Murong Jun hadn’t retreated in time, those needle points would have pierced his nose.

His expression changed slightly as he shot to his feet, but then light flooded overhead with a bang.

The carriage roof had been torn off!

Then came another flash—cold sword light, this time aimed at his crown.

Without thinking, Murong Jun raised his hand to block.

Clang! Sparks flew everywhere. The sharp blade failed to sever his arm and instead struck something hard.

Murong Jun withdrew his arm, feeling his entire arm numb and tingling. His face remained expressionless as he inwardly thanked his daily training in the martial grounds and secretly thanked his father king for the steel arm guards. He reached under the carriage cushion to draw a blade and strike back.

His guard captain had already sprung up, silently embracing the assassin overhead by the neck.

That person faced two opponents without fear, parrying Murong Jun’s blade with a backhand stroke while dodging Guard Xue with a head movement. Like a swimming fish, he was about to slip into the carriage, his hand spreading a sheet of cold light that swept toward Murong Jun’s ankles.

But at this moment, the seemingly frail advisor sitting to one side suddenly looked up.

Brilliant light shot from his small eyes.

The wine cup in his hand flew out in a crystal arc. Clang! That sheet of cold light was knocked away.

He sprang up in the carriage like a cat, hands spreading like withered trees. With several clicking sounds, he had climbed onto the assassin’s ankle.

Murong Jun laughed loudly, “Mere bandits dare to come cause trouble!”

The advisor was about to lock pressure points when suddenly a great force came from above, forcibly pulling the trapped assassin out.

The advisor and guard leaped onto the carriage roof to pursue, but suddenly arrows whistled densely, raining down.

The two men quickly ducked their heads in alarm.

Watching the two fleeing figures face the arrow rain, their bodies shuddered as their snow-white clothes were immediately stained red.

Though hit by arrows, those two didn’t slow their steps. While running, they sent signals, and the other bandits engaged in fierce battle immediately withdrew and turned to flee into the mountains.

From down the road came a stern voice: “Xining Border Army on road patrol! What bandits dare waylay travelers in broad daylight!”

Before the words finished, over ten riders caught up, pursuing that group into the forest. Sounds of battle cries arose, and Murong Jun and his party listened with considerable satisfaction.

Guard Xue said, “The Xining Army finally arrived.”

Murong Jun said, “Still came late. If I hadn’t been prepared, we might have fallen for that later person’s trap.”

The advisor said, “Does Your Highness plan to reveal your identity to them? That would provide better protection.”

“No need,” the Great Prince said. “The Xining Border Army commander is Liang Shiyi—whose relative he is, you surely know. If I reveal my identity now and this group spreads word back, then I won’t be able to see anything. Better to go with them to the military camp—we’ll have soldiers’ protection and can observe along the way.”

Both agreed this was wise.

The battle cries in the forest gradually lessened. After a while, Murong Jun saw several fierce men carrying blood-stained heads back to report to the officer who looked like a squad leader. That person waved his hand, and the men threw the heads into a nearby mountain ravine.

The squad leader dismounted and walked toward the convoy, followed by several soldiers.

Murong Jun quickly got out of his carriage. At thirty-five, he was tall and martial-looking, wearing a blue-based silk robe with continuous swastika patterns—he looked like a traveling merchant who knew some martial arts.

This was indeed the role he was playing. He stepped forward with a smile to thank the Xining Army for their assistance, claiming he and his party were going to Xining to visit relatives while trading some northern furs, planning to do business with the south afterward.

Liaodong people called Great Qian “the south.” Usually in autumn and winter, they often traded furs, animal oils, and iron implements with Great Qian for porcelain, cosmetics, and other refined goods that women liked.

The squad leader identified himself as a soldier from the South Camp of Zhuma Fort under Commander Liang of Xining Pass, and told Murong Jun, “Your plans this year will come to nothing—the border is now sealed, and traveling merchants have all been sent back.”

Murong Jun naturally knew this, so he said they still needed to visit relatives. The advisor beside him handed over a heavy money pouch, requesting the military officers to give them a ride.

Seeing the money, the squad leader’s eyes crinkled with smiles. He grasped it tightly, then pushed it back, saying, “Helping fellow travelers is nothing special. Our Commander Liang maintains strict military discipline…”

The advisor pushed it back with a smile, “Just to buy everyone a hot meal.”

Only then did the squad leader close his fist around it.

Murong Jun watched this behavior with both disdain and relief.

So-called strict military discipline was just surface show. This showed that Liang Shiyi’s troops were just like that.

The troops directly commanded by the Great King in Ruzhou would never be so greasy.

The squad leader’s attitude improved greatly after receiving the silver. He told them this trip involved both road patrol and snow-clearing duties, as important people were coming recently.

He beckoned, and over ten men came forward with brooms and shovels to clear the road. Murong Jun also had his guards help, everyone working together with laughter and good fellowship.

Soon the road was cleaned, and everyone had become more familiar. Watching those people’s behavior and habits that were indeed military regulations, Murong Jun gradually relaxed his guard and chatted through the carriage window.

After finishing, everyone got into carriages or mounted horses to travel together.

The official road gradually returned to quiet.

The snow on the ground was neatly piled to one side.

Several white-clothed figures emerged from the forest, their clothes bloodstained but walking calmly. One walked while dipping his finger in the red substance on his body, muttering, “Such a pity about the good sugar syrup…”

Someone walked to the snowy ravine and picked up those discarded “heads,” patting off the snow, tearing off a piece, and stuffing it in his mouth to chew heartily.

The others also laughed and scrambled for those “heads,” noisily arguing that the master had personally baked good dough balls with dates inside—don’t hoard them all, give them a piece too.

In no time, the “dismembered corpses” were completely consumed. Everyone brushed crumbs from their hands, tramped the red sugar syrup into the soil, and followed the clear tracks on the official road forward.

The official road returned to silence once more.

Wind and snow rose again at some unknown time, the world becoming misty.

In the misty world, far on the horizon, another long, faint line of shadows appeared.

…

After traveling toward Xining for another two or three days, they were almost at Liang Shiyi’s main camp at Xining Pass.

The two groups had developed good camaraderie over these days. Initially when finding inns they still slept separately—Murong Jun’s group stayed in the inn’s upper rooms while the penniless common soldiers forced the innkeeper to open several ordinary rooms where they squeezed together stinking.

But that inn turned out to be a black shop with leg hair found in human meat buns. Murong Jun and his subordinates vomited violently. The innkeeper roared and overturned tables, not even getting his double axes out before those soldiers rushed in.

After that day, when staying overnight again, Murong Jun invited the others to stay in upper rooms.

Starting the second day, eating separately also became eating together.

Because they missed lodging and the Liaodong border was desolate, the soldiers found a suitable cave in a sheltered valley and hunted game on the spot, roasting it at the cave entrance.

One small-bearded man in the group was skilled at roasting meat—the aroma was irresistible to anyone.

Murong Jun normally didn’t eat such wild food, but how could dry rations compare to hot, fragrant roasted meat? When invited, his guards accepted with smiles, testing with silver needles for poison before giving it to him. One bite and he was conquered.

Afterward they ate together, practically becoming one family.

At this moment in the wind and snow, Squad Leader Zhong waved his whip and said to him, “Brother Jun, look—we’ve reached Commander Liang’s territory. It’s no more than twenty li to the main camp. It’s late today, so let’s rest first. Tomorrow this brother will accompany you the last stretch, and after that we’ll part ways.”

“Thank you, brother, for your care along the way,” Murong Jun said with a smile. “But whether we must part ways remains to be seen.”

Over these days, he had come to secretly admire this group. Though they were somewhat greedy and fond of eating, in advance scouting, travel security, and individual martial prowess and stamina, they were comparable to elite troops from Ruzhou’s three great camps. He had developed thoughts of recruiting talent.

He’d speak with Liang Shiyi later about transferring this group to serve as his personal guards. Liang Shiyi surely wouldn’t begrudge a group of ordinary soldiers, and these men, suddenly receiving such an opportunity, would definitely be overjoyed and grateful.

Especially he wanted to take that small-bearded man.

He roasted excellent meat.

Though he was rather lazy—dawdling when others cleaned, sleeping soundly when others stood watch, with a full beard extending to behind his ears that he never trimmed, getting up in the morning and simply grabbing snow to wipe his face.

It was said he was originally a mess cook who accidentally achieved military merit, and because his cooking skills weren’t bad, everyone didn’t argue with him.

Murong Jun imagined everyone’s shocked and respectful expressions when they discovered his identity, and felt quite pleased.

He went to sleep in this good mood, drinking a bowl of hot roe deer meat and dried vegetable soup before bed.

The delicious soup was fragrant going down, and even in his dreams he carried a slight smile.

After this inspection tour ended, with all his hardships along the way, Father King should resolve his misunderstandings, right?

Before sleeping he sent his guards to the main camp to report. Now that they’d entered Xining, proper ceremony should be arranged—Liang Shiyi should come personally to pay respects.

He had a good night’s dream.

In his drowsiness he suddenly heard urgent hoofbeats accompanied by someone loudly saying, “Commander Liang personally leads troops to welcome the Great Prince!”

Murong Jun woke with a start, opening his eyes to see dawn breaking dimly. He tried to get up but found his whole body weak and soft—he couldn’t even move his fingers.

Bang! The door was crashed open. Squad Leader Zhong, who had been calling him brother these past days, strode in. His heart filled with joy as he called hoarsely, “Brother Zhong, quickly help me up…”

The door stood wide open, and he could vaguely see behind Squad Leader Zhong were fully equipped Xining troops, led by a man of short stature with a square, rigid face—precisely Xining Army Commander Liang Shiyi.

Liang Shiyi stepped into the courtyard, seeing soldiers guarding under the eaves turning to push the door. Thinking these were the Great Prince’s personal guards, he stepped forward to announce himself, but heard that soldier shout loudly, “Commander, if we don’t kill now, when will we wait!”

Murong Jun was stunned.

Commander Liang was shocked.

Before either could react,

A blade light suddenly flared in the room.

That blade light was like flowing silk, instantly reaching Murong Jun’s head.

Murong Jun’s pupils dilated as he screamed hoarsely, “Wait, I am Murong—”

Liang Shiyi’s eyes contracted as he shouted sternly, “Who are you? Stop—”

Simultaneously a figure flew from the rooftop, smashing through the roof and jumping down.

But regardless of any commotion, the blade light didn’t stop.

Like an inverted snowy cascade,

It illuminated Murong Jun’s face, eyes wide with rage.

“Slash”—a soft sound.

That fine head was neatly severed.

Now it was Liang Shiyi whose eyes were wide with rage.

Right under his nose, before his very face, someone had killed the heir with the loudest voice in Liaodong!

How would he explain this to the Great King!

Cold wind struck his face as Liang Shiyi felt ice-cold all over. His advisor was very quick-witted, suddenly grabbing his sleeve and urgently saying, “Commander, leave quickly! Otherwise, in such suspicious circumstances, it will be difficult to clear yourself!”

Liang Shiyi started in alarm, shouting sternly “Someone go chase that assassin!” while turning to leave.

But bang!—the courtyard gate was crashed open as Murong Jun’s guards rushed in, almost colliding with Liang Shiyi.

Guard Xue looked up, saw the scene inside the room, and his face went deathly pale. Instinctively he moved to block Liang Shiyi.

“Commander Liang!” His heart filled with despair as he said hoarsely, “Are you planning rebellion!”

Liang Shiyi had been furious, but now being blocked and questioned, his eyes suddenly turned cold.

Guard Xue felt his heart grow cold under such a gaze.

The advisor behind Liang Shiyi said quietly, “Commander, things have come to this…”

Things had come to this—in for a penny, in for a pound.

The misunderstanding was established. Not only would it be impossible to explain clearly, but even if it could be explained, Murong Jun dying on his territory was still his responsibility. Loss of power and position would be light—prison, the Embroidered Uniform Guard, he’d have plenty of torture to endure.

These Great Prince guards absolutely could not be left alive.

If he let them live, these men would desperately throw dirty water on him to save their own lives.

They had to be killed, then rise in rebellion.

Though it was rather hasty and his brother-in-law was still in Ruzhou, there was no choice.

Liang Shiyi slowly nodded, no longer eager to leave but instead retreating several steps into his guard circle.

The courtyard gate slammed shut behind Murong Jun’s guards.

Guard Xue: “You—”

The taciturn advisor had already vaulted onto the courtyard wall, preparing to escape.

Thud thud thud—behind him arrows rained like a storm, turning him into a pincushion. He tumbled heavily from the wall top, the first to die in this courtyard.

Under heavy guard protection, Liang Shiyi retreated into the room.

On the bed the Great Prince lay with head and body separated, his wide-open pupils frozen in death with shock, fury, and despair.

Liang Shiyi bent down to look at those eyes. Legend said a dead person’s eyes would retain the image of their killer.

Of course he could see nothing, yet felt the Great Prince’s expression very strange.

For that instant he seemed to see the most shocking person or thing in the world.

So much so that his heart remained unwilling even in death.

Liang Shiyi coldly observed the corpse for a long moment, listening to the clash of blades and continuous screams outside that gradually ceased, leaving only deathly silence.

A faint smell of blood drifted over, merging with the room’s bloody stench like iron rust, like the greasy, stinking sewage gradually rising in underground passages in the dark night.

Liang Shiyi stepped out the door, glanced at the mottled red covering the ground, and walked out of the courtyard treading on blood.

Behind him the orderly sound of military boots on ground followed closely.

Leaving the courtyard, Liang Shiyi didn’t look back as he said, “Burn it.”

Deep red fire lines leaped across the sky as the small courtyard was engulfed in flames.

Liang Shiyi walked away with his back to the fire. Behind him the firelight danced, blurring his outline as his calm expression gradually turned harsh and cold.

Behind him his advisor trotted to catch up, bowing his head and waiting for orders.

He said, “Urgently deploy cavalry battalions from the main camp, west camp, and Yuema Pass. Summon all commanders to reach Xining main camp within three days. Send people to contact Qiu Wujiu, send people to race to Ruzhou to secretly bring back Miss and the son-in-law… We’re going out for a walk.”

…

Chapter 229: Let’s Die Together
Several figures flew like meteors across rooftops, soon descending and entering a small courtyard. Shortly after, a horse-drawn carriage raced out—crude but extremely fast, quickly taking advantage of the city gates just opening to be among the first to exit the city.

The moment that carriage disappeared beyond the city gates, a cavalry squad came galloping up, shouting orders to stop all those leaving the city and immediately close the gates, forbidding entry or exit.

Halfway along, the escaped carriage left the official road and charged into snowy forests. There it was dismantled and transformed into several snow sleds commonly used by local hunters. The people inside, having already changed clothes, each took a sled and glided down snow slopes in different directions.

One sled glided toward the forest depths, passing through those trackless woods and stopping before a frozen lake.

Two people got off the sled—one very tall, the other shorter. But as the shorter one walked toward the lakeside, with each step his height increased. By the time he reached the lake’s edge, he was about as tall as his companion.

Beyond the frozen lake stood a mountain. Crossing that extremely difficult mountain and passing several more towns would bring one very close to Ruzhou.

Ahead lay the flat lake and high peaks. Sunlight passed between the two mountains, splitting the ice lake like a sword. The man shrouded in that beam of golden light had a tall, slender figure like a snow-capped mountain.

As he walked, he asked his companion, “Is the follow-up support arranged?”

Mu Si replied, “Of course.”

“During this time I wasn’t in Ruzhou, how did those several perform?”

“The Embroidered Uniform Guard commander naturally had no problems. The body double was also fine—I don’t think your father discovered anything.”

Murong Yi smiled slightly.

After his birth mother packaged him off to the capital, he broke free midway to assassinate the Crown Princess, but then received news about Second Brother along the way and made a detour to Haiyou. Later in Haiyou he set a trap for Second Brother while incidentally saving Father King.

Afterward, he told Father King he was responsible for covering the rear and stayed in Haiyou, but couldn’t remain there forever—later Second Brother, Fourth Brother, and Eleventh Brother all had troubles in Haiyou. Though investigating these matters should be the Embroidered Uniform Guard’s job, his father wasn’t one to trust people, so he might send others to investigate besides the Guard. Therefore, afterward little Eighteenth should return to Haiyou and obediently continue being his pitiful self.

So he used a body double prepared long ago.

And the double contracted a serious illness during the “return to Liaodong”—a highly contagious disease that left him bedridden upon reaching Liaodong.

The Great King sent palace physicians to examine him more than once, all concluding he couldn’t be approached and needed long, quiet recuperation.

Because of being saved last time, Father King’s impression of him had improved considerably, but not enough to risk meeting him personally. Hearing this, he merely nodded, moved him to a separate palace outside the city for recuperation, and assigned special physicians for daily treatment.

Upon hearing he had fled the marriage and requested the Great King dissolve the engagement, Consort Baoxiang flew into a rage. She tried several times to cause him trouble but was frightened by the contagious disease and dared not step foot in the separate palace.

This was all within his calculations. Far from being disappointed by the news, he was pleased.

Only this way could he remain in Haiyou to kill brothers and pursue women, couldn’t he?

He stepped onto the ice lake.

Thinking the ice was thick enough—if Ye Ci were also here, they could play ice sledding together. Ye Ci had mentioned she could ice skate.

Imagining Ye Shiba dancing on ice, his eyes showed amusement.

When the time came, he’d ask her to change into women’s clothing…

He touched the hairpin atop his head.

That deep red lovesick wood flying bird pin—from the moment she pinned it on, he had understood.

He still remembered the joy that nearly made him fly at that moment.

Yet he suppressed it, not daring to show the slightest bit, being careful and cautious, afraid that being too startled would disturb that moment of mutual affection.

His fingers caressed the pin’s smooth lines.

The expectation in his eyes grew stronger.

The great deed was accomplished—the brothers most likely to inherit the throne were all eliminated. Liang Shiyi, forced into a corner, would certainly have to rebel prematurely. In his haste, he definitely couldn’t match Father King, a battle-hardened veteran. Moreover, he had already ordered the Embroidered Uniform Guard to tip off the Great King and retain Second Brother’s couple. Liang Shiyi was famous for doting on his sister—when the time came, they’d have hostages too.

When this battle started, it would not only help him eliminate Second Brother and create chaos in Liaodong giving him opportunity to rise, but wouldn’t truly destroy Liaodong.

His great enterprise was thus half complete.

Once war began, with Father King losing several sons consecutively and lacking capable generals, his “illness” should recover.

The military power that never came his turn should finally be his.

The future might be very busy.

Before then, he should make a trip to Western Rong to settle things with Eighteenth.

Afterward, he’d formally embark on the path to seizing the throne. If he didn’t explain things clearly now, he might have to part ways with Eighteenth.

He’d tell her about his difficulties—how not competing meant death. Eighteenth would understand, wouldn’t she?

When that time came, if he offered her the position of queen consort, she would agree, wouldn’t she?

A slight smile bloomed at Murong Yi’s lips.

He absolutely had to have the throne—only by obtaining it could he possibly have her.

The sled glided smoothly across the ice lake toward the sunlight. Before him lay brilliance—a wonderful future prospect.

He was heading toward that beautiful future.

Suddenly his heart gave a sharp, fine ring.

That was intuition honed by long experience with storms—an advance warning of danger.

He suddenly leaped up.

“Crack!”—the thick ice layer suddenly shattered.

Cracks rapidly expanded, splitting the entire flat lake like lightning.

Between those zigzag cracks, countless bright hook-sickle spear points suddenly emerged.

Splash! Mu Si was already pulled underwater by hook-sickle spears. Tumbling in the water while pressing down spears still trying to rise skyward, he shouted, “Go quickly—”

Murong Yi gave a long whistle. His toe pressed down with successive snapping sounds as countless spear points shattered beneath his feet. He actually flew across by stepping on the hook-sickle spears, grabbing Mu Si and preparing to leap up again.

Suddenly from under the accumulated snow at the lakeside, rows of people stood up. Snow rustled down their shoulders as rows of cold, dark firearm muzzles aimed at the two men.

Without looking, he knew the scene behind them was the same.

Gun formations front and back, and in the lake, countless hook-sickle spear points aimed skyward like countless evil fish baring sharp teeth.

More importantly, beyond the gun formation ahead, a line of people slowly emerged.

“Splash!”—the two men fell into the lake again.

The broken hook-sickle spears immediately pressed them firmly to the lake bottom.

Murong Yi closed his eyes.

So close to success, yet it failed.

But he felt no fear or regret.

Living in pain, killing with pleasure—most of those who had caused him suffering, he had eliminated.

It was worth it.

No, there was still one regret…

He suddenly opened his eyes.

The ice water chilled to the bone, but more bone-chilling was the pain of never being able to meet again in this life.

Snap snap snap—countless hook-sickle spears crossed over, weaving a net of long spears above his head, layer upon layer, so dense he could barely see sunlight.

Giving him not the slightest chance to struggle out from the lake bottom.

Above came thudding sounds—someone was stepping on the spear bridge, approaching step by steady step.

Eyes closed, Murong Yi recalled hearing earlier that when Second Brother was secretly forging weapons preparing to transport them out of Haiyou, he was also shocked and intercepted by Father King who had followed him to the outskirts.

He hadn’t expected that soon after, he would encounter the same scenario.

He should have known this old man liked playing the mantis stalking the cicada while the oriole waits behind.

Murong Yi sneered inwardly.

He didn’t know whether to be proud—this time Father King’s ambush formation was much larger than Second Brother’s.

The footsteps stopped overhead. Someone crouched down, peering intently through the spear gaps at Murong Yi underwater.

The hem of long, elaborately embroidered robes trailed into the water.

He stared unblinkingly. In all eighteen past years, he seemed never to have paid such attention to this person.

Watching and still unsatisfied, he even reached fingers through the gaps, ripping off his face mask with a tearing sound, then wiping away the disguise on his face.

The lake water was crystal clear as crystal, yet the man underwater had features even more translucent than crystal.

Raven-black hair flowed freely, full of radiant beauty.

The person crouching on the spear frame sighed.

Before, he had truly been blind.

Murong Yi suddenly opened his eyes and smiled at him.

With this smile, the winter ice lake seemed to bloom with snow lotuses, and even the brilliant sunlight instantly retreated somewhat.

The man watching was also stunned.

He had never noticed little Eighteenth possessed such appearance and bearing.

Taking advantage of his daze, Murong Yi suddenly reached out, grasping the royal robe’s hem trailing in the water and yanking hard.

The person crouching on the spear frame hadn’t expected him to dare act at this moment and toppled forward.

Those hook-sickle spears, fearing they might harm him, suddenly withdrew.

“Splash!”—the massive body fell into the water.

The next instant, Murong Yi’s fingers were already ice-cold against his throat.

In that instant, countless thoughts flashed through Murong Yi’s mind like lightning.

Hostage-taking or slaughter—merely seeking survival or a desperate last stand.

Then his fingers suddenly tightened, crushing the fragile throat beneath his grip with a crackling sound.

“Father.” Red-eyed, smiling, like a cornered beast driven to killing frenzy, he spoke low and ferociously, “Let’s die together.”

…

Chapter 230: Madness
The heavily guarded prisoner cart rolled mechanically across the winter-hardened soil of Yongping, its sound mechanical and hollow.

Passing countless market towns, countless fortresses, countless garrison camps, countless pairs of eyes.

At every populated gathering place, the Xiao family-affiliated commanders would order men with long spears to strip away Di Yiwei’s covering cloak, making everyone “take a good look at this woman who confounded yin and yang, deceived the entire army, and collaborated with enemies to betray the country.”

As the prisoner cart passed various military camps, crowds of people remained silent as death, heads bowing like grass bent by wind.

Soldiers were ordered to line up and watch the prisoner cart pass. Everyone kept their heads down, fists clenched, not daring to raise their heads to face that woman suffering unimaginable humiliation.

She was their Commander—the person they looked up to and respected. Today she suffered such public trampling. When would the bowed heads of the Yongping Army be able to lift again!

Anger mixed with dejection shrouded every military camp on each night the prisoner cart passed.

The entire Yongping Army’s morale visibly crumbled.

Some people uneasily told Huang Ming that while it was necessary to trample Di Yiwei and destroy her pride, using morale as the price was excessive. With recent unusual movements from both Western Rong and Liaodong, if warfare broke out while morale was low, it would cause great trouble.

Huang Ming scoffed at this.

“She’s just a woman—what can she influence? She deceived the world and betrayed the country, so those foolish men should see her true face clearly. Once they see clearly, they won’t risk their lives for her anymore. As for warfare, Western Rong and Liaodong can’t even take care of themselves. The more severe the border disturbances, the more they’re just bluffing—you don’t even understand military strategy! Even taking ten thousand steps back, if there were some small battles, we have Commander Lou, a veteran of many years, and the Deputy Commander will arrive soon. With two stars presiding, what’s there to fear!”

After spraying down all those who came with advice, he sat alone in his tent smoking an opium pipe, saying to his companion, “You know what, no wonder Di Yiwei liked smoking—this stuff is quite invigorating.”

More importantly, smoking required opium pipes, and the particulars of pipes were numerous. Since he began smoking, he had received many exceptional pipes—pure gold ones weren’t rare, ones carved from flawless jade, ones inlaid with ivory and colored gems, each worth a fortune.

“Di Yiwei was just stupid, using that old bamboo pipe year-round, not knowing how to profit from it!”

The small companion stuffed tobacco for him, fawningly saying, “Some people still treasure that pipe. Commander Lou won’t let anyone touch it—he took it back himself.”

Huang Ming snorted through his nose, “A man with eyes and heart full of nothing but women—what kind of commander is that? How many days can he be commander? Once our Young Master Xiao arrives…”

The small companion said, “Master, the Central Army Marshal could perfectly well be the Commander—why must he first settle for Deputy Commander?”

“It’s because of that old dog He Zi. Taking advantage of the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebrations, with tributes coming to the capital from everywhere—apparently causing some disturbance to the people and triggering some minor incidents—he seized the opportunity to unite a bunch of sour scholars and the Imperial Academy, submitting thirty-two articles point by point targeting the Xiao family. They said the Xiao family indulged clan members in oppressing villagers, colluded with officials for personal gain, the Xiao family’s old residence cheated and killed traveling merchants from other regions, broke dikes to release floods harming downstream people, and attempted to frame the innocent. They also mentioned Xiao Chang leading troops from the capital to surround and kill the heir as treasonous acts, plus that matter of Xiao Bi’an’s naval forces colluding with pirates that had been suppressed—the plaintiffs had been directly sent away, but unexpectedly that old dog kept another hand, separately arranging another group of witnesses to come ashore and directly petition the Three Judicial Offices… Point by point directly accusing the Empress Dowager of indulging clan members, manipulating court politics, overturning proper order, and harming people’s livelihood… It made the Empress Dowager so angry her headache condition flared up. She had to order this year’s birthday celebrations be kept simple, all tribute-bearers return to their regions, and summon Xiao family members to the capital for confrontation. Along with Xiao Bi’an’s matter, a group of high officials who usually fawned over the Empress Dowager like lapdogs suddenly all put on stern faces demanding strict punishment…”

Huang Ming spoke with spittle flying everywhere. The small companion was his own grand-nephew—eunuchs having no offspring loved cultivating their own people to care for them in old age, so he carefully explained all the connections to his grand-nephew.

The small companion listened with continuous clicking sounds of amazement.

“…This matter grew bigger and bigger. That old dog united a group of people, periodically releasing one incident after another, making all the capital’s people lose heart for their daily work. Their appetites were raised sky-high, spending all day in teahouses waiting for more Xiao family follow-ups. Then those sour scholars actually wrote poems, lyrics, and books with implications, spreading and singing them everywhere daily, making it known to all. Gradually more people went to petition against the Xiao family. The Empress Dowager had no choice but to take Xiao Bi’an and demote Xiao Chang…”

The small companion clapped his hands together, “The Empress must have been furious!”

“Exactly. Those two were the young, capable Xiao family members holding military power. With both gone, only Xiao Xueya remains, and he’s disobedient. The Empress Dowager worried for days without sleeping well, hating Di Yiwei who moved against Xiao Bi’an. The Second Assistant then acted. The Xiao family had to preserve military power—looking around, they could only take Di Yiwei’s. Who told her to dare oppose us… Xiao Chang still serves as Central Army Marshal but can’t continue, so he’ll come take over the Yongping Army’s burden. Though it seems like a demotion, it’s actually quite beneficial.”

The small companion stroked his chest, “Our Grand Secretary still has the best strategies. As long as military power is in hand, what’s there to fear from those sour scholars?”

Huang Ming lit his pipe bowl, saying, “At first we were puzzled—He Zi, an old sour scholar who hadn’t emerged from retirement for so long, where did he get such evidence? Later we learned it was all the Crown Princess’s doing!”

“Oh, that useless Crown Princess?”

“Useless nothing—she’s formidable! Our family doesn’t know the details, but the Empress Dowager was furious for quite a while, and the Emperor has been avoiding her recently. They say all these matters were uncovered by her step by step, and she personally went to Yueli to invite He Zi out of retirement, incidentally also trapping Xiao Chang and the old residence… It sounds somewhat unreal—is this still that Crown Princess who smiled at everyone in the palace without standing out? Maybe she found some expert to help then put it on her own head to build her reputation?”

The small companion solemnly held his chin, “Possible.”

“They told me the Crown Princess very likely is somewhere along the Yongping line. This time I had people search but didn’t find her. Lou Xi said Di Yiwei previously secretly sent a team to Western Rong to gather intelligence—only he knew about this. I suspect the Crown Princess was in that team.”

“Should we pursue her to Western Rong?”

“Stupid. Isn’t waiting by the stump for rabbits better? She’ll eventually return. If she knows such a big incident happened here, she’ll definitely return quickly. Then we can close the door and beat the dog.” Huang Ming laughed disdainfully, “What useless or not useless, what phoenix hidden in heaven or dragon lurking in abyss, what complete benevolence, wisdom, and courage… A group of old dogs protecting the imperial family desperately praised her—watch our family strip her skin!”

…

“Let’s die together!”

In the ice lake, Murong Yi’s long hair spread like black mist in the water. Beneath the black mist were his pale fingers, deadly gripping Prince Da’an’s throat.

Behind him countless hook-sickle spears shot forth. He paid no attention, determined to perish together with Prince Da’an.

“You biased old dog, you disgusting things who bullied and trampled me… all go die!”

Among broken ice and accumulated snow, his eyes were blood-red, looking mad and demonic.

Suddenly came a soft “hiss.”

Underwater, from Prince Da’an’s sleeve, light flashed, then brought up a sheet of deep red.

Murong Yi’s fingers suddenly loosened.

With a splash, Prince Da’an kicked Murong Yi away and climbed onto the ice surface, gasping heavily.

Murong Yi’s body trailed a deep red bloodline as he retreated rapidly, hitting the jagged ice cracks behind him like sharp teeth, pain making him bend deeply at the waist.

Countless hook-sickle spears struck toward his heart like lightning, about to pierce his heart with ten thousand spears.

Prince Da’an gripped the ice edge, eyes flickering, suddenly saying hoarsely, “Stop!”

The hook-sickle spears suddenly halted, the fastest spear’s tip only a hair’s breadth from Murong Yi’s heart.

The spear point gleamed cold blue light, not withdrawing, aimed at Murong Yi’s back. With just a slight push, it could finish him.

Murong Yi seemed completely unaware of the killing intent behind him, coughing continuously as the ice lake around him rippled with circles of deep red.

Prince Da’an stared at him with complex eyes.

He said, “Rebellious son.”

Murong Yi stopped coughing, looked up at him, wet black hair flowing around his forehead, his forehead and face snow-white.

He smiled, “Flattery.”

Prince Da’an also began coughing.

Attendants wanted to help him change out of wet clothes, but he pushed them away, still staring at Murong Yi, saying, “Killing brothers and attempting patricide—what was it all for?”

Murong Yi spread his arms, leaning against the edge of the ice hole in a relaxed posture, a smile at his lips, “Why ask so much? Come on, kill me.”

Prince Da’an stared at him fixedly.

Murong Yi crooked his finger at him like teasing a dog, “Kill me, and in the next life I’ll be your father—then you’ll understand.”

Prince Da’an: “…”

After a long moment, he took the cloak handed by attendants, threw it over himself, turned away with an iron-blue face, and said coldly, “Drag this rebellious son up. Don’t let him die yet. Send him to the secret prison and interrogate him thoroughly. Ask what other conscienceless deeds he’s done!”

Chapter 231: Rescue
The rattling sound of the prison cart continued endlessly on the road, passing military camps and villages.

The common people’s reactions to the prison cart were clearly far more complex than those of the army personally commanded by Di Yiwei.

Some were angry, some surprised, some rushed to spread the news, others surrounded the prison cart pointing and whispering.

This was shocking news that also exposed the flesh of a woman once revered like a deity. A general’s treason, a woman disguised as a man, betrayal by trusted allies, naked public humiliation… each item alone was enough to keep those idle rascals sleepless day and night, fighting spirit high, excited enough to keep their lips flapping non-stop, spraying endless saliva. Not to mention when all these excitement-inducing elements combined together, the effect was no less than dropping clusters of gunpowder bombs into those quiet little villages.

Countless idle men—petty thieves caught by the army, troublemakers driven away by the army, local bullies punished on Di Yiwei’s orders, wife-beaters and servant-abusers taught lessons by Di Yiwei’s people… batch after batch swarmed like flies to filth, drawn by the scent.

They ran around the prison cart, tore off the coverings hanging on the cart, reached in to pull at her cloak, tried to touch her, even encouraged ignorant children to throw stones into the cart.

Being able to humiliate a female general they weren’t even worthy to kneel before in the past made them feel as if they had suddenly grown tall, become powerful, been gilded all over, found their life’s value and achievement. A hand that had touched the female general could be worshipped, becoming inexhaustible bragging material for tea-time chatter for the rest of their lives.

The women displayed an entirely different attitude. They remained silent, heads lowered. The bold ones pulled their men away, the timid ones covered their children’s eyes, their downcast faces showing tears in the corners of their eyes, tears that held back countless emotions they were accustomed to enduring.

Di Yiwei remained calm throughout, whether facing sorrowful angry cries or mocking curses.

Anyone could see this wasn’t feigned composure—she truly didn’t care.

In this world that was harsh and merciless toward women, those without strong enough hearts couldn’t survive to the present.

She was like towering mountains and flowing rivers, unbreakable yet vast and profound.

Her flesh might be exposed, but it couldn’t wound her noble soul.

Later, even the escorting soldiers began to feel respect and compassion.

They were all troops transferred from other provincial administrations, but they too had heard of Commander Di’s illustrious military achievements.

The scars covering her exposed body, deep and shallow, were iron proof of fierce battles on the battlefield.

Each one was a heavy whip striking the faces of the shameless.

On the surface, they remained stern and expressionless.

When an ignorant child threw over a basket of rotten vegetable leaves, a soldier happened to walk by and blocked the basket. His military boots crushed the basket as he walked past without expression.

The lead Xiao Family retainer glanced over, frowned, and walked over.

On this day, the prison cart arrived at Little Fence Village. This was a village Di Yiwei had visited with Tie Ci before. As soon as they entered the village, a man led a group of men to surround them completely, cracking melon seeds in their mouths and spitting the shells at Di Yiwei with all their might.

“Oh my, look! Commander Di! What a big shot!” The man at the front pointed at Di Yiwei with strange mockery. “How come you’re suddenly not wearing clothes? Where’s your old man’s opium pipe? Yo yo, what’s all this on your body? Scary!”

A bunch of men followed behind him, jeering.

An old woman nearby said, “Old Shen, don’t go too far. Every year when your family almost ran out of grain, it was the Commander who ordered people to deliver food to get you through. As a person, don’t forget your roots.”

“Bah!” Old Shen spat on the ground and patted his cheek. “She hit me, she hit me with her opium pipe. I’m still missing a tooth here!”

“Who told you to neglect everything and starve your wife!”

“It’s none of her business!” Old Shen glared. “Disciplining my own woman—who does that bother!”

The old woman was too lazy to argue with him and walked away leaning on her cane.

“The world has changed…” she muttered as she left.

The soldiers escorting the prison cart rested nearby. It was getting late, and they would spend the night in the village.

The three thousand troops naturally couldn’t all enter the village—most were camped in the wilderness outside. Along the way, there had been occasional confrontations when passing military camps, all stopped immediately by either Di Yiwei or the camp commanders. But passing through villages had always been uneventful—after all, the common people were unarmed, and no matter how indignant they felt, they didn’t dare oppose the army and court.

Moreover, the public humiliation parade would soon end, and they would turn onto the official road back to the capital. Everyone was somewhat relaxed, and the commanding officer only arranged for one hundred-man unit to stand guard.

That hundred-man unit also didn’t want to stand around a prison cart in this bitter cold, so they all found civilian houses to warm themselves by fires and enjoy the people’s hospitality.

Only two guards remained by the prison cart, wrapped in thick cotton coats, shivering.

Chi Xue stood up from behind a withered tree in the distance, her face expressionless.

From her back pack, she took out a small bow and two arrows. The arrows gleamed blue-green, clearly poisoned.

At her waist was tucked a dagger—an abyssal iron dagger that Tie Ci had given her for protection.

She estimated the distance, calculating how to quickly eliminate both men with two arrows.

She could shoot arrows—this was practiced in the martial grounds accompanying the Crown Princess—but she lacked great martial talent and couldn’t manage one bow, two arrows.

Unable to eliminate both guards at once would likely alert the hundred-man unit resting scattered in civilian houses, which would alert the three thousand troops camped in the wilderness outside.

Then, it would mean death.

But there was no more opportunity.

She had followed all along, never finding a good chance to strike. If she didn’t act tonight, tomorrow they would turn onto the official road, leaving even fewer opportunities.

Under the snowy sky, Chi Xue’s eyes were very calm.

The two guards were extremely bored, strolling around the prison cart, chatting about something unknown, their heads gradually drawing together.

This was the moment!

“Whoosh!”

The air trembled softly, accumulated snow fell rustling from withered branches. The small arrow precisely pierced one man’s throat and flew toward the other’s neck.

But that man happened to turn his head at that moment, stepping back.

He avoided the arrow’s point.

Chi Xue showed regret, her expression tightening as she nocked another arrow.

But she knew in her heart it was too late.

The man turned and saw the arrow protruding from his companion’s throat. Greatly alarmed, he stepped back again and opened his mouth to shout.

He didn’t realize he had backed close to the prison cart.

A pale, thin wrist suddenly reached out from a gap in the prison cart, lightning-fast, locking around his throat.

With a twist and snap of that hand, his head drooped limply.

Chi Xue showed no great surprise and immediately drew her dagger, quickly cutting through the chains with two strokes.

But at this moment, several heads suddenly appeared from behind a ruined wall.

There were actually hidden guards left near the prison cart!

Chi Xue was greatly alarmed, hurriedly helping Di Yiwei out while reaching for her bow with one hand.

But just then, with a series of whooshing sounds, several black shadows flashed by, and those men fell before they could fully emerge.

Only one among them, because he hadn’t completely straightened up, avoided that batch of killers. That man shouted, “There’s—”

Before he could finish, with a thud, a withered branch appeared in his throat, and he fell backward.

But this half-shout still alerted the soldiers in the village. Faintly, they could hear people from several households questioningly about to come out their front doors.

The prison cart was on a flat area in the village center, with half a windbreaking earth wall behind it, and wilderness beyond that. In winter the ground was barren, with no crops for cover. Looking in all four directions, there was no concealment.

No matter which way they fled, they couldn’t outrun the speed of that hundred-man pursuit.

Sweat appeared on Chi Xue’s forehead.

Suddenly her shoulder was pulled by someone.

Chi Xue spun around in alarm, her dagger already swinging out.

Di Yiwei grabbed her wrist forcefully. Chi Xue was frozen by that bone-deep cold, her movements pausing. Only then did she clearly see that behind her was actually a woman.

The woman was very thin and dry. She held a finger to her lips to shush them, then pulled both women behind the earth wall.

Behind the earth wall, a handcart had appeared at some unknown time, along with several other women—clearly village women.

The old woman who had spoken earlier came over quickly, with unusual agility for her age, swiftly crawled into the prison cart and closed the door.

Two women helped up the two collapsed soldiers and leaned them against the edge of the prison cart, heads drooping as if dozing. Then they pulled Chi Xue and Di Yiwei behind the earth wall.

Just as they hid behind the earth wall, several household doors opened and several soldiers poked their heads out. Seeing nothing unusual by the prison cart, they cursed angrily, “What’s all that howling in the middle of the night!”

The person in the prison cart coughed muffledly, while the soldiers outside didn’t lift their heads.

Chi Xue was worried that no response would expose their deception when suddenly a soldier stood up in the wilderness and waved his hand.

Seeing this, the soldiers who had opened their doors cursed again. Unwilling to stay exposed too long in the cold air, they turned and slammed their courtyard doors shut.

Chi Xue looked back toward the wilderness and saw that soldier fall straight down again.

Someone was helping her.

This wasn’t the time to ask who. She nodded in acknowledgment and saw the group of women busily loading Di Yiwei onto the handcart.

Di Yiwei, having spent days in the prison cart suffering from cold, eating irregularly, with old wounds already reopened, was too weak to even climb onto the handcart.

She didn’t say she didn’t want everyone to risk saving her.

Because she knew it would be useless to say so.

Chi Xue wondered where they were going. Pushing someone away on a handcart wouldn’t get them far.

Her original plan had been to find a place to hide after rescuing Di Yiwei, using what skills she had to protect them both, waiting until the army stopped searching and left before escaping.

After all, trying to escape the encirclement of three thousand troops while carrying the seriously ill Di Yiwei was pure fantasy.

If they couldn’t succeed, Chi Xue had thought it through—Di Yiwei would certainly prefer to die free and with dignity.

And she was willing to die with her.

She just felt somewhat sorry to the Crown Princess.

But the Crown Princess would understand her.

Seeing the thin woman pushing the handcart piled with dry grass, about to move out from behind the earth wall, she was alarmed and hurried to stop her.

The thin woman patted her hand, her eyes gentle, saying softly, “It’s alright, come with me.”

Chi Xue gazed at her face.

This was the face of an ordinary village woman—thin and dry, completely bloodless, skin showing the dark yellow of long-term hunger, with faint scars still visible on her face.

Yet her eyes were clear and her expression peaceful, with a reassuring strength.

If Tie Ci were here, she would recognize who this was.

She would remember when she first followed Di Yiwei to this small village, initially seeing in a broken house a woman so ill from hunger she was almost dying.

She would be amazed to discover that all the patience and timidity that once showed on that woman’s face had vanished.

Though Chi Xue didn’t recognize her, she immediately calmed down and stepped back to make way.

The handcart rolled out with a rumble.

The thin woman pulled from the front, Chi Xue pushed from behind. To disguise her identity, she had long since changed into ordinary Yong Ping farm woman’s clothing.

The other women quickly returned to their own houses.

The handcart traveled through the quiet village in the deep night. When passing a relatively well-maintained courtyard, the door suddenly opened.

An old man stood behind the door, smoking inferior tobacco, glancing at the handcart.

Chi Xue’s blade slowly slid out from her sleeve.

The old man asked the thin woman, “Old Shen’s wife, getting dry grass?”

Old Shen’s wife answered calmly, “Yes, Uncle Village Head, getting some dry grass to feed the pig.”

The village head stood in the doorway without moving, puffing on his pipe.

The dry grass stirred.

Old Shen’s wife reached out and patted the cart shaft.

Wisps of smoke swirled and condensed in the cold winter night air, forming a large question mark.

The village head’s voice sounded somewhat hoarse, “In the middle of the night, must you feed the pig?”

Old Shen’s wife said, “Yes.”

Both voices were drawn out long, slow and unhurried.

After a while longer, the village head said, “Well, be careful then.”

Old Shen’s wife calmly agreed.

The village head’s courtyard door slowly closed, the old man’s footsteps scraping on the ground as they faded away.

Old Shen’s wife continued pulling the handcart.

Her home wasn’t far from the village head’s—just around a corner. When she entered, Old Shen was drinking inferior liquor, the choking smell filling the room.

The woman silently pulled the handcart toward the pig pen.

Chi Xue glanced and saw there were no pigs in the pen at all.

Poor villagers who couldn’t even feed themselves—how could they afford to raise pigs?

From inside the house, Old Shen suddenly smashed his wine jar, drunkenly cursing, “Where the hell did you go in the middle of the night! Hurry up and fry me some food to go with my drink!”

Old Shen’s wife helped Di Yiwei down while lifting an inconspicuous cover in the corner of the pig pen.

Hearing Old Shen’s shouting, she said, “What food is there to fry? The last egg that was meant to nourish the child—you cracked it open and drank it yesterday.”

“I work hard for this family, what’s wrong with eating an egg? Who gave you the right to nag?” Old Shen cursed and came out carrying his broken wine jar. “What are you fussing with? Hurry up and boil water, I’m thirsty.”

As he spoke, he approached, “What are you sneaking around doing?”

Chi Xue’s dagger reached her palm again, but she hesitantly glanced at Old Shen’s wife.

Killing her husband in front of her—what if it caused a commotion?

She was starting to regret this.

This Old Shen was one of the worst ruffians who had insulted the Commander earlier. If she had known they were coming to his house, she shouldn’t have followed.

But Old Shen suddenly seemed to sense something, rushing over in two or three steps and sticking his head into the pig pen to look. “…Don’t tell me you’re hiding some wild man!”

He saw Di Yiwei at a glance.

He froze for a moment, then opened his mouth to shout.

Chi Xue, hidden in the shadows, covered his mouth with one hand.

She prepared to knock him unconscious, but saw Old Shen’s wife quickly approaching.

Old Shen mumbled curses into Chi Xue’s palm: “You stupid fool… crazy… you’ll get me killed… quickly…”

Old Shen’s wife brought out her hand from behind her back—holding a broken ceramic basin.

She raised it and with a bang, heavily struck Old Shen’s head with the basin.

Chi Xue: “…”

Old Shen’s eyes rolled back and his body went limp.

Old Shen’s wife pulled out straw rope from the corner and tied him up thoroughly, gagging his mouth too.

Chi Xue gave her a thumbs up, picked up Old Shen, and tossed him into the house.

A chuckling sound came—Di Yiwei finally spoke, laughing, “You’ve been bullied by him for decades. I thought you’d never be able to strike back in your lifetime.”

Old Shen’s wife said, “Served him right.”

Di Yiwei chuckled again while coughing.

Old Shen’s wife sighed, lifted the cover in the corner, stuffed her inside, then pressed something into Chi Xue’s hands before having her enter too.

Chi Xue felt it—a small bundle containing hard dry buns, a jar of liquid, and a cooked egg.

Going down below, the muddy earthy smell hit her face. The tunnel was pitch black, uneven in height, with soft soil. By feel, it was newly dug.

She was somewhat puzzled, thinking—don’t all the families here have root cellars? This doesn’t seem like a root cellar. Why not use the root cellar? And what use is hiding here?

With a “scratch,” Old Shen’s wife lit a pine torch, illuminating the area. Indeed, it was a very narrow, newly dug tunnel.

Old Shen’s wife pointed ahead, then made a knocking gesture—three light, one heavy. She then blew out the light.

Chi Xue heard her going up, the cover closing, and some sounds of shoveling soil, presumably disguising the entrance.

But she didn’t think such a crude entrance could escape a search.

Well, since she was here, she might as well make the best of it. The Commander couldn’t immediately begin fleeing anyway.

She helped Di Yiwei, wrapped in her cloak, sit down, lit her own tinder, and peeled the egg for her to eat.

The jar actually contained rice soup, still warm. To have a bowl of rice soup to drink at this time made Chi Xue very happy.

Rice soup was the most nourishing.

She understood some medicine and checked Di Yiwei’s pulse, frowning imperceptibly, though she smiled and said, “Still good, still good. No fundamental damage. Just rest a while.”

Di Yiwei peeled half the egg and gave it to her. Chi Xue pushed it back, “I don’t lack for food.”

She fed Di Yiwei the rice soup. Di Yiwei, wrapped in her cloak, lay comfortably, stretching her legs out long, sighing, “Comfortable… If I could have a smoke, I’d be willing to die right now.”

Chi Xue said helplessly, “You couldn’t resist when the village head was smoking earlier, could you?”

“That’s right,” Di Yiwei said without shame. “If I hadn’t smelled that scent, it would have been fine, but smelling it, I felt like ants were crawling all over my body, about to crawl into my heart. I nearly died.”

Chi Xue sighed and said, “This isn’t a good thing.”

Di Yiwei laughed once without speaking.

Chi Xue didn’t say more. How clear-headed Di Yiwei was! This was her choice—others had no right to interfere.

“When we get out, I’ll find you tobacco to smoke. I’ve seen a type of opium paste, pure white throughout, very soft to smoke but with long-lasting effects.”

In the darkness, Di Yiwei’s eyes brightened. “Good. Remember to find me plenty.”

Chi Xue hummed in agreement.

Suddenly knocking sounds came from somewhere. Following the sound forward, she discovered it came from the top of the tunnel, in the direction Old Shen’s wife had pointed.

Three light, one heavy.

She pushed against that wall.

Soil crumbled down, revealing a crude bamboo door. The door opened, and a woman stood behind it.

The woman looked vaguely familiar—one of the group who had helped with the cover earlier.

She smiled at Chi Xue, lifting the water bottle and quilt in her hands. “I came to bring you things.”

Chi Xue asked, “This is…”

“Through this passage you can reach my house,” the woman said. “If someone discovers this place and comes down to search, take the Commander through here to my house.”

“If…”

“If my house’s tunnel also encounters a search, you can go from my house to Old Lady Li’s,” the woman said. “All the village women started digging tunnels after hearing about the Commander’s situation. None used their own root cellars—some made separate entrances, others dug from their cellars. We’ve been digging for half a month, connecting all the houses underground. We’re not afraid of searches. When they search one house, we go to another, playing hide-and-seek underground. Our tunnels are still being extended—we’re digging a distant exit. When the time comes, you’ll be able to get out.”

She handed the bedding to Chi Xue, smiling. “Still the same signal—when we come to bring you things, we’ll knock three light, one heavy first. Remember that.”

Chi Xue took the bedding. It was heavy and warm because there was also a hot water bottle inside.

By the remaining light of the tinder, she saw the woman’s hands—densely covered with faint scars, blisters from rubbing raw and frostbite, new ones layered over old ones, layer upon layer.

Touching those hands would be like being scraped by rough tree roots.

These were the marks left from working day and night with shovels and spades, rushing to dig the tunnels.

The woman smiled cheerfully at Chi Xue, hefted her small shovel, and hurried away. Their task wasn’t finished—they had to use their own hands to dig out a path to life for the Commander.

Chi Xue stood for a long time in the dimly lit tunnel, gazing at her thin retreating figure, blinking once.

Tears fell.

…

Author’s Note: The women mentioned here who rescue Di Yiwei—I planted foreshadowing for them earlier. I wonder if everyone still remembers.

Chapter 232: Confrontation
Old Shen’s wife came up from the tunnel and went to the main room, where Old Shen was still lying on the ground. His drunkenness had mostly worn off, and seeing her, he started making muffled sounds, his eyes fierce.

The thin woman, her neck showing taut sinews, drifted over lightly and casually picked up a rag from the stove platform. She crouched beside Old Shen and pulled out the cloth from his mouth. Old Shen opened his mouth to shout, but Old Shen’s wife was quick-eyed and fast-handed, stuffing the rag back into his mouth.

Old Shen howled, the rag making his eyes roll back white from the stench.

Old Shen’s wife said calmly, “What are you shouting for? To bring the soldiers here to kill our whole family?”

Old Shen’s eyes rolled white.

Wasn’t what she was doing now going to harm their whole family?

But he finally understood somewhat, knowing that at this moment he couldn’t offend this stubborn woman. He hurriedly nodded, making muffled sounds to indicate she should quickly remove that rag.

Only then did Old Shen’s wife remove the rag, but she didn’t untie his bonds. Instead, she sat beside him sharpening a cleaver.

The sound of sharpening made Old Shen’s heart race with terror. His original plan to beat this woman once he was untied instantly vanished into smoke.

He knew the amazing endurance hidden within this thin woman’s body. He had been wayward since childhood, never working. During famine years, this woman had gone to the fields and mountains right after giving birth, catching fish and birds, hunting and chopping wood, doing the hardest work while eating the least food, supporting the whole family alone.

But he had never known that this silent, submissive woman harbored such fierce fire in her heart.

After Old Shen’s wife finished sharpening the knife, she deftly cut through the straw rope and said to Old Shen, “The Commander has been sent away. As long as you don’t talk, no one will know we saved the Commander. If you want to starve to death, go ahead and babble.”

Old Shen didn’t dare believe it. He craned his neck toward that corner, but Old Shen’s wife struck the ground with her knife. Her daily work had made her incredibly strong—the mark was half a foot deep, frightening Old Shen into shrinking back, not daring to look at that corner even once.

Old Shen’s wife said, “Ni, come here.”

The girl who had been peeking around the doorway quickly came in.

“Watch your father. If he dares to go out these next few days, if he dares to babble in front of those soldiers,” Old Shen’s wife said, “tell mother immediately.”

The girl nodded and immediately pressed close to her father.

Mother had said this was to save the Commander. She didn’t understand much else, but the Commander had to be saved.

Without her repeatedly sending grain, without her striking father’s tooth out with an opium pipe, mother and she would have starved to death long ago.

Old Shen’s wife stood up and said to Old Shen, “I’ll go see if there are any eggs to make you a dish.”

She went to feel around the chicken coop. Old Shen lay on the ground, facing his daughter’s small dirty face staring at him unblinkingly, feeling sorrow well up from within.

He couldn’t help feeling that woman’s words just now meant she wanted to fry his eggs…

…

Just before dawn, a shout arose from the village.

The rising soldiers finally discovered the prison cage was empty and the guards were all dead.

Over a hundred soldiers immediately rushed out of various courtyards, simultaneously sending signals of trouble.

In the distant wilderness, there was chaos and commotion.

The soldiers in the village charged into every household to search. Soon the small village was in complete chaos with children crying and women wailing.

After turning everything upside down, they naturally found nothing, including searching all the root cellars.

The sweating squad leader went to knock on the village head’s door. The village head rang a gong at the village entrance, shouting loudly, “Fellow villagers, did anyone see people come to rescue the prisoner last night? The soldiers say there’s a reward for reporting! Silver and steamed buns!”

No one answered or moved. Many of the men kept coughing and spitting, while the women remained calm.

The soldier pointed out several idle men who always wandered about. “Old Shen, did you see anything!”

Old Shen shivered violently, slapping away his daughter’s hand that kept poking his bottom, stretching his neck to shout, “No!”

The captain waved his hand irritably. “We have people all around outside, blocked from all sides. A sickly woman—where could she go? She definitely hasn’t gone far. Search again!”

They searched again with great commotion. Someone shouted, “There’s a tunnel in the pig pen!”

Old Shen’s wife said unhurriedly, “That’s our family’s new root cellar. It’s not finished yet.”

The soldiers went down to look. Indeed, the soil was still fresh, with shovel marks remaining on the walls and no traces of anyone having stayed there.

Old Shen’s wife stood against the wall. Behind her was the door leading to Aunt Wang’s house. That door had been plastered with mud long ago and wouldn’t fall off. Once the door was closed, the lighting below was dim—seamless.

The tunnel could be traversed in one turn. The soldiers had nowhere else to search and had to go back up.

As soon as the people left here, the door on the other side opened silently. Chi Xue and Di Yiwei, who had just avoided detection at Aunt Wang’s house, returned again.

After that, the soldiers searched all the houses in the village once more. They did discover connected root cellars and such, but gained nothing.

Naturally, no one would search Old Shen’s root cellar again.

The Xiao Family officer leading the troops was extremely anxious. After severely berating his subordinates, he ordered internal and external searches, convinced the people definitely hadn’t left. Search again!

Soldiers poured into the small village in large numbers, guarding every room, every exit, even every pig pen, completely watertight.

They repeatedly harassed civilian households, brought household registrations, and checked and verified every villager.

Waiting for Di Yiwei to eventually reveal some clue.

Underground, Chi Xue and Di Yiwei walked through tunnels beneath house after house.

At midnight, the women crept out of bed and quietly carried out their great work amid their husbands’ snoring.

Five days later, the Xiao Family officer finally despairingly confirmed that Di Yiwei had indeed escaped.

He could only leave a small number of soldiers to continue searching around the village while leading his troops back to report this terrible news to Huang Ming.

That very night, all the village women completed digging the road leading outside the village. Chi Xue and Di Yiwei crawled out through the tunnel exit and saw the grove outside the village where snow was half-melted. On the distant road, the great army was departing in dejection and silence.

The two exchanged glances, and Chi Xue let out a long breath.

Sitting in the grove behind the snow, Di Yiwei rolled up some pungent leaves Old Shen’s wife had given her, lit them, and took a satisfying puff.

Chi Xue said softly, “Commander, are you leaving from here, or…”

Di Yiwei didn’t speak until she had finished smoking those leaves, then said slowly, “Retire to the countryside? That would be quite nice.”

Chi Xue sighed inwardly, understanding her decision.

She stood up and looked back toward Yong Ping’s great camp. The Commander wanted to return and reclaim her military authority—this journey would surely be difficult.

Having lost track of Di Yiwei, Huang Ming and the others would certainly think she might return. The roads leading to Yong Ping’s great camp would definitely be thick with troops and heavy checkpoints.

Although someone was helping—when Chi Xue rescued Di Yiwei that day, the ten ambushing soldiers were eliminated by someone. Chi Xue guessed it was either Di Yiwei’s loyal subordinates or the Crown Princess’s guards who had arrived, perhaps both.

But ultimately they couldn’t compare to a great army.

Di Yiwei squinted at Chi Xue and after a long while said, “Everyone says the Crown Princess is useless. How could a useless person have a maidservant like you?”

Chi Xue smiled. “How did the Commander see through the Crown Princess’s identity?”

“I had seen her when I was in the capital, but she hadn’t noticed me at the time,” Di Yiwei said faintly. “The Crown Princess’s eyes hold this great Qian empire, while we are all her subjects. So the moment Huang Ming caused trouble, I sent a carrier pigeon message to the Crown Princess. I imagine she has long received the news and should be hurrying back.”

Chi Xue said joyfully, “That’s excellent! Commander, rest assured, the Crown Princess will certainly seek justice for you!”

Di Yiwei smiled again, reached out to stroke Chi Xue’s hair, saying gently, “Good girl, you’ve been tired these past days too. Rest for a while first—we still have a long road ahead.”

Her pale fingers slid through Chi Xue’s hair, down to the back of her neck, and lightly pinched.

Chi Xue collapsed softly and was caught by her.

In the darkness, there seemed to be faint sounds of movement.

Di Yiwei said, “Come out.”

After a moment of silence, a man emerged from deep in the forest—slightly plump, with a round face and narrow, squinting eyes that seemed to always carry a smile, but upon closer inspection revealed nothing at all.

He folded his arms and smiled. “Commander, it’s been too long.”

Di Yiwei said, “Commander, have you been well?”

Xia Houchun laughed. “Please, how can my commander position compare to yours? I’m just someone who picks up bricks, patches holes, and guards gates in the imperial city. Don’t mock me.”

Di Yiwei dusted off her worn peasant woman’s clothes. “Indeed, you’re not as disheveled as I am.”

Xia Houchun stopped smiling.

“I haven’t yet thanked Commander Xiahou for his life-saving grace.”

Xiahou smiled again, squinting. “So you repay me by revealing the Crown Princess’s whereabouts and spreading false information?”

Di Yiwei showed no guilt. “Commander Xiahou is well-informed.”

Xia Houchun snorted. “Why?”

The night Di Yiwei got into trouble, he had lurked nearby. Later seeing Chi Xue follow, fearing for Chi Xue’s safety, he had followed all the way and helped when Chi Xue made her move. But these past days he had heard news that the Crown Princess, under the pretense of being a training student, had come to Yong Ping’s great camp and was sent elsewhere as a scout. Now hearing that Commander Di had been wronged, she was hurrying back to officially inspect Yong Ping’s army.

This meant the Crown Princess would return in time to support Di Yiwei.

Upon hearing this, he knew the news was spread by Di Yiwei.

Besides her, even if others discovered the Crown Princess’s whereabouts, they wouldn’t spread it around—they would deploy secretly instead.

Setting aside how Di Yiwei could spread news while being escorted as a prisoner, spreading this news was using the Crown Princess as a target, drawing away the attention of Huang Ming and others to reduce obstacles for her own return to Yong Ping’s army.

And she had deceived her life-saver without changing expression.

Xia Houchun stared at Chi Xue. Di Yiwei let her rest against her knee, pale fingers gently threading through her black hair.

But Xia Houchun’s gaze, fixed on her fingers, was like a tiger watching another lioness about to seize prey.

Chi Xue was wholehearted in her desire to save the Commander, not knowing this woman was cold-hearted and cold-boned, her eyes always containing only army, country, and the greater situation. While accepting favors from the Crown Princess’s subordinate, she still had to scheme against the Crown Princess.

All so she herself could make a comeback.

She had also subdued Chi Xue, partly to continue deceiving her, and partly to threaten him.

Xia Houchun ground his teeth. He had been careless—he should have known that any woman who could rise to commander position and lead ten thousand troops would definitely not be a good person.

“I’ll have to trouble Commander Xiahou to secretly protect us for a while,” Di Yiwei said without shame. “After all, the sooner I reclaim my military authority, the better I can welcome the Crown Princess.”

Xia Houchun chuckled coldly.

Though very angry, he truly couldn’t refuse.

He smiled. “Indeed, you’ve been commander for so many years, yet in the end you need us to rescue you. Our hearts feel quite unbearable about this. Rest assured, we’ll definitely see Buddha to the Western Paradise.”

Di Yiwei acted as if she couldn’t hear the barb in these words, cupping her hands at him with an innocent expression.

Xia Houchun rolled his eyes, feeling he had met his match this time. With a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, he returned the salute and walked out of Di Yiwei’s sight with folded arms.

He went to a hidden spot and made a bird call. Soon various gray heads appeared from different places—some were Nine Guards people, but more were young soldiers. Those soldiers chattered, “Commander Xiahou, how is our commander?”

“Very good, very good,” Xia Houchun said honestly. “Your commander said to thank you for your loyal devotion, but leaving camp without permission is a capital offense. If discovered to be connected with her, it would be bad for you. She told you to return. If you don’t return, she entrusts you to my care.”

The soldiers hurriedly said, “We won’t return! We’ll follow the commander! If she returns to Yong Ping army, we’ll go to Yong Ping. If she returns to her hometown, we’ll go farm for her!”

“When I left camp, our general actually knew and turned a blind eye, letting us brothers leave. Commander, rest assured—people’s hearts are still there. None of us believe that treason charge!”

“Right, right! My general also let me go. The commander has served in the military her whole life—we can’t let her flee in disgrace with not even one of her own people by her side.”

Xia Houchun said kindly, “All good children. Rest assured, our Crown Princess also knows the commander is loyal and will definitely find ways to help clear her name.”

The soldiers chattered their thanks again, expressing gratitude and loyalty to the Crown Princess.

Xia Houchun stroked his chin and chuckled softly.

…

The Western Rong royal city of Chana stood upon the grasslands, backed by continuous mountain ranges.

The royal city’s walls were tall and broad. Due to Western Rong’s relative water scarcity, there was no moat, but defenses were strict with endless patrols of soldiers coming and going.

Among those queuing to enter the city, a group that was clearly a merchant caravan from Great Qian was quite conspicuous.

Due to complex domestic conditions and temporarily suspended trade with Great Qian, even Chana, which most commonly saw Great Qian people, hadn’t seen Great Qian merchants for a long time.

That group of merchants wore local headscarves, faces covered, honestly queuing and producing complete documentation when the gate guards inspected them.

This group was naturally led by Tie Ci. Commissioned by Di Yiwei to investigate conditions within Western Rong, Di Yiwei had naturally prepared all necessary passage and identity documents for verification.

Moreover, there were people in Western Rong’s royal city to meet and vouch for them. After sufficient bribes, the gate soldiers waved them through.

One person in the merchant caravan was tall and very silent. Passing through the gate, his eyes fixed on the city wall and its base.

There, in the wall cracks, were faint traces of something black.

His gaze was too heavy, and the gate soldiers looked over suspiciously.

Tie Ci reached out and tugged at the Eagle Master’s clothing.

The Eagle Master turned back, his expression calm under the headscarf.

Tie Ci patted his shoulder reassuringly, smiling. “Look how tall and broad this royal city is.”

By then the two had entered the gate. The Eagle Master glanced at the long road stretching ahead, let out a long breath, and said softly, “It’s no longer mine… Now I only have you.”

Tie Ci smiled and shook her head. “No, you still have countless friends, and I—I still have the world.”

She paused. “And the person I care about most… May all be well with him.”

…

“Crack!”

The sharp sound of a whip echoed in the dark prison cell.

The sound stretched out long, and the jailers guarding the entrance remained expressionless, secretly sighing inwardly.

This one they brought in was truly a tough man.

Three days now, using every torture available—the prison’s salt water-soaked cowhide whips, barbed hook whips, even iron whips that would break bones—all used. When he fainted, they poured salt water; when he woke, they continued beating. The prison head was expert in torture, specifically targeting flesh-thick but extremely painful spots. Various elaborate methods that usually broke tough men—this person had endured them all.

Enduring was one thing, but they couldn’t hear a single scream or plea for mercy. From morning to night, the interrogators wore their lips raw, but couldn’t make the man speak.

In the deep prison’s innermost torture chamber, the torture rack was stained mottled black with countless people’s blood, making the person locked on it appear pale by contrast.

“Splash!” A basin of water poured over his head, and Murong Yi slowly awakened.

The torturer who had poured the water didn’t leave. His hand pressed on the torture rack as he whispered urgently in his ear, “Master… Master…”

He stared at those hideous, curling wounds under Murong Yi’s torn clothing and the massive nails piercing through his shoulder bones, his eyes showing unbearable pain.

Murong Yi slowly opened his eyes, drew a breath, and said, “Shut up.”

The Embroidered Uniform Guard immediately fell silent, but whispered, “Don’t… don’t really torture yourself…”

Murong Yi said, “Your ice water just now… had no salt added…”

The Embroidered Uniform Guard said, “Can’t add more salt! What if you can’t endure it!”

Murong Yi closed his eyes and said quietly, “Don’t fake it… If faking is discovered, all previous efforts will be wasted… I guess… it’s almost time… the old man is coming soon…”

The Embroidered Uniform Guard bit his teeth and retreated with the water bucket.

The master wouldn’t allow fake torture. He could only try to target non-vital areas, secretly treat his wounds when no one was looking, and feed him a few Essence Restoration Pills.

The brothers outside were all anxious, but the master absolutely refused to let them break him out of prison, saying the path wasn’t cut off yet—once they broke him out, all previous efforts would be wasted.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard didn’t understand Murong Yi’s thinking. After doing such things, he still thought his path wasn’t cut off? How could the Great King possibly spare him?

But he could only obey.

Sometimes when striking, his heart trembled, always fearing the next lash would kill the man.

The master’s luck was poor. This time the Great King suddenly mobilized troops and secretly followed behind the Crown Prince’s convoy without telling anyone. By the time the Embroidered Uniform Guards got news and tried to pass it on, it was too late.

The jailer at the front heard the whip wind rise again inside and pulled his sleeves tighter.

Looking at the cold, penetrating sky outside, thinking how hard these sunless days were to endure, wondering what the person inside was thinking—perhaps death would indeed be liberation.

Suddenly seeing a large group approaching from ahead, the jailer immediately straightened up. Seeing clearly the tall man in the center front, he quickly knelt and called out “Great King.”

Prince Da’an paid no attention and walked straight past, his face dark as water.

Eunuch Chang, following behind him, glanced at this prison and thought how rapidly the Embroidered Uniform Guards had developed these years, having separate estates even in remote areas like Left Camp, with such secure prisons beneath the estates.

Thinking of the person imprisoned within, his brow twitched.

Never would have imagined the Eighteenth Prince was such a ruthless character.

More ruthless still, the Embroidered Uniform Guards were renowned for interrogation skills, claiming no criminal they couldn’t break, yet now they had met their match with this prince—three days and not a single word.

Finally forcing the Great King to sit no longer, compelled to come personally.

He glanced at the Embroidered Uniform Guard’s back ahead—that figure shrouded in black mask and robes, still walking unhurriedly. But today the Great King seemed somewhat displeased with him, not acknowledging him much.

Eunuch Chang naturally didn’t want the Embroidered Uniform Guards too prominent. Seeing him being coldly treated now pleased him. Then remembering the person in the prison and the Crown Prince who had no head found and had to be sewn with a fake one before burial, he immediately felt the Great King had so many troubles—better not to court bad luck.

The sound of boots echoed hollowly in the prison. Prince Da’an walked expressionlessly through narrow passages, kicking aside scattered bloody torture implements, ignoring the suspicious dark stains on the walls, until he stood before the torture rack.

His gaze swept over the bucket with remaining ice water, the broken bloody whips on the ground, scattered various torture devices, and that person like a broken doll.

Murong Yi raised his head and smiled at him.

Like a rose condensed with dew in the dark night, when blooming it was as rich and gorgeous as blood.

For an instant, Prince Da’an felt his heart stirred.

He used entirely new eyes to examine this son he had never looked at properly before.

Chapter 233: Interrogation
Last time at Haiyou, when he had helped save him, he had already felt this child might have been hiding his abilities before, but he hadn’t thought much of it. After all, he had many sons, and quite a few were clever. He treated his sons like subordinates—if they were loyal and performed well, he would give some rewards. As he wished, he had helped dissolve his marriage engagement. After that, he was busy with many affairs, and hearing the son had contracted a terrible disease, he sent someone to check on him and left it at that.

Until his sons began disappearing one after another…

Someone brought over a stool. Prince Da’an sat down with his legs spread wide, waved his hand, and that Embroidered Uniform Guard retreated dejectedly with lowered head.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander behind him stepped forward, selected among the torture instruments arranged on the nearby torture platform, and finally chose an extremely thin small knife. He smiled with satisfaction, his voice thin and bloodthirsty.

Then he began methodically rolling up his sleeves.

It appeared he was going to personally take action.

Prince Da’an watched coldly without moving.

The Embroidered Uniform Guards standing guard remained silent.

That was a skinning knife.

The knife tip pressed against Murong Yi’s chest.

Prince Da’an slowly said, “Now can you tell me how you did it and why you did it?”

Murong Yi smiled. “If I tell you, you’ll let bygones be bygones?”

Prince Da’an let out a cold laugh.

Before his laughter ended, the small knife in the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander’s hand flicked up swiftly. With a flash of cold light, a thin piece of skin was peeled back, revealing the deep red muscle and blood vessels underneath. Surprisingly little blood flowed—the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander’s small knife thrust precisely into the gaps between tendons, saying coldly, “Peel the skin, slice the flesh, strip the bone, and you’ll talk.”

He made as if to continue peeling.

Prince Da’an: “Enough.”

The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander paused, reluctantly withdrew the small knife, and casually wiped it on his black robe, leaving no trace.

Murong Yi looked down at his slowly bleeding chest and clicked his tongue. “What a pity—such good skin.”

Prince Da’an nearly wanted to hold his forehead.

How had he never noticed this son was so shameless before?

Shameless yet vicious, carrying some reckless bandit and murderous air.

It gave him a feeling of not knowing where to start.

Murong Yi squinted at him and after a long while said, “You’ve been following big brother all along? Ah, how foolish of me—how could I forget you love tailing people most.”

Prince Da’an acted as if he hadn’t heard the sarcasm, saying blandly, “Second brother, fourth brother, eleventh brother—all had accidents at Haiyou. Counting it up, only you appeared at Haiyou. If you were to strike again, the next could only be big brother. Following big brother, wouldn’t that catch you, this rat?”

Murong Yi said, “Too kind, too kind. We truly are rat father and mouse son.”

Everyone: “…”

Prince Da’an: “…”

After quite a while, he steadied his breathing before slowly saying:

“Since you plotted with such determination to murder your brothers, wasn’t it for the throne? Why are you now speaking nonsense with a death-seeking expression? So you’re just a coward after all.”

Murong Yi widened his eyes, looking him up and down in wonder. “My dear father king, are you the kind of fool who would give the throne to whoever killed your sons?”

Prince Da’an paused again.

How had he never discovered this son had the ability to make people want to vomit blood with every sentence?

“Otherwise, why did you commit such heinous acts? For revenge? There’s no need to tell me such jokes.”

“Heinous acts?” Murong Yi said methodically. “I think if I hadn’t killed them, that would truly be heinous.”

“You conscienceless villain, those were your brothers,” Prince Da’an showed no anger, his tone heavy. “I actually gave birth to such a thing worse than pigs and dogs. Killing brothers, murdering fathers—do you think with these disgusting tricks, you could become king of this Liaodong?”

“My brothers?” Murong Yi laughed coldly, tilting his head, his gaze falling on the crowd. “Hey, Dad, tell me, what other tricks are you hiding to deal with me? Just bring them all out to see. What can hiding and concealing accomplish?”

Prince Da’an laughed coldly. “Your eyes still work well in this condition.” He gestured, and someone behind him brought up a prisoner whose legs hung limply, clearly broken. The escort threw him before the torture rack, splashing some blood on the ground.

Murong Yi looked down and said slowly, “Mu Si, still not dead.”

Mu Si propped himself up and crawled upright. “Of course not dead—have to be kept alive to threaten you.”

He looked at Murong Yi, reaching out as if to touch his head, but finally stopped and scratched his temple instead.

Murong Yi said, “Quite clever. But I don’t like being threatened, so you should just… die.”

Something cold suddenly shot from between his teeth, straight toward Mu Si’s throat.

Everyone was caught off guard.

If the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander hadn’t been watching them both intently and suddenly pulled Mu Si away, Mu Si’s life would have been forfeit.

With a “ding,” that cold flash embedded in a floor crack.

A group of people rushed over to pinch Murong Yi’s mouth and examine it, fearing more hidden weapons were concealed inside.

Murong Yi spat bloody saliva and laughed. “Idiots, wasted effort. Your great king is very careful—he won’t come within three feet of me, otherwise I’d have greeted him too.”

Suddenly someone touched something on him. He jerked his head away violently, the motion so abrupt it tore his wounds. Blood gushed like a fountain, but it didn’t slow him a step as he said coldly, “Get away!”

That group was startled by his sudden murderous aura. Looking around, they hadn’t felt they’d touched anything particular. Besides, this one who didn’t even frown under heavy whipping—how could he react so strongly to a light touch?

Only someone noticed that just now they seemed to have touched his hair ornament…

That person specifically looked at the ornament, fearing it was some mechanism or hidden weapon. But examining it carefully, it was just wooden. Though quite exquisite and refined, it didn’t look very valuable. Besides, this one was a prince after all—what fine things hadn’t he seen since childhood? How could he react so strongly?

The moment that person’s gaze fell on the ornament, he met Murong Yi’s suddenly raised eyes. Frightened by the grim murderous intent in those eyes, his whole body trembled as he hurriedly looked away.

Whatever precious thing it was—if he couldn’t look, then he wouldn’t.

After being dragged away, Mu Si remained dazed for a long while before suddenly howling, “Murong Yi, fuck your grandfather!”

Prince Da’an frowned.

Though his brothers were all dead, hearing this still felt quite unpleasant.

Even more unpleasant was that the plan to threaten Murong Yi with Mu Si was clearly unworkable.

Murong Yi had killed his brothers. What he most wanted to know was: where did he get the power to do these things?

Whether big brother, second brother, fourth brother, or eleventh brother—any of them had more people and money than him. Big brother was even beheaded despite being surrounded by numerous guards. The others were all lured to Haiyou and murdered there. From Liaodong to Haiyou, the information transmission and situation control all required manpower.

It was well known that Little Eighteen’s maternal family had declined. He wasn’t favored, had no money, no people.

Did the Sun Family secretly leave him property?

Had he secretly accumulated power?

Either possibility was enough to make Prince Da’an uneasy—he had to get to the bottom of it.

Prince Da’an’s dark gaze swept over the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander.

The first moment the incident occurred, he had suspected the Embroidered Uniform Guards.

Looking around, only the Embroidered Uniform Guards had access to current information and could accomplish what they wanted from Liaodong all the way to Great Qian.

However, he had the Embroidered Uniform Guards guard and interrogate Murong Yi. Three days now, with no abnormalities. The torture methods—the Embroidered Uniform Guards were the same as always, his most loyal dogs, showing no mercy or difficulty whatsoever.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander was still that bloodthirsty pervert who got excited seeing torture.

His suspicions had somewhat dispersed. Looking up and down at Murong Yi, whose eyes still burned bright, he found this youngest son increasingly worthy of his attention.

Mu Si was still cursing. Prince Da’an frowned, thinking if not for the fact that his father was an old palace retainer who had been loyally devoted for many years, and fearing that killing his son would discourage the old servants, he would have killed this hot-tempered boy long ago.

He said to Mu Si, “You’ve been silent as a clam these past days too. Are you finally resigned now? He’s heartless—why should you die for him?”

Mu Si shouted loudly, “Great King, this boy is a house-born servant of the Murong Family. From childhood I was taught to be absolutely loyal to my master, never to disobey. Even if the master was wrong, I had to obey first and speak later. This boy has never been compliant by nature and got beaten plenty by my father for it. Now I’m compliant, obedient, doing whatever my master commands—what’s wrong with that? Why should I die for it?”

Prince Da’an said coldly, “Twisted logic! You’re told to be loyal to the Murong Family, not to follow traitors in perverse acts. Since you claim loyalty, then tell me—why did this villain murder his brothers, and how did he do it?”

Mu Si said, “If I tell, will you release me?”

Prince Da’an said, “Just like your master! Just speak—stop babbling!”

“Great King, why he killed them—no need to ask about that. If I had several brothers who bullied me like that since childhood, I’d have killed them too!”

“This shows both your natures are vicious! Mere fraternal discipline, just scolding and beating—how could it lead to this!”

“What ‘mere scolding and beating’? Great King, are you pretending not to understand or is your heart truly hard?” Mu Si said in amazement. “They never scolded or beat him! They tricked him to the snowfield, kicked him into ice caves, stepped on him in frozen lakes, drove him to Ten Thousand Snake Valley—which of these wasn’t life-threatening work? That wasn’t the end of it—they also wanted to sleep with their little brother.”

Prince Da’an: “…”

Chapter 234: Kill Her
He had vaguely known that Little Eighteen was bullied, but what reached his ears was merely described as children’s squabbles, so he hadn’t paid attention. After all, they were all royal offspring, precious as gold and jade—if anyone had truly been hurt, it would have been impossible for it not to reach his attention.

But he didn’t know that everyone climbed high by stepping on others below. Unfavored consorts and sons were separated from him by countless mountain ranges. With countless people blocking and intercepting every step, even if they cried until the courtyard walls collapsed, it still wouldn’t reach the Great King’s ears.

Shocked by what he’d heard, he unconsciously straightened up and glanced at Murong Yi.

That person hung high on the torture rack, his blood-dripping fingertips appearing even more jade-white, his slender neck drooping powerlessly, covered with a fine sheen of sweat that gleamed like delicate porcelain, increasingly arousing an impulse to destroy such beauty.

Such quality…

For no apparent reason, Prince Da’an actually believed it.

This was family shame. He frowned and changed the subject. “Then how did he kill them?”

“Simple.” Mu Si had an expression of “you don’t understand this, do you? Let this master explain,” which made Prince Da’an feel quite stifled.

“The Second Prince’s matter can’t be blamed on the Eighteenth Prince. He did things our young master didn’t know about. Our young master was unlucky—Consort Baoxiang drugged him and prepared to send him to the Great Qian Crown Princess’s bed. Halfway there, our young master woke up but didn’t want to leave Liaodong to serve that so-called Crown Princess. I heard she’s a puppet—becoming the Crown Princess’s husband, who knows when you’d lose your head along with her. But for a time we didn’t dare return, so we wandered around Great Qian and accidentally encountered the Second Prince, discovered his activities, and accidentally saved the Great King.” Mu Si said dismissively. “The Second Prince’s matter of forging abyssal iron—such a momentous affair that even you, Great King, were kept in the dark. How could we possibly know? If we truly had the ability to know and developed improper ambitions, we should have found ways to claim that thing for ourselves long ago. How could we have allowed the Second Prince to transport it away?”

Prince Da’an remained expressionless.

After Second Brother returned, he had also summoned him and questioned him carefully about his experiences at Haiyou. But Second Brother insisted that he had originally intended to forge the abyssal iron to present to his father king. As for what happened afterward, he said it was caused by being besieged by people sent by Great Qian’s Crown Princess, and only claimed he had stayed in Qingyang Mountain recovering from injuries, never mentioning being forced into marriage.

His gaze had flickered when speaking, clearly holding back more. He had the Embroidered Uniform Guards investigate, but before they could reach Haiyou, Second Brother’s so-called wife-lord from Qingyang Mountain actually came to the palace, causing a great disturbance and bringing shame to the royal family. When he summoned them again, he didn’t call Second Brother—Second Prince Consort Lady Liang reported that Murong Duan had suddenly fallen seriously ill, unable to speak or get out of bed. When he sent people to check, Murong Duan had indeed been crippled.

He suspected Lady Liang had done this. Otherwise, everything had been fine before, but as soon as that dark, fat second wife of Murong Duan appeared, trouble followed? Lady Liang was already a domineering, jealous woman—she was capable of it.

Mu Si glanced at him.

After the Second Prince was taken back, their young master had calculated he might reveal some things. First, he sent people to warn him to keep quiet when he had just returned, threatening that the poison he’d consumed would take effect otherwise. Later, the Embroidered Uniform Guards took advantage of Ah Hei’s trouble-making in Ruzhou to disable Murong Duan, ensuring he could never tell Prince Da’an what had really happened at Haiyou.

It was calculated that disabling him at that time would likely make the Great King suspect Lady Liang.

However, he couldn’t read Prince Da’an’s thoughts from his expression. Walking on a tightrope required preparation. Their young master had rehearsed with them through every possible worst outcome, preparing scripts and performances for every situation. When the time came to use them, they were ready. Though he hoped such occasions would never arise, once they did, he wasn’t afraid.

Their young master had said: “The timid starve while the bold die of overeating. If you’re not afraid of death, you’re less likely to die.”

“But the later events were done by our young master.” Following the script, Mu Si said matter-of-factly, “The Second Prince, having lost his weapon, took his anger out on our young master, believing our young master was behind it. Ridiculous—Great King, you know best that you and Eunuch Chang came of your own accord. Our young master couldn’t possibly command you. But the Second Prince was convinced our prince was causing trouble and wanted to kill him, so our young master set a trap and delivered him to that mountain woman.”

Lies—seven parts truth and three parts falsehood were most believable.

When telling lies, the right to speak had to be completely controlled by oneself to avoid exposure.

So their young master had silenced Murong Duan but didn’t completely deny what he had done. Anything that could show the Second Prince’s stupidity could be mentioned; anything that might involve his power base was concealed.

Prince Da’an remained silent.

In comparison, Second Brother had indeed been quite stupid.

After a long while, he said, “What about Fourth Brother?”

Mu Si widened his eyes. “Our young master, relying on some remaining influence from his late maternal grandfather, became an archery instructor at Yueli Academy. He also somewhat hoped to curry favor with He Zi—if he gained his favor, surely you, Great King, would look upon our young master differently? Who knew he would suddenly encounter the Fourth Prince? The Fourth Prince has always been like a mad dog. Using the academy’s archery competition as an opportunity, he attacked our young master underhanded, using gunpowder bombs that nearly killed him… Later, when he escaped with heavy injuries into the academy’s back mountains and still wanted to perish together with our young master, our young master gave him a kick. That was it.”

Prince Da’an glanced at the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander nodded slightly.

“What about Eleventh?”

“The Eleventh Prince loved gambling. Unable to gamble in Ruzhou, he secretly ran to Haiyou, ran into our young master, and even tried to extort our young master to pay his gambling debts. So our young master killed him.”

Mu Si spoke lightly, as if it were perfectly natural.

That tone made everyone feel momentarily that it was indeed justified.

Prince Da’an still wore that unreadable expression, his tone not sounding like he was inquiring about his sons’ deaths. “What about the Crown Prince? Also a coincidence?”

Mu Si seemed not to hear the danger in that question, speaking openly, “Of course not.”

“Oh?”

“Since we’d already dealt with several, we didn’t mind killing one more.” Mu Si said, “In terms of old grievances, the Crown Prince was one of the main ones who bullied our young master back then. After all, if the eldest had restrained himself a bit, the younger brothers below wouldn’t have dared surpass him in tormenting people. As for new grievances… oh, there weren’t any.”

Everyone: “…”

Silence fell in the prison cell.

Everyone’s feelings were complex, not knowing whether to call this master-servant pair boldly foolish or say they had stumbled onto the right approach.

The old-timers who had followed Prince Da’an for long knew that this Great King had risen through military merit but wasn’t a true warrior. This made his mind deep as an abyss yet fond of straightforwardness. He liked straightforwardness yet didn’t necessarily like using such people, but neither did he necessarily like sons and subordinates with deep scheming minds. This was a very contradictory, maddening personality that made his inclinations hard to fathom.

But Eunuch Chang, who had served him longest, speculated that the qualities the Eighteenth Prince had displayed might have caught the Great King’s eye.

Ruthless enough, mad enough, fearless enough, and decisive enough.

Also patient enough.

Calculating, but not impeccably so.

Capable, but not to a degree that would make the Great King wary and uneasy.

Therefore, he could still put the Great King at ease and be manageable.

So many sons were already dead, and the dead couldn’t be brought back to life. Having finally encountered one formidable enough yet unable to overturn heaven, it might be better to observe further.

Eunuch Chang pulled his sleeves closer, thinking that at Consort Baoxiang’s quarters, he wondered if this year’s silver silk charcoal had been delivered in time.

He’d have to inquire urgently upon returning to the palace.

Only after a long while did Prince Da’an say, “Blind obedience to one’s master and disrespecting superiors deserve death. However, your words also have some merit. In the end, you’re merely an ignorant, loyal servant who doesn’t understand righteousness. Being so, drag him out for thirty lashes and assign him to Naigu Camp for labor. Handle all of Murong Yi’s captured subordinates the same way.”

Mu Si was dragged away. Prince Da’an clapped his hands, and everyone withdrew, leaving only the Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander and Eunuch Chang.

He sat in the deep shadows, gazing at his youngest son on the torture rack from afar, and after a long time said, “You’ve taught a fine loyal servant.”

Murong Yi was slightly startled, then let out a derisive laugh, closing his eyes and shaking his head with an expression of “you’re very stupid and I’m too lazy to argue with you.”

Prince Da’an stared at him, thinking: So what if it’s an act?

A well-performed act is also a skill.

“No need to put on that heroic act of wanting to die.” He said, “Do one thing, and I’ll spare you.”

The Embroidered Uniform Guard Commander pulled a dagger from his sleeve and threw it clanging to the ground.

“The Embroidered Uniform Guards just received intelligence that due to the incident with Di Yiwei of Yongping Army, Great Qian’s Crown Princess is inspecting the Yongping border and will soon arrive at Yongping Guard,” Prince Da’an said. “A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity… Kill her.”

…

Chapter 235: The Web
The Western Rong royal city of Chana—in Western Rong language meaning “City in the Sky.”

It was called this because Chana was built against mountains. The continuous mountain ranges undulated gently across the earth, and the royal palace spiraled upward following the mountain terrain. The higher one’s status, the higher one lived. The highest point was the Great King’s sleeping palace, half-embedded in clouds with its peak touching rosy clouds, appearing like a divine palace in the high heavens when viewed from afar.

The residences of princes and ministers were also built in a circle around that mountain palace. The higher one’s status and the closer to royalty, the nearer to the royal palace.

Ordinary houses also followed this pattern, spreading out layer by layer. But the farther from the royal palace, the lower the terrain, the more chaotic the layout, and the more dilapidated the buildings. From above, it looked like a fan—the handle finely crafted, but the surface scribbled on chaotically by mischievous children.

Where the “handle and surface” met was the boundary between inner and outer cities—one side with neat houses, the other with low eaves and disordered tiles.

Merchants in Chana often lived on this boundary line, since merchants weren’t permitted to enter the inner city. This was the closest place to reach the stewards of those lords in the inner city, and they could also conveniently trade with common people in the outer city.

Recently, due to warfare, very few merchants from Great Qian came over, so when a merchant caravan arrived recently, both the common people in the outer city and stewards in the inner city were quite pleased.

The common people were happy because the caravan’s arrival would somewhat enliven the depressed market, giving them possible work opportunities.

The stewards were happy because due to the war, shops hadn’t had southern goods for a long time, and their masters, accustomed to enjoying Great Qian’s exquisite objects, had scolded them plenty for this.

Now finally a caravan had come. Each household swarmed over, but merchants are most cunning—hoarding rare goods. They claimed that with current border blockades, they had spent much silver greasing many palms to cross borders and reach Western Rong, making costs incomparable to the past. Therefore, they wouldn’t sell things casually but would hold auctions, and the best items wouldn’t even be displayed, waiting only for destined people.

Upon hearing this, everyone was somewhat confused—what did “destined people” mean?

The clever ones understood that these merchants wanted to use these goods to knock on doors of nobles or the royal palace, right?

This was common practice, but previously the royal palace had strict security and didn’t like associating with merchants. Merchants had especially low status in Western Rong, naturally unable to gain entry.

Now that the Crown Prince had seized the royal palace, after the palace underwent great devastation with much destruction, the nobles inside were precisely when they lacked everything.

But this group of merchants didn’t rush to curry favor with anyone, instead genuinely organizing an auction as they said.

This term sounded fresh. People from both inner and outer cities were very interested, and the auction was set for Antelope Street between the inner and outer cities.

The time was set for the afternoon two days hence. As news spread farther and farther, many people from outside the city rushed over. Antelope Street’s foot traffic had clearly increased these past days. City management officials hadn’t seen such lively scenes for a long time.

An ox cart struggled through the crowd, stopping before a small courtyard. A person jumped down from the cart, cupping hands toward the cart and laughing heartily, “Thank you, Guard Captain, for personally escorting me.”

The person inside waved his hand, saying, “My brother, no need to thank me for such a small matter. Let’s drink again when there’s a chance!”

That man waved back—in daylight, his large, sturdy frame was easily approachable to Western Rong people.

He looked across the street and beckoned. From inside, a person came out drunkenly, arm around a Western Rong man’s shoulder, slurring as he made introductions, “Fat Tiger… this is my new friend… Bahateer…”

Tian Wu laughed heartily, patted that man’s shoulder, grabbed the alcohol-reeking Yang Yixiu, tucked him under his arm, and walked toward the opposite courtyard.

Yang Yixiu giggled under his armpit, “Success?”

Tian Wu chuckled.

“Didn’t you say that guy was impervious? Guarding a palace gate like guarding the national gate, watertight security.”

Tian Wu said, “His Highness and Supervisor Rong both said there are no impeccable people or matters in this world—didn’t we find the way? Everyone says he dotes on his wife, wanting to give her the best of everything. But his wife loves promoting her family, and his palace salary isn’t enough to support that large extended family. So I didn’t work on him directly—I directly taught his wife’s brother the skill of braised beef. Now he’s already been hired as a palace cook.”

Yang Yixiu clicked his tongue.

The Tian family had originally made their fortune with braised beef, relying on a beef stall to eventually build their commercial empire. Their braised beef recipe could be called a family treasure, worth ten thousand gold and never exchanged. Yet Tian Wu had given it out just like that to please a Western Rong palace gate guard captain.

But Tian Wu himself felt it wasn’t unworthy.

Their group, disguised as a merchant caravan and arriving at Western Rong’s royal city, aimed to resolve the Crown Prince issue.

The Eagle Master said he still had companions in Western Rong who could help, so he also left Huyin’s army and came along.

Merchant caravans were what the royal city needed most currently, but goods were a problem. However, Huyin said it wasn’t difficult—she led a squad of soldiers out of camp and returned two days later dragging a long convoy.

She had robbed wealthy households from several distant cities. Those people had always traded with Great Qian caravans. Western Rong considered using Great Qian goods fashionable, so these wealthy families had many Great Qian porcelain pieces, tea, jewelry, rouge and powder, wine and silk—all confiscated by Huyin for public use.

The merchant caravan quickly took shape. With Huyin’s great army secretly responding and escorting, the journey to the royal city went smoothly.

Chana was recently under martial law, making entry difficult. The Eagle Master contacted old subordinates remaining in the city, paying the price of several bolts of silk to lead the merchant caravan into the city.

Tie Ci led the merchant caravan to rent a courtyard at the boundary between inner and outer cities. Dan Shuang displayed her culinary skills, making exquisite Great Qian pastries and sweets to distribute, attracting neighborhood children to linger daily. With children running about the streets daily, everyone gradually knew a merchant caravan had come to Antelope Street.

The goods the caravan brought were also abundant—needles and thread, pots and bowls that common people needed daily. Previously, Great Qian merchants wouldn’t carry such worthless items, since for long-distance trading, item value naturally had to be maximized. But after the royal city underwent devastation, most merchants fled, all trades declined, and people’s lives became inconvenient—many households didn’t even have cooking pots.

Tie Ci had initially had Huyin rob more daily necessities. Now setting up stalls to sell them at fair prices naturally gained great reputation.

While trading with common people, she also intentionally mentioned having fine goods, attracting inner city people to explore.

Tie Ci had a list provided by the Eagle Master’s subordinates with markings. Not everyone from the inner city was received.

Once someone on the list appeared, it was time for the academy companions to practice.

For example, the palace interior guard captain—a very key figure managing palace security, highly trusted by the Crown Prince. He himself wouldn’t betray this trust, adjusting palace guard arrangements daily with new duty schedules, so even the Eagle Master’s companions, despite familiarity with the palace and standing guard outside for days, couldn’t determine guard appearance patterns and timing.

The Eagle Master’s companions had tried attacking this person multiple times but always failed. That man cared nothing for gold and silver, beauty, or fine food. He was wooden, upright, and meticulous—an almost impeccable figure.

Tie Ci had planned to personally handle this person, but Tian Wu volunteered.

Tie Ci let him proceed freely—money or people, whatever he needed.

Tian Wu asked for neither money nor people. He ran to challenge the palace interior guards, knocking others down and getting knocked down himself. Despite bruises, he enjoyed it tirelessly, behaving like a martial arts fanatic.

This attracted the captain’s interest.

After being consecutively knocked down four times by the captain, Tian Wu’s eyes lit up as he pestered to become a disciple.

Traditionally, literature has no first place, martial arts no second. Martial artists might not care about fame, profit, or material things, but often sympathize with others equally devoted to martial arts.

Being admired and worshipped by such a person, even a stone would inevitably enjoy it internally.

The result of internal enjoyment was that though he wouldn’t accept disciples, he was willing to give some guidance. Having given guidance made him half a teacher, making it natural for the half-disciple to invite him for a meal.

It naturally followed to eat and drink together. Wine tables are always best for accomplishing things and loosening tongues. Tian Wu had that naturally honest nature that made people immediately see he had no ulterior motives—such people most easily gained others’ trust.

When Rong Pu helped him formulate strategy plans, he advised him not to pretend or look ahead and behind—just be himself.

Concentrating on being himself, Tian Wu indeed gradually gained the captain’s trust. Once slightly tipsy, he couldn’t help expressing his troubles.

In this world, people and matters aren’t afraid of having troubles—they’re afraid of having no troubles. As long as difficulties exist, there are definitely gaps to exploit.

How could people making livings possibly have no difficulties?

Thus Tian Wu learned of the captain’s beloved wife and the large family that burdened him unbearably.

The captain raised his cup and sighed, saying if only his wife’s brother had his own livelihood to support that large family.

But that brother-in-law had no skills whatsoever, and with all trades currently withered, where could he find good work?

Hearing this, Tian Wu was overjoyed.

The next day, he pretended to accidentally encounter that brother-in-law and intentionally taught him the secret of braised beef.

Because the Eagle Master had said the Crown Prince most loved eating braised beef.

Sure enough, just yesterday, the captain’s brother-in-law was specially recruited into the palace as a cook, specifically to prepare braised beef for the Crown Prince.

After hearing Tian Wu’s strategy account, Yang Yixiu laughed, “Now you’ve also learned these conspiracies and schemes—real progress.”

“All thanks to Supervisor Rong’s good teaching,” Tian Wu said. “How’s your progress?”

“The Crown Prince’s maternal uncle has considerable real power with troops under him, as you know. But he loves drinking. His household steward came upon hearing the news, wanting to buy wine. I told him the wine had all been bought into the palace by the Crown Prince’s orders. The Crown Prince received his uncle’s full help to gain the throne and will rely on his uncle in future—this wine was definitely bought for his uncle. I told the general to wait at his mansion for the Crown Prince’s bestowal. Those two returned very happily.”

Tian Wu sighed, “Brilliant, truly brilliant.”

The wine had been sent into the palace—Yang Yixiu had pulled connections to send it. But the Crown Prince had no idea about this wine. Having done many guilty deeds, he now paid extreme attention to his safety, staying secluded with countless guards. His daily food and drink followed Central Plains emperor practices with at least three poison tests and tastings, leaving no gaps for exploitation.

But without gaps, Tie Ci and others would create gaps for him.

Since the Crown Prince didn’t know about this wine, naturally he couldn’t mention sending wine.

That uncle holding the position of Grand Steward would likely be disappointed.

Reportedly, that person especially valued face. Yang Yixiu had also specifically encouraged his household steward to speak well of the Crown Prince’s filial devotion. Presumably, delighted and pleased, he would inevitably boast to others.

The higher the ladder is set, the more embarrassing when one can’t get down, right?

“Also Supervisor Rong’s arrangement,” Yang Yixiu smiled.

The two were about to enter the courtyard when suddenly they heard hoofbeats behind them. The horses were ridden very fast—the two even felt dirt hitting their backs.

Though Western Rong’s streets were called great streets, they could only accommodate two or three ox carts side by side and weren’t very level. Walking once on sunny days filled trouser legs with dust; rainy days splashed mud everywhere. So royal city residents rarely galloped horses on streets.

Hearing these galloping sounds, both clicked their tongues sourly.

Beauties attract butterflies wherever they go—here was a pair of sister butterflies.

Those two horses stopped right behind them. A rather pleasant female voice, speaking unfluent Great Qian language, asked, “May I ask if Young Master Rong is in?”

Another crisper voice used Western Rong language: “Sister, why ask? Just go in directly. Wei Ci, Wei Ci! Come out quickly to receive me!”

While shouting, her whip lashed toward the two men’s backs. “Hey you two, did you see me and pretend not to? Hurry up and call Wei Ci to receive me!”

Tie Ci and Rong Pu both used false names here—one called Rong Tie, one called Wei Ci.

Of course, Tie Ci never agreed to call out “Rong Tie.”

Tian Wu and Yang Yixiu both dodged the whip, but the whip couldn’t really strike down. The older girl reached out to grab the whip, reproaching, “Yun Zhu, don’t be rude.”

“Sister!”

That little girl dismounted, rushed past Tian Wu and Yang Yixiu like a whirlwind into the courtyard, bumping both men into stumbles.

The other girl also slowly dismounted, standing there quietly and courteously apologizing to both men. “My sister has a rash temperament. Please don’t mind her, gentlemen. May I ask if Young Master Rong is in?”

Yang Yixiu looked her up and down, thinking: Miss, you’re devoted to learning Central Plains lady manners, but you don’t know real Central Plains ladies don’t wear skirts when riding horses, and real Central Plains ladies would never run to men’s doors like this—

Tian Wu thought honestly: Another admirer of Supervisor Rong, twisting and turning to learn being a lady, but unfortunately, though Supervisor Rong seems like a Central Plains refined gentleman, he never likes Central Plains refined ladies.

Both didn’t respond, mentally counting. Sure enough, after a while, they saw Tie Ci emerge with that little girl, first smiling and nodding to that girl, saying Master Rong was unwell and not seeing outside guests, then laughingly chatting with the little girl, saying these days were busy with the auction, but afterward he would definitely accompany Yun Zhu hunting. She warmly stuffed several pastries for Yun Zhu, instructing her to prepare well for hunting—there would be competitions. Without much effort, she coaxed them away.

That little girl came aggressively but left satisfied, instead pulling her reluctant, constantly looking-back sister onto their horses as the sisters rode back.

Wuliang Yun Zhu said, “Sister, I told you not to learn those Central Plains women’s coy manners. You see, you speak politely and request kindly, yet never see Young Master Rong. I come every time and always see Wei Ci. We Western Rong women, born on grasslands, raised in great deserts, accustomed to worldly openness, needn’t wrong ourselves for anyone.”

Wuliang Mu Zhen said, “Young Master Rong is such a refined person—if I were rash like you, I’d frighten him. How could I bear that?”

Wuliang Yun Zhu snorted, “Able to trek thousands of miles to Western Rong—how could he be truly delicate? Sister, don’t be deceived by his surface appearance.”

Wuliang Mu Zhen said, “How are you any better? I think Wei Ci also doesn’t seem genuinely sincere.”

“How could that be!” Wuliang Yun Zhu widened her eyes. “I’m so beautiful and like him so much—why wouldn’t he be sincere to me? Every time I come, he gives me snacks!”

Wuliang Mu Zhen didn’t speak. She felt something was wrong but couldn’t say what.

Since she and her sister once casually strolled and discovered this Great Qian merchant group, glimpsing two men among them, she and her sister had been enchanted, running to Antelope Street daily.

She liked that Young Master Rong’s orchid-like jade tree elegance, gentle and romantic, always reminding her of Jiangnan willows, curved bridges, and moon from southern books she loved reading—endless lasting charm. Compared to him, Western Rong men all seemed crude and foul.

Her sister liked that Young Master Wei Ci, warm and jade-like, noble and magnificent. Her sister said among all officials in Western Rong’s royal court, none had Wei Ci’s unforgettable bearing.

Wuliang Yun Zhu continued chattering excitedly in her ear, “…We are father king’s beloved daughters. As long as we request official positions from father king, they’ll definitely be delighted to become our namuyeh!”

Namuyeh in Western Rong language meant princess consort.

Would they…

Wuliang Mu Zhen thought uncertainly, controlling reins with one hand while looking back.

Though she’d recently starved herself thin to match Young Master Rong’s delicate bearing, her horsemanship remained first-rate.

From the small courtyard’s second floor on distant Antelope Street, a pair of sinister eyes seemed to be watching them.

The horse turned a corner, and that gaze could no longer be felt.

In the small courtyard’s upper floor, the Eagle Master withdrew his gaze from those sister flowers.

Tie Ci walked past behind him.

“Why won’t you let me act against these two?” The Eagle Master suddenly said. “These are Wuliang He’s two daughters, born of one mother. Their maternal clan is also a great family Wuliang He relies on heavily. Using these two girls as bait to hook Wuliang He—wouldn’t that be good?”

Tie Ci stopped.

After a long while, she said, “First, Rong Pu has an overall plan—no need to alert anyone individually; second, unless necessary, no need to involve innocent women.”

The Eagle Master laughed coldly.

Wasn’t mother innocent?

Wasn’t Kusuli innocent?

Who came to sympathize and protect them?

Tie Ci stared at his expression, unease slowly rising in her heart.

He had really changed too much.

Not only could he consider using women as bait without conscience barriers, but those two women were even his nieces…

Previously, she had thought such things were Feiyu’s specialty, not knowing that when men became extremely ruthless, they had few scruples.

Thinking of Feiyu, she frowned, thinking that now entering the royal city with even less accessible information, she wondered how his affairs were progressing.

Somehow, she had been suffering insomnia and troubled dreams recently, feeling depressed, as if always sensing that something bad had happened.

Chapter 236: Temptation
This made her extremely anxious, so she and Rong Pu collaborated to devise a plan that could capture the entire royal city and its military forces in one decisive strike, hoping for a swift victory.

She silently reviewed the entire plan in her mind, calculating various possible changes, while the person behind her asked: “Are you disgusted with me, thinking that I’m cold-hearted and ruthless?”

“In the face of hatred, no one can play saint for others.” Tie Ci sighed, patted his shoulder, and seeing Xiao Wu enter Rong Pu’s room, she also went downstairs.

The Eagle Master watched her figure disappear around the corner before withdrawing his gaze.

He raised his hand slightly, and the sound of wings flapping came from the sky. A huge bird’s head poked down from under the eaves, affectionately nuzzling his cheek.

The Eagle Master stroked Hai Dongqing’s hard, curved beak with his other hand, murmuring: “I only have you left…”

The courtyards in Xirong were far less elaborate than the deep, sophisticated courtyards of Da Qian. Courtyard walls adjoined each other, and neighbors’ laundry would accidentally end up in one’s own yard. Tian Wu and Xiao Wu passed through the miscellaneous items and entered the inner room, where they heard Xiao Wu discussing matters with Rong Pu and Tie Ci.

“…The maid of Left Minister Zuo Siyan’s favored concubine told me that her mistress has already heard about the auction and is very interested in the Life-Extending Ointment. She will drag Zuo Siyan to attend.”

Rong Pu was slowly grinding something in the stone mortar in front of him, and upon hearing this, he nodded slowly.

The Crown Prince had two capable assistants: his uncle and General Zuo Siyan.

The former helped him control the palace, while the latter helped him slaughter the royal family.

Zuo Siyan was brutal by nature – Princess Kusu Li had been made into a human vessel by him.

Even more coincidentally, that favored concubine of Zuo Siyan was the very one who had initially fled the royal city with the Queen, only to betray her, leading to the Queen’s capture.

She was later rewarded to Zuo Siyan by the Crown Prince.

Xiao Wu was particularly sensitive to scents. When this favored concubine’s maid went out shopping, he told her that the herbs in the sachet she wore at her waist, imitating Da Qian customs, could cause infertility.

The maid was greatly alarmed, half-believing and half-doubting. She invited Xiao Wu to dinner, and based on scents alone, Xiao Wu accurately guessed the dishes and even people he didn’t recognize.

The maid returned to tell the concubine. Since the concubine had recently gained favor and there were many in the general’s mansion who wished her ill, she was paranoid and suspicious. Hearing that this Da Qian merchant had such abilities, she developed thoughts of recruitment.

Of course, Xiao Wu wouldn’t accept her recruitment, but this didn’t prevent him from maintaining good relations with that maid.

The three men – the Crown Prince, the Chief Minister, and Zuo Siyan – all commanded troops. To deal with one, they had to simultaneously deal with the other two to avoid being surrounded. Only by taking down all three at once could they secure the royal city most safely.

Currently, everything was progressing smoothly.

After entering the royal city, the entire plan was devised by Rong Pu and was extremely thorough and detailed. Tian Wu targeted the palace guard commander, Xiao Wu aimed at the Zuo Siyan mansion, and Yang Yixiu, being flexible and adaptable with strong affinity, was responsible for public opinion and psychological warfare. Besides winning over people in the Crown Prince’s maternal uncle’s mansion, Yang Yixiu also intentionally mentioned to various Xirong noble household stewards that he had some knowledge of mystical arts. Looking at the royal city shrouded in dark clouds with chaotic constellations, he feared someone had committed many injustices, angering Heaven, and great disaster might befall the royal city.

Generally, the more backward a place, the more superstitious it becomes. The Xirong people had also heard that Da Qian had many who were skilled in mystical and divinatory arts. They listened with half-belief and half-doubt, involuntarily associating this with the Crown Prince’s fratricidal usurpation. The throne was connected to the Mandate of Heaven – wouldn’t obtaining it through illegitimate means naturally invite divine retribution?

Rumors immediately spread throughout the city. It was said that when the Crown Prince learned of these rumors, he was so furious that he punished several officials and ordered people to investigate everywhere, immediately imprisoning anyone spreading rumors. But preventing people from speaking was harder than controlling floods. The more intense his reaction, the more it seemed like a guilty conscience. Though the people’s mouths were silenced, their inner thoughts became even more active.

A great net slowly spread across the entire royal city.

Rong Pu listened to their progress reports without any change in expression, carefully picking up a few medicinal herbs and placing them in a tray. Another small tray contained several dark-colored candies wrapped in exquisite plain white paper. He unwrapped a candy and offered it to Tie Ci. Tie Ci reached out to take it, but Rong Pu, like playing hide-and-seek, moved his fingertips and gently pushed the candy into her mouth.

His fingertips held the candy wrapper, but part of it stuck. Just as his fingertips were about to touch Tie Ci’s lips, she suddenly lowered her head, sucking both the candy and wrapper into her mouth. A moment later, she deftly spat out the wrapper and smiled in praise: “This licorice candy is quite refreshing.”

Xiao Wu and the others were amazed.

Yang Yixiu watched Rong Pu with a grin, finding it quite amusing to watch Supervisor Rong tease the Crown Princess daily, and her straightforward reactions were equally interesting.

Obviously, Rong Pu also found it amusing. Without any trace of annoyance, he smiled lightly and returned to working on his medicinal powder.

At this time, in the Xirong palace, a steaming, aromatic plate of braised beef was brought up. After being tested twice for poison by the Crown Prince’s trusted attendants and tasted once personally, it was finally placed before the Crown Prince while still warm.

The Crown Prince picked up his silver chopsticks and began eating this delicacy he never tired of lately.

He dined alone, with no women beside him. He had heard many stories from the Central Plains about emperors and generals ruined by feminine wiles, so he avoided women. Except for his wives and concubines who had followed him for years, he refused all women offered to him.

The cook stood nearby. In the Crown Prince’s court, whenever he ate a dish, the cook who prepared it had to taste it first and wait in the hall. If anything went wrong, they would die on the spot without even a chance to escape.

Even this newly hired cook, who was the younger brother-in-law of his most trusted palace guard commander, was no exception.

A piece of beef dripping with sauce entered his mouth. The tender beef, saturated with broth, burst with layers of flavor in his mouth. The cook served him while quietly laughing: “Your Majesty should eat less – beef is heating in nature, and with no one beside you for relief…”

The Crown Prince also felt that lately, after eating this beef, his strength and energy had increased. With no women around, the long nights were inevitably difficult to endure.

The cook laughed again: “If General Zuo ate this beef, it would surely be put to good use.”

The Crown Prince immediately thought of Zuo Siyan’s particular ailment, and by extension, Zuo Siyan’s new favorite. He somewhat regretted not killing that woman instead of letting Zuo Siyan sleep with her. A woman who could betray her mistress clearly had bad character – keeping her was ultimately a hidden danger. Better to find a way to deal with her.

Thinking this, he said to a nearby official: “Take some of the most beautiful women from those Qiu Wujiu sent last time and send them to Zuo Siyan.”

The official acknowledged and withdrew.

The Crown Prince also rewarded the cook. The cook withdrew joyfully, thinking that the traveling merchant who taught him these skills was indeed reliable. He had taught him not to forcefully recommend food but to offer appropriate advice, which the king would prefer more. Now it seemed this was indeed the case.

At this moment, the traveling merchant Tian Wu, whom he was grateful to in his heart, was carrying some pastries to the palace gate guard house. That gate commander rarely went home, spending most of his time personally stationed in this guard house, responsible for arranging and deploying all personnel.

The time he went was precisely when this commander was making his rounds inside the palace. Since the stern commander treated only this merchant favorably, the other guards resting in the guard house politely let him in.

Tian Wu generously shared the food he brought with everyone: beef and radish soup, beef pot stickers, beef and cabbage pies, and so on. His Tian family had built their fortune on beef, so Tian Wu’s beef dishes were quite good. When Tie Ci heard he had offered his secret recipe, she felt bad and specially taught him how to make pot stickers.

Though Tie Ci wasn’t skilled at cooking, she had a master who was excellent at eating with great variety, placing high demands on his disciples. Pot stickers were one of the methods she had mentioned. Dan Shuang taught Tian Wu once, and the beef pot stickers he made had thin, crispy, golden bottoms that crackled and crumbled at the touch of lips, while the filling inside was plump and juicy, deliciously unparalleled. Even someone like Tie Ci, who had eaten countless delicacies, would praise this food, let alone these guards suffering through the cold while protecting the palace.

So before long, those guards were absorbed in competing for food, long forgetting where Tian Wu was.

Tian Wu took advantage of this to carry a portion of food into the guard house, and following Tie Ci’s instructions, found the locked cabinet.

Tie Ci had said that since the commander was particularly cautious, even when going out temporarily for rounds, he would definitely lock important things in the cabinet.

Tian Wu took out a thin iron wire and quietly worked at it.

Suddenly someone poked their head in and called: “Old Tian, what are you doing? Come out and eat with us.”

Tian Wu stopped, his large frame blocking the wire, and smiled honestly: “I was afraid the food would get cold outside, so I brought some in for Commander Damu.”

“Then just put it on the table. Don’t touch his things – he’s very particular. He notices if anything is moved even slightly!”

“Understood.”

Click – the lock opened.

Tian Wu was different from those academy students from wealthy families. His family had built their fortune from nothing, and in his early years walking the streets and alleys among common folk, he had learned many small skills.

Inside the cabinet was a box, and inside the box was a stack of wooden pieces – the palace guard personnel arrangements and shift change times for the next few days.

Tian Wu was secretly delighted at the sight.

Indeed, as His Highness had said, few of these Xirong people could read, and even fewer could write. So this definitely wasn’t a handwritten list, but rather name tags made for easy replacement.

The daily guard duty roster was a long wooden board with times carved into it and slots carved behind them. When arranging shifts, they simply had to insert name tags with squad leaders’ names into the slots.

Tian Wu found the arrangement for the third day ahead in order, noting the times and the number of squad leader name tags, thus learning when shifts changed, which time periods had the fewest people, and understanding the weak areas (the key areas didn’t need examination).

Finally, Tian Wu made slight adjustments to those wooden pieces, such as removing one or two name tags from areas loaded with many squad leader names and transferring them to areas with moderate staffing.

This way, the total number of guards would remain unchanged, but the number of guards in key areas would decrease.

Since Xirong people weren’t sensitive to characters, they would be even less sensitive to numbers. Slight increases or decreases on a densely packed list would be unnoticeable unless checked one by one.

And because assignments were random daily, it would be even harder to detect. This was the weakness of random selection that naturally had to be exploited.

After making adjustments, Tian Wu relocked the cabinet and carried the food package back out, saying: “There seemed to be mice inside, so I’ll leave it outside. Everyone help watch it – don’t sneak any bites.”

Everyone was eating with oil dripping from their mouths, laughing and waving to indicate they absolutely wouldn’t. Tian Wu took the opportunity to bid farewell. As he walked out of the guard house, he saw Commander Damu in the distance, returning against the wind and snow.

The timing was perfect.

Tian Wu smiled honestly.

At this time, the Crown Prince’s maternal uncle, Chief Minister Namutu, had set up a banquet and was boasting for the tenth time about the wine his nephew had specially bought for him. Most people took the opportunity to flatter him, but in the court, there were inevitably people and matters that didn’t get along. So that antagonistic person smiled and said: “The Chief Minister has mentioned that wine several times. The Crown Prince bought the wine some time ago – why hasn’t it been delivered yet?”

Namutu’s expression immediately soured.

Someone tried to smooth things over: “Ah, the Crown Prince is busy with affairs – perhaps he forgot for a moment? Or maybe the Crown Prince bought that wine intending to drink it together with the Chief Minister when he visits the palace? This is favor only the Chief Minister enjoys – we shouldn’t overthink it.”

That person laughed: “What are you saying? The Crown Prince would never summon people to the palace for drinks. In my opinion, after talking about this wine for so long without it being delivered, the Crown Prince probably just forgot. I happen to have a brother serving in the palace – I’ll have him remind the Crown Prince. That way it can be bestowed sooner, letting us all see it. How long has it been since we’ve tasted fine wine from Da Qian?”

Xirong people loved alcohol, but their technology in this area was far inferior to Da Qian. Now with internal strife disrupting trade, everyone was somewhat impatiently craving it. Hearing this, they felt their mouths watering, thinking perhaps they could get a share too.

So they all urged Namutu to send someone to ask – you’re the closest uncle and nephew, the Crown Prince’s throne was obtained through your help, so what’s wrong with asking for a jar of wine?

Pressured by both antagonism and flattery, Namutu couldn’t withstand it and actually sent someone to ask.

The result was predictable.

When the Crown Prince heard this, he was stunned for a moment and said, “When did I buy wine?” Being a cautious person, he thought about it and sent someone to take some Da Qian fine wine still stored in the treasury, pretending it was purchased, and sent it out of the palace.

However, the people at Namutu’s mansion had waited too long, and with troublemakers among them, the Crown Prince’s words and actions were all revealed.

Namutu’s banquet ended hastily, and that night several stools were kicked to pieces in his mansion.

While Namutu was thunderously furious there, Zuo Siyan’s mansion was also restless.

Candlelight flickered red as the favored concubine tried on the Western brocade fitted dress that Xiao Wu had sent.

The exquisitely tailored brocade wrapped around her curvaceous figure. The woman in the mirror had an alluring and seductive form, and the concubine narrowed her eyes with satisfaction.

The maid was also flattering her, laughing: “Madam is so beautiful – the General will lose his soul when he sees you.”

The concubine smiled, stroking the exquisite, smooth satin, thinking of her flight several months ago when she nearly lost such wealth and luxury, and felt a wave of relief.

Thinking this, she suddenly remembered the Queen.

She remembered the woman who, because she was skilled at acting coquettishly, gradually came to see her as a daughter.

She remembered the woman’s eyes when she was captured, glaring fiercely at her through the blood covering her face, those eyes full of murderous intent.

Her fingers trembled, and she disdainfully curled her lips.

What if she hated her?

Should she have foolishly planned for her old master and died with her instead of planning for herself?

The old king’s entire family was dead, wasn’t it? That woman’s son was severely wounded and fled, reportedly trapped in the desert – sooner or later he’d be dead too.

Her sister was also barely surviving on the edge of the great desert.

And her new husband possessed powerful military forces.

Who could still seek revenge on her?

Let them wail in hell.

However, she had to firmly grasp the General’s heart.

After all, her wealth, luxury, and life all depended on him.

The maid suddenly went out for a while, and when she returned, her expression was panicked.

“Madam, this is terrible! The Crown Prince is going to bestow many new beauties on the General!”

The concubine stood up abruptly, nearly tearing the fitted dress.

Her background was already awkward – after all, she had once belonged to the old king.

Having done that disgraceful thing, she could now only rely on her beauty to keep the General. But the General was lustful by nature – even before her beauty faded, his love might already cool.

Hearing this news now made her even more uneasy.

The maid thought for a moment, then suddenly clapped her hands and smiled: “Madam needn’t panic – I have a good solution.”

She told her about the Da Qian traveling merchant she had befriended, saying that in casual conversation, the merchant had mentioned that among the items in this auction was something that could keep one forever young, make the body emit a strange fragrance that men couldn’t resist, and change one’s constitution to make conception easier.

For a concubine without status, this was as tempting as a throne to a man.

However, this medicine required both man and woman to use it simultaneously, and it had to be prepared according to different constitutions. Once prepared, it would lose effectiveness after three quarters of an hour, so timing was an issue.

Calculating the time, after preparing the medicine and bringing it back to the General’s mansion, then inviting the General to enjoy it together – three quarters of an hour would definitely not be enough.

The only option was to drag the General personally to the auction, bid for it, and use it immediately.

The concubine was still somewhat hesitant, but the maid showed her some small gifts. One was an unremarkable dagger, but it was the sharpest weapon she had ever seen – truly cutting iron like mud. Even the General’s most treasured twin-dragon curved blade couldn’t match this dagger’s sharpness. It was a genuine treasure sword.

Additionally, the maid brought back a box of fragrant powder with a slight medicinal scent. When the maid applied it to her face, it made her skin soft and rosy, instantly making her much more beautiful.

These two items made the concubine believe that this group of Da Qian merchants could indeed produce such legendary treasures.

After all, precious swords worth thousands of gold and rare cosmetic powders unavailable on the market were casually given as gifts to her maid.

Originally, she thought dragging the General out would be too difficult, but at this moment, hearing that beauties were about to enter the mansion, the last straw broke the camel’s back. The concubine gritted her teeth.

She would risk it!

…

On a snow-covered road, a group of people walked with some difficulty.

Suddenly several people heard the sound of horse hooves. They raised their heads alertly and saw a group approaching from ahead. The several people exchanged glances and immediately arranged themselves in what appeared casual but was actually a well-trained defensive formation.

The opposing cavalry seemed to pause, then continued approaching normally. When they drew near, a rider leaned down, removed his felt hat, revealing a bearded, honest face, and said in the local Xirong dialect, somewhat awkwardly: “Brothers, traveling in this cold weather – aren’t you freezing? Looking at this direction, you’re heading toward Hanli Han Desert, right?”

From Xirong to Da Qian, there were naturally other routes, but most had extremely poor terrain. In comparison, familiar traveled roads were naturally better.

Guerrilla Commander Yu had chosen a remote route toward Hanli Han Desert. He feared Tie Ci would soon cause trouble in Xirong and wanted to return to Yong Ping early – both to quickly separate himself from Tie Ci’s actions and to inform the Marshal about her audacious behavior in Xirong as soon as possible.

He was also a scout by background and responded naturally with a smile: “Yes, going to visit my nephew who lives in Yiye Village on the edge of Hanli Han.”

He pointed to the soldiers behind him, somewhat embarrassedly saying: “It’s called a visit, but actually, it’s winter with nothing to eat and no work. My nephew at least has some land and pastures, so I brought the village boys out to look for work together.”

What he said matched the current situation in Xirong, and the place names were indeed locations they had passed through. The mounted man nodded without suspicion and warmly invited them: “You’ll need to rest when evening comes, right? Come together? We have dry rations and some good liquor.”

Xirong people were hospitable – such behavior wasn’t strange. Hearing about liquor, Guerrilla Commander Yu swallowed saliva. In this weather, having a mouthful of strong liquor to warm the body was indeed a great temptation.

But he also knew the dangers of alcohol and instinctively wanted to refuse, but then he heard those people discussing something about “Yong Ping” and “women” with hearty laughter. His heart stirred, thinking that since leaving, he hadn’t received news from Yong Ping for a long time and didn’t know the current situation.

This group seemed like Xirong merchants heading to Da Qian. There were indeed Xirong people who traded at the border, and many successful merchants, coveting Da Qian’s prosperity, even had properties within Da Qian territory. Guerrilla Commander Yu agreed and followed them to a nearby tent. The group gave the host some food and money to prepare something hot.

The host went to work, and the group began talking loudly. They spoke in Xirong dialect among themselves, so Guerrilla Commander Yu went to chat with them. After stumbling through conversation for a long time with mutual misunderstanding, the Xirong people laughed heartily and offered him liquor. Guerrilla Commander Yu swallowed saliva while refusing. The Xirong people laughed again, and their leader suddenly said: “You’re so careful – afraid we’ll poison you? Really are Da Qian people, so timid.”

Guerrilla Commander Yu was startled, his hand under his robe already gripping the knife handle.

Because this person had suddenly switched to Da Qian language, speaking quite fluently.

Seeing this, that person quickly waved his hands, and all his companions stepped back, saying: “Hey, hey, don’t panic – we don’t plan to do anything. We’re just border merchants. We’ve traveled to Da Qian so much that we can recognize Da Qian people. You speak the local dialect with a bit of a curved-tongue accent. We invited you precisely because we saw you were Da Qian people. Da Qian, brothers.”

He gestured with his fingers, his bearded face full of smiles.

Guerrilla Commander Yu was stunned, then realized that Da Qian and Xirong weren’t at war yet – they were still allied nations.

It was all because the Commander had always been wary of Xirong, calling them “desert jackals who bark at dawn and attack at dusk” – not to be fully trusted.

He then put on a stiff smile, saying he had misunderstood them, and accepted their wine but didn’t drink it immediately.

The others didn’t mind and said to him: “When did you come out? Hurry back. Something big happened at the border!”

Guerrilla Commander Yu’s heart jumped, and he asked what had happened. That man looked incredulous and said: “That Commander Di Yiwei of the Yong Ping forces turned out to be a woman! They say she was treasonous and collaborated with enemies, was captured by the Military Inspector, and is being prepared for transport to the capital. Now the Military Inspector has stripped her clothes and she’s naked, being displayed publicly throughout the Yong Ping front lines!”

Guerrilla Commander Yu: “…!!!”
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The wine jug fell to the ground, and he was too stunned to react.

Whether it was that the Commander was a woman, or that the Commander was accused of treason and being escorted to the capital – either piece of news was like a bomb to him. For a moment he didn’t know what to say, and only after a long while did he urgently ask: “What exactly happened? How could there be treason and collaboration with enemies!”

“I don’t really know either. They say she had connections with Xirong. I find this strange – aren’t Da Qian and Xirong allied nations? What’s wrong with having good relations? They also say she’s a woman who disguised herself as a man to deceive His Majesty – I find this even stranger. What’s wrong with being a woman? It’s even more remarkable for a woman to defend the frontier. If I had such a capable daughter, I’d die of laughter. They even stripped her clothes – I really don’t understand how these southern men think!”

Someone laughed: “Probably jealous. After all, a woman was standing above them.”

Another person laughed: “So they couldn’t bear it.”

Everyone burst into laughter.

The Da Qian soldiers were already frozen in place.

Guerrilla Commander Yu sat there for a long while, the fury in his chest burning like flames.

It must all be caused by Ye Ci and the others!

The thing he feared had still happened!

His contact with rebels in Xirong territory, helping Xirong develop Hanli Han Desert – these entanglements, when word reached the army and others seized on them as leverage, how could the Commander explain herself clearly!

He almost wanted to immediately stand up, grab Ye Ci and the others, force them to rush back immediately and explain everything clearly. Even if there was guilt, it should be borne by Ye Ci and his group – how could it all be placed on the Commander’s shoulders!

His head was buzzing, and he barely heard what those people were saying, until that Xirong man suddenly handed him something, saying: “Hey, do you recognize what this is?”

Guerrilla Commander Yu took it in confusion and looked, his whole body tensing.

It was actually a letter from the Commander to Ye Ci!

In the letter, she told Ye Ci about changes in the army, fearing something big would happen soon, and wanted him to return to camp quickly.

Judging from the date on the letter, it hadn’t been written long ago – the Commander had indeed met with trouble.

The Xirong man said casually in his ear: “We passed through Hanli Han Desert and saw a corpse. We kindly wanted to bury him, then found this letter. We can speak Da Qian language but don’t recognize many characters, don’t know what it says or who to give it to, so we kept it with us. Really had no choice but to use it as kindling paper. Now that we’ve met you Da Qian people, we’ll let you handle it.”

With that, he went drunkenly to sleep, leaving Guerrilla Commander Yu and his men staring at the fire in a daze.

They waited anxiously all night, but nothing happened. When dawn was breaking, Guerrilla Commander Yu called his soldiers and quietly set out.

They packed simple baggage, but this time headed in the opposite direction.

On the road, a soldier asked him: “Guerrilla Commander, are we going back to find Ye Ci?”

“Mm.”

“But shouldn’t we immediately return to save the Commander?”

“Yong Ping’s 150,000 troops couldn’t save the Commander – can you and I?”

“Then can finding Ye Ci save her?”

“Yes. Whether he wants to save her or not, he must. This is the mess he created.”

“Then where do we go first?”

“To Huyin’s main camp.”

…

A group disappeared into the depths of wind and snow.

Another group quietly appeared, following behind Guerrilla Commander Yu and his men.

Soon there was yet another group.

A total of three groups followed stealthily behind Guerrilla Commander Yu.

Someone walked out of the tent – it was last night’s Xirong merchant. He stretched lazily and said: “The Grand Minister truly has divine foresight – indeed these people immediately turned back. Do you think they’re returning to Mote Hulan’s main camp?”

“Of course. Didn’t that person from Yong Ping say this Guerrilla Commander Yu should have left Yong Ping camp together with those academy students? Calculating the time, they should have encountered those ragged oasis soldiers. Ever since they joined with the ragged oasis soldiers and Mote Hulan, that side has become arrogant – not only forcing back the God of Wind and Sand, but also making the Grand Minister suffer a loss, forcing him to fall out with the Crown Prince and disrupting his plans. The Grand Minister says nine times out of ten, the problem lies with those academy students.”

“Mote Hulan’s main camp is hidden too deep, and there are so many mountains there – really impossible to find. Fortunately these people have fallen out, giving us an opportunity.”

“Mm, when the Grand Minister received the letter from Yong Ping, he had us wait on this necessary route, and indeed we caught them.”

“Once this group leads us to find Mote Hulan’s main camp, the Grand Minister can also take the opportunity to kill those academy students. A bunch of little bastards daring to scheme against our Grand Minister – seeking death!”

…

Two days later, the auction was held as scheduled.

This novel selling method attracted many people. The auction was held in the large courtyard of the most famous restaurant on Antelope Street, separated by curtains, but outside the curtains there were crowds three layers deep, with people even standing on trees and rooftops to watch the excitement.

Tie Ci set up VIP seats on the second floor of the restaurant, forming a circle around the venue with the best view.

Each box also came with a rest room for VIP use.

Namutu came. He had been in a bad mood lately, smashing many things in his mansion, and was persuaded by trusted subordinates to come watch the excitement and relax.

Of course, many of these speaking subordinates were drinking buddies Yang Yixiu had recently befriended.

Zuo Siyan also came with his favored concubine. That general rumored to be brutal didn’t look rough at all, even carrying some scholarly air, except for a pair of crab-like eyes with white showing below the pupils, appearing both violent and gloomy.

Both brought countless attendants, with guards stretching from the boxes all the way outside the courtyard. All people in high places were driven down, and Tie Ci’s group was not allowed to approach either.

The Wuliang sisters came. Tie Ci actually didn’t want much contact with these sisters – being pursued was common in her life experiences, but firmly refusing might cause trouble, so she had to give them a box too. Wuliang Muzhen sat properly, her eyes constantly glancing downstairs, while Wuliang Yunzhu leaned on the railing, asking everyone: “Where’s Wei Ci! Call Wei Ci to accompany me!”

Tie Ci went over, bringing Rong Pu along, brazenly selling out her companion’s good looks. Rong Pu just smiled at Wuliang Muzhen, and that girl blushed to her ears. When Rong Pu poured her a cup of tea, she nearly spilled it all over her dress.

Wuliang Yunzhu giggled and whispered to Tie Ci: “Sister really likes Young Master Rong, just like I like you!”

“Thank you for your affection, Miss, but I still have to return to my homeland – I have a wife there.”

“Just stay here. I’ll give you an official position – wouldn’t that be more pleasant than being a traveling merchant?”

“That won’t do. One cannot abandon one’s wife of humble origins.”

“I don’t understand your scholarly talk. Anyway, if you stay, and your wife dares come looking for you, I’ll kill her. If you dare go back to find your wife, I’ll kill you.”

Tie Ci glanced at the little girl’s fierce big eyes opposite her. There was naive cruelty in her eyes – everything in this world had probably been to her liking before, so she had never considered that the human world actually contained much more that was not to one’s liking.

Tie Ci just smiled and handed her a pastry: “Freshly made – eat quickly.”

Wuliang Yunzhu took this as agreement and happily began eating, crunching the fried snacks loudly.

Watching the two sisters drink and eat, Tie Ci and Rong Pu smiled and took their leave to attend to other guests.

Wuliang Muzhen watched Rong Pu’s retreating figure while sipping tea cup by cup, unconsciously drinking it all. Suddenly she saw her sister take out something like a black fruit from her personal pouch, put it in her mouth and chew it with relish. She couldn’t help frowning: “That thing is no good – why are you still eating it?”

“What’s wrong with it?” Wuliang Yunzhu said carelessly. “Sister, you don’t know – it has old ginseng added. After chewing it I feel especially energetic, and my previous headache problems are gone too. It’s really good stuff. Didn’t the palace physician also say he found no problems and it could treat illness?”

“Father said that anything sent by Qiu Wujiu wouldn’t be good – he forbade us to touch it.”

“I’ve eaten it for so long without problems. I just won’t let Father see.”

Wuliang Muzhen sighed and said no more. After all, since childhood, her sister had never listened to her, instead often mocking her for admiring southern culture and making herself delicate, unlike Xirong women.

As she thought this, she suddenly felt her vision blur and great fatigue surge from deep within her body. She tilted her head and slumped onto the table.

Wuliang Yunzhu stopped chewing in shock and reached out to push her: “Sister? Sister?” The more she pushed, the lower her voice became, until finally her body also tilted and she slept side by side with her sister.

Someone quietly entered and cleared away all the tea and food from earlier.

They didn’t even glance at the two women.

With Supervisor Rong’s medicine, they wouldn’t wake up.

Therefore they also didn’t notice that after he left the room, Wuliang Yunzhu’s hanging fingers moved slightly.

…

Tie Ci and the Eagle Master stood in a deliberately emptied box on the second floor, directly facing Zuo Siyan and Namutu’s boxes, allowing them to observe the movements in the noble guests’ boxes without appearing obvious.

Seeing that Zuo Siyan, rumored to dislike crowds, had actually come, she was somewhat surprised and smiled: “Didn’t expect that favored concubine was truly so favored.”

The Eagle Master said coldly: “Back in the palace, she was famous for being innocently naive and coquettish, relying on her young age and sweet mouth to act spoiled. Mother… the Queen treated her like a daughter. When fleeing, she was the first one called, and because waiting for her to pack valuables delayed them, they were pursued and killed – otherwise they would have escaped far away long ago.”

Tie Ci looked at the woman leaning against Zuo Siyan opposite and smiled: “Though it’s a blood feud, don’t be too hasty. It would be bad to ruin today’s business.”

The Eagle Master said: “No, I’m not hasty. I hope she dies as slowly as possible.”

His tone was calm, yet seemed to come from between his teeth, making listeners feel chilled.

Tie Ci looked at him again and said: “Revenge is indeed important, but losing your true nature because of it is also a heavy loss. You should be that eagle soaring high in the sky – don’t force yourself to become an evil wolf hiding in caves licking blood and snarling.”

The Eagle Master was silent for a long while before saying: “If I truly fail in revenge and become that wolf licking blood in mountain caves, or even a stray dog licking wounds by gutters, would you still stay with me?”

Tie Ci smiled and shook her head: “Of course not.”

Seeming not to expect such a direct refusal, the Eagle Master bit his lip.

“If you keep needing my help and want to keep me, that’s your incompetence. If you don’t want my help but just want to keep me as spiritual sustenance, that’s your cowardice.” Tie Ci said, “If you want to keep the last respect I have for you in my heart, you must love yourself and understand what it means to truly love someone.”

Finishing, she put on a dashing fake beard, wore rings on all her fingers, and went downstairs to attend to guests, leaving the Eagle Master standing behind the curtain, staring at the opposite box and slowly gripping the railing tighter.

…

Deep in the mountains, the faint sounds of soldiers drilling could be heard. Huyin walked out of her tent, shaking off snow blown onto it by wind, when a soldier reported that several riders were approaching the camp, wanting to see her.

Huyin’s camp was very secretive and had posted multiple hidden sentries. Being able to approach within three li without alarming the camp clearly meant they were friendly forces.

“Did Chana send supplies?” Huyin asked as she walked.

The sky had already darkened, the wind was strong, blowing unmelted snow fragments wildly through the air like broken butterflies.

Her guard captain handed her a piece of dried meat. Huyin took it, casually tore it into strips, distributed them to several passing female soldiers, and rubbed the head of the youngest one, causing the girls to burst into happy laughter.

“Doesn’t look like it – no supply train. They’re companions of those Da Qian people from before,” her guard captain answered.

Huyin stopped walking.

Was it Guerrilla Commander Yu and his men?

Hadn’t they broken with Tie Ci and left? Why were they back?

Huyin frowned. She had very sharp intuition, and her intuition made her somewhat uneasy. However, though these people held some hostility toward Xirong, in her eyes they were Tie Ci’s subordinates. With Tie Ci’s people coming through wind and snow, she couldn’t refuse to see them.

She still kept alert, saying: “Have the drilling troops stop and assemble up front – no hurry to rest. Don’t let Guerrilla Commander Yu and his men enter the camp either. I’ll go out to meet them.”

The guard captain took orders to arrange things. Huyin mounted her horse and rode three li through the snow, seeing Guerrilla Commander Yu and his men waiting with the camp’s hidden sentries.

Both sides faced each other with grim expressions.

Seeing her, Guerrilla Commander Yu said: “General Mote, I want to see Ye Ci.”

Huyin said: “Those who left – why suddenly return?”

“We have difficulties, but we must immediately see Ye Ci. We have urgent business with him!”

“She’s not here…” Before Huyin could finish speaking, she suddenly raised her eyebrows, drew her weapon with her other hand – the curved blade behind her back rose like moonlight, its arc filling the sky as it poured down toward Guerrilla Commander Yu’s head.

Guerrilla Commander Yu looked shocked, couldn’t react in time, and instinctively closed his eyes.

“Clang.” A light sound, and a broken arrow fell beside Guerrilla Commander Yu.

Guerrilla Commander Yu was greatly alarmed. Turning around, he discovered that somehow the distant forest was swaying in the wind, shadows dancing, and the faint sound of horse hooves thundered across the ground.

Before he could react, Huyin was already saying through gritted teeth: “You! Brought! Enemies!”

In a flash of lightning, Guerrilla Commander Yu understood everything, but his regret came too late. Horse hooves thundered like storms, and a cloud of arrows buzzed overhead, blocking out the sky.

Huyin spurred her horse and fled, while simultaneously blowing the horn of battle.

The deep and ancient horn sound instantly penetrated the entire valley. Accompanied by faint earth-shaking sounds, smoke and dust stirred the snow as the army poured out en masse.

A fierce battle began.

…

The auction in the royal city continued.

The Crown Prince didn’t appear today. Tie Ci had wondered whether this auction might attract the Crown Prince – that would make things convenient. However, he indeed didn’t come. Having been mentally prepared, she wasn’t disappointed.

But both Namutu and Zuo Siyan had come, so the Crown Prince would definitely send people to gather information and report back promptly.

Yang Yixiu hosted this auction. He had prepared catalogs distributed to VIP boxes beforehand, and all auction participants had bidding paddles. Besides those two, quite a few chief officials in the royal city and various tribal leaders had also come.

Yang Yixiu was eloquently charming. When Tie Ci went downstairs, the atmosphere was lively. Yang Yixiu pulled her over to introduce her as the leader of the merchant caravan to everyone. Tie Ci smiled and cupped her hands – the ten large rings on her hands were cool and domineering, making everyone stare at her hands and think this boss was indeed wealthy and generous.

Tie Ci also said that for this auction, to show respect for distinguished guests, she had specially brought out various treasures collected with great difficulty. The list was at the back of the catalog – even in Da Qian, these items were worth thousands of gold and hard to buy. She invited everyone to choose for themselves.

Finishing, she left the stage and sat in a box on the second floor. The box had its curtain half-drawn, and people could occasionally see her reaching for tea, the ten rings on her fingers flashing brilliant light from time to time.

In another box, Namutu opened his catalog and saw the last few pages, including one page of ointments for women, which he glanced over.

What caught his attention was the three-piece set on the second-to-last page.

A chest protector, a hair ornament that could launch hidden weapons, and a soft blade that could be embedded in a belt and drawn at any time to kill.

The unusual styles aside, most importantly it was noted they were made of abyssal iron.

Abyssal iron had very high requirements for both production and crafting, with extremely limited output. Da Qian and Liaodong had relatively more, but one controlled resources while the other controlled technology. Neither side would share, resulting in abyssal iron weapons being basically unseen in the market. If Namutu didn’t have high status, he probably wouldn’t even know what such weapons were.

In the past, seeing the high starting bid, Namutu would have given up. But after the humiliation of the wine incident, people began telling him stories about Da Qian’s practices of eliminating loyal dogs after hunting rabbits, destroying bows after catching birds, and fearing those who achieved great merit, making him both resentful and uneasy.

He naturally knew what kind of person his nephew was. After supporting him to the throne, whether he would also learn from those southern monarchs and act ruthlessly was really uncertain.

Under these circumstances, this three-piece set with complete defensive and offensive capabilities seemed extremely important.

But that price… he really couldn’t afford it.

When the auction began, Namutu was even more shocked to discover that the prices in the catalog were starting bids – final transaction prices would be many times higher than listed!

Namutu immediately gave up hope.

Xirong people experiencing auctions for the first time also marveled in amazement. The goods brought by Da Qian people were indeed good, but most were ordinary items, some even a bit old. Yet every time they heard that Da Qian merchant’s introduction, why did they feel their blood boiling and ready to act?

“Distinguished guests, please pay attention! Distinguished guests, please pay attention! The next auction item to be introduced… My heavens, boss, how did you even bring out this family heirloom! Ah, I won’t allow anyone to miss the following auction item. Really, missing it will make you regret it for life. Come, our gem-inlaid mother-of-pearl plum blossom and longevity deer pattern vase!”

“Wow, look at these gems, this mother-of-pearl, this delicate, lustrous yet elegant and pure porcelain quality, these uniform, fine crackle patterns that secretly conform to the ultimate principles of heaven and earth, this cinnabar seal at the vase bottom by Master Wang Changhong! Wang Changhong ah – several generations ago a honored guest in Da Qian’s royal palace, every piece from his hand is a treasure in the Chongming Palace Collection Hall! Master craftsmanship, an heirloom treasure!”

“Ah, there’s a crack here. Yes, this is time’s testimony, history’s accumulation, the unique medal that only antiques surviving warfare can possess, containing life’s philosophy and fate’s lingering…”

Tie Ci looked at the rows of spiral-eyed people below, thinking that if Yang Yixiu were transported to modern times, he definitely wouldn’t starve as a live-streamer.

It was just a broken vase with a crack – in Da Qian it would sell for a few taels of silver at most. In his mouth, not buying it would be missing out on billions.

How could Xirong people have seen such tactics? Half-understanding but feeling impressed, they looked at that grayish vase and also felt it was brilliantly radiant – buying it home would surely bring glory to their humble dwellings. But hearing the price, they sucked in their breath.

Poor common people thought: who could afford this?

However, immediately someone started bidding, very enthusiastically, calling higher and higher prices until reaching amounts people dared not hear. Yang Yixiu glowed with pride on stage: “One thousand gold once! One thousand gold twice! One thousand gold thrice!” With a bang he struck the small copper hammer, “Congratulations to the Nate family, please have the Nate family steward settle accounts backstage.”

Someone entered behind the curtain, emerged moments later carrying a brocade box. The steward-like person smiled and chatted with everyone, saying his master was inconvenienced to come but ordered him to definitely bid for this vase. Having completed his task, he would hurry back. With that, he treasured the vase and left.

Everyone knew the Nate family – originally one of the great clans friendly with the royal family. Because they lived far from the royal city year-round, they escaped this disaster, didn’t participate in the power struggle, retained their strength with no one bothering them, and had considerable influence and prestige locally. Seeing their people take the lead in bidding, everyone was immediately eager to try.

Behind the curtain, Tian Wu, watching the excitement, smiled honestly and said to Dan Shuang and Xiao Wu: “The Nate family makes a good shill – didn’t want any other payment, just satisfied with getting a vase.”

Dan Shuang glanced at the Eagle Master standing in the distant shadows. Xiao Wu smiled: “Isn’t this the Eagle Master’s face? In the end, they support him, so they’re willing to play this role.”

Dan Shuang said: “What Eagle Master – hiding his head and showing his tail, isn’t he just—”

Tian Wu and Xiao Wu: “Shh—”

Tian Wu said: “Forget it, he has his difficulties.”

But Xiao Wu sighed: “Actually he didn’t want to hide from us – he practically spelled it out. It’s just that he’s really changed a lot. Such a cheerful person before…”

Dan Shuang was silent for a while but ultimately said nothing more.

When someone’s nature changes drastically, their actions become unpredictable. The Crown Princess was going to great lengths to help him return and reclaim his throne – hopefully she wouldn’t end up helping him into trouble.

…

Author’s Note: This Xirong section has plots that can’t be skipped – after all, building careers is also important. If everyone’s anxious, I suggest saving up a few days to read together.

Chapter 238: Strategy
With the shills making a good start at the auction, what followed became much easier. Most Xirong nobles had extensive pastures and farmland, with countless herdsmen, tenants, and slaves under their names. They also did business with Da Qian and Liaodong, so they weren’t short of money. The subsequent items were bid on very enthusiastically.

The catalog of auction items was also something Tie Ci and Rong Pu had discussed together, covering various price ranges and categories for all social classes within the royal city. Even poor people could enjoy themselves at the auction, bidding on practical but inexpensive items. As for the wealthy, there was no need to mention them – the pre-positioned shills in the crowd desperately bid up prices, determined not to stop until they had squeezed the buyers dry.

Since they had come this far, they couldn’t return empty-handed. Money still had to be earned – after all, maintaining a large army required money everywhere, and Huyin’s troops hadn’t eaten meat in a long time.

So when prices were driven very high and buyers said they hadn’t brought so much cash, Accountant Rong Pu also allowed them to trade with cowhides, salt, horses, grain, and other goods.

Rong Pu also contributed a bottle of good medicine as an auction item, which sparked a bidding war between Namutu and Zuo Siyan. In the end, Zuo Siyan couldn’t outcompete the financially powerful Namutu and gave up after shooting him a sinister glare.

Both were ministers who had achieved merit in supporting the dragon, so naturally they had some friction with each other. Namutu had been in a bad mood, but gaining the upper hand this time cheered him up somewhat. He thought that having this precious medicine hidden away was equivalent to saving another life.

The Crown Prince, drinking beef soup in the palace, also heard news of this auction. He expressed slight surprise that both of his generals had participated in the auction, then instructed those around him: “Go find out what Uncle and Zuo Siyan bid on, and report back to me.”

Someone took orders and left, while the recently favored cook proudly collected the empty soup bowl.

As he carried the bowl back, he felt his whole body heating up and walked with vigorous strides, thinking this beef recipe truly strengthened the body – his energy had increased considerably lately.

At the auction, things were proceeding lively toward the conclusion.

The three-piece set was brought up.

A golden nanmu wood box with gold inlay and jade decoration, tied with red silk and cushioned with brocade – such grand treatment immediately told everyone this was the main event.

Both Namutu and Zuo Siyan looked at their catalogs and sat up straight.

Yang Yixiu put on gloves and solemnly brought out the items. The crowd waited with anticipation, but when they saw only three grayish objects, most were greatly disappointed.

A blue-gray small vest that looked very heavy, a hairpin without any patterns, and a belt.

Yang Yixiu changed from his previous flamboyant style and said solemnly: “These three items can be called treasures in terms of material, design, and craftsmanship. I won’t over-describe them, because selling these three treasures violates laws within Da Qian territory. The material they use – abyssal iron – is incredibly sharp, and not even a fraction can leave Da Qian soil. Just bringing them out cost us countless silver. With these things, you fear no blade or sword that anyone might use to kill you, and you can kill anyone you want to kill.”

He put on the vest and signaled Xiao Wu nearby to come forward. Xiao Wu borrowed a blade from someone in the audience. Xirong people carried weapons with them, so immediately someone unfastened their blade and handed it up – it was a good curved blade, gleaming coldly.

Xiao Wu raised the blade and stabbed toward Yang Yixiu.

The crowd below gasped.

However, the moment that fairly good curved blade touched the vest, it broke cleanly in two.

The blade’s owner looked heartbroken and bewildered when he received the broken weapon.

This person was naturally not a shill.

Xiao Wu smiled and indicated he would provide compensation, handing him a small abyssal iron knife. Though a large blade was exchanged for a small one, this person still accepted it joyfully.

Yang Yixiu said that due to design secrets and effectiveness, the other two items wouldn’t be demonstrated.

Xirong people valued martial prowess, and now being in turmoil, the appearance of such a protective treasure was enough to make everyone’s eyes glow blue.

Both Namutu and Zuo Siyan glanced at each other, their whole bodies tense.

Indeed, this round’s opening bid was shocking, and the bidding even more so.

Namutu regretted having spent a large sum on medicine earlier while continuously raising his bid.

Having already lost once before, Zuo Siyan was even more unwilling to lose again and bid very aggressively.

However, his favored concubine beside him was getting anxious.

She knew something about the General’s financial situation. If all the money was spent on buying weapons, what would happen if there wasn’t enough money to buy that miraculous medicine later?

She had finally managed to coax the General into agreeing to come watch the excitement.

Zuo Siyan had originally come to accompany his woman for entertainment, never expecting to encounter such items. At this moment, how could he remember his initial promises to the woman about obtaining things? Hearing the prices continuously rise, and hearing Yang Yixiu say credit and accounts weren’t allowed, he ordered his accompanying soldiers to return and fetch money.

Namutu did the same, sending people home for money. The soldiers from both sides looked at each other and competed for speed on the long street, running until dust flew everywhere.

This matter quickly reached the palace, and the Crown Prince’s expression gradually darkened as he listened.

Protective armor and killing weapons?

These two already possessed large armies and countless escorts wherever they went, surrounded by crowds of people. Assassins couldn’t get within three feet of them.

Who were they guarding against, and whom did they want to kill?

…

The auction price had risen to a staggering figure. Other bidders had long since stopped, waiting for these two big shots to determine the winner.

The two bidding participants also slowed their pace of raising paddles, with Zuo Siyan, whose finances were particularly thin, looking especially grim.

He could no longer afford the current price but found himself unable to back down.

Hearing that Namutu above had raised the bid again, and listening to Yang Yixiu’s endless encouragement, he couldn’t help feeling irritated.

Why wasn’t this over yet!

Just call the count three times and be done with it!

“Thirty-seven thousand gold once, thirty-seven thousand gold twice, thirty-seven thousand gold…”

Yang Yixiu drew out his words, looking at him with expectant eyes.

Everyone was also looking at him.

Zuo Siyan gritted his teeth and opened his mouth.

His favored concubine beside him suddenly cried out and crashed into him.

Zuo Siyan’s hand about to raise the paddle was knocked aside, and the words he was about to speak were swallowed back down, replaced by timely support and a concerned question: “What’s wrong?”

The concubine said weakly in his arms: “I feel dizzy…”

In the time it took for this exchange, Yang Yixiu finally finished saying “Thirty-seven thousand gold thrice!”

The small hammer struck.

People saw the slender hand wearing ten large flower rings on the second floor leading the applause.

Namutu stood up with a joyful expression and walked toward the curtain under Yang Yixiu’s respectful reception.

He suddenly turned back, meeting Zuo Siyan’s cold gaze.

The soldiers standing in a row behind him also stared at him with their eyes.

Zuo Siyan walked toward him. Seeing his expression, Namutu knew this fellow was probably going to say something arrogant and difficult again.

Like asking him to give up the items or something.

As court colleagues, Namutu didn’t want to provoke this mad dog, and even less did he want to give away the treasures he had finally obtained. He pretended not to see Zuo Siyan, raised an eyebrow, turned around and entered the curtain.

Zuo Siyan had to stop in his tracks.

He felt tremendously humiliated. Those crab-like eyes with white showing below desperately rolled upward, showing only a thin line of white, like a vengeful ghost in a rage.

His loyal soldiers behind him all showed gloomy, angry expressions, clearly feeling their general’s dignity had been greatly trampled.

Immediately someone angrily said: “That old thing is getting more and more arrogant!”

Zuo Siyan stood gloomily in place and said: “One day, either he dies or I die.”

…

Namutu was in quite a good mood at this time.

How to transfer goods worth thirty-seven thousand gold was naturally handled by his steward negotiating with the accountant here. Xiao Wu was demonstrating the usage of the other two items to him.

The hairpin’s pointed tip could be lightly pulled, causing fine needles dense as ox hair to shoot out with a whoosh.

The belt was even more remarkable – when worn at the waist it was an ordinary belt, but with a flick of the finger, a thin blade could be drawn out. With a shake in the air it flashed coldly, and with a sweep back to the waist it was seamlessly concealed again.

When had Namutu ever seen such nearly magical weapons? His eyes lit up immediately, and his original heartache about the cost was instantly soothed.

Moreover…

He caressed the belt, glanced at those merchants, and his lips curved slightly.

Did these mere Da Qian merchants think they could earn so much money from him in this Xirong royal city?

Just as this thought flashed through his mind, he heard his steward, who had originally been reluctant about spending so much money, burst into joyful laughter. Then a handsome young man walked toward him, bowing generously yet respectfully, and said with a smile: “These abyssal iron weapons were crafted by a senior master who once said he only wanted to give precious swords to heroes. The Chief Minister is a true hero, and treasures should go to the capable. These three abyssal iron treasures are hereby gifted to the Chief Minister.”

As he spoke, the curtain behind opened. His voice was clear and carried outside the curtain. The mountain of spectators outside heard this and called out in envy and admiration.

Namutu was overjoyed. The murderous thoughts from moments before immediately dissipated. He heavily patted the other’s shoulder and laughed: “Since you’re so sensible, I’m willing to befriend people like you. If there’s anything in the royal city in the future, just come find me.”

The merchants thanked him in unison. The atmosphere became harmonious for a moment.

News of Namutu obtaining the three-piece magical set quickly reached the palace. When the Crown Prince heard that the armor and weapons had been obtained at great expense by his usually very respectful uncle, his expression grew even more gloomy.

Uncle was indeed becoming more and more arrogant. First there was the public demand for wine, now there was private purchase of divine weapons.

The mansion was also wealthier than imagined…

Then hearing that in the end Uncle hadn’t spent a penny and the other party had gifted him these weapons worth thousands of gold, even saying those words about true heroes, the Crown Prince’s expression changed repeatedly as he slowly stood up.

What did this mean?

Da Qian people had always liked to engage in these mystical tricks. The Crown Prince had read their history books and seen plenty of these ghostly supernatural schemes claiming divine mandate, bewitching the people’s hearts. When they draped these divine mandate robes on someone, it basically meant that person wanted to rebel and seize the world.

What did this group of Da Qian merchants want to do?

And Uncle just accepted it so calmly?

A gift worth thousands of gold, presented under such a title, and he dared to accept it? What did he think he was?

Originally he and his uncle had deep affection, with Uncle’s great help and his smooth occupation of the royal city filling him with gratitude. He had also given Uncle great power, not touching his military authority, never thinking of employing the Central Plains tactic of eliminating loyal dogs after catching rabbits. But unexpectedly, Uncle was so insatiable!

Combined with recent rumors in the royal city about his illegitimate seizure of power, his expression grew even uglier.

Looking up at the sky, he felt storm clouds gathering and wind and rain approaching. Golden light flashed in the clouds as if a great storm was brewing toward him.

Meanwhile, at the auction venue on the second floor, Tie Ci quietly stood up.

Rong Pu walked into the box. With the curtain half-drawn, no one would see him enter.

Tie Ci smiled, walked behind the curtain, took off the ten eye-catching large flower rings from her hands, and handed them to Rong Pu.

Rong Pu slightly spread his fingers, as if waiting for her to put them on for him.

Tie Ci had long since mastered dealing with this green tea, smiling as she bundled the rings together and stuffed them into his hand.

Rong Pu also smiled gracefully and put on the ten rings one by one.

The rings still retained Tie Ci’s body warmth, the slight heat settling into his heart.

He sat in the chair Tie Ci had just occupied, and like her, placed his hand on the small table beside him, either drinking tea or tapping the table.

He wore the same blue clothes as Tie Ci.

To the common people outside, it seemed the merchant leader had been upstairs all along.

…

In the small box, Wuliang Yunzhu slowly raised her head, looking around somewhat confusedly.

She saw her sister slumped across from her and hurriedly went to push her, but no matter how much she pushed, couldn’t wake her.

She felt a bit dizzy, irritated, and slightly nauseous. Standing up groggily, wanting to find water to drink, she looked up and saw Tie Ci’s box across the way and walked toward it.

At this time no one was paying attention to them, as everyone’s attention was on the auction stage. Wuliang Yunzhu walked along the corridor toward the opposite side, and looking up, she suddenly glimpsed a figure flash by.

…

Tie Ci glanced down below. The bidding continued, with Zuo Siyan’s gloomy face participating in the bid for the Life-Extending Ointment.

This item was also brought out by Rong Pu and had its special purpose – it was something Zuo Siyan’s favored concubine had to obtain.

Tie Ci glanced once, smiled, and her figure had already disappeared from the spot.

The next instant she appeared several streets away.

The next instant she appeared at a corner of the inner city wall.

The next instant she appeared above the royal city watchtower.

…

Wuliang Yunzhu stood dazedly at the bottom of the stairs. She didn’t understand what she had just seen, only vaguely catching sight of a shadow that seemed to be Wei Ci.

Then that figure disappeared, moving at a speed unlike a real person, more like an illusion or ghost.

She looked up toward that box.

The box door was half-open, and she could still see Wei Ci’s hand wearing many large flower rings tapping the table.

Suddenly she felt a chill in her heart and didn’t dare approach rashly. Walking to a corner of the second floor and looking diagonally, she saw Rong Pu’s face in the box.

…

Xirong admired Central Plains culture and education. The royal city had also been built with guidance from Da Qian craftsmen in the past, with layout and arrangement mostly imitating Da Qian. However, constrained by finances and customs, it was relatively simple with a rougher style. There was no moat, no corner towers or multiple city walls built – just the royal city and palace city. The royal city was built entirely of deep red bricks made from local red clay, with the main hall at the very back topped with a yellow treasure roof. The prince palaces and council halls extending left and right from both sides looked from afar like a blood eagle spreading its wings on the earth.

The watchtower had soldiers, and below the tower along the city walls there was a guard post every ten zhang. Patrolling guards shook copper bells every quarter hour to signal all was well.

In the watchtower, two bored soldiers were dozing against the platform edge when they suddenly heard someone shouting below. Looking down, they saw the person pointing in horror at above their heads.

Above their heads was still the roof – nothing could be seen.

The wind suddenly grew stronger, and something above their heads fluttered. Looking closely, it seemed like a person’s clothing sash.

The two were horrified.

Someone on the roof?

That was impossible!

The roof was pointed – just a palm-sized area. How could anyone stand there?

Unless… it was an immortal.

Just as this thought crossed their minds, the area above their heads suddenly brightened.

The two looked up and saw a thin line of golden light trace the edge of the dark clouds, flashing once.

The next moment thunder roared.

Right overhead.

The thunder was so close that their ears buzzed, and for a moment they couldn’t hear any other sounds between heaven and earth. They watched helplessly as a crack suddenly appeared in the narrow roof above, growing larger and larger…

“The tower has been split by lightning!”

The two finally reacted, shouting frantically as they hurried down the stairs to escape for their lives. Running to the halfway point, they looked back and saw a slender figure flash once atop the gradually collapsing watchtower before disappearing.

“An immortal!”

Besides immortals, who else in this world could suddenly come and go in such a place?

The immortal had summoned heavenly thunder and split the royal city’s watchtower.

The two guards, pale-faced, stumbled down from the city tower.

When the thunder sounded, the Crown Prince also saw that thin streak of lightning winding across the horizon.

Very thin, and the thunder wasn’t very loud, so he didn’t pay much attention.

However, he immediately heard that troubling news.

The guards knelt before him, trembling as they described how an immortal had descended and summoned lightning to split the tower. Thinking of his earlier worries, the Crown Prince felt even more uneasy and immediately ordered the news be kept secret and the watchtower repaired immediately.

However, he soon heard the second thunder.

The northeastern corner watchtower had also been split.

Within a quarter hour, four thunderclaps and four lightning strikes destroyed all four corner watchtowers of the royal city.

The news could no longer be concealed. Since it was only lightning without rain, people gathered to look at the four corners from afar, discussing animatedly.

The Crown Prince rarely lost his temper so completely in his hall. He absolutely didn’t believe in any immortal punishment.

He gathered all the guards on duty at the time and everyone who had seen that figure, questioning them repeatedly. Finally, it was the guard who had first spotted the figure who hesitantly said that the person wore robes with wide sleeves – it didn’t seem like local Xirong clothing but rather resembled southern attire.

The southerners currently known to be in the royal city were those merchants, weren’t they?

The Crown Prince was delighted.

At this point, whether this group of merchants had caused trouble or not, he definitely had to capture them. Such incidents required scapegoats – if the people truly believed it was heavenly warning and divine punishment, that would be disastrous.

Immediately the outer guard commander selected a group and left the palace in great force.

…

A figure flashed, and Tie Ci appeared in front of the palace square.

She looked around somewhat confusedly. In her estimation, this flash should have taken her away from the palace – why was she still standing here?

The guards at the palace entrance had already noticed and came shouting questions.

Tie Ci flashed again. This time she flashed to Giant Bear Street, close to the square and also a place she hadn’t been before. She used several more teleportations before flashing back to Antelope Street.

When she made the final flash back to the restaurant, her chest qi suddenly reversed, her form went out of control, and she crashed heavily toward Rong Pu, who was sitting behind the curtain impersonating her.

Fortunately Rong Pu was quick-witted. He kicked backward with his foot, forcibly embracing Tie Ci as they retreated to the wall. The chair beneath made scraping sounds against the floor until they reached the wall and stopped.

“What happened?”

“Nothing. Calculation error.” Tie Ci suppressed the unease in her heart. She regulated her breathing and found the reverse qi flow in her chest had disappeared. “Let’s switch back.”

She and Rong Pu exchanged clothes and rings.

Downstairs, Namutu wanted to take his leave. Tie Ci leaned on the railing and called out to keep him, asking him to try some refreshments and taste Da Qian specialties.

Having just received free gifts from others, Namutu naturally couldn’t refuse. He stayed to eat refreshments and watch the auction.

Zuo Siyan originally had no interest in the subsequent auctions, but his favored concubine acted coquettishly, telling him the medicine was good not only for women but also for men. She clasped her hands together, saying she hoped both she and the General would live long lives and be happy together forever.

Zuo Siyan also needed to recover some face and successfully bid for the Life-Extending Ointment, though his expression remained grim.

Once the concubine obtained the medicine and had her maid test it for poison, someone came to invite them, saying a hot spring pool had been newly dug in the back courtyard. This medicine worked best with hot springs, so the lady might as well bathe and try the medicine here.

Xirong people didn’t like bathing, believing it harmed one’s vital energy. Zuo Siyan was even more unwilling to bathe outside, but couldn’t withstand his concubine’s skilled coquetry. After much pestering, he went, but had people test the water and examine the medicine. All bathing implements were checked one by one. Curtains were drawn around the hot spring pool with soldiers standing guard outside. These soldiers were all very loyal, staring unblinkingly at the surroundings without the slightest negligence.

Xirong people were mostly straightforward in nature, prideful, stubborn, admiring strength and martial prowess, considering betrayal shameful. If a general they had followed for years died in battle, most would seek revenge for their general and fight to the last moment. Zuo Siyan’s soldiers had followed him for years, respected his bravery, and regarded him as an idol. They were famously loyal, even more so than the tribal troops Namutu commanded.

The hot spring pool in the back courtyard was naturally not a real hot spring pool. Hot springs required specific topographical environments to form – how could one just dig a pool in any random residence in the royal city? It was just an ordinary pool filled with hot water containing herbs that gave it a hot spring scent, then the herb packets were removed.

Having killed many people, Zuo Siyan was especially protective of his own life. He forced these Da Qian merchants to also enter the water. Tian Wu immediately put on a loincloth and went down to soak with him. Only then did Zuo Siyan enter the water.

As the two soaked, they gradually became inappropriate. Tian Wu couldn’t bear to watch and quietly came ashore.

When he came up, he glanced at the blue stone where Zuo Siyan’s clothes were placed on the shore.

After he left, the blue stone cracked open, a hand emerged from within, and quietly searched through the clothes, finding the command token Zuo Siyan never left behind.

Chapter 239: Distinguished Guest Arrives
Zuo Siyan controlled part of the former royal army and the original garrison camp of Xirong royal city, totaling about fifty thousand men. Except for ten thousand who permanently guarded the royal city and his own soldiers, the rest were stationed thirty li outside the city. Like Namutu’s forces also stationed outside the city, they took turns entering the city for defense changes.

This was because the Crown Prince wanted to show trust to gain their loyalty, while also fearing that their control over the royal city’s defenses would place him in danger. So the palace city was guarded by the Crown Prince’s own people, while the inner and outer royal city were guarded by alternating forces from Namutu and Zuo Siyan, with defense changes every month.

After obtaining the command token, Rong Pu disguised himself and personally went out, forging Zuo Siyan’s handwriting to draw up orders to mobilize troops.

Zuo Siyan’s handwriting was also obtained by Xiao Wu through the favored concubine.

Qi Yuansi and Da Wu remained at Hanli Han Desert, working day and night on surveying, deducing how to channel water to irrigate the plains. Tie Ci had brought only a few students into the royal city, but this didn’t prevent her from casting a wide net and playing a game that would trap all three power holders of the royal city.

Tie Ci stayed here, waiting for the drama to unfold.

Sure enough, before long, the Crown Prince’s soldiers arrived and immediately moved to arrest this group of Da Qian merchants without a word.

The charges were destroying the palace and spreading heretical rumors to confuse the people.

The common people still feared the army. When troops arrived, most of those watching the excitement dispersed, though many remained, whispering to later arrivals about the lightning strikes that had just occurred at the palace.

Namutu had just spoken of becoming good brothers and encountered this situation, so naturally he couldn’t ignore it. He immediately stepped forward to inquire what was happening.

The outer guard commander was very respectful upon seeing him and explained the situation before attempting to take the people away.

Namutu waved his hand to stop them: “Wait!”

The outer guard commander frowned, thinking that the Chief Minister hadn’t been like this before – he was indeed becoming arrogant now.

“You say these merchants are playing supernatural tricks and destroying the palace?” Namutu was genuinely astonished. “How is that possible? These people have been at the auction all day, not one missing, and none went out midway.”

The bold citizens around chimed in: “That’s right, aren’t all the people here?”

The outer guard commander brought the guard who had seen Tie Ci’s figure. Pointing at Tie Ci, Rong Pu and the others standing in a row, his finger wavered several times before hesitantly stopping in front of Tie Ci.

Tie Ci raised her eyebrows with a look of surprise.

The citizens were even more astonished.

“The merchant leader has been here all along too. Oh my, I haven’t stopped tearing up from being dazzled by the sunlight reflecting off those big flower rings of his.”

“Exactly. We haven’t left this door – wouldn’t we know if someone had left?”

The more Namutu heard, the more ridiculous it seemed, and he began to feel some dissatisfaction with the Crown Prince.

Could this be because he heard about his uncle’s presence at this auction and deliberately came to embarrass him?

This throne was still helped onto by me, and his ass isn’t even warm yet, but he’s already putting on airs.

Feeling uncomfortable, he coldly waved his hand and said: “I can vouch for this group of merchants. They indeed haven’t had anyone leave. His Majesty has probably misunderstood. Arbitrarily arresting Da Qian people is detrimental to relations between our two nations – you should withdraw. If you feel unable to report back, I’ll personally accompany you into the palace to explain.”

Tie Ci immediately bowed deeply to him in gratitude, satisfying the old man’s pride. Now completely ignoring the outer guard commander’s ugly expression, he forcefully called his own guard troops to separate the two groups.

The outer guard commander was angry but didn’t dare confront Namutu directly, so he could only say: “Since the Chief Minister wishes to vouch for the suspects, this subordinate cannot make decisions. Please have the Chief Minister personally enter the palace to explain to His Majesty.”

Namutu agreed and was about to leave when suddenly someone quietly walked out from under the eaves and stood beside Tie Ci.

Tie Ci’s heart jumped with shock upon seeing her, silently crying out that this was bad.

It was actually Wuliang Yunzhu.

She should have been knocked unconscious long ago, and after everything was concluded, they would find an excuse to explain and send her back. Knowing their identities, Tie Ci didn’t want complications.

Her appearance here now meant something unexpected had happened.

She turned her head. Wuliang Yunzhu was also looking at her sideways. Their gazes met, and she curved her lips into a sinister smile, whispering: “Promise to sleep with me, and I won’t say you weren’t here just now.”

Tie Ci only paused briefly before she called out: “Great-uncle…”

Hearing this, Namutu turned around and said in surprise: “Yunzhu, you’re here too.”

Tie Ci whispered: “Fine.”

Wuliang Yunzhu grinned, her small canine teeth flashing briefly, and said softly: “Now, tell my great-uncle that you want to marry me.”

Tie Ci frowned.

Saying this to Namutu at this time would be asking for trouble.

She hesitated only slightly before Wuliang Yunzhu said: “Great-uncle, let me tell you…”

Suddenly a female voice said: “Sister, don’t make trouble.”

Wuliang Yunzhu turned around to see Wuliang Muzhen had also come, with Rong Pu standing beside her. Having pursued Rong Pu so many times, this was the first time he had stood so close to her. Her expression was somewhat dazed yet showed uncontrollable joy.

Wuliang Yunzhu sneered: “How’s that? Still confused after being drugged, not knowing this is a black shop?”

Namutu: “Why are both you sisters here? Yunzhu, what were you about to say?”

Wuliang Yunzhu said: “I was saying these merchants have problems! Great-uncle, don’t vouch for them! They drugged me! I also saw him go out!” She pointed viciously at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci’s expression didn’t change as she smiled helplessly.

Wuliang Muzhen glanced at Rong Pu, who was smiling encouragingly at her. Wuliang Muzhen’s face reddened as she said: “Great-uncle, it’s nothing. We came here to watch the auction. Sister didn’t have enough money to buy jewelry she liked and is angry with people.”

Hearing this explanation, Namutu immediately understood.

The little princess was always hot-tempered and willful, while the older princess was gentle and modest. Namutu naturally trusted Wuliang Muzhen more. Seeing Tie Ci’s tolerant and helpless expression, he felt certain that Wuliang Yunzhu was opposing people again over some disagreement.

Tie Ci smiled: “So it’s the two princesses. Your Highnesses needn’t be angry – whatever you want, this humble one will present as gifts.”

Namutu was satisfied hearing this and nodded: “Yunzhu, stop being willful. Otherwise, you’ll damage your father’s reputation too.” With that, he left with the outer guard commander. Wuliang Yunzhu stamped her foot in anger: “I’m telling the truth! Sister has been confused! These people are no good!”

Unfortunately, Namutu had already gone far.

As Wuliang Yunzhu was about to speak again, Tie Ci had already smilingly grasped her hand and said warmly: “Princess, come, let’s go inside to select jewelry you like.” With a gentle pull, Wuliang Yunzhu could no longer speak and was easily dragged into the building.

Tie Ci pulled her all the way inside while walking and thinking about how to pacify this willful Xirong princess who had no bottom line. But she saw the Eagle Master sitting in a chair, his doll mask carelessly askew, his slender fingers playing with something, his posture casual, but his glancing eyes sharp as blades.

Seeing the two enter, he stood and reached out to greet them. Tie Ci was wondering why he was being so proactive when the tall Eagle Master was already in front of them. A cold light flashed in his hand as a small knife fiercely stabbed into Wuliang Yunzhu’s heart.

When he pulled it out, blood sprayed across half of Tie Ci’s face.

This was so utterly unexpected that Tie Ci’s heart stopped.

Wuliang Muzhen, following behind, saw only their backs. Seeing her sister’s steps suddenly halt, she instinctively wanted to ask, but Rong Pu, already smelling blood, frowned and quickly swept his sleeve across her face.

Wuliang Muzhen softly collapsed again.

Rong Pu didn’t support her. All his previous gentleness had vanished. Only when she fell did he disdainfully grab her collar, then finding her too heavy, pushed her to Tian Wu who had caught up from behind.

Yang Yixiu at the very back simply didn’t enter, slamming the door shut with a bang.

Tie Ci checked Wuliang Yunzhu’s breathing and silently laid the body down.

“Why?”

The Eagle Master took out white cloth and slowly wiped his knife: “Speaking nonsense to you – shouldn’t she die for that?”

Tie Ci stared at him: “If you’re so bloodthirsty and treat human life so carelessly, I’ll consider whether I should support you.”

Da Qian didn’t need a warlike and cruel neighboring sovereign.

The Eagle Master paused before saying: “I understand this child. She’s got a demon’s nature. Since she saw, not killing her would leave endless trouble.”

Tie Ci was silent.

The Eagle Master sneered again: “Don’t think I’m afraid you won’t help me. I’m doing this for your good – don’t you understand?”

“Don’t interfere, control, and make arbitrary decisions under the banner of doing good for me,” Tie Ci said. “This is the last time.”

The Eagle Master laughed again, stood up and left without even glancing at the corpse on the ground.

Tie Ci sighed: “This bastard, how did he become like this? Playing at being cool, domineering and aloof – I really want to slap all the water out of his brain.”

Rong Pu said: “His nature was already somewhat extreme. Suddenly encountering family tragedy, going astray and losing control is understandable. You… be careful.”

Tie Ci was lost in thought and didn’t hear clearly what he said: “Anyway, this matter will be concluded within two days. Just keep Wuliang Muzhen safe. In the future, send her far from the royal city to live under an assumed name – don’t let her get involved in royal power struggles.”

Having been involved in imperial power struggles since childhood and suffered enough, she instinctively wanted to help these innocent women avoid it.

Rong Pu looked at her: “Your Highness is merciful.”

“Is there no news from Huyin’s side?”

“None these past two days.”

Tie Ci had been maintaining contact with Huyin and had taken part of her army, hidden in deep mountains a hundred li from the royal city. Once things started here, they would rush to coordinate.

The Crown Prince still had an army at Black River outside the royal city, facing off against Qiu Wujiu’s allied forces. Both sides had fought several battles with victories and losses on both sides. Both had constraints and concerns and weren’t very aggressive, so they remained in stalemate.

Precisely because there were armies both inside and outside the city, leaving them little time, Tie Ci chose to simultaneously target the three highest-ranking people in the city.

Once the royal city was taken, Huyin’s main forces staying put to contain Qiu Wujiu’s other military strength could break camp at night and attack the Crown Prince and Qiu Wujiu’s armies from both sides, taking all territory and forces around the royal city.

Yesterday they had just received news that Liang Shiyi of Liaodong had rebelled, even killing the Crown Prince of Liaodong. The rebellion was earlier than expected and more ruthless than Tie Ci had imagined.

But the King of Liaodong seemed prepared early. Though Liang Shiyi came with great momentum, he gained no advantage. The King of Liaodong had apparently mobilized troops very early, surrounding, dividing and scattering Liang Shiyi’s forces. Currently he was struggling desperately around Zuotun.

This news came from the Eagle Master’s former subordinates remaining in the royal city, delivered as secret military intelligence to the palace. Now deep in a foreign nation’s heart with poor communications, they received scattered news without knowing how old it was.

Tie Ci was somewhat disappointed. The desired Liaodong internal chaos hadn’t occurred. The King of Liaodong, worthy of his battlefield origins, had keen senses and had apparently detected Liang Shiyi’s movements early.

She suddenly thought of Feiyu, her heart jumping.

Though Feiyu had left suddenly with vague destination, her intuition told her his actions were related to Liaodong.

Had he gone to muddy those waters, or to assassinate someone?

Kill Liang Shiyi, or… kill the King of Liaodong?

But now both Liang Shiyi and the King of Liaodong were safe, so was Feiyu…

Her heart pounded as she looked toward Liaodong, wishing she could immediately resolve matters at hand and rush to Liaodong to see.

Rong Pu had been crouched examining Wuliang Yunzhu’s corpse when he suddenly said: “Why was she able to wake up suddenly?”

Tie Ci was startled. She had originally thought Wuliang Yunzhu must not have eaten enough drugged snacks, so woke early and saw her. But she immediately remembered that Wuliang Yunzhu was very greedy for snacks here and wouldn’t stop until eating the last piece. She would have taken more drugs than Wuliang Muzhen.

“With my drugs, once she made contact, regardless of amount, she wouldn’t wake early,” Rong Pu was confident about his medicines. “She must have taken some kind of antidote.”

Rong Pu examined her carefully and pulled out a bag from her waist – usually for storing dried meat and snacks. From inside he found some black, fruit-like objects.

He pried open Wuliang Yunzhu’s mouth. Sure enough, there were black traces between her teeth.

Rong Pu broke open the preserved fruit to smell it, his expression grave.

But Tie Ci had turned over the bag and smelled the inside.

A very rich ginseng scent.

The finest old ginseng sent as annual tribute from Liaodong had exactly this smell.

Ginseng from elsewhere was far inferior to Liaodong’s.

“Qiu Wujiu?”

Simultaneously, Rong Pu said: “This medicine seems to have addictive components that control the mind.”

The two looked at each other.

Most likely it was Qiu Wujiu. Qiu Wujiu was using drugs to control Wuliang Yunzhu?

What did he want to do?

While leaving the royal city to show disinterest in the throne, he was secretly using drugs to control the Crown Prince’s younger daughter.

Was this drug controlling only Wuliang Yunzhu, or targeting the entire palace?

Though not in the royal city, he was still controlling things – he still planned to return to the royal city.

When would he return?

Tie Ci vaguely felt that Qiu Wujiu was deep and unfathomable – a variable.

Rong Pu crouched before Wuliang Yunzhu’s corpse, seemingly deep in thought.

Outside came knocking – long and short – indicating movement from Zuo Siyan’s side.

Tie Ci had to get up and go to the back courtyard.

After she left, Rong Pu had Tian Wu help move Wuliang Yunzhu’s body to a platform, then ordered him to prepare knives and other implements. Closing doors and windows and drawing curtains, he had Tian Wu assist.

From the room came Tian Wu’s somewhat surprised voice: “What are you doing?”

“Ugh…”

“Supervisor, aren’t you disgusted? I remember you don’t even touch others’ wounds – you always have your servant do it…”

After a long while, Rong Pu’s faint voice emerged from inside.

“As long as it’s useful to her, I wouldn’t fear even death – what’s disgusting about this?”

…

This was the royal city’s largest restaurant. Tie Ci had rented it for the entire day, setting up guest rest areas in the back courtyard, but only Zuo Siyan and his favored concubine had used it.

After soaking in the hot spring, the concubine used all her seductive skills. Zuo Siyan, his depression completely dispelled, laughed heartily and swept up the concubine, entering the guest room.

The room was arranged with warm curtains and rich fragrance, golden hooks on gauze, thick long-pile carpets that silenced footsteps.

The concubine laughed seductively on Zuo Siyan’s shoulder, her teeth gently nibbling the muscles of his shoulder.

Earlier in the hot spring pool, she had already used the medicine – half taken internally, half applied externally. The internal dose made her feel completely comfortable, while the external application was smooth and pleasant. She became even more convinced of the medicine’s advertised effects.

Zuo Siyan’s hands roamed her body a few times before he laughed with satisfaction: “Wanton woman, so eager.” He pushed the giggling concubine onto the bed.

Pink gauze curtains fell in layers.

Lamplight slanted across overlapping human shadows, rising and falling like beasts.

…

Across the snowy plains rode orderly military columns without banners, their bright armor reflecting the cold night light after snow.

The army advanced quickly toward the royal city.

A fast horse caught up: “Report—”

The fur-robed elder surrounded by several riders at the front turned back, gesturing for the scout to approach.

The scout said breathlessly: “Marshal, Mote Hulan has gathered her remaining forces and has been following behind us!”

Hearing this, the surrounding generals immediately cursed. Some demanded returning immediately to deal with this woman who didn’t know death from life, others mocked her for seeking death, while still others puzzledly asked the fur-robed elder why, having already turned back to find Mote Hulan’s main camp and achieved great victory, he didn’t pursue the victory but instead turned toward the royal city.

Qiu Wujiu smiled slightly.

“How to pursue victory? Mote Hulan has been camped in that valley for half a year and knows the surrounding terrain very well. If you pursue, either they’ll scatter into the surrounding mountains where we can’t find them and waste effort, or they’ll use local terrain to turn back and dig us a trap. Unfamiliar with the terrain and with scattered forces due to pursuit, we’d very likely fall into their trap. Victory turned to defeat – how stupid would that be!”

Everyone suddenly understood.

“Then let’s turn back now and finish them off!”

“Why waste strength on the road?” Qiu Wujiu said. “The royal city is about to have major changes. Whoever catches the timing will be Xirong’s future king. Once king of Xirong, these are just scattered soldiers. Everyone’s racing against time – let’s not delay over these small cats and dogs.”

Everyone had always trusted him and raised no more objections. Only one deputy asked: “Marshal, what changes will occur in the royal city? After taking the royal city, do we still plan to ally with Liang Shiyi?”

“Cooperate with that stray dog for what?” Qiu Wujiu said leisurely. “What I want isn’t Liaodong.”

Everyone was surprised, thinking then why had he maintained contact with Liang Shiyi all along, acting like he wanted to collude?

“Xirong thinks I want to collude with Liaodong to take Xirong. Da Qian thinks I want to collude with Xirong to seize Liaodong. But Xirong should have been mine all along, and what I truly want, they don’t understand.”

Everyone was confused but knew Qiu Wujiu’s nature – he wouldn’t say until the time came.

Qiu Wujiu seemed to remember something and said with interest: “Actually, all the reasons I gave above are nonsense.”

Everyone was astonished.

Qiu Wujiu said irrelevantly: “My spy I left with Prince Da’an recently gave me very interesting news.”

“His Little Eighteen, with a mind deeper than the sea and thoughts more vicious than wolves, killed several of his most beloved sons, killing whoever he favored, even the eldest. Yet Prince Da’an still couldn’t bear to kill him and gave him a task to assassinate the Crown Princess.”

“This is interesting.”

“If the Crown Princess were far away in Shengdu, how could Murong Yi in his current state accomplish traveling thousands of li across borders to assassinate the Crown Princess?”

Remembering a speculation from spies left in Da Qian, his smile deepened.

“Unless the Crown Princess is nearby.”

“So here’s the question – if the Crown Princess is nearby, she should be at Yong Ping. But with such a big incident happening to Di Yiwei at Yong Ping and her not appearing, clearly she’s already left Yong Ping.”

“So where would she be?”

“The King of Liaodong might think the Crown Princess is hiding near Yong Ping, but only we in Xirong can guess a certain possibility from Xirong’s constantly changing situation – think about Xirong’s suddenly transformed war situation recently. Wuliang Shuoye suddenly emerging from the great desert and Mote Hulan growing wings like a tiger.”

The scholarly Qiu Wujiu smiled slightly.

“A distinguished guest has arrived at Xirong’s royal city – how can you and I not personally welcome her?”

…

Chapter 240: Reaping the Benefits
Deep within the restaurant, a scream suddenly rang out, accompanied by a man’s panicked roar.

When this sound emerged, Zuo Siyan’s subordinates standing guard outside were greatly alarmed and rushed inside regardless of everything.

Others, being very perceptive, ran directly to the front hall and surrounded Tie Ci and her group.

Those who rushed in first shouted: “General! General!” Just as they were about to run further inside, they heard Zuo Siyan’s angry roar from within: “Get out!”

His subordinates had originally thought there were assassins or something had happened, but hearing this, it didn’t seem like it. They had to quickly retreat, hearing strange sounds from inside. Zuo Siyan kept making hissing noises, but it didn’t sound like pain. Rather, the favored concubine was screaming and crying softly, seeming to be in great pain, constantly pleading: “General, please don’t move! General, be gentler!”

Zuo Siyan said in frustration: “I can’t move either… How could this happen! Someone, summon that Wei Ci!”

The subordinates hurriedly brought Tie Ci over. Standing outside the screen, Tie Ci said calmly: “May I ask what has happened to the General?”

“Get in here, you bastard! What’s going on!”

Tie Ci, knowing what eye-searing scene she was about to witness, comforted herself that she’d just pretend to see dogs mating. Just as she was about to enter, Rong Pu had already blocked her and went behind the screen himself.

Behind the screen, seeing someone enter, Zuo Siyan embarrassedly grabbed clothes to cover a certain area, then couldn’t help but slap his concubine: “Bitch! Wanton woman!”

The concubine let out a sharp scream.

Rong Pu acted as if he saw nothing and stepped forward to check his pulse.

In this situation, Zuo Siyan still gripped a knife in one hand, watching Rong Pu vigilantly, as if the blade would strike if he showed the slightest impropriety.

But Rong Pu remained composed, his voice flowing gently beyond the screen.

“…The General’s vital energy is excessive, overflowing when full… This has nothing to do with the medicine… If the General is unwilling for this humble one to perform acupuncture, then you must calm your mind and dismiss idle people. I can play the qin for the General to relax…”

Zuo Siyan’s voice came out irritably: “Everyone move further away!”

The guards retreated somewhat, withdrawing to the courtyard.

Clear qin music began – cool moonlight and flowing water, refreshing to the ears and calming to the heart.

Even soldiers who didn’t understand musical beauty found it pleasant and gradually relaxed, chatting in the courtyard and making knowing jokes about the General’s dragon vigor and tiger might.

Zuo Siyan in the room relaxed, closed his eyes, and tried hard to calm himself.

But the indoor screen silently opened.

The Eagle Master walked out calmly.

Dressed entirely in black with a tall, lean, and powerful frame, he moved like a lazy yet constantly alert leopard, his muscle movement full of strange rhythm.

Yet he wore a grinning doll mask with a big white face.

The entire figure formed an eerie contrast.

He approached Zuo Siyan’s back silently, took off his own sock, and stuffed it into Zuo Siyan’s mouth.

Zuo Siyan had already sensed something, but his current position was extremely inconvenient. Just as he raised his blade, his mouth was stuffed with the stinking sock. Enraged, he leaped up violently, actually bringing the concubine’s body with him as they flipped, but halfway through the flip, like a carp straightening up, they bounced back onto the bed. Both he and the concubine let out agonized screams simultaneously.

The concubine’s mouth was also stuffed with a stinking sock by the Eagle Master at the moment she was pulled up. Both screams were muffled in their throats, perfectly masked by the qin music.

The Eagle Master sneered and raised his hand. A long whip cracked down fiercely.

Zuo Siyan had to roll to dodge. Each roll brought muffled cries from both their throats, the sounds deep and hoarse like dying beasts.

He wanted to resist, but moving caused excruciating pain, and he couldn’t even dodge the whip.

Deep red and purple welts gradually appeared on their naked bodies, swelling hard and high.

Zuo Siyan’s face was contorted by pain, while the concubine trembled all over, sweat pouring down like water, washing away her makeup in scattered patches.

Rong Pu continued playing the qin without raising his head.

The whip was fierce but not loud, even matching the rhythm of the qin music, silently and coldly crisscrossing the room.

Enveloping those two bodies that could never separate.

When the Eagle Master had beaten them enough, he threw down the whip and asked Rong Pu with a tsk: “What kind of treasure is this? Even roadside dogs aren’t as energetic as them.”

Rong Pu said nothing, pressing strings with one hand while taking out a pair of jade hooks with the other. He hooked the two hooks together and pulled to demonstrate they couldn’t be separated.

Eagle Master: “Pfft.”

Zuo Siyan and the concubine turned pale.

Zuo Siyan suddenly raised his hand and pulled out the sock.

His hands could move all along – it was just that the attack came so suddenly and he had been dazed by that storm-like beating, only now removing the stinking sock.

But just as he opened his mouth, the Eagle Master said: “What, do you really want your subordinates to see how you look right now?”

Zuo Siyan froze, breathing heavily.

If his wholehearted admirers saw him like this, he’d never be able to hold his head up again for the rest of his life.

He could only stay silent. The more he thought about it, the angrier he became, raising his hand to slap the woman beneath him again.

The Eagle Master said coldly: “This method is dirty – we don’t like using it, but for you, we can make an exception. Because this is what you deserve.”

Zuo Siyan raised his hand, the blade tip flashing coldly.

This trap couldn’t harm him.

His hands could move, his martial arts were intact – wouldn’t killing this woman solve it?

The blade’s light reflected in the woman’s terrified eyes.

Rong Pu suddenly said: “If you kill her, you still won’t separate.”

“She and you are already connected by flesh and blood. If you kill her, she’ll slowly rot beneath you. Corpse poison will seep into your body, and you’ll slowly decay like a corpse too. In the future, when you meet people, command troops, fight battles – well, you’ll have to drag this woman along. In this posture.”

The Eagle Master imagined this and nodded with satisfaction.

Rong Pu smiled at the concubine: “Didn’t you wish to never be separated from the General for life? Now even death cannot separate you.”

The concubine rolled her eyes back and fainted.

Zuo Siyan’s face was ashen as he looked down.

The Eagle Master put one leg up on the bed edge and smiled: “There’s another way – cut it off. Though you’d be disabled, at least you could escape this stupid woman.”

A small knife spun at his fingertips, flashing coldly: “Want me to help you?”

Zuo Siyan immediately abandoned this idea.

That would be seeking death. And dying even more humiliatingly.

He stared coldly at the concubine beneath him. The woman trembled all over under his malicious gaze, not even daring to try removing the sock.

The Eagle Master looked at her terror-stricken face and remembered the Queen Mother hanging above the city gate.

When he entered that gate again, he saw dried blood in the wall cracks that hadn’t been washed away.

That was the Queen Mother’s and Kusu Li’s blood.

Heaven’s wind couldn’t wash it away, heaven’s light couldn’t fade it, preserved on the blue-gray city wall – the stone wouldn’t decay, the memory wouldn’t fade.

Until revenge was taken, the hatred wouldn’t lose its color.

He smiled and said: “There’s another way. I heard that under extreme pain and fear, muscles will contract or relax… Contract or relax, I don’t know which. Want to try?”

Malice churned in Zuo Siyan’s eyes. Already burning with rage and having no outlet for his violent fury, it all fell on the woman.

A cold flash, and a bloody eyeball rolled down the snow-white face.

The woman’s scream was muffled by the sock into a fierce hiss.

Zuo Siyan casually wiped the blood clean on the woman’s body and said: “Speak. What do you want me to do?”

“Very simple. Soon your soldiers will enter the city. Tell them you were ambushed by Namutu, and have them burn that old thief’s house.”

Even if Zuo Siyan’s troops were transferred into the city, they would only execute tasks upon receiving his oral command. That’s why they needed to trap him while keeping him alive.

Zuo Siyan grunted: “This kind of thing didn’t require tormenting me like this… You’ve transferred my troops! What do you want to do!”

“Nothing much, just stirring up muddy waters.”

Zuo Siyan felt chest tightness. He raised his hand and the concubine’s nose flew off.

The concubine flopped on the bed like a dying fish, sweat drops mixed with blood splattering everywhere.

Zuo Siyan, pulled into excruciating pain by her movements, grabbed her neck and squeezed until she fainted before releasing her.

The Eagle Master sneered: “Evil man, vile woman – a perfect match made in heaven.”

Chaotic footsteps came from outside. Someone was asking the General whether he had summoned the army, as troops were changing defense early and the gate guards wouldn’t let people enter. They needed the General’s written order.

The Eagle Master was already actively helping him search for clothes. However, Zuo Siyan raised his hand, pulling out a serrated small knife from a chain around his neck. He demanded paper and brush, scrawled a few characters, and was about to use the knife to cut the paper’s edges.

Tie Ci suddenly emerged and smiled: “Wait.”

She held a snake in one hand and a pill in the other. In front of Zuo Siyan, she stuffed the pill into the snake’s mouth.

The snake had originally been struggling and coiling with its head raised, but after this insertion, its body gradually relaxed and hung down limply.

She thus provided vivid “live instruction” in front of the indecent Zuo Siyan and the Eagle Master and Rong Pu. The Eagle Master looked up at the sky while Rong Pu coughed continuously.

Tie Ci’s expression didn’t change.

As long as I’m not embarrassed, others will be embarrassed.

Zuo Siyan, not knowing her gender, didn’t feel that embarrassment but clearly understood Tie Ci’s hint.

There was an antidote.

Don’t play tricks.

Zuo Siyan glanced at her, wondering where such formidable people had suddenly appeared.

Xirong’s military system differed from Da Qian’s. The royal family didn’t hold overly concentrated military power and couldn’t concentrate it too much. Those with superior military strength had always come to power, but their subordinates would have generals controlling their own powerful tribal armies, so there was always danger of being replaced.

Zuo Siyan also backed by a great clan, had his own exclusive troop deployment tokens, but this was his secret for deploying troops – how had it been seen through?

His small knife had several different serrations, with different cut marks representing different meanings.

He had originally wanted to cut a “kill everyone here without question” command symbol, but now could only shift his hand and honestly cut the correct marks.

The written order was sent out. Boots marched in unison, shaking the earth. Within half an hour, the ten thousand soldiers Zuo Siyan had transferred rushed toward Namutu’s mansion.

They executed Zuo Siyan’s orders without question, bursting into Namutu’s mansion and killing everyone they encountered.

Going all out, when Tie Ci asked him to burn Namutu’s house, Zuo Siyan also ordered the people killed.

If not for Namutu competing with him for the treasure today, making him displeased, he wouldn’t have been so easily seduced by that bitch. He would have returned home long ago with the abyssal iron three-piece set.

Zuo Siyan vented all his rage on Namutu. Though Namutu’s mansion also had many guards, how could they withstand a sudden army attack? By the time Namutu’s garrison rushed to rescue, Namutu’s mansion was already a mountain of corpses and sea of blood with towering flames.

Namutu’s subordinate soldiers immediately intercepted Zuo Siyan’s troops. As reinforcements continued streaming in, both sides fought. Zuo Siyan’s soldiers, following his instructions, shouted that Namutu was arrogant and disrespectful with treasonous intentions, and General Zuo was executing him by royal command.

Immediately some of Namutu’s people rushed to the palace to report.

Namutu was currently in the palace meeting the Crown Prince. Due to the previous wine incident, today’s weapon auction and lightning incident, both harbored resentment. Namutu felt the Crown Prince was crossing the bridge and destroying it, being heartless and ungrateful. Inevitably invoking his status as uncle to speak a few words, the Crown Prince, already harboring grudges, grew increasingly gloomy.

“Those merchants are playing supernatural tricks and spreading heretical rumors to confuse people – why does Uncle still help them!”

“What’s wrong with Your Majesty lately? What connection do those lightning strikes have with those merchants? Aren’t you afraid of what people will say about such behavior!”

“What does Uncle mean by this? Does Uncle think the lightning struck well? It struck my palace – I gained my position illegitimately, heaven is punishing me. Is Uncle planning to push me off the throne next and replace me with someone more popular?”

“Wuliang He, what nonsense are you spouting!”

“See, you’re even calling me by name now – your ambition is truly obvious!”

The sound of precious porcelain from Da Qian shattering.

A yellowwood table also from Da Qian’s fine craftsmanship rolled down from above the throne, nearly crushing Namutu’s feet.

Everyone in the hall trembled, never expecting the previously close uncle and nephew to suddenly turn against each other, much less expecting the steady Crown Prince and even steadier Namutu to turn hostile so easily.

Wuliang He felt his heart pounding chaotically, hot blood surging upward in waves. He wanted to kill someone, to throw this ungrateful old wretch into the desert.

Namutu gradually calmed down, feeling the Crown Prince was acting strangely and that today’s quarrel was quite absurd.

He stepped back and bowed, preparing to apologize to his nephew and ease the atmosphere.

Seeing his posture, Wuliang He’s anger diminished slightly. He walked down the steps, preparing to scold this old thing a bit before letting it go.

Suddenly footsteps sounded outside, and someone shouted: “Chief Minister! Chief Minister! Terrible news! Zuo Siyan has led troops into the mansion by royal command, saying you’re plotting rebellion, and killed your whole family!”

Namutu felt as if struck by a giant thunderbolt.

He looked up sharply.

Opposite was the Crown Prince’s equally shocked face.

But in his eyes, it was malicious pretense, hypocritical disguise.

He was bowing with hands placed at his waist – the saluting posture of Xirong nobles.

His fingers suddenly touched something cold and hard.

It was the abyssal iron dagger. Having obtained the three-piece set, he naturally carried it away. He had the right to bear weapons in the palace.

The protective armor worn on his body, the hairpin on his head, the dagger at his waist.

Almost without thinking, with a clear ring, a blue light leaped to the Crown Prince’s brow. Before his astonishment could turn to shock, the dagger stabbed toward his chest.

Namutu’s roar was murderous and chilling: “Go die!”

A figure flashed as guards who had been following the Crown Prince charged forward from left and right.

They came quickly, having trained countless times, and indeed blocked in front of Wuliang He.

But they couldn’t match the blade’s speed.

That blade cut like slicing tofu, silently severing the weapons the guards held in front and the hands holding them, piercing through the guards’ bodies before finally slicing into the Crown Prince’s ribs with a chi sound.

A trace of regret flashed in Namutu’s eyes.

Due to his stance and height difference, he couldn’t stab toward the Crown Prince’s heart. Otherwise, with abyssal iron’s sharpness that cut flesh like mud, the Crown Prince would already be dead.

The Crown Prince let out an agonized scream.

Countless soldiers poured out from the hall.

Namutu turned and ran frantically, hearing fierce blade wind behind him, his heart and courage shattered.

That blade was fast, striking Namutu’s back.

The harsh sound of metal breaking rang out as the blade tip flew high in everyone’s horrified gaze.

Namutu tumbled and fell, wild with joy in his heart.

A great shout came close by his ear as countless soldiers charged in from outside the hall, protecting Namutu as they retreated.

Namutu was somewhat astonished. Though he could carry blades to court, he couldn’t bring too many guards, much less bring troops into the palace.

How had his subordinates gotten in?

He still wanted to strike the Crown Prince again, but now that was clearly impossible. People surged like a tide, and he was protected by guards as they withdrew from the highest hall, looking down to see black shadows circling the palace.

The Xirong palace was built against mountains with layered halls and winding roads.

Countless people rolled up like tides while countless others rushed down like floods.

Further away was the fan-shaped entire city of Chana – points of light at the fan handle, large dark patches at the fan surface.

Beyond that were Xirong’s vast grasslands, salt lakes, deserts, and forests.

For the first time, Namutu stood at such a position seeing such a view.

Heaven and earth crashed into his chest, his heart inevitably shaken.

He suddenly understood why the Xirong royal family built their palace against the mountains.

Because this way it seemed you could see all of Xirong, with the nation’s territory at your feet.

The magnificent and heroic scope was beyond description.

Namutu stared at the floating clouds below, his heart surging like tides.

Like everyone had thought before, he believed himself utterly loyal with never a rebellious thought.

But he didn’t know every man harbored wild ambitions in his heart. Some just hid them so well they thought they didn’t exist, but when facing such scenery, those ambitions burst like flood breaking through dikes, instantly turning everything upside down.

Why should he retreat?

With this turn away, he’d become a rebellious minister and traitorous subject, fleeing in embarrassment for the rest of his life, wandering the world.

But the Crown Prince was already severely wounded, his subordinates had entered the palace, and at this crucial moment he had obtained abyssal iron weapons and protective armor.

This was heaven’s will.

Heaven’s will had circled around to finally place the throne in his hands.

The Central Plains had a saying: “What Heaven gives and you don’t take, you’ll suffer the consequences.”

He turned around abruptly, drawing the dagger from his waist.

“I loyally helped you ascend the throne, yet you repay me by killing my wife and children. How does someone like you deserve to sit on the throne! Return everything I helped you obtain!”

Wuliang He’s long laughter came from the great hall: “Old fox! I knew you’d show your fox tail sooner or later!”

Namutu gave a signal and led his people charging into the great hall while his soldiers followed the mountain paths, fighting with the palace guards who kept pouring out to block them.

In the battle, everyone was disheveled, and no one paid attention to what their opponents looked like.

Therefore, no one noticed that Tie Ci and her group had already mixed in.

That iron-faced, impartial palace guard commander chased behind them to intercept, never understanding how these people had suddenly appeared.

He had clearly arranged guards to defend the entire palace impenetrably. The palace built against mountain terrain was naturally easy to defend and hard to attack.

But he didn’t know his day’s defense arrangements had been tampered with. Tian Wu hadn’t touched guards at crucial points where he’d notice immediately, but had removed several inconspicuous patrol posts at the mountain back and foot.

Among these, one had a short, hidden path through a cave that could directly penetrate the palace.

It couldn’t really be called a secret passage – just a place where royal children played when young. Wuliang He was the eldest son, much older than his younger siblings, so he didn’t know about that cave.

The Eagle Master’s people had opened the half-blocked cave, connecting it to a high wall of the palace. Tian Wu had manipulated things to transfer guards from that area, but their own forces weren’t sufficient to resist the palace’s tight defenses.

Tie Ci had considered using teleportation to kill Wuliang He herself, but first, there were several people in the city with troops – killing one crown prince had no meaning if their armies weren’t eliminated, as a new crown prince would quickly appear. Second, the opportunity for revenge should be left to the Eagle Master.

Hence the subsequent series of operations – three-way breakdown, simultaneous action. Namutu’s soldiers rushing to the palace were naturally intercepted, then the Eagle Master’s people coincidentally led them into the passage, streaming out from that negligently guarded spot. By the time the guard commander noticed something wrong, it was too late.

Now Namutu’s troops poured endlessly into the palace, coordinating inside and out, opening the palace gates while also attacking the city gates. Inside the palace they fought the royal army, while in the city they fought Zuo Siyan’s forces.

Both sides sent signals ordering their troops outside the city to enter for the melee, and the city gates were opened.

When the city gates opened, Huyin’s portion of the army that had received signals and waited outside the city also rushed in.

The entire Xirong royal city was in chaos.

Everywhere were fighting soldiers from Namutu and Zuo Siyan’s forces.

Half of Huyin’s army wore Zuo Siyan’s military uniforms while half wore Namutu’s uniforms. Running through Xirong’s streets, when they saw Namutu’s troops, those in Zuo Siyan’s uniforms fled while those in Namutu’s uniforms chased. When encountering Zuo Siyan’s forces, those in Namutu’s uniforms fled while those in Zuo Siyan’s uniforms chased… In short, they looked exactly like groups of warring troops from both sides.

So whether Namutu’s forces saw them or Zuo Siyan’s forces saw them, everyone thought they were fighting factions and paid no attention.

Thus they bluffed their way all the way into the palace.

But just after Huyin’s army entered the city, another force with even greater numbers galloped up and charged through the already chaotic, undefended gates.

Originally Namutu and Zuo Siyan’s people were fighting for control of the gates with the gate guards already scattered. When this later army arrived, both sides paused, but before they could challenge them, the newcomers were already shooting arrows indiscriminately. Large groups of soldiers poured through the gates and quickly began seizing the city towers.

Someone cried out: “Qiu Wujiu’s troops!”

Both Namutu and Zuo Siyan had tens of thousands of soldiers, most now pouring into the royal city, but Qiu Wujiu’s forces were even more numerous. They quickly killed the two sides’ soldiers at the gates, forcing them to retreat into the city. Qiu Wujiu’s army poured in endlessly, and after the entire army entered, they quickly lowered the gates and occupied the towers, strengthening the gates’ defenses.

Qiu Wujiu stepped onto the city tower, looking at the still-quiet wilderness outside and the chaotic melee inside the city, and smiled with satisfaction.

A general beside him said: “Marshal, why don’t we continue advancing to the palace?”

“No hurry, let them fight a bit more.” Qiu Wujiu said leisurely. “That Crown Princess is quite good at stirring things up. She must be waiting for all three sides to suffer mutual destruction so she can reap the benefits. How coincidental,” he smiled slightly, “so am I.”

…

Chapter 241: Are You Really Not Tempted?
In the royal palace, that loyal and devoted guard captain proved quite capable, setting up crossbows at strategic high points. From their elevated positions, arrows rained down like a storm, and corpses piled upon corpses along the mountain path.

Small groups of people fought in chaotic melees—on the mountain path, beneath the jade steps—blooming clusters of blood flowers one after another.

Roars, the sound of arrows, screams of agony all merged into one cacophony. The once-magnificent royal palace had now become a living hell.

Yet someone walked calmly through the pools of fresh blood and corpses scattered everywhere.

Tie Ci and the Eagle Lord advanced side by side up the mountain path, with corpses constantly tumbling down at their feet. Neither of them spared even a glance.

Whether they were palace guards or Namutu’s men, it was all good for them.

Through the melee crowds, Tie Ci gazed toward the highest point of the royal palace center. The palace halfway up the mountain was wreathed in clouds and mist, with golden roofs and jade-green tiles faintly visible through the white clouds, looking like a celestial palace from afar.

She smiled and said, “Building the royal palace on a mountain—only the Western Rong would do such a thing.”

“Do you know why the Western Rong went to such great trouble to build their palace at such heights?” The Eagle Lord looked back. At the foot of the mountain was the palace square, now swarming with countless people pouring in, dark masses clustering together like ant colonies doused with boiling water.

“It seems it’s not merely for the ability to see far from a high vantage point,” Tie Ci said with laughter in her voice.

“We Western Rong men don’t have that much leisure and refined taste,” the Eagle Lord curled his lip, looking up, his voice growing deeper. “On one hand, it brings us closer to the gods, and makes the palace a divine palace among the people. On the other hand, in the royal palace…”

Before he could finish speaking, someone stumbled out from the upper steps, collapsing against the railing and gasping for breath.

It was Namutu, with a knife wound on his arm, blood flowing steadily.

The uppermost level had no chaotic fighting, because both sides were at a stalemate, and the two leaders had made the decision to engage in personal combat.

It sounded incredible, but in the Western Rong, this was the most normal way to handle such situations. When the forces brought by both sides were equal, to avoid more carnage, the leaders would first fight to determine victory.

After all, in the early years when the population was small, this was a necessary measure to preserve manpower.

The birth of the first generation Western Rong king came from victory in such duels, though now that Western Rong emulated Great Qian in all things, this kind of dueling that Great Qian considered barbaric and absurd had gradually decreased.

Today, between nephew and uncle, because they belonged to the same tribe and many of the soldiers they brought were from the same clan, to preserve tribal strength, both chose to duel personally without prior agreement.

Namutu had been called the foremost warrior of Western Rong in his early years. Though the Great Prince was born of royal blood and practiced martial arts without cease, his natural talent was ordinary, far inferior to the young Wolf Lord Dan Ye.

One had strength, the other had youth—it should have been a clash of tigers, with a stalemate difficult to break. But clearly, reality was not so.

The Great Prince appeared extraordinarily powerful, his internal energy deep and vigorous. In just three moves, he had wounded Namutu.

Tie Ci and the Eagle Lord ascended the final step.

They saw Namutu’s face deathly pale with a shocked expression, while the Great Prince showed no victor’s satisfaction. His expression also carried a hint of bewilderment, his breathing very heavy, his face flushed with an unnatural red.

He felt as if he had borrowed power from heaven at this moment—power not under his own control. After striking with his blade, blood surged throughout his body, burning and scorching, even his meridians seemed to ache from the burning.

He wanted to kill, wanted to see blood, wanted to see more corpses.

He roared wildly and lunged forward.

That speed was so fast that Namutu’s guards couldn’t rescue him in time, watching helplessly as the Great Prince chopped down repeatedly on Namutu’s limbs.

Namutu had profound iron treasure armor protecting his front and back, but if his limbs were chopped up enough, he would still die.

The blade fell like violent snow, creating continuous flashing shadows, stroke after stroke, as fresh blood and flesh splattered continuously onto the snow-white railings, trickling down along the carved snow lotus patterns.

Namutu convulsed under the Great Prince’s nearly berserk blade, completely unable to resist.

Fresh blood sprayed all over the Great Prince’s head and face. His eyes bulged, teeth gleaming white, muscles contorted—he looked ferociously inhuman.

The screams seemed to pierce into the thick, heavy clouds in the sky. Countless people rushed up to the top jade platform—guards, soldiers, ministers, tribal leaders… then trembled all over, shocked by the scene before them.

The two people who had been closest in the past, blood relatives as nephew and uncle, now drew blades against each other, with the uncle suffering brutal slaughter by his nephew.

And the Great Prince, usually steady and peaceful, now appeared as terrifying as a demon.

This side of him shocked and bewildered everyone.

Could this be the true Great Prince?

Hiding a demon in his heart, disguising it with a gentle mask, and when it erupted, he could cruelly slaughter even his own uncle who had rendered him great service?

Everyone felt chilled to the bone. Someone cried out in terror, “Wunaliman!”

Wunaliman was the evil ghost from Western Rong legends—wearing human skin, dressed in fine clothes, painted with colorful makeup, killing people according to mood and whim, then eating their flesh after killing them.

The Western Rong people valued keeping corpses intact and deeply feared this manner of death.

This cry was extremely piercing. Wuliang He seemed to hear it too, and his hand paused.

The elder beside that person quickly covered his mouth.

But the Great Prince didn’t turn around immediately. He glanced at Namutu, who had been chopped into short segments, grinned, and reached out to push.

But Namutu wasn’t dead yet. With his dying breath, he opened his eyes, hatred and fury flashing in them, then suddenly lowered his head.

The hairpin atop his head shot out silently.

It pierced into the Great Prince’s chest.

At this moment, Tie Ci happened to walk to the Great Prince’s side. She raised her hand and completely pushed that thin hairpin, still showing a bit of its tip, into Wuliang He’s chest, her fingers falling like wind, quickly tapping several points around his heart.

This was a method her master had taught her—she said this could temporarily slow blood circulation, preserve a breath of vital energy from being lost, and double the stimulation of remaining life force.

The three-piece set was what she had given to Namutu. When each would play what role, she had arranged everything long ago.

The hairpin was extremely thin, the entry wound not obvious, and wouldn’t cause much bleeding. The fatal damage was already done, yet it could still allow the Great Prince to perform once more according to her arrangements, and with his final potential stimulated before death, he would be stronger than usual.

The Great Prince indeed, in his excited state, didn’t even feel much pain. He suddenly spun around and fixed his gaze on the young man who had earlier cried out “Wunaliman.”

The young man and the elder beside him turned deathly pale under his stare.

The elder hurriedly pulled the young man back while repeatedly calling out, “Guards! Guards!”

But the Great Prince had already pounced.

His pounce was like an eagle descending to earth or a fierce tiger breaking from its cage, actually creating a gust of wind that knocked surrounding people off their feet. People cried out and fled in chaos, but he only charged toward that target, kicking the young man down and raising his hand to grip his throat.

The elder’s scream was heart-rending: “A’hai!”

The slender neck was gripped tightly, the Great Prince’s five fingers closing—

Then he paused.

Then his entire body stiffened.

The young man had thought he was certainly dead, never expecting that final grip not to come. He fearfully opened his eyes, and before he could react, the elder had already scrambled over, pulling the young man from the Great Prince’s grasp.

The other ministers and leaders, including those guards, all retreated in alarm.

The Great Prince slowly turned his head.

All his previous wild ferocity was gone. His head-turning motion was incredibly difficult—the crowd could even hear a grinding sound like rusted metal.

He turned back and saw the Eagle Lord wearing a lucky baby mask.

His turbid eyes flashed with a trace of confusion.

Tie Ci smiled slightly and turned to look at the battle situation below.

Hmm, both sides were fighting to mutual destruction.

The Eagle Lord met the Great Prince’s gaze and slowly removed the mask he had worn for so long.

This mask was something he had picked up on the road during his hasty flight back then. He had dusted it off and put it on his face, later meeting Tie Ci and never removing it since.

He had made a vow.

When he removed the mask would be when he reclaimed everything.

Only this day had come faster than he had imagined.

All because of Tie Ci.

Countless burning gazes saw the face beneath the mask clearly and cried out in surprise.

“Wolf Lord!”

Though Western Rong had suffered upheaval, no one would forget the true Wolf Lord who had served for over ten years, Western Rong’s heir Wuliang Shuoye.

They had thought this person was already dead, but now seeing him appear, seeing him watch the chaos below, seeing that blade that had pierced Wuliang He’s back.

Everyone finally understood that the enormous upheaval that had erupted this night was connected to him.

Tie Ci turned her head to look at Dan Ye’s face, releasing a long breath in her heart.

Though Dan Ye hadn’t tried to hide it and she had long known who he was, seeing him finally willing to remove his mask still made her very relieved.

Dan Ye didn’t look at anyone else, calmly and slowly drawing his blade.

Wuliang He still had one breath left, staring at him intently.

Dan Ye neither avoided nor retreated, even showing a slight smile, still faintly wild and sweet as before, with three-tenths of his small canine teeth showing.

He said, “Was the beef delicious?”

Wuliang He’s eyes flashed with confusion, then his whole body shook. He opened his mouth to say something, but unfortunately, as soon as he opened his mouth, a large gush of fresh blood flowed out, choking his final words.

Only now did he understand why he had suddenly become so irritable and suspicious, so wildly uncontrollable, his strength increased while his life force was prematurely drained.

Non-poisonous beef didn’t mean there were no problems.

He had seized the throne, killed his father, sat on this gorgeous, burning height for less than half a year, then came crashing down.

Returning to dust.

Dan Ye looked at the corpse at his feet without expression.

He said, “Hang this treacherous minister’s corpse at the city gates.”

Complete silence.

Dan Ye waited patiently without hurry.

After a good while, the elder pulled the young man and knelt first, saying solemnly, “Yes.”

He paused, then said, “We welcome the Wolf Lord’s return.”

Dan Ye glanced at him.

Whether sparing Wuliang He a breath to act earlier, or killing Wuliang He in time to save the young man’s life, it was all because of this elder. He was currently the leader of a powerful tribe within the royal city, also holding the position of Western Rong Royal City General Administrator with jurisdiction over the royal army, and leader of a strong tribe second only to the three great tribes. That young man was his only grandson.

With him taking the lead, people immediately knelt and hailed the Wolf Lord. The crowd was still somewhat uneasy, carefully watching Dan Ye, fearing he would settle old scores. But Dan Ye remained calm, sheathing his blade and saying, “Those loyal to me at this moment—past matters are forgiven.”

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief and immediately knelt again to hail him, this time much more resolute than before.

Dan Ye stood at the highest railing, issuing order after order.

Wuliang He had killed his father to usurp the throne, acting against righteousness, murdering ministers, oppressing the people—he had been executed.

Namutu had aided the tyrant—he deserved to be torn apart by chariots. But having already been exterminated by Wuliang He, his remaining crimes would not be pursued. Relatives could voluntarily collect his body; if no one collected it, it would be abandoned in the wilderness.

Seven hundred thirty-two close associates of Wuliang He and Namutu were to be hunted down and killed without exception. Those who contributed to killing these rebels would be granted the official positions of those they killed.

Apart from this, others who had been coerced into compliance would be forgiven for past actions.

While the royal city was in chaos, emergency orders were implemented. All people were forbidden from moving about freely. Tribal private army leaders would temporarily reside in the palace under royal army protection and surrender their tribal military command tokens.

…

Orders flowed like water. The final command made everyone hesitant—was this keeping all ministers and leaders as hostages in the palace? And stripping military power? Wasn’t this putting their lives in the hands of this new king? In chaotic times, how could military power be surrendered?

However, at this time, Dan Ye’s army brought by Huyin had also taken advantage of the chaos to enter the royal palace. While Namutu’s forces and the royal army were fighting each other, they quickly occupied advantageous positions. When the orders from above were issued, both Namutu’s army and the royal army below were dumbfounded—their leaders were gone, what was there to fight for?

Later, hearing that past actions would be forgiven, they laid down their weapons and were guarded and disarmed by Huyin’s allied forces.

With a wave from Dan Ye, the allied forces locked down all routes up and down the royal palace.

Tie Ci thought the Western Rong royal palace design was indeed very interesting—the higher you climbed, the easier you were to control. Once you went up, coming down became difficult. Block the entrances and exits, and no one could leave.

Everyone had no choice but to obediently remove their various tokens, which Dan Ye handed to trusted generals to summon one by one.

The royal palace gradually quieted down.

Lights were lit in the great hall.

Behind them, the deep mountains echoed with rustling wind and rolling tree waves, with the distant howls of wild beasts audible.

Dan Ye walked toward the great hall.

The crowd automatically parted before his steps.

Like water silently splitting in half before a sharp spear, revealing the clear path in the center.

But only Dan Ye knew this path was not smooth.

His eyes swept over the scorching Hanli Khan Desert and the snow-covered Hanli Khan Desert, over those days of lacking clothes and food, over blood-stained city walls and ten-thousand-li journeys, over constantly appearing and disappearing sandstorms, and armies appearing like phantoms in the sandstorms.

His mouth filled with lingering bitterness, as if he were again eating that ugly, disgusting frog meat from the oasis, or seeing the taste that rose in Kusuli’s throat after she closed her mouth.

A faint fragrance drifted on the wind, incredibly subtle amid the bloody atmosphere, yet only he could sense it clearly and distinctly.

His steps grew slower and slower.

Finally, he stopped.

Under people’s puzzled gazes, he stood still, turned around, and toward Tie Ci, who was leaning against the railing behind him with a smile watching his retreating figure, he extended his hand.

Everyone held their breath.

The sounds of battle gradually ceased.

Thin clouds curled beneath their feet. The Western Rong royal palace was like a divine palace in the clouds. Atop the white clouds, Western Rong’s new king extended his hand toward the person in his heart.

You accompanied me through the most difficult path.

Please also accompany me as I walk this final stretch of the flower-strewn, brocade road.

…

Everyone’s envious gazes gathered on Tie Ci.

All knew that today’s success was due to these Great Qian merchants. At this moment, with the Great King’s gesture, this person would become Western Rong’s incomparably prestigious new noble in the future.

Some were also thinking—would such unprecedented favor eventually create another pair like Wuliang He and Namutu?

Tie Ci hadn’t expected Dan Ye to suddenly turn back and extend his hand.

She had been watching his retreating figure with a loving mother’s gaze, thinking that papa had finally completed his mission.

Then suddenly, her son was being so filial.

Excessive filial piety was also hard to bear. She coughed and smiled, half-bowing with practiced Western Rong language: “My Great King, that glory belongs to you alone. No one but you is worthy of it.”

Dan Ye gazed at her, but as if he hadn’t heard, suddenly turned and strode over, grabbing her hand in one motion.

Tie Ci looked up at him.

Dan Ye’s eyes held no laughter as he said, “Not just this path—even that throne at the end should be shared by you and me.”

Tie Ci smiled: “What, are you afraid?”

She had meant to tease him for acting strange, but Dan Ye immediately responded, “Yes, afraid. Without you, I dare not sit there.”

Tie Ci was speechless.

The next instant, she grabbed Dan Ye’s hand in return, preparing to throw him onto that throne.

Dan Ye didn’t move. He knew he was no match for Tie Ci now. He only said, “If you throw me up there, I still won’t sit. You can’t press down on me for twelve hours, can you?”

Tie Ci gritted her teeth: “What exactly do you want to do?”

“Stay with me.”

“Impossible.”

“Then I don’t want this Western Rong.”

“You’ve suffered so much, finally reaching today, and you say you don’t want it just like that?”

“All I ever wanted was revenge. Now that revenge is complete, I don’t care whether I have the throne or not. But you—if it’s not me sitting on that throne, no one will help you achieve those conditions of yours.”

Tie Ci began to laugh coldly: “Little bastard, are you threatening me?”

“Yes, I’m threatening you,” Dan Ye said fearlessly. “If you don’t want all your scheming to come to nothing, then share this Western Rong with me. I’ll submit to you, swear never to betray you. Western Rong’s vast good land can accommodate your planning and ambitions. Western Rong will forever be your retreat. I don’t even require you to always stay in Western Rong—just establish me as your royal husband, come stay for one month each year for summer retreat.”

He spoke these words extremely fluently, clearly having pondered them in his heart for a long time.

“Tie Ci, your heart is set on the world, but you have many constraints. I give you Western Rong—from now on when you want to train troops you’ll have grasslands, when you want to recruit soldiers you’ll have warriors, when you want to hide you’ll have mountain ranges, when you want to emerge you’ll have countless fierce cavalry. You’ll possess the world’s greatest backing and an eternal retreat. You and those you care about will forever stand in an invincible position. This is the greatest repayment I can give you, and the reward you deserve for this hard work. Are you really not tempted?”



Chapter 242: His Position Cannot Be Exchanged for All Things
The two stood in stalemate beside the steps.

Below the steps, Dan Shuang and Yang Yixiu, who had come running, happened to hear the last two exchanges.

Both were stunned.

After a moment, Yang Yixiu shook his head with a sigh, stepped back, and pulled the dazed Dan Shuang away.

He quietly asked Dan Shuang, “Your master… will agree, won’t she?”

Dan Shuang gazed at Tie Ci.

Against the light, no one could see Tie Ci’s expression clearly.

She thought, it really was an excellent proposal.

Dan Ye, who seemed rough-hearted, had become so perceptive after suffering hardships, striking directly at Her Highness’s heart.

Offering such vast territory with both hands, making the once-proud Western Rong, who needed to be won over with gold and silver, peaceful and obedient from now on—this was already Her Highness’s heart’s desire.

Not to mention that protecting those she cared about was also an unwavering persistence in Her Highness’s heart, one she would never forget until death.

And her circumstances were so difficult, mainly because she lacked sufficient strength.

If she agreed to Dan Ye, from then on she could advance to attack and retreat to defend, ending her days of facing sword winds and frost blades early. She could kill those who deserved killing, protect those she could protect. A smooth path through life lay right before her eyes.

Dan Shuang’s heart began pounding as she stared intently at Tie Ci.

The vast Western Rong royal palace, like her, was silent at this moment.

…

In the northeastern lands of Liaodong where snow fell year-round, the snow finally stopped on this day.

The golden bells under the eaves began tinkling, and the courtyard that had seemed empty just moments before suddenly filled with many people. Some carried medicinal soup, some hot water, others carried clean clothes and bathing beans, filing in procession onto the smooth, deep red corridor.

The door was pulled open, and the pale person inside raised his wrist, seemingly unable to bear the blinding glare of the accumulated snow outside.

That wrist was extremely thin, making even his sleeves appear quite empty. Within the sleeves, faint whip marks that hadn’t yet faded could be glimpsed on his skin.

And in the depths of his half-concealed cross-collar deep robe, white bandages could also be faintly seen.

The person outside bowed and said, “Eighteenth Prince.”

Murong Yi hummed in acknowledgment, and those people entered with bows. The first thing brought in was medicinal soup for bathing, emanating a strong herbal scent.

Murong Yi rose and walked barefoot across the floor coverings.

Every morning he would first bathe in medicinal soup—partly because he sweated heavily each night after his severe injuries and needed cleansing, and partly to accelerate his recovery. However, this medicinal soup was potent in nature. Each bathing session felt like being cut by ten thousand blades, as if enduring torture all over again.

The door to the adjoining room opened, and the medicinal water in the pool had already been prepared. Murong Yi stepped into the pool without hesitation, his snow-white deep robe floating on the pale yellow water surface.

The people serving by the poolside secretly watched him, seeing his expressionless face—only raising his eyebrows slightly the moment he entered the pool.

The peeking person had seen countless others scream and struggle in this medicinal water, being forcibly held down, but had never seen anyone so calm and composed, voluntarily bathing.

Murong Yi seemed to sense this and turned his gaze over. The peeking person felt as if stabbed by needles and immediately lowered his head.

No wonder this person could accomplish such great deeds—his perception was terrifyingly acute.

Murong Yi turned his gaze away and sat down in the pool as if no one else existed.

People stood all around—these were servants, but also guards. If he made one wrong move, these seemingly gentle people would immediately spring into action, drawing out various weapons.

Among them, there wasn’t a single Embroidered Uniform Guard.

Murong Yi had wondered more than once: had he been exposed?

But if he had truly been exposed, he couldn’t possibly still be alive.

In Father King’s mind, killing a few princes might be due to favoritism struggles or old grudges—though treasonous and unfilial, it wasn’t incomprehensible.

But if the Embroidered Uniform Guards were involved in scheming, that would be conspiracy directly opposing him, and Father King would eliminate them without hesitation.

So Father King harbored suspicions and no longer wanted to use the Embroidered Uniform Guards.

This wasn’t a good sign, so he needed to be even more careful now.

Perhaps Father King would even come to test him…

Suddenly there was the sound of water flowing behind him—someone had entered the water.

The medicinal soup was like cutting skin and flesh for the injured, but harmless for those without wounds.

A faint fragrance approached. He remained unmoved.

A pair of soft hands gently rested on his shoulders, and a woman’s gentle, melodious voice accompanied by sweet breath fell beside his ear: “Your Highness, may Ling’er serve you?”

Ling’er was a maid in this secret estate. A few days ago she had only shown gentle kindness, but today she had directly made physical contact.

Murong Yi said nothing, his body relaxing in the water.

The woman knelt in the water, gently massaging his shoulders. Her snow-white fingers had crystal-clear nails, and flowing water drops were like crystals.

A layer of pink gauze floated across the water surface, entangling with his white robe, slowly being pushed to the pool’s edge.

The woman’s massaging hands gradually moved forward, crossing over his neck and gently resting on his chest.

He reached out and caught the woman’s hand.

The woman seemed shy, laughing softly in his ear. Yet within her laughter was a sentence, whispered breathlessly: “Master, tonight at the third watch by the south wall.”

At the same time, a small soap ball rolled down, which Murong Yi caught smoothly.

Murong Yi frowned and turned to look at her.

The woman had already withdrawn her hand with a charming laugh, touching his hair while drawing out the hairpin from his head, chattering: “Let me comb your hair…”

Before she could finish speaking.

Murong Yi suddenly raised his hand, gripping the fingers that held the hairpin. With a soft crack, the woman screamed. Without even looking, Murong Yi swung his arm, and with a splash, the woman was thrown from the pool, sliding wetly across the floor.

Everyone standing by the pool stared at him in shock.

Murong Yi sat expressionlessly in the water, hands hanging down, saying flatly: “I hate people touching my head.”

Everyone showed understanding expressions.

Indeed, there had been someone before who accidentally touched his head while serving him medicine, and was also flung out the door by him, smashing into the snow and unable to get up for a long time.

This wasn’t strange—the head was such a vital area, how could anyone be allowed to approach it?

Since he was an assassination expert himself, naturally he wouldn’t give others any opportunity to assassinate him.

Murong Yi looked at the prone female form on the ground and pursed his lips in a whistle, saying with a grin: “Startled? Just follow the rules next time.”

The woman struggled to get up from the floor, kowtowed in thanks, and limped away.

Someone else came to scrub his back, never daring to approach his hair from start to finish. His black hair floated on the water surface like a blooming black lotus, and the servants avoided even his hair strands.

After the servants left, Murong Yi opened his eyes.

His hand had been underwater the entire time.

Tightly gripping that red rosewood flying bird hairpin.

…

Half an hour later, Murong Yi finished his bath and casually used the hairpin to tie his hair in a topknot as he stepped out of the pool.

His fingers caressed the smooth lines of the flying bird—every line had been carved by her.

How could it be touched by any random cat or dog?

His fingertip paused on the bird’s feathers, thinking of the person who carved the hairpin for the ten-thousandth time.

Are you well now? Have you encountered danger, faced wind and snow, climbed Western Rong’s palace that seems perched on clouds, and looking at those myriad lights spread like a fan, thought of me?

…

Evening brought snow to the estate again.

In the cold weather, people all stayed indoors by their fires. The estate showed no trace of humans or birds and beasts. The dim sky covered that expanse of jade trees and crystal branches, snow falling endlessly between heaven and earth, making the vast garden seem desolate and lonely.

After his injuries, Murong Yi extinguished his lights early, and the guards dozed in corners.

Tonight was particularly cold, with snow falling heavier and heavier, cold wind howling like weeping ghosts. Even those huddled by braziers lacked the courage to poke their heads outside.

The sliding door to Murong Yi’s room opened silently.

He closed the door behind him while two guards inside slept soundly with their backs to the door.

Someone was keeping watch in the corridor, currently wrapped in a thick cloak, sleeping like a hibernating bear.

Murong Yi walked silently past him.

The person stirred, seeming about to wake.

Murong Yi moved his sleeve, which was emitting a faint fragrance.

The cloaked person stopped moving.

Murong Yi calmly put on his boots in the corridor and walked into the snow.

The estate, usually heavily guarded, perhaps had relaxed vigilance after so many uneventful days. He made his way to the south wall of the estate.

There the snow was a foot deep, against one courtyard wall and a small garden. The garden was bare, very convenient to traverse with clear sight lines and no one around.

He went directly toward the wall.

In the distance, there seemed to be responding sounds of clapping.

In the darkness, a pair of eyes coldly watched his retreating figure. Seeing him walk toward the wall, killing intent flashed in those eyes.

Murong Yi reached the wall, looked up at it, and jumped onto the wall.

Someone in the darkness looked up, eyes flickering. Others hid behind, faces iron-gray, slowly raising their hands—

Murong Yi suddenly untied his pants.

“…”

All the silent waiting, uneasy probing, smug satisfaction at thinking they’d caught him red-handed… all suddenly froze in this moment.

Then.

A splashing sound.

Murong Yi perched high on the wall, facing the flying snow and cold wind, producing a long, high arc.

The stream flowed straight down three thousand feet.

Directly into the wide-open mouth of the unlucky fellow below the wall.

The weather was so cold that the urine froze into ice water as it fell, freezing those people’s expressions into blurs.

Murong Yi calmly retied his pants and jumped back inside the wall.

“…”

Deathly silence beneath the wall.

So this old master had gone out in the middle of the night, evaded guards, snuck into the garden, jumped onto the high wall… just to take a piss in the freezing cold??

Murong Yi got down from the wall, looked around, then suddenly swayed unsteadily toward the warm pavilion beside the garden.

The warm pavilion had no lights, but the door was ajar, with faint smoke from silver charcoal drifting out.

He entered openly, as if returning to his own room.

After entering and taking a few steps, he reached out to embrace someone while laughing: “Beauty, my little darling…” and groped all over, then stopped: “Eh, why so hard…”

He pursed his lips and leaned in to kiss: “…Eh, what’s this poking thing?”

An angry snort, and with a bang, he was knocked flying, landing on the ground coughing continuously.

With a scraping sound, light flared, revealing his father’s furious face behind the lamp.

Guards of various heights stood around the room, desperately lowering their heads, wanting to laugh but not daring to.

Murong Yi shielded his eyes from the light, looking across in surprise: “Eh, Father King, how are you here? Where’s the beauty? Didn’t the beauty arrange to meet me at the third watch by the south wall? How did it become you instead? No wonder it felt so hard…”

Prince Da’an sat cross-legged on the couch, his earlier anger gradually subsiding. His long, cold eyes under thick brows gazed at him: “Enough. Stop toying with this king.”

Murong Yi stopped laughing, crossed his legs, and sat on the ground lazily: “First you have to stop toying with me.”

Prince Da’an fell silent.

“Is testing people fun?” Murong Yi smiled faintly. “Next time, tell your pack of stupid advisors to arrange things more carefully. This really wastes my sleeping time.”

Prince Da’an remained silent, then after a long while stood and walked toward the exit.

“Since your injuries are mostly healed and you have the energy to toy with this king, prepare yourself and set out.”

…

“I’m waiting for you to come.”

“All of Western Rong’s glory will belong to you.”

“You will gain countless cavalry and vast lands, abundant mines and resources, and people loyal to you for life.”

Dan Ye’s voice whispered like an enchantment in her ear.

The light in his eyes was sincere and moving.

Tie Ci looked steadily at him, and over his shoulder, she saw the main hall high in the clouds and the throne carved with a golden eagle.

Eagle wings spread in the air, soaring toward heaven.

Her life seemed as if it could be like this eagle—with just a light lift, she would be free in the high heavens forever.

She suddenly began to laugh softly.

She placed one hand on Dan Ye’s shoulder.

Dan Shuang’s expression brightened with joy, Yang Yixiu raised his eyebrows in slight surprise.

Delight exploded in Dan Ye’s eyes.

Suddenly great force surged, irresistible. He flew backward violently, turning in mid-air, and when he landed, there was a bang beneath him—cold and hard, with patterns clear under his hands. He knew it was the flying eagle wing armrest of the throne.

He was already sitting on the royal seat.

Just like before, personally “sent” there by her hand.

Both sides of the steps immediately knelt and hailed the Great King.

He looked up, across the great hall, toward the silhouette by the railing ahead.

She had already turned around, her back to him, beckoning with her hand.

We reached an agreement long ago—what I should get, you must give me; what I don’t want, I won’t take even if you force it on me.

That one person’s position cannot be exchanged for all things in the world.

Not for land and imperial throne either.

She looked into the distance. The royal palace within had settled, but farther outside the palace, there was still faint continuous commotion.

Was Rong Pu still unable to subdue Zuo Siyan’s troops?

At this moment, the entire Antelope Street was packed with Zuo Siyan’s soldiers.

Namutu’s soldiers had charged to the palace to rescue Namutu, so Zuo Siyan’s soldiers had no opponents. They gathered bewildered on Antelope Street, waiting for their general’s next instructions.

Zuo Siyan was waiting for Rong Pu to give him the antidote when Rong Pu suddenly stepped forward and pushed over the screen in front of the bed.

The moment the screen toppled, Zuo Siyan screamed: “Don’t!”

But Rong Pu didn’t even blink.

The screen crashed down with a thunderous sound, exposing Zuo Siyan and his concubine to the respectfully waiting subordinates filling the courtyard.

All officers and soldiers: “…!!!”

Rong Pu’s calm voice broke the suffocating silence: “The general has contracted horse wind. I need to treat him, but require one more medicinal catalyst hidden in the royal palace that must be requested from the Great King. The general’s condition is critical and cannot wait for the delay of a round trip. Please help carry the general to the palace.”

Listening to this, Zuo Siyan suddenly howled: “Kill me!”

Did they want him carried out like this, paraded before all his subordinates and the royal city’s people for public humiliation?

He’d rather die!

He raised his hand to take a dagger to his throat, but Rong Pu wouldn’t let him die so easily. Dying by suicide in front of his subordinates wouldn’t achieve the effect of breaking military morale, but would instead incite the soldiers’ anger and hatred. Then none of them would be able to escape.

He raised his hand and efficiently dislocated Zuo Siyan’s and the concubine’s left and right shoulder joints, stuffed rags in both their mouths, and continued to explain politely to Zuo Siyan’s subordinates: “I’m afraid the general might do something rash. In any case, preserving life is most important, isn’t it?”

His subordinates could only nod reluctantly, then suggested: “This, that, we should still cover the general with bedding… it’s cold outside.”

Rong Pu smiled: “Naturally.”

Tian Wu brought bedding to cover them both, leaving only their heads exposed, and carried them out like this.

Zuo Siyan’s subordinates wanted to find a carriage, but somehow there wasn’t a single ox or horse cart nearby. They only found a simple ox cart without a canopy. Rong Pu urged again that too much time would endanger the general’s life.

But this was a case of trying to hide something that only made it more obvious. Carrying them out in this condition, passersby would understand what was happening at a glance. So the soldiers’ worldviews exploded, citizens whispered among themselves, children clapped and laughed raucously, idlers made jokes and followed along. Wherever they passed, windows opened in every household, pointing and discussing. Some innocent children loudly asked: “Mama, why are this uncle and this auntie stacked together?”

Adults would cover their mouths and pull them away: “Don’t ask nonsense, so embarrassing!”

The soldiers kept dispersing the onlooking citizens, but unfortunately the people’s peeking and snickering from behind doors was even more unbearable.

Zuo Siyan’s face changed from blue to red, finally turning to a deadly pale. With things having reached this point, after suffering such humiliation, he was destined to become a laughingstock. Whether he could still command troops in the future was unknown.

For a moment, he remembered someone once warning him that those addicted to women would sooner or later die because of a woman.

Now wasn’t he ruined by a woman?

He hated whoever had laid this trap for him, but even more, he hated this self-clever woman beneath him.

At this moment she was still whimpering and crying, hiding her face under his so people couldn’t see her.

After harming him so, she still wanted to preserve her own dignity?

He suddenly exerted force with his throat and tongue, spitting out the rag in his mouth forcefully.

Tian Wu was about to stuff it back in when Rong Pu suddenly stopped him.

The next instant, everyone saw General Zuo suddenly lower his head and bite down hard, then twist his head and tear.

An inhuman howl echoed through the long street.

Zuo Siyan’s mouth held a bloody piece of flesh, which he spat onto the street with a “ptui,” then watched soldiers’ boots trample it.

The concubine’s mouth corner had been torn raw, truly becoming a bloody maw.

Her screams sent children throughout the street fleeing in terror.

And Zuo Siyan with his mouth full of blood had eyes redder than the concubine’s blood. He grinned, and a child who saw this stared and fainted from fright.

All along the way, whenever Zuo Siyan became angry, he would lower his head and after a while spit out a piece of flesh.

With his teeth, he tore apart the person he had once treasured beneath him.

The watching people were both frightened and found it thrilling, with more and more crowding over.

That group of people, bustling and clamoring, gradually approached the base of the royal palace.

Atop the royal palace, the new Great King held a telescope, watching the commotion below.

He saw the person on the ox cart.

Saw him exposed in his disgrace before countless eyes.

Saw the woman beneath him being slowly tortured by teeth, no longer looking human.

Before his eyes flashed his mother queen hanging from the city wall to bleed.

Kusuli kneeling by the city wall with blood filling her mouth.

He slowly lowered the telescope and gazed toward the heavy night sky.

Mother Queen, Kusuli, do you see?

Those who once humiliated and killed you are now also being humiliated and killed.

They will die in even greater pain and humiliation, as the price for their past evil deeds.

Chapter 243: The Mantis Stalks the Cicada, Unaware of the Oriole Behind
In the crowd, beside the ox cart.

Rong Pu glanced at the royal palace, where a deep red flag flower indicated Dan Ye had succeeded.

He smiled and raised his hand, reattaching the concubine’s shoulder.

The concubine’s hand lifted.

Rong Pu hadn’t given her a weapon—he wouldn’t provide anyone with leverage against himself.

When it came to killing, there were always ways to accomplish it if you thought about it.

The concubine raised her hand and tore out the bloody rag from her mouth.

Excruciating pain twisted her face. One of her eyes had already been gnawed off by Zuo Siyan, while the other was smeared with blood foam, shooting out light of hatred and fury through the swollen slit.

Seeing this, Zuo Siyan remained unmoved, laughing hoarsely and spitting on her face.

The concubine took advantage of his head turning aside and suddenly bit down on his exposed Adam’s apple.

She used all her strength, her teeth sharp and keen, grinding down ruthlessly with deadly intent.

Zuo Siyan hadn’t expected her to pull such a move. Unable to raise his hands, he desperately shook his head trying to break free, but the powerful hatred made the concubine refuse to let go. The more he shook his head, the larger the wound became and the faster the blood flowed.

His trusted deputy general had been too embarrassed to look much in this direction, also fearing that watching too much would lead to settling scores later. By the time he realized something was wrong, Zuo Siyan’s blood had already stained the bedding red.

The deputy general was shocked and split the concubine’s forehead with a blade.

However, the concubine didn’t release her bite even in death.

When the deputy general finally managed to pry her teeth apart, he saw a huge bloody hole in Zuo Siyan’s throat, with blood gushing like a fountain. Anyone who saw it would immediately understand this person had no chance of survival.

Zuo Siyan’s trusted generals were all thunderstruck, gathering together to attempt rescue.

By this time they had reached the foot of the royal palace. Rong Pu glanced at the palace and quietly walked away with Tian Wu, Xiao Wu, and Yang Yixiu.

Hiding merit and fame.

Standing atop the royal palace, Dan Ye looked down and suddenly leaped.

The ministers beside him cried out in alarm.

Had he gone mad with joy?

Suddenly a clear eagle cry rang out, and a black shadow slashed across like lightning. Its spread wings from a distance seemed to cover almost half the palace’s golden roof. The wingtips cut through the mountain’s clouds and mist like sharp blades. The clouds parted and slowly closed again as Dan Ye and the gyrfalcon crossed paths, his arm hooking onto the steel ring on the gyrfalcon’s ankle.

The gyrfalcon let out a delighted sharp cry, carrying him through clouds and mist, soaring over layer after layer of palace buildings.

Finally landing atop the tall palace gates at the mountain’s base.

Zuo Siyan’s army in front of the royal palace looked up in shock at that magnificent gyrfalcon.

The bird that had almost become legendary in Western Rong, with the enormous size that ordinary gyrfalcons couldn’t possess, possessed spiritual intelligence and was invincible wherever it went.

And standing before it was the former Western Rong young master.

Dan Ye reached out and drew the bow and arrows from his back.

He used a heavy bow and heavy arrows, five arrows at once, with unmatched physical strength.

People had just seen the bow appear in his hands when the next instant black light flashed through the air. The sound of wind and thunder suddenly erupted, scattered snow on the ground flew up into the air, hitting people in the face.

They could only hear continuous whistling sounds by their ears. The arrows’ extreme speed through the air made their eardrums buzz, their scalps and hair suddenly exploded, their whole bodies turned cold, followed by the dull sound of sharp objects entering flesh and heavy objects hitting the ground…

When they opened their eyes again, they saw the generals surrounding their commander—those he valued most—had fallen scattered across the ground.

All pierced through the heart with one arrow.

Some were even pierced through two hearts with one arrow.

With just one shot, he had eliminated all the generals most loyal to Zuo Siyan.

No attempt at persuasion, no mention of detours.

He was stingy with giving even a trace of opportunity or time.

Everyone looked up at the man standing atop the palace gates.

He held a long bow with an eagle beside him, imposing as a demon god.

A large troop charged out from the palace gates beneath his feet, accompanied by loud shouting: “Subordinates of Zuo Siyan, hear the order!”

“Zuo Siyan and his subordinate generals were guilty of treason and have now met their punishment. Orders are given to investigate family assets and exile relatives to the Hanli Khan Desert. The new king has ascended with magnanimous benevolence. Past matters will not be investigated. Those who surrender will immediately be granted military positions—full positions without waiting!”

In Western Rong, military positions meant families would receive grasslands and freedom, not becoming slaves. With Zuo Siyan’s public disgrace, his status in the soldiers’ hearts had already plummeted. The generals they could follow had all been killed, and the new king’s divine bravery aroused their psychology of admiring strength. Now with military positions scattered like bait on a first-come-first-served basis, people no longer held fast to camps and loyalty. Immediately someone threw down their weapons and shouted loudly: “I’m willing to serve the Great King!”

“Good! Rewarded with the position of thousand-banner!”

Thousand-banner was a mid-level military officer position in Western Rong’s army, leading a thousand-man unit.

Immediately countless people threw down their weapons, competing to pledge loyalty.

Tie Ci had also come down and watched this scene from among the crowd behind the palace gates, smiling with relief.

Dan Ye hadn’t studied in vain at the academy. Being able to control these proud soldiers and fierce generals, sitting securely on the throne would be no problem.

Rong Pu walked over and took something from his chest to give her, pulling her to a secluded place. When Tie Ci opened it, it was actually a human skin mask as thin as cicada wings.

Looking carefully, it was Wuliang Yunzhu’s.

Tie Ci was momentarily silent.

Rong Pu said: “I always felt that what Wuliang Yunzhu ate probably had some connection to Qiu Wujiu. Keep this mask as backup…”

Hearing him mention Qiu Wujiu, Tie Ci’s heart stirred: “Still no news from Huyin’s main force?”

Rong Pu shook his head.

“Where is Qiu Wujiu’s army?”

Rong Pu was stunned.

“Huyin’s main force and Qiu Wujiu’s main force are in confrontation. After Huyin received our message, she should have quietly withdrawn. As long as she moved fast enough, even if Qiu Wujiu discovered it, he couldn’t catch up. But Huyin’s main force has been delayed—what held them up? Who held them up? Looking around, it could only be…”

“Qiu Wujiu.”

Rong Pu frowned. This was obviously not a good sign.

Tie Ci’s gaze swept around: “In all the chaos just now, now that it’s quiet, I’ve discovered something else…”

“Wha…”

Before Rong Pu could finish his question, he saw Dan Shuang running down from the upper steps, waving and shouting something while running.

She had originally gone with Yang Yixiu to count their own troops and incorporate surrendering soldiers. Obviously she had discovered something urgent now.

But at this moment, Tie Ci’s gaze fell on the bustling street ahead.

There seemed to be too many soldiers on the street…

As she thought this, her heart suddenly stirred, and then cold light flashed before her eyes.

“Get down!”

The next instant she had appeared atop the palace gates, grabbing Dan Ye in her arms.

Behind them were continuously rotating and enlarging arrowheads coming from several directions!

The gyrfalcon let out an angry sharp cry, its feathers bristling all over, suddenly spreading its wings wide.

The next instant, Tie Ci and Dan Ye disappeared behind it. Countless scattered feathers exploded in the wind. The gyrfalcon let out a sharp cry, soared high, then dove headfirst toward the center of the crowd where Zuo Siyan’s army was located.

In the next instant, Tie Ci appeared behind the palace gates holding Dan Ye, but immediately after lying on the ground, she heard rumbling sounds from the earth.

This sound was very familiar. In her youth when inspecting armies, she had also heard this sound during Di Yiwei’s army drills.

This was the sound of heavy cannons being dragged and crushing the ground!

She grabbed Rong Pu and Tian Wu, shouting to Dan Ye: “Tell your gyrfalcon to come back with us!”

At the same time, she exerted force and ran wildly, knocking the approaching Dan Shuang back. Dan Shuang, having been with her for a long time, immediately spun on her heel and charged back.

Dan Ye also reacted at this point, whistling to signal the gyrfalcon to return.

Just then, a thunderous roar erupted.

The enormous palace gates collapsed behind them.

Broken bricks and huge stones crashed at Tian Wu’s heels as he ran last—missing by mere inches.

Tie Ci couldn’t teleport with multiple people, and as her other talents awakened, the number of times she could teleport was also decreasing.

The gyrfalcon flew back swaying, one wing drooping—obviously injured. Dan Ye ran wildly to meet it, jumping up regardless of danger to catch it, throwing it over his shoulder and running all the way.

While running, he shouted: “Lower the gate!”

Behind them, screams filled the air. Zuo Siyan’s soldiers on the street were the first to suffer. Somehow, a mass of black troops had appeared behind them. The army surrounded the entire royal palace, blocked both ends of the street, and three cannons were slowly pushed out. Soldiers near the cannons were killed by shock or burns, while more were killed by arrows from the rear.

Another thunderous sound, but this time it occurred on the long street. Flames shot skyward, countless people were blasted into the air then crashed to the ground. This cannon was lucky for Tie Ci and the others—it had misfired.

Cannons were heavy and difficult to transport; long-distance raids made them even more prone to damage. Having three here was already a miracle. Tie Ci understood in her heart that Huyin had failed—it must be Qiu Wujiu who had come.

Only Qiu Wujiu could possibly bring siege equipment at this moment.

She had created chaos and gained victory through muddy waters, but at the same time had caused Western Rong’s royal city to be opened, entering its most vulnerable period. This crafty old fox had seized the best opportunity and appeared before the royal palace.

He must have first found a way to eliminate Huyin’s threat and scattered her main force before being able to appear at the royal city so quickly. But Huyin’s main camp was so well-hidden—how was it discovered?

Countless questions flashed through her mind as her steps moved swift as sparks. Western Rong’s royal palace had a special design, built against the mountain. At the end of each stone stair going up the mountain, at each turning point, there was an archway. Originally seeming decorative, now many soldiers were pulling an iron chain beside each archway under direction.

Suddenly Tie Ci felt a blockage in her chest, her qi circulation stopped flowing, and her form paused.

Dan Ye, carrying the gyrfalcon, entered the archway one step ahead of her and reached back to pull her: “Quick! Quick!”

Before the archway, the high walls of the palace gates still blocked the view, but after the archway, starting from the second level, they would be exposed to the street’s sight lines. Tie Ci avoided Dan Ye’s hand. Just before entering the archway, she pushed Rong Pu and Tian Wu upward while simultaneously taking out that thin human skin mask and pressing it to her face.

Dan Ye stared at her blankly, not understanding what trick she was playing at this moment.

But when Tie Ci raised her head, Dan Ye’s expression changed.

Wuliang Yunzhu appeared before his eyes.

He immediately understood Tie Ci had put on a mask. With no time to inquire, he urged anxiously with his gaze.

Rong Pu and Tian Wu had already entered the archway. Dan Shuang had originally gone ahead and entered first. Everyone watched as the third cannon on the street slowly moved, its muzzle already locked onto everyone on the first mountain path.

The gate had already dropped halfway—now one had to bend down to pass through.

But at this critical moment, Tie Ci’s speed slowed down.

Dan Ye was very surprised. He had calculated that Tie Ci’s speed would be fine before ordering the gate lowered. Who knew why she suddenly slowed down?

Tie Ci couldn’t explain.

Because she had to be Wuliang Yunzhu, and Wuliang Yunzhu’s martial arts were very ordinary—she had to match the character.

She also couldn’t display her talents to deal with this cannon.

Qiu Wujiu was watching from the army. He might already have suspicions about the Imperial Princess. She had to hide.

Everyone stared at her in bewilderment, not understanding how the lightning leopard had suddenly become a rabbit. Seeing the cannon about to fire and the gate about to close, some were so anxious they almost rushed back.

Once the gate fell, it temporarily couldn’t be raised. Now only child-height remained. Dan Ye rushed up and knelt down to shoulder it.

That gate was specially made for critical moments to resist ten thousand troops. How could one person of flesh and blood resist it?

Tie Ci was prepared. A stone from her fingers hit Dan Ye’s feet, making him slip and be caught by his men.

At this instant, Tie Ci turned back, Wuliang Yunzhu’s face showing fiery eyes as she glared toward the street.

Behind her came a thunderous roar. Tie Ci made a fierce dive, also seeming to slip, sliding into the gate just before the cannon fire arrived.

On the long street, Qiu Wujiu, who was also using a telescope to observe everything on the royal palace mountain path, frowned slightly and lowered his telescope.

He had just failed to discover anyone resembling the Imperial Princess.

He had contacted Chen Tuntian, who said among those who defeated him was someone with particularly strong talents. He suspected that was the Imperial Princess, but just now he hadn’t seen anyone displaying talents either.

This made him somewhat puzzled.

At such a moment of victory, there was no reason for the Imperial Princess not to be beside Dan Ye.

Could she still be remaining in the great hall above?

He also remembered the fleeting glimpse of Wuliang Yunzhu.

That young girl’s face was pale with a greenish tinge, the dark circles under her eyes especially severe—clearly she had taken his good medicine.

This made his heart stir as he looked up toward the royal palace above.

He knew the palace’s layout and design didn’t come from Western Rong hands, but from the legendary figure of rumors. That person had talents not only in martial arts but also in architecture and mechanisms. Supported by the Western Rong royal family, he had designed the royal palace. The palace used the mountain’s terrain for construction, forming a unified whole, layer upon layer upward, each level receding. The final level was very far from the street. Starting from the second mountain path, below the mountain path were various mechanical ambushes. The mountain itself couldn’t be climbed either, similarly having countless mechanisms. Each gate could hold off ten thousand with one defender—it could truly be called an iron fortress.

Originally he hadn’t chosen to immediately enter the royal city but hid his ambitions and stayed far from the royal city precisely because he didn’t want to waste too much strength at the royal city and palace, only to be taken advantage of later by Huyin, Dan Ye and others, then struck down by the Great Prince.

He concentrated his forces to eliminate those old royal family armies and sent addictive drugs to the relaxed Great Prince and his people. When the old royal family armies were destroyed and some of the Great Prince’s people fell into traps, then he would have his opportunity to easily take the royal city.

Now forced to act early, he had originally worried that the Great Prince’s side hadn’t lowered their guard and probably no one had been poisoned. Now it seemed his luck was very good.

The general beside him, knowing his plan, sincerely praised: “The Grand Minister’s calculations are flawless!”

The praise came from the heart. After all, he had never seen anyone who could remain safe beside Prince Da’an for many years and even develop their own power in two places.

Qiu Wujiu’s thin face, like an old scholar’s, showed a slight smile.

No, Western Rong was just one place.

His gaze turned toward the south, toward Great Qian.

In this world, where was not his chess game?

…

While Western Rong’s royal city underwent dramatic changes, undercurrents surged in Yong Ping Guard.

Closest to the main camp in Yong Ping Guard was the Niutou Ridge garrison—three thousand troops led by Guard General Liu Chen.

General Liu had recently caught a cold and stayed in his barracks without stepping out. Even his food and drink were delivered by trusted subordinates.

At dawn, someone came to deliver prepared medicine. General Liu personally came to receive it when suddenly horse hooves sounded outside. Someone shouted loudly: “Commander Lou and Deputy Commander Xiao have come to inspect! Order the Niutou Ridge garrison to prepare for reception!”

Liu Chen’s hand paused as he was closing the door. He slammed it shut and stuck his head out, bellowing: “I haven’t recovered from my cold yet! Can’t these bastards avoid harassing me three times a day!”

His bad temper was famous. He had even argued with Commander Di before. The soldier reporting didn’t dare put on airs with him and quickly smiled from afar to appease: “Orders from superiors—need to capture important criminals. Please bear with us, Guard General.”

“Criminal your mother!” Liu Chen cursed vulgarly. “You want to make trouble, go ahead, but why come bothering me here? Don’t you know I don’t get along with that old woman? When I see her, forget everything else—I’ll do her a hundred times first! Damn it, just for talking back once, she actually pulled down my pants to beat me. If she falls into my hands, forget about you coming to search—I’ll be the first to chop off her head!”

He spoke with murderous intent. Those below shrank their heads hearing this, but actually agreed somewhat in their hearts.

The original commander had disappeared during escort, turning Yong Ping Guard upside down. The military supervisor and new commander ordered a search at any cost. The whole army wanted to search through every bedding thoroughly. But in his opinion, while other places might need repeated searches, Niutou Ridge was most unnecessary. First, it was too close to the main camp—Commander Di would have to be brain-damaged to hide here. Second, Niutou Ridge’s commander had the worst relationship with the main camp and the poorest relations with Di Yiwei. The whole army knew they had even drawn swords on each other.

Precisely because their relationship was so poor, Di Yiwei had kept Liu Chen close by for convenient scolding. Everyone in the army knew this.

Whoever might hide Di Yiwei, this man certainly couldn’t.

But recently the military atmosphere was bad. The supervisor had lost Commander Di and was furious. Unable to determine where the commander had actually gone—some said she went to the capital to appeal and file complaints, some said she was lurking back waiting for an opportunity for revenge, others said she was already dead. And there were reports that the Imperial Princess was near Yong Ping, having heard of Commander Di’s injustice and conducting private investigations. When the time came, she would reveal her identity to support Commander Di. Plus because of previous incidents, military morale was low with great resentment. The supervisor and new chief and deputy commanders had to set up checkpoints on roads to the capital, search throughout the army, clean up nearby villages, and investigate where the Imperial Princess actually was. Not having smooth personnel to use, they were simply overwhelmed, a complete mess.

That messenger sighed and went back to report, couldn’t help thinking of when Commander Di was still there—how could it have come to this!

Here Liu Chen closed the door, his furious expression changed, and he turned around sheepishly.

On the soft couch in the room, someone half-reclined with long legs casually stretched out. Seeing him turn around, she raised an eyebrow: “Come on, come do me a hundred times.”

Chapter 244: Looking Back, I See Neither You Nor Me
Liu Chen’s legs went weak as he hurriedly smiled apologetically: “Commander, just pretend you didn’t hear my nonsense! I was just fooling those bastards!”

Di Yiwei smiled and coughed.

Chi Xue beside her also smiled and coughed.

Hearing both women cough, Liu Chen’s large face contorted with worry. He handed over the medicinal soup, saying: “Our quack doctor here has limited skills—the medicine he prescribes is useless. And one person can’t drink medicine for two people. Why don’t you two split it?”

Di Yiwei waved her hand: “This medicine won’t help me. Give it to Chi Xue.”

Chi Xue also shook her head: “It won’t help me either. General Liu, you drink it yourself.”

Liu Chen: …I don’t have a cold.

Di Yiwei sighed leisurely: “If you really want to help me, find me…”

“No discussion.” Liu Chen cut off her words completely. “Your body was ruined by smoking. You can’t smoke anymore. Besides, now those bastards control all the medicinal paste. If I look for it, you’ll be exposed.”

Di Yiwei pitifully wrinkled her face, making Liu Chen feel reluctant. The big man also began sighing deeply.

Di Yiwei glanced at Chi Xue: “Your cold?”

Chi Xue smiled: “Almost better.”

Di Yiwei looked at her deeply and said nothing more.

Chi Xue sighed inwardly.

She seemed to have a lingering cold recently, but she suspected it was due to that bowl of soup from Cui Shi.

That bowl of soup definitely had problems, just like how she felt Cui Shi always gave her a strange feeling.

She couldn’t determine the toxicity. She had performed detoxification more than once and should have cleared any poison by now, but this endless cold still made her uneasy.

Recently she always felt lazy and tired, but sometimes her vision would blur with sudden bursts of irritability.

Though very mild, it made her vigilant.

She couldn’t help remembering how Cui Shi had previously helped in the kitchen, managing the entire camp’s soup and water.

This thought made her even more panicked.

From her experience with poisons, this type of drug was mostly chronic poison, or toxicity that needed certain triggers to explode at any time.

She feared an even greater conspiracy lurked in the shadows, waiting to bare its fangs at any moment.

But she didn’t dare tell Di Yiwei.

Di Yiwei had old injuries from many years, barely suppressed by opium—essentially fighting poison with poison. Now having lost the medicinal paste and suffering this damage, with poison entering her bones, old ailments came surging back.

Chi Xue was very worried about her, afraid that if she told her these things and Di Yiwei couldn’t suppress herself and risked showing up, it would bring fatal disaster.

She knew about Di Yiwei spreading false news about the Imperial Princess, but she didn’t mind.

The Princess was so powerful—she wasn’t afraid of people borrowing her influence.

If the Princess could return in time, she would definitely turn the tide.

She hoped she could quickly resolve Western Rong matters and return soon.

Yong Ping Army was going to have big trouble.

Beside her, Liu Chen couldn’t sell his medicine and had to drink it all himself. After setting down the bowl, he urged the two: “Quick, hide.”

He lifted the floor mat, revealing a hole underneath.

Someone poked their head out from the underground tunnel and greeted them—it was Xia Houchun, who had been sleeping in the tunnel all along.

He had sent people to Western Rong trying to pass messages to Tie Ci. The two countries had recently sealed their borders, information was delayed, and existing intelligence networks were severed. If Tie Ci had gone deep into Western Rong’s interior, without someone to report, she couldn’t possibly receive domestic news in time.

He himself couldn’t go—he was a ranked military officer, and leaving the country without orders would be treason punishable by death.

He protected Di Yiwei and Chi Xue, returning all the way to Yong Ping main camp, bypassing various checkpoints and crossing through military camps. They encountered many dangers along the way but also received countless intentional and unintentional protections. Finally they reached Niutou Ridge, closest to the main camp. At that time there was almost one checkpoint per li, with Niutou Ridge’s three-thousand-man camp right beside them. Just when it seemed they had nowhere to go, Di Yiwei finally spoke up, asking them to go to Niutou Ridge camp together.

During their hiding period, Xia Houchun had done simple investigations and knew this well-known story of discord between commander and general. But he expressed no doubt and really took the two women there.

Then they indeed received the greatest protection.

Regarding this, Xia Houchun’s attitude was: like a snake’s track through grass, deceiving the entire army—you women are truly devious.

His impression of Di Yiwei worsened even more.

Di Yiwei, however, slightly revised her opinion of this cat-like commander. Throughout that difficult journey, no matter how hard it was, Xia Houchun never thought of giving up. Before hiding at Niutou Ridge, when the suggestion seemed like she was going crazy and Xia Houchun had found a place that looked much safer than Niutou Ridge, he showed no suspicion or hesitation in choosing to head toward Niutou Ridge.

He hadn’t even suspected she might betray him to seek escape.

Those under the Imperial Princess were indeed extraordinary.

The three entered the tunnel. The tunnel was roughly dug—just one small room, but furnished with warm bedding and plenty of food. If not for fear of revealing scents, Di Yiwei would have wanted to drink a pot of wine every time she saw it.

The ground was scattered with a large pile of sunflower seed shells that Xia Houchun had cracked. Di Yiwei kicked them aside with her foot while Xia Houchun rolled his eyes toward heaven.

Above, Liu Chen laid out wooden boards, put down blankets, and sat on top.

Footsteps sounded outside. He coughed loudly and blew his nose. Seeing the door being pushed open, he blew hard and flung his hand.

Lou Xi in front was quick-eyed and quick-handed, dodging backward. With a splat, the big gob of snot hit Huang Ming, who was a step behind.

Huang Ming let out a sharp cry, shaking his robe and trembling his lips as he said sternly: “Guard General, where are your eyes looking? Oh, so disgusting!”

Lou Xi pushed him aside: “Eunuch, quickly go back and change clothes. He’s just a rough man—don’t let him make you angry.”

Huang Ming had been running around various camps these past few days and was already tired and annoyed. Really unable to wear these disgusting clothes anymore, he rolled his eyes and swayed away.

After he left, Xiao Chang, standing at the back, sneered disdainfully at Liu Chen and turned to inspect the camp.

Lou Xi walked in. Liu Chen was about to use the same trick to make him leave early when he saw Lou Xi take out a wine jug from his clothes.

Liu Chen’s eyes immediately brightened.

He had no other hobbies except drinking a little wine. But drinking was strictly forbidden in the army. He had often secretly gone to town to drink and been punished by Di Yiwei many times. Though the friction between them was partly for show as a precaution, getting scolded for this matter was real.

Recently, to hide the commander, he hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol. Now seeing wine, his whole body felt itchy.

Below, Di Yiwei faintly smelled alcohol and frowned.

Xia Houchun slowly gripped the knife behind him.

Above, there was slight trembling. The wooden board creaked as Lou Xi sat down.

Liu Chen glanced at the blanket under his buttocks and chuckled.

“Come, we brothers haven’t seen each other for a long time. Let’s drink a cup first.”

Liu Chen and Lou Xi actually had a decent relationship, but at this moment he didn’t dare drink. Just as he was about to refuse, Lou Xi pulled out the wine jug’s stopper. The wine fragrance was rich—Liu Chen took one sniff and his eyes lit up.

“This seems like the famous Four Seasons Sinking from the capital!”

Four Seasons Sinking was a famous wine introduced just a few years ago. The wine was clear with a mellow fragrance. Those who drank it would be intoxicated through all four seasons, unwilling to leave the wine village—hence the name.

This wine was sold in limited quantities and thus became highly sought after, extremely expensive. Liu Chen had only tasted a small cup by chance several years ago and had never forgotten it since.

“Deputy Commander Xiao gave me a jar. I came to share it with you, old glutton.” Lou Xi’s tone was flat as he skillfully took out wine cups Liu Chen had hidden under the table, pouring one for each.

Under the wooden board, Xia Houchun gestured to Di Yiwei—this was famous wine. For Lou Xi to suddenly take it out to share with Liu Chen obviously meant his intentions weren’t simple.

Di Yiwei remained expressionless, chewing dried meat extremely slowly.

Above, Liu Chen could no longer resist temptation. He took the wine cup and drank it down—his brain nearly flew away.

He had originally worried that Lou Xi had discovered something and come to extract information, but Lou Xi didn’t speak, just drank cup after cup with heavy thoughts. Liu Chen, afraid he would finish the wine, also hurriedly drank cup after cup.

In the tunnel, Di Yiwei slowly stood up and drew a short knife from behind her waist. Seeing this, Chi Xue stopped her and gave her a profound iron dagger.

Tie Ci had equipped both maids with profound iron weapons. Only profound iron could pierce through wooden boards and blankets to kill silently.

All three stood up, listening carefully to the conversation above and gauging Lou Xi’s position.

Not close enough yet.

It was very quiet above.

After most of the wine jug was finished, Lou Xi finally said: “I dreamed of the commander last night.”

Di Yiwei, who was holding a dagger looking for position, paused.

Liu Chen’s hand shook, nearly spilling wine. He hurriedly brought his mouth to drink it, then said: “Eh, aren’t you the commander?”

“You know who I’m talking about.”

Liu Chen remembered his character: “Hey! You mean that old woman? Why remember her? She probably died in some wilderness long ago.”

Lou Xi stared at him: “Brother Liu, I miss her very much.”

Liu Chen burst into violent coughing.

Below, Xia Houchun had a cold sneer of disgust, but Chi Xue looked at Di Yiwei with some worry.

She had long seen that Lou Xi’s feelings for Di Yiwei were extraordinary, so she couldn’t understand why loving her meant ruining her. She didn’t know what Di Yiwei was thinking. She was so calm as still water, wearing a mocking smile while her eyes were like dead water.

Chi Xue didn’t dare touch these things, afraid they were Di Yiwei’s wounds. But if this was truly Di Yiwei’s wound, it would be another crisis.

Above, after Liu Chen finished coughing, he looked incredulous: “Commander, what are you saying?”

He held back and held back, but finally couldn’t help saying: “Wasn’t Di Yiwei betrayed by your report? What do you mean by this now?”

Below, all three sighed silently.

Idiot.

Above, Lou Xi’s eyes flashed with sharp light, but he didn’t answer this question. He just picked up his wine cup, leaned against the wall, and said slowly: “I saved her life three times. I handled all her affairs without ever disobeying. Even when she didn’t get along with you, to help her ease relations with subordinates, I specifically became friends with you. These ten years, through border winds and snow, I accompanied her inspecting borders, staying awake with her through the night, accompanying her to battlefields, accompanying her through knives and blood, accompanying her facing all the world’s difficulties. How many nights I waited outside her tent listening to her cough, how many days I waited a foot behind her. When she turned back, she always saw me. When I looked up, I always saw her too.”

Liu Chen was already stunned and hurriedly drank wine to calm his shock.

Below, Di Yiwei held her arms slightly raised, still in a position searching for attack opportunity, but hadn’t moved for a long time.

She remembered when they were both just soldiers, sharing covers on cold nights.

She remembered the battlefield where knives and spears showed no mercy, yet he always charged behind her.

She remembered when corpses piled like mountains with her at the bottom, even the warhorses abandoned her, only he dug with bloody hands through frozen earth to save her life.

She remembered every inch of land within Yong Ping Pass, all traversed with his company.

She remembered when old ailments flared and coughing prevented sleep, every time she opened her eyes she could see his shadow on the tent. Not tall but towering, giving her peace.

She remembered how many times she turned back unintentionally, he was always waiting one step away.

Ten years of border winds and snow passed—looking back, I see neither you nor me.

The three in the tunnel remained silent.

Xia Houchun and Chi Xue both stared at Di Yiwei. Her hands had been raised too long, like a gesture of surrender.

Surrendering to fate and old affections.

Above, Liu Chen couldn’t help himself again, half-drunk and drowsy, asking: “Deputy Commander, since you care so much, why did you break the commander’s heart like that? Don’t you think about the future?”

“I’m doing this precisely because I think about the future,” Lou Xi said. “She’s too tired. If this continues, she won’t live long. I’ve advised her many times—achieve success and retire, leave Yong Ping, return home in old age, and have a good ending. But she won’t listen. She wants to dedicate her whole life to this border, to these border city people, never thinking that aside from battlefield dangers, how many people in court are watching her military power. If she doesn’t hand it over for one day, those people won’t rest for one day. In the end, even wanting to die wrapped in horse hide might be a luxury…”

Di Yiwei suddenly moved, aiming her dagger at a spot and slowly thrusting upward.

But at this moment, Lou Xi above leaned over and grabbed the silent Liu Chen’s hands: “I just want to retreat with her to countryside, living peacefully thereafter. I just want to protect her from being so tired. I just want her to put down the heavy burden she places on herself and return to being her light-hearted self. She can’t do it—I just want to help her do it!”

Di Yiwei stopped. The knife tip had already pierced through the earth layer and wooden board, just about to emerge from the carpet.

But with Lou Xi’s lean, he had already left that position.

The overhead trembled slightly as Lou Xi’s position shifted. Chi Xue heard the wooden board being pressed with slight creaking sounds. This tunnel was roughly made—if Lou Xi were more careful, he might very well discover it.

Now the position seemed to be above her head.

She took the dagger and also slowly inserted it upward.

After a silence above, Lou Xi suddenly said: “…Is she with you?”

Chi Xue also paused.

…

The attack on Western Rong’s royal palace began.

These past few days, Tie Ci watched Qiu Wujiu’s army, well-prepared yet unable to cross the palace like a natural barrier, only able to attack from the first level without gaining any advantage.

After the first gate dropped, the entire first level was sealed, and the mountain wall became one whole. Dan Ye ordered all first-level palaces demolished, using the earth, wood, bricks and stones as rolling logs and stones. He operated mechanisms behind the gate. When a small squad first charged up the mountain path, he remained unmoved, waiting until the mountain path was packed with soldiers, every step filled with people, before suddenly pulling the trigger behind the gate.

With a thunderous sound, one level of steps collapsed, and a pile of people rolled into traps, their eyes burned by poisonous stone powder inside.

The middle levels flipped over—their backs were covered with iron spikes, and a group of people were directly impaled.

The upper levels broke apart, shooting countless small arrows, turning a group into hedgehogs.

Few living people remained on the mountain path—over a thousand lives lost instantly.

The giant cannons couldn’t go up the mountain path. Distant shooting had no effect on the mountain where the palace sat, so they could only be abandoned on the street.

Someone shouted: “The mountain path mechanisms are one-time use! Keep going!”

Many had already died, corpses piled into steps. People stepped on bodies climbing up when those pits suddenly sprayed black water. Those splashed screamed and fell, becoming new corpses.

This scared everyone from daring to walk the mountain path again.

Behind the gate, Dan Ye clapped his hands and sneered.

Now there really were no more mechanisms.

But did they dare walk?

Unable to take the mountain path, they climbed the mountain. Though when the palace was built, the mountain was reshaped and the facing side was very smooth with almost no footholds, the height was ultimately limited. Qiu Wujiu’s soldiers formed human walls at the bottom, trying to send people up.

Above seemed to have no guards, letting them climb.

The result was that halfway up, spikes suddenly shot out from the wall, piercing chests.

Everyone was shocked.

There were mechanisms in the wall too!

After successive setbacks, morale couldn’t help but suffer. Qiu Wujiu watched the battle situation and said flatly: “First to break into the palace gets a thousand gold reward and leads a thousand men. Each level conquered gets such reward.”

Under great rewards, there must be brave men. Everyone rallied to fight again. The wall surface had not only randomly triggered spikes but also poisonous insects, taking away another wave of lives. When wall mechanisms were gradually exhausted, rolling stones, fire oil, and ash mixed with poisonous stone powder poured down from above, smashing those who had climbed up back down. Corpses gradually piled at the wall base until soldiers were almost stepping on corpses to reach the second level wall.

When they could finally get up, the rolling logs and thunder stones were also gone. The first person to jump up found only broken walls and ruins before him, collapsed palaces, corpses everywhere, no human figures, while the second gate had dropped again, with dangerous mountain paths and high second-level walls standing before them once more.

Everyone looked back at the corpses piled over one level below, looked at the natural barrier before them, calculated battle losses, then calculated the palace’s levels, and couldn’t help feeling discouraged.

This was completely a copper wall and iron fortress mountain stronghold. As long as there was sufficient food inside, even slow attacks for several years might not succeed. If attacking hard, by the time their people reached the top level, almost everyone would be dead.

Everyone couldn’t help looking toward Qiu Wujiu.

This kind of setup—they couldn’t get around the back, which was an entire mountain wall.

Setting fires wouldn’t work either. The mountain, stripped of vines and trees, couldn’t be ignited at all, much less burn the palaces inside. The people above were still pouring water on the mountain walls, which quickly froze into a layer of ice in the winter cold—hard to climb, and flames couldn’t catch.

Fire arrows wouldn’t work either due to position and angle problems—arrows couldn’t shoot up to the inward palaces of the upper level.

Really a tough bone to gnaw.

More importantly, Mote Hulan’s main force had arrived. Though scattered and thus delayed from entering the city to seize the initiative, she had actually rallied the remaining scattered soldiers of Namutu and Zuo Siyan outside the city, combining forces to attack the royal city. So Qiu Wujiu’s army also had to keep part of their force defending the city.

The Mote family had always been loyal partners of the Wuliang clan. As long as Wuliang Shuoye remained in the palace, Mote Hulan wouldn’t give up. Only by breaking into the palace and cutting off Wuliang Shuoye’s head, formally ending the Wuliang royal family, could they possibly make Mote Hulan lose heart and retreat.

Caught between difficulties, all generals looked toward Qiu Wujiu.

Qiu Wujiu remained calm. The palace’s difficulty was within his expectations, though harder than he had imagined. He had paid the price of several thousand lives just to reach the first level—his military strength couldn’t withstand such losses.

Thinking of this palace’s designer, admiration flashed through his heart. The design of mountain paths and walls seemed ordinary, but due to the mountain’s irregularity, the arrangement and combination of many mechanism-embedded blocks couldn’t be constructed in reality—it required divine power. Therefore only such a legendary figure could create such a palace.

He had once won over Chen Tuntian, the God of Sandstorms, but even Chen Tuntian in his prime couldn’t catch up to that person’s coattails. Even though they were both among the Three Madmen and Five Emperors didn’t mean these eight people had equal strength.

Thinking again of that person’s current location and the series of changes it might cause, he sighed in his heart.

Fortunately, that person was secluded in the south—in this lifetime, they probably wouldn’t have any interaction.

This thought flashed through his mind as his gaze searched the city walls again, still not finding the person he sought, and he couldn’t help frowning.

After a long while, he slowly said: “Since it’s hard to attack, let’s surround without attacking.”

“Grand Minister, the palace covers a vast area, backed by the great mountain. There’s likely abundant food. With the mountain as inner garden, as long as food lasts through winter, after spring comes they can live off the mountain—they won’t starve. Siege… I fear it cannot succeed…”

His strategist raised objections with difficulty.

“Moreover, Mote Hulan is fiercely attacking the city gates. We’re also trapped in the city. Our own provisions will eventually run short…”

All generals discussed among themselves, suggesting the Grand Minister follow the previous plan to first contact possibly poisoned people in the palace.

Qiu Wujiu listened noncommittally, then suddenly said: “Those prisoners captured a few days ago—bring them out for the other side to see. Tell them if they don’t open the gates, we’ll kill one person every hour.”

Chapter 245: Mutual Destruction
Someone else raised a question: “Grand Minister, those few are just some Great Qian soldiers who even brought trouble to Mote Hulan. Bringing them out in front of Western Rong’s royal palace like this—I’m afraid it won’t work?”

Qiu Wujiu smiled without speaking.

Of course it wouldn’t work on Dan Ye.

But it might work on a certain someone.

The one truly in charge in Western Rong’s royal palace might not necessarily be Dan Ye.

Several prisoners were pushed out, disheveled with faces covered in wounds. Qiu Wujiu’s men climbed to high places and shouted toward those above.

Behind the second-level wall, Tie Ci stared below and her eyes narrowed.

Bound before both armies were actually Yu Youji and those soldiers.

How had they fallen into Qiu Wujiu’s hands?

What had happened?

Yu Youji was pushed forward stumbling.

He had mistakenly led Qiu Wujiu’s army to Mote Hulan’s camp, bringing destruction to the camp. Feeling very ashamed, he was later captured by Qiu Wujiu’s army during the chaos. He had wanted to die but still hoped to find Ye Ci soon and explain the commander’s situation to him, so Ye Ci could return to help clear the commander’s name. Therefore he had been enduring.

Today, being dragged out before both armies and hearing that the magnificent structure opposite was Western Rong’s royal palace, his eyes lit up. He thought Ye Ci had been helping the Eagle Lord to retake the royal city—had they succeeded?

He began shouting wildly toward those above.

“Are you there! If you are, return quickly! She’s in trouble! Just as I feared, she’s been framed! They even stripped her clothes for public humiliation and want to escort her back!”

He shouted loudly: “Go back! She needs you!”

Tie Ci’s eyelashes trembled.

She understood immediately.

Di Yiwei was in trouble!

And it was more cruel than she had worried—those seizing power had actually humiliated her like this!

Tie Ci had seen human darkness and experienced bloody upheavals. She was always steadfast in attitude, never truly angry.

However, at this moment her rage burned like wildfire in her chest, instantly rushing to her crown.

She was a woman!

She could not tolerate another woman who bled for country and disregarded herself being trampled like this!

Her fingers pressed against the wall trembled.

Rong Pu standing beside her suddenly raised his hand and covered hers.

Tie Ci came to her senses and looked down.

Below the palace wall, Qiu Wujiu had raised his telescope again.

The telescope slowly swept over everyone on the wall, not missing any subtle expression.

He was looking for someone.

In just this moment, Tie Ci had already restrained all emotion and called out. People by the wall left one after another.

Below, Qiu Wujiu’s men were still shouting when they suddenly saw the people above all walk away disinterestedly, and couldn’t help being stunned.

Dan Ye’s loud laughter came from the palace wall: “What cats and dogs are those below? Dragging them to threaten me? Don’t wait an hour—I’ll help you solve it right now!”

Before his words finished, arrow light flashed from atop the palace wall, thundering like lightning. If not for the alert guards watching Yu Youji and others, who grabbed his head and pushed him back, Yu Youji would definitely have been shot through.

After this episode, the useless prisoners had to be pushed back inside.

Qiu Wujiu frowned slightly.

Wasn’t that person said to love people like children, benevolent and merciful? With Great Qian soldiers bound before the formation, she remained unmoved?

Abandoning her own people like this—did she not want military and popular support?

Atop the palace wall, Tie Ci walked calmly inward.

She would not accept coercion.

The efforts all along couldn’t fall short at the final moment.

Before the greater situation, even she herself was insignificant, let alone a few soldiers.

If Qiu Wujiu thought this could force her to show herself, he was truly mistaken.

Dan Shuang followed beside her, looking at her with some worry: “Your Highness…”

“We don’t accept coercion,” Tie Ci said. “But I will save those people.”

“Whoever threatens me, I’ll strike them down.”

…

“Is she with you?”

Liu Chen was grabbing the wine jug to drink the last dregs when he heard this and nearly poured wine all over himself.

He wiped his face, really not knowing what expression he should have. He scratched randomly at his face before arranging his expression, saying in shock: “What?”

Lou Xi quietly watched him: “If she’s with you, you can’t take care of her properly. Tell me.”

“…What are you saying? Me take care of her?” Liu Chen pointed at his nose tip. “Me? Take care of her? Have you forgotten my relationship with her?”

“I haven’t forgotten, but I’ve always suspected. Yiwei is very lazy. I actually never understood why she’d bother making trouble with you. Someone like her—if she really disliked a person, she’d either get rid of them or kill them. Why keep you in front of her eyes being annoying and frustrating?”

Silence filled both above and below the tunnel.

Xia Houchun glanced sideways at Di Yiwei.

Really quite understanding indeed.

Di Yiwei remained expressionless.

Your enemy truly knows you best.

“Hand her over to me. I’m very worried about her,” Lou Xi said. “Trust me, I’ll take her away. I’ll take good care of her. I swear on my life and future—no one is more important than her.”

Liu Chen couldn’t speak. He didn’t know what to say. After a long while, he cursed: “Crazy bastard.”

He stood up and reached out: “I don’t understand what you’re saying, and I don’t want to hear this nonsense. I completely don’t understand what kind of madman you are, but now the wine’s finished and you should go too.”

Lou Xi remained silent, then slowly stood after a long while.

The daggers in the tunnel were withdrawn.

There was no opportunity.

Lou Xi walked to the door, turned back to look at the couch—unclear what he was looking at—and said hollowly: “If you decide, or encounter difficulties, come find me. Trust me, I really want to protect you.”

Liu Chen: “Stop being mysterious! Safe travels, Commander!”

The door opened and closed, wind and snow instantly intruding then being driven away.

Liu Chen plopped down on the couch, touching his back—already soaked with sweat.

After a while he lifted the blanket and wooden board, saying to those below: “Commander, what should we do? I think he’s discovered you.”

…

The prisoners before the formation had no effect and were taken back.

Generals asked Qiu Wujiu for instructions—when the hour was up, should they still kill the prisoners?

Qiu Wujiu sneered and said methodically: “Does a gentleman’s word carry weight?”

The generals understood and withdrew.

Qiu Wujiu continued using his telescope to examine the royal palace, hoping to find some flaw.

But suddenly in the telescope he saw a pale face flash by.

He frowned, recognizing Wuliang Yunzhu.

This girl’s backward glance on the mountain path had left a deep impression on him earlier. Now she appeared in the royal palace again, looking panicked with faint blood traces on her face. Qiu Wujiu’s heart stirred.

Was this girl having withdrawal symptoms?

Seeing her circumstances, they didn’t seem good.

Indeed, with her father usurping the throne and Dan Ye ascending, how could he treat her well?

Now that Dan Ye had just gained position and was under siege, naturally he couldn’t rush to settle accounts. He temporarily spared the sisters’ lives, but once the crisis was resolved, this girl wouldn’t live much longer.

Under death’s threat, naturally she would want to do something.

Qiu Wujiu signaled to someone beside him. Someone drew a bow, tied a small bag to an arrow, and shot toward the palace wall.

Both sides were currently resting from battle. The corner where Wuliang Yunzhu was located was inconspicuous. Seeing the arrow coming, she ducked her head as the arrow thudded into a mountain crevice.

After a moment, a trembling arm reached out and pulled out the arrow.

Qiu Wujiu showed a smile.

Tie Ci, wearing Wuliang Yunzhu’s mask, opened the bag and also smiled.

Inside was half of the black fruit that Wuliang Yunzhu had been eating, plus a small note.

The note said that as long as she could help open the gates or explain the palace mechanisms, Qiu Wujiu would give her more medicine and guarantee the sisters’ lives with lifelong wealth and comfort.

Everything was as expected. Tie Ci smiled, thinking Qiu Wujiu was indeed deeply scheming, having laid such a hidden card. If not for coincidence—Wuliang Yunzhu pursuing her and being killed by Dan Ye, plus Rong Pu’s knowledge of medicines—who could have discovered this hidden move?

She casually picked up a charred arrow shaft, tore a piece of clothing, bit her finger to smear some blood on the cloth, making herself look desperate and anxious, and replied to Qiu Wujiu.

The letter said that though she knew how to operate the gates, the guards here were all the new king’s people. If she helped open the gates, Qiu Wujiu’s army might not arrive before the new king’s people killed her. So to preserve her life, she wanted Qiu Wujiu to personally lead people to fight up to the final gate. Then she would leap down from the palace wall, Qiu Wujiu’s people must catch her and safely bring her into the army for protection. Only then could she guide Qiu Wujiu’s army on how to open the final gate.

Then she pretended anger at the provocation below and shot the note back tied to an arrow.

The arrow was caught and delivered to Qiu Wujiu. Soon another arrow was shot up—this time Qiu Wujiu said reaching the final level would cost too much, at most he could reach the third level.

Tie Ci shot back saying regardless of how many levels, the king and ministers would definitely be on the final level. She could promise to definitely capture Dan Ye alive and completely end the Wuliang royal family atop the royal palace.

Qiu Wujiu negotiated again, saying Wuliang Yunzhu must provide advantageous attack methods.

Tie Ci shot back saying opening gates too early would create vigilance that would be disadvantageous. She could tell Qiu Wujiu that gate controls were only behind the gates, impossible to open from outside, but palace wall mechanisms would become fewer and fewer at higher levels.

No more arrows came after that.

This meant agreement was reached.

Tie Ci turned back to find Dan Ye, having him preserve some mechanisms on the back walls without activating them.

Dan Ye agreed without question.

Tie Ci was somewhat surprised: “Why don’t you ask why I’m doing this? Aren’t you afraid I’m colluding with Qiu Wujiu?”

Dan Ye suddenly smiled.

“If I can’t trust you, who can I trust?”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

As long as one was strong enough, there were still many people and things in this world worth trusting.

There were lone heroes fighting alone, but no generals winning alone.

Strength itself was召唤 and cohesion, as well as deterrence and guarantee.

The second attack began.

This time advancement was much smoother. Though many corpses were still left behind, competing for the palace walls was easier than before.

Following Tie Ci’s guidance, Qiu Wujiu’s army abandoned efforts on the gates and focused on attacking the walls, then joyfully discovered that indeed, wall mechanisms decreased level by level.

When they attacked up to the second level wall, defenders demolished the second level palaces, closed the third level gates, and retreated to the third level.

They began attacking the third level again. After defenders lost ground, they retreated to the fourth level.

After a day and night of slaughter, Qiu Wujiu’s army left over ten thousand corpses but also fought to just before the final level.

Tie Ci stood behind the second-to-last gate, looking back behind her.

All soldiers and ministers had retreated to the final level. While one man guarding the pass could hold off ten thousand, it also meant that pass was a dead end with no retreat.

Everyone’s eyes showed panic.

One could almost imagine—if enemy forces rushed up to the final level, everyone’s fate would be either jumping from this high mountain or being killed by blades and spears.

Morale unavoidably began to waver.

Except for Dan Shuang beside her, Tie Ci had told no one about this plan.

Not because she didn’t trust Rong Pu and others, but she feared her plan’s inherent danger would make them try to stop her.

Especially Dan Ye—he was completely disobedient.

She also hoped Dan Ye would use this opportunity to clearly see these ministers and subordinates.

Before disaster, human nature showed most clearly.

At this moment—those striving to resist, those fearless, those fleeing in panic, those hiding everywhere, even those cursing the new king for bringing disaster.

All was exposed.

But Dan Ye showed no anger. Under his thick brows, his dark eyes watched the enemies close at hand and also watched those ministers constantly wavering between loyalty and betrayal.

Western Rong people were straightforward and loyal, yet once they entered court and were influenced by power desires, those excellent qualities would gradually be worn away.

But that was fine. Kings wanted more than just loyalty. There were ways to control fierce tigers, and specially made cages for hyenas and foxes too.

Tie Ci gazed at him and smiled slightly.

She believed Dan Ye, polished through this half year, would become an excellent Western Rong king.

Below, battle cries shook the heavens, constantly approaching.

Dan Ye ordered the final level palaces not be demolished, but above were special passages for trees to roll down. Countless people cut trees in the back mountain—cut trees rolled directly down through passages. Wherever they passed, bones broke and blood flew.

But Qiu Wujiu’s people had fought hard to advance here—how could they give up? When some were crushed to death, others stepped on comrades’ corpses to continue charging.

Tie Ci stared at the elderly man being closely protected in the crowd, slowly and cautiously approaching.

The nearest soldiers had already climbed the city wall.

Under iron umbrellas’ protection, Qiu Wujiu was looking upward.

Behind her came cries of alarm and angry shouts.

Tie Ci thought it was about time, preparing to put on Wuliang Yunzhu’s mask and figure out how to get this person beside her away.

Dan Ye beside her suddenly said: “Earlier when I told you about the royal palace, I stopped halfway. Do you want to hear the rest?”

“Hmm?”

“Come with me.”

Dan Ye grabbed her hand and rushed upward.

This was sudden. Tie Ci didn’t know what he wanted to say, thinking there was some important arrangement. Seeing there was still some distance below, she could only follow.

She glanced at that hand, seeing he had no reaction, and raised her eyebrows.

Fine, with all his subordinates and ministers around, she should give him some face. She’d shake free when no one was around.

The man ahead rushed along the mountain wall, his iron-black robes sweeping past frost-covered blue rocks, then dampened by the gradually misty cold clouds halfway up the mountain.

Western Rong royal city’s scattered lights gradually spread beneath their feet. Farther away at several city gates, flames seemed to flicker.

Both guessed these should be Huyin’s forces being blocked.

Now both sides were locked in stalemate—whoever solved their opponent first at the royal palace would grasp victory.

Tie Ci was pressed for time and grabbed Dan Ye to teleport, but suddenly felt pain in her organs and blockage in her qi—the teleportation failed to activate.

This was the second time recently.

The other day when she pulled Rong Pu and Tian Wu to teleport, there had also been obstruction.

Were her talents becoming unstable?

A shadow fell over her heart.

Dan Ye kept pulling her to the uppermost great hall. The hall was empty, with flickering candles extending from the hall entrance deep inside, like a row of bright pearls illuminating the eagle spreading its wings at the hall’s end.

Beside the throne crouched a cooing gyrfalcon, one wing bandaged. Seeing Tie Ci, its feathers bristled all over as it angrily cawed loudly.

Because its brother didn’t want to show himself too early before this woman, it had to hide for so long!

Tie Ci glanced at it and rubbed the bird’s head.

Dan Ye pulled her to sit. Tie Ci didn’t move.

Playing the shared kingdom game again?

Always refusing was also tiring.

Dan Ye sat alone after a moment of silence and lifted the chair’s armrest.

Tie Ci’s pupils contracted.

Under the armrest were densely packed mechanism trigger lines extending into the darkness below.

“This is atop Western Rong’s royal palace, also the final line of defense for Western Rong’s royal family. If someone truly attacks to the final level, then Western Rong’s royal family has no need to exist. At that time, the entire royal palace will collapse.”

At that time, the collapsing palace would flow down from the mountaintop like a torrent, swallowing all who tried to devour this place into disaster’s giant maw.

Mutual destruction.

So decisive.

Tie Ci glanced at the mechanism, then at outside, hearing the increasingly close sounds of battle, feeling somewhat anxious.

She said: “This is the final resort. Don’t use it unless absolutely necessary. I have some matters to attend to first.”

Dan Ye behind her showed no reaction. She walked a few steps, then suddenly stopped.

She vaguely felt something wasn’t right.

Dan Ye was too calm.

He seemed not to care about victory or defeat, nor about ministers’ thoughts, nor about this approaching army. Yet he single-mindedly brought her to see this royal palace secret, even showing a slight smile at the corners of his lips.

That smile held hints of satisfaction and pride.

Pride in what? Pride in this mutual destruction backup plan?

Satisfied with what? Satisfied about dying together with enemies?

Wait, dying together.

Dying together…

Tie Ci’s scalp suddenly exploded.

She whirled around.

She saw Dan Ye reaching to turn a protrusion in front of the throne.

He was activating the switch to destroy the royal palace!

He wanted to bring his royal palace and everyone together with Qiu Wujiu’s army in mutual destruction!

Chapter 246: Beheading the Commander
Tie Ci’s figure flashed—but remained in place.

Too shocked to be amazed, she raised her hand.

No electric light burst from her fingertips.

Two consecutive ability failures.

Fortunately, she had already lunged forward while attempting to use her ability. She was now in front of Dan Ye. After the two failed attempts at using her innate power, whether due to issues with channeling her inner energy or excessive anxiety, the familiar sensation of reverse energy flow rushing back to her dantian—something that hadn’t happened in a long time—returned. Her body rumbled chaotically inside. She jerked her head up, her eyes burning with pain.

For an instant, hesitation flashed through her mind.

It seemed her innate ability had activated again, but there appeared to be limitations. Excessive activation seemed to bring side effects. What if opening a new talent caused her original abilities to diminish or disappear?

But there was no time for hesitation, contemplation, or refusal.

The urgent matter was that she had to deal with this damn kid Dan Ye.

She looked up. Dan Ye met her gaze, immediately froze, then became vacant and confused, saying nothing, his fingers stopping mid-motion.

Tie Ci immediately moved his fingers away, casually hoisted him from the throne, and threw him far away from the seat.

During this brief time, Dan Ye remained blank and dazed, allowing her to do as she pleased. Tie Ci was furious—if time hadn’t been so tight, she would have loved to throw him behind the mountain into the waterfall to wash his brain. She could only shout: “Tian Wu!”

Tian Wu came at her call. Tie Ci pointed at Dan Ye and said: “Tie him up, bind him from head to toe, and stuff him in the inner chamber. Tell him that if he dares make any rash moves again, I’ll kill Huyin.”

She had a feeling that if she threatened to kill him, Dan Ye probably wouldn’t be afraid.

Tian Wu showed no questioning or surprise, loudly acknowledged, and actually found rope to tie up Dan Ye. During the binding process, Dan Ye blinked, his expression suddenly came alive. He looked at Tian Wu in bewilderment, still making pressing motions while saying: “Pang Hu, why are you tying me up! How did I suddenly end up on the ground?”

Hearing this, Tie Ci knew he had awakened. The process was brief, about a minute by her master’s time calculation. After awakening, he seemed to have no memory of what had happened before.

It looked like her gaze controlled people’s minds, but judging from how Dan Ye’s actions continued smoothly after awakening, it also seemed like her gaze could stop people’s movements, freezing them in that moment’s state.

Because if it were mental control, after it ended, the person would have brief mental confusion and couldn’t possibly continue their previous actions so quickly.

Tie Ci put on her mask and rushed down frantically. While running, she tested her abilities. She could still see through things, summon lightning, but teleportation wasn’t working. As for restoration—

While sprinting, she grabbed a leaf and crushed it, attempting to restore it.

She opened her palm.

Half fragments, half intact.

Tie Ci frowned.

Was this temporary or permanent?

There was no time to think. She had lured people up here; if she didn’t eliminate them, the entire royal palace would truly be finished.

She ran to the palace wall, squeezed through the fighting crowd, dodged flying arrows shot upward, and showed her face at the palace wall, just meeting Qiu Wujiu’s upward gaze.

The two faced each other. She nodded slightly, turned, and ran toward the gate.

Behind the heavy stone door was a team of soldiers specifically guarding the iron chains that controlled the gates. Seeing “Wu Liang Yunzhu” approach, they instinctively drew their swords. Tie Ci lifted her mask to reveal half her face, and the soldiers immediately relaxed and made way.

This was Dan Ye’s order—Tie Ci enjoyed the same status and treatment as him in the royal palace.

Tie Ci glanced at the iron chains.

Outside the gate came the sound of knocking for the password.

Unfortunately, if her teleportation ability hadn’t malfunctioned, she only needed to lure Qiu Wujiu up, teleport out, and kill him.

But now that was impossible. She had to open the gate partially and go out through it to gain Qiu Wujiu’s trust and get closer to him.

Tie Ci pulled the iron chains.

The soldiers were shocked and rushed forward to stop her.

A minister in the distance noticed and shouted: “Someone is trying to open the gate to betray us!”

Before he finished shouting, someone strangled his neck from behind and silently dragged him behind a pillar.

Yang Yixiu peeked out and made a reassuring gesture to her from behind the pillar.

Rong Pu silently emerged, walked in a circle, and people in that direction who might have seen her all fell down one by one.

But the soldiers behind had already pounced.

Having the same treatment as the king was one thing, but opening the gate concerned everyone’s lives. Even if the king came to open it, it wouldn’t be allowed.

Dan Shuang drew his sword, blocking everyone’s path.

Suddenly cold light flashed as someone charged from the side, a curved blade aimed straight at Tie Ci’s back.

Tie Ci shifted her body, preparing to dodge as much as possible. If unavoidable, suffering minor injuries would be acceptable.

She couldn’t delay any longer. Once the gate wasn’t opened in time and Qiu Wujiu became suspicious and retreated, all previous efforts would be wasted.

The blade was about to reach her ribs.

Suddenly that person flew backward in a straight line, crashing thunderously into the mountain wall.

Silver light flashed as a chain swung up, creating a whooshing wind that blocked the group of soldiers.

From the corner of her eye, Tie Ci saw Dan Ye, who had been tied up like a large worm, had broken free with one hand gripping a long silver chain.

Someone shouted in grief and anger: “He wants to open the door, he wants to harm us!”

Dan Ye roared: “Then let’s be harmed!”

Tie Ci: “…”

No one knew what she wanted to do, but everyone chose to cooperate with her.

Tie Ci couldn’t spare attention for all the chaos behind her. Following her unique method, she pulled the iron chains, and the gate slowly rose.

Cheers thundered outside.

The heavily protected elder looked up.

The gate was slowly rising, currently only knee-high.

Armies on both sides of the gate anxiously watched that gradually expanding space.

Inside and outside that space lay victory and defeat, life and death.

Tie Ci crouched low and squeezed through the gap.

She flew out almost flat against the ground, inevitably colliding with opposing soldiers. She knelt with one knee, pressing down a soldier with a bang, one hand pointing at the shocked elder looking up under the umbrella, electric light flashing in her palm.

She saw the elder under the umbrella stiffen from the electric shock.

At this moment, no one had reacted yet.

Tie Ci reached back to draw her blade and chopped down.

Arc light crossed the mountain path, descending like lightning.

A crisp crack.

A head rolled out along the mountain path.

Tie Ci immediately shouted loudly, “Qiu Wujiu is dead!” while quickly retreating.

At this time the gate had opened to half a person’s height. Some soldiers tried to squeeze in, but Western Rong soldiers rushed forward to push them out. Some shouted to close the door, Dan Ye shouted from afar not to close it. Inside was complete chaos.

Tie Ci retreated backward. Behind her, crowds surged, layer upon layer, instantly blocking her path.

Tie Ci’s expression changed slightly.

Something was wrong.

Upon hearing that Qiu Wujiu was dead, why did they remain unmoved, still maintaining effective formation and blocking her path?

She suddenly raised her head.

Opposite, farther away, at the edge of the mountain path, someone lifted the helmet from their head and smiled faintly at her.

The smile was calm and quiet, almost benevolent.

Tie Ci: “!!!”

Chapter 247: The Mantis Stalks the Cicada
She killed two attacking soldiers with a backhand strike and shouted: “Close the gate!”

Qiu Wujiu had a body double! He wasn’t dead!

The gate couldn’t continue opening, or the army would pour in.

This time no one listened to her. On the contrary, some people wanted to squeeze out with her.

Dan Ye stared wide-eyed at the gate. He had originally thought Tie Ci had heard about Di Yiwei’s situation and was eager to leave the city, wanting to open the gate. Though unwilling, he dared not disobey.

He hadn’t been too worried about Tie Ci’s safety—after all, she had innate abilities, so breaking out would be simple.

But he hadn’t expected Tie Ci not to use teleportation and to get caught up in Qiu Wujiu’s army on the mountain path.

He didn’t understand why she wasn’t using teleportation, but already sensing things were developing wrongly, he instinctively rushed over. The ropes on his body snapped one after another as he shouted: “Don’t close the gate!”

But Tie Ci had already anticipated the reaction inside.

So when she had darted out earlier, she still gripped the iron chains from inside.

With two conflicting orders, the soldiers responsible for opening and closing the gate couldn’t react in time and stood there stunned.

Tie Ci yanked the iron chains downward.

The gate’s rising momentum slowed.

Tie Ci pulled again.

Dan Ye rushed over, using his hands to turn the windlass while shouting: “Come back!”

The windlass was covered with serrated teeth. His hands were instantly bloody.

The gate continued rising slowly.

Every few steps Tie Ci tried to rush back, she was blocked by soldiers desperately trying to keep her there, like shores holding back a tide.

Those soldiers even gave up rushing into the gate, all turning back to overwhelm her.

Qiu Wujiu retreated against the flow of people. Seeing Tie Ci surrounded by more and more people, his smile deepened.

He had seen Wu Liang Yunzhu before.

That child didn’t have such a beautiful figure and height.

Much less such skills and decisiveness.

Honestly, using a body double was just his habitual method, not based on any premonition.

He really hadn’t expected that the bait left in the Western Rong royal palace would be exposed like this.

After all, even he didn’t know who in the Western Rong palace had fallen for his trick. How had these newly arrived Da Qian people and the declining Western Rong royal family discovered it?

Truly formidable.

When did the Western Rong royal family have such capable people?

Moreover, she also had innate abilities.

Right now, many people across the continent still didn’t know this earth-shaking news.

It was… very interesting…

He retreated with the crowd, watching as people surged like a tide to drown that woman. Thinking about how perhaps the most noble woman in the world would die like grass in this sea of people, thinking about the shocking changes to the world’s power structure her death would bring, his smile deepened further.

Meanwhile, those waiting behind the gate for her to teleport back gradually changed expression.

Dan Shuang, who had been pushed to the back by the incoming crowd earlier, now ran frantically forward.

Dan Ye knew that not closing the gate was more important now. He opened the gate with all his strength, but saw Tie Ci suddenly raise her hand in the crowd. Her long blade transformed into flowing lightning, striking a central point of the windlass.

With a thunderous crash, the gate fell again.

Dan Ye saw Tie Ci lose her blade, draw her dagger, and once again plunge into the crowd. He bit his teeth and gripped the windlass tightly, completely unaware that his fingers were being torn by the sharp windlass.

He dared not open the gate again.

Tie Ci was fighting alone outside. He dared not distract her or make her lose her weapon because of this gate.

He could only stop.

The gate finally stopped at a distance of a forearm’s height from the ground.

After repeated violent treatment of the windlass mechanism, the gate was stuck.

Fortunately, the remaining gap was very small—even grown men couldn’t pass through. If Qiu Wujiu’s army wanted to lie down and crawl in, they would just be delivering heads.

The moment the gate fell, Dan Ye grabbed Dan Shuang, barely saving her from being crushed by the suddenly falling gate.

Dan Shuang kicked him with her foot: “Let go! Master is alone outside! If something happens to her, you all have to die!”

“I’ll die first without you saying so!” Dan Ye roared. “What’s going on! Why isn’t she using her innate abilities!”

“I don’t know! It must be your fault! Let me out!” Dan Shuang lay on the ground, preparing to roll out.

Dan Ye also lay down, apparently preparing to be the second.

Both were grabbed by Rong Pu, one in each hand: “You two, want to roll out and lose your heads, making her distracted and hacked to death by random blades!”

Now with this narrow gap, no one could pass through—after all, lying down was the most disadvantageous position for combat.

Dan Ye stopped, got up and thought, then said: “I’ll take people over the palace wall.”

“Stop. That’s equally suicidal.” Rong Pu said, “She should have had a sudden problem with her innate abilities. We just need to find a way to help her solve this problem.”

“How to solve it?”

“Too bad I couldn’t take her pulse first…” A flash of memory crossed Rong Pu’s mind—what that doctor had said back in Ziyang.

His heart stirred as he said: “Take me to high ground.”

Dan Ye looked around.

“Somewhere I can reach her position with stones.”

That would only be atop the palace wall, the most dangerous place.

“I’ll go.”

“Just you going won’t work. I need to be there to identify acupoints based on her reactions.”

Dan Ye called over the tattooed man under his command, also recognized as the general with the highest martial prowess, saying: “Take your men and protect him well. If anything happens to him, take your own life!”

He leaped up onto the palace wall and shouted down: “Dan Ye is here!”

The soldiers of Qiu Wujiu below looked up, recognized him, and immediately became excited and clamorous, rushing wildly upward.

Part of the crowd was naturally drawn away by him.

The pressure on Tie Ci in the crowd immediately lessened.

Dan Shuang also rushed up the palace wall. With no one paying attention to her, she found people to fight on her own. She had learned killing techniques and struck ruthlessly, quickly attracting part of the military force as well.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief and wiped the blood splattered on her face.

Dealing with these soldiers wasn’t difficult for her. She had never relaxed her exploration and training in martial arts despite the successive activations of her innate abilities. But this mountain path was narrow and the crowd dense, making it impossible to fully deploy her skills. When a corpse fell, it became an obstacle. Often she was even fighting while stepping on corpses—each step producing a squelching sound as blood splattered.

No martial arts master could face thousands of troops and horses. The key lay in the long-term consumption of stamina and will. Tie Ci wanted to rush to Qiu Wujiu’s side, but his soldiers blocked the way desperately, unafraid of death. Bodies filled the front and back. She spun like a windlass at high speed, deep red blood mist spraying wherever she passed.

And her retreat route had long been blocked.

Dan Ye took the risk of operating a bow personally on the palace wall, but every arrow he shot was met by countless people leaping up with shields to block it.

People constantly couldn’t withstand the power of Dan Ye’s heavy arrows and fell vomiting blood, but all the arrows were intercepted.

Dan Shuang tried shooting hidden weapons, equally fruitless. The crowd was densely packed and turbulent. Looking down from above, it was all the same mass of black heads, impossible to distinguish accurately.

They could only see from clusters of blood flowers that the fighting never ceased.

Suddenly stumbling underfoot—there were too many corpses.

Tie Ci staggered, and someone behind her crouched low to charge, a curved blade emerging at an extremely cunning angle from under her ribs, stabbing toward her back.

But Tie Ci didn’t turn her head at all.

Those on the palace wall who saw this scene had their breath catch in their throats.

Cold light flashed as half of a slightly curved blade tip shot skyward.

The sneak attacker held his broken blade, slightly dazed.

Tie Ci didn’t turn her head back. Her dagger passed through her armpit with a hissing sound, piercing his chest.

Only then did those on the palace wall regain that breath.

Qiu Wujiu watched from afar, a gleam of interest flashing in his eyes.

The Crown Princess indeed wore treasure armor.

Tie Ci didn’t pause, didn’t even try to turn back in that moment. She continued charging toward Qiu Wujiu’s direction.

The treasure armor vibrated slightly during combat. She flicked her finger, and a polished steel wire shot out, piercing the abdomen of the person in front of her.

In this moment she suddenly thought of Feiyu.

Had he also once been trapped in heavy siege, fighting alone?

In that moment of solitary battle, had he thought of me?

…

Everyone could see that Qiu Wujiu wanted to use a human sea to exhaust Tie Ci to death.

Qiu Wujiu had retreated to the edge of the downward mountain path and stopped retreating. He felt that personally witnessing Tie Ci’s death should also be a rare experience. Moreover, he was interested in both Tie Ci’s weapons and treasure armor.

Atop the palace wall, someone carrying Rong Pu leaped onto the high wall.

This was virtually suicide. Almost the instant they came up, that person’s leg was severed by someone rushing up.

That person fell from the palace wall. Rong Pu was prepared and jumped from his back. Soldiers behind him rushed up with a clang, blocking cold arrows shot at him.

Rong Pu stood firm on the palace wall. Tian Wu charged over, leaped onto the wall, and held a shield in front of him.

Countless people pounded the shield violently. Tian Wu was shaken until his blood and qi fluctuated uncomfortably, but he gritted his teeth and endured.

But Rong Pu pushed the shield aside, holding a golden needle in one hand: “Don’t block me, I need light!”

He had an iron umbrella for protection but didn’t use it, because no matter how dangerous, he couldn’t obstruct his vision.

It was already nighttime. Yang Yixiu tremblingly held up a lantern behind him. Qiu Wujiu in the distance saw this and pointed: “Extinguish the light!”

Arrows flew like rain, extinguishing Yang Yixiu’s lantern. When lit again, extinguished again.

Yang Yixiu’s voice already carried tears: “Can’t light it!”

Dan Ye suddenly roared: “Light the front hall!”

Everyone in the square froze, then someone ran frantically away to cut trees, splash oil, and ignite a roaring fire in the front hall of the top-level palace.

No one had expected Dan Ye to burn the palace just after seizing power. The firelight illuminated half the sky—this time no one could extinguish this fire.

Qiu Wujiu smiled.

He hadn’t expected the Crown Princess to be so capable of winning people’s hearts.

Then she definitely couldn’t be spared.

Such wisdom, such talent, such martial prowess, plus innate abilities—it was conceivable that as long as she could return, she would eventually reclaim power.

A future powerful Da Qian was something no one could bear.

He pointed at Rong Pu: “Kill that man.”

Rong Pu was just standing up from behind the shield, squinting as he searched for Tie Ci’s acupoints.

Tie Ci had once told him that when innate abilities activated, inner energy flowed in reverse, showing signs of impacting acupoints. Now that she suddenly couldn’t fully activate her innate abilities, there must be problems with her inner energy circulation.

The only method to try was clearing meridians and stimulating acupoints.

But now the two were separated by distance, and Tie Ci was constantly fighting. Identifying acupoints was difficult as ascending to heaven, much less needling them.

Just as Rong Pu’s head emerged from behind the shield, a long blade whistled toward him. Someone beside him swung a blade to block it.

Blade light flashed from all directions. The sounds of blocking impacts rang continuously. Behind Rong Pu was bright firelight, in front steel sparks flew. His face was pale but his expression calm, the golden needle at his fingertip glinting.

A long spear like a venomous snake pierced through the crowd toward Rong Pu’s calf.

When the cold wind struck, Rong Pu had already noticed, but he only slightly adjusted his angle without even moving his leg.

His current position directly faced Tie Ci’s back—he couldn’t be forced down the wall or moved from his position.

With a light hissing sound, Rong Pu’s ankle was pierced, blood flowing freely. The attacker tried to continue stabbing but was cut down by Dan Ye’s throwing knife from afar.

Rong Pu didn’t glance at his wound. Seeing Tie Ci’s figure turning and about to leave his sight again, he broke into a slight sweat despite the bitter cold.

Tie Ci couldn’t stop moving—stopping meant certain death. But needling required her to stop.

She would stop only if the people around her stopped.

The night air was bone-piercingly cold. Some people had frost on their eyebrows. Tie Ci’s long hair had almost turned frost-colored—she had fought too long, sweated too much, then been frozen by the severe cold. Her hair looked white from afar.

Rong Pu suddenly turned and gave Dan Ye some instructions as he rushed over.

Dan Ye was also injured—a bloody gash on his shoulder with flesh curled back. He took cloth strips handed by his subordinates, wrapped it casually, and passed down orders.

Moments later many people carried over vats of water with broken ice and snow floating on the surface.

Rong Pu quickly pulled out a medicine pouch from his chest and scattered the grayish-white powder inside into the ice water.

“I need people with extraordinary strength!”

Dan Ye and several strong men behind him stepped forward.

Rong Pu pointed toward that constantly moving cluster flashing with blade light and packed with heads: “Quick! Pour this ice water on their heads! The more accurate the better!”

At the same time he shouted to Tie Ci: “Crouch after three calls!”

Dan Ye lifted the water vat, his shoulder wound splitting open.

“Splash.” The water in the vat crossed over the palace wall and half the mountain path like a transparent meteor, crashing hard toward Tie Ci’s direction.

Naturally people tried to intercept it, but water couldn’t be stopped.

After mentally counting three, Tie Ci suddenly crouched.

The medicated ice water fell on those besieging her.

People shivered intensely, briefly stiffening.

Without waiting for Rong Pu’s call, Tie Ci shot upright.

Her gaze swept sharply to Qiu Wujiu in the distance, hurriedly descending the mountain.

Behind the palace wall someone sprang up, knocked over the shield, and pounced toward Rong Pu.

Countless others pounced on those pouncing toward him.

Around him was chaos and clamor, killing intent pressing against his body.

But Rong Pu seemed unaware, eyes fixed only on Tie Ci’s back. Those major meridian paths spread before his eyes like an acupoint chart, clear and definite.

Dan Ye slapped his back, lending him inner force.

Golden light flashed in his hand, instantly penetrating Tie Ci’s back.

Time and space seemed to freeze in this moment.

Tie Ci only felt pain in her back—though she wore treasure armor, there were still gaps where the golden needle could penetrate.

Inside her body came another familiar thunderous sound. This time it wasn’t reverse energy flow but forward flow. A surge of heat power flowed down abundantly. She seemed to hear resonant sounds within her body.

Something had been blocked, something had been opened.

The freezing effect lasted only an instant—after all, the medicine powder was diluted when mixed with water.

People raised their blades and charged again.

But the figure before them flashed—Tie Ci was no longer there.

The next instant she appeared behind Qiu Wujiu, who had sensed something wrong and was rapidly descending. Before his guards could thrust their blades into her body, she stabbed her dagger into Qiu Wujiu’s back.

When it entered flesh there was a slight resistance—Qiu Wujiu also wore protective armor, but it couldn’t withstand the sharpness of abyssal iron.

Qiu Wujiu collapsed silently.

Tie Ci smoothly kicked him high into the air and shouted: “Qiu Wujiu is dead!”

Chapter 248: Racing Back
As she kicked the man up, she grasped with one hand. With a crackling sound, a thin bolt of lightning struck Qiu Wujiu’s body.

The soldiers on the mountain path looked up in horror, seeing that it was truly their commander who had been struck and was spitting blood.

Under the electric light, it was as if he had been struck by heavenly thunder.

Tie Ci shouted: “Those who commit many wrongs have already received heaven’s punishment!”

Someone ran frantically, caught Qiu Wujiu, and fled.

Seeing the commander fleeing before their eyes, the originally organized attack on the mountain path immediately descended into chaos.

When the front was in chaos, the rear followed suit. The imprisoned Yu Youji and others took advantage of the confusion to escape. In the chaotic crowd, unable to distinguish direction, they saw someone breaking through ahead and followed from afar, unknowingly being swept farther and farther from the royal palace.

On the palace wall, Dan Ye roared and leaped down first, jumping into the enemy army.

Countless more soldiers followed, jumping down like sharp blades piercing the formation, bloodthirsty and tearing.

Tie Ci didn’t look back and directly gave chase. However, with armies blocking the mountain path and square, once chaos erupted, finding one person became extremely difficult. She fought against the current, and by the time she reached the square, she could no longer find where Qiu Wujiu had gone.

Behind her, the Western Rong army began counterattacking, surging like a flood from beneath the palace walls, cascading down the mountain path. Wherever they passed, blood flowed like rivers.

Qiu Wujiu’s army was scattered—part of them rushed toward the city gates, part dispersed into the city. Some were angrily besieged by civilians who had suffered from the ravages of war, while clever ones stripped off their armor and threw it aside, blending into the crowd.

The roaring fire atop the royal palace alarmed the people. Countless civilians surged toward the city gates, while scattered soldiers were also driven there. The soldiers Qiu Wujiu had originally left to guard the gates quickly fell into chaos as well.

When Dan Ye personally led troops to arrive, he saw Tie Ci leading a group from inside to assault the gate guards, coordinating with Huyin’s fierce attacks from outside to break open the city gates.

The moment the gates opened, Tie Ci rushed out frantically. Huyin came galloping toward her on horseback with raised blade. Seeing Tie Ci, she was overjoyed and about to greet her when Tie Ci flipped up onto the horse’s back and pushed Huyin down with one hand: “Lend me your horse! I’m leaving!”

Huyin: “…”

She landed, stumbled and steadied herself, seeing that Tie Ci had already turned the horse around and was galloping out against the flow of people rushing into the city, shouting as she ran: “Tell them to return quickly! You’re responsible for protecting their safety! I’m leaving first!”

Huyin suddenly remembered something and shouted: “Something happened in Da Qian…”

“I know!”

A soldier stumbled and crawled over, shouting: “Your High—”

Huyin yelled: “Wait, there’s more—”

That soldier anxiously mounted a horse to give chase. He was from the Nine Guards, sent by Xia Houchun to inform the Crown Princess about domestic affairs and some intelligence they had discovered. After great difficulty entering Western Rong territory and finding Huyin’s forces through many detours, he had followed the siege for several days, wanting to report to the Crown Princess as soon as possible. Finally encountering her, the Crown Princess ran faster than a rabbit—before he could react, she had already sped far away.

He could only turn back to pursue. Huyin watched his struggling departing figure, scratched her hair, thinking that at the Crown Princess’s speed, by the time this unlucky fellow caught up, whatever was happening in Yongping would be over.

But she had no way to chase herself—she still had to command the battle. She could only irritably draw her blade and charge toward the gates on foot.

After just two steps, someone rushed out from the gates—it was Dan Ye. Seeing her, he said: “Perfect timing. Since you’re here, this royal city is yours.”

Huyin grabbed his reins with one hand: “You stop right there!”

“Don’t worry about me!”

“I’m your only elder—I can manage you!”

Dan Ye turned back, his deep, slightly elongated double eyelids reddened with anxiety at the corners.

“You want to chase after Tie Ci now? Hmm? She worked so hard all the way to support you—is this what she wants, for you to abandon the royal city to chase her? Believe it or not, if you catch up to her, she’ll slap you twice first!”

“She’s injured!”

“Even injured, she could beat you until you crawl on the ground!”

“That’s not what I mean!”

“That’s exactly what she and I mean! Dan Ye! Show some backbone! In the heart of a woman like her, men can fail, can be mediocre, can be weak, but they absolutely cannot lack great ambition or disregard sacrifice!”

“Once she leaves, she’ll never come back!”

“If you chase her, then she truly will never set foot on Western Rong soil again!”

Dan Ye fell silent. After a long while, when he spoke again, his earlier anger had dissipated, his tone faintly weary: “I actually don’t want to be king of Western Rong. I only wanted revenge. After revenge, I wanted to follow her across the world, protecting her forever. But if I had said that then, she definitely would have abandoned me… Earlier when I thought Qiu Wujiu was about to break in, I even felt somewhat happy inside—this way I could activate the mechanisms and die together with her, be together forever… But it turned out to be her plan. In the end, she still had to arrange everything for me, personally risking danger to kill Qiu Wujiu…”

Huyin was horrified: “What did you say? You wanted to activate the palace’s destruction mechanisms and die together with her?”

“Once revenge was complete, she would leave. Since I would lose her forever anyway, why couldn’t I keep her with me forever!”

“You never had her to begin with! And you don’t deserve her!” Huyin burst into furious cursing. “Wu Liang Shuoye, how capable you are! Do you know how difficult Tie Ci’s journey has been? Do you know what she’s been struggling so hard for? Do you know what dreams and wishes she’s sacrificed everything for? Do you know what it’s called when someone helps you kindly but you want to drag them to death together because of your selfish desires? It’s called having a wolf’s heart and dog’s lungs, called ingratitude, called repaying kindness with enmity!”

While cursing, she pounced on him, one hand grabbing his neck, the other seizing his hair, banging his head against the ground: “How did you become like this! What’s stuffed in your brain! Is it all sand from the royal city? I’ll pour it out for you! Pour it out!”

Bang, bang, bang—his head hit the sand and dirt, leaving all the soldiers stunned.

Fighting was still going on here, while the two leaders had started brawling there. Tian Wu and others who arrived later were also dumbfounded. Rong Pu had injured his foot and was being carried by Tian Wu. Tian Wu was confused and didn’t understand, instinctively wanting to step forward to break up the fight, but Rong Pu pulled his neck like reins, immediately stopping his steps.

“Some people’s brains are indeed full of mush and really should be emptied out.” Rong Pu said indifferently, his expression displeased.

He hadn’t known such things had happened in the palace before. If he had known, even risking the Crown Princess’s blame, he would have invited Qiu Wujiu right through the door and let this little bastard die by himself.

When they returned to Da Qian, they absolutely had to send more people to the Hanli Khan Desert—digging mountains, mining, planting trees, developing wasteland, diverting water for irrigation—to cooperate with the Crown Princess in expanding Yongping Guard’s territory and making Western Rong formally become a vassal state.

“Let’s go.”

The overall situation in Western Rong was decided. With Huyin there, and Dan Ye not being truly stupid, there was nothing left for them to do here.

After the two fighting people rolled around, they suddenly both stopped. Dan Ye knelt on one knee, Huyin stood. Both turned back to see a ray of morning sun shooting from the distant wilderness, passing through the gate opening and dividing light and dark in half.

And at the head of that sunrise, there was a small black figure in the distance, gracefully waving from afar.

Business here was finished—until we meet again at the ends of the earth.

…

Chapter 249: How Can the World Achieve Both – Not Failing the State nor One’s Love?
Tie Ci galloped all the way.

Western Rong had been devastated by war and was extremely desolate. Especially in towns that armies had passed through, nine out of ten houses were empty, with starving corpses frequently seen roadside. Calling it a living hell would not be an exaggeration.

As a semi-nomadic, semi-agricultural country, winter was always difficult to endure. Having lost support and with war added on top, Western Rong would struggle to recover its vitality for ten years.

Tie Ci thought it was good to give Dan Ye a mess to clean up. People shouldn’t become complacent or idle, otherwise who knows what thoughts would spin in their heads.

She traveled swiftly all the way, wondering what the situation in Yongping was now.

She had worked hard to take Western Rong precisely to use a stable Western Rong to demand loyalty from Di Yiwei and gain military authority. If something had happened to Di Yiwei and someone else had plucked the fruit of Yongping’s army, then all her efforts would have been wasted.

Worse yet, they might use Yongping’s army to block her retreat. How could Tie Ci not be anxious?

The hardships along the way need not be mentioned. In many places, the common people themselves couldn’t eat their fill. She had to run far to hunt, trading excess meat with civilians for grain, and at night randomly finding an empty house to spend the night.

She traveled day and night for a long time, finally entering the Hanli Khan Desert on the seventh day. She sent out signals, and the sun-darkened Qi Yuansi and Da Wu came to meet her.

Qi Yuansi and several others had remained in the Hanli Khan Desert, traversing that plain and even climbing snow-capped mountains. They conducted detailed field surveys of the surrounding terrain, topography, soil, and environment, recording countless valuable data on wooden boards. When they came to see Tie Ci, everyone carried enormous bundles.

What came next couldn’t be accomplished by just a few people. They needed to return and find a group from the academy, mobilize talent from across the country for development, relocate Yongping Guard’s civilians, and so forth. Additionally, Tie Ci planned to suggest after returning that future exiled criminals should all be banished to Hanli Khan, contributing to the development of this region.

The group replenished food and water at the oasis and set off again. Three days later, they saw the towering mass of Fu Mountain finally appear on the horizon.

Looking at mountains can kill horses from running—Tie Ci wasn’t in a hurry now that she’d reached this point, ordering them to make camp and rest first.

After all, if there was still a fierce battle at Fu Mountain’s pass, they absolutely had to conserve their strength now.

In the evening, when she took out the bear meat she’d been carrying to roast, she involuntarily thought of Feiyu.

He still hadn’t returned.

Was everything going smoothly?

For some reason, a vague unease lingered in her heart.

She was somewhat distracted.

Then she burned the meat.

Food couldn’t be wasted. She peeled off the charred parts and once again thought of the meat Feiyu roasted—the fat crystalline and succulent, the lean meat fragrant and crispy.

He always did everything perfectly.

Suddenly someone handed her a piece of roasted meat—fat crystalline, lean meat deep red. Her heart jumped, but looking up she saw Qi Yuansi.

Qi Yuansi had darkened and thinned, but his meat-roasting skills had improved considerably. Apparently during this period of camping in the open in the desert, crossing snow mountains and yellow sands, while developing calluses, he had also honed the survival skills of a wealthy young master.

He handed over the meat but didn’t look at her, awkwardly saying: “This piece is leaner.”

Tie Ci smiled and accepted it, thanking him. Qi Yuansi lowered his eyes to look at her slender fingers, uncomfortably sitting back a bit, yet unwilling to leave, eating meat slowly and methodically beside her.

Tie Ci ate while asking about his survey results. When it came to this topic, Qi Yuansi became energized, moving over that pile of wooden boards and pointing things out to her. Tie Ci sometimes posed questions too, making Qi Yuansi even more focused. He sat closer to explain, and they sat closer and closer together. From a distance, it looked like an intimate posture with heads together.

Da Wu was already fast asleep nearby, snoring like thunder.

While chatting, Tie Ci suddenly looked up and glanced around.

Qi Yuansi looked up at her in confusion.

“Did you hear any sounds?”

Qi Yuansi shook his head.

“It seemed like… crying? And maybe hoofbeats?”

Qi Yuansi turned to look around. The surroundings were pitch black and vast, wind howling like a whistle. He shivered and instinctively moved to block in front of Tie Ci.

When Tie Ci listened carefully again, there was nothing. She thought it was probably just wind sounds—the wind was too strong in this open desert.

Da Wu’s snoring beside them suddenly stopped.

Then he suddenly sat up and shouted: “Failed! Killed someone!”

This voice was shrill and eerie, making even someone like Tie Ci break out in goosebumps. Looking at the pitch-black night, she went forward to shake Da Wu awake: “What dream were you having again!”

“Ice lake… killing… blood… prison… arrows…” Da Wu said a few sentences with a blank expression, then suddenly snapped awake, rubbing his face: “I seemed to dream of someone crying, wandering around us…” He turned to look at the dark, vast desert.

“What ice lake? What prison?” Tie Ci’s heart jumped inexplicably. Seeing that Da Wu didn’t mention this, she couldn’t help but press him.

But Da Wu looked completely bewildered: “What ice lake and prison?”

Obviously he had already forgotten what he’d just said. Those were intuitive sleep-talking words in the moment of waking—once fully conscious, he’d forgotten them.

Tie Ci had to give up, but for some reason, her heart kept tightening with an indescribable discomfort.

She thought for a moment, said they should sleep, and after those two fell asleep, she got up and walked into the darkness.

Her heart felt hollow and empty. Following the direction she’d sensed earlier, she spurred her horse into a wild gallop. The hoofbeats clattered on the sandy ground as she looked up at the merciless, colorless moon hanging in the ink-blue sky.

Not knowing how long she’d run, she finally sighed and slightly dispelled the oppression in her heart, planning to turn her horse around.

But at this moment she heard sharp wind sounds. She raised her hand and caught an arrow shaft.

In the darkness, someone came galloping on horseback. The moonlight vaguely outlined the silhouette of someone running while weeping.

That silhouette looked somewhat familiar.

Behind him were pursuers with blades and bows, dressed in black and fierce.

Without time to think, Tie Ci charged forward and suddenly appeared on a pursuer’s horse.

After Rong Pu’s needle treatment, at least recently her innate abilities were working well again.

Only after she mounted did the person react to someone behind him. His reaction was fairly quick—without turning back, he struck with a backhand blade. But immediately his wrist was in severe pain, the world spun, and he crashed to the ground with a bang.

Tie Ci had broken his wrist and caught his flying blade with one hand. The blade was long and slender with clean, flowing lines and a slightly curved grip—somewhat in the style of Liaodong weapons.

She grabbed this blade and mounted a second horse, slashing off the opponent’s head. Then she spurred her horse to trample the chest of the first man who hadn’t gotten up yet.

In an instant two were dead. The pursuers behind were alarmed. Someone ordered her surrounded, but with Tie Ci’s innate abilities restored, she excelled at killing by surprise. No one knew when she would appear or disappear—in this dark night, she was death incarnate harvesting lives.

Tie Ci teleported while counting the number of times. After consecutive frequent use, she found herself experiencing that sluggish feeling again, so she stopped teleporting.

The last person found her location and chopped down fiercely with his blade.

Unexpectedly, electric light flashed before his eyes, blinding him with white light. In this moment of brief blindness, his chest went cold.

Tie Ci withdrew her hand, looking at the fallen corpse.

These past few days she’d been testing the limits of her innate abilities. If calculated by energy, teleportation consumed the most energy, followed by lightning, with perspective using the least, and others falling between.

Lightning worked best in rainy, thunderous weather. In clear weather its power was limited and could hardly kill. In the dry desert, it was basically just a flashlight.

She no longer looked at the corpses at her feet and looked ahead. That person tearfully turned back, looking at her with complex eyes.

It was indeed Zhao San.

The moment she saw Zhao San, she had moved to kill the pursuers. These pursuers were Liaodong people—she didn’t want Liaodong people to know about her innate abilities.

She dropped the blade and looked at Zhao San. Her heart was pounding. Countless questions surged to her lips, but her lips seemed glued shut and unable to open.

Immense fear welled up in her heart, and her whole body actually felt somewhat weak.

His personal guard—why was he crying and fleeing at night on the desert’s edge, still being pursued by Liaodong people?

Before she could ask, Zhao San had already rushed over, falling to his knees in the sand with a thud and crying out miserably: “Young Master Ye! Young Master Ye! Miss Ye! Please save my master!”

Tie Ci’s heart suddenly settled as she stepped back.

She had been too tense just now and momentarily felt dizzy.

Thank goodness, thank goodness.

He needed saving, which meant he was still alive.

“What happened?”

“My master got into trouble in Liaodong and was captured, thrown into Prince Da’an’s prison… I received the news and rushed to Liaodong. Mu Si and the others were all captured. I couldn’t get close. I circled the prison for several days but was discovered by the great king’s imperial guards… I had nowhere to go, so I ran toward the border between Fu Mountain and Hanli Khan, figuring that if you were returning to Da Qian, you’d definitely pass through here… Originally I thought I’d already shaken off the pursuers, but they never gave up looking for me. Just now they found me again… Thank you for saving me… But please hurry and save my master… They, I heard they flayed his skin…”

Tie Ci’s heart suddenly contracted.

Her fingers pressing on Zhao San’s shoulder trembled. Zhao San looked at her somewhat apprehensively.

His eyes held inquiry and unease, but Tie Ci’s mind was in chaos at the moment and she didn’t notice.

“What exactly did he go do?”

“He went to assassinate the eldest prince… succeeded, but the great king was waiting in the wings…”

“Why assassinate the eldest prince?”

Zhao San swallowed and looked at Tie Ci again.

This was the Crown Princess.

After receiving the secret report that his master was in trouble and rushing back to Liaodong, he had urgently ordered all of his master’s subordinates remaining in Da Qian to withdraw, intending to gather together and rescue his master.

So he had waited on the road for that group, and only then learned that they had already discovered Ye Shiba’s identity and sent word to his master by carrier pigeon. But afterward his master had no reaction. Naturally, those conveying messages wouldn’t ask why their master had no reaction, so they set the matter aside.

Only when meeting with Zhao San and casually asking whether the master’s predicament was related to the Crown Princess did Zhao San learn they had missed such a critically important piece of information.

But by then he couldn’t possibly notify his master. He took people to Xining Pass but couldn’t enter that estate heavily guarded by armies. He also couldn’t contact any Embroidered Guards. He understood in his heart that since the Embroidered Guards hadn’t been exposed yet, it meant his master hadn’t been completely revealed. At this time, the Embroidered Guards definitely had to lay low and couldn’t have any more involvement.

So he could only fight alone with those people. After several attempts to break in, they had suffered heavy losses.

The last time he had actually gotten close to where the prison was located, but was ultimately discovered and pursued by the great king’s imperial guards. Those people stuck to him like maggots on bones. Along the way, the last few people had also died in battle.

He had finally shaken off the pursuers and seen Tie Ci from afar. In his wild joy, he was about to seek help when he saw her very intimate with Qi Yuansi.

This immediately made him heartbroken for his master and cry out loud, which actually attracted the persistent pursuers and triggered another round of chase.

At that time he was still far away, the desert wind was strong, and shouting was useless. In the wind and sand, after a chaotic escape, he had actually gotten farther from Tie Ci.

He hadn’t expected this Crown Princess to actually pursue alone in the deep night and save him when he was almost in despair.

This gave Zhao San hope.

Ye Shiba—no, the Crown Princess—was truly benevolent and noble. She would definitely go save the young master.

But his master’s identity… could he tell?

If he told, it would inevitably involve the Liaodong royal court. The Crown Princess would understand she was going up against Prince Da’an.

Though the Crown Princess had excellent character, she had always prioritized the world and the greater good. Liaodong was an important frontier region. With her status, interfering without authorization—even Zhao San could imagine the consequences.

How could the Crown Princess not have concerns?

What if she sacrificed the young master for the sake of the world?

Zhao San didn’t dare take this risk.

So he quickly said: “Because our young master was humiliated by the royal family in his early years. His family’s property was even seized by people sent by the eldest prince. He wanted to reclaim his family property, so he allied with others and has been opposing the royal family. The other party promised him that as long as he could kill several princes, they would return his family’s property and arrange a future for him.”

“Allied with whom?”

“I don’t know either, but I guess it should be one of the other princes. After all, if several more princes die, the remaining ones have a better chance of ascending to the throne.”

“He doesn’t seem like someone who would take risks just for mere family property. Since he can kill princes, he must have considerable power. Why wade into these muddy waters?”

Zhao San muttered to himself—he knew he couldn’t fool this Crown Princess who had been immersed in royal affairs since childhood.

He raised his hand and swore: “My young master really killed those stupid pigs for his rightful family property! You must know, my young master isn’t someone who can suffer wrongs. When others seized his family property, how could he not retaliate? I swear on my life!”

It was originally family property.

When the Liaodong King annexed the Sun family, the national treasury grew by half.

Not to mention the private treasury piled up like small mountains.

Wasn’t the throne also the young master’s family property?

He swore without feeling guilty at all.

Tie Ci glanced at him, having no mind to probe deeper. She suddenly stood up: “Let’s go!”

Zhao San was overjoyed and got up to lead the way. Suddenly two people galloped from the distance, the first one shouting from afar: “Shiba, where are you going!”

Tie Ci stopped.

Only now did she suddenly remember—inside Yongping Pass, there was still great chaos. Di Yiwei had been implicated because of her. She had to return quickly!

When she stopped, Zhao San turned back, his eyes full of anxiety.

Looking back again, Qi Yuansi’s eyes were also full of worry and unease.

Tie Ci was stunned, enormous difficulty welling up in her heart.

Both sides were urgent as fire, yet both sides were far apart.

One side was the domestic situation, the military authority she had worked so hard for, and the general who had been framed because of her.

The other side was her heart’s desire—the one she cared about was suffering.

How can the world achieve both—not failing the state nor one’s love?
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With burning gazes from both sides, Tie Ci felt her heart like oil in a frying pan for an instant.

She closed her eyes, fingers digging into her palms, letting that fine, dense pain help her calm down.

After a long while, she looked toward the Liaodong direction, her burning heart gradually returning to calm.

She had been too concerned and lost her composure.

Rushing over there now was not the best approach.

Feiyu had been in trouble for some time. Since he hadn’t died yet, he wouldn’t die immediately.

Prince Da’an was keeping him alive either because he needed to obtain something from him, or because he needed him to do something important.

Under these circumstances, for her to rush alone to Liaodong to rescue someone would be difficult and irrational. Once her identity was exposed, it would bring new troubles to Feiyu.

Prince Da’an was surrounded by armies, and Liaodong was under strict control. If she wanted to rescue someone, she would have to spend a very long time infiltrating.

But time was exactly what she lacked most now.

She suddenly remembered the abyssal iron incident. Sufficient benefits could make that prince, constantly surrounded by armies, leave his own territory and personally take action.

In any game, whoever’s home turf it is has the advantage.

Rather than going to the Liaodong King’s home turf and struggling at every step, it was better to lure someone to her home turf.

“Miss Ye…” Zhao San couldn’t help but urge.

“I’ve thought it through. I can’t go.”

“Miss!” Zhao San’s eyes widened, stammering, “How can you… how can you…”

His face flushed red. He couldn’t help saying: “If you were in danger, my young master would definitely rush over immediately…”

“If Prince Da’an is using your young master as bait to fish out his accomplices or friends, my rushing over would only bring him greater trouble.” Tie Ci said calmly. “You go back and find a way to get a message to the great king. Tell him that some of the abyssal iron weapons the second prince secretly forged in the past are hidden somewhere you know about, but only your young master can personally come to open the secret vault door.”

Zhao San’s eyes panicked.

He instinctively thought Tie Ci had guessed Murong Yi’s identity.

Because the young master indeed possessed a batch of abyssal iron weapons, hidden within Da Qian’s borders. For safety’s sake, they hadn’t all been transported back to Liaodong at once, but were slowly taken through secret channels. There were still quite a few stored in the vault.

That vault door could indeed only be opened by the master.

But the abyssal iron weapons couldn’t be revealed.

Once private possession of weapons was confirmed, that would truly be treasonous intent. This carried different weight in the great king’s mind than killing several princes out of personal grievance.

He said anxiously: “This won’t work. Private possession of weapons is such a grave crime. Once Prince Da’an knows and obtains the weapons, he’ll definitely kill the young master.”

Tie Ci glanced at him and said calmly: “I’m not talking about the portion he hid.”

Zhao San vaguely felt something was wrong but couldn’t figure it out. He instinctively said “Huh?”

“I’m talking about the portion I intercepted.” Tie Ci walked back.

The batch of abyssal iron weapons that the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had intercepted at great risk was her important trump card. Originally, she had planned to use these weapons as her ultimate tool to guard against and deal with the Xiao family.

Zhao San felt something was wrong again. His mind was muddled as he followed behind her, saying in confusion: “But the weapons don’t have markings. How can we make Prince Da’an believe they weren’t privately intercepted by my young master?”

Tie Ci walked a few steps, then stopped again. Zhao San nearly crashed into her.

“You tell Prince Da’an that your young master is involved with Da Qian’s Crown Princess. The Crown Princess has intercepted a batch of abyssal iron weapons, hidden around Yongping. Your young master knows exactly where those weapons are. You can also tell Prince Da’an that the Crown Princess is deeply in love with your young master.”

Zhao San: “…”

He was so shocked and guilty he didn’t dare raise his head, burying it deeply.

After a long while he stammered: “You are… you are…”

Tie Ci stared at him. This fellow couldn’t pretend: “You already knew?”

“Just found out…” Zhao San didn’t dare lie and answered honestly. “But this news didn’t reach the young master in time.”

Then he reacted and hurriedly tried to remedy: “Shiba… Your Highness, please don’t misunderstand. The young master originally didn’t want to investigate you. It was us…”

“Investigating me was appropriate. In fact, his investigation was much slower than I expected. I should thank him for his trust.” Tie Ci waved her hand dismissively. “Go.”

Zhao San mounted a fast horse and left. Tie Ci watched his figure disappear into the distance, silent for a long time.

Zhao San didn’t know if he could see Feiyu and inform him of her identity.

But Prince Da’an definitely wouldn’t tell Feiyu about this, because he would fear Feiyu would ruin his plans.

Exposing her identity and their relationship was hoping that Prince Da’an, who never acted without profit, would temporarily refrain from killing Feiyu because of this connection.

After all, those in power habitually kept everyone who had potential value.

She had disregarded everything and revealed her identity and feelings.

Only hoping to keep the one she loved.

…

Qi Yuansi vaguely guessed what had happened. Standing silently behind her, seeing the desert’s night wind quickly forming frost on her eyelashes, his heart felt sour and swollen with an indescribable taste. He said softly: “Your Highness, please rest for a while…”

His voice startled Tie Ci awake. She blinked, ice crystals shattering on her lashes. When she looked again, her eyes were already clear and determined. She quickly turned and mounted her horse, cracking the whip once, heading in the opposite direction from Zhao San.

Qi Yuansi and Da Wu also hurriedly mounted their horses.

“Your Highness, where are we going?”

“Back to Yongping, to reclaim everything that belongs to me.” Tie Ci’s voice scattered in the wind sweeping across the desert. “I want to use Yongping’s myriad army formations to welcome Prince Da’an who dares to harm him.”

…

On Ox Head Ridge, inside the main tent, Liu Chen was again drinking with Lou Xi.

The wine was still good wine, the people still these two, but the conversation wasn’t as cordial as before. Lou Xi had been drinking in silence.

After their unpleasant parting last time, Lou Xi hadn’t come again, and no one had bothered Ox Head Ridge. Yongping Guard remained in a tense atmosphere. Openly, large numbers of troops conducted carpet searches throughout Yongping Guard. Secretly, more soldiers were dispatched to the border with Western Rong. Huang Ming wanted to assassinate the Crown Princess at the first opportunity.

Once the Crown Princess appeared publicly in Yongping, her orthodox imperial identity would override everyone else’s. Unless Huang Ming openly rebelled, he would be forced into a passive position.

So now, as time passed and Di Yiwei remained missing, Huang Ming was acting like a madman, placing massive military forces at the northern foothills of Fu Mountain and Ten Thousand Complete Grassland—the most convenient routes from Western Rong to Da Qian. He had issued death orders: if any suspicious persons appeared, kill them immediately without any questioning.

The search for Di Yiwei continued. Huang Ming and Xiao Chang finally turned their suspicious gazes to several camps near the main base.

After all, if Di Yiwei had escaped to the capital, there should be news from there by now. Since there wasn’t, it meant Di Yiwei hadn’t left Yongping. After all this time, Di Yiwei should have crawled to somewhere near the main camp.

Several camps that had good relationships with Di Yiwei were searched with comb-like thoroughness. The soldiers were startled three times each night.

Only Liu Chen’s place, because of his worst relationship with Di Yiwei, was searched the least.

After Lou Xi’s visit that day, Xia Houchun and Chi Xue both suggested whether they should relocate and hide elsewhere. But Di Yiwei opposed this. She not only didn’t leave Ox Head Ridge, she didn’t even leave from under Liu Chen’s sleeping platform. She just dug another tunnel beneath the existing one with Chi Xue and Xia Houchun, creating a new layer of camouflage.

Facts proved her choice was correct. That very night, Liu Chen discovered that Lou Xi had posted sentries at all passages around Ox Head Ridge, even personally manning some posts. If Di Yiwei had escaped that day, she would have inevitably encountered the checkpoints.

From this, everyone confirmed that Lou Xi was just trying to trick them, so they had remained quiet for a period.

But as time passed, Lou Xi couldn’t hold back again.

This time he didn’t speak, just drank one mouthful after another in silence.

He wasn’t drinking the expensive fine wine from last time, but the coarse, harsh fire-sand wine from the north.

As the name suggested, drinking it felt like burning sand entering one’s chest.

Lou Xi was born handsome and tall, like a well-bred young scholar, yet drinking this strong liquor that even strong men couldn’t handle, he drank bowl after bowl, making Liu Chen’s bull eyes widen repeatedly.

He drank so fiercely, as if wanting to burn away all the accumulated depression of half his life with this fire, grind it away with this sand.

Liu Chen watched with some trepidation.

Wine jars gradually piled up beside the sleeping platform.

Lou Xi suddenly threw down a wine jar.

The crude pottery jar shattered on the ground with a crisp sound.

The strong wine scent spread. Liu Chen was caught off guard and shivered.

He watched in shock as Lou Xi smashed the wine jar and suddenly stood up. Turning around, he threw back the heavy blankets and mattresses on the sleeping platform.

Liu Chen’s expression changed drastically, but it was too late to stop him. Behind Lou Xi, someone quietly drew a blade.

But Lou Xi didn’t turn back at all. Throwing back the bedding to reveal the wooden panel door underneath, he opened it without a word and jumped down, causing Liu Chen’s sneak attack from behind to miss.

Liu Chen could only rush over. He knew this tunnel was empty and hoped Lou Xi wouldn’t discover the next tunnel. Lying at the tunnel entrance, he shouted: “Commander, what are you doing? I hid a few jars of wine and you have to dig them out?”

Lou Xi looked up from below. Liu Chen saw his eyes were blood-red while his face was pale as a ghost. His heart constricted and he couldn’t speak anymore.

Lou Xi lowered his head to examine the tunnel. There were obvious traces of someone having stayed inside. He felt along the walls inch by inch, then squatted to feel the ground.

Liu Chen’s heart went cold, thinking today would surely not end well.

Below, Lou Xi knocked around for a long time, then suddenly lay down and brushed away a layer of loose earth.

Liu Chen’s eyes narrowed as he slowly raised his blade.

Under that cover board, Xia Houchun and Chi Xue had each prepared their killing moves.

They weren’t afraid of Lou Xi discovering them. Liu Chen was absolutely loyal to Di Yiwei and had said countless times that Ox Head Ridge’s garrison would definitely follow the commander. They could rebel immediately and launch a night raid on the main camp rather than suffer hiding underground like this.

They didn’t even understand why Di Yiwei wouldn’t take this opportunity to contact other camps and reclaim power. Obviously, though Yongping’s garrison had been shaken by the commander’s status revelation, many years of comradeship meant there were certainly still many loyal to her. Liu Chen had volunteered more than once to help her contact old subordinates, but Di Yiwei had refused every time.

No one knew what Di Yiwei was thinking.

Chi Xue suddenly froze.

Xia Houchun’s eyes went round.

Di Yiwei began removing her clothes.

As if no one else was present, she opened her outer garment and reached inside. After a moment, she pulled out a long strip.

White, three fingers wide, drawn out in a long length.

Xia Houchun was bewildered for a long time, then suddenly realized what it was. Like a cat whose tail had been stepped on, he jumped up and quickly turned his back.

Chi Xue stared blankly, her face also reddening.

That was obviously breast binding cloth.

What was the commander suddenly removing this for?

After the strip was completely pulled out, Chi Xue clearly saw Di Yiwei’s chest tremble and expand.

Well, there was quite a lot there.

No wonder such a long strip was needed.

Who would have thought, from such a pale, thin person.

Chi Xue watched as Di Yiwei tucked one end of the strip into a gap in the cover board.

She watched as Di Yiwei bit her finger and wrote several characters on the tail end.

Above, Lou Xi used his blade tip to lift the cover board and suddenly picked up something long.

White, covered with dirt.

He looked bewildered as he lifted the strip, longer and longer.

Finally, his expression changed too.

He had recognized what this was.

At the strip’s end was a line of blood characters.

“You personally removed my clothes. Now do you want to take my life too?”

“…”

Upper level, lower level.

Separated by one board.

Deathly silence.

Lou Xi knelt by the cover board, gripping the strip tightly, staring at that line of blood characters.

The cover board had already been pried open a crack. With just a lift of his hand, he could see the person he wanted to see.

But he had already been pierced in advance by this line of characters, straight to his heart and lungs, blood flowing freely.

Half his life he had followed, a lifetime he had loved deeply, seeking but never obtaining. Finally, forced to choose betrayal, breaking one of her wings, only hoping she could fold her wings and fall into his embrace.

Yet it caused her public humiliation and fall into the abyss.

One selfish thought became a great mistake. Spilled water couldn’t be retrieved. From then on, so close yet worlds apart, worlds apart and hard to meet.

Heartbreaking and soul-crushing, nothing exceeded this.

He suddenly let out a howl like a wolf, holding his head as he crouched down violently.

Liu Chen stretched his head out like an old turtle but couldn’t see clearly what that long strip was. However, he instinctively felt this moment was crucial, so he said from above: “Old Lou, if you want to completely destroy twenty years of friendship, then lift that cover board.”

This was like giving Lou Xi another knife. He suddenly jumped up, rushed to the tunnel opening, knocked Liu Chen aside, and ran frantically out.

Liu Chen was baffled but also relieved.

Below, the cover lifted to reveal Di Yiwei’s pale face. She matter-of-factly picked up the strip and dusted it off. From her appearance, she intended to bind it back around her chest. Xia Houchun was so shocked he turned around again, but Di Yiwei casually stuffed it into her pocket.

Xia Houchun’s nose wasn’t a nose and his eyes weren’t eyes.

Liu Chen and Chi Xue found it amusing, yet within the amusement grew a trace of sadness.

Both relaxed, but saw Di Yiwei straighten her clothes, insert her blade behind her back, reach up to grab the tunnel opening, and nimbly climb up.

Chi Xue and Xia Houchun looked up at her, not understanding why she had refused to come out before, but now that Lou Xi was gone, she suddenly emerged.

Xia Houchun then reacted and also changed expression, urging Chi Xue to quickly exit the tunnel.

Chi Xue didn’t delay either. After everyone emerged, Di Yiwei said: “As a precaution, let’s go.”

Everyone understood. Lou Xi’s relationship with her was different after all. Huang Ming and Xiao Chang might not necessarily watch him. Him coming to Liu Chen’s place once was one thing, but coming again and leaving with an unusual expression—this place might already be under surveillance.

Liu Chen had prepared early. Outside the barracks sat a supply wagon loaded with wooden boxes. The three hid in the boxes. Liu Chen ordered a trusted quartermaster to drive the wagon to the supply depot. Supply depots, like granaries, were generally located slightly away from the main military camp. One couldn’t move freely in military camps or approach the two depots casually. The quartermaster carrying Liu Chen’s waist token naturally passed through unobstructed. The wagon drove directly into the supply depot. After the three emerged, a side door opened at the deepest part of the supply depot. Going out from there led to the rear perimeter wall of the military camp. Over the high wall and climbing a section of the rear mountain cliff, they could cross the mountain.

That cliff was difficult for ordinary soldiers to climb and was usually guarded, but Liu Chen had already reassigned them for safety.

At parting, Liu Chen pointed to the right. Di Yiwei knew he meant to go to Yongping’s right army at Phoenix Ridge on the right side of the main camp. The commanding general there was her most trusted deputy besides Lou Xi—also the one who had spoken sarcastically to Huang Ming during the incident.

Liu Chen had mentioned contacting Deputy General Xie more than once, but Di Yiwei never responded. Liu Chen thought the commander was afraid of implicating Deputy General Xie, but why consider so much at this point?

If he didn’t understand Di Yiwei’s character, Liu Chen would almost think the commander had become overly cautious after the great change.

The three exited through the back door and climbed over the perimeter wall to see ropes hanging down from the mountain cliff. Night had deepened. The black ropes against the black cliff were hard to distinguish. The moment Di Yiwei grasped the rope, behind them in the main camp, a ball of fierce flames suddenly erupted.

Simultaneously, hoofbeats thundered as someone charged into the main camp, holding high supervisor and deputy commander tokens, shouting: “Because Ox Head Ridge garrison is suspected of colluding and harboring wanted criminals, all troops are ordered to lay down weapons and retreat to barracks! Ox Head Ridge commander Liu Chen is temporarily stripped of military rank and detained pending investigation—”
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With the shouts, a dark mass of soldiers rushed in. One squad surrounded Liu Chen completely, another squad charged into his barracks, and even more troops encircled his quarters entirely.

Liu Chen stood with his back to the cliff, arms spread wide, laughing heartily. “You turtle’s son! Just because I didn’t go pay respects to you, this castrated goods, you’re settling personal scores? You rootless Fifth Rank eunuch, who gave you the authority to dismiss me from my post!”

“Liu Chen, don’t be stubborn! Someone saw you harboring a wanted criminal!”

“Harboring who? Di Yiwei? Then find her and show me!”

The soldiers rushed out of the barracks, shaking their heads at Huang Ming and Xiao Chang.

The two men’s expressions darkened slightly.

They had been observing and tracking Lou Xi for many days. Last time when he returned from Liu Chen’s place, his expression was off, then he went to Niutou Ridge a second time. So the two brought troops to follow.

After all, the one who understood Di Yiwei best was naturally Lou Xi. If anyone could find her, it would only be him.

“Search!”

Soldiers rushed into each tent.

On the cliff face, rope swaying back and forth, Di Yiwei was plagued by injuries and illness, her cold not yet recovered, climbing very slowly.

The sounds of searching grew closer and closer.

Xia Houchun, following behind her, suddenly cupped her bottom with one hand.

Di Yiwei reflexively swung her blade backward—a completely instinctive reaction. By the time she saw Xia Houchun’s face clearly, it was too late to pull back.

Xia Houchun tilted his head to dodge, caught her blade with his other hand and clenched it between his teeth. The hand supporting Di Yiwei’s bottom swept around, gathering her into his arms, then with a light bounce, he easily hoisted her onto his back. Bending his body, like an agile large cat, he shot upward several zhang in the blink of an eye.

The rogue deliberately leaned his upper body slightly backward while climbing, so Di Yiwei, not wanting to fall, could only hold tight to his neck.

Di Yiwei gripped the thick, drooping flesh on his neck. Looking up was cliff, looking down was also cliff. Though humans were clearly like ants in such a place, she inexplicably felt at ease.

Chi Xue’s martial arts weren’t great but her lightness skill was good. She nimbly followed behind, climbing along. When they were still about a zhang from the cliff edge, they heard a thunderous crash from the supply depot—someone had broken down the door. Immediately someone shouted: “There’s a door back here!”

Both Xia Houchun and Chi Xue quickened their movements.

Someone climbed over the surrounding wall and saw the swaying rope.

“They’re up there!”

Someone followed climbing upward. Chi Xue was about to cut the rope when Xia Houchun casually broke off stones from the cliff face. Di Yiwei caught them and hurled them down below.

The topmost person got a hole opened in his skull and fell screaming.

Xia Houchun praised: “Good aim.”

It sounded simple, but in the darkness, with swaying rope and swaying people, hitting so accurately wasn’t easy.

But Di Yiwei felt quite regretful. “If I still had my tobacco pipe, smashing people would be more satisfying.”

“You should quit that!” Xia Houchun disapproved. “Don’t you know that stuff’s harmful?”

“A puff after meals, happy as an immortal…” Di Yiwei squinted her eyes.

“A few more puffs and you’ll ascend to immortality early.”

Di Yiwei chuckled sullenly, coughing continuously.

Below, flames flashed and countless fire arrows shot toward the cliff.

A cold gleam flashed as Chi Xue severed the rope.

Xia Houchun suddenly said: “Let me show you something fun.”

The falling half-section of rope was caught in Xia Houchun’s hand. With one hand gripping the rope and scrambling upward, he whipped the rope like a long lash with the other hand. Fire arrows were caught by the whip and scattered in mid-air, sparks flying everywhere like a brilliant fireworks display.

“Pretty?”

Di Yiwei’s brown eyes reflected the long night’s starfire.

Countless tiny lights streaked past like meteors.

Her voice hoarse, she lazily drawled: “Beautiful—”

Looking down, she saw that the fat man who seemed to lift weights effortlessly actually had dense beads of sweat seeping from his neck.

After all, carrying someone while climbing a cliff and still wielding that heavy rope to deflect fire arrows was quite draining.

She smiled and used her sleeve to wipe the sweat for him.

Xia Houchun’s body seemed to tremble slightly. Suddenly he gave a low roar, his entire form expanding like a hunting leopard stretching its body. With a roll, he shot up the final section of cliff.

Feet touching solid ground, he exhaled a long breath and reached back to pull Chi Xue up.

The three stood atop the cliff looking down, watching the crowd scatter to avoid the arrows, crying out in alarm, noisy but distant.

Xia Houchun cleared his throat and spat down at the center of the crowd below.

The three disappeared from the clifftop. Below, Huang Ming furiously shouted, ordering some to pursue up the cliff and others to capture Liu Chen. But Liu Chen, catching his guards off guard, knocked down the sentries and broke out of camp with a squad of his loyal followers.

Huang Ming grew even more furious and ordered pursuit, but saw that Xiao Chang remained calm throughout, gazing upward.

“Why is the Deputy Commander neither urgent nor angry?”

“What’s to be urgent or angry about?” Xiao Chang’s lips curved in a cold smile as he raised his hand to release fireworks. “Do they really think the mountains are high enough for birds to hide? In the end, they still can’t escape my palm.”

…

On the winding mountain path, snow was trampled to pieces by horse hooves that bore both yellow sand and black earth. The ground trembled slightly with the hoof beats as the mountain ranges ahead waited silently beneath the vast sky.

Tie Ci shook dirt from his hair and glanced at nearby Mount Fu.

…

Dust clouds rolled along the road all the way to the Western Ning Pass in Liaodong. Zhao San galloped toward the traveling palace.

Three li from the palace, he was discovered by guards and brought before Prince Da’an.

After hearing his account, there was no reaction from behind the curtain. Zhao San uneasily raised his head and heard the person say: “You may go.”

Zhao San pressed against the ground, unwilling to leave, trembling as he said: “…Your Highness… Your Highness… are the Young Master and Mu Si… are they still well…”

The person behind the curtain calmly said: “They’re still alive.”

Before Zhao San could ask more, he continued: “However, this time you won’t be seeing them.”

Not giving Zhao San a chance to inquire further, he ordered guards to take him away for detention. Zhao San felt uneasy but helpless, looking back frequently as he was led away.

The person behind the curtain murmured after a long while: “Since they’re mutually in love, why desperately seek to break the engagement?”

After a pause he laughed again. “If it’s truly so, it’s also a good thing.”

The advisor standing beside the curtain said: “Your Highness, if this is truly the case, I fear the Eighteenth Prince’s assassination mission will be like a fish entering the vast sea—difficult to achieve success.”

Prince Da’an rubbed his shoulder while saying: “Everyone says Tie Ci is worthless, but I see she absolutely isn’t. A worthless person wouldn’t think of luring her lover’s father into a trap for complete annihilation while her own lover is imprisoned.”

The advisor said in shock: “You mean these secret reports from Zhao San were instructed by the Crown Princess?”

“With Zhao San’s nature, he wouldn’t betray Murong Yi. Now who else could command him to say these things but that Crown Princess?” Prince Da’an said. “She tempts me with meteoric iron because she knows I personally came to receive it last time. She reveals her feelings for Murong Yi to further entice me to follow behind Murong Yi to monitor and pick up scraps.”

He sighed: “I originally didn’t believe in such deep-rooted love, but now I’m starting to believe it a bit. A dignified Crown Princess, alone at the frontier, actually dares use herself as bait to lure me, a feudal prince with real power commanding great armies, all just to save her lover… Little Eighteen really has some ability.”

“Then do you think this assassination matter should be called off?”

“Why call it off?” Prince Da’an raised an eyebrow.

The advisor was stumped by the question.

Aren’t you afraid those two will collude?

But seeing the expression on Prince Da’an’s face, he vaguely guessed this lord’s thinking.

The assassination would proceed as planned. If Murong Yi could disregard feelings and successfully assassinate, His Highness’s evaluation of him would reach new heights.

If betrayal occurred, His Highness wouldn’t lose anything either. The Crown Princess was indeed luring His Highness, but couldn’t His Highness also lure the Crown Princess? Now the Crown Princess was alone at the frontier, Di Yiwei had disappeared, the Yongping Army had fallen into Huang Ming and Xiao Chang’s hands, and Di Yiwei’s previous troop deployments to strengthen border defenses had all been scattered and reassigned by Huang Ming and others, with all energy devoted to searching for Di Yiwei. Under such circumstances, luring and killing the Crown Princess to throw Da Qian into chaos—wouldn’t that be an excellent opportunity?

Prince Da’an stood up.

“After all, Murong Yi is still my son, and the Crown Princess counts as half a daughter-in-law. If the future daughter-in-law wants to kill her future father-in-law, what harm is there in the future father-in-law agreeing!”

…

On the yellow earth road, snow was more than a foot thick, reflecting the cold gleam of iron armor.

Cavalry always created an earth-shaking sensation when advancing. The dark steel torrent spread across the narrow earthen road—all black except for the black and red colors guarded in the very center.

That was the Liaodong royal banner—black background with a red three-legged phoenix. Phoenix was the ancient totem of the Murong clan. To avoid suspicion of overstepping boundaries, they later adjusted the phoenix’s form: golden hooked three claws, five-colored magnificent patterns.

Where the royal banner was, there was the King of Liaodong.

And beneath the royal banner was Prince Da’an’s carriage. Feudal lords used five-horse teams with painted carved wheels, hung with layers of curtains. Besides the driver, there were attendants on left and right, with great armies guarding front and rear—the proper ceremonial procession for a prince’s journey.

So undoubtedly, inside the carriage could only be Prince Da’an himself. After all, even the princess consort couldn’t use this carriage—she could only use her phoenix carriage.

The curtains were layer upon layer, no human figure visible. Only occasionally through gaps in the curtains could one glimpse a corner of the brocade wide robe inside.

From time to time came low coughing sounds.

Or occasionally when a window curtain lifted slightly, one could see a section of snow-white fingers playing with a small jade ornament.

…

In the dense mountain forest, the trio was still fleeing.

Fireworks lit up in the distance behind them. Di Yiwei looked back.

Dead branches constantly crushed underfoot with fine, crisp sounds, mixed with Di Yiwei’s uncontrollable muffled coughing.

Xia Houchun walked ahead, his broad body like a wall, blocking wind and cold.

He constantly pushed aside thorns, seeking good paths to travel.

Chi Xue suddenly coughed violently—a strange sound. Both Xia Houchun and Di Yiwei turned to look at her, but Chi Xue had already stopped, pressing her chest and smiling: “It’s nothing. Just felt a sudden tightness in my heart.”

Xia Houchun suddenly turned back and barked: “Who’s there!”

The thorn bushes ahead rustled as several pitch-black figures emerged. Xia Houchun’s broad-backed blade was about to fly out when the other party already called quietly: “Is that the Commander!”

The blade stopped mid-air. Xia Houchun didn’t step aside.

Di Yiwei: “Old Xie?”

“Ah, Commander!” The man was stunned, then broke into a joyful smile. “You’re safe—that’s wonderful! We’ve been searching all night for you!”

Xia Houchun asked Di Yiwei: “Your man?”

“Phoenix Ridge garrison commander, Deputy General Xie Dasen.” Di Yiwei introduced.

“How did he know we went up the mountain?”

“I heard from Old Liu. Old Liu escaped and found me, then I brought people up the mountain to search. Commander, you finally came out! Why didn’t you contact us when you were at Liu Chen’s place? We’ve been waiting for your orders for a long time!” Xie Dasen was very enthusiastic and talkative. While turning to lead the way, he said indignantly: “That castrated Huang Ming comes to Phoenix Ridge three times a day, using the search for you as an excuse to extort and blackmail us plenty. If they weren’t blocking us, I’d have hammered that old turtle to death long ago!”

He turned to look at Di Yiwei earnestly: “Commander, don’t worry about all that. Lead the brothers and fight! Everyone was caught off guard that day and got manipulated by Huang Ming. Later when we came to our senses, we all said the Commander couldn’t possibly be a traitor selling out the country. We’re all your people. Just say the word and we can gather together to drive out those power-hungry villains! The Di Family Army is yours, the Yongping Army is yours—no one can take them away!”

Xia Houchun frowned.

Though the Di Family Army was Di Yiwei’s, publicly saying such things was improper.

Di Yiwei made a noncommittal sound, unclear whether she agreed or not, then suddenly asked: “Liu Chen didn’t come?”

“Huh? No, he’s at my camp, resting. Got a small injury while escaping—I told him to rest. Commander, don’t worry. Once you reach my camp, I’ll definitely keep you all safe…” Deputy General Xie suddenly looked at Xia Houchun with some suspicion. “This gentleman is…”

Di Yiwei said: “Someone so impressed by my talent and martial prowess that he’s sworn to follow me to the death.”

Xia Houchun rolled his eyes but didn’t contradict her.

Deputy General Xie glanced at the two and said: “Commander, the place I prepared for you is hidden but can’t accommodate many people. This gentleman is also an unfamiliar face—if he enters the camp and gets discovered…”

Before Di Yiwei could speak, Xia Houchun glared: “What, leaving me out? What important place can’t I go? Didn’t you hear I’ve sworn to follow your commander to the death?”

“Hey you, you’re being unreasonable.” Deputy General Xie also got angry. “Isn’t this about worrying for the Commander’s safety?”

“Bah! Your Commander has been under my protection all this time. Aren’t I delivering her to you alive and kicking now? How would she become unsafe once she enters your camp? What kind of deputy general are you?”

“Commander, this man is being completely unreasonable!” Deputy General Xie turned to complain to Di Yiwei. “You can’t keep such troublemakers around you.”

Di Yiwei coughed and slowly said: “Ah.”

Deputy General Xie looked at her eagerly.

Di Yiwei also looked at him: “Huh?” After a pause, she urged: “Let’s go!”

“Oh!” Deputy General Xie hurriedly turned to lead the way. After walking a few steps, he realized the Commander had completely ignored him!

What did that mean?

Protecting that rogue fat man?

Deputy General Xie was bewildered and angry, but couldn’t turn around to continue arguing about this issue, so he could only bury his head and lead the way.

Xia Houchun squinted and blew his whiskers.

Chi Xue suppressed her laughter on the side.

The mountain range was vast. In the dark night it was hard to distinguish directions—they could only vaguely see winding lights in the distance at the mountain’s base, presumably the great army searching the mountains.

Everyone walked in the opposite direction from those lights.

After winding around for most of the night, they saw lights again, right at the nearby mountain base. Deputy General Xie pointed over there and smiled: “Look, our camp is perfectly quiet.”

Di Yiwei suddenly said: “We’re going straight into your camp. What if there are disloyal people in your camp who inform on us?”

Deputy General Xie was stunned and said: “Commander, rest assured. My camp is solid as iron—everyone is most loyal to you.”

Di Yiwei said in surprise: “Huang Ming and Xiao Chang are such fools that they didn’t plant their own people in every major camp?”

Deputy General Xie chuckled: “Those two have been like ants on a hot pan ever since you disappeared—how could they think of so much? Besides, not everyone can be like you, Commander—good at scheming with far-reaching vision.”

Di Yiwei squinted and chuckled.

Perhaps because they were almost there, the atmosphere of their conversation gradually relaxed, and Di Yiwei was in the mood for small talk.

“Old Xie, how many years have you been with me?”

“Reporting to Commander, fifteen years.”

“Fifteen years… In this camp, besides Lou Xi, you’ve been with me the longest.”

“When this subordinate first came to the Commander’s side, you were only a garrison commander.”

“Yes, so many years in a flash. How is your wife?”

“That old woman is fine. Thanks to the Commander’s care, business in Yongping City is doing well. She’s currently arranging Second Son’s wedding.”

“Second Son is getting married too? Which family’s daughter did he court?”

“The daughter of the Wang rice merchant family in the city—their second daughter.”

“I think I’ve seen that girl—a famous beauty. Your Second Son has good fortune.”

“All thanks to the Commander’s care…”

“…So has your Second Son’s syphilis been cured?”

“…”

All four people stopped in their tracks.

Ahead was a shallow ditch, and beyond that lay the Right Army’s main camp at the foot of Phoenix Ridge.

Behind the ditch, all four people’s breathing was light and subtle.

Xia Houchun and Chi Xue instinctively held their breath. Deputy General Xie forgot to breathe. Only Di Yiwei breathed the same as before—irregularly, with no change.

She was like a rock on a beach: witnessing towering waves, tides beating empty cities, sun rising and moon setting, seas drying and stones cracking. Day after day, year after year, silent yet internally persistent.

Indestructible, unharmed, undefeated, unbroken.

She continued speaking earth-shattering words in her slightly hoarse, lazy, flat tone.

“Has your old woman’s flesh trade made enough money to open branch stores this time?”

“For Old Man Wang to marry off Yongping’s number one beauty to your rotten-crotched son, did his moldy rice all get into Phoenix Ridge camp’s grain stores?”

“Commander… Commander…” Deputy General Xie began trembling. He didn’t dare move because somehow a cold dagger was already pressed against his neck, its chill making goosebumps rise grain by grain on his neck. “Commander… listen to me… I haven’t…”

“I not only know about your woman’s flesh trade, I also know Deputy Commander Qiu’s wife loves money, and I know Southern Guerrilla Commander’s youngest daughter being courted by a young master from a wealthy family’s distant branch in the capital has Old Nan quite excited…” Di Yiwei whispered lightly behind his ear. “Everyone has weaknesses. These weaknesses can be grasped by me and by others. Feelings are real, but faced with reality and interests, people change. You know? This is why I didn’t contact any of you.”

Everyone had private desires and attachments.

Everyone’s private desires and attachments were visible to her.

The only one she trusted was Lou Xi. He had no relatives, no friends, didn’t love money, wasn’t lustful, didn’t pursue desires, didn’t socialize. He was a complete diamond whose brilliance shone only for her.

So she watched all the bustling activity across Yongping’s land while carelessly overlooking him beside her.

Then she suffered severe backlash.

So she understood: people without desires often have one greatest wish and are often more obsessive than those with many desires.

From then on, she trusted no one.

Not even another comrade who had similarly followed her for years and shared life-and-death experiences.

“Commander… those are my family’s problems… but that doesn’t mean I’d betray you!” Deputy General Xie said hoarsely. “You’ve forgotten—when Huang Ming surrounded you, I was the first to protest on your behalf!”

Di Yiwei smiled slightly.

That made sense.

But her nose was very sensitive.

As soon as Deputy General Xie appeared, she smelled a faint rank odor.

Eunuch smell.

Eunuchs like Huang Ming who’d been castrated for years had a rank smell like polecats. To mask the odor, they used heavy camphor incense, but combined together it created a smell that could devastate people.

Di Yiwei had a keen sense of smell and a deep impression.

It was deep into the night, yet Deputy General Xie still carried traces of this smell when he appeared, meaning he’d spent a long time with Huang Ming during the day.

Regardless of why they were together—even if just picking their feet together—she wouldn’t let it pass.

Better to kill wrongly.

She believed Deputy General Xie’s original protest on her behalf was sincere, but she also believed subsequent threats and inducements would make a person’s indignation disappear forever.

Human hearts were the most fickle and changeable things in this world.

This was the conclusion she reached during those dozen days and nights in the prison cart.

Also, when she escaped earlier, fireworks lit up behind them. Then, not long after, Old Xie connected with her.

Those fireworks—at the time she wondered, who were they notifying?

Some things are really better not to know.

“Old Xie,” she said gently, “as brothers-in-arms, I’ll personally send you on your way.”

Deputy General Xie wept tears streaming down his face, his voice breaking: “Don’t! Commander, don’t! I’ve wronged you, but spare my life and I can still help you escape! You don’t know what’s down there…”

Before he could finish, Di Yiwei’s dagger gently pushed forward.

His voice cut off abruptly as blood sprayed out with a splashing sound, filling the ditch red.

Deputy General Xie’s body heavily fell into the stream. The pale pink rivulet immediately turned deep red, gleaming eerily under the moonlight.

Xia Houchun said: “Why did you kill him so quickly? He could have been used as a hostage. He was clearly about to say something about what’s below…”

“What kind of hostage could he be? Is Huang Ming his father or his son?” Di Yiwei said flatly. “If the soldiers are still loyal to me, then no hostage is needed. If the soldiers aren’t loyal to me, having him as hostage would be useless.”

Xia Houchun made a tsk-tsk sound, his expression saying: This woman is ruthless.

Chapter 252: Die for My Burial
Chi Xue couldn’t help but say: “Commander, this deputy general colluded with others to use moldy rice for military provisions for profit. Why didn’t you deal with him before? Military provisions are so important!”

“Before I said that, I didn’t know about this matter.”

“Huh?”

“I was bluffing him,” Di Yiwei said. “Since his son with a butt full of syphilis sores could marry the rice merchant’s beauty, I speculated there might be profitable connections involved. He indeed didn’t deny it, and once this matter was confirmed, his betrayal became inevitable.”

Chi Xue nodded in sincere admiration.

Indeed, whether flesh trade or venereal disease, these were private moral failings, insufficient to make an old general betray his commander. She had also witnessed Deputy General Xie’s attitude that day and didn’t think it was pretense.

So when Deputy General Xie came to receive them, she had no suspicion whatsoever.

But thinking back now, precisely because Deputy General Xie had stood out, Huang Ming and others would inevitably threaten and entice him afterward for stability. Once they discovered this fatal weakness of his, they couldn’t possibly not use it.

And substituting inferior goods for military provisions was a capital crime that would implicate the entire family. Deputy General Xie might be willing to die for his commander, but he couldn’t ignore his whole family’s lives.

Huang Ming and Xiao Chang had really racked their brains, using Deputy General Xie—who was obviously loyal to the commander—to receive the commander. Probably no one except the commander herself would have thought he would betray her.

So Di Yiwei consistently avoided contacting this trusted aide who was right at hand, yet in the end it was Liu Chen’s self-cleverness that caused trouble.

Chi Xue sighed inwardly.

She felt Di Yiwei was the most intelligent woman besides her own Crown Princess.

Truly worthy of the great reputation of rising step by step to high position in the military camps as a woman.

But since Deputy General Xie was arranged…

Suddenly ahead, with a whooshing sound, enormous flames blazed up as a dark mass of people shouted and charged over.

After waiting so long for people to enter the trap, the trap had to run over by itself.

Xia Houchun scooped up Di Yiwei and ran, the agile, soft fatty asking while running: “Where to!”

“To the main camp!”

Xia Houchun almost thought he’d misheard.

He turned to look at Di Yiwei. The pale woman gazed ahead, reached out to turn his head around, and said: “What are you looking at? Giddyup.”

Xia Houchun laughed in exasperation. His body tilted as if to shake Di Yiwei off. Di Yiwei, light as a blade of grass, swayed precariously and was about to fall. He hurriedly caught her and took off running with his legs pumping.

While running he said: “Going to the main camp now! Are you sure you haven’t gone mad with rage and want to perish together with Huang Ming?!”

Di Yiwei slapped his dog head and said: “Tsk! As if he’s worthy?”

Xia Houchun laughed heartily and shot across the mountain forest like a wisp of smoke, heading toward the main camp.

In the rushing wind, he heard Di Yiwei say wistfully: “After waiting so long, if you don’t come soon, this fine army won’t be yours anymore…”

…

Wind rushed through mountain crevices, striking faces like knives.

Tie Ci gazed at the dark mass of people before her.

It was almost a small army—three thousand men forming battle formation, blocking Mount Fu’s mountain road completely.

Cavalry galloped in circles around her.

Someone over there shouted orders. Without asking her identity, they immediately declared “kill without mercy” as archers quick-stepped forward.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

She’d expected possible attacks upon returning, but hadn’t imagined they’d be so blatantly insane.

She somewhat regretted bringing Qi Yuansi and Da Wu back.

Seeing this, Qi Yuansi was greatly alarmed and spurred his horse forward to question them, but Tie Ci pushed him behind her. She grabbed him with one hand and Da Wu with the other.

Qi Yuansi instinctively struggled.

How could a man be carried by a woman!

But the next instant Tie Ci’s gaze swept over, and he shrank all over.

The next moment arrows fell like heavenly rain.

Tie Ci flashed away with the two men, but didn’t escape the encirclement. Their circle was large, and carrying two people, she couldn’t run far.

Qi Yuansi struggled: “Let me go, I can manage myself…” Suddenly his voice stopped.

He stared dumbfounded as Tie Ci undid her clothing buttons.

He hurriedly turned his face away, his ears exploding red.

The next instant something was thrown on his head. Tie Ci’s voice was very clear: “Put this on, protect Da Wu, and flee toward the Hanli Khan Desert. Find a hidden place to hide and wait for Rong Pu and the others to come before reuniting!”

Qi Yuansi instinctively caught the thing—it was a very thin piece of armor still retaining Tie Ci’s body warmth, with a faint fragrance. When Qi Yuansi realized this armor had just been removed from Tie Ci’s body, the explosive red at his ears gradually spread to his face.

He clutched the armor, expression dazed.

When he turned back, Tie Ci’s figure had vanished.

Another wave of arrows attacked.

Qi Yuansi had no time to think carefully. He hastily put on the armor and jumped on the horse with Da Wu—Da Wu in front, he behind—backs to the arrow rain, heads down in frantic flight.

Arrows constantly fell behind them, but only brought slight vibrations. Broken arrows danced on his back. He could even feel his hair flowing behind being cut by the armor’s edges, scattering around him like black mist.

He didn’t look back, just buried his head and ran frantically.

At this moment he understood he was a burden. This wasn’t the time for masculine pride. Not dragging down the Crown Princess was the only thing he could do for her.

Tie Ci dodged a round of arrows and looked back to see Qi Yuansi and his companion successfully escape to safety before relaxing.

In her view, Qi Yuansi and Da Wu’s martial arts were merely average, but they absolutely couldn’t perish in this Yongping Army chaos. With no choice, she could only remove her precious armor. It wasn’t that she couldn’t bear to part with the armor—what she couldn’t bear to part with was Feiyu’s sentiment.

She wondered if he would blame her.

While thinking of Feiyu, her figure flashed several times in succession, already leaping past the arrow range and charging to the front lines.

The general forming the battle array hadn’t yet understood what was happening—someone had run away, the main target had disappeared, and when the person appeared again, she was already right before him.

He frantically reached for his blade while trying to issue orders for group attack, but Tie Ci had already flashed onto his horse, gripping his throat and pulling the reins to gallop back.

The formation behind suddenly saw their commander’s horse charging back through their ranks. They instinctively moved aside, and Tie Ci forcibly broke through a path. The people behind gradually realized what was happening and gave chase.

Tie Ci first held the hostage in front of herself, then after turning her back to the crowd, placed the hostage behind her—effectively gaining an additional back shield.

The archers indeed didn’t dare shoot anymore, but immediately someone behind shouted: “Shoot! Shoot! The supervisor orders this is a Liaodong spy! Stop her from entering the pass at any cost!”

Swishing arrows rained down again. The commander Tie Ci had captured became a porcupine and fell from his horse.

Tie Ci also saw that Mount Fu’s road still had guards completely blocking the inner path. Seeing a single rider galloping toward them, spear points all aimed forward—under the sunlight like a forest of snow.

Estimating the long line filling the narrow passage, it stretched several li.

Such conditions made instant teleportation impossible since she couldn’t be sure the landing point wouldn’t be right on a spear tip.

So Tie Ci charged straight through.

The soldiers raising spears to meet her were somewhat nervous because their general had told them the opponent was a peerless master of this desert, supported by the Western Rong royal court, attempting to infiltrate Da Qian’s borders to cause chaos. Once they let her in, there would be carnage and suffering for the people. Moreover, this person was crafty and full of schemes, so they shouldn’t believe her words—just desperately block her when they saw her. As long as they stopped her, they would be heroes of Da Qian and would naturally be rewarded according to merit.

The intercepting force was Kaiping Guard’s garrison—the same troops that had first conspired with Huang Ming and others to capture Di Yiwei. The Kaiping Guard Commander feared more than anyone the Crown Princess returning to Yongping to settle accounts with him.

Under sunlight the spear points gleamed silver-bright like a silver sea.

Tie Ci didn’t pause and crashed straight through.

The soldiers thrust their spear points forward in unison.

Tie Ci was in mid-air, stepping on spear points. With a flip, she was already above the soldiers’ heads. With light pressure from her feet, that soldier fell down.

She had already flown to another person’s head, stepped again, and that person fell as she leaped up once more.

This cycle continued—no one’s spear could match her footsteps.

If viewed from above, one would see black-pressed heads constantly falling under her footsteps, like black piano keys rising and falling, while countless gleaming spear points spun continuously with her movements, like white waves surging beneath her flowing robes.

She constantly changed direction while leaping up and down, making it impossible for anyone to predict her landing spot and thrust spears preemptively. Even though the commander at the end loudly roared orders for group attack, it was useless. Everyone followed her rhythm but couldn’t keep up, instead causing the formation to break down as soldiers crashed into each other.

The Kaiping Guard Commander stood at the end of that several-li-long line near a cliff edge, grinding his teeth as he watched the constantly approaching figure.

He knew the approaching person was most likely the Crown Princess.

Though the Crown Princess had come to Yongping in secret, she had previously been in Haiyou, so coming to Yongping was inevitable. Not finding the Crown Princess in the main camp, plus knowing Di Yiwei had sent a team of academy students to Western Rong, combined with rumors of the Crown Princess’s impending inspection of Yongping—cross-referencing these clues, one could guess the Crown Princess had gone to Western Rong.

His impression of the Crown Princess was also the legendary one—a puppet unable to activate her talent abilities, the sole female heir of the Iron Dynasty destined to be devoured by the Xiao clan.

Without army, ministers, or real power, just supported by some scholars—what could that accomplish?

She couldn’t even compare to him, a Kaiping Guard Commander controlling great armies.

Let alone compete with the vast, powerful Xiao family.

He had also vaguely heard that after the Crown Princess’s training journey, her various actions were extraordinary, even making the Xiao family suffer several losses. She even pulled the great scholar He Zi into her camp.

He Zi and Zhu Yi entered court and received great respect. Zhu Yi was directly appointed as this year’s autumn examination’s chief examiner. After the autumn examinations, many Yue Li Academy students achieved golden honors and passed as provincial graduates. Though He Zi’s master and disciple had previously been recruited by the Crown Princess, their various performances were quite fair, showing no bias toward the Iron clan. Empress Dowager Xiao was determined to win over He Zi, which was why she allowed Zhu Yi to parachute into the chief examiner position.

Who knew that as soon as the autumn examinations ended, He Zi would attack the Xiao clan, throwing out much evidence in succession. Leading a group of civil officials and censors, he impeached Xiao Chang for suspected assassination attempts on the Crown Princess, impeached the Dongming Xiao clan for privately digging river embankments to harm people and silence witnesses, impeached Yongping Navy Admiral Xiao Bi’an for using the military to support bandits and bandits to support the military for profit and murder… He launched several major cases in succession and used his supreme influence among literati to agitate hearts, causing the capital’s citizens to spread the news far and wide, creating citywide turmoil.

This directly made Empress Dowager Xiao ill with anger. The matter still wasn’t finished and remained under dispute. Xiao Chang, who had hoped to secure the position of Supreme Military Commissioner of the Five Armies, was directly demoted and expelled from the capital.

The Xiao family was also powerful. Going all out, they simply sent Xiao Chang to seize Di Yiwei’s military authority. Huang Ming had spoken directly with him—the Iron clan and Xiao clan had already torn off their masks, all because of the Crown Princess. Now the Crown Princess had come to Yongping, obviously wanting to interfere with military power. The Xiao family absolutely wouldn’t allow it.

Since things had reached this point, they must eliminate the Crown Princess early while her wings weren’t yet full. No matter how high He Zi and the royalist faction jumped, if the Iron clan’s sole heir died, who would they protect?

Huang Ming had even spread news of the Crown Princess being in Yongping. If Liaodong or Western Rong wanted to join the excitement, they would be very welcome.

The Kaiping Guard Commander heard Huang Ming’s plan and also felt it was just a mere woman who hadn’t yet gained military power and was alone outside—the perfect opportunity to resolve the situation.

Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Wealth and honor for a hundred years, supreme glory—couldn’t be earned through hesitation.

However, seeing the person approaching in daylight—from afar appearing as a bright young man, gentle and noble yet striking with deadly precision, with ten thousand soldiers bowing at her feet like grass, swift and chaotic as wind, no matter how lightning-fast the spears, they couldn’t catch her robes’ hem.

She constantly stepped on soldiers’ heads, each step precisely knocking them unconscious without killing them. Reaching the line’s end, she casually gathered up the men’s long spears with one sweep. With a finger flick, long spears spun onto her back. She walked while collecting, and in a blink her back carried a large pile of long spears.

No one understood her purpose in doing this—all stared blankly at her, the Kaiping Guard Commander included.

Then he suddenly discovered the person who had been far away was right before him in the blink of an eye.

He could even see that despite her rapid advance, she remained graceful, every strand of hair composed, even seeming to wink and smile at him.

The Kaiping Guard Commander was inwardly horrified.

Who said the Crown Princess was weak and incompetent!

The proximity panicked him. He retreated hastily, shouting orders for shield formation.

But before the word “shield” left his mouth, Tie Ci suddenly appeared before him.

There had clearly been several zhang distance!

What kind of lightness skill was this!

The Kaiping Guard Commander was like seeing a ghost, instinctively slashing out with his blade.

But his movements seemed too slow to Tie Ci. She laughed, caught the blade tip with two fingers, and casually snapped it. With a crack the blade broke in two. The broken blade slapped the Kaiping Guard Commander’s face. He screamed as blood flowed from his nose. Tie Ci’s hand was already gripping his throat, using the remaining half-blade to pat his face while laughing: “Yao Chi, seven years ago before you went to Kaiping, you had an audience and told me you wished to serve me with utmost devotion until death. Yet it turns out you wanted me to die by blade and spear!”

Her tone was calm and smiling, voice not loud, but using true force. The soldiers crammed in the narrow mountain path heard every word clearly. For a moment all were stunned, their ears filled with mountain echoes of “until death” resounding endlessly.

Tie Ci remembered this mountain path had a place where two mountains broke apart, separated into a deep valley. Previously there had been simple iron chains between the cliffs for passage, but now those chains had been severed.

They wanted to block her before this broken cliff, trap her between these mountain walls, with soldiers coming in endless waves—they could exhaust her to death through sheer numbers.

Tie Ci smiled.

The Kaiping Guard Commander stared at her in terror, desperately trying to remember what he’d said seven years ago. That time he hadn’t had a private audience—he didn’t qualify for that. He’d only had a group audience with over ten officials leaving the capital for posts. At that time the small Crown Princess sat beside the imperial throne, a ten-year-old girl in male clothing, carved like ice and jade. He had stolen a glance.

Everyone had kept their heads down then, names reported only once. How had the Crown Princess, only around ten years old, remembered him and his words among over ten people?

How many officials did she meet year-round, how many audiences did she face? She actually recognized even an unremarkable person from seven years ago in a crowd!

In this moment, the Kaiping Guard Commander felt enormous regret surge in his heart.

He felt he’d chosen the wrong side.

How could such a person ever remain a puppet for life?

Tie Ci said sadly: “Minister Yao, you’ve truly broken my heart. When I personally provided you with clothing and food, departing with earnest care, you wept with gratitude, making countless oaths, determined to serve our great Da Qian dynasty and our Iron clan’s glory with lifelong loyalty… Though I was trapped in the deep palace, constrained by women, whenever I thought of you loyal generals suffering on the frontiers for me, I felt hope remained undying, how fortunate… Yet I never expected that seeing you again after seven years would be with blades and weapons drawn, regicide and deceiving the ruler!”

She covered her face after speaking.

One hand still gripped Yao Chi’s throat.

Yao Chi: “…”

Wait, when did you personally provide me with clothing and food, departing with earnest care?

You were a little girl—what clothing could you remove? Could you even undress? Would it fit me?

What food? You were secretly eating candy then, didn’t even glance at me once. Did you think I didn’t see?

Commander Yao’s heart was bitter, but Commander Yao couldn’t speak.

His throat was still being gripped.

But what made him even more bitter was feeling the surrounding soldiers’ gazes toward him had already changed.

Yao Chi didn’t have Di Yiwei’s kind of control and prestige. He’d only been transferred to Kaiping Guard for two years and hadn’t cultivated many of his own trusted followers.

Though Da Qian soldiers had to absolutely obey superior orders, they still had natural awe and loyalty toward the royal family. What they strived to defend was the Iron clan’s territory—they’d never thought of or dared to betray.

Previously following him to capture Di Yiwei was because Di Yiwei was a rebel general to be arrested according to explicit imperial edict.

Precisely knowing this, Yao Chi had lied through his teeth, fabricating enemies.

He suddenly felt his throat loosened enough to speak. Unable to think about coughing, he hoarsely shouted: “What nonsense are you spouting! I’ve seen the Crown Princess—you’re not the Crown Princess! Impersonating royalty means nine generations of extermination! Men, capture him!”

He absolutely couldn’t admit it now—admitting it would finish him.

Tie Ci wasn’t angry either, looking at him with interest: “Minister Yao, you’ve truly broken my heart! I’m so heartbroken I don’t want to live anymore. Since you said you’d serve me until death, then die for my burial!”

She laughed heartily, gripped Yao Chi’s neck tightly again, and leaped off the cliff with a whoosh.

Yao Chi: “???!!!”

Soldiers: “???!!!”

Moments later soldiers cried out and rushed to the cliff edge.

They saw Tie Ci carrying Yao Chi rapidly descending through mid-mountain clouds, robes billowing like a black cloud.

With a “swish,” a long spear shot out, deeply embedding in a stone crevice.

The next instant Tie Ci with Yao Chi landed precisely on the long spear. Da Qian military long spears used extremely resilient wood. Tie Ci also controlled the angle and form—when landing, her form bounced slightly. She landed on the spear’s tip with Yao Chi suspended in air.

Yao Chi didn’t dare open his eyes, feeling emptiness on all sides, fierce wind, damp clouds striking his face, instinctively screaming miserably.

Continuous “swish swish swish” sounds—the long spears on Tie Ci’s back decreased one by one as those spears were embedded in stone crevices at regular intervals.

Tie Ci carried Yao Chi and plunged down again.

While plunging, she shouted loudly:

“Say! Am I or am I not the Crown Princess!”

“…”

The weightless sensation of rapid descent was terrifying. Yao Chi felt heaven and earth inverted, wind rushing backward, dizzy and disoriented. Tie Ci’s face kept appearing in the floating clouds like a demon. He vaguely heard her saying something but couldn’t make it out clearly. Enormous fear surged in his heart as his whole body trembled.

The soldiers lying flat at the cliff edge looking down were dumbstruck.

Just looking at this cliff made hearts tremble—she just charged down with someone like this?

How did she think of this brilliant method of using spears as footholds?

But even with spear footholds, with these two people’s weight and this enormous impact force, how could she control her form to land on spears every time without breaking them?

Tie Ci plunged while embedding spears.

While embedding spears, she shouted loudly:

“Say, am I or am I not the Crown Princess!”

“Say! Am I or am I not the Crown Princess!”

All soldiers heard her shouts.

Yao Chi, pressed along the cliff face head-down, feeling his skull about to split open, finally heard clearly.

He shouted himself hoarse: “Yes! Yes! You are!”

“Voice too low, didn’t you eat!”

Yao Chi shouted until his voice broke: “Yes!!! You are the Crown Princess!!!”

Chapter 253: This Beauty Is Spoken For
The soldiers atop the cliff roared in unison.

Tie Ci laughed heartily.

At this moment she suddenly thought of Feiyu.

This technique of embedding weapons in cliff faces to descend was to honor Feiyu.

Are you well? Where are you now? Have you lost hope, have you suffered pain?

Trust me, I will save you.

The oncoming wind struck her face, then swept past her neck like a blade cutting. Her long hair frosted over, the frost blown away by wind, falling behind her like stars filling the sky.

She hurled the burden in her hands away, shouting loudly: “Hold on! Trust me!”

Her voice was scattered by the wind, carrying across ten thousand li of passes and mountains.

The soldiers atop the cliff looked at each other in bewilderment, not knowing to whom she was calling.

Yao Chi was thrown out, suddenly suspended in air. Thinking he must die, he screamed loudly—his “ahhh” sounds filled the mountains, causing the soldiers on the cliff to cover their ears from the noise.

Moments later he landed with a thud, bottom first. Beneath him was soft ground. Dazedly raising his eyes to look, he was only about a zhang from where he’d fallen.

It turned out they’d nearly reached the bottom already.

Yao Chi was shocked, angry, and ashamed. With a light rustling sound, Tie Ci also landed beside him. He instinctively shrank backward.

But suddenly someone above shouted: “Crown Princess, mighty!”

One voice rang out and ten thousand responded: “Crown Princess, mighty! Crown Princess, mighty!”

The entire mountain cliff echoed with continuous cries of “Mighty, mighty, mighty…” making Yao Chi’s face turn ashen.

Someone shouted loudly: “We should know when we’ve gone astray and quickly follow Her Highness the Crown Princess!”

Immediately a great number responded in agreement.

Thus nimble soldiers carrying ropes climbed up and down the cliff face, using special shooting guns to fire ropes that connected with pre-positioned hooks on the opposite side. Going back and forth, they soon wove a rope bridge.

Others tried to climb down to receive Tie Ci, but she indicated it wasn’t necessary. Stepping on the long spears, she charged back up while collecting the spears as she climbed. Seeing her go up, Yao Chi also tried to follow by climbing, but the Crown Princess burned bridges behind her—he watched helplessly as the spear ladder disappeared before his eyes, turning his face blue-white with anger.

Tie Ci paid him no mind. She carried the long spears back up the cliff and threw that bundle of spears clattering to the ground, laughing: “Wives for distribution! One person claims one wife! No taking more! No taking the wrong one!”

The soldiers had originally watched her climb up with curious eyes, hesitating whether to kowtow or what, but when she came up with this crude joke, they immediately burst into laughter. Someone laughed: “How did they become wives!”

“On the battlefield, weapons are indeed soldiers’ wives—they save lives and must be cherished.” A soldier picked up the conversation, laughing: “Your Highness Crown Princess, if it weren’t for my wife, I’d really want to give you this spear.”

“Bah! As if the Crown Princess would treasure your broken spear!”

“If it were me I wouldn’t give it. Our spear sent the Crown Princess down the cliff and brought the Crown Princess up to blue clouds—it’s a spear that brings glory to ancestors. I’m taking it back to enshrine it. For generations to come, we’ll have stories to tell!”

“Old Huang truly deserves to be the scholar in our squad—well said!”

Someone shouted: “Your Highness Crown Princess, when will you really distribute wives to us!”

Amid the laughter, Tie Ci also smiled: “Work hard, stay alive. When seas are calm and rivers clear, return home gloriously to retire. The court will issue large sums of homecoming money—marry whatever wives you want to marry!”

“Ai, I want Red Fragrance from the neighboring village!”

“No ambition—I want Jade Treasure from Wanbao Tower!”

For a time everyone began discussing wives. This topic would spark men’s interest in any era, and the atmosphere immediately became cheerful and lively.

Originally the crowd had been apprehensive, but they hadn’t expected the Crown Princess to be so approachable. They didn’t know that Tie Ci, raised in the palace, had long practiced the skill of instantly making people feel refreshed in conversation. Winning over these soldiers was effortless for her.

Moreover, she had shown restraint in her earlier actions. Except for killing one general at the beginning, she had only knocked soldiers unconscious without harming a single life.

Because at that time, what she wanted wasn’t merely to force her way through.

This vast territory and mighty armies were all hers—why should she be chased by her own soldiers like a stray dog?

Amid the discussion, suddenly a voice said foolishly:

“You all have no ambition—I want someone like the Crown Princess!”

As soon as these words came out, he was immediately slapped on the head by someone beside him: “What nonsense are you babbling? Someone as noble as the Crown Princess—is that for you to compare yourself to?”

Like cold water poured into hot oil, the soldiers looked anxiously at Tie Ci, all afraid this most noble and powerful woman in the world would be angered.

Tie Ci wasn’t angry, nor did she laugh. She stood at the cliff edge with arms folded, head slightly raised, looking at the sky and cliff to her front side.

That was the direction of Liaodong.

The clamor gradually subsided. The dark mass of people fell silent. In the silence, everyone heard that woman say leisurely: “Me? This beauty is spoken for.”

…

Xia Houchun carried Di Yiwei leaping through the mountain forest. Soon they approached the main camp’s location. Looking down from the mountain, the main camp remained the same, except the camps seemed to have had their positions rearranged, with deeper trenches dug between them and stricter patrols.

Moreover, all the camps had Scorpion Camp surrounded in the middle. Those additional camps should house people Huang Ming and Xiao Chang had brought, surrounding Scorpion Camp for round-the-clock surveillance.

While the original ordinary soldiers of Yongping were in camps outside these Huang Ming and Xiao Chang loyalists, separated by high walls and deep trenches with only one opening facing a river—in a position where they couldn’t flee even if they wanted to and couldn’t rebel even if they tried.

Yongping Army’s weapons had all been confiscated, and the supply depot and granary were enclosed within Xiao Chang’s loyalist camps.

Xia Houchun observed from above and discovered the problem: “If your Yongping Army’s weapons were all confiscated and should be stored in the supply depot, according to Da Qian military regulations, a Yongping Army unit of this size would be equipped with considerable supplies. Looking at your supply depot, it’s not that large—probably just barely sufficient. Now with these soldiers’ weapons added, how could it all fit?”

Hearing this question, Di Yiwei’s eyes narrowed as she smiled.

She loved to narrow her eyes. Her eyelashes weren’t long but were dense. When slightly lowered, there was an enchanting quality in her languid expression.

Xia Houchun stood in the shadows, glanced over, turned his head, and his hands seemed somewhat restless as he touched the tree branches beside him.

Chi Xue, noticing she might be blocking his view, very consciously shifted her position.

“Yes, tell me, why could it all fit?” Di Yiwei smiled while raising her hand to her lips and suddenly blew a sharp whistle.

This whistle was loud and sudden. At the mountain base before dawn, it pierced sharply through layers of tents, directly reaching the camp at the very center.

Xia Houchun hadn’t expected Di Yiwei to suddenly make noise, and such a commotion at that. Fearing discovery by patrol soldiers below, he was about to pull her to hide when he saw Di Yiwei step forward onto a protruding high stone.

Another sharp whistle sounded.

In a tent at the very center, ghostly lamplight suddenly flickered—bright then dim, three times in succession.

Di Yiwei, as if receiving confirmation, whistled again.

Xia Houchun: “This is…”

“BOOM.”

His remaining words were drowned in the deafening explosion.

The explosion wasn’t a single sound but countless sounds concentrated in the guard area, exploding almost simultaneously. In the darkness, countless blood-red flames erupted. In the firelight, severed limbs could be vaguely seen flying, while screams, cries for help, and sharp whistles instantly merged into one.

Then Xia Houchun saw figures burst from those exploded tents—mostly in black soft armor and black head wraps, merging with the darkness. The weapons in their hands had special designs—at first glance like blades but concealing hooks inside, forming hinges that could be used separately or opened and rotated to reap lives. Their techniques were simple and efficient, targeting only vital points. One slash, one hook, one flick, one thrust—like scorpions raising their tails, whether heads or limbs, something would inevitably fly skyward.

Without question, this was the world-famous Scorpion Camp in action.

Xia Houchun had always harbored some criticism about this. Di Yiwei had single-handedly cultivated Scorpion Camp, which was the elite of the elite among Di Family Army. However, when Di Yiwei was in trouble, Scorpion Camp couldn’t act because they were constrained—that was understandable. But why didn’t they make contact, seek help, attempt rescue, or even save themselves afterward?

Just moments ago when he saw Scorpion Camp obediently trapped in the camp center, scornful emotions had flashed through his mind. He simply hadn’t asked out of fear of hurting Di Yiwei’s feelings.

Until this moment.

He finally saw those warriors emerging from the darkness like giant scorpions rising from underground, accompanied by thunderous explosions and black smoke with dense fire. They appeared ghost-like in various tents, leaping and jumping with blade-light like silk. Wherever they passed, blood flew and flesh splattered.

In just half a quarter-hour, he had already seen various tents stained red with blood, with severed limbs thrown out piling into mountains.

Like a human hell.

Amid the slaughter and howling, Di Yiwei said flatly: “From the moment I was captured, they maintained silence. Because they needed time and needed to numb their opponents. Every night when their guards fell asleep, they began working—digging tunnels beneath their own tents.”

“Quietly digging tunnels at night all the way under the tents of those guarding them, then using gunpowder bombs to blast those tents before attacking in the chaos? So you’ve been wandering around this area, not rushing to leave or contact subordinates—you were actually using yourself to attract Huang Ming and others’ attention so Scorpion Camp would have time to dig the tunnels?”

“Correct. No need for many hands—Scorpion Camp is enough.”

“Where did the gunpowder come from…” Xia Houchun had just asked when he fell silent: “You had them carry it on their bodies all along!”

“Yongping Army is entitled to musketeer units by regulation. And distributed gunpowder bombs. But Yongping Army wasn’t assigned any because Yongping Army’s musketeer unit is Scorpion Camp. Their muskets are short blunderbusses, with each person carrying a bag of gunpowder bombs.”

“Aren’t you afraid of accidental discharge or gunpowder bomb explosions?”

Chi Xue asked this question. Di Yiwei gave her a light, indifferent glance.

Chi Xue and Xia Houchun immediately understood.

Not afraid.

Because if it exploded, it was their own responsibility.

That required constant vigilance year-round, moment-to-moment caution, sleeping with one eye open.

But if they couldn’t even do this, they weren’t qualified for Scorpion Camp where all treatments were different—even their food and drink differed from others.

This was also one of Di Yiwei’s troop training methods. She made them sit on potentially explosive powder kegs every moment to train ultimate alertness and stress tolerance, thereby achieving the ability to save themselves and fight back under any adverse circumstances.

Ordinary generals training troops only trained tactics, physical fitness, and weapons—none had been seen training like this.

Truly worthy of the scorpion name.

Like scorpions hidden beneath desert sands, silently lying dormant, but once hearing the summons, they would surge up brandishing black tail hooks.

The slaughter continued. Blood-colored waves kept spreading toward the camp’s perimeter. The ordinary camp soldiers at the outermost edge also began stirring. Some mid and low-level military officers began issuing orders, commanding soldiers to seize weapons from the panicked and chaotic guard troops.

Di Yiwei looked down from her high position, not rushing to reunite with her subordinates, still leisurely providing commentary: “Time calculations were off, some blast points weren’t quite accurate. This squad should have coordinated their advance… tsk tsk, Old Hu Si was too slow to strike. Oh my, Zhang Ting didn’t place his gunpowder bomb properly and actually got injured. Sigh, haven’t they been eating enough lately? Every one of them like they’d been smoking opium… deduct points, deduct points all around.”

She actually began critiquing battle gains and losses as if it were routine training.

Xia Houchun glanced at her, sighing inwardly.

This was truly the woman with the strongest will he’d ever seen besides the Crown Princess.

Whether hardship and tribulation, humiliation and harm, brutal warfare, or comrades killing each other—in her eyes, these were all just trials in life, one after another.

They required serious attention but didn’t even count as obstacles.

She constantly remained vigilant in peace, forever looking toward the frontier with head held high. When sudden upheaval struck, she was already prepared to face anything.

Firelight reflected on her pale cheeks, yet Xia Houchun felt he saw humanity’s most powerful and irresistible force in this frail woman.

Di Yiwei remained consistently calm without any sighs. After grading Scorpion Camp, seeing that the guarding Xiao Chang loyalists and Kaiping Army had collapsed like a landslide, she whistled again.

Below, the rhythm suddenly stopped. Scorpion Camp followed orders absolutely, all stopping their hands and beginning to count prisoners with unchanged expressions.

Soldiers lay in groups on the ground, many wounded and bleeding, looking miserable. They were all Da Qian troops, comrades—many continuously pleaded pitifully. The ordinary soldiers in the main camp had charged with righteous fury but now seeing the reversed situation felt somewhat unable to bear it. They all looked hesitantly at their officers, wanting to plead for mercy.

But they saw Scorpion Camp soldiers stride over, pushing aside those ordinary soldiers who couldn’t bring themselves to act. Stepping on severed limbs and broken arms on the ground, stepping over loudly groaning Kaiping troops, neither listening nor hearing, faces stern, they quickly and harshly bound the prisoners.

Whether comrades or not, with different positions there was no need for consideration. When Di Yiwei originally selected Scorpion Camp, she specifically chose soldiers with firm hearts and decisive action. After iron-blooded training, they became even more ruthless and resolute. Scorpion Camp swept through like a hurricane—whoever screamed loudest got bound more harshly. Gradually no one dared create disturbances, and the camp grew quiet.

Di Yiwei whistled once more.

After momentary commotion, several riders approached. Chi Xue noticed those several were all generals from the main camp—not one missing.

Soldiers followed on foot behind the generals, running toward Di Yiwei’s direction while emitting deafening cheers.

Di Yiwei climbed down from the stone without any dash, slowly and unhurriedly. The generals charging up the slope looked at her excitedly, chests heaving, eyes bright.

Some people thought of something that made their expressions somewhat unnatural, secretly glancing at Di Yiwei’s face while not daring to let their gazes touch below her neck.

Regardless of whether others were excited or shy, uneasy or concerned, Di Yiwei remained Di Yiwei. Facing the approaching officers and soldiers, she coughed once and slowly asked: “Where’s my tobacco pipe?”

Everyone was stunned, then burst into laughter. Someone laughed: “That castrated goods broke it and threw it in the latrine!”

“Huang Ming thought your inseparable tobacco pipe must be inlaid with many treasures, or made of golden nanmu wood at least. Who knew when he got it, it was just two taels of rotten wood inlaid with brass. He got so angry he broke it on the spot.”

“Commander, don’t ask about tobacco pipes anymore. Hasn’t that thing harmed you enough? Good that it’s broken—nobody’s allowed to find a second one for the Commander!”

Amid the laughter everyone was exceptionally happy. The officers and soldiers who had initially felt uncomfortable remembering the naked Commander displayed in the prison cart gradually relaxed greatly due to her attitude that remained the same as before, joining the joking crowd.

In the laughing voices, Di Yiwei suddenly turned and said quietly to Xia Houchun: “Regrettably, your master has lost his last chance.”

Xia Houchun’s eyes flashed as he was about to inquire, but suddenly the sound of many horse hooves came from the distance.

Huang Ming and Xiao Chang came rushing with their men in exasperation.

Xia Houchun’s eyes contracted, very surprised that Huang Ming and Xiao Chang still weren’t fleeing at this moment.

With Scorpion Camp’s counterattack, the main camp had instantly returned to its old master. It was foreseeable that other camps would definitely be restless too. Huang Ming and Xiao Chang couldn’t control them—Yongping Army was still Di Yiwei’s domain. Why weren’t they fleeing but instead walking into a trap?

Huang Ming and Xiao Chang galloped forward with pale-faced Lou Xi behind them, and Cui Shi wrapped entirely in black robes was also among the crowd.

As soon as Chi Xue saw Cui Shi, she felt her heart skip—that bad feeling came again.

Huang Ming and Xiao Chang didn’t dare approach closer than twenty zhang from the camp gate, seeing the situation in the main camp with iron-blue faces.

When Di Yiwei escaped from the back mountain, the two weren’t worried and immediately notified Deputy General Xie, who was closest to Liu Chen.

Deputy General Xie’s camp had set up an inescapable net—as soon as Di Yiwei stepped one foot in, she could never escape again.

Unexpectedly, Di Yiwei didn’t even trust Deputy General Xie.

Xiao Chang looked at the expressionless Scorpion Camp covered in fresh blood and smoke. Those killing gods looked at him with the gaze of viewing dead men.

A ruthless, desperate expression slowly appeared on his face.

Today’s situation was life or death.

He took a deep breath and called to the opposite side: “Everyone, don’t forget that Di Yiwei’s crime of colluding with enemies and betraying the country still stands, plus the great crime of resisting imperial edicts and fleeing to avoid punishment! Following such a lawless prisoner who recognizes no ruler or father—do you want to completely rebel and turn traitor?”

“The Commander was wrongly accused!”

“Even if she was wrongly accused, she should first go to the capital to defend her innocence! His Majesty’s edict was for her to resign her post and go to the capital for investigation. Her not going is resisting the edict! You’re harboring a criminal and opposing the court and imperial edicts—have you thought of the consequences? Have you thought of your families still in the capital?”

Di Yiwei suddenly laughed and said: “Following the edict, resigning my post to go to the capital—I complied. Pacifying military morale and stabilizing the overall situation—I also did that. Then, how did you treat me?”

She said: “Half my life in military service, loyal to ruler and dying for country, yet this is the result I received. Such a nation, such a court, such ministers—even if I again lay down my weapons today and enter the prison cart myself, would you definitely spare our families? Since I bear this false name, I might as well make it real. Wait for me to fight my way to the capital and see whose families die faster!”

Xiao Chang: “Di Yiwei, you’ve gone mad!”

Di Yiwei chuckled, revealing sharp white teeth: “Much obliged for the compliment. I’ll tell His Majesty later that Di Yiwei’s rebellion today was entirely due to the forcing efforts of you gentlemen.”

Huang Ming shrieked: “Di Yiwei, you’re a woman—what are you so arrogant about? Sickly and weak, who knows what means you used to climb to the Commander position. Now you even dare say such things. Don’t you think about what qualifications you have to boast, what qualifications to incite officers and soldiers to rebel with you—is it based on your body that everyone has seen?”

Di Yiwei’s smile didn’t change: “Based on me still being the Commander while you’ll forever be a ball-less eunuch. Dead eunuch, if you think you can talk, say more. For every sentence you say, I’ll cut you one more place in the future—keep count yourself.”

Huang Ming shrieked: “You’ll die without a burial place!”

“Before that, you should think about where you’ll be buried.” Di Yiwei smiled.

Huang Ming stopped talking. After a moment, he began laughing sinisterly.

He said: “You can disregard the lives and families of these hundred thousand soldiers, but can you also disregard your life-saving benefactor right before your eyes?”

Di Yiwei’s eyes contracted.

Huang Ming and Xiao Chang stepped aside left and right.

The troops behind also parted, revealing those at the very center who were surrounded layer upon layer—over ten bound women.

Disheveled hair and dirty faces, trussed up, their worn cotton jackets torn inside with blackened cotton showing through.

After seeing clearly who they were, Di Yiwei’s face became dark as water. Even someone as gentle as Chi Xue couldn’t help cursing quietly.

They were actually Old Shen’s wife and others—the women from the village who had participated in rescuing Di Yiwei that night.

Chapter 254: I Like That Too
Somehow Huang Ming and Xiao Chang had tracked them down and captured them all.

“Commander, I’ll give you one hour. Every quarter-hour I’ll kill one person. Whenever you think enough have been killed, come over yourself. I’ve kept your prison cart for you.”

“Despicable! Shameless!” Curses rang out from the main camp.

Chi Xue turned to Xia Houchun: “Commander Xia Hou, do we still have people outside who could rescue them?”

“We didn’t bring many people in the first place. You don’t know how strict this Commander Di’s checkpoints are. Given our special identities, we couldn’t enter in large numbers—most of our people stayed outside Yongping. We got twenty people in through various means. Some were sent in batches to Western Rong, some stayed in other mountains for support and intelligence gathering. Only two or three were left here at the main camp. Now with hostages in the midst of a great army, if it were just rescuing one or two people there might be a chance, but so many people…”

Chi Xue also understood this reasoning—too many hostages, impossible to rescue.

Unless they could remove the fire from under the cauldron by taking Xiao Chang and Huang Ming hostage, but those two were very protective of their lives, positioned at the army’s center, wearing heavy armor, with a row of shield soldiers in front and musketeers on both sides—defended so tightly not even water could leak through.

Just as they were speaking, Xia Houchun’s eyes suddenly focused: “Speak of the devil—isn’t that our signal?”

Chi Xue also saw fireworks flash ahead, and the color was actually bright red.

Among the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards’ fireworks, bright red was the highest level, representing matters of utmost military and national urgency that superseded even the Crown Princess’s own safety. Though Chi Xue knew this, she had never seen fireworks of this color.

Xia Houchun said: “Something major has happened at the border!”

At the same time, commotion also appeared behind Xiao Chang’s forces blocking the main camp. Sentries in the watchtower shouted: “Scouts reporting from ahead!” A rider galloped frantically forward, a red flag representing urgent military intelligence planted on his back. From afar the person appeared dressed in red, but only when closer did they realize his armor was stained red. Seeing such a wretched appearance, everyone’s hearts skipped a beat.

For years Di Yiwei had governed Yongping, emphasizing coordination between camps, with great armies guarding the borders and scouts everywhere. The information network was dense and complex, always responding to the slightest wind, keeping border situations firmly under control. For years no one had seen such panicked and miserable scouts.

Xiao Chang’s army also instinctively cleared a path. The scout charged straight to Xiao Chang, spoke a few sentences, then collapsed to the ground. Huang Ming’s shrill voice suddenly rang out, shocked and angry, whipping around to point at Di Yiwei: “It’s you! It must be you! Otherwise how could Liaodong armies enter our borders so quickly!”

His voice was high and sharp, heard by many, causing an uproar.

Di Yiwei’s eyes flashed coldly: “What Liaodong armies entering borders? Speak clearly!”

“Still pretending!” Xiao Chang was furious: “The scout just reported that Liaodong’s great army is pressing along the entire border. They’ve exited Xining Pass, broken through Cangtian Pass nearest to Xining, and are charging straight toward Yongping and other mountains. There’s even one army that circled around Mount Fu—they may have discovered Mount Fu’s secret passage. If that army enters through Mount Fu, they’ll form an encirclement of Yongping!”

“Impossible!” Di Yiwei said. “I stationed troops along the Xining Pass and Mount Fu line—they could hold them off for at least five days. It’s impossible for Liaodong armies to break through Cangtian so quickly, much less approach Mount Fu and exit Xining without us knowing!”

Xiao Chang was immediately speechless.

A general immediately shouted in grief and anger: “Commander, the day after you were captured, they withdrew many frontline garrison troops from Cangtian Pass—some for guard duty, some not allowed to leave camp, some for transfers. Now the Xining Pass line’s defenses are the weakest in years. The lads there…”

The lads there faced the great army’s border assault fighting alone while the rear was still fighting for power, busy chasing the main general.

The reporting scout still wasn’t clear on how the situation had changed. Seeing Di Yiwei across from him, he crawled on the ground wailing: “Commander! Commander! Cangtian Pass now only has three thousand garrison troops! The thirty thousand troops you allocated there were just transferred away when Liaodong’s great army arrived. They were nearly wiped out in one encounter. I crawled out from under piles of corpses… Commander Tao was pounded to pulp by stones, Guard Commander Ye fought all night and took over a hundred arrows. All Cangtian Pass citizens over ten years old went up to fight. We couldn’t hold it, couldn’t hold it!”

The crying was hoarse with blood, each word echoing. The gray sky hung low, and the howling wind seemed to weep.

Behind Di Yiwei, a general’s eyes turned blood-red as he punched the tree beside him.

Someone cried out in anguish.

Originally their commander had always guarded against Liaodong and Western Rong, while they themselves had disagreed, even quite agreeing when Huang Ming raised objections.

Now the warriors’ blood proved their commander’s correctness, yet the result was so tragic.

The soldiers’ eyes all turned red.

Those who died were all comrades.

Yet they hadn’t actually died fighting blade to blade on the battlefield—they died because of these mediocre generals and eunuchs’ greed, arrogance, ignorance, and conceit.

They were innocent victims of power struggles.

Chi Xue and Xia Houchun stared intently at Di Yiwei.

Wanting to know what she would do.

The gates half-open, Cangtian greatly defeated—if she took command now, winning would be fine, but if she lost, all final blame would fall on her.

And she had just been constrained, devastated, humiliated, hunted. At this moment would she still be willing to take on this mess for the nation and people, to clean up after Xiao Chang and Huang Ming?

But they saw Di Yiwei didn’t even hesitate, immediately saying: “Old Tian, you lead the Left Army infantry battalions—twenty thousand men. Circle around from Yellow Mud Bay by forced march to first occupy Lan City behind Cangtian Pass…” She issued orders one by one. The generals responded in deep voices while soldiers’ military boots clattered endlessly.

Finally Di Yiwei glanced at Chi Xue.

Chi Xue’s heart jumped at that look, then heard her say: “…Sai Meng, you take three thousand from Scorpion Camp to Mount Fu. You must block Mount Fu’s passage for me—don’t let a single Liaodong soldier pass Mount Fu!”

That Scorpion Camp garrison commander loudly acknowledged the order as Scorpion Camp soldiers silently assembled in formation.

Scorpion Camp’s total strength was ten thousand. Di Yiwei allocating three thousand showed how much she valued Mount Fu.

Chi Xue cried out: “No! The Crown Prince… my young master and the others haven’t returned!” She stopped abruptly, gritting her teeth as she looked at Di Yiwei: “Commander, you promised me!”

Di Yiwei said calmly: “With your young master’s abilities, there shouldn’t be any life-threatening crisis in Western Rong. Better to stay there for now—it’s actually safer for her.”

“If she hears news about you, she’ll definitely rush back immediately. By then with Mount Fu blocked, she’ll collide with Liaodong’s great army!”

“Since she couldn’t rush back before, she shouldn’t rush back now to join the excitement,” Di Yiwei said. “After she left, the winds changed and Yongping’s situation became unclear. Battlefields change in an instant—what she wanted probably has no hope now anyway. No need for such hardship.”

Chi Xue’s face went white with anger: “Commander, you—”

Xia Houchun held her back and said to Di Yiwei: “Have some faith in our master.”

Di Yiwei smiled indifferently.

She had never pinned hopes on anyone—how could she lose faith?

Across from them, Huang Ming and Xiao Chang silently watched her deploy troops. Only after confirming she would deal with Liaodong and that her subordinates still followed her commands like arms directing fingers, with the great army truly turning back to prepare for departure, did Xiao Chang speak again: “Commander, because of your treasonous rebellion, Liaodong entered Cangtian Pass. With life devastated and borders unstable, all guilt lies with you. Don’t make things difficult for these women and children’s lives anymore—enter the prison cart yourself. Considering you’re still willing to atone through merit, if we win, we’ll naturally petition on your behalf.”

A moment of silence.

The soldiers were struck dumb by such shamelessness.

Someone couldn’t help cursing: “Xiao Chang, have you no shame?”

Xiao Chang stared coldly at Di Yiwei: “A quarter-hour is almost up.”

Old Shen’s wife was pushed forward.

This frail woman still had scars on her face. Eyes closed, staring blankly, she trembled through clenched teeth: “Commander… Commander… there’s fighting… you fight well… don’t let those Liaodong dogs break into our homes… my daughter is only ten… don’t mind me… don’t mind me…” Saying this, she rammed her head toward a soldier’s blade beside her.

Xiao Chang yanked the soldier sharply. The blade moved aside and Old Shen’s wife struck empty air, immediately restrained by others. Huang Ming reached out and pinched Old Shen’s wife under her ribs. The woman screamed uncontrollably. As Huang Ming was about to apply more force, Lou Xi, who had been silently watching Di Yiwei, suddenly reached out and knocked his hand away.

Huang Ming: “You!”

Lou Xi said coldly: “Hostages are hostages—no malicious torment allowed.”

Huang Ming laughed: “Already committed evil deeds, now playing compassionate—for whose benefit?”

Lou Xi’s face paled as his gaze drifted toward Di Yiwei. Di Yiwei looked at him like a stranger with completely empty eyes.

Lou Xi’s expression grew worse as his hand slowly gripped his blade hilt.

Huang Ming said with a dark face: “What, regretting it? Then go—go crying to embrace Di Yiwei’s thighs. Maybe she’ll reward you with a bone to gnaw.”

Lou Xi’s hand stopped, lips tightly pressed.

Across from them, Di Yiwei coldly turned her gaze away.

Huang Ming laughed sinisterly: “Commander, though a quarter-hour hasn’t arrived, we don’t want to be idle. If you’re in the mood to watch your life-saving benefactor suffer because of you, then watch slowly.”

Di Yiwei stared heavily at Huang Ming.

Someone shouted: “Commander, let’s slaughter these bastards!”

Xiao Chang said coldly: “You fools, look at your commander—repaying kindness with enmity, cold-blooded heart. All that loyalty to ruler and love of country, caring for people—it’s all fake! Following such trash, do you really want to walk this dark path to the end with her?”

Huang Ming: “The edict hasn’t been withdrawn for a day, so she remains a traitorous prisoner for a day. Following her means rebelling—why don’t you quickly abandon darkness for light!”

Xiao Chang: “Quarter-hour’s up! Di Yiwei, you repay kindness with enmity, refusing to save lives—are you qualified to command tens of thousands of troops to guard border cities!”

“Qualified!”

Whether saying “qualified” or just spitting “pah,” the voice came from the side cliff and thus sounded especially vast and grand, echoing endlessly in mid-air. Everyone looked up to see a figure on the cliff about to leap down.

That height was obviously suicidal. Everyone froze with mouths agape, drinking wind.

Then they saw the cliff figure flash and disappear.

Everyone: “Where’s the person?”

Xiao Chang had the same question, and his heart was beating fast because that cliff figure looked somewhat familiar from afar.

The next instant his horse’s back sank as someone landed behind him, a blade across his neck. The blade’s cold was bone-chilling, making goosebumps rise in patches on his throat.

Xiao Chang was horrified.

He couldn’t understand how this person had passed through the heavy armies surrounding him to appear ghost-like behind him.

If it weren’t broad daylight with sunlight like a waterfall, he’d almost think he’d seen a ghost.

The person behind him had steady hands—the blade didn’t move at all. The voice was very relaxed: “Release them.”

Xiao Chang didn’t move. He didn’t believe the other party would really dare kill him.

Kill him, and could they escape with this great army surrounding them?

The next instant his back lightened—the blade disappeared and that person had vanished.

Xiao Chang was first shocked then pleased, about to turn around when suddenly his back sank again and the blade returned to his neck.

Xiao Chang: “…”

Then his heart also sank slightly.

The opponent was using actions to prove they could come and go instantly—the great army was nothing to them.

Xiao Chang drew a breath: “Sir has considerable ability—why sell your life for that useless woman Di Yiwei? I’ve never seen such divine skills and would gladly offer ten thousand gold for you to serve my family…”

The person behind him suddenly laughed quietly.

Xiao Chang vaguely felt this voice was also somewhat familiar.

His gaze inadvertently swept across to the opposite side, where he saw Di Yiwei’s expression was strange, and the girl beside Di Yiwei was full of joy… Wait, wasn’t that the great palace maid beside the Crown Princess!

Having frequented the palace, he naturally recognized Chi Xue. Previously with the tense situation, his attention had been entirely on Di Yiwei, and with Chi Xue’s face blackened and grayed, he hadn’t noticed.

And that fellow standing behind Chi Xue with his head down, fat yet somehow agile—Xia Houchun!

All the blood in Xiao Chang’s body froze at this moment.

The person behind him smiled slightly and said softly: “Hmm? Useless woman? Di Yiwei has fought a hundred battles, commanding great armies—in your eyes she’s a useless woman. Then what are you? A useful toothpick?”

Xiao Chang said with difficulty breathing: “Crown Princess…”

Tie Ci said: “Or do you think women are useless? Then what about me?”

“Crown Princess… why do you have talent abilities…”

“That’s not what you should be concerned with right now.” Tie Ci lightly touched with her blade tip: “I won’t say it a third time—release them.”

She only lightly touched with the blade tip, but Xiao Chang’s throat immediately opened a cut with blood flowing out.

Xiao Chang began trembling all over.

He could confidently believe others wouldn’t dare kill him, but behind him was the Crown Princess.

The Crown Princess killing him wouldn’t have too many concerns.

He said hoarsely: “Release! Release!”

Huang Ming had already spurred his horse to escape, now with a cold expression, exchanging meaningful glances with his subordinates.

Even if released, they had to get the people back. The Crown Princess alone couldn’t chase everyone.

His eyes drifted over, and in the crowd behind him, someone quietly drew a bow, aiming at Tie Ci’s back.

That angle was concealed—except for people in their army, those across couldn’t see it.

Tie Ci seemed completely unaware.

Huang Ming was overjoyed.

In chaotic armies, anything could happen. Afterward they could blame Di Yiwei.

Just as he was about to give orders, suddenly Tie Ci turned her head and glanced at him.

This glance made Huang Ming feel like ice water had been poured over his entire body.

The next instant he felt a crack above his head. The sound wasn’t particularly fierce, but he heard surrounding cries like tsunamis, then all his body hair stood on end.

Like something had hammered hard into his skull, or like a sharp blade had split from his head straight into his body. Where it passed, thunder exploded, tendons and veins shattered, flesh split and skin opened, blood dried up.

He screamed and collapsed trembling all over.

Everyone stared agape at a thin white light suddenly appearing above Huang Ming’s head. The white light flashed and entered his skull, then his hair disappeared, his clothes also disappeared, a burnt smell accompanied by smoke scattered from his body. That white light moved like a swimming white snake, flowing through the crowd. Wherever it passed, people smoked, screamed, and fell. That walking lightning finally reached the archer in the crowd, following the metal arrowhead into the bowman’s fingers. With a crack, everyone watched that finger explode into a blur of bloody flesh.

Meanwhile the soldiers behind Di Yiwei suddenly burst into loud laughter.

Because though the lightning moved on, the electricity on Huang Ming still raged, extending all the way to his crotch, then his pants also turned to flying ash.

The eunuch’s ugliness and privacy were exposed before everyone’s eyes.

Huang Ming screamed and fled covering his face, no longer caring about any hostages.

Over there Xiao Chang’s face was ashen as he watched soldiers release the hostages.

Di Yiwei’s side immediately sent people to bring Old Shen’s wife and the others back to camp.

Tie Ci held Xiao Chang hostage, spurring the horse, facing Xiao Chang’s personal troops while backing step by step toward Di Yiwei’s camp.

Chi Xue had already run out to welcome the Crown Princess, but seeing her approaching with her back to Di Yiwei, she couldn’t help calling softly: “Master…”

She wanted to tell the Crown Princess about the earlier friction—not to report but to remind her that Di Yiwei was iron-hearted, prioritizing the overall situation. She had already shown opposition earlier. Now with the Crown Princess trusting her too much, if Di Yiwei had decided to rebel, the Crown Princess would be in danger.

Tie Ci shook her head with her back to Chi Xue, who immediately fell silent.

Tie Ci smiled: “I trust all people who prioritize the overall situation.”

Di Yiwei had just shown a slightly mocking smile when she heard her continue: “Because I am the overall situation.”

Di Yiwei couldn’t help laughing out loud.

Chi Xue also smiled.

Her Crown Princess was just like this—treating heavy burdens lightly with royal bearing.

Tie Ci backed all the way to Di Yiwei’s side before turning around with Xiao Chang to face the great army, calling out clearly: “Everyone, I am the Crown Princess, Tie Ci.”

The soldiers stared wide-eyed, completely unable to react for a moment.

They recognized this as Ye Ci, the recent celebrity in the main camp, the leader among that batch of academy students who had immediately butted heads with the commander and fought the soldier king, establishing rules for the entire camp—a tough character.

Just now seeing her divine descent from heaven with talent abilities that were nearly supernatural, amid their shock they were all thinking they’d heard this was a noble young master from the capital—what family could raise such a young master?

The soldiers had originally looked down on dandies and despised scholars, but the academy and Ye Ci had repeatedly refreshed their understanding.

But they hadn’t expected this was a woman—the Crown Princess.

This shock was no less than that day learning their commander’s true gender.

Horse hooves sounded in the distance as if great armies approached. Everyone remembered the news they’d heard earlier, their faces changing drastically.

Seeing Tie Ci showed no intention of releasing him, Xiao Chang gritted his teeth: “Crown Princess, the hostages have been released—you should release me too!”

Tie Ci smiled without answering, casually patting his head: “Oh.”

She said “oh” but didn’t move. After Xiao Chang waited a while, he had to say again: “Crown Princess, surely you don’t want great battle imminent with instability in the army? Release me and I’ll immediately order my subordinates to join Di Yiwei’s formation to resist Liaodong together, how about it?”

Tie Ci said: “That makes sense.”

The generals behind Di Yiwei looked angry and opened their mouths to curse, but Di Yiwei raised her hand to stop them. She slightly lifted her chin, gazing at Tie Ci’s back.

Xiao Chang said happily: “Thank you, Crown Princess. Since the Crown Princess doesn’t make things difficult for this minister, naturally this minister won’t make things difficult for the Crown Princess after returning.”

Tie Ci said gently: “Then thank you. To express my gratitude, I’ll allow you to go down first and scout the path for your family.”

Her last sentence was said leaning by Xiao Chang’s ear—except for Xiao Chang, no one else heard it.

Xiao Chang was stunned, not reacting for a moment. Then his mind thundered as enormous horror and terror immediately flooded his brain. He shouted: “What are you doing? You can’t! I’m a Xiao…”

“Slice.”

The meteoric iron dagger piercing flesh was truly inaudible, but the sound of blood spraying was like spring waterfalls thundering in Xiao Chang’s mind. Large sheets of blood opened before his eyes, sunlight jumping with golden-red bubbles. He felt no pain, only his consciousness suddenly growing muddled, hazily wondering whose blood this was, why so much…

Meanwhile Xiao Chang’s personal troops across from Tie Ci, the Kaiping Army units that had just arrived from farther back who had surrendered to Tie Ci, and the Yongping Army behind Tie Ci all stood dumbfounded.

They stared stupidly as between the great armies, the Crown Princess smiled and chatted while raising her hand to slit the throat of an important Xiao family member, Empress Dowager Xiao’s valued nephew, Yongping Army’s future commander Xiao Chang.

Clearly just a moment before, it had seemed the Crown Princess feared the Xiao family’s power and would release him.

A general quietly said to Di Yiwei: “Commander, is this really the Crown Princess?”

Di Yiwei’s eyes showed amusement: “Genuine article.”

That general made tsk-tsk sounds: “Fame is not as good as meeting in person, and meeting exceeds fame.”

Another general leaned in and whispered: “This one’s ruthless edge in laughing while killing, going back on her word—I like it.”

Di Yiwei folded her arms, hand positioned by her lips in her habitual smoking pose, gazing steadily for a while before saying: “I like that too.”

Chapter 255: I Have Loved You
Before the battle lines, Tie Ci released her hand and Xiao Chang fell straight down into the dust.

His body hit heavily, stirring up dust a foot high.

Tie Ci didn’t even glance at the corpse beneath her feet, saying flatly: “No need for your commands, no need for your surrender. My soldiers—how dare they betray me?”

She raised her eyes to look across.

Those were Xiao Chang’s personal troops, part of the Kaiping Army forces, and soldiers from the Shunning Command.

Now those soldiers looked in panic at Xiao Chang’s corpse.

Behind them came commotion—Huang Ming, who had tried to escape earlier, was blocked back by the Kaiping Army forces that had just arrived and surrendered to Tie Ci. Turning to see Xiao Chang’s corpse, in his great shock and fury, he shrieked: “Crown Princess! You arbitrarily killed a border general, protecting traitorous rebels—are you trying to defy the imperial edict and the Empress Dowager?”

Tie Ci smiled and guided her horse. Her voice wasn’t loud, yet the entire field could hear.

“Regarding the matter of Yongping Guard Commander colluding with enemies and betraying the country—I need to clarify that the so-called enemy she contacted was me, having penetrated deep into Western Rong.”

The great army was in uproar.

“Spies appeared in the army, causing Yongping Army’s covert contacts in Western Rong to lose communication. With Western Rong and Liaodong stirring and poor information flow here in Yongping, this would bring variables to border defense. Therefore I volunteered to lead some soldiers and academy students deep into Western Rong to gather intelligence. Before departure, the Commander and I agreed to exchange information at intervals. If Supervisor Huang dares produce the original of that so-called treasonous letter, he should know there would be no words on it, only secret marks the Commander and I agreed upon.”

Huang Ming sneered: “The letter has already been sent to the capital. Whether real or fake, Crown Princess, your word doesn’t count!”

Tie Ci smiled and beckoned. Several people emerged from the Kaiping Army forces that had surrendered to her.

It was Rong Pu and the others.

When Tie Ci left, Rong Pu and the others had also given chase. Dan Ye specially allocated elite troops to escort them, traveling day and night. Just as Tie Ci was blocked at Mount Fu’s pass, Rong Pu and the others caught up.

Not only did they catch up, they also brought a messenger.

This was the person Huang Ming and the others had continued to dispatch to Western Rong after forging Di Yiwei’s letter.

After entering the Hanli Khan Desert, he got lost in the sandstorms and wandered for a long time. When Rong Pu and the others found him, he still hadn’t emerged from the desert.

So the letter never reached Tie Ci’s hands.

Rong Pu had noticed this person’s messenger attire and became suspicious, rescuing him. He then discovered the letter this person carried was different from usual—it was in a sealed box, very tightly secured. Through the box, Rong Pu caught a faint, familiar scent.

After putting on gloves and opening the box, he found the letter that should have been delivered to Tie Ci.

Rong Pu approached and quickly explained the situation, taking out the letter and asking the messenger: “Did Supervisor Huang have you deliver this letter?”

The messenger glanced at Huang Ming and nodded.

“Was it to be delivered to Ye Ci?”

The messenger nodded again.

The soldiers listening looked grim.

Tie Ci said: “How strange. If Di Yiwei was originally colluding with enemies, the letter was written to the Great Prince. Already intercepted by you and sent to the capital to convict the Commander—then where did this letter continuing to Western Rong come from? Why did it change to being delivered to me?”

Rong Pu took out a silver needle and carefully opened the letter. Moments later he held up the needle.

Under sunlight the needle was pure black.

“The letter is poisoned,” Tie Ci said. “The letter supposedly for the Great Prince was actually for me, yet the letter for me was heavily poisoned. Don’t you all understand?”

Panic flashed in Huang Ming’s eyes as he forced himself to steady: “This servant doesn’t recognize this messenger and knows nothing about any poisoned letter. How do we know this isn’t all arranged by the Crown Princess?”

“I’m not here to debate with you—you’re not worthy. Since you say the letter has been sent to the capital, we’ll take it there together for the court ministers to examine closely.” Tie Ci looked at Huang Ming with contempt. “See the pattern at the bottom of this letter? You were quite meticulous, even copying it when forging the letter. Then you imitated the Commander’s handwriting to write treasonous content on top, right? You idiots—don’t you know this is English script? The script itself is the communication content. Your superfluous writing on top creates completely nonsensical content. Are you trying to make me die laughing so you can inherit my throne?”

Soldiers: “…???!!!”

Huang Ming: “!!!”

Di Yiwei remembered that day when the Crown Princess accepted the mission to Western Rong, followed her to her tent, and insisted she learn some English script for communication—pestering her to practice those crooked, worm-like characters for half the night until she couldn’t stand it and threw the person out of her tent.

She sighed inwardly.

There are no naturally perfect people in this world. Human perfection comes slowly from long-term grinding in adverse circumstances.

Like grass snakes and gray lines extending thousands of li—one must first slowly crawl those thousands of li.

“Colluding with enemies and betraying the country requires motivation. If the Commander truly colluded with Western Rong, the great army coming now shouldn’t be from Liaodong.” Tie Ci methodically removed her gloves, indicating Rong Pu should seal the letter again for arrangement to send to the capital.

She casually dropped another bombshell.

“Western Rong is now pacified. The new Western Rong King is willing to offer the Hanli Khan Desert and permanently maintain friendship between our two countries.”

After a moment of silence, the soldiers erupted in tremendous cheers.

With Liaodong’s great army currently pressing the borders, Western Rong’s attitude was especially important. With Western Rong stabilized, the two-front war they’d all feared no longer existed.

The Crown Princess had personally infiltrated Western Rong, securing them a stable rear and the opportunity to control the situation—equivalent to saving countless soldiers’ and civilians’ lives. Her merit was immeasurable.

Huang Ming listened to the cheers, slowly shrinking into himself.

Beside him, Cui Shi wrapped in a great cloak also cowered. When soldiers lifted his cloak, revealing his pale, thin body, Tie Ci’s gaze turned and she was somewhat surprised to see him.

How had he gotten mixed up with Huang Ming?

Chi Xue said quietly: “Master, this person came with Huang Ming. Your servant finds him somewhat strange…”

Cui Shi raised his head, looking up at Tie Ci, voice urgent: “Your Highness… I… I only encountered Huang Ming by chance and was brought here… I came to Yongping to reform myself, wanting to apologize to the Crown Princess in person…”

Tie Ci didn’t glance at him: “Take him away. Guard him well for later interrogation.”

She had no time now for such vermin.

“Now,” Tie Ci looked at those Shunning Command forces and Kaiping Army with awkward expressions, “I personally testify—no betrayal of country, no collusion with enemies. With national crisis at hand, will you continue helping tyrants commit evil?”

Before her words finished, the Kaiping Army had already retreated in unison, joining the forces that had already surrendered to Tie Ci.

The Shunning Command’s Deputy Commander struck down the still-hesitating Commander with one blow, bowed to Tie Ci, and shouted: “All troops—lay down your weapons!”

The sound of ten thousand armies removing armor rang as one.

Only Xiao Chang’s personal troops remained—actually the Xiao family’s private army. Before their leader could take a stance, Tie Ci had already said matter-of-factly: “Xiao Chang and Huang Ming colluded with each other, coveting military power, forging evidence, framing border generals, causing Liaodong’s great army to enter our borders, harming our people, destroying our homeland—unforgivable crimes. Generals in the field have authority for emergency decisions. Now I proclaim by Crown Princess decree to all armies—”

Everyone held their breath.

“Order the immediate execution of Xiao Chang and his personal troops, rewarding this the same as killing enemy soldiers.”

Yongping Army’s main camp erupted in tremendous cheers heard for ten li.

Amid the cheers, soldiers full of hatred and long-suppressed anger surged like a tide toward the Xiao family’s personal troops.

Huang Ming and some veterans in Yongping Army stared wide-eyed.

Never imagining the Crown Princess would be so decisive.

She actually openly ordered the killing of Da Qian soldiers!

This would outrage the entire realm!

Foreseeable that after this, censors’ impeachment memorials would flood Ruixiang Hall!

The academy students also felt suffocated, never expecting Tie Ci would give such an order. Only Rong Pu, after his shock, immediately gathered the academy students, whispering rapid instructions.

Tie Ci’s expression remained calm as she watched Xiao Chang’s personal troops before her fall into a sea of slaughter—struggling, crying, howling, cursing.

A complete break with the Xiao family was inevitable—they couldn’t coexist.

But she wasn’t giving such orders for private desire.

Huang Ming could be kept to obtain evidence against the Xiao clan, but Xiao Chang had to die.

If escorted back to the capital, Empress Dowager Xiao and Second Minister Xiao would find every way to exonerate him—dragging things out, and finally in the mutual buck-passing among the Three Judicial Offices, the matter would be forgotten, major issues becoming minor, minor issues disappearing. After a few years he might even make a comeback.

If such a situation arose, border generals would lose heart. Soldiers defending the frontiers would lose heart.

They had already lost heart. Di Yiwei was framed and publicly displayed. These days everyone was constrained and oppressed—morale had reached its lowest point. At this time, facing the fierce approaching Liaodong was the most disadvantageous situation.

With Cangtian Pass captured, Yongping Army was already passive. If they didn’t vindicate Di Yiwei and release the soldiers’ pent-up frustration, how could they face the fierce, powerful Liaodong forces in the coming great battle?

Moreover…

Tie Ci glanced at Di Yiwei.

Di Yiwei watched that slaughter with a strange expression in her eyes.

The Crown Princess was truly clever.

She was actually using such a decisive method to retain her.

How had she guessed that she planned to turn rebel after repelling Liaodong?

That old witch’s completely controlled, useless court, that imperial house with no achievements—what couldn’t be rebelled against?

From the moment she entered that prison cart, from when she saw her soldiers’ heads continuously drooping in the cold wind, from when she stared at the cold creeping inch by inch from the prison cart’s iron bars onto her skin.

This thought had raged in her heart like a blizzard brewing in mountain shade—a butterfly’s wing-beat could trigger upheaval reaching the heavens.

But now, Tie Ci had achieved this step.

She resolved Di Yiwei’s future troubles, vindicated her, turned the tide for her, even faced the inevitable attacks from court and country, bearing this infamy.

Whatever other thoughts Di Yiwei had were now without justification.

Yongping Army, suppressed too long, used white blades going in and red blades coming out to express these days’ resentment and injustice.

These Xiao Chang personal troops were the ones who had stripped the Commander’s clothes, who first surrounded the main camp, who during these days of guard duty continuously mocked and insulted them, treating them like dogs.

These blood-and-iron men forged in battlefield combat, heads tied to their belts for years for country and home, drinking frontier frost and snow with every sip, leaving bloody footprints with every step.

In the end, they were trampled underfoot by these privileged pretty boys who enjoyed the peaceful years they’d fought for.

Anger from injustice and grievance was fire burning in their chests—if it couldn’t burn their enemies, it would burn out their own blood and spirit.

Flesh became mud, blood and meat flew.

Tie Ci sat upright on her horse throughout, face cold and hard, watching this moment when mountain passes’ snow was stained with blood, blood covered with scattered snow. Between red and white, gray-green wild birds were startled, flying low, wing-tips tracing deep red.

War always requires deaths.

Just as hatred can ultimately only be redeemed with blood.

The soldiers’ blood bore the mark of this lifetime’s spear song—until death, the spear couldn’t be laid down.

She was the same.

Someone shouted: “Tie Ci, you will become a sinner cursed in history books for ten thousand years!”

Tie Ci: “Let future generations judge merit and fault.”

Someone screamed: “Tie Ci, you will bury your lifetime’s reputation!”

Tie Ci: “With the realm unsettled, what use is reputation!”

All around was chaos yet silence.

Chaotic was the vengeful slaughter; silent were the soldiers witnessing this slaughter.

Yongping Army felt their hearts clear. The Shunning Command forces and Kaiping Army felt fear, the latter’s fear hiding subtle relief that they had laid down weapons at Mount Fu’s pass—otherwise they might now be objects of this venting.

Gradually, people withdrew, throwing their bloodied blades to the ground, saying “Enough, disgusting!”

More people withdrew, sheathing their blades and walking away.

Revenge gradually stopped, but less than one in ten of Xiao Chang’s personal troops remained.

The survivors were also covered in wounds, groaning in pools of blood.

Some had escaped in the chaos. Without Tie Ci’s orders, naturally the Shunning Command and Kaiping Army pursued them. Both sides’ eagerness to atone for their crimes was so intense they turned chasing fugitives into military competition.

Tie Ci turned back to Di Yiwei: “This matter is concluded. Please, Commander, temporarily forget previous grievances, continue in the role of Acting Commander, command all armies, drive out the invaders, and recapture Cangtian Pass.”

Immediately several generals exhaled long breaths they could no longer hide.

Really—they’d worried needlessly for so long.

Seeing the Crown Princess so forceful, they’d constantly worried what to do if this highest-ranking person locally wanted to seize military authority. Two tigresses meeting, one must be wounded—and they dared not break up such a fight.

Fortunately this one was forceful but also clear-headed—seizing banners and killing people while yielding authority.

Di Yiwei seemed unsurprised, nodding casually, her gaze falling across the field.

Tie Ci turned to look and saw Lou Xi standing among the blood-stained Xiao Chang personal troops.

He’d been there all along, never leaving. Since Di Yiwei appeared, he’d stared at her unblinkingly.

When others surrendered, he didn’t surrender. When others were killed, he wasn’t killed either.

He stood in the crowd’s center, and everyone encountering him flowed past his sides like water around a rock.

Through flashing blades and sword shadows, flesh becoming pulp, he remained unharmed in the human sea.

Only unknown whose blood had splashed on his temples, making his pallor even more pronounced.

Di Yiwei suddenly walked over.

Tie Ci fell silent, signaling everyone to retreat.

The empty space between the two armies gradually expanded, leaving only the two approaching figures.

Di Yiwei’s military boots trod in Xiao Chang personal troops’ blood pools. She normally walked with a shuffle, now even more so with her soles squelching, dragging bloody mud, trailing dark red water.

This sound would normally seem somewhat amusing, but now no one laughed.

Though the weather had recently warmed, wind rushing from the cliff carried Liaodong’s unmelting snow-breath, cutting faces like daggers pressed to skin.

Di Yiwei stood before Lou Xi.

She was a full head shorter than him.

Lou Xi bent slightly toward her as he had for many years.

He said: “Commander, I finally see you again. Good—you look well.”

Di Yiwei blinked her brown lashes, looking at the slightly bowed shoulders before her. His usually immaculate long hair was somewhat disheveled, draped over his shoulders. She saw those hair tips showing layers of snow color.

Lou Xi, only about thirty, Lou Xi whose hair had been ink-black—sometime unknown, his hair had frosted.

Looking at that touch of frost, Di Yiwei suddenly said: “This posture of yours—many times before I wondered if you wanted to hug me.”

Lou Xi paused slightly, then said softly: “Then—may I hug you?”

Di Yiwei said: “If you really want to.”

Lou Xi stepped forward and opened his arms, embracing Di Yiwei.

He held her so carefully yet so forcefully. Twenty years of yearning like a dream that could never be realized, daily wandering in his heart. Then this day, amid ground covered in blood and mud, his dream was suddenly opened by heavenly light, touching warmth within his embrace.

So the person in his arms was so small, like a cloud—too much force would make her scatter.

In imagination she would certainly be wreathed in faint tobacco smoke, but now that scent seemed too faint, mixed with her own light soap fragrance, becoming a pleasant yet cold breath. He tried hard to find that familiar tobacco aroma—as if finding it would mean the twenty years of life spent standing behind her watching her hold a pipe still existed, hadn’t slipped through his fingers.

But Di Yiwei buried against his shoulder suddenly asked: “That letter—you wrote it?”

Lou Xi stopped slightly: “Yes.”

“The lists of Liaodong and Western Rong scouts and spies—you leaked them.”

“Yes.”

“Just to get me?”

Both their bodies suddenly stirred.

Lou Xi’s answer came slowly, his voice seeming somewhat broken: “…Yes.”

In the distance, Tie Ci standing with hands behind her back suddenly slowly raised her gaze over the jagged cliffs on both sides to that line of deep blue sky.

The sky was already split by cliff edges, dawn light splashing on those serrated borders, the surging colors like blood.

Di Yiwei and Lou Xi said nothing more.

They pressed shoulder to shoulder, head to head, for a long time.

Much later, Lou Xi finally raised his head. Like Di Yiwei’s habit, he squinted as if suddenly unable to see clearly this Di Yiwei in bloody daylight.

The sunlight was too intense—she was transparent in the uniform brightness, her entire being ethereal as if about to dissolve in the sunlight.

This was his beloved, from first sight to lifelong.

Countless days and nights of tossing and turning, the heart-fire of unrequited love burning until finally days became black, poisonous juice. He threw back his head and drank poison, falling into a mad, dark abyss.

Madly writing, madly striking, madly walking to face her, watching her lose her army and suffer humiliation, waiting for her wings to break completely so she’d fall wearily into his embrace.

Finally he got this embrace—afterward mountains and rivers would be desolate, his arms forever empty.

He said: “Bury me at the highest point of Other Mountain. Facing away from the main camp.”

He was used to following her—after losing her he’d certainly lose direction. Even in death, he wanted to remain one foot behind her.

Yet he had no face to see these vast comrades—he didn’t deserve to look down on them.

She said: “Mm.”

He said: “Don’t forget me.”

She said: “Mm.”

He said: “No, forget me instead. I don’t want you to remember me, especially the recent events.”

She said: “Mm.”

His chin rested on her shoulder—the closest position in his lifetime. He’d thought of this day and night, using every means, seeking just one glance without regret.

Now truly arriving, he didn’t know if he regretted it.

Was it using any means for just one glance, one moment of brilliance more beautiful than a lifetime of satisfaction?

Or standing eternally in flowing time, waiting for a possible or impossible backward glance, peacefully completing this life?

Regret or no regret—it no longer mattered.

His voice gradually grew light and shallow. Wind slowed its pace, butterflies folded their wings, flowers paused half-bloomed.

“…I only hate that you never loved me in this life.”

Di Yiwei didn’t continue answering.

She quietly lowered her eyes, silently counting his breaths in her heart.

One, two, three.

Until wind rolled again, and in that wind was no longer the familiar rhythm and breath.

Only then did she say: “No.”

“I have loved you.”

“Never stopped.”

“That day seeing that beautiful youth, I said ‘truly handsome.’ You were one step behind me.”

“You don’t know—I was thinking then, how would you react?”

“Would you be jealous?”

“Would jealousy drive you to rush into my tent that night and say things that should or shouldn’t be said?”

“Just like that young couple.”

“Though I didn’t hope for it, I actually knew—I’d been waiting ten years for that sentence from you.”

“Finally, I got your reaction.”

I waited half a lifetime for your courage. Your courage turned out to be a tide accumulated over ten years, daily beating empty against the dam—once the dam broke, turbid waves reached the sky, toppling everything.

So this was fate.

Fate was written full of our entanglement, every sentence an ominous prophecy.

She lowered her eyes.

Lou Xi slept against her shoulder, skin cold and white, long dense lashes lowered against her neck.

She turned her head and gently kissed his lashes.

Someone approached and gently took Lou Xi.

“Bury him on the mountaintop.”

“Yes.”

Di Yiwei said nothing more and didn’t look back. She slowly walked toward Tie Ci, treading on ground covered in red—that bright color held both Xiao family personal troops’ blood and Lou Xi’s.

The ten thousand troops fell silent, watching their female commander step by step, wide sleeves hanging down, revealing blade tips that dripped thick blood drop by drop with her pace.

Tie Ci silently watched her walk step by step, feeling in a trance that something had ended.

In that departed era were youthful passion, battlefield comradeship, life-and-death trust, silent devotion, the most brilliant and vibrant mark of one person’s life—in that dark, bloody world like an eternal lamp, its small light forever bright.

Then one day, she bent down, lowered her head, and gently blew it out.

Past events became ashes.

Chapter 256: Borrowing Troops
In the main camp, Di Yiwei spread out a map and discussed the upcoming deployment with the generals.

Tie Ci only listened silently without interjecting. The officers were initially somewhat uncomfortable, but seeing that she truly kept her word and did not interfere with military affairs, they relaxed considerably.

Only then did everyone realize that Di Yiwei was indeed prepared for a major battle. The military granary in nearby Yong Ping city had sufficient provisions, the result of years of military farming and land reclamation. The main granary and fodder yards were well-stocked. From Cangtan Pass to the Yong Ping-Kaiping line, many small military supply depots had also been built, ensuring supplies along the way in case of urgent marches. Di Yiwei not only ordered soldiers to farm, but also planted miscellaneous grains and cotton to trade with civilians for grain, ensuring that in a sudden major war, they would not suffer setbacks due to inadequate military supplies.

Di Yiwei’s military granaries also served as small garrison points. These garrison points had not been noticed by Huang Ming, Xiao Chang and others. After Cangtan Pass was breached, countless civilians fled, and these small garrison points took in many refugees, transporting them to safe areas in the rear. News was slowly filtering in at this time.

Only now did everyone learn that Liaodong had entered the territory under the pretext of “eliminating rebels,” claiming that Liang Shiyi, the Grand Commander of Xining Pass, had rebelled and fled toward Cangtan Pass after his defeat, so the Liaodong army had “mistakenly entered Cangtan Pass.”

It could be imagined that once Da Qian could not form effective defense and counterattack, Liaodong’s “rebel elimination” operation would continue endlessly, advancing from Cangtan toward Yong Ping, changing from a probe into a true plunder.

Tie Ci listened, sighing inwardly that Da Qian was both fortunate and unfortunate in this affair. Unfortunate because Cangtan should never have fallen originally, and the cautious Di Yiwei had made preparations; unfortunate because at this critical moment, certain people were still plotting to disrupt the army, seizing Di Yiwei’s authority and transferring away her troops, leading to Liaodong cavalry charging straight in with Da Qian’s northern border gates wide open.

Fortunately, Di Yiwei had returned in time. Tie Ci listened to her calmly deploying troops, feeling somewhat reassured. While thinking about how to ask Di Yiwei to lend her troops later, she walked to the tent edge and saw academy students bustling about, entering and leaving various military camp tents.

Di Yiwei went out for a while to check the preparation of supplies and provisions. When she returned, she said: “After we entered the tent earlier, Rong Pu spoke to the soldiers for a while. There’s no need to elaborate, but essentially it was intimidation combined with winning them over, explaining the stakes to the soldiers and making them keep completely silent about your order today to execute the Xiao family’s personal troops, unifying their story.”

Tie Ci smiled.

“The soldiers are actually fine, since they were the ones who acted. If word gets out, they’ll be the first to die. But Rong Pu’s warning was very timely, otherwise these rough men might not know the gravity and treat this matter as bragging material to show off outside.” Di Yiwei said, “Moreover, he just asked me to send people to deal with those escaped Xiao family personal troops.”

Tie Ci’s smile faded and she said nothing.

“He also had academy students visit officers at all levels in the camp one by one, persuading them to jointly impeach the Xiao family.” Di Yiwei smiled. “Rong Pu is truly a born treacherous minister. He directly wrote a petition and asked everyone to sign it one by one, not missing a single person.”

Tie Ci smiled slightly.

Whether willing or unwilling, he had forcibly bound everyone to the chariot against the Xiao family. Once everyone signed, today’s events could be suppressed.

She could imagine how Rong Pu’s petition would be written. The responsibility for losing Cangtan Pass, the annihilation of the Xiao family’s personal troops, Xiao Chang’s death—naturally each would have someone to take the blame.

This was not clean work that she could not do, but someone had to do it. She hadn’t expected Rong Pu to say nothing and silently do it for her.

Di Yiwei said behind her: “He’s quite thoughtful.”

There was a faint melancholy in her tone.

Tie Ci didn’t respond to this, saying: “I came too late and caused the Commander to suffer so much.”

Di Yiwei said: “You should regret that you didn’t see my good figure.”

Tie Ci smiled and said: “Aren’t the bathhouses in the north quite famous? When we return, you can invite me to bathe, and won’t I see it then?”

The two looked at each other and smiled.

Two women with strong hearts simply brushed aside the enormous humiliation that no woman in this world could bear.

Di Yiwei said: “The northern bathhouses are truly wonderful places. After we drive back those hairy bears from Liaodong, I’ll take you there. Inside there’s not only back scrubbing and foot massage, but also song, dance, wine, food, and various entertainments, plus beautiful young male attendants…” She winked at Tie Ci, “But your… oh right, where is your person?”

Tie Ci said: “Speaking of this, I was just about to ask the Commander—I need to borrow troops.”

…

“Report—”

The messenger’s voice penetrated the hall with great force.

The generals in the hall all looked up with surprised expressions.

The hall was discussing the army’s next moves. Some proposed taking advantage of Di Yiwei being stripped of power and the border soldiers’ low morale to advance triumphantly. Even if they couldn’t take all of Da Qian, they should swallow the northern lands and seize this fertile territory, superior to their harsh borderlands. With good management in the future, Liaodong would have the opportunity to completely annex Da Qian.

Others argued that Di Yiwei had not gone to the capital, and might make a comeback at any time. As long as she was there, the success at Cangtan Pass would not continue. With an overextended battle line, once deadlocked, the Liaodong army could very well be trapped in the northern lands.

They were arguing inconclusively when they heard this report.

“Report to Your Majesty! Di Yiwei has returned to Yong Ping army. The right army of thirty thousand and three thousand from Scorpion Camp have now left their positions!”

The generals turned their heads one after another.

“Also, Da Qian’s Crown Princess has appeared in Yong Ping army and is reportedly going to personally campaign at Cangtan!”

This time no one could sit still, and they rose abruptly.

“Is this true? What about Xiao Chang and Huang Ming?”

“Unknown. But on the day Di Yiwei returned, there was unusual activity in the main camp, with black smoke covering the sun and sounds of killing without end.”

The crowd looked at each other, and someone said: “Could Di Yiwei have killed both Xiao Chang and Huang Ming?”

“That’s impossible! Those were people from the Xiao family faction. If Di Yiwei opposed the Xiao family, she wouldn’t have peace later either.”

“Isn’t there the Crown Princess backing her up?”

“What kind of thing is that? A puppet. Coming to Yong Ping, she’s nothing but a decoration. They said she was there before, and now that she’s foolishly trying to campaign personally, perfect—kill Da Qian’s heir and let them fall into chaos. We can seize several more cities.”

“Not appropriate, not appropriate.”

“What’s inappropriate? Don’t tell me you’re afraid of that Crown Princess?”

“What nonsense—who’s afraid of her? It’s just that since Di Yiwei has regained military authority and is counterattacking Cangtan so quickly, the Yong Ping line can no longer be breached. As I said before, though Liang Shiyi was defeated and fled, he still has remaining troops. If they collude with someone in the rear to cause trouble, we’ll be attacked from both sides…”

Everyone found this reasonable and nodded, knowing that “the rear” referred to the Second Prince still confined in the cold palace. Now that the King had left Ruzhou to eliminate Liang Shiyi and attack Da Qian, if the Second Prince colluded with the desperate Liang family…

But they heard the person above say: “Seize Da Qian’s northern lands early, then turn back to sweep away Liang Shiyi. How could there be an attack from both sides?”

Once the King said this, everyone fell silent. After a long while, someone said quietly: “But since Di Yiwei has returned, Yong Ping is impregnable. To ‘resolve it quickly’—how easy is that…”

The person above smiled leisurely: “Really? Not easy?”

…

In the northwest corner of Yong Ping main camp was the place for detaining guilty soldiers and prisoners. Di Yiwei maintained strict military discipline, so this temporary prison was usually empty.

Today it held two prisoners—Cui Shi and Huang Ming, imprisoned east and west respectively.

Huang Ming was badly burned, lying on the plank bed moaning. Cui Shi clearly looked like a weak and cowardly scholar, pale-faced and crouching in the corner of his cell.

The guarding soldiers’ hearts were with the battle ahead, eagerly anticipating defeating Liaodong and earning military merit, but they were assigned to watch these two unlucky things, putting them in a foul mood.

Therefore, although Chi Xue had repeatedly instructed them to guard carefully when she came over, the soldiers nodded and agreed on the surface but were quite dismissive in their hearts.

They all felt the Crown Princess was wise and mighty, but her attendants lacked boldness.

Even so, due to strict military orders, the ten guarding soldiers still divided into two shifts, guarding the only exit to the death.

No one noticed the joy in Huang Ming’s eyes when he saw Cui Shi being taken away.

At midnight, one shift slept while the other remained at the door.

A black shadow drifted out from the eastern cell, floating through the dark corridor, floating past Huang Ming’s cell.

Huang Ming was in too much pain to sleep. Seeing the black shadow approach, he waved without surprise, whispering: “Cui Shi, you came to save me? Quick, quick.”

The black shadow stopped outside the bars, the black robe moving slightly as a ghostly smell dispersed.

The soldiers a few steps away heard vague movement inside and walked over, but before getting close, they suddenly collapsed.

Huang Ming chuckled and sat up from the plank bed, saying: “Is this the demon-expelling poison you mentioned?”

“No.”

“Then what about the catalyst you said you planted? Why hasn’t it taken effect yet? How exactly do you control it? I’ve already arranged for cotton clothes to be brought to Yong Ping as you requested—they’ll arrive soon. Quick, tell me the method of control so we can still turn things around. Then the army will be our dogs, you’ll be a hero in the Empress Dowager’s eyes, and you can have as much rank, fame, and property as you want!”

Huang Ming eagerly stretched out his hands, as if he could grasp the grand promises Cui Shi had painted for him.

Cui Shi also reached out, placing something in his palm.

“What is this…” Huang Ming watched wide-eyed as the thing, like a glob of snot or spit, suddenly disappeared into his palm. Then he suddenly jumped up, all the blood in his body seeming to rush to his face, burning hot. His throat wheezed out breath like charcoal fire. He clutched his throat, convulsed, and fell down.

Cui Shi watched him coldly throughout. After he curled up like a red shrimp and stopped moving, hearing the footsteps of the changing guard approaching outside, he walked out again without haste.

Moments later, four more corpses lay on the ground.

Cui Shi had changed into ordinary soldier’s clothing and was being led out by the sole surviving soldier.

Walking toward the camp exit, nighttime movement in the main camp was forbidden, so they were naturally stopped and questioned repeatedly, but each time they were smoothly let through. After passing checkpoints, they walked farther and farther.

In the night, everything was quiet and orderly.

Only faintly, with the footsteps, came a tiny jingling sound.

…

Tie Ci was currently heading to the drill ground to inspect the distribution of new cotton clothes.

The soldiers’ cotton clothes had been worn for three years and should be uniformly replaced this year. Di Yiwei had previously submitted reports to the Ministry of Personnel and Ministry of Revenue, but approval was repeatedly delayed. The Ministry of Revenue claimed no money, the Ministry of War said to wear them another year.

After Huang Ming and Xiao Chang arrived, to win hearts and minds, they promised new cotton clothes for everyone this year, plus an additional set of leather armor. And they moved quickly—it had already been transported and distributed in recent days. Today was the last two camps collecting theirs.

Since these were things given by Huang Ming and Xiao Chang, Tie Ci came to see personally, fearing problems.

She also brought Rong Pu along, since he had experience with poisons.

When leaving the tent, Rong Pu took her hand, saying: “I haven’t taken your pulse in a long time. That needle in Xi Rong’s royal city—I don’t know how effective it really was.”

Tie Ci didn’t refuse, saying: “I haven’t thanked you yet for taking the risk on the palace wall. I heard you were injured then—are you better now?”

Rong Pu shifted his boot, saying: “Naturally I’m better.”

Tie Ci glanced at him without speaking, slowing her pace.

While such flesh wounds would only take her a day or two to heal, Rong Pu was different. The young master was delicate with a weak constitution. After being injured and then urgently chasing after her without proper rest, clearly he still hadn’t healed.

But Tie Ci didn’t expose this.

Rong Pu had already sensed the Crown Princess’s consideration. He looked at her with smiling eyes, that glance hesitant to speak, making Tie Ci’s whole body tense. She quickly averted her gaze, but saw Rong Pu frowning again: “That needle of mine was indeed treating symptoms, not the root.”

“Hmm?”

“You’ve been traveling, fighting, rushing about, anxious, without rest for a long time, extremely exhausted.” Rong Pu said, “I can sense your meridians have that blocked feeling again. I don’t know if it will affect your gifted abilities.”

“Why is my teleportation ability the most prone to problems?”

“Because teleportation consumes the most and is used most often.” Rong Pu said, “Though gifted abilities seem not to require true force to drive them, they actually operate and burst forth through true force. The stability of true qi circulation determines the stability of your gifted abilities. Any ability requires enormous true force support. Obviously as your gifted abilities continue awakening, true force accumulation gradually cannot support them… The so-called ‘extremes lead to reversal’—Your Highness, I suggest you stop activating your gifted abilities.”

“You think I want to?” Tie Ci smiled bitterly. “At first I needed to manually circulate true qi and risk reversing the flow to awaken clairvoyance; later it became automatically reversing true qi flow during life-and-death moments; then it became opening whenever I had strong desires as true qi flowed; last time it seemed I activated it just by getting angry; going forward, will I activate it by sighing, eating, or drinking water?”

Rong Pu clearly hadn’t expected such a situation. After thinking for a long time, he sighed: “Misfortune depends on fortune, fortune depends on misfortune.”

“Where in this world is there eternal luck?” Tie Ci agreed. “Is there any solution?”

“There’s a method to try. The prescription requires herbs I happened to collect completely during the Xi Rong trip. Once I prepare the medicine, combined with…”

“How long will it take?” Tie Ci interrupted.

“At least half a month…”

“Then there’s no time.” Tie Ci interrupted again, striding forward.

“Your Highness!” Rong Pu caught up. “You shouldn’t personally take the battlefield. Commanding from the rear would actually reassure everyone more. This time would be perfect for me to treat you. Otherwise, letting it drag on, who knows when it will bring you disaster, like last time in Xi Rong…”

“I know, I understand, but I truly have no time. After this battle, once I resolve the problem, I’ll definitely treat it properly.”

“Your Highness, has something happened to Rong Wei?”

Tie Ci stopped walking.

Rong Pu was unwilling to voice this guess, but he had never seen such anxiety in Tie Ci’s eyes.

In others’ eyes, Tie Ci was that composed, noble Crown Princess, unmoved by the eight winds, even her steps and stride length identical.

But only he could see clearly that beneath that composed exterior, in the Crown Princess’s eyes, ice stretched for thousands of miles while fire burned unextinguished.

What could make her, who always put the greater good first, so worried and regardless of danger, racing forward like her life depended on it, could only be that person.

A bitter taste rose in his heart, but it instantly calmed.

He wanted to be a famous minister who would go down in history, a meritorious official whose portrait would hang first in the hall of achievements, not a petty jealous man.

He had chosen Da Qian’s sole and destined first heir, embarking on a different path from his father and grandfather. The Rong family’s chariot rumbled toward danger, while he stood in place, raising his arms against the wind, trying to turn the tide.

Before that, he would always stand by her side, through ten thousand miles of rivers and mountains, a thousand changes in the mortal world, blood, fire, stars, and frost—experiencing them all.

After a moment of jealousy, what needed to be done still had to be done.

He said: “Then Your Highness, let me perform acupuncture to minimize the intensity and possibility of episodes as much as possible.”

“Very good.”

“But it can’t be done gradually—it may be quite painful.”

“No matter.”

Brief silence.

Rong Pu seemed to finally make up his mind.

“Your Highness, there’s something I should have mentioned before…”

Tie Ci cut off his words: “Are you going to tell me Rong Wei’s true identity?”

Rong Pu wasn’t surprised by her perceptiveness, but under her gaze he had some difficulty breathing. For a moment he somewhat regretted this.

Some things shouldn’t involve too much personal interest, otherwise if bad consequences arose someday, no one could bear the responsibility.

He said: “Your Highness, I think this matter should be clarified…”

Tie Ci raised her palm, stopping his words.

“Don’t, don’t say it.”

Rong Pu was startled.

Tie Ci had clearly inquired about Rong Wei’s identity multiple times. What woman wouldn’t be curious about her lover’s identity?

Why now, when he was about to speak, was she unwilling to listen?

Tie Ci glanced at the darkness, silent for a moment, then lowered her eyelashes: “I’ll ask him myself.”

Rong Pu said no more.

After brief silence, they changed the subject.

“Earlier when I was treating injured soldiers in the main camp, I discovered something rather strange.”

“Hmm?”

“Their pulses were slightly stringy and choppy, tongues quite pale. When questioned, they reported occasional nausea, palpitations, and anxiety recently. Observing their pulse indicated exhaustion syndrome. My teacher said all accumulated illnesses arise from deficiency. But these northern soldiers train regularly and eat normally—where would deficiency come from? And to encounter two with the same symptoms…”

Tie Ci said: “Is it serious?”

“Extremely mild, so mild that ordinary military doctors definitely wouldn’t notice. Even one night of poor sleep could cause such pulse patterns. I just found it suspicious that two consecutive patients had the same symptoms…”

Someone approached from the roadside, interrupting their conversation. It was Qi Yuansi, holding a small cloth bundle, offering it to Tie Ci.

He was returning the treasure armor.

Tie Ci was about to accept it when she saw several riders galloping into camp, hurrying toward the main tent. Looking at their rear military flags, clearly the Liaodong army had unusual movements. Soon Di Yiwei came looking for her with people, and after hastily speaking for a few sentences, Tie Ci pondered briefly, raised an eyebrow and said: “Don’t return the treasure armor to me yet—I have another use for it.”

She also said to Rong Pu: “Emergency military situation. The Liaodong garrison at Cangtan Pass has unusual activity. Prince Da’an and his main camp may not be at Cangtan. We must lead troops to campaign. Everyone will be bait for each other—let’s see who bites through whose mouth. You wait well in camp. When the army returns, give everyone a thorough examination.”

After speaking, she hurried to inspect the cotton clothes. Rong Pu watched her retreating figure and the soldiers around busily preparing for battle as usual, an inexplicable shadow passing through his heart.

Suddenly he saw Xia Houchun strolling over leisurely, joining him in watching Tie Ci’s departing figure.

Rong Pu said: “Commander Xia Hou was hiding in the darkness earlier. Why lurk around instead of showing yourself?”

“This old man originally came to discuss something with the Crown Princess, but overheard your conversation with her.” Xia Houchun smacked his lips. “Then this old man understood—better not to speak.”

He turned to look at Rong Pu: “Do you understand now?”

Rong Pu lowered his eyes.

He understood.

He and Xia Houchun had originally intended to say similar things.

Murong Yi was the son of the Liaodong King—what disaster could befall him?

Combined with Liaodong’s invasion, one couldn’t help but think of some conspiracy against the Crown Princess.

All this could be a trap, gaping wide, waiting for the Crown Princess to throw herself into the net.

They had wanted to persuade the Crown Princess not to step into it.

However, the Crown Princess was perceptive and understood immediately. Since Rong Pu suddenly brought up Feiyu’s identity under these circumstances, it meant this identity was disadvantageous to him and her, possibly affecting her determination to save him and interfering with her decision to rescue him.

What she was about to do was extremely difficult, requiring unwavering courage and unrelenting determination.

This time, she didn’t want to consider any factors like “the greater good, identity, inside information.”

Having struggled half her life, she always thought carefully when encountering problems, but this time, she didn’t want to think about anything.

She only wanted to save him.

She was unwilling to listen further.

Chapter 257: Golden Armor
Although the cotton clothes were somewhat roughly stitched due to the rush in production, when the stitching was torn open for close inspection, the cotton filling was thick and fluffy, and the fabric was sturdy and durable—truly good goods without any adulteration.

The soldiers cast puzzled glances. Tie Ci put down the cotton clothes and signaled to continue distribution.

Since they were good items related to the soldiers’ welfare, she had no reason to obstruct.

But her heart still harbored some indescribable unease.

Just then, she heard the news from the prison.

By the time she hurried over, Di Yiwei was already there, drawing on her smoke pipe at the fastest speed possible, carefully examining the corpses.

Tie Ci smelled the heavy smoke on her—she was smoking even more fiercely this time.

She was considering replacing Di Yiwei’s opium paste. Having gone through such tremendous hardships to obtain this commander, and still hoping to join hands with her to purify the court and benefit women throughout the realm, if she were to be ruined early by opium, that would be too great a loss.

The death states of the corpses on the ground made her eyes narrow.

Because each person died differently—some bodies were completely red, some deathly pale, some colorfully mottled like a dye shop had exploded, and some had already begun rotting.

Huang Ming died in his cell. When discovered, he was still smoking as if burned alive, but there were no scorch marks on his body.

Cui Shi and one of the soldiers were missing.

Di Yiwei swept a glance and immediately said: “Seal the main camp—entry permitted, exit forbidden. Search immediately for Xu Dalin and Cui Shi, and send a hundred men out of camp to search. Inform everyone that if they spot the targets, notify the main camp but do not act rashly.”

Her subordinates took the orders and left. Only then did Di Yiwei say: “How did they die? Such a variety of death states.”

Tie Ci said: “The perpetrator wanted to conceal his methods, so he created all these variations. But precisely because of this, it proves all the more that everyone died from the same method.”

Chi Xue suddenly said: “Poison.”

“Who’s using poison?” Tie Ci looked at the person who died in mottled colors. “This looks like the Poison Maniac’s poison, but you said he was already dead, and that it was his disciple who killed him…”

She stopped speaking, seeing Chi Xue’s face slowly turn pale.

“Cui Shi,” she said.

…

A hundred li from Cangtan Pass, there was an ancient valley. Originally a valley between two mountains with a gentle river flowing through—also a strategic military location in the north. Later, due to earthquakes, the two mountains grew farther apart, the river broke several times, and eventually formed very strange terrain. The ground was uneven, streams appeared and disappeared, and walking through it, one would either suddenly fall into deep pits or tumble into rivers, or even fall into waterfalls formed by ground elevation differences. Over time, this pass was abandoned and few people came here normally.

But if one could cross this chaotic rocky beach, beyond lay broad smooth roads leading directly to Gugu City, the closest city to Cangtan.

At dusk, teams suddenly appeared on that plain.

Quite a number—a full ten thousand troops appearing on this long-abandoned ancient road plain seemed rather突兀.

At the very front of the mighty procession flew the ordinary Yong Ping army banner. Some common people passing by in the distance saw this and knew it was probably the Yong Ping garrison army going to retake Da Qian territory at Cangtan Pass.

But this army was different from usual. Di Yiwei of Yong Ping army was a miser who disliked pomp and ostentation. Her officers and soldiers were all very plain. People were accustomed to seeing the drab Yong Ping army, but today’s troops had brand new, bright banners, weapons gleaming like snow, soldiers in fresh armor, and even their horses were famous steeds and black horses raised in the largest horse ranch of the Chiyuan Regional Administration.

Beneath the banner was a white horse, upon which sat a young general in brilliant golden armor. Slender waist, long legs, black boots below the armor skirt inlaid with bronze boot tips, bright red plume on the helmet—just seeing the back view made one feel spirited and dashing.

The general was surrounded by more personal guards than usual, weapons in formation, banners like a forest.

The young general gazed at the scenery ahead—this was Wuse Plain. The earth’s qi was cold, and those springs and flying waterfalls of bygone days were now frozen, embedded among the earthen yellow and gray-white slopes and various colored stones, truly resembling a vividly colored ground relief sculpture. Directly ahead of the army was a waterfall of modest height, terraced in form and extending dozens of zhang, also frozen into a smooth ice mirror that vaguely reflected the army’s shadow.

Truly a wondrous sight.

The young general didn’t spare it a second glance, raising the whip to urge the horse forward.

This force had elite troops and fine horses, and was about to sweep across the plain.

Suddenly came a “whoosh” sound. Everyone looked up to see dark clouds rising on the horizon. Looking again, those weren’t clouds but countless black arrow shafts covering half the sky.

“Enemies—”

“Protect—”

The arrows came from overhead, and in that overhead direction was the frozen waterfall.

Then everyone saw countless black meteors sliding down from the waterfall, swift as lightning like riding a slide, wave after wave sliding down. Called sliding, but from below it looked like flying—just in the sky a moment ago, suddenly near at hand. They could see these were flat sleds like snowboards, each carrying three people: the frontmost holding spears, the middle one wielding sabers, the last standing with bow drawn full.

Da Qian’s army had never seen such formation and composition. In the blink of an eye, those troops would slide right up to them.

One could imagine those long spears at the front would surely topple a batch of people.

The sabers in the middle would behead those who fell.

The arrows at the rear would shoot down the survivors.

One encounter could completely rout an army.

Da Qian soldiers were still dodging and responding to the arrow rain. Trying to retreat now was too late. Before the ice waterfall, terrified eyes could be vaguely seen.

Then a figure flashed like bright sunlight gleaming across snow.

Suddenly appearing at the front of the ice ditch at the bottom of the ice waterfall, where years of water flow had accumulated into a stream, then frozen into thick ice layers.

That ice was so thick that even attacking it with iron picks would only create shallow pits.

That slender figure in golden armor appeared very abruptly, as if having always stood upon that ice ditch. A flash of blue-green light in hand, facing the sliding thousands of troops, drew a long horizontal line.

Like drawing a dividing line on a desk, like children drawing lines for hopscotch.

As if this childish motion, this void stroke, could block the fierce army surging like a gale.

The frontmost soldiers already showed mockery in their eyes.

Even a hundred men chiseling for an hour might not crack open this ice ditch. What fool was this, thinking such a light stroke could split it open?

Did they think they were the Thunder God or Lightning Mother?

A white light flashed, crackling continuously in the air.

Like countless oil pots exploding.

“Crack!” A sound.

A fissure appeared lightning-fast beneath her feet, instantly splitting into a long ditch!

The frontmost soldiers showed terror in their eyes.

How was this possible!

Worse, countless people sliding down wave after wave created vibrations that accelerated the fissure’s collapse. In the blink of an eye, the thin crack became a chi-wide ditch.

The golden-armored figure was no longer in place.

But no Liaodong troops noticed this detail. The frontmost soldiers were already shouting: “Stop! Stop!”

They frantically grabbed the braking spikes equipped beside their sleds, but how could they stop in time?

The sleds hit the fissure—those that got stuck stuck, those that flipped flipped. The disadvantage of excessive speed now showed; no one could check their momentum. Before those in front could get up, those following had already crashed into them. Banging and screaming sounds continued as countless Liaodong soldiers layered like waves crashing against a beach, piling on top of each other, with more and more joining the collision.

Da Qian soldiers naturally wouldn’t miss such a golden opportunity, having already charged forward with spears raised. The two armies, without even a word of challenge, crashed together like two massive tides.

The frontmost Liaodong soldiers, crushed at the very bottom, were now being cut down like melons and vegetables by Da Qian soldiers. These soldiers, accustomed to daily training on ice and snow, reacted quickly and immediately used their weapons to decisively shatter the ice beneath them, falling into the ice ditch to clear obstacles for the soldiers crashing down behind them. The following soldiers rode their sleds directly into the Da Qian soldiers’ formation.

Behind the Da Qian soldiers’ formation, Di Yiwei pulled down her face mask, pale eyes emotionless: “Spear formation, ready!”

The frontmost Da Qian soldiers charged forward, crouching in three ranks, long spears angled forward, aimed at the charging Liaodong soldiers. Dense like a field of dark green reeds.

Though the Liaodong soldiers had lost the initiative, their fierce nature drove them on. Facing the forest of spears, no one stopped, shooting down like arrows.

Shields in one hand, long sabers raised together like a snowy poplar grove.

Now to see whether Liaodong’s sabers were faster or Da Qian’s spears harder.

The Da Qian soldiers were somewhat nervous.

The Liaodong soldiers charging down with wind and snow created great pressure, while their spears were newly replaced and their numbers limited. A mere three-layer spear formation defense gave them no confidence they could block the Liaodong troops pouring down like a flood.

But they could not retreat. This was a strategy to lure the enemy. In this seemingly small army were their commander and the Crown Princess.

The Liaodong soldiers’ faces grew nearer. Their shields looked very solid, their flat long sabers particularly gleaming, appearing much sharper than their own blue-green spear points. The wind pulled those men’s faces into flat, vicious expressions full of killing intent.

No one spoke, no one retreated, only gripping their spears tighter.

Just an instant.

Thunderous collision.

Everything like a silent film.

In the silent film occurred what no one had expected.

The moment shields met spear points, it was like knives meeting paper shields. The shields were instantly torn apart. Those blue-green spear points seemed bewitched, easily penetrating two-inch-thick shields, then penetrating the soldier behind the shield, piercing through hard skull, stabbing into the second person’s brow, emerging from the back of his head, shooting into the third person’s throat.

One spear.

Red and white exploded like neon, spreading in layers above the blue-green spear points.

Borrowing incomparable sharpness and tremendous impact force, one spear penetrated the three-man formation on the sleds.

Instantly, countless giant human skewers appeared above the ice ditch.

The ice ditch fissure was soaked with blood, becoming a deep red glaze.

Above and below the ice waterfall, brief silence appeared.

The Liaodong soldiers were shocked; the Da Qian soldiers weren’t much better.

Many even blankly touched those spear points, wondering if they’d been bewitched.

The Liaodong soldiers rubbed their eyes, unable to believe how such killing weapons had suddenly appeared on the battlefield.

Only Di Yiwei’s voice remained steady and calm: “Kill!”

The greatly heartened Da Qian soldiers charged into the instantly scattered Liaodong soldiers, stepping over corpses to rush up the ice waterfall. Among them, the Scorpion Camp’s spearhead formation truly acted like a spear point, wherever they passed splitting formations like a blade. These soldiers excelled at close combat with vicious, ruthless methods. Fearing neither sword nor spear, they charged toward sharp edges. One soldier, enduring an enemy blade, leaped onto the opponent’s neck, legs exerting force to break the neck, smoothly reverse-stabbing with his knife to kill the enemy behind, while his other hand gouged out a charging soldier’s eye, then backhanded the corpse in his grip to knock down an oncoming man. Taking advantage of blocked vision, he treacherously shot a small arrow from his waist into the opponent’s abdomen. The returning knife spun close to the ground, severing two men’s tendons.

Six killed in an instant.

This was Scorpion Camp’s norm—their daily competition wasn’t who killed the most enemies, but who killed the most in the shortest time. In early battles with Dayan, the Dayan people would flee at the sight of Scorpion Camp and Blood Cavalry, not because they were cowards, but because even those accustomed to prolonged battlefield slaughter would shiver and feel cold terror facing Scorpion Camp’s killing methods. What was fearsome wasn’t death itself, but their callous disregard for life, their vicious inhumanity—not of this world.

The Scorpion Camp’s king warriors, after one battle, could wear ears dragged out a zhang long.

Endless slaughter created today’s illustrious reputation.

Di Yiwei’s warfare couldn’t be called full of cunning tactics—she simply trained her soldiers to the extreme, to what humans couldn’t achieve, to fearlessness. Under heaven’s myriad battle formations and changes, iron fists could break them all.

The Liaodong soldiers hadn’t expected these seemingly ordinary soldiers to be the world-famous Scorpion Camp.

Their killing momentum made even brave warriors fearful.

The earlier high-spirited charge from elevated position was forcibly suppressed by this wave of spear-skewered meat and killing display.

Black armor like rolling muddy currents gradually submerged the Liaodong soldiers’ white armor formation.

In the distance, someone fearfully lowered their telescope, turning to look behind: “Your Majesty! That is…”

The elder under the great banner looked both surprised and unsurprised: “Deep iron and Scorpion Camp. The Crown Princess indeed has deep iron weapons and was so generous as to give them directly to Di Yiwei.”

“Then we…”

“This king just received news that Qiu Wujiu was severely wounded by her and disappeared in the chaotic army.” Prince Da’an said slowly, “With Da Qian having such an heir, neighboring vassals and nations will have no peace. Even at the cost of formal war with Da Qian, this woman must be eliminated early.”

“Awaiting Your Majesty’s command.”

“Proceed as planned.”

“Yes.”

…

In the crowd, Tie Ci didn’t move.

She was waiting.

Waiting for the reaction brought by the deep iron weapons.

Beside her, Di Yiwei was also very quiet, smoke pipe resting at her waist, tapping it with her fingers.

Tie Ci suddenly turned to her: “Commander, for an excellent general, strategic vision is most important, isn’t it?”

“Of course.”

“So even if I act alone, the army shouldn’t change battle plans because of me. That’s a personal matter—no one should sacrifice for another’s private affairs. Commander Di, if anything happens, please don’t be affected and command the battle at your own pace.”

“Alright.”

Wild birds suddenly startled from the sky, fluttering over the mountain cliffs.

Two thunderous cannon blasts sounded behind and to both sides.

Tie Ci turned back to see two armies emerging from behind the rear mountain cliffs.

On the left, banners flew with the two large characters “Murong” prominently displayed. Under the banners, generals clustered around a vaguely visible man in black armor and deep red cloak, positioned in the center army.

On the right were all light cavalry, the type that executed charging and ramming missions. This kind of cavalry was fast but suffered heavy casualties. In the middle of the formation were vaguely two large carts that looked like they carried heavy supplies.

It appeared the left side was Prince Da’an’s personal arrival, while the right side looked like a suicide squad.

Tie Ci suddenly spurred her horse toward the left army.

Behind her followed a mighty force.

The army was all cavalry, sabers drawn and bows ready, killing intent fierce.

Both sides gasped—no one had expected the Crown Princess to charge out first like a suicide squad.

What was her hurry?

Didn’t they say a precious child shouldn’t sit under a dangerous wall? With her status, she should have been a mascot, commanding from the rear to boost morale and earn everyone’s tearful gratitude. Even personally taking the battlefield, she should have stayed protected in the center army. No one had ever seen someone of this status practically wanting to single-handedly hold a pass alone.

Though everyone acknowledged she had the ability to hold a pass alone or even take an enemy general’s head among thousands, the battlefield was perilous and ever-changing. If anything went wrong, the dynasty would have no heir!

Only a few knew what her hurry was.

Di Yiwei’s shout was rarely so loud: “Come back!”

I know you want to run, but you don’t need to run this fast—the formation here isn’t complete yet.

“I am the commanding general, I order you to come back!”

The golden-armored woman on horseback turned a deaf ear, only waving carelessly.

The army flanking from that side didn’t hesitate either, charging straight at Tie Ci. With a buzzing sound, arrow rain like dark clouds covered Tie Ci.

On horseback, Tie Ci crouched low, circled the horse, and directly transferred to beneath the horse’s belly, easily gripping the horse’s belly with both legs as the horse ran faster.

Beside her was another red horse with a black-armored woman standing on it, drawing her bow on the leaping horse back, shooting three arrows in succession from a great distance like a tireless archery machine.

This horsemanship, leg strength, and eyesight were all remarkable. The Liaodong soldiers also showed admiration, thus releasing arrows even faster.

The two horses advanced side by side. Those armored horses were also magnificent steeds, worthy of the words “swift as wind and lightning,” forcibly advancing against the arrow rain toward the center army.

Tie Ci suddenly leaped up, landing on her horse’s head, pausing briefly before flipping down before the arrow rain arrived.

Repeating this three times, her form was graceful, neat and dashing. The Liaodong army thought she was showing off and nearly cheered for her.

They charged wildly with Blood Cavalry following behind—one of Di Yiwei’s two trump cards, famous for long-distance raids, endurance, and leaving no survivors. Blood Cavalry always trained only on flat plains a hundred li from the main camp, so when Di Yiwei had troubles, Blood Cavalry wasn’t much affected, but appeared at the main camp immediately after Di Yiwei regained military authority.

Blood Cavalry in red clothes and red armor, wherever they passed like fire spreading across plains. Three thousand could run with the momentum of thirty thousand. Though their horses couldn’t match Tie Ci’s and Dan Shuang’s, they could keep up relentlessly.

Facing the oncoming arrow rain, Blood Cavalry acted like Tie Ci—all flipping over uniformly, transferring beneath their horses’ bellies. From afar, no one was visible on the horse backs, like a red ghost army.

When the two sides were about to collide, Blood Cavalry suddenly scattered. Everyone flipped up from beneath their horses’ bellies. After a whistle, silver light flashed and long serpents danced—their hands suddenly extended long chains, the chains flying in large circles, whistling as they wound toward the opposing cavalry’s horse legs and heads.

Cavalry generally wouldn’t use such long weapons—after all, one couldn’t leave the horse back, and overly long weapons would create passivity. For dense charging cavalry, flexible long weapons would entangle each other. No one had expected Blood Cavalry to use chain-like weapons. The well-trained Blood Cavalry were obviously very experienced—the countless silver circles they threw covered everything while never intersecting. Whistling sounds continued as they quickly entangled opponents. The clubs at the chain ends struck hard against enemies’ backs, heads, and arms—contact meant broken tendons and bones.

Just one charge filled the air with snapping and screaming. Another whistle, and Blood Cavalry retracted their chains, expressionlessly urging horses over corpses. Three to a group, silver light flowing on their chains, snapping together in mid-air, they raced around enemies. In the crossing movements, several enemies were bound together. Blood Cavalry didn’t pause, charging forward wildly. The chained cavalry were dragged down, strangled, trampled by hooves…

Like silver scythes cutting grain, falling in waves. The vanguard heavily damaged, flags signaling frantically in the rear. The Liaodong people, worthy of their reputation for warfare, quickly stabilized. The center army formation shifted, separating from the vanguard, creating distance from Blood Cavalry, choosing to suppress Blood Cavalry’s charge with dense arrow rain first.

The heavily armored elder under the great banner began retreating under escort.

The black-armored girl on the red horse suddenly flipped up, leaping over the horse’s head.

Several Blood Cavalry riders leaped up, using their bodies as bridges to support her.

Immediately arrows rained toward her like a storm.

The girl was armored from head to toe—black armor with an additional blue-green thin armor outside. Facing the oncoming arrow rain fearlessly, she steadily drew her bow toward the hastily retreating elder.

Someone in the crowd suddenly looked up with shocked eyes.

He recognized this thin armor!

How many days and nights in the tent, he had watched his master grind deep iron piece by piece, wearing the iron bar down to needles, fingers covered with accumulated scars, creating unparalleled sharp threads, then weaving them strand by strand into this thin armor.

Was it Ye Ci?!

No! This figure…

Opposite, the girl released her arm.

“Whoosh.”

The deep iron arrow flew like streaming light, alone meeting the arrow rain. Wherever it passed, sparks flew and wood chips scattered. Countless arrowheads exploded, arrow shafts shattered, creating a blank path through the arrow rain—the vacuum zone formed by the deep iron arrow breaking through air and obstacles. The next instant, that arrow reached the center army banner!

Still three chi from the banner, with a tearing sound, the great banner split in half.

The heavily armored elder below the banner looked up in shock.

Suddenly he grabbed the bound Mu Si behind him, holding him in front.

He grabbed so forcefully that he tore off half of Mu Si’s face mask. Slanted sunlight illuminated Mu Si’s suddenly raised face.

The black-clothed girl in mid-air was thunderstruck.

At the same time, someone cried out: “Where is that golden-armored woman from the beginning?!”

Chapter 258: Breaking Through Formations to Meet
In the distance, someone held a telescope high, watching the three battle zones.

Another said: “The Crown Princess has left her original formation.”

Someone said: “Her gifted abilities are truly formidable.”

One person said: “Still couldn’t fool her. With just one glance, how did she see through the fake king?”

Silence followed for a long while before someone said: “What good is finding the right one? Finding the right one only means walking into a death trap.”

The person holding the telescope laughed: “Yes, over ten thousand cavalry, already prepared. How could one person break through formations? Even if the Three Maniacs and Five Emperors came personally, they might not succeed. Moreover…”

One person said: “Moreover, there are so many backup plans waiting for her and Da Qian!”

Another said: “Father King, though victory is assured today, your son believes letting Murong Yi assassinate the Crown Princess could have variables. What if these two collude against Father King?”

After a moment of silence behind: “Then what do you think should be done?”

That person said ruthlessly: “Cut grass and eliminate roots! Xiao Shiba is ambitious and disrespects his elder brothers and royal father. Not killing him isn’t enough to appease public anger, not killing him isn’t enough to comfort the spirits of the brothers in heaven. If Father King cannot bear it, your son can do it for you…”

“Cut grass and eliminate roots?” The person behind laughed playfully. “Hmm? What roots?”

The speaker was choked into silence.

“Originally of the same root, why the urgent mutual destruction?” The person behind said coldly. “Though Eighteen lacks respect for ruler and father, you also lack brotherhood and kindness.”

“…Father King, forgive me!”

In deathly silence, after a long while, someone said faintly: “Bringing you to observe today’s battle isn’t for you to meddle and eliminate dissidents. I only want to tell you that having ambition is fine, but the bottom line must be loyalty to Liaodong. Once disloyal, the consequences are self-evident. Second Brother is so, you are so, and Murong Yi is also so.”

…

High above, cold wind whistled.

Figures flashed continuously in the air.

Tie Ci left her previous formation alone.

Just when she and Dan Shuang both dove beneath their horses’ bellies.

At the moment of charge, she had looked carefully—the person under the central army banner might not be Prince Da’an.

That person was indeed commanding the battle throughout and had the highest level of protection, but the reason she charged at the front, flipping onto her horse’s head several times, was to see the opponent clearly earlier.

She focused on the opponent’s shoulder. She remembered reading Prince Da’an of Liaodong’s biography, which said he was once pierced through the shoulder bone by a stray arrow in battle, with a wound large as a child’s fist that took a year to heal.

Such an injury would definitely leave scars on the bone.

However, the person under the banner had completely undamaged shoulder bones.

When she flipped down from her horse’s head for the last time, she decisively disappeared.

She left the assassination to Dan Shuang.

Dan Shuang wore the treasure armor—when Qi Yuansi hurried back to return it, she had a sudden inspiration and forced Dan Shuang to put it on.

Anyone who could command under the central army banner, even if not Prince Da’an, was a Liaodong general. Killing a general was also good.

This was her own decision, made without consulting anyone, so Blood Cavalry also remained there to completely deal with that main camp infantry.

Her rescue of her beloved could not be cushioned with ordinary soldiers’ lives.

She believed in herself.

The moment she left, Qi Yuansi, who had been following her charge, noticed something. Looking up, he saw the golden-armored woman on the white horse ahead had indeed disappeared.

Looking around, seeing no trace, he sighed slightly in his heart.

Just like this—impossible to pursue, leaving one powerless.

An enemy blade slashed toward him. He dodged, drew his blade, the blade light swirling into a white vortex that ground out a bloody head from the whirlpool.

Someone beside him shouted in joy. He sheathed and drew his blade again, smiling slightly as he remembered Rong Pu’s words back at Fushan.

Yes, not being able to catch up to her didn’t matter. Staying in place, blooming with his own light—she would surely see it, wouldn’t she?

…

Figures flickered seemingly present and absent in the air—that was Tie Ci.

Her chest suddenly tightened, her vision blurred slightly, and she appeared at the very rear of that Liaodong cavalry unit.

So the guards and Blood Cavalry who had followed her charge were now separated from her by an entire army. She had to rely completely on herself to fight through.

She sighed slightly in her heart, not surprised.

Long-distance rushing, repeatedly using teleportation, plus using lightning abilities—the consumption was too great, and problems finally arose.

The position of those two large carts was at the front of the formation. She had appeared at the rear of the formation. With the formation turning to surround her, fighting all the way through would be quite difficult.

She used herself as bait to lure Prince Da’an forward, then used deep iron weapons to entice him to appear. Yong Ping army’s use of deep iron weapons proved Zhao San’s words—capturing this Yong Ping army and capturing her would get the weapons.

As long as Prince Da’an listened to Zhao San’s words, even with only thirty percent belief, he should bring Feiyu and definitely carry him personally.

Finding Prince Da’an meant finding Feiyu.

Killing Prince Da’an would save Feiyu.

At this moment, someone turned around, discovered an extra person behind, and cried out loudly.

The well-trained Liaodong army immediately had the front ranks become rear ranks, while archers split left and right to surround Tie Ci.

But before the encirclement formed, the person surrounded in the middle had already disappeared.

The next moment, Tie Ci appeared in the crowd with fast-moving cavalry on both sides.

A cavalryman was charging toward his target when he suddenly felt something wrong. Turning his head, he saw golden armor beside him. Instinctively raising his spear to stab, the cavalryman on Tie Ci’s other side also noticed and thrust his spear like lightning.

Tie Ci reached out, grabbing both spears with left and right hands. With an aerial flip, she caused both mounted cavalrymen to flip as well. Swinging both arms, she simultaneously hurled both cavalrymen out, scraping past the spear points of cavalrymen ahead. Iron armor and spear points created a trail of sparks from metal friction, toppling a continuous line of men.

Tie Ci mounted a horse, one hand still controlling another horse. Nearby cavalrymen charged over and were again disarmed by Tie Ci. With a backhand spring, she knocked the cavalryman off his horse, and the reins of another horse also came into her hands.

She transferred all reins to her right hand, taking a coil of rope from her back with her left hand, shaking it open with a whoosh.

Rope shadows created vortex-like light patterns in the air. Under the vortex, riders closed their eyes and lowered heads. Unexpectedly, their arms tightened—the outermost two riders’ spear points were already entangled by rope circles. The riders hurriedly tried to retrieve them, but Tie Ci yanked with one arm. The riders felt tremendous force surge forth, watching helplessly as spear points slipped from their hands. The rope writhed like a serpent, whistling in a circle, retracting, and a bundle of spears flew skyward. Tie Ci’s arm shook, and those spears rained down like human-thrown projectiles toward the circle of riders behind, actually creating howling wind sounds.

The cavalrymen watched with pounding hearts. Never had they imagined someone could be so divinely brave. Even as enemies, they couldn’t help cheering while raising spears to deflect and spurring horses backward.

The riders inside the circle whose spears were swept away weren’t so lucky. The rope circle descended like a giant serpent, snapping hard against many horses’ rumps. Those horses jumped in startled pain, countless people fell from horses. Tie Ci’s long rope wound around the outermost warhorse’s head, the rope stretched taut, pressing down on an entire row of horses.

With one rope, she controlled about seven or eight horses in a row, herself mixed among them, all galloping together.

An entire row of horses forcibly created the momentum of thousands, rolling toward the rear.

No one could contend with seven or eight charging horses. Cavalrymen could only part like flowing water left and right. Tie Ci and that row of horses were like a huge broad axe, pushing forward with magnificent momentum. Wherever they passed, horses fled and formations scattered.

She alone created the momentum of a cavalry squadron.

Over at the ice waterfall, the battling forces, elevated by terrain, vaguely saw this side’s battle. Da Qian soldiers erupted in tremendous cheers while Liaodong soldiers looked at each other in dismay.

At this time, from behind the high and low earthen slopes on the ground emerged countless soldiers in camouflage matching the terrain colors—Da Qian soldiers who had used this terrain to hide here early, wearing specially made shoes to cross slopes and streams, beginning to outflank the Liaodong soldiers above the waterfall.

Barring the unexpected, the Liaodong soldiers’ ambush at the waterfall would fail.

But Tie Ci’s side wasn’t as easy as imagined.

Using this unheard-of method, she seized the initiative and charged several li into the cavalry formation. But on flat terrain, cavalry had geographical advantage. Cavalrymen who were scattered, as long as not severely wounded, could flow to the rear and regroup.

Cavalrymen continuously charged over. Unable to approach Tie Ci, they killed horses. The seven or eight horses Tie Ci drove continuously fell. Finally, when Tie Ci was about a hundred zhang from those two carts, except for the horse beneath her, all horses were dead.

Ahead, a cavalry unit turned to form ranks, spears angled forward.

Behind, arrow rain like a waterfall.

Tie Ci dared not teleport easily again. She hadn’t yet seen Feiyu and didn’t know how much more expenditure would be needed. She couldn’t afford problems from overusing true force now.

As arrow rain struck, she dismounted, pressed against the horse’s belly, and whooshed into the opposing cavalry formation.

But the cavalry formation already had methods to deal with her. The front cavalrymen dismounted, contracting together to form human walls, giving her no opportunity to seize horses or control people.

Human walls packed densely, cavalrymen behind the walls brought down a snow-rain of spears from the air.

The only plan now seemed to be forcing through.

But fighting through so many people one by one, even Da Luo Golden Immortals would be exhausted before reaching those carts.

Revolving warfare by massed armies had always been the killer of experts.

…

In mid-air, Dan Shuang suddenly saw who was grabbed and held in front of the general.

She instinctively reached out, as if trying to recall that lightning-shot arrow.

But arrows released were hard to recall. She could only watch helplessly as that deep iron arrow capable of cutting gold and stone, carrying killing intent and icy wind, continuously shearing the tops of people’s hair wherever it passed, raising small clouds of black mist, reaching Mu Si in the blink of an eye.

“No!” Dan Shuang’s cry was heart-rending.

But Mu Si’s head at this moment suddenly crashed backward, hitting the old man’s hand gripping him.

The old man cried out in pain, blood appearing on his hand, his grip loosening.

Mu Si fell.

The next instant, the deep iron arrow grazed his scalp and struck the iron armor on the old man’s chest.

Iron armor was like paper before deep iron. The heart guard instantly shattered, a section of dark arrow head silently pierced through the old man’s spine, blood and flesh attached.

With remaining force, it knocked the old man bodily from his horse.

Mu Si, somehow having freed his bound hands, sat sideways on the horse and spurred toward Dan Shuang’s direction.

His hair was stained with blood, a point of blue-green light faintly glowing.

That was a hair crown made of deep iron, but with a sharp protrusion. Normally the protrusion faced inward toward his hair knot, but when needed, turned outward to become a weapon capable of injuring people.

It could injure but not kill. To avoid drawing attention, the protrusion was very small, creating wounds insufficient depth, making fatal injuries difficult.

This was something Murong Yi had forcibly given him back at Fushan.

When Murong Yi made this hair crown and gave it to him, he had said this couldn’t serve as a weapon, only as an unexpected attack object to buy time at some critical moment.

He didn’t know what his master was thinking then, whether he foresaw later changes and left him this final lifeline.

After being captured, all weapons were taken from him, leaving only this final inconspicuous hair crown that looked like just an iron ring, attracting no attention.

He had many opportunities to use it but ultimately didn’t.

He endured until today.

Finally waiting for the best opportunity.

Ahead, Dan Shuang’s tears instantly flowed.

She spurred her horse, her form like an arrow, leading the fire-like Blood Cavalry, charging toward the opposing formation, toward Mu Si’s direction.

“Kill!”

…

Liaodong cavalry layered before her eyes like an instantly built high wall.

Tie Ci suddenly drew her hand across her body.

A point of bright light at her fingertip.

She wore golden iron armor, thin armor plates all made of refined iron. With this stroke, fine electric light meandered down along the armor plates. Wherever it passed, the golden armor generated even more brilliant light.

At this moment, shrouded in subtle electric light, she seemed almost not of this world.

The Liaodong soldiers, having seen little, stared dumbfounded.

Taking advantage of this shock, Tie Ci crashed into the crowd with no technical content.

Truly crashed—head down, bang! The golden armor had already contacted the frontmost soldier.

That soldier cried out loudly, looking down to see the fine white lightning had reached his body, his iron armor crackling as his whole body went numb.

Cavalrymen also wore half-body iron armor. Metal conducting electricity, in a blink he also became electrified.

And to block Tie Ci, cavalrymen pressed extremely tightly together. Once he was electrified, those beside him immediately became electrified too.

In a blink, a whole area fell before Tie Ci.

She glowed with golden light, wherever she passed, electric light flashed and writhed like serpents, people crying out and falling.

In the end, no one dared approach within a chi of her.

In a flash, Tie Ci advanced ten zhang, like a sharp knife splitting the dense human wall.

Viewed from above, the golden figure was like a chainsaw—zzt! Electric light scattered, crowds bloomed like flowers and fell.

The spear-throwing cavalrymen behind opened their mouths wide, everyone as if in a dream.

Tie Ci had already reached the front, electric light on her body gradually dissipating.

She glanced at those two carts—roughly fifty zhang remained.

She leaped onto the frontmost rider’s horse head, kicking to break his spear and hand.

The rider fell down. Tie Ci landed on the horse back, facing the vast army.

She spread both arms, shaking them once. Her bracers fell away, revealing sword shapes.

She wielded dual swords, walking on horseback, jumping from one horse’s head to another horse’s head. From her elevated position, she fought with grand sweeping moves. The golden dual swords danced into flowing heavenly rivers. Wherever they passed, spears and halberds all broke, countless cavalrymen’s tiger’s mouths split as they tumbled from horses.

Pure martial force without flourish was even more terrifying.

Excessive impacts wore down the dual swords. Tie Ci backhandedly sheathed them at her elbows—again becoming solid bracers.

She reached behind her shoulder, this time magically drawing out a long whip. Armor scales covered the long whip. With a shake in the wind, it straightened, one lash sweeping away a whole area.

The whip’s sound was crisp and sharp. Three lashes cleared the area in front.

She charged forward several more zhang.

Crowds surged over again. When inconvenient to use the whip, she backhanded a swing, the whip winding diagonally from behind her shoulder to her waist, again becoming one with the golden armor.

Over ten spear points stabbed toward her. She ducked, and with two clicks, broke off armor guards from both sides of her legs. Falling into her hands, they were actually two steel shovels.

She could even use steel shovels—pointing, prying, flicking, slapping, shoveling… The steel shovels broke countless fine horses’ legs and also shoveled off countless riders’ heads. Blood continuously splashed forward along that golden line, falling to the ground to be trampled into soft mud by countless chaotic boots and hooves. That patch of earth became pale pink, blooming rubus flowers all along the way.

She advanced all the way forward.

One suit of golden armor transformed into countless weapons.

No one could stop her progress.

In the intervals of fierce battle, she looked over spear forests and blade rains, her gaze piercing through the cold iron-black net, seeking the large carts ahead.

Wanting to see the person in the carts.

Intuition told her he was there, he must be there.

However, having killed until now with such commotion, those carts ahead still showed no reaction.

Unease flashed through her heart.

…

Outside, fierce battle continued without rest. Inside the large cart, it was quiet.

Rich Temple Tribute incense burned, this fragrance famous for its intensity and ability to mask all other scents.

Also famous for making people hot-blooded and irritable after prolonged exposure.

The person sitting in the cart had both eyes blindfolded and ears plugged.

On his left and right sat two people, each holding swords pressed to his neck.

One of them also tightly gripped a protrusion on the cart wall with his other hand.

The other person had a jade bottle beside him.

One person was writing character by character in the middle person’s hand.

He wrote: “Da Qian’s Crown Princess is leading troops in battle with our army. You’re sitting in the Great King’s cart. The Crown Princess is leading people charging over.”

“We’ll let her through. Next depends on you.”

“Weapons will be given to you at the last moment when she approaches. The antidote will also be given then—it only works for a quarter hour. The Great King said, kill the Crown Princess and naturally the final antidote will be given to you. Don’t make any unusual moves, don’t leave the cart, or you’ll die first.”

In the dimly lit large cart, only a crack by the window let through thin rays of light, reflecting on the dark red flying bird hairpin of the person in the cart.

…

Ten zhang remained.

The army suddenly parted as someone shouted loudly: “Useless! All move aside!” Charging forward with billowing dust.

This was a general—bald, huge in stature, both arms as thick as Tie Ci’s calves. Not holding reins, relying only on legs to grip his horse as he charged wildly, wielding dual hammers. Obviously an external martial arts expert who had reached the pinnacle.

As he advanced, crowds flowed aside like water. Tie Ci heard someone say: “General Tantai has come, good, good!”

Tie Ci remembered that under Prince Da’an’s command was a fierce general named Tantai Yong, currently leading three thousand troops in Ruzhou.

Tantai Yong stopped at half a zhang distance, staring suspiciously at Tie Ci, seeming to somewhat disbelieve she could fight her way to his presence.

Weighing the golden hammers in his hands, he said: “Either scram or die.”

Tie Ci smiled, reaching behind her waist with a snap.

This time her hands held a pair of golden axes.

Looking closely, the axes even had armor plate patterns, while her back armor was missing two waist-supporting plates.

She said: “Either die or die quickly.”

Before the words finished, Tantai Yong had already leaped up, golden hammers smashing down. The riders around him suddenly closed their eyes, hair flying upward.

Yet a golden slender figure leaped up even faster, also raising dual axes high, pressing down fiercely—exactly the same posture, a hard-against-hard move.

Everyone looked up, holding their breath.

A thunderous clang.

The sound was like countless people simultaneously striking huge gongs and drums, creating a metal tremor that made ears numb.

People on all sides momentarily lost hearing.

Some horses startled and jumped.

Distant battling armies couldn’t help but look back.

Overhead, brilliant sunlight. People squinted, unable to see clearly who had the advantage. Only vaguely seeing one person higher, one person lower.

The lower one was naturally being pressed down.

From height, build, gender, and strength, undoubtedly the one being pressed down should be Da Qian’s Crown Princess.

Moreover, the Crown Princess had already been fighting through formations for so long.

Liaodong soldiers felt admiration rise in their hearts.

Everyone had psychology of admiring strength, regardless of position.

General Tantai was one of Liaodong’s few fierce generals, born with divine strength, unmatched in power.

This Crown Princess of Da Qian could maintain momentum and clash with him directly—her courage was commendable. Not falling with one strike showed even better ability.

As for falling to a disadvantage, that was normal. How many ordinary generals weren’t one-strike opponents for General Tantai?

Another thunderous clang.

The strained sound of metal weapons barely resisting each other made teeth ache.

Vaguely, one of the figures was even lower.

“Clang clang clang clang clang.”

Giant sounds continued without pause. From mid-air to ground, the sounds grew closer. The entire plain seemed to echo with this rumbling sound. It was truly hard to imagine two people fighting could make such loud noise so densely.

Where did these two get such strength?

Everyone’s faces paled.

Soldiers with weaker constitutions already clutched their chests feeling their hearts about to shatter.

Everyone watched helplessly as one figure was forcibly hammered from mid-air to the ground, yet that thunder-like sound still hadn’t stopped, actually still hammering the person into the ground stroke by stroke.

Were they going to smash the person into a pit?

Treating a woman this way was too excessive.

Even Liaodong soldiers felt somewhat dissatisfied.

Finally the giant sounds stopped, the ground raising large amounts of dust from the battle.

Liaodong soldiers’ ears still buzzed, dizzy for a long time before gathering around.

Dust gradually cleared.

Someone walked out from the dust.

Ten thousand gazes converged.

Tall, slender, straight-backed, brilliant golden armor in glorious light.

Liaodong soldiers: “…”

Are my eyes seriously ill?

Yet at this moment, someone had already seen a pit in the ground with Tantai Yong planted inside. His iron hammers were flattened, seven orifices bleeding, his face frozen in shock even in death.

In this pure strength competition, Tantai Yong had actually lost.

He had been hammered into the ground alive by Da Qian’s Crown Princess, using his own specialty of martial force, axe stroke by axe stroke!

Liaodong soldiers instantly felt their legs weaken.

Everything before their eyes too greatly impacted their understanding, so much that people instantly lost courage to resist.

When Tie Ci walked forward again, crowds instinctively parted. The final ten zhang passed in a blink.

Two large carts finally appeared before her eyes like reefs after the human sea’s tide receded.

Two large carts, connected front and rear by iron pipes, identical in appearance—simple and solid style, the type that could transport goods or carry people.

But Tie Ci knew one must be a trap.

Originally she guessed one cart held Prince Da’an, one held Feiyu. But the complete lack of resistance in the final ten zhang made her suddenly realize Prince Da’an definitely wasn’t in either cart.

Would Prince Da’an leave Feiyu alone for her? Also seemed unlikely.

A shadow passed through her heart.

In this situation, most likely what awaited her after fighting desperately to reach here were traps and assassins.

And now she had no time to distinguish—the army behind had only been stunned for a moment before surging like tide again.

Ordinary people would despair at this moment.

Fortunately, she had clairvoyance.

Focusing her gaze, she saw the rear cart was filled with block-like objects, outlines resembling stones, with no people.

She leaped up, stepping over the rear cart’s roof, directly attacking the front cart.

From the front cart suddenly rolled out two people, quite embarrassedly tumbling down and quickly fleeing.

Tie Ci’s heart leaped with joy.

Could it be Feiyu sensed her arrival and suddenly acted to coordinate with her?

…

Inside the large cart, when Tie Ci charged through the final ten zhang.

Inside the cart, one person quickly fed Murong Yi medicine while another thrust a deep iron dagger into his hand, but didn’t remove his ear plugs.

One quickly wrote a small note and unfolded it: “Our formation has withdrawn. The Crown Princess is eager for achievements and indeed charged over alone as expected.”

Another wrote: “Overly ambitious yet rash and impulsive—rumors are indeed true.”

Murong Yi glanced at it, sneered, and removed his ear plugs, saying: “Can’t we speak properly?”

However, he found his head slightly dizzy, voice hoarse, ears still as if underwater—dull and unclear. His tongue was bitter, and he couldn’t smell anything. His expression changed slightly.

Those two smiled, producing another note reading: “Effects of the drug—you’ll recover in half a quarter hour. Your martial power will recover first, then your five senses.”

The ground shook. Those two changed color and immediately rolled out.

The next instant, Murong Yi saw a lightning-like shadow sweep past the cart curtain, brilliant as gold, the curtain startled by wind, revealing a corner of bright light.

He said: “Who!”

But his voice came out hoarse, inaudible even to himself.

Tie Ci had now reached the cart front.

The cart curtain was half-raised by wind.

Murong Yi saw that brilliant royal golden armor.

Saw that person stride around the cart body.

Saw someone lunging, that person sidestepping, avoiding the spear behind, backhanding dual axes to split the attacking spear.

No teleportation.

No protective treasure armor.

Weapons he’d never seen.

His eyes turned cold.

Tie Ci severed the rear attacker’s spear, lunging to the cart front.

The outline of the person in the cart gradually became clear before her eyes.

Even sitting, one could see he was tall with long legs, bones not particularly robust but visibly male bones.

Shoulder bones bore injuries—

Tie Ci’s eyes also turned cold.

She said: “Rong Wei!”

No answer.

Tie Ci’s heart sank.

Prince Da’an!

If so, then kill the king!

Arm shaking, wrist blade sliding out—

Inside the cart, Murong Yi stared at the cart front, beneath the half-lowered curtain, those golden boots and golden armor blazingly ostentatious.

Not her style.

Slanted sunlight shot over, vaguely flashing bright light.

That was blade light!

Cold light flashed in his eyes.

Tie Ci held a blade in one hand, lifting the curtain with the other. The cart interior was dark. A gust of wind came, and in the darkness, a pair of red lips crashed into her sight.

Also crashing into Tie Ci’s heart.

She froze, wild joy surging up.

But at this moment.

“Hiss!” A sound rang out. The deep iron long dagger like a venomous snake, from an extremely cunning angle suddenly thrust its fangs, piercing through tiny gaps in the golden armor, silently shooting into her chest.

Blood sprayed. In the bright red, Tie Ci only saw five-clawed golden dragon royal robes and a jade belt inlaid with seven-colored pearls symbolizing princely status.

She had no time to think. The short sword in her other hand flashed white light, also fiercely stabbing into the opponent’s ribs.

Their mutually spraying blood crossed, obscuring vision.

At this moment, fireworks exploded behind them, seven colors brilliantly shooting skyward.

Countless people cheered behind.

“Congratulations to the Eighteenth Prince for slaying Da Qian’s Crown Princess in battle!”

“Congratulations to the Eighteenth Prince for slaying Da Qian’s Crown Princess in battle!”

Chapter 259: Life and Death Struggle
“…”

Before the large cart, the person outside and the person inside—your dagger piercing my chest, my short sword plunging into your ribs.

Maintaining this posture for a very, very long time.

It seemed like just a brief moment, yet also as long as a lifetime.

The wind across the plain, carrying the scent of blood and smoke, came rushing over, snapping open the cart curtain with a sharp crack.

Revealing the face of the person inside.

Beautiful features like polished jade, complexion rosy as cinnabar.

Once there was a young man, by the water’s edge, who accompanied me through wind and snow, sharing clouds and sunset glow.

“Through wind and rain so dark, the cock crows without cease. Having seen the gentleman, how could one not rejoice?”

No rejoicing.

Simply—shock.

Had guessed it was him.

Had also not guessed it was him.

Behind her, congratulatory voices continued, soaring to the clouds, each cry a new blade stabbing at her wounds.

Tie Ci breathed deeply and slowly.

Even though each breath at this moment caused excruciating pain in her chest as if being stabbed, she needed to calm down first.

Without this, she couldn’t sort through her chaotic mind and emotions.

Countless waves of shock, amazement, and confusion surged up like a tide, but ultimately all transformed into sudden understanding.

So that’s how it was.

Of course it was so.

People all have intuition. Countless times her fingertips could have lightly touched to unveil that paper, countless times she stopped at the last moment. Perhaps she was still confused then, but now she finally understood—that was merely intuition’s warning, subconscious dissuasion, protection from deep within her heart, advising her not to uncover the truth, protecting her from having to face the inevitable heart-destroying rupture and farewell.

Had she really never considered such a possibility?

From the moment she knew he was from Liaodong, she had actually thought of it.

When Zhao San came seeking help, she had almost confirmed it.

After all, what the palace taught her was that human hearts are unfathomable, changeable, and not to be easily trusted.

Yet in the end, she chose to believe in herself, to believe in the mutual support throughout their journey together, to believe in all his unspeakable difficulties, to believe in his eyes when they looked at her—even if ice stretched for thousands of miles, at the moment they turned toward her, ice would melt and snow would thaw, spring winds would blow for thousands of miles, instantly blooming the most crystal-clear flowers.

But it turned out the demon flowers of hell were stained with poisonous sap, concealing poisonous fire, hiding poisonous thorns, adorning a lotus in the heart, luring her to foolishly approach and blindly pluck.

This entire journey of rushing back, sleepless nights of planning, the courage to make herself bait, and the blood and sweat shed while single-handedly breaking through armies and barriers.

All of it now transformed into the blade piercing her chest, the bone-cutting wound, and blood that seemed it would never stop flowing.

This entire journey of meeting at sea, embracing beneath the tower, adventures in pleasure quarters, support at the academy, flood control in Dongming, defending against enemies on Ghost Island, military training in Yong Ping, desert winds and sand…

Those long roads traveled unknowingly, those marks silently carved on the tablet of her heart.

Those poems of a maiden written on fingertips, in eyes, within smiling lips.

That youth, pure white as snow yet with black furious waves rolling within his heart.

Cast it all aside!

…

Murong Yi gripped the handle of the short sword piercing his ribs, also staring up in a daze at the person before him.

Royal golden armor, dignified and noble, a pair of eyes black and cold.

He had never seen her like this.

In his eyes, she was simple, graceful, composed, and approachable.

When she saw his face, though calm, there was always a slight smile overflowing from her eyes.

Like a many-petaled flower, naturally noble yet plain in color, unassuming—a white peony.

This version of her was both familiar and strange.

“Congratulations to the Eighteenth Prince for slaying Da Qian’s Crown Princess in battle!”

The cheers pierced his eardrums, and he suddenly shuddered.

Had thought it was her.

Later thought it wasn’t her.

In the end, it was still her.

Once betrothed to her.

Then came to love her.

Yet broke the engagement with her.

Once despised her.

Then pursued her.

Only at the end learning she was her.

Disgusted, resistant, abandoned her.

Heart and mind constantly thinking of her.

In the end, meeting on the battlefield, killing each other.

Fate treated him so cruelly, countless jokes piled upon his life, tossing him tumbling into the abyss of mud.

So he had missed out countless times, countless times through misunderstandings, countless times brushing past the world’s greatest fortune.

Later, even when he could know, he dared not know.

All this long time of not asking, not listening, not wanting to unveil—was it really all because of powerlessness?

Perhaps it was also fear of the terror after unveiling everything.

After all, how many women in this world could possess her depth, radiance, steadiness, and strength?

She was that towering mountain in wind and rain, that vast thick earth—wherever she was, there was shelter for humanity.

But heaven’s will was cold-blooded, adding, subtracting, multiplying, dividing. Everything you avoid will strike you at an even worse moment.

So in the end, fate gave him even deeper terror. In her eyes he saw shock, pain, disappointment, desolation, and endless, boundless hurt.

He too had never seen her like this.

His invincible her, his universally admired her, his fearless her, his anchor-like her.

Who had exhausted herself for him, personally served as bait, personally charged through formations to save him.

At this moment, with wind and sand striking her face, accumulated snow seeping cold, hot blood spraying, swaying as if about to fall.

By his own hand.

Bone-deep pain rose from his heart, flashing like lightning through his entire body.

He wanted to say something, opened his mouth, but found he couldn’t make a sound.

The antidote only lasted a quarter hour—the attack timing was calculated. Afterward, he was severely wounded, losing even the ability to speak.

Opposite him, Tie Ci saw in his eyes also torrential waves of pain and regret.

But she couldn’t see clearly.

Everything swayed and blurred before her eyes, silent blackness spreading, voices behind becoming unclear, heaven and earth rocking at this moment.

She felt wind charging from behind.

No Liaodong soldier would miss such an opportunity.

And she no longer had strength to charge back.

Sharp wind sounds behind her. She lowered her head, shooting arrows from her lower back, bringing down the attacker.

A moment of quiet behind her.

Murong Yi still looked up at her, her hand still gripping the blade piercing his ribs.

The Eighteenth Prince… was that it?

You and I truly have no fate.

She looked at that hand, that blade. Though the blade wasn’t deep iron, it was very sharp. She need only gently lift upward to cut through his heart and lungs.

Liaodong King’s most capable son would die by her hand.

Avenging herself and solving a future threat for Da Qian.

She should do this.

Her fingers moved slightly.

Murong Yi didn’t move, only looked at her with such deep pain.

She stared at that section of blade handle.

Finger by finger.

She loosened her grip.

The blood-stained snow-white hand withdrew from the darkness.

She turned around.

Back to Murong Yi, facing the great army behind.

The deep iron dagger still remained in her chest. She didn’t pull it out—removing it would cause massive blood loss and truly finish her.

In the distance, Di Yiwei was about to achieve victory.

Dan Shuang and Liu Chen, temporarily acting as deputy commander, had also scattered that infantry force. Dan Shuang had already caught Mu Si. Before the two could even fully smile, they saw the fireworks over there and heard the deafening cheers.

Though too far to hear what was being said, it was obviously not a good sign.

In previous battle plans, Tie Ci had repeatedly requested that if Liaodong had ambushes in more than one location and she made her move, everyone else should split up to deal with different forces, ensuring they completely defeated their assigned Liaodong troops. Otherwise, if various Liaodong armies converged, it would create huge trouble for her.

This made perfect sense, and Di Yiwei agreed. Indeed, as predicted, while they used the Crown Princess as bait, the enemy also used Prince Da’an as bait, mutually luring each other into collision, each having ambush forces. Di Yiwei dealt with one force while commanding overall, Liu Chen dealt with another, Dan Shuang’s role with her exceptional eyesight was to shoot Liaodong generals. Tie Ci went alone to rescue Feiyu.

But they couldn’t really let the Crown Princess single-handedly break into Liaodong’s great army, so Liu Chen still ordered half of Blood Cavalry to follow, only Tie Ci was too fast for Blood Cavalry to keep up.

Blood Cavalry began attacking the Liaodong army formation. Dan Shuang, frantic with worry, abandoned the assault, turned her horse and left, shouting: “Everyone follow me to rescue Her Highness!”

But a messenger galloped over, waving a small flag and shouting: “Commander’s orders—everyone maintain positions, must completely annihilate enemy forces!”

Dan Shuang looked back to see Di Yiwei’s side indeed hadn’t abandoned their imminent victory, still steadily advancing atop the ice waterfall. She couldn’t help cursing: “Bullshit! Don’t you see the Crown Princess is trapped in Liaodong army?”

“The Commander has her arrangements! Complete annihilation of enemy forces is the only way to ensure the Crown Princess isn’t surrounded by even more forces!”

“Di Yiwei is a heartless, cold-blooded madwoman!”

Liu Chen: “Everyone! Continue charging, do not leave formation!”

“Screw off! Don’t need you! I’ll save her myself!” Dan Shuang went against the flow, charging out of battle formation. Liu Chen sighed, signaling his cavalry to escort her, sending her safely out of the chaotic battle zone, but couldn’t leave this combat area.

More commotion in the ranks. Liu Chen turned to see Qi Yuansi leading several academy students who had joined the battle also rushing out of formation.

Liu Chen still didn’t stop them, acting as if he hadn’t seen, and even directed troops to block a volley of arrows shot at their backs.

Over at the waterfall top, cheers erupted. Di Yiwei’s Scorpion Camp occupied the heights, Liaodong army corpses continuously rolling down the ice waterfall, staining the entire ice waterfall blood red, looking like a blood waterfall from afar.

Di Yiwei climbed the ice waterfall, seeing many warriors also wounded. Liaodong soldiers had fought fiercely too, trying to get in one last strike even while dying. Many had torn armor, exposing cotton padding from their cotton clothes.

Under sunlight, Di Yiwei suddenly noticed at one soldier’s torn cotton padding around the waist, there was a vague flash of silver light.

…

On a more distant mountaintop, Prince Da’an lowered his telescope, coldly regarding a black-robed figure sitting far away.

“The battle has lasted a long time, my sons have suffered countless casualties. Where is the situation-reversing variable you promised?”

With his words, a group of blue-armored guards surged forward, drawing bows and surrounding the black-robed figure.

The black-robed person sat on a high rocky outcrop, wearing a pale mask with thin eyebrows and narrow eyes. His voice showed no fear: “Your Majesty, controlling so many soldiers and having them activate at a designated time is very difficult. The method we devised also requires your army’s efforts—breaking open cotton clothes, pulling bells, Yong Ping army leaping with bells to trigger the toxins. This can only blame the enemy for being too fierce, causing your army to sacrifice a few more men. But compared to the great achievement you’re about to accomplish, what does it matter?”

Prince Da’an stared at him, turned to look down the mountain, saying faintly: “My Liaodong sons’ blood cannot be shed in vain. If it doesn’t work in the end, prepare to compensate with your life.”

“Naturally.”

…

In Yong Ping main camp, Chi Xue, waiting in the rear handling logistics, suddenly pressed her chest.

Rong Pu also remained in the logistics camp, preparing herbs for post-battle treatment. Meticulous as he was, he immediately noticed Chi Xue’s subtle movement.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, inexplicable heart palpitations.”

Rong Pu’s expression was somewhat uncertain.

Chi Xue’s face also didn’t look good—she worried about the Crown Princess.

Undistributed new cotton clothes were piled on the table. Chi Xue had originally intended to tailor several women’s military uniforms. The old Shen village women wanted to stay as female soldiers, and Di Yiwei had agreed.

The old Shen village women had been sold by their own men. Those men hadn’t withstood Xiao Chang’s personal troops’ combination of favor and intimidation—a few bottles of wine, a few pieces of meat, a few slaps, and they sold all the village women. After being rescued, the old Shen village women refused to return to the village. Di Yiwei, who always disdained rules, immediately settled the older ones and kept the younger ones, putting them under Chi Xue’s management.

Chi Xue was distracted, scissors unconsciously slipping, making a tearing sound as the cotton coat’s side seam was cut open.

An old Shen village woman hurried over with needle and thread to mend it, but suddenly exclaimed: “Why is there a bell sewn inside here?”

She pulled out the bell, extracting the compressed cotton padding, and shook it slightly.

Clear bell sounds rang out.

Chi Xue suddenly bent over clutching her chest, spitting up fresh blood.

Rong Pu shot to his feet.

…

The moment Tie Ci turned around, Murong Yi suddenly realized and desperately grabbed her hand.

She couldn’t turn around now!

One turn would mean eternal separation!

He gritted his teeth, gathering qi, breaking through restraints. Blood flowed freely, but his voice finally became somewhat clearer: “Ten… Ye… Tie Ci!”

After several corrections, he finally called her name correctly. Tie Ci’s heart shook.

He said: “Trust me! I didn’t know it was you! I was drugged, couldn’t hear clearly or speak plainly!”

Tie Ci reached to pry his fingers loose. He gripped extremely tightly, and she couldn’t actually move them.

Murong Yi held her with one hand while pulling out the blade from his ribs with the other, tearing open his clothing to quickly bind the wound tightly. Sweat beaded on his forehead, but his eyes were extremely bright, expression fierce.

Using Tie Ci’s hand for support, he stood up. When he stood, the cart board shook slightly.

Tie Ci instinctively looked down, seeing the board beneath Murong Yi’s feet seemed abnormal.

At this moment, Murong Yi also felt something wrong beneath his feet, as if something was being pressed down by his body weight, a slight clicking sound.

“Don’t make any unusual moves, don’t leave the cart, or you’ll die first.”

So there was a mechanism beneath his feet. He could only make movements while sitting. Once he stood up, increased pressure would activate the mechanism.

Simultaneously the cart tilted, and the ground trembled faintly.

From the corner of her eye, Tie Ci saw that the originally encircling Liaodong soldiers had somehow withdrawn several zhang.

She looked up, eyes contracting.

The rear cart connected to the front cart by iron pipes had somehow broken connection. The two carts lost balance, the rear cart rumbling toward the front cart.

The front panel was smashed open by the forward momentum, boxes tumbling out, crashing into the front cart. The boxes spilled countless gray-black powder, cascading to half-fill the front cart in an instant.

In the distance, a fire arrow whistled toward those boxes and powder.

Murong Yi, who had been gripping her tightly, suddenly pushed her outward very hard.

“Go!”

In the moment of being pushed away, Tie Ci’s arm shot out, desperately grabbing Murong Yi’s arm.

A flash.

“BOOM.”

The explosion was earth-shaking. Soldiers dozens of zhang away all fell flat.

Black smoke and red fire shot skyward, blazing intensely, covering that entire area within a li radius.

Qi Yuansi and Dan Shuang, charging outside, were nearly knocked from their horses. Opening their eyes, tears streamed from the smoke. Dan Shuang’s voice nearly cracked: “Master!”

She spurred her horse to charge. Qi Yuansi followed her, shouting in her ear: “Don’t worry, the Crown Princess can teleport!”

Dan Shuang’s expression improved slightly. She leaped onto her horse’s head, scanning everywhere for Tie Ci’s figure.

With a loud crash, Tie Ci and Murong Yi smashed into a crowd. Cavalrymen on all sides startled, not understanding how people had suddenly appeared before them.

Quick-reacting ones instinctively thrust spears. Tie Ci lowered her head gasping, gathering all her strength for a second teleportation. Murong Yi struck like lightning, grabbing the spear point and snapping it with a crack.

The spear point nearly pierced through his palm, but he didn’t even blink.

In his prime, he could have dragged the attacker directly under horse hooves. Unfortunately, capture, torture, poisoning, and injury—all these ordeals had long damaged his vitality. Today’s ability to act was only sustained by drugs and wouldn’t last long.

More spears thrust like dragons. Tie Ci still gasped with lowered head. Murong Yi simply stepped forward, meeting them with his shoulder.

Suddenly a long blade tumbled over like ten thousand snow flakes, clanging continuously in mid-air, severing the attacking spear points.

Seeing the Crown Princess in danger, Qi Yuansi desperately threw his weapon.

More cavalrymen surged forward, black armor in layers like gathering storm clouds.

Someone shouted loudly—whoever killed Da Qian’s Crown Princess would be promoted three ranks immediately and receive ten thousand gold reward.

Liaodong cavalry went mad. Those who could squeeze in squeezed in, those who couldn’t threw spears from outside, not caring if they injured comrades.

This spot swarmed with people like a lonely island under crashing waves.

A great shout. Dan Shuang abandoned her horse and flew over, forcibly using her body to block the outermost layer of thrown spears.

Qi Yuansi led people, jerking reins in a fierce charge toward the attacking Liaodong cavalry.

He scattered three men, but his horse also took a spear. Before the horse collapsed with a whinny, he leaped up, seizing a cavalryman’s spear. Turning his waist and back, the spear spun flower-like whirlpools, clanging continuously as several spears flew out of the combat circle.

But still one spear emerged cunningly from knee-level, stabbing toward Tie Ci’s thigh past Qi Yuansi.

In his haste, Qi Yuansi could only lift his knee in a hard collision, the arrow scraping a bone-deep wound on his kneecap.

He reached to pull Tie Ci.

But at this moment, Tie Ci pushed him outward, their hands just missing each other.

The next instant, Tie Ci’s figure disappeared.

Qi Yuansi caught empty air. Looking around without finding Tie Ci, and hearing no cheers of discovering the Crown Princess, clearly this teleportation had escaped the formation.

He breathed a long sigh of relief, instinctively looking down at his empty hands.

Fate was like his hands at this moment—once missed, it couldn’t be caught.

But it didn’t matter. He was still behind her, still able to fight for her.

Like the moon high in heaven while stars shine brilliantly.

That too was very, very good.

Chapter 260: Twin Stars Shining
“Cough, cough.”

Tie Ci was coughing.

Beneath her body was bone-chilling cold, and something sharp pressed near her wound, causing such pain that stars flashed before her eyes. The coughing further aggravated this pain, nearly making her lose consciousness.

A hand pressed against her back, true qi flowing gently in to suppress this moment’s outbreak of injury.

Tie Ci caught her breath and opened her eyes. The first thing she saw was a sheet of hanging blood-red not far away, with countless corpses of various forms filling her vision, making her think she had already entered the eighteen layers of hell.

After thinking about it, though she had killed quite a few people, she hadn’t killed those who shouldn’t be killed, so she shouldn’t have gone straight to the eighteen layers of hell.

After a while, her vision became clearer. Through the white of broken ice between that layer of blood-red, she recognized this was actually the ice waterfall, and those corpses were Da Qian soldiers.

This was the previous battlefield where Di Yiwei and Da Qian soldiers had fought.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief, thinking fortunately she had conserved strength earlier.

Otherwise, teleporting while severely injured might not have moved her out of the explosion’s center, let alone to a location favorable to herself.

But at this moment, clearly Di Yiwei’s battle formation had shifted, and there were no more soldiers above or below the ice waterfall.

Her current position was some distance from the ice waterfall, in that area where slopes and streams intermixed at various heights. Beneath her was a small ice stream, with a half-person-high slope beside her providing cover.

Her whole body was ice-cold, only the hand being held was warm.

Tie Ci didn’t turn to look at the person beside her. Feeling true force still flowing, she broke free from that hand.

She closed her eyes and said: “You should go.”

This would be the last time she saved him. Hereafter, when they met again on battlefields, she would show no consideration for old feelings.

That hand grabbed her again.

“Take me with you.”

Tie Ci didn’t open her eyes.

“Are you forcing me to steel my resolve and angrily behead my enemy?”

“Look, if you’re going to steel your resolve, you still use the word ‘steel’—clearly you can’t bear to part with me. Can’t bearing to part is right, because I can’t bear to part with you either. After all, killing me would require effort.” Murong Yi smiled. “Do you remember what I told you before we went to Xi Rong? If there comes a day when you and I diverge, I’ll keep chasing you until I make you turn back.”

At this moment, Tie Ci finally remembered the name she had seen on the portrait during the blade-throwing husband selection.

“Murong Yi, this isn’t ordinary philosophical divergence. This is Liaodong’s great army pressing at the borders while I am Da Qian’s Crown Princess. What reason do I have not to kill you, and what reason do you have to continue speaking so frivolously?”

“What does Liaodong’s army pressing at borders have to do with me? Are they my troops? Did I give the orders? Am I commanding them? Aren’t you being rather unfair to me?” Murong Yi gripped her fingers tightly, refusing to let go. “I killed my eldest, fourth, and eleventh brothers. Have you ever seen a son treat his father like that? Just now in that cart, I would have been blown up just by standing—have you ever seen a father treat his son like that?”

“You killed your brothers for the Liaodong throne. Your father had you come kill me and set up contingencies to punish your ruthlessness. This is your Liaodong royal court’s fraternal strife and father-son mutual destruction, not a reason for me, a Da Qian person, to judge enemies and friends.”

“Don’t lecture me… about grand principles.” Murong Yi panted, looking at her with watery eyes. “I can’t out-argue you… my wound hurts…”

Tie Ci: “…”

When you can’t win an argument, you play dead and act shamelessly.

Don’t I hurt too?

Murong Yi struggled to sit up, frowning as he looked at the dagger in her chest. “Where’s the treasure armor! The treasure armor I made for you with my own hands! When I struck, I was actually being careful—if you were wearing treasure armor, I could feel it and would have pulled back immediately. Moreover, wearing treasure armor, even stabbing you wouldn’t cause serious injury! But you weren’t wearing it! Tell me! Did you give the treasure armor to that scheming bitch Rong Pu!”

By the end, his tone was sinister, murderous intent fierce. His weakness disappeared, his pain vanished. Presumably if Rong Pu were in front of him, he would flip over and stab him with a knife.

Tie Ci felt tremendous admiration for his ability to still righteously feel jealous—how could someone in this world be so thick-skinned, treating everything as if it didn’t matter?

The pressing army, the corpses everywhere, their opposing positions, the enormous chasm of their identities, and now the wounds they had inflicted on each other—any one of these would be an insurmountable barrier for most people’s entire lives. How was it that for him, none of it mattered?

She wanted to laugh a little, but also felt helpless. Within that helplessness grew heartache, and she couldn’t help sighing deeply.

When she sighed, Murong Yi couldn’t maintain his feigned jealousy anymore.

Could he act as if nothing had happened?

Actually, he couldn’t.

But if he couldn’t act as if nothing had happened and cross this chasm, then afterward they would grow increasingly distant until they parted ways forever.

He had always known she carried family and nation in her heart, originally not thinking much of it. After all, every man has responsibility for his nation’s rise and fall, and academy students especially value the common people. Youthful spirit and grand ambitions were normal—just a woman with aspirations.

Only now did he confirm that this ambition and noble spirit stemmed from her inescapable responsibilities and incomparable status.

Mountains, rivers, heaven and earth—others could cross over them, but she couldn’t.

Only he could strive to cross over, like Kuafu chasing the sun, pursuing relentlessly, knowing no fatigue, fearing no life or death.

He was about to say something more when Tie Ci suddenly propped herself up, gazing into the distance.

Murong Yi moved forward, helping her out of the ice stream and slowly supporting her onto the nearby slope.

Tie Ci had no mind to deal with him now, staring intently at the distance.

Since gaining clairvoyance, her eyesight far exceeded ordinary people’s. From afar, she saw red-armored cavalry on the battlefield continuously falling, their battle formation in disarray.

But she didn’t see any attacks from Liaodong soldiers.

What was happening?

Clearly when she teleported away, Da Qian had been in excellent shape overall.

Over there on the plain, Di Yiwei’s army that had planned to outflank was withdrawing, instantly abandoning their attack on Liaodong.

Tie Ci vaguely saw infantry also continuously falling—the faster they ran, the faster they fell.

Tie Ci’s heart began pounding.

Murong Yi wasn’t watching the battlefield, anxiously pressing beside her wound. “Calm down, calm down—your bleeding is getting worse!”

He didn’t dare pull out the blade for her now. As he looked around for a suitable hiding place, Tie Ci suddenly grabbed his hand.

Her fingers were ice-cold, breathing rapid. “Your father king… what is your father king’s attitude toward this battle!”

Murong Yi fell silent briefly, understanding her meaning. “I was captured by my father when I was assassinating eldest brother. After that, I didn’t participate in any military planning, only being guarded while following the army’s movements.”

Tie Ci was somewhat disappointed, then heard him say: “But from my understanding of my father king, he’s a steady person who dislikes rash actions. Previously we predicted that for him to launch war against Da Qian, he should wait at least five more years. For him to suddenly decide to act, there must be… certain assurance of victory.”

Tie Ci’s heart sank.

As she had suspected.

She had originally felt Liaodong’s attack was somewhat too sudden.

She had thought it was due to the Liaodong King’s impatient temperament, but since he wasn’t a rash person, this great battle must have its foundation of confidence.

This really wasn’t good news.

“…Take me… take me to the battlefield…”

“No.” Murong Yi refused decisively. “The situation has already changed. Even if you go, you can’t stop it. Di Yiwei has always been both prepared and adaptable in warfare—she’ll have solutions. Don’t worry.”

“Cui Shi…” Tie Ci said. “Chi Xue realized he was the Poison Maniac’s disciple and killed the Poison Maniac, taking his poisons. I sent people to chase him but didn’t catch him. Now it seems he… he actually secretly allied with the Liaodong King… He is the Liaodong King’s confidence… The Poison Maniac’s toxins can destroy ten thousand armies… Take me to find Rong Pu…”

She suddenly stopped.

Have the son of the enemy she was currently fighting enter Da Qian’s military camp?

Could she still trust him now?

Murong Yi saw the pallor and confusion that flashed across her face. His heart ached, but his expression showed nothing as he only said: “No, you can’t move now. Let me find you a place to remove the blade…”

Tie Ci had already fallen backward, murmuring: “Help me, help me save the great army, and I’ll…”

“And you’ll be willing to continue staying with me?” Murong Yi suddenly supported her.

But at this moment, someone said from afar: “Hand her over to me, and I’ll grant you the Liaodong throne.”

Murong Yi spun around sharply.

He saw emerging from behind those winding hills and streams a group of people. In their center, Prince Da’an stared at Tie Ci in his arms, his eyes like a fierce tiger seeing long-coveted prey.

…

On the plain, infantry were continuously falling.

The soldiers who had just completely defeated the Liaodong troops on the ice waterfall, seized Liaodong sleds to quickly slide down and regroup, suffered inexplicable heavy losses.

Di Yiwei never personally participated in combat but never stayed far from the battlefield either. She was first to discover in the melee that soldiers charging at the front suddenly began convulsing.

Some were spitting blood, some collapsed silently.

The frontmost vanguard almost instantly fell and were killed by Liaodong soldiers in counterattack.

…

On the earthen road, people were galloping.

A small cavalry unit raced across the wilderness like spilled wind, their riding whips nearly creating light phantoms.

Suddenly the frontmost horse screamed and crashed forward violently. Horse and rider slid a great distance, the massive horse body crushing the rider’s leg as the soldier screamed in agony.

The two riders at the rear immediately shouted: “Rein in!”

The other riders all reined in their horses, then saw an iron wire stretched across the road, painted over—impossible to spot while galloping.

There was vague movement ahead.

“Ambush!” Xia Houchun on the rearmost horse said. “Leave ten men to engage—no need to seek victory, just fight and withdraw to hold them. The rest scatter and find another route.”

When Di Yiwei left, she had exceptionally given him authority to deploy troops. This cavalry unit now included both his own subordinates and Yong Ping army members more familiar with local terrain and roads.

Rong Pu behind him said: “There’s only one narrow path here. How do we get through?”

“For Liaodong people to dare intercept us on our own territory, clearly they’re determined to trap the entire Yong Ping army in Wuse Plain.” Xia Houchun’s gaze rose to look at the cliffs on both sides. “Are you afraid of heights?”

“Yes.”

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes!”

“Then let’s go!”

He hoisted Rong Pu onto his back. Rong Pu grabbed the large bundle beside him, and both men scrambled up the cliff face.

The cliffs on both sides were nearly vertical, but the agile fat man climbed very quickly, like a huge monkey appearing and disappearing among the mountain cliffs.

Rong Pu closed his eyes, listening to the whooshing wind.

Suddenly he heard Xia Houchun curse, and simultaneously felt him lean sharply backward, nearly throwing Rong Pu off.

Rong Pu felt fierce wind strike his face. Opening his eyes, he saw a black shadow scrape past his nose bridge and strike into a mountain crevice with a thud, gleaming blue-green in the sunlight.

A poisoned throwing dart.

Several people were rapidly climbing up the cliff face toward them.

This was the nearest and most dangerous route to Wuse Plain, yet Liaodong people had even stationed people on the cliff faces.

Xia Houchun climbed faster. When someone climbed close and drew a blade to slash at Xia Houchun’s ankle, Xia Houchun had to find footing on the nearly smooth mountain wall while avoiding attacks. Having just found a slightly protruding spot to stand on, he clearly couldn’t avoid this attack.

Rong Pu suddenly reached behind and drew Xia Houchun’s umbrella, stabbing downward. The umbrella tip extended spikes, and with a hissing sound, that person screamed and fell, covering his bloody face.

Rong Pu used too much force and lost balance, flipping backward and about to tumble off the cliff.

A hand suddenly grabbed his ankle. Xia Houchun deftly lifted him back up, using that protrusion to climb another zhang higher, nearly reaching the cliff top.

But at this moment, several faces suddenly appeared in the sky above.

Large faces with thick beards, wearing fur, black armor with white trim—clearly Liaodong people.

Someone was actually waiting like hunters on the cliff top.

Xia Houchun turned, trying to find other climbing routes to leave the range these people could affect.

But all sides were bare, without even a tree root.

People were still rapidly climbing from below.

Tigers above, serpents below—trapped on the precipice.

Rong Pu had never encountered such a desperate situation in his life.

His palms were slightly sweaty. In this critical moment, his heart suddenly thought of Tie Ci.

How many such life-and-death situations had Her Highness experienced in her lifetime?

What did she think at those times?

Was she afraid?

This thought flashed by.

Xia Houchun suddenly saw birds flying up from the cliff top.

He immediately shouted: “You thieves, why do you Liaodong people trespass into our Yong Ping territory—do you want to invade villages to burn, kill, and pillage?”

Rong Pu reacted extremely quickly, also crying urgently: “Are you coveting the silver in the bundle on my back!”

The two Liaodong men above were startled.

Arrow sounds suddenly came from behind them.

The Liaodong people knew trouble was coming. They instinctively turned to parry with their blades, but forgot they were standing on the cliff edge to intercept those below. With one turn, they fell down.

As he fell, Xia Houchun smoothly raised his hand and lightly redirected his massive body, changing its direction. With two thuds, he knocked down two Liaodong soldiers climbing up.

The other man on the cliff wanted to retreat, but suddenly a dog charged over and bit his ankle.

That man hurriedly dodged while also avoiding arrows shot by hunters hidden in the trees, becoming somewhat flustered.

When he finally kicked the dog away, a massive black shadow suddenly swept past behind him, and pain struck his neck.

Xia Houchun had used this opening to jump onto the cliff.

He kicked this fellow off the cliff too.

He then moved several rocks and pushed them down. Amid screaming, the Liaodong soldiers climbing the cliff had to give up.

Xia Houchun and Rong Pu landed, then turned to see a young hunter emerging from the grass, looking at them curiously.

When Xia Houchun earlier saw birds flying up, he guessed there might be a hunter with dogs passing by, the running dogs having startled the birds.

His shout was to identify these Liaodong soldiers and call on locals to join in eliminating the enemy.

Rong Pu, for extra assurance, specifically indicated he had money on him.

Indeed, this hunter acted upon hearing this.

But the hunter clearly didn’t act for money. After hearing their thanks, he waved cheerfully and pointed to a small mountain path: “Since you two have urgent military matters, there’s a small path here. Though it’s harder to travel, with your skills it should be fine. Go this way—emerging from this path should put you above the ice waterfall at Wuse Plain.”

Both men were delighted, hastily thanking him again. This time Rong Pu truly pulled out a large amount of silver, but the other kept shaking his head: “You’re Commander Di’s subordinates. Commander Di has protected and helped the people for so many years guarding Yong Ping—how could we take the army’s money? We only hope the Commander continues her great victories to protect Yong Ping’s peace.”

The two entered the small path, but the hunter called them back again. Scratching his head with a somewhat simple, somewhat shy smile: “We heard the Crown Princess came to Yong Ping and even helped the Commander. Don’t know if you know the Crown Princess—what’s she like? Such a high official and a woman too—she won’t be like those previous pale-faced bad officials who bullied our Commander, will she?”

Rong Pu stopped in his tracks.

He was silent for a moment, then said calmly: “No.”

“She won’t bully anyone. She’s the finest woman in this world.”

“Moreover, she won’t fail Di Yiwei. They’re both the most outstanding women in this world. They will forever shine like twin stars across Da Qian’s heaven and earth, mountains and rivers, throughout the realm.”

Chapter 261: Self-Rescue
On the Five-Color Plain, the Da Qian soldiers inexplicably met their defeat.

The morale of the Liaodong soldiers visibly surged. The Da Qian soldiers hadn’t yet realized what was happening, thinking it was merely a battle setback with the Liaodong soldiers counterattacking fiercely. The Yongping Army had always grown stronger through adversity—when one batch fell, the next would charge forward.

The commanders were also continuously boosting their soldiers’ morale, leading the charge from the front.

Di Yiwei raised her telescope, her gaze falling on the first batch of fallen soldiers at the very front.

She could confirm that before these men fell, the Liaodong soldiers’ weapons hadn’t even had time to strike them.

She suddenly shouted sternly: “Retreat!”

The messenger looked at her in surprise, not understanding why they would suddenly retreat when the situation looked so favorable. This could easily reverse their morale and allow the Liaodong soldiers to turn defeat into victory.

“Retreat immediately!”

The messenger dared not delay and immediately sounded the gong and waved the flags.

“Rear guard becomes vanguard, immediately withdraw from the battlefield, distance yourselves from the Liaodong troops… Scorpion Battalion covers the retreat, Blood Cavalry pulls back, form a crescent moon defensive formation, from now on, focus on defense!”

“Commander, the Blood Cavalry is still charging the Liaodong cavalry formation to rescue the Imperial Crown Princess!”

“The Imperial Crown Princess has already withdrawn, Blood Cavalry retreat.”

“Yes!”

But during the infantry’s retreat, they continued to fall.

A subordinate rushed over, grabbing her horse’s reins to pull her back: “Commander! Retreat quickly! The front infantry is failing, the Liaodong soldiers are encircling us, their target is you. If you don’t retreat now, you won’t be able to escape!”

“Step back.” Di Yiwei kicked away the hand grabbing her reins and raised her telescope to observe carefully. Stray arrows whistled past her, and the guards beside her broke into a cold sweat, but she didn’t move.

“Commander! If the Scorpion Battalion and Blood Cavalry also have problems, today we—”

“Since the Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Battalion haven’t had problems until now, they won’t have problems.” Di Yiwei replied, “The problem lies in the food. The Blood Cavalry has a separate camp, and the Scorpion Battalion also has separate food preparation, so they’re fine.”

After the incident that day, the main camp’s food had been tampered with. But the Scorpion Battalion had always had different food treatment from ordinary soldiers—they used their own separate kitchen. After Di Yiwei’s incident, they threw away all food sent from the main camp. Even when their own provisions were insufficient and they had to scrimp and save, they didn’t eat the main camp’s rations.

As for the Blood Cavalry, Huang Ming, Xiao Chang and others had tried to control them, but they couldn’t even enter the Blood Cavalry’s camp. Because the Blood Cavalry adopted an attitude of indifference, and Xiao Chang and others feared complications and didn’t dare offend them, they let it be.

Thus, on today’s battlefield, a lifeline was preserved for the Yongping Army.

Di Yiwei felt no relief. The infantry here was only the main camp’s left army. The right army and surrounding guard camps had been largely transferred to the Cang Tian Pass front to retake it. Once the poison took effect there, none would escape. Although each unit was equipped with Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Battalion, the difficulty of this battle had multiplied. If they also failed here, morale would collapse, leading to total defeat across all fronts.

The poison had been administered long ago but only activated during the great battle. There must be some time-controlled trigger that activated under certain conditions. What was it?

Through her telescope, soldiers were running and then falling without warning, fighting and then falling, resisting and then falling…

It seemed sudden and without any pattern.

Di Yiwei suddenly said, “No! They’re all moving!”

The officers around her looked at her in confusion.

Di Yiwei lowered her telescope and pressed her lips together.

Even if the poison was triggered by movement, stopping on this dangerous battlefield would be equally fatal.

The Liaodong people had chosen the perfect timing, which was why they dared to penetrate so boldly into Yongping territory to ambush the Yongping Army.

Infantry comprised the main numbers. Once they all lost combat capability, with three Liaodong armies converging, everyone’s life would be left here.

An officer beside her said: “Commander, our only option now is to capture the enemy leader!”

The reasoning was correct, but among the three armies, where exactly was the main commander?

Dan Shuang had already shot the Liaodong infantry battalion commander, and they’d just received word that the Imperial Crown Princess had also killed cavalry battalion commander Dantai Yong with artillery. But this hadn’t caused great disorder in enemy morale, indicating their main leader was still there.

Since both infantry and cavalry had lost their commanders without morale collapsing, the decision-maker above Dantai Yong could only be Prince Da’an.

Where was he?

Some around her said he was with the cavalry battalion, others insisted he must still be with the infantry battalion. Di Yiwei coldly observed the battle situation and said: “No, he’s in neither.”

The officers felt discouraged.

A stray arrow flew over, grazing Di Yiwei’s long hair, and several black strands scattered.

“Commander! We must retreat!”

“Where can we retreat to?” Di Yiwei said calmly. “They’re relying on superior numbers, blocking three directions. Behind us is the Five-Color Plain with treacherous terrain. Once we retreat there, the Blood Cavalry will be useless first. Even if the Scorpion Battalion can protect us, we can’t wait for reinforcements—the infantry still in the main camp should all be poisoned.”

Not to mention Cui Shi, who must be among the enemy forces now. The moment the situation turned slightly against them, he could act.

It was truly a dead end.

The officers who had followed Di Yiwei in defending the frontier for many years through countless battles had never encountered such a hopeless situation with no retreat.

The defensive circle was shrinking. No matter how hard everyone tried, they were still being driven step by step toward the Five-Color Plain.

Di Yiwei continued holding her telescope, and no one knew what she was still looking at.

Through the telescope, Di Yiwei’s gaze swept over each fallen person.

Blood-spurting wounds, damaged swords and blades, torn cotton clothes…

Torn cotton clothes…

Cotton clothes…

At this moment, two people suddenly charged down from the mountain path ahead, immediately intercepted by Liaodong soldiers rushing up.

Di Yiwei’s eyes focused—she found one person’s large, fat figure very familiar. He was carrying someone on his back, and that person used an umbrella-like object to slash and parry all the way. The two coordinated quite well.

She said: “Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Battalion each send a team to bring them out!”

The Blood Cavalry received orders and departed. In the distance, that fat man suddenly removed his clothes, tore off his garment, cut down a Liaodong soldier, used his blood to write several large characters, then spread his arms to hold the bloody cloth high.

The blood characters were vivid, visible from far away.

“Cotton clothes!”

…

Murong Yi looked up at Prince Da’an.

The Liaodong Prince who had come from above the Five-Color Plain looked calmly at Tie Ci on the ground and said: “The poison in your body, the royal position you desire, everything you’ve worked for—it need not come to nothing. You only need to exchange this woman who is destined to break with you.”

Murong Yi remained silent.

“Previously when you requested to dissolve the engagement, I agreed. I also arranged another marriage for you—the eldest daughter of the Golden Armor Battalion Commander in Ru Zhou. You know what position the Golden Armor Battalion holds in Ru Zhou and what power the Huang family wields in Liaodong.”

Murong Yi looked up at him with slight surprise, apparently not expecting his father had actually arranged such a good marriage for him.

“All that talk of injustice and grievance, that killing of brothers for revenge—you put on that reckless act hoping this king would believe it, and this king can indeed believe it. After all, though I have many sons, true heroes are rare.” Prince Da’an said indifferently. “But if you want to be a hero, don’t learn those romantic sentiments. Otherwise you don’t deserve it. Think of your past twenty years, think of your endurance and humiliation, think of your entire journey. Think clearly, then give me your answer.”

Murong Yi continued his silence. After a while, he bent down.

Tie Ci seemed not fully unconscious, her eyes half-closed and half-open.

Before her, light and shadow were hazy as if through turbulent water. Human voices seemed to come through layers of water curtains, vaguely hearing “destined to break,” “arranged a marriage,” “exchange her,” and other fragments.

Feeling his approach, she struggled to open her eyes, wanting to see his expression clearly.

But Murong Yi reached out and gently closed her eyelids.

Tie Ci didn’t try to open her eyes again.

If he didn’t want her to see, then she wouldn’t look.

She laughed mockingly in her heart.

Others didn’t know, but she had accompanied him all the way. How his brothers treated him, how he eliminated those brothers—she had seen it all clearly.

What he wanted through all his struggles to this point, she might understand better than he did himself.

That day in Fu Mountain, he had said, “Except for one thing, I can sacrifice everything else for you.”

She hadn’t asked about that one thing then, but now she no longer needed to ask.

Even if life was more important than everything else, she had no right to make someone who had struggled out of the mire abandon all his dreams and hopes for her.

How easy it was—just abandon her, and he would have the royal position, honor, and powerful in-laws.

There was nothing to resent. She was the same kind of person.

Advancing with blade in hand from darkness, every step stained with blood—her own blood and others’ blood. Without killing there was no escape from shackles, without abandoning there was no reaching toward heaven and earth.

To cleave through cracks and see the vast sky, first one must wield the blade.

Murong Yi knelt on one knee before her, looking at her peaceful face. Her eyelashes were fluttering slightly—he knew she hadn’t lost consciousness.

He brushed the hair at her temples, his fingers gently sweeping from her temple outward, pausing slightly.

He said softly: “I’m sorry.”

Then he stood up, grabbed her ankle, and dragged her over.

Her body was dragged across the uneven ground, wounds slightly reopening, leaving a long, winding trail of bright red on the ground.

Prince Da’an’s eyes flickered slightly.

He understood this ruthless son’s nature and had thought he could give her up, but when he actually abandoned her and acted so coldly, he too felt a chill.

For a moment, he thought of himself.

If the persecution by his other sons was the trigger for Little Eighteen’s murderous uprising, then his own cold indifference was the true instigator who had placed him in such circumstances for years.

If one day he too fell beneath his feet in such a manner, how would he treat himself?

Actually… quite looking forward to it.

Murong Yi calmly dragged Tie Ci all the way over and threw her at Prince Da’an’s feet.

Immediately someone came forward and placed a blade at Tie Ci’s throat.

Others rushed up to search her, prying open her hands, only seeing some gray-black powder fall beneath her palms, paying it no mind.

Cui Shi had been standing far away, watching from a distance, showing distrust of everyone.

Prince Da’an said to him: “The Imperial Crown Princess has supernatural abilities, able to come and go in an instant. Even though she’s severely injured now, it’s hard to say she can’t break free from restraints. Please trouble sir to take a look and place a prohibition on her.”

Cui Shi hesitated. He had heard from the Poison Maniac that these people in power commonly crossed rivers and burned bridges, broke their word, and turned ruthless. Though he had made great contributions, he also feared arousing their wariness. He was determined not to get too close, so others would also be wary of his ability to poison at will.

Prince Da’an didn’t mind, only saying sternly: “If the Imperial Crown Princess escapes, the first one to face the blade may not necessarily be this king.”

Only then did Cui Shi walk over. As he walked, five-colored flowing smoke emanated around him. Everyone showed expressions of disgust, covering their mouths and noses.

Cui Shi remained silent. He hadn’t spent long with the Poison Maniac and hadn’t learned much. In terms of using poison, he couldn’t speak of having methods. A true Poison Maniac could poison people invisibly with a wave of his hand and laughter—such attacks wouldn’t require walking over. But he could only rely on such distinctly colored poison smoke to create an intimidating facade.

Murong Yi stood to one side, watching expressionlessly.

Everyone stared at the unconscious Tie Ci, marveling at the Imperial Crown Princess’s youth while being shocked by Murong Yi’s coldness.

Several princes watched him with particular wariness.

He raised his hand, and immediately someone vigilantly drew their blade on him, pointing it at him: “What are you doing!”

The one who drew the blade was the Seventh Prince. This time Prince Da’an had brought several sons to observe the battlefield. The Seventh Prince and others had heard of Murong Yi’s great achievements and now were more wary of him than of Prince Da’an.

Murong Yi casually scratched his head: “Nothing much, probably caught your lice.”

The Seventh Prince’s face turned red with anger. He was about to curse when Prince Da’an’s gaze swept over him, and he bit his teeth and lowered his head.

Murong Yi said indifferently: “Soon I’ll be the Crown Prince. Remember to apologize to me.”

The Ninth Prince walked over with a dark expression. He was well-born and had considerable face before the Great Prince. Seeing Murong Yi still so arrogant at this moment, and remembering his father’s earlier promise, he could no longer contain his inner resentment. He stretched out his foot and viciously kicked Murong Yi’s knee hollow, shouting: “What Crown Prince! You’re a criminal—kneel down and beg father for forgiveness!”

With a thud, Murong Yi fell to his knees.

Prince Da’an hadn’t expected this turn of events and was momentarily stunned. He had thought this rebellious son would immediately get up and kick the Ninth Prince down, but who knew Murong Yi would actually go with the flow and bend down, looking like he was about to kowtow properly, while saying: “Since you put it that way, I’ll kowtow this bow as thanks to father for granting me Crown Prince status!”

Prince Da’an hadn’t reacted yet when he suddenly felt an ominous premonition.

He heard no sound and saw nothing, but years of battlefield experience gave him an instinct that made him unconsciously step back from this son’s kowtow. But he forgot this was the uneven terrain of the Five-Color Plain with rolling hills and slopes. This retreat caused him to fall backward.

“Whoosh.”

Light shot from Murong Yi’s lowered head through his hair. What should have entered Prince Da’an’s abdomen instead, due to his retreat, precisely entered Prince Da’an’s unspeakable region.

Something pierced through his crotch, trailing a thin line of blood.

Murong Yi leaped up, laughing loudly: “This works too—you’ll never be able to sire any more useless offspring!” He raised his hand, and the stone in his hand struck Tie Ci as he shouted: “Wake up! By your hand!”

Prince Da’an: “Quick—”

Everyone was shocked by this sudden change. The two men with crossed blades at Tie Ci’s throat also instinctively turned their eyes and loosened their grip.

Tie Ci suddenly opened her eyes.

At the same time, a steel ring suddenly popped out from the collar of her golden armor with a snap, protecting her throat and shattering the steel blades.

Her hand lying on the ground closed its five fingers, and the pile of gray-black powder beneath her palm suddenly became a round small ball. She raised her hand, and the small ball whistled out toward Cui Shi and Prince Da’an.

Cui Shi’s expression changed drastically as he retreated urgently.

“Boom.”

The black-robed figure was blasted down the slope. Thick smoke rose up, everyone screamed and shouted, scattered in panic, searching for the Great Prince. Only Murong Yi charged through the smoke and scooped up Tie Ci with one arm.

He dared not roll down the slope—Tie Ci’s blade was still embedded, and rolling and colliding might drive it deeper. He could only charge forward several steps holding her. Ahead the terrain sloped down to a small waterfall, below which a ice river meandered. The river water wasn’t completely frozen, but broken ice floated and sank, crystal clear and sparkling.

Someone pursued from behind. Murong Yi didn’t hesitate to charge down with Tie Ci on top of his head, then with a splash, jumped into the ice river.

Under the violent movement, wounds tore open. The ice river’s broken ice became tinged with pink. He kept Tie Ci above his head to prevent her from touching the water as he waded across the river.

After crossing, he didn’t run toward the easily walkable low terrain but headed for the difficult high terrain. The varied elevations of the Five-Color Plain made walking difficult but also made hiding easier. Those pursuing behind him kept losing his trail. Soon fewer and fewer people remained, though several still pursued relentlessly.

The Ninth Prince’s voice called from afar: “Chase! Must kill this villain on the spot! Avenge father!”

Several figures darted out, mostly masters recruited by the various princes. The princes rarely reached consensus, but they were determined to eliminate this venomous Little Eighteen. Even though his recent attack had already cut him off from Liaodong and the Crown Prince position, they absolutely couldn’t let him go.

Who knew when this poisonous scorpion might resurrect and bite them.

Pursuit was easy enough—Murong Yi was continuously bleeding, his speed slowing. Following the trail of fresh blood was simple.

Following the trail, they discovered the path had somehow led to the top of the ice waterfall.

By now both sides were very close.

Night had fallen. The temperature atop the ice waterfall was even lower. Fresh blood had congealed into deep red patches. Corpses frozen to the ice waterfall displayed countless poses—under the moonlight it looked exactly like a human hell.

Facing such a bloody waterfall, even a glance was heart-trembling, let alone sliding down it.

The pursuers watched helplessly as Murong Yi held Tie Ci, gave them a backward glance and smile, then unhesitatingly crouched down.

In the darkness they could vaguely see him gliding smoothly on the ice, rapidly sliding down while still avoiding the corpses.

The pursuers steeled themselves and also slid down, but lacked Murong Yi’s superb ice-sliding technique. Someone crashed into a corpse and was struck by frozen severed limbs and arms. Whether from pain or terror, their screams carried far.

This made later pursuers hesitate. They had thought Murong Yi was at his limit, but hadn’t expected he could still counter-kill. Rich rewards were important, but their own lives mattered more. They immediately turned and headed back.

But a figure swept over, cold-faced with mask and flowing sleeves. The pursuers recognized him as the Embroidered Guard Chief, always most trusted by the Great Prince. Recently he’d been executing secret protection missions, often lurking near the Great Prince but not approaching closely. His appearance now likely meant the Great Prince had been attacked and he was taking action.

The Embroidered Guard Chief didn’t even glance at him, sweeping past him and rushing to the top of the ice waterfall.

At this time, some had slid to the bottom of the ice waterfall while others still stood at the top. The two groups stared at each other, both asking: “Where are they?”

“We clearly saw them slide down!”

“You people at the top, why weren’t you watching!”

“You people at the bottom, why aren’t you searching properly!”

The two sides actually began blaming each other.

Until the Embroidered Guard Chief arrived and said sternly: “Below the ice waterfall is open plain. Since you haven’t seen anyone, they should still be near the ice waterfall. Why argue? Just search.”

Everyone looked at that ice waterfall—corpses everywhere, poor lighting. How to search?

The cold moon hung high, the ice waterfall’s chill was bone-piercing. The frozen corpses had turned blue-purple, dying in one hundred and eighty different ghastly forms, all beyond human imagination.

In the distance, night owls seemed to screech as they flew past searching for corpses. Further away, the faint sound of battle could be heard.

Liaodong people had always been superstitious about supernatural forces. In such circumstances, they couldn’t help feeling frightened. Though they agreed verbally, their movements were sluggish.

Only the Embroidered Guard Chief slid down without a word.

Everyone looked at each other, admiring the Embroidered Guard Chief’s loyalty in their hearts.

Seeing him go down, most said that being so, they would wait below to support the Chief, avoiding having to go down and turn over corpses in the middle of the night.

One or two, thinking of the reward money, also slid down.

Those below also came up to search.

The Embroidered Guard Chief had a bearded giant following him. The giant looked around and said: “On this ice waterfall, could there be cracks? Did those two fall into a crack?”

The Embroidered Guard Chief said: “Excellent observation. How did I not think of that.”

The giant was pleased and bent down to look for cracks. Finding a curled-up corpse in his way, he stretched out his foot to kick it aside.

Beside that corpse was another corpse, embracing it in a hugging posture.

Under the moonlight, among the starlight, that corpse suddenly opened its eyes.

Chapter 262: Don’t Forget Me
Eyes black and white and distinct, filled with murderous intent.

The Embroidered Guard Chief walked over impassively, his wide sleeves dropping down to block the corpse’s eyes as something fell down.

His other hand stopped the giant, then he gently pushed with his foot, moving the two corpses away. “Don’t kick them. What if you kick off some arm or leg? Wouldn’t that disgust you? Besides, these are our comrades. If we can’t properly collect their bodies, must we also desecrate them?”

The giant sheepishly withdrew his foot and turned to search in another direction.

The Embroidered Guard Chief looked down.

On the ice surface, several blood-soaked characters glowed ghastly in the moonlight.

“Kill them.”

The Embroidered Guard Chief raised his eyelids, ground the characters away with his toe, and walked off.

But he didn’t go far, just wandered nearby. Whenever someone searched and approached this area, he would lead them away.

The few searchers were mainly looking for caves, cracks, and other paths on the ice waterfall. People all have mental blind spots—they didn’t want to look closely at the various grotesque corpses, and with so many bodies around, they formed the concept that “this place is full of corpses.” They all tried to avoid the bodies, never thinking to search among them.

After searching everywhere without success, the Embroidered Guard Chief said: “Then it seems they had already slid down and escaped earlier.”

Those who had been on the ice waterfall immediately said: “Right, right, I saw them slide down.”

Those below the ice waterfall were displeased and were about to say they clearly hadn’t seen anyone slide down, when those above said: “Perhaps they had already run off before you slid down. How could you have intercepted them? Or would you rather search this ice waterfall again?”

Those below the ice waterfall immediately fell silent.

“Since that’s the case,” the Embroidered Guard Chief said, “this is not your fault. Return and report, await your masters’ orders. Besides, we don’t know the extent of the Great Prince’s injuries—we should be at his side protecting him.”

No one wanted to stay in this ghastly place any longer, so they all agreed in chorus and left together with the Embroidered Guard Chief.

Cold wind swept across the ice surface. The post-battle battlefield was like a pit of ten thousand corpses.

One corpse half-knelt on the ground, its gaping mouth still frozen in its final dying cry.

Beneath this corpse, two bodies nestled together suddenly moved.

Murong Yi slowly rose, struggling to help Tie Ci up.

In the moonlight his face was pale, looking even worse than the corpse behind him.

He released the hand that had been pressed against Tie Ci’s back, felt her temperature and pulse, breathed a slight sigh of relief, then collapsed backward, sitting right on the corpse. He didn’t mind, casually resting his arm on the dead man’s leg: “Brother, I’m really tired, let me borrow your leg.”

Then he opened the pouch in his palm—the one the Embroidered Guard Chief had dropped to him—and took out a pill.

The pill was golden in color, emanating a rich fragrance that invigorated the spirit just by smelling it.

There was only one pill. Not because the Embroidered Guard Chief was stingy, but because this medicine was inherently rare. Even with his grandfather’s wealth and connections, he hadn’t been able to obtain many. This one had been specifically left with the Embroidered Guard Chief for emergencies.

Without hesitation, Murong Yi pushed the pill into Tie Ci’s mouth.

But Tie Ci’s teeth were clenched tight. Murong Yi chuckled: “Who are you guarding against?” He lowered his head and pressed his lips to hers.

The touch beneath his lips was ice-cold. His heart ached, and a fierce look flashed in his eyes. He simply used his tongue tip to pry open her teeth.

His tongue tip nimbly coiled around hers, pushing the pill into her throat, but he still wouldn’t let go, seeking her tongue tip and sucking it delicately.

His kiss wasn’t urgent or greedy, but delicate and careful, measuring every fraction with his tongue tip, savoring the slight sweetness that belonged to her. His nose tip gently pressed against hers, and even every breath sounded in his heart like celestial music.

Because he knew this moment of unguarded closeness might be brief—every moment that passed was one less moment remaining. This touch of lips and teeth was so precious that after today, perhaps tomorrow there would never be another chance.

The northern wind was biting cold against their faces, but where they touched was warm and moist. He took from her inch by inch, like standing in a frozen snow forest of ten thousand fathoms yet raising his head toward the willow-filled southern shore of spring—southward, always southward.

A slight tickle on his cheek—her eyelashes were fluttering slightly. The medicine was taking effect; she was about to wake.

Reluctantly he released her lips, and also released the hand that had been pressed against her back again.

His face grew even paler, pale to the point of transparency, revealing the faint blue blood vessels at his temples. But this made his features appear even more intensely beautiful, his eyes like they had absorbed the night’s darkness, cold and deep as an abyss.

If Tie Ci opened her eyes now, she would know that Rong Wei was not Murong Yi either—the Eighteenth Prince of Liaodong, with ice and snow as his divinity, and the dark night as his eyes.

The small pouch also contained an iron fan. After his capture, everything on him had been searched and confiscated. Something like an iron fan naturally couldn’t be left with him. The hairpin was only left because it was necessary for binding his hair, and after careful inspection it was indeed just an ordinary hairpin.

Something as sensitive as an iron fan—he wondered how the Embroidered Guard Chief had managed to obtain it.

He used the iron fan to slash, and the ice surface cracked. Holding Tie Ci, he dropped beneath the ice layer, and when falling he even dragged over the big brother who had lent him his leg to block the crack.

The big brother half-knelt over the crack with his mouth open in a cry, seeming to accuse someone of their unconscionable behavior.

This was where the ice waterfall turned and dropped in layers, leaving a small space that could barely hide two people, though they could easily slide down.

Murong Yi sat on the outer edge, stretching his legs to block Tie Ci from sliding down if there was water on the ground. Then he began removing her golden armor.

The golden armor looked heavy but was actually quite light. If not for all the modifications, it should have been even lighter.

This must be her master’s masterpiece. He wondered who her master was. When Murong Yi wasn’t certain of Tie Ci’s identity, he had been very curious about this elder she spoke of with such reverence, always feeling this person was supremely talented—why wasn’t their reputation known? After learning Tie Ci’s identity, this curiosity turned into vague wariness and unease. Tie Ci probably hadn’t hidden her identity from her master, so was everything this mysterious master did—daring to privately teach the imperial heir and cultivating her with all their strength—truly unrelated to her identity? Was their wholehearted support of Tie Ci truly purely out of selfless master-disciple affection?

Murong Yi came from Da Qian’s most powerful, strongest, and most ruthlessly competitive royal family. He found it hard to believe such pure, unrewarded master-disciple sentiment existed in this world.

After all, judging from her master’s modifications of various items and even armor, this didn’t seem like an otherworldly sage indifferent to fame and fortune.

His gaze fell on the golden armor. Looking carefully, he could see that some of the minute connecting points were all carved with extremely exquisite imperial inscriptions—golden and brilliant, supremely noble.

Having been busy with assassination and escaping pursuit, he hadn’t had time to think carefully about previous events. Now, blinded by this golden light, he felt Tie Ci’s identity more deeply than ever before, and many thoughts involuntarily flashed through his mind.

“If I were to have such a good match with the Imperial Crown Princess, I’d just kill her.”

“That would be my wife—of course I’d keep her close to my heart. Close to my heart isn’t enough—I’d have to put her on the altar, in the shrine, on the tombstone. That’s what I call keeping her close to heart.”

“Whoever tries to obstruct my dreams, I’ll kick them aside… no matter who it is.”

“The Eighteenth Prince is supremely talented, the Imperial Crown Princess is a young girl in her spring—writing a few love letters isn’t strange.”

“If I really don’t like her, I’ll just kill her.”

“Isn’t the Imperial Crown Princess just a waste!”

“Both ugly and useless!”

Each sentence slapped him in the face like a door panel.

The tears of regret flowing down his face now were the water that had entered his brain when he was spouting nonsense before.

He suddenly raised his hand and gave himself a crisp slap.

The sound seemed to disturb Tie Ci, and she stirred.

Murong Yi quickly pressed on her neck and forcibly put her back to sleep.

“Don’t, don’t look at me. I have no face now, can’t be seen.”

Tie Ci seemed to resist physical contact even in her coma, uncomfortably shifting away.

Murong Yi’s hand rested beside her neck, suddenly remembering that this person before him had originally been his fiancée, but now he was an unrelated man.

“…When the Imperial Crown Princess returns, how could she bear to let go of someone as handsome and outstanding as me? Hasn’t she been rejected enough in broken engagements? This time she absolutely won’t agree easily!”

“…After falling in love with me at first sight, she withstood enormous family pressure and her parents’ various punishments and tears, insisting on breaking off her previous well-matched engagement. After a year of arduous struggle, today she finally succeeded!”

What to do—he wanted to slap himself again.

Once there was a dream marriage placed before me. I only needed to do nothing and it would be mine, but I personally pushed it away! Then I turned around and discovered the wind had changed direction, and the person had been blown farther and farther away.

Murong Yi sighed and looked up at the sky.

Heaven, this isn’t how you should toy with people.

After sighing for a long time, he found another ginseng pill in the bundle, put it in Tie Ci’s mouth, pressed one hand against her back and one on her chest, and cleanly pulled out the blade.

Tie Ci’s body jerked, and blood sprayed all over Murong Yi’s head and face.

He didn’t bother wiping it off, using prepared cloth from the bundle to press the wound, apply medicine, and bandage it. He tore her undergarment into strips and bound it tightly.

Finally he removed his own clean inner robe and put it on her, then built a fire beside her.

After finishing everything, Murong Yi was covered in sweat and exhaled deeply.

Good—he shouldn’t have injured any internal organs.

This definitely wasn’t luck. It must have been her exceptional reflexes, slightly moving her body at that moment to avoid all the organs.

Then he bandaged his own wounds, took some medicine, didn’t meditate to regulate his breathing, and sat beside Tie Ci, quietly watching her.

He watched for a long time, very intently, as if watching so long and hard could redeem all the longing from before and after.

Then he found flares in the back of the golden armor, left the crack, confirmed there were no more pursuers nearby and his father’s group had left, and only then set off the flares.

After setting off the flares, he returned to the crack and used his dagger to write on the nearby ice surface: “I saved you, don’t forget me.”

Then he looked at Tie Ci one last time, turned around, and slowly coughing, walked out of the crack.

Not long after he left, with a crack, the ice layer above couldn’t withstand the weight of the half-kneeling dead soldier and suddenly split again. The corpse tumbled down, landing right above those words.

The corpse’s knee shattered the ice surface, and a small amount of pale blood flowed out, making the characters illegible.

The corpse leaned back slightly, still with its mouth open, seeming to mock the distance.

…

On the plain, Xia Houchun leaped among the crowd in the distance, continuously waving flags.

Di Yiwei suddenly said: “Pass my order—all infantry who haven’t fallen, remove armor and strip off cotton clothes!”

Everyone stared at her blankly.

Fighting in this bitter cold, removing iron armor and cotton clothes—was this to offer themselves up to be slaughtered or freeze to death?

But Di Yiwei’s orders could never be disobeyed. Those who had disobeyed now had grass three feet high on their graves.

With one command, the infantry who hadn’t fallen began removing their clothes. Then Di Yiwei ordered the Scorpion Battalion to remove their armor and give it to the infantry to change into.

All Abyss Iron weapons were assigned to the Scorpion Battalion, who would be at the front lines responsible for protecting the entire army.

In the distance, Xia Houchun tore off a Liaodong soldier’s clothes and wrote the two characters “bells.”

Di Yiwei already understood.

But she showed no emotion, only saying: “Now we can retreat.”

The officers were stunned again.

They had found the cause of the poison’s activation and controlled it. The Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Battalion’s strength remained. With the remaining infantry, they might not be unable to fight. Why hadn’t they retreated during the most dangerous moment earlier, but were retreating now instead?

With this retreat, wouldn’t the Liaodong soldiers pursue their victory? With morale ebbing and flowing, their already slim chances would be nearly gone.

But the commander’s orders couldn’t be disobeyed. The messenger waved the retreat flags, and the entire army began withdrawing.

Liaodong soldiers were always fierce. Losing two major generals hadn’t made them retreat, nor had they understood why the Da Qian soldiers removed their cotton clothes. Seeing them retreat now, they assumed they were defeated and fleeing, immediately pursuing relentlessly.

They passed over the Da Qian soldiers’ corpses and followed Da Qian’s retreat toward the Five-Color Plain.

The previous battle had been on the west side of the Five-Color Plain. This time it was on the east side, where the terrain was gentler with fewer mounds, more sandy soil, and more streams. Under Di Yiwei’s command, the soldiers strangely didn’t walk on the mounds but preferred to run wildly stepping on the icy streams.

This made them appear even more panicked, causing the Liaodong officers and soldiers to laugh heartily. Some noticed that a small number of Scorpion Battalion troops hadn’t retreated but were being led by the Blood Cavalry along the army’s flanks toward the rear. But because there were so few, they couldn’t form an encirclement, so no one paid attention.

Di Yiwei stayed to retreat last. Dan Shuang and Qi Yuansi refused to retreat: “Commander, we still haven’t found the Imperial Crown Princess!”

“If we can’t find her, it means she’s run far away!” Di Yiwei said calmly. “Leave now, don’t interfere with my encirclement. This is a military order!”

Dan Shuang: “You’ve retreated everyone—what are you going to encircle with!”

Qi Yuansi glared angrily: “Something clearly went wrong in that earlier formation, but you ignored it. You’ve failed the Imperial Crown Princess!”

“Victory and the safety of the army are the best repayment to her. I believe she has the fate to enjoy it.” Di Yiwei waved her pipe lightly. “Those who won’t leave—knock them out and carry them away!”

Rong Pu, who had been rescued, came over and knocked out both of them with one needle each.

He carried a large bundle and calmly handed it to Di Yiwei: “Commander, these are some pills. There wasn’t time to develop an antidote, but these pills can temporarily suppress the toxicity in case of further accidents.”

“Supervisor Rong, everything is fine here. I need you to travel again, catch up with the three armies heading to Cang Tian Pass. No matter what method you use, today’s events cannot be repeated.”

“I can accept the commander’s orders, but I have one request.”

“Speak.”

“I want the commander to immediately assign people to search for the Imperial Crown Princess, and from now on always prioritize the Imperial Crown Princess.”

“Before departure, the Imperial Crown Princess told me this journey was for personal desires, and she didn’t want any Da Qian military personnel to be harmed because of her private affairs. If she couldn’t resolve it herself, sending the army would be a waste of lives. So regardless of success or failure, she told me not to worry about her. I agreed to this.” Di Yiwei looked into Rong Pu’s eyes. “But I respect her public spirit and righteousness, and I can equally agree to you. I’ll send people to find her right now.”

“Let her see your victory and loyalty.”

“Good.”

Rong Pu set down the bundle. Di Yiwei summoned others to escort him from the battlefield to Cang Tian Pass. Xia Houchun was Tie Ci’s guard commander and would lead the guards in searching for Tie Ci.

When Rong Pu left hurriedly, he didn’t even have time to wipe the sweat and bloody mud from his body.

The Da Qian soldiers had already charged into the Five-Color Plain, splashing up large amounts of ice water. But this wasn’t a good retreat direction—the Five-Color Plain connected to cliffs on both sides, wide outside but narrow inside, with a small exit ahead. It would take a long time for the army to pass through and they could easily be caught up.

Soon, the Liaodong army came charging over in dark masses.

Like locusts covering the sky, they rushed onto the Five-Color Plain in a blink. But they couldn’t step on water in winter, so naturally they all leaped onto the sandy mounds.

Just at this moment.

Di Yiwei suddenly let out a sharp whistle.

“Boom boom boom boom”—countless sandy mounds suddenly exploded. Black and yellow figures burst from the ground like poisonous scorpions, blade light snow-bright around them, covering the vast Five-Color Plain.

The Liaodong soldiers who had just stepped onto the sandy mounds were caught completely off guard, watching helplessly as the blade light came from below, like white silk, and felt a chill below.

Some bodies continued charging forward while their heads remained in place.

Some were split in half mid-air, blood raining down with a splash.

More had their feet severed by the ghostly ground-hugging blade light, crying out as they fell and tripped even more comrades. The fallen were then held down by those black and yellow figures who gently drew across their throats.

The intermittent streams between the sand mounds also turned red, gleaming with oily light.

At Di Yiwei’s command, the infantry without poison symptoms and the Blood Cavalry patrolling nearby turned around and charged.

Sandy mounds kept exploding continuously—boom after boom—accompanied by black and yellow figures shooting out and cold white blade light spinning, truly like scorpions emerging from the sand with their venomous tails raised.

Only now did Xia Houchun and others understand why the unit was called Scorpion Battalion.

This was the true Scorpion Battalion.

Fierce, cunning, venomous, skilled at concealment, rolling out from underground.

No one had imagined that the Scorpion Battalion could actually lurk beneath the sand.

This was also why Di Yiwei chose the Five-Color Plain as the location to lure the enemy—seemingly disadvantageous terrain.

The tide of victory immediately reversed.

But this wasn’t the end.

The Liaodong officers and soldiers had their courage destroyed by this round of killing. After heavy casualties, someone finally shouted and fled backward. No matter how the officers shouted from behind or the military police pursued and killed, it was useless.

However, after those people rushed out of the Five-Color Plain, they suddenly stopped again. The fastest group suddenly let out a cry—heart-rending and desperate—and turned to run again!

Chapter 263: Legend
“The ghosts have come to claim lives! The ghosts have come to claim lives!”

The military police pursuing from behind were about to mock this absurdity when they looked up and saw, under the hazy moonlight with sandy mist rising, beneath the unextinguished smoke in the moonlight, a group of people bouncing along the horizon.

Not many in number, sparse and scattered, but their gait was too strange, their clothing and appearance too familiar.

They were exactly the soldiers from both sides who had died on the battlefield earlier—both Da Qian and Liaodong!

These corpses moved with the same rhythm, bouncing and hopping, crossing the desolate moon-shrouded mist, bouncing toward them.

This scene was so eerie that everyone was stunned into silence. The Five-Color Plain suddenly fell quiet, and faintly they could hear extremely subtle bell sounds—ding-dong, ding-dong.

Ringing out in this great battle’s blood moon and smoke, faint and distant, yet making everyone’s whole body tremble.

Some Liaodong soldiers were fearless rascals. At first glance they lost their souls, but then immediately felt this must be Da Qian soldiers playing supernatural tricks to deceive people. Furiously enraged, they charged forward shouting: “Let me show you for pretending! Let me show you for pretending!”

However, as he charged wildly, raising his blade, sand flying three feet under his feet, those “people” still unhurriedly bounced forward.

With a “crack,” the Liaodong soldier’s long blade chopped off the foremost soldier’s arm and half shoulder. A string of things fell to the ground, but only a shallow trace of blood appeared. That soldier still kept his eyes closed, bouncing and hopping, hopping past the blade-wielding soldier’s side.

That Liaodong soldier stood dazed holding his blade, watching the people passing by his side, bouncing and hopping, bouncing and hopping. Each “person” had a gray-blue complexion, eyes tightly closed, fresh blood dotted at the center of their foreheads, blood stains all over their bodies. Some had holes in their chests, some had their intestines pierced and bellies torn—all fatal wounds.

He began to tremble, trembling more and more, then suddenly threw down his blade and screamed heart-rendingly: “The corpses are walking!” He turned and ran.

This cry was like a retreat signal. The Liaodong soldiers, who feared spirits more than gods, suddenly rolled back, running like wolves and pigs, not even caring about those in front who were caught in the pincer attack of the Scorpion Battalion and Blood Cavalry.

Standing on the hillside, Di Yiwei finally showed a faint smile.

The Sanxiang Provincial Administration had legends of “corpse driving.” If someone from the countryside died far from home and their family wanted them to return to their roots, they would hire a corpse driver. At midnight, the corpse driver would ring bells, and the newly dead—those whose hearts still held a breath of warm air—would rise. The corpse driver would drip fresh blood into their foreheads, and they would follow the bell sounds, hopping step by step, following the corpse driver on the thousand-mile journey home.

The obsession with returning home was that breath of warm air lingering in the heart, driving a walking corpse to forever face toward home.

The Scorpion Battalion also recruited talented individuals—not many, perhaps only two or three who knew corpse driving.

Originally Di Yiwei wouldn’t use such methods. After all, this wasn’t real corpse driving, and disturbing the dead was also a great taboo in Da Qian customs.

But Liaodong had been too greedy and vicious this time. If the hand they extended wasn’t severely severed, there would never be peace afterward.

Conveniently, the Liaodong people had even prepared the bells.

You use bells as poison triggers, I’ll use bells to send you home.

In the distance, Xia Houchun, searching for the Imperial Crown Princess, looked back and saw the strange sight on the Five-Color Plain, sighing in his heart.

Di Yiwei’s tactics were like herself—both orthodox and unorthodox. Upright military prowess and cunning military strategy complemented each other. Her vision was far-reaching and her perception meticulous, and she also possessed the strongest heart—steady as a rock, unmoved by wind and rain.

The Five-Color Plain battle’s life-and-death reversal would surely be recorded in military history, becoming a classic battle that generations of military officers could never avoid.

How fortunate for Da Qian to have her, how fortunate for the Crown Princess to have her.

The Liaodong army was defeated like a landslide.

Liaodong General Jin Wande had been trying hard to command, continuously cutting down fleeing soldiers, when his deputy general decapitated him with one stroke.

The deputy general then held up the head and led soldiers to surrender to Di Yiwei.

The Scorpion Battalion hadn’t killed enough yet, licking their lips with lingering desire as they turned to look at their commander.

Fighting alongside the commander was always satisfying, but if they had to stop halfway and couldn’t thoroughly beat these fellows who had gained advantage through shameless means earlier, that wouldn’t be very satisfying.

Blades still hung over the Liaodong soldiers’ heads, thick fresh blood dripping down the Abyss Iron blade bodies, drop by drop falling on the Liaodong soldiers’ faces.

Hearing the shouting from the other side, Di Yiwei smiled and said: “Good.”

The Scorpion Battalion collectively smacked their lips, making the prisoners’ hearts race with terror.

“Then put down your weapons.”

With clanging sounds, the Scorpion Battalion swept away their weapons. Ordinary soldiers came to collect them, people laughing: “Scrap metal, much worse than our weapons.”

“They just coveted our weapons, thinking that once they captured us, the Abyss Iron would be theirs. Bah! Dream on!”

Di Yiwei watched their weapons being taken away, then slightly raised her chin.

The Scorpion Battalion grinned menacingly and raised their blades again.

“We’ll give you a chance to run while we count to ten. I’m starting to count now: one, two, three…”

The Liaodong soldiers were greatly alarmed.

“We’ve already surrendered!”

“You’re breaking your word!”

“Killing prisoners brings misfortune!”

Di Yiwei didn’t even glance at them, calmly smoking her pipe.

The officers beside her were used to her style and said nothing. Liu Chen called out loudly: “This isn’t about us releasing you after you surrendered—if you can’t escape, how is that our fault?”

“…seven, eight, nine, ten, done!”

The Scorpion Battalion, impatient to finish counting, brought their great blades down without hesitation.

Only now did the Liaodong soldiers realize Di Yiwei truly intended to risk universal condemnation to kill prisoners.

They had no choice but to cry out and flee wildly again. But this was the Five-Color Plain with treacherous terrain. Having lost their weapons and armor, how could they outrun the Scorpion Battalion, skilled in all terrains and still wielding Abyss Iron weapons?

People continuously cried out as they fell into the icy streams, tumbled down sand mounds. Heads fell to the ground like chopped radishes, rolling chaotically, slowly filling up the sunken areas.

The Liaodong deputy general who had ordered surrender shouted before dying: “Di Yiwei, you’ve lost all conscience! You shamelessly kill prisoners! You’ll surely face the fiercest revenge from the Liaodong officers and soldiers at Cang Tian Pass!”

This wasn’t wrong. The battle wasn’t over yet, and killing prisoners would indeed cause enemies to fight to the death rather than surrender when they had no retreat, adding obstacles to the offensive.

Except for the Scorpion Battalion, who loved killing and remained indifferent as they continued their work, everyone looked back at Di Yiwei. Under the night sky, the female commander lightly exhaled a smoke ring, like a contemptuous white eye.

“As if you’re not fierce now.”

Everyone thought about it and agreed.

Today’s situation had been extremely dangerous—they had nearly been completely annihilated. Without avenging this grudge, their hearts couldn’t rest.

“I’m not afraid of your Liaodong revenge. I’m only afraid that you Liaodong aren’t afraid of my revenge.”

“I want you to know that the Yongping Army is here, Di Yiwei is here. At Da Qian’s borders, you can come, but you cannot leave!”

A cluster of fireworks lit up at the ice waterfall at the western top of the Five-Color Plain. Xia Houchun and others suddenly ran wildly with their people.

A moment later, faint cheering could be heard from there.

Di Yiwei gazed toward that direction and let out a long breath.

…

At the end of winter and beginning of spring in the twenty-second year of Shun’an, the northern ice rivers were still frozen, the peach blossoms on branches had not yet bloomed, but the Battle of Five-Color Plain was already destined to be written in the history books.

Under the Imperial Crown Princess’s support, the Yongping Guard Commander killed Xiao Chang and Huang Ming, forcefully reclaimed military authority, then divided the army into three routes to attack Cang Tian. The Imperial Crown Princess used herself as bait to lure Prince Da’an of Liaodong to personally lead troops in ambush. Finally, three Liaodong generals were killed in formation, thirty thousand Liaodong troops were annihilated, the Liaodong Prince was not seen in the formation and reportedly escaped with severe injuries. Di Yiwei ordered the entire territory sealed and dispatched Blood Cavalry for a thousand-li pursuit.

In the military report Yongping transmitted to the court, all killings were glossed over—all Liaodong soldiers died in battle. But according to a secret report from the Kaiping Guard Commander, the Liaodong army finally surrendered but was ordered completely executed by Di Yiwei.

The court and public were shocked.

Impeachment memorials flew to the Cabinet like snowflakes, impeaching Di Yiwei for commanding troops with personal authority, brutal behavior, defying imperial edicts and deceiving the emperor—crimes worthy of death.

Among these were some neutral ministers who had no faction but simply felt that a commander like Di Yiwei had too rebellious a nature. If allowed to grow stronger, she would surely become a serious future threat.

Even if Xiao Chang and others had wronged her, the imperial edict for questioning in the capital had been issued. Di Yiwei’s delay in returning showed contempt for the emperor, and her subsequent forceful seizure of power further revealed disloyal intentions. Such ambitious wolves, even if they achieved great victory against Liaodong, could not redeem their crimes.

Others pointed their spears directly at the Imperial Crown Princess. The polite ones said the Imperial Crown Princess was young and ignorant, deceived by others, helping tyrants commit evil, and brutally killing important ministers. The impolite ones directly impeached the Crown Princess for not focusing on training, coveting military authority, bewitching generals, and colluding with important frontier ministers in wrongdoing.

The Empress Dowager held court, smashing countless cups and bottles. Assistant Minister Xiao wept openly in court, kneeling long before the palace gates and refusing to rise.

But the military officers in court and the civil officials led by the Grand Tutor, along with scholars in the capital, reacted strongly against these statements.

The military officers rolled up their sleeves and cursed that eunuchs had ruined the country—the military supervisor system was the greatest harm to frontier officers and soldiers! The court officials were confused, letting a eunuch who understood nothing about military affairs interfere with military secrets. Xiao Chang had received great favor and trust from the court and carried guilt, yet instead of atoning through merit, he actually colluded with this eunuch to harm loyal subjects and destroy the Great Wall! If Commander Di hadn’t understood righteousness deeply, promptly reclaimed military authority, and immediately counterattacked Liaodong regardless of past grievances, more than just Cang Tian Pass would have fallen now. Those white bears from Liaodong would probably be at the capital gates by now. Where would you old turtles have the chance to nitpick with your sleeves held high!

Grand Tutor He adopted the scholarly style—silent sitting. Since he came to the capital, the capital’s students had become skilled at this activity. The Imperial Academy, academies at all levels, and over ten thousand students who had come for the spring examinations very orderly organized themselves, bringing their own dry food, mats, umbrellas, water, etc. They left in the morning and returned at dusk, sitting silently before Shunde Gate. Xiao Chang and Huang Ming’s various deeds were written in the students’ petitions, storytellers’ tales in teahouses, and courtesans’ ballads—spreading everywhere, so much that you’d hear it three times a day even with your ears plugged.

He Zi also arranged for people to write scripts about the Imperial Crown Princess’s training journey—a serial drama currently serialized to the sixth part. Part One: “The Little Coroner of Liyang,” Part Two: “The New School Bully,” Part Three: “Fighting Local Snakes,” Part Four: “Ghost Island Terror,” Part Five: “Desert Crisis,” Part Six: “Frontier Twin Beauties.”

Who knows what master scriptwriter they hired—the entire plot was full of ups and downs, combining the most fashionable, fresh, and melodramatic elements of detective work, adventure, mystery, campus life, disaster relief, horror, wealthy families, exotic lands, political intrigue, warfare, etc. It broke away from the current pattern of romantic scripts set in flower gardens and back courtyards. Sometimes magnificent, sometimes full of twists, sometimes profound and mysterious, sometimes thrilling, sometimes hilariously funny, sometimes righteously indignant, sometimes making people’s blood boil… Readers’ emotions rose and fell with the Imperial Crown Princess’s training journey through various hardships and dangers. Who knows how many boudoir ladies this made cry, or how many young men’s blood it heated. Recently embroidery shops ran out of handkerchiefs—because countless handkerchiefs were bitten to pieces in boudoirs. Recently countless tables in teahouses were scrapped—smashed by passionate young men in their fervent discussions.

For a time, the six-part series was as precious as gold in Luoyang. In the capital, from royalty above to commoners below, if you hadn’t read the six-part series, you weren’t fit for social interaction.

The sixth part wasn’t even complete yet. The previous volume ended at Di Yiwei being framed, and teahouse cups suffered again. Now many teahouses had switched to iron cups.

The latest volume where Di Yiwei personally killed Lou Xi nearly flooded the inner courtyards of various mansions. Young ladies held their little handkerchiefs and wept inconsolably, shedding all their tears for this pair of lovers who didn’t know each other yet met such a tragic end.

In the capital, opinions on “whether Di Yiwei and Lou Xi truly had feelings” quickly split into two opposing camps, arguing endlessly, causing such grief that they nearly came to blows.

The sequel was about to be released, and preview copies were already circulating. The plot was said to be absolutely brilliant—counterattack, killing villains, reclaiming military authority, frontier emergency, the great Battle of Five-Color Plain, the Imperial Crown Princess defeating famous generals, venturing alone into ten thousand cavalry, explosive carts set in Liaodong formations, the Imperial Crown Princess escaping death, Di Yiwei driving corpses on the battlefield, the Scorpion Battalion exploding from sand at midnight, the Yongping Army turning the tide.

Just hearing about it made people nearly suffocate with tension. In the capital’s various printing houses, people queued all night, camping at bookstore entrances.

The Xiao family had tried to confiscate the six-part series, but before the capital prefectural office clerks even left their doors, the people had already noticed and spread the word. The bookstores quickly packed up their books, changed locations and covers to continue selling, like guerrilla warfare, impossible to prevent.

The faster the Xiao family confiscated, the more fiercely they were cursed. Incidents had already occurred of Xiao family members being injured by thrown stones when going out. Empress Dowager Xiao was so enraged she nearly went mad, once again smashing all the furnishings in Ciren Palace.

She couldn’t understand how that little puppet who had seemed unremarkable in the palace could stir up such a storm once she left! If she had known, she would have confined her to death in Ruixiang Hall, not allowing her one step outside, or poisoned her early and been done with it! But regret was too late now. Empress Dowager Xiao had to order the confiscation of the six-part series to stop temporarily, and under the overwhelming questioning and sit-in pressure from the Imperial Academy, she temporarily retreated to the rear palace claiming illness. Yet she still didn’t forget to remotely control the Xiao faction ministers from the rear palace, making them jump up and down even more fiercely.

Currently in court, those cursing Di Yiwei, attacking the Imperial Crown Princess, protecting Di Yiwei, feeling indignant for Di Yiwei, greatly admiring the Imperial Crown Princess’s various performances in the Yongping incident, and expressing that the Imperial Crown Princess’s wild behavior was unworthy of the Crown Princess position… were all arguing in chaos.

But among the people, thanks to He Zi’s powerful scholarly influence and long-term grassroots preparation and spreading, support for Di Yiwei and the Imperial Crown Princess was overwhelming. Especially for the Imperial Crown Princess—whether they had finished reading or listening to the six parts, the people of the capital were all very excited and joyful, feeling that having such an heir was truly fortunate for Da Qian. That there were still people in court attacking the Imperial Crown Princess—they must have had their brains squeezed by doors, or rather, not squeezed but flattened by the power and money of the Su family.

Here it should be mentioned that because it involved important contemporary figures, naturally identities had to be concealed for the sake of respect. So the protagonist of the six-part series was disguised as the youngest legitimate son of a third-rank court official going out for training, called Chi Shiba. Other characters and locations all had obvious slight modifications that even fools could see. The Xiao family became the Su family. It’s said Assistant Minister Xiao nearly vomited blood when he saw this, cursing scholars as vicious—the Xiao family with its head cut off, wasn’t that just the Su family?

The people naturally knew who Chi Shiba was. It’s said that when the Crown Princess trained in various places, her initial false name was indeed Ye Shiba. The origin of the nickname “Eighteen” spread throughout the capital.

Currently, the place all the capital’s noble ladies most wanted to visit was Ruixiang Hall, and what they most wanted to touch were the eighteen copper nails on Ruixiang Hall’s door.

During palace banquets, daughters of high officials and nobles really did band together to sneak to Ruixiang Hall, personally witnessing the copper nails on Ruixiang Hall’s door that always had things hanging on them. Currently hanging on the nails were no longer the Crown Princess’s various handkerchiefs and undergarments, but koi sachets popular in the capital for expressing longing and blessings for travelers. Various colored sachets filled the copper nails, glittering in the sunlight.

Ruixiang Hall’s great doors were tightly closed. It’s said that after the Princess left the palace, Ruixiang Hall sealed its palace gates. To avoid certain unnecessary troubles, the people inside barely left except for the Crown Princess’s cats.

The young ladies could only check in before Ruixiang Hall’s gates, hearing the women inside talking, laughing, and singing through the doors. Though confined to a small space, they remained carefree and happy, making people feel that as rumored, His Highness truly treated people very, very well.

The only one from Ruixiang Hall who still often went out was Xue Tuan’er. Because there were too many people checking in, and seeing Xue Tuan’er they couldn’t help wanting to pet the Crown Princess’s cat, Xue Tuan’er’s fur was once nearly petted bald.

The capital’s storms never ceased. Countless people feared those two women, and countless people anticipated them. But everyone knew that whether anticipation or fear, after the Imperial Crown Princess’s year of training and countless preparations, once she returned, the capital would surely change.

Under such tense circumstances, a letter from Yongping was like a lid suddenly placed on a boiling pot, abruptly suppressing all voices.

The court and public fell silent. Everyone’s hearts hung high, awaiting an unknown but destined tumultuous future.

Di Yiwei sent an urgent report: great victory at Cang Tian Pass, successfully driving out Liaodong forces, the Liaodong Prince heavily wounded and fled back. Because the Imperial Crown Princess was injured in the Battle of Five-Color Plain, to ensure the Crown Prince’s safety, the Yongping Army was dispatching the Scorpion Battalion and Blood Cavalry to escort the Imperial Crown Princess back to the capital.

…

Chapter 264: I Trust Him
Time returns to that night of the Battle of Five-Color Plain.

The rising fireworks led Xia Houchun, Qi Yuansi and others to rush toward the ice waterfall at fastest speed.

After searching, they found Tie Ci still unconscious beneath the ice layer.

Everyone gasped when they saw Tie Ci’s wound.

The location was extremely dangerous—a little more and it could have taken her life.

Even now, it was a severe injury. It was truly hard to imagine how she had escaped with her life under those circumstances.

Qi Yuansi stood beside Tie Ci, his expression dark, suddenly saying: “It was Rong Wei. I saw it.”

Dan Shuang said: “Rong Wei saved her?”

“He was the one who attacked.”

Dan Shuang was shocked.

Xia Houchun sighed.

He should have explained everything to the Crown Princess regardless of consequences from the beginning, even if she refused—he should have shouted it clearly in her ears.

Dan Shuang thought for a while and said: “I was there too. I didn’t see Rong Wei attack the Crown Princess, but I think I saw the Crown Princess take Rong Wei and flash away.”

Qi Yuansi didn’t respond. He naturally knew this—at that time the Crown Princess hadn’t taken him but had taken away Rong Wei who had attacked her.

“Since the Crown Princess still took Rong Wei to escape, it means there were hidden circumstances then, and since the Crown Princess is safe, obviously Rong Wei saved her…”

“Have you forgotten what the Liaodong soldiers were shouting when the Crown Princess was stabbed?”

Dan Shuang suddenly choked.

“This was premeditated. The Crown Princess acted alone to save Rong Wei, but Rong Wei wasn’t captured at all.” Qi Yuansi said word by word. “He is the Eighteenth Prince of Liaodong.”

Dan Shuang gasped sharply.

She remembered the excited clamor of the Liaodong soldiers she had heard when she charged over.

She remembered the Crown Princess venturing alone into the formation, struggling like a boat going against the current in a sea of people, finally struggling to that moment of rescue, and then…

What must the Crown Princess’s feelings have been at that time?

She suddenly turned around.

After Mu Si was rescued by her, he had fainted. To prevent him from being accidentally injured, she had hidden him in a concealed cliff crevice.

Mu Si was a servant of the Liaodong Prince.

Could Mu Si also be…

Dan Shuang’s eyes reddened, biting her teeth without speaking.

Qi Yuansi suddenly asked Xia Houchun: “If the Crown Princess wakes and asks who saved her, what should we say?”

Xia Houchun didn’t speak.

He understood Qi Yuansi’s meaning.

They couldn’t tell the Crown Princess that Rong Wei saved her.

For him, the Crown Princess had already sacrificed too much. Her status and position destined that the person she chose must be pure and loyal.

Absolutely not the son of a rebellious minister.

Even more absolutely not the son of a rebellious minister who had already attacked her.

Now that identities were revealed and positions hostile, if there were still lingering connections, what enormous disaster it would bring her—no one dared imagine.

“Then who should we say it was? You?”

Qi Yuansi smiled.

“I’m not that shameless yet.”

Xia Houchun was silent, then after a long while said: “If His Highness asks, let’s say Supervisor Rong discovered her first, and we all saved her together.”

Qi Yuansi looked at him.

This was the commander beside His Highness—did he also approve of His Highness choosing Rong Pu?

“That’s fine too.”

As long as it’s good for His Highness.

Dan Shuang bit her teeth and said nothing.

She had always disagreed with the Crown Princess being with Rong Wei precisely because of status. All the various speculations from that time had now come true.

And it was the worst kind.

No wonder neither Rong Wei nor His Highness was willing to pierce that final layer of paper.

They were both intelligent people—where were there truly impenetrable mysteries? They just knew in their hearts that seeing through meant destruction.

Seeing through is easy, but accepting is difficult.

Xia Houchun’s gaze swept over Tie Ci. She was wrapped in obviously male robes. Xia Houchun gestured to Dan Shuang to change the Crown Princess’s clothes, then turned his back.

After the clothes were changed, Dan Shuang picked up Tie Ci, but Tie Ci opened her eyes at this moment.

Facing everyone’s delighted gazes, her eyes seemed somewhat confused, as if surprised that she was seeing Xia Houchun.

Xia Houchun said: “Your Highness, you’re awake.”

Tie Ci’s gaze moved: “Where am I?”

“We’re still at Five-Color Plain. You were nearly taken by the Liaodong people. Supervisor Rong discovered you first, and we barely managed to rescue you.”

“Help me up.”

Xia Houchun helped Tie Ci up. Tie Ci’s gaze moved around. Qi Yuansi had already moved away the corpse with its mouth wide open. That area was a mess of blood mixed with ice.

“Your Highness… are you looking for something?”

Tie Ci withdrew her gaze: “Nothing.”

Perhaps it really was nothing.

With Murong Yi’s temperament, if he had truly saved her, he would never fail to leave proof and let others take credit.

Since there wasn’t any, then he didn’t save her.

Her later memories were all very hazy. She only remembered hearing Prince Da’an’s promises to Murong Yi at that time—the royal position, heir status, an excellent marriage… then he dragged her over.

The movement was very rough, the wound very painful.

Later in her daze, she felt someone say “restore” by her ear, and felt something in her hand, so she used her last bit of strength to restore that thing and threw it toward the person walking toward her.

When the thunderous explosion sounded, she truly fainted.

What happened after that, she didn’t know.

If it really was Murong Yi who saved her, and he was also severely injured, why didn’t he stay?

Oh, he couldn’t stay—he had to leave with his own people.

Di Yiwei’s army, from this moment on, was his enemy.

So was she.

Tie Ci closed her eyes.

Dan Shuang stared at the Crown Princess, seeing her gaze go from searching to disappointment to a stillness like dead water.

Like the last ray of sunlight at the horizon suddenly leaping up, struggling to produce a bit of deep red afterglow, but then sinking even faster behind the western mountains, replaced by a cold, clear moon that gave no warmth to the world.

She pressed her lips together.

Watching Xia Houchun carry the Crown Princess back, she walked unsteadily back to where she had hidden Mu Si.

But the shallow cave was already empty. A line of characters was carved on the cliff wall.

“Thank you for the rescue. Urgent matters prevent me from staying. Take care in the jianghu, wait for my return.”

Dan Shuang silently looked at that line of characters.

A crystalline glimmer flickered slightly in her eyes.

Abandoned since childhood, she had never shed tears, because she feared that if she cried, even fewer people would like her, no one would want her.

After being taken in by the Crown Princess and living a good life, though she still didn’t love this world, she was inwardly satisfied and felt there was nothing worth crying about.

But now she finally understood what was meant by cruel fate.

Like flowers blooming at their most beautiful moment meeting wind and snow, instantly frozen crystalline. The beauty was still there, but could never again be touched or smelled. The rich fragrance would henceforth remain in dreams, written in poetry, recorded on paper—year after year, month after month reviewing it in turn, cold and scentless.

Her heart was filled with an indescribable sourness, not knowing if it was for the Crown Princess or for herself.

She slowly crouched down and hugged her head.

Her shoulder blades trembled slightly, like a butterfly trembling in the wind.

…

Tie Ci didn’t participate in the subsequent battles. She remained in the main camp, where there were still many soldiers poisoned and collapsed. Rong Pu was exhausted during those days, first rushing to the three armies before the great battle at Cang Tian Pass to remove the bells from their cotton clothes.

Fortunately, to avoid discovery and control the timing of activation, the bells were stuffed in corners of the cotton clothes and tightly packed with cotton. Only during combat, when clothing was torn and cotton pulled away, would the bells ring and the lurking poison activate. The faster one ran, the more urgently the bells rang, the faster the poison worked.

The poison had been lurking early on, with the special bell sound as the catalyzing trigger. This was originally Cui Shi’s plan offered to Xiao Chang—use poison to control the army. If Di Yiwei obediently went to the capital for trial, that would be fine. If she tried to reclaim military authority, Xiao Chang could control the army and make her efforts futile.

However, no one expected Di Yiwei to return so quickly or the Imperial Crown Princess to act so decisively. The rush-made cotton clothes hadn’t even been fully distributed when they had already reclaimed military authority. The Imperial Crown Princess had even killed Xiao Chang without explanation and executed the Xiao family’s personal troops. Xiao Chang’s plan had no chance of implementation.

But no one had expected Cui Shi to secretly contact Liaodong and sell this information to them for protection. It was precisely because of this assurance that Prince Da’an dared to bring Murong Yi, wanting to kill the Imperial Crown Princess, seize the Abyss Iron weapons, and incidentally grab Da Qian territory.

Fortunately, Di Yiwei’s sharp eyes during the great battle allowed timely damage control, and Rong Pu’s timely discovery after Chi Xue’s outbreak in the main camp.

Though many were poisoned, without the bells they wouldn’t activate. Subsequent detoxification could be done slowly, so later battles weren’t affected. Rong Pu led people in constantly mixing medicines in the camp while also caring for the severely injured Tie Ci, becoming much thinner within days from exhaustion.

While recuperating, Tie Ci closely monitored battlefield conditions. Strangely, something seemed to have happened in Liaodong’s upper levels—the Liaodong Prince never appeared. Initially, Liaodong generals still resisted fiercely, but gradually lost confidence. One night they abandoned the city and fled, leading remnant forces back to Liaodong, returning the newly captured Cang Tian Pass and surrounding hundred-li territory.

Thus Da Qian achieved great victory.

On the Liaodong side, it was said that Liang Shiyi’s previously suppressed faction had resurged and was roaming and causing trouble around Xining. Liaodong was now too busy with their own affairs to spare attention. If not for Da Qian’s soldiers still detoxifying, Di Yiwei’s attitude suggested she wouldn’t mind taking Xining as well under the pretext of pursuing the Liaodong Prince.

Cui Shi, the instigator of this poison plot—in Tie Ci’s remaining memory, her explosive projectile should have been thrown at him and hit. Afterward, she ordered careful searching of the battlefield but never found Cui Shi’s corpse. The Liaodong army had left many corpses at Five-Color Plain. Tie Ci worried for a time that Cui Shi had methods of concealment, but with things as they were, she could only let it be.

But Cui Shi was already lame, and that explosion must have caused damage. Hopefully he would soon find eternal rest.

Everyone around noticed that after the Imperial Crown Princess officially revealed her identity in the Battle of Five-Color Plain, she became much more silent.

Originally, all the army officers and soldiers who witnessed her heroic bearing on the battlefield greatly admired her and longed to get close. Di Yiwei suggested the Crown Princess should find time to address the entire army—this was something Tie Ci had always diligently worked toward, as it represented Di Yiwei’s acceptance and submission.

In the past, she would have agreed with seeming calm but inner imperial satisfaction. But this time she lazily refused, spending entire days lying in her tent like a corpse, not even bothering with the mountain-high pile of urgent documents from her Grand Tutor and His Majesty in court.

The documents naturally urged her return to the capital. Her year of training was complete with remarkable achievements, and the struggle with the Xiao family had reached fever pitch. Her personal image building had also reached its peak—if she didn’t hurry back to reap the fruits during this excellent period, when would she?

In the past, Tie Ci would have long since returned triumphantly with spring wind and swift horses. This time, however, she let document pile upon document without any intention of leaving.

She seemed to be waiting for something.

She had left the Fushan passage to Xi Rong open, and she accepted the guards Dan Ye had specially sent later, but she specifically stationed those people at the Fushan passage. After border martial law was lifted, her nine Crown Princess guards gradually arrived but were all sent by her to the borders closest to Xi Rong and Liaodong.

Everyone knew what she was waiting for.

However, days passed peacefully without any news. Liaodong had stationed more troops at the border, highly vigilant against the Imperial Crown Princess’s spies who kept probing beyond their own territory.

Tie Ci spent this New Year recovering from injuries in the military camp. She slowly carved in her tent while soldiers gathered around bonfires outside celebrating, clamoring for the Crown Princess to come out.

Tie Ci finally went out to drink a cup of wine with everyone. When raising her cup toward the vast sky, she wondered what that person was doing. While myriad families reunited, she had not reunited—he must still be on the road too.

But ultimately, they were on different roads now.

Looking back on this year, it felt like half a lifetime had passed. In the end, amid firecracker sounds looking back, she was still not yet seventeen, but her state of mind was already like an octogenarian’s.

The first New Year after leaving—she had thought she could spend it with him.

Fate was like floating clouds gathering and scattering endlessly, like lightning plowing through her heart, like great wind sweeping away old events. Thunder rumbled, burying all grudges and kindnesses in the ashes of calamity.

When the documents urging return to the capital on the desk were nearly half a person’s height, Rong Pu and others finally couldn’t bear it anymore. They agreed to gather and talk with the Imperial Crown Princess, hopefully persuading her to return to the capital early and not miss the good opportunity.

The group chose early morning to go to the Crown Princess’s tent—brains were more muddled just after waking, perhaps they could persuade the Crown Princess.

However, before everyone reached the tent, they discovered the tent’s lights hadn’t been raised. Dan Shuang came out from inside, saying: “The Crown Princess says she’ll return to the capital today.”

Everyone was overjoyed.

When the news spread, the entire military camp thundered with cheers.

If the Xiao faction saw this, they’d probably furiously write an article titled “Crown Princess Poisons Military Camp, Soldiers Celebrate Her Departure.”

After Dan Shuang gave this instruction, she declined everyone’s visits as usual and bent to re-enter the tent under everyone’s worried gazes.

Inside the tent, the lights hadn’t been extinguished. From the candle drippings, these lights had been burning for a long time.

Dan Shuang knew it had been all night, since she returned the treasure armor.

When she presented the neatly folded treasure armor, the Imperial Crown Princess began staring blankly.

She personally witnessed the Imperial Crown Princess caress the treasure armor, using too much force and being cut by the iron wire inside, staining a red dot on the blue satin surface.

When she stepped forward to bandage the Crown Princess, Tie Ci withdrew her finger, put it in her mouth, and smiled at her: “That bastard never told the truth. This is clearly Abyss Iron, but he insisted on deceiving me that it wasn’t, even painting over the Abyss Iron to maintain the deception.”

Dan Shuang looked at her smile but felt her heart contract painfully.

She said: “Forget about him.”

Tie Ci stopped smiling, slowly wiping her finger on the satin surface: “You tell me to forget him—what about you?”

Dan Shuang bit her teeth: “Being factionally opposed, naturally from now on we’re irreconcilably hostile.”

She thought of Chi Xue, still detoxifying, who hadn’t asked once about Zhao San’s whereabouts. She seemed nonchalant but had been growing thinner day by day recently.

Every morning, clumps of black hair could be seen on the ground. Chi Xue said it was caused by detoxification, but she knew there was both physical and heart sickness.

All three mistress and servants had failed in love simultaneously, but comparing them, the Crown Princess had it worst.

Tie Ci stared at her and suddenly said: “Was it really Supervisor Rong and Commander Xia Hou who saved me?”

Dan Shuang’s heart jumped, not knowing how to answer for a moment.

And not wanting to answer.

But Tie Ci was already smiling again.

“It wasn’t, was it.”

“Your Highness, you…”

“You all say I was rescued by my own subordinates. You all say Murong Yi deceived me for the royal position. You all say I saved him but he abandoned me.” Tie Ci said gently. “But I know it’s not true.”

Dan Shuang felt she had been too fragile lately.

Her tears were about to spill from her eyes again.

She quickly pressed her lips to hold them back.

“I believe he deceived me, but I believe he didn’t intend to deceive me, and I believe he wouldn’t truly betray me, even if he hurt me, harmed me, abandoned me without any consideration in front of Prince Da’an.”

These past days, some things remained without trace, while others had gradually and vaguely returned to memory.

Heaven seemed to have personal bias too—what was remembered were all those heart-piercing moments: the blade entering her chest, Prince Da’an’s promises, Murong Yi’s betrayal.

But she still knew it wasn’t true.

It wasn’t like that.

Without reason, just belief.

“Then Your Highness…”

Are you waiting for him? Are you waiting for an explanation? Do you need to wait for him before returning to the capital? Because you fear this missed opportunity might be for life, this missed chance might mean meeting again as enemies.

“But I still have to leave.” Tie Ci stacked those thick urging documents and burned them in the fire. The firelight reflected her particularly dark eyes, depicting everything indescribable within them. “But I still don’t know, don’t understand, don’t comprehend. I was discovered by Rong Pu, I was saved by Xia Hou and them. I am the Imperial Crown Princess who everyone believes should only know what she should know. I am the Da Qian royal heir who everyone believes should only do what she should do.”

The documents burned completely. She gently blew once, watching the ashes float and sink before her eyes, then turned around. The jade brush hung at her waist, the bright yellow cloak draped over her shoulders.

She bent slightly and walked out, toward the boiling military camp outside. There lay her glory, her territory, her world—everything she must continuously sacrifice for and strive toward without rest.

The tent flap opened a crack. In the dim morning light, her silhouette was outlined by dawn, distinct and still straight.

“I never wait for anyone in one place, just as he wouldn’t either. We are both people who never stop for dreams, because the day we stop is the day we die. Now I must go to my battlefield, and I hope he can also be king on his battlefield. In this vast world of mountains, rivers, lakes, and seas, may our farewell in this range of hills allow us to reunite in another sea of people.”

…
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Chapter 265: Snowy Border City
Spring had arrived in Yongping, but winter was still halfway through in Liaodong.

A convoy hurried across the vast earth, followed by a large cavalry whose horses’ hooves splashed up snow, creating mist that rolled several fathoms high behind them.

At the center of the formation were several exceptionally sturdy-looking carriages, specially-made vehicles that traveled smoothly and swiftly across the snowy ground.

This was the convoy of the Liaodong Prince and his sons rushing back to Ru Zhou.

That day on Five-Color Plain, Prince Da’an had been wounded by Murong Yi, injured in a vital spot. Being advanced in years and having lived a busy life, this wound triggered old injuries, leaving him unconscious.

The various princes who had come to observe the battle originally had plans to seize military authority while they could, but because too many had come, they checked each other and none could get their way. With successive defeats at Cang Tian and Five-Color Plain, though news of the Great Prince’s severe injury was suppressed, his prolonged absence was itself a blow to morale. With Liaodong’s defeat, the princes saw the situation couldn’t be salvaged and could only order retreat, escorting the Great Prince into the deep snows.

The war against Da Qian was lost, and the Great Prince remained unconscious. If… then they had to hurry back to Ru Zhou—what if the brothers left guarding Ru Zhou seized power in their absence!

Therefore, this convoy ran as if chased by wolves, not caring whether their father’s injuries could withstand the jolting.

Several princes also took advantage of having the army’s protection to very tacitly leave part of their guards behind.

To search for Murong Yi.

This man was severely wounded with his followers scattered. If they didn’t seize this opportunity to find a way to kill him quickly, were they supposed to wait for him to recover and seek revenge?

Now in their hearts, Murong Yi was a fierce demon, an undispelled shadow, a massive boulder hanging precariously overhead—in some ways more terrifying than the Great Prince they had always feared most.

After all, the Great Prince had no grudge against them, and even tigers don’t eat their cubs.

But this one’s grudge with them had continued from childhood to now. Back then they hadn’t considered it a grudge—it was merely weak grass beneath their palms to be crushed at will. Could an ant harbor grudge and hatred against an elephant?

Only when the ant suddenly became a venomous snake or lion did they realize the hatred had long taken deep root.

Truly it was a fight to the death—whoever encountered the other wouldn’t hesitate.

The snowy plains were vast, the wind and snow growing fiercer. The weather had been poor lately, and another blizzard seemed imminent.

A single rider came galloping from ahead, raising signal flags from afar.

The Embroidered Guard Chief at the front whistled and slowed his horse. The carriages ahead stopped, forcing those behind to halt as well. The Seventh Prince lifted his carriage curtain and stuck his head out: “Why did we suddenly stop?”

Among the princes who had emerged, he was the eldest, so he naturally took charge, considering himself currently the leader.

“The road ahead has collapsed and we need to detour. We can’t make it around tonight,” the Embroidered Guard Chief said. “Also, the snowstorm is coming.”

The Seventh Prince frowned and looked around: “How can we stay in this godforsaken place with no village ahead or behind?”

The Embroidered Guard Chief pointed: “There’s a village over there.”

It was called a village, but actually looked like only three or four households. Still, something was better than nothing.

The convoy headed in that direction. Upon arrival, they discovered this small village was already abandoned. The guard troops quickly cleaned out several rooms, first carrying the Great Prince into the relatively best room. The Seventh Prince naturally chose the second-best room, while the remaining princes had to crowd together in one room.

The Great Prince’s personal guards, the Tiger Guards, surrounded the small house tightly. The Embroidered Guard Chief personally carried a bowl of medicinal soup over but was stopped at the door. The Tiger Guard leader politely nodded to him, personally took the medicinal soup, drank a large mouthful, nodded to him again, then entered the room and shut the door.

The Embroidered Guard Chief stood outside the door, his mask motionless. After a moment, he turned and left.

The Seventh Prince, sticking his head out from the house next to the next house to get some air, saw this scene and smiled coldly.

Though he didn’t know why the Embroidered Guard Chief had fallen from favor, he clearly had. The Great Prince trusted no one.

The Seventh Prince looked back at his own room. Calling it a room was generous—it was just a broken-down house with wind coming through all four walls, as cold inside as outside. The Seventh Prince ordered several fires lit. Traveling in haste, they naturally had no silver charcoal. The smoke and coal gas from several fires made the Seventh Prince cough constantly, forcing him to go outside for fresh air.

Snow was falling outside. His boots crunched in the snow as the Seventh Prince pushed open the fence gate and saw a soldier passing by with a small flag on his back—the scout who had brought the road report earlier.

To ensure safety, everyone in the convoy had been carefully screened. The Seventh Prince knew each person. Only the scouts responsible for scouting ahead could possibly join the convoy temporarily.

The Seventh Prince leaned against the fence, wondering if his guards had found Murong Yi. It would be good if they could deal with him swiftly.

He had instructed them not to hesitate upon seeing that man—whoever killed him would receive rich rewards.

Watching the scout lead his horse past, he suddenly called: “Hey, you.”

The scout stopped in response. Under his thick cotton hat were a pair of slender, dark eyes with a very innocent, clean gaze.

Clearly a green recruit who hadn’t been in the army long.

“Go fill the water tank, then heat a bucket of water. I want to bathe later.”

In this weather, the well platform was piled with snow and the ground was slippery. Hauling water was hard work. The Seventh Prince decided to treat his trusted followers better, so he could only conscript lowly scout soldiers for such tasks.

The scout soldier said nothing and went to the courtyard to get a bucket and draw water.

When he passed by the Seventh Prince, the prince faintly smelled medicinal odor.

Oh, he’s even carrying wounds.

The Seventh Prince had no intention of calling it off. A mere common soldier was meant for hard labor—what was a little injury?

He went back to warm himself by the fire. Through the window, he vaguely saw the young soldier continuously carrying water, slipping with each step, his exposed fingers frozen red.

Gradually it grew dark, and the sound of water pouring into the tank continued.

The Seventh Prince felt an urgent need to urinate. He wanted to relieve himself indoors but couldn’t find a chamber pot or urinal. Being fastidious, he didn’t dare piss in a basin and stink up the place, so he had to go outside.

His personal guards were huddled under the eaves in thick cotton coats with their heads down, sleeping. The scout soldier went in and out repeatedly. At first they watched, but after many trips they couldn’t be bothered to look.

The Seventh Prince considered himself a considerate master and didn’t wake them. He went around to the back of the house and tremblingly began to urinate.

Halfway through, he heard footsteps behind him.

Also the sound of water sloshing—clearly that boy returning with more water.

Quite conscientious, saying he’d fill it and actually filling it completely. The Seventh Prince stood on tiptoes to look at the water tank in front of him, saying displeasedly: “After all this time it’s still not full—”

Footsteps approached behind him, crunching in the snow.

“—Really a lazy—”

Suddenly a great force pressed down from above, violently shoving his head into the ice water!

Instantly, extreme cold flashed through his brain like lightning, bringing intense headache and suffocation. The Seventh Prince immediately choked on water, his head thrashing wildly, his lower body struggling desperately. The person behind pressed against him, slamming his upper body, which hadn’t had time to pull up his pants, against the tank’s side.

A soft hiss—his hot body immediately froze upon touching the icy tank. The Seventh Prince’s entire body convulsed like epilepsy, his feet scattering the snow into flying ice chips. The person behind remained unmoved, pressing tightly against the Seventh Prince. After a moment he released his grip, but the hand holding his head down remained motionless.

That soaked head desperately tried to crane his neck up, dark blue tendons bulging on his nape. But the hand behind was like iron, pressing him deadly still underwater, while his naked legs had been firmly stuck to the tank’s side. At the slightest struggle, there was a ripping sound as two bloody pieces of skin were left on the tank.

The Seventh Prince wanted to shout but couldn’t, wanted to move but couldn’t. The agony of suffocation seemed ready to burst his lungs, while bone-deep cold and darkness slowly pressed over his mouth and nose like a black curtain. The moment the curtain fell, his whole body convulsed violently.

In the moment before death, white light flashed through his mind. In his delirium, he saw that year in the ice cave when he too had pressed down a small head, watching that little skull struggle in pain, laughing wildly as he held down his legs until that tiny child could barely struggle anymore, then hauling him out with a splash.

Spitting at that face covered in ice and blood, then pressing him back down.

Pulling him out again.

Pressing him down again…

Hell pressed down darkly.

This time, it was his turn for eternal damnation.

…

The person above quietly watched the back of the head half-submerged in the tank. The water gradually froze, a white line slowly congealing in that patch of black hair.

The transparent ice surface vaguely reflected the figure above, blurred and indistinct, only a pair of eyes—cold and determined.

Over by the eaves, a guard vaguely seemed to hear some commotion and raised his head to get up, but saw a patrolling Embroidered Guard pass by.

He curled his lip, buried his head back in his thick coat, and went back to sleep.

A moment later, a figure swept over the low fence wall.

The Seventh Prince still stood by the tank, pants fallen around his feet, thighs stuck to the tank’s side, a long slide mark on the ground.

…

Near dawn, a scream startled everyone.

One of the Seventh Prince’s guards got up to patrol and discovered a snowman in the back courtyard. He first thought someone had built it, wondering who was so bored as to build snowmen in the middle of the cold night. When he approached and looked closely, he realized something was wrong.

He brushed the snow from the snowman’s face.

A moment later, he let out a heart-rending shriek.

Everyone quickly gathered.

All stood with iron-gray faces looking at the Seventh Prince’s corpse—he had died in a truly undignified position, head buried in the water tank, buttocks exposed, everything from lower abdomen to thighs stuck to the tank.

Both the Embroidered Guard Chief and Tiger Guard leader came to look. The two reached consensus: “The Seventh Prince seems to have slipped while relieving himself in the night, fallen into the tank, and with his lower body stuck to the tank unable to struggle, he just…”

Everyone fell silent. Last night had been so cold, the ice water’s temperature was imaginable. Falling into the tank would immediately cause one to freeze unconscious, making recovery difficult, let alone being stuck.

Everyone had grown up in cold lands. As children they’d all been warned by adults: don’t lick icicles, careful not to get your tongue stuck!

The Tiger Guard leader asked the Seventh Prince’s personal guards: “Did any unknown persons enter the courtyard last night?”

How could those guards who had slept soundly all night admit their negligence? They all shook their heads, swearing they had watched with wide eyes all night, absolutely no outsiders had entered. When the Seventh Prince went out to relieve himself, they thought he was going for a bowel movement so didn’t solve it indoors, so they didn’t stop him, etc…

The Tiger Guard leader sneered: “Even for a bowel movement, he should have returned within a quarter-hour. When he never came back, didn’t anyone go check!”

The Seventh Prince’s personal guards had no response, silent as cicadas in winter.

“Failing to protect your master—drag them all out and bury them in snow pits!”

Before those personal guards could beg for mercy, the Tiger Guards stepped forward and dragged them out.

The Embroidered Guard Chief watched the Tiger Guard leader take charge without reaction, even stepping aside to make way.

Among the personal guards, one man’s expression changed and opened his mouth to speak. Just as he passed in front of the Embroidered Guard Chief, the Chief flicked his finger.

An icicle like a needle pierced the man’s back, silent and soundless.

The man immediately couldn’t make a sound and was dragged away with the group of pleading personal guards.

The Tiger Guard leader was somewhat surprised.

Burying in snow pits was a commonly used interrogation punishment in Liaodong. Very simple—bury people in snow pits, then slowly pace above until the snow was tramped solid and those below suffocated to death. This punishment had a long transition period, with intimidation as the primary goal. Before the snow pit was tramped solid, many people couldn’t withstand the terror of slowly approaching death and would confess.

But this time there seemed to be genuinely nothing. Those personal guards buried under the snow screamed and begged for mercy, but no new information came from anyone’s mouth.

Then it really was accidental slipping and falling.

The Seventh Prince was just unlucky.

The corpses buried under snow were left unattended. The Seventh Prince’s body was carried indoors. Tearing him from the tank took great effort and much water.

The Seventh Prince’s carriage was now empty, containing only a corpse. The remaining princes would rather continue crowding together than use that carriage.

The atmosphere grew tense. Though the Seventh Prince had died accidentally, his death still cast a huge shadow over everyone.

Travel became even more hurried. Scouts went out to explore routes early in the morning.

At noon they were still traveling across the vast snowy plains. This time they couldn’t even see a small village.

The Tiger Guard leader didn’t order camp to be made for cooking today either. Personal guards of the princes in the carriages all sent out dry rations.

The dry rations had no chance to be heated, ice-cold and rock-hard. The pampered princes gnawed with difficulty.

Only the Ninth Prince bit into his with large mouthfuls, saying viciously: “Eat! Only by eating will you have strength. If we encounter that bastard, we can draw blades faster!”

The Twelfth Prince looked at him coldly. The Fourteenth Prince asked in surprise: “Bastard? Who?”

“Murong Yi!”

The Ninth Prince sat in a corner, keeping some distance from everyone. Being tall, he crouched in the corner with long arms and legs, but his expression was fierce, tearing at his steamed bun as if tearing at Murong Yi’s head.

The Fourteenth Prince still looked confused: “Murong Yi? What does this have to do with Little Eighteen? Didn’t he escape?”

“Fool, do you really believe Seventh Brother died by accident? How can there be so many coincidences in the world? Slipping, falling into a tank, then his lower body getting stuck too? Such a shameful way to die—could coincidence cause that?”

“But there were so many personal guards then, and the whole village was surrounded by our army. How could he, one person and injured, sneak in?” The Fourteenth Prince shook his head, not believing. “Don’t let the deaths of our elder brothers frighten you. Little Eighteen isn’t a god.”

The Twelfth Prince suddenly said coldly: “You must have forgotten how Seventh Brother stripped Little Eighteen’s pants and dunked him in water when he resisted.”

“What does that have to do with this…” The Fourteenth Prince was halfway through when he suddenly stopped, his expression slowly changing.

The Ninth Prince looked at him sideways and suddenly laughed: “Remember now? Seventh Brother led the stripping of his pants and drowning him, so he made Seventh Brother strip his pants and drown! Let me remind you of something else—don’t pretend this has nothing to do with you. You also participated in stripping his pants back then.”

His sinister smile reflected the half-light of snow coming through, cold as white bones and skulls. The Fourteenth Prince shivered and said reluctantly: “How did I participate much? I only stood to the side. You, on the other hand…” he said loudly, “You were the one who always led the bullying! You even kicked him at Five-Color Plain!”

The Ninth Prince sneered: “Right, I also acted. I kicked him too—so what? He killed Big Brother, Fourth Brother, Eleventh Brother, and Seventh Brother, and now wants to kill me? Then let him come! Let’s see who dies faster!”

The Fifteenth Prince, who had been sound asleep, turned over and waved his hand drowsily: “What’s all the noise about? So annoying!”

“Useless!” The Ninth Prince didn’t even look at him. “What good is having an army guarding us if someone infiltrates the army? With so many people, it’s easy to blend in. I’ve already told General Fang to arrange a full army search. Murong Yi must be hiding in the army, waiting to kill us off one by one!”

The Twelfth Prince’s eyes flickered, the Fourteenth Prince shivered, and the Fifteenth Prince started snoring again.

“You’re scared!” The Ninth Prince laughed wildly. “I’m not afraid! When I find him, I’ll drag him out and slice him to death bit by bit! For every person he killed, I’ll give him a hundred cuts!”

The carriage suddenly jolted violently!

The princes all cried out. In his reactive state, the Ninth Prince immediately sprang up, hitting his head on the carriage roof.

The voice of the guard driving came from outside: “Your Highnesses, forgive us—the carriage hit a large stone!”

The Fourteenth Prince sighed in relief, the Twelfth Prince silently relaxed his back, and the Fifteenth Prince fell from his seat, rubbing his head in confusion as he sat up. Looking up, he saw the Ninth Prince standing half-bent above him and asked in surprise: “Ninth Brother, what are you doing? It’s nothing, sit down quickly before you hit your head again.”

The Ninth Prince said nothing.

He maintained his previous posture—half-bent with his head against the carriage roof, eyes wide, staring ahead, frozen there as if he had discovered something incredible.

The Fourteenth Prince also looked up in surprise and pushed him: “Ninth Brother, sit down—”

“Don’t move!”

The Twelfth Prince suddenly shouted and rushed over like the wind. Just as he touched the Ninth Prince, the Ninth Prince collapsed with a thunderous crash.

His massive body fell onto the seat. The Twelfth Prince reached up to touch his head and felt a handful of bright red.

He spread his five fingers, looking bewildered, meeting his two younger brothers’ even more shocked and confused gazes.

After a long while, he muttered: “Dead—”

The Fourteenth Prince gasped, and the Fifteenth Prince’s eyes widened as he finally woke up.

After a while, the Fourteenth Prince let out a scream that startled the two princes into jerking backward, then thinking there might be killing mechanisms in the carriage, they forcibly stopped.

The curtain was violently pulled aside, and the Tiger Guard leader appeared in front of the carriage, his voice tense: “What happened!”

He immediately saw the Ninth Prince’s corpse.

The Twelfth Prince clearly heard this leader, famous for his composure and a trusted general of the Great Prince, suck in a sharp breath.

He climbed into the carriage in a few steps, reached up to touch the top of the Ninth Prince’s head, and after a moment, slowly pulled out a nail.

The nail was extremely fine, gleaming with blue-green light—half material, half poison.

The Embroidered Guard Chief also appeared, looking at the bloody nail in the palm. After a long silence, he said: “This is Abyss Iron.”

The Tiger Guard leader said: “Murong Yi!”
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Chapter 266: Fratricide
The Embroidered Uniform Guard leader bent down to examine the wheels, saying, “Someone placed large stones on the road that jammed the wheels, and beforehand installed this nail on the carriage roof. Not much of the nail was exposed, but it was poisoned. When the carriage jolted, the Ninth Prince was sitting in the corner—being tall, when he suddenly jumped up, his head struck the nail exactly…”

A deathly silence fell over the carriage.

At this unheard-of, bizarre method of murder.

It sounded simple, but the precision regarding the Ninth Prince’s personality, height, habits, and timing of the strike was ingenious to the extreme.

The killer must have understood the Ninth Prince’s behavior extremely well, knowing he was fierce, impatient, and highly vigilant, that he would only sit in the corner of the carriage, and that after the Seventh Prince’s death his vigilance and stress response would intensify, making him vulnerable to being stabbed.

Moreover, this trap was specifically designed for the Ninth Prince, as only he was tall enough.

And that large stone was obviously suspicious—with the military convoy passing through in sequence, how could they ensure that stone would jam precisely this carriage?

This point puzzled the Tiger Guard leader greatly, until he had a flash of inspiration and checked beneath the carriage.

Only then did he discover adhesive under the carriage, along with some stone powder. That stone had been stuck early on to the undercarriage near the wheels, but not too firmly. As the carriage traveled, the constant vibration gradually shook the stone loose until it fell and jammed the wheel.

This meticulous and incredibly clever murder method made everyone present feel as if they were standing in a snowy wilderness, bone-penetrating cold seeping from all directions.

The Fourteenth Prince stared fixedly at the Ninth Prince’s corpse. Just moments ago, this man had been fierce and aggressive, making wild threats to slowly torture Murong Yi to death…

In the blink of an eye, he himself had lost his life.

Death came too quickly, like a vicious slap striking the Ninth Prince and everyone else in the face.

Even the Fifteenth Prince, who usually cared about nothing but pleasure, changed color.

The Fourteenth Prince shivered violently, then suddenly rushed down from the carriage and shouted into the snowy wilderness: “Eighteenth! Little Eighteenth! Big brother was wrong back then! Big brother begs your forgiveness! You can have whatever you want, just don’t kill me, don’t kill me—”

“Fourteenth Prince!” The Tiger Guard leader’s face turned iron-blue as he rushed out, forcibly dragging him back and pressing him into his seat. “Going out like that—do you want to die!”

The Fourteenth Prince grabbed his hand desperately. “General Fang, Great General, search! Search quickly! Old Nine said Murong Yi must be nearby, must be in the army. Find him and I’ll reward you handsomely, I’ll give you half my estate…”

“Even without Your Highness saying so, this minister was going to thoroughly investigate the entire army. Please remain calm and don’t act rashly! After all, if another prince dies, this minister will have no way to explain to the Great King when he awakens!” The Tiger Guard leader coldly got off the carriage and shouted: “Halt the convoy! The entire army camps here immediately! Starting with the Tiger Guards, search in order! If anyone suspicious is found, kill without mercy!”

The convoy stopped in the wind and snow.

The Embroidered Uniform Guards got on the carriage to carefully search for any other mechanisms.

The Fourteenth Prince began to cry, weeping without regard for others.

“Wuu wuu wuu, what sins have I committed? I didn’t do anything, I was just following behind to watch the excitement. Little Eighteenth, Little Eighteenth, look at your brother… I’m not worthy to be your enemy, please spare me…”

The Twelfth Prince glanced at him coldly and moved further away.

The Fourteenth Prince suddenly lunged over and grabbed his hand, saying: “Twelfth Brother, Twelfth Brother, there are only a few of us left. We can’t fight separately anymore. From today on, let’s form an alliance and properly discuss how to deal with Little Eighteenth…”

“Fine.” The Twelfth Prince brushed off his hand and stood up.

“Where are you going?” the Fourteenth Prince asked in panic.

“To relieve myself. Are you following?”

The Fourteenth Prince said worriedly: “How about Twelfth Brother just do it in the carriage? I don’t mind… but don’t be like…”

The Twelfth Prince snorted with contempt, ignored him completely, and got off the carriage.

The Fourteenth Prince watched his retreating figure, then leaned against the carriage window and complained to the Fifteenth Prince: “Twelfth Brother and the others all look down on me, finding me cowardly, but I’m just worried about his safety…”

The Fifteenth Prince pulled out a bottle of wine from under the carriage seat, popped open the clay seal, took a gulp, exhaled contentedly, then said: “Fourteenth Brother, don’t overthink things. Live for today when there’s wine today to drink. Here, want a sip?”

“How can you still drink at a time like this!”

“What else can I do if not drink?” The Fifteenth Prince smiled self-mockingly. “A waste like me, with this kind of body, no favor from Father King, no support from my maternal family—I couldn’t trade anything with Little Eighteenth for my life even if I wanted to. I might as well drink a few more cups while I still have warm breath, at least I’ll be a well-fed ghost.”

The Fourteenth Prince listened, a strange glint flashing in his eyes.

After a while, he also stood up, saying he needed to relieve himself, and got off the carriage.

The Fifteenth Prince squinted as he watched, raised his wine pot like a toast to his retreating figure, then took another drink.

The Fourteenth Prince got off the carriage, deliberately avoiding the crowd, circling behind the convoy to find a crooked tree. But he didn’t dare relieve himself—instead, he fell to his knees behind the tree with a thud, kowtowing to the vast snowy wilderness while speaking softly: “Little Eighteenth, don’t kill big brother yet, listen to what big brother has to say. Big brother swears here to never covet the Liaodong throne, and when I return I’ll offer you half my estate. Whatever else you want, just say it, big brother will do it all, just spare big brother this worthless life…” As he spoke, he tremblingly pulled out a seal from his robes, placed it in the snow, saying: “This is my private seal. With it you can withdraw half the cash from my dozens of shops and one bank. This is my pledge of loyalty to you, please accept it first…”

Snowflakes struck his face as the wind howled. Heaven and earth were shrouded in a layer of misty white. The withered tree branches, bent under the snow’s weight, stretched long before the Fourteenth Prince like hands demanding payment.

The chaotic whistling sounds between heaven and earth seemed like cold laughter.

The Fourteenth Prince placed the seal under the tree, stood up, not daring to raise his head or turn around, just retreating backward with his head lowered.

The investigation continued. General Fang was determined to check every single person. Each camp leader was familiar with their own soldiers, and they had lists, calling out names one by one to verify.

Under such thorough investigation, no one could slip through.

The Fourteenth Prince returned to the carriage anxiously to wait, both fearing his seal would be taken and fearing it would not be taken.

After a while, the Twelfth Prince returned, still expressionless as always, not looking at anyone.

He had always been this cold and gloomy, indifferent to matters that didn’t concern him, not caring to interact with the other princes, and they didn’t care to interact with him either. But now the Fourteenth Prince could only talk to him: “Twelfth Brother, why were you gone so long?”

He was just making casual conversation, but the Twelfth Prince turned to look at him. When the Fourteenth Prince met his gaze, he felt a chill in his heart, though the Twelfth Prince immediately returned to his calm demeanor, saying flatly: “Too many people, went further away.”

The Fourteenth Prince was preoccupied with his own worries and didn’t ask further, sitting restlessly for a while before sneaking off the carriage again while the others weren’t paying attention.

As soon as he got off, the seemingly dozing Twelfth Prince opened his eyes, glancing at the drunk Fifteenth Prince.

The Fifteenth Prince was holding his wine bottle, lying face up.

The Fourteenth Prince returned to where he had placed his seal, and as his gaze fell, the hair on his back bristled.

The seal was gone!

The entire camp was being searched, and no one could leave—this seal wasn’t taken by anyone in the camp.

But it had been taken.

Murong Yi was not in the camp.

Murong Yi was nearby!

In the flying snow and bitter cold, the Fourteenth Prince’s back was instantly drenched in sweat.

He looked left and right. Though there was clearly no one there, he felt shadowy figures moving in the snow and wind.

There seemed to be writing on the ground before him.

He stepped forward and looked down.

“Kill Twelve. Spare your life.”

…

Half an hour later, the Fourteenth Prince returned to the carriage.

After getting on, he saw the Twelfth Prince still pretending to doze and Fifteen still drinking and sleeping, and he silently breathed a sigh of relief.

The Twelfth Prince suddenly opened his eyes and looked at him. Meeting those dark eyes, the Fourteenth Prince felt somewhat guilty and smiled awkwardly as he pulled out a silk pouch from his sleeve, grinning as he said: “I have some excellent snow pear crisp candy here, it clears the mind and removes restlessness. Would Twelfth Brother like a piece?”

The Twelfth Prince said flatly: “I’m not restless. You’re the one who could use it.”

This was mocking his inability to stay calm. The Fourteenth Prince wasn’t angry, just smiled and popped one in his mouth, then sat next to the Twelfth Prince. The Twelfth Prince didn’t move away, and both listened to the questioning sounds outside in silence.

Soon it grew dark, and General Fang sent word that they would camp here, asking the princes not to leave the carriage. Hot water and food would be brought later.

Someone came to hang a lantern on the carriage roof. The pale yellow light flickered dimly, the basin-sized circle of light swaying constantly with the carriage’s movement, casting whoever it illuminated in sickly yellow-green hues, ghostlike.

The three ate, drank, and washed in silence. They would obviously be spending the night in the carriage. Fortunately, the Liaodong royal carriages were specially made—sturdy and windproof, with animal hides on the walls and floor, and each person had a warming brazier to ward off the cold.

If it were the Great King’s carriage, it could even be disassembled on the spot to create a small palace that didn’t touch the ground.

The Fifteenth Prince found the lantern’s flickering annoying and drunkenly got up to blow it out.

The carriage was plunged into darkness.

The long bench seats could be moved and combined into a small bed. The Fourteenth Prince pushed his bench over next to the Twelfth Prince’s, while the Fifteenth Prince snored alone on the opposite side.

The Fourteenth Prince tossed and turned, unable to sleep, listening to the Twelfth Prince beside him sleeping motionlessly like a corpse, feeling both envious and resentful.

He lay quietly, listening to the wind and snow outside, suddenly remembering when Seventh Brother had stripped Eighteenth Brother’s pants years ago. It seemed to have been a snowy day like this too. Eighteenth was struggling, Ninth was laughing, pouring a basin of ice water down Eighteenth’s pants. Eighteenth jumped up frantically, knocked down Seventh, and injured Ninth’s foot. Everyone was startled, and the guards swarmed to pin down Eighteenth. Seventh pressed Eighteenth’s head into the ice water while Ninth pounced on him, pummeling his head with fists…

It seemed Seventh wasn’t the first to strike, but he couldn’t remember who was. Probably except for the older ones who had many affairs to attend to, the rest of the brothers were all there—playing chess, practicing martial arts, cracking sunflower seeds, sneaking food. Some didn’t even glance over, some carelessly tossed sunflower seed shells, some practicing martial arts suddenly had their whip fly onto Eighteenth, then laughingly apologized saying big brother’s hand slipped… What had he himself been doing then?

The Fourteenth Prince tried hard to remember but couldn’t recall. People are always good at forgetting their own wrongs and evils, others’ grace and virtue, while clearly remembering every favor they’ve done for others.

He was now searching his mind for memories of kindness he’d shown Little Eighteenth, to prove the possibility that Little Eighteenth might spare him, but no matter how he racked his brains, he couldn’t think of any.

Twelfth Brother’s breathing beside him became even more steady.

The Fourteenth Prince’s hand, which had been resting at his side, silently drew a dagger from behind his waist.

It was a precious blade, completely silent when unsheathed—a reward from the Great King. He was sweet-tongued, obedient, and good at handling matters, so the Great King treated him fairly well.

Fifteenth’s snoring grew louder. Usually he would find it annoying, but now he thought it was excellent—the louder the better.

This way it could cover certain sounds.

He gripped the blade tightly, eyes flickering, wrist steady.

Twelfth Brother, forgive me.

Your brother just wants to live.

Kill you, and that demon will spare my life.

A cold glint flashed in the darkness as the dagger thrust toward the vital spot at his companion’s waist.

An extremely soft hissing sound—the Fourteenth Prince was overjoyed, gritting his teeth as he pushed deeper. His fingers touched something soft, which he thought was skin. Calculating the depth of the dagger’s penetration, he was elated, but then realized something was wrong.

Skin wouldn’t be this cold.

Why was Twelfth Brother showing no struggle?

Why did the stabbing feel so empty?

Something fluffy white drifted before his eyes.

He suddenly understood.

That wasn’t Twelve’s waist—it was a pillow stuffed with cotton!

Shocked, he tried to pull out the blade, but a hand shot lightning-fast through the cotton pillow pierced by the dagger and grabbed his wrist.

Something was suddenly stuffed into his mouth, blocking his cry of alarm and call for help. From below the cotton pillow, that hand gripping his wrist twisted once, forcibly turning the dagger around, then ruthlessly stabbed it in.

A soft squelching sound—this time the dagger pierced flesh and organs.

The Fourteenth Prince convulsed violently, his body about to spring up, but was pressed down hard by the Twelfth Prince. The blood gushing from his waist was absorbed by the cotton pillow—not a drop fell in the carriage.

The struggle and killing in the darkness didn’t disturb the drunk man—the Fifteenth Prince’s snoring didn’t even skip a beat.

Those rising and falling snores were like a funeral dirge, chanting the fratricide of blood brothers in the darkness.

After a long while, the Fourteenth Prince stopped moving.

Only then did the Twelfth Prince release him, pulling the cloth from his mouth. The Fourteenth Prince’s eyes were wide open, showing the whites.

In life he had always been smiling, as if only in death did he reveal a hint of his inner ferocity.

The Twelfth Prince expressionlessly pushed him to the side, to where he himself had been sleeping, pressed tightly against the carriage wall. He positioned the Fourteenth Prince precisely where he had been lying, pulled out the dagger, and picked up the blood-soaked cotton pillow. The moment he opened the carriage door, cold wind rushed in, and the Fifteenth Prince seemed to stir. The Twelfth Prince whirled around to stare at him.

The Fifteenth Prince rolled over, his back to him, and continued sleeping.

Only then did the Twelfth Prince get off the carriage, closing the door. It was too cold—the guards had pitched tents nearby, and the shadows of those warming themselves by the fire were reflected on the tent walls. Someone poked his head out to look at him, and the Twelfth Prince waved to indicate he was relieving himself. The person’s head ducked back inside.

The Twelfth Prince walked to the side of the carriage, just a wall away from Fourteenth’s corpse.

He took out the cotton pillow and dagger hidden under his cloak, piercing the dagger through the carriage wall right into the Fourteenth Prince’s waist wound.

Then he pulled out the dagger, squeezed blood from the cotton pillow, and splashed it on the carriage wall.

He then trampled back and forth on the ground, making the footsteps appear chaotic, as if more than one person had approached.

Then he threw the cotton pillow into a nearby ditch. In such wind and snow, it would be completely covered within an hour.

After doing all this, he returned to the carriage, even nodding to the Fourteenth Prince’s guard who poked his head out to look again, calmly opening the carriage door.

The Fourteenth Prince lay stiffly. The smell of blood in the carriage wasn’t too strong—it had all been absorbed by the cotton pillow.

The Twelfth Prince lay down beside him calmly and slept.

…

Near dawn, the Tiger Guard leader, exhausted from a night of fruitless investigation, came wearily to notify the princes to rise—they needed to continue their journey.

He lifted the carriage curtain and saw three people sleeping straight and stiff in the large carriage. There was a strange smell in the air—mostly alcohol, some charcoal fumes, and faintly something else unpleasant. This mixed odor hit his nostrils, making his heart jump, almost thinking these three had also met with misfortune.

Then he saw the Fifteenth Prince rubbing his eyes and sitting up, followed by the Twelfth Prince opening his eyes.

The Tiger Guard leader breathed a sigh of relief and said: “Your Highnesses, please rise. We were delayed yesterday, so today we must start early to make up time… Fourteenth Prince, Fourteenth Prince, time to get up…”

He suddenly stopped speaking, his color changing. He took a quick step into the carriage. The Twelfth Prince turned his head, saw the Fourteenth Prince, and suddenly retreated backward, nearly colliding with him.

“Fourteenth!”

On the long bench, the Fourteenth Prince’s rigid sleeping posture showed no movement.

Chapter 267: Snow Ghost
Moments later, the camp commanders gathered before the carriage, with the two princes surrounded in the middle. The Twelfth Prince’s face was pale, while the Fifteenth Prince’s face was ashen.

“…I don’t know, I was asleep and heard nothing. We went to bed early last night but fell asleep late. I can confirm that Fourteenth was still turning over until the beginning of the chou hour, but after that I’m not clear…”

“…I was drunk, I didn’t hear anything…”

“Did Your Highnesses notice anything unusual? Any detail at all.”

Both shook their heads.

“If Murong Yi wanted to kill, why did he spare Your Highnesses?”

“Hey, what do you mean? Are you saying we’re in league with Murong Yi? Speaking without evidence—have you been drinking too?”

The Embroidered Uniform Guard leader walked over, pointing at the carriage wall: “The killer didn’t enter the carriage. From outside the carriage, he used a dagger to pierce through the carriage wall and killed the Fourteenth Prince who was sleeping close to the wall.”

There was a penetrating hole in the carriage wall, blood all around it.

Another bizarre murder method.

But this could also explain why the other two princes were unharmed—the killer didn’t enter the carriage, and the Fourteenth Prince was unlucky.

The Tiger Guard leader questioned the guard soldiers again: “You took turns keeping watch last night. I repeatedly instructed you to guard well—what were you all doing!”

“General, we’re wronged! We really didn’t sleep!” the guards protested loudly. “We didn’t dare blink an eye!”

“Then could Murong Yi have turned invisible under your very noses!”

“Did you see anyone pass by the carriage last night?” the Embroidered Uniform Guard leader suddenly asked.

“No… ah…” the guard said timidly, “Does a prince relieving himself count? I saw the Twelfth Prince get off the carriage to relieve himself.”

The Twelfth Prince said calmly: “Nature calls—one can’t solve it in the carriage or hold it all night.”

This was indeed human nature and couldn’t be grounds for suspicion. The Tiger Guard leader had nothing to say.

Besides, the killer was undoubtedly Murong Yi. Suspecting the princes, who might very well become the next victims, was rather absurd.

The matter was thus set aside.

After endless questioning with no results, the guards swore they saw no unrelated persons pass by the carriage. The Fourteenth Prince’s death was strange, but with two who had died even more strangely before him, everyone seemed numb to such results. After some discussion, they could only wrap the corpse in white cloth and place it with the previous corpses of the Ninth and Seventh Princes, to be transported back to Ru Prefecture first.

The Tiger Guard leader, originally a forceful man, felt enormous psychological pressure facing the consecutive deaths of three princes while the Great King remained unconscious. In just a few days, his temples had turned white. Now he somewhat regretted having previously marginalized the Embroidered Uniform Guard leader—all responsibility now fell on his shoulders alone, and he didn’t know how to explain to the Great King when he awakened.

He sighed and forced himself to rally: “There can be no more incidents. Your Highnesses, please stay with us. You may each choose between myself and the Embroidered Uniform Guard leader.”

The Twelfth Prince glanced at both men and said: “Then I’ll trouble General Fang.”

But the Fifteenth Prince laughed carelessly: “I’m just a worthless life—I won’t drag you gentlemen down. I’ll stay in the carriage where drinking is convenient. Just assign more guards, though protection is probably useless anyway.”

His words made everyone’s faces turn pale, but they couldn’t argue with a drunkard. The Embroidered Uniform Guard leader, though not trusted, showed no anger and silently smiled, stepping aside.

The Tiger Guard leader tried to persuade the Fifteenth Prince a few more times, but seeing him unmoved, gave up. He thought that the Great King had never thought much of this drunkard anyway—if he wanted to court death, who could he blame.

He invited the Twelfth Prince to come forward. Not staying in carriages himself, he personally guarded beside the Great King’s royal carriage daily. He now arranged for a carriage to follow closely behind the Great King’s carriage, moved the Fifteenth Prince’s carriage to the rear, ordered the army to surround and protect it, then commanded the march to continue.

The Twelfth Prince quietly boarded his carriage, curtains hanging deep, not saying a word. The Fifteenth Prince popped open another wine jar’s clay seal, lifting the curtains to sing loudly—completely different styles.

The Tiger Guard leader sat on horseback, gazing at the two princes’ carriages. Five princes had departed, now only two remained.

Wind and snow howled, light and shadow dim, as if countless white ghosts wandered within, singing a funeral song no one could understand.

The Tiger Guard leader’s gaze swept over the three large carriages, and a trace of relief suddenly crossed his mind.

The Great King had been confident of victory in this battle, so he brought several of the currently most favored princes to the battlefield to let them experience the edge of iron and blood, with the meaning of on-site examination. Who knew that Murong Yi, this rebel, would appear—the Great King was severely injured, and the princes died one after another.

But if the princes hadn’t died consecutively, with Liaodong’s defeat and the Great King severely injured and unconscious, on this road back to Ru Prefecture, what thoughts would these princes in their prime and with relatively the most power have developed, what troubles would they have caused—only heaven would know.

Now, those with power kept falling, everyone barely able to protect themselves, while those without power remained in Ru Prefecture and dared not stir up trouble. Though the Great King was in his weakest period, he was thus able to remain secure.

Thinking this way, he almost wanted to thank Murong Yi.

Precisely because of this, when the Great King awakened, he might not be as furious about his sons’ consecutive deaths as he imagined, since Murong Yi had intentionally or unintentionally helped him eliminate the crisis…

But would Murong Yi be so kind-hearted?

What he most wanted to attack was still the Great King, wasn’t it?

He just hadn’t found the opportunity.

Almost the entire army was deployed around the royal carriage. All the Great King’s affairs passed through his hands personally—he allowed no one to approach the royal carriage by a single step.

All medicines were repeatedly inspected, even the water for brewing medicine was tested first.

It would be good once they returned to Ru Prefecture. Back in Ru Prefecture, with that person in the royal palace who could bring the dead back to life, the Great King would surely recover.

The Tiger Guard leader’s gaze swept over those two carriages, sighing inwardly.

Ruling a territory with tens of thousands under command—what was the point?

Look at this—no father-son relationship, no brotherhood.

In the rear carriage, the Twelfth Prince sat cross-legged, then after a moment took out a string of Jianan prayer beads, silently counting them in his palm.

In the carriage further back, the Fifteenth Prince drank wine while tilting his head back and popped a pill into his mouth.

…

Banners fluttered, armor gleamed, the long army filled the road. The front had already climbed the slope while the rear was still at the mountain’s base.

At the army’s center was a carriage with yellow tassels hanging down, the royal totem flowing with dark light under the spring sun. The curtains hung deep, the surrounding guards silent—no one wished to disturb the Crown Princess’s recovery.

Before going to battle, Tie Ci had already had some problems with her true qi. On the battlefield, she continuously used her innate abilities, suffering excessive depletion, plus sword wounds, explosive injuries, and long exhaustion—internal and external attacks combined. After forcing herself to travel, she fell seriously ill.

But all those who stayed by her side knew that while the above were all reasons, there was one most important reason that everyone was unwilling to speak of.

That was heartache.

External wounds heal easily, heartache is hard to cure.

Watching medicine flow like water into the carriage, the carriage constantly filled with medicinal fragrance, the Crown Princess occasionally appearing but looking more haggard each day, everyone couldn’t help but worry.

They wanted the Princess to rest well, but also wanted to hurry on the road to reach the capital’s famous doctors who could properly treat the Princess’s illness.

On this journey, the Crown Princess led the army and barely accepted any receptions from officials along the way, with the army mostly camping outside cities. But wherever they passed, common people continuously came, offering various local products, looking from afar at the Princess’s carriage, then returning home supporting the old and carrying the young.

At first everyone didn’t understand, but later learned it was due to the merit of the legendary six volumes. Those six books not only swept the capital but were also brought back to their native places by merchants from various regions visiting the capital, continuously spreading among Da Qian’s common people.

Compared to the Crown Princess’s reputation as a “worthless puppet” a year ago, the current Da Qian heir’s reputation was incomparable.

Moreover, Miss Li from the Assistant Magistrate’s family in Ziyang Yuan County also followed the trend and wrote a book called “Ziyang Assembly,” also known as “Those Misunderstandings of False Phoenix and Empty Phoenix.” It first became popular in Ziyang, then spread nationwide.

Li Yao, because the case behind him involved great matters, was still imprisoned in the capital’s Supreme Court prison. His family property had been confiscated, but Tie Ci had previously sent people to settle Miss Li, ensuring that while she no longer enjoyed wealth, she had no worries about food and clothing.

Miss Li was a person of backbone. Having no way to repay the kindness, seeing the six volumes’ popularity and their benefit to the Crown Princess, she carefully wrote out her encounter with the Princess.

Her version naturally had more details than what He Zi had arranged to be written, with a more delicate and romantic perspective. In the six volumes, people saw a Da Qian heir with grand vision, caring for the world, combining courage and wisdom. But through a young woman’s pen, they saw this woman’s compassion, mercy, consideration, and dashing style suitable for both men and women. The Crown Princess’s character thus became more full and real, and the people quickly closed the distance with the heir through such warm stories, developing infinite affection and heartfelt fondness.

Probably inspired by Miss Li’s success, Shen Mi, who remained at the academy handling miscellaneous affairs, also wrote a book called “Biography of Mercy,” subtly writing about his acquaintance with the Crown Princess, receiving her guidance and support, even having his mother enlightened by her. Once published, it caused a paper shortage on the eastern seaboard. Bookshops couldn’t print fast enough, and scholars there earned large sums just by copying stories for others.

The Crown Princess’s reputation, continuously enhanced by these story books, had reached its peak.

In contrast, the Xiao family became synonymous with vicious villains, their reputation hitting rock bottom.

Under such circumstances, Empress Dowager Xiao couldn’t sit still.

A horseman galloped wildly toward the convoy. Dan Shuang lifted the curtain, gazing at the obvious messenger, her heart jumping.

Xia Houchun had already gone to meet him, and moments later his large frame shot back like lightning.

“Your Highness, three days ago the Empress Dowager convened a great court assembly, claiming that Prince Zhao’s son Tie Lin had awakened his innate abilities—the very abilities unique to the founding emperor: object control and immunity. Therefore the Empress Dowager said Tie Lin was the reincarnation of the founding emperor, the hope of Da Qian’s future, demanding His Majesty adopt Tie Lin as son and rename him Crown Prince.”

Chi Xue was shocked: “What! Tie Lin actually has object control and immunity abilities? Didn’t he fail to awaken any innate abilities?”

Dan Shuang frowned coldly: “What’s to fear? Our Crown Princess has even more innate abilities than him!”

“You forget what Supervisor Rong said about the Princess’s abilities being best not used now. He said the innate abilities seem to have caused damage to the Princess’s true qi and meridians—don’t use them until he’s certain.” Xia Houchun said, “Besides, Tie Lin didn’t awaken ordinary abilities—he awakened the founding emperor’s two innate abilities. The founding emperor was invincible on battlefields, able to establish Da Qian’s eternal foundation, relying on these two abilities!”

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang both fell silent.

Every citizen of Da Qian was familiar with the founding emperor’s deeds because they were highly legendary. The founding emperor was not tall or strong, yet was invincible in battle, commanding countless soldiers’ worship and respect, relying on these two amazing abilities. After all, a man who could have his intestines spilling out on the battlefield, stuff them back in, and continue fighting with no aftereffects—how could people not view him as divine?

It could be said that the founding emperor’s rise from three small soldiers to commanding millions to conquer the realm owed much to object control and immunity. Waving hands to move mountains and fill seas, fearing no harm or poison—how magnificent! How perfectly matched the suffering people’s fantasies of a divine savior.

These two types of innate abilities had different significance. Tie Lin had actually inherited these two abilities.

It could be said that if this had been revealed a year earlier, Tie Ci would no longer be Crown Princess.

Even now the situation was not optimistic. Xia Houchun said the urgent report from the capital indicated many neutral ministers had changed their attitudes, while other ministers who had just sided with Tie Ci also became ambiguous.

To protect Tie Ci as much as possible and prevent others from targeting her, catching the Empress Dowager off guard, the six volumes hadn’t mentioned Tie Ci’s innate abilities. Though some rumors reached the capital, apart from common people believing them, court officials didn’t believe them, all thinking they were fabricated by the Grand Tutor to create momentum for Tie Ci.

For the past seventeen years, they’d never seen Tie Ci awaken abilities, and now just going out once she had them?

More than one?

Who were they trying to fool?

The people were half-believing, but more excited about the founding emperor’s extraordinary abilities reappearing. The founding emperor’s legend was too deeply rooted—it almost immediately overshadowed much of the six volumes’ influence.

The Xiao family and their vassals struck in time, also spreading many legends about how Tie Lin resembled the founding emperor—from his first urination as a toddler forming the shape of Da Qian’s map, to his first clay figure being the founding emperor though he said it was himself, to how he increasingly resembled the founding emperor… they just hadn’t hung a sign on his head reading “Qian Founding Emperor.”

“They say the great court assembly had a huge argument. His Majesty firmly refused, while the Xiao family united with many ministers to press step by step. Though temporarily shelved, the Empress Dowager said this matter would be decided at the great court assembly in half a month, when the assembly would move to the plaza before all the capital’s citizens, letting them see the reincarnated founding emperor and hear the people’s voice… Your Highness!”

The curtain opened, revealing Tie Ci in neat clothing. Recently she had grown so thin her eyes were sunken, but now her skin was fair and eyes clear, her condition excellent. Xia Houchun was startled, looking closer to discover the Princess had used rouge and powder, possibly some cosmetic arts too.

Tie Ci got off the carriage: “Bring my horse.”

“Your Highness!” Dan Shuang’s face was full of refusal.

With sword wounds unhealed and old ailments unresolved, how could she gallop on horseback?

Not to mention that to recuperate and pressure the capital, their journey was not even half complete. This dash would take at least ten days at the fastest.

This was risking her life!

Tie Ci had already leaped onto her horse, her figure cutting a smooth arc in the sunlight. The worried soldiers watching from afar all cheered in unison, their emotions much relaxed.

Academy students ran over, wanting to grab the Princess’s reins.

Slender, pale fingers grasped the reins first as the Crown Princess leaned down from horseback.

“Cherishing one’s life now might mean having no life in the future. Let’s go.”

She pointed her whip ahead: “Since we’re already on the road, the best way to truly rest is actually to go a bit faster, even faster.”

“Giddyap!”

…

Liaodong’s night always fell like a curtain yanked down from the sky.

An County’s city gates usually closed before dark, but today they remained wide open even after nightfall. The An County magistrate led a group of officials, braving wind and snow to wait at the city gate, until they saw the long convoy appear on the horizon and finally breathed a sigh of relief.

The Tiger Guard leader also breathed a sigh of relief.

Along the way they gathered defeated troops and regrouped. Border troops from various regions returned to their prefectures, while those belonging to Ru Prefecture’s royal army escorted them all the way. Three days ago they entered Liaodong’s interior, seeing cities and towns. To enter safe territory as quickly as possible, he hadn’t entered those small cities. Only upon reaching the relatively prosperous An County in southeastern Liaodong did he choose to send orders to An County’s magistrate, commanding him to clear the county office to receive the royal carriage.

Yesterday the Great King briefly awakened once. Though he didn’t have time to say much, it let the Tiger Guard leader see a glimmer of hope, making him even more careful in protecting the royal carriage.

These past days on the road had been quite peaceful too. Murong Yi seemed to have stopped, and everyone on edge relaxed slightly.

An County’s offices prepared a sumptuous evening banquet, but everyone declined. Only the Fifteenth Prince attended as representative, returning drunk after the feast. On his way back to the rear office, he encountered the Twelfth Prince strolling by a small bridge in the back garden.

After days of eating and sleeping in carriages, everyone was sore from the jostling and needed to stretch their muscles. Though they called it strolling, they had thirty to forty people following before and behind—quite ridiculous.

Seeing the Twelfth Prince, the Fifteenth Prince stopped and raised his wine pot to him: “Twelfth Brother, why didn’t you go drink up front? Hey, speaking of unbelievable things, this An County is a good place—they actually have good wine, very mellow and rich!”

The Twelfth Prince looked at him with disgust, but caught the wine’s fragrance, which was indeed exceptional. He vaguely remembered that some famous wine’s place of origin was An County, and suddenly felt somewhat tempted.

He also loved wine but never drank in front of his brothers. Though moved, he shook his head in refusal.

The Fifteenth Prince suddenly pointed drunkenly behind him: “Fourteenth Brother?”

Chapter 268: Meeting of Two Heroes
The Twelfth Prince broke out in a cold sweat.

His spine rigid, he said coldly: “Fifteen, what are you shouting about!”

The Fifteenth Prince rubbed his eyes, saying in surprise: “Eh, I seemed to see someone crouching behind you just now… ah, Fourteenth Brother is already dead, I must have seen things!”

A cold wind blew past, making the Twelfth Prince’s back feel cold.

The guards behind him also heard the conversation between the two princes, their faces immediately turning pale as they exchanged glances.

“Twelfth Brother seems a bit cold. How about a drink to warm up?” the Fifteenth Prince invited again.

The Twelfth Prince was silent for a moment, then took the wine pot and sat down on the bridge railing.

The Fifteenth Prince immediately sat beside him without ceremony.

The bridge was small, and the guards couldn’t all crowd onto it, so they filled both ends below the bridge.

With so many people watching, there was no fear of anyone poisoning the wine. The Twelfth Prince took a sip and grunted approvingly.

The Fifteenth Prince grinned: “Didn’t lie to you, did I…”

The Twelfth Prince gave a cold laugh, then suddenly said in a low voice: “You saw.”

He spoke with certainty. The Fifteenth Prince turned his head to smile at him.

“Speak up, what do you want?”

“Twelfth Brother.” The Fifteenth Prince stroked his wine pot, speaking slowly: “You usually live like an ascetic, looking like a monk, not close to any brothers, yet who would have thought you were hiding such big matters in your heart.”

The Twelfth Prince said indifferently: “Murong Yi gave me conditions—kill Fourteenth and he’d spare me. Probably he gave Fourteenth the same conditions. Fourteenth struck at me first, I was merely protecting myself.”

“Tsk tsk, Little Eighteenth is formidable—without even showing his face, he made you kill each other.”

“Stop the nonsense. What do you want?”

The Twelfth Prince prepared himself to be blackmailed.

But he heard the Fifteenth Prince say slowly: “Me? I want you to jump off this bridge.”

The Twelfth Prince: “…”

He leaned over to look down at the bridge. It was very low, purely decorative, and naturally the water below was also just a shallow pool, only reaching a person’s calves. There were even some fake lotus leaves made in the water—stiff and awkward-looking, quite ugly.

Though the water was frozen, it was so shallow it couldn’t drown anyone.

The Twelfth Prince looked at the Fifteenth Prince as one would look at a drunkard.

The Fifteenth Prince smiled cheerfully: “Why are you looking at me? Jump.”

“Stop fooling around! Say what you want!”

“I’m not fooling around.” The Fifteenth Prince took a drink. “You’re overthinking. I don’t have the kindness to avenge Fourteenth Brother. I don’t want to meddle in your affairs at all, but you disturbed my sleep that night, so I want you to jump in the ice water to compensate me.”

The Twelfth Prince asked suspiciously: “You won’t report me?”

“Report to whom? Father isn’t awake yet, and even if Father wakes up, who would he believe—you or me?” The Fifteenth Prince tilted his head back for another gulp.

The Twelfth Prince thought about it and felt relieved.

Indeed, Fifteen was addicted to wine and women, his body hollowed out early, unloved by the King. If not for hearing that some place they were passing had good wine and pestering to come along, he wouldn’t have had a share in this trip at all.

Once he reported, when confronted before Father, who would believe this drunkard’s words? He could completely turn the tables and bite back.

But though Old Five seemed drunk all day, his mind was quite clear.

A flash of killing intent passed through the Twelfth Prince’s eyes, though his expression remained flat: “Fine.”

“Brother is straightforward.”

“Agreed. Brother will compensate you this once, and from now on this matter is over.”

“Naturally. When you jump, brother, please make up your own excuse. Don’t implicate me.”

“Done.”

True to his word, the Twelfth Prince removed his shoes and socks and with a splash, jumped into the water.

The guards below the bridge all craned their necks to look, dumbfounded, not knowing whether to rescue someone in such shallow water, much less understanding why the perfectly fine Twelfth Prince had jumped down.

Even if he was afraid of being killed and wanted to commit suicide, he couldn’t jump into such shallow water.

The Fifteenth Prince laughed heartily on the bridge, pointing at the Twelfth Prince: “Good! Twelfth Brother honors his bets—a true man!”

The guards were relieved.

So it was just being in a bad mood and losing a drinking game with the Fifteenth Prince.

This was human nature. Everyone relaxed and laughed: “The Twelfth Prince keeps his word, but this river water is cold. One jump is enough—Twelfth Prince should come up quickly.”

The Fifteenth Prince leaned down and reached out to touch the ice water: “Oh my goodness, this water is so cold it bites the hand. Twelfth Brother, I was just joking with you—come up quickly!”

The Twelfth Prince also wanted to come up.

But he discovered he couldn’t.

The moment the Fifteenth Prince reached his hand into the water, a thread of lightning bloomed from his fingertips. Hidden by those stone fake lotus leaves, it instantly pierced through the entire water area like a venomous snake, and pierced through his body as well.

His feet felt as if struck by a sharp sword, followed by numbness spreading upward from below, also moving like lightning in an instant. Even the muscles in his throat lost control. He opened his mouth, thinking he was shouting loudly, but only beast-like low moans emerged from his throat.

Something wet flowed out from inside his body, dripping into the pool, but was hidden by his robes so no one could see.

The Fifteenth Prince withdrew his hand and laughed with the guards behind him: “Twelfth Brother is being stubborn now.”

Everyone laughed awkwardly. Someone wanted to go pull the Twelfth Prince up, but the Fifteenth Prince blocked them with his hand: “Don’t, let me go instead, so Twelfth Brother doesn’t get angry with me.”

He swayed down from the bridge. Everyone watched nervously, thinking that if no killer came, he might knock his own brains out from drinking too much. But they saw the Fifteenth Prince sway but not fall as he made his way over, standing by the pool to reach out and pull the Twelfth Prince.

Just then a little maid holding a lantern and carrying a food box came over, apparently bringing a late-night snack. From afar she raised the lantern high, its light swaying and shining right on the Twelfth Prince’s face.

The man stood rigidly in the water pool, face ghastly pale, eyes staring straight, a thread of drool glistening at the corner of his mouth.

No matter how you looked at it, it wasn’t a human expression.

The maid shrieked: “Dead person!” threw down the lantern, and fled.

Here the Fifteenth Prince was stepping onto a fake lotus leaf to grab the Twelfth Prince, when suddenly flashed by this light and startled by this scream, he staggered and nearly fell in.

Below were fake lotus leaves and many sharp broken stones—if he hit his head going down, he would certainly be seriously injured.

The Fifteenth Prince remained calm in the emergency. His finger stabbed toward the Twelfth Prince’s lower back to steady himself, his body tilted, and he righted himself at a strange angle. When he pulled his hand out, it was already covered with blood from the Twelfth Prince’s lower back. The Twelfth Prince, pushed by him, swayed and fell straight down, smashing several fake lotus leaves and splashing water onto the small bridge.

Screams arose everywhere.

The Fifteenth Prince rushed over and, before anyone else, dragged the Twelfth Prince out of the pool: “Twelfth Brother, what’s wrong… Twelfth Brother!”

Moments later, everyone had gathered. Soon after, the pale-faced An County magistrate dragged over a doctor, both panting from their rush.

The Twelfth Prince’s corpse was laid out by the pool. The doctor examined it for a long time with a bitter expression, unable to determine anything. The An County magistrate tentatively suggested using a coroner, but was firmly refused by the Tiger Guard leader.

To further desecrate a corpse after death—he couldn’t bear that responsibility.

The Tiger Guard leader was almost unable to control his emotions.

Another prince had died.

This time the death was even more bizarre.

Under the eyes of everyone, jumping into a shallow pool that could only cover one’s ankles, then dying.

Dozens of people were present, all saying nothing had happened. The Twelfth Prince suddenly jumped down, and during this time no one had approached him.

The Tiger Guard leader’s gaze swept over those faces. With his years of experience, these people were confused, shocked, puzzled, their gazes frank—they weren’t lying.

There was no such thing as so many people lying simultaneously without leaving traces.

Given the Fifteenth Prince’s status, he had no way to make so many people lie for him.

He said irritably: “Then what exactly happened!”

The doctor hesitated, then mumbled: “Perhaps this person had some unknown chronic illness. In the bitter cold, suddenly jumping into ice water triggered the hidden ailment…”

The Fifteenth Prince suddenly said: “Oh my, Twelfth Brother seemed to often take Nine Gall Heart-Nourishing Pills.”

This wasn’t a secret—the Tiger Guard leader knew it too. This medicine was one of the common supplements among Liaodong nobility, protecting the heart and nourishing the liver, and also an essential medicine for heart ailments.

If he had heart disease, having recently endured fear and pressure, then suddenly subjected to extreme cold stimulation, it was indeed possible to die from it.

Speaking of pressure, there naturally was some. Everyone in this convoy had it these days, not to mention the princes with swords constantly hanging over their heads.

Thinking now of how such a steady person as the Twelfth Prince would suddenly jump into ice water, it became understandable.

Who didn’t need an outlet for venting?

It was just that this venting under heavy pressure actually cost him his life—truly heartbreaking.

The matter seemed to be concluded thus.

The Twelfth Prince’s corpse was simply prepared for burial and moved to an empty room in the back courtyard to stay with his brothers.

Now, of the five princes, only one remained.

Everyone’s gaze fell intensely on the Fifteenth Prince, their expressions complex—worry, anxiety, and sympathy all mixed together. An ordinary person under such scrutiny would surely collapse, but the Fifteenth Prince acted as if he didn’t see it. He actually lifted his wine pot for another drink, murmuring: “Life and death here are fated, better to sleep forever in wine country…” and swayed away.

Everyone stared blankly at his retreating figure, seeing some desolate bleakness. The Tiger Guard leader shouted: “Follow him!”

Immediately a large group of guards followed, even more than had followed the Twelfth Prince before.

The Fifteenth Prince just snorted with laughter, not looking back. This laugh made everyone’s faces burn, and the Tiger Guard leader gritted his teeth.

But just then, he heard a scream.

The Tiger Guard leader turned and saw that because of this incident, the Embroidered Uniform Guard leader and most of the commanders were all in the garden.

His face changed dramatically: “Not good!”

…

In the corridor, someone was running, footsteps pounding on the wooden floor.

It was the maid who had earlier held the lamp to illuminate the corpse and thrown down the lantern in fright.

Now she was holding up her skirt and running urgently through the corridors. Whenever she met anyone, she screamed “Dead person!” causing those she encountered to also scream, get startled, either run to investigate or hide in their rooms. Wherever she went, chaos ensued.

Countless people were alarmed, running from their guard posts toward the incident site.

This conveniently allowed the maid to run all the way to the deepest part of the inner courtyard.

The magistrate’s family members who originally lived in the inner courtyard had moved out. Now living there was the recovering Prince Da’an.

The Tiger Guard leader had left this place. There were still guards, but they were obviously panicked, constantly turning to look toward the incident site.

No one had expected that even after moving into a deep mansion compound, Murong Yi could still sneak in to kill.

This made everyone feel the crisis.

When the maid approached the courtyard, she took a detour through the kitchen. When she came out, she was carrying a tray, her panicked expression had vanished. She straightened her clothes and walked calmly toward the inner courtyard.

The guards at the gate were discussing the incident up front. The maid said: “This servant has been ordered to bring medicine soup to the Great King.”

The guards tested her medicine soup with silver needles—no poison. An old woman came to search her body, feeling all over. When she touched the lower abdomen, the maid shyly dodged with a red face. The old woman laughed: “Little girl eats too much snacks daily—look how big this little belly has gotten.”

The maid hung her head with a red face. The old woman indicated she carried nothing on her body. The guards were still discussing, absent-mindedly waving her through.

As the maid passed, the old woman glanced at her hair ornament. She wore a circular chignon with a dark red hairpin faintly visible inside, the pin glinting with slight golden light, appearing both elegant and luxurious. The old woman couldn’t help taking another look.

The maid gracefully entered. There were also people guarding inside. The guard stationed before the bed curtains reached out to take the medicine soup. The maid lowered her head, slightly dodging, and said softly: “This medicine soup is thick and hard to feed. Would the General like this servant to help?”

The man was just a guard—being called “General” pleased him. Thinking that when the Great King traveled he only brought some old women to serve soup and water, not young women, and big men weren’t good at this serving work, he nodded and ordered the maid to follow him into the curtained area.

If the Tiger Guard leader were here, he naturally wouldn’t allow such a thing. The person would have been stopped at the courtyard gate.

Unfortunately, at this moment the person in charge was all in the front garden. The Tiger Guard leader hadn’t expected anyone would dare enter the tiger’s den directly after entering a county town surrounded by the army, nor had he warned the guards to be extremely careful. Seeing a weak maid before them, the guards had no wariness.

Inside the room, shell lamps flickered dimly. Prince Da’an appeared to be sleeping, his expression peaceful, his complexion still passable.

The maid entered, her gaze flowing over him, particularly looking down below, then smiling with pursed lips.

The guard sat by the bed, supporting Prince Da’an, indicating for the maid to come forward and feed the medicine.

The maid sat by the bed, picked up the silver spoon, blew on the medicine soup, her eyes flying over the top of the spoon.

Only then did the guard notice that the maid before him had phoenix eyes and emerald brows, a delicate nose and cherry lips, with slightly upturned eye corners—naturally alluring and passionate, a rare combination of beauty and charm.

His spirit swayed.

Then silver light flashed before his eyes.

The silver spoon flew up, stabbing straight into his throat. The sharp edge of the spoon quickly turned a circle and pressed down, forcibly suppressing his cry of alarm and scream in his throat.

Murong Yi withdrew his hand. The silver spoon remained in the other’s throat, cutting through the throat from inside. He tore off a section of bed curtain and stuffed it into the man’s mouth. Large amounts of blood were blocked back into his stomach—not a single drop flowed out.

Then he lowered his head to look at Prince Da’an.

No emotion, no sentimental reflection, no unnecessary movements in this tense moment. He reached out, just as when he had attempted to assassinate his father, drawing a strand of abyssal iron wire from his hair. The abyssal iron wire was extremely thin like thread in the middle, slightly flattened at both ends—it could be inserted into a hair bun without injuring oneself, and was convenient to grasp. He held the slightly flattened ends and pressed the abyssal iron wire against Prince Da’an’s neck.

The abyssal iron thin wire, sharp enough to cut through hair, could silently slice through a person’s throat just by being lightly stretched taut and pressed down.

His hand was very steady, his eyes showing no fluctuation.

Footsteps sounded outside, someone screamed, wanting to rush over but unable to arrive in time.

But at this moment, Prince Da’an suddenly opened his eyes.

Simultaneously, the bed collapsed.

Prince Da’an’s body suddenly fell downward, dropping into a hidden layer beneath the bed. But the pillow he had been resting on didn’t fall—it shook slightly, then suddenly exploded. Countless black small arrows shot out like poisonous wasps, whistling through the air.

Wherever they passed, hissing sounds continued as bedsheets and mattresses were torn, fragments flying like chaotic butterflies.

But Murong Yi just gave a light laugh.

He said: “As expected!”

He kicked up the footboard in front of the bed, blocking it in front of him. Thudding sounds continued as the footboard was immediately turned into a honeycomb.

Noisy sounds came from outside the door, faintly including the Tiger Guard leader’s voice ordering the exits sealed.

Murong Yi didn’t linger to kill. He glanced down at the space beneath the bed. Below was just a mezzanine, not a tunnel. Prince Da’an manually pulled up a protective board, leaving only a crack that revealed the Liaodong King’s calm but complex eyes.

Father and son’s gazes met.

Murong Yi’s eyes showed no ripples.

That crack quickly closed, cutting off their intersecting gazes. Footsteps sounded as someone rushed in.

Murong Yi stepped on the footboard, flipped up, broke through the skylight, and leaped outside.

When the Tiger Guard leader rushed in, what he saw was flying clothing strips and a series of wind sounds on the roof. Just from the sound, he knew that with his poor lightness skills, he couldn’t catch up.

He could only shout loudly: “Guard Leader, please!”

The Embroidered Uniform Guard leader responded from far outside and gave chase.

In the room, the protective board slowly opened again. Prince Da’an lay inside looking exhausted.

The Tiger Guard leader knelt to ask forgiveness, feeling very ashamed.

He had been lured away, nearly committing a grave error. In the end, it was the Great King who saved himself and survived.

He was secretly startled, thinking the Great King had awakened, yet even he who constantly guarded his side didn’t know.

But perhaps only this way, keeping everyone in the dark, was it possible to escape alive from that demon’s hands.

This father and son competing in schemes—there really was no place for others to participate.

It was just a pity they couldn’t keep that demon here—an endless source of trouble.

Prince Da’an waved his hand wearily. The Tiger Guard leader hurriedly helped him out, changing the bed and bedding, bustling about for quite a while. The Tiger Guard leader didn’t dare leave again, staying close and supporting the quietly sitting Prince Da’an.

Still Prince Da’an remained silent throughout. Only after a long time did he say: “Go rest for a while. He won’t come again in the short term.”

The Tiger Guard leader immediately withdrew respectfully, walking outside.

The snow light was cold, reflecting a uniformly cold sky.

His boots stepped on accumulated snow, each step of unknown depth, only echoes monotonously responding.

Only when he reached where no one was did he slowly open his palm.

His palm was full of sweat.

It was what he had absorbed earlier when supporting Prince Da’an.

He hadn’t dared move or wipe it, fearing the Great King would notice.

When a fierce beast ages and grows weak, it doesn’t want others to know. Anyone who glimpses this is not far from death.

He looked up at the dark sky with floating clouds and hidden moon, exhaling a long breath from his heart.

The Great King… was indeed old.

He would fail, become dejected, feel fear, and after developing these fearful emotions, inevitably continue declining.

Like an avalanche, like a mountain collapse, like torrential floods rushing downward, never to return to the former peaks.

Beside this fierce beast emanating an undisguisable aura of age, a more ferocious and sinister young male beast had appeared, lingering and silently crouching on the mountain peak, casting a huge shadow.

Victory and defeat seemed still uncertain, but when two heroes meet, all followers become ants.

When that time comes, where should these ants go?

…

Chapter 269: I Am the Crown Princess’s Person Now
Liaodong’s snow never melted year-round, yet under the hooves of fine horses traveling the capital’s official roads, wild flowers already bloomed, chasing bees.

Those hooves moved so fast they could create phantoms of light and shadow, their clip-clop sounds like a series of crackling gunshots.

Until several muffled coughs were heard.

This cough seemed like a signal. On the next horse, someone began coughing, much louder than the previous suppressed coughs.

Then the coughing spread like contagion. The riders behind began coughing one after another, earth-shaking coughs with spittle flying. People passing by on all sides hurried away, thinking a group of consumptives had arrived.

The lead rider stopped and looked back helplessly at those fake consumptives.

Her gaze met the real consumptive among them. She sighed and could only point to the teahouse ahead: “Let’s rest.”

The riders all cheered.

A hint of smile appeared on Rong Pu’s slightly pale face.

His fake coughing hadn’t been in vain.

Tie Ci pulled the reins and rode forward, smiling helplessly.

Traveling urgently all the way, they’d even abandoned the main force to save time. This group of friends constantly worried about her health, trying every method to make her stop and rest.

Rong Pu kept feeding her various medicines until Tie Ci felt even her sweat smelled medicinal.

Dismounting before the teahouse, which was already half full, Tie Ci pulled down her bamboo hat and led her people inside.

Their group dressed low-key and looked travel-worn, appearing no different from countless other travelers on this official road. The other travelers inside glanced once and looked away.

Tie Ci would never disturb the people. She sat in a corner, and when the shopkeeper brought the most ordinary coarse tea, Tie Ci picked it up to drink.

A pair of hands reached over, silver needles between the fingers silently testing the tea water. After checking that it hadn’t changed color, they quietly withdrew to return the tea to Tie Ci.

Tie Ci smiled, lifted the tea bowl, and toasted Rong Pu.

Rong Pu also took a large gulp.

From coughing too forcefully, his throat actually hurt now.

Tie Ci looked at his pale face and sighed: “I need to travel urgently, but why must you rush so desperately? What if your body can’t take it?”

“If I don’t follow, who will care for your health? If I don’t follow, you’ll rest even less,” Rong Pu said. “There’s still a hard battle after we return—don’t exhaust yourself too much beforehand.”

Tie Ci knew he meant well and said nothing more, thinking that if Old Rong could restrain himself in the future, she’d pretend not to know about his previous attempt to arrange a marriage alliance with the Western Rong.

Reciprocal favors—Rong Pu’s loyalty was partly him proving himself, seeking to preserve his family’s glory in his own way. As long as he could persist, she would give him what he wanted in return.

Thus neither would owe the other.

The discussion of traveling merchants behind them caught their attention.

“Lucky I got up early and left the city this morning, or I’d have been blocked in. Look, Huang Lao’er arranged to meet me at Three Li Pavilion, and I still haven’t seen him!”

“What happened in the city? I left yesterday and don’t know yet.”

“I heard they’re welcoming the Crown Princess’s phoenix carriage. The Ministry of Rites is sending people ten li outside the city to receive her, controlling the flow of people in and out so those officials can perform their ceremonies. The capital’s Three Great Camps deployed the Kui Ox Camp—good heavens, that black mass of troops really stretched ten li, blocking countless people inside the city gates.”

“Didn’t they say the Crown Princess was being escorted by the Yongping Army and was still on the road? Why are they starting ceremonies now, stirring up the whole city?”

“Who knows? They say they’re afraid of losing face before the border troops and want to give the Crown Princess the grandest welcoming ceremony she deserves. So the Ministry of Rites is rehearsing in advance, going outside the city daily to wait, spreading yellow earth on roads, sprinkling clean water on streets, erecting colorful pavilions everywhere, with all officials waiting to receive the Crown Princess at the first moment, so she can experience the court’s and people’s adoration.”

Behind the crowd, Tie Ci and Rong Pu exchanged glances.

Screw their adoration.

Weren’t they afraid she’d return in time to disrupt their plans, so they deliberately sent officials to wait and troops to block the gates?

One could imagine that if she really brought her army, even if she returned in time, the Three Great Camps responsible for the capital’s defense would immediately demand the Yongping Army disarm and disband, then stage an elaborate welcoming ceremony that would take at least three days and nights. Then they’d drag her horse to some suburban palace, begin celebrations, continue feasting and celebrating for another three days and nights, sharing joy with the people, plunging all the capital’s citizens into an ocean of happiness.

Then during these six days and nights, they would quickly pass a series of laws, turning Tie Lin’s matter into a done deal.

By then, this waste Crown Princess being confined to a palace for life would be considered their mercy.

Most cunning was that now her reputation had reached its peak. Any unfavorable actions toward her would cause public fury, but only grand welcoming ceremonies wouldn’t provoke popular resistance.

The people were simply enthusiastic, always hoping to give heroes the best treatment. Even if the Grand Tutor and others knew the hidden dangers, they couldn’t stop it. Once they tried, the Xiao faction could attack the Grand Tutor’s group as harboring ulterior motives and acting hypocritically, then question the reliability of the entire momentum the Grand Tutor had built for Tie Ci. The hard-won public opinion advantage would be counterattacked.

Under such circumstances, forcing through with the army wouldn’t work either. They were enthusiastic and welcoming with smiling faces—if you came with military formations and weapons drawn, it would be like throwing cold water on the capital’s citizens. The good reputation the Grand Tutor had painstakingly built for her would instantly collapse.

Public opinion was hard to control, but once controlled, things became tricky.

The academy group was also frowning. Having followed Tie Ci for so long, their sensitivity had been honed. They all heard the hidden danger.

Openly welcoming while secretly deploying armies, using both soft and hard tactics—the outer city, inner city, imperial city, and palace city were layered with defenses, guarded tight as a barrel. With just these few people, how could Tie Ci break through?

Qi Yuansi suddenly drained his tea bowl and said quietly: “I’ll sneak back and talk with my father.”

The Central Army Grand Commander directly controlled the capital’s Three Great Camps. Though troop deployment still required coordination with the Ministry of War and the palace, he still had prestige and influence.

Yang Yixiu stood up: “I’ll go back with you.”

The Ministry of Rites Minister leading the welcome for Tie Ci was Brother Yixiu’s father.

Fat Tiger also stood up: “I’ll help too.”

Yang Yixiu looked at him sideways: “What help can you give?”

Fat Tiger grinned: “My family has seventy-two shops throughout the capital, spread across all streets and alleys. Tell me, if my shops suddenly started offering half-price or even ten-percent-price sales to customers, would the capital’s citizens go watch the excitement at the city gates or queue at my shop doors?”

Yang Yixiu gave a thumbs up: “Arrogant! Truly arrogant!”

Tie Ci looked at them, warmth flowing through her heart, but she didn’t stop them, only giving Xia Houchun a meaningful look.

Xia Houchun went to arrange protection for them.

She didn’t stop them because these academy classmates shared prosperity and adversity with her. Everyone could only work together to continue to the end. Besides this, any modest refusal would be hypocritical.

As for Qi Yuansi and others entering the city gates, there was no need to worry too much. Tie Ci and Di Yiwei had always been careful to protect this group, never publicly announcing their experiences in Yongping or stating that academy students would follow her back to the capital. High court officials naturally knew in their hearts, but wouldn’t personally guard the city gates. Given Qi Yuansi’s family background and his familiarity in the Three Great Camps, finding an acquaintance and figuring out a way to slip in shouldn’t be a problem.

Originally Tie Ci had considered sneaking in herself, but fearing the worst-case scenario, Qi Yuansi and others entering alone shouldn’t be problematic, but bringing her might prevent entry. If discovered, being trapped among myriad troops without being able to act directly like in Western Rong and Fushan would be too passive.

But Rong Pu was somewhat hesitant.

In this confrontation between the Xiao family and Tie Ci, Chief Minister Rong had adopted an attitude of helping neither side, claiming illness early to stay home and coldly watch the tiger fight. Otherwise, with his influence and position, coming out to express any opinion would tip the evenly balanced scales.

Like this city gate reception—if he said as Chief Minister that it disturbed the people and wasn’t beneficial for the Princess’s future development, this matter would face many more difficulties and couldn’t have blocked Tie Ci at the gates so quickly.

Rong Pu felt this ambiguous attitude was inadvisable. The Princess was not someone to be bullied. The style of wanting to manipulate whenever convenient would backfire sooner or later.

He wanted to return and advise his grandfather, but worried about Tie Ci’s health.

She had grown much thinner, coughing constantly along the way. Though her wounds hadn’t reopened, they were also difficult to heal.

This was the result of his constant efforts following behind her, continuously providing treatment.

Tie Ci had already noticed his struggle and smiled: “You needn’t risk returning. The Chief Minister won’t be easily persuaded. Besides, looking at you—so dark and thin lately—if your grandmother sees you, she’ll definitely confine you to the courtyard and not let you go anywhere. I dare not scale Old Lady Di’s walls at the Rong residence.”

She’d probably be shot down with one blast.

Rong Pu thought this was true and had to give up.

But thinking of his most powerful grandparents in the family—one deep in thought, one extreme and stubborn—once they took the wrong path…

Tie Ci glanced at him, knowing his concerns, but said nothing more.

In the end, paths must be chosen and persisted in by oneself.

The teahouse guests left with sighs. Those entering the city said they needed early preparation—now leaving the city was difficult, entering even harder, with multiple checkpoints verifying travel permits and household registrations countless times.

Moreover, the city gates would close after noon, making entry impossible now.

And tomorrow afternoon was the date for the public great court assembly.

The capital’s atmosphere visibly tensed. Though the teahouse was fifteen li from the city, Tie Ci had already seen two groups of Three Great Camps soldiers patrolling along the road, also coming to the teahouse to ask the owner if he’d seen any suspicious people.

With countless merchant caravans coming and going daily at the teahouse entrance, the owner preferred avoiding trouble and shook his head to everything.

The soldiers searched inside and out, checking the household registrations and travel permits of tea-drinking customers one by one.

When the soldiers inquired, Tie Ci was right beside them.

She had disguised herself, claiming poverty and wanting to work for payment. The shopkeeper didn’t care about a few tea coins, saying forget it, but couldn’t persuade her otherwise. Tie Ci actively helped the shopkeeper boil water and serve tea. The soldiers assumed she was the shop’s own servant and naturally didn’t need verification. The shopkeeper wouldn’t specifically mention this either. After the soldiers looked around, the traveling merchants and common people drinking tea feared trouble and left. The soldiers stayed to drink tea and rest, inevitably discussing matters at the city gates.

Tie Ci risked staying precisely for this reason. She was unclear about the situation inside the city and had no time to investigate, so these soldiers conveniently provided information.

After they left, Tie Ci took her leave, left the official road, went around a ditch, and entered a forest where her people waited.

“The Three Great Camps won’t withdraw at night, camping right under the city gates. Of the nine city gates, even the most remote West Sheng Gate used only for filth and corpses has three thousand infantry deployed. The largest East Sheng Gate has the most elite Kui Ox Camp equipped entirely with firearms arrayed before the gate, with temporary camps blocking all passages.”

Everyone listened in astonishment. Dan Shuang said angrily: “Just like how the Kaiping Army dealt with you before. These Xiao family tactics.”

“Not the same. The Kaiping Army was far from the emperor—their orders were to kill me on sight. These Kui Ox Camp soldiers’ orders must be to make a great fanfare when they see me, celebrate joyfully, and quickly submerge me in an ocean of celebration and enthusiasm.”

“But the result is the same,” Xia Houchun said.

“Which gate shall we take? Or wait for news from inside? I fear we won’t make it in time,” Chi Xue showed worry.

Chi Xue had also grown much thinner recently, though fortunately the poison was cured. Rong Pu said this poison, though clever, was precisely because it needed clever control that its toxicity wasn’t severe. But the more important reason no irreversible consequences occurred was that during the days Cui Zhe poisoned them, the Tian family had sent their secret beef jerky made with various herbs.

Among these were herbal components that could neutralize part of the toxicity, which is why the Yongping Army didn’t immediately die when it took effect on the battlefield, still had opportunity to retreat, and gave Rong Pu time to detoxify, largely preserving the Yongping Army’s main force.

It was also thanks to Di Yiwei’s good treatment of soldiers—such precious meat as beef jerky, she had distributed entirely to the soldiers at the time.

So that poison only needed treatment for several days, then slow recuperation, and would be fine.

She was still the same as before—gentle and generous, like an understanding flower, not even showing worry in her brow. But this made Tie Ci’s heart even more sorrowful each time.

Sometimes, only when wounds break open is there possibility for true healing.

A pigeon flew from the distance, cooing as it landed in Tie Ci’s palm. Tie Ci unfolded the small paper strip from the iron tube on the pigeon’s foot, glanced at it, and showed slight joy.

“We’ll enter through the main gate.”

“I am Da Qian’s Crown Princess. When I was forced to leave the capital secretly, now I must return openly and uprightly. I want to tell all the capital’s citizens that I have returned.”

…

“Father, the Xiao family’s days are numbered. I don’t believe you can’t see it. You control the capital’s military power—whoever gains this throne cannot fail to treat you with courtesy. With such a transcendent position, even if you don’t accomplish something, you shouldn’t act rashly. How can you wade into the Xiao family’s muddy waters and go down that dark path!”

Central Army Grand Commander Qi Ling sat in his chair, looking somewhat shocked at his son across from him, now dark and thin.

Truly, after three days apart, one should look with new eyes. This formerly somewhat pampered and affected young master who had no interest in court matters now had sharp eyes, was familiar with court situations, and spoke eloquently.

In his movements and bearing, he was spirited and decisive, faintly showing the demeanor of a battlefield warrior who had seen blood.

It seemed those rumors about the Crown Princess weren’t unbelievable. After this training expedition, not only had her reputation soared, but even those around her had been transformed.

Qi Ling was naturally pleased to see such changes and understood that since his son had already made such choices, he couldn’t waver. But… he pondered: “Though I have authority over the Three Great Camps, now is different from before. A few days ago the Xiao family struck first, saying the Three Great Camps hadn’t rotated for years and wanted to rotate the camps guarding the south, west, and north of the city. Using this as pretext, they took away my command tokens. The Ministry of War Minister is now their person too. The Three Great Camps’ troop deployment authority is now in Xiao hands—I cannot command them.”

But Qi Yuansi didn’t hesitate: “Command tokens are just dead objects. For so many years, the Three Great Camps’ selection, promotion, training, equipment… all these affairs have been handled personally by you, Father!”

Qi Ling was shocked: “You want me to deploy troops without orders! That’s a capital offense!”

“The Crown Princess, as heir, has the right to deploy the capital’s great camps in emergencies—this is written in Da Qian law! If you follow the Princess’s orders, it’s not deploying troops without orders!”

“What if she loses! What if Tie Lin successfully ascends and she’s deposed?”

“She won’t lose!”

The study fell silent.

Father and son stared at each other.

“Dad,” Qi Yuansi wiped his face and tried another angle. “The Crown Princess took me to Hanli Khan Desert. Hanli Khan Desert will be reclaimed in the future. I surveyed the terrain of Hanli Khan Plain for the Crown Princess and drafted plans for snow mountain irrigation of the plains. The Crown Princess said this matter would be entrusted to me in the future. When this succeeds, it will be a great cause benefiting thousands of generations. If I handle this matter then, what glory that will be—the Qi family could prosper for hundreds of years and leave their name in history… Think about it, think carefully.”

Qi Ling raised an eyebrow. His son was usually called a talent in both civil and military arts, but he’d always thought of succession—becoming a military general forever subordinate to civil officials would suffice. He hadn’t expected this boy could become a capable minister whose name would be recorded in history?

For a moment he was moved.

Qi Yuansi stared at him with burning eyes.

But Qi Ling’s gaze slowly turned away.

Reclaiming Hanli Khan Desert, reopening wasteland, snow mountain irrigation, thousands of acres of good farmland… too distant, too illusory. He’d heard no word of this in court. Besides, those Western Rong people were cruel and changeable by nature—having need of others then, they agreed to cede Hanli Khan, but how could they honor it afterward?

Young people were hot-headed and thought too simply.

The study fell into another mutual silence.

After a long while, Qi Ling said: “Your grandmother has missed you for a long time. Since you’re home, why don’t you hurry to pay respects?”

Huge disappointment surged in Qi Yuansi’s eyes as he stood motionless.

Qi Ling sighed inwardly, thinking the person had been tempered but his character had become more stubborn.

Just as he was thinking of finding a way to send him away, Qi Yuansi suddenly stepped forward and knelt with a thud.

Qi Ling was startled.

This child had been favored by his grandmother since young and hadn’t been punished after age ten. Apart from necessary seasonal greetings, birthday celebrations, and ancestral offerings, his knees had never touched the ground.

Now he actually went this far for the Crown Princess?

“Why must you do this!” Qi Ling said. “Didn’t you just say the Central Army Grand Commander’s position is transcendent and can remain aloof? Why are you forcing your father to take sides and board the ship?”

“Whether I board or not, I must board now.” Qi Yuansi knelt straight, red-eyed: “Dad… your son is already the Princess’s person.”

“What?” Qi Ling stood up abruptly. “You and the Crown Princess have already… already…”

Qi Yuansi looked up at his father blankly. After watching his father’s unspeakable expression for a long time, he belatedly realized his father had misunderstood, his face instantly burning red.

Just as he was about to deny it, he heard Qi Ling say both worriedly and excitedly and uneasily: “How did the Crown Princess take a liking to you? Didn’t the Rong family boy also follow? I heard the Western Rong Wolf Lord Dan Ye also has good relations with the Crown Princess. I didn’t expect you’d win in the end… You two… how far have you gone?”

Qi Yuansi gritted his teeth: “Why couldn’t she take a liking to me! No, Dad, why are you asking this? How far we’ve gone… would you act differently based on how far?”

“Foolish boy, if the rice is cooked, the Crown Princess must marry you, then our Qi family couldn’t clear relations even if we wanted to,” Qi Ling said. “Of course we’d strike first and roll up our sleeves to join.”

Qi Yuansi gritted his teeth again. After a long while, face red and neck thick, he said: “Just… like that… Dad, can you help the Princess without command tokens?”

“You little rascal are quite capable!” Qi Ling gave his son a mock kick, somewhat angry yet somewhat proud: “Come here, discuss a plan with your father. Since it’s like this, there’s nothing to hesitate about. We might as well fight for the position of national father-in-law.”

Qi Yuansi knelt motionless.

Silently weeping inside.

And apologizing eighteen times to the Crown Princess outside the city.

Hoping that when his father later sought the position of national father-in-law from the Princess, the Crown Princess wouldn’t want to beat him to death.

Which port had the nearest ships leaving Da Qian for overseas?

…

Chapter 270: Loyalty
Yang Yixiu didn’t have Qi Yuansi’s good fortune.

He sneaked back home, not through the front gate but around to a dog hole in his family’s back courtyard wall—his childhood escape tunnel, the secret weapon that had provided him countless opportunities to slip out onto the streets. Yang Yixiu found the spot, but after years of disuse, the hole was covered by vines and thorns, making it impassable.

Yang Yixiu wasn’t discouraged. He looked at the bricks on the wall. Back then, to make climbing easier, he had removed several bricks. Now, relying on memory, he tried pulling… He let out a small triumphant cheer as his fingers found purchase and slowly pulled out a brick.

Using the brick steps, he scrambled up the wall in a few moves. Below, the early spring jasmine flowers had already bloomed, a brilliant yellow carpet that would cushion his fall if needed. Yang Yixiu smiled smugly—one, two, three, jump!

The next moment he fell into a large net.

Around the net, several servants quickly gathered, pulling it closed to trap the struggling Yang Yixiu inside, then hefted him with “heave-ho” sounds toward the front courtyard.

They also went to the study, where Minister Yang was waiting inside. Seeing that indeed a large net had caught a big fish, he stroked his beard and sneered: “Little rascal!”

Thud—Yang Yixiu was heavily thrown to the ground. He did a carp flip to get up, then wrapped in the fishing net, hugged his father’s leg and began crying.

“Dad, I missed you so much!”

“Dad, I was sent to Yongping for training! That godforsaken place where birds don’t lay eggs—Di Yiwei is a female demon, the camp food tastes worse than shit, ten people sleep in one tent, listening to snoring and farting every day, and we had to get up at the yin hour to run ten li!”

“Dad, they’re all bastards! No academy camaraderie at all, and the Crown Princess is shameless, forcing me to join suicide squads in Western Rong. That group wanted to please the Crown Princess and forced me to go along. That broken place Hanli Khan Desert nearly killed me from thirst, hunger, and exhaustion!”

Yang Yixiu cried with running nose and tears, his tone pitiful and genuine, moving hearts and bringing tears to all who heard.

Minister Yang raised the feather duster he was preparing to beat his son with, but in the face of such miserable wailing, slowly, slowly lowered it.

He kicked his son away, put his hands on his knees, and carefully examined his son’s expression: “Is everything you said true?”

Yang Yixiu squeezed his eyes and nose together and raised his hand: “I swear!”

He wiped all the tears and snot on his father’s robe hem.

Old Yang didn’t mind his son’s little gestures—this son had always been full of such tricks since childhood, with elaborate backup plans even for climbing walls. Old Yang had capsized in the gutter countless times and wanted to believe but didn’t dare.

Through the Xiao family’s information channels, he learned that his son was actually one of the Crown Princess’s loyal supporters. In his rage, he stationed people daily under his courtyard walls, determined that the moment his son stepped foot inside, he would immediately tie him up, chain him in a room, and if he ever let him leave the house again, he wouldn’t be surnamed Yang!

Indeed his son returned and was caught, but the reaction was unexpected.

After crying, Yang Yixiu lay down at his father’s feet wrapped in the fishing net: “Dad, I’ve suffered all the way and finally managed to shake them off to run home, planning to atone for my mistakes by reporting and performing meritorious service. Why are you tying me up and beating me?”

When Minister Yang heard this, his eyes lit up, and he hurriedly said: “What do you want to report about the Crown Princess? Do you know where she is now?”

“Of course I know, but Dad, my butt hurts.”

Minister Yang quickly ordered the fishing net removed.

Yang Yixiu rolled up from the ground, dusted off his clothes, and sat in the grand master’s chair next to his father.

“Now you can speak,” Minister Yang said. “The Second Minister is very dissatisfied with me because of your actions. If you return now to make accusations, your previous mistakes can be wiped clean. Tell me properly.”

“Dad, I’m thirsty.” Yang Yixiu picked up Old Yang’s cup and was about to drink.

Minister Yang snatched the cup away and had to order tea for the young master.

When tea came, Yang Yixiu guzzled it down.

“Now you can speak, can’t you?”

Yang Yixiu crossed his legs and looked sideways at the room full of servants.

“Doing such disgraceful things, yet Dad you let so many people listen? If word gets out, how can your son face people in the future?”

Minister Yang thought this made sense and waved everyone out.

He was getting tired from all this and also gulped down a large mouthful of tea.

Every time he faced this child since childhood, he always ended up thirsty and tired—he was used to it.

After everyone left, Old Yang held his tea, stared at his son, and said: “Now you should… be able to… speak… right…”

By the last word, his hand loosened.

Yang Yixiu leaned forward in time to catch the falling teacup, steadily placing it on the tea table, smiling: “Hold on tight there.”

Minister Yang stared hard at his son, futilely opened his mouth several times, tried hard to widen his eyes, but ultimately couldn’t resist the drug’s effects and closed his eyelids.

Yang Yixiu watched with a constant smile. Only after his father fell asleep did he carry his father to the study’s daybed, cover him with a blanket, and casually pick up the drugged tea to splash it in the incense burner.

Then he stood up and said loudly: “Very well, I humbly follow father’s teachings and will reflect on my mistakes behind closed doors. You rest well, sir.”

He walked out grandly, saying his father didn’t want to be disturbed and he was returning to his room.

Minister Yang’s personal attendants peeked to see their master indeed sleeping and didn’t dare disturb him. Since the master hadn’t spoken, they didn’t dare interfere with Yang Yixiu’s actions, so they watched him pass through the hanging flower gate toward the inner courtyard.

Entering the inner courtyard, Yang Yixiu turned a corner, exited through the side passage by the west wing room, climbed the artificial mountain, found the rope he had hidden there, and once again climbed over the wall.

Sitting on the wall, he looked toward the front courtyard study.

The medicine he got from Rong Pu would let his father sleep for three days and nights.

With the Ministry of Rites Minister who should be hosting the suburban reception inexplicably asleep, let’s see if they could still manage their welcome.

Sigh, his father had worried enough about him. Now he could finally get a good sleep—this was his son’s filial piety. How touching.

Yang Yixiu shook his head emotionally, slipped down the wall, and disappeared into the night.

…

On West Treasure Street, various wine shop and restaurant banners fluttered. Among them, under a blue banner with a yellow ox painted on it, though the shop didn’t have many customers, it emitted the most intense aroma.

Passersby walking past the shop unconsciously swallowed and looked enviously at the large chunks of red meat piled in the shop’s counter.

This was Tian Ji, which had branches throughout the capital. Tian Ji initially became famous selling beef, but since beef was one of Da Qian’s forbidden meats, it could be sold in remote prefectures but didn’t have much supply in the capital. Therefore, Tian Ji now mainly sold mutton and various dried meats, with very good sales. It was one of the more upscale meat shops in the capital.

An ox cart stopped in front of the shop, and a ragged-looking big man jumped down and headed into the store.

A wealthy merchant buying meat at the shop entrance looked disdainfully at the man’s coarse cloth clothing, his eyes almost rolling to the sky: “Where did this stinking beggar come from, forcing his way next to people? Shopkeeper, can’t you drive him away…”

Before he finished speaking, the shopkeeper who had been too lazy to pay attention and had been calmly drinking tea suddenly threw down his teacup, stood up, and rushed out: “Young Master!”

The surrounding meat buyers were all shocked.

Young Master?

This guy?

The young master, tall and broad, faced the crowd’s shocked gazes without any face-slapping satisfaction of a novel’s male protagonist. He grinned: “Manager Wang, I have urgent business to discuss with you.”

He pulled Manager Wang into the back courtyard. Soon after, Tian Ji’s workers came out to hang a “Closed Today” sign and lowered the shop boards.

Inside the shop, the managers of all seventy-two shops, along with Tian Ji’s general manager for all of the capital, gathered at the fastest possible speed.

Tian Wu had barely managed to sneak into the city with Qi Yuansi. Qi Yuansi had disguised himself and found an acquaintance from the gate guards that day, quietly bringing the three in. When bringing them, the other party examined all three carefully many times, confirming none were women, before taking advantage of the crowd to open a crack in the side gate. After the three entered the city, someone seemed to be pursuing them from behind, so the three immediately went separate ways. Tian Wu found a broken ox cart and went directly to Tian Ji’s largest shop in the capital.

After hearing his request, the managers of the seventy-two shops fell silent. After a long while, the general manager said: “Young Master, have you calculated what half-price meat means? Our family’s meat has always been carefully selected with quality ingredients and thin profits. Half price means for every jin of meat sold, we lose three qian and five fen of silver. How many people in the capital can’t afford our meat—once it’s half price, these poor people could trample down our shop’s threshold. Not to mention this round would sell out two seasons’ worth of inventory, and the next batch of meat hasn’t been transported yet. We’d either have empty shops for months or transport another batch—not counting the extra labor costs from rush work, just the long-distance transportation alone costs so much silver…”

Long-distance meat transportation was very particular, and the meat selected for Tian family’s dried meat was very carefully chosen, all transported from thousands of li away. The Tian family had contracted with a company specializing in various special transportation that could guarantee the dried meat and other items would reach the capital without spoiling or losing flavor, but the price was also staggering.

Before Tian Wu could speak, an old manager in charge of three shops, one of the Tian family’s veteran managers, said: “Young Master, this old man will say something he shouldn’t—though you have decision-making authority over all the capital’s shops, the master sent you out hoping you’d study well to bring glory to the Tian family. If something happens to you… Fifth Young Master and Seventh Young Master are both in Jiusui, serving filially by the master’s side.”

All the Tian family managers nodded. The meaning was clear—the Tian family’s vast business didn’t necessarily need him as heir. If he recklessly caused losses to family interests, he should be careful not to lose his own future.

“What are you saying, Seventh Uncle? Little Five and Little Seven staying in Jiusui to serve filially in my place is wonderful.” Tian Wu smiled cheerfully. “As for losses, there will definitely be some temporarily, but in the long run it will definitely be profitable. I’ve bet on the biggest stake in the world—our Tian family will sooner or later become Da Qian’s first merchant family. You uncles must trust me.”

The general manager was a capital native, a capable manager the Tian family had specifically hired at great expense to prevent strong dragons from being suppressed by local snakes. He was well-informed and could probably guess his meaning. Shaking his head, he sighed: “Young people.”

The other managers were mostly old hands from the Jiusui Tian family. Hesitating, they all looked to the oldest manager, brother of the Tian family’s old steward, whom even Tian Wu had to call Seventh Uncle.

Seventh Uncle said: “Since the Young Master has spoken, it must be done. But we should at least keep next half-year’s capital, otherwise if these poor people in the capital buy everything out, how will our thousand-plus workers inside and outside survive? How about just the seven shops on West Treasure Street and nearby Shengyi Workshop at half price? That would also gain some reputation for our Tian family.”

The managers from West Treasure Street and Shengyi Workshop came forward to agree, but Tian Wu sat without moving.

Seventh Uncle said: “The Young Master is tired. Better rest early. Asen, Asen, come serve the Young Master in washing up.”

“No rush for that.” Tian Wu stood up, rolled up his sleeves, and chuckled: “Think my clothes are dirty? Well, they’ll be even dirtier soon, so might as well save up and wash them together.”

“How will they be even…” Before Seventh Uncle finished speaking, Tian Wu’s vinegar-bowl-sized fist had already slammed hard into him: “Because I still have to beat you!”

A muffled “bang,” Seventh Uncle’s nose bled profusely. Tian Wu didn’t know to quickly withdraw his hand after hitting, so he indeed got splattered.

Tian Wu pulled back his fist, blew on it, and smiled broadly: “The Princess was right—talking more is worse than doing more, doing more is worse than hitting more. For certain idiots who babble nonsense, just beat them until they shut up.”

Without waiting for the nose-covering, mumbling Seventh Uncle to say anything, he turned to the roomful of shocked, quail-like managers: “Brothers, my brother is in trouble and needs my help. It’s nothing difficult, just spending some family wealth. Our Tian family doesn’t have much of anything else, but we do have money. If we can’t even help with this much, what kind of men are we?”

The men from Jiusui, born and raised tough, who loved competing in everything and would even compete over who could piss higher, were immediately stirred up: “That goes without saying—empty the purse!”

“We’ll go right now.”

“The Young Master rarely acknowledges a brother—how can we not support the Young Master’s reputation? Without saying more, the twelve shops in South Market will send people to notify every street and alley.”

“We’re leaving too, need to prepare goods. The capital’s excitement will depend on our Tian Ji.”

The managers chattered excitedly, rolling up their sleeves to get to work.

Tian Wu stuck out his belly and grinned, waving his big hand: “Brothers have worked hard! After this is done, everyone gets an extra month’s salary!”

“The Young Master is generous!”

All the managers bowed in unison, lifted their robes, and hurried away to help the Young Master spend lavishly.

Seventh Uncle covered his swollen nose, mumbling: “Wastrel! Fool! I’ll write to the master to break your legs!”

The general manager also shook his head: “Young people just fool around. The Tian family’s vast business will be ruined!”

Tian Wu chuckled.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “With me, the Tian family will definitely prosper, accompanying this dynasty for hundreds and thousands of years. Even when you two old bones turn to dust, our Tian family will never fall!”

…

The long convoy rolled over green shoots beneath thin snow, entering the blue-gray city gates.

This was Kun City, the nearest city before reaching Ru Prefecture. Having arrived here, they entered the protection range of Ru Prefecture and its surrounding hundred thousand elite cavalry. From the Tiger Guard leader to the lowest soldiers, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

The Great King had awakened when assassinated that day but soon fell unconscious again. Before losing consciousness, he only had time to issue a few orders to consolidate the army and appoint generals to fight the rebellious Liang Shiyi. Though he awakened occasionally afterward, it was intermittent. From beginning to end, the Tiger Guard leader hadn’t been able to properly report the events of this period.

Also because the Great King couldn’t handle affairs and only the Fifteenth Prince remained among the princes, everyone gradually realized that the current Fifteenth Prince was actually the most favored by the Great King among the remaining princes.

The most favored first tier—eldest, second, and fourth sons—were dead, deposed, or missing. The next tier of better-born seventh, ninth, eleventh, twelfth, and fourteenth sons were also dead. Fifth son was mentally impaired, third, sixth, and thirteenth sons were too lowly born, eighth son was lame, tenth son had a strange and narrow temperament that was never liked… the rest weren’t brought along. Counting them all, only the Fifteenth Prince remained.

After all, besides being fond of wine and women, the Fifteenth Prince had decent birth, decent learning, and decent horsemanship. His previous mediocrity now became an advantage. Even being fond of wine and women wasn’t considered a big deal by men.

Recently the Fifteenth Prince, perhaps stimulated by events, had visibly stopped drinking and become spirited, even helping the Tiger Guard leader handle various affairs. When doing practical work, he was quite organized and showed considerable talent.

The Tiger Guard leader’s attitude toward him became more respectful daily. Even the Embroidered Uniform Guard leader, who was close to no one, gave him some respect. Seeing this, everyone’s attitudes changed accordingly.

The Kun City Prefect was a shrewd man who could see the changing winds at a glance. He showed the Fifteenth Prince measured respect and warmth, receiving the group in the prefectural office and organizing a banquet to invite the Fifteenth Prince, Tiger Guard leader, Embroidered Uniform Guard leader, and various commanders to relax.

The Tiger Guard leader naturally refused. Even with Ru Prefecture close at hand and reinforcements coming to meet them, he didn’t dare relax.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard leader never attended banquets. But the Fifteenth Prince was somewhat tempted after the prefect repeatedly promised it would definitely be worthwhile. The Tiger Guard leader understood his meaning—banquets were minor matters, but Kun City was close to Ru Prefecture, the secondary capital, with many powerful officials’ families and relatives in the city. Such a reception banquet was also Ru Prefecture court’s acceptance and identity confirmation of the Fifteenth Prince, his debut stepping forward, quite meaningful.

Therefore the Tiger Guard leader expressed that the prince should also relax a bit—recently the Fifteenth Prince had served day and night by the Great King’s bedside and had worked quite hard.

After slight hesitation, the Fifteenth Prince accepted the prefect’s kindness.

The banquet was held at the city’s largest venue, Clear Wine Emerald Sleeve Tower. This large restaurant combining all currently popular entertainment opened every night with music and singing everywhere, brilliant lights, a den of luxury and powder-scented pleasure quarters where even the water flowing from gutters outside carried rouge fragrance and pale pink color.

The most central pavilion of Clear Wine Emerald Sleeve Tower was particularly elegant. The roads outside the pavilion seemed covered with snow that rustled underfoot, but close inspection revealed countless tiny crystals, creating a crystalline snowy ground—such extravagance was amazing.

Such luxury made people curious about who the behind-the-scenes owner of Clear Wine Emerald Sleeve Tower might be among the wealthy merchants and tycoons.

Happy Mid-Autumn Festival

Chapter 271: Methods
On both sides of the road stood countless ice sculptures of beautiful women, each sparkling translucently. Upon closer inspection, some had their hair ornaments and jewelry fashioned from tiny colored lights, some held exquisite ice lanterns in their hands, and some held face-covering fans that were also uniquely shaped lamps. The lamplight reflected off the ice and snow, creating a warm red glow and shimmering emerald light that spread magnificently, as if entering a fairyland.

Threading through these ice sculpture beauties, seeing their snow-white cheeks and ice-like skin that seemed almost real, created another kind of peculiar sensation.

Even the Fifteenth Prince, born into royalty and raised in the palace, had never seen such ingenious design and lavish expenditure. It truly was “white jade halls with golden horses, pearls like iron and jade like mud.”

Although Ruzhou was the royal capital, precisely because it was at the Great King’s feet, it adhered to the Great King’s dignified and modest style, not daring to be so extravagant and ostentatious.

Inside the pavilion, beautiful women danced in groups, their emerald sleeves fluttering gracefully. The banquet style was also very special – in the spacious warm pavilion, all the tables were arranged along the surrounding walls with food and wine placed upon them for anyone to take at will, while the center was left as a large open space for dancing girls to perform or for sumo wrestling entertainment.

When the Fifteenth Prince entered the pavilion accompanied by the Kunming Prefect, everyone rose with cups in hand to welcome him. Among the crowd, the Fifteenth Prince spotted some familiar faces – people who, when encountered in Ruzhou before, would hardly spare him a glance.

Now they welcomed him with smiles, their eyes showing the kind of closeness tempered with propriety that high officials were most skilled at displaying.

This kind of gaze made one feel very comfortable. The Fifteenth Prince had never enjoyed such treatment before, and now he felt that the taste was indeed very good.

The novel banquet style also excited him greatly. With all the food and wine simply placed on tables for anyone to take freely, there was no possibility of someone specifically targeting him with poison, allowing his constantly vigilant heart to relax considerably.

He also took a cup of wine, and the four guards following behind him immediately stepped forward with serious expressions to test for poison.

This was arranged by the Imperial Guard commander – the royal court could not afford to lose another prince.

The Fifteenth Prince greatly enjoyed such tension, patiently waiting for the guards to test the wine before taking the cup and amiably chatting with people.

The officials from Ruzhou and Kunming suddenly discovered that this previously unremarkable drunkard with a poor reputation was actually quite insightful when sober, his words like pearls and gems.

Moreover, his manner was composed, affectionate yet not lacking in nobility, his bearing no less impressive than the previous princes.

The officials sighed inwardly – this one was likely to be the future heir to the throne.

The Fifteenth Prince was in excellent spirits.

Because he discovered that everyone now addressed him as “Your Highness” rather than “Fifteenth Highness.”

Dancing girls fluttered gracefully through the crowd, their red scarves and emerald sleeves occasionally brushing past guests’ faces. Some of the more frivolous ones would either offer wine or chase after people, tugging at their sleeves to strike up conversations.

Under the gleaming pearls’ illumination, every dancing girl was a stunning beauty.

While the Fifteenth Prince’s eyes lingered on the dancing girls, he walked toward a man who was the younger brother of the Chief Administrator of the Personnel Ministry. The Fifteenth Prince planned to cultivate this relationship to secure good positions for several of his trusted associates.

A dancing girl spun over in her dance.

She seemed to be the most beautiful among the dancing girls, with a supple waist and eyes like the deep, profound sea, mysterious and intoxicating.

Her deep red silk gauze wide sleeves embroidered with gold thread and velvet peonies carried fragrant wind as they brushed past his face. Her delicate fingers, partially visible and painted with bright rouge, gracefully picked up an opened wine jar from a nearby table. With a beautiful dance move – a spinning backward iron bridge pose – she inverted the wine pot, pouring a clear stream that filled his half-empty wine cup.

The dancing girl did not linger. With another spin, her skirts fluttering, she had already danced away from his side, leaving only a fleeting seductive glance and lingering fragrance.

Light, charming, lively – like a fairy briefly gliding over waves.

Applause erupted from all sides.

The Fifteenth Prince’s soul nearly flew out halfway. In this room full of envious gazes, he felt dizzy and intoxicated, unable to think of anything, instinctively taking a sip of the wine in his cup.

It was exceptionally fragrant.

His guards behind him normally checked every cup, but now they were caught off guard. They exchanged glances, thinking that since they had witnessed the wine being taken from the table and others had poured from the same source before and after, it should be fine.

The Fifteenth Prince was unusually restrained today – after all, he needed to create the image of a prodigal son reformed. He merely tasted and stopped, setting down his wine cup.

Suddenly the lights dimmed and the silk and bamboo music began to play languidly. People all around showed mysterious and excited smiles. The Fifteenth Prince looked around in puzzlement, not understanding what was happening that only he was unaware of.

Then he heard people’s excited exclamations.

Turning his head, his blood surged.

Without knowing when, the dancing girls had all thrown off their outer feathered robes and celestial garments with a flick of their hands, leaving only tube tops and long skirts, revealing jade-like shoulders, willow-slender waists, delicate collarbones, and the slight curves above their tube tops.

Suddenly the room was filled with snow-white skin and intoxicating fragrance.

The Fifteenth Prince was known for loving wine and women, but he had never seen such a spectacle. Only now did he understand what the Kunming Prefect’s mysterious smile had meant when making his earlier promises.

But when he looked up, his nose grew hot and when he touched it, his hand came away red.

The excitement had actually given him a nosebleed.

He quickly lowered his head, covering his nose with his sleeve, planning to go clean up.

However, the facilities were outside the pavilion in a separate small hall. He hurried outside, and many people in the venue saw his nosebleed, but this reaction was completely normal for first-time visitors. Everyone showed understanding smiles and pretended not to notice.

The four guards were about to follow when the Personnel Ministry official’s brother, who had been chatting happily with the Fifteenth Prince, stopped them with a laugh: “Don’t embarrass your master. Just wait here. There are people everywhere inside and out, and there’s more entertainment outside. Nothing can happen.”

The guards also saw their master’s nosebleed and understood it was inconvenient to follow closely, so they watched from a distance.

They watched as the Fifteenth Prince quickly walked out onto the crystal sand path, where ice sculpture beauties still waited along the roadside with flowing light and overflowing colors.

The small hall for personal needs was directly across from the warm pavilion – just cross the beauty path. The four guards stood at the warm pavilion entrance to wait.

The Fifteenth Prince walked onto the beauty path.

The ice sculpture beauty ahead smiled warmly, holding a lotus lamp.

As he passed by, the lotus lamp suddenly rose, brushing against his arm.

The Fifteenth Prince was startled and looked at the back of his hand – there was a slight burn mark.

Probably the wind.

He continued forward.

The second beauty stood in a high pose, dancing with one hand raised in a phoenix beak shape.

The Fifteenth Prince passed under her palm.

He felt a slight coolness on top of his head.

He reached up to touch it but felt nothing.

The distant guards watched and saw him seeming to touch the ice sculpture beauties, unable to help but laugh.

After passing several more beauties, the Fifteenth Prince suddenly felt an eerie sensation.

It seemed as if those beauties were all watching him.

He spun around abruptly.

The ice sculptures were still ice sculptures. The guards were looking over from not far away. The warm pavilion was filled with singing and dancing, bustling with activity.

Nothing unusual.

He continued toward the toilet.

Ahead were two women playing chess, their slender jade fingers holding white chess pieces. Pearls were embedded beneath the chess board, their brilliant luster making the beauties’ dark eyes seem full of emotion.

He felt that beauty seemed to move her eyes to glance at him.

Looking again, it was still an ice sculpture.

The Fifteenth Prince hurried around the ice sculpture.

This ice sculpture, featuring a pair of women with a chess board, was located at a corner and was quite large, just blocking the guards’ line of sight from the opposite side.

Now before the Fifteenth Prince was the last ice sculpture beauty – on the base, a beauty danced with a sword, the long blade gleaming coldly, pointed directly at him.

Behind the beauty, at the toilet entrance, stood attending servants.

Seeing that the toilet also had people guarding it, the Fifteenth Prince breathed a long sigh of relief.

Suddenly he felt numbness behind him.

The Fifteenth Prince felt his entire upper body stiffen, but his legs could still move. He staggered forward a step, wanting to turn his head to see what was wrong, but found he couldn’t turn around.

He tried to raise his hand – he had some natural talent and could release lightning – but his hands wouldn’t lift.

He tried to shout.

The sword-dancing beauty in front suddenly moved.

Gently thrusting the long sword forward.

An ice needle shot from the sword tip, entering directly into his wide-open mouth.

The cold, numbing sensation flashed from his throat throughout his entire body like lightning.

The Fifteenth Prince despairingly discovered that his legs could still move.

He mechanically took several steps forward, reaching the toilet entrance.

Two young servants at the toilet entrance bowed respectfully.

He even bumped into the Kunming Prefect who was just coming out of the toilet, along with a Ruzhou Cavalry Camp regiment commander. The two men emerged together, and seeing him, both bowed and smiled: “Your Highness, there’s no one inside now – very convenient.”

There were still bloodstains under his nose that hadn’t been completely wiped clean. Everyone knew he had been embarrassed, and out of respect, no one looked closely at his face.

When those two emerged, they even thoughtfully ordered the servants at the entrance to move farther away, not needing to attend personally.

The back of the toilet was against a wall, with a large army guarding outside. The toilet had just been used by them and was completely empty with no one inside – it was extremely safe.

The Fifteenth Prince couldn’t move his upper body, couldn’t speak, and couldn’t grab them to call for help. Yet perversely, his legs could move. He stiffly turned around, wanting to follow those two men back to the warm pavilion for rescue, but one of the two servants approached and smiled: “You’ve had some wine – let this servant assist you.”

He then helped him inside, supporting him to a stall and thoughtfully closing the door.

Those two officials watched with smiles. Seeing the servant exit, they nodded with satisfaction.

They didn’t leave either, waiting outside and talking together to show their unusual intimacy.

Two men chatted outside the toilet, a servant waited outside the stall, and guards waited at the warm pavilion entrance three zhang away.

The Fifteenth Prince saw from the corner of his eye that the back of his hand had already turned black.

People were everywhere.

So close at hand.

A hand’s reach away, a shout away from countless people rushing over.

Yet he couldn’t reach, couldn’t shout. Life was right beside him, but he couldn’t take even one more step.

Only now did he know – this was the most frightening, helpless, and desperate moment of his life.

Also the most regretful moment.

It turned out that before Little Eighteenth’s endless methods, all confidence was merely self-delusion.

The languid music in the warm pavilion grew ever softer and lower, the lights dimmer.

The dancing girls writhed and undulated on the carpets, and someone had a nosebleed.

This person also wanted to go to the toilet to clean up, but someone beside him handed over a handkerchief, laughing: “There’s a good show coming soon – leave now and you’ll regret it.”

That person laughingly accepted the handkerchief and carelessly wiped.

The Fifteenth Prince stood rigidly in the stall. This toilet wasn’t actually a seat but a dug-out squatting pit, quite wide, with sand and soil at the bottom, and water too.

Above the squatting pit was also a huge box-like thing. The Fifteenth Prince knew this was a water tank – squatting pit flushing was a toilet configuration left from the previous dynasty that many nobles preferred.

He struggled to move his steps, wanting to use his body to knock open the door, but his body tilted and he fell into the squatting pit.

A light splashing sound.

At this moment, cheers erupted from the warm pavilion.

The music’s rhythm changed again – restless, low, seductive. The dancing girls slowly twisted their waists in the changing lights, reminiscent of beautiful snakes gracefully slithering near.

The guards at the warm pavilion entrance turned to look.

The two men chatting at the entrance also turned back.

The servant just a door away must have heard.

They lowered their eyes and remained expressionless.

The Fifteenth Prince who had fallen into the squatting pit didn’t feel any stench – his entire body including his senses had long been numb, his whole person as if sealed in armor, separated from the world by a thick, chaotic darkness.

In the warm pavilion, the dancing girls began performing Western dances, their snow-white bellies heaving rhythmically.

The cheers nearly burst through the roof, and someone excitedly smashed a wine pot.

While struggling, the Fifteenth Prince somehow triggered something – the water tank above suddenly opened, and with a rush, water poured down.

The Fifteenth Prince was swept by that tremendous current toward unknown darkness. The terror of drowning made him burst forth with tremendous strength, and his feet actually managed to hook onto the edge of the pit wall.

In the warm pavilion, the dancing girls suddenly lay down on the ground, feet toward the sky, shaking rapidly. Their skirts spread on the ground, their slender, straight legs glistened with oil.

Someone brazenly rushed forward to touch them, causing a burst of merry laughter.

The Fifteenth Prince’s feet finally weakened and dropped, pushed forward by the current. Ahead was a round opening, and he could vaguely see water in the opening rising halfway, gleaming with the greasy light of rouge and powder and the slightly fishy smell of wine.

Like a greedy, gaping black maw waiting for delicious food to fall in.

The Fifteenth Prince was irresistibly pushed by the current toward that great maw.

The music was passionate, and everyone in the warm pavilion had gone mad.

No one remembered where the guest of honor who had gone to cover his embarrassment was now – perhaps he had returned, perhaps not. With the changing lights, you couldn’t see clearly across the room. Who knew?

Those waiting at the toilet entrance were very patient – perhaps the Fifteenth Prince had stomach troubles?

Someone pushed open the warm pavilion door, clutching his stomach as the clamorous sounds burst out.

That person clutched his stomach and rushed quickly into the toilet. The two men waiting at the entrance laughed: “Old Wu, go to the right side – His Highness is on the left. Don’t disturb him.”

That person nodded hurriedly, finished his business quickly, let out a comfortable sigh, and afraid of the smell affecting His Highness, quickly pulled the water tank rope.

The great maw was right before his eyes, the round opening representing his final destination. The Fifteenth Prince tried to position his body sideways for one last struggle.

Suddenly a current rushed forward, mixed with foul-smelling filth. The Fifteenth Prince’s body, which had barely managed to turn slightly sideways, was straightened and plunged directly into the pit opening.

In the toilet, the person who had just relieved himself impatiently rushed back to the warm pavilion, his boots making fine crushing sounds on the crystal sand.

The several guards at the warm pavilion entrance excitedly discussed how that dance was also imported from the West, extremely bold and moving.

However, the two men waiting at the toilet entrance felt something was wrong – even with stomach troubles, this was taking too long.

The two men exchanged glances. The Kunming Prefect, as host, stepped forward first and knocked on the stall door: “Your Highness? Your Highness?”

After a moment, his face changed slightly, and he forcefully pushed open the door.

The empty stall made him gasp coldly. After another moment, a scream exploded at the toilet entrance.

“His Highness has disappeared!”

…

Thick fur rugs muffled footsteps, yet there were continuous tinkling sounds – those were jewelry like moon pendants, jade rings, gold hairpins, and precious ornaments constantly falling, dropping into the glossy fur with no one picking them up.

Deep red silk gauze skirts embroidered with gold thread and velvet peonies fell in layers. A pair of bare feet kicked off ankle bells and put on ordinary white socks.

Someone in the room seemed to be splashing something, and the room was filled with the smell of oil. A woman’s voice said quietly: “After tonight, the Clear Wine Emerald Sleeve Tower will have to close.”

The person changing clothes sat in a chair, bending their knees to put on boots, speaking with complete indifference: “Close if it closes, seal it if it’s sealed. People are more important than money. Has everyone left?”

“They’ve all left through the secret passage in the Heavenly Fragrance Pavilion’s interlayer, in batches. Those bastards are all embracing and gnawing at each other – no one noticed.”

“Good.” The man stood up – extremely tall, almost touching the ceiling. “Proceed according to plan.”

The woman sighed.

The man patted her shoulder: “Is this little thing worth such concern? Out with the old, in with the new. When we take down Liaodong and Da Qian, I’ll open a hundred Emerald Sleeve Towers for you. Don’t worry – if I lack anything else, I have plenty of money.”

The woman smiled through her tears, personally opened the window, watched the man gracefully disappear into the darkness, then climbed over the window sill herself and casually tossed down a lit fire starter.

…

The warm pavilion had become a scene of demons dancing wildly. When the Cavalry General responsible for nearby security hurriedly arrived, his repeated shouts failed to make this group turn around.

The room was filled with smoke. When soldiers forcefully opened the doors, the Imperial Guard commander who hurried over smelled a strange odor and couldn’t help frowning.

It took quite a while for the smoke to clear. The Imperial Guard commander’s face changed with one glance: “Where are the dancing girls and attendants!”

The confused people looked around and only then discovered that those soul-stirring beauties and the servants who had been moving through the warm pavilion had all vanished.

The Imperial Guard commander’s voice changed: “Search!”

They found nothing. From the Clear Wine Emerald Sleeve Tower’s proprietor down to the servants, everyone had disappeared without a trace.

The search expanded outside the building, and finally soldiers found the Fifteenth Prince’s corpse in a gutter outside.

The Fifteenth Prince, who had been high-spirited earlier, was soaked in gutter water – half was the greasy pink rouge water washed from the Emerald Sleeve Tower, half was the pale yellow sewage from the toilet. The intertwining of these two extreme odors made his entire body emit a terrifyingly foul smell. The battle-hardened militia who pulled him up turned and vomited all over the ground.

The Imperial Guard commander stared at this last remaining prince from their journey, his gaze like one looking at his own future career prospects.

Chapter 272: Can Only Choose You
The silence all around was terrifyingly complete. The Kunming Prefect had already collapsed into a puddle of mud.

The Imperial Guard commander looked at him with disgust and was about to order continued searching when he heard someone shout loudly: “Fire!”

Looking up, he saw flames blazing fiercely from the small building ahead.

Now it was impossible to detain this group of people here for individual questioning, nor could they continue searching for suspicious persons. People fled in panic trying to escape the fire, and the Imperial Guard commander could only order the army forward to evacuate and guard the people.

He turned and went outside the building.

The open space outside had long been surrounded by the army. Among the troops was a warm sedan chair with a precious green wool canopy, its curtains hanging deep. The Imperial Guard commander, having learned his lesson, no longer dared leave the Great King alone in the post house residence, no matter how grave the situation.

He spoke quietly through the curtains explaining the incident, then knelt and kowtowed, saying with deep remorse: “Great King, forgive this minister’s crime. I truly should have strongly dissuaded His Highness…”

Shortly after the Fifteenth Prince left, the Great King awoke. Hearing that the Fifteenth Prince had gone out to a banquet, he immediately flew into a rage and ordered him to prepare carriages and horses to rush over.

However, they were still a step too late.

An aged and weary voice came from the warm sedan, saying flatly: “When someone wants to seek their own death, no one can stop them.”

The Imperial Guard commander dared not rise, saying in a heavy voice: “Great King, all the princes…”

He dared not conceal anything, describing in detail the causes of death of all the princes. The sedan remained silent throughout, only asking him to repeat everything once after he finished, then fell into silence again.

The Imperial Guard commander said angrily: “Murong Yi is truly ruthless and merciless. In just a few short days, the Seventh, Ninth, Twelfth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Princes have all died at his hands…”

Inside the sedan, Prince Da’an gazed heavily at the canopy above, saying: “Not all of them were killed by him.”

The Imperial Guard commander was stunned.

How could that be possible?

“The Twelfth and Fourteenth should have killed each other.” Prince Da’an said. “That day you were already on full alert, and the guards all said no one passed through, so no one did. The only one who left the carriage was the Twelfth – he was the one who killed the Fourteenth.”

“But…”

“As for why he killed… the Twelfth had a heavy mind, the Fourteenth was cowardly and selfish. With the Seventh and Ninth dying in succession before their eyes, both should have been frightened and perhaps harbored thoughts they shouldn’t have, while Murong Yi exploited such thoughts, making them kill each other.”

The Imperial Guard commander was shocked.

Thinking it over carefully, it seemed very possible.

“As for the Twelfth, he should have been killed by the Fifteenth.”

The Imperial Guard commander’s head snapped up again abruptly.

“I heard your description of the Fifteenth’s reaction when he nearly fell into the pool – it wasn’t just that he didn’t seem like a drunk person. He also unhesitatingly used the Twelfth’s body for support, even stabbing the Twelfth in the process. This was wrong. The Twelfth outranked him in status, position, and ability – how dare he be so unrestrained? Unless he already knew at that time that the Twelfth was dead.”

Of course, when using a dead person, one need not be considerate.

This was a subconscious reaction that could not be disguised.

The Imperial Guard commander recalled the situation at that time and suddenly understood.

Who would have thought that the Fifteenth Prince, who daily appeared immersed in wine and women, looking like a wastrel, actually concealed such depths that even the seemingly profound and intelligent Twelfth Prince fell into his hands without any guard.

If there hadn’t been a mantis stalking the cicada with the great demon king Murong Yi always watching coldly from behind, with the Fifteenth Prince’s scheming methods, Liaodong would inevitably have been his in the future.

Then a deep chill rose from the bottom of his heart, from his tailbone to his neck, all numb beyond his control.

Such a group of sons who would stop at nothing, with deep schemes and no family affection.

Such horrific fratricidal killing.

This cold and cruel princely house like a living hell.

A gentle breeze stirred the deep curtains, and Prince Da’an’s face flashed briefly out of sight.

In that fleeting glimpse, he saw the other’s eyelids drooping in three layers, his brow dark with fatigue – in an instant, he seemed to have aged ten years.

He lowered his head, not daring to look again.

Behind them, the great fire crackled and burned. Someone was wailing and crying. Heavy armor gleamed coldly among the leaping flames, yet this patch of heaven and earth was silent as death.

After a long while, he heard a deep sigh from behind the hanging curtains.

“At such a time, death might be better.”

The Imperial Guard commander didn’t dare even show shock, his hands gripping the ground desperately.

“Pass the order – withdraw all bounties, arrest warrants, and assassination orders against Murong Yi.”

“…Yes.”

Behind the curtain it grew quiet. There was no punishment for him. The Imperial Guard commander knew he had passed this trial. He stood up, his back soaked with sweat, his clothes clinging to his back.

However, was Murong Yi’s matter just going to pass like this? After he had killed all the princes who followed the Great King to Da Qian to observe the battle?

The sedan was lifted. Walking beside it, he heard that most noble man in Liaodong murmuring within.

“You want me to taste the pain of separation from flesh and blood again and again.”

“You want me to witness with my own eyes how my sons compete for power and profit, kill each other, fighting with blood and flesh for the flowery kingdom I never promised.”

“You want me to know they are all worthless – worthless with ill intentions.”

“You want me to understand that those I loved and favored writhe helplessly beneath the feet of those I discarded like worn shoes, worth nothing.”

“You want me to understand that I am blind.”

“You want me to understand that as long as you wish, you can kill everyone around me until I have no choice, no escape, no alternatives, and in the end can only choose you.”

…

On this day, just as dawn was breaking, Empress Dowager Xiao of Ciren Palace rose and dressed in full court regalia, applying layer upon layer of pearl powder.

The Xiao residence was also bustling with activity as Deputy Prime Minister Xiao went to court early in the morning.

In Prince Zhao’s residence, fifteen-year-old Tie Lin strode out from his new quarters, his brow showing slight irritation.

Behind him, his newly wed wife Xiao Wenliu had already styled her hair in a married woman’s arrangement, wearing a bright red silk jacket and skirt embroidered with silver butterflies among flowers. The young wife showed no joy or shyness of a newlywed, with faint dark circles under her eyes. She held a cloak and chased after Tie Lin, but seeing his quick steps as he turned through the corridor, she stopped at the corridor entrance.

Today should have been the day for her third-day return to her natal home, but both households had important matters today. Prince Zhao’s residence had informed the Xiao family that Tie Lin would not accompany her home – she would have to return alone.

The Xiao family naturally understood that today was a crucial day for both houses, with success or failure hanging in the balance, so they minded not at all. If it weren’t inauspicious not to return home, they would probably prefer to cancel it altogether.

Having no one accompany her home meant the sisters in the Xiao residence who usually envied her would have plenty to say, but Xiao Wenliu didn’t care. She had made up her mind – whoever made snide remarks, she would retort right back. Ye Ci had said never to tolerate green tea behavior, or you’d eventually be suffocated by it.

Under the corridor, servants filed past in orderly lines, all keeping their skirts gathered, heads lowered, taking quick small steps, eyes straight ahead. Yet knowing she stood there, they all bowed in unison as they passed her, their angles of lowering heads and bending waists perfectly uniform.

This was the rule of the prince’s residence – they could not raise their heads to look at their masters, much less converse with them, but they also could not fail to bow. She found these servants quite miraculous – how did they manage to see where their masters were without raising their heads?

When she first married in, she felt lonely and tried talking to little maids, causing them to be beaten with boards. After that, she stopped trying to chat. Facing that row of mechanically bowing servants, simply raising her chin slightly was enough.

Looking over the servants’ bent backs, she could see layer upon layer of moon gates, stretching endlessly as if without limit. Each time she walked among them, she felt a sense of dread, as if it were an endless maze – once you entered, you’d spend your whole life trapped inside.

She thought again of Ye Ci – no, Tie Ci. She lived in courtyards even deeper, wider, more terrifying and oppressive than Prince Zhao’s residence. How had she developed such an broad and cheerful disposition in such a place? She herself had been at the Xiao residence for two months and Prince Zhao’s residence for only three days, yet already felt suffocated.

Back then, the days on the great ship at sea with Tie Ci had been so joyful.

Even the Ghost Island where she had been scared to wetting herself now seemed full of charm in memory.

Behind her, Lan Xian’er stood quietly. She seemed better able to adapt to life in deep courtyards than Xiao Wenliu, appearing completely like a dutiful and respectful maid.

“Madam, it’s time to return home.”

Xiao Wenliu casually placed Tie Lin’s cloak on the railing and descended the steps.

Carriages and gifts were already prepared. The Xiao residence was not far from Prince Zhao’s residence, separated by three streets.

The carriage set out with guards before and behind. Lan Xian’er sat with her, watching the curtains to prevent her from lifting them.

Today the streets seemed somewhat strange – fewer people than usual, yet several shops had crowds gathered noisily at their entrances.

The carriage suddenly stopped. After a while, the guard captain came to report: “Young Madam, the Tian shop ahead suddenly lowered prices for customer appreciation. Too many people came to buy, blocking the road. Shall we take a detour?”

“Tian shop?” Xiao Wenliu remembered that Tian shop’s beef jerky was excellent.

If she remembered correctly, she seemed to recall Tie Ci mentioning that the Tian family heir was her dormmate at Yueli Academy.

“Grandmother and mother both love Tian shop’s beef jerky. Might as well have someone buy some.”

The carriage stopped. Since it was still early, Lan Xian’er got out to buy jerky, but the queue was long, and because of the severe crowding, several groups of people were arguing.

Xiao Wenliu lifted the curtain and saw many servants and maids from wealthy households squeezed to the side, looking anxious. Only Lan Xian’er walked over and unhesitatingly pushed into the crowd. Xiao Wenliu saw with her own eyes how Lan Xian’er’s embroidered shoes stepped hard on a big man’s foot in front, then shoved aside an old woman. When someone grabbed her to argue, she made them back down sheepishly after just a few exchanges.

Xiao Wenliu smiled and lowered the curtain.

She knew Lan Xian’er’s usual gentleness was all an act.

A woman who dared beat up soldiers even when fallen into prostitution – how could she become truly gentle just because she was now at Xiao Wenliu’s side?

But this sudden customer appreciation at the Tian shop was rather strange. It wasn’t an opening, and there were no competitors – why suddenly offer customer appreciation?

The Tian family heir was the Crown Princess’s dormmate… was this related to Tie Ci? Had Tie Ci returned?

Xiao Wenliu wasn’t clear about what had happened in court these past few days. Neither the Xiao family nor Prince Zhao’s residence would tell her such things, but obviously something major was happening. Tie Lin had been absent-minded these past few days, and she could see the mixture of anxiety and excitement in his expression.

The curtain lifted as Lan Xian’er returned, her hair not even mussed, only her face slightly flushed. Excited from arguing.

She leaned close to Xiao Wenliu and whispered: “I asked a shop assistant. He said their young master returned to the capital and immediately ordered price cuts as soon as he came back – not just this one shop, but all seventy-two shops in the capital together. When word spread, everyone went crazy buying. The Tian family will lose so much money this time that the assistant nearly cried.”

“Why suddenly cut prices?”

“Madam, this servant also learned another piece of news – they say the Crown Princess is about to return to the capital. The Ministry of Rites takes people to wait outside the city daily, but not only does the Ministry wait, they’ve also deployed the Three Great Camps in layered defenses outside the city and summoned many commoners to wait at the city gates daily. But today with the Tian family’s sudden price cuts, all the commoners at the gates ran back.”

Xiao Wenliu said in amazement: “Wasn’t the Crown Princess said to be injured, recovering while returning, with at least half a month left? Why wait so early?”

The two women looked at each other, the same two words flashing in their eyes: “Blocking people.”

Connecting this to Tie Lin’s unusual attendance at court today when he normally didn’t go, and the abnormal behavior of Prince Zhao’s residence and the Xiao family, Xiao Wenliu’s heart suddenly began pounding.

She sat up straight, hesitation flickering in her eyes.

Lan Xian’er sat at the front of the carriage, her fingers wound around the reins, saying as if casually: “This is terrible. With the army so thick, it looks like the Crown Princess can’t return. Why won’t they let the Crown Princess come back? Young Madam, do you know?”

What could they be doing? Xiao Wenliu thought of the mysterious behavior of Prince Zhao and his son these past days, their urgency that prevented even attending the return-home ceremony.

But could they really win?

Lan Xian’er continued chattering: “Young Madam, I heard the Crown Princess is returning with a large army. If this leads to conflict, won’t there be war?”

She usually wasn’t so talkative, but she had to live up to the silver notes that person had given her.

She could follow Miss Xiao and live her current life of fine clothes and good food thanks to that person’s guidance and help. When they parted at sea, he had given her money and asked her to help whenever Ye Ci and the Xiao family faced off in the future.

Later, staying with the young miss, she learned that Ye Ci was the Crown Princess.

She wasn’t normally someone who kept promises, but she was somewhat afraid of that fake sailor “San Hai.” She feared that if she didn’t try her best, she might face retribution later.

Xiao Wenliu didn’t answer this question. After a while, she lifted the carriage curtain and said: “Take a detour. Go via Anning Avenue.”

The guard captain was puzzled: “Young Madam, that’s much farther – we’ll almost reach the inner city gates. Haven’t we already bought the beef jerky?”

“Today is my return-home day. It’s bad enough having no husband accompany me – to just quietly walk three streets home would be shameful.” Xiao Wenliu said. “I want to take a round trip, let people see the grandeur of Prince Zhao’s residence’s young madam.”

The guard captain hesitated. Given his position, he vaguely knew that this marriage of the Xiao family miss, relative to the status of both families, had been hasty, involving urgent considerations of alliance interests that somewhat wronged Miss Xiao. Therefore, Prince Zhao and his wife treated this young madam very well, instructing the entire residence to show respect. So after only a moment’s hesitation, he agreed and ordered the route change.

The carriage rolled toward the city gates.

…

When dawn fully broke, the officials gathered in the square before Chengqian Hall formed orderly ranks before the hall with a crisp crack of whips.

The palace gates opened, and pre-screened citizens of the capital began entering after thorough searches by the palace’s White Marsh Guards.

Though called “citizens,” these were actually prominent figures – relatives of civil and military officials fourth rank and above in the capital, officials fifth rank and above from various regions who had come to the capital to report but had no actual posts and their relatives, leaders from various trades and industries, wealthy local gentry, some pro-Xiao faction scholars occupied the vast majority of spots. There were also small numbers of Imperial Academy students and successful candidates from various regions with literary fame and degrees – these spots were fought for by the Grand Tutor and others, but numbers were limited. Such palace banquets occurred annually, and the guest lists for such grand court ceremonies had always been controlled by the Ceremonial Directorate and finally reviewed by the Cabinet, still mainly controlled by the Xiao family.

Originally, the Empress Dowager wanted to schedule this ceremony several days earlier, but the Ministry of Revenue kept crying poverty, saying the Crown Princess’s birthday was approaching, the returning army needed rewards, then there was the Empress Dowager’s birthday, floods in the south, droughts in the north, generals everywhere demanding money, plus a large sum allocated to Xiao Xueya for shipbuilding to expand the navy. The Ministry of Revenue was stretched thin and this was not the time for any large-scale activities. They delayed for several days, making the Empress Dowager quite angry. She discussed with Deputy Prime Minister Xiao several times about removing Minister Gu, but Minister Gu was also a three-dynasty veteran who had worked his way up from Ministry of Revenue clerk – an excellent hand at managing finances and money. Da Qian really couldn’t do without him, so the Empress Dowager had to swallow her anger, repeatedly cutting expenses and even promising to control spending for her own birthday and cancel the citizen tribute ceremony, finally earning Minister Gu’s nod.

Today the Empress Dowager rose very early, but His Majesty was slow to rise. The eunuch calling for morning court at Chongming Palace called three times, but His Majesty said he had a headache, cancelled court for the day, and called for the imperial physician.

When the imperial physician came, the Empress Dowager came too. The Empress Dowager stepped into the bedchamber, her voice full of concern: “How is the Emperor?”

From within the bright yellow curtains, Tie Yan said weakly: “I don’t know why, but today I have a headache and fever. It’s nothing serious though – I’ll be fine with some rest. I’ve troubled Mother Empress. Mother Empress should please stay back to avoid catching the illness.”

The Empress Dowager laughed: “How convenient this illness is. Since the Emperor is ill, he cannot be without someone who knows his needs to attend him. Consort Jing.”

A timid figure emerged from behind her, tiptoeing to peer through the curtains with concern.

Inside, Tie Yan abruptly tried to sit up, then immediately lay back down.

“You attend to His Majesty.”

“Yes.”

Tie Yan said: “Mother Empress, I hardly lack for attendants…”

“How can these rough eunuchs compare to Consort Jing’s attentiveness?” The Empress Dowager cut off his words. Just then, the head eunuch of Chongming Palace personally brought in medicine. The Empress Dowager’s gaze flicked over, and a guard stuck out his foot. The eunuch, caught off guard, stumbled and fell. The crisp sound of breaking porcelain made everyone on the floor tremble.

“Truly clumsy! Drag him out and beat him to death!”

“Empress Dowager, spare me! Your Majesty, save me!”

“Mother Empress!” Tie Yan sat up abruptly. “He didn’t mean to…”

“Drag him down!”

A heavy pressure suddenly bore down, like an invisible mountain crushing down on Tie Yan’s chest, pressing him backwards with a thud.

Tie Yan clutched his chest in agony, his fingertips digging deep into the fabric.

Damn it, not again.

His gaze looked through layers of curtains to see the blurred black shadow behind the Empress Dowager. Yes, it was this person, like a ghost always following the Empress Dowager. Every time he showed the slightest resistance, this crushing feeling would slam down, pressing until he couldn’t speak or breathe. That little bit of rebellious spirit was crushed again and again, flattened, thinned, until he grew accustomed to silence and learned obedience.

That feeling was too terrifying – the suffocating sensation of near-death like a nightmare, leaving him cold with sweat even after waking.

Sometimes Ci’er and those around him felt he was too weak – why couldn’t he muster the courage to resist, willing to be a puppet?

How could they know what it felt like to be oppressed and disciplined from childhood?

It was fortunate Ci’er didn’t know.

He gasped on the bed.

In one encounter, his carefully cultivated, newly promoted confidant in Chongming Palace was removed.

This was how it always was – give him a little opportunity, let him plant a seed of hope in the dark, cramped crevices, then casually reach out and pluck it away.

The Empress Dowager gently pushed Consort Jing: “Go, attend your master well. Don’t make the same mistake as that fool.”

Consort Jing was obviously frightened, not understanding how she had become compared to that eunuch. She timidly approached and parted the curtains.

Behind her, the Empress Dowager said coldly: “His Majesty’s health is in your hands. If anything goes wrong, you’ll accompany him!”

Tie Yan gritted his teeth and glared at Consort Jing: “Who told you to come with her! Didn’t I tell you to claim illness and stay confined behind closed doors!”

He had told Consort Jing to report a contagious illness. The Empress Dowager valued herself and would let it be.

Consort Jing was nearly in tears: “She sent people saying Your Majesty was ill, so I opened the door… then I was dragged out… The Empress Dowager said she would punish my crime of deception…”

Veins bulged on Tie Yan’s forehead.

Yes, Empress Dowager Xiao wanted face, reputation, dignity.

But if pushed to extremes, she could abandon all of these.

He finally understood that in this palace, it was still the Empress Dowager’s domain. As long as the Empress Dowager wanted to maintain that fig leaf, he and Consort Jing could barely survive. If the Empress Dowager decided to drop all pretense, killing them wouldn’t be difficult.

He lay there, suddenly filled with despair.

The Empress Dowager dominated the palace, the Xiao family controlled the court. Today Tie Lin would rise to power, while Ci’er was still on the road. By the time the dust settled, a deposed Crown Princess – the Xiao family had ten thousand ways to make her disappear on the spot.

No matter how successful Ci’er was outside, what use was it?

Chapter 273: Breaking Into the City
Ci’er had indeed given him countless surprises – gaining natural talents, bringing in He Zi, winning the hearts of scholars, now even obtaining military authority and subduing Di Yiwei. He was truly proud of her.

But ultimately, it was all useless.

Being so outstanding at this time had instead become a death warrant.

After despondency came endless anger – if he had always been content being a puppet, it would be one thing, but for Ci’er to risk life and limb, endure countless hardships, only to end up with such a result – how could he bear it!

“You’re going to take Ci’er’s life!”

The Empress Dowager looked at him coldly.

“So what if I am?”

“Look how spirited you are, still having the strength to argue with me. It seems you won’t be delayed from attending court.”

She waved her hand, and eunuchs stepped forward, unceremoniously coming to “escort” Tie Yan.

Tie Yan fiercely slapped away the eunuch’s hand.

Court robes and the imperial crown were brought up on trays.

“Everyone be dignified, and I can still give Tie Ci a dignified ending,” the Empress Dowager said. “Mother and son, grandmother and granddaughter – one should treasure such bonds.”

Tie Yan remained silent for a long time.

Consort Jing snuggled beside him, panic and fear swirling like mist in her eyes.

Tie Yan glanced at her and silently accepted the court robes.

Consort Jing immediately stepped forward to dress him.

The Empress Dowager lowered her eyelids, satisfaction and mockery flashing briefly in her eyes.

When two cowardly people were together, their cowardice would compound, killing all courage.

She turned around. The black-robed figure extended a withered hand from within the robes to support her. The coldness on her face immediately melted away as she affectionately grasped that hand. The two walked slowly together, and from behind, one couldn’t tell who was supporting whom.

The Empress Dowager’s gaze fell on the hand she held. There were some age spot-like things on it, but she knew these weren’t age spots. She knew this skin was actually still young.

Just as she knew the owner of this hand would never betray her, would forever be her final pillar and trump card.

Thinking of this, she smiled with pleasure.

The Crown Princess was accomplished in both civil and military arts, with outstanding abilities?

The Crown Princess was benevolent and brave, worthy of being a sovereign to guard the realm and continue the lineage?

How naive!

In the face of absolute power and authority, she would be nothing but a loser!

…

When dawn fully broke, several clusters of fireworks lit up in the city.

At this time, the square before Chengqian Hall was open, with ceremonial fireworks also lighting up. Those few ordinary fireworks weren’t conspicuous.

Governor Qi had to attend court. After he left, the back gate of his residence opened, and Qi Yuansi led family retainers hurrying out.

When officials lined up, queues began forming at Tian shops.

The official calling roll wasn’t surprised not to see the Minister of Rites – recently a batch of Ministry officials had been stationed outside the city.

If the Crown Princess returned, there would be movement at the city gates, and relay messengers arranged by the Three Great Camps would transmit news at the fastest speed.

There were also Capital Prefecture officials and citizens blocking the road, making that person’s progress difficult.

Ceremonial Director Li Gui glanced at the motionless far end of the square and felt relieved.

Three cracks of the whip, the Emperor held court, pearl curtains swayed, and the Empress Dowager sat behind them.

Officials stood in formation bowing, while the officials’ relatives and gentry who had entered filled the space in a dark mass.

Prince Zhao stood with his son at the front of the crowd, jaw tense, expressionless.

Grand Tutor He stood at the front of the civil officials’ queue, his expression calm.

Li Gui drew out his voice: “The Grand Court Assembly begins—”

At Tian shop entrances, crowds gathered increasingly. Pushing began, and more citizens came upon hearing the news, flowing like currents through the city’s veins into those seventy-two small points.

One of these points blocked Xiao Wenliu’s carriage returning home.

Before the Eastern Victory Gate, Ministry of Rites officials had assembled but didn’t exit the city in time. They looked back anxiously toward the end of the road – why hadn’t Minister Yang arrived yet?

In the Yang residence, physicians filled the hall but were helpless against Minister Yang, who simply wouldn’t wake from sleep.

Lady Yang cried until her eyes were red, sending people to the palace to report and request imperial physicians, but they were stopped at the square. Today the square was under martial law, requiring multiple levels of clearance to enter.

Outside the city gates, the Kuiniu Camp that had slept rough overnight wearily struck their tents, discussing how dark and windy it was today – surely there would be thunderstorms.

The speaker was immediately mocked.

Where would thunderstorms come from in early spring?

When the fireworks lit up, Tie Ci had already appeared at the very front of Eastern Victory Gate, looking at the tightly closed city gates ahead.

Before the square, the Grand Court Assembly should have proceeded through a series of ceremonies, but today the Empress Dowager waved her hand, saying the weather was poor and they shouldn’t tire the elderly – simplify everything.

Thus a full hour of Grand Court Assembly ceremonies was compressed to just one item – taking turns kowtowing became everyone kowtowing to Chengqian Hall together.

A slight smile appeared in Prince Zhao’s eyes.

Shortening the ceremony meant that even if Tie Ci entered the city now, she couldn’t arrive in time even with wings!

The people before the city gates weren’t as numerous as imagined. Ministry of Rites officials hadn’t appeared in time, so the clerks handling miscellaneous duties under the pavilion dozed off lazily.

Something like a huge shadow seemed to flash across the sky, but Tie Ci didn’t notice. She saw the gates half-open, a cavalry unit galloping over. A Kuiniu Camp leader went to meet them and said something. Moments later, half the Kuiniu Camp soldiers withdrew into the city.

This was the moment.

Tie Ci was about to move forward when suddenly fireworks exploded behind her again.

Countless times more ostentatious than those earlier in the city, like setting off ten thousand firecrackers, magnificent and deafening.

In the tremendous noise, a cavalry unit in red clothes and red armor galloped over, bright yellow banners fluttering with large “Tie” characters written on them. The cavalry surrounded a rider in brilliant golden armor, shouting in unison: “The Crown Princess returns from inspection – all idle personnel stand aside!”

Immediately the area erupted like a disturbed beehive.

Clerks jumped up with drool hanging from their mouths, frantically wiping sleep from their eyes. Merchants waiting to exit the city howled and pushed forward, while the Kuiniu Camp fell into confusion – should they raise weapons or lower them in welcome?

In the original drills, the Crown Princess’s return to the capital required advance documentation, then the Minister of Rites would lead officials and soldiers ten li out to welcome her. Citizens would also be released at this time, with songs, dances, and music all arranged. They only needed to surround the Crown Princess’s welcoming pavilion.

But now, where was the Minister of Rites? Where were the citizens? Where were the song and dance troupes? Even their own patrol leader responsible for defense today wasn’t here!

Currently, only a Kuiniu Camp captain led at the city gates. In his panic, he shouted: “The Crown Princess arrives! All firearms ready—”

Citizens and merchants around looked at him in amazement.

The man froze, realizing he’d made a terrible mistake. Before he could react, a fire-like shadow crashed into him, and with a flash of whip shadow, he was thrown three zhang away. “What nonsense! The Crown Princess fought for the country at the border without regard for life and death, returning to the capital injured, yet you block her with firearms and armies? Are you trying to assassinate the heir apparent?!”

Immediately discussions erupted all around. Without eloquent civil officials to gloss over things, without song and dance troupes to create atmosphere, without crowds of citizens welcoming and cheering, just the army guarding the gates as “welcome” revealed killing intent and strangeness. Even ordinary citizens sensed something wrong.

The Kuiniu Camp panicked, not daring to let them pass but unable to stop them. They wanted to negotiate, but the other side was so aggressive they gave no chance for explanation or obstruction. With a long, resonant command, thundering hooves like torrential rain, red clothes like burning fire, the world-famous Blood Cavalry escorted the golden-armored Crown Princess in a charge that began right at Eastern Victory Gate.

Instantly people and horses tumbled everywhere. Roadside pavilions and shade shelters were knocked down, clerks fled with heads covered, citizens scattered to avoid them. The Kuiniu Camp shouted continuously but dared not actually use firearms. They rushed forward with long spears to block but were pushed and swayed by the crowd. The frontmost soldiers had just raised their spears when they were kicked and broken by the hooves of the charging Blood Cavalry horses. Seeing he couldn’t match the fierce Blood Cavalry, the captain shouted: “Is the Crown Princess trying to crash the gates in rebellion!”

Seeing countless people streaming in and out through the half-open gates, the gate commander hurriedly yelled: “Close the gates! Close the gates! Raise the drawbridge!”

Kuiniu Camp soldiers ignored the citizens still on the moat drawbridge and frantically turned the winches, barely managing to raise the bridge just before the foremost Blood Cavalry horse stepped onto it.

The Kuiniu Camp captain and gate commander both wiped cold sweat – that was close, how fierce.

At least they’d managed to stop them.

He turned back and saw the city gates slowly closing. The last batch of citizens who hadn’t managed to exit were driven back inside the gates. Walking last was a white-robed youth with steady steps and composed demeanor, a silver-blue sash swaying with a lustrous jade brush ornament. He stood at the boundary between sunlight and shadow as the gates slowly closed, turning back to smile at him.

That smile was extremely beautiful, yet the Kuiniu Camp captain felt a strange sensation in his heart.

Like seeing clouds fly and wind move, moon hide and stars sink, rolling thunder plowing through the depths of the sky, about to summon a descending storm the next moment.

This feeling passed in an instant.

The next moment, that outstanding youth had disappeared into the crowd, and that brief moment seemed like an illusion.

…

Tie Ci followed the crowd into the city, with Dan Shuang and Xia Houchun beside her.

In the chaos just now, the three with the best martial arts had entered the gates, but the others still couldn’t get in.

But the road was still long.

The capital was divided into outer city, inner city, imperial city, and palace city. Each level had gates, each level had soldiers standing guard. They had just entered the outer city.

The Tian family could mainly influence the outer city, and could create tremendous momentum for moral coercion in the outer city, since most citizens lived in the outer city while dignitaries and imperial relatives lived within the inner city and beyond. So each pass was difficult, but each had to be passed.

After entering the gates, Tie Ci found guards posted every few steps, especially on roads leading to the inner city, where they encountered inspections from time to time.

Not far ahead was a Tian family shop with many citizens queuing, attracting patrolling soldiers to join the excitement. Tie Ci looked gratefully and walked past the crowd.

Somehow, she felt there were particularly many women on the streets today. There were young ladies from great families out for pleasure wearing veils, as well as respectable women selling needlework on the streets. There were singing girls performing on the streets, and female entertainers performing tricks. There were even groups of young ladies out for spring outings and social gatherings, as well as heavily made-up women who were obviously courtesans, walking and laughing on the streets in broad daylight without hiding.

These women all shared one thing – while enjoying themselves, their eyes constantly looked around as if searching for something. Sometimes two completely unrelated groups would meet, exchange glances, shake their heads slightly, then pass by each other.

To some extent, these girls all over the streets, with their eyes constantly scanning, looked very much like the city patrol soldiers trying to find the Crown Princess.

Tie Ci found this secretly strange – what were they looking for?

Dan Shuang had already asked aloud: “What are they looking for?”

Xia Houchun said: “Surely not looking for the Crown Princess?”

All three laughed.

The women all over the streets also made the city patrol soldiers’ work more difficult. The authorities had already ordered strict searches of crowds today, and just now the outer city had sent orders to intensify patrols, especially requiring individual inspections at inner city gates without relaxing for anyone, including women. But examining women was troublesome to begin with – they chattered and dawdled, and there were only a few matrons specially brought in to examine women. With so many women, they couldn’t examine them all. The crowd was obviously backing up at the gates, forming long queues.

Even worse, the queue at Tian shops was too crowded, and because queuing led to constant fights, several waves of city patrol soldiers had already gone to mediate and maintain order, making the inner city gates even more chaotic.

Tie Ci looked at the long line with worry. Never mind how to pass inspection – just waiting would waste enough time.

The Grand Court Assembly should have already begun.

Beside her, a troupe was performing tightrope walking.

Behind her, a convoy of precious horses and fragrant carriages that obviously belonged to young ladies on spring outings was approaching.

From the side front, suddenly came cat calls.

Tie Ci looked up and saw a cat had jumped onto the flagpole of the performing troupe ahead – calico with a black heart-shaped marking on its body.

Tie Ci rubbed her eyes, almost thinking she was seeing things.

Wasn’t this her Rong Yi?

A scholar rushed over, hugging the troupe’s flagpole and calling upward: “Rong Yi! Rong Yi! Come down quickly!”

Tie Ci froze.

Wasn’t that Shen Mi?

He had come to the capital? And brought Rong Yi.

Seeing this cat now, she couldn’t help but think of her academy days and remember how this cat got its name.

For a moment she felt mixed emotions.

This little cat had been raised well – sleek and plump, with a belly so big it looked like a pregnant female.

Rong Yi paced on the flagpole – elegant, arrogant, looking down on all living beings, attracting the attention of people around.

Tie Ci couldn’t help but think of that person.

Her eyes inexplicably grew slightly moist.

After Shen Mi called a few times hugging the flagpole, he suddenly turned back, scanning through the crowd, meeting her gaze directly.

Tie Ci narrowed her eyes, suddenly understanding why Shen Mi was here.

Joy flashed in Shen Mi’s eyes as he suddenly shouted up at the flagpole: “I found you! Come down, Rong Yi!”

With this shout, Tie Ci felt the air around them seem to tremble slightly.

The queuing women all turned around. People in the spring outing carriages all lifted curtains. The laughing and frolicking courtesans suddenly quieted. The woman doing flips on the rope nearly fell.

This eerie atmosphere made Tie Ci step back.

Then the tightrope-walking performer flipped down from the rope onto the flagpole, caught the meowing Rong Yi, who struggled fiercely in her hands, extending claws to scratch viciously. Only now did Tie Ci realize it wasn’t as relaxed as it appeared – both hind legs were trembling slightly.

This cat was actually afraid of heights.

Watching it scratch the performer with such vigor, Tie Ci wanted to laugh but pursed her lips.

Where are you running off to scratch people now?

The woman handed the cat to Shen Mi. Shen Mi thanked her repeatedly and casually stuffed Rong Yi into a basket behind him. Having completed its role as tool cat, Rong Yi meowed pitifully in the basket.

It hadn’t wanted to go up there – which bastard had thrown it up there?

Suddenly someone in the convoy behind called out: “Hey, you performers, you look quite skilled. Tomorrow our household’s aunt celebrates her birthday – how about performing at our residence for a couple days?”

The speaker was a maid who got down from a carriage and approached the troupe, though her eyes secretly glanced around.

Tie Ci remained unmoved.

Wealthy families hiring performers wasn’t usually this casual.

The female troupe leader smiled and agreed. In a few words they settled terms, and with a wave of her hand, the mainly female troupe quickly packed up.

The nearby gate guards and city patrol soldiers watched with smiles.

As people came and went, Tie Ci’s back was suddenly poked. Someone passed in front of her, someone hurriedly came to pull her and Dan Shuang, saying: “Hurry up and get ready! What are you standing there for!”

She and Dan Shuang were pulled behind the platform. Someone quickly took off performing clothes and handed them to her. Tie Ci had already disguised her face today, so no additional makeup was needed. She didn’t ask questions, just accepted and put them on. The woman who gave her the clothes put on Tie Ci’s clothes instead, smiled charmingly at her, and said: “Take care of yourself,” then turned and melted into the crowd.

Dan Shuang and Xia Houchun also changed clothes. Commander Xia wore laborer’s clothes, showing his arms and heavy chest muscles. Without special disguise, his rough man quality was completely natural.

The troupe leader urged everyone to follow the convoy. Tie Ci picked up a box, and immediately a woman came over, taking most of the weight, whispering: “You’re injured – don’t strain yourself.”

Tie Ci looked at her sideways. The girl appeared fifteen or sixteen, her face flushed red, not daring to look at her, eyes fixed on the ground, beads of sweat on her nose tip.

Tie Ci wondered – how did they know?

They had calluses on their hands, were travel-worn, and moved skillfully – obviously a real traveling troupe.

Such a troupe, and that convoy of young ladies… why would they suddenly come to her aid?

Chapter 274: Crown Princess Support Group
The troupe followed the young ladies’ convoy toward the city gates.

Such performing troupes had their own permits to enter the city. These permits were issued by the government and contained the troupe’s numbers, composition, male and female members, and basic characteristics. Clearly, they were now having her substitute for one of the members.

And the young ladies’ convoy – not checking the troupe’s credentials, not checking their background, casually picking up a performing troupe on the street and preparing to bring them into the inner city?

The soldiers nearby didn’t understand these intricacies. They had personally watched this performing troupe performing at this gate for several days, and the young ladies had been let out by them today – they were all familiar faces. So they just watched without anyone coming to interfere or question.

Shen Mi stood by the roadside with Rong Yi’s cat head poking out of the basket behind him. He smiled at the procession, reaching back to stroke the cat’s head, saying: “Don’t worry, just follow along. I’ve been waiting for you for several days.”

Tie Ci smiled at him.

The maid glanced at the long queue and shouted: “Young ladies from the Vice-Minister’s and General’s residences are traveling – how dare you people block the way! Make way!”

Tie Ci: …Vice-Minister’s and General’s residences? Civil and military officials in Da Qian had never gotten along, and even the young ladies from civil and military officials’ families wouldn’t play together. Today they were actually traveling together on spring outings?

Most people entering the inner city had some wealth and status – you could hit several fourth-rank officials with a single brick. Normally such shouting would guarantee no one would pay attention, but today was strange – those women remained silent and uniformly made way.

While making way, they secretly turned their heads to peek.

The female performers surrounded Tie Ci in the middle, blocking gazes from all directions.

The maid shouted: “A bunch without manners – what are you staring at!”

The women who had made way immediately turned their gazes away as if nothing had happened and began chatting among themselves.

The young ladies’ carriages passed through, followed by the performing troupe, and behind them, those pleasure-seeking courtesans directly followed along.

What was wonderful was that the women who made way not only let the official family young ladies pass, not only let the performing troupe pass, but even let this group of courtesans go first.

And the young ladies’ convoy didn’t find anything strange about it, just letting them follow behind.

Tie Ci felt she no longer recognized today’s capital.

Everything was against human nature, everything was eerily strange.

How had these women who clearly belonged to different social classes, different identities, completely unrelated to each other, even incompatible like fire and water, reached consensus and cooperation to cover and support her together?

And for what reason had they all mobilized just to support her?

Tie Ci didn’t yet know about the city-wide discussions of the Six-Volume Chronicles or that Crown Princess legends were everywhere. Although she had thought that news of her affairs reaching the capital would probably reverse the people’s impressions, she hadn’t imagined it could reach this extent.

The crowd ahead parted like seawater, directly sending this convoy to cut in line and reach the inner city gates.

At the gates, several matrons were busy with sweat beading their foreheads. They briefly checked the young ladies’ carriages, then soldiers came over, using long spears to probe under the carriages. Finding nothing, they signaled the matrons to thoroughly check the performing troupe.

The matrons took the permits and called people up one by one for verification, feeling their bodies, making the performers open boxes to check for contraband, and confiscating all personal implements.

When a matron was about to pinch Tie Ci’s sleeve, the courtesans suddenly crowded forward, scattering the formation. They laughed and chattered, saying they needed to hurry back to dress up since they had clients tonight. Their eyes and handkerchiefs flew about as they chattered and spun around, dazzling the matrons who couldn’t see clearly. They could only take a cursory look. Before the matron’s hand touched Tie Ci’s sleeve, the courtesans had already pushed Tie Ci away, clamoring that it was her turn, while discreetly slipping silver into the matron’s sleeve.

The matron waved her hand, and Tie Ci and Dan Shuang passed through. Xia Houchun and the other men went through the other side. His type – clearly a rough man – naturally wouldn’t receive overly strict inspection and also passed smoothly.

Soon the courtesans also exited the city. At the gates, they pushed and shoved each other, staring at Tie Ci with infatuated smiles. But Tie Ci was the oddball who had grown up under perverted gazes since childhood – she felt no embarrassment, responding calmly. She casually pulled out a bag of candy beans she’d bought at the market earlier, giving one to each person, smiling: “Thank you, sisters.”

The courtesans held the candy beans like they were golden beans, their gazes at Tie Ci practically overflowing with affection.

The young ladies in the carriages wanted to get out, but Tie Ci waved her hand: “Thank you all, but this place isn’t far from the gates. To avoid drawing attention, let’s continue as before.”

A round-faced girl lifted the curtain and smiled: “Please bear with us a little longer. I’ll apologize properly when you come to my residence later.”

Before she finished speaking, a young lady from the carriage ahead poked her head out: “What do you mean go to your residence? Obviously to mine.”

Another young lady sent her maid to say: “Better come to my residence – our house is closer to the imperial city.”

Someone retorted sarcastically: “Your residence doesn’t even have family guards – how would you escort someone into the imperial city?”

Seeing they were about to fight, Tie Ci didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, thinking she couldn’t go to any of their homes – if things went wrong later, she’d cause trouble for them.

But soon they couldn’t fight anymore. Stewards from the young ladies’ families arrived to fetch them, all vetoing the young ladies’ proposals to hire the performing troupe, and shaking their heads repeatedly about entering the imperial city: “There are important matters in the imperial city today. The master instructed before leaving not to go out casually. Young ladies should return home quickly.”

The young ladies obviously hadn’t expected this development and were all dumbfounded. The courtesans stepped forward, probably with some intention to invite, but courtesans inviting a performing troupe would be even more inappropriate and easier to investigate. Tie Ci immediately turned around, preparing to quietly leave the troupe and figure out another way later.

Suddenly a convoy approached. A woman jumped down from a blue-curtained oil carriage in the middle: “Our young madam is idle with nothing to do. You performers, come with us.”

Tie Ci was startled – wasn’t that Lan Xian’er?

Looking at the oil carriage, someone lifted the curtain and smiled at her with crinkled eyes.

It was indeed Xiao Wenliu, but she was wearing a married woman’s hairstyle. She and Tie Lin were already married?

Before Tie Ci could speak, Dan Shuang forcefully tugged her sleeve.

Xia Houchun also said in a low voice behind her: “Your Highness, be cautious.”

Never mind that Xiao Wenliu was from the Xiao family – her current husband was genuinely Tie Ci’s competitor, currently at the palace square trying to take away Tie Ci’s position as heir apparent.

A genuine enemy – what if getting in the carriage was walking into a trap?

Tie Ci looked at Xiao Wenliu waving vigorously at her, smiled, pushed away Dan Shuang’s hand, and calmly climbed into the carriage.

The curtains fell. The crowd of women felt both happy and somewhat disappointed. Tie Ci suddenly lifted the curtain again and said gently: “Thank you all for your hard work. Please return home safely.” Then to Dan Shuang: “See if you can leave some tokens for the future…”

Before she finished speaking, she saw a maid lifting her skirt and running over, tossing a hairpin into her hands.

This was like a signal. Maids from various families competed to throw sachets, purses, gold hairpins, hair ornaments… swooshing through the curtains onto Tie Ci’s lap, instantly piling up a knee-full.

The troupe leader outside the curtain said softly: “We rough people of the jianghu consider it our fortune to accompany you on this journey today. We dare not leave tokens to sully your noble eyes. We only ask that when writing the seventh volume of Chronicles of Ci’s Heart, you might mention our troupe in passing. Our troupe is called the Grace-Receiving Troupe.”

Chronicles of Ci’s Heart?

What was that?

Tie Ci and Dan Shuang both looked confused.

The young ladies and courtesans formed two camps on either side, rolling their eyes at each other, but now echoed in unison: “Right, right, we only hope Chronicles of Ci’s Heart continues forever, that Your Highness’s legend never fades. Rewards and such – we don’t ask for them, don’t ask.”

Tie Ci could only cup her fists with a confused expression, smiling and nodding. Whatever this was, she’d agree first and figure it out later.

The carriage turned around. She could vaguely hear a courtesan pulling at Xia Houchun, chattily asking if he was the Fat Commander, then coquettishly saying the Commander had squeezed her bottom when passing through the city earlier – this episode should also be added to Chronicles of Ci’s Heart.

Xia Houchun followed the carriage. After walking far away, Tie Ci finally heard him mutter: “Bah, who touched you? I’d rather pet a cat than feel you up!”

This was the truth.

In the carriage, Xiao Wenliu had her arm as a pillow, looking at Tie Ci holding that lap full of colorful trinkets, seeming quite happy and giggling continuously.

Tie Ci had to borrow her handkerchief to wrap up those things that looked very much like love tokens, planning to store them temporarily with her and slowly repay the kindness when she had the chance.

While listening to Xiao Wenliu explain Chronicles of Ci’s Heart to her.

After hearing it, she couldn’t help but sigh: “Teacher put so much thought into this.”

She was really lucky to encounter such powerful teachers.

Public opinion warfare was very important, and Teacher had unknowingly helped her establish a foundation of public opinion in the capital.

“The women of the capital have probably gone crazy for you these past days. They even formed a society called the Wonderful Ci Society. It looks like it’s for discussing poetry and literature, but this ‘ci’ refers to you. All topics inside are about you.” Xiao Wenliu spoke enthusiastically, then suddenly sighed: “If I hadn’t gotten married, I should have been the one to start this society.”

Seeing her instantly deflated, Tie Ci looked more carefully at the newly married young madam. She didn’t have the peach blossom radiance of a newlywed woman as imagined, but rather showed exhaustion. Thinking of her cousin and what he’d been busy with recently, she frowned imperceptibly.

“Fortunately I was returning home today. Seeing Tian shops offering customer appreciation, I knew you were returning to the city and came just in time to meet you.”

“You’re returning home alone?”

Xiao Wenliu played with the tassels of her sachet, smiling carelessly: “Because he’s busy with important matters.”

“Tie Lin is busy with important matters – what about you? Do you know what kind of important matters?”

“Probably just competing for power and profit.”

“Then why did you come to meet me?”

“He’s busy with his affairs, I do mine.” Xiao Wenliu said. “I don’t think about so much. I only remember that I promised sister I’d gather with her when she returned to the capital.”

Tie Ci stared at her, somewhat unable to understand what this girl was thinking. Even if she and Tie Lin had no affection, the Xiao family and Prince Zhao were already bound together. Would she disregard even the Xiao family for her sake?

Xiao Wenliu grasped her hand: “Go, go to the palace city. They want Tie Lin to replace you, but I know they can’t do it. So I came to meet you. I want to get you to the palace city as quickly as possible. You go stop their ambitions, let them learn a lesson. This way they won’t go further and further down the wrong path… Your Highness, as long as you appear to stop them, both Tie Lin and the Xiao family won’t deserve death, right?”

Tie Ci couldn’t answer.

Should she say this girl was too naive?

If Tie Lin and the Xiao family pulled back in time, seeing her and immediately prostrating themselves, reining in at the cliff’s edge, then the situation wouldn’t be too bad. Given Prince Zhao and the Xiao family’s influence and status, she and her supporters could indeed coexist peacefully with them, maintaining temporary balance.

But was that possible?

Both sides were wolves that had already tasted blood. Their snow-white fangs wouldn’t stop until they bit down on something.

The curtain lifted and Lan Xian’er poked her head in: “I chose a shortcut to get back to the Xiao residence on time. It’s a bit bumpy – Your Highness and Young Madam please bear with it.”

“I’ll take you to the Xiao residence, then use the Xiao family’s carriage to send you to the imperial city. I’ll have Lan Xian’er take you in under the pretext of bringing medicine to Tie Lin. People in the imperial city know her, so she can bring you inside.” Xiao Wenliu said. “The Xiao family’s carriage can also enter the imperial city directly.”

She pointed at Lan Xian’er and smiled: “It was actually Lan Xian’er who reminded me today, or I wouldn’t have thought to meet you at the inner city gates.”

Tie Ci looked at Lan Xian’er, her heart stirring.

She didn’t think this woman was so kind-hearted.

Meeting her gaze, Lan Xian’er smiled: “Your Highness… didn’t that person return with you?”

Xiao Wenliu also said: “Where’s Feiyu? Isn’t she always inseparable from you?”

Tie Ci was silent for a moment, then smiled: “Even the closest people sometimes part ways.”

Dan Shuang, who had been sitting silently on the side, looked up at her.

Tie Ci thought of something: “What about those Six-Volume Chronicles? Let me take a look.”

Xiao Wenliu treasured them like precious items, taking out a bundle containing six books separately wrapped in fine palace-made paper covers. You could tell they’d been read many times but carefully protected. Xiao Wenliu carefully took them out while pouting: “Though they’re generally accurate, they wrote our Xiao family too badly. I barely read the Dongming volume, and there’s no me in it!”

Tie Ci flipped through them. Not only was there no Xiao Wenliu, there was no trace of Murong Yi either.

The books focused on describing her great achievements, but also included multifaceted character development – classmate bonds, brotherly affection, even imperial family relationships were mentioned. Even Rong Pu’s pursuit of her was included. Only about her and Murong Yi – not a single mention.

Someone had deliberately erased Murong Yi’s existence.

Tie Ci closed the book and sighed.

This was probably Teacher’s intention.

Probably no one was optimistic about this relationship.

Xiao Wenliu hurriedly took the books back, carefully wrapping them: “Don’t wrinkle them – these are deluxe editions from Cultivating Heart Hall. ‘Long nights, what dispels worry? Only the Six-Volume Chronicles.'”

“Tie Lin doesn’t seem to be a considerate and gentle husband.”

“He’s just a little brat – what does he know about gentleness and consideration?” Xiao Wenliu said. “He kicks off the covers every day, and I have to cover him. He also complains I take up his space and kicks me out of bed. It feels like marrying a son.”

“If he becomes Crown Prince, naturally plenty of people will compete to help you cover your husband’s blankets.”

“If he becomes Crown Prince, I’ll probably end up in the cold palace sooner or later. We’ve been married only a few days and already fought several times.” Xiao Wenliu said wistfully. “He’s already like this before becoming Crown Prince – if he really becomes one, what kind of life would I have?”

“Not necessarily. With the Xiao family’s status, even if Tie Lin doesn’t love you, you’d still be Crown Princess.”

“A Crown Princess keeping an empty chamber or being squeezed out by concubines – that’s not as comfortable as being a young lady in the Xiao family’s grand residence.” Xiao Wenliu snorted. “What good are empty titles? Can you eat them? Drink them? Do they accompany you through long nights or bring lifelong joy?”

Tie Ci patted her shoulder. Xiao Wenliu called her naive, but she was quite worldly-wise.

She finally only said: “If you’re truly unhappy in the future, come find me. I can always protect you.”

“I have family. I must stay with my parents and sisters.” But Xiao Wenliu shook her head, then smiled again.

The carriage stopped before the Xiao residence. Before stopping, Tie Ci and Dan Shuang had already gotten out and mixed into the performing troupe. Several people were arranged by the Xiao family steward to stay in the front courtyard, watching as a large group of maids and matrons came to receive Xiao Wenliu while the carriage drove directly into the inner courtyard.

After a while, Lan Xian’er emerged from the moon gate carrying a bundle, followed by two maids and two guards. When leaving, she deliberately took a detour to look at the performing troupe, then got into a carriage with the two maids while the two guards followed alongside.

The men of the Xiao residence had all gone to the imperial city, and the women were busy with Xiao Wenliu’s homecoming, so no one would pay attention to this matter.

The Xiao family’s carriage, delivering medicine to Prince Zhao’s heir, naturally proceeded without obstruction and wasn’t subjected to any inspection.

In the palace square, after all ceremonies concluded, the Empress Dowager looked meaningfully at the Emperor, who sat upright with no expression.

The ministers and citizens below knelt prostrate, not daring to raise their heads. The Empress Dowager coughed once, signaling Li Gui. Li Gui stepped forward and said softly: “Your Majesty, it’s time to summon Prince Zhao’s heir to the hall.”
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Chapter 275: City-Wide Support
Grand Tutor He glanced at Prime Minister Rong standing at the front of the officials. The old fellow hadn’t feigned illness today and came to court, but he was like a deaf decoration, turning a blind eye to this turbulent undercurrent of struggle.

Grand Tutor He had tried to win over Prime Minister Rong. After all, Prime Minister Rong was a three-dynasty veteran minister with deep influence at court. Even with the Xiao family’s great power, within the Cabinet, Prime Minister Rong still firmly outranked them. If he could gain Prime Minister Rong’s support, the situation would naturally be incomparable.

Grand Tutor He had made three private visits before, discussing the pros and cons with the Prime Minister. He knew it was useless to talk to the Prime Minister about how brilliant the Crown Princess was and how she would become a wise ruler if she inherited the throne. An old minister skilled in political maneuvering like the Prime Minister didn’t want an iron-blooded, enlightened monarch above him. Grand Tutor He approached from Rong Pu’s angle, discussing the public opinion and political benefits the Rong family could gain from supporting the imperial family under current circumstances, discussing Rong Pu’s attitude and ambitions, and finally hinting that the Crown Princess’s perfect match was none other than Rong Pu.

Once Rong Pu became the national father-in-law, the Rong family’s glory and favor would naturally never fade.

Old Rong had clearly been moved, agreeing to cancel his sick leave and participate in the court assembly.

Now he had come to the court assembly, but what use was it to come as a wooden puppet?

Looking at Deputy Prime Minister Xiao’s expression – smiling at the corners of his mouth, never once looking at Prime Minister Rong from beginning to end – he had obviously done his groundwork and was confident of success.

What groundwork he had done wasn’t hard to imagine – probably dispelling Prime Minister Rong’s fantasies about Rong Pu marrying the Crown Princess, and offering benefits to the Rong family.

Grand Tutor He thought of some academy matters and sighed inwardly.

The Crown Princess’s heart belonged to someone else, and that person had once killed a nanny beside Old Lady Rong, making an enemy of the narrow-minded Old Lady Rong.

Although Prime Minister Rong might not entirely listen to pillow talk, the Crown Princess gaining Di Yiwei’s loyalty obviously also displeased the Rong family. Probably in the Rong family’s eyes, the Yongping Army belonged to the Rong family, and the Crown Princess was poaching their people.

Several incidents combined made Prime Minister Rong choose to stand aside again.

It was a pity that he had deliberately removed details of the Crown Princess’s romantic affairs from the Six-Volume Chronicles to avoid irritating the Rong family, but now it seemed all his efforts were wasted.

On the high platform, the Empress Dowager very habitually took over the power of presiding over court, saying loudly from behind the curtain: “Read from the Daily Records of Activities, Great Ancestor Emperor’s collected volume.”

The Daily Records of Activities were imperial chronicles recording the emperor’s words and deeds. Each emperor of Da Qian had a volume, sealed in the Imperial Archives. The Empress Dowager suddenly wanting to read Great Ancestor Emperor’s Daily Records surprised everyone.

A historian who had been standing to the side stepped forward and unrolled the yellow silk in his hands, reading aloud: “Previously, in the seventeenth year of Kaitai, on the day of Jiazi in spring, His Majesty stroked his knee and said: ‘Last night I happened to have a dream, seeing a divine child presenting a precious cauldron, gaining great supernatural powers and a vajra body, controlling all things and ruling all things to govern the world…'”

Everyone suddenly understood.

Simply put, they had found statements from Great Ancestor Emperor in the Daily Records saying his natural talents were bestowed by heaven in dreams, were true divine powers of heavenly mandate, and therefore he could rule the world and command all directions.

This was a common trick of rulers – they always loved to cloak themselves in the mysterious divine garment of heavenly mandate to bewitch ignorant masses and consolidate imperial power. Its authenticity was unverifiable, but lies told often enough were probably believed even by the liars themselves.

The officials naturally didn’t believe it, but this didn’t prevent them from acting shocked and awed, taking the lead in kowtowing and shouting “Long live.”

The common folk below who were fortunate enough to participate in this grand event obviously believed it somewhat, kowtowing with resounding thuds.

The meaning was obvious – Great Ancestor Emperor’s natural talents were bestowed by divine spirits in dreams. The cauldron pointed to the kingdom, supernatural abilities came from the cauldron, and whoever gained these heavenly-granted talents would gain the world.

This was to theoretically solidify Tie Lin’s inheritance rights.

Satisfaction showed in the Empress Dowager’s eyes.

Court matters were like this – one must have proper justification.

With righteous name and proper reason, things could be done smoothly.

The next step was to have Tie Lin come forward and publicly demonstrate his abilities.

Tie Lin had actually manifested natural talents before Tie Ci left the capital, but Prince Zhao had him hide it.

After Tie Ci left the capital, Prince Zhao hinted about this to the Empress Dowager. The Empress Dowager was initially somewhat hesitant – after all, Tie Yan was still relatively compliant, and Tie Ci was just a waste in her mind, not worth driving wolves to devour tigers.

Who knew Tie Ci would be so troublesome, and Tie Yan was obviously becoming restless too.

Could a puppet that was no longer compliant and even beginning to bite back still be used?

Although Prince Zhao might not be entirely reliable either, at least he was a prince without military power. Compared to Tie Ci who had already gained Di Yiwei’s support, eliminating the latter was more important.

As for whether this would bring new troubles later… at worst, she still had him.

The Empress Dowager’s gaze shifted slightly to the black-robed man standing behind her to the side. Clearly in bright light yet wearing an incongruous black robe, this person had an ability to make everyone ignore him, like a black cloud or black feather, blending into all dark backgrounds.

The black robe sleeve hung beside her. Her fingertips moved slightly under her wide sleeves, slowly approaching that black color.

The moment before contact, that black color suddenly drifted away like floating clouds.

The Empress Dowager’s fingertips stiffened. After a long moment, she slowly withdrew them.

…

The Xiao family’s carriage stopped at the imperial city gates. Guard soldiers approached, and Lan Xian’er confidently produced the Xiao family token.

The gate guards glanced at the family crest on the carriage and waved them through.

Suddenly someone said: “Wait.”

Lan Xian’er looked in surprise at a young general walking forward.

She didn’t recognize this person, but Dan Shuang, who was peeking from inside the carriage, suddenly dropped the curtain.

“Wang Ran!”

Tie Ci frowned.

This former fiancé, the son of the former War Minister whose leg she had broken, was actually in charge of imperial city guards.

This was somewhat troublesome.

Wang Ran approached with his hand on his sword, staring at Lan Xian’er. After hearing her stated purpose, he said: “The palace has ordered that unless the Empress Dowager gives orders and Ciren Palace sends someone to escort, no one may enter the imperial city. If the young madam wants to send medicine to the young master, give it to this official. I’ll have someone deliver it later.”

Lan Xian’er said: “How can the young master’s medicine be handled by outsiders? Who could bear responsibility if something went wrong?”

Wang Ran said coldly: “This official doesn’t know you. Who knows if you’re impersonating Xiao family servants to deliver poison to the young master?”

He waved his hand: “Looking at your shifty eyes, at this time, a woman delivering medicine alone is highly improper. Men, search the carriage!”

…

While the front court held its assembly of ten thousand, the inner palace was calm.

Ruixiang Hall’s main gates remained tightly closed.

But inside was a bustle of activity.

The screen wall between Ruixiang Hall’s front and rear halls had been pushed down. A group of young women rolled up their sleeves and trouser legs, wielding hoes and sweating as they dug up the floor.

Those usually delicate girls, under Gu Xiaoxiao and Little Insect’s direction, quickly dug a deep trench across the entire hall. Then they cut down garden flowers and trees, chopped up wooden furniture from the hall, brought out many silk quilts and brocades, threw them into the trench, then brought several metal buckets and poured their contents over the wood pile with splashing sounds. The strong smell of fire oil spread, and the girls expressionlessly lit fire starters in their hands and threw them into the trench.

Flames immediately shot skyward with billowing black smoke. Little Insect sniffed the smell and said with satisfaction: “The oil His Highness’s teacher gave us works really well.”

He asked Gu Xiaoxiao: “Young Master Gu, will this work? Burning the palace is a great crime. If…”

Gu Xiaoxiao stood far away, expressionless: “If we can delay until the Crown Princess returns, no crime is a crime. If the Crown Princess can’t return in time, even drinking an extra sip of water will be a crime in the future. What’s burning a palace? Losing your life is what matters most.”

“I’ve never done something so glorious before. I feel a bit excited.” Little Insect trembled as he poured another bucket of oil into the trench.

The great fire blazed in the trench between the front and rear halls, but from a distance, it looked like the entire Ruixiang Hall was burning.

Little Insect muttered to himself: “Don’t know if it’s useful. Sigh, delay what we can delay.”

Then he scrambled onto the roof and shouted: “Fire! Fire!”

Immediately, gong sounds, warning whistles, and footsteps created chaos.

The palace had a Water Bureau specifically responsible for handling fires. They immediately carried water pumps to fight the fire, but couldn’t get through the main gate – Little Insect had welded the iron door bar shut, frantically saying from behind the door that the door was damaged by fire.

The firefighters had to attack from the wall tops. Palace walls were very high, and climbing them without orders was forbidden. In the emergency, the Water Bureau Supervisor ordered people to get ladders, but was told all ladders in storage had been borrowed by the Ministry of Works. When they asked the Ministry of Works, they said the Ministry of Revenue had borrowed them. The Ministry of Revenue clerks had borrowed ladders to inspect granaries. When asked why the Ministry of Revenue had no ladders when granaries had their own ladders and why they had to borrow from the palace, the responsible Ministry of Revenue official was an old clerk with poor eyesight and a stutter who couldn’t answer in half a day. Seeing the towering flames with people screaming inside, they tried to have guards scale the walls, but each one who went up fell down, saying someone seemed to be flipping their feet, but with thick smoke rolling inside making visibility poor, and everyone screaming for help, who would flip down rescuers? Even if they said so, no one believed it.

Inside, Little Insect and others stayed upwind with wet towels over their mouths and noses. The girls were responsible for screaming like slaughtered chickens, with the content changing to someone seeking private revenge, trying to destroy the Crown Princess and everything about her.

The White Marsh Guard commander responsible for inner palace security and the Water Bureau people had to report to the front court, requesting permission to break down walls.

They had no authority to damage the Crown Princess’s palace.

In the front court, Ceremonial Director Li Gui waited for the Daily Records reading to finish, then proclaimed loudly: “Summon Prince Zhao’s heir…”

Suddenly he stopped, noticing some commotion in the venue.

Some people raised their heads, some shifted their bodies, some spoke in low voices, and there was a faint smell of burning in the air.

He looked up and saw a column of black smoke rolling up to the sky.

The Empress Dowager also saw it and stood up abruptly.

…

At the imperial city gates, Wang Ran ordered the carriage searched.

Lan Xian’er panicked but dared not interfere. Usually the Xiao family entered and left the imperial city without obstruction – she hadn’t expected such complications today.

In the carriage, Tie Ci calmly gripped the dagger at her waist.

This bastard was so despicable – she should have broken his third leg too and sent him to personally serve in Ciren Palace. The Empress Dowager would definitely have liked that.

Wang Ran approached with a squad of soldiers.

Suddenly hoofbeats thundered toward the city gates.

Wang Ran looked up and saw the lead rider, saying in surprise: “Qi Yuansi? How did you get back?”

Charging at the front was indeed Qi Yuansi, approaching with a stern expression. He and Wang Ran both belonged to high official families and had some friendship in the past, but now his expression was cold as he pointed at Wang Ran: “Wang Ran! Someone has reported to the Left Commander of the Central Army Command that you’ve been frequenting brothels and violating military discipline! The Left Commander orders you to immediately relinquish your post pending investigation!”

The Central Army Command controlled the capital’s defenses. Except for the White Marsh Guard and Vermillion Bird Guard responsible for palace interior and exterior security, they had authority over all other armed forces in the capital. Outside the capital, the Iron Armor, Kuiniu, and Flying Cavalry three great camps guarded the metropolitan area and attached counties. Inside were the Five Military Commands, Capital Prefecture Guard, and patrol forces responsible for capital security. Wang Ran was a company commander in the Capital Guard, naturally under the jurisdiction of Qi Ling, the Left Commander of Central Army Command.

Wang Ran was shocked: “What brothels? What military discipline violations? Qi Yuansi, are you crazy?”

Then he reacted: “No, Qi Yuansi, you have no military rank – what authority do you have to arrest me? You’re here to set me up, you’re the Crown…”

“Bang.” A hard fist slammed into his nose bridge.

Wang Ran, caught off guard again, saw stars and fell backward.

“Take him away!”

Immediately soldiers who had come with Qi Yuansi carried Wang Ran off.

Qi Yuansi turned to look at the Xiao family carriage, uncertainty in his eyes.

Tie Ci lifted the carriage curtain and smiled at him.

Qi Yuansi’s eyes lit up. He immediately turned to Wang Ran’s bewildered subordinate soldiers: “The Central Army Left Commander orders gate guard changes every two hours. Please go rest first.”

He showed the Central Army Command token. The soldiers dared not disobey and immediately formed ranks to leave.

Qi Yuansi deployed his men at the gates and quietly approached the carriage.

Tie Ci said: “This is too risky for you!”

This was putting all bets on her. If she failed, the Qi family faced complete destruction.

“My father only told me to bring soldiers to act as circumstances demanded, helping you out of trouble when necessary, turning a blind eye. I was the one who took down Wang Ran. I also dealt with the relay messengers transmitting orders from outer city inward.” Qi Yuansi kept his eyes straight ahead. “But I can only give you two hours.”

Gate guard changes every two hours was routine. After two hours without change, the responsibility would be great.

“But before the palace city, there are also large armies guarding. We have no authority to deploy the Three Great Camps…”

“No need for guard changes.” Tie Ci said. “No need for the Qi family to take such risks either. After I enter the imperial city, wait a while then lead troops to follow. If something’s wrong on my end, come out chasing me, chase all the way to the palace city.”

Qi Yuansi was stunned, then understood Tie Ci’s meaning.

This was leaving him an escape route. By leading troops to chase Tie Ci, he could both help her muddy the waters, disrupting the Three Great Camps’ formation and lowering their vigilance, while also allowing the Qi family to clear their involvement.

Warmth stirred in his heart.

The Crown Princess was always someone who considered others.

“Good.”

The Xiao family carriage entered the imperial city. Everywhere inside were Three Great Camps soldiers patrolling. The imperial city streets were very deserted because most residents were imperial relatives and officials second rank and above. Today’s Grand Assembly meant these people and their families had all gone to the palace square, instructing servants left behind to stay indoors before leaving. Almost no one could be seen moving on the streets, which made anyone appearing on imperial city streets very conspicuous.

Fortunately, the Xiao family carriage held unparalleled status at this time. Three Great Camps soldiers who saw the Xiao family crest and Lan Xian’er’s token all let them pass without inspection.

On the deserted imperial city streets, even shops were temporarily closed, so no one noticed a half-open window on a roadside wine tower.

Several people stood behind the window, watching the passing carriage from afar.

“Master, really not giving this to them? There’s a large army behind. The kind with no escape.”

The gray-robed, blue-shoed nun lifted a wine pot to her mouth for a drink, smiling amiably: “Hot air balloons don’t fly high. Even if we gave it now, it might not float over these ten-plus li. If it gets shot down by arrows, it would fall into the army instead. Besides, looking now, Little Five has grown capable – no need for us to meddle.”

“Speaking of which, Master, why do you always help Little Five but not like to help completely? You obviously have more powerful things than hot air balloons, like that long tube you brought out last time – one burst of fire could clear a bloody path.”

“Because my task is to have her grow herself until she reaches where she should reach and finally accomplishes what we want accomplished. Occasional help in life-or-death moments is fine, but if I do everything for her, points will be deducted.”

“Master, I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

“Good that you don’t understand. If you did, I wouldn’t be far from elimination. Alright, nothing more for us here. Let’s go back. My precious disciple has been performing well lately, and Master got another good thing to show you.”

“Is it the mobile base station needed for that square box last time?”

“Hah! You’re thinking too much.”

…

Chapter 276: Breaking into the Palace
The carriage traveled all the way to a spot three li from the palace gates, when the driver suddenly stopped the carriage.

Lan Xian’er poked her head out and gasped in shock.

…

The Empress Dowager suddenly stood up.

Assistant Minister Xiao glanced at her and said calmly, “Fires are common occurrences. The Bureau of Water Management can send people to extinguish it.”

The Empress Dowager immediately calmed down, knowing that at this moment, any unexpected complications needed no entanglement—just cut them off. She immediately said, “Looking at that direction, it’s the Cold Palace. Probably some palace servant couldn’t bear the spring cold and started a fire to keep warm. Baize Guards, send another squad of guards there. This Palace permits you to use any means necessary to extinguish the fire and rescue people.”

Her last few words squeezed out from between her teeth, chillingly cold.

A squad of guards hurried off.

But the atmosphere in the plaza below had obviously been affected. Everyone looked at the raging flames, clearly somewhat afraid the fire might spread to the front court, and also worried that some incident in the palace might implicate themselves. Buzzing and murmuring sounds continued incessantly. The Empress Dowager had to send officials down again to explain the situation and comfort everyone. After considerable effort, everyone finally knelt properly again.

The Empress Dowager smiled and said, “Speaking of the High Ancestor’s heaven-gifted abilities, they were truly world-shocking and extraordinary, as if aided by gods. Our Great Qian thus swept away all obstacles and successfully founded the nation—this was truly a divine mandate. Great Qian’s national fortune has extended for a hundred years, yet afterward we have never seen anyone who could inherit the High Ancestor’s abilities. The imperial clan considers this a regrettable matter. Surely the High Ancestor’s heroic spirit… his descendants lack the fortune to receive his blessing, otherwise our Great Qian’s revival would be at hand… This believing woman therefore prays day and night, only begging Heaven for mercy. Fortunately, the High Ancestor’s heroic spirit is not far away… Now our imperial family has a great joyous occasion to share with all the fathers and elders.”

She nodded slightly in indication.

Li Gui announced, “Presenting Prince Zhao’s heir—”

…

Prince Zhao of the Xiao clan’s method of blocking Tie Ci to protect himself was very simple and brutal.

Human wave tactics.

Outside the palace gates, Iron Armor Guards stretched for a full three li, arranged in fish-scale formation, densely packed along the main road leading to the palace city gates. Forget a living person—even a fly would have to slim down a layer to squeeze through.

Inside the carriage, Dan Shuang gripped her sword tightly. “Your Highness, we have no choice but to force our way through.”

Unfortunately, His Highness’s severe injuries hadn’t healed, his inner energy was disordered. He should avoid combat as much as possible now, and especially couldn’t casually use teleportation, otherwise why would it be so difficult?

“If we start forcing our way through now, what about after entering the palace gates? The palace has nine gates. Chengqian Hall’s plaza is between Zhengguang Gate and Chengqian Gate—we’d still have to break through at least three more gates. Do we have that stamina?”

Without waiting for Dan Shuang to answer, Tie Ci knocked her unconscious with one palm and tossed her to Xia Houchun outside, saying, “For the road ahead, don’t follow me anymore. Stay outside to respond to the Blood Cavalry and organize the people. The Xiao clan uses the people to hold me hostage—can’t I hold them hostage in return?”

Xia Houchun understood, caught Dan Shuang, and darted into the roadside.

Lan Xian’er turned and climbed into the carriage, saying, “Your Highness, for the final stretch before the palace gates, you can only go alone.”

With the Iron Armor Guards watching so strictly, they wouldn’t allow a carriage to enter. Going on foot, Lan Xian’er following would only be a burden.

She handed Tie Ci the small bundle containing the medicine box, and also passed over a note on which she had already written the medicine names, dosages, usage methods with an eyebrow pencil, and even included basic information about the Xiao family.

Such a thoughtful person.

Tie Ci glanced at the medicine—Tie Lin still had some kidney qi deficiency problems.

She took the bundle and exchanged clothes and positions with Lan Xian’er. The carriage couldn’t go more than a few steps forward before Iron Armor Guards rode up to inquire. Tie Ci answered that she was delivering medicine to Prince Zhao’s heir. The guards didn’t relax their inspection because of the Xiao family carriage, and carefully asked about the medicine’s details, the identity of the medicine deliverer, and basic information about the Xiao family, while examining the tokens from both the Xiao family and Prince Zhao’s mansion.

It must be said that Xiao Wenliu’s identity served as an excellent pass at this time—being both a Xiao family member and a person from Prince Zhao’s mansion was most secure, which is why these Iron Armor Guards didn’t immediately expel her.

That guard went to report to his superior after questioning, and returned after a moment saying, “Since you’re delivering medicine, why make such a big fuss? One person is permitted to enter, but may not carry weapons.”

As Tie Ci expected, medicine was quite sensitive—not everyone would be like that Young Master Wang Ran, daring to offer to deliver it himself.

She took the small bundle and got off the carriage. A matron came up to search her. The weapons had been left behind earlier. The matron picked up the jade brush and examined it several times, feeling it was just an exquisite ornament. She only marveled inwardly that the Xiao family was indeed extravagant—even a servant girl had such fine things—and let it pass.

The soldier then waved his hand. With a sharp “clang,” the Iron Armor Guards in the middle of the road shouldered their spears, turned, and walked three steps away, leaving Tie Ci a gap one and a half people wide. That gap was long and narrow, with the palace gates invisible at the far end.

The soldier at the very front revealed a mocking smile in his eyes and said to the “wealthy family’s maid” before him, “Quite brave, aren’t you? Walk through this forest of blades and spears then—those are the rules. If you don’t have the courage, turn back and go home now. Don’t walk halfway and start crying and wet your pants—we won’t help you clean up. When the spears rise,” he raised his chin, and several soldiers swiftly thrust out their spears, the spear points crossing overhead and pushing outward.

In the ringing sound, he said, “Just like that—swoosh—we’ll throw you out of the military formation. Scared?”

Tie Ci hugged her little bundle, blinked, and said, “Scared—”

The soldier had just begun to show a smug smile when he saw this wealthy family’s maid say she was scared while simultaneously darting into the Iron Armor corridor. In the blink of an eye, she had already walked several zhang inside.

The soldier: “…”

Iron armor surrounded her like the sea, spears and halberds like a forest. The soldiers could step forward and crush her to death, or tilt their spear points slightly to pierce her chest, not to mention that the cold gleam of iron armor and weapons combined with the cold, fierce light in the soldiers’ eyes would create enormous psychological pressure for anyone walking among them—except for Tie Ci.

She was someone who had walked through thousands of troops and ten thousand horses, had seen battlefields and corpse-strewn fields, had beaten generals and killed Liaodong soldiers, had charged alone into and out of Liaodong’s cavalry camps. In her eyes, this was child’s play.

So those Iron Armor Guards who deliberately exerted pressure, wanting to see this wealthy family’s maid fear, cry, and wet her pants, felt a strange sense of discord—the maid seemed very frightened, the maid seemed about to cry any second, the maid’s legs were trembling so much it made people worry she’d wet herself, but why did she walk faster the more she shook? In the blink of an eye, she was almost at the palace gates.

Tie Ci also saw the deep red palace gates studded with countless copper nails, not far ahead.

But just then, rapid horse hooves sounded again.

At the same time, someone urgently shouted, “Message from the outer city! The Imperial Crown Princess may have already entered the city gates! Palace city and imperial city checkpoints are not permitted to—”

“Swoosh!”

A cold arrow like lightning pierced through his throat, and the man fell headfirst to the ground. The horse continued charging forward.

But it was already a step too late.

The Iron Armor Guards here changed color dramatically. Someone shouted loudly, “Surround her! Surround her! Stop that woman—”

The ringing sound of metal continued incessantly as spears and sabers from all directions were drawn together. The Iron Armor Guards at the front turned and pounced.

Again came a great thundering of horse hooves. A group of soldiers wearing the armor of the Five Military Commissioners Office, led by Qi Yuansi, charged wildly forward. Qi Yuansi at the front shouted loudly, “We have been pursuing this person all the way here—how dare you Iron Armor Guards steal our achievement!”

The Iron Armor Guards were startled. Seeing that group approaching menacingly, they thought this person really was a wanted criminal being pursued by the Five Military Commissioners Office. Matters involving stealing achievements often meant disputes and trouble, so they instinctively held back.

That group fiercely crashed in. The Iron Armor Guards at the front gave way, so naturally those behind also instinctively gave way, allowing Qi Yuansi to lead the charge right up to near Tie Ci.

Qi Yuansi gave a great shout—Tie Ci turned back with a cold glare—what are you shouting about? Performing opera? Hurry up!

Qi Yuansi: …Oh.

He turned his back and reached out. He had specifically brought a long spear, performed a beautiful spear flourish. Tie Ci jumped up at just the right moment. The spear went under Tie Ci’s feet, gave a slight bounce and push, and with a “swoosh,” Tie Ci’s figure flew over the vast sea of heads and landed with a “thap” on the palace gate’s copper nails.

In the distance, someone shouted loudly, “Archers, ready!”

Qi Yuansi: “Don’t steal my achievement!”

Behind him were a group of veteran soldiers most trusted by Commander Qi—all were killing generals who had crawled and rolled together on battlefields in the past, life-and-death comrades who cared about nothing except fighting. They all drew their sabers, spears, swords, and halberds, jumped onto the crowd, and danced chaotically while stepping on people’s heads, knocking down two-thirds of the arrows. Tie Ci easily dodged the remaining third.

She stepped on the copper nails, her entire body almost at a ninety-degree angle to the palace gate, climbing up the palace wall by stepping on the gate like this, leaving those above and below the city dumbstruck.

For the final step, she kicked apart the wall bricks with one foot, creating a large hole in the wall surface. Smoke and dust billowed, and in the confusion, the soldiers instinctively dodged. The rolling stones and tung oil in their hands couldn’t be poured down. In the haze, they only saw a slender figure flash by. Tie Ci slipped inside the city wall and conveniently grabbed a nearby barrel of scalding tung oil, splashing it over the crowd of city defenders.

With a great splash, soldiers fell in large numbers. Tie Ci slid like ice skating across the slippery oil surface, gliding past the struggling crowd trying to pursue her. The continuous thumping sounds of people falling echoed along the way.

Below, Qi Yuansi was still shouting at the Iron Armor Guards: “Shoot arrows! Why aren’t you shooting arrows!” while fitting a fire starter to an arrow and shooting it up at the palace city wall.

The city defense guards who had just struggled up from the oil all over the ground looked up to see a flash of fire, and the next instant came crackling sounds as flames whooshed up before their eyes.

They were immediately burned and howling like ghosts and wolves.

Tie Ci had already reached the other end of the city tower. She turned back and laughed loudly at those below: “Bah! As if you lot could catch up to me!”

Qi Yuansi was “furious,” shouting loudly: “Open the gates! Open the gates! Let us in! If we don’t avenge this, we swear we’re not human!”

A deputy general of the Iron Armor Guards finally arrived at this moment. He grabbed Qi Yuansi by the back collar and angrily said, “Green brat, don’t come here making trouble!” He threw the man back with a reverse motion.

Qi Yuansi rolled once and was caught by his own veteran soldiers. The veteran soldier whispered in his ear, “Young Master, that’s enough. Even if we charge in, we can’t help, and it would only backfire.”

Qi Yuansi stopped, took a deep look at the city top, waved his hand, and said, “Withdraw!”

This was as far as they could escort her.

On the city top, Tie Ci slid down with gliding steps, landing in the plaza between the two palace gates.

The Baize Guards in white armor and red sashes quickly moved to surround her.

Rushing through this plaza and the next palace gate would bring her to the plaza in front of Chengqian Hall.

She looked up at the sun’s position. Court sessions never lasted past noon at the latest. Today the Empress Dowager would definitely want a quick victory and would finish even earlier. She didn’t have much time left.

Fighting all the way through would waste too much time.

Tie Ci took a breath, planning to use her teleportation.

Before charging the city, Rong Pu had warned her repeatedly that her talent ability was unstable and best not used. If she absolutely had to use it, she could only do so once or twice, because there was no guarantee it wouldn’t malfunction when she wanted to use it later.

Her talent ability was meant to be saved for the final crushing of Tie Lin in the plaza before Chengqian Hall. If she used it now and couldn’t perform it later, this entire assault on the city would lose its meaning.

Suddenly a shadow passed overhead, and the palace guards charging forward cried out in alarm.

Tie Ci looked up.

…

In the plaza, Tie Lin strode forward to the front of the platform.

Though the young man’s face maintained composure, the light dancing in his eyes and the slight trembling at his eyebrows that he couldn’t control showed he was extremely excited and pleased with himself.

In front of and behind him, a full twenty guards followed, surrounding him so tightly that not even water could leak through.

The Empress Dowager smiled slightly.

Prime Minister Rong remained expressionless.

He Zi squinted his eyes, remembering when he first met the Imperial Crown Princess. She wore men’s clothing with complete naturalness, striding with composed steps into the valley, appreciating flowers along the way. When she saw the killing mechanisms hidden in the water, she remained unperturbed. She stopped before the small pavilion and, though full of questions, maintained perfect composure, patiently waiting for them to finish a round of mahjong before speaking, her manner as natural as if she had visited countless times before.

At that time he thought: this person is extraordinary.

This so-called Prince Zhao’s heir was frivolous and rash, lacking even courage.

Even if he had talent abilities from head to toe, he couldn’t compare to one bit of Tie Ci.

However, it was precisely such a person that the Xiao clan and power-hungry ministers preferred and felt more at ease with.

A useless, stupid master was easiest to manipulate.

The Empress Dowager smiled and said, “Heir, let the ministers and people witness your heaven-gifted talents.”

Tie Lin nodded with a smile.

Today, for the convenience of facing ministers and people, the court session had been moved to the surrounding platform outside Chengqian Hall. Below the white jade railings were dozens of steps, separating the imperial clan from the officials and common people.

Tie Lin walked to the front of the steps, reached out with a beckoning gesture, and a whisk held by a eunuch standing behind him suddenly flew into mid-air.

People of all kinds below exclaimed in amazement.

Tie Lin looked smug.

The Empress Dowager frowned.

He Zi laughed once.

He wouldn’t say much, but his disciple could take his place. Zhu Yi, who held the position of Junior Minister of the Court of Imperial Sacrifices, gave a cool laugh and said in measured tones, “Why is the heir snatching a eunuch’s whisk? Perhaps he’s also eager to serve the Empress Dowager?”

Tie Lin was startled, only then realizing that in his eagerness to display his abilities, he had chosen the relatively light whisk for safety, but hadn’t thought that this was something palace slaves commonly used to drive away mosquitoes and flies and brush away dust. Displaying this at such a grand and important occasion had inauspicious implications.

Imperial ceremonies always emphasized auspicious symbolism. Tie Lin immediately realized his choice was inappropriate and looked somewhat flustered at Prince Zhao.

Prince Zhao said calmly, “Junior Minister Zhu speaks incorrectly. The whisk is also a Buddhist ritual implement, meaning to brush away dust and troubles. It has always been a solemn implement of the Buddhist school. The heir’s action signifies his aspiration to remove worries and sweep away dust for all under Heaven—what great ambition. What’s inappropriate about that?”

Zhu Yi’s smile remained unchanged. “I never thought Prince Zhao was so well-versed in Buddhist principles. This official is impressed. Buddhism emphasizes purity and detachment, not being stained by dust or involved in disturbances. For Your Highness father and son to have such transcendent mindset while positioned in court halls, this official is even more impressed.”

Before Prince Zhao could speak, Tie Lin angrily said, “Stop your sarcastic remarks!”

Zhu Yi looked astonished. “Heir, this official was praising you. How is it that you became angry? Then please instruct this official—how should I speak to satisfy you, Heir?”

The Empress Dowager’s expression grew cold.

Foolish.

That curse was for Tie Lin.

In just a few words, he was led into revealing his true nature.

Zhu Yi was an old master of sarcasm. Civil officials all had sharp tongues. After saying a couple sentences, if you ignored him, he’d have no recourse. You absolutely couldn’t entangle with him—once entangled, there’d be no end, and delaying time was the least of it; you’d also easily fall into his trap.

Just like Zhu Yi’s few sentences—they were originally meant to draw out Prince Zhao’s explanation, then provoke Tie Lin’s anger. Once Tie Lin was angry, Zhu Yi would deliberately misinterpret, leading everyone’s thoughts toward “Tie Lin has a violent, tyrannical temperament, lacks capacity, and cannot tolerate others.”

Such a person, if he became heir apparent and later emperor, would make officials and subjects inevitably uneasy.

She glanced at Assistant Minister Xiao. Assistant Minister Xiao had already put on his Grand Academician airs and scolded, “Junior Minister Zhu, how can you keep arguing during such a grand ceremony? Withdraw immediately!”

Zhu Yi smiled. “The Court of Imperial Sacrifices oversees major ceremonies and has the responsibility to investigate and correct any improper words or actions during ceremonies. If the heir’s whisk display accidentally covers noble people with dust, that would be the Court of Imperial Sacrifices’ dereliction of duty. How can this official not be concerned?”

Assistant Minister Xiao wouldn’t entangle with him and immediately said, “Heir, object manipulation has been demonstrated. You should proceed to the next step.”

Tie Lin suppressed his anger, glared at Zhu Yi with resentment, and secretly vowed that once he became crown prince, he would first destroy this old pedantic scholar.

With anger still burning in his heart, he said coldly, “I fear no harm from any weapon under Heaven. Junior Minister Zhu, do you believe it or not?”

Zhu Yi smiled genially. “I believe it.”

“I permit you to stab me anywhere with any weapon.” Tie Lin raised his chin. “Let you personally witness what divine wonder the talent ability bestowed upon me by High Ancestor Emperor in dreams possesses.”

Then use the charge of harming imperial clan to kill you.

A commotion arose in the plaza. The people of Great Qian all knew of High Ancestor Emperor’s most miraculous ability, which had been deified through years of official histories, unofficial histories, and legends. Now hearing Prince Zhao’s heir’s implication that he had also acquired this ability, and that it was also granted by High Ancestor Emperor in dreams?

Tie Lin saw the fervent, excited gazes below and smiled with satisfaction.

Prince Zhao had someone present a short, small dagger.

Tie Lin’s face paled slightly.

Being immune to harm and able to heal didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt at the time.

But his father had persuaded him—endure momentary pain for eternal honor and respect. It was worth it.

He chose Zhu Yi to do this deed, first for future revenge, and second because court officials would definitely fear retaliation when harming him, surely only daring to make shallow cuts in the skin, so he could suffer less.

Zhu Yi picked up the dagger and smiled. “Your Highness has a body worth a thousand gold pieces. How dare this official randomly stab? Even if Your Highness has skin of bronze and bones of iron and fears no harm, it would still hurt.”

Tie Lin found these words quite comfortable and nodded with satisfaction. “You may cut lightly. I won’t blame you.”

“It must be lightly then.” Zhu Yi gestured, his expression troubled. “Your Highness, truly anywhere is acceptable?”

“Of course.”

“Then Your Highness,” Zhu Yi’s smile deepened as the dagger slowly moved downward, pressing against Tie Lin’s crotch, “is this place also acceptable?”

Chapter 277: The Imperial Succession Struggle
Above the palace city, Tie Ci looked up.

A dark shadow descended from overhead.

The Haidongqing’s sharp cry pierced her eardrums, vaguely mixed with several parts resentment.

Tie Ci suddenly laughed with realization. “Moye, it’s you.”

She hadn’t expected Dan Ye’s older brother to actually come to the imperial capital. From the looks of it, Dan Ye had sent him. Calculating the time, he must have heard about the imperial capital’s affairs and dispatched Moye immediately.

The Haidongqing’s massive wings swept over her head, its dangling black talons both fitted with rings.

Tie Ci quickly removed one of the rings with sharp eyes and quick hands, slipping it onto her arm and raising her hand.

The Haidongqing folded its wings, but just as the two rings were about to connect, it suddenly took flight, brushing past Tie Ci’s arm.

Tie Ci: “…”

What’s with all this resentment?

It was just that Dan Ye didn’t want to expose his identity back then, forcing it to hide—what did that have to do with her?

Tie Ci felt very wronged.

She had no idea that Moye’s egg had once been eaten by her.

The Haidongqing swept over a second time, even faster.

Below, long spears whistled through the air like rain.

Tie Ci leaped up, stepped on the spear shafts, raised her arm, sparks flew, and with a “crack,” the two rings connected.

The next moment she was flying.

The guards below stared up in amazement.

Tie Ci reached out and grabbed several long spears, weighing them in her hand and making as if to throw them.

The guards below all retreated.

Tie Ci swung her arm, the long spears whistling out with violent, wailing wind sounds, then all spread out in mid-air, striking the plaza in a neat, orderly row, perfectly blocking the enemy’s formation.

The guards blocked by the row of long spears looked down at the spider web-like cracks slowly spreading across the blue stone ground.

Then they looked up at the black-haired woman suspended by one arm from the eagle’s claws in mid-air.

Tie Ci had already wiped away her disguise, showing her true face.

Both sides faced off, neither speaking.

After a moment, someone wanted to charge forward.

The lead guard at the front spread his arms wide, blocking his subordinates.

“We can’t reach her, no need to make trouble.”

“But we received strict orders not to allow anyone…”

“Old Kou, I remember three years ago when your mother brought your sister to the capital to seek refuge with you, they were nearly tricked into a brothel. The brothel had considerable backing, and when you went to retrieve them, you were beaten badly. Who was it that helped you resolve the matter in the end?”

The guard surnamed Kou lowered his head and said nothing.

“I don’t believe you didn’t see clearly who that is.” The guard captain slowly looked over his subordinates. “We can’t get involved in imperial family affairs. We only care about basic human conscience.”

The guards fell silent.

“Her Highness hasn’t struck first to kill us even at a time like this,” someone said.

He quietly sheathed his spear and stepped back.

More people began stepping back.

Tie Ci took a deep look at those below and flexed her arm.

The Haidongqing gave a long cry and flew away with beating wings.

When passing the second palace gate, soldiers on the city wall pointed upward and shouted in alarm.

The Haidongqing suddenly descended.

Immediately someone shot arrows.

Tie Ci backhanded the Haidongqing’s claw. “Stop fooling around!”

The sulking Haidongqing, seeing it couldn’t frighten Tie Ci, could only take flight again.

“Just as dramatic as your little brother.”

The Haidongqing only regretted it couldn’t spit on this woman.

The palace gates were shrinking, the palace city fell away beneath her feet. Tie Ci saw the dense mass of people below.

…

“Is this place also acceptable?”

The crowd instantly froze in rigid silence.

Tie Lin instinctively shuddered.

The ice-cold blade tip pressed against the man’s most vulnerable vital point—he could even feel the shape of the knife point.

Overwhelming terror came crashing down uncontrollably.

The next instant, someone below cried out in alarm.

They watched with their own eyes as Tie Lin’s lower garment slowly became wet in one spot, then grew larger and larger, spreading into a small map.

Unfortunately, Tie Lin had worn light-colored robes today, making that stain particularly obvious. Those standing at the very front of the steps could all see it.

The guards standing close could even smell the distinct odor of urine.

He had wet himself.

The crowd erupted.

Tie Lin closed his eyes, instantly wishing he could die right then and there.

It was over.

He would become the laughingstock of the world.

Even if he proved himself, could he still become crown prince?

Or perhaps, once he became crown prince, he should just kill all these disgusting commoners!

First, he would…

Prince Zhao, who had remained composed until now, let out a roar that echoed across the plaza.

“Zhu Yi!”

Hearing this, Zhu Yi quickly retreated, about to put on a face of “I’m so scared.”

Tie Lin, enraged to the point of madness, also suddenly had an inspiration at that moment. He snatched the dagger from Zhu Yi’s hand and plunged it into his own chest.

He cried out loudly, “Heaven-mandated and divinely bestowed, as a holy son, how can I tolerate humiliation from petty men!”

The crowd cried out in shock.

They watched with their own eyes as the blade entered Tie Lin’s chest, blood gushing wildly.

The shock of seeing him wet himself just moments before was instantly cast aside.

The Empress Dowager, who had angrily sat up, relaxed her back against the chair again, a trace of approval flashing in her eyes.

Not completely hopeless after all.

But the Emperor, who had originally shown some amusement, watched his face fall.

Prince Zhao rushed forward and said in a low voice, “Well done! Endure it!”

Tie Lin nodded, gritting his teeth as he pulled out the blade. Blood sprayed all over Prince Zhao’s head and face.

Prince Zhao didn’t even wipe it off, using both hands to tear open Tie Lin’s chest clothing, revealing the bloody wound on his chest.

His movements were rough, causing Tie Lin such pain he nearly fainted. He kept taking deep breaths while Prince Zhao had someone bring cloth to wipe Tie Lin’s wound.

They watched as the more it was wiped, the less blood flowed; the more it was wiped, the more clean skin appeared. That terrible wound actually began to slowly close before everyone’s eyes, within a few breaths, visibly healing.

The crowd’s cries of amazement nearly reached the clouds.

High Ancestor Emperor’s most celebrated deed was when he was once speared through the abdomen on the battlefield, his intestines spilling out. High Ancestor Emperor stuffed his intestines back into his belly and continued charging. The general fighting him watched those intestines return on their own and the wound heal, was so frightened he fell from his horse, and was killed by High Ancestor Emperor’s spear thrust.

This became a crucial battle that established the turning point for High Ancestor Emperor’s eternal foundation.

Legends were legends after all. With time, memories became dusty, and people listened as if they were merely legends, their authenticity not necessarily worth discussing. But today, they witnessed it with their own eyes in the plaza before Chengqian Hall.

Tie Lin raised the dagger high—blood still dripping from it—while his chest was already smooth as new.

Immediately, pre-arranged shills knelt and cried out, “Heaven-mandated and divinely bestowed, High Ancestor reborn!”

People’s minds were muddled, and they instinctively followed suit, kneeling and crying out, “High Ancestor reborn, heaven-mandated and divinely bestowed!”

Sound waves rolled like tides, surging toward the high hall. Bathed in admiring gazes, Tie Lin’s face glowed, and in his trance, he already saw himself adorned with the crown prince’s regalia and receiving the crown prince’s seal.

Prince Zhao sighed with satisfaction beside him, while the Empress Dowager and Prime Minister Xiao to the side both showed satisfied smiles.

This move by Tie Lin could be called turning the tide. With today’s worship and submission from the scholar-official class in the plaza, immediately establishing him as crown prince would follow naturally.

Several ministers from the Xiao faction immediately came forward crying out, “Heaven’s mandate cannot be defied—those who defy it invite misfortune! Please change the succession and establish Prince Zhao’s heir as Imperial Heir!”

One voice spoke and many responded. Even the gentry and commoners below felt that someone with such divine miracles, this reincarnation of High Ancestor, if not made crown prince, then who should be?

The crowd’s responsive voices were loud. When He Zi and others stepped forward to say something, they were all blocked by Xiao faction officials, their voices drowned out by the crowd in the plaza.

Tie Lin smiled even more smugly.

His gaze turned vengefully toward Zhu Yi, but he saw him frowning at the plaza. Following that direction, Tie Lin saw a child also kneeling in the crowd, looking up curiously at the hall above.

The child’s features were very similar to Zhu Yi’s, obviously from his nephew generation.

Tie Lin vaguely recalled hearing that this mountain head of Yueli Academy had originally been a loving couple, but later for some unknown reason suddenly divorced. The two had one son, born when Zhu Yi was over thirty, whom he treasured greatly. When Zhu Yi followed his teacher to the capital, he also brought his son along. This was probably that little child.

He looked down and saw the still-damp wet stain on his crotch, gave a cold laugh, and suddenly said, “Junior Minister Zhu said earlier that my manipulation of the whisk was inappropriate—indeed, manipulating such an object couldn’t demonstrate the heaven-granted talent bestowed upon me by High Ancestor. Better to manipulate something else fine, to make Junior Minister Zhu convinced.”

Prince Zhao frowned, about to say not to create complications, but Tie Lin had already impatiently reached out and waved toward the front.

A scream arose from the crowd as a child was suddenly pulled up, instantly rising several zhang off the ground. Tie Lin laughed loudly, “Seeing this little brother is quite curious about the precious hall, I’ll fulfill your wish and let you see clearly!”

The five or six-year-old child, suddenly lifted off the ground and suspended in mid-air, was so frightened he screamed and flailed his hands and feet. Zhu Yi looked up, his face changing dramatically. “An’er!”

He hurriedly ran down from the hall to catch him, nearly tripping.

Seeing Zhu Yi about to reach him, Tie Lin waved his hand and pulled the child sideways again. The child let out another scream.

Tie Lin’s smile deepened. Watching Zhu Yi look up with arms outstretched, chasing back and forth, he felt gratified.

Scream then, cry then, wet yourself with fear—that would be even better.

This is the retribution your father brought upon you.

Officials, gentry, and commoners in the plaza all looked up, both amazed that Tie Lin could actually manipulate such a large child, and feeling he was flying too high.

The shills immediately flattered extravagantly: “His Highness the heir’s talent abilities truly have no equal in this world.”

“Exactly, exactly. The iron clan’s throne has always only been passed to those with talent abilities. The current Crown Princess has still not awakened her talent abilities—how can she be worthy of the great position? Previously, because no one in this generation of the imperial clan inherited talent abilities, we let it be. But now that His Highness the heir is clearly High Ancestor Emperor reborn, naturally this is Heaven’s chosen selection, what all hope for!”

At these words, many officials nodded.

He Zi said, “Who says the Imperial Crown Princess has no talent abilities?”

“What, is the Grand Tutor going to use those few fabricated storybooks to prove the Crown Princess also has talent abilities?” someone loudly mocked. “As they say, hearing is false but seeing is true. If the Grand Tutor disagrees, have the Crown Princess come and demonstrate!”

“Yes, yes, for the previous sixteen years, no matter how she was questioned, our Crown Princess never once demonstrated talent abilities. Now after going out to train for one year, she suddenly has talent abilities—truly a miracle, a miracle indeed!”

Tie Lin had been paying attention to this side. Hearing this, he interjected, “Those six-volume works are flattering praise, exaggerated with writing. Most likely a group of despicable literati who received benefits and wave flags and shout for certain people—their faces ugly and their intentions sinister. The records contain many exaggerated falsehoods, yet the details are extremely delicate, obviously certain people in court must have…”

His thoughts were focused on attacking Zhu Yi, who had presided over writing the storybooks. He forgot he was still controlling a person, then heard people in the plaza cry out in alarm.

He saw those who had been agreeing with him, arguing with He Zi and others, and various officials watching the plaza suddenly all turn their heads to look ahead. Someone cried out, “Above!”

Above? Above what?

Isn’t that the Zhu family boy I put up there?

Only then did Tie Lin remember he was still manipulating someone. He hastily turned his head just in time to see the child suddenly falling while cries of alarm rose like a tide in the plaza.

Some rushed toward the child, others pointed ahead. Tie Lin hastily reached out trying to catch the child from a distance again. As his gaze lifted, he saw a dark shadow charging toward them.

It seemed to be a bird…

There was also a person below the bird.

That dark shadow rushed close in an instant—it was a giant eagle with wings like iron and golden eyes.

From its talons, also like forged iron, hung a person. Against the light, they could only see the person’s slender form, long legs and narrow waist, approaching with the wind, robes fluttering, every fold displaying a heroic bearing.

She came riding the wind, descending from the clouds—

Tie Lin’s heart skipped a beat. His hand loosened, and he immediately forgot about rescuing the child.

The child fell like a kite with its string cut.

He Zi ran wildly, Zhu Yi shouted loudly, countless people rushed in that direction, but unfortunately the child had been suspended too high and pulled to the center of the plaza. People crowded together, and there were eunuchs responsible for order whipping people and not allowing disorder in the formation. Zhu Yi and others kept being tripped by the crowd and couldn’t reach the child in time.

Zhu Yi suddenly fell to his knees.

But He Zi stood firm facing the sky and shouted loudly, “Your Highness!”

High above, the person hanging from the eagle’s claws suddenly pressed her arm. With a “click,” she released the clasp and fell.

Everyone cried out.

Then their vision blurred, as if seeing a long black line streak past in an instant, or perhaps it was just an afterimage left on their pupils, too fast to be captured. The next instant, the child’s screaming stopped abruptly.

The next instant after that, His Majesty the Emperor, who had been listless all along, suddenly stood up. “Ci’er!”

The crowd roared.

The Imperial Crown Princess had come!

She had actually rushed here!

Countless people widened their eyes and saw that on the high platform of the hall stood a tall young woman.

She faced away from the crowd, holding the child in her arms, her hair bound in a high ponytail fluttering strand by strand in the wind.

The giant eagle folded its wings and landed beside her, but didn’t dare stand parallel, instinctively stepping aside and slightly bowing its neck.

The Imperial Crown Princess casually patted the giant eagle’s head. Everyone watched as the giant eagle’s expression said “don’t touch me” but didn’t dare move away.

The Imperial Crown Princess bowed slightly toward the Emperor, and also bowed properly toward the Empress Dowager without failing in etiquette. She didn’t speak, simply turned around efficiently.

Many ministers and subjects of Great Qian were seeing this Imperial Crown Princess—who had once been mediocre but became legendary within a year—with their own eyes for the first time.

Seeing her in that moment was like seeing sunlight emerge from clouds, a bright moon rise over the sea, a bright pearl born from a pure white shell, coral displaying myriad forms in the blue sea.

If previously in their lives there had been various definitions and disputes about beauty and nobility, at this moment they all formed consensus.

Right at this moment, in the bright flowing glances of the person before their eyes, in her slightly smiling lips, in her open and broad brow.

Tie Ci didn’t look at those below. She handed the child to Zhu Yi who rushed up, casually pushed him back, saying, “You all stand far away, lest the lightning strike and implicate you.”

Then she turned toward Tie Lin.

Tie Lin had just recovered his senses. Meeting her gaze, he instinctively stepped back.

But his back hit someone. He turned around to see his father’s iron-blue face.

Further away were the equally unpleasant faces of the Empress Dowager, Assistant Minister Xiao, and others.

Even Prime Minister Rong, who had been dozing all along, finally opened his eyes and looked him up and down, his gaze containing scrutiny and contemplation.

Such a gaze made him shiver and feel uneasy.

“Don’t fear her! Use object manipulation against her, crush her arrogance! Strike first!” Prince Zhao said behind him. “Everyone is watching!”

Tie Lin suddenly awakened and reached out his hand.

Tie Ci suddenly said, “Treating human lives as grass, showing no care for the people, vindictive over every slight, frivolous and cowardly—if someone like you became Crown Prince—”

She suddenly reached up and plucked at the sky.

At this moment, layered clouds hung low, purple-black edged, seeming about to rain but not yet raining.

People’s gazes instinctively followed that slender finger.

They saw a thread of golden light, as if pulled from the cloud layers by that finger, flowing down along the edge of the clouds, flowing into her fingertip. She reached out and casually pointed at Tie Lin.

“Crack!” came an explosive sound, golden light flashed.

Prince Zhao, who had been close behind his son encouraging him, instinctively covered his eyes and retreated sharply, shouting loudly, “Imperial Crown Princess, what are you doing!”

Tie Ci ignored him, saying unhurriedly, “I suppose lightning would strike you like this?”

Everyone cried out. Some widened their eyes, some dared not open them. The Empress Dowager screamed, “Tie Ci, how dare you strike at Tie Lin—”

Someone rushed close. Tie Ci didn’t even look, kicking the person away with one foot. They tumbled off the high platform with a crash.

In the midst of all the chaos, only Tie Lin made no sound. A faint burnt smell spread across the high platform. Everyone was shocked, thinking, “It’s over, this killed him!”

Some were terrified, some despaired, some wondered how to use this to convict Tie Ci of great crimes, some—

Someone finally saw clearly what Tie Lin looked like.

The smoke was just a faint wisp, dissipating in an instant. Tie Lin stood on the platform, his hair scattered and broken into short hair, every strand standing up and smoking. His facial expression was numb, his pupils unfocused, and saliva uncontrollably drooled from the corner of his mouth.

He had obviously been stunned by this not-particularly-powerful heavenly thunder.

After all, physical impact was secondary—the sudden heavenly thunder was more of a mental blow and intimidation. No matter what kind of customs and culture, “struck by heavenly thunder” was never a good omen.

He was so stunned he couldn’t even scream.

Tie Ci glanced at him lightly and again reached up to draw from the clouds. “Or perhaps like this?”

Crack! Lightning flashed again. Prince Zhao’s hair also stood up as he screamed, “Tie Ci, you want to exterminate us completely—”

This time Tie Lin reacted. He screamed and fell to his knees with a thud. His robes split neatly in half as he knelt, revealing his undergarments and his wet, continuously expanding pants.

He had obviously wet himself again.

The ministers, gentry, and commoners below couldn’t see his pants but could see his kneeling action. Momentarily excited, they instinctively pushed forward. The eunuchs with whips cracked them like firecrackers but no one paid attention.

Tie Ci glanced at Tie Lin kneeling before her and reached up again. “Or perhaps like this…”

“Stop striking!” Tie Lin shouted loudly. “Stop striking! I won’t compete with you anymore! I won’t compete with you anymore, alright!”

Chapter 278: You Tell Me, Who’s Stronger?
He knelt on the ground, looking up at Tie Ci. After not seeing her for a year, she still had that beautiful jade countenance and immortal appearance, even the curve of her lip’s smile seemed the same as before. Yet he couldn’t help but remember their encounter at the tavern before Tie Ci left the capital—she had kicked him down the stairs, and he had looked up at her from the steps. The same angle, the same gaze, the same feeling that made his heart fill with dread, not even daring to have the courage to be vicious.

At that time he was already the loser. Now he had talent abilities, and still shouldn’t think about winning.

Tie Ci leaned forward slightly, her elbow propped on her leg, looking at Tie Lin with considerable interest. She reached out and patted Tie Lin’s head, laughing, “Compete with me? Is this something to compete over?”

She straightened up and laughed loudly, “I have been Crown Prince for eleven years without fault. During my year of training, I solved major cases, protected the people’s livelihood, safeguarded the army, revitalized academies, pacified the Western Rong, and drove back Liaodong. While I won’t claim brilliant military achievements, I have accomplished some merit, not inferior to crown princes of past dynasties, and have never had any improper behavior. Prime Minister Rong, wouldn’t you say so?”

She suddenly turned her gaze toward Prime Minister Rong. Prime Minister Rong, suddenly called upon, wasn’t surprised and quietly gazed at her, saying, “Did Your Highness enter the palace alone?”

Tie Ci smiled, “I would have liked to bring thousands of troops into the palace, but I feared being accused of treason. After all, the forces deployed from the outer city to the palace city would be sufficient to deal with the great armies of Western Rong and Liaodong.”

Prime Minister Rong said nothing. After a long while, he sighed and said, “Your Highness speaks truly.”

As soon as he spoke, half of the officials who had stepped forward immediately retreated.

There was slight commotion above and below the platform, and the Empress Dowager and others changed color.

Tie Ci looked down at Tie Lin, “Get up. This isn’t your affair.”

Tie Lin felt utterly humiliated—from beginning to end, Tie Ci’s expression and attitude showed she had never considered him an opponent.

Her attitude was gentle, but every move and gesture was saying: you’re not worthy.

Because of her attitude, obviously everyone else on and below the platform would naturally feel that he wasn’t worthy either.

This was even more painful than being cursed to his face.

But he couldn’t keep kneeling forever. He gritted his teeth and stood up, reaching to pull together his robe that had split in half, trying to maintain his last shred of dignity.

Tie Ci suddenly reached out.

He instinctively jumped backward.

But Tie Ci’s fingertip had already brushed across his robe.

The next instant, cries of shock arose from all directions.

Tie Lin looked down, dumbfounded.

The robe that had just been torn apart had somehow closed under Tie Ci’s touch.

Not sewn back together—it was perfect as new, as if it had never been torn at all.

This was… a talent ability!

No, the lightning earlier was already a talent ability! Everyone had been so shocked by her sudden appearance that they hadn’t realized that was a talent ability—lightning!

Now this… was restoration!

The Imperial Crown Princess really did have talent abilities, and more than one!

The six-volume works hadn’t lied!

The legends were all true!

The plaza erupted in uncontainable cheers.

Tie Lin’s face went deathly pale, his heart like dead ashes.

The Empress Dowager suddenly stood up, only to be forcefully pulled down by the black-robed figure behind her.

Tie Yan’s eyes filled with tears, and He Zi and others exchanged smiles.

Tie Ci turned her head and fixed her gaze on Assistant Minister Xiao. Assistant Minister Xiao felt a chill throughout his body.

The next instant, cries of shock once again overturned the entire plaza.

The Imperial Crown Princess on the platform had suddenly vanished.

The next moment, she appeared behind Assistant Minister Xiao, her hand resting on his shoulder.

The cheering stopped abruptly. People on the platform stood like clay sculptures and wooden figures, Xiao clan guards’ raised legs frozen in mid-air. Everyone looked at each other, enormous terror flooding their eyes.

Was this… yet another talent ability from the Imperial Crown Princess?

How could there be more?

Hadn’t they said she had never awakened her talent abilities and was unworthy of the great position?

How was it that after a year of training, talent abilities were pouring out like they cost nothing?

And what was the Imperial Crown Princess planning to do?

Kill Assistant Minister Xiao?

Killing the powerless Assistant Minister Xiao would be easy, but would the Empress Dowager agree? Would the Xiao family agree? Would Xiao Xueya, who controlled the southeastern navy, agree? Would the Xiao family’s forces spread throughout the court agree? Would the dependent families hidden in various parts of the country agree? Would the economic forces the Xiao family openly and secretly controlled, capable of shaking the nation’s foundation, agree?

Such a behemoth couldn’t be solved by simply killing one or two people—it could destabilize the entire country.

Everyone held their breath.

But Tie Ci was listening to others’ breathing.

Among them was Assistant Minister Xiao’s breathing—suddenly stopped at first, now gradually becoming heavy.

The old fox was afraid.

But besides that, there was another breathing pattern.

Calm, light, like a trickling stream. No matter what happened in this scene, it hadn’t caused this breathing to change even a fraction.

Accompanying this breathing was a faint sense of encompassing control, a feeling of situation management that only masters like her could perceive. Those within it felt watched by a giant eye that could summon lightning and thunder, split everything here with just a blink.

Including her.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly.

No, it wouldn’t work. She wasn’t his opponent yet.

That fellow standing behind the Empress Dowager with no presence at all—he was the one truly controlling the situation.

She might be able to kill Old Xiao regardless of consequences, but Father Emperor, who was closer to the Empress Dowager, would be killed instantly as well.

Besides, what use would killing one Old Xiao be?

To kill both the Empress Dowager and Old Xiao simultaneously—she couldn’t do it.

The scars on her back seemed to itch slightly, but now wasn’t the time to scratch.

Tie Ci smiled slightly, patting Assistant Minister Xiao’s shoulder with an affectionate and natural attitude, as if treating a minister loyal to herself with whom she had an excellent sovereign-minister relationship.

“Minister Xiao, so what do you say? Do I have talent abilities or not?”

She asked Old Xiao while looking at the opposite side, at one of the Xiao faction officials who had just said she had no talent abilities and was unworthy of the Crown Prince position—a Censor. The Censors were controlled by the Xiao family, so whenever there were court disputes, the Xiao family could dominate the discourse.

That person trembled under her gaze and instinctively said, “You do! Your Highness, you do! Your Highness has even more talent abilities than His Highness the Heir! Congratulations, Your Highness, on awakening your talent abilities!”

Tie Ci smiled and said, “Sir is indeed worthy of being a Censor—your words can turn ten thousand rudders, your tongue can bloom lotus flowers.”

The man’s face turned ashen.

Having given such an evaluation of the Imperial Crown Princess in public, his career and reputation were finished.

He would be infamous for eternity.

The Empress Dowager sat on her throne, face pale, turning her body slightly to address those behind her: “Kill her.”

The person behind didn’t move.

The Empress Dowager was furious, grinding her teeth: “Kill her, and I’ll let you go!”

The black-robed figure behind her stirred slightly, seeming tempted, then stopped again. A muffled voice came from within the black robe.

“Can’t kill her.”

“Why not!”

“Fool.” The person behind spoke without emotion. “Can’t you see she’s hiding behind your brother? She’s using your brother as a shield. For me to kill her, I’d have to kill your brother first. If you’re willing, I’ll act.”

The Empress Dowager choked.

Her silver teeth ground together audibly.

Prime Minister Rong was also watching that side. Behind him, Grand Academician Xie Miao of Wenhua Hall sighed and said, “Prime Minister, you seemed to agree too easily.”

It might be difficult to regain the imperial family’s trust and could easily be accused of being opportunistic.

Prime Minister Rong said flatly, “Do you know why I asked that question earlier?”

Xie Miao didn’t understand his meaning.

“Today the Xiao clan mobilized the Three Great Camps, mobilized the Capital Guards, mobilized the Five Military Commissioners Office, even prepared large numbers of common people. All the military and civilian forces inside and outside the capital, normally used to resist great armies, were used to intercept one person—the Imperial Crown Princess. Yet they couldn’t stop her.”

“Perhaps she brought troops to attack the city?”

“If she had brought troops to attack the city, she couldn’t have arrived this quickly,” Prime Minister Rong said. “Do you know what her swift arrival means?”

The Grand Academician, who had always followed his lead, showed an expression of humble inquiry.

“You should consider what the situation inside and outside the capital has been these past few days. That she could enter means the entire capital was providing her assistance. It means the court’s welcoming plan was easily shattered. The Ministry of Rites, the Three Great Camps, the common people were all hindered. It means considerable forces from local armies, capital forces, civilians, even officials and Western Rong all support her, enabling her to pass alone through the outer city, inner city, imperial city, and palace city, walking to our presence under nearly impossible circumstances.”

Rong Luchuan said, “Since Great Qian’s founding, no Crown Prince has been able to accomplish this.”

He said, “How can Tie Lin compare with her?”

“Someone who can’t be helped up—if you don’t let go quickly, are you waiting to be dragged down?”

Xie Miao said, “But we previously…”

“What about us previously? We only fulfilled our duties as ministers, respectfully carrying out the Empress Dowager’s and His Majesty’s intentions.” Rong Luchuan said flatly. “Don’t worry, as long as they remain at an impasse, we’ll never fall. The Imperial Crown Princess will never be able to settle accounts later.”

Xie Miao understood and retreated with heartfelt admiration.

Triangles were always the most stable.

The Xiao family, the imperial house, and the Rong clan formed the court’s triangle. With the Tie and Xiao clans incompatible as fire and water, as long as one side didn’t collapse completely, the Rong faction would be safe and would definitely be courted by both sides.

Previously, when the Tie clan was obviously weak, Prime Minister Rong had slightly favored the imperial family, constantly showing goodwill.

Now that the imperial family had produced Tie Ci and the Xiao family was being continuously weakened, the Rong clan’s strategy toward both corners should also be adjusted.

Tie Ci still stood behind Assistant Minister Xiao, smiling: “My Tie imperial family is blessed by Heaven. Besides myself, another person with talent abilities has emerged in our clan. This should be widely announced and celebrated with the people. Today’s grand court session invited gentry and common people to jointly celebrate our imperial family’s joy. Thank you, Assistant Minister Xiao, for your thoughtful arrangements.”

Assistant Minister Xiao kept a stiff face. Looking at the Empress Dowager and seeing no action from her, he knew today’s great momentum was lost. He forced a smile and said, “Yes…”

“No!” Prince Zhao suddenly stepped forward and said sternly, “Don’t try to confuse the facts. Today was originally my son’s coronation ceremony! So what if you have talent abilities? My son has them too, and he is High Ancestor Emperor reborn, and moreover a male heir—he should rightfully be the legitimate heir of the Tie imperial family!”

Tie Lin’s whole body trembled as if pricked by a needle. He jumped up suddenly, pointing at Tie Ci and shouting loudly, “Right! You’re just a girl—why do you always steal my things! If not for you, the crown prince position should have been mine! A waste who was just lucky to be born from the right belly, occupying the Crown Prince position for over ten years! Just when I finally awakened my talent abilities, you immediately awakened yours too! When I was about to become crown prince, you appeared! Why do you always ruin my affairs! How can there be such coincidences in the world! It’s fake! It must be fake! I am High Ancestor reborn, I should inherit the throne, my talent abilities are the strongest!”

Everyone: “…”

Big brother, please stop talking! Don’t you know every sentence is digging a pit for yourself?

Tie Ci didn’t even glance at this father and son pair, saying gently to those below: “Additionally, there’s another joyous matter I haven’t had time to report to His Majesty. Today, with this grand gathering, I’ll tell everyone together—I have made an agreement with the new Western Rong king Wuliang Suoye. Western Rong henceforth submits to Great Qian, will forever be Great Qian’s loyal vassal, and has agreed to return Hanli Hanmo to Great Qian. From now on, three hundred li of vast desert returns to old territory, forever part of Great Qian’s domain.”

Below was first complete silence.

People looked at each other, not daring to believe their ears.

The common people also had passionate blood in their hearts. At any time, they had an unbreakable attachment to expanding territory. Great Qian had been peaceful for long, with several generations of emperors all mediocre. Though there were many border incursions, mostly they only defensively expelled invaders. In recent years, busy with internal strife, they had even adopted appeasement policies toward the increasingly disloyal Three Great Fiefs. The people inevitably felt dissatisfied and missed the magnificent spirit of the founding era when they rode across the world with sabers drawn, but could only relive past glories in teahouses and taverns, indulging in nostalgic talk.

Yet who would have thought—without war, without taking a grain of rice from the people and court, without spending a single soldier—they had subdued the always rebellious Western Rong and recovered Hanli Hanmo?

Although that place was barren and desolate, the significance was different!

That was territorial recovery, domain expansion, Great Qian finally showing the dignity of a suzerain state before Western Rong, the best beginning of universal unity.

After a moment of silence, sound waves suddenly exploded.

Officials and gentry who knew past history began cheering, some laughing loudly. Some common people who didn’t know the details, after being educated by inquiries, also excitedly clamored.

Tie Ci pressed down with both hands, and everyone immediately fell silent, looking at her with burning gazes.

This scene made all the officials’ hearts tremble, thinking when did she gain such prestige?

They didn’t know that since ancient times, the power of written transmission knew no bounds. The six-volume works were comparable to the best publicity, having already suggested the Imperial Crown Princess’s strength countless times in the minds of the capital’s people.

“There’s another piece of good news.”

Hearing this, the Xiao clan’s eyes went dark again while the plaza reached another climax.

“Hanli Hanmo is not as barren as everyone imagines. In fact, there are substantial oil deposits there, as well as fertile plains suitable for cultivation. Currently, teams from Yueli Academy are researching water engineering projects from surrounding snow mountains. If successful, Hanli Hanmo can become Great Qian’s mining area and also one of Great Qian’s granaries.”

Minister Gu of the Ministry of Revenue immediately said, “Your Highness, even during training, you haven’t forgotten national planning and people’s livelihood. This minister is deeply moved. Granaries and mineral deposits are both great matters benefiting a thousand autumns. The entire Ministry of Revenue is willing to fully support developing Hanli Hanmo, only awaiting Your Highness’s orders.”

Commander Qi also immediately said, “For various projects, plain irrigation and cultivation, relocating people, and if the Ministry of Revenue needs insufficient manpower for transporting various materials, the Five Military Commissioners Office can also deploy garrison soldiers from various locations to help.”

The Empress Dowager: …I wanted to have a proper birthday celebration, but you old fox refused to agree no matter what!

In fact, once these matters began, the Cabinet would naturally make assignments. All the officials understood this was merely positioning and expressing stance.

Minister Gu and Commander Qi had always belonged to the neutral faction. Minister Gu’s son was childhood sweethearts with the Imperial Crown Princess, but Minister Gu himself was someone who didn’t take sides or compete, only did practical work, his heart full of concern for Great Qian’s treasury. Obviously, the Imperial Crown Princess’s behavior of extracting oil in such a poor place as Hanli Hanmo greatly pleased Old Gu, making him step forward.

As for Qi Ling, who controlled the capital’s military power… this significance was quite different. He didn’t have a son who was childhood sweethearts with the Crown Princess. He had always been of the “wise self-preservation” faction. After all, military generals generally didn’t participate in court struggles, and military generals holding military power were even more sensitive. What was wrong with him today?

What was wrong with him today? This was also a question Tie Ci pondered.

Earlier in the imperial city, when Qi Yuansi came to help, she had found it strange. Qi Yuansi had brought quite a few family retainers—without his father’s approval, could he bring so many people? There seemed to have been personnel movements in the outer city earlier as well.

Looking now, it was indeed with Qi Ling’s consent.

That meant Qi Ling wasn’t making a temporary stance based on the current situation reversal—he had risked being purged and acted early.

But Qi Ling had always had no relationship with her. How had he suddenly been willing to risk helping her? Tie Ci didn’t think such a major matter could be achieved by Qi Yuansi simply kneeling and pleading.

She looked toward Qi Ling. Qi Ling was smiling at her, nodding slightly.

That gaze was very gentle and kind.

Tie Ci was somewhat puzzled.

How is it like how my father looks at me…

But the cheering at this moment interrupted her thoughts. Now wasn’t the time to research this matter.

In the cheering, she smiled and nodded to Prince Zhao, saying, “Uncle Wang, I also dreamed of High Ancestor Emperor last night. High Ancestor Emperor praised me profusely, saying I deeply resemble our ancestor, and he was extremely gratified.”

Prince Zhao: “…”

I knew you were quite capable.

But I really didn’t know you were so shameless.

My family’s High Ancestor reborn, and you come with High Ancestor Emperor personally determining you’re more alike?

Are you bullying High Ancestor Emperor because he can’t crawl out of his coffin to slap your face?

He Zi immediately bowed, “Your Highness possesses numerous talent abilities, combined with outstanding ability, concern for people’s livelihood, many achievements during training, repeated extraordinary accomplishments, and moreover the glorious ancestral deed of Hanli Hanmo’s return. If Your Highness doesn’t resemble High Ancestor, then no one under Heaven could resemble him!”

“Right, no one under Heaven is more worthy of resembling High Ancestor!”

“Your Highness has such great talent—the Tie clan’s revival is in sight!”

“High Ancestor’s spirit would surely be proud of Your Highness!”

In the cheering, Prince Zhao’s face grew gray inch by inch.

He looked at Tie Lin standing dazedly to the side and dejectedly retreated.

What was there left to compete for?

Divine will, popular sentiment, people’s hopes—all belonged to someone else.

Even if he didn’t want to admit it verbally, in his heart he understood that Tie Lin couldn’t compare with Tie Ci.

Tie Lin had talent abilities, but so did Tie Ci, and she had more.

Tie Lin was a man, but Tie Ci was only stronger than men.

Without a single achievement to his name, having exposed his character at today’s grand court session, Tie Lin was one step away from the throne but would never reach it.

Tie Lin still stood there dumbly, not understanding why Tie Ci was saying all this. Prince Zhao reached out to pull him, but he stubbornly refused to move, as if retreating one step would mean losing the crown prince position that was within his grasp.

He hated—why did this woman always steal his things?

“I…”

Tie Ci suddenly glanced at him.

That glance was like heaven and earth forming a whirlpool. The sun, moon, stars, and surrounding people suddenly became shattered, spinning, dissolving into dark chaos.

In the chaos, someone said quietly to him, “Quick, say ‘I am an idiot.'”

Instinctively, the words on his lips took a turn, becoming a confused yet sharp cry: “…I am an idiot!”

Everyone: “…”

People stared blankly at Tie Ci, who wore a benevolent smile.

Mm, now you tell me—regarding talent abilities, who’s stronger?

Chapter 279: From Now On, We’re All One Family
Prince Zhao rushed forward, covering Tie Lin’s mouth forcefully and dragging him away.

His son had probably suffered too much shock and gone mad.

The Empress Dowager stared at Tie Ci with heavy eyes.

Tie Ci still stood behind Assistant Minister Xiao, saying lightly, “Assistant Minister, the great armies outside the city, the Ministry of Rites officials, the waiting common people—those who should disperse should disperse, those who should be recalled should be recalled. I’m merely returning home, yet so many people have mobilized to welcome me. It makes me uneasy.”

She stood too close, making Assistant Minister Xiao inevitably feel chilled, fearing that if she became dissatisfied, she might disregard everything and kill him first. He could only say, “Your Highness speaks correctly.”

Assistant Minister Xiao saw the murderous intent in his sister’s eyes, but Tie Ci’s words reminded him.

If all those great armies and preparations earlier hadn’t been able to stop Tie Ci, could the guards and imperial troops in the palace kill her now?

Would the palace guards and imperial troops, all supposedly loyal to the Xiao clan, be willing to help them kill the imperial heir in full view of everyone?

Tie Ci’s popularity had already reached its peak during this year. Within the imperial capital, don’t even think about killing her.

Things had come to this point. Each side should step back, maintain balance, and plan for gradual progress.

Obviously, the Empress Dowager wasn’t ignorant of this point either. After a while, she restrained her gloomy expression, beckoned to Tie Ci, and said kindly, “Ci’er, come let this Dowager look at you. It’s been almost a year since we’ve seen each other—I’ve missed you terribly.”

Everyone above and below the hall felt enormous admiration for the Empress Dowager’s acting skills at this moment.

Tie Ci smiled and brought Assistant Minister Xiao over with her, still keeping Assistant Minister Xiao between them as she perfunctorily bowed to the Empress Dowager, looking more like she was making Assistant Minister Xiao bow to the Empress Dowager.

The Empress Dowager was obviously angered again, her chest rising and falling.

Tie Ci’s voice wasn’t loud, yet everyone above and below the plaza could hear: “I still have important matters to discuss with His Majesty and various ministers. The Empress Dowager is advanced in years and has long resided deep in the palace. Such tedious front court affairs shouldn’t trouble Your Majesty. Li Gui, escort the Empress Dowager back to the palace.”

The ministers with lowered heads twitched their eyebrows.

The Imperial Crown Princess was swift and decisive, striking while the iron was hot. Having gained the advantage, she pressed forward relentlessly to drive the Empress Dowager away.

If she drove her away today, it would be difficult for her to return behind the curtain in the future.

The Empress Dowager hadn’t expected her to actually order people away. She sat motionless, raising her head to stare at her.

The Empress Dowager had shown considerable aging in recent years, with many wrinkles, but the foundation of her natural beauty from youth remained. Her naturally fair skin, eyes with a somewhat triangular shape—but the kind of gorgeous, captivating triangle—eye corners slightly hooked upward, pupils black and large, naturally carrying three parts ruthlessness when looking at people.

Though she had cursed the old shrew as an old toad countless times in her heart, Tie Ci had to admit that when the old shrew dressed up, she still had the capital to bewitch people with her beauty.

She met her gaze without avoiding it, smiling, “What, let your lover come out and kill me? Then come on.”

This sentence was spoken quietly, audible only to her, the Xiao siblings, and that black robe.

Hearing the word “lover,” the Empress Dowager’s face changed dramatically, instinctively turning to look at the black robe.

Tie Ci also stared intently at the black robe. How would this rat who feared light and the sound of water, hiding from head to toe in robes, react to this statement?

No reaction.

But Tie Ci could feel that within that patch of black shadow, a pair of eyes was carefully examining her.

After a moment, a vague laugh seemed to emerge from within the wide black robe. The robe trembled, then receded cloudlike into the background.

This mysterious person had actually left without saying goodbye.

The Empress Dowager’s face changed dramatically. Not expecting her protector to suddenly abandon her, she looked up to see Tie Ci standing extremely close with a beaming smile.

She shivered and hurriedly stood up, saying, “In that case, I shall return to the palace.”

Li Gui said timely, “The Empress Dowager departs for the palace!”

Thus, the Empress Dowager’s hasty departure wouldn’t look like fleeing in panic.

But even so, in everyone’s eyes, the Empress Dowager had been forced back to Ciren Palace by a single sentence from Tie Ci.

The Imperial Crown Princess was domineering.

But Tie Ci didn’t even glance at her, saying casually, “The Blood Cavalry is outside the city. They’re a meritorious unit—send officials out to escort them in.”

An official cried out, “Your Highness, this is improper according to protocol…”

But his voice gradually faded under Tie Ci’s gaze.

“Protocol? What protocol? Are you the Minister of Rites?” Tie Ci said flatly. “Then let me ask you first—everything that happened today, was it proper? Was it reasonable?”

That official automatically fell silent, bowed, and retreated into the crowd.

With his sister and her protector gone, Assistant Minister Xiao immediately felt extremely unsafe. Not daring to stay in front of Tie Ci any longer, he hurriedly interjected, “The Blood Cavalry has distinguished military achievements, and escorting Your Highness all the way back to the capital is especially meritorious. Naturally they should be welcomed into the city and well entertained. Let them stay with the Capital Guards…”

He was about to say they should be arranged to stay in the Capital Guards’ barracks so the Capital Guards could watch them, but Tie Ci had already interjected, “Then let them stay with the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards. They’re all my people anyway.”

While speaking, Assistant Minister Xiao turned his body to escape Tie Ci’s shadow. While speaking, Tie Ci raised her palm, looked at it, wiped her palm on his back, and didn’t continue following him.

Assistant Minister Xiao breathed a sigh of relief, only now feeling the chill on his back. Then he suddenly realized the meaning of Tie Ci’s action just now, and his back stiffened.

He had broken into a sweat that had actually stained Tie Ci’s hand, and Tie Ci had casually wiped her hand clean on his back.

Extremely contemptuous, extremely disgusted, and in full view of everyone, clearly visible.

Seeing his fear, his cowardice, seeing him like a clown.

From now on, this scene would become his stain, his scandal, a permanent weakness for criticism, accompanying him for life and even being passed down through history for hundreds of years.

The Xiao family wasn’t afraid of being infamous for eternity, but they couldn’t become permanent cowards.

Across from him, Prime Minister Rong saw Assistant Minister Xiao instantly lose his spirit and vigor, even his waist becoming somewhat hunched.

A chill passed through his heart.

The Imperial Crown Princess’s actions seemed lenient and kind, but she never showed any mercy toward enemies.

She would use every means to strike down and eliminate opponents, pursuing them relentlessly, not stopping until they were kicked into the abyss.

Scanning the assembled ministers again, everyone showed expressions of awe.

Prime Minister Rong squinted, looking at the deepening twilight on the horizon, the sun about to set behind the western mountains.

But Tie Ci didn’t look at anyone. She turned around, facing the plaza.

Without needing to crack whips or shout commands, thousands of people above and below the plaza bowed their heads in unison.

Like wind sweeping across a calm sea, raising a wave of black tide, people’s shouts from deep in their chests filled with joy and admiration.

“Your Highness, long live, long live, long long live!”

“The Crown Prince is mighty, Heaven blesses Great Qian!”

At this moment the clouds parted and the sun shone bright, the sky cleared completely. Tie Ci stood in a ray of warm sunlight, clouds and sunset glow falling beside her temples like a crown, while the sunlight gilded her entire form like imperial robes, ten thousand rays of brilliant light all beneath her feet.

…

“Crash!” Everything on the table was swept to the floor.

Jade bottles and emerald cups rolled everywhere. Palace servants held their breath, bowed their heads, and retreated. No one dared pick anything up, and no one dared make a sound.

The Empress Dowager’s shrill voice echoed in the spacious palace chamber: “Why didn’t you help me kill her! Why!”

Li Gui stepped across the threshold, waved his hand, and the palace servants retreated as if granted amnesty. Li Gui walked last, carefully closing the door.

Dusk dragged the curtains into large patches of shadow. The black-robed figure stood within the shadows, almost impossible to spot at first glance, his voice also faint and ethereal: “She’ll die sooner or later anyway. Why should I waste energy now?”

The Empress Dowager said viciously, “Everyone will die sooner or later!”

The black-robed figure didn’t respond, but the Empress Dowager suddenly caught something, looking up in amazement: “What do you mean… you mean…”

The black-robed figure still didn’t answer her, only saying, “I’m injured and ill. To kill her now would consume too much energy. If I need to recuperate afterward, naturally I cannot continue accompanying you. If you don’t mind losing my protection and aren’t afraid she has other tricks, then I’ll go.”

The Empress Dowager hurriedly grabbed his sleeve, saying softly, “In that case, let’s spare her life for now. I can’t have you injured, otherwise I…”

The black-robed figure pulled away her hand, saying coldly, “Yes, if I’m injured, how can I wait for him?”

The Empress Dowager’s fingers, dyed with gold and red nail polish, trembled in the air, slowly withdrew, slowly clenched within her phoenix robe’s wide sleeves.

She heard her own gradually sinking, hollow voice echoing in the equally empty chamber: “Yes, we haven’t found him yet. Of course you can’t die, and you can’t be injured…”

…

The people in the plaza gradually dispersed. The Baize Guards scattered, soldiers from the Three Great Camps also formed ranks and left, leaving only the Capital Guards outside Meridian Gate to maintain order.

Soon, someone reported that the Blood Cavalry had entered the city, with common people offering food and drink, welcoming them along the streets.

However, after learning the Blood Cavalry’s numbers, many people looked strange. They had originally thought the appearing Blood Cavalry was an entire great army, but there were only three hundred cavalry. And wasn’t there supposed to be the Scorpion Camp too? Where was the Scorpion Camp?

Only Tie Ci knew the truth. She had returned first, while the main force was still slowly traveling with the decoy carriage. She had only brought back the most elite Crown Princess Nine Guards, while yesterday’s appearing Blood Cavalry should have been the advance troops sent by Di Yiwei to bolster her presence.

Above and below the plaza, only the court officials remained. Assistant Minister Xiao behind Tie Ci suddenly said heavily, “Since Your Highness has returned, you can accompany His Majesty in hearing government affairs. There should have been a court session today to discuss some major matters. Since it’s still early, would Your Highness be willing to spare some time?”

As he spoke, he waved his hand, and Cabinet ministers came forward carrying a memorial.

All had been screened by the Ceremonial Directorate and already marked in red by the Cabinet.

Tie Ci casually flipped through them and saw several impeachment memorials with various contents. Among them were impeachments of Zhu Yi for composing disrespectful poetry during the national mourning period, impeachments of He Zi for allegedly framing and falsely accusing the former Kings of Lu and Tang, complaints about moldy grain in Qingzhou granaries with Ministry of Revenue officials failing their inspection duties and suspected of taking bribes, accusations against Crown Princess Nine Guards Commander Xia Houchun of forcing civilian women and causing deaths, requests for the new headmaster candidate list for Yueli Academy, and even complaints about Central Military Commission Left Commander Qi Ling embezzling military salaries… A bewildering variety, from every angle and aspect, launching overwhelming accusations against all officials belonging to the “Crown Princess faction.”

Even Qi Ling, who had just revealed his position, was included. Qi Ling’s memorial had fresh ink—someone with quick hands had rushed it out just moments ago. But critically, the impeachment memorials actually contained evidence, and the Ceremonial Directorate had already stamped them while the Cabinet had marked them in red.

Xiao Liheng was demonstrating, showing his unparalleled power and control throughout the entire court.

These impeachments wouldn’t all be fabricated—there must be truth in them. For example, He Zi’s involvement in the Tang and Lu Kings’ case was real. Once all were launched, if not bringing down the entire Crown Princess faction, bringing down part of them would be no problem. The reason Xiao Liheng hadn’t brought them out from the beginning was probably that investigating these matters took time, and they thought that today’s grand court session would first dispose of the Imperial Crown Princess, after which dealing with these people however they wanted would be much easier.

Now that Tie Ci had crushed Tie Lin underfoot and suppressed the ambitions of other Tie clan members, she would inevitably rally these people to fully settle accounts with the Xiao clan. How could the Xiao clan sit and await death? Naturally they threw out their chips.

And the Rong clan naturally couldn’t allow the imperial family to easily settle accounts with the Xiao faction. At this time they would temporarily join hands with the Xiao family to prevent the imperial family from staging a comeback and losing their own control over government affairs and the Cabinet.

The Xiao family had lost Xiao Chang and his army, as well as the Yongping Navy—how could they let it go? The grand court session was only the first step in their counterattack.

But the Xiao family was equally wary of Tie Ci, worried that she and He Zi still had other dirt on the Xiao family, worried about mutual destruction with the imperial family allowing the Rong clan to take advantage.

At this moment the court finally formed a triangular situation, mutually constraining each other so no one could take another step.

Tie Ci knew that the Three Judicial Offices were still investigating the Xiao family’s old mansion dam collapse murder case and navy case. Now that she had won, these retaliatory memorials had become bargaining chips for negotiations with her.

She looked up at the sky and said, “Why is there black smoke rising from the rear palace?”

Xiao Liheng said without changing expression, “Ruixiang Hall caught fire for unknown reasons. Considerable time was delayed in firefighting.”

With this explanation, Tie Ci understood the origin of this fire. She nodded and said, “Since Ruixiang Hall caught fire, I must first assess the damage to my own home. Let’s postpone the court session. Ministers should return and rest first. Grand Academician Xiao, Grand Academician Rong, Grand Tutor, Minister Gu, Minister Zhang…” She named several important ministers—conveniently, the Crown Princess faction, Xiao clan, and Rong clan were all represented. “Come with me back to the palace to see how badly Ruixiang Hall was damaged.”

Now when she spoke, no one dared disobey. They all respectfully agreed.

As Qi Ling left, he deliberately circled past Tie Ci and winked at her.

Tie Ci: “…”

No, we’re not familiar—why are you acting cute with me?

An old man acting cute is terrifying, you know?

Qi Ling bowed to her again.

This was a normal gesture. Tie Ci returned the courtesy, smiling, “Thank you for your assistance, Commander Qi. Your son had merit regarding Western Rong affairs in Yongping earlier. I’ll request merit recognition for him shortly.”

Qi Ling chuckled quietly, “Thank you, Your Highness. This is our duty as ministers. After all, from now on we’re all one family.”

His last sentence was spoken very softly, and Tie Ci heard it vaguely: “…What?”

Qi Ling had already walked away with a mysterious smile.

Tie Ci: …I feel like something’s wrong somewhere?

As the crowd dispersed, Tie Yan, who had been sitting behind the crowd watching eagerly all along, couldn’t wait to stand up, but then hesitated somewhat.

The child was a bit darker and thinner, but looked very different from before, having gained some noble bearing that made people hesitant to approach. He suddenly felt he couldn’t call out “child,” and putting on imperial airs in front of the ministers seemed somewhat lacking in confidence.

But Tie Ci stood on tiptoe and spotted him at a glance, immediately grinning and waving, “Old Dad!”

She was improper, but Tie Yan immediately relaxed completely, smiling as he strode over. He was still preparing to maintain fatherly dignity for inspection when Tie Ci had already stepped forward and hugged Tie Yan, saying, “Father Emperor! Your waist has gotten slimmer! Did you miss me!”

Tie Yan couldn’t hold his composure any longer, patting her shoulder and laughing, “Child, no sense of propriety—all the ministers are watching!”

“Then let them envy our deep father-daughter bond!” Tie Ci chuckled and reached into her bosom to pull out a small box. “Father Emperor, a gift for you.”

“It’s enough that you’re back safely. What gifts do you need to bring?” Tie Yan took the box, half his face forcing seriousness while the other half couldn’t control his beaming smile. Thinking how his daughter had rushed all the way, breaking through countless barriers, yet in such tense and critical moments still remembered to bring him a gift, his eyes grew slightly moist. He struggled to control himself, gripping the box tightly.

The other ministers stood aside with various expressions. Everyone knew the imperial father and daughter had a good relationship, but they rarely saw palace daily life and were seeing for the first time how the Tie clan father and daughter actually interacted. Everyone couldn’t help feeling moved—such intimacy would be hard to find even in ordinary families, yet unexpectedly they witnessed it in the imperial family.

Some then recalled how Tie Yan, though weak, would still do his best to fight for his daughter, and how Tie Ci, though facing difficult paths, never gave up.

Thus they had always supported each other.

Tie Ci flicked the box, smiling as she urged her father, “Old Dad, take a look! It’s good stuff I scraped together from my master—deer antler, heavenly medicine, sea dog pills.”

“What thing…” Tie Yan immediately realized what this was, his face changing slightly. “You unprincipled thing!”

The deep father-daughter bond immediately vanished as the Emperor glared at the Crown Princess with raised eyebrows.

Tie Ci’s expression didn’t change. “Old Dad, you’re only just over forty, in the prime of life. Hurry up and give me a little brother so I can unload this burden early. It’ll save people from constantly jumping out to shout that women are unfit to inherit the throne. So annoying.”

“Little brother, what little brother? Even if you had a little brother born now, could he support the Crown Prince position! You’ve come this far, what nonsense are you thinking!”

“I’m still young. I’ll sit in the Crown Prince position for over ten years, helping support him. When he grows up, I’ll retire with accomplishments. Wouldn’t that be good?”

“Nonsense! Don’t say such things again!” Tie Yan stuffed the box into his sleeve, almost roughly interrupting Tie Ci’s words. “You finally reached today—don’t think such foolish thoughts! The Tie dynasty’s heir is you, and can only ever be you.”

He suddenly thought of something and probed, “Why are you saying this out of nowhere? Didn’t you always care greatly about the Crown Prince position? Didn’t you say crown princes who are deposed never have good endings? Now why… did something happen?”

Chapter 280: The World’s Most Delicious Goose
Tie Ci smiled and suddenly lost interest in talking.

“Nothing. Don’t worry too much.”

Dan Shuang, who had just arrived, stood silently behind her.

She had heard the father-daughter conversation.

The Crown Princess’s thoughts had changed, for the sake of… that person.

She began to feel that their identities were obstacles for both parties. Now that person presumably could never inherit the Liaodong throne, and as long as the Crown Princess remained heir, and would ascend to the imperial throne in the future, it would be absolutely impossible for her to unite with such a Liaodong prince who had once tried to assassinate her.

Unless the Crown Princess was no longer the Crown Princess, and both abandoned everything to live in seclusion.

So the Crown Princess hoped His Majesty would have other heirs.

But… after all these years without heirs, in the future… there probably wouldn’t be any either.

Tie Ci walked before He Zi and Zhu Yi, performing a deep disciple’s bow without saying much—everything was understood without words.

He Zi looked at her with satisfaction, smiling, “You’re more outstanding than I imagined… but some things cannot be accomplished overnight. There’s no need to be too hasty.”

Tie Ci knew he had already guessed the content of those memorials and nodded to indicate understanding.

The group headed toward the rear palace. Upon reaching Ruixiang Hall, Tie Ci saw the already blackened walls but no collapsed buildings, and understood the situation.

On the brass nails of the deep red palace gates hung not those undergarments and towels anymore, but various prayer sachets and pouches.

The main gate had been broken open, the plaque had fallen to the ground. Groups of sooty-faced creatures wrapped in blankets crouched far to one side, and Tie Ci could hardly distinguish who was who.

Tie Ci didn’t approach closely, looking at Ruixiang Hall from afar and sighing, “I merely went out for training, and when I return, my house nearly collapsed.”

Assistant Minister Xiao said, “Naturally, we ministers must properly repair it for Your Highness. I’ll have the Ministry of Works Construction Bureau come listen to Your Highness’s instructions shortly. Your Highness’s Ruixiang Hall hasn’t been renovated for several years and has become somewhat small. Now is a good opportunity to expand it properly. The neighboring Yuxiu Palace has been empty for years—we can incorporate it as well.”

Tie Ci said, “There’s no need to waste state funds on grand construction. Just rebuild according to Crown Prince standards. My palace has only these few people—three meals by day, one night’s rest. As long as palace affairs are peaceful, Father Emperor and Mother Consort are well, ministers serve the court loyally, and the common people live decent lives, I’ll be completely satisfied.”

Assistant Minister Xiao’s eyes flashed, his voice becoming more respectful, “We ministers will certainly dedicate ourselves wholeheartedly to Your Highness’s aspirations.”

“That’s settled then.” Tie Ci said, “I’ve been Crown Prince for eleven years, stable and secure until now. After going out for a year of training, I’ve gained many insights. The most important one is that governance should seek harmony, stability, and peace. When all court affairs are peaceful, there’s no reason for upheaval in the realm. I’m merely an Imperial Crown Princess—what thoughts could I have? Would I want the realm to burn clean like Ruixiang Hall? If I perform my duties well and everyone performs theirs well, with hearts focused on the court, all will be well.”

As she spoke, she seemed moved and stepped forward. Ruixiang Hall’s plaque had fallen down, one corner burned black, lying crookedly across the entrance. Tie Ci reached out and lifted it. The ministers’ hearts hissed, expecting her to scream from being burned. He Zi said, “You mustn’t…” but stopped halfway.

Tie Ci seemed to have no sensation, lifting the heavy, scalding plaque with two fingers.

Everyone looked at her fingers, then at the plaque, their expressions gradually becoming bewildered.

Tie Ci held the plaque and sighed, “My nameplate isn’t so easily destroyed.”

She lightly brushed her fingers across the plaque. Wherever they passed, burn marks disappeared and black ash vanished. The blue background with golden characters reading “Ruixiang Hall” gleamed like new in the sunlight.

Tie Ci casually tossed it lightly, and the plaque hung gleaming back in its original position.

This feat was nearly miraculous. Even these deep-scheming high officials couldn’t quite control their expressions.

Looking up at the gleaming new “Ruixiang Hall” characters on the burned, mottled palace gate, they seemed to understand something.

Assistant Minister Xiao immediately stepped back and bowed deeply, “Your Highness’s golden words are enlightening and deafening. We ministers are wholeheartedly convinced and will strictly follow Your Highness’s intentions.”

Prime Minister Rong also bowed deeply.

“In that case.” Tie Ci took the pile of memorials he had presented earlier and casually placed them back in the accompanying Ceremonial Directorate eunuch’s tray—meaning they would be withheld. “You may all go attend to your duties.”

The various ministers had no objections and withdrew efficiently.

Before leaving, He Zi cast an approving glance at Tie Ci.

The Imperial Crown Princess was swift and decisive, not dragging things out. After recognizing the situation, rather than being constrained in court, she had brought people before the burned Ruixiang Hall—this was another level of accusation, then conducted negotiations right there before the ruins.

The meaning was clear: she only wanted to peacefully serve as Imperial Crown Princess, with the Tie imperial family continuing stably.

Don’t cause her trouble, and she wouldn’t cause trouble.

Each side would step back, and all would be well.

Otherwise, everything would burn clean.

In a few words, she expressed her position, showed weakness, and made threats—settling everything decisively.

The assembled ministers who could reach the Six Ministries and Nine Courts were all intelligent people, especially Xiao Liheng, who also retreated quickly given how things stood.

The Xiao family dominated the court, while Tie Ci held strong popular support.

The Xiao family’s military power had been weakened, and Tie Ci had gained support from Di Yiwei and Qi Ling, but the Capital Guards and Three Great Camps still gave more voice to the Xiao family.

In the southeast, there was still Xiao Xueya, who controlled military power.

The Xiao family’s control had been weakened and popular voice had declined, while Tie Ci’s succession was secure, her status elevated, and supporters growing daily. From now on, she would no longer be a puppet and would inevitably have more voice in court affairs.

The training that the Xiao family had schemed to arrange had instead helped Tie Ci fight a beautiful comeback battle.

Now everyone stood steadily in a basically balanced position.

But everyone understood that matters would definitely not end here.

It would depend on who recovered fastest afterward and accumulated more strength, until completely overwhelming the other side.

But why rush?

An Imperial Crown Princess who could turn the tables under the worst circumstances—what would she fear under currently favorable conditions?

From a certain perspective, if the Xiao family, with the best resources, couldn’t win, they had already lost.

He Zi left smiling—he looked forward to the future.

Tie Ci went toward the roadside. Ruixiang Hall’s darlings were shivering in the wind, looking quite pitiful, but passing snacks under their blankets.

When these people looked up and saw Tie Ci, they immediately started wailing and crying. A large group of beauties rushed over, but one slightly taller figure immediately stopped.

Tie Ci rushed toward that group of beauties… perfectly brushed past them and grabbed the escaping Gu Xiaoxiao.

“You burned down my palace—where are you running?”

Gu Xiaoxiao struggled in her grip, “Hey hey, don’t touch me, don’t pull me, don’t hug me…”

By the time he finished protesting, Tie Ci had already pulled him close for a fierce hug, then disgustedly deposited him to one side, patting off the dust she’d acquired, saying, “I thought your problem was cured.”

“How could it be?” Gu Xiaoxiao said, “Besides, this isn’t a problem—it’s called being particular. Look at you, covered in sweat, smelling worse than me.”

After saying this, his eyes lit up as he reached to strip Tie Ci’s dust-and-sweat-covered clothes. Tie Ci returned to being dominated by Gu Xiaoxiao’s mysophobia and OCD, slapping away his paws and turning to spread her arms toward the beauties, “My darling precious sweethearts—”

The darling precious sweethearts who had been left in the palace for a year, sporting singed hair and cracking sunflower seeds, said in unison: “Ptui!”

Tie Yan stood to the side with folded arms, watching Tie Ci with a satisfied smile.

He had remained silent earlier, his whole being radiating the lazy contentment of a father whose children had grown up and who could slack off.

Only one person stood up tearfully from the crowd, saying pitifully, “Your Majesty, Your Highness—”

Tie Ci looked carefully for a long time before recognizing this was Consort Jing.

The delicate, refined consort was now covered in ash, her hair burned to various lengths, clutching a dirty little handkerchief and pulling on Tie Ci’s sleeve while crying, “Your Highness, I was terrified. They rescued me, but before we’d said much, they set the fire. My hair was almost completely burned…”

Xiao Chong said, “Your Highness, Consort Jing was previously kept in Ciren Palace by the Empress Dowager. We took advantage of the Empress Dowager going to the palace gate plaza for the grand court session to steal her back.”

Tie Ci was very gratified. She had originally wondered why the Empress Dowager, in such desperate straits, hadn’t thought to use Father Emperor and Mother Consort to constrain her. Father Emperor was better protected since Grand Tutor He would surely find ways to protect him, but Mother Consort would be more vulnerable. Indeed, she had been captured by the Empress Dowager, but fortunately her palace people were capable, finding the best opportunity to rescue her.

Even when the Empress Dowager wasn’t there, Ciren Palace’s defenses remained strict. Fortunately Xiaoxiao was there, and fortunately most of the women in Ruixiang Hall had some small skills. Xiaoxiao was familiar with everyone in Ruixiang Hall’s abilities and palace conditions, able to command in her place—he was her most capable male confidant.

Only Consort Jing continued chattering about their separation, about her fright on her behalf, about the cold treatment in Ciren Palace, about her joy at seeing Tie Ci. Tie Ci smiled and listened patiently, casually finding a stone to sit on.

Gu Xiaoxiao couldn’t bear to watch, but he had social anxiety, and his status and seniority were lower than Consort Jing’s, so he could only stand aside secretly looking at Tie Yan. Tie Yan frowned and stepped forward to pull Consort Jing away, “Enough, enough. Do you know how difficult it was for the Crown Princess to return? You don’t even ask how her injuries have healed or if she was tired on the journey—just talking about yourself.”

Consort Jing was startled, remembering Tie Ci’s injuries and immediately nervously examining her from head to toe. Fearing she’d start chattering and crying again, Tie Ci quickly said, “I’m fine. Rest will do. Father Emperor and Mother Consort should return to the palace first too.”

Consort Jing stood close to Tie Yan, gazing tenderly at Tie Ci. Tie Yan said, “I’ve already ordered people to clean up Yuxiu Palace for you to stay in temporarily. Ruixiang Hall will need major renovation. In a few days, the palace will hold a banquet for you, so the imperial clan and noble children can properly recognize their master again.”

“Rather than a banquet, why not hunting? We can also see if those young men who went out for training have improved.” Tie Ci said, “Father Emperor needn’t worry about these trivial matters. Since I’ve returned, I’ll naturally handle them. But with the spring examinations approaching, we must carefully consider the chief and deputy examiners. We mustn’t let the Xiao and Rong clans gain the advantage.”

This spring examination would have many Yueli Academy students participating. The examiners had become a three-way contest, inevitably requiring long negotiations.

Tie Ci also asked about Father Emperor and Mother Consort’s safety in the palace, whether more personnel were needed. Though she had arrangements, the people hadn’t arrived yet. Tie Yan said, “Don’t underestimate your father. After all these years, I can claim half the palace. Moreover, Grand Tutor He has requested experts to protect me.”

Tie Ci thought the experts were probably villagers from Lingquan Village, but wondered about the outcome if the black-robed figure faced them. Speaking of which, why had the Empress Dowager never had the black-robed figure act against Father Emperor and herself? Was it unwillingness or inability?

Recalling her earlier observations of the Empress Dowager and black-robed figure’s interaction, she vaguely felt that the black-robed figure’s identity wasn’t merely that of a guard or retainer, and the Empress Dowager couldn’t completely control him either.

Perhaps their agreement only covered protecting the Empress Dowager alone, nothing more.

Perhaps their relationship wasn’t as close as imagined.

As long as it wasn’t as close as imagined, there must be possibilities for driving wedges between them.

Was this black-robed figure the Night Emperor who had once defeated Chen Tuntian?

Chen Tuntian had said the person who could defeat him was in the southwest.

Perhaps when things were more stable, she should visit Yannan. She had recently received news that Yannan’s current ruler was the former Yannan King’s bastard brother, while the female heir and her brother hadn’t appeared for a long time.

That bastard brother appeared obedient to Great Qian on the surface but secretly imposed tariffs on Great Qian merchants, extorting and blackmailing them, and had increased troops in Yannan’s Chu Prefecture. Chu Prefecture was Yannan territory closest to Great Qian’s Yun Prefecture. This Yannan de facto ruler’s style was clearly different from the former Yannan King’s—trouble would surely arise sooner or later.

Additionally, regarding the impeachment memorials the Xiao clan had thrown out earlier, involving errors and vulnerabilities of their own ministers—what should be remedied must be remedied, what should be eliminated must be eliminated. They must minimize all vulnerabilities while obtaining as many vulnerabilities of the Xiao faction as possible.

Previously, Di Yiwei had suggested she establish an organization similar to Liaodong’s Embroidered Uniform Guards for monitoring officials and investigating the realm. Tie Ci hadn’t immediately agreed.

She had heard her master mention such organizations since childhood—Jinyiwei, Eastern and Western Factories, Blood Drop Guards. Her master said they left countless sinister legends in their history, were blades in emperors’ hands, instruments for spying on ministers. Officials trembled under bleeding blades, felt chilled under omnipresent surveillance. Everyone lived in fear, court and countryside were uneasy.

Emperors already wielded power over the realm. If they also held blades, might they become evil dragons?

And blades themselves had no sheaths. Once out of control, how many innocents would suffer?

Even heroes violated prohibitions with martial arts.

Useful didn’t mean it could be used casually.

Tie Ci sighed, thinking training abroad was better. Upon returning, countless affairs came crashing down.

But perhaps being busy was good—being busy meant some things needn’t be considered.

Father Emperor and Mother Consort left together. Tie Ci’s gaze lingered on Consort Jing’s hand tightly gripping Father Emperor’s sleeve. Father Emperor generally disliked people getting close, yet after being pulled for so long, he hadn’t shaken her off or even noticed.

She turned to look at Gu Xiaoxiao. Her male confidant always understood her perfectly and immediately comprehended, saying, “His Majesty and Consort Jing have been getting along well recently. Probably because you weren’t here, His Majesty missed you, and Consort Jing often spoke of you to him. Speaking of you so much, they naturally grew closer.”

Tie Ci thought this was good. She hoped for a little brother. Though she wouldn’t mind a half-brother, naturally a full brother would be better.

Gu Xiaoxiao watched her expression, wanting to speak but hesitating.

He always felt that in this matter, Consort Jing was intentional but His Majesty seemed unintentional. His tolerance and acceptance of the consort was probably all due to his love for his daughter.

As a man, Gu Xiaoxiao had an intuition that His Majesty wouldn’t have more heirs and didn’t want more heirs. With the Crown Princess now so brilliant and mighty, His Majesty would even less likely create complications.

The Crown Princess, being in the midst of it, naturally hoped her parents would get along, but Gu Xiaoxiao felt Consort Jing would probably be disappointed.

But this wasn’t something to tell Tie Ci.

It was already late. As a male confidant, it wouldn’t be proper to remain in the palace longer, so he left. Yuxiu Palace hadn’t been cleaned yet, and Dianfang Hall sent someone to invite Tie Ci for dinner, saying His Majesty was also at Dianfang Hall.

Returning from a long journey to dine with parents was basic filial duty. Tie Ci arranged for Ruixiang Hall people to guard and clean Yuxiu Palace, then went to Dianfang Hall. Upon entering, she saw Nanny Qin leading people to greet her. The assembled palace servants were all proper and orderly. She nodded with satisfaction.

Entering the hall, she saw Father Emperor sitting alone, drinking lightly. A palace maid said Consort Jing was so happy she was personally cooking.

Before she finished speaking, a scream came from Dianfang Hall’s attached small kitchen. Tie Ci went to look and indeed, the delicate consort had burned her hand.

Tie Ci sighed.

Clearly born to a small family yet raised more delicately than a great family’s daughter.

She rolled up her sleeves, pushed Consort Jing out, saying, “Let me show you my skills instead.”

Consort Jing went to seek comfort from the Emperor with her injured finger. Tie Ci surveyed her surroundings and asked, “Is there goose?”

The kitchen staff quickly brought over a cleaned goose.

Tie Ci asked, “Why no swan?”

Kitchen staff: “…”

Your Imperial Highness, are you serious?

There were swans in Yuyechi pond outside—pairs of them, white feathers on green water, a palace scenic spot.

But how did they offend you? Or how hungry did you get out there that you’d even eat swans?

Tie Ci, having asked, was also startled.

During her time with Feiyu, oh no, Murong Yi, she had eaten many delicacies and learned several dishes.

But whenever she thought of his cuisine, her first reaction was still iron pot stewed swan.

Just as thinking of him always brought the academy to mind first.

Perhaps the initial encounter at Ziyang was too strange, the reunion at Dongming too dangerous. Only at the academy—faint book fragrance, pure students, all stories in that human ivory tower seemed infused with the fresh, fragrant aura of youthful passion. Perhaps that period was the initial hazy stage of emotion—light joy, faint melancholy, all glances and smiles hiding anticipation, all eye contact and sparring tacitly understood.

She would always remember candlelight and shadows in the library, iron pot steam, and that person amid light and steam.

Acacia flowers falling on hair by Liuxiang Lake, white fingers through which water and black hair flowed together.

A hammock gently swaying in the woods, a cloud drifting to the moon.

Rong Rong, Yi Yi, and Rong Yi’s big round black eyes reflecting delicate serial pictures on white walls.

…

Palace maids looked strangely at the Imperial Crown Princess standing dazed in the kitchen with outstretched hands, freshly washed water dripping to the floor.

They all thought the Crown Princess was supposedly very capable but probably couldn’t cook, just being competitive and unwilling to show weakness.

Smart servants should understand to give their master a graceful exit.

“Your Highness, perhaps we should…”

Tie Ci suddenly awoke, forcing a smile and taking the goose.

“Let me make you the world’s second most delicious goose.”

A bolder palace maid asked with a smile, “Why the second most delicious goose?”

Tie Ci skillfully prepared the goose under everyone’s surprised gazes. After a long while, she smiled as if casually.

“Because the world’s most delicious goose has already been eaten by me.”

Chapter 281: There Must Be a Dog Outside
During the evening meal, a family of three sat around the table.

Such a scene was so rare that in Tie Ci’s memory, she could only vaguely recall having it once or twice before she was three years old.

She didn’t pay it much mind, because everyone was very self-aware, knowing that the life ordinary people could enjoy daily was something the imperial family was not entitled to have.

But if such a day truly came, the emotion it stirred was beyond words.

So much so that when Father Emperor and Mother Consort saw her personally carrying dishes in and sitting down, they both seemed somewhat dazed.

Perhaps no one had ever thought that in this lifetime, there would still be a time when the family could sit together around a table like ordinary commoners.

Tie Ci looked at the table and felt something was still lacking, so she ordered: “Change out the silver plates and golden cups, replace the trays with boxwood ones, and use ordinary porcelain bowls. Take away these damned hanging chain silver chopsticks – they’re exhausting to eat with.”

The items were quickly changed, and Tie Ci then ordered the removal of the bird’s nest with shredded duck and cabbage, milk-steamed mutton, duck strips with sea cucumber, and other delicacies sent by the imperial kitchen. She had the excess dining tables removed – the imperial family had many dining rules. At the Empress Dowager’s place, each meal required separate tables for dishes, pastries, porridge, and side dishes. Though Tie Yan favored simplicity, he had still set out two full tables of food, which Tie Ci ordered to be cleared away.

Tie Yan watched her give orders with a smile, while Consort Jing showed a look of alarm – if all the dishes were removed, what would they eat? Could the Crown Princess’s cooking be edible?

Fortunately, over the past year she had constantly instructed those around her and had learned some principles of proper conduct. Preparing herself to go hungry, she watched as Tie Ci placed a large pot of braised goose in the center, along with her stir-fried bamboo shoots with eggs and a dish of clear broth cabbage.

The table immediately took on the atmosphere of a farmhouse meal, matching perfectly with Father Emperor who wore only plain cloth and casual robes, except for Consort Jing who was elaborately dressed with jingling ornaments, creating some discord.

The Emperor looked at that table of simple dishes and laughed. Without waiting for the palace servants to arrange his chopsticks and serve him food, he began eating himself. As soon as he took a bite and chewed, his eyes lit up, making sounds of approval.

The Emperor and Consort Jing indeed praised the iron pot braised goose extensively.

“I never expected that after this trial, not only would your innate abilities awaken, but even your culinary skills would become outstanding. My daughter truly has heaven-sent talent!”

Nanny Qin nearby chimed in flatteringly: “Your Highness is modest, still saying her goose is only the second best in the world.”

Tie Yan stopped his chopsticks with interest, “Oh? Then whose cooking ranks first? Don’t tell me it’s that master of yours who seems capable of everything?”

“Not at all. I learned this culinary skill from… a friend.”

Consort Jing didn’t eat the goose – she respectfully declined all foods that required gnawing and biting, as that was too unrefined and would affect her image before the Emperor.

She ladled some broth to mix with rice, finding it mildly spicy and fragrant, very appetizing.

Her focus of attention was very fitting for her position: “A friend? Male or female?”

Tie Ci’s chopsticks trembled.

Tie Yan laughed, put down his chopsticks, and said to Consort Jing: “Why do you care about that? Male or female – does it matter?”

“Of course it matters,” Consort Jing argued. “The Crown Princess should select a husband and marry after her trial period. The previous betrothal was canceled, so now it’s time to seriously consider this matter.”

Tie Ci’s chopsticks trembled again.

With all the various affairs keeping her busy and running herself ragged, only now did she clearly remember that she and Murong Yi had originally been betrothed.

Then the foolish her had canceled it.

After canceling, wanting to renew it would be extremely difficult, after all, imperial marriages couldn’t be subject to criticism and mockery.

Not to mention the current situation with Liaodong.

Fate was truly playing tricks.

The goose in the pot suddenly didn’t smell as fragrant anymore.

Consort Jing asked her earnestly: “Your Highness, during these days of trials outside, have you found any suitable candidates? I heard that Young Master Rong has been following you all along, and that Young Master Qi also accompanied you to Xirong, didn’t he? What do you think…”

Tie Yan suddenly said: “Speaking of Qi Yuansi, when I previously summoned several ministers for discussion, Qi Ling’s expression was strange. When I spoke to him about the matter of ghost soldiers, he pleaded guilty and explained while also saying some odd things…”

“What odd things?” Tie Ci remembered Qi Ling had indeed been strange before.

“Things like thanking the Crown Princess for mediating, promising to handle things properly so as not to drag down the Crown Princess, saying Yuansi would certainly work hard and not disappoint the Crown Princess. In short, every sentence involved you, though there wasn’t really any problem with it. Perhaps I was overthinking.” Tie Yan smiled.

Tie Ci thought to herself how there was no problem – loyalty and goodwill should be directed toward the Emperor. To mention the heir in every sentence, in previous dynasties, would either indicate an intention to sow discord between the imperial family or stupidity. But Qi Ling didn’t seem to have such schemes nor such stupidity, so this attitude was indeed strange.

Obviously Tie Yan had thought of this too, and probed: “His tone made it sound like Qi Yuansi has an extraordinary friendship with you. Could it be that you two—”

“Absolutely not!” Tie Ci immediately said. “I made Qi Yuansi eat shit!”

Tie Yan: “…Pfft.”

“What about Rong Pu? I heard this young man has been of considerable assistance to you along the way…”

“A capable minister. Useful.” Tie Ci served food to Father Emperor. “You should eat more and worry less about these things.”

Tie Yan and Consort Jing exchanged glances, both seeing disappointment in each other’s eyes.

“Eat, eat.” Tie Yan served food to Tie Ci, and Consort Jing happened to serve her a goose leg as well. The two pairs of chopsticks collided in mid-air, and their gazes met. Consort Jing’s face reddened.

With two goose legs suspended in the air, Tie Ci laughed heartily and brought her bowl over to catch them, winking at Father Emperor. Tie Yan smiled somewhat awkwardly and simply served Consort Jing a piece of goose meat.

Consort Jing no longer found gnawing on the old goose improper, and shyly lowered her face to eat.

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief, thinking the marriage pressure had finally come to an end.

Who knew Tie Yan still wouldn’t let it go, asking again: “Really no one you fancy? Since you’ve returned, marriage matters will surely be brought up soon. Now that you’re no longer who you were before, I imagine those blind fools all want to come back, but I’m not pleased about it. I’d rather you choose someone you like.”

Tie Ci felt warmth in her heart.

Given the current situation of the Tie Dynasty, though there had been some improvement, political marriages would still be more beneficial for strengthening power. Whether allying with the leaders of the civil official faction or marrying into military noble families would be good choices. Father Emperor couldn’t possibly be unaware of this.

Yet he was still willing to let her choose someone she liked, wanting to give her as much happiness in life as possible.

After the warmth passed, came a faint sourness.

I do have someone I like.

But we’re no longer possible.

“This matter isn’t urgent. Now isn’t like a year ago when anyone who wanted to force me into early marriage could do so.” Tie Ci folded her silk napkin to wipe her mouth. “When the realm is not yet settled, how can one think of family?”

“You’re not a military general. Taking an imperial husband wouldn’t affect your court attendance and would allow you to bear heirs early, putting the ministers at ease.” Tie Yan still wouldn’t give up. “Or are you hesitating among those few? Why not take them all? If those sour scholars say you’re dissolute, I’ll scold them for you.”

Tie Ci: “…Old man, you should worry about giving me another little brother instead!”

At these words, Tie Yan immediately fell silent.

Tie Ci became somewhat aware that Father seemed quite sensitive about the matter of having sons.

Was it PTSD from too many sons dying before?

Looking at the sky, then at Consort Jing’s tender gaze toward Father Emperor across the table, it seemed like Mother wouldn’t be staying overnight tonight.

Tie Ci didn’t care. She had always been clear about what kind of person this mother of hers was. She might as well go back to sleep on the floor – it had been a while since she’d favored those little demons of hers.

She very decisively wiped her mouth and took her leave.

Behind her, Father was calling out, but she didn’t look back. As she stepped out the main door, she glanced back to see Father about to chase after her while Mother Consort was bashfully tugging at his sleeve.

Tie Ci chuckled and crossed the threshold.

Inside the hall, Tie Yan frowned at Consort Jing: “Ci’er has nowhere to sleep tonight. The other palace chambers aren’t suitable for casual stays. As her mother, won’t you keep her?”

Consort Jing belatedly understood, glanced at Tie Yan, and felt somewhat reluctant.

Tie Yan sighed, “Forget it.”

Even if he called Tie Ci back now, she wouldn’t come.

The palace servants inside had somehow cleaned up quietly and withdrawn.

Snow-white soft fingers crept up the Emperor’s chest, and Consort Jing’s voice carried an unconscious tenderness in the deep palace’s quiet night: “Your Majesty…”

Tie Yan didn’t move.

The soft fingers quietly explored inside the front of the dragon robe: “Your Majesty… I… I want to give Ci’er a little brother… She’s too lonely… and has no one to help her…”

Tie Yan suddenly brushed away her hand as if electrocuted.

Consort Jing stepped back, her face pale as snow, looking at the Emperor in shock.

“Ci’er has been lonely for over ten years without it affecting anything. As useless parents, not adding to her troubles is the last thing we can do.” Tie Yan said indifferently. “I don’t want you to always do foolish things that drag her down, nor do I want her to worry about you. These days I’ve given you some guidance, but it seems to have given you many inappropriate ideas. That’s my mistake.”

Consort Jing’s face turned deathly pale, confusion floating in her eyes again, obviously beginning to be unable to accept this.

She didn’t understand – His Majesty had been so good to her these past six months, the best in the palace, and His Majesty was in his prime years. Why would he completely give up thoughts of offspring? Was he afraid the children would be harmed? But now Ci’er had the ability to protect everyone.

Was it because she wasn’t good enough? Was he blaming her for not keeping Ci’er overnight? But he came to her palace infrequently, and tonight’s atmosphere was so warm – she wanted to cherish this opportunity. Where in this entire palace couldn’t Ci’er sleep? At worst, after His Majesty left, she would have brought Ci’er back anyway.

She had once knelt long at the palace gates for Ci’er’s sake. His Majesty had been very good to her during that time, which led to their current relationship. She was willing to sacrifice for Ci’er, these were just small matters – why did His Majesty need to be so particular about them…

Tie Yan looked at her with a headache, thinking that he had inadvertently heard this woman had injured her head as a child. Now it seemed that was likely true. She wasn’t bad-hearted and did love her daughter, but she never knew when she should do what.

He felt somewhat tired. Afraid that Consort Jing’s crying would make Tie Ci worry again, he softened his voice: “Don’t overthink it. Rest early. I still have official business to handle.”

He left hastily. Consort Jing collapsed on the couch crying. Nanny Qin entered silently and said: “Your Ladyship, it’s time to wash up.”

Consort Jing raised her eyes, cried to the point of being vacant, and said pitifully: “Why did His Majesty…”

“Your Ladyship shouldn’t think this way,” Nanny Qin said solemnly. “His Majesty has inner troubles and hasn’t been close to women for years. Now that the Crown Princess has grown up, His Majesty is even more devoted to court affairs, wanting only to work diligently to govern, making our Tie Dynasty glorious for ten thousand years. Your Ladyship shouldn’t disturb His Majesty with such matters.”

“Moreover, Your Ladyship is already first in the palace – this is His Majesty’s favor. Your Ladyship should treasure it and not create complications.”

“How can this be called creating complications? This is the great matter of continuing the imperial bloodline! The imperial family has only Ci’er left as heir. What if…”

“Your Ladyship!” Nanny Qin shouted sternly.

Consort Jing was startled and knew she had said the wrong thing. She pursed her lips and said nothing more.

Nanny Qin took a breath and said: “His Majesty values Your Ladyship, the Crown Princess is wise and filial – Your Ladyship should be grateful. If you harbor resentment over this, and people find out, what would His Majesty and the Crown Princess think?”

Consort Jing was frightened and hung her head, aggrieved and silent.

Nanny Qin glanced at her and sighed silently, somewhat understanding His Majesty and the Crown Princess’s headaches.

To say she didn’t know propriety or boundaries – she was just a simple person.

To say she was naive and simple – she had quite a few scheming thoughts, especially regarding romantic matters between men and women.

After all, she had nothing else to ponder.

How troubling.

Seeing her fall silent, Nanny Qin curtsied and went out to arrange her bath water.

Consort Jing turned over on the couch and felt something hard under the mattress. This was something she had picked up while strolling in the garden – a very exquisite spring book. Consort Jing knew such things weren’t allowed in the palace, but many concubines secretly kept a few copies. She didn’t know whose had been accidentally dropped.

She had originally intended to throw this thing away – His Majesty didn’t approach women, so what was the point of studying such things in the harem? But when she flipped through it, she discovered that the spring book had beautiful illustrations paired with stories and various legends, as well as beauty and adornment techniques and arts of seduction. It was actually quite worth reading, so she kept it.

Now she opened to a page and stared at the strange and varied positions inside, once again amazed at how people could arrange themselves in such ways.

The small text below described how this woman used lotus white jade cream day and night to nourish her skin, maintaining an ageless appearance with soft, supple flesh that made one feel “as if lying on clouds,” causing men to be unable to tear themselves away, experiencing ecstasy and death-like pleasure, enjoying long favor without decline…

Consort Jing thought aimlessly that everyone said His Majesty didn’t love feminine beauty, but she felt that wasn’t true. Surely after so many years of being oppressed by the Empress Dowager to the point of breathlessness, he had given up on such matters. Now that His Majesty could finally breathe easier, his mindset would gradually change. Whoever first understood His Majesty’s heart would surely become the person in His Majesty’s heart.

Who else could that person be but her?

After all, the Crown Princess was so accomplished now.

It was just that although His Majesty treated her better than others, when he looked at her his gaze was open and honest – not the way a man looks at a woman.

Consort Jing was only in her early thirties now, in her prime years. In the deep palace’s long lonely nights, her long-deprived body and mind struggled with fires of desire. Some unspeakable longings stirred restlessly like spring buds under frozen soil, constantly testing and trying to break through cracks for relief.

Was it because she wasn’t beautiful enough?

Perhaps His Majesty didn’t quite like her clear, refined type of appearance. She wasn’t white enough.

Perhaps she could try…

But whose book was this? And who possessed that lotus white jade cream?

Who in the palace could be considered to have enjoyed long-lasting favor? And who had skin like snow with ageless beauty?

She suddenly sat up abruptly.

The Empress Dowager!

This dynasty had no favored concubines, but going back one generation, Empress Xiao had once, with her snow-like skin, soft body, and exquisite dance skills, enjoyed supreme favor in the harem!

…

Tie Ci returned to Yuqiu Palace. The enormous palace naturally couldn’t be cleaned in a short time, so only the main hall was tidied up, along with a side hall that was cleared out and arranged with large communal beds for the staff of Ruixiang Hall to temporarily reside. This was also Dan Shuang’s idea – having everyone live together was safer and better for protecting their master.

Tie Ci went to look at her main hall with its elegant furnishings and complete amenities, but didn’t go sleep there. Instead, she went to the side hall where her little songbirds were helping each other cut their hair. Today’s group of arsonists had been too invested in their work. Though they had protected themselves, most of their hair had been burned. Now they sat at tables holding large scissors, pursing their lips as they helped their companions cut hair. The snip-snip sounds were constant, and the floor was covered with a layer of black hair like dark satin.

In this era, people valued hair as much as their heads, especially women, who carefully nurtured their black hair from birth and treasured it greatly. If hair was cut, it signified severing emotions and relationships, unless entering a nunnery. Now Tie Ci stood at the door, watching her little songbirds who had put away their usual playful demeanor, their expressions solemn, creating a very heavy atmosphere in the hall.

Though very reluctant, the girls were all quite decisive, urging companions who hesitated to hurry up and not let His Highness see. They finished in three or five snips, each becoming a bob-haired child. Looking at each other, someone giggled, and someone laughed then cried.

Tie Ci stood at the hall entrance, staring at that floor of black hair, thinking that each strand was like a mountain.

There were also the Qi family’s performance at the city gate, Di Yiwei who risked letting the Blood Cavalry follow directly behind her through the city gate, the Tian family who scattered their entire fortune, Xiao Wenliu who recklessly came to meet her, the acrobat troupe who performed at the city gate for days, and the young ladies of the capital who formed societies for spring outings.

These people who used every method to pave the way for her, stretching out the urgent time.

Looking at them, what reason was there to be dejected, what reason to retreat, what reason to think about romantic affairs?

Someone turned around and saw Tie Ci, crying out in surprise.

Tie Ci immediately switched to a face full of smiles, clicking her tongue and cupping her chin to examine them up and down, laughing: “This hairstyle that’s neither long nor short doesn’t look good. Might as well shave it all off. Going out with a row of shiny bald heads, from now on Ruixiang Hall will blind people’s eyes.”

The bob-haired girls laughingly rushed toward her together.

They knocked her down onto the large communal bed.

Tie Ci took the opportunity to stay on the communal bed, rolling around wildly with her harem, pinching this one’s bottom saying it didn’t feel right anymore, pinching that one’s chest saying she must have silicone implants. The hall filled with giggling and laughing. As they played, outer robes went flying, laughing voices continued, boots flew out too, clothing and hairpins were scattered all over the floor, rouge and powder filled the hall with fragrance, making it look exactly like a painting of the Crown Prince’s dissolute wandering and debauchery.

The kind that would make censors risk their lives crying while impeaching.

After playing for a while, the girls’ melancholy mood about losing their hair disappeared. Everyone was tired, and the hall quickly quieted down. Someone drowsily pushed Tie Ci to go sleep in her own bed, but Tie Ci’s bottom was dead weight on the somewhat hard communal bed, embracing left and right: “I’m not leaving. Today I shall favor someone one, two, three, four, five, six times.”

Someone blew out the candles. In the darkness came the sound of stifled laughter. Most of Ruixiang Hall’s people had followed Tie Ci for over ten years, practically growing up together, sleeping and sitting in the same place since childhood. In private there wasn’t much master-servant distinction. Someone giggled: “Usually Dan Shuang and Chi Xue monopolize our master. Today they’ll be jealous to death.”

Someone half-asleep murmured drowsily: “His Highness mixed with Dan Shuang and Chi Xue outside for a year, it’s time to properly accompany us.”

Someone said affectionately: “Look at Dan Shuang’s bitter expression – she probably didn’t get any benefits either. Your Highness, there must be a dog outside.”

“Ah, seduced by some outside vixen? Your Highness, quickly tell us who it is!”

“Tch—” Tie Ci’s lazy voice: “I clearly possess an entire forest, so why would I hang myself from a single tree? What are you all thinking?”

The girls giggled and laughed, mixed with murmured dream talk.

Soon the dream talk and light snoring became a continuous sound as the tired girls all fell asleep.

Only Tie Ci remained awake, sleeping in the center with one person’s leg across hers, another’s body on her stomach, hands behind her head, gazing faintly at the flying dragons and dancing phoenixes carved in the ceiling above.

At the doorway, Dan Shuang leaned against the door frame. She had been standing there for a long time and seemed prepared to stand much longer.

Much later, she moved away ghost-like and soundless, walking in the dark corridor, blowing on her fire folder to light the lamp stand in her hand.

A point of yellowish lamplight slowly wound its way through the vast, deep palace halls.

…

In the Great Qian Imperial Palace, the whole family was reunited, with the imperial father and daughter laughing and talking harmoniously at the small table.

Thousands of miles away in Liaodong’s Ruzhou Royal Palace, a banquet table was also set.

The banquet was held at Resting Heart Courtyard, in Consort Baoxiang’s quarters.

After the Great King returned some days ago, he had been recuperating and hadn’t summoned any concubines, rarely seeing ministers. The war with Liang Shiyi continued, but the defeat at Great Qian’s Yongping had become a secret no one dared mention, while what happened when the Great King returned north was an even more absolute secret no one dared inquire about. Everyone only knew that five princes had accompanied the Great King to observe the battle, and then not one of them had been able to return.

Including the eldest prince who was rumored to have been killed by Liang Shiyi, the Murong family had lost six princes in a short period, all the most promising heirs.

Eighteen princes, more than half withered away in a single year.

This matter was too terrifying, like a heavy cloud pressing down on the royal palace. Even the Queen didn’t dare step foot in the Great King’s sleeping quarters or ask a single extra question.

The only good news was that after returning to the palace, the Great King’s health gradually improved. After all, the Liaodong Royal Palace had the world’s strongest physicians.

Under these circumstances, every move the Great King made after his recovery drew everyone’s attention.

Especially the first command, which might very well relate to the future succession, was the focus of all attention.

Under these circumstances, the first order that came from the Great King’s sleeping quarters made all of Ruzhou prick up their ears.

The Great King wanted to host a family banquet.

Normal enough – returning from a distant journey and recovering from injury and illness, it was proper to strengthen bonds with wives and children.

But at this time when heirs were dying one after another, this family banquet could convey many important signals, such as where it would be held, which concubine would host it, and which princes would be invited first.

This was very important, relating to the Great King’s inner choice and everyone’s future allegiances.

As a result, when Eunuch Chang led people toward Resting Heart Courtyard, everyone was dumbfounded.

Chapter 282: The New Heir
For a moment, many people couldn’t recall whose courtyard Resting Heart Courtyard was.

Resting Heart Courtyard – it sounded like a cold palace.

Soon everyone learned this was Consort Baoxiang’s courtyard, and they looked at each other in alarm.

Murong Eighteen!

Wasn’t he the one rumored to be rebellious and treasonous, repeatedly assassinating his brothers and even daring to strike at the Great King?

There were even more secretive rumors that the six who had just died, as well as the Great King’s injuries, were also related to this person.

Some time ago, Consort Baoxiang had suddenly been confined, and Resting Heart Courtyard hadn’t even been given charcoal for winter heating. This incident also corroborated the truth of these rumors from the side.

So utterly conscienceless – why didn’t the Great King quickly execute him, but instead elevated Consort Baoxiang?

As soon as the decree was issued, the Queen’s quarters immediately fell into chaos, and from the Golden Side Consort’s place, the sound of smashing objects could be heard from far away.

But under Eunuch Chang’s leadership, the palace servants carried tables in an endless stream toward Resting Heart Courtyard, visible to all.

The gates of Resting Heart Courtyard were thrown wide open. Countless palace servants went in and out, sweeping and tidying, rearranging everything, trying to quickly organize this cold and shabby courtyard so it could receive the most noble people in the royal palace.

Consort Baoxiang sat in the main hall in brilliant colorful embroidery, radiant and glowing, watching the palace servants bustling about. She spoke joyfully to those around her: “The Great King has finally come to his senses. Today counts as clearing my name. I always said how could little Eighteen do such treasonous things? Those ill-intentioned goods, hearing the wind they think it’s rain, even daring to trample on me!”

Her personal palace maid glanced at the chilblains on her hands. This whole winter without good charcoal, everyone in the palace had suffered from the cold. When they heard Murong Yi had committed a great crime, Consort Baoxiang had angrily smashed her dressing table and cursed him as an unfilial traitor quite a bit.

Now the scars hadn’t yet faded, but pride had already climbed to her brows.

But in this palace, today’s glory could become tomorrow’s crime – where was there any lasting honor?

Outside the door came an apology, and Eunuch Chang bent slightly as he entered, ordering people to add more braziers and replace the old carpets with thick-furred rugs from the extreme northern dense forests.

Consort Baoxiang’s embroidered shoes adorned with pearls stepped onto the soft long fur of the rug. She felt that comfort travel directly from her feet to her brain, but a surge of anger rushed to her head. She glanced sideways at the respectfully humble Eunuch Chang and said with feigned surprise: “What is Eunuch doing? Such fine rugs – how is Resting Heart Courtyard worthy of using them? And these charcoal braziers, this silver thread charcoal – we haven’t seen any all winter. Is Eunuch certain these weren’t delivered to the wrong place?”

“There’s no mistake.” Eunuch Chang bent even lower. “Your Ladyship, forgive me. This winter, this old slave was busy with various matters concerning the Great King’s expedition and neglected to supervise those little fellows below, causing neglect to Your Ladyship. This old slave has already severely punished them. From now on, if Resting Heart Courtyard lacks anything in terms of provisions, Your Ladyship need only send someone to ask this old slave directly, and I will certainly arrange it properly for Your Ladyship.”

Consort Baoxiang watched this powerful eunuch who had always been courted throughout the palace but had always been indifferent toward her, now with an attitude so low he seemed ready to grovel in the dust. Her heart filled with satisfaction, almost wanting to burst into laughter, but she barely restrained herself. That smugness had already flown into the corners of her eyes, slanting out through her meticulously painted brows: “Eunuch manages ten thousand affairs daily. I, a mere small consort, dare not disturb you.”

“What words are these from Your Ladyship? You are a noble person of this rear palace. Whatever you want, the Great King would be willing to give. Your Ladyship need only command.”

After Eunuch Chang left, Consort Baoxiang looked around and laughed: “I’ve finally tested out what this old goods really thinks. Listen to that – he all but said the Great King wants to pass the throne to Eighteen! I always said those were rumors before – how could Eighteen possibly do such things!”

Her head palace maid smiled and lowered her eyes.

You didn’t say that before.

Didn’t you say he was rebellious and untamable, a naturally bad seed?

The head palace maid thought of their prince, remembering the conflicts every time mother and son met, remembering the rumors about this prince, and couldn’t help shivering.

But she respectfully said: “Your Ladyship speaks truly.”

Consort Baoxiang raised her eyebrows proudly and rose gracefully: “Alright, stop the idle talk. Everyone dress properly – we should go welcome our guests.”

But the guests were late in arriving.

And very incomplete.

The Great King was busy with various affairs, so naturally he would be the last to arrive. Consort Baoxiang waited in the front hall for a long time. First came several princes and princesses. The Liaodong King had many sons but few daughters – only three princesses who had never received much attention. After arriving, they sat to one side, and Consort Baoxiang only sent palace maids to attend them. The princes dared not disobey their father’s words and arrived in succession, but Consort Baoxiang watched with alarm – those who came were the weak third prince, the dim-witted fifth prince, the sixth and thirteenth princes born to palace maids, the lame eighth prince, and the tenth prince who always avoided people when walking… one misfit after another.

Only then did Consort Baoxiang belatedly realize – all the decent ones were gone?

This realization made her back feel as if electricity had passed through it. A cold chill shot from her tailbone to the crown of her head, making her scalp tingle wave after wave.

She should have been happy – with all the decent ones gone and only misfits remaining, little Eighteen stood out even more prominently, like a tree that stands out in the forest.

But if these misfits had been deliberately left behind, if it really was all little Eighteen’s doing…

Consort Baoxiang’s gaze swept over the relatively intact sixteenth and seventeenth princes. When they met her eyes, they looked as if they had seen a demon, backing away three steps in terror and hiding in the crowd.

Consort Baoxiang’s fear deepened.

Had little Eighteen really done all of this?

She felt unable to bear seeing the eighteen princes reduced to such a state – wouldn’t the Great King be stimulated seeing this?

She didn’t yet know that the Great King had taken five princes on his expedition, then watched them die one by one at his side. Whatever stimulation there was to receive had already been received.

However, glancing over the completely renewed courtyard, she immediately felt at ease again.

No, it was impossible. If little Eighteen had really done all this, the Great King would barely have time to hate them mother and son – how could he possibly give such elevation?

The Great King’s thoughts were as deep as an abyss. She didn’t understand and didn’t need to understand. Since he had given elevation, she would accept it. After all, she had been suppressed for so many years – this rare moment of glory, if not enjoyed once, would be a disservice to herself.

However, this enjoyment was soon diminished.

The Queen sent word that she was ill and wouldn’t come.

Then the Golden Side Consort also said she had twisted her foot and wouldn’t come.

Consort Baoxiang understood perfectly and snorted coldly.

They simply couldn’t bear to see her in the spotlight.

The other lower-ranking consorts and female officials all came. The Great King didn’t favor women, and the rear palace was sparse. In recent years, aside from the customary visits to the Queen’s quarters on the first and fifteenth of each month and occasional visits to the Golden Side Consort’s place, he didn’t set foot in any other quarters. Now with this rare opportunity to see the Great King, none of the consorts wanted to miss it. For a time, the banquet set in the courtyard’s warm pavilion was filled with fragrant breezes and tinkling ornaments. On the white jade corridor, hanging lamps with red tassels cast reflections in the clear lake’s blue water. Under the eaves, glazed revolving lanterns spun out patches of brilliant light and shadow. In the light and shadow, faces were charming and beautiful, with kingfisher feather ornaments and flowing rouge.

The scene of a princely household was magnificently wealthy, with no sight of white bones beneath the snow.

Soon the Great King arrived as well. Consort Baoxiang led everyone in graceful prostration, calling out sweetly to the Great King.

Prince Da’an had grown much thinner. Though the recent weather had been relatively warm, and in previous years he would have changed to unlined robes by this time, he was still wrapped in a thick cloak. He looked down at Consort Baoxiang with an expressionless face, raising his hand perfunctorily: “All of you, rise.”

Consort Baoxiang stood up. Prince Da’an stared at her for a long moment – she was dressed unusually magnificently today, her beauty fresh and bright, not inferior to those younger consorts. Light sparkled in her eyes. He was very familiar with that kind of gaze – it was the unique look of those who were clearly lacking in ability yet naturally proud at heart, forcibly maintaining a compelling sharpness and unyielding pride, while their dark pupils secretly hid unease and bewilderment.

His gaze swept over the obviously newly-made palace attire, and he chuckled once, walking past her side.

Quite interested in dressing up, it seemed.

Consort Baoxiang felt her heart grow uneasy at his laughter, standing in place not daring to move. Prince Da’an sat in the head position and casually pointed to his side: “Sit.”

Consort Baoxiang’s eyes lit up.

That was the Queen’s usual position!

Everyone’s gazes shot over, each complex in their own way. Consort Baoxiang suppressed the wild joy in her heart and gracefully went over to sit straight-backed beside the Great King.

Sitting in this position, she finally felt how excellent the view was from here – all the people below and their various expressions were visible to her, everyone available for her to look down upon.

This feeling was truly wonderful.

She moved closer to the Great King, the corners of her mouth lifting even higher.

The position to the Great King’s right was still empty, and everyone’s gazes fell there. That was the position second only to Consort Baoxiang – whom did the Great King intend to seat there?

Consort Baoxiang sat beside the Great King, feeling she had become the hostess. She raised her cup to toast Prince Da’an: “Great King…”

Prince Da’an raised his hand: “Someone hasn’t arrived yet.”

Everyone was startled.

They really were waiting for that person.

Who was worthy of making the Great King wait with an empty seat?

Everyone’s hearts began pounding as they looked at each other.

Those qualified to sit in that position were all here today.

No, strictly speaking, none of them were qualified to sit in that position. If the Queen and Golden Side Consort weren’t present, and the Great King and Consort Baoxiang occupied the parental seats of honor, then that position should belong to the heir apparent.

Consort Baoxiang also realized this. Disliking how everyone’s attention had been diverted, she quickly smiled: “Who is being so impolite, arriving so late? Shall I send someone to urge them?”

Prince Da’an didn’t answer. After a long moment he said: “With a full gathering of princes and princesses, do you miss Eighteen?”

He asked in a low voice that only Consort Baoxiang could hear. She was startled, then said: “Isn’t Eighteen ill? When he recovers, I’ll have him return to pay respects to the Great King.”

Murong Yi had always put out word that he had contracted a serious illness and was recuperating at a villa outside the city. Consort Baoxiang had never gone to see him – compared to those terrifying rumors, she’d rather it be true that Murong Yi was really sick.

Prince Da’an said indifferently: “What illness? Do you as his mother truly not know or are you pretending not to know? He’s been wandering outside all along, harming Second Brother, killing Fourth and Eleventh Brothers, then assassinating First Brother who was inspecting the borders. After being captured by this king, he killed the five this king brought along, and also attempted to assassinate this king, more than once.”

“Clang!” came a sound.

Consort Baoxiang had knocked over the wine cup in her hand.

Her face turned deathly pale. She forgot about the overturned cup and her soaked sleeves, only trembling as she gripped Prince Da’an’s sleeve tightly: “Great King… you… you’re not joking with me…”

Prince Da’an didn’t answer, gently pushing her hand away.

Consort Baoxiang looked at his expression and her heart went completely cold.

After all, he was her pillow companion – she understood him fairly well. Looking at this expression and attitude, this matter was real.

As if ice and snow had suddenly filled her chest, her previous smugness and satisfaction were instantly frozen. Consort Baoxiang’s body went limp and she collapsed: “Unfilial son… unfilial son…”

Tears streamed down her face with a splash, ruining her carefully applied makeup.

The people below vaguely heard what they were saying and looked around with surprise and uncertainty.

“What a fine son you’ve raised,” Prince Da’an said in a calm tone.

Consort Baoxiang gave a low gasp and crawled forward on her knees, grabbing the hem of Prince Da’an’s robes: “Great King… Great King… I didn’t know about this, I truly didn’t know! I am utterly loyal to the Great King and have always taught Murong Yi to be loyal to his sovereign and love his country, to love his brothers. I never imagined he would be so vicious and rebellious, committing such acts that anger both heaven and man…”

“Vicious and rebellious, angering heaven and man…” Prince Da’an smiled: “It seems you’re quite angry too.”

“Yes, Murong Yi has failed the Great King’s teachings and my motherly care. This child has the heart of a wolf – he must have been led astray by someone outside… I am utterly disgusted and hateful toward his actions and will absolutely not tolerate them!”

“Absolutely will not tolerate them.” Prince Da’an hummed in agreement: “If he were standing before you right now, what would you do?”

“Naturally I would personally kill this beast to avenge the Great King! How can our Murong clan of heroes tolerate such wolves and tigers!”

Prince Da’an chuckled again: “Good. You may rise.”

Everyone exchanged meaningful glances again.

It seemed the matter of Murong Yi’s fratricide and rebellion was true.

Consort Baoxiang was helped to her feet, wiping her tears as she sat properly to one side. Prince Da’an no longer looked at her, turning his gaze toward the corridor: “Our honored guest has arrived.”

Everyone turned to look and saw a figure appear at the far end of the corridor connecting to the warm pavilion.

From a distance they couldn’t make out the features clearly, only sensing a tall, graceful figure with extremely beautiful bearing in movement.

Consort Baoxiang had a moment of confusion.

This silhouette looked somewhat like Eighteen…

Just seemed a bit thinner…

She immediately scoffed at the thought. Having committed such heinous crimes, how could Eighteen still be the “honored guest” the Great King spoke of?

Remembering what the Great King had just said, she felt a flutter of panic and unconsciously twisted her sleeves tighter, turning to look back.

That person walked leisurely forward under everyone’s gaze. Prince Da’an took a sip of wine and said calmly: “Come meet your future master.”

These words stirred up tremendous waves like a stone thrown into still water. Everyone whipped their heads around to stare at Prince Da’an.

What did he mean?

What did the Great King mean!

Was he referring to the heir?

But all the children were here – those not here were dead. Where did this heir come from!

Eunuch Chang, bent over as he poured wine for the Great King, had slight twitches at his temples.

He knew who it was.

Inconceivable, yet reasonable.

He glanced at Consort Baoxiang’s bewildered and anxious expression, remembering this woman’s arrogant behavior when she had gained favor earlier, and his lips curled slightly.

The figure gradually approached.

Adorned like pearls, carved like fine jade. A face like fairy or demon, a smile like god or ghost.

Everyone gasped in amazement. Someone knocked over their wine cup, someone stepped on another’s robes. Consort Baoxiang shot to her feet, nearly overturning Prince Da’an’s table.

She said frantically: “How… how… how can this be…”

She didn’t know if she felt surprise, joy, panic or confusion – looking closely, there seemed to be more surprise.

Prince Da’an said: “What? Can’t recognize your own son?”

Murong Yi stopped at the entrance to the warm pavilion, slightly raising an eyebrow as he glanced at Consort Baoxiang.

Prince Da’an said blandly: “I sent word to the villa that you would indeed come.”

Murong Yi smiled: “Such a rare family banquet with everyone gathered so completely – how could it proceed without me?”

The gathering was sparse, no longer resembling the grand scene of eighteen sons from years past. His words now sounded more like mockery, yet both father and son remained calm. Prince Da’an actually nodded: “Fully recovered?”

Murong Yi said: “Never been better.”

Prince Da’an lowered his head to drink tea, then said: “Then sit.”

Though there were empty seats below as well as beside him, Murong Yi didn’t even glance at the lower seats, walking directly toward the head of the table and calmly sitting down at Prince Da’an’s right side.

As he passed by those princes, they instinctively turned away and lowered their heads, not daring even to look at him directly.

After he sat down, Eunuch Chang clapped his hands. Only then did the palace maids begin serving dishes like threading flowers, and the palace music ensemble began playing – completely the treatment accorded to an heir.

Even more honored than heir apparent treatment.

Watching this scene, everyone felt ready to faint again.

Several princes’ eyes darted about wildly, exchanging content they all understood.

They had always considered themselves unqualified for the throne and never thought much about it, but with princes dying one after another and the perpetrator reportedly being little Eighteen, suddenly all the decent heirs were gone. They inevitably developed some thoughts. Today’s family banquet had each of them quite excited, thinking to perform well – who knew?

Who would have expected Murong Yi to suddenly appear, seemingly having no issues with the Great King at all? The Great King’s tone made it sound as if Murong Yi truly had been recuperating at the villa all along.

But just now everyone had clearly heard the Great King’s private conversation with Consort Baoxiang, and Consort Baoxiang’s terror as her arrogance completely disappeared.

What was going on?

Murong Yi didn’t care about the undercurrents below. After sitting down, he smiled at Consort Baoxiang: “Mother Consort, it’s been a long time.”

Consort Baoxiang stared at him, then looked at Prince Da’an, her expression full of surprise and uncertainty.

Prince Da’an personally poured a cup of wine and handed it to Consort Baoxiang: “A reward for bearing such a fine son. Nearly twenty years of hardship – not easy.”

He had never spoken such tender words to Consort Baoxiang before. She felt both joy and astonishment, combined with the shock Murong Yi brought her at this moment. Her emotions were in chaos, and the hand holding the cup was trembling.

Some wine splashed out, falling onto the thick rug.

Consort Baoxiang didn’t notice, but Murong Yi looked down at it.

Storms suddenly gathered in his eyes, howling and growing cold, but this tempestuous emotion passed in an instant. He then raised his head with an indifferent expression.

Prince Da’an calmly gestured for Consort Baoxiang to drink.

Somehow, Consort Baoxiang suddenly felt a flutter of panic. She felt the Great King’s expression was somewhat strange at this moment. A woman’s strong intuition made her uneasy as she stared at the wine cup, hesitating to move.

A hand suddenly reached over and took the cup. Murong Yi said indifferently: “Your son has never received wine bestowed by Father King and is quite envious. Mother Consort, please take pity and grant this cup to your son.”

Without looking at either of them, he drained it in one gulp.

Consort Baoxiang breathed a sigh of relief without knowing why.

Prince Da’an stared at Murong Yi and suddenly smiled – that smile actually contained a hint of malice.

Murong Yi toyed with the exquisite wine cup and smiled: “I was ill at the villa for quite some time and missed Mother Consort greatly.”

Consort Baoxiang’s face flushed red. When Murong Yi had “contracted a serious illness,” she had thought of visiting him, but when she spoke to the Queen about it, the Queen only assigned her third-class carriages and horses, didn’t allow her to bring many attendants, and said that after seeing someone with a serious illness, she temporarily couldn’t return to the palace but would have to reside outside for ten days before coming back. First, she felt such an exit from the palace was undignified, and second, she feared not being able to return to the palace – what if she missed the Great King’s summons? So she had let it go.

Now with Murong Yi asking about it so directly, she couldn’t help feeling embarrassed. Just as she was about to explain, she heard Prince Da’an say casually: “Better not to have seen each other. This mother consort of yours just said she wanted to sever all ties with you and personally kill you.”

Chapter 283: Pursuing Wife is a Serious Matter
Consort Baoxiang froze as if someone had whipped her.

Murong Yi’s hand paused. He turned to look at Prince Da’an with a smile: “Father King jests.”

Prince Da’an glanced at Eunuch Chang, who stepped forward and softly recounted the previous conversation.

Throughout this, Consort Baoxiang sat as if on pins and needles.

Murong Yi continued toying with his wine cup, the smile at the corners of his eyes seeming painted on – beautiful yet utterly unmoved.

Eunuch Chang said not a word more than necessary. After finishing, he withdrew.

Prince Da’an turned his head to look at Murong Yi: “What to do then? Do you regret it?”

The faint malice in his voice grew thicker.

Murong Yi: “Hmm?”

“A loyal heart meets frost and snow, bright moon shines on gutters – don’t you feel unwilling?”

Murong Yi’s expression remained unchanged: “Father King jests.”

Consort Baoxiang sat there in bewilderment, not knowing what riddles this father and son were playing. However, years of palace life had long trained her alertness to crises. She only felt that the Great King had a smile on his face but no smile in his eyes, with killing intent showing at his brows and eye corners. This killing intent made her feel cold throughout, vaguely sensing that enormous danger was slowly approaching while she had no power to struggle or resist.

“Clang!” A dagger was suddenly thrown down before her.

Consort Baoxiang trembled all over.

Prince Da’an lifted his chin: “There, the person has arrived. Kill him with your own hands.”

“Great King…” Consort Baoxiang’s chest tightened, tears instantly streaming down her face.

“Didn’t you say you wanted to avenge this king?”

“I… I…” Consort Baoxiang stared at the dagger and suddenly felt she understood.

What heir, what elevation – it was all fake. Murong Yi had indeed committed crimes, committed fatal great sins. The Great King had come today to settle accounts!

How hateful that she had regretted earlier!

The Great King clearly wanted to see her heart, see if she could eliminate relatives for righteousness’s sake, in order to ruthlessly punish Murong Yi!

Murong Yi had killed his sons – he wanted Murong Yi to also be betrayed by his last remaining relative.

Yes, that was it! How could Murong Yi possibly become heir? Regardless of whether he had killed or not, he absolutely had no chance!

If she didn’t act…

She would fall into hell…

Murong Yi likewise couldn’t escape…

Better to…

She suddenly grabbed the dagger, gripping it tight. Without raising her head, she thrust forward, shouting fiercely: “Rebellious minister and traitor, incompatible as fire and water!”

Stabbing across one person’s distance, no matter how forceful, was merely a show. Murong Yi unhurriedly dodged, flicking his sleeve. The dagger fell to the ground with a clang.

But regardless, this blade had been thrust out.

No physical wounds, but wounds throughout the body.

The warm pavilion fell silent as a grave. Everyone lowered their brows and eyes, not daring to breathe heavily.

Consort Baoxiang supported herself with her hands on the ground, staring at the dagger, breathing rapidly, refusing to raise her head.

Murong Yi was expressionless, looking at the top of Consort Baoxiang’s head as if trying to see flowers bloom in that head of black hair.

The sound of applause arose. Prince Da’an laughed: “Good, good. Truly like mother, like son.”

Murong Yi smiled slightly: “Clearly it’s like father, like son. Father King need not be modest.”

Prince Da’an didn’t argue with him, pointing at Consort Baoxiang: “Such a mother – you drank poison wine for her. Are you willing?”

Consort Baoxiang suddenly raised her head, staring at Murong Yi in disbelief.

Murong Yi didn’t answer, sitting down to pour wine for himself.

“You kill gods when gods block your way, kill Buddhas when Buddhas block your way. All you seek and obtain is nothing more than this position above the warm pavilion where you can look down upon all.” Prince Da’an said: “This king can give it to you, but as long as you have such a mother even for one day, this king will not be at ease.”

He spoke these words clearly. The people below paled in terror, and Consort Baoxiang was thunderstruck.

Murong Yi still didn’t answer.

Prince Da’an stared at him, certain he would agree.

Liaodong and Great Qian had already torn off all pretense. Independence was just moments away. Thereafter they would certainly enter a long period of territorial struggle, making the succession particularly important.

This son had the nature of an ambitious hero and was indeed the best choice for Liaodong’s throne. If one wanted territory to last ten thousand years or even swallow the world, a few people or even his own life and death need not be considered.

But a mother like Consort Baoxiang would be the new king’s greatest burden and weakness.

He believed Murong Yi must understand this.

Today’s forced scene of mother and son destroying each other certainly had elements of punishment and revenge, but more importantly, he wanted Murong Yi to see clearly that such a mother was better discarded.

He had recently investigated this mother and son’s relationship. He didn’t believe Murong Yi would give up the throne he had struggled so hard to obtain for his mother’s sake.

The earlier substitution for the poison wine had already surprised him, but he felt that perhaps Murong Yi was telling him he still had bottom lines.

Now seeing clearly Consort Baoxiang’s selfish and cold nature, he should be able to let go, right?

Consort Baoxiang sat on the ground, at first not daring to believe what she had heard, until she saw the Great King’s expression clearly and understood that today’s glory and honor were merely the Great King’s final funeral offerings to her.

So Murong Yi was truly being considered as heir, but the prerequisite was that she must die.

Consort Baoxiang trembled all over, crawling forward on her knees, moving several steps to Murong Yi’s seat. She reached out to grab his robe hem: “Yi’er! You cannot—”

Murong Yi coldly brushed away her hand.

Consort Baoxiang looked into his emotionless deep black eyes. Despair overwhelmed her like a tide, and the stubborn woman finally broke down crying.

In the crying sounds, someone far away spat and shouted loudly: “Deserved!”

Everyone turned back to see that Mu Si had actually followed as well, leaning against a pillar with his crooked leg, glaring fiercely at Consort Baoxiang.

Seeing people look over, he wasn’t afraid and cursed again: “Bitch!”

Wasn’t she just a bitch? Even now, not one word of apology!

Murong Yi acted as if he hadn’t heard. Prince Da’an’s face twitched slightly, deciding to pretend he hadn’t heard either.

In the crying sounds, Murong Yi was silent for a long while, then put down his wine cup and said: “Since Yi fell to earth, no one has cared for him. The kindness of nursing and raising belongs only to the Sun family.”

The crying stopped abruptly.

Consort Baoxiang raised her head in disbelief, almost thinking she had heard wrong.

Murong Yi didn’t look at her.

This Sun family didn’t refer to her.

But Prince Da’an obviously thought it referred to her and heard the reproach and disgust in the words. After a long silence, he didn’t continue this topic, saying: “You’re no longer young. The previous marriage arrangement with Great Qian’s royal family has been canceled. You seemed unwilling about the eldest daughter of the Golden Armor Camp Commander before. Father King has found you another good match. The eldest daughter of the Grand Marshal – virtuous, chaste, and quiet, and she knows some martial arts. I imagine you should also like such a woman.”

The princes below all showed envious light in their eyes.

The Grand Marshal controlled Liaodong’s military power. His ancestors were important generals beside the first Liaodong King, a family of hereditary nobles for generations. Most of the current border generals came from under the Grand Marshal’s command – he was Liaodong’s foremost military minister.

The previous Golden Armor Camp Commander was already a high military family, but this time it was directly changed to a military aristocratic family.

Liang Shiyi would be defeated sooner or later, and afterward the Great King would very likely further consolidate military power. Though military authority was concentrated in the Great King’s hands, centralized management would still be handed to the Grand Marshal, making his power even heavier.

The Grand Marshal’s legitimate daughter being betrothed to Murong Yi meant military backing – this was genuinely paving the way for an heir.

Only now did everyone believe that regardless of how rebellious and immoral Murong Yi was, the Great King truly intended to establish him as heir.

Regardless of what they thought in their hearts, they all rose to offer congratulations.

Murong Yi paid no attention to his brothers’ toasts, very decisively shaking his head slightly.

“Thank you, Father King, but forget it.”

Prince Da’an’s face darkened.

This time he was truly angry.

Really ungrateful.

Not willing to commit matricide was one thing, but repeatedly refusing excellent bestowed marriages?

Did he really think that just because all his brothers had been killed, the throne must be given to him?

He thought of something, his eyes narrowing.

Zhao San had said that Murong Yi and the Crown Princess had a private affair. Initially he hadn’t believed it.

If there was a private affair, why desperately seek to break the engagement?

Since the engagement was broken, it indicated they were hiding their identities from each other.

Since they were hiding identities, it indicated they didn’t trust each other mutually.

Then this kind of emotion was as fragile as a reflection in water – easily shattered with slight manipulation.

Afterward, Murong Yi and Tie Ci had injured each other on the battlefield – he had witnessed this personally.

Both had struck ruthlessly, clearly both were ambitious heroes who could be heartless for the greater good. He was this type of person himself and knew that romantic entanglements could hardly obstruct such people.

Though ultimately the two had cooperated to injure him, he felt that was a necessary choice the two had made for survival.

Even if there truly was a private affair, so what? Having paid so much for the throne, what could make Murong Yi give it up?

Could it be…

“Why are you unwilling?”

Murong Yi said indifferently: “Too ugly.”

Prince Da’an: “…”

This reason was truly hard to refute.

Murong Yi served himself food, eating while saying: “Your son made a grand vow in childhood that in the future he must marry a peerless beauty as wife. At minimum she can’t be uglier than your son, otherwise it would be letting myself down.”

Everyone looked at his face, their mouths twitching.

Can’t be uglier than you?

Are you planning to be a bachelor for life?

“Your son has already suffered the first half of his life. This second half of life, I can’t suffer myself anymore.” Murong Yi pointed at his own face: “Using this as the standard – family background, learning, talent, appearance should be about the same as mine. Honestly, your son is also anxious to marry. Father King had better quickly make a list for your son to choose from. I’ll leave this matter to Father King.”

Prince Da’an: “…”

Make your mother’s list.

You might as well directly say you only want the Crown Princess.

He put down his wine cup and said indifferently: “You won’t have this, you won’t accept that – then obviously you look down on the throne as well.”

Everyone looked up with burning gazes. Consort Baoxiang, still collapsed on the ground, came to her senses with an anxious expression.

The Great King was angry.

The threat and warning were obvious.

Eighteen becoming heir wasn’t through proper channels to begin with. The resistance could be imagined as overwhelming. The obstruction and attacks from ministers the Great King would face afterward were imaginable. Now if Eighteen himself was ungrateful, what if the Great King ultimately changed his mind?

Consort Baoxiang anxiously wanted to persuade, but then thinking that one of the two conditions required her death, she immediately shut up again.

Murong Yi was the calmest person, sneering: “When did your son ever say he looked up to it?”

He stood up, kicked over the table with one foot, and laughed mockingly: “What I want, I don’t need you to give – I can get it myself. What I don’t want, even if you stuff it at me, depends on my mood whether I’ll take it or not. Anyone who thinks they can manipulate me with that dog shit throne should go back to playing dead and dreaming earlier.”

He flicked his sleeves and turned to leave.

“Stop.”

Murong Yi ignored him completely.

Prince Da’an had to say: “Block him!”

Countless figures flashed in the warm pavilion’s long corridor, blocking Murong Yi’s path.

Murong Yi stopped and looked at the people in front, back, left and right. He shook his head and laughed: “Look, this is a family banquet, this is the imperial family of the mortal world.”

He turned back to Prince Da’an: “This kind of family banquet – you can play by yourselves in the future. Remember not to call me anymore.”

Prince Da’an stared at him, after a long while shaking his head in defeat.

The more rebellious he was like this, the more he didn’t care and wouldn’t compromise, the more he seemed like nothing in heaven and earth could control him, the more he felt that among all his offspring, none could compare. For Liaodong’s throne, there was no replacement.

Without such bearing and nature, the future Liaodong with its inevitable frequent warfare couldn’t be defended.

The Liaodong King indeed shouldn’t be easily manipulated.

The Liaodong King must have the courage to manipulate everything in the world.

Among all his sons, only Murong Yi had this.

This was both unrelated to how many people he had killed, yet also related.

Originally he had wanted to test whether Murong Yi possessed Abyss Iron weapons, but now he could only dismiss this thought. After a long silence, he said: “You won’t accept this, you won’t do that – then this king asks you one final question.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“This king wants Liaodong’s territory not to be lost, wants Great Qian to not advance even a fraction, wants that Great Qian dynasty to be unable to care for itself… wants the life of that Great Qian puppet emperor. Can you accomplish this?”

A long silence.

Murong Yi faced Mu Si.

Mu Si was anxiously gesturing to him: Zhao San.

Zhao San was still in Prince Da’an’s hands, along with some subordinates captured that day, also still secretly imprisoned. Even the Embroidered Uniform Guards didn’t know where.

Not only that, Consort Baoxiang’s life and death still hung on Prince Da’an’s single thought.

Murong Yi had promised his grandfather to protect Consort Baoxiang’s safety for life.

He lived freely all his life, disregarding propriety and law. All people in the world could be killed by him, all matters in the world could be opposed by him.

His bottom lines were only two: first, Tie Ci; second, grandfather.

But today’s repeated defiance of the Great King had also touched his bottom line.

Prince Da’an had already given him maximum patience and concession. If he refused again, perhaps even he couldn’t walk out.

He still had many important things to do.

After a long while, Murong Yi said: “Yes.”

Prince Da’an waved his hand, and the figures dispersed like butterflies.

Murong Yi no longer looked back, striding quickly out of the warm pavilion. Everyone watched his back disappear at the end of the long corridor.

Only now did they dare breathe out. Only now did they discover that in this early spring weather, amid endless cold air, their backs had long since been soaked with sweat several times over.

…

Murong Yi walked through the corridor when he suddenly staggered and supported himself against a pillar.

Mu Si rushed to help. Murong Yi had already spat out a mouthful of black blood, splattering the vermillion column.

“Are you alright!” Mu Si looked at him worriedly. Seeing his normal expression, he had thought the poison wine was the Great King’s deliberate intimidation, but it turned out to be real!

“It’s fine, I forced it out. Not very powerful poison, but enough to leave Consort Baoxiang like a living dead person from now on, paralyzed in bed for life.”

Mu Si was stunned, very regretful: “Ah, not the deadly kind? Paralyzed for life seems pretty good to me. What a pity you shouldn’t have drunk it for her.”

Murong Yi also felt it was quite regrettable.

But who knew what toxicity this wine had? What if it really was deadly?

He couldn’t take this risk – after all, Prince Da’an never had womanly kindness.

He immediately felt relieved. The old man felt aggrieved and harbored resentment, wanting to secretly get revenge a few times – this was reasonable.

He wouldn’t argue with losers.

He casually wiped his mouth and continued forward. Mu Si followed closely, their master-servant conversation scattering in the wind.

“Should we go rescue Zhao San now?”

“No need. The old man has already softened. Zhao San will be released sooner or later. Let him do more labor reform – it’s good to cure his talkative habit.”

“That side…”

“Don’t contact them. Have them closely monitor all communication. When Qiu Wujiu originally wanted to reveal my Embroidered Uniform Guard commander identity to the Great King, fortunately our people intercepted it. Now I hear Qiu Wujiu has disappeared. When Xirong counted the battlefield that day, they didn’t find his body. If this person isn’t dead and wants to make a comeback, he might very well start from the Great King’s side again, using my information as a stepping stone once more… In any case, work hard to gain the Great King’s trust and control all information channels.”

“Yes. The Great King’s suspicions haven’t been dispelled. If your Embroidered Uniform Guard commander identity leaks, all previous efforts would be wasted… Should we stay in Liaodong to monitor this matter?”

“No, I have more important things to do.”

“What could be more important than this?”

“Of course… pursuing my wife!”

…

The people of the capital had been quite joyful recently.

First the city gates finally opened, then the Blood Cavalry entered the capital.

The city gates had suffered a disturbance a few days ago. Some spread rumors it was the Blood Cavalry attacking the gates, but soon the inner palace issued decrees. The outer city, inner city, and imperial city gates opened in succession, releasing the queuing people to welcome the Blood Cavalry into the capital.

The Tian Record shop, which had suddenly offered discounts, said at this time that their dried meat was sold out and closed shop. The people swarmed out of the city to see the legendary Blood Cavalry entering the capital.

The people had originally thought they could see the Crown Princess, but they didn’t. However, being able to see the Blood Cavalry in blood-red clothes with fierce expressions was quite satisfying.

It was also on this day that the people learned the Crown Princess had returned to the palace. The gentry who had attended the Grand Court Assembly quietly spread word about what had happened in the square that day, providing much material for teahouses and wine shops.

The simple people longed for stability and powerful rulers. The events in the square matched the people’s imagination of the most powerful monarch. For a time, the Crown Princess was praised throughout the streets. Mention the Crown Princess and everyone on the street would turn back with bright eyes.

It was in this atmosphere that Pingzong entered the city.

Half a month ago she had received Tie Ci’s letter. Little Aunt Tie had invited her to visit and stay at her home for a while. Her cheap little aunt had described the capital’s prosperity in the letter, making Pingzong, who had never left the sea island, very curious. She had immediately come by herself.

Her nature was impatient – she couldn’t wait slowly for the message-bearing courier, so she ran to the capital herself. Along the way she made quite a few laughable mistakes, like not knowing you needed money to buy things. When people asked her for money, she thought they were trying to rob her and beat them up.

When she understood you needed money to buy things, she couldn’t figure out money’s value and spent most of the travel funds Tie Ci had given her buying an inferior fake jade hairpin. With no money left for the second half of the journey, she went to perform for money. But her performances were too flashy – she caused a hailstorm that gave watching children bumps all over their heads, and she had to pay compensation. Controlling fire burned people’s clothes – more compensation.

When she finally learned to control the intensity of her performances, she was accused of being a fraud because she had stolen others’ business. Children would throw stones at her when she stood on the street. Pingzong got angry and wanted to slaughter the children, frightening the local government into deploying all their constables. In the end, it was only when Pingzong accidentally revealed the token Tie Ci had given her that she avoided prison.

The token Tie Ci gave was a palace token, but not the Crown Princess’s token. Local officials only knew it belonged to someone important and respectfully sent the plague god away, not daring to say more. Pingzong didn’t know Tie Ci’s identity either. This string of bad luck made her very displeased and doubtful – the outside world wasn’t wonderful at all. Little aunt was indeed a liar.

It was still the capital’s delicious food and beautiful clothes that Tie Ci mentioned in her letter that supported her decision to ultimately come, planning to take a look and leave if it wasn’t good.

When she entered the city, the city gate had a long queue. Two girls wearing veils in front were excitedly discussing the Crown Princess, saying she was the strongest woman in the world. Pingzong found this grating and interjected: “Strongest woman? Who is this Yellow Terrace Girl? How can there be such shameless people in the world? In my presence, someone still dares claim to be strongest?”

The two women turned around and shrieked: “Come quickly, someone is publicly slandering the Crown Princess!”

Women all around turned back, along with quite a few scholars.

Pingzong looked back at them in amazement.

Why are they looking at me?

Did I say something wrong?

She said: “What is this Yellow Terrace Girl anyway?”

Moments later, she was engulfed in a sea of veils, melons, fans, carrying poles, rotten eggs, and stinky shoes.

After pelting her, people scattered in all directions. Pingzong wanted revenge but couldn’t find anyone.

Pingzong stood dazedly amid the scattered objects, looking at the dripping fruit pulp on her clothes, grief welling up from within.

The capital was so unfriendly!

The prosperous outside world wasn’t good at all!

She wanted to go back to Ghost Island!

She was going to find that Yellow Terrace Girl and beat her ten thousand times every day, asking: “Who is the strongest person in the world?” until she cried while answering over and over: “It’s Pingzong! It’s Pingzong!”

Chapter 284: Wouldn’t It Be Good to Serve Father Properly!
Tie Ci had no idea about Pingzong’s grand vow.

She had already received a message by carrier pigeon saying that Pingzong had run off on her own. Calculating the travel time, she should arrive in the next few days.

Thinking that Pingzong was traveling alone with her naive and willful nature, hoping she wouldn’t cause any trouble, Tie Ci ordered people to wait at the city gates these past few days.

She also instructed the waiting palace servants that after receiving Pingzong, they should go to the Rong residence, Qi residence, Tian family, and the guild hall to bring Rong Pu, Shen Mi, Tian Wu, Qi Yuansi, Yang Yixiu, and others. She would invite her little companions to tour the imperial palace together.

Although Rong Pu hadn’t directly escorted her into the city that day, he had sent people early to contact Shen Mi. Shen Mi happened to be in the capital participating in the metropolitan examinations and had been waiting in the city for her. He had also contacted the acrobat troupe, learned about the young ladies’ poetry society, and found ways to send them messages, which led to that scene of female support.

Yang Yixiu had drugged his father, preventing Minister of Rites and his group from getting to the city gates in time to organize a human blockade against the Crown Princess. Afterward, he dared not go home and stayed directly with Shen Mi at the guild hall, gathering a large group of Yue Li Academy students who had come for the examinations. They spent their days exchanging poetry and literature with examination candidates from various places, while spreading stories of the Crown Princess’s brilliant and martial exploits.

Tie Ci was currently in the Imperial Study attending to government affairs. As before, she hadn’t tried to interfere with political matters due to her increased abilities, still choosing to listen quietly to governance, which earned considerable praise from some veteran ministers who had previously held wait-and-see attitudes, worried she might become arrogant with success.

Today there were two major matters. The first was receiving a petition from ten thousand people in Yannan, claiming that the current female heir was abusing her younger brother, oppressing the people, and behaving improperly, requesting that the old king’s nephew You Weinan be established as the new heir instead.

Among the dynasty’s three major fiefs, Liaodong was the most unruly, Longxi was relatively well-behaved. The Longxi Prince of Changle lived up to his name, only seeking lasting joy, indulging in Daoist practices for longevity, and regarding court orders – as long as they didn’t infringe on Longxi’s interests, he could basically cooperate. Though Longxi had its own army, management was lax. In previous years, Tie Ci had suggested that the prefectures around Longxi gradually infiltrate it militarily and economically, which had been quite effective. The court had plans to incorporate Longxi, and the difficulty wouldn’t be too great, but incorporating Longxi would touch the sensitive nerves of Liaodong and Yannan, triggering uncontrollable consequences. Therefore, the court ministers’ opinion was to proceed gradually and slowly. If they must fight, they should fight Liaodong first – after incorporating Liaodong, taking the other two fiefs would be much easier.

Yannan’s attitude toward the court fell between Liaodong and Longxi. But the former Yannan King had placed great emphasis on military preparations. Yannan had many local indigenous people who couldn’t communicate with Great Qian’s language, had fierce and strange customs, and wandered among the mountains, making them difficult to control. Except for the You family that had controlled Yannan for generations, court-appointed officials couldn’t govern well either. Fortunately, Yannan still nominally respected Great Qian. Regarding this petition to change the heir, the court ministers were divided into two factions. One faction felt that with Liaodong not yet subdued, they should appease Yannan and Longxi more. The female heir was originally an expedient measure, and since the old king’s surviving youngest son was reportedly mentally impaired, adopting and establishing his nephew was reasonable. The other faction felt that since the old king’s children were incompetent, this was a great opportunity for the court – why establish a shrewd nephew? What if a formidable character emerged? Better to maintain the status quo, giving the court more opportunities.

The ministers debated endlessly. Tie Ci listened and tapped the table.

The ministers all stopped and looked at her.

Tie Ci smiled: “Yannan is remote and distant. Over the years, the court’s understanding of it can only be gleaned from documents Yannan itself submits. But what are Yannan’s actual customs and people like? What is the royal family’s attitude toward the court? What kind of person is the female heir? Is the younger brother truly mentally impaired? What is the character of the proposed replacement heir? Why would people who don’t usually care about politics submit a petition with ten thousand signatures for this person? Are there ulterior motives involved? We’re still in the dark about all these matters.”

All the ministers nodded. Rong Luchuan said: “What does Your Highness intend?”

“What the eye sees may not be true, let alone what the ear hears,” Tie Ci said. “Let’s take this opportunity to send people to investigate Yannan thoroughly.”

“Your Highness speaks wisely, but whom should we send? The other party is a prince – ordinary officials could completely ignore them. If we send a prince to lead the team…” Xiao Liheng’s eyes lit up. He was about to suggest Prince Zhao when Tie Ci cut him off: “I will go personally.”

The ministers were shocked. Some instinctively said it was impossible, others pondered. Those opposed argued that the heir carried Great Qian’s national fortune, Yannan’s loyalty to the court was limited, and a person worth a thousand gold shouldn’t sit under a dangerous wall – this absolutely couldn’t be done.

Tie Ci laughed: “I’ve trained for a year, been to Dongming, drifted on the sea, been hunted, burned by fire, struck by stones, flooded by water. In terms of danger, Yannan probably can’t compare.”

Xiao Liheng immediately shut up.

Xiao faction officials all lowered their heads and played deaf.

He Zi immediately stepped forward to express agreement, praising the Crown Princess for leading from the front, not fearing hardships, caring for the people, elevating the significance of Tie Ci’s journey to the level of serving country and people, adding another layer of gold to the Crown Princess’s already glorious image.

Tie Ci had discussed this with him beforehand, saying she needed to make this southern trip. He Zi didn’t oppose it – as long as the Crown Princess ensured her own safety, gaining more capital was always good.

The Xiao family and royal family currently maintained only basic balance because the truth about Xiao Chang’s death had been sealed. Di Yiwei’s report to the court stated that Xiao Chang and his personal troops were ambushed by Liaodong’s main army and completely annihilated. At the time, Tie Ci had personally killed Xiao Chang and ordered the siege of Xiao family troops to avenge the main army. The soldiers who participated in the revenge naturally kept their mouths shut. Other non-direct troops like the Kaiping Guard were transferred by Tie Ci’s orders afterward – part of Kaiping Guard was transferred to Yongping under Di Yiwei’s control, so Di Yiwei could naturally seal their mouths.

The Xiao family naturally didn’t believe this result, but with Xiao Chang dead, Huang Ming dead, and not one of the Xiao family troops returning, it wasn’t easy to learn the truth from such a distance. This matter was also one of the reasons stimulating the Xiao family to promote changing the crown prince.

But someday the Xiao family would know.

By then, they would have caught their breath, and there would be vicious retaliation.

Of course, whether they could catch this breath – the current secret struggle continued, depending on everyone’s abilities.

For example, regarding the spring examination’s chief examiner position, He Zi was definitely getting one slot. Which faction would get the remaining slots – the Xiao family held on tightly.

The Three Judicial Offices’ trial of Xiao clan members and Xiao Bi’an was also at a stalemate. Before Tie Ci’s return, Xiao Liheng had hinted yesterday that if Tie Ci’s side allowed the case of Xiao clan colluding with local officials to embezzle river management funds and cause flooding to be dropped, the Xiao family would randomly push out a scapegoat and spare Xiao Bi’an’s life, and the Xiao family would yield another slot.

Previously, the account books evidence of Xiao family embezzling river funds – the one Gu Xiaoxiao had worked so hard to obtain – after being sent to the Court of Judicial Review, the archive mysteriously caught fire, and the account books were among the destroyed items.

Fortunately, later Xiahou Chun sent the Nine Guards to find the families of merchants who had been tricked into digging the river that day. He Zi had them file complaints during the Emperor’s travels, making the matter public, so the case continued to be tried.

Previously the royal family had been puppets, but now they had some voice. Every court matter involving power and interests saw the three faction groups fighting irreconcilably, making policy implementation extremely slow. Both Tie Ci and He Zi felt this was internal consumption for Great Qian, and if it continued long-term, it would cause deep harm.

Only with smooth governance and harmonious people could there be a prosperous age.

Unless one side rapidly developed power to break the balance, or achieved world-shaking merit to directly overwhelm the other two sides and gain governing rights.

For example, pacifying the three fiefs.

When Tie Ci proposed going to Yannan, Xiao Liheng was frustrated that Tie Ci was currently in the limelight and getting in the way at court. He wished she would leave, and if something happened in Yannan, that would be even better.

With both He Zi and Xiao Liheng expressing agreement, the remaining Chief Minister Rong leading his faction of officials also went with the flow, and the matter was decided.

Tie Yan was somewhat reluctant: “You just returned to the capital – no need to rush into distant travel, right? At least wait until after your birthday.”

Tie Ci’s birthday was in April. Tie Yan was determined to celebrate the Crown Princess’s birthday properly this year and had made many preparations. Tie Ci naturally wouldn’t dampen his enthusiasm and agreed with a smile, while opening the next document.

As her gaze swept over it, her fingers paused.

The Cabinet had naturally already reviewed the memorial. Rong Luchuan said: “Liaodong spies report by fast horse that Liaodong claims Di Yiwei colluded with Liang Shiyi to disturb Liaodong’s northern borders. Heavy troops are now deployed along the Xizhou-Anzhou line near our Great Qian territory, with clear intent to divide and rule. Additionally, Prince Da’an, without court approval, directly announced to the world that the eighteenth prince Murong Yi had merit in quelling rebellion and should be established as heir apparent.”

Ministers angrily cursed Liaodong’s shamelessness in inverting black and white. Some were curious about this suddenly appearing eighteenth prince, having never heard of him before – how had he surpassed so many brothers to become heir? Tie Yan listened and found the name familiar, asking in amazement: “Isn’t this the one who was engaged to the Crown Princess then broke the engagement?”

Only then did everyone remember it was indeed this person. He Zi glanced at Tie Ci and said leisurely: “The original engagement was an expedient measure. Liaodong had treasonous intentions early on – how could the Crown Princess take such a rebel as national consort? Besides, his establishment as heir apparent wasn’t for merit in quelling rebellion, but for using deception to wound the Crown Princess in the Battle of Five Colors Plain, right?”

At these words, everyone was shocked. Tie Yan exclaimed: “He was the one who struck? How despicable!”

“The Crown Princess didn’t let him off easy either. She immediately returned the favor with her own blade,” He Zi said. “This person also once disguised himself and infiltrated Yue Li Academy as a teacher, showing his malicious intentions. Now that both sides are enemies with severed ties, it’s not necessarily bad. When they meet again, there will be no mercy. Isn’t that right, Your Highness?”

Tie Ci stared at those few short lines of text. After a long while, she closed the memorial, placed it squarely on the desk, and said calmly: “Naturally.”

…

At this time, in front of the palace gates square, Pingzong got off the carriage and looked at the enormous white marble square, exclaiming: “Is this that… someone’s courtyard? Her courtyard is really big.”

After thinking, she added: “Though it’s still a bit smaller than my family’s courtyard.”

Little Bug had received Tie Ci’s instructions to personally come to the palace gate to welcome Pingzong. Hearing this, his mouth twitched.

Go ahead and boast.

He asked Pingzong to wait briefly as several more carriages stopped in front of the square. Rong Pu and others got off, and Little Bug smiled: “Miss Pingzong, please wait. This slave will go greet my master’s schoolmates.”

“What are schoolmates?”

“Students who studied together at the academy.”

Pingzong’s expression changed: “Scholars? Scholars are the most annoying!” She turned and walked away.

She understood seniority – that woman’s classmates would all be a generation above her, wouldn’t they? She didn’t want to have to call everyone uncle.

Pingzong turned and left first. Little Bug had to have a young eunuch follow to guide her, afraid she might wander into Chengqian Hall and sit on the throne, which would be troublesome.

Pingzong was indeed very interested in the towering white marble steps and magnificent hall at the head of the square, commenting: “About as spacious as my family’s house. Why aren’t you taking me inside? Shouldn’t honored guests all be welcomed into the main house for entertainment?”

The guiding young eunuch was also mischievous, smiling: “Inner courtyard honored guests should naturally be entertained in the inner residence’s flower hall. Miss, please follow this slave. My master has prepared many fine pastries and tea, waiting.”

Hearing there was good food, Pingzong went gladly. She didn’t like the people of the capital, but the capital’s food was truly delicious. Earlier, before being picked up by the carriage, she had snatched a piece of mung bean cake from a little girl’s hands – it was wonderful!

She was led past Qianqing Gate, heading toward the inner palace. Rong Pu and others stopped in front of Wumen Gate. Rong Pu pointed to the three main halls – Chengqian, Chengen, and Chengwen – on the palace’s central axis: “These are the palace’s three main halls, where civil and military officials pay court and deliberate, and where scholars throughout the realm aspire to reach. Thanks to the Crown Princess, we can step foot here legitimately today.”

Tian Wu grinned: “Scholar Rong needn’t be modest. You’re already a Hanlin Academy compiler, so-called future prime minister material. You often come here, and in future you’ll be able to enter Chengqian Hall in the front row. I, Old Tian, am different – a rough beef seller who can enter Wumen Square brings glory to ancestors and should be quickly recorded in the family genealogy.”

“Brother Tian needn’t belittle yourself either. You scattered your family wealth for the Crown Princess and are also a Yue Li Academy student. You’ll surely enter Chengqian Hall in future – no need to rush writing this small matter in the genealogy, afraid there’ll be too much to write later.”

They all laughed, gazing up at the golden glazed tiles spreading across the great hall’s peak like molten gold, splashing into the bright, hope-filled eyes of young scholars.

A group of ministers walked out from the hall. The young men quickly bowed and stood aside.

Most ministers recognized Rong Pu and understood these must be the Crown Princess’s supporters from Yue Li Academy. Not wanting trouble, they walked around at a distance, though their eyes glanced at the leading senior ministers.

Rong Luchuan saw his grandson and frowned slightly but said nothing, only: “Come pay respects to the various lords.”

Rong Pu then led the group in bowing to Xiao Liheng and others who followed behind.

Xiao Liheng glanced at these people, finding them unpleasant no matter how he looked, but smiled benevolently on the surface. He turned to Rong Luchuan: “Haven’t congratulated Chief Minister yet. I hear Scholar Rong attended the Crown Princess throughout her trials, working tirelessly, and has now returned to the capital with the Crown Princess. Good news must be near.”

Without waiting for Rong Luchuan to respond, he added meaningfully: “Speaking of which, when the Crown Princess was selecting a consort, most ministers’ sons declined, but only the Rong family didn’t withdraw. Now it seems Chief Minister truly has far-reaching vision.”

Rong Pu smiled, responding naturally: “Grand Secretary Xiao flatters me. But regarding the Crown Princess’s consort selection, the imperial family decides. We ministers cannot interfere. For us subjects, dedicating ourselves wholeheartedly to our sovereign is our duty.”

Rong Luchuan smiled slightly.

Rong Pu’s response was composed and appropriate – he was very satisfied.

He hadn’t overly interfered with Rong Pu’s insistence on following the Crown Princess. Great families avoided putting all eggs in one basket – having children in different factions was common.

If circumstances changed, they wouldn’t be completely wiped out.

The Crown Princess now seemed quite wise and capable. Having Rong Pu gain her favor wasn’t bad.

Rong Luchuan had also read the six-volume “Chronicles of Compassion,” which featured Rong Pu prominently with much praise and subtle romantic undertones. He knew these chronicles were compiled by He Zi’s faction of scholars, representing the Crown Princess’s faction’s attitude toward Rong Pu, which pleased him greatly.

He also hoped the Crown Princess understood reason – having received Rong Pu’s devoted help, she should reciprocate.

But Xiao Liheng turned to look at Qi Yuansi: “This must be Commander Qi’s beloved son? Also a young hero – I heard he was even in the same academy hall as the Crown Princess before, quite connected. Ha ha, so-called enemies become friends! Though the engagement was broken initially, now he’s invited to the palace too. The Crown Princess must harbor no grudges toward Young Master Qi and values him greatly. Congratulations!”

While congratulating, he beckoned Commander Qi who was just passing: “Old Qi, come here. The Crown Princess has invited your son to tour the palace.”

Commander Qi came over laughing: “Young people get along well. The Crown Princess values our Yuansi greatly.”

Rong Luchuan’s face darkened slightly.

Rong Pu’s smile faded a bit.

Qi Yuansi wasn’t stupid either – he vaguely understood and felt his scalp tingle.

Xiao Liheng’s gaze turned to Yang Yixiu, about to find Minister Yang in the crowd, but Yang Yixiu was more flexible than anyone. He immediately interjected: “Uncle Xiao, don’t call my father over. I haven’t been home for ages, and my father was so angry he beat me. I’ve been avoiding him these past days. Don’t make me get another beating – it wouldn’t look good for you either if I got beaten in front of you, right?”

Xiao Liheng paused. Now he really couldn’t call Minister Yang over to create a scene. He looked at Yang Yixiu with a smile: “Little Yang—”

Yang Yixiu interrupted again: “Uncle Xiao, you and my father are colleagues. Help me persuade my father. Children this age shouldn’t be beaten randomly – he should leave discipline to a daughter-in-law. Instead of beating me when he has time, he should worry about quickly finding me a good marriage. My standards aren’t high – just find someone with beauty and talent like your granddaughter. Oh, my father’s coming. Could you go discuss this with him now? I’m counting on you!”

Like a monkey, he bowed and pushed Old Xiao forward while pulling Qi Yuansi and Rong Pu backward, distancing himself from this troublemaking old schemer.

Over there, his father had already seen him but abruptly turned to walk away from the side.

Xiao Liheng, pushed forward and handed a task by this monkey, couldn’t return to make more trouble. He could only smile, point at Yang Yixiu saying “what a little monkey,” and walk away.

Yang Yixiu silently breathed a sigh of relief, thinking how close that was.

He’d almost been dragged into the Crown Princess’s harem competition, facing the Chief Minister’s enmity and suppression forever.

That wouldn’t do – his youthful reputation couldn’t be damaged, and he still wanted to marry a wife!

At least he’d taken the opportunity to clarify he had no interest in the Crown Princess, so he could be left in peace hereafter.

Over there, Commander Qi and Chief Minister Rong exchanged glances. Rong Luchuan was deep and mature, nodding slightly without intending to say anything. But Commander Qi was a military man – seeing this situation, he felt uncomfortable and laughed: “The Crown Princess invited Yuansi to gather in the palace today, but didn’t expect Young Master Rong to come too.”

Rong Luchuan’s white eyebrows moved. He thought this was inappropriate wording and said calmly: “Qianzheng is following the Crown Princess’s orders to show several schoolmates around the palace city.”

He subtly clarified the hierarchy. Now Commander Qi found it unpleasant, chuckling: “My Yuansi has been in the palace before, and will be coming and going regularly hereafter. No need to trouble Scholar Rong.”

Rong Luchuan: “Coming and going regularly?”

Commander Qi: “Doesn’t Chief Minister know…”

Qi Yuansi: “Ow, my stomach really hurts!”

Xiao Liheng suddenly wandered back with a smile: “I suddenly remembered – I heard from my old family members that when the Crown Princess was at the academy, she had an extraordinary relationship with an archery teacher. Don’t know which family’s son could gain the Crown Princess’s favor. I’ll go ask the Crown Princess later – if she’s set her heart on someone, the Ministry of Rites should petition His Majesty about this matter early. We’ll have happy news in the palace soon.”

Having spread his poison, he left satisfied, leaving Rong Luchuan and Qi Ling looking at each other, then both staring at their respective children.

Qi Yuansi: “I don’t know anything!”

Rong Pu: “Absolutely no such thing!”

The two important ministers exchanged glances and decided to temporarily avoid confrontation, first investigating the archery teacher matter.

The Crown Princess better not think of abandoning their son (grandson) after using him!

Everyone watched the big shots leave with cold sweats. Shen Mi and Tian Wu had stood aside throughout – the former was grateful his low status kept him out of the battlefield, while the latter was too crude for the big shots to consider him possibly the Crown Princess’s type, so they ignored him completely.

Tian Wu, confused, loudly asked Yang Yixiu: “Yixiu, Yixiu, why were you talking about so many unrelated things just now? What happened?”

“Lower your voice! I was clarifying that I have no interest in the Crown Princess, and she has none in me. Harem rivalry has nothing to do with me!”

“Ahahaha, gaga.” Tian Wu laughed like a hundred ducks. “What are you thinking! Crown Princess’s harem? Why would you enter the Crown Princess’s harem? You’re thinking too much – that’s our father! Wouldn’t it be good to serve father properly!”

Not far away, the group of ministers who hadn’t left yet and had been eavesdropping all stumbled simultaneously.

…

Chapter 285: Investigation of Romantic Relationships
Tie Ci had recently recruited many informants, so news of what happened in the square reached her ears before Pingzong and her classmates even arrived.

She was currently waiting with Tie Yan and Consort Jing in Yuqiu Palace. This was her idea – to give her classmates and niece a homey reception. Besides thanking her classmates, she also wanted Pingzong to meet her parents and build some basic emotional bonds, then coax her into staying to protect Father Emperor and Mother Consort.

Pingzong was her secret weapon. Only with Pingzong around could she leave the palace with peace of mind after tearing off all pretense with the Xiao family.

Hearing about what happened earlier, Tie Yan looked worried: “My daughter, did you promise Qi Yuansi anything?”

“I promised he wouldn’t have to eat shit.”

Consort Jing: …Why did Your Highness become so crude after going out once?

“What about Rong Pu? Did you promise him anything?”

“I promised him that if he worked hard, he’d eventually reach the highest ministerial position.”

“What about romantic matters?”

“What does that have to do with me?” Tie Ci sighed. “I didn’t accept the Rong family even in those difficult times – how is it possible now?”

“What about that archery teacher?”

Tie Ci fell silent.

Behind her, Dan Shuang and Chi Xue both lowered their heads.

A father who knows his daughter, Tie Yan immediately understood. He straightened up, slightly excited: “So there really is such a person? What’s his name? What’s his background? How old is he? What does he look like? Is he worthy of my daughter?”

Tie Ci didn’t answer.

Worthy? Naturally he was very worthy.

Tie Yan saw her expression and thought he understood: “Poor background? In father’s opinion, since you don’t want a political marriage anyway, your husband’s background doesn’t matter. If his origins are too humble, we can have him acknowledged by some important minister as an adopted son to elevate his status. The key is that his character and appearance must be good – we can’t let my daughter be wronged.”

Consort Jing said delicately: “Your Majesty, it’s not quite like that. There are countless fine young men at court – why seek some unknown rustic person…”

If the in-laws came from the countryside without understanding propriety, the imperial family would become a laughingstock.

Tie Ci closed her tea bowl, interrupting her parents’ debate, and smiled faintly: “Father Emperor and Mother Consort are overthinking. That was merely a chance encounter. Besides, he’s from Liaodong.”

Upon hearing he was from Liaodong, Tie Yan immediately leaned back: “Then forget it.”

Tie Ci’s heart sank.

Though she no longer held hope, seeing Father Emperor’s attitude – dismissing someone merely for being from Liaodong – still made her heart ache.

Tie Yan said: “In that case, you should make a proper choice between the Rong family and Qi family.”

Tie Ci: “…What?”

“After all, it’s only these people. In terms of family background and loyalty, you should choose between these two. You must decide early, otherwise I fear the Rong and Qi families will become dissatisfied and even turn away from the imperial family.”

“…Father Emperor.”

“Hmm?”

“I think you’ve missed the most crucial point.”

“…Hmm?”

“I’m the father – they just need to serve father properly. What are they thinking!”

Tie Yan: “…”

…

Pingzong followed the young eunuch around countless palaces and corridors, her eyes dazzled and servants counted until dizzy. Her mental state progressed from initially thinking “Little aunt’s family is quite wealthy, with so many houses and servants,” to “Little aunt’s family is so rich, how can they have so many houses and servants!” to “Little aunt’s family is too wealthy, too many houses – I’m exhausted from walking, and there are more servants than ants!”

When the young eunuch said they’d arrived, she breathed a sigh of relief inwardly but said casually: “Not bad, a bit smaller than my family’s.”

The young eunuch suppressed his laughter and bowed: “Please, this way.”

They passed another large building, two flower halls, three or four corridors, stepped on thick carpets that covered their feet, crossed five or six moon gate openings. The servants lifting curtains were each more beautiful and respectful than the last, standing like vases throughout the long corridor. Under the young eunuch’s guidance, Pingzong numbly entered a flower-filled courtyard. Under vine trellises lay white marble stone floors with deep purple silk curtains hanging down. White stone tables were laden with fruits, and exquisite pastries of various shapes and colors were arranged. A handsome man and woman sat there, then a white-robed youth emerged from behind the curtains with a smile.

Pingzong was stunned.

The approaching youth reminded her of the most famous snow pearls of the South Sea – those extremely rare precious pearls from giant deep-sea shells, lustrous and pure white with flowing treasure light, showing rainbow colors under sunlight yet transparent as crystal under moonlight, both elegant and noble, capable of captivating souls at first glance.

When she’d met Tie Ci, Tie Ci had been wearing the face of a second-mate sailor. Though Pingzong knew she was female, being proud of her own beauty, she subconsciously assumed Tie Ci must be ugly.

Now seeing this beautiful youth approaching, she didn’t connect him with the sailor. Standing still and looking around: “Which family’s young man are you? I’m looking for someone.”

“Looking for your little aunt?”

Pingzong refused to acknowledge it: “Looking for a relative.”

“Besides me, your little aunt, you have no other relatives here.”

Pingzong: “!!!”

Tie Ci introduced Tie Yan and Consort Jing: “My parents. You should address them as… grandfather and grandmother?”

“No way!”

Tie Yan, Consort Jing, and Pingzong all objected simultaneously.

The former were shocked – where did such a big granddaughter suddenly pop out from? Wasn’t it said that a master had come who needed to be treated with courtesy? How did they end up becoming someone’s grandparents?

Consort Jing: …After going out for training, why does Your Highness like being everyone’s parent?

Pingzong – Mother lied to me!

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

She hadn’t revealed the imperial identity from the start, fearing that someone like Pingzong with a free-spirited background might naturally resist the imperial family. She thought to first tempt her with wealth and luxury. After all, this was someone to be won over – the generational titles and forms of address were just jokes.

She smiled: “When elders meet someone for the first time, they give meeting gifts.”

Pingzong thought of her pocket with only a few copper coins left, not knowing where her return travel funds would come from.

Feeling awkward and anxious, cold air emerged from the left side of her head while blue smoke curled up from the right side.

Tie Yan and Consort Jing stared wide-eyed.

Tie Ci: “…”

Oh no, this one hasn’t successfully integrated her ice and fire divine arts yet?

Not daring to tease her niece further, she had to smile: “We’re family – use whatever form of address you like, just treat us as elders… This is Pingzong, Chi Pingzong. I once received kindness from her mother and promised to look after her.”

She changed Pingzong’s surname without asking, but Pingzong had no reaction – her mind was still troubled by the addressing issue. She absolutely couldn’t bring herself to call them anything, but she did want such wealthy relatives.

Having been emperor for many years, Tie Yan glanced at Pingzong with snow falling on one side and fire rising on the other, then put on a loving smile and pulled out a string of aged Kynam agarwood beads with a nine-eyed dzi bead from his sleeve to give to Pingzong.

Kynam agarwood was already precious, not to mention with a nine-eyed dzi bead – this string of prayer beads was priceless. But Tie Ci frowned, thinking it was like casting pearls before swine.

Indeed, Pingzong looked at the grayish, unremarkable string that obviously wasn’t valuable and was quite disappointed, casually stuffing it in her pocket.

The cherry blossom shukulaite pearl string that Consort Jing perfunctorily gave, however, was bright and beautiful, winning her favor. She immediately put it happily around her neck.

Having received gifts without calling anyone by name, Pingzong awkwardly sat down, planning to eat a bite and leave.

After one bite, she forgot about leaving entirely.

Everything was delicious, but before she could eat much of anything, it was removed because there were more pastries and fruits waiting to be served. Serving maids flowed like water, with a table of fruits, a table of pastries, a table of soups, a table of porridge, a table of hot dishes, a table of cold dishes…

After being surrounded by delicious food, Tie Ci clapped her hands and palace servants flowed in like water presenting silks and satins: “Little aunt wants to make new clothes for her niece.”

After the silks and satins came a row of palace maids, each holding large boxes inlaid with gold and jade. When opened, they sparkled with treasure light – all complete sets of jewelry: pearls, jade, gemstones, gold. When Tie Ci ordered jewelry selection, she absolutely refused anything low-key and expensive. Her only requirement was sparkle – the more sparkly the better.

“Little aunt wants to add jewelry for her niece.”

After the jewelry came another row of palace maids, this time with trays holding exquisitely crafted delicate weapons, each one flowing with brilliance, clear as autumn water: “Little aunt wants to give her niece the best toys.”

The pastry in Pingzong’s mouth fell out.

Though she lived like a princess on Ghost Island, Gui Haisheng was naturally stingy, ordinary islanders lived ordinary lives, and cut off from the world, she truly hadn’t seen many fine things. Poverty had limited her imagination – she couldn’t withstand the devastation of imperial wealth. Her bottom, which she had wanted to lift, became dead weight glued to the bench from then on.

Before long, the imperial family’s new little princess wore three pearl garments, carried an Abyss Iron sword, wore enough treasure crowns, walking ornaments, golden hairpins and pearl flowers to cause cervical problems, and faced three tables of delicacies from land and sea, constantly nodding: “Fine. Good. No problem. I’ll watch people for you, guard the house for you.”

Tie Ci asked: “How is little aunt’s home? Do you like it? Stay and live here from now on.”

Pingzong put down her pork knuckle, wiped her mouth, glanced over: “Not bad, a bit worse than my home, but barely livable.”

Only then did she remember to ask Tie Ci: “What does your family do? You seem about as impressive as my father – are you also an island chief? Do you also have big ships that can go to sea freely?”

A stifled “pfft” of laughter.

Yang Yixiu and others had arrived.

They were all shocked by the human jewelry rack.

Surprise flashed in Rong Pu’s eyes – he hadn’t expected Tie Ci would receive guests in such a relatively private environment with a family banquet style. This was extremely high courtesy.

He led everyone in bowing to the Emperor, Consort Jing, and Tie Ci.

“Your Majesty, Your Ladyship, Your Highness.”

The chicken leg in Pingzong’s mouth fell into the flowers.

After a long moment, she murmured: “Is this a theatrical performance?”

Little Bug beside her covered his sleeves and smiled with narrowed eyes: “For the young lady’s information, our master’s family doesn’t rule islands – they rule this entire realm. Ships are naturally available, probably eight or ten thousand of them, but they can’t be used for pleasure trips to sea, only for warfare.”

Pingzong: “…”

Angelina Cherry Snow Feather Han Ling Blood Beautiful Demon Charm Antalya Wounded Dream Fragrant Charm Heather Rose Tear Glass Dance Elegant Lei Yue Ai Ya Pingzong – tears of regret fell beautifully like ice pearls from her left face, while blazing demonic flames emerged from her right hand. After flowing beautifully seven or eight times between ice snow and flames, she suddenly turned around and shouted forcefully at Tie Yan and Consort Jing: “Grandfather! Grandmother!”

“…”

Chapter 286: Where’s My Little Uncle-in-Law?
After a period of bustling commotion, the banquet finally resumed. Tie Yan repeatedly insisted there was no need for excessive formality, so ultimately the Emperor sat in the seat of honor, Noble Consort Tie Ci seated beside him, with everyone else arranged around below.

Both the Emperor and Noble Consort smiled warmly as they gazed at these promising young men. The Emperor looked at them with the eyes of one viewing future assistants to his daughter, while the Noble Consort looked at them with the eyes of one viewing potential future sons-in-law.

Since she couldn’t look openly, she would steal glances left and right from time to time. Her gaze made Qi Yuansi, Yang Yixiu, and the others feel as if they were sitting on pins and needles, constantly shifting backward discreetly until they had pushed Rong Pu to the very front.

Rong Pu, however, remained composed and upright no matter how intense the scrutiny, his clear and open demeanor earning Tie Yan’s satisfied beard-stroking and the Noble Consort’s subtle nods of approval. Her gaze grew increasingly satisfied.

She noticed Pingzong, having eaten her fill, showed no interest in joining the conversation and was playing with her prayer beads, causing the Noble Consort to furrow her brow slightly.

Tie Ci had said this woman could protect them, but having seen her in person, the Noble Consort didn’t believe it. The palace was full of skilled fighters—how could it be the turn of this young village woman who seemed to understand nothing?

His Highness was simply too ambitious in spirit. Why must she always work so hard? Wouldn’t it be much easier to marry a husband with powerful influence sooner rather than later?

His Highness was currently completely focused on court affairs with no mind for marriage matters, and His Majesty had always indulged His Highness, letting her have her way. But as a woman herself, she understood most clearly that if a woman delayed her good years and missed good young men, it would be a lifelong regret.

Rong Pu was even older than His Highness and had also reached the age for betrothal. They should naturally form closer ties with the imperial family, but the imperial family had never given any indication. If Chief Minister Rong felt uncertain and unwilling to wait, arranging another match with a distinguished family for Rong Pu would be very possible.

These matters—her daughter didn’t understand them, men were careless about them—required her as a mother to worry about them more.

Her gaze swept over the prayer beads, and her heart stirred. She spoke softly to Tie Yan: “Your Majesty must be delighted to see so many young heroes today.”

“That’s only natural.”

Reminded by the Noble Consort’s gaze, Tie Yan noticed Pingzong’s prayer beads and suddenly remembered that Tie Ci’s unusual hospitality to these classmates today meant he should properly bestow some gifts.

The Emperor had eunuchs specifically assigned to this duty, and imperial rewards followed established protocols. A single word of “reward” would bring forth appropriate gifts matching the recipients’ status and rank.

However, except for Rong Pu, none of those present currently held official positions. Ordinary rewards wouldn’t demonstrate proper regard. Just as Tie Yan hesitated, the Noble Consort was already rising with a radiant smile, personally accompanying the eunuchs to arrange the rewards.

Both Tie Yan and Tie Ci felt puzzled, wondering when she had become so socially astute. On second thought, she wasn’t actually lacking in social understanding—she simply tended to think rather self-centeredly and stubbornly.

Since this was a minor matter, neither paid it much attention. Tie Yan personally inquired about Rong Pu and the others regarding Tie Ci’s experiences over the past year. While Tie Ci’s letters had been concise, reporting good news but not bad, Rong Pu and the others dared not speak the complete truth either, only briefly mentioning a few things. Finally, Rong Pu said: “His Highness has faced life and death for the sake of Your Majesty and the Great Qian realm. We loyally follow, moved by His Highness’s noble character, and this is also our duty as subjects. We dare not accept Your Majesty’s rewards. We only wish to request that Your Majesty preserve your dragon body for the sake of His Highness and Great Qian, forever remaining the support of His Highness, Great Qian, and countless millions of subjects.”

Tie Yan understood his meaning and nodded with gratification, saying: “I have only this one daughter. The previous dynasty saw fathers and sons suspicious of each other, brothers fighting—none of this will happen in our dynasty. I need no more heirs. What I want is for the Tie imperial clan to be united from top to bottom precisely because there is no retreat.”

Rong Pu vaguely understood his meaning and felt shocked in his heart. Looking at this emperor rumored to be weak and useless, a puppet ruler, Tie Yan smiled slightly at him.

Rong Pu lowered his eyes, thinking that indeed, even gentle people could have brave hearts. The Emperor’s desperate gamble, placing himself in mortal danger to find life—this was not something ordinary people could do.

With such a father and daughter pair, how could the Tie clan face decline?

After hearing these young people briefly describe a few incidents, Tie Yan sighed continuously. Previously he had only known that the trials were difficult, but he hadn’t known they were this difficult. The guilt in his heart deepened further, feeling that sitting safely and enjoying comfort at this moment was inappropriate. He wanted to share his feelings with the Noble Consort, but discovered she still hadn’t returned, making him wonder what she was arranging that required such attention to detail.

After a while, the Noble Consort finally appeared gracefully, followed by a line of palace maids carrying trays.

Tie Ci, feeling uneasy, personally went over first to examine everything, and only after finding no problems did she accompany the Noble Consort back.

The trays held paintings, rare books, precious porcelain, palace-made daggers with sharkskin scabbards, and a purple jade ruyi scepter.

Except for that purple jade ruyi being somewhat more precious, these were all standard items that emperors typically bestowed upon close subjects.

The famous painting was awarded to Tian Wu. From then on, the main hall of the old Tian family would display an imperially bestowed center scroll, and even the county magistrate would have to dismount when entering, saving them from much exploitation and harassment.

The rare book went to Shen Mi, encouraging him to study diligently. Tie Ci planned that once things settled down, she would have someone thoroughly investigate his father’s case, and if there had been injustice, clearing the Shen family’s name would be the greatest favor.

The jade porcelain went to Yang Yixiu—his father loved collecting precious porcelain, which was well known throughout the court, so he could use this to repair the father-son relationship.

The dagger went to Qi Yuansi—this was appropriate for a military family.

These were the items, though the original arrangements were different—Tie Ci had rearranged them.

Only regarding the purple jade ruyi, the Noble Consort insisted on bestowing it upon Rong Pu. Tie Ci was indifferent and wouldn’t argue with the Noble Consort over such a small matter.

Seeing that purple jade ruyi, Tie Yan’s brow furrowed slightly, but since the items had already been presented, it was inappropriate to say anything. He silently glanced at the Noble Consort.

The Great Qian dynasty valued purple as precious—below bright yellow came purple. “Purple qi coming from the east” itself represented the imperial clan.

And the ruyi scepter held different significance.

Going back several generations, when the imperial family arranged marriages, imperial marriage edicts were accompanied by purple jade ruyi scepters. It had simply been used less in recent generations.

Tie Ci was probably unaware of these implications.

But Tie Yan felt that since Rong Pu was already the best candidate for future national father-in-law, bestowing it early was not inappropriate.

Seeing the purple jade ruyi, Rong Pu was also slightly stunned and glanced at Tie Ci.

These rewards had been personally reviewed by Tie Ci, meaning they came from her authorization, or at minimum, she didn’t object.

So she was…

A slight smile crossed his face as he expressed gratitude and accepted the reward.

The Noble Consort looked at him with radiant joy, then looked at Tie Ci conversing and laughing with him, feeling more and more that she had done right—they truly were a perfect pair.

Over there, Pingzong, having eaten her fill, turned to study this group of people. After watching for quite a while, she suddenly asked: “Where’s my little uncle-in-law?”

Chapter 287: Cherish Those Before You
Everyone: “…”

The Emperor and Noble Consort: “!!!”

Tie Ci: “…”

What to do—was it still possible to stuff this grand-niece back to Ghost Island now?

Obviously it was too late. Pingzong had already confirmed that none of these men was her little uncle-in-law, frowning and glaring at Tie Ci: “You’re not with him anymore? Then where is he? Tell me so I can go find him.”

Tie Yan said: “Ci’er, what little uncle-in-law?”

The Noble Consort said: “Your Highness, have you already… outside?”

Tie Ci: “Can’t you tell this is a simple-minded child randomly spouting nonsense, and you believe it too?”

Pingzong: “You’re the simple-minded one!”

Tie Ci: “Look, everyone!”

Tie Yan glanced at Pingzong, then at Tie Ci.

It was precisely because she was simple-minded that her words were believable. Why didn’t she call the others little uncle-in-law? Clearly there really was such a person, and she had met him. Moreover, Ci’er had been very intimate with this person.

Looking again at the strange expressions on those young talents’ faces—except for Rong Pu who smiled faintly as if he hadn’t understood at all, the others all looked rather peculiar.

But imperial dignity and composure were still required. In front of subjects, it wouldn’t be proper to pursue these matters concerning the Crown Princess, so Tie Yan simply smiled without pressing further.

However, the Noble Consort couldn’t restrain herself and said softly: “Your Highness, if you have other close friends, why didn’t you invite them together this time…”

She looked at Rong Pu with some worry, her hint clear—the gift had already been given, but now if the Crown Princess’s true love appeared, what would the Rong family think?

Tie Ci said coolly: “Just a chance encounter. To conceal our identities, we pretended to be husband and wife as an act. No need to take it seriously.”

The Noble Consort looked toward Dan Shuang and Chi Xue—these two had been following the Crown Princess all along.

Dan Shuang nodded stiffly, while Chi Xue smiled and said: “Your Majesty, His Highness faced life and death outside, encountering many people and many situations. For survival, she also did many things. Would you like to hear every detail?”

Upon hearing this, Tie Yan immediately said reluctantly: “Enough, it was just a joke. Why pursue it to the bottom?”

Chi Xue lowered her head, a gentle smile at the corner of her lips carrying a faint desolate undertone.

The Noble Consort had no choice but to drop the matter, but after thinking couldn’t help saying: “Since it was just a chance encounter, there’s no need to worry about it. Still, one should cherish those before them.”

Tie Ci absent-mindedly hummed in agreement.

Afterwards, the atmosphere became inexplicably cold.

His Majesty the Emperor had been quite busy recently. After “dandling his grandchild” for a while, he departed early.

After leaving Yuxiu Palace, he said to the head eunuch beside him: “Send someone to summon Commander Xia Hou… no, better send someone to privately investigate the Crown Princess’s experiences during this year of trials outside. Be detailed—don’t miss any matter, large or small.”

“Yes.”

Tie Ci still had matters to discuss with Grand Tutor He, so she brought Rong Pu and the others to visit the Grand Tutor on duty today.

She left Pingzong to be settled in the palace, asking the Noble Consort to entertain her well.

After everyone had left, the Noble Consort felt more at ease. She did remember the Emperor’s instructions and personally took Pingzong to tour the Imperial Garden. However, when she spoke of fashionable jewelry and makeup popular in the capital, Pingzong didn’t understand and wasn’t very interested. When Pingzong told her about life on Ghost Island, she listened with continuous frowning. The two had nothing in common—after a while Pingzong ignored her and just played in the garden, while the Noble Consort also found it tedious. Where had this wild girl who lived like a savage come from, actually saying that raw fish was the freshest!

The more the Noble Consort thought about it, the more disgusted she became, even feeling that the girl emanated a fishy smell. Unable to stand it any longer, seeing that they were not far from her Dianfang Hall, she said she needed to change clothes, left two palace maids to accompany Pingzong, and returned first herself.

Pingzong didn’t care what she thought and wandered about the garden, then followed the corridor westward. Finding the two palace maids too slow, she walked faster. When the palace maids turned a corner and looked up, they discovered she had disappeared.

The two palace maids had to search everywhere. Walking along, they realized they were approaching Ciren Palace ahead. Not daring to approach Ciren Palace, they had to turn back and report.

Meanwhile, Pingzong found that the palace courtyards looked similar one after another, room after room, all appearing much the same. Going around and around, she could no longer find her way back.

So she leaped onto the surrounding wall, hoping to spot that courtyard from the height, but discovered she was above another large compound filled with countless palaces. Ahead was a building with all its windows covered in black cloth, from which came faint, barely audible moans.

Curious, she jumped down from the wall and headed toward that building.

Before she could approach within three zhang of the building, she heard a sharp crack. A fissure shot out from the building like lightning, reaching her feet in an instant. The brick pavement within three zhang before her cracked uniformly, with broken bricks piling at her feet.

This was clearly warning her not to advance another step.

Pingzong was proud by nature, and having reached the Grandmaster level, she regarded nothing under heaven as significant. She called that man grandfather only for money’s sake—she wasn’t intimidated by shows of force. Raising her hand and making a sweeping motion, an ice spear instantly formed, thrusting straight toward the building.

The person inside exclaimed in surprise: “Xuan Qiong?”

Before the words finished, the ice spear shattered into countless crystal shards, roaring as they transformed into a giant hand that grabbed down at Pingzong.

Pingzong didn’t retreat half a step. With a cold snort, flames like countless bright red serpents shot from her fingertips, weaving through the rain of ice shards. Wherever they passed, white vapor crisscrossed, melting into a cold rain.

The person inside exclaimed again: “Chi Fengli?”

Originally Pingzong could feel the cold rain rising from the ground, being stretched and thinned in mid-air into countless water needles rushing back at her. But with the mention of this name, the water needles paused in mid-air, then became countless drops of frozen rain hanging like crystal curtains before her eyes.

This name made Pingzong’s heart ache, and she said harshly: “You knew my mother?”

The frozen rain paused again in the air, then dissipated in an instant. The voice said in surprise: “You’re Chi Fengli’s daughter? Then how do you know Xuan Qiong’s martial arts?”

This made Pingzong even more angry, and she shouted: “None of your damn business!”

The person inside fell silent for a while, then muttered to himself: “Chi Fengli’s daughter knows Xuan Qiong’s martial arts… Has that hypocrite Xuan Qiong been clinging to Gui Haisheng’s side all these years? How can you have dual ice and fire abilities? You should not have survived past twenty… No wait, your internal fire is abundant, flowing endlessly—this is not something someone your age could have cultivated… Is Chi Fengli already dead?”

Pingzong hadn’t expected that without even seeing her, he could deduce so much. She felt alarmed inwardly but refused to show weakness, saying coldly: “My mother is dead, but her martial arts remain. If you keep spouting nonsense, I’ll kill you first.”

“Chi Fengli gave all her martial arts to you, so she died?” the person inside said. “Would someone like the Fire Phoenix sacrifice so much for a child? But wouldn’t someone like the Fire Phoenix know you couldn’t practice Xuan Qiong’s martial arts? Was her brain burned by fire?”

“You’re the one whose brain is burned! My mother didn’t know Xuan Qiong had taught me to cultivate Cold Abyss True Qi, so she killed Xuan Qiong too!”

“Killed her? Good, she should have been killed long ago. Xuan Qiong, that hypocritical, seductive slut—your mother could actually tolerate her calling Gui Haisheng ‘senior brother this, senior brother that’ behind him. Her brain really was fried by lightning.”

Hearing his disgust for Xuan Qiong made Pingzong feel better, and she asked curiously: “You seem very familiar with my parents. Why don’t you come out?”

“We all hung around together back then—how could I not be familiar? But after one shocking change, heroes scattered to the winds. All that grand swagger became old dreams, leaving only a bunch of old goods nobody remembers, each cowering and struggling to survive. Come out? Come out for what? To see the bones of old friends, the wrinkled old faces?”

Pingzong suppressed her choking voice: “My father was killed by lightning, and my mother killed Xuan Qiong, transferred all her power to me, and died too.”

“All dead then,” the person inside said flatly. “The Three Madmen and Five Emperors suffered heaven’s punishment and fell from the clouds. All these years since have been wasted living—death is good too. I hate that I can’t die and can’t leave, forced to stay here watching the eternally dark sky, watching one heavily made-up wrinkled old face.”

Pingzong looked at the black cloth: “You can’t see light?”

The person inside didn’t answer.

Pingzong raised her hand, ice and snow gathering and roaring in her palm, transforming and dancing, gradually condensing into walls. The wall surface extended forward like lightning, folding on four sides, piling higher and higher until it formed a square ice house.

Under the early spring sun that was warm but still carried chill, beneath the willows with their first pale green buds, among the glazed tiles and red brick walls, cold light flowed, crystal clear and transparent. The walls were covered with countless six-petaled frost flowers, beautiful as a dream.

She said: “I’ll build you an ice house—very bright, very thick and white, not very transparent to light, so you won’t have to stay in gloomy dark places anymore.”

Inside came a stretch of silence.

Pingzong said: “How pretty it is. When you’re thirsty you don’t even need to drink water—just lick the ice bricks. Just be careful not to get your tongue stuck.”

The person inside still didn’t speak or thank her.

Pingzong didn’t care about such things anyway. It was just that this person reminded her of her own parents—thinking how her parents had also been trapped on that island for years due to unknown reasons, unable to leave those waters, remembering how her mother’s lower limbs had been paralyzed early on, and how both had ultimately died in those waters.

She remembered how before dying, her mother had looked up at that sky from within the sea of fire, her eyes frozen with the desire to fly.

Mother must have yearned desperately for freedom.

Now, because this person also disliked Xuan Qiong, because of his words “Fire Phoenix,” she was willing to give him an ice house.

To step out of darkness and see light.

“If the ice house melts, I’ll come build you another one. I’m staying in this palace recently, helping to protect some people.” Pingzong waved and left.

After she left, the palace door opened soundlessly.

Black robes silently flowed out, taking advantage of a moment when sunlight was obscured, soundlessly gliding into the ice house.

The ice Pingzong had frozen wasn’t transparent—it was milky white with many ice flowers, which indeed blocked light to some degree.

But in darkness, it would sparkle brilliantly.

He leaned against the ice house. It was very cold here, but indeed there was no light yet it was very bright. Here he didn’t need to carefully avoid water, discarding all water-containing items, didn’t need to endure thirst all day without drinking water. Just as the little girl had said, when thirsty, he could just lick.

He rarely stretched out comfortably and lay down, staring at the various frost flowers on the ceiling, discovering that each frost flower actually had a different appearance.

Petal shapes, patterns—infinitely varied. Nature was so miraculous, creating different appearances yet all equally exquisite and beautiful.

After so many years, this was the first time he had escaped darkness, carefully contemplating the subtle beauties everywhere in life within bright light.

Only then did he discover that among all phenomena, each flower, each leaf was a world.

His sunken, gray mood seemed to let in light too. In the depths of his heart, floating dust danced, light and shadow scattered, gradually revealing a faint human figure.

He extended his finger, unconsciously drawing and sketching.

On the ice wall gradually appeared a simple portrait—a figure standing like jade, in dark robes light as clouds, smiling gently, elegant and graceful.

…

Pingzong continued forward, feeling this large courtyard was also very beautiful and wanting to explore it carefully.

Ahead was a flower garden where someone was trimming flowers—a petite woman who didn’t look young anymore, yet had snow-white skin.

Pingzong was quite envious. Born and raised on a sea island, she had previously thought herself incomparably beautiful, but today she had suffered repeated blows. Even random palace maids here were whiter than her, and even this old woman was whiter than her.

The old woman saw her and was stunned, a strange gleam flashing in her eyes before she smiled: “You’re a guest invited from Ruixiang Hall, aren’t you?”

“What Ruixiang Hall?”

“Oh, weren’t you invited by the Crown Princess?”

Pingzong stared blankly, then suddenly jumped up and shouted: “Ah, she’s the Crown Princess, the Huang Tainü!”

Although she had understood that those were the imperial family and this was the imperial palace, she hadn’t connected these with “Huang Tainü” until now. Only now did she react with an “ah” sound of realization.

The old woman watched her startled exclamation and frowned, thinking she had sent people to inquire about the person Tie Ci had invited—one who could wield both ice and fire, quite intimidating—but it turned out to be a fool.

Pingzong was stunned for a while. The mystery of “Huang Tainü” was solved, but should she still beat her up?

She was thinking about this, unconsciously murmuring it aloud. The old woman listened and raised an eyebrow.

So this person wasn’t clear about Tie Ci’s identity?

Their relationship also didn’t seem particularly good?

That could be worth trying.

She never put down the flower shears in her hand, and her smile gained a few more degrees of warmth.

“You’re not familiar with the Crown Princess?”

“Ah, the Crown Princess? No, we’re very familiar. She greatly admires me and specially invited me from the island to visit.”

“I could tell at a glance you’re extraordinary—indeed the Crown Princess’s guest.” The old woman put down her shears and smiled: “I like you very much. Would you like to come play at my place? I have more pastries than Ruixiang Hall, more interesting things to play with, better clothes and jewelry. Whatever you like, we’ll have it here.”

Pingzong stared at her, slowly folding her arms, tilting her head: “Grandmother, are you trying to steal me away from Ruixiang Hall?”

The old woman’s face twitched slightly, but she continued smiling: “A girl as outstanding as you—I felt an instant connection. Can’t I try to steal you away to play?”

Pingzong smiled smugly: “You have good taste. I think it’s possible.”

This time the old woman’s smile became several degrees more gentle. She reached out to summon the palace servants hiding to one side, but Pingzong shook her head: “But I won’t go with you.”

Old woman: “…?”

“Ruixiang Hall invited me first. I accepted their invitation and their gifts, so I should reciprocate. If I see someone who gives better gifts and treats me better, then switch sides—what would I become? A dog that can be called over with a bone? Do all you royal family like to treat people this way?” Pingzong shook her head. “Besides, I don’t believe you’d treat me well. That uncle in the back courtyard was invited by you, right? You make him live in a dark room. Just because he fears light, you make him live in darkness? Won’t you think of solutions?”

The old woman’s expression changed dramatically, and she said sternly: “You’ve seen Sang Tang!”

“His name is Sang Tang? Pretty name.” Pingzong said smugly: “I built him an ice house, so from now on he can stay in bright places. You go look and learn how to truly treat others well.”

She looked at the old woman, feeling her expression seemed very frightening for an instant, but that frightening look disappeared in a blink. The old woman smiled peacefully again: “I see. Then let me go look. I’m getting old—could you help me walk there?”

Pingzong wasn’t very willing—she felt this old woman was too heavily perfumed, overwhelming.

“Didn’t you say I should learn how to truly treat people well?”

Pingzong considered herself very reasonable and found this quite logical, so she extended her hand. The old woman immediately gripped her wrist tightly. She wore ornate enamel nail guards, their sharp tips scraping across Pingzong’s wrist.

Pingzong: “You scratched me!”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

Pingzong lectured: “Don’t wear such things in the future—they’re bothersome and ugly, like bird claws.”

The old woman’s face was twitching again. “…You’re right.”

She walked slowly toward the back, with palace servants avoiding them in the distance. Pingzong patiently accompanied her shuffling pace, regretting it ten thousand times over.

The old woman didn’t actually walk near the ice house, only looked from afar. Under the sunlight the ice house was dazzling, and she could vaguely see something dark inside. Pingzong was delighted: “He moved into my house!”

Suddenly she felt another pain in her hand. Looking down, she saw the old woman’s “bird claw” was gripping her wrist pulse again, this time even harder than before. Pingzong was displeased: “Hey, what’s wrong with you? You’re grabbing again!”

The old woman snapped back to awareness and said apologetically: “Seeing this house so beautiful made me feel rather ashamed, so I lost composure for a moment. Please don’t blame me.”

At her age apologizing like this, Pingzong couldn’t pursue it further, muttering: “That’s why I said you can’t deal with old ladies.”

Old woman: “…”

The two walked through the corridor. The old woman said: “Let me invite you for some good tea and pastries to apologize?”

Having built an ice house, Pingzong had expended considerable energy and felt somewhat hungry, so she followed the old woman into the main hall. While sitting down, she criticized the interior decorations: “This isn’t good—too dark, too much stuff, the colors too old-fashioned. Not as spacious and elegant as that palace just now.”

“You’re right,” the old woman smiled, personally pouring her a cup of clear green tea. The tea leaves in the water were red, which Pingzong found quite curious. The old woman smiled as she introduced it: “This is Luozhou Red Snail, famous for its snail-shaped tea leaves, but the brewed tea water is clear and green, lustrous as jade. It has a rich, mellow fragrance with a sweet aftertaste, and excellent effects for martial artists.”

Pingzong was delighted: “This looks good!” She picked it up and drank.

Chapter 288: All Are White Bone Demons
“Stop!”

A thunderous shout shook all the furnishings in the hall to the floor, the palace guards at the door collapsed limply, and the Empress Dowager fell backward, crashing into the jade screen behind her with a clatter that brought down everything on the dais.

Tie Ci appeared ghostlike at the doorway.

Everyone stared in shock, not knowing how the Crown Princess had broken through layers of guards to suddenly appear.

Tie Ci stood at the entrance, seemingly calm, but her chest was still rising and falling slightly, with a vague tearing pain in her internal organs that left her momentarily unable to move.

Racing thousands of li while her injuries were unhealed—though Rong Pu had tended to her along the way and everything appeared normal, Rong Pu had said her foundation was still damaged and she needed prolonged rest with minimal martial arts practice and emotional disturbance. However, when Tie Ci returned from her meeting to learn that the Noble Consort had actually abandoned Pingzong to wander the garden alone, and the people following Pingzong had indeed lost track of her, her scalp immediately went numb.

She and Father Emperor now had established forces in the palace. Even if Pingzong wandered about randomly, going elsewhere, someone would report back to her—except for one place. If she barged in there, those people would never come tell her.

Ciren Palace.

What good could come of the utterly naive Pingzong falling into the hands of that old witch and that black-robed monster?

Tie Ci’s heart burned with anxiety as she raced all the way. Reaching Ciren Palace, she desperately used teleportation regardless of everything, yet was still a step too late—before she could steady herself, she saw that tea water enter Pingzong’s mouth.

It was over.

Her cheap big sister was going to scold her in her dreams.

Tie Ci nearly spat out a mouthful of blood but forcibly swallowed it. Holding onto the last bit of hopeful effort, she said hoarsely: “Spit it out!”

Before her words finished, Pingzong opened her mouth and spat out a piece of green ice that landed with a splat on the Empress Dowager’s face.

Tie Ci: “…”

This method of spitting was truly ferocious.

The Empress Dowager was caught off guard, struck in the eye—it burned painfully, and she didn’t know if the skin was broken. Remembering the toxicity of this tea, she cried out in alarm: “Sang—Tang—”

A black shadow flashed, descending from the coffered ceiling like mist covering the dais. The Empress Dowager desperately brought her face close, and the black-robed person glanced indifferently: “It’s nothing.”

This was the first time Tie Ci heard his name, and also the first time she heard him speak. She immediately used her penetrating vision to examine him up and down.

Then she saw a man’s skeleton with a finger-thick hole at the heart.

Pierced straight through.

However, she didn’t see the heart there. Looking again, she indeed spotted his heart in the right chest.

This person was actually one in ten thousand with a displaced heart.

If not for the displaced heart, this piercing wound should have killed him long ago. He wouldn’t have been able to become the imperial family’s shadow, relied upon by the Empress Dowager to loom over her and Father Emperor all these years.

Tie Ci noticed that the penetrating wound was round and smooth. Having learned some forensics from her master, she knew this type of wound required a circular weapon moving at extreme speed through the torso.

Moreover, the ribs at the wound site were also missing, the gaps equally round, matching the heart wound’s shape—meaning the weapon’s speed through the body reached the extreme.

Tie Ci calculated and felt she couldn’t do it, and probably neither could Pingzong.

This person should be one of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors, a peak figure of those days. Who back then could make such a strike and inflict such terrible injury on him?

Scanning again, she saw half this person’s torso was magnificent, while the right shoulder had already atrophied, with muscles showing pitted wounds—these should be bite marks from the giant bats raised by Chen Tuntian.

Tie Ci took it all in with a glance, hearing the Empress Dowager shriek: “Kill her!”

Pingzong darted toward her. Tie Ci grabbed her with one hand and pushed her behind herself. Pingzong poked her head out from behind her little aunt, pointing and commenting: “She’s so loud, scared me!”

Tie Ci’s heart stirred, thinking that normally the Empress Dowager was quite dignified and noble, speaking and acting unhurriedly, but whenever this black-robed fellow was around, the Empress Dowager seemed particularly hysterical.

She didn’t dare be distracted now and took a defensive stance, but contrary to her expectations, the black-robed person didn’t move at all.

Instead, with a sweep of his sleeve, he slammed the palace door shut with a bang, locking Tie Ci and Pingzong outside.

Tie Ci took advantage to retreat several steps, pulling Pingzong as they ran.

Though angry shouts from the Empress Dowager ordering them stopped still came from within, no one actually dared block them. Tie Ci charged out of Ciren Palace in one breath, and the people behind hurriedly closed the doors.

Even from this distance, Tie Ci could still hear the Empress Dowager’s furious ranting, seemingly directed at the black-robed person who completely ignored her.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow, thinking that at their first meeting she’d thought the black-robed person was utterly loyal to the Empress Dowager, but now it seemed the Empress Dowager’s ability to control him was limited.

But the black-robed person’s refusal to strike obviously wasn’t from suddenly finding her appealing—it was because of Pingzong.

“Are you alright? You didn’t swallow that tea, did you?”

Pingzong scoffed disdainfully: “Do you take me for a fool? First scratching me constantly with long nails, then inviting me to drink water. I’ve heard all kinds of legendary stories—you palace people can’t be judged by appearances. Every one of you is a white bone demon.”

The white bone demon Tie Ci good-naturedly said: “Yes, yes, grand-niece, you’re absolutely right. How did she scratch you? Did she break the skin?”

“I was on guard.” Pingzong proudly showed her wrist—not a bit of skin was broken.

“Do you know that black wind monster?”

Pingzong then pulled her up onto the wall to show her the multicolored ice house she’d built.

Tie Ci smiled, thinking it was a fortunate accident—pure-hearted people often had good luck.

This counted as an unexpected blessing. With this connection, that black wind monster presumably wouldn’t easily strike at Pingzong, providing another layer of protection for Father Emperor and Mother Consort’s safety.

“Could you defeat him?”

Pingzong’s eyes darted aside as she said airily: “Could give it a try.”

Oh, so she couldn’t win.

Tie Ci abandoned the idea of having Pingzong simply finish off the Empress Dowager in one go.

The black wind monster would at most not provoke trouble, but he definitely had to protect the Empress Dowager. Moving against the Empress Dowager meant confronting him.

Better wait until she returned from Yannan.

Tie Ci instructed Pingzong not to go to Ciren Palace again, sent her back to Yuxiu Palace, and told Dan Shuang and Chi Xue to decline all future invitations from the Noble Consort to Pingzong. Then she hurried back to the imperial study for meetings.

The spring examinations were imminent, and there was fierce dispute over selecting the chief examiner and associate examiners. According to past practice, they were mostly chosen from the Grand Secretariat and Ministry of Rites—the domain of the Xiao and Rong factions. But now with He Zi and Zhu Yi present, the two were implicitly the leaders of civil officials and should rightfully take charge. Both sides had their backing, creating a temporary stalemate.

On the way escorting Rong Pu and the others out of the palace, Yang Yixiu had a sudden inspiration: “How about I knock out my old man again, let him sleep for ten days to half a month this time.”

“Forget it. You’d better try to maintain that precarious father-son relationship.” Tie Ci refused. The Minister of Rites collapsing once was fine, but if he collapsed again, she as Crown Princess would face impeachment.

However, Rong Pu said: “Grand Tutor He has good chances of winning—most civil officials are his supporters. But if the Xiao clan doesn’t compete, that’s when we need to be careful.”

Tie Ci nodded.

Rong Pu continued: “Yueli Academy has been refurbished, and most students have returned from their trials. After the spring examinations and your birthday, I’ll return to the academy.”

Tie Ci nodded again, inwardly sighing that Rong Pu was indeed sensible. He could choose to accumulate credentials in the prestigious Hanlin Academy, with the Chief Minister paving his way for the fastest entry into the cabinet. But he chose to control the academy for her, delaying his career by several years at minimum.

Tie Ci couldn’t promise anything now, but secretly resolved that once she controlled court affairs, she would certainly compensate Rong Pu.

Rong Pu also reminded Shen Mi: “Brother Shen, after today you shouldn’t associate with the Crown Princess anymore, and don’t casually befriend candidates from various regions, to prevent people from finding opportunities and faults to attack and slander.”

Shen Mi was being cultivated as Rong Pu’s backup guard. Now they were just waiting for him to pass the examinations. Once Rong Pu left the academy, Shen Mi would take over—they always needed to keep court reserves in their grasp.

Shen Mi nodded: “I understand. I should have brought the three cats into the palace today to return them to the Crown Princess, but I didn’t bring them, fearing it would cause idle gossip.”

Speaking of this, they reached the palace gate plaza where family carriages came to pick them up. A small girl poked her head out of a blue-curtained carriage in the distance, calling crisply: “Brother, Mother says hail will fall soon—hurry get in the carriage.”

The little girl held a cat with a distinctive heart-shaped black marking—it was Rong Yi.

Shen Mi smiled at Tie Ci: “I brought both Mother and my sister to the capital.”

Tie Ci looked at the sky. Though the sun had dimmed and it was somewhat overcast and cold today, this was early spring after all—hail?

Shen Mi asked her: “Does Your Highness miss the cats? There are still two cats at home. Should Your Highness send someone to fetch them?”

Tie Ci glanced again at Rong Yi. The cat’s dark, round eyes stared unblinkingly at her as if it still recognized her.

This made her heart feel blocked, so she turned away: “No need. I’m afraid Xue Qiu’er would be jealous.”

Shen Mi said no more, bowing farewell with the others before leaving the plaza. Tie Ci watched the carriage depart before turning around, only to hear a crackling sound. Her head hurt—reaching up, she caught a pigeon egg-sized hailstone.

Tie Ci looked back in amazement to see pigeon eggs rolling everywhere on the ground—it was actually hailing!

She remembered encountering Shen Mi’s mother at the academy, who had said the weather would be bad these few days, and indeed strong winds had followed.

So this lady was actually a living weather forecast!

…

Rong Pu’s carriage returned to the mansion. Before he could disembark, he saw the inner residence steward waiting at the gate.

Rong Pu frowned slightly. The steward, seeing him, eagerly approached: “The Old Madam requests Fourth Young Master’s presence.”

Rong Pu ranked fourth among the legitimate younger generation of the Rong family.

Rong Pu smiled and ordered the servant behind him to carefully place the box in his courtyard before following the steward.

Chief Minister Rong’s carriage also returned, one step behind him. Seeing the servant carrying a box to deliver, Chief Minister Rong ordered the box brought for his inspection.

Opening it to see the purple jade ruyi, Chief Minister Rong’s usually expressionless face relaxed slightly.

Returning the box to the servant, he went to his study. After sitting down, he told his aide: “Today Lianzhi went to the palace and received family banquet hospitality from His Majesty, the Noble Consort, and the Crown Princess.”

The aide smiled: “Congratulations, Master.”

Chief Minister Rong said: “That’s one thing. After all, the Crown Princess acts openly—several other classmates were invited simultaneously. I just don’t know what they were all bestowed.”

The aide understood: “I’ll immediately send people to inquire.”

Chief Minister Rong nodded: “If this purple jade ruyi was unique…”

The aide said: “Naturally we should let everyone in the capital know of the imperial family’s unique favor for our Rong clan’s son.”

Chief Minister Rong nodded slightly as master and servant exchanged smiles.

Meanwhile, Rong Pu entered the inner courtyard. The vast courtyard had countless servants and maids, the corridors filled with people, yet everyone kept their heads low and eyes downcast. Not even a cough was heard—the atmosphere was so oppressive it made one’s scalp tingle.

Rong Pu kept smiling, thinking someone had probably gotten in trouble again.

No Rong family young men liked coming to this courtyard—not from lack of filial piety, but from inability to bear the perpetually oppressive, murderous atmosphere. The Old Madam had ridden with armies in her youth, with soldiers at her side, accustomed to military camps’ harsh killing aura. After marriage, old habits remained—unable to command armies, she applied military methods to the inner residence. The maids in her courtyard slept at midnight and rose before dawn, patrolled at night, ran in the morning, and received not monthly silver but military pay.

When descendants came to this courtyard, there were rules for sitting and lying. Except for Rong Pu, who received some leniency due to childhood frailty, the others could be lectured for half a day even for coughing once.

No relative’s daughters could stay in the Rong mansion more than half a day. The longest resident was Di Yiwei, who after half a year in the inner courtyard was exceptionally moved to the outer courtyard to study martial arts under Chief Minister Rong’s personal instruction without avoiding suspicion.

However, Di Yiwei was also the most unteachable and rebellious among those subjected to the Old Madam’s harsh treatment. When the Old Madam demanded strictness, she was particularly lax; when the Old Madam demanded rigidity, she ignored rules; when the Old Madam forbade drinking among her charges, she not only drank but smoked.

She could always infuriate the Old Madam.

Rong Pu was slightly distracted, thinking this time she had probably angered the Old Madam most severely.

The Di family ultimately took their army and pledged to others.

Though Di Yiwei had never been close to the Rong family before, she at least bore the Rong family’s mark. Once the Rong family faced trouble, she would be their most powerful support in military circles.

Yet now, though Di Yiwei hadn’t said anything explicitly and even had many gifts prepared for the Chief Minister as usual this return to the capital, with all attitudes seemingly normal, only he understood most clearly that if the Rong family ever opposed the Crown Princess, Di Yiwei would absolutely not support the Rong family.

He wondered what Grandmother would think.

But at minimum, the Blood Cavalry escorting the Crown Princess back to the capital was enough to bring disaster to the Rong mansion’s inner residence.

The corridor maids silently bowed to him, silently raised the curtains.

No announcement needed—no one else came anyway.

In the inner hall, Old Madam Rong née Di sat on the dais. Looking up, her particularly distinct double eyelids carried natural severity like silent blade strikes.

A middle-aged woman was bowing to serve her tea.

This was Rong Pu’s stepmother, née Xie. His birth mother, Princess Fu’an, had died early, and he was raised by his stepmother. Xie herself was a Grand Secretary’s daughter who had already been a major household mistress as a Minister’s wife, yet still had to stand on ceremony daily before Old Madam Rong, rushing over to serve every afternoon after finishing domestic affairs.

Rong Pu glanced at his mother and bowed to both elders. Only then did Old Madam Rong allow Xie to sit.

Xie sat on half the stool’s edge, eyes only examining Rong Pu.

Old Madam Rong immediately scolded: “When looking at people, eyes must be straight. This sideways glancing appears furtive!”

Xie immediately rose to apologize.

Rong Pu understood this was Grandmother asserting dominance—something had displeased her, and he also rose, pulling out premium Liaodong snow clam paste he’d prepared in advance to present to the Old Madam.

Di in recent years was obsessed with health preservation, particularly believing in northern tonics. Seeing the snow clam paste, her expression softened slightly. She ordered it stored away and got straight to the point: “These past few days I’ve found you an excellent match—the legitimate daughter of newly appointed War Minister Zhang. Grandmother took the opportunity of fulfilling temple vows to see her—she’s a virtuous, dignified good girl. It happens her household’s young master is hosting a poetry gathering soon. You haven’t come out to relax in a long time and have grown distant from many of the capital’s noble young men. You should take this opportunity to renew those relationships.”

Rong Pu listened with a smile: “Grandmother, there’s some inconvenience. Grandson must hurry back to Yueli Academy soon. The academy reopens after New Year with students returned—as Supervising Administrator, I must return to help manage…”

Old Madam Rong interrupted decisively: “Academy matters aren’t urgent. You can go after attending the poetry gathering…”

But her words were cut off by Rong Pu’s sudden violent coughing. Xie anxiously rose, ordering water and medicine brought in a flurry of activity, making it impossible for Old Madam Rong to continue.

Finally, when Rong Pu’s breathing somewhat stabilized, Chief Minister Rong sent someone saying there were urgent matters. Though Old Madam Rong was harsh, she always respected her husband and had to release him. Watching Xie and Rong Pu support each other as they left, she gripped her armrest forcefully—the solid huanghuali wood cracked.

Ungrateful creatures!

She worried about the Rong family losing military power and sought alliance with new military powers like War Minister Zhang, yet those two still played both sides while the other was utterly devoted to the Crown Princess!

They didn’t consider that if that neither-male-nor-female Crown Princess truly cared, Rong Pu should already be Imperial Consort by now!

Foolish!

…

Carriage wheels rolled over the official road’s yellow earth. Stubborn bright forsythia flowers poked through beneath the wheel tracks, only to be ruthlessly crushed into dust and spring mud.

The carriage curtains were rolled high. Though early spring wind remained sharp, the passenger seemed completely unafraid of cold, loving only this bright spring breeze’s refreshing coolness.

The carriage interior was chaotic, piled with books and glittering golden spheres. The passenger lay among books and balls, long legs stretched far out, hands held high, letting the clear wind help flip through books.

Flip through one book—toss it.

Flip through another—toss it.

Books scattered throughout the carriage. The wind entered the curtains and snapped a book closed.

“Chronicles of the Merciful Heart” in large seal script was prominently displayed on the plain blue cover.

After a long moment, the reader suddenly shot up, roaring angrily: “Why am I not in any of the volumes!”

Chapter 289: Capital Pirate Publishers
The passage of spring time in Great Qian was easy to feel—waves of flowers bloomed in succession. When wintersweet opened, ice and snow hadn’t fully melted; when forsythia bloomed, spring light had already climbed to the willow tips; lilacs and apricot blossoms crowded together, passing fragrance along the branches; when peach blossoms opened, they were both delicate and proud, silently filling courtyards with beauty.

In past years, spring was always easy to pass—admiring flowers, taking spring outings, touring gardens, and it was over.

This year’s spring, however, people were not as leisurely as in previous years. A slightly anxious atmosphere permeated the air.

First, the spring examination dates were set—just three days away. This year’s spring examinations were later than usual, delayed until mid-March, reportedly to wait for the Crown Princess’s return.

The chief examiner for the spring examinations was finally decided, surprising everyone. There were two chief examiners: He Zi and Minister of the Court of Imperial Sacrifices Duan Yande. For the candidates, both were renowned great scholars, but for court and country, both were royalists.

Duan Yande was also a Yueli Academy graduate, counting as half a disciple of He Zi.

The conventional choices for examiners—the Minister of Rites and Grand Secretaries—the former belonging to the Xiao faction, the latter mostly from the Rong faction—none became chief examiners.

Reportedly, both the Chief Minister and Deputy Chief Minister had argued forcefully, but couldn’t overcome their candidates’ failures. The Minister of Rites suddenly fell ill the night before selections were made.

This time it was said to be truly ill. Anyway, Tie Ci asked Yang Yixiu, who proclaimed his innocence loudly.

The originally selected Eastern Pavilion Grand Secretary also injured his leg the day before the decision.

Too coincidental—excessive coincidences harbor malice.

Moreover, that very evening, Xiao Liheng quite decisively withdrew from chief examiner candidate recommendations. The entire Xiao faction went silent, not even proposing alternative candidates.

This move was more sinister and vicious than continuing to compete—directly planting the speculation that “the Crown Princess has backers, anyone not from her faction who rises will fall, the Xiao faction had to withdraw to protect ministers” into every minister’s mind.

It must be said Xiao Liheng’s move was quite formidable.

Though the selections went to royalists, they immediately lost the entire court’s hearts.

After all, everyone feared becoming the next target.

Political struggle required rules—a heir who didn’t follow rules would terrify everyone.

Who would want an unscrupulous tyrant to ascend the throne?

At this point, the problems with the Six-Part Songs also became exposed. To wash away the puppet image and consolidate the Crown Princess’s new “strong and daring” facade, the Six-Part Songs described the Crown Princess’s decisions and methods quite thoroughly. While this gave Tie Ci a new image, overturning the existing impression of a puppet waste and making young people’s blood boil with worship, it also made some conservative old-school people feel the Crown Princess’s character was perhaps too hard and too unscrupulous.

Under this impression’s influence, speculation about “non-aligned chief examiner candidates being retaliated against and attacked” invisibly found corroboration in these people’s hearts, deepening their aversion to Tie Ci.

This was what Rong Pu had previously told Tie Ci—whether the Xiao clan competed or not, they would have methods to deal with Tie Ci.

Tie Ci wasn’t necessarily unaware of this point, but couldn’t avoid competing.

This was an open conspiracy.

The night the decision came out, Tie Ci urgently ordered Zhu Yi to also claim illness, withdrawing from competition for deputy examiner positions.

To some extent, this move was also counterattack, muddying the waters and slightly reducing her own suspicion.

Since two royalists had already become chief examiners, Zhu Yi’s withdrawal also preserved their faction’s strength, avoiding more suspicion, with the possibility of substitution if needed.

Tie Ci didn’t think the Xiao family’s retaliation would end there.

Under these circumstances, if anything happened to the two chief examiners, the royalist faction would suffer severe damage.

For this reason, Tie Ci had been incredibly busy recently—summoning subjects for deduction discussions while also addressing problems the Xiao family had previously exposed about their own side. Zhu Yi retrieved all his own poetry works, finding the source of his supposedly “greatly disrespectful” poems from years past. Tie Ci sent people to find those who had originally accused Zhu Yi of writing seditious poetry. Qi Ling routinely recruited troops, filling personnel gaps and making up for empty-pay silver. The Ministry of Revenue began self-inspection, preemptively punishing problematic clerks and allocating grain to Qing Zhou granaries…

As for He Zi’s suspected false accusations against Prince Tang and Prince Lu, this was originally obscure imperial family business involving the current emperor and empress dowager. The Xiao family wouldn’t easily expose it, but Tie Yan still issued an edict, clearly reiterating the great treason crimes of Prince Tang and Prince Lu. Though the two princes had been granted death originally, they retained dignity with royal burial rites—direct descendants executed, relatives exiled to Qiong Zhou, forbidden to return to the capital or enter service without imperial decree. This time they were directly stripped of commoner status, removed from the imperial clan, moved out of the royal cemetery, and sent to Qiong Zhou for reburial.

This confirmed Prince Tang and Prince Lu’s treason charges. Under these circumstances, even if He Zi had previously opposed them, there was no fault to speak of. For great treason, everyone could punish them.

Having finished patching holes, Tie Ci didn’t dare relax. She ordered the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards to protect the chief examiners well, even sealing the entire examination compound with its test questions.

After Zhu Yi withdrew from examiner selection, he relaxed considerably and the next day hurried to his publishing house to supervise printing matters for the seventh volume of Chronicles of the Merciful Heart.

The capital citizens’ anxious atmosphere was also related to this matter—they had been waiting for the continuation for over a month! The Crown Princess had been back nearly a month; surely the seventh volume should come out?

They still wanted to know how Liaodong was repelled that day, how the Crown Princess and female commander joined hands on the battlefield with a smile, coolly and domineeringly defeating the Liaodong barbarians.

Especially those women who had aided at the city gates that day—all eagerly anticipated that in the seventh volume, perhaps they too could show their faces in the legend, becoming immortal.

Outside the capital’s Sili Ward gathered many bookshops and printing houses. Recently, many citizens and scholars detoured here daily to ask whether the seventh volume was on shelves yet.

The Sili Ward bookshops were overwhelmed by inquiries.

However, these past few days, the bookshop owners in Sili Ward discovered with surprise that the usually dense crowds had diminished considerably. The scholars who used to lean against bookshelves earnestly asking about the seventh volume had also disappeared.

What was happening?

Zhu Yi’s Chronicles of the Merciful Heart writing team was hidden in an ordinary courtyard house among them.

Early in the morning, Zhu Yi’s roaring could be heard throughout the courtyard.

“What’s going on! What’s going on! Our manuscript just got finished and hasn’t been typeset yet—how is there already a seventh volume on the market? Who leaked it?!”

Zhu Yi shook the brand-new book with its faint ink fragrance in his hand. The plain blue cover displayed “Chronicles of the Merciful Heart” prominently—the title he had personally inscribed. The entire book’s printing, binding, typeface, and paper quality were completely identical to Chronicles of the Merciful Heart’s version, and the paper even seemed whiter.

In his fury, Zhu Yi flipped through the manuscript with rustling sounds. The more he read, the more his initial anger at suspected leakage diminished—he realized something was wrong.

The manuscript had just been finalized. Even if leaked, printing would take several days. Moreover, his Chronicles of the Merciful Heart printing spared no expense and was already uniquely exquisite in the industry. Besides here, what other financially powerful house could print such refined manuscripts in such short time?

So this was forgery?

“Outrageous! How dare they forge the Crown Princess’s biography! Once I find out who, I’ll make them bankrupt!” Zhu Yi normally had a good temperament but couldn’t stand “plagiarism” and “forgery”—conduct that insulted scholars. Already beside himself with rage, he grabbed the manuscript and headed out.

But someone said: “This book is written…”

“How is the book written? Crudely made?” Zhu Yi reflexively asked.

“Not exactly… I can’t say… see for yourself?” A bookshop helper smiled. “Can’t compare to ours, but… it’s quite thrilling.”

Zhu Yi became curious and actually sat down to read. As he read, his eyebrows rose higher and higher until they nearly flew off his forehead.

The surrounding bookshop helpers responsible for copying, promoting, and selling, along with the scholars responsible for collaborative writing, also began reading. These were what they’d discovered after noticing people suddenly stopped asking about the seventh volume—going out to other bookshops, they found shop owners placing these books in the most prominent positions, causing everyone to compete for them. They squeezed into crowds to grab several copies, and upon first touch, felt momentarily dazed, as if these truly were Chronicles of the Merciful Heart exclusively printed by their own bookshop.

Now opening the books, some were surprised, some excited, some blushed, some threw down books covering their eyes, some slammed books shut only to reopen them moments later, repeatedly examining and chuckling wickedly.

Zhu Yi rapidly read through, continuously saying: “Hey, the detailed descriptions of battles between Yongping Army and Liaodong are quite comprehensive—did this copycat also participate in the campaign?”

“Hey, where the Liaodong King was during the Five-Color Plain battle, who he brought—we aren’t clear either, but this writer places him on low mountains at the Five-Color Plain’s northwest corner, even bringing several princes to observe battle… true or false?”

“Rong Wei? How does he appear in the seventh volume? And he saved the Crown Princess? Wasn’t the Crown Princess saved by Rong Pu and others? Bah! Fame-stealing scoundrel!”

“What is this writing? War descriptions are brushed over, but Rong Wei and the Crown Princess’s various interactions are written so sensually?”

“What about meeting at sea, heaven and earth overturned, academy romance, you guess while I remain coy…”

Suddenly hearing sobbing sounds, he whipped around to see a group absorbed in reading, unable to extricate themselves. Among them, a young helper was hugging his book and crying.

“Wuu wuu wuu, so touching.”

“Wuu wuu wuu, what divine romance!”

Zhu Yi: “…”

This was outrageous.

Pirates defeating the original?

Zhu Yi set down the book, preparing to investigate the pirate publisher behind this, but after calling several times with no response—everyone was immersed in more delicate plots, unable to extricate themselves. That easily moved one still occasionally blew his nose and choked with emotion.

Zhu Yi: “…”

After a long while, he picked up the book and glanced at a few pages.

Then he also sat down.

“Know your enemy to win every battle,” he said. “I’ll read a few chapters first—after a few chapters I’ll know the opponent’s depth!”

Then his few chapters became more chapters.

Then he read to the last page.

Then, like the helpers, he missed breakfast.

…

Walking back from Zhu Yi’s courtyard, turning through three short alleys, there was another similar small courtyard.

Now the courtyard bustled with activity—people carrying books, holding papers, transporting printing blocks streamed endlessly.

At the gate, countless book merchants with large carts waved silver notes, crowding and pushing desperately to get inside: “Give me a thousand copies!”

“I want three thousand!”

“I was here first, move aside!”

“Nonsense! I’ve been sleeping at the gate with my bedroll since yesterday!”

The main gate suddenly opened, and a group rushed forward, silver notes still unwaved, flashing golden in front of the door opener’s eyes.

The door opener didn’t even look, snorted through his nose: “Sold out today. Next batch can be printed tomorrow—come early. By the way, the eighth volume comes out in three days.”

The crowd made disappointed yet excited sighing sounds.

Disappointed they couldn’t get stock today, missing a great money-making opportunity. This new volume, though from a different publisher, had better printing and more explosive content, with added romantic elements not originally present. The descriptions were bold and sensual, quite stimulating. It sold out immediately upon reaching shelves. More crucially, it was cheaper!

Thirty percent cheaper than the original!

This was incredible—even fools knew which to choose. Excited merchants instantly filled all capital bookshops, even attracting traveling merchants from other regions to buy some for testing markets.

Though they couldn’t buy today, this house’s new book speed was too fast!

The eighth volume was coming soon!

Some questioned: “This seventh volume already covered the Crown Princess’s return to the capital. There haven’t been any recent events—what will the eighth volume write about?”

“The eighth volume is a supplementary volume, mainly filling gaps in the protagonist’s emotional story from the previous seven volumes. The seventh volume only covered Yongping’s emotional storyline, briefly summarizing some classic romantic scenes through flashbacks and dreams, but don’t you all want to know detailed specifics?”

“Yes! Yes!”

They couldn’t want it more.

Hadn’t they seen maids sent by Mioci Society ladies practically blocking bookshop doors? They said their ladies had gone mad since reading the seventh volume, unable to sleep well for several nights, tossing and turning wanting to know every detail of what happened between Rong Wei and the Crown Princess before and after Yongping. All had bloodshot eyes from staying up.

These were all officials’ daughters—merchants would fawn over them given the chance, nearly losing their souls from the pressure. Hearing this great news now, everyone felt spiritually refreshed, eyebrows dancing with joy, thinking they finally had answers.

Zhu Yi, mixed in the crowd, couldn’t squeeze through at all and couldn’t even see what the door opener looked like. Hearing this, his eyebrows flew up again.

What?

An eighth volume too?

This was too arrogant!

Zhu Yi squeezed for ages without getting through. His attempts to question were drowned in various shouts. He could only struggle out of the crowd, ordering people to quickly take the pirate version into the palace to present to the Crown Princess.

The door opener slammed the door shut and walked back, entering the inner room full of ink smell. There sat rows of jujube wood printing blocks with countless printing craftsmen printing new books. In the adjacent small dark room, some people were cutting paper, some carving blocks, some sweating as they wrote.

Among the writing group, someone lay on a reclining chair with hands behind his head, long legs stretched out, appearing very leisurely amid the frantically busy crowd. However, his mouth wasn’t idle—he was rattling off words: “…as quick as lightning, Rong Wei suddenly emerged from the water, embracing the unconscious Tie Ci whose head had been knocked senseless…”

Mu Si said: “I seem to remember you once said it was Tie Ci who chased you, saving the unconscious you whose head was knocked senseless in the water…”

Murong Yi ignored him completely: “Tie Ci looked at Rong Wei with tears of gratitude, moved to embrace Rong Wei, suddenly feeling something wrong with her chest…”

“Clearly you realized you couldn’t hide it anymore and voluntarily pulled out those two fake breasts from your bosom to confess…”

The absorbed writers all turned around, roaring angrily: “Shut up!”

Why was this bastard constantly interrupting such crucial plot points about revealing identity!

Mu Si: “…”

Shameless.

Murong Yi said leisurely: “I’m wondering whether to include the Dongming County charitable hall investigation plot. It doesn’t really concern us much.”

Mu Si fell silent, then after a while said stiffly: “Don’t add it. Even if you do, you’ll just make things up.”

He left after speaking, no longer staying to nitpick.

Murong Yi shook his head: “Stubborn as a stone in a cesspit! If Zhao San were here, he’d definitely sweetly beg me to properly embellish his meeting and courtship with his Apricot Flower sister. Look how popular my Crown Princess romance writing is!”

The writers nodded convincingly. One asked curiously: “Young Master, are you more familiar with Crown Princess or Young Master Rong Wei? You write their interactions as if you personally experienced them.”

Murong Yi smiled: “Naturally familiar with both.”

Everyone clicked their tongues in envy.

Murong Yi sat up, radiant with joy, clapped his hands and smiled: “Alright, let’s continue working. Finish the eighth and ninth volumes early—I want to take the complete set as a birthday gift for the Crown Princess!”

…

Tie Ci had just returned from the imperial study when she saw Chi Xue enter with a book.

Seeing the cover, she smiled: “The seventh volume is out? So fast.”

Chi Xue’s expression was somewhat strange as she handed her the book: “Please look first. Minister Zhu had it sent to the palace.”

Tie Ci took the book, immediately noting: “This book’s binding and paper are more refined.”

Chi Xue hesitated to speak.

Tie Ci casually opened it. The stories inside were ones she’d experienced, so she just glanced through, but suddenly stopped.

Because she’d reached an illustration.

Previous Chronicles of the Merciful Heart volumes also had illustrations, but all depicted her noble character and personal abilities—like saving Miss Li in prison, exploring the ingeniously designed secret chamber under Cangsheng Tower, standing alone before students at the academy, saving people in floods.

However, this illustration was different.

The scene was Five-Color Plain.

Glaciers crisscrossed, corpses everywhere, most bodies wearing Liaodong armor.

She lay unconscious on the ice surface.

Beside her, someone half-knelt on the ice, kissing her lips.

Tie Ci stared at that illustration for a long time.

After a while, she suddenly flipped to the book’s end. Indeed, where publishing house names were customarily left at the back cover, it was no longer the original “Shicai Hall” edition, but “Wanjuan Pavilion” edition.

The publisher had changed.

Tie Ci looked at Chi Xue, who said: “This is an obscure small bookshop in the capital that never printed such books before, nor reached such print runs. Minister Zhu says overnight, it filled all large and small capital bookshops.”

Tie Ci remained silent.

Book printing wasn’t so simple.

Writing was just the first step—afterwards came block carving. Carving and printing were most time-consuming. For such a thick book, carving alone required over a month, not to mention large print runs meaning many blocks and workers. The blocks themselves couldn’t be made in great quantities overnight. Achieving such print runs and so rapidly dominating markets should require gathering most of the industry’s printing blocks, manpower, and paper—the financial resources involved were incalculable.

Definitely not what a small bookshop could accomplish.

This illustration only occurred between her and Murong Yi.

No one else knew.

Even she didn’t know.

Her first reaction was that this was Murong Yi’s doing.

Such boring yet malicious behavior was very much his style.

But considering the financial resources required, she was somewhat puzzled—did the eighteenth prince, unloved by grandmother and uncle, really have such wealth?

She flipped the book back. After the illustration was another illustration.

It showed Murong Yi leaning against a corpse resting, with her still unconscious nearby. Murong Yi was writing beside her: “I saved you. Don’t forget me.”

This time Tie Ci stared even longer.

She hadn’t seen these words.

Whether they were erased or damaged didn’t matter, but this pirate publisher was undoubtedly Murong Yi.

Only he could write such things.

Looking back at the content, after reading just a few pages she threw the book down.

After throwing it down and staring blankly for a while, she picked it up again, read a few pages and threw it down again.

After doing this three times, she finally stopped, turned to Chi Xue, and said with complete puzzlement: “How can some people be so shameless?”

Chi Xue deeply agreed.

Tie Ci set the book aside and remained silent for a long time.

Spring light gradually improved, flower fragrance secretly sent through curtains, willow tips drawing fine golden light that outlined her thick eyelashes like curved hooks, trembling slightly.

Her lip line pressed tight like a gently flowing river that would never change course.

After a long while, she said: “Order the Capital Prefecture to ban forged Chronicles of the Merciful Heart. Within three days, no copies shall remain on the market. Violators will be pillored for three days and have their merchant licenses revoked.”

“Yes.”

Chapter 290: Self-Proclaimed Imperial Forbidden Delicacy
The book confiscation officials arrived quickly.

A large squad of capital prefecture bailiffs first confiscated all pirated copies from book merchants who had stocked them, then interrogated the merchants, following the trail to that courtyard house.

When the bailiffs rushed in, there were many people inside with books present, but no printing blocks or such. The bailiffs confiscated all books as usual and were about to leave when someone stepped forward from the crowd.

It was a tall man wearing a mask who stood leisurely at the doorway, smiling: “Gentlemen, I am the mastermind behind the forged Chronicles of the Merciful Heart. I wrote the books, I hired people to carve the blocks, I hired people to print them, I sent people to peddle the goods door-to-door. You see this whole room of books—shouldn’t you arrest me?”

The lead bailiff said in bewilderment: “What crazy fool is looking to sit in jail? The higher-ups said to confiscate forgeries, not to investigate the writers and printers. Stop causing us trouble—go away, go away.”

The man said in surprise: “Huh? Not arresting anyone? Not taking me to the palace?”

“What’s wrong with you? Such a trivial matter—to the palace? Are you worthy?” The bailiff glared at him and turned around. “Let’s go!”

The bailiffs neither extorted nor blackmailed, nor took advantage to arrest and shake down anyone—they simply left. The man looked disappointed.

Mu Si walked past him from behind, scoffing.

Murong Yi wasn’t discouraged, turning around with a smile: “Look, she saw the book. I said we should print more—in a blink it reached the palace.”

“What good does reaching the palace do? In a blink she banned it.”

“If this volume is banned, there’s the next volume. If the next volume is banned, there are more tricks.” Murong Yi flipped through books carelessly, tossing them without a care. “If bookshops can’t sell them, we’ll sell them privately. Old He is shameless—does he really know nothing about me and Tie Ci? He’d rather write about that delicate Rong Pu, hinting at his relationship with Eighteen, without mentioning me at all!”

Mu Si said coolly: “Using the Crown Princess’s words, that’s the official pairing.”

“What official pairing? Eighteen and I are still engaged.”

Mu Si reminded: “Called off—thanks to your relentless efforts, it’s been called off.”

“Divorced couples can reunite, can’t broken engagements be remade?” Murong Yi waved his hand. “Go on, stop blocking me here opposing me all day. Go find out if the Crown Princess has any recent activities or outings—I want to create chance encounters.”

“The Crown Princess travels with three thousand escorts and processions stretching for li. You could probably only encounter the maid carrying the spittoon before being thrown out by the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards!” Mu Si said. “The spring examinations are imminent—the Crown Princess won’t easily leave the palace now!”

“If there’s no opportunity, create opportunity! What if I burn down the examination halls—wouldn’t she order my arrest and bring me to the palace? Then tie me to the dragon bed, with circles and crosses and crosses and circles, making me call heaven with no response, earth with no answer…”

“I think rather than burning the examination halls, you should burn yourself—at least it might dry out the water in your brain!”

…

Burning the examination halls was naturally impossible.

After all, the examination compound was now heavily guarded, surrounded so tightly not even water could leak through. Early this morning, He Zi, Duan Yande, and the other examiners had entered the compound under military escort, and the gates immediately closed tight. Until the entire metropolitan examination ended, these inner curtain officials couldn’t step outside the main gate.

According to Great Qian rules, examination questions were decided at dawn on the day before entering the compound by the chief and deputy directors, then submitted to His Majesty for review. After confirming the questions, the chief and deputy directors personally copied them out, sealed them in triple-locked treasure boxes, and went directly from the palace to the examination compound under military escort.

In this process, no one had any opportunity to approach the examination questions again, maximally preventing the possibility of question leakage.

Since establishing this rule, Great Qian’s imperial examinations had at least seen no cases of examination question leakage fraud.

The reason questions required imperial review was to avoid inadvertently offending imperial taboos. After imperial review, it was as if they had official approval, also preventing talented court officials like chief and deputy examiners from being criminally implicated due to mistakes that shouldn’t happen—also a way to avoid court losses.

On the day questions were decided, according to rules, it should end by the end of the yin hour. Tie Ci routinely went to pay respects to the Emperor at the beginning of the xu hour.

At the Chongming Palace gate, she encountered Xiao Liheng, who was on duty in the front court today.

Tie Ci looked at the sky—he was up quite early.

According to custom, the Crown Princess entering the palace also required announcement. Seeing her, Xiao Liheng immediately smiled and said to the little eunuch behind him: “Go announce to His Majesty.”

Then he personally accompanied her into the courtyard.

Seeing many guards in the courtyard today with a serious atmosphere, Tie Ci asked in surprise: “Why haven’t the people withdrawn yet?”

Heavy troops would guard during question deliberation, but should withdraw afterward.

Xiao Liheng said: “Since they’re here, no rush to withdraw.”

As they spoke, the two climbed the steps. The door-guarding eunuch pushed open the door, and Xiao Liheng suddenly slapped his forehead: “This subject still has urgent matters to handle—I’ll go deal with them now.”

Several cabinet scholars came to attend his departure.

Tie Ci watched his retreating figure, frowned, and stopped at the threshold without entering.

But the door-guarding little eunuch had already pushed the door wide open, and those inside turned around in surprise.

Tie Ci saw the two chief examiners were indeed still there, raised an eyebrow, and glanced at that little eunuch.

The little eunuch lowered his head, not daring to speak.

Tie Yan didn’t think much of it, just said in surprise: “You’re here? Early?” Looking at the Western clock, “Oh, we’re running late.”

Duan Yande hastily apologized.

Only then did Tie Ci learn that when Duan Yande took a sedan chair into the palace, the chair broke down halfway and had to switch to a carriage, delaying a quarter-hour, so the originally scheduled question deliberation time was also postponed.

“Since it’s not finished, I’ll wait.”

Tie Ci walked out decisively to wait in the corridor.

She stood right beside that little eunuch, who deeply bowed his head, body rigid, not daring to breathe heavily.

After a while, the two chief examiners came out with the locked box containing the questions.

According to rules, they couldn’t speak to anyone now. The two nodded silently in greeting and were about to leave under heavy military escort.

Tie Ci suddenly called them back.

The two turned around in surprise.

Tie Ci stepped down the stairs, glanced at that box, and nodded indicating they could go.

Both were somewhat puzzled. He Zi looked at Tie Ci, and Tie Ci smiled at him.

He Zi then turned away too.

Tie Ci watched them leave, then suddenly said: “Bring paper and brush.”

Immediately someone brought ink and brush. Without entering the palace, Tie Ci wrote several lines right there in the corridor, using the back of a nearby eunuch as support. She then sealed it and whispered instructions to Chi Xue.

Chi Xue nodded and went to handle it.

Only then did Tie Ci turn to enter the palace.

The little eunuch silently sighed in relief.

The moment Tie Ci stepped through the palace door, she suddenly turned back, directly meeting the little eunuch’s gaze as he secretly watched her retreating figure.

The little eunuch’s heart contracted violently, cold sweat instantly covering his entire body.

But Tie Ci said nothing, as if merely turning back casually, smiled at him, and entered the palace door.

With a creak, the palace door closed.

The little eunuch suddenly leaned against the door pillar, legs stretching forward to support himself from sliding down.

He didn’t know why he was so terrified.

He only knew that moment of turning back with a smile—though clearly very beautiful—made him feel as if facing floods and savage beasts, generating supreme fear from his heart’s depths. Trembling spread from his heart throughout his body, making him shake uncontrollably.

These third-class eunuchs had no opportunity to personally witness what happened at the palace gate plaza before.

Regarding various evaluations of the Crown Princess after her return, they had only smiled, thinking them exaggerated.

Not until this moment did he deeply feel that the Crown Princess who returned after a year of trials was truly different from before.

A sword sharpened its edge; a fierce beast escaped its cage.

…

Firecrackers burst in unison as examiners entered the compound.

The ceremony for chief and deputy directors and examiners entering was grand, with the long procession finally carrying a guillotine to demonstrate justice and strict legal warning. Previous dynasties had examination officials commit fraud and were guillotined on the spot within the examination compound—cut in half yet still using finger to write five “tragic” characters in blood. This bloody precedent intimidated all appointed examiners, who remained vigilant daily, not daring to make mistakes.

Many candidates would watch this excitement. Shen Mi also went, holding the cat named Rong Yi. He only brought this one because it was the smartest and couldn’t stay home, dog-like by nature, enjoying walks. Mornings it would bite the rope itself to force Shen Mi to take it out. Shen Mi had no choice but to bring it to watch excitement, stuffing it in the small book basket on his back when crowds were thick. Shen’s mother had specially woven a lid for the basket with a hole in the middle so Rong Yi’s round cat head could poke out.

There were too many spectators, and Shen Mi was jostled about. Without realizing it, he was pushed to the front of the crowd, watching the crimson-robed, purple-sashed officials file through the compound’s main gate. Leading was He Zi, and Shen Mi instinctively bowed deeply.

He Zi also saw him—he recognized this academy top student and smiled with a slight nod.

This interaction caught the eyes of surrounding candidates, immediately drawing many envious gazes, as well as some with complex expressions full of scrutiny.

After all, with spring examinations imminent, affecting candidates’ lifelong prospects, any details between examiners and candidates would be noticed and magnified.

He Zi’s reputation was too great, and he wasn’t known for being approachable. His mansion accepted no official or personal submissions, nor any social climbing or invitations. His appointment as chief examiner came quite late, and though people flocked to him after the news spread, no one had any opportunity to curry favor. Now seeing him return courtesy to an unknown scholar, whispers immediately arose.

Rong Yi struggled to poke its head out of the basket hole, curiously watching the loud gong and drum procession.

Someone on a nearby tavern’s upper floor looked down from above, their gaze turning to spot Rong Yi.

By now Shen Mi had noticed the surrounding stares and immediately retreated into the crowd. With so many people, retreating was somewhat difficult, so he didn’t notice that people were approaching from both left and right.

Just as Shen Mi stepped back, a great force from behind suddenly shoved him forward.

Shen Mi fell to the ground, scraping his elbow, looking down to see a pair of black official boots stopped before him.

Shen Mi immediately realized he’d fallen in front of an examiner, blocking the examiner’s path. Ignoring his pain, he quickly got up, not raising his head, apologizing while retreating into the crowd.

He quickly moved aside. He Zi, who had been about to help him up, left his hand suspended in air, smiled and continued forward. This was just a small incident—He Zi paid it no mind, and though surrounding people saw it, most didn’t care either.

Shen Mi retreated into the crowd, heart pounding, vaguely sensing something was wrong.

When he’d just fallen out, why hadn’t the cat cried out?

He reached back to feel—his scalp exploded.

Where was the cat?!

Rong Yi in the basket was gone!

Shen Mi looked around in panic. Amid the sea of heads, where could he find his cat?

…

In the crowd, Murong Yi held the cat in one arm while gripping a gray-clothed man’s wrist with the other hand.

The man struggled desperately but felt as if clamped by iron pincers—impossible to break free.

Murong Yi smiled, step by step dragging him closer, whispering in his ear with a smile: “Dear friend, what were you just doing?”

…

The examiner entry ceremony ended, and students all hurried back for final efforts—the day after tomorrow they would enter the compound for testing.

Some felt last-minute cramming meaningless, so teahouses and taverns filled with people, many discussing the recently released and quickly banned seventh volume of Chronicles of the Merciful Heart, with some trading privately.

Once books were banned, they became more sought after due to their mystery. Currently, black market prices for the pirated seventh volume had risen ten-fold.

Some, feeling hopeless about the spring examinations, gathered to chat idly. Recent conversation centered on the Crown Princess, and matters related to her spread throughout the capital in minutes.

Many discussed who exactly this Rong Wei was—the one with unusual feelings for the Crown Princess in the seventh volume. The book portrayed him as powerful, beautiful, intelligent, and wise—a peerless great man in the world. Such a character naturally made people yearn for him. Women’s eyes sparkled with admiration, while men’s emotions were much more complex—envy, jealousy, dismissiveness all present. Discussion centered on whether this character and the Crown Princess’s romantic history was fictional or real.

Most women thought it was real—the reason being the book was banned!

The book was banned, understand? The more one tries to hide, the more it’s true. The book being banned proves everything in it is real!

Most men thought it was fake—also because the book was banned.

What “more banned, more true”—didn’t they see the exaggerated writing style? Where in the world were such perfect characters? They’d probably call even his farts fragrant!

Men thought this was obviously exaggerated, while women argued that since the Crown Princess was such a character, why couldn’t she meet equally excellent men? You men are worthless yourselves and think the whole world should be as worthless as you!

Arguments ensued. Though men had broader shoulders and louder voices, those who could afford teahouses and taverns weren’t sheltered ladies either. Female wanderers might not have broad shoulders or loud voices, but they were much stronger than weaklings. Disagreements led to angry sword-drawing—with a crack, the world became quiet.

Only one table didn’t participate in this century’s great debate. A man with his back to everyone kept drinking, obviously quite content using gossip as drinking accompaniment, turning inferior spirits into the manner of fine wine.

Hearing sword-drawing and table-smashing behind him, his shoulders kept shaking. People’s casual glances made them think: oh, a weakling trembling with fear.

The weakling kept shaking.

Wine in his cup spilled on the table.

Across from him, a cold-faced tall youth looked at him disdainfully: “Stop laughing—you look sick.”

Murong Yi glanced at him: “Actually I was being modest—I haven’t even written about my peerless talent yet. Look how deeply my casual seventh volume moved hearts.”

Mu Si: “…Indeed, who could imagine you’d be so shameless.”

Someone who could write their own biography and shamelessly portray themselves as imperial forbidden fruit was truly unprecedented.

Fighting broke out upstairs. The tea server came to mediate from all sides, finally getting everyone to sit down angrily and change topics. This time they didn’t discuss the suspected imperial forbidden fruit—the peerless beautiful man—but the topic remained the Crown Princess.

Today’s discussion was yesterday’s Crown Princess banqueting classmates—all loyal followers who’d accompanied the Crown Princess since Dongming and Yongping. After the Crown Princess’s successful return to the capital, she gave faithful classmates considerable courtesy and rewards. She hosted them with family banquets in her own palace, with the Emperor and Noble Consort personally appearing, with individual rewards during the feast—everyone clicked their tongues in envy.

Naturally this led to discussing Rong Pu receiving the purple jade ruyi: “…That purple jade’s clear color without impurities is one thing, but crucially purple is the imperial clan color, and ruyi, ruyi—you all consider this, consider carefully.”

“Oh—” Everyone understood, meaningfully.

A woman rested her chin dreamily: “That Rong Wei is after all an ethereal fictional character. Speaking of it, Academician Rong is a living capital noble young master—gentle temperament, complete in talent and looks, noble birth, and unwavering loyalty to the Crown Princess. Such a person gaining imperial regard and receiving purple jade ruyi—perhaps in future he’ll indeed have his wishes fulfilled.”

These words made everyone nod regardless of gender, previous hostility vanishing. Obviously Rong Pu was an excellent atmosphere adhesive—his reputation was so good that men and women alike held him in high regard. People loved seeing golden boy and jade girl unions, all felt that in terms of status, talent, and looks, none could be better matched than these two. They were happy to see it happen.

Someone at the table with their back to everyone stopped shaking. The crude pottery cup spun dangerously in his fingers.

Mu Si rarely opened his mouth in great comfort.

Someone had a sudden inspiration: “Rong Wei, Rong Pu—both surnamed Rong! Perhaps this Rong Wei doesn’t exist—maybe the writer had some things inconvenient to say directly and simply borrowed a name to hint to readers!”

At these words, everyone suddenly understood and agreed unanimously.

“Crack.” The crude ceramic cup shattered into countless pieces, shooting out in all directions like sand, striking every person who had just nodded in agreement on their knees.

Bang bang sounds rang continuously as countless people clutched their knees and shot up, overturning tables, smashing teacups, splashing water and wine, causing even more people to jump up.

“Who hit me!”

“Ouch, you got my clothes wet!”

“Clumsy oaf! Be careful—you bumped into me!”

The teahouse immediately became chaotic—people crying out in pain, arranging clothes, holding legs, pulling tables in complete disorder. No one noticed that the two drinking customers who’d had their backs to everyone had vanished.

Chapter 291: Arrogance
On a rooftop, someone was running swiftly against the wind.

Wild laughter echoed continuously, only to be instantly scattered by the strong wind.

“Hahaha, making wedding clothes for others! Half a month of scheming, all for nothing!”

“Mu Si, you’re not young anymore. This increasing madness doesn’t bode well—it must be from being unmarried at your age. How about I discuss with Father King and help arrange a marriage for you?”

Mu Si: “…Murong Eighteen, do you have any humanity left!”

“No!”

The two sat down on the rooftop. They were now at the center of the imperial city, not far from the palace complex. All around the eight wards lived imperial relatives and nobles, officials of third rank and above. Further in, beyond the red walls and yellow tiles, stretched that vast expanse of magnificent palace buildings where lived the woman he held dear to his heart.

Murong Yi’s gaze swept around in all directions, then suddenly asked: “Which house belongs to the Rong family?”

Mu Si had previously led people to survey the terrain inside and outside the imperial city. Upon hearing this, he pointed to one house.

“Be human,” Murong Yi chuckled. “That’s clearly the prairie dog’s burrow.”

“Prairie dog?”

“Lives apart from others, doesn’t get close to people, wishes she could always dig a hole to bury herself in for comfort.” Murong Yi raised his chin. “Young Master Gu, Gu Xiaoxiao.”

“If the Crown Princess knew how you evaluate her close friend, she would surely be delighted.”

He had expected to hear his master’s sharp retort, but after a long while with no response, Mu Si turned his head in surprise to see Murong Yi lying on the roof tiles with his hands behind his head, sighing leisurely: “Don’t, don’t mention Crown Princess. Every time I hear that title, my heart aches, hurts, and panics.”

Mu Si wanted to laugh, but somehow couldn’t.

“Once I had a wife, right there before me. If I had just honestly married her, she would have been mine for life. But I had to make a fuss and insist on breaking off the engagement. Now I have to use tremendous effort to win her back.” Murong Yi looked like he very much wanted to slap himself.

Though Mu Si really wanted to see him do it, he still couldn’t resist his sharp tongue, saying: “There’s no need for such regret. Even if you hadn’t caused the engagement to be broken, the Crown Princess would have broken it off anyway. Even if the Crown Princess hadn’t broken the engagement, once war broke out between Liaodong and Da Qian, the marriage would have been called off just the same.”

“Should I thank you or beat you up?” Murong Yi lay facing the sky. After a long time, he was still brooding: “Tell me, how does a perfectly good living person suddenly become Crown Princess?”

“She didn’t change—you were just stupid. You didn’t figure it out for so long.”

“Actually, I did think of it, really, more than once. But you know, Doctor Kuang is now staying in the Ruzhou palace. He said that the Iron imperial bloodline is pure, and abilities must manifest before age twelve—if they don’t manifest, they absolutely cannot be of imperial blood. He also said that Tie Ci’s meridian circulation is abnormal, predicting that no matter how she learns martial arts, she would surely be unable to bear the burden… Who knew that old man’s words were completely wrong.”

“That’s not how you should put it. Though Doctor Kuang’s title includes ‘Kuang’ (mad), he’s always been extremely careful and prudent in his words and actions. In all these years, when has he ever said anything wrong?”

“That’s exactly why I believed him without doubt… Wait.” Murong Yi suddenly sat up. “What if he actually still wasn’t wrong?”

Mu Si was so startled by this statement that his back went cold.

Master and servant looked at each other, speechless for a long time.

Doctor Kuang never spoke falsely, yet Tie Ci became an exception. Was there something that happened in between that they didn’t know about, something that even Tie Ci herself didn’t know?

After a while, Mu Si said hesitantly: “Don’t overthink it. Maybe you just saw wrong. If the Crown Princess had such a fatal problem, how could Rong Pu not know? You say she can’t practice martial arts, but she’s clearly getting better and better at it with no problems. Maybe her very capable master helped her solve it?”

“Rong Pu only learned from Doctor Kuang for a few years in childhood and hasn’t seen Doctor Kuang in years since. He’s just a half-trained disciple, and being from a prominent family in the capital, Doctor Kuang probably never told him at all. Your suggestion that her master helped solve it has some possibility.” Murong Yi sat up. “Perhaps someday I’ll kidnap that old fellow to examine Eighteen.”

“You might as well daydream. He’s Father King’s treasure—Father King would never lend him to you.”

“Just kill that old man then.”

“Easier said than done, but I know you would never actually kill him. When he was severely injured on his way back to Ruzhou, you clearly had the chance but didn’t deliver the fatal blow.”

Murong Yi snorted but said nothing.

Did Mu Si think he harbored childish affection for his father or still held hope?

Ridiculous.

Such a father, with only Liaodong’s foundation in his heart, his children merely pieces he weighed and placed on the Liaodong map’s chessboard when needed.

Such a father, he felt, deserved killing.

But when it came down to it, he could never bring himself to act.

Perhaps because deep inside there was still a line—those who deceived, humiliated, harmed, or sought his life, he would show no mercy.

However, this father, strictly speaking, had never harmed or deceived him.

He had merely been absent and negligent, causing him to once fall into an abyss.

He frowned slightly, unwilling to think of that indifferent expanse of white under the clear blue sky of the capital. He stood up and suddenly leaped away.

Mu Si didn’t know where he was going and could only get up to follow.

“I’ll ask you once more—where does that white lotus live?”

Mu Si had no choice but to point in a direction.

Murong Yi put on his mask and held out his hand to Mu Si.

Mu Si reluctantly pulled out a set of large-sized women’s clothing from the bundle behind him.

Murong Yi very skillfully changed into it and swept down with flowing sleeves.

Moments later, the usually vigilant guards of the Rong residence discovered an intruder.

The person could have blended in originally, but unexpectedly, the military-minded Old Madam Rong had clear regulations about the servants’ clothing and never allowed the maids to wear those flowing, seductive dresses. So this arrogant female thief in a gold-sprinkled six-panel skirt was immediately spotted by a nanny from Old Madam’s courtyard who had come out on business.

The nanny had originally only seen a flash of flying clothing hem and thought it was some rule-breaking maid wearing inappropriate clothes. She called out intending to give a good scolding, but just as she spoke, the person vanished.

The nanny wasn’t flustered and immediately pulled out the whistle she carried, blowing it.

As soon as the whistle sounded, the Rong residence, which had seemed to have few guards, suddenly had countless people emerge from every corner.

They were quite shocked—they hadn’t expected anyone to dare break into the Rong residence in broad daylight. These rather elite guards immediately perked up, determined to show their master the benefits of “raising soldiers for a thousand days to use them for one moment.” Whistles sounded continuously, voices called from left and right, and people rushed from all directions to surround and intercept the audacious thief.

The little thief wasn’t flustered either, moving in and out of the vast multi-courtyard complex. Though appearing chaotic and disorganized, she was actually proceeding toward her target with great purpose.

During this, the female thief was cornered five or six times, but each time she broke through the encirclement. The thief’s martial arts were superb and her strikes ruthless, making the guards even more alert and vigilant. With such a powerful opponent desperately pushing inward, she must have great ambitions—perhaps she intended to assassinate their Da Qian’s pillar, the backbone of all officials, Chief Minister Rong! How could this be tolerated!

The guards fought even more desperately in pursuit, dispatched people to protect the Chief Minister and all the masters, and sent word outside the residence to call for Capital Prefecture soldiers and troops from the Five Military Commissioners.

They watched as the female thief struggled through heavy encirclement until she broke into Rong Pu’s study.

The guards breathed a sigh of relief. The study was currently empty, as Rong Pu hadn’t been in the residence for two years, and there was nothing important there.

The guard captain immediately ordered everyone to carefully surround and approach the study, lest the cornered enemy become desperate.

The Rong residence guards calculated that the study surely wasn’t the intruder’s destination—she was just temporarily hiding. They were busy arranging troops and setting up heavy protection around where the Chief Minister was located when suddenly those surrounding the study heard a clear shattering sound from within.

Then the female thief leaped out from the roof. She neither went to the inner courtyard nor to the Chief Minister’s main courtyard, but after a few bounds, actually just ran away.

The crowd, who had been on high alert, looked at each other in bewilderment.

All that thunder with so little rain—what was the point?

Everyone was still afraid of a trap and waited a while more. After confirming no one was inside, they rushed through the door.

The study door was half-open, nothing had been disturbed, except on the treasure display shelf facing the door, the purple jade ruyi that had been placed in the center had fallen to the ground and shattered into scattered purple fragments.

The guards were shocked and confused.

All that mobilization, such a massive formation, such killing intent and imposing manner, such fierce momentum—all just to break a vase?

Why don’t you just fly to heaven instead?

Moments later, Rong Pu, who had been heavily protected with the Chief Minister in the study, hurried back.

His expression was very unpleasant.

The purple jade ruyi was bestowed by the Emperor, kept in a box on the treasure shelf, secured with a stand and cushioned with brocade inside the box. Even if there were impacts, it absolutely could not have fallen.

Clearly, someone had deliberately taken it out to smash it.

Looking at the degree of shattering, it must have been thrown with great force.

Rong Pu’s gaze searched the room, wanting to see what else in the study had been damaged.

Then his gaze fell on a painting scroll on the wall.

It was a “Tiger’s Mouth Food Snatching” by a famous painter from the previous dynasty.

That painter was also a court official who excelled at painting tigers. This painting was originally created to satirize the greed of court officials at the time. Because of its lively painting technique and elegant brushwork, Rong Pu liked it and hung it in his study.

Now on that old scroll, which was already covered with many seal impressions, someone had dipped into the ink pad on his desk and boldly stamped a new seal at the very top in a most conspicuous place.

“Qinde Zhi Bao” (Treasure of Qinde).

Rong Pu’s eyes narrowed.

This was the Crown Princess’s private seal!

Forging imperial private seals was a capital crime involving nine generations of the family, and there were secret marks within them. Scrolls that had been sealed were all kept in the deep palace, making them impossible for ordinary people to forge.

Who had stamped the Crown Princess’s private seal on his painting?

There were many calligraphy and paintings in the study, yet it was stamped on this particular one with satirical meaning—”Tiger’s Mouth Food Snatching.”

Threatening him that competing for the Crown Princess was snatching food from a tiger’s mouth, while also satirizing him for previously taking credit for someone else’s life-saving deed in Yongping.

And like declaring ownership, using the Crown Princess’s private seal.

Going to great lengths to break in just to do such a thing.

This covertly arrogant behavior, this quietly malicious action—who else but that person could it be?

The Crown Princess’s private seal was actually in his possession.

Rong Pu had always been composed and able to control his temper, but at this moment his expression changed slightly. In his mind, the Crown Princess had always been someone who kept public and private matters separate, not swayed by personal feelings. Something as important as the imperial heir’s private seal would never be given to anyone under any circumstances.

Yet the facts were slapping him in the face.

Had their relationship already reached such a degree…

Footsteps sounded behind him. Rong Maochuan stood at the doorway, seeing the purple jade fragments on the ground, his expression changed slightly.

Rong Pu instinctively shifted his body to block the seal on the painting, turned to smile at Rong Maochuan: “That thief probably wanted to steal something, got startled, and accidentally broke something.”

Rong Maochuan’s gaze passed over his head and landed on the painting, nodding: “Clean it up and report it to the palace as an apology.”

Breaking imperial gifts was a serious crime in ordinary official families, but in the Rong residence it was nothing.

Rong Pu nodded in agreement, watching his grandfather leave with a normal expression, unsure whether grandfather had actually seen the seal on the painting.

There was no way to tell from his expression—after all, he was a high minister with great composure.

Rong Pu looked back toward the horizon, murmuring: “Are you still not giving up…”

…

It wasn’t long before Tie Ci received two pieces of news.

One was that the purple jade ruyi had been smashed, and the other was that the cat had been stolen.

Such boring and malicious behavior.

When she received the news, dusk was just falling. The palace servants were lining up to light the lamps throughout the palace, and bright yellow lights came on one by one, making heaven and earth seem to float with countless gentle night-shining pearls.

She stood in a patch of warm yellow light, the scroll in her hand tightening slightly.

Rong Pu didn’t enter the palace, only had someone come to the palace to report. After a long moment, Tie Ci said to Chi Xue: “Say that I understand, and bestow a bushel of pearls on the Rong residence.”

Chi Xue acknowledged and went to handle it.

Emerald Cloud Dragon Soaring incense was added to the eggplant-purple glazed lion-eared incense burner. This incense was made by masters, with extremely rich smoke and fragrance. The smoke swirled and lingered like emerald dragons, condensing before her eyes for a long time without dispersing.

Tie Ci gazed into the void. After a long while, her fingertips unconsciously traced in the smoke, and the smoke swirled and moved along her fingertips, gradually actually forming the shape of a human face.

Tie Ci was startled, not expecting her fingertips to be so inspired as to draw that person’s likeness.

With no wind in the room, that face drifted and moved before her, finally slowly dissipating.

There was a slight sound at the door. Tie Ci turned to see Chi Xue standing there.

Her expression was both calm and complex.

Master and servant regarded each other wordlessly.

After a while, Chi Xue said: “Master, have you thought about the future?”

“Naturally.” Tie Ci said, “Punch the Xiao family, kick the Rong family, hold great power, and unify the world. That’s what I plan to do in the future.”

Chi Xue said: “Unifying the world, conquering Liaodong, capturing the Liaodong heir as your captive—isn’t that in your plans?”

Tie Ci hadn’t expected Chi Xue to say something so domineering, and couldn’t help but laugh: “I think that’s feasible.”

Chi Xue said: “I think he’s feasible too.”

Tie Ci smiled and shook her head.

No, it wouldn’t work.

Murong Yi had struggled desperately for the throne—it had become his obsession.

She wouldn’t give up the imperial throne and territory for him, so what right did she have to ask him to give up the throne and his obsession for her?

But she could defeat him honorably and make him submit.

Before that, there should be no factors affecting a fair confrontation.

For example, private feelings.

Master and servant silently faced each other in the darkness.

Suddenly there was a faint “whoosh” sound in the distance, and a point of deep red shot up into the night sky.

Tie Ci turned, very surprised.

The capital usually forbade fireworks and firecrackers, only allowing them during festivals. Now, in neither New Year nor festival time, who was setting off fireworks?

Looking at the direction, not far from the palace complex, it was the southeast imperial city where high officials and nobles gathered.

“Whoosh.” Another firework shot up into the sky, exploding in mid-air with thousands of emerald petals spreading, blooming in the dark blue night sky, instantly dimming the stars and moon.

“Whoosh, whoosh” came continuous sounds. Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet—the sky was instantly painted in seven brilliant colors like a giant brush, reflecting half the sky in colorful clouds. Half of the capital was startled, with countless people calling their children and rushing out their doors to look up at the sky.

The patrol soldiers of the Capital Prefecture and Five Military Commissioners were also startled, rushing in groups toward that location.

Chi Xue suddenly exclaimed: “That direction seems to be the Qi residence?”

Tie Ci was startled.

She suddenly dropped her book, strode out the door, and walked up to the two-level platform in front of the palace, looking up.

In the back courtyard of the Qi residence, Qi Yuansi, who had just finished practicing a spear routine, sheathed his weapon and stood still, looking in surprise at the fireworks shooting up from above his family’s residence. From the direction, it should be the back cross-courtyard where the servants lived in groups, but why would the servants be setting off fireworks for no reason?

These gorgeous and varied fireworks were very expensive—the Qi residence only set off some during festivals. The servants couldn’t afford them either.

Qi Dudu had gone out to drink with friends. Qi Yuansi hurried toward the back cross-courtyard in surprise.

The courtyard of the back cross-courtyard was already filled with Qi residence servants, pointing at the rooftop in amazement.

There were two people on the roof, a man and a woman. The man was casually wearing a mask, and the woman wore a face veil with flowing skirts, looking extremely beautiful in bearing, though oddly tall—even taller than the already very tall man. On the woman’s shoulder crouched a cat, with distinctive heart-shaped tri-colored markings.

The two were busily moving a large pile of fireworks on the roof, completely ignoring the people below.

The Qi family servants had initially thought it was one of their masters whimsically setting off fireworks, but now seeing they were two strangers, they all looked at each other in confusion.

Strange things happened every year, but this year was especially odd. Which idiots would run onto someone else’s roof to set off fireworks?

When Qi Yuansi arrived in the courtyard and saw they were two strangers, he naturally couldn’t allow such presumption and was about to shout for them to be driven away. The woman on the roof suddenly sat down, lifted her skirt hem, rolled up her sleeves, and called down with a smile: “Little Qi, long time no see. Today big brother is treating you to fireworks.”

Everyone: “…”

Chapter 292: You Are Distant, So I Journey to You
Big brother?

Qi Yuansi stared at the woman’s radiant eyes for a long moment, his expression changing drastically.

“You… how dare you come…”

He looked around, considering whether his family guards could handle this demon king, whether he should call for the house generals. Turning his head, he saw his grandmother had already been helped over by servants to watch the excitement, calling to him repeatedly.

Qi Yuansi’s expression changed again—why had grandmother come out!

Recalling this person’s temperament, sweat immediately beaded on his forehead.

Qi Yuansi had personally witnessed this person kill like cutting grass, seen his madness in stabbing himself with a knife, and been strangled by him with life-threatening force. Ever since, he’d developed a condition called “Rong Wei PTSD.”

Within three feet of Rong Wei’s presence, he maintained respectful distance, retreated three li, never competing or contending.

Previously, he’d vaguely heard that this person had injured the Crown Princess and learned his true identity, thinking that surely they’d never meet again in the jianghu—when they next met, it would definitely be on the battlefield.

Who knew that in such a short time, this fellow would haunt him like a restless spirit, actually appearing on his family’s roof!

Qi Yuansi first found it absurd, then remembering his father’s recent misunderstanding and the daily joyful words he’d been spreading throughout the court, cold sweat broke out all over him again.

This extremely jealous, mad, and venomous demon king—surely he hadn’t heard something and come to burn down his house?

Turning to see his approaching brothers and sisters, plus his aged grandmother, his whole being felt terrible.

Old Madam Qi looked up, squinting at the two people above, saying: “Yuansi, is this your friend? The wind is strong up there—please come down for tea.”

Murong Yi, who was selecting fireworks on the roof, heard this and looked down with a smile, seeing the kind-faced Old Madam Qi, greeting her: “Ah, Grandma Qi, hello! I’m Qi Yuansi’s friend, came over to set off some fireworks for you to enjoy watching.”

Old Madam Qi fumbled in her bosom for Western-style glasses, slowly put them on, and looked up to carefully examine Murong Yi. Her face grew even more radiant: “What a beautiful child. Good, grandma will watch you set off fireworks.”

Qi Yuansi held his forehead.

His grandmother’s fondness for beautiful people was acting up again.

Murong Yi seemed surprised that Old Madam Qi had this style. This time his smile became even more dazzling: “Alright! Watch this—I’ll perform a magic trick for you.”

With that, he lit a huge firework.

A golden light shot into the night sky, its trajectory transforming mid-air into a giant heart. Stars sparkled in the heart’s center, slowly condensing into the character “Ci.”

Qi Yuansi: “…”

No way—if you’re confessing to the Crown Princess, why are you doing it from my family’s roof!

So annoying!

Old Madam Qi looked at that “Ci” character, somewhat puzzled: “Young lady, what does this mean?”

“Praising how kind and benevolent you are, Grandma!” Murong Yi answered smoothly.

Mu Si rolled his eyes.

…

In the Imperial Study, a young eunuch pushed open the door. Tie Yan looked up at the “Ci” character in the sky, his brow slightly furrowed.

In Dianfang Palace, Consort Jing put down her needlework and pushed open the window, mouth agape in astonishment.

In Ciren Palace, the Empress Dowager coldly watched that “Ci” character, saying: “Investigate.”

On the spacious white marble platform on the second floor of Yuxiu Palace.

Tie Ci stood by the railing, looking up at the sky.

That giant heart-shaped “Ci” character, even more golden and glittering, reflected in her glass-like eyes.

Such fireworks were rare in the market, but her master could make them. This was also the treasure of her master’s shop, not easily sold, each sale conducted as an auction with frantic bidding.

Yet he had obtained them.

There was nothing he dared not do.

No one he could not pursue.

He filled the capital’s bookshops with love pamphlets he’d written, overnight capturing the book market.

He moved freely through the Rong residence, smashing Rong Pu’s purple jade ruyi that hadn’t even warmed yet.

He wrote a large, brilliant “Ci” character in the night sky of the capital in March.

For all to see.

All the gulfs, chasms, obstacles, visible and invisible barriers standing in the way.

To him were nothing but clouds and smoke.

I want you, I like you, so I come.

You are a mountain, so I move mountains; you are water, so I build dikes; you are distant, so I journey to you. Mountains shift, waters move, I traverse all the mortal world.

…

In the Qi residence, the old lady looked at that “Ci” character, smiling so broadly her teeth weren’t visible.

Qi Yuansi’s hand supporting his forehead never lifted.

The old lady found this young lady increasingly pleasing and began chatting.

“Young lady, where do you live?”

“Juyue Tower on West Street.”

Qi Yuansi’s expression turned ashen.

The old lady didn’t know what Juyue Tower was, thinking it sounded like a restaurant: “Oh, are you a female innkeeper?”

Qi Yuansi: “Murong Yi, shut up!”

Murong Yi: “No, Grandma, Juyue Tower is a brothel.”

Old Madam Qi: “…”

The old lady turned to look at her beloved grandson.

Qi Yuansi: “Grandmother, don’t listen to his nonsense! He has nothing to do with me!”

Murong Yi: “How can we have nothing to do with each other? Grandma, didn’t you notice? As soon as I mentioned Juyue Tower, he knew what it was. How does he know about brothels!”

Old Madam Qi asked cautiously: “Yuansi, is this your… intimate female friend?”

“More than that.” On the roof, Murong Yi selected another confession weapon, tearfully declaring: “He also abandoned me after seducing me!”

Qi Yuansi: “Murong Yi, don’t think I won’t dare kill you!”

Murong Yi: “Ah! A scoundrel who seduces and abandons, then wants to kill to silence witnesses!”

Old Madam Qi: “Yuansi! How could you do such a thing! The Qi family maintains upright family traditions—we don’t allow consorting with prostitutes. But since you’ve wronged this young lady, you should take responsibility. Young lady, have you left Juyue Tower? Would you be willing to become my Yuansi’s concubine?”

Qi Yuansi: “…”

Please, Grandma.

I cannot afford this person.

“No, I want to be the primary wife!” Murong Yi selected a firework and lit it. “Otherwise, I’ll burn down your house today and immolate myself—one corpse, two lives!”

Qi Yuansi: …You might as well kill me for entertainment.

Unable to deal with this person, he gritted his teeth and ordered the guards beside him: “Go to the palace gates and request an audience with the Crown Princess. Tell her my home is about to be burned by someone, and I’m being forced into marriage. Ask her, for the sake of our former schoolmate relationship, to intervene and rescue me.”

The guard swiftly took the order and left.

Here, Old Madam Qi frowned in thought for a long while, then said gently: “Young lady, you mustn’t act so extremely—it damages your good fortune. Come down first, and we’ll discuss this slowly. Look at your delicate frame—the roof is slippery. What if you hurt your back?”

“Whoosh”—another emerald light shot straight into the sky, transforming mid-air into a huge green hat with three equally large characters flashing above it: “I Don’t Want.”

Murong Yi thought this green hat looked very nice.

When spending heavily on fireworks, the hat-wearing female shopkeeper said green hats represented unwavering loyalty. A green hat with “I Don’t Want” written on it meant that in this life, besides the beloved, one would want no other woman. Once this hat appeared, it would surely move the beauty to tears.

…

Tie Yan murmured: “What does the green hat mean?”

Consort Jing: “This hat’s shape and color are quite distinctive. Come winter, I’ll make one to give His Majesty.”

Tie Ci: “…”

The moment of emotion instantly dissipated. Now she only wanted to muster troops and attack the Qi residence, capture someone and throw him in prison, lock him in an iron cage, and make him wear a green hat every day, 365 days a year, each one different.

…

On the roof, Murong Yi declared righteously: “No way! If you trick me into coming down, you’ll definitely imprison me, beat me, even kill me. I want Qi Yuansi to swear right now to marry me as his primary wife and never look at any other woman in this lifetime!”

Old Madam Qi looked at him, then at the black-faced Mu Si beside him, whose eyes were rolling skyward.

“Fine. I agree.” Old Madam Qi said readily. “Child, come down first.”

Qi Yuansi couldn’t believe his ears: “Grandmother!”

Though grandmother had grown gentler with age, she was still the widow who had raised Governor Qi and personally sent her son to battle—hardly an ordinary woman.

How had this scoundrel fooled her with just a few words?

Though Murong Yi’s female disguise was indeed masterful…

He wanted to say this was a man, but he feared provoking the killer star on the roof. He didn’t care if he died, but if grandmother were harmed, he’d be guilty of an unforgivable crime.

He dared not gamble his grandmother’s life on that demon king’s humanity.

Murong Yi was also surprised, but wasn’t in a hurry to come down. He casually set off one last firework.

Countless starlight clusters rushed into the sky, bursting and spraying in groups, sketching countless peach blossoms, apricot blossoms, peonies, roses, wild roses, lilacs, and spring jasmine across the azure sky dome, blooming in sequence into a giant bouquet spanning the night sky.

Beside the bouquet was a line of text: “You bloom, and the world has its April spring.”

Everyone in the Qi residence was struck speechless with awe.

Under the capital’s night sky, in streets and alleys throughout the city, countless people walked out their doors, looking up and exclaiming in infatuated amazement.

Brilliant flowers reflected in Murong Yi’s shimmering eyes as he looked up and smiled, all the fireworks in the sky seeming to fall into his gaze.

Eighteen, did you see?

…

In Chongming Palace, Tie Yan looked furious: “Go investigate who’s setting off fireworks!”

Consort Jing was dazzled and enchanted, whispering: “If His Majesty could set off such a display for me, I’d die content…”

Nanny Qin behind her said coldly: “Your Majesty, haven’t you noticed who these fireworks are for!”

In Ciren Palace, the Empress Dowager stared blankly at that illusory yet magnificent giant bouquet, suddenly turning to address someone behind her: “Those who dare speak loudly are admirable. I too wish I could one day shake heaven and earth like this and tell you everything.”

Behind her, curtains hung deep and silent.

On the Yuxiu Palace platform, the night was cool as water, jade steps white as snow.

Tie Ci reached out to cup the void, as if catching those flowers.

Her expression was calm, but her eyes were very bright. She said softly: “This is also plagiarized… Murong Plagiarist!”

…

The sensational citywide fireworks display was over.

Mu Si secretly calculated that this single display had consumed several years’ worth of grain for all the capital’s citizens.

Murong Yi lay contentedly on the roof tiles looking at the sky, his legs crossed high, sighing: “She must have cried from emotion. What a pity—I should be by her side to wipe away her tears…”

Mu Si: …Then a full set of moves afterward, right?

Below, Old Madam Qi called: “Young lady, are you finished? The fireworks were truly beautiful. Come down and we’ll discuss this properly, alright?”

Murong Yi suddenly remembered the fictional debt he’d concocted.

Originally planning to leave after bullying Qi Yuansi, he now found it interesting. He got up and jumped down, Rong Yi on his shoulder gripping his clothes tightly, cleverly avoiding touching his skin.

Old Madam Qi leaned on her walking stick and personally came to take her hand kindly: “Good child, come, come here to grandma. Don’t worry—as long as the child in your belly is Yuansi’s, grandma definitely won’t let him wrong you…”

“Primary wife, must be primary wife. I won’t be a concubine, won’t share my husband with those random cats and dogs.” Murong Yi emphasized.

Qi Yuansi received his pointed glare.

Got it.

I’m that random cat or dog.

“Fine, fine, all negotiable.” Old Madam Qi smiled as she waited for Murong Yi to approach. Suddenly, with lightning speed, she grabbed her walking stick and struck Murong Yi hard on the back with a loud thwack.

“Ow!” The great demon king Murong, who moved freely and killed like hemp, let out a cry of shock and pain, jumping up suddenly.

Old Madam Qi’s second strike was already sweeping out, agile beyond belief for a seventy-year-old pampered lady.

How could Murong Yi let her hit him twice? He whooshed away three zhang in an instant.

Angrily shouting: “Old hag!”

Qi Yuansi hadn’t reacted at all. When he saw grandmother’s stick strike, his heart leaped to his throat—he wasn’t afraid of Murong Yi getting hurt, but feared this demon king would be enraged and kill his grandmother.

At this moment, he rushed over in one stride, spreading his arms to block in front of Old Madam Qi, slightly puzzled.

Just now, the old lady hadn’t managed a second strike, but there was time enough for Murong Yi to kill grandmother ten times over.

Yet he only got angry, jumped away, and cursed—he didn’t strike at all.

Old Madam Qi planted her walking stick down, stirring up dust, declaring with full vigor: “Stinky brat, dare to fool your grandmother! Dare to blackmail my grandson—watch grandma not beat the egg yolk out of you!”

Murong Yi immediately felt his eggs ache.

Laughter came from overhead—without looking, he knew it must be that wicked servant Mu Si.

Murong Yi rarely suffered such a big loss and couldn’t really argue with an old lady.

He rubbed his chin: “How did you see through it?”

“Adam’s apple, mannerisms, height, posture—flaws everywhere. You dare ask?” Old Madam Qi waved her stick. “If you’re willing to befriend my Yuansi, stop making trouble and change clothes to serve tea in the front hall. If not, get lost immediately.”

Murong Yi raised an eyebrow. Today’s female disguise was half-hearted—no disguise or bone-shrinking techniques, so it was indeed easy to see through. But it was dark and he was high up—at least those servants hadn’t noticed. This old lady was playing pig to eat tiger—formidable.

He laughed heartily, casually removed his skirt, flicked his fingers to send the dress flying. Everyone’s vision blurred, and when they looked again, both figures had vanished.

Old Madam Qi gazed at the night sky, having put away her previous composed expression, looking somewhat serious.

She ordered servants to return to their positions and forbade any further discussion or spreading of what had just occurred—violators would be immediately expelled from the residence.

Qi Yuansi came over with wholehearted admiration, supporting her back to the courtyard.

His reverence and love for grandmother flowed like the endless Yellow River—this was the first time he’d seen Murong Yi suffer a loss.

Truly delightful!

Old Madam Qi returned to her courtyard and had someone call Governor Qi back. While waiting, she asked if anyone had come from the palace.

Indeed, someone had come from the palace—His Majesty sent someone asking who had been setting off fireworks.

Old Madam Qi ordered Qi Yuansi to go out and report truthfully. After Qi Yuansi returned, she questioned him carefully, confirming that only the Emperor had sent someone. Then she fell into silence.

After a while she said: “Keep your distance from the Crown Princess in the future.”

Qi Yuansi said: “Grandson never had any…”

“Your father’s wishful thinking. Misunderstandings don’t matter, but misunderstandings with the imperial family are improper.”

Qi Yuansi bowed his head in shame.

“How did grandmother see through…”

“That ‘Ci’ character—isn’t that the Crown Princess’s given name? The palace was alarmed, His Majesty sent someone to inquire, yet the Crown Princess whose reputation was affected made no move—isn’t that tacit approval?” The old lady smiled. “Someone who dares create such a commotion pursuing the Crown Princess without fearing consequences—such a person, our Qi family cannot afford to provoke. When your father returns, I’ll speak with him properly. Later we’ll find you a good match—it’s time you married.”

Qi Yuansi kept his head down, finally saying quietly after a long while: “Yes.”

Governor Qi returned quickly. He too had seen the fireworks from his home’s direction and hurried back, entering the old lady’s courtyard.

After a while, he emerged with a dark expression.

He casually grabbed a wooden stick from the corner, flourishing it with a couple of stick-flower moves. Seeing this, Qi Yuansi covered his head and fled like a rat.

Governor Qi had earlier been drinking with others and nearly got into an argument because his companion implied that the Rong family son would definitely be the future Imperial Consort, while he scoffed, stating that it was all rumors—the Crown Princess had already secretly pledged herself to his Yuansi!

He’d spoken with such righteousness that he’d intimidated that group of colleagues.

Recalling this now, Governor Qi felt utterly humiliated.

The higher his previous advantage, the louder his face was now being slapped.

Governor Qi’s roaring could be heard throughout the Qi residence: “Qi Yuansi, stop right there! You owe your old father his dignity back!”

…

Those who rushed to the Qi residence that night naturally arrived a step too late. Governor Qi had contained his anger, putting on a serious face, telling the palace messenger that some unknown madman had run to his family’s roof to set off fireworks, speaking incoherently that no one could understand, then ran off after finishing—they couldn’t catch up in pursuit. He would immediately dispatch Five Military Commission府军 to search the entire city.

At the same time, Qi Ling very respectfully told the eunuch that the other party’s actions might involve palace affairs, but his family’s old lady had immediately dispersed the servants, so there was no fear of improper words spreading. He asked His Majesty and the Crown Princess to rest assured.

When the eunuch returned and reported this, Tie Yan immediately frowned.

What did Qi Ling mean by this? Such sarcastic undertones.

For military figures like Governor Qi, the imperial family naturally needed to win over. The Emperor immediately bestowed pearls, jade, and silk to the Qi residence to calm their shock, and sent someone to ask Tie Ci.

This person obviously had connections to Tie Ci, and with such outrageous behavior, remembering Pingzong’s words about “little uncle-in-law,” Tie Yan felt his heart jump with alarm.

After waiting and thinking that those eunuchs couldn’t get a word in before Tie Ci anyway, Tie Yan really couldn’t sit still and simply went to Yuxiu Palace himself.

This hour wasn’t particularly late, but when the Emperor rode his palanquin over, he almost thought he’d taken a wrong turn. Had he somehow reached some cold palace?

Only a few lamps were lit in Yuxiu Palace. The vast palace appeared pitch black from a distance, and contrasted by the still-unrepaired burnt Ruixiang Palace nearby, it looked desolate, cold, and lifeless.

Fine evening rain had begun falling, rustling softly, light as ox hair. Through the rain curtain, Tie Yan saw the glazed tiles cold and white in the dim lamplight, iron wind chimes pushed by the wind chiming lonely notes. He suddenly remembered Ruixiang Palace from a year ago.

At this hour, it would definitely have been brightly lit with melodious laughter, sometimes even the sounds of music and singing carried on the wind, even the wind-blown curtains dancing with joy.

The happiness then might have been false, but now Tie Yan felt such heartache he wished even false happiness was better.

It was his selfishness—placing this heavy burden of the empire on Tie Ci’s shoulders so early, making even her happiness pretense and her loneliness wordless. Her life was constantly calculating and bearing burdens, eternal legacy on her shoulders that couldn’t be set down.

In the distance, from the corridor, he could see Yuxiu Palace’s unique small building observation platform. On the platform stood a slender figure, standing alone for a long time.

Someone hurried up with a large umbrella, but the person standing alone on the tower waved them away, and the umbrella-bearer quietly retreated.

The fireworks in the sky had scattered. No matter how soul-stirring, beauty lasted only a moment. The long life afterward was often spent alone.

Tie Yan sat silently in the palanquin, suddenly saying: “Return.”

The palanquin turned around without entering Yuxiu Palace.

Tie Yan had lost interest in getting to the bottom of things.

What did it matter to know who it was?

Her recent occasional dazes, silences, the loneliness hidden in her smiles—others couldn’t see it, but he could.

He had already chosen the most difficult and arduous path for her. What right did he have to interfere with her love and choices?

If nothing could be as desired, then he hoped this child could at least live freely and contentedly in matters of love, unburdened by anyone.

…

Tie Ci didn’t sleep well that night.

She kept dreaming.

In her dreams, someone rode a broom flying in the sky, trailing starlight behind the broom. The starlight scrawled chaotically across the sky dome, sometimes forming “Tie Ci, marry me!” and sometimes drawing erotic pictures with him and Tie Ci as protagonists.

This witch visited rooftops throughout the capital, with citizens throughout the city pointing and gesturing at the sky.

In the dream, Tie Ci deeply experienced the taste of social death.

She woke with a start at midnight, covered in cold sweat. After thinking for a while, she realized this was indeed a nightmare.

Chapter 293: Defamation
After dawn, she left the palace.

A Grand Secretary of Wuying Hall had taken ill, and His Majesty asked her to visit on his behalf as a gesture of concern.

That Grand Secretary belonged to the Rong faction, though his position was relatively moderate. He was an old peacemaker who smoothed over everything—someone both the Emperor and his daughter wanted to win over. When he fell ill, it was proper for the imperial family to visit.

After Tie Ci warmly expressed her concern, she received a basketful of tearful gratitude from the slippery old minister, though not a single genuinely heartfelt word. The Crown Princess didn’t mind, still fulfilling her duty with grace and warmth. However, when taking her leave, she casually took out a small jade piece and played with it in her hand.

When the Grand Secretary saw it, his eyes widened slightly.

This jade piece was one of the tokens she had obtained from various families when she helped resolve the ghost island trouble for the merchant fleet at sea.

This Grand Secretary’s household had participated, so Tie Ci took it out to test the waters.

Tie Ci only played with it for a moment before putting it away, smiling at him.

Grand Secretary Chang’s expression changed for just an instant, then he immediately had his son escort the Crown Princess out.

The seemingly shrewd middle-aged man bowed deeply to Tie Ci at the second gate, and before she got in her carriage, quietly said a few words.

Tie Ci listened attentively, smiled and nodded, then lowered the curtain.

It was still early. Thinking of tomorrow’s spring examinations, she wondered how the scholars were preparing today and decided to go observe them incognito.

The place where scholars in the capital now most loved to gather was Zhegui Tower, one of the three famous towers in the capital. Originally called Mingyue Tower, it was later renamed Shanyin Tower because it backed against mountains—when you opened the windows, you saw mountains, and on rainy days the green mountains appeared misty and hidden, creating a very atmospheric scene. But because the mountain roads were difficult to navigate, making it seem somewhat remote, business was once affected. Later they changed it to the vulgar name Zhegui Tower, and business immediately surged, as scholars favored it for the auspicious meaning of its name.

Tomorrow was the spring examination, so cramming today would be rather meaningless. When Tie Ci arrived, the building was packed from top to bottom with people engaged in high-spirited discourse, discussing the world’s talents.

Before each spring examination, heroes gathered, and among them there were always those with widespread literary reputation who inevitably became subjects of ranking and comparison. Some even opened betting pools.

Standing outside the building, Tie Ci listened for a while and heard names like Hui Chuan and Chang Yuan mentioned most frequently. Besides these, many names came from Yueli Academy, and she even heard Qi Yuansi and Shen Mi mentioned, though they were ranked rather low, they were at least on the list.

Qi Yuansi was also taking the examination this year. He was already one of the rare scholars among the capital’s youth who excelled in both literary and martial arts. Military families rarely produced scholarly talent, and military officers had lower status than civil officials in the Da Qian dynasty, so Governor Qi strongly supported Qi Yuansi taking the imperial examinations.

After returning to the academy, Shen Mi had kept a low profile, but he already had considerable literary reputation and excelled at policy essays, making him a formidable opponent in everyone’s minds.

Tie Ci was surprised to hear Tong Rushi’s name.

This strange dormmate—she knew he was very excellent. Though relegated to the Wu dormitory, he had likely come specifically for her.

This person and Li Zhi had mysteriously disappeared in Dongming and hadn’t appeared since, yet who knew he was also participating in the metropolitan examination.

After Tie Ci had nearly exposed his identity face-to-face, he still came to take the examination. Tie Ci found this quite interesting.

She listened for a while, then lifted the curtain and entered. A server enthusiastically approached, about to speak when he saw her and unconsciously paused.

The people engaged in lively discussion instinctively turned back, and for a moment the entire building quieted.

A youth like pearl and jade, in white silk robes with silver-blue woven belt at the waist. He wore few accessories like sachets, pouches, or jade pendants—only a distinctive jade brush hung at his waist, from which dangled an even more distinctive light silver-blue fish-shaped pearl.

The youth stood there as a gentle breeze passed through the hall, stirring his robes slightly. Everyone felt as if they were seeing a jade tree growing on a majestic jade mountain—bright, lustrous, and noble, bathed in heaven and earth’s qi, bearing the light of sun and moon.

This time Tie Ci hadn’t disguised herself much, because she had inquired and learned that mostly ordinary scholars gathered here. Few children of officials participated in the imperial examinations, and even when they gathered, they had their own places. There shouldn’t be anyone who could recognize her.

She was quite accustomed to such gazes, calmly nodding and finding a random place to sit. She smiled and raised her hand, signaling everyone to continue.

Everyone instinctively watched her every movement, feeling that while this person’s aura wasn’t aggressive, every gesture was exceptionally comfortable and pleasing to watch. Yet this non-aggressive person’s movements naturally inspired obedience. When she raised her hand to signal them to continue, they did so.

The conversation naturally turned to where those famous scholars came from, what forces backed them, and what they excelled at.

Tie Ci had Dan Shuang and Chi Xue sit as well, ordered some wine and food, and sat quietly listening.

Upstairs in the private rooms, some seemed to be listening to music while others listened to storytelling.

Not long after Tie Ci sat down, a middle-aged man entered with several guards. The man had an ordinary appearance, but his gaze swept around the building and brightened when he saw Tie Ci, instinctively wanting to approach.

A guard beside him said quietly: “Master, the main hall is chaotic—better to sit in a private room.”

A server approached. These runners who mixed in the capital were best at reading people and immediately saw that this man had an extraordinary aura. With a few words, they invited the middle-aged man to a private room.

Tie Ci sat with her back to the middle-aged man and didn’t notice him among the coming and going crowd.

After a while, she heard that the storytelling upstairs had changed from heroic legends to “The Chronicle of Ci’s Heart.”

The main hall paid even less attention to who came and went, continuing their heated discussion.

Tie Ci silently noted the names of several scholars everyone highly praised, along with the possible backing relationships people gossiped about.

“…What you’re all discussing isn’t really anything,” someone suddenly laughed. “What remote relatives of the Chief Minister, what people from Grand Secretaries’ hometowns, what ministers who think highly of them—none of that compares to two people here who have reached the emperor’s ears and are guaranteed to pluck osmanthus in the moon palace.”

Tie Ci, who had been quietly cracking sunflower seeds, raised an eyebrow.

The middle-aged man upstairs who had been happily listening to stories froze, waving his hand to signal the storyteller to pause.

People chattered, asking who.

The man said: “Those from Yueli Academy.”

“So what?”

The man meaningfully pointed upward, saying: “Cannot say, cannot say.”

Dan Shuang raised an eyebrow and was about to stand, but Tie Ci held her down.

She glanced at that pretentious person—ordinary-looking, so ordinary that if thrown into a crowd, you’d never find him again.

“Do you mean the Crown Princess?” someone rashly said. “The Crown Princess did once study at Yueli Academy for historical training, but it was brief—just ordinary classmates. Your words are inappropriate. Are you saying the Crown Princess would cheat? What kind of person is the Crown Princess? How could she show favoritism for brief acquaintances?”

“Hey, brother, you can eat carelessly, but you can’t speak carelessly. When did I ever say the Crown Princess would cheat or show favoritism?” the man laughed. “But you got one thing wrong—those people weren’t ordinary classmates with the Crown Princess. After the academy temporarily closed, some followed the Crown Princess continuously, accompanying her to Dongming, Yongping, and Xirong. Others directly received the Crown Princess’s favor, obtaining academy enrollment through her—this isn’t an ordinary relationship.”

Everyone fell silent. This topic was too sensitive, implying that the Crown Princess interfered with the academy, using student quotas to win people’s hearts. And since the Crown Princess had gone to such lengths to cultivate talent, she naturally wouldn’t let them fail the metropolitan examination.

Dan Shuang’s face flushed red with anger. Who was cultivating whom? Qi Yuansi had once been forced by the Crown Princess to eat shit!

As for Shen Mi, he had attached himself to the Crown Princess, and she reciprocated, giving him a chance to return to study. What was wrong with that?

“The Chronicle of Ci’s Heart” had spread widely recently, and someone immediately retorted: “The Crown Princess went to the academy out of necessity. She was also excellent while studying there. It’s natural for outstanding people to attract famous scholars’ loyalty. Why think of it so sordidly!”

The man laughed: “And how do you know the Crown Princess was excellent?”

“Naturally—haven’t you read ‘The Chronicle of Ci’s Heart’?”

“‘The Chronicle of Ci’s Heart’?” the man chuckled. “Unscrupulous literati waving flags and shouting for those in power—do you actually believe that? Gentlemen, we’ve studied hard for ten years, mastering literary and martial arts, to establish hearts for heaven and earth, establish destinies for the people, continue the lost teachings of past sages, and establish peace for all generations—not to follow others blindly, go with the flow, and bow and scrape to the powerful!”

He spoke with righteous conviction and proud bearing, causing a group of angry youth who loved to criticize the court first in everything and considered themselves upright to cheer loudly.

The scholar he mocked turned red-faced, momentarily unable to refute the big hat suddenly placed on his head.

Because in literary debates, hat-placing was an essential competitive technique. The hats had to be big, numerous, heavy, and placed quickly. Whoever first placed a big, heavy, intimidating hat covered with moral coercion would usually win.

Though the Crown Princess held noble status and had recently gained great fame, precisely because of this, criticizing the Crown Princess a few times showed one’s exceptional and unique character.

The person who had gained the upper hand became even more pleased, laughing: “You say the Crown Princess is excellent—do you know that the Crown Princess originally had no qualifications to enter the academy? She used connections to get in, and immediately upon entering, she was placed in the Yi Hall. In her first class on classical texts, because she couldn’t recite the essentials of the Five Classics, the professor gave her the lowest grade!”

Everyone exclaimed in amazement. The Five Classics essentials were required reading for every scholar taking the imperial examinations. By the metropolitan examination level, everyone knew them by heart. Hearing that someone couldn’t even recite the Five Classics essentials caused much discussion.

“Such matters naturally wouldn’t be written in ‘The Chronicle of Ci’s Heart.’ Some spineless literati serving as mouthpieces for the powerful naturally know what should and shouldn’t be shown to you.”

“Then how do you know about this?”

“Because that professor is my distant relative. He fears no powerful figures. Soon he’ll come to the capital for a position and will naturally write another ‘Academy Records’ to let everyone understand what cosmetic whitewashing means. Then everyone will naturally know whether my words are true or false.”

The sounds of music and storytelling upstairs had somehow stopped, and the entire building was silent.

“‘The Chronicle of Ci’s Heart’ misleads people! Gentlemen are all people of outstanding wisdom—why not carefully recall that this person was always said to dislike studying, only knowing how to wield swords and spears. How did she suddenly gain literary reputation? This person lacks talent and learning, her innate abilities have been slow to manifest, her position precarious, forcing her to seek alternative paths. She was just born with good looks.”

“Good looks mean nothing to discerning men. So when the Crown Princess was selecting marriage partners, the Qi family, Wang family, Xirong, and Murong family all refused the match. I heard that to win over the last candidate and maintain face, she bestowed countless precious gifts—golden nine-petaled lotus lamp stands, gem-studded eight-bat sun-embracing golden plates, cloud kiln lotus-green dragon-pattern plum vase sets, glass jade eighteen-bead bracelets, purple crystal beast-knob oval private seals… all rare treasures, sent to that Eighteenth Prince’s residence as if money meant nothing. And the result? Guess what happened?”

Everyone stared with eyes gleaming with gossip.

The man slapped his thigh: “He sold them all!”

Everyone gasped.

“How could imperial gifts be sold…”

“Liaodong is far from the emperor—what do they care about imperial gifts? But guess why he sold them? If my fiancée gave me even a handkerchief, I definitely wouldn’t bear to sell it.”

Everyone fell silent, savoring this matter, tasting countless flavors, their expressions growing complex.

Dan Shuang’s face had long been covered with frost, angrily saying: “I told you we shouldn’t have been nice to that bastard!”

Tie Ci’s expression was blank.

She had heard about this from Rong Pu before. When she first heard it, she hadn’t cared, but hearing it again now, it sounded wrong no matter how she listened.

Chi Xue glared at Dan Shuang.

Why add salt to the wound?

The Crown Princess had remained unmoved through all the previous slander, but only now did her expression seem wrong.

After all, the Crown Princess had weathered countless attacks and storms—what was before them was child’s play. Only that person could truly affect her emotions.

Seeing everyone taking the bait, the man felt pleased, thinking of the enormous reward made him even happier.

“Hitting walls everywhere, no one willing to take her—naturally she could only search elsewhere. Don’t underestimate this person’s literary talent, but she’s clever. Look how she’s turned things around now! I say choosing the academy was brilliant—people when needed, talent when needed, plus gaining reputation. All young people, hot-blooded. A beautiful young woman speaking gently and pitifully—who wouldn’t soften and follow? ‘A fair lady is a gentleman’s good match,’ after all.” The man laughed, saying lightly: “I heard the Crown Princess lived in the Wu dormitory at the academy—one room, five men!”

“Crack.” Someone upstairs suddenly threw down a wine pot, though the aim wasn’t good—it hit the nearby railing, wine splashing and drenching that group.

The man yelped, instinctively looking up. Before he could curse, a sweet shout rang out from upstairs: “You foul-mouthed scoundrel slandering the Crown Princess! Sisters, pelt him to death!”

Before the words finished, countless fruits, wine, food, along with sunflower seed plates and peanut shells poured down like rain. The people below cried out in alarm, scattering to avoid them.

At the second-floor railing, the middle-aged man who had first thrown the wine pot was pushed aside by a group of furiously charging girls throwing things. After being dazed for a while, he pointed downstairs with an iron-dark face, telling his guards: “Arrest him! Whoever lets him escape loses their head!”

The guards rushed down, but the main floor was in chaos. Several people dressed as ordinary scholars beside that man suddenly acted, deflecting the fruits and peanuts while quickly parting the crowd to escort him out.

Tie Ci had risen the moment the wine pot fell. Though the other party had reached the door amid the chaos, Tie Ci flashed and appeared behind him, but suddenly felt cold wind attacking. She dodged sideways as several sharp blades flashed past her waist—those disguised scholar-experts had struck.

Someone kicked a scholar toward them while another raised a blade to stab. The scholar’s terrified screams hurt Tie Ci’s ears, forcing her to scoop up the scholar and throw him far away.

This delay allowed the loudmouth to be escorted out, with a carriage waiting at the door. He quickly leaped aboard—

Tie Ci wanted to pursue, but someone else was kicked toward her from the crowd, wailing mid-air.

Someone upstairs angrily shouted: “Don’t save these slanderers! Go chase him first!”

Tie Ci recognized this voice too well and looked up in alarm. As she caught the person, she was delayed another step, and the carriage outside was about to speed away.

Suddenly a sharp cry rang out. The carriage seemed hit by something, the driver cried out, and the carriage tilted to one side.

“Swoosh”—a sharp sound followed by a thud as the carriage window cracked from left to right. Accompanied by screams from inside, an arrow hung on the carriage curtain.

Hoofbeats thundered with stern shouts of “Surround this carriage! No one leaves!” as a large group of soldiers arrived, encircling the carriage.

The leader rode straight to the wine house entrance, dismounted and entered directly, drawing his whip from behind and cracking it several times, sweeping aside the scholars blocking the doorway.

Without these scholars in the way, and before the middle-aged man’s guards could act, Tie Ci took down those men in a few exchanges.

Her graceful figure danced flower-like before everyone’s eyes. Her robes had just begun to flutter when several men collapsed on the ground. Such martial arts amazed the watching scholars, and the bold ones even began applauding.

After Tie Ci captured those men, Chi Xue and Dan Shuang immediately stepped forward to seal their tongues to prevent suicide, borrowing rope from the shop to tie them in a bundle.

Tie Ci looked up and saw someone on the railing guiltily pulling their head back instantly.

Tie Ci smiled. She wouldn’t expose them now, turning back to look at the serious-faced Qi Yuansi. “How did you get here?”

Qi Yuansi said stiffly: “Someone kicked me awake.”

Tie Ci: “Hm?”

Not just kicked awake—he’d been dragged here all the way, not only dragged here but scolded the entire way, not only scolded the entire way but taken on a detour to the toilet.

Qi Yuansi rarely looked so unpleasant. Ignoring etiquette, without saying much to Tie Ci, he turned and shouted: “Bring it up!”

Someone brought up a tray with a large bowl covered by a lid.

Tie Ci noticed the person carrying the tray also had a strange expression, eyebrows, eyes, and nose all scrunched together as if carrying excrement.

Qi Yuansi said: “I am Qi Yuansi.”

The scholars were shocked, not expecting to see the celebrity they’d just been discussing. They all stepped forward to pay respects.

Qi Yuansi waved his hand: “Just now someone said I refused marriage with the Crown Princess, and that the Crown Princess approached and tried to please us?”

Chapter 294: Worldly Ostentation
Everyone fell silent, all looking toward the guarded carriage.

“The broken engagement did happen, but I regret it.”

Tie Ci: “…”

“Don’t overthink it—I don’t regret breaking off the engagement. I regret how someone like me ever dared to attempt marriage with the Crown Princess,” Qi Yuansi said. “At the academy, I lost to the Crown Princess in mathematics, lost to her in martial arts, and lost to her in gambling. Our wager was that if she lost, she’d drop out, and if I lost, I’d eat shit.”

Everyone: “…”

So fierce.

Who just said the Crown Princess was gentle and mild, relying on her looks to advance, winning over these powerful family heirs?

“Thanks to the Crown Princess’s magnanimity, she let me go to the toilet but didn’t make me eat it, only requiring that I not form cliques to bully newcomers at the academy in the future, to restore the academy’s clear atmosphere.”

He suddenly lifted the lid of the bowl on the tray.

Tie Ci quickly closed her eyes.

She was shocked.

No way—this shit-eating running gag still wasn’t over?

While she was merely shocked, the scholars who had crowded over to watch received a critical hit.

Someone immediately vomited aloud.

Qi Yuansi’s expression was iron-hard, thinking of what that fellow had said when dragging him over: “Debts of shit must eventually be repaid.”

Not only repaid, but repaid fresh and steaming hot.

Uncomfortable. Wanted to cry.

He said: “The Crown Princess is merciful and kind, but I cannot break my word. I’ll eat this for everyone to see.”

Everyone cried out in horror: “Don’t!”

Tie Ci said nothing. She flicked her sleeve and sent that bowl and plate thousands of li away.

“Don’t eat it. You eating that wouldn’t punish you—it would punish us.”

Qi Yuansi sighed.

He knew Tie Ci wouldn’t let him eat it.

But he despairingly thought that after today, all of the capital would know he’d lost a bet and had to eat shit.

This running gag was destined to haunt him for life.

The scholars felt reprieved, saying one after another: “Don’t eat it, don’t eat it! The Crown Princess is magnanimous and definitely wouldn’t want you to eat such disgusting stuff… urgh.”

The middle-aged man hiding behind a pillar on the second floor asked with lingering fear: “Did he eat it? Did he eat it?”

His guard comforted him: “No, no, he didn’t.”

The young ladies upstairs were all leaning on the railings watching, laughing with great satisfaction.

The man breathed a sigh of relief, then sat back down, smiling: “My boy is still mighty. I was wondering why Qi Yuansi had been so well-behaved since returning to the capital—turns out he still owed ten thousand taels of gold.”

At the door, Qi Yuansi silently retreated.

As a tool brought here to voluntarily commit social suicide, he needed to know his place.

Behind him, Shen Mi stepped forward: “Gentlemen, I am Shen Mi.”

Another gossip figure appeared, and everyone’s eyes blazed.

Shen Mi was concise, raising his hand to swear: “Everything in ‘The Chronicle of Kindness’ that I authored comes from personal experience, with absolutely no fabrication. If there’s a single false word, let me fail examinations repeatedly, live in poverty my whole life, have friends and relatives abandon me, die young without blessings.”

Everyone was moved.

For scholars, repeatedly failing examinations was probably the heaviest oath possible.

Everyone said: “Brother Shen speaks too seriously.”

“‘The Chronicle of Kindness’ has simple, honest prose that’s sincere and heartfelt. Anyone who reads it knows it must come from the heart.”

“We naturally trust Brother Shen.”

Shen Mi smiled and stepped aside.

Tie Ci watched silently, thinking these two couldn’t possibly have received news so quickly—someone must have been following her and brought these two over at the fastest speed.

Who it was became obvious.

Someone drove the carriage to one side as a large group of servants approached in formation.

Everyone watched curiously as Tie Ci thought, oh, this play isn’t over yet.

One act after another.

The servants approached, each holding a tray with both hands, covered with red cloth.

Everyone now had developed a phobia of trays, instinctively stepping back in unison.

But they saw the foremost servant lift the red cloth from his tray, revealing an extremely exquisite lamp stand—pure gold, high-footed, shaped like a nine-petaled lotus with tourmalines embedded like dewdrops. The craftsmanship was sophisticated, gleaming brilliantly.

Looking at it, Tie Ci felt the craftsmanship was familiar, like something from the imperial workshops.

The servant’s voice rang out loudly: “One golden nine-petaled lotus lamp stand!”

Hearing just this sentence, Tie Ci suddenly understood.

She looked around but couldn’t find the person she was looking for.

The scholars didn’t understand, only feeling the object was precious and couldn’t help taking several looks. Some felt the name sounded familiar.

The first servant finished reporting and stepped aside. The second servant stepped forward, lifted the cover cloth, revealing a set of plum vases on his tray—large, medium, and small, lotus-green with dragon patterns among flowers. The porcelain had clean glaze and pure color, thin as bright jade—clearly top-quality ceramics. The patterns on them made people gasp in amazement.

Dragon patterns—exclusively for imperial use. Common people using them would be executed.

The servant announced loudly: “Cloud kiln lotus-green dragon-pattern plum vase set!”

The third servant stepped up. On his tray was a golden vessel—a foot-and-a-half golden plate inlaid with thumb-sized rubies, sapphires, and lapis lazuli, carved with eight bats whose eyes were made of cat’s-eye stones, with flowing light and shadows, lifelike.

“One gem-inlaid eight-bat sun-embracing golden plate!”

Someone finally reacted, shouting: “Aren’t these the treasures that the Crown Princess supposedly gave her fiancé, who then sold them?!”

This awakened everyone, causing much discussion.

Then indeed, one by one, they were all the items people had just heard about—exquisite glass jade eighteen-bead bracelets with perfectly round, emerald-green beads that seemed ready to drip water; purple crystal beast-knob oval private seals with pure color and majestic beast forms.

After displaying more than ten imperial or exclusive treasures, the servants filled an entire row. Chi Xue suddenly made a sound of surprise. Dan Shuang asked: “What is it?”

Chi Xue said: “The gifts the Crown Princess bestowed on Liaodong are finished.”

She had been responsible for the gift list then and remembered the count and items clearly, though Tie Ci might not necessarily remember clearly.

But they continued presenting gifts afterward.

A servant stepped forward with a tray holding a string of bright pearls, each with flowing colorful light, thumb-sized, perfectly round and flawless.

“One string of Minghai deep-sea colored pearls.”

Colored pearls were rare, and it was even rarer to gather such large, flawless colored pearls into a string. Everyone praised them admiringly.

A snow-white light fur was brought up, edged with gold thread and buttoned with pearls. Its brilliant radiance aside, a servant took a ring in one hand and the light fur in the other, easily threading the entire large fur through the ring. You could see the snow-white fur tips tumbling through the ring like snow waves, showing how fine and light the material was.

A knowledgeable person exclaimed: “This is pearl mink fur, said to be light as clouds, warm as sun, brilliant as pearls—extremely rare. When sold, it’s sold by the inch—a hundred gold per inch of fur. Such a large piece—how much gold would it cost!”

“One Liaodong pearl mink fur coat!”

Even these scholars who regarded gold and silver as dirt couldn’t help their eyes turning green with envy.

Next came a pair of shoes that looked quite plain—black beast hide with fine scale patterns that shone with blue-green luster in sunlight. The soles had delicate small heels embedded, with no other decoration, completely different from the previous luxurious and ostentatious style. The servant’s announcement was also particularly simple: “One pair of iron beast hide boots.”

A knowledgeable person said: “Iron beasts! Legend says there are iron beasts in Liaodong territory, twelve zhang long, with hide harder than diamond, fearless of water and fire, hard and fine in texture, warm in winter and cool in summer. Because these beasts are rare, items made from their hide are extremely precious—like the pearl fur, sold by the inch, more valuable than gold.”

Everyone praised them enviously again. Watching countless rare treasures flow by like water—gold insufficient to be precious, pearls like dirt—each piece a rare treasure of the mortal world. While dazzled and secretly envious as they counted, they wondered what this was for. Even betrothing a princess wouldn’t require such luxury, and tribute to the emperor would be no more than this. Who could afford to accept such generous gifts?

After a while, this mortal Versailles display finally finished. The servants stood in two complete rows. The most articulate servant at the front then announced loudly: “Murong Yi, eighteenth son of the King of Liaodong, presents to the feet of the Crown Princess of Da Qian:”

This announcement caused everyone to cry out in shock.

Both titles were startling, but the key was the large amount of information involved. Everyone finally reacted, turning in unison to look at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci chuckled inwardly, wanting to put on a cold face. What was this—bullying grandpa for never seeing money?

But on the surface, she habitually put on her thirty-degree gracious smile.

“The broken engagement was not Yi’s wish, but rather my parents’ command. What the Crown Princess bestowed, Yi displays daily on his desk, diligently dusting and treasuring extraordinarily, never daring to sell or depreciate in any disrespectful manner. Slanderous rumors harm my sincere heart. Today I specially bring the treasures bestowed by the Crown Princess to display before others, to show my cherishing intent. Additionally attached are fur coats and leather boots unique to Liaodong—though the fur is thin and boots crude, they may comfort the Crown Princess through winter cold and summer heat… Yi’s heart toward the Crown Princess is like firefly light toward the bright moon—thinking of her sleeping and waking, seeking but not obtaining, treating thousand gold like dirt, hoping only for one glance.”

In plain words: The broken engagement wasn’t what I wanted—my parents did it behind my back. I treasure the things you gave me, polishing and playing with them daily. How could I bear to sell them? These rumors hurt me. I’m bringing everything to show you—see if I sold them or not? Sold them or not? Plus I’m sending some mink fur and leather boots—useful for hot and cold weather, along with a hundred sweet declarations of love.

Dan Shuang eyed those items, her face cold as frost, her heart as refreshing as eating ice in summer.

She had never much liked Murong Yi because this fellow generally didn’t act human, but she had to admit that this time he acted human. This face-slapping felt so satisfying.

Those people said he didn’t cherish or like the Crown Princess, so he used the most cherishing, most loving method to publicly declare his love.

Slap, slap, slap—fast and loud.

She wasn’t worried the Crown Princess wouldn’t take the stage. The Crown Princess was truly affable, generous, and unpretentious, but she had rules and principles in her heart. The word “willful” didn’t exist in her dictionary. She might act slightly out of character in other matters, but the more it involved her own private affairs, the more openly she acted in public, the less she revealed true emotions.

Sure enough, after listening, Tie Ci showed neither shyness nor excessive joy, nodding and smiling in acceptance—very much befitting the bearing a great nation’s heir should have. She transformed all private feelings of love and hate into glorious, bright matters of state that could be displayed before the world. This made those with sneaky gazes suddenly lose their gossiping and probing hearts. Realizing who stood before them, they all prostrated themselves, bowing low in the dust.

Tie Ci smiled: “Return and tell your young master that the previously bestowed gifts count as state gifts. That the Liaodong heir honors state gifts pleases my heart. As for these other tribute items, I can accept them on behalf of Father Emperor. The King of Liaodong’s loyal heart is respectable and delightful—my heart is greatly comforted.”

Chi Xue sighed.

Even in romance, she didn’t forget state affairs.

A perfectly good public support and declaration of love was immediately turned by the Crown Princess into Liaodong paying tribute to show loyalty. This naturally benefited court politics—after all, news of Liaodong’s independence was blocked by the court and unknown to the people. Having people believe Liaodong was loyal to the court helped stabilize popular sentiment.

But wouldn’t the Crown Princess’s heart being so focused on the world while ignoring private feelings make people think her too cold-blooded?

On the second floor, Tie Yan covered his face with a fan while looking down, quietly asking someone beside him: “Why did the Liaodong prince’s heir suddenly pull this move? If he didn’t want to break the engagement, why did he break it initially?”

The eunuch beside him whispered: “Master, those items in front really were the ones originally bestowed.”

Tie Yan made a sound of acknowledgment, thought for a while, and said: “His heart is quite sincere, but unfortunately he’s the Liaodong heir—ultimately it cannot be.”

The eunuch smiled: “With the Crown Princess’s status and position, who in the world could match her? Those who had no eyes to recognize gold inlay with jade back then—aren’t they all regretting it now?”

Tie Yan’s brow relaxed: “Regretting is useless! If they knew it would come to this, why did they act that way initially!”

Beside him, someone with a cat perched on his shoulder walked by unhurriedly.

The young ladies looked at those gifts with tears in their eyes.

“Our Crown Princess deserves the world’s best gifts!”

“This Liaodong prince’s heir still has some discernment.”

The tall person with the cat on his shoulder walked by, his sleeves drooping.

Someone stepped on something underfoot and looked down: “Oh, a pearl!”

“Such a beautiful pearl—this luster is gorgeous.”

“Who dropped a pearl?”

“There’s another one here!”

The ladies’ maidservants bent down to collect them. After gathering them, they discovered more than ten pearls. Though of excellent quality, most were different colors, clearly not from someone’s scattered pearl string.

Everyone looked at each other in confusion until someone suddenly noticed a key point.

“Huh, why is the number of these pearls the same as our number of people?”

After a moment of silence, someone said: “This… this couldn’t be giving us one pearl each, could it?”

…

Below, the servants collected the gifts from the first row and carried them around the street corner until they disappeared from view.

The second row of servants packed the gifts into trunks and boxes, piling them on the ground in a large heap, then also withdrew as before.

These people were like wealthy household servants—polite in coming and going, well-trained.

Chi Xue quietly said behind Tie Ci: “Do you need to send people to follow?”

Tie Ci coldly shook her head.

Chi Xue sighed and said no more.

Everyone saw the excitement was nearly over. After this series of face-slapping, they had lost interest in gossip and feared the Crown Princess might settle accounts later, so they were ready to disperse.

But then a carriage approached. The crowd that was about to scatter turned back to see two servants jump down from the carriage.

These were different from the previous servants—both wore matching indigo clothes with white trim, neat and fresh, with dark “Rong” characters embroidered at the hems.

Those familiar with the capital’s wealthy families said: “The Rong residence!”

People’s gazes immediately blazed. If the previous Liaodong prince’s heir was still unfamiliar to everyone, who in Da Qian didn’t know the reputation of Chief Minister Rong and Rong Pu?

The two servants stepped forward, bowed to Tie Ci, and the first said: “Hanlin Rong asked this humble servant to apologize to Your Highness on his behalf. The Hanlin was reading at home when he heard of the Zhegui Tower incident. Moved by feelings, he ordered this humble servant to come seek Your Highness’s instruction.”

Scholars were very sensitive about reading matters. Rong Pu had great literary reputation and was admired by literati. It was said that when he took the palace examination, he should have become the top scholar, but Elder Rong avoided suspicion, saying Rong family descendants already had hereditary protection—proving scholarly achievement through examinations was enough without competing with poor students for that precious position and future. Thus he took third place.

Though he couldn’t become the literary champion, the Rong family’s and Rong Pu’s reputation became even greater. Now everyone was very surprised to hear that Rong Pu actually wanted to seek Tie Ci’s instruction.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow, wondering whether Tea Tea had also been forced to come or had heard about it and come to compete for attention.

But he was definitely here to support her. Though Tie Ci didn’t want to deliberately show off, she needn’t refuse others’ goodwill, so she said: “How can someone unlearned who only knows swordplay and spear work deserve Hanlin Rong’s request for instruction?”

The servant smiled: “Your Highness achieved excellent grades at Yueli Academy—three consecutive highest marks, winning all academy wagers. If you don’t deserve it, who does? These were all recorded in ‘The Chronicle of Ci’s Heart,’ but my young master heard someone questioning ‘The Chronicle of Ci’s Heart,’ so today he requests instruction from Your Highness on poetry.”

Tie Ci showed her eight-tooth smile.

Poetry, huh.

Though she never wrote it, she really wasn’t afraid of this!

Because she had such a master who constantly nagged in her ear, saying this was an essential weapon for time-travelers in their world to show off and act cool, plus a necessary clichéd trope in third-rate romance time-travel novels. Time-travelers not memorizing seven or eight hundred famous poems from three thousand years would be a waste of resources. Hearing too much gave Tie Ci a sense of shame, making her even more unwilling to use these admittedly awesome poems to show off.

She seemed to have slipped up once in front of Rong Pu, stealing Su Shi’s lines. This person always remembered and from then on firmly believed she had unparalleled talent, deeply hidden.

How embarrassing.

She smiled: “What topic does Hanlin Rong propose?”

“My young master’s teacher once used Shanyin Tower as a topic. Though my young master wrote something, he was never satisfied, troubled by this for a long time.”

Zhegui Tower’s former name was Shanyin Tower.

Another servant directly brought over a desk, spread paper and ground ink, preparing to record.

The scholars gathered around to watch. Having been slapped in the face so many times, they were numb but now became interested. While mentally composing, they also requested paper and brushes, preparing to write together—perhaps they could slap back later.

Tie Ci looked at them with a smile. Everyone looked at her expectantly. Tie Ci remained silent for a long time. Everyone gradually lost patience. Someone sneered and began writing their own. Seeing everyone had thought of something and started writing, Tie Ci pointed to a waterfall hanging behind the building’s rear mountain and began to speak.

Chapter 295: Such Shamelessness Exists in This World!
“Green peaks part the cloud-mist, deep valleys dance with swirling winds. The mountain spirits aid my wondrous sight, awakening azure dragons in the sky. Lightning splits like golden serpents for a thousand zhang, thunder shakes spirit turtles in myriad layers, surging as if to collapse the void. All spills silver river water, pouring into precious lotus palace.

Seated guests climb emerald heights, watching rushing floods. The mortal world should lose chopsticks and bowls, only this place remains at ease. Washing away accumulated dust and grime, moistening endless parched and withered things, creation speaks no merit. Heaven’s vault suddenly clears bright, the sun in eastern five-colored clouds.”

Zhang Xiaoxiang’s “Tune of Water Melody”—a very obscure but extremely beautiful ci poem, lacking nothing in magnificence and heroic spirit. Her master loved it, and Tie Ci loved it too.

After reciting it in one breath, she smiled modestly.

“Unlearned and lacking skill, not good at poetry—gentlemen, please don’t laugh.”

“…”

They couldn’t laugh.

They actually wanted to cry a little.

The beautiful language of this ci poem was secondary. Beautiful language often wounds meaning and easily becomes ornately soft, yet this poem’s artistic conception was grand and heroic, with vast heaven and earth, words carrying wind.

Though this poem described mountains in rain, pointing at mountain mist and waterfalls while reciting it could still fit.

They couldn’t write such things—just hearing it made their hearts feel cold.

The scholars who had been writing furiously seemed suddenly struck by clubs. Some paused their brushes, ink dripping and staining the paper.

Some hands slipped, turning flowing lines into ink blobs.

Some quietly crossed out lines they’d been proud of moments before.

Some simply secretly removed paper from their desks, crumpling it in their sleeves.

The young ladies upstairs applauded frantically.

Tie Ci smiled—she was the heir apparent, she had to be magnanimous.

But those two servants were as wicked as Rong Pu, smiling and bowing to everyone, asking if they were finished and requesting their ink treasures as well, so their young master could appreciate them together.

Under normal circumstances, everyone would have jumped at the chance to be appreciated by Rong Pu, instantly multiplying their worth.

But now they hurriedly collected their scrolls, shaking their heads repeatedly, desperately trying to escape the fate of social death.

However, Dan Shuang had already infiltrated the crowd and was loudly reading those lines, making their deaths more complete.

Some scholars covered their faces and left, while others remained unconvinced.

Someone whispered: “Who knows if it was arranged beforehand, having someone compose it…”

Someone nearby immediately refuted: “Today’s discussion of the Crown Princess was accidental—how could she arrange these things in advance?”

“What’s difficult about that? We gather here daily, and mentioning the Crown Princess is inevitable. If the Crown Princess wanted to buy reputation, staging a performance isn’t impossible. Otherwise, how could Young Master Qi and others arrive so quickly and conveniently?”

Dan Shuang stood behind him, saying ominously: “Is that so? Then you set a topic and see if our Crown Princess can shame you to death.”

That person’s previous lines had been mocked most harshly, and his anger flared. Hiding in the crowd, he shouted: “Since we spoke of Zhegui Tower’s former name Shanyin, Shanyin Tower was also once called Mingyue…”

Everyone thought composing on the moon would be easier to fake—who hadn’t prepared several exquisite poems on such common themes?

“…This commoner dares not ask the Crown Princess for a Mingyue Tower poem, but feeling the previous composition had continuous excellent lines leaving fragrance in the mouth, surely the Crown Princess should have even more excellent lines on such common topics as the moon. This commoner requests more excellent lines from the Crown Princess to hang daily before the building for worship!”

Booing sounds arose.

Too much.

With excellent lines, having one or two in ten poems showed talent. What was this—asking for wholesale quantities?

Tie Ci glanced at him.

Probably a scholar supported by the Xiao family.

Someone couldn’t stand it: “Is this how you set topics? You’re making things difficult. Even great Confucian scholars, though they might produce excellent lines readily, cannot…”

“Bright moon shines between pines, clear spring flows over stones.”

Instant silence.

Everyone looked back at the rear mountain behind Zhegui Tower. Among the mountains ran a clear stream with thin waterfalls, water flowing over stones, polishing the blue stone edges smooth and round. Green pines like jade slanted over mountain cliffs. Though it was daytime, one could imagine evening with rising moon and gathering clouds, pine waves rolling—a scene of expansive, clear transcendence.

One line brought out the entire artistic conception.

“On the sea a bright moon rises, across the world we share this moment.”

Though no sea was before them, they seemed to see boundless waves with a round moon slowly rising from blue ripples, bringing melancholy thoughts of distant friends.

Someone quietly praised: “Good!”

“Raising my cup, I invite the bright moon; with my shadow, we become three.”

After clear, misty transcendence came bold, unrestrained feeling—from scenery to person, strange, romantic, elegant yet lonely.

“Bright moon emerges from Tianshan, amid vast seas of clouds.”

“Moon’s emergence startles mountain birds, which cry in spring ravines.”

“Lifting my head, I gaze at the bright moon; lowering it, I think of my homeland.”

“In the deep forest, people don’t know, only the bright moon comes to shine on me.”

“Morning mirror only worries cloud-hair will change; evening chanting should feel moonlight cold.”

“Moon above willow tips, people meet at dusk.”

“Spring wind again greens Jiangnan’s shore—when will the bright moon light my return?”

…

The speaker fell silent, only the rustling sound of brush on paper remained on all sides.

Everyone was writing frantically, hurrying to record these lines.

Every line could last a thousand years, now popping out like they cost nothing. Though there was no moon yet, when the Crown Princess pointed toward the moon, moonlight transformed into excellent words raining countless on the mortal world—this was the emperor’s spiritual power, beyond mortal comprehension! The scholars’ scalps tingled and bodies trembled, only their hands remained steady. All felt this moment was a once-in-a-millennium opportunity that would surely leave their names in history. Their presence at this grand occasion would also leave traces in historical records—this life was not wasted.

Tie Ci spoke casually for a while, seeing everyone continuously chanting and immersed, smiled and stopped.

She’d give this showing-off full marks.

The young ladies upstairs cheered sweetly. Tie Ci looked up and cupped her hands. Each girl picked up a pearl and waved it at her—the pearls flashed and sparkled.

It looked like they were making heart signs.

Tie Ci was puzzled.

She caught sight of a head quickly ducking back again.

She turned to look at the carriage. The troublemaker was trapped inside, and she didn’t know what was happening in there. She saw the carriage swaying slightly with faint sounds of muffled painful gasps as if someone’s mouth was covered. She understood, so she didn’t mention this matter. When she stopped and the Rong family servants finished recording and smiled as they withdrew, the carriage made a bang, the door opened, and that person rolled out.

The scholar looked perfectly fine but was pale as paper. Though wearing several layers of spring clothes, sweat stains showed through his back. Rolling down limply, before Tie Ci could speak, he shouted loudly: “Your Highness’s talent is unparalleled—this humble person is beyond shocked! Ashamed beyond measure, I confess now—it was the Xiao family…”

Just as the word “Xiao” left his mouth, a streak of light whistled directly at his throat!

But both sides were prepared. Tie Ci had already reached the scholar, while a flying knife shot from the carriage, deflecting the incoming arrow.

The scholars cried out and scattered. Tie Ci grabbed the person and threw him toward the shadows, where black figures immediately caught him. Tie Ci smiled: “Did you all hear clearly who he said it was?”

Most people dared not speak, but the young ladies upstairs feared nothing, sweetly saying: “Your Highness should compose a poem using the character ‘Xiao’!”

Tie Ci smiled: “At Twenty-four Bridge on a bright moon night, where does the jade person teach flute playing!”

Everyone was speechless for a moment, awkwardly watching her turn and go back into the building. The scholars were too ashamed to remain and all scattered. Originally such embarrassing matters shouldn’t be spoken of, but having received countless excellent poems today, how could they bear not to spread them? Moreover, this matter faintly involved struggles between imperial and powerful external families—all the more reason to gossip thoroughly. Countless people hurried away clutching their scrolls, preparing to relocate for another tea discussion.

Tie Ci watched their retreating figures, thinking Rong Pu was quite scheming. Giving her a final chance to show off while gaining fame also ensured today’s events would spread widely. The Xiao family always presented themselves publicly as loyally wronged lotus flowers, but now their false mask was publicly torn away, letting Da Qian’s people see the truly arrogant face of these treacherous servants.

However, this poetic reputation was best avoided. Her fellow disciples all knew these poems—Tie Ci didn’t want them to misunderstand that she’d plagiarized poetry for fame.

So she had the Nine Guards hidden in shadows follow and give everyone a warning.

Someone upstairs snorted softly, thinking that after all their hard work—driving people away, catching people, sending gifts to stage such a good show—this lotus flower actually came to steal the spotlight at the end, choosing the timing too well.

But what if the timing was good?

The lotus flower wanted face and was too embarrassed to come fawn in person, sending servants to cooperate in the performance—this meant losing the home field advantage.

He smiled as he passed through the crowd, went downstairs, and headed toward the restaurant’s back kitchen.

Here, Tie Ci went directly upstairs, first greeting the group of smiling, bowing young ladies. The group of misses whispered with laughter: “Thank you, Your Highness. Our Miaoci Society gained new poetry today and received lucky prizes too.”

They began waving pearls again. Tie Ci found the pearls really annoying to look at. Seeing they misunderstood these as her gifts, she wanted to explain but somehow didn’t want to explain. She could only smile it off, generously stating that today’s Miaoci Society members could eat and drink as much as they wanted—all on her account, earning another round of cheers from the young ladies.

This batch of Miaoci Society members was different from the previous group who had escorted her into the city. Obviously the society’s scale was still expanding. Tie Ci was happy to see women living vibrant lives and expressing themselves. Smiling, she took her leave and walked inside to a tightly closed private room door. Pushing it open, the person inside smiled awkwardly while bowing to her—Tie Yan turned around awkwardly.

Tie Ci crossed her arms and leaned against the doorway: “Father, is watching the show very entertaining?”

Tie Yan put down the fan covering his face and coughed: “If you can come and go as you please, why can’t your father?”

Tie Ci didn’t immediately respond with “you and I are different,” only smiling: “In future, if Father wants to come out and play, just tell me. I’ll arrange protection in secret and feel more at ease. Though days are somewhat better than before, dangers still exist—we mustn’t be careless.”

Tie Yan immediately said: “Naturally. Father came out hastily today—it won’t happen again. Come, come have tea.”

“Not hurrying back to the palace? Have you finished all today’s affairs?”

“When is court business ever finished? It’s rare for father and daughter to gather outside the palace—let’s stay a while longer.” Tie Yan kept looking toward the door as if hoping to see someone suddenly appear.

Tie Ci glanced at her guilty father without exposing him, sitting down with a smile: “Let’s skip tea. This place’s food and wine are quite good. I hear the explosive eel with shrimp and spring bamboo shoots with chicken are excellent—shall we try them?”

“Yes, let’s try them with my child!”

Tie Ci had Chi Xue go down to order. After the guards checked the private room and withdrew, Tie Ci quietly instructed Dan Shuang: “Pay attention—don’t let any random people in.”

Dan Shuang understood and personally stood guard at the door.

This was the first time father and daughter dined outside together. Tie Yan found it quite fresh and kept probing about what had happened earlier.

Tie Ci sat boldly, smiling through triple rejection.

“Not at all, don’t know, stop asking.”

“Hey, child, that’s not right. Someone’s obviously pursuing you. The heir’s marriage concerns state dignity—how can I not ask?”

“If you have to inquire about every random cat or dog pursuing me, you won’t have time for anything else.”

“Are you so popular now?” Tie Yan was delighted. “No matter, no matter—tell me about it.”

Tie Ci ignored him.

Tie Yan could only guess: “That Liaodong prince’s heir sent you all those precious gifts—could he still harbor hopes? Did he orchestrate today’s events?”

“If he won’t give up, will you issue another imperial decree for marriage?”

Tie Yan was stumped, saying after a while: “If I issue decrees to Liaodong now, will they accept them?”

Tie Ci smiled: “Then that settles it.”

Tie Yan observed her expression, probing: “How do you feel about that Liaodong…”

“The food is here.”

Fragrance wafted over as someone carrying a tray entered slowly, backlit so only an extremely tall figure could be made out. Tie Yan faced the door directly and praised: “This restaurant’s servants have quite good builds.”

Tie Ci froze, thinking the guards at the door were dead—didn’t they know to stop people and let her serve the food herself?

And what about Dan Shuang? Asleep?

She turned around and could see through the half-open door that Dan Shuang’s hand was being firmly gripped by a tall person. That cold-as-frost girl somehow couldn’t break free from that grip and was leaning against the wall in a daze.

Tie Ci paused, thinking what karma.

Then she reacted, turning sharply to look at the person serving food and wine.

The fragrance was overwhelming. Tie Yan was about to praise the good food when he saw the person serving food lift his robe and actually sit down across from him.

Tie Yan: “…”

Tie Ci: “…”

Chapter 296: Meeting the Father-in-Law
How can there be such a shameless person in this world!

Tie Yan was stunned.

He was the emperor, accustomed to people bowing or kowtowing before him, but had never seen someone so brazenly seat themselves right in front of him.

He looked up curiously, and in that one glance, instantly forgot everything else.

His heart cheered in admiration.

What a beautiful man!

Such beauty was beyond words, for ordinary beauty typically had representative qualities – either delicate or heroic or refined or gentle. But this person’s temperament seemed ever-changing. His slightly upturned eye corners were exquisite and magnificent, yet his skin was snow-white and pure. His dark hair and red lips belonged to the striking kind of beauty, yet his pupils were exceptionally clear and transparent. Every feature of his face exemplified contradictory yet perfect beauty. Combined together, it was dazzling and overwhelming, leaving one unsure where to look or what to praise.

Like countless others who had seen Murong Yi’s true appearance for the first time, Tie Yan stared seriously for a long while, letting out a sigh of admiration upon encountering such beauty. He subconsciously wondered who could be worthy of such a person, then felt as if struck by lightning, his gaze slowly turning to his daughter sitting sideways.

One was like spring breeze caressing the balustrade with dew-heavy blossoms, the other blazing like a lotus emerging from blue waves.

What was meant by handsome man and beautiful woman, a perfect pair – this was it.

With sudden understanding, just as he was about to speak, that person had already familiarly picked up the wine pot and poured him a cup.

He was about to pour one for Tie Ci as well, but she moved first, expressionlessly flicking her finger. The cup whooshed out and embedded itself in the wall.

Tie Yan: “!!!”

There’s something going on here!

His dignified and composed daughter, his daughter who remained unruffled even when Mount Tai collapsed before her, who could smile sweetly and drink even when old Xiao offered her wine – when had she ever been so temperamental!

Murong Yi didn’t even pause, the wine pot smoothly curved around and filled his own cup. Then he raised it toward Tie Yan.

With a respectful expression, he said: “Rong Wei greets Uncle.”

Tie Yan: “…”

His Majesty the Emperor had heard various forms of address – Your Majesty, Sage, Emperor were the most common. There were those who called him Uncle too, but they always added the character “Imperial” before it. This was the first time someone had approached him so warmly and called him Uncle right from the start.

Moreover, he somehow felt this person thought calling him Uncle wasn’t intimate enough?

He’d seen people who were naturally familiar, but never anyone this naturally familiar.

The rich wine fragrance now wafted to his nose, exceptionally clear and mellow, with a faint exotic aroma hidden within. Tie Yan started, instinctively saying: “Eternal Fragrance Wine?”

This was one of Daqian’s famous brews, personally crafted by master brewer Baili Yu, with extremely high requirements for materials, season, temperature and humidity. Only ten jars were made each year. Because it was infused with extremely precious medicinal herbs and had effects of strengthening the body, healing injuries, and extending life, this wine wasn’t sold to the public. Whether it was available depended entirely on Master Baili’s mood, making it priceless and worth a fortune.

Even someone of Tie Yan’s status had only tasted it once or twice, since this reclusive famous family didn’t care about giving face to the emperor either.

Moreover, in recent years the master had grown old and stopped brewing. He was slowly drinking his remaining stock himself, having already announced he would no longer sell this wine. Eternal Fragrance Wine had become a thing of legend.

Where did this person get it from?

If it were ordinary wine from some random person, no matter how gossipy Tie Yan was, he wouldn’t pay attention and would have had the person thrown out.

However, this wine was too precious. Thinking of its legendary effects, even he was tempted.

Besides, Baili’s wine could never be poisoned because it was extremely pure and would change color upon contact with any toxin. Right now the wine’s color was like a pool of soft jade, making one dizzy just looking at it.

He pushed the wine cup toward Tie Ci, saying: “This wine is acceptable, you should drink a sip.”

Murong Yi’s toast went unacknowledged, but he wasn’t embarrassed. Very naturally, he turned back and drank first as a gesture of respect.

Tie Yan ignored him and had someone bring another silver cup.

When the silver cup arrived, Tie Yan was just about to pick it up when he suddenly paused.

“Rong Wei?”

Murong Yi smiled and nodded.

Finally remembered.

Tie Yan turned to look at Tie Ci. “Rong Wei? From the seventh volume of Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart?”

Tie Ci thought to herself with amusement.

The pirated version had quite an impact.

Murong Yi poured wine for Tie Yan again, sincerely saying: “Uncle, I am indeed Rong Wei. That is, the one from Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart who had deep friendship with the Crown Princess and saved each other’s lives multiple times.”

He smiled and pointed to the dishes on the table. “This restaurant’s cooking is crude. Shiba is accustomed to my cooking, and I really can’t bear to see her eat such rough food, so I went to the kitchen myself. Please try some too.”

Tie Yan stared at the aromatic dishes that were no less impressive than those made by imperial chefs, and fell silent.

There was too much information in those words; he needed to process it.

Murong Yi wasn’t in a hurry either, smiling pleasantly. He beckoned, and Mu Si from outside brought in silver chopsticks, silver plates, and silver knives. He personally took action – cutting what needed cutting, dividing what needed dividing, ladling what needed ladling, arranging everything perfectly for Tie Ci, while not forgetting to prepare a portion for Tie Yan as well.

Tie Yan watched his movements. Setting aside everything else, just these skilled motions showed he was indeed accustomed to such service.

It wasn’t uncommon for people to serve Tie Ci, but this person’s entire bearing didn’t look like someone who served others.

Even his attendant had an extraordinary appearance, looking at those imperial guards like they were dust – this wasn’t something an ordinary household could cultivate.

However, if Murong Yi knew Tie Yan was studying Mu Si, he would have said the old man was overthinking it.

Mu Si looked at even a dog with that same disdainful expression. He was born looking down on the world, having urinated all over his father’s face as a baby.

Tie Yan looked outside again. Incredible – when that attendant entered, he seemed to have held Dan Shuang’s hand.

And Dan Shuang hadn’t drawn her sword to chop off his hand?

Now Tie Yan understood even more clearly.

If even the servants had hooked up, how could the masters be innocent?

Chapter 297: Father-in-Law Strategy
His Majesty the Emperor didn’t think there was anything wrong with his logic. With a self-satisfied look of understanding in his eyes, he pondered while reaching for those appetizing-looking dishes. After one bite, his eyes focused intently, then his movements suddenly quickened.

After finishing a small bowl, he let out a long breath of satisfaction, only then realizing he had actually eaten food from outside, and Tie Ci had no reaction whatsoever.

What did this mean?

This meant that although his daughter’s eyes carried murderous intent, deep down she actually trusted this fellow completely.

She trusted that this fellow would absolutely never harm her father in her presence.

To the side, Tie Ci also came to her senses.

She should have stopped Father Emperor from eating.

For so many years, Father Emperor’s food in the palace had to be tasted by others three times first. Except for food she personally delivered, everything else went through this procedure.

But she had forgotten…

Since Tie Yan had started, he continued eating heartily, though he hadn’t touched the wine yet. While trying his best to control himself and eat slowly, he asked seemingly casually: “You’re also surnamed Rong? Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart didn’t mention your background. Could you also be from a branch of the Rong family?”

“Naturally not.” Murong Yi smiled. “And I don’t surname Rong either. I’m of ordinary birth, but Uncle, does a hero’s origins matter?”

“Big words. But this secretive behavior is not what heroes do.” Tie Yan’s expression grew cold.

“If Uncle accepts this nephew, I would naturally confess everything honestly to Uncle.”

His Majesty the Emperor looked at this shameless fellow who climbed up at the first opportunity and fell silent.

How could there be such a shameless person in this world!

Murong Yi didn’t care what he thought. He pulled out a blue-white clay jar from his robes, smiling as he said: “Meeting Uncle for the first time today, I didn’t know what Uncle likes, so I specially brought some little trinkets to amuse Uncle.”

It was a high-quality jar containing two crickets with glossy bodies, slender antennae, and powerful hind legs – premium specimens.

Tie Ci: “…”

You really know how to give gifts.

If the current censors saw this, they wouldn’t hesitate to spray you with saliva.

She recalled how Rong Pu had previously accompanied Father Emperor at chess, the two sitting civilly across from each other until Father Emperor was nodding off with boredom.

She thought silently to herself.

People really can’t be compared.

Tie Yan naturally knew about cricket fighting. He sat upright as usual, frowning as he scolded: “Such undignified trinkets!”

Yet his eyes involuntarily glanced over.

Murong Yi acted as if he hadn’t heard the rebuke. He took out bamboo tubes, fighting bowls, and other implements, carefully guiding the two crickets into the fighting bowl. Then he produced specially prepared cooked grass to provoke the crickets. The two crickets spread their wings and chirped with loud, powerful voices, leaping and pouncing in battle, fighting endlessly.

Murong Yi explained to Tie Yan from the side, starting with how cricket jars must be blue-white clay, with those made from Cheng County’s clear clay being the finest choice, to how crickets from Lu Province’s Jinning County were considered the best in Daqian – large, strong, fierce, with good coloring, great endurance, stubborn personalities, fighting to the death… to how crickets were also related to local geology and topography, with the fiercest ones mostly coming from high slopes… to cricket varieties including white hemp-head, yellow hemp-head, crab-blue, lute wings, plum blossom wings, bamboo-joint antennae… then carefully evaluating how thick the two crickets’ legs were, how straight their antennae, how large their jaws… light-colored crickets from dark soil were mostly good fighters, while dark-colored crickets from light soil were inevitably fierce…

Tie Yan’s brow gradually relaxed, his head leaning closer and closer, his eyes growing brighter and brighter, listening more and more carefully. From the side, it looked like the two men had their heads together around the fighting bowl, resembling a pair of buddies obsessed with cockfighting and dog racing.

Tie Ci… Tie Ci watched from the side in stunned amazement.

The Father Emperor she remembered since childhood had always combined loving-kindness with dignity, a person of imperial bearing raised in the palace. Even as a puppet, he never felt sorry for himself and never lost his dignity and nobility, unable to break free from that imperial mold. She had never seen Father Emperor so delighted, even rolling up his sleeves.

She recalled hearing that Father Emperor loved to play in his youth, but always felt it didn’t seem right and must have been rumors.

Now she realized that when Father Emperor was initially just an ordinary prince with no one managing him, he probably played plenty. Later, when raised under the Empress’s care, he would be scolded for the slightest transgression and never again could be himself.

Perhaps only the unrestrained Murong Yi would use two crickets to unlock the doors of his long-locked heart.

The two crickets battled fiercely, finally ending with the oil-black plum blossom wing emerging victorious. The cricket chirped loudly in triumph while Tie Yan beamed with joy, clapping enthusiastically.

Murong Yi also casually applauded, smiling as he watched Tie Yan.

Hmph, and here he thought emperors were hard to please.

Much easier to please than his daughter.

His bundle still contained Liaodong’s beloved Five Military Cards, dice, mahjong, local chess, pai gow, pitch-pot games… If none of these worked, he could organize an impromptu mahjong table or chuiwan game on the spot.

Who knew that just producing one cricket would do the trick.

This showed what a boring job being emperor was. It was truly tragic that Shiba was bound by such tedious responsibilities.

As he began pulling mahjong tiles from his bundle, Tie Ci finally couldn’t stand it anymore. Just as she was about to speak, Murong Yi beckoned, and Mu Si from outside tossed in an object – black and white, meowing softly as it landed gently in Tie Ci’s arms.

Tie Ci looked down to see the calico cat Rong Yi.

Very good, the cat thief had confessed.

Murong Yi’s tone was perfectly natural: “Shiba, this cat we’re raising has grown so big now. Like me, it’s been missing you very much.”

Rong Yi: “Meow meow meow!”

No it hasn’t!

Tie Yan sensitively turned back: “You raised a cat together?”

So intimate?

“Mm, we found it together and raised it together. Shiba even named it – called Rong Yi, sharing my surname. I treat it like a son.” Murong Yi reached over to pet the cat, but Tie Ci expressionlessly turned the cat to face another direction.

Shameless! Did you ever raise it for even one day?

This scoundrel’s mysterious tone made it sound like they had a secret child together!

Tie Yan gazed at the cat. This name had deep meaning indeed.

He looked at Murong Yi with equally meaningful eyes. Murong Yi gave him a devastatingly beautiful smile, attentively saying: “Uncle, why don’t I give you this Mighty General? When you’re dealing with imperial documents and correspondence, you can play with it occasionally to relax and refresh yourself.”

Tie Yan was quite tempted.

Just as he was preparing to refuse, Murong Yi pulled out a set of pai gow from his back bundle.

Tie Yan coughed.

Did he look that fond of playing?

But he saw Murong Yi speaking seriously: “Uncle, appreciating crickets and observing their fighting techniques can reveal principles of combat and military leadership. It’s not merely insect fighting. However, I know you handle myriad affairs daily and worry about the realm, so such entertainment would naturally only be occasional. This crystal-backed, silver-inlaid, jewel-embedded pai gow set is for you to admire or give as rewards. This pai gow not only passes long lonely hours, but the backs also feature kaleidoscope designs with various precious stones ground into tiny fragments forming patterns. While playing, you can also appreciate the ever-changing beauty of jewels. If you find this thing too ostentatious, I also have a Western inlaid pearl cross and a Western tortoiseshell gold pocket watch here. I present them all together.”

Speaking thus, he respectfully offered several gift boxes.

Tie Ci: …You’ve seduced my father and now you’re bribing my mother!

Tie Yan naturally understood too – these were clearly intended for Noble Consort Jing, but an outside man couldn’t say so directly.

Still before he could refuse, Murong Yi began discussing Western clockmaking techniques, folk customs, the history of crosses, Westerners’ strange clothing and their particularly gullible minds. His Majesty the Emperor, already very interested in foreign curiosities, listened with fascination. The two again sat closer and closer, heads together as they opened the Western timepiece to examine its intricate internal mechanisms. Murong Yi provided hands-on explanations while Tie Yan nodded repeatedly – every man was a natural mechanical enthusiast.

Tie Ci: …You look like my father’s long-lost eldest son.

The eldest son and newly recognized father chatted happily, having forgotten the younger sister and beloved daughter on the side.

Tie Ci chuckled. Today had truly opened her eyes.

When Murong Yi shed his rebellious nature, he could indeed speak different words to different people.

And her own father was like a middle-aged greasy man with an unmarried daughter at home, whose eyes blazed with eagerness to immediately promote her to any eligible male.

Tie Ci roared silently in her heart. No longer wanting to see these two greasy men, she picked up the cat and stood to leave.

Two hands simultaneously reached out to pull her back, saying in unison: “Where are you going?”

Tie Ci almost said “I’m going to find some incense, candles, pig heads, and an altar for you two to become sworn brothers,” but thinking of His Majesty’s dignity, she forcibly held back.

But Murong Yi, probably feeling he had successfully fooled her father and grown bolder, actually said righteously: “Shiba, I know you’re angry that I neglected you, but this is my first time meeting Uncle, right? I need to let Uncle get to know me better. Speaking of which, this is actually your fault – you should have brought me to meet Uncle long ago. Why must you always fuss with me over such small matters? What is there between us two that can’t be resolved by sitting down and talking? If one conversation can’t solve it, we can have several more.”

Listening to this, Tie Yan thought that although this lad was rather crafty, his words made sense, and his temperament seemed decent with good patience.

Just as he was about to probe with some indirect questions, someone outside suddenly announced that Junior Minister Zhu had arrived.

Zhu Yi had also been in the vicinity and rushed over upon hearing about the Zhegui Tower incident. He hadn’t expected the emperor to be here too. Seeing a strange young man among those seated, he couldn’t help but be startled.

Seeing Zhu Yi, Tie Ci stood and bowed. Zhu Yi was technically her senior fellow student, but he had originally been the director of Yueli Academy, so he was also in a position of teaching authority.

She welcomed Zhu Yi’s arrival, especially since watching Murong Yi spouting nonsense to fool her father made nameless anger surge within her, yet she couldn’t properly express it. With the unrelated Zhu Yi here, let’s see how he continued his fooling.

Upon seeing Zhu Yi, Murong Yi raised an eyebrow, thinking here comes another elder from the woman’s side.

And one who had no good impression of him, since he had just pirated the man’s book.

Come if you want. He had made ample preparations. He’d knock down old men one by one, or pairs if they came in pairs.

After Zhu Yi sat down and asked about the recent incident, Tie Ci said it was nothing serious. Zhu Yi then turned to the emperor, preparing to lecture about how “a gentleman’s son doesn’t sit beneath a crumbling wall” and shouldn’t lightly leave the palace in disguise.

He paid no attention to Murong Yi, assuming he was some noble young master from the capital.

Unexpectedly, Tie Ci said: “Senior Brother, don’t you recognize Rong Wei? He taught archery and riding at the academy for a while. Oh right, he was also the one who had that fake seventh volume of Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart printed a few days ago.”

Zhu Yi was startled and looked him up and down before his expression darkened: “You were the one who printed that fake Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart?”

Murong Yi immediately said: “Yes. Has Director Zhu read it?”

Zhu Yi frowned: “Stealing others’ work is also theft. You’re from a respectable academy background – how can you do such fame-seeking, petty thievery?”

Murong Yi smiled: “Director Zhu has misunderstood. Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart represents the heart and soul of Director Zhu and various Confucian scholars. How would I dare steal credit for it? I merely wrote an alternative biography of Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart, also serving to fill gaps and supplement the Crown Princess’s biography…”

“Alternative biography?”

Murong Yi produced a pirated seventh volume from his sleeve like a magic trick. The cover design was identical to the original. Zhu Yi’s mood soured upon seeing this thing and he was about to explode, but then saw Murong Yi tilt the book cover at an angle toward the light. “Look here.”

At a different angle under the light, one could vaguely see behind the three large black characters “Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart,” a few tiny characters in the same color as the pale blue background: “Alternative Biography.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Zhu Yi: “…”

Very… admirable.

What Zhu Yi cared about most wasn’t having his business stolen, but that written words were sacred to him. How could they be misattributed and usurped? Now looking at these three tiny characters that even eagles couldn’t see clearly, he was truly speechless.

Murong Yi put away the book and said with complete sincerity: “Of course, being rushed for time, the characters were a bit small and not very clear. I’ve already ordered people to re-carve the cover plates for reprinting. The new edition will definitely make these three characters clearer.”

Tie Ci: …You’re planning to print a new edition!

Didn’t you hear my book ban order?

Zhu Yi fell silent for a moment, then actually nodded: “Your fake work… alternative biography does write emotions delicately and movingly, and can be considered sincere and heartfelt work. With so few new books on the market nowadays, it’s naturally very good if young people can write seriously.”

“The Director speaks truly. Currently on the market, it’s always the same copied texts, collected commentaries, and annotations of the Five Classics. Many classics that existed in previous dynasties were lost to flames during wartime – such a pity.”

Before Daqian, there had been a period of warring states. Years of warfare not only caused civilian suffering but also resulted in massive loss and destruction of cultural and artistic achievements. There were even brutal emperors who burned books upon their kingdoms’ fall, and military generals who burned libraries during uprisings – such trampling and harm to Chinese cultural heritage left many scrolls lost forever, a source of grief that made great Confucians like Zhu Yi pound their chests in anguish whenever mentioned.

Now that Murong Yi brought it up, Zhu Yi began sighing again.

“…Recently I’ve found some skilled craftsmen and good engravers, plus many good printing blocks. I’m preparing to print some unique texts, such as the Pine Listening Collection, the Five Parasites Scroll…”

Zhu Yi’s eyes lit up: “You actually have the Pine Listening Collection and Five Parasites Scroll?”

Murong Yi showed a modest, sincere, and studious smile: “I love reading and my daily hobby is collecting various unique texts, incomplete scrolls, and masterworks by famous authors. After having them repaired and printed, I’ll donate them to the academy. It’s not much – probably only about ten thousand volumes…”

Zhu Yi exclaimed: “Ten thousand volumes!”

“A mere ten thousand volumes isn’t worth mentioning. The loss of cultural heritage throughout the realm pains every aspiring scholar. I’m merely contributing my small efforts.”

“Excellent! Excellent!” Zhu Yi patted Murong Yi’s shoulder. “If every scholar were like you, the realm’s cultural heritage would surely regain its glory! If you donate these ten thousand books, Yueli Academy will definitely give you an honorary professorship!”

“How could I accept such honor?” Murong Yi smiled. “Wouldn’t that make me the Crown Princess’s teacher?”

Zhu Yi said without hesitation: “You served as the academy’s archery and riding instructor – you’re already the Crown Princess’s teacher!”

Tie Ci: …What happened to glowering coldly at the pirate? One mention of ten thousand books and you sell me out.

But Tie Yan was somewhat displeased. How did this conversation turn the lad into a teacher?

Murong Yi timely turned to bow to him: “I’ll also print a batch of these books to donate to Uncle later, adding to the imperial library collection. I’ve heard Uncle aims to collect books from throughout the realm – literature, history, philosophy, science, engineering, agriculture, medical works – compiling the world’s most complete and comprehensive book collection to serve as teacher to future generations for ten thousand years. Such a great undertaking deserves my humble efforts like those of a dog or horse.”

Tie Yan immediately softened – achievements in culture were equally imperial accomplishments. A hundred years later in the imperial tomb, he could straighten his back and call himself accomplished in both civil and military affairs. No emperor didn’t care about this.

He nodded reservedly, but inwardly held a different assessment of this young man.

Massively collecting unique texts required enormous human and financial resources with minimal returns – not something ordinary wealthy families could manage. This lad seemed more than just rich.

He had to come from an established family with deep foundations.

Murong Yi smiled composedly. Everything depended on having a good grandfather.

“By the way, were you also the one who set off those fireworks yesterday?”

“Yes, I’ve also prepared some of the finest varieties to present later – a small offering for the Crown Princess’s upcoming birthday.”

Tie Yan looked satisfied: “You said you and Ci’er saved each other’s lives several times. Tell me the details?”

“Uncle, it’s natural for me to save her, and reasonable for her to save me.” Murong Yi waved magnanimously. “Everything goes without saying.”

Tie Yan’s expression grew increasingly gentle: “Then you two…”

Tie Ci finally couldn’t bear it anymore.

If they continued, would they be discussing marriage?

Without revealing identity or mentioning past events, just bombarding with sugar-coated cannonballs – what was this, planning to daze Father Emperor into arranging a betrothal?

She leaned back leisurely and smiled: “Yes, indeed saved each other a few times, but also stabbed each other!”

Cricket knowledge sourced from Baidu search, original source unverifiable.
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She leaned back leisurely and smiled: “Yes, indeed saved each other a few times, but also stabbed each other!”

A period of silence.

After a long while, Tie Yan said: “…Because of a misunderstanding?”

Tie Ci laughed once: “Would you like me to show you the wounds?”

“Show them then, who’s afraid of who!” Before Tie Yan could answer, Murong Yi got fired up instead, suddenly yanking his clothes apart and saying: “As if I haven’t been stabbed! Look, the knife wounds are still here!”

Tie Yan hadn’t expected this rogue to tear his clothes at the slightest disagreement. Startled, he quickly backed away.

But Tie Ci’s gaze fell on Murong Yi’s chest.

There was a patch of skin different from the rest, slightly shiny and reddish, with wrinkled edges as if a layer of skin had been peeled away.

Her heart clenched as she remembered Zhao San saying he had once been flayed.

At the time she couldn’t bear to listen, and having heard it, didn’t dare believe it. Later on the battlefield they had a hurried encounter, stabbed each other once, and then she knew nothing more. Thinking back afterward, she always felt it couldn’t be that bad, couldn’t be that cruel.

But seeing it with her own eyes today, her heart also seemed to have a layer instantly peeled away, bloody and slightly suffocating.

So much so that when Murong Yi pulled his clothes down to his ribs, pointing to that knife wound and tearfully complaining to Tie Yan about Shiba’s cruelty, she forgot to retort.

While tearfully complaining, Murong Yi glanced sideways at Tie Ci, very satisfied.

Does it hurt your heart? Good that it hurts.

What he was showing wasn’t just the knife wound, but that medal on his chest.

Too bad there were too many outsiders present. Otherwise this scar should have been shown when holding her close in the deep of night, perhaps earning tearful caresses and kisses from his beloved.

He pointed to the scars on his body, boasting to Tie Yan.

“…This was scraped when I rescued her from the dungeon of Ziyang County’s yamen.”

“…This was burned when I saved her from a great fire.”

“…This was cut by rocks in the Sanbai River at Dongming…”

Outside the door, Dan Shuang couldn’t stand it anymore and muttered: “Shameless!”

Hadn’t the Crown Princess been injured for his sake too? The Crown Princess had single-handedly broken into the Liaodong army to save him, and even took a knife from him first!

This bastard was just taking advantage of the fact that the Crown Princess couldn’t undress to show her scars!

Mu Si blocked her path – not exactly blocked, since she could easily walk around him, but somehow Dan Shuang just couldn’t get around him.

Mu Si nodded, deeply agreeing with the word “bastard,” yet said: “I rather envy his shamelessness.”

Dan Shuang turned her head away from him.

Mu Si looked at her profile, gritting his teeth for a long time before saying: “Is it only shameless people who can win back those they care about?”

Dan Shuang didn’t turn back or answer, but her profile and ears gradually reddened.

Chi Xue silently walked over, seeing their situation, she smiled slightly.

A bit comforted, a bit helpless, and a bit worried.

She looked at Mu Si, then around at the surroundings. Mu Si knew she was looking for Zhao San. After thinking, he said: “Zhao San… has some business in Liaodong and couldn’t come out.”

The Great King refused to return Zhao San, playing deaf and dumb, probably still wanting to use Zhao San as a hostage. The master didn’t say much about it either.

In the current situation, even with a heir apparent established, the rifts between them were actually beyond repair.

Fortunately, Zhao San was now well-fed and cared for, safe and sound.

Chi Xue smiled slightly, saying gently: “As long as he’s fine.”

Mu Si thought for a moment and took it upon himself to say: “He… asked me to give you his regards.”

Chi Xue nodded with a smile and walked away.

Mu Si opened his mouth, thinking this girl was so perceptive and kind-hearted that such words were useless.

Looking back at Murong Yi, who after exhausting all means of gentle persuasion, winning hearts, and flattery, had begun acting like a rogue again, for the first time he cheered for his master in his heart.

You must succeed!

The lifelong happiness of us three brothers depends on you!

…

His Majesty the Emperor encountered someone like Murong Yi for the first time in his life, dazzled by one performance after another. After being forced to listen to the tearful complaints, he nearly felt the same sympathy as Zhu Yi, secretly looking at the Crown Princess with reproachful eyes.

Fortunately, having been emperor for so many years, he still had his wits about him. After listening for a while, he asked pointedly: “Since you risked life and limb for my daughter, why were you injured by her? My daughter is not an ungrateful person. And why did you hurt my daughter?”

Murong Yi poured wine for him, looking troubled: “Uncle, it was all misunderstandings.”

Tie Yan looked at Tie Ci.

Before Tie Ci could speak, Murong Yi had already said: “Shiba, whatever you’re thinking, listen to my thoughts first.”

Tie Ci closed her mouth.

“Whether it’s misunderstandings, obstacles, or status – in the end they’re all external things. You see them as an unbridgeable chasm, I see them as ditches that can be crossed with enough effort. Now I’m working hard. As long as you still have even one part affection and trust for me, don’t speak yet. Let me fulfill the promise I once made. You may have forgotten that promise, but I still remember it.”

He tapped the table with his finger, staring at Tie Ci meaningfully: “Of course, if you no longer have even one part affection for me, if you plan to marry those random cats and dogs, then consider everything I just said unsaid.”

Tie Ci also tapped the table, looking toward the corner: “Speak properly. Even when expressing feelings you’re full of murderous intent, and you have to step on others while you’re at it. What exactly are you trying to do?”

“Pursuing a wife isn’t like hosting guests for dinner and drinks. Being a gentleman won’t let me achieve my heart’s desire. If I don’t break their hearts, if I’m not sitting here calling out ‘Uncle’ today, I guarantee tomorrow I could see the imperial announcement of the Crown Princess’s engagement.” Murong Yi smiled with bared teeth: “I’ve never been a gentleman. I only do what I want to do, and get the person I want. As long as you have feelings for me, nothing else can stop me.”

Though his words were full of murderous intent, his hands moved very civilly as he poured wine for Tie Yan and Zhu Yi again, then smilingly served them food. The two men stared at him in disbelief, feeling this person was deeply contradictory, listening as he continued methodically: “Today’s presumptuous visit is to let the elders know of my existence, and also to respectfully inform all the elders that Tie Ci and I originally had a good connection, traveled together through life and death, and have long planted deep bonds of affection that cannot be separated. Though there are some small difficulties now, they are mostly because Tie Ci is accustomed to shouldering burdens and self-restraint, preferring to sacrifice her own feelings and happiness.”

He stood up, raised his cup, toasted Tie Yan, and drank it all in one gulp.

“The first cup, to Uncle. Please, Uncle, considering that Shiba has shouldered the burden of this vast realm since childhood and suffered all the world’s hardships for it, understand her difficulties and mine. Don’t casually arrange her marriage. Give her a chance, give me time.”

Tie Yan’s face instantly turned pale.

Zhu Yi sighed inwardly.

This one was formidable indeed.

Appearing rebellious and unrestrained, but actually sharp-eyed, hitting the emperor’s most uneasy and guilty feelings with just a few sentences.

With these words spoken, even if there were many obstacles between him and the Crown Princess, the emperor would be too embarrassed to become another obstacle.

With parental commands and matchmaker’s words, few couples facing private romance with too many obstacles could be seen conquering the parents first.

While he was still marveling at this, Murong Yi’s second cup of wine was already offered to him.

“The second cup, to my teacher. Whether Teacher Zhu or Teacher He, both are elders that the Crown Princess and I deeply respect in our hearts. Teacher Zhu personally witnessed our acquaintance and friendship at the academy. If the Crown Princess and I can eventually become husband and wife, it would also be a fine tale for Yueli Academy. This cup thanks Teacher Zhu for caring for Shiba at the academy, and thanks the teachers for their future blessing.”

In this era, a teacher’s command was hardly less important than parents’. Especially since He Zi was currently the leader of the royalist faction.

If He Zi firmly opposed them, Tie Ci would have to consider the views of the civil official class and scholars throughout the realm.

Though Murong Yi felt he was the world’s best, he knew in his heart that with old He and old Zhu’s character, eight or nine out of ten would prefer Rong Pu.

So, he had to speak first.

Zhu Yi was startled, then smiled bitterly after a long while: “I’m merely a disciple of my teacher. How can I speak for my teacher on this matter?”

Murong Yi smiled: “Ten thousand volumes, the Five Parasites Collection.”

Zhu Yi cheerfully drank it all in one gulp.

“I love promising young people like you! Rest assured! I’ll definitely persuade my teacher well!”

Tie Ci: “Hehe.”

Murong Yi raised his wine cup for the third time.

Tie Ci thought he was going to toast her and wondered whether to drink.

If she drank, seeing his flowery performance today made her feel annoyed.

If she didn’t drink… this fellow’s toasts were all the kind that couldn’t be refused.

Before she could decide, Murong Yi’s cup, which seemed about to reach her, curved and returned to his own face.

Tie Ci: …Very annoying.

Under everyone’s puzzled gazes, Murong Yi drained the third cup in one gulp.

Setting down the cup, he said: “The third cup, to myself.”

“To my ability to create possibilities from impossibilities no matter what circumstances I face. This time will surely be no different.”

After drinking, he set down the cup, smiled and bowed, said “please enjoy yourselves,” turned and left.

When leaving, he didn’t forget to take the cat from Tie Ci’s arms again.

Tie Ci’s hand hung suspended in air.

…That’s my cat!

The door closed again, and the three people inside still hadn’t recovered.

After all that singing, acting, and flashy maneuvers, they thought he would make some request next, but he just left like that?

Tie Ci, who had been slightly tense throughout, relaxed, but didn’t know why she was relaxing.

She walked to the door, wanting to confirm whether this fellow had really left.

But before she could open the door, she heard Murong Yi’s voice from downstairs: “Yes, I am indeed Rong Wei, genuine article.”

Then came the young ladies’ low, delighted laughter.

And then…

Tie Ci quietly opened the door and peeked out.

Good heavens, I say good heavens.

This fellow was surrounded by maids from the Miaoci Society young ladies, signing autographs!

Tie Ci: …How can there be such a shameless person in this world!

…

His Majesty the Emperor returned to the palace with a heavy heart.

On the way, he encountered cabinet grand secretaries getting off work. The grand secretaries came forward to pay their respects, with Rong Luchuan walking at the back. After the monarch and ministers casually discussed some court affairs, Rong Luchuan lightly mentioned the purple jade ruyi bestowed by the emperor yesterday being smashed, and apologized to the emperor.

This was a small matter, but because the purple jade ruyi had different symbolic meaning, Tie Yan had originally instinctively wanted to bestow another gift to favor Rong Pu, but suddenly remembering the first cup of wine that man had toasted earlier, he fell silent.

Rong Luchuan had been watching his expression throughout, immediately smiled faintly, said no more, and took leave of the emperor.

Tie Yan nodded with a heavy heart.

Rong Luchuan left the palace gate square with a calm expression, boarded his family’s carriage, where his accompanying advisor offered tea.

During his tea break, the advisor mentioned that the young master had refused the marriage arranged by his grandmother with a minister’s family, spoke of the earlier incident at Zhegui Tower, the fireworks on the Qi family’s roof, and the emperor’s earlier disguised visit to Zhegui Tower.

Rong Luchuan listened with half-closed eyes, thinking of that glaring Qinde treasure seal on the painting of snatching food from a tiger’s mouth he had seen that day.

After a long while, he sighed: “All of Lianzi’s devotion has been wasted…”

“Then what do you think, Grand Secretary…”

“Daughters favor outsiders. Female heirs are like this – ultimately unreliable. If someone like the Crown Princess cannot become part of the Rong family, then the Rong family’s prosperity will be hard to sustain for another hundred years.”

If she were still that little puppet from before, it would be fine. With the Rong family’s power, whether Rong Pu became the imperial son-in-law wouldn’t matter.

But now this one was ambitious. After dealing with the Xiao family, would she still tolerate the Rong family controlling most of the civil official system?

Originally, influencing the emperor to arrange the marriage would have worked, since the emperor had a very good impression of Rong Pu.

But today even the emperor had changed his tune.

What exactly happened at Zhegui Tower? Who exactly was this Rong Wei?

But regardless, the Rong family would need to think more carefully in the future…

The carriage swayed, and Rong Luchuan closed his eyes. The thin bamboo curtains divided the afternoon sunlight, casting his face in ominous shadows.

…

Tie Yan walked toward the inner palace, originally intending to see if Tie Ci had returned, but was intercepted halfway by Noble Consort Jing.

Noble Consort Jing joyfully told him that her family had sent word saying they had encountered a wealthy merchant who took them under his wing in business. They had made a great profit and wanted to come to the capital to visit their daughter and congratulate the Crown Princess on her birthday.

Noble Consort Jing’s maternal family was a small clan from Guishan County in Pingyun Prefecture, Xizhou. She was merely a county magistrate’s daughter who had been selected and sent to the capital because of her beauty. Tie Yan himself was just a puppet emperor, so naturally couldn’t elevate her relatives. Her ability to keep Tie Ci as a daughter was also due to her humble origins. So even though Tie Yan now had some autonomy, he hadn’t planned to elevate his in-laws, creating trouble for himself and the Crown Princess.

After all, given Noble Consort Jing’s character, it was better for these in-laws to have no presence.

Hearing Noble Consort Jing’s excitement, Tie Yan felt slightly guilty. Thinking that the Crown Princess was different now, and having maternal relatives of too low status would be disadvantageous to her, he agreed to Noble Consort Jing’s request.

He casually asked: “What’s the surname of the wealthy merchant who took your family under his wing?”

Noble Consort Jing said happily: “I heard he’s a newly wealthy merchant, surnamed Rong.”

Tie Yan was startled, immediately thinking of Rong Wei who had left such a deep impression on him.

What, had he gotten in good with the Crown Princess’s maternal family ahead of time too?

He was distracted and therefore didn’t hear Noble Consort Jing’s chatter about how the Yun family had originally been the largest merchant family locally, and how fierce the competition had been when this Rong family arrived.

Since Rong Wei had already curried favor with Noble Consort Jing’s family, Tie Yan saw no need to keep the gifts Rong Wei had presented. He immediately ordered the kaleidoscope pai gow, pearl cross, and gold pocket watch brought, but didn’t mention they were from Rong Wei. Noble Consort Jing thought they were imperial gifts and was overwhelmed with favor. Her gaze at Tie Yan became even more watery. She not only came forward to massage the emperor but also voluntarily swore that when her family came to the capital, she would certainly restrain and educate them properly, devoting all efforts to repaying the imperial grace.

Tie Yan enjoyed Noble Consort Jing’s massage while listening to basketfuls of pleasant words, and couldn’t help but relax and show a few satisfied smiles.

Speaking of which, this fellow called Rong Wei was indeed gentle, considerate, and remarkably handsome…

…

The pre-examination turmoil passed just like that.

The captured scholars were also interrogated. As expected, they were just readers from remote regions who, though participating in the metropolitan examination, had basically no hope of passing. One day while enjoying themselves at a brothel, they were recruited and paid by someone to do things that discredited the imperial heir.

Naturally, they hadn’t dared at first, but the other party showed them highly skilled guards, repeatedly guaranteeing they would protect their safety. They were told to say a few words and leave, then be given another sum of money and promptly escorted out of the capital. This tempted them.

It was just a matter of saying a few idle words. Legend had it that the Crown Princess was quite merciful, so presumably she wouldn’t condemn them for mere words.

The Xiao family had actually found many such people. They didn’t use their own retainers, specifically choosing scholars with weak wills from teahouses and brothels, deploying them to various gathering places of examination candidates for large-scale defamation, trying to offset the massive influence brought by Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart.

Indeed, catching such people couldn’t really result in execution. But not giving any punishment was also impossible. Their examination qualifications were revoked, they were sent back to their home provinces, and banned from taking examinations for life. Their future prospects were finished.

Tie Yan was furious and ordered the White Marsh Guard to various wine shops and brothels, indeed catching a batch of rumor-spreading examination candidates and scholars, who were immediately struck from the rolls by the Ministry of Rites.

What angered Tie Yan more was the Xiao family’s cunning. When they found people to defame the imperial family, they never revealed their identities. The scholars took money to do the job but couldn’t identify the masterminds.

This made it impossible for the imperial family to implicate the Xiao family. As for why that captured scholar would publicly shout that the Xiao family was behind it, Tie Yan couldn’t figure it out, but Tie Ci knew.

Murong Yi had helped catch the person, and he had forced the scholar to say those words. Regardless of whether it was true, pinning it on the Xiao family wasn’t wrong.

Detaining him in the carriage was just torture and interrogation.

Though this matter was concluded, Tie Ci still felt vaguely uneasy. The Xiao family wouldn’t have expended such effort just to spread a few rumors about her, would they?

The next day, the spring examination officially began. Before dawn, those entering the examination like Qi Yuansi and Shen Mi carried their examination baskets into the examination hall.

The metropolitan examination was held in three sessions over three days each – the first on the ninth, the second on the twelfth, the third on the fifteenth, entering the day before and leaving the day after.

Entering the examination hall involved very strict searches for contraband. A large group of capital prefecture soldiers stood in formation. The scholars had been queuing since dawn, and the number guards searched very thoroughly. The well-dressed scholars were required to undress and remove belts, with smelly shoes and rotten socks thrown everywhere. If the guards found anything suspicious, being pulled behind curtains to remove pants also happened.

The scholars naturally grumbled about this degrading treatment, complaining bitterly, but the guards turned a deaf ear. This was standard procedure for every examination, and everyone was actually used to it.

Shen Mi stood in line. Before leaving home, he had triple-checked his examination basket, preparing to be thoroughly searched. Who knew that when his turn came, the guards only reached into his basket and stirred around carelessly, while another responsible for body searches only perfunctorily patted him all over through his clothes before waving him through.

He and five or six other scholars were processed simultaneously. While the others were just beginning, he could already enter.

This naturally drew stares from nearby scholars.

Shen Mi also felt something was wrong and hastily said: “Gentlemen, won’t you search more thoroughly?”

The guard looked at him sideways, laughing strangely and loudly: “You’re a strange one. Everyone thinks well of you, sees you as an upright gentleman, trusts you, lets you in, and you still don’t know what’s good for you?”

A nearby scholar angrily said: “Are we then shifty-eyed and unlike good people?”

The guard still laughed loudly: “Can you compare? Can you have what others have…”

Halfway through his words, another guard tugged at him. He seemed to realize he had let something slip, glared and said: “Go in, go in! No dawdling allowed!”

Shen Mi had no choice but to enter, while those nearby candidates received even stricter questioning as a result. The one who had spoken earlier was even pulled behind curtains to remove his pants, his shameful and angry curses audible even through the curtain.

Shen Mi stood in place, frowning.

Chapter 299: A Bizarre Blind Date
But he couldn’t stay put, nor could he turn back. He could only follow the crowd forward to collect his number plate.

The person distributing number plates was so busy they didn’t even look up, rapidly calling out candidates’ names and issuing plates. When they called Shen Mi’s name, however, they suddenly stopped, picked up the examination cell plate to examine it again and again, as if verifying they had the right plate, then switched to a smile as they handed the plate to Shen Mi.

Such behavior naturally caught the attention of other candidates.

All candidates entering the examination compound looked up in amazement.

Before their eyes were densely packed examination cells arranged in rows, named according to the “Thousand Character Classic” content, starting from “Heaven and Earth, Dark and Yellow,” with “Heaven Character Number One” and so forth. Each character section contained fifty to one hundred cells, facing south in long alleys. The alleys were only about four feet wide, looking from afar like narrow hutongs, also called “number alleys.” Each alley entrance was equipped with barred gates, number lamps, and water vats. Each alley had eight to ten number guards, with each guard overseeing five or six candidates, helping with tasks like delivering tea and hot meals.

After all candidates entered the examination compound, the great gates slammed shut and were locked. The compound’s exterior was surrounded with thorns, which is why the metropolitan examination was also called the “Locked Thorn Tribute Examination.”

Shen Mi held his number plate, still unable to see exactly where his cell was located.

The positioning of metropolitan examination candidates’ cells was very particular. Those facing the exit caught the wind and were easily chilled. Worse were the cells at either end, where the latrines were usually located. The stench was overwhelming – taking the nine-day examination while eating, drinking, and relieving oneself in that tiny space while smelling nine days of foul odors could drive away any literary inspiration.

Generally, the middle positions were the quietest, most sheltered spots with naturally the best cells.

Shen Mi went to find his cell – Dark Character Twenty-five, located in the middle, not in the front or back rows that caught the wind. It could almost be said to be the best position in the entire examination ground.

The candidate who had earlier complained about being searched walked past him crying, apparently having received a very poor cell assignment.

He walked over, suddenly turned back, recognized Shen Mi, then looked at the cell behind Shen Mi. Jealous light shot from his eyes.

Shen Mi’s scalp tingled, feeling this person’s luck was really too terrible.

By comparison, the man was bound to hate him.

Someone walked past his side – it was actually Qi Yuansi.

The two men’s eyes met. After entering the cells, talking wasn’t forbidden, but neither spoke at the moment. Qi Yuansi walked past as if he didn’t recognize him.

Shen Mi saw him enter the cell right next to his own.

He frowned.

That unlucky fellow still stood there staring at him. Shen Mi cupped his hands in salute and entered his own cell.

The cells weren’t much different inside – everyone got one charcoal brazier and one candle. The cell contained two boards that served as desk and stool when separated, and could be combined and placed on the brick supports below to form a narrow plank bed for lying down to rest.

The space of just over one square meter had been utilized to its utmost. Shen Mi thought of nothing else, lay down to sleep, as exam papers would only be distributed at dawn.

He felt vaguely uneasy, tossing and turning, unable to sleep for a long time. When he finally dozed briefly, dawn had arrived and exam papers were distributed.

The first session tested three questions on the Four Books, four on classics; the second session tested one “essay,” five “judgments,” and one subject from “edicts,” “imperial proclamations,” and “memorials”; the third session tested five questions on “classics and history” and “current affairs policy.”

Shen Mi had been extremely outstanding at Yueli Academy – otherwise his classmates wouldn’t have been jealous enough to ostracize him. More rare still, he had no weak points in various classics, commentaries, or current policy essays. However, having experienced family upheaval, though he appeared slick on the surface he was actually steady. He cast aside all previous distracting thoughts and settled down to examine and answer questions.

He stored completed answers in the leather pouch he’d brought to prevent them being burned by candles or water-damaged. Though hot meals could be heated, food brought in easily spoiled after two days, so most prepared dried food. Shen Mi did the same, preferring to gnaw dry cakes with pickled vegetables rather than invite trouble.

He was extremely careful when eating, thoroughly inspecting his food, terrified something would go wrong. Even a stomach ache would be very troublesome in the examination hall, since urination was handled in chamber pots within the cell. If one needed to defecate and go to the latrine, one had to first report to the proctoring official, then leave the cell with exam papers sealed by the official under special escort. Moreover, such papers would afterward be stamped with a black seal. Though this stamp appeared harmless on the surface, when grading, officials would consider it inauspicious and directly reject such papers. Therefore candidates called this black stamp the “shit seal.”

Under such circumstances, Shen Mi was extremely nervous, fearing his food might be tampered with. But at this point he suddenly realized there was no possibility of tampering. The examination had already gone on two days, yet the number guards who usually patrolled constantly rarely came to his cell, and when they did come they didn’t linger, once again displaying that kind of “trust.”

Since they didn’t come, Shen Mi couldn’t drag people over, but he felt much more at ease about eating.

After three days he exited the examination ground, went home and collapsed into bed. Before his spirits had recovered, he entered the examination hall again.

When entering for the second session, Shen Mi again encountered that unlucky brother. This fellow had dark circles under his eyes, a numb expression, walking through the number alley like a wandering ghost. Nearby candidates said this person had diarrhea during the last session and his exam papers were stamped with the shit seal seven times.

Shen Mi: “…”

When some people had incredible luck, others were cursed with misfortune.

After the second and third sessions, nothing happened. When exiting the examination ground after nine days, Shen Mi breathed a long sigh of relief.

This time Qi Yuansi waited for him outside the examination ground, along with several other Yueli Academy candidates. Everyone gathered at a wine shop, and talking about this examination, all said they’d originally gone in with heavy hearts but had incredibly good luck with smooth sailing throughout.

After the gathering, Shen Mi felt uneasy thinking things over, so he wrote a letter about his experiences during the examination days, wanting to ask Rong Pu to deliver it to the palace. However, Rong Pu refused.

Rong Pu said this was the critical period for paper grading, and the relationship between Yueli Academy candidates and the Crown Princess was very sensitive. At this time it was best to have no contact whatsoever with the Crown Princess – not a single paper or word should enter the palace.

Shen Mi had no choice but to give up.

Rong Pu saw off the Shen family messenger, boarded his sedan chair, and went to attend a poetry gathering hosted by the War Minister’s son.

This poetry gathering was actually a disguised blind date for him, arranged by his domineering grandmother.

Rong Pu had originally refused. Though his grandmother was domineering, when he didn’t want to go, he always had ten thousand ways to deal with her.

But he heard that the Minister’s legitimate daughter had also sent an invitation to the Crown Princess.

Probably because she’d heard about the Crown Princess’s brilliant poetry display at Zhegui Tower?

However, though the poems and events from that day at Zhegui Tower had spread, the scholars spreading those poems had unanimously kept things vague, not mentioning that the poems were composed by the Crown Princess at Zhegui Tower that day – after all, having been warned, and since face-slapping was involved, actively speaking of it created psychological barriers.

Those excellent lines and that lyric had been popular and widely sung in the capital these past days. Since everyone was secretive about the original author, many uninformed people speculated which talented gentleman had composed them – such as Chang Yuan from Huichuan Prefecture or Ma Hetong from Li Province. When these rumors spread, these individuals were still writing furiously in the examination compound and naturally couldn’t come out to deny them. By the time the metropolitan examination ended, through repeated spreading of false information, the matter seemed increasingly real.

Tie Ci had been staying in the palace recently to recuperate and study government affairs, and wouldn’t pay attention to such things. But she had accepted the young lady’s invitation.

Naturally Rong Pu had to go – he’d heard those highly acclaimed talents were also among the invited.

Meanwhile, Tie Ci also left her quarters, casually donning a robe and casually mounting a horse, bringing two maids to the appointment.

She had never previously attended such poetry gatherings. The capital’s wealthy young masters didn’t like including her – half because they looked down on her as a little puppet, half because her status was too sensitive.

Because of this rare participation in a gathering with peers, both Dan Shuang and Chi Xue were somewhat excited, urging her to wear women’s clothing, which Tie Ci ruthlessly refused.

Nonsense – how could she ride a horse in women’s clothing? Take a sedan chair and go slowly? What a waste of time! She still had to rush back to help her old father with arguments.

Though the Empress Dowager had temporarily withdrawn to the inner palace, old Xiao was still in the front court with his gang causing trouble. The Censorate was all old Xiao’s people. Every day they were too busy dealing with various attacks and fault-finding by censors to manage anything else.

Because she was so busy, His Majesty the Emperor insisted on pushing her out to participate in young people’s activities, so Tie Ci had no choice but to go.

Rong Pu and she entered one after the other. As soon as Rong Pu entered, he was personally received by the War Minister’s son, led into the garden to admire flowers.

Admiring flowers was false – meeting people was true.

Rong Pu didn’t object.

Better to clarify things early.

The poetry gathering was also conducted in the garden. Minister Zhang’s household garden covered an extremely wide area and was excellently maintained. A clear stream and the nine-curve gallery bridge above it separated the male and female guests – men on the bridge’s east side, women on the west side.

Rong Pu was led onto the bridge, with continuous flower pavilions with hanging gauze curtains ahead. Inside were clothing fragrance and coiffured shadows with continuous delicate laughter, obviously many female guests had come.

Behind him the men affected a casual manner – some sitting on the ground, some wandering through the woods, some composing poems against walls, some chanting by the water.

Their voices weren’t small, hoping the wind would carry their excellent lines to fall upon the ears of beauties across the way, perhaps achieving one or two good matches.

This kind of poetry gathering was essentially a large-scale blind dating event. The Minister’s son had also invited many hot prospects for passing this year’s examinations, courting talent in advance.

Because Rong Pu was mounting the bridge, the male guests who had originally been posing on the bridge were all asked to come down. Everyone watched with both envy and jealousy as Rong Pu stood alone on the bridge in the wind.

His health was poor, so unlike those appearance-conscious fellows who had already donned thin spring clothing with flowing sleeves to add several points of elegant bearing, he was still bundled up tightly. However, his whole person still looked gracefully upright like a jade tree, with a pair of eyes containing lustrous light within, like crushed jade or arrayed stars.

Seeing him was like seeing even Heaven’s own romantic feelings, making spring breezes and spring feelings linger in one person’s features.

The delicate laughter from the flower pavilions across the bridge also diminished considerably, with countless hot gazes behind colorful precious fans peeping at the figure on the bridge.

Standing on the bridge, Rong Pu saw willow branches hanging from the white stone bridge railings, decorated with red lanterns and fresh flowers. The clear stream gurgled below. Somehow this scene felt familiar, though he couldn’t immediately recall why.

Surrounded by gazes from all directions, he maintained his composure with a peaceful smile, but his thoughts were far from peaceful.

How could he refuse this marriage proposal appropriately yet firmly, but without any future troubles?

“I’m sorry, Miss Zhang, I have a congenital deficiency and dare not delay Miss’s youth…”

No good – if this spread, it might become some unspeakable problem, and if it reached Ruixiang Palace…

A man who hasn’t yet achieved success cannot cut off his own future prospects!

“I’m sorry, Miss Zhang, my heart belongs to another, and I dare not delay Miss’s youth…”

No good – this would cause Miss Zhang to become ashamed and angry, making a scene, instigating Minister Zhang to trouble the Crown Princess. How could that work?

An excellent minister never adds any unexpected troubles for his sovereign.

“I’m sorry, Miss Zhang, I have not yet achieved success in my career and have no thoughts of marriage…”

No good – this sounds too false. If I count as not having achieved success, what do all the young masters in the capital count as? This would probably still anger Miss Zhang…

Thinking a thousand thoughts, wrestling with a hundred complications.

Ahead, a black-canopied boat suddenly came downstream.

On the boat was a boat woman in blue clothes and cloth skirt, wearing a bamboo hat, working the oars. At the bow was a bamboo basket filled with fresh melons and fruits, with water-bright dewdrops sparkling on them.

Rong Pu felt this scene was even more familiar.

He looked down and suddenly saw willow strings hanging from the bridge railings, with hooks dangling below, hooked with copper coins.

His mind flashed like lightning, instantly recalling where this familiarity came from.

That small town at the foot of Qingyang Mountain, the arched bridge in front of the town’s wine shop and the red lantern willow strings on the bridge, the boat maiden coming downstream through the bridge opening, people on the bridge dropping willow string copper coins to hook fruits from the boat maiden’s boat.

He had once stood in front of the wine shop and seen this beautiful scene.

He had also seen Tie Ci lying on the bridge railing dropping willow strings to hook fruits, only to be grabbed and pulled down from the bridge by that damned fake boat maiden, falling into the boat maiden’s embrace.

And then…

Rong Pu painfully didn’t want to think further.

Also because the boat maiden had already reached the bridge opening.

She pushed up her bamboo hat, revealing a pretty young girl’s face, smiling as she looked at him and pushed the fruit basket before her forward.

She indicated the willow strings with her eyes.

Rong Pu: …No, I don’t want to.

Recalling that scene was already sufficiently heart-blocking. Having this girl wanting him to imitate it was absolutely unacceptable.

He gripped the bridge railings with both hands, leaning slightly forward, saying gently: “Are you Miss Zhang? I am Rong Pu, I have something to say…”

“I also have something to say to Young Master Rong,” the pretty girl blushed slightly, looking up gently, “Young Master Rong, today’s meeting was arranged through my mother’s painstaking efforts…”

“Listen to me…”

“Please listen to me. This young lady didn’t want to meet so presumptuously and create improper misunderstandings. It’s just that this young lady has one matter she wanted to entreat Young Master about in person, which is why I agreed to my mother’s arrangement.” Miss Zhang paused, her cheeks flushing again.

At this moment Rong Pu heard commotion ahead and saw from afar a familiar figure approaching through the flowers. His attention immediately shifted direction, and not having heard the previous sentence clearly, hearing only the last part, he frowned and said slowly: “Miss Zhang, I’m afraid I must disappoint you. I have no other intentions toward you…”

“This young lady has no other intentions toward you.” Miss Zhang said simultaneously, “This young lady only wants to entreat Young Master, or simply ask Young Master – don’t you think Rong Wei and the Crown Princess are a match made in heaven?”

Rong Pu: “…”

No, I don’t think so.

I rather think there might be something wrong with my ears.

Why did the girl on a blind date with me ask such a bizarre question?

Miss Zhang gazed at him, gathering courage to say softly: “All members of our Miaoci Society greatly loved the seventh volume of Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart, and wept over the stirring story between Rong Wei and the Crown Princess, losing sleep over it. Surely Scholar Rong, as a witness to their friendship, must also be moved by their deep affection and righteousness… and would be happy to help them succeed.”

Rong Pu: “…”

I thought today’s blind date would involve me breaking someone else’s heart.

I never imagined the one getting heartbroken would be myself.

The seventh volume of Chronicles of a Compassionate Heart – I heard that fellow forged it, so I never read it.

Now it seems I must study it carefully.

To see how that shameless person beautified himself while uglifying other romantic rivals.

To the point of deceiving these naive girls into daring to do any foolish thing.

Scholar Rong, who had unknowingly become the villain, silently swallowed a mouthful of blood, smiling as he looked at the crazy book fan who didn’t hesitate to use a blind date pretext to entreat him to withdraw from the competition.

“Miss Zhang… story books are harmful!”

In the distance, Tie Ci, who was walking over, stopped in her tracks, looking at the man and woman facing each other on and under the bridge.

Spring wind passed over the bridge, stirring the flower strings and red lanterns all over the bridge, outlining the gentle waves below, then sweeping over the beautiful faces of the smiling young man and woman.

Everywhere it passed was like a painting.

Standing between new peach blossoms and old willows, Tie Ci felt in a daze that this scene seemed familiar.

Because of this sense of familiarity, she smiled slightly, not wanting to go over and disturb that beautiful pair.

She turned in another direction, heading toward where the male guests were gathered. She always wore men’s clothing, so no one stopped her, all assuming she was some noble young master.

Before getting close she heard thunderous praise. She vaguely caught a few lines – apparently they were reciting the water melody lyric she had plagiarized from Zhang Xiaoxiang.

Tie Ci stopped, not wanting to approach closer, afraid of hearing praise that didn’t rightfully belong to her.

Just as she turned around, she heard a man say loudly: “Such magnificent and heroic excellent work – it’s a pity we don’t know who composed it.”

Tie Ci immediately felt relieved, then heard another man laugh: “What’s regrettable about that? We can guess! With such talent, such heroic spirit – anyone can tell this is Young Master Chang’s style!”

Someone else said: “Perhaps it’s Young Master Ma – I hear he’s extremely skilled at poetry.”

“Young Master Ma failed in the examinations with continuous bad luck – he’s probably crying in his inn right now.”

“Then it must be Young Master Chang.”

Tie Ci paused and looked back, seeing in the crowd a blue-robed man of decent appearance with a pair of slender eyes that had some charm. He was currently gently waving a folding fan, smiling without speaking.

In everyone’s eyes, this inscrutable and profound attitude obviously meant acknowledgment. Immediately praise was endless, even the host Zhang Young Master smiled and said: “This water melody has been sung for over ten days, praised throughout the city. Some say it originally spread from Zhegui Tower – indeed Young Master Chang’s handiwork.”

Chang Yuan smiled and shook his head, only saying after a long while: “Young Master Zhang flatters me. How could I have such talent?”

In everyone’s ears this sounded like modesty, and praise became even more endless.

Dan Shuang’s face was already frosty with cold, saying icily: “What a talented scholar – stealing right from our heads!” She was about to step forward.

But Tie Ci pulled her back, casually picked up a half-face mask to put on, then gave masks to the two maids, saying: “Come, let’s join the excitement.”

Chapter 300: Chronicles of a Former Former Fiancé
She walked over and sat beside that group of people. Though wearing a mask was somewhat strange, it was common for Daqian young masters to wear masks during spring outings. Moreover, Zhang Young Master had invited many people today, with some friends bringing friends. Zhang Young Master assumed they were brought by friends, while the guests assumed Zhang Young Master had invited them. Therefore, everyone just glanced at her without asking further questions, continuing their grand discussions about that series of moon poems and beginning a new round of praise for Chang Yuan.

Chang Yuan initially offered a few faint denials, but later just kept smiling and shaking his head.

Tie Ci sat to one side gossiping with people, mentioning how Daqian’s talents had always come mostly from the Jiangnan literary regions, while Huichuan belonged to Yannan. Yannan was isolated in the southern frontier where literary culture had never flourished, so how could someone from the southern frontier take first place this year?

Someone said this Young Master Chang was different from others – extremely generous and magnanimous. He had come to the capital half a year early, making friends widely, spending money lavishly, and befriending many noble young masters, traveling together like sworn brothers. Moreover, he had considerable influence himself, successively helping many scholars solve difficulties with quite a chivalrous spirit of helping those in danger and distress. Therefore, his reputation quickly spread and everyone knew of him.

Tie Ci was now quite sensitive to Yannan. Hearing such descriptions, she glanced at that Young Master Chang and raised an eyebrow.

Suddenly a voice asked: “Young Master Chang’s moon poems are all excellent lines, but none are complete verses. Please favor us with complete poems.”

Chang Yuan was startled but didn’t decline, actually continuing with several more lines. They sounded reasonably correct in tone and parallel structure – after all, being called a talent, he had this basic skill.

Of course, compared to the original work, it fell far short.

But the crowd didn’t notice, since the excellent lines were already out there. Poetry being infinitely variable, any kind of continuation wouldn’t sound jarring.

However, Dan Shuang had grown up accompanying Tie Ci in reciting the Three Hundred Tang and Song Poems. Listening, she couldn’t help but sneer coldly: “What rubbish!”

Her words were like cold water splashing into a hot oil pan – the atmosphere instantly chilled.

Chang Yuan slowly turned his head, looked Dan Shuang up and down, saw she was merely dressed as a maid, and his gaze fell on Tie Ci in front of her, saying coldly: “Then please enlighten us, brother?”

“I wouldn’t dare.” Tie Ci said. “I’m merely a crude warrior who can’t write poetry.”

Someone not far away suddenly turned to look at Tie Ci.

Someone nearby immediately sneered: “Since you can’t, why does your maid laugh?”

“No manners!” Someone said angrily. “Young Master Zhang, your poetry gathering brings together the capital’s talents. Even the servants in your mansion have elegant bearing. How can you allow such a filthy character to sneak in and let this lowly maid speak so wildly!”

“Disrespectful to Young Master Chang – get out!”

Dan Shuang angrily said: “A fraud who steals fame and reputation, still comes here pretending to be a talent. Disrespectful? Bah, does he deserve it?”

“If he doesn’t deserve it, who does? You maid don’t know your place! Retreat immediately!”

Young Master Chang frowned as he looked at Tie Ci. Seeing her ordinary clothes with not even a jade pendant at her waist, only hanging a strange-looking brush, with no ornaments at all – completely unlike the wealthy young masters of the capital he was used to seeing. The people around also seemed not to know this person, so he relaxed.

Of course he knew the poem wasn’t his composition. He also knew this poem seemed to be by some extremely noble personage, so noble that everyone spreading rumors didn’t dare name the source. It was probably some cabinet minister or royal family member. When Dan Shuang spoke, he instinctively grew alert, fearing he’d run into the real author. But seeing Tie Ci’s complete lack of noble bearing, he naturally didn’t care.

Originally he did have considerable talent and wouldn’t stoop to such impersonation. It’s just that his journey here wasn’t merely to take the metropolitan examination. He’d come to the capital early, paving the way with gold and silver, socializing with these noble young masters to lay groundwork for Yannan’s great cause. Therefore, wearing this crown of talent was naturally acceptable to him – the more dazzling the better.

Having made up his mind, he waved his hand with a faint smile: “Don’t make things difficult for them. I truly don’t count as a talent. Perhaps this young master is deeply hidden and can produce startling verses?”

Everyone burst into laughter, all praising his magnanimity.

But someone said in a thin voice: “Perhaps so.”

Everyone turned to look and saw a pale, delicate young man in expensive clothing. Someone recognized him: “Hey, it’s Young Master from Grand Secretary Qi’s family!”

Seeing this person, Tie Ci’s scalp exploded – wasn’t this her former former fiancé!

The former former fiancé stood there looking frail, his watery eyes examining Tie Ci up and down like X-rays.

After all, he was a former former fiancé who’d been engaged since childhood, having more opportunities to interact with Tie Ci than these ordinary scholars and wealthy young masters. Had he recognized her?

Tie Ci’s three greatest fears in life: Noble Consort Jing’s stupidity, Qi Muxiao’s tears, and Snowball getting fleas.

She immediately stood up: “I wouldn’t dare, I couldn’t. I take my leave.”

She’d come originally just to investigate this Chang Yuan. This person had been on her talent recruitment list, but now hearing other implications, she might as well forget it. As for the poetry plagiarism, she didn’t feel it belonged to her anyway, so no need for righteous indignation.

Compared to exposing frauds, avoiding the former former fiancé was more important.

But in those talents’ eyes, this was Tie Ci fleeing in guilt, and they all burst into loud laughter.

“Look, when it gets serious he runs away.”

“Strange things happen every year, but this year especially. Someone actually dares publicly attack our Young Master Chang’s excellent poetry!”

“Jealousy, trying to show off. A crude warrior with no talent or looks – without being outrageous, how could he catch the young ladies’ attention!”

Dan Shuang suddenly strode back, kicked the loudest laugher flying with one foot, saying coldly: “Dead and don’t even know it!”

The man rolled over, got up, and angrily said: “Lowly maid!”

Dan Shuang: “Lowlife.”

“Who are you calling a lowlife!”

“Whoever steals fame and reputation is a lowlife, whoever follows trends and flatters thinking they’re smart is a lowlife!”

Young Master Chang’s face darkened as he stood up: “Which household raised such an arrogant, ignorant maid! And who are you saying steals fame and reputation!”

“You!”

“Nonsense! If this poem wasn’t written by me, could it have been written by your master?”

“Of course!”

A moment of silence, then roars of laughter.

No one took it seriously – after all, everyone felt that if someone’s poetry fame had really been stolen, they’d definitely jump out immediately to correct it, not run away.

Young Master Chang said contemptuously: “As if you’re worthy.”

Tie Ci suddenly stopped, turned back to look at Young Master Chang, and sighed.

“I didn’t want to show off, but some people keep shoving their faces forward.”

She stepped back and shouted: “Rong Pu!”

On the bridge in the distance, Rong Pu, who was looking speechlessly at Miss Zhang, turned his head.

Tie Ci: “There’s a bastard here stealing your poetry! Water Melody! Moon verses!”

Everyone: “…”

Young Master Chang’s face suddenly turned deathly pale.

But the critical hits weren’t over.

Rong Pu saw at a glance what was happening. Already in a bad mood, he didn’t come over but called from afar: “Didn’t you write it?”

Everyone: “…!!”

Young Master Chang’s deathly pallor turned dark purple.

All critical hits come in threes. Before Rong Pu finished speaking, the boat under the bridge reached shore. The pretty girl took off her bamboo hat while saying in surprise: “Wasn’t it written by the Crown Princess?”

Everyone: “??!!”

Young Master Chang staggered back a step.

Today’s critical hits flowed like the endless Yellow River waters. The young ladies chatting in the flower pavilion across suddenly all rose, those lifting curtains lifted curtains, those putting down fans put down fans, all calling out delicately: “Wasn’t this what the Crown Princess composed publicly at Zhegui Tower the day before the spring examination? We were all there – which shameless person is stealing fame and reputation!”

Everyone: “!!!”

Who am I, where am I, what did I do?

Young Master Chang’s face was completely colorless, looking up at the masked youth ahead.

Tie Ci smiled and removed her mask.

Like a final punch, striking hard at the center of the crowd. The capital’s noble young masters still recognized the Crown Princess, and immediately someone cried out and bowed.

Now there was no doubt. Everyone collapsed to their knees with a whoosh. Zhang Young Master supported himself on a chair while bowing and wailing to his sister who was rushing over: “Why didn’t you tell me you invited Her Highness!”

Miss Zhang’s face was actually glowing as she blinked: “Though I sent an invitation, I didn’t know the Crown Princess would actually come. She never attended these before.”

Tie Ci smiled at her.

She’d attended because during the city gate reception, Miss Zhang had been among them.

Young Master Chang collapsed on the ground, looking at Tie Ci with a pale face. Tie Ci didn’t look at him, only saying to those capital young masters: “After a year of experience, your judgment and insight haven’t improved at all. You were completely fooled by a pretentious outsider – truly disgracing the capital’s dissolute young masters. Where’s that spirit you had when you forced me into action before?”

The capital young masters’ faces were completely red.

Young Master Chang kowtowed to Tie Ci, saying tremblingly: “Your Highness, Your Highness, this commoner didn’t know it was you…”

“Knowing it was me, you wouldn’t dare steal my poetry name again.” Tie Ci said flatly. “If it weren’t me? Would you act just like before – righteous and going with the flow?”

Sweat rolled down Young Master Chang’s head.

Tie Ci turned to Chi Xue: “Tell the Ministry of Rites later – if this person passes, strike him from the rolls immediately.”

“Yes!”

“Your Highness, you cannot!” Young Master Chang cried out. “You cannot abandon public interest for private grudges, misuse public instruments—”

His temporary friends around also showed pitying expressions, with some opening their mouths to plead for him.

“The court selects scholars primarily based on moral character, not the talent you think matters. After all, future provincial governors who nurture the people for the court must be men of upright character. Does a frivolous, impetuous person who steals others’ poetry without shame and takes pride in it deserve this?” Tie Ci smiled. “This has nothing to do with who he stole from – only with the stealing itself.”

She didn’t look at Young Master Chang again, turning to leave, abandoning the resentful wailing behind her.

Striking him from the rolls wasn’t for venting anger.

It was about the stealing, and about his origins.

She had reason to suspect this person’s motives for coming to the capital weren’t pure. Better he return to Yannan early rather than trying to infiltrate her Daqian court.

What ten years of hard study, painstaking scholarly effort – she didn’t care about any of that. Officials govern regions while she must govern the realm. Individual tears and sorrows couldn’t shake her iron will to defend the dynasty.

Today had been spoiled anyway – better return.

Turning around the corridor, a figure suddenly appeared ahead.

Slender and delicate, standing before vermillion carved railings, slightly tiptoeing to smell peach blossoms reaching through the railings.

Quite a beautiful scene.

If it involved a young maiden, Tie Ci might have stopped to appreciate it.

But now she pivoted on her heel, wanting to flee in another direction.

Behind her came a weak yet anxious call: “Your Highness!”

Tie Ci turned her back to that person, sighing inwardly.

Rong Pu was also delicate and thin, but never affected and always made people feel strong and secure.

How could the difference between people be so great?

The Crown Princess feared nothing.

Even when facing a former former fiancé.

Tie Ci turned around, already wearing the Crown Princess’s standard smile: “Ah, Minister Qi.”

Qi Muxiao looked resentful, his slender eyes always holding three parts moisture fixed firmly on Tie Ci: “Your Highness, it’s been so long.”

“The corridor is windy and Minister Qi is delicate – don’t catch cold. I still have business and must return to the palace now.” Tie Ci didn’t engage with his words, turning to leave after speaking.

Upon turning, her sleeve was grabbed.

Tie Ci was startled – this fellow had been half a zhang away just now, but moved quite fast!

Wind passed through the corridor, with flowers and trees trembling rustling.

“Your Highness!” Qi Muxiao grabbed her sleeve, knowing his time was limited, looking up mournfully: “Are… are you still angry with Muxiao?”

Tie Ci smiled at him: “Hmm? Should I be angry with you?”

“I…”

“Do you want me to still be angry with you or not? Why don’t you give me the standard answer to copy?”

“Your Highness…”

“Minister Qi, are you regretting this?”

The flowers and trees trembled slightly again – the wind came in gusts today.

“I…” Qi Muxiao looked shocked, whether shocked at Tie Ci’s directness or at having his thoughts exposed.

“If you could straightforwardly admit you regret it, I might look at you once more. At least you’d be a man – admit your mistakes. Better than this wishy-washy, clingy behavior where you don’t want to offend me but don’t want to take any risks.” Tie Ci smiled. “Are you treating me like a backup?”

Qi Muxiao didn’t understand Tie Ci’s last sentence but sensed danger, making him somewhat flustered. In his memory, the Crown Princess was extraordinarily tolerant, kind, and magnanimous – seemingly able to laugh off anything. This created an illusion – that he could break the engagement when he wanted, express difficulties after breaking it without her minding, and return when he wanted.

But now, clearly not.

He was somewhat panicked, finally restraining his habitual clingy energy, saying quietly and quickly: “Your Highness, I’m not… well, I do regret it… no, that’s not it. I never wanted to break the engagement originally… so now… now you have no marriage contract, and neither do I… we grew up together, we could still…”

Tie Ci: “No.”

Qi Muxiao: “…Why?”

“Because I have a man now.” Tie Ci’s tone was even gentler than his. “Taller than you, stronger than you, more beautiful than you, more noble birth than you, even bigger equipment and better performance than you.”

The flowers’ trembling finally stopped, with a satisfied, peaceful atmosphere all around.

Qi Muxiao still didn’t understand the last sentence. Tie Ci’s tone was too serious and gentle for him to think it was crude talk, but he could still sense it wasn’t anything good. He awkwardly tightened his grip on Tie Ci’s sleeve, the cowering tone in his voice gradually fading and becoming more determined: “You’re lying to me. If you really had a lover, His Majesty would have arranged your marriage long ago. As long as there’s no imperial marriage decree, it means it can’t happen or it’s fake…”

Tie Ci’s smile faded slightly.

She felt impatient.

She looked down at her wrinkled sleeve and said: “Minister Qi, let me give you a reminder. No matter how much you weep like a pear blossom in rain, and however strong and mighty I am, you’re still a man and I’m still a woman.”

Qi Muxiao didn’t understand her meaning, staring at her blankly.

Tie Ci glanced at Chi Xue.

Chi Xue understood.

Suddenly stepped back and screamed loudly.

“Help! Someone come! Someone is molesting the Crown Princess!”

The scream had just rang out when the previously empty surroundings suddenly swarmed with countless people.

All shouting about protecting Her Highness as they rushed toward the corridor.

Qi Muxiao never imagined Tie Ci could do such a thing. Terrified, he hastily let go. His guard hiding nearby risked his life to rush out, shouldered him without a word, and they fled in panic.

But after just a few steps, he mysteriously tripped.

Qi Muxiao rolled far away.

He scrambled up embarrassedly. The guard, truly loyal, quickly got up, shouldered him again, and continued fleeing.

Then another fall.

Got up, fell again.

In that short stretch of corridor, they fell three times – once every three steps on average. Master and servant were grey-faced and rolled into a heap.

But they were quite resilient, repeatedly running and falling, falling and running again.

Until they bravely disappeared at the corridor’s end.

So you see, there’s no truly delicate person – they just tasted sweetness and got used to using weakness as a weapon.

After all, people always love unconditionally sympathizing with the weaker party.

Put a knife to his throat and see how fast he runs.

Tie Ci never moved, standing with arms crossed watching the former former son-in-law run away.

Probably this fellow would never dare come within three feet of her again.

The Zhang family guards rushed over but didn’t see the molester, only seeing the Crown Princess standing there calmly, without any dishevelment from being molested.

In fact, the guards now recalled the legendary Crown Princess’s martial prowess and began doubting the authenticity of that cry for help.

The Crown Princess, strong as an ox yet allegedly molested, calmly pointed toward the flower bushes under the corridor: “The lecher is there!”

The guards immediately jumped into the flower bushes.

Countless big blades slashed toward the lecher.

A black shadow flashed, burst from the bushes, flashed through the corridor like wind, and vanished.

Tie Ci watched him run away expressionlessly.

Chuckling once, she prepared to return to the palace, but unexpectedly a group of women suddenly surged from the corridor’s end.

All young ladies from various families, many somewhat familiar – probably the Miaoci Society’s female army.

The young ladies surrounded Tie Ci, chattering about the earlier lecher. Tie Ci was always patient with women, so she had to chat with them briefly.

The young ladies obviously had more interest in her than in those blind date prospects, clustering around her as they walked back. The men had gone to play in the woods across the way, probably also meaning to avoid the Crown Princess – the capital’s young masters now cowered whenever they saw Tie Ci.

Unknowingly they walked onto the bridge. Tie Ci leaned against the bridge railing, seeing those willow string lanterns indeed very similar to what she’d seen on the bridge at Taolin Town at the foot of Qingyang Mountain.

And under the bridge, black-canopied boats were also coming downstream.

Chapter 301: One Hundred and Eight Strategies to Win Back a Wife
At the bow of the boat was also a basket of bright red mulberries. Each berry was plump and full, glistening like a handful of rubies under the sunlight.

Behind the basket, the boat woman wore a bamboo hat with white gauze hanging down, revealing only the beautiful curve of her lips.

Another year of spring had arrived.

The bridge was not the same bridge, but were the people still the same people from last year?

That boat was approaching right before their eyes.

The ladies around were watching eagerly.

The seventh volume of “Chronicle of Compassionate Hearts” had a dedicated chapter describing the lantern-lit curved bridge painted rouge red—a scene of extreme beauty, marking the beginning of romantic feelings between the Crown Princess and Rong Wei.

Being able to personally recreate that scene today made the hearts of the fans and book enthusiasts pound with excitement.

Master Rong Wei had said he and the Crown Princess had some misunderstandings, but the Crown Princess must surely be looking forward to their reconciliation. Today, he had asked Miss Zhang to arrange all these things in the mansion, and if they could reconcile, he would surely reward her handsomely.

The reward wasn’t important, but as a passionate book fan, being able to personally orchestrate the reconciliation between the Crown Princess and Rong Wei under her own direction—that would be a tale worthy of the ninth volume!

Especially Miss Zhang, who had turned her own matchmaking banquet into a reconciliation banquet for the main characters, was so excited her face glowed red.

Blue waves and black canopy, green bamboo hat and white gauze, drawing near in the blink of an eye.

Tie Ci suddenly picked up the willow branch with copper coins dangling from it.

The young ladies cheered with joy.

Tie Ci gathered her hand, and with a rustling sound, the willow branches danced. Dozens of willow branches from the bridge railings instantly came into her grasp.

The young ladies: …Wait, why gather so many? Don’t worry about not having enough money.

It’s just a gesture, after all.

Master Rong wouldn’t actually take your money.

He wants you!

Tie Ci swept her finger, and hundreds of copper coins from the willow branches rustled and flew between her fingertips like a dragon. Tie Ci covered them with her hand.

The copper coins fell like heavy rain, pelting the black canopy boat.

Instantly creating countless small holes.

It gurgled as water rushed in, about to sink in an instant.

The young ladies were dumbfounded.

This was… rather unromantic, wasn’t it?

The “boat woman” stood up, made one turn to leap onto the black canopy, then another turn to land on the bridge.

Unfortunately, one second before he could step onto the bridge railing, the small red lanterns strung on the willow branches all spun and flew up together.

This scene was actually quite beautiful—flowing water and clear stream, white bridge and red powder, emerald green willow branches dancing through the air, countless red lanterns floating and sinking among them, pale yellow long dress with flowers scattering everywhere.

Brilliant as a five-colored painted scroll.

But when these red lanterns all landed on the pale yellow long dress, it wasn’t so wonderful anymore.

The red lanterns fell on the hem of the dress, and the pale yellow long dress immediately burst into flames.

It nearly burned the fluffy curled hair.

The young ladies cried out in alarm.

No way.

This was a small misunderstanding?

This was attempted murder!

The pale yellow long dress spun in the wind, carrying fire as it fell under the bridge. A white figure leaped out, but Tie Ci had already walked away.

But after walking down the bridge for just a few steps, cats blocked her path.

Three cats, contained in one basket with a bow tied on it, meowing at her.

Rong Rong, Yi Yi, and Rong Yi.

Tie Ci nearly burst out laughing in anger.

He had stolen Rong Yi from Shen Mi, and taken the other two as well.

But seeing her own cats, not petting them was impossible. Tie Ci picked up the basket, ready to take the cats straight into the palace.

But as soon as she held the cats, she saw wooden plaques hanging around their necks with writing on them.

One read: “If you love me, forgive me.”

One read: “If you forgive me, take me with you.”

One read: “If you don’t take me, you care about me.”

Tie Ci put the three cats down and walked away.

Not far ahead, performers were creating iron flower sparks.

Just thinking that the Zhang Chancellor’s mansion was truly bold to allow such dangerous activities as molten iron flower displays on their premises, she looked carefully and found the troupe’s faces somewhat familiar. The molten iron wasn’t real molten iron, but the golden flowers were real golden flowers—countless tiny golden beans danced among the performers’ silk ribbons, glittering brilliantly and attractively wealthy, drawing everyone to stop and stare. Watching as the troupe’s golden beans swished and embedded into the soft clay horizontal plaque above the colorful pavilion, first arranging into characters, then gradually forming a poem:

“New moon curved like eyebrows, not yet meaning to be full. Red beans unbearable to see, eyes full of lovesick tears.

All day splitting peach stones, the heart lies within the kernel. Two flowers separated by a wall, sooner or later will become joined branches.”

People below cheered, praising this ingenious idea, this lavish wealth, and also this “Sheng Cha Zi” poem.

Though the words of this poem seemed simple and crude, the meaning was extremely rich, flowing smoothly and always beloved by the people, used for expressing feelings.

Tie Ci also loved this poem very much—heavy sword without edge, great skill appears clumsy, emotions simple and intense yet confident and domineering.

It reminded her of Murong Yi.

He certainly knew how to choose poems.

Tie Ci turned on her heel and changed direction.

This time, after walking just a few steps, she encountered an opera performance.

This was also common at poetry gatherings for noble young men and women. This troupe was the extremely popular Shao Yin Troupe of recent years in the capital, hard to book even with heavy gold. Tie Ci had heard of them but never listened, so she stopped to listen.

A group of wives were watching the opera, elegantly and refinedly discussing that today’s performance was a new play.

Tie Ci asked a wife sitting behind, “May I ask the name of this new play?”

The wife casually answered: “Heaven and Earth Exchange.”

Tie Ci was startled. Such a name was taboo, especially when the current dynasty’s name was Great Qian. How could anyone dare give such a name to a play?

The wife realized and quickly said: “Oh, that’s the unofficial nickname. The official name is ‘False Phoenix Plays with Imaginary Phoenix.'”

Tie Ci: …What the hell!

Looking down, the playbill also listed the names of individual acts, such as “Midnight Roasted Goose in the Library Pavilion, Moonlit Flowers at Fragrant Lake.”

Looking up, the female lead on stage was waving her water sleeves, sitting in front of a fake water vat, affectedly singing: “…But suddenly evil officials came to the residence, taking away my beloved, I must travel through stars and moon to the mountain hollow, refining all my heart’s blood…”

Tie Ci had originally thought this was another of someone’s tricks, dramatizing the story of herself and him, but watching this scene left her somewhat confused, not knowing which story this was singing.

She couldn’t help but stand and watch for a while, seeing the female lead sing with affected gestures for a time before standing up. A tall, thin comic actor with a painted white nose beside her said in a nasal voice: “Young Master, the dungeon is dangerous, we have important matters…”

The wives below made sounds of reproach.

The female lead on stage said righteously: “Say no more! My mind is made up!”

The wives below made another round of admiring sounds.

Tie Ci: …I understand now.

That incident in Ziyang—she had been captured and thrown into the dungeon by Li Yao. At that time, this bastard had disguised himself as the top courtesan clinging to her. When Li Yao entered, he had slipped away. Was this singing about what happened after she left?

Speaking of which, this was a point she was somewhat puzzled about. Since he wanted to save her, why did he delay so long before coming? What was he doing at that time? It certainly wasn’t what was being sung on stage—this whimpering declaration of loyalty.

Speaking of which, what was he doing leaning against a water vat…

On a tree across the way, Mu Si sneered: “Shameless!”

“Obviously couldn’t take down the tent!”

“And dares to paint my nose white!”

“Your whole family has white noses!”

…

Tie Ci couldn’t figure out this point and was too lazy to watch the female lead on stage endlessly drone on about devotion. She really didn’t understand why these wives had such entranced expressions with moist eyes. When the scene came where she heroically saved Miss Li and got injured, wouldn’t these wives cry themselves to collapse at the opera stage?

Because of this subtle anticipation, she looked around, didn’t see Murong Yi, so she quietly waited a bit longer.

But when they reached the passionate and stirring scene of her heroically saving Miss Li, the wives all yawned, stood up to stretch, and went to the toilet.

Tie Ci even heard two wives discussing as they walked together to the toilet: “Don’t you think this Crown Princess is stupid? She should have just obediently waited in prison for the top courtesan to save her, and we could have watched a good show of secret prison rescue with romantic entanglements. But she insisted on showing off saving irrelevant people. When women have done everything, how can men show off!”

“Exactly!”

Tie Ci: “…”

So angry.

Why did these legs stop here, why did these eyes watch this nutritionless melodramatic romance!

She turned to leave, but a wife ahead happened to turn around to say something to someone behind her, caught sight of her, and joyfully called out: “Your Highness!”

Tie Ci looked—it was Xiao Wenliu.

She had already upgraded to a married woman and begun mixing in the capital’s noble ladies’ circle.

This immediately spelled trouble.

That call was like thunder, and the wives all turned around, immediately spotting the white-clothed young man at the back of the crowd, truly possessing excellent bearing and appearance, and more rarely, that seldom-seen gentle nobility. Combined with Xiao Wenliu’s “Your Highness,” who could not know who this was?

The female protagonist from the opera stage had appeared alive before their eyes. The dignified wives whooshed to their feet, eyes glittering like hungry wolves.

Before being overwhelmed by the army of wives, Tie Ci hastily cupped her hands and fled in panic, not even having time to exchange a few words of reminiscence with Xiao Wenliu.

She rushed several zhang away, turned around the garden, and escaped into a corridor before stopping, still shaken.

The corridor led in all directions, and sounds of poetry recitation, juggling, opera singing, and cheering came from all directions. Though invisible to the eye, audible to the ear, they surrounded her quietly and unobtrusively.

Just like someone in this Chancellor’s mansion today—an omnipresent ghostly presence, demonstrating his existence everywhere yet never showing his face.

Playing mysterious games!

Who knows what false propaganda he spread to trick that young lady into using all the mansion’s resources to help him pursue someone.

Tie Ci felt a vague irritation rising in her heart, yet didn’t know why she was irritated. Standing still to calm her heart, she sighed deeply and said to herself: “You’re getting attached.”

In the end, she cared too much.

But regardless of what happened before or what would happen after, she didn’t want to be led around by him like this now.

No matter how many more tricks he played, if she looked even once more, she would consider herself the loser!

Tie Ci took a breath, dusted off her sleeves, turned out of the long corridor, and prepared to return to the palace.

Her foot suddenly bumped into something.

Tie Ci’s eyelids dropped, and she saw it was a thin booklet.

She passed over it expressionlessly.

A gust of wind passed, flipping the pages, turning page by page, seeming to contain some names and numbers.

Tie Ci suddenly stepped back again, picked up the booklet.

After looking at it, she tucked it into her bosom and turned to walk away.

Chi Xue smiled, and Dan Shuang raised an eyebrow.

In the distance on a tree, Mu Si was poking Murong Yi: “Why did she accept it this time?”

Previously, Murong Yi had sent those precious clothes and leather boots, which Tie Ci didn’t accept. Ordinary people also couldn’t possibly break into the palace gates to deliver gifts.

But Murong Yi never had work without difficulties, only brave puppies. When Tie Ci wouldn’t accept, he had the gift-giver wait outside the palace gates, taking turns waiting. Sure enough, in the end, His Majesty the Emperor had someone come out to collect the gifts.

However, the Crown Princess’s attitude was very clear—she was thunder, she was lightning, she was an insurmountable harbor.

Murong Yi curved his lips in a smile: “Giving gifts and dealing with women are the same—scratch where it itches, know what they like, make them want to leave but stay, unable to stop.”

Mu Si: …The one who’s unable to stop is clearly yourself!

…

In the deep spring night, rain suddenly began to fall, making the bluestone alley streets gleam with wet oil-like reflections. Scattered firecracker paper scraps on the ground were soaked and rotted, red lumps like late spring fallen petals. Wind and rain swept away the traces of daytime clamor and celebration. The edges of red announcements on walls curled up, rustling loudly.

A pair of thoroughly soaked boots trudged through the deep, rain-soaked long alley, footsteps hollow as if soulless.

Rain fell like whips, yet the owner of the boots seemed unaware of seeking shelter, just numbly walking forward, walking, walking…

Ten years of cold window study, half a lifetime of heart’s blood, destroyed in one morning, falling into hell.

Wind blew the large red celebration announcement from the wall onto his face. Those black names struck him like iron and stone, making his eyes swell and ache, the world spinning.

His name should have been on this list too.

If not for the humiliation before entering the examination, if not for being unlucky enough to be assigned examination rooms near the toilets three times, if not for the sudden diarrhea…

He raised his head. Ahead, the majestic imperial city was in sight.

West of the Meridian Gate square was the Dengwen Academy, with a drum hall inside for those with grievances and urgent cases to beat drums and reach the emperor’s ears, commonly known as “appealing to imperial judgment.”

But Great Qian law also set strict regulations for such abnormal appeal methods as beating the Dengwen drum: commoners accusing officials was like sons killing fathers—first receive fifty lashes, and even if victorious, be exiled three thousand li.

As for false appeals, false accusations, reporting light crimes as serious ones, randomly overturning decided cases, or intercepting imperial carriages to appeal, there were even crueler punishment regulations.

This made appealing to imperial judgment, which sounded exciting, remain only in storytelling and novels. In reality, not many people dared risk their lives and property to beat the Dengwen drum.

And the Dengwen Academy, accustomed to being mere decoration, had only two or three soldiers guarding it on this desolate rainy night, all sleeping.

A place where no one came during the day would naturally have no one climbing walls at night, right?

The scholar raised his dripping face, looking at that not-so-high wall.

A quarter-hour later, a thin, long figure struggled down from the wall top, falling into a muddy water pit on the ground, splashing up turbid water.

Soldiers guarding the distant gate were snoring.

The scholar struggled to get up, stepping through water with splashing sounds as he rushed into the drum hall, grabbed the drum mallets, his dripping wet sleeves falling down to reveal thin, pale wrists.

Yet when the drum mallet struck the drum surface, the sound was deep and resonant, rumbling like thunder.

He used all his strength.

Head tilted back, mallet raised, his thin neck bulged with veins from exertion, thunderous sounds bursting from his hands, crossing the drum hall, crossing the Dengwen Academy, crossing the Meridian Gate and vast square and majestic palace, reaching the emperor’s ears.

In the drum sounds, gate-guarding soldiers leaped up in terror.

In the drum sounds, soldiers stepped through water puddles, running frantically.

In the drum sounds, he wept, his voice hoarse and unceasing.

“Jizhou recommended scholar Ma Hetong, today at the Dengwen drum appeals to the court, accusing the spring imperial examination of fraud in the Renxu year, Chief Examiner He Zi acting on the Crown Princess’s instructions, predetermined scholars Qi Yuansi, Shen Mi, Wu Yuanhong and others, passing test questions before the examination, relaxing searches, arranging superior examination rooms… Such various acts betray the nation’s purpose in selecting scholars, betray His Majesty’s trust and entrustment, betray the earnest expectations of scholars throughout the realm—unfair, unkind, unrighteous, disloyal!”

…

Chapter 302: The Case Breaks
Thunder crashed at the horizon. In the brightly lit Zhe Gui Tower, the successful candidates from Yue Li Academy gathered together to celebrate today’s announcement of results.

Yue Li Academy had seventeen examinees, with thirteen passing—quite a high proportion. Among them, Shen Mi ranked highest at fourth place, Qi Yuansi at twenty-seventh, and Yang Yixiu at thirtieth. Da Wu failed, while Xiao Wu passed at one hundred thirty-second place. Tian Wu hadn’t even passed the provincial examinations before, so naturally didn’t participate in the spring examinations, but this didn’t prevent him from joyfully hosting two tables at Zhe Gui Tower to celebrate for Shen Mi, Qi Yuansi, and Yang Yixiu.

Passing was naturally a good thing. Everyone discussed the exam questions extensively and guessed what policy essays the palace examination might feature. Would it still focus on economics and border affairs?

But Shen Mi seemed somewhat distracted, always thinking about something. When Qi Yuansi asked him, he said: “I feel uneasy in my heart. Just now I asked Da Wu and Xiao Wu, and they said their examination rooms were good too, and the inspections were lenient…”

Before he finished speaking, they heard a distant rumbling sound. Someone remarked in surprise: “Thunder even on a spring night!”

Shen Mi stood up and pushed open the window, just in time to see a large troop of soldiers approaching quickly, turning and entering Zhe Gui Tower in an instant.

He suddenly turned around and looked at Qi Yuansi.

The sound of jumbled footsteps echoed on the stairs, and the private room door crashed against the wall.

The laughter stopped abruptly. The students turned around in shock to hear the lead soldier declare sternly: “Shen Mi! Qi Yuansi! Wu Yuanhong! You are suspected of colluding with examiners, bribing for test questions, and cheating in the examination hall. The Cabinet has ordered your immediate arrest!”

…

The private room fell silent as death. Rong Pu stood up abruptly.

Shen Mi wasn’t so shocked, muttering with a pale face: “I knew it… I knew it…” He suddenly grabbed Rong Pu’s hand. “Brother Lianzhui, quickly go notify the Crown Princess. This is definitely aimed at her!”

Qi Yuansi angrily demanded: “You say we cheated? Where’s the evidence!”

“Evidence will naturally be presented to the presiding officials during the Three Courts trial. That’s not your concern. Let’s go!”

Cheating was a major case. Once exposed, countless heads would roll. Rong Pu’s face also changed. He took a breath and wanted to step forward, but his guard appeared silently behind him, placing a hand on his shoulder.

Rong Pu: “Uncle Rong!”

The guard who had followed him for a long time and even received the Rong family surname sighed softly: “Young Master, forgive me. This old servant received the Master’s orders and must stop you… Regarding today’s matter, you absolutely must not get involved.”

His hand pressed on Rong Pu’s shoulder like a boulder. Rong Pu couldn’t move even if he wanted to.

Rong Pu closed his eyes and said softly: “I understand.”

For the Cabinet to arrive so quickly, Deputy Minister Xiao couldn’t have obtained a joint resolution so fast. This matter had received Grandfather’s approval.

The guard sighed again.

“Uncle, I won’t do anything harmful to the Rong family. But these are my good friends. Let me say a few words to them, just a few words.”

The guard hesitated.

Rong Pu opened his palm, revealing a finger-length silver needle, gleaming as he pointed it at his own wrist pulse.

The guard’s eyebrow twitched. He had no choice but to let go, though he followed behind them.

Rong Pu walked to Shen Mi’s side, took his hand, and said softly: “Brother Shen, they come with ill intent. Don’t let them torture you. If they want to torture you, stall for time… I’ll find a way to help you.”

He gave the same advice to the others, but said to Qi Yuansi: “They may not torture you, but they might threaten you with your father. You must remember, their real purpose is to target the Crown Princess. If the Crown Princess falls, next will be all the royalist faction, and your father won’t fare well either.”

Qi Yuansi gritted his teeth and nodded.

Rong Pu whispered in his ear: “Ramble and digress, stall for time, don’t worry about too much.”

Shackles clanked as Shen Mi and the others were led away. Rong Pu watched their retreating figures intently as his guard said behind him: “Young Master, let’s return to the mansion.”

“Alright, Uncle.”

Before he finished speaking, the silver needle he’d held earlier pierced the guard’s pressure point.

The guard collapsed silently.

“Uncle, I’m sorry.” Rong Pu apologetically supported him and helped him sit in a chair.

Only then did Tian Wu, Da Wu, and the others react. Without bothering to say anything, they rushed downstairs, preparing to use every available resource to save their friends first.

However, as soon as they reached the staircase, they discovered that another group of soldiers hadn’t left. The entire Zhe Gui Tower was surrounded.

These should be capital prefecture troops. Their captain, hand on his sword, said coldly: “You shall remain here temporarily.”

“What’s the reasoning! We’re not involved in any crime. By what right do you detain us!”

“Who knows if you Yue Li Academy people are all in cahoots? Maybe when those few enter prison, they’ll confess and implicate you.”

“How long do you plan to keep us!”

“It won’t be very long. After questioning those scholars and confirming you’re innocent, you’ll naturally be released.”

No matter how angry and agitated the students became, the soldiers remained unmoved. Rong Pu pulled Tian Wu aside and said softly: “Stop making noise. They’re just afraid you’ll spread word and cause trouble, so they’re detaining you here first.”

Yang Yixiu craned his neck to look at the dense crowd below. “We need to find a way to send word, otherwise I’m afraid after one night passes, they’ll have all the confessions in hand.”

Rong Pu leaned against the window, looking quite melancholy as he said: “Such a good opportunity, I really hate to give it to him!”

Everyone: …Huh? What are you talking about?

Rong Pu didn’t explain. He turned to ask the trembling shopkeeper nearby: “Does your establishment have fireworks and firecrackers?”

“Yes, yes we do.”

“Bring them all. I’ll pay double.”

The puzzled shopkeeper went to fetch the fireworks and firecrackers. The capital prefecture soldiers watching coldly found it strange but couldn’t find reason to stop him.

Among this group were the Chief Minister’s legitimate grandson and a Minister’s son. The higher-ups had instructed to prevent anyone from entering or leaving, but not to harm them in the slightest.

This place was still far from the imperial palace, and the direction was wrong. Communication by fireworks couldn’t be seen anyway, so after the guards hesitated briefly, they still didn’t interfere.

Zhe Gui Tower itself operated under the banner of celebrating successful students, so they had prepared many fireworks and firecrackers, piled on the ground like a small mountain. Rong Pu had them moved to the outdoor terrace for viewing scenery and said: “Set them all off.”

The confused shopkeeper had no choice but to start setting off fireworks. Streaming light overflowed with color, startling people far and near. Many citizens came out to watch, pointing at the fireworks and laughing, saying the scholars must be celebrating joyfully.

Only the students in the gloomy private room looked at each other in confusion, wondering if Rong Pu had gone mad with anger.

The fireworks continued for a full half hour, until Rong Pu heard subtle scratching sounds overhead.

He remained calm and didn’t stop the shopkeeper.

Outside the window, the rain had stopped. Across the way, a touch of mountain scenery lay shrouded in misty green shadows. Rong Pu pushed open the partition door facing the terrace and walked out. At this moment, everyone was anxious and had no mood for appreciating mountain scenery, only looking at his figure with some puzzlement.

Someone wanted to follow, but Yang Yixiu, who had caught on, immediately stopped them.

Although they were all Yue Li Academy students, there were still degrees of closeness and distance. One had to be careful.

The watching soldiers poked their heads out, wanting to come over. Yang Yixiu casually blocked them, laughing: “Old Rong, get some fresh air and come back. The terrace is high, be careful not to fall.”

Rong Pu waved to show he understood.

The soldiers saw that terrace was suspended in air, with a drop of two zhang below. Indeed, no one would jump down, so they withdrew their heads. The rain had just stopped, and water would drip from the eaves.

Rong Pu stood under the dripping rain eaves, at an angle where people could only see half his back.

A pair of black boots silently descended from the eaves, with slender calves above the boots, dangling above his head.

Rong Pu slightly tilted his head to avoid these annoying boots, thinking this bastard had indeed rushed over as soon as he saw the fireworks.

After all, setting off fireworks at this time and place was very sensitive behavior. At the very least, Murong Yi would definitely notice.

With no time for jealousy or provocation, he quickly explained everything that happened tonight.

Murong Yi above listened unhurriedly, chuckled, and said: “Oh, so they finally came.”

Hearing this, Rong Pu’s eyes flashed as he said: “You should know what to do, but I have one more request. You must protect everyone in prison tonight from torture. Shen Mi and the others are all very important in the Crown Princess’s heart. If you protect them, the Crown Princess will be truly grateful to you.”

On the eaves, Murong Yi leisurely said: “Why should I listen to you?”

He didn’t mind letting this group who always followed behind Tie Ci suffer a bit.

“Because I’m giving you this important opportunity to win the Crown Princess’s heart.”

“What do you mean giving? This is clearly exploitation. If you weren’t trapped yourself, you would have already rushed off on your own.”

“Because only with my token can you possibly enter the palace and see Tie Ci.”

Silence above. After a while, Murong Yi said: “Hand it over.”

Rong Pu passed up his token, but added: “If you can’t protect Shen Mi and the others, it doesn’t matter. I’ve already given them medicine to feign unconsciousness for protection. After all, they trust me a bit more.”

Above, Murong Yi laughed heartily, stood up, and stomped his boot, splashing water all over Rong Pu’s head.

What kind of provocation was this?

This lotus pod full of scheming thoughts!

…

On the eaves, Murong Yi said to Mu Si: “Those who use me, I also have people I can use. Go find Tie Ci’s prairie dog best friend and have her find a way to protect people in prison.”

Between that group of bastards and Tie Ci, he would naturally go see Tie Ci first.

Rong Pu used him, he used the prairie dog.

But even with Rong Pu’s token, with the palace gates closed at night, entering the palace to see Tie Ci was still very difficult.

Murong Yi had also struggled his way up, so he naturally knew everyone was racing against time tonight.

It could be said that this suddenly erupted major cheating case would succeed or fail tonight.

Very clearly, this so-called imperial examination fraud case completely bypassed the Emperor and Tie Ci. Instead, the Cabinet had mysteriously formed unified opinion on this matter, drafted it, then directly submitted it to the Palace Ceremonial Supervisor. Li Gui from the Palace Ceremonial Supervisor belonged to the Empress Dowager. After years of regency, the Empress Dowager having some of the Emperor’s seals wasn’t difficult, or she could directly issue orders to arrest people under the name of imperial decrees.

Concealing this from the Emperor and Crown Prince on one side, while arresting people into the capital prefecture on the other, conducting overnight interrogation and torture to force confessions. By dawn, with confessions in hand and presented during morning court with solid evidence, the Crown Princess and He Zi and Duan Yande would be impeached. Even if the Emperor was furious, he couldn’t oppose the anger of all officials and scholars. Then the Crown Princess’s prestige would plummet, He Zi and Duan Yande would lose their positions if not their lives, the royalist faction would be severely wounded and lose leaders. After that, they would abolish the examination results and retest. Who could then stop the Xiao family from again arranging examiners from their own faction?

Since the Cabinet stood with the Xiao family this time, obviously they would eventually divide up examiner positions.

This was why the Xiao family suddenly withdrew from competition for chief and deputy examiners at the end.

On one hand, to undermine Tie Ci.

On the other hand, they still had this move waiting. Let you take the position temporarily, then give you an even crueler blow to completely destroy you. In the end, the examination world would still belong to the Xiao family.

Link by link, Rong Pu had thought of it, and Murong Yi had too.

Looking at the sky, there were only two hours left until morning court.

Within these two hours, that side would certainly intensify forced confessions, possibly even organizing student protests; this side also needed to make many corresponding moves.

Murong Yi gave his subordinates several instructions, and two people accepted orders and left.

The remaining few followed him toward the imperial city.

In the area where nobles and aristocrats gathered not far from the imperial city, he randomly chose a mansion to break into. Moments later, his subordinates emerged carrying a soft sedan chair at high speed, with him following behind, and behind him were the guards from that mansion, chasing and shouting, but unable to catch up. They watched as this group of inexplicable bandits rushed into the mansion wanting neither gold nor silver nor treasures, just stealing a sedan chair and floating away like scattered petals.

The few people carried the sedan chair all the way to the palace gate square. The palace’s outer guard army was the Vermillion Bird Guard, originally commanded by Xiao Chang. Xiao Chang had been impeached and lost his position in the Vermillion Bird Camp. Because this position guarded the imperial city and was extremely important, with several factions competing unsuccessfully, it remained undecided to this day, temporarily managed by the deputy commander.

But anyone who could serve as deputy commander under Xiao Chang was naturally from the Xiao family faction. This deputy commander had already received secret orders from the Xiao family to strictly guard the palace gates today—not even a fly was allowed in or out!

Murong Yi put on a white cloak he’d just stolen, ducked into the sedan chair, and his four subordinates lifted it, heading for the palace gate square.

Guards immediately came to block them, but the subordinates Murong Yi brought to Great Qian were all trained secretly with heavy investment for years. Not to mention martial arts, their lightness skills were exceptional. When they took off running, even their shadows couldn’t be seen.

The Vermillion Bird Guards moved forward to stop the sedan chair. But in a flash, the sedan chair’s shadow vanished. Looking back, the sedan chair had already crossed the Golden Water Bridge!

The Vermillion Bird Guards were greatly alarmed and quickly used whistle signals. But tonight the square was originally heavily controlled in layers. Two teams of guards turned from both sides of the Golden Water Bridge to block the sedan chair.

The four black-clothed men leaped into the air, literally carrying the black sedan chair as they stepped on the guards’ heads, jumping over the human wall.

People looked up.

This scene was truly somewhat eerie. The wet, deep blue night after rain, black robes and black sedan chair floating weightlessly in the monochrome blue sky. The sedan chair remained perfectly steady in mid-air, its curtain slightly lifted by wind, revealing half a snow-white face with deep red lips, lips curving slightly.

This curve was soul-stirring and captivating, mesmerizing the people below who forgot to thrust out their pear blossom spears to block.

By the time they reacted, the sedan chair had landed behind them again.

The four moved like ghosts, instantly sliding far away, not far from the palace gate.

But two teams of men approached like swimming dragons, everyone carrying long spears on their backs, led by the Vermillion Bird Camp deputy commander.

The deputy commander sternly shouted: “Who goes there! No loitering before the palace gate. After nightfall, anyone approaching within three zhang of the palace gate without orders shall be killed without mercy!”

…

Tie Ci had been recuperating recently, so she maintained excellent sleeping habits in the palace, always going to bed by the proper time at latest.

But tonight she didn’t sleep on time. She kept reading books, occasionally looking up toward the Chong Ming Palace in the distance.

Chong Ming Palace seemed very quiet tonight. It was said His Majesty had gone to sleep early.

Dan Shuang trimmed the candle wick for Tie Ci and said softly: “Your Highness, you seem a bit restless tonight.”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said: “Because I’m waiting.”

“Waiting for what?” Chi Xue’s expression changed slightly. “…The spring examinations announced results today…”

Tie Ci nodded approvingly.

“You mean they—”

“For something as major as the spring examinations, the Xiao family couldn’t possibly not cause trouble, but I don’t know if they’ll act immediately or wait a bit longer.” “Initially they yielded the chief and deputy examiner positions…”

“Precisely because they yielded the chief and deputy examiner positions, I’m worried they’ll cause trouble after the spring examinations. If the Xiao family were so reasonable, we wouldn’t have struggled so hard all these years.”

“Then since you knew their yielding the chief and deputy examiner positions was a conspiracy, why did you still accept?”

“If they dare give it, I dare take it. They think giving it means they can definitely take it back, but I haven’t agreed to that.” Tie Ci slowly said, “Being overly cautious accomplishes nothing. When gifts come to your door, take them first!”

“Then this servant will have everyone stay awake tonight and prepare.”

Dan Shuang said: “It may not necessarily be tonight. Maybe it’s tomorrow. If there’s a hard battle tomorrow, you must rest well first.”

Tie Ci shook her head: “Testing whether something will happen tonight is simple.”

Moments later, Dan Shuang went out carrying a box, saying she was delivering late-night refreshments to His Majesty on the Crown Princess’s orders.

The path was smooth, but she was stopped at the Chong Ming Palace gate by an unfamiliar eunuch who said His Majesty was sleeping.

Following Tie Ci’s instructions, Dan Shuang pleaded kindly. After being refused several times, she suddenly smashed the tray in her hands over the eunuch’s head.

The eunuch’s eyes rolled back and he collapsed with a thud.

But immediately a large group of guards poured out from outside Chong Ming Palace, as if they’d been waiting there all along.

Even the rooftops were lined with rows of people.

Dan Shuang suddenly leaped up. The people on the roof were in formation, but she only lightly touched the eaves corner with her toes and shouted toward the west pavilion of Chong Ming Palace: “Pingzong! Your little aunt is calling you to get up and work!”

After a moment, with a thunderous crash, a human figure shot out like lightning from the building, rumbling all the way toward the main hall.

Tie Ci had insisted on Pingzong staying in Chong Ming Palace’s west pavilion as a worshipper specifically to protect her father. Consort Jing had also been brought into Chong Ming Palace, living in the east pavilion near Pingzong.

Dan Shuang flipped backward and landed, picked up the tray, stepped over the eunuch, and went back.

The guards looked at each other in confusion.

A quarter-hour later, after hearing Dan Shuang’s report, Tie Ci immediately stood up and said: “Leave the palace immediately. Set off yellow fireworks. Summon the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards and the Blood Cavalry.”

The Blood Cavalry who had followed Tie Ci back to the capital last time had been kept by Tie Ci under the pretext of helping train the capital’s defenders. They were stationed in the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards’ camp west of the imperial city, conveniently training the Nine Guards.

Yellow fireworks shot into the night sky, exploding into a coiling yellow dragon.

The great red cloak swept behind her, flowing smoothly at her back, then pressed down by her black hair.

The cloak’s ties fastened under her chin, making Tie Ci’s complexion appear snow-white and her features sharper.

The people behind her moved in goose formation, following Tie Ci as she hurried down the steps.

Just after leaving the palace gate, countless White Marsh Guards surged forward.

But farther away, red-clothed figures flashed—the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had also arrived.

The White Marsh Guards were under the Palace Ceremonial Supervisor’s jurisdiction, always responsible for palace defense. The most peculiar thing about this Great Qian dynasty was that the Emperor had no personal army. The original Feathered Forest Guards had been abolished. When Tie Ci returned to the capital with great merit this time, one requirement she made to the Cabinet and Palace Ceremonial Supervisor was for the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards to enter the inner palace for defense. Thus, the palace defense finally had the Tie family’s own people.

The two groups of troops met before Ruixiang Hall. The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards welcomed Tie Ci while the White Marsh Guards wanted to block but didn’t dare. They could only follow behind Tie Ci with small steps.

After all, as the female heir apparent, traveling between the inner palace and outer halls was her freedom. No one could interfere.

The White Marsh Guard commander walked sideways beside Tie Ci, constantly saying in a low voice: “Your Highness, please stop, Your Highness, please stop. Please tell us where you’re going so the White Marsh Guards can accompany and protect you…”

“I don’t need your protection, and I don’t need to explain to you.” Tie Ci said, “Step aside. When I advance, anyone appearing in front of me is committing great disrespect.”

The White Marsh Guard commander’s left foot tripped over his right foot, and he had to lead his men to step back. When he wanted to follow, Xia Houchun, stroking his cat, walked over silently, grinned at him, and said: “Brother, the days are long. If you don’t want to die mysteriously in the palace at midnight, keep your butt properly seated.”

That grin sent cold sweat down the White Marsh Guard commander’s spine. He had to step further back. Only after the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards surrounded Tie Ci did he follow again.

A large group of people advanced silently through the palace, their footsteps on the slightly wet ground making neat rustling sounds.

Not until the palace gate came into view did the White Marsh Guard commander rush forward again and shout loudly: “Your Highness! Unless it’s urgent military or state affairs, one cannot enter or leave the palace prohibition at night. The palace gates absolutely will not reopen after nightfall. You cannot go any further!”

At the same time, the sound of running on the palace walls grew more urgent as large numbers of soldiers flowed down like water.

Tie Ci raised her hand and pointed at the palace gate.

…

Chapter 303: Because You’re Too Fragrant
At the palace gate, the Vermillion Bird Guard deputy commander shouted: “Who goes there!”

The sedan chair stopped, and several affected coughs came from inside, followed by a weak voice saying: “Rong Pu of the Chief Minister’s mansion.”

An identification plaque was passed out. A soldier took it and handed it to the deputy commander, who glanced at it, raised an eyebrow, and softened his tone slightly: “So it’s Scholar Rong. Perfect timing—when the Chief Minister returned home earlier, he instructed me that if I encountered the Scholar, I should ask him to return home promptly. Tonight the rain is heavy and wind cold, Scholar should not linger outside.”

His tone was polite, but his sharp eyes remained fixed on the sedan chair.

The person inside the sedan chair was silent for a moment before saying weakly: “Very well.”

The sedan chair then turned around.

The deputy commander breathed a sigh of relief.

But just as the sedan chair turned, suddenly a figure leaped out from inside, kicked backward at the sedan chair body without looking back. The enormous sedan chair was sent flying by his kick, whistling through the air toward the deputy commander.

The deputy commander had been watching the people, his eyes on those carrying the sedan chair. He hadn’t expected the people to stay put while the sedan chair came crashing toward him. Instinctively, he stepped aside.

He had originally led his men to block the palace gate. Now with the sedan chair turning around, those blocking the gate all unconsciously relaxed. Seeing the sedan chair suddenly crash toward them, they followed the deputy commander’s example, scattering on horseback to both sides.

The wind was fierce as the sedan chair crashed thunderously into the palace gate.

The deputy commander looked back, catching a glimpse of bright light flashing within the sedan chair from the corner of his eye.

A great sense of alarm arose in his heart. Just as he was about to shout for people to stop it, the next moment came a thunderous explosion, crimson flashing, black smoke billowing skyward.

The sedan chair exploded at the palace gate!

The sedan chair had actually contained gunpowder hidden inside!

There was actually someone in this world who dared to silently blow up the palace gate!

The deputy commander was also completely stunned by the explosion, watching helplessly as a large hole was blasted in the palace gate, his head buzzing. But what made his brain explode even more was still to come—the person who had leaped from the sedan chair and kicked it away shouted loudly: “I am Rong Pu of the Chief Minister’s mansion! I hereby accuse the Vermillion Bird Guard deputy commander of treasonous rebellion, destroying the palace gate!”

The deputy commander was both angry and amused, about to curse, when he heard a response from behind the palace gate like metal striking stone: “Received!”

As the smoke cleared, through the large hole in the palace gate appeared Tie Ci’s snow-white face.

In mid-air, Murong Yi turned around and landed on the sedan chair pole that remained after half the sedan chair was destroyed, leaving only a diagonal beam pointing skyward. The wide white robe on his body was blown away by the wind, floating leisurely into the distance, while he looked back from his high perch.

Inside and outside the hole, their gazes met.

Across what seemed close but was actually far, past what should have been impregnable to ten thousand soldiers, past what should have taken him a lifetime to approach even one step closer—the Great Qian palace gate.

Seeing her, the master of the deep palace.

Tie Ci’s gaze quickly swept over him, confirming what she wanted to confirm, then turned away, falling on the Vermillion Bird Camp deputy commander as she said coldly: “The Vermillion Bird Guard deputy commander plotted rebellion and disorder, destroying the palace gate. With both human and material evidence present, I order his arrest along with his accomplices!”

Behind her, the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had already seized advantageous positions, quickly isolating and capturing the still-dazed deputy commander and the squad of soldiers he had brought.

Only this group had been blocking Murong Yi’s path earlier. The others were either still on the high city towers or still behind them. Murong Yi’s action of kicking out the sedan chair and blowing up the palace gate was extremely fast. People slightly farther away in the darkness couldn’t see clearly. Hearing the Crown Princess personally say “treasonous rebellion,” they instinctively dared not move.

And this batch of Vermillion Bird Guards who clearly saw Murong Yi blow up the palace gate never imagined such a brazen operation of crying “stop thief” while being the thief himself. They never expected the Crown Princess to cooperate so seamlessly with this scoundrel—one daring to accuse, one daring to accept. Before they could react, they were captured.

The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had wandered outside for so long they’d picked up underworld habits. After capturing people, they smoothly pulled out stinking sweat rags and stuffed everyone’s mouths.

By the time the palace gate guards and White Marsh Guards following behind caught up, this group had already been tied up in a pile.

Tie Ci said: “Send them all to the Court of Judicial Review. Order the Court Minister to guard them well. If even one person is leniently treated, I’ll hold him accountable with his own life and property! After this matter is concluded, we’ll interrogate them thoroughly.”

Whether they were interrogated or not, and what came out of it, none of this batch of Vermillion Bird Guards could expect to get out until this incident was settled.

The Vermillion Bird Guard deputy commander made muffled protests through his gag as the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards dragged him away directly.

The other Vermillion Bird Guards wanted to rescue him, but Tie Ci said: “Anyone who moves without authorization will be charged with the same crime of treason!”

Immediately no one dared move.

The White Marsh Guards who had rushed down from the city wall retreated fastest.

Though both inner and outer palace guards belonged to the Xiao family faction, they ultimately weren’t direct lineage. Each leader had their own calculations, some had already been infiltrated by the imperial clan, and there were conflicts among them. The White Marsh Guards naturally wouldn’t stand up for the Vermillion Bird Guards at this moment.

Hoofbeats sounded urgently as the Blood Cavalry and the remaining four teams of Nine Guards stationed outside the imperial city arrived. There was also a team of gray-clothed men who looked completely unremarkable, but everyone whose gaze met theirs instinctively shuddered all over.

Too cold and indifferent, yet stern, making people think of demons wielding blades in endless hell.

Tie Ci pointed at the city gate: “The Vermillion Bird Guards protecting the imperial city are no longer trustworthy. The palace gate concerns the safety of the imperial palace and cannot be taken lightly. Commander Xu, I’m temporarily entrusting this to you. Remember—no external armies may enter, no internal guards may leave.”

Commander Xu responded expressionlessly. The White Marsh Guard commander watched in stunned amazement, wanting to say this was unreasonable—how could such an important place as the imperial city be casually taken over by just any team? But when that gray-clothed commander turned his cold gaze over, his back immediately broke out in goosebumps.

For a moment he felt that if he said one word of impropriety, the next moment the other party could cut off his head!

The White Marsh Guards dared not speak, and with their leader captured, none of the Vermillion Bird Guards dared step forward. Gray-clothed soldiers flowed in like water—some went up to guard the city, others herded the Vermillion Bird Guards into corners like chickens.

The White Marsh Guard commander had no choice but to retreat into the palace. Before leaving, looking at those gray-clothed people, he felt something was strange no matter how he looked at them. With all that killing aura, they didn’t seem like the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards.

He couldn’t help quietly asking a gray-clothed soldier: “May I ask which army unit you brothers belong to?”

The other replied coldly: “Scorpion Camp.”

White Marsh Guard: “???”

Wasn’t Scorpion Camp in Yong Ping!

How could Scorpion Camp enter the capital? How did they get in? When did they enter? How did he not know?

The White Marsh Guard commander looked back in confusion. In the pitch-black doorway, Tie Ci’s straight-backed figure was giving orders.

He vaguely understood something, endless cold rising from his chest. Not daring to think further, he turned and headed back.

He decided that from now on, he would only properly guard the palace, fulfill his duties, not walk one extra step or do one extra thing.

At the palace gate, Dan Shuang led over a red horse—Tie Ci’s mount, formally named Jiang Bing.

Tie Ci leaped onto the horse: “Commander, arrange for part of the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards to enter the palace and protect Father Emperor. You personally take people to the He mansion and Duan mansion, protect both chief examiners—whoever comes cannot take them away! Wait for further news.”

“Yes!”

“Colonel Liu, you go to the Tribute Academy. If extreme incidents of scholars storming the academy occur, you’re responsible for calming the situation and controlling it. Don’t let anyone fish in troubled waters. Remember—no rough treatment of any scholars.”

Colonel Liu, leader of the three hundred Blood Cavalry, accepted the order.

Murong Yi, who had been waiting for Tie Ci to question him, smiled slightly.

Look how smart Eighteen was.

Before he had even broken in, she had already rushed out. Before he said anything, she had already guessed what happened and made arrangements at maximum speed.

But his smile also carried slight worry.

Someone born to be crown prince—unable to let go of the realm, the people, and her own responsibilities. When would she be willing to obediently be his wife?

The road was long and arduous, long and arduous.

Only now did Tie Ci turn to look at him, her gaze calm as she nodded slightly, as if facing an old friend of many years: “What’s the specific situation?”

Everyone naturally looked at Murong Yi, thinking this was some academy classmate of Tie Ci’s.

Only Murong Yi could see that Tie Ci’s face was stretched a bit tight.

But this wasn’t the time for flirtation. He explained the situation in a few words. Tie Ci nodded, whispered a few instructions to Dan Shuang, who then returned to the palace. Tie Ci ordered the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards to bring a horse for Murong Yi, turned her own horse’s head, and said: “Let’s go.”

“Where is Your Highness going?”

“First to the Capital Prefecture, then to the Court of Judicial Review.”

Time waited for no one. Tie Ci lifted the reins.

Suddenly there was weight behind her, a familiar woody fragrance approaching. Tie Ci heard the sound of her subordinates gasping.

She didn’t look back, her spine rigid: “Get down.”

Murong Yi behind her spoke in a surprisingly serious tone: “I won’t.”

“Get down.”

“I still have important details to report to Your Highness. It’s just that a word or two can’t explain it all. If I ride a horse to speak you won’t hear, and stopping to talk wastes too much time, so I had to act expeditiously.”

Tie Ci: …That’s not how you use “act expeditiously.”

Murong Yi poked her from behind: “Don’t delay, time waits for no one.”

Tie Ci took a breath, very much wanting to kick him off, but time truly waited for no one. If she was even a moment slower, Shen Mi and the others might suffer another moment of torment. She had no choice but to stay silent and raise her whip.

The whip cracked crisply in the air, and Jiang Bing shot out like an arrow.

She gave no warning and the horse galloped extremely fast. Murong Yi’s body swayed backward, but the scoundrel forcefully hugged Tie Ci’s waist, pulling her backward too until she nearly fell into his embrace.

Tie Ci understood this wretch’s sinister intentions were everywhere, so she had to slow down slightly.

The group of horses galloped through the midnight curfewed streets. Blood Cavalry on the left and right cleared the way. Night patrol soldiers hadn’t had time to question them before being driven far away by the Blood Cavalry—one showing credentials, another lashing with whips.

Murong Yi tightly held Tie Ci’s waist. Their bodies constantly made slight contact as the horses rose and fell. Faint dragon’s saliva fragrance and light woody scent intertwined and permeated each other. Wind separated their long hair then tangled it again like two fluttering black banners.

He rested his chin on her shoulder and let out a satisfied sigh.

He had thought that after that blade on Wu Se Plain, with identities exposed and a chasm formed, crossing mountain valleys again would require deep years and exhausting difficulties.

Yet unexpectedly heaven assisted, providing so quickly an opportunity to serve her and bridge their differences.

However, it was still Eighteen being soft-hearted and considering the big picture, willing to give him such a chance.

Just as he said—she couldn’t bear to part with him!

The midnight spring breeze was slightly cool but refreshing. The breathing behind her was light and joyful, as if countless small bubbles floated in the air.

Tie Ci didn’t look back, yet somehow could feel the lightness of all things around her.

Listening to his breathing, even heaven and earth seemed peaceful.

After Wu Se Plain, that faint irritation and hidden melancholy all seemed to be blown away by the wind through the post-rain empty streets at this moment, melted by the soft, smiling sighs of the person behind her.

Their bodies constantly brushed lightly against each other. Her expression remained calm, but with each light touch, her heart seemed to soften an inch.

When he wasn’t there, she didn’t seem to feel lonely, but when he was there, all things generated clear energy, clouds and rainbows rose in the sky, and everything she looked upon was complete.

Where he was, there her heart found peace.

Even though what awaited ahead was violent storms, rain slanting and clouds raging.

In such tranquil state of mind, she took the initiative to ask him: “What about the matter you said you needed to report?”

“I forgot.”

“…”

“Because you’re too fragrant.”

Tie Ci ignored his flirtation: “You said you arranged for someone to protect Shen Mi and the others? Who is it?”

“Oh, it’s the prairie dog… oh no, Gu Xiaoxiao.”

“Gu Xiaoxiao?” Tie Ci was surprised. Could her socially anxious male best friend handle this?

“Right, isn’t he afraid of people? He should be thrown into crowds to struggle and fight, experience several attacks from crowds of people, die and come back to life, live and die again, then this condition will be cured.”

Tie Ci: “…”

No, my previous sense of peace must have been an illusion.

This type of scoundrel doesn’t deserve to sit behind me. He should be thrown off the horse to die and come back to life, live and die again.

…

Gu Xiaoxiao was indeed dying and coming back to life, living and dying again.

He was sleeping peacefully at midnight when he inexplicably received a message by dagger. The cold, menacing dagger was stuck right above his head, only an inch from his skull, immediately scaring half his soul away.

When he saw the hastily written note tied to the dagger, his first reaction was that it must be a prank.

Until he saw the Qin De seal stamped at the end of the note.

He naturally recognized the Crown Princess’s private seal, but he’d never seen the Crown Princess’s private seal stamped on a dirty piece of paper.

The Crown Princess didn’t seem like someone who acted so unreliably.

But it was indeed this private seal that made him realize the seriousness of the situation. He quickly got up, took calling cards from his mansion, and was just about to call for a horse carriage when a black-clothed person leaped down, picked him up on his back and ran.

Flying over eaves and walls the whole way, this human airplane made Gu Xiaoxiao dizzy and disoriented while the close contact with a stranger nearly killed him. From beginning to end his back muscles were rigid, and when put down he nearly went into convulsions.

But knowing time was urgent, he struggled to knock on the Capital Prefecture’s door. The calling card was sent up, but before long he was politely escorted out, told that all the officials were not in tonight.

The Capital Prefecture Governor was a ceremonial position, usually filled by princes. Previously it had been led by Prince Zhao, but he didn’t handle actual affairs. After the incident of changing the crown prince last time, Prince Zhao was stripped of even this ceremonial position. Daily management of the Capital Prefecture was handled by the Capital Prefecture Deputy Governor, with judges and other officials under him. To say they were all absent was impossible, but since they said they wouldn’t see him, Gu Xiaoxiao, just the son of a Ministry of Personnel Minister, really couldn’t expose the lie.

Gu Xiaoxiao took a deep breath at the door and presented his calling card again, saying: “Please report once more. I have matters regarding this spring’s Capital Prefecture application for increased subsidies for night patrol staff below the Six Departments and various Capital Prefecture warehouse inspection matters to discuss in detail with the Governor.”

The gatekeeper went to report again. This time they invited him in. After all, the Ministry of Personnel controlled everyone’s purse strings and watched everyone’s purse strings. If the Capital Prefecture wanted to give employees raises and didn’t want to be nitpicked by Ministry of Personnel clerks during annual routine warehouse inspections, they couldn’t help but give face to the Minister’s son.

The Capital Prefecture Deputy Governor was indeed there. Upon meeting, he didn’t mention the previous lie about being absent, chatted amiably with Gu Xiaoxiao with warm words, but only discussed asking the Ministry of Personnel for money, requesting Gu Xiaoxiao to put in good words with the Minister. But he deflected Gu Xiaoxiao’s inquiries several times. After talking for a long time, Gu Xiaoxiao didn’t even know whether the people were actually in the Capital Prefecture or what the current situation was. He could only infer from the fact that the Capital Prefecture was still brightly lit after nightfall with countless people walking back and forth that the people should be in the great prison, undergoing overnight interrogation. Hearing the sounds of those people moving about, Gu Xiaoxiao became increasingly anxious.

The Capital Prefecture Deputy Governor across from him was still talking endlessly, mouth opening and closing with nonsense. Gu Xiaoxiao endured the spittle spraying on his face, slid his sleeve across the table, pressing large denomination banknotes under his sleeve, and said softly: “Uncle, your nephew has several close friends who I heard got into trouble tonight and were imprisoned in the Capital Prefecture jail. Father and nephew are quite worried. Please be accommodating, Uncle, and let nephew see them.”

The Deputy Governor stopped his chattering mouth, leisurely took a sip of tea, and leaned close to Gu Xiaoxiao.

Gu Xiaoxiao instinctively wanted to lean back, but forced himself to resist and lean forward instead, smelling the bad breath from the other’s mouth caused by staying up late.

He suppressed his nausea and put on a pleading expression.

The Deputy Governor glanced at the banknotes and smiled: “Worthy nephew, normally speaking, this small request of yours, considering the Minister’s face, would be hard to refuse. It’s just that the serious criminals brought in tonight, according to Great Qian law…”

Before he could finish, Gu Xiaoxiao’s fingers moved nimbly, and another large denomination banknote appeared under his sleeve.

But the Deputy Governor laughed, pushed the banknotes back with two fingers, and shook his head: “If it were any other day, when worthy nephew came to ask, I would have let you see them. But today this prefecture has received strict orders—no matter who comes, they cannot enter this prison…”

But Gu Xiaoxiao didn’t let him push the banknotes back. His elbow pressed against the Deputy Governor’s elbow, his cheek slightly tightened, and under his sleeve, something else appeared.

The Deputy Governor thought more banknotes had been added, his smile deepened with some contemptuous meaning, and he pushed back even harder.

It didn’t budge. He raised an eyebrow, looking at Gu Xiaoxiao whose face was flushed red as if being tortured but still persisting in pressing his elbow, just about to say something mocking when he heard Gu Xiaoxiao say: “Please take another look?”

The Deputy Governor looked down and saw that what was on top wasn’t a banknote at all.

It was a very ordinary piece of paper, even somewhat torn, with several lines of hasty writing, but the final seal made his pupils contract.

Qin De Seal!

“The Crown Princess’s handwritten order,” Gu Xiaoxiao said softly. “Ordering me to visit the prison on her behalf, and instructing the Capital Prefecture not to use private torture.”

The Deputy Governor looked at Gu Xiaoxiao in shock.

Everything had proceeded at maximum speed. The people had only been sent to the Capital Prefecture not long ago, and all those present at the time had been trapped. How did the Crown Princess know?

Even if she knew, calculating the time to report to the Crown Princess and then rush over, there wasn’t enough time!

Gu Xiaoxiao’s voice grew softer: “Governor, are you going to defy the Crown Princess’s imperial order?”

Chapter 304: Protection
The Capital Prefecture Deputy Governor was the most difficult local official position under heaven. At the feet of the emperor, high officials were everywhere, relationships were intricately complex, and one careless move could touch a deadly network of connections. Therefore, successive Capital Prefecture Governors never lasted long, and those who could manage were all shrewd individuals who wouldn’t easily take sides and wouldn’t easily offend anyone.

This one was naturally the same. His expression changed several times before he finally bowed and stood up, beckoning a bailiff over, giving a few instructions, and having Gu Xiaoxiao led to the prison.

Only then did Gu Xiaoxiao breathe a sigh of relief. He withdrew his sleeve, pocketing the handwritten order, while the banknotes had silently fallen into the gap of the chair where the Deputy Governor sat.

The Deputy Governor acted as if he hadn’t seen it, smiling warmly as he saw him off.

Once outside, Gu Xiaoxiao touched his back—three layers of clothing were soaked through.

The black-clothed person who had brought him posed as his attendant, waiting outside the door all along, now silently following behind him.

After walking a few steps, Gu Xiaoxiao looked back at the black-clothed man, sizing him up: “You’re not one of Rong Pu’s people, are you?”

Mu Si smiled with slight pride and shook his head.

Although Murong Yi was also trash, Rong Pu? Of course he was even less worthy of being his master.

Murong Yi’s subordinates, except for the coward Zhao San, always carried an air of “I’m the most awesome, everyone else is stupid.”

Gu Xiaoxiao nodded, thinking about that torn paper stamped with the Crown Princess’s private seal.

He had cut off the blank portion with the seal, imitated the Crown Princess’s handwriting to write the order, and it had served a great purpose.

This person must belong to that seductive scoundrel, the Prince of Liaodong.

Indeed, generally… despicable!

Gu Xiaoxiao’s heart surged with determination never to let his Crown Princess marry this bastard, and entered the prison.

As soon as he entered, he heard the sound of whips flying and Qi Yuansi’s angry curses.

Gu Xiaoxiao was anxious, but he couldn’t run fast himself, so he tugged at the black-clothed man: “Quickly go stop them!”

Mu Si folded his arms and said coolly: “My master only told me to protect you, not to save people.”

These people were all said to be those who fawned over the Crown Princess. Daring to compete with his master for a woman, getting a few lashes was deserved.

Gu Xiaoxiao had no choice but to rush over himself. Sure enough, he saw Shen Mi and Xiao Wu tied to torture racks, with bare-chested bailiffs wielding whips dipped in salt water, whirring through the air, circling to strike down.

“Stop!”

Gu Xiaoxiao, who usually walked very slowly due to fear of crowds, used the fastest speed of his life to rush forward, blocking in front of Shen Mi and Xiao Wu: “Stop! The Crown Princess has ordered that Shen Mi and others have scholarly rank and cannot be interrogated with private torture!”

He turned to look at Shen Mi, who appeared to have already taken several lashes, his clothes torn. The other side was truly impatient—he had rushed here so quickly yet still couldn’t completely prevent it.

But strangely, Shen Mi and Xiao Wu appeared to have fainted. Just a few lashes shouldn’t have caused this.

He didn’t know that earlier, when Rong Pu took the opportunity to say a few words to Shen Mi and the others, he had already slipped fast-acting sleeping medicine into their palms.

Once they fainted, the interrogators could only stop, providing maximum protection.

It also prevented the occurrence of giving confessions under torture they couldn’t endure.

But the interrogating officials and bailiffs didn’t believe such a thing could bring about a Crown Princess’s handwritten order, especially on such a piece of torn paper!

They immediately laughed: “What kind of thing are you, daring to play the lord in the Capital Prefecture prison! Get lost!”

The long whip was raised and skillfully struck toward Gu Xiaoxiao.

Not really to hit him, just skillfully driving him away.

But Gu Xiaoxiao spread his arms wide, standing in front of the two without moving: “Strike! I am the son of the Minister of Personnel! If you injure me, next year all Capital Prefecture expenditures will be strictly reviewed, and all income items will be uniformly rejected!”

The interrogating official waved his hand, looked him up and down a few times: “The Minister of Personnel’s son is so impressive! Aren’t you afraid we’ll impeach you later for using public resources for private purposes, harboring grudges and seeking revenge!”

“Not as impressive as you!” Gu Xiaoxiao felt uncomfortable all over, his gaze floating in the air, slight sweat appearing on his forehead. “You dare ignore the Crown Princess’s handwritten order and arbitrarily torture tribute students!”

“Tribute students obtained through bribing examiners—their heads might roll tomorrow. Do you want to accompany them!”

“Whether it’s cheating needs to be investigated first! You’re just an interrogating official, you can’t use torture, and you want to determine guilt with a single word?”

The interrogating official sneered coldly but truly didn’t dare move again.

He had received instructions from superiors and taken silver, told to beat these people to disability and extract confessions. But now with this noble son blocking here, since he could enter, it meant the superiors’ attitude was also ambiguous. Plus there was that Crown Princess’s handwritten order—he wasn’t worth simultaneously offending the Crown Princess and high officials for a bit of silver.

In the past, the Crown Princess’s weight would have been behind the Minister of Personnel, but now the Crown Princess attended court and gradually gained power. He was just an interrogating official—if the Crown Princess moved her tongue, she could take his life.

Just like with the same accusations, Qi Yuansi wasn’t tortured. As long as Qi Ling wasn’t pulled down, no one was willing to mortally offend a military general with troop command.

He stepped back, signaled the bailiffs to put away their whips, untied those people, and sent them into prison cells.

Gu Xiaoxiao breathed a sigh of relief.

But he refused to leave, sitting at the prison door.

The interrogating official was helpless and could only order good guard duty before leaving with his people.

With the crowd in front of him gone, Gu Xiaoxiao finally relaxed, touching his back. Earlier two layers were wet, now all three layers were soaked.

When protecting Shen Mi and the others just now, even in such a tense moment, he could feel the breath and bloody smell of people extremely close behind him, making all his hair stand on end. He had forced himself to hold on until now—he was more dying than the several people who had fainted from drugs.

As fellow sons of noble families, Qi Yuansi naturally recognized him, but never expected the first to arrive and save people would be him. He looked at Gu Xiaoxiao with complex eyes for a long time: “Are you familiar with them?”

Gu Xiaoxiao shook his head. Of course not familiar. When he had chased the Crown Princess to the academy, he had only met these people briefly.

“Then you…”

“Nothing can happen to them here. Not only might the Crown Princess be implicated, but more importantly, the Crown Princess would feel guilty.”

Qi Yuansi was silent for a long time: “I thought you were most afraid of the Crown Princess being implicated, so you risked everything.”

“That’s because you don’t understand the Crown Princess.” Gu Xiaoxiao smiled with some pride. “Her—if she’s really implicated, she might not lack methods to solve it. But if good friends are injured because of her, that would truly hurt her.”

“…You still understand her better.”

“Of course. After all, we grew up together.” Gu Xiaoxiao carefully found a cleaner spot on the ground and sat down cross-legged, back to everyone. Only then did he comfortably sigh in relief. “I still remember the first time I met her. It was during an autumn hunt. Children about my age had all started drawing bows, competing over who shot the most game. But I could never hit anything. Everyone laughed at me, and Father felt ashamed, so he scolded me. I hid by a small stream crying, and that’s when I met her.”

“What was she doing?” Qi Yuansi listened with great interest, trying hard to search his childhood autumn hunt memories. He was about the same age as Gu Xiaoxiao and should have participated, so why did he have no impression of the young Crown Princess?

“She was releasing animals. She carried a long string of wild rabbits and such, all only shot through the hind legs. She gave them simple bandaging and then released them. She asked why I was crying, then gave me two rabbits and told me to say I shot them myself. I carried the rabbits back and with those two rabbits, I even made the top three in that day’s competition. Father rewarded me with an inkstone, but the inkstone was minor—the key was that I got to know her from then on.”

Qi Yuansi was somewhat confused: “Why did she bandage the rabbits? Since she wanted to release them, why shoot them?”

“Because she had stronger archery skills than anyone, but couldn’t display them in front of people.”

Qi Yuansi was stunned.

Gu Xiaoxiao said lightly: “Later something else happened. I got my reward and went to find her to thank her, but I saw a palace maid sneak into her tent and place something inside. Not long after, a leopard attacked her tent, but because I had asked her to come out and talk, she escaped disaster.”

There was movement in the prison. Several people had awakened but no one spoke, all quietly listening.

In the dark, gloomy prison with no light, only a distant candle flame’s faint glow wandered on the mottled walls, connecting to a bit of blue light above—that was dawn breaking, morning light approaching.

“Only later did I realize that was the daily life she had to live. She was under surveillance and control, could only be mediocre and not outstanding, otherwise murderous intent would follow like a shadow.”

“So she could only secretly practice archery, shooting all game only in the right leg, then releasing them after shooting. Behind people she was young but hit a hundred shots out of a hundred, in front of people her archery was mediocre and no one paid attention.”

“But even so, the Empress Dowager still wasn’t at ease with her, watching for opportunities to kill her.”

“She hid and endured like this year after year, until today.”

Someone was sighing softly in the darkness.

When the Yue Li Academy students got to know Tie Ci, she was already broad and powerful, gentle as the light of sun and moon, with the nobility most befitting the crown prince’s status. When people interacted with her, they were easily conquered by her personal charisma, never thinking of that puppet legend, much less able to reconcile the small, suffering girl in Gu Xiaoxiao’s story with the bright and gentle Tie Ci.

Hearing this now, besides sighs and laments, they also marveled that such years of suppression and harm hadn’t made her gloomy and lightless, with cracks in her heart. She remained like a bright pearl and beautiful jade, round and lustrous.

Xiao Wu said softly: “Actually, even without Scholar Rong giving me that medicine, I could have endured.”

“She wouldn’t want any unnecessary sacrifices to occur. Following such a leader is our fortune,” Shen Mi replied.

Mu Si was silent in the darkness, thinking that Dan Shuang following such a master must also be quite difficult.

Especially with her solitary and stubborn nature.

Suddenly footsteps sounded in the darkness. Everyone stopped talking and warily saw two jailers slowly approaching, carrying baskets, saying hoarsely: “Meal time.”

Probably delivering breakfast? But so early? None of them had eaten prison food and had no experience. Qi Yuansi’s thoughts were still on the earlier story. As he reached out to receive it, Gu Xiaoxiao suddenly blocked with his arm: “Take it back. My mansion will send food later.”

The jailer said: “Outside food isn’t allowed. If you want to eat, you can only eat ours.”

“I’ve never heard of a rule forbidding outside food and clothing.” Gu Xiaoxiao stood up. “Then let us first see what you eat.”

Mu Si, who had been leaning against the wall with arms folded, walked over.

The jailers stepped back two paces, exchanged glances: “Why are you so ignorant of rules? Since that’s the case, don’t eat this food at all, go hungry!” They turned and left.

After they left, Shen Mi said: “Something’s wrong.”

Meal delivery was too early. They had just entered prison—going hungry for several days would be normal. How could they have such good treatment?

“Don’t put any food or water from this prison in your mouths,” Gu Xiaoxiao warned.

Everyone agreed. The prison quieted, but after just a moment, footsteps sounded again, this time more people.

Gu Xiaoxiao stood up again, seeing a large group crowd in this time, with two people dressed like wealthy household stewards behind the crowd.

Still led by those two jailers, they shouted roughly: “Because the prisoners fainted, superiors ordered doctors to come examine them.”

Gu Xiaoxiao immediately said: “They’ve already awakened, no need for trouble!”

Shen Mi and the others also sat up to show they didn’t need medical attention.

But this time the jailers didn’t show their previous wariness of him. One roughly grabbed Gu Xiaoxiao and yanked him. Unprepared, Gu Xiaoxiao fell to the ground.

Qi Yuansi angrily shouted, striking the prison door with bare hands: “What are you doing!”

The jailers ignored him, unlocking on their own. Two wide-robed people behind them carrying boxes were about to enter the prison.

Gu Xiaoxiao crawled up from the ground and lunged forward, grabbing one person in each hand.

The social phobia and physical contact phobia patient clung desperately to the two wide-robed people, pulling them backward with all his might, shouting at Mu Si: “Why aren’t you helping!”

Mu Si had already rushed over, but a large group of bailiffs surged forward to block him.

How could Gu Xiaoxiao alone stop two people, especially with two jailers beside them? They grabbed Gu Xiaoxiao’s collar and dragged him outward: “We gave you face, don’t be shameless. If you don’t know what’s good for you, we won’t be polite!”

Gu Xiaoxiao shouted loudly: “The Crown Princess’s order—”

The jailer looked up, received eye signals from the two people standing behind the crowd, sneered, and yanked out the old paper from Gu Xiaoxiao’s sleeve: “What trash! You dare pretend this is a royal order!” He raised his hand and tore it to shreds.

His other hand grabbed Gu Xiaoxiao’s hair and shoved him violently backward.

Gu Xiaoxiao fell back, but behind him was an iron table used for interrogation, with his head aimed directly at the table’s sharp corner.

Qi Yuansi, the only one who could see clearly, shouted with a changed voice: “Xiao Gu!”

Everyone was too far to help, all changing color.

Suddenly there was a thunderous crash from above. The skylight shattered, and a whip snaked in like a serpent, viciously striking the iron table’s edge, forcibly whipping the heavy iron table several feet away. It brushed past Gu Xiaoxiao as he fell backward with a bang, and someone lightly leaped down from the roof.

Before the person landed, they had already kicked the iron table. The long, teeth-grinding screech of metal scraping ground sounded as the iron table charged straight toward the two wide-robed people about to enter.

Both were quite agile, twisting to avoid it. The boxes in their hands hit the prison door, releasing a cloud of smoke. Someone shouted: “Hold your breath!”

Shen Mi and the others were all agile, covering their mouths and noses early.

The next moment, a deafening crash—the iron table smashed into the prison bars, actually breaking one wooden post as thick as a child’s waist, and the prison door was also knocked out of shape.

Only now did the person who jumped from above land lightly in the center of the crowd, long robes falling, without a speck of dust.

Those fighting were shocked by this display and all stopped, looking together.

Mu Si said: “Finally here!”

After calling for help, he felt it wasn’t his business anymore, sleeves flowing as he lazily leaned against a pillar.

Murong Yi glanced at him sideways, said nothing, stepped forward to kick the iron table away, and gestured for Shen Mi and the others to come out.

Before Shen Mi and the others could emerge, jailers and prefecture soldiers had already rushed over. Their leader shouted: “Who dares break prisoners from jail! Men, seize them!”

Gu Xiaoxiao caught his breath, saw the handwritten order with the Crown Princess’s private seal fallen on the ground, and immediately shouted loudly: “You people trample on the Crown Princess’s handwritten order, disregard royal commands, set up private torture chambers, and secretly harm innocents—you’re the ones who should be seized!”

Someone sneered coldly: “Stop using chicken feathers as command arrows! What royal command, what Crown Princess’s handwritten order—where is it? I don’t see any!” While speaking, he stepped forward with a sinister smile, crushing the handwritten order on the ground. “Seize them!”

Before he finished speaking, there was a thunderous crash. The prison door behind was smashed open, and another large group rushed in, taking three steps in two to reach behind the person giving orders. They grabbed his arms, pinched his shoulders, and with reversed hands pressed him kneeling to the ground. His knees struck the ground with a thud, and the faint sound of cracking bone was crisp.

The man screamed: “Who—help—ah—”

The second batch that rushed in said nothing, their strikes ruthless, decisive, and fast. Everyone only heard continuous screams and crashes. In an instant, the Capital Prefecture people along with the two steward-like people were all kicked down and tied up like dumplings. Only then did the crowd part to both sides as several people strode in.

Murong Yi’s lips curved, and Mu Si, who had been leaning against the pillar, suddenly stood straight.

Naturally it was Tie Ci who entered, followed by Dan Shuang, Chi Xue, and Xia Houchun.

Chapter 305: Want to Kiss, Hug, and Lift High
To timely stop the other side and investigate their conspiracy, she and Murong Yi had split into two routes. Murong Yi rushed ahead to protect the people in the prison, while she took a step later to first control the people in the Capital Prefecture, then hurried over.

Murong Yi looked at Tie Ci, thinking about Gu Xiaoxiao’s words he’d heard earlier on the rooftop, and truly wished he could kick all these bastards to death.

He had heard she was treated as a puppet and noticed that initially people didn’t show her much respect.

But he’d thought that with her noble status and being the dynasty’s only heir, people would still kowtow before her face, and at least in the imperial palace she’d have fine clothes and food with no one giving her grief.

He was wrong. Even the Liaodong royal palace was so dark—why had he assumed the Great Qian imperial palace would be a good place to stay?

His magnanimous and generous Eighteen had also grown up under grinding oppression.

It truly pained his heart beyond measure.

Now he only wanted to kiss, hug, and lift high that little cutie, hold her in his arms and comfort her properly.

He wanted to kick away all these messy troubles and stay far away from her forever.

His nose wasn’t a nose, his eyes weren’t eyes. He kicked down someone rushing at him, his boot slowly grinding, producing bone-cracking sounds and continuous screams, until Tie Ci glanced at him sideways. Only then did he snort coldly and withdraw his foot.

The leading Capital Prefecture judge didn’t recognize Tie Ci, but he recognized the Blood Cavalry and Crown Princess’s Nine Guards, immediately breaking into a cold sweat across his forehead.

Seeing that Shen Mi and the others were unharmed, Tie Ci relaxed slightly and signaled the Nine Guards to bring them out.

Xia Houchun personally went forward to collect the medicines from the boxes the two “doctors” carried, along with the powder on the ground.

Only then did Tie Ci turn to stare at the Capital Prefecture judge.

The judge also knew that begging for mercy was useless at this moment—it was a matter of life and death. Gritting his teeth, he said: “Your Highness… these people are serious criminals… Even though you are the Crown Prince, you cannot arbitrarily take people from the Capital Prefecture… prison.”

Tie Ci said: “I heard you said Young Master Gu was using chicken feathers as command arrows? What, is my handwritten order a chicken feather?”

The judge said: “No… no! He was falsely claiming imperial orders! Your subject… your subject saw no handwritten order from him! Your subject is innocent! We should pursue Young Master Gu’s crime of forging the Crown Prince’s handwritten order!”

Ignoring a handwritten order was the crime of great disrespect to the imperial family, punishable by dismissal or even beheading. He would never admit to it no matter what—after all, the order had already been crushed by him!

Tie Ci looked at him, then suddenly smiled slowly.

The smile chilled his heart.

Then he saw Tie Ci walk to the pile of fragments and place her hand over them.

The judge’s eyes widened.

He witnessed an incredible scene he would never forget in his lifetime.

When Tie Ci lifted her hand away.

The handwritten order he had crushed appeared on the ground, dirty but completely intact.

Tie Ci picked up the paper, glanced at the private seal, then glanced at Murong Yi.

Murong Yi smiled innocently at her.

Tie Ci held up the paper and waved it at the judge: “No handwritten order? No trampling? The big footprint is still on it—shall we compare it with your boot?”

The judge stared blankly, obviously still not recovered from the enormous shock and blow.

Tie Ci didn’t even look at him, waving her hand: “Take them all away.”

The large group marched out in formation, escorting prisoners. The judge and others struggled in shock: “Your Highness! Your Highness! Where are you taking us! This is the Capital Prefecture, we are government officials, you cannot set up private courts to deal with us!”

The several steward-like people also shouted: “Help! Help! We are innocent citizens! We did nothing! Someone is abusing their power to harm… mmph…”

Tie Ci waved her hand, and they were simply and roughly gagged.

A group of people escorted the Capital Prefecture officials outside. Deputy Governor and others had just received word and rushed over in panic. Not bothering to pay respects to Tie Ci, they stood before the corridor, arms spread to block everyone: “Your Highness! You cannot act so perversely! You have no authority to arbitrarily detain and arrest court officials! The Censorate will impeach you! Where are you taking them!”

Tie Ci stopped and looked calmly at the now-disheveled Capital Prefecture Deputy Governor.

“Where am I going? I’m going to beat the Dengwen drum.”

The Deputy Governor was thunderstruck, his mouth gaping.

“Then going to the Court of Judicial Review to cry injustice.”

Deputy Governor: “…”

Tie Ci didn’t pause, walking around him to continue forward.

“I am the Crown Prince, but I am also human. Since some people feel wronged and want to beat the Dengwen drum, then when I’m wronged I naturally also want to beat the drum. As for whom I’m accusing,” she turned to smile at the dumbfounded Deputy Governor, “you, all the bastards in your prefecture who participated in today’s affairs, all the bastards scheming behind the scenes—you’re all on the list. Don’t worry, go wash your face and change clothes, obediently wait for people to summon you for questioning. Best say goodbye to your wife and children, preparing coffins wouldn’t hurt either… you’ll need them sooner or later anyway!”

…

Day had already broken.

Dawn was pale blue, spreading from the palace roof beasts all the way to the eaves of ordinary citizens’ homes.

Many of the capital’s residents had already risen—those going to work, making their living, setting up stalls, delivering water and vegetables, buying breakfast. The streets rang with clear bells as dawn light mingled with the pale white scent of cooking fires in the crisscrossing alleys.

Suddenly orderly footsteps echoed through the streets.

People looked back to see a large procession emerging from the Capital Prefecture, which always drew attention. One group in red clothes and red armor, one group in blue clothes and blue armor, with golden totems on the armor.

These people were escorting a group of disheveled prisoners. Some still wore official robes.

The two people in front were like bright pearls and jade trees, brilliant and handsome in appearance, making people instinctively follow them with their gaze.

After following for a while, someone reacted: “Aren’t those the Blood Cavalry and Crown Princess’s Nine Guards!”

The Blood Cavalry and Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had returned to the capital from Yong Ping not long ago. Most of the capital’s residents had lined the streets to welcome them that day, still remembering the grand occasion and the particularly vibrant and fierce-looking Blood Cavalry.

The capital’s residents also knew clearly that the three hundred Blood Cavalry now remaining in the capital belonged to the Crown Princess.

Then those at the front now…

And that group wearing official robes and jailer uniforms—some people recognized them. Weren’t those the lords from the Capital Prefecture who usually had their eyes on top of their heads?

What had happened?

The Crown Princess had tied up people from the Capital Prefecture?!

The citizens erupted in excitement, immediately dropping vegetables, throwing down bowls, abandoning carts, and hurriedly closing stalls.

The capital’s residents, living at the emperor’s feet, had seen great events and knew great events didn’t wait. Missing a good show would be lifelong regret, and they especially knew this Crown Princess had a legendary constitution—wherever she appeared, explosive incidents were guaranteed.

Following was definitely right!

Before they’d run far, someone at the end of the long street shouted: “Examination candidates are rioting! Three thousand people have gathered at the Tribute Academy, saying the Crown Princess instructed the chief and deputy examiners to cheat in the imperial examinations, leaking test questions to Yue Li Academy students. They demand severe punishment of all involved and have already surrounded the Tribute Academy!”

The crowd erupted.

A major examination fraud case!

The central figure of this major event was right in front of them!

The direction the Crown Princess was leading people was exactly toward the Tribute Academy!

This was going to be a major incident!

The capital’s residents trembled with excitement.

Wherever the procession passed, countless people smashed bowls, trampled vegetables, abandoned stalls, joining the flow. The crowd grew larger and larger, filling an entire street. Capital Prefecture soldiers who chased out were completely blocked and couldn’t advance a step.

The entire capital was alarmed.

Many officials hadn’t slept well tonight.

Except for those of low rank insufficient to be involved in this struggle, the rest—whether worried, expectant, or uneasy—had been tossing and turning most of the night. Though dawn was still dark, they hastily rose to rush to the palace.

Before they could leave, they’d already heard all the news they should hear.

Someone had climbed the Dengwen Academy wall at midnight to beat the drum, exposing the major examination fraud case.

The Cabinet and Palace Ceremonial Supervisor had jointly issued imperial edicts overnight in the Empress Dowager’s name to arrest criminals and place the chief and deputy examiners under house arrest. Censorate officials worked overtime through the night writing memorials to impeach the Crown Princess.

Scholar Rong had broken into the palace gate at night, blasting through the palace gate.

The Crown Princess had left the palace at midnight, even arresting the Vermillion Bird Camp deputy commander on charges of treason.

Chong Ming Palace was startled three times in one night, with the new female worshipper smashing through a wall.

The latest news was that the Crown Princess had gone to the Capital Prefecture, with follow-up reports yet to come.

Every single incident was major.

Every single incident made hearts race with alarm.

The Crown Princess, most passive in this affair, had reactions that completely exceeded everyone’s expectations.

Officials trembled while rushing to line up at the square before Cheng Qian Hall, passing through the palace gate and seeing the large hole not yet repaired, all faces deathly pale.

But they didn’t see the Scorpion Camp guards, only quail-like Vermillion Bird Guards standing dejectedly on both sides of the gate opening.

In the duty room sat a class of officials fourth rank and above.

Though many were present, no one spoke.

At the head sat Rong Luchuan and Xiao Liheng. Sensitive people noticed that these two bosses who rarely sat together were today seated left and right at the head.

Every gesture of these court bigwigs was a signal. Except for Xiao and Rong faction officials who already knew the inside story, other neutral officials were privately weighing matters in their hearts.

Xiao Liheng slowly drank tea, smiling at Rong Luchuan: “Has the Chief Minister heard that last night a scholar climbed over the Dengwen Academy to report this year’s examination fraud?”

Rong Luchuan half-closed his eyes, sighing after a long while: “Examination fraud has always been a case where blood flows like rivers.”

Xiao Liheng said: “State law is merciless, yet some still strive eagerly, unafraid of fresh blood on blade edges, rushing forward, treating the great talent selection ceremony as their own back garden. Then don’t blame a common man’s rage causing blood to flow three feet deep.”

Rong Luchuan drank tea without speaking.

This was acquiescence.

Everyone understood.

Xiao Liheng smiled at everyone: “Young people, greedy for power and rash advancement, should receive some teaching, shouldn’t they?”

Everyone nodded obsequiously, some remained silent.

Xiao Liheng looked around, expression satisfied.

His gaze swept past an old man dozing behind the crowd—the Court of Judicial Review Minister, advanced in years, spending half his court time napping and half in meditation, eyes always crusted with sleep. Though one of the Three Legal Departments’ chief officials and someone he needed to win over, the old man basically didn’t handle affairs, with all business done by the Deputy Minister, so Xiao Liheng had focused on winning over the Deputy Minister.

Seeing the old man still drowsy, Xiao Liheng curled his lip and looked away.

Outside, people walked back and forth, seemingly some minister’s attendant. Xiao Liheng saw the Personnel Minister go out.

After a while, several more Investigating Censors went out.

Later two War Ministry Vice Ministers went out.

Then two Censorate censors, the Court of Imperial Entertainment Minister and Temple of Imperial Ancestry Deputy Minister also went out successively.

All were called out by attendants. When they returned, their expressions were somewhat strange. With more people going out, everyone looked at each other with even stranger expressions.

Xiao Liheng noticed this and sent someone to follow and look. He saw a War Ministry Vice Minister’s household guard apparently hand over something. The Vice Minister looked quite surprised, hurriedly tucking the item into his sleeve before lowering his head to return.

Xiao Liheng leaned over: “Old Ding, what’s wrong? Something at home?”

The Vice Minister glanced at him, chuckled, and said: “Yes, a small matter, nothing serious.”

Xiao Liheng knew he couldn’t get anything out of him and felt somewhat uneasy. Too many people were coming and going today—did every household have affairs?

But looking at the numbers, though not all were his people, they certainly weren’t imperial faction people either. They couldn’t all have switched sides simultaneously in this short half hour.

Xiao Liheng thought about this first joint effort between the Xiao family, Rong family, and Palace Ceremonial Supervisor—truly an unprecedented iron alliance of ministers. That puppet emperor and that unfledged brat had now lost even the formerly favorable hearts of scholars. What could they use to contend with him?

He smiled slightly, his tea cup gently placed on the lacquered tray with a soft clink.

If Tie Ci had such ability, his Xiao family would bow in submission from now on!

…

The Emperor’s sedan chair’s escort procession moved majestically along the paved path.

Tie Yan had been awakened at midnight, then suffered two assassination attempts, both blocked by Pingzong. Angry and shocked, he tossed and turned sleeplessly, rising early to go directly to court.

When heading to the front court, he encountered the Empress Dowager’s phoenix carriage.

The Empress Dowager, who had remained deep in the palace for many days without emerging, had actually left Ciren Palace today.

When both sedan chairs met, Tie Yan should have dismounted to pay respects to the Empress Dowager according to protocol.

Tie Yan looked through the curtains at the shadowy figure in the opposite curtains, bit his teeth, and said: “Let’s go!”

The Emperor’s sedan chair passed by the Empress Dowager’s sedan chair, taking a detour.

The Empress Dowager’s sedan chair curtain lifted slightly, revealing half of her exquisitely made-up face, coldly watching ahead.

Li Gui bowed, softly saying: “Empress Dowager…”

“Wings have hardened, have they?” Empress Dowager Xiao laughed coldly.

She heavily dropped the curtain: “Let’s go!”

…

Before Cheng Qian Hall, hundreds of officials performed mountain-calling ritual worship, with the Empress Dowager seated behind curtains.

The Cabinet that should have protested acted as if they saw nothing.

Before Tie Yan could say a word, censors from the Censorate standing to impeach filled the hall floor.

Impeachment memorials brought by the Cabinet were a full two feet thick. Xiao Liheng, Li Shen and others personally led the charge.

A full half or more of the ministers were stating their case, grieving, kowtowing, roaring.

The imperial examination was the nation’s great talent selection ceremony.

It concerned court scholar selection, Great Qian’s ten thousand years, scholars’ futures, long-term peace and stability.

The imperial examination was a great matter. Those who cheated extinguished their consciences, arousing both human and divine anger.

They requested the execution of He Zi and Duan Yande, and the execution of the bribe-taking students.

The Crown Princess had instructed from behind in this matter, using the imperial examination to gather her faction. Moreover, she had broken into the palace at midnight, using explosives before the main hall, acting wildly and perversely. They requested the Crown Princess be deposed!

…

Most of Great Qian’s important government offices were concentrated in one area.

The Tribute Academy, Court of Judicial Review, and Dengwen Academy were located at triangular positions on one main street.

At this moment, thousands of people gathered before the Tribute Academy, rolling up sleeves and waving arms, their voices like a tide.

“Examination fraud—where does this place our ten years of cold window study!”

“Execute the chief and deputy examiners! Corrupt officials!”

“Execute the bribe-paying scholars!”

“The Crown Princess should apologize before us all!”

…

Among them, some were righteously indignant, some had shifting gazes, some led the shouting, some frowned in thought, some tried to voice opposing opinions.

But once group emotions exploded, they became an unstoppable torrent that would sweep up and drown everyone, making any dissenting voice impossible to voice.

Soldiers from the three major camps stationed in the inner city maintained order but didn’t disperse the crowd. Instead, more and more people gathered.

Inner city affairs should have involved troops from the Five Military Commands Office, but because Qi Ling was also impeached, the Empress Dowager ordered the three major camps to take over inner city defense. All Five Military Commands Office troops were forbidden to move without authorization, violators to be treated as treasonous.

Swift riders continuously carried news to the palace like lightning. The more violently the Tribute Academy situation erupted, the louder those censors’ voices became in the hall.

Who knows how the three major camps maintained order, but soon the candidates’ emotions became even more agitated, constantly pushing and shoving. Several people nearly got injured, and several others wanted to ram the Tribute Academy pillars.

Until the Blood Cavalry, following Tie Ci’s orders, arrived. The Blood Cavalry’s gazes were like lightning, quickly dividing the crowd, pulling aside several candidates making the most trouble, stopping several candidates trying to storm the Tribute Academy, and explaining that someone would come to give an account later. Only then did they suppress the boiling crowd.

The three major camps’ soldiers were usually arrogant but didn’t dare face the Blood Cavalry directly. After all, the opposition was iron cavalry that used killing as daily training, with renowned威名 throughout the realm. Therefore they restrained themselves considerably.

But people continued flowing in, emotions gradually being stirred up again. The Blood Cavalry sent earlier were about to be unable to hold back the crowd.

Until suddenly a large group surged into the long street.

The students looked back to see cold-faced red and blue clothed cavalry, like blood lines pressing into the street’s arteries.

Sharp-eyed people also saw Shen Mi and others protected in the center by Blood Cavalry and Nine Guards.

They were all examination candidates, some having seen them before. Immediately someone shouted: “Those cheating students!”

“Weren’t they detained at the Capital Prefecture for questioning!”

“The Blood Cavalry rescued them from prison!”

“Look, that’s the Capital Prefecture judge!”

“The Blood Cavalry and Crown Princess’s Nine Guards rescued people and even tied up the presiding court official?”

“Heavens, such lawlessness, just because the Crown Princess backs them!”

“The Crown Princess actually acts so perversely, disregarding scholars’ grievances and public opinion!”

Then the red and blue cavalry parted, and they saw Tie Ci and Murong Yi at the front of the crowd.

The crowd suddenly fell quiet.

Moments later, even greater clamor erupted.

“The Crown Princess!”

“That must be the Crown Princess!”

“We thought the Crown Princess was enlightened and benevolent, but it was all a façade!”

“Is it because of years as a puppet that once gaining power, she became especially greedy, urgently grasping for authority!”

This last soul-piercing question immediately pushed the already reactive scholars’ emotions to their peak. People’s fear of imperial power was suppressed as angry shouts and denunciations became chaotic. More scholars tore open their clothes, baring their chests in the spring cold as they rushed forward, wanting to: “With my blood I question imperial power!”

But all these suicidal, cursing, accusing people were blocked by cold-faced Blood Cavalry. Red cavalry crisscrossed through the long street, forming a line, blocking all the boiling clamor and secretly ill-intentioned instigation.

From beginning to end, facing the tide of anger and violence, Tie Ci said not a word.

She only looked at the scholars with contempt, then turned her horse’s head.

The crowd instinctively quieted, and citizens followed her running.

The scholars naturally also followed, wanting to see what trick she would play.

Chapter 306: A Perfect Match
Tie Ci led the mighty throng of people, charging all the way to the Dengyuan Court, and kicked open the great doors with one foot.

The door panels flew out, crashing into the courtyard, exposing the entire yard before the crowd. The Dengwen Drum that had just been struck last night stood quietly in the drum pavilion.

The onlooking crowd watched as the Crown Princess strode directly inside, grabbed the drumsticks, and without hesitation struck three thunderous boom-boom-boom sounds.

This momentum was far more fierce than Ma Hetong’s drumming last night. Everyone felt as though the sound was hammering right beside their ears, making their heads buzz and ring.

Perhaps their heads were already dizzy—what was the Crown Princess doing?

Everyone understood this action, but when it came from the Crown Princess, they suddenly seemed not to understand.

She had struck the Dengwen Drum.

Why would she strike the Dengwen Drum?

Like cold water poured into boiling oil, there was instant deathly silence. Everyone watched with wide eyes as, after three strikes, the Dengwen Drum was broken.

Tie Ci threw down the drumsticks, which landed in an overnight rain puddle.

The deathly silence was finally broken by someone who couldn’t help but ask tremblingly: “Crown Princess, what are you doing! Are you striking the drum!”

“Yes.” Tie Ci’s voice was not loud, yet it reached every person’s ears. “Those with grievances strike the drum to reach the Son of Heaven’s ears.”

“You are the Son of Heaven, why put on this act!”

“If I were the Son of Heaven, why would I have been trapped in the palace last night? If I were the Son of Heaven, why would the Zhuque and Baize guards dare block my exit from the palace last night? If I were the Son of Heaven, why was the imperial examination fraud discovered and people arrested, yet His Majesty and I were uniquely kept from the news? If I were the Son of Heaven, why are all the accusations aimed at my teachers and friends!” Tie Ci said coldly. “Someone is trying to cover the sky with one hand, so I personally strike the drum. If someone strikes the drum to file complaints, I too have complaints!”

She turned and walked toward the Court of Judicial Review. The crowd watched in confusion as the doorkeeper at the Court’s entrance changed color and instinctively tried to close the door, but when Tie Ci pointed at him, he dared not move.

“Ma Hetong said he had grievances and could strike the drum to file complaints. What, can’t I do the same?”

“I have not abused my power or pressured with troops, only doing what any ordinary citizen can do. Can’t I do this!”

Someone in the crowd shouted: “You can!”

Someone else hidden in the crowd said: “You say you’re not abusing power, only doing what ordinary citizens can do, but ordinary citizens can’t capture court officials from Shengdu Prefecture.”

“The victim personally capturing the criminal lightens Shengdu Prefecture’s burden,” Tie Ci said. “There are many criminals—we’ll take them one by one, no need to rush.”

The person hiding in the crowd dared not speak again.

The Blood Cavalry arrived, clearing a space. There had originally been considerable open areas in front of the major government offices.

Tie Ci stood before the Court of Judicial Review and said: “Didn’t you want a joint trial by the Three Legal Departments? Let’s do it right here, let all the people of Shengdu watch whether I am corrupt and fraudulent, or whether someone is manipulating power to create schemes… Minister Huang of the Ministry of Justice! Minister Li of the Court of Judicial Review! Minister Wu of the Censorate!”

The three calls rang out like spring thunder, plunging the entire area before the Court of Judicial Review into silence.

Behind the crowd, Murong Yi stood with arms crossed watching, turned his head to say a few words to Mu Si, and Mu Si departed.

A moment later, under everyone’s gaze, the doorkeeper tremblingly poked his head out and said in a shaky voice: “…Our lord has gone to court…”

Dan Shuang coldly said: “Responding with lies is tantamount to deceiving the sovereign.”

The doorkeeper was so frightened his legs went weak and he pulled his head back inside.

Tie Ci laughed once and said: “Gone to court? Then I’ll wait. I’ll wait until you all come out. But if you come out through the door then, you can weigh the consequences yourselves.”

Before her words finished, three high officials with brilliant feathered caps rushed out the door in panic.

Tie Ci chuckled.

These three wouldn’t go to court this morning—they were waiting for Shengdu Prefecture to extract confessions so they could rush to Shengdu Prefecture to hear the case at the first opportunity.

The three officials didn’t look well either, because they weren’t all chief ministers, yet their names had been precisely called out by the Crown Princess, showing she had everything clear in her mind.

For instance, the Minister of Justice didn’t know about last night’s developments and went to court as usual today, because he wasn’t from the Xiao or Rong faction. He had once studied under a disciple of He Zi, making him He Zi’s grand-disciple.

The Minister of the Court of Judicial Review also wasn’t present. The Minister was one of the most senior old ministers in the Great Qian Dynasty, elderly and never involved in court factions, nor did he manage affairs. Currently this Assistant Minister Li was presiding over all matters.

But everyone in the Great Qian court knew that among the Three Legal Departments, this Minister of the Court of Judicial Review carried the most weight—it was just that no one could persuade him to act.

When Tie Ci saw them, she gestured and said: “Arrange seats for the three lords.”

People immediately arranged tables and cases in a row, setting up the three lords’ seats as in a regular court hearing.

Since this was at the Court of Judicial Review near the Imperial Academy and Dengwen Drum Court, Assistant Minister Li took the main seat.

The three had never tried cases outdoors under everyone’s gaze, but could only smile bitterly, bow, and sit down very uncomfortably.

When Assistant Minister Li sat down, he gave his attendant a look, and someone quietly left at a quick pace.

Tie Ci saw this but pretended not to.

She stood below while the three officials sat on pins and needles. Assistant Minister Li coughed and said: “Since this is so, we shall obey the command to try the Renxin year spring imperial examination fraud case…”

Tie Ci said: “Wrong.”

Assistant Minister Li: “…”

“May I ask whose command the Assistant Minister is obeying?”

Assistant Minister Li was struck speechless.

If anyone else had asked him this question, he could reply without changing expression that he obeyed the Sacred Command, but now with the Crown Princess standing right there, how dare he say that?

“Ma Hetong filed the fraud case complaint last night, and within half an hour Shen Mi and others were imprisoned. During this time, neither His Majesty’s Chongming Palace nor my Ruixiang Hall received any messages. Today, court has only just begun and no imperial edict regarding this case has left the Meridian Gate plaza. Whether major examination cases require joint trials by the Three Legal Departments, and which officials should preside, should all be determined by His Majesty’s decree. Assistant Minister Li, His Majesty hasn’t designated the presiding officials—whose command are you following?”

The three officials’ faces flushed red.

The Crown Princess held to principle and reason—they had no response.

Strictly speaking, last night they ignored protocol to save time, thinking they would definitely extract confessions this morning, then pressure the court officials to force His Majesty to order a thorough investigation.

But now there were no confessions, His Majesty had issued no edict, and who should try this case remained undetermined—they had no authority to hear it.

Citizens familiar with court protocols and procedures also caught the strange scent and began whispering among themselves.

“Ma Hetong filed a complaint about examination fraud, which requires His Majesty’s edict. Three lords, what you should be trying now is my drum-beating grievance case.”

“I have three complaints.”

“First complaint: I accuse Grand Secretary Xiao Liheng of the Jinshen Hall of framing innocent examination candidates Shen Mi, Qi Yuansi and others, fabricating fraud charges to implicate Crown Prince Tutor He Zi and Grand Minister of Court of Imperial Sacrifices Duan Yande in examination fraud, attack the Crown Prince, disturb court politics, and destroy the foundation of our Great Qian.”

“Second complaint: I accuse the Assistant Prefect and Court Officials of Shengdu Prefecture of following Xiao Liheng’s instructions, establishing private tribunals without His Majesty’s edict or proper judicial review, torturing candidates to force false confessions and create wrongful cases. The dignified parent officials of the capital, trusted and cultivated by His Majesty, willingly became others’ hunting dogs.”

“Third complaint: I accuse all the above persons of falsifying edicts to disrupt government, arbitrarily arresting innocents, inciting student unrest, attacking state institutions, first deceiving the sovereign, then fooling the people!”

The three statements were crisp and clear, each word distinct.

The three officials above changed color repeatedly.

The students and citizens below suddenly fell silent.

Suddenly someone cried out miserably: “She’s lying! She’s trying to exonerate herself! I saw them cheating with my own eyes! I saw it myself!”

The crowd parted as a disheveled man burst in under military escort, eyes red, fearlessly pointing at Tie Ci.

It was Ma Hetong.

Assistant Minister Li breathed a slight sigh of relief.

He had earlier ordered someone to quickly bring Ma Hetong, and fortunately the man came quickly.

As soon as Ma Hetong appeared, it caused a commotion. He was already a highly acclaimed talent for this spring examination, many candidates recognized him, and immediately called out “Brother Ma.”

Assistant Minister Li quickly said: “Ma Hetong, since you climbed over Dengyuan Court to strike the drum at midnight, you must have enormous grievances. If so, please speak in detail.”

Ma Hetong said through gritted teeth: “Lords! This student saw with his own eyes that Shen Mi and others received preferential treatment throughout. During searches, others were examined from head to toe—I… I was even made to remove my pants. When it came to Shen Mi and others, the guards barely looked before letting them pass! His and Qi Yuansi’s examination booths were in the best, most sheltered positions, and this continued for all three sessions. I ask you lords, apart from Qi Yuansi, Shen Mi and others come from ordinary backgrounds, and Shen Mi is even said to be a criminal’s son. If not for being students of Yueli Academy, if not for their close friendship with the Crown Princess, how could they receive such preferential treatment!”

When he said this, someone loudly added: “That’s right, he even wrote ‘The Chronicle of Benevolence’ singing the Crown Princess’s praises! In the book he says he was rescued from humble circumstances by the Crown Princess—such grateful, tearful language, bah, spineless scholar!”

“Right, I also read ‘The Chronicle of Benevolence.’ Since the Crown Princess had won him over, naturally she would see it through to the end. Such meticulous care! From inspections to grades, sheltered all the way!”

Ma Hetong said bitterly: “And me! Subjected to repeated searches and extreme humiliation that ruined my composure, not to mention my booth was the worst, for all three sessions! Moreover, I got stomach trouble and ran to the latrine seven times! If this wasn’t arranged by someone, did all the world’s bad luck fall on me alone!”

His words resonated with the students, who all sighed in sympathy, and some spat contemptuously at Shen Mi.

Tie Ci said nothing, watching Shen Mi.

This situation was cruel to Shen Mi and the others, but if they couldn’t weather this storm, they would hardly achieve anything in the future.

Shen Mi’s face was pale. Meeting everyone’s gaze, he stepped forward, first bowing to the officials above and Tie Ci, then said: “What Brother Ma said is indeed true.”

The crowd hadn’t expected him to admit it. For a moment there was an uproar and curses arose.

But Shen Mi immediately continued: “However, I don’t know why it was like this. Brother Qi and others are the same. We study at the academy, have spent years in cold study, and believe we have stored knowledge and calm temperaments. We don’t feel that strict or lax searches, or good or bad booth positions, could determine our futures. If so, why waste effort making such a big show to attract attention?”

Ma Hetong’s face reddened and he was about to refute when Shen Mi said: “This junior would like to ask Brother Ma a few questions.”

Ma Hetong sneered: “Want to make excuses? Go ahead and ask!”

“Brother Ma’s treatment was indeed extremely harsh, just as you said, so harsh as to raise questions—why should bad luck be so concentrated? Since bad luck shouldn’t be so concentrated, it should have been deliberately arranged. May I ask Brother Ma, did you offend the guards or examiners?”

“Of course not!”

“I ask again, Brother Ma—besides the stark difference in treatment between you and us neighbors that left such a deep impression and resentment in your heart, did any others around us suffer Brother Ma’s same treatment?”

“Everyone else’s searches were stricter than yours!”

“That should be said as most people were strict. But what about booth arrangements? Stomach troubles?”

“…I don’t know.”

Shen Mi turned to the student crowd: “I ask you all, did anyone else experience Brother Ma’s same treatment?”

The crowd was silent.

Being so unlucky was a once-in-a-millennium occurrence—where could you find a second person?

“As said before, too much coincidence means deliberate arrangement. Brother Ma, consider whether there’s this possibility: this entire affair was arranged—arranged for you and me to be neighbors in the examination, arranged for vastly different treatment so you would witness it and be provoked, arranged for you to finally fail while giving you the final, heaviest blow, forcing you with indignation to angrily strike the drum and file grievances, exposing the so-called fraud case!”

Ma Hetong’s eyes gradually widened, as if unable to process this, yet also seeming struck by this calculating and terrifying possibility.

The crowd also quieted, some showing thoughtful expressions.

“Brother Ma, recall whether before you went to strike the drum, someone hinted at or guided you toward this drum-beating grievance.”

Ma Hetong seemed struck again.

The crowd stirred slightly, someone loudly saying: “How cleanly you deflect blame. But perhaps it was your deliberate plan—after all, Brother Ma is supremely talented and should have passed this year. You deliberately squeezed out Brother Ma to remove a competitor, then used this as an excuse to make excuses afterward!”

Fire flared again in Ma Hetong’s eyes.

“The metropolitan examination has countless talents—thirty to fifty are on the must-pass list. What kind of fool would choose not to work hard themselves, but use such methods to squeeze out competitors one by one? Could you squeeze them all out? Wouldn’t quietly passing yourself be better? Even if you really used such foolish methods to squeeze out competitors, shouldn’t you target Brother Su from Shannan, Brother He from Lizhou, Brother Chang from Huichuan and others? After all, on everyone’s talented must-pass list, these few all rank ahead of Brother Ma!”

Tie Ci gestured and someone handed her this year’s passing candidates list. Tie Ci flipped through it and smiled: “Su Xiu from Shannan, He Shijuan from Lizhou, Chang Yuan from Huichuan… Hmm, except for Chang Yuan who was finally dismissed for moral failings, the rest all passed, and Su Xiu even became top scholar.”

Everyone knew these results, and more people fell into deep thought.

Shen Mi added: “There’s another crucial question. As everyone knows, metropolitan examination questions are drafted by the chief and deputy examiners in Chengqian Hall before the exam, then reported to His Majesty for consideration. Afterward they’re escorted by the army into the examination compound, then the gates are sealed tight with heavy guard. How could we mere scholars obtain the exam questions?”

The Vice Censor-in-Chief said ominously: “Ordinary people naturally couldn’t.”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow: “So you mean me?”

The Vice Censor-in-Chief smiled, lowered his head, bowed, and said: “This subject dare not.”

It was “this subject dare not,” not “this subject doesn’t think so”—everyone could hear the sarcastic tone.

Tie Ci heard Murong Yi behind him lightly say to Mu Si: “This speaking style is a bit like Lao’er’s—makes people itch to hit him just looking at him.”

Mu Si said: “That’s why Second Prince couldn’t handle you.”

Murong Yi said: “Also like old Qiu.”

Mu Si said: “Qiu Wujiu was killed by the Crown Princess.”

Murong Yi laughed and praised in a low voice: “So Ci Ci and I are truly a perfect match!”

Tie Ci didn’t know Mu Si’s reaction, but she herself shuddered from the cringe.

She turned her gaze to the sarcastic Vice Censor-in-Chief, who remained unafraid, lips curling at her with a confident air.

Footsteps sounded again outside the crowd, someone calling loudly: “Reporting to the lords, more witnesses have been brought!”

Before Tie Ci could react, Assistant Minister Li eagerly said: “Present them!”

Tie Ci glanced at Assistant Minister Li.

Assistant Minister Li avoided her gaze.

He was firmly in Xiao faction’s camp. Today’s situation was life or death—even if he switched sides to the Crown Princess now, he’d still face reckoning afterward, so he might as well fight to the end.

After all, since the Crown Princess chose to strike the drum and file grievances, following legal procedures with grand airs, now in this public court, he was the highest authority!

…

In the court hall, Xiao Liheng was somewhat agitated.

Indeed many people had stepped forward to impeach the Crown Princess, demanding His Majesty investigate strictly, but the numbers weren’t as high as he’d imagined.

The expected two-thirds majority to create an overwhelming situation—under such circumstances, if the Emperor still insisted on opposing, the Cabinet would propose requesting the Empress Dowager to temporarily assume governance of this matter.

Great Qian law stipulated that for major government affairs, when the Cabinet, Palace Secretariat, and two-thirds of fourth-rank and above officials reached consensus, they could return the Emperor’s edicts and handle matters according to the ministers’ opinions. This was a rule established by the founding Emperor to prevent future despotic tyrants, but because court ministers were usually divided into factions with difficulty reaching consensus, there had never been precedent.

Yet in this dynasty, because of Tie Ci the Crown Princess, the Cabinet rarely united in targeting the imperial family, and even more rarely joined hands with their despised archenemy the Palace Secretariat.

Two-thirds had originally been certain or even exceeded, but somehow, many who were supposed to step forward ultimately didn’t.

Xiao Liheng’s gaze swept over the Grand Secretaries of Wenhua and Wuying Halls, the Minister of War, two Vice Ministers of Personnel, the Minister of Court of Imperial Banquets… even several censors from the Censorate closest to him hadn’t stepped forward.

Xiao Liheng immediately thought of what happened earlier in the duty room. Those who hadn’t stepped forward now, except for the Wuying Hall Grand Secretary, were basically all people who had been called out by attendants earlier.

What was this about?

In that brief half hour, with just a few words, what exactly had happened?

The situation seemed somewhat out of control, anxiety growing in his heart.

Court was currently in session, and he didn’t know how things were progressing outside.

His Majesty remained silent without taking a position. Since the numbers couldn’t reach the threshold to return edicts or replace with the Empress Dowager’s regency, he’d take a step back and first urge sending the case for joint trial by the Three Legal Departments.

Once sent for joint trial by the Three Legal Departments, the direction would still be in his hands.

With someone filing examination fraud accusations, it had to be investigated. Such cases always went to joint trials by the Three Legal Departments—His Majesty couldn’t avoid it.

Xiao Liheng was irritated. Despite all last night’s arrangements, the affair still wasn’t secret enough. The Crown Princess had gotten news immediately and boldly left the palace.

Clearly everyone was watched—who had passed her the message?

Hateful that the plan to assassinate the Emperor and force the Crown Princess back to the palace also failed. The Empress Dowager’s retainers refused to act, and other secret guards were simply beaten senseless by that foolish woman.

He wondered what the Crown Princess was doing outside.

Zhu Yi had led the royalist faction in jumping out to begin verbal battles. The situation was clearly deadlocked—this argument could last all day.

Xiao Liheng had an increasingly bad premonition and was more determined to end this quickly and leave the palace. The battlefield should have been in the hall, but that damned Crown Princess had already moved it outside the palace. She had a good reputation outside and was skilled at using the people—he couldn’t let her continue!

He signaled his accomplices.

Understanding his meaning, they immediately stopped demanding the Crown Princess’s deposition and ceased mentioning the two chief examiners, instead focusing fire on the examination fraud case itself.

If there were problems they had to be investigated—this was natural justice. Even the royalist faction couldn’t object. His Majesty breathed a sigh of relief, knowing further resistance was futile, and finally agreed to joint trial by the Three Legal Departments.

Before issuing the edict, he specifically emphasized no private torture during interrogation. Xiao Liheng magnanimously declared he would absolutely uphold legal dignity, then immediately pursed his lips.

The Emperor, worried about outside affairs, knew he should keep Xiao Liheng here. Seeing Xiao Liheng turning to leave, he spoke up: “We have other important matters here. Lords of the Cabinet, please remain to discuss in the Imperial Study.”

Xiao Liheng was about to claim illness when Tie Yan said: “Regarding Xiao Xueya’s transfer to defend Lizhou.”

Xiao Liheng stopped.

Recently Xiao Xueya had submitted memorials saying he’d heard Yannan seemed to have unusual activity, requesting transfer or troop expansion to monitor Yannan’s inland front.

Xiao Xueya was stationed by the sea in Nanyue Province. This past year he’d built many ships and fought numerous pirates, expanding Great Qian’s southern naval forces several times over.

He was currently the Xiao family’s only remaining military power and one of Great Qian’s most powerful military leaders, along with Di Yiwei known as the Twin Stars of north and south.

Previously the Xiao family only regretted he wasn’t ambitious for power, being a madman with eyes only for the military. Rarely did he show interest in pacifying Yannan—this was exactly another opportunity to expand strength and influence. Xiao Liheng was happy to see it succeed.

But if he was pleased, the Rong faction and royalists naturally weren’t, especially the Emperor. With Tie Ci soon going to Yannan, he dared not transfer the army-commanding Xiao Xueya near Yannan. Therefore, no matter how Xiao Xueya memorialized, the Emperor always held back without issuing orders.

Now the Emperor finally brought it up actively. Even knowing it was bait with ulterior motives, Xiao Liheng had to take it.

He turned back to follow the Emperor, but his eyes glanced toward the Censorate officials.

Chapter 307: Accusing You
The other party understood immediately.

He then glanced at Rong Luchuan.

If he couldn’t get out, old Rong was the Chief Minister—naturally it would be better for him to go out and take charge of the overall situation.

But Rong Luchuan didn’t meet his gaze. Instead, he looked at the ministers still arguing, looked at those who hadn’t stepped forward earlier, said nothing, and just followed the Emperor.

Xiao Liheng hadn’t expected him to simply ignore the situation like this, and felt secretly resentful.

This old dog who sways with the wind!

Rong Luchuan gave him a light glance.

The people valued the doctrine of the mean. The Xiao family had been riding the winds of success for years—naturally they wouldn’t understand.

The current situation had obviously changed. Ridiculously, Xiao Liheng still couldn’t see that these people’s sudden change of heart, choosing neutrality, indicated that the imperial family—or rather Tie Ci—held certain leverage over this group, or had conditions that forced them to compromise.

Whichever it was, being able to make so many high officials simultaneously yield showed Tie Ci’s abilities were not to be underestimated.

After all, her ability to leave the palace immediately under last night’s circumstances said everything.

She was even more formidable than imagined.

With such a person out of the palace, the Xiao family’s desired confessions would definitely be unobtainable.

With so much time, Tie Ci could accomplish many things.

The Xiao family would likely struggle to get their way this time.

Under these circumstances, he couldn’t get involved anymore. On the contrary, preventing Xiao Xueya’s power from further expanding was what he urgently needed to do.

Firstly, this concerned the Rong family’s future safety and position. Secondly, he could use this to curry favor with the Crown Princess. If the Crown Princess ultimately won, he could use this matter to seek reconciliation with her.

After all, though he had acquiesced to the Xiao family’s arrests and Cabinet alliance, he wasn’t the main instigator jumping up and down.

No matter what, the Rong family would remain undefeated, wouldn’t they?

Chief Minister Rong smiled and walked away with sleeves gathered.

Xiao Liheng had no choice but to follow. With old Rong there and him absent, Xiao Xueya could forget about going to Yannan.

The Censorate officials walked out with several other censors, quickly catching up to the Minister of Justice and chatting casually with him.

In Meridian Gate plaza, by the Minister of Justice’s carriage, shadows flitted by quietly.

After a while, someone quietly signaled the Chief Censor, who laughingly ended the conversation and watched the Minister of Justice board his carriage.

Other censors followed the Minister of the Court of Judicial Review, patiently watching the old man sway back and forth, swaying while saying to the Minister of Court of Imperial Banquets beside him: “Ah, this old bag of bones, my back pain’s acting up again. I won’t go to the office today—going home to lie down.”

The Minister of Court of Imperial Banquets said: “You should rest well, elder. The young ones can handle office matters—nothing to worry about.”

Hearing this, the censor gave a slight signal outside, and someone moved away from the Minister’s carriage.

The Minister was helped into his family carriage by servants. From far away, people could still hear him chuckling: “Home!”

The carriage rolled along when a pair of snow-white small hands stuffed a pastry into the old man’s mouth. The old man chewed happily, satisfied with his granddaughter’s filial devotion.

The young girl asked curiously: “Grandfather, why were you speaking so loudly just now?”

“To put their minds at ease. Otherwise, our carriage might overturn in a bit.”

The girl was startled: “Ah, I saw someone pass by our carriage earlier and thought it was someone’s servant. Grandfather, who did you offend that they want to harm us?”

“Grandfather didn’t offend anyone. It’s that some people offended others, and they don’t want grandfather getting involved.”

“Is it the Crown Princess? All of Shengdu is talking about it today—the Crown Princess went to the Court of Judicial Review to strike the drum and file grievances! Worthy of the Crown Princess, so passionate! Grandfather, grandfather, the Crown Princess must be wronged! If she really committed fraud, she absolutely wouldn’t personally strike the drum! Grandfather, grandfather, you promised me you’d help the Crown Princess!”

“Alright, alright, I know. Help, help—heading to the Court of Judicial Review now… I know you’re being attentive for no reason, all for the Crown Princess… stop shaking, shake anymore and grandfather’s old bones will fall apart…”

…

The Minister of Justice’s carriage rushed quickly toward his office.

Joint trials by the Three Legal Departments, without specifically naming personnel, in Great Qian meant the highest-level joint trial by the Minister of Justice, Minister of the Court of Judicial Review, and Chief Censor. As half a student of He Zi, he naturally cared deeply about this matter.

Who knew that just as the carriage left the plaza, the wheels suddenly tilted and the entire vehicle flipped to one side.

The frightened horses’ piercing whinnies were ear-splitting. The Minister watched half the carriage crash down on him and thought it was over.

The next instant came several thudding sounds, the carriage shook, and iron-black points pierced through the carriage walls showing cold gleams. The overturning carriage stopped, then crashed to the ground with a thunderous sound.

The Minister was shaken and bounced in place, his heart pounding like drums.

He lifted the carriage curtain and saw several riders had appeared beside the carriage at some unknown time, wearing red armor. The red wasn’t extremely bright—rather it appeared somber, like blood.

With several whistling sounds, the grappling hooks that had been shot into the carriage walls to stabilize it were retrieved. The lead rider reached out and tapped the carriage wall, saying: “Minister Jiang, sit tight. Someone wants your legs.”

The Minister understood what had happened, anger flashing in his eyes as he straightened up.

…

In the open area before the Court of Judicial Review, several scholars and Cabinet secretaries approached under military escort, protected in three layers inside and out, as if afraid Tie Ci would suddenly attack to kill witnesses.

But such theatrics were useless, because Tie Ci’s smile was calm and benevolent, her imperial aura radiant, making viewers only admire the Crown Princess’s royal bearing, absolutely not thinking of bloody things like killing or beating people.

When it came to maintaining an image, Tie Ci was never afraid.

Several Cabinet secretaries stepped forward. They were Cabinet academicians of fifth rank who worked daily in the Cabinet, assisting the Grand Secretaries with government affairs and copying memorials. After approaching and bowing, they said: “That day we were on duty, following Assistant Minister Xiao on night duty in the office beside Chengqian Hall, and saw the Crown Princess hurrying over while the chief and deputy examiners were still in the hall.”

This statement caused an immediate uproar—didn’t this prove the Crown Princess had contacted the chief and deputy examiners?

According to regulations, at that hour, everyone would avoid suspicion by not appearing in Chengqian Hall.

The Crown Princess deliberately appearing when exam questions were being drafted—what was her intent?

Tie Ci laughed once and said: “Why don’t you mention that drafting the exam questions was slow that day, supposed to end at the end of the yin hour but unexpectedly dragged until the beginning of the mao hour? I pay respects to Father Emperor every day at the beginning of mao hour, daily without exception—why should that day be different? And why don’t you mention why drafting was slow that day—because Duan Yande’s carriage broke down halfway, making him a quarter-hour late?”

The Cabinet academician bowed his head and said: “Your Highness, forgive me. This humble subject is terrified and only spoke what I witnessed with my own eyes. I didn’t notice the time, nor knew Minister Duan had such an incident.”

His voice trembled, appearing extremely frightened, making Tie Ci seem all the more aggressive.

Among the scholars who came to testify, someone couldn’t help but sneer: “Your Highness needn’t pressure others with your position. Who knows if accidents are really accidents? After all, Chief Examiner Duan is also considered Chief Examiner He’s disciple—you’re family.”

Tie Ci remained calm, looking at him and nodding: “Sir speaks with such righteous indignation—are you also here to testify?”

Those scholars stepped forward and said: “Indeed. Regarding Shen Mi’s question earlier, we can testify that Shen Mi actually had contact with Chief Examiner He that day.”

Shen Mi frowned, remembering what incident this was about.

The scholar said: “That day when the examiners entered the examination compound, we were all watching from the side, standing right next to Shen Mi. During this time, Shen Mi suddenly fell, falling right in front of Chief Examiner He. Chief Examiner He personally helped him up. We witnessed this with our own eyes and are willing to swear by our futures.”

That day the spectators were like a mountain of people, most saw this scene, and hearing this, many nodded.

Assistant Minister Li said: “Where did Shen Mi fall in front of He Zi? How long was the delay? Are you certain He Zi personally helped him up?”

“He fell directly in front. Shen Mi seemed to pause slightly from pain, and Chief Examiner He personally helped him up.”

The Vice Chief Censor said: “They must have secretly exchanged things then.”

Everyone changed color.

Shen Mi said: “I didn’t let Chief Examiner He help me up, and someone pushed me hard from behind!”

The scholar said: “Then did you catch that person or see who it was?”

“I fell forward—how could I catch anyone?”

The scholar snorted disdainfully, his face full of contempt.

Murong Yi suddenly said: “Maybe you pushed him out of jealous hatred and are now here testifying? Otherwise, why is your attitude so vicious, looking constipated as if you haven’t moved your bowels for three days?”

The crowd: “Pffft.”

The scholar flew into rage: “Who are you, sir? Without witnessing personally, how can you fabricate lies and make slanderous accusations!”

“Oh, without witnessing personally, one cannot make slanderous accusations.” Murong Yi nodded. “Then just now regarding Chengqian Hall matters you also didn’t witness personally—how can you make slanderous accusations against the Crown Princess?”

The scholar was speechless.

“I said this to let you know what injustice feels like when casually condemned by others!” Murong Yi said. “The Crown Princess has a delicate constitution and gentle temperament, not arguing with you, but I cannot bear to hear it!”

Everyone looked at the “delicate constitution” Crown Princess.

“Oh—”

Sir, what fine dog eyes, yet they’re completely blind.

The “delicate constitution” Crown Princess: …Ugh.

The scholar was left speechless by the rebuke, but the crowd’s emotions were stirred up. The Justice Ministry Vice Minister had remained silent throughout. Assistant Minister Li and the Vice Chief Censor exchanged glances, looking troubled as he said: “This seems to involve the fraud case trial. Your Highness just said we haven’t received orders and cannot try this case…”

Tie Ci found this amusing—why didn’t they say it concerned the fraud case when presenting witnesses?

Wasn’t this laying out evidence unfavorable to her then blocking her mouth?

“No need for such theatrics,” she said lightly. “My three complaints—the first accuses Xiao Liheng of fabricating charges and framing examiners and candidates to falsely accuse the Crown Prince. Now with all these people jumping out, isn’t this perfectly helping me list evidence of his blatant framing?”

The Vice Chief Censor coughed and said: “Your Highness, forgive this subject’s reminder—the witnesses just now all spoke of what they personally saw, the latter confirmed by countless people. You cannot use this as evidence for Grand Secretary Xiao’s crimes.”

Tie Ci didn’t even glance at him and waved her hand.

Dan Shuang dragged someone out from the cavalry behind and threw him on the ground.

“Come, tell us how you accepted bribes, deliberately didn’t remind Her Highness, and proactively opened the door for Her Highness at Chengqian Hall!”

The person wore blue robes and black boots—a low-ranking palace eunuch’s attire. He cowered on the ground trembling. After a long while he finally raised his face. Assistant Minister Li and others’ eyes constricted as Tie Ci said unhurriedly: “Distinguished ministers are all high officials who regularly enter and leave Chengqian Hall. You should recognize this little yellow-gate eunuch who specifically handles announcements and door-pushing for you gentlemen?”

Assistant Minister Li gave a dry laugh: “Somewhat familiar.”

The little eunuch curled up on the ground and said tremblingly: “This slave… this slave is Wang Xi, third-rank door-greeting eunuch of Chengqian Hall… This slave, this slave once received silver from second-rank managing eunuch Liu Datong of Chengqian Hall, telling this slave that on exam question drafting day, when seeing the Crown Princess enter, don’t announce—immediately open the door…”

Dan Shuang threw out another person—this time Liu Datong: “…This slave has relatives with Manager Niu who oversees West Street shops for the Xiao residence. Following his instructions, I arranged for Wang Xi not to announce. Manager Niu manages the carriage shop and also arranged for people to damage Minister Duan’s carriage…”

“Understand this chain scheme? They had someone damage Minister Duan’s carriage, delaying exam question drafting time, calculated my morning respects timing, arranged this little eunuch to guard the door without announcing and hurriedly open it, not reminding me exam questions hadn’t been sent away yet—the purpose was to make me encounter them, establishing the possibility of my ‘glimpsing exam questions’ to conveniently splash dirty water on me afterward.” Tie Ci pointed at Shen Mi. “Do the subsequent methods seem familiar? Pushing someone to fall, lenient searches, arranged booth assignments—everything providing evidence of preferential treatment to establish fraud accusations… Identical patterns, aren’t they?”

“However,” she said, “if truly committing examination fraud, secrecy would be paramount. Such theatrics would be counterproductive.”

Someone said: “What you say has logic, but lacks evidence.”

Murong Yi suddenly stepped out, waved his hand, and a scholar-looking person was thrown on the ground.

“This is the person I caught pushing from behind on the day examiners entered the examination compound,” Murong Yi said. “I know Shen Mi, and that day seeing him carrying a cat on his back, I wanted to play a prank and steal his cat. But when I approached to steal the cat, I saw this person push him from behind.”

Mu Si lifted the person up. Everyone saw that though wearing scholar’s robes, he was powerfully built, with dirty clothes, dispirited appearance, dirt under his nails, and facial scars—completely lacking scholarly air, looking more like a street thug than a scholar.

After Murong Yi caught this person, he’d been imprisoned for nearly a month, fed poorly daily, never seeing sunlight, looking utterly wretched. Being brought out for confrontation now, as if granted amnesty, he hurriedly said: “Yes, yes, yes, it was me. Someone paid me to push this person…”

Listening to everyone, this person was indeed an idle rogue, the type who’d do anything for money. According to him, a hooded person gave him silver to do this simple task. For rogues like them, such things were common. Employers hiding their identities wasn’t unusual—they wouldn’t even ask questions, just take money and work.

Tie Ci glanced at Murong Yi, not expecting him to have kept this card hidden. Regarding Shen Mi being pushed, she’d originally thought the perpetrator definitely pushed and ran, impossible to find like a needle in a haystack, yet Murong Yi happened upon him.

This man was quite idle, but his idleness was often useful.

This rogue’s manner was so roguish that when he spoke in such a sleazy, slippery way, most people believed him.

At this time, several more scholars hesitantly poked their heads out, saying: “We remembered—that day when Shen Mi fell in front of Chief Examiner He, he got up quickly and avoided Chief Examiner He’s assistance. The two never actually made contact.”

Ma Hetong looked at those scholars in shock and said bitterly: “Fellow candidates, have you also been bought by those in high positions!”

“Brother Ma, what are you saying! You would slander us just because testimony doesn’t favor you!” The scholars were indignantly displeased. “We sympathize with your situation, but we scholars should have hearts like bright mirrors and upright character, speaking what we see. How could we be the type of shadowy dogs who give false testimony!”

The Justice Ministry Vice Minister said: “In that case, if Shen Mi’s fall was designed, then the alleged deliberate falling for secret exchange becomes questionable.”

“That’s not how you put it.” Someone suddenly interjected.

Everyone turned back, all with complex expressions, but regardless of expression, they hurriedly rose and bowed: “Assistant Minister.”

The crowd parted as Xiao Liheng approached with his entourage.

Seeing him, Tie Ci’s eyes flashed, thinking Father Emperor should have tried to keep him, but obviously still couldn’t keep this old fox too long.

Xiao Liheng stopped before the crowd, bowed meticulously to Tie Ci, and smiled: “Didn’t expect Your Highness to be here.”

Tie Ci raised her hand and smiled slightly: “Didn’t expect the Assistant Minister to arrive so quickly.”

“I hurried over when I heard someone was accusing me,” Xiao Liheng turned and walked toward the three officials. “Ah… no need, no need, that’s not my seat—don’t you see Her Highness is still standing… get me a small stool, I’ll sit to the side… I say, Your Highness, why are you standing there?”

Tie Ci had been standing not because the court wouldn’t give her a stool, but firstly, sitting down would make her actions invisible to the crowd; secondly, her standing could pressure the Three Legal Departments, making them sit even more uneasily.

She smiled faintly: “I stand to see certain people’s true faces more clearly.”

Xiao Liheng acted as if he didn’t understand and smiled: “Sitting comfortably lets one watch the winds and clouds with a smile.”

“Not necessarily,” Tie Ci said. “Sitting in prison isn’t comfortable. Don’t you think so?”

Xiao Liheng’s eye wrinkles slowly accumulated as he drawled: “This old subject wouldn’t know—does the Crown Princess know?”

“Ask your family members and you’ll know, Assistant Minister,” Tie Ci said melodiously.

Everyone: “…”

Weren’t court figures supposed to be diplomatic and harmonious? Even if they hated each other enough to stab backs, they’d be all smiles and drink together when meeting face to face?

How did these two start going at each other like needle points and wheat awns upon meeting, with gunpowder smoke shooting to the clouds?

But those who understood court situations knew this back-and-forth was perfectly normal between these two.

Dongming Xiao family members had been accused with solid evidence and imprisoned. Fourth Master Xiao and several others were still in jail.

Though reportedly arguing fiercely with decent prison treatment, they hadn’t gotten out yet, had they?

The Crown Princess exposing scars to his face—quite ruthless.

After a while, Xiao Liheng smiled again and asked casually: “What is Your Highness doing so early this morning?”

“Accusing you.”

“…”

Chapter 308: Complaint Letters as Love Letters
Every sentence left people breathless.

Probably only Murong Yi didn’t find it suffocating. He thought it was wonderful, amazing—our girl could compose poetry at eighteen, destroy armies in martial arts, never backed down from arguments, had a rich vocabulary for scolding, and could kill any conversation with every sentence. Truly worthy of being the Crown Princess!

Xiao Liheng was obviously finally choked up, cursing himself for the ten thousandth time—how had he failed to see that this little puppet was actually a wolf in sheep’s clothing?

He fell silent for a long while, finally unable to maintain that false smile, and said coldly: “This old subject serves the country loyally, working tirelessly every day, thinking about how to maintain His Majesty’s vast realm, how to make the people live in peace and prosperity, how to make our Great Qian’s national power flourish daily. Yet Your Highness thinks daily about how to seize power, how to manage affairs, how to consolidate power, how to trample on the dignity of us subjects. Your Highness acting thus, don’t you feel it’s against your conscience?”

“The Assistant Minister’s tongue blooms like lotus flowers, but today is not the court where you and I should debate. Now with the Three Legal Departments conducting joint trials, I am the plaintiff, you are the defendant. Everything said and done should only relate to the case itself… Assistant Minister, you’re a defendant—what are you doing sitting there? Come down. I permit you to stand alongside me.”

Xiao Liheng: “…”

He really wanted to grab the little stool and smash it on this girl’s head until it bloomed with blood.

Tie Ci wouldn’t give him the chance to sit before the Three Legal Departments and apply pressure, graciously beckoning to him.

Xiao Liheng pretended to be deaf and didn’t move. Tie Ci continued: “Oh right, I should respect the elderly. Though you’re the defendant, I permit you to sit beside me.”

As she spoke, she kicked over a small stool and made an elegant gesture for Xiao Liheng to sit.

Under everyone’s gaze, Xiao Liheng could no longer sit comfortably beside the Three Legal Departments. But going to Tie Ci’s side—firstly he didn’t dare, and secondly he realized she was standing while he would be sitting, making him look up at her, which was far too lacking in presence.

He decided to ignore her.

But when he sat motionlessly, Tie Ci sighed sadly to the nearby citizens: “Look, I, this puppet Crown Prince, truly have no dignity at all.”

Xiao Liheng: “…”

Very good, you’re shameless too.

He had to force a smile and say: “Your Highness speaks truly. National laws should be followed by everyone. After all, princes who break the law suffer the same punishment as commoners.”

“Indeed, Dragon-Severing Platform has beheaded piles of officials in every dynasty,” Tie Ci nodded in deep agreement.

The surrounding citizens and students were all chuckling quietly.

The Crown Princess was truly a wonderful person.

To say such a wonderful person was greedy for profit, meddling in imperial examinations, employing personal favorites, and destroying fairness—somehow, it all seemed quite unlikely.

Common people and scholars were always emotional. After all, compared to an old man past sixty, the dashing and beautiful Crown Princess was much more appealing to the eye. People were more willing to believe her.

A world that judges by appearance—this was true throughout history, everywhere.

Xiao Liheng finally stood up from the small stool and walked to the center of the field, keeping far from Tie Ci.

Tie Ci smiled at him with spring-like warmth, completely unlike a plaintiff in a life-or-death struggle.

Xiao Liheng soon discovered Tie Ci’s sinister intentions.

Being far from Tie Ci meant being far from the Three Legal Departments and far from the center of the crowd. Without martial arts skills, he couldn’t project his voice like Tie Ci to let everyone hear. He had to speak loudly for every sentence, and before long would be hoarse from shouting.

This also made him appear especially ungraceful and guilty.

After all, speaking loudly suggested guilt—this was common knowledge.

Xiao Liheng: “…”

I can’t guard against this little turtle’s schemes.

Having spent long years in officialdom, Xiao Liheng quickly thought of a solution—having a personal guard relay his words while he only needed to nod.

Assistant Minister Li said: “My lord, do you know the charges His Highness has brought against you?”

Xiao Liheng had heard live reports before arriving, but now pretended ignorance, saying slowly: “I would like to hear the details.”

His first tactic was delay. The Crown Princess had unprecedentedly beaten the drum before the Court of Judicial Review, turning high-level political gaming into public trial, vainly hoping to use public opinion to reverse the situation. He would drag out time.

Citizens always had to go home to cook, and the scholars would get tired after a morning of commotion and need to sit and have tea.

Once people dispersed and the case moved inside the Court of Judicial Review for hearing, Tie Ci’s wishful thinking would fail.

Assistant Minister Li understood, coughed, and was about to slowly repeat everything when Xiao Liheng suddenly pointed to the desk. His guard said: “Where’s the complaint document?”

“…There isn’t one.”

“Your Highness, this is improper of you. Since you insist on handling this matter according to ordinary citizens’ complaint procedures, how can there be no complaint document? Either you go back now and quickly write one…”

“Oh, the complaint document is here.” Murong Yi slowly pulled out a paper from behind him. “The writing is so excellent, I couldn’t help but keep it to admire a while longer and forgot to submit it. Sorry about that.”

Assistant Minister Li: “…”

I believe your ghost story.

Outside the crowd, Rong Pu, who had just been released from house arrest and rushed over, quietly put away the complaint document he’d hastily drafted in his carriage.

Tie Ci originally hadn’t had time to prepare a complaint document. Seeing Xiao Liheng arrive so quickly, she’d thought of this and had already hinted for her people to write one, just needing to wait a bit. But time was now urgent—waiting even a moment longer could put her at a disadvantage. Seeing Murong Yi timely produce the complaint document, she felt somewhat comforted.

This rascal was reliable at crucial moments.

She wondered when he’d written it.

Taking it in hand, she saw that though the handwriting was hurried, it was both square and round, changing fluidly with hints of a master’s bearing, making her marvel inwardly.

Previously seeing Murong Yi read idle books and draw comics with the appearance of a study-hating poor student, and knowing his growth experiences, she’d naturally assumed he hadn’t had opportunities for proper education—being unlearned would be normal. Yet his previous story book was written beautifully and plainly, and now this handwriting was even more eye-catching. She wondered how he’d learned under such circumstances and who had cultivated him.

Good handwriting made her unable to resist looking more closely, and then she suddenly discovered that the complaint document had expanded on her three charges’ content, making them more detailed. The first character of each line seemed readable as a sequence.

Reading the first characters of each line together: “Loving but not seeing, scratching head in hesitation.”

Even filing lawsuits couldn’t stop his flirtatious nature!

Tie Ci expressionlessly handed up the complaint document.

Assistant Minister Li was about to give the complaint document to his clerk to read when Xiao Liheng stopped him, tremblingly pulling out Western spectacles, apparently intending to read it himself.

Being elderly with poor eyesight and slow speech, he could spend half an hour reading one complaint document. The Crown Prince couldn’t disrespect the elderly by interrupting him, right?

The Crown Prince couldn’t, but someone else could.

Before he could finish his act, Murong Yi had already said: “Let the legal advocate read the complaint document.”

Behind him, the famous legal advocate of Shengdu, who’d been prepared long ago, finally found his moment to shine. Stepping forward, he read the complaint document extremely quickly and articulately.

Xiao Liheng had to slowly put away his spectacles again, this time finally looking directly at Murong Yi.

He hadn’t known when such a pretty boy had appeared beside the Crown Princess!

After hearing the complaint document, the legal advocate quickly recounted the previous debate and showed him several witnesses. Xiao Liheng glanced over and said lightly: “What does this have to do with our Xiao family?”

“Wang Xi received Liu Datong’s instructions, Liu Datong was bought by Xiao residence’s steward—didn’t the Assistant Minister hear clearly?”

“The Xiao residence has no steward named Niu.”

“How convenient.”

“The Crown Princess can claim all accusations are framing and entrapment—Shen Mi’s fall was designed, Shen Mi’s preferential treatment was designed, the Crown Princess encountering the exam drafting was designed. Can’t the Xiao residence say there’s no steward Niu?”

Tie Ci signaled for Shen Mi and others to step forward: “With no imperial edict issued, Shengdu Prefecture attempted torture for forced confessions. Dare you say you have no guilty conscience?”

“Just a few lashes—who knows if it’s not a self-injury scheme? Entering the yamen requires intimidation, even without cause three lashes are standard. Probably only the Crown Princess would forcibly connect this rule-teaching to my Xiao family. But then again, who told the Xiao family to have such great achievements that overshadow the master?” Xiao Liheng said to the court official standing aside: “This lord, did this old subject instruct you to use torture for forced confessions?”

The court official loudly said: “Injustice! What torture for forced confessions? After the prisoners entered jail last night, they were held awaiting trial. We haven’t even seen their faces!”

The bailiffs also called out: “Even rule-teaching didn’t happen. Scholar gentlemen don’t kneel before officials—we mere jailers, how would we dare cause trouble!”

Qi Yuansi roared angrily: “Utterly shameless!”

Xiao Liheng chuckled and said: “Eh, isn’t this young master from Commander Qi’s family? A military family indeed has extraordinary spirit. Look, you’ve frightened this jailer—would he dare lay hands on you?”

Tie Ci signaled Qi Yuansi not to speak first, lest it provoke class opposition and fall into this old fox’s trap.

“What about the person who pushed Shen Mi from behind?” the legal advocate asked.

The Xiao family guard, after hearing Xiao Liheng speak for a while, loudly answered: “That has even less to do with the Xiao family. Could you randomly grab someone on the street claiming the Assistant Minister instructed them, and the Assistant Minister would have to acknowledge it? The person who pushed from behind could be found anywhere. Wang Xi is a palace person, a eunuch of Chengqian Hall. Whatever he says or does, though it can be claimed the Assistant Minister instigated it, isn’t it more likely he’s lying or even framing out of fear of the Crown Princess’s status and power?”

Xiao Liheng smiled slightly: “Crown Princess, this is quite boring. You can naturally say this old subject deflects cleanly, but this old subject can equally refute you in the same way.”

Listening, people’s expressions gradually became blank.

Indeed, earlier they’d been stirred to passionate fervor by evidence the Xiao family presented, then doused with cold water by evidence the Crown Princess presented. Now the interrogation had fallen into a strange circle—everyone overturning another’s evidence could possibly stem from fabrication. How could they distinguish?

Xiao Liheng said lightly: “Since this is so, naturally we must look at the witnesses’ identities. The higher the status and position, the more they cherish their reputation and the harder they are to bribe, isn’t that right?”

Tie Ci: “For example?”

“For example, our Cabinet academicians—they personally witnessed you entering the hall. For you to say you had absolutely no opportunity to access exam questions isn’t appropriate, is it?”

Several Cabinet academicians bowed to Tie Ci in unison, remaining silent.

Tie Ci laughed.

Civil officials were truly formidable.

Not saying a word, yet shooting swords and knives.

Not speaking was acknowledgment, even accusation—accusing her of lying, accusing her of actually having opportunities to access exam questions.

This was “silence speaks louder than words,” each sound wanting to hammer her to death.

Dan Shuang beside her was so angry her face turned white. Having followed the Crown Princess through palace ups and downs for many years, she was thoroughly disgusted by these subjects’ hypocritical faces!

She’d thought after the Crown Princess returned to the capital this time, these bastards would be more honest, but apparently some still wanted to court death.

Chi Xue was much calmer, pulling her and saying: “These people are too closely connected with the Xiao family. For their lives and property, they naturally become disloyal subjects and unfilial sons, daring to frame the Crown Princess to her face. Actually, such shameless behavior—doesn’t it precisely show they’re already desperate?”

Dan Shuang said grimly: “A bunch of sanctimonious dog bastards! Heaven should send down lightning to strike them all dead!”

Chi Xue glanced outside the crowd and said meaningfully: “No hurry—maybe it’ll be soon.”

…

The row of bowing Cabinet academicians in the center of the crowd created enormous invisible pressure, causing the crowd to quiet considerably.

Tie Ci nodded and tapped her head, saying: “So you see how stupid you are. Focusing on weaving great crimes, thinking yourselves meticulous and careful, yet not knowing that going too far is as bad as not going far enough. Since Shen Mi obtained exam questions by falling, why would I waste effort first going to Chengqian Hall to inquire?”

Xiao Liheng frowned.

This was indeed a flaw. The problem was that the Xiao and Rong factions had joined hands—with more people came mixed motives.

He was determined to drag the Crown Princess down, therefore focusing efforts on Chengqian Hall. Afterward, having Shen Mi receive preferential treatment could mutually support the Crown Princess cultivating private individuals.

But there was a Rong faction minister in their camp who hated He Zi more and wanted to solidify He Zi’s crimes. He had someone publicly push Shen Mi to establish the possibility of He Zi passing exam questions. By the time Xiao Liheng learned of this, it was too late to remedy.

He smiled composedly: “Who knows? After all, Great Qian’s exam question security is extremely strict to prevent cheating—there’s almost no possibility of leakage. Perhaps some people felt that getting questions through falling wasn’t reliable and wanted to see for themselves?”

Tie Ci’s smile deepened: “So I used paying respects as an excuse to go to Chengqian Hall, waited at the hall entrance, and saw the questions when brushing past?”

Xiao Liheng instinctively became wary of this sentence, but thinking carefully couldn’t find any trap in this repetitive statement, so he smiled without speaking.

Though the Crown Princess had beaten the drum, this wasn’t a real courtroom—no one could judge the Crown Princess or him. Ultimately, today’s confrontation—the real judges were Shengdu’s citizens and examinees. Whoever formed judgment and conclusions in these people’s hearts would win.

Tie Ci nodded, clapped her hands, and suddenly said: “Everyone please step back a bit.”

Not understanding her intent, people complied and stepped back.

Tie Ci also stepped back some, moving further from Xiao Liheng and having everyone distance themselves from him.

She said: “Prepare writing materials for the Assistant Minister. Please have the Assistant Minister casually write a few sentences.”

Assistant Minister Li was baffled but dared not disobey Tie Ci’s words. Fearing Tie Ci was scheming, he personally prepared paper, brush, and ink for Xiao Liheng.

This request wasn’t improper. Xiao Liheng had to pick up the brush, thinking if you can write complaint documents, I can also cry injustice. Then he worried—would writing like this fall into Tie Ci’s calculations? To ensure absolute safety, he randomly wrote about the health pills he’d eaten this morning.

These health pills he kept and consumed privately—no one knew about them.

He also inconspicuously shifted direction, turning his back to Tie Ci.

He’d just put down the brush and was about to ask what Tie Ci intended when he heard Tie Ci say: “Grand Secretary, you even take Jade Pillar Glory Nourishing Pills every morning?”

Xiao Liheng started, then his face changed dramatically.

How did she know!

He instinctively tried to crumple the paper and secretly rewrite it, but a hand reached over, swiftly snatching the paper and displaying it to the crowd with a smile: “Jade Pillar Glory Nourishing Pills? Eh, isn’t this medicine for virility? Grand Secretary, are you having performance issues?”

Men could least tolerate such questions, especially in public. Xiao Liheng immediately said: “Nonsense! This is clearly medicine for nourishing qi, calming blood, and settling the spirit!”

As soon as he spoke, seeing Murong Yi’s half-smiling expression across from him, his scalp exploded, knowing he’d fallen into a trap with no way to recover.

Murong Yi drew out a long “Oh” and said: “Ah, the Crown Princess can see!”

All around had already exploded.

Everyone had personally witnessed Xiao Liheng facing away from Tie Ci at a distance of over three zhang—how had the Crown Princess seen?

Those quick to react had already realized, their faces changing repeatedly.

When the crowd quieted slightly, Tie Ci finally said: “Did you see? My pair of eyes can see far and see through walls. If I truly wanted to spy on exam questions, I wouldn’t need to go to Chengqian Hall, wouldn’t need to push doors, wouldn’t need to meet with the two chief examiners—I’d only need to encounter them casually anywhere in the palace and could obtain everything effortlessly without drawing attention. Would I need such a grand mobilization?”

The crowd was in uproar.

No one had expected the Crown Princess to actually have clairvoyant abilities.

Xiao Liheng shot upright.

Then thinking of something, joy appeared in his eyes as he said: “Wait! This old subject remembers something. The Cabinet academicians must testify.”

Assistant Minister Li immediately agreed.

“Cabinet academicians must always leave someone at Chengqian Hall on standby. That day after this old subject left, wasn’t it Yin Dingguo who remained in the hall?”

A sallow-faced academician said: “Yes, this humble one remained at Chengqian Hall on standby at that time. However, I remained outside the hall.”

“Then you saw everything the Crown Princess said and did?”

“Yes.”

“Then tell us—after the chief and deputy examiners came out carrying the exam question box, what did the Crown Princess do?”

The Cabinet academician recalled and said: “His Highness descended the steps and glanced at the box. After the chief and deputy examiners left, he requested paper and brush, wrote a note, and gave it to the Crown Princess’s female official, who left with the note. Afterward the Crown Princess entered the hall, and this subject knew nothing further.”

“You mentioned this to me before, but I paid no attention then. Now considering the circumstances, this old subject wonders—what were you writing, Your Highness?”

The crowd fell silent again.

“Since you have clairvoyant abilities, you stopped the chief and deputy examiners, looked at the box, then quickly memorized—what do you suppose it was?”

Tie Ci stared at him and smiled: “The Grand Secretary means I was transcribing the exam questions?”

“You have no studies now, and besides, writing hurriedly then, needing urgent memorization and external transmission—what could it be?”

Tie Ci’s smile deepened: “Don’t you know what it was?”

Xiao Liheng was confused.

What did she mean?

Of course he didn’t know—did he have reason to know?

“You mean I urgently transcribed exam questions, then passed the questions to accomplices?”

Xiao Liheng felt something was wrong with this statement, but this was indeed the direction it should go, so he smiled without speaking.

“Whoever received the questions would be an accomplice?”

Xiao Liheng continued smiling without speaking.

Tie Ci clasped her hands together and said: “You’re absolutely right—I did indeed transcribe the exam questions then.”

The crowd was in uproar. Xiao Liheng hadn’t expected her to actually admit it, raising his eyebrows: “Then who did Your Highness give them to…”

Tie Ci immediately continued: “I gave them to you!”

Chapter 309: Xi Pi Fans Throughout the World
Xiao Liheng: “…”

“The note I transcribed at that time was given to this person, right?” Tie Ci pointed at Chi Xue and asked the Cabinet academician.

The academician nodded.

“Chi Xue, tell us what you did with the note that day.”

“This servant received the paper the Crown Princess wrote that day and, following the Crown Princess’s command, went to the inner treasury. I selected several gifts from the inner treasury and, together with that paper, had palace attendants deliver them to the Xiao residence. The Crown Princess said that Grand Secretary Xiao worked tirelessly for the country day and night, so she specially bestowed silk, satin, gold, and silver as rewards.”

Chi Xue also detailed all those rewards, including the time she went to get them, the palace attendants who recorded the inventory, the attendants who delivered the rewards, and even the Xiao residence’s response when receiving the imperial edict—she recounted everything in minute detail. Her speech was clear and her gaze steady, clearly a most trustworthy person. Finally she said: “The inner treasury is under Palace Secretariat jurisdiction. All imperial household rewards leaving the treasury are recorded in detail. If the Assistant Minister doesn’t remember clearly, records can be retrieved for verification at any time.”

Her meaning was clear: the Palace Secretariat belonged to the Empress Dowager and wouldn’t give false testimony for the Crown Princess.

“I’ve already sent people to retrieve the records. The inner treasury also keeps archives of reward documents and writings.” Tie Ci smiled at Assistant Minister Xiao. “Assistant Minister, I indeed transcribed the exam questions and gave them to an accomplice. Look, should this accomplice also be arrested?”

Xiao Liheng: “…”

Hateful little wretch!

She’d actually dug such a pit so early and waited for him to jump in!

His heart grew cold, realizing Tie Ci had prepared for this and dug him a trap back then.

She had actually predicted this affair early on.

Yet she remained composed, lying dormant and waiting.

He was certainly waiting for the spring examination incident to unfold, hoping to crush the royalist faction in one blow. But she was also waiting for him to make his move, using his force against him to make him trap himself in his own cocoon.

If he now insisted the Crown Princess had obtained and passed exam questions, the Crown Princess could drag him down with her.

The fraud case would become a joke.

With Shen Mi and others having eliminated the possibility of secretly receiving exam questions, and the Crown Princess’s side also eliminating the possibility, “leaked exam questions” would virtually cease to exist.

But in confrontations like this, once things became unfavorable to one’s side, the solution was to turn it into a muddled case.

By constantly involving others and raising various possibilities, to refute these possibilities, the defendant would be forced into constant self-defense and evidence presentation, dragging the case into a lengthy tug-of-war period. During such periods, there were too many variables and too many opportunities for manipulation.

And the people didn’t have the time and energy to keep following and paying attention.

He slowly smiled and said: “The Crown Princess truly knows how to joke.”

Tie Ci also smiled: “When it comes to you, it becomes a joke.”

Xiao Liheng acted as if he hadn’t heard, continuing on his own: “Shen Mi and others receiving preferential treatment was witnessed by Ma Hetong’s own eyes. Most Yueli Academy candidates passed—this shows the Crown Princess and Grand Tutor’s excellent teaching, with the academy full of talented people.”

Once he said this, the candidates’ anger was stirred up again. Someone shouted: “Right! Even without leaked exam questions, why should the academy candidates pass in such numbers? This should be investigated, thoroughly investigated, to see if there were benefit exchanges or backdoor requests!”

The Justice Ministry Vice Minister frowned, Assistant Minister Li nodded repeatedly, and the Vice Chief Censor looked completely agreeable.

Dan Shuang angrily said: “A bunch of shameless officials and fickle idiots!”

Turning around, she saw Mu Si staring at her and immediately turned her face away.

Chi Xue frowned: “They’re being such rogues, denying everything and dragging things out. Today’s hearing has reached deadlock—the longer it drags on, the worse for us.”

Assistant Minister Li turned to discuss with the Vice Chief Censor briefly, then said: “Both sides hold to their own versions, and this involves the two chief examiners. Let’s temporarily adjourn court and wait for the two chief examiners to appear before continuing the trial…”

Qi Yuansi angrily said: “What do you mean ‘both sides hold to their own versions’? Any evidence favorable to us, you turn a blind eye to. Any evidence unfavorable to the other side, you also play deaf and dumb. Trying cases like you do, how can you face the four characters ‘Bright Mirror Hangs High’ above your heads!”

Assistant Minister Li said: “Young Master Qi, please calm down. For this case, we must wait until all the accused are present to get clear answers.”

Some scholars and citizens who were gradually understanding the situation began to create disturbances.

The Vice Chief Censor said stiffly: “We have been steeped in legal codes for half our lives. How we conduct trials is not for you to nag about. This is the Court of Judicial Review—naturally Assistant Minister Li should preside!”

Assistant Minister Li said cheerfully: “Since this is so—”

“Shouldn’t this old man be presiding over the Court of Judicial Review?” An aged voice suddenly interrupted. “Or has this old man suddenly been dismissed? Your Highness?”

The last sentence was directed at Tie Ci. Tie Ci smiled with some surprise and personally stepped forward to welcome and support him: “Take your time walking, elder.”

The Minister of the Court of Judicial Review, his face covered with age spots, walked into the crowd supported by a young girl. Assistant Minister Li hurriedly pushed back his chair and stood up.

The Minister casually bowed to Tie Ci and walked toward the seat Assistant Minister Li had vacated, sitting down while muttering: “Ah, haven’t ridden in a carriage for so long, nearly shook my old bones apart… unfilial girl…”

The young girl beside him smiled shyly at Tie Ci, then looked past Tie Ci’s head toward Murong Yi and smiled again.

Tie Ci clearly saw her hand hidden at her waist secretly make a fist gesture to Murong Yi.

Tie Ci: “…”

These Xi Pi fans were truly exhausting.

This girl looked familiar—probably also a member of that Miaoqi Society or whatever.

Her mood was somewhat complex. The Minister of the Court of Judicial Review was elderly and usually didn’t handle affairs—he actually wasn’t among her targets to win over. She hadn’t expected him to be requested to come out by someone using Xi Pi fans.

With the Minister’s arrival, Assistant Minister Li had to yield his position. Standing aside looking embarrassed, the old man lifted his eyelids, glanced at him, and said slowly: “Little Li.”

Little Li could only respond.

“Go make me a cup of tea,” the Minister muttered. “Can’t you see this old man’s lips are parched? Young people these days really have no perception.”

The fifty-something “young person” Assistant Minister Li had to be ordered around to make tea.

Though the Minister appeared aged, after sitting down he acted with swift decisiveness. Without requiring a new round of accusations and defenses, after drinking tea and opening his eyes wide, he said: “This old man has been watching for a while. Currently, Ma Hetong’s accusations against He Zi, Duan Yande and others for favoritism and fraud, leaked exam questions, and Shen Mi and others cheating—all lack solid evidence.”

Ma Hetong was about to speak when the Minister continued: “This old man reminds this scholar not to be a tool for others. What you’re upset about and witnessed personally is merely Shen Mi receiving preferential treatment. But even if Shen Mi received preferential treatment, that doesn’t involve criminal conduct. It cannot be used as evidence that he cheated.”

Ma Hetong’s face reddened and he couldn’t speak.

“And the censors accuse the Crown Princess of spying on exam questions and transmitting them out of the palace,” the Minister glanced at Xiao Liheng. “The exam questions flowed to the Xiao residence—Grand Secretary Xiao, please quickly submit to arrest.”

Xiao Liheng: “…”

He said: “Elder Weng, these exam questions flowing to the Xiao residence were clearly the Crown Princess’s deliberate doing…”

The Minister: “Eh? What is Grand Secretary Xiao saying? This old man can’t hear clearly!”

Xiao Liheng: “…Guard, you relay this!”

Guard: “Elder Weng…”

The Minister: “Ah, so noisy, deafening my ears. Who are you? My old eyes are dim—why don’t you look like Grand Secretary Xiao?”

Guard: “…”

Xiao Liheng: “Elder Weng!”

The Minister: “Eh? What?”

Xiao Liheng: “…”

The Minister: “Grand Secretary Xiao has no objections? Then this case will be tried separately. Ah, I’m old and confused. Today’s main case is the Crown Princess accusing Xiao Liheng and others of framing, right? Currently we have palace attendants Wang Xi, Liu Datong, and vagrant Deng Erya as witnesses. Accusing Shengdu Prefecture’s Assistant Prefect and court officials of unauthorized use of private punishment—we have injuries to Shen Mi, Wu Yuanhong and others as evidence. Accusing the above persons of falsifying edicts to disrupt government and incite student unrest… mm, for the former we have the Crown Princess and His Majesty as witnesses.”

Everyone: “…”

Are you really old, sir? Your thinking is clearer than young people’s.

“As for inciting student unrest…” The Minister looked up at the crowd. With several sharp sounds, some scholars were thrown out of the crowd by Blood Cavalry. The mounted warriors expressionlessly reported the names, ages, native places of several people, where they had appeared at various meeting halls last night, their words and actions during that time, how they incited candidates…

Many nearby candidates watching all exclaimed in recognition: “I know this person—isn’t this Brother Liu from Huiming County!”

“How is Brother Zhang from Huangzhou here? Brother Zhang hosted guests at Juxian Tower last night, spending money like water with great generosity.”

“This Zhang comes from a poor family and has been staying in temples—where did he suddenly get so much silver?”

Amid the discussion, those few scholars who had been bought to incite student unrest trembled all over, huddled on the ground without speaking.

The Minister squinted his presbyopic eyes and said slowly: “If you gentlemen honestly confess everything, this official will give lenient punishment. Otherwise, I’ll directly send documents to educational officials everywhere to first revoke your examination degrees before trial. You gentlemen can weigh this yourselves.”

Candidates valued their degrees most—no one could bear such responsibility. They immediately spoke of how they had encountered people in casual conversation mentioning examination conditions, bringing up Ma Hetong’s complaint, hinting at unfairness in the metropolitan examination. Being among those who had failed, hearing incitement that making a scene might lead to re-examination and perhaps another chance, driven by anger and desire, they had been deceived.

It must be said the Xiao family was still careful in their actions, basically using suggestive methods to incite the scholars, leaving no traces.

But some were more deeply involved, specifically spreading news for the Xiao family to control discourse among candidates. For example, that Zhang from Huangzhou had some connections with the Xiao family. The Xiao family secretly promised him that if there were re-examinations, they would definitely ensure he passed with honors. Under such enormous temptation, he naturally spared no effort.

He didn’t want to speak, but the old man didn’t ask questions either, turning to instruct the Grand Court Secretary behind him: “Investigate this person’s daily expenses, money transactions, and bank exchange records.”

Large silver note expenditures and exchanges at banks all had records—it was easy to trace the source.

Scholars were still scholars—when the Minister mentioned investigation, the man went soft all over and confessed everything in just a few words.

Citizens and scholars were in uproar as the situation rapidly reversed. Xiao Liheng sat there grinding his teeth to powder.

But this Minister of the Court of Judicial Review was elderly, experienced, highly positioned, and had been deeply rooted in the Court for many years. Though he seemed to have ignored affairs for a long time, once he took charge, Assistant Minister Li had no say at all.

His aide behind him, seeing the unfavorable situation, urgently reminded: “Master, the current situation is unfavorable to our Xiao family. You cannot continue entangling here and should quickly enter the palace, unite with the Censorate and our people to cry injustice, to prevent the other side’s counterattack…”

Xiao Liheng said: “With their attitude, they’re determined to bite off a piece of our flesh!”

“Then we can only let them bite, and even we must actively throw out meat! Look at the citizens’ and candidates’ expressions now—they’re already wrong. If they continue to be held hostage by public opinion, the Xiao family’s involvement will deepen further…”

Xiao Liheng gritted his teeth. The Xiao family had recently been pressed hard by Tie Ci all along. Fourth Master Xiao and others from the old Xiao residence were still in prison without release. No matter how many people he found to try to clear their names, the royalist faction held on relentlessly. Originally controlling the Yongping Navy, Xiao Bi’an had also been firmly pinned down by more evidence Di Yiwei produced. His stirring up the spring examinations, besides seeking more connections and influence, had another reason—to divert attention from Tie Ci and others, muddy the situation, bring down royalist leaders, and seek opportunities for the convicted Xiao family members.

Originally he controlled all developments. Among the Three Legal Departments, the Minister of the Court of Judicial Review didn’t handle affairs, with Assistant Minister Li making all decisions. The Censorate belonged to him. As long as he contained the Minister of Justice, no matter how this case was turned, it couldn’t escape his palm!

Who knew how the old man had suddenly been persuaded to act!

Clearly they had investigated before—neither Tie Ci nor her people had any relationship with the old fellow, and he had always been prudent in self-preservation, staying out of all affairs.

Xiao Liheng hesitated. At this moment, no matter who was thrown out, no matter how shallow the bite the Xiao family received, it meant the Xiao family had suffered another complete defeat this time.

In the future, trying to manipulate public opinion and use scholars would be absolutely impossible.

At this moment came another sound of urgent hoofbeats. The crowd parted to make way as two carriages entered the crowd. Several elderly men got down from the first carriage. When Xiao Liheng saw clearly who had come, his eyes contracted.

Minister of Justice! He Zi! Duan Yande!

He quickly stood up: “Old Jiang, you finally made it…”

Minister Jiang, who had previously had decent relations with him, looked at him coolly and said: “Yes, isn’t it a pity?”

“What do you mean, Minister Jiang…”

“Not a pity? They didn’t break my carriage and my legs, yet still let me rush here.” Minister Jiang didn’t look at Xiao Liheng, striding forward and waving his sleeve at the Justice Ministry Vice Minister who quickly stood up: “Clay sculpture and wooden puppet! Go stand aside!”

The Justice Ministry Vice Minister gratefully retreated as if granted amnesty.

Xiao Liheng watched the Minister of Justice sit down in the co-hearing position, his head buzzing.

Duan Yande stepped forward and smiled: “On the day exam questions were drafted, this old man’s carriage broke down, making me a quarter-hour late, causing delays leaving Chengqian Hall and encountering the Crown Princess. Today Minister Jiang, who should have come for co-hearing, also had his carriage break down and nearly broke his leg, almost unable to come. Grand Secretary Xiao, tell us—how coincidental is this?”

Xiao Liheng’s mouth corner twitched once as he smiled: “Are you two so unlucky?”

Duan Yande chuckled and turned to look at the crowd of citizens and candidates: “Everyone, tell us—how coincidental is this?”

The crowd responded with a thunderous roar: “Coincidental!”

Xiao Liheng’s complexion grew increasingly ashen in this thunderous sound.

He Zi bowed all around to the crowd: “The imperial examinations are the nation’s ceremonies for selecting talent. I have taken responsibility as chief examiner, staying vigilant day and night, not daring to fail His Majesty’s and the world’s scholars’ expectations. The previous various accusations have been submitted in memorials for self-defense. Afterward, the legal departments of Great Qian will naturally investigate and clarify everything. Please do not fall into traps, make unauthorized speculations, or be misled by others, ruining people’s futures.”

He was a model for the scholarly community and a renowned Confucian scholar throughout the realm. Many sought just one meeting with him but couldn’t obtain it. When he spoke, everyone automatically held their breath and listened quietly.

But He Zi didn’t say much, gesturing with his hand: “I haven’t taught for long, and actually am not familiar with the accused candidates. Only Shen Mi, I know a little about. Since you candidates all feel he climbed up through connections and sought advancement, why not first listen to his past story.”

The second carriage stopped, the curtain lifted, and a woman and young girl stepped down. Rong Pu, Tian Wu, Yang Yixiu and others followed behind.

Seeing Rong Pu, Xiao Liheng was slightly startled.

He had ordered troops to directly guard Zhegui Tower to trap these people. When necessary, he would use the safety of Rong Pu and others to threaten Tie Ci into yielding.

But these people had actually escaped.

Just as he had also ordered the arrest of He Zi and others, yet He Zi and the others now appeared here easily.

Xiao Liheng counted the numbers, unease growing in his heart.

The Imperial City, Palace City, Shengdu Prefecture, Court of Judicial Review, Zhegui Tower, He residence, Duan residence—he had stationed troops at all these places, intending to trap and capture people from all sides to maximize his control over the situation.

He had calculated that even if Tie Ci was cunning and could clear herself with words, facing absolute military force, she would be powerless.

But now it seemed all the restrictions had been broken.

This required considerable military strength.

Where did Tie Ci get so many people? Apart from those guarding the palace, could the remaining Crown Princess Nine Guards and three hundred Blood Cavalry manage to break through everywhere, protect everyone, and even conduct investigations?

Xiao Liheng couldn’t figure it out no matter how he thought, so the bad premonition in his heart grew stronger.

In the crowd, Shen Mi saw the mother and daughter and straightened up in shock: “Mother! Little sister!”

He looked around frantically, wanting to ask who had alarmed his mother, then quickly used his shackled hands to pull at his clothes, hiding the whip marks on his body.

Seeing his disheveled state, Mother Shen’s eyes reddened. She barely restrained herself from rushing over. She had aged somewhat this past year, losing her previous pampered and delicate air, appearing much more plain and steady, looking like a quite dignified woman.

She bowed to everyone and said in a trembling voice: “Elders and gentlemen, I am Shen Yingshi, wife of former Personnel Ministry Vice Minister and Haiyou Guangzhou Prefect Shen Shaoshan…”

She spoke at length, telling how her husband was executed for involvement in a bribery case, how the family was registered as commoners, how her only son Shen Mi ran about everywhere seeking court clemency, obtaining permission for only one person to fall into base status. For this, Shen Mi abandoned his excellent studies and bright future, voluntarily requesting base status registration, keeping this secret from his mother and daughter. She said that to prevent her from being sad, though his future was already cut off, Shen Mi pretended to continue his studies while actually wandering the streets doing countless menial jobs, being trampled and mocked by others, yet showing nothing when he returned home. Not only that, he continued trying his best to maintain their dignified life, falsely claiming excellent academic performance earned academy rewards requiring no tuition, using money earned from his menial labor to continue supporting mother and daughter, while she remained immersed in the pain of losing her husband, still enjoying a noblewoman’s life, ignorant of worldly hardships, letting her only son bear all the world’s suffering for her…

Her tone was low but her words clear. When reaching sad parts, she spoke movingly, shame and heartache overflowing in her expression, occasionally stopping to wipe tears.

The citizens were silent as birds, listening with tears in their eyes. The candidates’ expressions were heavy—most had read “The Chronicle of Benevolence,” but Shen Mi had focused on the Crown Princess’s kindness to him, narrating events after meeting the Crown Princess. He hadn’t mentioned much about earlier events, especially concerning his mother’s behavior, following the principle of concealing relatives’ faults. But Shen Mi’s mother’s personal account came from a different angle, emphasizing Shen Mi’s endurance of humiliation and her own ignorance, and how the Crown Princess had enlightened her, making everyone sigh continuously.

Finally, Mother Shen choked up and couldn’t speak, rushing to Shen Mi’s side and lifting his hands to show everyone the thick calluses: “…I was truly blind then. The child supported me through hard labor, yet I couldn’t see the calluses on his hands, spending whole days embroidering and writing, calculating which fabrics looked good and which foods were refined… I truly failed as a mother…”

Everyone saw that Shen Mi’s hands not only had calluses but also fresh red marks from the shackles just now, with very thick finger joints—really unlike a scholar’s hands.

He Zi immediately continued: “You surround this examination compound, fearing ten years of cold window study and bitter reading will be wasted. But no matter how bitter your reading, it’s only rising at third watch, sleeping under stars, staying indoors undisturbed, not engaging in production. Yet you don’t know some must bear family livelihood and overwhelming hardships while still studying relentlessly under such circumstances. For such ten years, such purely filial persons, if their dreams are shattered because of your false accusations, aren’t you afraid that when you raise your heads three feet up, the gods will be angry!”

Duan Yande: “Young people should think more when encountering matters. Don’t create more sins!”

Mother Shen patted Shen Mi’s back crying loudly, then raised her head pointing to the sky and wailing: “If my son is innocent, let the sky show bright sun within three quarters of an hour! If the Xiao family is guilty, let violent winds arise within three days!”

Chapter 310: External Ministers and Inner Consorts
As soon as her words fell, the previously overcast sky suddenly cleared, clouds dispersed and the gloom lifted, revealing a line of brilliant blue sky with golden sunlight cascading down!

In an instant, across the vast area with thousands of people, there was complete silence.

Everyone was stunned.

Tie Ci glanced at Rong Pu, thinking he was probably the one who had brought them here.

It seemed he had also noticed Mother Shen’s weather forecasting abilities.

For herself, she hadn’t wanted to drag Mother Shen out, though this was obviously a better way to clear Shen Mi’s name and deliver an even harsher blow to the Xiao family. But this was someone’s private matter—asking a person to publicly confess their failings in front of a crowd, not to mention how Mother Shen herself felt about it, at the very least Shen Mi would absolutely refuse.

Anyway, they were pretty much winning now, and she didn’t want to hurt anyone else.

But Rong Pu in his actions, though not as ruthless and extreme as Murong Yi, had in his bones the unique coldness and decisiveness of capable ministers.

When he could hammer the opponent to death, he would never use one bit less force.

The clouds parting and sun emerging clearly had more shocking power over the people and candidates than the half-day of back-and-forth struggle that preceded it.

Combined with He Zi’s perfectly timed “Three feet above your head, the gods are watching,” it was an instant knockout blow.

The silence lasted a long time—even Ma Hetong trembled and stepped back several paces.

Until Xiao Liheng suddenly stood up.

He hastily bowed and said: “Brother Shen’s pure filial piety is truly moving. This old subject remembers there are urgent matters, so I’ll take my leave.”

Without waiting for anyone’s response, he turned and walked away.

Though Tie Ci was accusing the Xiao family, and the witnesses and suspects she’d brought out all pointed to the Xiao family, ultimately none of this had direct connection to him personally, so there was no way to detain this high-ranking, powerful figure.

The Three Legal Departments also said nothing—no one could expect to arrest Xiao Liheng on the spot, nor handle it that way.

The Xiao family would always have to throw out a few people to deal with this counterattack—like the Shengdu Prefecture officials, the troops sent to arrest people, the Zhuque Guard’s deputy commander, those identified as connected to the student unrest instigators from Xiao residence subordinates… that would be cutting his flesh.

But destroying his plans, protecting He Zi and others, washing away the accusations, winning popular support, trampling the Xiao family into the mud of public opinion from now on, and letting the court ministers see clearly Tie Ci’s strength and which way popular sentiment leaned so they would reconsider their allegiances—that was the real victory.

Tie Ci watched him from behind, waiting until he walked into the crowd before calling out loudly: “Assistant Minister, remember to properly reinforce your house when you get home! Be careful the storm doesn’t blow off your door lintel first!”

Xiao Liheng acted as if he hadn’t heard.

He walked into the crowd, but the people wouldn’t let him pass—some even deliberately blocked his way. In the past, who would dare treat a Xiao family leader this way? A whip would have lashed out long ago. But at this moment Xiao Liheng absolutely didn’t dare create complications, only keeping his head down and walking, as if deaf to the sneers around him. His guards had to push through the crowd with difficulty, finally clearing a path to get Xiao Liheng to his carriage. The door immediately slammed shut with a bang as they fled at full speed.

Tie Ci’s sharp eyes saw that before Xiao Liheng got in the carriage, his hat was askew, his hair disheveled, and he’d even lost one shoe.

But the people remembered the vow about the storm and all looked worriedly at the sky—what if there really was wind?

Tie Ci was in an excellent mood.

A storm would definitely come, and when the Shengdu people were struggling to cope with high winds and even suffering losses, they would remember that their disaster was brought by the Xiao family.

Their hatred for the Xiao family would become even clearer.

After all, when personal interests are involved, that’s when people feel things most truly.

She signaled to the Blood Cavalry leader, who nodded.

A small firework shot inconspicuously into the sky.

Tie Ci then called out loudly: “Everyone, go home and prepare early. Don’t go out casually within three days—what if that great wind really comes?”

She also said to the arriving Shengdu Prefecture Assistant Prefect: “Please have Shengdu Prefecture make arrangements early to prevent casualties when the storm suddenly arrives.”

The Assistant Prefect had originally come to take away his own court official, but now didn’t dare say a word and bowed deeply.

Reminded by this, the people all hurriedly called to friends and rushed home to prepare, eager to share everything they had seen and heard today with their neighbors.

The remaining candidates looked at each other. Finally someone sighed deeply, stepped forward with shame written all over his face, bowed to He Zi and to Shen Mi and others, then left without a word.

The other scholars also bowed apologetically. Across the field, the crowd bent in unison like grass in the wind.

Clever Shengdu Prefecture bailiffs had already removed the shackles from Shen Mi and others. They also returned the bows as He Zi said: “Gentlemen understand righteousness, petty men understand profit. All who wish to study should first distinguish between righteousness and profit, public and private. I hope we can encourage each other.”

Everyone accepted this with shame.

The Minister of the Court of Judicial Review struck his gavel and said: “Based on all evidence verification, Ma Hetong’s accusation of fraud against Shen Mi and others lacks substantive proof. Shen Mi and others will remain temporarily at the Court of Judicial Review and be released after this official submits a memorial. Ma Hetong should bear responsibility for false accusation, but as he was also deceived, he is exempt from punishment. Others involved in the cases the Crown Princess has brought will also have memorials submitted for separate trials.”

The Shengdu Prefecture court official and the Zhuque Guard deputy commander brought by Tie Ci turned ashen.

Students from Yueli Academy who had arrived cheered.

Someone threw their hat into the sky and shouted: “Long live the Crown Princess!”

Sunlight cascaded from the line of clouds, illuminating every laughing young face—bright, clear, and sparkling.

…

The crowd dispersed and the dust settled. Though Shen Mi and others still had to wait for court deliberation, Tie Ci was confident that today’s events would definitely reach their ears. Those clamoring for impeachment, those scheming for advancement, those protecting themselves wisely, those secretly conniving—all should recalculate now.

For instance, that old fox Rong Luchuan would definitely distance himself from the Xiao family again.

Once he turned away, the Cabinet would no longer cling to the fraud case, and the Censorate would be isolated.

Zhu Yi and others would seize the opportunity to counterattack, neutrals would turn toward He Zi and others, and now those facing impeachment should be the group that had jumped around most fiercely this time.

Court politics always involved tangled threads and endless entanglements—gains and losses couldn’t be judged by simple victory or defeat.

Tie Ci looked at the sky, preparing to summon a carriage. Having won this round, once a certain message was confirmed, she needed to hurry back to the palace. Who to pursue relentlessly, who to handle lightly, who to replace while seizing the opportunity—she still had much to keep busy with.

She looked for Dan Shuang, and turning around, saw Dan Shuang standing to one side with Mu Si pressed close behind her. They were clearly back-to-back, yet somehow Tie Ci seemed to see someone’s hand quickly pulling away.

She thought about it but couldn’t figure out how they’d arranged themselves in that position.

Rong Pu walked over and said: “We were under house arrest last night and only just found an opportunity to get out. I plan to handle things here…”

He was about to say he would represent Tie Ci in properly comforting Shen Mi and others while also winning over the candidates who had testified for them earlier. Those who testified were all from this year’s successful candidates—partly speaking from facts, partly not wanting a major fraud case and re-examination to occur. These people had spoken up righteously, naturally a good opportunity for winning them over.

But before he could finish speaking, he heard Murong Yi loudly proclaiming: “Fellow brothers, you’ve all worked hard today. I have already received the Crown Princess’s command to reserve Jumei Tower, with flowing banquet tables, inviting this year’s scholars to celebrate today’s victory together. Shengdu’s famous Thousand Autumn Throat wine will be provided without limit—let’s drink until we’re thoroughly drunk!”

Young people naturally loved banquets. Jumei Tower was one of Shengdu’s three great famous restaurants, and Thousand Autumn Throat was precious wine that a thousand gold could hardly buy. With both attractions combined, which candidate present could resist such temptation? They all cheered.

Some praised the Crown Princess’s generosity even more. Jumei Tower was famous for being expensive, always the dining place of princes and young masters. One dish could equal three months of living expenses for ordinary families. Usually these candidates didn’t even dare look twice at Jumei Tower’s sign.

This full reservation with unlimited good wine—how much would it cost?!

Tie Ci didn’t know how much it would cost, but it wasn’t her money anyway.

She just didn’t understand why a certain someone had to be so flamboyant.

Murong Yi smiled at her: “When the Crown Princess treats, shouldn’t you at least stay for a drink?”

Before Tie Ci could respond, he had already moved closer and whispered: “Didn’t you send people to assassinate old Xiao? You can’t return to the palace now—returning would make it hard to explain, right?”

Tie Ci’s heart shook—she hadn’t expected him to guess.

She had indeed kept one surprise force, planning to ambush old Xiao on his way home. Since old Xiao liked having people sabotage carriages and break legs, wouldn’t the same thing happening to him be quite normal?

But to make old Xiao have an “accident,” she couldn’t leave alone.

Though old Xiao’s accident would still leave her under suspicion, court politics involved tacit understanding—having a surface alibi made many things much easier to handle.

Seeing her silence, Murong Yi went ahead and arranged for his subordinates to handle preparations.

Yang Yixiu and others had also been confined all night. Now supporting Mother Shen and watching the show with great enjoyment, he whispered to Tian Wu: “We have a saying back home: lazy men fear scoundrels, scoundrels fear the shameless. Look—this time Scholar Rong clearly contributed no less than that fellow. Without his timely notification and subsequent arrangement to bring Lady Shen, His Highness couldn’t have achieved such complete victory. But in the end, all the spotlight and benefits were taken by that fellow.”

Tian Wu chuckled: “Not necessarily—His Highness understands the situation.”

“So what if she understands? His Highness definitely favors that fellow more now.”

“You already said she favors that fellow more—what’s there to lament about?” Tian Wu asked strangely. “If His Highness likes him, then even doing nothing, His Highness would favor him. If His Highness has no interest, even conquering kingdoms for His Highness would still make you an external minister. External ministers and inner consorts—what’s there to compete about?”

Yang Yixiu: …You simpleton always leave me speechless with your words.

Murong Yi suddenly walked past Tian Wu, patted his shoulder, and said: “Big fool, I heard that last time you exhausted your family wealth sending beef, depleted your inventory, couldn’t keep up with subsequent deliveries, and transport merchants raised prices on the spot, causing you some family criticism?”

Tian Wu was startled and was about to ask how he knew when he heard Murong Yi say casually: “I happen to have a trade route here, plus some good sources that can help you restock quickly and shorten transport distances. That would be the Nanjiang Canal Gang—you should have heard of them, right? You can negotiate prices with them yourself. How about it?”

Tian Wu was overjoyed and quickly thanked him. The losses last time had been huge. Though he later recovered with the Emperor’s rewards and silenced the family elders, the partners’ price manipulation meant Shengdu shops couldn’t restock long-term, affecting the entire business line. Now this person had easily solved his problems, making him feel refreshed all over. He added: “I really don’t know how to thank you…”

“No need to be polite.” Murong Yi kindly patted his dog head and smiled: “I like what you said just now. Good words deserve rewards.”

Tian Wu: …What had he just said?

…

Many scholars stayed in the end. Jumei Tower set up ten tables with both upper and lower floors full.

When Tie Ci went upstairs, she remembered her last visit here was to eat crispy duck when she’d heard a bunch of Shengdu dandies gossiping about her behind her back and had gotten into a big fight.

That was also the day she’d met Dan Ye.

She wondered how that bastard Dan Ye was doing.

She also wondered about the Xirong warriors he’d specially sent and she’d secretly trained—how were their missions going now?

…

The carriage raced along the road.

Xiao Liheng sat inside, ignoring the jolting and constantly urging: “Faster, faster.”

Get back to the residence quickly—every minute delayed on the road added another minute of danger.

If this were a year ago, he wouldn’t be afraid at all. No one in Shengdu could move against him, and he could return home unhurriedly.

Even before tonight, he hadn’t been worried. Even if the Crown Princess held all nine guard units plus three hundred Blood Cavalry, he wasn’t afraid.

After all, the Three Great Camps and Shengdu Prefecture guards all supported the Xiao family.

But tonight, calculating the numbers from various response locations, he’d discovered a terrifying situation.

Tie Ci’s military strength in Shengdu wasn’t just what he could see!

She had hidden reserves that could quickly control inside and outside the Imperial City!

Did she also have reserves to deal with him?

Though the struggle between the imperial house and Xiao family wasn’t just about one family’s fate but involved Shengdu’s entire economy and stability, what if the Crown Princess had been suppressed too long and became desperate?

He didn’t dare risk his only life on such a gamble.

Several fireworks shot out. Still uneasy, Xiao Liheng stuck his head out of the speeding carriage and urgently ordered his guards: “Go send messages to all the lords’ residences, requesting they come to Xiao residence for discussion!”

The guards received orders and galloped away.

Xiao Liheng’s head hadn’t retracted when he suddenly heard a sharp whistling wind and saw several clusters of black arrowheads explode like a black vortex before his eyes!

He let out a heart-rending scream.

Figures flashed around him as the coachman and mounted guards threw themselves forward, blocking him from left and right. Blood splattered across his face.

Two figures fell softly under the horses. Xiao Liheng couldn’t spare time to look or wipe his face, quickly pulling his head back and pressing a button in the carriage. Bang—iron plates dropped down on all four sides of the carriage!

The next instant, several arrows struck the iron plates with ringing sounds, sparks flying, leaving deep white marks on the iron.

Before Xiao Liheng could catch his breath, the carriage base suddenly shook violently. The bottom—the only part without iron plates—shattered with a roar, and a gleaming long blade emerged from the breach.

Like a scorpion from underground suddenly raising its tail!

Xiao Liheng screamed and jumped up. There were actually iron handholds on the carriage ceiling, and he grabbed them to hang suspended.

Below, the long blade flashed like lightning, spinning in a circle with knife-light like snow. If Xiao Liheng had still been standing in the carriage, his legs would be gone now.

Poor old Xiao at his age, hanging from iron handholds in midair, actually managed to hold on.

He hung there with feet braced against the carriage walls, the blade from below only half an inch from his crotch.

With a thunderous sound overhead, bright light flooded in as someone shouted: “Assistant Minister!”

It was his loyal retainers.

Blade-light shot straight up from below.

Xiao Liheng quickly reached up as the retainer on the roof pulled him up.

A flash of blade-light pierced through the carriage pursuing upward. The retainer threw Xiao Liheng out with one hand as a horse charged up to catch him.

In just that moment, the blade-light piercing through the carriage raged upward like an angry dragon, swallowing the retainer who couldn’t retreat in time.

From his position on the galloping horse, Xiao Liheng only had time to see blood rain falling from the carriage roof.

He saw arrows like a mad storm, densely striking the iron plates, and in just an instant, the inch-thick iron plates were deformed, cracked, shattered, then the carriage was riddled like a hornet’s nest.

If he’d been even a moment slower, he would have become a string of human gourds.

Xiao Liheng watched with all his hair standing on end.

Tie Ci actually dared!

Tie Ci really dared!

Tie Ci’s methods were so fierce and crazed!

More importantly, this attack style didn’t seem like jianghu assassins or ordinary troops.

Jianghu assassins wouldn’t be so well-trained in coordinated combat. Ordinary troops lacked this killing intent and ability.

Thinking of that ghostly figure attacking from under the carriage, thinking of that blade technique skilled in killing, he couldn’t help thinking of Scorpion Camp.

Then he suddenly remembered—when Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Camp escorted Tie Ci back to the capital, three hundred Blood Cavalry had returned with Tie Ci first and were kept in the capital by her. Because their numbers weren’t large, no one raised objections. But what about the main force behind them?

Because everyone had been busy with spring examinations and various overt and covert struggles after Tie Ci’s return, no one had noticed whether, theoretically, this army “escorting the Crown Princess back to the capital” was still wandering the roads.

After all this time, where had they wandered to?

Had Tie Ci been hiding this group all along?

Xiao Liheng felt cold all over, goosebumps forming in rows.

More and more people gathered around him—his loyal retainers and guards surrounding him in the center. Xiao Liheng relaxed slightly.

For safety, Xiao residence didn’t sit among the gathered high officials in the southeast of the Imperial City, but was built at the foot of Yuan Mountain in the southwest, with surrounding civilian residences relocated. The estate stretched for miles, occupying vast grounds beside clear lake water. Around the lake were countless trees, lush and verdant. Stone paths could accommodate two carriages side by side. From a distance, the remote mountains were green, the blue lake like a pearl, with magnificent buildings in the center and a great road reaching to heaven.

But the private garden that usually displayed status and position now became a dangerous path home—no civilian residences, no markets, sparse population, convenient for interception.

However, Xiao residence had its own confidence. Having claimed such a large territory, necessary guards were essential.

Hoofbeats pounded onto the stone road, figures moving in the woods as guards came out to meet them.

The pursuers behind seemed to have disappeared. Xiao Liheng had just breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the guards coming to meet them suddenly followed by whistling sounds, then the guards fell in batches like mown grass!

Tie Ci was vicious enough to set ambushes in his Xiao family’s own woods!

Xiao Liheng was shocked. Looking back, he heard continuous ringing sounds as another row of arrows was planted!

Those were stone slabs with small gaps and hard surfaces, yet these arrows forced their way into the cracks, even splitting the stone edges.

Cracks spread rapidly like a torn spider web, reaching Xiao Liheng’s horse in the blink of an eye.

The attackers were well-trained and coordinated, clearly military, but Xiao Liheng had never heard of any Great Qian army with such archers.

Scorpion Camp excelled in blade techniques and ambush warfare, Blood Cavalry were good at charges and spear techniques. Xiao Xueya’s Bow-Blade Camp used blades and bows as the name suggested, but employed light crossbows, not these heavy arrows requiring extremely powerful arms.

Xiao Liheng no longer had time to consider who the attackers were. Arrows behind him moved like black clouds and sudden rain, constantly pursuing his heels. His retainers gave sharp whistles as he screamed within them: “Faster! Get back to the residence quickly! Faster!”

…

Chapter 311: The Dog Food Feast
On the upper floor of Jumei Tower, distinguished guests filled every seat, voices buzzing with excitement. Pearl and shell lamps cast cold, flickering light on the scholars’ faces, flushed red with enthusiasm.

Crystal cups brimmed with grape wine, passing through the crowd, while pure and clear Qianqiu liquor swayed in white jade vessels, its fragrance drawing thunderous cheers wherever it reached.

The cheers came to an abrupt halt the moment Tie Ci stepped onto the stairs, as everyone respectfully bowed in unison.

Tie Ci walked forward with a smile, and wherever she passed, people bowed deeply and remained bent.

……

In the surrounding woods, shadows flickered among the trees as countless black-armored warriors burst forth, blocking behind Xiao Liheng’s horse. Cold gleams of swords and sabers crisscrossed, shattering the dense arrows. Green leaves on all sides shattered into countless fragments, like green mist floating and sinking in the forest shrouded by evening mist, falling thick as a jade-colored carpet on the bluestone path.

But they still couldn’t block the arrows that came like a heavenly net.

With a long neigh, Xiao Liheng felt his mount shudder beneath him, his form sinking lower—his horse had been struck by an arrow.

The death warriors protecting him grabbed him, first throwing him onto a companion’s horse. As Xiao Liheng spun through the air, he watched helplessly as an arrow grazed past his back, his scream echoing throughout the entire forest.

In the next instant, another death warrior caught him, landing heavily on horseback. His old bones nearly scattered from the impact. When he looked back, he saw the previous death warrior hadn’t managed to escape in time, falling to the ground still maintaining his leaping posture, a spray of blood blooming before his eyes.

Xiao Liheng instinctively covered his eyes, yet grabbed his whip and frantically lashed the horse beneath him. “Faster! Faster!”

The magnificent gates appeared before his eyes, but the mansion he had admired countless times now seemed too far and too remote. He wished he could possess divine powers to shrink the thousand li distance.

For the hundredth time, Xiao Liheng swore in his heart.

He would rebuild the Xiao mansion!

Build it in the bustling market district, no more than three courtyards deep, inside and out!

……

In the largest private room on the second floor, the scholars all stood when they saw Tie Ci. Tie Ci smiled and went straight to the head seat. As the scholars modestly took their seats, someone tried to push Rong Pu to sit beside His Highness, but Rong Pu gestured to Shen Mi. However, no one was faster than a certain fangirl. A young lady squeezed through, dragged the chair beside Tie Ci, and called to Murong Yi: “Mr. Rong, come quickly! You should sit in the seat of honor!”

When everyone heard “Mr. Rong,” they thought it was Rong Pu, but turning around, they saw Murong Yi sitting down with a smile.

Everyone fell silent for a moment, not understanding who this person was.

The young lady was naturally the granddaughter of the Court of Judicial Review’s Minister. With her noble status, everyone had thought she would escort her grandfather home, but unexpectedly she had stayed.

Someone tentatively asked: “May I ask who this gentleman is…”

The young lady proudly replied: “This is the archery instructor from Yueli Academy, and the Crown Princess’s… good friend.”

The examination candidates who didn’t read pirated novels gave a confused “oh.”

They still didn’t understand who this person actually was.

There was still one seat to the right of the Crown Princess. Before the crowd could modestly defer and pull each other, Murong Yi leaned forward, beckoning the young lady to sit, saying: “You are today’s hero, so sit beside the Crown Princess.”

Once she sat there, those random cats and dogs could no longer crowd around Tie Ci.

The young lady was very willing, sitting down with a smile. She didn’t chat with anyone or drink or eat, just smiled and propped her chin, tilting her head to watch Murong Yi and Tie Ci.

She had to keep her eyes wide open, carefully observing how the Crown Princess and Mr. Rong interacted, scrutinizing every detail, extracting sweetness from every glance and gaze!

After all, she had pestered her grandfather to come preside over the trial precisely for this moment!

After all, she carried the supreme expectations of all the sisters in the Mioci Society for this couple!

……

The gates of the Xiao mansion were right ahead.

Behind him, the death warriors’ agonized cries continued.

Xiao Liheng dared not look back, gripping the reins tightly. The wind in his face carried the scent of blood—he didn’t know if it was others’ or his own.

The ground tilted as it rushed toward him.

The next moment he realized it wasn’t the ground rushing toward him, but that the bluestone slabs ahead were being lifted in whole pieces, hurled at the galloping horses.

Horses neighed and people shouted as the horses ahead were struck down, rolling and crashing into the stampeding herd, bringing down more horses and throwing riders. Grass debris mixed with earth scattered everywhere, and blades of light erupted between the dark green heaven and earth.

Xiao Liheng’s horse, charging too fiercely, was tripped and fell, sending him tumbling headfirst out of the saddle.

……

To show intimacy, the private room used a large round table, creating a joyful atmosphere. Tie Ci smiled and raised her cup: “Let us toast to today’s victory in setting things right!”

Murong Yi stood up and raised his cup as well: “To His Highness’s wisdom!”

Everyone looked up.

This pair standing together somehow had the flavor of a harmonious couple.

Who was this bastard? When the Crown Princess makes the opening toast, who dares stand alongside her as if he were the nation’s father?

……

Xiao Liheng charged into the forest of blades, splashed by ice-cold snow, his heart turning cold as ice.

The next instant he heard a roar behind him, felt his waist tighten, and just as he was about to touch the blade light, he was violently pulled back and sent flying. Wind howled in his ears as he looked down from mid-air to see countless figures stretching endlessly, with innumerable people crossing through the forest toward them.

Xiao Liheng wept tears of joy, his tears scattering through the air.

The reinforcements from the three great camps that he had urgently summoned before returning had arrived!

He was saved!

……

Murong Yi smiled calmly, standing closely beside Tie Ci.

If not for still remembering her identity, Tie Ci really wanted to elbow him down.

When it came to showing off, he’d humbly claim second place, but no one could claim first.

The examination candidates looked at each other in bewilderment. Except for the Minister of the Court of Judicial Review’s granddaughter, whose face was full of loving smiles, her eyes practically melting into water.

Tie Ci wanted to provide her with some inner monologue:

*In those years, all the ships I sailed became real.*

*Please get married on the spot!*

*Kill me to add to the celebration for you two!*

Qi Yuansi suddenly stood up as well, also raising his cup, saying: “Let us toast that today we were not deceived by petty villains and traitors!”

Rong Pu smiled and raised his cup: “Let us toast that we kindred spirits have met and united in purpose!”

Everyone suddenly felt this matter required everyone to toast, so they all stood up, each person offering a toast with their own congratulatory words.

The smile at the corner of Tie Ci’s lips deepened.

She just loved watching a certain someone get deflated.

Murong Yi seemed not at all displeased. After everyone finished speaking, he raised his cup again, saying: “To mine and the Crown Princess’s reunion after long separation!”

……

The arriving reinforcements quickly became entangled with the intercepting assassins.

Xiao Liheng rolled off his dead horse, protected by what few death warriors remained, covering his head and face as he charged forward.

The road ahead was destroyed, impassable to carriages and horses. The death warriors carried him over the high and low horse corpses, with people from the mansion ahead rushing out to meet them.

Just as Xiao Liheng breathed a sigh of relief, he suddenly heard the sounds of battle behind him grow much fiercer.

He looked back and was terrified out of his wits.

A large group of cavalry appeared like ghosts, incredibly managing to move swiftly through this forest of shattered stone slabs and corpses, instantly charging into the battle like fangs. Xiao Liheng was horrified to discover these people were actually targeting the soldiers from the three great camps!

Just how many hidden cards did Tie Ci still have!

……

The entire table sat rigid.

The raised cups were all set down.

Except for the Minister of the Court of Judicial Review’s granddaughter, who quickly drank her wine.

Murong Yi paid no mind, smiling: “What? Were all those toasts just now not sincere?”

Tie Ci smiled and raised her cup again: “All encounters in this world where people can fight side by side are reunions after long separation. To all of you.”

With her words, everyone came alive again, finding her words exquisite. The Crown Princess truly had an exquisite mind, making people feel like they were bathed in spring breeze. They all smiled and raised their cups.

After sitting down, one of the examination candidates who had previously testified that Shen Mi had not touched He Zi couldn’t help but smile at Murong Yi, saying: “The Crown Princess’s benevolence falls like rain, blessing all directions. We should only respectfully receive it and harbor loyal hearts. We must not be presumptuous and develop disrespectful thoughts.”

Tie Ci waited for Murong Yi to mock him into the center of the earth.

But Murong Yi didn’t retort, instead lowering his eyes, bowing his head, and sighing.

Tie Ci: …Very good, now he’s putting on an act.

She ignored him and glanced around. Apart from those she knew, many people showed mocking expressions.

Tie Ci’s expression didn’t change as she finished the wine in her cup, then picked up her chopsticks to serve Murong Yi some candied yam threads.

Her movement was even faster than Murong Yi, who was about to serve her food.

The examination candidate who had just spoken stiffened.

The mocking expressions on everyone’s faces also changed.

Tie Ci didn’t look at Murong Yi, but without looking she knew his eyebrows must be flying upward now.

The next instant her plate was piled high with peeled shrimp, completely cleaned crab meat, bean sprouts with heads and tails removed to eliminate the beany smell, and fish with all bones removed.

Enough to stuff ten of her to death.

The table fell into an eerie silence.

People watched through the gaps between their chopsticks as the Crown Princess elegantly ate the mountain of decidedly inelegant food piled high on her plate.

And Murong Yi, who seemed to want to make that small piece of candied yam last until the end of time.

Everyone made sour sucking sounds through their teeth.

This wasn’t a victory banquet at all.

This was clearly a dog food feast.

……

The cavalry behind charged through like sharp knives.

Guards from the Xiao mansion also ran frantically toward them.

In the forest, the Xiao family’s death warriors and over a thousand reinforcements from the three great camps fought desperately to block the ghostly Scorpion Camp and those master archers who never showed themselves.

Xiao Liheng was caught in the middle.

Death warriors beside him kept falling. Xiao Liheng shouted: “All who fight desperately here today will be richly rewarded! If you die in battle, your wives and children will receive triple compensation!”

The death warriors’ spirits lifted. One rushed forward, grabbed his shoulder, and threw him ahead.

Two other death warriors lunged forward, using their bodies to protect his back, blocking the arrows from behind for him.

Having been thrown around so much today, Xiao Liheng had miraculously gotten used to it. Mid-air, he shouted: “I have already left a letter. If I suddenly die, all estates, shops, and related forces under the Xiao family name will take action. If you want to see food shortages, soaring prices, supplies for civilian life cut off, chaos in local governments, border instability, and turmoil in Great Qian… then by all means move against the Xiao mansion!”

Somewhere in the forest, Xia Houchun, who was directing this assassination, frowned slightly.

With a thud, Xiao Liheng tumbled to the ground, only ten feet from the nearest guard coming to meet him.

The pursuers behind were clearly blocked.

Xiao Liheng was overjoyed, quickly scrambling up as the Xiao family guards running frantically toward him reached out.

Suddenly a fierce wind rose from behind.

……

At the table, Murong Yi’s piece of candied yam had bright sugar threads winding around and around on his chopstick tip, swaying back and forth.

Twisting and turning, they formed the shape of a heart.

While winding them, he smiled at Tie Ci, holding the heart shape toward her.

*Drawing a heart, with you framed inside.*

On the other side, the Minister of the Court of Judicial Review’s granddaughter propped her head up, watching with a beaming smile. Her eyes clearly read “I’m dying from all this sweetness.”

For the ten-thousandth time, everyone’s hearts filled with admiration for the Crown Princess.

To remain unmoved and eat and drink normally under these two infatuated gazes—the Crown Princess was truly no ordinary person!

Having stayed in the capital for so long, the examination candidates had long heard their fill of gossip. Looking at Qi Yuansi drinking sullenly at the head table, Rong Pu smiling as he ate, and Murong Yi pressed close to Tie Ci, they inexplicably felt the atmosphere was strange—very much like a battle royale.

Several people couldn’t help whispering:

“Hey, wasn’t the Crown Princess supposedly set to have Qi Yuansi as the nation’s father? How did some Rong Wei suddenly appear?”

“Where did you hear that from?”

“From an uncle of mine who serves as a vice minister in the Court of Imperial Sacrifices. He heard it from a colleague, said that Commandant Qi had been boasting to everyone, claiming the Crown Princess had taken a fancy to his son!”

“That’s old news from who knows when. What I clearly heard was that the palace favored Scholar Rong, wanting to strengthen family ties, and specially bestowed a purple jade ruyi scepter.”

People talking quietly after drinking all have the same problem—they think they’re whispering, but the next table can hear them.

Qi Yuansi vaguely heard and his face turned deathly pale.

*Heaven above, send a great storm!*

*Blow me to the nearest port from the capital!*

He had originally been celebrating that the misunderstanding seemed not to have reached the parties involved.

But he hadn’t expected it was still waiting here.

No wonder after his father’s hopes were dashed last time, he had beaten him so fiercely.

So his bragging had already spread!

Had he said anything in front of the Crown Princess?

Qi Yuansi stiffly turned his eyeballs slowly toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci was looking down eating, as if she hadn’t heard anything. Just as Qi Yuansi sighed in relief, he met a pair of eyes containing murderous intent.

His scalp exploded.

The deathly feeling from when this madman had threatened him with a blade in Fushan returned.

This psycho had heard.

Now it wasn’t just a question of his social death.

Now it was a question of whether he could walk out of this restaurant alive from under the hands of this century’s greatest vinegar king and number one lunatic…

……

Xiao Liheng’s fingers had already touched his family guard’s hand.

Suddenly a fierce wind rose behind him, then his shoulders and back tightened, and his whole body was flying upward again.

Exclamations came from below.

This time it wasn’t the short distance of being thrown before—he flew higher and higher, and the people below grew smaller and smaller until the vast Xiao family estate spread out beneath his eyes.

Xiao Liheng looked down to see countless people looking up, running and crying out in alarm.

He stiffly turned his head slowly and saw a pair of strong, hard bird talons.

Xiao Liheng’s mind roared as he instinctively drew his blade. Above his head, the giant bird let out a cry and flew even higher.

Xiao Liheng dared not move again.

If he cut the talons, he would fall to his death.

If he didn’t cut the talons, he would still fall to his death.

……

On the upper floor of Jumei Tower, Tie Ci casually ate a few bites, then stood and raised her cup again.

Everyone knew she was busy with affairs and was leaving early for the palace, so they all quickly stood.

The clear liquor reflected slightly swaying faces.

Tie Ci smiled openly at everyone.

*At this very moment, was Xiao Liheng dead yet?*

……

Everyone below stopped their movements and looked up at the sky.

After all the strangling and mutual ambushes, the real crisis came from above in the end.

This was something the dizzy Xiao Liheng in mid-air could never have imagined.

His mind went blank as he listened to the wind howling in his ears.

If he died, the Great Qian dynasty would be buried with him!

The gyrfalcon let out a long cry and, under everyone’s gaze, released its talons.

……

Surrounded by the crowd, Tie Ci left Jumei Tower, smiling as she encouraged the examination candidates before mounting her horse.

Murong Yi also had someone bring his horse, but Dan Shuang pointed at him: “Isn’t this gentleman supposed to be treating everyone? Does he want to renege on the bill?”

The examination candidates surged forward, blocking Murong Yi. By the time he pushed through the crowd, he only saw Tie Ci’s rapidly disappearing figure.

……

Xiao Liheng plummeted like a meteor.

Cries of alarm rose from below.

People ran toward his falling trajectory, attempting futile rescue.

Suddenly a black shadow shot from the forest, meeting the falling Xiao Liheng in mid-air and giving him a gentle push.

Xiao Liheng’s fall was changed to a sideways push, his momentum slowed, and he fell diagonally through the air.

But he was still very high from the ground.

Another person leaped up from the Xiao mansion’s courtyard wall, caught Xiao Liheng, and the two tumbled down together.

The gyrfalcon shrieked and dove in pursuit.

But that person had already grabbed Xiao Liheng and landed, their momentum carrying them into several rolls on the ground before finally stopping when Xiao Liheng’s head crashed against the Xiao mansion’s gate with a bang.

Countless people surged forward to help the two.

A whistle sounded, and the gyrfalcon’s wingtips brushed the ground before soaring high again.

Ignoring the blood flowing from his head, Xiao Liheng struggled to be helped up, quickly retreating into the mansion while preparing to order the slaughter of the assassins.

But looking back, he saw shadows flickering in the forest as the ghostly Scorpion Camp disappeared, the blood cavalry nimbly threading through the trees and out, while those infallible archers had never appeared from beginning to end.

Coming like wind, going like mist.

As if the intense pursuit had been nothing but a nightmare.

Xiao Liheng dejectedly lowered his hand.

Behind him, the foot-thick great gate closed heavily. Only now could he let out a long breath, leaning against the door.

Someone nearby supported him. He turned to look and saw the face of an unfamiliar old woman.

This was the person who had saved him. Up close, she was indeed an ordinary old woman, still carrying the scent of garlic and scallion leaves.

He struggled to get up to properly thank this life-saving benefactor—if he could recruit her, that would be even better.

But the old woman quickly let go and stood aside with a disgusted expression.

Xiao Liheng: …I haven’t even complained about your strong garlic smell…

Suddenly there was a tremendous crash from behind, the great gate booming. Xiao Liheng, like a startled bird, jumped up entirely.

The next instant he saw dust rising everywhere, the corridor lamps spinning and floating up before being extinguished one by one, and the trees in the courtyard suddenly bending low.

Someone beside him exclaimed: “The wind is rising!”

“What a fierce wind!”

The fierce wind struck his head and face. Xiao Liheng raised his sleeve to cover his face, his heart turning ice-cold.

*”If the Xiao family is guilty, let heaven bring violent winds within three days!”*

It was over.

After today, the Xiao family’s guilt would be determined by this wind, carved into the hearts of the capital’s people. Even with the most eloquent words, the case could never be overturned.

From now on, whenever the wind blew, someone would remember today.

This was a loss even more devastating than the failure of the Spring Examination case. Thinking of the reputation the Xiao family had painstakingly built over so many years, Xiao Liheng felt despair rise in his heart for the first time.

In the fierce wind, a shadowy figure suddenly appeared.

Xiao Liheng forced his eyes open and saw an unfamiliar young man walking toward him.

“Second Minister, it was my people who saved you just now.”

“The wind is quite strong today. After such a violent storm, the Xiao family’s reputation in court and among the people will probably fall to rock bottom.”

“Now, let’s discuss a trade.”

……

Chapter 312: Prayers for Blessing
When the violent storm arose, Tie Ci was just about to board her carriage.

Suddenly she saw dust rolling across the ground. Looking up, black clouds filled the sky, scattered by the wind.

In an instant, the sound of wind filled her eardrums. Pedestrians throughout the street hurried to take shelter. Through the suddenly chaotic view, Tie Ci saw a cart loaded with heavy goods parked by the roadside being blown by the wind, rolling down the slope ahead.

At the bottom of the slope, a child’s sugar figurine had been blown away by the wind, and he chased after it to pick it up.

Behind him, maids and servants ran after him. Looking up, they saw the cart rumbling down toward them, their screams almost tearing people’s eardrums.

The wind was too strong, with screaming everywhere. The child paid no attention, concentrating on picking up his sugar figurine.

The cart was right upon him.

Tie Ci’s figure flashed.

The next instant she appeared in front of the cart, grabbing one side of the cart’s shaft.

The other side of the shaft had also been grabbed by someone else.

Wooden crates tumbled down from the cart, and both of them each extended an arm to block them.

A young lady rushed over and swept the terrified child away in her arms.

Still shaken and wanting to express her thanks, she turned around only to see the man blocking the crates reaching over to hook the fingers of the person on the other side.

Young lady: …The spirit of never forgetting to flirt no matter when or where is truly commendable.

Tie Ci glanced at Murong Yi’s restless fingers trying to hook onto hers, wordlessly flicking them away with her finger.

She pushed the cart backward, and it crashed to the ground with a boom.

Murong Yi sighed regretfully.

The cart owner who came running over thanked them profusely. Tie Ci only said: “Don’t park loaded carts on slopes in the future.” She also ordered someone to help him park the cart in a safe place and urged him to take shelter from the wind.

Half a sugar figurine was suddenly extended toward her mouth, and a child’s voice said sweetly: “Thank you, big brother. Big brother, eat some candy.”

Tie Ci smiled and actually took a gentle bite, helped the child put on his hood properly, and said: “Hurry and take shelter from the wind.”

Murong Yi came over and asked: “Aren’t you going to thank me?”

The child looked at the sugar figurine—more than half remained—and generously offered it over: “Thank you, big sister. Big sister, eat some candy.”

Murong Yi: “…”

Only then did he notice that somehow his hairpin had been blown away by the wind, his long hair cascading down and flying in the wind. Today he had ostentatiously worn a turned-collar silver-red long robe, his features beautiful and refined. The child was young and had mistaken his gender.

Murong Yi touched his head, his expression changing dramatically, but he still didn’t forget to take a huge bite of the sugar figurine, specifically choosing the spot where Tie Ci had taken a small bite, then dashed off to find his hairpin.

The child looked at the sugar figurine that now had only a tiny tail left: “…”

Tie Ci: …Are you being polite?

The huge blow made the child burst into tears.

The young lady holding him was clearly a maid. She hurriedly coaxed the young master and thanked Tie Ci. Tie Ci heard that her accent wasn’t from the capital—it sounded somewhat like a southern accent—but this wasn’t the time for conversation, so she quickly urged her to take shelter from the wind. Seeing her and a large group of servants take the child into a restaurant, she then turned to look for Murong Yi.

She didn’t see him anywhere.

Looking again, wasn’t that him with his bottom sticking up under the carriage?

He seemed to be reaching under the wheel, groping for something.

The wind was too strong, and the carriage was also being pushed. She watched as the wheel rolled toward Murong Yi’s hand.

He actually wouldn’t move aside. Not only wouldn’t he move aside, his hand went toward the wheel, while his other hand tried to lift the bottom of the carriage.

Tie Ci had no choice but to flash over again, bracing the carriage, bending down and angrily saying: “What are you doing? Are you also picking up sugar figurines?”

Murong Yi turned back to smile at her with his face covered in dust, raising his hand.

A deep red acacia wood hairpin gleamed between his fingers.

His eyes also seemed to have light in them.

Tie Ci was stunned for a moment.

After a long while, she couldn’t help but say: “It’s just an inanimate object. Is it worth getting hurt for?”

Murong Yi said quietly: “Isn’t this because rare things are precious? If you give me more gifts in the future, I probably won’t be like this.”

Before Tie Ci could speak, he continued: “Not giving gifts is fine too. If in the future you give me a wake-up kiss in the morning and a goodnight kiss in the evening, I’ll surely be satisfied and won’t need to risk my hand for a hairpin…”

Before he finished speaking, Tie Ci had already let go.

The carriage fell to the ground, the rumbling sound drowning out his rambling.

It wasn’t about not wanting his hand—he clearly didn’t want face.

It wouldn’t actually crush him—Tie Ci had calculated the angle.

The wind was too strong. She turned and walked toward a nearby inn, deciding to take shelter from the wind first.

Murong Yi wanted to follow but found he couldn’t stand up. When Tie Ci had lowered the carriage, the carriage wheel had pinned down his robe.

It was just a small punishment—he could tear the robe to get free, but Murong Yi didn’t tear it. He sat down with his back against the carriage wall and calmly took something out from his chest.

Mu Si ran over, shouting: “With such strong wind, why aren’t you going inside!”

Murong Yi said: “She just talked to me!”

Mu Si: “Is talking so rare! Hurry up and go in!”

Murong Yi: “Of course it’s rare! Since we parted at Wuse Plains, this is the first time she’s actively spoken to me!”

Mu Si: “You’re acting like she confessed to you. Go in!”

Murong Yi: “You don’t understand, this is called breaking the ice! Once there’s talking, there’ll be traveling together. Once there’s traveling together, there’ll be hand-holding. Once there’s hand-holding, there’ll be…”

Mu Si: “…there’ll be children! I know! Will you please go in!”

Murong Yi: “I won’t.”

Mu Si angrily threw up his hands and left.

Let this bastard be blown to death by the wind.

Surrounded by people, Tie Ci entered the building. Seeing that this bastard hadn’t come in, her eyebrows shot up.

What, was this his revenge for her pinning down his clothes just now?

She, a woman, wasn’t as willful as him.

She sat with her back to the window, listening to the wind banging against the door.

Dan Shuang also sat with her back to the window and door, as if not wanting to see someone.

Chi Xue had no choice but to stand at the window watching below.

After a while she said: “Young Master Murong took out a… tobacco pipe?”

What, a Di Yiwei imitation show?

After another while she said: “Something is coming out of that tobacco pipe?”

She reached out to catch something in the air but missed.

Tie Ci couldn’t stand it anymore and got up to go to the window. She saw Murong Yi below holding something like a tobacco pipe but larger, and when he pulled it, a golden little ball popped out, instantly blown away by the fierce wind to who knows where.

The sky was filled with broken branches, scattered leaves, stools, and worn shoes. Those tiny points of golden light floating and sinking were particularly eye-catching, like golden dandelions that had been flying all day.

She reached out and caught a small ball. The golden ball was brilliant, with small characters faintly visible on it. She instinctively read them aloud: “If you hear my name, by the power of my merit and divine authority, all may be freed from suffering and worry…”

Then she realized this was a passage of prayer scripture.

Finally she read the signature.

“…the virtuous man Feiyu, in the Renshen year, first month, prayed before Buddha for the blessing of Tie Ci.”

Tie Ci was silent for a while.

In Great Qian’s temples, there were various prayer objects. Commonly used were eternal lamps, and there were also sky lanterns specially made for release. Prayer scriptures would be carved on the lanterns, believing that those who picked them up and read the scripture once would bring good fortune to the one who prayed.

The more strangers who read them, the greater the power of blessing and prayer.

She had seen people going door to door giving them away, and people at temple gates asking others to read scriptures.

She had never seen anyone releasing balls.

The golden light of the balls was extraordinary—looking carefully, they were actually plated with a layer of gold.

Such extravagant wealth, like a nouveau riche parading through the streets.

She wondered if Buddha minded the vulgarity.

Looking down from the window, Murong Yi was still unhurriedly releasing his little golden balls. When the balls in the launcher were finished, he reached out and pulled at the carriage’s side panel. With a crash, countless little golden balls rolled out, burying him.

Tie Ci: “…”

The sight of you buried in gold is truly extremely eye-searing.

The eye-searing Murong Yi scattered his hands and, taking advantage of a gust of fierce wind, threw all those golden balls out.

The golden balls scattered in the wind in the blink of an eye.

Somehow Tie Ci was reminded of the idiots her master had mentioned who scattered money all over the street.

Only after Murong Yi finished scattering the prayer balls did he rush toward the restaurant. Tie Ci sighed and waved her hand, signaling the guards to let him pass.

Although the restaurant had countless private rooms, that guy would definitely head straight for her.

Sure enough, Murong Yi came in shortly after. From just that brief time outside, his robe hem was also torn, his collar had opened, revealing two exquisite collarbones. He didn’t close it up, leaning diagonally against the window frame next to Tie Ci, with a smile at the corner of his lips as he looked at her.

Tie Ci looked at those golden balls.

“Do you like them?” Murong Yi stood beside her, his gaze following the golden balls as they flew away. “Outside Kun City, on Guayun Mountain, there’s a Guayun Temple. It’s not large, but it’s said that prayers and requests there are extremely effective. I went up the mountain to pray for you.”

That day the snow on the mountain was heavy, making it impossible to ride horses. He walked up the mountain the entire way, but was stopped by monks at the mountain gate.

The monks said he carried too much murderous karma and was not a believer in Buddha, so there was no need for him to bring his bloody aura to defile the Buddhist gate.

That day was the second day after he had killed Fifteen, and also the second day after he had pursued his father and brothers all the way, consecutively eliminating five elder brothers. Carrying the bloody aura of five blood relatives, he had crushed the accumulated snow on the thousand-step stone stairway of the green mountain and stopped before the ancient but dilapidated mountain gate of Guayun Temple.

He debated with the monks at the mountain gate from morning to evening, from back-and-forth exchanges to verbal battles with the group of monks.

From karmic obstacles and cause and effect to the eight sufferings of the human world, from Buddhism’s salvation of all beings to why they would refuse a sincere person at the mountain gate, from Bodhi mind to the five wrong views, from the four great vows to monks being attached to appearances.

Even if he was covered in murderous karma, the heart he offered her was clean, his vows sincere and true, defiling no one.

Refusing entry due to bloody aura while claiming to save all beings.

The monks were argued into breaking out in sweat and gave way. On New Year’s Eve with no pilgrims, he pushed open the temple doors to face walls full of gods and Buddhas, with flickering eternal lamp flames.

In that great hall he copied scriptures, staying awake all night. When it reached the end of the zi hour, the temple bell rang long, at the beginning of the year, New Year’s Day.

He offered the first incense for her.

No need to pray for himself—after death, let him go to Avici Hell if he must, but he wanted her to have a smooth life forever without worry.

The guest monk said that sincere people copying scriptures in this hall and carving scripture on tablets, then having destined people recite them, could increase the power of blessing and prayer.

Throughout the long night, scrolls piled on his desk, every word and sentence writing his prayers and longing.

He also had people make a cartload of golden balls, giving them away while traveling.

The requirements for “destined people” were quite strict, and he was picky, observing many people’s hateful faces and feeling they weren’t worthy to read the scriptures he had prayed for Tie Ci’s blessing.

Many still remained until today.

Just now seeing the violent storm arise with her right beside him, his heart stirred, and he borrowed this wind to send all the prayer balls up to the blue clouds.

Those who picked them up were all destined people.

Tie Ci said: “Why use golden balls? Money to burn and brain to waste?”

Even if it was just gold-plating, that would still cost a lot of silver.

“Only golden balls are eye-catching, making people treat them seriously. If reality can’t give them a devout heart, I hope gold can.”

“Scattering them like this, aren’t you afraid they’ll fall into mud pits and cesspits?”

“That’s why I used golden balls. Even if they fall into mud pits and cesspits, people will jump down to fish them out, wash them clean, and respectfully read them.”

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on his fingers.

His fingertips had many calluses. Much thicker than before Wuse Plains.

So all these scriptures were carved by his own hand?

Warmth flowed through her heart, but she didn’t speak, turning her head to watch the points of golden light scatter between heaven and earth.

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang stood at the door. Dan Shuang said: “The Crown Princess rarely shows such petulance.”

She was tolerant, magnanimous, often smiling, everywhere living up to the demeanor of an heir apparent.

Chi Xue smiled: “This precisely shows that she treats Young Master Murong differently.”

Dan Shuang seemed to understand.

Chi Xue continued: “And Young Master Murong is actually not someone who can humble himself and chase after accommodating others.”

Dan Shuang said: “He’s a madman.”

“He could go mad enough to decisively abandon the heir position he had always striven for, for the Crown Princess. How many men in this world could do that?”

“Then do you think the Crown Princess is still angry?”

“The Crown Princess has never been angry with him.” Chi Xue’s smile carried slight helplessness. “She just doesn’t want to affect the path he needs to walk, doesn’t want him to waste his previous efforts; she also doesn’t want him to step onto the path she must walk, making matters complicated, that’s all.”

Dan Shuang frowned; she didn’t understand these things.

Chi Xue didn’t explain further.

Since Young Master Murong was already the heir of Liaodong, his status had become the greatest obstacle between them. No matter which court affair His Highness undertook, the Liaodong heir couldn’t be involved. This had nothing to do with trust but was the inevitable choice for stabilizing subordinates’ hearts.

Imagine if the subordinates assisting the Crown Princess in subduing the fiefs learned that the Crown Princess was entangled with the Liaodong heir—would they still have confidence in His Highness? Would they still dare to offer strategies without reservation?

This situation applied equally to Murong Yi.

He himself might not care about the heir position, but Tie Ci hoped he could possess more power to protect himself.

But obviously Murong Yi didn’t think so.

Chi Xue smiled slightly.

She thought this was quite good.

If it were someone else, with such past events, such a status gap, such temptations of profit, nine times out of ten they would give up.

But Young Master Murong wouldn’t.

This was the Crown Princess’s good fortune.

Sometimes love needed to be a little mad.

Their Highness deserved the best love in this world.

Chi Xue was still sighing when she saw Murong Yi suddenly flip out the window.

Tie Ci shouted from that side: “What are you doing now!”

Murong Yi’s voice came from far away: “I saw Qi Yuansi!”

“So what if you saw Qi Yuansi!”

“Some people have skin too thick and faces too big—perfect timing with today’s strong wind to blow the water out of their brains!”

“…”

Chi Xue looked out the window.

Good heavens.

This person had somehow dragged Qi Yuansi out from somewhere and hung him high on a flagpole.

In the fierce wind, Qi Yuansi swayed like a broken rag doll.

Small, helpless, and pitiful.

Chi Xue: “…”

She was wrong.

In love, being too mad was also not good.

……

Qi Yuansi swayed in the wind, both hands tightly gripping his belt, afraid the belt would be blown away by the wind—then he’d never come down from the flagpole in this lifetime, might as well die up there.

The cold wind slapped randomly at his face. Qi Yuansi closed his eyes with tears flowing in his heart.

He was wrong.

He shouldn’t have prayed for strong winds today earlier!

This time he really might be blown away!

……

Qi Yuansi wasn’t hanging for long before being rescued by people Tie Ci sent.

The reason she didn’t go rescue him personally was fear that a certain madman would become even more extreme when stimulated.

After waiting a while, the wind was still very strong, and she had many things to do—she had to hurry back to the palace.

She just checked the time and hadn’t spoken yet when a carriage struggled to approach from downstairs. You could see the carriage was made with fine materials, extraordinarily heavy, using horses famous for strength—the Dayan steeds—so even in this fierce wind where carriages rolled everywhere, it could still move.

Murong Yi stood up first, saying: “Let’s go. This is a specially made carriage. In this weather, ordinary carriages can’t travel.”

Tie Ci nodded, went downstairs, and got into the carriage. Murong Yi showed her the carriage’s construction: “This carriage has two layers. The outer layer is abyss iron, impervious to swords and spears. The inner layer is sinking wood, unafraid of water and fire. The two layers can be detached to avoid being too heavy and slowing the journey. I specially had it made for you. When you travel in the future, use this carriage.”

Tie Ci touched the carriage’s black-green outer wall. The touch was bone-chillingly cold—it really was abyss iron.

Using abyss iron, worth its weight in gold, to make carriages was like grinding abyss iron into fine threads to weave protective armor—he could really think of such things.

Looking at this carriage and thinking of how much abyss iron could arm how many experts if used to forge swords, Tie Ci immediately felt heartache.

This spendthrift!

But Murong Yi didn’t think it was worth worrying about. Abyss iron was just dead matter—how could it be more important than Tie Ci’s safety?

Assassination was essential standard equipment for heirs going out, staying home, and traveling—how could he not prepare proper protection?

The abyss iron carriage was stable, but quite difficult to pull, especially in such wind that could uproot trees and overturn houses.

Dan Shuang saw the driver struggling and was about to leap onto the driver’s seat, but Murong Yi had already taken the driving position first.

The carriage headed toward the imperial palace. Through the carved small window on the carriage door, Murong Yi leisurely introduced the various facilities and uses inside the carriage to Tie Ci.

The interior space seemed small, not as spacious and luxurious as Tie Ci’s imperial heir carriage, but it was arranged extremely reasonably, with some instruments embedded in the walls that could be taken down when needed.

There was also a mechanism that concealed many weapons—poisons and knockout smoke, everything was available.

Pulling open one hidden door revealed various dried provisions that could feed someone for a month without repetition.

Pulling open another hidden door revealed clothes of various colors and human skin masks, allowing one to change into various identities at any time without revealing flaws.

This single carriage was a complete collection of fortress, weapons depot, dress-up game, and escape room.

The wind was very strong, so strong it seemed it would blow people’s heads off.

Afraid his hairpin would fly away again, Murong Yi pressed his head with one hand while driving with the other, struggling forward on the empty streets where debris flew everywhere.

Through the carved partition window, Tie Ci gazed at his back, thinking that perhaps next time she could personally make him a windproof mask.

……

Chapter 313: Overthinking
This time Murong Yi was very self-aware and didn’t try to follow her into the palace. The carriage stopped in front of the palace gate plaza, and without waiting for Tie Ci to speak, he took it upon himself to instruct the gate guards to call for the Imperial Carriage Department to collect the carriage. He also handed Chi Xue a small booklet with maintenance and usage instructions for the vehicle.

Chi Xue smiled with pursed lips, graciously thanked him, and accepted this gift on behalf of His Highness.

For such practical items, she didn’t care what the Crown Princess thought—they definitely needed it.

Murong Yi couldn’t help but praise: “Good maid.”

This one was much better than the cold girl that Mu Si had taken a fancy to. Having such a maid by Eighteen’s side put his mind at ease.

“Zhao San is currently under house arrest, but don’t worry, he’s lucky—he hasn’t suffered much and won’t be in trouble. I’ll find an opportunity to get him out and send him to you to play with.”

Far away in Liaodong, Zhao San suddenly shivered, looking around in bewilderment, unaware that his master had casually offered him up to please his beloved’s maid.

Chi Xue showed no embarrassment, smiling charmingly: “Then I’ll quietly await the good news from the heir.”

Murong Yi smiled, thinking Zhao San was quite fortunate.

He glanced at Mu Si, who stood like a wooden post in front of Dan Shuang, and chuckled.

With that bearing, wanting to marry a wife—maybe in the next lifetime.

Mu Si, who could only marry a wife in the next lifetime, frowned and urged Dan Shuang: “The wind is strong, why don’t you hurry inside!”

Dan Shuang glared at him.

As if she had deliberately stayed here for him.

She was waiting for the Crown Princess!

She turned and walked away, but after a few steps couldn’t help but turn back, glancing sideways at Mu Si: “What’s wrong with your leg?”

Mu Si’s leg had been broken before. Although it was mostly healed, he still favored it slightly when walking—not noticeable unless you looked carefully.

Mu Si’s eyes lit up. He instinctively wanted to answer that it was nothing, but Murong Yi heard from not far away and shouted: “To come see you, my father blocked him and broke his leg!”

Dan Shuang looked at Mu Si.

Mu Si remained silent.

It wasn’t quite that dramatic.

But since he wasn’t the one exaggerating.

He coughed and said: “It’s already healed.”

Dan Shuang’s expression was starting to look off.

Mu Si couldn’t quite handle it. This time he really wanted to urge Dan Shuang to leave quickly, but then Tie Ci came over, put her arm around Dan Shuang, and while walking toward the palace gate, casually said: “We women must not only guard against men’s sweet words, but also against their constant lies, city-wall-thick skin, self-righteous attitudes, and intentional or unintentional PUA…”

From far away they heard Chi Xue ask Tie Ci: “What is PUA?”

Mu Si: “…”

I don’t know what “leather has love” is.

I only know my master is a dog-headed strategist.

……

After returning to the palace, Tie Ci heard the news of the failed assassination.

Including everything that happened during the assassination attempt, and everything Xiao Liheng had said.

She was silent for a long time, then said: “If it failed, then it failed.”

The Xiao family was so deeply rooted, having operated for many years, their influence had already permeated every part of Great Qian like a towering tree. She knew it could no longer be solved by killing one or two people.

Originally she had thought this old fellow was the Xiao family’s representative figure, jumping up and down being truly annoying. Eliminating him would severely damage the Xiao family’s vitality. There would naturally be trouble afterward, but she could find ways to handle it slowly.

But now it seemed Xiao Liheng had long been prepared for the worst-case scenario. And he had the mentality of “after I die, let the floods rage”—a mutual destruction mindset.

Too many people and forces depended on the Xiao family, and the economic power they secretly controlled might exceed even her imagination.

Without a smooth transition, it could very well affect the livelihood of all Great Qian’s people.

The common people were innocent—she was unwilling to harm them.

Unless she similarly controlled several powerful merchant families with substantial strength, able to quickly stabilize the economy and calm the situation after the Xiao family’s counterattack, otherwise facing the prepared and maddened Xiao family, Great Qian would inevitably be harmed by them.

Once national power was damaged and the court became unstable, the Three Fiefs and Dayan would certainly become restless. Then, faced with troubles both internal and external, the situation would take a sharp turn for the worse.

Looking through history, national power declining during such periods, never recovering afterward, even leading to the destruction of nations—such examples were everywhere.

So if they couldn’t kill him, so be it.

But she didn’t regret taking action today.

Since the Three Fiefs were Great Qian’s weakness, she should resolve them early. Without external threats, there would be no fear of internal troubles.

She was going to leave the capital, letting the Xiao family see her killing intent and strength, so they would behave themselves in the future.

After that, she was busy for several more days.

That day she had achieved great victory at the Court of Judicial Review. Ma Hetong understood afterward and went to the Shengdu Prefecture to voluntarily withdraw his lawsuit—after all, facing the violent storm that made everyone in the capital flee in panic, no one could withstand it.

The Crown Princess immediately ordered Shengdu Prefecture to properly handle disaster relief after the storm.

The next day at the grand court assembly, Xiao Liheng didn’t come, claiming illness. But the officials who braved the remaining winds to attend court were still quite heated. This time it was the Imperial faction demanding accountability, the Xiao faction struggling to protect themselves while counter-attacking, and the Rong faction implicitly siding with the Xiao faction. The Imperial faction impeached Xiao Liheng for controlling court politics, forging imperial edicts, usurping authority, framing ministers, and deceiving the emperor, demanding prosecution of the Vermillion Bird Guard’s Deputy Commander for treason, investigation of the Three Great Camps’ officers who arrested people without cause, and investigation of Shengdu Prefecture’s officials who took wrong stances and used torture to extract confessions. The Xiao faction denied everything, claiming that the situation was urgent at the time, fearing the Spring Examination case suspects might escape, so they hurriedly arrested the criminals. The next morning’s court session also received the emperor’s approval—where was the talk of abuse of power and overstepping authority?

The Vermillion Bird Guard’s Deputy Commander also protested his innocence from jail, while the Shengdu Prefecture’s Assistant Prefect and below absolutely refused to admit to torture.

The crowd argued chaotically with their numerical advantage.

But many officials stayed out of both sides, concentrating on being clay statues and wooden sculptures. According to the Xiao faction’s secret observations, after the Spring Examination case, such clay statues and wooden sculptures were becoming increasingly numerous.

Many people were worried—today’s clay statues and wooden sculptures might become fence-sitters tomorrow, and the day after might drill into the Imperial faction’s camp.

The Crown Princess sat high above, listening to the uproar below without getting angry. Only after that group had exhausted themselves arguing did she calmly take out a booklet and signal for a eunuch to pass it down.

The booklet first reached Rong Luchuan’s hands. He flipped through it briefly, and this veteran minister who was always unmovable as a mountain showed a slight change in his expression.

The booklet looked like an account book.

He saw many names and numbers he expected, and also unexpected ones—names he had thought belonged to his own faction.

The First Minister, known as “Immovable Mountain,” who had seen more storms than people had eaten rice, could barely maintain his composure as he passed the booklet down.

The other Grand Secretaries behind him, seeing this thing, had reactions far beyond mere dilated pupils.

The booklet reached the last Eastern Pavilion Grand Secretary Li Shen. After reading it, Li Shen looked up at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci smiled and lifted her chin at him. Li Shen helplessly had to pass the booklet down.

Next came the Six Boards and Nine Ministers. Some of their names were already involved. When certain people saw their own names prominently listed, followed by a long string of property and shop names, they immediately felt as if they were on fire.

They desperately wanted to tear it up on the spot, but they couldn’t—the Crown Princess was watching from above. Not only couldn’t they tear it, they had to pass it on.

It was like streaking—public execution under everyone’s gaze.

The booklet passed through the crowd, accompanied by various faces showing unease, shock, guilt, fear… constantly changing expressions.

Tie Ci watched clearly from above and smiled slightly.

The booklet was what Murong Yi had given her at the Minister of War’s residence. When she first saw it, she immediately guessed what it was, but didn’t dare believe it.

Given Murong Yi’s status, this should be an account book of connections between Liaodong and court ministers. After all, although Liaodong maintained nominal independence, they still needed to maintain good relationships with the court to facilitate various matters.

For Liaodong to develop from an ordinary vassal territory to today’s powerful, almost independent nation-like status over several generations, it couldn’t have been without some court officials providing cover, muddying waters, speaking well of them, and deceiving the emperor.

Such an account book was also a powerful tool for Liaodong to control Great Qian’s court ministers. Yet Murong Yi had so casually tossed it at her feet?

The first thought that floated in Tie Ci’s mind was: Did the King of Liaodong know his heir’s elbow was bent outward?

Additionally, this account book was thicker than she had imagined, and certain people’s family wealth was fatter than she had expected. Calculating the silver involved, even the King of Liaodong couldn’t afford to feed Great Qian’s ministers like this. What other methods had Murong Yi used, following Liaodong’s account book to investigate these ministers’ family assets?

Speaking of which, it seemed the story of the eighteenth prince of Liaodong’s maternal family going bankrupt and having no one to rely on wasn’t quite accurate.

The booklet made a full circle and returned to the eunuch’s hands. Obviously everyone was shaken, not just those whose names were in it.

The Xiao faction would discover that people in their own faction actually hid so much wealth. The Rong faction would discover that companions who claimed to be poor as church mice actually had sleeves full of golden wind. The leaders of both factions could even discover fence-sitters from the account book—people who pledged loyalty to the First Minister while also receiving shops under the Xiao family’s name.

An atmosphere of awkward unease permeated the court. People had long forgotten what they had been arguing about earlier, all staring fixedly at the booklet in the Crown Princess’s hands.

The crime of colluding with the King of Liaodong, taken seriously, was treason—punishable by death to the ninth degree of kinship.

Taken lightly, it was merely accepting bribes—punishment of salary reduction, demotion, or at most dismissal. And with so many people involved, was the Crown Princess planning to kill half the court, or planning to clear out half the court?

The Crown Princess didn’t keep everyone in suspense for long. When the booklet returned to her hands, she signaled for a eunuch to bring over a brazier.

A commotion arose in the hall. Everyone had some guess but didn’t dare believe it.

Under everyone’s disbelieving gaze, Tie Ci loosened her grip and tossed the account book into the brazier.

Almost everyone’s tense bodies instinctively relaxed, except for a slight twitch at the corner of Rong Luchuan’s eye.

Everyone watched as the booklet blackened and curled in the flames, turning to ash. Everyone collectively let out a long breath.

Tie Ci signaled for the eunuch to take away the brazier, clapped her hands and said: “Good, let’s continue with the discussions.”

From beginning to end, she showed no emotion about this matter, made no comments or warnings, as if what had just happened was as ordinary as eating or drinking, not worth mentioning.

But everyone knew this matter was too worth mentioning.

Yet the Crown Princess had so lightly let it pass.

This meant she didn’t want to stir up waves and kill in all directions.

While everyone felt relieved, their hearts became even more cautious.

After this experience, the Crown Princess had become even more deep and unfathomable in her conduct.

Although her actions indicated she didn’t want major conflict, burning the account book didn’t mean this matter was completely over. On the contrary, this sword had been suspended over everyone’s heads by the Crown Princess. No one knew when it might fall, or if it would fall at all.

How could they prevent it from falling?

That depended on their performance.

Everyone who could stand in this court hall was shrewd.

The subsequent discussions indeed completely changed direction.

The Xiao and Rong factions abandoned their previous opposition and arguments, expressing full understanding of the various accusations raised by the Imperial faction, and quickly agreed to the dismissal and punishment of relevant personnel. The Vermillion Bird Guard’s Deputy Commander was imprisoned, the White Marsh Guard’s Commander was also held responsible, the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards took over the Imperial City, the Three Great Camps’ involved officers were investigated, the Three Great Camps were ordered not to remain stationed within the city, their garrison was moved a hundred li outside the capital, and they would exchange positions with the Nine Sui Border Army after six months. The Ministry of War failed in its duties, and the Three Great Camps’ military seals were returned to the Central Military Governor’s Office. The Shengdu Prefecture’s Assistant Prefect was reassigned to Gan Province.

Finally, when discussing how to handle Xiao Liheng, everyone fell silent.

The storm had blown for two days, and its effects weren’t over yet. Houses had collapsed in the capital, countless common people gathered outside the Xiao mansion throwing stones. The Spring Examination case that was supposed to bring down people had failed to bring down anyone, while the Xiao family itself had lost popular support. Now in the court, the Crown Princess had forced everyone to deal with a bunch of people, but what about Xiao the Second Minister, the instigator?

What was the Crown Princess’s attitude?

Would she leverage public opinion to fight the Second Minister to the end, or would she quit while ahead?

Officials from the Xiao faction felt their scalps exploding, thinking that given this Crown Princess’s usual style, she might very well pick up a stick and start swinging. How should they handle this? This wasn’t like dealing with those Vermillion Bird Guard and Shengdu Prefecture people earlier. The Xiao mansion was deeply connected with them—they prospered together and fell together. If they didn’t protect the Xiao family, the Xiao family would definitely drag them down. But if they protected the Xiao family, how would they deal with the Crown Princess pursuing the account book matter?

It was very hair-pulling indeed.

The Xiao mansion was very well-informed. Although Xiao Liheng was at home, he quickly had someone deliver a letter of repentance. Every sentence in the memorial was earnest, saying all his actions were motivated by public spirit, only wanting to ensure fairness in the nation’s talent selection ceremony. His mistake was in acting hastily, and he asked His Majesty for punishment.

Once his memorial was submitted, all officials immediately had a way out and came forward to plead for mercy.

Seeing everyone’s expressions, Tie Ci knew the negotiation couldn’t go much further.

Everyone had bottom lines. She had thrown out the account book with the bottom line of gaining control over palace interior and exterior defenses, and directly controlling Shengdu Prefecture, which managed the capital’s daily necessities.

The Xiao faction’s bottom line was protecting Xiao Liheng.

Little Bug quietly entered the hall and whispered a few words in her ear.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

Several major commercial houses in the capital were showing unusual activity.

Rice, flour, oil, cotton, vegetables and fruits, utensils, medicine shops, money houses, restaurants, waterway freight, carriage services… These businesses involved every aspect of people’s livelihood. Problems in any one area would cause turmoil in the capital, let alone if they all acted together.

This was the Xiao family warning the court.

Don’t push them to mutual destruction.

Listening to Little Bug’s report, Tie Ci thought that since economics concerned stability, the imperial family should also find ways to control it.

Tian Wu had said his family had always wanted to expand their business in the capital, but faced many obstacles. Tie Ci had already mentioned this to Minister Gu of the Ministry of Revenue. The Tian family had substantial strength and should indeed be well supported.

Her master’s business also spanned the entire nation. Previously she lacked the power to intervene, but now she could discuss it with her master.

But now, she indeed couldn’t be too hasty. A court that had been controlled for many years required time for smooth transition.

What she needed to do was gradually weaken and slowly separate them until the Xiao family was isolated and unable to support themselves alone.

When that time came, even a gentle blow could reduce the massive entity to ashes.

The subsequent court discussions went much more smoothly. The emperor and Crown Princess approved of Xiao Liheng’s apology memorial. The final resolution was that Xiao Liheng would forfeit one year’s salary and be demoted from Jinshen Hall Grand Secretary to Wenyuan Pavilion Grand Secretary. The previous Wenyuan Pavilion Grand Secretary, who belonged to the neutral faction, had already retired at the end of last year.

Although still a Grand Secretary, the Jinshen Hall Grand Secretary position belonged to the Second Minister. With the Second Minister position taken away, he was demoted to second from the bottom among the Four Halls, Two Pavilions, and Six Secretaries.

Rong Luchuan also timely stepped forward, accepting the fault of acting rashly, and the final resolution was one year’s salary forfeiture.

Whether salary forfeiture or demotion, what mattered was the punishment itself. Since the emperor ascended the throne, regardless of natural disasters or man-made calamities, these two had never received any punishment.

Everyone’s gaze fell on Tie Ci, thinking that now the Crown Princess had undergone a complete transformation, actually making both big shots suffer setbacks in one go.

The emperor was in an excellent mood. To ease the tense atmosphere, he smiled and brought up the Crown Princess’s approaching birthday at court.

All officials expressed their desire to celebrate for the Crown Princess. After all, the Crown Princess was obviously different from before, and the current emperor and crown prince’s relationship wasn’t like the previous dynasty’s sensitive tension that put ministers in an awkward position. They could boldly curry favor, so everyone was very active, wanting to gain favor with the Crown Princess. Even Rong Luchuan said: “His Highness loves and pities the people’s livelihood and dislikes wasteful ceremonies, but after all, His Highness is our dynasty’s heir apparent. Being too modest would damage the nation’s dignity. We ministers also hope to drink a toast to His Highness’s health.”

The emperor looked expectantly at Tie Ci. Previously when he suggested holding a palace banquet, Tie Ci had refused. At this moment, Tie Ci found it inappropriate to refuse the emperor’s wishes again, so she smiled and thanked him.

The emperor was delighted, ordering the Ministry of Rites to organize it well while saying to the ministers: “Tie Ci is young, so her birthday celebration shouldn’t be too elaborate. But for ruler and subjects to drink together in celebration is fitting. If you ministers have children of appropriate age, feel free to bring them along to join the fun. There will be hunting at Nanshan Imperial Garden the next day anyway, so it’s good to get acquainted first.”

With these words, the ministers understood—so this was to select a husband for the Crown Princess?

Palace banquet poetry for literary talent, hunting competition for archery skills?

But wasn’t it said that the Rong family’s son was already decided?

And hadn’t Old Qi been bragging with his tail to the sky recently, saying his only son was chosen?

Eh, was the Crown Princess planning three palaces and six courtyards? Empress, noble consorts, bright ladies, honored ladies, precious persons all in a row?

Ministers thinking of their own sons—those with wastrel sons thought male bright ladies wouldn’t be bad, while those with outstanding sons thought male bright ladies were truly deadly.

Some families were happy, others worried.

Tie Ci watched everyone’s complex expressions change repeatedly and smiled.

You’re all overthinking this.

Chapter 314: Hedgehog CP
Seven days later, on the eighth day of the fourth month, was the Crown Princess’s birthday.

The emperor made an exception and held a banquet for all the ministers in the main hall of Chengqian Palace.

Before the banquet was a gift presentation ceremony. However, with time being short, most of the gifts the ministers presented were conventional. But Tie Ci had always been a cultured heir apparent, maintaining the same proper smile for every gift, making it impossible to tell whether she liked or disliked them.

Palace banquets were originally only for officials of third rank and above, but this time at the Crown Princess’s request, the emperor issued a special decree. To show the meaning of celebrating with the court, all officials with substantive positions in the capital could attend the banquet.

With this decree issued, some families rejoiced while others worried.

Those who rejoiced were some officials with small positions but thick family fortunes, having an opportunity to show their faces before the emperor.

Those who worried were the Hanlin Academy, Imperial Academy, Censorate and other departments with meager pay. With low salaries and thin family assets, some could barely maintain their dignity—where would they find gifts suitable for presenting to the heir apparent?

Fang Nayan was such a poor registrar from the Censorate. When he received notice that he could attend the palace banquet, instead of joy he felt worry. Born to a poor family, with an elderly mother and a bunch of brothers and sisters to support, where would he find extra money to present gifts to the Crown Princess?

After much consideration, he could only hand-copy a Buddhist scripture. His elderly mother was skilled at embroidery, working by lamplight through the night to embroider it. Having no good box to put it in, and with his deceased father having been a carpenter, he had also worked in carpentry for several years to make a living, so he picked up his old skills again, found a decent piece of boxwood, and personally carved a box.

Climbing the thousand jade steps of Chengqian Palace, waiting in the side hall to be received, Fang Nayan tightly clutched his box. With a glance at his colleagues beside him, his eyes were immediately blinded.

Various exquisitely carved boxes of sandalwood, red sandalwood, huanghuali, wenge, red rosewood… inlaid with colorful gems, making his box appear extremely shabby by comparison.

Not to mention that with such precious boxes, the contents inside were naturally even more valuable.

Fang Nayan hugged his box tighter to his chest.

Unfortunately, a censorate inspector beside him who had never gotten along well with him leaned over and smiled: “Old Fang, what good thing are you planning to present, hiding it so secretively from everyone?”

Fang Nayan didn’t respond.

He was taciturn by nature and hadn’t been transferred from a small local county to the Censorate for long. He wasn’t close with his colleagues and couldn’t become close with them.

Fang Nayan had originally been full of reverence and beautiful imagination for an institution like the Censorate. In his mind, speech officials controlled the nation’s legal constitution and governmental decrees, separately inspecting all officials, patrolling counties, supervising prisons, and maintaining court ceremonies. Every word and action concerned the world’s regulations and principles—they were mirrors for the emperor and officials to examine, the most sacred and noble occupation.

However, when he entered the Censorate he had revered, what he saw and heard greatly disappointed him.

When had speech officials who should stand upright, impartial, and advise the realm while being exemplars themselves become mouthpieces and pawns for certain people and families?

Waving flags and cheering for them, charging into battle for them, becoming sharp blades in their hands, targeting imaginary enemies for their private desires?

He couldn’t stand it, but he was merely a registrar of seventh rank, lower grade, only managing clerical documents daily—court debates weren’t his turn. When he first arrived, people had subtly tried to win him over, but his slow reactions made them gradually lose interest.

His little clique didn’t include him in their games, but Fang Nayan didn’t mind. Rather than forming groups like them to be driven by others, he preferred to stay in his small office working with his head down.

Because he was always buried in paperwork, he wasn’t very clear about many current stories regarding the Crown Princess.

He had no intention of participating in the opposition between the Censorate and the imperial family. After all, having stayed in the Censorate for a long time, he’d heard too much about how the current emperor was just a puppet and the heir apparent was a woman—such an Iron family imperial house, even if he raised his voice for them, they might not even hear it, so why meddle?

But he hadn’t expected that not following the crowd itself meant rejection. In the eyes of those who liked forming factions, that made him an enemy.

Seeing him not speak, the censorate inspector smiled more maliciously, reached out and lifted the cloth covering his box, then let out a strange laugh.

“Ha! What is this thing!”

This exclamation drew everyone’s attention, with various expressions—some smiling, some shaking heads, some directly laughing mockingly.

Someone said meaningfully: “Censor Fang’s gift… is truly unique.”

Fang Nayan found himself at the center of the crowd, hearing those voices, his face burning as if on fire, wishing he could turn around and flee from the hall.

But he couldn’t flee—the ministers were entering group by group, and his turn was coming soon.

He waited outside the hall, seeing Teacher He inside unrolling a piece of calligraphy.

“The nation has a worthy heir, all states maintain righteousness.”

A chorus of admiration arose in the hall.

Who was Teacher He? A literary leader, the chief of scholarly circles. With his affirmation, the emperor could win the hearts of scholars and literati throughout the realm.

Literati valued integrity. Teacher He’s personal congratulatory inscription, with such praise, was more precious than presenting a palace.

Continuous sounds of envious congratulations filled the court. Tie Ci personally rose, bowed to thank the teacher, and received the calligraphy with both hands, ordering eunuchs to immediately mount and hang it in the main hall of Ruixiang Palace.

Fang Nayan watched through the door crack, bitterly thinking that the teacher was the Crown Princess’s master—even giving a few words was tremendous face, but he, such a minor official, couldn’t manage that.

He then saw Hanlin Academy Editor Rong Pu, that person of great reputation both in and out of court, present his gift—also books, but these were from 170 examination candidates in the capital, each contributing one line to compose a birthday congratulations poem.

One could imagine that accomplishing such a thing wasn’t easy, requiring personally visiting and courting scholars. Literati were often proud—to unite so many people to congratulate those in power, though it included respect Tie Ci had earned herself, Scholar Rong must have worn out his tongue persuading them.

After all, such group poetry for birthday congratulations also meant winning literati hearts.

Rong Pu, born noble, could produce any kind of luxurious gift, yet he chose such a much more difficult but extraordinarily meaningful present—his sincerity was evident.

Another round of admiration arose in the hall. Fang Nayan again bitterly thought he wasn’t Rong Pu—he lacked the literary reputation and qualifications to gather literati for joint poetry writing.

The box in his arms now felt scalding. He dared not imagine that as a minor official like him, when presenting gifts in a row, his rough boxwood box alongside those resplendent containers, under everyone’s gaze—embarrassment aside, would the imperial family think him disrespectful?

The eunuch’s announcement echoed lengthily. He lowered his head and crossed Chengqian Palace’s high threshold with a group of colleagues, walking to the base of the red steps to congratulate the Crown Princess on her birthday.

This was Fang Nayan’s first time entering the main hall. He dared not raise his head or glimpse the imperial countenance, deeply bowing his head to stare at the gaps between golden bricks beneath his knees.

A row of sixth and seventh-rank officials presented their gift boxes with both hands to congratulate the Crown Princess on her birthday.

Eunuchs brought trays to receive them, carrying them in rows for the emperor and Crown Princess to examine. If the emperor and Crown Princess were interested, they would open boxes for display. Whichever gift caught the emperor and Crown Princess’s favor and earned rewards brought great honor to that official.

This was the Crown Princess’s first major hall birthday celebration, itself meant to display the imperial family’s status. Now with the Xiao family deflated and court winds subtly changing, the emperor had begun personal rule—the Iron father and daughter were no longer puppets. Even if ministers hadn’t yet changed sides, they had to show sufficient respect to the imperial family first. Therefore, for Tie Ci’s birthday, officials prepared gifts more carefully than for the emperor’s own birthday.

So the gifts were truly competing in splendor, dazzling to behold.

The Crown Princess seemed very interested, opening many gifts to look at them, constantly smiling slightly with an apparently good mood. However, she wore this same expression for almost all gifts and rewarded no one.

Everyone felt she must have high standards and became more cautious.

Little did they know Tie Ci was thinking: These bastards are richer than I imagined.

Great—if the nation ever ran out of money or lacked military funds, randomly confiscating a few estates would suffice.

Whom should she start confiscating from? Hmm, the old Xiao family ranked first with unparalleled competitiveness, the old Rong family also had competitive power rivaling Britain and America, several Grand Secretaries could queue up, the Six Boards and Nine Ministers needn’t rush.

Everyone looked up at the Crown Princess—His Highness’s expression was truly infinitely gentle and benevolent.

Slight hissing sounds suddenly arose from below the red steps.

Tie Ci woke from her beautiful dream of enriching the nation through confiscation. Her gaze shifted and she saw a very conspicuous wooden box below.

Compared to the eye-blinding boxes, that box was so plain it stood out like a crane among chickens.

The official presenting the box kept his head lowered, face unclear, showing only slightly trembling shoulders.

Tie Ci beckoned to signal a eunuch, who understood and brought the box up.

Seeing this action from the corner of his eye, Fang Nayan’s mind thundered.

He was about to be humiliated again!

Indignant grief surged in his heart.

She didn’t look at all those fine things but had to look at his box!

Hadn’t he been humiliated enough!

Fang Nayan desperately thought that when the box opened—

Fine, if scolded, he would directly remonstrate in the hall that the Crown Princess held extravagant birthday celebrations, wasting national treasury and harming the people! Then he’d remove his cap and request resignation!

Tie Ci glanced at the box brought before her. The wood was ordinary, carving work also ordinary, rough and simple, with a feeling of being completely out of place with everything around it. It reminded her of that official’s thin, trembling yet still straight shoulders, and official robes washed until they faded.

Officials below craned their necks watching, many with gleeful smiles in their eyes.

Tie Ci opened the box and took out the embroidered cloth and scroll.

Seeing just these two common household items, all ministers were astonished and looked toward Fang Nayan.

Fang Nayan tightly closed his eyes, waiting to hear subsequent mockery or even imperial wrath.

Instead, he heard a voice from above, gentle and melodious: “This embroidery work is truly excellent.”

Her tone carried slight surprise, as if the hand-embroidered scripture truly had stunning workmanship.

Fang Nayan opened his eyes in astonishment.

The ministers couldn’t see the embroidery work on the scroll, only seeing the ordinary silk cloth. Hearing Tie Ci’s tone now, they became confused.

From the beginning until now, His Highness’s attitude had been polite but ordinary—this was the first time her tone showed such delight. What kind of master embroidery was this?

Heavenly craftswoman Xin Jiuniang? Or the owner of Nianyun Embroidery Workshop?

The former was a renowned embroiderer famous throughout the realm, the latter a long-reclusive master of embroidery circles.

Tie Ci also carefully examined the hand-copied scripture, smiling brightly: “Good calligraphy.”

Everyone wondered again—whose calligraphy was this? The so-called Sage of Calligraphy Master Liu, or Master Gong who excelled in both painting and calligraphy?

Beside Fang Nayan, an official who had mocked him earlier whispered: “Didn’t expect Brother Fang to make such a grand gesture. This humble brother is ashamed.”

Fang Nayan: …That’s not really necessary.

He raised his head and for the first time saw clearly the young lady in the hall.

He saw her bright, cheerful smile, clear eyes, nodding slightly at him: “Minister Fang has been thoughtful. This gift pleases me greatly. Reward.”

A eunuch came down carrying a tray.

The auspicious cloud ruyi brocade pouch on the tray opened slightly, revealing golden ingots gleaming inside.

Very practical rewards. He immediately thought of his rent two months overdue, his elderly mother who needed medicine money, and his younger siblings who’d been clamoring about not having meat for so long.

Previously, he’d heard that imperial rewards emphasized noble rarity, mostly implements and paintings that weren’t easy to sell.

The Crown Princess had seen his predicament and not only salvaged his dignity but also considerately addressed his poverty in such an unobtrusive way.

She was a cloud in the sky—all living beings were like dust beneath her feet. Even a casual glance, with countless military and national affairs awaiting her planning, he had never imagined she could carefully notice the plight of such a minor minister as himself.

Fang Nayan recalled the various unsavory stories about the Crown Princess he’d heard in the Censorate, remembering his previous thoughts.

He sighed inwardly, accepted the reward with both hands, and bowed deeply: “Your minister is ashamed.”

Tie Ci only smiled and waved her hand.

She could see Fang Nayan’s gratitude—after all, for some literati, dignity was more important than anything else.

But her action wasn’t to buy favor or win him over, nor did she particularly care about his thoughts.

Ultimately, the court had been stirred into chaos by the Xiao family these years. Upright and honest scholars were becoming fewer and fewer. If she could protect a few, she would protect a few.

Sitting in a high position, she had long seen clearly the small actions below. Sometimes this court hall was like the classroom her master described—people below made various small moves, thinking those above couldn’t see.

She had seen military officers secretly dozing and civil officials secretly turning their buttocks to fart toward the military side to frame them.

Gifts flowed like water past her eyes. Her soul split in two—half maintained the heir apparent’s bearing with smiling examination, while the other half propped her chin, lazily thinking: Murong Yi must be furious by now, right? Someone who loved showing off so much, who had to meddle in everything, yet for her proper birthday celebration, he couldn’t come or give gifts—he must be jumping around cursing, right?

The official below giving endless congratulatory speeches suddenly froze.

Looking up, he showed an infatuated expression, forgetting his words.

Not just him—many surrounding ministers showed surprised expressions, looking at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci snapped back to awareness, touching her face in confusion. What happened—was she drooling?

Tie Yan leaned slightly beside her: “Cub, what did you hear that made you so happy? How come your father emperor didn’t catch it? This guy was clearly spouting nonsense the whole time—I was nearly falling asleep.”

Tie Ci was even more astonished, her fingertips touching her cheeks and pausing slightly.

Laugh lines hadn’t faded.

She had inexplicably started laughing?

After being silent for a while, she could only say: “It greatly pleases me. Reward.”

The minor official joyfully thanked her and went down, while accepting everyone’s envious congratulations and thinking: What did I say just now that made the Crown Princess so happy?

Oh, seems like I praised the Crown Princess for being mighty and robust?

Hey, his teacher said this wording was inappropriate—what’s inappropriate about it? Isn’t it perfectly appropriate?

The Crown Princess is mighty! She is robust!

An official friendly with him pulled him aside, whispering: “Brother, what did you say that made the Crown Princess so delighted? I was in back and didn’t hear—teach me too so I can earn a reward from the Crown Princess.”

“Simple! Just praise the Crown Princess as mighty and robust!”

“…”

The advice-seeking official looked up in confusion at the slender, tall, gently smiling woman above.

Where was the might? Where was the robustness?

……

Tie Ci now fully understood the feelings of teachers in classrooms that her master had described.

When students below made small moves, teachers above were also very tired.

Listening to these officials’ repetitive congratulatory speeches lacking any rhythm or cadence was exactly like a teacher calling on struggling students who couldn’t recite or answer questions.

She really wanted to learn from that Emperor Yongzheng her master mentioned and say to these rambling bastards: I truly don’t know how to love you all.

The gift presentation segment finally ended. With a call to begin the banquet, ministers went to the eastern side hall while officials’ wives opened their feast in the western side hall.

Originally, when outside-appointed wives entered the palace for banquets, they generally gathered in the empress’s Kunning Palace. But since the empress had died early and Tie Ci was the heir apparent, the banquet was held in Chengqian Palace, giving outside-appointed wives a chance to enter the palace’s main hall.

This was also Tie Ci’s intention—if men could enter Chengqian Palace, naturally women could too.

The wives didn’t participate in the hall’s gift presentations, only managing eating and drinking. When Tie Ci went to the eastern side hall, she saw countless young ladies poking their heads around behind screens.

Tie Ci felt a bit apprehensive—surely these weren’t all Mioci Society members?

Those eyes that seemed ready to press her and Murong Yi’s heads together were truly unbearable.

After toasting a round in the eastern side hall, more and more heads appeared from the western side hall. Many ministers in the eastern side hall, seeing their daughters behaving so improperly, became increasingly restless.

Tie Ci quickly raised her cup and smiled as she headed to the western side hall, thinking if she didn’t go soon, these young ladies would definitely get scolded when they returned home.

Seeing her approach, wives throughout the hall stood up to welcome her, most with bright eyes.

Consort Jing and Consort Ning, who were hosting today’s banquet, also smiled as they rose.

Consort Ning of the Rong clan was Rong Pu’s aunt. Though the Rong family was powerful, she was very cautious in speech and action in the harem, not maintaining much contact with her family—a dignified person.

Because the empress had died early and Consort Jing couldn’t establish herself, whenever there were major occasions, this truly noble lady came forward to help.

This dynasty’s harem was very peaceful, with no troublemaking whatsoever. There really wasn’t much to make trouble about anyway—since everyone lacked favor, competing for a puppet’s love held no meaning.

Tie Ci offered a nominal toast to everyone. Consort Ning sat her down, saying: “His Highness said not to accept our gifts, but we must still express our sentiments—otherwise how could we have the face to drink His Highness’s birthday wine?”

Speaking thus, she ordered palace attendants to present birthday gifts. Tie Ci respected her as an elder and smiled as she accepted them.

Consort Jing smiled beside her: “His Highness should accept Consort Ning’s gift. After all, we’re family.”

This statement sounded fine at first hearing, seemed pointless on second thought, but on third consideration seemed to carry different implications.

Consort Ning also smiled: “Then this is my good fortune.”

This statement was even more interesting. Many gossip-savvy ladies present immediately cast glances toward the eastern side hall.

They’d heard Scholar Rong had always been well-regarded by Consort Jing. Now hearing Consort Ning and Consort Jing’s back-and-forth, perhaps soon there would be strengthened family ties?

Tie Ci toasted Consort Ning: “When I was small, Your Ladyship held me too—naturally we’re family.”

She turned to see a bunch of young ladies below giving each other meaningful looks, whispering, appearing to be plotting something.

Especially the number-one super-fan, the Court of Judicial Review minister’s daughter, who looked quite excited, as if stimulated by something.

The young lady sat in her seat, clenching her fists indignantly: “With us here, we’ll definitely defend the Ci-Wei banner and not let the consorts mess up the mandarin duck matches!”

Chi Xue, who was ordered to move about the hall attending to guests, walked away from her with a strange expression.

Hedgehog?

……

With Consort Ning leading, internal and external appointed wives naturally also presented gifts by rank.

This dynasty originally had two other princesses—one married far away to Dayan, another died early, reportedly tormented secretly by her husband’s family conspiring with her accompanying governesses, leading to long-term melancholy and death.

When Tie Ci heard about this aunt’s situation years ago, she felt very grateful to her father emperor internally. Many princesses of the Great Qian dynasty met tragic ends—this should have been her fate too.

It was her father emperor who gave her a different life.

The remaining senior imperial family women included only Prince Zhao’s consort. Prince Zhao had been demoted to commandery prince after the last heir apparent incident. Tie Ci planned to give him a fief and send him away early—currently still searching for the poorest, most remote, most difficult place.

Therefore, all three members of Prince Zhao’s family claimed illness and didn’t come, leaving Shi Zi consort Xiao Wenliu as the sole representative.

Seeing Xiao Wenliu step forward, Tie Ci froze slightly. This young woman looked even thinner, her formerly round maiden chin now pointed, complexion not very good. Fortunately, the spirit in her eyes hadn’t faded. She stood there, presenting an embroidered pouch containing precious medicinal materials, smiling winningly at Tie Ci.

Xiao Wenliu’s status was too awkward—both Prince Zhao’s daughter-in-law and a Xiao family member. Palace attendants beside Tie Ci instinctively moved to take away the fragrant pouch she offered, not planning to present it to the Crown Princess, but Tie Ci stopped them with a gesture.

However, looking at that poorly embroidered pouch, she knew it must have been made by Xiao Wenliu’s own hands, and couldn’t help falling silent.

This pouch—she couldn’t wear it.

She couldn’t show any closeness to this woman.

That would make her situation awkward in both her husband’s and natal families.

She finally just waved her hand. Palace attendants took away the pouch, disappointment flickering in Xiao Wenliu’s eyes before she smiled peacefully.

Tie Ci asked her: “How is the shi zi consort?”

Xiao Wenliu answered respectfully with lowered eyes like all appointed wives: “Replying to His Highness, your subject eats and sleeps well, everything is fine.”

As another appointed wife was about to step forward, Tie Ci glanced toward the western side of the outdoor terrace. Xiao Wenliu smiled but said: “Your subject and several close friends have prepared acrobatics and song-dance for His Highness’s birthday. Please summon them in.”

Tie Ci, thinking she needed to find a chance to talk with Xiao Wenliu, absentmindedly waved her hand.

A troupe of dancing girls came flowing in like fairies, with rippling steps and silk stockings raising dust. Eunuchs also carried in large drums for the girls to dance upon.

Tie Ci originally paid no attention—watching song and dance at palace banquets happened at least eight hundred if not a thousand times. But with a glance, she actually saw the young ladies below looking even more excited and furtive, their gazes floating back and forth, lingering on her and rising and falling around the scene.

Tie Ci immediately became alert.

What—was there something fishy about this group of dancers?

Could it be…

Her heart jumped.

Surely a certain guy who loved playing the lead role wasn’t one of these dancers?

No way, no way, no way, no way?

Chapter 315: Congratulating Your Auspicious Day
She instinctively straightened her body, her gaze scanning through the group of dancers.

All the dancers were dressed as flying apsaras, holding pipa instruments, silk ribbons fluttering, with strings of ornaments swirling around them, quite ethereal.

They all had fair skin and slender waists, tall and graceful figures, their faces half-veiled with light gauze, foreheads decorated with pearl flower ornaments, with jeweled light creating an enchanting haze that obscured their faces.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell to their feet. No matter how well a certain someone disguised as a beauty, he still had feet destined to be larger than ordinary women’s. That’s why when he played the courtesan, he preferred loose, wide garments that trailed long on the ground—he’d rather sweep the floors for free than expose his feet.

But these dancers were all barefoot, their feet adorned with golden bells that chimed clearly as they danced, golden light swaying. Combined with their rapidly changing movements and formations, it was difficult to see clearly for the moment.

Her intense staring at the dance below aroused curiosity among those who had originally paid no attention, and they all turned to look. What kind of dance moves could so captivate the Crown Princess?

It did look quite beautiful, but surely not enough to make the Crown Princess, accustomed to wealth and luxury, react like this?

After watching for a while without discerning anything conclusive, Tie Ci smiled self-mockingly, feeling she had become too fixated.

If the imperial palace could be so easily infiltrated by him, the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards would need a thorough investigation.

Immediately the song and dance lost its appeal for her, and she turned away.

But at that moment, she suddenly heard the drum sound.

The sound was deep and resonant, reverberating through the great hall.

She instinctively looked back.

She saw a tall figure in red suddenly flip out from under the drum, sleeves billowing gracefully in mid-air, robes filled with wind.

That person leaped extremely high, almost reaching the middle of the great hall. Everyone looked up to see, beneath the dragon-and-phoenix carved ceiling and among the multicolored brilliant palace lanterns, a figure with a long, vigorous form—a pair of extended leaping legs that captured everyone’s attention, arms spread wide, sleeves flying in graceful undulations like an immortal.

For a moment everyone thought this was the climax of the performance and cheered in unison.

Tie Ci forgot to make a sound.

Not only her, but Dan Shuang and Chi Xue were also stunned.

Wasn’t that the one from Liaodong?

Was this even allowed?

For an instant Tie Ci’s spine went rigid, then in the next moment she settled back into her chair.

A faint smile played at her lips.

He had come after all.

Indeed, even through mountains of blades and seas of fire, through arrow storms and thunderous forests, this fellow would definitely come to where the excitement was.

She raised a cup of wine, slightly narrowing her eyes in appreciation.

She had never seen Murong Yi dance before.

It was actually… quite beautiful.

People of this era enjoyed wealth and elegance. Men dancing was common, especially when men performed—their vigorous and graceful beauty had a distinctive flavor. Paired with the soft and gentle women, it was even more worth watching. It’s just that dancers were of low status, and men rarely became dancers unless forced by livelihood or family crimes.

So everyone set down their cups to watch carefully.

All felt that this male dancer’s physical beauty and movements—vigorous, graceful, natural, and elegant—were far superior to what they had seen before. Although his face was half-masked, the exposed snow-white jaw, smooth forehead, and a pair of eyes with flowing light that offered glimpses during rises and turns gave a hazy sense of complete beauty and charm. Not to mention his tall, jade-tree-like figure, pure as the bright moon, with ink-black hair and slender fingertips. His dancing and leaping posture reminded people of jade trees above cloudy peaks, with light mist around the tree tops. When wind passed, the tree swayed, beautiful jade leaves chiming melodiously, while the blue sky passed over the crescent moon embedded at the tree’s tip.

Wherever he rose and fell, his footsteps on the drum created rhythm, with clear beats that were subtly forming a musical piece.

For a moment the crowd’s applause was endless. Some with interests in male beauty couldn’t help but have gleaming eyes, calculating that when the banquet ended, they’d ask which troupe this dancer belonged to—perhaps they could get close to him.

Although this dancer seemed skilled, surely with their own status and position, making him submit wouldn’t be difficult?

Rong Pu glanced at the person on the drum, then at those officials with burning gazes, lowered his head with a chuckle, and poured himself wine.

Qi Yuansi sat beside him, eating while staring at the person on the drum, saying with some puzzlement: “Why does this person look somewhat familiar?”

Yang Yixiu sat next to him—the good friends from Yueli Academy all sat together. Hearing this, he laughed: “Yuansi, you really don’t learn from your mistakes. Wasn’t this the one who hung you on a flagpole just a few days ago?”

Qi Yuansi nearly bit his tongue: “What?”

Tian Wu also widened his copper-bell eyes, delighted: “What? Is it Rong Wei? His dancing is truly beautiful. I didn’t expect him to personally come perform for His Highness. His Highness must be very pleased… Hey, why are you poking me?”

Yang Yixiu snatched the lamb leg from under his leg, saying expressionlessly: “Sorry, the meat fell.”

But Rong Pu smiled and said: “No matter, I don’t mind.”

Yang Yixiu looked at him with some admiration, thinking Scholar Rong had a strong will. Today his gift presentation was full of sincerity, praised by the entire court, and would surely please the Crown Princess greatly.

But he couldn’t compete with the incredibly flamboyant Murong Yi!

The dignified heir of Liaodong had actually mixed into the dance troupe, personally performing menial tasks, dancing for His Highness in the hall.

What was this called? Wearing colorful clothes to entertain one’s parent?

Among all present—Crown Princess suitors, secret admirers, worshippers—who could do this?

Yang Yixiu searched his heart—he couldn’t do it, couldn’t even think of it.

Rong Pu definitely couldn’t do it.

So at this moment, he had lost again.

Even though the joint poetry gift had used all his effort, making Rong Pu run for seven days, traverse the entire city for seven days, using his silver tongue for seven days to invite so many renowned scholars to write joint poetry—such grand sincerity was so easily defeated by a single dance.

Because Murong Yi was a madman with no concept of rules, propriety, or dignity in his heart. His everything was the Crown Princess. He could use any method to prove to the Crown Princess that he could do anything for her.

While people constrained by propriety, dignity, and various visible and invisible rules absorbed since childhood could never cross the chasms and gulfs he could cross.

Yang Yixiu looked at Rong Pu with some sympathy.

But Rong Pu seemed unbothered, raising his wine cup, leaning back, and genuinely appreciating the performance.

While appreciating, he said to Yang Yixiu: “Watch carefully—this isn’t over. He must have more tricks.”

Qi Yuansi couldn’t help saying: “I find it strange and unseemly. Better not to watch.”

Rong Pu smiled: “We must watch. How else can we learn the essence?”

Qi Yuansi exclaimed: “You’re really going to learn? We… you can’t learn this.”

“Just joking,” Rong Pu said. “No need to learn. Everyone has different talents and personalities. Learning would just be imitating unsuccessfully. Being oneself is enough. Like today, you all think I’ve lost, but the significance of 170 renowned scholars writing joint birthday congratulations for the Crown Princess and imperial family won’t be erased by this dance. In the Crown Princess’s sage mind, these are definitely two different things.”

Qi Yuansi nodded, finding this very reasonable.

Yang Yixiu also nodded but sighed inwardly.

Indeed, they were two different things.

One was public business, one was private affairs.

Even if public duties bloomed like flowers, one couldn’t truly get close to the Crown Princess’s side.

But did Rong Pu really not understand this principle?

Yang Yixiu didn’t think so.

But Scholar Rong had grand ambitions and ministerial composure—this was the realm he should possess.

Just as Yang Yixiu was pondering the word “realm,” he heard the high-minded Rong Pu turn to chat with a nearby official whose eyes were burning, enthusiastically praising the male dancer’s graceful moves and definitely stunning appearance. When the other party subtly expressed interest, he also quietly encouraged the other to bravely pursue love.

Yang Yixiu: …I take back all my positive evaluations of Scholar Rong just now.

……

The rhythm on the drum rang clearly. Because of some noise in the hall, most people, though vaguely hearing it was a musical piece, didn’t listen carefully to distinguish it.

Only Tie Ci listened quietly, connecting the tune in her mind.

“Yearning Thoughts”

This was a famous Great Qian melody, generally about young people longing for that distant maiden by the river, but unable to approach due to the distant road and fierce river waters, so expressing longing through bells, drums, fallen flowers, bright moon and other objects, finally building a bridge over the river and approaching their beloved step by step.

Uneven water plants, gathered left and right. The graceful, virtuous lady, bells and drums delight her.

Even Murong Yi’s dancing was so calculated.

After she finished listening to one “Yearning Thoughts,” she saw Murong Yi turn in mid-air, reach behind his back, and like magic produce a beautifully crafted small bow.

His other hand brushed, and his fingers already held a row of glittering golden small arrows.

The hall erupted in alarm as countless people pushed away from their seats: “Assassin! Protect the Emperor!”

Palace guards rushed over—some charging toward the emperor and Crown Princess, others rushing toward Murong Yi while drawing their swords.

Many ministers hurriedly stood up, some diving under tables.

Tie Yan shouted: “Protect the Crown Princess first!”

The crowd immediately became chaotic, but suddenly many female voices arose: “Don’t misunderstand! Not an assassin!”

But with the current uproar in the hall, various sounds mixed together, those female voices were drowned out.

Only Murong Yi on the drum had a slight smile at his lips, drawing his bow toward Tie Ci’s direction.

Tie Ci raised her eyes to look at him. The moment their gazes met, Murong Yi’s lips moved, saying something.

Tie Ci looked away and said sternly: “Quiet!”

Her voice didn’t seem loud, but instantly suppressed the entire hall’s clamor.

The crowd, like headless flies, instinctively quieted for a moment.

Tie Ci sat high above, saying calmly: “Not one arrow has been fired. Whether he’s an assassin is yet undetermined. As court ministers, where is your composure?”

The ministers looked down to see some had lost shoes, some had disheveled hair, some had crawled under tables, some had wrinkled the curtains.

Tie Ci ordered the guards: “No need to protect me. Help the ministers out from under tables and behind cases. Those who ran outside the doors, please return. And that secretary—the bronze crane is heavy, please put it down early to avoid injuring your feet.”

Ministers: “…”

That secretary silently put down the bronze crane.

The entire great hall fell into the embarrassment of social death.

Tie Ci met the smile in Murong Yi’s eyes and sighed inwardly.

Today she had lost face in front of Liaodong.

After those hiding here and there were extracted one by one, they all received merciless mockery from the military officers.

Qi Ling had drunk several more cups in the hall today and was somewhat drunk. Pointing at Murong Yi on the drum, he said loudly: “Those arrows have no points and are too short, obviously for performance use, unable to harm anyone. You all panicked too much!”

A censor who had just crawled under a table felt his face burning, angrily saying: “We’re not those rough military men. In the sudden moment, how could we see clearly!”

“What’s wrong with military men? Without military men protecting the country, how could you all sit here peacefully!”

Emperor Tie Yan on the throne rubbed his forehead in pain. Here we go again.

Civil and military officials were like fire and water, having such arguments at least eighty if not a hundred times a year.

But Qi Ling’s mood today was somewhat poor. Having bragged earlier, it wasn’t easy to take it back later. These days he’d endured plenty of sarcastic ridicule, and his son also blamed him for talking too much when he got home. Actually, he hadn’t given up hope. After all, when he showed goodwill to the Crown Princess, she hadn’t clearly refused. The Crown Princess still hadn’t decided on a fiancé—wouldn’t she still have to choose from noble family sons? Looking around, how was his literary and martial son Qi Yuansi inferior? Why should he withdraw early?

Not to mention Rong Pu—Rong Pu was just a scholar with a weak constitution. The imperial family needed to have many sons. Could Rong Pu’s body handle it?

As for that troublemaker from last time, acting sneaky and strange, he hadn’t heard the Crown Princess being special to anyone. Did Yuansi need to be so scared he didn’t dare show himself?

Today was the Crown Princess’s birthday. He had wanted to prepare gifts well and let his son shine, but Qi Yuansi looked dead inside, saying to just send some gold and jade objects and be done with it—he didn’t want any attention at all.

Qi Ling couldn’t stand his son’s useless appearance. Now arguing with civil officials was a good way to vent. Hearing that minister still going on about military men being crude and not knowing propriety, he grabbed his son and pulled him up: “My Yuansi, from a military family but earned his own scholarly credentials—he can stabilize the nation with civil skills and secure it with military ones. Your Majesty, please grant bow and arrows so this fellow can see clearly what real bows and arrows are, what real archery is, so next time encountering fancy bow tricks, he won’t dive under tables!”

Tie Yan said with difficulty: “This…”

Such a good birthday celebration—why add more weapons?

Qi Yuansi tugged his father’s clothes: “Father! Father! Don’t! I don’t want to…”

Qi Ling slapped away his hand, then continued: “Also, let my son perform for the Crown Princess’s birthday celebration to win the Crown Princess a smile.”

Putting it this way, Tie Yan immediately felt relieved, thinking perhaps his daughter would enjoy watching, so he ordered bow and arrows brought.

Qi Yuansi: …My father is ruining me!

My father always wants to send me to the port!

When the bow and arrows arrived, Qi Ling glared at his son: “Perform well!”

Qi Yuansi said nothing, glancing at Murong Yi from the corner of his eye.

Murong Yi seemed not to have heard Qi Ling’s taunts, smiling as he played with his toy-like beautiful bow and arrows.

“If you deliberately hold back and embarrass your old man, I’ll throw you to the Nine Sui military camp to eat sand for ten years before you can return!”

Qi Yuansi wasn’t afraid of eating sand, but he’d have to eat Hanli Khan’s sand—this was what he’d promised the Crown Princess. But if he really made his father lose face, what if his father sabotaged his grand plan?

He still wanted to leave his name in history by governing the Hanli Khan desert. But his father obviously wasn’t very supportive.

Qi Yuansi had no choice but to take the bow and arrows.

Weapons couldn’t enter Chengqian Palace, so these arrows also had their points removed, with the target placed outside the great hall.

The carved flower partition doors opened in sequence. On the jade platform outside the great hall, a target was set up. In front of the target, a row of bronze gongs was arranged vertically, hanging from frames from large to small. Each bronze gong had a small hole in the center. Following Qi Ling’s instructions, the eunuchs carefully aligned the center holes of the bronze gongs in a straight line with the bullseye.

Qi Yuansi stood inside the hall, a full ten zhang away from the bronze gong formation outside.

Qi Ling said proudly: “My son has practiced archery since childhood and can shoot arrows through seven gong centers without making the bronze gongs ring.”

Everyone showed amazed expressions.

This meant the arrow had to shoot exactly through the small holes in the center of seven bronze gongs, passing through each one until hitting the final target?

What kind of eyesight was required!

The slightest error and the arrow would hit a bronze gong, creating a loud clanging embarrassment.

Under everyone’s gaze, Qi Yuansi sighed helplessly and picked up his bow.

Since he’d been forced onto this path, he could only shoot well.

Honestly, he also wanted that guy to see his archery skills.

Not for the Crown Princess’s sake—who was afraid of whom!

Full draw, nocking, five fingers slightly released—twang—

The arrow’s vibration cutting through air was light and sharp, a flash of light in an instant.

Everyone only saw a black streak pass through the bronze gong formation in a blink, striking the bullseye with a “whoosh.”

The bronze gongs made not the slightest sound. The hall was completely quiet.

Qi Yuansi lowered his bow and saluted toward the throne.

The hall then erupted in admiration and applause.

In the applause, a military officer loudly declared: “Young Master Qi is talented in both civil and military arts—truly Great Qian’s finest talent!”

Tie Yan, looking at the young man in the hall who, though from a military family, had a gentle, handsome appearance and a tall, impressive bearing from years of martial practice, felt his heart stir.

In terms of looks, naturally the Rong family son was better, but Qi Yuansi’s constitution was much stronger.

Moreover, military families had military power and were simple…

His thoughts differed from Consort Jing’s. He didn’t want Tie Ci’s chosen imperial husband to be too noble or complicated in background—what if he developed ambitions?

Judging by this point alone, Qi Yuansi was more suitable.

But Ci’er seemed to have someone in her heart. That young man from Zhegui Tower last time had quite an ambiguous relationship with her…

He was a playful type, sending crickets that defeated all palace champions.

It’s just that he looked so lazy and bold, not like someone from a great noble family. Tie Ci’s future imperial husband might not need to provide much assistance, but couldn’t drag her down either…

He had also sent people to investigate what happened during Tie Ci’s training, knowing there was indeed such a friend with extraordinary relationship, but still couldn’t determine the other party’s identity.

After all, only Tie Ci’s most trusted inner circle currently knew Murong Yi’s identity, and without Tie Ci’s consent, these people wouldn’t say an extra word even to the emperor.

The old father was calculating repeatedly when he suddenly heard the drum sound.

Everyone’s attention was immediately drawn over, seeing the dancer on the drum spin the small bow on his hand once before declaring loudly: “Today I offer my humble skills to congratulate the Crown Princess on her auspicious day.”

Chapter 316: Ostentatious
As soon as his words began, the young ladies from the western hall had already stood in a row before the hall, each holding something in their hands.

Upon hearing the signal, they forcefully threw the objects in their hands upward.

They didn’t throw them all at once, but slightly staggered, with the daughter of the Minister of Justice’s family going first.

Tie Ci noticed they had great coordination among themselves, having obviously rehearsed, and couldn’t help but support her forehead with her hand.

What kind of scheme was Murong Yi cooking up with the Miaocu Society group day after day!

Only when the objects flew into mid-air did everyone see clearly they were translucent milky-white spheres with some colorful, glittering things inside that looked quite beautiful.

“Whoosh.”

The sound of arrows breaking through air startled everyone. Turning back, they saw the dancer on the drum had already released an arrow.

The small arrow flashed with golden light, precisely piercing the milky-white sphere. The sphere exploded with a bang, and a piece of silk fell down, caught on the arrow tip, shot into a massive landscape screen depicting “A Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains” in the hall.

There were words on the silk, which everyone read: “Candle.”

Along with the silk, some small colorful objects of five colors also fell.

The milky-white spheres continued being thrown into the air by the young ladies in sequence.

“Whoosh whoosh” – the sounds were continuous. Every small sphere was precisely shot by Murong Yi on the drum with golden arrows, shot onto the curtain. Each sphere that exploded released a piece of moon-white silk with words written in gold powder.

Those silks were sequentially pinned to the screen, and everyone unconsciously read along: “Candle,” “Flower,” “Bright,” “Sinking,” “Water,” “Radiant,” “Wine,” “Waves,” “Turning”…

At first, only a few scattered people read, but as more silks were nailed up, more people joined in reading, finally becoming the entire hall reciting in unison: “…Left arc records auspiciousness, Lai robes with five-colored brilliant patterns. The courtyard lists rows of jade trees, seats crowded with pearl shoes, golden bowls with cold sugar cane juice. How to wish you longevity? A smile pointing to South Mountain.”

A birthday congratulation poem.

It should be only half a stanza, after all, the screen couldn’t hold more.

As the white spheres burst and silks were carried away by arrows, the colorful fragments inside the spheres scattered down – jade fragments and golden light, red shadows and blue colors, purple jade and dark green… A shower of colored rain fell in the center of the great hall, making melodious sounds as it hit the golden brick floor.

Watching this scene, Tie Ci suddenly remembered what her master had mentioned about celebratory pop-up banners.

Someone curious picked up those fragments for a look and couldn’t help exclaiming in surprise.

It was actually a ruby!

More people bent down to pick up tourmalines, pearls, sapphires, topaz, red agates, amethysts, emeralds… It turned out those glittering colorful fragments were all pearls, jade, and precious stones!

What magnificent extravagance!

Everyone in the hall looked at those daughters of wealthy families. The dancers certainly couldn’t produce these things – naturally, these young ladies had prepared these birthday gifts. But this was too eye-catching, truly treating pearls like dirt and gold like iron!

The young ladies’ money naturally all came from their fathers. Such lavish spending clearly showed their families were quite wealthy.

Everyone was thinking of checking which young lady it was, perhaps they could catch some political enemy’s weakness, but when they looked, their own disobedient daughters were conspicuously among them too.

Those girls only received five taels of monthly silver – where did they get these pearls and precious stones?

In the end, everyone looked at each other in dismay, discovering the scope of damage was too broad – not one could escape.

Looking again at the screen, the silks were layered and arranged in order. From a distance, they actually formed the shape of a peony flower.

A moon-white peony with golden edges bloomed magnificently on the screen, while the floor was covered with pearls and jade like sand and gravel.

This scene was so ostentatious it could blind people’s eyes – even the imperial family had never witnessed such a thing.

After all, the imperial family emphasized dignified grandeur, and Tie Ci also valued her reputation, absolutely refusing to hold lavish birthday celebrations that would invite censure from censors and criticism from the people. She absolutely couldn’t pull off such nouveau riche behavior.

Calling it nouveau riche was actually somewhat harsh, considering the peony was elegant, the calligraphy beautiful, and the pearls and jade had bright, harmonious colors. The overall effect was both refined and noble, displaying the organizer’s excellent aesthetic sense.

Yet a military general loudly praised: “Excellent archery!”

Everyone had just been dazzled by the pearls and jade, but now they reacted and thought it over. Those young ladies had thrown spheres in succession, and the dancer on the drum had to shoot them down consecutively in extremely short time, the sequence couldn’t be wrong, and to form the peony, the positions and angles of the shots had to be calculated without the slightest error. Looking at those small arrows pinning the silks, they formed a perfect circle of golden stamens, and the depth they penetrated into the screen was exactly uniform.

The eyesight, control, speed, and calculating ability required – how formidable!

In comparison, Qi Yuansi’s archery seemed inadequate.

Actually, it wasn’t that Qi Yuansi’s archery was much worse, just that someone’s style was ostentatious and sensational – ordinary people couldn’t compete.

Pearls fell like rain throughout the hall, and some greedy officials were quietly picking them up.

Tie Ci pretended not to see.

The Liaodong Prince’s heir was wealthy and willing to subsidize Da Qian’s officials – let him be.

Tie Yan watched dumbfounded, murmuring to the eunuch beside him: “I knew some people loved taking bribes, but I didn’t know all the civil and military officials were richer than me.”

To let their daughters generously scatter gifts to his daughter.

Such subjects – the more the better!

All civil and military officials: We’re innocent.

Someone came onto the hall to collect those pearls and jade. The dancers continued their performance, but Murong Yi stopped dancing, rolling up his sleeves and standing openly by the side of the hall.

When guards moved to drive him away, Tie Ci glanced over there. Chi Xue understood and smiled while waving her hand, so the guards bowed and walked away.

Tie Ci rose and went toward the banquet tables of several noble ladies and first-rank command wives. The ladies all quickly stood up, except for one purple-robed elderly woman who sat motionless.

That old woman was perfectly proper from head to toe. After sitting for so long, her clothes didn’t have a single wrinkle, and her hair, which seemed dyed with lotus seed grass, was jet black and shiny without a strand out of place.

Seeing Tie Ci come to offer a toast, she slowly lifted her cup and said coldly: “Your Highness has quite a reputation for virtue recently, but seems rather lacking in respecting the elderly. This subject’s wife thought Your Highness wouldn’t come to offer a toast today.”

The wives of Marquis Duanyang and Grand Secretary Li Shen beside her uncomfortably shifted away, thinking this first minister’s wife truly lived up to her reputation – daring to speak disrespectfully even at the Imperial Daughter’s birthday banquet. Did she think this was her Di family’s military camp?

Tie Ci acted as if she hadn’t heard, smiling as she raised her wine cup: “Princess Consort, Duke of Wei’s wife, Marquis Duanyang’s wife, Marquis Wuwei’s wife… Madam Xie, Old Madam Qi, Madam Li, please.”

She went through all the noble and first-rank wives at the table one by one, but deliberately omitted Old Madam Rong.

This was more humiliating than cursing her to her face. The purple-robed old woman’s white face slowly became even whiter, veins appeared on her neck, and her eyes stared sharply at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci drained her cup, smiled warmly at the ladies and said a few words of thanks. Among them was a rather kind-looking old lady who personally came forward to toast Tie Ci. Seeing such an elderly person, Tie Ci naturally didn’t dare accept the courtesy and immediately stood to support her, calling her “Old Madam” and asking her to please sit. But the old lady held onto her arm and wouldn’t let go, looking her up and down with the kind of gaze used to examine a daughter-in-law, making Tie Ci’s skin crawl.

From afar, Qi Yuansi saw this and stretched his neck.

His grandmother’s beauty obsession was acting up again!

Old Madam Qi looked her fill of Tie Ci before smiling and patting her arm: “A talent like the Imperial Daughter – my Yuansi couldn’t match!”

Only then did Tie Ci breathe a sigh of relief, smiling: “Brother Qi is both scholarly and martial, destined to be a pillar of Da Qian. Such talent would be wasted confined to the palace.”

Old Madam Qi nodded with a smile: “This subject’s wife wants to ask His Majesty to find Yuansi a good marriage later. I wonder if His Majesty would grant our Qi family this honor.”

“Naturally.”

Old Madam Rong suddenly said coldly: “The Qi family’s eldest son is such a talent, yet even the Imperial Daughter looks down on him. What a pity that Governor Qi had wishful thinking, proclaiming it throughout the city. But this old woman can’t help but presume on my age to say something to the Imperial Daughter – since you had no interest in the Qi family, why give hints and win them over, only to abandon them like worn shoes afterward? This is no way to treat meritorious officials.”

Before Tie Ci could respond, Old Madam Qi had already turned around, intimately patting Old Madam Rong’s shoulder: “Lan’er, what are you saying? What hints and winning over, what abandoning like worn shoes? My eldest grandson willingly follows the Imperial Daughter to achieve merit and serve the court. The Imperial Daughter treats my eldest grandson with complete fairness and selflessness. Our Qi family serves the court with dedication, not caring about being meritorious officials or not – we’re just fulfilling our duty as subjects. Lan’er, it’s not that this elder sister is criticizing you, but you think too much!”

Old Madam Rong’s white face became even whiter with anger.

Just talking, why the touching and feeling!

And calling her by her childhood name!

This dead old woman, knowing full well she hated being called by her childhood name, relying on growing up together and being one year older to act superior!

Looking again at Tie Ci who stood there as if nothing happened, holding her cup with seemingly graceful composure but eyes full of interest as she watched the show, that fire immediately flared up.

She reached out to remove Old Madam Qi’s hand, a harsh, cold smile at the corner of her lips: “Madam Qi has been smooth-talking and pleasing people since childhood, best at coaxing people to like her and deceiving others into serving her. If you’re good at talking, say more – maybe you’ll hit it off with the Imperial Daughter!”

Before her words finished, golden light flashed, whistling toward her face!

Old Madam Rong came from a military family and knew some martial arts. Instinctively she turned her head to dodge but bumped into Old Madam Qi beside her.

Old Madam Qi immediately cried out “Ouch!” in a pitiful voice, but her bottom didn’t move an inch.

Old Madam Rong couldn’t dodge successfully. Her head shook, something clattered down, then a black shadow covered her eyes.

Surrounding voices exclaimed in surprise as the ladies quickly stood and moved away. Old Madam Rong raised her hand but grabbed her own hair.

Her hair bun had been shot down!

Her hair bun that took half an hour to arrange!

Old Madam Rong had always been a meticulous, particular person, particular to the point of never appearing before her husband with disheveled hair or removed makeup. It was said that even on their wedding night, she kept her clothes neat and tidy, once becoming the talk of the capital.

If she was so tense even before her husband, how much more she cared about her appearance before outsiders.

She reached out and grabbed a handful of black and white mixed hair – the white hair inside that hadn’t been properly dyed, which she had carefully combed with hair oil early in the morning, hiding each strand, was now all exposed!

And much had fallen out from the external force!

Had her sparse scalp also been seen!

Old Madam Rong could no longer sit still. Covering her head with one hand, she stood and turned to angrily shout at the stunned palace maid: “Don’t you come serve me! Bring a hat!”

The palace maid calmly replied: “Madam, this servant is a sixth-rank female official of Ruixiang Palace, today specifically assigned to manage the palace banquet. Even if I were to serve someone, I would only serve the Imperial Daughter. Please forgive me, Madam – kindly go outside the hall to find your own maid to serve you.”

She smiled politely and courteously, showing eight white teeth.

What a joke – was she someone who could be ordered around?

She was the Imperial Daughter’s person of Ruixiang Palace!

Sister Chi Xue had said that as the Imperial Daughter’s person, every word and action represented the Imperial Daughter’s dignity. Don’t cause trouble, but absolutely don’t be casually humiliated either.

Sister Chi Xue was the role model for all palace servants in Ruixiang Palace – she, A’li, couldn’t fall short!

Old Madam Rong froze.

In previous years when she often entered the palace, as the wife of the powerful First Minister, the foremost among external command wives, even those marquis and duke wives couldn’t compare, she received almost the highest courtesy everywhere. When had she ever suffered today’s humiliation?

Her fingers touched something slender – looking, it was a short golden arrow. This was what shot down her hair bun.

She turned around abruptly, staring at the hall.

Opposite, that lowly dancer casually raised his bow at her.

In that instant, Old Madam Rong’s anger blazed, almost burning her eyes red.

In this great hall, even a lowly dancer dared attack her!

“Guards! This person shot arrows at a command wife – he must harbor ill intentions and intend assassination. Quickly capture him for severe interrogation!”

Old Madam Rong pointed at Murong Yi, her voice cold as ice, but having suffered consecutive setbacks, she finally knew to use the Emperor as a shield to arrest someone.

But what made her even more furious was that the guards still didn’t listen to her, instead looking first at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci said indifferently: “Madam worries too much. This dancer was invited by the imperial family – he’s just playing a joke with Madam.”

Old Madam Rong angrily pulled out the golden arrow: “This is an arrow! Shooting people with arrows – how can that be a joke! Is this how Your Highness treats the families of important ministers!”

“Everything has cause and effect. Madam only pursues being shot and losing her hair bun here, but have you forgotten what you said to me earlier?” Tie Ci smiled. “A minister’s family member – do you dare treat the Imperial Heir this way?”

Old Madam Rong was speechless, bit her teeth and said: “This subject’s wife dare not – this subject’s wife was only joking with Your Highness.”

Tie Ci nodded: “So that was also a joke.”

She smiled at Old Madam Rong.

I won’t hold it against you – do you dare hold it against me?

Old Madam Rong looked around, seeing all the internal and external command wives avoiding eye contact. The officials in the eastern hall had been alarmed, and her husband, son, grandson and others had all stood and walked over.

She gritted her teeth.

She only regretted that banquet attendees couldn’t bring their own servants, otherwise she always had old soldiers following her, and would definitely have captured this arrogant young man on the spot!

But now the hall was full of imperial people. Even the Xiao family had avoided the confrontation today with no one coming. Her husband had specifically reminded her through others before leaving to be more moderate. With circumstances stronger than people, she could only grit her teeth and endure.

Her people were all outside the palace, but this lowly dancer would have to leave the palace eventually…

The veins on Old Madam Rong’s cheeks bulged and disappeared. Finally, just before the First Minister approached, she forced a smile: “This subject’s wife spoke out of turn – Your Highness, please forgive me. This subject’s wife’s appearance is now disheveled, fearing to pollute Your Highness’s eyes. Please allow this subject’s wife to withdraw and arrange her appearance.”

“A’li, escort Old Madam Rong to the side hall to wash and dress.”

The palace maid stepped forward with an inviting gesture.

Old Madam Rong reluctantly straightened her hair bun and hurriedly followed A’li out with lowered head.

As she reached the front of the great hall, she saw Murong Yi standing to one side, idly playing with his bow, his eyes only looking toward the great hall behind her, not even glancing at her.

This lowly dancer, after doing such a thing, could still act as if nothing happened!

Having lived a smooth life, Old Madam Rong could no longer contain her rage. With a flick of her finger, the golden arrow she had been clutching tightly whistled out toward Murong Yi’s lower abdomen!

At such close distance, with the other party absent-minded…

This was the consequence of daring to despise her and the Rong family!

Seeing the golden light about to pierce flesh, that dancer still seemed completely unaware.

Old Madam Rong straightened her back, too disdainful to look at this person’s flowing dirty blood, and coldly continued walking forward.

Suddenly a figure flashed before her eyes.

A hand swept through the air, barely catching the golden arrow just a hair’s breadth from Murong Yi’s lower abdomen.

Only then did Murong Yi look down at the golden arrow.

He laughed: “Oh my, just in time – you saved my lifelong happiness.”

Tie Ci gave him a white-eyed look and flicked the golden arrow away.

You deliberately waited for me to come, didn’t you?

Murong Yi reached out to catch the golden arrow, casually used it to gather his hair, using the golden arrow as a hairpin to hold up his scattered long hair, and smiled at Tie Ci.

“You saved my life, I must repay you with my body.”

Tie Ci coldly refused: “I don’t marry nouveau riche.”

After this teasing exchange, she turned to face Old Madam Rong.

Old Madam Rong maintained her composure, saying proudly: “What, this subject’s wife wants to discipline this insubordinate thing, and Your Highness won’t allow it?”

Tie Ci gazed at her, then suddenly smiled after a long moment: “Whatever makes Madam happy.”

Anyway, this guy holds grudges even more than you do.

Once out that door, who knows who’ll be crying.

Old Madam Rong’s lips twitched as she silently bowed to her, still not forgetting to cover her hairline and wide scalp with one hand, and continued walking proudly forward.

Tie Ci waited until she reached the high threshold, then suddenly called out loudly: “Oh, A’li, don’t forget to bring Madam plenty of hair growth ointment!”

This shout was heard throughout the hall.

With a bang, Old Madam Rong, who was just stepping over the threshold, fell down outside the threshold.

…

Author’s Note: The birthday congratulation poem “Shui Diao Ge Tou” is by Zhou Quan of the Yuan Dynasty.

Chapter 317: Turncoat
The Imperial Daughter, who had always believed that gentlemen’s revenge should not be delayed even three days and never shied away from petty tactics, returned to the hall with a smile.

On her way back, she saw that the dancing girls had all withdrawn. The Emperor on the high seat, having witnessed the earlier scene, seemed to have developed a favorable impression of Murong Yi and had summoned him forward to speak. The two appeared to be conversing quite happily.

The three generations of the Rong family who had hurried over were all apologizing to her. Tie Ci waved her hand with a laugh, saying to Minister Rong: “Your mother has a fierce temperament. After you return, please counsel her more, and convey my apologies on my behalf.”

Minister Rong repeatedly said he wouldn’t dare.

Rong Lushan looked at her deeply.

Knowing someone has a fierce temperament, yet not hesitating to provoke them.

Tie Ci sighed to First Minister Rong: “I don’t know how I offended your esteemed wife, but she seems to harbor hostility toward me. Everything depends on the First Minister’s mediation.”

Rong Lushan looked at her again.

Why the hostility – do you really have no clue?

Granny Gao served by your wife’s side for decades, and you killed her just like that.

Di Yiwei’s army bore the Di name for decades, and you snatched it away just like that.

Imperial Daughter, you’re so hypocritical – does your father know?

But Tie Ci’s words weren’t wrong – he had to mediate. The current imperial family was no longer something the Rong family could manipulate.

Within and outside the Imperial City, even the Three Great Camps, the imperial family was taking back control. Outside there was Di Yiwei’s army.

In the court, the neutral faction was gradually leaning toward the royalist faction, and both the Rong and Xiao factions never lacked opportunistic fence-sitters.

So he couldn’t let Old Madam Rong harbor resentment and do something inappropriate.

After the First Minister and his son apologized again and withdrew, Tie Ci’s conversation with Rong Pu was much more sincere: “Convince your grandmother, and if you can’t convince her, then control her. As long as she doesn’t go too far, I can tolerate some offense – after all, we’ve had our exchanges. But some people can’t be casually offended.”

Rong Pu understood her meaning and agreed very sincerely.

Yang Yixiu watched his retreating figure with a sigh: “Director Rong isn’t having it easy. The Imperial Daughter’s heart was already hard to win, and his family members keep holding him back one by one.”

Tian Wu, gnawing on a lamb leg with juice dripping, said beside him: “Could he have it harder than the Liaodong Prince’s heir? The Rong family’s old madam only said some harsh words, but that Liaodong one wants to kill the Imperial Daughter.”

Yang Yixiu: “…What you say makes so much sense I’m speechless.”

Tian Wu: “Whoever’s crazier wins!”

Tie Ci, hearing from afar: …This can be competitive too?

…

As twilight approached, the banquet was nearing its end. As customary, fireworks would be lit before Chengqian Hall to celebrate. The external ministers and inner court ladies all went outside the hall to watch the fireworks.

Tie Ci walked through the long corridor and stopped at an inconspicuous corner on the west side, waiting a while before Xiao Wenliu came alone.

The two met with smiles, leaning together on the railing to watch the fireworks. A golden line shot straight up to the sky, exploding with a bang and forming a complete golden dragon with scales and all in mid-air.

The golden dragon roamed in the high sky while exclamations and celebrations arose below. Amidst the cheers, Tie Ci asked her: “Did the Xiao family and Prince Zhao blame you last time?”

She was referring to Xiao Wenliu helping her enter the Imperial City – the Xiao family could easily investigate this.

“I said I was coerced by you and managed to fool them,” Xiao Wenliu said. “It’s fine.”

She turned her head, and Tie Ci’s sharp eyes noticed what seemed to be bruising on the side of her neck. This made her frown, and a thought that had been with her surfaced directly: “If you ever want to divorce and encounter obstacles, just come find me.”

Xiao Wenliu was startled, then smiled and shook her head.

“What, can’t bear to part with that boy Tie Lin?”

Tie Ci didn’t think Tie Lin was worthy of Xiao Wenliu, and their married life obviously couldn’t be called harmonious. But this was ultimately Xiao Wenliu’s private matter – she could only provide an escape route but couldn’t interfere too much.

“He’s still a child,” Xiao Wenliu said. “My parents want me to divorce, but grandfather doesn’t agree.”

Prince Zhao had already lost power, yet Xiao Lihu, this profit-driven man, still wouldn’t take back his beloved granddaughter. Did he have some other scheme?

What could a powerless, armyless Prince offer the Xiao family?

But Tie Ci didn’t intend to gather any information from Xiao Wenliu – it wouldn’t be fair to her. Being Prince Zhao’s daughter-in-law and a Xiao family daughter was already difficult enough.

Xiao Wenliu said softly beside her: “Perhaps when Tie Lin grows up a bit more, things will improve.”

“Don’t expect men to grow up on their own, especially some giant babies and wastrels. They can spend their whole lives sucking on pacifiers hiding under tree shade, pushing all difficulties and storms onto women.”

Xiao Wenliu laughed, turning to look at her with bright eyes: “I love listening to Your Highness speak – it’s most interesting.”

Then she said: “But though I enjoy it, I hope Your Highness won’t seek me out for private conversations anymore.”

Tie Ci fell silent.

Growth and positions would eventually push kindred spirits away from each other, growing ever more distant.

And no matter how powerful she was, she was powerless against many things.

Like fate, like time, like hatred that could never be reconciled, like that bright and innocent little girl in her memories who had ultimately become the haggard and distant young woman before her eyes.

Neither spoke, watching fireworks bloom one after another in the night sky – golden dragons roaming, peonies flowering, rivers and mountains stretching thousands of li, the nation peaceful and people secure. This year’s fireworks were more brilliant and magnificent than previous years, five colors in confusion shrouding the entire sky, seemingly reflecting the entire capital in dazzling colors. From the high vantage of the Imperial City, one could see the capital’s roads extending like blood vessels in all directions, hills gently undulating with lakes like mirrors, countless people excitedly streaming into the streets, their eyes like hers reflecting star-flowers like rain and colored silk hanging from heaven.

This was Da Qian’s prosperous and vast territory – how much tears and blood would it take to protect it?

As the fireworks were ending, Xiao Wenliu heard Tie Ci say: “Alright.”

She seemed to want to smile, blinking her eyes, but before her lips could curve up, her lashes were already slightly moist.

…

Beneath the fireworks, Murong Yi left the palace with the troupe of dancers.

He looked up at the fireworks, in a cheerful mood.

Because these fireworks were set off for her to see, and also because he had just received an invitation – not wasting his efforts to infiltrate this dance troupe and perform this dance.

Just as he descended the steps of Chengqian Hall, he was stopped.

A refined-looking official stood before him, bowing politely: “I am Xie Jin, Investigating Censor of the Ministry of Justice. Having witnessed your dance skills in the great hall, I was amazed and desire to make your acquaintance. I have prepared modest wine and food at Zhegui Tower – please honor me with your presence.”

Having taken a fancy to someone, naturally he should invite them for dinner. With his status, making a sincere invitation, this lowly performer surely wouldn’t dare refuse. When wine warmed hearts, good things might happen. If he had a gentle temperament, he could even be brought into the mansion as a book boy – though his wife was jealous, he’d just have to wrongly the beauty a bit and buy more clothes and food…

Within a few sentences, the beautiful future blueprint with the person before him had been arranged clearly.

But Murong Yi seemed not to understand, blinking and pointing at himself: “Me?”

The censor smiled gently: “Naturally, sir.”

“We’ve never met – why invite me to dinner out of nowhere?” Murong Yi looked puzzled.

Seems to be innocent and easy to trick… oh, well-behaved.

The censor’s smile deepened, with the expression of a fox eyeing a chicken: “What they call instant friendship is just this. I’ve already prepared a fine ten-tael banquet at Zhegui Tower, just waiting for you to take your seat.”

Speaking too literary might confuse this lowly person – better be direct.

Sure enough, Murong Yi immediately smiled: “Good!”

This smile dazzled the censor, making his whole body go soft with delight. Overjoyed, he wanted to invite the man into his carriage, but someone came over to block him, saying strangely: “Oh, what’s this about? Young brother, don’t go with just anyone – some people don’t have good intentions.”

The censor saw it was a clerk from the Ministry of War’s Arsenal Department, always a rough fellow who had nearly been drooling over this dancer during the banquet, but was notoriously stingy. He was interested but unwilling to spend money, angry seeing him about to take the person away.

He smiled: “Brother Zhang, you misunderstand. I felt instant friendship with this gentleman and wish to invite him to dine at Zhegui Tower. Why don’t you join us, Brother Zhang?”

Saying “join us,” he gave Zhang a meaningful look, his eyes revealing some ambiguous intent.

Eating together, drinking together – certain good things weren’t impossible to share either. They were all good colleagues.

Though one belonged to the Xiao faction and one to the Rong faction, recently the two factions’ leaders showed signs of breaking the ice, so subordinates might as well build relationships first – drink good wine together, play with beauties together.

Zhang caught the hint and understood, immediately overjoyed. He threw his arm around Xie’s neck, praising: “Loyal enough, good brother!” He reached out to pull Murong Yi: “Get in the carriage, we’re giving you face by accepting, don’t be coy!”

Murong Yi didn’t resist and followed them to a carriage in the square. The square had countless carriages with servants in groups, all waiting to take their masters home.

Before getting in the carriage, Murong Yi glanced toward the shadows.

Those dancing girls stood far away watching, not coming over.

They weren’t part of their troupe anyway, and he had just stolen their thunder – why meddle in this business?

After a while, several young ladies came out of the palace and summoned the troupe to ask questions, learning that Murong Yi had been taken away. The young ladies immediately became anxious and hurriedly told the eunuchs to report to the Imperial Daughter.

They had managed to bring him in to celebrate the Imperial Daughter’s birthday – he was the Imperial Daughter’s person. How could those bastard officials take advantage?

But soon the eunuch returned saying it was fine, telling the young ladies to return home.

The young ladies fell into confusion.

Fine – how was it fine?

Those two officials brought a bunch of servants, clearly planning to use force if gentle means failed. Even if Master Rong knew some martial arts, two fists couldn’t beat four hands, right?

The messenger was Xiao Chongzi, who vaguely knew something of someone’s exploits and snorted with laughter through his nose.

The Imperial Daughter’s original words weren’t like that.

The Imperial Daughter’s original words were: “Prepare quickly, find two suitable people – they can fill the positions of Investigating Censor and Ministry of War Arsenal Department clerk tomorrow!”

…

In the shadows, a group of guards who had been waiting long watched Murong Yi get in the carriage and couldn’t help frowning.

The leader stepped forward quickly, approaching a green sedan at the edge of the square, saying quietly: “Madam, this isn’t going well. This person actually went with Censor Xie and Clerk Zhang – I heard they’re going to Zhegui Tower.”

In the Rong mansion, Old Madam wouldn’t let people call her Old Madam – they had to call her Madam. So much so that Minister Rong’s wife, though also a command wife, could only be called “Mrs.”

Old Madam Rong always rode alone in her sedan – daughters-in-law and other women in the family weren’t worthy of riding with her.

The old woman had already changed clothes, her hair bun once again gleaming on her head, only her white face still ghastly pale. Hearing this, she said coldly: “Then follow to Zhegui Tower and handle it there. Since those two petty officials are so eager, perfect to blame them.”

“Yes.”

The carriage traveled all the way to Zhegui Tower. On the road, the two seemingly dignified officials examined Murong Yi carefully, finding him more wonderful the more they looked – his beauty naturally extraordinary, surpassing even the women they’d seen, yet without feminine airs. His bearing was spirited without being coarse, neat without being hasty, naturally radiant with every beauty perfectly balanced.

Therefore they didn’t dare be too hasty, restraining themselves in the carriage while one showed off literary talent and the other displayed muscles, taking turns competing to court favor.

Murong Yi maintained a slight smile throughout, pulling sunflower seeds from the small table drawer to eat, eyes sparkling with laughter.

He seemed natural and innocent, yet not stupid, making the two increasingly restless. They finally endured until reaching Zhegui Tower, impatiently crowding around Murong Yi as he got out.

When entering the building, both men glanced at their servants, who understood and cleared out customers from neighboring boxes while positioning themselves in the corridor to keep irrelevant people away.

Only three people remained in the box. The waiter quickly brought up all the dishes and hurriedly withdrew, closing the box door as he left.

Though Xie Jin held a minor official position, his family had considerable influence in the capital. Grand Secretary Xie Miao of Wenhua Hall was his cousin, so he had his regular box at Zhegui Tower.

The two sat on either side of Murong Yi without ceremony and began urging him to drink.

They had finished their pleasant words in the carriage and weren’t without thoughts of taking advantage in the carriage’s darkness, but this person was truly clever – every time their hands reached over, he’d either bend to pick something up or lift the curtain to admire scenery, dodging seamlessly while seeming natural. It was impossible to tell if it was intentional.

The two concluded this must be an experienced player.

That was fine – no need to worry about frightening him.

His evasion was just playing hard to get.

Cheap people being coy – better to get him drunk for convenience.

One cup from the left, one from the right.

You take one, I take one.

Whether the other was drunk wasn’t clear, but Xie Jin and Clerk Zhang were nearly drunk.

Xie Jin had originally maintained a scholarly family’s son’s dignity, but now felt light-headed, drunkenly leaning toward Murong Yi with a smile: “Having drunk so much wine with you, sir, I still haven’t asked your honored surname and given name.”

Murong Yi didn’t avoid him: “Me? My surname is Rong.”

“Could you be related to the current First Minister’s family? Any connection?” Xie Jin asked casually, thinking that if there were real connections to the Rong mansion, he wouldn’t have fallen to this state.

“Distant relatives, I suppose. Rong Pu calls me elder brother.”

Xie Jin was stunned. Just then Zhang returned from relieving himself, walking unsteadily and flopping down beside Murong Yi with a bang, propping up half his face and grinning at Murong Yi.

Drunk eyes seeing beauty was like flowers in mist – even more enchanting and alluring. Zhang had a volatile temper and poor self-control. With wine coursing through him, his mouth moved in: “Hey, calling whom brother? This mouth’s sweet as honey – let this big brother smell…”

On the other side, Xie Jin also leaned in asking: “You said your relationship with the Rong mansion…”

Murong Yi suddenly leaned back.

His hands grabbed both men’s hair and brought them together.

“Bang” – two sweaty foreheads collided loudly.

The two instinctively wanted to scream but Murong Yi was quick, stuffing a crab each in their mouths. They made muffled sounds through their throats, faces flushing red, their foreheads visibly swelling.

Murong Yi laughed heartily, easily lifting both men and walking to the inner room. Zhegui Tower’s boxes had inner chambers with screens and couches for drunk guests to rest and drink tea. He threw them onto the couch where they landed in a pile.

Then he raised his hand and extinguished all the lights on the walls.

In the distance on the long street, someone rode swiftly toward them. Seeing the box lights suddenly extinguish, his expression changed and he accelerated.

But it was still too late.

As soon as the lights went out, rustling sounds came from the trees outside the building, and several black shadows pounced out.

The next moment, with a bang, several people smashed through the window into the box. The leader immediately flicked his hand without a word, cold light flashing repeatedly as over ten throwing knives shot out.

Hearing the sound of knives piercing flesh and smelling blood spreading in the air, the black-clothed man’s eyes flashed as he turned to leave.

But he heard light laughter behind him.

Those who had entered the room were thunderstruck, instinctively trying to flee. In the darkness, Murong Yi raised his hand, and crab legs whistled through the air, striking several knee joints precisely.

Several people fell. Murong Yi relit the lamps, tore off their masks – these assassination-minded people naturally wouldn’t carry identifying items. Murong Yi jumped downstairs, searched the trees where they’d come from, not only finding the Rong mansion badges and guard clothing they’d removed beforehand, but also dragging back the Rong mansion guard who’d been keeping watch.

After breaking all their legs, he rolled up his sleeve, knocked over an oil lamp that fell onto curtains and blazed up.

Then he pinched his throat and shrieked: “Help! Room Three in Section A is on fire!”

Wine houses feared fire most. At this cry, everyone in the building was alarmed, and waiters ran desperately with water buckets.

As flames映 from Room Three in Section A, Murong Yi joined all the panicking customers fleeing downstairs and leaving.

In the distance on the street, the guard who’d ridden swiftly saw the flames and knew he was still a step too late, sighing as he turned his horse around.

Someone behind him asked: “Brother, aren’t we saving them? Those are our Rong mansion people inside.”

The lead guard said: “Young Master said if things had already happened, don’t interfere.”

So the guards returned to report to Rong Pu waiting in a carriage on another street.

After hearing the report, Rong Pu remained silent for a long while: “Understood. Let’s go back.”

The carriage turned toward the Rong mansion. Rong Pu lifted the curtain and glanced at the green sedan hidden in shadows across the street.

Was grandmother still waiting for news?

She was destined to wait for no good news.

Earlier at the banquet, he had casually caused some trouble for Murong Yi, intending only to create difficulties and prevent him from causing mischief in the capital that might interfere with the Imperial Daughter.

Moreover, those lechers who could develop lustful thoughts for a dancer in the great hall and personally act with threats and enticements were obviously corrupt officials normally. In that case, using this incident to kick them from court wouldn’t be bad for the Imperial Daughter. If they only had lustful thoughts without acting, naturally nothing would happen. If they acted, whatever consequences followed would be their own doing.

Who knew grandmother would later clash with Murong Yi? He immediately knew this was bad – with grandmother’s temperament, she’d certainly seek revenge afterward. And from his understanding of Murong Yi, this person wouldn’t let those lechers take advantage, nor let grandmother profit. When both matters combined, they might be used against the Rong mansion.

Grandmother had her own guards – old soldiers from the former Di family army who only obeyed her commands. These years no one in the capital dared provoke grandmother, half because of her status as First Minister’s wife, half because everyone knew she had battlefield veterans at her disposal.

But this was useless against Murong Yi.

He’d sent guards to try preventing what would follow – this was his responsibility as a Rong family descendant.

But he’d also told the guards that once things had happened, don’t interfere anymore.

This was his consideration for the greater situation.

The Rong mansion was too powerful, grandfather too power-hungry, grandmother too domineering – their arrogance had grown excessive and needed dampening.

Suffering some setbacks and losses would help them understand times had changed, that they couldn’t act so ruthlessly.

Only by restraining themselves could the imperial family possibly show leniency for his sake in the future.

If they wouldn’t voluntarily restrain themselves, let someone trim them down.

Rong Pu glanced again at the sedan hidden in shadows and Zhegui Tower where the fire was nearly extinguished – but rather than calming with the fire’s end, it grew more chaotic.

So something had indeed happened.

Rong Pu considered, then ordered ink ground. His carriage was equipped with paper and brush, so he wrote a letter directly at the carriage’s small table, handing it to a servant: “Return to the palace, seek audience with the Imperial Daughter’s chief eunuch, and deliver this letter.”

Murong Yi struck ruthlessly – those two lechers certainly couldn’t survive. Tomorrow court would have two important vacant positions. The Investigating Censor controlled public opinion, and the Ministry of War Arsenal Department was called one of the four fattest positions in court – not only lucrative but controlling crucial information like military equipment and soldier records throughout the realm. Previously these two important positions belonged respectively to the Xiao and Rong factions. Now both had incidents simultaneously for such reasons – the Xiao faction couldn’t fill the gap in time, the Rong faction bore responsibility. He had to quickly select suitable candidates for the Imperial Daughter to control both positions.

Watching the servant depart on his mission, the diligent turncoat Rong Pu leaned back comfortably.

Someone wanted to scheme against the Rong mansion? Let them.

Did they think this would make him suffer?

They didn’t know he, Rong Pu, served only as the Imperial Daughter’s loyal minister!

Chapter 318: Selecting a Fiancé?
Not to mention that night, Old Madam Rong never received news from her old soldiers and returned to the mansion in towering rage.

The most nervous was Zhegui Tower. After the inexplicable fire was extinguished, they discovered two officials dead on the couch, but the murderer had already been bound up. When rescued, his hair had nearly burned off completely.

Zhegui Tower cried about their bad luck – they had just recently benefited from the Imperial Daughter’s patronage, gaining enormous fame and excellent business, only to have such a huge disaster crash down in the blink of an eye.

Zhegui Tower wasn’t without backing in the capital – the proprietor was a certain Minister. When this neutral faction Minister heard of the incident, he sighed: “Report it to the authorities.”

The new Junior Prefect of the Capital Prefecture was none other than Mr. Ying Yu, who had previously taught policy essays at Yueli Academy. This gentleman was also a jinshi graduate who had served as a local official for two terms. During the chaotic final years of the late Emperor’s reign, with princes fighting for succession and frequent disasters, his memorial petitions seeking livelihoods for the people repeatedly fell on deaf ears, and he nearly fell victim to false accusations. Disheartened, he resigned and accepted He Zi’s invitation to teach at the academy for many years. Tie Ci had conversed with him and perceived that Mr. Ying’s heart to serve the country hadn’t died, so she sent a letter inviting him to the capital before her return. This time, taking advantage of the spring examination case to strike at the Xiao family, she promoted him to this Junior Prefect position.

Though the Capital Prefecture Junior Prefect wasn’t high in rank, it was an important position controlling civil affairs at the foot of the Son of Heaven, handling diplomatic reception and mediating various relationships. Though Mr. Ying seemed mild, he had backbone, and Tie Ci was reassured by him.

More importantly, Tie Ci personally held the position of Capital Prefecture Prefect.

Da Qian already had the custom of imperial clan members holding the honorary title of Capital Prefecture Prefect, and though it was rare for the Imperial Heir to personally lead, it was still reasonable.

When promoting Ying Yu as Junior Prefect earlier, many opposed, some from public concern, fearing that an old pedant who had taught at the academy for twenty years would struggle with the complex interpersonal relationships in the capital. After all, this was at the foot of the Son of Heaven where dropping a brick could hit three high officials – any random peddler or laborer might be connected to some powerful family with deep background. How could ordinary people handle such situations?

But when Tie Ci said she would personally serve as Prefect, everyone shut up.

With such a great Buddha personally providing protection, who would dare play tyrant before the Capital Prefecture from now on?

Therefore, regarding this case, what no one dared handle in the past, Junior Prefect Ying took on.

When Old Madam Rong heard about it, her furious rage goes without saying. She immediately sent people to the Capital Prefecture, claiming to be framed and slandered, wanting to take away the prisoners, but Junior Prefect Ying unhesitatingly blocked this.

After blocking her, the old madam sent people to visit the prison, but somehow, after one prison visit, those old soldier guards who had originally refused to confess suddenly all gave testimony.

Junior Prefect Ying the next day directly held court to interrogate, publicly announcing the murderers’ identities, causing an uproar among the people.

Old Madam Rong of the Rong mansion had actually sent people to assassinate a performer, accidentally killing two court officials instead?

Junior Prefect Ying subsequently summoned Old Madam Rong to court for confrontation.

She didn’t come, claiming serious illness.

Junior Prefect Ying didn’t force it either. After adjourning court and imprisoning the criminals, he filed a detailed report.

The Xie and Zhang families carried the corpses to the Rong mansion gate, causing citywide sensation and crowds gathering to watch.

The next morning court brought up this case, shocking all officials.

Never mind that the dead officials, though low in rank, held important positions – that Xie Jin was Xie Miao’s nephew and much beloved by him. Xie Miao had no sons, only two daughters, and had always said he wanted to adopt Xie Jin!

This was a junior he regarded as a son, who now died so wretchedly and dishonorably, and died at the hands of the Rong family for whom Xie Miao had always charged into battle. Could Xie Miao, this loyal supporter and in-law of the First Minister, continue following the First Minister step by step in the future?

Naturally not.

Even if Xie Miao didn’t hold grudges, Rong Lushan could never again confide in him completely.

And sensing this estrangement and wariness, Xie Miao would naturally feel disheartened.

Once seeds of discord are planted, they only sprout day by day until they tear open huge rifts.

Court had always been thus – no eternal friendships, only constantly shifting positions and calculations before ever-changing situations.

In court, Xie Miao looked haggard and said nothing, not directly confronting First Minister Rong.

Who knows what compensation the First Minister privately provided.

But regarding the Xie family, the Zhang family, and the court, the First Minister still had to give an explanation.

First Minister Rong immediately submitted a confession memorial and begged for his wife’s life.

Minister Rong and Rong Pu also successively submitted confession memorials, requesting to bear responsibility for their mother and grandmother respectively. Especially Rong Pu, who directly requested to resign his Hanlin position and wished to suffer the law in his grandmother’s place, earning praise from court and public with his fine reputation spreading.

Under tremendous pressure, Old Madam Rong finally appeared in court for confrontation and defense. She denied all the guards’ accusations, only saying she had ordered someone to teach that performer a lesson, but the guards misunderstood what “teaching a lesson” meant and accidentally killed two officials.

That legendary beautiful performer could not be found anywhere by the Capital Prefecture’s officers. The more mysterious things became, the more people’s imaginations ran wild. Soon the capital spread tales of how devastatingly beautiful that male dancer was, with looks comparable to the Imperial Daughter.

The Imperial Daughter expressed: Rumors are mostly wild guesses, but this time they guessed right.

But Old Madam Rong and the Rong mansion’s reputation consequently hit rock bottom. Just because of banquet discord, she ordered killing – such tyrannical behavior was evident.

The Emperor and Imperial Heir weren’t urgent about handling this case, letting the Capital Prefecture investigate thoroughly. After several days, the plaintiffs withdrew charges and quietly gave the bodies proper burial.

Presumably the Rong mansion provided sufficient compensation.

With plaintiffs withdrawing charges, the Capital Prefecture concluded the case as guards’ accidental killing. The guards who acted were sentenced to immediate execution, the rest exiled to Qiongzhou.

Rong Lushan, for lax supervision of family members, was ordered to close doors and reflect. Duan Yande entered the Inner Cabinet as Grand Secretary of Jinshan Hall, occupying the position of Second Minister.

Though Second Minister, with Rong Lushan reflecting, naturally the cabinet now followed his lead.

The Emperor issued an edict of censure, ordering Rong Lushan to properly control his family. Though Old Madam Rong escaped punishment and exile, First Minister Rong had people build a family temple behind her courtyard, sealed off her courtyard, and ordered her to move into the family temple to pray for Da Qian day and night – from now on she couldn’t come out unless necessary.

This meant lifelong Buddhist devotion. Old Madam Rong was hardly someone willing to be confined, but she had no one left to use. Her previously loyal old soldiers either died in this incident or were exiled. The survivors, completely disheartened by the final outcome, went directly to Yongping to join Di Yiwei.

Those old soldiers had visited their imprisoned comrades. According to them, after entering prison, they were poisoned by a nanny from Old Madam’s side under the pretext of visitation, which led to their despair and confession. And in the end, the Old Madam only thought of herself, never attempting to save them.

Even considering General Di’s past kindness, they had repaid it through years of service. Such a master wasn’t worth dying for anymore.

Later, the confined Old Madam reportedly learned of this and cursed it as nonsense. If it was betrayal, then betrayal – why bring up poisoning? Didn’t she know not to push people too far when she needed them?

But regardless of anger or feeling wronged, her greatest support had ultimately scattered.

Reportedly, the day Old Madam moved into the temple, even the wives and young ladies in the Rong mansion straightened their backs considerably.

With family matters handled, at court, the Rong family’s serving descendants still had to show repentance, but the Emperor issued an edict meaning that unless it was treason, parents’ crimes needn’t extend to children. Not only did he comfort them, he also decreed promoting Rong Pu to Hanlin Academy Compiler and, on He Zi’s recommendation, made Rong Pu Director of Yueli Academy, equivalent to Vice Principal. The academy had never had such a young Vice Principal, not to mention the academy’s current incomparable status – due to the Imperial Daughter’s connection, it was implicitly Da Qian’s foremost future Imperial Academy.

With this appointment, everyone immediately felt the Rong mansion’s honored status remained undiminished. Giving a blow then a sweet date – the imperial father and daughter were increasingly skilled.

For the two vacant positions, that very day in court, Tie Ci immediately proposed replacement candidates and they passed without obstruction.

The two selected officials – one was from Yueli Academy, the other was the Laizhou Prefect, namely that drunkard Ziyang County Magistrate from Tie Ci’s earliest training, later promoted by Tie Ci to Laizhou Prefect and now transferred to the Ministry of War’s Arsenal Department.

The former Ziyang County Magistrate was promoted to Laizhou Prefect, with Yang Yixiu taking over as Ziyang County Magistrate.

Other minor changes included most Yueli Academy graduates from this examination being assigned externally. Their official ranks were moderate, but mostly went to important towns, starting as county magistrates. Though positions were humble, they controlled regional livelihood and economy, obviously also bearing responsibility for monitoring important local civilian and military matters for the Imperial Daughter. As long as these people didn’t make mistakes, rising through ranks, controlling regions, or transferring to central government was inevitable.

In normal times, such appointments wouldn’t pass so easily, but with the Xiao and Rong families successively setback and a group of ambiguously positioned fellows maintaining silence, at least now there was no one capable of opposing imperial decisions.

The series of appointments was spirited, though news brought by the Minister of Justice made the court atmosphere slightly tense.

Xiao Bi’an had committed suicide in prison.

This former Yongping Naval Commander, after being caught by Tie Ci and Di Yiwei successively and sent to the capital for trial, had stubbornly denied colluding with pirates to plunder and exploit merchant ships. Originally, with the Xiao family’s influence, clearing his name wouldn’t be difficult, but the problem was that in competing with Di Yiwei for power, the last ocean-going vessel Xiao Bi’an plundered involved multiple big shots. Not only did he touch their interests, but Tie Ci caught evidence. Under such circumstances, naturally those who could help no longer helped, and those who couldn’t simply kicked him. Xiao Bi’an’s treatment deteriorated repeatedly, but he still held hope of being rescued by the Xiao family and refused to confess. Who knew he would suddenly commit suicide?

Whether he heard about the Xiao family’s recent defeat in the spring examination case and lost hope, or for other reasons, was unclear.

The timing of this suicide was quite coincidental.

Originally, Tie Ci planned to follow the Xiao Bi’an line to strike the Xiao family again.

With Xiao Bi’an confessing and accepting punishment, this matter ended with him alone, unable to further implicate the Xiao mansion.

The Minister of Justice also reported that regarding the Dongming Xiao family colluding with county offices to breach dikes, flood, and kill passing merchants, now one Xiao family steward had confessed. Under direction from the second branch’s old master, to help his son compete for family headship and preserve the Xiao family’s thousand-li clan fields, he committed this evil act. Those merchants painstakingly found as witnesses also suddenly changed their testimony, saying they had seen this second old master giving instructions to the steward that day.

Minister Jiang of Justice submitted the testimonies. Tie Ci looked through them – completely overturned, yet done seamlessly with consistent statements.

Thinking of that second branch Xiao young master whose legs were broken on the spot at Sanbai Dike that day, she sighed inwardly.

The second branch truly was a universal scapegoat for home and travel!

The Xiao family just kept fleecing this one branch to death.

“Where are the witnesses now?”

Minister Jiang showed slight shame: “…They left the capital overnight without notifying the authorities. I’ve already sent people to search…”

Naturally they wouldn’t be found.

Tie Ci was somewhat distracted.

Her manpower was still too limited. The entire court had been infiltrated by the Xiao family for years – they had people everywhere. No matter how careful her side was, they couldn’t prevent their interference.

But actually, to topple a great tree didn’t depend on one or two people, one or two cases.

The Xiao family sacrificed one Xiao Bi’an, severed one layer of crisis, pushed out the second branch as scapegoat, and protected Fourth Master Xiao.

Thus, of the three people who openly controlled military power for the Xiao family, two were now gone.

Their vitality was severely damaged.

After all, any family having three promising young generals with real power was extremely impressive strength – also one of the important reasons court officials attached themselves to the Xiao family.

Now in over a year, two of three had fallen to the Imperial Daughter.

Everyone was secretly watching the Imperial Daughter.

The Emperor was also watching the Imperial Daughter.

The Imperial Daughter presided over court, nominally for educational administration, but unlike previous dynasty crown princes, the Imperial Daughter sat beside the hall with advisory rights over all matters discussed in the hall, large and small.

Called advisory rights, it was actually decision-making power.

Officials sighed inwardly – His Majesty the Emperor was controlled by the Empress Dowager for twenty years, now would be controlled by his daughter for another twenty years, yet seemed to enjoy it sweetly. Had he become accustomed to being a puppet?

But clearly, His Majesty the Emperor was quite willing to be his daughter’s puppet.

Tie Ci nodded slightly.

She wouldn’t be hypocritically modest with Father Emperor about such matters. Father Emperor actually wasn’t skilled at handling complex political affairs – he fundamentally enjoyed pleasure. She heard he’d recently been quite enthusiastic about playing with the crickets Murong Yi gave him, even sleeping while holding the cricket jar.

It was just that for decades past he’d been placed on the throne, struggling for survival under that old woman’s shadow, unable to have any self. Only today did she learn what Father Emperor truly liked.

Now she only wished Father Emperor could live more happily.

Even if this led some old ministers to privately criticize her for usurping power, she didn’t care.

The imperial father and daughter who had mutually supported each other through enormous shadows and puppet careers, struggling to emerge, could no longer be separated by worldly criticism and petty rules.

Freedom was the most precious treasure in their hearts.

“If so, handle it according to law,” the Emperor said.

The Minister of Justice received the decree.

Tie Ci glanced at Xiao Chongzi.

Understanding, Xiao Chongzi left the hall to find Xia Houchun, explaining court matters. Xia Houchun immediately understood: “I’ll arrange for people to contact the Xiao family’s second branch.”

The Xiao family’s second branch might not yet know they’d been pushed out as scapegoats by the Xiao family, but they were definitely being controlled.

The Xiao family could secretly maneuver, and Tie Ci could pull the rug out from under them.

When the Xiao family’s second branch learned they’d been sold out by the Xiao family again, what would their feelings be?

Tie Ci looked forward to it.

At court, the Inner Cabinet also submitted a memorial.

It was sent from Yannan, stating that Yannan’s largest waterway, the Fuguang River, had developed a group of water bandits who daily plundered merchant ships and people, causing great harassment locally. Yannan’s water forces were weak and unable to resist, requesting court dispatch of troops for support.

This memorial fell like a boulder in court, immediately causing widespread discussion.

The three great feudal domains had been virtually independent for years, especially economically and militarily, with daily relations with the court merely face-saving. Yannan guarding their own territory was urgent enough – how could they willingly allow court troops into their territory?

Some said this was Yannan’s scheme with ill intent; others said Yannan wouldn’t create trouble without reason – perhaps the new Yannan administrator, facing strong opposition forces, had changed his mind and wanted to ally with the court, borrowing court power to eliminate dissidents. This might be an opportunity to penetrate Yannan, perhaps even a chance to recover Yannan. As soon as these words were spoken, opponents immediately retorted – what the court could think of, couldn’t Yannan’s rulers think of? What logic was there in opening doors for others to march straight in? This was obviously bait, and only fools would take it. The other faction immediately replied that with sufficient strength, why fear bait? With opportunity, swallow it whole – otherwise where would opportunities to recover Yannan come from… For a time, court argued endlessly.

But Tie Ci thought more long-term. If Yannan’s waterways had bandits requiring naval forces, the closest to Yannan should be Xiao Xueya’s troops now stationed in Da Qian’s Nanyue Province.

In just over a year, he had massively built ships, forcing land armies onto vessels for training, forcibly expanding the original Nanyue naval forces threefold. Now it was a powerful military force nearly comparable to the Southeastern Guard Army.

Also the largest force currently in the Xiao family’s hands.

Court officials obviously gradually realized this key issue. The topic changed from whether to send people to whether sending Xiao Xueya was appropriate.

Those saying it was appropriate weren’t necessarily Xiao faction – royalists felt sending Xiao Xueya to tangle with water bandits would help weaken his strength.

Therefore, those saying it was inappropriate weren’t necessarily royalists either.

Tie Yan’s thinking was simpler – Xiao Xueya going to Yannan? What if he colluded with Yannan against his daughter?

He was about to object. Actually, regarding Xiao Xueya going to Yannan had been discussed more than once. Previously Xiao Xueya had submitted memorials saying Yannan seemed to have suspicious movements, requesting to change defense to Lizhou for surveillance. He requested defense change here, and water bandits appeared there – wasn’t it too coincidental?

Tie Yan had disagreed before, and now hearing everyone argue with everyone seeming reasonable, his headache worsened.

But he saw Tie Ci shake her head slightly again.

Tie Yan was startled, unease flashing through his heart, but trust in his daughter made him withdraw his objection.

After everyone finished arguing, Tie Ci said: “General Xiao cares about national security and has submitted memorials several times requesting transfer. Just as Yannan develops water bandits, we’ll approve his petition. The Ministry of War shall immediately deploy Nanyue naval forces. But the Ministry of Revenue needn’t prepare provisions – since Yannan requested support, let them pay first.”

Coordinated laughter arose in court. Regardless of officials’ thoughts, this settled the matter.

Court discussion was nearing its end when Tie Ci seemingly casually said: “I will also tour recently, viewing our Da Qian’s magnificent rivers and mountains. Various ministers’ sons previously trained for a year and reportedly all made considerable progress…”

Ministers who had just relaxed suddenly jolted alert, straightening their backs.

What did this mean?

Selecting people to follow to Yannan?

That wouldn’t do!

Tie Ci’s gaze swept over those obvious or carefully hidden nervous expressions, smiling slightly.

“…We’ll wait until tomorrow’s imperial garden hunt to witness our Da Qian noble sons’ talents.”

Tie Yan also showed anticipation: “Imperial daughter should indeed look carefully.”

Officials silently exhaled long breaths.

Oh, not selecting people to follow to Yannan to die… oh no, for training.

From the Emperor and Imperial Daughter’s meaning, this was to see our families’ talents?

Selecting a fiancé?

That required good performance indeed!

Chapter 319: Gathering Intelligence
The setting sun’s afterglow struggled across the Xiao mansion’s surprisingly vast courtyard, climbing up the carved golden nanmu wood lattice windows of Xiao Liheng’s study.

Xiao Liheng sat behind his desk, listening to the faint weeping gradually fade away.

That was Xiao Bi’an’s widowed mother, who had always lived in the Xiao mansion. Today, upon hearing news of her son’s death, this usually timid woman had rushed to his study to cause a scene.

Sitting across from him was an elderly man with dark skin and a slightly hooked nose. From his features, he looked somewhat different from Central Plains people.

His expression showed some surprise.

He had been in Da Qian for quite some time, trying various ways to meet the Xiao family, all unsuccessful. He had assumed the Xiao family didn’t even know of his existence and wasn’t interested in his overtures. Who would have thought that today, suddenly, a carriage would half-invite, half-escort him into this vast Xiao mansion.

Only now did he realize that Vice Minister Xiao had always known of his existence. He was simply being left to wait.

Today, suddenly bringing him here meant his whereabouts and intentions had always been under their control.

Why they hadn’t been willing to meet before but suddenly were today – the old man thought of the street gossip he’d heard these past two days and vaguely understood, sneering coldly in his heart.

Previously holding great power, not even putting the imperial family in their eyes, probably still thinking of unifying all directions – naturally they’d disdain to acknowledge an envoy like him from a feudal prince, especially since the master he represented wasn’t even a legitimate feudal prince.

Now seeing their declining fortunes with the imperial family rising and pressing aggressively, they remembered Yannan?

Though the old man sneered inwardly, his expression remained calm. Having stayed in Da Qian for so long, he had somewhat learned the so-called shrewdness of Central Plains people.

But Xiao Liheng showed no shame, as if facing an old friend of many years, sighing to him: “Look, today’s imperial family is vastly different from before. Our Xiao family’s outstanding descendants – they kill them just like that.”

The old man placed his hand on his chest in salute: “Yes. So the Grand Secretary needs more allies. Our Yannan is willing to provide the Grand Secretary with any assistance you need.”

“Any assistance.” Xiao Liheng smiled. “There’s a Central Plains saying: ‘accept no reward without merit’ – so what does your master need our Xiao family to do for him?”

The old man said respectfully: “Previously we wanted the Vice Minister’s help in giving our master a legitimate title. Once Yannan rightfully belongs to the young master, my lord and the young master will naturally give the Vice Minister any return you desire.”

“But Yannan has a female heir, and even without the female heir, there’s still a legitimate direct descendant behind her.”

“The direct descendant is mentally ill, as for the female heir…” The old man smiled disdainfully. “Yannan has never had a female successor in a hundred years – she’s just temporarily filling in. Women are mediocre – how can they be heirs!”

Xiao Liheng waved his finger: “You can’t say such things in the capital. Above us,” he pointed upward, “we have a female Imperial Heir!”

“It’s precisely because of the female Imperial Heir’s existence that those Yannan old diehards keep insisting the female heir is legitimate, from the royal direct line, and can desperately squeeze out our lord and young master.” The old man couldn’t hide his resentful expression.

“Our female Imperial Heir is virtuous and wise. If you met her, you wouldn’t say such things.” Xiao Liheng slapped his forehead. “Oh right, I nearly forgot – the Imperial Daughter will soon go to Yannan. You’ll be able to pay your respects to her personally then.”

The old man’s expression changed slightly, then he stood up: “This is the first thing our lord and young master ask the Vice Minister to do – please prevent the Imperial Daughter from going to Yannan!”

Xiao Liheng didn’t answer, looking at him with a half-smile.

The old man gritted his teeth: “Whatever the Vice Minister commands, just say it.”

“Nothing much, just that I have some people and properties I want to arrange to go to your Yannan first. Your Yannan can open some convenient doors for them, no problem?”

“Naturally no problem. My lord has always hoped to become closer with the Vice Minister.”

“I hear you also brought some people, and Yannan has many interesting good things. Your witch doctors are very famous – I wonder if I could have the honor of seeing them?”

The old man hesitated slightly: “Whatever the Vice Minister wants, just speak plainly.”

Xiao Liheng gently pushed over a list.

The old man took it, his eyes scanning it, showing slight difficulty, but finally tucked the list into his chest, saying quietly: “I will certainly do my utmost. The witch doctor will also be sent to the mansion shortly.”

Only then did Xiao Liheng smile: “Since you brought people and the Imperial Daughter will soon go to Yannan, then time is of the essence. Tomorrow the Imperial Daughter will travel to the imperial garden for hunting – this is currently the only…”

Suddenly there was slight movement overhead. He immediately stopped speaking, looking at a bit of black clothing corner above, frowning.

The old man looked at him uncomprehendingly.

Xiao Liheng’s gaze swept over the empty window area outside, then withdrew. After thinking, he dipped his finger in tea water and gestured for the old man to come over.

The old man leaned forward, watching carefully, nodding from time to time.

Xiao Liheng took out his handkerchief and wiped away the water traces: “Since you understand, go then.”

The old man said hesitantly: “I don’t know who will provide assistance after entering…”

Xiao Liheng said kindly: “I hear Yannan warriors are good at mountain paths, most agile and nimble in the mountains, much stronger than our people. Thinking of it this way, you don’t need our assistance either – too many people would cause problems instead. Don’t you think?”

The old man cursed the old fox in his heart – demanding things with a lion’s appetite, but not contributing any effort when it was his turn. But he didn’t dare say more, only nodding and withdrawing to prepare.

After he left, Xiao Liheng glanced toward the inner room, first rising and leaving the study. As he stood in the corridor, a black shadow silently dropped down behind him.

Unlike his gentle tone earlier, Xiao Liheng’s voice had no warmth: “Someone was eavesdropping just now?”

The black-clothed man said concisely: “Xiao Fu went in pursuit.”

“No matter who it is, kill them.”

“Yes.”

“Even this mansion isn’t secure anymore. Have Xiao Lu count heads later – anyone with suspicious origins should be sold off.”

“Yes.”

After giving a few instructions, Xiao Liheng ordered a sedan chair to leave the mansion, going to a secluded teahouse.

He drank a cup of crude tea in that unremarkable teahouse until he saw an equally unremarkable carriage approaching from the other end of the street.

After a while, footsteps sounded on the stairs – unhurried steps that made one feel their owner wouldn’t change expression even if the sky fell.

Having served in court together for many years, he knew the other person was indeed such a character, but today, as long as he climbed these stairs, it meant his inner calm was already insufficient.

The door opened. Xiao Liheng stood up with a smile: “Minister Rong.”

The person at the door nodded expressionlessly.

“Minister Xiao’s midnight invitation – what urgent matter is there?”

Xiao Liheng smiled.

The inner door of the teahouse’s private room creaked, and someone walked out from inside.

The person at the door seemed not to expect seeing an outsider at such a secret meeting, his sparse eyebrows frowning slightly.

Xiao Liheng said: “Minister Rong, today is a rare opportunity. Let me introduce someone to you.”

…

The Xiao mansion’s shadow guard Xiao Fu pursued the figure ahead, soon catching sight of their blue clothing hem.

A faint fragrance drifted, giving him clear clues.

A woman – what bold audacity.

He was a highly skilled shadow guard. An ordinary woman’s pace couldn’t shake him off. Following through corridors and past trees, seeing that clothing hem getting closer and closer, just behind the bushes ahead, he sneered coldly and reached out to grab.

He caught a skirt.

Xiao Fu held the skirt that obviously belonged to a woman and still carried her scent, his gaze somewhat dazed.

Which family’s woman was so bold as to take off her skirt in broad daylight to confuse him!

Wasn’t she afraid of ruining her reputation for life if seen?

Looking around, the surroundings were completely empty.

But just now he was certain this skirt was definitely being worn by someone. From their movements, they clearly had no martial arts skills and must still be nearby!

Gripping the skirt, he leaped onto the rooftop, his falcon-like gaze scanning in all directions.

From this height, half the Xiao mansion was visible below. His gaze swept across corridors, groves, gardens, clear pools, pavilions, and artificial hills.

Nothing.

Where had the person gone?

Xiao Fu’s gaze fell on the nearby Yuxi Pool. Going into water was possible, but could they stay underwater this long?

There were no reed pipes on the water surface for breathing.

He waited a while longer deliberately.

Confirming that a woman couldn’t hold her breath this long, ruling out the underwater possibility, he could only frown and turn back to report.

The figure disappeared.

Willows drooped all around, corridors curved, flowers and bushes rustled in the wind, ripples slowly spread across the water surface.

After a while, Xiao Fu appeared again at the original spot.

He still looked down from his high position, confirming that his earlier feigned departure hadn’t drawn anyone out – the person had truly escaped.

How did they escape?

Completely puzzled, Xiao Fu turned and left for real this time.

As the figure disappeared again, ripples on the water surface suddenly began expanding. Near the shore of Yuxi Pool, a dripping wet head suddenly emerged.

The person wiped water from her face and swam toward shore, moving as nimbly as a fish in the water.

She came ashore wearing only undergarments. Fortunately, dusk was approaching – this was dinner time when masters were eating and servants were attending to their masters’ meals. Few people would be walking around at this hour.

She walked to an artificial hill ahead, feeling around in a hole under it, and pulled out a bundle containing a clean set of clothes identical to her previous ones.

The bundle surprisingly also contained rouge and powder, which she applied with great speed.

Her hair couldn’t dry immediately, but fortunately she had worn it in a tight bun, and the inside hadn’t gotten too wet. Now she quickly let it down to blow in the lakeside wind.

When her hair stopped dripping, she hurriedly re-tied her bun while rushing toward the inner courtyard.

Entering the inner courtyard, she went directly to the small kitchen in the old madam’s quarters, entering with a smile: “My young mistress sent me to check on the three-colored steamed ham.”

The kitchen woman smiled: “Miss Lan Xian is here. We’re watching the young mistress’s steamed ham carefully – it’ll be ready soon.”

Lan Xian approached the stove, looked, and smiled: “Your wood-feeding method is wrong. This wastes firewood and delays time. Let me teach you a good fire-building method that saves both wood and time.”

Knowing she was Xiao Wenliu’s trusted head maid, the kitchen women were all accommodating, smiling as they came to watch.

Lan Xian took iron tongs, propping the wood at an angle, explaining in detail to the kitchen women the benefits of arranging firewood this way.

The kitchen women listened with accompanying smiles, constantly nodding, but their minds were on the deer meat soup cooking nearby.

So they didn’t notice that Lan Xian’s slightly damp hair gradually dried beside the fire.

…

Xiao Liheng had urgent business and had already left. Xiao Fu reported his findings to the Xiao mansion’s chief steward.

He handed over a blue skirt – the style was very ordinary, but the material was quite fine.

This created a contradictory feeling.

Maid’s clothing didn’t have such fine material, but masters’ wives’ and young ladies’ clothing wouldn’t be so plain either.

Xiao mansion maids had uniform clothing – all blue jackets and white skirts, but important maids often received clothing gifts from their masters, so this clothing couldn’t rule out belonging to a maid.

But the person should still be in the mansion. The Xiao mansion had strict gate security and countless hidden guards – no one could come and go freely.

The chief steward said: “Search. All maids, all courtyards – search everything under the pretext of an assassin! Especially question any maids not at their posts just now!”

…

In the Xiao mansion’s old madam’s Fu’an Hall, Xiao Wenliu, rarely home for a visit, was dining with the old madam.

The Xiao mansion’s women gathered together, yet not a single cough was heard.

On one hand, the Xiao mansion emphasized proper etiquette; on the other, the Xiao mansion’s atmosphere hadn’t been good recently.

Since the Imperial Daughter’s return to the capital, everything had gone wrong for the Xiao mansion. A storm had swept away the pride and arrogance the Xiao family had maintained for so long. Adding Xiao Bi’an’s death news, Old Madam Xiao had fallen ill directly.

Xiao Wenliu had returned to visit the old lady under these circumstances. This time, however, the mansion’s women were cool toward her. Sisters who had once envied her made several sarcastic remarks, since Prince Zhao had also lost power and would soon be driven from the capital. Her previous “coercion” and delivery of the Imperial Daughter to the Imperial City at the city gates was seen by everyone as harming both the Xiao mansion and Prince Zhao – truly a burden.

Xiao Wenliu didn’t much care. She had come to see the old lady and didn’t mind what others thought.

Lan Xian’er stood behind her serving, with exquisite makeup, full figure, and sleek hair bun. This also became one reason for the Xiao mansion women to secretly mock Xiao Wenliu – keeping such a naturally seductive maid by her side, was she stupid? Didn’t she understand about inviting wolves into the house? Be careful that this obviously restless girl would climb into the master’s bed someday – then there’d be tears to cry!

After barely eating a few bites, the old madam set down her chopsticks, and everyone else had to set theirs down too. Suddenly, commotion arose outside.

Soon, a nanny who had gone to investigate returned and whispered a few words to the old madam.

The old madam frowned, looked at the wives and young ladies below, and nodded.

The nanny announced: “An assassin entered the mansion. The steward suspects this assassin has inside help hidden among our people. All maids should go out now for questioning by the chief steward, while masters please watch from the corridor.”

Xiao Wenliu’s hand holding her napkin paused slightly. She instinctively started to turn to look at Lan Xian but forcibly stopped herself.

After the maids bowed to their masters and left the hall, Xiao Wenliu asked: “As an outside guest, must my attendant also be questioned?”

The chief steward stood in the corridor bowing from afar. The old madam beckoned Xiao Wenliu over, smiling: “What kind of outside guest are you? Even married, you’re still our most precious young mistress.”

Xiao Wenliu smiled and nodded to Lan Xian.

Lan Xian bowed and went out.

The maids stood in a row. Xiao Fu held the skirt, asking: “Whose is this? Speak up now and you might avoid death.”

Naturally no one answered.

Xiao Fu sneered, examining each one – their clothes, faces, hair, even having their hair buns undone for inspection.

He had matrons search their bodies.

He compared the skirt to each person.

Those whose builds approximated the skirt’s length and size were immediately dragged aside.

When comparing with Lan Xian, the skirt was a full section too long.

Xiao Fu held the skirt and moved to the next person.

Lan Xian kept her eyes lowered.

When she wore this skirt today, she had deliberately chosen one too large, pulling it up considerably and covering it with outer clothing. At first glance it looked right, but it was actually too long.

After checking the skirt, the chief steward asked: “What were you all doing a quarter-hour ago?”

Everyone said they were serving their masters’ meals.

The chief steward continued: “Who came in last? Did anyone leave midway?”

People thought about it, their gazes blank – everyone was busy, who would remember?

Suddenly a maid said: “This servant remembers – it seemed to be Lan Xian from beside the young mistress.”

The chief steward and Xiao Fu’s gazes fell on Lan Xian.

Lan Xian showed a bewildered expression.

Xiao Fu squinted, examining her up and down, then nodded to the chief steward.

The build looked right.

Lan Xian’s heart jumped.

“What did you do half an hour ago?”

“This servant was in the small kitchen checking the steamed ham for my young mistress. My young mistress likes this dish a bit more tender, so I went to watch over it.”

“How long did you stay?”

“About two quarters of an hour.”

“Just checking a dish – why stay so long?”

“Because the stove’s heat control wasn’t good. This servant comes from a farming family, so I showed off some fire-building techniques to the kitchen women. The kitchen women can testify to this.”

“Before going to the small kitchen, were you always by the young mistress’s side?”

Lan Xian’s heart jumped again.

Naturally she hadn’t been – she had told the young mistress she had stomach problems to attend to. But if she said she’d been there all along, inevitably some maid who noticed her absence would expose her.

Being exposed by a maid was a small matter, but the young mistress clearly knew she hadn’t been there!

How hateful that Xiao mansion shadow guards were everywhere!

Seeing the person opposite with eagle-like eyes, she dared not delay and replied: “Yes.”

A nearby maid looked startled, seeming about to speak. Lan Xian’s heart sank, her fingers hidden in her sleeves gripping a small pill tightly.

Originally given to her by that person, said to be for feigning death in emergencies, but she actually deeply suspected it – given that person’s character, this fake death might become real death.

Anyway, if she was exposed and lost her usefulness, it would be perfect for silencing her.

But if truly discovered, she could only risk using it…

As that maid opened her mouth, the chief steward noticed and turned his gaze toward her.

Chapter 320: Imperial Garden
Just then, Xiao Wenliu said: “Naturally. I only brought her when returning to the mansion – she wouldn’t dare leave my side for a moment.”

That maid immediately shut her mouth.

Lan Xian slowly released her grip on her fingers.

Throughout the entire process, Xiao Fu had been staring intently at her, observing the subtle changes in her expression.

Lan Xian smiled at him with curved lips.

Having come from the world of pleasure houses, struggling and fighting on boats, even daring to strike officials – she had this much composure.

Xiao Fu’s gaze shifted away.

The chief steward asked a few more questions but gained nothing, so he could only withdraw from this courtyard to continue inquiring elsewhere.

Lan Xian slowly exhaled a long breath in her heart.

Xiao Wenliu then said it was getting late and took leave of the old madam.

The old madam looked at her deeply, patting her hand: “You’re now someone else’s daughter-in-law and should prioritize serving your parents-in-law and husband. In the future, for minor illnesses and disasters at home, you needn’t rush back so urgently. Prince Zhao and his wife are reasonable people, but our Xiao mansion should have its own sense of propriety. Don’t you think?”

Xiao Wenliu’s eyes widened slightly, looking at her grandmother’s kind smile. After a long moment, she said softly: “Does grandmother not want me to come back anymore?”

Old Madam Xiao hadn’t expected Xiao Wenliu to ask so directly, choked slightly, then smiled: “What are you saying, child? You’re grandmother’s precious darling – grandmother has always been reluctant to part with you.” She then rubbed her forehead.

A nanny immediately stepped forward saying the old madam’s headache was acting up again. Xiao Wenliu naturally could only let go, watching the nanny escort the old madam into the inner room.

The other aunts, concubines, and sisters crowded over – some explaining, some comforting, some seeming to comfort but actually mocking. Xiao Wenliu didn’t talk much with them, leaving Fu’an Hall cleanly and decisively.

The group walked along the corridor beside Yuxi Pool. Seeing the lantern-bearer was quite far ahead and Xiao Wenliu was silent, Lan Xian said softly: “Young mistress…”

“Silence!”

Lan Xian shut her mouth, then felt cold wind rush from behind, a great force surging forward. Her body involuntarily tilted and with a splash, she fell into the adjacent Yuxi Pool.

Water splashed half a person’s height.

Xiao Wenliu turned around abruptly, seeing Lan Xian thrashing in panic in the water calling for help. She seemed stunned, standing there motionless for a long time. Watching Lan Xian drink several mouthfuls of water, desperately struggling but unable to cry out, her head slowly sinking as it bobbed up and down.

The lantern-bearing maid ahead turned back, so startled she dropped her lantern and rushed over but didn’t dare enter the water, shouting: “Help! Someone save her! Someone’s fallen in the water!”

Only then did Xiao Wenliu seem to awaken, beating the railing and shouting: “Help! Help!”

As soon as she called out, people arrived. A black shadow swept down from the corridor roof and pulled Lan Xian from the water.

Lan Xian lay on the ground with rolling white eyes, already breathing out more than breathing in.

The rescuer was Xiao Fu. Soon matrons came to help expel water from Lan Xian, and after much busy work, she finally caught her breath.

Xiao Fu stood aside watching from afar, his gaze sweeping over Lan Xian’s pale face repeatedly before silently leaving.

Shortly after, the chief steward waiting for news received Xiao Fu’s reply: “Already tested – she can’t swim.”

The chief steward nodded, gesturing to his subordinates: “Let them leave.”

…

In the carriage home, Xiao Wenliu remained silent throughout.

Lan Xian sat across from her, wrapped in a cloak and holding a hand warmer, still sneezing continuously.

Street lights and shadows passed through the crimson gauze curtains, creating mottled dark patterns on Xiao Wenliu’s face. Though her features remained delicate, her brow was much more serious than before.

Lan Xian’er vaguely thought that just last year, when first meeting her on the boat, she had been like a bright flower in sunlight – a pampered young lady. When had the flower begun to wither?

A faint guilt arose in her heart.

Taking others’ money to do treacherous things against her master, yet when caught off guard, her mistress still protected her.

In the gently swaying carriage, ornaments chimed with clear sounds that made one’s heart restless.

The carriage suddenly stopped. Lan Xian looked up to see the massive stone lions before Prince Zhao’s mansion.

The brass gates were painted deep red – dignified and luxurious, yet just an exquisite cage.

From one cage to another.

Lan Xian sniffled and moved to get out first to help their young mistress down.

But Xiao Wenliu got out first herself, standing by the carriage without turning back: “You’ve caught a chill. Find a doctor yourself and take some medicine. Stay outside the mansion temporarily to avoid spreading the illness.”

Lan Xian knew she was giving her a chance to pass on information, but her heart sank as she said softly: “Doesn’t the young mistress want me anymore?”

Xiao Wenliu turned her face around, her eyes slightly glistening, reflecting the dim yellow light of the wind lantern: “Isn’t giving you freedom good?”

“Why did the young mistress protect this servant?”

“No particular reason. I don’t like overthinking. I didn’t want you to die, so I acted. If I hadn’t, I’d fear sleepless nights forever after.”

This bold girl – she had seen her struggle for her chastity and life on merchant ships, received her companionship and protection on Ghost Island. After coming to the capital, she could arrange hair, cook, dress up, and help deal with the arrogant nannies, ill-intentioned maids, and scheming concubines in Prince Zhao’s mansion… She didn’t even favor her original head maid anymore, preferring to take this one everywhere.

Before speaking in Fu’an Hall, she asked herself: Do you want her to die?

No – then act. Don’t ask about causes and effects.

Just like when she went to meet Tie Ci before.

“Young mistress… don’t you want to ask anything?”

“No, I don’t. I’m afraid if I ask, I’ll also have sleepless nights forever.”

Whatever was done was disadvantageous to the Xiao mansion. Surviving in the gap between family and emotion was always this difficult.

“So go,” she said. “Just this once.”

The Xiao family was different from before now. She couldn’t keep undermining them. No matter how the world mocked and hated, people she loved and who loved her still lived there.

The person behind her said nothing, bowing within the carriage.

Xiao Wenliu didn’t turn back, lifting her skirts to walk forward. The deep red gate slowly opened to darkness within.

Lan Xian got down from the carriage, watching the gate slowly close before her eyes. She turned and walked into the street alleys.

Half an hour later, in a medical hall, she met Mu Si and told him the overheard news, describing the appearance of the old man who had entered the Vice Minister’s study.

Murong Yi sat behind gauze curtains, also listening, turning jade walnuts in his hand. He thought that originally placing this girl beside Xiao Wenliu was just a spontaneous move to plant a chess piece, not expecting such usefulness.

Only now she seemed discovered.

In the past, useless people would be abandoned, but this woman was quite clever – perhaps she could be brought into his subordinates for training.

He gestured to Mu Si, who then extended an invitation, but Lan Xian shook her head slightly and stood up.

“I’m going back.”

Mu Si looked at her in amazement.

She was already exposed – what was the point of going back?

“The young mistress needs me. I’m going back to protect her.” Lan Xian’er smiled: “Young master, from now on, I’ll truly be her maid. Don’t look for me anymore.”

She curtsied and turned to leave. Women from the pleasure quarter inevitably swayed their waists and hips when walking, but she walked quickly and steadily.

Murong Yi emerged from behind the gauze curtains, watching her retreating figure.

He had contacted her before, meeting once or twice. Each time she wanted money and to see him, her eyes constantly darting about busily, making people feel annoyed.

Today she had quieted down.

Mu Si said quietly: “Master…” He made a downward chopping gesture.

According to the young master’s rules, used pawns weren’t allowed to leave independently, especially with such an unstable temperament.

Murong Yi seemed to be thinking something, shaking his head slightly.

Mu Si was somewhat surprised but still gestured to the darkness. On rooftops at the alley head, some figures slowly crouched down, letting that woman walk away briskly and resolutely.

Murong Yi propped his chin, smiling.

Going back was good too. Having received Xiao Wenliu’s help, he should repay her somewhat.

Actually, the concept of repayment didn’t exist in his dictionary, but didn’t Tie Ci like Xiao Wenliu?

…

The next day – imperial garden hunting.

The imperial garden was 150 li from the capital. Since this was imperial hunting, imperial clan nobles, hereditary nobles, capital officials of third rank and above, and their sons all had to participate. The procession stretched magnificently for dozens of li, taking nearly a full day to reach Kunhe Palace near the imperial garden.

Kunhe was a county adjacent to the capital and also the capital’s horse-breeding center. The Kunhe county magistrate had long brought garrison troops to clear and patrol the ten-thousand-acre imperial garden thoroughly, preparing the strongest and most docile horses.

The traveling palace wasn’t large and couldn’t accommodate so many people. Therefore, besides the imperial family and some veteran important ministers staying in the palace, the rest camped on the great grassland outside the palace.

The Capital Guard and three thousand Imperial Daughter’s Nine Guards were responsible for security this time. The former had just undergone purging, selecting the most reliable and excellent soldiers to participate.

Tie Ci dined with her parents in the evening. Seeing Father Emperor quite interested, she suggested going out for a walk to digest.

The imperial father and daughter rarely had opportunities to travel together, so Tie Yan immediately agreed enthusiastically.

They brought guards out of the traveling palace, seeing from afar scattered lights like stars on that grassland – all the families cooking dinner. Imperial hunting couldn’t bring kitchens, the intention being to train the ministers.

Moreover, for safety this hunt didn’t allow families to bring many guards or carry many items – they had to make do locally with available materials.

The father and daughter didn’t approach closely, wearing cloaks and walking around the various family tents. Along the way they heard young ladies complaining about insects in the wild, dirty ground, uneven roads, and dried food rations, while seeing young masters sweating profusely setting up tents, gathering firewood, fetching water, and lighting fires, occasionally flying tents and spilling water.

Though families could bring a few guards who had to handle various duties, they naturally had to do small tasks themselves.

Everyone was busy, so they didn’t notice the lightly-dressed imperial father and daughter. Tie Yan shook his head while listening: “Pampered, too pampered! This generation of young people won’t do!”

An eunuch flattered: “Compared to the Imperial Daughter, naturally none can measure up.”

Hearing this, Tie Yan smiled with slight pride.

However, watching those young ladies carefully lifting their skirts to step over the ground, a trace of melancholy passed through his eyes.

Who wouldn’t want to truly be a princess? Ci’er’s capability and endurance – wasn’t it all forced out of her?

She had the most noble status here yet had suffered the most hardships.

“Daughter, it’s father’s incompetence…”

Tie Ci immediately said: “Stop! Old Dad! Comparisons aren’t made that way. ‘To wear the crown, one must bear its weight.’ Do you think they don’t want to suffer like your daughter? They want to but can’t!”

Tie Yan laughed.

Consort Jing followed behind them, supported by Nanny Qin’s hand, stumbling in her wide, long skirts even in these wilds.

She wore a veil over her face, claiming to fear the mountain wind might damage her skin.

Tie Ci looked around – there really wasn’t much wind. This season’s warm breeze was most gentle.

She wondered when Mother Consort had become so concerned about her skin.

An eunuch suddenly said: “Your Majesty and Your Highness needn’t be disappointed – there are still capable people!”

He pointed at a distant figure. In the firelight, that person appeared agile and efficient. While other families’ tents were still struggling, his side seemed already cooking.

Several people caught a rich aroma.

This fragrance was so penetrating that people throughout the grassland stood up to look around.

Tie Yan and Tie Ci followed the aroma over. There at the grassland’s edge, the person obviously had no particular status, having pitched a small tent alone at the edge.

However, this spot was most eye-catching.

The tent was neatly set up, scattered stones had been cleared away, and several low tree-stump stools were carved. A cluster of wildflowers hung at the tent entrance – bright colors with rustic charm.

The fire blazed prosperously. Several earth stoves surrounded the tent in a circle. Though still outdoors, somehow it conveyed the atmosphere of a bustling kitchen.

Someone already sat on a small stool, holding a grilled fish and eating happily. Seeing Tie Yan and Tie Ci approach, he waved his greasy hand and said indistinctly: “Come quickly eat little… uncle’s… delicious food…”

He spoke unclearly with some coastal accent. The imperial couple didn’t understand, but Tie Ci did and looked up in amazement. Seeing the busy figure by the large pot – indeed, broad shoulders, narrow waist, long legs, and a small perky bottom. A figure so good it could make tears flow to one’s mouth.

Who else but Murong Yi?

How did he get here? And openly participate in camping?

Tie Yan also recognized him now, saying in her ear: “Wasn’t this person yesterday’s dancer? I found him quite agreeable. This person’s archery is excellent – quite talented. Worth recruiting. Therefore I allowed him to participate in today’s hunt and protect you incidentally. After all, I can’t enter the mountains tomorrow.”

Tie Ci said: “You allowed someone of unknown origins into the camp? What if he’s an assassin or spy?”

“How could that be?” Tie Yan said. “Yesterday I later remembered – isn’t this the person we met at Zhegui Tower before? Speaking of which, he’s quite passionate toward you. A dignified man dancing for your birthday – even I was moved.”

Tie Ci remained silent, thinking: Weren’t you really moved by the crickets?

Even bringing Golden Horn King hunting.

Tie Yan said: “Speaking of which, I had people investigate his background and experience. Later remembering, it seems the Grand Tutor mentioned in court…”

Just then Murong Yi turned around, bowing to several people with a smile: “Since distinguished guests have arrived, why not taste this humble person’s cooking?”

He turned back, bringing rich food aromas. The Emperor forgot his interrupted words.

Consort Jing frowned, tugging the Emperor’s sleeve: “The wild ground is cold, and that pot doesn’t look very clean…”

The pot wasn’t unclean – she just didn’t want to sit on those carved tree-stump stools, not knowing if they were dirty, and sitting wouldn’t look good either.

Moreover, she had other concerns. Her maternal relatives should have arrived before the Imperial Daughter’s birthday, but because too many came, they were delayed on the road and only arrived last night. She had previously requested permission for her family to join today’s hunting group. But today required traveling, and her low-status family members were ranked last in the procession – the Emperor and Imperial Daughter hadn’t seen them yet.

She was planning to return and discuss this with the Emperor, asking him to summon her family – her mother, two sisters-in-law, and several nephews and nieces had come from far away. Having traveled so far with difficulty, she hoped to obtain some rewards to bring back.

But Tie Yan, smelling that aroma and feeling hungry again despite having just eaten, sat down naturally, laughing: “I remember your cooking skills are quite extraordinary. Let’s see what delicious food you can make in these wilds.”

Murong Yi smiled: “Just watch!”

He first presented a skewer of grilled fish – not a whole fish but several pieces of thick fish meat skewered together. Between the fish pieces were other meats, emanating an extremely distinctive rich aroma.

With Old Dad seated, Tie Ci also sat. She was used to eating Murong Yi’s cooking. Usually, whatever Murong Yi made, she always got the first portion. After sitting, she instinctively reached out her hand, but Murong Yi respectfully gave the first skewer to her father.

Tie Ci: “…”

I reached for nothing.

For the second skewer, she wisely didn’t reach out. Sure enough, the second went to her mother.

Though this was the normal order, Tie Ci knew Murong Yi’s sequence definitely wasn’t because of her parents’ status.

But honestly, though she got the third skewer, it was also the best-grilled one with the meatiest portions.

Eunuchs routinely stepped forward to test for poison first. Tie Ci didn’t stop them, but seeing the eunuch who had tasted the fish meat for poison actually wanting another bite, the Emperor couldn’t help taking it first.

One bite revealed thick, tender fish skin obviously rich in collagen – smooth and glutinous with slightly sticky lips. Through perfect grilling, the fish skin was tender, fragrant, and glutinous while the fish meat was sweet and delicate with very layered textures. Without any dry, burnt sensation of grilled food, and not knowing what seasonings were applied, the rich, concentrated aroma had a slightly sweet-sour aftertaste. Tie Yan’s eyes lit up with one bite.

Even Consort Jing, who had initially felt grilled food was dirty, followed the Emperor’s example and took a bite, then clutched her skewer refusing to let go.

Murong Yi opened another earth stove cover. Not knowing how he had brought so many things, a stone pot sat on the stove. When the cover lifted, the aroma could practically knock someone over. Looking inside, it was still fish – large fish pieces floating in thick broth. The broth was milk-white, the fish meat snow-white. Murong Yi scattered chopped green mountain onions, and immediately that aroma grew almost tyrannically several-fold. Officials from near and far walked over.

Observant eunuchs had already sent little eunuchs to fetch the Emperor’s silver bowls. Murong Yi smiled: “This is sturgeon from nearby Dingjiang River – most tender and glutinous. Though grilling tastes wonderful, the soup broth is also extremely thick. The wild ground is windy, so I specially made this pot of fish soup to ward off cold. Please try it, Your Majesty, Your Ladyship, and Your Highness.”

No one listened to his chatter – all held bowls drinking happily. But Consort Jing felt somewhat uncomfortable with so many onlookers.

Suddenly her eyes brightened as she stood up joyfully: “Mother!”

Chapter 321: Delusion
All the people drinking soup froze and looked up.

Standing somewhat impolitely directly across from the imperial family of three, staring straight at them with piercing gazes, was an elderly woman with several middle-aged men and women beside her. Some were plump and fair, others dark and weathered. Several of the women were staring intently at Noble Consort Jing, while a few young men and women—the women looking at Tie Ci, the men also looking at Tie Ci.

These people varied in height and build, all reasonably good-looking with traces of Noble Consort Jing’s features visible in them. They shared one common trait: their clothes were all brand new with creases still showing.

Tie Yan slowly set down his bowl and said to Noble Consort Jing, “Your family has arrived?”

Noble Consort Jing replied joyfully, “Yes, Your Majesty! They just arrived in the capital last night. When we departed this morning, I requested your permission to bring them along—have you forgotten?”

Tie Yan coughed. At the time, he had been thinking about bringing some foods his daughter loved and hadn’t really paid attention.

Deep down, he also didn’t want to meet Noble Consort Jing’s family. After all, a mother who could raise such an oddball daughter probably wouldn’t be particularly sensible either.

Nearby, Murong Yi saw that whole family and remained expressionless, ladling a bowl of soup into his hands.

The large family had already begun approaching on their own initiative. Under everyone’s gaze, Noble Consort Jing’s mother appeared somewhat nervous, but a plump, fair middle-aged woman seemed quite pleased with herself, bustling forward to support Noble Consort Jing’s mother as they came to pay respects to the imperial family.

Before the Emperor or Crown Princess could speak, Noble Consort Jing hurried forward to help them up.

Nearby, Minister Yang of the Ministry of Rites watched with a cold laugh, saying to his son, “An ill-mannered family—no wonder they produced such a rebellious one.”

Yang Yixiu whispered, “Father, you’re gossiping behind the Crown Princess and consorts’ backs—do you call that proper?” He then quickly escaped before his father could strike him down.

Tie Ci had already risen, giving Xiao Chongzi a look to disperse the surrounding observing officials, lest some embarrassing incident occur later for the ministers to laugh at.

She smiled at the elderly lady, “Grandmother, honored uncles and aunts.”

Lady Lü, Noble Consort Jing’s mother, looked at Tie Ci and felt dazzled, wanting to respond but not quite daring to. She lowered her eyes and gave a low response. If not for the woman beside her holding her up, Tie Ci felt her knees would have buckled.

Tie Ci immediately felt that familiar headache returning.

She had anticipated the domineering type, the self-important type, the arrogant type, or the harsh and snobbish type—but never this timid and pitiful type.

Though Noble Consort Jing was indeed quite similar to her at times.

While Lady Lü was timid, the plump woman beside her was bold, responding with a beaming smile, “We’ve always heard that the Crown Princess has the bearing of dragons and phoenixes, with unparalleled beauty. Seeing you today, this aunt’s eyes are truly dazzled!”

These words were inappropriate, making both Dan Shuang and Chi Xue frown slightly. Tie Ci merely smiled, but the woman then pulled over a young man who resembled her greatly, speaking with a hint of pride, “Crown Princess, this is your cousin, sixteen years old this year. He’s already passed the provincial examinations and is the top scholar in Guishan County!”

She turned to Noble Consort Jing with a smile, “Your Majesty, Dunzhi has always greatly admired the Crown Princess.”

Noble Consort Jing nodded with a beaming smile, feeling pleased. Tie Yan’s brow furrowed.

Tie Ci glanced at the woman with the lively eyes. She had heard that her grandmother was normally mild-tempered, but after the family produced a consort, they had become something of a local prominent family. Later, the family had married the legitimate daughter of the local prefect—a woman with a fierce temperament who had the old lady completely under her thumb. This must be her.

Not far away, behind a tree, Yang Yixiu whispered to Qi Yuansi, “No way, no way—they’ve just met and already have designs on the Crown Princess?”

Qi Yuansi glanced at Xiao Chongzi passing by and thought to himself that you’re eavesdropping so openly and they haven’t expelled you out of courtesy, yet you’re still discussing it? He wanted to leave but his feet seemed glued in place. He couldn’t help saying, “How is that possible? This family can’t be so lacking in awareness, can they? What kind of person is the Crown Princess? What kind of people are they?”

Yang Yixiu snorted and shook his head, thinking that you haven’t witnessed Noble Consort Jing’s famous lack of awareness.

So it runs in the family.

Over there, the young man introduced as Tan Dunzhi bowed to Tie Ci. His slightly full, fair face flushed red, his head lowered but his eyes darting upward, looking quite smitten indeed.

And his mother, Lady Wang, smiled as she looked between her son and Tie Ci, appearing thoroughly satisfied as if success was assured.

There was no need to get angry at such ignorant fools. Tie Ci waved her hand, trying to think of some way to get this group away from her, when suddenly a bowl of soup appeared out of nowhere, thrust in front of Tan Dunzhi. Murong Yi’s voice sounded warm and laughing, “Crown Princess, since we rarely meet relatives from your grandmother’s family, won’t you invite your admiring cousin to have some soup?”

He emphasized the words “admiring you” clearly and heavily.

Tie Ci glanced at the soup.

He wouldn’t poison it, would he?

Her distrustful look clearly irritated someone. Murong Yi didn’t ask her anymore and enthusiastically shoved the bowl toward the man’s mouth, saying, “The Crown Princess’s favorite soup! Master Tan, you must try it!”

Tan Dunzhi hadn’t eaten dinner yet and was already dizzy from the enticing aromas. With the soup right at his lips, the rich fragrance overwhelming, and seeing across from him in the dim twilight the Crown Princess’s snow-white skin and dark brows, hazy and graceful as if glowing, his head spun and he instinctively swallowed several mouthfuls.

“Gulp”—a tremendously loud sound.

Tan Dunzhi immediately reddened.

He hadn’t expected the soup to be so thick with gelatin, and having been served for a while, the evening breeze had cooled it, making it even more viscous like jelly. One swallow got stuck in his throat—he couldn’t swallow it down or spit it out. Struggling to force it down, he immediately lost his composure.

Worse still, his mouth seemed to be glued shut, with a white ring of congealed soup forming around his lips. Combined with his round, pale face, he resembled the famous white bears of Liaodong.

Dan Shuang burst out laughing.

Palace servants couldn’t make noise freely in the Emperor’s presence, but Dan Shuang was different—she had grown up before the Emperor too, and he had always been lenient with her.

She wasn’t one to laugh carelessly either, but now she just had to laugh. Since others couldn’t make a sound, Chi Xue maintained her dignity, and the Crown Princess remained composed, only she could laugh.

This laugh made Tan Dunzhi’s already red face turn purple. He hastily bowed to Tie Ci and hid behind his mother.

Murong Yi smiled and casually dumped the remaining half bowl of soup.

The imperial father and daughter acted as if they hadn’t seen this scene, while Noble Consort Jing simply didn’t understand what had happened and saw nothing wrong.

Most of the Tan family looked uncomfortable, except for a fifteen or sixteen-year-old girl who stared fixedly at Murong Yi without moving her eyes even once.

Murong Yi noticed and turned his gaze over, instinctively about to smile. Suddenly remembering that Tie Ci was watching, he immediately straightened his expression and glared at her.

This glare made the girl freeze, then slowly blush.

The eldest aunt, Lady Wang, seeing her carefully dressed and presented son inexplicably lose face before the Crown Princess, immediately became angry. She raised her eyebrows and stared at Murong Yi, “Which palace are you from, you servant? How can you be so ill-mannered! Stand down!”

Murong Yi smiled, “I am the Crown Princess’s man.”

Lady Wang said, “Being the Crown Princess’s man makes it even more inappropriate to disrespect my Dunzhi! He is the Crown Princess’s own cousin!”

Murong Yi smiled, “Then please tell me his examination results? His official rank? I only recognize positions and ranks, not people. Please clarify.”

Tan Dunzhi flushed and said, “I am a provincial graduate!”

Now even the Emperor couldn’t stand it anymore, not needing Dan Shuang to laugh. With a stern expression, he said, “It’s getting late, and I still have memorials to review. Noble Consort Jing, take the ladies to your quarters for a family reunion.”

Noble Consort Jing happily agreed.

The Emperor and Tie Ci also wanted to leave, but were held back by the cypress-roasted venison, river shrimp rolls, pepper-stewed snails, and other delicacies. By the end, the Emperor was eating golden sesame biscuits that scattered flaky crusts with each bite while rubbing his belly as he returned to his quarters.

As Tie Ci was about to leave, Murong Yi stopped her and handed her freshly roasted honey-glazed quail, saying, “Be extra careful during tomorrow’s hunt.”

Tie Ci looked at him, “Did you hear something?”

“There are indeed some rumors, but it’s no matter—I’ll be there tomorrow anyway.”

“I’ll bring more guards…”

“More people aren’t necessarily useful. Besides, are all your guards definitely loyal? Have you forgotten Di Yiwei’s lesson?”

“You mean someone will attempt assassination or cause trouble during the hunt?”

This was indeed very likely. Away from the palace, in the mountains and forests, there were too many opportunities to exploit.

Tie Ci remembered her master saying that in ten out of ten storybooks, hunts always involved assassination attempts on the emperor.

Though she had never read such storybooks, and nowadays no storybook writer would dare write such plots, and she didn’t know where her master had found such treasonous literature, she couldn’t deny that hunts were indeed good opportunities.

But she always felt it wasn’t that simple.

She smiled and bit off half the quail, pointing the quail leg at the person before her, “As long as you don’t cause trouble, where else in this world could there be trouble!”

Tie Ci walked away gnawing on the quail, leaving Murong Yi leaning against the pot, gazing up at the stars with that infatuated smile again.

Mu Si emerged from the shadows, unable to bear seeing such behavior, frowning, “What are you doing now?”

“She smiled at me,” Murong Yi said. “This is the first time she’s smiled at me since Wuse Plain.”

“Yes, she smiled at you,” Mu Si said expressionlessly. “Next are you thinking about children, houses, and carriages?”

“No,” Murong Yi said. “I’m thinking about whether my father would die of anger if my daughter took the surname Tie.”

“Good idea. Your father would surely rest in peace,” Mu Si waved his hand and left. He was afraid that talking more with this person would make him unable to be himself in front of Dan Shuang next time.

Over there, Noble Consort Jing happily led her natal family back to the traveling palace.

The Emperor had brought only her on this hunting trip, intending for her to see the world and broaden her perspective. For safety, she stayed in the western hall adjacent to the main hall. The group followed her into the traveling palace, exclaiming in admiration all the way. Especially Lady Wang, whose mouth hadn’t stopped moving from beginning to end, praising Noble Consort Jing’s favor, her noble status, her youth and beauty, her enduring bloom.

Noble Consort Jing’s smile never ceased. After sitting down and removing her veil, she had Nanny Qin fetch her face cream.

Nanny Qin brought the face cream Noble Consort Jing had been using recently to help her wash her face. Lady Wang craned her neck to see the snow-white, delicate cream and praised it endlessly.

Nanny Qin paused in setting down the cream.

Hadn’t the consort said this cream was sent from her natal family through connections in the capital? Why did Lady Wang seem completely unaware?

She glanced at the purple-gold box containing the cream, inlaid with pearls and precious stones. Just the box alone was worth a thousand gold.

Looking again at the Tan family’s attire, they really didn’t seem like a wealthy family that would be so particular about even containers.

She looked at Lady Lü nearby, who only knew how to smile apologetically, thinking perhaps the consort’s mother had sent it privately, deliberately hiding it from her daughter-in-law to avoid unpleasantness.

After all, this daughter-in-law was very difficult to deal with, and rumor had it that Lady Lü was constrained by her in every way at home.

Nanny Qin thought it through. She herself was entrusted by the Emperor and Crown Princess to watch the consort closely daily, and she really had no opportunity to obtain such items herself. She must be overthinking.

The Tan family sat in a circle, watching Noble Consort Jing wash her face. Noble Consort Jing’s second sister-in-law, Lady Liu, watched as her sister-in-law had three or four people attending to just washing her face, using creams, rouge, combs, and boxes all studded with gems. She stared enviously at those jewels and nudged her husband.

The eldest sister-in-law, Lady Wang, caught this from the corner of her eye and a cold smile flickered in her depths.

She was different from Lady Liu. Apart from briefly surveying the imperial wealth and luxury upon entering, she hadn’t lingered too long.

Because looking too much at things that weren’t hers was pointless.

She wasn’t like the second branch with their shallow vision. The second brother wanted to do big business to compete for the family inheritance but ended up losing money, then convinced their mother to come to the capital seeking help from their noble sister. Didn’t they realize that imperial items were all recorded in registers and couldn’t be casually gifted? Their sister could only reward some jewelry and gold ingots, and how much could that be?

Even if all these jewels and treasures were gifted, so what?

Could it compare to becoming part of the imperial family?

Only by becoming imperial family could all the gold and silver treasures in this hall, this palace, even the entire realm belong to her forever!

With these calculations in mind, meeting the eyes of Noble Consort Jing, who was enthusiastically introducing various precious items to her family, she smiled even more warmly with an even gentler attitude.

She didn’t interfere when the second branch’s wife indirectly asked for rewards from the consort, or when the biased old lady stammered her support.

After all, letting them have their way now would ensure everyone worked together when she brought up her plan later.

Noble Consort Jing was quite surprised by her natal family’s poverty, repeatedly saying she had thought second brother’s business had been going well in recent years, not knowing he had actually lost money. This needed to be remedied quickly, or it would look bad if word got out. She ordered Nanny Qin to open the chest.

Nanny Qin frowned and glanced at these relatives before going to fetch a small chest after a while. When Noble Consort Jing opened it to look, she found only some ordinary jewelry, without even the gold ingots usually used for rewards.

Meeting Noble Consort Jing’s somewhat surprised gaze, Nanny Qin said calmly, “Your Majesty, the borders have been unstable in recent years. Some time ago there was fighting in Yongping, and the Nanyue navy needed ships built to fight pirates. The Ministry of Revenue constantly claims poverty, so His Majesty ordered the palace to reduce expenses. As the Crown Princess’s birth mother, Your Majesty was naturally the first to respond. Precious jewelry is no longer made, and reward gold ingots have been cancelled. This is all we have now.”

She then said to the Tan family, “The imperial family leads by example in reducing expenses, and all officials respond by donating silver and goods. Since Old Madam is the Crown Princess’s maternal grandmother and has heard of this matter, then…”

Old Lady Lü stared at her blankly, obviously not understanding.

The second branch couple immediately changed color and hastily said, “Our family holds minor posts with little authority—we dare not meddle in such great affairs.”

Lady Liu muttered, “They say she’s the Crown Princess’s maternal grandmother, but our family doesn’t even have a Grace Earl title…”

The second master said, “Women shouldn’t speak carelessly. Grace Earl or Grace Marquis titles are only for the Empress’s family.”

The eldest master, who had been stern-faced, suddenly stroked his beard with a cold laugh, “Consort, you claim to be highly favored, and the Crown Princess is your own child, everything in the palace is exclusively yours. If so, why hasn’t the Empress position been given to you yet?”

Nanny Qin paled, “Master, be careful with your words!”

The eldest master said coldly, “We nobles are discussing matters—what business does a servant have interrupting!”

Nanny Qin took a breath.

These country bumpkins.

She was a ranked female official in the palace, a proper fourth-rank position. Old Master Tan was still only a fifth-rank prefect, and this eldest master Tan had failed the imperial examinations repeatedly and bought a county clerk position with money—yet he dared act superior before her!

Truly, the ignorant fear nothing!

Lady Wang frowned slightly. She came from a slightly better background than the Tan family, with an uncle serving as a department secretary at court. She was more familiar with imperial rules and systems, knowing that such nannies usually held ranks, possibly even higher than her husband’s.

Her husband’s temperament—to put it kindly, was straightforward; to put it harshly, he lacked tact and judgment while being self-righteous. Such palace attendants of important personages managed many affairs and couldn’t be casually offended, lest it ruin her plans.

She moved her foot under her skirt and stepped hard on eldest master Tan’s foot. His composed expression immediately flew into chaos, and the words he wanted to continue were forcibly swallowed back down his throat.

Noble Consort Jing still paid no attention to these small actions. Her mind had been distracted by those remarks about the Empress, which truly touched on her years-long obsession. She couldn’t help sighing deeply, her glowing face dimming considerably as she pushed the box over, “In extraordinary times, we cannot be extravagant, or His Majesty and Her Highness would blame me. These jewelry pieces are worth at least a thousand taels of silver—second brother, please take them.”

The second master signaled his wife with his eyes, and Lady Liu quickly accepted the box, hiding it in her sleeve.

Eldest master Tan couldn’t help speaking again, frowning, “Why is Your Majesty so timid and hesitant despite your noble status? After years of family separation, what’s wrong with providing some support? Even if extravagance isn’t appropriate and you fear His Majesty’s blame, why even fear the younger generation?” He looked around, “When maternal grandmother and uncles come, shouldn’t the Crown Princess come to sit and chat?” His tone was quite pained.

The other Tan family members showed similar expressions. Noble Consort Jing flushed red and stammered, “The Crown Princess handles countless affairs daily…”

“We are her close elders, whom she hasn’t seen in years! Doesn’t our imperial dynasty emphasize filial piety above all!”

Nanny Qin felt that even someone as composed as herself wanted to roll her eyes skyward like Dan Shuang.

What did they take the Crown Princess for?

Did they still think she was the former puppet?

Even if she were still a puppet, someone as noble as the heir apparent had no obligation to accompany fifth-rank command wives and seventh-rank clerks!

Not to mention that the Crown Princess now virtually served as regent, with the glory and future of the Tie dynasty resting on her shoulders. Her importance and nobility—to speak treasonously—even surpassed the Emperor’s.

Where did they get such audacity!

Besides, with people of your caliber, why insist on embarrassing yourselves before the Crown Princess? Wouldn’t it be better to preserve some dignity for the maternal grandmother’s family in the Crown Princess’s heart?

Lady Wang’s foot landed on eldest master Tan’s instep again, stomping the remaining insolent words back down. Only then did she smile at Noble Consort Jing, “Don’t mind your eldest brother’s words, Your Majesty. He’s just hot-tempered and wants to get closer to his niece. Speaking of seeing our niece, she truly is stunning beyond words, with such noble status. Has she… oh no, has she become engaged yet?”

Nanny Qin’s ears perked up alertly.

No way!

They wouldn’t really dare covet the Crown Princess!

Lady Wang suddenly looked up at her and said, “Oh yes, we brought some local specialties for Her Majesty. Please trouble this nanny to have people fetch them.”

Nanny Qin was about to refuse when Noble Consort Jing already said, “Please trouble yourself, Nanny.”

Nanny Qin understood that she disliked her and sighed, but being a proper person, she had to go.

With no one else in the room, Lady Wang moved closer to Noble Consort Jing, her expression even more earnest, “Your Majesty, if the Crown Princess hasn’t chosen a husband yet, what do you think of your nephew? Young as he is, he’s already a provincial graduate—the very best in our Guishan County!”

Noble Consort Jing glanced at her nephew, whose face was flushed and eyes bright, and said hesitantly, “The Crown Princess’s marriage isn’t something I can meddle with. Besides, there are already candidates—sons of dukes and marquises, powerful generals… His Majesty will surely choose from among these people.”

The Crown Princess was all her hope—her future match should naturally be the most powerful prince consort. No matter how good her natal family might be, she still found this presumptuous.

“Your Majesty truly has His Majesty’s and the Crown Princess’s best interests at heart. But sister-in-law, from what I observed today, your position seems unstable.”

Chapter 322: Top Quality
Noble Consort Jing’s expression changed slightly.

“Though your eldest brother was rude earlier, what he said wasn’t unreasonable. This is grandmother’s family’s first visit to the capital, yet the Crown Princess doesn’t show her face at all. This shows she looks down on our family, but ultimately it also shows she doesn’t regard you, her mother consort, with any importance. When the Crown Princess ascends the throne in future, if she takes a prince consort from a prestigious family and we’re far away in Western Province, who will protect Your Majesty if you encounter any difficulties? Can you count on an unrelated prince consort?” Lady Wang spoke earnestly. “Count them up—which empress dowager or empress of previous dynasties didn’t arrange marriages between their sons and their own nieces and relatives? Why was this? Wasn’t it so they’d have their own people nearby to help with matters?”

Noble Consort Jing’s color changed slightly.

Lady Wang pulled her son over with one hand. “Look, Dunzhi has an honest, obedient temperament. If he receives Your Majesty’s support, he will surely repay and protect Your Majesty well in future.”

Noble Consort Jing said softly, “Sister-in-law speaks reasonably, but the Crown Princess isn’t an ordinary princess. I… I truly cannot make decisions for her.”

Though tempted, she dared not make grand promises about things beyond her control. This was also her secret to surviving in the palace for years—don’t stand out, don’t cause trouble, cling tightly to her husband and daughter.

The most prominent things she’d ever done were petitioning the Empress Dowager for the Crown Princess. She got it wrong the first time and right the second, though she still didn’t quite understand where the right and wrong lay. But some lessons stuck with her—without her husband and daughter speaking up, she couldn’t meddle.

Lady Wang was somewhat disappointed but didn’t give up. “Then… our Dunzhi can try to win her over himself! Your Majesty just needs to tell us what the Crown Princess likes, what she enjoys eating, where she usually goes, what she avoids, what routes she might take during tomorrow’s hunt… and create a few chance encounters for Dunzhi… that would be enough!”

Noble Consort Jing hesitated, then said, “Then sister-in-law, listen to what I tell you…”

Lady Wang leaned her head closer.

Lady Liu watched from the side with envy and jealousy, glaring at her absent-minded son nearby.

She also had a son, but unfortunately this son was unambitious—he still hadn’t passed any examinations and was counting on the consort to arrange an official position for him. As for marriage arrangements, she really couldn’t bring herself to ask.

What a bargain for the eldest branch!

…

Half an hour later, after Tie Ci and Tie Yan finished their discussions, she returned to her residence at Tiren Pavilion, only to encounter her “strolling” eldest uncle, aunt, and others at the entrance.

She paused, gave the group a family bow, smiled in greeting, and was about to enter.

She had no intention of inviting these relatives inside. Where the Crown Princess resided was essentially the Eastern Palace, with cabinet documents and regional memorials inside—not a place just anyone could enter.

Especially knowing something about the Tan family’s character, she had no intention of causing trouble.

She didn’t invite them, but unfortunately they wouldn’t leave. The eldest aunt peered into the hall and smiled, “The Crown Princess’s courtyard is indeed different—it looks particularly elegant.” She then pulled Tan Dunzhi over, pointing to the soup in his hands. “We came to see Your Highness and brought along some tonic soup that Noble Consort Jing asked Dunzhi to deliver to Your Highness.”

Tan Dunzhi then personally carried the tonic soup forward.

Tie Ci didn’t even glance at the soup, turning to Dan Shuang. “Go ask Nanny Qin how she manages the palace attendants around Her Majesty. Even delivering soup requires no servants, troubling distinguished guests instead—where is the dignity of the Great Qian imperial family?”

Dan Shuang immediately went to carry out the order. Lady Wang’s face flushed red and white before she forced a smile. “Your Highness speaks too harshly. Noble Consort Jing was going to have palace servants deliver it, but we happened to want to visit Your Highness, so we volunteered for this task. We’re family after all, so we don’t mind such things… This also represents your cousin’s sincere intentions.”

Tie Ci glanced at Tan Dunzhi and smiled. “I didn’t know my cousin also enjoyed the work of serving tea and water.”

Tan Dunzhi flushed red. “Of course not! It’s only for delivering to cousin… Your Highness! I’m a provincial graduate, a scholar!”

“Then hurry back to your studies. When cousin passes the imperial examinations as top scholar, I’ll toast you personally,” Tie Ci said. “A’li, escort Master Tan, Lady Tan, and the graduate gentleman.”

A’li suppressed a smile as she stepped forward, bowing respectfully in wait.

The eldest uncle stood to one side, frowning at Tie Ci, slowly saying, “Your Highness, Great Qian values filial piety above all. As heir apparent, you should pay even more attention to rules and propriety. We’ve traveled far to come here. You haven’t visited us in the western hall, won’t accept the soup we kindly brought—that’s one thing. But now, meeting us at your own palace gates, you don’t plan to invite your uncle inside for a chat?”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

A’li said crisply, “For Master Tan, Lady Tan, and the graduate gentleman’s information: where the Crown Princess resides is the Eastern Palace. Unauthorized persons are forbidden from approaching within a hundred paces during daylight, let alone after nightfall. If this were the palace proper, even imperial relatives wandering the corridors at this hour would certainly be escorted out by the Nine Guards.”

“How can we be considered unauthorized persons…”

“Setting aside the Crown Princess’s status and palace regulations, in civilian life, after nightfall, can uncles and male cousins enter a young lady’s chambers? Or are the rules and proprieties in Guishan County where Master Tan resides particularly different?” A’li tilted her head with a puzzled expression.

Master Tan was speechless.

Wasn’t it just that the Crown Princess’s status was so extraordinary it had diluted gender distinctions, making him momentarily forget that the Eastern Palace was also the Crown Princess’s “chambers”?

But for the Crown Princess to treat her maternal family so dismissively, with even a little palace maid being sharp-tongued and sarcastic, showed that the folk tales of the Crown Princess being benevolent and wise were nothing but flattering nonsense!

Before coming to the capital, Master Tan had received extraordinarily enthusiastic praise and friendship from his colleagues. He’d received half a room full of gifts—all from people asking him to put in good words with the Crown Princess. Countless people had congratulated him in advance, saying that uncles and nieces were especially close, and now that the Crown Princess held great power, she would surely look after her eldest uncle. This trip to the capital would definitely lead to rapid promotion, and they hoped for his support in future.

After hearing so much flattery, Master Tan truly began to believe he was the Crown Princess’s most important blood relative, connected by unbreakable bonds. He came to the capital with high hopes. Considering himself a gentleman, he still remembered those requests, with a long list of names in his sleeve—planning to have a good talk with the Crown Princess and demonstrate his patriotic insights.

Now, being repeatedly snubbed, he felt he couldn’t save face. Without bowing, he snorted coldly and turned to leave.

Even Lady Wang, thick-skinned as she was, could only take her leave at this point. She pulled Tan Dunzhi, still wanting to say something, when Tie Ci said, “Since cousin still needs to study, staying in an outside tent probably won’t allow for concentration. Shortly, I’ll have someone arrange a room in the traveling palace where cousin can study properly and prepare for next year’s autumn examinations.”

Lady Wang was delighted to hear this and immediately said nothing more, hurriedly pushing her son forward. “The Crown Princess is being so considerate to you—quickly thank Her Highness properly.”

Tan Dunzhi hastily bowed, looking at Tie Ci with bright eyes.

Tie Ci’s gaze swept over him as if he were air, nodding to Chi Xue in indication. Chi Xue, who always understood her intentions best, smiled and stepped forward to escort the group away.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly, thinking everyone has a few top-quality relatives.

Being poor was fine, having low status was fine, even not knowing etiquette was fine, but the worst were those with small vision but big schemes, shallow eye sockets trying to contain ambitions and desires vast as mountains and seas.

Worse yet, they were respected relatives of low standing. The lower their position, the less she could slight them, or the censors would cause an uproar in court again over impeaching her.

Suddenly seeing the girl who had stood silently behind Lady Wang earlier—apparently her cousin—turn back and run toward her, Tie Ci had to stop.

This seemed to be the second branch’s youngest daughter? Tie Ci remembered she was called Xiuyue.

“Cousin Xiuyue, is there something?”

Tan Xiuyue stood still, eyes slightly lowered looking at the ground, not speaking for quite a while.

Tie Ci grew somewhat impatient—she still had many memorials to review.

Xiao Chongzi smiled, “Miss Cousin, it’s late. If you have something inconvenient to say, perhaps speak tomorrow instead.”

Tan Xiuyue scraped at the ground with her toe, still dithering. Tie Ci turned to Xiao Chongzi, “Since cousin doesn’t want to speak, you stay here to await Miss Cousin’s instructions. I’ll go in first.”

Tan Xiuyue said hastily, “No, I want to say it. I… I can only tell Your Highness.”

Tie Ci looked at her with a smile.

Well, speak then.

Just how hard was this to say? Her toe was about to scrape out a whole Ruixiang Hall.

“I just wanted to ask… to ask Your Highness… that gentleman who was cooking soup earlier… is he from your palace? Is he in your palace now…”

Tie Ci paused, then realized—wasn’t she talking about Murong Yi?

This girl had taken a fancy to Murong Yi?

That wasn’t strange—after all, Murong Yi’s face was a trouble-making face.

A girl from a small county in Western Province, suddenly seeing such a person, would be strange if she didn’t like him.

This girl was clingy by nature but quite bold—after hearing Murong Yi tell her aunt that he was Tie Ci’s man, she actually ran to ask about him.

Tie Ci wasn’t angry or jealous—with someone like Murong Yi, such things were inevitable, and she couldn’t get jealous over everything.

Young ladies being infatuated with handsome faces was perfectly reasonable. She wouldn’t blame Tan Xiuyue for it.

The key was that she’d always believed jealousy and envy stemmed from lack of self-confidence and insecurity about one’s position.

She wasn’t afraid of all the beauties in the world flocking to Murong Yi. Who in this world could compare to her? How blind would Murong Yi have to be to choose someone else?

If one day he truly transferred his affections due to some flattery and advances, it would only prove this person wasn’t worth loving, and Tie Ci could turn away without hesitation.

But while her thinking was magnanimous and generous, she still needed to block what should be blocked.

Whether handing over her man generously, letting go in a fit of pique, or self-righteously letting irrelevant people test her man—all were foolish moves caused by insecurity.

After all, Murong Yi couldn’t be tested. If that maniac got annoyed, or wanted to demonstrate loyalty by killing someone, what then?

“Him? He’s from my palace.”

Joy bloomed in Tan Xiuyue’s eyes.

Xiao Chongzi sucked in air through his teeth.

This girl wasn’t very bright.

A young man serving in the Crown Princess’s palace—could he be normal?

Tan Xiuyue clearly had other thoughts.

“Your Highness, he’s your…”

“In my palace, naturally he’s my person.” Tie Ci smiled sweetly. “What, did this eunuch offend you? You came specially to ask about him?”

“Eunuch…” Tan Xiuyue was clearly shocked.

“Of course, at this age to serve in the inner palace, what else could he be but a eunuch?”

With just a few words, the young lady was not only shocked but devastated.

She used her toe to draw another palace with her toe at the palace gates, but ultimately couldn’t bring herself to continue asking about a eunuch, and returned dejectedly.

Tie Ci sighed—finally she could go back to work.

Soon Chi Xue returned too, telling Xiao Chongzi she had arranged Suxin Study in the northwest corner of the traveling palace for Tan Dunzhi.

Xiao Chongzi’s eyes widened. “Suxin Study is so remote! It’s far from all the palace halls, even farther from the outside camp! And I heard Suxin Study is haunted!”

“How could that be? Scholars should live somewhere quiet.” Chi Xue went to report with her gentle, gracious smile.

Remote was good. Far away meant he couldn’t come over and cause trouble.

Separating this young master from his scheming mother was also for his own good.

As for shabby and haunted—he’s a scholar, a graduate gentleman with the literary star above his head and scholarly refinement on his shoulders. What was there to fear?

…

Before sleeping that evening, Tie Ci rearranged the security for the traveling palace and camp. Qi Ling and the Capital Prefecture Guard led Capital Prefecture troops and reliable soldiers from the three main camps to garrison at the mountain’s base, with Blood Cavalry scouts patrolling. The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards with three thousand men formed the inner ring, while the traveling palace appeared to have few people but was embedded with Scorpion Camp elites.

Just as Xiao Liheng had guessed, when Tie Ci returned to the capital last time, three thousand from Blood Cavalry’s Scorpion Camp escorted her. Tie Ci rushed ahead while the rest, except for three hundred Blood Cavalry, traveled slowly. As they traveled, everyone forgot about them, but they had actually secretly entered the city in batches, taking advantage of the Spring Examination case to disperse for rescue operations, control the Imperial City, and wave after wave, assassinate Xiao Liheng.

They’d wounded Xiao Liheng so badly he was still recovering.

These three thousand were Di Yiwei’s gift to Tie Ci—the elite of the elites from Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Camp, specially protecting imperial family safety.

Tie Ci also had a small force that was Dan Ye’s gift. Among the teams assassinating Xiao Liheng, those ghostly arrows came from these Western Rong warriors, but these were even more secret weapons than Scorpion Camp—Tie Ci rarely used them.

Strength shouldn’t be easily seen through, though last time assassinating Xiao Liheng, she’d used almost everything. Old Xiao might be able to guess.

Tie Ci brought the Western Rong archers this time too, making arrangements. With all three family members present, though the danger was greater, protecting them was also safer.

Even without Murong Yi’s warning, Tie Ci wouldn’t relax her guard on this trip.

Though tomorrow’s hunt would obviously provide better opportunities for assassination, what if the opponents used reverse psychology? So tonight also required vigilance.

Late at night, Tie Ci personally led people on patrol, checking even the outside camp guards. Most tents had extinguished their lights, but one distant tent still glowed. Tie Ci knew that was Murong Yi’s tent.

Looking at his camping position, close to the guard camp and sandwiched between them, showed his father didn’t trust him.

In April, grass and trees grew lush with mountain mist. Boots on grass made soft, scattered sounds. Similar footsteps sounded nearby. Tie Ci glanced toward the shadows.

A tall shadow stretched long across the ground, extending all the way to her feet.

He didn’t approach—she was in the inner ring, he in the outer ring, accompanying her slow patrol of her land and subjects.

When the moon was high, Tie Ci waved at him from afar, signaling him to go sleep.

Murong Yi stood motionless, watching her enter the traveling palace gates.

He didn’t return to his tent, instead leaping onto a large tree near the palace entrance. Just as he was about to find the most comfortable branch to sleep and keep watch, he discovered someone was already there.

A dark, rough-skinned man held a bow, looking at him with hostility.

Murong Yi kicked the guy right out of the tree.

Obviously one of that puppy Dan Ye’s men!

Annoying!

The archer was kicked down in confusion, instinctively about to shoot back in retaliation, when Tie Ci, who had her back turned, seemed to have eyes behind her head and beckoned with her hand behind her back.

The archer had to find another tree to guard from.

Tie Ci returned to her hall to find a plate of fruit on the table. Chi Xue, who was guarding inside, said, “Princess Pingzong climbed the tree herself to pick these and nearly got bitten by insects. She said the fruit was delicious and had some sent over.”

Tie Yan had recently enfeoffed Pingzong as a princess and recognized her as his adopted daughter. Naturally she accompanied them on this trip.

The fruit was dark purple, already washed, looking fresh and appealing.

As Chi Xue was about to serve them, Tie Ci said, “Have the imperial physician test for poison.”

Chi Xue’s expression turned serious as she immediately went to summon the physician.

Dan Shuang couldn’t help saying, “But Princess Pingzong personally climbed the tree to pick these randomly…”

Implying that tree fruit, randomly picked, with a grandmaster like Pingzong present who had already eaten some while in the tree, surely posed no threat.

“Pingzong doesn’t understand poison detection, and her internal energy is too strong—she can resist most toxins. Just because she’s fine doesn’t mean others would be… Were these fruits sent to Father Emperor and Mother Consort?”

“They were sent, but His Majesty ate too much at dinner and doesn’t like sweet and sour fruit, so he immediately had them distributed to the attendants. At Noble Consort Jing’s quarters, she was sleeping early, and the maid delivering fruit didn’t dare disturb her and returned.”

Tie Ci nodded. There should be no problem, but when away from home, excessive caution was never wrong.

The imperial physician arrived and confirmed no poison. Only then did Tie Ci peel and eat one.

It was sweet, sour, and juicy with excellent flavor.

After eating one, Tie Ci paused and pointed to the remainder, “Send them over.”

Dan Shuang was puzzled—send them where, to whom?

Chapter 323: Assassination
Just as she was about to ask, Chi Xue pulled her back.

Dan Shuang understood.

Tie Ci had already risen to wash up.

Dan Shuang said to Chi Xue, “You go deliver it.”

Chi Xue smiled, “I won’t—I just ran an errand. It’s your turn now.”

Dan Shuang glared at her and picked up the plate, but couldn’t help saying, “Since ancient times, fierce women fear persistent men. Even someone as iron-hearted as the Crown Princess still can’t escape that man’s web.”

“That’s right—since ancient times, fierce women fear persistent men. The Crown Princess is like that, and aren’t you too?” Chi Xue winked at her.

Dan Shuang said coldly, “Nonsense!” and went out with the plate.

She went to the base of that tree. A face immediately peeked down from the treetop—Mu Si’s. Dan Shuang didn’t look at him, simply placed the plate at the tree’s base, said nothing, pointed up at the tree, and turned to leave.

But Mu Si caught her. Having quickly jumped down from the tree, Mu Si stared at her back and asked, “For my master? Then… is there any for me?”

Before he finished speaking, his face was already red.

Heaven knows how much courage he’d mustered, learning from his master, to say such words.

He truly admired Murong Yi—that mouth could say anything without blushing.

Dan Shuang stood sideways, head lowered looking at the ground. “Naturally there isn’t any.” She struggled to leave after speaking.

But Mu Si caught her again. Mu Si said softly, “You don’t have any for me, but I have something for you.” He pulled a fruit from his chest.

The fruit had been warmed against his chest for who knows how long—it was warm.

Mu Si’s gaze fell on Dan Shuang’s shoulder, seeing the girl’s neck white as snow, her dark, fluffy hair somewhat disheveled, scattered beside her neck, hazy as mist.

His head felt dizzy, his tongue tangled. “…This fruit looks quite pretty… oh no, tasty. You try it.”

Dan Shuang didn’t turn back, but Mu Si saw that snow-white neck suddenly flush slightly red, like morning clouds reflecting on snow.

His features wrinkled together in chagrin… what kind of words had he just said!

His grip loosened slightly. Dan Shuang’s sleeve slipped away, the fruit was accepted, but Dan Shuang still said nothing. Taking the fruit, she walked away quickly, as if afraid someone was chasing her from behind, or afraid someone would see her.

Mu Si watched her retreating figure, his lips curving upward.

A rustling sound came from overhead. Murong Yi poked out that enchanting face, saying irritably, “Seen enough? If you’ve seen enough, hurry up and bring master’s fruit up! I’ve been waiting so long the daylilies have gone cold!”

Mu Si had just brought the fruit up when Murong Yi took the entire plate. He didn’t eat, but held each fruit up to examine against the moonlight, saying as he looked, “Look at these fruits—clearly sweet and juicy. Eighteen sent these to me! I tell you, Eighteen is even sending me fruit now, so next should be…”

No one picked up his words. He turned to look—that bastard Mu Si had already run away.

Murong Yi, with no one to show off to, felt uncomfortable all over, like wearing fine clothes at night.

After smelling, sniffing, and touching the fruit for a while, he finally couldn’t resist. Carrying the fruit plate, he leaped to the neighboring tree.

The archer who had been driven away earlier was dozing in the neighboring tree. Startled by the sudden neighbor, he looked at him warily.

Murong Yi thrust the fruit plate before him. “Look, fruit the Crown Princess sent me. Pretty, right? Fragrant? Smells good? A whole plate—the Crown Princess won’t even eat them herself but wants me to eat them.”

The archer’s attention was drawn to the fruit. Having stood guard most of the night, he was somewhat thirsty and hungry. These fruits were brought for him to eat, right? Though this fellow had been rude earlier, considering he was bringing fruit now, it wasn’t unforgivable…

He reached out to grab the fruit.

The plate suddenly vanished.

Meeting his stunned gaze, Murong Yi looked innocent. “I was just showing you the fruit the Crown Princess sent me. Where did your thoughts wander?”

He jumped back to his tree with the plate.

The archer’s hand froze alone in mid-air. “…”

Wait, you went through all that trouble to jump over just to show me your fruit?

You must have some serious problem.

Only now did Murong Yi’s earlier words surface in the archer’s mind.

Sent by the Crown Princess…

The archer rolled over angrily in the tree.

The Crown Princess is blind!

Sending such a disgusting thing!

Would have been better to send to their king instead!

…

After sending the fruit, Tie Ci went to sleep.

But she didn’t sleep peacefully.

She kept dreaming of a little person carrying a plate of fruit, jumping from tree to tree, laughing in the wind, “My fruit! No one may pick my fruit!”

Half-asleep, she vaguely seemed to hear some door opening and closing sounds from the western hall’s direction. Before fully awakening, she suddenly heard a sharp, piercing whistle.

Tie Ci’s eyes snapped open.

The moment she opened her eyes, she was no longer in bed.

The next moment she was barefoot in the center of the courtyard, watching a beam of fire pierce the darkness, falling toward the main hall.

Sharp sounds followed endlessly as countless fire arrows like swift meteors shrouded the three main halls of the traveling palace.

Judging by position, the arrows came from the mountain slope across from them. Though not far from the traveling palace, that mountainside was slippery, nearly vertical, and the mountain was high and rugged—even monkeys could barely cross it. Guards clearing the area couldn’t get up there. It was hard to imagine anyone could ambush and shoot arrows from that cliff.

The cliff faced the traveling palace directly with a clear view—impossible to hide in advance. Guards would patrol constantly with torches, and their light would expose anyone on the cliff. This meant the enemy could only climb the cliff during the brief intervals between guard patrols to shoot at the traveling palace.

Such ability, such climbing skill—even Scorpion Camp couldn’t do it, let alone ordinary soldiers or assassins.

These thoughts flashed by as she turned, hearing whooshing sounds and seeing subsequent fire arrows intercepted mid-air, falling onto trees outside the traveling palace. Several figures dropped from the burning trees.

It seemed Murong Yi and Dan Ye’s people were cooperating well.

Tie Ci suddenly frowned.

Something was wrong.

Where was Pingzong? With arrows shooting at the main hall, given her temperament, a wave of her hand could extinguish them with ice and snow. How could she still see flames?

Dan Shuang ran out with her shoes, but Tie Ci couldn’t even bother with boots. Turning around, her figure flashed and she appeared at the main hall.

She immediately saw Pingzong clutching her stomach as she ran over. Behind her stood a wall of ice protecting the main hall, but the ice wall was thin—under the burning of those relentless fire arrows, it would soon melt.

Seeing Tie Ci appear, she shouted, “My stomach hurts! I need the privy! This is yours now!”

The girl, having completed her mission, ran toward the privy while casually hurling a fireball that devoured several incoming fire arrows before charging into the privy.

A figure flashed—Xia Houchun appeared. Tie Ci said, “Jie Yun Peak cliff—people must still be up there. Seal it off completely, top and bottom. Don’t let a single person escape!”

Xia Houchun took the order and left.

Guards hidden under corridors and on rooftops emerged, protecting the imperial couple into the secret chamber.

Apart from this batch of fire arrows, no subsequent assassins could charge into the traveling palace. People in the outer camp were startled—several generals rose first and struck down a passing assassin. Several others tried to circle around the camp’s edge but were shot by hidden guards.

Assassins suddenly appeared, causing outcries throughout the camp. Some rose in confusion, some hurriedly lit lamps, some frantically lifted tent flaps to escape.

But before tents could be lifted, they were held down. Before lamps could be lit, they were blown out. The sound of military boots on ground was steady and uniform as someone shouted sternly: “By order of His Majesty and the Crown Princess, we take over camp security! No one may rise, light lamps, or leave tents! Remain quietly in place. Do not move about in panic lest you become assassin targets or hostages. Crown Princess Her Highness promises that as long as you all remain in place, she will ensure the safety of all your families!”

This shout repeated three times. Everyone heard it, and the commotion gradually subsided. No one left tents to interfere with guards fighting enemies, no one cried out to affect guard judgment. Assassins lost the chance to fish in troubled waters or take hostages, while infiltrated assassins had nowhere to hide and were quickly surrounded by guards.

Only a few with superior martial arts made it to the trees outside the traveling palace. The palace walls were right before them, but there they met the true god of death.

One assassin only vaguely heard a whistle before feeling his forehead go cool and collapsing the next moment.

A fruit pit was embedded in his brow.

Another assassin had just climbed over the wall when a soft tree branch suddenly looped around his neck. With a pull and twist, by the time he fell beneath the wall, his hard neck bones had been strangled by the soft branch.

The assassination came suddenly and ended quickly.

Below Jie Yun Peak, torches lined up like daylight, illuminating the surroundings. All exits of the entire mountain were completely surrounded by Xia Houchun’s order.

In the firelight, having confirmed the traveling palace was safe, Tie Ci rushed down the mountain.

Passing through the camp, countless people quietly lifted tent corners, watching the Crown Princess pass calmly through the camp with guards in neat formation, heading straight ahead. Behind her, the traveling palace fire still burned, reflecting the cold gleam of the Yuan Tie sword in her palm, her clear jawline and painted features seeming to glow.

Veteran ministers felt moved, while young men and women felt their blood boil.

Where the Crown Princess was present, people seemed to feel infinite security—no fear of giant waves or storms.

How fortunate Great Qian was to have such a future ruler.

Footsteps came and went in unison. Even the assassins’ corpses were quickly removed. Many ministers walked out of their tents relaxed, watching the Crown Princess’s retreating figure heading toward Jie Yun Peak, their expressions quietly changing.

Rong Luchuan stood in the shadows, expressionless as he watched toward Jie Yun Peak.

Rong Pu silently approached behind him and suddenly said, “Are you disappointed?”

Rong Luchuan slowly turned back without showing surprise. “Lianzi, what are you saying?”

Rong Pu smiled nonchalantly. “I’m glad grandfather is all right.”

Rong Luchuan gazed deeply at him. “Lianzi, you suspect grandfather.”

He spoke with certainty, so Rong Pu didn’t deny it, saying calmly, “The hunting area was cleared three times beforehand. The camp location was temporarily designated by the Crown Princess. All security was personally arranged by the Crown Princess. Though Jie Yun Peak is distant and treacherous, the Crown Princess couldn’t have failed to inspect it beforehand. Additionally, grandson heard that Princess Pingzong seemed poisoned… Grandfather, tonight’s series of events would be impossible without internal coordination and arrangement.”

Rong Luchuan said flatly, “All court officials are present, plus the Xiao clan who are even more at odds with the imperial family. Yet you suspect grandfather. Lianzi, did the Rong family’s water and rice raise you with a rebellious nature?”

Rong Pu smiled with a sigh. “Grandfather, I hope more than anyone it isn’t you. The Rong family’s water and rice raised me, and I hope more than anyone that nothing happens to the Rong family.”

“If you continue wild speculation, the Rong family really will have problems.”

“Whatever grandson speculates, I only speak before you. But grandson must remind you—what grandson can guess, the Crown Princess can certainly guess too.”

“Lianzi, have you considered that once the Crown Princess gains power, she absolutely cannot tolerate the Xiao family and Rong family?”

“Why?”

“Because this half-lifetime of puppet existence has driven the imperial father and daughter’s desire for power and freedom to extremes. Once they hold power, they will never again allow anyone to interfere. The all-powerful Xiao family will be first, the Rong family controlling civilian officials will be second.”

“Then relinquish power. The Crown Princess isn’t one to eliminate useful officials. If our Rong family retreats from the rapids and assists wholeheartedly, the Crown Princess will surely not hold grudges and grant grandfather a lifetime of harmonious ruler-minister relations.”

Rong Luchuan smiled.

Without power in hand, one becomes meat for slaughter, with no self-protection when giant waves strike.

Moreover, with a great ship ahead carrying countless passengers, could one simply disembark at will?

After disembarking, being capsized by the bow was also possible.

But there was no need to say more.

Lianzi had previously been little involved in family affairs due to his poor health. He had planned to wait until Lianzi married, had children, and grew stronger before careful planning.

Now grandfather and grandson had chosen different paths—neither could convince the other.

So be it.

He turned back, looking at Rong Pu. “Since you’ve chosen to serve the Crown Princess loyally, do it well. But our Rong family cannot follow you in betting everything on one person.”

If the Crown Princess could marry Lianzi, he would be willing to try.

But he had confirmed the Crown Princess would not marry Lianzi.

Instead, she was entangled with that new heir from Liaodong.

Lianzi trusted the Crown Princess completely, always feeling the Crown Princess was uncommonly clear-headed and intelligent.

He didn’t consider that abandoning the Rong family, abandoning the loyal Rong Pu, to choose that treacherous rebel—such a master’s clarity was limited.

Many things involving personal emotions would limit vision and affect judgment. Lianzi was like this, and so was the Crown Princess.

All young people.

He gently patted Rong Pu’s shoulder and walked away.

Rong Pu remained standing, looking down at the wild grass at his feet.

Attempting to have a proper talk with grandfather had ultimately failed.

He guessed that even if grandfather was involved in this matter, he wouldn’t be deeply involved. Grandfather was always like this—disliking to lead conflicts, preferring to sit on fences and watch the wind.

But if one day the wind suddenly grew fierce, even scattered feathers could be swept skyward.

…

When Tie Ci reached the base of Jie Yun Peak, Xia Houchun had completed the complete encirclement. All around was like an iron barrel. In the torchlight, several small black dots on the cliff had no escape.

However, just as Tie Ci stood firm, those small black dots on the cliff suddenly shouted in unison: “Avenge our Liaodong brothers who died in battle!” They all leaped together.

Cries of alarm rose.

After a moment, mud and dust scattered as several people crashed in the army’s center, becoming corpses.

Those archers trapped on the cliff—none escaped, all jumped to their deaths.

Some observing generals, hearing that final shout, immediately began cursing.

“Liaodong has grown bold! A mere rebel—we of Great Qian haven’t even sent troops to punish them, yet they dare come for revenge!”

“Request orders from the Crown Princess to destroy them!”

Tie Yan, arriving a step later, also showed anger.

Tie Ci’s expression darkened.

Crude framing, but she couldn’t rush to clarify now, or it might be used against her in future confrontations.

She turned to Xia Houchun, who shook his head slightly. “Ten assassins total—five held Jie Yun Peak cliff shooting arrows, the other five infiltrated the camp under arrow cover. All ten are now dead. Additionally… people were found missing or dead by suicide in both camp and traveling palace, including guards and attendants.”

Tie Ci laughed coldly.

Very good, very ruthless.

Knowing they’d face post-incident investigation, they simply cut all leads.

She should appreciate being held in such regard—knowing that once someone became an inside agent, they couldn’t escape.

“List those missing or dead by suicide. Continue investigating their daily activities and associations after returning to the capital.”

“Yes.”

Tie Ci had the Emperor return to rest while she went to examine the corpses. Crouching down to carefully examine these assassins’ hands and feet, she said, “Not Liaodong people.”

“These people have rough, dark skin and wear rather heavy clothing, obviously poor cold resistance—they should have long lived in hot, sun-exposed places.”

“Many calluses on hands and feet, flat and wide feet, indicating frequent barefoot walking. From their ability to quickly climb Jie Yun Peak, they obviously live in mountainous areas where climbing peaks and crossing ridges is routine.”

“The capital has no such talents. These people’s appearance also doesn’t seem like inland natives,” Xia Houchun continued.

The two exchanged glances, the same words passing through both their minds. Tie Ci then shook her head. “Something’s strange.”

“What does Your Highness mean?”

“If it’s really that party, the scale seems too small, the numbers too few.” Tie Ci looked toward the thick darkness ahead. “Making such a fuss, sacrificing so many hidden agents, just for this one assassination attempt?”

Xia Houchun shook his head dismissively. “That’s because Your Highness is powerful and well-prepared! With Your Highness so thoroughly prepared, the enemy could still deploy so many inside agents, attack from Jie Yun Peak, and nearly reach the traveling palace’s main hall. In the past, such an operation would have succeeded long ago!”

Tie Ci thought about it—this assassination couldn’t be called unprepared or weak. It was just that her side was impregnable with many experts.

Xia Houchun looked relaxed. With the assassination failed, his anxious heart could finally rest.

He urged Tie Ci to return early for rest—tomorrow there was still hunting.

Tie Ci gave a few more instructions before walking back. Passing the camp, she saw the tents quiet, some already producing snoring sounds, and couldn’t help but smile in comfort.

To let ministers feel secure, let people sleep peacefully, let the realm be stable—this was the kind of ruler she wanted to be.

Passing the large tree at the traveling palace entrance, she saw the tree burned down to half its original size.

She paused beneath the tree, her eyes sweeping around but not seeing Murong Yi’s figure.

So her steps slowed.

Chapter 324: Are They All Devils?
Suddenly she saw Mu Si emerge from behind a nearby tree, walking toward her with a grave expression. Tie Ci’s heart jumped and she instinctively stopped.

Was he injured?

Mu Si walked up to her and stopped. Tie Ci looked at him, he looked at Tie Ci. The two stared at each other for a long while. Just as Tie Ci was about to ask, Mu Si suddenly threw his hand up, cursed something at the sky, and walked away.

Tie Ci also silently looked up at the sky.

No need to ask—that scoundrel must have forced Mu Si to falsely report military intelligence, pretend to be injured or something. Mu Si couldn’t bring himself to do it and angrily betrayed his master.

Good for him. What kind of nonsense was that master thinking all day?

Tie Ci couldn’t be bothered with Murong Yi and turned to leave, but Murong Yi swept out from behind the tree and caught her sleeve. “Hey, don’t go! I’m injured, I’m really injured!”

He lowered his head and searched all over his body for wounds that may or may not exist.

Tie Ci: “If you don’t let go, you might actually get injured.”

“Go ahead and hit me,” Murong Yi said. “I love seeing you throw little tantrums. That’s when you have the most human touch—it makes me feel you’re my Ye Shiba, not the world’s Crown Princess.”

Tie Ci had intended to retort, but hearing that last sentence, her heart stirred and she quietly swallowed back what she’d planned to say.

Yes, in caring for this world, she owed him.

Since that was so, let him throw tantrums, cause trouble, and act up as he pleased.

“Why do you smell so bad—all blood and burnt?” she said. “Go take a bath. There are hot springs in the Jie Yun Peak mountains. I’ll tell Xia Hou to let you go.”

“I’ll go if you come with me.”

“Then forget it.”

“Fine, fine, I’ll go. But you see me off partway,” Murong Yi said shamelessly. “I’m afraid of the dark.”

Tie Ci laughed and beckoned over two lanterns, stuffing them into his back collar. “Now you’re not afraid—like a firefly.”

Through the crack in the traveling palace gates, she saw Father Emperor pacing inside, looking like he had something to discuss with her.

Abandoning the firefly, she entered. Tie Yan was indeed circling the courtyard. Seeing her, he waved. “Child, come here. Father has something to ask you.”

Father and daughter returned to the sleeping quarters. Seated in the hall with attendants dismissed, Tie Yan immediately asked, “I just remembered something.”

Tie Ci had a vague sense of what he wanted to ask.

“Yesterday’s dancer previously said he accompanied you at Yue Li Academy, spending lavishly—not from an ordinary family. Earlier at court, the Grand Tutor mentioned in passing that Prince Da’an’s heir had once disguised himself at Yue Li Academy to study with you… I was habitually dozing then, but suddenly remembered today… This person wouldn’t be Prince Da’an’s heir, would he?”

Tie Ci was briefly silent, then said, “Yes.”

Tie Yan’s eyes widened slightly. After a long moment, he exclaimed in amazement, “What nerve!”

Tie Ci thought this was nothing—if you haven’t seen anything yet, there’s no limit to how nervy, only more so.

After thinking, he said, “I originally saw his feelings for you seemed genuine and considered letting him participate in the hunt to earn some merit, then naturally assign him to escort you to Yannan. With this identity, how can that work?”

Only now did Tie Ci understand how Murong Yi could brazenly follow along—her old father had wanted to recruit a free bodyguard.

Tie Yan frowned. “Since that’s the case…”

Tie Ci couldn’t help saying, “Father Emperor, actually whether you allow him to come or not, whether you let him follow or not, he’ll come and follow anyway. There’s really no difference.”

Tie Yan said, “I knew this kid was thick-skinned and persistent!”

Tie Ci smiled.

Tie Yan observed her expression and probed, “I’m afraid he might harm you…”

“He won’t.”

Tie Yan, who was about to drink tea, choked and coughed.

So decisive.

These feelings ran deeper than he’d imagined.

“…He is after all an enemy nation’s heir. We just fought a great battle with them. With him lingering here, our traveling palace’s safety…”

Tie Ci pondered briefly. “Also won’t be a problem.”

Tie Yan set down his teacup with a snap.

Well now, his steady and cautious daughter was actually vouching for an enemy nation’s heir.

He’d never imagined his step-by-step careful daughter would one day guarantee an enemy.

He stared at Tie Ci, who smiled gently.

Suddenly she remembered that day’s palace dance when he stood on the great drum, holding a golden bow aimed at her.

His lips moved, silently asking, “Do you trust me?”

She did trust him.

Had always trusted him.

Tie Yan was shocked to discover a hint of dreamy enchantment in his daughter’s usually calm and composed features, as if she’d suddenly thought of something extremely wonderful.

What was she thinking of? Getting all dreamy-eyed in front of her old father?

His expression grew even more serious. After thinking, he said, “I’ve vaguely heard this person is quite rebellious, often acting unexpectedly. If he’s so ardent toward you, wanting to become your prince consort, what about Liaodong? Does he plan to offer it up? If he can agree before Father Emperor to offer up Liaodong, Father Emperor will fully support you two!”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said, “If he successfully becomes King of Liaodong in future and willingly submits to the court, that would naturally be best. But I don’t want Father Emperor to make this a condition for him and me being together now. Even less do I want Father Emperor to pressure him with this.”

Whether Liaodong was offered or not was Murong Yi’s freedom—it shouldn’t be used as marriage currency. If Murong Yi was willing to offer it in future, fine; if unwilling, she’d take it back herself.

Adding any transaction to matters of love would corrupt them.

She was even less willing for such conditions to bring danger to Murong Yi’s future.

She’d witnessed firsthand what kind of person Prince Da’an was. Murong Yi currently being heir didn’t mean he was safe from now on, nor that Liaodong would definitely fall into his hands.

Her previous coolness toward him, unwillingness to get close—wasn’t it partly from fear that news would reach Prince Da’an and prompt another life-or-death coercion?

Tie Yan fell silent.

He felt things were getting a bit troublesome.

He’d always felt Tie Ci was a worry-free daughter who from childhood, due to life’s heavy pressures, was extremely sensible. Unlike her mother, she clearly knew what should and shouldn’t be done, clearly knew what she wanted and what should be decisively abandoned.

He’d never imagined that in emotional matters, Tie Ci would make the most indulgent choice of her life.

But calling her irrational seemed somewhat dishonest. She’d never let this choice affect any grand plans, nor would she abandon any pursuits because of it. Emotion, nation, and duty seemed compartmentalized in her—she tried desperately to protect each area, striving to maintain perfection.

But could she really manage it?

Even if she could, could that heir manage it?

That one looked dissolute and unrestrained. Propriety, rules, national and family laws might just be passing wind to him. Such a person was too dangerous.

Choosing such a person was extremely disadvantageous for Tie Ci. What about court resistance? One careless move could destroy everything she’d worked for.

He instinctively wanted to voice opposition, but seeing Tie Ci’s expression, he swallowed the words back.

Speaking would be useless anyway.

This child had been willful since childhood, let alone now.

Should he cry and beg?

She might humor him, then do as she pleased.

His Imperial Majesty sighed worriedly and confirmed again, “Really won’t harm you?”

“I guarantee it with Great Qian.”

“That’s not necessary.” Tie Yan closed his eyes and decided to pretend he knew nothing.

“Let’s act like nothing was said tonight. Since you say it’s fine, and this person probably can’t be driven away anyway, let him follow. If tomorrow’s hunt goes well, I’ll simply issue an open decree giving him a guard position to escort you to Yannan.” As Tie Yan spoke, he actually grew excited. “If Prince Da’an ever learns his heir became an official of our Great Qian, following behind our Crown Princess as attendant, I wonder what his expression would be, hahaha…”

Tie Ci was speechless.

His Imperial Majesty harbored deep resentment toward Liaodong.

Even resorting to psychological victory methods.

Always thinking of gaining the upper hand, never considering that if it really happened, Great Qian would be the one at a loss!

…

The next day at dawn, everyone rose.

The Crown Princess set the hunting time very early—since this was exercise, naturally no sleeping in.

The young masters yawned as they got up, washing their faces with ice-cold mountain spring water, shivering from the cold. Before their complaints could emerge, they received kicks from their fathers.

“No grumbling! Hurry up and get ready! You must perform well today!”

The capital’s young men rolled their eyes. Perform? Perform what? What good would performing well do? Compete to be Crown Princess’s male consorts? Hunt ten animals, become Empress; hunt eight, become Noble Consort?

Grumbling aside, young people were naturally competitive. In such circumstances, performing too poorly would embarrass their fathers and ruin their own future prospects. All dressed properly and assembled on the field.

They thought they’d arrived quite early, but found Tie Ci already waiting on the field—hair tied high, in riding clothes, with dawn’s radiance behind her, as dashing as wind sweeping through these mountains.

Everyone recalled that while falling asleep in their tents the night before, they’d seemed to hear the Crown Princess conducting midnight patrols.

They also remembered when the traveling palace caught fire and the Emperor was attacked—a single statement from the Crown Princess’s subordinates had calmed the entire camp, preventing disaster.

Such a major incident would normally have disturbed the entire night and canceled the hunt, yet this time, they could sleep peacefully.

Murong Yi was also in the crowd, in black riding clothes fitted to show his slim, flexible waist and beautiful shoulder lines. His limbs were long and graceful, his face startlingly beautiful as pomegranate flowers, his glances radiant. All the ladies and young misses in the field couldn’t help staring at him.

The Emperor sat in the place of honor, also watching him. Though this person stood in a corner, all the radiance seemed concentrated where he was. The surrounding capital young men were all handsome, yet now seemed dim and lackluster in comparison.

Male beauty could also be called peerless—no wonder he’d bewitched their Crown Princess.

Looking at Murong Yi, then at Tie Ci, then at those young masters, the Emperor sighed.

Never mind Tie Ci not favoring them—even he suddenly felt they weren’t worthy!

His Imperial Majesty worried while satisfyingly looking between the two repeatedly.

Murong Yi noticed and turned to smile at the Emperor—that smile full of admiration, affection, and respect. His Imperial Majesty had rarely seen such expressions in his lifetime and momentarily softened.

Then he realized—this little scoundrel was trying to bewitch him too!

In comparison, his Crown Princess seemed a bit obtuse…

The Emperor’s uncontrollable gaze was quickly caught by ministers, and various young masters also noticed. Those with bad tempers snorted coldly, those with better temperaments silently rode a few steps away. Soon Murong Yi was even more isolated.

He wasn’t angry, smiling as he surveyed the crowd.

Look at these little scoundrels—claiming they weren’t interested in the imperial family, yet each dressed to the nines with fine bows and arrows, strutting like peacocks. Deep down, weren’t they still hoping to perform well and maybe snatch the position of Crown Princess’s fiancé?

Today, he, Murong Yi, would fulfill their wishes!

Not far from him stood Tan Dunzhi, also alone. The capital young men were all well-informed and shrewd, knowing that though Noble Consort Jing’s status was important, neither Emperor nor Crown Princess intended to elevate her family or herself—otherwise she’d have received a title years ago.

Now this family borrowed the Crown Princess’s birthday to come to the capital, pushing forward before the Crown Princess. Though they were competitors among themselves, they looked down even more on country bumpkins with delusions of social climbing.

Tan Dunzhi’s several attempts at conversation met cold reception. Gradually understanding, his face flushed red as he shrank to one side.

The Crown Princess personally gave instructions—simple ones. Enter the mountains to hunt for one day, must return to camp before sunset. Prey would be ranked by quality and quantity, with rewards for top performers.

The rewards came from the Crown Princess’s own funds—not gold, silver, or jewels, but quite unique. Things like a set of Ziyang rare stones carved by the Crown Princess herself, a bushel of sea pearls personally collected by the Crown Princess, a Yuan Tie dagger personally forged by the Crown Princess. Not necessarily precious, but extraordinarily meaningful.

The key was this meaning was somewhat ambiguous—why were they all personally made by the Crown Princess?

Were these suitable for young masters not yet in court?

Listening, everyone began calculating.

Previously during hunts, they’d generally just competed for first place, with the imperial family setting a prize for the winner. Today there would be rankings—ranking what? As future reference for official appointments, or as hierarchy judgment for Crown Princess’s consorts like Bright Consorts and Noble Ladies?

Quite thought-provoking.

These days, once rankings were established, things easily became competitive—regardless of truth or what was actually being ranked, since there was ranking, it must relate to certain benefits, so it must be contested!

Many rubbed their hands eagerly.

However, several big shots’ families didn’t see it that way. Marquis Duanyang and several Grand Academicians told their young relatives not to be too competitive—the Crown Princess seemed virtuous but was actually devious. They feared she had some scheme, so passing grades would suffice.

These scions of noble families, conscious of their excellent backgrounds and bright futures, weren’t willing to become Crown Princess consorts anyway, so they all agreed docilely.

Tan Dunzhi looked enviously at those displayed rewards, then at his own ordinary bow and arrows, lowering his gaze.

The family’s finances had been damaged considerably by Second Uncle’s business losses. Though recently helped by someone and improved, they still couldn’t afford fine bows and good arrows.

His cousin and uncle-in-law too—their own relative, yet didn’t know to prepare better bows and horses.

Watching everyone ride into the mountain forests, he sighed and lazily urged his horse forward.

His archery wasn’t skilled anyway—don’t think too much, just wander nearby and return.

No prize didn’t matter. Mother said the Crown Princess was his cousin—close to the water tower, she’d find a way for him.

Suddenly a pleasant, gentle voice beside him said, “Brother, shall we travel together?”

He looked up to see that beautiful man—the one who’d fed him soup that evening.

Though he’d been embarrassed by this person, the man’s radiance was overwhelming, making others feel ashamed. He hadn’t dared approach before, never expecting the other to initiate conversation.

Murong Yi smiled and cupped his hands. “Not knowing Master Tan’s graduate status last night, I was somewhat rude. Today I specifically come to apologize to Young Master Tan, hoping for your forgiveness.”

Tan Dunzhi raised his chin, faint pride rising in his heart.

He knew his family background and graduate status would eventually be valued by someone.

In Tan Dunzhi’s daily small city of barely ten thousand people, graduates were extremely rare. When he passed the provincial examination, everyone locally flattered and revered him. He’d always felt this was an extremely remarkable achievement.

Arriving in the capital now, he hadn’t yet witnessed the capital’s prosperity and talent. His pride remained, feeling these officials’ sons had no scholarly achievements—just relying on their fathers’ high positions. Naturally somewhat resentful, yet with underlying inferiority due to circumstantial differences. Seeing someone apologize and befriend him, his eyes immediately lit up, though he maintained restraint with a light “Mm.”

After the “Mm,” fearing he seemed too cold and his only potential friend would leave, he quickly nodded.

The other seemed unconcerned, pointing at Tie Ci’s figure already disappeared into the forest. “Let’s follow Her Highness’s route first. Her Highness’s archery is superb—we’ll secretly follow and pick up a few kills. Her Highness surely won’t mind, so we’ll have prey to show.”

Tan Dunzhi thought this an excellent idea and quickly nodded.

Just as they were about to proceed, a young lady came running with a small basket, rushing before their horses.

She nearly collided with their horses’ hooves. Tan Dunzhi quickly reined in. “Fourth Sister, what’s wrong?”

Tan Xiuyue ranked fourth among the girls in the family. Looking up with a flushed face, she said, “Second Brother will be hunting all day—sister prepared some pastries for you.”

Tan Dunzhi looked puzzled. “I brought dried rations. Besides, if you wanted to give pastries, why not this morning?” Looking down at the tiny basket, he was even more surprised. “These look like this morning’s leftovers—just a few pieces. How could that be enough?”

Tan Xiuyue’s raised hand stiffened, giving Second Brother a resentful look.

Second Brother had read himself stupid!

She had to persist, saying, “Since brother doesn’t need them, then this gentleman…”

Murong Yi didn’t even glance at her offered basket, smiling, “Sorry, I don’t want leftovers.”

Whether he meant the person or the pastries was unclear.

He lightly turned his horse’s head and passed by Tan Xiuyue, never giving her even peripheral vision throughout.

Tan Xiuyue’s stiff hand took a long time to lower.

She bit her lower lip, looking toward the forest direction, asking her attending maid dejectedly, “This gentleman—does he dislike… the pastries?”

The maid was from Ruixiang Hall—Tie Ci had assigned her own people to serve this family. This girl’s deliberately cut boy’s hairstyle from last time hadn’t grown back yet. She wore an odd short ponytail, thinking herself unique as she raised her chin proudly. Hearing this young miss’s dejected words, she smiled unmovedly and said gently, “Exactly.”

Not only does he dislike the pastries—he dislikes you too.

Tan Xiuyue: “…”

Are all the people in cousin’s palace devils?

…

Chapter 325: Hearts in Harmony
Murong Yi and Tan Dunzhi entered the forest. Tie Ci ahead had already gone far.

Tan Dunzhi felt quite dejected. After searching the forest for a while without finding any prey dropped by the Crown Princess, he became even more dispirited.

Murong Yi maintained his nonchalant appearance, casually galloping forward. Suddenly looking up, he drew his bow from behind while in motion, nocked an arrow, and shot. The arrow flew like streaming light with a whoosh, and something in the distance fell to the ground with a thud.

Tan Dunzhi exclaimed joyfully, “Hit!” and rushed over to collect it.

Simultaneously, cheers arose from the forest across the way as a large group rushed over. The leader cracked his whip and snatched the deer from Tan Dunzhi’s hands, saying, “Who’s this? Stealing our prey?”

Tan Dunzhi quickly withdrew his hands, pointing to the arrow in the deer’s eye. “We shot the deer in a vital spot…”

The richly dressed young man said arrogantly, “Just because you say so doesn’t make it yours! Call to it and see if it answers!”

Tan Dunzhi angrily said, “How can you be so unreasonable!”

The group of young men burst into mocking laughter. One said, “Reasonable? You country bumpkin, talking reason with us?”

“What country bumpkin? I’m a provincial graduate…”

“Oh, a provincial graduate!” The richly dressed youth turned to a young man beside him. “Brother Li, that new guest scholar at your house—wasn’t he a provincial graduate?”

“Hardly,” the youth surnamed Li said languidly. “He passed the metropolitan examinations. Made some minor mistake and didn’t become an official. What’s a provincial graduate anyway?”

Tan Dunzhi’s pale face turned red, then blue.

“You dare insult the Crown Princess’s cousin…”

“Oh, the Crown Princess’s cousin—our apologies.” The richly dressed youth gave an exaggerated bow with mock deference. His whip coiled around the deer. “Let’s go.”

Tan Dunzhi found their attitude detestable and wanted to block them and curse, but seeing the whip, he stood frozen in place.

Suddenly a figure swept past him.

Then with a smack, the richly dressed youth fell to the ground, the deer dropped too, and the deer’s rump perfectly plugged his mouth.

The other youths were shocked and furious. Relying on their numbers, they cursed about who dared be so arrogant and rushed forward together.

Murong Yi moved like threading flowers—after several exchanges and a series of smacks, a pile lay on the ground. He stepped on the richly dressed youth’s face, cleaning both sides of his boots before smiling cheerfully, “Hey, still stealing or not?”

The richly dressed youth propped himself up halfway and angrily demanded, “What thing are you? How dare you ambush us! State your name!”

The youth surnamed Li nearby, covering his face, said, “Don’t tell me you’re also some Crown Princess’s cousin or something? Don’t you lot ruin the Crown Princess’s reputation!”

Murong Yi smiled and said, “What are you saying? I’m the Crown Princess’s hus—”

Before he finished, a rider approached—white clothes, white horse, a jade brush-pen at the waist drawing a pure white arc in the sunlight.

“—her servant!” Murong Yi grandly corrected himself.

When Tie Ci arrived, she heard exactly this sentence and wondered when he’d become so modest.

The youths groaning on the ground perked up seeing the Crown Princess arrive, ready to complain, thinking the Crown Princess was always fair and wouldn’t show favoritism even to her beloved attendants.

But before they could speak, Murong Yi was already saying, “Your Highness! They beat me! And stole my deer!”

The youths: “…”

Wait, how can you have the nerve to say you were beaten while looking at us all bruised and battered?

The young masters looked hopefully at Tie Ci—this was so obvious, surely she could see the villain complaining first? She’d certainly enforce justice impartially and severely punish that little scoundrel, right?

The just, benevolent, wise, selfless Crown Princess Her Highness glanced at the scene, nodded, and said amiably, “Gentlemen, please value harmony. Do not fight or compete, lest I not know whether to inform your elders, making things difficult for everyone.”

She glanced at Murong Yi, who smiled at her knowingly.

Tie Ci turned her horse and left.

The young masters fell into confusion.

What did Her Highness say?

Weren’t we the ones beaten?

Weren’t we the ones bullied?

Why did the Crown Princess act like she didn’t see anything and threaten us to accept it ourselves, or she’d tell our parents?

Crown Princess, where is your heart?

Did it go off to Yongping?

…

Due to this beating with no recourse, the young masters reached consensus—there was a tremendously strong bastard in this forest, and the Crown Princess was biased.

Therefore they decided to change from individual hunting to small group cooperative hunting.

To avoid being isolated and taken advantage of.

As for rankings, they’d originally followed their family bosses’ advice to be casual about it, but now their competitive spirit was aroused—they wanted to impress the biased Crown Princess.

The imperial hunting ground covered ten thousand acres with three mountain peaks, thousands of acres of dense forest, and training grounds. The main peak, Yinshui Mountain, had the most game and most complex terrain. Everyone wanted both cooperation and good rankings, so competition was fierce beneath the surface.

Simultaneously, everyone agreed to corner as much game as possible, leaving that pretty bastard with nothing.

Therefore in the subsequent hunt, those who’d been humiliated—Marquis Duanyang’s heir, Academician Li’s son, and others—specifically sent people to secretly watch Murong Yi. Wherever he hunted, they followed from afar. When game appeared, they struck first. If he got there first, they created diversions to distract and steal his prey, grabbing and running without lingering. After all, they couldn’t beat him, and the Crown Princess was biased.

So Tan Dunzhi discovered that though Murong Yi’s archery was clearly excellent, he could never hit prey. Even when he did, by the time they rushed over to collect it, the game was always gone.

Even he noticed this strange situation, sensing movement all around. But when he mentioned it to Murong Yi, Murong Yi just smiled and waved his bow carelessly, saying, “Where? We’re just having bad luck temporarily. Let’s try another path.”

Looking back at the mountain path they’d traveled, Tan Dunzhi saw some scattered bloodstains in the green grass turned by hooves, with flattened grass beside the blood. If he remembered correctly, those should be traces from a shot pheasant and rabbit.

Was this person’s brain damaged? Couldn’t he remember his own arrows?

Tan Dunzhi followed with puzzlement, watching as more and more game appeared and the thieves grew bolder, while Murong Yi acted like a dementia patient—just shooting without collecting.

Murong Yi continued racing through the mountains, specifically choosing places with human traces. He’d arrive, shoot wildly, then run off, his movements increasingly crisp and efficient. The people stealing his game grew bolder too, almost following directly behind his horse to collect. Tan Dunzhi even heard two people snickering behind them, saying he must be an idiot.

Tan Dunzhi had originally wanted to follow for some benefit but grew increasingly disappointed. He reined in his horse, not wanting to follow this fool anymore.

But though this person seemed deaf and mute about hitting prey, he was now excessively sharp-eared and eagle-eyed. As soon as Tan Dunzhi’s horse slowed, Murong Yi turned back, saying warmly, “Brother Tan, why aren’t you moving? Hurry, hurry—maybe we’ll catch up to the Crown Princess ahead.”

Tan Dunzhi found his tone warm but his eyes coldly gleaming in the deep forest shadows like a smiling death god wanting to trick people into becoming meat buns.

Tan Dunzhi wanted to run even more.

But he couldn’t escape. Murong Yi grabbed his reins with one hand and forcibly dragged the terrified graduate gentleman along.

In the dense forest with towering trees, brushwood reached waist-high, giant branches crisscrossed, fragmenting the bright sunlight.

Behind the brush, someone watched Tan Dunzhi’s galloping figure with regret, grinding their teeth and pressing down. The cold gleam being drawn from their waist sheathed back.

…

Tan Dunzhi followed Murong Yi around all day. Eventually, he grew numb.

He felt this person seemed to be going in circles—circles with increasing numbers of young masters. Using his peerless archery, endless game, and dementia-like memory, he attracted those young masters to stop hunting themselves and just follow him collecting prey. All day long, working themselves to death feeding all the capital’s young men while his own horse carried nothing.

Those brazen parasites rushed from all directions, following Murong Yi around Duanshui Mountain, cheerfully dividing his game while openly discussing these two idiots.

Tan Dunzhi tried several times to leave this bizarre atmosphere—better to return to camp alone and be mocked—but was firmly tethered behind the “enthusiastic” Murong Yi, forced to become half of a pair of fools.

He barely endured until sunset, returning empty-handed with Murong Yi. Before they even left the forest, they heard cheers and counting ahead—that scavenging army had returned victorious with full loads to claim the prey.

On the field, the Emperor and ministers had been waiting, passing time discussing politics. The Emperor mentioned the Crown Princess’s upcoming southern tour to Yannan and matters of guard numbers and selection. Everyone expressed that accompanying the Crown Princess south was a glorious ancestral honor bearing important responsibility for protecting the heir apparent. Only loyal, reliable, talented individuals should be selected. Speaking earnestly, the old fox Grand Academician Chang even declared that if not for his advanced age that might burden the Crown Princess, he would certainly volunteer to see southern scenery while advising the Crown Princess.

Everyone nodded frequently while inwardly despising him—old fox, you’re only saying this because you know you’d never be chosen anyway!

Seeing the Emperor’s mysterious delight, they all expressed similar sentiments. After all, verbal favors cost nothing.

Finally they agreed the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards would naturally select elites, while for others, everyone enthusiastically recommended people they disliked.

Just then, the hunters returned. Laughter and chatter carried from far away. Everyone perked up, saying this looked like a full harvest.

Several big shots smiled without speaking, thinking they wouldn’t join such excitement.

The Emperor, seeing everyone returned safely, relaxed, thinking he’d been worried about incidents but was overthinking.

He saw Tie Ci gallop out last, spiritedly giving him a reassuring gesture—clearly Tie Ci had also relaxed.

Game piled mountain-high on the field, with Xia Houchun and the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards counting.

“Li Yuncheng, nineteen head. One wild boar, two deer, various rabbits and pheasants!”

“Feng Huan, seventeen head. One deer, three roe deer, seven muntjacs, various rabbits and pheasants!”

“Chang Qianmo, sixteen head. One wild boar, one deer, two roe deer, various rabbits and pheasants!”

“…”

Thunderous applause arose.

But Marquis Duanyang and Academicians Chang and Li’s faces changed slightly.

Hadn’t they agreed not to stand out?

How did they hunt so much?

They knew their own children—they couldn’t hunt this much themselves!

Marquis Duanyang was a military official related by marriage to the Rong family. Grand Academician Chang, famous for avoiding court conflicts, was a renowned fence-sitter. Academician Li was a loyal ally of the Xiao clan. These families had no intention of befriending the imperial family, nor could they. Whether Crown Princess’s prizes, imperial favor, or even the Crown Princess’s consorts—they wanted no part of it, specifically instructing their children not to stand out too much.

After all, getting too close made future actions difficult. If bound by the Crown Princess, should they accept or refuse?

They’d thought it was just an empty warning since their children couldn’t excel anyway.

Who knew they’d made the top three!

The three big shots watched with complex expressions as their children advanced with other high achievers to receive the Crown Princess’s praise and accept her “personally made” prizes. Li Shen suddenly said quietly, “How are all those ranking first entirely children of high ministers…”

Everyone looked—indeed they were.

There was another unspoken truth.

All were children of non-royalist officials.

Even the rankings seemed to echo their families’ relative power and position at court…

The big shots felt uneasy.

The Rong and Xiao families had said the Crown Princess was very cunning…

Then they heard the Emperor say, “Today’s ranking and prizes, observing our young men’s prowess is secondary. The key is selecting accompanying officials for the Crown Princess’s southern tour to Yannan.”

All ministers froze.

The previously triumphant young masters froze.

…What?

Not selecting consorts or testing ability?

Selecting people to accompany the southern tour?!

Everyone knew Yannan’s situation was complex with fierce succession struggles. As a major autonomous fief controlling armies, the Crown Princess’s party would easily be controlled whether traveling openly or in disguise. Following to Yannan, while the Crown Princess certainly had protection, these accompanying officials would mostly be cannon fodder?

The big shots thought further… the top scorers were all their non-royalist children!

The Crown Princess was being shameless, using their children as hostages, taking their sons along to keep the families behaving at court!

So calculating, so vicious!

Grand Academician Chang listened to the Emperor’s fulsome praise of his son—brave, martial, loyal, reliable, talented—exactly the words he’d used earlier for guards and officials about to accompany the Crown Princess.

So the topic hadn’t been raised randomly—they’d been waiting for this.

But having already spoken, even declaring willingness to accompany the tour himself, Chang couldn’t contradict himself now that his son’s turn came.

He could only bow with a dry laugh, accepting the praise and letting his bewildered son thank the throne.

Li Shen had no choice but to nod at his son.

The languid Li family young master sighed, muttering, “Father, I feel like your chosen faction is quite deadly.”

Li Shen’s expression was complex.

Marquis Duanyang stared agape before whirling to glare at his son.

Why did you have to excel, you little bastard!

Feng Huan felt wronged.

Who the hell wanted to excel!

Wasn’t it just that there was always prey to collect… wait, why was collecting prey so easy?

Feng Huan slowly turned, meeting the gazes of Li Yuncheng, Chang Qianmo, and others.

In that instant, they all understood.

No wonder there was conflict from the start to anger them.

No wonder he wouldn’t yield a single deer initially but let them collect prey afterward.

No wonder that guy acted blind while so much was stolen.

He’d deliberately given it to them.

Deliberately made them win.

Deliberately framed them, the bastard!

…

The ministers watched several big shots so easily roasted over the imperial fire, their feelings complex.

Both gloating and uneasy.

The imperial father and daughter—or rather the Crown Princess—played by no conventional rules!

Hidden moves, impossible to guard against.

What birthday hunt—they’d been waiting here all along.

Watching the families accept imperial decrees to become Crown Princess escorts, many awakened and began volunteering.

Regardless, before such imperial authority, declarations were necessary.

Grand Academician Chang looked at his son and sighed.

Perhaps it wasn’t bad—hadn’t he envied the Rong and Qi families’ sons working with the Crown Princess, sharing uncommon friendship with her? How could such friendship fall from heaven? Only through shared trials and weathering storms together.

At worst, returning with merit would fulfill his hopes for his son’s good prospects.

Chang decided to arrange secret protection for his son afterward.

The Emperor watched those old foxes’ defeated expressions with inner delight, quietly laughing to Tie Ci, “Well arranged.”

Tie Ci paused, then said, “I didn’t have time to arrange anything.”

Tie Yan asked in surprise, “You didn’t arrange it? Then who?”

“…Murong Yi,” Tie Ci said. “He took the initiative to conflict with these young men, provoking them to band together stealing his prey. He hunted all day just to give them game, forcibly pushing these originally low-key noble family sons into the top ranks.”

Tie Yan: “…”

After a moment he said, “Child, father has a question.”

“Please speak.”

“Such a mischievous fellow—other things aside, he must be quite entertaining to spend time with. So what was wrong with your brain initially that you wanted to break the engagement with him?”

Chapter 326: Forest Rendezvous
Tie Ci remained silent for a long moment, then answered quietly: “Probably… my brain must have been repeatedly crushed by doors back then…”

Tie Yan sighed and nodded, yet continued: “Speaking of which, even if the engagement hadn’t been broken off then, after that battle in Liaodong, your betrothal wouldn’t have survived anyway.”

“That makes me feel a bit better,” Tie Ci said. “Actually, having it or not doesn’t matter. The betrothal itself isn’t important. It’s just, Father, you see this sticky plaster—I can’t tear it off. But this matter will eventually be discovered by those people. They haven’t brought it up yet because I suspect they’re waiting for the right moment. Other things aside, if one day they use this to drive a wedge between father and daughter, Father, don’t forget—I’ve already reported this to you.”

Tie Yan laughed: “Drive a wedge between father and daughter? What kind of wedge? Say that you’re secretly colluding with the Liaodong Crown Prince to plot against my throne? Do you want this throne? If you want it now, come, come sit here.” As he spoke, he shifted his body and patted the seat beneath him, gesturing to Tie Ci.

Tie Ci couldn’t help but laugh: “You should sit properly yourself. I’m still hoping you’ll occupy this position for another fifty years, so I can accompany you for a long, long time.”

Tie Yan put an arm around her shoulder and said: “Where is there truly a hundred-year imperial throne? Child, go see your lands and empire. Don’t worry about your father. Though Father is useless and depends on you to survive, I can still manage not to be swayed by instigation or drag you down.”

Tie Ci smiled and reached over to massage the Emperor’s shoulders: “No, Father, you are the best emperor in every sense. With a father like you, I will be the happiest Crown Prince in history.”

Even if the first half of life was as a puppet, it was still a puppet who protected the family.

Did they really think the Xiao Family and Empress Dowager were benevolent souls? Without Father’s tremendous resilience and persistence, enduring the puppet years and performing so well that the Xiao Family felt reassured and even relaxed their guard, how could she have grown up safely and eventually found the opportunity to break free from her cocoon?

Father actually had no attachment to imperial power. After all, many years as a puppet had long exhausted his heart and spirit. Father hoped more than anyone for her to take over his burden soon.

Looking throughout history, Crown Princes established early almost all met bad ends.

But fortunately, she would not.

Because she had the best father in the world.

Tie Yan smiled and patted her hand, changing the subject: “What’s wrong with Pingzong? She didn’t come to the hunting ground today, saying she had a stomachache.”

“It’s not a stomachache, it’s poisoning,” Tie Ci said. “It’s just that the toxicity is mild for her. An ordinary person would die, but for her it’s just a stomachache.”

“Was it the fruit from that night? But we ate them and were fine.”

“It was during the fruit-picking process. I heard from Dan Shuang that she encountered some insects, and suspects it was those insects causing trouble.”

“Insects… who is skilled at using insects for poison?”

“The most skilled at using insects are naturally from Yannan and the Qianzhou area.”

“You mean this assassination…”

“Someone wants to prevent me from going to Yannan,” Tie Ci said. “This isn’t surprising, but there must be people in court colluding with them.”

Tie Yan’s gaze swept over the crowd, and after a long moment, he sighed.

“Really, looking around, every one of them seems possible.”

“So there’s no need to worry about it. Once I leave the capital, these matters will be over.”

“Your words don’t comfort me at all. I’d rather it was only aimed at me.”

“Father, it’s fine. Being emperor, these things are unavoidable. You get used to it. As the saying goes, what doesn’t kill us today will surely make us stronger tomorrow.”

Some things, even when you clearly know who’s responsible, you’re destined not to find evidence. Just like some enemies—you want to kill them every minute, but you temporarily have to watch them continue jumping around.

But that’s fine. The higher they jump, the faster they die.

…

In the spacious, well-appointed tent, Rong Luchuan and his advisor sat across from each other playing chess.

Though he had come, he claimed to be unwell and did not participate in the hunt.

The advisor gently placed a piece and said: “Master, the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards are secretly investigating yesterday’s incident and have already summoned many people for questioning.”

Rong Luchuan calmly hummed in acknowledgment and continued contemplating his next move.

He was famous for loving chess and equally famous for being terrible at it.

The advisor said no more. No matter how Fourth Young Master suspected, the master was actually just a cold observer in this matter and would never get involved.

“The Crown Princess has taken the young masters of the Chang, Li, Feng and other families along for the journey.”

Rong Luchuan chuckled: “She’s quite shameless.”

The advisor casually placed a piece: “She probably thinks this matter is over, but doesn’t know…”

Rong Luchuan said: “Check!”

The advisor quickly stopped speaking and changed the subject: “If she still successfully goes to Yannan, and we remain in court…”

“Loyal to the sovereign and loving the country, diligent and conscientious, fully supporting His Majesty, following his every wish.”

The advisor was puzzled, wanting to say that with the Crown Princess away, shouldn’t they at least try to influence the Emperor?

“So he can experience the dignity and pleasure that power brings… until he becomes addicted and cannot extricate himself.”

The advisor’s fingers paused.

“His Majesty probably thinks he doesn’t care about the throne, and the Crown Princess surely thinks the same. But they don’t know that only after experiencing the wonder of possessing power can one feel anxious when about to lose it. The reason for not caring is simply because one has never truly possessed it before.” Rong Luchuan said lightly: “All people are like this. So, some things need not be rushed. When the time comes, opportunity will come.”

He placed a piece.

The advisor pondered for a long time, then pushed his pieces away with a sigh: “I lose. Master is brilliant!”

Rong Luchuan smiled faintly.

Brilliant?

In chess skills, naturally not.

…

Tie Ci chatted with Tie Yan for a few sentences, but then began frequently looking toward the forest.

Tie Yan gradually noticed and smiled: “Hmm, why hasn’t that person come out yet?”

His smile carried some teasing, but hid his worry.

He reluctantly found that fellow somewhat interesting and acquiesced to his child’s choice, but in his heart, he always felt uneasy.

That Murong Yi—his family background was like a gunpowder keg, his temperament was restless, and he had such a trouble-making face. No matter how you looked at it, he was the type to bring ruin to the country.

The old father didn’t think he was suitable for his child.

But he couldn’t oppose his child’s preference. His child was such a rational person—she must have considered everything that needed consideration. He shouldn’t add to the chaos.

He had promised to be a trusting good father.

Tie Ci suddenly stood up. She saw Tan Dunzhi coming out.

Tan Dunzhi, who had come out alone, saw the Crown Princess striding over. His face lit up with joy, and he stood still with eager eyes.

But Tie Ci’s gaze looked behind him: “Where is the person who went with you?”

Tan Dunzhi’s face darkened: “…Uh, he seems to be behind me.”

Before he finished speaking, a cluster of fireworks lit up in the forest behind him.

Just one firework, briefly bright. In the dusky twilight, many people didn’t notice it.

Tie Ci looked at the direction of the fireworks and said to Tan Dunzhi: “Please tell cousin and His Majesty to have everyone return to camp early to rest. Don’t linger in the field, and don’t wait for me here. I’ll go and return quickly.”

The fireworks weren’t the alarm type. She suspected Murong Yi was looking for a chance to be alone with her, but since he was stubbornly not coming out, she had to go see.

In the twilight, her black hair and snow-white skin, her bright clear eyes, and her vivid coloring were softened by the gentle sunlight with a hazy aura. Thinking of someone, the corners of her lips curved in a smile—like a fairy, yet like a deity.

Tan Dunzhi stared transfixed, not hearing clearly what she said, and mumbled: “Good…”

Tie Ci had already hurried into the forest.

Entering the forest, the light was even dimmer. She felt her way toward the direction of the fireworks. When she reached the spot, she saw tall trees and lush undergrowth, but no human figure.

Just as she was puzzled, she suddenly heard movement behind her.

She turned around and saw a black shadow swinging toward her.

Her hand went to her waist, but upon hearing a familiar light laugh, she paused.

In just that instant, the black shadow had swung before her. An upside-down beautiful face magnified infinitely before her eyes. The first thing she saw was a pair of full, clearly defined red lips. The red lips drew infinitely closer. She instinctively tried to dodge but was blocked by the large tree behind her.

The next moment, the red lips pressed against her forehead.

Warm, soft, slightly moist, with subtle fragrance wafting—like a gentle evening rain falling on green leaves in a spring forest.

She didn’t move, her back against the tree, the corners of her lips curving in a shallow arc.

She was willing to receive the romance he offered. After all, at this moment the sunset was beautiful, the evening glow magnificent. The wind passed through the long forest of emerald leaves singing, and the birds returning home in the twilight had light wings, carrying the pale yellow and deep red of dusk and rosy clouds.

The wind and snow and ice of Wuse Plain should slowly melt completely in this late spring and early summer season.

The red lips on her forehead didn’t leave immediately, but wandered from her forehead down to her nose bridge, nose tip, cheek…

Someone seemed to want to play with kissing too, or perhaps was just teasing her. His body hung upside down in mid-air, gently swaying. With each sway, he pecked her once.

Just before he was finally about to reach those red lips, Tie Ci suddenly rose slightly on her toes.

The next moment, she captured his lips first.

Almost immediately, she pried open his teeth and slipped in like a swimming fish.

Murong Yi let out a muffled low laugh.

The Crown Princess was just that domineering.

Like the first time, even in kissing, she had to take the initiative.

He extended his arms, embraced Tie Ci’s shoulders, and with a spring of his waist, the two flipped up into the tree.

The next instant, they landed on the thickest branch.

Tie Ci silently praised his amazing core strength.

Murong Yi held her so tightly she suspected he wanted to squeeze her to pieces and swallow her whole.

And their entangled lips and tongues also seemed to want to devour each other—devouring her sweetness and fragrance, devouring the rich beauty that penetrated to her bones.

Low panting sounds floated in mid-air, and the branch also swayed gently with them.

Their bodies were seamlessly pressed together—the wonderful undulation belonging to youth and desire. The faint woody fragrance and the warm, clear, elegant floral scent unique to Tie Ci intertwined and meandered, accompanied by the steaming scent of forest vegetation. The last bit of dusky sunlight penetrated the leaf network, outlining a pair of fluid forms that were indistinguishable from each other.

Tie Ci’s hands slowly climbed upward, her fingers threading through Murong Yi’s satin-like lustrous long hair.

Murong Yi’s hands slowly wandered downward, first settling on Tie Ci’s waist. When his fingers landed, they bounced slightly, apparently shocked by such soft, resilient yet extremely smooth curves. Murong Yi made an indistinct murmur in his throat, his tongue tip flicking slightly, causing Tie Ci to soften and blink. Her long eyelashes brushed against Murong Yi’s skin, making him itch unbearably. He couldn’t help but tighten his hold on her waist and lean backward.

Then came a “crack.”

The branch couldn’t withstand such torment.

It broke.

Just before hitting the ground, Murong Yi flipped over, wanting to hold Tie Ci. Tie Ci kicked against the trunk and gracefully flipped out of his embrace like a swallow.

The two faced each other as they landed. Except for her slightly flushed face, Tie Ci appeared completely normal. Murong Yi looked regretful, touching his lips and looking at his fingers.

What a pity.

He had wanted to do this and that.

At the very least, he had wanted to continue down from her waist.

It was all that unreliable branch’s fault.

Next time, he must first choose a proper, secluded, sturdy, and reliable location.

Seeing the expression on this fellow’s face, Tie Ci knew he was thinking about something X-rated and chuckled.

Really thinking too much.

Did he really think the branch broke from being unable to bear the weight?

…

Tan Dunzhi was left behind by Tie Ci, still immersed in the shock of that twilight beauty silhouette, and returned to the field in a daze.

After today’s hunt, he felt the huge gap between himself and the young masters of the capital.

This gap made Tan Dunzhi, who was used to being praised in his small town, find it hard to accept and feel confused about himself.

Mother’s advice back then… now seemed quite distant.

Lost in thought, he forgot Tie Ci’s earlier instructions to tell the Emperor to quickly lead everyone back to camp.

Because he forgot, the Emperor was still waiting for Tie Ci, and everyone was waiting there.

Feng Huan’s group was also there, gathering together to discuss today’s encounters, getting angrier as they talked.

Chang Qianmo complained to Feng Huan: “It’s all your rotten idea, saying our deer was stolen and we should steal it back. Didn’t you think—that fellow would fight us over even one deer, how could he let us take so much of his game later!”

Feng Huan angrily replied: “You’re saying this now, but weren’t you the most enthusiastic thief earlier! We agreed not to compete today, but who was the one sneaking around trying to show off because he fancied the Crown Princess! Now the Crown Princess has taken a liking to you and is sending you to Yannan to feed insects. Satisfied now!”

Chang Qianmo, his secret thoughts exposed, flushed red and was about to argue when Li Yuncheng said softly: “Enough.”

When he spoke, the other two fell silent. Li Yuncheng still had that lazy appearance, his eyes rolling toward the forest: “Don’t you see? This was a trap those two planned together, just waiting for us to fall into it.”

Feng Huan got angrier thinking about it: “Are we just going to be tricked like this!”

Just then, two guards walked by. One said angrily: “Did Huang Liu go into the forest to relieve himself? I’m going to teach him a lesson. Damn him for trying to steal my woman!”

The other advised: “We have rules against colleagues fighting privately. This kind of thing takes two hands to clap. No need to ruin your future over an adulterous couple.”

The angry guard sneered: “The forest is deep and trees dense. Lure him deeper inside, dig a trap, or set some mechanisms to make him suffer. We don’t even need to show our faces. No way to investigate afterward. It’s rare to get out like this—such a good opportunity for revenge. If we don’t get back at him, it’ll be even harder once we return to the palace!”

The other hummed in agreement: “You’re right. We’ll just cover our faces.”

The two talked as they walked. The forest trees concealed their features; only their guard uniforms were visible.

The group of young masters fell silent.

After a while, Chang Qianmo nudged Feng Huan, whose eyes lit up as he looked at Li Yuncheng.

Li Yuncheng pulled out a book from his sleeve and said slowly: “Don’t involve me. After wasting a day, I should read.”

“Stop pretending. You’re the most deviously clever—how can we do this without you!” Feng Huan dragged him. “Come on, let’s go into the forest and look around. The opportunity is rare. Once they return to the palace, we’ll never get to vent this anger again!”

Chang Qianmo said resentfully: “We still haven’t avenged the beating at Jumei House.”

Li Yuncheng turned a page: “Back at Jumei House, she broke Wang Ran’s leg with one stick and kicked you all down the stairs. Didn’t you later force her to jump into the water?”

“How is that revenge? Come on, Old Li. We’ll cover our faces and dig a small trap for a little lesson. Otherwise, I won’t be able to sleep for three days without venting this anger!”

The other young masters also urged him, and like a whirlwind, they swept Li Yuncheng into the forest.

Feng Huan ran to tell the Emperor that they had dropped something important in the forest and needed to search for it, requesting permission.

It wasn’t too late yet, and the Emperor was concentrating on waiting for the Crown Princess to return. He didn’t pay attention and agreed.

Feng Huan and the others then charged into the forest again.

The Emperor and ministers were examining the game. Minister Zhang of the War Ministry looked up and saw a group of people entering: “What, did they all drop something?”

A Vice Minister beside him laughed: “Young people love excitement. They like to do everything in groups.”

Minister Zhang nodded with a smile.

The Emperor and ministers didn’t notice, but Wang Shi did. She hurried to her son’s side: “Dunzhi, the Crown Princess hasn’t returned yet. Should you go in and look for her?”

Chapter 327: Ambush
“Ah? Me go look?” Tan Dunzhi’s face showed surprise and difficulty.

Him, a powerless scholar, going into the forest alone?

Wang Shi whispered in his ear: “Earlier I saw that group of young masters gathering together, pointing at the forest. I quietly hid behind a tree and listened, and vaguely heard them saying they wanted to deal with the Crown Princess…”

Tan Dunzhi was startled: “Really?”

Were these people so audacious?

“Then we should quickly tell Imperial Uncle…” Tan Dunzhi urgently wanted to find the Emperor.

Wang Shi grabbed him and said with exasperation: “You child! No brain! If you tell your Imperial Uncle, putting aside offending those prominent family young masters, when your Imperial Uncle sends guards, what would any of this have to do with you?”

Tan Dunzhi blinked. Wasn’t any of this supposed to have anything to do with him anyway?

“Your cousin has such martial arts skills—how could these people possibly harm her? So this is actually a good opportunity for you to curry favor. You go into the forest, warn the Crown Princess, and she’ll surely be grateful to you. Then you escort her back slowly, preferably lingering in the forest for more time, reciting a few poems you’ve written to her…”

Tan Dunzhi looked back at the forest, which appeared increasingly dark as dusk fell.

Seeing his expression, Wang Shi knew what he was thinking and angrily slapped him: “Nothing ventured, nothing gained! The forest is surrounded by guards and has been cleared. What are you afraid of!”

Tan Dunzhi hesitated—there were many things he was afraid of.

Suddenly a voice interjected: “Aunt, how about I accompany Second Brother?”

Wang Shi turned to see Tan Xiuyue and, after thinking, said happily: “Good, you accompany your brother. You’ve always been clever—help bring your cousin and brother together.”

Tan Xiuyue smiled in agreement and mounted her horse first.

Xizhou bordered Yannan, where horses were famous for being good at mountain paths and having endurance. There were many skilled riders, and the Tan family was a prominent local clan whose children all knew how to ride.

Unable to refuse further, Tan Dunzhi also mounted his horse.

Wang Shi pointed them toward a secluded corner and watched them enter the forest with delight.

Seeing the Emperor waiting anxiously and the sky darkening with rising wind that looked like rain, just as he was about to order the ministers’ children back to camp, she hurried over and said with a smile: “Dunzhi just said he knows where the Crown Princess is and went to fetch her. Your Majesty, please wait a moment—they’ll return soon.”

Hearing this, the Emperor felt somewhat reassured and remained in the field to continue waiting.

The sky gradually darkened. The moon didn’t rise high in the sky as expected—clouds layered at the horizon with wind rolling from the cloud edges.

…

Feng Huan and the others entered the forest.

Not knowing which direction to search, Li Yuncheng reminded them: “Earlier there was a firework that went off, and the Crown Princess entered the forest then.”

Someone had seen that firework, so everyone headed in that remembered direction.

Walking along, they vaguely heard movement ahead. Everyone felt a surge of joy, thinking they were right.

They held their breath and followed the sounds, putting on face masks.

Feng Huan had discussed with Chang Qianmo and the others along the way—find a ready-made pit, set up a mechanism nearby, make some noise to lure the Crown Princess over, let her step on the mechanism and fall into the pit, then scatter some knockout powder or something to make her stay in the pit for half the night or a whole night to suffer, without them being caught red-handed.

This would also dampen her arrogance so she wouldn’t bully them too much when they went to Yannan later.

The movement ahead continued. Following it, everyone muttered to themselves that the Crown Princess was running quite far.

Where were they now? They were almost losing track of direction.

Li Yuncheng had been walking at the back of the group, still holding his book. Walking along, he stopped.

Feng Huan looked back and urged: “Hurry up, Old Li!”

“The weather doesn’t look good.” Li Yuncheng looked around and said slowly, “It’s going to rain. Maybe we should forget it—I’m afraid of getting wet. And this direction seems a bit wrong.”

“You’re also afraid of wind, thunder, lightning, hail, and snow!” Feng Huan rolled his eyes. “Hurry up. Good deeds or bad deeds, brothers should do them together for peace of mind!”

The young masters all turned back to look at Li Yuncheng intently.

That was the logic, especially for bad deeds—if they didn’t do them together, who could feel at ease?

Chang Qianmo looked at the sky, somewhat hesitant, then at Feng Huan, but kept quiet.

Li Yuncheng smiled, waved at everyone, and lifted his leg again.

Only then did Feng Huan feel relieved and continue charging ahead.

Therefore, he didn’t notice Li Yuncheng walking slower and slower, falling to the back, with the distance between him and the group growing larger.

Feng Huan ran ahead.

The movement ahead was close.

Not far ahead was a large pit.

His eyes lit up. Just as he was about to tell everyone to choose this spot, suddenly his foot slipped and tightened—his foot seemed caught by something, and his whole body slid downward.

He cried out in alarm. Suddenly a dark object flew over and smashed into his wide-open mouth, immediately crushing his scream back into his throat.

His body was sliding down, his shoulders continuously kicked by something, causing excruciating pain and making him slide faster. After sliding into the large pit, he didn’t stop but crashed into a hole with a bang. The moment he entered the hole, his waist was struck—he was sure his waist was broken. He wanted to scream, but his mouth was full of mud, so foul and fishy he disgusted himself. Then with another splat, he was half-buried in mud—he had reached the bottom.

But it wasn’t over. The next moment, things kept crashing down with the wind. Mud flew, grass fragments fell like rain, muffled groans mixed with the slight bone-cracking sounds of limbs continuously colliding. In the blink of an eye, the hole was filled with body upon body, crashed into a pile.

Feng Huan at the bottom made no more sounds—he had been knocked unconscious.

The pile behind were naturally the young masters who had failed to trap others but were trapped themselves, stacked like acrobats in the narrow hole, all with mud in their mouths, screaming while spitting out mud that landed on their companions’ faces.

Chang Qianmo, who had fallen on top, had poor stamina and had been at the back, making him the luckiest now, though he was also dizzy from the fall with countless scrapes from sliding down. After recovering somewhat, he looked down—this seemed to be a hole below the pit, not deep, sloping downward. It was now filled with people, with mud and dry grass piled at the innermost part blocking the stone wall. Otherwise, sliding down like this and hitting the bottom would have meant instant death.

Chang Qianmo glanced outside—under the cover of long grass, half the sky was rolling with dark clouds. The hole entrance wasn’t far from him; he could barely crawl out.

But as soon as he extended his hand, he heard footsteps. There were sounds of heavy objects being moved on the ground. After a moment, with a thunderous crash, half the sky disappeared, leaving only darkness.

Someone above had covered the hole entrance with stones.

Only a crescent-shaped small gap remained, too narrow for even a rabbit to squeeze through.

Chang Qianmo struggled to crawl up and tried to lift the stone—it didn’t budge.

He spat out the mud in his mouth and tried calling out. He felt his voice was loud, but it only echoed in the hole. Since this hole was essentially underground, no matter how loud the voice, once covered by the stone, it was mostly muffled.

And soon there would be wind and rain. In the dense forest with swaying trees and bushes, even face-to-face shouting might not be heard.

Chang Qianmo looked down—a group of young masters almost filled this narrow cave, with Feng Huan at the bottom completely silent.

Enclosed narrow hole, dense crowd, tiny air vent… Chang Qianmo already felt the suffocating stuffiness in the hole. He couldn’t imagine—if they stayed here for a night… how many would die?

The wind overhead grew stronger. If there was also heavy rain and water poured in…

And the dense forest was full of such places—long grass and scattered rocks. Heavy rain would wash away all traces. Even an army of ten thousand couldn’t find them…

Chang Qianmo’s eyes widened with despair.

A malicious prank that hadn’t even been carried out would bury all these sons of dukes and ministers?

…

Two pairs of black boots stopped at the hole entrance.

One person said: “Is the headcount complete?”

Another replied: “Can’t count, should be complete. They all walked together—didn’t see anyone fall behind.”

The first speaker looked back—long grass swayed, the deep forest was silent, indeed no sign of people.

With that group of walnut-brained young masters, if anyone had really fallen behind and seen what just happened, they would have screamed and run wildly long ago.

That would have been discovered by their people immediately.

Even if someone was clever enough to hide, this place was already deep in the dense forest. They had been leading this group in circles—they should have been lost long ago.

A thunderclap accompanied a flash of lightning, and the first raindrop finally fell.

No one liked getting wet. The two exchanged glances, made a gesture to the forest, and hurried away.

Raindrops pattered down, slowly flowing from deep green branches and leaves, streaming into lines, curtains, and crystal screens in front of the dark brown tree trunks.

The mountain forest gained another layer of misty color.

After a while longer, until shallow puddles formed on the ground and fallen leaves, several shadowy figures emerged from hiding places around the pit and quickly left.

Lightning flashed, illuminating the ghostly tree shadows.

It also illuminated the pale face of a person lying in a puddle of fallen leaves.

The person was Li Yuncheng.

He had been lying near that hole the entire time, three zhang from the entrance, motionless under the cover of long grass.

Walking at the back, when Feng Huan fell, only he wasn’t near the mechanism.

As soon as Feng Huan’s body dropped, he lay down, prostrate in the cold, damp, insect-ridden fallen leaves and long grass.

He watched his companions ahead slide down one by one, then heard the heart-stopping continuous crashing sounds. He saw mud balls flying through the air, accurately blocking everyone’s mouths.

Just from the skill of throwing those mud balls, he knew he absolutely could not make any sound.

Later two people appeared, moved stones, counted heads—he didn’t move.

Those two left.

All around was quiet.

He still didn’t move.

Rain fell, hitting his body with cold, gradually accumulating in puddles beneath him. His whole body was freezing, with earthworm corpses floating in the muddy water before his nose.

He still didn’t move.

Until the last few dark figures appeared and left.

Only then did Li Yuncheng get up.

He went to the hole entrance and tried to move it—couldn’t budge it.

He knelt down and called softly to those below: “Are you all dead?”

Chang Qianmo below heard and was overjoyed: “Old Li? Old Li, you didn’t fall in? Great! Quickly get us out!”

Li Yuncheng outside sniffled and said unclearly: “I can’t move the stone.”

“Then quickly go get people to save us…”

“Do you know how far we came in? Do you know which direction we’re in now?”

Chang Qianmo was speechless.

“Besides, it’s raining,” Li Yuncheng said, still slowly. “Even if I find the way and find rescuers and come back… your hole would have been filled with rainwater long ago.”

Silence below, then someone started crying.

“Stop crying and listen to me,” Li Yuncheng said. “This opening can’t be blocked even in rain—you need to breathe. But if too much water gets in, you’ll drown eventually. Anyone who’s awake now should start trying to dig at the stones. Don’t dig earth—there’s nowhere to move the earth.”

“How could stones possibly be dug…”

“Did you forget the Deep Iron dagger Feng Huan just got as a reward from the Crown Princess? Use that to dig.” Li Yuncheng pulled out some dry rations from his clothes and stuffed them through the hole entrance. “Try to drag the injured people outward and give them something to eat. I’m leaving.”

Chang Qianmo’s hopeful eyes showed through the gap. Li Yuncheng was too lazy to look: “Hurry up. Race against time to dig out more breathing and living space before the hole fills with water.”

He didn’t tell Chang Qianmo to dig at the stone at the entrance—first, the distance and position made it hard to apply force and dig, and the digging speed couldn’t match the water filling speed. Second, if they dug it bigger, water would pour in faster. Better to seek survival inside.

He turned to leave. Looking around, all the scenery appeared the same. He looked down and found a white something on a bush.

Following that bush forward, before long he found another white piece in a tree trunk crevice.

These were markers he had left by tearing his book along the way.

Not because he had discovered anything, but out of his habitually cautious nature.

Following these book fragments back, he rushed, but wasn’t very confident. It was raining now—the Crown Princess must have returned, and the main force outside the forest must have returned to camp and the traveling palace. Could he make it in time rushing back now?

…

“It’s raining.”

Murong Yi, sitting on a different branch, reached out to block a raindrop about to fall on Tie Ci’s head.

“Let’s go back. It’s dark now. If we return too late and Father finds out, it won’t be good.”

Tie Ci thought the Emperor’s party had long returned to the traveling palace. She only worried about being discovered, not knowing that a group of people were still foolishly waiting in the field while another group had already fallen into a pit.

Murong Yi was somewhat reluctant, but he hadn’t brought rain gear and couldn’t bear to let Tie Ci get wet, so he had no choice but to follow her down the tree, sighing inwardly.

Since her identity was revealed, there were always crowds around her. Arranging a private meeting was harder than climbing to heaven.

Today he had deliberately stayed in the forest. Sure enough, when she saw the fireworks, she came to meet him. Getting this brief moment together was already satisfying.

He jumped down from the tree, wanting to pick some large leaves to shield Tie Ci from rain on the way back, when he suddenly saw something grayish-white ahead and made a curious sound, bending to pick it up.

“What are you doing? Let’s go back quickly.”

“Wait, there are Heaven Silk mushrooms here. These mushrooms are rare—let me gather some to make soup.”

“Gathering mushrooms in the rain.” Tie Ci didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, thinking he was such a foodie.

“Don’t you like them?” Murong Yi bent down and continued picking as he walked forward.

Tie Ci fell silent, suddenly remembering how many times before Murong Yi had made things for her to eat. He actually ate very little himself, mostly watching her eat with a smile—quite kindly.

So was she the real foodie?

She smiled, picked some broad leaves to hold over Murong Yi’s head, and accompanied him gathering mushrooms.

Murong Yi took off his outer garment to wrap the mushrooms. Seeing it was about enough and preparing to leave, he suddenly saw more white ahead and walked over.

It turned out not to be mushrooms, but a piece of white paper caught between grass blades. With green shade overhead, the paper wasn’t wet yet.

Tie Ci came over and saw words printed on the paper—it looked like it was torn from a book. The paper wasn’t exactly new, but the tear was fresh, and the surface was very clean.

This was strange.

The imperial hunting ground normally didn’t allow entry and was cleared three days before hunts. Moreover, there had been wind just days ago. If this paper had been torn earlier, it couldn’t possibly remain clean until now.

If it was torn today, who would bring books hunting and tear them? Tear such small pieces for what? It didn’t look like fire-starting material either.

“There’s more here.” Murong Yi had found a second piece seven or eight steps away.

Tie Ci and he looked at each other—both thinking “markers!”

The question was, why leave markers? Fear of getting lost?

Murong Yi said: “Today’s dandy young masters entering the mountain—I’ve been watching them, so they wouldn’t get lost.”

Having received intelligence from Lan Xian and fearing trouble today, he had not only been following Tie Ci’s trail but had also used schemes to keep that group of young masters and Tan Dunzhi within his sight, with people hidden all around watching—they wouldn’t let those people get lost.

Tie Ci said: “Let’s keep looking.”

She had wanted to set off fireworks to signal she was fine, since they would be delayed again, but if these paper pieces were really problematic, now wasn’t the time to set off fireworks and expose her position.

Murong Yi found several more pieces, then straightened up.

Tie Ci also heard the huffing and puffing breathing sounds and muddy, labored footsteps—urgent yet difficult.

“Who’s there!”

The breathing and footsteps stopped abruptly.

Murong Yi stepped back, blocking Tie Ci, his fingers already gripping the chain of the iron fan at his waist.

But Tie Ci’s gaze penetrated the obstructing trees and bushes ahead, seeing the person hiding behind a tree.

After a moment of confusion, she said: “I’m Tie Ci. Come out.”

With a “thud,” the person behind the tree suddenly tumbled out, accompanied by a heavy gasp that seemed both joyful and relieved.

He lay in the muddy water, desperately pointing backward: “Quick—quick—save people—”

Li Yuncheng’s eyes burst with wild joy. Originally calculating that a round trip couldn’t possibly make it in time, he had grown more panicked as he ran, already considering fleeing for his life at this moment. He hadn’t expected to encounter the Crown Princess who had come looking!

Heaven hasn’t abandoned me!

Facing the confused looks of the two before him, he wiped the rainwater about to flow into his mouth, just about to explain the urgent matter in the most concise language, when he saw the Crown Princess charging toward him.

Li Yuncheng: …What does she want to do! Why is she running so fast! Is she angry and going to kill me?!

Chapter 328: Rescue
Before his three thoughts could finish forming, the world turned upside down in the next instant. His head filled with blood, his stomach was compressed, and the flowers and grass on the ground magnified and rushed into his vision.

He was hoisted up head-down, thrown over someone’s shoulder.

The person carrying him spoke steadily but urgently: “Where? Lead us there!”

Li Yuncheng’s mind went blank.

He hadn’t said anything yet—how did this person guess?

Murong Yi snorted with disdain.

These pampered young masters had no idea that their Crown Princess was truly forged in mountains of blades and seas of fire. From just a few traces, she already knew what was happening.

But seeing that kid being carried by Tie Ci didn’t sit well with him no matter how he looked at it. He stepped forward, pointing in one direction and saying, “This kid came from that direction,” while snatching Li Yuncheng over and throwing him heavily onto his own shoulder.

Li Yuncheng let out a grunt, nearly having his breath knocked out.

“I can walk… I can walk…” he struggled.

He didn’t want to successfully deliver the message only to be killed first in these two big shots’ person-throwing game!

“You’re too slow!” Murong Yi ignored him.

But Tie Ci suddenly remembered something and asked Li Yuncheng: “You came into the forest looking for me and were ambushed, right? Didn’t Tan Dunzhi relay my order for everyone to return to camp first?”

“…No, when we entered the forest, His Majesty was still waiting for you…”

Tie Ci’s expression changed.

The moment she saw the disheveled Li Yuncheng, she knew the real killers had been waiting here.

Last night’s assassination was merely a diversion to make her lower her guard and think the crisis was over.

One of their real targets was this group of easily ignited noble young masters.

These young masters were mostly descendants of her political enemies. If she hadn’t guessed wrong, they would create an “accident” to kill this group. In the end, these people would have died because she had specifically chosen them to accompany her, making all responsibility fall on her.

Whether several died or they were wiped out entirely, it would cause the recently stabilized court to collapse, make her political enemies fight her even more desperately, and prevent the originally wavering neutral faction from daring to pledge loyalty to her.

An extremely vicious scheme.

To prevent her from continuing to gain power, to stop her Yannan journey, they were willing to use the lives of nearly half the court officials’ children as stakes.

And worse still, Tan Dunzhi hadn’t relayed the order—Father was still waiting for her.

Whether still in the field or just heading back due to rain, now was an excellent opportunity for a surprise attack.

And Pingzong was still in the traveling palace with stomach problems…

Right, Pingzong’s poisoning wasn’t to remove obstacles for last night either, but to facilitate today’s assassination of Father!

Tie Ci’s heart burned with anxiety.

She wanted to rush back to the field herself. With her teleportation at full power, she could guarantee saving Father.

But obviously that group of bastards over there was in more urgent danger. Without her—the fastest—going there, that group would definitely die.

For a moment, she thought: Let them die—who could be more important than my father!

Li Yuncheng kept watching the Crown Princess.

He knew that at this moment, only the Crown Princess could save those companions.

However, he saw that after the Crown Princess said those words, a flicker of hesitation passed through her eyes, and her heels slightly turned backward.

He suddenly reached out and grabbed the Crown Princess’s sleeve: “Please, save us!”

Not daring to speak of future loyalty, he only said: “His Majesty has a great army and guards, but Feng Huan and the others are about to die! Your Highness, if you don’t save them, can you live with yourself for the rest of your life!”

Murong Yi, watching her expression, suddenly said: “I’ve also arranged people at the field. Even if there are assassins, we can be prepared.”

Tie Ci hesitated only briefly, then reached out and again lifted Li Yuncheng from Murong Yi’s shoulder.

“You go back!” she said. “Murong Yi, I trust you! Go protect my father and mother consort!”

She hoisted Li Yuncheng onto her shoulder again with a thud. Li Yuncheng’s stomach took another heavy blow, and he retched up some clear water, pointing weakly in a direction. He felt Tie Ci’s body sway, then his stomach lurched heavily, another sway, another lurch.

Li Yuncheng couldn’t vomit anymore.

He had no energy left to feel any emotion about this humiliating position.

He felt that before Feng Huan was rescued, he would definitely be bounced to death first.

…

Feng Huan felt he was already dead.

And he must have descended to the eighteenth level of hell.

Otherwise, why would it be so painful, cold, wet, and hard to breathe?

He just didn’t know which level of hell—seas of fire weren’t this cold, mountains of blades weren’t this suffocating. In his short life, besides teasing a few women and beating a few people, he hadn’t committed any great sins. He played around but maintained the bottom line of not causing deaths—how had he ended up in such a state?

There were scraping sounds nearby, like something being dug, the cutting sounds sharp and making one’s scalp tingle.

Half his body was underwater, and he was almost floating.

Just as he was about to say something, when he opened his mouth, a clump of earth fell from above, filling his mouth.

And someone heavily stepped on his head, right on his cheek wound, causing Feng Huan to scream in pain and curse: “Which bastard is stepping on me even as a ghost!”

Chang Qianmo’s voice came from above: “Old Feng, did I step on you? Bear with it—if we don’t hurry and dig, we’ll really become ghosts!”

Feng Huan: “I’m not dead yet?”

Chang Qianmo had no time to deal with him, grunting as he dug while muttering: “The Crown Princess is really stingy—rewarding a Deep Iron dagger that’s not even palm-sized!”

Feng Huan rolled his eyes. In the Crown Princess’s view, they were useless—how could she bear to waste precious Deep Iron on them? Wouldn’t it be better to save it to arm a few more warriors?

If Tie Ci were here, she would probably praise: Though you’re useless, you have good self-awareness.

Feng Huan endured the pain and looked up, vaguely feeling there were several more people above, all struggling to brace against the cave walls, competing to breathe air through that one crack at the entrance. He, the injured one, was pressed at the very bottom, soaking in water, barely breathing, with people even stepping on his shoulders.

Feng Huan cursed loudly, telling people to make room for him, but in this cave everyone was fighting for their lives—who cared about him?

Feng Huan soon couldn’t curse anymore. Looking down, he was horrified to discover that the water, which had just reached his knees, now reached his waist!

Only then did he belatedly realize that with the rain continuing, more and more water was pouring in, and he at the bottom would be the first to drown!

Feng Huan began screaming, ignoring his arm scrapes and desperately trying to push the people above him. Not only couldn’t he move them, but he was stepped on and pushed down further, making him curse again in anger.

It was still Chang Qianmo, busy digging at the stones, who reached down to pull him up a bit and carved out a small hole for him to stick his feet into. Using this precarious position, Feng Huan barely managed to brace against the wall, his arms aching and legs trembling as he watched the faintly glowing water level slowly rise, covering his thighs, reaching his crotch…

Whether from the difficulty of the position or approaching despair, this pampered young master suddenly started crying.

“Wuu wuu wuu, I was wrong…”

“Wuu wuu wuu, whoever can come save me will be my father, my real father.”

Someone above heard and started crying too: “…Wuu wuu wuu, whoever comes to save us, I’ll give them whatever they want, point east and I won’t dare go west!”

Someone else cursed irritably: “How come that bastard Li Yuncheng hasn’t come yet? He didn’t run away and is too afraid to tell anyone because he doesn’t want to take responsibility, did he?”

With this terrifying possibility raised, the cave fell into deathly silence.

Everyone’s hearts sank into despair.

But at this moment, the person at the very top suddenly felt his head turn cold as heavy rain poured down.

He was stunned, then understood and let out a cry of wild joy.

…

Tie Ci finally arrived at the direction Li Yuncheng had pointed to before he was bounced to death. Tie Ci reached out and gently lifted Li Yuncheng, and he felt like a sack being set down on the ground.

For the ten-thousandth time, he sighed inwardly—how had he agreed to that terrible idea of ambushing the Crown Princess?

Forget encountering treachery—even without encountering treachery, even with a hundred more people, the Crown Princess couldn’t possibly fall into their mechanism trap.

The rain was getting heavier, and this area was an open space below a hillside. In the overwhelming rain curtain, Li Yuncheng couldn’t bother wiping the water from his face and pointed ahead: “Right there, under a large stone…”

His voice suddenly stopped.

Before them, scattered all around, large and small, countless stones were everywhere—it was impossible to distinguish which was the large stone at the cave entrance!

His gaze slowly moved up to the hillside beside them, where a large chunk had been cut away.

Heavy rain washing the mountain—this area had experienced a small landslide!

The landslide had occurred at this very moment. Even the usually slow Li Yuncheng grabbed his hair and spun around three times frantically.

He felt like he was going mad.

He shouted: “Make some noise! We’re here! Rescue has arrived!”

But the wind, rain, and mountain forest swallowed all noise. Forget sounds from underground reaching up—even his own voice was immediately scattered by the wind.

Tie Ci remained calm.

Since they couldn’t distinguish, they’d use the most basic method to search.

Hopefully, there was still time.

Li Yuncheng suddenly saw a blur before his eyes.

The Crown Princess had vanished.

The next moment she appeared three zhang away, appearing so suddenly as if she had been there all along.

She looked down, her gaze sweeping over the large and small stones before her, seeing beneath them.

Finding nothing, she moved to search the next area.

Heavy rain like a wall—Li Yuncheng could barely make out a slender figure appearing and disappearing, sweeping past each stone at a speed his eyes couldn’t follow.

He hazily remembered the Crown Princess’s teleportation and X-ray vision.

Once again marveling at their good fortune.

Tie Ci wiped the water from her face—her vision was somewhat blurry.

Since her teleportation had repeatedly malfunctioned before and Rong Pu had advised her to use it less, she had recently been diligently practicing martial arts and rarely used her innate abilities. Using both teleportation and X-ray vision extensively now, especially in heavy rain and dark weather that severely strained eyesight, she could feel her internal energy draining at several times the usual rate. The suffocating feeling in her chest returned, and her vision was gradually becoming unclear.

She didn’t pause.

But she couldn’t help feeling anxious—what if her teleportation and X-ray vision failed before she found them?

A dark shadow flashed before her eyes—this was a condition she’d experienced before. She passed it by.

She suddenly stopped and returned.

Before her was a large stone. She concentrated her sight and looked again. Sure enough, in the pitch darkness, she vaguely saw some pale things.

That dark shadow from before wasn’t her blurred vision, but the tops of those people’s heads.

She bent down and heard faint cries for help.

Found them!

The next moment she lifted her foot.

The large stone was kicked away by this kick, rolling and smashing countless small stones as it went.

The cave entrance appeared, and people scrambled to poke their heads out.

But at this moment, Tie Ci heard an extremely faint sound in the wind and rain.

Surrounding the city to attack the reinforcements!

She dodged to one side and raised her hand, forcefully pressing down the two heads that had poked out first!

The next instant, two black arrows passed through the gap between her arms and whooshed into the darkness.

If she had pressed down a moment slower, those arrows would have hit the emerging people right between the eyebrows.

The people below hadn’t realized what happened yet and were still desperately pushing outward. Those on top wanted to surface, those in the middle wanted to climb up, and Feng Huan at the very bottom was stepped on again. Already trembling with weak arms and legs unable to hold on, he immediately fell with a splash into the deep water that had filled half the cave.

But at this moment, everyone was busy seeking rescue—no one paid attention.

Above ground, arrow rain accompanied the storm, and in the dark chaotic rain, it was impossible to distinguish anything.

Those heads were still trying to pop out.

Tie Ci suddenly kicked, and a stone smaller than before rolled over, once again thunderously covering the cave entrance.

Since they were so disobedient, they could stay in the cave a bit longer to reflect!

The people below: “…”

The next instant, Tie Ci’s figure flashed as she grabbed Li Yuncheng away from his original position.

“Thud”—an arrow embedded where Li Yuncheng had just been standing.

Tie Ci shouted angrily: “Find somewhere to hide! I don’t have time to keep saving you!”

Li Yuncheng unhesitatingly rushed into the bushes and dropped to the ground.

In the pitch-black forest, even Tie Ci couldn’t see him now.

Tie Ci turned around, sensing the direction the arrows came from, hearing distant thunder rumbling.

She extended her hand.

A white light pierced heaven and earth, splitting through the dense forest, connecting the thunder clouds above to her snow-white fingertip below.

For a moment, everything around was snow-bright.

In that bright light’s glimpse, Tie Ci had clearly seen those black figures crouching in trees, hiding behind trunks, concealed in grass.

The next moment she spun around.

Her sleeves billowed, creating spiraling rain lines. Accompanying the splashing crystal raindrops was a Deep Iron dagger the same color as heaven and earth.

The Deep Iron dagger, thin as raindrops, flew lightning-fast around the mountain forest in a circle. Wherever it passed, grass leaves and flesh were shredded together, blood and rainwater flowed as one.

There were no screams, only the breaking sounds of bodies falling from trees and snapping branches along the way, creating ghostly shadows in the flickering lightning.

Though wind was fierce and rain heavy, all around seemed to suddenly quiet.

Li Yuncheng lay in the soaking grass, stuffing his hands in his mouth to control his chattering teeth.

He didn’t know if he felt fear or excitement.

He loved reading and had a reputation as a talented scholar, but disdained imperial examinations and court intrigue. He also looked down on his father for following behind the Xiao clan and waving flags, yet was too lazy to do anything about it.

For someone like him from a prominent family, when he came of age he would naturally receive hereditary position in court. If he didn’t want to serve in court, he could live comfortably his whole life anyway, since he wasn’t the heir.

He could live his whole life leisurely like this, with books as companions.

But encountering life-and-death danger tonight, he learned that some people in the world lived completely differently.

It wasn’t because of the Crown Princess’s brave and divine martial prowess—he had heard legends about the Crown Princess before and hadn’t paid attention. In fact, hearing about it couldn’t compare to the shock of witnessing it personally.

What shocked him more was the Crown Princess’s prediction of danger, her reaction to danger—swift yet calm, unmoved from beginning to end.

Clearly, only after experiencing all kinds of storms could one regard everything as ordinary.

She was only just seventeen.

A woman.

She had walked the most difficult path in the world without complaint or retreat.

Before her, he suddenly realized he was unworthy of being a man.

…

After Tie Ci’s strike, no more arrows came.

The enemies seemed all dead.

Tie Ci didn’t waste time checking, kicking the stone away again and shouting: “Those on top move aside! Get the injured out first!”

Probably shocked by her bizarre behavior of covering them with stones earlier, this time no one dared scramble up, all obediently helping move the injured from below.

Tie Ci caught each one as they were brought out. At this time she set off fireworks for reinforcements.

She hadn’t dared before, fearing to expose their location, but now obviously the assassins knew she was here. Alone, under assassin surveillance, it would be very difficult to protect so many people safely back to camp—she could only call for support.

This cluster of fireworks also meant to inquire about the Emperor’s safety.

After a moment, a string of fireworks shot up into the distant sky.

Tie Ci’s heart leaped with joy.

Just as she was about to tell everyone to hurry and leave, walking toward the fireworks would be the way back.

But suddenly she heard Young Master Chang from Grand Secretary Chang’s family say: “Eh, seems like someone’s missing.”

Tie Ci was startled. She didn’t know what the count should be. The others looked at each other, and someone said: “Feng Huan hasn’t come up yet!”

“Wasn’t he bracing against the wall!”

“Could he have… fallen down?”

Everyone’s faces were pale, looking at the surging water that had filled half the cave.

No one dared go down, no one wanted to return to that nightmare.

And rescuing someone from deep water was extremely dangerous to begin with.

Tie Ci was soaking wet all over. A flash of lightning illuminated her snow-white face.

She said nothing, stripped off her outer garment. Inside was tight-fitting clothes that outlined her figure.

She wore long robes over tight-fitting clothes for easy combat at any time.

Everyone stared at her blankly. At this moment no one would have improper thoughts—they were all thinking: No way? She’s not going down, is she?

The Crown Princess coming alone to rescue them was already fantastical enough—was she really going to risk going underwater for Feng Huan?

Li Yuncheng ran over, and before he could say “I’ll go,” Tie Ci had already said: “Watch them!” She turned and leaped.

She entered the water like a fish entering a pond, without a splash. Everyone stared at the instantly calm water surface, panic in their hearts.

Suddenly everyone heard a faint rumbling sound.

People turned back to see a boulder even larger than before rolling down the slope ahead, heading straight for the cave entrance.

Chapter 329: Shepherd Dog and Silly Sheep
Time goes back to after that group of young masters entered the forest.

Seeing the weather getting worse and worse, not only had Tie Ci not returned, but even that group of young masters hadn’t come back either.

The Emperor remembered that the last to return was Tan Dunzhi, so he ordered someone to find him and ask if the Crown Princess had any instructions. As a result, Tan Dunzhi couldn’t be found either.

Xia Houchun, responsible for defense, looked at the sky and frowned: “Your Majesty, you should hurry back to the traveling palace.”

The situation was obviously somewhat wrong. No matter what, he had to ensure the Emperor’s safety.

At this time, the ministers were unwilling to return, all worried about the safety of those young masters, and requested the Emperor to send troops into the forest to search.

Xia Houchun flatly refused: “Impossible. The Crown Princess isn’t here, the Palace Guards aren’t here. The guards must be responsible for His Majesty’s safety. Sending troops into the forest would divide His Majesty’s protective forces—what if assassins come?”

Marquis Duanyang said: “Weren’t last night’s assassins already captured? Where would so many assassins come from? Please, Your Majesty, show mercy and send people into the forest to search for this minister’s unworthy son.”

Li Shen said: “Your Majesty, the Crown Princess is still in the forest and hasn’t returned yet. I fear something is amiss. While our children’s lives are insignificant, the Crown Princess concerns the realm.”

The Emperor was already uneasy in his heart and immediately said: “Xia Hou, send guards into the forest to search and provide support.”

Xia Houchun had no choice. Since it concerned the Crown Princess, he couldn’t obstruct, so he could only dispatch a thousand guards to search the mountains while urging the Emperor and ministers to return to camp immediately.

The Emperor agreed, mounting his carriage to depart. The hunting ground was seven or eight li from the traveling palace—not too far.

After traveling two or three li, they came to a river that ran across the imperial garden peaks. The Emperor’s guard consisted of three thousand men: some advancing ahead, some accompanying the carriage, and some bringing up the rear. The vast procession was stretched quite long because the ministers moved slowly and kept looking back.

There was a bridge over the river. The advance guards crossed quickly, followed by the Emperor’s grand palanquin, with Consort Jing in another large palanquin behind.

When the two palanquins reached the bridge’s center, suddenly there was a loud creaking sound. Xia Houchun’s brow jumped as he shouted: “Watch out!”

In his shout, he twisted around violently, the agile fat man shooting like a cannonball into the Emperor’s palanquin and grabbing hold of the Emperor.

Dan Shuang had stayed in the forest earlier waiting for Tie Ci, while Chi Xue accompanied Consort Jing’s palanquin. She was the second to react, immediately rushing into Consort Jing’s palanquin without a word and pulling Consort Jing close.

The next instant the palanquin tilted. Chi Xue fell backward, and Consort Jing screamed as she crashed into her embrace. The sharp hairpin on her head pierced Chi Xue’s lower abdomen. Chi Xue gritted her teeth and endured, holding Consort Jing tightly, but couldn’t control her backward fall. Screams arose around and behind them, accompanied by thunderous crashes below. Heaven and earth spun, and the next moment they splashed into the water together.

The bridge had collapsed.

Another thunderous crash, lightning flashed, and torrential rain poured from the clouds.

Consort Jing in her arms was screaming and struggling unconsciously. Chi Xue surfaced through the pain and saw guards jumping into the water to rescue them both ahead and behind, but in the heavy rain, shadowy figures infiltrated the crowds in both directions. Screams arose, and those guards had to turn back to rescue the attacked ministers.

Several explosive bangs filled the air with smoke—it was impossible to see how many assassins there were, and those ministers were obviously in greater chaos.

A guard swam over to help her, his hand just reaching out when Chi Xue suddenly widened her eyes.

Behind the guard, a black shadow silently emerged. Bright blade light flashed with the lightning—with a splash, hot blood sprayed across Chi Xue and Consort Jing’s faces.

This time Consort Jing didn’t even manage to scream before her eyes rolled back and she fainted.

Chi Xue didn’t dare call for help anymore. Holding Consort Jing with one hand, she quickly pulled out all the eye-catching hairpins and pearl ornaments from her hair with the other.

She dragged Consort Jing toward shore, taking advantage of the heavy rain, dark water, and smoke to swim quietly.

In a lightning flash, she saw Xia Houchun also carrying the Emperor, stepping on broken bridge planks and charging toward shore.

More than one cold arrow shot toward Xia Houchun in the lightning.

Chi Xue was about to warn him when suddenly glints of light flashed in the wind and rain. Several black arrows shot forth, breaking the cold arrows with sharp cracks.

Chi Xue felt slightly relieved.

The Crown Princess still had preparations. As long as they got through the initial panic and assault, no killer could harm them.

The water beside her stirred as a black-clothed figure suddenly emerged.

Probably having held his breath underwater too long, he couldn’t help but surface for air.

He appeared so suddenly that Chi Xue was startled, but she held back from shouting.

Unfortunately, Consort Jing woke up at this moment. Opening her eyes to see a completely black figure beside her, she opened her mouth to scream.

Chi Xue quickly stuck her hand in her mouth while saying to the black-clothed man: “The Emperor is over there!”

She pointed randomly. The black-clothed man, having just emerged and still unable to see clearly from the rain, heard this and instinctively thought she was a companion also lurking in the water, turning to look.

Chi Xue already had a dagger in hand, silently stabbing into his neck.

A patch of deep red spread around them.

Consort Jing’s eyes rolled back and she fainted again.

Chi Xue felt it was better for her to be unconscious—she wished she could knock her unconscious for longer.

However, eliminating this one alerted the surrounding assassins to her presence. Water rippled as head after head surfaced.

Chi Xue swam desperately forward, but dragging another person was already difficult, and the heavy rain made it impossible to see direction clearly.

Guards continuously entered the water trying to rescue people, but with countless assassins in the dark water and poor visibility, entering the water meant death.

Just as Chi Xue was about to reach shore, waves clustered toward her from ahead, and a row of heads emerged from the water, surrounding her completely.

Over there, Xia Houchun carried the Emperor while stepping on broken bridge pieces toward shore. Suddenly a wooden plank he had aimed for was pulled away, replaced by a circle of blade light. Xia Houchun nimbly twisted and landed on an assassin’s head, stomping him into the water, but this brief delay allowed river assassins connected by iron chains to coordinate and block both him and the guards trying to rescue them.

Xia Houchun let out a sharp whistle.

Summoning his subordinates while also exposing his position.

The Emperor lifted his head with effort from under Xia Houchun’s arm, seeing wet black-clothed figures in all directions, blade light, water light, and rain light crisscrossing before his eyes. In the distance, iron cavalry charged wildly toward them, but seemed too late.

…

The boulder rolled down with a rumble.

The young masters, still shaken, cried out in alarm and scattered in all directions.

Only Li Yuncheng shouted: “Don’t let the stone block the cave entrance…”

But obviously his shout had no effect. With a thunderous crash, the boulder pressed against the cave entrance, even more tightly than before.

The young masters stopped and looked at the boulder in horror, then toward the forest. In the dark forest, tree shadows swayed as if hiding countless killers.

“Let’s go, let’s go! Since someone pushed the stone, they’re nearby!”

A crowd jostled and stumbled, about to flee.

“Go where! Into the forest to die?” Suddenly a furious shout stopped everyone. They turned back to see Li Yuncheng, usually gentle as still water, somehow already at the large stone, rolling up his sleeves and bending down to move it. “Why aren’t you helping!”

Everyone looked at him, then at the forest, hesitating momentarily. Li Yuncheng took a breath, knowing that talk of life-saving debt would be useless with these frightened fellows who only wanted to escape. He said coldly: “Since there are still killers, we need to rescue the Crown Princess even more. The people coming to get us haven’t arrived yet—only the Crown Princess’s martial prowess can escort us safely out of the forest!”

The forest quieted for a moment. After a pause, Chang Qianmo walked over somewhat hesitantly.

One by one, others followed.

Everyone worked together to move the large stone. One person was exerting force when suddenly he saw cold light flash toward him.

He screamed in fright but didn’t release his grip.

Because at this moment he understood—without rescuing the Crown Princess, he still wouldn’t survive.

Suddenly a white shadow flashed beside him. A hand reached out, lightly and skillfully caught the arrow, and with a backhand threw it out. With a whistling sound through the air, a scream came from the forest.

Everyone turned to see Tie Ci standing behind them with Feng Huan on her shoulder.

…The Crown Princess was already out?

When had she come out?

After the wild joy, some remembered that their earlier disgraceful abandonment had all been seen by the Crown Princess.

Tie Ci looked at this group of wastrels.

The water pit in the cave wasn’t deep. After entering the water, she had been prepared for someone to cover the entrance above, quickly knocked unconscious Feng Huan who still had a bit of consciousness and wanted to cling to her desperately, then immediately teleported out.

When the young masters scattered in flight, she hid behind bushes and watched coldly.

If they had fled by themselves and died in the forest, that would be the result they sought themselves—she wouldn’t rescue them again.

Now, they were lucky.

As soon as she made a move, the cold arrows in the forest stopped again. Tie Ci said: “Let’s go. I’ll cover the rear. Move at top speed. Remember, I won’t look back—whoever falls behind is responsible for themselves.”

The young masters immediately began running frantically without another word.

No one dared say anything more.

The Crown Princess would never joke.

And would never rescue them repeatedly.

The group ran wildly through the waterlogged forest regardless of the rough terrain. When they tripped, they didn’t dare cry out in pain but got up and continued running.

Cold arrows occasionally flew past them with whistling sounds that terrified them. Some even grazed their clothes as they passed. The young masters didn’t dare lift their heads, running with heads down while gratefully thinking: Thank goodness the Crown Princess was there, thank goodness she was still willing to protect them, thank goodness she intercepted almost all the deadly arrows. The Crown Princess was truly good, with excellent aim and superb martial arts…

At the back of the group, Tie Ci walked while catching scattered flying arrows and throwing the caught arrows like darts toward the young masters ahead.

Grazing their heads—she gave herself nine points.

Grazing their clothes—five points.

Continuing to run after a head graze—bonus point.

Crying after a head graze—minus one point.

She was like a not-so-honest shepherd dog, driving a flock of bleating silly sheep through the rainy dense forest toward their pen.

The only one who saw the truth was Feng Huan, who had replaced Li Yuncheng in occupying the excellent viewing position on the Crown Princess’s shoulder. But he didn’t get Li Yuncheng’s good treatment—while Li had been carried right-side up, he was hanging upside down. Since Tie Ci had no time to help him expel water, hanging inverted while running conveniently let the water flow out.

When Feng Huan was in the water, in the desperate semi-conscious state near death, he vaguely heard splashing sounds as water broke, then saw a snow-white beautiful face approaching against the current, long hair flowing gracefully in the water. At the time, his confused mind thought: This must be a fairy coming.

Now hanging upside down on the fairy’s shoulder, he vomited while bouncing along as she ran, constantly experiencing the terror of flying arrows grazing his head, while watching the fairy throw captured arrows one by one at his companions. He didn’t know whether to pity them or himself.

He was wrong.

This wasn’t a fairy.

This was a demon in fairy’s clothing.

Though Tie Ci appeared leisurely, she was actually irritated inside. She worried about Father and the others’ safety but couldn’t immediately abandon these wastrels.

The signal fireworks had been launched, but heavy rain washed away traces, and there were no paths in the forest—it was easy to go the wrong way, and it wasn’t possible for rescue to arrive so quickly.

Suddenly seeing figures moving ahead, before Tie Ci could be alert, the other side shouted: “Is that the Crown Princess?”

Tie Ci responded. A single rider charged forward—the thoroughly soaked rider on horseback was actually Rong Pu.

Tie Ci was surprised he had arrived so quickly, and even more surprised he was personally leading the team. Shouldn’t this beautiful flower be drinking tea in camp in such weather?

Rong Pu approached and first looked Tie Ci up and down several times. Confirming that though her complexion wasn’t great, at least she was uninjured and healthy, only then did he relax.

When Tie Ci questioned him, she learned he had been guarding at the forest edge earlier. Calculating that she hadn’t emerged for a long time and something was wrong, he had simply organized guards from various families under the pretext of searching for their young masters and led them into the forest. Being meticulous, he had been paying attention to everyone’s movements, remembering the direction Tie Ci entered the forest and the positions where the young masters entered.

When Tie Ci’s fireworks went off, he had already found the location where Tie Ci and Murong Yi had been in the forest earlier. Finding no one there, he knew something was wrong and immediately searched everywhere for traces of Tie Ci and the others’ departure, pursuing at top speed.

Though he didn’t say it explicitly, Tie Ci knew that the reason he had been watching without entering the forest from the start was because he guessed she had entered to secretly meet with Murong Yi.

And he had just stood guard at the forest edge like that, noting the direction she went, calculating her meeting time…

It was a bit cruel, but Tie Ci was gratified.

That Rong Pu could calmly accept her relationship with Murong Yi while not forgetting his duties—no matter how much of a tea-drinking flower he was, he was still a qualified trusted minister.

She was about to unload Feng Huan and throw him out when Rong Pu suddenly said: “Don’t move!”

He told everyone: “Hold your breath!”

He stared at Tie Ci’s shoulder with a grave expression.

Tie Ci also felt it—her hair was being lightly brushed.

She didn’t move, looking sideways to see a tiny black insect on her shoulder.

The insect had probably been crawling but now, sensing danger, froze motionless.

Tie Ci wore black tight-fitting clothes and was in the dim light of the forest rain—an ordinary person leaning close wouldn’t be able to see it.

Only with her superior eyesight could she spot it.

She wanted to blow the insect away, but Rong Pu signaled her not to and scattered yellow powder.

When the powder arrived, the insect panicked, suddenly taking flight, only to fall halfway down.

Tie Ci watched as the insect fell partway and with a pop transformed into a very concentrated thin red smoke.

The smoke didn’t disperse in the rain, and surrounding vegetation immediately withered.

And this withering showed signs of spreading.

A young master standing very close had been holding his breath but slipped and stepped on the withered leaves.

The next moment his whole body trembled, he suddenly giggled, and lunged forward to lick his companion’s neck.

When his companion was licked, he also trembled all over and backhanded his sword to strike the person next to him.

Tie Ci knocked them both unconscious with one hand each and herded them like sheep to quickly leave that area.

This insect was not merely poisonous—it seemed to also have the effect of confusing the mind and deepening evil thoughts.

The lustful became more indulgent, the violent dared to kill.

The enemy’s poisonous schemes came wave after wave, always making her lower her guard for the next attack.

Like yesterday, seemingly giving up and not pursuing vigorously, but secretly releasing poisonous insects.

Once she relaxed and was affected in this dim environment, what would happen between her, a woman, and a group of hot-blooded young men?

Though Tie Ci didn’t think she would necessarily be affected, she was still disgusted by this vicious method.

Seeing that her old classmates were all there, she unceremoniously threw Feng Huan onto Qi Yuansi’s back and vanished in a flash.

The rescued young masters crowded around, chattering to Rong Pu and the others about their adventures and the Crown Princess’s brilliant prowess, their words full of reverence and gratitude for the Crown Princess.

Feng Huan, now on Qi Yuansi’s shoulder, silently shed tears.

He knew everything.

He dared not say anything.

Let the children continue being foolish.

…

In the Emperor’s eyes on Xia Houchun’s back reflected the approaching crowd.

Beside Chi Xue, Consort Jing looked at the row of river assassins suddenly blocking their path and let out a piercing scream.

Tie Yan looked back toward the dense forest in terror.

Ci’er must have also encountered assassination!

Despair surged in his heart.

The enemy was more cunning and ruthless than he had imagined.

If both Emperor and Crown Prince met with disaster, Great Qian… Great Qian would change hands!

Xia Houchun gritted his teeth and drew his sword.

As long as they could get through this moment, the Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Camp would arrive!

But the next instant, severe pain shot through his leg. Looking down, he saw something vaguely swimming past in the water.

There were poisonous creatures in the water!

He could no longer stand and crashed down thunderously. Before falling, he struck out with his sword—blade light flashed with lightning, simultaneously striking down three black-clothed men charging forward.

But this desperate strike also allowed a black-clothed man to circle behind him and reach for Tie Yan.

Xia Houchun dared neither place Tie Yan in the water nor push him away—he could only barely turn around, using his own chest to meet this blade.

Tie Yan cried out in alarm.

Suddenly there was a thunderous sound.

Then Xia Houchun and Tie Yan saw the charging black-clothed men suddenly fall forward in rows.

Giant waves rose before them, and behind the waves vaguely appeared a horse carriage.

Tie Yan almost wanted to rub his eyes.

This was in the river—how could a horse carriage possibly appear?

Chapter 330: Palace Intrigue Master
Then the wave crashed over, and indeed there was a carriage thundering from shore, rolling forward arrogantly, crushing countless black-clothed men, then crashing into the water with a bang, stirring up giant waves and knocking down another batch of black-clothed men.

In the moment the wave passed, Xia Houchun vaguely heard creaking sounds. Through the misty water, it seemed those two wheels had retracted.

Without wheels, the carriage seemed more like a boat on water, or… like a coffin?

Who had such ingenious imagination—a carriage that could also function as a boat?

Suddenly a figure swept toward them through the wind.

His approaching posture and form were extremely graceful. In the wind and rain, his robes billowed like drifting clouds, and his long legs were eye-catching even in the darkness. With a light lift, he covered several zhang, and the swift wind and sudden rain condensed into straight lines behind him, as if carrying a transparent sword.

He stepped on those black-clothed men’s heads as he swept toward the carriage. Wherever his feet passed, those heads were stomped into the water bottom like whack-a-mole.

Tie Yan looked up, dazzled and mesmerized.

Were martial artists really this graceful?

His Ci’er had even better martial arts—she must look even more beautiful when flying.

Xia Houchun frowned.

A word the Crown Princess had once said flashed through his mind.

Showing off.

Someone still showing off at such a deadly moment landed lightly and skillfully on the carriage top. The next instant a window opened on the carriage, and that person reached out, grabbed Tie Yan, and threw him through the window. The next moment the window closed.

Xia Houchun didn’t stop him—he recognized who it was.

Platforms extended from the carriage’s four sides, and four gray-clothed men dropped down with oars in hand, rowing the carriage.

Black-clothed men tried to rush the carriage but discovered those four gray-clothed men formed a battle formation, coordinating with each other. The oars in their hands were actually forged from Deep Iron—thin yet sharp, harvesting heads in strings.

The river surface was immediately rolling with heads, a sea of deep red.

Murong Yi on the carriage top looked around and found Consort Jing’s direction. Chi Xue had endured this moment with poison but was now exhausted, while Consort Jing hung dead weight in her hands, only knowing to scream and struggle, causing her to uncontrollably sink.

She thought desperately: It’s over, the Crown Princess will be heartbroken…

Suddenly her scalp tightened as someone yanked her out of the water by her hair. Through the scalp pain, she heard the other person mutter: “Better to go bald than for Zhao San to lose his wife…”

The next moment she and Consort Jing both flew up. A hole suddenly opened in a carriage ahead—with a whoosh, she and Consort Jing shot through the window and crashed into a pile with Tie Yan inside the carriage.

Clatter clatter—a pile of miscellaneous things was thrown in through the window. Someone outside laughed: “Father-in-law and mother-in-law, this carriage is very safe—rest here. If bored, play with crickets, play chess, play backgammon, read ‘Ci Xin Chronicles,’ read storybooks… all fine, just absolutely don’t open the windows!”

Tie Yan had no time to look at that pile of things. Before the window closed, he rushed over shouting: “Go check on the Crown Princess!”

Murong Yi laughed loudly outside: “That’s my person—naturally I keep her in my heart. No need for father-in-law to worry!”

Snap—the window shut.

Isolating both killers and waves.

Tie Yan: “…”

Only now did he realize what the other had called him.

But there seemed no way to react—after all, every sentence had too many objectionable points, making him numb instead.

With the carriage window closed, the wind, rain, and killing intent outside were all blocked. This small space actually gave people a sense of complete peace and tranquility.

It just swayed much more than ordinary carriages, but thoughtfully, all four walls were fitted with handholds wrapped in deerskin to prevent injury from bumping.

The carriage interior appeared smaller than it looked outside, since this carriage was designed with a hollow bottom to help the carriage body float on water.

Though small, it had everything needed. Murong Yi had also thrown in a large pile of things—a cricket cage with a silver-headed general chirping energetically, and ‘Ci Xin Chronicles’ that were completely new, from volume one to volume nine.

Even at such a time, someone didn’t forget to please his father-in-law and mother-in-law.

But now Tie Yan had no mood for these things. He heard constant banging outside, the carriage walls shaking—obviously someone was chopping at the walls.

And obviously failing to chop through.

He also worried about the carriage taking on water, but there was none—inside was very dry with no signs of leaking.

Looking up, the carriage roof was actually set with a large crystal allowing view of the activity above. He saw a pair of boots dancing on top with light, quick steps, completely showing no sign of being in fierce combat.

Until suddenly a great splash of blood splattered the crystal, turning that view bright red. Only then did he feel as if his eyes were scalded, quickly withdrawing his gaze and closing his eyes to catch his breath.

Heart-stopping, between life and death.

Was this the kind of life Ci’er lived outside, day after day?

Consort Jing lay gasping on the ground for a long time before recovering somewhat, saying apprehensively: “How can this carriage travel on water? Don’t know if it’s sturdy…” Suddenly looking up to see a person fall on the crystal top—a pale, bloody face pressed flat, gradually clouding lifeless eyes still staring at her—she immediately screamed in fright and nearly fainted again.

Tie Yan rubbed his forehead: “Chi Xue, cover Her Majesty’s eyes.”

This person was fine—everyone’s ears would be deafened first.

Really, often he wondered how she could have given birth to a daughter like Tie Ci. Must have burned some incredibly good incense in past lives.

Or perhaps, with mother being too incompetent to protect her daughter from childhood, the daughter was forced to become capable.

Chi Xue calmly covered Consort Jing’s eyes and said in her ear: “Your Majesty, rest assured. Since this carriage was brought for His Majesty and you to use, it must be safe.”

Hearing “safe,” Consort Jing calmed somewhat, then suddenly murmured: “My mother and brother’s family are still outside? Will something happen? Could we…”

A vein jumped on Tie Yan’s forehead. Unable to bear it, he said: “You certainly remember to worry about your mother and brother’s family—why don’t you worry about Ci’er!”

Consort Jing was stunned. She truly hadn’t thought Tie Ci would face any danger—she only thought about whether such assassin attacks would affect her relatives following behind.

But with Tie Yan saying this, she became anxious too, constantly asking what dangers Tie Ci might encounter. Her questions annoyed Tie Yan, making him regret that remark.

Some people were better off staying muddled—at least they’d save others trouble.

Instead, Chi Xue also firmly told Consort Jing: “Your Majesty, rest assured. The Crown Princess has weathered all storms—she certainly won’t have problems.”

Hearing this made Tie Yan’s heart ache, but Consort Jing breathed a long sigh of relief, immediately feeling at ease. Suddenly she had mood for gossip: “What did that man call us earlier?”

Tie Yan fell silent, thinking: That little bastard.

How did Ci’er take a liking to someone with such thick skin?

He said: “Nothing. You heard wrong.”

Consort Jing also felt she’d heard wrong—how could anyone in this world dare call His Majesty and herself father-in-law and mother-in-law?

And how could the Crown Princess get involved with such martial artists? Seeing how decisively that person killed… She most feared such crude people who drew swords at the slightest disagreement. Living with such people, could one even sleep peacefully?

She had already forgotten she was currently hiding in that crude person’s carriage to escape.

Chi Xue, watching her expression and knowing since childhood what she would think, said seemingly casually: “Your Majesty, isn’t this carriage design quite ingenious? The materials inside, including every furnishing, are worth fortunes. This carriage must have cost dearly—very rare. Now pushing it into water to save people shows the carriage owner’s complete loyalty to His Majesty and Your Majesty.”

Consort Jing nodded, her expression softening somewhat.

Chi Xue really didn’t want to hear her talk, so she opened a cabinet to show Consort Jing various jewelry, perfumes, and skincare creams hidden inside.

Murong Yi had previously given Tie Ci a carriage managed by Chi Xue. She knew these carriages were extremely luxurious inside with everything available. Sure enough, Consort Jing was attracted by these things, but Chi Xue noticed she seemed to have lost her former interest in the precious skincare creams she usually loved most.

Leaning against Consort Jing, Chi Xue suddenly sniffed. She felt that in the water vapor, she smelled an extremely peculiar fragrance.

This peculiar fragrance seemed vaguely familiar, yet she couldn’t remember where she’d smelled or heard of it.

Regarding her question, Consort Jing stroked her face and told her somewhat proudly that she’d recently used an extremely effective cream that had greatly improved her skin. The cream was very precious and couldn’t be mixed with other creams, so these things were temporarily unnecessary for her.

Saying this, Chi Xue noticed the fragrance was indeed emanating from Consort Jing. Usually they maintained distance, and tonight they’d been soaked, so only now could she smell it.

She asked about the cream’s origin. Consort Jing said: “A recipe from Nanny Qin’s hometown.”

Chi Xue relaxed, since Nanny Qin was reliable. Consort Jing had indeed become much paler. She cared so much about appearance—why hadn’t she used such a good recipe before?

Perhaps previously without favor, she hadn’t bothered.

Like Tie Ci and Tie Yan, Chi Xue didn’t like talking much with Consort Jing.

Tie Yan also vaguely smelled this scent—indeed very pleasant—and noticed Consort Jing had become paler. But this discovery only worsened his mood, making him move further away.

The carriage swayed violently, inevitably causing everyone to bump together. Tie Yan worriedly watched blood traces on the crystal top quickly washed by rain into faint pink, thinking: If this was Yannan’s method to prevent the Crown Princess from touring, being so arrogant and powerful while still in the capital, what would happen once Tie Ci reached their territory?

He began thinking of persuading Tie Ci not to go.

Ci’er said without eliminating the Three Feudatories, the Xiao Family couldn’t be completely taken down. If they couldn’t be taken down, so be it—couldn’t they coexist peacefully? He could compromise somewhat, as long as Ci’er was safe.

They hadn’t stayed in the carriage long before feeling it pushed back to shore, sensing slight ground tremors. He said joyfully: “The Blood Cavalry has arrived!”

After a while, the carriage exit opened with someone waiting beside it, personally helping him down.

Tie Yan’s gaze lingered on those snow-white, slender, distinctly jointed fingers, then as if not seeing them, he jumped down himself.

Murong Yi, whose attempt at courtesy failed, wasn’t angry. Licking his lips, he followed with a smile.

The river was full of floating corpses. Xia Houchun, wounded, was directing the arriving Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Camp to surround remaining assassins trying to break out.

Because they wanted live captives, no arrows were shot.

The main force basically remained on the other side of the river. With the Nine Guards present, though chaotic briefly, there weren’t major casualties. The assassins had focused their main energy on the river.

A rider charged from the distance, passing through crowds where everyone bowed their heads. The rider didn’t stop.

Murong Yi’s eyes lit up as he waved from afar. That horse reached the riverbank where people quickly set up a floating bridge. Tie Ci crossed on horseback.

Seeing Father and Mother Consort safe and sound, she breathed a long sigh of relief and smiled at Murong Yi.

Murong Yi looked her up and down, confirming she was unharmed, and also smiled.

Unlike what Tie Ci expected, he didn’t take the opportunity to claim credit—he said nothing.

Murong Yi felt: What was there to say?

Wasn’t it natural for a man to protect his father-in-law and mother-in-law?

Now all assassins were surrounded. The disadvantage of initially dividing the Emperor’s party into three sections for assassination now showed—assassins were divided into three locations for annihilation, unable to coordinate, support each other, or escape.

But these people were ruthless enough. Seeing escape impossible, they committed suicide one after another.

Finally only a group on the opposite shore remained. Xia Houchun fought desperately, determined not to give them time even to suicide.

That group fought while retreating toward a forest. Tie Ci pursued, originally guarding against traps in the forest. Sure enough, several people emerged from the forest, holding a man and woman hostage.

The lead masked man said coldly: “Release us! Or we’ll kill them!”

From the group of ministers’ wives behind Consort Jing, someone rushed out: “Dunzhi! Xiuyue!”

Tie Ci raised her eyebrows. How had these two left the main force and been captured by assassins?

Looking at their disheveled state, covered in water and mud, they must have been captured for some time.

Murong Yi muttered: Idiots!

Despite his precautions against assassins, he had specifically kept this idiot nearby during the earlier hunt—not out of regard for Tie Ci’s relative, purely to prevent these fools from causing Tie Ci trouble. But just from one rendezvous, trouble still came.

Wang Shi rushed from the crowd, seeing her son and screaming, then turning to prostrate before the Emperor and Consort Jing: “Your Majesty! Your Majesty! Save Dunzhi! Please save Dunzhi!”

Master and Madam Tan also exclaimed: “Xiuyue, how are you here!”

Consort Jing looked at the Emperor in panic. The Emperor frowned.

Tie Ci said: “That’s exactly what I want to ask—how are these two here, captured as hostages by assassins?”

Wang Shi’s face stiffened. Her eyes rolled as she quickly said: “Dunzhi was always following everyone. Seeing His Majesty under attack, he must have been anxious and rushed to fight the assassins, thus being captured!”

Tie Ci was almost amused by her shamelessness. Before she could speak, Murong Yi already said wonderingly: “Do you think everyone has river water in their brains like you? With so many guard experts unable to cross this river, how did your weakling son get into the water, pass so many assassins, reach the other shore, then get captured by assassins?”

He said with complete seriousness: “Your Majesty, this matter is suspicious! Tan Dunzhi and Tan Xiuyue, two people without martial arts, safely crossed the river and now became hostages completely unharmed—they must be colluding with assassins!”

The Emperor almost laughed out loud.

What a marvelous person.

Actually following Wang Shi’s nonsense with more nonsense. This way, the Tan siblings were no longer imperial relatives whose non-rescue would bring criticism, but spies suspected of collaborating with enemies.

Then not rescuing couldn’t be blamed on him.

Wang Shi hadn’t expected such a development. Speechless and before she could figure out how to salvage the situation, Tan Xiuyue was already saying heartbrokenly: “Young Master… why slander us? I… my brother and I clearly went to find Your Highness… and you, and were captured by assassins!”

Murong Yi looked her up and down: “Who are you?”

Asked with complete sincerity.

Tie Ci nearly laughed out loud.

Originally seeing Tan Xiuyue had actually run into the forest seeking Murong Yi, she wanted to tease him. Thinking about it, she decided against it—that person needed no teasing to infuriate Tan Xiuyue to death. If she added provocation, he might turn to revenge against Tan Xiuyue, and that girl might die of shame and anger any minute.

Murong Yi more sincerely conducted soul-searching interrogation: “Miss, I don’t know you—how could you risk entering the forest to find me? If you’re going to lie, could you find a reasonable excuse? Your Majesty, look—their words are full of holes. They must be spies!”

The last sentence turned to the Emperor, righteous with indignation.

The Emperor bit his cheeks to keep from laughing.

But Consort Jing couldn’t laugh, because Wang Shi, seeing the situation unfavorable, grabbed her skirt and cried loudly: “Your Majesty! Your Majesty! Dunzhi is loyal and devoted to His Majesty and Your Majesty—how could he be a spy!”

The assassins in the forest shouted: “We don’t know these two either, but seeing them searching for the Crown Princess in the forest, we invited them as guests. Speaking of which, these two are the Crown Princess’s cousin and cousin-sister? And were captured while seeking the Crown Princess—does the legendarily benevolent and wise Crown Princess show no care for blood relatives?”

Wang Shi cried louder, kowtowing to the Emperor while pulling her mother-in-law: “Mother, mother, Dunzhi is so dangerous—he’s your most beloved grandson. Please beg His Majesty and Her Majesty!”

Lü Shi actually went over to them hesitantly.

Consort Jing also turned those tearful, pitiful rabbit eyes toward the Emperor, preparing to speak.

Tie Ci’s scalp exploded.

Now she knew whose temperament Consort Jing resembled!

But today Murong Yi was here.

With him present, no one could cause trouble.

Chapter 331: Driving People Away
As soon as Lady Lü made a move, he rushed forward to support her, “The ground is slippery, Old Madam, please go slowly… Ah, why have you fainted? Ah, Old Madam? Old Madam?” He supported Lady Lü, looking up at the Emperor with a bewildered expression, “Your Majesty, Your Highness, Old Madam Lü was worried about her grandchildren and fainted.”

Noble Consort Jing opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Murong Yi’s sugar-coated cannonball had already bombarded her, “Your Highness! Your Highness! Please move quickly! The Old Madam has fainted!”

Noble Consort Jing, startled by his urgent call, became confused and immediately felt that since her mother had fainted, she as a daughter should naturally go forward to show concern, otherwise what if the censors impeached her for being unfilial? She hurriedly stepped forward to check. Nanny Qin, who had escaped from the water with injuries, was very perceptive and led a group of Noble Consort Jing’s palace maids to immediately escort the two women to a nearby carriage to rest, their feet barely touching the ground.

As Noble Consort Jing was being ushered away, her confused mind wondered: Who is this beauty? Is she the dancer from last time? A lowly dancer – how can she command like a master in such a situation? Why aren’t His Majesty and His Highness angry? They even seem quite pleased…

Of course, with her pea-sized brain, she really couldn’t figure out the answer to this question. Soon she and Lady Lü were stuffed into the carriage, the carriage door slammed shut, and Nanny Qin stood guard at the door like a gatekeeper, determined not to let her mistress come out again.

When a group of women came out crying and making a scene, what were His Majesty and His Highness supposed to do? If they saved them, they’d let the assassins go; if they didn’t save them, the Censorate could immediately pile impeachment memorials on the dragon desk, and it would also cause public criticism, giving political enemies another opportunity to attack His Highness.

One Imperial Consort was troublesome enough, and now a whole family had come!

Lady Wang hadn’t reacted yet when the battlefield was suddenly left with only her as the remaining soldier. She wanted to pull Second Master’s wife as support, but the Second Master and his wife frowned at their daughter, thinking this girl was very unlucky. Originally they had wanted to ask the Imperial Consort to find their daughter a good marriage in the capital, but now with this incident, being kidnapped had already damaged her reputation, and the girl had said such stupid things in public!

She said it would have been fine to find His Highness, but she insisted on saying she went to find “that man” – how could she still be married off now!

The Second Master and his wife were furious and couldn’t be bothered to speak anymore. Anyway, wasn’t the eldest brother’s son also kidnapped? If they were going to save the eldest brother’s family, they would naturally save his family too.

Lady Wang, isolated and helpless, could only cry and beg Tie Ci again. Before her cries could reach her throat, Murong Yi had already walked to her side and whispered, “Shut up. Agree to one condition, and I guarantee to save your son.”

Lady Wang instinctively looked toward Tie Ci. Before her eyes could turn, Murong Yi was already impatiently saying, “No need to look. I said she would definitely agree.”

Lady Wang choked, thinking: Who are you? Would the Crown Princess listen to you?

However, when she looked, Tie Ci smiled with a slightly helpless expression, but clearly not the kind of unwilling helplessness.

Lady Wang had a sudden realization and whispered, “Please speak.”

“Your whole family will get out and go back to your hometown today, and never be allowed to come again,” Murong Yi said. “Whoever steps foot in the imperial capital, I’ll kill them.”

Lady Wang stared wide-eyed at this madman who openly threatened imperial relatives in front of the Emperor and Crown Princess, then turned to look at the Emperor and Crown Princess.

As a result, one of them turned away as if he hadn’t heard, and the other was even better – she nodded and smiled at her.

Others watching thought the Crown Princess was comforting her.

Lady Wang shivered, “As long as…”

“Say one more word, and Xizhou’s Wanqian Bank will recall all the low-interest loans given to your family.”

Lady Wang was even more shocked, then understood something, her face changing dramatically, “You are…”

Murong Yi didn’t answer.

The assassins across had grown impatient and shouted, “How about it, Your Majesty the Emperor and Crown Princess, do you truly not care about your own relatives!”

His subordinates applied force, and blood lines immediately appeared on Tan Dunzhi and Tan Xiuyue’s necks. Tan Dunzhi screamed loudly while Tan Xiuyue whimpered and cried.

Lady Wang hurriedly said, “I agree!”

Murong Yi laughed heartily, “Good!”

His voice was extremely loud, audible for miles around. The assassins across thought he was agreeing to their conditions and were just getting excited when they suddenly heard explosions behind them.

Several trees behind them suddenly burst open simultaneously, blade light bright as splashed snow, pouring toward the assassins’ backs.

Several screams rang out as the assassins fell. Tan Dunzhi and Tan Xiuyue rolled away and were immediately caught by rushing guards.

Among the fallen assassins, some weren’t dead yet and struggled to get up, swaying as they tried to escape. Countless people chased after them.

One of the two men had only run a few steps when he suddenly exploded with a bang.

This scene was so shocking that many noble ladies watching from afar screamed and fainted.

The other man, seeing his companion’s body explode, instantly understood something and let out a mournful cry. He threw something out, then immediately slit his throat.

Thus, all the assassins were dead.

Tie Ci remained silent.

They were all death warriors, or rather, all pre-arranged death warriors.

Whether they succeeded or failed, no one would be left alive.

Logically, all signs pointed to Yannan, and the motive was obvious, but if it really was them, why make it so absolute?

All the corpses were collected and taken back for examination. The Emperor ordered a return to camp, and after returning to camp, they would go directly back to the imperial capital.

That night, those young masters who had returned home in shock, wrapped in blankets and sneezing, received an imperial edict to depart for Yannan as scheduled in three days.

The young masters could only tearfully express their gratitude.

Also submitting memorials of gratitude were those originally very angry old ministers – they had to thank the Crown Princess for saving their lives.

This journey and rescue also made some originally firm-minded ministers very awkward.

After all, having received the Crown Princess’s favor, interactions among the group became more awkward. This was itself a kind of invisible but open discord, and it was irresistible.

As time slowly passed, some things would always show changes.

Xia Houchun soon reported back to Tie Ci. All the corpses had no traces or markings. Even the poisonous insects in the river that day had vanished without a trace afterward. Only the last assassin who committed suicide left behind one thing, which Xia Houchun collected and presented to the Crown Princess’s desk.

The object looked like a bone carving ornament, a small square piece with a rabbit carved on it. The carving was crude and the knife marks shallow, like a child’s handiwork. It was strung with red cord, also like a child’s toy.

Tie Ci held it in her hand and shook it, hearing clear collision sounds inside. This seemingly solid bone carving actually had something inside.

But Tie Ci searched the entire bone carving and couldn’t see where there were seams or openings that could hold something.

How did the thing inside the bone carving get in there?

Tie Ci listened to what sounded like beads and was quite puzzled by this question.

Since it was something the assassin had thrown out with hatred before dying, it must be important to the other party at the very least. After Tie Ci confirmed the object wasn’t poisonous, she put it in her personal sachet.

Then Little Bug came to report that Tan Dunzhi requested an audience.

Lady Wang had originally promised Murong Yi to return home immediately, but the others hadn’t yet enjoyed the prosperity of the imperial capital and the pursuit of crowds. How could they be willing to leave just after arriving? Even Noble Consort Jing earnestly urged them to stay, hoping to spend more time with family. However, when Lady Wang thought about how Murong Yi was actually the behind-the-scenes boss who had recently supported their family business, she couldn’t help but be terrified. After repeated persuasion, the Tan family was ultimately afraid of losing the business backer they had just found, so they reluctantly agreed.

However, when Tie Ci heard they were going home, she said that Xizhou was not far from Yannan, so they could travel with the main force initially. She wasn’t trying to get mixed up with these relatives – it was just that the Tan family were troublemakers with sensitive identities. If they went home alone and were used by others or something happened, it would ultimately affect the imperial family. It was better to keep them in her own group and send them back early to be done with it.

At this moment, when Tan Dunzhi requested an audience, she thought of this scholarly gentleman cousin’s wordy and awkward speech and got a headache. She was about to refuse when she heard Little Bug say, “Scholar Tan says that when he was previously held hostage, he discovered something unusual about the assassins and wants to explain it to the Crown Princess.”

Tie Ci then summoned him. This time Tan Dunzhi was much more honest, keeping his eyes down and not daring to look at her. He sat to one side and said, “Being kidnapped that day caused trouble for Your Highness.”

Tie Ci said flatly, “Cousin Tan, please remember in the future to value your own safety and not venture carelessly into dangerous places, as there won’t always be experts to rescue you.”

Tan Dunzhi hung his head even lower and responded quietly.

This Imperial Highness cousin didn’t show even a trace of friendly politeness toward him, treating him worse than ordinary servants.

This made him feel humiliated, but he also understood that his mother’s scheming had probably been seen through by this noble cousin.

He felt insulted, but he also somewhat knew that some things were just wishful thinking, and he understood even more that imperial waters ran deep – not something a scholar from a remote small county like himself could meddle in.

When the Emperor was attacked on the river that day, he was trapped in the woods across the river, gagged, watching the black water churning, countless assassins emerging from the water, blade light and blood, heads rolling, corpses floating on the river surface.

That scene was unforgettable, and he’d had nightmares for many days.

Great wealth came with great danger – he didn’t dare take the risk.

Tie Ci glanced at him coldly, not intending to say much.

After all, Tan Dunzhi was just a common type of overconfident man – insufficient insight and knowledge leading to some arrogance and pride, some petty greed and selfishness. But precisely because his world was only so big, the imperial family’s overwhelming prosperity attracted him, and the imperial family’s surging crises also frightened him.

When he felt there was hope, he fantasized; when he felt threatened, he retreated. It couldn’t be called bad character, but he wasn’t worth her looking at twice.

Tan Dunzhi fumbled in his sleeve and pulled out a strip of cloth, placing it on the eunuch’s tray. “When this commoner was kidnapped that day, the opposing assassin was already injured with torn sleeves. In my panic, I grabbed the opponent’s sleeve and inadvertently tore off a strip of cloth. I kept it clutched in my hand until I was rescued… The assassin’s outer garment was ordinary, but what I tore off was from an undergarment sleeve. The fabric looked somewhat different, so I wanted to present it to the Crown Princess for examination.”

The eunuch brought the tray forward. Tie Ci looked at the fabric, which was indeed special. It didn’t look like cloth but rather seemed woven from some special fiber, somewhat like rattan but finer and more densely woven, though quite roughly. It felt smooth to the touch, and when she lowered her head to smell it, there was a faint, astringent herbal fragrance.

She had someone bring water and fire basins. When thrown in water, it floated lightly without sinking, and water droplets rolled off – it was waterproof.

When brought near the fire basin, it could burn but slowly – somewhat fire-resistant too.

It was quite a good material.

Tie Ci also collected this strip of cloth and smiled, “Thank you, Cousin Tan.”

Tan Dunzhi wanted to say something more, but Tie Ci had already picked up a memorial to read. He could only quietly bid farewell to Tie Ci, who didn’t look up and just waved her hand.

Tan Dunzhi retreated. As he stepped out of the palace door, he looked back to see the woman sitting sideways in the depths of the hall, her manner relaxed, casually turning pages with her fingertips – matters that could shake the world.

So close, yet so far.

…

Finally, the imperial garden assassination case was closed with the suicide of one Middle Army Commander’s Office Guard Thousand-Household, two Imperial Capital Guard Hundred-Households, and one palace-stationed eunuch.

Xia Houchun reported to Tie Ci that all leads had been cut off almost completely on the day of the assassination. Only after exhausting all means of investigation did they vaguely trace it to these few people, but they died quickly too.

The three guard leaders were respectively responsible for leading thousand-man teams to search and clear the mountains beforehand, and leading hundred-man teams to patrol nearby during the hunt. They indeed could have provided information to the assassins, coordinating from inside and outside to help them hide in the river. But to organize two successive assassinations, especially the second one targeting noble sons, the Crown Princess, and the Emperor separately – getting so many assassins in and hiding them in various places – this was absolutely not something these few people could accomplish.

The eunuch was reported for suspicious behavior, having lingered near the tree full of wild fruit. He was suspected of placing poisonous insects under that tree, causing Pingzong to lose combat ability. If Pingzong had been there that day, at least the guards around the Emperor wouldn’t have died so many.

According to what Feng Huan and the others said, the two guards who spoke behind the tree to lure them into the forest were not among those who committed suicide. The ones who committed suicide were all older, while the guards who spoke were clearly young.

Those participating in the hunt that day, including inner and outer protection, numbered nearly ten thousand, not to mention they might not even be among these ten thousand.

The investigation had to continue, but it couldn’t delay the itinerary. Tie Ci didn’t delay the Yannan trip by even a day.

She left Tian Wu behind, who entered the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards, starting as a squad leader. He would first follow Xia Houchun, who remained in the capital, to investigate cases and run errands, which would also facilitate his further business development.

Rong Pu had already departed for Yueli Academy. Yang Yixiu had also accompanied him to Ziyang yesterday. Qi Yuansi would later follow the Vice Minister of Public Works and a group of officials skilled in water conservancy and agriculture to conduct early terrain surveys in the Hanli Khan Desert. After confirming that the Hanli Khan Desert could indeed be developed, subsequent work would include prisoner transport, organizing and arranging materials and equipment, formulating population relocation policies, and a series of other affairs.

Xiao Wu was assigned as county magistrate of Guishan County in Xizhou, which was where the Tan family was located. This place bordered Yannan Prefecture – on one hand, it was to plant a nail to monitor Yannan’s movements as support for this trip; on the other hand, it was to look after and watch the Tan family. After all, as power gradually returned to the imperial family and Tie Ci’s status rose, the Tan family would inevitably enter various people’s sights. To prevent any trouble, it was better to keep them guarded.

The other students who passed this spring’s imperial examination were also departing for various places in these few days, basically all important counties in various states – either belonging to military passes, or located in the nation’s granaries, or situated in prosperous areas, or as sources of cultural education. Like inconspicuous seeds, they scattered lightly from Tie Ci’s palm. Whether these people could take firm root and flourish in the next ten years, or whether they couldn’t hold on and would be scattered by wind and rain, would depend on each person’s fortune.

Tie Ci had been quite busy these past few days, but Noble Consort Jing still wanted to find her to discuss important matters. Tie Ci guessed what it was about and didn’t want to go initially, but she had to bid farewell to her mother consort before traveling far anyway, so she went.

When she entered, she gave Chi Xue a look, and Chi Xue understood, quietly withdrawing.

Sure enough, not long after sitting down, Noble Consort Jing hesitantly began talking about how she hadn’t seen her relatives for many years, and now that they were reunited for just a few days, she really couldn’t bear to part with them.

Before Tie Ci could say anything, she heard that Old Madam Lü and others were requesting an audience.

Noble Consort Jing hurriedly ordered them to be admitted, and Tie Ci chuckled silently to herself.

Sure enough, when that family entered and saw her, after performing their greetings, they began their bombardment in turns.

Master Tan the Elder put on his uncle’s airs, staring at her solemnly and asking in a stern voice, “Your Highness, Uncle and the others haven’t seen your mother consort for many years and haven’t had time for detailed family conversation, yet they’re to be sent back to their home prefecture. Your Highness treats blood relatives so coldly – aren’t you afraid of criticism from scholars and a reputation for being unfilial?”

Master Tan the Second laughed dryly while smoothing things over, “Elder brother, your words are too harsh. Surely His Highness doesn’t know the details. It’s just that sister-in-law was forced by villains that day and agreed to this expedient measure to save Dunzhi. His Highness is meeting us for the first time and would be too delighted to part with us. How could she bear to send us away? Isn’t that right, Your Highness?”

Lady Liu also quickly nodded, her eyes roving over the furnishings in the hall. Last time she had only gotten about a thousand taels of silver from the Imperial Consort, which wasn’t enough to fill the business losses. If they left now, there would be no chance.

Lady Wang looked aggrieved, wiping her eyes, “Dunzhi and Xiuyue were frightened and caught cold, and they haven’t fully recovered from their illness…”

Even Lady Lü came over to take Tie Ci’s hand, lowering her eyes and saying hesitantly, “Your Highness, grandmother can’t bear to part with you…”

A group of people surrounded Tie Ci, talking all at once. Outside the crowd, Noble Consort Jing looked on eagerly.

Tie Ci calmly withdrew her hand from Lady Lü’s grasp and picked up her tea. Dan Shuang stepped forward and directly blocked Lady Lü and Lady Liu, who was moving closer. Both women, suddenly aware of their impropriety, awkwardly retreated.

Only then did Tie Ci say calmly, “Throughout history, for Da Qian’s palace dependents, family members entering the palace have had regulations – entering the palace in the afternoon, never staying overnight as a rule. Those from distant ancestral homes cannot enter the capital without summons. Grandmother’s entry to the capital this time was already by Father Emperor’s special grace, staying for several days and having military escort home – this has already been more than appropriate treatment.”

Before the various people with different expressions could speak, she continued, “If Grandmother and Uncle and Aunts wish to stay, it’s not impossible…”

Everyone showed delight.

“…It’s just that I must explain clearly to Grandmother and Uncle and Aunts – the hunting ground incident the other day was by no means an isolated case. After all, court struggles have been going on for a long time, as you must have heard. Since childhood, I have encountered no fewer than eight hundred assassinations, if not a thousand. Grandmother and Uncle and Aunts are my blood relatives, so I’m afraid you won’t be spared from such incidents either.” Tie Ci looked with satisfaction at everyone’s changed expressions. “Grandmother and Uncle and Aunts care so much for me, you would naturally be willing to share weal and woe with me. Of course, I will try my best to assign people to protect you all. Guards…”

Lady Wang, Lady Liu, and Master Tan the Elder all said in unison, “Wait!”

Chapter 332: Setting Out on Tour
Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

Master Tan the Second coughed and said respectfully, “Your Highness speaks truly. We naturally wish to share weal and woe with Your Highness, but we are powerless, would only burden Your Highness in vain, and would require Your Highness to assign people to protect us. This is inappropriate, inappropriate.”

Master Tan the Elder frowned and said, “How can Your Highness, with such prestige now, still be constrained by a few mere ministers! Your Highness is truly too soft-hearted!”

Tie Ci didn’t even glance at this uncle who lectured people the moment he opened his mouth. She only smiled at Lady Wang and said, “Imperial Consort is indeed very concerned about her family. How about having eldest aunt move into the palace to accompany Imperial Consort for a few days…”

Lady Wang hurriedly said, “This subject’s wife dares not break protocol…”

Everyone quickly changed their tune again, expressing how difficult the imperial family’s position was, showing great understanding and not daring to burden Your Highness.

Noble Consort Jing was greatly disappointed.

But Lady Wang said again, “It’s just that, Your Highness, Dunzhi will need to take examinations later. The journey is long and traveling back and forth wastes time. It would be better to let him stay in the imperial capital and study at the Imperial Academy. First, he could concentrate on his studies, and second, surely the Imperial Academy wouldn’t be unsafe…”

Lady Liu also said, “Xiuyue has reached marriageable age. There aren’t any good talents in Guishan County, which would waste her potential. We were hoping Imperial Consort could find her a good match in the imperial capital. How about asking His Majesty to give Xiuyue a title and let her stay in the palace awaiting marriage?”

Suddenly there was a crisp “Ptui!”

The sound was so loud it echoed throughout the entire hall, making everyone’s ears ring.

Tie Ci smiled.

Her dear grand-niece had arrived.

She leisurely leaned back.

These two requests weren’t actually too excessive. If they were normal relatives, she might have agreed. But the problem was that the Tan family was a hidden time bomb that couldn’t be left behind.

Some people loved putting on elder airs and using filial piety to pressure others – shameless, impervious to reason, ignorant of proper etiquette. As crown heir, if she minded it, the censors would catch her weakness; if she didn’t mind it, she’d inevitably feel stifled.

Since she couldn’t be criticized on this front, she’d let the appropriate person take the stage.

Pingzong entered carrying a handful of walnuts, cracking them while saying with full vigor, “What nonsense! Stay behind to be hostages again? What happened to not burdening the Crown Princess?”

Master Tan the Elder angrily said, “What manner of person are you! How dare you speak so rudely to us! Do you know who I am!”

“Bah! Do you know who I am? I am Princess Pingzong, and you’re just a seventh-rank petty official – what airs are you putting on in front of me?”

Master Tan the Elder was at a loss for words. If he wanted to talk about nepotistic connections, she wanted to discuss rank. His official position was lowly, and he was so angry his cheeks turned blue.

“You think the Imperial Academy is your family’s doorstep that you can just enter? Academy students must be recommended outstanding scholars from various regions or sons of third-rank officials. Which requirement does your son meet?”

“Your own daughter chased after men and became a hostage, nearly ruining everything, yet you still want to ask for titles and good marriages – which high-ranking family are you planning to harm? When those noble families welcome the bride, they’ll immediately develop grievances against the imperial family. Who’s going to clean up that mess? You?”

“Hearing that the Crown Princess faces difficulties, instead of sharing her worries, you bother her with these domestic trivialities. Are you here to visit relatives or to freeload off the imperial family? Haven’t you thought about earning some face for Noble Consort Jing?”

Noble Consort Jing looked blank again. She had originally thought her relatives’ requests weren’t excessive, but hearing Pingzong put it this way, it seemed somewhat excessive after all. She looked at Tie Ci in confusion, but Tie Ci maintained her usual gracious smile, not giving her even a glance.

But the Tan family wasn’t having it. Lady Lü began crying, mumbling something unintelligible under her breath. Lady Liu shrieked, “What are you saying! You lowly…” but was covered by Master Tan the Second beside her.

Little Bug at the door cracked his whip loudly and said, “This is the imperial palace – no loud noises allowed!”

Pingzong finished reciting what Chi Xue had taught her with some anger, squeezed her fingers, and the walnut crumbled to powder in her palm.

Seeing this, the group’s faces changed and they finally fell silent.

Only then did Pingzong turn to Tie Ci and say, “His Majesty is calling for you.”

Tie Ci took the opportunity to rise and bid farewell, also saying to Noble Consort Jing, “I depart the day after tomorrow. Today I came to bid you farewell. I hope Imperial Consort will take good care of your health in the palace and not be troubled by outside trivial matters.”

She absolutely wouldn’t come again before leaving.

Noble Consort Jing didn’t catch that this was a warning to have less contact with her problematic family. She responded somewhat reluctantly and hurriedly had palace servants bring out the travel gear she had prepared for Tie Ci. Tie Ci glanced at it briefly – there were cotton socks and comfortable casual shoes, closely-stitched summer cloth undergarments and handmade flower tea, small incense boxes, and even exquisitely crafted gold grooming sets inlaid with gems (tweezers, ear picks, toothpicks, and nail clippers). The thought was there, but this sheltered palace porcelain doll thought she was going on a pleasure trip!

She couldn’t be bothered to fuss about it, accepted with thanks, and left.

Seeing the Crown Princess leave without any reluctance, the Tan family all looked displeased. It was nearly time to light the lamps, and the two Tan masters, being outside men, couldn’t stay in the palace too long. They could only bid farewell to Noble Consort Jing. Before leaving, Master Tan the Second asked Noble Consort Jing for some more money.

Nanny Qin sent someone to escort them out of the palace. The Tan family returned in defeat, feeling angry. Having become familiar with the palace recently, they dismissed their escort after walking just a few steps. The palace maid was also unwilling to guide them – not only was there no reward money, but they constantly ordered her around. When the Tan family dismissed her, she was happy to be free, perfunctorily bowed, and quickly left.

Lady Liu watched the palace servant leave quickly and spat angrily, “No sense at all, running so fast – treating us like plague gods!”

Master Tan the Elder frowned, “Palace people climb high and step low, they’re the most snobbish. We should tell sister about this later – such people shouldn’t be kept around.”

Master Tan the Second also said, “All the people around Imperial Consort are like this. Elder brother, look at that Nanny Qin – guarding against us like we’re thieves!”

Lady Wang sighed, and Lady Lü’s expression was also unpleasant.

Suddenly someone ahead said gently, “This alley entrance isn’t passable at night. You’ve probably taken the wrong way?”

The Tan family looked up to see a palace lantern swaying ahead, under which walked a middle-aged woman. From her dress, she appeared to be a ranked nanny, smiling at them.

In the past few days in the palace, the Tan family had mostly seen faces hiding coldness and mockery. Now seeing this woman’s gentle manner and helpful reminder, they immediately felt favorable toward her. Lady Wang was the first to thank her. The woman said she was a nanny from Noble Consort Ning’s palace, out on business, and seeing several people had taken the wrong path, she offered to guide them to prevent them from violating regulations by getting lost in the dark.

The Tan family thanked her and followed behind the nanny. The nanny was very talkative, constantly praising the Tan family’s fine appearance and bearing as they walked. Finally she said, “Truly worthy of being the Crown Princess’s maternal relatives – such distinguished bearing throughout. The Crown Princess must have been delighted to finally see her grandmother and uncles and aunts these past few days.”

Lady Lü mumbled incoherently, Lady Wang laughed dryly, but Master Tan the Elder couldn’t get over his anger and coldly snorted, “That’s the crown heir! Grandmother and uncles are nothing but dust beneath her feet!”

Lady Wang tugged at Master Tan the Elder’s sleeve, but he pushed her away heavily with an iron-blue face.

The guiding nanny ahead seemed not to notice the commotion behind and sighed, “I heard you’re all leaving the capital soon. Why not stay a few more days?”

This hit another sore spot, and even Master Tan the Second couldn’t help but sigh deeply.

The nanny smiled, “You’re all really coming and going so quickly. So many noble families in the capital heard that the Crown Princess’s maternal relatives had come and were all eager to meet you, asking people to arrange introductions everywhere. But now you’re leaving so soon – it’s truly regrettable.”

The Tan family’s eyes immediately brightened, and Master Tan the Elder immediately said, “Who wishes to visit us?”

The nanny casually mentioned several names, and the Tan family felt even more regretful upon hearing them.

They were all important court ministers – people who in normal times in Guishan County they couldn’t reach even jumping up and down, people who could bring enormous benefits to the Tan family with just a word. Now they all wanted to get acquainted with them!

If it had been when they first arrived, the Tan family would have been high-spirited, thinking that with a daughter as imperial consort and granddaughter as crown heir, what great personages were just dust beneath their feet. But now, discovering that their daughter had no power and their granddaughter seemed kind but was actually cold, getting nothing from this trip, they were feeling bitter and unwilling. Hearing this, they immediately regretted deeply.

Lady Wang sighed, “Unfortunately we leave the day after tomorrow. Even if we got acquainted, we won’t be in the imperial capital afterward…”

The nanny smiled, “They’re not all capital people, and besides, don’t you still have two days?”

Lady Wang’s eyes flickered as she probed, “You mean…”

The nanny pulled a box from her sleeve and handed it to Lady Wang, softly laughing, “This is a meeting gift from that noble person to your distinguished family. The noble person said they’ve long admired the Tan family, and this small token is offered hoping to establish good relations. If the Tan family doesn’t refuse, there’s also a matter to entrust, with generous rewards afterward.”

Lady Wang opened the gold-inlaid, jade-embedded box, glanced briefly, then quickly closed it. After steadying herself, she smiled, “Thank you so much.”

The nanny said softly, “If Madam is interested, you could visit Qingfeng Tower on Simei Lane tomorrow for a chat.”

Lady Wang tucked the box into her bosom, while Master Tan the Second and his wife kept trying to peek at her chest.

The nanny stopped and said, “The palace gate is ahead. Please go as you wish.”

The Tan family thanked her and left the palace on their own. The nanny watched their backs as they walked away, whispering among themselves, and her lips curved up.

Only after the Tan family’s figures disappeared did she turn and walk toward the inner palace.

But not in the direction of Noble Consort Ning’s Ninghua Palace.

…

Two days later.

The Crown Princess’s grand southern tour procession left the imperial capital’s city gates, with the entire city’s people seeing them off.

The Emperor stood on the city walls watching the procession disappear into the distance, thinking of how over a year ago when Tie Ci left the capital, it was silent and unnoticed.

He had woken to find a letter on his desk and Ruixiang Palace empty of people.

At that time, not even the palace staff were alarmed. He heard that Ci’er had even been forced to jump into water by those wastrels at the ferry.

When he heard about it then, he wondered what Ci’er’s feelings were when she left alone in the night from the palace where she’d lived for sixteen years.

Whether she felt as desolate and anxious as he did when he looked around the suddenly empty Ruixiang Palace.

But now, the Crown Princess’s procession moved with imperial grandeur, the people spontaneously saw her off, he stood openly on the city tower watching, Chief Minister Rong led officials in a farewell ceremony at the pavilion, while the previously arrogant Xiao siblings both claimed illness.

Those wastrels who had dared force her to jump into water now cowered behind her like quails.

In just over a year, everything had turned upside down.

Beside him, Pingzong crossed her arms watching the procession below, habitually smacking her lips.

She had nearly caused big trouble by being greedy a few days ago. After painful reflection, she decided never to eat randomly again. But her mouth was used to chewing and wouldn’t obey, always involuntarily smacking.

She glanced at Tie Yan’s expression, a trace of faint envy flashing in her eyes.

Little aunt’s father might be useless, but he truly cared about her – still watching hopefully even when she was out of sight.

Tie Yan turned around at this moment, saw the girl’s smacking appearance, couldn’t help but smile, pulled out a small bag of preserved fruit from his sleeve and secretly handed it to her, “Chi Xue’s preserved fruit is always good, but your little aunt doesn’t let you eat too many sweets. When you’re craving something, just eat a piece to satisfy your mouth, but don’t let anyone find out.”

Pingzong rolled her eyes. What, even with Tie Ci gone, could she still remote-control her?

Her eyes rolled skyward, but her hands obediently took the item, only taking out one piece to put in her mouth while secretly tucking the rest in her bosom.

The distant procession was no longer visible. Tie Yan turned around, and Pingzong immediately followed behind him, chewing preserved fruit. The shadows of one old and one young stretched long and overlapping on the broad city wall.

…

Outside the city gate, Tie Ci turned around.

Confirming that there was no longer a watching stone on the distant city tower.

She smiled and ordered the procession to speed up.

Less than a year and a half since leaving the palace last time, her state of mind was already very different. She walked briskly, wholeheartedly throwing herself toward the storms ahead.

After leaving the city, the procession traveled for half a day and stopped at a post station to rest and eat at noon.

At the rear of the long procession, Lady Wang held some pastries and knocked on her son’s carriage.

Tan Dunzhi poked his head out, and Lady Wang handed over a plate of pastries, saying, “His Highness likes salty pastries. This golden melon pastry tastes good – you should take it to her right now. Use the excuse of thanking her for taking us back to Xizhou together.”

Tan Dunzhi said with a headache, “Mother, could you please stop fussing with these things?”

Lady Wang frowned, “Dunzhi, don’t give up easily when encountering difficulties. Although we’re being forced to leave early, the Crown Princess voluntarily offered to take us with her, showing that she still cares about us as relatives. You’re young and already a scholar, and quite handsome. If you put more effort in along this journey…”

Tan Dunzhi said, “Mother, stop always going on about ‘scholar, scholar.’ What does one scholar amount to in front of the imperial family?”

“What are you saying, child? You’re already a scholar at such a young age. Passing the imperial examination and becoming top scholar will be easy later – your future is limitless. How could you not be worthy of His Highness?”

“Even if I were worthy, so what? Haven’t you had enough of being taken hostage last time?”

Lady Wang choked, and after a while gritted her teeth, “Wealth comes from taking risks. Besides, the Crown Princess only has enemies and some danger now. Once this period passes and all enemies are eliminated, won’t there be the rest of a lifetime of glory? And once you can get engaged to the Crown Princess, you’ll naturally be protected. What’s to fear?”

Tan Dunzhi frowned, thinking his mother had always been clever – wasn’t the experience in the imperial capital enough for her to see clearly? How could she still be so obsessed? But he saw Lady Wang push the plate toward him again, “You take someone to deliver the pastries. Just deliver them.”

Tan Dunzhi looked at the servant behind her who kept his head down and eyes lowered, suddenly realizing, “This isn’t Mingzi. Where’s Mingzi? Why didn’t he come back with us…”

Lady Wang: “Shh – keep your voice down!”

Tan Dunzhi was stunned for a moment. He had been too embarrassed to go when the Tan family entered the palace last time and hadn’t paid attention to many things. Now seeing a strange servant mixed into their family’s group, and seeing his mother’s attitude, he vaguely felt something was wrong.

His gaze fell on the pastries, and he said in horror, “Mother, you’re not poisoning them, are you?”

“What are you saying!” Lady Wang was more shocked than him. “That’s the Crown Princess, and we’re still in the army. Do you think your mother would be stupid enough to seek death?”

“Then…” Tan Dunzhi looked at the servant.

Lady Wang saw she couldn’t hide it and had to whisper in his ear, “He’s from Xizhou. You know the Qi family – the Xizhou prefect? The family has a main branch in the imperial capital that produced a former chief minister and several vice ministers and censors. A branch of the Qi family’s children from Xizhou came to the imperial capital recently to visit relatives, but because of the imperial garden hunting assassination incident, all people who came from the south recently have been arrested and questioned. They’re afraid of being implicated and want to return to Xizhou, but now there are checkpoints for all southbound travelers. Only traveling with us is safest, so the Qi family offered generous gifts asking us to help take someone along. They’re our superiors – establishing good relations will make things easier in officialdom and business in the future, right?”

“Traveling with the army back home is a special favor. Didn’t that general specifically count our numbers earlier? Now we’ve snuck an outsider into the Crown Princess’s southern tour procession. If it’s discovered…”

“But it hasn’t been discovered. He’s just a servant – who would care? Once we reach our destination, it’ll be over. The Qi family is such a prestigious family, asking politely and offering generous gifts to establish sincere friendship – how could we refuse?” Lady Wang said, “Don’t frown. Your father’s career prospects and your study funds – don’t they all have to come from these connections!”

With this explanation, Tan Dunzhi had nothing to say. After hesitating for a while, he said, “But this has nothing to do with delivering pastries, and there’s no need to bring him along to deliver pastries.”

“Although he’s mixed into the army, I’ve noticed the guards are very strict, questioning three times a day. Young Master Qi said it would be better to find a way to bring him before the Crown Princess once or twice to become familiar with her, so if anything is discovered, the Crown Princess could vouch for him.”

Tan Dunzhi found this somewhat reasonable and finally accepted Lady Wang’s plate of pastries.

Lady Wang beamed with joy, “Speak well in front of the Crown Princess!”

Chapter 333: I Want to Bully You
Tan Dunzhi got out of the carriage, but before he could leave, Tan Xiuyue suddenly walked over and said, “Second brother, what are you going to do? Let sister accompany you.”

Lady Wang imperceptibly pursed her lips.

This girl was lovesick and despite such humiliation still wouldn’t give up. Seeing that handsome man accompanying the procession, she was trying every way to get to the front.

She thought this girl was bad luck – last time Dunzhi was kidnapped precisely because he brought her along. Now she wanted to stop her but feared complications. Yet thinking of that beautiful man’s fierce temperament, how he threatened her family’s business, and his apparently unusual relationship with the Crown Princess, an idea suddenly popped into her mind.

If the Crown Princess truly had an improper relationship with that man, then Dunzhi had no hope. Better to have Xiuyue seduce that man. If successful, the Crown Princess might abandon him in anger, and then if Dunzhi approached gently and considerately, perhaps…

Now that she thought about it, although they were being sent back early, traveling together was still an opportunity.

She smiled at Tan Xiuyue, “Girl, are you still thinking about that Master Rong?”

Tan Xiuyue blushed.

Lady Wang laughed, “What good is just following your brother for a look? At least you should let him see your feelings.”

Tan Xiuyue’s shyness concealed some embarrassment.

She still remembered that man’s heartlessness on the day she was kidnapped – his cold cruelty while chatting and laughing.

She comforted herself that it was because he had to save people, just strategy, but it still made her fearful and afraid to act.

Hearing Lady Wang say this now, her girlish thoughts immediately stirred.

She had never seen such a beautiful person in her life, and surely would never see such again.

If she didn’t grasp this opportunity, she would regret it for life.

Lady Wang smiled, “Your brother is a scholar who can personally deliver pastries to the Crown Princess. You’re a clever girl with skillful hands – don’t you know how to be good to men?”

Tan Xiuyue lowered her head for a long time, then said softly, “Does aunt have more good pastries? I didn’t have time to make any during this hasty journey…”

Lady Wang smiled even more deeply, “Naturally I do.”

After a while, during the rest stop, Tan Dunzhi and Tan Xiuyue took servants and maids to deliver pastries to the Crown Princess.

Tan Dunzhi looked at Tan Xiuyue, wanting to speak but stopping, finally saying, “Sister, that Master Rong seems to have an unusual relationship with the Crown Princess. You’d better not…”

This sister was truly blinded by lust, daring to compete with the Crown Princess for a man.

Tan Xiuyue blinked innocently like a naive girl, “What are you saying, second brother? I just want to thank Master Rong for saving my life. Even if the Crown Princess sees, she can’t blame me, right?”

Tan Dunzhi looked at her, thinking: Are you counting on the Crown Princess’s noble status making her too dignified to bicker jealously with you?

He wasn’t close to this sister and couldn’t be bothered to say more.

The two had only just seen the carriage top from afar when guards stopped them. They explained their purpose, and the guards, considering they were the Crown Princess’s relatives, made an exception to report.

Tan Dunzhi stood waiting. Behind him, the servant kept his head down, his gaze sweeping over the surrounding guards, shifting his feet slightly toward the carriage direction. But as soon as his toes moved, guards blocked him: “No unauthorized approach! No random looking around!”

The servant quickly lowered his head.

The guard returned to report. Tie Ci was reading memorials – daily memorials were delivered by special express riders. Hearing this, she only said, “Thank them for me and say I have urgent business and cannot receive visitors.”

As the guard was about to turn around, Murong Yi, who was cracking walnuts outside the carriage window to nourish Tie Ci’s brain, put down his small golden hammer and said, “I’ll go take a look.”

“Don’t bully people.”

“What are you saying? Am I someone who bullies people?”

“Aren’t you?”

“Of course not. Not just any cats and dogs are worthy of my bullying.” Murong Yi smiled, his sparkling eyes sliding over sideways, “The only one I want to bully ruthlessly is you.”

His voice was both sticky and deep. Combined with those slanted peach blossom eyes with hooks hidden in their gaze, one look would make ninety-nine percent of girls weak in the knees.

The guard kept his head down firmly, thinking: This is flirting, right? Flirting? Flirting?

Openly flirting with the Crown Princess!

Brother, your dog’s courage is boundless, your skin thick as city walls. Admirable, admirable.

Tie Ci smiled, threw down her memorial, rolled up her sleeves, and assumed a fighting stance, “Then come on, let’s try!”

“Pfft!” Mu Si walked past with a loud snort of laughter.

Tie Ci felt he must have radar installed, always able to precisely capture moments when Murong Yi was deflated and deliver timely strikes.

Murong Yi smiled, picked up a peeled walnut and stuffed it into her fist, then called to Mu Si, “Ah Si! Take these walnuts to peel and grind – I’m making walnut cream!”

Tie Ci thought Mu Si definitely wouldn’t pay attention to him, but after a while, Mu Si came over with a sour face and took away all the peeled walnuts.

Tie Ci looked at Murong Yi in surprise, very curious how this guy whose authority wasn’t firmly established could make Mu Si both mock heaven and earth while still obey orders.

Murong Yi smiled without explaining.

Not difficult.

Tell him mocking a few times was fine, but disobedience would ruin his image in front of Dan Shuang.

Like telling Dan Shuang about his glorious achievements of being born and immediately peeing in his father’s face, and making mud pies with urine as a child to feed to suitors.

With countless embarrassing stories, Mu Si naturally knew that Murong Yi had as many ways to torment people as to kill them.

There, Mu Si was grinding walnuts with a black face, making rustling sounds.

Murong Yi smiled again.

Hiding merit and fame deeply.

…

Murong Yi walked through the army in good spirits to meet Tan Dunzhi.

Seeing him, Tan Dunzhi stepped back two paces and forced himself to maintain dignity, “My mother asked me to deliver pastries to His Highness. Since you’ve come, please help deliver them.”

Murong Yi was quite satisfied with his sensibility. This person needed tempering – look, one hunting trip, one kidnapping, and that ignorant arrogance was gone. He no longer kept saying “I’m a scholar.”

He accepted the pastries, his gaze sweeping over the servant behind Tan Dunzhi, “This one looks unfamiliar.”

Tan Dunzhi was startled, not expecting him to notice his attendant. “You naturally wouldn’t recognize him – this is my book boy.”

Murong Yi said, “Wasn’t your book boy short and thin? That day of the Crown Princess’s birthday when I left the palace, I saw your book boy helping you into the carriage. Doesn’t seem to be this one.”

Tan Dunzhi was dumbfounded.

On the Crown Princess’s birthday, his book boy wasn’t qualified to enter the palace and could only wait outside the palace gate plaza. The Tan family carriage was parked at the plaza edge that day. It was already dark with countless family carriages picking people up and countless servants and maids waiting – his book boy was completely unremarkable in the crowd. And Murong Yi was reportedly detained by someone talking when he left the palace. Among all those gray, nondescript servants, he must have only glanced over inadvertently, yet he remembered?

And remembered whose family they belonged to and what they were doing?

What kind of amazing perception and memory was this?

Tan Dunzhi suddenly broke out in cold sweat, feeling that this job his mother had taken on seemed rash.

But he couldn’t back down now. He lowered his head, “Yes, that book boy fell ill when leaving the capital and temporarily couldn’t serve, so I changed to this one.”

Murong Yi said, “Is that so?”

Tan Dunzhi didn’t dare raise his head, just hummed in agreement. He felt that under those bright yet calm eyes, everything about him seemed to have nowhere to hide.

Tan Xiuyue impatiently stepped forward, rescuing him from his tension, “Master Rong, this young lady made some pastries and would like you to try them…”

She turned her eyes in what she thought was an enchanting smile, angling her face to show what she considered her most beautiful profile.

But Murong Yi couldn’t see her face because the hairpin on her head was too long, with red rubies and green tourmalines that flashed red and green light so blindingly he had to quickly close his eyes. He needed to recover slowly.

A delicate young lady insisting on plastering three pounds of powder on her face, dropping layers with each step – could these pastries still be edible?

He said, “Sorry, I don’t go by Rong.”

The Tan siblings were stunned.

Hadn’t he always said his surname was Rong?

Murong Yi said expressionlessly, “I don’t want to anymore. Is that not allowed?”

The two were even more confused.

Surnames had willing and unwilling?

Those surnamed Old, Mother, Salt, Sauce – could they change surnames too?

Murong Yi said seriously, “From now on, call me Master Mu.”

The two stupidly said “oh.”

They just… couldn’t follow this person’s logic.

Tan Xiuyue didn’t forget to push her pastries forward. Murong Yi glanced down and said, “You come with me.”

Tan Xiuyue was overjoyed, hardly believing her ears. Seeing Murong Yi had already turned around, she hurried to follow.

They walked all the way to a temporarily erected tent. Murong Yi said, “Wait here,” and entered the tent.

The tent flap was tied up, revealing it was actually a temporary kitchen. Tan Xiuyue stood at the tent entrance holding her plate, seeing steam rising from pots inside. A tall man crouched by the stove removing date pits, others soaking rice, others selecting raisins… bustling with activity.

Then Murong Yi rolled up his sleeves and began personally peeling scalded walnuts.

Tan Xiuyue’s eyes widened slightly, staring at the graceful lines of Murong Yi’s arms visible through the rising steam, thinking he was actually going to cook personally?

Calling her over, then cooking personally – this was… this was making something for her to eat?

Tan Xiuyue was struck by enormous joy, her cheeks warming, her mind dizzy, her eyes burning bright as she stared unblinkingly at Murong Yi cooking personally in the tent.

She planned that since Master Rong… oh no, Master Mu had such noble bearing, he probably wasn’t skilled in kitchen matters. She mustn’t let him hurt himself. If he seemed struggling later, she’d quickly help, both showing consideration for her beloved and displaying her own cooking skills…

But watching longer, she realized her so-called “helping” and “displaying cooking skills” were pure presumption.

Those hands were obviously skilled in cooking with superb technique. All manner of peeling, cutting, grinding, steaming, frying, seasoning… kitchen methods were performed in turn. Seven or eight pots sat on the stove, dozens of ingredients piled on the counter. Master Mu moved among them busy but orderly, swift as wind yet steady as rock. Dish after dish of pastries and delicacies flowed from his hands like water. Pots, bowls, ladles, and pans lightly clinked against each other with rhythmic harmony, like a wonderful performance needing no words.

It wasn’t long before Tan Xiuyue saw plates arranged on the counter: amber walnuts crystal clear like flowing honey, giving off the fresh richness of walnuts and sweet fragrance of honey; walnut cream based on finely ground rice milk, with large plump green raisins and round full pitted red dates, finally adding walnuts for rich intoxicating aroma; sugar-frosted walnuts like frost and snow, revealing hints of walnut’s reddish-brown flesh, mouth-wateringly tempting; palm-sized golden crispy fragrant walnut pastries that obviously melted in the mouth… walnut black sesame paste, walnut goji porridge, salt and pepper walnuts… Tan Xiuyue even saw Murong Yi painstakingly select egg-sized large red dates, carefully split the dense firm date flesh, remove the pits, then stuff in carefully selected whole walnut meat. He opened another pot to make milk skin with sugar, oil and milk, wrapping the date-stuffed walnuts… endless varieties, meticulous care, breathtaking to behold.

At first Tan Xiuyue was delighted, but by the end she was dazed. Could she really see this without paying?

Such grandeur and abundant sentiment – she was almost too happy to bear it.

Watching Murong Yi create over ten varieties from a pile of walnuts, a group of constantly salivating guards took up those plates, while Murong Yi personally carried the milk dates toward Tan Xiuyue.

Tan Xiuyue felt she could barely breathe.

They say gentlemen stay far from kitchens, but what woman doesn’t love her beloved cooking personally for her?

A man who could move like flowing clouds and water even in the kitchen was a true gentleman.

Her gaze uncontrollably fell on that plate of dates. They didn’t look particularly special – just round, snow-white and lovely – but having watched the entire process, she knew what deliciousness this would be. She could imagine that one bite would bring rich sweet creamy milk skin, then tough resilient fragrant date flesh, finally crispy walnut kernels…

She uncontrollably swallowed again.

Murong Yi stopped in front of her. She blushed, reaching out to take the plate, saying shyly, “Young master’s sentiment, this servant truly cannot accept…”

Murong Yi dodged, and Tan Xiuyue grasped air, looking at him in confusion. Murong Yi picked up a milk date and reached toward her. Tan Xiuyue thought he was going to feed her personally, her face turning red, both shy and happy as she slightly opened her mouth…

The milk date waved in front of her, then quickly returned to the plate as Murong Yi walked past her.

Tan Xiuyue stood with her mouth open in bewilderment, forgetting to close it.

Murong Yi looked back, glancing at her pastry plate, saying coolly, “What are you thinking? I called you here to let you see clearly – this is what pastries should be. Your crooked melons and cracked dates – don’t bring them to disgust me anymore.”

Tan Xiuyue stared at him blankly. This person had a beautiful face, an exquisite heart, and a demonic soul – spring breeze smiles with eyes frozen for thousands of miles.

She stood rigid for a while, then lowered her head and began crying.

Her voice grew louder and louder. Murong Yi didn’t look back.

But it alarmed Tie Ci, who pulled open her window for a glance.

Murong Yi happened to walk to her carriage with people carrying pastries, forming a long line behind him – a dazzling array with tantalizing aromas.

Tan Xiuyue glimpsed from the corner of her eye and stiffened.

Only now did she finally clearly confirm that what second brother said was true.

This Master Mu really did have something going on with the Crown Princess!

For a moment her heart felt both resentful and uneasy – the Crown Princess must have seen. Would she be angry? Would she retaliate?

At least she’d be jealous, right?

She tensed her body, watching from the corner of her eye.

Tie Ci glanced over there, accepted the milk dates, and said, “That’s about enough.”

Murong Yi looked at her sideways, “Sour or not?”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow at him.

Murong Yi deflated, leaning against the carriage, “You don’t even get jealous over me!”

Tie Ci said gently, “Next time you can try flirting with people and see exactly how I get jealous.”

Murong Yi looked at her gracious smile and eight sparkling teeth, feeling that this jealousy would definitely be ferocious.

Better not to taste it.

Tie Ci wasn’t someone who competed for attention. If he wasn’t faithful enough, she would definitely turn and leave.

The Crown Princess could compromise for the common people and the country, but definitely not for men and love.

Tan Xiuyue didn’t receive the Crown Princess’s rebuke.

In fact, Tie Ci even had guards go over to give her some pastries and had her escorted out of her camp area, fulfilling the attitude and responsibility of a busy Crown Princess cousin.

But she didn’t give her the pastries Murong Yi made.

Not competing with these young girls’ thoughts didn’t mean indulging their behavior.

Murong Yi was very satisfied. He knew Eighteen treasured everything he gave her.

Tan Xiuyue was politely escorted away by guards. Turning around, she suddenly understood that she was nothing.

In Crown Princess cousin’s eyes, she wasn’t worthy of being an opponent, not even worthy of making her jealous.

In Master Mu’s eyes, her only use was probably as a stepping stone for flattering his cousin and as a tool to test cousin’s jealousy.

Shame and indignation burned in her chest. She was still young and couldn’t control her emotions well. She walked back with her head down, tears soaking the pastries soft, until she saw her family members and barely held back her sobs.

But aunt still came up asking, “Did everything go smoothly?”

Tan Xiuyue couldn’t hold back anymore. Her young lady’s temper flared as she flung her hand away, saying with a crying voice, “It’s all aunt’s terrible ideas!”

Pastries scattered on the ground as she ran away crying.

Lady Wang pursed her lips.

Really a shameless girl.

Failed at seduction and humiliated herself, yet still had the face to throw tantrums at her elder.

But indeed useless. Forget undermining – she couldn’t even make the Crown Princess jealous or petulant.

Tan Dunzhi had already returned earlier, saying he couldn’t even get near the Crown Princess’s carriage. Lady Wang cursed silently for a long time.

Really putting on airs!

Her own relatives!

She turned around angrily and was startled to see her son standing behind her.

Tan Dunzhi looked at the fake book boy, who was secretly peering toward the front.

“Mother, I always feel something’s wrong,” he said. “A noble family like the Qis – if they really had a branch wanting to return to Xizhou, they could surely find a way. Why demean themselves as servants to follow us?”

“Isn’t it because they want to curry favor with our family?”

Tan Dunzhi had never felt shame hearing this before, but now felt somewhat ashamed, “What does our family have worth the Qis currying favor with? Besides, why does this person keep looking toward the Crown Princess’s carriage…”

“So son, you’re right. Why would they willingly become servants to sneak in? They probably want to curry favor with the Crown Princess.”

“If they want to curry favor, let them do it themselves. We shouldn’t get involved.” Tan Dunzhi remembered Murong Yi’s dark, deep eyes and felt chilled, “Let him go.”

Lady Wang said angrily, “His family’s gifts have already been used by your father. If you can return them, I’ll let him go!”

Tan Dunzhi was helpless.

“Don’t be discouraged. During this period, you should go to your cousin more often. Here, I have a list of the Crown Princess’s daily routine and preferences from Noble Consort Jing. She gets up at dawn to run every day, so maybe you could also…”

Suddenly there was commotion ahead with rolling dust clouds. Lady Wang felt uneasy and sent a servant to inquire. The fake servant immediately volunteered to go.

Soon he returned with an ugly expression, “The Crown Princess has taken some guards and the young masters, left the main guard army, and struck camp to depart first!”

Lady Wang: “…”

Chapter 334: Life’s Lashing
As soon as the Tan siblings left, Tie Ci immediately ordered her close guards to travel light on horseback, changing mounts as they went.

The wastrels also received orders – each person was to pack two sets of clothes and immediately join the Crown Princess ahead. They had to appear within a quarter hour; anyone who didn’t show up on time would be sent to march on foot with the infantry to Yannan.

The wastrels frantically untied several bundles from their horses and searched through them. Having finally packed a small bundle, they still wanted to bring some food. This trip would take at least half a year, and half a year without the capital’s famous delicacies – each person hurriedly packed a large bag.

But the Nine Guards delivering the orders said coldly, “You need not prepare dry rations or miscellaneous items. The Crown Princess’s guards will prepare them, and you’ll eat the same as the Crown Princess.”

Everyone thought that eating the same food as the Crown Princess would be acceptable.

They arrived at the front of the procession within the quarter-hour limit. Dan Shuang waited ahead and with a wave of her hand, gave each person a small bundle. Opening them, they found dry cakes – while not particularly hard, they were filling but definitely not tasty.

Dan Shuang said, “Food for the next three days, one portion per person. Please keep them safe.”

The wastrels were stunned – was this necessary? Were they being tormented? Not even giving them proper meals?

Dan Shuang frowned at these wastrels. Thinking of the Crown Princess’s instructions, she reluctantly explained further, “In the coming days, we must reach Jijiang Ferry at maximum speed to take ships on the waterway. We won’t stop for meals or lodging on the road – everything will be handled on horseback. Please don’t fall behind.”

Some were thinking: How hard could forced marching be? Maybe they should just fall behind. If they fell behind, the Crown Princess wouldn’t turn back to look for them, and they could pretend to be lost and sneak back.

This thought hadn’t finished forming when they heard that ice-cold palace maid say in a voice that could freeze people to death, “Those who fall behind will be charged with delaying military affairs. Execution.”

She said the last word without any emotion, making everyone’s necks feel cold.

They absolutely didn’t doubt this was an empty threat.

Immediately they didn’t dare have any more thoughts, only tucking the dry cakes into their robes and lining up as Dan Shuang instructed.

Passing by the Crown Princess’s carriage, they saw the deeply drawn curtains with tempting food aromas wafting from inside.

Someone said indignantly, “They always say His Highness is magnanimous and benevolent, sharing clothes and food with soldiers, enduring hardships together. Now it seems these were just rumors. Look – we must march day and night while His Highness sits high in a luxurious carriage. But of course, His Highness is noble after all.”

As soon as he said this, Feng Huan, who had been watching the carriage, frowned and was about to speak when the curtain lifted. Tie Ci poked her head out, smiling sweetly, “Good point, good point. Why don’t you come sit in here?”

The man was immediately stunned.

Li Yuncheng yanked him hard and whispered, “Are you stupid! His Highness left the main force for forced marching precisely to avoid assassins and killers. This carriage must be a primary target for killers. By saying this now, are you afraid His Highness won’t find someone to sit in the carriage as her body double?”

Li Yuncheng examined his conscience. When he saw the carriage just now, his heart had tightened, fearing His Highness would call someone to sit in that carriage. That would truly be a case of the ruler demanding a subject’s death, leaving no choice. He hadn’t expected His Highness to sit in it personally, which had moved him. Then this fool had to pop up.

The speaker broke out in cold sweat.

Tie Ci was still enthusiastically inviting, “Come on, come sit! It’s very comfortable and fun inside.”

Using the tone of a fox coaxing chickens.

The man sweated even more, stammering for words to decline politely when suddenly there was a whoosh of wind behind him. His waist tightened and his whole body suddenly flew up.

The wastrels stared wide-eyed, craning their necks to follow his flight trajectory in a circle.

With a “bang,” he landed on the corner edge of the carriage roof. Before he could scream, several steel bars extended from the carriage roof with clicking sounds, fixing him to the roof corner.

Outside the crowd, Murong Yi played with his whip, saying leisurely, “Didn’t you want to sit high? Is this position high enough? It’s also exhilarating with a good view. Don’t thank me.”

The man on the carriage roof sweated frantically in panic, “I said the wrong thing… Your Highness! Your Highness! Let me down!”

The curtain closed, and Tie Ci lay inside the carriage pretending to be deaf.

Murong Yi snapped his fingers, and the carriage started moving.

The carriage was his gift to Tie Ci, and the driver was also part of his package deal, so naturally they listened to him.

The carriage bumped along noisily while the man screamed into the wind, his voice carrying for miles.

All the wastrels fell silent as cicadas, keeping their mouths shut in unison.

Chang Qianmo quietly nudged Feng Huan, “The Crown Princess claims to be upright and straightforward, but she’s actually quite cunning…”

Before finishing his words, he saw Feng Huan turn and glare at him, forcibly staring his words back down.

“…How are you…”

“Stop badmouthing His Highness, or we can’t be brothers anymore.” Feng Huan pointed at his nose, “My goddess must not be slighted.”

Chang Qianmo stared dumbfounded as Feng Huan enthusiastically cracked his whip and spurred his horse, bouncing off to chase that particularly fast-moving carriage.

He turned to Li Yuncheng, who was holding a book, “He… I… this… goddess… what?”

Li Yuncheng’s gaze didn’t shift. He gave a disdainful laugh and glanced sideways at Murong Yi playing with his whip.

He said leisurely, “Some people have one foot in heaven and one on earth. It’s fine – a few beatings will cure it.”

…

“The assassination failed?”

“Yes. We made thorough preparations and coordinated with those in the capital…”

“Don’t give me excuses. I only want to hear results.”

“Yes, Master. Both assassination attempts failed.”

“Chang Yuan didn’t succeed either?”

“Yes. Chang Yuan was directly expelled for stealing the Crown Princess’s poem credit. Otherwise, with his literary reputation…”

“Failure is failure. Why so many reasons?”

“Yes, Master.”

“What about the person arranged to infiltrate the southern tour procession?”

“…He also couldn’t keep up. The Crown Princess was heavily guarded with no opportunity to approach, and the Crown Princess again separated from the main force for rapid advance. Our person had no suitable reason to follow and is trying to find a way.”

“What should I say about all of you? Even waste seems more pleasing to look at than you.”

“Master! We are incompetent. Please give us one more chance!”

“Haven’t I given enough chances? Useless people remain useless even after a hundred tries.” The voice was soft, “Since that’s the case… then I’ll take action personally.”

…

Rapid march by horse, reaching the ferry, boarding ships overnight to head south.

At the ferry, Gu Xiaoxiao, who had departed two days early, waited there with a team of veteran Ministry of Revenue clerks.

The Crown Princess was using the southern tour as an opportunity to order the Ministry of Revenue to inspect granaries and government account books everywhere, keeping it secret beforehand to launch surprise attacks.

Especially in Xizhou and Huangzhou near Yannan – the officials sent there had very polarized fates. Either they resigned soon or even died unexpectedly in foreign places, or they lived peacefully with outstanding achievements, like the current prefects who had countless connections with the Xiao family.

To say there was nothing fishy would be unbelievable even if Tie Ci were beaten to death.

But she didn’t have time to investigate everything one by one. She could only bring Gu Xiaoxiao and Ministry of Revenue people. When they reached Huangzhou, they would split into two groups – she would continue to Yannan while Gu Xiaoxiao would conduct open and covert investigations under her banner to see if they could catch some officials’ weak points. Also, if Yannan became restless, it would be good to clear obstacles in advance.

The group boarded ships separately. To avoid drawing attention, they didn’t use imperial ships but chartered two medium-sized vessels. The Ministry of Revenue people took one ship, while Tie Ci took another with her people. Tie Ci had a single cabin, the two maids shared one cabin, accompanying officials each had their own cabins, while the young masters and guards shared large dormitories like everyone else.

Since having the Blood Cavalry, Scorpion Battalion, and Western Rong archers around her, Tie Ci’s personal guards had become a mixed group. The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards, Blood Cavalry, Scorpion Battalion, and Western Rong archers were all elite selections serving at her side, still managed by their original leaders. The Nine Guards were managed by Dan Shuang, the Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Battalion’s commanding captain was named Wan Ji, and the Western Rong archers’ leader was the tattooed man beside Dan Ye – with large flower tattoos on both arms, named Bu Qing.

As Crown Princess, Tie Ci naturally had her own Eastern Palace officials, including the Chamberlain’s Office with Left Spring Chamber, Right Spring Chamber, and Scripture Bureau managing all governmental affairs of the chambers and bureaus. Besides being responsible for the crown heir’s education, they also handled attendant duties, ceremonial assistance, reviewing memorials, supervising sealed documents, and stamping prince’s official documents. Previously this was just a puppet position – the Empress Dowager behind the curtain had never properly appointed officials. After He Zi became Crown Prince Grand Tutor, he recommended a group of great scholars and renowned gentlemen to fill the Chamberlain’s Office. This time Tie Ci brought a Left Consultant and a Discussant Gentleman to specifically handle affairs involving local governments and correspondence with the court.

When assigning cabins, one young master had just boarded and habitually ordered all guards to live in the bottom hold.

After all, this was the rule when capital officials traveled by ship – family members and nobles stayed above while guards and servants lived in the damp, swaying, airless, foul-smelling bottom hold. Some with large families and strict rules even forbade guards from coming up for air to prevent disturbances, keeping guards trapped in the ship’s bottom for however many days the voyage lasted.

This young master also took this for granted, but unexpectedly – no one paid attention to him.

Not only did no one pay attention, someone even called out: “Arrange your bunks within a quarter hour. Hurry and grab a good spot!”

The young master stood at the cabin entrance with his nose twisted in anger, “Crude people! We actually have to travel with these crude people!”

Others consoled themselves: “After all, we need these people to guard us. Traveling together is unavoidable… Eh, why aren’t they going to the bottom hold?”

Not only did they not go to the bottom hold, they poured into all available cabins and quickly set up their bedding.

The young masters stood on deck waiting for arrangements.

No one arranged anything.

Until Murong Yi came out for fresh air, spitting melon seed shells on them, saying in surprise, “Eh, why aren’t you hurrying to grab cabin space? Do you really want to sleep on deck tonight?”

“What? We don’t have private rooms?”

“Private rooms? What are you thinking? Look at the space on this ship, then look at your whole nest – would it fit?”

Murong Yi’s word choices always made people uncomfortable but unable to argue. The young masters held back for a while, then said, “Then where do we sleep… How can those crude people sleep in the upper cabins!”

“Why can’t they? At least they can work, operate the ship, and protect us from river pirates. What about you? Besides eating and sleeping stupidly, what can you do?”

“How can you compare us to them? We were born noble…”

“At your age with no achievements, still bragging about the wealth your parents earned for you – if I were you, I’d have thrown myself into this Golden River long ago.” Murong Yi laughed heartily, “Stop wasting words with your father. Hurry and find bunks – if you’re late, even the deck won’t be available!”

The beautiful but annoying head retreated. The young masters looked around the deck with no one paying attention or caring. Cabins were almost full, and people going in and out seemed not to see them.

Panic gradually rose in their hearts as they realized that on this trip, the Crown Princess really didn’t intend to treat them as people.

They were all important ministers’ sons. The Crown Princess had even saved them before – wasn’t that to show goodwill to key ministers and gain more support? How dare she treat them this way?

Treating them this way would waste all the effort put into saving them, wouldn’t it?

The important ministers’ sons couldn’t understand, but bunks were really running out.

Li Yuncheng suddenly said nothing, shouldered his bundle, entered the nearest cabin, and after negotiating with two guards, secured a bunk against the cabin wall.

Seeing him silently spread his bedding, the others were dumbfounded.

Someone poked his head in and immediately covered his nose, “Old Li, you can actually live in this place? It stinks… ugh…”

“Soon you won’t even have a stinking place to stay.” Li Yuncheng lay down, pulled out a book, and said calmly, “I advise you to hurry and find spots.”

“What does the Crown Princess mean by this! Doesn’t she want to win us over anymore! Didn’t she risk herself to save us!”

“Right, she doesn’t want to, she doesn’t need to.” Li Yuncheng peered over his book with narrowed eyes, showing complete enlightenment, “We don’t understand the Crown Princess’s perspective. Don’t guess her thoughts with our own. Everything she does comes from the big picture. She saved people because she should save them, not to curry favor; now that we’re staff members, she treats everyone equally. Stop thinking you’re somebody important – in front of her, we’re nothing.”

Li Yuncheng rarely cursed, leaving everyone stunned.

Feng Huan suddenly also strode into the cabin and put down his bundle in a corner.

These two had considerable influence among the capital’s youth. Seeing them both yield, the others had no choice but to enter cabins one after another. But by now all good spots were taken, leaving only positions near doors or chamber pots. Everyone had to try negotiating with guards for better spots, but to their frustration, these guards had no awareness of being servants – not only were they cold in attitude, when offered money, they pulled out banknotes larger than theirs; when offered goods, they complained about the inconvenience of carrying them; when attempting conversation, they responded with the look and attitude used for waste; and those grassland barbarians – before they could complain about barbarian foot odor, the barbarians complained about their perfume being suffocating!

In an upper cabin, Tie Ci, reading memorials, asked Dan Shuang, “How is it?”

Dan Shuang gave a cold laugh with an expression suggesting even mentioning them would dirty her mouth, “All arranged, but they may not be convinced.” She detailed everyone’s reactions and words.

After hearing this, Tie Ci said, “Everyone’s reactions are normal enough. A bit more of life’s lashing will do them good.”

She naturally wasn’t deliberately humiliating people, nor was it entirely to discipline these young masters. First, she and Di Yiwei’s people never lived in bottom holds to begin with – people who risked their lives following her were more important in her heart than these wastrels. Second, having these wastrels live mixed with guards was both safe and convenient for monitoring.

It was also a chance to observe the character and behavior of these capital young masters.

Feng Huan was somewhat strange though.

How was this famous second-generation wastrel so reasonable?

Tie Ci was just thinking of having Dan Shuang pay close attention when she heard Feng Huan’s loud voice from below.

On deck, Feng Huan pointed upward, questioning Murong Yi: “Why don’t you sleep in the dormitory! Where do you sleep?”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow, thinking this madman Murong Yi wouldn’t answer that he slept in her bed, would he?

If he dared say that, she’d throw him overboard.

Murong Yi sat atop the sail, patting the canvas beneath him, “I sleep right here.”

Feng Huan looked disbelieving and was about to curse.

“Watch for wind when wind comes, block rain when rain comes, shoot arrows when enemies come, and provide shade when sunlight is too strong.” Murong Yi said, “The Crown Princess doesn’t want waste around her. Brother Feng, do you like it? Envy it? Want it? If you want it, little brother sincerely invites you to sleep up here together – I’ll give you half the space.”

Feng Huan looked at that height, that wind, that swaying person, that mast tip where even toes couldn’t get a foothold.

“I’ll go up! Who’s afraid of who!”

声音雄壮有力，毫不示弱。

Murong Yi raised an eyebrow.

Oh, he really dares come up? Then what position should I use to throw him overboard?

Feng Huan turned around and left.

Murong Yi: “…”

Tch!

…

With people settled and the ship underway, Murong Yi began causing trouble.

He somehow dragged out a large chest of books and began distributing them throughout the ship using baskets.

The guards basically preferred martial arts over literature, but Murong Yi enthusiastically promoted: “It doesn’t matter if you can’t read. You’ll eventually want to court and marry. When courting, bring a book – it’s both elegant and sophisticated, guaranteed to move the woman’s heart. With good luck, you might even marry a learned and proper lady who could bear you a son capable of becoming top scholar!”

The Western Rong archers didn’t recognize Da Qian characters at all, so Murong Yi changed his approach: “These books sell well! In the capital, one volume has sold for a hundred gold. You’re short on money, right? Buy a few at low prices from me, then sell them when we reach Yannan to earn money for marrying… oh no, one beautiful Da Qian wife!”

The wastrel young masters were well-traveled, not lacking money, women, or knowledge, making them hard to handle. But Murong Yi was who he was – his sales pitch flowed like the Yellow River’s endless waters: “These are volumes eight and nine not yet on the market – one of a kind! You know about the Wonderful Words Society, right? It’s grown to include not just capital noblewomen but also ordinary good families, with branches throughout the country. Everyone is a crazy fan of The Kind Heart Chronicles. Having volumes eight and nine gives you an opening to court and marry any family’s daughter. Just place the book there and everyone will think highly of you – essential tools for home, travel, and attracting beauties. No losses, no deception…”

Mu Si, following behind him carrying books with an expressionless face: …What does this person think about all day? He doesn’t read Prince Da’an’s urgent dispatches, doesn’t answer policy questions, doesn’t manage nationwide business affairs – just thinks about marriages, courtship, wedding nights…

But regardless of Mu Si’s internal complaints, the books in his chest indeed disappeared quickly. Except for Li Yuncheng remaining unmoved and saying he didn’t read “trash literature,” even the ship’s sailors paid money.

This showed that Elder Sun’s decision to entrust hidden properties to teenage Murong Yi was truly wise – this person was equally skilled at killing, arson, business, and chasing wives.

Chapter 335: Husbands Are Like Clothes
Murong Yi spoke with righteous conviction – there was nothing to do on the ship, they needed something to pass the time, and through these people, he could properly spread the eighth and ninth volumes of Kind Heart Chronicles. He wanted all the bastards on this ship and throughout Da Qian to understand that the Crown Princess was already taken, had deep feelings with Rong Wei, and they were a perfect match. Remember – it was Rong Wei, Rong Wei! Not Rong Pu!

Gu Xiaoxiao was on the rear ship, staying with people he knew well. Murong Yi didn’t spare him either, running to the ship’s stern waving books, “Groundho… oh no, Xiao Gu! Esteemed officials of the Ministry of Revenue! I have the latest and most exciting storybooks from the capital for sale – fair prices, no deception, only one tael of silver per book!”

Gu Xiaoxiao: …I don’t exist, I don’t know, I don’t understand, don’t call me, don’t look at me, please!

The veteran Ministry of Revenue clerks pulled out their abacuses, clicking away: “Sir, these two thin volumes use at most sixty sheets of paper for printing, half a sheet of fine paper, rental for printing plates costs a hundred wen at most, labor for ink and binding costs a hundred fifty wen at most. Yet a complete ‘Complete Library in Four Sections,’ ten volumes with twenty chapters, costs only a thousand wen, equivalent to seven qian of silver… Even hand-copied books in the capital currently cost no more than a thousand wen per volume. How can you charge one whole tael for a single volume?”

Murong Yi: “…Because love is priceless!”

Mu Si: …Because he’s shameless!

The eighth and ninth volumes were also placed before Tie Ci. The capital’s boldest pirate book merchant showed no awareness of being a pirate and was completely brazen.

Tie Ci turned to the book spine and examined it carefully.

Heh, those three characters “Alternative Biography” were still so hard to distinguish.

Hadn’t he promised Zhu Yi to clearly mark them in the future?

How could there be such a shameless person in this world!

The Crown Princess cursed “shameless” in her heart while chewing milk dates and reading with great interest.

In the large dormitory, Feng Huan read while throwing the book: “Nonsense! Rubbish! How could the Crown Princess be like this!”

After throwing it he picked it up, after picking it up he threw it again – throwing and picking endlessly.

…

The ships traveled up the Golden River for most of half a month, then through the eight-hundred-li Changting Lake. All along the way, the water scenery went unappreciated.

Because everyone was severely seasick.

The Crown Princess’s guards were somewhat better, but the Blood Cavalry, Scorpion Battalion, and even the Western Rong archers were all people who lived in the north. On the swaying ship they felt dizzy and disoriented. The guards with martial arts foundations fared better, but the capital young masters suffered terribly, vomiting in darkness every day, lying like corpses in the dormitories.

Murong Yi also pretended to be seasick, running to Tie Ci’s cabin door several times to play dead, but was ruthlessly driven away by Tie Ci. What a joke – did he think people had selective amnesia like him and forgot about his sailor career?

Gu Xiaoxiao on the rear ship had good adaptability. After being sick for two days he recovered, and with nothing to do on the ship, he habitually kept accounts.

There wasn’t much to calculate – just daily requirements for firewood, grass, and grain for the ship, the vessel’s cargo capacity, vegetables purchased along the way, daily meal distribution and number of diners… But as he calculated, he found something wrong.

He felt the food consumption was faster than expected.

Although each person’s eating and drinking wasn’t fixed, after several days there should be patterns. When Gu Xiaoxiao mentioned this during a meal, the cook immediately looked uneasy and mysteriously told him the ship was haunted.

Gu Xiaoxiao feared ghosts and his face went pale.

Then he remembered the Crown Princess saying there were no ghosts in the world, that ghostly apparitions came from human hearts, and immediately felt even worse.

The cook told him that leftover food disappeared every day. The remaining rice originally meant for porridge the next day was always gone, forcing him to use new rice.

At first he thought sailors were stealing food, but no sailors admitted it, and with daily meals being filling, there was no need. Later he suspected ship cats, but cats not eating fish but stealing pastries was too bizarre. Then early in the morning when he came to work, he’d occasionally find windows open, and once when he felt the stove fire hadn’t been extinguished and went back to check, he glimpsed a fleeting black shadow.

Such things were taboo to discuss on ships – after all, during long voyages in cramped spaces, people’s moods became depressed and accidents could happen. The cook knew the rules and dared not speak, keeping it bottled up for many days until Gu Xiaoxiao asked about kitchen abnormalities.

Hearing there really were abnormalities, Gu Xiaoxiao frowned and signaled the ship ahead with flags.

After signaling for a long time, Murong Yi came.

Seeing him, Gu Xiaoxiao frowned, thinking his cabin faced directly toward the Crown Princess’s cabin – if anyone should see the flags first, it should be the Crown Princess. Why was it always him handling everything, like a spokesperson?

Sometimes after meals he’d lean on the railing wanting to wave at the Crown Princess from afar, but never got any response.

The Crown Princess didn’t seem like someone so unprofessional and cold.

In the front ship’s cabin, Tie Ci occasionally glanced out the window while reading memorials. This wasn’t a ventilation window but a viewing window with large crystal glass panels embedded – complete, smooth, and transparent, not opening. Through this window she could see the rear ship’s situation.

Outside the window, blue sky and blue water were divided in half by the porthole, with white clouds hanging low. She could vaguely see the rear ship and Gu Xiaoxiao’s cabin facing her window – beautiful but monotonous scenery.

At night there would be stars filling the sky, river maples and fishing fires, with white sails faintly visible in the distance behind.

But all these days, why was there never any movement from Gu Xiaoxiao’s cabin? Didn’t Xiaoxiao ever come out for air?

Tie Ci had always felt social anxiety was fine, but one couldn’t be too closed off. She looked toward the rear window again.

She suddenly turned around.

Today the river wind was particularly strong, making her ship’s sails billow and sound loudly. Why was that corner of sail visible on the rear ship completely motionless?

She stood up and walked to the window.

Looking carefully, her eyebrows shot up.

Moments later, she left the cabin, went around the surrounding corridor to the ship’s back, reached out and peeled off a piece of paper from the window.

It was a scroll painting.

The painting showed blue sky and white clouds in halves, with white sails faintly visible and Gu Xiaoxiao’s cabin door tightly shut.

It was painted on cloth using unusual pigments, very realistic in technique, making it appear genuine when viewed from inside.

Tie Ci laughed in exasperation.

If Murong Yi used all these strange tricks and bizarre thoughts on proper business, Liaodong would probably have founded a nation by now.

On the back of the painting was a line of small characters in the same color as the background, only discernible when looked at closely: “All you can see when you look up is me.”

He was even jealous of Gu Xiaoxiao!

Tie Ci was amazed. She took the painting back to study it. The painting was quite good, using techniques different from Da Qian’s common methods, somewhat Western in style.

Thinking about how uniquely the jealous king expressed his jealousy – going to the trouble of painting, and one painting wasn’t enough, needing one for sunny days, one for rainy days, one for nighttime…

What couldn’t he do with this time?

She sighed and had Chi Xue come find Murong Yi’s paints.

Soon Chi Xue brought them. Tie Ci selected only two colors, flipped the canvas over to reveal the white background, rolled up her sleeves and went to work boldly.

Chi Xue tried to suppress her laughter.

The Crown Princess usually lived with dignity and gravity, only showing her girlish liveliness when dealing with matters involving Young Master Murong.

This was also why she had always supported the Crown Princess being with Murong Yi.

If that vast empire ultimately couldn’t be set aside, she hoped that beyond heavy court duties, the Crown Princess could live as much like herself as possible.

On the rear ship, Murong Yi didn’t yet know his petty jealousy had been discovered by Tie Ci. Hearing what Gu Xiaoxiao said about the rear ship incident, he went down to the ship’s hold. Both ships were his, so he knew best where people could hide.

Soon he pulled a person out from a rice barrel’s interlayer.

His ship’s rice barrels were all fixed to the ship. To prevent moisture from spoiling the rice, the lower half of the barrels was made hollow.

The person was quite disheveled, coming out from the dark bottom of the rice barrel, squinting in confusion.

Murong Yi barely recognized the face through all that grime, saying in surprise, “That what’s-her-name Tan… what was it again?”

Tan Xiuyue finally opened her eyes, saw who was in front of her, showed some joy but also faint fear.

She was infatuated with this man’s grace and beauty, but also knew this was a poisonous hellish demon tree.

Mu Si pulled another person from a nearby rice barrel – this time a servant.

The servant kept his head down, cowering in the corner in terror.

Murong Yi looked at Gu Xiaoxiao, who also looked shocked, not expecting these two to have snuck onto the ship.

Seeing Murong Yi looking over, he said irritably, “Why look at me? Isn’t this your romantic debt?”

Murong Yi raised an eyebrow, “Stop sowing discord. What does this have to do with me?”

Gu Xiaoxiao snorted coldly. Tan Xiuyue sobbed, “I… I heard grandfather was ill and was anxious to return to Xizhou. Fearing the Crown Princess would blame me, I hid on the rear ship…”

Gu Xiaoxiao looked at her, then at the servant, suspicion flashing in his eyes.

How had a sheltered young lady and a servant managed to catch up with the Crown Princess’s forced march and secretly stow away on his ship?

The Crown Princess’s ship must be heavily guarded – they couldn’t get on if they wanted to. His ship was relatively less secure, so these two had snuck aboard. But to evade so many people at the dock and hide in advance required considerable skill.

As the Crown Princess’s close friend, Gu Xiaoxiao naturally knew what kind of people the Tan family were. His gaze fell on the servant.

While he was still thinking, he heard Murong Yi say calmly, “Throw them overboard.”

The summoned sailors obeyed without hesitation, grabbing both people.

Tan Xiuyue was dumbfounded. She had expected possible reprimands but hadn’t anticipated this development.

Actually, being brought aboard by this fake servant and hiding daily while eating leftovers was very uncomfortable. Several times she wanted to simply reveal her identity – after all, she was the Crown Princess’s cousin, and everyone on this ship was just her cousin’s subjects. Even if they discovered her, so what?

It was this fake servant who kept stopping her, insisting she must endure and wait for opportunity.

As for what opportunity, naturally it was the chance to win Master Mu’s affection.

She had originally given up hope when this fake servant, led by her aunt, found her and told her Yannan had secret methods that could help her win her beloved’s heart and make him devoted unto death.

Tan Xiuyue’s hometown wasn’t far from Yannan. She had heard of some tribes in Yannan’s steep mountains and deep valleys who possessed mysterious secret arts, but these were tribal secrets she couldn’t access with her status.

But her aunt said this person had extraordinary background and capabilities beyond her comparison – she should just trust him.

Tan Xiuyue didn’t want to give up on Murong Yi.

She was an unremarkable young lady from a small family. Her parents didn’t pay attention to her, and her grandparents were unreliable. She was habitually ignored, and being ignored for so long actually aroused tremendous competitiveness and unwillingness. Coming to the capital this time, she had originally held great hopes for the future, hoping to find a noble husband in the capital. But her hopes were quickly dashed, and being sent back home, thinking of those mediocre young men in Guishan County, she saw her own equally mediocre future.

If she had never been to the capital and never seen the glorious world, mediocrity would have been acceptable.

But having seen the capital, entered the imperial palace, witnessed heavenly scenery, and personally seen outstanding talents surrounding her cousin the Crown Princess as she looked down upon the world, her small heart expanded infinitely, unconsciously stuffing itself with many beautiful dreams she shouldn’t have had.

Every dream featured a noble, handsome, and good man who would give everything for her.

Originally Murong Yi’s behavior was enough to discourage her, but A’lin, this fake servant, secretly told her a secret.

This secret made her breathe rapidly and her eyes shine bright, willing to crawl in rice barrels and eat leftovers every day just to gamble once.

If she won the gamble, she would become a princess of Liaodong in the future, possibly even empress of the realm!

But at this moment, before becoming princess, the king was about to throw her into the river!

Tan Xiuyue almost thought it was a joke, but those exceptionally tall and strong sailors had already grabbed her without hesitation!

“Don’t touch me! I’m the Crown Princess’s cousin! I’m nobility!”

The sailors ignored her completely.

Murong Yi looked down at her and smiled, “What nonsense are you talking? How could the Crown Princess have such a filthy cousin!”

Tan Xiuyue was stimulated and screamed, reaching out with both hands toward Murong Yi.

Her posture looked like she wanted to embrace Murong Yi’s waist, her specially grown crystal-clear nails already touching Murong Yi’s belt.

Murong Yi lightly flicked with his finger. There was a faint sound of bone cracking, and Tan Xiuyue screamed miserably, her face turning blue-white as she went limp.

The servant rushed forward to support her, crying out “Miss.”

The sailors dragged Tan Xiuyue and the servant toward the ship’s edge. Tan Xiuyue hooked her feet on the cables, shouting, “Cousin! Your Highness!”

Murong Yi, fearing she’d disturb Tie Ci, signaled his men to gag her and instinctively looked toward Tie Ci’s ship ahead.

At a glance he saw that transparent porthole – all bloody red!

In the blood color, a pale hand hung limply against the porthole!

Like a bolt from the blue, Murong Yi couldn’t care about anything else and shot forward like lightning.

The sailors still carried out Murong Yi’s orders to the letter. Tan Xiuyue struggled and cried with disheveled hair. Gu Xiaoxiao, seeing her unseemly behavior and thinking of the Ministry of Revenue officials and several Ministry of Rites attendants on the ship who might see this and damage the Crown Princess’s reputation, said, “Everyone listen to me. This person is after all the Crown Princess’s relative with no great offense. We cannot use private punishment arbitrarily. How to handle her should await the Crown Princess’s decision.”

Mu Si walked over and nodded to the sailors, who then released Tan Xiuyue.

Tan Xiuyue collapsed on deck crying.

Mu Si pursed his lips.

In the past, when the master said throw, he really meant throw.

Now there was room for maneuvering, but that was just the master learning to consider the Crown Princess.

This type who was obviously a troublemaker should be thrown overboard to let her soak her muddled brain, then given a boat to row back herself – that would be more than generous.

Tan Xiuyue cried on deck with no one daring to pay attention. The fake servant Qi Lin knelt beside her and looked at her with lowered head.

Tan Xiuyue’s crying paused as she nodded very lightly.

…

Murong Yi rushed back to the front ship.

Not even having time to go around to the front cabin door, he struck the expensive glass from afar with his palm.

The next instant he landed on the ship, and the entire considerable vessel even shook.

But immediately he discovered something was wrong.

Things flew off the shattered glass – red and white – and one shard landed on his face.

Murong Yi grabbed the shard, getting his hand covered in red and white paint.

His face showed an indescribable expression.

Behind the broken glass appeared a face warm as jade, its owner slowly greeting him: “Hi, how was it? Did I paint well?”

Murong Yi looked at the “painting” covered in red paint with just a few random white strokes that looked like fingers from a distance, and said very sincerely: “Masterful craftsmanship.”

When one’s own misdeeds were exposed, reflection must be timely with a good attitude.

Tie Ci snorted with laughter, pointing at the broken window. Murong Yi immediately said, “I’ll definitely fix it tonight.”

Since the perpetrator’s attitude was proper and she had already punished him, Tie Ci skipped over the matter and asked what had happened on the rear ship.

Murong Yi explained everything, then sighed: “I had planned to handle it directly and inform you afterward, so you could distance yourself. But now…”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow, not expecting this self-willed fellow to now consider things so thoroughly for her sake.

Handling it directly himself would eliminate future trouble and spare her from criticism.

But she hadn’t expected her little joke to make him return mid-journey. Now if she pretended not to know, it wouldn’t be quite appropriate.

A cousin secretly following her ship in the name of filial piety really couldn’t be used as grounds for punishing Tan Xiuyue. If she was too heartless, those stubborn old ministers would certainly jump up and down, since others didn’t know the Tan family was a nest of troublemakers.

Tie Ci didn’t care about censor impeachment, but the royalist faction mostly consisted of such old ministers. Grand Tutor He was working hard to help her gather the neutral faction – she couldn’t invite criticism at such a crucial juncture.

“Let her stay on the rear ship. Have Xiaoxiao keep a close eye on her and her companion. After disembarking at Wuling, immediately escort her back.”

Murong Yi nodded. As long as the front and rear ships didn’t stop and connect, Tan Xiuyue would never have a chance to approach Tie Ci.

Murong Yi returned to the rear ship and made arrangements with Gu Xiaoxiao. Gu Xiaoxiao arranged a cabin for Tan Xiuyue right next to the guards’ quarters. This was indeed improper, but who could help it in the ship’s cramped conditions? He couldn’t give up his own cabin, could he?

As for her servant, he was required to stay in the bottom hold and not come out without permission.

Murong Yi was very satisfied with his arrangements. The people around Tie Ci, regardless of their personalities, truly had no pedantic fools.

But he felt that being a bit foolish and stupid would also be quite good – then Tie Ci wouldn’t be moved, and they’d be easier to crush. He wouldn’t have to be stimulated every few days.

After all, when his woman was eating and would suddenly point at something saying “This chicken and bamboo shoot is good, send a portion to Xiaoxiao” or “That crispy cake is Xiaoxiao’s favorite, save it for him,” he was also very displeased.

What was even more displeasing was that he couldn’t retaliate. After all, the Crown Princess had said that close friends were like limbs, while husbands were like clothes.

The clothing Murong Yi very consciously returned to his ship. How bitter his fate was – he still had to fix the glass.

Chapter 336: The Dignified Principal Consort
The following few days passed peacefully enough. After entering the eight-hundred-li Changting Lake, they would only need to travel a few more days before having to switch to overland routes.

The waters of Changting Lake stretched in all directions with a broad surface, except for one place called Tiger’s Roar Gorge. There, two mountains faced each other with elevation differences between the mountain bodies, causing that section of the lake to narrow with turbulent currents and numerous hidden reefs. Ships frequently met with accidents there, and water bandits often took advantage of the chaos to appear. Therefore, when both ships traveled near Tiger’s Roar Gorge, they moved very slowly and carefully.

To guard against water pirates, the escorts on both ships stood on deck.

Tie Ci was also on deck enjoying the scenery. She saw Tan Xiuyue standing in a corner on the rear ship, looking very well-behaved.

Gu Xiaoxiao had also reported to her that these past days, Tan Xiuyue hardly left her cabin and was quite proper. Her little servant also stayed honestly in the lower cabin, though Gu Xiaoxiao felt sorry for him and allowed him to come up for air in the evenings.

At this moment, near dusk, evening clouds spread like brocade, the setting sun molten gold, the lake water half dyed crimson red and half azure blue, with the ships’ white sails gliding light as gulls and herons.

Ahead lay Tiger’s Roar Gorge, where they could see the narrow knife-cut green mountains on both sides. The ships moved even more slowly.

People walked along both shores – mountain folk lived in this area, and it was also a necessary route to nearby county towns.

Tie Ci noticed shadowy figures among the trees on the shore, apparently a young wife riding a donkey with a young man beside her who should be her husband, carrying a book bag and wearing scholarly robes like a scholar.

The sunset filled the mountains. The young man occasionally helped support his wife who couldn’t sit steadily, while the young wife often wiped away the sweat from his journey.

It was a very heartwarming scene.

Murong Yi suddenly leaned beside her and said, “Ah, how enviable.”

Tie Ci wondered what was so enviable about this? We two are looking at others as scenery, but couldn’t those people on shore be looking at us as scenery as well?

But she heard that fellow murmur, “When will my darling also carry one in her belly for me?”

Only then did Tie Ci notice the young wife’s swollen abdomen – she was actually pregnant.

She knew Murong Yi’s mouth never produced proper words.

After the two bantered briefly, their gazes turned away. This was precisely the time for passing through dangerous rapids, so everyone’s attention was on the river surface.

From the corner of her eye, Tie Ci saw the young wife apparently dismount from the donkey, being carefully helped by her husband to the water’s edge, seemingly wanting to drink water or wash her hands.

The green mountains on left and right stood like screens. From behind the screens, two ships suddenly emerged.

Black boats appeared like ghosts in the evening mist and haze. Their pointed prows had barely appeared when they rammed toward Tie Ci’s ship.

But Tie Ci’s ship was faster than theirs.

Murong Yi pursed his lips and whistled. Tie Ci’s ship suddenly accelerated, actually charging first toward the approaching boats!

At the same time, their ship’s hull rang with continuous clattering sounds as iron nets extended outward, protruding from the ship with sharp gathered centers. Under the setting sun they flashed silver and radiated cold menace. The entire ship seemed to instantly double in size, becoming an iron-armored monster on the river.

The iron-armored monster suddenly turned sideways in the river with almost nimble speed, directly colliding with the prows of the two opposing ships.

Countless iron net spikes instantly pierced the hulls of the opposing ships, while the tremendous force and added weight of their ship’s movement literally smashed those two smaller boats askew.

Three ships collided on the river with a cracking sound as both water pirate ships simultaneously broke apart.

Countless people jumped into the water.

The water was already shallow here, and the ship collision stirred up the river water, immediately causing the current to surge with urgent waves.

The young gentlemen on board had originally been frightened seeing the pirate ships, but before they could react, the ships here had already been scattered.

They couldn’t stand steady and tumbled into a heap. Looking up, they saw the Crown Princess and her people gripping the railings – even though the ship was tilted nearly to capsizing, she still stood steadily without even changing expression.

The young gentlemen slid back and forth on deck, desperately grasping whatever they could hold, vomiting and crying simultaneously, thinking while crying that they hoped never to encounter the Crown Princess again in their next lives…

A scream rang out. Everyone looked to see the young wife who had been washing her hands on shore lose her footing from the surging river water and fall into the river.

The young scholar on shore cried out in alarm and immediately reached out to grab her, but the current here was swift – in a blink, the young wife had been swept far away.

This section had rolling river waters with elevation differences. Every year, even good swimmers drowned here, and ordinary people dared not enter the water.

Yet the young scholar didn’t hesitate and immediately jumped into the water.

At this moment, the river surface was full of people who had fallen in. For a time, he couldn’t see clearly where his wife had been swept to. He floundered in the river water searching, swimming toward those fierce-looking water pirates while calling out mournfully, his voice heartbreaking.

Due to the current, the pregnant woman had already been swept near the large ship. She floated in the water with a deathly pale face and numb expression, her head bobbing up and down.

Those familiar with water knew this was the true state of drowning – loud cries for help and such usually meant one wasn’t really drowning yet.

Everyone looked at Tie Ci.

On the rear ship, Tan Xiuyue was already shouting loudly, “Save them quickly! Save them! You’re all going to watch a pregnant woman die without helping?”

Gu Xiaoxiao frowned, looking at Tie Ci. The Ministry of Revenue officials’ expressions were already somewhat wrong.

Tie Ci nodded.

Someone jumped down and rescued the pregnant woman.

Chi Xue stepped forward to help the pregnant woman expel water and check her pulse.

The water pirates were still desperately swimming in the water. The scholar couldn’t see clearly what was happening here and continued searching frantically while dodging the water pirates.

The guards and archers on Tie Ci’s ship were still watching Tie Ci.

After ramming the ships and causing the water pirates to fall in, the next step was to shoot arrows to eliminate them, leaving only a few alive for questioning.

But now with the scholar in the water, they couldn’t fire volleys of arrows.

After all, killing water pirates was one thing, but accidentally injuring innocents would be bad.

The guards waited for the Crown Princess to order the scholar rescued as well. Watching him struggle desperately in the torrent with an equally pale face, clearly about to exhaust his strength.

In these torrents, whether from exhaustion, encountering water pirates, or meeting arrow volleys, the outcome would be equally tragic.

The scholar could have swum back at this point to save his own life, yet this man was actually moving bit by bit toward the center of the river.

Such devotion and deep affection was moving. The guards present all sighed with emotion, some already prepared to enter the water, just waiting for His Highness to speak.

What surprised them was that the Crown Princess, whom they considered very virtuous in their hearts, remained completely unmoved in the face of such urgent circumstances.

Murong Yi even raised his hand, preparing to order the arrow volley.

Everyone felt somewhat puzzled and uneasy but still slowly raised their bows and arrows.

Below, a water pirate noticed they were about to shoot arrows. Looking up, he happened to see the scholar desperately searching for someone and grabbed him, choking his neck.

The scholar hung limply from his arm with a deathly pale face. The search, anxiety, prolonged swimming, and icy river water had exhausted all his strength.

Suddenly a scream erupted from the ship – the pregnant woman had awakened and saw her husband.

She clawed at the ship’s rail, crying and shouting loudly. Unfortunately, the river water here roared, wind howled like apes, and various sounds were cacophonous, drowning out her calls.

The scholar had also fainted at this moment and obviously couldn’t hear.

The pregnant woman was frantic with worry and turned back to kowtow to the people on ship, crying sorrowfully, “Please save him! Please! I beg you!”

One had called out in the water earlier, one now wept and pleaded on the ship. Their heartbreaking voices pressed down under the rolling river water and vast layered clouds as the blood-red sunset sank from the horizon’s end.

The expressions of unbearable sympathy on everyone’s faces grew thicker as they frequently looked at Tie Ci.

Tan Xiuyue seemed to have thrown caution to the wind today, being exceptionally bold. Her shouts could be heard even across ships: “Save them! Save them quickly! What are you all just watching for? Are you going to watch helplessly as someone dies, young husband and wife separated by life and death, the child born without a father?”

The Ministry of Revenue officials also couldn’t help saying, “What is the Crown Princess waiting for? This failure to save lives will damage her fine reputation!”

Tie Ci stared fixedly at the scholar, whose face was clearly showing the pallor of death.

Murong Yi sneered and paid no attention. “Shoot!”

A shower of arrows responded from the upper level.

It wasn’t the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards who acted, but his people.

These two looked pitiful and their situation was genuine, but he bore the responsibility of protecting Tie Ci on this journey. The road ahead was fraught with danger, every step perilous. He had to promptly eliminate all unfavorable possibilities.

Better to kill wrongly than let any escape.

Some things weren’t suitable for Tie Ci to do – he would do them.

Otherwise, what was a husband for?

Murong Yi very consciously gave the order as a husband.

But suddenly there were whistling sounds as another shower of arrows shot upward in reverse, meeting the arrow shower from the upper level. Arrow points collided fiercely in mid-air, sparking countless stars with teeth-grinding metallic collision sounds scraping into ears. Countless arrows were intercepted mid-flight and fell together into the river.

Murong Yi’s long, elegant eyebrows slightly raised as he gazed at someone on the ship’s side, his eyes glinting coldly with a smile.

The other person wore only a small jacket in this weather, exposing his powerful arms. His bulging biceps bore fierce tattoos. He also grinned at him, saying in less than fluent official speech, “You, heartless and unrighteous. This desert man looks down on you!”

Murong Yi turned to Tie Ci and said, “I’ve been tolerating Dan Ye for a long time, really, I’ve tolerated him for a long time. This bastard rules as king in his own desert and still brings a bunch of hedgehogs to annoy me. I want to…”

“You want to become sworn brothers with him.” Tie Ci patted his shoulder. “Want to be the principal consort? Magnanimity and tolerance are the primary requirements for becoming Crown Prince Consort.”

Murong Yi said expressionlessly, “It could also be you becoming my princess consort. I wouldn’t require magnanimity from my princess consort – I’d hope she’d be jealous for me every day.”

“Then I suggest you go marry that whoever.”

This was the first time Tie Ci had used the imperial “I” when speaking to Murong Yi. The implications were self-evident.

Both immediately fell silent.

This was too sensitive a topic to discuss.

But Tie Ci’s heart still sank.

Murong Yi indeed wouldn’t give up the Liaodong throne.

He had offended too many people and truly couldn’t abandon his noble position.

Tie Ci didn’t ask whether he had any intention of submitting and pledging allegiance.

If not, she’d just fight until he did.

Suddenly there was a “splash” as someone from the rear ship entered the water. Before fully falling, an angry shout came: “Which bastard pushed me!”

Tie Ci looked and saw it was actually Wan Ji, captain of the Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Camp, who had been commanding protection on the rear ship.

This fellow originally couldn’t swim well but had been practicing frequently in water recently and had become much more proficient. Since he was already in the water, he simply swam toward the scholar’s direction.

With him in the water, Murong Yi couldn’t shoot arrows anymore. His gaze swept coldly over the rear ship where everyone wore expressions of shocked bewilderment.

Once Wan Ji entered the water, naturally Scorpion Camp members provided arrow cover for him. Wan Ji dove underwater and emerged with a knife across that water pirate’s throat, flinging the scholar onto his back.

Tie Ci had remained silent throughout, but since her loyal warriors had stepped forward, even just for the sake of her faithful subordinates, she couldn’t stop them.

So more people jumped down to support Wan Ji and rescue the man.

The pregnant woman wept with joy and rushed to the ship’s side. Wan Ji directly carried the man onto the main ship.

Dumping the soaking wet person onto the deck, he first begged Tie Ci’s forgiveness, then angrily cursed that someone had pushed him.

Tie Ci glanced at the rear ship. When he went down, there should have been his soldiers behind him, but with many people and confusion at the time, everyone’s attention on the water, it was impossible to verify exactly who had been there.

Naturally, no crime could be prosecuted. Ultimately, saving people wasn’t wrong. She comforted Wan Ji with a few words and gave Chi Xue a meaningful look.

Chi Xue understood and went to the rear ship to investigate the matter.

The pregnant woman kowtowed in thanks to everyone. Apparently overcome with excitement, she also fainted. Tie Ci ordered a cabin prepared for the couple to rest in.

Chi Xue later reported that standing behind Wan Ji at the time, besides his soldiers, there was also Tan Xiuyue. Wan Ji also vaguely felt he’d been bumped by a woman, but Tan Xiuyue argued that she had also been pushed by someone, though she didn’t know who had pushed her.

Several water pirates were also captured that day. Subsequent interrogation revealed they claimed to be local water bandits who usually hunted and robbed around Tiger’s Roar Gorge – robbing when large ships passed, hunting when no large ships came by.

The water pirates had been able to ambush the large ship because they received advance notice that a large ship would pass that day.

As for the source of information, since these water pirates lived half as bandits and half as civilians, they were familiar with all the coastal residents. They had bribed fishermen’s households upstream who would rush to report once they spotted large ships. These people lived long on the water and could travel in small boats chasing wind and waves much faster than large ships.

Tie Ci’s ship looked very plain, unlike either an official vessel or military ship, so these people had targeted it.

This indeed couldn’t be called premeditation. Murong Yi personally handled the matter and reached the same conclusion. Therefore, at the next ferry crossing, Tie Ci had the water pirates taken off the ship and handed over to local authorities for disposal.

The local authorities provided feedback that the water pirates in this section of Changting Lake’s tributaries actually belonged to the largest water bandit gang in Fuguang River – the Sea-Ruling Gang. From Changting Lake to the Sea-Ruling Gang’s thousand-li waterways, scattered water pirates all depended on the Sea-Ruling Gang. These people, as they themselves said, robbed when there was opportunity and hunted when there wasn’t. When government troops came, they scattered into surrounding deep mountains, making them difficult to catch and impossible to eliminate completely.

The Sea-Ruling Gang was powerful with many dependents. Local authorities lacked the capability for cross-border pursuit. Unable to eliminate the roots, water pirates continued plaguing traveling merchants quite rampantly.

Local authorities had repeatedly submitted joint memorials requesting the court suppress the bandits, but Da Qian’s navy was mediocre. Previous bandit suppression efforts ended hastily because the waterways were too extensive and the enemy too skilled at hiding and disguising themselves.

After hearing this, Tie Ci ordered the ship to take a detour through Fuguang River’s tributaries. If they encountered the Sea-Ruling Gang, they would conveniently deal with them.

During these days, the young couple remained very well-behaved, staying in their cabin to recuperate without stepping out once.

Both had awakened that same day. Originally, Tie Ci had people let them disembark at the next ferry crossing, but they said they were traveling to Wuling to visit relatives. Since the scholar was still weak and the pregnant woman quite far along, they feared becoming ill traveling overland in such condition and requested the large ship carry them a bit further.

Tie Ci agreed.

This evening, she and Murong Yi were drinking tea, admiring the moon, and eating refreshments at the ship’s bow. She was listening to Murong Yi point at a crescent moon and spout nonsense about completeness when Chi Xue came to report that the couple had improved greatly today and wanted to thank Tie Ci.

Tie Ci didn’t care about their gratitude but wanted to see them, so she nodded.

Then her gaze shifted and froze.

The river surface bathed in pale moonlight and gentle breezes, those two people turned from the dark stairs like a pair of luminous beautiful jade, almost stealing the warm moon’s radiance.

Though the woman was heavily pregnant, her slender figure could still be discerned. Her features were richly beautiful with full red lips and eyes like rippling autumn waters. Her entire being resembled an exquisite precious vase.

When first seen that day, she had either struggled pale in the water or cried into a tearful mess on the ship. It was truly impossible to connect her with this bright, beautiful person now.

But such radiance dimmed in the presence of that scholar.

The scholar wasn’t the woman’s type of flamboyant beauty. On the contrary, he was somewhat pale and very slender with elegant features, appearing just like a painting. He brought to mind snow covering Liang Garden and frost covering green bamboo, yet that Liang Garden’s nobility remained undiminished while the green bamboo was enshrined in jade vases.

He excelled in having an air both simple and noble – not necessarily stunning at first glance, but one couldn’t help lingering after another look.

Tie Ci naturally couldn’t help taking several more looks.

Beside her, Murong Yi gulped down a mouthful of wine.

Tie Ci watched for quite a while before remembering the vinegar jar beside her. Looking over, oh my, he was actually smiling gently, neither arrogant nor impatient.

Tie Ci found this quite strange.

Under normal circumstances, shouldn’t this person be churning seas of vinegar, having killed someone ten thousand times in his mind by now?

Murong Yi smiled even more graciously, unhurriedly picking up a piece of refreshment.

Ever since Tie Ci had mentioned “principal consort” that day, he had achieved enlightenment.

He should have the bearing and demeanor of a principal consort to make all the cats and dogs submit wholeheartedly.

If the cats and dogs behaved, fine. If not, he had ten thousand ways to make them regret appearing before Shiba for the rest of their lives.

Chapter 337: Young Master Murong
The man gave them both a deep bow, and the woman also curtsied in greeting. They thanked them for the rescue.

Tie Ci’s external cover identity was Ye Ci, a merchant traveling to Xi Zhou. Her entire outfit was like that of a nouveau riche young master, with gemstones flashing wildly on her fingers. She waved her hand in golden splendor, laughing that it was merely a small effort not worth mentioning.

She had heard from Chi Xue before that this man was named Chi Qingbo, whose family had originally been a prominent clan in Qian Zhou’s Provincial Administration Office, from a branch of that family line. Later the family fortunes declined, but they could still get by.

She invited the couple to sit and chatted casually. When Chi Qingbo sat down, he carefully helped support his wife, reminding her to watch for water underfoot. When Tie Ci offered the guests refreshments, he smiled and thanked her, first taking a piece to eat. After a while, he took another piece, unhurriedly sampling all the refreshments himself first.

Tie Ci watched with amusement, giving him a low score in her heart.

Only after Chi Qingbo had tasted all the refreshments did he take a piece of walnut pastry and hand it to his wife, saying, “This walnut pastry is made best – not too oily, mildly sweet. You need lighter refreshments now in your condition. This is just right.”

Tie Ci was surprised and looked toward the young woman. The woman’s expression was very natural as she took the pastry and smiled, “I understand. Husband, you eat too. Don’t just tend to me or Young Master Ye will laugh at us.”

She was poised and generous, speaking rather quickly – clearly an impatient person by nature, yet her expression toward her husband was tender.

At a glance, they were clearly a young couple deeply in love.

Tie Ci smiled and asked Chi Qingbo, “Sir seems to understand medical principles?”

“I dare not claim so.” Chi Qingbo slightly lowered his eyes. “This humble one has great interest in learning medical arts, but regrettably has not met a worthy teacher. I only have crude understanding.”

His wife then laughed and interjected, “He can’t manage proper medical arts. But because of his family background, he’s learned many unorthodox techniques.” After speaking, she looked at him with a smile.

Chi Qingbo then smiled and said, “Without knowing these unorthodox techniques, how could I have married you?”

The woman’s face reddened, but she wasn’t coy. Seeing Tie Ci display a curious expression, she told Tie Ci about her encounter with her husband. She said she was originally the daughter of Qian Zhou’s Anfang Tusi, called A’li Teng, which meant “golden radiance” in their Anfang language. Her father married her to another tribe’s tusi to consolidate position and power, and had given her Nine-Day Grass. Those affected would be weak and unable to move for nine days and nights. Because she was prepared and ate little, on the wedding night she struggled to escape. When being pursued, she met Chi Qingbo. He cured her of the Nine-Day Grass, she helped him escape pursuit, and afterwards this marriage came about.

A’li Teng said Chi Qingbo had loved researching such things since childhood. Qian Zhou, Yannan and other places naturally had many rare flowers, strange plants, unusual arts and extraordinary people. He was obsessed with these things, spending much of the family wealth to collect and search for such materials and information, determined to compile a “Chronicle of Strange Arts of Southern Qian.” He had already written three volumes, but printing was too expensive…

She spoke volubly while Chi Qingbo just smiled faintly, his gaze falling on distant places. He was born elegant, refined and dignified, giving people a sense of peace and comfort, yet with a subtle sense of distance.

Only when money was mentioned did he gently but firmly interrupt his wife’s words, passing her a cup of hot water and saying, “The wind is strong on deck. Don’t catch cold.”

A’li Teng immediately stopped talking and obediently drank water.

Listening to this, Tie Ci became interested. Qian Zhou, Yannan and other places indeed had insufficient connection with the Da Qian court due to terrain and ethnic issues. Court officials sent there faced continuous mountains and found it difficult to govern and educate the people. Moreover, these two regions had many mountain tribes that were nearly autonomous. Large and small tusi were numerous as cattle, each occupying territory, constantly at war, each with their own customs and secret arts – extremely unfavorable for local stability.

This was also an important issue to consider after Yannan’s recovery. Yannan similarly had fierce folk customs and currently only recognized the You family royal clan that had guarded this land for generations. Many matters wouldn’t be resolved just by dealing with the You family.

If Chi Qingbo truly excelled in these areas and could produce scholarly works, he would truly be talent she urgently needed.

But Tie Ci showed no interest in that book or this person. She didn’t even mention it, acting like an ordinary merchant, eating, drinking and chatting idly. Before long, the couple took their leave and returned to their cabin.

Before returning to the cabin, Chi Qingbo lowered his eyes and glanced at Murong Yi’s robes.

A’li Teng’s gaze constantly followed her husband closely. Seeing this, she also looked over, but Chi Qingbo quietly squeezed her palm, so she turned her gaze away.

These two’s small movements were extremely quick – if Tie Ci hadn’t happened to turn her head, she wouldn’t have seen them.

Tie Ci still smiled as she watched the two leave, then chased Murong Yi off to sleep while she also returned to her cabin.

Before returning to her cabin, she glanced at Chi Xue.

The all-knowing chief steward nodded in understanding.

After a while, Chi Xue had already silently appeared outside Chi Qingbo and his wife’s cabin door.

The cabin’s side facing the deck seemed to have only a door with no windows, yet Chi Xue lightly touched an inconspicuous spot above the door, and what seemed like a seamless cabin wall showed slight cracks.

Sounds drifted out from inside. Chi Xue leaned against the doorway listening to delicate, soft, slight panting, thin moaning…

Chi Xue initially didn’t understand what sounds these were, listening with slight puzzlement and wondering if they were still unwell.

Then she realized, and the composed palace maid’s face burned bright red.

She never expected to overhear such a scene.

Chi Xue, who had weathered many storms, naturally maintained wariness toward this couple, first suspecting whether they were truly husband and wife.

But if they were fake spouses, this acting was far too dedicated…

Chi Xue couldn’t help feeling confused, thinking with a red face that she should leave. What was she doing eavesdropping on a couple’s intimate moments?

Just as she was about to leave, she heard low conversation mixed with the soft panting.

“Husband… what were you looking at just now?”

“I saw what seemed like traces left by Euphoria Butterfly eggs on that Young Master Mu’s collar…”

“Really?! Then why didn’t you warn them?”

“Those traces didn’t look fresh. If it truly is the Euphoria Butterfly, that Young Master Mu has probably already been affected. But you know this thing’s onset has no fixed pattern. Meeting them by chance like this, rashly bringing up such matters – I fear they not only wouldn’t believe us but would suspect us…”

“But if truly infected with Euphoria Butterfly eggs, it would affect many people…”

“Yes, I’m also hesitating about this matter. They are our life-savers after all. If I concealed this to avoid trouble, it would wrong them. Should I go find them now?”

“Don’t rush, husband. What you said before also makes sense. What if they don’t believe us? What if they think we poisoned them? I heard southerners are cunning and martial arts people especially suspicious.”

Inside, they fell into conflicted discussion. Through the crack, Chi Xue saw the two with heads together seriously discussing.

“How about this – today you already mentioned that I’m skilled at curing various strange poisons. When we disembark at Wuling, I’ll leave ways to find me. If they truly have an outbreak, they’ll naturally remember this matter and come seek me. Then I’ll do my utmost to help.”

“Mm, husband’s method is good. It’s just a pity about that Young Master Mu’s fine appearance…”

Inside, Chi Qingbo said wistfully, “So A Teng likes such beautiful men…”

A’li Teng giggled and rolled into his embrace, saying softly, “What I like most, most, most is still a beauty like A Bo…”

The man chuckled low, and spring filled the room.

Chi Xue could listen no longer and returned to her own cabin.

She told Tie Ci about this matter. Tie Ci asked if the two showed any abnormalities. Chi Xue blushed slightly and said softly, “In private, they truly seem like an affectionate married couple.”

Tie Ci nodded. Truly loving people couldn’t hide the way they gazed at each other and various small details of their interactions.

Chi Xue said she would return to her cabin to look through the medical books she brought, as she seemed to have heard the name “Euphoria Butterfly” before.

Tie Ci went to see Murong Yi. It wasn’t troublesome – she didn’t even need to leave her room. Turning around, she pushed on the wall behind her, and the entire wall surface rotated to reveal an identical bedroom on the other side.

Someone had claimed to sleep at her door or on the mast, but had actually long ago used his position for personal gain to create a room within a room, living back-to-back with her.

Tie Ci discovered this on her first day moving in. At the time, she had teased him that if he traveled back to modern times, he would definitely be an unscrupulous small hotel owner installing mirrors in bathroom partitions and cameras.

The moment Tie Ci discovered it, she didn’t tell him but silently tampered with it. Then when Murong Yi waited for her to fall asleep at night and tried to push the wall to enter her room, he found his door mechanism was jammed.

Murong Yi could only touch his nose and pretend not to know.

But what he didn’t expect was that Tie Ci had kept the door mechanism on her side.

From Tie Ci’s direction, the entire wall surface opened silently. In the moonlight, Murong Yi slept quite… inelegantly.

Tie Ci had never seen such poor sleeping posture. Most of the blanket was on the floor, the pillow rolled in a corner, Murong Yi’s entire body nearly horizontal on the bed, upper body uncovered, lower body with a blanket twisted between his legs.

At first glance, it looked like some postmodern sculpture.

Tie Ci found it an eyesore.

Especially his desperate clinging posture with the blanket was even more speechless – she couldn’t even pretend to be virtuous and cover him properly with the blanket.

And it wasn’t even hot – why was he sleeping shirtless?

Was he trying to display his smooth skin, broad shoulders, elegant collarbones, eight-pack abs and mermaid lines?

She wasn’t the least bit interested in looking.

A quarter-hour later, Tie Ci realized the window was open. The night river wind was cool, so she went to close the window.

Then she searched here and there on the floor for Murong Yi’s outer robe.

She found one boot in a corner of the bed, the other under a flower stand.

She saw stinking socks in the water basin.

She saw his belt on the oil lamp.

She saw his wrinkled underrobe pressed beneath Murong Yi.

No sign of his outer robe.

Finally sighing toward the ceiling, she saw his robe hanging on the very ornate, allegedly imported coral-shaped shell crystal chandelier on the ceiling.

Tie Ci was amazed.

She took off her shoes and carefully stepped around Murong Yi’s sprawled limbs to stand on the bed and reach for that garish purple outer robe. In her mind, scenes flashed like a galloping horse.

Magnificent palace chambers, the newly appointed prince consort lying on her canopy bed, kicking both feet – one boot flying into the caisson ceiling, one boot flying into the canopy, outer robe flung onto the throne, underrobe hung on golden hooks, belt swung to hook around her waist, eyes seductive as silk: “Come here, my king—”

Tie Ci shuddered.

How terrifying.

Holding the outer robe, she held her breath and carefully searched the collar by the faint light from the window.

She had doubts in her heart. From Chi Qingbo’s tone, the traces of that Euphoria Butterfly weren’t fresh. Murong Yi changed clothes almost daily with dedicated people washing them – what kind of thing could remain on a robe for several days?

Speaking of which, since being with her, Murong Yi had become much more frugal. According to Mu Si, he used to never wear clothes twice when going out.

If he were still that extravagant now, no traces would be visible.

Then again, though Murong Yi seemed casual, he was actually extremely cautious. What person could place Euphoria Butterflies on him?

After searching once without finding anything, Tie Ci searched again more carefully, changing angles toward the window light. Suddenly her gaze focused.

Before she could look closely, her ankle suddenly tightened as someone grasped both her legs. Below, someone said leisurely, “Coming but not getting in bed, getting in bed but not sleeping. I waited so long, yet you’re there holding my robe and sniffing it. Don’t you know the real person is more aromatic and alive?”

Tie Ci kicked at him and said, “I thought you could keep pretending.”

Murong Yi flicked his finger very dissatisfiedly at her knee hollow. Tie Ci’s leg went weak and she toppled down, falling right into Murong Yi’s embrace.

He disdainfully tossed aside his own robe and hugged Tie Ci tightly, laughing low in her ear, “Since you’ve walked into the trap tonight, don’t think of escaping!”

Tie Ci wouldn’t lose face even if she lost the fight, chuckling, “Murong Qing, attend to bed!”

Murong Yi was overjoyed: “Yes, Your Majesty!”

Tie Ci smiled.

There were truly many oddities in this world – he wouldn’t be a prince consort but insisted on being a eunuch.

Murong Yi didn’t care whether he was prince consort or fake eunuch, as long as he could pin Tie Ci beneath him he was happy. With both hands he embraced and pressed her down. A pair of long legs flexibly entangled upward. He laughed softly in Tie Ci’s ear, hot breath from lips and teeth stirring her hair strands, slightly ticklish with faint masculine scent. Tie Ci’s body softened and her eyes rippled with emotion. Murong Yi immediately noticed, very happily leaning on her shoulder while his fingers deftly undid her fastenings, unbuttoning three in the blink of an eye.

That movement was smooth as flowing water, making Tie Ci suspect either he had practiced when he was a courtesan or he had practiced on some courtesan.

She laughed low, one hand embracing his lean, powerful, flexibly-lined waist, one hand groping around saying, “Don’t forget the sheath…”

“What sheath… you are my bewitching trap, my endless snare…” Murong Yi’s mouth spoke nonsense while his hands wished they could run wild through heaven and earth, groping through soft jade and warm fragrance, mountains rising and falling, clouds flying and water rippling. His fingertips seemed divinely blessed, the whole world soft and sweet as sugar.

Just as he was about to reach the most soul-stirring place, suddenly a bundle of cloth was stuffed in his hand. He thought it was Tie Ci’s undergarment and happily unfolded it to see – it was his own sock.

Tie Ci sat up, arranging herself faster than his fingers, smoothing everything down so even her hair was neat and tidy. She looked like she could go directly to court, if not for her slightly flushed cheeks betraying spring colors.

She stretched out her foot to block that beautiful pig-head who still wanted to climb onto the bed, saying seriously, “Enough. Let’s discuss serious matters.”

Murong Yi deflated and collapsed on the floor. “What happened to attending to bed!”

“Young Master, the palace hasn’t made your green headplate yet. What bed are you attending?” Tie Ci took up that robe again. With all the chaos just now, clothes had been disheveled and she had to search from the beginning.

Murong Yi sprawled on the floor in a large character shape, saying, “Can’t get up. At the crucial moment, giving up halfway – do you know how cruel that is to a man? I’m a big man about to become too much of a man.”

Tie Ci didn’t understand at first, then glanced down at a certain area.

Hehe, quite vivid indeed.

Seeing her look, Murong Yi became even more energetic, rolling over to stick to her back again, hugging her shoulders and biting her earlobe. “Didn’t you say I’m well-endowed and skilled? Just how big and skilled – want to try personally?”

Tie Ci: “…No thank you.”

“Just try, try it. Otherwise how can the dignified Crown Princess lie and deceive people?”

Tie Ci: …Doesn’t bother me – it’s not mine anyway.

She was silent for a while, then said sincerely, “Jumping in the sea for a while would help.”

Murong Yi angrily got up and left. Tie Ci didn’t care whether he really went to jump in the sea, finally finding that spot on the clothes.

The door opened and Murong Yi entered dripping wet, hair still dripping water. When he wasn’t smiling, he seemed like wind across highlands, everything frosted and snowy, his skin transparent as ice crystals.

Even his gaze was coldly menacing.

Tie Ci found it amusing and pulled him over to dry his hair. As his hair gradually dried, Murong Yi’s anger also gradually subsided. Only then did he say, “What were you doing holding my robe and sniffing it? Be careful not to fall for others’ tricks.”

Tie Ci knew he was extremely perceptive and had already guessed something, so she told him what Chi Xue had overheard and showed him the spot on the robe.

Naturally no insect eggs were visible on the robe, not even any traces. Only when Tie Ci changed angles did they see a barely perceptible faint colorful reflection.

This kind of luminescence was obviously not a stain.

Murong Yi said, “I’ve washed this robe.”

Having been washed yet still leaving such traces showed very strong adhesion.

“Did you feel anything unusual before? Is anything wrong with your body now?”

“Deliberately approaching me to strike would be unlikely, but on a ship this small with people coming and going, brushing past each other, something could easily be flicked onto one’s collar. This is really impossible to guard against. As for what’s wrong… there’s only one place on my body that’s a bit off right now.”

Tie Ci didn’t need to look to know this fellow was being a rogue again.

There was knocking at the door, rhythmic – two long, one short. Chi Xue had arrived.

Tie Ci called out and Chi Xue entered, holding a book.

She said, “This servant finally found it.”

As she explained in detail, Tie Ci’s eyebrows rose higher and higher.

Chapter 338: Self-Isolation on the Ship
It actually wasn’t poison.

Called the Euphoria Butterfly, it sounded like something that induced lust and passion, but it actually wasn’t that either.

“This thing has complex origins. First, there’s a flower called the Euphoria Butterfly that grows in the deep mountains at the border between Qian Zhou and Yannan. It takes three years to sprout, three years to branch, and another three years to bloom. The flower only blooms for three days with no fixed season or timing, so though not exactly rare, the flower is extremely difficult to obtain. When it blooms, it’s brilliantly beautiful like a butterfly, attracting a type of exotic butterfly to feed on its nectar and pollen. The eggs laid by this exotic butterfly afterwards are the true Euphoria Butterfly eggs. After obtaining these butterfly eggs, they’re stored in jade boxes surrounded by over ten types of unique herbs and poisons for preservation. When used, the eggs are flicked onto the target. The eggs are transparent, extremely adhesive, and tiny – completely undetectable. Once the eggs touch a person’s body, they immediately hatch and dry up like water droplets, leaving only a trace like colored light that doesn’t fade for years. This thing is said to change one’s appearance and emit fragrance, thereby making people fall in love and desperately desire an encounter, hence the name Euphoria Butterfly.”

Tie Ci said, “It sounds like some kind of gu that would exist in places like Yannan and Qian Zhou – a girl puts gu on a man she likes, and that man will fall in love with her, becoming devoted unto death.”

Glancing over and seeing Murong Yi’s eyes brighten, she immediately laughed, “What’s with that expression? Am I not devoted enough to you already?”

Chi Xue: …This public display of affection caught me off guard.

Murong Yi: …This confession also caught me off guard.

Tie Ci was someone who was never coy or pretentiously reserved, but she was also rarely passionately fiery. Sometimes in the middle of the night, Murong Yi would repeatedly ponder their relationship, always wondering if Tie Ci had too much of the realm and its people in her heart, leaving little room for love to bloom.

Only now did he vaguely realize it wasn’t that she couldn’t let go or hadn’t let go, but that she was accustomed to not displaying what she loved. The more precious something was, the more carefully she stored it in the depths of her heart, only occasionally, through wind and rain and changing seasons, lightly polishing it to make it shine brilliantly.

Murong Yi smiled.

He had once regretted that the person he loved wouldn’t write her love blazingly on her face or hang it on her lips.

But now he felt this was also very, very good.

In the calm journey walking hand in hand, occasionally when she inadvertently lifted the veil slightly, he could glimpse a secret garden, a romantic world.

The surprise of sudden encounter.

Chi Xue recovered from the silent blow, coughed once to interrupt the suddenly clinging gazes of those two and bring attention back to more important matters. “…But I obtained a medical book from Director Rong, and its records about the Euphoria Butterfly are different. The book says that because of such effects, the Euphoria Butterfly has been misunderstood through rumors, making many people think its function is similar to Yannan’s love gu, but it’s actually very different. The Euphoria Butterfly’s effect is to change appearance and body scent.”

Tie Ci heard her emphasized tone, was startled, and already sensed something wrong.

“Change, not improve. So…”

“Those with ugly or ordinary appearances can be changed to become beautiful and fragrant, naturally attracting the people they desire and achieving good results. Most people in the world have ordinary appearances, so the Euphoria Butterfly gained this reputation.”

“But actually, for those whose appearance has reached perfection with no room for improvement, the Euphoria Butterfly’s effect is reversed.”

“Right, it can make the ugly beautiful, and also make the beautiful ugly.”

“It’s just that it has rather high critical standards for appearance change requirements, so the few cases that appeared before all involved becoming beautiful, creating this reputation.”

“Or put it this way – if the target is very beautiful, it shouldn’t be used on oneself but on the target, making the target ugly so one could climb higher?”

Tie Ci frowned. This line of thinking made her uncomfortable, reminding her of Lou Xi and Di Yiwei.

Murong Yi said, “Who would be so bored?”

Though he asked, he already had someone in mind.

“No, the Euphoria Butterfly actually has another consequence that people generally don’t know about. After it’s used on someone and their appearance changes, the person’s body becomes weak, because though the Euphoria Butterfly is said to be non-toxic, it’s actually very deadly. It conflicts medicinally with many non-toxic things in this world, generating various toxicities at any time or place. Though not fatal, it destroys the person’s body, making them prone to many illnesses and disasters…”

This was quite vicious.

The price for wanting to become beautiful?

“That’s not all. After Euphoria Butterfly eggs hatch, they’re contagious. The more contact one has with the infected person, the more likely one is to also be infected. Though the effects diminish, different people’s constitutions might produce different reactions.”

Hearing this, Murong Yi suddenly retreated three steps, then his eyes darkened.

When he first heard he was infected with the Euphoria Butterfly, he remained unmoved. Now hearing it would also affect Tie Ci, he immediately became truly angry.

Tie Ci’s expression also looked bad. The Tan family really were troublemakers!

This matter was ninety-nine percent Tan Xiuyue’s doing. Tan Xiuyue had been on the rear ship all along, and her only opportunity was when Murong Yi searched the ship and dragged her out.

Tie Ci somewhat regretted that she shouldn’t have drawn that picture as a joke that day, disturbing Murong Yi’s composure. Otherwise, with his perceptiveness, no matter how undetectable the Euphoria Butterfly was, he should have discovered it.

But the problem was, though Tan Xiuyue came from Xi Zhou, neighboring Qian Zhou and Yannan, Euphoria Butterfly eggs were so rare that the Tan family and she herself couldn’t possibly obtain such a thing.

Murong Yi smiled and asked Tie Ci, “Do you mind if I kill your cousin?”

“Don’t rush. Killing her won’t get us the antidote…”

“There is no antidote.”

Both looked at Chi Xue, who held up the book. “That’s what the book says.”

“Go tell Dan Shuang to take people to the rear ship and quietly control Tan Xiuyue and her servant,” Tie Ci said. “Especially that little servant…”

Before she finished speaking, all of them heard distant commotion and splashing sounds of someone falling into water.

The moment they rushed out of the cabin, they heard people on the rear ship’s deck running and shouting, “Someone rowed away the small boat! Someone fell in the water!”

Tie Ci looked and saw the lifeboat from the rear ship had been rowed away, with a black figure on the boat frantically rowing.

Behind the boat, someone was floundering, desperately trying to grab the boat while screaming, “Take me with you! Take me! I’m the one who helped you find the boat!”

It was Tan Xiuyue and her little servant.

The little servant kept his head down rowing, completely ignoring Tan Xiuyue chasing behind him and shouting.

Suddenly the commotion behind ceased, even Tan Xiuyue’s voice disappeared. The little servant instinctively looked back and saw a figure standing on the rear ship’s mast.

Tall and elegant, robes fluttering in the wind, with the vast blue sky behind him and a cold, hazy moon. He gazed down from afar, cooler than moonlight.

The little servant vaguely saw his lips curve.

Seemingly intentional, seemingly heartless.

The little servant’s heart went cold.

The next instant, his bottom also went cold.

Looking down, his pupils contracted.

Somehow, a piece of the boat’s bottom was missing, and water had already risen above the gunwale!

This lifeboat had already been sabotaged to dissolve upon entering water!

The next instant, fierce wind howled, lake water split like a chasm, and a long arrow broke through the air. Blood flowers burst forth.

The little servant toppled headfirst into the boat.

When the flying arrow came, it also swept past Tan Xiuyue’s head. She just felt her scalp go cold, and looking up, saw black hair scattering in mid-air.

She was so frightened she couldn’t even scream.

Someone flew over from behind and grabbed her.

When they went to grab the little servant next, his body suddenly sank silently below the surface.

Mu Si, who had come down, frowned and threw Tan Xiuyue aside to pull up the little servant.

The one who provided the poison had to be him, and the antidote would also depend on him.

The person was pulled out of the water easily enough, but was completely limp and motionless.

Mu Si checked his breathing and his face darkened.

The man was already dead.

It had clearly only pierced his shoulder.

To actually kill and silence someone right before his eyes in such a brief moment…

He was furious and was about to dive into the water to hunt down the bastard who dared silence someone under his nose.

From above, Murong Yi shouted, “Mu Si, come back!”

Mu Si ignored him.

Dan Shuang was still watching – he had to save face!

A figure flew down from the ship’s bow, swimming toward him.

Mu Si turned back and immediately roared angrily, “The water’s cold! What are you coming down for!”

Dan Shuang said nothing, charged onto the boat dripping wet, grabbed his collar, and dragged him away.

The stubborn temper that even his master’s shouting couldn’t move was dragged away by Dan Shuang’s grab.

Above, Murong Yi laughed coldly.

Damn it, men turning outward.

He’d package him up and send him to Dan Shuang later.

Consider it part of his bride price to Tie Ci.

Save having him be an eyesore.

Dan Shuang dragged Mu Si with one hand while Mu Si carried the little servant’s corpse and Tan Xiuyue back to the ship.

He personally interrogated them. Tan Xiuyue saw Tie Ci from afar and loudly begged for mercy and screamed. Tie Ci looked at her, then turned and returned to her cabin.

One reaps what one sows.

Mu Si came to report after half an hour, his expression rather poor.

Tan Xiuyue knew nothing when questioned, only saying this little servant was recommended by her aunt. He hadn’t been a Tan family servant before and only joined their group temporarily before the Tan family returned home. She didn’t know his name. The Euphoria Butterfly was given to her by him. She was only responsible for using it and knew nothing about antidotes or anything else.

She even asked with a confused face, “How is this poison? I asked A Lin repeatedly, and he swore to me it wasn’t poisonous and even touched it to show me!”

Unhatched Euphoria Butterfly eggs were harmless even if eaten, so touching them was naturally no problem.

After returning to the ship, Tan Xiuyue gradually calmed down. After answering a few questions, she wanted to see Tie Ci.

Mu Si was in a bad mood from wasting effort and didn’t want to talk more with stupid people, so he locked her in the lower cabin and left.

Behind him, Tan Xiuyue clawed at the cabin crying loudly, “Let me out! Let me out! I’m the Crown Princess’s cousin. If you treat me like this, the Crown Princess will definitely hold you accountable!”

Mu Si: “Make her shut up! Feed her a mouthful of shit for every word she says!”

Mu Si had always found Qi Yuansi’s academy experience very interesting and was just worried about not having someone to give him this opportunity.

Tan Xiuyue thought it was intimidation and continued making trouble, but after someone actually brought a chamber pot, she shut up.

Above, Dan Shuang listened with a stern face.

His Highness’s defenses were already tight enough, giving the enemy no opportunities, yet Tan Xiuyue could still catch up. This wasn’t simple.

Hearing the report, Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said, “Chi Xue, send people to disembark at the next ferry crossing to find the Tan family and investigate this matter.”

Murong Yi said, “Have Mu Si send people along. Regardless of what results they find, the Tan family doesn’t need to return home. Mountain bandits or water pirates attacking – either works.”

Without waiting for Tie Ci’s response, he said directly, “The Liaodong snowfields are very suitable for them.”

The vast snowfields, with their depths almost devoid of human traces – without special assistance, one could never walk out.

There were no residents there, but there were some mineral deposits and people mining.

The Tan family could spend their lives with caves and stones there.

This was his greatest mercy.

Tie Ci said nothing. Tan Xiuyue had harmed Murong Yi, and she felt guilty.

She carefully observed Murong Yi but couldn’t see anything wrong with him.

Hope rose in her heart – maybe nothing was wrong?

Murong Yi stood up, seeming to want to touch her, but suddenly withdrew his hand.

Then he walked to the door mechanism in Tie Ci’s cabin and broke it.

Next, he pulled Mu Si’s knife from behind Mu Si.

Mu Si’s face changed completely.

“Come on, this little setback isn’t worth committing suicide over…”

Murong Yi seemed to want to kick him but didn’t. Instead, he walked to the front of the cabin and with swift slashes of the Yuan Iron blade, carved out a door exactly opposite his cabin.

His cabin originally had no door – the door was inside Tie Ci’s cabin to facilitate his less-than-proper activities. Though facts proved he was overthinking, now that he had to carve out another door himself, Tie Ci felt it looked rather pitiful no matter how she looked at it.

Murong Yi brought red paint and wrote several characters on the carved “door”: “Toxic Zone – Enter If You Want to Die.”

Then he opened the door, went in, and sounds of moving heavy objects came as the door was blocked.

Mu Si pressed against the blocked door shouting, “What are you doing!”

Murong Yi: “Ship-based self-isolation!”

Tie Ci: …Though it’s pitiful, why do I want to laugh so much?

But laughing now would be too heartless, and Murong Yi, that devil, would definitely go berserk. To prevent innocent casualties, Tie Ci could only say seriously, “Don’t block it completely – what about meals? What if I miss you?”

Inside was silent for a while, then scratching sounds came from the cabin wall, revealing a square opening about a foot wide.

Understood – meals would be delivered through this hole.

This was the rhythm of cutting himself off from the people.

Tie Ci suppressed her laughter and said, “It’s not necessary to go this far. Look, you’re fine now, you haven’t become ugly. Besides, even if you became ugly, I wouldn’t mind.”

Inside, Murong Yi seemed comforted and asked, “What if you also get infected and become ugly?”

“Would you mind me?” Tie Ci was surprised.

“Of course not.”

“Then that settles it. We’d be a perfectly matched pair of burnt scrolls.”

Sitting in his cabin with legs crossed, Murong Yi thought that occasionally suffering a little loss wasn’t so bad – look, Shiba was actually sweet-talking to comfort him.

Naturally, he wanted to push for more, greedily saying wistfully, “But my heart hurts…”

Outside, Tie Ci was silent for a while, then also said wistfully, “If you keep talking in that tone, regardless of whether you’re ugly or not, we’re breaking up right now.”

Murong Yi: “…Nothing hurts I’m perfectly fine don’t worry I’ll just stay locked up a few days and once I’m sure everything’s fine I’ll come out we’re grown men aren’t we afraid of a little setback want me to do some push-ups to show you…”

Tie Ci had long since walked away.

She went downstairs where Chi Qingbo and his wife were waiting on deck. Seeing her, Chi Qingbo first bowed with a guilty expression, “Young Master Ye, we heard that Young Master Mu seems somewhat unwell. We had actually already discovered this matter but didn’t tell you promptly due to various concerns. We’ve come to apologize and ask if there’s anything we couple can do to help.”

Tie Ci hadn’t expected him to be so forthright and stared at him, saying, “What unwellness is Master Chi referring to?”

“It should be Euphoria Butterfly eggs. Earlier I saw what seemed like traces on Young Master Mu’s clothing.”

“Then why didn’t Master Chi say so before?”

“The Euphoria Butterfly egg traces were too faint. I only glimpsed them briefly and couldn’t be certain. Moreover, even if there were egg traces, it wouldn’t necessarily mean infection. I feared Young Master Ye would think I was grandstanding and making trouble from nothing, so I didn’t dare say more.” Chi Qingbo’s face showed deeper guilt as he said sincerely, “I was too hesitant and too selfish, missing the opportunity.”

When he spoke, A’li Teng didn’t interrupt or explain anything, only stayed close beside him, smiling as she gazed at his face. Clearly she never questioned her husband and always stood united with him.

Between this couple was a gentle yet firm atmosphere that made observers feel at peace and secure.

Especially A’li Teng – when accompanying her husband, her whole being radiated genuine happiness from within, making those who saw her feel joyful too.

If such feelings could be acted, even the Oscars would bow in defeat.

Tie Ci couldn’t help softening her expression and said, “I have someone around me who has frequently visited Qian Zhou and Yannan and recognized this Euphoria Butterfly, but whether Young Master Mu is truly infected is still unknown.”

“Young Master Ye can try testing.”

“Oh? What method?”

Half an hour later, various spices, soups, and dishes flowed like water into Murong Yi’s cabin.

Chi Qingbo said the poison generated by the Euphoria Butterfly with other substances was unpredictable, related to each person’s constitution and martial arts practiced. One man’s poison is another’s honey – they could only test item by item and avoid whatever proved problematic once identified.

People previously infected with Euphoria Butterfly poison included some who went years without episodes until passing by a pig pen one day and suddenly collapsing dead.

Tie Ci said this range was too broad, but Chi Qingbo said toxin-generating substances were basically concentrated among things that emit scents.

As for the cure, Chi Qingbo said all things in the world could fight poison with poison. Antidotes were usually found near poisons, so they needed to find where the Euphoria Butterfly was originally discovered and look for a black-and-red mushroom there. Dried and combined with several medicinal herbs, the antidote would be complete. However, such mushrooms were usually guarded by numerous poisonous insects, making them very difficult to obtain.

To know where the Euphoria Butterfly was found, they needed to know who the poisoner was, but the little servant who did the poisoning was already dead.

Chi Qingbo was quite troubled. After long consideration, he pointed out several places where Euphoria Butterflies had reportedly appeared in the past – some in Qian Zhou, some at the border between Qian Zhou and Yannan. When the ship stopped at the next ferry crossing, both Murong Yi and Tie Ci sent people to disembark and search first in Qian Zhou’s great mountains.

Chi Qingbo could have disembarked but stayed on the ship temporarily to help with detoxification.

Various common spices, soups, and dishes were sent into Murong Yi’s room, but none produced reactions.

Chapter 339: The Domineering Human King
After several days of such testing, Murong Yi was clinging to the small window crying to Tie Ci that if he smelled any more, his nose would be ruined and he’d never be able to smell her fragrance again. If he ate any more, he’d get fat and Tie Ci would transfer her affections elsewhere.

While crying, he still insisted Tie Ci stand farther away, even farther.

Tie Ci found it both amusing and heartbreaking, so she said, “Everything that should be tested has been tested. Since nothing happened, clearly you’re not poisoned. Come out and let me see exactly how much weight you’ve gained.”

“Then you’ll go transfer your affections?”

“Mm, who told my boyfriend to engage in a long-distance relationship?”

Murong Yi opened the window. The various tasting and smelling was one thing, but not being able to touch or hold Tie Ci was really quite unbearable.

Tie Ci said, “If there’s no problem, come out. We’re about to reach the Sea-Ruling Gang’s territory. If they come to rob us, we’ll still need you as overall commander of both ships to eliminate this gang of water pirates plaguing the region.”

Ahead lay the Fuguang River waters – the Sea-Ruling Gang’s territory. Two heavily-loaded ships would be very conspicuous. Tie Ci was waiting for them to come attack.

Murong Yi agreed, but only came out that evening after testing many more things, when they officially entered the Fuguang River.

At the time, Tie Ci was using a spyglass to observe the river surface when she suddenly heard someone shout “Ghost!” Turning back, she exclaimed “Good heavens!”

Behind her stood a white-robed specter, covered head to toe in white cloth, moving silently – could play Sadako without makeup.

The specter stood half a zhang away behind her, asking in a muffled voice, “Is this attire appropriate?”

Tie Ci turned back to continue watching the river. “Extremely appropriate. Wrap it tighter and you could directly cosplay a mummy.”

Murong Yi laughed, “Speaking strangely again.”

Tie Ci was more relaxed around him and spoke strangely more often. Suddenly wondering if saying such things too much would give Murong Yi ideas, she then heard Murong Yi say with deep feeling, “These things you say that I don’t understand should be from a place neither of us can reach. It must be very interesting – how nice if we could go play there too.”

This line of thinking was indeed Murong Yi’s style. Tie Ci laughed, “You’d definitely become king and hegemon there. Oh wait, I heard there are no kings or hegemons there.”

“No kings or hegemons? Then what is there? Without kings or hegemons, who manages the common people?” Murong Yi raised his eyebrows, very surprised.

“Everyone is equal, each person is responsible for their own life, with laws to constrain them.” Tie Ci asked him, “What do you think? Master said this is what truly benefits the people – a mature society that can last for millennia.”

“Without seeing the full picture, I won’t comment.” Murong Yi said, “You understand more. What do you think?”

“I think everything should come in proper sequence, not forced growth.” Tie Ci said, “Master’s business spans the entire country. She can develop many very novel things, so her business is very good. But I know she actually has many more wonderful inventions hidden in her private tower. We disciples, especially me, haven’t seen them. Master says many are very dangerous things in this world – better not to know than to know. And she can’t easily bring them out, lest they disturb this world’s balance and progress.”

“If these dangerous things don’t belong here, or rather exceed what belongs here, then the world Master spoke of must also have many existences that exceed Da Qian. So that place’s systems and development methods… may not be suitable for direct transplantation to Da Qian. We should have our own growth process. After all, one can’t become fat in a single bite, especially with the possibility of harming people’s livelihoods.”

Murong Yi sighed, “Shiba, I’m very grateful. Having spent so many years by your master’s side, influenced and taught by her in various ways, you remain so clearheaded. I hope you can stay clearheaded to the end.”

“If one day I’m no longer clearheaded, remind me of today’s conversation.”

“Alright.”

Light suddenly flashed in the spyglass, attracting Tie Ci’s attention.

It was a distant water area that appeared as a dark patch in the spyglass, suddenly seeming to flicker with lights a few times before going out.

It felt like responding to something. Tie Ci turned back – behind her were the two ships, similarly dark with lights out for sleep, and beyond that the empty river surface with gathering dark clouds.

Mu Si on the lower deck asked, “Continue sailing at night?”

Since entering the Sea-Ruling Gang’s territory, many merchant ships dared not travel at night, waiting for daylight.

“Continue.”

Mu Si continued working. Beside him was a plate of pastries that had appeared when he wasn’t paying attention. Mu Si knew who sent them, so now he couldn’t sleep, not only actively working overtime but wanting to run three laps around the ship shirtless.

The ships quietly sailed forward. The last lit lamp in Tie Ci’s cabin also went out, and both ships fell into slumber.

Like two completely naive merchant ships unaware of rampant water pirates.

Until they sailed into that dark water area that had shown lights earlier.

Countless eyes watched the waters in darkness.

In the waters, countless eyes also watched the ships.

Countless light, suppressed, tense breaths drifted, intersected, and finally scattered separately above this water area, becoming traceless river wind.

“Your Highness.”

“Mm, no movement?”

“We’ve sailed through the waters where the Sea-Ruling Gang commonly appears. Nothing happened. Wan Ji and Bu Qing from the rear ship ask if some warriors can put down weapons and rest.”

Silence in the darkness for a while, then after a moment, the lamp lit.

Under the lamplight, Tie Ci’s face was calm as she looked toward the seemingly endless chaos ahead.

She said, “No.”

“Having come this far, how can we not meet with the Sea-Ruling Gang?”

“Inform the rear ship – turn the helm, go back. If the mountain won’t come to me, I’ll bombard the mountain.”

…

Both ships directly turned helm without concealment. Their hulls rang with clattering sounds as iron nets with sharp points emerged one by one.

The ship prows also slowly protruded iron armor, looking like spindles from afar.

In a relatively narrow water area where giant reed marshes grew – the most common place for water pirate robberies – if anyone had been lying in ambush, it would definitely be in those reed marshes.

Both ships had fire oil ready, fire arrows poised to launch. Tie Ci ordered that once in range, they would first burn the reed marshes.

It was said the Sea-Ruling Gang’s water stronghold was deep in the reed marshes. Burn it all and how could they not appear?

Tie Ci’s ship was in front, with Mu Si and the ship’s captain steering. Suddenly feeling unusual water currents, a sailor in front suddenly shouted, “Ships ahead!”

Tonight the water was foggy. Everyone looked up and through the shadows saw enormous masts suddenly appear ahead.

Masts stretched endlessly above the fog, flag upon flag overlapping, like heavenly banners appearing from thin air, like countless boats floating in the sky.

Behind the masts, countless sail shadows and pointed masts were vaguely visible…

The ship captain suddenly shouted, “Turn helm! Turn helm!”

Ahead, the fog suddenly dispersed, revealing something enormous appearing abruptly, pressing down like a giant beast!

The two ships were extremely close now, close enough to see the other was a five-masted fu ship, the largest type of warship, with three-tiered helm houses, sharp bottom and broad top, high bow and stern, drawing two zhang of water. Murong Yi’s disguised medium merchant ship compared to this large fu ship was like a hedgehog meeting a porcupine.

Sailors jumped onto masts frantically waving flag signals, requesting helm turns to avoid collision. The two ships were so close they could almost see conditions on the other ship.

Vaguely, it seemed densely packed with people standing straight in neat rows, everyone silent and motionless, like a group of terracotta warriors.

The sailor signaling through the fog vaguely saw this, his back went cold, nearly forgetting to breathe.

But by the giant helm ahead, he saw a silver-white figure standing out from the crowd. That person stood before the helm, not looking at Tie Ci’s ship, ignoring the frantic flag signals here, gaze fixed on the dark, heavy reed marshes ahead.

Giant waves stirred up by the large fleet battered Tie Ci’s ship. The other side’s posture of pressing forward without yielding clearly didn’t care about the lives of people on this ship, single-mindedly charging toward their target.

The ship hulls were close at hand, giant waves crashed against walls, and Tie Ci’s ship was already listing.

Mu Si gripped the helm desperately, veins bulging on his arms, cursing loudly, “What bastard is this!”

From the opposite side, an icy voice suddenly penetrated the fog and spray: “Southern Yue Navy now eliminates the Sea-Ruling Gang in Fuguang River waters! Surrounding merchant vessels must not interfere and avoid on their own! If ships are damaged, seek compensation from local authorities afterwards!”

Mu Si laughed angrily.

What domineering human king was this!

He really wanted to ram straight into them – his ship had iron armor at the prow and iron nets on the hull, ramming would give the other side a good hole too.

But he couldn’t. The other ship was far too large and also equipped with iron nets and armor. Once both were damaged, his ship would definitely be destroyed first. And once in the water, with water pirates likely nearby, it would certainly cause casualties.

He threw his whole body weight into it, pulling hard.

The ship prow cut sharp water traces, brushing past the giant ship’s fang-like prow, stirring huge waves that surged onto the deck. Sailors and guards at the prow tumbled into a heap, young gentlemen in cabins cried out loudly, crashing about.

But avoiding the prow couldn’t prevent hull collision – they were only three feet apart!

From above came a roar: “Retract iron nets!”

Iron nets clanged back. A white flash, and Murong Yi landed on deck, pushing Mu Si aside, embracing the helm with both arms and pulling with full force.

The entire ship lurched violently, tilting nearly sixty degrees. Guards watching from the mast slid down and crashed into the water.

Water waves surged violently, people on deck slid back and forth crashing together, only Murong Yi standing immovable.

The two ships brushed past each other.

The two helmsmen rapidly approached, gazing at each other across ships.

One in silver armor with red plume, stern features, lips curved like knife cuts.

One in snow-white robes, loose white headband flying in wind, magnificent and beautiful, eyes containing spring. Only the smile at lip corners was cold and thin.

Each gripping helm wheels, eyes meeting, gazes piercing through water mist and river waves.

In the hazy dimness where surroundings were indistinct, only between their eyes killing intent clashed like swords.

Just for an instant.

The next moment, another person appeared behind the silver-armored figure.

That person reached around from behind in an embracing posture, grasping the helm and pulling hard in the opposite direction.

The giant fu ship began tilting.

And Tie Ci’s merchant ship, also tilting outward, brushed past again.

Each could almost see the other’s ship bottom, closest distance barely one foot.

The two ships slid past, sailed apart, waves gradually calming.

People on the merchant ship recovered from shock and cheered.

On the merchant ship, Murong Yi released the helm, looking toward the opposite side.

On the fu ship, Tie Ci didn’t let go of Xiao Xueya. She still pressed tightly against his somewhat stiff back, saying coldly, “Chief Steward Xiao, please don’t move from head to toe, abandon your delusions of mutual destruction or ordering my execution. The moment you move anywhere, I’ll tie you up, cripple your martial arts, and send you to the Sea-Ruling Gang leader.”

Xiao Xueya’s fingers on the helm trembled slightly, then stopped.

In the river wind, both their breathing was calm and long, rhythms nearly synchronized.

After a long while, Xiao Xueya said, “Crown Princess?”

Tie Ci wasn’t surprised he recognized her voice. “Does Chief Steward Xiao always treat human lives so carelessly?”

“I’m executing a bandit suppression mission. Fu ships are too large – sudden helm turns would cause capsizing, affecting the suppression plan. Moreover, we checked beforehand and the river was clearly empty. We didn’t expect Your Highness’s ship to suddenly turn back.”

Tie Ci’s eyebrows rose. She hadn’t expected Xiao Xueya, with his icy temperament, to actually explain to her in detail.

Not turning the helm – this was indeed something Xiao Xueya would do. He was naturally someone who prioritized official duties above all else.

Tie Ci released him.

“Since you’re here to suppress bandits, let me see the Southern Yue Navy that has consumed countless military funds.”

“Please wait, Your Highness. In half an hour, you’ll see the Sea-Ruling Gang leader’s head.”

Tie Ci said nothing and turned to return to her ship.

Xiao Xueya turned his head, staring at her retreating figure, fingers that had been clenched tight slowly relaxing one by one.

Tie Ci returned to her ship, ordering both vessels to make way and observe this battle between the Southern Yue Navy and the Sea-Ruling Gang.

Mighty fleets passed before their eyes – various models, styles, and equipment.

First impression: the Southern Yue Navy’s military funds weren’t wasted.

Xiao Xueya, Da Qian’s number one money-burner, apparently hadn’t embezzled privately.

From the main warship fu ships – fifteen zhang long with five high masts, fully equipped with firearms, cannons, bird guns, sleeve guns, rattan shields, long spears, and javelins – to medium-sized hai cang ships drawing seven to eight feet, maneuverable in light winds and coordinating with fu ships. To small warship cang shan ships with double masts drawing five feet, equipped with two cannons, three bowl-mouth guns, forty spray tubes, sixty smoke tubes, thirty fire bricks, one hundred fire arrows, four crossbows, and one hundred crossbow bolts. To light wang suo ships shaped like shuttles with bamboo masts and wooden sails, drawing seven to eight inches with several crew inside… all sizes complete.

From four zhang two-foot long war ships with four internal wheels for water-striking called wheel ships, to light three-tiered fire dragon ships with raw cowhide protection, gun ports above, knife and nail boards in middle, soldiers hidden below, specifically for luring enemies. To four-zhang long ships that appeared as one but were actually two, connected by iron rings front and rear called chain ships. To eagle ships with pointed ends making head and tail indistinguishable, advancing and retreating like flying with strong maneuverability. Even mother-child ships containing sub-ships for setting enemy vessels ablaze… all types complete.

Next, Tie Ci indeed enjoyed a display of Xiao Xueya’s skill exhibition… no, naval battle.

Ten thousand arrows fired simultaneously from fu ships, fire meteors lit the night sky, trailing deep red flaming tails falling into the vast reed marshes.

The next moment, battle cries arose as countless light boats darted from the reed marshes, while several large ships emerged from nearby river bays.

The Sea-Ruling Gang was clearly prepared, but they faced the Southern Yue Navy armed to the teeth.

Xiao Xueya stood at the fu ship’s prow with flag signalers constantly signaling commands. Against those densely packed small boats serving as vanguard, the Southern Yue Navy deployed the fastest wheel ships and chain ships. The former’s speed far exceeded oar-powered small boats, with middle cabin board-nail shed compartments that could open or close. At command, gunpowder sand tubes fired simultaneously, then ship boards opened revealing soldiers on both sides firing arrows and hurling javelins, harvesting countless enemy small boats in one round.

Large ships slowly approached from behind. This time they deployed chain ships with front ships occupying one-third, rear ships two-thirds. Front ships had multiple large reverse spike nails, carrying fire balls, poison fire, and firearms. Rear ships had oars carrying soldiers. Sailing directly downwind into enemy formations, front ships nailed onto enemy vessels and ignited various fire weapons while releasing iron rings. Rear ships returned while front ships erupted in flames, burning enemy vessels.

Meanwhile eagle ships darted through for surprise attacks, appearing and disappearing like lightning among small boats, igniting fires everywhere. Fire wheel ships lured enemies deep then activated mechanisms, making water pirates fall into nail boards struggling and screaming… Xiao Xueya’s fancy skill display used various Southern Yue Navy warships in hurricane-like devastation against mere regional water pirates. Like elephants stomping ants to death, half the Fuguang River trembling and half red with blood.

Tie Ci was initially amazed, then increasingly speechless watching.

This was what they meant by using all one’s strength against rabbits?

Xiao Xueya was still incredibly arrogant in his bones.

He and Di Yiwei were equally famous but completely different styles. Di Yiwei fought with careful calculation, preferring to use minimal force and consumption for maximum results. This was probably related to Di Yiwei’s ordinary background and constant difficulties with supply provision from Xiao family harassment while guarding Yongping.

But Xiao Xueya was purely an ignorant young master’s style – grand gestures pursuing momentum and effects regardless of cost, after all he had full Xiao family support behind him with no one in court opposing him, smooth sailing all the way.

But watching with eyes accustomed to Di Yiwei’s frugal style, Tie Ci felt this guy was somewhat wasteful.

Mere regional water pirates, even with more boats, absolutely couldn’t compare to regular navy. Thus a few fu ships with wheel ships and wang suo ships, spending some time would suffice. Why bother deploying chain ships and mother-child ships for quick victory? Those were thousand-enemy-eight-hundred-self-damage measures necessary only when facing superior enemy naval forces. Building one ship cost how much silver – burning it like this without even hearing a sound.

So when Xiao Xueya quickly eliminated the water pirates and stood at the ship’s prow asking condescendingly how it was, Tie Ci looked at him without speaking.

Though this Snow Commander showed no expression, his eyes were contemptuous, clearly very pleased with himself.

What made his entourage even more displeased was that his fu ship was enormous – Tie Ci’s ship looked like a toy in comparison. He reported battle results not by boarding Tie Ci’s ship but actually standing at the prow in a superior position to ask. Even with his neck lowered, his posture was far too high.

Wan Ji couldn’t help shouting loudly, “What arrogance!”

Xiao Xueya completely ignored him. His deputy glared angrily at Wan Ji, who chuckled and made an obscene gesture at him.

Officers from Scorpion Camp origins always despised Xiao Xueya’s manner most.

The deputy’s face reddened with anger but dared not move. Xiao Xueya acted as if unaware of Wan Ji’s gesture, only staring at Tie Ci.

Chapter 340: You Are My Every Wish
Tie Ci said flatly, “Very wealthy.”

Xiao Xueya’s mouth twitched slightly.

His expression grew colder as he looked at Wan Ji and said, “Insulting a superior officer – thirty lashes.”

His deputy immediately drew out a whip, cracking it through the air with a whoosh, and shouted at Wan Ji, “Come up! Receive punishment!”

Before Wan Ji could explode in anger, Tie Ci had already said, “I’m still here. When is it your turn to punish my people? Disrespecting the Crown Heir – thirty lashes.”

Behind her, Dan Shuang also immediately drew out a whip, cracking even sharper whip flowers through the air, shouting at Xiao Xueya, “Come! Receive punishment!”

“You!” The naval officers and soldiers on the fu ship’s deck were furious, all placing hands on sword hilts ready to draw.

With a “clang,” all the guards on Tie Ci’s two ships also drew their swords in unison.

Bu Qing, who usually had some friction with Wan Ji, not only drew his sword but even nocked an arrow, its cold black point aimed directly at Xiao Xueya.

The river wind suddenly turned cold, the pale moon’s light frigid, the atmosphere taut as a bowstring about to snap.

Xiao Xueya stared at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci didn’t even look at him. She glanced at Murong Yi, whose clothes were soaked through, signaling him to go change.

Xiao Xueya’s gaze fell on Murong Yi, his eyes slightly puzzled, then he raised his hand.

With one gesture and movement, everyone behind him released their grips in unison.

The people on Tie Ci’s side hadn’t moved yet.

Tie Ci also hadn’t moved, watching him.

Xiao Xueya was silent for a while, then signaled the large ship to lower gangplanks.

He brought one personal guard toward the gangplank, looking like he was preparing to come see Tie Ci.

Tie Ci raised her hand, and only then did all the guards on both ships lower their swords and bows.

A team of guards rushed up, occupying both ends of the gangplank with hands on sword hilts, glaring at Xiao Xueya like tigers eyeing prey.

No one would forget he was a member of the Xiao family.

Probably only he himself didn’t care about this matter.

Xiao Xueya calmly passed through the forest of blades, gave Tie Ci a half-bow, and said, “Southern Yue Navy Commander and Southern Yue Surveillance Commissioner Xiao Xueya pays respects to Your Highness. The Southern Yue Navy received orders from the Ministry of War to come suppress bandits in Fuguang River and escort Your Highness to Yannan by water route.”

This was indeed the deployment order originally issued to Xiao Xueya, which Tie Ci had promoted despite opposition. Hearing this, she merely nodded.

Xiao Xueya continued, “The Sea-Ruling Gang’s water pirates are rampant. This place is merely one of their main bases, with other important branch strongholds scattered throughout the waters from Changting Lake to Fuguang River. This subject has led ships all the way here, already destroying three of their water fortresses. Later we will continue south along the water route until the Sea-Ruling Gang is completely eliminated. During this bandit suppression and disposal, please do not trouble Your Highness with these matters – this subject will handle everything personally.”

Behind Tie Ci, Chi Xue pursed her lips.

This Snow Commander had humble wording but detestable tone.

Wasn’t this basically saying, “The water pirates I’m conquering – you’d better keep your hands off”?

Did he have any awareness that he was from the Xiao family? Ordinary people in such tense situations between their clan and the imperial family would either be conciliatory or avoid suspicion, not remain like a stubborn stone in a latrine, constantly getting in everyone’s way!

Moreover, this Xiao family member wanted to single-handedly handle Yannan water pirates during the Crown Heir’s southern tour – wasn’t he afraid the Crown Princess would be suspicious?

Over there, Gu Xiaoxiao and others who had hurried over also hesitated to speak.

In Gu Xiaoxiao’s view, Xiao Xueya’s request was not only arrogant but very disadvantageous to the Crown Princess. If he colluded with water pirates or Yannan forces, the Crown Princess would be in danger.

But Tie Ci seemed completely unconcerned, waving her hand quite readily and saying, “This is your navy’s business to begin with. Handle it however you should, just remember not to harm people’s livelihoods.”

A flash of surprise crossed Xiao Xueya’s eyes, then turned to calm.

Though he seemed to lack human feeling, having risen to this position at such a young age through military merit, how could he not understand the intricacies involved? His earlier words were half sincere, half probing – just to see the breadth of mind of this recently famous Crown Heir.

Whether the Crown Princess was putting on airs or truly had a grand vision, ultimately her willingness to delegate authority made her worthy of his serious attention.

He bowed his head in acceptance of the order.

Murong Yi, who had changed clothes and come over, curled his lips.

Who couldn’t see through this stubborn stone’s thoughts?

Just putting on airs and posturing.

You want respect and trust? His Shiba would give anything.

Because she had confidence to take everything back.

Tie Ci’s clothes were also slightly wet, so Murong Yi brought her a cloak.

This cloak that Tie Ci often wore was infused with her faint body fragrance – a clear yet warm floral scent that didn’t belong to any perfume. Murong Yi loved this natural scent and buried his head to smell it when he picked it up.

Walking now, he suddenly felt his steps unsteady, his vision blurry, his head buzzing.

Was the ship still swaying?

Someone seemed to be shouting behind him, but he suddenly couldn’t hear clearly.

Ahead, Tie Ci turned back, her smiling face suddenly changing. She seemed to move, mouth tensely shouting something, that speed really too fast, practically dragging afterimages. Watching made Murong Yi’s vision go black and his throat turn sweet.

The next instant he fell into a warm embrace.

His last confused thought was that Shiba had teleported again – hadn’t he told her to try not to use her innate abilities?

Also, seeing her so nervous about him – had everyone on the ships noticed?

…

Tie Ci caught Murong Yi as he suddenly spat blood and collapsed, her face instantly paling.

Behind Murong Yi, Chi Qingbo rushed over urgently, crying out, “It’s triggered! What did he touch!”

Tie Ci’s gaze slowly fell on her own cloak that Murong Yi held in his arms.

No way?

They’d tested so many things with no reaction – it wouldn’t end up being herself, would it?

When Murong Yi collapsed, he instinctively pressed close to her, and Tie Ci, panicked, had held him very tightly. Only now realizing, she discovered that in just moments, Murong Yi’s face had already turned gray.

Chi Qingbo also noticed, urgently saying, “It’s you… let go quickly!”

Tie Ci immediately handed Murong Yi to Mu Si who came running.

Mu Si immediately carried him several zhang away, far from her, then loudly grumbled, “Told you to stop showing off! Now look! Can’t take advantage anymore, can you!”

Tie Ci looked at Mu Si staying far away at the ship’s stern, finding it somewhat amusing but more frustrated.

What kind of situation was this!

Thinking about it now, Murong Yi’s immediate cabin isolation had actually been correct – otherwise it would have triggered much earlier.

Xiao Xueya said, “What’s happening?”

He scrutinized Murong Yi. He knew from family letters about this person’s existence, that the Xiao family was investigating his identity, and that the Crown Princess was very close to him – but hadn’t expected this close.

A trace of disgust crossed his eyes.

Obviously a frivolous wastrel.

The Crown Princess was fine otherwise, but her judgment was questionable.

No one explained to him. When he reached out to grab Chi Qingbo who was hurrying to follow, Tie Ci almost roughly knocked his hand away.

Xiao Xueya stared at the mark on his hand. With his pale skin, even a hard strike left obvious red traces.

He looked up at Tie Ci again. Tie Ci gestured for Chi Qingbo to leave, then turned back to give him a faint smile, saying, “This is a doctor. Saving lives is like fighting fire – please don’t interfere, Chief Steward Xiao.”

“Poisoned? He seems unable to approach others?” Xiao Xueya was extremely perceptive.

Southern Yue also had many extraordinary people and events – he’d heard of many such things.

Tie Ci didn’t answer.

Xiao Xueya immediately turned around, saying, “Send people to follow to his cabin, seal all four sides with iron sheeting, leave only a small window, don’t let anyone approach.”

But at this moment, Murong Yi woke up from being away from Tie Ci, just hearing this sentence. Furious, he roared, “What stray cat or dog dares confine me on my own ship!”

With his words, everyone on the entire ship – sailors, crew members, laborers – all stopped their work and turned to stare coldly at Xiao Xueya.

Those gazes were cold and merciless, like venomous snakes, enveloping from top to bottom. Anyone would get goosebumps being stared at like that.

With a “crack,” the gangplank connecting the two ships when Xiao Xueya came over suddenly broke.

A man sat on the ship’s rail, playfully manipulating a several-hundred-pound iron anchor in his palms like a toy, grinning at Xiao Xueya with gleaming white teeth.

Xiao Xueya’s deputy who had followed him over again placed his hand on his sword hilt, veins bulging on the back of his hand.

Not that he didn’t want to stay calm, but at this moment he felt extreme danger, as if he’d strayed into a wolf pack in snow, surrounded by wolves with their glowing green eyes dripping saliva from gaping maws.

Tie Ci was about to comfort Murong Yi when she saw him wave his hand and enter his cabin himself. “…If I’m to be confined, I’ll confine myself!”

Bang – the door slammed shut heavily. After a moment, a sign was thrown out reading: “No one may approach except Xiao Xueya.”

Xiao Xueya: …Do I want to approach you?

He looked at Murong Yi’s cabin location and asked Tie Ci, “Where are Your Highness’s quarters?”

Tie Ci pointed to that cabin.

Xiao Xueya: “…”

You’re so openly cohabiting?

Tie Ci knew he misunderstood but didn’t care. She nodded to him, saying, “Since there are many follow-up matters, the Commander should go attend to them.”

Xiao Xueya saw she was really going to Murong Yi’s cabin. His icy brows changed expression several times before finally speaking, “Your Highness! This subject suggests you change your residence elsewhere! Don’t…”

Before his lecture about “indulging in beauty” could emerge, Tie Ci had already interjected, “I’m indulging in beauty and can’t bear to leave. But this is my private affair. Xiao Qing, as an external minister, you needn’t worry – I’ll consider it myself.”

She returned his earlier words to him, waved dismissively, and walked away dashingly.

She returned to the cabin area. Passing Murong Yi’s room, she saw the door was indeed tightly shut and walked past.

Behind the door, Murong Yi, who had been pressed against the cabin wall eavesdropping, raised an eyebrow.

Eh, she didn’t come comfort me?

He turned and lay down on the bed. Outside, Chi Qingbo knocked on the door. Murong Yi said coldly, “This person is dead. Burn paper if you have business.”

Chi Qingbo looked at Mu Si helplessly while A’li Teng laughed, saying, “Your Highness asked us to bring you food and test some medicine.”

The couple had already learned Tie Ci’s identity and had specially gone to pay respects. Tie Ci’s attitude remained normal, and though they were initially uneasy, they soon became at ease.

Only then did Murong Yi let people in. But Chi Qingbo said that before finding an antidote, he could only follow methods from ancient books he’d found to try reducing the severity of attacks for Murong Yi. Complete cure was really beyond his capabilities.

The only plan now was to maintain distance from Tie Ci.

At midnight, tossing and turning sleeplessly, Tie Ci heard faint scratching sounds through the wall, like fingernails idly clawing at the wall.

Hearing such sounds in the middle of the night was quite eerie, but Tie Ci smiled.

She pretended to sleep and ignored it. The scratching sounds changed to knocking – one, two, three times.

After knocking for a while, it stopped.

The corners of Tie Ci’s lips curved up. Even through the cabin wall, she could imagine that fellow’s bright-eyed wall-knocking, then increasingly dejected expression.

She waited until that side was completely quiet before reaching out to knock on the wall herself.

That side immediately stirred, but Tie Ci didn’t stop – she continued slowly knocking.

Next door quieted down. Murong Yi seemed to realize she wasn’t simply knocking on the cabin wall.

Tie Ci knocked for a long time until Murong Yi couldn’t stand it anymore. A mark appeared on the cabin wall, then a wooden board fell down, revealing a face behind it.

Tie Ci’s first glimpse was of a pair of enormous, bright eyes – each eye half the size of a palm.

She backed away, then realized with mixed laughter and tears that it was just glasses – imported goods.

The glasses perched on Murong Yi’s high nose bridge. Behind the lenses was a face half-wrapped in cloth.

Tie Ci studied him for a while, put on gloves, extended her arms, and removed the face-covering cloth, then stepped back to look.

Mm, indeed, quite the scholarly scoundrel type.

No wonder Master said glasses were men’s accessories – the temperament was completely different with or without them.

Murong Yi adjusted his glasses. His careful preparation wasn’t fear of being affected by Tie Ci, but fear of transmitting it to her. If Tie Ci also became infected and sensitive to her own scent, wouldn’t that be disastrous?

He quickly wrapped the cloth back on, asking in a muffled voice, “What were you knocking earlier? Didn’t sound like a tune.”

“It’s a language called Morse code.”

“Another strange thing your master taught you?”

“She said it was a secret communication method between spies in her place, sometimes also used for rescue calls. But learning this requires first learning a script similar to foreign writing, so it’s quite complex. Want to learn?”

Murong Yi looked at her. No, he didn’t want to learn. The only thing he wanted to learn was how to cure this poison. He’d thought this long journey would be enough for him to embrace the Crown Princess, but unexpected complications arose. Now forget embracing beauties – he couldn’t even get close.

But if he didn’t learn, he’d have to go back to sleep. So he said, “Learn.”

Tie Ci first taught him letters, mentioning when she’d tutored Di Yiwei in basic English overnight, later using English for correspondence, and Lou Xi and others’ self-defeating additions. Because of this, when confronting in court later, producing this evidence left the Xiao family, who had wanted to keep arguing, speechless.

Tie Ci concluded meaningfully, “So learning a foreign language well is very important.”

She drew out letters for Murong Yi to study while taking up needle and thread and a piece of cloth herself.

As she’d expected, though Murong Yi seemed like someone who relied on cleverness and disliked studying, when actually learning, he was both quick and serious.

The more Tie Ci watched, the more pleased she became. Her Murong was indeed the finest man – always distinguishing priorities, strategically valuing, tactically despising, most graceful behavior with most sincere attitude.

After studying letters for a while, Murong Yi looked up to see her threading a needle. Having never seen Tie Ci in such a “virtuous” manner, he was very curious, pressing against the small window to ask, “What are you making?”

Tie Ci used the needle to smooth her hair, smiling without answering.

Murong Yi saw her skilled movements and said in surprise, “You actually know needlework!”

How could the Crown Princess know ordinary women’s domestic affairs?

“I know many things,” Tie Ci said. “Music, chess, calligraphy, painting, needlework, household management – whatever noble ladies must learn, I’ve studied it all.”

“You’re not…”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

Murong Yi immediately understood.

She was the Crown Princess, but also a puppet for many years. When the Xiao family was powerful, she and her father barely survived under the Empress Dowager’s nose, unable to show any talent or ambition, following the Empress Dowager’s arrangements in everything. Learning these things deceived the Empress Dowager and made the Xiao family feel she was content being a puppet, always ready to marry as an ordinary wife.

Murong Yi thought of her martial arts, her mastery of court affairs, her knowledge of astronomy, geography, classics and practical mathematics, plus learning many novel things from her master, and now these women’s daily skills couldn’t be neglected either. Any one of these required enormous time investment. How had she spent those seventeen years? Had she ever slept enough?

Pity arose in his heart. He wanted nothing more than to hold her close for kisses and embraces, but couldn’t.

Murong Yi was now truly somewhat angry, his eyes dark.

Tie Ci looked up and saw, immediately knowing what he was thinking. Finding it amusing, she comforted him, saying, “I’m very good at managing time – it wasn’t too hard. What’s hard about learning? What’s truly hard is wanting to learn but being unable, having no opportunities, and remaining ignorant all one’s life.”

“So my ideal is for all people under heaven to live and work in peace, with care for the elderly and education for the young. Everyone able to live like a proper human being.”

Murong Yi smiled, saying, “Before meeting you, I had no wishes. After meeting you, I want to make each of your wishes my own wish.”

Tie Ci stopped her needlework.

After a moment, she smiled, “Good.”

Under candlelight, her eyes sparkled brightly.

Murong Yi also smiled, holding up the letters she’d copied for him. “I know these letters now. What shall we learn next?”

Tie Ci then taught him pronunciation and vocabulary. When tired of studying, she said she’d show him a magic trick.

She lit a candle, immediately blew it out, lit it again, blew it out again. After three times, she let the candle burn longer before blowing it out. After several rounds, she briefly lit it, blew it out, briefly lit it…

She murmured to Murong Yi, “…This is light rescue signaling in Morse code, translating to SOS…”
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Chapter 341: Cow Dung and Fresh Flowers
Outside the cabin door, Xiao Xueya, who had been gripping the railing as if listening to the wind by the sea, walked away expressionlessly.

He had come to report on the follow-up matters of clearing out the Sea-Riding Gang, and incidentally to observe what kind of interaction this mysteriously-originated Young Master Mu had with the Crown Princess.

As for why he would report back in the dead of night, it was naturally because he never let official business carry over to the next day.

As for why he would come to observe the Crown Princess’s private interactions with others—something he wouldn’t normally concern himself with—it was naturally because he was currently responsible for escorting the Crown Princess, so he should pay closer attention to those around her.

He touched his chest, where several letters sent by the Xiao family lay stiff and unyielding.

The letters contained weeping, pleas for help, angry reproaches, and what seemed to be the most concrete depiction of the grand vision that filled his heart, his lifelong ambitions.

In the cabin, Murong Yi suddenly laughed loudly: “Shiba, don’t be like this! Oh my, you’re really too enthusiastic!”

In the adjacent room, Tie Ci, who was sitting far away supervising his studies while doing needlework, paused her hand, looked up at him expressionlessly, and her needle took a sharp turn.

Boring drama queen!

Outside the door, Xiao Xueya paused, then continued walking down, his snow-white robes sweeping past the railing.

Murong Yi continued his loud conversation: “Shiba, don’t you think that Xiao Xueya has some problems?”

Tie Ci glared at him. Murong Yi smiled, leaned against the window to wink at her, then gestured toward the outside with his mouth.

Tie Ci smiled: “Not as many problems as you have.”

“Hey, how can you compare me to him?”

“You naturally can’t compare to him.”

Xiao Xueya stopped in his tracks.

“He is a pillar minister.” Tie Ci paused, meeting Murong Yi’s eager, expectant gaze, and said helplessly, “You are the person in my heart.”

Outside the door, Xiao Xueya’s lips pressed into a tight, straight, rigid line.

Murong Yi smiled as if a ten-thousand-petaled lotus flower had bloomed in the dim cabin: “Pillar minister? But this person belongs to the Xiao family. Your Highness, what are you thinking!”

“I only think of the vast territory and the common people.” Tie Ci said calmly, “If his thoughts align with mine, I will respect him, regardless of anything else.”

Outside the door, Xiao Xueya’s hand rested on the railing. His face was quiet and solemn, his eyes black and cold, and in their depths reflected a thousand acres of river water and the bright moon spanning ten thousand li.

“If he’s also like the other members of the Xiao clan, only calculating the three feet in front of him and the gold and jade in his hall, then sooner or later the people of the world will abandon him, or he will first abandon himself—abandon his loyal filial heart, his ambition to save the world, his lifelong obsession, his three-foot green blade.”

Xiao Xueya pressed his hand to his heart. The cold letters felt like a burning knife stabbing there, unable to be extracted or removed.

He slowly walked down the stairs. Behind him, the moonlight was bright as a flying mirror, illuminating the green mountains on both shores and the eternal flow of the river.

Inside the room, having finished their theatrical performance, Tie Ci shook her head and completed her final stitch: “Done.”

Murong Yi excitedly took the gift he had waited all evening for and unfolded it. It was a square piece with ties on both sides—a very simple thing, though it had some embroidery added.

The embroidery depicted…

A lump of cow dung with a fresh flower stuck in it.

Tie Ci made a gesture as if putting on a mask: “Beauty, wrapping cloth around your face is uncomfortable and doesn’t look good. Wear this instead.”

“Um, I’d like to ask what exactly is embroidered on this?”

“My embroidery isn’t like Dan Shuang’s level, but it shouldn’t be so bad that you can’t tell what it is, right?”

Murong Yi muttered: “I want to understand clearly—between the two of us, who is the cow dung and who is the fresh flower?”

“What do you think?” Tie Ci asked with curved eyes, gentle and amiable.

She had originally planned to embroider a flower pattern, but who told him to be so pretentious—so cow dung it was.

Survival instinct absolutely prevented Murong Yi from calling Tie Ci the cow dung.

Tie Ci reached out to snatch it: “If you don’t want to wear it, don’t wear it. If you’re not wearing it, give it back to me.”

Murong Yi quickly put it on. The cow dung was positioned right at his mouth, glaringly bright, while the fresh flower was positioned on the bridge of his nose. Murong Yi kept unconsciously looking at the flower, making him cross-eyed.

Tie Ci laughed herself to death.

She fell asleep while laughing. Moonlight streamed through the porthole and fell across her brow.

Murong Yi didn’t go to sleep. He watched her through the window like he was looking at the most precious treasure in the world.

Unlike before when she would always frown slightly in her sleep, Tie Ci now had relaxed brows and a smile at the corners of her mouth, as if she was having a good dream.

Facing her, Murong Yi pulled up the cow dung and fresh flower mask a bit.

Maybe she could even dream of it in her dreams.

Then she could smile even more happily.

What did it matter if he was cow dung? As long as she was happy, that was good.

…

The ships sailed on the river, clearing out the Sea-Riding Gang as they went.

The Sea-Riding Gang branch halls they encountered later were basically smaller in scale, and Xiao Xueya dealt with them even more thoroughly, like plowing through courtyards and sweeping caves. Later, when the Sea-Riding Gang heard the news and fled, not daring to engage in battle, Xiao Xueya didn’t let them off either, directly setting fire to their water fortresses.

Along the way, whenever water pirates were captured, Xiao Xueya didn’t even ask Tie Ci for instructions—he executed them all, erecting tall poles on the shore and hanging the water pirates’ corpses on the poles. Anyone who came to collect the bodies would be shot on sight.

Wherever his treasure ship passed, tall poles were erected in rows with countless corpses swaying in the wind.

He also ordered the local government to issue proclamations to the people, encouraging them to report clues. Anyone who reported water pirates would be rewarded. Anyone who harbored water pirates would be subject to collective punishment.

Initially, Tie Ci didn’t oppose governing disorder with strict laws and harsh punishments, but after Xiao Xueya ordered rewards for reporting, she raised objections.

Such reporting, if exploited by those with ulterior motives, could easily lead to personal vendettas under the guise of public duty, destroying conscience and corrupting social customs.

However, Xiao Xueya insisted on his position. With water pirates running rampant, if they didn’t use strict laws and harsh punishments to eradicate them completely, they would inevitably return after he left. If this implicated a small number of innocent people, it was still better than the vast majority suffering harm.

He even criticized Tie Ci for being too soft-hearted like a woman, and simply stopped reporting to Tie Ci altogether.

Some of Tie Ci’s people also supported Xiao Xueya. Wan Ji Buqing and others felt that one general’s success required ten thousand bones, and compared to the safety of most people, the innocent sacrifice of a small number was justified.

Tie Ci understood in her heart that this ideological conflict fundamentally stemmed from her master’s teachings that differed from this era, relating to what her master called fundamental issues of human rights, law, and even institutional systems. This cross-era debate was destined to be inconclusive.

On this day, the ship reached Huang Zhou. After another day or two of water travel, they could abandon the ships and go ashore, pass through southwestern Qian Zhou, cross the Wansheng Pass that stood majestically on the border between Qian Zhou and Yannan, and officially enter Yannan.

Huang Zhou was one of the top three large cities under Qian Zhou’s Provincial Administration Commissioner, with gentle terrain and relative prosperity. Early that morning, as soon as the ship reached the ferry, Tie Ci sent someone to the treasure ship to invite Xiao Xueya, asking if he would be willing to accompany her for a stroll around Huang Zhou city.

Dan Shuang, who went to deliver the message, looked puzzled. She felt this proposal would definitely be rejected by the iceberg.

But contrary to her expectations, after a moment of silence, Xiao Xueya actually came to Tie Ci’s ship.

Tie Ci was already standing on deck waiting for him. She wore a vermillion long robe with a jade brush hanging at her waist, her long black hair simply bound up. Standing at the bow in the morning sun, she was so radiant she seemed to merge with the sunlight. Hearing footsteps, she turned back with a smile: “Morning.”

Xiao Xueya gazed at her, remembering when he first saw her in Ziyang. That day the sunlight was obscured by dust, and she looked back in the rolling smoke and dust, making the sky seem several degrees clearer.

As if finding the sunlight dazzling, his pupils contracted slightly, and he gave her a light formal bow.

Having just argued with her two days ago, his expression was somewhat dark.

But Tie Ci acted as if nothing had happened, smiling warmly: “Thank you, General Manager, for being willing to accompany this humble one to see the sights of Huang Zhou… Big Brother Xiao, what do you think of little brother’s outfit today?”

When she said the latter sentence, she lightly spread her arms and spun around, her robe hem spinning open like gentle waves in the sunlight. Her tone also changed to the light, cheerful voice of a young man.

Xiao Xueya’s gaze fell on her waist, which still appeared somewhat slender despite being padded with several layers of cloth, then he looked away: “It is this minister’s duty.”

He didn’t even answer the latter question. Tie Ci didn’t mind, cupped her hands toward him in a gesture, and motioned for him as the “big brother” to go first.

Xiao Xueya’s treasure ship and warship fleet were anchored in a somewhat distant harbor, not at the ferry where they would attract attention.

As the two disembarked here, a sinisterly beautiful face appeared at the cabin entrance over there.

Dan Shuang caught sight of it and her heart tightened.

This was bad! Her Highness invited Xiao Xueya to go sightseeing but couldn’t bring Murong Yi. Wouldn’t this jealous king go crazy?

Tie Ci also saw him and calmly waved toward that direction: “I’ll bring back delicious food for you!”

Murong Yi said nothing, watching those two disembark together—one white, one red, bright and eye-catching. From their backs, you could tell they were a pair of beautiful people.

In the past, others used to look at his and Tie Ci’s backs this way.

Now his woman was paired with someone else like this.

Mu Si kept his head tilted, constantly observing his master’s changing expressions, wanting to see if he would go crazy or make others go crazy.

Would he bang his head against the wall? Would he hang himself? Would he streak naked?

After a moment, Murong Yi’s gaze turned to him: “Si, don’t you think Xiao Xueya’s subordinates look too detestable?”

“I don’t think so.”

Mu Si’s life motto: Do the opposite of whatever the master asks or hints at, and you’ll be right. Go along with him and there’s bound to be trouble.

Murong Yi nodded: “Yes, they’re too detestable. So you take the men and go challenge them.”

Murong Yi’s life motto: Don’t worry about Mu Si’s reaction, just continue, and you’ll be right.

“Challenge them at what? Swimming? Can we northerners compete with professional naval forces at swimming? Are we looking for death?” Mu Si rolled his eyes: “You’re sexually frustrated and can’t take it out on us!”

“Naval forces aren’t only good at swimming. Compete at holding breath underwater, cold resistance, underwater combat… Have you forgotten our thousand-plus days and nights of training in the snowy plains?”

Mu Si snorted. Who cares about you.

The water today was quite cold too.

He turned to leave, but Murong Yi said leisurely behind him: “Fine, I can’t command you anymore. Then I’ll get someone who can. I’ll write to the Great King right now and have you and Zhao San switch places.”

Mu Si stopped in his tracks. After a long while, he whistled. Hearing the whistle, the sailor guards all emerged from various inconspicuous corners.

Murong Yi smiled with satisfaction.

Before Mu Si led people to the treasure ship to provoke—no, to compete—he specifically climbed up the mast, looked ahead, and shouted loudly: “Oh my, Her Highness is feeding Xiao Xueya candy!”

Then he slid down the mast like lightning and left.

Let that jealous king who could see but not touch crash into the walls in his cabin!

…

Of course, Tie Ci wasn’t feeding candy to Xiao Xueya.

But Xiao Xueya was feeding her poison.

Walking beside her at a distance sufficient for two more people, he used his contemptuous and cold tone that sounded uncomfortable no matter how you heard it: “Your Highness, as such a person, should not casually associate with frivolous young men…”

Tie Ci: “…Want some dragon beard candy?”

Xiao Xueya: “Your Highness!”

Tie Ci turned to look at him and blinked: “Frivolous young men? General Manager, don’t always look down on people with slanted eyes from a high position. Be careful that one day a frivolous young man slaps your face.”

Xiao Xueya’s lips twitched, too lazy even to argue.

Tie Ci didn’t say more to him either. She understood Murong Yi’s good qualities, and that was enough.

Those who showed off in front of Murong Yi would sooner or later be struck by lightning.

Huang Zhou’s city gate was right ahead, quite broad and magnificent with impressive grandeur. Both had travel permits already prepared by their subordinates and entered the city smoothly.

Upon entering the city, they saw that the roads were clean, the buildings neat and orderly, and there were quite a few people in the marketplace. Although the passersby weren’t dressed particularly well, they were neat and clean. Xiao Xueya was unmoved by this, his gaze sweeping over the street surface, looking for shops that might interest Tie Ci.

He was naturally extremely disciplined and uninterested in play. Born into the Xiao family, he had seen the most precious things in the world. He didn’t understand what was interesting about this ordinary marketplace. In the past, he would never waste time on such boring activities, but at this moment, he didn’t know how he had come along.

Probably because imperial commands were hard to disobey.

But contrary to his expectations, Tie Ci passed through street after street and marketplace after marketplace without ever stopping.

Far behind in the crowd, a person in a bamboo hat walked unhurriedly, occasionally glancing at the two people ahead.

The two ahead were very eye-catching and not hard to follow, because there were always groups of women passing by, giggling and pointing at those two backs.

The local customs were open, not prohibiting women from going out on the streets. There were even young women who blocked the two people’s path to sing songs. The local people were good at singing, and some ethnic groups liked to court with love songs.

But encountering these two, even a nightingale wouldn’t work. Xiao Xueya’s expressionless face and emotionless eyes froze the girls’ voices with just one look.

Tie Ci was gentle as spring breeze and rain. When people sang, she listened, and after listening, she took out her small purse to give money. This angered the girls, who threw the money back at her. She just smiled and shook her head, picked up the money, and distributed it to the little beggars nearby.

The person in the bamboo hat following behind saw which little beggar tried to snatch a companion’s money and would snatch it back, tossing it into his own sleeve.

Seeing Tie Ci walking farther and farther off course, farther and farther away, as what was originally decent scenery gradually gave way to desolation and decay, Xiao Xueya couldn’t help but stop and ask: “Where does Your Highness wish to go?”

Tie Ci pointed ahead to a large area of broken-down houses by a river. Most were thatched, with mottled and crumbling earthen walls, crooked and collapsing, some barely qualifying as grass huts: “Generally the south side of the city is the slums. That should be about right.”

Xiao Xueya had heard of slums but had never seen them with his own eyes. In his leisure time, he either read or practiced martial arts. Aside from visiting a few lantern festivals in childhood, he had basically grown up in military camps.

His eyes widened slightly as he looked at the muddy ground beneath his feet, mixed with disgusting filth and various debris, at the extremely dense, crowded house layout, and watched Tie Ci walk unhesitatingly into that mud where one could barely set foot. He had no choice but to follow.

With fewer people going toward the slums, the person in the bamboo hat couldn’t follow closely. Watching that place from afar, roughly understanding what Tie Ci was taking Xiao Xueya to do, he immediately smiled with pleasure, leaped onto a nearby rooftop, and lay down contentedly with his hands behind his head.

There was a lazy cat sunbathing on the roof ridge. Seeing him occupy its spot, it meowed in dissatisfaction.

The person in the bamboo hat covered his face with the hat and also meowed.

The cat meowed again.

The person in the bamboo hat said: “Meow, so what if I’m blocking your sun? Can’t you move somewhere else?”

Cat: “Meow!”

The person in the bamboo hat: “Meow, me? I’m not moving. From this angle I can see the entire slum. I want to watch them in case Xiao Wuchang gets too stimulated later and ends up crying on Shiba’s shoulder.”

The cat angrily got up, stepped on his bamboo hat, and left.

The person in the bamboo hat stretched, glanced at the stiffly postured Xiao Xueya in the distance, and laughed.

After just a few steps, Xiao Xueya’s snow-white robe hem was splattered with red and yellow stains, and his snow-satin boots were in a terrible state.

He looked at Tie Ci. She wore a pair of unattractive but sturdy waterproof leather boots with very high tops, and she had already bound her robe at her waist before entering.

The appearance of these two in the poorest part of the south city should have caused a sensation, but wherever they passed, people were tired, numb, aged, and dark. When they saw someone coming, they only lazily lifted their eyelids for a glance.

Looking closer, Xiao Xueya could see that those houses were all very narrow and small, with no courtyards. You could reach the neighbor’s eaves with one stretch of your hand. These so-called houses had broken tiles and shabby walls, with large holes in the wall surfaces growing damp moss. The door panels were all broken wooden boards that creaked and swayed in the wind. Looking inside through the barely covered doorways, aside from being dark, dirty, and foul-smelling, a nauseating odor rushed out, making it hard to believe people could actually live inside.

Xiao Xueya was about to criticize the prefect of this city when he heard Tie Ci say: “These are the better houses. Let me take you to see the shacks and find a place to eat.”

Xiao Xueya was stunned.

This place was already miserable enough, and she wanted to find even worse houses?

Had he offended her, and she was getting revenge on him?

Chapter 342: I Dare to Ask, Do You Dare to Answer?
Was this because he had offended her, and she was taking revenge on him?

But she would have to eat here too.

Why bother?

Tie Ci led him further until his robes could no longer show any trace of their original color, then pointed ahead: “Let’s go there.”

Ahead was a large area of shacks along the river—three or two wooden poles supporting sparse dry grass, not even having doors. Broken pots sat by the bed heads, chamber pots placed beside stoves, bedding so rotten it looked like loofah pulp, shining with greasy human oil. Xiao Xueya saw a rat scurry away from a bed head.

Tie Ci acted as if she hadn’t seen anything, bending down to duck into a shack. Xiao Xueya saw an old woman sit up from among the pile of rotten bedding and stinking quilts. Tie Ci gave her a few copper coins, and the old woman got up and went out to gather firewood.

As she passed by them, she said something in a heavy accent, her tone rather solemn. Xiao Xueya couldn’t understand, so Tie Ci translated: “She says we’ll have wheat rice later.”

Xiao Xueya’s eye twitched slightly.

He didn’t know what wheat rice was. He only knew of jade-white rice, fragrant rice, wild rice, Weizhou peach blossom rice… From her tone, it seemed like a good thing?

But no matter how good the rice, eating it here…

Xiao Xueya rarely felt suffocated in his life, but now just looking at that shack made him want to vomit, let alone imagining having to eat a meal here later.

Pride kept his legs straight as pillars rooted to the ground, not allowing himself to make any motion to turn and leave.

But this wouldn’t work either, because Tie Ci called him to help chop firewood.

To get firewood, they had to cross a small river to the nearby mountains. When crossing the broken bridge over the small river, Tie Ci pointed to several broken small boats without even roofs: “Some families live right here.”

Xiao Xueya saw children sleeping inside and couldn’t help asking: “What do they do when it rains or snows? What about winter?”

Tie Ci’s answer was brutally simple: “Find somewhere to take shelter.”

Xiao Xueya looked around. Within ten li in any direction, there wasn’t a single tile to provide shelter.

Entering the forest to gather firewood, Xiao Xueya finally understood why they needed to come. There really was no firewood left on the ground to gather. The old woman had to walk very far and climb to high places to cut firewood.

Tie Ci explained that firewood could be sold for money, and there were shops in the city that specifically supplied firewood and water to the people. They had long since gathered all the easily accessible firewood, and sometimes people would even fight over good water sources and forests.

Carrying the firewood back, the old woman cooked. Nearby, a child so dirty you couldn’t make out their features kept swallowing saliva.

When the wheat rice was ready, the old woman carefully served it in broken bowls that had been washed several times at the water’s edge. Xiao Xueya looked into the bowl—among the dark yellow fine grain particles were flaky, shell-like things that didn’t look edible. But seeing Tie Ci had already begun eating without changing expression, he closed his eyes, not looking at his surroundings, and took a bite. Immediately he could neither swallow nor spit it out, feeling countless tiny objects scraping past his throat, bringing sharp, piercing pain.

Was this something for humans to eat?

“This is wheat rice, made from ground wheat mixed with hulls. But there’s very little flour in it. These skin-like things you see are wheat bran—very filling, just a bit rough on the throat. Oh, and your stomach will be rather uncomfortable too, since it’s quite coarse and hard.”

More than just rough on the throat—Xiao Xueya felt he could no longer speak.

His stomach, already not in great condition from years of forced marches and training, quickly began protesting.

Suddenly, thin crying came from inside the shack, weak as a kitten. The old woman rushed into the shelter and lifted the bedding, only then did Xiao Xueya discover there was another child inside.

The child’s face was blue and purple, clearly ill. The old woman fumbled at the head of the bed and brought out a rough yellow paper packet, poured out some gray powder from it, mixed it with hot water, and fed it to the child.

“What is that?”

“Probably medicine obtained from a spirit healer—most likely incense ash.”

“Why not go to a medical clinic to see a doctor?”

Tie Ci glanced at Xiao Xueya and said nothing.

Xiao Xueya immediately realized he had said something foolish.

He looked at that family and frowned: “Where are the able-bodied men in this household? I see there are able-bodied people in this slum area too—why don’t they go sell their labor?”

“Being able-bodied doesn’t guarantee earning money. Work wages are meager, tenant farmers give most of their grain to landlords, and the remaining grain can’t last through winter. When floods, droughts, or insect disasters hit, they have to flee famine. Even in relatively good years, there are various corvée duties, miscellaneous services, and taxes, not to mention the layer upon layer of exploitation by local officials to meet the court’s various additional levies and demands.” Tie Ci said, “For example, the birthday tribute that the Empress Dowager previously demanded from various regions in the Emperor’s name. Or these past two years, to build ships for the Nanyue navy, the court increased taxes in several southern provinces. Under circumstances where land rent and commercial taxes were already unbearable, localities had no choice but to create new tax categories ingeniously—some places set water taxes where you pay tax for drinking water; some places set unmarried women taxes where older unmarried women must pay tax; and in remote prefectures like here in Qianzhou and Xizhou, there are birth taxes when you’re born, wedding taxes when you marry, coffin taxes when you die, tree-planting taxes when you plant trees, livestock taxes for raising chickens, ducks, geese, and pigs, theater taxes for watching plays, prostitute taxes for prostitutes, monk taxes for monks…”

Xiao Xueya froze.

He stood numbly in the wind, suddenly becoming an ice and snow statue.

Tie Ci’s voice, though calm, rang beside his ear like a curse, like thunderclaps.

“The money collected was mostly transferred by the Second Assistant to Nanyue, fully supporting your shipbuilding, allowing you to build countless of the most advanced warships in just over a year and rapidly expand the Nanyue navy. Then, these ships built with the people’s blood and sweat were used by you to fight mere water pirates, using linked ships and mother-child ships as if they cost nothing, ramming one after another.”

Xiao Xueya still said nothing.

His face was like wearing a mask, without even the slightest expression. His eyes turned extremely slowly around the surroundings, sweeping over the low shacks, muddy roads, broken pottery, grimy oily bedding, tattered clothes and sallow faces, the sick child drinking incense ash.

Countless high-masted white sails and gleaming lacquered warships flashed through his mind.

Then those high-masted white sails and gleaming lacquered warships burst into raging flames the next instant, perishing together with enemy ships.

Tie Ci gazed at his expression.

Xiao Xueya was born too high—his eyes were destined never to look down upon the world.

He was single-minded, seeing only armies and wars in his eyes, not knowing that armies were like blades that should mostly be held across the chest to deter invaders.

He also didn’t know how much the country’s people behind him had to pay and bear to forge a sharp blade.

What she wanted was a general who kept the people in his heart and defended strategic passes, not a warmongering weapon with wild ambitions.

She wouldn’t give up trying because he was from the Xiao family, just as she believed Xiao Xueya wouldn’t give up opening his eyes to see the world because he was from the Xiao family.

She put down the wheat rice and walked out of the south city with unsteady steps, found a medical clinic where many poor people sought treatment, paid money, and asked the doctor there to treat that family’s child.

She explained to Xiao Xueya that the reason she didn’t give money directly to the old woman was that the slum had complex residents, and once a powerless old person had money, it might actually bring danger.

She also told Xiao Xueya that such places existed in every city. Every time the court raised taxes or when floods, droughts occurred, there would be more such slums.

Xiao Xueya never spoke throughout.

After seeing the slums, Tie Ci took Xiao Xueya to stroll through the most prosperous Kaiping marketplace in the city. Walking in there was like entering another world. Everything familiar that Xiao Xueya normally encountered returned—tall wine towers, clean streets, delicacies and intoxicating songs and dances in the wine towers. Tie Ci sat across from him, red lacquered chopsticks touching snow-white porcelain plates and dishes, and laughed: “Behind vermillion gates, wine and meat reek, while on the roads lie frozen bones.”

Xiao Xueya listened calmly and put down his chopsticks after just a few bites.

He had no mind to continue touring, but on the way back, Tie Ci deliberately took a detour through the marketplace. Xiao Xueya thought she wanted to buy some locally popular jewelry, rouge, or clothing. After all, the clothing styles here differed from the Central Plains—colorful and quite charming. The jewelry was mainly silver, crafted with complex beauty, essential accessories for every young woman.

But Tie Ci completely ignored those bright and gorgeous things, instead buying many local specialty foods and small trinkets.

The owner of a nearby clothing shop, seeing the two were from out of town and both good-looking, smiled and called out to attract customers: “Won’t you two buy some local clothing? We have the Spring Pouring Festival here—the perfect time for young men to dance and court young ladies. If you have someone you fancy, buy a colorful skirt!”

Xiao Xueya found this unpleasant to hear: “Young men dancing to court women? You’ve got it backwards, haven’t you?”

Turning around, he saw Tie Ci suddenly smile, her eyes warm and soft, and couldn’t help being startled.

Why was she suddenly so happy?

The shopkeeper laughed: “We Baiyi people have always held our daughters in highest regard. Delicate flowers that families carefully raise—if you can take one home with just a dance, that’s already a bargain for you! My wife was also brought home by me with one dance back then.” He then demonstrated a few dance moves.

Xiao Xueya’s eye twitched—watching a middle-aged man dance was truly hard on the eyes.

Tie Ci seemed genuinely interested and actually entered the shop to pick and choose. Seeing the men’s clothing she chose was obviously not for herself—much too large—Xiao Xueya subtly glanced at himself.

Tie Ci also selected a set of women’s clothing. She came out of the shop holding the colorful garments, compared them against him, and asked with a smile: “Do they look good?”

Xiao Xueya stared at the colorful skirt and men’s clothing, frowned after a long moment: “Even if you are… don’t even think about making me wear such clothes!”

Dancing was even more out of the question!

Tie Ci said in surprise: “Where did your mind go? I just thought your build was about right to help me compare sizes.”

Xiao Xueya: “…”

After a long moment, he turned and walked away.

Before leaving, his gaze lingered on a set of snow-silver hair ornaments, but ultimately he stepped away, walking faster and faster.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow and caught up, wondering if people who appeared colder on the surface had wilder imaginations.

After the two left, a tall man in a bamboo hat strolled over and began touring the marketplace. Unlike Tie Ci and Xiao Xueya, he toured the marketplace with the appetite of a tiger, looking at everything, wanting everything, yet as picky as the princess in “The Princess and the Pea”—this won’t do, that’s terrible.

In the end, everyone stopped doing business and placed their finest goods before him, letting him pick and choose as he pleased.

Finally, the man in the bamboo hat finished sweeping through the entire marketplace, specifically bought a new cart to drag everything back. The merchants watched his retreating figure with reluctance, nearly waving little handkerchiefs and saying “Please come again, master.”

The man in the bamboo hat drove frantically, asked for shortcuts, and ultimately returned to the ship even before Tie Ci. He tossed aside his bamboo hat and carried his things back to his cabin.

He had just settled down when Tie Ci returned. She distributed some of the snacks she’d bought to Dan Shuang and the others, then had the rest moved to her own cabin.

Tie Ci knocked on the cabin wall. The small window opened, and Murong Yi lay lazily across from her with his hands behind his head, looking like he’d been lying there all day, bored out of his mind.

If you didn’t observe his dust-covered boots.

Tie Ci used a bamboo pole like teasing a cat, hung a bag of snacks on it and sent it over: “Try the candied osmanthus sunflower seeds from here.”

Murong Yi took it and hung a bag on the pole, smiling: “Give and take.”

When the pole was withdrawn, there was a bag of mountain fruit preserves on it.

Though wrapped in ordinary paper, you could tell at a glance it came from the local marketplace. Tie Ci didn’t expose this, eating the preserves while hanging up the men’s clothing: “Bought you a set of clothes.”

Murong Yi took it and smiled: “The local clothing is quite bright.”

Tie Ci then told him the legend. Murong Yi said: “I dare to ask—do you dare to answer?”

Tie Ci smiled: “I dare to answer—do you dare to drag me to the bridal chamber?”

Murong Yi deflated and flopped down spread-eagle.

Tie Ci said leisurely from her side: “Ah, I forgot to buy women’s clothing. If I had women’s clothing, I would have worn it for you to see.”

Murong Yi suddenly sat up.

She didn’t buy any? But he had!

Just as he was about to rummage through his pile, he looked back and saw Tie Ci chuckling, immediately realizing he’d been exposed.

He didn’t blush: “I just went out for some fresh air.”

Tie Ci: “Mm, just happened to be coincidentally on the same route as me.”

“You could detect me from that distance? Your martial arts have improved again.” Murong Yi readily confessed.

“Not really. Recently I’ve been following Rong Pu’s advice and haven’t been diligently practicing martial arts.” Tie Ci said, “But I could guess. Yi, you’re somewhat insecure emotionally—don’t be like this in the future.”

She didn’t mind whether her lover was jealous for her sake, nor did she think so-called possessiveness was a manifestation of deep love. She didn’t need these things to satisfy her vanity and sense of existence. She only hoped he would emerge from the fragments of the past, confident and trusting her, with a gradually broadening heart and clear vision.

Murong Yi looked somewhat dazed. He said: “What did you call me?”

Tie Ci smiled: “Yi.”

Her voice was soft at the end, slightly drawn out, echoing in the dimly lit cabin with lingering tenderness.

And Murong Yi looked at her through the small window—a beauty under lamplight, half her face hidden in dim shadows, half her face warm and luminous, a faint smile spreading from the corners of her lips. She looked like a jade statue holding flowers and bestowing sweet dew.

A statue enshrined in the shrine of his heart, daily receiving the incense of his devotion, eternal and undying.

Murong Yi slowly closed his eyes.

Since childhood, he had felt his fate was surely ominous, his name recorded in hell’s ledger before birth. Otherwise, why would his father despise him, his mother be heartless, his brothers and sisters all trample on him, and his only loving grandfather leave early?

Only today did he understand that perhaps all the previous misfortune was just to accumulate good luck for meeting her later.

He smiled, not knowing that in Tie Ci’s eyes across the window, he also looked like an immortal lord descending through clouds, wearing rainbow robes and star-moon crown, beautiful and transcendent, luminously radiant.

He said: “Call me that again.”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

He said: “Or you could change the address—like ‘husband’ or something.”

Tie Ci yawned: “It’s getting dark, time to sleep.”

The implication: stop daydreaming.

It wasn’t affectation, but Murong Yi was always prone to taking advantage when given an inch, so he absolutely couldn’t be spoiled.

Murong Yi had always known Tie Ci was someone who, having studied imperial arts for so long, liked to maintain balance in everything. He wasn’t surprised. Anyway, this call of “Yi” was enough for him to savor for many days and reminisce for a long time. Currently satisfied, he prepared to sleep, but heard Tie Ci say: “Look.”

Murong Yi turned back and saw Tie Ci wearing a delicate silver crown commonly used by local young women, smiling at him from behind the curtain of silver beads hanging from her forehead.

The silver beads sparkled, light dancing, yet couldn’t suppress the radiance between her brows and eyes. His heart immediately began racing.

What he saw of her daily was mostly her hair bound in men’s style, a jade hairpin securing her long hair—neat and heroically beautiful—but he’d never seen such a maiden’s flower crown, bright and charming.

Such beauty belonged only to young women in their prime, with peach-blossom freshness between their brows and eyes—both pure and alluring.

He felt heat in his heart and swelling in his eyes, cursing Tan Xiuyue who had given him the Love Butterfly poison for the ten-thousandth time, wishing he could jump into the water right now and drown that wretch.

“Shiba,” he said, “this crown is ultimately too common and unworthy of you. I will crown you with the most beautiful phoenix crown in this world.”

Tie Ci smiled: “Good.”

The two smiled at each other.

Outside the cabin door, Xiao Xueya, who had been making routine patrols on Tie Ci’s ship and seemed to pass by Tie Ci’s cabin door by chance, paused slightly.

Then silently, along the gangplank, he returned to his own ship.

Between the two ships, a long plank was laid. He walked along the plank toward the large ship. A bright moon rose behind the high sails. He walked upward, his tall figure seemingly about to walk straight into the moonlight.

…

Chapter 343: A Wife Does Not Despise Her Husband’s Ugliness
After leaving Huang Zhou, the ship sailed on the Fuguang River for several more days.

Xiao Xueya still attacked water pirate strongholds whenever he saw them, but no longer used linked ships or mother-child ships. He began trying the most efficient fighting methods, focusing on training troops rather than consuming ships.

One of his personal attendants disembarked midway. Tie Ci’s people followed and reported back that the man had gone to Huang Zhou, used Xiao Xueya’s seal at the money house there to withdraw all of Xiao Xueya’s silver, bought a large tract of farmland in the south of the city, and gathered people to start some businesses. He was currently recruiting tenant farmers and building estates. The treatment was said to be quite generous, and they were even planning to build a school on the estate.

Upon hearing this, Tie Ci nodded without surprise.

He hadn’t disappointed her, and was quite clever too, knowing that the best way to help was to teach people to fish.

One Xiao Xueya couldn’t help all the poor people in the world, but she only needed him to understand the people’s suffering and reduce wasteful military spending.

Going to Huang Zhou wasn’t solely to educate Xiao Xueya. Previously, censors had impeached the Huang Zhou government for intense internal strife while neglecting people’s livelihood. Yesterday she had seen with her own eyes that while every city had slums, Huang Zhou’s slums were obviously too large in scale.

So while Tie Ci’s ship left Huang Zhou, Gu Xiaoxiao’s ship stopped. Gu Xiaoxiao led a group of Ministry of Revenue officials off the ship and headed straight for the Huang Zhou Provincial Administration Commissioner’s office.

Tie Ci and Xiao Xueya sailed on the river for several days before reaching Xi Zhou.

From far away, they could see a large group of people waiting on the shore to welcome them. Tie Ci, who was enjoying the scenery at the bow, raised an eyebrow.

The news traveled quite fast.

Probably the news of auditing accounts in Huang Zhou had reached Xi Zhou, and the Xi Zhou prefect had guessed something.

Since they were blocked, there was nothing to hide. Tie Ci had someone notify Xiao Xueya to prepare for disembarkation.

Chi Qingbo had sought an audience with her last night, saying it would be best to stop at Xi Zhou because as one of the cities at the junction of Qian Zhou and Yannan, it was the largest distribution center for goods from both regions. Many merchants from both areas sold and exchanged goods here, including various rare flowers and herbs, since both regions were mountainous.

Love Butterflies had previously appeared in Xi Zhou. The first to use them was a local courtesan who was originally plain-looking but somehow became more and more beautiful, causing countless young masters to spend fortunes on her.

But the courtesan was very sickly. After being beautiful for only a few years and unable to receive many clients, she suddenly died while passing by a pigpen during a countryside outing.

Even so, because the courtesan had been so brilliant during those years, many brothel women went crazy seeking this, and every few years, an extraordinarily beautiful courtesan would appear.

So Chi Qingbo suggested they might try searching in Xi Zhou’s brothels and pleasure houses.

Since this was the case, the young masters who had been moldering on the ship all received a notification that made them wildly happy: ordered by imperial decree to visit brothels.

Except for Li Yuncheng who only wanted to read, and Feng Huan who kept staring upward in a daze, everyone cheered.

Not only was it by imperial decree, but also publicly funded. Tie Ci said whoever could win over the most beautiful and hardest-to-please courtesan would get reimbursed.

The young masters had never praised Her Highness so sincerely for being truly wise and mighty.

Xiao Xueya came to Tie Ci’s ship. Tie Ci saw that the large warships over there were being connected with chains.

She asked why they were doing this. Xiao Xueya gave no answer with his usual indifference.

Chi Xue quietly told her that after she and Xiao Xueya went out a few days ago, Murong Yi’s subordinates had gone to compete with Xiao Xueya’s subordinates.

Tie Ci was somewhat surprised, thinking the Liaodong polar bears shouldn’t be good at water activities, right? Although Xiao Xueya’s direct troops had also been transferred from desert to southern seas, Xiao Xueya wouldn’t tolerate any weaknesses in his subordinates. After more than a year of training, they must have become proficient in water. Could the Liaodong polar bears really compete?

Chi Xue said: “They competed in deep-water diving—the Nanyue navy lost; cold-water swimming—the Nanyue navy lost; high diving—the Nanyue navy lost; underwater breath-holding—still the Nanyue navy lost.”

Tie Ci: “…No wonder Xiao Xueya has looked displeased these past few days.” She had also been seeing piles of naked men on the treasure ship’s deck being forced to jump into the water, splashing like bombs.

Chi Xue: “…Has he? Doesn’t General Manager Xiao have the same expression every day? How can Your Highness tell if he’s happy or unhappy?”

But Tie Ci didn’t care about this. Murong Yi was actually being a bully—every person he’d brought to Da Qian was an expert elite. No matter how harshly Xiao Xueya trained his soldiers, they were still ordinary people. But obviously the proud Snow Commander wouldn’t think of it this way.

So this face-slapping came very quickly—calling him a frivolous young man seemed like just yesterday.

She walked to Xiao Xueya’s side: “I advise you not to chain the ships together like this.”

Xiao Xueya said indifferently: “Connecting the ship cabins is like iron chains across the river, helping prevent surprise attacks by ships on the river. After all, we’ve been beating the Sea-Riding Gang badly recently, so we must be prepared for their counterattack at any time. Also, connecting the cabin decks facilitates soldier training.”

Tie Ci suddenly discovered that when Xiao Xueya spoke to her, his explanations were always very detailed. She had seen how he spoke to his own subordinates—basically just cycling through “Yes. No.” four characters.

So although everyone said the Snow Commander was arrogant, he still had a baseline of respecting his sovereign.

She said: “Let me tell you a story.”

She told him about the Battle of Red Cliffs.

After listening, Xiao Xueya remained expressionless: “My ships are mainly large vessels with fire-resistant iron plates. If someone wants to use fire attack, would my crew just sit and let one ship burn completely before it spreads to the next? Has Your Highness calculated how long it takes to burn a large ship completely?”

Tie Ci narrowed her eyes: “I only calculate pros and cons when encountering situations. The benefits of iron chains across the river cannot offset the potential losses from fire attack. Have you calculated the silver needed to build one ship? Have you calculated…”

“Stop.”

Tie Ci fell silent, knowing he was probably thinking again of the mud and sewage in the slums that day.

Xiao Xueya seemed to be enduring something. He closed his eyes and turned to order his deputy to unlock the chains.

But Tie Ci said again: “Wait.”

This time, before Xiao Xueya could speak or act, his deputy stopped first.

Xiao Xueya glanced at him.

The deputy looked at him in surprise.

Wasn’t this you obeying the Crown Princess’s every word?

The deputy, who had followed the commander for over ten years, believed he could discern his true intentions through subtle eye expressions. After all, this man always had the same expression—without developing this skill, one really couldn’t serve as his aide.

Xiao Xueya’s Adam’s apple seemed to bob slightly. He waved his hand, his expression growing even colder.

Tie Ci didn’t notice their silent communication: “I suggest you unlock the chains but make it look like they’re still connected. But you must be able to release them immediately.”

Xiao Xueya was silent for a while: “Does Your Highness still think there will be fire attacks and sneak attacks?”

Tie Ci smiled casually: “As I said before, even if there aren’t any, we lose nothing.”

“Why does Your Highness guard against everything and like to assume malicious intent to the extreme?”

“Life forced me to.” Tie Ci said sincerely, “Because your Xiao family doesn’t behave humanely, causing me to form this habit.”

“…”

Having killed the conversation again, Tie Ci walked away without psychological burden, leaving Xiao Xueya alone to shiver at the bow.

The deputy went to arrange the unlocking matters in silence, knowing that his commander’s mood had now gone from light snow to heavy snow.

Tie Ci walked to the cabin door and greeted Murong Yi: “We’re disembarking first. If you’re bored, come down later and stroll around yourself. Don’t worry about following me—that would be indecent.”

The cabin was silent for a while. Just as Tie Ci was wondering why this usually responsive fellow suddenly wasn’t talking, the small window suddenly opened. Murong Yi’s face was hidden behind a huge fan, his gaze flickering as he said in a muffled voice: “Fine, go ahead. Don’t pay attention to that snow lotus.”

Tie Ci: “…What are you hiding for? I’m far enough away from you.”

Murong Yi: “The sun is too strong, I’m blocking it.”

Tie Ci: “Put down the fan.”

“No, it will tan my delicate skin.”

“I’m counting to three. If you don’t put it down, I’ll accept Xiao Xueya’s invitation to drink with him.”

The last sentence was rather loud.

Not far away, Xiao Xueya walked past indifferently.

In fact, there was no such invitation, but Murong Yi obviously couldn’t let it go and had to reluctantly remove the fan.

Tie Ci burst into laughter.

Behind the fan was the cow dung and fresh flower mask she had sewn, covering most of his face. On top of the mask were large foreign glasses, covering the other half too.

Tie Ci reached out to take the glasses.

Murong Yi dodged quickly.

With a small window between them, it was inconvenient to reach, so Tie Ci kicked the door.

“I’ll take them off, I’ll take them off! Don’t kick!” Murong Yi removed the glasses.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow, her eyes slowly widening, then burst into loud laughter.

Murong Yi covered a huge volcano-like pimple that had erupted on his forehead, complaining: “I knew I shouldn’t let you see. Unscrupulous woman, I’ve become ugly, I’ll get uglier and uglier…”

“What do you mean ugly? This is a pimple!” Tie Ci laughed, “At your age, you can still get pimples—you should be grateful for your eternal youth.”

“What do you mean ‘at my age’? I’m only nineteen this year.” Murong Yi touched the pimple on his face, “What is this? It’s not the poison making me ugly but something called a pimple?”

Tie Ci nodded with a smile: “Right, adolescence—between fifteen and twenty-five—causes pimples due to hormones in the body. It’s nothing serious and will heal in time.”

Murong Yi looked skeptical, touching his face sorrowfully: “Even if it’s not poison onset, this is still ugly enough. Will more appear?”

Tie Ci reached out to gently touch his big pimple, saying tenderly: “A wife does not despise her husband’s ugliness. I’m leaving now.”

She spoke quickly and left immediately after speaking. Before Murong Yi could react, she had already turned around. But after turning, her expression became distant.

The poison was indeed taking effect—she couldn’t get close to him at all.

Murong Yi, wearing the cow dung mask, gazed at her retreating figure. After a long moment, his eyes curved.

His Cici always liked to suddenly feed him candy, catching him off guard while making his heart bloom with joy.

She really lived up to her name—truly adorable.

…

As soon as the ship docked, a large group of officials bowed at the wharf.

There were no other people at the wharf—all the guards had been dispersed.

Leading them was Xi Zhou Prefect Qi Lingyuan. Tie Ci knew he was from a branch of former Chief Minister Qi’s family and should call Qi Shu “Uncle.” This man looked nothing like her delicate former fiancé—he had a square face, horizontal and vertical, but with rather comical drooping eyebrows. Tie Ci’s first thought upon seeing him was “how awkward.”

According to previous years’ official evaluations, Qi Lingyuan had received top ratings for three consecutive years in office. At year-end when his term expired, he should be considered for transfer back to the capital. With his qualifications, becoming a Ministry Vice-Minister would be no problem—he’d be entering the central government.

He was a talented man—looked awkward but had an elegant bearing. He calmly welcomed the imperial entourage, saying that since Her Highness was passing through Xi Zhou, if the local people didn’t fulfill their duty as hosts, it would be disrespectful to the imperial family and disrespectful to the Crown Prince. Therefore, he had specially prepared a banquet at Sanbai Tower in the city, inviting Her Highness and General Manager Xiao to enter the city for a brief rest to relieve travel fatigue.

Tie Ci naturally smiled and agreed, never questioning why, if he was so respectful, he dared to block the royal progress at the ferry.

Qi Lingyuan had prepared carriages and sedan chairs. Tie Ci entered the sedan chair first, and the procession majestically headed to Sanbai Tower.

The young masters who had followed them off the ship were also supposed to separate—ordered to go whoring—but were also intercepted by Qi Lingyuan’s people, who said they were inviting all the young masters to the banquet together.

Everyone hesitated, but Feng Huan remembered Tie Ci’s instructions. His eyes widened: “Who wants to eat your backwater stinking fish and rotten shrimp! I want to drink flower wine! Either take me to drink flower wine or get lost!”

When his wild energy erupted, he was every inch the dissolute son of the capital. The other side immediately hesitated, thinking of the forces these young men represented behind them, and also thinking they couldn’t have the government take this group to brothels, so they could only smile and let them pass.

The rich young men swaggered away. Tie Ci lowered the sedan curtain and laughed.

So even wastrels had their uses—if these had been refined scholars, they might have been dragged away.

Wherever the carriage and sedan passed, people automatically moved aside, showing that Qi Lingyuan had considerable prestige locally in Xi Zhou.

Sanbai Tower should be the best and most luxurious restaurant in Xi Zhou. The key was its tranquility—three courtyards with winding paths, where every flower and stone showed craftsmanship. Today it was entirely reserved by the parent official.

The banquet was set in the third courtyard. Turning past a long corridor, the view suddenly opened up to reveal a sizable lake. A long stone platform extended like a bridge into the water. In the center of the lake was a spacious pavilion with carved windows on all sides, while around the stone platform, smaller platforms extended like lotus petals, each already set with banquet tables.

Tie Ci was seated at the central table, elevated in the place of honor. Given her status, no one shared her table.

Due to the stone platform’s arrangement, the other seats appeared quite distant from her.

Qi Lingyuan sat horizontally at the lower seat to personally attend her, raising his wine cup to apologize that the Qian Zhou Provincial Administration Commissioner and other officials were rushing to Xi Zhou and had failed to welcome her, asking Her Highness to forgive any impropriety.

Tie Ci smiled: “I’ve been taking medicine recently and don’t drink alcohol—let me substitute tea for wine.”

She had kneeling attendants beside her who had remained silent and motionless since entering, very well-behaved. Hearing their conversation, the left attendant suddenly trembled slightly.

Tie Ci turned her head and saw the girl secretly glancing at her.

Tie Ci paused, wondering if “Kind Heart Chronicles” had spread even to the remote southern regions?

Since she wasn’t drinking alcohol, Qi Lingyuan immediately put down the wine pot and ordered tea instead. The two attendants diligently brought tea, using silver cups.

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang, who had been silently following behind Tie Ci, wanted to step forward to test for poison, but seeing the silver cups, it wasn’t necessary.

The left attendant moved nimbly, rushing to pour tea for Tie Ci first. Her fingernail seemed to accidentally tap the cup wall, making soft tinkling sounds.

Tie Ci chatted and laughed, discussing Xi Zhou’s scenery and customs with Qi Lingyuan, as if she hadn’t heard anything.

She wasn’t in a hurry to drink tea, holding the cup while chatting. When Tie Ci wanted to talk, she was definitely eloquent. Her topics ranged from Xi Zhou’s scenery and customs to population numbers, land acreage, taxes and corvée, weather and seasons, folk customs and sentiments… Her questions made Qi Lingyuan’s back rigid and forehead sweaty. A cup of wine sat forgotten beside him, and Tie Ci’s tea naturally grew cold.

After questioning him thoroughly, Tie Ci finally brought the cup to her lips. Qi Lingyuan also hurriedly raised his cup, but Tie Ci suddenly pulled her cup away and frowned: “It’s cold.” She handed it to the right attendant: “Change it.”

The attendant lowered her head to take it and brought Tie Ci fresh hot tea. Qi Lingyuan raised his cup again, but just then the attendant served dishes. Tie Ci leaned forward to look and exclaimed: “What dish is this?”

A large basin was brought up containing various insects whose shapes and appearances were indescribable—basically no different from things commonly found in latrines.

Qi Lingyuan smiled: “This is the most popular insect cuisine of Qian Zhou and Yannan, featuring seven of the most famous insect dishes in a Seven Insect Banquet: cicada meat filling, fried bamboo worms, fried grasshoppers, sauce-mixed crickets, sour-mixed ant eggs, cold honey bee larvae, sweet light wood worms—all delicacies not to be missed in Qian Zhou. Please try them, Your Highness.”

Behind Tie Ci, Dan Shuang’s face turned even paler, while Chi Xue’s expression remained stable, though she seemed to want water.

After all, when nausea strikes, people’s first reaction is to want water to suppress it.

Tie Ci’s hand had already reached the cup.

Qi Lingyuan sat up straight.

Tie Ci suddenly leaned over to look at the adjacent platform and asked Xiao Xueya: “Does General Manager Xiao like this insect banquet? This is high-protein delicacy—if you don’t like it, give it to me. Don’t waste it!”

Xiao Xueya had been coldly staring at the plate of insects, then coldly staring at the Xi Zhou garrison commander sitting beside him, forcing the big man to shrink into a ball.

Hearing Tie Ci’s comment, he calmly picked up chopsticks, took a piece of the most disgusting-looking fried bamboo worm, and put it in his mouth without changing expression.

From the adjacent area, Tie Ci made a loud sound, clapping vigorously: “General Manager Xiao is truly a famous general! Eating maggots without hesitation! I can’t eat this—give my portion to you too!”

Chapter 344: Mutual Deception
Xiao Xueya: “…”

Who said the Crown Princess was benevolent, wise, magnanimous, and virtuous?

They must have misspelled “lacking virtue.”

Tie Ci picked up the plate and smiled as she handed it to the attendant on her right: “Go, take this to General Manager.”

The attendant carried the plate over.

Qi Lingyuan glanced at Xiao Xueya’s slightly cracking expression, withdrew his gaze, and looked at Tie Ci. Tie Ci stroked her teacup and said sincerely: “Prefect Qi, I know it’s not easy being a parent official here. If you have any difficulties, take this opportunity to bring them up with me.”

“Thank you for Your Highness’s consideration.” Qi Lingyuan cupped his hands, “Xi Zhou has lax customs, many insect disasters, and excessively hot climate. Crops often fail, so we need court relief every year. This official is deeply ashamed. However, fortunately, since taking office in Xi Zhou, I have managed to govern diligently with support from all quarters, maintaining stability in this region without daring to trouble Your Highness further.”

“It’s naturally best if there are none.” Tie Ci praised, “The prefect carries out Heaven’s will above and comforts the ten thousand people below—your toil and merit are great. I toast you.”

Qi Lingyuan’s face lit up with radiance. He hurriedly raised his cup first and drained it: “Your Highness is too kind!”

Tie Ci’s teacup rested at her lips as she took a light sip.

Qi Lingyuan set down his wine cup with a satisfied smile.

Tie Ci also smiled, looking at him with an almost benevolent expression.

No matter how composed Qi Lingyuan was, being stared at so benevolently became unbearable, and he couldn’t help asking: “Why does Your Highness look at this official so?”

Tie Ci smiled: “Watching to see when you’ll collapse.”

“…”

After deathly silence, there was a crash as Qi Lingyuan suddenly overturned the table and retreated violently backward.

Behind him was originally a railing, and beyond that lake water, but at this moment the railing suddenly lowered, and he seemed about to fall into the lake.

However, as soon as his body rose, his legs went soft and he collapsed, while his raised hands also fell powerlessly.

He fell to the ground, looking up at Tie Ci in panic, his awkward face already turned iron-blue: “You… how did you…”

“How does the doctored wine taste?” Tie Ci asked gently.

Qi Lingyuan suddenly twisted his head to look at his own wine cup.

He was also a clever man and immediately understood: “You switched…”

Tie Ci smiled: “The wine was fine—the problem was in the water. Bringing up such a disgusting plate was meant to tempt me to drink water, so I conveniently had you drink some too.”

Her using the insects to tease Xiao Xueya was actually to divert Qi Lingyuan’s attention. In the instant Qi Lingyuan turned to look at Xiao Xueya, she teleported over and poured some tea into Qi Lingyuan’s wine.

She sent away the right attendant to prevent her from possibly seeing and exposing this.

The left attendant seemed to have favorable feelings toward her, so she kept her. Sure enough, the left attendant had no reaction.

Tie Ci wasn’t afraid of her calling out either, but since she didn’t, the other party’s position was clear.

She had even given Qi Lingyuan one last chance, but unfortunately he was determined to court death.

So she had no choice but to treat him to wine.

As for Xiao Xueya’s side, he never drank alcohol anyway, and in the insects Tie Ci had sent over, the bamboo worms in the plate spelled out the character for “water.”

Xiao Xueya wasn’t a fool—naturally he wouldn’t touch that water.

Qi Lingyuan struggled to crawl toward the water, suddenly smashing a nearby dish: “Attack!”

Before his words fell, countless water splashes erupted from the lake, sword qi like rainbows rushing toward the pavilion in the center of the lake.

On one side of the stone platform, the attendant who had delivered the insects also changed expression, drew with her backhand, cold light like snow hanging inverted above Xiao Xueya’s head.

A figure flashed—Tie Ci was already on top of the pavilion, holding Qi Lingyuan in her hand, with Chi Xue and Dan Shuang standing beside her.

The attendant who had shown favor turned and jumped into the lake.

Tie Ci stamped her foot, and the pavilion collapsed with a crash.

This buried several assassins who had rushed into the pavilion.

With a splash, the attendant who had attacked Xiao Xueya was kicked into the lake by him, her body bending in mid-air as blood sprayed wildly.

Tie Ci stood atop the pavilion ruins, holding Qi Lingyuan up for display to those in the lake.

Those who were about to rush out froze in the water.

Qi Lingyuan roared: “Don’t worry about me! Kill them! Avenge my son—”

Accompanying his shouts, whistles sounded continuously as more figures rushed out from the courtyard.

But before those figures could step onto the platform, whooshing sounds cut through the sky. Black arrows exploded into countless blood flowers at the assassins’ backs. Some arrows continued through bodies to pin into the stone platform. The platform cracked in all directions, filled with blood, looking from afar like a shattered blood arrow extending toward the lake center.

Tie Ci stood at the arrowhead of this blood arrow, slowly saying to the shocked Qi Lingyuan: “Who is your son?”

“You killed him!”

“I’ve killed many people.” Tie Ci said, “Speak up and die understanding.”

Qi Lingyuan only stared at her with blood-red eyes. Tie Ci felt even more awkward.

“Then I’ll guess.” Tie Ci said, “The one who tried to poison me a few days ago and was ultimately killed in the river—was that your son?”

Qi Lingyuan said hoarsely: “Wasn’t it you who harmed him!”

Tie Ci shook her head: “He was silenced by someone. As for who silenced him, you should be able to guess. I just don’t understand—as a branch member of the Qi family, how could you willingly be used by others? Your son was at least a young master—why would he personally risk tracking and assassinating me?”

The young servant who had been with Tan Xiuyue, who was killed after successfully poisoning and jumping into the water—at the time, the guards Tie Ci had sent back to investigate the Tan family hadn’t returned with a report, so Tie Ci didn’t know who he was. But now, combining this with Qi Lingyuan’s actions, she could guess the other party’s identity.

It was simple. This servant was recommended to Tan Xiuyue by her eldest aunt, meaning the Tan family had been tempted and bought in the capital, secretly bringing people to follow her southern inspection tour. This planted agent was planning to strike on the road, but when she left the main force, their plan was ruined, so they used Tan Xiuyue again and found a way to catch up with the ship. This showed the other party had considerable influence in the capital. Now this assassin was dead, and immediately Qi Lingyuan suddenly attacked her, claiming revenge for his son—who this son was became obvious.

But the Qi family was after all the former Chief Minister’s family, with several officials from main and branch lines in court. How did they get mixed up in these affairs?

However, Xi Zhou officials who could maintain their positions were likely colluding with local forces. The Qi family might be deeply involved.

Qi Lingyuan laughed bitterly: “You act perversely and ruin people’s futures. My son valued loyalty and righteousness, wanting to avenge his good brother, so he took action personally, only to be harmed by you, this treacherous person! Say no more—go ahead and strike, send me to reunite with my son!”

With that, he closed his eyes.

Tie Ci suddenly grabbed his hand and stuffed it into his mouth.

Qi Lingyuan screamed. His teeth, prepared to bite his tongue for suicide, clamped down hard, making his hand bleed profusely.

Xiao Xueya, who had rushed over, saw this with an indescribable expression.

He had seen responses to assassination attempts, but never seen a Crown Princess respond to assassination like this.

Call her careless—her vigilance was frighteningly high. Call her vigilant—she was completely relaxed, always handling everything with ease, toying with him while poisoning others, killing while joking, displaying a true composure of laughing and chatting while dispersing storms.

This was also the alertness and composure that could only be developed by someone who had weathered many storms.

Recalling her words about the Xiao family “not being human” and being “used to it,” Xiao Xueya felt even more conflicted.

Tie Ci impatiently threw Qi Lingyuan to the approaching guards: “Capture some alive for interrogation back on the ship.”

Qi Lingyuan suddenly let out unclear laughter.

“Return to the ship! You’ll never return to the ship again! Your ships, your soldiers, your people on the ships—they’re all gone now! All buried with my son!”

…

The Xi Zhou ferry was twenty li outside the city, surrounded by mountains with wilderness all around. Since the ferry had been cleared today, there were even fewer people about.

The river surface was completely calm, with over twenty warships connected end to end, almost filling the entire wide river.

The ships were also peaceful now, with the drilling navy returning to their cabins to sleep.

A sail appeared far off on the river.

It was a sizable ship, though only one, and by its design appeared to be an ordinary merchant vessel. The navy lookouts on the treasure ship were accustomed to such ships and paid little attention.

That ship gradually approached, appearing to ride low in the water.

The lookout soldiers on the treasure ship began signaling with flags and flares, indicating the other ship should not approach carelessly but stop one li away while they sent a small boat for inspection and to guide it around.

But the other ship acted as if it hadn’t heard and instead increased speed.

Many people suddenly appeared on the ship, windows snapping open along the hull as people threw black barrel-shaped objects overboard. This made the ship even faster.

The lookouts on the treasure ship were still confused—the other ship’s speed was incredible, a completely reckless charge. He had just sounded the whistle when that ship was already close.

At midnight, even with whistles, gathering troops quickly was impossible, but the treasure ship’s gunners were always at their posts. Xiao Xueya’s men were as bold and fearless as Xiao Xueya himself. The gunners immediately began loading gunpowder to fire a shot and be done with it.

But loading, igniting, and firing cannons took time. The gunner calculated that by the time they fired, the enemy ship would be very close, and if it exploded, fragments might damage the treasure ship.

But that was fine—the treasure ship wasn’t afraid of mere fragments.

As he bent to load gunpowder, he heard a tremendous howling sound from above, along with crackling sounds like fire burning.

Just as he was about to light the fuse, a hand suddenly pressed down on his. Looking up, he saw Mu Si’s stern face.

Mu Si was looking at Tie Ci’s ship.

That ship also had a cannon-like device, but it looked more like a giant slingshot. Just moments ago, when that ship had begun accelerating, the launching device had already been loaded with a huge burning fireball.

Now that fireball howled through the air, trailing a massive fiery tail, and slammed hard into the ship ahead.

“BOOM!”

The tremendous sound knocked the gunner to the ground, and even the solidly packed gunpowder in the cannon was shaken out, scattering everywhere.

The entire river seemed to shake. Everyone’s ears rang, unable to hear anything, seeing only rolling black smoke obscuring their vision and pressing down heavily, making them worry the sky had been punctured and was falling.

Then came searing hot wind hitting their faces, choking and suffocating. Someone stumbled to their feet and saw ahead on the water: raging fire reaching the sky, red light filling the river—the entire Fuguang River seemed to be burning.

Everyone was alarmed.

These were all people familiar with cannons and firearms. They all knew that to burn like this instantly, the ship must be full of fierce fire oil!

This was an oil ship planning to die together with them!

It intended to ram directly into the treasure ship, and after destroying it, could damage the other connected ships too.

Even if it couldn’t ram them, once the treasure ship fired at close range and it exploded, the result would be the same.

Fortunately, the Crown Princess’s ship had the fastest reaction, launching the fireball immediately and making the suicide ship explode outside the danger zone.

But the crisis wasn’t entirely over yet.

Many small fast boats rushed out from the burning ship like locusts, charging toward the warships on the river.

The people on those boats wore iron armor and held black tubes connected to huge wooden boxes fixed at the boat sterns, with pump-like devices behind the boxes.

Someone realized: “Fierce fire oil containers!”

Many of those boats were damaged or even burning, but the distance between them was already close—they could definitely crash into their targets before burning up.

There would be no time to escape.

If the iron chains were really all locked up.

But now, the enemy was just seeking death in vain.

A ship commander gave the order. With a clatter of chains, the disguised connections immediately released. The ships, with their disciplined and extremely flexible speed, turned, separated, and sailed away from the current area.

The suicide squad boats rushing forward like arrows suddenly found emptiness before them and fell into confusion.

The next instant, countless fireballs rained down from the sky.

For suicide squad boats loaded with fierce fire oil containers, this was disaster.

But they had gotten what they asked for anyway.

The river surface burned with countless fire points again, with continuous sounds of people falling into water accompanied by heart-rending screams.

The people on the warships showed no emotion, because if they hadn’t received the Crown Princess’s warning, hadn’t listened to her advice to secretly unlock the chains, hadn’t had her ship react quickly, they would be the ones struggling in the fire now.

And besides the ship full of fierce fire oil, the enemy had even prepared a second wave after being bombed, still sending a second wave of suicide boats fearlessly. This enemy would have destroyed the entire Nanyue navy that the General Manager had painstakingly built.

The entire navy looked gratefully toward Tie Ci’s ship.

Then their eyes widened in shock.

A small boat had somehow escaped the fireball attack and silently crashed into the Crown Princess’s ship from a tricky angle.

The suicide warrior on that boat instantly sprayed all the fierce fire oil and struck flint.

Flames shot up half the sky, surrounding the Crown Princess’s already small ship.

Fortunately, the people on the Crown Princess’s ship reacted quickly too, with those on deck jumping into the water to escape.

The soldiers on the treasure ship who had been bumping shoulders with Murong Yi’s men just two days before all lowered ropes to help.

With a splash, a figure shot up from the water surface, drawing a beautiful arc through the air and landing lightly on the treasure ship like a flying whale, earning sincere cheers from the soldiers.

Murong Yi turned on the ship to watch the burning vessel, a strange glint passing through his eyes.

Mu Si glanced at him.

He shook his head slightly.

Mu Si said: “Is everyone up? Let’s count heads now!”

The guards who came up and Murong Yi’s people each reported numbers. After counting, they all said everything was fine—no one left on the ship.

Suddenly loud banging and cries for help came from that ship.

Murong Yi seemed to suddenly remember something and changed color: “Oh no, that married couple!”

Wan Ji stepped forward quickly: “They were sleeping before and must not have had time to jump into the water, then got trapped by the fire. I’ll go rescue them!”

Murong Yi said without argument: “I’ll go!” He doused himself with a bucket of water and ran along the gangplank toward the ship already surrounded by flames.

Wan Ji stopped, frowning. He felt something was strange.

Since this side had been prepared and struck first, with even the treasure ship completely undamaged, how could they have controlled the situation but then let His Highness’s ship suffer this disaster?

Thinking again that everyone from the ship had made it up except they’d forgotten that married couple… he suddenly felt uneasy.

Mu Si walked past him, patting his shoulder: “Less talk, more action.”

Wan Ji accepted the teaching solemnly.

On the ship over there, Murong Yi rushed aboard and immediately saw someone bursting out from the end of the cabin. Chi Qingbo was disheveled, his head wrapped in cloth, holding what seemed to be the unconscious A’li Teng, gritting his teeth as he charged outward. But the mast had already burned through and was crashing down directly toward Chi Qingbo.

Chi Qingbo vaguely sensed something, looked up in horror, his desperate eyes reflecting the ever-enlarging mast.

But he never let go of A’li Teng in his arms, only lowering his head and hunching his shoulders, as if trying to use his not-very-strong shoulders to bear this sudden calamity for his wife.

The next moment a figure flashed, accompanied by a tremendous cracking sound. Heavy wind swept overhead, and moments later the heavy object crashed three feet behind them as half the cabin collapsed.

Chi Qingbo lifted his face covered in blood, sweat, and ash, seeing in the fire-filled sky a figure walking calmly toward them.

…

Chapter 345: Male Beauty Ruins the Nation
On the Fuguang River, fires blazed continuously; in the brothels, silk and bamboo music played endlessly.

The young masters, ordered by imperial decree to visit prostitutes, went separately to the three largest local brothels. Young people are always competitive, and they wouldn’t let even drinking flower wine be an exception. The three groups agreed that whoever first became a courtesan’s favored guest would be father to all the others.

The three largest local brothels each had three of the most renowned courtesans: Little Yan Chun of Yan Chun House, Long Xiang of Wan Mei Pavilion, and Yue Niang of Nianhua Court.

First and second-class pleasure houses were named with “House,” “Pavilion,” and “Court,” while the third and fourth-class “Chambers,” “Troupes,” “Towers,” “Shops,” and “Lodgings” didn’t even catch the young masters’ glances.

Li Yuncheng, with his refined temperament and extensive reading, won the favor of Yue Niang from Nianhua Court, who was known as a talented woman. Chang Qianmo, with his gentle and thoughtful manner, attracted the attention of Little Yan Chun from Yan Chun House. The latter happily embraced Little Yan Chun into a room, while the former spent the night writing poetry with Yue Niang at Nianhua Court. He wrote until his face was gaunt, looking even more haggard than Chang Qianmo who had been tumbled in passionate waves all night.

But both came away empty-handed. The courtesans seemed very wary of the topic of Love Butterflies, even showing some disdain, indicating that neither courtesan had used such things. They couldn’t help feeling anxious, wondering if Feng Huan had any success, but thinking of Feng Huan’s careless nature and how he lost his soul whenever he saw beautiful women, they felt putting hope in him was wishful thinking.

Feng Huan usually loved visiting brothels, but today he appeared grave. He went straight to Wan Mei Pavilion, generously tossing down a bag of gold leaves and a bag of fine southern pearls, specifically requesting to see Long Xiang.

With such a generous patron spending thousands, the courtesan naturally had to treat him seriously, carefully grooming herself upstairs while asking the guest to wait briefly.

Feng Huan was usually experienced in pleasure quarters and always patient with beauties, but today he seemed listless. While waiting in the main hall, he went out to stroll and saw a vendor selling fruit at the entrance. One basket contained huge golden fruits with spikes and a very peculiar shape that made passersby cover their noses.

When Feng Huan approached, he smelled a strange odor. The vendor saw him and called out: “Young master, this is Tu Liang fruit from Hong Sha Wa Di—the flesh is delicate and sweet with exquisite flavor. Would you like to try?” He swung his cleaver and split open a fruit.

Immediately an odor like dung exploded like a bomb. People around stopped covering their noses and started vomiting. Someone shouted in alarm: “Quick, report to the Military Police—someone’s throwing excrement in the street!”

Feng Huan stared at the crowd in amazement. The vendor smiled bitterly. He often traveled the borderlands as a merchant, selling exotic fruits from southern border countries. This Tu Liang fruit had amazed him when he tasted it, so he’d gone to great trouble to bring it for sale. Who knew Da Qian people had such low tolerance for this smell that not only could he not sell any, but he was constantly being driven away.

But he wasn’t giving up. Seeing Feng Huan’s fine clothes and extraordinary bearing, thinking he was from the capital where people were worldly and might recognize good things, he forced a piece of fruit flesh on Feng Huan: “Try it—if it doesn’t taste good, no charge!”

Under everyone’s horrified gazes, Feng Huan actually tasted it, then his eyes lit up.

He asked the vendor for another piece.

The vendor was delighted and quickly gave him another piece.

Then Feng Huan paid for two large Tu Liang fruits, carrying them like two bombs into the incense-filled Wan Mei Pavilion with its singing and dancing.

People watching followed behind him, asking in amazement: “Young master, don’t you find it stinky?”

“Not really.” Feng Huan also looked puzzled: “Is it very stinky? I think it’s quite fragrant and sweet. You country bumpkins—do you really understand appreciating food’s true flavor?”

The questioner’s eyes widened. Feng Huan’s eyes also widened as he hefted the huge Tu Liang fruit, eager to test whether hitting someone’s head with this thing would leave countless dents.

Eventually the other party retreated before this weapon whose smell and appearance were both formidable. Feng Huan smugly entered Wan Mei Pavilion while many people curiously gathered around the vendor.

Wan Mei Pavilion nearly threw Feng Huan out, but he slapped down a silver note and the brothel keeper shut up.

So Feng Huan climbed the stairs carrying Tu Liang fruit to meet the courtesan.

In the room, Long Xiang, dressed up and prepared to sharpen her knife to slaughter a fat sheep, smiled as she looked up. Then the smile froze instantly on her beautiful face.

Terror appeared in her eyes.

Feng Huan noticed nothing. He’d come with a mission—Tie Ci wanted them to find courtesans in this city who had been unknown before suddenly rising to fame, becoming more and more beautiful, then probe with words.

Long Xiang fit these conditions, but seeing her, Feng Huan was momentarily mesmerized.

The woman before him had elegant features and radiant beauty—truly quite lovely.

But she seemed to lack something, making this beauty appear somewhat restless and insubstantial, making one worry that with one wrong expression, such beauty would collapse.

In the past, Feng Huan wouldn’t have felt this so keenly. Beauty was enough—what did it matter what kind of beauty or whether it was appropriate? Just pounce and that was sufficient.

But now something seemed to stick in his mind, reducing his interest.

He thought for a long time, then suddenly had an epiphany.

Temperament.

This woman had no temperament.

Temperament was like moonlight, like pearl radiance—invisible and intangible, yet only accompanying beauty. Without it, everything became lackluster.

Feng Huan suddenly thought of the Crown Princess.

These days traveling on the same ship with Her Highness, he couldn’t help watching her, feeling that her every movement, every smile and frown, was never deliberately affected yet always revealed natural grace and beauty that pleased the eye. Seeing her was like seeing the sun filling colorful clouds or the moon reflecting on a cold river—gentle and austere, all natural beauty.

Thinking this way, he immediately lost interest. Without even the energy to speak, Feng Huan took the Tu Liang fruit and split it open, preparing to eat his fill first.

The fruit opened with a pop, stench attacking like killing intent. Feng Huan heard a thud.

Looking up, Long Xiang had collapsed on the ground, not just collapsed but foaming at the mouth too.

Feng Huan was shocked and hurried forward to check. Long Xiang wasn’t unconscious, tremblingly pointing at the Tu Liang fruit: “Take… take…”

Feng Huan understood and hugged the Tu Liang fruit over, enthusiastically saying: “You want to eat some?”

“…” Long Xiang’s eyes rolled back. After gasping several times, she forced words through her teeth: “…take it away!”

“Oh.” Feng Huan sheepishly took the thing away, put it outside, and closed the door. Only then did Long Xiang’s greenish complexion improve as she lay on the floor mat gasping.

Her maid heard the commotion and came out from behind the screen, exclaiming: “What’s wrong with Miss! This is poison—” Suddenly realizing her slip, she quickly stopped and glanced at Long Xiang.

Feng Huan suddenly understood, staring intently at Long Xiang. In this life-or-death moment, Long Xiang couldn’t worry about much else. She raised her hand pointing toward the back of the building, saying with difficulty: “Go find the courtesan…”

She seemed to have throat swelling, even her breathing becoming wheezy.

The maid immediately understood, nodded, and hurried to leave. Feng Huan spread his arms to block her: “Courtesan? Isn’t Miss Long Xiang the courtesan? Is there another courtesan?”

The maid helplessly said: “Young master doesn’t know—our Wan Mei Pavilion claims ‘ten thousand beauties,’ meaning beauty regardless of gender. We have female courtesans and male courtesans too. The building behind houses the male attendants.”

Feng Huan suddenly understood—Wan Mei Pavilion actually combined a brothel and male pleasure house. In the past he would naturally be very interested, but now he urgently said: “Who is the male courtesan? Why does your miss want to find him when she’s sick? You’re a woman and walk slowly—let me go find him instead.”

The maid couldn’t help rolling her eyes.

If he wasn’t blocking her, she’d already be there!

Behind the screen was a secret passage into the building master’s room, but with this libertine present, she couldn’t take that route. She politely declined: “He’s a companion who knows some medicine. I’ll go find him.”

Feng Huan followed behind: “Then I’ll go with you. I’m curious to see what your male courtesan looks like too.”

The maid rolled her eyes again.

Since he was sticking like taffy, fine, come along.

Whether he could see was his ability.

Even if he could see, it might not be good for him.

She said nothing more, hurrying along connecting corridors toward a small building behind. Feng Huan followed, seeing there were indeed customers going to that small building, both men and women. He marveled at how open southwestern customs were—young ladies and married women openly visiting pleasure houses. But southwestern men had it rather rough.

The maid finally stopped before a stilted building. Xi Zhou was in the southwestern borderlands with many mountains and waters, with many such stilted buildings in the forests. But Wan Mei Pavilion was designed imitating capital brothels with pavilions and towers. Seeing such a stilted building in the back courtyard center looked very strange.

Even stranger was that this stilted building in a pleasure house kept livestock below—a group of round, pink pigs grunting and rooting for bugs in the soil. Feng Huan stepped back in disgust, afraid of stepping in pig dung, but discovered the place was quite clean without even the usual pigsty stench.

Suddenly there was a snap overhead. Feng Huan looked up.

The stilted building’s window was wide open. Beside the bamboo-woven window frame climbed slender vines with emerald leaves blooming seven-colored flowers. A person sat by the window slowly combing hair—a full head of black hair without ornaments, falling like green satin with occasional silver-white strands flashing like moonlight.

Feng Huan’s gaze moved up and he instantly lost his breath.

This place had strong, long sunlight, so flowers were all bright and intense colors that dazzled the eye. Anyone accompanying such flowers would appear pale and haggard by comparison, so locals rarely wore flowers.

But this person, surrounded by brilliant flowers, made one see only him, not the flowers.

Feng Huan stared at him for a long time, then confusedly looked away at the flowers, suddenly finding them pale, haggard, and very dim.

He rubbed his eyes.

He saw that the beauty combing hair wore some ornament on his hand—elegantly colored like an orchid, but it seemed to be moving.

The maid didn’t go upstairs, and Feng Huan couldn’t see where to go up. The maid just spoke urgently in local dialect he couldn’t understand.

The man chuckled coldly, his voice light and somewhat soft.

Feng Huan thought such an absolutely stunning beauty with delicate looks would surely speak in drawn-out, seductive tones, but unexpectedly this voice sounded refined, elegant, and gentle.

But his words weren’t gentle at all: “Bringing such a person here—are you adding fertilizer for me?”

Feng Huan normally wasn’t afraid of such verbal threats. He’d been a capital tyrant since childhood with fighting as routine. Normal people talking like this would make him laugh. But perhaps from years of fighting instincts, this time he didn’t laugh. Not only didn’t laugh, but felt nervous, wanting to retreat, yet somehow his feet couldn’t move.

The maid said a few more words. The man said: “Tu Liang fruit… interesting.”

He pointed below the stilted building. The maid understood, squatted down to dig in soil the pigs had rooted, and snatched a shiny bug from a pig’s mouth. The pig wouldn’t let go, so woman and pig each pulled until snap—the bug broke.

Feng Huan: “…”

The maid got half a bug but looked delighted, wrapping it in a handkerchief and putting it in her pouch, then hurried away without minding Feng Huan.

Feng Huan was amazed, thinking Long Xiang looked so severely poisoned, yet half a bug randomly grabbed from pig’s mouth could cure her?

He was torn between following the maid back to see if this bug was really so miraculous, and making contact with this mysterious beauty to ask if he knew about Love Butterflies.

But the other party quickly ended his dilemma. The hair-combing beauty suddenly flicked his finger. Feng Huan watched as the orchid ring on his finger suddenly sprang up. The next instant his vision blurred, his forehead felt cool and painful as something moved swiftly across it with pain, and red liquid flowed down his forehead, turning the world blood-red.

Before Feng Huan could react, he touched his forehead and his hand came away bright red—his own blood!

Terrified, he turned to run, feeling something spring from his hair as a tiny shadow flashed before his eyes, dancing with blade-light smaller than a fingernail, seemingly murderously pursuing him. He felt it was absurd yet great fear surged in his heart. He ran with his head covered, vision completely red, thinking he must look terrible. But unexpectedly, men and women around who saw him all laughed and pointed, someone saying: “Another unlucky fool overcome by lust.”

Someone else said: “San Lang is toying with people again.”

Their tones were all very relaxed. Some seeing him even chuckled.

Feng Huan was dumbfounded.

Why were these people so cold and cruel!

This was called toying with people? This was murder! Treating human life like grass!

And they were still laughing!

Acting so brazenly in broad daylight, and these people treating it as commonplace—Wan Mei Pavilion definitely wasn’t an ordinary brothel but a black shop! A black shop!

Then he thought of black shops in storybooks—human meat buns, corpse oil candles, thigh bones floating in soup.

Feng Huan shivered and ran even faster.

He must find the Crown Princess, question local authorities, and shut down this murderous black shop operating brazenly in the marketplace!

While running frantically, Feng Huan set off fireworks—Tie Ci’s instruction to signal if they found clues or encountered danger.

Immediately nearby guards approached.

Tie Ci had already left Sanbai Tower and was considering whether to check how the wastrels were progressing with their imperial mission to court women or return to the ship, when she saw Xiao Xueya walk near another large restaurant and suddenly stop.

Tie Ci looked at him curiously.

But Xiao Xueya wasn’t looking at Tie Ci. His profile was carved and chiseled with clear, cold lines, his nose like a towering snow mountain, his skin like ice that never melted.

Tie Ci smelled wine fragrance from the building and praised: “This restaurant’s wine is good. Too bad we don’t have time, or I’d treat you to drinks.”

She meant it as casual politeness, but unexpectedly Xiao Xueya’s expression grew colder upon hearing this. He immediately strode away.

Tie Ci was baffled, but being magnanimous, she didn’t argue with the iceberg weirdo and just smiled as she followed.

The deputy following some distance behind sighed.

The Crown Princess had no heart.

She’d clearly said on the ship she’d accept the commander’s invitation to drink with him, but when he hinted, she didn’t understand.

Was this so hard to understand?

Not at all!

Everyone said the Crown Princess was clever, but he thought her quite stupid.

The commander rarely showed interest in anyone, yet she didn’t seize the chance, keeping her mind on that crazy man all day.

Female beauty ruins nations.

Male beauty ruins nations too!

Tie Ci didn’t know certain people’s mental activities were so rich, already arranging roles of tyrant and enchantress for her. She hadn’t gone far when, since this was Xi Zhou’s most prosperous marketplace, she quickly saw the fireworks too.

She immediately rushed over with Xiao Xueya. Reaching Wan Mei Pavilion’s entrance, she saw crowds gathered at the door and smelled an odor that could penetrate souls—a smell that immediately reminded her of Qi Yuansi and his legendary Beijing ordeal.

She peered through the crowd and saw the huge yellow fruit with menacing appearance.

“Durian?” Tie Ci exclaimed.

Xiao Xueya, having never imagined fruit could be so stinky, frowned: “Local officials manage very poorly, allowing people to display filth in the streets.”

Tie Ci said: “Don’t you know there are things that smell bad but taste good?”

Xiao Xueya obviously didn’t know. Tie Ci smiled: “When there’s a chance I’ll make stinky tofu…”

Suddenly remembering Murong Yi hadn’t tried her homemade stinky tofu, she changed course: “…have someone make stinky tofu for you to try.”

Xiao Xueya was silent a moment, then said coldly: “Thanks, but no need.”

Tie Ci didn’t mind, because she saw Feng Huan running out frantically.

She paused, then burst into laughter.

Feng Huan was about to scream for help when he suddenly saw her trying not to laugh, and froze.

Why was even the Crown Princess gloating?

Could this world get any better?

He stood there sadly, even forgetting his fear of being “pursued.”

And Tie Ci’s laughter became uncontrollable.

Somehow Feng Huan’s forehead now bore marks in three horizontal and one vertical lines, looking from afar like a crooked character for “king.”

With him charging out gesticulating wildly, the red “king” on his forehead was quite comical.

But approaching closer, her laughter faded.

Chapter 346: I Frequently Visit Brothels
The red mark on Feng Huan’s forehead was blood, though the wound was relatively minor.

The mark didn’t look like a knife cut or something scratched by a hairpin, but rather like it had been scratched by fingernails. Yet how could fingernails create such a mark, and in that specific location, as if someone had openly carved characters on Feng Huan’s forehead?

She asked Feng Huan, “What happened to your forehead?”

Feng Huan wailed, “I don’t know! Someone tried to assassinate me. I saw a shadow fly past my eyes, like a small flying knife.”

As he spoke, he pinched his fingers together to indicate the size of the shadow.

Tie Ci fell silent.

A flying knife the size of a melon seed? Was it a toy?

Feng Huan continued wailing, “My head, my head! My head is injured…”

Tie Ci sighed, “Yes, it’s quite heavy. If you don’t hurry to see a physician, it might heal on its own.”

As Feng Huan kept crying out, he suddenly felt it didn’t hurt that much. He reached up to touch it, then walked to a nearby shop’s glossy black lacquered counter that could reflect like a mirror, only then discovering the shallow character for “king” on his forehead.

He was stunned speechless.

Tie Ci casually handed him a handkerchief, saying, “Any discoveries?”

Feng Huan took the handkerchief but didn’t use it to wipe his forehead. Instead, he seemed to casually stuff it into his chest pocket and recounted what had just happened.

Tie Ci’s eyes flashed.

She turned and went to buy a durian.

Wherever she went, it was as if she carried dung – everyone caught the scent and fled.

When she approached Xiao Xueya carrying the durian, even his perfect, cold mask was about to crack.

Tie Ci paid him no mind and instructed Feng Huan to find the guards and return to the ship on his own after leaving.

Feng Huan chased after her asking, “Where are you going? Are you also going to visit brothels?”

“What are you talking about?” Tie Ci replied without turning back, “Brother Xiao and I aren’t interested in women.”

Xiao Xueya: “…”

The lieutenant: …We don’t want to be represented, thank you.

“Then you’re going to…”

“We’re going to visit male escort houses.”

After Feng Huan was hastily dismissed, he watched His Highness enter the Wanmei Pavilion. General Manager Xiao seemed to want to turn and leave at any moment, but for some unknown reason, he still followed inside with an expressionless face.

Feng Huan suddenly felt that being a perfect, snow-white person like General Manager Xiao was quite unfortunate.

At the very least, following such a smelly person, he couldn’t even cover his nose.

But he was fortunate to visit male escort houses with His Highness.

Would they deal with that beauty from earlier?

Would the beauty serve clients?

If the beauty served clients, would His Highness be at a disadvantage or gain an advantage?

If the beauty served clients, how would His Highness and General Manager Xiao divide things? Would they fight?

As Feng Huan’s imagination ran wild, he pulled out the handkerchief from his chest. He saw that it bore no common floral embroidery, only an elegant and dignified endless knot pattern around the edges.

He indulgently brought his head close to the handkerchief and took a deep breath.

The naval lieutenant waiting at the door who wasn’t allowed to enter: …How perverted.

Before Feng Huan could take a second breath, his head was pulled away and the handkerchief snatched from him.

A sinister voice asked him, “What are you doing?”

Feng Huan shuddered all over and instinctively diverted the demon king’s attention, “His Highness just went in saying he wanted to visit male escort houses!”

Murong Yi, who had come from the ship out of concern for Tie Ci, immediately turned his gaze toward the Wanmei Pavilion.

Feng Huan continued adding fuel to the fire, “There’s an absolutely gorgeous beauty inside! Even more beautiful than you!”

Under normal circumstances, Murong Yi would have just laughed off such a comment. But at this moment, it was like poking a hornet’s nest.

He touched the second pimple that had erupted behind his mask, and his expression immediately darkened. Looking Feng Huan up and down, he beckoned a fruit vendor over, saying, “I’ll buy all your fruit.”

The vendor was overjoyed, thanking him profusely as he piled a whole basket of tutuo fruit in front of them.

Murong Yi: “Eat!”

Feng Huan: “Why should I eat!”

“You don’t have to eat, but then don’t bother taking the ship back – swim all the way home.” Murong Yi sneered coldly.

“Fine, I’ll eat! I actually like this tutuo fruit!” Feng Huan stiffened for a moment, then picked up the fruit and began eating.

He genuinely did like this fruit. As he ate, he squinted his eyes in enjoyment and looked at Murong Yi provocatively.

This guy didn’t know why he couldn’t go in to chase His Highness, so he came to bully him instead. But what kind of bullying was this? This was tribute!

After Feng Huan finished one large tutuo fruit and felt his whole body emanating an enchanting aroma, he was wondering whether he should rinse his mouth when he heard Murong Yi say, “Now find someone to kiss, and I won’t make you swim back.”

Feng Huan: “…”

Originally, he thought it wasn’t a big deal – wasn’t the Southwest known for its open customs?

At worst, he could pay money. Wasn’t this right at a brothel entrance? Throw some silver around and plenty of courtesans would rush up to offer kisses.

But then he heard Murong Yi add, “No paying, no forcing, no deceiving.”

Looking at the time: “Within a quarter-hour.”

Feng Huan was dumbfounded.

He stood in the middle of the street as people all around covered their noses and walked away.

The young ladies turned and hurried away from three zhang distance, let alone offering kisses – they found breathing the same air as him disgusting.

Murong Yi smiled as he began rolling up his sleeves.

Earlier on the ship, he’d always seen this fellow secretly glancing at Tie Ci’s cabin. Normally he wouldn’t bother with such cats and dogs, since it wasn’t strange for many men to think about a woman like his Tie Ci. He couldn’t punish them all one by one. But today he was in a bad mood, and this guy had walked right into it. He had nothing better to do anyway.

Making him swim behind the large ship for a few days would both exercise his body and eliminate that fly-like peeping.

Seeing everyone avoiding him and time running short, Feng Huan panicked. He grabbed the sleeve of a passing woman, pleading, “Could you please help me…”

The woman saw his fine clothes and accessories – clearly a wealthy young master – so she stopped, blushing as she asked, “What does the young master require?”

Feng Huan closed his eyes, pursed his lips, “Don’t speak, kiss me!”

“Slap.”

He received a crisp, resounding slap. The previously shy maiden’s eyebrows stood on end, her face flushed red. After slapping him, she didn’t let go but grabbed his collar and spun him around, “Looking respectable on the outside but stinking from inside out!”

Passersby watched from afar, pointing and enjoying the spectacle. In the crowd, a young woman led a child past. The child suddenly stopped and pointed at Murong Yi, “Bad sister is bullying people again!”

The young woman glanced over, “Young Master A’chong, you’re talking nonsense again… Eh, this person looks familiar.”

The child said, “I get angry seeing bad sister. A’ji, go help that person.”

A’ji said, “I remember who it is now. Young Master, this person is a man, and though he ate your candy, he also saved your life. You’re not going to help your savior, but instead help the person he’s trying to punish?”

The child called A’chong said, “Didn’t Uncle say that if a savior truly saves people, they don’t seek rewards? If they use their favor to demand repayment, their character is questionable, and such gratitude needn’t be repaid. So we don’t need to worry about any savior.” He pushed the young woman, “Go on, go kiss that silly boy. Once you kiss him, he’ll be yours. You can take him home as your husband, or at least as a medicine man. Look at his tender skin – he’d be delicious for Little Red, Little Yellow, Little Green, Little White, and Little Black.”

The young woman laughed, “Young Master, you call this helping him? Besides, I don’t need a husband, and having Little Red and the others drink human blood isn’t good – they’ll get diarrhea.”

A’chong giggled and stopped talking, but when the frantically circling Feng Huan approached them, he suddenly pushed the young woman forward.

Caught off guard, the young woman’s lips collided directly with Feng Huan’s.

Feng Huan was overjoyed. Not caring about anything else, he embraced her and gave her a peck.

He was prepared to be slapped again, but saw the young woman’s eyes widen. After a moment of stunned silence, she suddenly smiled and embraced him back, pressing down hard on his lips.

Feng Huan never expected such a development – now it was his turn to freeze.

These Southwest women really were bold and generous…

There was a faint sweet fragrance on her lips, an extremely indescribable aroma. Just smelling it made one feel intoxicated and bewitched, making Feng Huan’s legs go weak.

Though Feng Huan was a young dandy who frequented flower districts and was familiar with various brothels, he had never encountered such seductive and lingering fragrance. But this scent carried a faint trace of something fishy, though not unpleasant. It made one’s blood seem to boil faintly, like heavenly wind stirring dense forests, countless demons and spirits stirring restlessly in the darkness, black panthers silently walking among broad leaves, trailing withered yellow moonlight behind them.

He felt dizzy, staring with bewildered eyes, thinking that though this young woman had honey-colored skin, large eyes, and slightly brown long hair – clearly with an innocent, sweet appearance – how could she use such mature, seductive fragrance?

People around them cheered and laughed good-naturedly. The Southwest had open customs – young men and women chasing each other in the streets, deciding their fate with a mountain song and a package of grass seeds wasn’t uncommon. Some tribes even had communal grass houses specifically for young men and women who caught each other’s fancy to meet.

The young woman smiled mischievously and released Feng Huan.

The moment she let go, the crowd burst into laughter.

Because in just that short time, Feng Huan’s lips had swollen up, shiny and bright like two large centipedes lying across his face.

The young woman laughed, “From now on, you’re my person. Remember, your wife-master is called A’ji.”

She raised her hand, dangling a jade pendant. Feng Huan looked down in shock – when had his jade pendant been taken from his waist?

“Give dat back do me…” he said unclearly, trying to retrieve it. The young woman turned and disappeared into the crowd.

From inside the Wanmei Pavilion came a sudden loud crash.

…

Time rewinds to after Tie Ci and Xiao Xueya entered the Wanmei Pavilion.

A pimp approached them, but before he could speak, Tie Ci said, “No need to shout, it hurts the ears.” She casually tossed out a silver ingot.

The pimp immediately smiled and led them inside, attentively asking, “Male hall or female hall? Tea socializing or flower wine? Do you need musicians to perform? Bedding or dry bedding?”

Tie Ci said, “Male hall, we want your top talent. Tea socializing is fine, no performances needed, no bedding or dry bedding either. If you serve us well, full patronage and hanging clothes aren’t out of the question.”

Xiao Xueya: “…”

What kind of jargon was this? What had the Crown Princess been doing during her year of experience outside the palace?

The pimp smiled even more obsequiously and led them inside. Both were exceptionally outstanding people – Xiao Xueya like snow on a cliff, Tie Ci like a tree in daylight, brilliant and luminous with inner nobility. People around them all turned to look, and women fluttered like butterflies, laughing coquettishly. The bold ones tried to cop a feel – all targeting Tie Ci.

After all, Xiao Xueya looked unapproachable, while Tie Ci appeared amiable with her smiling expression.

Tie Ci skillfully deflected their advances as they walked, quite displaying the carefree spirit of “passing through ten thousand flowers without a single petal clinging.”

She even proactively explained the jargon to Xiao Xueya: “Top talent refers to the premier male escort, tea socializing means opening a table to drink tea, play cards, eat melon seeds and such. Bedding means staying overnight in the escort’s room, dry bedding means staying overnight in the pavilion without company. Full patronage means taking a fancy to someone and throwing a celebration banquet, widely inviting guests to announce you’ve claimed that person. Hanging clothes builds on full patronage – when two people first share a bed, they set off firecrackers, light candles, give rewards, and distribute red envelopes. The latter two specifically refer to high-priced top talents who are deeply infatuated with you and need to be courted.”

Hearing her rattle off brothel customs and jargon so expertly, Xiao Xueya’s lips twitched slightly, “You needn’t tell me these things.”

Tie Ci had a sudden realization, “Ah, saying these things sullies your ears? I thought you were curious. You looked at me several times just now.”

Xiao Xueya’s brow moved slightly, “I didn’t.”

“If you didn’t, you didn’t. If you don’t want to hear it, you don’t want to hear it.” Tie Ci was good-natured.

After all, this noble general born to privilege, clean as snow, wielding great power, and unstained by worldly dust, was already surprising her by following her into the Wanmei Pavilion to find male escorts.

Making him listen to this while smelling durian did seem a bit excessive.

Xiao Xueya fell silent.

After walking for a while, he suddenly asked, “How do you know these things?”

“Me? I learned during my travels. There’s a brothel in Ziyang called Fuchun Tower – I go there often.” Tie Ci was somewhat surprised he spoke again, but still answered him.

Xiao Xueya looked at Tie Ci.

Did those cabinet scholars and ministry officials know that the Crown Princess spoke of “I frequently go to brothels” with such frank brightness?

That tone was no different from “I frequently go to the imperial study.”

“To… listen to music?”

Tie Ci smiled slightly, “To court beauties. He taught me all this jargon.”

Xiao Xueya was silent for another moment, then said, “Feiyu?”

Tie Ci turned back in surprise.

This person still remembered Feiyu? If she recalled correctly, he’d only seen Feiyu once – after the Ziyang incident concluded, during her illness when Xiao Xueya was guarding her and Feiyu came to visit. Feiyu had used her ample bosom and a song to force him to retreat.

Xiao Xueya, who dealt with countless daily affairs and only had military matters on his mind, actually remembered a “top courtesan” he’d met in passing?

“Who is that person? When I saw her that day, I felt she was extraordinary. This person doesn’t seem to be by your side now?”

Since many people around her didn’t know about Murong Yi’s Feiyu identity, she naturally wouldn’t tell Xiao Xueya.

“He’s my lover,” she smiled. “When golden wind meets jade dew, it surpasses countless encounters in the mortal world.”

Xiao Xueya looked at her, seeming about to say something more, but the pimp smiled, “We’re here.”

This was an exquisite small building in the rear courtyard, laid out similarly to those in the capital. A powder-faced, dark-haired man came out smiling in welcome.

Tie Ci took one look and turned to leave.

The man was stunned, and the pimp chased after them shouting, “Young master, why are you leaving! Young master! Young master!”

“I said I wanted your top talent – what are you trying to fool me with!” Tie Ci was furious.

Behind them came a sudden laugh. The man said, “So you want to see our Duanmu. Duanmu isn’t on our regular roster – you’ll need real ability to request him.”

Tie Ci turned back, “What ability?”

The man tilted his face and smiled at Xiao Xueya, crooking a finger at him, “I don’t like you. I want to talk to this big brother.”

Brother Xiao’s face immediately turned green.

He’d never heard such a form of address. Even the women in his clan could only call him “elder brother” when they saw him – none dared be so familiar with him.

Now this “big brother” came from a man of similar age in such a soft, coquettish tone that his whole body went numb.

But that seemingly dignified yet actually unscrupulous Crown Princess was poking his lower back from behind, whispering, “Minister Xiao, my dear Minister Xiao, please endure this small inconvenience. This matter is truly important to me.”

Xiao Xueya suddenly stepped aside to avoid Tie Ci’s hand, then said coldly, “No.”

Tie Ci moved closer, whispering, “I saw the fireworks outside the city earlier – someone really did make a move, and I saw black smoke too. General Manager Xiao, I saved your army. Won’t you agree to even this small request?”

Xiao Xueya looked toward the outskirts of the city, then after a long moment stepped forward.

Tie Ci poked him: “Don’t walk like you’re going to execution. Step closer, be gentler…”

Xiao Xueya brushed away her hand and stepped forward again.

The man rested his chin on his hand, staring at him with a smile, beckoning, “Come closer and I’ll tell big brother…”

Suddenly there was a sharp ring as cold light splashed like snow. A sword was pressed against the man’s neck as Xiao Xueya said calmly, “Either speak or die.”

The man stared at the sword at his throat, then suddenly shouted, “Duanmu! Duanmu!”

Tie Ci immediately looked around, expecting to see the peerless beauty Feng Huan had mentioned, but didn’t see anyone who could be called a beauty. Even with a blade at his throat, the people around continued walking and chatting as usual. Except for a few outsiders who stopped curiously thinking it was a performance, the people in this building didn’t even spare a glance.

As Tie Ci wondered about this, she suddenly felt a violent wind rushing toward her. The wind carried a strange scent mixed with several pink shadows. Before she could react, something slammed into her chest, causing her chest to sweeten as a violent airflow surged upward.

In her forward vision, something metallic flew up to the sky with a clang, while chaotic shouting filled her ears.

Chapter 347: Flying Pigs
Tie Ci was shocked.

With her current strength, even standing there completely unguarded, no person or weapon should be able to approach her so easily.

Yet it had just happened. This strange wind came, and she couldn’t block it – she didn’t even have a chance to react.

What was worse, this collision struck precisely at the Shanzhong acupoint on her chest. She had been carefully circulating her qi according to Rong Pu’s instructions, avoiding qi reversal that would trigger her gifted abilities. Who would have thought that today’s collision would scatter that gathered qi and cause it to flow backward!

She had no time to think about anything else. She only said to Xiao Xueya, “Protect me!” and sat down where she was.

Sitting down to regulate breathing with a great enemy present wasn’t ideal, but she had no choice. Rong Pu had warned her that this method of advancing through repeated qi reversal to unlock gifted abilities would likely create greater hidden dangers as more abilities were unlocked. Once it occurred, suppressing it quickly was crucial – she mustn’t let the reversed qi pass through the twelve energy centers into her dantian, lest unpredictable consequences arise.

Rong Pu said that when this situation occurred, the faster it was handled the better. She had to stop it before the qi rushed to the next acupoint to avoid bigger problems.

More importantly, though she had taken a hit just now, she could feel the opponent had no killing intent. Since they could strike her with one blow, they must be a top expert. If she immediately surrendered, surely such an expert wouldn’t strike when she had no ability to fight back.

So she didn’t hesitate to regulate her breathing, leaving the top expert unceremoniously to Xiao Xueya.

The general should see the capable people of the world – it would save him from always looking down on everyone.

Once she began regulating her breathing, she completely ignored external affairs, only vaguely feeling something crawling on her body.

She kept hearing snorting sounds by her ears, and something moist nudging her face.

She opened her eyes and saw a… pig in front of her.

A pink, very clean little pig was nudging her face with its small pink snout.

Tie Ci: “…Is that you, Peppa?”

The pig snorted and burrowed into her arms. Tie Ci looked up speechlessly and saw Xiao Xueya standing before her with sword drawn in a completely protective stance.

Though this stance was somewhat disheveled – his usually immaculate long hair was messy and stuck with grass, his body had several mud stains, and there were several similar pigs by his feet, gripping his snow-white robes in their mouths and pulling desperately outward.

The wild wind continued, with pink shadows constantly appearing in the wind. Xiao Xueya’s shoulders were tense as he stared at those pink shadows, concentrating fully on parrying with his sword, but he was always a step too slow. Those flying pigs could always accurately hit his chest like cannonballs. Though Xiao Xueya struggled to support himself, each hit forced him back a step.

Tie Ci: …The opponent dislikes you and is pelting you with pigs.

Suddenly a figure rushed over, scooped her up, and nimbly dodged a gust of Peppa wind before turning to run, shouting as he ran, “We’re leaving first! Please take care of things here!”

Tie Ci panicked and patted Murong Yi beneath her, “You can’t get close to me, get away quickly!”

Murong Yi nearly spat blood from her patting but didn’t slow his steps, “We’ve met a tough opponent – don’t worry about so much. The wind is tight, let’s retreat!”

Tie Ci: “…I can walk myself, damn it!”

Murong Yi had already leaped onto the rooftop when suddenly there was a thunderous crash – the entire roof ridge beneath his feet collapsed.

But Murong Yi was always as agile as a ghost. Before falling, he grabbed the wall edge, hanging from the roof ridge while still boasting to Tie Ci, “See? If you were walking yourself, you’d have fallen down by now.”

Tie Ci sneered coldly, “Put me down already. You’re carrying me on your back – are you calculating that when Peppa, oh no, little pigs come flying, I’ll make a perfect shield for you?”

Murong Yi wasn’t provoked, “Exactly!” After speaking, he leaped up and continued running, still on the rooftops, specifically choosing the roof ridges of elaborately decorated, expensive buildings like flower pavilions, main halls, and reception rooms.

Let them smash away – the losses weren’t his anyway.

But Tie Ci suddenly felt something was wrong.

Looking down, good heavens.

Somehow a flying pig had grabbed her clothes hem and was rising and falling with her, its small black-bean eyes staring intently at her.

Under normal circumstances, seeing such a cute pig, Tie Ci might have played with it. But seeing this pig at this moment made her hair stand on end.

She pulled out a bag of snacks from her chest and threw them at the pig’s mouth, “Here, eat!”

Pigs loved to eat, didn’t they?

Hurry up and open your mouth.

The pig indeed opened its mouth.

Then fell.

Before Tie Ci could sigh in relief, she saw a cluster of flames curl up from her clothes hem.

Tie Ci drew her sword and cut off the hem.

The next instant, a bright light suddenly streamed down from overhead. Upon contact with her sword tip, it immediately crackled and spread along the sword.

Tie Ci had to abandon this precious meteoric iron short sword.

The wild wind pursued, like a transparent hand that instantly swept the sword away as if confiscating it.

Murong Yi suddenly slipped.

Tie Ci felt coldness and looked down to see the roof ridge beneath their feet suddenly coated with frost. The ice spread from behind like a frozen white wave, rapidly advancing and reaching their feet in an instant.

Frost and snow already clung to the tips of Murong Yi’s boots.

Tie Ci’s head was somewhat muddled.

Were these gifted abilities? They seemed to transcend the realm of martial arts.

In just this short time, she had already witnessed wind, lightning, frost, fire…

Apart from herself, she had never seen anyone with so many gifted abilities, all so powerful.

They were comparable to Chentuntian, Guihaisheng, Xuanqiongchi, Fengli and others she’d encountered before…

No, stronger than them all! They only knew one ability each, but this person knew everything…

Tie Ci suddenly thought of the Poison Maniac.

Her heart grew cold.

Then she saw a golden thread appear on her clothes hem.

With all the fire, ice, snow, and lightning earlier, she hadn’t had time to look at her clothes. Now looking, where the pig had bitten seemed wrong – a golden thread wound and twisted, seemingly still moving…

She made a quick decision, slicing with her finger to cut off that section of hem.

The hem fluttered to the ground, and the moss in the roof cracks immediately turned yellow and withered.

Meanwhile, Murong Yi was busy dealing with various changes – either suddenly slipping on ice that formed under his feet, or the ice suddenly melting into water with poisonous insects swimming in it, forcing him to leap up urgently and stumble, or lightning striking down from a tree they passed overhead…

By the time Murong Yi carried Tie Ci to the front courtyard, though he was disheveled with water, scorch marks, and ice fragments all over him, even Tie Ci was nearly naked – after cutting off one section of hem and finding golden edges that required more cutting… her robe had become a short shirt that couldn’t even cover her bottom.

They finally reached the main gate of Wanmei Pavilion, with the bustling street outside. The wind, frost, rain, snow, lightning, and pigs behind them finally seemed to retreat. Only then did they have time to look at each other, and both were stunned speechless.

Murong Yi had to take off his dirty outer garment for Tie Ci to wear. Tie Ci wasn’t polite and immediately put it on. Turning around, she saw the dumbstruck sausage-lipped Feng Huan standing not far away, with many onlookers wearing similar expressions.

Even Tie Ci, who had weathered many storms, blushed.

But this wasn’t over yet. Behind them came a thunderous crash as a large group of pink pigs burst through the double doors.

It was like a pig rain falling from the sky.

The events were so fantastical that Tie Ci inappropriately remembered a fairy tale her master had told her as a child – a little pig got a magical umbrella painted with many pigs. When a wolf wanted to eat it, the pig opened the umbrella and pigs filled the sky. The wolf busied itself eating those pigs while the little pig escaped… Where could she find such an umbrella now?

She could only run frantically. Seeing Feng Huan blocking the path ahead, still not reacting, she thought she couldn’t let him be killed by pigs. When she flashed to his side, she grabbed him, spinning him around so his sausage lips faced the approaching wind.

Tie Ci watched as a pig’s snout was about to make intimate contact with his sausage lips.

She couldn’t bear to watch and closed her eyes.

But the wind suddenly stopped at that moment.

A light laugh came from within the wind.

The voice was light and soft, neither clearly male nor female, faintly carrying three parts charm yet also bearing the vicissitudes of one who had seen through worldly affairs.

Tie Ci vaguely heard someone say, “…The person A’ji has taken a fancy to…”

This voice was both extremely distant and extremely close, with the muffled feeling of hearing through an oiled paper lantern.

It was different from Tie Ci’s normal hearing experience.

Looking around, including Murong Yi, no one showed any unusual expression, as if only she had heard those words.

At this moment, all around was like a frozen force field – even the pigs stopped motionless in mid-air.

Tie Ci saw a tutuo fruit that had been flying through the air explode in front of her, becoming a brown-yellow mess. Combined with that explosive smell, physiological nausea couldn’t be stopped. She instinctively pointed, and the tutuo fruit restored itself before her, finally becoming less nauseating.

She heard another soft “Oh?” from the wind.

Somewhat surprised, somewhat curious, somewhat delighted, somewhat excited.

The next instant, the frozen force field moved. Another wind rose, but in the opposite direction. With a whoosh, she watched as all the flying pigs were sucked back into the Wanmei Pavilion’s main gate. The dark entrance was like a magic box reclaiming demons. The next moment, with a thud, the gate closed, and after a gust of wind, the damaged area above the gate suddenly returned to its original state.

Tie Ci’s heart jumped.

She suddenly felt something was wrong.

Finally, all around quieted down. The dazed crowd on the street returned to normal and began moving again. The pimp from Wanmei Pavilion reopened the door and had people rehang the lanterns that had fallen earlier. Everything that had just happened seemed like a dream – now everyone had awakened, but Tie Ci felt even more like she was dreaming.

Why did everyone act as if this was perfectly normal?

She grabbed a passerby to ask. The person shook his head, “They say there are monsters in Wanmei Pavilion – ‘spirits,’ ‘demons,’ ‘sprites,’ and ‘droughts’ that know all kinds of supernatural powers. Nothing that happens there is surprising.”

“‘Spirits,’ ‘demons,’ ‘sprites,’ and ‘droughts’?” Tie Ci raised an eyebrow. Before coming, she had indeed read about the Southwest, which mentioned many legends of strange creatures and ghosts. Among them, spirits and demons were one category, while sprites and droughts were another. Spirits were beasts turned into demons, demons were plants with souls, sprites were human ghosts, and droughts were zombified monsters. Such legends existed everywhere, but frontier regions were especially rich in them due to local customs and geography. So in Liaodong and Yannan, some people specifically worshipped them while others specialized in catching demons. In her view, these were just supernatural nonsense used to make a living.

There were originally no demons in the world, but when enough people deceived others, demons came to exist.

“If there are spirits, demons, sprites, and droughts, why is Wanmei Pavilion’s business still so prosperous?”

The person replied disdainfully, “You’re clearly an outsider barbarian. The more spirits and demons there are, the more it proves the place’s master has supernatural powers and can coexist with them. They say spirits and demons live for a thousand years – their skin flakes and nail clippings are longevity medicines for us ordinary people. If you could spend a spring night with one, you could also gather their essence for longevity. Wanmei, Wanmei – isn’t it the myriad beauties of the mortal world?”

Tie Ci was stunned.

She’d only heard stories of demons coveting Tang Monk’s flesh and male essence for cultivation. She’d never heard of mortals coveting spirits’ and demons’ supernatural powers and wanting to harvest their essence.

This unconventional thinking and shocking ideas.

The Southwest’s customs were truly fierce!

“So who are the spirits and demons? The top talents?”

“No one knows – it depends on luck. If spirits and demons were so easily identified, they wouldn’t be called spirits and demons, would they?”

“Aren’t you afraid of encountering spirits and demons? What if instead of harvesting their essence, they harvest yours?”

“What’s to fear? The spirits and demons at Wanmei Pavilion don’t harm people. Speaking of scary things, is there anything more terrifying and evil than humans?”

Tie Ci was speechless.

As the person was leaving, he looked her up and down and smiled, “With your looks, you’re easily favored by spirits and demons. Just now they probably took a fancy to you. Why don’t you go back for another round? Maybe you could sleep with a demon or two and gain a few hundred years of life – wouldn’t that mean several lifetimes of freedom?”

Before he finished speaking, someone heavily patted his shoulder. A voice said sinisterly in his ear, “What a good idea. To express my gratitude for your good idea, I’ll send you to heaven right now – how about you enjoy yourself there in advance?”

The man’s shoulder went half numb from the pat. Furious, he turned to curse, but met the starry sea-like eyes of the person behind him. His eyes suddenly brightened with delight, “With your looks, if you entered Wanmei Pavilion, everyone would think you’re a spirit or demon and definitely spend fortunes on you, throwing thousands in tips!”

He stood on tiptoe and shouted to the pimp at the entrance, “There’s prime goods here – come grab him quickly!”

Before he finished speaking, the Wanmei Pavilion pimp rushed over with bright eyes.

Tie Ci grabbed Murong Yi and fled.

Before Murong Yi could punish this audacious Southwest native, Tie Ci dragged him away. He couldn’t help but angrily say, “Why are you protecting this ignorant brat…”

Tie Ci shouted as she ran frantically, “Who the hell is protecting him! I’m afraid you’ll be forcibly taken into Wanmei Pavilion as a top talent, and I won’t be able to get you back!”

“Bah! You’re too quick to build up others’ ambitions while destroying your own prestige. It’s just a brothel…”

“Then who was the one getting knocked on his ass by pigs earlier and chased like a fleeing animal? You can handle Wanmei Pavilion? Can you handle flying pigs?”

“…”

Tie Ci dragged Murong Yi all the way to the dock. Only when she saw the ship on the river did she release him to catch her breath.

Murong Yi quickly broke free and moved far away from her, pressing his concealing hat lower.

Tie Ci looked at him – oh no, had his chin also broken out in pimples?

Then she thought she’d forgotten something important, but was immediately distracted by her own ship, which was on fire.

Wan Ji and Bu Qing came down from the ship with men to tell her what had happened after she left. After Qi Lingyuan was captured earlier, Tie Ci had directly ordered guards to take him back to the blessing ship for detention. Before interrogation could begin, Xiao Xueya’s lieutenant also arrived, asking from afar, “Your Highness, where is our general!”

Tie Ci slapped her forehead.

That’s what she’d forgotten! She’d left Xiao Xueya at Wanmei Pavilion!

Xiao Xueya’s lieutenant looked at Tie Ci hopefully. Tie Ci was embarrassed and was about to send someone back to find him when she saw Xiao Xueya return on his own.

He looked fine, much better than the disheveled Tie Ci. His clothes were still snow-white and clean, and he was wearing a hat.

This was somewhat strange. Tie Ci had never seen this person wear a hat. He was cool and noble with a sharp temperament, usually just neatly arranging his hair in a topknot and wearing a sharp, simple purple-gold crown. Now seeing him in white brocade with gold bat patterns but wearing a common hat with black netting that commoners wore, it looked completely mismatched.

Had he changed clothes too?

Tie Ci watched Xiao Xueya approach coldly and prepared to apologize. After all, when facing the monsters in Wanmei Pavilion, he had stood in front of her, but she had abandoned him – that was quite ungracious.

However, Xiao Xueya didn’t even look at her and walked directly past to board the blessing ship.

Wan Ji’s expression was poor, and Dan Shuang snorted coldly.

This Xiao Xueya was too disrespectful to his sovereign!

But Tie Ci was somewhat puzzled. Though Xiao Xueya’s recent attitude toward her couldn’t be called reverential, it had always been properly courteous. She could feel he was making an effort to respect her. Moreover, because of her suggestion, the blessing ship had avoided disaster from Qi Lingyuan’s fire attack – he should be grateful to her.

Today’s behavior was like returning to square one.

Chapter 348: Come On, Act Up!
She gazed at Xiao Xueya’s straight back but didn’t chase after him to ask, because there were too many urgent matters to handle.

Her ship was burned and needed emergency replacement vessels. She had to interrogate Qi Lingyuan, the Xizhou Prefect, and separately question all the Xizhou officials who had attended the banquet with Qi Lingyuan today. Then she needed to determine which officials remained in Xizhou – who was hiding from trouble, who maintained upright conduct but was excluded by Qi Lingyuan, who was at odds with Qi Lingyuan, and whether any could temporarily shoulder major responsibilities to serve as acting Xizhou Prefect and handle the aftermath of today’s battle on Fuguang River.

The latter was especially important – otherwise Xizhou would be paralyzed and the common people would suffer.

Tie Ci ordered Wan Ji to lead men to the Xizhou prefectural office and issue a Crown Princess decree summoning all local officials of sixth rank and above to meet the Crown Princess on Fuguang River.

Everyone from deputy prefects, judicial commissioners, water transport supervisors, Xizhou garrison commanders, Southwest pacification commissioners stationed in Xizhou, secretaries, and magistrates to subordinate county magistrates all rushed over within a day, filling the blessing ship’s deck.

Tie Ci had these people wait while she went to check on the Chi couple. Both were in terrible shape with multiple burns, clearly having faced extremely dangerous circumstances. Tie Ci appeared very apologetic and personally offered her regrets, but Chi Qingbo was very magnanimous, only saying that he and his wife had been too careless.

Tie Ci then asked him about Wanmei Pavilion. Chi Qingbo said he’d never heard of this Wanmei Pavilion. Tie Ci also showed him Feng Huan’s sausage lips. These lips were strange – they looked terrifying but caused no pain or itching, yet couldn’t be reduced either. The ship’s physicians had tried several remedies, but Feng Huan’s mouth remained the same, causing him great distress as he clamored to find that woman called A’ji for revenge.

Tie Ci asked Chi Qingbo if he knew anyone in Xizhou skilled in controlling poisonous insects. After some thought, Chi Qingbo told her, “Speaking of poisonous insects reminds me of a legend from Qianzhou and Yannan about a mysterious large family skilled in using poison between the two regions. They’re secretive with formidable methods, a prosperous clan with surprising hidden power. They’re said to have marriage connections with the Qianzhou Provincial Administration Commissioner and the You family of Yannan, but though we hear about them, no one has seen their people or knows which sons-in-law or daughters-in-law of the Qianzhou Guo family and Yannan You family belong to them – otherwise how could they be called mysterious?”

Tie Ci became interested.

She had originally wanted to support local powerful families in Yannan to compete with the You family, but the You family had operated in Yannan for generations, making it their territory. How could they allow others to sleep peacefully beside their couch? All major Yannan families depended on the You family for survival, with complex intermarriage relationships over many years creating intricate, deep-rooted connections. Outsiders could hardly understand their relationships and backgrounds. In such circumstances, random contact would only alert the enemy and potentially trap herself.

If there was a family independent of the Yannan You family and unafraid of their power, it would be worth attempting contact.

Or she could contact the native chieftains – Yannan’s three major chieftain forces were powerful. Though they also had years of marriage ties with the You family, as local natives, harboring different intentions was almost inevitable.

Chi Qingbo told her that this mysterious family wasn’t famous initially, but later suddenly produced a miraculously powerful ancestor said to be a semi-immortal being capable of anything in heaven and earth, with many supernatural qualities, making the family increasingly prosperous. Outwardly, the You family controlled Yannan and coexisted peacefully with the chieftains occupying the great mountains, but their influence over the chieftains was far less than this mysterious family’s.

Tie Ci simply smiled and marveled that capable people existed everywhere. But Chi Qingbo told her that this family acted quite strangely, following their whims. If truly offended, Young Master Feng would certainly die. Since it was only sausage lips, his life was definitely safe. This must be a minor punishment, so it was better to accept it rather than insist on treatment and displease that family.

Tie Ci agreed completely.

She continued, “Since you’re from Qianzhou and have visited Yannan before, are you familiar with the You family of Yannan?”

“I know a thing or two.” Chi Qingbo smiled, “The old prince had two sons and one daughter. The eldest daughter is now the heir apparent, temporarily handling Yannan affairs for her younger brothers. However, this female heir lives reclusively. For external meetings with officials and handling affairs, Left Counselor You Weinan of the Provincial Administration Commission and Regional Military Commissioner You Jun are usually responsible.”

Tie Ci knew these two men. You Jun was the brother of the former Yannan Prince. Yannan had never been as arrogant as Liaodong, never establishing their own mini-court. Local officials were the same as other administrative regions of equal level, with their own Provincial Administration Commission, Provincial Surveillance Commission, and Regional Military Commission – they just appointed these three commission officials themselves.

The Regional Military Commission controlled military power. Under Yannan’s Regional Military Commission were 130 guard posts, all under the commission’s jurisdiction. You Jun essentially controlled all of Yannan’s military power.

The Provincial Administration Commission handled regional civil administration, so You Jun’s son You Weinan became Left Counselor of the Provincial Administration Commission at a young age – the top position under the Provincial Administration Commissioner, equivalent to a second-rank court official.

With his royal family status, the Provincial Administration Commissioner above him was just his puppet – would he dare command him?

The former Yannan Prince had few heirs – only two sons and one daughter. Not to mention the eldest legitimate daughter, of the two sons, one was reportedly mentally impaired and the other was young and illegitimate. When the former Yannan Prince was alive, he valued his brothers and nephews greatly. It was said that on his deathbed, he entrusted the prince’s mansion and his children to them. This Master You truly appeared conscientious, not only refraining from seizing the princely title but even petitioning the court to enfeoff his niece as female heir apparent.

Tie Ci remembered the court debating this matter extensively at the time. A female heir apparent was unprecedented, and many old ministers cited classics to refute it, but everyone knew the Yannan Prince’s eldest son was mentally impaired and unsuitable to inherit the title.

Some court officials argued that only males could inherit the ancestral line, that having a woman as heir apparent violated propriety. Even if he was an idiot, Yannan should let the idiot inherit – perhaps an idiot would beget idiots, and after two generations, it would return to the court without a fight.

Though logical, the intention was too despicable. The court needed face, and Yannan’s other ministers weren’t fools – this naturally wouldn’t work.

Finally, the Empress Dowager made the decisive call. Tie Ci remembered her glancing at herself standing below the steps and saying that since the imperial dynasty had a Crown Princess, it could naturally have a female heir apparent – as long as she was gentle and obedient, anyone could do it.

The ministers fell silent then.

This hinted at using Yannan to set up a female heir apparent as a puppet, while also mocking the Tie father and daughter.

Just as when Tie Ci was required to attend court sessions, rising early daily to follow court proceedings, standing below the steps for hours – this was actually the Empress Dowager’s method of controlling her, keeping her under surveillance, making her personally witness how her father served as a puppet, making her gradually accept the status quo like a frog slowly boiled in water.

Tie Ci never accepted fate. If told to observe, she observed seriously – studying the ministers, learning government affairs, never missing any opportunity.

The female heir apparent was decided then, with ministers praising You Jun’s loyalty and integrity, but Tie Ci disagreed.

Probably another case of slowly boiling a frog.

Sure enough, You Jun supported his niece well then, reassuring palace officials and ministers, earning people’s praise. Then over these years, he managed Yannan affairs justly and diligently, with magnanimous benevolence, winning over all ministers’ and people’s hearts while continuously marginalizing the original royal children, keeping them from public view. Now there was talk of popular petitions to change the heir apparent – did he feel the time was right to make his move?

Tie Ci smiled, “Master You and his son control Yannan’s military and political power.”

“When the old Yannan Prince was alive, Master You and his son already held important positions in the Provincial Administration Commission and Regional Military Commission, always with good reputations.” Chi Qingbo said cautiously, “I hear that Young Master You is accomplished in both civil and military arts, quite outstanding. My relative in Wuling – my uncle – previously served as a clerk in the Yannan Provincial Administration Commission and once worked as a palace registrar. He told me that Young Master You has always controlled the Yannan Prince’s generational secret personal guards, called ‘Arrows.'”

“Arrows?” Tie Ci smiled, “Sharp and unmatched, hitting wherever they’re aimed?”

“Exactly.” Chi Qingbo said, “They reportedly gather Yannan’s capable and unusual people with strange and varied methods, categorized by arrow types: ‘Phoenix Feather,’ ‘Flying Gnat,’ ‘Armor-Piercing,’ and ‘Whistling Arrow.'”

The Great Qian Dynasty naturally had spies in Yannan, and such information had reached Tie Ci’s desk before, though never in such detail. Tie Ci showed no reaction outwardly, only saying with apparent curiosity, “Let me guess – Phoenix Feather arrows are extremely fast, so this group excels in lightness skills; Flying Gnat arrows are three-edged with great killing power, so these are assassins; Armor-Piercing arrows specialize in attacking various armors, so these are heavy cavalry? Whistling Arrows naturally excel at gathering intelligence – scouts and such.”

Chi Qingbo looked admiring but smiled, “Since they’re secret guards, I naturally don’t know these details, but it’s probably as you say.”

“What’s Young Master You’s temperament like?”

“According to my uncle, apart from being somewhat arrogant, his scholarship and cultivation are acceptable – after all, he’s from an aristocratic family.”

Tie Ci asked no more, chatting casually before having the Chi couple rest well. She came out with Feng Huan and immediately summoned all the physicians.

Feng Huan had been dejected after hearing Chi Qingbo’s words, but seeing Tie Ci’s instructions, his eyes immediately brightened as he said gratefully, “Your Highness cares for me most! Your Highness will definitely do everything to cure me!”

But he heard Tie Ci instructing the physicians, “His mouth can’t be cured and shouldn’t be treated. Not only shouldn’t it be treated, you should use some medicine to make these sausage lips last longer.”

Feng Huan: …Your Highness, why are you doing this! Are you still the Highness in my heart!

Feng Huan was led away crying and wailing for treatment. Tie Ci turned to knock on Murong Yi’s isolation room, smiling, “Satisfied?”

Murong Yi said lazily, “It’s not for me. You heard about that mysterious family and were tempted, wanting Feng Huan’s sausage lips to parade around town to attract them to come again, right?”

“It’s hard being a confused person.” Tie Ci sighed, “Can’t you just turn a blind eye and treat it as my affection for you?”

“No, I want your real affection.” Murong Yi said, “Otherwise it’s my real affection for you. Didn’t you praise my great device…”

Tie Ci: “Can we drop the suspicion of Chi Qingbo?”

“Don’t change the subject.” Murong Yi said, “Can you take back what you’ve said? You’re the Crown Princess with golden words! Come, quickly tell me how you know my device is great…”

Tie Ci: “He nearly burned to death this time. You saw it yourself – did it seem fake?”

Murong Yi: “Whether I’m fake, you’ll know if you try. How can you know my device is great without trying…”

Tie Ci: “Today he voluntarily revealed this mysterious family that can compete with the You family, which shows his noble character…”

Murong Yi: “I’m also very proactive. I’m very proactively inviting you to try my great device…”

Tie Ci: “Come on, act up! Strip!”

Murong Yi: “…”

He wasn’t afraid to strip, but he feared that after stripping, Tie Ci would punch through the cabin wall and have the whole ship come watch him – that wouldn’t be good.

Though the Crown Princess was virtuous and wise, that didn’t prevent her from being wicked too.

Actually, he knew that saying anything now was useless since the poison wasn’t cured yet, but the more this was the case, the more his heart burned with desire, and he couldn’t help being mouthy. However, Tie Ci’s mouth was also made of steel – when it came to verbal sparring, she never lost.

Murong Yi couldn’t help fantasizing about what style someone would have in bed. It would definitely be exciting enough.

Before he could figure anything out, Tie Ci was already laughing, snorted dismissively, and walked away with dignity.

After all, she still had a pile of officials to meet and needed to quickly select someone to temporarily manage Xizhou.

While Tie Ci interrogated and met with people, seeing a bunch of officials who were either hesitant, flattering, self-important, or eloquent, she felt her head buzzing with noise.

Finally, she dismissed the obviously unrelated, mediocre officials, keeping only three: the Southwest Pacification Commissioner, the Xizhou Regional Military Commission Commander, and the Water Transport Supervisor.

The Southwest Pacification Commissioner was originally established to control the governance of border ethnic groups, but obviously in Yannan where one power dominated, this position was useless. However, this supposedly awkward Pacification Commissioner hadn’t been idle – though he couldn’t accomplish much, he loved the Southwest’s mountains, waters, and forests, having traveled throughout Yannan, Qianzhou, and Nanyue. He understood local geography, customs, and folk conditions well, and was knowledgeable about Xizhou’s various economic, civil, and military affairs. If he took over Xizhou, she wouldn’t need to worry about her back being unstable during her time in Yannan. But he was a successful candidate from the Renshen year examinations, and that year’s chief examiner was Rong Luchuan.

The Water Transport Supervisor managed Fuguang River affairs from Xizhou to Wuling. Regardless of his abilities, at least during Tie Ci’s journey, she hadn’t encountered dock inspections, arbitrary checkpoints, or merchant taxation – common money-making schemes in water and land transport. When Xiao Xueya suppressed bandits, the riverside garrison soldiers were cooperative, showing he was at least not corrupt. However, having only managed water affairs, he probably wasn’t familiar with local government matters.

As for the Xizhou Regional Military Commission Commander, the reason for considering him was simple – he had troops. Controlling military power could ensure local stability and policy implementation.

Tie Ci didn’t immediately decide who would temporarily serve as Xizhou Prefect, instead keeping all three on the blessing ship. Since her own ship was burned, she could only move to the blessing ship. Xiao Xueya had people arrange a cabin next to his for her, while placing Murong Yi’s cabin in a bottom corner.

Murong Yi wouldn’t accept such cold treatment. He simply stayed on the burned old ship, playing his flute mournfully on the dark deck while facing Tie Ci’s cabin.

Tie Ci went to the bottom hold where Qi Lingyuan was detained while listening to the melancholy flute music, preparing to thoroughly interrogate him. But just as she reached the bottom hold, the entire ship suddenly lurched violently.

Caught off guard, Tie Ci thought rough seas had arrived. She rushed to the deck but saw bright moonlight and clear river – where were the rough seas?

This disturbance obviously alarmed Xiao Xueya too. He rushed to the deck with a telescope to investigate. Tie Ci was surprised to find he was still wearing that strange large hat.

She wanted to ask Xiao Xueya about it, but then the deck lurched again with a creaking sound. She looked down.

She saw the deck beneath her feet suddenly crack open.

Civilian blessing ships commonly used pine and fir, as Nanyue produced much pine and fir, but pine and fir planks and keels lacked sufficient hardness and couldn’t withstand impacts. Xiao Xueya always insisted on doing things properly or not at all – his blessing ships and warships all used extremely precious ironwood as hard as steel, so hard that ordinary swords couldn’t cut it.

With ironwood for the hull bottom and deck, reinforced with iron nails, the ship’s sturdiness was imaginable.

Now it was tearing like paper, silently cracking before Tie Ci’s eyes.

The crack grew larger, running from bow to stern, as if an invisible person in the void was silently splitting this ship capable of carrying a thousand people with a giant sword.

Tie Ci’s scalp exploded as she recalled the flying pigs at Wanmei Pavilion.

The next instant, the ship split in two and she fell backward, quickly grabbing the railing.

Sharp whistle sounds came as cabins split in half. Naval soldiers sleeping in their quarters sat on their beds, puzzled why the roof had suddenly disappeared and why their neighbor who had been sleeping next door was now on the other side. The unluckier ones had their beds collapse, getting caught in deck cracks and crying out in pain. But upon hearing the whistle, these well-trained soldiers’ confused expressions suddenly vanished. Following orders precisely, they leaped up and rushed out in organized chaos, grabbing things to steady themselves under their officers’ commands while surrounding warships slowly approached, extending planks for comrades to quickly change ships.

But Tie Ci heard screams and looked down to see the bottom hold flooding, where Qi Lingyuan and others were detained.

All those detained from that day’s banquet were there – prefectural office subordinates, county magistrates under Xizhou, Qi Lingyuan’s advisors and guards. These people’s faces were flushed red as they screamed hoarsely.

Tie Ci frowned, thinking the water had just entered the hold and only reached their ankles at the bottom – why were they screaming so heart-wrenchingly?

Most people on the ship hadn’t yet steadied themselves. Tie Ci drew her meteoric iron dagger, preparing to go into the water herself to get these people out. She couldn’t just let them drown – she still wanted to question Qi Lingyuan about who was behind him. A mere Xizhou Prefect couldn’t have managed all those equipment-laden ships with fire oil.

But as soon as she leaped into the water, she immediately felt like a cooked shrimp!

The water was actually scalding hot!

Chapter 349: Raise the Pig Well
The water was actually scalding hot! She could even see bubbles boiling on the surface.

Tie Ci was shocked and quickly turned to exit the water. Seeing Murong Yi leap from the damaged ship to enter the water, she kicked him away, shouting, “No one can go into the water!”

Murong Yi landed not far from her and, seeing her face, exclaimed in surprise, “Why is your face so red!”

From the burns!

Tie Ci’s face was flushed red, her legs and feet aching. She knew she’d been scalded and should immediately remove her pants and boots soaked in boiling water and rinse with cold water, but surrounded by men, she really couldn’t undress.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue had already rushed over but hadn’t yet noticed her condition. However, Murong Yi suddenly charged toward her.

He scooped her up and leaped into the air, crossing over the broken ship and several other ship decks. At the same time, he tore off his outer robe to cover her, quickly removing her boots filled with scalding water beneath the robe.

Having left that water area, Murong Yi looked at the water surface, carried her on his shoulder, and jumped into the water himself.

Tie Ci feared the water here might also be hot – if he jumped like this, he’d lose a layer of skin. But before she could stop him, Murong Yi was already in the water. She didn’t know how he managed to jump without splashing even a drop on her.

Her heart was in her throat, but fortunately the next moment she heard Murong Yi exhale in relief, “The water here is cold!” Only then did he lower her, letting her legs and feet soak in the cold water.

All this happened in an instant. Dan Shuang was still stunned on the ship, just realizing she should chase after them. Tie Ci, soaking in the water, waved to her from afar, indicating she needn’t worry about this and should hurry to rescue people.

Dan Shuang felt relieved and went with Chi Xue to direct the rescue. Perhaps she herself didn’t realize that as long as Murong Yi was with the Crown Princess, she felt at ease and could ignore everything else.

The burning pain in her legs and feet subsided, and she couldn’t help but exhale deeply. Turning to Murong Yi, she said, “Good thing the water here hasn’t heated up yet. What kind of ability is this – can it actually boil the sea…”

She suddenly stopped speaking.

At this moment, with bright moon and sparse stars, the clear river water reflected everything clearly on the opposite person’s face.

Murong Yi had been too rushed to save her to wear his hat or anything.

She watched helplessly as another pimple silently erupted on that exquisitely perfect face across from her, then another…

Moreover, that jade-smooth skin visibly darkened by a shade.

Murong Yi was still oblivious, only asking repeatedly, “How do you feel? Are you burned?”

Tie Ci immediately replied, “I’m fine. The cold water came in time – there shouldn’t be any scars.”

But Murong Yi was no ordinary person. He immediately realized what was happening, reached up to touch his face, and his expression changed dramatically.

Tie Ci felt very sorry for him and plunged her head into the water.

The next instant, Murong Yi pulled her out, shouting, “What are you doing? Trying to drown yourself!”

Tie Ci turned and swam back, saying, “Yes, attempting suicide out of guilt.”

Murong Yi looked at her sideways, “You find me ugly and can’t bear to look?”

Tie Ci sighed, thinking drama queens were hard to appease. She had to stop and say, “You’re perfect in my heart. Never mind a few pimples – even if your whole face truly bloomed, in my eyes you’d still be a descended deity, unmatched in the world.”

Murong Yi smiled, “I love hearing that. Say a few more things.”

“Since you love hearing it, if I always say it, it won’t be valuable anymore.” Tie Ci refused. Feeling guilty in her heart, she said, “I’m not without self-protection abilities. Don’t rush over first thing in the future – your poison is more important.”

“In that situation just now, you absolutely wouldn’t undress in front of everyone. By the time you dealt with your subordinates and found a place to undress, you’d already be blistered. Aren’t you afraid that if you damage your skin, I won’t want you?”

“You should worry about yourself first.” Tie Ci said irritably, “You keep coming closer, getting uglier and uglier – aren’t you afraid I won’t want you?”

“Naturally I’m not afraid of that.” Murong Yi smiled, “If you liked me for my appearance, then you wouldn’t be Tie Ci. I don’t care about this – I just fear you’ll also be infected.”

“At least you’re perceptive. Then don’t be jealous casually in the future – it’s not magnanimous.” Tie Ci felt the water seemed to be getting hot again and, fearing this part of the river would also boil, turned to climb onto a ship.

Murong Yi said from far behind her, “I won’t. I just love being jealous – it’s romantic.”

Tie Ci climbed onto a small fishing boat and looked up to see a sheet of snow-white spreading toward the riverbank ahead.

Wherever it passed, the river became mirror-like with frozen waves.

Then a patch of pink light clouds appeared on the shore.

The clouds were still moving.

Looking more carefully – good heavens, those weren’t clouds but a large group of pink little pigs.

The Peppa army had arrived!

Tie Ci’s hair stood on end.

The next instant, she saw a human figure standing atop the Peppa army.

Tall and elegant, in dark robes like clouds, with satin-black long hair falling to the waist.

River wind swept his wide robes and long sleeves, creating a magnificent sight.

Tie Ci watched that sheet of white extend toward her front while the water beneath her feet began bubbling.

The river water was divided by this small fishing boat – half ice and snow, half boiling.

A spectacular sight.

Tie Ci watched that person stroll leisurely, herding a large group of pink pigs along the riverbank as he walked forward, as casually as if taking a midnight walk.

If not for the fact that wherever he passed, the river was half frozen and half boiling.

Tie Ci had a sudden thought that she should have Pingzong come see this. If Pingzong could master the two types of qi in his body well, he might achieve such power too.

Though that fellow wasn’t coming toward her, her heart was already on edge.

If this person was the one from Wanmei Pavilion, he clearly bore hostility toward her, but she didn’t know where this hostility originated.

But even with hostility, some things still had to be attempted.

She waved in greeting, “Pig herder, hello there!”

Seeing this scene from afar, Xiao Xueya, who was constantly laying planks to rush over, nearly stumbled and fell off the plank upon hearing this greeting.

Greeting someone who was obviously a great master like this – was the Crown Princess seeking death? Would they even acknowledge her?

But contrary to his expectations, that fellow who was strolling on the river surface with pigs as if no one else existed actually stopped and looked toward Tie Ci from afar.

Xiao Xueya was silent for a moment, thinking it made sense. Such a great master with almost world-overturning power wouldn’t care about ordinary words. Even if you knelt until your legs broke before them, they might not be interested in sparing you a glance. Acting unconventionally might actually get their attention.

Behind him, his lieutenant suddenly exclaimed, “General—”

Xiao Xueya was startled and suddenly felt cold on his head, only then realizing his hat had fallen into the water when he’d swayed earlier.

Though he still had the net covering, those following closely could still see the shiny bald head beneath the netting.

Lieutenant: “…”

What had happened? The general just went to Xizhou city with the Crown Princess once – how did all his hair disappear! Did the Crown Princess shave it? Even the Crown Princess couldn’t humiliate the general like this!

The lieutenant’s anger rose from his heart. He stepped forward, wanting to discuss this matter properly with the general.

But then he saw the Crown Princess on the small boat seeming to sense something and turning back.

Then the general in front of him suddenly disappeared.

The lieutenant stared blankly and slowly looked down.

The general’s boots were still hooked to the plank, but his entire body was hanging upside down beneath it.

Their four eyes met.

The general’s expression was blank.

The lieutenant suddenly jumped up.

He seemed to have seen something he shouldn’t have seen.

He said, “I’ll go support the Crown Princess!” and hurriedly ran away.

Xiao Xueya used his core strength to spring back up.

He had no choice but to turn back and find another hat to wear.

Meanwhile, Tie Ci was praising the pigs of the person strolling on the river.

Praising how each pig was beautiful, with glossy coats, big eyes and small mouths, adorable coloring.

That person just stood on his group of pigs, quietly listening to Tie Ci praise his pigs, neither speaking nor leaving.

Murong Yi quietly approached and hid nearby, ready to support Tie Ci at any moment. Mu Si also quietly swam over. After listening for a few sentences, he immediately showed an expression of unable to bear listening.

The Crown Princess could praise pigs with such flowery language and torrents of flattery – ministers praising her didn’t have such rich vocabulary. Did the court officials know? Did His Majesty know?

Mu Si looked sarcastic, but when he glanced at Murong Yi, he saw him smiling brightly with sparkling eyes, making Mu Si suspect they weren’t hearing the same content.

He couldn’t help saying, “Your expression looks like you’re listening to the Crown Princess’s love letter to you.”

Murong Yi smiled, “Isn’t that exactly what it is?”

Mu Si had a sudden realization, “Oh, the Crown Princess praising pigs equals a love letter to you.”

Murong Yi knocked him on the head, saying, “What do you understand! The Crown Princess is building relationships with people, trying to cure my poison. To cure my poison, she can even praise pigs – you think about it, think carefully.”

“You can probably relate anything to the Crown Princess’s deep affection for you.” Mu Si suddenly felt somewhat resentful and turned to leave. He ran into Dan Shuang, who was worried about Tie Ci and had followed over. The two met in the water, staring at each other. Dan Shuang swam to the side, but Mu Si blocked her sideways. Dan Shuang swam right, and Mu Si blocked her again.

After three times like this, Dan Shuang was blocked.

Though this river area was vast and even a naval force couldn’t really block someone who truly wanted to leave.

But Dan Shuang just stopped in the water, glaring at Mu Si.

Mu Si had blocked her but didn’t know what to say. Dan Shuang’s personality was even harder to crack than the Crown Princess’s. After hemming and hawing for a long time, he had a flash of inspiration and asked, “Dan Shuang, if one day I were poisoned, could you praise pigs for me?”

Dan Shuang’s eyebrows shot up.

The next instant, a fist landed on Mu Si’s head.

…

Having finished praising the pigs, Tie Ci saw that the person seemed to be in a good mood and said directly, “I don’t know your distinguished name, sir. We meant no offense earlier – it’s just that I have a friend who was poisoned by someone’s scheme. We discovered that someone in Wanmei Pavilion might be able to cure it, so we took the liberty to visit…”

That person said, “Pleasure butterfly?”

Tie Ci was delighted and quickly said, “Can you cure it, sir? If you would lend assistance, I would certainly repay you handsomely, or if you have any requests, please feel free to command.”

That person turned to look at her and suddenly said, “Take three of my moves.”

Before he finished speaking, the fishing boat beneath Tie Ci’s feet creaked and split in half.

Tie Ci’s attention was entirely on him, and from beginning to end, she never saw him move at all.

Facing such a powerful enemy, she naturally couldn’t worry about using her gifted abilities sparingly. Her figure flashed and she was already on the ice surface.

The opponent said, “Teleportation.”

The ice was thin, but safe enough for her. But before she could steady herself, she heard an extremely subtle, dense sound.

She looked around – the river surface was empty and quiet with no discoveries.

She used her transparency ability, which also had far-sight capability. In this clear, bright place, it could reach ten li distant.

Now she saw the opponent in a light blue silk Daoist robe, not belted, extremely tall and thin, with long hair flowing like satin and a face with deep, beautiful features. If not for the fact that beneath his feet were pink pigs instead of auspicious clouds, he could pass for an immortal with just a halo of light.

The opponent glanced at her and said, “X-ray vision, ten thousand li sight.”

Tie Ci felt as if that glance had seen into her bones.

She had a sudden understanding that she couldn’t use her gifted abilities anymore.

But this wasn’t up to her.

That noisy sound came again, and her ears instinctively twitched slightly, tracking where the sound came from.

Then she looked toward the bottom of the ice layer. Through the thin ice, she could see the gurgling river water below. Under the ice’s reflection, the water was almost black, and suddenly a large cluster of white light points like dandelions appeared in the blackness—

Tie Ci suddenly leaped up like a firecracker, shooting a zhang high.

With a crisp crack, the ice surface shattered, water splashing everywhere. Within the scattered snow-colored droplets, countless snow-bright lights burst out like giant fireworks, chasing and swirling toward Tie Ci’s figure in mid-air with howling sounds. Looking carefully, these were countless ice swords breaking through the water, and from afar it looked as if Tie Ci had grown a giant meteor tail, sweeping across the dark blue sky with a roar.

Countless people rushed to ship bows, pointing and exclaiming in amazement.

Many were Nanyue naval officers and soldiers who had heard the Crown Princess had extraordinary martial arts but usually had no chance to witness it. In their hearts, they mostly didn’t think much of it, thinking it was just exaggerated words out of fear of the Crown Princess’s status. Now seeing Tie Ci’s figure sometimes disappearing like a ghost, sometimes gracefully soaring like a dragon, they couldn’t help but exclaim loudly.

Only Tie Ci knew her current predicament – these swords clung like maggots to bone, pursuing relentlessly with bone-piercing cold, while she wasn’t wearing shoes and her strength was nearly exhausted.

The opponent’s internal power far exceeded hers!

From afar, she heard the blue-robed person say, “Listening to heaven.”

Suddenly, a clear shout came from below – the voice wasn’t loud, but the momentum that followed was extremely startling. A ship suddenly flew up, skimming the river surface diagonally upward, bringing a transparent water column like a dragon, then thunderously crashing into that giant meteor tail of ice swords. Wherever it passed, ice swords shattered into flying ice particles.

People on nearby ships who couldn’t avoid in time were all showered with ice fragments.

People exclaimed endlessly, this time for the thrower’s incomparable strength.

In the distance, the Chi couple, who had just been rescued onto another ship, looked toward this scene with unusual expressions.

Xiao Xueya stood on the nearest ship, so close that he could see the bottom of the ship flying overhead. People around him were moving away, but he didn’t move, letting the ice fragments splash all over his hat.

His eyes held complex emotions.

Xiao Xueya’s martial arts weren’t low, but only relatively speaking compared to ordinary people. He looked down on the martial world and jianghu, feeling that “knights using martial arts to violate prohibitions” and jianghu people were just troublemakers. For someone like him, learning martial arts was only to protect himself adequately on the battlefield without becoming a burden. Knowledge of battle formations, military law, troop management, and military strategy were what truly concerned the world and the Great Qian, and were the real means to protect a region and demonstrate power.

So toward extraordinary martial arts, he only glanced indifferently, unimpressed.

However, at this moment, watching Tie Ci in mid-air and Murong Yi who had actually thrown a small ship from the water, with ice and river water falling from the sky and a powerful enemy right before them, he was the general protecting the heir apparent but couldn’t draw his sword to fight.

Like a wordless humiliation.

He looked up and noticed keenly that Tie Ci wasn’t wearing boots – she was barefoot.

And those sharp ice fragments were right beneath her feet.

Xiao Xueya’s first reaction was to take off his boots and throw them to her, but having lived his entire life with proper decorum, never doing anything improper, he instinctively hesitated for a moment.

Then he saw a pair of boots fly through the ice rain toward Tie Ci’s feet.

At this time, Tie Ci was already falling, landing on the ship. The boots flew over and she nimbly stepped into them, pushed off with her feet, and the ship carried her diagonally down, sliding across the river surface toward the ice. The ship’s prow plowed a furrow of flying ice fragments across the thin ice surface, charging aggressively into the pink pig herd. The pink pigs scattered in fright, and Tie Ci casually grabbed one.

She tucked the squealing pig into her chest and shouted, “Three moves complete!”

The blue-robed person kept his word and didn’t continue attacking. He extended his hand palm up, his jade-white palm flat and waiting for her to return the pig.

Tie Ci ignored him, saying, “Three moves are over – give me the antidote.”

The blue-robed person said, “There is no antidote.”

“You’re breaking your word…”

“Did I promise to give you an antidote?” The blue-robed person asked in surprise.

Tie Ci was speechless.

Only then did she remember this fellow indeed had never promised her anything.

The blue-robed person said indifferently, “Taking my three moves merely spares your life. Return my pig.”

Tie Ci laughed, “I won’t return it.”

The blue-robed person raised an eyebrow.

His features were soft and beautiful, his voice gentle, but his temperament carried a faint coolness that made people afraid to look directly at him.

“Clearly a senior, yet fighting a junior, three moves couldn’t win, and still taking advantage, stealing several types of gifted abilities. Do you think everyone’s a fool? Taking people’s things without paying?” Tie Ci said, “Since you won’t pay, I’ll keep this pig as collateral. Good for roasting as a midnight snack when I’m hungry tonight.”

The blue-robed person’s eyes finally showed a trace of surprise as he looked Tie Ci up and down.

A clever one, seeing through his true purpose.

But just a clever ant nonetheless.

After a long moment, he said, “I have a commitment to someone – the antidote won’t be given. If you have the ability, take it yourself.”

The boiling bubbles on the water surface advanced, slowly devouring the ice surface. Dawn light appeared as a thin line.

The blue-robed person finally said, “Raise the pig well,” and unhurriedly walked back to the riverbank with his group of pink pigs.

Tie Ci, holding the pig, tossed it to Murong Yi, saying, “For the next few days, you’ll eat and sleep with your second junior brother.”

“Journey to the West” was known to every household, so Murong Yi naturally understood the reference. Holding his second junior brother by the soft skin of his neck and examining him up and down, he said, “Second junior brother, is the kang at Gao Village warm? Is your wife beautiful?”

Chapter 350: Psychological Warfare
Second Junior Brother snorted a few times and breathed on Murong Yi. Murong Yi turned his head aside, and where that breath hit the water, dead fish immediately floated belly-up to the surface.

Murong Yi sighed, “Second Junior Brother has tender skin and beautiful flesh, and should be treated with roasting and cumin. But alas, though you are a fine pig, your whole body is poisonous.”

This was exactly what Tie Ci meant by giving him the pig. This group of pigs was poisonous, and since Murong Yi generally wasn’t afraid of poison anyway, he might as well carry it as a weapon. Perhaps it could even fight poison with poison against the toxin in his body.

The two exchanged glances. Some words couldn’t be shouted loudly, yet they couldn’t approach each other to ask. They both sighed in unison and returned to a nearby warship.

Tie Ci boarded the deck and saw Xiao Xueya standing there, still wearing his hat. He said gravely, “Qi Lingyuan and the others were all scalded to death.”

Tie Ci frowned.

The opponent had come to silence witnesses, acting leisurely right before her eyes.

She had never suffered such a significant defeat, and the key was being helpless about it.

Could this person be the strongest among the Three Maniacs and Five Emperors in the Southwest that Chentuntian had mentioned?

If it was him, why would he be manipulated by others to oppose her?

Could the person commanding him be from the Yannan Prince Wuping’s mansion? Would such a person easily submit to others’ control?

At Tie Ci’s level, court political struggles and intrigues no longer greatly constrained her. Common bureaucratic traps and conspiracies couldn’t shake her in the slightest, since she was the one who wielded power. She only needed to control more military force to overcome ten schemes with one force.

Coming to Yannan, she first needed to ensure stability in neighboring Qianzhou and Nanyue, then take advantage of the unstable succession in the Yannan Prince’s mansion to support the faction willing to submit to the court, suppress disruptive elements, and use this as a condition for the court to send troops or rotate garrisons, reclaim Yannan’s military power, or simply revoke the Yannan title – thus the region would return to the Great Qian.

Such decisions benefited both the court and future generations. There would be no open resistance in court, though they would naturally threaten some people’s interests privately. But those people couldn’t use righteousness or cabinet pressure to trip her up – they could only stop her, obstruct her, or even kill her.

This was also a method of using force to overcome ten schemes, simply seeing who had more force and was more brutal.

In such circumstances, this suddenly appearing peerless master was like a bug, casting a shadow over Tie Ci’s path forward.

Even with a large army, Tie Ci would find it difficult to detain such a master. This expert skilled in using poison, who might even possess the antidote to Murong Yi’s toxin, could haunt Tie Ci’s path like a persistent ghost.

Not to mention this expert was likely backed by a mysterious family allied with the current ruling faction of Yannan Prince’s mansion.

After pondering for a while, she told Dan Shuang, “Send a team to Yangcheng, the capital of Qianzhou, to investigate recent movements of the Qianzhou Regional Military Commission.”

Xiao Xueya had told her that though the dozen or so ships loaded with fire oil had all their markings erased, military ships were different from civilian vessels – they could be identified as ships from the Water Patrol Commission.

Xizhou fell under Qianzhou’s jurisdiction, and all Water Patrol Commission ships within Qianzhou belonged directly to the Qianzhou Regional Military Commission. The Xizhou Patrol Commission’s battalion commander had been at tonight’s banquet where Qi Lingyuan entertained Tie Ci, and had just been scalded to death in the bottom hold. But his authority wasn’t sufficient to mobilize so many ships.

Dan Shuang accepted the order and went to arrange personnel, while telling her, “Mu Si says he wants to help us select and train a team from the Nine Guards specifically for intelligence gathering and prisoner interrogation.”

This was naturally Murong Yi’s idea. After thinking, Tie Ci said, “Embroidered Uniform Guard?”

Across from her, Murong Yi smiled from afar.

Tie Ci had long discovered that Murong Yi was very skilled at interrogating prisoners, with an extremely sharp and ruthless style. She had previously suspected he was connected to the Embroidered Uniform Guard, but this should be Murong Yi’s greatest foundation and biggest secret in Liaodong, so she hadn’t asked. Now Murong Yi was essentially revealing it himself, which warmed her heart slightly.

She also understood Murong Yi’s proposal was equivalent to having her establish a secret imperial surveillance and interrogation organization similar to the Embroidered Uniform Guard, which would indeed make her future actions much more convenient. However, she had been educated by her master, who had told her extensively about the various drawbacks of such organizations.

The Imperial Guard, Eastern and Western Factories, Blood Drop – tools for emperors to consolidate power. Wherever they went, officials wept, leaving behind bloody traces of slaughter and conspiracy.

Master said that power was a double-edged sword that harmed people. Few could wield it while maintaining long-term clarity, not even emperors.

Much less ordinary people and eunuchs.

When emperors raised daggers to secure power, when those daggers developed their own will, officials and common people would suffer.

Moreover, trust was rare while suspicion was a human weakness. Using the Imperial Guard to monitor officials, then using the Eastern Factory to suppress the Imperial Guard – who would constrain and supervise the Eastern Factory?

Master had spoken of that Ming Dynasty that loved implementing terror rule – Imperial Guard cavalry roamed everywhere, from princes above to commoners below, all under their sinister gaze. Personal vendettas, implication and false accusations were countless. The Northern and Southern Command prisons were overcrowded, mostly with innocents, and such scenes continued throughout the Ming Dynasty. Master said that once-vast and powerful dynasty ultimately didn’t fall to rebels, but to the factory guards.

Emperors who did such things were fundamentally insecure about their own power and perpetually fearful of losing it, weren’t they?

She said, “We can learn some techniques and methods, but needn’t copy their systems and mechanisms wholesale.”

Dan Shuang nodded and left to carry out orders.

Xiao Xueya approached her, saying, “Your Highness seems to lack specialized talents for investigation and surveillance.”

Tie Ci thought you’ve also thought of this area, but it’s not that I don’t want them – I just haven’t had the chance yet.

After all, over a year ago, the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards weren’t entirely hers. Such secret talents couldn’t be cultivated using the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards.

Di Yiwei did have such talents, but military personnel like this were difficult to cultivate and naturally needed priority deployment on the front lines.

On a whim, she asked Xiao Xueya, “Are you suggesting I also establish an Embroidered Uniform Guard?”

“Does Your Highness think it’s necessary?” Xiao Xueya gazed at her intently.

Tie Ci smiled and briefly shared her thoughts with him. Finally, she laughed, “Having such a blade would indeed strengthen control and increase efficiency, but people’s hearts would scatter, trust would disappear, and ultimately when everyone is played to death and the common people become alienated, who could you still control?”

Xiao Xueya remained silent throughout.

He still had a letter in his sleeve pocket, recently arrived, still stiffly lodged there.

The letter contained the same urgent advice as many previous letters, every word anxious, along with much information he shouldn’t know.

The Crown Princess’s preferences, schedule, temperament, some unknown little habits and secrets that even she herself didn’t notice.

All this came from the Xiao family’s spy network.

The Xiao family had their own intelligence organization, cultivated over many years, holding secrets about most court officials that were unknown to others.

Some had been used, others waited for the right moment.

This information had given him much convenience in the past, especially when he first commanded troops, rotated garrisons, and gained power. Those who tried to trip him up, showed negligence or contempt, acted self-importantly, or attempted to seize power would always face consequences.

Over time, it seemed to become addictive.

As if doing so was natural and right.

Until today on the river, hearing Tie Ci speak such words.

Hearing the imperial heir who should most rightfully wield such weapons speak such words.

He suddenly broke into a cold sweat.

The heir apparent was unwilling to wield blades and weave nets against the world, yet the Xiao family had grasped the blade first.

And he had grown accustomed to it, accepting it with equanimity.

Power was a breeding ground for desire – how many silently rotted upon it? He thought himself unstained by worldly dust, yet had long become someone who manipulated power and schemes.

The person before him was truly one with a clear and bright heart.

He suddenly said, “Thank you, Your Highness.”

Tie Ci thought he was thanking her for the advice that saved the warships, and smiled slightly to indicate it was nothing.

His ship was also her ship anyway.

Even if not temporarily, it would be eventually.

She was confident of that.

As they passed each other, the river wind was strong, and suddenly a gust blew by.

Xiao Xueya was still lost in thought and didn’t notice his newly worn hat’s ties were loose and about to be blown off by the wind.

Tie Ci suddenly reached out and pressed his hat down.

Xiao Xueya: “…”

So she had seen it earlier after all!

Tie Ci decided to see the good deed through and very deftly helped him tie the strings in a knot.

Xiao Xueya seemed about to say something when Tie Ci’s snow-white fingers inadvertently brushed his Adam’s apple.

Xiao Xueya’s whole body stiffened, all words stuck in his throat.

The person before him was too close – so close that lowering his eyes, he could see her warm jade-like neck gracefully extending into her collar, with a faint glimpse of delicate, slender collarbones that seemed they would shatter with a gentle tap.

His fingers unconsciously moved, grazing the sword he carried at his back. The sword seemed too cold, making his fingers tremble and pull away.

Tie Ci was completely oblivious. She finished tying it in a few moves and, knowing this person cared too much about face and fearing he’d go mad, waved and walked away.

She had walked quite far before Xiao Xueya’s Adam’s apple moved and his lips pressed together.

His throat was dry, yet the skin at his throat felt slightly itchy. He raised his hand as if to touch it, then quickly lowered it again.

When he lowered his hand, his sleeve rustled softly.

The family letter lodged stiffly there.

His fingers moved slightly.

Suddenly someone landed beside him. He stopped his hand and saw it was Murong Yi, immediately stepping aside.

Murong Yi looked at him and moved closer.

Xiao Xueya stepped aside again.

Murong Yi moved closer again.

This time Xiao Xueya didn’t yield, saying coolly, “I’ll give you half a quarter-hour. Finish what you want to say.”

Murong Yi acted as if he hadn’t heard, rummaging in his sleeve for a long time before pulling out two thick cylindrical objects wrapped in rough yellow paper with golden grass-like material inside. Murong Yi pulled out a fire starter, lit one, tossed it to Xiao Xueya, and put the other between his lips, taking a deep breath.

Xiao Xueya instinctively caught it and immediately smelled an extremely strong, pungent odor that cleared his head while being somewhat smoky. He said in surprise, “Opium paste?”

“Not the same thing. This comes from Luzon in the Nanyang region – it’s a type of leaf called tobacco. The smoke after burning is quite refreshing and brain-clearing. The natives there use hollow reed tubes filled with it, burning the leaves to inhale the smoke. My fleet brought some back when going to sea. I wrapped it in homemade yellow paper – much more satisfying to smoke.”

Xiao Xueya glanced at Murong Yi.

Organizing a fleet wasn’t simple. Sea charts alone were treasures worth fortunes that couldn’t be bought – a complete, safe route chart could ensure safe passage for maritime trading companies, guaranteeing long-term massive profits. Charts themselves required seafarers to spend lifetimes at sea mapping them. One could say a single chart could ensure a family’s prosperity for generations. Those who could successfully go to sea and own fleets were without exception powerful houses of the time.

“Are you smoking or not? If not, give it back – it’s very expensive.” Seeing him holding the thing without smoking, Murong Yi felt very distressed and snatched it back, extinguishing the tip and putting it away. He took another deep drag from his own and exhaled a white, round smoke ring.

Xiao Xueya was silent for a moment, his mind full of complexity. There were really too many points to criticize and he didn’t know which to choose. After a while, he said coldly, “The Liaodong Prince Heir is surprisingly skilled in commerce – quite unexpected.”

Murong Yi wasn’t surprised he knew his identity. Honestly, accompanying Tie Ci all the way to Yannan, he hadn’t bothered hiding anything. How could ordinary people possess large ships suitable for both commerce and warfare with complete weaponry, or elite guards capable on both land and water? Since Xiao Xueya undertook the task of escorting Tie Ci into Yannan, he would naturally investigate him. Xiao Xueya didn’t even need to investigate – the Xiao family should have checked him after their failed attempt at the Imperial Garden.

Xiao Xueya should have received word long ago yet remained composed throughout. Murong Yi couldn’t stand his pretense and couldn’t help provoking him. He hadn’t expected this fellow to be so easily provoked – one smoke ring and he couldn’t help but jab at him.

He’d thought the man would maintain his iceberg act longer.

He smiled, “You flatter me, you flatter me.”

Xiao Xueya looked at him askance.

Rumors said the new Liaodong Prince Heir was ruthless and merciless, a reborn killing god who had single-handedly pursued his own father and brothers from Yongping to Liaodong, eliminating five brothers along the way through various means, forcing his father to have no choice but to name him heir.

Before this, he had already cleanly eliminated several most likely inheritors, including the eldest son and the powerful legitimate second son.

Xiao Xueya didn’t engage in power struggles, but he read books. History books recorded various forms of succession struggles, mostly involving schemes, alliances, and connections, but he’d never seen Murong Yi’s type.

Many competitors? Just kill them all.

When Xiao Xueya first heard of this, he thought this new heir must be an extremely bloodthirsty brute. But thinking again, dealing with someone as deeply calculating as Prince Da’an, any other methods might backfire. Only this move of removing the foundation could make Prince Da’an view him differently.

Without meeting him, he’d speculated what kind of sinister figure this must be. After actually meeting the person… it was truly hard to describe.

But what he didn’t understand was why, having used any means necessary for the princely title, Murong Yi didn’t stay in Liaodong to strike while the iron was hot, cultivate relationships with powerful ministers, and consolidate his position. Instead, he abandoned all this to run to the Great Qian Crown Princess’s side.

Could he want to use the Great Qian heir apparent as an offering to Prince Da’an?

This would indeed consolidate his position as Liaodong Prince Heir better than anything else.

And the Crown Princess clearly trusted him extremely…

A trace of irritation suddenly passed through Xiao Xueya’s heart. He said coldly, “Why do you continue playing dumb? Liaodong is restless, Prince Da’an is ambitious and doesn’t respect the court, yet you stay by the Crown Princess’s side, fawning over her. What are your intentions?”

“My intentions?” Murong Yi laughed, “Naturally, I came for A’ci.”

“Smooth talk…”

“I said I came for the Crown Princess, and you call it smooth talk, not even willing to hear me explain.” Murong Yi interrupted him, “Is it because in your heart you think I’m lying, that descendants should act in accordance with family interests?”

Xiao Xueya suddenly fell silent, his lips pressed in a tight, straight line.

“When I first met you in Ziyang last year, you didn’t seem to think this way. You knew that batch of meteoric iron swords was connected to the Xiao family, but still chose to personally pursue and retrieve them.” Murong Yi said, “But now, your thinking seems to have changed.”

Xiao Xueya remained silent, his expression as cold as snow on stone.

“You seem to be hesitating, wavering, weighing and considering. This appears very rare in your sharply decisive life. What are you hesitating, wavering, weighing and considering?” Murong Yi narrowed his eyes, contentedly blowing a smoke ring toward the river water, “Hmm, let me guess… whether to save the Xiao family? Whether to kill the Crown Princess?”

Xiao Xueya whirled around, his gaze like knives and ice.

But Murong Yi didn’t even look at him, maintaining that unhurried tone, his voice pleasant enough to make knees weak, yet every word seemed designed to flay someone alive, “What talk of Marshal Xue’s cliff-like integrity, pure as jade and ice? It’s all just ladders climbed up and steps that can’t be descended. The Xiao family’s overwhelming power gave you the opportunity to look down on the world. In Ziyang, because the Xiao family was powerful, you could be yourself, ignoring everything except human principles. But now the Xiao family makes you feel that if you don’t care, it will perish. What terrifies you about the Xiao family’s destruction isn’t losing wealth and status – you wouldn’t care about such things. What you fear is losing your military authority, your battlefield, your opportunity and dreams of conquering in all directions and expanding territory.”

Xiao Xueya stared at him motionlessly. His pupils were lighter than most people’s, clear as crystal in sunlight, creating bone-deep coldness when staring unblinkingly.

Yet Murong Yi kept smiling throughout, even the corners of his eyes curved upward, complementing his flying brows with a thin seductiveness, though his gaze held the mockery of one coldly observing the world.

“So who would know that the iceberg-like Marshal Xue is actually a weak person? Relying on the Xiao family’s power to achieve great deeds while disdaining their methods and wanting to sever ties to build your own reputation for justice. But when the critical moment comes for a real break, you can’t bear to abandon the Xiao family’s mountain-like background and abundant resources. In the end, neither son nor grandson, neither general nor minister – what can you still be?”

A burnt cigarette stub fell from his full, red lips. He blew gently, and it turned to ash in the world.

He smiled, “You think I’m like a sycophant, but in my eyes, you can’t even be a good sycophant.”

Xiao Xueya stared at him as the wind on the river seemed to freeze solid at this moment.

Chapter 351: Everything Falls Into Place
The soldiers around them sensed something and instinctively moved further away.

After a long while, Xiao Xueya said in a cold, low voice: “I didn’t know that the Heir of Liaodong not only has the scheming mind of an abyss, but also such a clever tongue—not much different from those palace eunuchs.”

He continued: “But while Your Lordship critiques others so readily, what about yourself?”

“Me?” Murong Yi laughed, completely unfazed by his mockery. “Do you think your circumstances are similar to mine? No, no, no—you’re far worse off than me, and your family is far worse than mine. The Xiao family only dares to scheme like mice behind the scenes, while my father actually crossed swords with the Crown Princess in open conflict. The Xiao family only dares to send letters from behind, urging you to strike against the Crown Princess, but my father directly put a blade in my hands—if I didn’t kill the Crown Princess, I would die.”

Xiao Xueya stared at him coldly.

“You can go inquire about what happened afterward,” Murong Yi said with a smile. “Grand Marshal, I actually know you’re not as narrow-minded and selfish as I described, but you’ve always lacked sufficient trust in the Crown Princess. Because of this lack of trust, you overthink and hesitate, unwilling to submit, wanting to keep all initiative in your own hands. But after dealing with the Crown Princess twice, what kind of person she truly is, whether she deserves your submission—you should already understand this in your heart. If you understand what kind of person she is, do you really think those arrogant thoughts of yours can continue?”

Xiao Xueya remained motionless, not even glancing at him, but the hand resting on the railing showed slightly protruding veins.

“She’s not afraid of you—she just doesn’t want to waste more state funds dealing with you. I don’t care about you either—I just don’t want her to have to worry about handling you in the future. She’s already busy enough.” Murong Yi flicked his fingers, tossing the burnt cigarette butt far into the river.

After finishing one, he reached for a second. Xiao Xueya, already bothered by the smell and even more agitated by these words, was about to tell him to get lost when a hand suddenly reached over and deftly plucked away the cigarette. Tie Ci’s voice sounded very calm as she said: “How is it? Does it taste good?”

Murong Yi smiled: “Quite refreshing, but you shouldn’t smoke this stuff—it’s too harsh and probably bad for your health.”

“So you do know,” Tie Ci smiled amiably. “This stuff isn’t just ordinarily harmful to your health. Smoke too much and your teeth turn black, your fingernails turn yellow, your whole lungs turn black. When you’re old, you’ll start coughing before you even get out of bed in the morning, and you won’t stop until you cough up a huge glob of yellow phlegm. Wherever you go, you’ll be coughing; wherever you go, you’ll be spitting…”

Xiao Xueya, with his severe cleanliness obsession, felt terrible all over.

Why did Her Highness have to describe it so vividly!

Murong Yi’s focus was different: “Will you take care of me then?”

Tie Ci said coldly and ruthlessly: “Mu Si probably won’t mind you, right? If not, Zhao San can surely tolerate it.”

She held out her palm to him. Murong Yi sighed and muttered: “It really is quite invigorating.”

He slowly pulled one from his sleeve and placed it in Tie Ci’s palm.

Tie Ci didn’t withdraw her hand, tilting her chin up: “Hmm?”

Murong Yi had no choice but to keep searching.

Sleeve pockets, chest, belt… he pulled out one after another, as if his body contained a treasure bag.

Tie Ci’s hand soon held a small pile.

Xiao Xueya stood to the side watching, suddenly feeling a bit dazed.

This scene—why did it look so much like a wife searching her husband for hidden pocket money…

With this thought, he immediately felt uncomfortable all over and stepped back, turning his face away.

From the corner of his eye, he could still see that even though Murong Yi had clearly searched all the places on his body he could reach, Tie Ci’s hand remained outstretched.

Murong Yi: “There’s none left, really none!” He even shook out his sleeve pockets and such for Tie Ci to see—they were indeed all empty.

Tie Ci ignored him.

Murong Yi, helpless, bit by bit actually managed to produce one more, then two more, then three more…

Xiao Xueya was amazed.

So this was the kind of rogue the Crown Princess liked.

Murong Yi sighed loudly: “Like this, I’ll never be able to hide pocket money again in the future!”

Tie Ci threw a small pig at him and told him to hurry back to quarantine.

Murong Yi caught the pig and, without even glancing at Xiao Xueya, actually walked away.

Xiao Xueya watched his carefree and leisurely retreating figure, then looked at Tie Ci throwing those tobacco sticks one by one into the water. His gaze fell on Tie Ci’s snow-white fingers that appeared almost transparent in the sunlight, and he turned his eyes away.

After Tie Ci finished throwing the cigarettes, she turned to Xiao Xueya and said: “The position of Magistrate of Xizhou will be temporarily filled by the former Southwest Suppression Commissioner. The Assistant Magistrate of the magistrate’s office has reportedly gone to Pingyun Prefecture in Huangzhou to congratulate the local Prefect on his birthday, so we’ll leave that position alone for now and discuss it when he returns. As for the military ships that attacked us and the captured soldiers, please have the Grand Manager arrange elite troops to escort them to the Procuratorate of Qianzhou for interrogation and handling. All water patrol inspectors along the Fuguang River, and officers above the rank of Chiliarch in the local garrison commands, are to immediately remove their armor and seal their offices, and report to the Procuratorate for investigation…”

She discussed with Xiao Xueya various changes in the official circles of not only Xizhou but also Qianzhou. Xiao Xueya listened intently, knowing that after this incident, the official circles of Qianzhou would inevitably undergo major changes. However, Her Highness’s actions seemed to have the suspicion of alerting the enemy. With such events occurring in Qianzhou territory, one should either suppress them quietly for stability and deal with them fully after resolving the Yannan situation to avoid fighting on two fronts, or strike like lightning while the enemy hadn’t reacted yet, capturing them all in one net. The current approach of arresting people but handing them over to the Procuratorate—what if there were connections there? Wouldn’t it be like the left hand giving to the right hand?

Tie Ci naturally saw the meaning in his eyes and thought that this Grand Marshal wasn’t just good at warfare. However, since Xiao Xueya was still a member of the Xiao family and still commanded troops, she naturally couldn’t reveal all her thoughts to him. Only when he came around would she grant him her trust.

The official circles of Qianzhou were probably ninety percent problematic, but the Regional Military Commission controlled the troops, so any trouble would necessarily start with the military. She was pulling the rug out from under them by throwing the major treason case of assassinating the Crown Heir to Qianzhou, using this opportunity to trap all the mid-level military officers of Qianzhou in the Procuratorate. The Regional Military Commission and Procuratorate would inevitably have to negotiate, and the Provincial Administration Commission would also be inevitably drawn in. So no matter who among them was connected to Yannan, they couldn’t break free now and couldn’t help Yannan.

She would send the accompanying Left Assistant of the Eastern Palace to oversee the Procuratorate. This Left Assistant wasn’t high-ranking, but he was a twice-successful examination graduate who had observed politics in the Six Ministries and had been in the Hanlin Academy. He had cultivated worldly wisdom and understood both civil and military ways. With him in charge, he represented her, and no one would dare to openly collude or perfunctorily handle things. He could openly preside over the overall situation while secretly fanning the flames, enough to keep Qianzhou’s official circles in turmoil for several months, too busy to care for themselves.

By the time that group finished their infighting, her side should be almost done, and then she could turn around and clean up Qianzhou’s official circles, removing those who needed removing and placing those who needed placing, completely taking this crucial Qian region—the most important route to Yannan—into her own hands. Moreover, if Yannan affairs stabilized by then, Yannan’s official circles would inevitably need reorganization and replacement, making adjustments between the two regions much more flexible.

But before that, she wanted to take advantage of this opportunity to get Qianzhou’s military into her hands.

When the Crown Princess traveled on inspection, she had the right to deploy troops in emergency situations, but this was limited to the garrison forces of one province. If she wanted to deploy garrisons from three or more provinces, she would first have to send documents to the Regional Military Commission, which would then issue deployment orders—by the time this back-and-forth was completed, any opportunity would be long gone.

Tie Ci glanced at Xiao Xueya and finally said: “The Nanyue naval forces came here both for training and for garrison rotation. You might as well select suitable officers and bring your own men to temporarily take over the defense duties of the various water patrol inspectorates, so we can also sweep up all the water bandits on the Fuguang River in one net.”

A flash of astonishment passed through Xiao Xueya’s eyes.

What did the Crown Princess mean by this?

Using Qi Lingyuan’s case as a pretext, she had taken control of all the naval and land military officers in Qianzhou without regard for anything else, and would naturally want to seize Qianzhou’s naval military authority afterward, controlling Qianzhou’s waterways to stabilize her rear. But if that was the case, she should arrange her own people. Yet she was entrusting it to him instead. Wasn’t she afraid that he would take control of Qianzhou’s water and land forces, seize Qianzhou’s military authority, and thereby trap her in Yannan, preventing her from ever returning to Da Qian?

But Tie Ci acted as if she hadn’t given it any thought, smiling at him as if speaking to one of her trusted subordinates: “I’ll have to trouble the Grand Manager with what comes after.”

She turned and walked away, leaving Xiao Xueya standing alone in the wind.

Let him think it through slowly on his own.

Tie Ci had no worries.

Xiao Xueya probably didn’t understand himself as well as she understood him. This extremely proud type of person would only feel insulted by suspicion, becoming more alienated. Instead, giving him trust as vast as mountains and seas would make his inner principles and self-respect draw a line for him that he would never cross, no matter what.

Whether he wanted it or not, she had thrown it to him, and he would definitely do it well.

As he did it, he would become her person.

After that, trying to break away again would be easier said than done.

Tie Ci smiled with gracious nobility, her face completely open, while her belly full of scheming calculations would never leak the slightest bit.

Xiao Xueya called out to stop her, but asked a question unrelated to himself: “This minister has a question to ask Your Highness. Why did you ultimately choose the Southwest Suppression Commissioner? Was it because he’s under the Rong family?”

Imperial statecraft lies in balance; to deal with the Xiao family, elevating the Rong family would be necessary.

Tie Ci smiled, understanding his meaning. This was just conventional thinking.

But emperors who became obsessed with playing balance games among their ministers were actually incompetent emperors. Various schemes of manipulation, provocation, and making subordinates compete against each other would ultimately cause internal strife and prevent talents from being used to their full potential. And a court full of factional struggles and trapped in internal conflicts would be of no benefit to national strength or people’s livelihood.

Truly powerful emperors didn’t rely on schemes, but on making the best use of their subordinates’ talents, having sufficient authority and control, and the ability to solve problems.

This required the emperor to have both civil and military achievements, care for the state and society, far-sighted vision, and broad-minded tolerance.

She smiled: “No, I don’t care about those things. Who belongs to whose faction, who bears whose label—before they do anything harmful to the court and national interests, they are all my ministers, and I treat them equally. If I had various concerns just because of who has relationships with whom, disregarding their ten years of cold study and half a lifetime of hard work and achievements, then I would eventually have no one to use. If they ultimately cause problems due to factional struggles and power competitions, there are state laws and heavenly authority to deal with them.”

Xiao Xueya’s usually iceberg-like expression showed slight emotion.

He had seen countless power-lovers and power-players, heard various struggles and schemes in the power arena, but had never seen such openness and broad vision.

This was the true mindset and vision of an emperor, not swayed by external things, seeing heaven, earth, sun, moon, and human hearts.

“This time in appointing the new magistrate, time was short, so I had people collect their daily trivial information. The Southwest Suppression Commissioner has a somewhat inflexible personality and doesn’t like socializing with people—others generally don’t think highly of him. But digging deeper, we learn he’s a filial son who brought his mother to his post. He carried his mother, who wanted to see mountains and rivers, to visit all the famous mountains and great rivers of the Southwest, collecting local customs and people’s conditions while writing books and caring for his old mother, handling everything personally. He didn’t become dejected because he was sidelined, nor did he scramble around trying to secure a lucrative position. He did what he could within his power while also caring for his family and benefiting future generations. He’s clearly someone with firm resolve who can adapt to circumstances, acts flexibly with his own ideas, and is familiar with Southwest conditions—couldn’t be more suitable.”

“As for the Water Transport Director, he’s reasonably clean—it’s indeed rare not to exploit people heavily in such a lucrative position. But the Fuguang River has had rampant water bandits for years without proper cleaning up, which shows this person is timid and cowardly by nature. Now with Qianzhou changes imminent and Xizhou being so close to Yannan and extremely important, such a person cannot shoulder the heavy responsibility of being the father and mother official of such an important water and land thoroughfare.”

“As for that garrison Pacification Commissioner, my people haven’t had time to get more information about him, but when I went to see them, this person was obviously a flexible character, very good at reading the mood. Between the lines, he was subtly expressing loyalty, and he apparently saw that I might replace Qianzhou officials later—he seemed quite eager to try. Logically, we should use such a clever person… Grand Manager, can you guess why I didn’t use him?”

Xiao Xueya was silent for a while, then said: “Being too clever and flexible means lacking firm resolve, and he’s very likely to sway with the wind. Otherwise, when many troops near Xizhou were involved in this fire ship incident, why were his subordinates’ hands so clean? Was it really because of his loyalty to the court? Looking at his character, he doesn’t seem to be such an honest and straightforward person, so it’s worth pondering.”

Tie Ci beamed: “The Grand Manager appears aloof and disdainful, but unexpectedly reads people so sharply. That’s exactly the reasoning. Qianzhou changes are about to begin from Xizhou, and at this time, Xizhou can’t afford to use such a fence-sitter. Otherwise, at the first sign of trouble, he’ll slip away—how can I safely return to the capital in the future?”

Xiao Xueya said nothing more and silently performed a bow.

No need to ask more—he had seen what he wanted to see.

Tie Ci casually waved her hand, saying she would send these officials away and continue the journey, then went to busy herself with her own affairs.

She left Xiao Xueya at the bow, gazing at the rippling river water in silence.

The thin ice left by last night’s blue-clothed person had already melted. The river water looked the same year after year, waves surging and washing, the mast tips of the ships arranged in a line piercing toward the clouds.

Xiao Xueya slowly drew a stack of letters from his sleeve—the snow-wave paper bore ink marks from old to new, emanating a faint ink fragrance between his fingers.

A deputy general who had followed him for many years approached, wanting to ask what the Crown Princess had said and why the Grand Marshal seemed to be in a poor mood.

But he was immediately startled.

Xiao Xueya loosened his fingers, and that stack of papers suddenly scattered and fell into the river.

They immediately became soaked, the ink bleeding, then slowly sank.

The deputy general was also from a family affiliated with the Xiao family and knew all of Xiao Xueya’s affairs. Watching those letters disappear into the vast river in an instant, he vaguely understood something and turned pale with shock.

But Xiao Xueya raised his head, looking toward the sun that was half-covered by layers of clouds.

These clouds would eventually scatter, this sky would eventually clear, and above this firmament there was only one sun and moon—nothing could steal their radiance.

And he could only be an upright and honorable person walking beneath the sun and moon.

…

Tie Ci requisitioned another of Xiao Xueya’s ships as her own vessel. Murong Yi still lived next to her, with a hole cut in the partition wall for communication.

When Tie Ci entered, she smelled the aroma of food. Murong Yi’s voice came from next door, carrying laughter: “Celebrating Your Highness’s success.”

A wooden board was set across the hole opening, with a tray placed on it holding several small dishes and two wine pots—one pot per person, with wine already poured in sweet white porcelain cups.

Tie Ci smelled the wine’s fragrance and smiled: “Wanshi Xiang.”

Only Murong Yi could drink this priceless famous wine like a beverage.

She thought of Xiao Xueya and, thinking to strike while the iron was hot, wanted to call Dan Shuang and Chi Xue to send a pot of wine to Xiao Xueya. But when she went out, she didn’t see either of them. She happened to see Wan Ji passing by, so she called him over, handed him a pot of wine along with two plates of small dishes, and asked him to deliver them to Xiao Xueya.

Wan Ji was a flexible person. Previously, Xiao Xueya had maintained a distant attitude toward Tie Ci, and Tie Ci had never given him food before. This gesture now clearly indicated their relationship had progressed further, so he was very happy to carry the items away.

Tie Ci picked up her wine cup and toasted Murong Yi: “Thank you for your help.”

Murong Yi’s eyes sparkled with laughter as he wore thick gloves and clinked cups with her.

The winning over of Xiao Xueya could be said to have begun from their first meeting.

Even with her eyes closed, Tie Ci could guess that the Xiao family had great expectations for Xiao Xueya.

The Xiao family brought Xiao Xueya here intending to keep her forever in Yannan; and she was using this opportunity to pull Xiao Xueya to her side.

However, although Xiao Xueya was proud and upright, he was still a member of the Xiao family—a famous general who had received the Xiao family’s full support and cultivation. When the Xiao family was prosperous, he would completely ignore them and refuse to go along with their schemes, but once the Xiao family became weak and fell into crisis, he couldn’t just watch his family members fall into dust, nor would he be willing to forget their kindness.

Marshal Xue was like snow, but not truly without emotion.

So this was her silent contest with the Xiao family across mountains and seas.

Xiao Xueya’s choice was the battlefield.

The question was whether family affection and gratitude would prevail, or whether righteousness and loyalty would remain forever in his heart.

Before that, she had to let Xiao Xueya see Tie Ci’s capability and sincerity.

For someone like Xiao Xueya, purely showing goodwill or purely being forceful would both be ineffective.

Showing goodwill would make him look down on her; being forceful would make him resist.

So she took him to tour the slums, openly pointed out his problems without avoidance, showed him how much the people suffered and how military campaigns harmed the nation’s foundation. She didn’t randomly make promises to fulfill his dreams just because she needed him, but wanted him to open his stubborn perspective and understand that all struggles ultimately hurt innocent common people.

Her suggestion helped his ships avoid losses from fire attacks—this was a favor, demonstrating her insight and ability.

At this point, he should have some wavering. Murong Yi appeared at the right time, using their similar circumstances to remind Xiao Xueya of his inner uncertainty and provoke his competitive spirit.

Then Tie Ci stepped forward to grant him enormous trust, letting him see her breadth of mind, openness, and maturity.

Tie Ci believed that throughout this journey so far, everything had fallen into place.

She smiled and raised her palm: “High five!”

Chapter 352: Sudden Crisis
Through the opening, their gloved palms clapped together.

Murong Yi’s bear paw-like hand took the opportunity to grab Tie Ci’s hand and wouldn’t let go, tears welling up as he said: “There’s no way to live like this anymore—I can’t even touch your little hands. There’s no point in me being alive. If I really get uglier and uglier, I won’t see you anymore and will just go back to Liaodong. But you’re not allowed to take any prince consorts in the future either. You take one, I’ll kill one; you take one, I’ll kill one…”

Tie Ci ignored his nonsense and suddenly said: “The speed of your pox outbreak seems to have slowed down a bit.”

Murong Yi was startled and touched his face, discovering that indeed no new pox had appeared in the past half day.

“Looks like that pig was useful—you still need to pet more pigs,” Tie Ci said. “Then we can basically confirm that mysterious person can cure your poison. He said if we want the antidote, we should find him ourselves. When we reach Wuling, I’ll go find him.”

“You’re no match for him. I’ll handle my own affairs.”

“I now suspect he’s one of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors—that strongest old monster mentioned by Chen Tuntian. Trying to subdue him by force won’t work, but everyone has weaknesses. Once we find his weakness, it’ll be easy to handle.”

Murong Yi suddenly said: “Then do you know what my weaknesses are?”

Tie Ci had long adapted to his leaping topics and said lightly: “Jealousy.”

“What kind of weakness is that?” Murong Yi dismissed this, lowering his voice and suddenly smiling: “My weakness is you.”

He had a magnificent voice, and speaking softly in the dim cabin at this moment, it sounded gentle and rich like fine wine, every word intoxicating.

Even Tie Ci, who considered herself experienced with romance and storms, couldn’t help but skip a heartbeat. After pausing for a moment, she said softly with a smile: “I feel the same.”

Murong Yi smiled even more charmingly and said: “Your Highness, you just thanked me. For a dignified Crown Heir, saying thanks isn’t just lip service—shouldn’t you give me some reward?”

Tie Ci lovingly stroked his bear paw and said: “Then you suggest something. As long as it’s not…”

“Don’t add conditions! What affection is there if you add conditions!”

Tie Ci had no choice but to stop and looked at him helplessly with a smile.

Murong Yi smiled slightly and said: “Ci Ci, I haven’t seen you in women’s clothing yet.”

The cabin light was dim, outlining everything like a relief sculpture. Murong Yi’s half-hidden face visible through the small opening looked even more beautiful like a statue, while his eyes held the brightness of vast skies and shimmering waves.

Tie Ci stared without blinking, reluctant to look away. She thought I’m going to die, I’m going to die—how can someone who’s so susceptible to beauty like me survive? This is a femme fatale bringing ruin to the country! While her mouth randomly responded: “My beloved consort, never mind women’s clothing—even a bikini could be considered…”

Murong Yi laughed and urged Tie Ci to hurry up and change. Tie Ci came to her senses and first realized she hadn’t brought any women’s clothing, then remembered she had bought a dress while shopping at the market with Xiao Xueya. Just as she was about to find it, she saw Murong Yi had prepared and brought out a set of women’s clothing, saying: “Try this local colorful dress first.”

Looking at the outfit, Tie Ci found the colors and style were almost identical to the one she had chosen, clearly showing Murong Yi knew her preferences very well. In an excellent mood, she took it.

Xiao Xueya was someone who was particular but not extravagant, so the cabin wasn’t large either. More space needed to be used for weapons and equipment, with no separate room for changing clothes. Tie Ci pulled down the opening’s cover board and said: “No peeking!”

Who knew Murong Yi would loudly say from the other side: “No peeking!”

Tie Ci laughed in exasperation but happily began changing clothes.

…

Wan Ji carried the wine and food down the gangplank, originally planning to deliver them to Xiao Xueya’s cabin. But Xiao Xueya had gone to the deck, and when he went down to the deck, Xiao Xueya had returned to his cabin. Just as he was preparing to deliver them again, his guard came to report that people from the Blood Cavalry on the adjacent ship were fighting with Xiao Xueya’s men again.

Ever since Xiao Xueya’s men lost in the martial arts competition with Murong Yi’s people last time, the Nanyue naval forces had been showing off in front of Wan Ji’s men these past few days, also wanting to compete to regain face. Small conflicts between both sides continued constantly. Both Tie Ci and Xiao Xueya believed soldiers should have some wolf-like nature, so they didn’t restrain this, only requiring Wan Ji to watch that no lives were lost.

Hearing this, Wan Ji placed the wine and food on the bow’s protective board and said: “Then I’ll go. Either way, please have the Grand Manager come down to eat and drink himself. Drinking fine wine facing the great river—nothing could be more delightful!”

The wind was strong today, with large waves on the river. The ship suddenly swayed as waves crashed against the bow, scattering a misty spray at the front.

Wan Ji, afraid the wine pot would tip over, hurried to steady it but accidentally knocked it over himself. He quickly caught it, then smelled an extremely rich wine fragrance.

Wan Ji’s eyes lit up. He took a deep breath and couldn’t resist secretly pouring himself a cup, downing it in one gulp before running along the gangplank to the other ship.

Xiao Xueya emerged from his cabin followed by his trusted officers, all wearing various expressions.

Just moments before, the Grand Marshal had briefly gathered them and said that from now on they should respect the Crown Princess’s will above all, must not disobey, should be loyal to the Crown Princess, and escort her safely on her Yannan journey.

The trusted officers listened with bewildered looks.

Most had followed Xiao Xueya for many years and regularly received care from the Xiao family. Some were even originally from families affiliated with the Xiao clan, having followed Xiao Xueya from common soldiers up through the ranks, from Jiusui to Nanyue, building their careers until now.

Now with the Crown Princess rising and the Xiao family repeatedly suffering setbacks, with this Yannan journey where the Crown Princess had actually agreed to the Nanyue naval rotation, everyone had actually prepared for action, waiting at any moment for the Grand Marshal’s command.

They never expected the final command to be like this.

One of his lieutenant generals couldn’t help but say loudly: “Grand Marshal! You must reconsider…”

Another officer pulled him back, saying quietly: “Old Hu, say less!”

Xiao Xueya’s decisions never brooked questioning—everyone had long been accustomed to accepting orders.

After a moment of silence, the officers looked complex but accepted their orders and left.

Xiao Xueya paid no attention to his subordinates’ thoughts. He spoke, they obeyed—no explanation needed.

He emerged from his cabin and saw turbulent waves crashing below, with fine wine and good food on the protective board.

Wan Ji shouted from afar: “The Crown Princess grants Grand Manager Xiao the fine wine Wanshi Xiang!”

Xiao Xueya naturally knew this wine. He had no interest in alcohol and never drank in the military. Just as he was about to refuse, seeing the wine’s fragrance wafting and soldiers on deck glancing over from the corners of their eyes, he thought this was Tie Ci’s gesture of goodwill. Since it was a public gesture of goodwill, and since he had already made his decision, he might as well accept it.

He walked down, and an aide eagerly approached, asking whether he wanted to eat here or take it back to his cabin.

Xiao Xueya looked at those few small dishes—exquisite and clean, with special combinations, definitely not the standard of his army’s kitchen. Remembering previously hearing about someone’s cooking skills, he felt disgusted and said indifferently that he would eat here.

He didn’t touch the food, drinking wine while facing the morning sun on the river, accompanied by countless thoughts. Before he knew it, he had finished an entire pot of Wanshi Xiang.

Imperial gifts couldn’t be given to others or thrown away, but Xiao Xueya acted as if nothing had happened. Leaning against the railing, after finishing the wine, he casually flipped over the food plates, dumping all the food into the river water.

After finishing the wine, Wan Ji had also handled his own affairs and shouted from the opposite ship: “Grand Marshal, if you don’t like drinking, at least give me a taste of that good wine…”

Xiao Xueya felt like laughing a little. Looking up, somehow he suddenly felt the sunlight was extraordinarily brilliant, stabbing like a sword, while his mind suddenly went blank.

There were cries of alarm from all around.

As he collapsed with a thunderous crash, he thought: Damn, the weather’s about to change.

…

Tie Ci was changing clothes in the cabin.

There was an extremely slight movement from the pull-board behind the opening. Without turning her head, she flicked her finger, and the pull-board slammed down with a snap, nearly hitting Murong Yi’s nose.

But someone’s shamelessness clearly exceeded human limits. Before she could question that guy, she heard Murong Yi righteously say from next door: “Why is the pull-board making noise? Are you peeking at me changing clothes?”

Tie Ci chuckled and said: “If you want me to look, just say so directly—why beat around the bush?”

Murong Yi laughed: “What’s the point of looking through this small opening? I heard there’s an ethnic group in Yannan with a festival called the Bathing Pool Gathering. On that day, all men, women, old and young of the entire tribe go to soak in hot springs, everyone completely naked, facing each other with complete honesty. There are markets and singing and dancing nearby—you can even do business while soaking. After soaking, they spread cotton quilts right there on the ground and sleep under the open sky. They soak like this for seven or eight days, even ten or more, returning home satisfied. If we encounter this, we definitely must go soak…” His tone was very yearning.

But while he spoke with great longing, his fingers silently traced a few lines on the cabin wall, and immediately a piece of wood fell away. He quietly peered through.

The adjacent room was pitch black. Before he could make out any shapes, there was suddenly commotion outside, followed by urgent knocking on the door.

Tie Ci, who was changing clothes, was astonished.

Given her noble status, no one should knock on her door so rudely. What had happened?

She immediately took off the colorful dress, but this garment was very complex with numerous buttons. She rapidly undid them one by one.

Dan Shuang’s voice sounded outside the door, very urgent: “Your Highness! Are you there! Something’s happened!”

Below, Lieutenant General Hu looked up at the cabin above and said indignantly: “In broad daylight, why is Her Highness keeping her door closed? Is she planning to scheme against us behind closed doors!”

Dan Shuang lowered her voice: “Your Highness, Grand Manager Xiao suddenly collapsed—he seems to have been poisoned. He fell after drinking the wine you gave him. Please come out quickly—if you don’t come out soon, the Nanyue naval forces will mutiny!”

Tie Ci: “…Have Chi Xue and Wan Ji go calm them down! I’ll be right there!”

This damn dress has too many buttons!

She could faintly hear the roaring voices below: “…Such a major incident has occurred, yet the Crown Princess delays and makes excuses instead of coming out—could it be she’s already fled…”

Chi Xue, who was taking Xiao Xueya’s pulse, said coldly: “This general, please watch your words! Her Highness is so noble—how dare you slander her!”

She looked up at the cabin door that still hadn’t opened, feeling anxious and vaguely guessing that Her Highness might be inconvenienced at the moment. This timing was truly unfortunate—having this incident now when explanations were impossible. Keeping the door closed in broad daylight and not coming out even during a major crisis would inevitably deepen suspicions in anyone’s eyes.

Dan Shuang pressed against the door and called quietly: “Your Highness! Your Highness, what’s wrong with you!”

She couldn’t understand why Tie Ci wouldn’t come out. Her anxious tone, seen by the group below, only added fuel to the fire. Someone suddenly blew a horn, its deep sound echoing across the entire Fuguang River surface. Surrounding warships lowered their gangplanks one after another as countless soldiers gathered.

Tie Ci’s guards on her ship also rushed onto the deck.

With a snap, Tie Ci tore off all the remaining buttons, threw away the dress, grabbed her own clothes and put them on.

Next door, the door creaked open—apparently Murong Yi had changed back into his clothes ahead of time and gone out.

As soon as he left, Tie Ci heard whooshing sounds above her head and slight vibrations underfoot. Afraid that if confrontation arose, he and his lawless men would escalate the situation, she called out urgently: “Stabilize the situation—don’t let there be conflict!”

The Nanyue naval forces already had weak loyalty. With Xiao Xueya’s incident, if handled poorly, a military rebellion was no joke.

Tie Ci had anticipated the Nanyue naval forces might cause trouble when they first met, had thought about them becoming too powerful to control after conquering Yannan, but had never imagined that at this moment of celebration for finally winning over Xiao Xueya, such a complication would suddenly arise.

But thinking more carefully, if something were to go wrong, there really was no better time than now.

Xiao Xueya had just submitted, but his subordinate officers hadn’t yet come around, let alone the Nanyue naval forces who only listened to Xiao Xueya and adored him immensely.

Trust hadn’t been established yet, but the incident had already occurred. They would think she was burning bridges after crossing, that she would stop at nothing to seize military power.

Fastening the last button, with a swish the belt wrapped around her waist, the jade writing brush swinging in a snow-white arc at her back, Tie Ci pushed open the door with a bang.

The people below didn’t even notice her arrival, still arguing loudly in chaos.

Chi Xue stood up from beside Xiao Xueya with a grave expression. People all around stared at her intensely, and she sighed inwardly.

Some things couldn’t be said, yet couldn’t not be said.

She said: “I cannot determine whether the Grand Manager has an acute illness or has been poisoned…”

Before she finished speaking, everyone was in uproar, and almost immediately people began cursing.

A deputy general said loudly: “The Grand Marshal was poisoned from drinking that wine!”

Everyone’s gaze fell on the wine pot. Someone took it and found a silver needle to test for poison, but there was no reaction. However, the military doctor accompanying the Nanyue naval forces had some knowledge and shook his head: “Not all poisons can be detected with silver needles.” He diluted the wine with water and poured it on freshly caught fish—before long, all the fish had turned belly-up.

Immediately someone shouted: “This is wine granted by Her Highness! What is Her Highness trying to do!”

Dan Shuang couldn’t help but angrily say: “Her Highness drank the same wine herself! Since Her Highness is fine, someone must have tampered with it on the way!”

“The one who delivered the wine was also one of your people—Wan Ji!”

Wan Ji was hurrying over while shouting: “What happened? What happened?”

Tie Ci strode over quickly. Her guards immediately surged forward to follow behind her, but Tie Ci waved her hand, signaling them to step back.

Swarming over like this would easily create a confrontational situation and escalate conflicts.

She walked alone through the crowd, and all around fell silent. The Nanyue naval officers glared at her with gritted teeth.

Tie Ci paid no attention, crouched down to look at Xiao Xueya’s completely pale face, and asked Chi Xue: “How is he?”

Chi Xue shook her head and said bitterly: “There are too many complex poisons in the Southwest…”

Tie Ci said: “Go get Chi Qingbo.”

Someone went to fetch him, and an officer couldn’t help but rudely demand: “Please explain yourself, Your Highness!”

Tie Ci stood up and said: “I drank this wine myself. Because it was mellow and delicious, I granted a pot to the Grand Manager. I had no problems drinking this wine.”

The naval officers all snorted with disdain, someone muttering quietly: “You were locked in your room doing who knows what—who knows if you drank wine or something else.”

Dan Shuang’s eyes showed anger, and Tie Ci turned to Wan Ji: “Wan Ji, when you delivered wine to the Grand Manager, did you encounter anyone? Was there anything unusual?”

Wan Ji said in astonishment: “Not at all. This minister encountered no one and nothing unusual. I delivered it to the deck, saw the Grand Manager wasn’t there, originally intended to take it to his cabin, but temporarily had business to attend to, so I left the tray on the ship’s rail.”

Another person said: “I was on deck and saw Commander Wan put down the wine and food, then the Grand Manager came down to drink. No one approached during that time.”

Immediately someone said: “The wine and food came from Her Highness’s quarters, and no one approached them during that time. Won’t Her Highness give us a clear explanation!”

Someone said sadly and angrily: “The Grand Marshal just instructed us to be loyal to Her Highness, and Her Highness immediately burns bridges after crossing. Does Her Highness think she now has the Nanyue naval forces in hand, so she wants to kick the Grand Marshal aside?”

Tie Ci was startled. She was certain Xiao Xueya’s heart had changed, but hadn’t expected him to be so honorable and straightforward as to have made arrangements with his subordinate officers.

But this timing was particularly unfortunate—Xiao Xueya had just handed over military authority, and immediately afterward something happened. These simple-minded men would inevitably suspect her of disposing of useful people after achieving her goal.

She said: “Since the Grand Marshal has told you all that the naval forces should be loyal to me, I should treat the Grand Marshal and all of you well. Yet I would openly poison the Grand Marshal at this time—wouldn’t that be throwing away all previous efforts and asking for trouble?”

Everyone fell silent for a moment, but someone said quietly: “That’s not how you put it. According to Your Highness’s original intention, the wine and food should have been quietly sent to the Grand Marshal’s cabin. The Grand Marshal should have drunk the wine and been poisoned in his cabin. This poison can’t be detected with silver needles at all, and everyone knows the Grand Marshal’s rules—he doesn’t allow anyone to disturb him in his room. So the Grand Marshal would have drunk alone in his room, and even if something happened, no one would think of Your Highness’s poisoned wine. At most, they’d say it was an acute illness. This way, Your Highness could step forward to treat the Grand Marshal, only gaining our loyalty and gratitude. If the Grand Marshal eventually still ‘died of illness,’ the Nanyue naval forces would belong to Your Highness!”

As soon as these words were spoken, everyone immediately understood. Someone said: “I was wondering why the Grand Marshal suddenly said such things—Your Highness must have worked hard on the Grand Marshal beforehand, right? Otherwise, the Grand Marshal never eats food sent by others—how did he happen to drink wine sent by Your Highness!”

Someone said sadly and angrily: “The Grand Marshal was too loyal and straightforward, not knowing that trust in cold-hearted people can sometimes be a death warrant!”

Someone said: “Fortunately, Heaven’s justice prevails. Wan Ji didn’t find the Grand Marshal and left the wine and food on the deck rail, letting this happen in full view of everyone—it can no longer be covered up!”

Someone angrily said: “Earlier, Your Highness was dawdling in her room and wouldn’t come out—was she seeing that the matter was exposed and looking for remedial measures!”

Chapter 353: Hearts in Perfect Harmony
With these words, everyone looked even more suspicious, staring at Tie Ci. Tie Ci naturally couldn’t say anything or explain, but her silence in everyone’s eyes appeared to be guilt.

The Nanyue naval officers exchanged glances, their expressions grim. People at the bow began making flag signals, and warships in the distance also started approaching.

Someone grabbed Wan Ji, demanding he explain clearly. Before Wan Ji could speak, he suddenly cried out and pitched forward, startling the person who had grabbed him.

Everyone crowded around to look at his complexion—like Xiao Xueya’s, it had turned ashen gray in a short time, though his forehead burned with fever, appearing like an acute illness.

He seemed to have been poisoned by the same thing.

Tan Qingbo arrived at this moment and examined both men. After taking their pulses for a long while, he hesitated before saying: “These two gentlemen’s condition appears to be from a toxin called Wanxiang Grass, common in Qianzhou. It’s most suitable for dissolving in wine—colorless, tasteless, and untraceable. After consumption, it causes yang deficiency and cold sensitivity, like typhoid symptoms. But if treated with typhoid remedies, the poison will enter the lungs and organs, causing prolonged illness without cure.”

Before he finished speaking, there was an uproar, with someone cursing: “What a vicious heart!”

Everyone knew who this cursed, and Tie Ci’s people also erupted in fury, shouting angrily.

Someone else yelled: “Still trying to argue! Commander Wan drank a mouthful of wine, so he was also poisoned—this is ironclad evidence!”

Everyone talked at once, emotions running high, constantly pressing forward. More soldiers rushed across gangplanks onto this ship.

People kept pushing forward, and some waving hands nearly struck Tie Ci’s nose.

Suddenly there was a sharp whistle, and everyone vaguely saw sparks flash before their eyes. The next instant, the person waving his hand cried out and pulled back—a feathered arrow had grazed his boot tip and embedded in the hard ironwood deck.

The man’s withdrawn hand bore a bloody groove as he looked up with sudden alarm.

Only then did people see Buqing on the mast, coldly holding a bow, the tattoos on his bulging muscular arms appearing fierce.

At the same time, several crisp sounds rang out as gangplanks and bridges connecting surrounding ships to this one snapped and broke. Soldiers on the bridges fell into the water, while more soldiers were stranded on other ships.

But people looked bewildered, clearly not understanding how the gangplanks had broken.

Obviously this scene provoked the Nanyue naval forces on the ship, and more people rushed over—their numbers far exceeded Tie Ci’s side, since this was originally a naval warship.

Tie Ci’s guards drew their swords in unison, the curved light dazzling, ringing out together as they protected Tie Ci in their center.

Another sharp, ear-piercing sound rang out as the Nanyue naval forces also drew their swords.

Buqing flipped down from above, blocking in front of Tie Ci. Chi Xue urgently said to Tie Ci: “Your Highness, this isn’t the time for conflict. We should get off the ship first!”

Tie Ci shook her head.

Getting off the ship would let the enemy succeed.

The enemy’s original goal wasn’t to poison Xiao Xueya to death, but to timely incite the Nanyue naval forces and prevent this military force from submitting to her.

Today, just causing a disturbance would suffice—they didn’t even need major conflict. As long as she was forced off the ship, this naval force would never become hers again.

The method could be called simple and crude, with the only clever aspects being the poisoning technique and timing.

After all, acting too early and the naval officers wouldn’t suspect her so quickly; acting too late, when the naval forces had developed loyalty to her, they also wouldn’t suspect her so readily.

But sometimes the simplest methods were most effective.

The enemy hidden in the shadows was skilled at seizing opportunities and understanding human nature.

Chi Xue was getting anxious.

She naturally knew getting off the ship meant all previous efforts would be wasted, but not getting off the ship—on a Nanyue naval warship in the middle of the river—who knew what might happen in the dead of night.

This place was already not far from Yannan. If these naval forces, grieving over Xiao Xueya’s “murder,” simply rebelled in anger, killed the Crown Princess, and defected to Yannan, Yannan would certainly welcome them.

No, this might well have been done by Yannan’s people.

But how was it done?

A pot of non-poisonous wine that no one had touched from beginning to end—how did it suddenly become poisonous?

Chi Xue couldn’t figure it out and felt this problem definitely couldn’t be explained clearly now, but the Crown Princess’s safety had to be ensured.

Meeting Chi Xue’s anxious gaze, Tie Ci said unhurriedly: “We definitely have to get off the ship.”

Chi Xue had just breathed a sigh of relief when she heard her continue: “But we can’t slink away like this—we need to have people properly escort us off.”

Chi Xue was astonished.

A bunch of heads turned around the cabin rear, each one pressed against the bulkhead, watching the scene before them and exclaiming in amazement.

Feng Huan with his sausage lips said unclearly: “Lived half a lifetime and finally get to see a military mutiny…”

Li Yuncheng said lazily: “Right, and right beside us too. You think when everyone’s seeing red, will they use us as sacrificial flags first?”

The young masters all shivered together.

Chang Qianmo reached behind and pulled out a small bundle, saying quietly: “So I’ve thought it through—we should leave now while everyone’s attention is on the Crown Princess at the bow. We’ll go down to the bottom hold, untie the shuttle boats from the bottom hold and leave on our own, going to seek refuge with the Qianzhou Provincial Administration Commissioner. Then we’ll say chaos broke out here, with soldiers forcing us, so we had no choice but to jump into the water to escape. How about it?”

At his words, everyone immediately got excited: “Right, this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. If we leave now it’s both safe and without consequences. The Crown Princess can’t blame us either—we haven’t even blamed her for causing trouble that implicated us!”

“Let’s go, let’s go. Damn it, on this ship with nothing to eat or wear, sleeping in communal quarters, smelling stinky feet every day. Even if we don’t go to Qianzhou, we could find any government office and they’d surely treat us well with good food and drink. Why suffer here? The Left Counselor of the Qianzhou Provincial Administration Commissioner’s office is my brother-in-law…”

“The Huangzhou Prefect is my distant cousin! If not now, when!”

The young masters pushed and shoved each other. Some hurried back to their cabins to pack valuables, others quietly went down to the bottom hold. Usually these people were surrounded by either Tie Ci’s or Xiao Xueya’s men, but today everyone had gone to the deck, so the young masters had clear passage. Feng Huan walked last, constantly looking back at the deck. Li Yuncheng was beside him, and the two exchanged glances, both stopping.

“You don’t want to leave?” they asked in unison.

Feng Huan scratched his head: “I feel like leaving now seems rather disloyal… What about you?”

“I think that while this situation seems about to explode, the Crown Princess may not be without solutions. If she resolves it and then discovers we ran away, we might be in worse trouble in the future than we are now.” Li Yuncheng frowned. “Besides, since something like this happened, it means someone’s watching this place. If we people run out at this time, who knows if we’re not delivering ourselves as hostages!”

Feng Huan was startled: “You make a good point. If that’s the case, why didn’t you persuade them to stay just now?”

“Those idiots won’t learn without suffering some hardship. Anyway, even if they’re caught as hostages, with their status there’s no threat to their lives—consider it buying them a lesson. Besides, the Crown Princess has been too arrogant, forcibly tricking us onto the ship and even ordering us to visit brothels. Adding some trouble for her isn’t a bad thing, as long as that trouble isn’t me.”

Feng Huan was silent for a long moment, then gave Li Yuncheng a thumbs up: “Better a dead friend than a dead poor man—I admire you.”

Li Yuncheng pushed him: “Stop dawdling, let’s go.”

“Go where?”

“Everyone else is fleeing. Even if you don’t plan to run, you have to act like you want to run, otherwise how can you face your friends in the future?”

Feng Huan was about to raise his thumb again, but Li Yuncheng couldn’t bear to watch and knocked his hand down.

The two then made a show of randomly wrapping up bundles and also headed toward the bottom hold. But after walking just a few steps down the stairs, they saw a figure flash ahead.

“Who’s there!” Feng Huan was startled and shouted.

Li Yuncheng tried to cover his mouth but was too late, breaking out in a cold sweat.

A black shadow walked over from the corner. This person had an ordinary appearance but seemed to know them, casually greeting them: “Oh, it’s you two. I came to the ship’s bottom to get rice to help the kitchen cook.”

Feng Huan nodded dumbly. With so many people on the ship, he couldn’t possibly know everyone, but he felt it was normal for others to know him.

Li Yuncheng’s gaze, however, fell on the other person’s fingers.

This person had a strange smell, and there seemed to be something grayish-black under his fingernails.

But his expression was very calm, as if he really was an ordinary cook helping with meals.

Something was wrong.

With the tense standoff above, the kitchen staff were also Xiao Xueya’s soldiers—how could they still calmly arrange cooking at this time?

Li Yuncheng suddenly remembered what that smell on this person was.

His family had in-laws serving as assistant commissioners in the Hubengwei military camp, and he had visited the military firearms depot… this was exactly that smell!

What was this person doing?

This person had been handling gunpowder. Discovered by someone, he should want to silence them, right? But why did his expression remain so calm and peaceful, laughing and chatting as usual?

Whether having secrets discovered or planning to kill people, shouldn’t there be some nervousness?

Li Yuncheng inexplicably felt this expression was somewhat familiar…

It seemed like that Rong Wei who held a guard title and always buzzed around the Crown Princess daily…

Speak of the devil—Rong Wei suddenly emerged from the darkness.

He glanced at the nervous Li Yuncheng and oblivious Feng Huan, then said to the previous person: “Same as usual.”

Li Yuncheng suddenly saw that the external cabin door of the bottom hold ahead was already open, with a small boat half-floating out. Several people lay sprawled across the boat—exactly Chang Qianmo and the others who had said they wanted to secretly slip away earlier.

His mind thundered as he hurriedly said quietly: “We didn’t see anything! We’ll go back right now!”

“You’re quite alert,” Murong Yi smiled. “No good, don’t leave. Good friends should stay together.”

“We’re sons of high ministers. If you kill us, the Crown Princess won’t have good days either!”

“What are you thinking? Who said anything about killing you?” Murong Yi winked at him. “This ship is going to sink. We won’t have time to save you later, but since you want to slip away yourselves, just get lost first.”

Li Yuncheng was astonished. Looking at the small boat again, he realized some people’s fingers were still moving—they had apparently just been knocked unconscious.

He breathed a sigh of relief, then realized what this meant and cried out: “This ship is going to sink? Why would it sink? You… you’re installing gunpowder! You plan to blow up the ship once the conflict above starts!”

Murong Yi said in surprise: “Didn’t expect there’d be a smart one among the wastrels.”

Li Yuncheng broke out in another cold sweat.

What kind of madman was this?

With the Nanyue naval forces and Crown Princess guards in standoff above, he was pulling the rug out from under them here.

Once both sides started fighting, he would blow up the ship from below.

Caught off guard, everyone would fall into the water. Then he could calculatedly rescue the Crown Princess while capturing several naval officers, forcing them to submit.

Or simply blame the ship explosion on some nonexistent enemy, making the Nanyue naval forces believe someone else was causing trouble, thus redirecting the current conflict.

Thinking about it now, this was indeed an excellent solution, but not everyone’s first reaction to trouble would be killing and blowing up ships.

How crazy was this person?!

But Feng Huan suddenly pointed at the small boat and cried out in alarm.

Murong Yi turned around to see that the rope tying the small boat had somehow broken, and the boat that had been half-exposed was now drifting away.

He was astonished.

Someone in this world actually dared to steal people right under his nose?

Before he could give orders, a figure flashed as the two people nearest the cabin door rushed over.

Moments later, water splashed and sprayed in all directions—they had actually started fighting underwater.

Murong Yi hadn’t expected anyone to be bold enough to ambush right beside this ship, still trying to get something for nothing.

It seemed these people had also been waiting for the young masters to come out. Seeing people come out halfway while Murong Yi and others seemed held up by Feng Huan and Li Yuncheng and apparently hadn’t noticed this side, they grew bold and simply approached to act.

A figure flashed as Murong Yi personally rushed over and leaped into the water.

…

At the bow, the atmosphere was tense with drawn swords. Large groups of naval forces pressed forward, and the blade gleams at the front were almost touching Tie Ci’s clothing.

Both Chi Xue and Dan Shuang were pulling at Tie Ci, wanting her to avoid the situation first—they couldn’t start fighting with the naval forces right here.

Tie Ci stood at the bow, observing the entire ship. The deck buildings had three levels, with the innermost level being where she lived. Coming out the door and walking down the passage, it was all narrow paths wide enough for only one person, with height differences from the deck—there was no possibility of two people walking side by side to make a move.

Once on deck, it was even more open and spacious, visible to adjacent ships. With so many people witnessing at the time, plus her own people, since they all said no one had approached, then definitely no one had.

Besides this, what else could have been used for poisoning?

Suddenly a waterfowl’s long cry sounded over the river surface. The wind seemed stronger, rolling waves that crashed in succession. White sails rustled and shook in the wind. If the people on ship weren’t so crowded, holding onto each other, they would probably fall over.

This stretch of river was close to the sea, with an extremely wide surface. Wave after wave crashed thunderously against the bow, then shattered into misty spray that covered people’s heads and faces.

Tie Ci gazed at that water mist and suddenly said: “You think this wine was granted by me, that no one touched it in between, and since Grand Manager Xiao was poisoned, I must have poisoned the wine—even if I wasn’t poisoned, that doesn’t prove anything?”

“Of course!” someone shouted. “Who knows if you even drank any!”

Tie Ci: “Then what if I prove this wine was actually poisoned midway?”

Immediately someone said: “Impossible! Your own people said they encountered no one midway, and there were many people on deck who all said no one approached. How could you prove it? Frame someone in full view of everyone? Or are you saying a ghost poisoned it?”

The soldiers burst into laughter.

Dan Shuang angrily stepped forward, her gaze sweeping through the crowd, but before her were angry, red faces, everyone facing her with murderous intent clashing.

Mu Si immediately stepped forward behind her, drawing his sword even faster.

Someone said contemptuously: “What, can’t argue so you want to kill people? Then come kill us.”

Chi Xue pulled her back, whispering in her ear: “Trust Her Highness. Since she asked this way, she must have an idea. Don’t escalate the situation.”

Dan Shuang barely restrained herself, her icy face showing slight color, stunning the crowd momentarily.

Immediately someone laughed: “Women are women after all. When us men raise our voices a bit, they melt like water.”

Another jested: “Such a beauty—Brother Ma San, speak more politely, lest you hurt her tender heart…”

Having stayed in the military for three years, even a sow would look beautiful. These soldiers usually maintained strict discipline but were severely repressed. Now with their commander down and emotions agitated, they spoke lewdly without restraint. This person was only halfway through when suddenly a figure flashed before his eyes. The next instant his neck tightened, his feet left the ground, cold wind and water vapor hit his face, and river water rushed toward him.

He was confused for a moment before realizing he was being held in the Crown Princess’s hand, standing on the bow’s protective board with his feet dangling, facing the rushing river water below.

Below, there was an uproar.

Even Chi Xue was astonished.

This was the time to appease—why had the usually steady Crown Princess acted first?

Tie Ci stood at the bow with river waves thundering, voices boiling, and chaotic sounds all around. Her ears suddenly twitched.

Below, the soldiers who were already resentful and indignant saw the Crown Princess actually provoke first, and their minds thundered.

Military men were unruly, and Xiao Xueya’s troops were especially untamed. Usually only recognizing their commander, they didn’t much care about hierarchy or imperial dignity. Now with anger flaring, someone immediately drew a sword and jumped onto the bow, while from an adjacent ship, someone drew a bow and nocked an arrow, shooting straight at Tie Ci with a “whoosh.”

Tie Ci simply held the man up to block in the arrow’s direction.

The soldier instinctively cried out in alarm, but Tie Ci released her grip just before the arrow would have struck his face. With her other hand, she sliced through the air with her fingers together, breaking the arrow in half as it fell past her clothing.

This move stunned everyone into momentary silence.

In the brief quiet, Tie Ci suddenly called: “Rong Wei!”

As if by telepathy, a strange bird call sounded from the river surface.

Following the sound, Tie Ci looked down to see Murong Yi clinging to the ship’s side below the bow, grinning up at her.

Under his feet, he seemed to be standing on something dark and black.

Tie Ci’s heart leaped with joy.

She and Murong Yi truly were telepathically connected.

At this moment, on this entire ship, only he had guessed her suspicion.

No wonder when he had come out first earlier, she hadn’t seen any sign of him—he had indeed gone underwater.

She held the soldier’s collar in her hand and called softly: “This brother? Brother?”

The man had been closing his eyes waiting for death, but at her call, he startled and jerked in her grip, suddenly opening his eyes.

Tie Ci turned him around to face everyone, and he nearly died of shame, his face flushing red.

This scene, in the eyes of the Nanyue naval officers, was like humiliation. Their faces darkened like water as they all swore in their hearts to fight the Crown Princess to the death this time.

Tie Ci acted as if nothing had happened and said: “Watch carefully!”
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Chapter 354: The Wind Carries True Messages
A gust of wind passed, and she lifted the man again to face the bow and the great river. At this moment, the waves were high and urgent, crashing down upon them.

With a splash, both she and the soldier were soaked from head to waist.

Everyone stared at her in bewilderment, not understanding her intention.

Had she gone mad with anger?

A moment later, Tie Ci turned around holding the man.

Everyone gasped in shock.

Somehow, both she and the soldier now had deep red stains on their clothes that looked like blood, with red water droplets falling from their faces.

It appeared as if they had suddenly been stabbed, yet there were no wounds.

Most people were still confused, but some had already understood, quietly exchanging glances in the crowd.

Tie Ci said: “The culprit has been found.”

Everyone stirred, asking in unison: “Where?”

Tie Ci pointed at the empty air.

Everyone was astonished. After a moment, someone angrily said: “Crown Princess! Even with your noble status, you cannot speak nonsense and insult us!”

Tie Ci’s expression remained unchanged as she shook the red droplets from her clothes and pointed at her feet.

Beneath her feet was where the wine and food had been placed earlier.

Now that spot was wet again, with a faint red shadow.

It was where the waves had just crashed.

“Did you see? The poison was in the waves—the culprit is these waves, this wind.”

Everyone stared at her in shock. Some sneered, some changed color, some stood up abruptly.

“Today’s waves are high, some can surge over the bow. When large waves come, someone clinging to the ship’s side used the opportunity to spray poison through a tube with the waves. That wave became poisoned water, then splashed onto the wine and food placed at the bow. So when the wine and food were brought out, they had no poison, but by the time someone drank them, they were poisoned.” Tie Ci pointed to her own clothes. “So I just invited this brother to do an experiment with me. This red color is red dye sprayed through a tube, washing over the bow with the waves. If dye can do it, poison certainly can too.”

Everyone stared wide-eyed, seeming unable to imagine such an incredible poisoning method.

“If you don’t believe it, we can demonstrate it specifically to see if this would cause poisoning.” Tie Ci pushed the soldier down and beckoned to an officer in the crowd.

That man was suddenly singled out, his face rigid with tension.

If he said he didn’t believe it, he might be dragged to the bow and sprayed with poison—what if he died? But if he said he believed it… would he just accept this explanation? Wouldn’t his comrades curse him to death later?

In a dilemma, he simply lowered his head, pretending not to see.

Tie Ci pointed to another person, who turned his face away.

Tie Ci’s finger slowly moved through the crowd, but no one dared respond.

The Crown Princess’s guards began laughing.

“I don’t believe it!” However, one person pushed through the crowd. “Who poisons people like this! You say this, but there’s no proof. You can just say you can’t find the culprit, and the culprit certainly can’t still be beside the ship now. This is absurd—when you can’t find the culprit, you blame it on the waves…”

Before he finished speaking, a figure suddenly flew through the air.

Cutting off his questioning.

That person sailed over the bow and landed on the deck with a thud. Everyone scattered to see it was someone wearing black water gear.

“Make way!”

Everyone looked up to see black figures leaping through the waves one after another, falling onto the deck like dead fish.

They landed right between the naval forces and the Crown Princess’s guards, naturally separating both sides.

The last to come up was Murong Yi. Before he even climbed up, he pointed at Tie Ci saying: “Move aside, move aside, don’t block my way.”

Tie Ci smiled and stepped aside.

Everyone looked at him, then at Tie Ci. Earlier when Tie Ci had been locked in her room refusing to come out, everyone had inevitably made some unpleasant speculations. Now seeing their calm expressions and intimate yet unguarded conversation, it really didn’t look like they needed to hide in rooms for daytime pleasure. Those who had planned to make an issue of this suddenly found themselves unable to speak.

Murong Yi walked around Tie Ci from a distance, pointing at the pile of black-clothed people like dead fish: “It’s this group. They’ve been hiding near our ship, following us the whole time. When those young masters tried to escape in the chaos, these people planned to kidnap them, but I intercepted them.” He kicked one of them in the waist, and a small spray tube rolled out. Murong Yi opened the tube and called the military doctor over: “Take a look—is this the same poison they were affected by?”

The doctor examined the poison liquid and nodded after a moment.

A silence fell over the crowd, with someone muttering: “How do we know these aren’t your people, thrown out to take the blame when things looked bad…”

Tie Ci crouched down and tore off one person’s mask: “Our people?”

Under the mask was a strange face with dark skin, high cheekbones, and flat, soft features—clearly the facial characteristics of people from the Qianzhou and Yannan regions. Only fishermen exposed to sun and wind for long periods would have such skin.

The Crown Princess came from the capital and was visiting Yannan for the first time. Her guards were all selected from the capital’s youth—they wouldn’t have local natives.

Someone came forward to look and wondered if these were remnants of water bandits seeking revenge. Others suspected they were garrison soldiers under Qi Lingyuan’s command seeking revenge, because although these people carried no standard weapons, some had calluses from long-term practice with swords and bows—controlled weapons that only military units could possess.

Murong Yi smiled: “There’s one more proof.”

He pulled open one person’s clothing. The man’s water gear and hair were greasy, gleaming blue-green in the sunlight. “When Xiao Xueya was drinking at the bow earlier, he didn’t like the food and flipped the dishes overboard. Those dishes happened to land on this fellow. The food was washed away by water, but oil can’t be washed off.” He sniffed the hair and smiled broadly: “Spicy shredded chicken flavor.”

The crowd immediately fell silent.

This was truly irrefutable evidence.

People had seen what wine and food were brought earlier—there was indeed spicy shredded chicken. Everyone had also seen the dishes being flipped over. At that time, the only one staying under the ship who got doused with food was the person doing the poisoning.

All their previous righteous indignation and confident justification vanished. People looked at each other, not knowing what to do.

Only the deputy general who had been crouching beside Xiao Xueya the whole time now looked up: “Your Highness said it wasn’t you, and now it appears the evidence is conclusive. We’re willing to believe you. But please, Your Highness, you must save our commander no matter what. Only when the commander awakens will Your Highness’s innocence be completely cleared, and only then will the Nanyue naval forces be truly convinced and never harbor doubts about Your Highness again!”

He was Xiao Xueya’s most trusted officer and held considerable prestige among the Nanyue naval forces. His words amounted to accepting Tie Ci’s explanation and reasoning. Everyone’s expressions gradually softened, and they echoed his words. Some officers pushed urgently through the crowd, reaching to pull at Tie Ci’s sleeve, saying anxiously: “Your Highness, Your Highness, we were rash and misunderstood you earlier. Please be magnanimous and don’t hold it against us rough folk. The urgent matter now is to quickly detoxify our commander…” He pulled at Tie Ci’s sleeve as if to kneel.

Tie Ci reached out to support him.

But at that moment, cold light flashed from the officer’s sleeve, shooting straight toward Tie Ci’s heart.

With so many people around making various movements and sounds, only the few closest people saw it. They instinctively widened their eyes, even forgetting to breathe or cry out.

Tie Ci’s hand supporting the man suddenly yanked forward.

She forcibly pulled his large frame forward into a collision, then pressed down hard.

With a thud, the man’s body crashed onto the deck and didn’t move.

Moments later, blood slowly flowed from beneath him.

Some people rushed forward, others stepped back, some cried out as they turned him over, discovering that the thin dagger that had shot from his sleeve was now embedded in his chest and abdomen.

“Your Highness!”

“Your Highness, are you all right?”

Tie Ci’s guards rushed up, separating the crowd and shielding Tie Ci behind them. Some drew swords, some supported her, some kept asking questions.

Murong Yi pushed through the crowd rushing toward her.

Tie Ci gestured for him not to approach, to prevent his poison from worsening due to proximity to her. A guard stood in front of her—by his uniform, one of the Nine Guards—blocking half her body with his sword drawn facing the Nanyue naval forces, backing away while saying: “Your Highness, please don’t come forward anymore. These Nanyue turtles are despicably treacherous and will ambush—not one of them is any good!”

Tie Ci, forced to retreat by his blocking, said helplessly while backing away: “It’s fine… nothing happened… don’t be nervous… don’t provoke them…”

Suddenly a point of black light silently thrust out from behind the guard in front of her! Swift as lightning!

At the same time, her back felt tight, as if blocked by something—she couldn’t retreat any further!

A coordinated assassination plot!

The second assassin was actually hidden among her guards!

Taking advantage of the most relaxed moment after the first assassination failed when people came to rescue her!

Tie Ci looked up, catching sight of Chi Qingbo’s suddenly changed expression from the corner of her eye.

Dan Shuang, who had been pushed away by the crowd and was still half a zhang away but whose gaze had been on her the whole time, screamed and charged over like a mad tiger!

Tie Ci’s hand was already reaching out.

But just then, someone violently crashed into her. Tie Ci instinctively reached out to push, but changing her movement inevitably made her slower. With a soft thud accompanied by a loud cry.

This cry alerted the others, who looked over with sudden alarm and rushed toward them.

Chi Xue reacted quickly, pulling Dan Shuang over to block the front, saying: “No one is allowed to approach! Stand back! Or you’ll be treated as suspects in assassinating the Crown Heir!”

With several whistling sounds, a row of arrows was planted in the ground. People silently retreated behind the arrow line, moving further and further from Tie Ci.

Tie Ci supported the person who had collapsed in front of her with one hand while reaching over this person’s shoulder with the other to grab the assassin blocking her. She had no way to attend to the person blocking her from behind.

But she saw someone leap over, a black whip flashing in his hand, wrapping around the neck of the person behind her.

It seemed to be one of Murong Yi’s men.

Tie Ci had just breathed a sigh of relief when her palm tightened as she was about to lift the assassin in front of her, then she realized something was wrong.

The body under her palm collapsed softly at the slightest touch.

Behind her came a thud of a body hitting the ground, accompanied by a curse from Murong Yi’s subordinate.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly.

So fast.

She released her grip on the assassin and steadied the person who had crashed over trying to save her, sighing: “Young Master Chi!”

Chi Qingbo, clutching his side, looked up. His handsome face was now deathly pale, with deep red blood continuously seeping through his fingers.

With a sharp scream, A’li Fu stumbled over, crying: “Husband! Husband!”

She was about to step on the row of warning arrows.

Dan Shuang’s expression turned cold as she grimly drew her sword.

In other times, she might have hesitated, considering A’li Fu’s urgent distress seemed so genuine.

But just now, before her very eyes, the Crown Princess had suffered two assassination attempts, the second one even involving someone who had infiltrated the Crown Princess’s guards.

She was furious and now viewed everyone with suspicion.

Tie Ci’s voice came: “Let her through.”

Only then did Dan Shuang silently step aside. A’li Fu didn’t thank her or acknowledge her, lifting her skirt and stumbling forward. She nearly got stabbed by the arrow shafts, but Chi Xue pulled her back.

She knelt beside Chi Qingbo, looking at the gradually expanding shocking red stain on his clothing, asking in panic: “Husband, how are you? Husband, why did you suddenly…”

“It’s nothing… nothing…” Chi Qingbo reached out his other unbloodied hand to stroke her hair, saying gently: “I was pushed by the crowd near the Crown Princess, saw that person suddenly attack the Crown Princess, and in the heat of the moment charged forward…”

A’li Fu sobbed: “Are you badly hurt? Are you badly hurt…”

“It’s nothing… just a flesh wound… The Crown Princess pulled me back, otherwise it wouldn’t have been just my side that was injured…” Chi Qingbo’s face flushed slightly as he turned back with difficulty, saying somewhat apologetically: “The Crown Princess was prepared, wasn’t she? But I rashly charged out and probably interfered with the Crown Princess’s plans. I was too impulsive…”

“Young Master Chi speaks too seriously,” Tie Ci said. “Your heroic rescue—I am very grateful.”

She had indeed been prepared.

Although the enemy’s move was extremely clever and hard to guard against, when she had stood at the bow earlier, she had heard vague sounds carried by the wind.

“…quickly change…”

“No one will notice at this time…”

At the time, she couldn’t understand what she heard, but it remained in her mind. When the situation arose, she could react a bit faster.

That was enough.

She hadn’t expected Chi Qingbo to charge over—his position was basically throwing himself onto the blade. She had no choice but to pull him back, and because there was a person between them, her control of the opponent was a step slower.

Now…

The person in front had collapsed softly—no need to look, already dead by suicide.

The person behind who had blocked her retreat—from Murong Yi’s subordinate’s cursing, presumably also dead.

These were death warriors.

If one strike failed, they would atone with their lives—well-trained.

Her gaze fell on Chi Qingbo’s wound. It was dangerous—if she hadn’t pushed him, the blade tip of that hidden blade rod would have pierced through his body, certainly fatal.

In any case, Chi Qingbo had indeed risked his life to save her.

The assassins’ bodies were turned over, revealing two unfamiliar faces. Both appeared to be young men, with lean but solid builds showing the efficiency and strength of those long trained.

They both had thick calluses on their hands, especially on the tiger’s mouth and thumbs, with many small, mottled scars on their palms.

They had practiced with standard weapons for a long time.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on their boots. Clothes could be changed, but not shoes—others’ shoes wouldn’t fit, and not changing them wouldn’t attract attention.

But these were just ordinary leather boots with some dirt stuck to the soles, and the dirt didn’t look particularly special either.

Chi Xue had already arranged cabins. The wounded were carried into one room. Tie Ci ordered Xiao Xueya and Wan Ji to be carried in as well. When someone tried to stop this, Tie Ci said flatly: “The doctor is injured. If he’s not staying with the doctor, can you handle it yourselves?”

Chi Qingbo’s face showed a faint smile: “I didn’t have time to say earlier… I can try to cure the Wanxiang Grass poison…”

Deputy General Zhu immediately made the final decision: “Carry them in, carry them in!”

Another room was used to confine the assassins Murong Yi had pulled from the water. Murong Yi, experienced in such matters, had immediately stuffed gags in their mouths and bound them so they couldn’t move, preventing even suicide attempts.

A third room was for displaying the corpses of the two assassins who had disguised themselves as Crown Princess Nine Guards to assassinate Tie Ci. Tie Ci went in alone to look for a while before coming out, ordering that when they reached Wuling, the assassins’ bodies should be handed to local authorities with a reward for information.

As for the Nanyue naval officer who had assassinated Tie Ci, he was a deputy commander of the Shunning Army in the naval forces. His family were hereditary servants of the Xiao family, and he had joined the military through the martial examination route, following Xiao Xueya from Yongping to Jiusui to Nanyue. He was Xiao Xueya’s man and also the Xiao family’s man.

By rights, assassinating the Crown Heir meant he had to be handed over for punishment, but the Nanyue naval forces firmly refused. Deputy General Zhu told Tie Ci that the Nanyue naval personnel should be dealt with by the commander, and asked her to rest assured that he would carefully guard the criminal. As soon as the commander awakened, he would definitely handle it impartially.

Tie Ci didn’t insist. It was natural for someone loyal to the Xiao family to want to take the opportunity to kill her. If she insisted on dealing with this person now, it would only re-inflame the situation that had been calmed with such difficulty. How this assassination would ultimately be handled and which direction the Nanyue naval forces would ultimately take still depended on Xiao Xueya’s choice.

She glanced at the adjacent room where Murong Yi’s people seemed to be interrogating the water assassins. The room was pitch black, with occasional sizzling sounds and muffled groans along with uncontrollable excited low, strange laughter. It sounded exactly like a group of perverts celebrating, so much so that even the proud Nanyue naval soldiers didn’t dare approach, taking detours around it.

Tie Ci didn’t go look either, entering the room where the wounded were. The military doctor had already bandaged Chi Qingbo’s wound—he was injured at his side, fortunately just a flesh wound.

Moreover, he was also poisoned. The blade tip of that rod had poison on it, but Chi Qingbo said he could cure this poison himself. Only a few medicines were troublesome and needed to be freshly dug from the mountains.

He said that there were many poisons in the Southwest region, with many poisonous grasses and flowers and various poisoning methods. Often the poisoners would use local materials, and slightly changing one herb could alter the toxicity and cure method. In such situations, having ready-made antidotes was almost impossible.

This made the poisons here both difficult and easy to cure. For outsiders, it was as difficult as climbing to heaven, but for locals, as long as they knew enough poisonous grasses and flowers and could identify what components they contained, then find the places where those poisonous flowers and grasses grew—since all things have natural enemies, wherever poisonous plants grew, there would inevitably be herbs that could counter them. Gathering these could mostly provide relief. However, if the opponent’s poison used many different types of poisonous plants, the mutual interaction of different poisonous plants would cause comprehensive changes in medicinal properties, and it would no longer be a problem that could be solved by finding all the counteracting herbs.

Chi Qingbo was relatively lucky—the poison he was affected by had relatively simple components. Xiao Xueya was the latter type.

Chi Qingbo said that whether Wanxiang Grass or Hehuan Butterfly, they needed to find antidotes in the mountains, following the Lishan mountain range that crossed Qianzhou all the way, there were specific places to search.

After the doctor left, Chi Qingbo saw no one else was in the room and gestured for A’li Fu to guard the door. Then he hesitantly took out a pill and asked Tie Ci: “Your Highness, I happen to have prepared a pill a few days ago that should cure part of the Wanxiang Grass poison, but I only have one. Please quickly take it secretly and use it for General Wan…”

Tie Ci was startled and instinctively glanced at Xiao Xueya.

Chapter 355: Femme Fatale Bringing Ruin to the Country
Chi Qingbo said quietly: “This medicine has limited potency. General Wan only drank one mouthful, so the poison is limited—I estimate it can be cured…”

Tie Ci understood his meaning.

This medicine would be useful for Wan Ji, but for Xiao Xueya it could probably only provide relief.

Naturally it should be given to Wan Ji, but Xiao Xueya’s subordinates couldn’t know, otherwise the relationship that had just improved slightly would be on the verge of breaking again.

So Chi Qingbo had his wife guard the door and only brought out this medicine in private.

Tie Ci accepted this favor, thanked him, and reached out to take the medicine.

But at this moment, Deputy General Zhu came in carrying water. Seeing A’li Fu guarding the door, his expression changed slightly. A’li Fu wasn’t good at disguising, and seeing his expression change, hers changed too. Deputy General Zhu immediately sensed something was wrong, so he simply didn’t announce himself and suddenly stuck his head in, just in time to see Tie Ci about to feed the medicine to Wan Ji.

Deputy General Zhu threw down the water and rushed in: “Your Highness, have you found the antidote!”

He saw there was only one pill with no medicine bottle nearby. He looked at Chi Qingbo, who avoided his gaze, then looked at Xiao Xueya, whose face was ashen with no signs of improvement from taking medicine.

He began to understand, saying quietly: “There’s only one pill?”

Chi Qingbo opened his mouth to speak, but Tie Ci raised her hand to stop him. She withdrew her hand and sat up straight: “Yes.”

“The only antidote, and you’re giving it to Wan Ji instead of our commander?” Deputy General Zhu’s face grew increasingly angry. “Your Highness, I feel wronged for our commander! Do you know what he did for you!”

His voice was loud, immediately attracting the naval officers who hadn’t gone far. The naval officers crowded in, and Tie Ci’s guards immediately followed alertly. In the blink of an eye, another standoff had formed.

The naval soldiers quickly understood the situation and became furious, cursing loudly.

“If we hadn’t arrived in time, she could have secretly killed our commander!”

“Indeed, the imperial family is heartless!”

The Crown Princess’s guards were mostly from the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards and were Wan Ji’s subordinates. They immediately retorted: “People have different relationships, matters have different priorities—what’s wrong with giving Commander Wan the antidote? Shouldn’t it be given to him? If you don’t save your own loyal subordinates, who do you save? What would you do in her place?”

“I would naturally give it to our commander!”

“Then that settles it—we’re also giving it to our commander! Why can you but we can’t?”

Tie Ci sighed.

This reasoning wasn’t wrong.

If you don’t protect your own subordinates, who will risk their lives for you in the future?

But the problem was it wasn’t suitable for her.

She was the Crown Heir—all armies under heaven were her subordinates, all people she should care for. A monarch’s benevolence extends to all quarters, treating the whole world equally.

She couldn’t show favoritism.

At these words, the naval soldiers’ gazes grew colder.

Chi Qingbo stood up: “Everyone, it’s not like that. It’s just that this medicine was formulated through my experimentation and can only neutralize a small amount of Wanxiang Grass poison, so using it on Commander Wan would be more effective…”

Tie Ci sighed again.

This explanation wouldn’t work either.

It would make the naval soldiers feel they were making excuses, and when it came to life-saving hope, one doesn’t distinguish between greater or lesser effects—they would only think: if it’s useful, why can’t he use it?

Sure enough, someone immediately cursed angrily: “You’re just trying to curry favor with the Crown Princess! Otherwise why didn’t you mention having an antidote before, giving it secretly? Since it’s effective, why can’t our commander use it!”

Tie Ci stood up and was about to speak when someone said with a smile: “What’s wrong, what’s wrong? What kind of trouble has started now? Oh my, excuse me, excuse me, let me through—I want to watch the excitement.”

Tie Ci smiled and sat back down.

Naturally this boisterous person was Murong Yi. As he walked over, several black-clothed people followed behind him. These people were completely opposite to his style—flat expressions, emotionless, their faces rigid like black or white porcelain, making people uncomfortable to look at.

Even more uncomfortable was that as these people moved, strange odors wafted faintly—somewhat fishy, somewhat burnt, and seemingly with the meaty smell of internal organs. Many complex and unpleasant scents intertwined, making people instinctively want to avoid them upon smelling them.

So wherever Murong Yi went, paths opened like parting seas.

Murong Yi poked his head in the doorway, understood what was happening after two glances, and said with a grin: “Oh my, Your Highness, this is your fault.”

Tie Ci’s guards were astonished, not understanding why this Crown Princess’s lapdog was suddenly singing a different tune from the Crown Princess.

Tie Ci: “Oh?”

“Good intentions should be explained clearly to everyone first. Otherwise some people with poor brains and crooked hearts always think the worst.” Murong Yi turned to Chi Qingbo: “What kind of medicine is this—did Young Master Chi formulate it himself? What are its effects? What are its properties? Are there any contraindications or conflicts? Do you know all this and have you tested and verified it?”

Chi Qingbo was startled and said shamefully: “I formulated it through experimentation myself, but haven’t had a chance to test it…”

Everyone quieted down somewhat.

“Don’t you all know that Southwest poisons are very complex? It hasn’t even been tested—you don’t even know if it’s useful. Maybe if taken, the medicinal properties will conflict and create new poisons. How did you start fighting over such a dangerous thing?”

This time everyone began discussing among themselves.

Someone said: “That’s not how you put it. There are countless poisons and diseases in the world—you can’t test them all. In urgent situations, even a dead horse can be treated as a living one…”

“Are you saying your commander is a dead horse?”

The speaker was struck dumb.

“Her Highness is just being cautious. Since Commander Wan’s poisoning is mild, using him to test the medicine shouldn’t cause problems.” Murong Yi smiled and pointed with his hand: “Whoever thinks it’s fine can go feed the medicine to your commander. If he’s cured, it’s my credit; if he dies, it’s yours.”

“…”

Murong Yi pointed randomly: “Come on, please, please.”

He pointed at the naval soldiers randomly, and everyone he pointed at seemed stabbed by a blade, instinctively stepping back.

However, Deputy General Zhu, who had been standing at the front, looked at the medicine and gritted his teeth as he was about to step forward. But Murong Yi had already quickly withdrawn his hand and smiled: “So you’re all afraid. Then let Commander Wan test the medicine. Commander Wan is making this sacrifice—remember to thank him later.”

Without waiting for everyone to react, he flicked his finger and shot the pill into Wan Ji’s mouth.

Everyone was caught off guard. After a while they reacted—they wanted to curse but felt they had no justification, yet not cursing felt stifling. Each one’s face turned red with frustration.

Tie Ci’s gaze met Murong Yi’s briefly, then she stood up: “I will definitely cure the Commander’s poison. I guarantee it.”

Deputy General Zhu snorted, received Tie Ci’s gaze, was startled, then waved his hand to dismiss everyone, leaving only naval officers of guard rank and above.

After the soldiers left, Tie Ci said: “I will take the Commander off the ship and personally go to the mountains to seek medicine until the poison is cured.”

Everyone was stunned.

After a long while, Deputy General Zhu found his voice: “…This, this won’t do…”

Wasn’t this treating the Commander as her personal hostage?

Chi Qingbo coughed and said quietly: “It’s like this—the antidote needed for Wanxiang Grass poison requires several herbs to be used within one day, otherwise they lose their medicinal properties. So sending people to find medicine and bring it back won’t work—you must gather and use them immediately…”

“Then we’ll escort you together!”

Chi Qingbo looked at Tie Ci. Tie Ci said flatly: “If you’re worried, you can select two people to follow and also care for your Commander.”

“What use are two people? What if…”

Though unfinished, everyone understood—what if the Crown Princess wanted to act against him? No one could stop her.

Tie Ci laughed.

Murong Yi scoffed: “Is your Commander good to eat or fun to play with when away from the army? Why would the Crown Princess go through all this trouble to take him out and kill him? Does she still want the Nanyue naval forces or not?”

“Only bringing two people…”

“Bring the entire naval force, then? Make a big show, tell Yannan that your Commander is poisoned and the Nanyue naval forces are leaderless—would that be good?” Murong Yi asked gently, making the other person’s face turn purple as he stammered speechlessly.

Tie Ci watched the Nanyue naval officers being forced step by step back by Murong Yi and leaned back comfortably.

Murong Yi smiled: “You’re just worried about the Commander going with the Crown Princess, feeling like he’s become a hostage, right? Then we’ll also leave hostages—look, me, I’ll stay to keep you company, and also those young masters.”

He pointed with his hand. The young masters who had just been released were peeking around the doorway and were thunderstruck at these words.

Just watching some excitement—how did they suddenly become hostages again?

Chang Qianmo’s expression went through countless changes. Initially forced to follow the Crown Princess out of the capital, he later thought it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing—following along on this journey would count as merit, and he could find a good position when he returned. They were all young men, and having heard about Rong Pu, Qi Yuansi and others following the Crown Princess to the Western Rong and achieving great merit in conquering the Western Rong, he inevitably hoped to bring glory to his ancestors once.

Who knew it would be a journey of hardship, sleeping in communal quarters, while others in the Western Rong participated in grand strategies with political maneuvering, while he and others were ordered to visit brothels by imperial decree. Now they had simply become hostages…

They looked pitifully at the Crown Princess. Before a plea could leave their lips, they saw Tie Ci nod with deep understanding.

The young masters gritted their teeth with grinding sounds, turning their heads to glare at Murong Yi with sinister expressions.

Femme fatale bringing ruin to the country!

…

Kunzhou, the capital of Yannan, had always been known as “One Pool, Three Towers, and a City Full of Colors.” The pool was Mirror Pool, called the Pearl of the Southwest. The three towers were Kunzhou’s famous scenic tower Yijiang Mingyue Tower for enjoying views, Shugu Tower famed throughout the world for its collection of thousands of books (referring to “narrating without creating, believing in and loving antiquity”), and Yuchuan Tower known for its unique cuisine, famous for its insect feasts and mushroom feasts that specialized in fleecing outsiders. “City full of colors” referred to Kunzhou’s spring-like climate year-round with flowers blooming throughout the city. Because it was sunny most of the year, the flowers were larger and more vibrantly colored than elsewhere, luxuriant and dazzling with beautiful colors filling Kunzhou.

The three towers were arranged in a triangle at Kunzhou’s center, with Mirror Pool winding like a ribbon around them, enclosing this most scenic area. At the center of the triangle was the Prince Wuping’s mansion, the heart of Yannan.

At this moment, the Yannan Prince’s mansion was decorated with flowers, draped in red and festooned with colors. In a city already full of flowers, this place had three times more.

But while the flowers bloomed festively, the atmosphere wasn’t festive.

Palace maids carried various trays and vessels as they walked through layers of corridors and chambers. Their skirts didn’t flutter as they moved, silently guiding a group of women in brocade and fine clothing surrounded by maidservants into the flower hall of Qingyun Palace.

Female officials in the palace smiled as they came forward, familiarly addressing the various ladies and misses.

The young lady walking at the front smiled and said: “We’ve come to add to the Princess’s trousseau today.”

Adding to the trousseau was when a woman about to marry would have her family host relatives and friends, who would give various gifts to add to the bride’s dowry chest as blessings.

As soon as she spoke, the female official’s smile became even more gentle and respectful: “County Princess, this way please.”

You Weiqing, daughter of You Jun, the current Yannan Regional Military Commissioner and niece of Prince Wuping, stepped forward.

She stared at the woman sitting before the dressing table ahead. So many people had entered, yet the woman at the dressing table didn’t move at all.

Several female officials for makeup and hair surrounded her, dressing her hair. The bronze mirror vaguely reflected a palm-sized snow-white face. Despite thick powder for formal makeup, it couldn’t hide her youthful beauty.

A female official picked up a hairpin with a sharp, gleaming tip.

Another female official suddenly looked over.

The official with the hairpin realized her mistake, her expression changing slightly. She immediately put down the hairpin and took a pearl flower set with pearls the size of lotus seeds from the makeup box, saying gently with a smile: “Pearls best match the Princess’s snow-white skin.”

Another female official immediately took the hairpin back to the box and carried it away.

The woman who had spoken earlier smiled and stepped forward, opening the box in her hands to reveal a set of finger-sized ruby ornaments gleaming brilliantly. She took out a ruby glass necklace and gracefully approached, placing the necklace around the neck of the woman being dressed. Without removing her hands, she gently encircled the woman’s neck, examining left and right in the mirror with a smile: “Rubies also suit Princess sister very well—beautiful as a flower, graceful and noble. With the Third Young Master of the Chang family, you’re truly a match made in heaven.”

In the mirror, one sat and one stood, facing each other.

The ruby necklace formed one ring around the snow-white neck, while her soft hands formed a second ring. Her fingertips were sharp, wearing intricately carved gold-inlaid jade finger guards, their tips resting delicately on the slightly raised blue veins of the neck, tapping once, then again.

The sight was somewhat suffocating.

The bronze mirror hazily reflected You Weixuan’s face, expressionless as if wearing a mask.

You Weiqing smiled. Her expression was calm, her posture dignified, even her smile’s curve gentle and elegant.

She bent down and whispered in You Weixuan’s ear: “What a pity, Princess. The Chang Yuan you’re marrying was originally quite a talented young man, worthy of you. But since he went to the capital to take the spring examinations and was rejected, he’s become mad after returning. This is rather unfortunate—your family already has one fool, and now you’re marrying a madman. Will there be any normal person left in uncle’s lineage?”

You Weixuan remained silent, not even a pearl flower on her head trembling.

You Weiqing’s smile didn’t change as she pressed her cheek intimately against You Weixuan’s, looking like extremely close sisters, so much so that the Yannan princely family ladies behind them couldn’t help but gaze at their backs with envy.

“Go in peace,” You Weiqing’s voice was thin as gossamer, only You Weixuan could hear. “After you leave, I’ll live in your palace and care for your brother.”

…

Going north from Qingyun Palace, through three hanging flower gates and layer upon layer of courtyards, there was a remote small courtyard originally used to store various implements and miscellaneous items.

In the past, no one ever came to this small courtyard, but now there were many people—capable guards watching the entire courtyard, night patrol soldiers marching past in formation from time to time, and maidservants shuttling back and forth to deliver meals on schedule.

It was now noon, and someone came out of the courtyard to receive the lunch brought by maidservants. The tray held three plates and six bowls—quite sumptuous.

The servant boy responsible for taking the food looked down at the dishes with joy in his eyes. He took the food back, but didn’t enter the main room, instead going into the west wing.

As he passed the main room, he glanced inside. The door was barely ajar, and he instinctively covered his nose while quickly covering the food tray.

Someone in the wing room took the food, laughing: “What good dishes today?”

The servant boy set down the tray and picked up a pork elbow rich with oil and red sauce, laughing: “Initially thought this was a bitter assignment, but now we’re benefiting from it. I’ve gotten fat all around recently.”

Another servant boy asked: “Ah Qi, what are you leaving for the Young Master today?”

The servant boy poked around in the dishes: “He never eats green vegetables, and doesn’t eat fish, meat, shrimp or crab either. He only eats clear soup and stewed vegetables. Isn’t there taro chunks stewed in this elbow? After we finish eating, we’ll pour out the taro, add some white water and take it in.”

The questioning servant boy looked at him and hid the contempt in his eyes.

He claimed to be the Young Master’s longtime companion, but once the Young Master fell into misfortune, he was more eager than anyone to steal and pilfer. Really disgraceful.

Though cursing his disgrace in his heart, his hands weren’t slow—he picked up a duck leg and smiled as he gnawed on it.

After eating, Ah Qi rubbed his belly and leaned back: “Baochang, you go deliver food to the Young Master.”

Servant boy Baochang stood up and carried the white water and taro to the main room. The window screens from last year hadn’t been changed or cleaned, dimly blocking the light. He unlocked the door, pushed it open a crack, set the bowl on the ground, and glanced at the corner of the room.

Sure enough, still there—northwest corner, bottom facing out, face against the wall, muttering something incoherently. He vaguely heard something about “eight.”

It was fine during the day, but at night this fool was the same, with his voice echoing eerily. Once he encountered it by chance and was nearly scared to death.

Baochang didn’t want to stay long and quickly closed the door.

He didn’t dare speak—orders from above said not to talk to the Young Master, and the Young Master couldn’t say anything coherent anyway.

But he remembered there was a period when it wasn’t like this.

Last year the Young Master went out with the Princess for a trip, and when he returned he had completely changed—he could look at people, could speak, and his behavior was much clearer and more sensible. If you didn’t look carefully, he wasn’t much different from ordinary people.

This silenced those in the You family who had previously opposed the Princess taking the Young Master out to seek medical treatment. Some even began saying that if the Young Master truly recovered, perhaps he could inherit the princedom.

But the good times didn’t last… or rather, once good times appeared, some things didn’t last long.

Baochang sighed but didn’t slow down in locking the door.

Pitiful as it was, he had no further thoughts. There were many pitiful people in this world. A fool born into a princely family who had enjoyed so many years of wealth and honor couldn’t be said to be at a loss.

He hummed a tune as he walked away.

In the room, the person crouched in the corner appeared to be a thin young man with disheveled hair and dirt all over his face. His eyes were very bright, but his gaze was very direct, as if it couldn’t turn.

He crouched there, staring at the peeling wall corner where there was an ant nest, the ants busily working without knowing what they were busy with.

On the ground lay some turnips and radishes stained with soup. The person took a radish toward the ants, but obviously the ants weren’t interested in such food and busily walked away.

Confusion flashed in the young man’s eyes. His gaze seemed to stare at the ants yet also at the void, as he murmured:

“Sister, sister, sister.”

“Eighteen, eighteen, eighteen.”

…

Chapter 356: Dog Food
Kunzhou City had countless courtyards, row upon row. At this moment, in the study of an inconspicuous small courtyard in the eastern part of the city where the wealthy had long resided, a group of advisors were each opening the letters in their hands.

One person smiled broadly and said, “As expected, they’ve left the Fuguang River.”

Another person said, “Young Master is truly talented.”

One person sighed, “Speaking of which, the other side is truly formidable. How many of our arrangements have they ruined? Originally thought we could eliminate them outside the border without having to wait until they entered Yannan and inevitably got our hands dirty, but now it seems we can’t stop them.”

“If we can’t stop them, let them come in,” another person curled his lip, “Outside the border isn’t Young Master’s territory after all. Yannan is our domain. If they want to seek death, let them come.”

One person folded up the court gazette in his hand and said, “All affairs in the court are peaceful. As soon as that person left, Elder Xiao recovered from his illness and returned to court. The court’s structure has subtle changes. Rong and Xiao now both comply with His Majesty’s edicts, their relationship has thawed, but the relationship between Elder Xiao and Elder Li is not as good as before. Grand Secretary Chang is also frequently targeted and can no longer play the confused old man. The move the Crown Princess made before leaving was truly quite vicious…”

“The cabinet has never been a monolithic block. The more discord among them, the more opportunities for us. It’s just a pity that the Crown Princess is stubborn and acts independently. No one can stop her from coming to Yannan. All those generous gifts we sent to the capital over the years have been wasted.”

“Not just what was sent to the capital. This time alone, we’ve already spent countless resources and still haven’t succeeded…”

“Since this Crown Princess is so shrewd, our countermeasures should be adjusted.”

“We might as well pretend to submit first and win her over.”

“If she truly doesn’t know what’s good for her, we can certainly pull the rug out from under her.”

“Or we could set some bait…”

Everyone discussed heatedly. Someone couldn’t help but sigh, “This Crown Princess is clearly of noble imperial blood, yet she likes to conduct private inspections in disguise. She’d rather not have three thousand guards and prefers to travel alone in secret. I wonder if she’s too confident in herself or looks down on us in Yannan too much?”

Someone laughed heartily, “Whether it’s confidence or looking down on us, isn’t she still in our Young Master’s trap?”

Then someone reported from outside, “Young Master has returned!”

The advisors continued their conversation until one of them coughed, and they all threw down their documents, stood up with smiles, and said, “Young Master has come.”

The curtain was lifted, and someone strode in with head held high.

…

On the warship, the Nanyue naval forces finally dispersed. The ship continued forward. At midnight, Tie Ci’s ship stopped in the middle of the river, and a fishing boat emerged from beneath the ship. On the boat sat Tie Ci, the Chi Qingbo couple, Xiao Xueya and Deputy General Zhu, Chi Xue and Dan Shuang, as well as sausage-mouth Feng Huan.

Murong Yi waved to Tie Ci from afar on the ship, looking quite content to be a hostage.

The young nobles clung to the ship’s rail with tears in their eyes. They had wanted to escape but failed, and now it was the Crown Princess who had escaped instead. Turning to look at the enchanting consort, their hearts felt even more desolate.

They stared at Feng Huan with envy, jealousy, and hatred. That bastard was proudly waving from the small boat. They wished that when he drank water it would scald him, and when he traveled by boat it would capsize.

Li Yuncheng clutched a book, watching the Crown Princess who had just left like that with some bewilderment. She left just like that, but why did she entrust the Crown Princess’s guards and accompanying officials remaining on the ship to his management? When had the Crown Princess trusted him so much? Could this be a trap?

Actually, he was overthinking. Tie Ci simply saw that he had considerable prestige among the young nobles and was intelligent, so naturally she would make use of him.

As for the arrangements Tie Ci had made for Xizhou earlier, Xiao Xueya had acted decisively and had already called a meeting with the generals to arrange everything before being poisoned. So the naval ships would later stay at the Xizhou ferry for another day, waiting for handover matters and other arrangements to be completed before continuing to Wuling ferry.

Disembarking was originally Murong Yi’s sudden suggestion, but when Tie Ci met his gaze, she agreed without question.

After everyone dispersed, Murong Yi indeed told Tie Ci that he had interrogated those underwater assassins. They were quite stubborn, but not as stubborn as his methods. Eventually they confessed that they were sent by the Chang family of Huichuan.

The Chang family of Huichuan was one of the great clans in Yannan. They had built their fortune in the tea-horse trade, had three family members serving in the Yannan Prince’s mansion, their family patriarch was the former Yannan Prince’s chief clerk, and they also had marriage connections with Yannan’s three great chieftains. They were a great family that could connect with both military and political circles in Yannan.

They were also the main family of Chang Yuan, who had stolen Tie Ci’s poetry and been expelled by Tie Ci.

The assassin said it was because Chang Yuan was the most outstanding young man of the Chang family’s generation, but after the trip to the capital, despite being on the list, he was expelled. After returning, he became dispirited. The Chang family patriarch loved Chang Yuan the most and in his anger wanted to teach the Crown Princess a lesson.

Murong Yi scoffed at this.

This story could only fool these stupid assassins.

The Chang family was a local power in Yannan, thriving in Yannan. Running to the capital to participate in the imperial examinations and cultivate connections was already putting the cart before the horse. To hastily act against the Crown Princess before she even arrived in Yannan, when the Yannan Prince’s mansion hadn’t even drawn swords yet, seemed like madness no matter how you looked at it.

Such a family that had prospered for generations and was accustomed to reading the winds would never suddenly go mad.

They were merely being manipulated by others.

Tie Ci remembered the bone carving-like object that the assassin had thrown before dying during the imperial garden assassination. She showed it to Murong Yi to have these colleagues identify it, but the result was that no one recognized it. This clearly meant the two groups of assassins didn’t come from the same place and had different allegiances.

Since that was the case, there was no need to bring out the vine-like object Tie Ci had obtained from Tan Dunzhi.

Murong Yi returned the bone carving to Tie Ci. Watching Tie Ci’s small boat disappear into the distance, he turned back to the cabin where the assassins were interrogated, thinking that after this wave passed, perhaps he could extract more information.

As he walked back, he saw a night bird spread its wings and sweep past the mast, disappearing into the night. The bird had bright colors, its belly and back showing a vivid orange even in the dim lamplight, but its beak was black and long, reminiscent of a venomous bee’s stinger.

Murong Yi faintly smelled an unpleasant odor, like rancid fat, greasy and nauseating.

When he reached the cabin door, he found several of his subordinates who were responsible for guarding lying scattered at the entrance.

Murong Yi’s expression hardened. He rushed into the room in a few steps. Sure enough, those assassins were also lying stiffly on the ground.

Several assassins were curled up in balls with vomit on the ground, showing they had convulsed before death. Murong Yi found wounds on their bodies – very small ones, all on exposed skin. Just tiny breaks in the skin, but enough to cause instant death.

The two subordinates responsible for guarding were naturally skilled hands under his command, very alert and agile. Yet they not only failed to detect the commotion inside the room but also lost their own lives.

Murong Yi had left this cabin for only a quarter hour. This area was also separated from the Nanyue naval forces, and after today’s events, the Crown Princess’s guards were maintaining strict security. The ship was still in the middle of the river, so it was impossible for assassins to infiltrate.

How did these people die?

Murong Yi stood dazed in the room, then suddenly sniffed.

The air was heavy with the smell of blood, which covered up an unusual odor. That smell was somewhat familiar – he had just smelled it.

It was the smell of that bird from earlier.

His gaze fell on the window, which had somehow opened a crack.

Did that bird fly over and kill these people? What kind of bird was it? Why did it fly over? This bird couldn’t have come by accident, otherwise it wouldn’t be that only the people in that room died while everyone else was fine.

So was it summoned by someone? But the ship had been quiet just now, with no summoning sounds. And if no one had approached that interrogation room, how did the bird find it so precisely?

The bird came when he was seeing Tie Ci off, and everyone on Tie Ci’s boat showed no unusual behavior.

Yannan was not yet reached, but the waves would never cease.

Murong Yi gazed at the small fishing boat departing on the river surface, slightly furrowing his brow.

…

The small boat went downstream and stopped at a small ferry called Wumeng, located northwest of the originally planned Wuling ferry, about a hundred li away. Nearby were continuous mountain ranges, and twenty-odd li south of the ferry was Pingyun Prefecture, one of the seven prefectures under Xizhou.

Since that was the case, why not visit Pingyun Prefecture and stay the night? Then continue along the mountain range, seeking medicine while avoiding the endless assassinations along this route.

Her maternal grandfather was the prefect of Pingyun Prefecture. She might as well see how her grandfather’s administration was doing.

Chi Xue had long prepared travel passes and documents for the journey – a whole stack of blank ones, making it very convenient to enter the city. When entering the city, Tie Ci looked at the city walls – they apparently hadn’t been repaired in many years.

The current era was peaceful without warfare, and Pingyun’s location wasn’t a strategic pass or important position. But for the city walls to reach this state of being spotted with missing bricks and practically useless, it was still too lax. As the saying goes, “Build cities to defend the ruler, construct outer walls to protect the people.” Even if Pingyun wasn’t on the border or a military strategic point, surely there were still mountain bandits and horse thieves outside the city?

Tie Ci recalled last year’s three-year performance evaluation. The Ministry of Personnel had reported Pingyun’s assessment as excellent. She sighed.

After entering the city, it couldn’t be called clean and prosperous, but it also couldn’t be called dilapidated and filthy. The southwest region had many mountains and much rain, making crops difficult to grow. The economy and people’s livelihood were mediocre, incomparable to Zhongzhou and other places.

Tie Ci’s gaze swept over the open and hidden channels, stone and dirt roads, temples and monasteries within the city. The incense at the temples wasn’t particularly flourishing. In the southwest, various ethnic groups lived together, each with their own worshipped deities, and they had little interest in the Buddhist and Taoist teachings of the Central Plains.

Outside the city, Chi Xue had hired several black lacquered carriages for the wounded and sick to ride in. After entering the city, they first found a quiet inn in the most prosperous eastern part of the city, booked it entirely, and moved in.

Tie Ci shared a courtyard with Chi Xue and Dan Shuang, and without avoiding suspicion, she also stuffed Feng Huan in. Xiao Xueya and Deputy General Zhu shared a courtyard, and the Chi Qingbo couple had their own courtyard.

The young master was quite depressed. When had he ever traveled without being surrounded by attendants, with everything done for him? Now when traveling, he had to do everything himself, and the Crown Princess wouldn’t let him buy temporary servants and practically wanted to use him as a servant.

Like now – the Crown Princess had gone out to browse the night market, and he was responsible for carrying bags.

After dinner, the Chi Qingbo couple also left. They met Tie Ci at the entrance. Tie Ci was somewhat surprised to see the two of them. She had specifically left Chi Xue and Dan Shuang behind to protect Xiao Xueya and them. Why were they going out? Chi Qingbo’s injuries hadn’t healed yet.

A’li Teng looked gently at Chi Qingbo, saying with slight reproach, “He said he felt stuffy in the room. Since there’s a night market right at the entrance, we thought we’d come out for a walk.”

Her hair had been mostly burned off a few days ago, so she simply wrapped it with a headscarf, revealing only a face with deep, beautiful, and gorgeous features.

Chi Qingbo smiled, touching her head, and said slowly, “There are many traveling doctors here who set up stalls selling herbs. We can also try our luck.”

His eyes were full of affection, and A’li Teng looked up at him with flowing eyes full of joy.

Tie Ci had originally wanted to say she could buy whatever they needed and that they should rest and recover. But at this moment, she felt she couldn’t insert herself between these two people at all. The young couple clearly had a good relationship – Chi Qingbo obviously cherished A’li Teng and wanted to accompany her for a walk. Naturally, she didn’t need to interfere.

She smiled and bid farewell to the couple at the entrance, watching them leave hand in hand. Feng Huan stood on the threshold, looking at their retreating figures, and said with admiration, “These two are truly loving. I wish I had someone who loved me like that…”

As he spoke, he glanced sideways at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci walked casually ahead, saying, “That’s not difficult. If you fancy someone, I’ll ask Father Emperor to grant you a marriage when we return to the capital, provided the other person also likes you.”

Feng Huan looked at her back, fidgeting as he said, “Well, about that, I don’t know, but I do have someone I like…”

But Tie Ci wasn’t listening to him at all and interrupted, “You also think Master Chi and his wife are truly loving?”

“Of course it’s true,” Feng Huan immediately said. “I’m telling you, Your Highness, you just don’t understand. When a woman is deeply in love with a man, her eyes and movements are like she’s glued to him. She’d prick up her ears just hearing his name, and if someone blocked her view of him, she’d want to push them aside. Like a spider that’s woven a web, she only catches that one person and won’t rest until she’s devoured him.”

Tie Ci laughed, “Listening to you, it sounds like they’re not a couple who’ve been married for a long time, but lovers in passionate romance.”

The two strolled down the street, keeping some distance apart. One was graceful and handsome, the other a pretty boy with a conspicuous sausage mouth, making them doubly eye-catching. People on the street frequently looked their way.

However, Tie Ci was used to being the center of attention, and Feng Huan didn’t care about being noticed. In his eyes, these were all commoners – his eyes only followed the person in front of him.

“Well yes, this couple has a particularly good relationship.”

“Are all couples and lovers with good relationships like what you described?”

Feng Huan said decisively, “Normal people are all like this! Those who aren’t are abnormal!”

“Oh…” Tie Ci responded with a half-smile, “You seem to understand so well. It seems you really do have someone in your heart.”

“That’s right, that’s right… I am indeed thinking of a young lady, I just don’t know if that young lady also…” Feng Huan looked at Tie Ci’s back, his sausage mouth sincerely slightly open, eyes bright.

Suddenly someone passed by his side, reached out and slapped his mouth, laughing, “Unfaithful men should shut up.”

“Who was that? I heard Master Mu say you once gave a young lady a kiss on the street. Is it her…” Tie Ci casually turned back and was startled, “What happened to your mouth again!”

It was a red sausage just moments ago, how did it become a purple sausage in the blink of an eye?

A small child pointed at Feng Huan’s mouth and giggled.

Feng Huan: “Woo woo woo ruru ruru…”

This time he couldn’t even speak.

Tie Ci immediately reacted and looked around in all directions.

But the night market was particularly crowded, with everyone staring at Feng Huan and snickering. She couldn’t tell who had just played this trick.

Feng Huan: “Woo woo woo ruru ruru…”

I want to go back to the inn.

Tie Ci: “Oh.” She reached out and pulled Feng Huan along, “It’s fine, keep browsing. It looks good – a big mouth brings fortune from all directions. They’re jealous of you.”

Feng Huan: “…”

Crown Princess, if you keep this up, I really won’t be able to like you anymore…

The Crown Princess obviously didn’t care whether Feng Huan liked her or not.

After all, what she needed was Feng Huan’s sausage mouth to lure out people from that mysterious family. Obviously there were quite a few of them – they could encounter them just by casually browsing a night market in a small city.

But afterward, walking a short street from end to end and back again, they didn’t encounter any more strange people or events.

During the process of strolling this short street, Tie Ci ran into the Chi Qingbo couple three times.

The first time, the two were crouching in front of an herbal medicine stall selecting herbs. After crouching for a long time, when they stood up their legs were numb. Both stumbled simultaneously, then timely supported each other and smiled at each other.

The night market had colorful lanterns everywhere, flowing with light and color. That pair’s gazes at each other were like glue, and the dimples at the corners of A’li Teng’s lips seemed filled with honey, sweet and fragrant.

The second time was at a small food stall, where the couple sat head to head eating from one pot, feeding each other. Chi Qingbo personally peeled open a lemongrass rice packet, picked out the mountain onions one by one, then brought it to A’li Teng’s mouth.

A’li Teng looked at Chi Qingbo with a beaming smile, opening her mouth to receive it. But Chi Qingbo was so mesmerized watching A’li Teng that he poked her lips with his chopsticks.

A’li Teng giggled, her voice like a songbird, every note melodious and joyful.

The third time was when the night was deep, and the two were supporting each other as they walked back. Chi Qingbo skillfully squatted down wanting to carry A’li Teng on his back. A’li Teng lightly leaned on his back and whispered something in his ear. His ears immediately turned red.

He stood up with a smile, pinched A’li Teng’s cheeks, and A’li Teng smiled as she took his arm. The two slowly walked back.

All three times, Tie Ci stood in the shadows observing, unable to help but click her tongue.

Coming out to browse the night market, she ended up getting a mouthful of dog food.

Feng Huan cupped his sausage mouth and also watched the couple’s retreating figures, thinking: Is this what’s called the ordinary warm daily life of a loving couple enjoying the mundane pleasures of life? It did look quite beautiful.

But he’d still rather cry sitting in the Golden Luan Hall than laugh in a dirty night market.

…

Chapter 357: Birthday Celebration
The night was deep, and the night market was closing up.

Actually, business had long since ended. Tie Ci couldn’t understand why these merchants didn’t go home to sleep but insisted on staying so late. She inquired at a nearby roasted insect stall.

The stall owner flicked his blackened rag and said in a suppressed, irritated voice, “The Prefect’s birthday is approaching, and the prefecture office ordered the south market night stalls to stay open as celebration.”

Tie Ci was stunned.

Grandfather was having a birthday?

But he was just a prefect. If he wanted to celebrate his birthday, it would be fine to make merry in his own mansion, but making the night market extend hours to celebrate for him? What benefit did extending the night market give him?

Soon she saw what the benefit was.

A commotion arose, followed by a crash as a tea soup stall was knocked over, tea spilling everywhere, mixed with men’s pleas and women’s screams.

Several black-clothed bailiffs with red trim emerged from beside the collapsed stall. One of them kicked away a man clinging to his leg and angrily shouted, “Extension, extension – every day crying about poor business and asking for extensions. We’ve already given you three days!”

The stall owner wept, “Sir, sir, it’s not that this commoner won’t pay, but we really haven’t made much money. Please give us a few more days, we’ll definitely make it up later. Please don’t destroy our family’s livelihood…”

Several women knelt on the ground kowtowing repeatedly. The surrounding stall owners all gathered around. Though none spoke, their expressions were mostly dejected.

The bailiff said sarcastically, “Oh my, under Magistrate Tan’s blue-sky administration, what are you putting on this act for? Are you trying to slander Prefect Tan for unclear governance? Truly merchants who value profit above all, ungrateful lot. Prefect Tan allows you to operate your night market two extra hours each night – isn’t that enough!”

“But operating two extra hours means paying thirty percent more in overtime tax!” someone muttered. “The extra operating hours are very late anyway, with hardly any business, but the tax is added… This, this is just adding tax for nothing, isn’t it?”

The bailiff glared and shouted, “Who’s muttering behind there! Stand up!”

The crowd immediately fell silent.

The bailiff’s anger hadn’t subsided. He sneered, “What’s wrong with adding thirty percent tax? The old master is celebrating his fifty-fifth birthday, and officials from all over Qianzhou have come to congratulate him. Shouldn’t you show filial respect? Noble persons will soon inspect Qianzhou and Yannan, traveling such a long distance. Shouldn’t you show filial respect… Smash the stall!”

People rushed forward to smash the stall with crashes and bangs. The stall owner’s family cried and wailed but dared not stop them.

Feng Huan stood behind Tie Ci, seeing clearly, and angrily said, “Damn it, there are actually people in this world more arrogant than me!” He rolled up his sleeves and was about to rush forward.

Tie Ci reached out and pressed his shoulder, and he could no longer move.

Feng Huan said in amazement, “Your High… Eighteen, you’re just going to watch this? These are officials exploiting the people, someone is oppressing good citizens under your banner. You’re touring the southwest precisely to catch these parasites!”

His sausage mouth had aired out for a while and had gone down, allowing him to speak mumblingly. Obviously the other party had only given him a small punishment.

Tie Ci smiled and patted his head like a dog, saying, “If your wound breeds maggots, is catching one maggot enough?”

Feng Huan: …Why did the Crown Princess have to use such a disgusting metaphor!

He said, “Then what? If a wound breeds maggots, don’t you care about the maggots at all? Isn’t that disgusting?”

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

Naturally, you dig out the infected flesh, and the maggots can’t survive.

…

Returning from the night market, Tie Ci told Chi Xue and Dan Shuang about this matter. Chi Xue immediately frowned.

“This so-called ‘noble person’ refers to you, doesn’t it?” she said. “The Qianzhou-Yannan route is adding taxes to the people and merchants to welcome and entertain you? What are they trying to do!”

“We haven’t heard of this matter all along our route into Qianzhou. I’m afraid this is Yannan’s method, and Pingyun Prefecture just happens to be using this excuse to collect money for Magistrate Tan’s birthday celebration?”

Dan Shuang stared wide-eyed, “What is Old Master Tan thinking? This is something that damages your reputation. He doesn’t stop it but joins in the commotion?”

“Probably both greedy for money and somewhat still remembering his status, not wanting to be directly implicated with me, so he vaguely only mentions ‘noble persons’.” Tie Ci sighed.

There really was no limit to how outrageous things could get.

She said, “Go find any gift. I’m going out tomorrow.”

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang understood and went to comply. Tie Ci went to rest.

The next day she rose early, taking Chi Xue along, and inquired her way to Siyi Garden.

Siyi Garden was where the Tan mansion was located. It had originally belonged to a great tea merchant, and just last year, the tea merchant had presented this garden, which took ten years to build, to Master Tan.

Siyi, claiming to be “suitable for wind, snow, flowers, and moon,” was built in this southwestern land imitating the garden layouts of Zhongzhou and Jiangnan regions, with water channeled and hills built, planted with rare trees and famous flowers. Amid the green shade, pavilions spread their wings, with scenery at every step.

Today was Prefect Tan’s birthday celebration. Early in the morning, the quite spacious area outside the garden was filled with carriages and sedan chairs. Doormen and servants stood throughout the bluestone brick paths, directing the parking of vehicles and horses, sweating profusely.

Well-dressed officials and wealthy merchants alighted from their vehicles. Servants holding visiting cards stepped forward, then were led inside by the Tan mansion’s people.

The eastward Ningjui Garden in the complex received male guests, while female guests were led to the westward Jifang Garden. Master Tan’s third and fourth sons personally received guests at the entrance, while the third and fourth madams and several branch family daughters-in-law were responsible for receiving female guests.

Everyone bowed and yielded with great pleasure. After entering, they gathered in groups of three or two, chatting and admiring the garden while waiting for the banquet to begin and to offer birthday greetings.

“I don’t see Master Tan or Second Master Tan.”

“Didn’t they say they went to the capital to congratulate the Crown Princess on her birthday? We even sent ceremonial gifts at that time.”

“They should have returned by now. They can’t ignore the old master’s birthday after celebrating the Crown Princess’s, can they?”

“Haven’t you heard? I have a distant relative who serves as a supervisor at the Ministry of War’s Protocol Office in the capital. He says these Tan family members don’t seem to be valued by the imperial family. They’ve been ordered to follow the Crown Princess’s southern inspection team back to Pingyun.”

“Then they should have returned. How come we don’t see them? Isn’t the Crown Princess recently appeared in Huangzhou? There was quite a commotion along the Fuguang River suppressing bandits, and one day there was apparently a great fire on the river. Wherever this person goes, there’s no peace.”

“I think the Crown Princess’s pace is faster than expected. The Tan family members might not be able to return so quickly. That Old Master Tan also said this time the Crown Princess’s southern tour is actually to come pay him birthday respects. Otherwise, why would so many people come today? Isn’t it because they’re speculating the Crown Princess might come?”

“Yes, yes, I asked Third Master Tan about it earlier, and he was vague but seemed to have that meaning.”

“If the Crown Princess came, how could there be no commotion?”

“Maybe she’s traveling in disguise? Regardless, this is the Crown Princess’s maternal family. The Crown Princess is increasingly powerful now and will eventually ascend the throne. The Tan family is not what it used to be. We should treat them well.”

“How could we not treat them well? I heard that Yannan is even taxing the people and merchants as preparation for receiving the imperial visit. What a big commotion.”

“Can Yannan really be sincere about welcoming the Crown Princess? This action, could it be…”

“Shh, knowing it in your heart is enough. Don’t say too much.”

“Yes, yes, we’re talking about the Tan mansion now. Not just our Qianzhou, but even the Yannan Prince’s mansion and Yannan’s three great Pacification Offices have sent people to offer birthday congratulations. Naturally we should give the Tan family this face. Speaking of which, what birthday gift did you prepare?”

“Didn’t they say Old Master Tan loves gold? He was born in the year of the rabbit, so I had a solid gold rabbit made.”

“Good thing he wasn’t born in the year of the ox.”

“Old Madam Tan seems to have been born in the year of the ox. I heard she’ll also celebrate her birthday next year.”

“This really never ends…”

“Exactly. After congratulating Old Master Tan on his birthday, we have to hurry to Yannan’s Kunzhou. Princess Sijie is getting married in ten days, and we need to attend the wedding feast.”

“Ah, wasn’t it said they were still selecting candidates? How come we haven’t heard who was chosen, but she’s already getting married?”

“Didn’t Princess Sijie say she would support her younger brother and never marry? How come she suddenly wants to marry?”

“Which family’s son is she marrying?”

The official surrounded by the crowd looked around mysteriously, making sure there was no one nearby except someone who seemed to be sightseeing on the small bridge across the lake, their figure elegant from a distance.

The distance was far enough. He felt reassured and whispered, “She’s marrying a direct descendant of the Chang family of Huichuan.”

“This family background barely matches, but from what you’re saying, this descendant has no official position or scholarly achievements?”

“They say he’s an outstanding scholar from the Chang family, but recently went to the capital for examinations and was expelled. Looking at it this way, he’s quite ordinary.”

“Ah, now that you mention it, I remember. Is it Chang Yuan? He wasn’t just expelled – I heard he offended the Crown Princess, was clearly on the list but then expelled. This way, his future prospects are hopeless.”

“I heard about it too. Not just hopeless prospects – they say he was so affected that he’s become somewhat mad. What status does the Princess have? How can she marry such a person?”

“Why can’t she marry him?” someone laughed. “In the end, the Yannan Prince’s mansion is controlled by You Weinan. If she doesn’t marry, she remains the heir apparent. How can You Weinan completely control the Yannan Prince’s mansion?”

After these words, the crowd fell quiet for a moment. After a while, someone muttered softly, “Aren’t there still male descendants…”

“Hey, have you heard any news about that person in the past half year? My relatives in Yannan’s Kunzhou said that since the second half of last year, they haven’t seen that eldest young master. Some say…” The person paused, and everyone knowingly gathered closer, “…he’s already dead!”

Everyone was shocked.

Looking up at the speaker again, dense green shade overhead, sunlight broken and dappled by leaves, casting on the person’s face in light and shadow, creating an eerie atmosphere.

Everyone shivered, suddenly realizing they were discussing serious matters, felt uneasy, and dispersed with awkward laughter.

As someone dispersed, he saw that on the nine-curved covered bridge across the lake, the graceful young man seemed to be feeding fish.

He thought of today’s birthday celebration, of the wedding feast in a few days, of the legendary Crown Princess’s southern tour with uncertain whereabouts but many incidents – today auditing accounts in Huangzhou, tomorrow suppressing bandits on the river, the day after toppling Xizhou’s officialdom, causing endless disturbances. No one knew exactly where she was, no one knew who would be unlucky next.

But coming to curry favor with her maternal family shouldn’t bring bad luck, right?

The birthday celebrants dispersed. On the small bridge over the lake, Tie Ci quietly scattered the last handful of fish food.

Below the bridge, red fish wagged their heads and tails, clustering together. Each was fed to be plump and adorable, yet still endlessly pursued the fish food, grabbing whatever was scattered, never knowing satisfaction.

These officials were just the same.

Chi Xue said softly, “Young Master, what did you hear?”

She knew that just a few days ago, when Tie Ci encountered that martially skilled person in blue, she was easily forced into reverse qi flow and again activated the talent ability she had deliberately sealed away and hadn’t opened for a long time.

The ability that emerged this time was divine hearing – as long as she wished, she could hear conversations within three li around her.

But this wasn’t a good ability. When it first appeared, because she hadn’t learned how to filter, countless loud noises suddenly poured into her ears, instantly making her dizzy.

Now she had gradually learned to seal part of her hearing, only listening to what she wanted to hear.

Tie Ci said lightly, “I heard something quite good.”

Chi Xue smiled trustingly.

Tie Ci’s gaze turned toward the continuous pavilions and multi-story buildings ahead, saying lightly, “Someone celebrates a birthday, someone gets married. Before the storm comes, Yannan has joy.”

…

In the third courtyard of the eastern wing, because it didn’t bear today’s birthday banquet reception duties, it seemed quite peaceful.

Only the room was peaceful, not the person.

Today’s birthday celebrant hadn’t gone to receive guests in front but was holding his head and pacing frantically, constantly muttering, “Are you sure there’s no news?”

Third Master Tan said, “None. We heard the Crown Princess’s retinue also reached Qianzhou’s Guangfeng. We’ve sent people to meet them, and the news that came back said they didn’t see mother and elder brother and sister-in-law. They said someone with the Crown Princess’s orders took them away.”

Old Master Tan exhaled and said, “If they were taken away, why haven’t they arrived yet? And where has the Crown Princess gone?”

“Your Highness’s whereabouts are even more beyond our ability to inquire about.”

Old Master Tan exhaled again, not knowing if it was disappointment or relief. He sat down and said to Third Master Tan, “Now there are some bad rumors outside, saying our family members aren’t favored by the Crown Princess in the capital. How is this possible? We’re the Crown Princess’s maternal family!”

Third Master Tan said carelessly, “Why should you care about outside gossip, Father? With the Crown Princess in power, the Tan family can only become more illustrious. Look at your birthday banquet – the Right Deputy of the Provincial Administration Commission personally attended, the Provincial Administration Commissioner sent someone specially to deliver birthday gifts, and the Yannan Provincial Administration Commission also sent gifts. Who has your prestige!”

Old Master Tan quite proudly hummed in agreement and said to his two sons, “Precisely because of some gossip, my birthday must be celebrated grandly to let the important officials of Qianzhou and Yannan see that the Tan family is not what it used to be.”

Fourth Master Tan said, “It’s a pity the Crown Princess didn’t appear. She probably doesn’t know about father’s birthday. Otherwise, if she had sent birthday gifts, today’s banquet would be perfect.”

Old Master Tan also looked regretful. Third Master Tan curled his lip and said, “What’s the matter! We’ll just find something from our house, cover it with yellow cloth, and say the Crown Princess sent someone to deliver birthday gifts. Who would know? Even if the Crown Princess finds out later, what then? Can she really argue with her grandfather and uncle? She’d probably have to quickly apologize and make up with a real gift.”

All three clapped their hands in approval. Old Master Tan quickly had the steward open the storehouse to find something suitable.

In front, Tie Ci had already begun taking her seat.

She came under the identity of a judicial clerk under one of Yannan’s three great chieftains, the Mubang Chieftain. First, the official position was lowly and wouldn’t attract attention. Second, even if Yannan wanted to curry favor with Old Master Tan, the Yannan chieftains wouldn’t send people to participate, at most sending gifts. Impersonating wouldn’t fear being exposed. Third, Qianzhou, Yannan and other places had many legends about chieftains and daily taboos, so she needn’t fear people clinging to her for social obligations.

Today’s guests were like clouds. Seating was arranged according to official rank. Important guests along with the birthday celebrant’s family were all in Danhuai Hall at the center of Ningjui Garden, while with Tie Ci’s status, she was arranged in the side flower hall outside Danhuai Hall. It was actually a good place with gentle breezes, surrounded by hanging flowers and vines beside artificial hills with flowing water. She could see the large open windows on the second floor of Danhuai Hall above, from which loud conversation and laughter emanated clearly.

Presumably the people upstairs, standing high and looking far, seeing such a scene of clustered flowers and brocade, must feel very pleased.

Tie Ci didn’t rush to take her seat but leaned against the strange rocks at the entrance of Danhuai Hall, smiling as she watched the arriving guests. The honored guests who could go upstairs would all pass in front of this rock, and servants would announce their names. She came here today precisely to see how many flattering officials in Qianzhou would shamelessly congratulate even a sixth-rank official’s birthday, and to see what the relationship was like between Yannan and Qianzhou officials.

A large group of officials in brocade robes and jade belts came toward the building entrance, accompanied by Third Master Tan. The Tan mansion’s steward came forward, standing left and right to prepare for announcements. Seeing Tie Ci standing by the entrance stone blocking the way, noting her ordinary clothing and the waist token marked with “Judicial Clerk,” he frowned and said in a drawn-out tone, “This official, your seat is in the side flower hall. Here at Danhuai Hall, distinguished guests are arriving. Please step aside.”

Before he finished speaking, an official following behind him said coldly, “Where did this person with no sense come from? Still not moving aside!”

Chapter 358: A Person of Influence
Tie Ci smiled and stepped aside.

The steward hurriedly said, “Right Deputy Commissioner, this way please.”

The person was obviously the Right Deputy Commissioner of Qianzhou’s Provincial Administration Commission. Hearing this, he nodded and smiled to his companion, “Chief Clerk, please.”

Tie Ci’s gaze turned toward them.

The person called Chief Clerk was short and fat, smiling like a wealthy merchant, paired excellently with the tall and thin Right Deputy Commissioner who looked like a bamboo pole.

The Right Deputy Commissioner of Qianzhou’s Provincial Administration Commission and the Chief Clerk of Yannan Prince’s mansion walked arm in arm.

How very interesting.

Such high officials from two regions personally congratulating a sixth-rank prefect on his birthday was even more interesting.

Next, Tie Ci heard a series of names covering all the important military and political officials of Qianzhou and even Huzhou and Yannan. A string of illustrious names was loudly announced by the steward. Everyone clicked their tongues in admiration, and the accompanying Third Master Tan and Fourth Master Tan who was receiving guests at the entrance both had flushed faces.

The birthday celebrant emerged from upstairs to greet them. Tie Ci turned to look.

Prefect Tan had gained some weight. His rhinoceros leather belt trembled against his thick waist, but his stature was quite tall. His face still had a somewhat jade-like gentle appearance. Indeed, Quiet Consort’s features resembled her father more.

Tie Ci felt no filial affection in her heart.

She didn’t have much of such emotions even toward her mother, since that mother was a mother, but she was raising her mother like a daughter.

Much less toward maternal relatives she’d never had contact with.

She was the Crown Prince. When grandfather and uncles met her, they would first observe state protocol before family protocol. Previously, because it was the Tan family’s first time entering the capital, and the censors from the Censorate controlled by the Xiao family were watching like tigers every day, she couldn’t let anyone catch her in a breach of filial piety, so she had tolerated the Tan family’s presumptions.

Now, far away in Pingyun, in her eyes, these were just officials under her command.

The guests entered the building. Third Master Tan was about to begin the banquet when suddenly a steward hurried over and whispered to Third Master Tan.

Tie Ci was close enough to clearly see Third Master Tan’s surprise, followed by joy appearing on his brow.

He sent someone rushing inside to report. There was immediately a commotion inside. After a moment, Old Master Tan came down the stairs and, together with Third Master Tan and Fourth Master Tan, all went out to greet the new arrivals.

Tie Ci straightened up.

What distinguished guest had arrived?

The Qianzhou Provincial Administrator wouldn’t come. First, it was beneath his status, and second, her own edict had already been sent to the Provincial Administration Commission. The account auditing in Huangzhou, the assassination and fire attack on the river in Xizhou, the major personnel changes in Xizhou’s officialdom, and the subsequent major cleanup of the Fuguang River waters would keep him busy for a year and a half, plus he’d have to write memorial requesting punishment to the court.

The highest-ranking official under the Provincial Administrator, the Right Deputy Commissioner, had already arrived, and even Yannan had sent their Chief Clerk. Who else had status far exceeding theirs, making the birthday celebrant’s family go out to greet them?

A moment later, Tie Ci saw a procession of boys and girls.

All were about thirteen or fourteen years old, with features like carved jade, boys on the left and girls on the right, arranged in two rows, holding golden vases, golden wash basins, golden bowls, golden boxes, spittoons and other items. The boys and girls all wore white silk gauze clothes, their sleeves fluttering as they walked, ethereal as immortals.

After the twelve boys and girls came a rattan sedan chair, but it was carried by four robust and tall mountain women wearing only short sleeves and half-skirts, exposing gleaming and strong arms and calves, forming a stark contrast with the delicate boys and girls in front.

Even more eye-catching was the rattan sedan chair, which sparkled in the sunlight. Looking closely, not only was the rattan no ordinary material – it was purple-red in color, glossy and smooth, made of the locally precious diamond rattan – but golden light flashed between the rattan strips. Upon closer inspection, it was woven with gold threads. Pearl curtains hung from the top of the sedan chair, each pearl the size of a lotus seed, lustrous and white, tinkling melodiously as they moved. The rattan chair was woven in a natural form, and several flowers bloomed among the rattan strips at the top, especially brilliant and colorful. Looking closely, they weren’t real flowers but were made of rubies and sapphires, green and white jade, emerald and amber, creating gemstone flowers that looked real.

The Tan family father and sons walked beside the rattan sedan chair. The birthday celebrant’s gorgeous robe of treasure blue with clustered flowers and gold thread embroidery lost its luster under such dazzling jewels and treasures.

Tie Ci’s eyes widened.

What kind of human extravagance was this!

Even her family’s Murong Yi had never been this ostentatious!

She was the Crown Princess and had never shown off like this!

Looking at everyone’s expressions, they all showed astonished looks, but she couldn’t determine if this astonishment was due to the ostentatious style or the person’s identity.

The sedan chair was carried all the way to the front of Danhuai Hall. Third Master Tan personally stood before the sedan to invite the occupant out, while the boys and girls stepped forward to part the pearl curtains.

Tie Ci saw a head of black hair topped with a small crown of jade, with pearls on the crown as large as pigeon eggs, bright enough to blind people.

That person raised their head.

It was a face that could be called beautiful – heart-shaped, delicate and well-behaved, with very large eyes, very long eyelashes, and pupils that reminded one of black pebbles in clear blue streams.

The steward announced, “Left Deputy Commissioner You of Yannan Provincial Administration Commission has arrived!”

Now not only did people from Danhuai Hall come out to greet them, but small officials and wealthy merchants from all sides also stepped forward, standing by the roadside and bowing.

So this was what You Weinan was like.

As the crowd approached, Tie Ci quietly stepped back, planning to blend into the crowd.

She smiled to the person beside her, “I didn’t expect Commissioner You to be so young.”

The other person also seemed to be a minor official, looking enviously at that group of people and saying, “Young Master You rarely goes out. I didn’t expect he would personally come to congratulate Prefect Tan on his birthday.”

Tie Ci said, “I didn’t expect Young Master You to look so approachable.”

That person said, “I haven’t seen him either, but I’ve seen the heir apparent of Yannan Prince’s mansion before. Doesn’t this person resemble the heir apparent somewhat?”

Tie Ci looked and saw that their features weren’t very similar, but at first glance they were quite alike – the same type of baby face that made them look young. Indeed, they were worthy of being cousins.

The two were chatting in low voices when unexpectedly You Weinan, who was walking ahead and conversing cheerfully with Prefect Tan, stopped and looked over.

Everyone’s gaze immediately focused on Tie Ci.

Tie Ci looked bewildered and bowed respectfully.

You Weinan glanced at her and smiled to Prefect Tan, “Qianzhou is blessed with spiritual beauty and outstanding people. Just walking around the Tan mansion, one can see such exceptional individuals.”

Prefect Tan’s gaze swept over Tie Ci’s ordinary clothing and waist token, chuckled twice, and said, “Commissioner You hasn’t met my grandsons yet. Ahui, Acheng, come meet Commissioner You!”

Two young men quickly stepped forward.

You Weinan looked Tie Ci up and down several more times. Although this action was somewhat disrespectful, his gaze was curious and slightly smiling, not unlikable.

Tie Ci put on an expression of being flattered beyond measure, stammering and not daring to speak, her hands and feet in disarray.

You Weinan smiled and turned his gaze away, exchanged pleasantries with the Tan family, and went upstairs.

This group went in amid clustering crowds. Only then did the people outside burst into excited discussion. The person beside Tie Ci also said to her, “Let’s go take our seats first. They have distinguished guests, so they’ll need to exchange pleasantries for a while. You and I might as well go eat some pastries. Siyi Garden’s flower cakes and fresh flower pastries are very famous.”

Tie Ci smiled and agreed. The two found a corner in the side flower hall to sit down, in a position facing the windows of the upper seats.

That person ate pastries while saying to her, “Eat up, and take some more after eating. Right now, besides us, no one else has the mind to eat pastries. They’re all busy with socializing.” While saying this, he hurriedly stuffed pastries into his sleeves.

“Since you’re here, why aren’t you socializing? So many military and political important officials from Qianzhou and Yannan have come – it’s a rare good opportunity.”

“Every circle has its own invisible threshold, blocking everyone who wants to enter. If your qualifications haven’t reached the conditions for entering that circle, it’s useless even if you force your way in. Today’s congratulatory guests flow like water, and the important officials are overwhelmed. Even if you squeeze forward to say a few words, they won’t remember you. It’s better to do something memorable to leave an impression and seek opportunities later.”

“What do you mean by doing something memorable?”

That person stuffed a piece of cake in his mouth and pointed toward the lakeside corridor, laughing with bulging cheeks, “For example, if I jumped into the water with a splash right now and swam back and forth, everyone would certainly remember it.”

Tie Ci laughed. That person stuffed another pastry, his cheeks bulging like a squirrel’s, and said, “For example, if I shouted that the Crown Princess has arrived in Pingyun in disguise, everyone would remember me in their shock.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Never mind others – she already felt shocked.

Only then did she turn to look at this fellow properly. He had an unremarkable appearance – a dark face and large head, short stature, with two thin long whiskers comically surrounding a wide mouth, looking like a catfish spirit.

She asked, “May I ask your honorable name? From your speech, you also seem to be someone from Xizhou’s officialdom?”

The catfish spirit cupped his hands, saying, “I am Pang Duan, courtesy name Buxie. I humbly serve as Assistant Prefect of Pingyun Prefecture.”

Tie Ci was stunned. This person was the legitimate deputy to the prefect and should by rights be drinking birthday wine in Danhuai Hall.

She vaguely felt the name was familiar. After further inquiry, she learned that this Pang Duan was a jinshi of the bingxu year, ranked sixth in the second class. With his jinshi background, he had also passed the Hanlin examination and could have entered the Hanlin Academy. As the saying goes, “Only jinshi can enter Hanlin, only Hanlin can enter the cabinet.” The Hanlin Academy’s status was revered beyond comparison with ordinary departments, yet this person hadn’t entered.

When asked about it, Pang Duan pointed to his face and laughed, “Born with strange features and little beauty, fearing to startle the king when appearing at court.”

Tie Ci laughed.

Seeing his gaze clear and bright, though he mocked his own ugliness, he obviously didn’t feel inferior or resentful about losing good prospects due to his appearance. His attitude was frank and composed – he was a gentleman with a broad mind.

As for why he, as Pingyun’s Assistant Prefect, didn’t enter Danhuai Hall, Pang Duan said it was stuffy inside, not as pleasant as outside. Tie Ci figured nine times out of ten he disapproved of her grandfather’s behavior.

Watching the Tan family members come and go without even greeting Assistant Prefect Pang, their relationship was obviously not good.

Today there were many guests, and the Tan family was short-handed, running around frantically. One steward saw Pang Duan and his eyes lit up. He stepped forward and said, “Master Pang has come. Today the Prefect’s birthday banquet has many guests, and we really can’t manage them all. Here in the side flower hall, we’ll trouble Master Pang to help receive them.”

Tie Ci smiled and observed. The Tan mansion had quite an attitude – even a steward dared to order around a court official of almost the same rank as their master.

Pang Duan smiled and agreed. Suddenly there was a sound of opening windows above. Someone stuck their head out and laughed, “Old Pang, thank you for your hard work. You like our house’s cakes – we’ll bring you more to take home later.”

These words rang out loudly, drawing sideways glances from people all around. Pang Duan still smiled and cupped his hands in thanks. On the second floor, Third Master Tan twitched his lips, looked at him contemptuously, and smiled as he withdrew his head.

The window wasn’t closed, and they could vaguely hear him say to someone, “…that Pang catfish who opposes everything behind the scenes!”

A burst of mocking laughter.

Pang Duan under the flower pavilion in the side hall seemed not to hear, continuing to eat his flower cakes and drink the fruit wine on the table, very tolerant, finishing seven or eight pastries and three or four pots of wine in the blink of an eye.

Tie Ci studied him and praised, “Brother Pang has excellent skill in maintaining composure.”

Pang Duan smiled without answering and introduced those flower cakes to Tie Ci, urging her again, “Eat more. Whether you’ll be able to taste this again in the future is hard to say.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Pang Duan smiled without answering again, looking around Siyi Garden and saying, “Beautiful scenery should also be appreciated more. There probably won’t be many opportunities to enter this garden in the future. Ah, such a scenically peaceful and beautiful place, given to that family of vulgarians… If only a school could be built here, Pingyun’s current school is so dilapidated that no students want to come…”

“How come you won’t be able to appreciate this garden anymore? The garden won’t fly away, and you’re Prefect Tan’s capable assistant. Siyi Garden should be a place you visit regularly, right?”

Pang Duan just smiled without speaking.

Tie Ci poured wine for him, and in a flick of her finger, a bit of powder entered the wine pot.

It was one of the little gadgets from the treasure pouch her master gave her. Master said it was an essential treasure for coaxing, deceiving, taking advantage, and body-snatching. If she wanted to sleep with some little wolf dog but the other party was a chaste and virtuous man, using this would guarantee turning the virtuous man into a clingy lover.

Unfortunately, Tie Ci had settled Murong Yi early on. With a snap of her fingers, Murong Yi would eagerly lie flat, so there was no need to waste these things.

Tie Ci wanted to hear this person talk, so she sprinkled a little to try.

Sure enough, after one sip of wine, Pang Duan’s originally clear eyes became confused. He suddenly burped and leaned close to Tie Ci, laughing slyly, “You see him with flowers adorning brocade, fierce fire cooking oil, but don’t know that flowers wither after blooming, and fierce fires turn to ash when burned out.”

“How so? The Tan mansion is the Crown Princess’s maternal family.”

“Right, succeed by the Crown Princess, fail by the Crown Princess.”

“What do you mean?”

“Everyone in Qianzhou thinks that with the Crown Princess in power, the Tan mansion will surely have all chickens and dogs ascend to heaven. The Tan mansion thinks so too, but I don’t think so. I’ve studied the Chronicles of Compassionate Heart and recently heard various rumors about the Crown Princess’s actions along her journey. I can see that this Crown Prince is not someone with a soft heart and tender feelings. When encountering matters, she only considers pros and cons, weighing without discussing gratitude or grudges. With the Tan family’s conduct being what it is, if they don’t parade in front of her, there might still be three parts of sentiment left. But if they appear before her eyes, nine times out of ten they won’t get anything good.”

“Look at the current trends. The Tan family went to the capital, then quickly left the capital. The Crown Princess’s southern tour takes the Tan family matriarch with her, but the matriarch couldn’t even return for the old master’s birthday banquet. Isn’t this clear enough? Going to the capital then leaving again – they were driven out. Taking the entire Tan family on the southern tour – she doesn’t trust them. If they really gained face before the Crown Princess, even if she didn’t come to the birthday banquet herself, she would definitely send the matriarch and others back by fast horse. Since we don’t even see their shadows now, I guess something probably happened, hehe.”

Tie Ci was numbed by that soulful “hehe” laugh, thinking that among the fools in Qianzhou’s officialdom, unexpectedly there was one clear-headed person.

She held up her wine cup and said slowly, “When encountering matters, only consider pros and cons, weighing without discussing gratitude or grudges.”

She hadn’t expected that a minor official in a border region, separated from her by mountains and seas, could fathom her so thoroughly based on just a few theatrical story books.

Pang Duan was obviously about to enter the body-snatching state, becoming increasingly talkative, putting his arm around her shoulder and saying, “Brother, I tell you, the Tan mansion nine times out of ten will have problems. They don’t have the fortune to live long in Siyi Garden. As long as the Crown Princess still wants to win over Yannan and control popular sentiment, she absolutely won’t allow the Tan mansion to occupy such a fine garden under her banner, hehe…”

“Isn’t the Crown Princess in power now? What’s wrong with her maternal family taking a garden?”

“Ah, you’re short-sighted, that’s why you can’t become the Crown Princess. The more one holds power, the more one must show favor and gain reputation, not losing in any aspect, hehe!”

Tie Ci looked at him with a grinning smile and clinked cups with him.

The window above was open, and someone leaned against the window frame, holding a cup of wine and watching the people below talking and laughing cheerfully.

In the hall, Third Master Tan was triumphantly bringing up a purple sandalwood carved tray covered with bright yellow silk cloth to the table. He smiled as he unveiled the bright yellow silk and said to the surrounding officials and wealthy merchants who gathered with admiring expressions, “This is the birthday gift that my niece… oh no, Her Highness the Crown Princess sent someone to deliver by fast horse. Please take a look.”

When the silk was lifted, a chess set appeared. It was a white sandalwood chessboard with ivory and gold chess pieces, pure white and precious, sparkling with golden light under the lamplight, exceptionally gorgeous. The surrounding observers made sounds of amazement.

Old Master Tan and his sons showed no signs of guilt, standing aside with slight pride listening to everyone’s praise. Although this chess set wasn’t a birthday gift from the Crown Princess, it was genuinely an imperial palace item. When Quiet Consort gave birth to a daughter and Tie Ci was designated Crown Princess, the palace customarily gave rewards to the maternal family. This set of white sandalwood ivory backgammon was among the treasures. Old Master Tan bringing it out today secretly congratulated himself that it had never been shown to others before, so he could finally produce something befitting imperial status without losing face.

The chessboard had a bright yellow nameplate hanging from its edge, clearly an imperial tribute item. Everyone gathered around to admire it, continuously flattering Old Master Tan for having a daughter who became a consort and a grandson who became Crown Prince, saying the Tan family’s meteoric rise was just around the corner. Old Master Tan’s laughter never ceased.

You Weinan leaned against the window frame, his gaze sweeping over that white sandalwood chessboard. He seemed to think of something, and the corners of his lips curved up. He shifted his body, but the fan pouch hanging from his waist suddenly fell down.

Right below was Tie Ci. Hearing a faint sound of wind, she reached up and caught the fan pouch precisely in her hand, then looked up.

She saw You Weinan smiling at her, his eyes bright.

Suddenly someone walked over from upstairs – it was the Right Deputy Commissioner of Qianzhou’s Provincial Administration Commission from earlier. He looked down and saw Tie Ci holding You Weinan’s fan pouch in her hand. Seeing there were no servants around, he pointed and said, “You there, yes, you, bring Commissioner You’s fan pouch up here.”

Tie Ci looked at him, slowly pointing to her own nose, “Me?”

Chapter 359: Birthday Gift
The Right Deputy Commissioner frowned. Where did this young man come from, so lacking in perception? “Yes, you.”

Tie Ci smiled, “Are you sure?”

Originally she had thought today had been quite productive – she learned what she wanted to know, observed the good relationship between Yannan and Qianzhou officials, and even found a talented person. She could finish the banquet and leave first, at least letting Old Master Tan smoothly finish his birthday celebration.

But once she went upstairs, she couldn’t guarantee what would happen.

Beside her, Pang Duan suddenly swayed to his feet, grabbed the fan pouch from her hand with one hand, and said with tremendous vigor, “Brother, I’ll help you deliver this fan pouch upstairs!”

Tie Ci smiled, “Delivering a fan pouch isn’t like entering a dragon’s pool or tiger’s den. How could I trouble Brother Pang?”

Pang Duan bent down, leaned close to her ear, and whispered, “Brother, you don’t know – though upstairs isn’t a dragon’s pool or tiger’s den, it could be called a den of demons dancing wildly. That Third and Fourth Master Tan – one is a dandy who talks big, the other has sinister thoughts and stirs up trouble. That Right Deputy Commissioner Qin Liangfeng is the worst kind of person who climbs high and steps on the low, occupying high position through flattery and his family’s mountains of gold and silver. Most importantly, there’s You Weinan, who’s now practically the uncrowned king of Yannan. This person is… universally loving and welcoming, and seems to be interested in you… hehe.”

Tie Ci stood up and took back the fan pouch, “I think your ‘hehe’ is more terrifying than any den of dancing demons. I’d better go see for myself.”

Pang Duan stared blankly as she lifted her robes and calmly went upstairs, shaking his head, “…Truly a newborn calf unafraid of tigers, hehe.”

Tie Ci went upstairs and heard lively conversation from above, “…My granddaughter, knowing I love playing chess, specially opened her private treasury and carefully selected this chess set to send. Never mind the materials – mainly these gold thread inscriptions and carvings are the handiwork of Master Gan Song. Master Gan’s surviving works are now rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns. Each character is worth a thousand gold…”

Amid everyone’s exclamations and praise, Tie Ci walked over and saw You Weinan leaning casually by the window, playing with the fan in his hand. That Deputy Commissioner Qin was still there, fawning beside him saying something. You Weinan listened carelessly while his fan snapped open and shut with crisp, continuous sounds. Remarkably, Deputy Commissioner Qin wasn’t affected at all and spoke without the slightest pause.

As Tie Ci approached, she heard him saying, “…That garden surpasses even Siyi Garden, and its location is excellent, right on the west side of Tiannan Street in Kunzhou, next to the back gate of the Prince’s mansion…”

You Weinan’s eyes suddenly lit up. He straightened toward Tie Ci with a smile, “Just for a fan pouch, you actually came up personally to deliver it. May I ask where this brother serves and what your honorable name is?”

Tie Ci smiled and bowed, “This humble official is Wu Ba, Judicial Clerk of the Records Office under Yannan’s Mubang Pacification Commission.”

Whether Ye Ci or Ye Shiba, both had become famous throughout Da Qian with the popularity of Chronicles of Compassionate Heart. Yannan might well have heard of them, so they couldn’t be used again.

You Weinan murmured, repeating this somewhat strange name, “Wu Ba?”

Tie Ci: “Yes.”

Yes, your father.

You Weinan frowned, “I’ve met several judicial clerks from records offices, but I don’t seem to have seen you before?”

Tie Ci’s expression didn’t change, “I’m a member of the chieftain’s clan, just appointed at the beginning of this year.”

The three great chieftains of Yannan submitted to the Yannan Prince’s mansion, but due to their special identity and status, they also retained some autonomy over their clansmen and lands. For Pacification Commission officials, except for the Deputy Pacification Commissioner who needed consultation with the Yannan Prince’s mansion, those below Deputy Commissioner were all appointed by the chieftains themselves. Tie Ci didn’t believe You Weinan would know about changes in every minor judicial clerk position.

Sure enough, You Weinan immediately smiled, no longer dwelling on this issue. He gently pushed the fan pouch back with his hand, saying, “This fan pouch comes from the embroidery workshop of Hua Wuniang, a master embroiderer from Zhongzhou. It’s quite an interesting item. I feel an immediate affinity with Brother Wu, so I’ll give it to you.”

Tie Ci’s finger touched the fragrant fan pouch but didn’t take it back, “Commissioner You jests. Such a precious and personal item – this humble official is just a rough person, how could I be worthy? Commissioner You should keep it yourself.”

Deputy Commissioner Qin had been lingering and wouldn’t leave. Seeing You Weinan actually giving away such a personal item, his face couldn’t help showing some envy. Seeing Tie Ci firmly declining, he immediately raised his eyebrows and shouted, “You petty clerk don’t know what’s good for you! When a superior bestows something, it cannot be refused. What are you hesitating and refusing for? Quickly thank the Commissioner!”

You Weinan waved his hand, showing no signs of anger, and smiled, “Ah, Commissioner Qin, don’t be like that. Don’t startle Brother Wu.”

He was about to say more when suddenly an attendant pushed through the crowd and hurried over, whispering a few words in his ear. You Weinan’s eyebrows slightly raised as he said, “…How truly…” He glanced at everyone and stopped.

Laughter came from nearby as Third Master Tan said loudly, “…No matter, no matter! The Crown Princess sent this chess set for grandfather to play with… We’re family, so there’s no need to always keep it on high display… It’s fine if it gets worn from use – the Crown Princess and the Consort will naturally send new ones… Come, take it down, take it down, it’s fine, it’s fine… Look at how warm and smooth these chess pieces feel to the touch, this carving work…” A group of people clustered around him, carefully carrying down that chess set and placing it on the small table beside the arhat bed. Old Master Tan sat down with a beaming face and began playing against the Chief Clerk of Yannan Prince’s mansion.

You Weinan straightened up, smiled at Tie Ci, and flicked the fan pouch toward her face with his fingertip, “I still have business to attend to, so I’ll take my leave first. Brother Wu, until we meet again.”

The fan pouch carried the scent of cosmetics as it flew toward Tie Ci’s face.

Tie Ci didn’t even blink and puffed out a breath.

The fan pouch was blown into a somersault and fell to the ground.

You Weinan wasn’t offended and seemed to find it very interesting, laughing heartily. He ignored the fallen fan pouch and turned to bid farewell to Old Master Tan.

That side immediately stood up in a clamor, with everyone expressing their earnest wishes in a babel of voices. You Weinan paid them little attention, only smiling slightly and nodding casually as he quickly walked through the crowd toward the hall’s exit.

Here, Deputy Commissioner Qin saw the fan pouch fall to the ground and instinctively bent to pick it up, then quickly walked a few steps, wanting to use returning the fan pouch to You Weinan as an opportunity to curry favor and chat a bit more.

But he saw You Weinan, who had already reached the stairway, suddenly turn around and glance at the fan pouch in his hand. Deputy Commissioner Qin hurriedly said, “Commissioner You, your fan pouch…”

You Weinan’s lip smile suddenly vanished, and that friendly, tender baby face suddenly appeared cold. Deputy Commissioner Qin was stunned. You Weinan had already said coldly, “Throw it away.”

Deputy Commissioner Qin was shocked and hadn’t yet reacted when You Weinan’s attendant stepped forward and almost roughly snatched the fan pouch from his hand, then threw it precisely into the spittoon held by a serving girl.

You Weinan looked at Deputy Commissioner Qin’s hands with disgust, said nothing, turned and went downstairs.

Those attendants followed down in a mighty procession.

People from all sides looked over with complex gazes. Deputy Commissioner Qin stood awkwardly in the room, his face flushed red. After a long while, he stammered, “…That fan pouch fell on the ground and got dirty, he wasn’t disgusted by my hands being dirty…”

The observing crowd quickly said understandingly, “Of course, of course.”

But Deputy Commissioner Qin’s expression looked even worse.

Tie Ci raised her eyebrows, thinking You Weinan’s behavior was truly gentle arrogance.

Seeing there was nothing more for her here, she prepared to go downstairs. Since Deputy Commissioner Qin was blocking the necessary path, she had to sidle past him, slightly brushing his arm.

Deputy Commissioner Qin, who had been in a daze, was awakened by this touch. Just as he saw Tie Ci with her head down about to leave, seeing Tie Ci now reminded him involuntarily of his recent humiliation, then he thought this humiliation was precisely caused by this minor official from the remote frontier before his eyes. Immediately his heart flared with anger and evil thoughts arose. He suddenly threw out his elbow and shouted, “Where did this blind bastard come from! Get lost!”

Tie Ci was caught off guard. The room was crowded now and she couldn’t use teleportation. This elbow knocked her body backward, and she seemed to hit the table corner. With a crash, accompanied by everyone’s screams, something clattered to the floor.

“The chess pieces bestowed by the Crown Princess are broken!”

A great shout rang out, and everyone quickly retreated as if encountering plague. On the arhat bed, Old Master Tan angrily stood up.

“Who! Who knocked over the chess board!”

Deputy Commissioner Qin suddenly turned and pointed at Tie Ci, “It was him! I saw him pushing through the crowd and knocked over the chess board!”

Third Master Tan hurriedly pushed through the crowd, pointing at Tie Ci and shouting, “This is an imperial court item bestowed by the Crown Princess! You actually smashed the chess board! Quickly come pick it up! Kneel down and pick it up!”

Old Master Tan’s angry eyes fixed on Tie Ci. His expression suddenly froze, and a trace of confusion crossed his face, but the fury over the destroyed birthday gift quickly overwhelmed this moment of familiarity. He darkened his face and angrily said, “Where did this thing with no manners come from! Come forward and beg forgiveness!”

Fourth Master Tan supported his elbow on his knee and examined those chess pieces carefully, then said gloomily, “What’s the point of picking them up? They’re already broken!”

The Tan family was greatly alarmed and hurried forward to check. Sure enough, one chess piece had cracked at the corner.

Everyone was in an uproar. Items bestowed by the Crown Princess were almost like imperial gifts. Damaging imperial gifts in public could be serious enough to warrant punishment.

Old Master Tan’s chest heaved. After several heavy breaths, he suddenly pointed at Tie Ci, “Damned thing, you dare crack something bestowed by the Crown Princess! Seize him!”

The thing was already damaged. Although this young man had knocked over the chess board, the cause was Third Master showing off by taking the birthday gift down from the offering table. Once this incident occurred, there would inevitably be much discussion, and if it reached the Crown Princess’s ears, that would be bad.

Immediately a group of servants rushed over.

A shadow flashed, and Dan Shuang and Chi Xue appeared at the stairway. Originally the two had been left downstairs, but now the commotion upstairs had alarmed everyone.

Before Tie Ci could act, a white shadow flashed and Dan Shuang was already in the center of the crowd. She raised her hand and shook it, her belt becoming a soft whip. One lash brought down a swath of servants, with crisp snapping sounds on the floor, dust rising, and chess pieces all flipping over.

Old Master Tan suddenly stood up, pointing at Dan Shuang angrily, “Where did this wild girl come from!”

Tie Ci suddenly waved her hand, and the windows around the room snapped shut with banging sounds.

The guests below who had been listening intently showed disappointed expressions.

Upstairs, the light suddenly dimmed, and the officials were somewhat panicked, retreating one after another. Third Master Tan hurriedly commanded the servants, “Open the windows! Open the windows! No, protect us! Protect us first! Someone is causing trouble at the birthday banquet – quickly go call the constables!”

Dan Shuang expressionlessly blocked the stairway, her long whip held straight across her body, “Come on, go call people.”

The servants hesitated and dared not step forward.

Old Master Tan was furious, “Rebellion! Rebellion! Someone—”

Chi Xue suddenly stepped forward calmly.

She walked with her skirt hem motionless, taking delicate steps, graceful from head to toe and even to her fingertips. Those present were all officialdom figures, and seeing her immediately felt she was extraordinary, instinctively quieting down somewhat.

The Chief Clerk of Yannan Prince’s mansion frowned and said quietly to the Captain of Anzhou Patrol Commission beside him, “This one’s bearing doesn’t seem like she comes from an ordinary family.”

That Captain came from a prominent family and whispered, “She looks like she has the demeanor of palace people…”

The two exchanged glances, their faces turning pale simultaneously. They said nothing more and even stepped back a few paces.

But most people weren’t so discerning, especially the furious Tan family. Third Master Tan pointed at Chi Xue and shouted, “Where did these random cats and dogs come from? Get out quickly, or you’ll all go to Pingyun prison together!”

Fourth Master Tan calmly walked to a corner, opened a window, and let out a whistle. Immediately orderly footsteps came from below.

Chi Xue walked a few steps and stepped on something. Looking down, she saw it was a chess piece that had rolled out. She glanced at it, smiled, and lightly stepped on it with the hard sole of her embroidered shoe, grinding it.

The chess piece shattered to powder.

The noisy room immediately fell silent as death.

After a moment of stiffness, Third Master Tan let out an angry howl and actually lunged forward himself, his round body hurtling like a cannonball.

Tie Ci reached out and grabbed his back collar. Third Master Tan spun in a circle in her palm, and immediately his eyeballs began rolling too.

After Deputy Commissioner Qin knocked Tie Ci away and caused her to overturn the chess board, he had been somewhat uneasy, but now he couldn’t help grinning.

What an arrogant young man.

Old Master Tan waved his hands frantically, spinning in place in circles, angry to the point of incoherence, “…Truly arrogant! Arrogant! I’ll report to the court, inform the Crown Princess, have your entire families exterminated!”

Tie Ci: “Understood. No, you won’t.”

Unfortunately, obviously no one understood. Everyone was scolding and shouting angrily in a chaotic mess. Some rushed toward Dan Shuang, some toward Tie Ci – it was complete chaos.

Until Chi Xue said, “What crime warrants family extermination? What crime warrants clan annihilation?”

“Naturally for deliberately destroying something bestowed by the Crown Princess…”

“…Because of the crime of falsely claiming gifts from the Crown Princess?”

“…”

The roaring suddenly stopped, silent as death.

Old Master Tan’s previously flushed face suddenly turned ashen gray, looking at Chi Xue with alarm and uncertainty.

Third Master Tan’s face turned even more purple. His eyeballs rolled around, and he immediately shouted loudly, “What nonsense!”

Fourth Master Tan looked at Chi Xue and Dan Shuang with gloomy eyes and quietly slipped out through a side door.

Everyone looked at the Tan family members, then at Chi Xue. The former showed panicked expressions while the latter was calm and composed. Almost without saying anything, everyone’s gazes became complex.

Seeing these complex gazes, Old Master Tan suddenly awakened, knowing that he absolutely could not show guilt at this moment, or it would be tantamount to confessing without being beaten. After that, the Tan mansion would become a laughingstock in both Qianzhou and Yannan.

He quickly coughed and said, “Nonsense! Where did this lowly servant come from to speak such wild words! Drag her out!”

The servants rushed forward again, but this time their steps were somewhat hesitant.

Third Master Tan suddenly thought of something, straightened his chest, and said aggressively, “You’re saying our birthday gift is a fake gift from the Crown Princess? How could you know what the Crown Princess bestowed? You’re here to cause trouble! Insulting the imperial family, deceiving court officials – you don’t want to live!”

Chapter 360: Rise and Fall
Chi Xue smiled unhurriedly and pointed at the chess board, “I don’t know what the Crown Princess would bestow, but I do know what she would never bestow. If you had brought out some porcelain vases or coral today, I couldn’t say much, but this backgammon set… that’s different.”

“What do you mean?” someone couldn’t help asking.

Chi Xue curtsied, “All the distinguished officials present are well-informed. Why don’t you recall – in the hundred-plus years since Da Qian’s founding, through all dynasties, in the joyous banquets of princes and ministers, weddings and funerals, among all types of imperial rewards, has chess ever been bestowed?”

Everyone was stunned and fell into thought. After a long while, their expressions all changed.

One official said, “Speaking of it, Emperor Gaozu bestowed everything – he even gave cuju balls to his subjects, but it seems he never bestowed chess pieces.”

Someone couldn’t help saying, “Is it because bestowing chess doesn’t sound good?”

It had the disrespectful implication of treating subjects as chess pieces.

This was taboo to say. Someone glanced at him and he quickly shut up.

Chi Xue smiled, “This involves a palace secret that this servant has no qualification to mention.” She said this while smiling at Tie Ci.

Outside the flower wall, the minor officials in the side flower hall stood on tiptoe with ears pricked, wanting to hear what was happening upstairs.

Pang Duan moved to another wall, sneakily called over his servant, stepped on the servant’s shoulders, reached up to the second-floor window frame, and clung to it to eavesdrop.

Inside the room, everyone’s gaze turned to Tie Ci. Some were confused, but many people’s expressions changed slightly.

A palace secret – that servant said she had no qualification to mention it, but this person did have the qualification. What qualification was that?

Tie Ci picked up a chess piece and played with it between her fingertips. Sunlight streaming through the window frame gaps hit her fingertips, crystal clear as water.

She smiled, “This involves a secret matter of Emperor Shizu. Emperor Shizu was brilliant and talented, accomplished in both civil and military affairs, the founding ancestor of our Da Qian. But no one is perfect – Emperor Shizu’s temperament was somewhat impatient. He once played chess with the heir of Duke Zhenguo in the palace and argued endlessly over one move. In his impatience and anger, Emperor Shizu picked up the chess board and struck the Duke’s heir dead.”

The officials present were dumbfounded.

Outside, Pang Duan clinging to the window nearly fell.

Although the founding emperor of this dynasty was Emperor Taizu, more than half the realm was conquered by the brave and skilled Emperor Shizu. In the history books, this emperor was also renowned for his wisdom and benevolence. No one knew such a violent incident had occurred in his life.

“Because this matter damaged Emperor Shizu’s reputation, it was suppressed by the palace. Duke Zhenguo was originally a distant branch of the Tie clan. Later, because of this incident, he was granted a hereditary princely title that passed from generation to generation – that’s the line of Prince Tang.”

Everyone was in an uproar again.

Prince Tang had rebelled and was ultimately eliminated. This line had no more descendants.

So Prince Tang’s line had actually risen because of this, actually because an ancestor died at the emperor’s hands and they received compensatory princely status. Could their later alliance with Prince Lu in rebellion also be related to this matter?

Thinking of the equally unspeakable rebellion of Princes Tang and Lu, everyone understood that whether from the perspective of protecting the ruler’s reputation or imperial face, suppressing this old matter about Emperor Shizu was perfectly normal.

“Emperor Shizu greatly regretted it afterward. He reflected on everything thereafter, which achieved his reputation for tolerance and benevolence. Before Emperor Shizu’s death, he left a testament that the imperial family could no longer bestow chess to subjects, as a warning. Since then, this order has been passed down through generations of the imperial family.” Tie Ci said, “But it’s normal for ordinary officials not to know this.”

The room fell into an eerie silence. Many people began quietly sizing up Tie Ci, and some pulled out copies of Chronicles of Compassionate Heart.

Outside by the window, Pang Duan whispered tremblingly to his servant below, “Hold me steady… I think my legs are getting weak…”

Inside the room, after a long while someone finally said, “Then how do you know this?”

Third Master Tan’s eyes suddenly lit up and he clapped, “You must be from the palace!”

Everyone was already nervously comparing with Chronicles of Compassionate Heart when they heard this and thought, oh, Third Master Tan is actually smart today. But then they heard him say, “…You’re sent by the Crown Princess to deliver birthday gifts to us! Otherwise, where in Qianzhou would someone who knows palace secrets come from? Hey! A mere palace servant dares show disrespect to the Crown Princess’s maternal family?”

Everyone: …Let’s take back our earlier assessment of Third Master Tan.

Outside Danhuai Hall, teams of constables led by Fourth Master Tan quickly approached. The guests in the side flower hall looked around in alarm and scattered to avoid them.

Fourth Master Tan directed some constables to spread out and surround Danhuai Hall while personally leading another group of constables upstairs.

He commanded the lead constable with sinister intent, “Those troublemakers all know martial arts. Beat them as soon as you go up – beat them to death. Don’t give these criminals any chance to hold the masters hostage. Let all of Qianzhou’s officialdom see the fate of opposing the Tan mansion.”

Pang Duan, perched high at the second-floor window, looked down and saw a ring of constables surrounding Danhuai Hall. Then he saw several shadows flash by, and this ring of constables fell like mowed grass. A wind passed, and Danhuai Hall’s doors slammed shut in unison, nearly smashing the nose of Fourth Master Tan who had just stepped onto the stairs. Fourth Master Tan lifted his foot, and with a thud, an arrow appeared under his foot.

Fourth Master Tan stared at this arrow embedded deep in the stone slab cracks under his feet. His legs involuntarily began trembling. He wanted to retreat, but as soon as his other foot moved, thud – another arrow pinned down behind his other heel.

Fourth Master Tan dared not move again.

His two legs were twisted into a pretzel shape, trapped between the two arrows.

Pang Duan watched helplessly as the back of his thin gauze robe gradually became transparent, soaked layer upon layer with sweat.

Pang Duan’s sweat also seeped out layer by layer from his back. He suddenly realized his position was extremely dangerous. He wanted to come down but dared not move, feeling that the lush trees and flowers above his head, behind him, in front of him, on his sides, and all around him were now filled with eyes containing deadly intent. One move and he’d go home to meet his maker.

His servant below, supporting him with head down, didn’t know what was happening and kept asking, “Master, are you done? Master, can you see clearly?”

Pang Duan’s expression was between crying and laughing as he grimaced, his catfish whiskers trembling.

He could indeed see clearly – clearly see that his life was about to end.

Having come this far, it was better to stay still than move. He simply clung tightly to the window edge and stretched out his neck.

Inside, Tie Ci glanced at the window and smiled slightly, “I’ve come to deliver a birthday gift to Old Master Tan.”

Third Master Tan felt his guess was confirmed and let out a long breath, then reacted with surprise, “Aren’t you a judicial clerk from Mubang Pacification Commission? You’re just a seventh-rank minor official – is it your turn to deliver birthday gifts?”

Tie Ci smiled, “Bring brush, ink, and paper.”

Immediately some quick-witted person ordered these items prepared. Some looked around searchingly. Old Master Tan looked confused, while Third Master Tan looked around in surprise, “What’s this about? Why give him brush and ink? Could this be a fraud trying to escape punishment through diversion?”

Tie Ci raised her eyebrows.

Stupid birds of a feather.

The Tan family, from top to bottom, was truly beyond words.

At this moment she suddenly felt she could forgive her mother. Growing up in such a family with such poor heredity, that her mother could peacefully stay in the palace for so many years without creating countless irreparable disasters was truly like good bamboo shoots growing from bad bamboo – she had done right by the Tie imperial clan.

And she again marveled at her own fortune – not suffering too long under her mother’s influence, growing up beside Father Emperor in childhood, and receiving Master’s guidance after becoming Crown Prince, becoming who she was today.

When brush and ink were brought, she completed it in one stroke. Chi Xue and Dan Shuang stood left and right beside the table, and no one dared approach.

Everyone stared at Tie Ci. This youth wore ordinary clothes but had noble bearing, with gentle features luminous as if lit from within. Her two maids were like ice, snow, orchids, and moonlight – also of exceptional quality. Aside from everything else, anyone who could employ such maids was definitely no ordinary person.

Combined with the palace secrets unknown to anyone moments before.

And the calm tone when speaking of Emperor Shizu.

Some things were ready to emerge, but it made people’s hearts turn cold. Everyone glanced at the still-oblivious Tan father and sons, thinking they might have come to the wrong place today!

Third Master Tan whispered to Old Master Tan, “…If this kid is grandstanding to delay time, he deserves a harsh lesson to recover the face we lost today… Hey, where did Fourth Brother go?”

With a snap, Tie Ci set down her brush and took out her private seal from her robes to stamp it.

Then she walked to the window, tapped the frame, and said, “Remember to hold on tight later.”

Outside the window, Pang Duan stared with his mouth agape.

Tie Ci clapped her hands and said lightly, “The gift is delivered. Let’s go.” Without looking at anyone, she headed out first.

Everyone instinctively made way, except Deputy Commissioner Qin who raised his eyebrows.

Just let them leave like this? What if this was mystification to escape punishment?

He darkened his face and moved to block them, but saw someone couldn’t wait to see what was written. That Commissioner looked for a long time, then suddenly let out a great shout:

“Pingyun Prefect Tan Qianshan is incompetent in his duties, muddled in conduct, uncaring of people’s livelihood, and unauthorized in adding taxes. He is hereby immediately removed from office and stripped of his seal!”

Like thunder striking everyone’s heads, people’s mouths slowly opened with bewildered yet shocked expressions.

Old Master Tan suddenly stood up, his face instantly pale.

Third Master Tan rubbed his ears with disbelief, opening his mouth to curse, when that Commissioner shouted again.

“Qianzhou Provincial Administration Commission Right Deputy Commissioner Qin Liangfeng is hereby immediately removed from office and stripped of his seal. The Qianzhou Surveillance Commission is ordered to investigate this person’s property and dealings!”

Deputy Commissioner Qin’s ears roared, his mind buzzing blank. After a long daze, he suddenly let out a strange laugh and shrilly said, “What person is playing tricks and discussing court officials rashly – you actually believe it… You stop right there!” He angrily lifted his robes and chased after Tie Ci who had already gone halfway down the stairs.

“Pingyun Prefecture Assistant Prefect Pang Duan is ordered to temporarily assume the position of Pingyun Prefect, pending Cabinet review after the Ministry of Personnel’s Evaluation Department reviews his file.”

Outside the window came a cry of alarm followed by a thud. Pang Duan finally couldn’t hold onto the window sill and fell with his bottom blooming like flowers.

He rubbed his bottom and sat up as if in a dream. Only now did he understand what Tie Ci had meant by telling him to hold on tight.

He grabbed the floating earth and broken grass on the ground, looking at them as if they were flowers for a long while, then let out a “hehe” laugh.

Upstairs, Deputy Commissioner Qin who had chased to the stairway heard this sentence and stumbled.

Just then he heard the final sentence.

“Seal of Auspicious Treasure! The Crown Princess’s private seal!”

Deputy Commissioner Qin’s legs suddenly gave out and he rolled down the stairs with thuds.

Upstairs, Old Master Tan stood up bewildered and walked toward the table. The officials around the table, whose expressions had changed several times, saw him approaching and scattered like a wave.

Half an hour ago, such behavior would have been called courtesy. Now such behavior was called avoiding like the plague.

Old Master Tan clearly saw mockery, shock, and disdain in the eyes of these people who had just been arm-in-arm with him…

He suddenly felt cold all over, his legs heavy as if filled with lead. With great difficulty he moved to the table edge and saw those lines of dripping ink. Below them, the bright red Seal of Auspicious Treasure pierced his eyes, and he quickly shut them.

After a long while he opened them again, but those terrible four seal script characters were still there.

Coldness rushed from his heart to the top of his skull, nearly choking off his breath.

The Crown Princess’s private seal design had been published in court gazettes – all officials throughout the realm recognized it. And ordinary people would never dare forge the Crown Princess’s private seal, as discovery would be a capital crime implicating nine generations.

So that youth just now was the Crown Princess in disguise.

She had originally come to pay him birthday respects but was humiliated by him, so she gave him such a birthday gift!

Tan Qianshan didn’t think about why, if she came to pay respects, she wouldn’t reveal her identity, why she wouldn’t come upstairs, and why her attitude was cold after coming upstairs. Just as people always like to interpret things in favorable ways, beautified causes often make consequences harder to accept. The two words “regret” are the most heart-gnawing in this world. Tan Qianshan thought that today could have been even more glorious but was ruined by himself and his foolish sons – he almost wanted to vomit blood.

He suddenly grabbed the dumbfounded Third Master Tan and picked up the paperweight from the table to beat him, “It’s you, you unfilial son! It’s you! Making noise without manners, driving away the Crown Princess! Today I’ll beat you to death before confessing my crimes to the Crown Princess!”

All the officials in the room stepped back in unison, exchanging glances with mocking eyes.

They had known the Tan family was obtuse, but seeing them now truly exceeded their reputation. At this time, instead of quickly chasing after her to make amends, they were here shifting blame and embarrassing themselves.

Now it seemed the legend that the Crown Princess had a distant relationship with Quiet Consort and didn’t grow up beside her was indeed true. The Crown Princess’s character and conduct showed not the slightest trace of Tan family style.

The officials’ gazes were complex, tinged with fear, grateful they had remained silent observers and hadn’t participated in this bullying farce.

The Crown Princess could even conduct private inspections of her own grandfather’s birthday celebration and could dismiss her grandfather at will. Thinking of her actions along the way – auditing accounts in Huangzhou, where it was said Ministry of Revenue Observer Gu Xiaoxiao brought a team of veteran clerks and wolf-like guards, directly entering Huangzhou Prefecture offices without notice, sealing account books and official storehouses while also confining the officials in separate courtyards of the office, not accepting entertainment or seeing people, setting up bronze boxes to receive accusations from Huangzhou people and merchants, auditing accounts day and night without rest until the Huangzhou Prefect’s hair turned white with worry.

And the water bandits’ corpses on Fuguang River swayed in the wind along the river, Xizhou from prefect to patrol commissioners and all garrison commands were completely purged, Qianzhou’s officialdom was shaken, even Qianzhou’s Regional Military Commission was implicated and was currently like ants on a hot pot seeking connections everywhere. For this Tan Qianshan birthday celebration, not a single person from the Regional Military Commission or Surveillance Commission offices came.

And today’s full attendance was ultimately related to these turbulent circumstances – wanting to curry favor with the Crown Princess’s maternal family, gather the latest news, and protect themselves from failure in the coming upheaval.

Now it seemed today’s trip was truly dancing on knife’s edge, but not in vain.

Third Master Tan held his head and dodged around the table, shouting, “Father, Father! How could the Crown Princess give you such a birthday gift on your birthday! She loves and reveres you dearly – it must be an imposter, an imposter! Let your son catch him and charge him with the great crime of impersonating imperial family!”

Old Master Tan’s eyes rolled and he quickly said, “That makes sense. The Crown Princess has always been very fond of our Tan family – how could she do such an unfilial thing? Quickly go bring that person back and interrogate him clearly!” He gave Third Master Tan a meaningful look.

Third Master Tan ran downstairs holding his head, continuously calling for guards. Who knows if he understood that look.

Here Old Master Tan rolled up the paper and continued entertaining everyone as if nothing happened. Deputy Commissioner Qin also climbed up from the stairs, dusted off his clothes, and said to everyone, “Some worthless brat from who knows where dares joke about such matters.”

Everyone also laughed perfunctorily, playing along vaguely. The chess board was quietly removed, Old Master Tan started the birthday banquet early, but unfortunately no one was in the mood to eat and drink. Before even one round of wine, more than half had bid farewell. Half an hour later, looking from the windows, the previously crowded side flower hall below was completely empty, and upstairs at the main round table in the VIP section, only Old Master Tan and Deputy Commissioner Qin sat facing each other.

Facing each other like this looked quite lonely.

Old Master Tan was the host and couldn’t leave. Deputy Commissioner Qin was stubbornly holding on, feeling he couldn’t flee now or it would be like confirming the terrible contents of that paper.

The two stared at each other in silence. After a long while, Old Master Tan picked up his wine cup, coughed, and said, “Fewer people is good – quiet. Come, old brother, drink.”

Deputy Commissioner Qin woodenly raised his cup, “Right, quiet. Come, drink.”

…

Chapter 361: VIP Customer
Tie Ci quickly descended the stairs. Taking advantage of the fact that the servants below still didn’t know what had happened, she bypassed the side flower hall and left Danhuai Hall.

She had barely walked a few steps when someone caught up from behind. Looking back, she saw it was the catfish spirit.

Tie Ci smiled when she saw him, stopping to wait. Pang Duan came forward panting heavily, bowing deeply to the ground, but without addressing her by title, only saying: “This minister was discourteous earlier.”

Tie Ci laughed: “Aren’t you afraid I’m an impostor?”

Pang Duan pulled out a book from his sleeve, saying: “If what’s described in the book is completely accurate, then it’s genuine without doubt.”

The eighth volume of the Compassionate Heart Manual.

Tie Ci smiled slightly: “Unfortunately, your book is fake.”

Pang Duan looked completely confused, obviously not understanding this joke. Tie Ci didn’t want to elaborate, waving her hand dismissively: “No need for thanks. You didn’t advance through luck alone. After our conversation, I naturally know whether you’re worthy or not. You’re only acting temporarily for now. Later I’ll send an official document to notify the Qianzhou Provincial Administration Office, and also send someone back to the capital to convey this matter to the Ministry of Personnel and the Cabinet. Whether you can receive formal appointment still depends on yourself.”

Pang Duan naturally understood the meaning of these words, bowing deeply again: “This minister has received Your Highness’s gracious recognition, and will naturally serve unto death. The reason I caught up with Your Highness just now was precisely to offer my service.”

“Oh?”

“This minister has a distant cousin who serves as Protocol Officer in Prince Yannan’s mansion.” Pang Duan said softly. “I wonder if Your Highness has any use for him. If Your Highness needs it, I’ll immediately send up a token for Your Highness to take along. This brother received care from my father in his early years, and his character should be trustworthy.”

A light of appreciation flashed in Tie Ci’s eyes.

This fellow was truly sharp.

Although the court bigwigs all knew this trip was aimed at Yannan, she was still maintaining the pretense of a southern inspection tour, which was why she took the opportunity to drastically reorganize Qianzhou. It wasn’t surprising that a sixth-rank official in this remote city could guess her real purpose, but to be able to deduce from the current situation of Prince Yannan’s mansion’s direct descendants that she wanted to work through Prince Yannan’s mansion, and promptly provide a channel – that showed real brains.

Pang Duan respectfully handed over a pouch. Dan Shuang stepped forward to receive it, and Pang Duan said no more, bowing to take his leave.

Tie Ci called him back, asking: “Do you know how to conduct yourself in the near future?”

She had publicly announced the appointment, but the formal appointment wouldn’t come so quickly. During this period, the Tan clan would surely view Pang Duan as a thorn in their side. She wanted to see how Pang Duan would respond, to see if he would be stunned by this windfall from heaven.

Pang Duan smiled: “How can this minister conduct himself? Nothing has happened after all. As long as I don’t receive the appointment for one day, I remain the Pingyun Prefectural Judge for one day. All I can do is assist the chief official well.”

Tie Ci smiled.

He was a smart man.

“You said this Four Pleasures Garden was very suitable as an academy, but I hope after you take office, you remember what you said.” Tie Ci waved her hand and left Four Pleasures Garden.

She returned to the inn, had Chi Xue and Dan Shuang make arrangements, and directly hired several carriages. The inn quickly settled accounts and left the city.

She still needed to go to the nearby mountains to look for medicine and couldn’t be entangled by the Tan family in the city.

When returning to the inn, Tie Ci saw A’li Teng grooming herself by the window, with Chi Qingbo half-bending to paint her eyebrows. He held the eyebrow brush with focused concentration, the sunlight filtered thin by the pale green window gauze, hazily slanting across his high-bridged nose, while the lip line below his nose was gentle and soft.

A’li Teng’s eyes therefore rippled with soft light. Suddenly she gently leaned forward and kissed his lips.

Chi Qingbo then smiled, quickly moving the eyebrow brush away. The two intimately nuzzled briefly before Chi Qingbo laughed: “Look at you being mischievous. Now it’s good – I’ve painted you into a she-demon.”

A’li Teng smiled with squinted eyes: “Then you won’t want me anymore?”

“How could that be? Even if you were a she-demon, you’d be the most beautiful she-demon.”

A’li Teng then laughed and fell into his embrace.

Dan Shuang stood in the courtyard watching, pursing her lips and saying: “Boring.”

Chi Xue smiled gently: “When spouses are in love, even these boring repetitive words become sources of endless joy.”

Dan Shuang snorted coldly: “You speak as if you understand very well.”

Chi Xue said softly: “Now perhaps I don’t understand as well as you do.”

Dan Shuang glared, flicked her sleeve and walked away. Tie Ci suppressed her laughter, watching the handsome man and beautiful woman by the window, sighing: “These two really have good feelings for each other.”

Chi Xue nodded with deep agreement.

True genuine feelings couldn’t be faked.

Hearing they were leaving the city to enter the mountains searching for herbs, everyone came out efficiently. Several large carriages quickly left the city. Outside the city, Tie Ci found a shop with a red banner hanging, and walked in with practiced familiarity.

Everyone followed in confusion. Although the shop was located outside the city, it was on a main road for merchant traffic, with quite a few other shops around, forming a small marketplace. This shop was just one storefront, not particularly large, but occupied the central position of the entire marketplace. However, compared to other shops, business seemed quite light, with only occasionally very particular carriages stopping, from which one or two gorgeously dressed men and women would descend and enter the shop.

Everyone followed into the shop. The storefront was called Gui Qizhai (Precious Wonder Studio). The name was quite ambitious, but being located outside a prefecture city in this southwestern region, one would expect it to be like the ordinary shops here, selling clothing, mountain goods, fabrics, rouge and powder, goods from north and south. Only Feng Huan exclaimed in surprise: “There’s actually a Gui Qizhai in this remote wilderness too?”

Two clean and fresh young assistants stood by the door. Seeing everyone approach, they smiled and lifted the curtain, bowing in unison. Respectful without being servile, which was quite refreshing.

The storefront appeared small, but inside it was quite spacious. Upon entering and looking up, they were startled to see themselves approaching head-on, then looking more carefully, realized it was a full-length glass mirror mounted on the opposite wall. This mirror didn’t look much like ordinary imported goods – the frame lacked those Western carvings and was also different from the currently popular black lacquer mother-of-pearl frames, being exceptionally simple. Yet the mirror surface was extremely bright and clear, showing even skin pores, making people accustomed to dim and indistinct bronze mirrors feel as if they were streaking naked, quite uncomfortable.

Glass mirrors existed nowadays, and wealthy households often used them, but even a small piece was quite expensive. The lavishness of this entire large mirror, appearing in such an apparently ordinary shop, couldn’t help but amaze and puzzle people.

But immediately everyone’s attention was drawn to the surroundings. The shop’s layout was spacious, unlike typical shops with counters facing the entrance. Rows of counters lined the four walls, leaving the middle as an open space. The floor was paved with brilliantly colored tiles, forming a giant passion flower pattern. The counters were also different from conventional black lacquer wooden counters – they had fine steel frames with precious glass panels, with copper brackets at the four corners holding oil lamps. The counters thus blazed with light, making the goods inside appear to sparkle brilliantly, each looking priceless.

Many shelves hung on the walls, with silks and brocades cascading like waterfalls. From a distance it looked like an entire wall of splendid colorful banners. A’li Teng was entranced, unconsciously walking forward several steps, but unexpectedly bumped into someone. She hurriedly apologized, but the person neither spoke nor moved, only swayed as if about to fall. A’li Teng looked up and gasped in shock. Chi Qingbo, who was constantly watching her, quickly rushed over, patting her back gently: “Don’t be afraid, it’s a dummy, just a dummy.”

Only then did A’li Teng see clearly that it was indeed a mannequin. It wasn’t made very elaborately, not even having hair, but being caught off guard without expecting it, she was easily startled. However, this mannequin was particularly meticulous in certain details – with an exquisite figure, tall and slender, with a prominent chest. A’li Teng looked again and her face reddened.

Feng Huan proudly walked over, saying: “This is a mannequin the shop uses for displaying clothes.” Sure enough, an assistant came over, smiling apologetically, offering A’li Teng delicate snacks while shouldering the mannequin to one side.

Nearby were several mannequins of different skin colors, all made elaborately and posed in various positions. When someone inquired about fabric, the assistant would use a pole to take down the fabric of interest and hang it on the mannequin for customers to see the effect when worn.

Indeed, this matching method made it very easy for customers to make decisions, and transactions were completed extremely quickly.

The assistants in the shop all spoke in low voices, deep and gentle, causing people to unconsciously lower their voices as well, consciously maintaining the shop’s refined and exquisite atmosphere.

“…This telescope you’re looking at is an imported item just brought by ocean-going ships. Look, the heart-shaped pattern on the back of that bird on the roof of the restaurant across the way…”

“This pearl flower cannot be compared to those gold and jade items. Where can’t you find gold and jade? The material we use, however, cannot be found anywhere in Great Qian. Not only does its luster not pale compared to gold and jade, but it lacks the problems of dimming, fading, and discoloration that gold and jade have – it never fades… one hundred taels of silver and you absolutely won’t lose out.”

“One can tell at a glance that you’re someone who enjoys and understands good wine. Those who don’t know how to drink can’t taste the goodness of this grape wine – that slightly sour taste, the light floral fragrance that returns after entering the mouth, very refined and delicate…”

“Ah, sorry, this item isn’t for sale. This isn’t first-floor merchandise, it’s from the second floor – the assistant mistakenly brought it to the first floor. Sorry, sorry, I’ll give you a ten percent discount on this nightgown, but this item really can’t be sold… Ah, you ask how second-floor goods can be sold? Ah, that’s not easy to say, please don’t ask. How about this – look at this one, this is also very good, I’ll give you a twenty percent discount…”

A’li Teng looked down at what was in her palm. It was a round ball-shaped pastry wrapped in beautiful colored paper, emitting a strange sweet fragrance. When opened, it was brown colored with an intense intoxicating aroma. Feng Huan poked his head over and exclaimed: “Wow, this Gui Qizhai also has cocoa balls? And they just gave it to you? They never give them to me, won’t even let me buy them – this is really treating people differently!”

Tie Ci had already walked to the innermost counter, calling from afar: “This place doesn’t judge people, it judges faces. Who told you to be ugly.”

Feng Huan: “…That’s going too far!”

A’li Teng gently took a small bite, smiling: “Bitter-sweet, bitter-sweet.” She broke off half and stood on tiptoe, wanting to put it in Chi Qingbo’s mouth. Chi Qingbo quickly bent slightly to receive it. Feng Huan watched sourly, rolled his eyes and walked away, muttering: “How precious! In the capital I’ve eaten so much I’m sick of it!”

Dan Shuang coldly pursed her lips.

Keep bragging.

Master’s shops had various small snacks, all strange and wonderful, things not available on the market – chocolate, potato chips, popcorn, walnuts, sunflower seeds, hawthorn balls, fruit leather, cream puffs, biscuits, preserved plums… Chocolate was among the most popular snacks. These snacks were also important weapons for attracting customers. When encountering poor children, they might even give them away free, but for someone like Feng Huan who obviously was a spoiled rich kid, he would definitely have to pay big money, queue up, and accept limited quantities.

Gui Qizhai was one type of shop under Master’s name, mainly selling various sundries. As for how many such sundry shops there actually were, Dan Shuang felt there were probably more and more, seeing that even outside Pingyun Prefecture city there was one.

Never mind Dan Shuang – even Tie Ci couldn’t figure out exactly how many shops and estates Master owned, because she conducted business discreetly, using different people to buy shops and make contracts with the government.

Except for Deputy General Zhu and Xiao Xueya who remained in the carriage, everyone else couldn’t help crowding around the counters to look. Chi Qingbo was seriously asking about the price of a distinctive hairpin while A’li Teng blushed furiously, desperately tugging at his sleeve. Dan Shuang was playing with a music box with a small figure dancing with a sword, her eyes constantly glancing sideways at the couple while one hand clutched her money pouch.

Tie Ci was at the corner counter near the stairs, tapping the table surface. The assistant flashed her a well-trained eight-tooth smile. Tie Ci rolled her eyes and dropped a thin white jade piece from her sleeve, carved with several strange foreign characters. Seeing this, the assistant’s mechanical eight-tooth smile immediately transformed into a genuine ten-tooth smile: “Please go upstairs!”

Tie Ci put away the jade token and walked upstairs leisurely. The assistant smiled behind her: “You came at a good time today – there’s a surprise!”

What surprise? Tie Ci wondered. Could it be Murong Yi upstairs naked dancing a grass skirt dance?

She went upstairs, and curious Feng Huan immediately wanted to follow. The capital’s Gui Qizhai also had a second floor, said to be for entertaining distinguished guests, but he had never succeeded in going up. He and a group of capital dandies were very indignant – just them, just him, son of Marquis Duanyang, and Marquis Duanyang was a representative of old aristocratic families, plus Chang Qianmo and Li Yuncheng, all from Grand Academician families. If such status wasn’t considered distinguished, what could be considered distinguished?

Later he heard you needed to spend ten thousand taels of gold at Gui Qizhai or one hundred taels of gold at once to qualify for going upstairs. From then on, Feng Huan gave up. Although marquis households were wealthy and noble, they wouldn’t spend ten thousand taels of gold for him to squander.

However, hatefully, this time he was still blocked. The assistant still used the same annoying tone as Gui Qizhai assistants in the capital, respectfully asking him something he couldn’t understand: “Please show your Gui Qizhai VIP card.”

“VIP card… what the hell is that!” Feng Huan was furious, pointing at Tie Ci’s retreating figure. “Don’t give me random nonsense – you obviously let her upstairs because of her status. Since you also only recognize clothes not people, then I can also…”

Before he finished speaking, he saw an old beggar carrying a tattered bag, leaning on a dirty walking stick, clattering into the shop. As usual, he received unanimous bows and “welcome” greetings from the assistants. The old beggar took this treatment for granted, even loudly clearing his throat and spitting on the passion flower floor tiles with a “ptui.”

Feng Huan didn’t even glance at him – this old beggar would definitely be driven out by the assistants anyway. He leaned on the counter still arguing with the assistant: “…I’ll also pay you money, let me go up and take a look…”

Behind him, someone shuffled past, accompanied by respectful “This way please.”

Feng Huan turned around and stared dumbfounded as an assistant was leading the old beggar upstairs.

“This… this…” He pointed at the old beggar, stammering.

The old beggar glanced at him contemptuously, pulled a dirty black jade piece from his sleeve, and slapped it on his face.

The assistant smiled gently in explanation: “Dear customer, our second floor really only serves VIP customers…”

Chapter 362: Negotiating with Mother-in-law
Upstairs there were still counters, but few people. Two assistants came forward to greet her. Tie Ci didn’t wait for them to speak, looked around to confirm no one else was there, then quickly rushed to a counter hung with all sorts of miscellaneous items, saying: “Give me several boxes of matches – do you have waterproof ones? I need at least three tents, a multi-purpose knife, a lightweight entrenching tool, two backpacks – the largest size, glass bottles too, as many plastic zip-lock bags as possible, two sleeping bags – we have sick people and pregnant women in the group, a coil of steel wire rope, a compass, a pack of compressed biscuits… Are these fireworks new products? I’ll take a few of those too.”

The assistants efficiently packed items, smiling: “You’re buying so much, we’ll throw in a fun toy for free. You might find it useful.”

Tie Ci nodded, then asked: “What about medicines?”

“You forgot – they’re in the freezer,” an assistant smiled and pointed.

“I need some anti-inflammatory and antibacterial medicines, drugs for treating external injuries. You decide on the specific types.” Tie Ci asked, “Do you have medicine that can treat Acacia Butterfly and Myriad Appearance Grass?”

“As you know,” the assistant smiled, “our medicines here are extremely effective, but can only target common illnesses. For detoxification, we’re limited to snake venoms. For strange and unusual poisons and diseases, we’re not capable yet.”

“Has anyone delivered herbs here?”

She had previously sent people to search the mountains for herbs to treat Acacia Butterfly. For convenience of contact, she had also mentioned that any herbs found could be delivered to Gui Qizhai. Master had opened many shops in Yannan, and she had given Tie Ci the list before coming to Yannan.

“No, none either.”

Tie Ci sighed.

She still had to handle it personally.

The assistants packed everything she needed, stuffing small items into the backpacks. The backpacks had countless pockets inside and out, and came with a long cylindrical water bladder. They also bundled the tents into a pile for her. Then they stood smiling before her.

Tie Ci bent down to pick up the tents and shouldered the backpack: “Thanks, please send my regards to the proprietor.”

The assistants maintained their eight-tooth smiles, nimbly shifting their feet to block her path again: “VIP customers get twenty percent off, thank you.”

Tie Ci sighed.

This must be a shop under Third Senior Sister’s management – every penny counted.

It wasn’t that she had no money, but these high-end goods in Master’s shops were so expensive that even she, the Crown Princess, felt the pinch.

“Can I sign for it?”

“Yes, not only can you sign for it, we can give you a deep discount.”

Someone behind her lovingly patted her head. Tie Ci quickly protected her head, or the white jade hairpin on her head might disappear in the next moment.

The old beggar shuffled out from behind her and plopped down in a black lacquered armchair: “Little Ci, if you have no money, putting it on account is fine. We’re family after all. How about this – you help out in the shop for a few days, work as a model or assistant or something, and we’ll waive the debt?”

“Then you could use me for advertising – something like ‘Crown Princess becomes obsessed with Gui Qizhai products, massive purchases leave her unable to pay, volunteers to work in shop to cover debt, attracts citywide crowds,’ and afterward you could sell everything I sat on, every outfit I wore, every floor tile I swept, all for money.”

“This is your value as Crown Princess. Master always said we businesspeople should take pride in completely extracting our employees’ personal value.”

“Right, 996 is a blessing.” Tie Ci adjusted the heavy backpack: “Money will come from someone. Just wait for it.”

She went downstairs carrying her loot, calling everyone to get in the carriages. She noticed with sharp eyes that A’li Teng wore a flower by her temple, her face flushed red as if drunk. Chi Xue whispered in her ear: “Young Master Chi wanted to buy jewelry for his wife. Dan Shuang wanted to secretly pay for it, but I stopped her. The assistant here was flexible, recommending this flower to Young Master Chi, saying the material was cheap if you considered it cheap, but absolutely precious if you considered it precious. For the sake of such a lovely couple, they only asked an extremely low price.”

Tie Ci glanced at the pink-purple flower. Its texture seemed jade but wasn’t jade, with brilliant luster and extremely exquisite craftsmanship. Such an item, if sold at the capital’s Gui Qizhai, wouldn’t go for less than a hundred taels of silver.

She knew the assistant wasn’t lying. Master had said this thing was made of plastic – it looked beautiful but wasn’t actually valuable. However, since plastic couldn’t yet be manufactured in the capital, calling it precious was also true.

Master always had some very peculiar and exquisite items that couldn’t be made with capital craftsmanship, but they were all unique pieces that couldn’t be replicated. She had asked Master why they couldn’t mass-produce them – wouldn’t that make a fortune? Master said something about these being rewards, not belonging here, that Great Qian’s current productive capacity and industrial level couldn’t yet possess these inventions… Master always had many secrets.

The group got into carriages. Passing a grain and oil shop, Tie Ci saw people giving out porridge at the entrance, with raggedly dressed people forming a long line. Chi Xue asked a few questions through the window, then returned saying a nearby village had suffered landslides from continuous rain, the entire village was devastated, and the villagers had come out as refugees. This grain and oil shop in Pingyun Prefecture was leading efforts to provide porridge for the displaced people.

Dan Shuang said: “It must be Master’s shop. Master makes money from all kinds of shops, but grain and oil shops never profit – every year the money goes to subsidize refugees and disaster victims everywhere.”

When in the capital, Dan Shuang had more opportunities to leave the palace than Tie Ci, so she knew these things.

Tie Ci glanced at Dan Shuang’s proud expression and smiled.

Only Master could do this – anyone else providing relief to refugees throughout the realm, wouldn’t they fear the ruler’s suspicion?

The carriages rumbled out of the city. By the time the Tan family members finally found out where Tie Ci and her group were staying and came panting to their door, Tie Ci had already led everyone into the mountains.

Not long after the carriages left, at Gui Qizhai outside the city gates, as evening approached and they were about to close up shop, several customers arrived.

The leader wore a demon mask haphazardly over his face, revealing half of a beautifully shaped jaw and exquisitely lined lips. Tall with long legs, as he walked in with the setting sun at his back, the bright and beautiful shop interior seemed to suddenly dim, as if all the flowing light and overflowing colors instantly flew to attach themselves to him.

But he immediately made everyone realize that some people could only be looked at for their faces – deep down, he simply wasn’t human.

He paid no attention to the assistants’ respectful greetings at the entrance, showed no interest in the distinctive bright counters, sneered at the assistants’ eager introductions of merchandise, and mocked loudly what others were buying.

“This telescope is no good. The telescopes from the West now see much farther and can extend and retract. This one is so outdated, yet you still want to buy it! If you have too much money, give it to the refugees outside.”

“This pearl flower is neither gold nor jade, yet dares to sell for more than gold and jade? What? Special material, unique in the world, one of a kind? Since there’s no second one, who knows what this thing is? Who can tell its value? I could mold a flower from cow dung and also call it unique, selling it to you for a hundred taels of silver – would you want it?”

“This Western red wine, sour on entry, and floral – the fragrance of flowers from brothels? Did it get heated during ocean transport due to poor storage? Or is it just not from any quality winery? Such wine wants to sell at the price of Eternal Fragrance wine – I could ferment some slop water and the resulting taste might be better than your wine.”

“Second floor items mistakenly brought to first floor? Second floor items not for sale? All foxes from the same mountain playing at purity? If you want to use playing hard to get to secretly promote expensive second-floor goods, just say so – though even if you did, I wouldn’t buy. Young sir, come back tomorrow and look – tomorrow they’ll definitely still be ‘mistakenly bringing second floor goods to the first floor, second floor items not for sale, don’t ask, if you really want to know, first buy a hundred taels of gold worth on the first floor.'”

…

One assistant couldn’t handle him, so a group came. The group couldn’t handle him either, so the manager came. The manager couldn’t handle him either.

He’d been in the door less than fifteen minutes, and more than half the customers in the shop had left. The remaining half were asking if he had his own shop, how he was so knowledgeable about the quality of various goods, and whether he’d give his name so they could patronize his place for comparison.

The manager broke out in sweat. Gui Qizhai was one of the proprietor’s high-end shops, subject to monthly national performance rankings. Regular customers were on a membership system, exclusively serving upper-class people from various regions. It was an important outpost for the Kaiyuan Trading Company to maintain relationships with officials and nobles. Losing high-end customers would cost more than just his monthly salary.

Recently, a large trading company had already entered Qianzhou and Yannan, competing with Kaiyuan Trading Company everywhere. Whatever Kaiyuan did, they did too, and sold cheaper than shops under Kaiyuan Trading Company. Gui Qizhai had already lost quite a few customers because of this. Reportedly this trading company had deep pockets and wasn’t just entering Qianzhou and Yannan, which was why the head manager was personally traveling around the country – he’d just recently arrived in Qianzhou.

The King of Verbal Combat leaned against the counter, coughed a few times, and said to a nearby woman: “Madam, when buying jewelry, you can’t look at it under their counter lights. Their lighting is strategically designed. You should take the item under natural light to look – it’ll definitely be like an ugly woman lifting her veil…”

Upstairs, the old beggar threw a book he hadn’t finished reading onto the table: “Please!”

A second-floor assistant quickly went downstairs, bowing to invite the customer up. The King of Verbal Combat glanced sideways at the manager: “Non-VIP customers can’t go upstairs.”

The manager maintained his composure, bowing: “Your superior insight and knowledge are sufficient proof that you’re an industry expert. Industry magnates automatically qualify for Gui Qizhai VIP customer status.”

The Verbal Combat King Murong Yi laughed heartily, swept his robes, and slowly went upstairs.

The old beggar stood waiting for him at the top of the stairs.

Murong Yi stopped at the stair landing, completely changing from his earlier verbal combat style. He stepped forward and bowed deeply to the ground.

The old beggar raised an eyebrow and smiled, about to ask why the initial arrogance followed by sudden respect, when the fellow straightened up and smiled: “Greetings, Senior Brother.”

Senior Brother was silent for a moment, then said: “Brother-in-law?”

Murong Yi answered quickly: “Yes!”

Senior Brother smiled: “Brother-in-law, your meeting gift to Senior Brother is truly sincere and generous.”

Murong Yi showed no change in expression: “Someone of Senior Brother’s caliber, who has seen all kinds of people – only something extraordinary could catch Senior Brother’s attention.”

“I thought brother-in-law came to settle accounts, considering junior sister just bought…” Senior Brother looked down and calculated on an abacus, then looked up at Murong Yi with a smile: “Thirteen thousand six hundred forty-two taels and five qian. Will you pay by bank note or gold?”

Murong Yi pulled over a stool and sat down: “Perhaps we could use a different payment method.”

Senior Brother waved his finger: “Though we’re family, we still need to talk business. No money, no deal.”

“There are many things in this world more important than money.” Murong Yi magically produced a small wine flask and two cups, pouring wine for Senior Brother: “After all, money is dead, but people are alive.”

“Are you implying I won’t live if I don’t listen to you?”

“How could that be?” Murong Yi smiled purely and harmlessly: “You’re my big brother-in-law after all.”

“The Wanqian Trading Company that’s been competing with us nationwide like mad dogs lately – that’s yours, isn’t it? I could tell from your speaking style just now.” Senior Brother accepted the wine Murong Yi offered, smelled it, shook his head, then pulled over a black ceramic bottle and poured the wine into it: “You’re really filial to your mother-in-law and big brother-in-law.”

Murong Yi smiled without speaking: “Family members talking like outsiders. After all, you wouldn’t give us Kaiyuan Trading Company when we marry.”

“Kaiyuan Trading Company will be an important pillar for the Crown Princess in court, and an assistant the Crown Princess must support to deal with various large and small financial groups under the Xiao clan. Central and Southwest China have Kaiyuan Trading Company, the North has the Tian clan’s trading company – this is the Crown Princess’s strategic layout. Yet you’re competing with Kaiyuan Trading Company for business. You’re undermining us like this – does the Crown Princess know?” Senior Brother raised his empty wine cup, indicating for Murong Yi to pour him another.

“That’s why I came.” Murong Yi didn’t pour wine, leaning back comfortably in his chair: “Want me to stop competing? Want Wanqian Trading Company to withdraw from malicious competition from now on?”

“Competing at any cost, pursuing and blocking, forcing us to take you seriously – isn’t this all for today’s negotiation?” Senior Brother took the wine flask himself, poured himself a cup, then repeated his trick, pouring it into the black ceramic bottle: “State your conditions.”

“What conditions could I have? I came to seek justice for my wife. I just want to ask – is my Crown Princess’s VIP card a black card?”

“…”

Senior Brother decided to ask Murong Yi for another cup of Eternal Fragrance wine as compensation for the damage to himself. It really was true that daughters favor outsiders – she wasn’t even married yet, but had already told the man everything, and this man was their competitor!

Murong Yi poured wine for him, ignoring his wine-transferring behavior, saying slowly: “Oral promises from Kaiyuan Trading Company to help the Crown Princess aren’t enough. Without even a black card, what kind of family member is that? I think she needs to know Kaiyuan Trading Company’s national shops, personnel composition, monthly profit ledgers, contact methods, plus receive twenty percent of annual profits, and the authority to have all national shops and properties open to the Crown Princess at any time, allowing her to deploy a certain amount of personnel and money under any circumstances…”

As if he couldn’t see Senior Brother’s increasingly dumbfounded expression, he finished speaking without changing expression, thought seriously for a moment, then said: “…That’s all for now.”

Without waiting for Senior Brother to speak, he smiled: “Don’t say we’re being greedy lions. Haven’t you used the Crown Princess’s name to do business all these years? This past year as the Crown Princess gradually gained power, haven’t the conveniences she provided you been few? You’ve accepted the Crown Princess’s goodwill and stated you’ll be her backing forever – shouldn’t you offer proof of loyalty? Ah Ci is kind-hearted and thin-skinned. She feels deeply indebted to her teacher and finds it hard to speak up, so I’m speaking for her.”

Senior Brother smiled: “What if Master doesn’t agree?”

“Then Wanqian Money House will let Kaiyuan Trading Company see exactly how much money Wanqian really has.” Murong Yi smiled slightly: “I’ll also make the Crown Princess understand that merchants value profit over sentiment and cannot be entrusted.”

Senior Brother held out his wine cup, saying sarcastically: “Threatening.”

Murong Yi said gently: “No, I haven’t started yet.”

Senior Brother fell silent. After a long while, he sighed: “Really not a good person, but also truly worthy of the Crown Princess. That girl has some fortune. But I have a question – since Wanqian Manor is so wealthy, why not come forward yourself instead of forcing Kaiyuan?”

Murong Yi smiled without answering.

After all, it was the Sun clan’s family property, too sensitive. Getting involved with Tie Ci would be disadvantageous to her. Wanqian’s main foundation and future development were still in Liaodong. Now it was just playing the role of a fierce tiger breaking into Great Qian to intimidate.

Senior Brother probably understood somewhat too and didn’t pursue the question, turning his wine cup with a smile.

Master had raised Little Ci from childhood with utmost care and effort. That Master’s commercial empire wasn’t fully open to Little Ci seemed normal to the senior brothers and sisters, given Little Ci’s special status – if trading companies were handed over, they could very well be swallowed by the imperial family at any time.

But now with Murong Yi being so aggressive, willing to mutually destroy rather than force Kaiyuan Trading Company to offer up resources, this wasn’t just about money. Shops spread throughout the nation meant the most informed intelligence, the most diverse secret industries, the smoothest information transmission, and the most convenient personnel deployment.

If the Crown Princess obtained these, whether dealing with enemies, monitoring officials, or implementing policies, everything would be much easier.

He smiled: “This matter is significant. Allow me to report to Master for decision.”

Murong Yi smiled and raised his cup.

“But you’re so fierce. Careful that Master gets angry and doesn’t acknowledge you as son-in-law.” Senior Brother winked at Murong Yi: “You know, in Little Ci’s heart, Master is more important than her birth mother.”

“As long as mother-in-law agrees to divide family property for her daughter, Wanqian Manor will offer sufficient betrothal gifts to please mother-in-law.”

Senior Brother laughed heartily, grabbing Murong Yi’s wine flask: “Refreshing! This calls for a big toast!”

Murong Yi lowered his head and coughed a few times, smiled and rose to take his leave. He didn’t try to retrieve the valuable wine flask and cups. Senior Brother leaned back on the couch, lazily waving his hand to see him off downstairs, then quickly scrambled up and poured the remaining wine from the flask into the black ceramic bottle. Coincidentally, it exactly filled one bottle. He handed this bottle to the manager: “Go seal this up and put an Eternal Fragrance wine label on it. Take it to the counter to sell – it can fetch thirty taels of silver!”

The manager, familiar with this head manager’s style, accepted it without surprise, smiling: “Came for one trip, said a few words, and gave us a bottle of wine – ultimately it’s just lip service.”

Senior Brother laughed heartily, but stopped abruptly mid-laugh, his face turning pale, eyes staring straight.

The manager was startled: “What’s wrong, Head Manager!”

Senior Brother slapped his thigh hard.

“Those thirteen thousand six hundred forty-two taels and five qian of silver – he still hasn’t paid!”

Chapter 363: Do You Miss Me?
At the foot of the Li Mountain range, Tie Ci and her group abandoned the large carriages and formally entered the mountains.

The equipment she had brought out aroused the interest of the Chi Qingbo couple. A’li Teng touched the backpack’s sturdy material with amazement, saying she had never seen such a bag before, nor such material for fabric.

She also spoke excitedly about Gui Qizhai, her eyes shining with longing and delight, constantly unable to resist touching the flower on her head.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue walked behind, exchanging a glance.

Dan Shuang said softly: “I told you they were fine. A’li Teng truly hasn’t seen Gui Qizhai before. You can tell she really rarely goes out to see the world. If she were really some noble person in disguise, could she be like this?”

Chi Xue softly hummed in agreement: “Indeed, with so many people watching, some details couldn’t be faked for so long. We were overthinking.”

“Though one must guard against others, there’s no need to treat everyone as an enemy. That Young Master Chi is talented – if they have nowhere to go in the future, we could try to win them over.”

The Chi Qingbo couple walked ahead with Tie Ci. Chi Qingbo listed several herb names for Tie Ci – they would need to go to the deepest parts of the mountains, because the mountain ranges along the Qianzhou-Yannan line were mostly tall and precipitous, with many places untouched by human feet. Unless one was a hunter who walked the mountains year-round or someone with martial arts skills, one wouldn’t dare venture deep into the mountains. Chi Qingbo was therefore very excited, saying he could finally personally enter the mountains to search for herbs he had only heard of by name, and his medical texts could receive more detailed supplementation.

When he said this, A’li Teng said: “Qingbo often went into the mountains to dig for herbs in his early years, even breaking his leg once because of it. Otherwise his ‘Record of Strange Arts of Southern Qian’ couldn’t have been completed in three volumes at such a young age.” Her eyes were full of admiration.

Chi Qingbo smiled and shook his head: “I’m ashamed, ashamed. It was really because our family fell into decline and I couldn’t succeed in studies. Initially I wanted to earn some money to maintain my studies and medicine for the elderly at home, but unexpectedly I later developed an interest in it. It’s just that this hobby ultimately couldn’t serve as a livelihood, and wasted much money instead. I’m very sorry to A’Teng.”

A’li Teng smiled and said it didn’t matter. When their eyes met, they couldn’t separate again. Tie Ci was long accustomed to this, smiled and shook her head, leading everyone away. After a while, A’li Teng caught up to Tie Ci with a red face, shyly apologizing. Tie Ci laughed: “Apologize for what? I only envy your marital love. I wish you’ll always be this good.”

A’li Teng smiled with squinted eyes: “That’s my wish too.”

By now everyone was walking in the mountains. This was a subsidiary peak of the Li Mountain range, which stretched across more than ten peaks spanning the three regions of Hu, Qian, and Yan. The path was still manageable at this point. Tie Ci was afraid A’li Teng’s injuries hadn’t healed, so she reached out to support her. Turning her head, she saw that the burns on her shoulders and neck had not only avoided infection in the local hot weather, but had actually healed and scarred over.

She found this very strange. A’li Teng said: “Besides using medicine, Qingbo also used some folk remedies from his Strange Arts Record, like black bean juice, oil extracted from cooked egg yolks for application, dried alum and chili powder mixed with borneol, and fresh pear slices are also useful. But he was so busy applying medicine to me that his own injuries haven’t healed yet.”

Tie Ci said: “This Strange Arts Record sounds quite interesting.”

“It is.” A’li Teng smiled with squinted eyes. “There are many rare flowers and herbs in the mountains of our Qianzhou and Yannan, and many strange people and events too. For example, there’s a type of ‘picking doctor’ who can cure all diseases under heaven with just one needle. The picking doctor says that whenever people get sick, there must be an extra diseased white tendon in the body – remove it and they’ll be cured. But how to find this tendon and how to remove it requires great knowledge. To find the picking doctor and learn this skill, Qingbo walked several mountains and spent a lot of money, even missing that year’s provincial examination because of it…”

“Brother Chi has extraordinary conversation skills – why couldn’t he succeed in studies?”

A’li Teng’s expression darkened as she said: “Actually it wasn’t about lacking money, but because we offended someone… Originally, the one who wanted to marry me was the son of the Liche Chieftain family…”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow – it was actually one of the three major chieftains, the Liche Chieftain. A’li Teng’s family chieftain was just a small chieftain without even a name in the court records, yet dared to flee from the marriage arrangement with the Liche Chieftain’s son. No wonder Chi Qingbo and A’li Teng later couldn’t study properly and had to travel everywhere. Saying they were collecting herbs in deep mountains was probably also to avoid pursuit.

Looking at it this way, Chi Qingbo’s feelings for A’li Teng were truly deep and righteous.

A’li Teng looked at Chi Qingbo’s back with eyes full of guilt: “I’ve wronged A’Bo. I’ve brought him countless troubles. Han people value their prospects most, and he studied very well, but for me he gave up even his future…”

Tie Ci gently patted her shoulder: “Perhaps in his view, having you is better than a bright future.”

A’li Teng then smiled, though her eyes still held faint sorrow.

At this moment, Tie Ci’s ears twitched. She heard someone whistling a tune in the distance, heard more distant sounds of numerous rustling footsteps moving back and forth in orderly rhythm, heard the sound of trees suddenly breaking under sharp blade cuts, heard the fierce wind of long metal blades cutting through the air.

Ahead, Chi Qingbo suddenly exclaimed with delight: “Human-faced spider flower!”

Tie Ci saw a small blue-brown flower growing in a patch of mud. The stamen was slender, and the patterns on the petals resembled both human faces and spiders. That patch of mud had accumulated rotting leaves, fruits, and animal bones for who knows how many years, emitting an unbearable stench. Tie Ci was preparing to find gloves to pick the flower when Chi Qingbo had already crouched down and unhesitatingly reached his hand into the mud.

The cleanliness-loving Dan Shuang widened her eyes, looking at Chi Qingbo with admiration.

Xiao Xueya was being carried by Deputy General Zhu. These past few days, medication had been used to maintain the poison without worsening, and he occasionally woke up. Just now he happened to open his eyes and saw Chi Qingbo’s scene of bare-handed mud digging, immediately closing his eyes again.

But Chi Qingbo didn’t pick the flower. When his hand came out, it held a black, wriggling worm. He held the worm above the flower, and the flower seemed to sense it – from its slender stamen extended something deep red like a tongue, which flashed like lightning to roll up the worm. Chi Qingbo’s movements were also lightning-fast. His other hand quickly pinched the base of that deep red tongue-like calyx, pinched and twisted, then threw it backward. A’li Teng was prepared with a small woven grass pouch, and the thing landed precisely in the grass pouch. Mud dripped through the gaps, stinking and carrying a faint fishy smell.

The entire sequence was completed in the blink of an eye. After the human-faced spider flower had its calyx pinched off, it immediately withered and fell into the mud. The mud became even more foul-smelling. Chi Qingbo’s two hands also turned blue-black. He wasn’t anxious, burying both hands in the mud before having time to explain to Tie Ci: “The human-faced spider flower only blooms for an instant. To bloom again depends on luck. We were lucky to encounter it blooming, so we had to pick quickly. Only the tongue-like calyx of the human-faced spider flower is useful. It must be lured out with poisonous insects living in the mud at its roots. When picking the calyx, one will inevitably be poisoned, but the mud where it grows has decomposed countless generations of human-faced spider flowers and has seeds of rouge grass, which can perfectly detoxify.”

Xiao Xueya opened his eyes again, just in time to see Chi Qingbo picking up that muddy, soft, tongue-like thing with his mud-covered hands, smiling: “This thing looks disgusting but is one of the antidotes for many southern poisons. My poison and Manager Xiao’s poison can both use it.”

Xiao Xueya quickly closed his eyes again, saying coldly: “I won’t eat it.”

Tie Ci said to Chi Qingbo: “Good, Marshal Xiao won’t eat it, don’t worry about him. Who wants to be paralyzed for life – can we stop them?”

Xiao Xueya opened his eyes again, staring at Tie Ci expressionlessly.

Tie Ci reached out and made a gesture of a paralyzed person crawling on the ground.

She respected all disabled people – others’ suffering might not be known but shouldn’t be mocked – but she wasn’t willing to respect Xiao Xueya.

Where did all these annoying problems come from?

Xiao Xueya was so angry he closed his eyes again, looking like he didn’t plan to open them again anytime soon.

The group continued deeper into the mountains. The further they went, the more gnarled the trees became, blocking out the sky. Huge vines hung down root by root, entangling with trees thick enough to embrace, then dropping from the canopy. From afar it looked like vast curtains of vine waterfalls.

Squirrels and macaques occasionally leaped through the canopy, their tails stirring the green leaves as golden sunlight scattered wildly.

Distant melodies continuously drifted over, accompanying their journey, only audible to Tie Ci.

She walked with a smile, thinking the tune was played quite well.

But she vaguely felt something was wrong, though she couldn’t think of what for the moment.

Dan Shuang walked at the front with her blade, responsible for cutting through thorns and bushes to clear a passable path. Even so, a young master like Feng Huan still walked stumbling and falling, his brocade clothes torn into strips like a beggar’s.

However, he didn’t complain – not because he’d become tougher, but because he knew complaining to Tie Ci would be useless.

Since he wasn’t complaining, Dan Shuang felt uncomfortable. While helping steady him, she mocked: “Can barely walk on slightly uneven ground – if we encounter snakes, insects, ants, or beasts, remember to run away first…”

She suddenly paused. Feng Huan looked at her in confusion.

Tie Ci had already reacted, whirling around.

Snakes, insects, ants, and beasts!

In this vast dense forest, walking all this way, they hadn’t seen any snakes, insects, ants, or beasts!

That’s why the tune was particularly clear, why her intuition found this clarity especially strange. In this afternoon dense forest, besides wind sounds and occasional bird calls, there were no subtle sounds of other creatures moving.

This wasn’t normal.

Tie Ci stopped, looking around. She saw a bowl-sized hole under a large tree ahead. She crouched down, drew her dagger to dig, her pouch at her waist falling to the ground.

After a moment, she dug out a large hole, revealing the already eaten-out tree trunk inside. Countless red-headed, black-tailed ants the size of fingernails scattered in all directions.

The ants were extremely numerous, making one’s scalp tingle.

Chi Qingbo said in surprise behind Tie Ci: “Fire-head ants! These things are extremely fierce, and a nest contains vast numbers. Even encountering tigers or leopards, they can swarm up and in the blink of an eye gnaw tigers and leopards until not even bones remain. In our Qianzhou and Yannan, encountering tigers and leopards isn’t scary – encountering these things means you must flee quickly… But since they’re so close to us, why aren’t they attacking us?”

Not only weren’t they attacking, they seemed somewhat afraid. Tie Ci leaned closer, and indeed the fire-head ants fled even faster.

Tie Ci observed for a while, asking: “You say they eat tigers and leopards without leaving even bones?”

“Yes, so people are terrified when they hear of them.”

Listening to this, Tie Ci blocked one end of the ant nest. The fire-head ants could only flee in one direction. Tie Ci opened a cloth bag at that end, and all the ants went into the bag.

The ants were so numerous they actually made the small bag sag slightly. Tie Ci asked: “What do these ants eat?”

Chi Qingbo looked shocked, hurriedly stopping her: “Are you planning to raise these ants? These things are fierce and bite everything. The bag will be bitten through, and if they crawl on you it’ll be trouble…”

Sure enough, in the blink of an eye, countless small holes appeared in the bag. Tie Ci calmly pulled out a completely transparent bottle, stuffed the bag inside, sprinkled some dried food crumbs in, covered the lid, and tied it to her waist.

Everyone couldn’t help but look at the bottle. The bottle was truly crystal clear and transparent, clearly showing countless red-headed, black-tailed ants crawling around inside. For some unknown reason, the ants confined in the bottle crawled even more frantically, so much so that after watching for a while, everyone felt dizzy and nauseous.

Xiao Xueya opened his eyes again, saw the thing at Tie Ci’s waist, and immediately closed them again.

Only Chi Qingbo endured watching for a while, amazed to discover the bottle showed no signs of damage whatsoever.

Feng Huan covered his eyes: “Incredible, incredible! These ants look even crazier – why do they seem to be bashing their heads?”

Tie Ci said casually: “Probably frantic from being confined. Huh, seems they really don’t eat vegetables.”

She caught a finger-length grasshopper and threw it in. In the blink of an eye, the grasshopper disappeared. Everyone felt their skin crawl.

By now it was getting dark, so everyone needed to find a suitable place to camp. Chi Qingbo also needed to quickly prepare the herbs to detoxify himself and Xiao Xueya. Suddenly, a flickering red light appeared ahead.

Everyone was somewhat wary, but Tie Ci smiled and instead quickened her pace toward that direction.

When they reached the front, they saw it was a flat clearing, backed by stone and facing water, sheltered from wind on all sides – a rare good camping spot to find in this dense forest.

A large bonfire was already burning in the clearing, with a flat area prepared. The scattered stones had been picked up, making it obviously different from the adjacent uncleared ground with scattered stones and small grass.

On this cleared ground stood a small wooden sign reading: “Shiba’s Bedroom.”

Tie Ci chuckled and waved her hand. Dan Shuang began setting up simple tents here.

Tie Ci crouched down to feel around – the ground was still warm, emanating the scent of realgar. Obviously this place had been organized and also had fires built on it to ensure the ground was dry and warm, with realgar powder sprinkled on it.

Next to this designated bedroom area, a pile of small stones circled a slightly raised area, also with a sign reading “Shiba’s Dinner.” Chi Xue skillfully scraped away that patch of earth and lifted out two still-hot large mud clumps. Breaking the mud clumps revealed wild chickens wrapped in lemongrass. Opening the wild chickens revealed they were stuffed full of glutinous rice balls. The rice balls were filled with ingredients – fresh wild amaranth picked from mountain springs, snow-white mushrooms that sprouted after rain, plus diced cured meat smoked by mountain people. Fresh and crispy, fragrant and rich, they seemed to capture all the spring essence of the deep mountains, deeply infused with the chicken’s aroma. One bite made one’s soul nearly fly away with freshness.

The cured meat’s oil seeped through the glutinous rice balls, transforming the usually slightly rough wild chicken meat into something tender and delicate. Visible crystalline fat adhered to the snow-white chicken meat. The moment the chicken was torn open, the aroma erupted like a volcano. Even Xiao Xueya, who had been keeping his eyes closed, couldn’t help but open them.

Upon opening his eyes, he saw another stone piece that had fallen from the broken mud clumps, carved with: “Chicken heads and feet for those who don’t eat can go to Feng Huan, chicken butt goes to Xiao Xueya – eat it or don’t, doesn’t matter either way.”

Xiao Xueya closed his eyes again.

He had silently recited the phrase “A fallen tiger bullied by dogs” dozens of times in his heart.

Feng Huan didn’t mind getting the chicken head, happily gnawing while mumbling: “I never ate heads before, only today did I realize heads are quite good too…”

However, this time there were arrangements for the others too. In a clearing to the side were piled several wild roe deer and rabbits, but these showed none of the other party’s meticulous patience – unpeeled, unwashed, bloody heaps giving off an air of “you should be grateful I’m giving you food to eat.”

Firewood was also collected. Chi Xue very consciously called everyone: “Come, come, two chickens aren’t enough to share. Let’s roast these roe deer and rabbits.”

The others naturally wouldn’t compete with Tie Ci for food. Tie Ci didn’t offer either, methodically finishing one chicken and several glutinous rice balls before going to the stream to wash her hands and face. This was a winding stream where she crouched. Clear stream water had small fish swimming in it – because the water was so clean, looking down it was as if they swam in empty space.

A very beautiful deep red leaf floated down with the current, gently stopping by the stream stones.

Tie Ci picked up the leaf. Written on it in charcoal: “Was it delicious?”

After a while another leaf floated down, reading: “Sleep well.”

After another while, another leaf floated down: “Do you miss me?”

Chapter 364: Night Mountain
Tie Ci pulled out a balloon from her backpack and blew it up. It was a large red balloon with a smiley face painted on it and “HAPPY” written in foreign script.

This was something she had pilfered from the second floor of Gui Qizhai when the assistants weren’t paying attention. Master didn’t sell these items to outsiders, and wouldn’t give them to her unless necessary.

Tie Ci climbed a tree, caught a squirrel, tied the balloon to its tail, flicked the squirrel’s little forehead, and let it go.

With the balloon tied to its tail, the squirrel couldn’t climb trees and could only run away on the ground.

Tie Ci watched the large red ball gradually run into the distance and smiled slightly.

A quarter hour later, on a tree branch southwest of Tie Ci’s position, several people lay sleeping in the trees, with faint snoring rising and falling.

Murong Yi, who was lying there hugging a pink pig, suddenly sat up, fixing his gaze on a red dot leaping through the forest.

He climbed down from the tree and chased after that red dot, quickly catching the balloon.

He untied the balloon from the squirrel’s tail, freed the squirrel, then tied the balloon to the pink pig’s little thin tail.

A pink pig with a red balloon attached ran happily through the forest, while Murong Yi followed unhurriedly behind with arms crossed, a smile playing at his lips.

The people on the tree branches curiously poked their heads out to look.

“Boss, look at our Young Master – has he ever smiled like this in his life? The corners of his mouth are almost reaching his ears.”

From the highest tree branch, someone said in a rough, hoarse voice: “What’s it to me? Hurry up and sleep. This bastard got poisoned and still runs around everywhere. When the poison acts up again in the middle of the night, this old lady will have to get up to serve him.”

Another person also rubbed his aching arms: “Really never thought our master would actually be a wife slave. He says his wife is working hard to help him find an antidote, so he must handle the logistics and provisions well. We haven’t seen a single herb yet, but we’ve been running around busy with scouting paths, hunting, making fires, and cooking. Really, such a good Young Master of Liaodong living in luxury, yet he’d rather wander around these poor mountains and evil waters.”

“You’re wrong there. Is being Young Master of Liaodong so easy? Not to mention anything else, just those documents and memorials delivered by courier from Da Wang Yi – Master Wang says every one is a trap. Step into them and you’ll either offend people or expose your hand…”

“Then just don’t step into them. Our master is so clever, what do you need to babble for? You’re annoying this old lady to death! Sleep!”

After a moment of quiet, someone muttered: “Chazi really can never get married now!”

Immediately a fruit flew down from above and hit his head: “Whether this old lady can get married is none of your business – are you this old lady’s brat?”

A round of low chuckling, then the trees returned to quiet.

Murong Yi leisurely walked his pig through the forest, admiring the balloon while driving the pig to root for insects in the dirt.

He’d been doing this work since entering the forest. Previously Feng Huan had mentioned that when the Acacia Butterfly poison from Wanmei Pavilion’s Longyue acted up, they went to find the insects that the pink pig under the green-clothed person’s bamboo building had pulled from its mouth to detoxify. All this way he’d been petting the pig, and at least the pimples on his face hadn’t continued erupting, but the pig kept refusing to look for insects. Now that they’d entered this vast forest, it was the perfect opportunity for the pig to find medicine.

But for some reason, though the pig rooted around on the ground for ages, it couldn’t dig up anything. The pig snorted and raised its head, its little eyes staring at Murong Yi, seeming puzzled why the good things that were originally abundant here had suddenly disappeared.

Murong Yi couldn’t figure it out either. The green-clothed person had fought with Tie Ci and copied all her abilities. Though he wouldn’t agree to help detoxify Murong Yi, he had let Tie Ci snatch away this pig, leaving behind the message that this pig would help him find medicine. But why couldn’t it find any?

Murong Yi frowned and turned to look in the direction where Tie Ci was.

At Tie Ci’s campsite, everyone had also set up their tents and arranged night watch duties. This forest had many monkeys that would steal things.

Chi Qingbo volunteered to keep watch for the first half of the night since he needed to brew the antidote.

Tie Ci wasn’t sleepy yet either, so she watched him prepare the medicine from the side. Chi Qingbo still had some mild toxicity remaining. He had bought herbs he needed from a stall at Pingyun Prefecture’s night market earlier, used some human-faced spider flower stamen to make a medicinal soup which he drank in one gulp, then began preparing the antidote for Xiao Xueya.

Though Chi Qingbo had been using medicine to control Xiao Xueya’s poison, because quite some time had passed, the preparation was very complex. Chi Qingbo used a small silver spoon to carefully measure the ground medicinal powder, holding his breath in concentration.

A’li Teng refused to sleep first, insisting on staying by his side, but soon nodded off drowsily. Chi Qingbo carried her into the tent, then continued making medicine at the tent entrance. He concentrated intently, but during breaks in preparation, he would frequently reach into the tent to check A’li Teng’s temperature and pull her sleeping bag properly around her.

Firelight reflected on his face, his features elegant and peaceful, his skin bearing a glaze-like soft glow.

Tie Ci sat to one side leaning against a tree, unwrapping a paper bag while listening to the serenade carried on the wind.

Xiao Xueya was awakened by an extremely penetrating smell. Opening his eyes, he saw Chi Qingbo’s busy figure, with Tie Ci holding a bowl from which steam rose. Hearing his movement, she turned back: “You’re awake?”

Xiao Xueya’s gaze fell on the bowl in her hands. Thinking of the human-faced spider flower harvesting process from before, a wave of nausea immediately surged over him.

Remembering Tie Ci’s mockery when he had previously refused the antidote, he stared at the bowl expressionlessly: “The antidote?”

Tie Ci blinked: “Do you dare drink it?”

Without another word, Xiao Xueya snatched the bowl. Once it was close, a smell ten thousand times more disgusting than that pile of nauseating mud from before immediately assaulted his nostrils. Xiao Xueya had never known such a terrifying smell existed in the world – it was probably like a dead squid from the South Yue seaside after being soaked in seawater and sun-dried for three days.

But he had already taken the bowl, and his dignity absolutely wouldn’t allow him to put it down again. Xiao Xueya held his breath and gulped down a large mouthful, his face immediately turning green.

Even more terrifying was that there were some long, soft, slippery things at the bottom of the bowl that followed the soup directly into his mouth. His mind immediately conjured many twisted snake-like objects…

Xiao Xueya abruptly put down the bowl and covered his chest.

Just as he was enduring the most difficult moment, Chi Qingbo suddenly stood up joyfully, holding a small cup in his hands: “It’s ready!” He ran toward Xiao Xueya.

Xiao Xueya had some bad suspicions forming in his mind.

“This is…”

Chi Qingbo handed him the small cup, smiling: “Mission accomplished – the antidote is ready.”

Xiao Xueya: “…”

He looked at the medicinal liquid in the cup. It wasn’t disgusting or unpleasant to look at. On the contrary, it was a cup of clear liquid, slightly pale yellow, even emitting a faint fragrance that made one completely unable to imagine what the main ingredient looked like or where it was harvested. It was practically gospel for anyone who needed to take medicine.

Provided they hadn’t drunk something so disgusting beforehand.

Xiao Xueya slowly turned his gaze toward Tie Ci.

The noble, benevolent, virtuous, and wise Crown Princess met his gaze with complete composure: “Why is the Chief Manager looking at me? Did I say what I gave you earlier was the antidote?”

Xiao Xueya: “You…”

“I treated Chief Manager with the utmost sincerity and generosity.” Tie Ci said earnestly, “I even shared my beloved luosifen with you – heaven and earth can witness my heart.”

A long-tailed macaque suddenly leaped down from the treetops, hanging upside down under the tree making faces at him.

Xiao Xueya was silent for a while, then stood up and walked out of the tent himself.

He went to the nearby woods. Tie Ci naturally wouldn’t look to see what he was doing, but Chi Qingbo was worried and watched for a while, saying: “He’s vomiting poisoned blood.”

Tie Ci chuckled.

This man didn’t even want people to see him vomiting blood.

After a while, Xiao Xueya returned. His complexion was obviously much better. He stood at the tent entrance and kicked awake Deputy General Zhu, who had been snoring like thunder from exhaustion after carrying him through mountain paths during the day.

As soon as Deputy General Zhu woke and saw him, he immediately bounced up, delighted: “Marshal! You’ve been detoxified!”

Xiao Xueya nodded lightly: “Pack up. We’re making camp elsewhere.”

Receiving such an order after waking in the middle of the night, Deputy General Zhu didn’t even question it. Without a word, he packed his bundle and crawled out of the tent.

Xiao Xueya stood straight-backed, leading him deeper into the woods.

Chi Qingbo watched his retreating figure in amazement, not understanding what this person was trying to do.

Tie Ci didn’t try to keep him either, saying lightly: “Since you’ve been detoxified, go back.”

Xiao Xueya didn’t answer either. He led Deputy General Zhu not far away before stopping at a position where he could still see Tie Ci from a distance, relit a fire, and looked like he planned to rest there.

If viewed from above the mountain forest, the positions of Tie Ci, Murong Yi, and Xiao Xueya now roughly formed a triangle.

The following days were the same. Tie Ci’s group continued deeper into the mountains. Xiao Xueya didn’t leave, nor did he approach, always camping where he could see Tie Ci from afar.

Tie Ci paid him no mind – he could stay wherever he liked.

She focused on following Chi Qingbo’s guidance to collect herbs that might cure Acacia Butterfly, as well as searching for another Acacia Butterfly plant.

However, Murong Yi was quite displeased. Since this zombie had already been detoxified, he should return to his own army. Why was he still following Tie Ci?

So one night when Xiao Xueya was sleeping in a tree, the tree suddenly fell down.

He reacted quickly, leaping up the moment the tree fell. Deputy General Zhu was less fortunate, getting pinned under the tree, though fortunately the trunk wasn’t very thick and he only suffered minor scrapes.

Xiao Xueya’s retaliation to Murong Yi came one night when Murong Yi was sleeping soundly in a tent that Tie Ci had sent via wild boar. A fire arrow suddenly pierced through the forest, precisely penetrating the tent top and burning a Gui Qizhai tent worth two thousand taels of silver.

Murong Yi retaliated in kind. One night while Xiao Xueya was sleeping, he had his guards dig a channel upstream to divert a stream’s water, flooding Xiao Xueya’s campsite. Murong Yi hung a banner from afar: “Did you wet the bed last night?”

Xiao Xueya’s response was to throw fire starters into the cave where Murong Yi was sleeping on thick straw one night, and drive a bear to block the cave entrance.

The two went back and forth endlessly, but considered this a man’s war that Tie Ci never knew about from beginning to end.

However, with Xiao Xueya following like this, she felt it was unnecessary. She had people try to persuade him and even personally went to reason with him twice, but Xiao Xueya completely ignored her. After Tie Ci returned in anger once, she simply stopped bothering with him.

She focused on searching for herbs and Acacia Butterfly, going deeper and deeper into the mountain range. From compass readings, they should have traveled a long stretch along the Qianzhou-Yannan border and were approaching Kunzhou, Yannan’s capital.

Most of the medicines that could alleviate Acacia Butterfly toxicity had been found during the following days’ trekking, but the two most crucial medicines still required finding Acacia Butterfly itself. However, after walking in the mountains for three more days, they found nothing.

When Acacia Butterfly bloomed, its unusually sweet fragrance and butterfly-like appearance attracted many butterflies dancing around it, creating a spectacle that wasn’t hard to spot. But precisely because of this, once discovered it was quickly dug up. Obviously, Acacia Butterfly had become very rare in this mountain range.

Thinking of the gossip about Prince Yannan’s mansion she’d heard that day and calculating the dates, that female heir was about to marry. Tie Ci felt somewhat anxious.

The deeper into the mountains they went, the more monkeys there were, with continuous ape calls. Tie Ci had heard that monkeys in southwestern mountains were mostly fierce and agile, so she was prepared to be harassed by monkeys and retaliate accordingly. But strangely, though she had seen many monkeys along the way, few actually bothered her.

They only appeared ahead of her, to her sides, swinging down from trees, secretly spying on her through gaps in the dense forest.

Tie Ci walked at the front through the forest. The leaves that had rotted and accumulated underfoot over the years had formed mud that stuck to her boots like taffy when she stepped in and pulled out.

She suddenly felt someone spying from behind and whirled around.

A monkey laughed strangely as it swung past on an old tree behind her, its black tail pulling the branches down heavily.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

Again like this.

These monkeys really were everywhere.

She looked up at the sky. The light filtering through the leaf gaps was particularly brilliant, like large patches of lightly applied rouge. Because of this, she knew it was getting dark.

The path ahead was especially difficult, so she called for them to make camp.

As usual, Murong Yi had gone ahead to prepare at a suitable camping spot. This was a flat area atop a cliff, with a view of steep mountain peaks across a section of broken cliff.

The fire blazed, rabbits were already roasting with fat sizzling, when Dan Shuang, sitting across from Tie Ci, prepared to sprinkle salt on the roasted rabbit. She felt at her waist and said in surprise: “Where’s my salt jar?”

Chi Xue immediately felt for her own salt jar. Everyone carried small bottles of essentials in case someone lost theirs.

She couldn’t find hers either. Feng Huan and the Chi Qingbo couple also said in surprise that their salt bottles were missing.

Everyone looked at each other. Feng Huan cursed: “It must be those monkeys! They’ve been sneaking around following us all day!”

Tie Ci felt at her waist and said in surprise: “My salt jar is still here.”

Everyone laughed, saying the monkeys were indeed cunning spirits, knowing who was most formidable and not daring to provoke her.

Since everyone was sitting close by and it was inconvenient to turn around, Tie Ci stood up and handed the salt jar to Dan Shuang across the fire.

As she stood, her pouch at her waist swung over the fire. A’li Teng grabbed it to help, but the pouch had already been burned with a small hole, and something fell from the small hole into the fire.

Chi Xue, who saw this nearby, reached out to retrieve it but couldn’t catch it. When she was about to reach further, Tie Ci grabbed her: “Don’t want your hand anymore?”

Chi Xue said: “Something seemed to fall out.”

Tie Ci opened her pouch to look: “Nothing’s missing.”

Her pouch contained a packet of insect-repelling, snake-deterring medicinal herbs, plus the bone carving that the assassin in the Imperial Garden had thrown out. Both were still there.

After thinking for a while, she remembered that Tan Dunzhi had once given her a strip of cloth torn from the sleeve of an assassin who had kidnapped him. At the time she’d noticed the material was somewhat special and stuffed it in her pouch.

What had fallen into the fire should have been that item.

She had never figured out what it was for and had casually stuffed it in her pouch. Losing it now wasn’t particularly regrettable.

The bone carving in her hand seemed somehow wrong, but after carefully examining it, she couldn’t find what was wrong.

She changed to a different pouch, put the bone carving and medicinal herbs back in, and everyone either kept watch or slept while the mountain forest grew quiet again.

Tie Ci pillowed her hands behind her head and saw firelight flickering on a mountain peak to the side – that should be Murong Yi greeting her.

He was using Morse code she had taught him: “Miss you.”

Tie Ci smiled, took out her flashlight, and flashed back: “Same.”

Once they found Acacia Butterfly and figured out how to prepare the antidote, they wouldn’t have to travel the same road yet be unable to meet like this.

Shifting her gaze toward the rear side, faint firelight visible behind some rocks should belong to Xiao Xueya.

Tie Ci closed her eyes.

Xiao Xueya sat cross-legged on the ground. The firelight softened much of the icy coldness between his brows, but his eyes remained quiet and cold, silently echoing the eternal starlight of the heavens. Those eyes reflected the flickering lights between the two cliffs, flashing on and off as if in dialogue, which he didn’t want to hear.

He closed his eyes. Deputy General Zhu alertly stood guard with his blade to one side.

Recently, the harassment war with Murong Yi had escalated again. Murong Yi had somehow learned the skill of gradually controlling the very unruly monkeys in these mountains. Last night he had actually commanded a monkey to overturn his fire pile and even tried to urinate on his head.

Deputy General Zhu was very nervous about this, since this mountain was monkey territory. If that person could control more monkeys, their days would be difficult.

Deputy General Zhu didn’t understand why the Marshal should return but still followed the Crown Princess so closely. The Crown Princess was so strong that there didn’t seem to be anywhere she needed their help.

But he didn’t dare ask. Men’s thoughts were better left unguessed.

He could only keep exceptionally vigilant watch.

On the opposite cliff, several monkeys squatted beside Murong Yi wolfing down roasted chicken.

Murong Yi’s method for controlling these monkeys was simple: giving them food.

Even people couldn’t resist his cuisine, let alone monkeys.

But strangely, Murong Yi had thought that with his food, all the monkeys in the mountain should worship him as king. But in reality, no matter how he tempted them with food, only two or three monkeys were bought off. The other monkeys looked on hungrily from behind him, chattering and trying to snatch from those few monkeys, but wouldn’t approach him.

After feeding the monkeys, Murong Yi patted their heads, chattered with them, and pointed toward Xiao Xueya’s direction.

The monkeys then took their mission and whooshed away.

Xiao Xueya had already closed his eyes, and Deputy General Zhu had also fallen asleep exhausted, leaning on his blade.

Xiao Xueya suddenly felt movement beneath him. Opening his eyes, he saw several monkeys had grown bolder and were actually lifting him up.

Discovering he had opened his eyes, the monkeys didn’t flee. After baring their teeth, they swung their strong arms – the mountain slope was right beside them.

Several monkeys were actually working together to try throwing him down the slope.

Xiao Xueya grabbed the scalp of one monkey with one hand, flipped over with a whoosh, and that monkey was yanked into the air, shrieking in mid-flight before crashing to the ground with a thud in a cloud of dust. The other two monkeys tried to flee, but Xiao Xueya reached out and pulled out a long rope braided from tree bark. With a crack and a shake, the two monkeys were whipped into a tumbling pile.

Xiao Xueya flicked the bark rope, and the two monkeys were lifted up and thrown at the first monkey that had fallen. That monkey was just trying to get up when it was thunderously knocked down again by its falling companions, piled one on top of another into a thousand-layer monkey pancake.

Dust and pine needles flew from the ground, creating crater after crater with dull thuds that made Deputy General Zhu breathe a sigh of relief.

Xiao Xueya beckoned to him, signaling Deputy General Zhu to come over: “Beat them up, tie them up, make an example.”

Deputy General Zhu: …The Li Mountain monkeys were blessed to receive the same treatment as the Sea-Controlling Gang.

Deputy General Zhu wasn’t polite either, treating the monkeys like Murong Yi and venting all his recent frustrations on them. He beat them until golden light flashed and auspicious energy filled the air, with monkey wails echoing throughout the mountain. The beating made the surrounding watching monkeys flee in terror before he finally tied up the three monkeys and hung them from a pine tree.

It was a pity there was no cloth, or he would have loved to write a banner: “The fate of Murong Yi’s running dogs.”

The three monkeys swayed gently in the tree, with monkey shrieks throughout the mountain creating such cacophony that Deputy General Zhu wanted to cover his ears.

He had just put down his blade and raised his hands when he suddenly felt a cool breeze behind him. With a dull thud, everything went black before his eyes. At the same time, Xiao Xueya whirled around: “Who’s there!”

…

Chapter 365: Crisis
On the mountaintop platform more than a li away, Tie Ci was awakened by the wailing of monkeys. Opening her eyes, she saw Chi Qingbo and Dan Shuang adding firewood to the fire.

Tonight’s deep mountains seemed somehow different from usual. Tie Ci sat up, turned on her flashlight, and illuminated the surrounding darkness.

The mountains were like a giant beast opening its throat like a black hole, devouring all light. Countless rustling sounds wandered through the beast’s bowels, as if also devouring this massive creature.

In this group, Chi Qingbo had always been the most hardworking and enduring. He never considered himself a weak scholar needing care; on the contrary, he felt that as a man, he should naturally care for women, even if that woman was strong enough to fight a hundred men like him alone.

Dan Shuang never wanted to be cared for by others, so she was very active in keeping watch. She took good care of the Chi Qingbo couple, urging Chi Qingbo to sleep and watching over A’li Teng.

Chi Qingbo didn’t want to refuse her kindness, so he smiled and stood up.

Tie Ci’s flashlight swept the surroundings. The beam reached extremely far, like ladders to heaven stretching between the mountains. No existing lighting could achieve such illumination. In Master’s words, this was an invention that transcended the era. Tie Ci wondered where Master had obtained so many things that transcended the era.

Chi Qingbo’s gaze was also inevitably drawn to this magical “lamp.” Following the flashlight beam to the opposite cliff face, he gradually frowned.

“What’s wrong?” Tie Ci walked over to ask.

“Your Highness, look at that cliff face – something seems to be moving?”

The flashlight beam swung back. Tie Ci focused her vision to look. With her x-ray vision, her eyesight was naturally much stronger than ordinary people’s. After a while, she murmured: “Butterflies?”

On the opposite cliff face, clusters of white mist-like objects were writhing, rolling, breathing in and out, cutting the dense black night into gray-white shadows. Looking carefully, they were large numbers of gray-white and pale yellow butterflies, patrolling in and out around the cliff’s crevices.

“Don’t butterflies come out during the day? Why would so many appear at night?”

“These are mesh fritillary butterflies. They do inhabit cliff faces and normally come out during the day, but there’s one exception…”

The two looked at each other and said in unison: “Acacia Butterfly!”

The next instant, Tie Ci had appeared at the cliff edge.

Murong Yi’s position was on another peak, offering the best view to clearly observe Tie Ci’s movements. But to reach the cliff where Tie Ci had discovered the Acacia Butterfly, he would need to take a detour. When he noticed activity on Tie Ci’s side and wanted to rush over, Tie Ci had already arrived first, forcing him to stop, not daring to collide with her in that narrow area.

Tie Ci stared at the opposite cliff. Calling it “opposite” was actually misleading – it was just a mountain crevice. For ordinary people, jumping across might be somewhat dangerous, but for her it didn’t even require teleportation. The Acacia Butterfly seemed to grow in a crevice about one zhang below the cliff face. Countless butterflies danced around that crevice in clusters, and she could even smell that exceptionally rich fragrance.

Tie Ci leaped toward the opposite cliff. While in mid-air, she alertly looked around, but nothing happened. The Chi Qingbo couple supported each other on the cliff top behind her, while Feng Huan clung to the cliff edge, nervously watching her.

Dan Shuang followed, leaping over behind her and preparing to descend the cliff, but Tie Ci stopped her.

Knowing she couldn’t argue, Dan Shuang had to follow Tie Ci’s instructions, tying the rope around her waist with the other end secured to a tree, personally standing guard by the tree.

Tie Ci glanced at the butterflies in mid-air. Up close, these butterflies weren’t attractive – their gray-white wings had crisscrossing patterns like nets. Countless such butterflies flying in interwoven patterns looked like a large net blocking the rolling clouds and mist, bringing to mind unpleasant phrases like “walking into a trap.”

Tie Ci took out a mask from her backpack and put it on, nimbly climbing down the cliff face.

On the opposite cliff, a monkey led the way as Murong Yi abandoned the detour route, climbing along protrusions on the cliff face that could barely accommodate half a toe.

The closer to the butterfly cloud, the more the butterflies seemed to sense human intrusion, flying more frantically. The sensation of the large net churning made one dizzy and heart-stricken. Tie Ci held her breath and plunged headfirst into the butterfly cloud.

Wings fluttered all around, countless glimmering white powder fell like rain, resembling a starlight shower in the hazy mist. However, Tie Ci felt no beauty, only pressed her mask tighter and pushed through the dense fog to see a narrow mountain crevice ahead. She reached her hand into the crevice.

The next moment she jerked her hand back – a coiled, gnarled large snake was on her hand!

Dan Shuang, who was watching intently from the cliff edge, forcibly swallowed back a cry of alarm.

The mist grew even denser. Feng Huan on the opposite side couldn’t see clearly into the butterfly cloud and kept asking nervously: “What’s happening? What’s happening!”

Chi Xue said: “Get up! Watch out for snakes and insects in the grass!”

“Haven’t we not seen any snakes or insects these past few days… Wait, if we haven’t seen snakes or insects these past few days, why did I just seem to see the Crown Princess pull out a snake?”

Chi Xue’s expression changed. At the same time, Feng Huan suddenly bounced up, saying in surprise: “You were right – there really are insects, but I crushed them!”

Chi Xue’s heart began pounding. She vaguely felt something was wrong and quickly ran toward the cliff.

On the cliff face, Tie Ci grabbed the snake’s vital spot, closed her five fingers with a crackling sound, and the snake went limp. Tie Ci shook her hand and dropped the snake.

Suddenly there was an “ow” from below. Tie Ci looked down through the mist and vaguely saw that Murong Yi had actually climbed to the bottom of this cliff face. Looking up at her with a smile, he said: “Don’t litter – what if you hit a child’s head?”

Tie Ci couldn’t help but smile.

Murong Yi waved at her from below: “Be careful, but don’t be afraid. If you fall, I’ll catch you.”

But she didn’t hear his last sentence clearly because suddenly a sound like ocean waves rose up, drowning out his final words.

Tie Ci looked around. These mountains were shrouded in clouds and mist – where would ocean waves come from?

Could it be mountain mist flowing like tides?

Every moment longer on the cliff face meant more danger. She couldn’t spare time to investigate, so she pushed aside the butterflies dancing before her eyes and finally saw a flower like two butterflies embracing growing in the mountain crevice, with a cluster of black and white mushrooms crowded together on the adjacent wall.

Tie Ci took out a prepared glass bottle, first picking the mushrooms that could make antidote, then gathering the Acacia Butterfly flower.

Chi Qingbo had said this flower was very useful – it was poison, but its roots could make antidotes for many exotic poisons, making it extremely precious.

The constant chattering sounds in her ears grew closer and closer, yet nothing around her seemed abnormal. This situation was rather eerie. Tie Ci wondered if something was wrong with her ears.

Because the flower grew in the cliff crevice, its root system was dense. One pull didn’t budge it. Anxious to get the flower and climb up, Tie Ci pulled hard.

A light tearing sound.

As if something had been ripped open.

The flower came out easily and lightly, along with a root system more numerous and massive than imagined. But in the soil turned over by pulling the flower, countless blue-black dots came tumbling out.

Those blue-black dots rolled out like a spring, covering the ground and Tie Ci’s arms in the blink of an eye, as if hell had opened a small mouth releasing demons from below. Tie Ci heard screams from above and all around.

She shook her hand violently, shaking off the insects on her arms. The ocean wave-like sound in her ears intensified. Looking down, she saw the entire cliff face writhing. The next moment, countless blue-black insects swept across the entire cliff like an overwhelming tide!

At one glance, the entire cliff seemed covered by these insects. Even Tie Ci, who had seen all kinds of situations, couldn’t help but shout: “Murong! Run quickly!”

The insects surged out from around her and mainly rushed toward her. As long as Murong Yi didn’t come close, he could escape.

Not just him – everyone still had a chance as long as they didn’t approach her.

“Don’t come over!”

On the cliff top, Dan Shuang waved a fire starter at insects pouring from the tree trunk.

Further away on the opposite cliff, Chi Xue quickly poured oil in a circle around the fire, threw out a fire starter, encircling the Chi Qingbo couple in the fire ring. Feng Huan, who had been lying at the cliff edge, quickly scrambled up and instinctively shook his clothes, but paused in confusion.

With a light “hiss,” the rope Tie Ci was attached to was bitten through by insects.

Tie Ci’s body tilted backward, but she didn’t fall. Her boot tips suddenly extended two blade points – Yuan iron that could cut through iron like mud, stabbing firmly into the cliff crevice.

She hung horizontally in mid-air. Before she could right herself, she fell the next moment.

There were too many insects with their own corrosive acid. In an extremely short time, they had actually broken through her Yuan iron boot tips!

Tie Ci wasn’t panicked when falling. Her wrist trembled to shoot out a sleeve cable, but suddenly there was a whistling sound. White mist splashed like water, and an arrow seemed to come from primordial chaos, spinning and enlarging in her suddenly turning eyes.

The next instant Tie Ci fell. Mist surged below as a human figure trailing wisps of mist leaped up, firmly grasping her wrist.

Tie Ci was pulled back steadily like a kite about to fly away but yanked back, landing with a thud in Murong Yi’s embrace.

On the diagonal cliff face, Murong Yi’s subordinates who were still climbing looked up at the situation here. The leading woman raised her eyebrows: “This is bad!”

The others were so startled they nearly fell, clinging to rocks and glaring at her: “Chazi, can you not be so jumpy!”

Chazi paid no attention, cursing loudly: “This idiot! Vomiting blood every night thinking people don’t know? This old lady worked so hard to maintain his condition, and what does he do? Someone climbs a cliff and he rushes over! That’s not his woman, that’s a mobile poison source – a poison source! Does he understand? Is he trying to die faster?”

Thinking about it, she seemed even angrier and cursed again: “Goes crazy whenever he meets her! What kind of things is he doing! Did he take the wrong medicine!”

The cliff face had fierce winds, but Murong Yi’s embrace was very warm.

Though they hadn’t been apart long, Tie Ci felt this embrace had been absent for ages. She couldn’t help burying her head in his chest and taking a deep breath.

Then remembering his poison, her body stiffened and she tried to struggle free, but Murong Yi held her even tighter.

On the cliff face, Tie Ci didn’t dare struggle, only said muffledly: “How’s your poison?”

“It’s fine.” Murong Yi took a breath, his voice smiling: “Don’t worry about the poison or those insects. Let me hold you – I missed you to death.”

However, this embrace lasted only an instant. The overwhelming insects surged forward one after another, not giving them time for an embrace.

The two quickly separated. Murong Yi stopped talking. His hands were wrapped in cloth, but just from holding Tie Ci for that instant, countless insects had crawled up his arms.

Tie Ci slapped away those insects.

With this action, her own arms were also covered with insects, so Murong Yi shook off the insects on her arms.

Murong Yi raised his hand, shooting out a cable from under his elbow that nailed into the opposite cliff face. The two linked arms and flew up the cliff face. However, these insects could actually fly, buzzing up after them. Behind the two seemed to unfold a huge black flowing cape, covering half the sky.

The entire sky filled with the sound of tiny wings beating, making hearts race and blood flow urgently. The cacophony made it impossible to distinguish sounds. Especially for Tie Ci, whose hearing had greatly increased, she was particularly affected now, feeling dizzy and nauseous with surging blood, nearly vomiting.

The mist grew even denser. The moment they rose, the two could only see each other’s fingers.

The air vibration sounds behind them suddenly changed. Tie Ci’s hearing was chaotic and hadn’t noticed, but Murong Yi suddenly pressed her down.

A dull, muffled sound of metal piercing muscle and bone exploded in Tie Ci’s ears. She whirled around.

But Murong Yi wouldn’t let her look, pulling her to land on the cliff face.

Their toes had just inserted into the cliff crevice when the airflow behind them vibrated again. Tie Ci quickly dodged to the side and saw a cold flash graze past her waist – a white feathered arrow pierced through the flying insects and disappeared into the white mist.

A monkey swung past in the mist, baring its teeth at her. The monkey actually had a vine tied around its neck.

Obviously the monkey had knocked this arrow hidden among the countless insects off course.

In that instant, Tie Ci vaguely heard a strange voice speaking in what sounded like extreme frustration. The voice was muffled and distant, clearly not nearby.

After this voice, there were several more of those odd syllables, then they were drowned out by the buzzing and humming of insect wings.

The mist cleared slightly, and Tie Ci was amazed to see Xiao Xueya standing opposite, still in his white robes and icy mountain coldness. Looking carefully, this ice-snow fairy was actually standing on a monkey’s head.

If the timing and mood weren’t wrong, Xiao Xueya’s appearance would have almost made Tie Ci laugh. Since meeting her, the Marshal had been quite unlucky – he’d been to slums, had his head shaved bald, and now was riding monkeys.

But she quickly realized something was wrong. Why wasn’t Xiao Xueya being pursued by insects?

It was because of… the monkeys!

The monkeys in these mountains weren’t afraid of these insects!

This thought flashed by in an instant. Tie Ci had just steadied herself when the weight in her hands suddenly increased. Turning back, she saw Murong Yi had actually fainted in her arms.

Was he bitten? Or was it due to his injury?

Then she realized – Murong Yi must have had a poison attack. Having rushed up to save her, his toxicity could only worsen.

But she couldn’t let Murong Yi leave her side now.

Staying by her side meant death by poison; leaving her side meant death by insect bites. Choosing the lesser of two evils, they would die together.

While driving off pursuing insects, Tie Ci hastily pulled out two more masks for herself and Murong Yi to wear as additional layers, then hoisted Murong Yi onto her back.

Countless insects rolled and boiled, surging down like tides from cliff bottoms, treetops, holes, and above. Tie Ci could see that the insects were mainly coming for her. The quantity was like mobilizing all the poisonous insects of the entire Li Mountain range, as if the hidden venomous creatures from the past few days had suddenly all awakened and found her.

Why were there no insects or venomous creatures before, but now they were all emerging?

On the opposite cliff, Xiao Xueya suddenly waved the vine whip in his hand. A robust monkey that had been beaten black and blue had no choice but to leap forward.

Beside him, Feng Huan stood up, looking himself up and down with surprise and pride: “Hey, these insects don’t seem to bite me. Do I have special talent?”

He had been terrified seeing the insects earlier, then discovered they flowed around him toward others.

Feng Huan was delighted, smugly putting his hands in his sleeves while pointing at the opposite cliff: “Chief Manager, save people! Quickly save people!”

Xiao Xueya glanced at him and cracked his whip.

Feng Huan’s ankle tightened with an “ah” of alarm as he was dragged up by his ankle, then landed with a thud on a furry, slightly smelly back. Both he and his monkey mount screamed loudly.

Xiao Xueya cracked his whip again. The monkey he had beaten into submission followed orders like commands, leaping frantically.

Xiao Xueya: “Fine, go save them.”

Feng Huan: “Ahhhhh you bastard you’re committing murder for money! Ahhhhh don’t jump so high! Ahhhhh there’s a cliff below, a cliff! Help! Help!”

Xiao Xueya: “Hold tight!”

Feng Huan spun around dizzy and disoriented, only knowing to scream and grip the monkey’s neck fur. Xiao Xueya’s vine moved like a flexible serpent, constantly cracking on the monkey’s red bottom. The monkey originally wanted to flee from pain but was forced by Xiao Xueya to escape toward Tie Ci’s cliff. Wherever the monkey and Feng Huan passed, insects scattered.

Only after the monkey and man had escaped to Tie Ci’s side did Xiao Xueya retract his long vine. Perched high on his macaque, he looked at Tie Ci expressionlessly.

Then he made a gesture of cutting cleanly in two and walked away without looking back.

On the cliff face, the arrival of Feng Huan and the monkey indeed slowed the insect assault. Tie Ci simply lifted Feng Huan off the monkey, finding protrusions on either side – a monkey on the left, Feng Huan on the right. This protected three directions: left, right, and back, making things much easier and allowing her to check on Murong Yi’s condition.

Feng Huan pressed tightly against the cliff face, standing tremblingly on the protruding rock that could barely fit half a shoe, eyes closed and crying as he asked: “Your Highness, is it over? Can we go up? Are the insects gone?”

Tie Ci bit her lip, holding Murong Yi with one hand while pressing his arm with the other. After breaking off the arrow shaft, she cleanly pulled out the arrow that had pierced his arm, then efficiently applied medicine to stop bleeding and simply bandaged it.

The blood flowing from Murong Yi was pale black – the situation was not good. Tie Ci’s expression was very ugly.

She had obtained the main medicinal materials needed for the antidote, but now they were trapped on the cliff by these endless insects. Without resolving the insect problem, she couldn’t approach Chi Qingbo, let alone make the antidote. She removed the cloth and mask from Murong Yi’s face and saw there were indeed many more pox sores, while his complexion had turned blue-green, obviously unable to hold on much longer.

Chapter 366: The Imperial Heir in the Garbage Bin
The mist was thick and dense. She could no longer see clearly the situation on the cliff opposite.

“Your Highness, Your Highness, are you ready? Your Highness…”

“Keep making noise and I’ll kick you down.”

Feng Huan shut his mouth. Tie Ci took a breath and commanded the man and monkey, “Follow my rhythm, climb up.”

“Your Highness, Your Highness, this cliff goes straight up and down…”

“Fine, then just stay here. The air is good, the scenery is nice, and when you’re tired, just jump down. Green mountains as your tombstone, thick earth to bury you—how perfect.”

The insects dispersed considerably but didn’t leave. They lingered about three feet around Tie Ci, still continuously reinforcing their numbers. Unable to stay on the cliff wall but unwilling to leave, they stacked layer upon layer, piling higher and higher. These insects were mainly black with some white ones mixed in, and from a distance looked like a chocolate cream cake.

Though much more disgusting than a chocolate cream cake.

But there was something even more disgusting.

Feng Huan glanced sideways and his eyes widened—the Crown Princess grabbed a large handful of crushed insect corpses from the cliff wall, squeezed her five fingers to extract green juice, then smeared this juice on her clothes.

Her body immediately emanated a smell that both gods and humans would despise. Feng Huan turned his head and vomited into the wind.

After vomiting, he admiringly turned to look at Tie Ci, wanting to ask how she could do something so disgusting while keeping a straight face. But when he saw that besides the green juice on Tie Ci’s clothes, there were also some yellowish-white unidentified substances, he twisted his head and vomited again.

His vomit sprayed onto those insects, and the insects heroically plummeted down the cliff.

Tie Ci’s face was pale green—from being nauseated by the smell.

So stinky, it covered up her natural body fragrance. This shouldn’t worsen Murong Yi’s poison anymore, right?

Tie Ci carried Murong Yi on her back, holding the monkey with her left hand and Feng Huan with her right, retreating step by step up the cliff. Feng Huan cried, “Can I walk by myself? Please don’t drag me, okay? What’s that yellow stuff on your sleeve? Is it shit from the insects’ bellies? Ahhhh Crown Princess, if you keep this up I really won’t be able to love you anymore ahhhh no, I’m going to vomit again…”

Tie Ci simply placed her sleeve across his nose, successfully knocking him unconscious with the smell. The world became quiet.

Tie Ci’s ears kept buzzing continuously. She felt dizzy, lightheaded, and feverish. There were too many insects, everywhere, and she still got ambushed a few times. These insects had black armor covered with sticky fluid, sharp double-layered mouthparts, and long tail stingers or hooks. When their double wings vibrated, they scattered grayish-white powder—any of these features could be deadly.

Retreating back to the cliff top took half an hour. The mist grew thicker and thicker. Through the mist came the shouts of Chi Xue, Dan Shuang and others, saying they had all chosen to ride monkeys. Though the insects hadn’t retreated, they weren’t injured either, and they wanted to come find her.

Tie Ci stopped them. This was an isolated peak with a very narrow summit, unconnected to any other peaks. Though the distance seemed short, actually crossing over would require a very long detour and climbing steep cliff walls. She and Murong Yi could make it across relying on hooks and ropes forged from Yuan iron and their naturally superior lightness skills, but the others lacked this ability.

The peak was so narrow it was probably only the size of two tables, bare with nothing but a few large rocks that could seat people. Feng Huan didn’t dare move, standing in such a narrow place with emptiness on all sides and clouds floating around. He felt panicked and instinctively looked down, only to see through the clouds and mist that the mountain cliff had no visible bottom. Just one foot below the mountain wall were densely packed insects, appearing and disappearing in the white mist, with countless sesame-sized little eyes flashing green light…

Feng Huan’s eyes rolled back and he retreated backward.

Tie Ci crouched at the cliff top, about to carefully examine Murong Yi’s condition, when suddenly her ears twitched.

“So many insects… can’t stand it… so many!”

From somewhere unknown, as if from a very distant place, a hollow echoing voice drifted over, vaguely familiar.

Beside her came rapid thumping sounds. Feng Huan was so frightened he retreated several steps. Tie Ci’s gaze instinctively followed his retreating steps and saw the rock he was about to bump into. Her gaze suddenly fixed on the bottom of that rock as she shouted, “Stop!”

But it was already too late.

Feng Huan’s boot heel struck that rock with a thud.

Click.

This familiar sound made Tie Ci’s scalp tingle. Under normal circumstances, she could either use lightness skills or instantly teleport and still make it in time, but now with emptiness on all sides and clouds obscuring her vision, where could she move to?

She instinctively jumped toward the edge of the cliff top while holding Murong Yi, but the next instant the ground beneath her feet disappeared, and the entire mountain top vanished.

She only had time to hold Murong Yi tightly before her body involuntarily slid downward. The weightless sensation of falling made her scalp tingle. The wind sounds in her ears and Feng Huan’s screams merged into a tremendous roar. She seemed to crash from one darkness into another darkness. Except for the wildly dancing stars before her eyes, she could see nothing. She felt this downward slide seemed endless, making her heart race wildly. Could this slide penetrate through the entire mountain? The mountain was so high—wouldn’t sliding to the bottom mean certain death? But the next moment her body suddenly turned, the slide changed direction, and the enormous inertia made her feel as if her internal organs had been thrown to one side. All she could do was desperately hold onto Murong Yi while calculating the height and drop in her mind. Sure enough, before long there was another sharp turn, but the sliding speed decreased.

This mountain was actually hollow inside, with nine twisting turns forming a huge slide. She couldn’t imagine how much manpower and resources it would take to excavate this… Before this thought finished, there was a muffled splash and water spray flew as she and Murong Yi slid into the water bottom.

Tie Ci was prepared and had stored up a breath beforehand. After entering the water, she separated from Murong Yi due to the impact force. She swam urgently to search for him. After swimming in the water briefly, she saw that Murong Yi had already awakened and was also anxiously searching for her in the water. When their gazes met, both brightened instantly. They hurriedly swam up together hand in hand, breaking the surface with a splash.

Tie Ci wanted to help Murong Yi to shore, but Murong Yi waved his hand and walked to the other side by himself. The two of them collapsed wetly on the riverbank, gasping for breath.

This place looked bare, except for a circle of trees of varying heights at the edges. The ground didn’t even have grass, nor any stones, though the ground was fairly flat.

Tie Ci held her head and looked up at the narrow strip of sky overhead, laughing, “Your timing in waking up was too perfect. I thought I could rescue a beauty from the water and take the opportunity to transfer breath. Master said one of the three classic soap opera scenes is underwater rescue with breath transfer and kissing.”

Murong Yi asked lazily, “What about the others?”

“Slow-motion magical power of love spinning in circles.”

“And the other?”

“Accidentally falling and landing unfortunately right on the other person’s lips.”

Murong Yi savored this for a moment and said happily, “Wasn’t our first meeting exactly that magical power of love spinning in circles?”

It really was. He fell from the tower and Tie Ci caught him perfectly. To cushion the impact, Tie Ci really did hold him and spin half a circle.

“The classics truly don’t deceive,” Murong Yi sighed.

Tie Ci chuckled and said ominously, “Friendly reminder, our first meeting was actually on the Bright Sea, where you extorted a jade pendant and jade pot from me, stole my personal seal, and even fought with me.”

Murong Yi blinked, “Did I?”

“Didn’t I? Shouldn’t you return my personal seal? I heard you even used it. How did you open it?”

Murong Yi: “Eh, why aren’t there any of those insects here?”

Tie Ci glared at this fellow who was avoiding the subject, sat up and looked around. The surroundings were still lush with trees, but no insects or monkeys could be seen.

She sat there, staring at the water surface, suddenly feeling like she had forgotten something important. At the same time, Murong Yi also murmured, “I feel like we’ve forgotten something. When we fell down I woke up and seemed to hear someone calling behind us…”

Tie Ci: “…We haven’t fished Feng Huan up yet!”

A moment later, splash—the lovesick Crown Princess jumped into the water.

Another moment later, Tie Ci surfaced, dragging Feng Huan like a dead dog to shore. After squeezing water out of him on the riverbank for quite a while, Feng Huan finally woke up with an “eh” sound.

Upon waking, Feng Huan opened his eyes to see the Crown Princess’s wet face. He was moved beyond measure, not caring that the Crown Princess still had rotten insect guts on her, forgetting his earlier declaration that he wouldn’t love the Crown Princess anymore. He hugged the Crown Princess’s leg and cried “wuwuwu,” thanking Her Highness for never abandoning him and risking her life to save him. He felt he had fallen in love with Her Highness again.

Tie Ci kicked him away with one foot. She kicked quickly—otherwise Murong Yi would have had a rock in his hand.

Feng Huan continued gratefully wiping tears, expressing that he would repay Her Highness’s second life-saving grace by crushing his bones to dust. Tie Ci looked at him thoughtfully, thinking this wasn’t the second time but clearly the third.

She glanced at Murong Yi. Ever since coming ashore, though he spoke and laughed as usual, he had been lying there without moving.

From somewhere, a ray of sunlight shot through, refracted by the forest into dim and shadowy light that fell on Murong Yi’s face. Murong Yi raised his hand to block the light. His hand was snow-white, fingers slender, so white they were transparent. His voice, hidden under his palm, also seemed lazy and faint, as if it would drift away with the wind: “There’s actually sunlight. Don’t disturb me, let me bask in the sun for a while…”

Tie Ci: “Don’t sleep! Get up!”

Murong Yi didn’t respond to her. He lay there quietly. This was the first time he showed no reaction when she spoke to him. Tie Ci stood there, suddenly feeling as if her entire body had been filled with ice and snow, cold from head to toe. The narrow strip of grayish sky overhead was cut up by the forest, narrow as heaven’s blade, piercing coldly into her eyes.

Her whole body was ice cold, yet her eye sockets felt hot. She bit her teeth and looked up at the sky for a long while before forcing back the scalding liquid that was about to gush forth.

No, this wasn’t a dead end yet. Don’t be afraid, don’t cry, don’t just wait here.

She strode over and took out the glass bottle containing the yin-yang mushrooms from her bosom. When the bottle came out, it stained her hand with bright red.

The glass bottle had been placed against her body. During the violent impact earlier, it had shattered, and the fragments had pierced into her skin.

Feng Huan cried out in alarm, “Your Highness, this bottle will hurt people. Why didn’t you put it somewhere else?”

Tie Ci said nothing.

Placed against her body, if it broke it would only hurt her. If placed elsewhere and it broke, his antidote would be gone.

Chi Qingbo had said that yin-yang mushrooms also had requirements for containers—ordinary boxes wouldn’t work.

Some glass fragments were embedded in her skin. Tie Ci couldn’t be bothered to remove them. She put on gloves, grabbed the mushrooms, and planned to feed them to him first.

She knew that if handled improperly, these mushrooms might also be poisonous. She also knew that even if this was the main ingredient for an antidote, it should be mixed with other herbs to moderate its properties before use. Taking it alone might kill him even faster. But there was no time left now.

Don’t look ahead and behind, don’t think about terrible possibilities.

If she made a grave mistake, after resolving the people and matters that must be resolved, she would go accompany him.

Just as she took out the mushrooms, suddenly there was violent shaking from above.

Tie Ci had sat on a slide from the mountain top through the mountain belly rolling toward the mountain bottom. What she came out of was a cave opening. The cave opening connected to a slope, and following the slope all the way down she had slid into the pond. At this moment, tremendous sounds rumbled like muffled thunder from that cave opening, shaking the high and narrow mountain body so that it seemed to tremble.

The rumbling sound grew closer and closer, roaring like a waterfall, as if a huge water flow was rushing wildly through the mountain body. Tie Ci said “not good” and carried Murong Yi on her back, running toward higher ground.

But this was a valley floor—there was no high ground at all. Tie Ci carried Murong Yi on her back, grabbed Feng Huan, and in two or three steps leaped onto the nearest and thickest tall tree. The next moment, with a tremendous crash, the entire ground shook. From the cave opening ahead suddenly gushed forth a black flow, accompanied by the metallic sound of shell friction. The black flow continuously rolled and gushed out, mixed with some grayish-white colors, flowing more and more, faster and faster, devastating everything in its path. The weaker trees it passed were broken and toppled.

A dense layer floated on the pond water. On the ground it piled higher and higher, soon reaching Tie Ci’s feet. Tie Ci carried the two men, leaping and dodging, constantly moving higher up the tree. But that black tide seemed endless, rolling ceaselessly. Only when it reached her feet could she see clearly that it was actually insect corpses. Those insects that had covered the sky earlier were all dead, dumped like garbage from the mountain top, now piling up layer upon layer beneath their feet, threatening to bury them.

For that instant, Tie Ci suddenly understood—this place was actually a large garbage bin.

And she was about to become the first imperial heir to die in a garbage bin, suffocated by garbage.

There was no time to think anything else. She threw Feng Huan onto the highest tree branch, stepped onto the tree top herself, and held Murong Yi up with both hands as high as possible, higher, even higher…

The next second, with a thunderous crash, the great tree was crushed by the rushing flow of insect corpses. The stench hit her head-on, and Tie Ci’s vision went black.

The deep valley returned to silence.

…

Outside the mountain valley, on various peak tops.

Dan Shuang, who had been fighting insects with her mouth and nose covered for half the day and whose torches had burned out, drew the soft sword from her waist, preparing for hand-to-hand combat with the endless insect army.

On another peak, the fire circle burning around Chi Qingbo and his wife was also gradually extinguishing. Xiao Xueya stood on a monkey’s head, whipping the monkey as it passed by them, telling them to quickly mount the monkey and run. Chi Qingbo finally helped A’li Fu mount the monkey with difficulty. That monkey suddenly leaped away to escape. In desperation, Chi Qingbo grabbed the monkey’s tail. The monkey actually carried A’li Fu while dragging him away like the wind. Xiao Xueya just turned his head and his view was blocked by a sea of insects—he couldn’t see where those two had been taken at all.

Xiao Xueya turned again and saw that Chi Xue had already been forced to the cliff edge by the insects. He jumped down from the monkey, drew his sword, and his sword energy rolled forward like white waves. Before his eyes he plowed open a path of flying broken limbs and fragments in blue-black colors. Countless insect corpses splashed stickily onto his snow-white boots. Xiao Xueya’s expression was very calm—he didn’t even lower his eyes to look.

Ever since he had walked through the muddy roads mixed with chicken shit and human filth in Huang Prefecture’s slums, he no longer cared so much about worldly filth.

A gentleman is not enslaved by external things—enslaving the heart is sufficient.

As soon as he jumped down, the monkey fled as if granted amnesty, shrieking to call its companions to escape, refusing to come near him even unto death.

Countless insect tides surrounded them like water from sky and earth.

Chi Xue didn’t thank Xiao Xueya, nor did she scream. She only asked Xiao Xueya softly, “General, can Her Highness survive?”

Xiao Xueya said calmly, “Yes.”

“What about us?”

Xiao Xueya was silent for a while. His hands didn’t stop. He gazed at his sword—his beloved, carefully maintained long sword was now covered with insect corpses and poisonous juices, making even swinging it somewhat difficult. His sword light swept across the black mist before his eyes as he said lightly, “I have unfulfilled ambitions.”

Chi Xue cooperatively scattered her last handful of poisonous powder behind him.

“But I will not die by insect mouths.”

Chi Xue fell silent behind him, understanding his meaning.

Someone as proud and pure as Xiao Xueya would not allow himself to be buried in the mouthparts of those filthy creatures.

Behind them was a sheer cliff, with fierce wind.

Chi Xue glanced at the abyss beneath her feet.

She knew that when the insect tide came, the position Xiao Xueya was in at that time—the insects still hadn’t passed there, and Deputy General Zhu was still safely waiting for him there. He could have left safely.

But she didn’t thank him for staying.

For someone like Xiao Xueya, such a choice was his instinct and character. Therefore, deliberately thanking him would actually be an insult to him.

Chi Xue was willing to do her utmost to respect him.

She only said, “I’ll accompany the General.”

Xiao Xueya didn’t look at her. His gaze looked toward the deep and shallow undulating darkness ahead. Tie Ci wasn’t in that darkness—she was behind him, where there was light.

With this, he had also repaid the debt he owed her.

The insects suddenly seemed startled, all violently beating their wings in unison, causing a tremendous buzzing sound in the air that made eardrums ache. Then that black tide twisted like a huge cloak in the wind before covering the two of them.

On the opposite cliff, Dan Shuang’s strength was exhausted. Her soft sword fell to the ground with a clang. Looking at the black sky covering them, she closed her eyes.

Xiao Xueya gripped his sword tightly, one foot already stepping into empty air.

Chapter 367: My Scheme
The airflow from countless poisonous insects beating their wings was like a fierce wind rushing toward him, but the dense impact he had imagined didn’t come. A gust of wind passed over his head…

Xiao Xueya suddenly opened his eyes.

Those poisonous insects had directly flown over their heads, plunging toward the bottom of the cliff!

He immediately straightened up.

But it was already too late. The wind stirred up by the insect swarm was very heavy and knocked him down.

Xiao Xueya fell toward the cliff bottom. In that instant, light and shadow changed before his eyes, clouds scattered and gathered, and he glimpsed a smiling, jade-like face.

The wind roared like drums. Someone seemed to be calling from the cliff above, but he couldn’t hear anything.

“A gentleman dies for his confidant, drawing sword to leave Yan Capital…”

A line of poetry flashed through his mind like lightning.

Suddenly his waist tightened and his body stopped abruptly. Xiao Xueya reacted extremely quickly, kicked against the cliff edge, and flipped back up. The next moment, vines around him shattered one after another—these were the vine whips he had used to beat monkeys, which Chi Xue had urgently grabbed to save him. Though fragile, they ultimately bought him a moment’s delay in falling, which was enough for him to save himself.

The next moment he landed on a short tree at the cliff edge, his fingers gripping into cliff crevices.

He saw that the poisonous insects were no longer flying, but were arranged in a mighty army marching down the cliff. At the bottom of his feet, several zhang below, crouched a huge lizard-like beast with flashing golden round eyes. It opened its toothless mouth with a long thin tongue, the tongue tip flickering in a strange rhythm, and the poisonous insects lined up, swaying as they rushed one after another into that gaping maw.

There were dozens of such beasts scattered across the entire cliff wall. The poisonous insects rushed toward their mouths in waves, making the cliff wall look like black waterfalls continuously flowing.

Terrifying yet spectacular.

On the cliff above, Chi Xue, who had thrown out the vine, couldn’t spare time to check on Xiao Xueya’s situation below. She stared tensely ahead, where a brown, flat round head faintly protruded, motionless. Without careful observation, one might think a stone had grown there out of nowhere. Only when the “stone” occasionally opened its eyes, revealing slender, cold eyes, did one realize with alarm that this was a giant python’s head.

The poisonous insects were retreating, flowing past from under the python’s eyes. The python seemed like a supervisor, coldly watching them march in mighty procession into the dense forest behind. The black tide flowed backward, like opened demon bottles recalling their demons.

The exhausted Dan Shuang was surprised to see a string of snow-white spiders, each the size of a ball, scurrying past in front of her. Their long fur fluttered in the wind. The spiders ran ahead while the poisonous insects followed behind, flowing past her like an army, paying no attention to her, heading toward the mountain peak where Tie Ci had landed earlier.

Dan Shuang was closest to that place and could barely make out the scene there through the mist. Only now did she have time to look at that peak top, but was shocked to discover that Tie Ci was not on the peak. Yet countless poisonous insects ultimately headed toward that peak top and lingered there briefly.

Light mist hovered on that narrow peak top, different in color from other mists—it seemed to be pale purple.

Moments later, there was a tremendous sound from within the mountain, and the torrent formed by the gathered insects, under Dan Shuang’s astonished wide-eyed gaze, thundered downward.

…

The poisonous insects covering the mountains came at a summons and left at a summons, crashing down from the mountain top, following the same trajectory as Tie Ci all the way to the bottom.

Filling the entire mountain valley.

After an unknown length of time, deep in the mountain valley, the mountain wall creaked open and a boat emerged.

It was called a boat because this mountain valley had been completely filled with insect corpses—there was no way to walk.

The boat was light and thin, equipped with wheels. Several white-clothed, masked figures who had even covered their hair sat on the boat, using thin oars that flashed with cold light to paddle forward. Wherever the thin oars passed, the insect corpses made splashing sounds as if being stir-fried, being cut section by section, revealing deep trenches, then turning to ashes piece by piece.

After the boat rowed for a while, a layer of the high-piled insect corpses was shaved away.

One person suddenly exclaimed and withdrew his oar. Blood stained the oar tip. He reached into the pile of insect corpses under the boat and pulled, and with a splash the insect corpses flowed down like water. The enormous Feng Huan was lightly and skillfully pulled up by him.

Feng Huan had already been knocked unconscious by the poison carried on the insects’ bodies. His face was pale, but his sausage-like lips remained conspicuous. Those people gathered around to look like they had discovered a new continent. One person said, “Ah, this is the person A’Ji has taken a fancy to.”

“So ugly.”

“And he gets poisoned too.”

“A’Ji actually likes this kind of useless southerner.”

“Since he’s A’Ji’s person, let’s take him back for her to see.” One person threw Feng Huan into the back of the boat.

The person in front said, “There’s another person here.” As he spoke, he pulled out Murong Yi and exclaimed, “Eh, why is he in a lying flat position?”

One person said, “Oh my, this person has been poisoned by love butterflies and is about to die.”

“He was poisoned long ago but somehow held on until now. Quite interesting.”

“Look, there’s another person below. He was forcibly held up by someone!”

Everyone gathered to look and indeed saw that beneath Murong Yi, a pair of hands stood straight upright.

“Hey, quite clever. Otherwise, with this person’s intermittent breathing, he would have been suffocated to death long ago.”

“Their bond must be extraordinary. When crisis came, she held him up like this and refused to let go even unto death.”

“Hey, enough idle chatter. Hurry up and dig the person out.”

“What are you saying? Look at this boat—where is there room for more people?”

“Exactly. We came to clean up, not to rescue people. I say except for A’Ji’s man, we shouldn’t take this man either. They’re all outsiders. Great Uncle is in a bad mood seeing so many insects—don’t make the old man angry.”

Everyone nodded in agreement and picked up Murong Yi to throw him down.

Suddenly a hand pressed down on Murong Yi. Feng Huan slowly opened his eyes, “…Don’t, this one is the concubine I prepared for A’Ji…”

The white-clothed people looked at each other. Someone said, “Our Mei clan isn’t like you southerners with multiple wives and concubines.”

“A’Ji said she wanted to try it. I… I went to great trouble to find this for her…”

The white-clothed people looked at each other and finally reluctantly nodded.

Feng Huan looked around. “Your High… there’s another person?”

One person pointed below, “Still buried down there…”

“That one is also…”

“Are you bullying us for being fools?” One person was suddenly displeased. “You say one man is A’Ji’s concubine, and now you say a woman is also A’Ji’s concubine? How is it we don’t know when A’Ji started wanting both men and women?”

Feng Huan was dumbfounded.

His Highness disguised as a man flawlessly—no one had ever seen through it. How did these strange people tell that His Highness was a woman just from a pair of hands?

Feng Huan struggled to get up. Seeing those hands, his eyes reddened. Not caring about the disgusting insect corpses, he reached in to pull, but couldn’t budge them—something was stuck somewhere.

One person said, “Stop pulling. Though the insects are dead, their wings still have poisonous powder. With so many insects, she’s long dead from poison.”

Feng Huan’s face went pale. He sat down heavily on the boat and began crying at those hands, “Wuwuwu, Master, how could you die here? The great enterprise half-finished yet you perish midway—what will the people of Great Qian do in the future…”

Everyone: …What nonsense!

However, one petite person was moved by his crying and used an iron oar to poke around below, probably cutting the branches that had trapped Tie Ci. This time Feng Huan finally managed to pull the person out with difficulty.

She was pulled out but didn’t wake up. Feng Huan looked at Tie Ci’s iron-blue complexion and tremblingly felt in his clothes for banknotes. “I have money here, I have money. Take her with you, save her please. I’ll give you all my money!”

The white-clothed people all shook their heads. “We have no use for that waste paper.”

“You like this waste paper? Great Uncle has a whole roomful of it. Sometimes when we’re lighting fires and the kindling is wet, we use this to start fires—works great.”

“Fool, don’t you know? This is a banknote from outside. We can have as much of this stuff as we want. Just pick up any dirt clod from the ground and take it out to sell, and southern fools will grab handfuls of this paper to buy it.”

Feng Huan: “…”

I only knew that the dandies of the capital could boast, but I never imagined you were the real master.

He cried desperately, wiping tears as he said, “If you won’t take her away, at least let me set off fireworks to send a signal so people can come collect her body or rescue her.”

Everyone thought about it and nodded.

Feng Huan hadn’t brought fireworks, but knew Tie Ci had them. Tie Ci always carried a waist pouch containing essential items.

This pouch was extremely flexible, hard, and slippery, with a long chain-like thing on top connected to a small lock. Though Tie Ci had been in water twice, the pouch still looked mostly dry.

Feng Huan fiddled with that lock for a long time—pulling up, tugging down—but couldn’t open it. The white-clothed people watched curiously and gathered around. Finally, one person casually pulled along the direction of the long chain, and the bag opened with a slit.

This novel design made everyone exclaim in admiration, and the fact that the inside was actually dry after opening made people even more amazed.

But most people couldn’t recognize the things inside. Feng Huan rummaged for a long time before doubtfully finding two things packed in special white bags with black characters on them. He could still recognize the characters for “fireworks.”

That bag was also strange—smooth and transparent, staying dry even when wet. Everyone busied themselves for a long time. It was still the same person who had opened the zipper who discovered that one edge of the seal seemed openable, forcibly pried it open, and pulled out two oddly shaped things from inside. One looked like a peach or a butt with a black paste-like substance in the middle. The other was a small chicken-shaped firework.

These things didn’t look like fireworks no matter how you looked at them, but under everyone’s burning gazes, Feng Huan still tremblingly lit the peach-shaped pink-white firework first.

Smoke puffed out with popping sounds. Everyone looked at each other with strange expressions.

This sound really did resemble releasing intestinal gas…

A small spark emerged, yellow, only three feet high, accompanied by dense smoke, then…

From the very center of the peach, a section of black-yellow cylindrical object slowly emerged, looking sticky, coin-thick, then broke off. Another section emerged, then… it was over.

Everyone: “…”

What kind of shameful firework was this?

How did it make people… have some rather improper and extremely private associations?

It seemed like they could smell a foul odor…

Feng Huan looked bewildered. Whether from receiving too great a shock or what, he unwillingly lit the second firework.

This time with popping sounds, pink smoke emerged from the hen’s rear. After a moment, with a pop, a pink egg-shaped object rolled out from behind the hen. Then the firework ended.

Feng Huan: “…”

The Crown Princess’s hobbies were truly peculiar…

Not far away on the mountain wall, a crack suddenly appeared, revealing a pair of eyes from within, staring intently at those fireworks.

Suddenly Feng Huan heard a cough. Looking back, he was instantly overjoyed.

Tie Ci had actually opened her eyes, and before fully opening them, she began coughing violently.

Because whether it was the poop firework or the hen-laying-egg firework, both had been set off directly toward her face…

A blessing in disguise—she was fumigated awake.

Upon waking, she saw those two bizarre fireworks, and her facial expression went blank.

When sweeping goods at Gui Qizhai, she had packed fireworks when she saw them, not having time to check whether they were signal fireworks or entertainment fireworks.

Now there were no more signaling tools.

Seeing her wake up, the white-clothed people immediately scattered. The leader said, “Since you’re awake, figure out your own way. We’re leaving.”

Feng Huan made throat-slitting gestures to signal her. Tie Ci looked around and understood.

Murong Yi was taken onto the boat, which meant there was hope for him. Her heart filled with wild joy, yet she didn’t want to just let him be taken inside like this.

Who knew what would happen inside? No matter what, she had to be with him.

Her gaze turned and she saw a petite white-clothed person on the boat who kept staring intently at her backpack, still clutching the sealed plastic bag that had contained the fireworks. Tie Ci looked at this person and gestured for them to return the item.

That person reluctantly handed the item back. Tie Ci took off her water pouch and poured water into the plastic bag.

Everyone watched her actions in amazement. Tie Ci filled the bag with water, then bit by bit sealed the self-sealing bag’s opening.

After sealing it, she turned the bag upside down.

Not a drop of water leaked.

Self-sealing plastic bags were absolutely wonderful for storing herbs. If she hadn’t been afraid the bag might break and spill the yin-yang mushrooms, she definitely would have used plastic bags.

A group of white-clothed people looked at the self-sealing bag while blinking their eyes furiously—their expressions quite foolish.

Obviously due to professional habits, these people thought of some very important matters. Their eyes all lit up uniformly, looking like a pack of wolves spotting prey, making Feng Huan shiver.

The next instant, everyone reached out to grab the bag.

Tie Ci quickly pulled the bag back and stuffed it into her bosom, waving at them. “Farewell, everyone. Don’t worry, I’ll find a way to climb back myself.”

A group of people froze on the boat with their hands outstretched.

Tie Ci struggled to get up. Beneath her were all insect corpses. Lying flat, she could barely maintain her position, but once she started moving, the insects crashed down with splashing sounds, bringing her down with them like quicksand—but much more disgusting than quicksand.

Not to mention Tie Ci was also poisoned, having been buried in this pile of insects for so long.

She turned around expressionlessly and, like an extremely lazy sloth, climbed one step and slid back three, slowly swimming away from the insect pile.

Everyone looked at each other, opening their mouths to speak but looking conflicted.

What to do?

They really wanted it.

But how could so many outsiders enter the stronghold…

Great Uncle would be angry…

Suddenly a clear child’s voice came from somewhere: “Catch her! I want that hen fart!”

The white-clothed people received this as divine instruction, all stretching out their arms to grab Tie Ci back.

The boat couldn’t carry so many people, so the white-clothed people unceremoniously tied the Crown Princess behind the boat and dragged her back.

Tie Ci offered no resistance, spreading her hands and feet flat, letting them drag her all the way over the insect road. The insects beneath her made splashing sounds, and pale dusty mist filled the air before her eyes. Yet in such deadly mist, Tie Ci showed a faint smile.

Gentlemen, the longest road you’ve ever traveled is my scheme.

…

Chapter 368: Hidden Valley
The small boat didn’t leave immediately but rowed several more circles around the sea of insects. With each circle, the white-clothed people on the boat scattered a round of powder. The mountain of insects gradually lowered, and the boat’s position slowly descended.

During the process of eliminating the insect corpses, Tie Ci worried constantly about Murong Yi, fearing he would die before entering the stronghold. Then she watched helplessly as that petite white-clothed person glanced at Murong Yi, flipped his eyelids, and then stuck their little finger into his mouth.

Tie Ci: “…”

Good thing it wasn’t a tongue.

If Murong Yi ever offended her in the future, she would tell him about this scene.

The insects were quickly cleaned up. When they reached near ground level, wheels extended from the boat’s bottom. Everyone still used oars to paddle the boat to the edge of that forest. The forest was now half-submerged, and behind it was a stone wall that looked like part of another mountain.

The petite white-clothed person on the boat made a series of strange syllables. Moments later, Tie Ci heard rustling sounds of movement.

Several giant pythons slithered down from the mountain wall. They coiled and moved on that stone wall, causing a layer of stone skin to fall with rustling sounds, revealing several river-like grooves. The width matched exactly with these snakes’ bodies. The giant pythons moved in orderly fashion along the curved shallow grooves on the stone wall, coiling soft and silent. The air carried the fine sound of scales scraping against rough stone, somewhat eerie to hear.

Tie Ci silently counted. After about three circles following the tracks, the stone wall silently lowered, and the giant pythons immediately disappeared into the forest.

Before them lay a straight river with water so green it seemed unreal—a thick, jade-like color that couldn’t reflect the blue sky and white clouds.

The river was narrow, only wide enough for two boats side by side. Along the winding riverbanks grew various flowers and grasses.

As the boat entered the water, Tie Ci also soaked in it. She refused to swim like a dead dog, letting the people ahead desperately paddle to pull her along. The river water wasn’t like ordinary water—it was thick with a sluggish feel, but soaking in it was very comfortable. Even her constantly dizzy and fuzzy mind seemed to clear somewhat.

Tie Ci’s spirits lifted, and only then did she notice the flowers and grasses on both banks. Clusters of flowers bloomed brilliantly, though their patterns were somewhat bizarre… Wait, wasn’t this Human-Face Spider Flower?

Tie Ci’s eyes widened. She had struggled so hard to find just one Human-Face Spider Flower before, yet here they grew in clusters?

There were many butterflies beside the Human-Face Spider Flowers… No, these weren’t butterflies—these were Love Butterflies!

There was a Love Tree ahead too!

And here as well!

In just two zhang of water, she saw three Love Trees.

Tie Ci touched the yin-yang mushrooms in her sleeve. Even during the dangerous moment when insect corpses poured down, she hadn’t forgotten to put away the yin-yang mushrooms. These things were too hard to obtain—she had searched the entire Li Mountain range to find just one, nearly lost her life for it, and Murong Yi was still waiting for this to save his life.

Yet here Love Butterflies were like free goods, scattered everywhere.

Tie Ci silently spat out a mouthful of blood.

Gradually she became numb. Along both banks were not only Love Butterflies and Human-Face Spider Flowers, but also Glory-Decay Grass, Agarwood Stamens, One-Coin Grass, Weak Willow Flowers… and other rare medicinal herbs recorded in Chi Qingbo’s Strange Record.

They grew freely along both banks without cost.

Tie Ci’s current mood was no different from someone in abject poverty seeing billionaires throwing gold around at their doorstep.

She wanted nothing more than to take off her clothes to gather them, adding her boots when clothes weren’t enough.

However, she didn’t move. Since she had already entered a treasure mountain, these flowers and grasses planted at the entrance were obviously the lowest-grade treasures in the treasure mountain. She needn’t be so eager to take things, lest she waste better opportunities.

This should be the location of that mysterious family skilled in using and neutralizing poisons—powerful yet reclusive from the world—that Chi Qingbo had mentioned, right?

The waterway was long, but she didn’t see the imagined Peach Blossom Spring—no farming people, no bamboo houses or grass huts common in Yannan mountains. This still seemed like a forest, with very tall trees, sparser than ordinary dense forests. The leaves were extremely large, but Tie Ci lay in the river and through the dense branches could see small houses on the treetops—simple or elaborate. These people lived in trees.

Somehow, Tie Ci felt that as she was pulled along the river, the grass on both banks moved violently. Snakes slithered down from trees, insects rushed from grass, and countless small eyes hidden among the forest trees stared at her intensely, making her hair stand on end.

The waterway ahead had a curve. Tie Ci saw many long stones standing like a forest in front. The waterway began winding in nine curves and eighteen bends here, circling around the stone forest. She couldn’t see what scenery lay inside.

But the boat stopped, and the white-clothed people said, “Wait outside and see if Young Master A’Chong wants to see you.”

Tie Ci pointed at Murong Yi. “What about him?”

One person said, “Isn’t he Brother A’Jin for A’Ji’s family? Naturally we’ll take him in for A’Ji to see. If A’Ji wants him, he’ll naturally be fine. If A’Ji doesn’t want him, you can wait outside to collect his corpse.”

Murong Yi opened his eyes, squeezed her hand, and smiled, “This is troublesome now. Should I seduce her or not?”

Tie Ci smiled, “Just don’t commit marriage fraud.”

Murong Yi said lazily, “Still don’t know who’s deceiving whom. Aren’t you afraid I’ll be seduced by another woman?”

“Saving your life is important,” Tie Ci answered briefly.

Murong Yi gazed at her and said softly, “Then I must guard my virtue like jade even more for you.”

Tie Ci still answered, “Saving your life is important.”

Murong Yi looked at her deeply, “A’Ci, meeting you makes me so fortunate.”

Tie Ci’s smile deepened, “I feel the same.”

Beside them, Feng Huan couldn’t stand it anymore and said, “Enough, enough! Can you stop being so clingy? Do you still want to save lives or not?”

Tie Ci laughed and pushed the boat forward.

This fool Feng Huan didn’t understand—she was expressing her position to Murong Yi.

If they truly reached certain desperate circumstances, she allowed him to do anything to save his life.

She naturally cared about matters of chastity between men and women, but she cared more about his life.

If he really suffered losses, at worst she could find herself a young wolf dog to sleep with once?

She smiled and watched the small boat leisurely drift into the stone forest. Turning back to the woods, she took out a pill she had obtained from her master and ate it.

The forest was completely quiet. The people in the trees seemed uninterested in strange visitors. Someone came down from the trees, walking with a large snake. Someone carrying jars and leading lizard-like long-tailed beasts went to fetch water—not from the river, but from a waterfall in the forest. The waterfall was filled with floating wild flowers. Men and women soaked and bathed there, splashing water playfully in the sunlight, their healthy, lustrous bodies gleaming like jade.

None wore clothes.

An elder sat smoking on a rock beside them, discussing this year’s harvest with companions. He sounded no different from farmers outside, except the smoke from his pipe was black, he was petting not a dog but a dog-sized spider, and they were discussing poisonous grass harvests.

Several old women used winnowing baskets to dry something on flat ground beside the waterfall. At first glance it looked like pickled vegetables, but on closer inspection, it was those poisonous insects from outside. The old women discussed how frying them dry with red peppers tasted best, or simply salting them to use as side dishes with porridge next year.

Huge leaves fell from extremely tall trees beside the waterfall, making the men below duck their heads. A man picked up a leaf and casually put it on a bare-bottomed child—it made a perfect little skirt.

Tie Ci found a place to sit and appreciate the nude bathing area, silently making some comparisons. Someone in the pond saw her and called out, “Are you from outside? Come down and wash together!”

The people here actually spoke the official language, just with an accent. This accent wasn’t unpleasant—it sounded soft with long trailing tones. When young girls spoke, it was especially charming and naive.

Tie Ci leaned against a tree, sat down, smiled and shook her head, saying, “I can’t bathe. I’m poisoned and about to die.”

After speaking, she closed her eyes.

In just moments she stopped moving, her face taking on a deep grayish-blue color.

In the battle with poisonous insects, she had inevitably inhaled large amounts of toxic powder contaminated by the insects and had been buried by them. It was remarkable she could hold on until now.

As soon as she closed her eyes, the people in the pond stopped bathing.

Young men and women came ashore naked, rushing toward her in competition.

A young girl reached Tie Ci first, kneeling beside her and feeling around her waist and back for a long time. “Eh, where’s that bag with many magical things? A’Kou said there was a kind of bag that wouldn’t leak even when turned upside down. I want to use it to hold my little darling.”

A young man beside her pushed Tie Ci over. “Is it hidden under her butt?”

Someone picked up her money pouch, shook it, listened to it, and laughed, “No wonder my little red ones suddenly got excited. She’s wearing attraction incense.”

“What a fool, wearing this thing. No wonder she attracted all the poisonous insects in Li Mountain to her side.”

Several people searched all around Tie Ci and her surroundings but didn’t find the legendary magical bag. They immediately dispersed dejectedly.

As evening approached, those bathing, chatting, and drying insects all went home to cook dinner. Blue smoke rose from the treetops, adding a touch of mulberry-blue to the painted sunset glow.

Tie Ci lay alone under the tree as if dead.

Even dead, no one paid attention. No one even glanced at her. Everyone showed no disgust or concern. Perhaps a poisonous weed growing by the roadside would interest them more than Tie Ci.

After a while longer, a small boat emerged from behind the stone forest. The people on board carried Murong Yi off the boat and threw him on the shore. Someone laughed from afar, “What, A’Ji doesn’t want this new Brother A’Jin?”

“A’Ji said she knows about this one. He has a woman he likes and isn’t a good person. If she took him in, what if this guy killed her after being cured? Beauty is good, but one needs life to enjoy it. She still wants to live a hundred years.”

Laughter filled the forest. “A’Ji really is our smartest girl.”

“Do we lack beauties? Just match some Love Butterflies casually—everyone becomes a beauty.”

“A’Ji said, considering he did help save Young Master A’Chong, she won’t throw him out. Whoever wants to save him can save him.”

“If someone comes here right after being poisoned by Love Butterflies, we can still save them. Now it’s been dragged out so long, and he tried using medicine himself, which has already altered the Love Butterfly poison. Now, even with yin-yang mushrooms everywhere, only Great Uncle can save him.”

“Hahaha, Great Uncle not killing him would be good enough. How could he possibly save him?”

“So watch over him. When he dies, tell me. My Jade-Belt Ghost Hibiscus is short of good fertilizer.”

“My Yang Zhen has been craving human flesh for a long time.”

“I wonder if my Blood Rice could succeed if cultivated with human blood…”

In the forest, Tie Ci and Murong Yi lay on the left and right sides of the river respectively, ignored by all.

…

As the stone forest gradually darkened, a small boat emerged from behind it. On board was that petite white-clothed person.

They were still wrapped in head and face coverings, wearing the same style long white robe dragging on the ground. A yellow and black striped large frog crawled on their shoulder, occasionally flicking its tongue with a “pop” sound, then smacking its lips with satisfaction.

They walked to Tie Ci’s side and searched up and down thoroughly, still finding nothing. They sat dully beside Tie Ci for a long time, muttering, “Not allowed to save outsiders…”

After thinking for a long time, they said, “Then just wake her up first…” They took out a bottle from their sleeve, poured out a green pill, thought about it, then stingily broke off half and stuffed it into Tie Ci’s mouth.

In just moments, the blue pallor on Tie Ci’s face receded and she opened her eyes. The white-clothed person was somewhat surprised, muttering, “Woke up so fast…”

Before they finished speaking, Tie Ci reached out and removed the cloth covering their face.

Both were startled—the other person was caught off guard, while Tie Ci hadn’t expected this person to be a girl, just with a husky voice.

Looking carefully, she should be an adult girl, well-developed, just too short—about 1.5 meters tall.

At this moment she stood there short and stout, her large eyes slightly squinting, looking at Tie Ci in amazement. After a long while she said, “I saved you, so give me one of those bags.”

She was an honest child, not asking for too much. Tie Ci said, “You’re called A’Kou, right? I’ll give you a dozen… no, twelve. Help me save someone, or let me go inside.”

A’Kou didn’t ask how she knew her name. She held up one finger and shook her head woodenly, saying, “I only want one. Save you once, want one treasure. Being greedy as a person will bring divine retribution.”

Tie Ci said, “In that case, you can poison me. Poison me once, then save me once, then poison me again, then save me again. Do this twelve times, and you can get many plastic bags from me, then help me save someone.”

A’Kou stared wide-eyed and said slowly, “Why poison you many times? Even if the poison can be cured, being poisoned is very painful. Aren’t you afraid of pain?”

Tie Ci smiled without answering, “Is it possible?”

A’Kou sat on the ground and thought slowly for a long time, but finally shook her head, “Wasting poison medicine will make Great Uncle angry.”

“Who is Great Uncle?”

“Great Uncle is Great Uncle.”

“Even if you think it’s not worth it for the bags, don’t you want fireworks that lay eggs? Don’t you want knives that can do many things? Don’t you want mirrors that can magnify objects?” Tie Ci studied A’Kou’s always slightly squinting eyes and somehow produced a pair of glasses, placing them on A’Kou’s nose.

A’Kou suddenly felt her vision brighten. The previously blurred scenery suddenly seemed to have years of dust wiped away, appearing extraordinarily clear before her eyes—so clear she could see every fine hair on the legs of a fly beside Tie Ci.

This sensation startled her greatly. She quickly removed the glasses and threw them on the ground. Sure enough, the familiar chaotic world returned, but this time she suddenly found such chaos unbearable.

Too blurry.

Having seen the clear world, she realized how painful all the blurriness was.

Such clarity was only an instant, but she couldn’t help reaching out her hand. Tie Ci immediately pulled her hand back.

“Do you want them? Your eyes are very bad, right? Did you ruin them from searching for poisonous herbs day and night? With eyes like yours, whether you want to find needed poisonous herbs or prepare higher-level medicines, it must be very difficult, right? Eye fatigue and blurred vision don’t matter—wear these and see great brightness.”

A’Kou stared at her blankly, feeling this person’s tone sounded strange—like the divine women in the stronghold’s ancient legends.

She thought for a while, then lowered her eyes and said, “But I can’t help you. I can’t cure your friend’s poison. You want to enter the Peak Forest, probably also to find things or people that can save your friend, but besides mazes, the Peak Forest doesn’t have what you need. I can’t provide any help, so how can I take your treasures?”

Tie Ci hadn’t expected this girl to be so honest, especially since this stronghold’s general atmosphere didn’t seem very kind.

She was somewhat disappointed but still took out the glasses and put them on A’Kou’s face. “Then I’ll give them to you with no conditions.”

Consider it a reward for this kindness.

A’Kou was startled and reached to remove the glasses, saying hurriedly, “Great Uncle said we can’t casually accept others’ things. Debts owed, no matter what kind, must be repaid…”

Tie Ci wondered what trauma this Great Uncle had suffered to be so guarded. She pressed A’Kou’s glasses temple with her hand. “Then help me find a livable tree house and let me stay here. That should be acceptable, right?”

Only then did A’Kou stop her hand. After thinking for a while, she said, “Finding a tree house is easy, but it’s best not to stay here long. There are too many poisonous creatures and insects—ordinary people don’t live long. This doesn’t count as helping, so I’ll go help you find Young Master A’Chong. Young Master A’Chong might have a way to let you see Great Uncle.”

“Who is Young Master A’Chong?”

“The leader of our stronghold. The youngest son of the previous generation leader.”

“Isn’t Great Uncle the leader?”

“Great Uncle is everyone’s Great Uncle. When the previous generation leader was here, he was Great Uncle. When this generation leader is here, he’s still Great Uncle.”

Oh, an old monster.

Tie Ci nodded and watched A’Kou pole the boat into the winding Peak Forest again before getting up to hold Murong Yi in her arms. She reached into the intact tree trunk beside her, felt for her waist pouch, and with a finger’s touch, the great tree returned to its original state.

She took out a detoxification pill her master had given her from the waist pouch and fed it to Murong Yi.

This thing was somewhat useful—she had personally tested it. She hadn’t dared use it before, fearing that without knowing the medicine’s properties, using it on Murong Yi might transform his poison. But at this point, enduring one more moment was one more moment—no need to worry about so much.

Something rustled down from overhead. She dodged sideways—it was fruit peels.

Someone was poking their head around in the dense canopy. Tie Ci knocked on the tree trunk and said, “Come down, I’ll show you a magic trick.”

Chapter 369: I Must Save You, I Must Succeed
A head poked out—it was the young man who had run fastest earlier to search for good things on her.

He stared at Tie Ci curiously, waiting for her to perform magic. Tie Ci spread her hand, “I need food.”

The young man stared at her. Tie Ci’s smile remained unchanged. The young man withdrew his head, and moments later several fruits were thrown down.

Though fruits and flowers grew everywhere here, Tie Ci dared not eat them, so she could only extort these people.

The young man waited with sparkling eyes for her to show off, and Tie Ci lazily straightened her waist.

The young man’s eyes widened as he cried out in shock, “How is that possible? I just searched you and you had nothing! Where exactly did you hide that bag before?”

Tie Ci smiled without answering.

The young man waited a bit longer. Tie Ci sat motionless while he watched her, and she crunched on fruits while watching him back. After staring at each other for quite a while, the young man finally couldn’t help asking, “Where’s the magic trick?”

“Isn’t it finished?”

“How is that a magic trick?!”

“Something you couldn’t find, I made it appear again. Isn’t that a magic trick? If you’re not satisfied, I can show you another one.”

“Then show me.”

“Give me a blanket first.”

“…Southerners are truly cunning!”

Various heads poked out from nearby tree houses. Someone said, “Show me one too. If it’s good, I’ll give you a blanket.”

Tie Ci took out a box of matches—thin little sticks. She struck one against the side of the box with a hiss, and it lit with a small orange flame that made her eyes gleam like clear glass.

With a swoosh, a blanket was thrown down. Tie Ci spread the blanket and placed Murong Yi on it.

Next, she demonstrated the uses of a multi-tool knife and exchanged it for a quilt; used the excuse of rehydrating compressed biscuits to get a large bucket of water; demonstrated the near and far light effects of a flashlight to get powder that could repel poisonous creatures and beasts; and traded one anti-inflammatory pill for several of their medicines.

The items in her waist pouch were limited and soon demonstrated. She stood up and said, “Let me show everyone something else.”

People had already come down from the trees and gathered around her. She suddenly appeared beside a young girl carrying an oil lamp, snatched her lamp, and smashed it on the ground.

The girl was startled and about to get angry when Tie Ci crouched down and stroked her hand over the fragments. The oil lamp reappeared in her hand.

This move made the young men and women cheer, but the girl was somewhat unconvinced, saying, “Great Uncle can do this too.”

“Your Great Uncle learned it from me by stealing.”

“Impossible!”

Tie Ci smiled and changed the subject, “I’ve demonstrated, and now my request is to ask if any of you have heard these words.”

She then imitated several strange syllables, repeating them several times.

Someone in the crowd said, “Ah, isn’t that the language from Ink Valley?”

“Where is Ink Valley?”

“In that direction.” Someone turned and pointed in a direction.

“Who lives there? Do you know those people?”

The young man who answered laughed teasingly, “I’ve already answered one question. If you want me to answer more, you need to perform for us.”

“Fine, what do you want to see?”

The young man was about to speak when the girl whose lamp she had smashed already said first, “Is the Ink Valley matter very important to you? Well, I just don’t want to tell you… Hmm, I want you to kiss him for us to see.”

She pointed at Murong Yi with a sly smile, loudly whispering to her companions, “I heard Han women are the most bashful, with their three obediences and four virtues, never showing teeth when laughing. Making them kiss men in public would get them drowned in pig cages—they absolutely wouldn’t… dare…”

She suddenly began stuttering.

Under everyone’s gaze, Tie Ci turned around, half-kneeled beside Murong Yi, lifted his upper body, and pressed down on his lips.

She pressed down firmly and earnestly, without any pretense.

Everyone present was young men and women in the bloom of youth. Though the local customs in Yannan were open and the defenses between men and women among the deep mountain tribes were even looser, seeing this scene firsthand still made them blush and their hearts race. Especially since Tie Ci looked like a handsome young man—two beautiful young men doing that… everyone’s hearts began pounding.

Tie Ci gently pressed against Murong Yi’s lips, feeling the slight coolness and soft warmth beneath. That faint heat seemed to warm her heart as well, allowing her to keep a glimmer of light in her heart even in dire straits, to see hope.

Even without hope, it didn’t matter—she would find a way to kindle a flame.

She leaned gently against his face with a peaceful expression.

Suddenly all around became quiet.

The young men and women didn’t know why they had suddenly held their breath, but they knew that making noise at this moment would seem frivolous.

Then they cried out in alarm.

Because Murong Yi suddenly moved, pressing one hand to the back of Tie Ci’s head, slightly shifting their lips. Just as Tie Ci opened her eyes in surprise, he attacked fiercely again, his tongue tip licking across her lip seam.

The next instant, he rolled over. The quilt flew up and gently settled down, showing only the outlines of two people beneath it.

The young men and women stood dazed in place, unconsciously blushing.

They didn’t dare look at each other—if they had feelings for someone, they dared even less to look. Their gazes flickered and dodged in empty space, while faint blushes rose on their cheeks.

Someone first covered their face and ran off, causing scattered footsteps to echo through the forest.

The crowd gradually dispersed.

The first girl to run still remembered her promise and called out loudly, “Many people live in Ink Valley, and they don’t come out easily. They’ve marked out different territories from us. They fear our poisons, and we don’t want to provoke them either. They climb better than monkeys, have better eyes than mountain eagles, and their blow darts are more poisonous than my gold…”

Beside her, a golden snake hissed and flicked its tongue as if in agreement.

Under the bedding, Murong Yi propped himself up on his arms, looking down at Tie Ci beneath him, saying softly, “Are you asking about the archers who ambushed us secretly when we were on the cliff?”

“Yes, I heard some of their words,” Tie Ci said. “I suspect…”

Murong Yi didn’t continue listening, rolling over to lie beside her. His voice was muffled as he said, “My subordinates should be nearby. The leader is called Chazi—she’s a woman who knows you, skilled in medicine and good at tracking. You should have her follow you…”

Tie Ci said calmly, “You don’t need to give me last words. No matter what, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Murong Yi’s fingers gently caressed her cheek. His knuckles were cool as soft jade, but his touch was light as wind. “I’m afraid you’ll work too hard.”

“Since we’ve already come this far, there’s no reason we can’t succeed.” Tie Ci caught his fingers and turned her head to kiss them lightly.

“Have you considered that the person in blue who attacked us on Floating Light River that day was this stronghold’s Great Uncle,” Murong Yi interlaced their fingers tightly. “He’s an enemy, not a friend. He won’t save us. You might even lose your life because of this. A’Ci, leave quickly.”

Tie Ci smiled, “No.”

Never mind if he’s an enemy—even if he’s a mortal foe, if I want him to save you, I must succeed.

Her other hand fell on the back of Murong Yi’s neck and pressed gently. Without much effort, she made him close his eyes peacefully.

Poisoned for too long, he was already at the end of his strength.

There were footsteps nearby. Someone lifted a corner of the quilt and sneakily poked their head in to look, their large eyes bright as a thief’s in the darkness.

Tie Ci lifted the quilt and smiled, “Young Master A’Chong.”

She found this child’s face familiar—indeed, it was the little child she had rescued from under the overturned carriage in the wind outside the Sheng Capital restaurant.

This child had obviously recognized them first but hadn’t thought of repaying the life-saving favor.

In normal times, Tie Ci would find this very natural—if one seeks repayment for kindness, the meaning changes. But now she didn’t plan to be magnanimous.

“Do you know?” she said, “Where we come from, if life-saving grace isn’t repaid in this life, the next life must be spent as an ox or horse for the benefactor.”

The child laughed, “So I’m here to repay you! Just give me one firework and I’ll take you to see Great Uncle. The kind where hens fart.”

Tie Ci didn’t expose his earlier sending people to search for her fireworks, saying frankly, “I don’t have fireworks now. As long as he’s saved, you can have as many as you want in the future.”

The child wagged his chubby short finger, “Great Uncle says those who believe in distant promises can’t even grasp the present.”

“Why is your Great Uncle so pessimistic, like someone who’s suffered deep emotional trauma,” Tie Ci said casually. “Let me ask first—can you cure this poison?”

“No.”

“Can your Great Uncle?”

“Maybe. But he won’t cure it. He swore years ago to only kill people, never save them, for the rest of his life.”

“No exceptions whatsoever?”

“No exceptions whatsoever.”

“Good.” Tie Ci stood up. “Have you heard this saying?”

A’Chong looked up at her in confusion.

Tie Ci lifted him with one hand like picking up a chick. A’Kou standing not far away stared and adjusted her glasses.

“The saying goes,” Tie Ci picked up Murong Yi on her back and carried the child as she strode forward, “hit the child, and the adult will come out.”

A’Chong cried out in shock and struggled desperately, but when Tie Ci was determined to catch someone, who could escape?

The canopy overhead swayed with sound. Tie Ci said, “Don’t try to use any means to harm me and my people. I guarantee that before you poison me to death, I can definitely kill him first.”

She jumped onto the boat A’Kou had rowed over, holding A’Chong in her arms with Murong Yi placed in front of her.

On shore, the flowers and grass that had been swaying in the wind stopped swaying. The rustling movements in the grass ceased, and the bouncing grass tips froze.

A’Chong tried to struggle, but Tie Ci was like cast iron—A’Chong’s small strength couldn’t even shake her fingertips.

A’Chong shouted, “You saved me before! How can you treat me like this now! Doesn’t that cancel out your life-saving grace!”

Tie Ci said strangely, “So you remember the life-saving grace? But I didn’t see you mention repaying it before I took you hostage. What use is that favor to me?” She pinched with her fingers, and A’Chong rolled his eyes and went limp.

Tie Ci beckoned to A’Kou, “Please row the boat.”

A’Kou climbed onto the boat in bewilderment. Tie Ci said, “Please protect him well. No matter what I do, he’s innocent—he’s still someone about to die. Harming someone about to die will bring retribution on your frog.”

A’Kou was startled and quickly touched her frog, whispering, “I won’t let anyone hurt him. Don’t curse Tiger.”

Tie Ci glanced at the frog called Tiger. The frog croaked at her several times. Tie Ci nodded, “You’re alone, I’m alone—we’re all brothers. I won’t make things difficult for you.”

The frog: “Croak!”

A’Kou picked up the oar and looked at Tie Ci. Tie Ci said, “Go find your Great Uncle.”

A’Kou said with difficulty, “I’m not sure where Great Uncle is either…”

“Doesn’t he have anywhere to live?”

“Sometimes he lives in trees, sometimes in fields, sometimes just on top of any peak in the Peak Forest, sometimes he goes out to wander around the mountains. Maybe he’s already gone out…”

“He hasn’t.”

A’Kou looked at Tie Ci in surprise, not understanding how she could be so certain.

“Outsiders aren’t allowed in the Peak Forest—it will kill you. Put down Young Master A’Chong and leave. I’ll let you exit safely.”

Tie Ci smiled and pointed at the oar. A’Kou adjusted her glasses, sighed, and began rowing. The small boat smoothly slid into the black river water of the Peak Forest.

The boat had entered the Peak Forest. Though called peaks, most were only about three zhang high, jagged like bamboo shoots, standing in a pool of black water. The boat required extremely skillful technique to navigate leisurely among them. Tie Ci vaguely saw that their distribution secretly contained formation patterns. Fortunately, A’Kou was obviously familiar with the routes. With her glasses on, her control was even more precise. Tie Ci gradually discovered she navigated close to the edges of the Peak Forest stone pillars, often just barely scraping past them. Despite A’Kou’s skilled technique, sweat appeared on her forehead, and A’Chong’s expression was obviously poor as he glared at her viciously.

Tie Ci immediately understood—there were poisonous beasts in this black pool. Only by traveling close to the stone peak edges was it safest. She glanced at A’Kou, whose palm-sized face was almost covered by glasses. Her expression was wooden, but her heart was soft.

Suddenly behind them came synchronized splashing sounds as black water splashed up. Through the spray, beast forms were vaguely visible—snow-white sharp teeth and deep red tongues flashed, lunging at Tie Ci’s front and back.

Tie Ci held A’Chong with one hand and protected Murong Yi with the other, never leaving her position, sitting unmoved.

A’Kou looked up and saw this, her eyes filled with horror.

The next instant, the two beasts roared in pain. Red blood mixed with snow-white sharp long teeth scattered everywhere. Steel-like long tails swept across in pain, actually creating a fierce wind and stirring up water spray half a zhang high.

Tie Ci still sat unmoved, pushing out with one hand like opening a window to view the moon. With one sweep and shake, hidden currents surged, forcibly pushing the two steel-like long tails half a zhang away before they crashed into the nearby Peak Forest and thunderously plunged into the water.

Someone roared angrily from a peak top: “A’Da! A’Er!”

Tie Ci looked up to see A’Ji standing on the peak, looking at the two water beasts below with great distress.

Tie Ci glanced once, lowered her head, and brushed off the broken fabric on her clothes.

The front and back of her garment were torn, revealing the dark blue vest underneath with a faint luster.

The one Murong Yi had personally woven for her.

On the peak, A’Ji was obviously distressed about the water beasts’ injuries and wanted to rescue A’Chong. She pointed at the water below, and the surface immediately began boiling with gurgling sounds. Each bubbling water bubble vaguely revealed swollen, whitish eyes and deep red tiny teeth. Countless red and white intertwined in the black pool, like suddenly boiling a pot of bloody meat soup.

The pool water became even more viscous, and A’Kou soon couldn’t row. The boat spun in circles on the surface and continued sinking.

A’Kou said urgently, “Let go of A’Chong and quickly find a way to escape with your person, or just admit defeat… A’Ji controls this water area. The babies in the water have been hungry for a long time. You’re alone and carrying someone—you can’t fight so many…”

Tie Ci took a breath and still didn’t release A’Chong, supporting Murong Yi with her other hand.

Letting him go was impossible, admitting defeat was impossible—she would just fight.

Suddenly a head popped up from the peak, shouting, “Wife A’Ji, why did you abandon me and run away! How can you abandon the groom on your wedding night!”

While shouting, he grabbed A’Ji’s clothes and pulled her down forcefully, “Ahhh it’s so high here, I’m about to fall! A’Ji, A’Ji, quickly help me!”

A’Ji helplessly reached out to pull him while twisting his ear and asking, “Didn’t you say you’d rather die than consummate with me? Didn’t you say the noble ladies of Sheng Capital were yours to choose and you didn’t want someone like me from a remote mountain corner of a foreign tribe? Didn’t you say your head could be severed and blood could flow but a man’s chastity couldn’t be lost…”

“That’s called speaking against my heart, called loving you but finding it hard to express! Oh, don’t worry about all that—come down quickly so we can consummate. Time waits for no one!”

A’Ji stood there steadily unmoved, glancing sideways at Feng Huan. Feng Huan couldn’t budge her either and sweated profusely as he looked at Tie Ci below, then at the peak bottom, and suddenly closed his eyes.

After closing and opening his eyes, this time he could clearly see that the water surface was not only far away, but the water bottom was also like cooking a pot of mixed offal with red and white cold glints flashing…

Feng Huan suddenly closed his eyes again.

Then he screamed miserably, “I can’t stand steady anymore ahhh…” and gritted his teeth as he fell backward.

Tie Ci’s pupils dilated a full circle.

She never expected the dandy to have such loyalty.

A’Ji was startled, not expecting Feng Huan to actually fall. She had to leap down to save him while making a series of strange sounds from her mouth.

The boiling on the water surface immediately disappeared. Those red and white shapes with tiny sharp teeth all silently vanished instantly beneath the black water.

The boat’s sinking slowed, and A’Kou’s oar could move again.

A’Kou immediately used the oar to push against the stone pillar. The small boat smoothly turned three circles, passed through the Peak Forest, and the exit was already visible ahead.

Above, A’Ji pulled up the dripping wet Feng Huan with a splash and patted his sausage lips while saying repeatedly, “Hey, what’s wrong with you? Hey, the babies didn’t even bite you—why did you faint? You Central Plains men are really too delicate…” She patted while walking away.

A’Kou breathed a sigh of relief and quickened her pace to row out of the Peak Forest. Ahead wasn’t like the Peak Forest with sharp peaks piercing the sky, gloomy and oppressive. The waterway was smooth, the view open, and the blue sky and white clouds were bright and beautiful, making one’s mood cheerful just looking at them.

A’Kou showed a smile and energetically pushed the oar with great effort.

Tie Ci suddenly said, “Slow!”

Just as her words fell, A’Kou happened to push down hard with the oar.

The small boat whooshed forward a long stretch. The water flowed smoothly downward. Tie Ci suddenly stood up. The next moment, A’Kou saw in horror that there was no path ahead!

Ahead was a cliff—a waterfall silently descended from the precipice, right before the boat’s prow.
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Chapter 370: Hostage
A’Kou sat there woodenly, completely forgetting to react.

She went in and out of the Peak Forest many times a day. There should still be a stretch of water before reaching the waterfall cliff—how did the waterfall suddenly appear?

The boat was about to rush down immediately.

But there were four people on the boat, one unconscious and one serving as a hostage—both must be protected.

As for her… naturally she was the one to be abandoned.

A’Kou closed her eyes.

Tie Ci opened her eyes.

In that instant she flew up, sweeping and flipping around. Murong Yi was on her back while A’Chong remained firmly grasped in her hand. At the same time, she kicked against the boat’s side, spun around, and her robes scattered with water vapor amid sharp whistling sounds.

In that instant, A’Kou’s ears were filled with the roaring sound of the waterfall’s crash. Within the roar, faint dense metallic friction sounds could be heard, with whooshing sounds passing overhead. She suddenly flew up while still standing on the light boat beneath her feet.

In the rushing wind, A’Kou opened her eyes to see herself still on the boat, but the boat was in mid-air. Before her was the increasingly distant waterfall, around her were rapidly flowing backwards green trees and red flowers, and behind her…

She suddenly understood what was behind her. Before she could turn her head, the next moment the boat shook and stopped suspended in air, with slight cracking sounds from both sides.

A’Kou looked down beneath her feet extremely slowly.

The thin light boat was precariously wedged between two stone peaks, neither touching sky above nor ground below.

And she stood right in the middle.

When she walked forward, the boat tilted down like a seesaw, letting her walk down steadily and reach the ground safely.

A’Kou looked back at the boat somewhat bewildered, her glasses askew on her nose. Tiger pushed the frames up for her.

A’Kou suddenly cried out, remembering—where were the others?

That strange yet clever young man had saved her, but hadn’t he saved the others?

She ran toward the waterfall’s edge.

Then she saw a hand, transparent-like underwater, with five fingers forcibly inserted into stone crevices.

A’Kou felt pain just looking at it.

Following the hand downward, she saw Tie Ci being drenched by the waterfall head-on. A rope around Tie Ci’s waist held two people—A’Chong in the middle and Murong Yi below. Everyone hung in the waterfall together, getting thoroughly washed.

A’Kou saw bloody marks where the rope had cut into Tie Ci’s waist. It looked painful.

Tie Ci’s expression remained unchanged as she slowly descended a bit, untied the rope around her waist with one hand, and gently lowered Murong Yi, who was closest to the ground, onto a large rock beneath the waterfall.

Though lowering down was easier than lifting up, this was still under a direct waterfall while holding two people. A’Kou stared at Tie Ci’s arm, watching veins slightly bulge on the fair skin while her movements remained extremely steady. It was surprising that such jade-like slender arms contained steel-like hidden strength.

After lowering Murong Yi, Tie Ci lunged downward. Amid A’Kou’s uncontrollable cry of alarm, she scooped up A’Chong, who couldn’t open his eyes from the water spray, and landed.

Standing beneath the waterfall, Tie Ci could finally see clearly that before her lay vast terraced fields.

Large expanses of farmland extended downward following the mountain layers like silver ribbons and rolling green waves. Some terraced fields grew unknown crops in blue-purple and deep red colors, making the entire terraced landscape even more gorgeous and layered, extending magnificently and beautifully across the earth in successive tiers.

From high to low, scattered among the fields were many wooden buildings, mostly with round roofs and high stilts. From afar they looked like delicate little umbrellas or scattered mushrooms.

Tie Ci was momentarily captivated by this scenery, not expecting such magnificent views hidden deep in the mountains.

Footsteps sounded behind her. A’Kou walked down along the cliff edge. Accustomed to mountain scenery, she paid no attention, still muttering to herself, “There should have been a long stretch of road left—how did we suddenly reach the cliff edge…”

Seeing her bewilderment, Tie Ci sighed and explained, “Did you feel that we exited the Peak Forest particularly quickly today?”

A’Kou was startled, then realized, “Yes, it seemed much faster than usual—we came out easily.”

“You were eager to exit the forest after we were attacked, so you didn’t notice. The entire Peak Forest is a formation that can move. The last section of the Peak Forest moved when we were under attack—it was directly withdrawn behind the Peak Forest we had already passed. Normally there would be Peak Forest requiring careful navigation with seven turns and eight bends, so when exiting you wouldn’t rush to the cliff edge. But now there’s no obstruction, and with the terrain sloping downward, one push of your pole sent us straight to the waterfall’s head.”

A’Kou understood, joy blooming in her expression. “Thank you for answering me, otherwise I might not have been able to sleep for a very long time.”

Tie Ci smiled.

Consider it repayment for her earlier help with the boat.

Though anxious, she couldn’t help appreciating the scenery before her for a while. Old farmers carried hoes on the field ridges followed by waddling ducks. An old ox’s tail swished lazily. Several hens pecked for insects beneath wooden buildings. Pigs in the pen were raised fat and solid. Horses snorted through their noses. Crisscrossing paths, sounds of chickens and dogs…

Tie Ci’s thoughts suddenly paused.

She said, “…Why are there no dogs?”

She suddenly realized that since entering the forest, she had seen various creatures but never the most common dogs.

And in deep mountains, dogs were almost indispensable.

After a long while, A’Kou said woodenly, “Hey, you react so quickly to notice our stronghold has no dogs.”

“Why?”

“Great Uncle doesn’t like dogs. Not just ordinary dogs—he dislikes any animals that look even slightly like dogs. So in Li Mountain, you can barely even see wolves.”

“That’s a strange taboo.” Tie Ci’s expression was thoughtful.

A’Kou didn’t mind, pointing at the wooden buildings ahead. “Since you let me sleep peacefully, I’ll let you sleep peacefully too. Great Uncle should be in one of those wooden buildings now, but as you can see, even if you hold Young Master A’Chong hostage, if he doesn’t want to see you, he still won’t see you. You can’t really kill Young Master A’Chong, can you? If you really killed Young Master A’Chong, you couldn’t take a single step out of here either. So what you’re doing is actually useless. Release Young Master A’Chong—I’ll try to plead for you.”

“Young Master A’Chong being held hostage can’t make him come out—are you sure your pleading will work?”

A’Kou sighed and said sadly, “Great Uncle is someone who yields to neither force nor persuasion. He did swear years ago to only kill people, never save them.”

A’Chong woke up at this moment, immediately sneezing three times upon awakening. Seeing himself drenched all over, he immediately cried, “Great Uncle, someone’s bullying me!”

The yellow and black striped tiger frog began calling, “Croak! Croak!”

An old ox slowly passed along the field ridge with a “moo.”

Birds in the forest behind flew up into the sky with mixed chirping.

Wild grass on the ground rolled and opened as colorful streaks flashed by.

Tiger and leopard roars echoed from the forest, and the deep, terrifying howls of wolf packs.

In an instant, only beast sounds seemed to remain between heaven and earth.

Amid all the commotion, A’Kou slowly said, “Oh no, Great Uncle is angry.”

Suddenly someone behind them said, “Great Uncle says if outsiders want to see him, they must pass tests first. The first test was passing through the Peak Forest—she’s already passed. The second test is to find which wooden house Great Uncle lives in within a quarter hour.”

The speaker was A’Ji, who poked her head out from a nearby wooden house while her body remained inside. She tugged but seemed to have her legs held, so she could only roll her eyes. After speaking, she slammed the door with a bang, followed by Feng Huan’s ghostly wailing from inside.

Listening to this, Tie Ci thought she should reward the dandy when they returned.

A colorful snake suddenly hung down from a nearby tree branch. Below the snake’s head was a small stone bowl. The snake extended its long tongue, and after a moment, a drop of venom dripped into the stone bowl with a “drip.”

A’Kou looked at the stone bowl and said, “Great Uncle says, considering you once saved A’Chong, he won’t pursue your crime of taking him hostage. If you release A’Chong now, he allows you to leave here with your person. If you insist on choosing to pass the test to find him, then once a quarter hour passes and you still haven’t found which house he lives in, you must drink the venom in this stone bowl—either you drink it, or he drinks it.”

She pointed at Murong Yi.

She couldn’t help adding, “Leave—you can’t find him…”

But Tie Ci had already shouldered Murong Yi, grabbed A’Chong, and walked down the slope path beside the terraced fields.

Reaching the bottom, she discovered there were extremely many wooden houses, all with doors open and people going in and out, openly letting her see.

But with so many wooden houses and such vast terraced fields, just going up and down once would take more than a quarter hour, not to mention bringing a patient and hostage while searching for someone.

Tie Ci didn’t stop. A’Kou’s voice still drifted in the wind when she flashed and disappeared.

The next moment she appeared beside the wooden houses at the very bottom of the terraced fields.

A’Chong’s screams and laughter came from below: “Wow, so fast! Like riding the wind! Again, again!”

A’Kou and Tiger on her shoulder both stared in shock with wide eyes.

“So fast…”

The girl adjusted her glasses but worry appeared on her face.

“But it’s still impossible to find him—Great Uncle will cheat…”

She sat beside the stone bowl, watching the venom from the colorful snake gradually fill half the bowl.

Watching this, she sadly poked at the tiger frog. “Tiger, are you thirsty?”

The tiger frog glanced at her, hopped to the stone bowl’s edge, buried its head and gulped down most of it with a “croak.”

The colorful snake seemed enraged, flipped over on the branch, and lashed down at the frog. A’Kou quickly carried Tiger away.

The colorful snake spat several times, seeming to find this too slow. After hissing several times, several more venomous creatures came from the forest, all crowding around the stone bowl to spit and spray. The bowl filled much faster than before.

A’Kou watched helplessly, sighed, and sat still holding Tiger.

At the bottom of the terraced fields, Tie Ci had already flashed past several wooden houses, seeing all kinds of people.

There were weaving women, farming old men, herb-drying old ladies, and young women braiding hair.

Just as ordinary as all the villages in Yannan, doing the same things.

The people in the wooden houses opened their eyes wide, watching this person carrying and holding others while poking around, yet moving fast as light, leaving only afterimages in the blink of an eye.

In a flash, Tie Ci reached the middle section of the terraced fields, having seen nearly a hundred wooden buildings.

She paused on the field ridge. A’Chong, whom she had grabbed, no longer struggled or tried to escape, blinking and asking, “Why did you stop? Continue!”

Tie Ci swallowed and smiled, “Is it fun? If it’s fun, think of a way to get your great uncle to help me detoxify, okay? Or just tell me where he is.”

“No way, I don’t know either.” A’Chong glared at her. “Since you’re making me your hostage, have the ability to be tough to the end! Have the ability to kill me!”

Tie Ci smiled and said gently, “If he really dies, don’t worry—I will kill you.”

A’Chong had been aggressive, but looking up and meeting her gaze, he suddenly shrank back and stopped talking.

Children have keen instincts about danger.

Tie Ci took a breath and was about to continue when suddenly a slightly cool hand gently touched her neck.

Tie Ci was startled—had Murong Yi awakened?

She turned to look at him, but saw him leaning against her shoulder with long eyelashes lowered, not opening his eyes, though his fingertips rested gently on her neck.

He gently stroked her neck, then moved his hand down to tenderly caress her chest.

Due to continuous teleportation, Tie Ci’s blood and qi were churning, causing a mouthful of hot, salty blood to block her chest. Under this gentle, powerless caress, it seemed to be soothed, her throat moistened, silently dissolving and returning to the boiling, surging meridians.

She turned her head, closed her eyes briefly, and gently kissed Murong Yi’s slightly cool hand.

This was a lover who could sense her everything even while unconscious.

He deserved all her strength to cherish him.

The next instant she disappeared from the spot.

When most of the quarter hour had passed, Tie Ci finally finished visiting all the wooden buildings.

She had seen all kinds of people—old and young, male and female, even babies. None of them bore the slightest resemblance to the blue-clothed person she had seen on Floating Light River that night.

When Tie Ci finished viewing the last wooden building and stood at the top of the terraced fields, she spat out a mouthful of stagnant blood.

An old farmer leading an ox slowly passed by her, laughing as he asked, “Time’s almost up. Do you want sugar or salt in your soup?”

The old farmer’s chin pointed toward the stone bowl, which was almost full, the color of the venom inside indescribable.

A’Kou wrung her hands and said to her, “Leave, leave—there’s still time if you go now…”

Tie Ci said, “No.”

A’Chong said, “See that incense stick over there? Half remains—roughly when I count to one hundred it’ll be about right. I’ll help you count now: one hundred, ninety-nine, ninety-eight…”

Tie Ci crouched down. A’Chong asked strangely, “Scared to tears?”

But he saw Tie Ci take out a bottle from her bosom and pour out some golden liquid. She spread this liquid all over the bottle and placed it on the ground.

A’Chong: “Seventy-three, seventy-two…” Finally couldn’t help asking, “What are you still fiddling with! Aren’t you afraid there won’t be enough time!”

Tie Ci ignored him. As soon as the bottle was placed on the ground, countless ants came running frantically, climbing onto the bottle layer after layer until it was completely covered with ants—from a distance, the entire bottle was densely black.

Only then did Tie Ci tie the bottle with thin rope, pick it up, and stand. A’Chong watched bewildered and absent-minded: “…sixty-two, sixty-two, seventy-one… I’ll advise you one more time—there’s still time to leave now. Think about it—someone like Great Uncle, even if you luckily found him, if he doesn’t want to come out to see you, what can you do? This is a dead end, understand!”

The next instant, Tie Ci appeared at a wooden building’s window.

This wooden building wasn’t the first or second, but located in the middle section of the terraced fields. It seemed like Tie Ci had chosen randomly.

The woman embroidering by the window seemed startled, slightly raising her head to look at Tie Ci. An orchid on her knuckle moved slightly.

Tie Ci held up the ant bottle toward her.

The woman looked at her in amazement.

The next instant, Tie Ci disappeared from the window and appeared in a wooden building two rows down on the west side.

The young man drying herbs on that building’s platform scratched his head and stared at the bottle covered with ants in Tie Ci’s hand, saying, “What poison did you use to attract so many ants?”

The next instant, Tie Ci disappeared.

A’Chong: “Thirty, twenty-nine… What are you doing?!”

The next instant, Tie Ci appeared before an old farmer plowing fields, bringing the bottle to his nose. The old farmer flicked something off his finger and reached to take the ant bottle: “Let me see—so many ants would be perfect for frying.”

The next instant, Tie Ci disappeared again.

A’Chong went crazy: “…eleven, ten… Stop running around frantically! Your face looks like a dead person’s—just go drink the poison directly!”

Tie Ci appeared before the last wooden house on her mental list.

She landed with a slight stumble.

Yet there was no one in the wooden house.

A’Chong: “…nine, eight… What are you doing! There’s no one in this house!”

Tie Ci looked up at the wooden building, rushed frantically inside, and threw the ant bottle onto the snow-white, neat bedding.

Dark ants scattered densely across the bed covers.

A’Chong: “…five, four… Give up, kneel down, release me, and I’ll plead for you—you still have a chance… three!”

Tie Ci half-knelt before the bed, gripping the bed sheet tightly.

“Two…”

“Get away!”

Suddenly a voice rang out—gentle, indifferent, seemingly emotionless yet apparently very angry.

Flames instantly ignited in Tie Ci’s eyes!

A’Chong’s final count stuck in his throat.

At the same time, the bed sheet flew up, the bottle exploded into fragments, countless black ant shadows flashed and disappeared, and countless crystal fragments sparkled like sleet and mist in the evening sunset, making the colorful fields outside the window glitter.

A human figure seemed to condense from ice crystals, suddenly appearing in this sleet-like mist.

His form was very tall and slender, wearing long robes the color of sky after rain. His entire bearing was even more elegant and refined than this fresh color. His garments moved with the wind, graceful as if about to ascend. His features were handsome and profound, with black hair loosely draped, only slight silver-white at the temples, each braided into thin plaits bound with jade beads of green color, making him appear even more jade-like, elegant and refined.

He wore no ornaments, only vaguely orchid-shaped rings on his slender, drooping fingers.

When they faced each other across the river last time, she had only felt his bearing was absolutely beautiful. Today Tie Ci could finally see this Great Uncle’s true appearance clearly, and couldn’t help being shocked that someone in the world could perfectly combine two completely different styles—gorgeous and elegant.

But Great Uncle raised his hand and pointed at her, saying, “Get out.”

As he raised his hand, the orchid ring on his finger suddenly jumped up and also raised its forearm pointing at Tie Ci.

That wasn’t a ring but an orchid mantis, shaped like an orchid, staying on Great Uncle’s finger pretending to be a ring.

Tie Ci obediently went downstairs, not forgetting to carry A’Chong.

The next moment, bedding was thrown out, and the entire bed was smashed out, turning to wood chips in mid-air and scattering into the rice fields.

Continuously, many implements were smashed out until the wooden building was empty except for a painting desk.

It seemed this move had quite thoroughly disgusted him.

A’Chong stared dumbfounded and quietly asked her, “What method did you use to force Great Uncle out?”

Chapter 371: All Manner of Good Fortune
In his view, this had been an unsolvable situation. After all, even if this person had the tremendous luck to find Uncle’s wooden tower, if Uncle refused to come out, who could force him out?

Yet she had actually managed it.

“Promise to cooperate with me in the future and I’ll tell you.”

“Fine.”

“I learned from a friend that your Uncle might use orchid mantises as rings, so my first search was a screening process, selecting all the wooden towers that had orchid mantises.”

“But orchid mantises are found in many places…”

“That’s where your Uncle’s second quirk comes in—he has trypophobia. Last time when the mountain was overrun with poisonous insects, it triggered his fury and he killed all the insects in one go. I heard his complaints with my own ears. So I used honey to attract ants, covering the jar with them. It looks like nothing to you, but to someone with trypophobia, it’s absolutely terrifying. Of course, he could choose not to come out and pretend not to see it, but his wooden tower is so clean, he must have some obsessive tendencies. When I smashed densely packed ants all over his bed, if someone with trypophobia didn’t explode with rage, I’d take his surname.”

“…What’s trypophobia?”

“It’s when seeing densely packed things causes physiological revulsion, an unbearable feeling.”

Tie Ci looked up. The person in blue was already sitting by the wooden tower’s window, watching her expressionlessly as he said, “You don’t need to drink the poison anymore, and I won’t pursue your crime of holding A’Chong hostage either. You may leave.”

Tie Ci said, “Now that I’ve seen you and passed the test, save the person.”

“Did I ever promise to save anyone?”

The same old trick.

Tie Ci smiled.

She said with charming grace, “I only wanted you to come out and see my determination with your own eyes.”

She dragged A’Chong out from behind her. Cold light flashed in her palm, blood splattered, and A’Chong let out a piercing scream.

A finger rolled into the dust.

Blood splashed across the front of Tie Ci’s boots.

This move was so fast and sudden that even the person in blue didn’t react in time, let alone A’Ji, A’Kou and the others who had rushed over.

A deathly silence fell before the wooden tower.

After a long moment, A’Ji let out a great cry and was about to rush forward, but was desperately held back by Feng Huan, whose face had also turned ashen.

“Don’t come near me, don’t threaten me,” Tie Ci said calmly. “I told you, even if you hack me to pieces the next instant, I can kill him first. One finger is advance proof.”

A’Chong had already fainted in her grasp, collapsing limply into a heap, his trailing sleeve soaked with blood.

The person in blue stared at Tie Ci.

At this moment, Tie Ci heard a vast vibrating sound from the distant horizon, as if something was sweeping across the sky and earth.

Accompanied by howling, swirling winds.

The ground was also trembling faintly. Unknown hooves trampled with the momentum of thousands of troops and horses. The entire mountain forest seemed to be rustling, forest seas generating waves, ten thousand beasts roaring.

She also heard those distant, muffled sounds—panicked footsteps on the ground, urgent sounds of parting grass and leaves, sounds of breaking branches, loud calls to each other in strange syllables for shelter, mixed with some official language carrying Yannan accents.

These sounds came from extremely far away, instantly swept away by the increasingly approaching wind.

She looked up at the sky. Somehow the sky had become dark, with roiling clouds.

In front of her was an icy chill as if the air had suddenly dropped dozens of degrees, while behind her was scorching heat as if ten furnaces had been lit.

Wind like knives and frost like swords, tormented by cold and heat.

That was the concentrated fury and killing intent of Duanmu and everyone else, provoked by her brazen challenge. One step further and it could take her life.

Tie Ci lowered her eyes, only pulling A’Chong closer to herself and raising the dagger to his heart.

The finger on the ground still lay there bloodily. A line of deep red had splashed onto her forehead, made vivid by her snow-white skin, making her look as if she had an extra crimson eye on her brow—cold, fierce, and arrogant, gazing down upon the world.

The person in blue looked at her, the severed finger, the small knife.

After a long while, the wind gradually faded, the ground stopped shaking, grass became still and trees quiet, and the cold and scorching heat slowly dissipated.

The person in blue raised his hand, and the orchid mantis lifted its front limbs.

Someone came forward, walked to Tie Ci’s side, and lifted Murong Yi.

Tie Ci didn’t move. She only watched A’Chong.

She wasn’t afraid of these people harming Murong Yi. After all, the worst outcome would just be Murong Yi’s death.

These people would understand that if Murong Yi died, she would make them regret it.

She only held A’Chong tightly.

The person in blue watched as Murong Yi was carried into the wooden tower, then said calmly, “I hate you very much.”

Tie Ci smiled as usual, her expression no different from when hearing others sing praises.

“You injured the leader of the Mo tribe, violated the Mo tribe’s dignity, and want me to break my oath to save someone. You must pay a price for this.”

“Please speak.”

The person in blue pointed to a patch of mountain forest on the side of the terraced fields and said, “That is where A’Chong’s elder clansmen rest, the eternal resting place of generations of Mo tribe leaders. Since you harmed their descendant, you must kneel step by step to that place and apologize to all the Mo tribe ancestors. Only then will the spirits of this place forgive you.”

“No!”

Before Tie Ci could speak, Feng Huan jumped out first, rolling up his sleeves aggressively, “She cannot kneel! She is…”

“Feng Huan,” Tie Ci said.

Feng Huan stopped in time, his eyes widening, “Anyway, she cannot kneel! If someone really must kneel, I’ll go kneel!”

A’Ji said angrily, “What business is it of yours to kneel!”

Feng Huan’s voice didn’t weaken at all, “I’m your husband! I’m already part of the Mo tribe! Since I’ve entered your family, shouldn’t I be added to the ancestral hall, recorded in the genealogy, and meet the ancestors? Isn’t it natural for me to kneel? Or are you not planning to take responsibility for me?”

A’Ji was dumbstruck, pointing at him, “You… you… you clearly… you previously…”

Feng Huan said without blushing, “I clearly changed several positions earlier, and you expressed satisfaction!”

A’Ji: “You’re talking nonsense!”

Feng Huan: “If you don’t let me kneel, you’re abandoning me after using me!”

The person in blue: “Shut up.”

As soon as he spoke, A’Ji immediately fell silent. Feng Huan, being very tactful, also didn’t dare speak.

Tie Ci felt that sensation of wind, clouds, thunder and lightning again. Clearly the person in blue’s mood had suddenly soured again.

“There’s one more condition.”

Tie Ci looked at him calmly.

“I once swore an oath that apart from the Mo tribe people, I would never again personally save a life with my own hands. Since someone wants to live through my hands, someone must die through my hands.”

Tie Ci said, “Fine.”

She answered so readily that even Feng Huan didn’t understand the meaning of these words. Only after a while did he react, his face changing dramatically.

“What does this mean? What does this mean? Is it asking you to trade life for life? This won’t do—”

No one paid attention to him. The person in blue pointed toward the burial ground, pointed at Tie Ci, then snapped the window shutters closed.

“I can save the person, but how I save him, how much I save, whether the process is painful—it all depends on my mood.”

In other words, he was already in a bad mood. If Tie Ci didn’t kneel, his mood would be even worse. Even if he detoxified Murong Yi, he would make him suffer greatly or leave lasting problems.

Tie Ci held A’Chong and stood up, picked up the severed finger, and looked toward the burial ground without a word.

Feng Huan followed step by step. A’Ji was still angry, crossing his arms and turning his face away, ignoring him.

The villagers didn’t follow. They looked at the burial ground with complex expressions, then all dispersed.

Tie Ci handed A’Chong to Feng Huan and also stuffed the bloody small knife into Feng Huan’s hands. Seeing A’Chong still unconscious, Feng Huan began chattering, “Your Highness, what kind of person are you? You should only kneel to Heaven and Earth. How can the ancestors of these barbarian commoners deserve your kneeling? It would diminish their fortune…”

Fine rustling sounds came from all directions.

Feng Huan, completely oblivious, continued chattering, “I heard that adult Mo tribe men and women all have a companion venomous creature, like pets, that follow them throughout their lives and are buried with their masters after death, treated as family.” He rubbed his arms with a toothache-like expression, “Your Highness, can you imagine? On either side of A’Ji’s and my bed sleep two pig dragons, pig dragons! Have you ever tried having two pig dragons on either side of your bed, grinning with huge mouths watching you… do things? I went soft right then… Ah, Your Highness, what are you doing!”

Tie Ci had already knelt down without hesitation and knocked her head on the ground with a loud bang.

Feng Huan was stunned.

Tie Ci raised her head, with grass and mud stuck to her forehead. She reached out to brush them away.

Feng Huan stammered, pointing at her, then at the direction of the cemetery, and after a long while finally found his voice, “Ah this… ah this isn’t… ah this won’t do… Your Highness, get up! Get up! I can’t bear to watch!”

“Then don’t watch.”

“Can’t I do it in your place?” Feng Huan lifted his robes to kneel.

Tie Ci stopped him, “He wants me to kneel. Don’t complicate things.”

Feng Huan still looked unbearable. Tie Ci didn’t like him acting this way. She looked him up and down and said, “If you really want to kneel, go ahead. Kneel to yours and beg A’Ji’s ancestors to cure your impotence.”

“Who’s impotent! Who’s impotent!” Feng Huan jumped up like he’d been pricked by needles.

Tie Ci knocked her head down again.

Feng Huan fell silent, watching with mixed emotions as she finished knocking, stood up, took a step, and knelt again, meticulously carrying out the person in blue’s requirements.

He heard her murmur, “Today I kneel step by step, praying before graves. If you spirits truly know from beyond, know that these prostrations are extra. I give extra, but you cannot receive extra. I am the Crown Prince, the future Emperor. My kowtows move sun and moon, known by Heaven and Earth. If you don’t want your descendants’ fortune to be thin and seven generations inauspicious, then repay today’s prostrations well, protect Murong Yi throughout this life—no frightening storms, no fear of poison, no harm, no shortened years… all manner of good fortune.”

Feng Huan stood behind her, watching as the slanting sun gilded her thin shoulder lines, straight and true, able to bear sun and moon, and also able to bear the desolate wind of this moment in the graveyard.

She was the golden and precious Crown Prince, the future master of this Great Qian, born with inherent dignity and pride. Her knees should only kneel to Heaven and Earth; even ruler, parent, and teacher might not necessarily make her bend her knees. He had also seen too many imperial and noble families being callous and unfeeling, taking it for granted. He had never thought their Crown Princess would be so deeply loyal, so resolute and determined.

After a long while, he said with mixed emotions, “Your Highness, why go to such lengths?”

“I think it’s worth it, so it’s worth it.”

“That fellow really… must have practiced Buddhist vegetarianism for ten lifetimes to earn meeting you in this life.”

“Don’t tell him about this,” Tie Ci said. “How do you know I didn’t practice Buddhist vegetarianism for ten lifetimes to meet him?”

Feng Huan said nothing, only silently following behind her, helping her clear the weeds and broken stones from the ground.

He suddenly rubbed his arms, “Why is it so cold?”

Looking up again, he saw snowflakes drifting down from the sky.

Feng Huan rubbed his eyes, then rubbed them again.

What kind of joke was this?

This was Yannan, with hot climate and no snow year-round, let alone now in late April deep spring. Weather where wearing thin shirts made you sweat.

He looked at the patch of snowy sky overhead and the still brilliant sunset glow not far away, watched the wind and snow follow Tie Ci, saw Tie Ci’s thin figure kneeling step by step in the wind and snow, and after a moment of amazement said, “What’s this for? Setting the mood?”

Soon he was certain it really was for setting the mood.

After the cold snow, the ground froze over, and the ice formed precisely on Tie Ci’s path to the cemetery. This made each of Tie Ci’s steps kneel on ice shards. Soon her knees were covered with bloodstains, and light red ice fragments fell rustling when she stood up.

Then came a thunderous sound. The sky was suddenly covered by a sheet of yellow, moving like thin clouds. It quickly approached, with wind howling from all sides and trees swaying. Feng Huan felt yellow shadows crashing down on his head, with crackling sounds as small things continuously struck his face, making his skin sting. He touched his hand to his face and felt sand.

This sandstorm quickly swept away the ice and cold, but grew stronger and stronger, rushing straight at Tie Ci’s back, blowing her long hair into chaos and covering her head with sand. Feng Huan watched helplessly as the yellow sand in the wind suddenly gathered like a pestle and heavily pounded Tie Ci’s back.

He cried out in alarm, but saw Tie Ci’s body lower, actually using the force of the sandstorm’s pounding to slide-kneel on the icy road, sliding a full three zhang before stopping, saving herself a stretch of kowtowing.

Feng Huan wanted to laugh but felt heartbroken. He covered his face with his sleeve waiting for the wind to pass. The next moment he suddenly felt scorching heat. Opening his eyes again, he saw the icy road had suddenly melted into water, while the wild grass on both sides had caught fire.

Tie Ci knelt and kowtowed in the water like this, splashing when she knelt down, sparks igniting her clothes and hair when she stood up.

If she moved slower, a wild thunder would strike down from the sky, creating a flash of lightning in the puddle, chasing after Tie Ci’s figure.

Her pants were clotted with blood, frozen with ice, soaked with water, hanging heavily in the shape of knees. Her burned hair and clothes fell piece by piece, turning to ash on the road. The road was full of holes—marks left by kneeling knees. In the holes, ice had shattered and was stained with faint pink.

The next stretch of road suddenly changed from earth to swamp. When Tie Ci knelt down, she sank with a squelch, her whole body buried to the waist, then struggled with great difficulty to pull herself out, her entire body already beyond recognition.

At some point, many people and beasts had gathered on the terraced fields above and below, silently watching Tie Ci on this short stretch of road.

Feng Huan no longer had the courage to follow, even feeling grateful that Tie Ci hadn’t let him do the kowtowing instead. On such a road, he probably wouldn’t survive half a zhang.

He looked up at the sky in confusion, not understanding where these strange phenomena came from. Could it really be because Tie Ci had hurt A’Chong?

He shivered.

After experiencing wind blades, frost swords, rain, snow, ice and fire, the cemetery was finally in sight.

There, large archways were woven from vines, covered with various flowers that bloomed in all seasons. If you didn’t look carefully, you’d think it was some recreational park.

The Mo tribe’s burial ground was very simple. Though called a burial ground or cemetery, it was just a marked-off piece of flat land. Their tombs were square-shaped, and next to the square tombs there were often smaller squares. The stone slabs of the smaller squares had no words, only carved animal images—some snakes, some scorpions, some spiders, some centipedes, and some strange shapes, but most should be venomous creatures.

Only now did Feng Huan understand why he and A’Ji had pig dragons occupying their bed when they slept. It turned out venomous pets ate and were buried with their masters, holding higher status than him, a Brother Jin who couldn’t even enter the ancestral tomb.

He had also just figured out that in Mo tribe customs, Brother Jin didn’t mean husband, but referred to a bed partner who could sleep and separate at any time, slightly better than ordinary people.

Tie Ci was very thorough in her work. Before kowtowing, she would sweep the graves, not only kowtowing to the tombs but also offering tributes to the buried venomous pets—bird eggs before snake graves, insects before spider, centipede and scorpion graves. Feng Huan could only bitterly dig for insects, sending them nest by nest for additional meals.

But no matter what Tie Ci did, she always carried A’Chong with her. Feng Huan glanced at the still-unconscious A’Chong and said with lingering fear, “Your Highness, that strike you made earlier was really too fast and vicious. Didn’t you think about what would happen if you enraged them…”

“The fact that they let me charge in here carrying A’Chong shows they really do care about A’Chong’s safety. Besides, I didn’t leave myself without an escape route.” Tie Ci pulled the severed finger from her chest and tossed it to Feng Huan.

Feng Huan was so startled he shuddered and didn’t dare catch it. The severed finger, sticky with bright red, fell onto his clothes. He hastily shook his garments, “Just talk when you talk, don’t throw such terrifying things around without warning… Eh?”

He picked up the severed finger, looked at it again and again, then slowly turned his gaze to Tie Ci, “Huh?”

“Not bad, right?” Tie Ci said, “You can even lick it.”

Feng Huan actually did lick it and said, “Honey?”

As moonlight rose, the “severed finger” in his hand still had a bright luster, completely unlike the gray, lifeless appearance of something separated from a human body.

“It’s a prop. Someone gave it to me, didn’t expect it would come in handy. The craftsmanship is exquisite, isn’t it?”

“More than exquisite, it’s completely realistic. At the time my breathing stopped. But wait, that blood…”

Tie Ci spread her palm, revealing fresh blood.

“That blood was mine.”

Feng Huan stared blankly for a long moment, then jumped up and said, “Brilliant!”

Chapter 372: Rage
That strike had cut across Tie Ci’s palm while simultaneously throwing out the severed finger and knocking out A’Chong. Because the action was so fast and sudden, even that god-like person in blue hadn’t been able to detect it.

This was also because the Crown Princess acted decisively enough—any hesitation would have aroused suspicion.

No wonder the Crown Princess had insisted on restraining A’Chong and picking up the “severed finger.”

Feng Huan then realized with amazement, “But you didn’t harm A’Chong at all! Then why still kneel and apologize!”

“I can’t let them think I didn’t harm A’Chong, because I needed them to be certain that I really dared to kill A’Chong in mutual destruction,” Tie Ci said. “What’s a few kowtows?”

Feng Huan was stunned for a long moment, feeling speechless.

He stood behind Tie Ci and silently bowed to her with cupped hands.

But Tie Ci was listening to the movements in the darkness. As she offered tributes to those venomous creatures, the fine rustling sounds in the darkness gradually disappeared.

She repeated the kneeling motions, with Feng Huan following behind her, giving her timely support when her movements became increasingly stiff. He didn’t forget to comment that these venomous pets were ugly, so their masters must be ugly too. Listening to his chatter, Tie Ci felt he had made quite a bit of progress these past days, even learning to be considerate, so she asked, “What’s going on between you and A’Ji? Really… hmm?” She made a gesture with her fingers.

Feng Huan was stunned for a moment, then after a while his eyes lit up as he said, “Your Highness even knows about this! Just as my father said…” He suddenly became alarmed, coughed once and quickly shut his mouth.

Tie Ci chuckled.

How those dukes, marquises, nobles, and ministers from the Xiao and Rong factions talked about her behind her back—she didn’t need to guess.

The Crown Princess appears righteous on the surface but acts lewdly in private.

The Crown Princess is skilled at buying people’s hearts, but actually has deep schemes.

As if they themselves were so upright and honorable.

Tie Ci mused thoughtfully, “If you and A’Ji really get married, are you planning to stay here? I’ll need to prepare a gift…”

“Bah, who’s marrying her? Who wants to be with her? Stay here? How is that possible? A village girl from the mountains who plays with poisonous snakes—is she worthy of me!” Feng Huan cursed behind her with great momentum.

“That’s up to you then,” Tie Ci paused. “Just keep your word.”

She stopped before the last grave. The tomb looked no different from ordinary ones, but there was no burial mound for venomous creatures, and its location was the most remote. If Tie Ci hadn’t been thorough and insisted on pushing aside a thicket of thorns, it would have been impossible to discover.

Feng Huan said, “This location suggests it’s probably an ownerless solitary grave, not a Mo tribe ancestor. We don’t need to worship this one.”

Tie Ci glanced at the ground before the grave and still respectfully kowtowed.

After three loud kowtows, she spat out a mouthful of blood and collapsed sideways.

Feng Huan was greatly alarmed and rushed forward to help her, “Your Highness, Your Highness!”

But Tie Ci quickly opened her eyes, lying there and stopping him, saying softly, “Don’t move me, I’m dizzy. Let me stay dizzy for a while.”

Feng Huan stared at her with wide eyes, “Your Highness, you get dizzy too? Aren’t you omnipotent, able to ascend to heaven and descend to earth…”

Tie Ci just wanted to give him an eye roll.

She had been poisoned by toxic gases since entering the stronghold. Although she had taken her master’s antidote pills and half the antidote A’Kou gave her, it was still causing depletion. Not to mention later using teleportation abilities extensively in a short time.

Rong Pu had repeatedly warned that as her innate abilities awakened, the reverse flow in her meridians became more severe. He feared it would lead to irreversible disaster in the future and told her to avoid using her innate abilities as much as possible. Even if she used them, she should try not to use teleportation, which caused the greatest depletion. But today she had not only used it, but also frequently quick-teleported with two people, causing tremendous depletion.

Her whole body felt weak, but her chest surged with blood and qi, making her head buzz. When her true qi reached her dantian, it couldn’t circulate. She thought drowsily, what was this irreversible disaster? Was it qi deviation? Or meridians shattering inch by inch…

Something suddenly cool touched her lips, and something fell into her mouth. Tie Ci wanted to spit it out but it was too late. Feng Huan beside her said in alarm, “Your Highness, your blood seems to have melted a stalk of grass, and something fell into your mouth. Are you alright?”

Tie Ci assessed her condition. At this moment her chest was burning like fire, feeling stuffy and nauseous—it really couldn’t get worse, so she simply set it aside and ignored it, only turning her head to see what grass it was. But with this turn of her head, she saw that under the weeds before the grave, there was still a stone slab. She struggled to get up, pulled out the weeds, wiped the stone slab clean, and only then saw carved on it two men—one practicing sword, one playing flute. The sword practitioner was just a back view, but the back looked extremely capable and graceful with beautiful lines. The other wore dark robes and thin shirt, holding his flute elegantly with a gentle smile—it was the blue-clothed Uncle’s appearance, only younger.

The face was very similar, but the expression was completely different. Though the current lips might also hold a smile, that smile was cold, faint, empty—having the form but not the spirit. Beautiful, yes, but lacking warmth.

The scene of two people practicing sword and playing flute was common, but this carving was skillfully done. With just a few strokes, it depicted the atmosphere of intimate understanding between the two—floating clouds stretching afar, rows of pines like jade, music stopping the clouds, sword shadows like rainbows.

A very beautiful scene.

Then buried deep in Li Mountain before an unmarked, unnamed solitary grave.

Tie Ci felt an inexplicable surge of mournful qi, murmuring, “Ten years of life and death, two vast uncertainties. Without thinking, hard to forget. A thousand li of solitary grave, nowhere to speak of desolation. Even if we met, you probably wouldn’t recognize me—dust covering my face, temples like frost.”

Suddenly she turned back and saw under the flower-shaped archway of the cemetery, in that patch of seemingly frozen darkness, a tall figure had suddenly appeared.

That figure stood there quietly, as if he had stood there for a lifetime.

Meeting Tie Ci’s gaze, he walked over, carrying a solitary lamp that flickered and swayed. The weak light could only illuminate the small area under his feet. The gnarled branches in this dark cemetery seemed to instantly come alive, writhing and connecting on the ground. Night owls cackled eerily, flying arrogantly overhead.

Feng Huan shrank behind Tie Ci, but behind Tie Ci was a grave, so he kept turning back to look at the grave, afraid a hand might suddenly reach out from inside for atmosphere.

The person in blue approached carrying the lamp, hung it on a tree branch extending from the grave, lifted his robes and sat beside her, continuing, “In night dreams I suddenly return home, by the small window, she’s arranging her hair. Looking at each other wordlessly, only a thousand lines of tears. I expect year after year at the heartbreaking place, on moonlit nights, by the short pine hill.”

Tie Ci wasn’t surprised he would continue with the second half. This “River Town Song” was originally one of the classic elegiac poems that had been passed down for hundreds of years. Legend said it was first composed by a queen of some dynasty and country to commemorate her royal consort who had preceded her in death, on one of his death anniversaries.

According to the queen herself, this wasn’t her work—she hated writing poetry most. The poem was written by someone surnamed Su, but everyone searched the entire continent at the time and found no literary master surnamed Su who could write such tender and deeply emotional elegiac verse. This became an eternal mystery.

After all, everyone knew that queen was indeed unlearned and incompetent.

But Tie Ci knew more. Her master said the poem indeed wasn’t written by the queen, but was a famous work by a great poet from her hometown, which showed that queen was also from her hometown. At the time, her master had clicked her tongue in admiration, saying how when others crossed over they got complete sets of emperors, generals, ministers and nobles, and even married into complete sets of emperors, generals, ministers and nobles. How come when it got to her, she got no benefits at all, just suffering and carrying missions…

Tie Ci had heard but not understood. She was still young then, only moved by the legend of the queen and royal consort, and saddened for the legendary genius national teacher who didn’t live long. It was said he could control ice and snow, but due to hereditary family conditions had a short lifespan—truly heaven being jealous of talent and deep affection.

At this moment, sitting before this solitary grave, she had spoken from the heart, not expecting to resonate with the person in blue.

The person in blue sat beside her, his gaze falling on the grave front where the grass had been completely cleared. He said nothing, extending his hand to beckon to the wind.

There came the sound of beating wings in the air. Two birds with red beaks and yellow feathers slowly flew over, carrying a tray on their backs with a wine pot and cups.

The two birds landed, and the person in blue took down the tray. His fingers were long and snow-white, making the light pink orchid mantis ring very conspicuous.

The wine pot’s lid handle was centipede-shaped, with a long lid handle extending all the way into the wine pot. But when the person in blue went to open the lid, Tie Ci saw with her own eyes that the handle moved.

It was alive. Its lower half had been soaking in the wine all along.

The person in blue poured her a cup of wine. Tie Ci thanked him and took it, drinking it all in one gulp without hesitation.

Anyway, if he wanted to kill her, he had plenty of methods and wouldn’t need to go to the trouble of poisoning wine.

She asked, “May I ask your name, senior?”

“You may call me Duanmu or Sanlang.”

“May I ask Senior Duanmu, how is my friend?”

“The toxins in his body are complex. I’ve ensured he won’t be in mortal danger. The rest needs time to slowly resolve. I’ve given him the method—whether he can solve it depends on his own ability.” Duanmu paused, then added, “Actually, I already gave you the solution, but you messed it up yourself.”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow, “Senior Duanmu’s way of doing things seems to always avoid giving people a clean resolution.”

Duanmu said indifferently, “That’s probably because this world also never gives me clean resolutions.”

Tie Ci said nothing more. She believed that as long as Murong Yi could wake up, he would definitely be able to handle what came after.

She felt a bit thirsty, so she pulled the wine pot over and poured herself another cup, acting as if she completely didn’t see the centipede trying hard to probe its body into the wine.

Duanmu watched her, a hint of interest flashing in his eyes.

Tie Ci said, “Since my friend’s poison is no longer an issue, let me negotiate a new deal with you, senior.”

Duanmu slowly drank his wine, gazing at the solitary grave ahead, “Is it necessary?”

This person seemed very indifferent to joy, anger, sorrow and happiness, with a kind of world-weary fatigue. Even these words full of disdain came without any earthly fire.

“Then please tell me, senior, what would make you willing to negotiate with me?”

Tie Ci seemed to casually shift her body, revealing A’Chong’s sleeve behind her, still stained with dark bloodstains.

Duanmu glanced at it and said casually, “Make the severed finger return to normal, and I’ll negotiate with you.”

Severed limbs cannot regenerate—this was the firmest refusal.

Feng Huan, hiding to the side, smiled.

He couldn’t help thinking, the Crown Princess is so clever.

So she was waiting here all along.

He secretly poked Tie Ci’s back, whispering, “Your Highness, tell him to forget the last condition.”

He thought Tie Ci’s deal must be about this—surely she wouldn’t really go through with trading life for life.

Tie Ci also smiled, shifted her body, and raised A’Chong’s completely intact hand.

Duanmu was stunned.

He carefully examined A’Chong’s hand for a while, his gaze falling on Tie Ci’s palm. Only then did Tie Ci let him see the deep wound in her palm.

Tie Ci stared at him, feeling his expression suddenly become distant, as if through her wound, he was looking into the distant past.

Some similar memories made his eyes burn intensely, yet instantly extinguish.

His gaze fell on the solitary grave, gently stroking the cold earth of the grave mound, “Speak.”

“I want to gain your assistance and that of the Mo tribe to help me stabilize Yannan.”

Feng Huan was stunned.

“This is called demands, not negotiation.” Duanmu smiled slightly, raised his hand, and the two birds flew over to take the tray. Duanmu also stood up.

Tie Ci said behind him, “I’ll help you find the person in your heart.”

The person in blue turned around abruptly.

No one could see his movement, only feeling a roaring wind. The next instant, Tie Ci’s entire body flew up, her back heavily crashing into the earth wall of the cemetery. With a thunderous crash, the earth wall collapsed into a pile of scattered soil.

Everything happened so suddenly that Feng Huan only let out a sharp scream after a long moment, not caring about anything else as he ran toward the earth wall.

He knelt by the pile of earth, trembling all over, tears streaming down his face, desperately reaching out to dig through the pile of soil, “Your Highness! Your Highness!”

But this wasn’t the end. The ground was still shaking, countless fragments of earth scattered, and holes appeared in the ground as if many things were about to burst from the earth. Feng Huan saw with his own eyes a tree root nearby suddenly swell and thicken, like a giant python, stabbing lightning-fast into the pile of earth.

Feng Huan frantically increased his speed, trying to dig Tie Ci out from under the pile of earth. In this terrifying, desperate moment, from the corner of his eye he caught sight of the cemetery and was horrified to discover that many graves had exploded, except for the last solitary grave from before, which remained completely intact amid the earth-shaking tremors.

But soon he couldn’t spare attention for anything else. Several pale tree roots had already stabbed into the pile of earth. Feng Huan closed his eyes, not daring to watch the next scene of blood and gore exploding.

Suddenly everything around him became quiet, the tremors stopped. Feng Huan opened his eyes and saw a black shadow sweep over like wind. Still in mid-air, cold light flashed at his waist as he struck directly at that solitary grave!

Earth and sand flew, and half the grave mound disappeared in an instant.

The person in blue turned around sharply!

The next instant the ground churned, exploding with countless venomous insects and scorpions. Those thick, pale tree roots swished out from the pile of earth and lashed toward that tall, agile black shadow instead.

Lightning flashed, wild thunder poured down, as if heaven itself had been truly enraged.

Feng Huan recognized it was Murong Yi and stared in amazement.

From this Duanmu fellow’s tone, this person had just passed through life-and-death crisis, with poison still not completely cleared—how had he run out? And upon arriving, he did nothing else but went to dig up graves first?

Lightning like white pillars rolled and stabbed toward Murong Yi.

He flicked his hand and threw out a cold gleam.

The metal object immediately drew the lightning away. With a tremendous crash, the ground instantly split open in a great crack.

With a clang, the sword stuck in the ground, lightning following the crack and continuing forward, reaching the solitary grave in an instant. Half the grave mound immediately collapsed.

A wild wind rose, rolling with ice and snow howling as it struck. Murong Yi was swept from the grave mound like a broken butterfly, then with another thunderous crash also smashed into the pile of earth.

He spat out a mouthful of fresh blood.

Feng Huan had just dug Tie Ci out when heaven dropped Murong Yi on them, and he was knocked rolling away.

Murong Yi hit the ground but didn’t lose consciousness. He immediately pulled Tie Ci from the pile of earth and patted her chest, shaking out the mud that had blocked her mouth and nose.

At this time, venomous creatures were crawling everywhere around them, but for some reason, none of the venomous creatures bit them.

But just because the venomous creatures didn’t attack didn’t mean there was no crisis. From heaven to earth, the tremors continued, and the person in blue’s endless methods still awaited them.

Murong Yi and Tie Ci had never in their lives encountered such a powerful opponent, and it seemed each time was stronger than the last. The Three Madmen and Five Emperors they’d encountered before weren’t even worthy of being lackeys compared to him.

Was this the legendary strongest combat power among the Three Madmen and Five Emperors?

No, what was strong about him wasn’t just combat power…

The wind grew more urgent, lightning writhed like golden snakes in the clouds, thunder rumbled dully approaching from the horizon, temperature was dropping rapidly. In just a few breaths, both of them were covered with a layer of frost.

A cough—Tie Ci woke up.

As soon as she awakened, she felt killing intent from all directions and immediately shouted, “I swear by the national fortune of my Tie imperial dynasty—the person you’re looking for really isn’t dead! If I speak falsely, may the Tie imperial clan end with me!”

The wind fell silent.

After a long moment, the wind gradually weakened, thunder gradually faded, lightning disappeared, tree roots withdrew, venomous creatures burrowed back underground, and all around returned to calm. However, the completely devastated cemetery obviously couldn’t be restored.

The frost didn’t immediately melt either. The two were soaking in the cold mud. Tie Ci shivered slightly, and Murong Yi pulled her into his embrace.

The person in blue still stood far away. The solitary grave he cared about had been split by Murong Yi’s strike, yet he seemed to be afraid of something and wouldn’t approach.

Feng Huan tremblingly took a cautious look and discovered that grave was indeed empty.

Since it was empty, naturally no corpse was found, so there was still hope of survival. Why was this Duanmu so adamant that the person was dead, to the point that when Tie Ci proposed to help him find this person, he considered it mockery and rarely struck out in fury?

After a long while, the person in blue took down his lamp from the tree—after all this upheaval, that lamp was amazingly still lit.

He regained his composure, beckoned with his hand, and A’Chong returned to his grasp. His great sleeves fluttering, he carried the lamp and once again disappeared into the darkness.

A cacophony of sounds arose in the cemetery. Looking carefully, it was actually some large scorpions, centipedes, venomous snakes and such, busily moving earth and piling soil, rebuilding their old ancestors’ graves.

Seeing how practiced their movements were, they probably did this kind of work quite often.

Murong Yi and Tie Ci supported each other as they stood up, both covered in blood and earth, yet they smiled at each other.

Feng Huan lay on the ground looking up at them, inexplicably feeling those smiles shine brilliantly.

People who could immediately smile after such a brutal encounter—they were truly strong, weren’t they?

Lovers who could unhesitatingly throw away their lives for each other at any time—they were truly in love, weren’t they?

That smile, as if their eyes held only each other, fearing nothing even of heaven and earth.

He felt moved, then watched as that pair of strong, fearless, faithful lovers, indeed with eyes only for each other, supported each other and walked away.

Forgetting all about him…

Chapter 373: The Three Madmen and Five Emperors
Feng Huan wailed and cried, crawled up wiping his tears, wanted to follow them, but felt it somehow wasn’t appropriate. Turning his head, he saw A’Ji hurrying over. Seeing the devastation in the cemetery, her face immediately changed.

She shuttled between the grave mounds, kicking away the scorpions and spiders, shouting, “Sausage Brother! Sausage Brother!”

Feng Huan crawled up covered in dirt and dust, angrily saying, “I told you my surname is Feng! I’m a marquis family’s son! I’m not called Sausage!”

Seeing him, A’Ji laughed. Two pig dragons squatted dog-like beside her. She patted one’s head, saying, “Go help Sausage Brother up. Look, he can’t even walk properly.”

Feng Huan screamed, “No no no, I can walk! I don’t want to ride a pig dragon—”

The two people supporting each other ahead both smiled.

The two of them simply returned to the wooden tower where Murong Yi had been treated. The empty room had all its bedding smashed out by Duanmu, leaving only a painting desk. Many paintings hung on the four walls, also unbroken, showing that Duanmu really loved painting. Murong Yi said, “Did you see these ghostly scribbles he painted? He said to look at the paintings if I wanted to detoxify, but I think compared to looking at these paintings, it’s better not to detoxify at all.”

Tie Ci looked back and her eyes were assaulted. She felt that looking at such paintings too much might make the poison activate early.

Murong Yi had originally slept on the ground. When Duanmu left, he threw the things from the painting desk to the floor and slept on the desk. But now he was unwilling to let Tie Ci sleep on the ice-cold, hard painting desk, so he went out for a while. After a moment, he not only brought back quilts, but also some medicines, fruits, and dried meat.

Tie Ci was somewhat surprised. The people in this stronghold all seemed influenced by Duanmu—appearing innocent but actually cruel and indifferent. When had they become so kind-hearted?

Could it be that someone was using his face to open doors?

Her glance had just shifted over when Murong Yi knew what she was thinking. Smiling and shaking his head, he lifted the cloth on his face to show her a little, then quickly covered it again, saying, “It’s better not to affect my beauty in your heart.”

Tie Ci had been looking for who knows how long and never cared. Smiling, she said, “The Love-Union Butterfly making you ugly only proves your incomparably perfect, peerless beauty?”

Murong Yi scoffed and wanted to help her treat her wounds, but was pushed away by Tie Ci, “Your poison reportedly isn’t completely cleared yet. Stay away from me, don’t transmit it to me.”

Murong Yi looked at her. Tie Ci’s wounds, large and small, were really too numerous—arrow grazes, glass shard punctures, and even more from frostbite, burns, impact injuries…

Not letting him approach was just because she didn’t want him to see how arduously and extraordinarily she had struggled for him.

He didn’t insist, turning his back to let Tie Ci handle it herself. Tie Ci used up an entire bottle of wound medicine before simply treating those injuries. Not hearing Murong Yi’s voice, she turned back to see him supporting his forehead with his hand, long eyelashes casting thin shadows under his eyes, looking as if he had fallen asleep.

But he wouldn’t sleep at such a time. Tie Ci checked his pulse and sighed.

Indeed, the poison was not yet cleared. Forcing himself out to dig someone’s grave and help her block Duanmu’s angry strike—how could he be well?

Since that was the case, better not get too close for now. Wait until he was completely recovered.

She wrapped Murong Yi well in a cotton quilt, only then having time to look at the paintings on the four walls.

She had expected to see some masterful brush work, but unexpectedly saw a soul artist instead.

The bold use of color and abstract brushwork in the paintings could be called supernatural craftsmanship, so much so that after looking for a long time, her gaze remained confused.

Suddenly Duanmu’s voice came from outside, “Do you understand what you’re seeing?”

Tie Ci stared at the first painting, puzzled, “Is it depicting opera singing?”

Outside the wooden tower, silence fell for a while. After a moment, Duanmu said, “It’s escape!”

Tie Ci looked more carefully and only then saw this wasn’t opera but battle. The battle seemed to take place in a rather magnificent city, with pavilions and towers everywhere. In the first painting, several barely recognizable human figures were flying in the air. On top of a tall building, someone stood behind some kind of device, apparently watching those people.

For the second painting, Tie Ci said, “It’s at sea!”

Duanmu made a satisfied “Hmm” sound.

“Are they fishing at sea? Is that big chunk a shark? Doesn’t really look like one—sharks don’t have such square heads.”

Duanmu’s voice sounded somewhat gloomy, “That’s a strange ship! It rammed and broke their ship!”

Tie Ci made an “Oh” sound, only then understanding.

This painting changed scenes to nighttime. On the great sea, thick clouds covered the sky. From beneath the layers of clouds, a bolt of lightning extended, electric light flashing at a man’s fingertips. The man stood on a ship with a woman on each side. Behind the three, waves rose several zhang high. At the crest of the giant waves, a ship of strange design appeared ghost-like, ramming crosswise into the man’s ship.

All around, ice and snow burst forth, fierce fire crisscrossed, and strange phenomena arose on the ink-colored sea.

After looking at two paintings and understanding Duanmu’s peculiar painting style, she could actually understand the later paintings. The next one changed scenery again—on golden yellow desert, someone was wrapped in a tornado, fleeing in panic. Not far behind him, on the flat fine sand, a vehicle with a flat bottom and strange appearance was chasing him. Long, thin tubes extended from the front of the vehicle, and above it a lid was open with a person leaning out half their body, placing a strange two-holed object before their eyes.

The next one showed a black-robed elder standing on a withered tree, seeming to want to open a black bag in his hands, but thick rolling smoke was spouting from the mountain forest around him. The elder’s expression was violent yet tears streamed down his face.

Tie Ci stared at these paintings. The more she looked, the colder her whole body became, with endless chill rising from her heart, her entire back numb.

The next one showed steps towering into the clouds. On the steps, a man and woman were about to kick open palace gates, but behind them a brilliant large flower was blooming.

The next showed a deep mansion compound. The wall of a grand hall had a huge hole, half collapsed. Countless people were running about in panic. A man was being carried out on a rattan stretcher, his lower body bloody, still clutching a medicine box in his hands.

The next showed a person walking in the wilderness. High above in the clouds overhead, something vaguely extended a line. A black object was falling from the heights.

The last one showed orderly streets extending endlessly. A ray of light flew from one end of the street to the other.

Besides this, in this image there were no people or any other scenes—just this ray of light, sharp and straight, crossing vast distances, carrying infinite killing intent. Though its destination was unknown, it inspired terror.

This was also the best painted, clearest, and most detailed image.

Tie Ci stared at that ray of light. So far, so far—this light crossing such a long distance, where was it going?

She didn’t know why, but though she had clearly never seen any of the strange things in these pictures, she felt tremendous fear rising in her heart, like seeing some of fate’s most terrible prophecies written on old paper—once opened, earth-shattering.

Duanmu said from outside, “You have Chi Fengqi’s internal energy. You’ve at least met the Guihai couple. Do you see the second painting? Can you recognize them?”

Tie Ci thought to herself, with your painting skills, even if the Guihai couple stood right there for comparison, they couldn’t be recognized.

She was silent for a while, then said, “Are these… the Three Madmen and Five Emperors?”

Outside, Duanmu was silent for a moment, then smiled gently but coldly, “That title sounds so strange to hear now.”

“These are them… at the moment of attack?”

Another silence, then Duanmu said, “Yes. The fate of these eight people within just a few days.”

“Guihai Sheng and his wife and Xuan Qiong were knocked into the sea by a strange ship; Chen Tuntian was pursued in the desert; Poison Madman’s poison was useless, and he was instead made to cry by smoke; Medical Madman had his legs broken… As for the others, I can’t distinguish them clearly.”

Duanmu slowly said, “The one walking in the wilderness is me. The other three…” He paused before saying, “That man and woman were fellow disciples, brother and sister, who died under a strange and powerful weapon. One explosive sound, a giant flower bloomed, and they were blown to pieces. As for the last image… that ray of light, I saw with my own eyes how it suddenly appeared, instantly crossing several li, shooting into… his back.” His voice suddenly lowered, “If only I had met you earlier… if only I had met you earlier…”

These words sounded ambiguous, but Tie Ci immediately understood his meaning. He meant if he had met her earlier and copied the teleportation technique, he might have been able to catch up to that ray of light and save his good friend.

But Tie Ci knew this was impossible.

Her teleportation also couldn’t cross such vast distances like that ray of light.

She had personally experienced the combat power of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors. When she encountered them, they had all been in retirement for years with old injuries, not in their prime. Even so, she was no match for the Guihai couple and struggled greatly to defeat Chen Tuntian.

Yet someone or some group, using extremely powerful and terrifying weapons, had within just a few days either killed or wounded the Three Madmen and Five Emperors in their prime, forcing them to retreat and rarely dare step out of their lairs.

How could such people exist in the world?

And where did these things that had never appeared in the world come from?

Some could even fly in the sky?

“What was that thing you saw in the clouds in the wilderness?”

“I don’t know. But I can confirm it definitely wasn’t a bird. It was much larger than birds, could carry people, and would drop huge eggs. Those eggs could blast a big crater when they hit the ground, much more powerful than our gunpowder bombs. I had just acquired an invisibility ability then, but this flying monster could actually see through my invisibility. So I was also injured then, saved by the previous Mo tribe chief, which is why I stayed and became everyone’s Uncle.”

Tie Ci drew a breath.

“I personally experienced the terror of those weapons, saw with my own eyes that light shoot into his back, saw him fall from the greatest height, bleeding out completely.” Duanmu said calmly, “Now you tell me he’s not dead—how can you make me believe you? If he’s not dead, why hasn’t he come to find me? Where has he been all these years? And who could have saved him in that situation?”

Countless thoughts flowed through Tie Ci’s mind, but she finally gave up asking Duanmu for the other person’s name.

Though Duanmu’s tone was bland, his emotions were very unstable. If she wasn’t even certain of the other person’s name, it would sound like she was toying with him again to Duanmu’s ears. Once enraged, she and Murong Yi would never be able to withstand it again this time.

She only said, “I can’t answer your question now, but as long as you help me, I will definitely give you an answer when I return.”

She said, “Since you’ve accepted even the worst outcome, since in your heart you’ve actually been waiting for him all along, having waited all these years, do you care about waiting a few more months?”

Silence outside, then after a long while Duanmu said quietly, “The Mo tribe made an agreement with humans. Your request is asking us to break our oath. So we can help you, but even if we find him in the future, the life-for-life promise you made still cannot be canceled.”

Tie Ci thought to herself, as expected.

The Mo tribe should originally be her enemy, which was why her plea for help was so difficult.

She said, “What I promise, my word is as good as gold.”

It wasn’t that she didn’t value her life, but the former could still be worked around, while Yannan was clearly more difficult and powerful than she had imagined. If she couldn’t take Yannan at the fastest speed, it would inevitably become a tumor for Great Qian, possibly even more destructive than Liaodong. After all, Liaodong was too far from Great Qian’s heartland, but Yannan could go upstream and reach the capital in seven days of forced march.

Moreover, poison was too broadly and extensively destructive.

The Mo tribe must be used by her to avoid being used by others.

Duanmu was quiet for a while, then said, “One last question.”

“Please ask.”

“That grave doesn’t even have a tombstone. How did you know who I was commemorating? And how did you know I… cared deeply about him?”

Tie Ci walked to the window. She couldn’t see Duanmu’s face clearly, only seeing that solitary lamp with its pale blue light outlining his tall, thin shadow on the silver-spilled ground.

It made one feel inexplicably desolate.

She sighed softly, “Because of dogs.”

Duanmu looked up at her in amazement.

“There are no dogs in the stronghold. You dislike dogs very much. Why do you dislike them?”

Duanmu was silent.

Tie Ci also said nothing.

It was because someone he cared deeply about had been injured by canine teeth and deeply harmed by them.

Because of such harm, he never again allowed dogs to appear in his sight—such isolated and deep caring.

Outside, Duanmu didn’t ask further, saying, “You leave tomorrow. For what needs to be done, give your instructions to A’Ji.”

Tie Ci leaned against the window, “You must continue treating my friend’s poison.”

Duanmu turned his back to her, raising his hand. The orchid mantis on his finger also raised its front limbs, “Just follow the doctor’s orders.”

He disappeared into the depths of darkness, his back forlorn.

Tie Ci listened in bewilderment. What doctor’s orders? Murong Yi said the only medical instruction was to look at paintings.

She could only leave a note, writing “Look at the paintings well” for Murong Yi. Seeing he was still deep in sleep, presumably under the effect of medicine, she didn’t wake him and quietly went downstairs.

She also didn’t plan to take Feng Huan. Anyway, A’Ji wouldn’t let him suffer losses, and staying here would also help protect Murong Yi.

Walking through the dark fields, a snake approached by the roadside, with something root-like on its head.

Tie Ci took it, patted the snake’s head. The snake flicked its tongue and swam back into the grass, disappearing.

Tie Ci casually threw the root into her mouth and chewed. The taste wasn’t bad, quite sweet and refreshing.

After eating, most of the dull aches and fatigue throughout her body also disappeared.

She continued forward, encountering an owl carrying flowers, mice bringing fruit, centipedes coiled head-to-tail around grass leaves… Tie Ci collected as she walked, while the wooden towers around remained silent.

Following the terraced fields upward to the peak forest entrance, A’Kou was still waiting for her with the boat. Seeing her, he adjusted his glasses and smiled shyly, “Uncle asked me to send you out.”

This time the small boat turned and twisted through the peak forest without encountering any obstacles. On tree houses outside the peak forest, young men and women leaned down curiously to look at her.

This was the first person to successfully seek medical treatment at the stronghold.

Before the stone wall ahead, Tie Ci handed A’Kou a letter, saying, “Everything I need the Mo tribe to help me with is written here. Remember to remind your Uncle to keep his promise.”

But A’Kou handed the letter to a youth who had followed, saying, “Give it to A’Ji.” He smiled at Tie Ci and picked up his bundle, “When you’re in Yannan, Uncle wants me to follow you.”

This was naturally perfect. Tie Ci gladly agreed.

The giant python moved along the stone wall, which slowly opened. Tie Ci stepped out of the stone wall. The mountain valley before her no longer showed the corpses of poisonous insects covering the mountains and fields. On the open ground by the water pool ahead, people were sleeping scattered about.

But they slept in distinct groups—one side had seven or eight people, the other side only two.

Hearing movement from this direction, people from both sides sat up with a start. One person called out joyfully, “Master!”

But someone on the other side kicked their companion. A slightly rough female voice said impatiently, “What are you kicking for? Can’t even let this old lady sleep peacefully!” She turned and sat up. Seeing only Tie Ci and a young girl come out, her gaze immediately turned cold.

Chapter 374: Leaving the Mountains
At this time, Chi Xue and Dan Shuang had already joyfully rushed forward to greet them. After the poisonous insects retreated, the two had followed the direction of Tie Ci’s disappearance, climbing down the mountain all the way. After entering this valley surrounded on all sides, they couldn’t find an entrance. They had originally planned to search elsewhere, but hearing Murong Yi’s attendants say that based on the traces, the person had disappeared in the valley, they had been guarding outside this door for several days.

The two explained their situation, looked behind Tie Ci, and when Dan Shuang was about to ask something, Chi Xue tugged at her sleeve.

Both their expressions were somewhat unnatural as they looked at Tie Ci’s face, then at Murong Yi’s attendants over there.

Tie Ci could tell at a glance that they had concerns, afraid that if Murong Yi hadn’t been saved, it would provoke these people’s fury, so they didn’t dare ask.

She was about to speak when suddenly the woman who had spoken earlier strode forward. This girl was quite beautiful, except her complexion was extremely pale. A red fruit hung from one earlobe, and only that bright red color made her complexion look somewhat better.

She looked Tie Ci up and down, casually cupped her hands in salute, and said, “So this is Your Highness the Crown Princess? I’m Chazi, an attendant under the Young Master. May I ask where my Young Master is?”

Tie Ci said, “The Young Master’s poison injuries have not yet healed. I left him in the stronghold to recuperate first.”

Chazi grinned and said, “How strange. I’ve also dealt with the master of this place before—extremely stubborn and mysterious. Moreover, the entire tribe has sworn oaths not to involve themselves in worldly disputes and not to save those outside their tribe. I didn’t expect Your Highness to have such divine powers—not only smoothly entering, but also smoothly getting them to save someone, and when you wanted to arrange for the Young Master to recuperate there, they just took him in.”

Tie Ci smiled slightly, “Just so, just so.”

Chazi was obviously choked up, stiffened for a moment, then suddenly her face turned cold. No longer speaking sarcastically, she let go and said, “Since Your Highness is so slippery, let’s speak plainly. I’ve been stationed in Yannan for over a year and know something about the Mo tribe. The Mo tribe would never break their oath because of anyone’s power or temptation, and subduing them by force is absolutely impossible. By rights, Your Highness shouldn’t just be unable to get them to save people—even breaking into the Mo tribe stronghold should result in no return. Now Your Highness has come out safely, but my Young Master is nowhere to be seen. Please explain clearly where the Young Master is now!”

Tie Ci said, “Everything I said is true. If you don’t believe it, you can ask A’Kou—she’s from the Mo tribe.”

A’Kou nodded repeatedly, “It’s true! Our Uncle saved someone! You don’t know…”

Her words were interrupted by Chazi waving her hand, irritation showing in her expression, “Don’t mention any Mo tribe Uncle. No one would save people, least of all the Uncle. What Mo tribe person—probably some impostor you found somewhere!”

A’Kou stared in amazement, adjusting her glasses. She didn’t understand why no one believed the truth. Uncle was right—the people outside were indeed too fierce.

“What impostor? I’m A’Kou from the Mo tribe. Uncle wouldn’t save people, but Your Highness…”

She wanted to explain what Tie Ci had done, but couldn’t organize her words for a moment. She wasn’t good with words to begin with, and the accent of people outside the mountains made her uncomfortable. Her hesitation, in the eyes of Chazi and the others, looked like inability to maintain her lie, making their faces even uglier. Chazi impatiently waved her hand again to interrupt her, but addressed Tie Ci, “Your Highness, please provide the method to open the door so we can go in and search for the Young Master!”

This time A’Kou spoke first: “No! Tribal rules don’t allow it!”

“Now you say it’s not allowed.” A man immediately laughed mockingly, “How strange—why didn’t Your Highness need to follow tribal rules? Could it be the Mo tribe belongs to Your Highness?”

Someone said, “Perhaps she has a guilty conscience and doesn’t want us to go in, afraid we’ll discover the Young Master has already met with misfortune!”

“Exactly. Two people went in—how come only one came out? How was Your Highness able to come out safely? She didn’t use our Young Master’s life as collateral, did she?”

Chazi suddenly said coldly, “I’ve heard of one Mo tribe rule.”

Everyone immediately looked at her.

“Save one person, kill one person.”

Everyone’s faces changed, and Tie Ci’s color also changed slightly.

Chazi’s face grew colder as she stared at Tie Ci, “Please explain this to us, Your Highness!”

When Tie Ci agreed to Duanmu’s life-for-life condition, A’Kou wasn’t present, but she knew most of what had happened. Now vaguely understanding what Chazi and the others meant, she hurried to say, “It’s not like that, it was Your Highness…”

Tie Ci stopped her words.

What she had done for Murong Yi, she didn’t want outsiders to know. Because she didn’t want him to know in the end.

She only said, “I made some efforts and made a deal with the Mo tribe, so they were willing to save him. The Young Master is indeed safe and sound. If you don’t believe it, wait here for two more days. In a few more days, he should be able to leave the valley.”

Chazi said, “What about Your Highness—will you wait together?”

Tie Ci shook her head, “I have urgent matters to attend to. I’ll leave first.”

Chazi’s gaze immediately sharpened, “What urgent matters are more important than the Young Master’s safety?”

She suddenly shook her head again, “No, I misspoke. For Your Highness, there must be many things more important than my Young Master, right? The country, the people, power… many things rank before the Young Master, don’t they?”

Tie Ci wanted to say why should I explain to you, but heard Chazi laugh coldly, “How unfair it really is. My Young Master puts everything important after Your Highness—self-destructing the great wall, fires in the rear, the throne in peril—he can ignore and abandon it all. As long as Your Highness gives one command, he probably forgets who he even is.”

She spoke harshly, with people behind her tugging at her clothes, but she slapped their hands away.

Murong Yi’s subordinates all shook their heads. This one was fiery-tempered, even more stubborn than Chief Manager Mu Si beside the Young Master. Chief Manager Mu Si only liked to banter privately with the Young Master, but always gave him face in public. This one never cared about anything.

But this one was also genuinely loyal. When the Young Master said he needed someone to manage Yannan affairs, she volunteered to come to the humid and hot Yannan. Within a year, she had traveled through all of Yannan’s famous mountains and great rivers. Being able to successfully find the road down to this valley bottom was because she was familiar with the local situation.

Tie Ci: “Self-destructing the great wall? Fires in the rear? The throne in peril?”

“The Young Master must have taken the wrong medicine. He suddenly transferred large amounts of silver from his banks to flow into Great Qian, even alarming several of the largest banks in Liaodong. This probably caught the attention of interested parties, and he encountered massive malicious silver exchanges. If he hadn’t withdrawn quickly, most of the Young Master’s foundation would have been destroyed. Even so, he suffered great damage. Moreover, this was done so abruptly without any explanation, causing many old managers to become dissatisfied and resign voluntarily. The Young Master’s enterprises all relied on these old managers’ support for years. Now most of them have left—how long will it take to recover? And how important enterprises are to great causes, the Young Master must know, and surely Your Highness also knows?”

Tie Ci naturally knew, but she was completely unaware of this matter and was momentarily stunned.

“Moreover, this was done too hastily. The malicious exchanges might have also caught the attention of the Great King’s secret guards, or there were other matters. In any case, recently the situation in Ruzhou has been ominous. The Great King has issued three secret orders summoning the Young Master back to Ruzhou, but the Young Master ignores them. It’s said the Great King has sent secret guards and embroidered-robe envoys to follow the Young Master…”

As Chazi spoke, her face suddenly changed, and she glanced at Tie Ci, unwilling to continue. Watching her expression, Tie Ci suddenly had a very vague but terrible thought flash through her mind, but perhaps her subconscious was very resistant to this thought, so it passed in an instant and became elusive.

Chazi said nothing more, bowed to her again, and said suppressing her anger, “After all, we’re just servants, naturally everything is decided by the Young Master. It’s just that the Young Master faces many difficulties now. Please, considering the Young Master’s wholehearted support, tell us the Young Master’s whereabouts soon so we can bring him out early…” As she spoke, she stared at Tie Ci, her face clearly written with “I still very much suspect you traded the Young Master’s life for your own.”

But Tie Ci couldn’t let Chazi enter the stronghold, nor did she want them to disturb Murong Yi’s recovery. He had finally been detoxified, but the residual poison wasn’t cleared. If he was disturbed by external affairs and left hidden dangers, what then? The Liaodong matters were indeed urgent, but she believed that with Murong Yi’s abilities, he must have countermeasures. A few days’ difference shouldn’t matter.

She shook her head and said gently, “Trust your Young Master. Wait a few more days and it will be fine. I have matters to attend to, so I’ll leave first.”

Chazi’s face was about to explode with rage when she moved her finger. The tiger on A’Kou’s shoulder suddenly stuck out its long tongue and slapped it on Chazi’s hand with a smack. A wisp of black smoke dispersed from between Chazi’s fingers, and the tiger jumped over joyfully, opened its big mouth, puffed up its belly, and sucked all the black smoke into its stomach like smoking opium.

After being licked by the tiger, Chazi’s entire body stiffened and couldn’t move, watching helplessly as Tie Ci nodded and smiled at her, then walked past calmly.

Chazi couldn’t move but could still speak. As Tie Ci walked past her, she spat and cursed in a low voice, “How heartless the imperial family is!”

Tie Ci’s steps paused slightly. Dan Shuang’s face flushed with anger as she reached to draw her sword, but Tie Ci pressed her shoulder and firmly yet calmly led her away.

She took the three women and followed the more convenient route A’Kou pointed out, crossing this mountain cliff. Not far ahead was where she had originally camped that night. The burned-out fire and some insect corpses still remained. Chi Xue told her that they had been separated from the Chi Qingbo couple that night and couldn’t find them afterward, while Xiao Xueya and Vice General Zhu had left Li Mountain after the poisonous insects disappeared.

Tie Ci nodded, “I asked them to leave early. There were some matters to handle.”

She turned to look at the vast jungle. Today the jungle was quite quiet—even the monkeys that usually scampered about were nowhere to be seen.

However, it would soon become unquiet.

A’Kou was very familiar with Li Mountain’s terrain, leading Tie Ci and the others through the great mountains. After two days they emerged from the mountains, then found local people’s small carts to ride for most of the day, passing through a small city. A’Kou was a local and carried the Mo tribe’s natural mysterious aura. Though the Yannan locals didn’t understand the Mo tribe well, they had natural respect for the mysterious tribes from deep in Li Mountain, making travel very convenient for Tie Ci and the others. After two more days, they saw the high and broad city walls of Kunzhou, Yannan’s capital.

Kunzhou’s city walls rose seven zhang high, with a moat outside the city. The walls were high and strongly defended, no less secure than the capital’s city gates.

Entry through the city gates was slow, with queues extending several li outside, reportedly because all small merchants entering the city had to pay taxes, causing delays.

Because of this, there were complaints before the city gates.

Tie Ci recalled that when passing through that small city earlier, it too was in chaos, with tax collectors and minor officials running throughout the city. They might as well have beaten gongs and drums to tell everyone: the Crown Princess is coming, the Crown Princess has great pomp, the Crown Princess acts extravagantly, the Crown Princess is coming to Yannan to cause trouble. To appease and entertain the Crown Princess well, everyone must pool their wisdom and strength, contributing money and people to placate this plague god and send her away.

For the common people, they didn’t care whether you were Crown Princess or not—touching their purses made you a mortal enemy. During this period, the Yannan people’s hatred for her had probably reached its peak.

When she came to Kunzhou, unless she remained forever incognito, as soon as she revealed her identity, she would fall into an ocean of spittle and be unable to move a step.

But since she intended to conduct a southern inspection and find ways to subdue Yannan, she couldn’t remain incognito.

A’Kou went forward to see if they could enter the city gates. After asking a few questions and returning, she said with great surprise, “Now to enter Kunzhou’s city gates, you don’t just need household registration and travel passes, but also require guarantor documents from long-term residents of Kunzhou city and its attached counties, plus property deeds within Kunzhou city. Outsiders are absolutely not permitted to enter.”

This completely blocked any possibility of Tie Ci and the others quietly mixing into the city.

Chi Xue still wanted to find a way, but Tie Ci jerked her chin toward the front, “No need.”

At the city gate, a small merchant who had been taxed was pleading bitterly, saying his profits were meager and begging for mercy. The gate guard looked sympathetic and troubled, but unhesitatingly took away even his last few bundles of silk thread.

The merchant collapsed crying and pointed to heaven, cursing the Crown Princess for harming the people. Everyone sighed endlessly, but the city guards acted as if they didn’t dare listen, simply closing the city gates early.

Immediately there was another round of complaints.

The common people and merchants who couldn’t enter the city could only go into the tea pavilions outside the city to rest, waiting for tomorrow, drinking cold tea while cursing the Crown Princess.

“This month’s earnings all went to the tax collectors. My feet are worn raw, and we can’t even afford porridge at home!”

“If this continues, I’ll have to change trades. The taxes are heavy and high. I saved some silver over the past few years hoping to get my eldest son married, but now it’s all been squandered!”

“Change to what trade? Farming? Buying farm tools also requires taxes! Everywhere requires taxes!”

“I heard the officials even donated their salaries because the Crown Princess said our Yannan was too humid and hot, so they specially built her a traveling palace. They gathered all of Yannan’s skilled craftsmen and finished it in two months. The precious ice from the Sun family’s ice houses was carted in by the wagonload. I heard they dug pools and created lakes inside, with continuous pavilions and towers. Even the trees were transported thousands of li from the north—each one worth a thousand gold, a hundred times more magnificent than the Yannan Prince’s mansion!”

“Just to stay for a month or two, yet she must have such extravagance!”

“What do the officials care? Their family foundations are thick. A few months’ salary is just a drop in the bucket for them. But for us common people, adding even one-tenth more tax could cost us our lives… Hey, waiter, your tea tastes wrong today. Why is it so much weaker than before? Are you really making this black-hearted money?!”

Before the waiter could come over, the shopkeeper came first, his face stern as he threw down his towel and shouted, “So what if it’s weak? I charge you three big coins for a pot of tea and have to pay two coins in taxes. Calculate what profit I have left!”

Everyone was immediately speechless. After a while, someone said resentfully, “It’s all that damned Crown Princess!”

One voice brought a hundred responses. The Yannan people had little sense of belonging to the court to begin with. No matter how noble the Crown Princess was, in their hearts she wasn’t as important as the You clan members of the Yannan Prince’s mansion, let alone being a Crown Princess who brought calamity to the people and wasted money.

Someone looked around, then suddenly lowered his voice, “Everyone, this tax matter has always been easy to add but hard to reduce, so precedents cannot be lightly set. Today the Crown Princess comes wanting to add taxes, tomorrow some prince will come wanting to add taxes—then how can we live? So I say, this time we must have a response…”

“What response?” everyone asked.

“The Crown Princess lives deep in the palace, enjoying all the world’s noble treatment and offerings. Perhaps in her eyes, she’s only made some small requests? So we should go petition her, explain our hardships. The Crown Princess is said to be a benevolent and wise ruler—surely she wouldn’t let us common people fall into deep water and hot fire?”

Everyone looked at each other, then after a moment, responded thunderously.

“Exactly, exactly! The Crown Princess surely wouldn’t ignore our lives!”

“But how should we petition?”

“Everyone, everyone, listen to what I say.”

The voices lowered, heads huddled together, and finally they simply stood up and walked away while discussing.

Tie Ci also sat in the tea pavilion drinking tea, listening with a smile, shaking her purse and playing with it, holding it to her ear to hear it jingle.

A’Kou noticed her purse and smiled, “Your purse is really beautiful.”

Tie Ci stuffed the purse into her hands: “A gift for you!”

A’Kou didn’t know what false courtesy meant and smiled innocently as she accepted it.

Both attendants’ thoughts were on these people’s plotting. Dan Shuang’s face was dark as water, and Chi Xue’s expression was also poor. She whispered to Tie Ci, “This You father and son act quite viciously and without leaving any openings. Your Highness, have you thought of how to enter the city?”

Tie Ci smiled, “Naturally, I’ll enter the city openly and honorably.”

She took a sip of tea, her expression leisurely, “By the time I enter the city, things will be about finished.”

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang looked at each other in amazement. Wasn’t this just arriving in Yannan? Just reaching Kunzhou and about to face popular unrest, with the current power holder of the Yannan Prince’s mansion surely causing trouble afterward—how could things be finished?

Suddenly someone entered the tea pavilion, saw Tie Ci and smiled, raising his hand in greeting, “Young Master, we’ve been waiting at this city gate daily, and today we finally waited for you!”

Happy New Year!

Chapter 375: Black Card
Tie Ci raised her face to see an unfamiliar middle-aged man. He looked honest and reliable, but his eyes were very shrewd. She roughly understood what kind of person he was and beckoned, “Oh, it’s you. Come sit. The city gates closed today so we can’t get in. I’ll stay here for the night—didn’t expect you to come out.”

The middle-aged man smiled and came over, sitting down very naturally. The servant following him poured tea for both of them, smiling as he said, “They won’t let you enter the city, but they do let you leave. Haven’t seen Young Master for several years—you look even more spirited! Thanks to your grace in helping our manager escape his bond and finding a good teacher for our young master. Young Master Peng is doing very well with his studies now.”

This was reporting the other party’s surname. Tie Ci waved her hand and smiled, “We’re all family. How is Manager Peng lately?”

After exchanging pleasantries, Manager Peng naturally said he would arrange lodging for Young Master. The group left the tea pavilion. Just as they stood up, the tea guests at the next table called for their bill. The tea pavilion waiter was about to come over when suddenly another tall, fierce-looking man entered from outside, looking around for someone. Seeing a table of young men drinking tea, his eyes lit up and he went over to sit down.

Those young men looked at the newcomer in bewilderment. The newcomer sneakily pulled something from his sleeve under the table, showed it to everyone briefly, then quickly put it away, whispering, “Gentlemen, you look like people who know quality goods. Want the latest lightweight folding umbrellas from Gui Qizhai? You can’t buy these on the market if you’re not a VIP customer!”

The several well-dressed men exchanged glances and suddenly understood.

Oh, a scalper.

The recently opened Gui Qizhai in Kunzhou was famous for being “hard to reach the upper floor, with many rare items.” Not only did the second floor require reaching a certain purchase value to access, with every item upstairs being peculiar, but even the ordinary goods on the first floor had many novel designs that were hard to obtain. It opened to such popularity that the entrance threshold was crushed, so even the first floor began limiting daily customer numbers, requiring long queues. This popularity gave birth to a new profession—queuing and buying on behalf of others, or simply queuing all day to buy goods and resell them at high prices. Because there were too many people queuing, the latter was quite popular.

Therefore, when this man appeared, the several young masters immediately understood, put their arms around his shoulders, and began calling him brother while secretly negotiating prices.

Several tea guests who had originally planned to follow Tie Ci and the others out looked at each other, all feeling that table looked more like a clandestine meeting, so they all sat back down.

Outside the tea pavilion, Tie Ci, who had walked quite far away, found that surprisingly no one had followed and was somewhat puzzled.

Manager Peng smiled without looking back, “Don’t worry, the surveillance will be detained.”

Tie Ci knew that the managers of her master’s various commercial establishments were all shrewd people, so she asked no more questions.

Manager Peng didn’t take her to an inn, but brought her to a small courtyard not far from the city gates. This courtyard had a small wooden building with a platform on the second floor for drying vegetables and grain, from which one could see the city guards patrolling and forming ranks on the city walls.

Downstairs, the two sat facing each other as Manager Peng took out a box and pushed it toward Tie Ci with a respectful expression.

Tie Ci opened the box to see a black jade tablet with several letters carved on it. She flipped it over and saw “Valid for nationwide branch transfers and withdrawals” carved on the back.

Tie Ci was stunned.

This was a black card from her master’s commercial establishments, representing withdrawal authority from her master’s businesses. So far among her master’s disciples, only eldest senior brother and third senior sister had them. As far as she knew, the black cards themselves had different grades. At minimum, eldest senior brother’s black card had letters filled with pearl powder—black background with white letters—while this card had letters filled with gold powder, black background with gold letters. This should be the highest grade black card.

Manager Peng said respectfully, “Your Highness, from today forward, all personnel from Kaiyuan Commercial House’s thirteen shops in Yannan are at your disposal. Daily shop revenues are all here. The shops have prepared and you can withdraw half of all shops’ daily stored silver at any time. You can also use the black card to withdraw silver from our newly opened bank in Yannan. Previously, Elder Yun said the people here were wicked and the land barren, not worth coming to make money, so there aren’t many shops. If you need to deploy personnel and funds from surrounding Qianzhou and Huguang shops, there are also account books here. If you want nationwide shop totals, that would probably take some time…” He was about to pull out ledgers.

“Wait, wait.” Tie Ci interrupted his flow of words. “Why did Master suddenly give me a black card?”

She knew her identity was sensitive and had never intended to pry into her master’s commercial empire, fully understanding her master’s reservations. Among all dynasties’ crown princesses, she was quite poor. During those many years of palace surveillance, she couldn’t extensively develop her own enterprises or freely court wealthy merchants. Though Gu Xiaoxiao helped her establish and manage some businesses, they were mostly distributed in places like Central Province. But since she didn’t need to befriend important officials or manage relationships, being poor didn’t matter. The Crown Princess’s allowance and Xiaoxiao’s profit shares were enough for her expenses.

She hadn’t expected her master to suddenly let go and give her such a shock.

Not a surprise—a shock. Though her master seemed carefree and unrestrained, she was actually a cautious person with many secrets. Tie Ci dared say that even eldest senior brother and third senior sister, who spent the most time with her master, might not be clear about everything. Her master always seemed to maintain a sense of separation from this mortal world, transcendent and detached, observing the world with cold eyes. Though she cared about Tie Ci’s affairs, it was more as an observer. Tie Ci couldn’t think of any reason for her to suddenly change her mind. Even if she changed her mind about finding a successor, it shouldn’t be someone in the imperial family.

In the past, Tie Ci would have been moved to tears with gratitude. But now she suddenly remembered what Chazi had said to her in the Mo tribe valley.

At this moment she suddenly understood.

Not hesitating to undermine his own foundation to force her master to make concessions—this was that madman’s style.

She suddenly fell silent. Manager Peng thought she was moved by Elder Yun’s generosity and said with emotion, “Elder Yun’s feelings for Your Highness are truly incomparable…”

Even old commercial house hands like him were startled and internally disapproved when they heard this decision.

After all, they knew how vast Yun Buci’s commercial empire really was. Such a foundation would be perfect for assisting an emperor, but entrusting it entirely to an emperor—who knew if it might cause trouble in the future?

After all, everyone knew the imperial family was an abyss that could devour everything.

Tie Ci appeared wise and benevolent now, but once people controlled power, they would change.

However, it was said that when everyone pleaded with her, Elder Yun just laughed heartily, waved her hand, and said, “You’re overthinking. I’m the most powerful person in this world.”

Elder Yun’s speech was always scattered, but she never brooked defiance on key matters. Everyone could only smile bitterly and comply.

Manager Peng looked at Tie Ci’s turbulent expression, thinking she was immersed in emotion, and felt somewhat comforted.

In his view, these high-ranking people would always make false courteous refusals when receiving such gifts. He had prepared persuasive arguments, but after Tie Ci was silent for a while, she looked up and smiled, calmly accepting the box. “In that case, please thank Master for me. Indeed, I need the money and the people. I want to know how the Yannan Prince’s daughter heir and her brother are doing now.”

Manager Peng was stunned, then straightened his expression. “The daughter heir should have married the day before yesterday, but for some reason the date was suddenly changed. In three days she’ll marry out from the prince’s mansion to the Chang family in Huichuan. We inquired privately and it seems that on the wedding day, the daughter heir’s foolish brother suddenly escaped and nearly got out of the prince’s mansion, causing the wedding to be temporarily canceled.”

“Where is You Weixing now?”

“He should have been moved, but we haven’t found out where yet.”

“I want to enter the city with you.”

Manager Peng stood up. The servant behind him stepped forward, and upon closer look, Tie Ci discovered he was about the same height and build as herself.

She and the servant exchanged clothes. Tie Ci disguised herself as a servant and followed Manager Peng out. When passing near the tea pavilion, they saw a tall man being dragged out noisily by a group of people dressed as tea guests. The tall man’s hands were twisted behind him as he craned his neck and cursed, “What? Why are you arresting me? What’s wrong with me reselling some things?”

The secret agents disguised as tea guests said angrily, “Shut up! You’re disrupting our business and you still think you’re right!”

In the scuffle, Manager Peng and Tie Ci had already passed by them. Manager Peng even proactively greeted them with a smile.

At the city gate, because Manager Peng was bringing his servant, they smoothly returned to the city. Tie Ci saw Manager Peng stuff a package into the guard’s arms as they passed, and the man beamed as he accepted it.

Once in the city, they headed straight for Gui Qizhai. The long queue at the entrance amazed Tie Ci. Manager Peng led her around to the back entrance, introduced her to several capable assistants, then went to the front to handle business.

Soon, a carriage drove out from a courtyard beside Gui Qizhai, traveling along Kunzhou’s central axis on Tiannan Street. Passing Mirror Pool and circling Yijiang Bright Moon Tower and Narrative Ancient Tower, they could see the magnificent deep red gates of the Yannan Prince’s mansion, comparable to a royal palace, with endless deep gray high walls and towering arrow towers at the four corners.

Within two li of the prince’s mansion there were no buildings, only broad streets with prince’s troops stationed on both sides. Not only people—even a mouse scurrying across the street would be shot by hundreds of arrows simultaneously.

Carriages passing outside this cordoned street would also be seen off by murderous gazes, forcing passengers to frequently urge speed to quickly pass this unsettling section.

Normally such heavily guarded mansions would make people feel distant, but strangely, just outside this broad, empty street, small markets had gathered with many people setting up stalls selling rouge and powder, ready-made clothes and preserved fruits—everything.

Since the prince’s mansion was located in Kunzhou’s center at the most scenic spot, surrounded by one pool and three towers with crowds of visitors, especially out-of-town guests who inevitably came to climb Yijiang Bright Moon Tower for views, visit Narrative Ancient Tower to read, and eat insects at Jade Feast Tower, markets naturally formed here. Tie Ci had thought these three towers, being close to the prince’s mansion, would naturally be controlled to prevent spying on the mansion, but now it seemed these three places were open to the public without any restrictions.

Tie Ci sat in Jade Feast Tower on Hairpin Flower Street, looking down at the bustling streets below. From here she could see across this prosperous long street to the suddenly quiet cross street at its end, and the tightly closed prince’s mansion gates beyond.

At this moment, the gates suddenly opened.

Ordinary people couldn’t see clearly, but Tie Ci naturally could. Several people emerged from the prince’s mansion, surrounding a young man as they strolled leisurely toward Hairpin Flower Street.

The vendors on this street all seemed familiar with him, standing to greet him when they saw him.

“Young Master Nan is out shopping!”

“Young Master Nan, today’s porcini mushrooms are fresh—let me give you some!”

“Young Master Nan, try my fried cakes, just out of the pot!”

“Young Master Nan, Niunie made a new pair of socks and asked this old woman to give them to you!”

In the crowd, You Weinan, who was refined and clean with kind eyebrows and gentle eyes, smiled as he ate a piece of fried cake here and received a package of mushrooms there, very amiable without any airs.

His servant followed behind, collecting a large pile of handkerchiefs, belts, and towels in no time—some sent by others, some boldly thrown by girls from the street. You Weinan accepted them all with smiles.

One girl’s aim was off and her handkerchief landed on his face. He reached to remove it, smiled as he sniffed it, then casually wiped his face with it.

Good-natured laughter arose from all sides, and that girl’s face burned like fire.

Tie Ci heard several female guests crowding by the window, laughing and pointing, “Look, Master You!”

“Should call him Young Master You now! Didn’t they say the people’s petition has already been submitted to the court?”

“Exactly, exactly! Master You is so talented and good-natured—if he doesn’t become heir, who will? That fool? Or the daughter heir who’s about to become someone else’s wife?”

A burst of light laughter.

You Weinan walked along greeting people, obviously familiar with all the street vendors and on excellent terms with them.

Tie Ci leaned against the window, her gaze sweeping across his face that bore three parts resemblance to Weixing’s.

Fragmentary whispered words drifted on the wind.

“…today five hundred thirty-two people entered the street…outer city…four hundred eighty-nine…currently no suspicious…”

“Someone inquiring about the prince’s mansion…investigating closely…”

“All is well…”

In the crowd, You Weinan wandered the street like an ordinary tourist, always surrounded by people wanting to talk with him, making it impossible to tell who was giving him low-voiced reports.

Walking to the foot of Jade Feast Tower, You Weinan suddenly felt something and looked up.
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Chapter 376: Selling Herself to Find Her Husband
Tie Ci had already returned to her seat, smiling at the middle-aged man sitting across from her.

The man looked somewhat nervous, with a large mole on his chin that twitched with his anxiety.

Tie Ci’s expression remained calm.

The Prince’s Residence required proper appearance and demeanor for ceremonial officials. For someone with such looks to become a ceremonial official, he must possess considerable talent.

“Master Shi,” she smiled. “I’m a friend of Brother Pang’s, and I’d like to ask you for a small favor.”

Master Shi sat down. Having received Pang Duan’s token that Tie Ci had sent, he had found an opportunity to come here. Though Pang Duan hadn’t revealed the identity of the other party, he had warned Shi to serve carefully, so he remained very cautious and didn’t ask many questions after sitting down.

Tie Ci smiled and asked, “Is Master Shi on duty today? Is it convenient for you to come out?”

Master Shi replied, “I’m not on duty today, but with the young lady’s upcoming wedding, there are many affairs to handle. Whether on duty or not, I must stay busy in the residence. Since people from the Prince’s Residence love to shop and entertain guests in the Zanhua Street area, though I’m a ceremonial official, I also manage the residence’s purchasing affairs and must settle accounts with Yuzuan Tower monthly, so I came here today.”

Tie Ci nodded with satisfaction. Very good—cautious and watertight.

She smiled, “Brother Pang recommended Master Shi to me, and I feel we’re kindred spirits at first meeting. Since this is our first encounter, I should give you a meeting gift. I heard Master Shi’s second son has been frail since childhood, often ill, and you’ve been searching for a Dragon Eye Peony all these years?” She pointed westward. “I’ve already had someone deliver the Dragon Eye Peony to your son. It’s at the eastern part of the city, outside the Small West Gate, correct?”

Master Shi’s heart trembled, and he quickly stood to express his gratitude.

It was both a favor and a threat, all contained in a few brief words—the practiced demeanor of someone in power.

Tie Ci smiled and gestured for him to sit, then discussed her purpose. “I’d like to ask the ceremonial official whether You Weixing, the younger brother of the female heir, is still in the Prince’s Residence?”

Master Shi’s expression became even more careful. “They say he’s still in the residence, but I suspect he’s no longer there.”

“What makes you think so?”

“I’m friends with the head chef in the residence. The other day while drinking with him, he mentioned that Ah Qi, a servant from the young master’s courtyard, used to frequently request sweet vegetables and honey from the kitchen, but recently stopped asking.”

“Why did he want honey?”

“I don’t know why, but I once visited Wanqing Garden in the Prince’s Residence. The maids there said there have been especially many ants in the garden lately, even crawling onto the clothes being washed and dried.”

“Whose clothes were they washing and drying?”

“The laundry maids in the Prince’s Residence are assigned by garden and only handle the washing and drying for all the masters and high-ranking servants in their assigned gardens.”

“Which masters live in Wanqing Garden?”

“Wanqing Garden is quite remote. It’s where the young master lived since childhood. Later, when he went traveling, he moved to Xuetao Residence for a while after returning. The official story is that the young master currently lives in Xuetao Residence, but I suspect he’s moved back to Wanqing Garden—what appears real is false, what appears false is real.”

“That makes sense. The young master wanted sweet vegetables, which attracted many ants. Have you seen these ants? Why would the young master want to attract ants?”

“Wanqing Garden and its surroundings have countless guards. Idle people cannot approach casually.” Master Shi smiled bitterly. “As for why the young master would want to attract ants, that’s not particularly strange. The young master’s behavior has always been rather… special. Since childhood, he’s loved watching ants, staring at them all day long, crouching in corners as if rooted there. When the old prince was alive, he dragged him away from corners countless times, but as soon as he was pulled away, he’d be crouching there again… It wasn’t just ants—he also watched cart wheels, water wheels, anything that rotated. Once, when the old prince took him hunting, he jumped down to watch the cart wheels and nearly crushed his own hand…” He sighed and paused, then suddenly said, “It’s just that after watching ants for so many years, he never knew to use honey to attract them. I don’t know how he suddenly learned this.”

Tie Ci’s chopsticks paused while picking up food.

That was because she had taught him.

“I want to visit Wanqing Garden.”

Master Shi frowned. “The young master is no longer there… And even if you came to rescue him, I’m afraid he wouldn’t leave with you. Since returning, the young master was fine for a while, then something seemed to trigger him, and he suddenly stopped talking or seeing people again. Anyone who tries to approach him gets screamed at, and with his martial arts skills, I fear you might fail to rescue him and alert others instead.”

He continued, “Actually, I don’t understand how the young master was transferred away, or even how he was willing to stay quietly in Wanqing Garden. Even if they drugged him unconscious initially, he would eventually wake up. The young master can only stay in places he’s familiar with. Once he woke up and found himself in a strange place, he would certainly make a huge fuss and refuse to let it go. But these past days, we haven’t heard of any strange incidents happening anywhere…”

“Naturally, that’s because he willingly changed locations,” Tie Ci replied lightly.

Master Shi frowned, thinking about how to enter the Prince’s Residence and approach Wanqing Garden. While thinking, he shook his head. “It’s not that I won’t help you, but the current Prince’s Residence doesn’t allow outsiders in—it’s like an iron fortress. Even we who enter and exit daily must undergo several inspections…” Suddenly, there was a clatter of footsteps coming upstairs, accompanied by the shopkeeper’s particularly enthusiastic greeting: “Master You, this way please!”

Master Shi suddenly stood up, looking around. He realized this was a private room, and the most corner one at that. To the right was the staircase wall. If he tried to escape through the window, he’d land on the crowded Zanhua Street below, which would be tantamount to exposing himself.

Besides, if he escaped and left the room suddenly empty, wouldn’t that be even more suspicious?

The footsteps continued up the stairs as a group of people ascended, passing by this room. A young voice said, “Ah, it smells so good! What are they eating at this table? Let me see—we’ll order the same dishes later!” He was about to lift the curtain.

Just then, cheers suddenly erupted from downstairs. Someone shouted loudly, “The third branch of Guiqizhai on Zanhua Street opens today! Congratulations to everyone!” Accompanied by a loud crash, chaos erupted below with cheers and screams that were deafening.

Master Shi turned around to find that Tie Ci had vanished.

Startled, he instinctively went to the window and looked down. He saw several shop assistants in front of a newly opened store across the street carrying out large baskets of copper coins and vigorously scattering them across the street. The entire Zanhua Street was in an uproar as nearby people scrambled for money, and those farther away ran over. Everyone was looking down to pick up coins, with no one looking up.

Master Shi saw someone in the crowd below look up and smile at him—it was Tie Ci.

Two arms suddenly reached down from above, grabbed his shoulders, and pulled him up with a whoosh.

Someone flipped down from the roof and sat at the table. The next moment, the curtain was lifted, and the person sitting there was hunched over the table, drunkenly waving his hand: “What troublesome guests are disturbing people? Get out! Get out!”

The shopkeeper was about to scold him when You Weinan laughingly waved his hand and said apologetically, “I was being rude.” He let the curtain drop and turned to leave.

Master Shi, sitting on the roof, was covered in cold sweat, having never sat in such a high and steep place. His legs trembled as he glanced at the person beside him—dressed as a shop assistant, chewing on a grass stem and grinning at him, gesturing for him to look below.

Master Shi saw that in the crowd below, Tie Ci had finished collecting money and unhurriedly entered a building. After a while, a young woman in plain clothes emerged from that building. By then, Guiqizhai had finished scattering coins and the crowd gradually dispersed. The young woman mixed with the crowd, walked to a spot somewhat distant from Guiqizhai, and knelt crying at a street corner.

Master Shi watched in bewilderment, wondering where “that person” had gone.

He had a vague guess about Tie Ci’s identity. After all, the Imperial Heir’s disruption of the birthday banquet and Pang Duan’s meteoric rise had already been turned into songs spreading throughout Yannan and Qianzhou. Awed by that identity, even though he’d seen a young woman emerge with his own eyes, he didn’t think much of it and continued craning his neck to look for Tie Ci, asking, “Where is that… young master?”

The shop assistant grinned and nodded toward the street corner. “Isn’t that her right there?”

Master Shi followed the assistant’s gaze and pointed at the young woman kneeling with a “Selling Herself to Find Her Husband” sign, his mouth slowly falling open.

…

Tie Ci knelt on straw matting with a sign in front of her reading “Selling Herself to Find Her Husband” in large characters, while a crowd gathered around, commenting and criticizing.

She silently thought to herself, “This is my tribute to Murong Yi.”

Years ago, he had performed brilliantly on Ziyang Street when selling himself to bury his father. Tie Ci was now trying to recall the essence of his acting skills, striving to surpass him.

It actually wasn’t difficult—she just needed to appear pitifully sad. For this, she only had to think about her days living under the Empress Dowager’s tyranny.

Below the large characters “Selling Herself to Find Her Husband” on the sign, densely packed small characters were written crookedly, telling how she was from Haiyou Qingyang in the Da Qian dynasty, sixteen years old. Last year in Haiyou, she had inadvertently rescued a young master. Through their daily interactions, feelings gradually developed, and under the moon and flowers, they pledged themselves to each other. The man was young and wealthy, quiet by nature, and had an equally generous elder sister. But after only a few months of marriage, one day her husband and his elder sister suddenly disappeared together. She searched everywhere without success and grew desperate. Then she remembered the elder sister mentioning that they had come to Haiyou to study, but their ancestral home was in Yannan Kunzhou, where they were from a prominent family. So she made her way here. After great difficulty entering Kunzhou, in such a vast city with nowhere to search, kind people advised her to come to Zanhua Street. Now, after a long journey with her travel money exhausted and her husband’s whereabouts still unknown, she knelt begging the local elders for help. She would sell herself so she could slowly search for him. If anyone knew her husband’s whereabouts, please don’t hesitate to inform her. Her husband’s family was extremely wealthy, and once found, she would become the matriarch of a wealthy household and would surely repay with substantial rewards.

The sign detailed her husband’s appearance and habits: he was handsome and tall, spoke little and didn’t like looking at people, disliked ordinary flowers and birds but loved rotating objects, and always stepped out with his right foot first when walking. His elder sister was petite and beautiful with a gentle disposition.

On any other day, such an account would surely be met with pointing fingers and ridicule. But today’s crowd was strange. After slowly reading it, they would cross their arms, look Tie Ci up and down, then glance at the deep red, high gates of Yannan Prince’s Residence ahead, click their tongues, say “What a tragedy,” and walk away.

One group would leave, another would arrive. The next group would read it with similar expressions. Before they’d even walked far, they were already excitedly discussing.

“Hey, this seems like, seems like those two!”

“Ancestral home in Kunzhou, one man and one woman, sister and brother, a prominent Kunzhou family… That’s truly prominent—the most prominent in our Kunzhou.”

“Exactly! I remember those two weren’t in the residence the past two years, saying they went out to study?”

“Seems like they went to Haiyou!”

“But the young master is only thirteen this year, only twelve last year, so…”

“Bah, what’s that? We Yannan children marry early anyway, and the young master is tall for his age. Say he’s thirteen and people would believe twenty-three.”

“That’s not right. With the young master’s status, how could he have improper relations with this village girl?”

“You can’t say that. Didn’t you see it mentions life-saving grace? Life-saving grace, daily interaction, young and passionate—what couldn’t happen? Besides, that person is simple-minded. Someone willing to fancy a fool would be overjoyed!”

“I say the young master has excellent martial arts—would he need this village girl to save him? Nine times out of ten, that person was unwell then and wanted to leave an heir for the young master and the Prince’s Residence. Taking advantage of being in Haiyou with no one to interfere, she first picked a woman to complete the deed. If a healthy son was born, wouldn’t the legitimate main branch be secure?”

This last speculation gained the most agreement.

Residents of Kunzhou mostly knew about the affairs of Yannan Prince’s Residence. The old prince had few offspring—only two sons and one daughter, and the eldest son was simple-minded. The younger son was illegitimate, weak and sickly, and had died recently. The eldest daughter had sworn not to marry at the old prince’s funeral, and the clan elders petitioned to make her the female heir to temporarily hold the princely position for her brother.

But everyone knew this was only a temporary measure. A fool was a fool—could you expect him to suddenly become intelligent? The legitimate branch had thin bloodlines, while the second branch father and son were both very shrewd and capable. You Jun had been the Yannan Prince’s right hand while the old prince lived, already controlling great power, and You Weinan was also well-regarded. For a woman to be heir and prince was already difficult at every step. Initially, with the old prince’s lingering authority, it was manageable, but as time passed and the old subordinates loyal to the old prince died, were transferred, or left, the winds in Yannan Prince’s Residence gradually changed.

Master Shi, standing in the crowd observing, knew even more. Over a year ago, You Jun had found an excuse to dismiss all the servants attending You Weixing. You Weixing was someone who couldn’t even change the order of his meals—these people had followed him for many years, knew his habits, and he could accept them. But suddenly replacing everyone had predictable consequences.

You Weixing’s madness that day left even Master Shi, who glimpsed it from afar, still shaken. One attendant nearly died, two broke legs, and bodies lay groaning everywhere.

This also led many servants in the Prince’s Residence to no longer dare approach You Weixing. Not long after, the female heir, who had been struggling under her uncle’s control trying to grasp the residence’s affairs, took You Weixing away from the Prince’s Residence under the pretext of treating his condition.

Later, it was heard she went to Haiyou’s Yueli Academy, probably hoping to become He Zi’s disciple to gain scholarly support and consolidate her position in Yannan, but she didn’t succeed. However, when she returned with her brother, You Weixing shocked many people. He had suddenly become much more normal—able to converse with people, smile, and make requests. Though sometimes still a bit odd, he generally appeared to be a normal, handsome young man.

This moved many old ministers to tears, declaring that the old prince had a successor, and some even began actively working to petition jointly for You Weixing to inherit the heir position.

Master Shi sighed softly.

Sometimes, fortune and misfortune are intertwined.

Now, the improved You Weixing had vanished like a flash in the pan, falling into even deeper confusion. The so-called heir position naturally became a bubble, while the female heir was criticized by clan elders for inadequately caring for her brother and clinging to power, and was quickly betrothed to Chang Yuan of Huichuan.

The legitimate branch of Yannan Prince’s Residence seemed destined to wither.

Listening to the crowd’s discussion, Master Shi thought that if he didn’t know this husband-seeking village woman was someone’s disguise, he too would find this theory of “the female heir taking her simple brother away to continue the bloodline” quite reasonable.

He glanced at the young woman in the crowd’s center, head bowed and wiping tears, and marveled inwardly. If this really was that person, considering that person’s identity, to be able to perform such a play was truly flexible and adaptable…

But then again, this was indeed the only way to enter the Prince’s Residence with perfect justification.

Where did she even think of this?

The crowd suddenly became noisy as You Weinan finished eating and came downstairs.

As soon as he came down, people led him to the street corner, competing to tell him this shocking gossip.

“Master You, come quickly and see your sister-in-law!”

Chapter 377
“I heard she’s even pregnant. Didn’t you always say you wanted to find a wife for the young master? Well, this is perfect—the young master found one himself.”

Enthusiastic people were already pointing out You Weinan to Tie Ci. “See that? That’s your husband’s cousin. Congratulations—you’ve found your in-laws.”

Others said, “This young woman is just talking nonsense. Who knows if it’s true? She might be an assassin trying to infiltrate the Prince’s Residence.”

Someone immediately countered, “What assassin would dare walk right up to Master You like this? The Prince’s Residence has countless guards. Whether it’s true or false, we’ll know once she meets the young master. The dignified Yannan Prince’s Residence—would they fear one small woman?”

Everyone agreed and urged You Weinan to quickly take her back to verify.

You Weinan’s usual reputation for being approachable clearly put him in a passive position now. He hesitated, glanced at Tie Ci, and finally smiled, “If that’s the case, then come with me into the residence to meet the young master.”

Tie Ci acted astonished, looking up at You Weinan with the perfect expression of a village girl unable to believe she was meeting such a noble person.

After being pushed forward, she stood up, curtsied her thanks with some shyness and timidity, and followed You Weinan into Yannan Prince’s Residence.

Master Shi immediately followed, wanting to see what would happen next.

He thought that if this person was indeed the Imperial Heir, this move was truly brilliant. Right now, the people of Kunzhou were brewing plans to cry injustice at the city gates, to block the Imperial Heir outside Kunzhou’s gates and make her lose face, forcing her to slink back to the capital in defeat. No one knew she had already slipped in so quietly.

At the magnificent gates of Yannan Prince’s Residence, Tie Ci appropriately showed shock and timidity, then followed You Weinan’s attendants through a side door into the residence.

Her makeup gave her a round, moon-like face and a slightly plump figure—the kind of village girl who looked good for childbearing and would easily win the favor of elders, perfectly fitting her identity.

You Weinan showed a distinct lack of interest in her. Once inside the residence, he casually instructed a matron to take Tie Ci to Wanqing Garden and returned to his own courtyard.

Tie Ci watched his retreating figure, then looked at the matron waiting impatiently ahead of her, successfully concealing her surprise.

Though she’d used an excellent excuse, entering this Prince’s Residence had been far too easy.

Such lack of vigilance after entering was also beyond her expectations.

Probably because the real master wasn’t here, the You father and son felt completely secure.

She acted curious yet bewildered about her surroundings, making conversation appropriate to her identity with the matron, who remained coldly indifferent, responding with mere grunts.

They walked increasingly remote paths. After nearly an hour, the matron finally pointed to a particularly desolate-looking garden in the distance. “Wanqing Garden is ahead. I have other matters to attend to, so I won’t accompany you further. The young master has been ill lately and may not receive visitors. Go kowtow first.”

Tie Ci twisted her handkerchief nervously, saying shyly, “I… I am the young master’s wife. I am the young master’s lady…”

The matron snorted through her nose and laughed, “Yes, yes, you’re the young master’s lady. Well then, young master’s lady, hurry along. Perhaps the young master’s illness will be cured the moment he sees you?”

With that, she swayed away. From far off, Tie Ci heard her laughter carried on the wind: “Some country girl from who knows where dares to dream of being our young master’s lady!”

A group of maids giggled together. Someone laughed, “Hard to say. This one does look blessed. Maybe she’ll end up holding a memorial tablet and remaining a widow her whole life. Or she might accompany the young master to enjoy the incense offerings at the You family ancestral hall.”

The area fell quiet—these words were apparently too inauspicious for anyone to respond.

A moment later, a muffled sound accompanied by the crash of bowls hitting the ground. Screams arose as the maid who had spoken earlier shrieked, “Ow, I’m scalded to death! He Gu, have you lost your mind? How dare you splash hot soup on me!”

No one spoke, but there were several more muffled sounds, like someone kicking others. The maids screamed and scattered while the matron rushed up furiously, “He Gu! Have you gone mad? You’re just a kitchen drudge—how dare you hurt Miss Yousi!”

A slightly rough female voice said, “I scalded you on purpose, you ungrateful wretch! Yousi, has your conscience been eaten by dogs? Have you forgotten when you made a mistake and were about to be expelled, who saved you and let you stay? Now that the young master is in trouble, you turn around and curry favor with the Second Master. Instead of helping, you say such disgusting things. Are you even human? Your bones and intestines must be made of rotten mud!”

Someone said, “He Gu, say one less word. We know you served the young master for a long time and feel sorry for him. But now you’ve been assigned to the kitchen. If you keep making trouble, do you want to be thrown out of even the kitchen?”

Yousi: “You dare hit me! You dare scold me! Someone come help me fight back!”

Footsteps scattered chaotically.

Tie Ci flicked her finger.

Cries of “Ouch!” rang out in the distance, with Yousi’s voice the loudest: “Who’s throwing things at me now!”

Quick footsteps sounded as the clever He Gu ran away quickly. The commotion continued for a while before dispersing.

Tie Ci continued toward Wanqing Garden. Though called a garden, when she approached the moon gate, she saw the bricks and stones were dilapidated, the pillars mottled, and spider webs hung from the gate with no one to clean them. Looking through the gate cracks into the courtyard, she saw wild grass covering the steps, broken branches and fallen leaves—it had clearly been abandoned for years.

By now it was already evening. The area around Wanqing Garden was empty and deserted, with no other courtyards or tall buildings nearby, only a sizable lake. Night wind passed over the lake with wailing sounds, reflecting the cold crescent moon—a ruined garden, a lonely courtyard.

Tie Ci muttered to herself, “Perfect atmosphere for a ghost story.”

An ordinary village girl would be crying by now.

So Tie Ci also crouched down and cried.

While crying, she softly called out, “Husband, husband…”

Her voice was thin and weak, floating away in ripples.

She gently knocked on the copper ring on the door. The clear tinkling sound in the exceptionally quiet dark night made one’s heart tremble.

Someone in the darkness quietly rubbed the goosebumps on their arms.

They’d wanted to frighten this woman, but somehow seemed to be frightened by her first.

After the door knocker sounded, there was actually a response from inside after a long while.

A voice yawning, with shuffling footsteps approaching: “Who is it!”

Though it was just nightfall and not bedtime, this person’s voice was young but sounded as if already asleep.

Through the door crack, Tie Ci saw a chubby, fair young man wearing Yannan Prince’s Residence servant clothes, walking over with a sleepy face.

He came from a side building, opened the door, and stared at Tie Ci in bewilderment: “Who are you?”

Tie Ci bowed to him, “This humble woman is from Haiyou Qingyang, come to Kunzhou seeking my husband. Someone pointed me here, saying your residence’s young master is my husband. Please, young brother, help me inform the young master that his Ba Niangzi has come looking for him.”

The servant inside was stunned for a moment, then directly opened the door: “Come in.”

Tie Ci entered with a delighted expression. The servant stood by the gate without moving forward, pointing toward the main hall: “The young master is over there. Go yourself—the young master doesn’t like us disturbing him.”

Tie Ci walked forward two steps, then looked back. The servant was watching her with a strange expression. Seeing Tie Ci’s uneasy backward glance, he grinned eerily: “Go on, young master’s lady. The young master is thinking of you.”

Tie Ci showed naive gratitude: “Thank you, young brother. May I ask your name?”

“Me? I’m called Ah Qi.”

Tie Ci nodded and carefully walked two more steps, then suddenly looked down and exclaimed, “Why is there a piece of gold on the ground!”

Ah Qi was startled and quickly rushed over: “Don’t touch it, let me look first… Ah!”

The ground suddenly gave way beneath his feet.

The surface cracked open, revealing a dark pit. With a thud, Ah Qi fell into the hole.

From the time it took him to hit bottom, the pit was quite deep.

Tie Ci waved her hand, closing the garden gate while timely letting out a scream to cover Ah Qi’s cry.

With a click, iron bars slid across the ground to cover the pit.

It was indeed a prepared trap.

Outside the garden, hearing this scream, two people dressed as guards stood up from the grass, exchanged glances, curled their lips in a smile, and walked away.

Tie Ci crouched by the pit, asking in surprise, “What happened? How did a pit suddenly appear? Ah Qi, Ah Qi, are you alright?”

No sound came from inside, but she could faintly hear puffing sounds as Tie Ci saw smoke rising from the pit walls.

Oh, there were follow-up mechanisms too.

Good—this saved her from the fellow’s ghost-like wailing.

Tie Ci crouched by the pit, thinking that if there really were such a village woman seeking her husband who entered this ghost-ridden garden and fell into this pit, between injury, fright, and dark imprisonment, she’d be dead or mad within two days.

Perhaps the Prince’s Residence wouldn’t let her die—going mad would be perfect. They could still treat her well as You Weixing’s wife and continue earning a good reputation.

Vicious and poisonous.

Now, let Ah Qi enjoy this experience.

This person who could remain in Wanqing Garden was probably a servant close to You Weixing. With You Weixing imprisoned and his fate unknown, this one was eating well and sleeping soundly, collaborating with the Prince’s Residence to harm You Weixing’s “wife.” Such a wicked slave—if Heaven didn’t punish him, it would only be because his time hadn’t come.

Now hadn’t she arrived?

Tie Ci pushed open the door to the main hall and lit her fire starter.

The main hall was covered in dust and completely empty, not even a plank bed. Scattered on the ground were scraps of turnips, cabbage, and such. In the hot weather, they gave off a putrid stench.

Something like a black line seemed to be moving on the wall. Tie Ci’s lamplight illuminated it.

It was a group of ants moving along traces of honey remaining on the wall, forming two characters.

“Shiba” (Eighteen).

In the dancing firelight, Tie Ci remained expressionless, like a stone statue.

But cold gleams flashed in her eyes as she stared at those two characters.

The wall surface was mottled, stained with vegetable scraps. It seemed You Weixing had originally tried to attract ants with turnips and cabbage but failed.

She didn’t know how a imprisoned person had finally obtained honey.

Because of this, the wall was very dirty, and those small ant-formed characters “Shiba” were hidden in the filth, unnoticed by others.

Below the characters “Shiba” were two smaller characters: “Jiejie” (Elder Sister).

Tie Ci crouched down, her finger brushing across the dirty wall surface. The characters “Shiba” disappeared.

But she would remember them.

She would remember that the characters “Shiba” were larger than “Jiejie.”

She would remember the countless deep and shallow impressions of “Shiba” on that broken wall—written with turnips, written with cabbage, written with soup, covering half the wall.

She would remember that child who lived in his own world, who never concerned himself with worldly matters due to his pure nature, yet remembered someone he’d briefly encountered. In this shabby room, in loneliness, in cold isolation, stroke by stroke, he concentrated on writing her name.

Not necessarily waiting for salvation, but missing her so deeply that he called out day and night, summoning ants to write her name.

“I’m sorry I came so late.”

“But I think there’s still time.”

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on the wall. Besides the deep and shallow character impressions, there were also various chaotic drawings.

She had once told Ah Yao that if he really didn’t want to speak, he could draw instead.

Ah Yao didn’t like communicating with people, but had strong learning ability. After Tie Ci briefly taught him to draw, he quickly became quite good at it.

Now on the wall was drawn a room—empty inside, with a person lying against the wall painting. He’d painted a landscape with long waterways crossing the wall surface. At the end of the water flow, three tracks swept horizontally, connecting to a faint doorway.

Tie Ci stepped back to look at the room, confirming this drawing depicted this very room.

The artist was You Weixing.

The drawings on the wall layered one over another, painted with vegetable juice and no longer very clear. Tie Ci’s finger slowly followed the water flow’s trajectory. At the end of the current, she applied slight pressure and swept three times.

Her finger paused—she’d touched a crack.

Just as her finger was about to apply force…

Suddenly she turned around, staring into the darkness behind her.

Someone was coming.

Chapter 378: Ten Years of Suffering Unknown to All
Creak—the soft sound of a door being pushed.

Footsteps crushing dried leaves.

Walking on stone paths, careful tiptoeing sounds.

Hmm, no martial arts skills, very nervous, didn’t even notice the iron bars of the trap on the ground.

Click—the sound of something being set down.

Moonlight illuminated a figure slightly bent over on the steps, head wrapped in a blue cloth.

She was about to turn around when suddenly the door opened.

The newcomer said in delight, “Young mas… Who are you!”

She widened her eyes, instinctively about to cry out, then immediately reacted and quickly covered her own mouth.

She retreated three steps and actually pulled out a boning knife from behind her back, saying warily, “Who are you! Don’t come closer!”

Her tone was fierce, but her hands kept trembling.

From her slightly deep voice, Tie Ci recognized who she was. Glancing at the cloth-covered basket, she smiled, “He Gu, hello there.”

She looked at the woman across from her. Though called He Gu, she wasn’t old—only about twenty. But probably due to long-term labor, her skin was somewhat rough, and her hands were covered with bandages, showing an aging that didn’t match her years.

“You know me?” He Gu was surprised.

Tie Ci had already lifted the basket cover, seeing a jar of porridge inside and steaming hot flatbread.

He Gu said softly, “Who are you? Are you someone from the young master’s side? I heard the young master was ill, so I brought him some food… Nothing fancy—the good things in the kitchen are all controlled. I made this secretly after everyone left the kitchen…”

She continued, “When you serve the young master his meal, remember the flatbread must be divided into four equal pieces for him to eat. I made all these breads very round… I need to go back to work, so I’ll leave first…” She looked longingly into the room and said softly, “I couldn’t enter Wanqing Garden before. I haven’t seen the young master in so long.”

Tie Ci stepped aside, showing her the empty interior.

He Gu’s mouth slowly fell open.

“Where did the young master go!”

Tie Ci gestured for her to come in. He Gu hesitated, so Tie Ci said softly, “I came to rescue him, but when I arrived, he was already gone. I want to ask you what happened before and where he might have gone.”

He Gu still looked suspicious. Tie Ci pointed to that area of ground, “There’s a trap down there. I just tricked Ah Qi into falling in.”

He Gu was stunned, then her face showed hatred. She suddenly picked up the basket, turned around, and in a few steps reached the iron bars. She opened the basket, took out the jar, and poured the porridge down with a splash.

“Ungrateful, traitorous thing—serves you right!”

The porridge had just been cooked and was still scalding hot, sending up steam.

Tie Ci hadn’t expected her to be so fiery. She flashed to the edge of the pit, planning to knock Ah Qi unconscious again when he screamed from the burns. But she saw that though Ah Qi’s body was contorted and his face flushed red from the scalding porridge, he still hadn’t awakened, saving her the trouble.

The drug they’d used was clearly very potent.

“Enough. People climbing high and stepping low is common—no need to take it too much to heart. Follow me inside. I have questions for you.”

As He Gu followed her up the steps, she said hoarsely, “You’re a noble person—you probably haven’t seen such shameless villains, these ungrateful slaves who bite the hand that feeds them. I won’t even mention their deeds—they’d dirty your ears.”

Tie Ci smiled.

Me? I’ve seen far too many.

She led He Gu inside and pressed lightly on the wall with her finger, revealing a crack of a doorway. “He Gu, have you heard of any strange occurrences in the residence?”

Wealthy households often had hidden walls and secret passages, but not all of them were passable.

He Gu said, “I heard Wanqing Garden is haunted…”

Places said to be haunted usually had secrets—ghosts in people’s hearts.

Tie Ci asked He Gu, “Were you the young master’s maid? If so, if your young master were to be taken away, where do you think would be most likely to keep him quiet?”

He Gu thought and said, “The young master would make a fuss anywhere at first, but he likes looking at large bodies of water, likes watching shimmering water light, likes looking at architectural structures—the more intricate and complex the better.”

Tie Ci nodded and pressed her finger harder, pushing open the secret door in the wall. This mechanism must have been triggered accidentally by You Weixing when he was scribbling on the wall. Now it opened silently.

Seeing a door suddenly appear, He Gu was startled and whispered, “Is the young master inside?”

“Let’s see.”

Behind the door was a narrow passage, only wide enough for two people. Tie Ci walked ahead, gesturing for He Gu to follow.

The secret passage was empty, with a smooth floor and neat walls on both sides. There were copper lamps on the walls with more than half their oil remaining, but the oil was cold—clearly they hadn’t been lit for some time.

But obviously people had frequently walked here before.

A gust of wind came from somewhere, making Tie Ci’s fire starter flame leap up, brightening the way ahead. Suddenly a ghostly face loomed into view!

Green-faced with fangs, glaring eyes and fierce expression, dripping with fresh blood.

Before He Gu behind her could scream, Tie Ci quickly covered her mouth.

Then she said, “A mask.”

Her calm tone quickly settled He Gu’s drumming heart and trembling body. Only then did she realize it was just a ghost mask, but made so realistically with such vivid blood color that appearing suddenly in the dancing firelight, it could instantly stop one’s heart with terror.

Tie Ci raised her fire starter and slowly illuminated the area.

Countless ghost faces emerged from the dark background.

On both walls—weeping, wailing, struggling, vicious, murderous, cannibalistic… all kinds of death scenes, blood dripping everywhere. Stepping in was like entering the eighteen levels of hell.

He Gu’s body had gone soft, reaching out to steady herself against the wall, then quickly jerking her hand back.

She felt her fingers had touched something very sticky and feared it was poison, her face changing color.

Tie Ci said calmly, “No poison, don’t be afraid.”

Tie Ci rubbed her finger against the red substance on the wall. The color had already darkened, not as bright as on the masks. Some was sticky, some had dried and hardened into clots. The dark red stain on her fingertip, she sniffed it and her expression turned cold.

It was real blood.

He Gu looked at her with uncertainty. Tie Ci smiled and said, “This paint is quite realistic.”

He Gu’s expression gradually calmed again. Tie Ci asked her, “Has Wanqing Garden always been the young master’s courtyard?”

“Yes.”

“Then why is it so remote and dilapidated?”

“It’s remote because the young master doesn’t like crowded places—he chose the garden himself. As for dilapidated… it wasn’t originally. But the young master was away for nearly a year, and when he came back, we were all reassigned. He injured the new servants, and everyone refused to serve there. No one cared, and over time it became dilapidated.”

“That still doesn’t explain why there isn’t even any furniture.”

“It was all smashed and thrown out. Last winter was unusually cold in Yannan. Many lower servants had no charcoal, so they secretly found Ah Qi and dragged the furniture out to chop for firewood. They didn’t even leave the young master a bed!”

“Doesn’t your female heir care?”

“The young lady… has been under house arrest since returning. Soon after, her marriage was arranged. She can’t step out of Jinfang Pavilion.”

“They’re the true masters of this Prince’s Residence. Why haven’t they had loyal servants all these years? When trouble came, there was no one to help?”

He Gu lowered her eyes. “Because of the Second Master… When the Prince was alive, the Second Master was utterly loyal and trusted, even took a blade for the Prince. He didn’t covet power and several times declined important positions the Prince offered, saying he only wanted to be the Prince’s steward, letting the Prince focus on affairs of state without worry. In the Prince’s final two years, as his strength declined, he entrusted nearly all residence affairs to the Second Master. The Second Master managed the entire residence like an iron fortress—everyone in the residence belonged to the Second Master…”

Tie Ci gave a short laugh.

What cunning, what patience.

The You father and son truly had the hearts of ambitious lords—even more able to endure hardship and loneliness than actual ambitious lords.

“It’s not that there were no servants utterly loyal to the young lady and young master,” He Gu said. “But after the Prince’s death, these people were gradually dismissed. The closer they were to the young master and young lady, the more their whereabouts became unknown. I can still do odd jobs in the kitchen because I was originally just a third-class sweeping maid in the young master’s courtyard.”

“Others either have unknown fates or changed allegiances. Why do you, a third-class maid, still guard the young master so faithfully?”

He Gu blushed slightly. “Because the young master gave me money… Once he saw me crying and found me annoying, so he threw money at me. I was worried about money then, and seeing the gold and silver, I stopped crying and kowtowed to him. He found it amusing, so later whenever he saw me looking troubled, he’d throw money at me…”

Tie Ci couldn’t help but snort with laughter.

He Gu lowered her head. “It was wrong of me. I was desperately short of money then, and I took advantage of the young master… But I’m truly grateful to him. Without the money he gave me, my whole family couldn’t have survived.”

Tie Ci said gently, “Ah Yao has a pure heart worthy of protection. You understand his goodness and know gratitude—that’s being worthy of him.”

He Gu looked at her gratefully, then suddenly said, “Are you Shiba?”

Tie Ci looked at her in surprise.

“I secretly brought food to the young master several times, and each time I heard him murmuring ‘Shiba, Shiba’ to the wall. When I asked who Shiba was, he said that was his fairy who would ride white clouds to find him.” He Gu murmured, gazing up at Tie Ci’s gentle face in the firelight.

She had originally thought those were just a child’s foolish words, but now she knew he hadn’t been wrong.

Tie Ci turned her head away, her gaze falling on the lower part of the wall. The bottom half still had those dripping bloodstains and handprint marks dragged across repeatedly. The handprints were various sizes—some like a child’s hands, some like those of a slightly older youth.

But though all the handprints differed in position and size, the dragged marks all looked exactly the same.

All left by You Weixing.

Only he would be so persistent that even handprints had to be identical.

He had lived in Wanqing Garden since childhood.

He didn’t like being close to people.

He lived alone in his room. Late at night, the door in the wall would open.

He would enter the secret passage. The passage had no people, only eternal loneliness and darkness. The lamps might be lit, or might not be.

When the lamps were lit, he would see the hideous ghost masks on both sides of the passage. Each time he would be frightened, filled with infinite terror.

When the lamps were out, he would smell the thick scent of blood from the walls. His small hands would slowly rake across the walls, leaving mark after mark of consistent depth and shape.

Those small handprints gradually grew larger, repeatedly scratching across the walls.

At first the door opened silently, luring him into the nighttime world of horror.

Later the door might have been opened by himself, like a compulsion—he was summoned by nightmares, terrified, yet still entered again and again.

An ordinary person might cry out in fright the first time, bringing people to investigate.

But he wouldn’t. He was never an ordinary child.

He would only be lured again and again into the secret passage, to face that enclosed terror, drowning in the deep sea of nightmares.

Thus becoming even more silent and reclusive.

Increasingly like the “fool” and “idiot” people called him.

A child like him originally wasn’t without hope of recovery—he only needed family to persistently educate, comfort, trust, and endlessly provide warmth.

Unfortunately, he probably never received any of that.

His father considered him an idiot and gave up in despair as his condition worsened.

His sister loved him but didn’t understand him, didn’t know how to save him. Perhaps he had sought help from his sister, but would You Weixuan believe him?

But hadn’t You Weixuan ever investigated?

If she had investigated, why was there no reaction?

Tie Ci thought of their first meeting—the child with his back to her, watching ants.

He could have grown up happily. Even if he couldn’t become the Prince’s Residence heir, he could have been a normal person. Perhaps a bit spoiled, perhaps a bit domineering, but able to know this azure sky, blue water, brilliant mountain flowers, and the warmth and coolness of human relationships.

This narrow secret passage was like a noose around his neck, gently strangling, daily binding, making him constantly struggle for just a thin breath to barely survive.

Ten years of suffering unknown to all.

Tie Ci took a light breath.

A breeze came toward her, slightly cool.

She walked forward.

The path ahead was blocked by a wall.

Tie Ci’s gaze pierced through the wall, and a figure’s back appeared before her eyes.

That figure sat with his back to the wall, holding a book scroll in one hand and picking something from a plate beside him to eat with the other. Even from his posture, you could see his complete contentment.

In the eyes of someone currently filled with anger and sympathy, it was an incomparable contrast.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on his hands—wearing a large ring, with an extremely elaborate and particular crown on his head, and the bone structure of a middle-aged man.

His arm bone had been broken.

You Jun had once taken a blade for the Yannan Prince, breaking his arm. It must be him without doubt.

Right now You Jun sat before her, separated by one wall, with his back to her.

She need only teleport once, and with a flash of blade light…

She could avenge Ah Yao and solve the court’s major threat. Perhaps Yannan would fall into her hands.

Tie Ci stared intently at his back.

An incomparable temptation.

Chapter 379: Military Authority
You Jun sat with his legs crossed, still eating candied fruits one by one.

Tie Ci’s fingers tightened slightly.

He Gu looked at her uncomprehendingly, not understanding why she had suddenly stopped in front of this wall.

After a long moment, Tie Ci suddenly let out a long breath.

Her fingers relaxed as she turned around and silently mouthed to He Gu: “Let’s go.”

He Gu obediently turned around. Tie Ci suddenly heard what seemed like voices from far away: “…You’ve finally returned… everything is well… you’ve suffered… this time you’re back to transfer…”

“…received some news… must hurry and meet with father…”

The problem with celestial hearing was that all sounds seemed muffled through drums, distorted and unclear.

Tie Ci stopped in her tracks.

Beyond the wall, You Jun suddenly put down his legs, pushed away the candied fruits, and sat up straight.

The door curtain was lifted as someone was about to enter.

Tie Ci focused her sight to see.

But You Jun seemed to suddenly remember something, slapped his forehead, and abruptly stood up, turning to face Tie Ci.

His hand swept across the wall, apparently about to activate the mechanism in this wall.

From the corner of her eye, Tie Ci noticed that inside this wall there seemed to be a small hidden chamber about the size of a cabinet. The You father and son must have hidden some things in this secret passage.

But this wasn’t the time to investigate that hidden cabinet. What if You Jun was really coming to open this secret passage?

She’d have to leave immediately, or they’d run right into each other.

But Tie Ci also wanted to see the person about to lift the door curtain.

If she hadn’t guessed wrong, it should be You Weinan, coming to discuss with You Jun their plans for dealing with her.

As she hesitated, suddenly someone outside the door strode forward with a loud voice: “Young Master, please wait for this official! This official has urgent matters to report!”

The person’s voice was so loud that Tie Ci could hear it without celestial hearing—it was clearly Master Shi.

Tie Ci immediately understood why he was doing this.

Master Shi knew she had infiltrated the Prince’s Residence. Though uncertain of her location, he suspected she might attempt assassination and would likely be lurking near where the You father and son were. He’d come first to check the situation, second to lend a hand if something happened, and third to call You Weinan away, preventing father and son from being together and increasing the difficulty for Tie Ci’s assassination attempt.

His thinking was very meticulous.

Unfortunately, he had still guessed wrong—Tie Ci didn’t plan to assassinate the You father and son now.

The time hadn’t come yet.

Setting aside the immediate opportunity, it was very likely a trap. After all, You Weixing was rumored to be in the residence but had actually been transferred away. The purpose of this rumor was nothing more than a siege to lure reinforcements, wanting to entice her to send people to rescue him. The drawings on the wall were probably deliberately left there, merely to lure people into the trap.

Even if she succeeded now, with the You father and son’s prestige undiminished and the female heir siblings being mediocre and incompetent, killing one You Jun would only bring forth a second or third You Jun—she still wouldn’t be able to control Yannan.

Seizing territory was easy; winning people’s hearts was difficult.

She either wouldn’t act, or when she did, it would be to eliminate all future troubles.

But his intervention prevented Tie Ci from seeing the person she wanted to see.

The person about to enter outside stopped in their tracks.

You Jun also turned to look, but his finger still flicked across the wall.

A sliver of light appeared before them.

The door opened.

He Gu stared in horror with wide eyes.

The door was already open—it was too late to go back now!

She suddenly lunged forward, blocking Tie Ci’s path, and pushed her back with her hand.

Run quickly!

Escape and save the young master!

The next instant her body suddenly felt weightless, as if something had grabbed her forcefully. Wind whistled in her ears, light and shadow swirled chaotically, and between alternating black and white, light and dark, when she opened her eyes again, she found herself standing in the main hall of Wanqing Garden.

Behind her, Tie Ci was gently closing the secret door, even sweeping the dust on the wall smooth.

He Gu: “…”

Tie Ci turned around to see He Gu staring at her with a strange expression, and couldn’t help but laugh. “What’s wrong?”

He Gu murmured, “The young master was right…”

“Hmm?”

“You are a fairy, the fairy he’s been waiting for to save him,” tears appeared in He Gu’s eyes. “The fairy riding white clouds that he’s been waiting for—she’s come.”

Tie Ci looked at her steadily and smiled slightly. “Yes.”

…

A quarter-hour later, Tie Ci appeared on the roof of a building next to Jinfang Pavilion, looking at the brightly lit pavilion.

This courtyard was completely different in style from Wanqing Garden—gorgeous and spacious, decorated with lanterns and colored banners, full of festive atmosphere, with servants constantly coming and going.

If there was anything discordant, it was that there were too many guards. Patrols were constant throughout the multi-courtyard complex.

In wealthy households, guards didn’t enter the inner courtyards, but clearly they couldn’t be concerned with propriety here.

Moreover, even the roof eaves had hanging lanterns, obviously to prevent anyone from getting onto the rooftops.

Outside the courtyard gate, He Gu carried a tray and knocked the door ring.

Someone came to answer the door. He Gu said she’d come to bring the young lady her evening snack.

The person answering the door said in surprise, “How did it become your turn today? Where’s Granny Lu?”

“Granny Lu has stomach troubles…”

The answering maid took the tray, examined it carefully, then sent He Gu away, and He Gu left.

The maid carried the sour plum soup into the main hall of the third courtyard. Pushing open the door to see brilliant reds everywhere, the gorgeously dressed woman sitting at the dressing table didn’t turn around.

The maid didn’t say much, only: “Young Lady, your evening snack has arrived,” and handed the tray to the maid standing guard in the room.

In this courtyard, everyone had their own area. Those serving in the first courtyard were absolutely not allowed to enter the third courtyard, and those managing deliveries in the third courtyard could never enter the young lady’s bedroom.

The maid brought over the rock sugar tofu pudding. You Weixuan didn’t even look at it. “No appetite. Take it away.”

The maid didn’t try to persuade her and was about to take it away when You Weixuan suddenly said, “Sour plum soup?”

“Yes.” The maid smiled. “The kitchen hasn’t made sour plum soup in quite a while.”

You Weixuan’s gaze moved. “I’m feeling a bit feverish and want a sip of soup. Leave it.”

The maid set down the tray and was about to serve You Weixuan the soup when You Weixuan said coldly, “I’ll do it myself. I’m afraid you’ll burn me on purpose.”

The maid didn’t take her provocation, saying gently, “This servant wouldn’t dare,” and retreated to the side, but kept her eyes fixed on her.

You Weixuan picked up the blue porcelain bowl and slowly finished the sour plum soup, but even drinking to the bottom, she saw nothing.

Her finger felt around the bottom of the bowl—smooth to the touch, no characters.

Her gaze swept over the tray. On the tray was just the covered bowl, nothing hidden.

She wanted to lift the cover to look, but suddenly remembered that the maid had lifted and set down the cover—if there had been anything, it would have been discovered long ago.

You Weixuan felt anxious, wondering if it was just a coincidence and she was grasping at straws in desperation.

Her gaze suddenly fell on the blue porcelain bowl, frowning: “Why is this blue porcelain?”

Everyone in the Prince’s Residence had utensils according to their rank. No matter what, she was still the female heir and habitually used sweet white porcelain or celestial kiln blue-and-white. How had she suddenly been given this inferior blue porcelain?

The maid was stunned and explained, “This… recently preparing for your wedding, Master Ceremonial must be very busy and perhaps overlooked…”

You Weixuan’s gaze sharpened.

Ceremonial Master.

Was this the meaning?

She heavily slammed the bowl onto the table and shouted angrily, “Is this an oversight? This is contempt! I’m not even gone yet and already they’re neglecting me? Have Shi Yueming come personally to explain!”

The maid bowed her head in acknowledgment.

She’d been instructed that with the young lady’s wedding approaching, anxiety and irritability were inevitable—just humor her.

Everyone understood why the young lady was irritable and why they had to appease her now. Just get her married off peacefully and it would all be over.

The maid went out to order the guards to summon Master Shi. Soon Master Shi hurried over, the mole on his chin twitching even more violently.

As he passed through the courtyard next to Jinfang Pavilion, Tie Ci silently dropped down in blue clothes and a small cap, following behind him.

The two knocked at the courtyard gate. Since the ceremonial master frequently needed to report wedding procedures and preparations to the young lady, the gatekeepers were all familiar with Master Shi. Seeing him come at midnight wasn’t strange, and they even showed sympathetic expressions.

After all, when the young lady was in a bad mood, Master Shi suffered the most blame.

Therefore, when he brought a servant, no one questioned it much. After all, if the young lady threw things, someone needed to be there to take the brunt of it.

Master Shi brought Tie Ci into the third courtyard. Before they even got close, they could hear You Weixuan’s cold scolding, and a maid came out sweating profusely, eagerly leading them inside.

Master Shi entered and the door closed. You Weixuan didn’t look at Master Shi first, but glanced at the two maids standing closely beside her.

These two weren’t merely maids—they were actually female guards with excellent martial arts skills and were very alert.

With You Weixuan’s limited fighting skills, she really wasn’t confident she could take them both out at once, while Master Shi and his servant had to stand far away due to protocol.

You Weixuan was still anxiously thinking of solutions when she saw the servant behind Master Shi lift his hand slightly, and the two maids collapsed by the dressing table.

A yellow-and-black striped frog jumped out from behind the two women’s necks, its slender tongue lingering around their necks in circles.

“Tiger, come here.”

But the frog didn’t come immediately. It first licked the sour plum soup in the bowl clean, then ran its slender tongue around with satisfaction.

Tie Ci didn’t mind. Before entering the city, Ah Kou had said to bring Tiger to see the world. Tie Ci understood this was lending her a magical treasure and gladly accepted.

She’d been a bit worried Tiger would make noise and cause trouble, but it proved that pets follow their masters—Tiger wasn’t a chatty frog either.

You Weixuan breathed a sigh of relief and looked carefully at Tie Ci, then suddenly stood up: “Your Highness, you really came personally!”

Master Shi’s mole twitched nervously again as he moved to stand guard by the door, not daring to raise his head.

Tie Ci looked at You Weixuan. She was petite and charming, recently much thinner, which gave her a somewhat refined appearance. At this moment she looked at her with bright eyes full of gratitude.

But within that gratitude was also some unease and probing.

Tie Ci understood You Weixuan—cautious, practical, thinking much when encountering problems. She would certainly be delighted by her arrival, but would also immediately think of her status as Imperial Heir and her intentions.

For her, it could only be choosing the lesser of two evils, depending on how she weighed things.

Tie Ci didn’t give her much time to think, saying concisely: “I went to Wanqing Garden. Ah Yao was transferred away, but I’ll find him. As for you, wait peacefully for your wedding and act normally—don’t let the You father and son see anything wrong. Don’t worry, I’ll give you a proper opportunity to defeat them.”

Joy burst in You Weixuan’s eyes.

She also knew the You father and son were very popular in Yannan, while she was a woman and her brother was mentally incomplete. She and her brother couldn’t sit securely on the throne just by seizing power.

Hearing the Imperial Heir’s meaning, it seemed she had already thought of how to bring down the You father and son and let their siblings win people’s hearts.

Thinking of the Imperial Heir’s deeds she’d heard about in the past half year, You Weixuan’s joy grew even greater.

“…so I need the military seal of Yannan Prince’s Residence.”

You Weixuan’s face lost all color.

“Your Highness… the Royal Army, Five Cities Military Commission, Kunzhou Camp… these are all in the hands of the You father and son now.”

“What about the various garrison posts and inspection offices?”

“They’ve all sided with the You father and son. After all, You Jun is Yannan’s Military Commissioner and already controls military authority throughout the territory.”

“No, you must still have other forces.” Tie Ci looked at her calmly. “Otherwise, with the You father and son having the support of clan elders and common people, there would be no need to keep you siblings until now.”

You Weixuan fell silent.

Tie Ci didn’t rush her either.

Making choices was always difficult.

Handing over military authority meant giving up the last chance at power. If the You siblings were ultimately rescued, Yannan could never return to their hands.

But she wasn’t a charity worker. If she rescued the You siblings and then let them gain real power, what would she have come to Yannan for? Tourism?

She also wasn’t a truly cold monarch. Between freedom and life versus power and position, she gave You Weixuan a choice.

The night watchman sounded again and again. The voices of guards patrolling and talking were just one door away, and Master Shi stood there trembling slightly.

You Weixuan continued her silence, her downcast eyes showing faint red at the corners.

Tie Ci was somewhat distracted, thinking that if You Weixing were here, he certainly wouldn’t understand and would definitely not listen to any explanations: “I want to follow Brother Eighteen.”

She reminded You Weixuan lightly, “Weixuan, you angrily summoned Master Shi to come in.”

You Weixuan immediately understood, stood up, and said loudly: “Shi Yueming! Who allowed you to slight me like this? I haven’t even left the Prince’s Residence yet, and I’m already not worthy of using sweet white porcelain?”

Master Shi immediately said in a trembling voice: “Young Lady, Young Lady, this official was negligent. I’ll go back immediately to punish those in charge!”

The person outside who had been about to enter to check paused and walked away.

Tie Ci continued: “Weixuan, we can’t stay too long. These two maids of yours are martial artists. If they sleep too long, they’ll notice something themselves.”

You Weixuan quickly bit her lower lip and said softly: “To be honest with Your Highness, before father died, he gave me a token. He said if I ever reached desperate straits with my life in danger, I should take this token and seek out the Three Great Pacification Commissions…”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

The three great Pacification Commissions of Yannan were powerful, each controlling a tribe and territory. Their relationship with Yannan Prince’s Residence was said to be ordinary, always keeping to themselves. It turned out this was all a facade.

The Yannan Prince was indeed no ordinary person—he had kept this card hidden. No wonder despite having ordinary relations with the Three Great Pacification Commissions, he had always been able to firmly control Yannan.

The You father and son probably didn’t know about this, but they likely suspected, which was why they’d kept the You siblings alive to see what would follow.

Now that she had come to Yannan, if she hadn’t chosen to see the You siblings first, with the You father and son controlling all of Yannan’s military forces plus the Three Great Pacification Commissions’ aid, even with her full guard contingent, she couldn’t have left Kunzhou after taking down the You father and son.

You Weixuan said bitterly: “They keep coming to watch me, test me, pressure me. They’ve searched everywhere around me. I feel they’ve lost patience, and their next step will probably be to use Ah Yao to force me…” She suddenly looked up urgently: “Ah Yao! Your Highness, as long as you can save Ah Yao…”

Outside the door, a hearty laugh suddenly rang out: “My dear niece, what are you doing?!”

Chapter 380: The Five Eccentrics of Wu Hall
You Weixuan’s expression changed drastically, and Master Shi said urgently, “Military Commissioner!”

Both their foreheads were instantly covered in sweat.

Tie Ci stood motionless, staring at You Weixuan: “Weixuan, I can only come in this once.”

This was her only chance to choose.

Master Shi: “Your Highness, we must retreat immediately!”

Tie Ci looked at You Weixuan once more, seeing her grit her teeth without moving, then calmly turned around.

Outside the door, You Jun’s laughter grew closer: “I heard Xuan’er is angry? Who upset you? Point them out and let uncle give them a good beating!”

His tone was light and warm, truly like a caring uncle who doted on his niece.

Tie Ci’s lips curved slightly.

Behind her, You Weixuan suddenly turned, rushed to one of the maids, reached into the pouch at her waist, pulled out a thin jade piece, and threw it into the blue porcelain bowl.

Clang—a crisp sound.

Creak—the door was quickly pushed open.

At that moment, the two maids awakened, looking slightly bewildered.

Tie Ci had already retreated behind Master Shi, both bowing to You Weixuan with their backs to the door.

As the door opened, You Weixuan shouted angrily, “Get out! All of you get out of my room! A bunch of ungrateful wolves taking advantage of my misfortune!”

She raised her hand and hurled the blue porcelain bowl viciously at Master Shi and Tie Ci!

Crash—the blue porcelain bowl shattered into pieces on Master Shi’s hanging robe.

Like a loyal servant, Tie Ci immediately rushed forward, not fearing the porcelain shards, gathering all the pieces into her sleeve with both hands, saying in a trembling voice, “Sir, are you alright? Young Lady, please calm your anger!”

Master Shi’s face was scratched by the scattered shards, leaving a bloody mark. He didn’t bother to wipe it, hastily bowing.

You Jun stood in the doorway, nearly hit by the porcelain bowl, also startled and quickly stepping back two paces. Though he clearly heard You Weixuan’s pointed accusations, his face remained smiling as he said, “Dear niece, be careful not to hurt your hands.”

He then scolded Master Shi, “You’ve angered the young lady—hurry up and leave! Send over a set of celestial kiln blue-and-white porcelain later to apologize!”

Master Shi repeatedly agreed, retreating with Tie Ci. You Weinan, standing at the door, stepped aside, sighed, and said sympathetically in a low voice, “Old Shi, go apply some medicine quickly.” He pointed to his face.

Master Shi quietly thanked him. Tie Ci didn’t raise her head, following him out.

After leaving the courtyard and reaching a deserted area, Master Shi whispered, “What should we do? The item was smashed to pieces in the young lady’s fury…”

Tie Ci smiled slightly, took a blue porcelain bowl from her sleeve and handed it to him, saying, “Ming kiln blue porcelain is also quite valuable. Take it back to exchange for some money—if you don’t need it, give it to beggars.”

Master Shi stared at the intact blue porcelain bowl in shock, almost thinking it was magic, then vaguely remembered that after the Imperial Heir’s talent awakened, it flowed like an endless river…

He exhaled and said sincerely, “Your Highness has great power!”

With the blue porcelain bowl restored, naturally the jade piece inside was fine too.

Tie Ci smiled without speaking, thinking you haven’t seen real great power yet.

Master Shi was relieved. In a hidden place, he bid farewell to Tie Ci. Before leaving, Tie Ci asked him, “Are you familiar with You Weinan?”

Master Shi said, “Young Master You didn’t live in the Prince’s Residence in his early years. He traveled the world studying, and even after returning, he lived in a separate residence, busy daily at the Provincial Administration Commission and Military Commission helping the Second Master gather various factions. Only this year has he frequently entered and exited the Prince’s Residence. He’s approachable and quickly became familiar with everyone.”

Tie Ci said, “You’ve served in the Prince’s Residence for many years—you must have watched these royal descendants grow up from childhood.”

“More or less. Young Master You did frequently enter and exit the Prince’s Residence as a child. He had a round face then, not much different from now.”

Tie Ci nodded and said, “Don’t go near the You father and son or the female heir in the coming days. Too much is as bad as too little.”

Master Shi agreed.

“Does You Jun treat You Weinan well?”

“Very strictly.”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said, “I have something to tell you. But whether you pass it on and when you pass it on is your decision.”

She whispered something in Master Shi’s ear. Master Shi looked up at her in horror.

Tie Ci smiled and nodded, watching Master Shi disappear into the darkness looking somewhat lost.

She herself began sneaking out according to the route Master Shi had indicated. He had pointed out the relatively safest path out of the residence for Tie Ci. Having been in the Prince’s Residence for many years, he was naturally very familiar with all aspects.

Inside Jinfang Pavilion, You Jun chatted casually with You Weixuan for a few sentences, his gaze sweeping over the two maids. The two maids, having just awakened with some confusion, were instantly alert after You Weixuan’s sudden outburst, and now appeared normal.

You Jun withdrew his gaze. Without looking at You Weixuan’s cold expression, he laughed and said, “Niece, rest well and don’t be angry,” then turned and left. You Weinan never entered, casually leaning against the door picking his nails.

The father and son left together. Once outside the courtyard, You Jun asked, “Where is that village woman seeking her husband?”

The smile lines on his face didn’t fade—perhaps he’d smiled so habitually that they couldn’t disappear—but his eyes were cold and still.

You Weinan said carelessly, “Probably still trapped in the pit at Wanqing Garden.”

Suddenly footsteps sounded as someone rushed over: “Military Commissioner, Left Counselor, something happened at Wanqing Garden!”

The You father and son hurried over to see Ah Qi, his head and face red and swollen from burns, his consciousness still unclear. The guards stationed nearby looked ashamed: “…We heard the woman scream and thought she’d fallen into the trap, so we didn’t go in to check. It wasn’t until Ah Qi woke up screaming…”

You Jun stared at the disheveled Ah Qi, then suddenly turned and slapped You Weinan across the face: “Knowing that woman was suspicious, why didn’t you personally supervise? You really are useless!”

You Weinan was spun around by this vicious slap, covering his face and not daring to speak.

You Jun’s anger hadn’t subsided. He said coldly, “Living a pampered life, you should at least act like a proper person. If you really can’t be helped up…” He paused, then said, “There are plenty of your brothers waiting!”

You Weinan lowered his head and stepped back respectfully. You Jun walked out, then suddenly stopped.

Scenes from Jinfang Pavilion earlier flashed through his mind.

Entering the door, You Weixuan’s anger, the suddenly thrown bowl, shards all over the floor, the master and servant with lowered heads…

He suddenly said, “Go send someone to the young lady at Jinfang Pavilion to see if those blue porcelain shards are still there.”

The attendant following him said in confusion, “Military Commissioner, the shards were all scooped up by Master Shi’s servant at the time.”

“None left at all?”

“None at all.”

You Jun said nothing more, his brow deeply furrowed.

You Weinan behind him whispered, “Father, what are you thinking?”

You Jun said, “Why would that servant scoop up all the shards?”

You Weinan said, “Just helping the ceremonial master clean his clothes. Naturally he’d collect them—could he leave them on the ground for you to step on?”

That made sense, but You Jun still frowned. You Weinan seemed to understand, whispering, “You mean…”

You Jun murmured, “The Imperial Heir is rumored to have restoration abilities…”

You Weinan said in surprise, “How could the Imperial Heir be doing such menial work!”

You Jun said, “You’ve seen the Imperial Heir—what was she like?”

You Weinan’s face immediately brightened: “That day at Siyi Garden during Lord Tan’s birthday banquet, I actually didn’t see the Imperial Heir clearly. She was disguised as a Pacification Commission clerk, really not worth noticing. I only caught a distant glimpse of her excellent bearing and couldn’t help saying a few more words. I didn’t expect what happened later, but from that one glance, she truly deserved to be the Imperial Heir—even disguised as a minor official, her noble bearing was unmistakable.”

He concluded: “So how could that wretched servant just now be the Imperial Heir?”

You Jun remained silent, walking forward on his own toward the ceremonial office. After entering, he saw Master Shi frantically busy. You Jun silently stood behind Master Shi and suddenly said coldly, “Where’s the blue porcelain bowl?”

Master Shi turned around in surprise: “Sir!” After bowing and standing up, he said bewilderedly, “What blue porcelain bowl?”

The servant behind him laughed: “Is the Military Commissioner asking about the shattered blue porcelain from earlier? I already threw it in the latrine.” He pointed to the nearby toilet.

People of this era threw waste into latrines, where special personnel would collect the waste and transport it outside the city.

You Jun and You Weinan both looked at this servant. His clothing and appearance looked about the same as the previous one.

They hadn’t paid attention to that servant before anyway.

Looking at Master Shi’s expression again—bewildered and surprised, without unease—they couldn’t see anything suspicious.

You Jun smiled and waved his hand: “You’re busy, you’re busy.” He took out candied fruits from his sleeve, eating as he walked away.

You Weinan also bowed and left, openly showing the slap mark on his face with a smile.

Master Shi’s gaze swept across his face, momentarily hesitating as if wanting to speak, then deeply bowing to see them off.

You Weinan turned around, his smile fading considerably. His face stung with burning pain. He raised his hand to touch his face, but ultimately put it down.

Behind him, Master Shi watched his retreating figure and silently shook his head.

In the evening, Kunzhou had shed its daytime heat, with a cool breeze. Tie Ci strolled through the streets with He Gu following behind.

Once Ah Qi was discovered, the porridge on his body would implicate He Gu, so Tie Ci had helped her escape as well.

He Gu followed behind her, still savoring the spinning sensation of traveling thousands of miles in an instant. The first time she was scared to death, but the second time she found it very exciting. Now she chattered behind her: “Young Master Eighteen, what kind of martial arts is this? When you use this skill, no one can catch you. So why didn’t you bring the young lady out? If we find the young master, you could use this technique—whoosh!—and the young master would be free too.”

Tie Ci laughed and shook her head.

Rong Pu had repeatedly warned her that among her many abilities, teleportation was most useful but caused her the most harm. Each use could potentially cause reverse impact on her meridians—who knew when it might become a bomb—so she should avoid using it if possible.

As the female heir, You Weixuan had her own responsibilities. She couldn’t just be grabbed and taken away.

Thinking of Rong Pu reminded her of a letter she’d received on the ship. This spring, Yueli Academy had reopened with Rong Pu raising the banner of “studying alongside the Imperial Heir.” He’d turned places in the academy she’d once visited into tourist attractions, such as “Wuyu Pool Ink Sacrifice Righteousness Site,” “Library Tower Flowing Yellow Disappearance Place,” “Liuxiang Lake Lovers’ Path Hammock,” “Lecture Hall Third Place Deification Site,” “Training Ground Archery Competition Place”… He’d even drawn pictures and printed them into exquisite booklets distributed everywhere, including portraits of Floating Yellow and Flowing Ink’s remains, along with elegies specially commissioned from Zhu Yi for the two beloved pets.

She wondered if Zhu Yi had cursed while writing them.

Rong Pu had even created something called the “Five Eccentrics of Wu Hall,” referring to Tie Ci, himself, Dan Ye, Yang Yixiu, and Tian Wu. He claimed these five had all lived in Wu Hall, describing their brotherhood, life-and-death experiences, struggles against corrupt officials, joint efforts in Yongping, and help to Dan Ye in seizing power in the Western Rong territories. These stories included youthful adventures, backbone and passion, bloody killings, loyalty unto death, and even various comedic incidents from a woman disguising as a man and sharing quarters… This caused another sensation at the academy, with everyone admiring them.

Tie Ci laughed at this. Cha Cha was playing petty tricks again. Setting aside that he and Dan Ye had joined Wu Hall later, the original residents of Wu Hall weren’t just these few people—there was another person in Wu Hall whom he’d simply erased.

Reportedly, the court strongly criticized his behavior, with some censors calling it the actions of a sycophantic courtier. That censor came from another famous academy, and Rong Pu’s actions had greatly impacted other academies, with half their students running off to Yueli.

Scholars valued their reputations and emphasized integrity. Such behavior could easily be criticized as flattery and sycophancy, damaging one’s reputation. So Rong Pu’s move was something no one had expected.

No one expected that someone who appeared so nobly refined from a prestigious family could be so skilled at flattery.

But Rong Pu always had the ability to conduct the most base affairs with dignity. He openly raised the Imperial Heir’s banner, had Zhu Yi write elegies for his pets, invited Gu Zi to write academy records for his recruitment handbook, depicting the academy as the most desirable place in the world. His recruitment handbook was innovative, beautifully illustrated with text and images, featuring great scholars’ calligraphy, making it so popular that paper became expensive in Luoyang, with people competing to collect them. Not to mention the scholars who received these handbooks—everyone considered it an honor.

When Tie Ci received the letter, she was quite amazed. She’d only casually mentioned recruitment handbooks to Rong Pu once, not expecting him to remember and create a Da Qian version of a premium recruitment handbook. With just this handbook, Yueli Academy not only attracted countless students this year but also invited many great scholars and talents who had previously lived in seclusion, perfectly filling the teaching and administrative vacancies left after purging the Xiao family’s influence.

The academy dormitories couldn’t accommodate everyone, so they were currently expanding. Rong Pu was also soliciting donations from local wealthy merchants in Haiyou, setting up related preferential policies—such as donating certain amounts allowing academy visits, or allowing outstanding children admission. The academy also opened once monthly for paid visits by wealthy households and free visits for common people. But Rong Pu set limits to prevent any one or two families from dominating, avoiding the old situation of the academy being controlled by powerful clans and noble families.

However, there was one exception. Rong Pu mentioned that an anonymous wealthy merchant had donated a large sum with no demands whatsoever. The academy supervisor suggested investigating before accepting the donation to avoid unnecessary trouble. In his letter to Tie Ci, Rong Pu said he felt no investigation was necessary—what did the Imperial Heir think?

Tie Ci found this “what did the Imperial Heir think?” quite clever—basically passive-aggressive sarcasm.

Wasn’t he just guessing it was Murong Yi’s donation and pretending otherwise?

But passive-aggressive or not, he definitely wouldn’t refuse the money.

Chapter 381: Flirtatious to the Skies
Rong Pu had made Yueli Academy thrive magnificently, and it was foreseeable that in the coming days, it would continuously provide talented individuals to the court.

These talents would ultimately all bear one name: “the Crown Princess’s people.”

Not to mention that Yueli Academy carried the Crown Princess’s label, even if these students had no feelings for the Crown Princess, once they entered the academy with such a dean who would use every means possible to constantly show off Tie Ci’s presence to them, after several years, they would be thoroughly brainwashed.

Tie Ci was in excellent spirits, so while strolling through Ping Yun, she even bought gifts for Rong Pu, having Chi Xue keep them hidden so Murong Yi wouldn’t discover them.

Tie Ci suddenly stopped. Ahead were three tall buildings arranged in the character “品” (pin): Yijiang Mingyue Tower, Shugu Tower, and Yuzhuan Tower.

She looked at the three buildings, all facing Mirror Pool, able to overlook the prince’s mansion from afar. Behind each building was a garden, and each had a separate rear building.

From their location and setup, they all matched what Aunt He had described—places that could keep You Weixing quiet and prevent him from causing trouble.

Moreover, they were close to the prince’s mansion. If anything happened, reinforcements from the mansion could arrive quickly.

However, the rear courtyards of all three buildings were off-limits to people, and they certainly all had guards. If she guessed wrong and alerted them, there would be no chance later.

Furthermore, it wasn’t just these three buildings—the area between them was collectively called Three Towers District. The area was prosperous, all prime real estate with high land prices. Many officials’ and wealthy merchants’ shops and gardens were scattered throughout, and the Confucian Temple and Kun Zhou Academy were also located here. These buildings all had gardens too. Even though she had narrowed the range to this area, it was still quite a large region.

You Weixing, due to his supposed “idiocy,” wasn’t valued by the You father and son. He existed more as a chess piece to restrain You Weixuan. But if the You father and son discovered she wanted to rescue You Weixing, they wouldn’t think it was due to friendship—they would only believe You Weixing was useful to Tie Ci, and they might simply eliminate him.

Tie Ci observed from afar for a while but didn’t directly go to investigate the Three Towers area. Instead, she took Aunt He to an inn several li away from the three buildings.

……

At dawn, in the misty morning air, the green and blue terraced fields of the Mo clan village resembled a patchwork quilt spread across the earth, while the wooden buildings were like rustic buttons scattered across the quilt.

With a creak, a small wooden door suddenly opened. A disheveled person with bleary eyes crawled out from inside, with a snow-white bare foot planted on his buttocks. The ankle wore a golden-brown snake-shaped anklet.

The bare foot pushed him outward while a woman’s voice came from inside, drowsy: “…Get up, get up, time to feed the pigs!”

Feng Huan’s eyes were still closed, his hands groping blindly on the ground. “Where are my clothes… where are my shoes… I’m so sleepy… can’t I sleep a bit longer… when I was at the mansion, I never got up before noon…”

The bare foot drew back slightly. Feng Huan was delighted and wanted to turn around to go back to sleep, but the foot suddenly shot out again, kicking hard on his buttocks. The golden-brown snake-shaped “anklet” slithered away with a whoosh.

With a splash, Feng Huan tumbled into the pig pen below.

Several hungry pigs grunted and surrounded him, their long snouts gnawing randomly. Feng Huan let out a wail and was completely awake.

He climbed up, face covered in eye discharge, looking bewildered at the pigs and cattle around him, the pig and cow dung everywhere, the messy dried grass on the ground. He scratched his disheveled hair and straightened up, somehow pulling something that made him hiss.

He muttered: “This life is unbearable.”

The pigs stared at him expectantly.

“Before, when I woke at noon, I lay on a bed with seven layers of brocade quilts. The first thing I saw was the embroidered canopy ceiling and golden tent hooks hanging with silk cords. Incense smoke curled from bronze censers, beauties wore nothing, soft as jade and warm as fragrance. Their eyes gazed at me like pools of water. I only had to crook my finger, and they would massage my shoulders beside me.”

Several pigs tentatively crawled over and began gnawing on his feet.

Feng Huan pulled back his feet. From upstairs came a bang as a basket was thrown down. A sharp sickle bounced out of the basket, nearly stabbing his buttocks.

“After the massage, someone would bring fruits on golden plates, wine in silver pots, pastries on jade dishes, along with various fruits, cakes, southern shrimp, northern ham, eastern dried scallops, western mutton… I never had to lift a finger. Wherever my eyes looked, someone would pick it up with a silver fork and feed it to my mouth.”

With a whoosh overhead, a straw raincoat fell down—the morning mountain dew was heavy, this was to protect him from the moisture.

Feng Huan put on the straw raincoat, got up, and picked up the sickle. Cutting pig feed every morning had become his unshakeable daily task.

He put on the straw shoes A’Ji had woven, looking sadly at his feet that used to be soft and tender but now had grown a layer of calluses and no longer felt the straw shoes chafing.

He had a lot of straw on him, which he brushed off.

“She says I’m dirty. Won’t let me sleep in the bed. Sleeping on straw on the floor, every bone gets poked and prodded.”

Walking onto the field ridge, he lazily began cutting pig feed.

“She says I’m lazy, that young master habits are disgusting, that I need to work more to wash away the pampered air. These pigs downstairs are my responsibility. At year’s end, they’ll be weighed—however many catties the pigs lose, I’ll have to cut that much from my own body to make up for it.”

The sickle tip suddenly hit something hard. He skillfully flicked and dug, and a moon-white tuber with many holes appeared on the sickle tip. The holes emitted an eerie blue-purple color—clearly a poisonous substance.

Feng Huan calmly tossed the tuber into another small basket. The tuber gave off an intoxicating fragrance. He took a deep breath and felt refreshed.

But his mood became even worse.

There were too many tubers, greatly slowing down the pig feed cutting, and over there, A’Ji was calling for him to hurry up and finish cutting the pig feed to cook breakfast.

Feng Huan straightened his back. He didn’t feel tired—somehow, his energy was exceptionally good now, and his eyesight was excellent too. He happened to see a wooden building at the very bottom of the terraced fields.

Below that wooden building, flowers and fruits were piled up. Early in the morning, there was already a girl singing mountain songs, her voice like an oriole, causing all the birds in the mountains to sing along melodiously.

Feng Huan thought: “Heh heh.”

With a bang, a window opened, and a man’s voice also began singing mountain songs. This voice was rich and beautiful, with a wide range, gorgeous beyond compare. With just one note, it suppressed all the wonderful sounds in the mountains.

The female voice sang: “The mountain flowers bloom for whom…”

The male voice answered: “Every flower blooms for my A Ci.”

The female voice sang: “…Eighteen bends in the winding mountain path…”

The male voice answered: “Wait eighteen years and take me back.”

The female voice sang: “…Flutter flutter, mountain birds perch on the brow…”

The male voice answered: “Thinking of A Ci makes my heart burn hot.”

Feng Huan: “Ha, hahahahaha!”

How fucking flirtatious!

The female voice stopped singing, the birds stopped their joyful songs. Such romantic duet singing was like eating ten catties of shit-flavored poison.

However, what they say about repeated defeats and repeated battles—Feng Huan had certainly witnessed the tenacity of mountain women during this time. He calmly changed position and continued waiting on the field ridge for the next wave.

The window opened, someone was combing hair at the door. Hair like satin, simply a replica of Uncle’s classic hair-combing scene. That hair gleamed blue-black in the sunlight. The fingers combing were snow-white at the joints with pale red fingertips, even more beautiful than Uncle’s.

This maximally satisfied the eyes of the Mo clan village girls.

The girls chatted and laughed, dazzled and entranced, offering the most beautifully colored poisonous snakes, scorpions with the sharpest tail hooks, centipedes as long as arms, and nests of crystal-clear ant eggs.

There were also various bottles containing personally created poisons, toxins, poisonous powders, and poisonous pills.

The beauty’s long fingers picked and chose, flicking away poisonous snakes, taking scorpions, blowing away centipedes, and graciously accepting ant eggs for wine-making.

The bottled poisons were all accepted without exception.

Feng Huan watched with tears streaming down his face.

Comparing people could really kill you.

He suddenly stood up, threw down the sickle, kicked the basket, and walked away.

In the wooden building, A’Ji was slowly kneading dough. Last night Feng Huan said he wanted to eat Sheng Du’s Crystal Three Spring Cake. She didn’t know what that was, but she could try making it—it was just a cake after all.

During breaks from kneading, she would poke her head out to look outside, just in time to see Feng Huan standing up angrily.

A’Ji smiled unconcernedly.

She could see him getting angry every day. Even A Kou’s tiger didn’t puff its cheeks as high as his.

But A Heng would calm down and come back on his own. A’Ji lowered her head to continue kneading dough. How much water had she added just now?

Upstairs in the wooden building, Murong Yi stood before several paintings that looked like dancing demons. Even though he had been looking at them for days and was sick of them, he still stared until his face was almost pressed against them.

It wasn’t until he finally slowly exhaled and the last trace on his face suddenly disappeared that he hurriedly jumped back, washing his eyes with water in extreme disgust.

That old monster had hidden the antidote in these ghost-like paintings, forcing him to appreciate them day and night until he almost couldn’t paint anymore.

He spread out a bundle cloth and packed up all the bottles and jars he had recently received. Looking up, he saw Feng Huan walking away into the distance.

His figure flashed, and he had already jumped down from the back of the wooden building, circling around through the forest.

Feng Huan was walking when suddenly someone appeared beside him, asking: “What, eloping?”

Seeing Murong Yi now made Feng Huan angry. With his nose not a nose and eyes not eyes, he said: “Right, with you.”

“Thanks for the invitation, but my heart is with A Ci. I don’t look at any old demons.” Murong Yi carried a huge bundle, walking backward while saying: “Can’t take it anymore? Want to leave? Without anyone to row the boat or open the door, can you get out?”

“Can you get out then? Look at yourself—planning to abscond with the funds?”

“I actually can get out.” Murong Yi said lazily: “So tell me everything that happened after A Ci brought me here for medical treatment that day, and I’ll take you out.”

“Ah, nothing much happened. Didn’t His Highness just bring you through the door, take you on a boat, pass through the peak forest, come to the terraced fields, find Duanmu in the wooden house, and that was it.”

Murong Yi chuckled and was about to speak when footsteps came pattering—A’Ji had caught up.

Her hands were still wet, sticky with the dough she could never knead properly. She stared at Feng Huan: “A Huan, where are you going?”

Feng Huan stiffened his neck and wouldn’t look at her: “I’m going home!”

“Why?” A’Ji frowned: “Why do you want to go home? Isn’t it good here?”

“Is it good here?” Feng Huan suddenly turned around, pointing at the wooden building: “No tall houses, no soft beds, no edible food, no little tunes or word puzzles, pot-throwing, kite-flying, mahjong, pai gow, dice games, cricket fighting, cock fighting, opera, variety shows, music, chess, calligraphy, painting, wine, poetry, flowers… none of that exists, and that would be fine, but upstairs live people, downstairs live pigs, and the pigs are more noble than me—I, a marquis’s son, have to personally serve them! Cow dung and mud all over the field ridges, dried grass and rags throughout the house. The food is either cold or raw, and poisonous creatures and insects are everywhere. Long-legged bugs crawl all over the walls. If you don’t knock your shoes in the morning, there are enough centipedes to use as shoe insoles. At night you have to listen to sows snoring…” He spoke tearfully, spreading his hands for A’Ji to see: “Look at my hands, look! Just a few days here and already a layer of calluses! My hands used to be nourished with sheep’s milk! Look what kind of life I’m living now!”

A’Ji looked at the thin layer of calluses on his hands, then slowly spread out her own hands: “Your hands are much more tender than mine.”

“So what if they are? You’re from here, you’re used to it, you don’t think it’s hard. But you have no right to force me to stay here!”

A’Ji looked at him and slowly nodded: “Oh, so you don’t want to stay here. But that night you clearly said…”

Feng Huan’s face reddened: “That was an expedient! An expedient!”

“But I already…” A’Ji suddenly stopped mid-sentence, lowering her eyes for a long moment before looking up with a smile: “Then stay and finish the Crystal Three Spring Cake before you go. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time and worked on it all morning. I should be able to make it.”

“No, you can’t make it.” Feng Huan said coldly: “Have you ever eaten crystal cake? Do you know how to make it? Do you know this thing must use the finest peach blossom flour from Zhong Zhou, walnuts from Jiusui Wanning Mountain, lotus seeds from Emerald Lake, the best osmanthus from the third autumn ground into powder, with Gan Zhou oranges cut into strips and sugar-pickled, nine-steamed and nine-dried tangerine peel and plums with secret spice recipes, the cream on top needs to ferment overnight and can be peeled into nine layers, the crystal part uses boiled sea stone flower, poured with Cheng Zhou hundred-flower honey, and pressed with three different forms of peach blossoms… Your Crystal Three Spring Cake can probably peel into several layers of snake skin, pour in three catties of centipede powder, and be pressed with A Da and A Er’s tail prints?”

All around fell silent—even the poisonous snakes coiled up their tails.

After Feng Huan finished this speech in one breath, he realized he had gone too far and felt slightly regretful. Looking down, he saw a house centipede crawling over his mud-covered bare toes. His whole body shuddered, and he immediately swallowed back the gentle words that were about to come out, lifting his head with a huff.

A’Ji hadn’t spoken the whole time, looking down at the dough stuck to her hands. The flour wasn’t white and had nothing to do with peach blossoms, but it shone with a faint golden color. Only she knew what ingredients were in it—things that might not be refined or delicious, but were certainly ten thousand times more precious than what Feng Huan had described. But Feng Huan was right—though she thought it was good, he didn’t like it. If he didn’t like it, then it wasn’t worth anything at all.

Suddenly Little Master A Chong jumped out from beside them, his small face red with anger as he glared fiercely at Feng Huan: “Bullying A’Ji! You dare bully A’Ji—I’ll have Little Red, Little Green, Little Yellow, and Little White bite you to death bit by bit!”

Feng Huan immediately darted behind Murong Yi, still stubbornly saying: “Even if you kill me, I’m still leaving!”

Murong Yi tilted his head slightly, smiling as he blew gently on Feng Huan’s neck, making him shiver all over. Murong Yi whispered softly in his ear: “Think it through, okay? You and I are different. Everything I love is outside the mountain, but you might lose a great deal if you turn around and leave.”

“What’s different! Everything I love is also outside the mountain!”

Murong Yi stopped talking, wearing an expression of watching a good show.

Chapter 382: What Right Do You Have to Ask?
A’Ji held a status in the Mo clan village second only to A Chong. Since A Chong’s parents and relatives had died early, she had raised him single-handedly. Now seeing that Feng Huan actually wanted to flee, people from all directions gathered around with unfriendly expressions. Rustling sounds continued from the grass, water in the peak forest surged wildly—the formation was second only to the reaction when Tie Ci had “severed” A Chong’s finger that day.

Feng Huan trembled, clutching tightly at Murong Yi’s clothes.

Murong Yi leisurely picked him up and dumped him in front.

The main target was here—he wouldn’t serve as a shield.

Feng Huan glared viciously at Murong Yi, then glanced at A’Ji, already prepared to be dragged back by A Da and A Er.

But A’Ji suddenly burst into laughter.

While laughing, she waved her hand: “Fine, fine. Don’t you Central Plains people have a saying—’a melon forced from its vine is not sweet’? If the melon isn’t sweet, why would I gnaw on it?”

Feng Huan was delighted but feared a trick, staring with wide eyes: “You… you didn’t put some curse on me, did you? I heard that some women from Yannan know how to cast curses—if a lover dares betray her, he’ll die with his intestines bursting and belly rotting as soon as he leaves the village!”

“What’s so precious about loyalty obtained through curses and poisons?” A’Ji’s eyes widened even more than his: “What, am I such a good woman that I must desperately beg you to love me?” She snorted with laughter: “Besides, that kind of curse poison is very precious—why waste it on someone without heart?”

Feng Huan’s face flushed red. He wanted to say something but couldn’t. A’Ji seemed to have lost patience and waved her hand: “Get lost, all of you get lost!”

As she waved, the wave-like grass surged and rolled away. People slowly made way, the peak forest waters calmed, stone peaks creaked as they moved, opening a broad waterway. In the center of the waterway floated a small boat quietly.

Behind him, A’Ji said: “Once you leave, don’t come back. The Mo clan village doesn’t welcome those with divided hearts.”

The clear path lay before him, but Feng Huan didn’t know why his eyes suddenly reddened.

He immediately cheered, his voice sounding particularly joyful. In a few steps he jumped onto the boat, untied the mooring rope, and looked back at Murong Yi impatiently.

Murong Yi laughed and boarded the boat, turning Feng Huan’s head backward: “Take another look?”

Feng Huan had originally wanted to look back, but now he stubbornly kept his neck twisted away. Murong Yi laughed again and waved to the people: “I’ll be back.”

The girls cheered while the men remained expressionless.

No, you’d better not come back.

Feng Huan rowed vigorously, as if only this could show his enthusiasm. The peak forest stood before them—after turning one more bend, they wouldn’t be able to see what was behind. Just as they were about to turn the corner, Feng Huan couldn’t help but look back.

At the end of the waterway, a waterfall hung like snow-white cloth from beneath A’Ji’s feet. A Chong was pulling her hand, speaking urgently about something, occasionally pointing in Feng Huan’s direction. A’Ji shook her head and pulled her hand away.

A Chong pulled again, A’Ji pulled away again.

Feng Huan felt a vague uneasiness in his heart, always feeling there was something he didn’t know about.

He suddenly felt an impulse to go back and ask clearly—otherwise, once he left, he might never find the answer again.

But if he turned back now, he might never return to the prosperous world he knew and loved.

While hesitating, the small boat passed through a bend.

The terraced fields, wooden buildings, falling flowers, and A’Ji could no longer be seen.

The rest of the journey was peaceful. After passing through the waterway, no one poked their head out from the tree house. Several giant pythons swam slowly before the stone wall. The stone wall rumbled down, and in the valley ahead, several figures suddenly jumped up.

“Young Master!”

Chazi shot over like a cannonball, looking Murong Yi up and down with some disbelief.

Behind them, the stone wall slowly closed again. Feng Huan looked back but couldn’t see any figures after watching for a long time.

He pursed his lips, thinking that women’s hearts were truly cruel.

Murong Yi looked around: “Where’s A Ci?”

Chazi’s excitement faded as she waved her hand: “Gone!”

Murong Yi made an “oh” sound.

Chazi said: “Said she had important business to handle and left without looking back.”

Murong Yi said: “See, our A Ci is so crisp and decisive.”

Chazi glared at him. Murong Yi frowned: “What? Glare all you want—your eyes still aren’t as big as A Ci’s. Don’t stand in my way. Hurry up, I need to go to Kun Zhou.”

He walked a few steps. Chazi stood in place, waiting for him to turn back and ask, but Murong Yi never looked back and walked on by himself.

Only when he began climbing up the mountain did Chazi realize he truly didn’t care whether she and the others followed. She had no choice but to shout from behind: “Young Master!”

“Come if you want, get lost if you don’t.” Murong Yi said indifferently: “No one’s going to indulge your temperaments.”

Chazi thought of Mu Si, who had stayed on the boat and came over a step later, thinking: Wasn’t his temperament spoiled by you?

But she didn’t understand—when Murong Yi indulged people’s temperaments, it depended on what kind.

No matter how foul-mouthed Mu Si was, he had never dared be foul-mouthed toward the Crown Princess.

Chazi had no choice but to lead her people to follow. But with resentment stuck in her throat, she couldn’t help saying: “Young Master, not everyone can be like you—for one person, not wanting money, not wanting prospects, not wanting foundation, not wanting anything…”

Feng Huan had been somewhat confused, but hearing something wrong in these words, he turned to stare at Chazi.

But Murong Yi suddenly turned back to ask Feng Huan.

“I heard that day all the poisonous insects on Li Mountain were chasing to kill us, then all the poisonous insects on Li Mountain were killed by Duanmu and poured into the valley outside. The entire valley was filled with insects. The village sent boats to fish out insects—even now our three daily meals still contain dried insects.” Murong Yi said: “I’m asking you, with so many insects suddenly falling down, not much different from a river flood—everyone was buried, right?”

Feng Huan answered without thinking: “Yes.”

“Where were you then? You must have been miserably pressed under the bottom of the insect pile, right?”

“Not at all. The Crown Princess was righteous—she kicked me up to hang on a tree.”

“Then where was the Crown Princess?”

“She was at the very bottom holding up…” Feng Huan suddenly realized he had said what he didn’t want to say and abruptly stopped.

Murong Yi’s eyes lit up like a demon’s.

“She was at the very bottom holding me up so I wouldn’t be submerged, right?”

Feng Huan’s mouth clamped shut like a clamshell.

Chazi’s steps faltered.

Murong Yi slowly said: “I was suffering from poison and serious injuries, that was one thing, but you, with all limbs intact, also needed the Crown Princess to take care of you. Bah.”

“Who needed the Crown Princess to take care of me? Who needed the Crown Princess to take care of me!” Feng Huan glared angrily: “If I hadn’t said you were also the A Jin-ge I prepared for A’Ji, could you have gotten in?”

“What about after getting in?” Murong Yi immediately asked.

“Just got in. A’Ji said she didn’t want you and threw you out again.” Feng Huan became proud as he spoke, shouting loudly: “She only likes me!”

Murong Yi couldn’t be bothered with him and pressed on: “What happened in the tree house outside?”

“I heard they searched her body but didn’t find anything good, so Young Master A Chong wouldn’t let them pay attention to her.”

“Since they wouldn’t pay attention to her, why could she enter the peak forest later?”

Feng Huan refused to speak again, rolling his eyes skyward.

He had promised His Highness not to tell.

“Oh, I know.” Murong Yi said to himself: “The peak forest—just row a boat in.”

“What nonsense! How could just anyone enter the peak forest! If His Highness hadn’t made a decisive move to take A Chong hostage, and I hadn’t helped you at the top of the peak forest, you would have been dragged into the water by A Da and A Er to be their midnight snack long ago!”

“Oh, taking A Chong hostage? On their territory, taking their leader hostage? How exciting?”

“Just that exciting!” Feng Huan said proudly: “My jaw dropped from shock!”

Chazi looked at his jaw with a complex expression.

What a simpleton.

“They just let her take him hostage like that? Those guys don’t seem so easy to talk to.”

“Of course not! There were many traps. Later we almost fell off the waterfall. Uncle moved the peak forest formation and shortened the waterway by a section. Such a pity—if you had fallen, you would have become Murong meat pie.”

“Then you saw Uncle?”

“How could that be? The peak forest was one trial. There was another trial—finding the building where Uncle lived among these wooden buildings that were more numerous than ants. I still don’t know how His Highness found it. A Chong said he was carried around flashing here and there until he almost vomited.”

“And then?”

Feng Huan glanced at the expression on Murong Yi’s face—heartache, emotion, excitement, joy… various emotions complexly intertwined. Watching him, Feng Huan felt this person’s heart probably had a group of little people doing strip dances, and after finishing they would streak naked for ten thousand laps, then rush back to hug His Highness’s knees and sob.

Just… very crazy feeling.

This time he really didn’t dare say more. What came after was even more stimulating—what if this guy had a fit from the shock?

He didn’t know whether this person, after learning those things, would rush to hug His Highness’s thigh and cry, or first make everyone in the village cry.

“Then we just begged Duanmu to act.” He said vaguely.

“The old monster isn’t so easily moved to act. Did you voluntarily sell your body for physical compensation? Should I thank you?”

“You’re the one selling your body for physical compensation! Your whole family sells bodies for physical compensation!” Feng Huan jumped with rage: “Duanmu was shameless and defaulted on his debt. His Highness acted to sever A Chong’s finger to show determination, forcing Duanmu to agree to save you.”

“Oh, like that.” Murong Yi seemed to finally get his answer and stopped asking.

But Feng Huan felt like he had been left hanging halfway, feeling indescribably frustrated all over—the most crucial and difficult parts were still to come. Why stop asking?

His Highness had made such great sacrifices, and this guy just brushed it off so lightly?

Anger rose in Feng Huan’s heart, though he couldn’t understand where this anger came from.

“You’re not going to ask anymore?”

“Hm? Ask what? Wasn’t it enough that he agreed to save me?”

“Why don’t you ask what happened when A Chong’s finger was severed and Uncle was forced to save someone—wouldn’t he be angry? Don’t you ask what would happen after he got angry? Don’t you ask why when you came to save the Crown Princess, it was in a cemetery?”

“Hm?” Murong Yi’s reaction seemed suddenly much slower. He picked his ear and dragged his feet, seeming ready to leave again.

Feng Huan anxiously rattled off: “A Chong’s severed finger was fake! His Highness cut her own palm and used a fake finger. The movement was so fast even Duanmu was fooled. Duanmu thought His Highness had hurt A Chong and was very angry. He made His Highness kneel step by step to the cemetery to apologize to the Mo clan ancestors. His Highness didn’t say the severed finger was fake and really went to the cemetery kneeling step by step. Duanmu was still playing tricks behind her, with wind, thunder, ice, snow, and lightning taking turns…”

All around suddenly became very quiet.

Only then did Feng Huan realize he had said too much and nervously fell silent.

Beside him, Murong Yi’s expression was calm, his long eyelashes drooping down, outlining a patch of dense shadow under his eyes. His face was sharp as a carving, every line hiding emotions complex beyond words.

Feng Huan watched him, afraid he might turn back and burn down the Mo clan village in anger.

After a long while, Murong Yi suddenly burst into laughter. While laughing, he turned to Chazi behind him, whose face was pale: “Did you hear that?”

Chazi lowered her head.

“I asked if you heard?”

Chazi said in a muffled voice: “I heard!”

“Good that you heard.” Murong Yi said coldly: “If I weren’t afraid you’d presumptuously ruin A Ci’s affairs, I wouldn’t even want you to hear these words. How A Ci treats me—what right do you have to ask?”

Chazi bit her lips tightly. Her already pale lips were bitten to a bright red.

“I don’t need anyone to feel injustice for me. I want Liaodong, and I want A Ci too. I don’t care how she acts—I only care whether I myself can do everything. She has given me more than I imagined, so I must give her even more in return.” Murong Yi said: “My people are her people. Her needs are my needs. If any of you can’t treat her as the same master as me, get lost early.”

Chazi fell to her knees with a thud: “Young Master! You promised the Great King…” She glanced at Feng Huan, who was listening with perked ears, and said vaguely: “…If you can’t do it, the Great King won’t let you off!”

Murong Yi snorted with laughter and turned to leave.

“Who won’t let whom off—that’s still uncertain!”
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Chapter 383: Searching for Someone
Tie Ci got up in the morning and stood at the window holding a cup of tea, gazing at the scenery outside. Though this inn was small, the view was quite nice. The Three Towers and one pool lay ahead, exquisite as green eyebrow powder beside a jade mirror stand. In the distance, snow lines were faintly visible on the mountaintops, with blue skies and white peaks.

A knock came at the door. Without turning her head, Tie Ci said: “Come in.”

The curtain lifted, and a fragrant aroma made Tie Ci turn around. It was Aunt He carrying a tray with a pot of celery and fish congee, snow-white with pale green, the fish slices crystal clear and tender as jade. Beside it, Chinese cabbage was cut fine as hair and arranged neatly. Goose oil flower rolls were layered and pressed with salt and pepper, compact yet refined.

The craftsmanship was clearly excellent.

Aunt He said: “This servant saw the inn’s food was mediocre, so I made some food for Young Master. Fortunately, the kitchen was quite clean.”

Tie Ci smiled and nodded, tasting a few bites and praising it repeatedly, then asked: “Does the Young Master like the food you make?”

Aunt He shook her head sadly: “I’m just a floor-sweeping maid. I’m not qualified to make food for the Young Master.”

“But you care deeply about the Young Master. You know what he likes to eat.” Tie Ci said: “Make some pastries he likes and sell them on the street. Don’t go anywhere else—just in this Three Towers District area.”

“For the first time, make some ordinary but delicious cakes, choose the shape the Young Master likes most, and the flavor that you Yannan people like most.”

Aunt He said happily: “Then I’ll make square sticky rice cakes with some pomegranate juice—soft, red, and fragrant!”

Tie Ci gave her silver and let her handle it herself. Aunt He borrowed the inn’s kitchen and made many in one morning. Following Tie Ci’s instructions, when the night market opened in the evening, she went to sell them on the street. Under the banner of a grand opening promotion, she sold half and gave away half, very generously, attracting countless people to buy.

She remembered Tie Ci’s instructions to pay attention to the appearance, dress, spirit, and posture of customers buying pastries. When she returned that evening, exhausted, she told Tie Ci: “Following your instructions, I paid attention to those dressed lightly, with bright eyes and quick steps—martial artists. There were about seven or eight such people, but there were still too many people overall. I could only barely remember their general appearances and couldn’t remember clearly where they all went.”

Tie Ci said: “You don’t need to remember everything at once. Go sell again tomorrow. Among those seven or eight people, if any come to buy a second time, take another look.”

Aunt He did as instructed. The next day she continued selling, and that evening she returned to tell Tie Ci: “Two customers came again, and one of them bought especially much.”

“Do you remember which direction he went?”

“It was toward Shugu Tower, but I saw him walk past Shugu Tower.”

Around Shugu Tower, front and back, left and right, there were gardens. The more famous ones like “Qingxue Garden” and “Jie Garden” were gardens of local wealthy merchants.

There were also several sizeable shops.

Aunt He suddenly said: “Oh right, I saw he was also carrying a bag from Yasheng Studio.”

Yasheng Studio was located not far from the back gate of Jie Garden. Coming out from Jie Garden’s back gate, buying something at Yasheng Studio, then walking a bit further along the way, one would reach where Aunt He sold pastries tonight.

Jie Garden also fit the conditions for You Weixing’s residence, but Jie Garden was long and narrow with several gardens inside. If the person was really in Jie Garden, just searching would be a difficult problem. By the time they found the person, the prince’s mansion would have surrounded Jie Garden.

“Tonight when you go sell pastries, cut off a section of the paper wrapping the pastries.”

Aunt He complied. That night many people came to buy pastries again. She moved a bit toward Jie Garden’s direction and focused on yesterday’s guard, indeed seeing him go into Jie Garden.

The next day Aunt He continued selling. She had been selling for several days in a row. The pastries were delicious and cheap, gaining many repeat customers, but hardly anyone asked about yesterday’s packaging paper issue. The guard she was focusing on didn’t appear on time either. Aunt He couldn’t help feeling anxious, fearing she hadn’t done her job well and had ruined the important matter of saving someone.

Seeing the pastries were almost sold out and the person still hadn’t come, she secretly hid a few cakes and told everyone they were sold out. After the crowd dispersed, she dawdled while packing up. The guard still didn’t appear. Just as she was about to return disappointed, she suddenly heard hurried footsteps—the guard had finally come.

Aunt He was overjoyed but barely restrained herself, bringing out the pastries. Just as she was about to greet him, the guard had already started complaining to her: “Ah, I came late today. That madman, I don’t know what’s wrong with him. He was eating fine before, but last night he made a big fuss and trampled all the pastries. I said maybe he didn’t want to eat them anymore, but today he’s urging me to buy more, yet saying he doesn’t want the kind from last night. He pestered me so much I came late.”

Aunt He said: “Yesterday’s were the same as today’s and the day before’s. How could he suddenly not like them? Don’t get upset—he’s family after all.”

The guard snorted: “What family? My family doesn’t have such an unlucky child.”

Aunt He looked at him in surprise. The guard realized he had misspoken and coughed: “Just weigh your pastries! Today you must arrange them properly—don’t make me get scolded again. Really, I try to keep peace by buying pastries to coax him, and even that causes trouble!”

Aunt He quickly said of course, wrapped up the pastries. The guard carefully checked them and only took them after finding no problems. But Aunt He then pulled out a small bottle from the pastry box, smiling: “This is my homemade rose water, a gift to big brother as an apology.”

The guard saw the bottle was simple and exquisite. When he pulled the stopper, the fragrance was overwhelming. He happily accepted it.

Aunt He smiled again: “It’s just that this bottle cost me quite a bit of money. Please bring the bottle back to me after you finish drinking.”

In Yannan, many tea and drink sellers allowed people to take away bowls and bottles, returning them later. The man nodded in agreement.

Aunt He returned and told Tie Ci the bottle had been sent out. Tie Ci smiled: “At the latest, by the day after tomorrow we should know where A Xing really is.”

She then let Aunt He rest. The next day she didn’t need Aunt He to go sell pastries either. Aunt He was therefore restless, frequently looking toward the street. Tie Ci was quite at ease, specially brewing herself a pot of tea in the morning, drinking tea and reading books, leisurely as if on vacation.

In the afternoon, Aunt He, who couldn’t help going out to stroll the streets, returned and told Tie Ci: “The steward from Jie Garden went out earlier, then Kun Zhou flower market delivered many flowers and trees, saying the flowers and trees in Huanfeng Residence’s courtyard suddenly died in large numbers, so they bought flowers and trees to replant.”

Tie Ci had already gotten the news from Gui Qizhai first. She changed into going-out clothes and nodded: “Since that’s the case, come with me.”

The two went out and strolled toward Jie Garden’s south side gate. Aunt He had an expression of wanting to ask but not daring to. She didn’t understand how selling pastries for a few days could reveal where the Young Master really was.

Tie Ci explained to her: “Since we deduced the Young Master should be confined within the Three Towers District range, if the other party chose to hide in plain sight, they must appease the Young Master to prevent him from making trouble and ruining things.”

“The guards watching him bear heavy responsibility and dare not close their eyes day or night, so they must work in shifts. For example, one shift during the day and one at night. Martial artists consume much energy, and those on night duty get hungry easily. Since the place guarding the Young Master avoids attention, they won’t cook at midnight, so someone must think to buy pastries to satisfy hunger.”

“Originally there are many places selling pastries here, but because the location is so good with high rent, most are very expensive. Only you, with the good skills learned from the prince’s mansion chef, make pastries that are cheap and fine, which will certainly attract them. And you said the Young Master doesn’t sleep well at night. When he can’t sleep, these people accompany him through the night. When eating pastries, they can’t not give some to the Young Master—after all, he’ll make trouble if they don’t.”

“Your Young Master can also eat well, and what you make suits his taste. When he eats it all, the guards naturally don’t have enough, so they have to buy more the next day. So by seeing who suddenly increases the quantity, we know it’s most likely them.”

“Having you cut off part of the pastry paper afterward was just to confirm this matter. After all, it’s possible people elsewhere found it delicious and wanted to buy more, and we couldn’t alert them.”

“When Jie Garden’s guard told you someone made trouble over these pastries, it could be confirmed. Because the packaging with a corner cut off would make A Xing very uncomfortable, and this kind of deficiency cannot be remedied. He can’t stand it, so making a big fuss is inevitable.”

“After confirming him, we still need to confirm which garden in Jie Garden he’s in. Today’s buy-one-get-one-free bottle is to complete this goal. Tomorrow, or the day after, if someone from Jie Garden suddenly comes out to buy large quantities of saplings and flowers, wherever these things are transported, that’s where the Young Master is.”

Aunt He listened with half understanding, just feeling it was very impressive, and asked: “Why does sending the bottle in mean the garden needs to buy flowers and trees?”

“Because there’s magic in the bottle that can make flowers and trees within a certain range of where it’s located wither, but it doesn’t harm people.”

In the Mo clan village, everyone used this poisonous spider’s juice to clear land and remove weeds.

She asked again: “What if no one comes out to buy saplings?”

“Then whichever garden in Jie Garden suddenly has all its plants wither, that’s the one.”

“Since you can fly, why don’t you just, like this,” Aunt He gestured, “flash around in the Three Towers District and find him?”

Tie Ci laughed.

“Then probably the Three Towers District would first spread rumors of ghosts.”

Teleportation was a last resort killer move when forced to desperation, not for finding people like searching for a needle in a haystack.

The owner of Jie Garden was very wealthy. Vehicles carrying flowers and trees flowed like water into the garden, but the guards in the garden checked very strictly at each checkpoint, examining the flowers and trees one by one, even looking under the vehicles. The flower delivery people had to be led by familiar flower house owners, with identity verification, ensuring no one could sneak into the team.

Aunt He sold pastries across the street with excellent business. In the gaps between collecting money and handing over goods, she occasionally glanced toward Jie Garden’s south gate direction, silently counting the number of flower and tree carts that passed.

When she counted to nearly a certain number, she looked back at Gui Qizhai next door behind her.

A clerk suddenly came out from Gui Qizhai and whispered a few words to the clerk from the fabric shop behind Aunt He. That fabric shop clerk then aggressively pushed Aunt He: “Go sell your cakes somewhere else! You’re blocking our business!”

Aunt He was pushed and stumbled, her basket of pastries scattering all over the ground.

Now the people in the long line couldn’t buy anything and immediately became upset, rushing up to shove that clerk. The clerks from the fabric shop also rushed up to help, both sides fighting in chaos, not only rolling into a pile on the spot, but some even rolled to the gate of Jie Garden across the street.

At this time, a large tree was being transported through the gate, its roots with the soil mass below loaded on two large carts. The guards were examining it when the commotion started here. More than half the people couldn’t help watching the excitement. A more responsible guard who had wanted to climb up to inspect was bumped by someone rolling over, hitting the sharp corner of the cart. Crying “ow ow” and waving his hands, he irritably told the cart to hurry inside.

Flower and tree carts continuously transported into Huanfeng Residence. The flower farmers busily planted the flowers and trees, with large flowers and trees all piled in one shaded area.

Under that pile of trees, a mud clump suddenly moved, then the mud fell away and a person stood up.

She casually removed the oil coat that was covered in mud and could disguise as a mud clump when wrapped around the body, pushed away the tree she had held the whole way, calmly stood up, and walked toward the inner courtyard.

Passing through the garden crowd busy as fire, Tie Ci took a gardener’s bamboo hat from the wall corner and put it on her head, casually picked up a flower spade, and naturally walked through the garden with upturned soil. The gardeners only felt someone pass behind them, but since everyone was walking around at the moment, no one paid attention, and even the guards didn’t notice anything wrong.

Tie Ci walked all the way to the garden’s edge. This garden was very large, directly facing the main house, probably to comfort You Weixing who needed to see natural flowers and grass. The corridor eaves were heavily guarded, and gardeners could no longer approach this area.

The hoe in Tie Ci’s hand suddenly dropped, striking a gardener’s heel.

The man cried out, his shout alarming everyone. The guards’ eyes sharpened as they ran down the steps.

As they rushed down, some vaguely felt cold wind hitting their faces with faint fragrance, others felt a cold flash before their eyes, but these sensations were fleeting. When they discovered the gardener had merely accidentally cut his heel with the hoe, they all breathed a sigh of relief and returned to under the corridor eaves.

At this moment, inside the room, there was already an additional figure.

As soon as Tie Ci entered, she slightly calmed the tumultuous blood qi in her chest, then saw in the right corner of the wall, in the same position as she had seen in Wanqing Garden before, a person with his back to her, crouching there.

Chapter 384: Rescue
He was painting with honey.

Ants swarmed over, outlining clear black lines on the wall.

He was painting the academy.

The square where scholars danced and bowed, the towering library, the lecture hall with its broad corridors, the dining hall where delivery workers came and went, the Garrison House filled with stinking socks, Liuxiang Lake blooming with silk tree flowers along its banks, the winding waters flowing smoothly and covered with duckweed, Wuyu Pool where brocade carp swam slowly beneath the floating plants, the martial training ground where flying horses galloped and dust rose, even the half-collapsed wall of the supervisor’s house that had never been properly repaired…

Tie Ci hadn’t expected that this child who seemed to notice nothing would remember the academy days so clearly.

In all his paintings, there were traces of her.

Herself dancing and bowing in the square, herself reading in the library, herself attending class in the lecture hall, herself promoting takeout at the dining hall entrance, herself skipping class and lying dead in the garrison house, herself swinging in a hammock by Liuxiang Lake, herself grilling fish by Wuyu Pool, herself practicing archery on the training ground, herself blasting down the wall with one palm in the supervisor’s courtyard…

Her figure covered the walls, obscuring some paintings. You Weixing didn’t turn his head, just impatiently crouched and moved to another spot, continuing to paint the one in his hands.

This time he finally painted the small courtyard where he and his sister lived, but he painted the argument at the courtyard gate—someone had stepped on his ants, he pushed the person down, the others ganged up on him, his sister made him apologize, so he went to hit the wall.

Then he crashed into Tie Ci’s palm.

He wrote a character beside it.

“Pain.”

That was the first time he knew what “pain” meant.

He continued painting, preparing to paint Mount Tai Crushing Down, then Chasing Light and Shadow, then Ten-Sided Ambush—what Tie Ci had taught him that day. To those bastards who had trampled his ant pets, don’t even think about apologizing, just deal with them like this.

When Shiba told him this, he didn’t quite understand, but now he understood clearly. It was just a pity he no longer had the chance to demonstrate.

So he painted it down to show Shiba.

Shiba would definitely say “Good!”

Behind him, someone was saying: “Good!”

The voice was familiar.

You Weixing’s hand paused, but he didn’t immediately turn around. Instead, he seriously finished the last stroke—a finger with its tip slightly raised.

It perfectly connected with the shadow of an extended hand reflected on the wall.

He turned around and saw Shiba.

Tie Ci habitually wanted to crouch down, but discovered that in this year he had grown much taller, quite a bit taller than herself. No matter how you looked at it, he no longer seemed like a child.

But his eyes were still that clear and clean, unchanged despite experiencing worldly torment.

She smiled at him.

She wondered if this child would learn to throw himself into her arms.

She’d have to steady her horse stance—otherwise with this height, she might fall over.

But You Weixing still didn’t move, just stared at her steadily, then suddenly said softly: “Pain.”

Despite countless mental preparations, Tie Ci felt she was still instantly struck.

She had taught him many expressions, and when they met again, he chose only this one word.

It was because during these days, this experience had been too profound.

She smiled, reached out to turn You Weixing’s face, pulling his instinctively drifting gaze back to her face, saying softly: “Then let’s go. Come to my place and I’ll make it better.”

You Weixing’s gaze finally fixed on her face, as if he had found his home, and suddenly said loudly: “Good!”

Tie Ci was caught off guard and instinctively covered his mouth.

Footsteps came from outside the door.

The next instant, both Tie Ci and You Weixing’s figures disappeared.

Tie Ci stumbled as she landed, frowning slightly.

Hmm, everything else was fine, but the sluggish feeling when teleporting with someone was becoming more and more obvious.

And… she looked around. Worst of all, not only had they not moved far, they had teleported into a crowd.

All around, gardeners carrying flower hoes stared dumbfounded at the two people.

Tie Ci instinctively prepared to teleport again, when she saw someone open their mouth and You Weixing raise his hand.

Tie Ci: “Don’t…”

“Go back.”

The next moment she was dumbfounded.

Light and shadow shifted before her eyes, scenery seemed to retreat at a terrifying speed, blurring into mottled patches before her eyes. Then her feet felt slightly solid, and when she opened her eyes again, she saw the paintings on the wall.

They were back in the room where You Weixing had been imprisoned.

For a moment she thought You Weixing had also gained teleportation ability, but clearly she felt her body hadn’t moved at all.

Beside her, You Weixing slowly said: “Go back.”

He raised his hand again.

The sensation of rushing backward returned.

The next instant she smelled an extremely unpleasant odor and her body seemed to crash into a narrow space.

Tie Ci looked down and saw a chamber pot.

She covered her nose and looked at You Weixing. You Weixing looked down at the toilet and said: “Just now, relieving myself.”

Tie Ci had an epiphany. You Weixing seemed to be making time go backward.

This ability was quite remarkably powerful.

She hadn’t discovered he had this talent before—how did he suddenly have it?

This ability used well would be like an omnipotent weapon, but looking at You Weixing’s appearance, he seemed unpracticed and didn’t know what ability he possessed.

She asked: “Can you go back to before I came?”

If he could go back to the time before she arrived, they could directly return outside Jie Garden.

You Weixing shook his head: “Only mine.”

He held up two fingers: “Twice, one day.”

Tie Ci was deflated.

He could only go back to You Weixing’s previous time, the time regression was brief, and only twice a day.

That was useless, because You Weixing had been confined indoors all along. Even if he could regress, he would still be in this room.

“How did you suddenly learn this? I never saw you use it before.”

“Don’t know.” You Weixing thought for a long time, then said with difficulty: “I wanted to go back, wanted to return to the academy, just kept thinking, thinking, always thinking.”

Was it extreme longing that triggered his hidden ability?

Was it because he desperately wanted to return to the academy, to return to that period he felt was the most beautiful, that his powerful obsession finally let him briefly “go back”?

This was a privy, by its position in the corner of the courtyard, at the side of the garden.

There was a wall in front of the privy door for privacy. Tie Ci quietly looked out and saw a group of people hurrying into the garden, led by You Weinan with his grand entourage. Boys and girls attended him, and wherever he passed, fragrant winds followed.

Tie Ci watched him approach and flicked a small stone at his stomach.

You Weinan frowned and instinctively clutched his stomach.

The privy was right beside him, but he found it dirty and wanted to return to the house to take care of it. However, his stomach hurt more and more, and finally he had to hurry into the privy.

As soon as he entered the privy, a hand gripped his throat.

You Weinan’s sleeve moved—rip—the sleeve was torn off.

He lifted his foot—his boot was stepped on.

You Weinan’s head jerked back violently. Tie Ci tilted her head, and You Weinan’s skull thudded against the wall.

After three consecutive setbacks, he gave up and no longer tried to alert his attendants waiting outside.

Only then did Tie Ci whisper something in his ear.

You Weinan’s back stiffened. Even his breathing seemed to instantly lighten, rising and falling unsteadily, revealing slight nervousness.

Tie Ci didn’t say much more, just tapped her knuckles on You Weinan’s shoulder as if keeping time. But You Weinan was tapped into increasing agitation, his eyes secretly glancing backward. Unfortunately, the light was dim, and Tie Ci was entirely hidden behind him. He could only see her long shadow cast on the opposite wall, while You Weixing stood there boldly, expressionlessly watching ants on the ground, showing no interest in him.

The hand on his throat loosened slightly, but he didn’t shout, only said in a low voice: “Then can you guarantee…”

“Maybe I can’t guarantee it.” Tie Ci answered easily.

You Weinan choked.

“But I’ll try my best. And if even I can’t guarantee it, then no one else can.” Tie Ci tossed him a small bottle: “As an exchange, use it yourself.”

You Weinan caught it, thought for a moment, and said nothing more. Outside, servants were already asking if he was alright and whether they needed to come in to attend him.

You Weinan said: “I need to squat a while longer. Ah, it really stinks here. Huaixiang, you two go get me dates to stuff my nose. Jinchen, you two go get incense. Ximo, take someone to get silk cloth…” In a few words he sent people away, leaving only two outside.

His daily entourage was always grand. Condescending to use an ordinary privy naturally made him even more dissatisfied. Everyone followed orders, and the crowd before the privy dispersed.

You Weinan called to the two outside: “You two come in and drive away mosquitoes and flies for me!”

The two responded and entered, then were knocked unconscious by Tie Ci, who changed into their clothes.

You Weixing was very obedient, doing whatever he was told. Even though the servant’s clothes had a high collar that made him uncomfortable, he obediently raised his head to let Tie Ci fasten his collar properly.

Tie Ci said: “Uncomfortable?”

You Weixing nodded stiffly.

“Tight. This is called tight.”

You Weixing: “Tight.”

You Weinan watched Tie Ci help You Weixing dress, a strange look flashing in his eyes: “He can actually speak!”

Then: “He actually lets you touch him!”

He looked at You Weixing in amazement, almost thinking this was a different person.

Tie Ci blocked his view and smiled: “Young Master You, Lord You, now it’s time for you to scold your servants.”

“I am kind and love the people, courteous to the worthy, and never raise my voice to servants.”

“Then let’s switch—we can scold and beat you instead.”

You Weinan immediately lifted his robe and kicked You Weixing out.

Tie Ci: “A Xing, lower your head!”

You Weixing immediately lowered his head.

Tie Ci also clutched her buttocks and rushed out behind him.

You Weinan chased after them, face full of anger: “You two, stop! How dare you steal my seal! Stop!”

The three gave chase, immediately causing chaos with people and horses tumbling. Countless guards surged over to intercept the two, but were nimbly dodged by Tie Ci or knocked down by You Weixing’s brute force. Tie Ci pulled You Weixing’s hand, rushing forward along the path they had come by. Several times when crowds were about to gather, You Weinan was tripped by a stone, and everyone swarmed to help him up, giving Tie Ci and You Weixing another chance to break through.

They rushed all the way to Jie Garden’s south gate, where a large tree was just being brought in and the gate was open. The two jumped onto the tree and fled outward, with shouts continuing behind them, drawing sidelong glances from surrounding civilians.

Tie Ci ran to the top of the tree before turning to point at You Weinan and shout: “Turning the tables! What do you mean we stole from you! You clearly have a righteous appearance but are a male thief and female prostitute inside. A grown man who likes men, forcing us brothers…” She seemed to have difficulty speaking and timely blushed: “Not even a man anymore, just castrate yourself and become a eunuch—why harm both men and women here! Deceiving the innocent!”

The civilians’ mouths opened in round O’s: “Oh my—”

Chapter 385: Leaving the City
You Weinan ran until he was gasping for breath, supporting himself on his knees while panting. For a moment he couldn’t retort, pointing at Tie Ci while frantically gesturing at the guards behind him.

However, the gate was only so big—half blocked by the tree, half blocked by him. The guards couldn’t possibly fly over his head, so they could only curse chaotically behind him. To the civilians’ ears, it sounded like You Weinan had nothing to say in his defense and the guards felt guilty.

Tie Ci finished scolding and left, pulling You Weixing as they jumped down from the tree. By the time the guards finally coaxed the leg-weakened You Weinan aside, those two figures were long gone.

Tie Ci melted into the crowd here while civilians exploded in heated discussion. You Weinan panted for a long while before recovering his composure and hurrying back. The guards, fearing to touch his bad luck, didn’t dare approach. Some went out to make a show of searching for Tie Ci and her companion, while the rest returned to their posts.

You Weinan returned near the privy, where his group of beautiful servants and attendants were already waiting anxiously by the privy with panicked faces. You Weinan clutched his stomach: “This anger has given me stomach pain again.” He turned and entered the privy once more.

Inside the privy, the two servants were still unconscious. You Weinan stared at them for a long while, his fingers pressing on the ostentatiously gold-inlaid, jade-encrusted fan that never left his side. His fingertips brushed over the top of the fan ribs. The fan ribs appeared to be made of a precious material called spotted bamboo, with tiny silver spots on the cross-section glinting coldly.

But in the end he withdrew his hand, woke the two men, and stuffed a black pill into each of their mouths.

Facing their suspicious and uncertain gazes, he said calmly: “Just now you two were taken advantage of by someone who threatened your lives. To save you both, I had no choice but to cooperate with them and let them escape with the Young Master.”

The two men’s eyes showed both gratitude and terror.

“But while this matter is fine with me, it won’t be fine with Commander You. He doesn’t like to keep useless burdens.” You Weinan said: “Have you thought of what to say? If you haven’t, then you’ll never need to think again.”

The two men quickly nodded, both saying they would clear themselves completely and would never disappoint the Young Master’s protection.

Only then did You Weinan nod. Seeing the two servants following behind him much more respectfully than usual, he smiled slightly.

Tie Ci had already pulled You Weixing into the back courtyard of Gui Qizhai for a makeover, then was sent out by Gui Qizhai to settle in a secluded manor in the west of the city, leaving Aunt He to attend him.

Now that You Weixing had escaped, the city gates would certainly be closed and the entire city searched. But since this involved a prince from Yannan Prince’s Mansion, they couldn’t really search extensively like hunting criminals. There would inevitably be several days of delay, which was enough for Tie Ci.

She didn’t need to risk sending You Weixing out now. This matter would ultimately be resolved within the city.

What needed to get out now was herself.

But leaving through the city gates now would be extremely difficult. Along the way, Tie Ci saw many more checkpoints had been added in the direction leading to the city gates. City patrol squads had intensified their inspection of various vehicles carrying people and goods. There were also many more people on the streets who appeared ordinary but had sharp expressions—seemingly idle but with darting eyes.

When the carriage passed far by Yannan Prince’s Mansion, You Weixing suddenly tugged her sleeve and pointed at the mansion gates: “Sister.”

Tie Ci pressed down his hand and said gently: “Don’t worry, there will be a chance to save your sister.”

You Weixuan’s wedding had been postponed again and again. Even though she had been delayed in the deep mountains for quite some time, she hadn’t missed this “wedding”—which meant this wedding was definitely waiting for her arrival before beginning.

Since the host was so hospitable, she naturally wouldn’t refuse.

After settling You Weixing and returning to Gui Qizhai, the second shopkeeper in charge of this matter looked at the obviously tense atmosphere outside and said worriedly: “From the looks of things, this city is hard to enter and hard to leave.”

Tie Ci’s gaze swept over the goods in Gui Qizhai, pausing on a certain item, and smiled: “It seems difficult, but actually it’s not that hard.”

The next day, the second shopkeeper of Gui Qizhai drove a huge cart out the door.

This departure was extremely sensational, attracting countless onlookers along the way, countless exclamations, countless people covering their eyes, and countless people covering their eyes yet still peeking through their fingers.

For no other reason than this cartload of lifelike clothing mannequins.

The kind that, as Tie Ci’s master had said, could be seen everywhere in large stores in a certain era—curvaceous plastic bald mannequins. In the eyes of people of this era, they could probably be cursed as morally corrupting and grotesquely strange.

The mannequins here weren’t made of plastic but of a certain vine from deep in Yannan’s mountains, making them even more flexible and resilient. There were half-body mannequins and full-body ones, piled haphazardly on the cart. Some heads were nearly falling off, swaying bit by bit with the cart’s movement. Combined with those carefully painted features and rigidly smiling lips, the effect could stop children’s nighttime crying.

The servant driving the cart whipped the horses while chatting sporadically with people nearby: “…Yes, another batch broke down, sending them to our repair shop outside the city for fixing… Well, people are curious, thinking they’re real people, touching here and there… Some even say touching the chest brings fertility, treating our Gui Qizhai like a temple, haha…”

Children ran alongside, some people stopped to watch, and some old neighbors who knew that Gui Qizhai periodically sent damaged items from city shops to specialized repair shops outside the city thought nothing of it.

The secret sentries and spies on the streets also looked at this sensation-causing cart, but precisely because it was so open and lively, it made people feel there was nothing wrong. Most people glanced and moved on without anyone stepping forward to inspect it.

The cart reached the city gate. On ordinary days, this cart would just be waved through, but today’s gate guards jumped onto the cart.

However, it was already late with dusky twilight. Under the low-hanging layers of clouds, a cartload of topsy-turvy, lifelike human mannequins all stared with dead fish eyes straight at you—this feeling could hardly be called pleasant. The squad leader responsible for searching walked a few steps among the sprawled mannequins, then suddenly stopped and frowned: “Today your mannequins even include ones this fat.”

He was pointing at several large-sized mannequins, broad-shouldered and thick-waisted, very conspicuous among the slender mannequins.

The second shopkeeper stood below with an apologetic smile: “These are called plus-size mannequins, specially used to display large-size clothing. You should know that many people are broad and fat, but generally have a heart for beauty. We businesspeople can’t not consider them.”

The squad leader’s household also had a rotund wife. Hearing this, he patted his shoulder: “No wonder Gui Qizhai became famous throughout Kun Zhou in such a short time. This thoughtfulness is very considerate. I’ll have my wife patronize your shop later.”

“If your wife graces our humble shop, we’ll immediately offer an eighty percent silver card customer discount.”

The squad leader chuckled and nodded, then reached back to take a long spear from a soldier behind him. Bending his waist and legs, he suddenly thrust it hard into the fat mannequin!

The second shopkeeper: “…”

With a whoosh, the spear tip entered empty space. The squad leader pulled out the spear, its tip still gleaming.

The second shopkeeper let out a long breath.

The squad leader looked at him sideways: “What are you nervous about?”

The second shopkeeper smiled bitterly: “If you want to check, go ahead and check them one by one. This sudden action—my old heart can’t take it.”

The squad leader laughed heartily, stuck the spear back, and said: “Just routine business, don’t mind it.” He jumped down from the cart.

The second shopkeeper smiled as he received him below the cart, slipping him a silver card during their courteous exchange.

The cart was allowed through, passing the city gate and driving all the way into the repair shop outside the city. After the doors were closed and guards posted all around, there was finally movement on the cart.

Tie Ci sat up from the cart and removed the stuffy hood.

She still wore the outer shell of a mannequin. To squeeze into the mannequin’s shell, she had only worn a slippery water suit and contracted her bones.

The second shopkeeper said sincerely: “You were still wise. Fortunately we listened to you and didn’t use that large mannequin, or we would have been exposed. But when you were right next to that large mannequin then, my heart was dripping with sweat.”

“It’s fine. People like that are generally overconfident. After being thwarted once, they won’t try a second time.” Tie Ci went into a room and came out after changing clothes, now dressed as a local youth with colorful cloth wrapped around her head, a half-length colorful skirt, and black cloth leg wrappings—brilliant yet efficient. Combined with her bright eyes and white teeth, everyone’s eyes lit up at the sight.

She went out the door, turned a few corners, and saw the entrance to the inn where they had stayed before entering the city a few days ago. She entered familiarly. Ahead was an open area serving as a tea pavilion, with several tables of people scattered about drinking tea. Three women sat around a table—one drinking tea, one in a daze, one doing needlework.

The tea drinker wore a bamboo hat, drinking tea with proper and refined posture, back straight—her silhouette somewhat resembled hers at first glance.

The one in a daze had her tea cup completely drunk by a tiger-skin frog beside her, which then spat a mouthful of saliva back into the cup. The dazed person didn’t notice, and when thirsty, would absent-mindedly pick up the cup and drink it clean again.

Only the one doing needlework was relatively normal, patching clothes. But looking carefully, she wasn’t patching worn clothes but rather adding patches to garments of understated yet noble quality. The patches were extremely refined—they had to appear realistic and natural while being harmonious and simple, without lowering the overall tone.

The tea drinker was Dan Shuang, the dazed one was A Kou, and the needleworker was Chi Xue.

As Tie Ci approached, she heard A Kou chattering to Chi Xue and Dan Shuang: “…It’s been several days and still no sign. Maybe I should go find Aunt A Dan, or find tiger’s brothers, or else…”

Dan Shuang dismissively said: “What? Things my master can’t solve, you think those old women from your deep mountain forests and a frog can handle?”

“Aunt A Dan isn’t…”

Before she finished speaking, Chi Xue suddenly put down her needlework and smiled.

A Kou turned around and stared wide-eyed at the hazy young figure walking by—a colorful skirt, upright and handsome. Suddenly countless whirlpools appeared in her eyes.

Then Dan Shuang cruelly burst her first-ever girlish pink bubble: “Master is back!”

A Kou’s shoulders suddenly drooped.

Her shortest-lived romance was over.

Tie Ci looked at A Kou with amusement. This was all trouble caused by not wearing glasses.

Tie Ci made a gesture with her hand behind her back, indicating the three women should follow her back to the room. This tea pavilion had mixed visitors—it wasn’t a place to discuss matters.

She took the lead into the second courtyard. The three women returned one after another, with Chi Xue walking last. As she entered, she said: “After I left, I doubled back and discovered that after we left, one table of customers settled their bill—one person went outside while two people checked into the second courtyard under the pretense of staying at the inn.”

Tie Ci nodded, unsurprised that this inn outside the city was also being watched by You father and son’s spies. After all, traveling merchants mostly stayed here. If the You father and son had any brains, stationing spies here long-term to gather information was unavoidable, though it wasn’t necessarily targeting her identity specifically.

After all, three women like Chi Xue, Dan Shuang, and A Kou staying at an inn for many days was always suspicious.

During these days, the three had to create the illusion that all four were present. Often Dan Shuang disguised herself as her, Chi Xue as Dan Shuang, and they moved together. Sometimes Chi Xue disguised herself as her while Dan Shuang disguised herself as Chi Xue. A Kou, being too short to impersonate anyone, could only appear occasionally for decoration.

Short-term, this could create the illusion that all four people had been at the inn continuously. The You father and son’s spies outside the city would only feel somewhat puzzled but wouldn’t act rashly.

However, soon the search would spread outside the city. Then, regardless of the level of suspicion, everyone would be questioned first.

Tie Ci spread out a piece of paper on the desk and wrote “Chouli, Mubang, Nanya.”

These were Yannan’s three great Native Commissioner offices. Originally, Native Commissioner offices should have been institutions established by the court to send officials to pacify and manage remote frontier territories, but due to Yannan’s special circumstances, the Yannan Native Commissioner offices ultimately became the government offices for chieftain self-governance. Chouli had the greatest power and was farthest from Kun Zhou; Mubang had the largest area with moderate power and the best relationship with Kun Zhou; the weakest was Nanya, occupying only a piece of Wan Qing Mountain in a remote location.

But Nanya was originally the strongest of the three Native Commissioner offices, only it had an old feud with Yannan Prince’s Mansion. Though it submitted, it was always superficially compliant but secretly resistant, so it was long suppressed by Yannan Prince’s Mansion in alliance with the other two offices, gradually declining.

However, Nanya’s native army was the most powerful among the three offices. The clan had produced elite soldiers and generals for generations, and the clanspeople were also stronger, more robust, intelligent, and clever than other Yannan ethnic groups. Legend said this was because of a spring in Wan Qing Mountain that came from underground and had life-extending effects, nourishing the people there so that even in old age their teeth didn’t loosen and even in their eighties their hair remained black.

The three great Native Commissioner offices were far apart from each other. She couldn’t possibly visit all three simultaneously—she could only choose one to first secure a promise, then use that office’s backing to threaten or win over the other two to advance and retreat together.

So which office to visit became an important choice.

Tie Ci took out the jade piece You Weixuan had handed over at the last moment—thin as a slice, with carved secret patterns that didn’t look like decorative designs but rather like writing.

She ordered Chi Xue to bring a lamp. Chi Xue held the lamp at the jade piece’s side, constantly adjusting the angle until Tie Ci said: “Good.”

With doors and windows closed and curtains drawn, the smooth desktop reflected dense text, but Tie Ci couldn’t read it.

Just as she was about to make rubbings and find someone to examine it, she saw A Kou curiously poke her head over and say: “Oh, Aunt A Dan’s place!”

…

Chapter 386: Chieftain
Tie Ci stood at the foot of Wan Qing Mountain, gazing up at the seemingly unremarkable mountain before her, and asked A’kou beside her, “What kind of person is Aunt A’dan?”

By chance, A’kou recognized the ancient Yannan script on the jade tablet, which allowed Tie Ci to learn that a woman named A’dan from the Mo tribe had married into the Nanyan Pacification Office at the southern cliffs of Wan Qing Mountain. She was the third wife of Wangmu, the Nanyan chieftain, and was locally called A’jia La—meaning a lady of noble status.

Recalling what Chi Qingbo had previously mentioned about the Mo tribe having many marriages with Yannan officials, nobles, and chieftains, she had indeed forgotten about this connection.

Although she wasn’t clear about the character of this “relative” A’kou knew, or what her position was in the Pacification Office, Wan Qing Mountain was closest to Kun Prefecture. Since such a connection existed, it could be called fate.

“Aunt A’dan…” A’kou pushed her large glasses, her eyes slowly rolling, “Very beautiful, very enthusiastic, very clever, very…”

A string of countless “very” complimentary words made Tie Ci smile.

Did this child ever speak ill of anyone or anything?

However, she truly couldn’t understand the part about being “very enthusiastic.”

From her experience during her time with the Mo tribe, this clan seemed to completely lack this word in their vocabulary.

If Feng Huan were here at this moment, he would probably sigh and say that’s because you didn’t see the bustling scene at the terraced field cottage after you left.

After all, Tie Ci wouldn’t comb her hair by the window, nor would she sing mountain songs in response.

Tie Ci gazed at the high mountains and emerald forests before her, slowly fingering the jade tablet in her palm.

The jade tablet stated that the former Yannan Prince hadn’t been without contingency plans. He had actually maintained what seemed like indifferent but mutually supportive connections with the three major Pacification Offices, and through certain interest exchanges, had stored elite troops in each of the three major Pacification Offices. This jade tablet was the sole military talisman for mobilizing these reserve forces.

This made sense. If the Yannan Prince’s mansion’s military talisman could command the local armies of the three major Pacification Offices, that would be unreasonable.

But could these hidden troops, kept as a last resort and entrusted to outsiders, still maintain their independence and integrity after so many years? Who could resist not devouring the fat meat placed before their lips? And after devouring it, who would be willing to give it back?

But it was still worth a try.

Tie Ci’s own guard forces were limited in number. All of Kun Prefecture’s military was controlled by the You father and son. Once chaos erupted, without a single army to protect the You Weixing siblings within Kun Prefecture’s borders, all previous efforts might be wasted.

More importantly, both she and the You Weixing siblings needed this army left behind by the old prince to prove that the You father and son weren’t sufficiently trustworthy.

“Since she’s both enthusiastic and clever, and you’re her natal family,” Tie Ci said slowly, “then let’s openly seek an audience as natal family members.”

A’kou smiled with her eyes curved, patted the tiger on her shoulder, and the tiger let out a lonely cry before jumping into the grass.

A quarter of an hour later, a patch of red suddenly bloomed in what had seemed like an impenetrable wall of deep green.

First, it was a vague point hidden behind the vast green, then suddenly it burst into full view, rising above the low shrubs and unfurling like a giant fan-shaped flower atop a cluster of dark green bushes.

Shaped like a cockscomb but much larger, clusters of deep, vivid red slowly unfurled and displayed.

As the flower crown bloomed, the deep grass on all sides slowly withered and bent down, the shrubs withered, and tree vines slithered close to the ground with whooshing sounds, like countless little ground squirrels scurrying away. Even the flowers instantly scattered across the ground, creating a colorful border for the suddenly cleared narrow mountain path.

This small path wound toward the depths of the mountain. Sunlight filtering through the canopies of thousand-year-old trees created intermittent, mysterious patterns, as if leading to another world.

Tie Ci stepped onto the path. Along the way, she constantly felt countless pairs of eyes secretly watching her. Looking carefully, she saw they were butterflies on the trees beside her—butterflies with eye-like patterns on their wings that looked like golden single eyes at first glance, seeming to spy on people.

Going deeper, wind sounds came from overhead. The tree canopies swayed, and the whooshing wind never ceased. Looking up, she could see agile long legs flashing with the oily gleam of skin passing by in an instant.

They indeed looked quite fierce.

When Tie Ci looked up again, a village suddenly appeared before her. Unlike the Mo tribe’s scattered stilt houses, this village was circular, with all buildings connected together. The architectural style was more elaborate than stilt houses yet simpler than Han people’s multi-story carved eaves buildings. It seemed more like it was designed naturally according to the terrain and topography. The enormous circular building had watchtowers at four cardinal points where human figures could be seen moving about. Every part of the circular building could serve as a gateway, but when closed, there were no gaps to exploit. At this moment, the building gate facing her direction was open. The interior layout was simple and clearly visible. Through the wide, spacious rooms and connecting doors, she could see the vast open space enclosed by the circular building where countless men, women, elderly, and children went about their duties, shuttling back and forth.

A young woman, dressed in the latest Han clothing but wearing local silverware jewelry, stood smiling before the circular building. Seeing A’kou from afar, she waved, and when they approached closer, she came forward to greet them, taking A’kou’s hand with a laugh: “It’s been so long since I’ve seen anyone from our tribe. I never expected it would be you, the homebody, coming to see me today. When I first saw the tiger, it startled me—I thought my eyes were playing tricks. Since you’re here, stay for several days. Big Sister will have someone show you Nanyan’s fine young men.” As she spoke, she waved her hand, and a row of robust men walked past behind her—each broad-shouldered and thick-waisted, eight feet tall, carrying roasted meat and wine jars, flashing white teeth when they smiled.

A’kou looked up dazedly at her red lips opening and closing. Before she could call out to anyone, she was confronted with this pile of wine pools and meat forests. Her small face was red, but her eyes were lustrous, slowly and leisurely wandering over those beautiful bodies. She had clearly forgotten to introduce Tie Ci.

But Aunt A’dan didn’t need her introduction either. She very naturally turned to Tie Ci and warmly took her hand as well, saying, “At first glance, I thought you were a rarely seen handsome young man, but looking closer, you’re actually a beauty too. Are you A’kou’s friend? Since you came together as guests, you’re friends of our Nanyan. You must stay for several days.”

She then called for people to prepare rooms, wine, lemongrass hot soup, and to quickly roast the freshly caught deer. Tonight they would have a bonfire celebration, which immediately caused cheers. The men, women, elderly, and children joyfully went to prepare. Suddenly, a window on the top floor of the circular building opened, and a piece of bright red silk floated out. The cheers of the men, women, elderly, and children turned into laughter. A’dan also laughed without embarrassment, covering her mouth with the back of her hand as she laughed: “That rascal can’t be away from me for even a moment.” Her words seemed like coquettish complaints, but actually revealed joy. On her snow-white hand, a pair of eyes flowed like autumn water, rippling and undulating, complementing her slightly upturned red lips that bloomed like pomegranate flowers—beautiful and alluring.

Even Tie Ci felt her heart flutter slightly, thinking that if I were one who preferred women, I would certainly bow down to this sister.

The red silk upstairs fluttered joyfully, like silent urging. A’dan also seemed eager to return home, but still very enthusiastically greeted Chi Xue and Dan Shuang before walking back amid everyone’s smiling gazes. Tie Ci saw her continuously giving instructions as she walked: “…those medicinal herbs over there should be turned over… mm-hmm, I’ll naturally come tonight, the chieftain will come too… hey hey, run slower, be careful not to bump into anything… have all the affairs and experiences brought people back? Have them come see me… us tonight.”

Her voice gradually faded away. A large group of men, women, elderly, and children surged forward with the same enthusiastic smiling faces, leading A’kou and Tie Ci’s group into a room on the ground floor. As for the room’s exact location, it was impossible to describe clearly because the entire building was enormous and circular, with all rooms having identical layouts and appearances. Looking at them for too long could even make one dizzy.

If it weren’t for the distinctive wooden plaques hanging above the door frames, painted with different objects to distinguish them, Tie Ci was certain that if she went out to use the toilet, she wouldn’t be able to find her quarters upon returning.

They were arranged to stay together in a room with a door plaque painted with a yellow and black tiger.

People crowded around them, sweeping them into the room without their feet touching the ground. The wooden room had already been arranged with clean beds. Fresh flowers were placed everywhere. The slightly mottled wooden walls were hung with brightly colored paintings. The rear window with bamboo curtains was brightly open, and the undulating peaks of Wan Qing Mountain were embroidered like fine needlework in the window frame. The clear water in the water jar was sweet and pure. The ceramic bowls for water were simple and lovely, clearly brand new.

The entire room had the same style as all of Nanyan—enthusiastic and thoughtful.

The neighbors were also warm. Some brought fresh flowers, some brought sweet soup, some brought various fruits. Even a trembling old woman, shaking with every step and leaning on a walking stick, insisted on shuffling toward Tie Ci’s place. The old woman’s expression was earnest. As she shuffled along, she spoke incoherently, but her hands held nothing. Her pair of aged hands with prominent veins gripped emptily, constantly spasming, opening and closing, opening and closing. She seemed unable to control her body, appearing quite pitiful.

The old woman had only shuffled a few steps when middle-aged men and women hurried out to support her, laughing as they said, “Granny Xiang, go back and rest. Don’t join this excitement lest you fall.” In a few words, they helped her back. Tie Ci only had time to see those black, claw-like hands weakly grasp at the air before the door closed.

This left Chi Xue and Dan Shuang somewhat dazed. Common people’s daily lives were usually harsh and cold, and they were often wary of travelers. Such warm and generous treatment was truly rare.

Moreover, this was different from their imagined Pacification Office. A Pacification Office was a place of chieftain self-governance and should still be an official residence, most likely located in relatively prosperous areas, while tribal people would be scattered in the mountains and forests. Nanyan, perhaps because it had declined, seemed to have a very down-to-earth chieftain who lived together with the tribal people like one family.

A’kou couldn’t help but show an intoxicated expression, murmuring, “Aunt A’dan is still so enthusiastic and beautiful, living wonderfully well. We can be at ease.”

She laughed again: “Aunt A’dan treats us so well. A’ci, you have important business to handle. Why didn’t you quickly speak to Aunt A’dan about it earlier?”

Tie Ci sat at the table, slowly playing with the ceramic bowl. “Oh? Good? You think it’s very good?”

A’kou: “…Isn’t it?”

Tie Ci sighed and put down the ceramic bowl. “Silly girl. Enthusiasm isn’t something you heat up with lip service.”

A’kou clearly heard but didn’t understand.

Tie Ci smiled without speaking.

If she were truly enthusiastic, if she truly liked them, when people from the same tribe came from afar to see her, why wouldn’t she reminisce about old times, inquire about tribal elders, hold a private banquet, or invite them to stay with her? Instead, she threw them to a group of strange tribal people and housed them on the ground floor far from herself.

She came and went like the wind, making hasty arrangements. Her entire being actually screamed: “This old lady is very busy. If you have sense, quickly eat, drink, and leave. Don’t bother this old lady with trivial matters.”

Only a silly girl like A’kou would consider such insincere hospitality “enthusiastic.”

Looking at A’kou’s unsuspecting appearance, clearly this Aunt A’dan had always been this “enthusiastic” when she was in the Mo tribe.

Tie Ci’s gaze turned toward the opposite side, where a dark-skinned man was opening his door and joining the crowd to help handle the freshly hunted game.

In the tribal settlements of various Yannan ethnic groups deep in the mountains, the tradition of collectively distributing hunting spoils was still preserved.

Aunt A’dan never came out again. The red silk had been withdrawn. Tie Ci waited for evening—she wanted to first see what kind of person the Nanyan chieftain was.

Also, the chieftain’s first two wives seemed nowhere to be seen?

After a simple wash, Tie Ci brought Chi Xue and mixed into the crowd in the central square, helping them dry medicinal herbs, process food ingredients, and skin game, while casually inquiring about the situation of this Nanyan chieftain.

Still with the same enthusiastic and unguarded attitude, the young women told Tie Ci that the chieftain’s first wife was already very old and never came out—they only sent her meals daily. The chieftain’s second and third wives were like sisters, serving the chieftain together and also sharing in managing affairs for the chieftain. The chieftain’s age was originally even older than the first wife’s, but since marrying the third wife, he had grown younger day by day. Now he was like a man in his prime, occasionally even able to hunt. Therefore, everyone in the tribe greatly respected the third wife. Tribal and Pacification Office affairs, as well as dealings with Kun Prefecture and other Pacification Offices, were now basically all managed by the third wife.

Tie Ci glanced at A’kou and quietly asked, “Does your tribe have rejuvenation medicine?”

“That’s impossible.” A’kou shook her head. “If our tribe really had such medicine, wouldn’t everything be in chaos?”

Tie Ci tapped her fingers against the wild beast’s leg bone, half-smiling. “Then, is there any poison that makes people appear rejuvenated?”

“That’s also not…” A’kou suddenly stopped speaking, her expression changing slightly.

“You mean…”

The girl might be confused about other matters, but when it came to her tribe’s ever-changing exotic poisons and strange herbs, she was thoroughly familiar with them.

True rejuvenation couldn’t be achieved, but some antidotes could prevent skin and hair from aging further. Over time, one would look younger. Some poisons could restore the luster of skin and hair at the cost of shortening lifespan—that would be even more like rejuvenation.

“It can’t be. Everyone says Aunt A’dan and the chieftain are deeply in love…”

Tie Ci chuckled lightly.

“Who knows? We’ll see tonight.”

Chapter 387: Wonder House
As night fell, the bonfire party was held as scheduled.

In Yannan, bonfire gatherings were as common as eating and drinking. They would have one when in good spirits, when in bad spirits, when guests arrived, and also when guests departed. Before coming here, Tie Ci had heard about the local customs of loving bonfires and dancing, so she had even crammed some simple dance steps for bonfire parties, never expecting to encounter such an opportunity only now.

But this time, Aunt A’dan had immediately identified her gender, so aside from one girl offering her blessing wine at the beginning, no girls threw her ribbons. She didn’t know how the Mo tribe could always so easily recognize her gender. A’kou said that male and female auras were naturally different, and the Mo people, who had been immersed in various strange scents all their lives, could tell with one sniff.

Without young women’s courtship, naturally there were more young men’s spring feelings. Young men requesting to dance with her formed a queue, so Tie Ci had to pretend to be lame.

Originally, she felt that dancing was nothing—Murong Yi should still be recovering from injuries in the Mo tribe. But somehow she felt guilty, probably fearing that by some chance, if someone discovered her, she didn’t know how many would be left of the already small Nanyan tribe.

As a self-aware monarch, Tie Ci had long since stopped fantasizing about three palaces and six courtyards. She wouldn’t even spare an extra glance at wildflowers by the roadside, consciously demonstrating her loyalty to the Empress that heaven and earth could witness.

She had merely looked with full appreciation at those vigorous young men’s youthful and beautiful bodies.

But she didn’t know why she always felt these young men were dressed too scantily. The nights in the deep mountains during late autumn were still very cold, and tonight’s wind was particularly strong. Tree branches on the mountaintops rustled and swayed, as if fierce beasts might emerge at any moment.

But Tie Ci’s attention was more focused on A’dan and the chieftain. The chieftain indeed looked only about forty years old, with black hair and handsome features. When he and A’dan came hand in hand, they truly could be called a perfect couple. Between the two, their gazes and smiles were tender and lingering, full of affection—the kind of truly deeply loving couple that even an idiot could see.

Even with Tie Ci’s scrutinizing gaze, she couldn’t detect any flaws in the details.

The chieftain also very enthusiastically toasted A’kou and Tie Ci, saying exactly the same words as A’dan, but he didn’t respond to any of Tie Ci’s probing topics, whether he didn’t understand or was pretending not to understand.

After the chieftain left, Tie Ci looked at A’kou: “How was it?”

But A’kou shook her head.

“He really is that young, very healthy, not injured, and not poisoned. Everything is fine.”

Tie Ci raised her eyebrows slightly.

“However…” A’kou frowned, “there’s something that seems a bit strange…”

…

The bonfire was extinguished only at midnight. The scattered fruit peels and debris on the ground had long been cleaned up. The cold mountain air covered everything eerily, and a thin layer of white frost formed on the open space, looking like a small lake from afar.

The lights in the circular building were extinguished one by one, making it look even more like a giant snake with its head and tail connected, absorbing the essence of plants and trees, sleeping around the lake.

Tie Ci quietly rose and walked to the window, looking up.

If she remembered correctly, three rooms to the west above her head was where the chieftain and A’dan lived.

Tie Ci’s figure swept past two floors like the wind.

She heard sleep talking, murmuring, teeth grinding, snoring, and farting—all kinds of sounds.

She lightly landed on the railing of the third floor. This enormous circular wooden building only had fence-like railings on the third floor, very narrow, barely enough for a person to stand.

She stood on the railing, listening to the sounds inside. The breathing was heavy and uneven, rising and falling in succession. It sounded like more than one person, and they had no martial arts skills.

Somehow she felt something was wrong.

But she couldn’t stay outside for long. If anyone below came out for a night call and looked up, they could clearly see what was above.

She lifted the window and swept inside, landing silently.

The moment she landed, her heart stirred again, but she still didn’t know why.

Directly facing the window was a large bed with people sleeping soundly—it looked like a man and a woman.

Since Aunt A’dan came from the Mo tribe, she hadn’t planned to use any drugs from the Mo tribe to avoid complications.

Tie Ci took an arrow step to the bedside, her hands spreading like parting flowers, one hand each, sweeping over the heads of the people on the bed, preparing to knock them unconscious first.

Her fingers touched the hair below and suddenly withdrew.

The people on the bed still snored thunderously.

Tie Ci was silent for a moment, then lit a fire stick with a snap, as if she no longer cared about the chieftain and A’dan at all.

When the firelight came on, on the bed was an old woman with a child, both sleeping deeply, not even noticing that a light had been lit.

Tie Ci extinguished the fire stick. In that instant, she had clearly seen the interior decoration, which was about the same as her room, even the positions of the utensils were the same.

This was an ordinary room.

But she clearly remembered the room A’dan had entered. Using her own room as a reference point, she couldn’t possibly have gotten such a simple direction wrong.

So had A’dan and the chieftain moved away in an extremely short time, letting this room change occupants?

She suddenly turned back to look at the window. In the evening, red silk had been floating here, summoning A’dan to hurry back.

But now that window had smooth frames with no place to tie a silk scarf.

This was also why she felt something was wrong the moment she swept in through the window.

This room was indeed not the chieftain’s room.

Where had the chieftain’s room suddenly gone?

Tie Ci stood in the milky white moonlight within Wan Qing Mountain. In the moonlight, the enormous black building with its head and tail connected was silent, like a ring, encircling all the secrets of this unremarkable yet strange Pacification Office.

Tie Ci stood at the window, trying to find the chieftain’s room that should have had hooks for hanging things.

Suddenly she sensed something amiss.

She turned back and saw that on the large bed, the grandmother and grandchild who had just been sleeping soundly had somehow disappeared.

Almost right under her nose.

Standing at the window, Tie Ci realized quite absurdly that her encounter at Wan Qing Mountain in Yannan this night was the most accident-filled since she had begun traveling.

Rooms mysteriously disappeared, and people disappeared too.

The accidents hadn’t stopped yet.

She suddenly heard creaking sounds outside. The railing outside the window seemed to be slowly moving.

Then the floor beneath her feet also began to move.

Snap, snap, snap, snap—all the windows were slammed shut in succession.

This movement was very swift. The entire room was shaking. Rumbling sounds rose in her ears. The huge inertia caused Tie Ci to stagger back several steps. Just as her back was about to hit the wall, her back suddenly felt empty.

Tie Ci already sensed this. She sprang up, her fingers like hooks, piercing into the ceiling. Looking down, she saw the wooden walls had toppled over, revealing identical rooms behind them. The walls of those rooms were also toppling over, one after another in succession. From afar, it looked like huge dominoes falling in sequence, quite spectacular.

After the walls toppled over, these rooms were connected into one enormous, long narrow room. The entire room was still moving, charging forward violently. Tie Ci heard the sound of sliding rails grinding, and at the front end, the originally empty wall suddenly flipped open, revealing a huge black hole. Countless blue-black liquids flowed out of the hole, and pale purple smoke was already impatiently emerging.

Tie Ci backhanded a slash at the window. The window cracked with a grinding sound, but what the broken window revealed was not the outside scenery, but an iron-colored wall.

At some point, these rooms had been “encased” in another layer.

The design of this circular house was truly unimaginable, like a wonder house.

Suddenly, whistling sounds arose behind her, as if something had reached its limit and was rebounding with even more ferocious spinning force, moving faster. One could imagine that if she couldn’t break out of the house in a short time, she would either be killed by the fleeing house behind her or be carried by this room into that black hole.

Suddenly, there was a snap, and a round-bellied ceramic jar on the table fell to the ground.

The things in this room had originally all been fixed in place, only this ceramic jar was not. Now it fell to the ground, and from the fragments flowed a pool of green water. A pink flower grew from the green water, with slender petals extending gracefully toward her.

On the ceramic jar fragments, two characters slowly appeared: “Eat it.”

The room shook and creaked. The black hole was only three zhang away in front, and the room behind was whistling toward her.

Suddenly, there was a thunderous sound overhead, and an iron cage fell down. The cage door was open, with a sign hanging inside that read: “Come in.”

Inviting her into a trap, was it?

Tie Ci rolled to one side of the room, where she could sense even more violent trembling. There was thunderous noise below the floor, mixed with subtle grinding sounds.

Tie Ci didn’t look at the swaying iron cage overhead, nor at the black hole close at hand and the room behind getting closer and closer. She kicked away the flower that was trying hard to crawl toward her, pressed her ear tightly to the floor, and silently counted in her heart: “…one, two, three!”

She drew her blade. The blade light pulled up a snow rainbow. The next instant, it pierced through the floor like lightning, precisely stabbing between the two narrow sliding rails below.

A clanging sound exploded. The sound of metal and iron-wood grinding inch by inch made one’s teeth ache. The sliding rail was stuck, but the huge inertia kept the rail slowly moving forward. This made even the incomparably tough abyss iron deform, the lower half becoming a thin iron sheet, but though deformed, it never broke, stubbornly jamming between the sliding rails. Tie Ci’s hand was also very steady, pressing down on the knife handle, not letting the short blade be ejected by the tremendous force.

The room behind was still slowly advancing but seemed a bit askew. Finally, the front wall pressed against her boot heel.

Then it stopped.

Tie Ci looked up but didn’t dare breathe a sigh of relief.

Because the black hole was close at hand, purple smoke was still drifting, about to fill the entire room.

But wonderfully, this smoke was very light, so it filled the upper space first. Since she was currently lying on her side, she couldn’t smell this smoke.

But the blue-black liquid in the black hole was still flowing, like countless green snakes meandering along the floor toward her, making hissing sounds wherever they passed.

Since the sliding rail had stopped anyway, Tie Ci was about to get up to avoid this liquid when she suddenly felt lightness beneath her and fell through.

This was unexpected—wasn’t this position supposed to be where the sliding rail was? How could it be empty under any circumstances?

But while in mid-air, without time to think, she instinctively flipped and swung her hand, about to give the person below a beating.

But at this moment, she touched a pair of arms, strong and powerful, gently supporting her buttocks and even giving them a squeeze.

Tie Ci’s punch aimed at vital points immediately became a gentle spring breeze embrace, falling toward the other person’s neck.

Just as they were about to touch what should be touched and embrace what should be embraced, suddenly those arms shook, followed by an annoyed low cry: “Your punishment is to find me!”

By the time Tie Ci landed, where was there any trace of a person?

Chapter 388: Scheming
In front of her was still a room with the same decorations as the ones above and below. The ceiling creaked above her head, and the wooden boards above the hole she had just fallen through quickly slid over, once again forming a seamless ceiling.

Tie Ci stood in place and waited for a while, but the second floor here didn’t seem to have the magnificent full-floor mechanisms like the one above. The doors and windows opened and closed normally, and there were doors connecting each room.

Tie Ci opened a door to the left. A man was secretly groping for wine jars under his wife’s bed, sticking up his big butt. Tie Ci took one glance and knew it wasn’t him.

She opened another door. Two people were rolling in passionate waves. The man who was interrupted wasn’t angry but delighted, waving his hand and smiling at her: “Come join us, sister.”

Tie Ci turned around, grabbed the man who had been stealing wine, and threw him onto their bed, laughing: “Good. No need to thank me.”

She opened another door. Water sounds were loud, and steam filled the air. A robust man washing jumped up in alarm from the steam, shouting “Someone’s peeping, come quickly!” while covering nothing that should or shouldn’t be covered.

Tie Ci slammed the door shut, thinking this lewdness could compete with Murong Yi’s.

She opened another door. This time it was women bathing. Five or six people sat in a huge bathtub, and water splashed to reveal the girls’ wheat-colored lustrous skin. Tie Ci didn’t spare an extra glance before closing the door. Murong Yi wouldn’t be here—it wasn’t him bathing.

Doors opened one by one. Tie Ci calculated that she had already gone around in a circle, but still hadn’t seen Murong Yi.

Playing games wasn’t done this way. Tie Ci stood still and looked down at her feet, shutting out all the surrounding noisy human voices. Only then did she hear the same familiar but obviously more subtle sliding sounds as before.

So this place was still rotating, just extremely slowly—so slowly that people couldn’t detect it.

So after rotating one full circle, would it open a passage downward?

She stopped moving and calculated the time needed for one full rotation. When she heard a slight “click,” she suddenly stomped down hard.

The floor beneath her collapsed, and she fell to the next level. In the pitch-black room, someone said: “Madam said that if you can find where she is within half an incense stick’s time, she’ll have a proper talk with you.”

Tie Ci strode out the door and stood in the center. Only now could she clearly see the ingenious mechanisms of the entire circular building. Under each floor of wooden houses was a layer of tracks, and all the houses were built on these tracks. Above the third floor, the houses were divided into two sections—one wider, one narrower. Now the narrow houses were slowly withdrawing from the wide houses. The two ends of the houses gradually closed together, returning to their original appearance. Without careful observation, one couldn’t tell that part of the houses could be nested into another part.

In other words, after entering the third floor, the tracks would rotate. Not finding the original house position was a small matter, but once the mechanisms activated and the houses nested together, people would either be trapped to death or crushed to death. Because of the nesting, people also couldn’t find where the windows and doors were. Under such a strange design, they would only be confused and lose their bearings, or be lured into a trap.

The second floor wasn’t as complex as the third—it just rotated extremely slowly. In the dark night, it looked almost unchanged, but the room one stood in would never be the same room as when one started.

The bottom floor was currently rotating in the opposite direction from the second floor. Because both upper and lower floors were rotating, every room entered or exited was necessarily fluid. So unless one could determine which room A’dan was in, the identical rooms spinning up and down would make one dizzy just from looking.

Someone lit half an incense stick and placed it in the center of the open space. This incense burned even faster than ordinary incense—with one gust of wind, only a finger’s length remained.

Tie Ci suddenly crouched down, grabbed a handful of sand and dirt, and threw it up.

The sand and stones spread out like a large splash of water in the moonlight, forming a smooth ring in mid-air. The ring whistled out and struck every door.

The doors opened heavily, slamming against the walls behind them.

At a glance, all were pitch-black interiors with identical decorations.

But Tie Ci’s gaze had already fallen on a certain spot, then she swept straight toward the opposite side of that location.

In the next instant, she kicked open the closed door again. Someone in the darkness inside rose to avoid her, but Tie Ci’s blade was already lightly pressed against their neck.

Firelight came on, and A’dan slightly raised her eyebrows in the gradually hazy brightness.

Tie Ci’s gaze swept around—indeed, this was her own room.

“How did you guess I was here? And how did you determine this room’s position?” A’dan still seemed somewhat incredulous.

“I suppose I can read the mindset of people like you. Making me unable to find you in my own room would make me more frustrated? As for determining the position, after I entered this room, I saw the man from the opposite room come out. He had driven a wooden nail into the wall to hang his whip. No matter how your circular house rotates, it’s just an illusion to confuse people. The order of the rooms actually can’t be disrupted. As long as there’s one reference point, one needn’t worry about not finding it.”

A’dan lightly clapped her hands.

“However, your circular house design is truly marvelous—definitely not the work of an ordinary person.”

“You flatter me.” A’dan’s enthusiasm seemed fake, and her modesty also seemed fake.

Tie Ci hadn’t expected that she had actually designed it herself. She was somewhat surprised, but pressed down a doubt in her heart for now.

A’dan spoke to her sincerely: “Actually, I can roughly guess your purpose. You came for the old prince’s private army, didn’t you? The private army was entrusted to Nanyan by the old prince, so returning it is only proper. But the old prince once said that the private army shouldn’t be used unless it was a matter of life and death. Obviously, Kun Prefecture is about to fall into chaos now, and these private troops have lived and eaten with us in Nanyan these years, close as family—they’re our own brothers. Having our own brothers wade into muddy waters makes me uneasy. I’m afraid they’ll encounter misfortune, and I’m also afraid this army will end up in a miserable state under incompetent leadership. So I used our circular house mechanisms to test you. Please forgive any discourtesy.” She stood up and bowed.

Tie Ci’s smile deepened. “Just a test?”

A’dan said without evasion: “If possible, I was also thinking of asking you to hand over the military talisman.”

“You don’t want to return it?”

“Who would want their brothers to go die?” A’dan said with a pleasant smile. “But now I’ve thought it through. Since you can see through even my circular house mechanisms and can come to see me with the talisman, you’re obviously someone trusted by the prince’s mansion siblings. Since the former master is reclaiming former property, I have no reason not to return it. I only hope that after you take these people away, you’ll treat them well and try to preserve their lives.”

“That’s natural.” Tie Ci looked around. “Where are my maidservants and your A’kou?”

“When I came, I drugged them unconscious. They’re in the room next door now.” A’dan clapped her hands. “Don’t you want to see the Yannan Prince’s mansion’s hidden troops?”

Tie Ci turned back and saw a spiral staircase appearing in the center of the huge open space. Soldiers in full vine armor continuously walked up from below the staircase.

“Ten thousand elite troops divided into three places—we have three thousand here.” A’dan said. “They’re proficient in various battle tactics, good at mountain climbing and charging on flat roads. Their vine armor is woven from special materials and doesn’t fear water or fire. Each person has one or two special skills. Moreover, having stayed in Nanyan for so long, they’re very good at rock climbing and mountain traversing. They can take you through a path that crosses through the mountain’s belly, using the fastest speed to strike directly at Kun Prefecture.”

“Excellent.” Tie Ci praised.

“It’s good to return them to you—I can also settle one matter on my mind.” A’dan said frankly. “Take them and leave now. I’ll have someone send your two maidservants over. As for A’kou, let her stay in Nanyan. I haven’t seen her for several years.”

She whistled once, and several women accompanied two females out. Looking at their figures, they were indeed Chi Xue and Dan Shuang.

The vine-armored soldiers also formed orderly ranks in the open space, ready to travel mountain paths.

A’dan covered her mouth with her hand and yawned. “Go on, go on. I can also catch up on some sleep.”

Tie Ci made an “mm” sound and was about to turn around when she suddenly smiled: “Eh, how come it seems you haven’t looked at my talisman yet, but you’ve already handed the private army over to me?”

A’dan paused, blinked, and smiled: “Didn’t I look?”

Tie Ci pulled out the jade tablet from her sleeve and waved it.

A’dan smiled bashfully: “Look at me, confused from being tired. Come, let me take a careful look.”

She reached out to lean on the table and stretched her neck to look at the jade tablet. Tie Ci’s wrist didn’t move as she squinted and smiled: “Your posture looks quite far and awkward. Better come closer for a good look. What if this is fake?”

A’dan didn’t move and smiled: “Since you say so, then it definitely won’t be fake.”

“But when you say that, I feel everything from inside to outside is quite fake.”

A’dan’s smile didn’t change, but her whole person smoothly slipped back, shrinking behind the table and chairs, tilting her head to look at Tie Ci and sighing.

“Really hard to fool.”

Tie Ci turned around and pointed at the solemnly waiting army and the maidservants walking toward her.

“Whether I approach my ‘maidservants’ or think I’ve completed the mission and joyfully take these soldiers away, my fate would probably be to become fertilizer under your circular house’s underground caves, right?”

“How did you see through it?”

“Does this need seeing through? Your flaws are as numerous as a sieve. You said you were uneasy about the private army’s fate so you tested me—is there such a grand-scale test? Choosing such a ‘test’ shows unwillingness to hand over the private army. Then why did you easily agree afterward? Verbally reluctant to part with them, but agreeing so readily, calling people as if everything was already prepared—completely giving the feeling of wishing you could immediately pack people up and send them away. This creates a very contradictory feeling, dear.”

A’dan blinked and said apologetically: “Not good at acting. How embarrassing.”

“Most importantly, you said you designed the mechanisms yourself—I believe that. But if you say you built the entire mechanism, I don’t believe it. The entire circular building, using a massive structure as a mechanism, requires skilled craftsmen, enormous manpower, and expensive rare materials—an incalculable amount. To transport these people and materials into the mountains would also require full cooperation from government offices, post stations, and water and land routes. To say something you might find unpleasant—with your capabilities, with Nanyan’s capabilities, it can’t be done.”

“Then who do you think could do it?”

“Naturally, whoever controls Yannan could do it.”

A’dan clapped again, her eyes lighting up. “What a clever woman. Since things here didn’t work out, why don’t you try Chou Li or Mu Bang?”

“Deliver myself to their doorstep again?” Tie Ci smiled. “Among the three major Pacification Offices, it would be the same whichever I choose to attack. Since Nanyan here was already waiting for me, the private armies of Chou Li and Mu Bang have probably long since taken the surname of Commandant You.”

“Since you know, why are you still here talking nonsense with me? Do you really think the circular building can’t handle you?” A’dan said. “For A’kou’s sake since she likes you, I’ll give you a quarter hour to escape first. The countdown starts now—”

Chapter 389: You Have No Heart!
“For A’kou’s sake since she likes you, I can use this quarter hour to make a deal with you and give you a chance.” Tie Ci clapped her hands.

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang walked out of a room, escorting the chieftain, while A’kou followed behind them dejectedly, the tiger on her shoulder also weakly calling “lonely” without energy.

A’dan’s eyes flashed, then she stood up and said, “Don’t hurt him—”

“Here you go showing off your clumsy acting again.” Tie Ci sighed and shook her finger. “If your voice trembled three parts more, your body shook two parts more, and your eyes showed seven parts more terror, perhaps I might believe you one part more.”

A’dan chuckled and simply sat back down, giving up completely: “Since I can’t satisfy you no matter what, why bother negotiating with me?”

Tie Ci said gently, “Just to let you see that this chieftain lord is strong and healthy, full of energy, and has been well cared for by us.”

“Oh, then thank you…” A’dan replied casually, then suddenly stopped.

No matter how things had changed before, she had always been laughing and joking as usual, but until this moment, her expression finally changed.

She had obviously caught the meaning in Tie Ci’s words.

Since there was “this one,” naturally there was “that one.”

Behind her came a light laugh with a gorgeous voice.

With this sound, A’dan was shocked to discover that the dignified yet cunning woman across from her suddenly had her entire face light up.

In A’dan’s eyes, this woman had always had a gentle and bright temperament with extraordinary bearing, but cold light often flowed in her eyes, carrying the aloof attitude of someone in power. She never expected that such a person would rejoice upon hearing a name, suddenly radiating brilliant divine light, like a magnificent lamp on the wall being ignited by heavenly fire—even rosy clouds couldn’t match her brilliance.

She turned back and saw a person walking out of the darkness behind her. His journey from darkness to light seemed like a divine statue revealing its true form—darkness retreated on all sides while light remained only on him alone.

So much so that after a while, the dazzled A’dan realized he was also carrying someone in his hand.

That person hung lightly on his elbow, skinny as a rail, with withered claw-like hands constantly spasming in mid-air, opening and closing, opening and closing.

It was remarkably the old person who had also wanted to come “enthusiastically” offer something when Tie Ci first arrived.

A’dan clicked her tongue, obviously dissatisfied with her own soft-heartedness back then. One really shouldn’t underestimate others too much—since this old thing had exposed herself, she should have simply silenced her then and there.

Tie Ci smiled at Murong Yi. In that smile, she had already looked him up and down thoroughly. He was well cared for, and his clothes’ stitching showed they came from the hands of a skillful woman. She wondered which beautiful girl from the Mo tribe it was?

Murong Yi was also looking at Tie Ci, his eyes burning bright, reflecting only one person inside and out. Even when A’dan twisted her waist and swayed her hips in front of him, posing in countless alluring positions, she couldn’t get him to spare her an extra glance.

“I never expected the dignified Nanyan chieftain to fall to such a state.” Tie Ci looked at the old woman and couldn’t help but sigh.

She looked again at the “chieftain” being held by Chi Xue and Dan Shuang and smiled: “Should I call you Chieftain Sir, or Second Madam?”

The room fell silent for a while before A’dan asked, “How did you guess?”

“Before coming, I researched materials on the three major Pacification Offices. The Nanyan chieftain was elderly, had countless wives and concubines in the past, and though his temperament was unknown, he had killed and fought plenty over territory and power. He didn’t seem like the type to exclusively favor one woman or even willingly entrust great power to her. Moreover, the idea of rejuvenation was too absurd. I first suspected you used some strange poison, but A’kou said there wasn’t any. Then I suspected the chieftain had become your puppet, but the affection between you two was indeed deep and genuine. Since several possibilities were ruled out, I had reason to suspect that the chieftain was your person, but the chieftain wasn’t the chieftain.”

“Furthermore, A’kou also smelled a familiar scent on the chieftain. After thinking for a long time, she remembered it was the fragrance of Myriad Forms grass liquid mixed with women’s cosmetics—something that could adjust voice and appearance. Women, especially those who were once concubines, when disguised as men, inevitably reveal flaws in some details. Not to mention, since there’s still a beloved companion for intimate moments nearby, the disguise as a man wouldn’t be thorough enough.”

“As for how I guessed it was the Second Madam? Two concubines who should have been rivals had an unexpectedly good relationship, and this kind of substitution scheme has always been impossible to hide from bedfellows. So the Second Madam must have participated in the fake chieftain’s seizure of power, and participated deeply. It just so happened that I never saw the Second Madam during this entire visit, so why not boldly guess that good sister Second Madam was busy helping you, A’dan, with the most important task?”

“Then how did you guess who the chieftain was?”

“If women can disguise as men, naturally men can also disguise as women. If someone became rejuvenated, then someone else aged rapidly. The fake chieftain became younger while the real chieftain was made to age. Over time, the tribal people wouldn’t think the chieftain had become like this. Old women are usually cautious—what would make her risk approaching strangers despite her physical condition? Her hands kept opening and closing. Have you thought about what she was doing?” Tie Ci made a clasped-hands saluting gesture. “This etiquette isn’t practiced locally in Yannan—it’s the protocol for meeting southern officials. In a tribe like Nanyan, only officials of the Pacification Office, big and small, would use such etiquette. Since the chieftain couldn’t speak, he used actions to tell me his identity.”

A’dan stopped talking. After a long while, she sighed and shook her head: “You Central Plains people are cunning. Your minds have nine curves and eighteen bends. Xi Ti has dealt with Central Plains people too much and has become much cleverer than before.”

Xi Ti was the Nanyan chieftain’s name. Hearing her own name, the old woman made a series of turbid, suppressed groans from her throat.

“What deal did the You father and son make with you, calculating that I would come to seek this hidden army?”

“To trap all those who come seeking military power.” A’dan looked at the sky. “When I set off fireworks as a signal, they’ll send people to come receive and handle the situation.”

“Then set off your fireworks.”

“You want to retaliate in kind?” A’dan said. “Why should I cooperate with you? What benefit is there for me?”

Tie Ci smiled.

“Indeed, cooperating with me brings you no benefit; but not cooperating with me would bring you great harm.”

A’dan crossed her arms and chuckled.

“Do the Nanyan people know their chieftain has always been a fake? Do they know you two women conspired together to deceive the tribal people?” Tie Ci glanced at the fake chieftain. “Even if you don’t mind the truth being exposed, surely you don’t mind each other’s lives either?”

“Moreover, you do mind being exposed, otherwise why keep the chieftain alive?” Murong Yi said. “Presumably in some situations, the chieftain himself must be present.”

The chieftain made angry sounds of “ah ah ah.”

A’dan smiled: “In that case, why don’t you kill us? The chieftain who regains power would be grateful to you, and afterward, wouldn’t everything you want be easily obtained?”

Tie Ci smiled softly: “I only make deals with useful people.”

A’dan giggled. Her gaze kept scanning up and down between Tie Ci and Murong Yi, observing their expressions and the details of their looks when they made eye contact. Suddenly she smiled: “I hate clever women. I want to talk to him.”

Tie Ci said nothing more and left with the fake chieftain and the others.

The room door closed. Inside was quiet. The fake chieftain looked at the tightly shut doors and windows and suddenly said, “A’dan is very good at bewitching people.”

Tie Ci: “Mm.”

“She has a special charm for young men.” The fake chieftain smiled, saying with shared glory, “When she first arrived, all the young men in the village were spellbound by her.”

Tie Ci: “Oh.”

The fake chieftain lowered her tone but spoke with absolute certainty: “No one can be an exception.”

Tie Ci: “Ah.”

She was so cooperative yet so uncooperative. The fake chieftain seemed to have never encountered such a person and was stuck for a while, not knowing what to say. After a moment, she said again: “Aren’t you curious why we turned against those close to us?”

Tie Ci said gently: “Naturally I’m curious. I’ve already curiously imagined seven or eight versions for you. The perverted chieftain version, the abusive chieftain version, the suspicious chieftain version, the mutual support version, the helping each other version… which one would you like to hear?”

Fake chieftain: “…”

After a long while, she said angrily: “You have no heart!”

“Whether I have a heart isn’t important.” Tie Ci said indifferently. “If you think something is right, then do it. There’s no need to seek moral and psychological support from outsiders. If you always want to convince others, it’s probably because you haven’t been able to convince yourself yet.”

The fake chieftain stopped talking.

Suddenly, a scream came from inside the room.

The fake chieftain was so startled she jumped in place and stretched her neck, but Chi Xue and Dan Shuang holding her had hands like cast iron—they didn’t move at all, and didn’t even have expressions on their faces.

Tie Ci also made no movement, not even bothering to take a step closer.

The fake chieftain said incredulously to Dan Shuang: “Aren’t those two a couple? How can she not care about him at all? How can she not want to know what’s happening in the room? As maidservants, don’t you worry about your master’s affairs either?”

Chi Xue smiled without speaking, and Dan Shuang rolled her eyes.

Playing divisive tactics and psychological warfare in front of this pair—wasn’t that a bit too childish?

The door suddenly opened, the lights came on, and everything in the room was as before. Murong Yi still stood in his original position, but A’dan had changed her sitting posture in the chair, appearing more lazy and casual. She tilted her face, and under the lamplight, her brow tips and eye corners were faintly flushed, complementing her pearl-and-jade-like skin, beautiful as a crabapple after rain.

She beckoned to those outside, and when she spoke, her voice had somehow become much softer and more tender: “We’ve talked it over. I agree with you all.”

The word “talked” was emphasized, carrying satisfied laughter.

Tie Ci asked Murong Yi: “What happened?”

Murong Yi’s lips curved in a slight smile: “Nothing happened.”

Honestly, at this moment, A’dan looked from head to toe—every strand of hair didn’t look like nothing had happened.

Every woman looking at A’dan at this moment would involuntarily think of certain rosy matters. Hearing such an answer would only feel it was perfunctory and guilty.

A’dan’s lips also curved in a smile, part lazy, part mocking.

But then she heard Tie Ci say plainly: “Then you worked hard.”

No matter how you heard it, these words were full of sarcasm. A’dan’s smile deepened.

Murong Yi actually said seriously: “Not hard work. A’dan worked harder.”

A’dan rested her chin on her hand and gazed at him tenderly: “Being able to reach an agreement with you, I don’t feel it was hard work either.”

Murong Yi smiled at her, and A’dan’s brow tips and eye corners were full of joy. The two looked at each other with tender gazes.

The kind that could drive all legitimate wives mad.

Tie Ci strode over.

The joy in A’dan’s eyes increased.

The fake chieftain’s expression was mocking with a hint of disappointment.

She had thought they would be a different kind of couple.

Tie Ci strode to A’dan’s side, reached out, and pinched A’dan’s face.

The smile that had just bloomed on A’dan’s face froze.

Tie Ci smiled: “Can’t be defeated by force, saw that we have an extraordinary relationship, so you want to attack psychologically through male-female relations. Your little brain works so fast—I find it quite cute.”

A’dan’s dazed, wide-eyed look now truly seemed somewhat cute.

But suddenly a claw reached over and slapped down Tie Ci’s hand with a “pa.” Murong Yi’s voice sounded sinister: “Don’t flirt around!”

A’dan slowly opened her mouth wide.

The lines she wanted to hear, the reactions she wanted to see—she finally heard and saw them, but how had the roles switched?

Tie Ci obediently withdrew her hand and smiled: “Come on, you’re even guarding against women?”

Murong Yi smiled slightly: “I heard that in your mansion, there are dozens of people of all shapes and sizes, each one refusing to be released when they come of age. That’s fine, but you also like visiting tea houses and brothels. I just heard that the brothels in the capital are spreading stories about how there was once an ugly clown at the academy who pursued someone with ridiculous behavior—both looking down on people with dog eyes and fawning after learning the truth, plus shamelessly pestering without end.”

Tie Ci smiled: “What does this have to do with you?”

“This was a 360-jin fat person.”

“Then you shouldn’t project onto yourself even more.”

“Born to a Liaodong aristocratic family, stupid with lots of money and a dog-like temperament. A barbarous, uncivilized person from the icy lands who only knows how to throw money around to buy people’s hearts—a foolish rich landowner.”

“…”

“Also likes cross-dressing as a woman, stuffing all that fat into colorful silk fairy dresses, thinking she walks like a floating fairy when she’s actually particularly like a slug.”

“…”

“Daily routine is just throwing money around, showing off, showing off and getting stepped on, constantly provoking the Five Weirdos of Wu House and then getting her face stepped on by the Five Weirdos—a complete weirdo.”

“…”

Chapter 390: Submit to Me!
Tie Ci coughed, her gaze wandering everywhere.

A’dan was already listening in a daze.

Looking at Tie Ci’s guilty expression, then at the beautiful and gloomy Murong Yi.

Suddenly she burst into loud laughter.

She laughed with her hair disheveled, like a madwoman.

Tie Ci and Murong Yi said nothing, calmly watching her.

This woman acted strangely, but ultimately there were patterns to follow. Behind every woman who takes desperate risks to turn her life around, weren’t there several heart-wrenching past events?

Even the fake chieftain, that Second Madam, seemed to think of something and gave a low laugh.

A’dan stopped after a good while, wiped away the tears from laughing, and said, “I was foolish.”

After a pause, she said, “But I’m very happy.”

She raised her hand and released a cluster of bright yellow fireworks, saying, “This is the signal I agreed upon with the You father and son. It means you’ve been captured by me. But the other party is suspicious—whether they’ll believe it, whether they’ll come personally to verify, I can’t be certain.”

Tie Ci said, “That’s not your concern. In any case, you cooperated. I won’t touch your life or your lover’s. If you cooperate well, Nanyan will still be yours.”

“You don’t care about restoring order?”

“What is disorder? What is order? The three major Pacification Offices of Yannan have always been self-governing. If a chieftain can’t even protect his own position, then he should honestly stay aside.”

“Unfortunately, while you’re so straightforward, I can’t be as generous. The old Yannan Prince’s three thousand private troops have another garrison. We only managed them on his behalf, periodically sending grain, clothing, and weapons according to agreement. These supplies were originally secretly escorted by the prince’s mansion’s special personnel. After the old prince died, this continued for a while, then suddenly stopped. Our Nanyan didn’t have extra strength to support these people either. After helping them several times, they said they wanted to change camps and be self-sufficient. Since then, there’s been little contact. However, recently I encountered them training on the cliffs near Bright Moon Sea. The equipment they used was extraordinary. I suspect they’ve already been recruited by some force—most likely the You father and son.”

This was within Tie Ci’s expectations. It seemed her previous visit to the prince’s mansion had already been detected by the You father and son, who simply went along with it by letting her take the military talisman, setting a trap in advance to let her fall into their net.

Indeed, though it was the old prince’s secret contingency plan, in the old prince’s later years, Commandant You already controlled the entire prince’s mansion. As long as he had suspicions, what information couldn’t he extract? In the years after the old prince’s death, this private army had probably long been in the You father and son’s pocket.

How laughable that You Weixing still regarded it as a last lifeline, hiding and concealing it, unwilling to take it out.

It wouldn’t be surprising if the You father and son deliberately let You Weixing keep the military talisman—first to use it as bait, and second to string You Weixing along, making her think hope wasn’t lost so she would obediently submit to manipulation.

Honestly, in terms of deep scheming and meticulous planning, the You siblings truly weren’t worthy of carrying the You father and son’s shoes.

But since she had come, she couldn’t come for nothing.

“I’m no longer interested in that private army. I’m interested in another army.” Tie Ci smiled at A’dan. “Since you’ve become the behind-the-scenes chieftain of Nanyan, are you interested in becoming the chief chieftain of the three major Pacification Offices?”

…

After the fireworks were released, it would still take time for a response. Tie Ci and Murong Yi both lay on the roof of the circular house, looking at the stars and moon above that seemed close enough to pluck by hand.

The dense forest was like a sea, moonlight rippling on the sea surface, spreading boundlessly to the more distant real sea surface, then being trampled by countless bare feet until reaching the thousand-ren high cliffs standing by the sea.

Tie Ci pillowed her head on her hands, listening to Murong Yi’s quiet, clear breathing beside her, feeling peaceful.

She heard the person beside her suddenly say lazily, “Hand it over.”

“Hm?” Tie Ci truly didn’t understand—this was so out of nowhere.

Murong Yi leaned over, stretching his arm around her waist. Rich, elegant fragrance overwhelmed her. Tie Ci’s body went a bit soft as she stared at the crescent moon overhead, thinking right here on this rooftop?

The people below didn’t know what drug A’dan had given them—they slept very deeply. Otherwise…

Something moved lightly at her waist. Murong Yi had already taken something away. Turning to see her expression was strange, he was slightly stunned, then realized and laughed in surprise, “I never thought your lustful heart was actually stronger than mine.”

Tie Ci rolled over and simply hugged his waist, grinning as she said, “If that’s so, then submit to me!”

Previously, she had always felt it was better to maintain some distance with Murong Yi. With changing circumstances and worldly affairs like chess, leaving some room for herself and Murong Yi might allow for more maneuvering in the future. But after the love butterfly incident, she suddenly understood.

With changing circumstances and worldly affairs like chess, who knew when this chessboard might be scattered by wind? Why leave herself with regrets?

Just as her master always said, you never know which comes first—tomorrow or an accident. She chose to live today well.

But Murong Yi didn’t have her mindset transformed by life-and-death situations. He still thought she was joking. He reached out to hold her back and sneered, “Giving gifts to others, then seeking pleasure from me?”

Tie Ci looked down and saw it was the fan case from her pouch that Murong Yi had extracted.

The fan case was something she bought while shopping in Kun Prefecture, intending to give to Rong Pu as thanks for his tireless efforts for Leap Carp Academy regardless of reputation. She could naturally bestow pearls, jade, and treasures in her capacity as Crown Princess, but for someone like Rong Pu, imperial rewards would only alienate him. Bringing back a local gift from her travels would please this capable minister.

Being Crown Princess wasn’t easy. Many things couldn’t be too light or too heavy. Tie Ci had sighed plenty while selecting gifts.

She chose a fan case—a daily item that didn’t involve private feelings or intimacy, a gift that could be given openly even in public.

This fan case was embroidered with Kun Prefecture’s three towers, one pond, and eight scenic spots. The embroidery was good, the layout proper, and it could be considered unique. Tie Ci had chosen for a long time, but now this thoughtfulness had apparently become an accusation. Murong Yi held it between his fingers with a smile at his lips, his eyes gazing at her affectionately, but his smile was full of murderous intent.

Tie Ci smiled apologetically, “How do you know this isn’t for you?”

“My fan can’t use this kind of brocade fan case. The size is also wrong.” Murong Yi patted the iron fan at his waist. “Besides, with a fan case, how would it be convenient to kill those persistent little bastards?”

“You’re right, so I carefully prepared a gift that only you deserve.” Tie Ci fumbled around in her bosom but couldn’t find anything for the moment. When shopping in Kun Prefecture, it wasn’t that she hadn’t thought of buying something for Murong Yi, but ordinary items weren’t worth buying, and she didn’t like intimate items made by others, so she had put it aside.

Murong Yi watched her act with a smile, neither exposing nor helping her.

This woman had three palaces and six courtyards, attracted both men and women. He couldn’t always follow her around. If he didn’t watch closely, be particular, and intimidating, heaven knew when someone would find a gap to exploit.

Tie Ci finally found something in her hand. Holding it, she turned and pounced on Murong Yi. Just as Murong Yi was about to be particular, his mouth was already blocked by a pair of soft lips.

Just as he was about to hypocritically scold her for impropriety, sweetness had already surged between his lips—a faint hint of sourness, just like the taste of love, quite worth savoring. A small piece of candy transferred between their lips and teeth. Both tasted each other’s sweetness and softness. The sugar dissolved between lips and tongues, sweet but filling their hearts. At some point, the wooden roof creaked, moonlight scattered on their intertwined clothing.

Who knew when the candy dissolved, but their lips were reluctant to part, like children tasting sugar for the first time, insisting on sucking each other dry until sweetness reached their very cores before reluctantly letting go with satisfied expressions. Tie Ci’s lips were messy from the sugar syrup. Murong Yi gazed at her breathlessly for a long moment, then leaned in again, his tongue tip slowly tracing her lips. Tie Ci had naturally smiling lips with full, perfect curves. Below her lower lip was a slight depression forming a round dimple, making her vermillion lips more radiant outside and white teeth fresher inside. Murong Yi traced with his tongue tip repeatedly, feeling this was the most beautiful taste and shape in the world.

Until Tie Ci laughed and gently pushed him away, saying, “Like a greedy little cat.”

Murong Yi let her push him down naturally, stretched lazily, “Aren’t I just a greedy cat?”

Tie Ci smiled, looked at the approaching dawn, raised her eyebrows, and straightened her clothes. When she moved deliberately, her deeply hidden arrogant and noble aura couldn’t be concealed, yet it didn’t seem glaring—only graceful and charming. Murong Yi lay on his side watching her, thinking of what this noble person had done for him. He felt he could never see enough, could never treasure her too much. Thinking of how they had almost lost control several times just now but he held back for fear of her anger, he couldn’t help but greatly admire his own self-control. He wondered if A’ci was also moved by this? There must be some—look at her now, with flowing glances and an enigmatic smile. She would surely find a place later to shed the tears she had barely held back.

But then he saw Tie Ci finish straightening her clothes, turn to look at him, and pat his abs with apparent regret, saying, “We’ve known each other for quite a while. I always thought you had tremendous courage, but today I learned you’re actually so modest and cautious. A good man won’t mount his horse, a greedy cat won’t eat fish. Admirable, admirable.” She stood up as she spoke.

Murong Yi was stunned, looking up at Tie Ci. In the morning light, the Crown Princess, facing the sunlight, very openly and lewdly made a gesture to Murong Yi.

Murong Yi could hardly believe his eyes. Just as he was about to rub his eyes and look again, Tie Ci had already turned to prepare to get down from the roof.

Murong Yi sat up, his mind instantly reviewing last night—she said he should submit to her, she said the gift only he deserved, she pretended to look for a gift, she actively pounced on him, his earlier sarcasm… Suddenly understanding, his intestines turned green with regret.

The great gift had long been prepared, but he had only focused on being jealous!

With a thud, Tie Ci jumped down from the roof, but her clothes were grabbed by Murong Yi.

Tie Ci turned back. On the roof, Murong Yi’s wails shook heaven and earth: “A’ci! I was wrong! A’ci! Don’t leave yet! A’ci, can we do it over again right now!”

Chapter 391: Catching the Turtle in the Jar
As the sky was about to darken again, new guests arrived at the circular building.

The new guests were a group of seven or eight people. The leading man wore a cloak that was quite cumbersome in the mountain forest, covering him from head to toe, and he wore a wooden carved mask. When A’Dan saw him, she seemed quite familiar with him and smiled, saying: “Today we caught a fat fish here, but Young Master didn’t come himself?”

That person coldly snorted and said: “Young Master has other important matters.”

A’Dan didn’t ask further and pointed to the third floor of the circular building: “The people are trapped there. I don’t care about anything else. The opponents are quite thorny, so you’ll have to capture them yourselves.”

The chieftain strode over and said: “A’Dan, don’t be rude.”

A’Dan stuck out her tongue.

The cloaked person respectfully bowed to the chieftain, who waved his hand and said: “The people have all been knocked unconscious by A’Dan. She’s just teasing you.”

The cloaked person smiled as expected and led his people to the third floor of the circular building. In the iron cage lay several unconscious people. The cloaked person pulled out a roll of silk cloth and carefully compared it with the portraits on it. A’Dan leaned over to take a look and exclaimed in surprise: “The drawings are so lifelike! When did you see these people? Otherwise, how could you draw them so accurately? Since you’ve seen them before, why didn’t you capture them yourselves instead of troubling us until our trap house was almost destroyed?”

The cloaked person ignored her, finished looking, rolled up the portrait, nodded to signal his subordinates to carry away the cage, then asked: “Are there any others caught in the net?”

“Yes, one of my clansmen. I kept him. What, do you want to exterminate the魃族(Mò zú) people as well?”

The cloaked person said: “Don’t you hate your clanspeople the most?”

“I hate them, but that doesn’t mean they can be trampled by you.”

The cloaked person said nothing. Seeing that the iron cage had been loaded onto the cart, he waved his hand and led his people to turn around. The chieftain also beckoned, signaling a team of Nanya warriors to come forward: “Old rules, we’ll send people to escort you out. When you return, bring back the grain and tools you promised us. A’Dan, you lead the escort.”

The cloaked person silently agreed. Those Nanya warriors were all tall and agile, with bare muscular arms and legs, purple-black beast blood smeared at the corners of their eyes, making their pairs of eyes appear as wild and fierce as beasts.

A’Dan went back to change into practical clothes and walked at the back of the group. The party left the circular house and disappeared into the uniformly deep green jungle. With A’Dan present, vines retreated and green shade withdrew; many places that originally seemed impassable now had paths. After walking for about an hour, they had moved far from the Nanya circular building. The cloaked person ordered them to set up camp and rest, placing the iron cage under guard in the center and lighting a pile of firewood.

He had added something unknown to the firewood pile, which produced rolling smoke, deep red in color, condensed and undispersed, rising straight to the sky like a fire pillar, quite conspicuous in the green forest. Fortunately, it wasn’t choking and even had a faint fragrance.

Not long after the fragrance spread, there were sounds of movement in the forest. A group of people came through the forest, brushing past leaves. The cloaked person immediately stood up to greet them. That group moved through the dense forest like wind and quickly approached this camp. The cloaked person went up to greet them and was about to speak when the leader glanced at the several people in the cage and without a word, waved his hand.

Behind him, a row of guards bent their bows and nocked arrows. A shower of arrows instantly covered the huge iron cage. In just three to five breaths, the people in the cage were riddled with feathered arrows like hedgehogs, with thick blood flowing along the fine steel bars, staining the ground’s green leaves crimson red.

The cloaked person hadn’t expected this sudden killing without warning and stood there stunned.

The newly arrived leader was also dressed in a cloak from head to toe, but in blue-green color that almost blended into the mountain forest’s green shade. He looked at him from afar and smiled: “I read an idle book before and found an interesting phrase: ‘Villains die from talking too much.’ Although we can’t be called villains, since we don’t intend to let the enemy live, there’s no need to delay even a moment.”

The cloaked person came to his senses and bowed respectfully: “Young Master speaks truly.”

The blue-clothed person stared at the iron cage and said: “No matter how noble a person is, dying is always easy… Just bury them on the spot.”

He never approached to look at the corpses closely, so the cloaked person arranged for people to dig a pit on the spot. The blue-clothed person sighed and turned his horse around. Suddenly he turned to A’Dan and said: “Is Madam personally here to collect the grain and tools? I brought the items with me, just ahead not far away. How about Madam come with me?”

Attendants brought horses, and A’Dan smiled charmingly as she leaped onto horseback, with several tall, long-legged Nanya clanspeople quickly following.

The group galloped through the forest. The roads gradually widened where they passed, and the mountain wind gradually carried a wet, salty air. Following the mountain path upward, the faint sound of waves could be heard.

Turning around a bend, the view suddenly opened up. Fine white sand stretched before them, sparkling like gold under the sunlight, connecting to blue-green seawater topped with white foam. Dark thousand-ren-high cliffs stood by the seashore, with rocks at the cliff base carved by millennia of giant waves into fantastic shapes.

The blue-clothed person stopped his horse, with his back to Tie Ci, and said: “Madam, what you want is ahead. Please go get it yourself.”

Behind him, A’Dan looked left and right with a puzzled expression: “Where are the things? There’s nothing on this beach. Were they transported by ship?”

The blue-clothed person pulled the reins and slowly retreated, laughing: “What you want are the private army of the Prince’s mansion.”

As soon as he finished speaking, countless figures suddenly appeared on the blue-black cliff like apes and monkeys. These people climbed the sheer cliff as if walking on flat ground, and in the blink of an eye, they had descended to the mountainside.

“A’Dan” blinked and smiled. She lowered her head and stroked her face for a while, then raised her head to reveal Tie Ci’s face: “We really can’t fool each other, can we?”

The blue-clothed person had already retreated far to one side of the mountain cliff under the protection of his guards. Hearing this, he laughed from afar: “No, Your Highness is still superior in skill. You didn’t fall into A’Dan’s trap and even got A’Dan to cooperate in your performance. It’s just that since Your Highness wants the Prince’s mansion’s private army, I’ll simply bring you to take a look. Your Highness, please look and see if they meet your approval.”

In just these few exchanges, those exceptionally agile soldiers had already descended the mountain cliff and charged toward Tie Ci’s direction.

The blue-clothed person laughed loudly as he retreated. He had used this stratagem to lure Tie Ci here because this army hiding place faced the mountain and backed to the sea. The junction between the beach and forest was narrow and tight. Once entering the beach, if the entrance to the forest was guarded, there would be no retreat route unless Tie Ci had strong ships and powerful cannons to cross the bay. But he had been constantly monitoring Tie Ci’s troops and had just received news that Xiao Xueya’s Nanyue naval forces had been stationed in Qianzhou, while the Crown Princess’s guard unit had appeared south of Kunzhou, obviously preparing to enter the city. Neither could possibly appear at Mingzhu Sea.

This thought had just flashed through his mind when suddenly there was a tremendous roar, and the entire sea surface seemed to shake.

The blue-clothed person turned around to see a tall treasure ship slowly turning from behind the mountain cliff. On the treasure ship, black cannon muzzles pointed directly at the beach, with a snow-white commander’s flag bearing the prominent character “Xiao.” Under the flag stood a general in snow-white clothes, hands gripping his spear, face stern and cold.

The blue-clothed person was stunned.

The Nanyue naval forces!

This place was so secret that even the Nanya chieftain didn’t know this was the army hiding place. How could Xiao Xueya have ambushed here in advance? Wasn’t he just yesterday in Qianzhou executing a shipping department official who had used the Crown Princess’s southern tour as a pretext to exploit the people?

Even if yesterday’s incident was deliberately released as a diversion, the water route from Qianzhou to Mingzhu Sea would take several days. How did Xiao Xueya determine that this place could block him?

But this wasn’t the time to think about such matters. Without hesitation, he led his people toward the forest, but after just a few steps, he slowly returned with his back turned.

A’Dan emerged from the forest with a large group of Nanya natives, frowning: “You killed my clansmen and think you can just leave?”

The people in the iron cage were ones she had lent to Tie Ci as a diversion. When the cloaked person came to collect them, A’Dan received them at first, then after changing clothes, it was Tie Ci who took over. As for those in the iron cage, they were all disguised Nanya tribal people, just serving as decoys. But neither Tie Ci nor A’Dan had expected that the blue-clothed person would be so ruthless, not caring whether they were the people he wanted or not, shooting to kill first. This resulted in the senseless deaths of those clansmen.

Because of this, A’Dan, who had followed from afar, naturally wouldn’t let it go. Taking advantage of the blue-clothed person’s distraction, she had already dealt with the guards at the forest entrance and replaced them with her own people.

On the large ship, Xiao Xueya waved his hand. The ship’s mechanisms creaked and groaned as the black cannon muzzles slowly aimed at the group on the beach.

The cloaked person suddenly let out a sharp whistle.

The soldiers who had just descended from the mountain cliff rushed forward. These people, barefoot on the soft sand, were still as swift as the wind. They rushed over and picked up the blue-clothed person on their backs.

At this moment, Xiao Xueya’s hand cut a sharp arc through the air. Black and red fire flashed in mid-air, and the next instant, a tremendous roar erupted. White sand exploded high into the sky, with severed limbs and blood splattering half the beach. The seawater that had just surged onto shore seemed startled by this power and suddenly surged back, stirring up waves several zhang high.

Where the blue-clothed person had been standing, only a crater remained. The cloaked person was sprawled beside the crater, obviously having shielded his master with his body in that explosion, buying the blue-clothed person a chance to escape.

Tie Ci looked up and saw a row of soldiers on the beach working in relay, nimbly transporting the blue-clothed person toward the high cliff. Their physical strength was extraordinary, and the blue-clothed person was tossed about, constantly swaying in the air. This made it impossible for the Nanya soldiers’ arrows and Xiao Xueya’s ship cannons to aim accurately. In just a few moves, the blue-clothed person was passed to the cliff edge.

Tie Ci didn’t pursue. At this moment, the beach was a hunting ground, and appearing rashly would only constrain A’Dan and Xiao Xueya who were responsible for the pincer attack. She calmly watched those soldiers rapidly climbing down the nearly vertical high cliff to support the blue-clothed person.

A soldier put the blue-clothed person on his back and nimbly climbed up. Once on the mountain cliff and into the dense forest, pursuing them would be as difficult as ascending to heaven.

That soldier moved extremely fast, reaching the mid-cliff in an instant. A cannon from the ship blasted over, creating a large hole in the lower half of the cliff, almost grazing the blue-clothed person’s heels.

A wave of sharp arrows attacked, but those soldiers swayed their bodies on the mountain cliff, cleverly avoiding them with extreme skill.

Tie Ci could see that these people had trained their fighting and leaping skills among beaches, cliffs, and sea waves, combining the agility of apes, the speed of leopards, and the slipperiness of fish. They were very difficult to deal with.

Another cannon blast still hit near the blue-clothed person’s heels. In the spreading gunpowder smoke, the blue-clothed person actually turned around on the precipice and, on the soldier’s back, made a frivolous, provocative gesture toward the large ship on the sea below.

Xiao Xueya remained expressionless. The general, hard as a cliff, didn’t become angry at the provocation but instead signaled to stop firing.

Tie Ci smiled slightly at the beach’s edge.

If certain people wanted to reclaim the benefits they had lost, it would depend on this encounter.

The soldier carrying the blue-clothed person was only one zhang from the cliff top—two leaps would allow them to escape to safety.

Suddenly, a person appeared on the cliff top.

The moment he appeared, he charged down along the ninety-degree cliff wall like a cannonball falling from the sky, cutting through the blue sky above the cliff like a blade. The next moment, he crashed thunderously into that soldier.

Using pure force to overcome all techniques, faced with absolutely overwhelming power and an attack with no room for maneuvering, all evasive skills and methods had no chance to be deployed. With a muffled sound, the soldier bounced up like a shattering stone, while a snow-white yet hard hand forcibly pierced through his chest, carrying hot blood and cold wind, pointing at the blue-clothed person’s chest.

The teeth-aching sound of crushing bones arose, continuously spreading outward from the point of contact. But at this moment, the blue-clothed person leaned back forcefully, not caring that below was a high cliff and vast sea, falling backward.

Murong Yi, hanging on the ninety-degree cliff wall, wasn’t surprised by the blue-clothed person’s choice. With a wave of his hand, a large net had somehow been stretched near the sea at the bottom of the cliff, with bright light flashing on it, obviously equipped with hidden hooks.

Please enter the net.

Tie Ci smiled slightly.

The opponent had schemed against her quite a bit, but did they really think there would be no price to pay for scheming against her?

Using one’s body to feed the tiger—but hadn’t the tiger been silently waiting all along?

The blue-clothed person was about to fall into the net.

Suddenly, a white light flashed on the sea surface below the cliff, stirring up a zhang-high water column that surged toward the large net. The net silently broke a hole, and the blue-clothed person passed through the hole, falling into the center of that water column. With another splash, he was swept into the sea bottom, leaving only misty water vapor in mid-air like smoke and clouds.

In the moment the water splashed, there was vaguely the shape of a giant fish swaying.

A moment later, the water splash disappeared, and a transparent ripple on the sea surface quickly moved away.

Chapter 392: I Am a Male Favorite
Murong Yi’s subordinates who had spread the net below the mountain cliff reacted and dove into the water one after another. On the large ship, soldiers skilled in swimming also entered the water to pursue. The quickest to react on the ship was Xiao Xueya, who seized a bow and arrows from a nearby guard. His arrows shot forth like stars chasing the moon, following that barely visible trace with swishing sounds. It was unclear which arrow hit whom, but the sea surface soon showed a patch of light red, which was then scattered by the waves. When the swimmers arrived and felt around underwater for a long time, they found no one.

This swimming ability was truly terrifying. Moreover, that area of sea had been under the surveillance of Xiao Xueya’s warship from the beginning, so that person must have been able to dive underwater for quite a while—their breath control was almost inhuman.

The sea was both a dead end and an escape route. Having fled this way, they couldn’t be found for the time being. Tie Ci had to board Xiao Xueya’s ship, preparing to take the sea route to rush to Kunzhou. The ship carried her three thousand guards. This return to Kunzhou would be her official appearance in Yannan as Crown Princess.

The Nanya affairs would be left for Xiao Xueya to handle. Xiao Xueya stood expressionlessly at the bow, looking at that group of private soldiers trying to break out, his gaze as if viewing a group of dead men. Tie Ci had to say: “Commander, this batch of private soldiers in Yannan—I want to subdue them, subdue them. You mustn’t go and kill them all for me right from the start.”

Xiao Xueya said indifferently: “A few thousand isolated troops with rebellious bones, and they’re Yannan’s military forces. Why should Your Highness concern yourself with them? Do you really intend to hand them over to the You siblings in the future?”

“As long as the Yannan Prince’s mansion doesn’t go too far, to show appeasement and to stabilize the people’s hearts, I will give the You siblings of this generation honorary titles with dignity. Such a large mansion must have people to guard it.” Tie Ci said, “So this future princely mansion army must first be subdued by me. Does the Commander understand?”

Murong Yi walked over and said: “Didn’t Mu Si come with the ship? I’ll leave him here to cooperate with the Grand Commander in handling these private soldiers and the three major chieftains’ affairs. I’ve already given him detailed instructions face to face—he knows how to deal with these mountain barbarians.”

Xiao Xueya said coldly: “Our Great Qian’s affairs—why should your Liaodong interfere?”

“Your Great Qian’s future ruler of the realm is still my person…” Murong Yi embraced Tie Ci and said with a smile, “Your Highness, let’s go. When the ruler has worries, the minister takes on the labor. Leave the matters here to the Grand Commander.”

Like a seductive concubine who bewitched the nation, he spirited away Tie Ci without his feet touching the ground. The dignified and noble Highness only managed to struggle and reach out a hand from his embrace, waving chaotically—unclear what she meant by the gesture.

Xiao Xueya’s gaze withdrew from their inseparable shoulders and fell upon the sea surface where waves rolled and clouds formed. His gaze remained motionless for a long time, as if that uniform deep blue sea was many times more pleasing to look at than those two people.

…

The large ship rounded Ningshan Bay for a hundred li, passing through the three ports of Jiaotou, Ningshan, and Tongyu, then disembarked at Dingmeng Prefecture. Officials from various Qianzhou departments who had received the news earlier were already quietly waiting at the dock with the Crown Princess’s ceremonial guard.

Qianzhou had first been combed through by the audit team led by Gu Xiaoxiao. Officials throughout Huangzhou, with its developed water and land routes, were thoroughly dealt with. Then Xiao Xueya, working from the waterways, had raked through Qianzhou from top to bottom again. The main prison of Qianzhou’s capital held a batch of military officials, while another batch hung in limbo with uncertain fates, living in daily fear, not knowing when the executioner’s blade might fall, causing them endless anxiety. Therefore, when the Crown Princess finally ended her incognito travels and officially inspected Yannan, all Qianzhou officials couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief.

However, they immediately received summons from the Crown Princess, who designated quite a group to accompany her southern tour. The Qianzhou officials had unspeakable grievances. Following the Crown Princess at this time—if the Yannan You father and son tore off all pretenses, the Crown Princess’s guards would certainly only care about her safety. Wouldn’t these unlucky fellows suffer the consequences? They wouldn’t openly tear off pretenses? But this journey to Kunzhou would still take several days, and along the way, any mountain bandits or vicious thieves that came in waves would be enough to make them suffer.

Therefore, everyone brought along plenty of guards and fully utilized their good relationships with Yannan locals along the way, gathering intelligence in advance and making connections everywhere, determined to ensure safe passage.

Little did they know that as they bustled about along this route, the guards responsible for intelligence gathering among Tie Ci’s Nine Guards secretly followed and had already filled their notebooks.

Yannan also put on an appearance of having just learned of the Crown Princess’s arrival. The Prefect of Dingmeng Prefecture led local officials to welcome her, but Tie Ci didn’t stop in any city. The ceremonial procession wasn’t deployed either—she continued with swift horses and light cavalry, heading straight for Kunzhou.

Those officials following along had never suffered such hardship, stumbling and staggering behind all the way, yet not daring to complain or fall behind. This person claimed to be touring Yannan, with her spearpoint aimed at the You father and son who dominated the Southwest, but before even reaching Yannan, she had already sifted through Qianzhou twice.

The audit specialist Gu Xiaoxiao and the military commander Xiao Xueya had completely different personalities but were equally impenetrable. The former examined accounts like reaching into a bag, determined to overturn all the polished ledgers to reveal their true contents. Starting from Huangzhou, she traced suspicious transactions between surrounding prefectures, uncovering many officials with irregular dealings with Yannan. The latter killed as easily as taking objects, using bandit suppression and assassination cases to search through every prefectural inspection office and garrison in Qianzhou, forcibly bringing down the Qianzhou Regional Commander. The high official who had served two terms as Regional Commander in Qianzhou was still sitting in prison.

Among Qianzhou officials, probably only Pang Duan, the newly appointed Prefect of Pingyun, genuinely followed behind Tie Ci, since everyone knew he had to be a Crown Princess partisan—he had forcibly squeezed out the Crown Princess’s grandfather to rise meteorically.

Speaking of this replacement of the Pingyun Prefecture Prefect, it was also one of the reasons for everyone’s increased unease. The Crown Princess seemed amiable, but she could dismiss even her own grandfather at will. Did the various officials dare to confidently believe they held greater place in the Crown Princess’s heart than blood relatives?

It was said that Elder Madam Tan’s party never made it back to Qianzhou—no one knew where the family had gone. The once-prestigious Siyi Garden, which had dealings with many powerful figures, had now been converted into an academy with utmost speed.

Knowing the Tan family’s fate, all officials felt a chill in their hearts. Regardless of their inner thoughts, they showed the utmost respect on the surface.

However, Tie Ci only kept Pang Duan at her side, causing secret envy among the others. They all felt that this catfish, ugly appearance aside, didn’t seem particularly outstanding in talent and learning, yet somehow caught His Highness’s eye. In terms of talent and learning, they weren’t inferior to Pang Duan, and in terms of bearing and demeanor, they were several times superior—why couldn’t they catch the Crown Princess’s favor? It was said that the Crown Princess was surrounded by many beautiful people, and she was only of marriageable age, naturally preferring good looks and fine character. One should know that even hard duties could be good opportunities. If one could find favor in the imperial heart during these hundreds of li of travel, it would be better than later struggling to send gifts throughout the capital.

Officials always had active minds, so among them emerged a leader—a Liping Prefecture Magistrate known as “Refined Official”—who was famous for his jade-like beauty in his youth. Now approaching middle age but well-maintained, he was at the perfect age and appearance combining youthful handsomeness with mature gentleness. One evening, after careful grooming, he carried a chess pot and “happened to encounter” the Crown Princess taking a walk in the inn, politely inviting His Highness to “discuss strategy over the board” and “see heaven and earth in the paths between fields, discuss people’s livelihood across the board.”

He was handsome, his words were elegant, his manner was graceful, and in his chess pot, the white pieces were warm and smooth while the black pieces were crystal clear—yet none could match this handsome official’s gleaming eyes.

The Crown Princess was picking flowers in the courtyard at the time, sleeves rolled up high, holding a huge basin, looking up and laughing at the tree. The official looked up and saw a shadowy figure among the flowering branches—tall and agile, moving through the flower tree like wind. Wherever he passed, countless petals fell, swaying again and again in the transparent wind before finally falling into the Crown Princess’s basin.

These flowers were unique to Yannan, with thick petals and subtle fragrance. Locals often used them to make pastries. The official had seen people picking flowers before, but never with such swaying arrogance. In those snow-white sleeves’ rippling, the entire tree was like piled snow.

The flower-picker was irresponsible, making it hard for the flower-catcher. The Crown Princess held her large basin and ran around following him. Not one flower from the full tree was lost. The faster the flowers fell from the tree, the quicker she moved, graceful as a startled swan, elegant as a swimming dragon, dazzling the official.

Watching this, he couldn’t help but wonder in his heart: Who was this flower-picker? So ignorant of propriety? Didn’t he know to pick properly instead of making His Highness run around?

Tie Ci usually wasn’t close to officials, and her guards were all carefully selected and strictly trained. Now her preferences, habits, and daily affairs—nothing leaked to the outside. This official, eager to curry favor, repeated his polite invitation to play chess.

Tie Ci wiped the sweat from her forehead and glanced at this handsome official, roughly understanding his intentions. However, as the heir apparent, she had to tolerate her ministers’ little schemes. She waved at the person above, indicating he could stop, then handed the basin to Chi Xue and accepted the towel Dan Shuang offered to wipe her hands.

Her manner was warm and approachable, making the official’s heart leap with joy. In his elation, he became somewhat carried away. Looking up, he saw the person above seemed rather angry. Among the rustling leaves, suddenly a green fruit was thrown down at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci exclaimed “Oh!” and reached out to catch the fruit, though her hair arrangement was already knocked askew.

The official was shocked—there was actually still such an arrogant person in this world!

He hastily scolded: “What insolent slave! How dare you treat the noble one so carelessly!”

There were rustling sounds from the tree, and after a moment, half a face appeared—just half a face, yet it made this official, beautiful since childhood, tremble inwardly, suddenly wondering if his idea of “using beauty to seek favor” was too presumptuous.

Tie Ci laughed: “No harm, no harm.” Suddenly another green fruit was thrown down from overhead.

This time Tie Ci caught it with her hand, wiped it on her sleeve, and took a bite. After thinking, she said to the official: “I am not skilled in the way of black and white pieces, so let’s skip this chess game. However, I just picked many purple sage flowers, and the kitchen plans to make some fragrant cakes. Please wait here, and I’ll bring some back for you to taste later.”

The official was overjoyed and hastily expressed gratitude. Thinking that these flowers were picked by His Highness’s own hands and the cakes would be personally bestowed, such honor was far better than being a mere chess companion. He immediately bowed deeply to the ground, but saw the Crown Princess look up at the tree and laugh: “The flowers are picked—waiting for your cakes.”

The person in the tree said lazily: “You go wash the flowers first.”

The official watched in even greater shock as the Crown Princess actually cheerfully went off carrying the basin to wash the flowers.

He looked up at the tree in disbelief and saw a person leap down, moving with casual grace like a flower falling from the tree with the wind, suddenly appearing before him and looking him up and down.

Just that one glance made him feel as if he’d been dissected by a knife from inside out, filled with ten parts chill and ten parts shame.

That person stood among the snow-white and pale purple fallen sage flowers, wearing thin clothing casually, yet even the wrinkles seemed graceful, even the hem seemed to catch the wind. The slightly open chest revealed skin like jade, while his eyes were like black glazed glass washed transparent by heavenly water.

Both alluring and pure.

This official, accustomed to seeing beauties in such settings, was momentarily at a loss for words. He vaguely remembered seeing from afar a tall figure wearing a mask always staying close to the Crown Princess, inseparable from her—this must be that person.

With such beauty, one couldn’t help but think more. The official inquired about this person’s identity. The beauty leaned against the tree and said carelessly: “Me? I’m His Highness’s male favorite.”

Official: “…”

For a moment, he truly didn’t know whether to be shocked by this male favorite’s candor or by His Highness’s lustfulness.

He had always heard this one was wise and mighty, seemingly gentle but actually iron-blooded in style. Her actions along the way had indeed provided considerable evidence of this, yet he never expected such a person who cherished her reputation and cared about her name would be so unable to control herself when it came to male beauty.

The beautiful male favorite glanced at him sideways with a face full of innocence: “Why are you staring at me like that? Don’t let the pot call the kettle black—you, in the middle of the night, powdered and rouged, seeking His Highness for chess—weren’t you hoping to play your way into His Highness’s bed?”

The official’s heart stirred, and he smiled: “Brother, you jest. I’m merely a fifth-rank official—how would I dare recommend myself for His Highness’s pillow?”

The beauty laughed: “Sleeping is just sleeping—what does your official rank matter? Just like me—don’t I also come from humble origins? I think you’re quite handsome and should be His Highness’s preferred type.”

The official’s smile became more gentle: “From the moment I saw His Highness, my heart yearned toward her, longing to gain His Highness’s favor. I don’t dare dream of staying long by His Highness’s side—I just think that His Highness is such a celestial figure, if I could gain some intimacy, this life would have no regrets. I hope little brother will teach me.” As he spoke, his sleeves fell, and from beneath them he passed over a fine jade pendant.

The beauty accepted it without ceremony and pointed toward the inner courtyard: “These days, the bold eat their fill while the timid starve. I see His Highness actually has quite good feelings toward you—otherwise, why invite you to wait here for cakes? This is clearly a hint, a hint! You ponder it, ponder it carefully.”

The official’s eyes lit up: “Then…”

Chapter 393: This Subject Doesn’t Dare
He pondered carefully and indeed felt that the Crown Princess had good feelings toward him. However, the Crown Princess had countless attendants spread throughout the inner and outer courtyards. If he failed to handle something properly somewhere and was accused of spying on the royal carriage, that would be troublesome.

The beauty was dismissive of such concerns and beckoned for him to follow. The official looked himself up and down—he had come prepared tonight, having invested heavily from his hair to his toes, all to seize this opportunity to get close to the heir apparent. Seeing this rare chance, he gritted his teeth and followed the beauty.

Following him through corridors and courtyards, the attendants they encountered along the way didn’t interfere or question them, obviously showing that this beauty was well-trusted by the Crown Princess. The beauty led him all the way to an inconspicuous courtyard with no guards and ordinary furnishings. The beauty brought him directly into the inner chamber, had him sit in the outer room, and pointed to the inside of the green gauze canopy, laughing: “His Highness will rest here tonight. The rest is up to you.”

After speaking, the beauty left, saying he needed to go make cakes for His Highness.

The official walked around the room several times, half-believing and half-doubting. The outer room was arranged like a study with ordinary desks and chairs. The writing implements were quite refined, and there were many documents piled up. The official went over to look and discovered they were actually detailed audit accounts from Huangzhou and interrogation files from the Qianzhou assassination case against the Crown Princess. His heart jumped, knowing this truly was the Crown Princess’s residence.

The official’s heart beat like a drum. He wanted to thoroughly examine those case files but thought this might be a test. Besides, the urgent matter now was to win the Crown Princess’s favor. Once he had her favor, whatever he wanted to say or do would be convenient. He mustn’t lose the big picture over small gains now.

Beside the desk, smoke curled from a Bo Mountain incense burner. The beauty had casually changed the incense in the burner before leaving. The official sat for a while and began to feel drowsy, his mind becoming muddled. Turning his head, he saw shadowy figures within the green gauze canopy. Somehow he walked over and lay down on the couch, smelling a faint fragrance—mellow, rich, and refreshing to the heart. His heart stirred, and he completely forgot what evening this was…

He didn’t know how much time had passed when he smelled another fragrance carrying the aroma of purple sage flowers and human warmth. Then he heard footsteps—unhurried and measured, giving a sense of steady composure yet light as wind. Those footsteps entered the room and were about to approach the green gauze canopy when they suddenly stopped, followed by a surprised “Eh?”

The official’s mind vaguely felt that His Highness had returned. He was a bit panicked, wondering how he had been so bold as to lie here, but his body was lazy and his heart was lazy too. He thought lying here was fine—His Highness was benevolent and surely wouldn’t blame him for such a thing. Besides, His Highness had been so gentle and pleasant with him earlier, maybe she would even be delighted to see him here.

So not only did he not get up, he even adjusted his posture slightly to make himself look more dashing and alluring.

Tie Ci stood in the outer study, her gaze sweeping over the desk. No one was ever allowed to approach her desk without permission, and she would set up small mechanisms on it. Now that strand of hair had been moved from its position.

And there were faint breathing sounds from within the green gauze canopy.

Tie Ci’s smile gained a few points of helplessness.

Murong Yi had said earlier that making pastries was smoky and he wanted to bathe. Now had he washed himself clean and wanted to attend her bed again?

Ever since that day in Wanqing Mountain when she had teased Murong Yi, that fellow seemed to have developed a heart condition, always feeling he had missed out on something wonderful, determined to make up for it doubly on this journey.

But Tie Ci no longer had such thoughts. Earlier with bright moon and fragrant flowers in the deep, quiet mountains, that had atmosphere and mood. Now that they had left the mountains and were publicly touring the south, with guards and accompanying officials around, countless eyes watching—this really wasn’t a good time for wedding night festivities.

This was, after all, a major life event for her.

On the couch behind the green gauze canopy, in the dim glimmering light, thin blankets were half-spread, and a person lay on their side with their back to her, pillow supported, with raven-black long hair flowing like water across half the couch.

Tie Ci’s mood softened with a smile, thinking that if she had to chase someone away, she’d inevitably have to endure several days of sulking. Sharing half the bed wouldn’t matter.

She lazily removed her outer garment and leaned onto the bed, grasping the other person’s shoulder and whispering with a low laugh: “Sleep further in.”

The shoulder beneath her palm trembled slightly.

Tie Ci’s hand had already frozen.

This feel… was wrong!

Suddenly there was a crisp crashing sound from outside. Tie Ci turned around to see Murong Yi standing outside the green gauze canopy, looking at her with “utter shock,” a bronze basin overturned at his feet.

Tie Ci rubbed her forehead.

This scene was truly surprising.

The noise startled Chi Xue and Dan Shuang. Two figures flashed and they appeared, staring at this scene in stunned silence.

Murong Yi was obviously more into the act than they were, pointing at Tie Ci with trembling finger and saying in a shaking voice: “Your Highness, you’re actually cheating on me! You, you, you… how can you face me like this!”

Tie Ci fell silent, truly unable to watch this Golden Broom Award-worthy acting. She simply applied force with her hand and flipped over the fellow who had been trembling with his back to her. Sure enough, she saw a face she had just encountered—that handsome young face was quite pale, and upon seeing her, he said tremblingly: “Your Highness, this person…”

Tie Ci shushed him. The official didn’t dare speak again. Seeing Tie Ci’s calm expression, his heart leaped with joy.

That male favorite had ill intentions, crying thief to catch a thief, but judging by His Highness’s expression, did she really have some feelings for him?

Murong Yi was “shocked and angry”: “Your Highness! A’Ci! You’re actually still getting intimate with him!”

Tie Ci reached out and with a thud, pressed the official down onto the couch. Now Murong Yi was truly stunned.

He had been anxious lately, wanting to take advantage of the moment to consummate things with Tie Ci. Tonight, seeing this unlucky official, he knew what the man was thinking and decided to give him a helping hand. First, to teach him a lesson so those officials who constantly had crooked thoughts would behave themselves from now on, preventing anyone from making trouble for Tie Ci in this regard. Second, he could use this opportunity to put on a show—surely Tie Ci would have to comfort and console him afterward, and in the back and forth of that, wouldn’t it naturally lead to comforting him in bed?

After all, given Tie Ci’s status and tolerant personality, it was difficult to play with the romantic intrigue of jealousy and quarrels. When someone finally came along to take advantage of, how could he not seize the opportunity?

But while this story had a good beginning, the plot wasn’t following his expectations. Tie Ci, “caught in bed with another,” not only didn’t rush to clarify but actually seemed ready to go along with making the affair real?

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang stood at the doorway, watching as someone’s aggressive momentum instantly deflated.

Chi Xue stifled a laugh and pulled Dan Shuang to indicate they should leave. Dan Shuang crossed her arms and leaned against the door, pursing her lips, still somewhat reluctant to go, but was forcibly dragged away by Chi Xue.

Over there, Tie Ci turned back and smiled at Murong Yi: “Ordinary people can’t enter my room, so you must have personally led the way. Since you’re so generous, how could I be so ungracious as not to accept? Safe travels, no need to see you out.”

With a wave of her hand, the lights in the room went out.

Another wave, and the screen fell down. Murong Yi jumped backward, landing right outside the doorway. Bang—the door closed, nearly hitting Murong Yi’s nose.

Inside the room came sounds of furniture moving. When Murong Yi tried to push the door again, it wouldn’t open.

Murong Yi gave a cold laugh, shook his head, turned around, and climbed onto the roof.

Below, Wan Ji passed by and, seeing him sleeping on the roof, curiously asked: “Why aren’t you going inside? What are you doing on His Highness’s roof?”

Mu Si walked by and threw an arm around his neck, saying: “What else could it be? Unsatisfied desires. Come on, don’t look at the grieving husband too much, lest you catch his bad luck.”

Inside the room, Tie Ci sat at the head of the bed, looking at the official with a half-smile.

Starlight and moonlight filtered through the window paper, half-bright and half-dark, outlining the Crown Princess’s exquisite features that couldn’t be improved by even a fraction.

The official slowly sat up but didn’t dare look directly at the Crown Princess. Facing this woman younger than himself, all his thoughts of flattery and favor-seeking had now turned into uncertain anxiety. He only thought that since he was a man and she was still young, he should take the initiative in certain matters and use some adult male techniques—perhaps he could really win a few points of favor.

“This humble official will help Your Highness undress…” His fingers trembled as they reached out.

Tie Ci didn’t move. Before his fingers could touch her collar, she smiled and said: “Who taught you to seek favor?”

His fingers paused. After a long moment, the official said hoarsely: “This humble official doesn’t understand Your Highness’s meaning…”

Tie Ci sat up, picked up a book, and began reading by moonlight, saying: “There’s tea on the table, blankets on the couch. Help yourself if you’re cold or tired. Leave on your own at dawn. No need to see you out.”

The official sat stunned on the couch, not knowing what this person’s intentions were.

Someone had indeed given him advice on seeking favor, carefully groomed him, and repeatedly assured his safety, but their suggestion was to proceed gradually, starting with accompanying chess games, first increasing familiarity and gaining favor, then seeing if there were any gaps to exploit.

But ever since he had staged that “chance encounter” with the Crown Princess, everything had become strange. The person beside the Crown Princess, who should have been jealous, calmly delivered him to bed. After delivering him to bed, he came to catch them in the act. The Crown Princess, caught in the act, showed no guilt and simply kept him there. But after keeping him, she didn’t touch him, and now she had directly called out his intentions.

Clearly using him as a front.

But Tie Ci was already absorbed in reading, her face showing neither joy nor anger, her thoughts deeply hidden. The official didn’t dare say another word, nor did he dare actually eat, drink, or sleep. He could only quietly get off the couch, sit at its foot, and remain silent with lowered head, not even daring to make small talk.

Having long experience in officialdom, he had an intuition that while the Crown Princess appeared benevolent and gentle, she actually saw him as nothing more than a clay ox or wooden horse. If he really dared cross the line, he would certainly die horribly.

On the roof, Murong Yi turned over, pressing his ear to the roof tiles, listening to the activity below.

Naturally there was no activity, but it didn’t seem particularly joyful either.

After all, since A’Ci wouldn’t cooperate in his performance, his tricks were useless.

This woman had a heart of iron and stone.

Murong Yi lay on the roof tiles, his fingers tapping the tiles with intermittent tapping sounds that reached Tie Ci’s ears.

Tie Ci didn’t pay attention at first, but as she listened, she stopped and took out a codebook she had compiled to compare. Finally, she smiled.

She couldn’t help muttering to herself: “Sleep with me? Sleep with me!”

Official: “…”

Are you inviting me?

But this subject doesn’t dare!

Chapter 394: The Murderer
The intimidated official endured a sleepless night at the foot of the couch. At dawn, he felt relieved. Tie Ci actually kept him for breakfast and personally escorted him to the hanging flower gate. Throughout this time, her attitude was affectionate and her face beamed with spring radiance. Anyone who saw this would think this person had successfully attached himself to the dragon and phoenix, ascending to heaven in one step.

Before leaving, Tie Ci turned and smiled: “Let’s meet again tonight.”

This smile was radiantly spring-like yet intimately affectionate. People coming and going kept their eyes straight ahead while their peripheral vision swept over them.

Only the official felt bitter in his heart. He could only bow his head and agree, thinking of another sleepless night ahead and having to deal with colleagues’ probing looks of envy and jealousy when he returned—truly a human tragedy.

While he suffered in silence, the other officials seemed to have received tremendous good news. They weren’t afraid of the Crown Princess being lustful—they were afraid of her not being lustful. As long as a person had weaknesses to exploit, naturally countless people would rack their brains to take advantage. Tie Ci’s subsequent travels became quite lively. Today came a handsome uncle, tomorrow a strapping young man—elegant officials, handsome guards, clever attendants—all kinds of beautiful men were sent before her like a revolving lantern. Although none of them later had the “luck” of the first one to enter her chambers, the Crown Princess’s reputation for lust and debauchery quickly spread.

On this day, the Crown Princess again specifically requested that official to accompany her for a walk. The two of them strolled around the post station garden under everyone’s watchful eyes. That official kept his back rigid, enduring the deadly stare from not far behind. Having barely completed one circuit, he hastily apologized to Tie Ci, claiming stomach troubles. Tie Ci smiled and waved her hand. After the official hurried away, she unhurriedly walked to the latrine.

Inside, there were indeed low voices in conversation…

“…I can’t do this, really can’t do it… Your Highness has no real intentions toward me at all. All the preferential treatment is just for show, making me constantly fearful under people’s gazes. Who knows when someone might kill me out of jealous hatred. Wealth and glory are fine, but one must be alive to enjoy them. Sir, this time you’ve really misjudged!”

The latrine fell silent for a moment, then a somewhat strange voice said: “Since it’s all an act, have you observed whether the Crown Princess is deeply infatuated with that person of ours during these days? Since that person has won the Crown Princess’s devoted love, he must be utterly loyal too, right?”

The Liping Prefecture Magistrate gave a vague grunt in response.

The strange voice then gave a cold laugh, predictably showing some vexation, and said in a low voice: “…No matter what, he must fulfill his promise…”

No more talking came from inside.

Tie Ci waited a while. There was no movement, and the official didn’t come out either. Only a muffled thud came from inside, dull like someone falling. She suddenly felt something was wrong and struck out with her hand. With a thunderous crash, half the latrine collapsed.

No one screamed, no one fled. When the dust settled, in the ruins lay a person face-down.

It was that Liping Prefecture Magistrate.

A knife was stuck in his back.

Judging by the knife’s position and blood loss, the person was surely beyond saving.

Tie Ci looked up and saw faint boot print traces on the wall. Someone seemed to have escaped from here.

Outside, wind sounded as Wan Ji led people running over. Seeing the person dead in the latrine, his expression was shocked: “I just led people patrolling this area and saw no suspicious individuals!”

Tie Ci said: “Just now someone was talking with him in the latrine.”

Wan Ji’s expression became grave. He turned to arrange intensified searches, angrily saying: “Too audacious! In broad daylight, daring to openly assassinate a court official right in front of Your Highness!”

Tie Ci crouched halfway down, staring at the person’s wound. She lightly wiped her finger on the ground, then looked up at the traces on the wall, suddenly saying: “Come back.”

Wan Ji stopped in puzzlement.

The commotion here alarmed the officials staying in the post station’s separate courtyard. People gathered around, and upon hearing of a murder that occurred right in front of Tie Ci, their expressions became panicked.

But before people could approach, Murong Yi appeared on the wall top, hands tucked in his sleeves, gazing down at the officials discussing below, saying indifferently: “Everyone immediately return to your lodgings and await questioning. Anyone still lingering outside without permission will be treated as a spy.”

Someone was dissatisfied and protested loudly: “You’re just a guard beside His Highness, aren’t you? His Highness hasn’t given orders yet—how is it your turn, a mere commoner, to boss people around?”

Murong Yi usually stayed by Tie Ci’s side wearing a mask, and with his outstanding figure and bearing, in the eyes of those officials who didn’t know the inside story and didn’t dare inquire about people around the Crown Princess, he was just a male favorite.

Murong Yi wasn’t angry, only saying: “Someone just died, and the murderer might not have escaped yet. You’re here rambling and challenging me—I have reason to believe you’re covering for the murderer.”

Guards behind him stepped forward with hands on swords, frightening those officials who had wanted to gather information into scattering like birds and beasts.

A group of guards arrived, reporting: “We’ve searched the entire post station and found no suspicious individuals!”

Wan Ji: “Search again!”

Dan Shuang angrily said: “Who is this scheming behind the scenes again!”

Chi Xue frowned, knowing this matter was quite serious. A court official suddenly dying in the post station latrine, dying when separated from the Crown Princess by only a wall, and this person had previously been linked to the Crown Princess in rumors—heaven knew how much gossip this would stir up.

If they couldn’t catch the murderer quickly, it was predictable that this incident would either be spread as a scandalous murder case, pointing at the Crown Princess’s conduct and ruining her reputation, or it would criticize the Crown Princess’s incompetence for allowing someone to kill an innocent official right in front of her, raising questions about the Crown Princess’s capabilities.

Either way would be very disadvantageous for the Crown Princess who was about to openly contest power with Yannan.

Everyone present thought of this point. Seeing those officials whispering in the distance, they couldn’t help but feel secretly anxious. Just as Wan Ji was about to personally dispatch more people for another search, Tie Ci, who had been crouching and thinking, suddenly slowly stood up and said: “No need.”

The guards all looked at her in astonishment.

Murong Yi leaped down from the wall. After glancing at the corpse, he frowned: “Disguised as stabbing from behind?”

Tie Ci said: “There’s fish glue on the ground.”

Murong Yi: “You said someone was talking with him in the latrine?”

Tie Ci frowned: “That’s the point I can’t figure out.”

Murong Yi pondered for a moment: “Was there anything unusual about the conversation?”

“The person talking to him seemed to have somewhat unclear speech…” Tie Ci slowly recalled, “Right, after the other party started speaking, this person never said another complete sentence.”

Murong Yi crouched down and lifted the corpse’s abdominal clothing, feeling around with his hand. Seeing this, Tie Ci’s eyes lit up and she smiled broadly: “So that’s how it is!”

Their question-and-answer exchange left Wan Ji and others bewildered, as if listening to heavenly script. Wan Ji anxiously said: “Your Highness! Now isn’t the time to discuss the case. The urgent matter is to catch the murderer first, preferably in front of that group of officials. Look at them—” He pointed to the outer courtyard. “The dead person was their colleague. When the rabbit dies, the fox grieves—heaven knows what this will be twisted into tomorrow if we can’t catch the person!”

Tie Ci nodded: “If so, call them in by order and tell them they needn’t panic—the murderer has been caught.”

A moment later, the officials were invited back in with surprised expressions.

This time they were all arranged in order—no crowding to watch.

Tie Ci saw their eyes darting about, whispering things like “definitely a jealous murder to silence someone” and “such perfunctory handling, not even planning to stop wagging tongues—how could they catch the murderer so quickly!”

The official’s corpse was laid out in the open space. Someone couldn’t help asking: “May I ask Your Highness, where is the murderer?”

Tie Ci pointed to the corpse on the ground: “This is him.”

The crowd erupted in uproar.

After a long moment, everyone looked at each other, then together bowed deeply to the ground: “Your Highness is wise and mighty. We subjects are in admiration.”

Tie Ci’s gaze swept around in a circle. Seeing everyone’s face full of heartfelt conviction, she almost laughed in anger.

Just as she was thinking of driving all these bastards away, suddenly Pang Duan stepped forward and bowed: “Your Highness, this is the victim—how can he be called the murderer? Magistrate Tao of Liping Prefecture died unnaturally, which is already a tragic fate. How can we further damage his posthumous reputation?”

Only then did Tie Ci feel somewhat appeased. At least Pang Duan could stand up, proving her judgment wasn’t wrong.

But Murong Yi chuckled softly behind her: “Don’t be angry. The Qianzhou officials can call a deer a horse in front of you because, fundamentally, they’ve developed fear of you from the bottom of their hearts. At this time, their fear of you is a good thing. Don’t set your expectations too high.”

Tie Ci smiled, deeply agreeing.

Murong Yi seemed simple and crude in his actions, but he was actually very good at understanding people’s hearts. Prince Da’an really had his brain squeezed by a door when he didn’t choose him initially.

But then again, establishing such an heir so early would probably make it hard to sleep peacefully too.

With Pang Duan providing a way out, Tie Ci pointed to Magistrate Tao’s corpse: “Earlier, I inadvertently heard Magistrate Tao conversing with someone. After just a few exchanges, he made a strange sound. I immediately split open the wall and discovered Magistrate Tao was already dead. From when the conversation stopped to discovering Magistrate Tao’s death was only an instant. With countless guards around, no one saw any trace of the murderer. Tell me, who in this world could cross such a large courtyard in the blink of an eye without being discovered? And who could traverse the latrine wall under my very nose in that instant? If someone truly had such ability, they would probably be a top expert in the world. Why would they sneak into the post station not to directly assassinate me, but instead target an unremarkable magistrate?”

This time someone couldn’t help asking: “Then who killed Magistrate Tao? He was stabbed in the back! There are even traces on the wall where the murderer climbed!”

“Who says being stabbed in the back must mean someone else did it? Who says climbing traces must be left by the murderer? If the murderer left traces of leaping over the wall, then the flowers and trees outside would certainly show damage, but the surrounding flowers, trees, and grass show no trampling marks.” Tie Ci wiped her hand on the ground, picking up some white substance. “This is fish glue. To create the illusion of someone being in the latrine, Magistrate Tao fixed the dagger to the ground with fish glue, then climbed up the wall himself and fell onto the dagger, making it look like he was stabbed from behind.”

Everyone’s expressions were shocked, obviously unable to imagine such a method of death.

“But… but wasn’t he talking with someone in the latrine? Your Highness heard it personally. Since someone was there, where did that person go?”

Murong Yi stepped forward and lifted Magistrate Tao’s abdominal clothing, then rolled up his sleeves and pant legs. Everyone watched in bewilderment.

Murong Yi said: “This person’s body muscles are smooth and slack, with no calluses on his hands, showing he was inactive and knew no martial arts. Only his abdominal muscles are very firm, as if he frequently used his abdominal muscles… He knows ventriloquism.”

“Right, ventriloquism. That conversation was him asking and answering himself. Because he couldn’t smoothly switch between ventriloquism, after using ventriloquism, he himself never spoke again.”

Another silence fell, obviously the crowd hadn’t caught up with their reasoning. Pang Duan softly said: “Your Highness means Magistrate Tao committed suicide, but why would Magistrate Tao, perfectly fine, want to kill himself and stage this scene?”

“Staging this scene was to make me believe this murderer existed, yet couldn’t be found, preventing me from accounting to the victim and to you fellow officials, shaking your trust in me and smearing my reputation.” Tie Ci said indifferently, “I just received news that Magistrate Tao was suspected of colluding with Huangzhou Prefect to transport large quantities of fire oil to the Water Patrol Office. He probably learned his crimes were exposed and, fearing the law, deliberately created this murder case to make himself the victim and preserve his posthumous reputation and family.”

The officials became even quieter.

But Tie Ci sighed inwardly.

No, that wasn’t right.

Magistrate Tao was suspected of participating in the river ship burning case, providing convenience for the Water Patrol Office’s fire oil transport—his actions were secretive, and she had only just received this news. But Magistrate Tao’s death arrangement required advance preparation. At that time, this official didn’t know what fate awaited him. People always have hope for luck—why would he so resolutely commit suicide? Obviously, he had previously wanted to curry favor through his looks, his thoughts burning with ambition.

From her perspective, it seemed more like it was just to convey that last vague conversation through the latrine wall.

Giving a life for a few words seemed incredible, but for some powerful figures who could overturn heaven and earth, human life wasn’t important—smooth paving of the way was what mattered.

But what was being paved for?

Thinking of those somewhat sinister words, Tie Ci felt vaguely uneasy.

Chapter 395: Welcoming Guests
She instructed Wan Ji: “Go investigate Magistrate Tao’s family and see if they’re still in their hometown.”

“Yes.”

Regardless of Tie Ci’s inner doubts, at least this matter was now over. When the officials dispersed, their eyes still carried traces of shock.

Such a mysterious and confusing death would have required anyone else to conduct a city-wide search and make a great commotion, possibly creating a laughingstock. It was actually a very sinister trap, yet the Crown Princess had uncovered the truth in an instant. This intelligence made these officials, already intimidated by the Crown Princess’s methods in dealing with Qianzhou during this southern tour, feel even more chilled.

The current Crown Prince could command the loyalty of someone like Xiao Xueya, could control all military forces wherever she went, could fight the strongest people in the world, and also possessed the ability to see through the world’s confusing illusions at a glance. Being her minister was both fortunate and unfortunate, depending entirely on the minister’s inner character.

After the officials dispersed, Tie Ci ordered a proper burial for the corpse. The next day, Wan Ji reported that Magistrate Tao’s residence was empty, obviously confirming that this favor-seeking official had been part of a conspiracy from the beginning. But the trail had gone cold, so Tie Ci could only order the official’s burial, leave people to watch the grave and the Tao residence, and continue forward.

Three days later, the procession had advanced to within a hundred li of Kunzhou City.

Inside Kunzhou City, things were livelier than usual. The city gates had been reopened, and citizens gathered in groups of three to five, drinking tea and chatting, all topics revolving around the Crown Princess who was about to enter the city.

“I heard the Crown Princess will enter the city soon?”

“Regional Commander You has already ordered the entire city to welcome her. The Regional Commander will also arrange songs and dances outside the city to celebrate.”

“This is probably to cater to her preferences. I heard this Highness is very fond of male beauty. Having male favorites by her side isn’t enough—during this southern tour she specifically selected many officials from Qianzhou to accompany her, all handsome and elegant men. I heard that…”

“What did you hear? Stop being mysterious and tell us!”

“They say she took a fancy to a handsome magistrate from Qianzhou’s Liping Prefecture, summoned him for day and night pleasure, then… played him to death! Then claimed it was suicide!”

“…This is truly… debauchery!”

“Exactly. Such a future emperor, so debauched and tyrannical, wanting to reclaim Yannan, with three thousand concubines in the future, living in extreme luxury—what good days can we common people have?”

Someone else said: “Why worry about the future! We’re not having good days now. Recently, to welcome this Highness, Kunzhou built a new traveling palace, endlessly collecting taxes. Even our salaries have been cut!”

The speaker was probably a clerk. His words resonated with everyone, and complaints arose continuously. Suddenly someone said: “No need to curse anymore. Anyway, she’s coming. If you want to curse, do it to her face.”

Everyone had been planning this for some days and laughingly agreed. Someone said: “That’s not how to put it. How can this be called cursing? We’re just common people who have long suffered exploitation and can’t bear the burden. The Crown Prince is touring south—we’re just kneeling to beg His Highness to sympathize with people’s livelihood.”

Everyone agreed, their expressions excited.

People came and went continuously in the tea shed. Suddenly a group entered, looking dusty from travel in their clothes—they should be merchants from afar. Before they could sit down for a drink, they heard the discussions in the shed and couldn’t help asking in astonishment: “What? Kunzhou here also collects transit taxes and merchant taxes? I thought Kunzhou was at least the most prosperous place in Yannan, with the Yannan Prince’s mansion stationed here. Surely it wouldn’t act perversely—how are the taxes even heavier?”

Someone said: “What kind of joke are you making? What does this have to do with the Yannan Prince’s mansion? Isn’t it all caused by that Crown Princess? For her arrival, Yannan wastes money and hurts the people!”

The merchant said: “Now you’re joking. The Crown Princess toured south not just to your Yannan, but all the way from the capital through the Two Lakes to Qianzhou—how come there were no tax increases on that route?”

Someone asked in surprise: “How could there be none? I came from Qianzhou’s Pingyun Prefecture, and Pingyun Prefecture raised taxes even higher than Yannan! I just escaped from there!”

“When did you come? Didn’t you hear that the Pingyun Prefecture Prefect was dismissed on the spot during the birthday banquet for unauthorized tax increases?”

The crowd quieted, but then someone stood up and laughed: “No matter what, today the Crown Princess arrives, and we should go watch the excitement!”

The crowd agreed and swarmed out of the city.

On the official road, three thousand ceremonial guards stretched magnificently, their vague shadows already visible.

The moment the shadows were seen, gongs and drums rang loudly, firecrackers exploded in unison. The civil and military officials of Kunzhou City who had come ten li to welcome her, led by Regional Commander You, were properly dressed with grave expressions, enduring the blazing sun, having waited respectfully for a long time.

The Crown Prince’s southern tour entering Yannan’s capital was a major event for Yannan now. Present were the Yannan Prince’s mansion and its officials, Kunzhou’s military and political leaders, prefects and military-political officials from surrounding prefectures, magistrates and other officials from more distant prefectures, as well as the Kunzhou garrison commander and garrison commanders from surrounding prefectures—no fewer than a hundred people in total.

Strangely, though officials should be in front and civilians behind, today the civilians crowded forward, surpassing the officials’ group and welcoming from afar. Those officials who were usually arrogant and wished civilians would retreat three li away when they walked the broad streets were exceptionally reasonable today. At most they scolded a few words, mostly giving eye signals for their fierce servants to quietly step aside, letting those civilians who seemed eager to watch the excitement squeeze in front of them.

More and more people gathered, pushing more severely, quickly pushing the officials to the back.

Today Tie Ci used a carriage. The Crown Prince’s formal procession, when fully deployed, had a thousand people. Ceremonial canopies, royal flags, fans, and banners fluttered in the wind, surrounding the magnificent golden jade carriage in the center. Pearl curtains hung from the carriage, through which only vague shadows could be seen.

On both sides of the carriage were accompanying officials, each riding horses.

The roads had been cleared, with yellow earth padding the way, water sprinkling the streets, decorated with colorful banners, with a pavilion every five li.

When they were still about a li apart, suddenly there was a tremendous explosion!

The sound was violent, like thunder. The three thousand guards weren’t much affected, but the horses under the accompanying officials immediately reared in fright.

Most of these officials were civilian officials with ordinary riding skills. Once horses were startled, some would inevitably fall, and if trampling occurred, accidents would happen.

Some horses had already leaped up.

But at this moment, the Crown Princess’s guards beside those officials suddenly drew their long spears and pressed down in unison, pressing on the horses’ backs. Immediately, with tremendous force, they forcibly suppressed those horses about to go mad.

While pressing them down, the guards also grasped the officials’ shoulders, shouting: “Anyone who loses composure will be dismissed on the spot!”

This also steadied the minds of the officials who were about to cry out in alarm.

Because of this, when a group of naked men suddenly rushed up from both sides of the road, the officials who had been threatened and frightened maintained basic composure, though their eyes had widened.

It was a group of about a hundred people who suddenly rushed onto the official road. All were young and strong, with painted faces, bare chests and feet, wearing only grass skirts. Under the sunlight their bronze skin gleamed, and they held long spears and large knives that looked extremely sharp, with dazzling cold light.

They moved with agile grace and wind-like speed, reaching the official road in an instant with a strange dance-like rhythm, dancing before the procession, their long spears thrusting straight forward.

They looked like a group of road-blocking assassins!

Even the three thousand guards showed shock. Wan Ji shouted: “Assassins! Protect His Highness!”

With a sharp sound, the guards drew their swords—three thousand long blades reflecting flowing sunlight like rainbows.

But those assassins seemed not to see these cold weapons, still leaping and spinning to unknown drumbeats from somewhere, wielding their large knives and long spears, chanting and calling in strange tones, continuously approaching the procession.

Wan Ji coldly commanded: “Change formation!”

The guards pointed their long blades forward, slanting like a forest.

Figures flashed as bowstrings were drawn. Shadows appeared in the trees on both sides of the road, with black arrowheads emerging from thick shade, full of killing intent aimed at the assassins below. Just one command would leave these audacious assassins dead on the ground.

Inside the carriage.

The Crown Prince’s carriage was extremely spacious. Tie Ci sat cross-legged while Murong Yi lay on her lap, peeling grapes for her.

His hair was unbound, flowing like black water. His fingers peeling grapes were snow-white and crystalline like transparent jade, moving skillfully. After peeling one without getting any juice on his fingers, he smoothly placed it in Tie Ci’s mouth.

If the Yannan people and officials saw this scene, it would perfectly confirm the previous rumors of “debauchery.”

The carriage stopped. Tie Ci raised her eyebrows and smiled: “There’s a show.” She patted Murong Yi’s head, indicating he should get up.

But Murong Yi lazily refused to rise, saying: “From when I met you until now, most of the time I’ve lived like a dog. Rarely do I get to ride your carriage and feel the Crown Prince’s prestige. I haven’t had enough—I won’t get up.”

Tie Ci patted his dog head again and sneered: “If you think life with me is hard, go back and ride your heir’s carriage. Your Liaodong is like a land emperor—your heir’s carriage surely isn’t much worse than this one.”

“I’ve never ridden that one. If I’m going to ride, it should be the biggest one.” Murong Yi straightened up and glanced outside the window. “They’re here? That’s it?”

Both carriage windows were suddenly knocked on.

Wan Ji at the left window said: “Your Highness, please give the order!”

By rights, upon discovering assassins they should kill without question, but while the opponents had an imposing stance, they hadn’t actually attacked yet, though they kept approaching the carriage. Therefore, whether to kill, how to kill, how many to kill—Wan Ji needed Tie Ci’s instructions.

From the right window came Pang Duan’s voice: “Your Highness, please wait!”

Tie Ci: “Hmm?”

“Your Highness, these people may not be assassins.” Pang Duan’s voice was urgent. “I just observed these people’s appearance and, thinking carefully, it seems some Yannan tribe has a custom for welcoming distinguished guests—young strong men of the tribe bare their upper bodies, oil their bodies, hold weapons, and welcome with song and dance.”

Wan Ji said: “A welcoming ceremony? Are you certain?”

Pang Duan wiped sweat: “I’m not certain. Because this ritual is very ancient and rare, not a common Yannan ceremony at all, just an internal welcoming ritual of certain tribes. Even local Yannan people probably haven’t seen it much… But Your Highness, if this really is just a welcoming ceremony and we create a major incident with bloodshed, we’ll never be able to enter Kunzhou City!”

“But what if you guessed wrong? What if they really are assassins? What if they’re deliberately mystifying us so we can’t figure them out? They’re carrying weapons! If we let these people approach and their weapons strike at His Highness, can you take responsibility?”

Pang Duan’s catfish-like whiskers were soaked with sweat as he said hoarsely: “The evil of this matter lies precisely here! If Your Highness acts, you’ll be accused of making a mountain out of a molehill, killing innocents. Yannan has many ethnicities, and ethnic customs have always been respected by all people. Once there are casualties from this, the consequences are severe—Your Highness will never win the hearts of Yannan people! But if Your Highness allows these people to approach, these large knives might really fall. Your Highness has high martial arts and may not fear them, but most of these officials are powerless, and there are accompanying noble family young masters… If several get injured…”

Wan Ji angrily said: “That explosion earlier was also deliberately to frighten us! Just to make us mistakenly think they’re assassins, to make officials panic first, to use over a hundred lives to create trouble for His Highness in public—such hearts deserve death!”

On the official road, over a hundred men dressed with killing intent still spun and leaped closer.

Behind the crowd of people, Regional Commander You stood respectfully under an umbrella waiting, smiling as he asked: “Why hasn’t the front moved for so long?”

You Weinan was sitting while several boys and girls massaged his shoulders and back. Hearing this, he laughed: “Hunting dance welcome—such a grand and rare scene, perhaps our Crown Princess is stunned?”

Regional Commander You squinted: “Then we shouldn’t disturb her.”

He smiled amiably, looking even more approachable, yet no one dared approach him. All kept their eyes lowered outside the pavilion.

You Weinan glanced at him and leaned forward to whisper: “Sir should remain calm. Don’t let killing intent show, or the Crown Princess might notice later.”

Regional Commander You stared beyond the crowd, saying indifferently: “Are you trying to disturb my mind?”

You Weinan leaned back and laughed: “Not at all.” After a pause he added: “How would I dare!”

Regional Commander You said nothing, his gaze frequently turning toward beyond the crowd, his eyes unable to hide his anxiety.

You Weinan muttered to himself: “Speaking of which, this person is truly formidable. She quietly overturned Qianzhou’s officialdom and seized Qianzhou’s military power. She even broke through a certain-death situation and nearly finished off that person in Wanqing Mountain. Still no sign of him—looks like he won’t make it to this good show…”

Regional Commander You suddenly turned to look at him. You Weinan met his gaze with a surprised raised eyebrow.

After a long moment, Regional Commander You said quietly: “You seem quite pleased?”

You Weinan shrugged: “Think whatever you want.”

“You’re overthinking. You’ve always been very capable by my side—I need you very much.” Regional Commander You said gently, then asked: “Do you think today’s schemes will succeed?”

“No harm if they don’t succeed.” You Weinan smiled and spat out a grape skin. “We have plenty more gifts prepared for the Crown Princess, don’t we?”

Chapter 396: Imperial Majesty
On either side of the imperial carriage, Pang Duan and Wan Ji each held their ground with differing opinions.

In front of the carriage, those who could be assassins or dancers continued spinning closer.

The swords and spears in their hands all gleamed silver, appearing sharp and cold at first glance, yet when they struck the ground they made hollow clanging sounds. Upon closer inspection, they were merely made of wood, painted with silver lacquer. Nearby commoners pointed and laughed, commenting on how realistic these wooden weapons looked.

Tie Ci remained silent throughout, watching the two men argue with amusement.

Finally, Pang Duan and Wan Ji reached a preliminary agreement. Wan Ji waved his hand, and a row of guards stepped forward, crossing their long spears horizontally, connecting end to end, forming a final protective barrier before the carriage.

The obvious meaning was: dance all you want, but this is the boundary.

Though this was a prudent and moderate arrangement, it still touched the raw nerves of the already disgruntled commoners. Moreover, not everyone in the crowd was truly a commoner, and immediately someone began shouting from within the throng.

“His Highness travels south on inspection, and our tribes have come ten li to welcome him, greeting our most honored guest with the hunting dance—this is our display of the valor of warriors from all tribes of Yannan. The more spirited the dance, the greater the respect shown to our guests. What does it mean for you to block us!”

“What else could it mean but cowardly timidity!”

“Does the dignified Crown Princess not even dare to appreciate a single welcoming dance!”

“She’s shutting out the enthusiasm of all Yannan people! The imperial family truly is arrogant!”

“Perhaps she doesn’t trust us…”

“Will such an arrogant and cold court treat us well in the future?”

“Exactly!”

The commoners’ curses grew increasingly fierce, while the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards held their spears crosswise before them, their eyes behind their face masks cold and unmoved.

Suddenly, a voice emerged from within the carriage, calm and laughing.

“Withdraw them.”

Without waiting for Wan Ji’s order, the Nine Guards simultaneously withdrew their spears, the cold gleam of spear points tracing countless identical beautiful arcs through the air as they were pulled back in unison.

As the spear formation withdrew, the dancing men performed even more passionately, pressing closer step by step.

Someone leaped before the carriage, swinging a great sword overhead, the blade’s tip flashing coldly.

Someone crouched low, extending both arms as if to embrace the wheels with beautiful dance postures, yet cold light glinted between their five fingers.

Someone circled behind the carriage, thrusting a long spear skyward, faintly creating sounds of wind and thunder.

The commoners watched the dancers circle the carriage with great interest, commenting on whose dance style was most vigorous and powerful, completely unaware that these dancers were getting far too close.

Suddenly, laughter rang out from within the carriage: “Dancing?”

A figure swept out, robes flowing in midair, gesturing and calling: “Such enthusiastic hospitality for guests—then let’s dance together!”

From the group of guards behind him, a cluster of people immediately swept forth, one matching each dancer.

Bu Qing approached one with a cold expression. When his opponent thrust with a spear, Bu Qing reached out to seize it and struck back with the reversed shaft. The sound of cracking bones rang out as he instantly broke both the man’s legs.

Chazi confronted another. Before her opponent could even begin a dance step, she had already scattered a handful of various powders. The man immediately held his breath, then let out a miserable scream, covering his eyes and staggering backward. Chazi laughed: “Oh my, this powder is harmless to smell—it just blinds you.”

Murong Yi personally blocked the dancer performing at the very front. When his opponent stepped diagonally left and right, Murong Yi blocked left when he went left, blocked right when he went right, laughing: “Nice physique—don’t expose it next time.”

When the opponent slashed down with his blade, Murong Yi extended his hand, meeting the blade tip bare-handed. Just as his opponent’s face lit up with joy, there came a sharp crack—the blade tip snapped. Murong Yi flicked it away with his backhand.

At the same time, one dancer suddenly leaped high, curling into a ball mid-air before hurling his long spear toward the carriage.

This spear tore through the air, drawing a black line and creating sounds of wind and thunder.

Beside the carriage rode young scions from noble families accompanying this southern inspection tour. One young master suddenly turned around to see the spinning, enlarging spear point before his eyes, red tassels whirling into bloody shadows, light bursting and scattering in his horrified pupils.

The next moment would bring the long spear piercing his body, then the carriage curtains, plunging into the carriage itself.

A hand suddenly appeared beside that young master, so abruptly it seemed as if it had always been waiting there. The hand gently caught the fierce spear point, bringing it to a complete stop at snow-white fingertips.

Fingers pinched the spear tip, thumb and forefinger forming a circle that perfectly framed a brilliant beam of sunlight, making those fingertips appear nearly transparent.

People’s gazes unconsciously fixed on that hand, their breathing stopped.

The next moment, those slender, jade-like fingers gave a slight twist and snap—a very light, casual gesture. With a small crack, the spear head broke into two pieces like a thin wooden stick. A flick of the fingers sent half the spear head flying away.

It flew in the same direction as the blade tip Murong Yi had discarded—toward the official road, in front of the crowd.

Two light sounds as the blade tip and spear head arced over the group of dancers, landing before the feet of the commoners at the very front.

People’s eyes unconsciously turned that way.

Someone in the crowd said: “Those are just wooden weapons used in ceremonial rites to welcome honored guests. Why make such a fuss about… eh?”

A series of small cracking sounds emerged as cracks suddenly appeared on the fallen blade tip and spear head. The cracks spread like lightning, and fragments rained down—pieces of wood shell. After the fragments fell away, cold light flashed from both blade tip and spear head, revealing sharp points beneath.

Those things that looked like wooden swords and spears for celebrations were actually just wooden shells on the outside, with real blades hidden within!

The commoners at the front had already seen this, and people looked over in amazement.

Suddenly someone seemed to lose their footing, rushing forward, lifting their boot as if to accidentally kick those blade tip and spear head away.

Once kicked into the roadside ditch, with the crowd surging, no one would see them anymore.

However, the armored general on the lead horse swept over, wielding golden melon hammers. Both hammers struck the ground hard with a thunderous boom, the earth shaking and dust rising. The person whose body was tilting naturally failed to kick accurately at their intended target, falling sideways to the ground. That pair of blade tip and spear head were violently shaken up from a distance, flying in circles before everyone’s eyes in midair. People instinctively looked up, all seeing the wooden shells still falling and the cold, gleaming blade points flashing in the sunlight.

All this happened in an instant. Only now did the commoners react to what had occurred, their mouths falling open.

So the celebration truly wasn’t a celebration—it concealed murderous blades within.

And the Crown Princess of Da Qian had personally acted in public view, crushing the spear tip with her fingers, using this silent demonstration to slap everyone present across the face.

But this wasn’t over yet.

The moment the blade tip shattered before everyone’s eyes, falling like cold snow, Murong Yi, who had been laughing and dancing moments before, said coldly: “Kill.”

His opponent was still in a daze when he suddenly heard this word. He felt all his body hair instantly stand on end, and without a sound he turned to leave.

After taking two steps, he suddenly felt something amiss, and the commoners’ shocked cries had already erupted.

He slowly looked down to see a blood-soaked hand suddenly protruding from his abdomen. Though covered in blood, the hand remained slender and beautiful, like jade, like carved stone.

But he no longer had any chance to admire this hand that had pierced through his vital organs—life whistled out through the hole in his body in an instant.

Murong Yi shook his hand like flicking a blade, and that man’s massive corpse tumbled through the air, crashing heavily into those charging from behind.

Murong Yi’s form had already moved like green smoke through the crowd, lifting his hand to point at one man’s throat while his flying leg kicked away a cold spear. As the spear tip pierced the throat of a sneak attacker, his body spun like a top, cold light flashing in his hand. The surrounding crowd fell in a fan pattern, each with a terrible gash running horizontally across their chest from left to right. His elbow rose without any trace of violence, and the sound of a skull cracking was like breaking a melon.

In the blink of an eye he had killed seven people, leaving none alive.

And as he killed, that blood-soaked hand would casually wipe itself clean on the corpses, so by the time he finished killing, his hands were already wiped clean of blood.

Tie Ci’s hand had not withdrawn. Lifting the carriage curtain, she watched Murong Yi kill with careful attention. She had certainly seen Murong Yi fight before, but he was lazy—avoiding battle when possible, finishing quickly when necessary—so she hadn’t seen much. But after spending time together, Tie Ci could sense that his martial arts were quite eclectic, including both bold and sweeping techniques and sinister, harsh ones. Most of all, he possessed killing methods utterly without hesitation—practical, cold, like the eternally unmelting snow of Cang Mountain.

Only someone who had truly experienced long periods of slaughter and bloody trials could possess such coldness and ruthlessness.

A slight tenderness arose in Tie Ci’s heart, and she even forgot to withdraw the hand holding the curtain.

Such scenes of carnage unfolded around the carriage. Though others couldn’t match his ruthless, swift killing, no one showed mercy. The dancers’ corpses fell into the dust beside the carriage, near the wheels, under military horses’ hooves. Blossoms of blood bloomed in succession in Yannan’s slightly sultry air, yet gradually calmed the previously restless atmosphere.

No matter when, killing—daring to kill—always carried great deterrent power.

In this instant, the people of Yannan, the officials of Yannan, suddenly understood the meaning of the words “Imperial Majesty.”

They suddenly had a vague understanding of the Crown Princess’s intent—she wanted a stable Yannan, willing to spend time and energy pursuing gradual progress for the sake of people’s peaceful livelihood. But if Yannan itself proved unruly, she was unafraid of killing.

In any case, she was the Crown Princess, the future master of this nation. She was unwilling to engage in civil war, but she did not fear it.

And once civil war began, with both military and administrative routes in Qian Zhou already cleaned up, a large batch of officials who had been flirting with Yannan rooted out and no longer a concern, Yannan, isolated in the southern frontier, would find it difficult to win such a war.

Though Yannan’s scholarly traditions were not flourishing, there were still people who read and understood principles. Moreover, commoners were most sensitive to stability, and the deterrent effect of blood and violence projected very directly onto their hearts.

People stared at the hand still extended from the carriage, the same beautiful hand that had moments before casually snapped the spear tip, showing them the killing intent beneath the wooden shell.

Now killing was happening before the carriage, and this hand had never withdrawn, remaining calmly extended. At some point, a grape had appeared between the five fingers, and those nimble fingers gave it a gentle rub, causing the grape’s skin to fall away intact.

It drifted down into the pooling blood below, floating gently.

The blood pool grew deeper and deeper, reflecting the figures locked in combat. The fighting didn’t last long, and the final dancer’s form crashed like a cannonball into that dark red mirror, causing slight ripples across the blood’s surface before everything returned to stillness.

The grape skin was also perfectly peeled. The snow-white fingers gave a gentle flick, and Murong Yi, who had just led his people to finish the job, turned around at that moment, opened his mouth, and caught the grape perfectly.

The corner of his lips curved slightly upward.

Tie Ci also smiled.

A little reward, after all.

Killing also required proper momentum, and in circumstances where she couldn’t personally act, only Murong Yi’s intervention could achieve such effect and atmosphere.

The pale green grape pressed against red lips—the grape lustrous, the lips full and beautiful.

This scene was somewhat frivolous yet appeared pure and beautiful. The commoners couldn’t help but look at the carriage, then at this devastatingly beautiful killer, speculating about his relationship with the Crown Princess within the carriage.

Then people saw that hand withdraw.

Only after all the dancers had been killed did it withdraw.

Murong Yi also calmly returned to the carriage. Standing before it, he slightly loosened his sleeves, letting the heavenly wind wash away the slight scent of blood from his body.

Only then did everyone notice that though countless corpses lay at his feet, there was barely any blood on his person—clean as snow.

Wan Ji stepped forward, casting a rather smug glance at Pang Duan before declaring loudly: “His Highness says the hunting dance was quite beautiful—how often does one encounter such in the mortal world? Better to send it for the immortals to dance to. But we wonder who so kindly arranged today’s performance. Why not come forward to make acquaintance, so we can also arrange funeral rites for these hundred-odd brothers.”

The crowd fell silent as death.

At this moment, they wished even their shadows could shrink away, lest any slight protrusion mark them as the mastermind behind the assassination attempt on the Crown Princess.

Wan Ji hadn’t expected anyone to walk into the trap either. With a cold laugh, he said: “The people of Yannan claim to be proud and valorous, yet they prove to be merely the sort who dare act but won’t acknowledge their deeds.”

The commoners felt angry and humiliated, yet bowed their heads even lower.

“Heartless and faithless as well,” Wan Ji continued fanning the flames. “Over a hundred death warriors attempted regicide, and after their failure, no one claims their bodies. Such coldness—who knows what miserable fate awaits these death warriors’ families with no one to care for them after their deaths.”

The commoners’ expressions grew even uglier.

Behind the crowd, aside from Commander You who could still smile while eating preserved fruit, everyone else’s faces were iron-gray.

“Since no one claims them, assassinating the Crown Princess is originally a crime punishable by execution of three generations and public display of corpses. Naturally we need not show consideration.” Wan Ji waved his hand.

Horses pranced, boots lifted, and the carriage began moving slowly forward. The Crown Princess’s inspection procession continued onward.

Moving through the blood pool, rolling over the unclaimed assassins’ corpses.

No stopping, no hesitation.

Massive wheels crushed flesh and bone with splintering sounds, rolled through thick blood pools, dragging long bloody trails.

These sounds and images were truly chilling. The Yannan commoners’ faces turned deathly pale, and some began quietly retreating.

Someone in the crowd sighed softly.

Chapter 397: Three Questions
A somewhat aged voice said: “The Crown Princess is truly a ruthless person.”

Another younger voice, carrying a slightly disgusted tone, said indifferently: “She’s always liked to put on an appearance of enlightened benevolence, gaining some reputation for virtue, but in her bones she’s sinister and vicious.”

The old man laughed: “You’re wrong about that. She’s still far from being sinister and vicious. When I say she’s ruthless, I mean more that she’s an intelligent person who knows what to do at what time.”

“How so?” Another voice, somewhat hoarse and timid-sounding yet making one feel coldly uneasy, suddenly interjected.

“The Prince of Yannan’s mansion has long been the master of Yannan, and the You father and son have managed Yannan for quite some time, with good reputations. They’ve successfully made the people of Yannan harbor great hostility toward the court. For the Crown Princess to peacefully claim Yannan is almost impossible…”

“So I think what she did wasn’t clever,” said the earlier young voice. “When the people are hostile, one should use gentle persuasion to win hearts and minds. For her to come out with bloody intimidation like this—is she afraid the people of Yannan aren’t alienated enough?”

The old man seemed to shake his head: “You need to understand one principle. Those who like you will like you no matter what, and those who don’t like you won’t suddenly start liking you because of a little gentle attitude or small favors. You must also understand that common people are like grass—they need sunshine and rain. They don’t really care about the struggles of those in power, but the intimidation from those in power will make them think about how to protect themselves, who might bring them danger. Once they learn to think, then the favors from those in power can take effect.”

Both young people fell silent, apparently still not understanding clearly.

“Today’s performance of real and fake regicide attempts actually never hoped to kill the Crown Princess. Rather, it aimed to induce the Crown Princess to overreact, killing the dancers before they acted, thereby stirring up popular anger and placing themselves on moral high ground. But the Crown Princess first publicly broke the situation, slapping the people in the face, then boldly killed all the assassins, showing the people the court’s determination to claim Yannan and absolute willingness to shed blood. That final speech was most formidable—a real psychological attack that tore away the masks of those in power before the people, letting them see the coldness and heartlessness within, clearly showing them the fate of being used by those in power: flesh and bones turned to dust, with families left without support.”

“Perhaps these death warriors had received promises of generous support for their families.”

“So what if they did? After all, they can’t come forward to defend themselves. What the people see is only that they died so miserably yet no one even claims their bodies.” The old man laughed. “This forces the You father and son to swallow this bitter pill in silence.”

“But the You father and son control Yannan—they’ll surely find opportunities soon to win back popular support.”

“Yes, but in the short term, the people will be more clear-headed. Sometimes that period of time is enough. Moreover, if the You father and son can find ways to win back popular support, won’t the Crown Princess continue using methods to win over or divide popular sentiment?”

“You mean this isn’t over yet?”

“Of course not. They haven’t even entered Kun Zhou City yet. Before the Crown Princess leaves Kun Zhou City, the struggle in Kun Zhou, in all of Yannan, will never cease.”

Someone let out a long sigh: “If this Kun Zhou could keep the Crown Princess forever, we’d certainly be spared the trouble.”

“That would be you, or rather all of you, not me,” the elder replied calmly.

The three fell into silence.

Though traveling together, they weren’t necessarily on the same path—they merely shared common goals for now. Some had simple thoughts, wanting nothing more than revenge; some wanted to reclaim what they’d lost; others thought of more distant futures and more glorious enterprises.

After the conversation fell silent for a while, that timid yet coldly sinister voice said: “This heir of Liaodong openly serves as the Crown Princess’s vanguard, truly without any scruples.”

The other young person said: “What is the Prince of Liaodong thinking? How can he remain indifferent? Isn’t he afraid that Liaodong’s foundation will be handed away in the future?”

The old man chuckled: “No matter, no matter. Love affairs in the human world, especially those between important figures, cannot be counted upon.”

“Oh? Have you forgotten what happened at Five Colors Plain?”

“So what? The emotions between those in power span too many interests, calculations, backgrounds, and human hearts. If you add territory and borders to the mix, it becomes an even more tangled mess—seemingly stable but actually precarious at any moment. If it’s not so precarious…” The old man’s voice drew out slightly, “then aren’t we just planting grass and growing roots right now?”

With these words, all fell quiet. Vaguely someone seemed to be chuckling coldly, the sound seeming to emerge from between teeth, like a snake sliding through deep forest shadows.

Meanwhile, on the official road, the sunlight blazed fiercely.

The commoners had been baking in the sun for half the day. Originally blocked by this dancing affair, they’d planned to watch some excitement and vent their complaints, but instead received quite a fright, dampening their enthusiasm considerably.

Some, thinking of what had been arranged for later, began harboring thoughts of retreat, but the crowd behind them pressed thickly, a sea of humanity blocking their way.

People in the crowd exchanged glances, thinking that if they were going to act, they had to seize this moment with one decisive push. If they truly let the people properly receive the imperial procession, Kun Zhou’s momentum would be lost.

The blood-stained wheels rolled across the ground, and wherever they passed, people instinctively retreated far back.

Yet several people emerged from the crowd, bowing respectfully toward the carriage from a distance. By their clothing and appearance, they seemed to be scholars and examination graduates.

Yannan’s scholarly traditions weren’t flourishing, and over the years few had passed the imperial examinations, so lettered men with degrees were always more respected in Yannan than elsewhere. Almost the moment they stepped forward, all eyes turned toward them.

The several men carefully avoided the bloodstains on the ground, offering a deep bow toward the carriage.

No sound came from within the carriage. The Crown Princess didn’t, as the Yannan people had imagined, show respect for the learned and personally step down from the carriage to help these scholars up.

The several scholars inevitably felt they’d bowed too low, suffering some humiliation. When they straightened up again, their expressions carried some cold, unyielding hardness.

However, looking ahead at the heavy curtains hanging deep, armor stained with blood, and vivid red traces that seized the eye, the courage they’d harbored, their supposed fearlessness, and the speeches they’d prepared suddenly scattered by more than half.

Wan Ji sat high on his horse, coldly regarding these scholars: “Who are you people? Why do you block the imperial carriage?”

The scholar in the middle, sporting a three-strand long beard, coughed once and declared loudly: “We do not block the carriage, but merely have three requests and three questions, seeking audience with His Highness.”

An accompanying Eastern Palace lecturer said: “Only officials of third rank or above may see the imperial carriage without summons, and only by imperial will may one present policy suggestions across ranks. What ranks and grades do you hold? Do you have imperial summons?”

The several scholars’ faces flushed red, and the middle one said through gritted teeth: “This humble one holds the degree of Provincial Graduate…”

“You serve as their leader with merely a Provincial Graduate degree, and your companions presumably don’t exceed your rank. A few Provincial Graduates and Scholars dare block the carriage in the street, brazenly seeking to question His Highness. You know not the strictness of ritual and law, nor the regulations of the court. How fallen is Yannan’s moral education! Where are your parent officials? Where is Yannan’s Education Commissioner?”

The last sentence was raised in volume, and the surrounding guards shouted in unison: “Where are your parent officials? Where is Yannan’s Education Commissioner!”

The sound carried far over the crowd, and the officials in the rear all turned their heads skyward, playing dead.

The Kun Zhou Prefect and Yannan Education Commissioner couldn’t play dead.

The two looked with difficulty at You Jun, who was drinking tea and eating preserved fruit in his pavilion.

The lecturer continued his relentless pursuit: “Border regions like Yannan should prioritize moral education above all, yet observing the conduct of you several, you show no respect for ruler or father and know no repentance. Do you truly believe that future imperial talent selection ceremonies would not dare to reject you?”

This Eastern Palace lecturer had been sharp-tongued since youth, skilled in lecturing and court debates—a first-class expert, which was why he’d been selected for the Eastern Palace. Unfortunately, having become a close minister to the Crown Princess, who preferred wielding swords and staffs, he’d been worried about having no place to demonstrate his skills. Rarely encountering such an opportunity, his tongue flew up and down, spraying saliva like a waterfall.

He even waved a rod in his hand, staring intensely at those scholars, clearly prepared to reward anyone who dared speak recklessly with a blow from his staff.

He was a properly examination-born civil official whose rank and degree far exceeded those of the scholars before him. If he adopted the bearing of a teacher to discipline these juniors, it would be completely justified—no one could say a word against it.

The Yannan officials watching from their elevated positions in the distance all understood the danger. Seeing the Eastern Palace lecturer’s arrogant manner with both tongue and staff eager for action, they thought the Crown Princess was truly quite wicked—using scholar against scholar, first suppressing their momentum, then wielding the big stick. Two or three blows could knock these embroidered pillows flat, and then their side would lose another round.

They all turned to look at You Jun.

Behind the crowd, You Jun spat out a plum pit and waved his hand.

The Kun Zhou Prefect and Yannan Education Commissioner understood his meaning and prepared to squeeze forward with bitter expressions.

These officials had originally felt confident, thinking that when a mere girl arrived, Commander You would naturally handle her. If that girl proved ignorant of her place and tried to pressure them with authority, since Yannan’s military and popular support lay with the You father and son, if pushed to extremes they could simply turn hostile, ensuring she could enter but not leave.

However, they’d just received news this morning that the Qian Zhou Commander had been arrested, and the Surveillance Commissioner, who had always been at odds with the Qian Zhou Commander, was temporarily serving as Commander. Following the Crown Princess’s orders, he was assembling forces within his jurisdiction—mobilizing one hundred thousand troops positioned along the Eastern Frontier to Yi Zhou line. From there, riding hard, they could reach Kun Zhou in three days.

More importantly, the Crown Princess herself possessed extremely powerful innate abilities. Even if surrounded by great armies, she might not be containable. Even if all her followers were killed, as long as she escaped, Yannan would be plunged into warfare.

These people naturally didn’t know that Tie Ci could no longer easily teleport, nor that she would never abandon her followers to escape alone. In their logic, such choices by those in power were perfectly natural, and for them, failing to detain Tie Ci at the crucial moment would be an unbearable loss.

So just as the Crown Princess was unwilling to rashly take up arms, they were equally unwilling.

The two squeezed forward, prepared to endure the Crown Princess’s harassment and fury.

But they’d barely taken a few steps, sweating profusely, when wind rushed behind them, their vision went black, and they collapsed.

Immediately someone shouted: “The Prefect and Education Commissioner have fainted!”

The cry passed from person to person, and by the time it reached the front of the crowd, it had become: “The Prefect and Education Commissioner have fainted from the heat and excessive pressure!”

The crowd then parted, and the pale-faced, sweat-soaked Prefect and Education Commissioner were carried forward, looking truly pitiable indeed.

Those scholars who had been forced to retreat step by step by the Eastern Palace lecturer suddenly found their spirit, standing firm.

They felt that today the Crown Princess displayed arrogant behavior, killing people in the streets and pressuring officials. Such a domineering person—how could she treat Yannan well in the future? They had read the books of sages and understood the people’s affairs. If they couldn’t establish principles for heaven and earth and secure lives for the people, what face would they have to stand in this world?

It was just one life—to be crushed today beneath imperial wheels would still earn eternal fame, making it worthwhile!

Scholars’ love of reputation—an unchanging principle through the ages.

They didn’t retreat but advanced, stepping forward and bowing again. This time, fearing prolonged bowing might earn them a club to the head, they rose quickly after a brief bow and spoke rapidly: “We have three questions and three requests, seeking instruction from His Highness!”

“First question: We ask His Highness, since your southern inspection should comfort the people in myriad ways and spread beneficence throughout the realm, how can you mobilize massive forces, encroach upon people’s livelihoods, and force local officials to increase taxes and levies to support Your Highness?”

“Second question: We ask His Highness, people say you are benevolent, frugal, diligent in governance and loving toward the people, yet along this journey you’ve maintained lavish provisions, wasting state treasury funds. Though staying in Kun Zhou only briefly, you’ve ordered the construction of a traveling palace, requiring additional corvée labor, forcing countless people to serve imperial needs and abandon their own fields. How is this the conduct of a future benevolent ruler?”

“Third question: We ask His Highness, you came to inspect Yannan yet lingered long in Qian Zhou, purging Qian Zhou’s officialdom, replacing generals, and stationing troops at the border while casting covetous eyes on Yannan. We wonder what Your Highness intends by this? Have you considered whether the tens of millions of people in Yannan, facing such military pressure, might feel terror and flee with their families, thereby harming people’s livelihoods? Or was this always Your Highness’s intention—never viewing Yannan as subjects of your territory, willing to ignite warfare and wield weapons on Yannan soil, just as today, seizing Yannan through slaughter and bloodshed!”

Chapter 398: Please Withdraw from Kun Zhou!
All around fell quiet for a moment.

After a brief pause, the crowd erupted in commotion.

The first two points were matters everyone knew and privately criticized, but the third involved military secrets that ordinary people had no way of knowing. Suddenly hearing of great armies pressing at the borders, they immediately showed expressions of alarm and anger.

That scholar struck while the iron was hot, declaring loudly: “Thus we have three requests. First, we request His Highness to pity the people, withdraw previous orders, and exempt Yannan from all taxes and levies to compensate for the previous exploitation.”

“Second, we request His Highness to abandon the traveling palace, comfort the people and laborers who built it, commute their corvée service, petition the court to acknowledge your own mistakes, and vow never again to arbitrarily increase levies in our Yannan.”

“Third, we request His Highness to withdraw your troops and not enter Kun Zhou. Lest the Crown Princess’s imperial carriage and three thousand guards entering the city, with all their provisions and requirements, disturb and harm our people’s livelihood… Kun Zhou’s surrounding counties suffered floods last year and drought the year before. Natural disasters have been endless, people’s livelihoods difficult to sustain. We beseech His Highness’s mercy.”

Having finished, he led the other scholars in a deep bow to the ground.

Behind him, the thousands of commoners blocking the road saw someone take the lead in kneeling, shouting in unison: “We beseech His Highness to pity the people—withdraw troops, abandon the palace, withdraw from Kun Zhou!”

More commoners followed suit, kneeling and shouting in waves: “We beseech His Highness’s mercy—withdraw from Kun Zhou!”

This had been plotted by Kun Zhou’s people under instigation since the tax increases began. The principle being that the law cannot punish the masses—the Crown Princess hadn’t even reached Kun Zhou yet but had already caused trouble in Qian Zhou. Now she was displaying her procession coming to Yannan—who knew what would happen after she entered the capital? Who knew what changes might occur if Yannan was brought under direct court control? Then Yannan would be like a stepchild—what favors could they hope for?

For the common people, they sought nothing more than three meals a day and one night’s rest, shelter from wind and rain, and leisure time to drink and discuss farming. Whoever came to disturb and violate this peace was the enemy.

So when someone simply and crudely said that the great trends of the world actually lay in where popular sentiment flowed, if the people unanimously said no, even the Crown Prince couldn’t trample over the masses. Never mind that if the Crown Princess’s carriage retreated even one step today, she could never enter Kun Zhou again—now with Yannan’s people erupting in popular uprising, blocking the Crown Princess’s path, denouncing the Crown Prince’s lack of compassion, demanding the Crown Princess go back where she came from, this reputation spreading to court and country, throughout the realm, would destroy the Crown Princess’s lifelong reputation.

Naturally she could no longer lord it over Yannan.

The people thought of the old Prince of Yannan’s benevolent love for his subjects, of the You father and son’s tolerance and care for their subordinates, of the relatively free customs they’d always enjoyed, and of the many rules of the central plains and the treacherous cunning of central officials. For a moment they even forgot the vivid fresh blood before their eyes, their shouting growing more intense.

“We beseech His Highness to pity the people—withdraw from Kun Zhou!”

“We beseech His Highness to pity the people—withdraw from Kun Zhou!”

The front row of commoners would shout once, kowtow, rise, advance three steps, then shout again.

Commoners always followed blindly, so those behind also shouted once, rose, moved forward, then shouted again.

“We beseech His Highness to pity the people—withdraw from Kun Zhou!”

Kneel again, advance three steps, shout again—the crowd grew denser and denser, the voices louder and louder.

“We beseech His Highness to pity the people—withdraw from Kun Zhou!”

Viewed from above, one could see the black mass of people like a great tide engulfing the entire official road. This tide, under seemingly chaotic but actually orderly leadership, slowly moved forward with irresistible momentum, step by step pressing closer to the carriage.

Yet the carriage remained unmoved throughout, iron armor gleaming coldly, standing firm as rock. It seemed neither angry nor impatient, only coldly watching this long-planned, instigated storm to see just how much dust it could stir up.

Three thousand guards and banners all seemed frozen in the sword-sharp scorching sunlight of afternoon, the long procession like a hibernating black python coiled before the road.

“We beseech His Highness to pity the people—withdraw from Kun Zhou!”

The popular tide slowly pressed closer, about to crash thunderously into that cold, cruel python.

In another direction outside Kun Zhou City, roughly a hundred li from Tie Ci’s procession, lay a range of rolling green mountains. Not particularly high, they connected to vast plains with two other mountain ranges forming distant horns—what feng shui called “front mirror, rear support, phoenix beak,” a treasured location.

Therefore it had become the eternal resting place of the old Prince of Yannan. The princely tomb lay within this range of green mountains, surrounded by a thousand guard troops and protected by specialized tomb-keeping families. Ordinary people could not enter within ten li of this mountain called Ling Mountain.

Ling Mountain’s north peak was the most precipitous, rarely visited even by hunters. As dusk began to fall, long grass on the mountaintop rustled, and several black heads emerged.

The leader had a pale face and tall frame, refined and scholarly in a blue scholar’s robe, looking like a traveling student. Yet between his brows was more of the noble bearing that could only be cultivated in great households, clearly indicating high status.

Li Yuncheng, son of Grand Academician Li of the Eastern Pavilion.

Beside him was a man with a clean, rounded face and lively eyes—Feng Huan.

Nearby were also close associates like Chang Qianmo and others—the most renowned group of young wastrels from the capital. No one would have imagined this group had secretly left the procession under elite guard protection roughly a hundred li from Kun Zhou City, riding hard directly to Ling Mountain.

Li Yuncheng strangely held a compass in his hands, like a feng shui master. He walked a circle around the mountaintop, finally pointing to a slightly depressed peak between the north and south summits: “It should be roughly here.”

Upon finishing, he revealed a bitter smile.

Li Yuncheng had loved learning since childhood, studying tirelessly, yet had no interest in competing with poor scholars for those scarce official positions. Given his family background, he would inherit privileges anyway. Thus his studies appeared leisurely and carefree—reading everything, learning everything. His mansion housed not only great Confucian scholars but also specialists in esoteric fields. In astronomy, geography, astrology, and even feng shui techniques, the Li residence could produce talents.

Li Yuncheng was particularly interested in these unconventional studies and had achieved modest success, though he didn’t know how the Crown Princess had learned of this.

Thinking of this journey, Li Yuncheng reflected how he’d first been pressed by the Crown Princess to oversee the great ships’ progress in Qian Zhou, dealing with officials coming and going, scheming and maneuvering, forcibly labeled as a Crown Princess faction member. Now he even had to help her dig graves!

Not only dig graves but also search for corpses, and not only search for corpses but drag the body away.

Thinking again of this corpse’s identity made Li Yuncheng’s scalp tingle.

On Yannan’s territory, digging up the corpse of the old prince beloved by all Yannan—how had the Crown Princess conceived such a thing?

She claimed to have received some secret intelligence saying the old Prince of Yannan’s death was suspicious, so the Crown Princess made a grand public journey to attract the You father and son’s attention while secretly dispatching this team to investigate the matter.

Li Yuncheng glanced at the people behind him. Part were elite guards from the Crown Princess’s protection detail, but part were led by that Mu Si—these people had strange appearances, tall and short, looking more like jianghu wanderers.

As the son of Grand Academician Li, Li Yuncheng knew some secrets, such as that the mysterious man beside the Crown Princess was actually the heir of Liaodong, and this heir had a terrible reputation, acting with sinister ruthlessness—definitely not a good person. But clearly the Crown Princess didn’t think so. The relationship between her and the Liaodong heir—even pigs could see it was extraordinary.

This Mu Si was a trusted aide of the Liaodong heir. To think the Crown Princess would conspire with the Liaodong heir on such secret matters—wasn’t she afraid that if he betrayed her, she’d face eternal damnation?

Li Yuncheng had once wondered why Vice Minister Xiao didn’t make an issue of this. The Crown Princess falling for the Liaodong heir could be seen minimally as losing her dignity as heir apparent, maximally as nearly treasonous rebellion. There was so much that could be made of it.

Grand Academician Li had said nothing at the time, only noting that Vice Minister Xiao probably felt the timing wasn’t right.

What timing, Li Yuncheng dared not imagine. But he and the others were inevitably being drawn deeper into the Crown Princess’s circle, and once that so-called timing arrived, heaven knew what troubles it would bring their families.

But at this moment, he couldn’t refuse. Even before departure, his father had summoned him to the study, specifically saying that since he was already bound to the Crown Princess’s side, he shouldn’t think of divided loyalties, nor worry about the family’s inclinations—just fulfill his duties as a minister and do what he could. He cited Rong Pu as a clever example—the Crown Princess trusted him, so he never betrayed that trust, wholeheartedly seeking reputation, people, and benefits for the Crown Princess, ignoring whatever the Rong family’s true feelings were. The Crown Princess appeared tough but was actually kindhearted. With this relationship, if the Rong family ever had problems in the future, she surely wouldn’t blame Rong Pu, and the Rong family might thus preserve more of their lineage.

So Li Yuncheng today used all his skills to dig graves. Entering Prince Ling’s tomb openly was impossible—the vast mausoleum covered a thousand acres, built like a fortress with gates on all four walls. Its scale wasn’t much smaller than imperial tombs, with a thousand tomb guards. The northeast direction also held accompanying burials for Yannan royal family and high officials, each family with dedicated tomb keepers. Since the dead were paramount, even bearing the Crown Princess’s orders couldn’t gain entry to the mausoleum grounds.

So Li Yuncheng had to act like a tomb robber, leading this elite group to tunnel into the Yannan Prince’s tomb.

But Li Yuncheng had actually only learned geomantic arts from elderly tomb-robber-turned-secretaries in his mansion. Regarding actual tomb descending—such dark affairs—the dignified son of a Grand Academician could never have practical experience. Carried on the back of a guard with superb lightness skills, he descended all the way between the two peaks. Waiting for moonlight to shift southwest, when a line of bright light cut between the mountain hollows like a blade, he pointed to that area: “It should be roughly here.”

Only he said “a line of bright light,” but it was actually quite a large area. Li Yuncheng couldn’t pinpoint a more suitable location, adding: “I can only roughly estimate this might be closest to the main burial chamber, but I don’t know how to get down there.”

Before he finished speaking, he saw two people emerge. One extended his hand, grasping the slightly cool, slightly rough midnight mountain breeze in his palm and sniffing it. He walked a few steps, grasped again, walked a few more steps and grasped again. After three such attempts, he finally designated a spot under his feet: “Here.”

Then another person came forward with a slender iron rod, sharp at the tip. He inserted it obliquely several times in that area, pulling it out to examine it carefully by moonlight. Once Li Yuncheng caught a faint rusty iron smell, another time it was rank and foul. After several such attempts, this person marked out an even smaller area: “Right here.”

Chapter 399: Royal Tomb
Then a small team emerged, taking out oddly-shaped shovels and quickly beginning to dig. Li Yuncheng had come to recognize this group during the journey—they were Mu Si’s subordinates. They hadn’t appeared on the great ships before, only suddenly joining the procession after entering Yannan. Usually keeping a low profile, who would have thought they were being reserved for this very moment.

Li Yuncheng was naturally wary of Liaodong people and never mingled with them, but Feng Huan felt he had a bond of shared hardship with Murong Yi from their time among the demon tribes, so he struck up conversation with Mu Si: “These are your people? How do you even have such talents?”

Mu Si crouched beside the large pit that had been dug in mere moments. Hearing this, he snorted and said: “Family scholarly tradition.”

Feng Huan didn’t understand this remark, and Mu Si wouldn’t elaborate further. Among Murong Yi’s subordinates, the Embroidered Uniform Guards were just an organization he used to amuse the old man, not his true confidants and followers. While the world knew that the Sun family had been Liaodong’s wealthiest, that Old Master Sun was a business genius who profited from everything he touched, no one had considered where the Sun family’s first fortune came from when they appeared out of nowhere. Mu Si had only learned by chance after following Murong Yi for many years—it came from tomb robbing.

Therefore, when Old Master Sun entrusted his family business to his grandson, he also handed over his old associates to Murong Yi. Among them were no few rogues and scoundrels engaged in all manner of trades across the three teachings and nine streams, with the purpose of ensuring Murong Yi could utilize talents from all quarters.

This was one of Murong Yi’s secret weapons. These people had always operated among Liaodong’s towering mountains—this was their first time leaving Liaodong. Mu Si sighed inwardly, thinking how people said marrying a wife turns one’s heart outward, but who had someone like Murong Yi who, before even marrying his bride, couldn’t wait to lay bare all his assets for her.

The tunnel was quickly completed—wide at the top, narrow at the bottom, until at the very bottom it was only wide enough for one person to descend. But not everyone went down. The presence of the noble scions, aside from one or two useful individuals, was merely to serve as a screen. If discovered, these people’s family backgrounds and reputations could be used to placate Yannan’s side—for the You father and son to smoothly take over Yannan, they couldn’t afford to offend the court’s distinguished ministers.

Those who descended were Li Yuncheng and Feng Huan—the former carried by Mu Si, the latter hauled by one of the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards. The black-clad diggers remained expressionless, first waiting at the tunnel entrance for a while until the air cleared, then lighting fire sticks. Only after confirming the fire sticks could burn brightly did they descend in sequence.

Feng Huan stared wide-eyed in the darkness, thinking of the miscellaneous books he’d read before, including several stories about grave robbing and tomb digging. They all said imperial mausoleums and royal tombs were filled with layers of mechanisms and sinister layouts, and in those stories, corpses invariably became zombies, with ghosts and monsters emerging endlessly. Today he could personally experience a Yannan royal tomb—how many rice dumplings might he encounter?

Li Yuncheng wasn’t as simple-minded as Feng Huan and was quite nervous. “The gentleman does not speak of strange forces and chaos”—he didn’t believe in zombies and ghosts, but he knew these imperial mausoleums were always full of mechanisms: flowing sand, massive stones, pitfall traps, flying blades—impossible to guard against everything. One mistake could cost his life. Yannan was known for its toxins and poisons, so the royal tomb might be even more difficult to penetrate.

However, that group of black-clad people in front walked as if returning home, strolling leisurely. One person walking ahead suddenly raised his palm, and the others immediately stopped in perfect coordination. The frontmost person suddenly kicked the wall hard, and Li Yuncheng and the others heard grinding sounds as if something rotated in a circle. Another person stepped forward, jamming his sharp rod into a certain spot, followed by a series of rushing sounds—like flowing water but heavier than water sounds, quickly fading into the distance. Listening, Li Yuncheng clutched his heart, discovering for the first time that sounds could be so murderous.

Only after complete silence returned did he want to ask but hesitate. Feng Huan, however, asked without reservation what had just happened. Mu Si replied matter-of-factly: “There’s a mechanism within these double walls—should be two diagonal walls. Step on the trigger and the walls flip over, separating and crushing people. If you escape that trap, there’s another layer of quicksand and mercury at the end of the double walls. When they flow out, they’ll pile higher and higher in this narrow passage until no one can escape. That kick triggered the mechanism’s pivot point, making the double walls flip in reverse direction, actually widening the passage. That rod punctured the layer between the quicksand and mercury, mixing them together so they flow away through the now-reversed hollow walls.”

Feng Huan listened with a blank expression, muttering that it didn’t seem like much. But Li Yuncheng heard the chill behind it. The method of breaking through sounded simple, but finding pivot points and locating hidden layers—how was that easy? These life-and-death matters where the slightest error meant total failure, yet these people handled them so casually. Who knew how many graves they’d actually dug.

For a moment he thought: the Crown Princess held deep feelings for this Liaodong heir, and being open and honest by nature, she probably never suspected her lover. But this heir killed brothers and harmed fathers without mercy, and now even had talents prepared for grave robbing. If he used his relationship with the Crown Princess to stir up troubles in Da Qian, how could Da Qian have peaceful days?

This thought flashed by, but he dared not dwell on it, much less show it on his face at this moment.

The group of black-clad people ahead walked and broke through mechanisms along the way, turning what should have been a perilous path into a calm journey. Li Yuncheng and Feng Huan just heard constant gurgling and chirping strange sounds throughout, not daring to speculate what was happening, until they walked through the long passage, past side chambers, and saw the main burial chamber between the left and right side chambers.

In the main burial chamber were two coffins—should be the Prince of Yannan and the princess who had died earlier. Li Yuncheng identified the one belonging to the Prince of Yannan based on the coffin’s specifications. The black-clad people put on gloves and masks, working together to push open the first outer coffin, revealing a black jade coffin within—there should be another layer inside.

The second layer felt more resistant to push than the first, whether due to adhesion from too much time or some other reason. The coffin wood made tiny squeaking sounds as it scraped. The third layer was a black-gold coffin that somehow still gleamed faintly despite being sealed in this tomb chamber for so long. The material was neither metal nor jade—very peculiar. Feng Huan curiously touched it, and the nearby black-clad person, not expecting such boldness, moved to slap his hand away but was a step too slow. When Feng Huan touched the coffin wood, it felt ice-cold, but the texture was strange—his fingertips seemed to detect some subtle unevenness that eyes couldn’t see.

The coffin was covered with bright yellow silk that had already rotted away. This coffin lid was even harder to push open, making harsh, grating sounds with wood chips falling. After pushing halfway and finding it immovable, they could fortunately see the corpse inside.

Feng Huan didn’t dare look, closing his eyes and bowing randomly in all directions while muttering nonsense about meaning no disturbance and having no taboos. Li Yuncheng stared without blinking, seeing that the corpse preservation hadn’t been done well—it had rotted considerably, making him frown.

Before coming, the Crown Princess had instructed that there were marks on the corpse that could prove the old Prince of Yannan’s identity. If the corpse seemed wrong, it could serve as evidence. But now that everything had rotted like this, where could they find any marks?

The evidence was that the old Prince of Yannan had once had an old leg injury. Later, he spent great sums seeking famous doctors, and that divine physician, with godlike skill, had actually put nails into the prince’s leg bones, ensuring the Prince of Yannan could walk without hindrance afterward. The old people in the Prince of Yannan’s mansion and the You clan members all knew this.

To see the nails in the leg bones, they had to drag the corpse out. Several black-clad people took out various tools, checking inside and outside the coffin to confirm it was safe, then shook out cloth strips to bind the corpse’s shoulders and arms. One person stood on each side, gripping one end of the cloth strips, calling out: “Lift!” and pulling together.

A series of clattering sounds as they dragged out the skeleton.

Li Yuncheng hadn’t yet clearly seen whether there were indeed nails in the leg bones when he noticed something black clinging to the skeleton’s feet—thin and long, as if they’d torn off a layer of skin from something. The more they dragged out this side, the more black stuff was pulled off that side. The people dragging the bones also noticed something wrong and stopped, taking a closer look with drastically changed expressions. One of them snatched the fire stick someone was holding high and threw it into the coffin while another person violently pushed Li Yuncheng and Feng Huan backward.

But he didn’t push Feng Huan, who had also seen the black skin dragged out with the Prince of Yannan’s skeleton and curiously moved forward to look, causing the pushing black-clad person’s hand to miss its target.

With a hissing sound, the fire stick fell into the coffin but didn’t burn. The fire stick rolled around with a humming sound, and suddenly the entire coffin dispersed!

The coffin became like black pulp and murky flow, instantly scattering and spilling across the floor, transforming into countless black lines flowing into the cracks between floor bricks and stones, flowing toward everyone’s feet as loud buzzing sounds erupted from all directions.

Someone screamed: “This isn’t a coffin—it’s an insect coffin!”

Li Yuncheng was greatly alarmed, remembering vaguely hearing the master in his mansion who was skilled in such arts mention that insect coffins were unique to Yannan. They were made using a special type of black-armored plate insect, attracted and gathered into coffin form using nine special medicinal compounds. These insects were square-shaped and orderly, with black lustrous shells that could also transform. When densely packed together, they looked very similar to cold, hard coffin wood. But insect coffins weren’t used to preserve corpses—in fact, the insects needed to eat. They would slowly consume rotting flesh, then devour white bones. In just a few years, corpses in insect coffins would leave not even bones behind, disappearing without trace from the mortal world.

And once such insect coffins were opened and disturbed, those highly venomous insects would teach the grave openers the most terrible lesson.

Only these insects were usually quite lazy and not easily disturbed.

Li Yuncheng felt ice-cold inside, only now understanding the viciousness of whoever designed this mechanism. The coffin had been deliberately rigged so it couldn’t be fully opened. To examine the corpse, one could only drag it outward, and with insects stuck to the corpse’s feet, dragging the corpse out would naturally drag up the insects too.

Even the laziest insects would go berserk if torn from their beds.

These insects could make the Prince of Yannan and all evidence of his unnatural death completely disappear from the mortal world, and could also ensure that those trying to open the coffin lid and investigate the truth of the Prince of Yannan’s death would forever remain in this royal tomb.

Several popping sounds, and everything went dark—insects flowing like overwhelming black water had already climbed onto the fire sticks inserted in the walls, extinguishing the flames.

Someone fell to the ground. Li Yuncheng thought it must be that fool Feng Huan, who had put his face close to the corpse and was nearest to the coffin.

Li Yuncheng’s ears buzzed chaotically, his vision completely black. His heartbeat first raced like drums pounding in his ears, but gradually even that became inaudible. In the instant his consciousness fell into darkness, he only had time to think: in his youth he had boasted that when he died, he should be buried like princes and marquises—his words had become prophecy, and now he truly was buried in a prince’s tomb…

In the moment before falling into darkness, he suddenly heard a familiar and foolish voice loudly saying: “Hey, why did the lights go out? What’s wrong with you all?”

Chapter 400: This Humble Consort Cannot Do It!
Complete silence.

After a moment, with a scraping sound, a fire stick lit up, and behind the firelight was the vague outline of Feng Huan’s refined face.

The young master stood there foolishly, looking at his companions sprawled everywhere on the ground, while insects flowing like black water across the floor continued streaming in all directions. But those thin rivulets naturally parted when they reached his feet, then rejoined behind him, as if deliberately avoiding him.

The walls carved with murals and dragon patterns also seemed to be emitting smoke, making even the view hazy.

Feng Huan clearly didn’t understand what had happened. Seeing all his companions collapsed just made him panic, so he hurried to pat Li Yuncheng’s head and help up the fallen Mu Si: “What’s wrong with you all? Are you poisoned? Then why aren’t I poisoned?”

He suddenly remembered carrying some antidotes, since after all he’d lived among the demon tribes, and Murong Yi had given him some when they left. Not understanding proper antidotes, he randomly pulled out a yellow-green paper that gave off an astringent smell and burned it. Wisps of smoke drifted into the nostrils of the unconscious people, and the blue-black aura on their faces gradually faded, but they didn’t wake up. After a while, the black qi disappeared, but their faces grew redder and redder—clearly they’d been poisoned by something else.

Feng Huan was dumbfounded and didn’t dare experiment further, suddenly regretting that when A’Ji had offered to teach him about poisons and antidotes among the demon tribes, he’d refused to learn.

He wondered if he should run back and call the people above to come down and rescue them, but when he reached the tomb chamber entrance, he froze. Three identical-looking paths lay before him—which path had they come from?

He’d followed the others in a daze—when had he ever paid attention to the route?

Would he have to watch these people die helplessly, then be trapped here to die himself? Feng Huan looked around the tomb chamber, feeling this way of dying was too miserable.

When it rains, it pours—just then he suddenly heard footsteps and the sound of conversation…

“The warning insects signal someone has entered the tomb chamber.”

“Just as our young master predicted. The Crown Princess indeed sent people to rob the grave—truly bold and sinister.”

“Haven’t they fallen right into our young master’s trap? Since people have come, they surely can’t escape the insect coffin and wall incense. Perfect—we’ll keep them here and send them to Kun Zhou, let the Yannan people see how the dignified Crown Prince secretly sends people to rob our Prince of Yannan’s tomb. Such madness—the Yannan people will ensure she can come but never leave.”

“Robbing ancestral graves brings heaven’s punishment. The Crown Princess acting thus, dying from popular fury—even the court would have nothing to say.”

“You needn’t worry about that. Our young master has mutual support with certain old ministers, so naturally someone will speak fair words about this matter. The people,激于义愤, triggered riots, and the Crown Princess died among the unruly masses—this is popular will and human hearts. Though the Commander and our young master tried their best to suppress it, they were still powerless to prevent disaster. This can’t be blamed on us.”

“So what’s this called for the Crown Princess? Trying to steal a chicken but losing the rice?”

“That news was released by our young master in the first place—cast the bait, and you needn’t fear hooking big fish, right?”

A burst of satisfied laughter.

Feng Huan’s head buzzed. Growing up in silk and jewels, the greatest hardship he’d endured was working for A’Ji among the demon tribes, and the biggest decision he’d faced was considering how to explain to his father if A’Ji insisted on marrying him. Apart from that, he was a typical carefree wastrel who’d never made any decision involving many people’s lives, including his own. But he knew he had to decide now. The conspiracy was right before his eyes, yet their path was already cut off. They’d come on the Crown Princess’s mission, never expecting this was a carefully laid trap, and the outcome was right before them, so clear.

Either die here, or be captured and die in the angry Yannan mob, dragging Tie Ci and the others down too.

To say he felt no resentment was impossible—the Crown Princess had fallen into another of the You father and son’s traps, dooming these dozen people. But complaining was useless now. Footsteps echoed in the long, deep passage, growing closer.

Feng Huan’s mind went blank. At this moment he thought: if only someone could wake up and help him decide.

He groped randomly in his robes and pulled out a small bottle, vaguely remembering it was something A’Ji had tossed to him one day. Because this bottle had a peculiar fragrance he quite liked—one of the few refined things among the demon tribes—he’d kept it. Now not caring about anything else, he pulled it out and held it under Li Yuncheng’s nose. Looking at Li Yuncheng’s flushed face, he thought that since they were all going to die anyway, it didn’t matter if there was one more way to die.

The footsteps turned this way and that. Though the sound hadn’t been far before, the people still hadn’t arrived. Only now did Feng Huan realize how winding and deep the paths in this royal tomb were, secretly conforming to battle formations. He only remembered walking for a long time before, but he’d been too scared to notice.

So there was still time to wake Li Yuncheng.

Li Yuncheng indeed opened his eyes, sneezing before even opening them fully and actually sneezing out black blood that splattered Feng Huan’s hand. Feng Huan quietly wiped it off on his robe, deciding not to tell Old Li.

He whispered in Li Yuncheng’s ear: “We’ve been tricked. This is a trap. Now the You father and son’s people have come to capture us and send us to Kun Zhou.”

Brief and to the point, Li Yuncheng immediately understood upon waking.

He looked at Feng Huan, then at the people sprawled on the ground, listening to the footsteps of many people growing nearer and farther, pressing his lips together in silence.

Feng Huan said: “You come up with a plan. We’re all dead anyway. I want to die gloriously, so my old man finally has a chance to boast about me in this lifetime.”

Li Yuncheng glanced at him, very much wanting to say that being captured and killed by furious people would definitely not be any glorious way to die. But he really wasn’t in the mood to discuss this with this fool right now. After brief silence, he said: “We might not die.”

Joy flashed in Feng Huan’s eyes.

“Kill these people, welcome those people, tell them we were forced, we’re willing to testify against the Crown Princess, expose the Crown Princess’s vile behavior of secretly robbing the royal tomb before all people, become the witnesses they need. The people will spare us, the You father and son won’t touch us either—after all, we’re also victims, and they absolutely don’t want to offend your father and mine.”

Feng Huan was stunned speechless.

Very logical, very simple—why hadn’t he thought of it?

He turned to look at those unconscious people, then at the two of them.

“This… this humble consort cannot do it!”

Companions who’d traveled together the whole way—though cold and distant, they’d taken care of him plenty. Just kill them like this?

Li Yuncheng said coldly: “If you want to live, this is the only way. Otherwise, if the You father and son dare kill even the Crown Princess, would they care about your life and mine?”

Feng Huan opened his mouth, then closed it, pleading: “Think again, think again—there must be another way.”

“There is.” Li Yuncheng said even more coldly. “I saw earlier when they opened the main tomb chamber door—it has mechanisms. And this kind of main tomb chamber door definitely has a dead gate that can never be opened again, or what’s called a dragon-breaking stone. We just need to close the door and keep those people outside forever, then they’ll never have the Crown Princess’s fatal evidence.”

Feng Huan’s gaze turned dully toward the entrance.

Keeping people outside forever naturally meant keeping themselves inside forever.

Li Yuncheng said: “There’s no time to hesitate—they’re almost here.”

Indeed, this time the footsteps were no longer distant and near, but very clear now, just not visible due to the tomb passage layout.

Deathly silence.

Li Yuncheng pulled out a small book from his robes, gently stroking it.

He loved books like life itself, always carrying one. Because books were inconvenient to carry, he’d bound and copied several small books himself to keep with him. When troubled, lonely, happy, or bored, he’d always take them out to touch. Others touched women and felt stirred—he felt the same way touching books.

Standing there stupidly, Feng Huan suddenly said: “Where’s the door mechanism?”

Li Yuncheng, head down stroking his book, showed a half-mocking, half-indifferent smile and pointed at the wall.

Feng Huan stood before the door, looking up at that dragon’s eye point. His finger was already pressed against it, but he couldn’t force himself to push for a long time.

This push would cut off all hope of life, and in the most miserable way he feared most—dying in someone else’s gloomy tomb, of hunger and thirst, without coffin or grave or anyone knowing. Though there were other companions, this was even more terrifying. In those miscellaneous books he’d read, when groups of people were trapped somewhere without water or food, most ended up killing each other and eating human flesh and blood. He, Feng Huan, was weak as a chicken—those black-clad people were all experts. Who would be eaten first didn’t require much thought.

By then he could probably only kill himself first—being eaten after death was better than being eaten alive.

Thinking of such hellish scenes, Feng Huan first shivered.

He felt he wasn’t afraid of death, but he truly feared dying like this.

Behind him, Li Yuncheng said: “If you don’t dare press it, don’t. People are here. Haven’t you heard ‘better to live miserably than die well’? Besides, it won’t even be a good death.”

Feng Huan looked up—a group of people had already turned around the tomb passage, saw him, and started shouting.

In that instant, Feng Huan’s mind buzzed, thinking nothing, his finger pressed down.

Thunderous roar.

The dragon-breaking stone fell.

Smoke and dust scattered everywhere.

Chapter 401: Attachment
Feng Huan didn’t dodge, allowing the dust to strike his face as he stared blankly down at his own hands, not understanding how he had suddenly pressed down.

When he raised his face again, his eyes were bloodshot.

Li Yuncheng sighed softly behind him, brushing away the dust that had settled on the little book.

When Feng Huan turned around again, he had already forced a smile, walking over to sit beside him. “Now it’s good,” he said. “No one can get in.”

Li Yuncheng said expressionlessly, “Was it worth it?”

Feng Huan thought for a moment. “It should be worth it, I suppose.”

Li Yuncheng frowned. “I don’t understand. Someone like you, with such good days ahead that you haven’t lived enough of, how could you be willing to go this far for the Imperial Crown Princess, with whom you had no friendship in the past?”

“Indeed, there was no friendship before.” Feng Huan magically produced a small wine bottle from his robes, took a gulp, and continued, “But I’ve walked this journey with her… She took me shopping through the streets, made me carry things but also treated me to local delicacies. When A’Ji gave me sausage lips, and she went into the mountains to find medicine for Murong Yi, I complained about why she didn’t help me find medicine. She said the sausage lips were actually my protective charm. When we encountered the insect swarm in the endless mountains, she held me in one hand and Murong Yi in the other on the cliff face. It seemed effortless, but her arms were trembling the whole time, yet even so, she didn’t drop me. We slid from the mountain’s belly into the valley, falling into a deep pool. If she hadn’t pulled me out, I’d probably just be a pile of white bones at the bottom of that pool now. Not to mention the Imperial Garden hunt, where she saved my life the first time I met her.”

He glanced sideways at Li Yuncheng. “As for me, I owe someone my life. If not to repay the favor, I still can’t bring myself to kick someone when they’re down. But what about you? You could have chosen not to tell me just now, and you had the chance to stop me, but you did neither.”

“You’re unwilling to repay kindness with enmity, so I would be? After all, during that incident at the Imperial Garden, she also saved me.”

Feng Huan thought for a moment, then smiled and shook his head. “If someone else said this, I’d believe them, but you, Old Li, are actually a cold-hearted person. I don’t believe it.”

“On the verge of death, you’ve become clever.” Li Yuncheng patted the book in his hands. “First, I’ve read books since childhood, perusing millions of volumes of human knowledge. Not one book taught me to be ungrateful, and not one book taught me to be cowardly before enemies.”

“And second?”

Li Yuncheng’s gaze swept over the black-clothed bodies on the ground, then suddenly changed the subject. “About to die, do you have any attachments? Tell me about them.”

“You speak as if you could get out.” Feng Huan laughed and cursed, passing over the wine bottle. “Want a sip? I know you don’t touch alcohol, but since we’re about to die, at least break this rule once, otherwise wouldn’t it be a waste to have come to this world? By the way, what about that second point?”

Li Yuncheng shook his head, pushing the wine bottle back. Feng Huan scoffed and stopped insisting, tilting his head back to take a large gulp, murmuring, “What attachments? There don’t seem to be any. You know our kind of background—born surrounded by pearls and emeralds, raised in silk and jade, wanting wind and getting wind, wanting rain and getting rain. No need to compete for fame, titles and wealth are ours by birth. Family rise and fall aren’t our concern—we couldn’t handle them anyway. Every day we worry about how to spend money and where to find more beautiful young ladies. Life seems perfectly complete, but when you think about it carefully, it’s quite empty.”

He thought for a while and said, “Though this journey through Yannan has been somewhat interesting.”

A figure flashed through his mind. When he heard the word “attachment” just now, he inexplicably thought of that person, but then felt it was absurd. He could barely stand her—how could there be any attachment?

Perhaps it was just those bottles and jars in his robes, and the earlier incident when the insect coffin appeared before him without triggering poison, that caused this emotional stir.

He fell silent, just drinking sip by sip, thinking he might as well get drunk and die, avoiding many troubles.

There was commotion outside. Obviously, the other side was also caught off guard by the sudden closure of the door. After banging on it for a while, the sounds gradually faded—they had clearly given up.

Feng Huan, who usually held his liquor well, found himself getting drunk as he listened to the footsteps gradually moving away.

He dizzily raised his head, thinking he had brought too little wine—drunk death would be hard to achieve. Should he try suicide instead?

…

“Please, Your Highness, have mercy on the people and withdraw from Kun Zhou!”

The shouts seemed to reach the very clouds, as the common people stepped forward together, their unified footsteps growing louder, shaking the ground and raising endless dust.

Amid the shouts, the carriage that had remained silent and appeared quite cold suddenly moved.

It was slowly retreating.

The people were stunned, not understanding why the Imperial Crown Princess, who had maintained such a tough attitude before, was suddenly backing down. Then they became excited—popular sentiment was boiling, public resentment like fire. This heir to the throne had also realized her weakness before the anger of countless people, recognized that she couldn’t afford to lose the people’s hearts, and was finally willing to lower her head?

Then they should strike while the iron was hot, press their advantage, and drive her out of Kun Zhou, drive her out of Yannan, restoring peace to Yannan from now on!

The carriage retreated, but the guard formation didn’t move. Behind the long carriage procession, a large group of carriages and people emerged.

Previously, because the procession was magnificent and the guards numerous, stretching across the road, the people hadn’t noticed that behind the Imperial Crown Princess’s procession, many merchants and commoners were following. Obviously, they wanted to enter the city, but when the procession was blocked, these people were blocked too.

Among them, the carriages at the front seemed particularly anxious. While repeatedly nodding their thanks to the Crown Princess’s guards who made way for them, they urged their horses forward rapidly: “Hurry! Hurry! Don’t delay the delivery!”

The carriages were ordinary, but the “Gui Qizhai” emblem carved on them was recognized by everyone in Kun Zhou. They knew this was a delivery carriage from the recently booming Gui Qizhai. The people of Kun Zhou all knew that this shop, from its decorations to its staff to its merchandise, was extremely novel, with many new and strange rules. It had quickly made a name for itself in Kun Zhou. They also knew this shop took the high-end route—any small item inside had a shocking price.

Seeing Gui Qizhai’s carriage approaching, they hesitated for a moment. Should they let it pass or not?

If they let it pass, what if the Imperial Crown Princess’s carriage followed right behind?

If they didn’t let it pass, blocking unrelated people on the road didn’t seem right either. They heard Gui Qizhai was wealthy and generous with money, maintaining good relationships with most of Kun Zhou’s civil and military officials.

Common people living humble lives wanted nothing more than to avoid offending various powerful forces.

Behind the crowd, You Jun, chewing on candied fruit, nodded to a secretary from Kun Zhou Prefecture.

That secretary immediately led people forward in haste.

But suddenly there were cries of alarm from ahead.

On the road, the horse pulling Gui Qizhai’s carriage suddenly stepped on a corpse dragged to the roadside. Startled, it neighed and reared up. The unprepared coachman, whose skills weren’t very refined, became flustered and failed to control the horse. Instead, the carriage tilted to one side and crashed down with a thunderous sound.

The contents of the carriage spilled out with a crash, rolling right to the people’s feet.

These items were all packed in boxes, wrapped layer by layer in cotton paper, enclosed in brocade bags. Some rolled out of their boxes, immediately causing someone to gasp in amazement—it was a cylinder with a piece of glass covering the front. Fine colored crystal fragments turned inside the glass, refracting brilliant multicolored light in the sunlight, clearly a treasure.

Someone who recognized it called out: “Kaleidoscope!”

Several people’s expressions changed.

This was one of Gui Qizhai’s best-selling trinkets—ever-changing and endlessly fascinating. The crystal fragments inside were pieces of various gemstones, making it extremely expensive.

Immediately, dozens of hands reached for this kaleidoscope.

One person grabbed it and immediately tucked it into his robes, turning to leave without another word. Those who missed out couldn’t spare time for regret—there were so many boxes and bags, surely all containing good things. If they didn’t grab them now, should they just watch others get the bargains?

The crowd swarmed forward, from picking to fighting to snatching. The Gui Qizhai delivery staff cried out desperately from outside the crowd: “What are you doing! Give them back quickly! These are all popular goods newly shipped from our workshop, all very expensive. Are you trying to be bandits?”

This only made them grab more fiercely.

The crowd pressed together in a chaotic mass, shouting and arguing, competing in hand speed and verbal skill. Who still remembered their earlier righteous indignation and resistance?

Behind the crowd, You Jun turned his head and spat out a fruit pit, his usually smiling face finally darkening somewhat.

He glanced at the Kun Zhou garrison commander. The middle-aged man understood and led a group of soldiers armed with knives and crossbows charging forward.

These men looked fierce and evil, wielding clubs and sticks, giving the crowd grabbing things a severe beating that finally dispersed them. The Gui Qizhai staff and manager stood amid the wreckage, still shaken, bowing deeply: “Thank you, honorable officials, for upholding justice…”

Before they finished speaking, the commander led his men with cold expressions, trampling over those boxes and bags. The sound of fine leather boots crushing things came in waves.

The Gui Qizhai manager and staff watched with pained, bitter smiles.

The commander glanced at them sideways, jerking his chin toward the roadside. The Gui Qizhai people understood, not daring to say more. They hastily gathered their things, moved their carriage aside, and withdrew with bowed backs.

You Jun turned to the officials beside him: “After today, don’t let this Gui Qizhai appear in Kun Zhou anymore.”

The officials agreed submissively, though some showed slight hesitation.

“I know you’ve taken their silver. Isn’t this a chance to take more silver?” You Jun said. “Don’t rush to kill everyone. Work harder on those managers. I hear their goods are novel—they must have blueprints and manufacturing methods.”

This was planning to kill and steal wealth while also seizing exclusive secret formulas. The Kun Zhou Prefecture officials were accustomed to this and nodded.

A magistrate destroys families, a prefect destroys clans—such things weren’t rare in Yannan.

Gui Qizhai had moved aside, but the people’s disputes and attention hadn’t returned yet. Those who had grabbed things had no desire to stay longer, clutching their treasures and quietly slipping away. Those who hadn’t grabbed anything harbored resentment. The bold ones thought they might as well wait for people to reach secluded places and rob them, so they quietly followed. In the blink of an eye, most of the people at the front had left. With these people gone, like a wave receding, some isolated figures were revealed—troublemakers arranged by Kun Zhou’s side to stir up emotions. Suddenly finding themselves exposed under broad daylight, they felt inexplicably guilty. Some felt countless gazes shooting over, their back hair standing on end, and hurriedly turned to merge into the crowd behind.

The remaining people paid no attention. When one person entered the crowd, the murderous gaze nailed to his back finally disappeared. He couldn’t help wiping sweat, but as he raised his hand, he felt pain in his waist. Looking down, he saw a bright knife tip dripping blood, appearing and disappearing in a flash. His mind was hazy, unable to believe it was his own blood, but his body was already collapsing, caught by someone beside him.

He struggled to turn his head to see clearly who was supporting him, but his vision was already slowly darkening. In his last dim sight, he saw a companion beside him already slumped over someone’s shoulder as if asleep.

Such incidents kept occurring in the crowd. In just half an incense stick’s time, over ten lives were ended. A faint bloody smell spread through the air, then was covered by people’s sweat and body odors.

People were constantly being carried, shouldered, or supported out of the crowd, leaving along side paths. Not many paid attention, as too many people were leaving now.

But the remaining people suddenly felt confused. The leading voices in the crowd were gone, and the chaos over scattered goods had completely broken up the previous passionate atmosphere. Those remaining were people who neither grabbed things nor had the courage to rob others, though they inevitably felt some regret about missing the fortune, and their emotions had dropped considerably.

As they say, the first strike has full force, the second weakens, the third exhausts. With the atmosphere gone and the troublemakers gone, the remaining people looked at each other uncertainly.

Behind the crowd, You Jun frowned.

His instincts told him that trying to incite the people to block the procession again would be very difficult now.

He set down his candied fruit box, dusted off the hem of his wrinkled official robes, and stood up.

His face beamed with spring warmth.

The officials who had served him long understood immediately and hurriedly straightened their official robes, preparing to receive the procession. Kun Zhou Prefecture’s officials rushed forward, already composing the explanations they would give the Imperial Crown Princess—inevitably showing some hurried urgency of having just arrived, finding a few passable excuses.

A row of wolf-like bailiffs had already prepared, unsheathing their long knives, ready to fulfill their long-delayed duty of maintaining order.

It was time to make their entrance, clear their involvement, take a stern attitude, and arrest these troublemaking people—the more the better.

In the end, all accounts would be charged to the Imperial Crown Princess anyway. If chaos broke out, that would be even better.

Chapter 402: A Good Show
Yannan’s entire attitude toward the Imperial Crown Princess was a policy decided beforehand—surface respect while constantly stirring up trouble. As for other more important countermeasures, those were secrets that only a few people in the Prince’s study could participate in. Ordinary officials had no right to know, though some officials vaguely knew that Commander You had once said the Imperial Crown Princess would absolutely never reach Kun Zhou.

Over the years, everything Commander You had said came true, so everyone had believed without doubt, feeling they would never directly face the most noble woman of the imperial court. But unexpectedly, the Imperial Crown Princess had still reached the outskirts of Kun Zhou City, and these arrangements outside the city were being dismantled step by step.

More importantly, those who had followed Commander You for a long time all noticed that the Commander was in a very bad mood today.

Even his speed of eating candied fruit had slowed considerably—he had only finished half a box after all this time.

In contrast, Master You Weixing was sprawling in the pavilion, enjoying the service of young boys and girls massaging his back and burning incense, looking quite comfortable.

Several attentive officials noticed that Commander You had glanced over there multiple times, appearing to smile but with gloomy eyes.

Yet Young Master You seemed completely oblivious…

But this time, the Kun Zhou officials’ backup plan still didn’t get a chance to be deployed.

A brief silence and awkwardness appeared ahead, but the people’s attention was quickly drawn to a group of people surging out from behind the Imperial Crown Princess’s carriage. These people still looked like merchants in dress, though from their clothing, expressions, and the goods they carried, they were all small traders. These people looked bewildered at the road-blocking crowd ahead. The leader scratched his head and said in official speech with a heavy Yannan accent: “What’s this about? Why block the road? I heard from behind that it’s dissatisfaction with Kun Zhou’s tax increases?”

Someone immediately replied displeasedly: “What Kun Zhou tax increases? Kun Zhou hasn’t arbitrarily raised taxes for so many years. This is to support the Imperial Crown Princess and build a traveling palace.”

“Exactly! Not only increased taxes but also corvée labor, demanding the traveling palace be completed within three months. That palace they’re building—magnificent and beautiful like a heavenly palace—it’s all the blood and sweat of us Yannan people.”

When the merchant asked this, it stirred up the people’s cooled anger again, and they began chattering noisily.

The merchant stood there stunned, scratching his head. “Really? Such things happened?”

“Of course! And it’s not just Kun Zhou. Didn’t they say checkpoints and taxes were increased all the way from Qian Zhou to Yannan? You look like you just returned to Kun Zhou. Coming all this way, passing through gates and checkpoints, weren’t you charged extra taxes?”

The merchant said in amazement: “No!”

The people suddenly fell silent.

“Far from increasing taxes, Qian Zhou just issued a document saying that Qian Zhou, Huang Yi, and several other states suffered floods this summer, so their money, grain, and taxes for the year were exempted. Merchants traveling between Qian Zhou pay no crossing taxes for one year. Additionally, the government ordered the dredging of Changting Lake, widening waterways, and recruiting workers to dig channels. In previous years, such work was mostly offset by corvée duty, and even when workers were used, the money was often hard to secure. This year, because the project is massive—the entire Changting Lake basin in Qian Zhou territory needs dredging—as soon as the order came down, the Ministry of Revenue allocated funds. They say the Imperial Crown Princess toppled many Qian Zhou officials and confiscated much silver from their homes. The Imperial Crown Princess directly ordered not to transfer it to the Ministry of Revenue but to convert this silver into river governance funds. This year’s wages are generous—many people are rushing to join!”

The merchant glanced at Kun Zhou City and shook his head. “I entered Yannan from Andang Prefecture, closest to Qian Zhou, mostly taking small roads, didn’t encounter many checkpoints. Never thought Qian Zhou was fine, but Kun Zhou has harsh taxes driving people to protest. I don’t understand who’s forcing this, but since I can’t enter Kun Zhou, I won’t. My small business doesn’t matter much whether I do it or not. The few coins I’d earn aren’t worth the wages for dredging Changting Lake—I’ll go be a laborer there.” After speaking, he hoisted his large bundle higher and actually turned to leave.

Behind him, others who seemed to also travel between Qian Zhou and Yannan doing small resale businesses looked at the mass of people ahead, shook their heads, and also said they were leaving to earn those wages. They heard that sheds were set up all along the river, with cabbage, pork, and rice provided daily!

The people stared blankly as those traders left without reluctance. Among them were some familiar peddlers who were known to everyone from their regular street rounds. One peddler, after walking a distance with his goods, turned back to smile at familiar faces and waved from afar: “Wang Family’s eldest son, won’t you come along? You always say you have strength but no place to use it. All the good money-making jobs in and around Kun Zhou City are taken by those thugs who’ve bought off the officials. Usually, there are various conscriptions to deal with too—you can’t earn much in a year. Now there’s work where you can earn money just by using your strength—don’t miss it! With a strong man like you, the officials at the embankment would want you without question!”

The Wang family’s eldest son who was called out showed changing expressions on his face. Seeing the familiar peddler about to walk far away, he stamped his foot and called out, “Elder Brother Liu, wait for me! I’ll go home to say something and pack my things!” Then he hurriedly turned and ran off.

With his departure, many young men were also moved. Living in Kun Zhou City, doing work like carrying water, selling firewood, collecting night soil, sweeping gutters, waiting tables, and odd jobs—competition was fierce, and they had to pay considerable protection fees. With many people eyeing their positions, they couldn’t necessarily work long-term. To last longer, they had to pay the trade guilds, and after a year, they could barely maintain food and clothing.

They had envied these peddlers—though it was harder work, at least they had some spare money. Now seeing these small traders they usually envied unhesitatingly abandon their businesses for those wages, and knowing merchants value profit—unless there were several times the earnings, they would never abandon their livelihood—their hearts stirred and moved.

When several familiar neighbors called out to them, more people turned around to go home and pack.

More importantly, more people understood that the tax and corvée increases in Kun Zhou City these past two months might not have been caused by the Imperial Crown Princess before them.

Otherwise, traveling south all the way, why was Qian Zhou unharmed and instead conducting beneficial river dredging projects for the people?

The Imperial Crown Princess even considered the livelihood of the people in Qian Zhou under her governance—what reason would she have to harm Yannan and its people that she needed to recover?

If it really was the Imperial Crown Princess’s order, and these Yannan officials were indignant at her while claiming to care for the people, why would they execute the court’s edicts so thoroughly? They should have righteously resisted the imperial decree.

In the end, it was just the officials above fighting for power and profit, scheming against each other, using innocent people as weapons.

The people looked at the bloody traces on the ground and instantly felt disheartened.

From the carriage ahead, a curtain lifted, and someone could be heard saying softly: “I have traveled the world, from Haiyou to Yongping to the Western Rong to Yannan. I dare not claim poverty in humble rooms and simple food, nor that I’ve practiced self-denial and endured hardship, but I’ve never taken more than my share from others. I can sleep in six-person barracks, in grass huts in the Western Rong desert, and in stinking tents in Yongping’s great camp. I wouldn’t be unable to sleep in Yannan without a traveling palace.”

The crowd on the official road fell silent.

Everyone knew about the Chronicles of Compassion. Though Yannan forbade its printing and storytelling in teahouses and taverns was prohibited, who didn’t have aunts and relatives? The Imperial Crown Princess’s experiences in academies and military camps—they’d never heard of her bullying others or putting on airs.

The person behind the curtain continued: “The traveling palace—whoever built it can live in it. If I dare not live there, I’ll return it to the people.”

The people erupted in an uproar. This was clearly slapping the faces of all Yannan officials. They all turned back to look, thousands of people turning together like layered waves on the official road, revealing the Yannan officials hiding behind with varying expressions.

Then someone laughed, and a scholar came forward first, politely bowed, and walked away without hesitation.

Most of the scholars and literati left.

Then came the common people—a whole large group, not so refined and reasonable, spitting back after walking far away.

Finally, the merchants and wealthy gentry from the city, who had the closest ties with the government, dared not say anything. Though embarrassed, they also quietly slipped away.

The Eastern Palace tutor watching the people disperse like a routed army stroked his beard with a smile.

He was deeply impressed.

Previously, the Imperial Crown Princess had traveled rapidly but moved slowly through Qian Zhou territory, unhurriedly leaving Xiao Xueya’s army specifically to handle Qian Zhou’s military preparations. She spared no effort in changing Qian Zhou’s generals and prosecuting Qian Zhou’s civil official system—the so-called “settle Qian Zhou before moving on Yannan.”

At the time, he thought this was the Imperial Crown Princess clearing her rear guard, a helpless move. Though this action had both benefits and drawbacks, it inevitably gave Yannan more room to maneuver and more opportunities to stir up trouble, likely creating incidents.

In the end, incidents did occur, but they didn’t stop the Imperial Crown Princess. The careful preparation for today’s scene, intending to block the Crown Princess outside Kun Zhou City, instead gave her a counter-move.

The old gentleman used his staff as a walking stick, smiling as he watched the You father and son exposed after the dispersing crowd, now adjusting their official robes and leading Yannan officials forward.

As the crowd parted like flowing water on both sides, Wan Ji suddenly stepped forward and called out loudly: “Fellow fathers and elders, please don’t leave yet. Why not follow Her Highness into the city? There might be a good show to watch later.”

You Jun stopped in his tracks, even he was stunned.

The arrangements at the city gate were like this—since they were already forced to come forward for the reception, naturally there would be no more incidents.

What was this so-called good show?

Was it the Imperial Crown Princess’s mockery? Or…?

But regardless, having finally dispersed the crowd, why gather them again?

When things go against common sense, there must be something strange. You Jun turned back and signaled to a trusted aide, who quietly departed.

The people, called to stop, were also very surprised, but watching excitement was always good. They spread out to follow on both sides of the Imperial Crown Princess’s procession—they’d been busy blocking the road before and hadn’t gotten a good look at the Crown Princess’s magnificent procession!

The Yannan Administrative Commissioner had always been concurrently held by the Prince of Yannan. The Surveillance Commissioner and You Jun bowed deeply before the carriage: “Yannan Surveillance Commissioner Mi Guangshan and Regional Military Commissioner You Jun, leading Kun Zhou officials, pay respects to Your Highness the Crown Princess.”

Besides the officials present, few noticed that these two men did not address themselves as subjects.

Tie Ci’s voice from behind the curtain was calm: “Though Yannan has no new prince established, it seems the heir apparent should come to receive me.”

The people stirred slightly.

They’d heard that the female heir and the Crown Princess had studied together at the academy and had a good relationship. This came from the Prince’s mansion when the female heir first returned. Now that the Crown Princess asked about the female heir upon arriving in Kun Zhou, their relationship was indeed good.

You Jun respectfully replied: “Reporting to Your Highness, the female heir, being about to marry, according to our Yannan customs, leaving the mansion would be inauspicious. She can only wait in the Prince’s mansion for marriage and Your Highness’s arrival. She specifically instructed us to receive and serve Your Highness well, and asked us to apologize to Your Highness. For any breach of etiquette, please forgive us, Your Highness.”

Tie Ci hummed in acknowledgment. You Jun smiled as he looked at the carriage, expecting her to ask about You Weixing.

But Tie Ci didn’t ask, only hummed indifferently: “If so, lead the way ahead.”

All the Yannan officials changed expression.

To treat the actual master of Yannan, the prestigious and powerful Commander You, like a servant and make him lead the way!

This was humiliation!

Too arrogant!

Amid the commotion, Tie Ci didn’t even raise her head.

Since they’d already torn off the facade, why give you face?

Naturally, while you still want to pretend, she’d trample on you fiercely.

But You Jun had good temper and deep city cunning. Besides an initial flash in his eyes, even his smile didn’t change. He lightly turned around and gestured: “It’s my honor. Please proceed, Your Highness.”

The carriage slowly started moving.

You Jun led all the Yannan officials walking ahead on foot, with people surrounding them pointing and commenting. Many officials’ faces turned purple with anger, feeling they’d never suffered such humiliation in their lives.

You Jun’s expression remained normal as his gaze swept the roadside. A trusted aide stood at the side of the street, shaking his head slightly at him.

You Jun smiled faintly.

He never believed that in Kun Zhou City under his control, the newly arrived Imperial Crown Princess could turn the tables.

She won one round and thought victory was assured, so she wanted to watch his good show?

Then let it come—let’s see who watches whose show!

Chapter 403: Reunion
Just as the thought of suicide flashed through Feng Huan’s mind, he suddenly noticed that footsteps were sounding again.

This time the footsteps were different from before—no longer intermittent, but heavy and loud, as if they were right overhead.

The moment this thought crossed his mind, the next second came a thunderous crash, as if the entire sky was collapsing.

Feng Huan looked up in amazement to see the dome above, magnificent as a palace’s coffered ceiling, beginning to crack from the center. The fissures spread like lightning in all directions. From one crack squeezed countless black, densely packed rats, surging out in ever-increasing numbers—far more spectacular than the earlier insect coffin. Another fissure was filled with countless small snakes coiling and writhing, tumbling and seething like a boiling pot. Feng Huan felt his skin crawl at one glance and quickly looked away. Another crack was relatively clean, revealing a section of pale belly that twisted and turned, with faintly visible colorful patterns. Yet another crack showed only a massive steel-like tail, whip-like, lashing against the crack’s edges. Under the pressure of these snakes, insects, rats, and ants, the dome’s fissures widened further, and dust and rubble showered down. Feng Huan stared dumbfounded, momentarily forgetting to dodge, when suddenly a hand reached over, grabbed him, and swept him toward a corner, avoiding a large stone that suddenly fell. When Feng Huan turned back, he was even more shocked than when the dome had cracked—the one who had grabbed him was Mu Si, whom he thought had long been poisoned to death.

Not only Mu Si, but the black-clothed men and guards who had entered the tomb together were also getting up and retreating to the wall corners to take shelter. Feng Huan stared at them in stupefaction, then turned to look at Li Yuncheng, who had dodged to the opposite side. Li Yuncheng lightly pursed his lips through the dust and said, “This is the second point I didn’t mention earlier.”

Second, he felt these guards and tomb-robbing experts had died too easily.

He didn’t believe they were completely unprepared… didn’t believe that since the Imperial Crown Princess had sent them to rob graves and dig up corpses, she would have given no consideration at all to the possible poisons and traps in the Prince of Yannan’s tomb.

So this was indeed one of the reasons he hadn’t stopped Feng Huan, though he wasn’t completely without anxiety. It was just that following the Imperial Crown Princess all this way, he had seen clearly through many things and might as well gamble boldly. Now the facts proved he had bet correctly.

Feng Huan looked up at the overhead cracks being constantly enlarged by these venomous creatures, but how had the fissures started in the first place?

Until another thunderous crash came from above.

As if celestial beings were stamping their feet overhead, the entire mausoleum was trembling.

Indeed, someone was stamping their feet.

With a crack, the center of the dome suddenly shattered completely. The entire tomb chamber shook, and the connected deep cracks also split wide open. In the center of the crumbling dome, a pair of hemp shoes briefly flashed.

Then those snakes, insects, rats, and ants came tumbling down. Even worse, this foot-stamping had the power of heaven and earth—half the tomb chamber’s floor also collapsed. One collapse happened to be right under Feng Huan’s feet. The ground suddenly gave way beneath him, and at this moment Mu Si was looking up calling for everyone to take advantage of the overhead collapse to exit the tomb chamber, not paying attention to him. Feng Huan slid down with a whoosh. Originally he hadn’t thought much of it—below the tomb chamber would just be ground, right? But from the corner of his eye, he discovered there was actually another layer beneath the tomb chamber—a huge pool with half-black, half-white thick liquid flowing in it, glowing with an eerie blue light. Vaguely there were also many white objects floating in it. Even though he couldn’t see clearly in that instant, it instinctively made one feel uneasy and disturbed.

Feng Huan’s heart went cold as he desperately clawed at anything he could grab on the ground, thinking: could it be that he was fated to be connected with this royal tomb? Having escaped being suffocated to death, would he still end up sleeping here forever with the old Prince of Yannan?

The next moment he suddenly grabbed onto something.

Not very soft, but somewhat warm.

Feng Huan froze, his body hanging in mid-air, but his fingers inexplicably rubbed against what he had grabbed. It was a bit rough, and this momentary sensation struck like lightning.

He suddenly remembered a dewy morning in the Mei clan’s deep valley, when he was sleeping shirtless and snoring, and a pair of hands picked up a blanket to cover him. The hard calluses on the fingers brushed against his chin. He turned over and pulled those slightly rough hands into his embrace, lazily saying, “A’Ji, keep me company and sleep a bit more.”

Or perhaps it was a night when the moon was bright and stars sparse, when he was bathing in a small stream and that woman sat by the stream mending clothes, with two pig-dragons squatting on either side like door gods. He would point to his back and say, “A’Ji, come scrub my back. Your hands are rough—they’re most comfortable for scratching itches.” That woman would put down her sewing and come over to slap his back with her palm.

These trivial matters from the past that he had never taken to heart, thinking he had long forgotten—yet today in this tomb, with just that light touch, he knew whose hand it was. He even knew that the callus at the base of the index finger was thinner than those under the other fingers.

These thoughts flashed by in an instant. That hand exerted slight force and pulled Feng Huan up. Someone took over from that hand and tossed Feng Huan upward. He felt dizzy and disoriented, then the next moment fell into a pile of soft things. The sensation was incredibly familiar—in the past he would have screamed and fainted, but after the training with the Mei clan, his tolerance had improved considerably. He quickly rolled away from that pile of snakes, insects, rats, and ants, and someone else pulled him up with a sneer: “Useless trash belonging to A’Ji!”

Then he was thrown out again, tossed to another person, who pushed him away with a tender but irritated voice: “Stinking man who betrayed Sister A’Ji, what are you doing here!”

Poor Feng Huan, dizzy and confused, staggered from the push and bumped into someone else. This person grabbed his collar and unceremoniously hurled him away: “Get lost! Ungrateful wretch!”

Feng Huan whooshed out again like a balloon being pushed and thrown around by this group of people. Li Yuncheng, who had climbed up nearby, watched in amazement. When had Feng Huan offended so many people?

Someone pushed Feng Huan again, and this time he fell into an embrace with a familiar scent—unclear whether it was floral or herbal fragrance, very clean. Feng Huan had often wondered how someone who dealt with venomous creatures all day long never carried those fishy, foul odors. He didn’t know that every night after finishing with those foul-smelling poisonous herbs and insects, that girl would soak in medicinal herbs for a full hour until her skin wrinkled and her whole body shivered.

Feng Huan prepared to be pushed out faster and more ruthlessly.

He was indeed pushed out, but this time he quickly steadied himself—someone supported him. He looked up to see Mu Si, then turned back to see A’Ji had already turned and walked into the crowd.

From behind, she seemed much thinner.

Only now did Feng Huan have time to observe his surroundings, and he was shocked to discover this was actually the mountaintop where they had descended. Now the mountaintop was completely transformed—on the ground was a pit several times larger than the hole they had dug before, with broken trees and scattered grass flying about. The entire mountaintop had been almost leveled. Around the perimeter stood many Mei clan members, men, women, old and young, each calmly tending to the venomous pets on their shoulders. In the distance stood that uncle of the entire Mei clan with his clear, beautiful features that were somewhat androgynous, still holding a comb to groom his water-like long hair, with a mantis like an orchid on his snow-white fingers resembling an exquisite ring.

Feng Huan’s gaze fell on the hemp shoes beneath his wide robes, with some dust on the shoe uppers.

It was these shoes that had just stepped through the mountaintop with one foot, forcibly shattering the dome of the royal tomb’s main chamber, allowing them to break through the top and escape even after the dragon-breaking stone had fallen.

Only now did Feng Huan and Li Yuncheng understand where the Imperial Crown Princess’s backup plan lay.

The suffering with the Mei clan couldn’t be endured for nothing—having come, they naturally had to do business. Few people knew that the Mei clan had participated in the design of the Prince of Yannan’s tomb. The poisonous rivers and insect coffins inside were all crafted by Mei clan members, so this trap wasn’t surprising. For the Mei clan people, a royal tomb full of venomous creatures everywhere wasn’t a difficult matter. Tie Ci had heard before that the construction of the Prince of Yannan’s tomb not only involved skilled craftsmen but also incorporated some poison and curse techniques that only local Yannan people excelled at. Later, seeing that the Mei clan had an alliance with the You father and son, she could naturally guess that the Mei clan had participated in the tomb’s construction, so this was also one of her cooperation projects with Duanmu.

The cooperation between the You father and son and the Mei clan was secret, but they hadn’t eliminated all traces. On one hand, the Mei clan’s poison skills were powerful and their dwelling was hidden and difficult to access, making them hard to deal with completely. On the other hand, the You father and son deeply understood Duanmu’s power and his solemn oaths. The You father and son had once done Duanmu a favor and believed this former number one person in the world would not betray his oath.

But who could know where Duanmu’s inner obsession lay, strong enough to make him break his oath for it.

Mu Si looked at that hemp-clothed man, his eyes full of wariness. He had seen this person’s miraculous abilities to freeze rivers and boil seas, walking on ice rivers. When he had previously gone to contact this person in the Mei clan according to Tie Ci’s instructions, he hadn’t dared hope to summon this seemingly gentle but actually temperamental master with just a call. But Tie Ci had casually handed him a letter at the time, saying lightly that he should just take the letter.

Mu Si glanced at the letter envelope and wanted to spit at her. Against that monster, even the Imperial Crown Princess’s personal letter might not be useful—what use could a family letter written by that little Pingzong girl have?

Not to mention Pingzong’s handwriting was extremely ugly, the kind that made one feel irritated just looking at it. Was Tie Ci really sure that Duanmu wouldn’t fly into a rage upon seeing it and kill the messenger first?

But Mu Si didn’t dare spit. If this matter got back to Liaodong, it would probably shock those subordinates speechless—was there really something Mu Si didn’t dare do? Didn’t he even dare bully the heir apparent?

Honestly, Mu Si really dared spit at Murong Yi, but absolutely didn’t dare spit at Tie Ci.

Spitting at Murong Yi would just mean being bullied back next time, but spitting at Tie Ci—Mu Si was certain that would be the end of his and Murong Yi’s brotherly bond for life.

He had no choice but to take the letter to the Mei clan. On the way, he had secretly read the letter. That so-called great master Pingzong wrote letters worse than a three-year-old child, rambling incoherently from “Grandfather has been going to the back more often recently” to “Grandmother’s rouge smells so nice” to “the strange person in the old monster’s room fought with me and taught me how to harmonize ice and fire energy” to “discovered that Little Bug seems to have caught the eye of some sister in Little Aunt’s room”… It made Mu Si dizzy and confused, not understanding a word.

He read it over and over, really not understanding why such a rambling family letter should be shown to Duanmu. What point could possibly move this old monster that no one could defeat?

But since the master had given the order, it had to be done. Mu Si went to the valley bottom with a death wish to request an audience. Following Murong Yi’s instructions, he placed the letter before the stone wall, and following Tie Ci’s instructions, he shouted at the stone wall: “Uncle, you didn’t believe the previous words, but now the proof has come. Since I can provide proof, you should fulfill your promise.”

After saying this inexplicable sentence, he left to continue his journey.

Actually, Mu Si hadn’t dared hope he could invite anyone, but in fact the Mei clan came, and that mysterious master came personally too.

Mu Si was here pondering and speculating whether the letter had hidden layers or secret codes. He would never have imagined that the letter was just a letter. Pingzong, following Tie Ci’s requirements, would discreetly report on palace conditions every so often, and the free-writing Pingzong always loved to write about that guy living in the Empress Dowager’s palace, always wrapped in black robes, afraid of light but actually loving sunshine.

Writing about him was enough.

At the foot of the mountain, whistling arrows sounded. The stationed troops below were startled by this earth-shaking commotion and came rushing up the mountain from all directions.

But obviously, the Mei clan didn’t like fighting and quickly retreated deep into the mountains—those riding snakes, riding pigs, riding wolves fled in a chaotic stampede like demons dancing wildly.

Duanmu’s figure flickered and disappeared. Feng Huan was swept along in the crowd, stumbling and climbing the mountain path. From time to time he turned back to look at the figure walking at the rear. A’Ji never looked at him. Under daylight, facing each other directly, Feng Huan discovered A’Ji had indeed become much thinner—even her cheekbones protruded prominently, with heavy dark shadows under her eyes like two smears of ink.

Feng Huan’s footsteps completely stopped moving.
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Chapter 404: Divine Couple
Feng Huan felt his heart was in turmoil—sour, sweet, bitter, spicy, salty—all kinds of difficult flavors. He was a bit dazed for a moment, until Li Yuncheng pulled him hard and he realized he had almost fallen into the pit.

Li Yuncheng chewed on the antidote pill given by the Mei clan members and handed one to Feng Huan, smiling: “How did you offend them? Everyone has antidotes except you. I tried to ask for one for you, but no one paid attention to me. That girl gave it to me.”

Feng Huan looked in the direction he pointed, subconsciously hoping for something in his heart, but Li Yuncheng wasn’t pointing at A’Ji—it was a girl he wasn’t very familiar with. That girl met his gaze and rolled her eyes.

Feng Huan pushed the antidote back. “I don’t feel unwell. No need.”

Li Yuncheng looked him up and down, then looked back at the crowd of Mei clan people. Understanding, he sighed and patted his shoulder. “Beauty’s kindness is the hardest to repay.”

Feng Huan shrugged off his hand. “What beauty!”

Li Yuncheng dusted off his sleeves and walked away, saying unhurriedly: “Keep being stubborn. You’ll have a hard time ahead.”

Feng Huan turned back. This time he couldn’t even see A’Ji’s figure. Not far away, Mu Si was carrying the stolen bones of the old Prince of Yannan, walking unhurriedly. He thought that once this earth-shaking case broke out, His Highness’s Yannan journey would come to an end, and it would be time for him to return to the capital. Previously, when he rode through the capital daily, he hadn’t noticed, but after traveling and suffering hardships, he realized what prosperous and enjoyable days he’d had in the capital. Daily he was homesick for the imperial city, thinking about home with every meal and sleep. But now that he could soon return home, that longing heart wasn’t as urgent as usual.

Something seemed to have been added to his heart, pulling and tugging, giving him no peace.

He looked up at the sky above. Mountain mists rose between the peaks, connecting with rosy clouds. Everywhere was green shade, making the girls’ colorful skirts appear particularly brilliant. This was a world completely different from the imperial capital—vast, crisp, simple yet tinged with magic.

Being in Yannan missing the imperial capital—when he returned to the imperial capital, would he forget this land?

Feng Huan turned back once more, then sighed softly.

…

The Imperial Crown Princess’s procession finally entered the city.

There was no welcome along the streets, no cheering and worship. The people in the city hid inside various houses and shops, peering through door cracks at the “plunderer” from the imperial capital. Some, influenced by the messages spread by Yannan officials during this period, had eyes full of hostility, as if this magnificent convoy would burst into their homes the next moment to burn, kill, and plunder. Others were well-informed and had already heard about what happened outside the city. Looking at the curious crowd following behind the procession, their eyes couldn’t help but show some confusion.

In the carriage, Tie Ci lifted the curtain and looked at the Gui Qizhai manager in the crowd who smiled and gestured to her, also smiling back with her eyes.

Murong Yi suddenly asked: “Do you have any properties under your name?”

Tie Ci laughed: “What, are you starting to investigate already? Don’t worry, I can still afford to support you.”

“Then I want golden palaces with white jade halls, to sleep in different rooms every day—tonight the jade room, tomorrow the pearl room, the day after the white jade room. I don’t want the golden ones—too vulgar. For daily meals I want Fuyang pearl rice from Liaodong, special dried fruits from Yannan’s ten-thousand-acre orchards, handmade sauces from the Li family of Longxi, peach blossom oil from Lingzhou combined with famous products from various places for cooking…” Murong Yi listed a bunch of things. Tie Ci kept nodding, and when he finally finished, she laughed: “Never mind then, you support me instead. My requirements can be a bit lower—I can accept a golden house, for instance.”

“How could a golden house be worthy of you? The sea area near Wangou Gorge in Liaodong produces abundant coral, red as blood with dark green starlight, extremely brilliant. Therefore it’s always been ‘one inch of blood coral, one inch of gold.’ When I return, I’ll use blood coral to decorate a room to marry you.” Murong Yi put his arm around Tie Ci’s shoulder and pointed ahead with his chin. “Look, another one opened.”

This shop was obviously newly opened. The store wasn’t finished decorating yet, but the sign was already prominently displayed. Signs were also erected on several nearby streets with colorful display pictures posted. Carriages from transport companies passed by with Gui Qizhai’s name pasted on them. Before even opening, it had stirred up the whole city’s awareness.

Tie Ci smiled with pride: “Master said this is called advertising.”

“Your master is a business talent and possesses unique sources of goods that ordinary people can’t have, so doing business is almost pure profit.” Murong Yi said, “So your properties are also entrusted to your master’s management?”

“Of course. I became his disciple at age six. The private money I saved in the palace was handled by Master. Some was directly used to purchase properties managed by Third Senior Sister’s people; some was invested in Master’s businesses.”

Murong Yi nodded. This wasn’t strange. Tie Ci had been supported and educated by her master since childhood. With her mother unable to establish herself and her father under surveillance, when the little girl had some money, she naturally entrusted it to the person she trusted most.

“The past is the past. Previously Master was your closest person, but now you have a husband. You should take the money back to prepare your dowry and entrust it to someone more worthy of trust. In the future, I’ll manage your properties. Don’t worry, my stewards are definitely no worse than those under your master.”

Tie Ci frowned slightly, wanting to jokingly say something like “isn’t this like a sheep entering a tiger’s mouth” or “throwing meat buns at a dog”?

Having the Crown Princess of Da Qian entrust all her properties to the heir of Liaodong? How absurd.

But Murong Yi seemed to guess her thoughts and pressed his finger to her lips: “Wait, can you forget our identities? Look at things purely from the perspective of our relationship?”

Tie Ci smiled shamefacedly.

No help for it—after being Crown Princess for over ten years, it was occupational habit.

She said nothing more. Murong Yi’s suggestion had vaguely touched on some sensitive issues.

She didn’t know why Murong Yi always maintained such great wariness and sensitivity toward her master. After all, if Master wanted to harm her, he simply wouldn’t have saved her back then. Without Master’s protection and support all these years, she would never have survived to today. That Master had gradually let go of her these past two years was because she had reached the time to be independent. A Crown Princess who always needed protection and support could never sit firmly on the throne.

But she couldn’t blame Murong Yi for anything. His suspicion and caution must be related to his background and experiences. How could those in power not have multiple backup plans? How could they place their life and death entirely in others’ hands? Moreover, Master was so mysterious and capable.

Murong Yi continued: “If you find it hard to speak up, just nod and I’ll handle it.”

“Like how you and my senior brother extorted Black Card?” Tie Ci chuckled. “Senior Brother has already written three letters scolding you and demanding that ten thousand plus taels of silver, saying if he doesn’t get it he can’t balance the books and Master will force him to streak naked in the marketplace.”

“Did you give it to him?”

“Of course not.”

Both laughed heartily. Finally Tie Ci said: “No need for you to handle it. One extortion was enough. If you always play the villain, it would seem like Master and I have grown distant.”

Murong Yi smiled it off, knowing his A Ci could shoulder the whole world, so naturally she wouldn’t fear taking on this small difficulty.

That A Ci wouldn’t let him handle this matter was probably hoping to maintain a good impression with her master, who was after all very important family. Murong Yi understood her thoughtfulness and wouldn’t overstep.

Murong Yi rubbed his fingers, thinking of the soft, warm sensation under his fingertips just now. His heart itched, thinking of what he’d heard people say before—that liking someone meant wanting to be close to her, look at her, caress her, kiss her all the time. Even hearing her name brought joy, even touching fingertips brought happiness. The ancients truly didn’t deceive me.

Thinking this, his finger moved to Tie Ci’s lips again, but Tie Ci suddenly opened her mouth and gently bit down. Murong Yi started, then his eyes became tender as he slowly moved closer.

But just then came a sharp whistling sound. Both were masters who could judge direction by sound, so they only needed to shift their bodies slightly to avoid the arrow.

Tie Ci was puzzled. Outside the city during the reception, her side had already demonstrated force and killing intent. Now that they’d entered the city, who was still so blind?

Turning her head, she saw an arrow pierce through the carriage window from the side, but it flew far above her head. The arrow tail had a hook that caught the carriage curtain with a ripping sound. The fine bamboo curtain woven with gold thread could normally block arrows, but the arrow came from above the curtain, cleverly shooting through the rope holding the curtain. The curtain fell with a clatter, tangling together as it swept over Tie Ci’s head. The arrow’s momentum wasn’t spent, continuing over Tie Ci’s head toward Murong Yi’s. Murong Yi raised his other hand and caught the arrow.

But one side’s curtain was already destroyed.

Through the carriage’s wide window, the people on the street could all see the scene inside.

A pair of beautiful people.

Closely embracing.

Both were like jade trees and jeweled flowers, both wearing men’s clothing, both not overly magnificently dressed. For a moment it was hard to tell which one was the Crown Princess.

But people couldn’t spare time to research who was the Crown Princess—they were all busy picking up their eyeballs, gazes rolling between the two.

Shoulder to shoulder.

Head to head.

Had they just seen one person’s finger brush the other’s lips?

Those with better eyesight were exclaiming in amazement, hardly believing what they saw.

The people were in uproar. Someone in the distance shouted loudly: “I heard the Crown Princess is lustful and debauched, daily summoning people to accompany her during the southern tour, even causing murder cases over jealousy, leading to a prefect’s death, which was hastily closed afterward to protect the dignitary’s reputation. Seeing this now, it’s indeed true! In broad daylight, surrounded by people and officials, she acts without restraint, engaging in daytime debauchery!”

On both sides of the carriage, Yannan officials smiled at each other.

This time it wasn’t pre-arranged.

Just by spreading some rumors and letting people see this scene, naturally those stubborn scholars who valued propriety and morality couldn’t help but come forward to scold her on the street.

Young people were hot-blooded, and the Crown Princess acted without regard or avoidance—wasn’t this giving people a handle?

If nothing else, this would at least leave a bad impression in the minds of Yannan’s scholars.

The people would also look down on this Crown Princess.

Prestige was easy to destroy but hard to build.

The people were in uproar, some began throwing rotten eggs and old shoes.

But these things couldn’t get within three feet of the carriage before being blocked back by various blades, spears, and arrows. One rotten egg shot straight back at the thrower, exploding in front of him. The extremely penetrating stench made him roll his eyes and collapse unconscious.

The others, covered in rotten shoes and vegetable leaves, fled in all directions.

While fleeing they continued cursing, but suddenly all cursing stopped and the street fell silent.

The curtains parted left and right, revealing a couple emerging hand in hand.

In the hearts of everyone who saw the two standing on the carriage shaft, four words instantly flashed: “Divine Couple.”

Both had the same graceful bearing and jade-tree elegance, but completely different temperaments. One was like warm autumn sun—bright and mellow; the other like moonlit flowers—magnificent and beautiful. The white-clothed youth’s eyes were clear and warm when looking at people, making them feel inexplicably close, while the black-clothed man’s smiling eyes held threads of coldness—dark currents surging beneath ice, making people afraid to look too long.

For beautiful people or things, people always had tolerance beyond their own imagination. The cursing stopped and didn’t resume. Countless women began pushing forward, wanting another look at the beautiful men from the imperial capital. Even if one of this pair in the carriage must be female, at least those young masters beside the carriage all had extraordinary bearing.

More people looked at the two in confusion—which one was the Crown Princess? Neither looked like a woman.

You Weixing turned back, saw Tie Ci, and his gaze fixed slightly. Using his fan to cover his face, he said in a drawn-out tone: “So it really is that person…”

At the Four Pleasures Garden during the prefect’s birthday celebration, he had felt that youth was graceful and refined with distinguished bearing, couldn’t help wanting to tease him. Later he searched everywhere without success and felt regretful.

Now finally seeing the true face, his eyes shimmered with flowing light, unclear whether from joy or regret.

But as soon as his gaze lingered a bit longer, the expressionless black-clothed beauty’s eyes turned over. When their gazes met, You Weixing instinctively shrank his neck.

He felt the hair on his back instantly stand on end.

This one truly had both killing intent and jealousy flying together.

Tie Ci stood on the carriage shaft, smiling as she cupped her hands toward all directions, her tone peaceful and calm: “I am Tie Ci. Greetings to all Yannan elders.”

The crowd looked up at the Crown Princess whose robes fluttered like an immortal, dazzled and mesmerized. Many instinctively knelt to pay respects, while those kneeling were given eye-rolls by others.

Standing high, Tie Ci smiled at this and let her gaze wander, laughing: “I’ve long heard that Yannan’s customs are free and open, believing in natural ways. Between men and women, they’re not restricted by Central Plains propriety and defenses. When two hearts are in harmony, feelings arise naturally. Marriage between men and women happens when they’re compatible. I have long admired this.”

She pointed behind the crowd: “I suppose that must be a pair of loving young people.”

Everyone looked in the direction she pointed—it was indeed a man and woman walking hand in hand on the street.

In Yannan, this wasn’t unusual. Yannan people also felt Central Plains propriety was pedantic with too many restrictions. Now hearing the Crown Princess openly express admiration, they couldn’t help feeling proud and showing smiles.

Tie Ci said: “Since I admire Yannan’s free customs, I naturally yearn for them. Now that I’m here, when in Rome do as the Romans do. I also want to be with my companion—a pair of lovers who can happily accompany each other in public and openly hold hands. Only thus would I not waste these good years. Isn’t that right?”

The people nodded repeatedly. Indeed, their place was so good—dare to love and hate. Wasn’t it also a good story for the most noble person from the imperial capital to learn from them?

Those scholars who had come forward to scold Tie Ci frowned slightly, thinking the Crown Princess reacted quickly. When they said she was improper, she used Yannan customs as justification, turning her inappropriate behavior into emulating Yannan’s free spirit. With just a few words, she both exonerated herself and drew closer to the people.

Someone angrily shouted: “Your Highness must not speak nonsense! Yannan people’s mutual affection cannot be compared to Your Highness disregarding status and publicly being intimate with others, causing murder cases during the southern tour over jealousy!”

Before he finished speaking, Tie Ci had already pointed at him: “Slap his mouth.”

Immediately a guard rode out from the crowd, grabbed the man from the crowd, and gave him several slaps front and back, leaving him dizzy and disoriented. If not for the guard holding him, he would have collapsed.

The crowd was in uproar. Someone rushed forward angrily shouting: “Your Highness, we who read sage books can question worldly affairs. How can Your Highness so insult scholars without fearing condemnation from all under heaven!”

Tie Ci stood before the carriage, coldly saying: “Since you read sage books and call yourselves scholars, then please tell me, which sage book taught you to speak slanderously, disrespect the court, insult the heir apparent, defame and frame others?”

Without waiting for their answer, she pointed to Murong Yi beside her and said frankly: “This is my beloved, whom my imperial father and mother have also met. I met him last year during my travels outside the capital, first in Ziyang, where we encountered a major case of local officials colluding with the Liaodong prince to illegally smelt Yuantie…”

She briefly recounted her encounters with Murong Yi, omitting many sensitive points while emphasizing how they weathered storms together, broke through traps, how they went from mutual deception to mutual rescue, how they journeyed from Ziyang to Qingyang, how they fled together through mountains, how they went from county offices to academies, from academies to Xiao family territory, and how they crossed seas to reach Yongping. She spoke eloquently of the winding, difficult journey.

Her breath was sustained and voice unhurried but carried throughout the long street. Speaking neither hastily nor slowly with clear articulation—the Crown Princess had studied many subjects since childhood, including “speech” which specifically trained tone, intonation, and rhythm, since imperial presence and dignity had to be reflected in all aspects. Therefore, hearing her lengthy discourse, the people not only didn’t find it verbose or annoying but found it very comfortable to listen to. Even if the content were dry, they’d willingly listen, let alone when the content was quite exciting. Though not as dramatically modulated as tavern storytellers, it flowed like water, making people feel refreshed.

Before the carriage, You Jun turned to look at the pair on the carriage shaft, his expression somewhat complex and strange.

Beside him, You Weixing raised his eyebrows and drawled: “My goodness, this is a confession to the whole world.”

Author’s Note: Actually still quite busy, very worried about having to stop updating again after starting, but having stopped for so long feels quite embarrassing. Will update for now.

Chapter 405: Dare You Stray?
Unlike the common people who were just listening to gossip and excitement, the You father and son understood the great significance of the Imperial Crown Princess’s action. Before this, they had vaguely investigated that the Liaodong heir was following the Imperial Crown Princess, and the two had considerable private feelings. Many people in the court now knew about this matter. Previously, because of their opposing identities, both the Imperial Crown Princess and those around her had maintained an attitude of secrecy about this, since a Crown Princess of one nation falling in love with an heir of an enemy state was not only shocking to the world but also involved the relationship, situation, direction between the two countries, and the stability of the entire court—a matter of great importance.

According to the You father and son’s thinking, if the Imperial Crown Princess wanted to be with him, she should never make this public for her entire life. As long as that heir was willing, she could keep him as a hidden lover. But this matter had endless hidden dangers and would inevitably be used as ammunition by others. Don’t look at how those court ministers were all pretending not to know now—when certain critical moments came, this would be a powerful weapon that could be thrown out anytime to attack the heir apparent.

So You Jun had always firmly believed that between the Imperial Crown Princess and this heir, it was nothing more than casual play. The Imperial Crown Princess would absolutely not be willing to make enemies of all civil and military officials for this heir, affecting her great position; this heir also definitely wouldn’t be willing to abandon his emperor-like Liaodong princely position to become a woman’s forbidden plaything hidden from light.

Otherwise, why would the “Chronicles of Compassion” printed throughout the world not mention this person at all? From this one could deduce that whether it was that Master He or the imperial family, they all favored Da Qian’s youngest academy dean, Rong Pu.

You Jun had already guessed that those big shots in the court were probably keeping this matter as a secret weapon, waiting to deploy it at critical moments. For instance, when Yannan was recovered and the Imperial Crown Princess was at the height of her power.

But no one had expected that the Imperial Crown Princess would actually choose to publicly reveal her relationship with Murong Yi here in Yannan, at this moment under everyone’s gaze!

Wasn’t she afraid of subsequent attacks from the entire court? Wasn’t she afraid this would diminish her possible unprecedented achievement of recovering Yannan? Wasn’t she afraid Liaodong would take the opportunity to muddy the waters with divisive schemes? The great king of Liaodong now was not easy to deal with!

Although You Jun didn’t believe Tie Ci could smoothly recover Yannan, thinking from her perspective, now was definitely not a good time to announce this forbidden romance.

You Jun’s expression kept changing.

You Weixing snapped his folding fan shut with a “pop,” thinking of that black-clothed beauty’s sharp glance just now, wondering who exactly was whose forbidden plaything?

Before the carriage, Murong Yi quietly listened to Tie Ci’s narration, remembering their journey together, gradually smiling and gripping Tie Ci’s hand tighter.

Although he hadn’t expected Tie Ci would choose to make their relationship public at this moment, he was naturally happy to see it happen. After all, ever since his identity was exposed, Tie Ci had seemed full of concerns and had once been unwilling to get close to him. He understood in his heart that this wasn’t Tie Ci being angry about his concealment, nor entirely Tie Ci worrying about the impact on herself—it was more that she was thinking of him. After all, Tie Ci’s imperial father was very loving and wouldn’t make things difficult for him, but his old man was the iron-hearted Liaodong powerful prince with whom he had a terrible relationship.

But obviously she had thought it through now.

Murong Yi’s smile deepened.

Indeed, before life and death there were no great matters. Having a close brush with death once, gaining Tie Ci’s resolution of her inner conflicts and frank acceptance—it was worth it.

On the carriage, Tie Ci’s gaze swept over the people listening with great interest and the Yannan officials with complex expressions, finally saying with a smile: “Speaking of it, he and I have opposing identities, belonging to enemy sides. Along our journey, we’ve faced considerable difficulties…”

From outside the crowd, immediately someone who was listening entranced shouted loudly: “What’s there to fear about opposing identities? Having crossed so many life-and-death situations, what else can’t be let go?”

“Exactly! With such deep feelings and righteous bonds, trusting each other with life and death, what else matters? Just face it together. If they separated because of those unimportant reasons, that would truly be regrettable.”

Others shouted even louder: “Imperial Crown Princess, you said you admire our Yannan’s free customs—you must have felt something in your heart, right? Since you’ve come to our Yannan, learn from us. If you like someone, then like them! If you fancy them, drag them to your bamboo house—you can have a fat baby next year!”

“Right, right! When in Rome, do as the Romans do.”

Murong Yi’s eyes lit up and he immediately cupped his hands in thanks, causing a burst of laughter.

The atmosphere immediately became cheerful and lively.

You Jun sighed.

No matter whether the Imperial Crown Princess made her private feelings public at this time as a counterattack or for some other reason, ultimately she had won easily again.

Making private feelings public—in other places of Da Qian, this might not have such good effects and would inevitably be drowned by many people’s spittle. Only in Yannan was this the best method to be accepted by the people.

Yannan was inherently a lively, passionate, free land where love meant wishing life and hate meant wishing death.

Their resistance to the court was actually fear that the court with its strict rules, once it reclaimed Yannan, would place layer upon layer of shackles on Yannan, making them lose that freedom and joy.

Therefore, a natural, generous, frank Imperial Crown Princess who could disregard everything for love could very well dissolve Yannan people’s wariness and gain the greatest foundation of popular support.

It could be said this was more useful than all the previous series of tactics.

The Imperial Crown Princess adapted to local conditions, catering to preferences—a brilliant move. It both resolved current attacks and laid a good foundation of public opinion for possible future court backlash. Today’s speech, after being embellished and beautified by Yannan people who loved such love stories, would slowly spread to various places of Da Qian and gradually be accepted by Da Qian’s people. In the future, when court big shots wanted to use this to incite popular sentiment, it would be difficult.

You Jun took out a chess piece from his sleeve, held it for a long time, but never put it in his mouth.

Over there, someone in the crowd was about to say something when Murong Yi suddenly raised his hand. A sharp wind shot out and that person about to speak fell down, blood streaming from the corners of his mouth.

The people looked over in confusion. Murong Yi said blandly: “Knowing you were about to spout nonsense, I knocked out your teeth first.”

Before people could find this domineering, Tie Ci was already laughing: “In that case, I’ll answer the second accusation about the southern tour debauchery, jealousy leading to murder cases. I dare ask everyone, how could those powerless Qian Zhou officials curry favor and seek attention under the watchful eyes of this person beside me? And with him by my side, what spell would I be under to seek others, changing bridegrooms nightly? I ask you all, if you had him by your side and someone offered to trade him for a hundred others, would you trade?”

Roars of laughter, everyone shouted in unison: “No trade!”

“With such a fierce lion from Hedong beside you, if someone gave you a hundred beautiful men and told you to stray, would you dare?”

The laughter grew louder: “Wouldn’t dare!”

Murong Yi smiled.

Divine light scattered and gathered, bright and clear, dazzling everyone’s eyes.

All felt that the previous “no trade” and “wouldn’t dare” were truly the most honest words they’d ever spoken in their lives.

That business about the Crown Princess being debauched, nightly summoning officials, jealousy leading to murder—thinking about it now, it was so absurd as to be laughable.

With such a murderously beautiful person at her side, and with such deep feelings, the Imperial Crown Princess didn’t have the courage to stray, much less the heart to stray. If she wanted to stray, why would she let him accompany her? Did she really want to see her officials die in batches first?

Even thinking with one’s toes, it wouldn’t happen.

The people laughed and dispersed, some even giving Tie Ci thumbs up: “The Crown Princess can’t pass the beautiful man test!”

Tie Ci laughed loudly in response: “That’s right!”

The Yannan people liked this frankness, their gazes becoming even more gentle.

The Yannan officials were just the opposite, their expressions gloomy.

The crowd dispersed slightly. This time without much explanation, they naturally followed on both sides of the Crown Princess’s carriage, unwilling to leave. Tie Ci ordered the surrounding guards to withdraw. Bu Qing immediately waved his hand, withdrawing the archers occupying high ground. Wan Ji was unwilling, riding close and saying softly: “Your Highness, what if assassins are still hidden among these people… these young masters are still here.”

Tie Ci smiled and waved her hand. Wan Ji didn’t dare say more and ordered the guards to make way.

So children chased the carriage wheels running and laughing, young people walked beside the carriage stealing glances at the Imperial Crown Princess, and most bold were those girls in colorful skirts—flowers were constantly thrown into the carriage. Some were thrown toward Murong Yi’s side, but more were actually thrown toward Tie Ci’s side.

Tie Ci held the fresh flowers on her knees, glancing sideways at Murong Yi. She had wanted to tease him about having more flowers, but turning to see his slightly lowered gaze, she was startled, thinking this guy wouldn’t even be jealous of women’s flowers, right? She immediately didn’t dare provoke him and hurriedly gathered the flowers on her knees, pulled out a section from the ribbon binding her hair, bundled and tied the flowers, then held them up with both hands to give to Murong Yi: “Fresh flowers for a beauty!”

Murong Yi glanced at her and hooked his finger, drawing her along with the flowers into his embrace.

The golden silk bamboo curtain was hazy, vaguely reflecting the silhouettes of the two people. Outside immediately rang out various strange laughter and cheers, along with women’s giggling.

Tie Ci didn’t get up, pillowing her head on Murong Yi’s thigh and smiling leisurely: “I heard from my master that where she comes from, giving flowers is something men do for women—one of the essential heart-attacking weapons for pursuing women. There, men must rack their brains to pursue women. As long as it doesn’t involve privacy, doesn’t make people uncomfortable, and isn’t persistent harassment, it’s all allowed—moreover, it’s open and aboveboard, without fear.”

Murong Yi stroked her head, his five fingers scratching lightly through her satin-like hair, making Tie Ci hum comfortably and completely forget her dissatisfaction.

Murong Yi smiled lazily: “You speak as if I never pursued you. Though my original intention in going to Ziyang wasn’t for you, staying afterward was truly for you. As for the academy later, though I had to deal with Fourth Brother, I could actually deal with him anywhere. Choosing the academy—wasn’t it because you were at the academy? If this doesn’t count as pursuit, then the fish in Floating Yellow Flowing Ink and Lingering Fragrance Lake, and the chickens in the supervisor’s coop would all cry from injustice.”

“You still have the face to mention Floating Yellow Flowing Ink? I heard Teacher Zhu really shed tears when writing elegies for his beloved geese and fish. If he knew…”

“If he knew you ate them deliciously and even praised Floating Yellow’s meat flavor, I suppose by tomorrow there’d be a resignation letter on your desk and the Imperial Academy students would be staging a sit-in outside Ruixiang Hall.”

The two looked at each other and each chuckled mischievously. Tie Ci lifted the curtain and called to You Jun and others on horseback ahead: “Commander You, I hear that from the prince’s mansion down, Yannan has always cherished the people. I suppose at this moment you certainly wouldn’t mind celebrating with the people?”

You Jun turned and came before the carriage, smiling: “Your Highness speaks truly.”

Then he beckoned, and a group of high officials including the Yannan Administrative Commissioner hurriedly turned around to walk alongside the people on both sides of the carriage. Only You Jun’s expression looked good—the rest didn’t look pleased.

Tie Ci paid no attention to these people’s expressions, only thinking that You Jun was demonstrating his control over Yannan’s officialdom. She just smiled.

Anyway, since you’re all in this crowd, if there are assassins you’ll have to block them. How does it feel to hold your nose and help the enemy block bullets?

The carriage proceeded forward amid the escort, heading directly to the Yannan Prince’s mansion. When they were about to reach the main gate of the mansion, Tie Ci suddenly ordered the carriage to stop, got down and gazed at the vast Yannan Prince’s mansion that occupied a wide area like a small city, smiling: “The prince’s mansion has such grand bearing.”

At this time, the ceremonial gate of the Yannan Prince’s mansion opened, and two rows of servants hurried out to welcome them.

You Jun bowed slightly in invitation.

Tie Ci looked around but said: “I’ve come to the doorstep, yet the hosts don’t come to greet me?”

You Jun smiled: “I reported to Your Highness earlier that the female heir is about to marry and shouldn’t show herself in public…”

Tie Ci interrupted him: “If Weixuan can’t come, what about Weixing?”

Many Yannan officials’ expressions changed slightly. The Imperial Crown Princess addressed those two with such intimate and familiar tone.

Everyone had vaguely heard that the Imperial Crown Princess had been schoolmates with those two at the academy, but the academy had later experienced upheavals, replaced Xiao family personnel, students went on expeditions, then came under Rong Pu’s management. It had been cleaned and screened several rounds, so most information hadn’t leaked out, let alone to distant Yannan. Therefore, this side only knew about the schoolmate matter but felt that with over a thousand students at the academy and the Imperial Crown Princess’s brief time there, she might not even be familiar with these two, and even if she knew them, couldn’t possibly have developed any deep friendship.

Especially You Weixing—in everyone’s minds, he was just a fool. The Imperial Crown Princess went to the academy to recruit He Zi and win over literati—how could she possibly pay attention to a fool?

Chapter 406: Domineering
You Jun had his wits about him. He had been waiting for the Crown Princess to ask about You Weixing. Once she asked, he would know who had rescued You Weixing and where he had been taken.

But Tie Ci had never asked, until this moment, when she inquired right in front of the prince’s manor. His heart suddenly tightened.

You Weixing should have been rescued by this person and sent to a safe place. Asking despite knowing the answer was just to make him uncomfortable, but why ask this question only at the manor’s entrance?

Suddenly recalling Tie Ci’s earlier words about putting on a good show for the common people, he felt an ominous premonition. But thinking it over, a show could be staged anywhere. Only at the prince’s manor—if the Crown Princess thought that just because she had entered once to rescue someone, she could cause trouble here, then it would truly be a case of having a path to heaven but refusing to take it, and having no door to hell but insisting on entering!

He smiled and said, “Weixing caught a slight cold and, fearing that the coming and going of guests for the manor’s celebration might affect his recovery, was sent to a villa outside the city.”

He spoke casually, and the Yannan people listened with complete indifference. You Weixing was just a fool anyway—however a fool was arranged was perfectly reasonable. Not sending him away—were they supposed to keep him in the manor to spoil the atmosphere during the celebration?

The Yannan officials smiled. Asking about You Weixing—how fearless! A mere fool, even if he ran off and got lost, no one could be blamed.

Insignificant. Did they really think they could use him as a breakthrough?

“Is that so?” Tie Ci’s tone revealed no emotion as she gazed at the long wall stretching into the distance. “Where is Weixing’s courtyard?”

“That would be Wanqing Garden, but right now…”

Tie Ci interrupted again. “Where is Wanqing Garden? Which direction?”

You Jun calmly pointed northwest, saying peacefully, “It’s rather secluded. Mainly because Weixing has quite a temper and tends to hurt people, so…”

He smiled with a mixture of pity and helplessness, and everyone nodded in understanding.

A madman, and a martial madman at that—truly difficult to handle.

Tie Ci nodded and headed in that direction. You Jun said nothing more and led the way.

The large group turned a corner in grand procession, where there was a small side gate. Seeing Tie Ci heading in that direction, You Jun said with difficulty, “Your Highness, as this is your first visit to the prince’s manor, you cannot enter through such a small gate that’s normally used for night soil and other filthy purposes…”

Tie Ci looked up at the wall. “Weixing’s courtyard isn’t far from here, is it?”

“It’s right against this wall, though there’s still a garden and corridor between.”

“The gate is too small. Just make it bigger.” Tie Ci tilted her head slightly.

Bu Qing let out a sinister laugh. Behind him, the Western Rong warriors lined up in formation, each drawing hook ropes from their backs. With swift motions, lotus-shaped precision iron hooks pierced through Yannan’s slightly humid air, carving countless pale streams in mid-air before brutally embedding into the solid manor walls built of red brick, rammed earth, and rice paste mortar. Countless muffled cracking sounds rang out.

“Heave!”

The Western Rong warriors’ exposed arms bulged with veins as the long ropes went taut. With a thunderous crash, the steel lotus hooks carried countless clouds of dust and bricks skyward, obscuring the hazy sunlight as an entire section of wall collapsed silently.

The wall now had an opening larger than a ceremonial gate.

You Jun, who had been smiling like a wealthy merchant, suddenly changed color.

Rapid footsteps came running from within the manor, mixed with cries of alarm. At the same time, a large group of guards hurried past You Jun to the breach, quickly moving aside broken bricks and rubble to clear a path.

These people worked without a word, moving swiftly with obvious training.

The manor’s guard troops who came to investigate the situation, after their initial surprise, quickly regained composure. Their footsteps were orderly and powerful—clearly You Jun had trained them well.

With dust still unsettled, the arriving manor guards couldn’t clearly see who had broken through the wall, but such behavior was intolerable. The lead guard had already drawn his blade, its bright gleam flashing in the deep yellow dust.

But an arrow whistled through the air, striking the blade’s hilt squarely and causing his hand to shake violently, dropping the sword back into its sheath.

A figure emerged from the group of manor guards. Though his face was unclear in the dust, his voice was sharp and full of killing intent: “Who dares destroy the manor’s walls? Death without mercy!”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow—it was a woman’s voice.

But not You Weixuan’s voice.

This was interesting. The female heir of Yannan Prince’s manor couldn’t show her face publicly, yet here was someone unknown who had entered the inner chambers and was imperiously commanding the manor guards.

With her keen eyesight, she could already make out through the dust a rather beautiful woman’s face, quite young, about the same age as You Weixuan.

She had heard that You Jun had one son and two daughters, and that he doted on his children greatly. This must be his daughter.

Acting like the lady of the manor.

The foremost guard had already charged forward with raised blade.

Wan Ji and the others placed their hands on their waists.

You Jun shouted, “Stop!”

This prevented a brawl.

As the dust settled, Tie Ci was already standing at the breach, smiling. “Isn’t this much more spacious?” She entered first.

A flash of anger crossed You Jun’s face.

How tyrannical the Crown Princess was!

You Weinan had forgotten to fan himself, staring open-mouthed at the great hole, murmuring after a long moment, “Domineering!”

He wanted to quietly add “I like it,” but Murong Yi, walking behind Tie Ci, suddenly turned back and fixed him with a stare, causing You Weinan to swallow his words.

The Yannan Prefect, who had always been called the “Yannan Buddha,” turned to look at You Jun.

The reason for the “Buddha” title wasn’t that this prefect had a kind temperament, but that he was like a clay Buddha, sitting daily in Yannan’s nominally highest official position, neither speaking nor moving, showing neither joy nor sorrow, only receiving official incense while ignoring human love and hate.

At this moment, he was also watching You Jun’s expression, using his eyes to inquire whether, faced with such provocation, they should deploy the manor guards or call in troops.

You Jun shook his head slightly and took out a candied fruit to eat leisurely.

Because of this, he was a step slow and didn’t see that someone had blocked Tie Ci’s path.

Standing before Tie Ci was You Weiqing. She had ordered an attack but been stopped by her father and was feeling confused, when she saw the white-robed youth walking through the dust with composure.

You Weiqing was momentarily dazzled.

But the large group of guards that subsequently appeared behind the youth immediately made her understand who this person was who had so boldly demolished the wall.

A flash of anger and jealous hatred crossed her eyes.

The Crown Princess.

The most noble woman in Da Qian, who would be the most noble emperor in the future.

She, You Weiqing, should have been the most noble woman in Yannan, but had been suppressed by You Weixuan for over ten years. Now that You Weixuan had finally become fish on the chopping board, she had grown accustomed these past few days to striding confidently through the manor with everyone bowing and scraping to her. Suddenly, a more noble woman appeared right before her.

And in such a nearly tyrannical manner.

You Weiqing saw the Crown Princess advancing alone, with only a black-robed man behind her while the other guards hadn’t yet followed. She glanced back at the mass of manor guards behind her.

Suppressing a sinister smile, she covered one eye, pretending to have dust in it, while her other hand pretended to wave away the dust, calling out, “Where did this thief come from, daring to attack the manor!” Her waving palm intentionally aimed for Tie Ci’s face.

If this slap landed solidly, the Crown Princess would lose all face. And she could claim “ignorance is no crime” and “unintentional mistake,” couldn’t she?

The Crown Princess was merciful and wise—surely she wouldn’t quibble over such a thing?

She had heard that her father had repeatedly suffered losses outside the city. Now let her vent some anger for her father!

The excitement of wanting to show off and the hidden jealousy and resentment in her heart made her slap cut through the air with tremendous force.

You Jun, who had fallen a step behind, saw this and his face changed dramatically.

Whether or not this slap reached the Crown Princess’s face, it would create trouble!

He hurried forward: “Your Highness, please—”

Tie Ci suddenly raised her hand.

Blocking Murong Yi’s extending hand.

And saving You Weiqing’s life.

You Weiqing hadn’t yet reacted. She only saw a snow-white hand suddenly appear before her face, and no matter how she tried, she couldn’t avoid it. That hand looked clean and beautiful, but she felt an inexplicable palpitation.

Suddenly the hand stopped. You Weiqing saw the Crown Princess grasp that person’s wrist and turn to smile at him.

Whenever Murong Yi saw Tie Ci, he lost all temper, smiled, and lowered his hand.

Tie Ci turned to look at You Weiqing. You Weiqing had just relaxed when she realized she should pretend to have just recognized the Crown Princess and beg forgiveness.

Before she could arrange her pretentious expression, Tie Ci raised her hand again. You Weiqing’s body stiffened, but she saw Tie Ci reach out to touch the hairpin on her head, saying, “This hairpin is quite nice.”

You Weiqing was stunned, then smiled with slight pride.

See? Even the Crown Princess was showing her favor.

Wasn’t it because she knew she couldn’t afford to offend her father, who was Yannan’s real power holder?

She said softly, “Your Highness has a good eye. This hairpin is made from Huishan Purple Fluorescent Snow Stone, naturally purple with mixed natural snowflake colors. Moreover, it was carved with the exclusive ‘layered transparency’ technique of Da Qian’s premier Mingtang workshop, depicting the Purple Qi from the East landscape in multiple layers. It combines form, color, spirit, and meaning—a unique piece in this world, worth a thousand gold…”

Before she finished speaking, Tie Ci had gently pulled out the hairpin. You Weiqing’s color changed slightly, then she said with slight pride, “Since Your Highness likes it, I’m not unwilling to part with it…”

Tie Ci turned the hairpin, saying, “At the academy, I saw Weixuan wearing this.”

You Weiqing froze.

Tie Ci raised her hand, and the hairpin traced a purple arc, silently embedding itself in the flower wall opposite.

“I don’t want things from thieves,” she said. “I’m sure Weixuan wouldn’t want a hairpin that’s been defiled by a thief either.”

The jade hairpin pierced the hard stone wall, leaving only a small tip visible. Moments later, as a breeze passed, it crumbled to powder.

You Weiqing stood rigidly in place. In that instant of lightning speed, she had clearly felt the sharp, fierce wind cutting across her cheek, instantly chilling half her face to the bone. Then she heard someone in the crowd of common people cry out in alarm, and several women pointed at her face. The numbness throughout her body hadn’t yet faded when she instinctively raised her hand to touch her face, only to feel sticky wetness and red blood.

Across from her, countless people pointed at her face. Her father approached with an iron-dark expression, seeming to say something, but though his mouth opened and closed, she couldn’t hear what they were saying.

You Weiqing’s eyes rolled back and she collapsed.

She was supported by manor guards and carried away rather embarrassingly to treat the wound on her face.

Before You Jun could say anything, Tie Ci had already turned around, fixing her gaze on You Jun and saying gently, “The crime of failing to properly educate one’s daughter—I pardon it. Minister You need not thank me for my grace.”

These words nearly choked You Jun, while You Weinan had already started coughing loudly.

Gentle as wind and rain in attitude, tyrannical and domineering in action—the Crown Princess was truly a remarkable person.

After a long moment, You Jun’s breathing seemed to finally calm. The smile on his face had dimmed somewhat as he cupped his hands in salute, saying, “This humble official thanks Your Highness for your magnanimity.”

The Yannan officials all showed indignant expressions.

Tie Ci looked at him with amusement.

Perhaps only she noticed that until now, You Jun had been calling himself “this humble official” rather than “your subject.”

This was a subtle way of telling her that Yannan didn’t recognize the court’s authority.

Tie Ci wouldn’t quibble over a form of address.

If you don’t recognize it, I’ll just beat you until you do.

Standing at the breach, she looked back at the common people behind her.

The people at the back hadn’t expected that the seemingly gentle and approachable Crown Princess would act so tyrannically, and couldn’t help frowning, their hard-won good impression greatly diminished. But with the wall torn down and the breach opened, the usually mysterious and noble Yannan Prince’s manor lay exposed before their eyes. Everyone couldn’t help craning their necks, wanting to see more of the manor’s furnishings to have more material for conversation when friends gathered at teahouses and taverns.

Then Tie Ci turned back, beckoned with her hand, and said, “Come on, I said I’d bring you to watch a good show.”

The people were delighted and surged through the breach.

The opening was so large that entry was easy. The manor guards stared in shock, instinctively looking to You Jun. You Jun’s gaze fell on a middle-aged man across from him—his trusted aide and the manor’s chief steward. The man shook his head slightly, and You Jun relaxed, signaling everyone to step back.

Let them enter if they wanted. They’d see who would be unable to back down in the end.

He simply said, “Your Highness, do you plan to bring all three thousand of your guards into the manor? I fear the manor is small and weak, unable to accommodate so many people.”

“Minister You, don’t try to squeeze me into a corner,” Tie Ci laughed. “Princely armies may not leave their territories without cause, and likewise, Da Qian armies may not enter any princely manor without cause. I need only bring a few people inside.”

You Jun bowed and stepped aside, watching as Tie Ci indeed headed toward Wanqing Garden with familiar ease, his smile growing even broader.

Chapter 407: Loyal Servant
Following behind Tie Ci, he asked, “Then why did Your Highness destroy the walls of my prince’s manor? Could it be that the manor’s hospitality was inadequate somewhere, or something displeased Your Highness?”

Tie Ci smiled slightly. “Not at all. I was just afraid you wouldn’t let me go to Wanqing Garden.”

You Jun said in surprise, “Where does Your Highness get such an idea? All lands under heaven belong to the king—there’s nowhere in Yannan Prince’s manor that Your Highness cannot go. If Your Highness wanted to visit Wanqing Garden, this humble official would only advise that the eldest young master isn’t there, so there’s no need to make the trip in vain, but I would never dare obstruct Your Highness.”

Seeing his frank expression, the common people found his words quite reasonable. Someone called out from afar, “Your Highness! What’s so interesting about a madman’s quarters? Why don’t you take us to see the bride instead?”

“I want to see the prince’s Silver Peace Hall.”

“I want to see the princess consort’s back garden.”

The people chattered away, casually picking up stones and plucking flowers as “souvenirs.” The manor officials and servants who had hurried over upon hearing the news looked ashen-faced, clearly angry but not daring to speak.

Tie Ci didn’t answer You Jun’s words and simply continued walking forward.

But You Jun wouldn’t let it go, asking again, “Why is Your Highness so familiar with the route to Wanqing Garden?”

Tie Ci narrowed her eyes. “Probably because I often come here in dreams.”

This response was so shameless that You Weinan laughed out loud, quickly covering his face with his fan. His eyes, visible above the fan, also narrowed as he stared at Tie Ci.

You Jun let out a silent cold laugh, then said gently, “It’s just that Your Highness’s manner of coming here—first destroying the courtyard walls, then heading straight for Wanqing Garden with such aggressive momentum—could it be that Your Highness has some misunderstanding about Yannan Prince’s manor?”

Tie Ci finally turned to look at him, saying slowly, “Views, perhaps some. Misunderstandings, not necessarily.”

You Jun immediately bowed deeply to the ground. “Please enlighten me, Your Highness.”

The common people also quieted down, looking over curiously. Tie Ci looked at You Jun with a half-smile for a long moment before saying, “Before coming to Yannan, I heard that Minister You controls Yannan Prince’s manor with an iron fist, covering the sky with one hand, bullying that pair of orphaned siblings. Weixuan was forced by you to marry Chang Yuan of Huichuan, whose character is questionable, and even her beloved jewelry was snatched away by your daughter. Weixing lives in the remote and dilapidated Wanqing Garden, often going without proper meals or adequate clothing, and is even beaten and humiliated by the servants.”

The people were in an uproar.

When Prince Yannan was alive, he was quite virtuous, caring for his land and people with kind tolerance, earning great love from the Yannan people. As for his children, the Kunzhou people had practically watched them grow up and felt affection for them as if they were family. Even though You Weixing was a fool and hadn’t received much attention, that didn’t mean they could accept him being bullied.

But they had never heard before that the old prince’s children suffered injustice. After the old prince died, You Weixuan, being a woman, became the female heir apparent, which was enough to prove that the manor’s ministers and You clan members remained loyal. The people had never imagined that those two precious nobles lived worse than they themselves did.

Earlier, during the incident with You Weiqing, everyone had felt some pity and dissatisfaction, thinking that cousins sharing hairpins was normal—why had the Crown Princess been so harsh?

Now hearing this, they finally understood that the Crown Princess had come to support the You siblings after hearing that her classmate was being bullied!

A flash of amusement crossed You Jun’s eyes, but his face showed shock mixed with several parts indignation as he said loudly, “Where did Your Highness hear such absurd and baseless words!”

Tie Ci said meaningfully, “Who said it—does that matter? The key is your hearts, isn’t it?”

“This humble official’s heart can withstand the scrutiny of heaven and earth!” You Jun’s tone grew heavier. “Chang Yuan, the third young master of the Huichuan Chang family, is already famous throughout Yannan, known as the ‘Jade Tree of the Chang Family.’ He’s talented in poetry and literature, with outstanding bearing. Last winter, the heir apparent met him at the Liaohuo Festival and fell in love at first sight, specifically asking me, her uncle, to act as matchmaker. This was mutual affection—how can you speak of coercion? As for the hairpin matter, young ladies in their chambers exchanging jewelry is common. Your Highness immediately accused Qing’er of theft and, with your noble status as heir apparent, made arbitrary judgments that damaged someone’s reputation. How can Your Highness be so partial! As for Weixing being bullied, that’s pure fabrication—absolutely untrue!”

He turned to look at the people behind him. “The female heir apparent has spent considerable time touring with Young Master Chang, often riding together through Kunzhou. Have any of you elders witnessed this?”

Someone immediately nodded. “Indeed, I’ve seen them—a well-matched pair, and they seemed to get along well.”

Tie Ci said coolly, “Chang Yuan’s character is questionable. In the capital, he deceived the world and stole fame, and has already been dismissed and permanently barred from office.”

You Jun said, “This humble official knows of this matter and had advised the heir apparent, but she said that women should also keep their word and maintain trust. If she abandoned Chang Yuan just because of his temporary setback, what kind of person would she become? Therefore, she insisted on marrying him as scheduled.”

You Jun pointed toward Wanqing Garden. “Now this humble official understands why Your Highness tore down the wall and headed straight for Wanqing Garden—it was based on hearsay, and you suspected this humble official and everyone in Yannan Prince’s manor. Since that’s the case, Wanqing Garden is just ahead. How Weixing lives day to day—please let Your Highness and all the elders see for yourselves!”

Tie Ci nodded. “It should have been this way from the start.” Just as she was about to step forward, You Jun said solemnly behind her, “But if what Your Highness heard is untrue, and this humble official has not mistreated my elder brother’s orphans, what kind of explanation does Your Highness intend to give to this humble official, to the ministers of Yannan Prince’s manor, to the You clan members, and to the people of Yannan?”

Tie Ci stopped and turned to look at him.

You Jun wore a slight smile, but his eyes were cold as ice.

He said, “This is originally a family matter of our Yannan Prince’s manor. Even though Your Highness is noble as the heir apparent of the nation, you shouldn’t rashly interfere. It’s only because we respect Your Highness that we allow you to destroy our courtyard walls, injure our children, and insult our reputation. But a scholar can be killed but not humiliated. Even if Your Highness is the heir apparent, your actions should follow proper rules and principles. How can you arbitrarily despise and trample upon important ministers and feudal vassals, making the scholars and people of the world lose heart?”

He pressed one sentence after another, finally bowing deeply to the ground and remaining down for a long time. Behind him, the Yannan officials and the manor officials who had arrived with angry expressions also stepped forward in unison and bowed deeply. “Please, Your Highness, cherish your subjects and show love for Yannan!”

All around fell silent. Even the people who had been clamoring and making noise quieted down, all looking at Tie Ci with complex expressions.

In everyone’s view, since the Crown Princess had arrived at Yannan Prince’s manor, her actions had become increasingly aggressive. Now she was trampling the dignity of the You father and son underfoot. If Minister You had been wronged, asking for an explanation was perfectly justified.

The Yannan officials bowed deeply, their lowered faces showing sinister expressions.

Minister You had cornered her step by step to this point—the Crown Princess would have to agree whether she wanted to or not. Otherwise, she would lose both her position and the people’s hearts.

As for whether the Crown Princess would actually catch them in wrongdoing afterward, the officials had confidence in Minister You.

Extreme silence always creates pressure, and when there are many people, that pressure becomes even heavier. Tie Ci seemed to finally feel this pressure, turned to glance around, and said quietly, “Threatening me?”

You Jun replied succinctly, “I wouldn’t dare. It’s just that while the ruler has authority, subjects also have principles.”

Tie Ci turned to look toward Wanqing Garden. “If I wronged you, then as you wish, I’ll withdraw from Kunzhou.”

You Jun’s eyes flashed, but he didn’t fall into this verbal trap, smiling slightly. “Your Highness speaks too seriously. If Your Highness wronged this subject, the gates of Yannan Prince’s manor will still be open to Your Highness. It’s just that these three thousand guards would have nowhere to be housed—please allow this subject to arrange accommodation outside the city. Rest assured, Your Highness, the manor will certainly do everything possible to host and protect Your Highness.”

Tie Ci said indifferently, “Fine.”

You Jun rose, and everyone else rose as well. You Jun didn’t rush ahead but invited Tie Ci to go first.

Tie Ci stopped at the entrance to Wanqing Garden. Several gatekeeping women came forward from a distance, and Tie Ci squinted slightly.

Everything was different from what she had seen that night.

The small courtyard that had been unmanaged now had gatekeeping women.

The originally dilapidated moon gate, missing pieces on the east and west sides, had now been carefully repaired with colored stones. Not only did it not look shabby, but it was quite tastefully arranged, without appearing hastily constructed.

It seemed You Jun’s subordinates weren’t lacking in talent—this kind of ingenuity was quite remarkable.

The women smiled warmly, looking clean and fresh, but didn’t voluntarily step aside to open the gate. Nor were they disrespectful—they respectfully asked who the visitors were, saying the young master wasn’t currently in Wanqing Garden.

Just like well-trained servants in any noble family.

You Jun, who had caught up, ordered the women to lead the way and didn’t prevent the people from following.

After entering, Tie Ci looked at the ground and pressed down slightly with her boot. There was no sound at all.

The underground trap was gone.

You Weinan suddenly ran over, jumped twice on the ground, and smiled at Tie Ci. “Your Highness, is my younger brother’s courtyard ground solid enough?”

Tie Ci smiled and nodded, looking around.

Before her was a rather clean small garden. The ground was paved with blue stone, spotless. Medicinal herbs were planted in flower beds on both sides. The corridor pillars weren’t new but had been polished until the red lacquer gleamed warmly. There were no weeds in the gaps between stone slabs, and lime had been carefully scattered to prevent insects.

A steward from the prince’s manor explained to the curious people: “…There are no flowers or grass in those flower beds because the eldest young master would pull up and trample whatever was planted. Since he and the people in his courtyard often get injured, it’s better to plant medicinal herbs for convenience.”

Everyone nodded frequently.

The steward pointed to a row of young male servants standing under the corridor. “Don’t say there are no maids here—there used to be, but an incident nearly occurred last year… so now they’ve all been replaced with strong young men. Nothing else to say about them—they can take a beating.”

He spoke evasively, making it sound as if something unspeakable had happened. The people always loved gossip, and the men especially liked to think in crude directions, so many immediately wore expressions of wild speculation. The steward pointed behind himself again, sighing, “Look, this Miss Yousi was the eldest young master’s first-class maid, serving him for over ten years. She was driven out last year but still doesn’t forget her old master. When she heard someone was coming to Wanqing Garden, she insisted on following…”

From among the servants, a clean-featured maid stepped forward, covering her face with a handkerchief as she cried, “This servant truly misses the eldest young master… He used to drink the barley porridge I cooked every morning…”

Tie Ci looked at this maid who was putting on quite a performance.

Yousi, indeed.

Nanny He had mentioned her.

She had entered the manor at age five, a thin, yellow-haired girl who wasn’t chosen by the stewards and was about to be sent back to the human traffickers. This girl had previously offended the traffickers, so her fate afterward would likely be miserable. Being clever, as she was leaving, she used her clothing to wipe the nose of the eldest young master who was sitting nearby with a runny nose. You Weixuan saw this and immediately requested her for her younger brother.

She and You Weixing had grown up together like childhood sweethearts. You Weixing gradually developed feelings for her. Once, Yousi was caught stealing with unclean hands. According to manor rules, such servants of poor character would be beaten to death or at least beaten and driven out, but You Weixing desperately protected her. Yousi received no punishment at all—she only returned what she had stolen and continued as his head maid.

The barley porridge matter was real, but it was Nanny He who cooked it. Yousi would take it over and claim she had made it. You Weixing still doesn’t know the truth to this day.

When he had his major outburst last year, he didn’t hurt Yousi either. It was Yousi who ran out first, called You Jun, and deployed over ten guards to pin You Weixing down in the dust, bruised and battered.

Then she switched masters.

Now she was here crying, her sobs heart-wrenching, as if she had suffered the greatest injustice.

Tie Ci walked over to her, smiling gently. “Good servant girl, I know you’re loyal. Stop crying now.”

She raised her hand as if to help wipe away her tears, saying, “I most appreciate loyal servants. You’ve had a hard time.”

Yousi was flattered beyond measure. She hadn’t come forward earlier and hadn’t seen the scene where You Weiqing was injured. At this moment, thinking she had gained the Crown Princess’s favor, even though she knew they were adversaries, she felt quite pleased inside.

But Tie Ci’s hand suddenly fell on her sleeve. With two fingers pressed together like a blade, a section of sleeve fell away, and some red powder also fell into Tie Ci’s palm. Yousi’s face changed dramatically.

Tie Ci had already walked away, flinging the powder toward the crowd with her palm as she laughed. “Such a loyal servant! Moved to tears by the scene, yet these tears require chili powder to induce them. How strange and curious!”

The people smelled a pungent, spicy odor and immediately began sneezing and tearing up.

The people looked at Yousi with strange expressions.

Yousi could no longer shed any tears.

Tie Ci turned around, pointing at the steward who had been talking nonstop earlier, smiling meaningfully. “Such painstaking efforts!”

The man’s face alternated between red and white, but worthy of being a steward in the prince’s manor, after a moment he regained his composure and said respectfully, “Thanks to Your Highness’s keen perception in seeing through this girl’s false loyalty and true treachery. We were foolish to be deceived by her for so long. This humble one will immediately expel her from the manor.” He called for people to drag her away.

Before Yousi could plead, Tie Ci had already said, “Don’t.”

She said, “I arrived, and you immediately drive away an old servant who cared for the eldest young master—what kind of thing is that? If anyone’s to be driven away, it should be the old master doing it personally.”

Yousi’s face changed slightly, then she calmed down somewhat. If that was the case, she would probably be safe.

After all, the eldest young master couldn’t just appear out of thin air.

Chapter 408: Tracing the Current
At this moment, everyone’s attention was focused on Yousi and Tie Ci, while You Jun’s attention was on the second courtyard.

Just as everyone was heading to Wanqing Garden, the manor’s guards had already quietly infiltrated the courtyard from several directions, conducting another thorough search of the premises, including all secret passages and hidden chambers.

You Jun knew that the Crown Princess possessed extraordinary abilities. If You Weixing had been rescued by her, then naturally he would be used as a weapon against him. At this time, the iron-walled Yannan Prince’s manor could stop others, but might not necessarily stop her. If she had secretly transported You Weixing back here without anyone knowing, and when the crowd surged into Wanqing Garden and the doors opened to reveal You Weixing, then he, You Jun, would be unable to save face.

Calculating everything, the “good show” the Crown Princess spoke of should be exactly this scene.

A few cooing sounds came from overhead. You Jun calmly walked to the wall, where a loose brick could be moved. Behind the brick, someone whispered softly, “Sir, the person is indeed in the main hall of the second courtyard.”

A cold smile crossed You Jun’s lips.

The person behind the brick added, “In a very disheveled state.”

You Jun’s cold smile deepened.

So this was the plan.

Deliberately bring up You Weixing, force him to lie, then bring the Kunzhou people into Wanqing Garden to expose the “severely abused” You Weixing before everyone’s eyes, firmly placing the big hat of “bullying orphans and usurping power” on his and his son’s heads.

He had deliberately established this wager with the Crown Princess, wanting to corner her, but hadn’t the Crown Princess done the same? Confident in her success, she was waiting to watch him lift a rock only to drop it on his own feet.

But now, this good show might not be so easy to watch.

He said nothing, only tapped the brick. The person behind it understood and quickly departed.

At this moment, Tie Ci suddenly turned to look at him. You Jun met her gaze and smiled frankly.

The crowd surged toward the inner courtyard.

The second courtyard gate opened, revealing pavilions and buildings that weren’t very new but were neat and clean. Every flower and tree had its place—clearly the grand atmosphere that only a wealthy, established family could possess.

Befitting You Weixing’s status.

Tie Ci quickened her pace, heading straight for the main hall.

The people, not understanding why, also rushed up the steps, thinking something important was happening.

The door was tightly shut. Tie Ci raised her hand, and with a creak, the door opened.

The people held their breath and looked inside.

The room was pitch black, the scenery initially unclear. Sunlight shot in like pillars, with dust motes dancing within.

After a while, people gradually made out the furnishings inside. The four walls were snow white. Opposite was an ivory bed covered with a deerskin mattress. Below the bed were two rows of four huanghuali wood grand master chairs with half-worn begonia-colored brocade cushions. A rosewood screen painted with figures, flowers, and birds served as a partition along with a rosewood curio shelf. Behind the partition was a huanghuali wood marble writing desk, though there was nothing much on it.

Standard furnishings of a wealthy family, just lacking many decorative fragile items. All objects were covered with a layer of dust, clearly uninhabited for many days.

Everyone looked at each other in bewilderment.

Tie Ci stood at the very front. No one could see her expression clearly, but in You Jun’s eyes, this figure seemed filled with disappointment and shock.

You Jun’s face remained perfectly calm. “Your Highness, have you found anything?”

Tie Ci turned around, pointing at the walls. “The furnishings are half-worn, but why are the walls so fresh and new?”

You Jun answered frankly, “Naturally because they were just repainted.”

Tie Ci immediately asked, “Why did they need repainting?”

“Because the walls were once stained with blood.” You Jun was silent for a moment before answering. “When the eldest young master had his episodes, he liked to grab people and smash them against the walls. Therefore, after sending him to recuperate outside the city, all the walls were repainted and repaired.”

The crowd whispered among themselves.

Tie Ci pointed at the floor again. “Why are there trampling marks on the ground?”

Only then did everyone notice that while the objects were dusty, the floor had many marks—footprints, scrapes, even drag marks. But with so many people crowding in, it was impossible to tell which were new and which were from before.

You Jun smiled cheerfully. “Those are naturally from you charging in just now.”

He walked forward a few steps, leading everyone past the curio shelf to look at the adjacent bedroom decorations, then voluntarily took the guests through the east and west wing rooms. After touring the entire second courtyard—Wanqing Garden only had two courtyards—he had all the doors opened and curtains hung up for a complete view. Only after everyone had finished touring the small courtyard did he return to the main hall. Tie Ci had been standing inside without moving, apparently knowing that if nothing was here, there would be nothing elsewhere either.

You Jun entered the room, seeing Tie Ci examining the walls. He suddenly smiled, then stepped forward. Under everyone’s shocked gaze, he placed his hand on a certain spot on the wall.

The next moment, a secret passage opened.

The people were in an uproar.

Tie Ci raised her eyebrows, clearly quite surprised as well.

No one had expected You Jun to voluntarily reveal even the secret passage.

You Jun smiled as he watched Tie Ci. “Your Highness, knowing you had this on your mind, this humble official opened this doorway for you to see as well.”

As the secret passage opened, a cold wind blew out.

The people had all heard of wealthy families having secret chambers and hidden walls for escape, but common folk naturally couldn’t imagine such things. Now able to witness this firsthand, they immediately surged in without waiting for invitation.

Tie Ci moved her lips but ultimately said nothing. After all, since You Jun had voluntarily revealed even this, there was naturally no danger or traps.

You Jun truly lived up to his reputation as the scheming man who had hidden his capabilities and endured beside the old Prince of Yannan for many years. He had calculated her every move and prepared countermeasures in advance, even revealing the secret chamber before she could.

With secret chambers, if she had revealed it, even with nothing inside, You Jun couldn’t explain the reason for having a secret chamber in his nephew’s room, inevitably raising suspicion. But with You Jun opening the secret chamber himself, the initiative returned to his hands.

Someone had already run back and forth through the secret chamber with loud footsteps, poking their head out to shout, “There’s nothing inside! But it seems to lead to a study!”

You Jun’s face showed a smile. “That’s my study. My courtyard and Wanqing Garden are back-to-back, but walking from the main entrance requires a long detour. Originally, I could have opened a direct door, but Weixing liked playing hide-and-seek, so I dug this secret passage. After finishing work at night, I could easily visit Weixing and tuck him in properly.”

His expression was loving, exactly like a good uncle who cared for his nephew.

The people were moved to sighs. Someone said, “Minister You’s loving care for his nephew is truly touching! Crown Princess, we know you came here shouldering the court’s important mission and intend to take action against Yannan Prince’s manor, but we common folk feel you shouldn’t keep using the eldest young master’s matter to trouble Minister You. How this uncle treats his nephew—we Kunzhou people have seen it with our own eyes for so many years. When the eldest young master was small, riding on Minister You’s shoulders to visit the Three Pagodas, we all saw it. Besides, if Minister You really treated the eldest young master poorly and was guarding against him, how could he possibly connect his study with the eldest young master’s main hall? Wouldn’t he fear the eldest young master following the secret passage into his study to eavesdrop?”

With this said, everyone nodded in agreement.

Tie Ci seemed to have nothing to say.

You Jun’s smile, which had been constant on his face, suddenly faded. “Your Highness, you’ve destroyed walls, injured people, entered Wanqing Garden, found the eldest young master absent. As half a host, this humble official has also shown everyone around. Now, where is your ‘good show’?”

Tie Ci stood at the main hall entrance, facing the questioning gazes of the crowd, facing the cold and murderous smile in You Jun’s eyes, facing the intoxicating southern sunlight, and smiled slightly. “The good show has begun.”

Then she stepped aside.

You Jun instinctively looked into the room. Though he knew it was impossible, he still instinctively tensed up, fearing You Weixing might suddenly appear.

The people, not understanding, also surged forward, then looked with great disappointment at the same room—no one there, no changes.

You Jun breathed a sigh of relief.

A sentence had just reached his throat when suddenly everything before his eyes shook violently. All scenery rapidly merged into patches of colored light curtains before his eyes. Everything and the wind rushed backward swiftly before him. The world spun, and he heard the people’s cries of alarm.

Among the cries, he miraculously heard Tie Ci’s soft laugh clearly.

Tie Ci before him also became blurred, like a suddenly materialized shadow, but that soft laugh was as clear as if it rang in his ear.

The next moment came another shock. After a brief distortion, the scenery returned to normal. It was still the same main hall before him. You Jun’s heart was still pounding when he instinctively looked up. The next moment, he felt his heartbeat stop completely.

Before his eyes, You Weixing had suddenly appeared!

Not just him alone—there were many others, all dressed as manor guards.

Everyone was in motion.

You Weixing crouched on the ground facing the main hall, looking up ahead. His gaze seemed to pierce through the crowd before him, falling somewhere far away, as if waiting for something.

Beside him, those guards—some rushed forward to cover his mouth, some released drugging incense, some worked together to grab his shoulders, some hugged his feet, some made hand signals indicating everyone should hurry and immediately take the person away.

These actions all happened in an instant. Everyone was so focused that this group of people hadn’t noticed there were suddenly many more people before them.

The people gaped at this scene of a living person appearing from thin air, completely stunned.

But no matter how stunned, they could see what this scene meant.

The eldest young master was indeed in Wanqing Garden!

The eldest young master was being forcibly controlled by manor guards to be immediately taken away!

But this seemed to be something that happened before they reached the second courtyard. Why, after a bout of shaking, was it now being enacted before their eyes?

Not only were all the people unable to process this illogical event, even the manor guards, turning to see so many people suddenly appear, were dumbfounded.

Those grabbing people, releasing incense, covering mouths, holding legs, and giving orders all froze like stone sculptures in an instant, nailed to the spot.

Chapter 409: Fearing the Crown Princess’s Magic Tricks
The only one unaffected was You Weixing, who jumped up joyfully and rushed toward Tie Ci. “A’Ci, you came!”

A hand appeared out of nowhere, catching him and lifting him up. Murong Yi’s voice didn’t sound very pleased. “Yes, I came.”

This little brat had grown so much taller in the past half year, now looking like a proper youth, yet he still dared to take advantage of Tie Ci while his mind wasn’t clear?

And calling her A’Ci?

You Weixing didn’t have much impression of Murong Yi. After all, Murong Yi’s beauty held no appeal for him. He struggled in Murong Yi’s grip, forcibly flipping a somersault around Murong Yi’s wrist.

Tie Ci was torn between laughter and tears, reaching out to pat his head as she said gently, “Yes, I came. Don’t worry, what I promised you, I will definitely fulfill.”

Murong Yi suddenly tilted his head as well.

Through long companionship, they had developed an understanding. Tie Ci very consciously reached out to pat his hair too.

This fellow—when ruthless, he was like a demon king, but sometimes he was just like a child.

Murong Yi set You Weixing down. You Weixing didn’t even glance at him, only focused on showing off to Tie Ci. “A’Ci, A’Ci, I can trace back much further now. Much further.”

“Saying it once is enough. I’m listening. Weixing is the most capable.”

Tie Ci held You Weixing’s hand and turned to look at You Jun.

You Jun had already regained his composure, frowning. “What kind of supernatural sorcery is this?”

Tie Ci said, “It’s just making things that happened but were attempted to be buried reappear.” She smiled at You Jun. “Minister You, shouldn’t you fulfill our agreement now?”

Everyone quietly looked at You Jun, thinking that earlier Minister You had controlled the situation, pressuring the Crown Princess into making this wager. Who would have thought the Crown Princess’s methods were mysterious beyond comprehension—now he had truly lifted a rock only to drop it on his own feet.

You Jun could still smile at this point, unhurriedly taking out a candied fruit to eat. While chewing the candied fruit, he said, “The eldest young master appearing here—I still don’t understand it. After all, since Your Highness has mastered such divine arts, there must surely be an expert behind you. Perhaps you used some ghost-summoning transportation technique to move the eldest young master from the villa outside the city to this place, even casting spells to confuse the guards’ minds and make them commit such acts of betraying their master.”

With his words, those guards who had been stunned on the spot came to their senses. Someone immediately knelt down with a thud, sweating profusely. “Sir! We don’t know what happened either. We were patrolling properly in the back courtyard when suddenly a strange wind blew, and our minds went fuzzy… What happened after that, this humble one doesn’t know!”

Suddenly applause rang out. Everyone turned to see Murong Yi clapping, saying to You Jun while applauding, “Truly worthy of being subordinates trained by Minister You—singing, acting, reciting, and fighting come naturally. I imagine if Minister You ever runs out of money in the future, organizing a theater troupe would certainly cause a sensation in the capital. When that time comes, this humble one will definitely attend to cheer Minister You on.”

You Jun smiled. “Young Master flatters me. Young Master can abandon his Liaodong family business to follow Your Highness daily—you must also be quite the romantic figure. This humble one thanks Young Master for your favor in advance.”

His words were no less sarcastic and mocking than Murong Yi’s. Murong Yi laughed. “Look at that sharp tongue of yours—it really suits my taste. I don’t fancy the beauty of brothel girls; I just like that teapot energy of yours. Later I’ll have the most skilled turtle from Cangxiang Pavilion in Ruzhou come to Kunzhou to learn from you as master.”

With a “clang,” the guards and attendants behind You Jun all drew their swords halfway.

Murong Yi clasped his hands behind his back, laughing. “Can’t argue so you curse, can’t curse so you fight—this move must be learned too. When fighting starts and the waters get muddied, that’s another new trick.”

You Jun waved his hand to signal the guards to retreat. Tie Ci had already laughed. “I didn’t order a stage to be set up. Who gave you permission to perform?”

Wan Ji kicked away the several guards who were kneeling and acting.

Tie Ci said, “This is the eldest young master’s territory. If anyone should speak, it should be the eldest young master first.”

You Jun coldly smiled without speaking.

You Weixing said, “I’ve always lived here. My room wasn’t like this before.”

The people slowly reacted, with someone suddenly exclaiming, “The eldest young master can speak!”

People began whispering.

“He doesn’t look crazy…”

“His speech is quite clear, and he recognizes people.”

“Then how can they say…”

The smile on You Jun’s face finally became somewhat difficult to maintain.

All the people’s previous reactions had been frank because of trust. But when loud voices turned to whispers, it meant the people had begun to doubt him in their hearts.

You Weixing pointed at the room’s furnishings. “No bed, no table, no chairs, no cushions, no shelf… none of it, none.”

He pointed at the wall. “I drew many pictures on the wall with radishes. Now they’re gone.”

Tie Ci said, “Wasn’t it blood from you hitting people?”

You Weixing slowly shook his head. “I remembered your words—when hitting people, hold back strength. No blood.”

“When did you hit people?”

“They wanted to take away all my people. Granny Xia, Uncle Zhang, Nanny He…” You Weixing counted on his fingers. “Little Xiu, Little Cao.”

“How long had all these people been with you?”

“Since I first knew them, a very long time. When I couldn’t see them, I was very scared, so I hit people… A’Ci, sister, I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize. Others wronged you first. Knowing you fear strangers, they suddenly replaced all the people you were close to and familiar with, deliberately provoking you. The other side stopped being human first—beating them to death would be justified.”

“They were driven away… Uncle Zhang wanted to take me away and was beaten to death…”

“Were there always just these few people around you?”

“Mm. Others didn’t want to come. And Yousi…”

From the crowd behind, Yousi joyfully rushed forward. “Young Master, Young Master, I’m Yousi! I’ve been thinking of you for so long…”

Only then did You Weixing slowly finish his sentence. “…but she didn’t want to stay by my side. She brought people to beat me.”

Yousi froze at You Weixing’s feet, her face changing from white to red to purple.

You Weixing stepped back and pulled out his boot. The surrounding crowd, looking at her, also stepped back in unison.

A master-betrayer, condemned by all.

Tie Ci said coolly, “So the only eldest young master of Yannan Prince’s manor had no more than five or six people around him, including menial servants. I wonder how many people serve Minister You’s own children?”

No one spoke.

Just You Weinan’s travel entourage of paired boys and girls carrying fans and water basins numbered eight people.

Earlier, You Weiqing had also been followed by a long string of people.

You Weixing walked to the secret passage entrance, poked his head in to look, then reached into the wall beside the passage and very familiarly retrieved a fire starter.

He lit the fire starter, which gave off a ghastly green light.

Tie Ci asked, “Weixing, did you hide this fire starter there yourself?”

“No. It was already there.” You Weixing gestured. “I was scared, grabbed the door edge, and felt it. At first it was placed very low.” He bent down to show the position, then slowly straightened up. “Later it got higher, then higher…”

As he gradually raised his waist, the position where the fire starter was placed gradually rose.

Tie Ci said, “So this fire starter was deliberately placed here by someone, placed where you could reach it when you were afraid. Starting from when you were very small, so it was placed low, then very ‘thoughtfully,’ as you grew taller, the position got higher and higher.”

You Weixing stiffly nodded.

The people didn’t understand, with someone even nodding. “So meticulous, truly thoughtful.”

“Thoughtful and meticulous?” Tie Ci laughed ambiguously. “Then let’s go in and take another look.”

Someone said, “There’s nothing inside. I already looked…”

“Earlier there was no eldest young master in the main hall either!” someone said.

Everyone fell silent, then followed into the secret passage.

As soon as they entered, someone said, “What’s that smell!”

Earlier, being somewhat afraid, those who entered had rushed back and forth without noticing, or if they noticed, didn’t pay attention. Now entering again, many people detected a very strange odor in the secret passage—the irritation of lacquer and lime, a faint smell of rust, and even a somewhat cloying fragrance.

All mixed into an unbearable smell.

In the dark secret passage, the ghastly green light of the fire starter made everyone’s faces glow eerily like ghosts, making the tunnel appear deep and winding, as if endless ghostly realms lay ahead.

Even though everyone knew there was nothing there, just looking at the people beside them and ahead was frightening enough.

Someone muttered, “What kind of damned fire starter is this! It could make anyone look like a ghost even when there’s nothing wrong—scared me to death!”

After saying this, they suddenly realized.

Everyone looked at each other.

This fire starter had ill intentions!

In the secret passage, Tie Ci’s mellow voice rang out leisurely. “Mm, our Minister You, who loves his nephew dearly and specially made this secret passage to tuck him in, would travel through this strangely-scented secret passage every night with this ghostly fire starter to cover his nephew. This makes me wonder—is he a masochist?”

Someone couldn’t help but snicker, but more people couldn’t laugh.

With things developing to this point, the smarter people already knew what was what.

When You Weixing was small, because a doctor had once advised that he needed more human contact and couldn’t be raised only among silks and brocades, the old prince, who had once placed great hopes on his eldest son, would personally take his son to walk among the common people when not busy with official duties. Yannan Prince’s manor had always been close to the people, and many of the people present still remembered You Weixing’s adorable appearance as a child—remembered that he didn’t speak, was kind-hearted, liked to watch ants for a very long time, and wouldn’t even let people step on his ants.

Such a child, whom everyone had watched grow up and who wouldn’t even harm ants, compared to the You father and son who controlled Yannan Prince’s manor and were full of shrewd calculation—the people’s hearts immediately leaned toward him.

When Tie Ci faced off against the You father and son, the You father and son became the weak ones oppressed by those in power, and the Yannan people naturally chose to believe and support them. But now, with You Weixing in the picture, the You father and son had become like Tie Ci’s role.

Someone sighed and said softly, “After all, he’s only an uncle…”

Others retorted, “Even so, there’s nothing in the secret passage…”

Before the words were finished, bright light filled everyone’s vision as Tie Ci lit a torch and held it up. “I have another magic trick to show everyone.”

You Jun hadn’t entered, standing with his people at the secret passage entrance. Hearing the phrase “magic trick,” his face twitched.

You Weinan waved his fan and said melancholically, “We don’t fear the Crown Princess’s anger—we fear the Crown Princess’s magic tricks.”

Chapter 410: Coercion
You Jun glanced at him, looked up at the sky outside, his expression dark and gloomy.

Continuous footsteps sounded from outside the courtyard. You Jun listened while watching the faint flames inside the secret passage, his expression calm.

Inside the secret passage, the light was much brighter, dispelling the ghostly atmosphere where everyone looked like demons. People breathed sighs of relief and looked around. Though there were no changes, they weren’t disappointed this time—everyone stared intently at Tie Ci and You Weixing.

You Weixing only stared at Tie Ci with that direct gaze that ordinary people truly couldn’t bear—for instance, Murong Yi couldn’t stand it. But being held by Tie Ci, with her finger tracing back and forth in his palm, he endured it.

Their little fingers moving in and out, making secret signals in each other’s palms, Murong Yi played this palm game with Tie Ci while thinking smugly that everyone said the Crown Princess didn’t understand romance—those fellows just didn’t have the fortune to experience her romance. In fact, the Crown Princess could be salty or sweet and was skilled in various flirtatious techniques.

Countless women in this world, relying on their noble status, put on airs in everything and everywhere, making themselves detestable for no reason. Only his A’Ci would never be like that. Though possessing the most noble status in the world, she remained untainted by vulgar customs, retaining only the warm atmosphere of human life.

She was a treasure he had encountered with great difficulty.

He especially loved her manner of conducting serious business with dignified righteousness while secretly exchanging romantic gestures—just like now.

Their fingers and palms entangled in secret, never affecting the dignified brightness on the surface. Even her smile conformed to royal grace. Tie Ci raised her hand and brushed it across the wall.

People exclaimed in surprise.

What had been a very natural earthen wall, fitting the appearance of an unpretentious secret passage, suddenly changed as Tie Ci’s fingers brushed across it. The dust vanished, the wall surface became old and dark, revealing many marks.

These were the shocking traces Tie Ci had seen when she entered the secret passage that night.

Under the torchlight, from top to bottom on the secret passage walls were handprints of various sizes—from tiny palms to adult-sized handprints—various dripping marks, various blood-red colors that hurt the eyes.

Everyone’s breathing became light for a moment. Even without understanding what these walls represented, they were horrified by the cold, murderous, and evil aura that seemed to emanate from those hideous marks. The earlier rusty smell became even more intense, and some people couldn’t look for more than a few seconds before turning to retch.

Tie Ci’s voice rang out. “Don’t look too much. Some of these drawings contain drugs, others have special painting methods that make people feel irritated and confused when they look at them. You’re ordinary people without martial arts—don’t get hurt because of this.”

Someone angrily said, “What kind of person made such nauseating images on these walls!”

Others looked thoughtful. How did these patterns appear? Was an outer layer scraped away? But in just an instant, this inner wall was revealed, and no one saw any dust falling.

In the distance, You Jun’s eyes flickered.

The Crown Princess’s restoration ability—he had heard vague rumors but hadn’t expected it to be real and so miraculous.

When covering up this secret passage wall, he had considered the possibility of it being seen publicly, but at the time thought the Crown Princess might not have the opportunity to stand here—it was just an extra precaution.

But the Crown Princess had walked step by step into this secret passage, lifting all concealment and exposing everything that couldn’t be known to public view.

Tie Ci said, “Look at these handprints.”

You Weixing slowly placed his hand on the topmost bloody handprint. It matched perfectly.

Everyone stared at the precisely fitting handprint, following that position downward until they saw small handprints about three feet from the wall. Many people realized what this meant and gasped in shock.

Someone held the ghastly green fire starter and stood before the wall. Those wild lines and marks trembled as if about to move in the ghostfire’s illumination, seeming ready to pounce from the wall at any moment. That face and the long shadow reflected on the wall also writhed like evil spirits. Everyone instinctively stepped back, then back again. Without knowing when, their foreheads and backs were covered in sweat, but they had completely lost their voices until someone, as if strangled by the throat, hoarsely said, “…did he watch this from childhood to adulthood…”

No one spoke. After a long while, Tie Ci laughed softly. “A fool?”

She suddenly turned and kicked the wall with tremendous force. With a thunderous crash, half the secret passage wall collapsed. Amid the sound of crumbling bricks and stones, Tie Ci said in uncontrollable anger, “In such circumstances, with such torment, which of you could avoid going mad? Could avoid becoming a fool?”

The thunderous sound and questioning echoed in the winding secret passage, continuously repeating “fool, fool, fool, fool…”

Some people, frightened by the shock, shouted “The secret passage is collapsing!” and turned to flee.

But at this moment, they discovered there was no light behind them—the secret passage door had been silently closed!

The people immediately became agitated. “Open the door! Open the door!”

Someone realized, “It’s Minister You and his people! Seeing his crimes exposed, Minister You has decided to go all out and trap us all to death in the secret passage!”

You Weixing grabbed Tie Ci’s hand. Tie Ci knew what he wanted to do, pressed down on his hand, and shook her head.

She walked forward. The people had been panicking, but seeing her say nothing and just move forward with steady steps and a straight back, they inexplicably felt much more at ease. They all fell silent and followed behind her until they reached the end of the secret passage.

At the end of the secret passage was a wall with a door now open.

Tie Ci didn’t push this door. She just placed her hand on it, and after a moment, the door disappeared, restored to a complete wall. Someone knocked on the wall and found it was very thick.

If there had originally been no door here, then You Jun’s supposedly warm story of “arranging the secret passage to cover his nephew every night” would become a ghost story.

Fortunately, everyone now had a clear understanding of the true relationship between this uncle and nephew. Seeing this situation, they weren’t very surprised, only wondering if this was just a wall, whether the eldest young master couldn’t get through and Minister You couldn’t come over either.

But they saw Tie Ci walk to the corner of the wall, kick somewhere unknown, and shout, “Stand back!”

People hurriedly stepped back, then discovered the entire wall was sweeping toward them. Those with slow feet were knocked down by the slowly turning wall and pushed forward like garbage being swept, while Tie Ci had already walked forward.

People involuntarily moved forward along the wall’s rotating trajectory until they were pushed under the skylight of another room. Standing on the ground’s blue-green carved floor tiles and looking at the curio shelves, ivory couches, and huanghuali wood writing desk on the four walls, they realized they had reached You Jun’s study.

Everyone was thinking this didn’t seem like much when they saw Tie Ci stomp down hard.

The area under Tie Ci’s foot was an empty space on the right side of You Jun’s study, currently unoccupied. With Tie Ci’s stomp, the entire room’s floor shook, then a large section collapsed.

Tie Ci’s guards rushed up, using spear points and blade tips to lift the topmost layer of decorative tiles, revealing the brick and earth underneath. Everyone looked and saw nothing unusual, but the guards continued expanding the excavation area. As more of the ground was uncovered, everyone finally noticed something strange.

The soil where Tie Ci’s foot had caused the collapse was relatively fresh, the bricks and stones more fragmented, appearing hastily laid. Moreover, the surrounding soil contained more white substances—everyone knew this stuff. Yannan had many snakes and insects, so particular households would lay a layer of lime under the ground.

But the ground area under Tie Ci’s foot showed no traces of lime.

Without needing to say more, people understood.

This section of ground had also been newly filled.

Due to time constraints, it was filled hastily, so no lime was scattered, and the soil and bricks were all different.

The guards continued digging downward. Gradually, everyone discovered this had originally been a large pit.

At the very bottom of the pit, the guards scooped up a handful of earth, spread it with their fingers, and everyone saw a black nail.

Tie Ci said concisely, “A stray fish that escaped the net.”

The people were bewildered.

Tie Ci said, “Think about it. You light that ghostfire, pass through that secret passage, encounter a wall. Because of fear, you want to push open this wall, then you hit a mechanism, the entire wall begins rotating, sweeping you into the adjacent room. But where the wall stops rotating, there’s a large pit, and you inevitably fall into it, and in the pit, there are nails.”

Everyone’s hair stood on end.

What a terrifying experience this was.

And this experience might have begun very early, might have become his nightmare since childhood, might have happened again and again—not fatal but heart-piercingly painful, terrifying yet inescapable.

After a moment of silence, someone rushed out of the crowd, shouting, “Where is You Jun!”

Someone answered from outside, “I’m here.”

The angry people looked up and instantly held their breath.

Outside was a completely different beautiful scene—artificial mountains and flowing water, small bridges and pavilions. But now on the artificial mountains, small bridges, and pavilion tops, there were densely packed soldiers everywhere—those holding spears, drawing bows, raising swords… A mass of weapon glints dazzled eyes under sunlight.

Beyond those pavilions and towers, everywhere visible, one could see masses of dark heads and snow-white blade light stretching endlessly.

As if in just the time it took to walk through the secret passage, all of Yannan’s troops had gathered here.

The sound of clashing weapons rang out from afar. Judging by the position close to the prince’s manor, it should be the Crown Princess’s guards left outside the manor, already engaged in close combat with the continuously arriving Yannan soldiers.

You Jun sat under the artificial mountain, where someone had already moved a grand master chair for him. He crossed his legs, picking his favorite candied fruits from a glass plate on the small table beside him.

While leisurely saying, “What do you want with me?”

He spoke in Yannan dialect, his tone gentle and friendly, but the people who had been righteously indignant just moments before were instantly silenced.

Some still had their blood up and cursed loudly, “You Jun, you’ve lost all conscience! You’ll die a horrible death!”

You Jun selected his favorite candied fruit, put it in his mouth, and made a satisfied “mm” sound.

Then he looked up, smiled at Tie Ci, and said, “Your Highness, oh Your Highness, why must you do this? Everyone could have gotten along harmoniously, made some ceremonial gestures, sat down to discuss things properly. Why force things to the point where the dagger is revealed? What, do you think your three thousand guards are enough to flatten Yannan?”

He chewed the candied fruit, rarely speaking so clearly, smiled, and spat out the pit. Shaking his head, he said, “Or do you think that ruining my reputation would let you manipulate public opinion and drive me from the prince’s manor? How strange and curious! Your Highness, you yourself were driven from the capital and secretly went to Yongping to show favor to Di Yiwei, gaining control of Yongping’s military power. On this Yannan trip, you’ve also been flirting with Xiao Xueya, coveting his navy. How is it that when you reached Kunzhou, you forgot that having troops in hand makes one the boss?”

Tie Ci said, “Since you mention Xiao Xueya, you should know he not only controls the navy but also temporarily commands Qianzhou’s local military forces. He has now secured all the passes leading to various parts of Yannan—the nearest can reach Yannan in three days.”

“That’s still three days away. And Your Highness, you’re in Kunzhou. Once I mobilize all of Kunzhou’s forces to take you, have you calculated how long your three thousand guards can hold out?” You Jun’s smile didn’t diminish. “Besides, Da Qian’s iron law states that as long as a feudal prince hasn’t rebelled, armies from other territories cannot enter without authorization. Your Highness, do you want to risk the universal condemnation of starting a war without cause?”

He chewed the candied fruit, squinting with enjoyment. “As for me, I’m a timid man. I don’t dare risk universal condemnation. I prefer people to submit to me willingly. But today Your Highness has torn off my face—what should I do? Naturally, I must keep Your Highness and these elders who have seen things they shouldn’t have seen here forever in the prince’s manor. Wouldn’t that solve everything?”

The people’s faces changed drastically.

“Minister You, what do you mean!”

“Exactly what you think I mean.” You Jun said, “If you want to blame someone, blame your Crown Princess for bringing you in to manipulate public opinion against me.”

You Weinan waved his fan, laughing, “They say once you enter a marquis’s gate, it’s as deep as the sea. Since it’s as deep as the sea, naturally you can’t swim out.”

You Jun seemed slightly annoyed by his chattiness, glanced at him sideways, then looked outside.

The people all turned to look at Tie Ci, most now with resentful gazes, completely forgetting that the evil was done by You Jun and they themselves had wanted to watch the excitement.

Tie Ci didn’t mind—seeking profit and avoiding harm was human nature.

“The prince’s manor guards, Kunzhou Inspection Bureau, Kunzhou Five Cities Military Commission, even the Kunzhou Grand Camp twenty li outside the city—all the military forces in Yannan’s central region have now been deployed to this Three Pagodas and One Pool area,” You Jun said. “Your Highness, give up. As long as you give up, I can still treat you with the courtesy due to an honored guest, invite you to attend the female heir’s wedding and my son’s heir apparent investiture ceremony, and finally escort you ceremoniously from Yannan. These innocent people naturally won’t be harmed either.”

“What if I’m unwilling?” Tie Ci shook her head. “Ceremoniously escort me from Yannan? That sounds nice—did I come on this southern tour just to drink at a wedding?”

“That’s fine too. It’s just that all the other people here will have to die.”

The people cried out in anger and agitation. Some cursed You Jun, some cursed Tie Ci, and others rushed forward to grab Tie Ci’s legs. “Your Highness! Save us! We don’t want to die! We were wrong—we shouldn’t have come to hear the prince’s manor secrets! Please step back, just step back a little!”

Chapter 411: Snow Flying in June
Murong Yi kicked out with one foot, “What do you understand! Is this a matter of taking a step back!”

You Jun’s words sounded pleasant, but once Tie Ci gave up, it would be a case of others holding the knife while they became the fish on the chopping board. Things had already reached such a life-or-death situation—could there really be a peaceful resolution?

Killing Tie Ci’s three thousand guards was inevitable. Even if Tie Ci could eventually leave Kun Prefecture, the journey ahead would surely be filled with bloodshed and carnage.

Not to mention returning from the southern tour in defeat—how could those old foxes in court miss such an opportunity?

The Crown Princess appeared to be high and untouchable, but wasn’t she also suffering from the loneliness of the heights? One wrong step and she could fall into the dust.

Most crucially, even if Tie Ci was willing to sacrifice herself, the people present still wouldn’t be able to live. You Jun still needed to control Yannan and wouldn’t leave behind so many people who knew his secrets.

You Jun said this merely out of malice, wanting those who manipulated public opinion to die by that very public opinion.

However, the common people wouldn’t understand and didn’t want to understand these things. The people rushing forward didn’t stop, with many more men, women, elderly, and children following behind, tears streaming down their faces as they sought to drown Tie Ci in an ocean of moral coercion.

But the person rushing at the very front was still three feet away from Tie Ci when Murong Yi kicked him flying. He scraped along the ground for over a zhang, stirring up dust and grass debris, and finally rolled with a splash into the pool.

This merciless kick stunned the common people. Suddenly no one dared to rush forward pleading. Some stayed in place crying, others jumped about cursing from afar, pointing fingers and spitting with rage. For a moment, those cursing Tie Ci far outnumbered those cursing You Jun.

You Jun sat calmly on high, chewing preserved fruit while watching the show.

The Crown Princess was simply too naive.

She thought that winning the people’s hearts would win her the realm, but didn’t know that these unarmed common folk had brains the size of beans, filled only with thoughts of their three meals and one night’s lodging. Those tales of noble families seemed to interest them greatly, but were actually just appetizers for their leisure time. If it truly affected them personally, even a single coin in business, that would absolutely not do.

Even if some people upheld so-called justice, what of it? Could they stand against the hundred thousand soldiers inside and outside Kun Prefecture?

Behind him, You Weinan was shaking his fan with great interest, watching with relish. But You Jun had no interest in appreciating his opponent’s embarrassment. After all, the priority was to thoroughly defeat and trample his opponent into the dust—all spiritual victories weren’t worth indulging in.

He raised his hand, and amid the people’s terrified gazes and resentful wailing, said: “I’ll count for Your Highness. With each count, one person dies.”

Following his raised arm, on the rooftops, the dark arrowheads silently turned in unison, pointing at that crowd of people.

The cold white sharpness of the arrow points reflected countless spots of light in the sunlight, casting them on countless terrified faces.

For a moment even the sounds of crying and wailing ceased. The tense atmosphere made people’s skin crawl and the hair on their backs stand on end.

An old woman gasped in shock and suddenly knelt to plead with Tie Ci, but the murderous, suffocating atmosphere made the archers’ nerves taut as well. Seeing someone move in the field, a young archer subconsciously trembled slightly, and with a twang, an arrow left the bowstring.

The old woman looked back, and in her slightly widened pupils, a dark vortex gradually expanded.

Like it wanted to drag people into a black hole of death and blood.

Amid screams from all sides, people pushed and stumbled, fleeing in panic like wolves and pigs.

The sharp sound of the arrow point piercing the air was like a sword stabbing into everyone’s eardrums, causing extreme terror. But just as the terror reached its peak, it suddenly stopped.

The old woman who thought she was certainly dead tremulously raised her head, only to see the Crown Princess standing beside her, arm raised, in exactly the same posture as when she had reached out the window during the imperial procession. This time she held an arrow between her fingers.

With a raise of her hand, the arrow flew back with even more fierce and violent momentum than before, precisely passing over the mass of dark heads on the rooftop, heading straight for that young archer who had shot it.

This time it was the archer’s turn to have his terrified pupils reflect the spinning, enlarging arrowhead.

Countless comrades tried unsuccessfully to intercept the arrow.

The next moment the archer felt a chill in his chest, but no pain. Looking down, he saw the arrow had pierced his armor and also his undergarments, but hadn’t harmed his skin in the slightest.

This absolutely couldn’t be because the Crown Princess lacked strength and missed.

It could only mean the Crown Princess’s control was powerful, precise, and exquisitely fine.

He just didn’t understand why his life had been spared.

Tie Ci looked at that young archer from afar, “Who are you loyal to?”

The archer blurted out, “Yannan Prince’s Manor!”

The expressions of his surrounding comrades became subtle. They thought this answer might not be wrong for themselves, but it wasn’t what the Crown Princess who had just spared his life wanted to hear. This time, having just been spared, he was about to have his life demanded back, wasn’t he?

But they saw Tie Ci ask again: “Loyal to whom in Yannan Prince’s Manor?”

The young archer still replied defiantly: “Loyal to the You family’s direct line, the masters of Yannan Prince’s Manor!”

Tie Ci pressed on relentlessly, “Which master? The old prince? The female heir? The eldest young master? Or the You Commander and his son who have now usurped the nest?”

The archer hesitated for a while, then said: “Loyal to the Yannan Prince’s lineage. Loyal to all who carry the blood of the You family’s direct line, generation after generation, whoever it may be.”

“Then if the direct line members fight each other, whom would you support?” Tie Ci said, “You Commander and his son abuse the eldest young master and imprison and force marriage on the female heir—do you know this?”

That archer’s bow trembled, and he sneered coldly: “Stop your wild accusations! Commander You treats the young lady and her brother better than his own children—who in all of Kun Prefecture doesn’t know this? Here you are sowing discord, trying to say that everyone in Kun Prefecture’s great camp has turned to you, this scheming member of the imperial family!”

Behind You Jun, You Weinan nodded seriously, apparently using his actions to show agreement with that statement about “treating the young lady and her brother better than his own children.” You Jun glanced over, and a flash of gloom passed and disappeared.

The common people who had personally witnessed the truth of Wanqing Garden had complex expressions, but no one dared speak at this moment.

Tie Ci wasn’t angry and smiled: “Fine, I know you’re loyal. But even if everyone is loyal, there must be some order of priority. So whom are you most loyal to?”

This time the soldier hesitated and didn’t answer.

The answer was naturally there, but it wasn’t appropriate to say it in front of the You father and son.

Seeing everyone’s expressions, Tie Ci understood and didn’t make it difficult for him, saying: “If one day, the person you’re most loyal to is harmed by others, what would you do?”

You Jun’s expression changed slightly.

But then thinking of the mechanisms in that royal tomb and the troops already arranged, he relaxed and sneered inwardly.

This was nothing more than verbal deception.

If she had really succeeded in excavating the tomb, why would he still not have received any news?

…

Near the royal tomb in Wanqing Mountain, countless carrier pigeons took flight, then fell as if grasped by countless invisible hands.

In the gray-green forest sea, countless roads extended in all directions like tentacles, with riders galloping upon them, trailing rolling clouds of dust as they shot toward Kun Prefecture, the heart of Yannan.

But in the night, while galloping, they either fell silently or their horses reared in fright, blood spraying in mid-air before falling like rain, staining red the rescue letters in their pouches.

There was also movement on the waterways. Thin boats set out under cover of night, leaving rippling traces on the water surface. But encountering a clump of reeds or a flock of startled waterfowl, cold arrows whistled from within the reeds across the water, carving deep bloody furrows. And past the birds’ wingtips, one could see countless ships in the darkness, with someone on the highest treasure ship calmly lowering the spyglass in his hand.

…

In Yannan Prince’s Manor, the discussion about loyalty and treachery was bewildering, and You Jun had obviously lost patience, shouting loudly: “Shoot!”

A volley of arrows, aimed at the people in front.

This time it was a fan-shaped concentrated shot—Tie Ci couldn’t possibly save so many people simultaneously.

You Jun’s expression was calm.

Some people had to die before certain stubborn people would understand the situation.

Suddenly there was a sound of wind overhead.

Heavy, like some massive object crashing down.

You Jun instinctively looked up, then saw a huge, square thing falling from the sky.

That thing landed right in front of that volley of arrows. With continuous thudding sounds, sparks flew everywhere, arrow shafts broke, and arrowheads scattered in all directions.

The moment it hit the ground, there was a tremendous crash, and the entire ground shook.

A lid-like thing was shaken open and fell to the ground.

When the dust settled, the thing’s appearance became clear.

Made of nanmu wood with bright, thick vermillion lacquer that hadn’t lost any of its luster despite being buried underground—clearly it had been lacquered dozens of times. Golden powder painted cloud-dragon patterns on it, brilliant and magnificent.

The scene fell silent for a moment.

Even the most ignorant person could see this was a coffin, and it had to be a coffin for royal nobility to have such dimensions, heavy lacquer, and carved golden cloud-dragons.

The Great Qian had strict regulations regarding burial rites. Imperial relatives below the rank of prince were divided into nine grades, with strict regulations on materials, tomb specifications, burial goods, sacrificial rites, and other aspects. In all of Yannan, only one person could use such a coffin.

After a moment of silence, suddenly furious voices erupted on the scene.

“Someone has desecrated the prince’s tomb!”

“Those who desecrate graves will be struck by five thunders from heaven!”

Never mind that the soldiers’ faces turned red as they drew their weapons—even the common people who were still under threat of life and death began to clamor, all rushing forward.

“You dogs! Shameless! Today we are irreconcilably opposed to you!”

People were so angry they couldn’t control themselves. Some took off their shoes to throw, others grabbed whatever they could find to throw. Stinking shoes and rotten socks flew everywhere, and even Tie Ci had to retreat several steps.

But the common people were quickly overtaken by the soldiers. Infantry ran wildly, cavalry spurred their horses and leaped dangerously over the gaps in the courtyard walls, and archers jumped down from high places, joining with the infantry like a black tide rolling toward Tie Ci and the others.

Viewed from above, Tie Ci and her dozen or so companions stood isolated with their backs to the courtyard wall, while before them rolled an army like a river tide. The spear points of the soldiers in front gleamed like snow, pushing forward in a surging wave.

Wan Ji rushed over, disregarding rank as he pulled Tie Ci backward: “Your Highness! These people have gone mad—we must retreat for now!”

Even a peerless master would find it hard to stand against thousands of troops—this was common knowledge among all martial artists.

Now with emotions running high, even if they wanted to explain something, no one would be willing to listen or able to hear.

Now, apart from meeting violence with violence, there was no other means to stop this wave. But with such a disparity in numbers between enemy and ally, how could they make these people stop?

This move by His Highness was shocking indeed, but wasn’t it too extreme!

Tie Ci looked up at the sky and said: “Wait a little longer.”

Wait for what? Wan Ji was about to go mad with anxiety. Wait for those hotheads in front to stick their spears into our bellies?

Looking again at Tie Ci’s back as she stood with hands behind her back, looking up at the sky with flowing robes, an irreverent thought flashed through Wan Ji’s mind.

Our Highness is brilliant and divine, our Highness is a peerless master, but to strike a pose—isn’t this somewhat inappropriate timing?

And that enchantress beside her, with danger pressing so urgently, instead of advising restraint or protecting the sovereign, she struck the exact same pose as His Highness. What was this—afraid people wouldn’t know you’re the exclusive favorite of the imperial harem?

Wan Ji’s mental complaints could only be swallowed back down. After all, he didn’t dare scold Tie Ci and even less dare scold Murong Yi. He could only shout loudly and charge forward, bending to lift, preparing to commit the great disrespect of carrying Tie Ci inside first.

However, his head was suddenly slapped, and the next moment his scalp hurt as someone grabbed him by the hair roots and lifted him up from Tie Ci’s waist. A gorgeous voice said sinisterly in his ear: “Look, it’s snowing.”

Wan Ji was forcibly lifted up. Hearing this, he nearly choked with anger. Just as he was about to risk his life to curse “Snow your mother!”, he suddenly felt something cold on his forehead.

He looked up and was stunned.

At this moment.

At the head of the tide, rushing at the very front was that archer who had answered Tie Ci earlier. He had slung his bow and arrows on his back and switched to a spear to charge forward. At this moment his eyes were red as he stared at his gleaming spear point, waiting for the next moment’s satisfaction of a white blade going in and a red blade coming out, when he suddenly felt something cool on his nose.

He reached up to wipe it, and his fingertip was icy cold—a bit of crystalline substance was melting.

This thing was so unfamiliar that he didn’t immediately realize what it was.

Then he heard someone shout: “It’s snowing!”

The young archer’s first reaction was to want to laugh.

How could that be possible.

Yannan was located in the extreme south, hot and dry year-round. Many people had never seen snow in their entire lives.

Just today, the sun had been scorching enough to peel skin.

But more people began shouting, “It’s snowing, it’s really snowing!”

Chapter 412: Who Are You Loyal To?
“Is this snow? So cool and refreshing!”

“I’ve never seen snow in my entire life—these snowflakes are so beautiful!”

Everyone stopped and looked up at the sky. At dusk, the sun had already grown much fainter, the sky was hazy, and countless snowflakes spun as they fell. In mid-air the broken snow was misty, pulled by a gust of wind into endless spirals above people’s heads, like unfinished running script from a brush as large as a rafter.

The southerners who had never seen snow focused all their attention on those swirling flowers, so no one noticed that the snow was falling only within this area of Yannan Prince’s Manor. Beyond the distant walls, one could still faintly see the evening glow and pale sunlight.

While everyone was celebrating this once-in-a-lifetime spectacle and forgetting everything else, someone suddenly said quietly: “Snow flying in June—there must be a great injustice.”

Like a bucket of cold water suddenly poured over everyone’s heads, people froze for a moment and turned to look at the speaker.

Tie Ci stood with arms crossed in front of the coffin, her expression half-smiling, half-not, as she nodded her chin toward the coffin: “Talk about loyal devotion—one snowfall and you forget who’s lying here.”

The soldiers’ faces flushed red first, then remembering what they had seen earlier, someone immediately said angrily: “Snow flying in June is naturally because someone has desecrated the great prince’s tomb. Was it you!”

“If it’s related to me, why would I remind you? Why don’t you come closer and see why the great prince’s coffin fell from heaven, accompanied by June snow?”

After a moment of silence, a squad of soldiers approached with great wariness.

They saw a corpse that had rotted almost completely.

Obviously this scene had considerable visual impact. After a moment of quiet, the soldiers erupted in fury: “This is using some random person’s corpse to impersonate our late great prince! Our late great prince’s remains were specially treated by our Yannan shamans and the finest witch doctors using the most precious medicines. The body could be preserved without decay for a hundred years—this is not our prince!”

“Who dug up our prince’s tomb and used some random corpse to occupy his royal coffin! This is an insult! An insult to all of Yannan!”

“Those who insult our great prince, we will surely kill!”

With ringing sounds, countless blades flashed dazzlingly as they were brandished.

But they saw Tie Ci suddenly bend down.

The next instant she lifted out the white bones.

Another extremely impactful scene—Tie Ci holding the white bones with the leg bones hanging down, several green shadows flashing on the left leg.

Those nails.

Even Feng Huan in the distant capital knew that Yannan Prince’s leg was connected with nails, so naturally the people of Yannan all knew this even better.

After all, at the time this was miraculous medicine and caused quite a sensation. Later, when people came with heavy gold seeking that divine physician who could connect human bones with nails to save lives, one disappeared while the other was taken by someone else—another prince who took the divine physician to Liaodong, where he remained, and no one in the interior ever witnessed that miraculous nail bone-setting technique again.

The leg bone had already grown together with the nails and shouldn’t have been very obvious, but those nails were actually bright red in color while the bones were blue-black, so everyone saw them at once.

These white bones undoubtedly belonged to Yannan Prince.

This silence made everyone feel suffocated.

Tie Ci beckoned, and a short figure emerged from the crowd. A’kou looked serious as he handed over the tiger from his shoulder.

Tie Ci reached out her hand.

Just then, cold light flashed as something shot from the crowd behind Tie Ci toward her back.

Tie Ci acted as if she had eyes in the back of her head, reaching back without turning around to catch it.

But one pair of hands was faster than hers. Murong Yi pinched that arrow and casually threw the tiger toward the crowd. The tiger extended its long tongue in mid-air and with a slap, hit an ordinary-looking man in the crowd of people. That person immediately fell down with a face full of black qi.

The people hadn’t expected an assassin to be mixed among them and all retreated in shock, instantly creating three feet of distance between individuals.

Some stared at the tiger, recognizing that this tiger-striped frog was obviously a poisonous creature.

The tiger hopped onto Tie Ci’s shoulder and licked its tongue over the white bones. As that tongue tip lifted, everyone clearly saw a bit of gray-black powder scatter from the bones, which the tiger spat out with its long tongue and contentedly licked into its belly.

“There’s poison on the bones!”

Amid the exclamations, some disagreed: “Who knows if someone dug up the great prince’s remains, spread a layer of poison on them, then brought them here to frame others?”

Someone immediately retorted: “Are you blind? Didn’t you see that frog licked the bone marrow? Whose poison could reach the bone marrow after death?”

Suddenly everyone fell silent and looked up at the snow in the sky.

Snow continued falling heavily, landing on the blue-black bones, on the gorgeous coffin, on the yellow cloud-patterned dragon brocade that remained perfectly preserved with bright colors.

June snow—what injustice was it telling?

The coffin was made of finest agarwood, with five layers of nested coffins, treated inside and out to prevent decay, sealed tightly. Even the inner lining of gold-woven satin remained as magnificent as ever.

But the bones had already rotted like this.

The bones contained poison.

Yannan Prince had been poisoned to death.

The snow suddenly stopped. The prince’s manor was covered in frost and snow, with icicles hanging from the eaves, set against a cold moon that had finally climbed high in the sky, as if they had instantly crossed into a snow country.

At this moment everyone stood in Wanqing Garden, near the small garden that also had water channeled to form a pool, with artificial hills and winding corridors complete. Now the pavilion wings were covered in snow, with a figure in hemp clothes and wide robes standing upon them.

His robes and long hair swayed gently in the wind, with snow scenery before him and deep spring behind him. He stood between them with an otherworldly bearing.

He seemed to be holding a black box in his hands. Under everyone’s gaze, he slightly lowered his fingers.

The black box suddenly changed, becoming a black bottle from which black liquid poured endlessly. The liquid hung from the pavilion wing in a thin line that wind could neither break nor sway, then that line flowed on the ground, winding toward everyone’s feet.

The snow scene was crystalline with everything frozen, while behind them deep spring and early summer flowers blazed like fire. A black line flowed like a snake between them—the scene was indescribably eerily beautiful, making people instinctively retreat.

The “black bottle” in the hemp-clothed man’s hands seemed like a treasure vase, with black lines pouring endlessly from it. But they stopped three feet before the crowd, gathering again into the shape of a square box, piling higher and higher.

Until it became a large box five feet long and three feet wide.

This black box on the snowy ground looked solid and shiny, reflecting blue-purple light like the finest hardwood.

Someone gasped in shock.

Obviously recognizing what this was.

The hemp-clothed man beckoned, and a corpse appeared in his hand—from the clothing, a soldier from Kun Prefecture’s great camp, probably killed in the fighting outside. The hemp-clothed man casually threw this person into the black box formed by the insects.

The “black box” writhed strangely and rapidly, the entire “box” seeming to undergo countless rearrangements in an instant while maintaining its overall shape. Then came a teeth-grinding gnawing sound that made everyone’s skin crawl. Those with particularly good eyesight could already sense that the blue-purple light on this “black box” had intensified.

The hemp-clothed man continued standing coldly on the pavilion wing and snapped his fingers.

The “black box” silently collapsed, once again becoming black flowing water and black thin lines, flowing back into the hemp-clothed man’s hands.

Only that corpse remained on the ground, its leather armor shattered into countless pieces, while the exposed fingers and calves had lost both clothing and skin.

Deadly silence.

The vivid demonstration shocked everyone.

Until Tie Ci’s voice rang out.

“Yes, it was me who sent people to excavate Yannan Prince’s tomb.”

“Because of the treatment the You siblings endured, I didn’t believe Yannan Prince could enjoy his natural lifespan under certain people’s wolfish ambitions. Moreover, court reports mentioned half a year before Yannan Prince’s death that he was in robust health with no hidden ailments, maintained good health practices, and the prince’s manor supported famous physicians. Under such circumstances, why did he die without cause in just half a year?”

“You’ve seen the bones—they contain poison. And that nanmu coffin you just saw is the second nested coffin. These black insects are the final inner coffin.”

“I asked you before who you’re truly loyal to. Now with Yannan Prince’s poisoned remains before you and June snow above, I ask you again—who are you loyal to?”

“Will you still be loyal to that treasonous You Jun who killed his brother to usurp his position, bullied orphans, and secretly harmed his nephews?”

Wind swept through the courtyard, its leading edge icy cold while its trailing sound carried hidden heat, just like everyone’s current mood.

After a long time, there was no answer, only the clang of metal.

It was that spear-wielding archer—his long spear had fallen to the ground.

As the spear hit the ground, he seemed to come to his senses, staring down at it for a long moment. Suddenly he reached back to remove his bow and arrows from his back, throwing the quiver on the ground.

Then he turned and walked away.

As if receiving a signal, many people turned and left, while many others remained in place, looking at each other in confusion. Some still refused to believe and looked for the You father and son, wanting them to come out and confront the accusations, only to discover they had disappeared at some point.

But Tie Ci knew when they had disappeared—when Yannan Prince’s coffin fell from heaven and June snow began falling, You Jun had inconspicuously retreated. When Tie Ci lifted out the bones, he had already retreated into the crowd, taking with him a group of soldiers loyal to himself.

Retreating without fighting wasn’t his style, so Tie Ci could be certain that old Yannan Prince was indeed extremely beloved by the army and people. Though he had died only two or three years ago, his remaining influence persisted, and You Jun hadn’t had time to win over all the military loyalty to himself.

A few more years hence, that would be hard to say.

After all, You Jun was a very complex person.

For years before, this man had made no sound and was rumored to be quite mediocre. A few years ago, Tie Ci hadn’t even heard his name.

But a mediocre person couldn’t have remained silent and patient for so many years, then finally killed his brother and forced his nephew to seize great power.

Having done all this, he hadn’t damaged his official reputation or popular support in the slightest, nor received any criticism from court.

This was truly remarkable.

And from the moment she stepped into Yannan, everything she had experienced, both openly and secretly, had his shadow looming behind it.

He had even nearly taken her and Murong Yi’s lives.

Such a person, given time, could resolve anything.

But Tie Ci still didn’t stop him.

At that moment, revealing the truth was the first priority. If she had only focused on stopping You Jun without first clarifying the truth of Yannan Prince’s death, the army would have thought she was directly provoking them, and the enraged army really could have leveled this courtyard along with her.

You Jun was very good at seizing opportunities, knowing she couldn’t spare attention for him, so he walked away unhurriedly under her very nose.

The army’s loyalty had wavered, but Kun Prefecture’s power remained in his hands. By withdrawing in time to avoid being devoured by the army’s backlash, he could still hide within Kun Prefecture and become an underground emperor secretly manipulating events.

This calculation was quite shrewd.

But Tie Ci had made so many preparations for today—naturally she wanted more than just his disgrace and ruin.

She couldn’t get away herself, but that didn’t mean no one else could be used.

Duanmu had come, so naturally the魃族 people had come too. Tie Ci had already sent Duanmu a signal and heard those snakes, insects, and rodents lurking and passing through the grass. There was a faint fishy scent in the wind, pursuing in the direction You Jun had departed.

She even heard Feng Huan running breathlessly in the distance, calling for A’da and A’er.

Tie Ci thought that Murong Yi’s pirated bookstore would soon be able to add a new book. She had already thought of the title: “Sky-High Pampered Wife Runs Away with Crocodiles, Young Master Don’t Even Think of Chasing.”

The commander of Kun Prefecture’s great camp came forward, watching Tie Ci warily but not approaching to pay respects, only restraining his soldiers to retreat.

A squad of soldiers came forward to collect Yannan Prince’s remains, blocking Tie Ci from approaching.

Tie Ci hadn’t expected that revealing the truth would make Yannan’s army immediately bow down and shout “Long live.” Yannan had almost become a nation unto itself, with military and civilians recognizing only the You family. No one would dare risk great impropriety by actively approaching her at this time.

Unless the You family chose her.

The army retreated like a tide. The prince’s manor’s lights lit up one by one, the snowy ground reflecting pale red light and shadow like rouge on frost. The lush trees were half green, half snow—beautiful and clear, yet Duanmu on the pavilion waved his sleeve, stirring up a great wind that swept away this rare beautiful scene in a most unseemly manner.

Things too beautiful need not last long, or they would consume the good fortune of the latter half of one’s life.

Standing on the pavilion, he asked Tie Ci: “Where is he?”

Tie Ci answered: “I will take you to see him.”

Duanmu frowned slightly. The next instant he vanished, and the snow melted in an instant.

Tie Ci gazed at his departing figure, thinking that while the Three Madmen and Five Emperors were nominally equal in fame, this one was the true king and hegemon. It was said that he had disdained the title of Five Emperors back then and thus had no martial world title—the “Five Emperors” was just mentioned for convenience. But among the Five Emperors was also a Shadow Emperor, famous for stealth and assassination techniques, legendarily the ancestor of all assassins in the world. His whereabouts were elusive, coming and going without trace, with no one knowing his appearance or identity. Later, when the Three Madmen and Five Emperors collectively disappeared from view, this low-profile master also lost his traces. Now she had met most of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors herself—only this one remained to see if there would be a chance to meet.

But it would be better not to meet such a monster, since this one never appeared except to assassinate. Now in all of Yannan, who was most worth assassinating besides herself?

There were footsteps behind her. Tie Ci turned to see You Weixing smiling as he rushed toward her.

But he couldn’t reach Tie Ci’s side, as several elderly men suddenly blocked his path.

Chapter 413: From Dawn to Dusk, Never Retreat
Tie Ci noticed that when You Weixing saw them, his gaze became evasive and he kept retreating.

The others spoke incessantly while advancing step by step.

Tie Ci quickly walked over and grabbed You Weixing’s hand.

You Weixing instinctively tried to shake her off. His strength was considerable, but Tie Ci gripped him even more tightly.

You Weixing turned to see her and immediately calmed down, hiding behind her.

The several men opposite suddenly felt somewhat awkward.

The lead elder bowed slightly, then immediately straightened his back and said neither humbly nor arrogantly: “Your Highness, thank you for looking after Weixing, but our You clan’s descendants should be placed in the prince’s manor. The You family’s affairs…”

Tie Ci understood—You clan elders.

Yannan’s clan forces were powerful, and clan rules to some degree held more sway in the hearts of Yannan’s people than court regulations, especially for clans that had produced princes. Before coming here, she had heard much about the You siblings being suppressed by the clan elders.

Even You Jun, who held absolute power in Yannan, had never openly opposed the clan and maintained good relations with the elders, acting under the clan’s banner.

But for Tie Ci, these old and corrupt things were so putrid she couldn’t stand even looking at them.

You clan descendants had to respect the clan elders and listen to their words, or they couldn’t survive in Yannan.

But she wasn’t a You clan descendant.

She said: “Scram.”

The several elders all turned pale. Before they could become angry, Tie Ci’s guards had already escorted them out.

Tie Ci coldly watched those elders angrily looking back repeatedly, pointing and gesticulating, and quietly ordered: “The several You clan elders who came today—send people to ‘console’ them tonight. During my time in Yannan, I don’t want to see them pointing fingers and giving orders again.”

The power of rural gentry and clan forces ultimately relied on ethical teachings and customs that had been deeply rooted in people’s hearts for thousands of years. In the eyes of true rulers, they weren’t as worthy of attention as a patrol inspector who held military power.

If I treat you as somebody, then you are somebody.

If I treat you as dog shit, you can only stink up the streets.

Bu Qing accepted the order to “console” them. Being a straightforward desert man, he didn’t know how to “console” properly, but fortunately Pang Duan, representative of magistrates who destroyed families and prefects who ruined houses, would provide guidance.

They had to be questioned until they fled in panic and shut up for good.

Soon after, Murong Yi brought rather bad news—they hadn’t found You Weixuan.

Her courtyard was empty of people. Only now did Tie Ci notice that all the red decorations from her last visit were gone.

Of course, having lost You Weixing as a hostage, You Jun would naturally want to keep You Weixuan in his grasp.

Tie Ci didn’t stay in Yannan Prince’s Manor. At this time, her taking over the nest might provoke certain sensitive emotions among Kun Prefecture’s people. She simply paid handsomely for a mansion next to the prince’s manor and moved in. Of her three thousand guards, she kept only the most elite portion, with the rest stationed outside the city.

She ordered the coffin to be replaced and the royal tomb to be restored, commanding the prince’s manor ceremonial officials to choose an auspicious day to rebury Yannan Prince. On the reburial day, monks and Taoists from temples and monasteries throughout Kun Prefecture gathered for grand ceremonies, with Tie Ci personally presiding over the rites. Every household in Kun Prefecture burned incense and everyone prayed. For three full days, the entire city was bathed in the solemn yet rich fragrance of sandalwood.

This grand ceremony won Tie Ci much goodwill from Yannan’s people. Since her arrival, she hadn’t pursued the remaining officials who hadn’t followed the You father and son in their disappearance, even offering gentle reassurances. Once those anxious officials had set their minds at ease, Tie Ci smiled pleasantly and said to the various officials: “The You father and son have wolfish ambitions and act perversely. I have already collected much evidence of their illegal activities—enough to justify executing their entire family ten times over. But my understanding of the situation is one thing, while your consciences are another. You all worked day and night with the You father and son, serving alongside their lackeys. Naturally you know their conduct and behavior better than I do. I hope you will all soon demonstrate your loyalty to the court by reporting on these scoundrels and setting things right. I have people specifically recording this, and merit will be determined based on the order and circumstances of each person’s reports.” After sending away those whose faces had changed color, she finally stood on the steps pointing at the lantern hanging from the door eaves and smiled: “Everyone can rest assured—if you find daylight inconvenient, twelve hours a day, day and night, through snow and rain, this door will remain open for you until I leave Yannan.”

Having said this, she went back to sleep, not caring what turmoil now roiled in these people’s hearts.

After these people returned to their residences, she ordered people to stand guard outside their mansions. They did nothing else except prevent these people from sending others out to collude and exchange information. Anyone seen was knocked unconscious.

When those officials who had sent stewards and servants to coordinate between residences sat in their homes waiting for news that never came, and upon inquiry discovered that those they had sent out had either disappeared or been knocked out with clubs at their own back doors, they understood the Crown Princess’s meaning.

She wouldn’t allow collusion, wouldn’t allow factionalism, wouldn’t allow any coordinated action. She wanted them to stay home, anxious and restless, constantly speculating about whether anyone had gone to report, who had gone first, and what they had said.

What they didn’t know was that Tie Ci had blocked their doors not only to prevent them from communicating with colleagues, but also to prevent the You father and son from sending people to continue their connections with them.

Having temporarily expelled the You father and son, though uncertain whether they had any backup plans, Tie Ci wanted to take advantage of this rare window of time and the You father and son’s temporary weakness to first settle the officialdom of Kun Prefecture and surrounding cities.

Once the core region was stabilized, everything else would be minor skirmishes.

Since You Jun lacked the determination to fight to mutual destruction and chose to temporarily withdraw, he had to be prepared for a retreat that could become a thousand-li rout.

After all, in these officials’ eyes, Yannan’s military forces no longer belonged to him. How could he contend with the Crown Princess who carried elite guards and had Qian Prefecture and Xiao Xueya’s armies responding from the borders of both regions? Yannan’s submission to the Crown Princess was almost unquestionable.

And these officials—who among them hadn’t gotten some dirt on their backsides over the years? Now locked in their homes with wild imaginings, they couldn’t help but become increasingly frightened, fearing their colleagues would use them as tribute to first satisfy the Crown Princess’s appetite.

The first to “visit” the Crown Princess was Kun Prefecture’s prefect.

With the You father and son controlling everything, Kun Prefecture’s prefect was like their little follower. Now seeing the wind had changed direction overnight, his thoughts became active.

As they say, wealth comes from taking risks. Kun Prefecture’s prefect gritted his teeth and knocked on the mansion’s back door.

He was quietly brought inside and emerged not long after with a face full of spring breeze, holding an exquisite little box. When people inquired, he didn’t avoid the topic, smiling as he said it was a gift from the Crown Princess, who had also promised him a capital official position at no lower rank than his current one.

Both might be fourth rank, but a fourth-rank capital official and a fourth-rank official in this frontier region were completely different matters.

When the first person came knocking, Tie Ci ordered the blockades on various residences to be lifted.

So when other officials sent people to gather intelligence, they saw that someone had already gone to submit their pledge of loyalty and obviously received very good treatment.

People began going out one after another. Generally, those who went earlier came out later with more relaxed expressions.

Those who went later came out faster with more serious expressions.

It was said that later the Crown Princess no longer received visitors personally—all were received by Pang Duan, the prefect of Pingyun Prefecture in Qian Prefecture.

Having a mere prefect receive these high local officials made the Crown Princess’s displeasure obvious.

Even more people couldn’t sit still.

There was another type of person who couldn’t sit still.

The first to visit—Kun Prefecture’s prefect—was riding in his sedan chair back to his residence when he was assassinated just three zhang from his gate.

More than ten assassins first fired a volley of crossbow bolts, then drew blades and jumped down from rooftops, shouting “Kill those who betray Yannan! Kill those who betray the Commander!” as they charged toward the sedan chair.

The leader struck at the sedan curtain with his blade, the stroke heavy and powerful, determined to kill this ringleader of betrayal before his own gate as a bloody warning to all fence-sitters.

Then kill everyone in the residence.

To make them understand that even though Commander You had temporarily withdrawn, Yannan still belonged to Commander You.

And Commander You would absolutely not allow traitors to live!

The blade struck down, cutting the sedan curtain cleanly in half, but no screams came from within.

Probably scared unconscious. The assassin’s blade tip thrust forward to cut the traitor in half as well, using the most horrifying death to shock hearts and minds.

But the blade suddenly caught, then retreated inch by inch. The assassin watched the blade slowly withdraw until he saw a muscular, tattooed arm.

The arm was garishly decorated with who knows what, the five short fingers all calloused, and the blade tip was gripped in those five fingers. Then with a snap, the blade tip shattered.

Bu Qing, who had been sitting in the sedan chair all along, grinned fiercely and backhanded a punch, driving the broken blade into the assassin’s heart.

Outside, those assassins had already been counter-killed by people Tie Ci had arranged, leaving no survivors.

If someone wanted to kill to make an example for her, she absolutely wouldn’t hesitate to make a counter-example.

You Jun wanted to use brutal killing methods to demonstrate he still possessed strength, intimidating those officials who were always best at being fence-sitters, making her lose the initiative.

She would use the same methods to show those officials—rest assured, the Crown Princess can handle it.

Before Kun Prefecture prefect’s gate, blood flowed like a river.

Those who had wanted to slaughter everyone in the residence now had their heads hanging on the walls in a neat row.

The struggle between the Crown Princess and You Jun, from dawn to dusk, from wisdom to courage, never retreated.

Such shocking news usually spreads quickly, instantly blowing like wind through all the residences in Yannan qualified to participate in this struggle.

By dawn, the Crown Princess widely distributed invitations and held a grand banquet, inviting the first batch of officials who had come to surrender the previous day to sit at the head table. She praised them lavishly and promised on the spot to promote them two ranks.

This was both bestowing favor and roasting them over a fire. Those officials had secretly surrendered, still hoping to play both sides, but the Crown Princess immediately cut off that path.

Probably only Kun Prefecture’s prefect sat calmly and drank happily without psychological burden.

After all, You Jun couldn’t tolerate him anymore either. Now his only path was to cling tightly to the Crown Princess’s coattails.

After three rounds of wine, Chi Xue quietly entered and handed over an invitation in a bright red envelope.

Seeing Chi Xue’s expression, Tie Ci knew something was amiss. Indeed, Chi Xue whispered that the invitation was delivered by a small beggar outside the door, who threw it at the entrance and left very nimbly. She had ordered people to pursue, but they might not catch up.

Tie Ci glanced at the seemingly unconcerned but secretly observing gazes of those below and calmly opened the envelope.

After reading it, she raised her eyebrows and smiled.

“Commander You is inviting me to drink at the young lady’s wedding wine.”

The entire hall was shocked.

“Mm, including all of you present as well.”

The Kun Prefecture officials were even more alarmed.

Tie Ci slowly folded up the invitation.

There were words she didn’t say, lest these grass-like people be beaten down by frost too early.

You Jun had not only formally invited her to drink at You Weixuan’s wedding, but also invited all the officials present—those who had come to surrender last night and those drinking today, with not a single name missing, even arranged according to the order of their visits last night.

This was equivalent to telling her and all the fence-sitters that Kun Prefecture remained under his control, and he could see everything.

But so what?

Tie Ci casually tossed aside the invitation and turned to discuss with Chi Xue trivial matters like what congratulatory gifts should be sent for wedding wine in Yannan and what clothes she should wear. The officials had initially been somewhat panicked, but seeing her completely unconcerned, their hearts gradually settled.

After finishing the wine, Tie Ci headed to the back courtyard. Passing through the garden, she saw Murong Yi sitting there flipping through some book.

Tie Ci was greatly puzzled.

Murong Yi’s learning wasn’t poor, but he didn’t enjoy reading. In all their time together, she had only seen him flip through pirated copies of “Chronicles of Ci’s Heart.”

To him, books were sometimes table leg supports, sometimes pillows that were still too hard.

Tie Ci curiously approached and saw that Murong Yi was not only flipping through a book, but had brush, ink, paper and inkstone prepared beside him. You Weixing was diligently grinding ink—the ink on the orange clay crouching tiger inkstone was already so thick it was about to overflow, yet he continued grinding earnestly.

These past few days You Weixing had been following Murong Yi around. Murong Yi treated him differently than Tie Ci did. Tie Ci always integrated various knowledge into daily life to teach You Weixing, constantly guiding and reminding him, while Murong Yi treated him completely like an ordinary person, never helping him, even ordering him around. When displeased with his service, he would scold him. Like now—seeing too much ink at a glance, he raised his hand to pat You Weixing’s head and told him to change inkstones and wash his hands.

But he never called You Weixing stupid.

You Weixing trotted off to wash his hands. Tie Ci looked at what Murong Yi had written and discovered it was actually dates, one by one.

Looking at the book again—ah, an almanac.

Tie Ci immediately knew the enchantress was about to cause trouble.

Chapter 414: Life Rarely Offers Such Joy
Indeed, when Murong Yi saw her, he beckoned her over, pulled her onto his lap, and pointed to those dates: “Which of these days looks more pleasing to you?”

Tie Ci looked at the dates—July or August, all very near—and played dumb: “What days are these? My birthday? Are you preparing to buy me gifts?”

“Why wait for your birthday to buy gifts? If you like, I’ll celebrate your birthday every day.”

“Then your birthday? Speaking of which, you still haven’t told me when your birthday is?”

“Every day I’m with you is my birthday.” Murong Yi rustled the paper loudly. “Quick, choose one.”

Tie Ci pressed down on the paper, unable to suppress her laughter: “Good heavens, your mouth is getting more and more slick. Cheesy romantic lines come so naturally now.”

Seeing she wouldn’t take the bait, Murong Yi gathered up the paper with some disappointment and sighed: “Others are getting married, and I don’t even have the first stroke of the character here. How am I supposed to live like this?”

“Just keep living. Didn’t you say that as long as two people are together, there’s no need to mind worldly affairs? When did you start caring so much about marriage or not?”

“Not marrying is fine too. How about you flip my green tablet tonight?” the enchantress earnestly suggested.

Tie Ci smiled without warmth: “Fine, I’ll have Chi Xue make green tablets right away—a whole row of tablets, all with your name, from the first to the thirtieth of the month, all you.”

“That’s a strange thing to say. If not me, whose name were you planning to write?” Murong Yi laughed. “If you ask me, let’s choose this August 15th, Mid-Autumn Festival. We won’t talk about marriage—by then we should be back in the capital. How about I go to Chongming Palace to propose?”

Seeing his persistence, Tie Ci only smiled without speaking.

Her marriage wasn’t so simple. While she needn’t follow the ancient rites of ordinary men and women in Great Qian, she would have to pass through many more barriers.

It couldn’t be resolved with a single marriage proposal.

Murong Yi couldn’t fail to understand this point. Probably he wanted to give her everything that worldly women could possess, and he didn’t want hardships and obstacles to burden her, so he wanted to choose to resolve things himself.

Their situation was both difficult and simple to resolve. As long as Murong Yi abandoned everything, Great Qian’s court ministers would certainly be delighted to see Liaodong’s prince become part of her harem.

But she didn’t want to wrong Murong Yi so, and was even more afraid that Prince Da’an of Liaodong, that deep and ruthless man, would impose sanctions on Murong Yi because of this.

But Murong Yi suddenly changed the subject: “You don’t know my birthday? Didn’t you read our marriage contract back then?”

Tie Ci laughed awkwardly.

Never mind the marriage contract—she had even thrown a dart at the portrait with her back turned.

When Liaodong sent the marriage contract, she had already gone to Haiyou. Before returning to the palace, the marriage was already annulled. By the time she learned that Murong Yi was Feiyu, the engagement had long been dissolved.

But Murong Yi had no reason to be righteous about this matter either. At least Tie Ci had only failed to read the marriage contract, while he had once boasted extensively about the rewards sent by Great Qian’s imperial family, casually giving them away and selling them off. After discovering Tie Ci’s identity, he had to spend double the silver and great effort to retrieve the imperial gifts that had already been scattered.

Tie Ci was magnanimous and didn’t hold it against him, so he wasn’t thick-skinned enough to argue with her about it.

He only said: “Actually, reading the marriage contract wouldn’t have helped. The birth date and time on the marriage contract weren’t accurate.”

Tie Ci raised her eyebrows in surprise. Murong Yi said: “When my mother was pregnant with me, the doctor predicted the due date would be during our Liaodong’s Blessing Festival, one of the most important holidays for Liaodong people, with seven days of celebrations—the most auspicious time. For this, my mother specifically reported to the Great Prince and received many rewards. Who knew that a few days before labor, because she was misled into thinking the Great Prince was arriving and she needed to go greet him, she hurried and slipped in the snow, causing me to be born several days early. That day happened to be when, according to Liaodong legend, an evil dragon wreaked havoc. On that day, all Liaodong people gathered pine flowers to throw into water to ward off evil. Children born on that day didn’t matter much in ordinary families, but in the royal palace, it was quite inauspicious. So my mother didn’t dare call the imperial physicians and gave birth in secret.”

“Because it was too rushed, the midwife hadn’t had time to enter the palace, and without imperial physicians attending, my mother nearly had a difficult birth. She also had to conceal the news. It was Mu Si’s father who heard about it and urgently sent the best midwife. After giving birth to me, my mother refused to announce it and hid me in a chest. Those days were unusually hot. The wet nurse who followed me said both she and I were covered in heat rash and nearly had our skin rot, then got sick. Only when the Blessing Festival began did my mother take me out to announce the good news. When announcing, she was again misled by someone and presented me as female instead of male. Prince Da’an came to see me, saw my face covered in red spots and listless spirit, and immediately turned away…”

Tie Ci instinctively tightened her grip on Murong Yi’s hand.

Murong Yi patted the back of her hand in return, his face showing complete nonchalance as he smiled: “Feeling sorry for me already? If I’d known that telling a few stories like this would make you feel sorry for me and grant my every wish, I should have said more earlier. You should know that while I might not have many good things to tell, I have plenty of these kinds of stories from childhood to adulthood.”

Seeing Tie Ci’s expression, he suddenly smiled again, blinking as he leaned closer: “Really feeling sorry? I was lying! The hiding for a few days was real, but I didn’t suffer much. After all, it was the royal palace, and my mother’s family was wealthy—how could they really let their only daughter suffer?”

Tie Ci didn’t pursue it further, only smiled: “Even if I feel a little sorry, don’t expect to get everything you want. Playing the victim won’t work on me.”

“Of course—who among us didn’t grow up in royal palaces? Even if there’s sympathy, it should be me feeling sorry for you.” Murong Yi held her tighter, resting his chin on her shoulder and saying softly: “Everything before was joking. I just wanted to tell you that my home, that palace, that position—I’ve never cared about them and they’re not worth my caring. Since I don’t care, why are you so concerned? We both know clearly that being born into an imperial family is the most bitter thing in this world. You can’t let go, but I can. The burden on your shoulders is already heavy enough—there’s no need to take on worrying about my share too.”

Tie Ci reached to grasp his hand on her shoulder, gently caressing it. His fingertips were slender and snow-white, like jade carvings. Only when touching carefully could one feel the countless small calluses, just like the person himself—countless hardships hidden beneath playful anger and laughter, never touchable unless one drew close to him.

“From my selfish perspective, naturally I don’t want you to become king of Liaodong and then be pushed by the throne, ministers, responsibilities, and various other reasons to finally become my enemy. Don’t rush to deny it—those in power often can’t help themselves, and time will eventually change everything. But if I wanted you to restrain your wings and abandon everything to become part of the so-called Crown Princess’s harem, that would still be too selfish and would wrong you for all the hardships you’ve endured.”

“Why haven’t you considered that I could become king of Liaodong and then submit to Great Qian? That should be the best outcome.”

“I never dare imagine everything too beautifully, because I know there are too many disappointments, helplessness, and things against one’s heart in this world. Liaodong, and the throne of Liaodong, are not things anyone can wield freely once obtained. Liaodong’s submission would mean withdrawing troops—after all, no one can allow fierce tigers to sleep soundly beside their bed. Your Liaodong cavalry is the best under heaven, with military strength second to none among the vassal states, operating under a military household system. Once troops are withdrawn or rotated, it means soldiers leave their homeland, countless military households lose their foundation and become displaced, and countless interests related to the army are harmed. The resistance or mutinies this would produce are unimaginable. This is the military-political aspect. Then there’s the official system—once submitted, all officials automatically drop two ranks, and even with exceptions, they’d drop one rank. The resulting salaries, ranks, honors, lands… all would decrease. Would your hundred officials in Liaodong accept this? Not to mention that although Liaodong is cold, the land is fertile and grain-producing, with deep forests, dense woods, and abundant mineral resources. Once submitted to Great Qian, these resources would inevitably have to be surrendered and redistributed, or fall into the hands of court officials. But after all these years, various Liaodong factions have become deeply entrenched and have long since privately divided up these resources. How could they willingly spit out benefits they’ve swallowed… Have you thought about what you’d face then?”

“You really look like a worrying housekeeper, except you’re worrying about the entire realm—truly imperial material.” Murong Yi smiled lazily. “Everything you said is right, but don’t worry—I believe I can have both Liaodong and my beauty.”

Tie Ci muttered: “How come it feels like I should be the one saying that?”

They laughed heartily for a while, then let the somewhat heavy topic pass.

Murong Yi asked her: “Want to visit the prince’s manor next door? I discovered there’s a small hill in that garden with a swing. When you swing high enough, you can see most of the manor.”

“Not interested in the manor, but interested in the swing.”

Soon after, everyone in the entire mansion saw the Crown Princess and her enchantress swinging.

The swing went extremely high. At first it was just the Crown Princess alone, like a projectile shooting toward the sky, frightening Bu Qing who was on duty on the roof into thinking an assassin had come and nearly shooting her down with his bow.

Tie Ci stood on the swing with wind roaring in her ears. The slightly moist vapor from the heights rushed toward her face, cool and refreshing. Everything became patches of brilliant color at this moment, whistling as they crashed into her chest and passed through her body—a heart-piercing joy.

From far behind she heard Murong Yi shouting loudly: “If you feel exhilarated, shout it out!”

Tie Ci opened her mouth wanting to shout, but somehow couldn’t. The court education of the past decade and the heavy burdens she was born to carry had become heavy shackles in her heart, suppressing those emotions that wanted to burst forth, as if it had become habit.

The next time she swung down, there was a tremor beside her—Murong Yi had leaped up.

The two instantly shot toward the sky.

Both figures on the swing were tall and graceful, black and white robes fluttering and intertwining. His wide sleeves billowed like clouds while her sashes danced in the wind, drawing a flowing arc in the sky.

Their upturned faces caught the sunlight, bright and clean as jade, with light seeming to flow across them.

People below looked up, stunned.

Murong Yi held Tie Ci’s waist with one hand and gripped the swing rope with the other. With a light flick of his fingers, the swing suddenly began spinning in mid-air.

Spinning faster and faster, becoming a top in the air while continuing to rise.

People below gaped.

The Yannan region also loved swinging, and because of the many ethnic groups, each had its own swinging methods—there were mill-like rotating swings, seesaw swings that rose and fell like carrying poles, water swings, and windmill swings that rotated like wheels with great momentum. The Hake people of Yannan even had special swing festivals, good opportunities for young women to find mates. Swings tied with red ropes would swing high, dropping ropes with copper coins from above. Whoever swung highest and gathered the most coins won, and the winning girls and boys would certainly become sought-after darlings.

But when had anyone seen swinging like this? Wouldn’t this make you dizzy?

The swing spiraled up in a dizzying manner, then had to spread out even more dizzyingly. The spreading speed was obviously faster, directly spinning into a blur.

Tie Ci felt like she had encountered a tornado.

She was right at the tornado’s center, being swept up, twisted, involuntarily rushing upward, then spreading out in earth-shaking darkness. All her muscles and blood were surging and shooting about, her very soul seeming to fly up to the clouds.

In the roaring wind, she heard Murong Yi shouting in her ear: “Life rarely offers such joy—if you want to shout, shout it out!”

The next moment she cried out. She felt her voice was instantly swallowed by the wind, but her chest seemed to be lit by lamplight in an instant, transparent with exhilaration from inside out.

This long sky’s wind was at her side, these myriad li of rivers and mountains were beneath her feet, this beloved person was beside her.

Even with the dome covering overhead, as long as her heart was free, she could ascend to heaven or descend to the seas.

Beside her, Murong Yi laughed heartily and, in the rapid spinning, lowered his head to kiss her fiercely.

Chapter 415: Connection
Tie Ci feared he might fall from emotional excitement, so she wrapped the swing rope around her arm and held him tight, unconsciously using such force that Murong Yi actually had trouble breathing. In compensation, he forcefully sucked on her lips and tongue.

The swing swayed violently as it spun—it could have catapulted an elephant—yet the two embraced tightly and somehow remained standing.

At one point Tie Ci nearly fell, but Murong Yi hooked her up with one hand. Following that lifting momentum, he pressed his lips down, and the impact nearly bruised Tie Ci’s lips.

The swing’s rotation slowed, its swinging circle growing larger and larger until the final revolution nearly encompassed the entire mansion.

The people below could no longer make sense of what they were seeing.

They only saw a tornado-like swing that had caught the Crown Princess and her enchantress within it. They couldn’t see the figures at all. Wan Ji was already anxiously ordering guards to climb onto rooftops for a rescue, but Chi Xue and Dan Shuang, who understood Tie Ci better, stopped him.

Then they heard Tie Ci’s loud laughter and shouting.

This time even Dan Shuang and Chi Xue were startled.

They had followed Tie Ci for many years. The Crown Princess was usually very composed, occasionally mischievous, occasionally cruel, but overall she was steady, calm, dignified, and possessed the profound temperament an heir to the throne should have.

Deep as an abyss with no visible bottom, without ripples on the water’s surface, unmoved by wind.

Chi Xue and Dan Shuang vaguely remembered that in all these years, they had never seen her scream, laugh heartily, or cry loudly.

The more intense emotions that ordinary people could have, they had never seen her display.

Yet her life was far from calm as still water—its intensity far exceeded that of ordinary people.

To still maintain tranquility was only because she understood that tears and laughter were useless before storms, only because she had experienced too many storms, only because she needed to constantly save herself and wouldn’t waste even the slightest bit on any unnecessary emotions.

Dan Shuang remembered that when they were young, their master had said that when crisis came, time was most precious—every tear shed, every scream, added one more danger and reduced one chance of survival.

She remembered this and became a person like ice and frost from then on.

And His Highness remained gentle as before, but lost real joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness.

But being born human, how could one have no emotions? Those true emotions were simply hidden away, hidden so well that no one noticed.

Dan Shuang suddenly realized that His Highness had actually changed since meeting Murong Yi, becoming more vivid. So much so that she had never thought about where His Highness hid all those heavy thoughts, those shadows cast by years of darkness and oppression.

Dan Shuang looked up, hearing Tie Ci’s calls from high above. Only at this moment did she discover that His Highness, like herself, was just a seventeen-year-old girl.

And among all the people around His Highness who received her grace and care, in the end only Murong Yi had reminded her of this fact.

Dan Shuang had never thought much of Murong Yi before, feeling his background was complex, his temperament rebellious, ruthless, and gloomy. With Liaodong opposing Great Qian, he didn’t seem like someone who would willingly submit under Great Qian’s feet. She feared His Highness would be hurt in the future.

In comparison, Rong Pu had good birth, was loyal, and his character and appearance were worthy matches who could give His Highness happiness.

Dan Shuang didn’t understand court politics, factions, and cliques. She only thought that the Crown Princess was already too tired, so it would be best if her emotions were simple and warm.

But at this moment, she suddenly felt that Murong Yi was quite good too.

Because he understood His Highness, comprehended her, cherished her, yet dared to set her free. His love could flow like a gentle stream or blaze passionately, but whichever kind it was, what he gave was what His Highness needed.

Just as their master had said—a soulmate.

A faint smile appeared at the corner of Dan Shuang’s lips.

Everyone in the mansion looked up with smiles on their faces.

At several places neither too far nor too near, people also looked up at that pair in the sky who treated themselves like kites.

One person began coughing as he watched, and someone beside him gently draped a thick cloak over his shoulders.

The coughing person smiled and reached back to grasp the hand that had given him the cloak.

That beautifully contoured hand paused, fingertips hooking his hand.

However, the cloaked person looked up again at the pair in the sky, his thoughts obviously having gone to them, and his hand also loosened.

That beautifully contoured hand stopped in mid-air, paused slightly, then slowly withdrew.

A barely audible sigh seemed to drift on the wind.

Further away, someone stood on high ground, also watching that pair who seemed like immortals.

That pair high in the clouds, that pair of beautiful shadows together, that pair wandering the martial world as companions, that pair worthy of each other in the halls of power.

Truly a pair that looked well-matched and wonderful even just from their silhouettes.

The person on high watched quietly, hands gripping the vermillion-lacquered railing, tightening more and more.

The red nail polish on the fingertips dug deep into the red railing—impossible to tell which was redder, like blood.

…

Everyone in the mansion remained frozen in place, watching those two embrace as they swung in a great circle, soaring through the air, floating and rising. Wherever they passed, the wind swirled up half the garden’s flowers, creating a fragrant rain of five brilliant colors in mid-air.

From her high position, Tie Ci’s vision gradually cleared. She suddenly saw what appeared to be a small shadow struggling to climb the wall near a section of the boundary wall close to the prince’s manor.

That position was right in the path of their swinging trajectory.

Murong Yi saw it too and gave the swing rope a slight adjustment. The swing spun and dove down, and as they passed that section of wall, Tie Ci reached down and scooped up the figure.

A scream that shook the heavens erupted.

It nearly made Tie Ci’s hand tremble.

She pulled the person up onto the swing and laughed: “Seems my shouting earlier wasn’t loud enough.”

The swing finally slowly touched ground. Tie Ci set down the person in her arms and entered a nearby viewing pavilion. The person dressed as a young maid went weak in the knees the moment she touched ground and collapsed to her knees.

Tie Ci found it amusing yet felt somewhat apologetic. She personally stepped forward to help the person up, ordered the curious guards to disperse, and had someone bring tea. When the little maid’s expression finally stabilized somewhat, she looked her up and down and said: “A maid from the prince’s manor?”

The little maid stared straight at her, then glanced at the extraordinarily handsome Murong Yi, tentatively asking: “Crown Princess Your Highness?”

Tie Ci said nothing, so Chi Xue stepped forward: “If you have something to say, say it.”

The little maid glanced at Murong Yi again, but he was cracking sunflower seeds and enjoying the scenery. So the little maid slid into a kneeling position, instantly arriving at Tie Ci’s feet: “Your Highness! This servant is the young lady’s maid. Please save the young lady!”

Tie Ci didn’t move. Chi Xue looked down and said: “Weixuan sent you?”

“Yes.”

“Where is she now?”

“Southwest of Kun Prefecture there’s Zhao Mountain, which has always been where Kun Prefecture’s wealthy and noble go to escape the heat. There are many estates there. The young lady is currently at the estate of the Chang family from Huichuan. However, that estate is publicly claimed not to belong to the Chang family, but to be the villa of Yannan’s Provincial Administration Commissioner Ma Yuntang.”

“Since she’s being guarded, how could you, a mere maid, escape from the villa and come here to report?”

“This servant is not the young lady’s personal maid. This servant was originally a servant at that estate. The Chang family of Huichuan has a good relationship with Commander You. That estate was actually given to Old Master Chang by Commander You, though outsiders don’t know this. This servant belonged to that estate even before Old Master Chang took it over. This time when the young lady was brought there for marriage, there weren’t enough people to serve her, so this servant was assigned to attend her. This servant’s family previously received grace from the old prince and is willing to risk danger to seek rescue for the young lady.”

“You’re young but speak clearly.” Chi Xue nodded. “But since you’ve come to report, why did you climb the wall from the prince’s manor side instead of coming directly here to request an audience?”

“This servant didn’t dare… there are many fierce guards here… and this servant was also afraid of being seen…” the maid said timidly. “But this servant often accompanied estate workers to the prince’s manor to deliver New Year gifts, so I’m familiar with the people and paths of the prince’s manor. I also knew that a section of this mansion’s wall is very close to the prince’s manor’s west courtyard flower wall, so I wanted to try climbing over…”

Tie Ci suddenly smiled: “Actually, you needn’t have risked this trip, because I’ve already received Commander You’s invitation to drink at the young lady’s wedding tomorrow. Since I’m going, if the young lady has suffered wrongs, I’ll naturally save her.”

The little maid hesitated for a while, seeming to want to say something but not saying it, stealing another glance at Murong Yi.

Murong Yi was concentrating on trimming Tie Ci’s nails and hadn’t acknowledged the stranger from beginning to end.

These nails had to be kept properly trimmed at all times—after all, if someday Tie Ci took pity and was willing to roll in bed with him, the sharpness of her nails would directly relate to his degree of injury, wouldn’t it?

He didn’t mind having red plum blossoms on his body, but feared it would affect the visual effect and thereby affect Tie Ci’s interest in him.

After all, the Crown Princess was lustful, wasn’t she?

The little maid looked troubled, but the several people in the pavilion seemed not to notice and chatted among themselves.

Until she gritted her teeth and knelt down again with a thud: “Your Highness, forgive me! This servant still has words unsaid!”

Chi Xue smiled. Tie Ci took a sip of tea without speaking.

Servants follow their masters—this girl was also like Weixuan, not straightforward, thinking too much.

“This servant deliberately wanted to infiltrate here, because the person this servant seeks is not Your Highness… The young lady asked this servant to secretly find Young Master Murong and request that he save her!”

Before Tie Ci could react, Dan Shuang’s eyebrows immediately shot up.

Where did this green tea bitch come from?

If you need rescue, just find His Highness. Avoiding His Highness to find His Highness’s man—she had impure thoughts about Murong Yi before, and now what’s this supposed to mean? Still not giving up?

Tie Ci wasn’t angry and was still waiting for what came next. Though You Weixuan had heavy thoughts and seemed somewhat indecisive this time, she wasn’t an unreasonable person and shouldn’t be so lacking in propriety.

The little maid was clever. Seeing everyone’s expressions, she knew something was wrong and hurriedly explained: “Please don’t misunderstand, Your Highness. The young lady has no other intentions. It’s because the estate is heavily guarded and Commander You is waiting… waiting for you. The young lady didn’t expect you would really plan to go… The young lady said she has another good method to rescue herself while reducing casualties, since those under your command are also elite good sons.”

This made sense, and Dan Shuang’s expression softened somewhat.

But the maid’s expression became even more troubled next. Facing several people’s inquiring gazes, she stammered for a long time before saying: “…Your Highness attends the banquet as usual, keeping Commander You and his people occupied, while separately sending sufficiently strong people to rescue the young lady…”

This wasn’t a bad plan, just somewhat dishonest. Saying it in front of Tie Ci made the little maid blush somewhat. But Tie Ci didn’t mind—after all, she was planning to openly attend the banquet with exactly this intention. It’s just that there were many difficulties involved that required calculating details. Now that there was such a servant intimately familiar with the estate, plus a young lady prepared to act as an inside agent, presumably things could be simpler.

Seeing she had no objections, the little maid relaxed somewhat and began chattering away.

“The young lady said that before and after Your Highness’s visit, the estate’s defenses will certainly be tightest. She suggests Your Highness set a specific time for your visit and put things out in the open—this way, before you actually arrive, the estate’s defenses will actually be somewhat lax…”

“The young lady was previously restrained because she was caught off guard, and with the young master also controlled, she didn’t dare act rashly. But in Kun Prefecture city, she’s not without useful people. This servant has already contacted these people during this trip to the city and will guide and help Your Highness’s people afterward…”

“The estate currently allows no one to enter or exit, and this estate is very peculiar—half of it is underground. It’s said to have been temporarily renovated to guard against Your Highness’s natural abilities. If you want to infiltrate beforehand, the young lady has a method…”

…

“One final question: you’ve said all this, but how can I be certain you’re definitely someone Weixuan sent and not someone You Jun sent to lure us into a trap?”

The little maid pulled out a piece of broken porcelain.

Sweet white porcelain, white as snow, exquisitely thin and delicate, crystalline and translucent, with faint red marks still visible—this was a fragment from the bottom of a broken bowl.

Last time when entering the prince’s manor to contact You Weixuan, sweet white porcelain had been used as an excuse, causing quite a scene.

Except for herself, You Weixuan, and Shi Dianyi who had already secretly left the prince’s manor, no one else knew about this.

This was undoubtedly someone sent by You Weixuan.

Tie Ci watched the little maid’s figure disappear through the back door, then turned to look at Murong Yi. The latter winked at her and smiled: “Don’t look at me like that. I have nothing to feel guilty about.”

Tie Ci said: “I’m thinking that for Weixuan to contact you privately, she must have some extremely great benefit to offer you. Too bad I interfered.”

She said “too bad” but her expression showed no regret whatsoever. Murong Yi pointed at her and laughed: “You can be quite affected too.”

“Is there any greater benefit under heaven than obtaining you?”

Tie Ci said with a smile: “I love hearing those words.”

Murong Yi was still holding her hand. Now he set down the small golden scissors, grasped her fingertips and kissed them once, then said enthusiastically: “To prove my loyalty to you, I have a good method here for rescuing You Weixuan.”

Chapter 416: What Matters
On the eighth day of the sixth month, the female heir was to be married.

On the night of the seventh day of the sixth month, the Crown Princess was attacked by an assassin. The assailant dug a hole through the wall to enter the residence where the Crown Princess lived, but was quickly discovered. When the assassination attempt failed, the assassin simply set fire to the place. Due to the recent dry weather, the flames spread extremely quickly. The Crown Princess suffered minor burns to her face while rescuing subordinates trapped in the fire.

This incident spread throughout all of Kunzhou the very next day. Common folk, supporting the elderly and carrying children, went to visit that residence near the Prince’s mansion. They indeed saw that half the residence was charred black from the fire—the blaze must have been quite severe, so the Crown Princess being burned was likely true as well.

Thus, the recent debates in teahouses and wine shops about the You father and son shifted topics. Tea drinkers and wine patrons began discussing the Crown Princess’s injuries. As a woman whose face had been injured—essentially disfigured—a disfigured woman always provided much conversational material. Her future and marriage prospects became topics of great concern. The Crown Princess’s special status meant her marriage was probably not a worry—after all, even if a future emperor were ugly as Wu Yan, there would still be plenty wanting to marry her. Those making such comments would count on their fingers, listing the Crown Princess’s male confidants. As they counted, arguments would break out, dividing into the Dean Rong faction, General Qi faction, and the Rong Wei faction, leading to heated disputes. The teahouse proprietors grinned from ear to ear—after all, the more talk, the more water consumed, and they could sell several more pots of tea each day.

Such arguments inevitably dredged up old matters, like how many in the harem roster were part of the “engagement-breaking party.” On this point, the Rong Pu faction felt triumphant—among all those idiots whose brains had been squeezed by doors, only Rong Pu had far-sighted vision and stood out from the crowd, being the only one back then who chose not to break the engagement.

Those fond of arguing about gossip were all young people. Some middle-aged men who considered themselves mature, steady, and far-sighted were more concerned with thinking: the court had always had rules that those with imperfect appearance or physical defects could not serve as officials. If the Crown Princess was indeed disfigured, could she still become emperor?

After all, throughout thousands of years, no one with a disabled body had ever ruled from the throne.

Perhaps this was Commander You’s purpose—why he would attempt to assassinate Tie Ci again before the female heir’s wedding.

When news reached that estate outside the city, someone spat out the pit of a candied fruit with a “pah.”

“Bullshit.”

“When did I send people to assassinate her again?”

“Do I need to alert the enemy at this time?”

“If assassination could succeed, I would have sent hundreds of assassins long ago to resolve this matter. Do I need to send people to their deaths now?”

There was still someone else in the room, quietly drinking a bowl of medicinal soup. The soup was neither cold nor hot, with the sweetest candied fruits placed on a gold-rimmed small dish beside him.

After finishing the medicinal soup, a pair of hands reached over gently, wanting to wipe away the medicine stains at the corner of his mouth. But he was absorbed in his own thoughts and lightly blocked the gesture, as if afraid of being disturbed. Halfway through the motion, he came to his senses and turned to smile at the person beside him.

But that smile carried a somewhat absent-minded quality.

Those hands withdrew.

You Jun looked at him gently. Seeing he was about to speak, he said, “Rest well and recover. Don’t worry about these matters—we can handle things here.”

He continued, “Don’t think we’re retreating on all fronts. The greatest weapon is still in our hands.”

He added, “Even if the Yannan army doesn’t listen to us now, they won’t listen to her either. Though her troops are numerous, they can’t easily enter our territory. Three thousand guards compared to our influence in Kunzhou and the surrounding areas—they’re not even enough for one bite.”

“Moreover…” He smiled and tossed a candied fruit into his mouth.

The carved wooden door was knocked upon, and someone outside softly reported, “Sir, the young master has come.”

You Jun sneered and glanced at the person sitting across from him, saying, “There’s nothing for him to do here now. Tell him to go back. When guests arrive later, be alert.”

After a pause, he added, “Tell him to be at ease and not to overthink things.”

Light and shadow flickered as the person outside retreated to relay the message.

In the courtyard, You Weinan heard the reply and snapped open his folding fan with a “whoosh,” covering half his face. Behind his fan, he said slowly, “Listen to father—time to go.”

With his eight boy and girl attendants, he departed with great fanfare.

Only then did the person who had finished the medicine in the room say gently, “This matter is rather suspicious—we cannot be unguarded.”

His voice was somewhat weak, but his tone was unhurried, carrying a profound calm and elegance that seemed to penetrate to the bone.

You Jun said, “I also know it’s suspicious, but the problem is, she was attacked and disfigured—what harm does that do to us? At most, street rumors will say we wanted to harm her so she couldn’t become emperor. But what does her not being able to become emperor have to do with us? We only care about Yannan’s allegiance.”

The person across from him fell silent, clearly also unable to understand what kind of scheme this was. Perhaps it really was another group who had grievances against the Crown Princess and assassinated her?

Perhaps they could seek out this ally.

The sound of gongs and drums came from outside—the auspicious time was drawing nearer, and visitors should be arriving soon.

You Weixuan should by rights be married from the Yannan Prince’s mansion, but now everyone knew this wedding feast was more like a Hongmen Banquet. All the proper rules and ceremonies were no longer cared about by anyone. This estate covered an extremely large area, divided into two sections. You Weixuan was placed in the Eastern Courtyard, while the bridal chamber was in the Western Courtyard. The two sides were relatively independent—the back door of the Eastern Courtyard faced the front door of the Western Courtyard. You Weixuan would marry from the Eastern Courtyard to the Western Courtyard, and riding the bridal sedan around the Eastern Courtyard once would count as “leaving home.” Guests would first eat at the Eastern Courtyard for the maiden family feast, then cross the threshold to the Western Courtyard for the in-laws’ feast.

This was certainly most improper. If the old Yannan Prince were alive, such a situation would never occur. Even You Jun, just days ago, would not have arranged the female heir’s wedding this way. But now they had torn off all pretenses.

You Jun stood up, dusting off his somewhat worn long robe. The robe was stained with some candied fruit juice, looking rather slovenly, but he didn’t care. He stretched lazily and said, “Old robes are just comfortable to wear. All these years, first controlled by father, then watched by elder brother, and later I had to be a good uncle—eating, drinking, housing, traveling, every move was not my own choice. Now finally I can eat what I want, wear what I want. If I don’t like this good niece of mine, I can wear old clothes to her wedding. This is far more comfortable than making her marry Chang Yuan!”

The person across from him said calmly, “So in less than half a year, the snow-white good teeth you’ve had for half a lifetime are almost completely rotten.”

“So what? Even if they rot away completely, I’m the one in pain. No one can control me anymore.” You Jun stepped on the threshold to knock mud off his boots. “From childhood, father constrained me. Though I was better at studies than elder brother, he wouldn’t let teachers praise me or let the clan elders know. When my archery and horsemanship surpassed elder brother’s, when I tamed that stallion king by myself and won praise throughout the army, he had that horse poisoned and sent elder brother to the military camp early to cultivate connections. From small to large, similar incidents were countless. Why? Just because I was born half a month later, just because elder brother held the position of legitimate eldest son.”

“I never wanted that position. I wanted to roam the world as a knight-errant, but he blocked that too, fearing I would use the knight-errant name to make connections with the court. So I chose to be a wastrel. After being a wastrel for long, I became good at entertainment, and the sons of Kunzhou officials liked spending time with me. He became fearful again and had the fathers of those who befriended me demoted or reprimanded. Over time, no one paid attention to me anymore. So I could only be mediocre, until elder brother securely inherited the position.”

“And elder brother? He claimed to love and value me, to feel guilty toward me, but his compensation was to make me a chief clerk in the Prince’s mansion—to make me a steward!”

“He said he trusted me, entrusting the Prince’s mansion to me—he just made me a lifelong nanny to his children! How am I different from a loyal servant?”

“He had three children—a girl, a fool, and a weakling. Not one was good. This is retribution.”

“Your grandfather wanted to adopt you to him, but he refused. Not only did he disagree—I disagreed too. My son—why should he also be given to him!”

“But when he disagreed, I was also angry. The Yannan Prince position should belong to his family, right? Even if passed to a woman or a fool, it shouldn’t benefit me, right?”

“But actually, I truly don’t care that much about this worthless prince position.”

The person across from him held a tea bowl, quietly waiting for him to continue, to say what he truly cared about.

But You Jun had already broken free from that moment of intense emotion, quickly returning to calm, resuming that carefree, unconcerned appearance.

This was a habit formed from years of living—no matter how angry or wronged, he would only hate for that moment, then force himself to learn to be detached.

Because if he didn’t quickly lighten up, heavier blows might fall upon his head.

You Jun rolled up his sleeves and strode away.

Behind him, a gaze lingered long and enduringly on his retreating figure.

What he truly cared about—he never did say.

…

Chapter 417: I Regret It
As You Jun headed toward the front courtyard, people continuously reported which Kunzhou officials had already arrived.

The Crown Princess had not yet come.

Passing by You Weixuan’s courtyard, You Jun casually glanced over. This courtyard was not surrounded by layers of guards as people might imagine—in fact, hardly any guards were visible. Like all courtyards about to host a wedding in this world, it was decorated with red silk and colorful banners, with brightly dressed maidservants carrying trays, moving busily about with joyful expressions.

You Jun did not linger, walking past and turning through several corridors, passing an independent courtyard—guest quarters prepared for visiting guests.

That courtyard was now filled with the sounds of singing birds and chattering swallows, with fragrant breezes even drifting over the courtyard walls.

Someone played the flute, someone strummed the zither, someone danced, and some women rather boldly poked their heads out. Seeing You Jun, they smiled charmingly and greeted him, saying it had been a long time since they’d seen Commander You.

Although Tie Ci had already issued an order yesterday stripping the You father and son of their official positions, clearly in Kunzhou, in many people’s hearts, Commander You was still Commander You.

Especially for these brothel madams and courtesans who had always relied on You Jun and flourished like fish in water in Kunzhou’s pleasure business.

You Jun had been idle since youth, frequenting flower houses and mixing very familiarly with these brothel women. It could be said that the most famous batch of courtesans in Kunzhou had all been promoted by him.

To some extent, You Jun was the leader of Kunzhou’s pleasure quarters.

These women who mixed in the world of dust had also helped him do many things he found inconvenient to do himself.

After You Jun came to power, he did not distance himself from these female confidants, but on the contrary, took great care of them.

Over the years, these courtesans achieved both fame and fortune, but successively retired from service, no longer coming out to attract business. This actually made their reputations flourish in Kunzhou, even spreading to neighboring Qianzhou, Nanyue, Huguang and other places.

People in Kunzhou loved to say: “A thousand gold just to hear Ranyan play the flute, Yunqiao strike the chimes, or see Liu Chan’er perform one autumn swing dance.”

They spoke of the three most beautiful courtesans.

Originally they weren’t necessarily the most beautiful—after all, beauty is in the eye of the beholder—but because they no longer received clients and were rarely seen, they appeared especially precious.

This was also You Jun’s intention.

A wife is not as good as a concubine, a concubine not as good as a stolen lover, and what you can steal is not as good as what you cannot steal.

The value of courtesans who no longer received clients skyrocketed—rare goods to be treasured, saved for use at times like this.

Kunzhou banquets had the custom of inviting famous courtesans for entertainment, and wedding feasts were no exception. Originally, everyone knew today’s wedding feast was more like a Hongmen Banquet—no one dared come, and those with high positions and power would not wade carelessly into muddy waters. But because of these courtesans’ rare appearances, many people accepted the invitations.

Among them were some secretive guests who found it inconvenient to reveal their identities, who also became interested and came seeking fame, just hoping to see these beauties.

The one poking her head out to greet You Jun was precisely the skilled dancer Liu Chan’er. The Yannan people were naturally good at dancing, so to gain a reputation for excellent dancing in Yannan showed extraordinary skill. Street rumors claimed Liu Chan’er’s figure was like a willow—her waist naturally had no bones, so her entire body could bend backward and fold.

Liu Chan’er was naturally charming, lively and adorable, and had known You Jun since youth, so their relationship was closer than others. Seeing her, You Jun smiled with squinted eyes, patting his belly and saying, “Thank you for your hard work today, sister. Eh, who is this behind you? Beautiful face, but unfamiliar.”

Liu Chan’er’s laughter was like silver bells. “Commander You has so many noble affairs that you forget—this is Chunwa from our establishment. Today I brought her to see the world.”

You Jun had been busy with various matters these past two years and rarely visited flower houses, but he knew these courtesans were all training successors. Women who had competed for a lifetime were still competing through their disciples. He vaguely remembered this Chunwa was a new little courtesan cultivated by Zuixue Pavilion, who also had quite a reputation for beauty.

Such occasions were rare, and today’s invitation of courtesans involved directly dispatching soldiers to collect people according to a list—not even allowing maidservants to be brought. Yet Liu Chan’er brought an extra person, naturally wanting to use this opportunity to promote Zuixue Pavilion’s new sign, while also showing off to her sisters.

You Jun glanced at that Chunwa—a gorgeous beauty, but he wasn’t particularly interested. His brow furrowed slightly, and he was about to say something when he looked up to see Liu Chan’er appearing to laugh lightly and charmingly, but her eyes harbored nervousness. He understood these women’s petty concerns and knew she feared losing face.

Thinking of the unusual relationship between himself and this woman, remembering her gentle words and warm presence during his unsuccessful years, his heart softened.

Forget it. Whether Liu Chan’er or these other courtesans, he held their vital weaknesses in his hands. Moreover, after years of close contact, they shared prosperity and loss together—there was no need to be overly guarded.

Recalling the concern that flashed in Liu Chan’er’s eyes the first moment she saw him, rare warmth welled up from his heart. He stroked Liu Chan’er’s face and said gently, “Since she’s someone you brought, she’s naturally also a guest of the mansion. Go together to wash and prepare—today you must help me entertain the distinguished guests well.”

Liu Chan’er lowered her head slightly, cloud-like hair falling beside her cheeks, making her expression unclear. After a moment, her voice became even more gentle: “Yes, master.”

She changed her form of address, becoming like a small bird depending on a person, tender as water. You Jun remembered his youthful years and liked her even more. After also greeting the other courtesans, he smiled and turned to leave.

Liu Chan’er leaned against the moon gate, watching his retreating figure for a long time. Ranyan and several others looked on with both envy and jealousy, all saying Liu Chan’er was Commander You’s first woman—look at this passionate display of lingering affection!

Liu Chan’er turned around, meeting her old rivals’ vicious glares with a triumphant smile, saying melodiously, “What are you looking at? Looking at how beautiful I am?”

“Yes, looking at how sister is beautiful but not old, old but not dead.” Yunqiao, who had fought with her for a lifetime, smiled sweetly as she pointed a finger over.

But this time Liu Chan’er didn’t quarrel with her, seeming to space out slightly, murmuring something softly that almost no one could hear clearly.

She turned around, sweeping her gaze over the guards arranging trunks in the courtyard, suddenly calling out loudly, “Where are my chimes?”

Yunqiao’s expression became even worse. It was said that Liu Chan’er had choreographed a new dance these past two years—wearing iron shoes to dance on chimes, supposedly remaining graceful as ever while producing melodious sounds, able to perform wonderful music through dance movements.

Yunqiao was famous for striking chimes, so hearing about this made her face go white with anger.

Unable to find her chimes, Liu Chan’er had already lost her temper at Chunwa: “Weren’t the chimes placed in the trunk for you to personally guard?”

“Sister has too many trunks—perhaps they missed one.” But Chunwa didn’t seem particularly frightened, reaching up to smooth the hair at her temples, smiling and saying, “Shall little sister go back and look?”

Liu Chan’er snorted, and Chunwa spoke with a guard, who naturally accompanied her as she turned back. The courtesans here watched Chunwa walk away gracefully, thinking her manner of speaking had been charming and naturally flirtatious. They had originally thought she was just another beauty—not rare among courtesans—but hadn’t expected her movement to surpass her stillness. When walking, her figure was elegant, her gait wonderful, and even rarer was her dignified bearing. This was truly an exceptional display of romantic charm.

Just based on this bearing and posture, her future achievements would likely surpass everyone.

The little courtesan Chunwa, whose achievements would surpass all courtesans, walked beside the guard toward the front courtyard. The guard was still young, walking beside such a beauty with his whole body stiff, nearly walking with both arms and legs on the same side.

But the beauty clearly had great professional ethics, reaching up again to smooth her hair at the temples, smiling charmingly as she asked him, “How should I address you, sir? Would you like to try some candied fruit from our Zuixue Pavilion? Our Commander You loves eating candied fruit most, so our establishment specifically hired the finest master of preserved candied fruits.”

The young guard’s face flushed red. Looking up at such beauty made him feel suffocated, unable to speak for a long while. Seeing the beauty in wide robes and long sleeves extend her snow-white tender hand with a paper package of candied fruit, he confusedly reached out his hand, mumbling thanks. The paper package was clenched so tightly in his palm that fruit juice was about to seep out, yet he didn’t know how to eat it.

Chunwa laughed, smoothing her hair at the temples again, simply reaching out to unwrap the paper package for him and picking up a piece of candied fruit to put in his mouth.

The young guard saw those fingernails painted bright red, fragrance thick as curtains enveloping his whole body. His face was completely red, not knowing what the candied fruit tasted like. Seeing the courtesan’s autumn eyes flowing with charm, her hand raised to smooth her hair, he thought hazily in his heart: is this the legendary myriad charms? But why does she particularly like touching her hair?

He ate the candied fruit, walked a few steps, and suddenly felt his stomach begin to hurt. He tried to endure it, but the pain was overwhelming like mountains and seas. He had to grit his teeth and say, “Miss, please wait for me a moment—I’ll go and come right back.” With that, he turned and rushed toward the latrine.

Chunwa stood in place, looking at her reflection in the pond, smoothing her hair at the temples, saying, “Indeed, this posture is quite charming.”

When she stood by the pond with her hands in her sleeves, she had a bearing that ordinary people could hardly match.

The reflection in the pond water swayed gently. A breeze passed, and the reflection shattered among the ripples. After a moment, when the wind stopped and water stilled, that reflection was no longer visible.

…

The front of the estate was very lively.

Countless carriages and horses arrived with dust clouds, stopping at the open space before the gate. Coachmen, guided by stewards, arranged the carriages and horses in order. Doormen stood at the entrance calling out names in loud voices, and within those high-pitched sounds, officials dressed in brocade were respectfully welcomed inside by deferential stewards.

Unexpectedly yet seemingly reasonable, today’s wedding feast was attended by a complete gathering of Yannan’s military and political officials.

Originally, for the female heir’s wedding, these people naturally had to come, but now everyone knew this wasn’t a proper marriage. The You father and son who had orchestrated this affair were fighting the Crown Princess to the death. Though temporarily at a disadvantage, the You clan had controlled Yannan for many years—who knew what future developments might bring?

But regardless of how those in power fought openly and secretly, they couldn’t kill all of Yannan’s officials, so out of various considerations, the officials had all come.

But having come, they were also somewhat anxious, sitting in the front hall drinking tea. The fourth-rank and above officials kept glancing outside.

Until a report came.

“The Crown Princess arrives!”

The main gate opened wide.

The carriage stopped, and the Crown Princess in purple and gold robes stepped down.

You Jun, who had been waiting by the gate, immediately came forward with You Weinan and the Chang family members who had come for the wedding, all smiles, as if the previous life-and-death struggle had never existed.

Today the Crown Princess wore a mask on her face—half gold, half silver, inlaid with gems, magnificent and brilliant, impossible to look at directly.

This further confirmed from the side the rumors of the Crown Princess being attacked and disfigured. That noble yet cold mask seemed to reflect the Crown Princess’s current mood, and no one dared raise their heads.

Only You Weinan snapped open his fan with a “whoosh,” standing on tiptoe to look left and right, apparently trying to glimpse the Crown Princess’s current appearance through the gaps at the mask’s edges, while making tsk-tsk sounds of regret.

You Jun turned halfway, casting him a cold glance.

Somehow, though You Jun was normally warm in attitude toward everyone, only toward this son did he always show some coldness when no one was around.

Seeing the Crown Princess approach, You Jun stood at the roadside and bowed slightly: “Your Highness honors us with your presence—this humble official was late in greeting you.”

Tie Ci stood still, her eyes behind the mask black and cold: “What kind of humble official are you supposed to be?”

People who had been holding their breath suddenly felt their hair stand on end.

They hadn’t expected the Crown Princess to give You Jun so little face—were they going to start fighting right at the gate?

Could they still escape in time now?

But You Jun wasn’t angry, smiling and saying, “Your Highness, since you’ve come to drink wedding wine, let’s not discuss those court protocols, shall we? Today I’m merely Weixuan’s uncle, and you are Weixuan’s good friend—how about that?”

Tie Ci smiled slightly and said, “Weixuan must be fortunate to have such a good uncle as you.”

She had probably been affected by smoke and was wearing a mask, so her voice was somewhat hoarse and muffled.

You Jun acted as if he hadn’t heard the sarcasm in that sentence, leaning forward to ask about those behind her: “Where is A’xuan? How could he not come when his sister is getting married?”

The crowd of officials and gentry were amazed.

This person’s mentality was truly good, his will truly strong.

Not only could he calmly receive his mortal enemy, but he could even composedly and proactively ask about You Weixuan. Didn’t he feel guilty at all?

Tie Ci said flatly, “He’s afraid of ghosts.”

You Jun smiled: “People will all become ghosts sooner or later. Your Highness, please.”

The main gate opened wide, and Tie Ci entered first, being invited to the main hall for tea. Behind her followed several officials including the Kunzhou Prefect who had submitted earliest, two or three maidservants, and several guards. Beyond that, no other attendants, which secretly puzzled people in the estate, thinking: isn’t she afraid of ambush?

But then again, the estate covered vast grounds and could hide ten thousand soldiers. If fighting really broke out, bringing more people wouldn’t help either.

Commander You openly held a wedding feast and invited the Crown Princess, and the Crown Princess had indeed come with light escort. Leaving everything else aside, this courage alone made everyone secretly admire her.

When immortals fight, little demons suffer. Everyone sat accompanying in the front and rear halls, holding their breath and concentrating, not even daring to drink tea.

Tie Ci sat high in the seat of honor, eating and drinking as usual, accepting whatever was offered.

After all, she now had the魃族 behind her—she wouldn’t poison others, which was good enough. As long as You Jun wasn’t completely brainless, he absolutely wouldn’t use such methods.

A whole hall of people with no one speaking, completely lacking in joy. Everyone noticed that today the Crown Princess was particularly silent. Except for mocking You Jun a few times at the beginning, she didn’t speak afterward, nor did she suggest going to see the bride—probably because she was dissatisfied with this wedding.

Suddenly firecrackers burst outside the gate, and a servant entered the hall, joyfully reporting: “The wedding party has arrived.”

You Jun then rose, smilingly apologizing to Tie Ci, and like any good uncle managing his niece’s wedding, personally led people out to welcome them. Soon he brought several people to pay respects to Tie Ci, and she immediately saw the new groom Chang Yuan in red robes and colorful decorations.

You Jun personally introduced them: “This is Master Chang the Second and his eldest son. Master Chang the Second currently holds the position of Huichuan Prefect, and his eldest son has excellent martial skills and currently manages the Huichuan Patrol Office. Today they accompanied the groom to fetch the bride. Normally they should go directly to the back courtyard, but with Your Highness here, they must first come to pay respects to Your Highness.”

Before Master Chang and his son could speak, the groom standing to the side had already said first: “Also to thank Your Highness for the grace of that day’s humiliation and dismissal.”

In the hall above and below, it was suddenly silent as death.

Tie Ci hadn’t even touched the tea bowl in her hand, answering: “No need to be polite.”

Everyone was dumbfounded.

Chang Yuan’s lips twitched slightly, smiling with a somewhat sinister expression. He had lost much weight, his eyeballs appearing especially large, burning like ghostly fire in their sockets—far from the high-spirited appearance when Tie Ci had seen him at the Zhang mansion.

He stared at Tie Ci’s mask, saying word by word: “But even though Your Highness humiliated me, dismissed me, and looked down on me, I still married the female heir, married the future Yannan Prince, Your Highness’s good friend. I wonder how Your Highness feels about this?”

Tie Ci casually set her teacup aside, smiled and said, “Yes, so I regret it.”

Chapter 418: Blood Splattered in the Wedding Hall
You Weixuan’s courtyard was very lively at this moment, with matrons and maidservants beaming with joy, saying the groom had come to fetch the bride.

But suddenly someone knocked on the courtyard gate, and the servant women who had been laughing moments before exchanged wary glances.

Today was no ordinary day. Though they appeared joyful, they had been instructed early on that all actions required orders before proceeding, especially that the courtyard gate could not be opened casually.

But though no one moved, the courtyard gate suddenly opened.

Only then did everyone see a drab little maidservant standing behind the door—no one had noticed her, and no one knew when that little girl had gotten near the gate.

But everyone’s attention was immediately drawn to the woman at the entrance.

Wind-tousled hair like clouds and mist, an otherworldly beauty.

The female heir was also a beauty, but compared to this woman, she lacked that flowing, charming grace like spring water, especially when the other woman raised her hand to lightly smooth her hair at the temples.

But it wasn’t until she made this gesture, her eyes glancing over obliquely, that everyone realized the woman’s possible identity.

Perhaps it was because when she stood there doing nothing, she appeared extraordinarily elegant and refined.

Faced with such a woman, those normally formidable matrons and servant women were obviously somewhat tongue-tied. Someone stepped forward to block her, but the woman suddenly pushed that matron aside and called out loudly, “I am Young Master Chang’s woman—I want to see the female heir!”

The matron was stunned.

What did this mean?

For a moment she forgot to call the guards.

The woman leaned against the door, covering her face with her sleeve, crying, “This slave has been so terribly deceived. This slave was originally a pure entertainer at Zuixue Pavilion who didn’t sell her body. It was Young Master Chang who promised to redeem this slave’s freedom, so I followed him. Who knew that a few days ago he sent silver, wanting to sever all ties with this slave. Today this slave heard that Young Master Chang was marrying the female heir, so I had no choice but to seek you out, begging the female heir for mercy.”

With that, she began sobbing.

Everyone in the courtyard looked blank.

What kind of situation was this?

Young Master Chang kept a brothel woman outside, and on his wedding day, the brothel woman came to the door seeking the main wife to take her in?

Chunwa continued her beautiful weeping, “This slave has no other intention, only wishing to serve the female heir for life, willing to be a slave and servant by the female heir’s side.”

Everyone: “…”

This scenario is very familiar to us.

All standard tricks.

The guards who rushed to the courtyard gate were also dumbfounded. They had thought someone was breaking in, but it turned out to be the groom’s shameful secret that couldn’t be seen by others—and also the female heir’s shame.

Someone hurried to report to You Jun, while others tried to drag Chunwa away.

Suddenly someone said coldly, “Let her in.”

Everyone turned to see You Weixuan standing under the corridor.

Her face was pale as snow as she said coldly, “Since she says she wants to be my slave, then come in and serve!”

Everyone: “…”

This move by the female heir was quite decisive too.

Everyone felt they had watched a good show, but this was not a play they could savor with relish, nor could they interfere too much. So they could only watch as Chunwa stood dazed for a moment, then indeed gave a cold laugh and entered the courtyard.

The guards looked at her delicate, swaying figure, then at those servant women hidden among the matrons whose eyes gleamed sharply, and withdrew, waiting for You Jun’s orders on how to handle this.

Chunwa lifted the curtain and went in. The matrons and maidservants also tried to follow, but heard the female heir angrily shout from inside, “No one is allowed to follow!”

Everyone stopped, looking at each other.

They understood in their hearts that the female heir was already in a bad mood, and this was adding fuel to the fire. Such private, shameful matters—why bother getting involved and asking for trouble?

So they all waited under the corridor.

The curtain dropped. Inside the inner room, You Weixuan sat down on the couch, and the servant women outside clearly heard her sternly command, “Kneel down!”

Everyone exchanged glances and smiled with pursed lips.

Coming to the door to provoke—what a shameless hussy.

Inside the room.

Someone fell to their knees with a thump.

Embracing Chunwa’s legs.

Looking up with tearful eyes.

Crying pitifully, “Did you come to save me?”

…

“I regret it.”

Everyone in the hall was stunned, and Chang Yuan’s eyes lit up.

“I regret not castrating this kind of hypocrite who deceives the world and steals fame right then and sending him into the palace,” Tie Ci said without looking up. “Though he wouldn’t be worthy of any decent position, there’s always a shortage of people for sweeping and menial work.”

Chang Yuan was silent for a long while, then gave a cold laugh, “You say I’m not worthy of being a man—what about Your Highness yourself?”

“Nephew!” You Jun reprimanded.

But Chang Yuan suddenly put away that sinister smile and gave Tie Ci a long bow, “Speaking of matters between men and women, I just remembered that Your Highness and my humble wife were classmates. Your Highness personally came to drink wedding wine today, but it’s not appropriate to sit in this front hall. Why not go to the back courtyard to see my humble wife? After all, once we’re married, it won’t be convenient to meet again.”

Everyone hadn’t expected Chang Yuan to actually invite Tie Ci to see You Weixuan—wasn’t this inviting the wolf into the house?

Had this groom, after being dismissed and rejected by the Crown Princess back then, been so unable to bear the blow that he’d gone mad?

You Jun also frowned, saying, “Nephew, what status does the Crown Princess have? How can we ask her to go see Weixuan…”

“Uncle’s words are wrong. The Crown Princess came today as a classmate to drink wedding wine, and she’s also a woman—naturally she should enter the bridal chamber to accompany the bride. We can’t have the bride show her face in the front hall before the ceremony is complete, can we? That would be most inauspicious.” Chang Yuan looked at Tie Ci, “I’ve heard the Crown Princess is wise and intelligent—surely she wouldn’t want to ruin Weixuan’s good fortune.”

Tie Ci sat motionless, saying, “During the wedding ceremony, I’ll naturally see Weixuan.”

“Is Your Highness certain? Once the wedding ceremony is complete, Weixuan will belong to the Chang family in life and be a Chang family ghost in death.”

“The way you talk, it’s almost as if you very much want me to disrupt your wedding.”

“That would require Your Highness to have that ability.”

“Then I don’t understand,” Tie Ci’s eyes behind the mask showed no ripples, “what performance are you putting on, insisting that I make this trip? What, are there three hundred soldiers with swords and axes ambushed in the female heir’s courtyard, just waiting for you to throw down a cup as the signal?”

Chang Yuan laughed heartily. Everyone looked at each other, You Jun’s expression was displeased, and Prefect Chang and his son looked apologetic.

“Blood in the bridal chamber wouldn’t be auspicious for this commoner either—Your Highness worries too much.” Chang Yuan bent down slightly, leaning close to Tie Ci. Tie Ci immediately leaned back in disgust, saying, “Keep your distance—bad breath.”

Everyone suppressed their laughter.

They also thought that the Crown Princess was usually noble and peaceful, rarely publicly embarrassing people like this—clearly she found Chang Yuan extremely disgusting.

Chang Yuan’s face became sinister for a moment, his jaw muscles tightening slightly. After a long while, he gritted his teeth and moved back a little, but still bent over slightly, using a voice only Tie Ci could hear, saying softly, “Actually, I don’t mean anything else. This courtyard ultimately belongs to Commander You, not to my Chang family. I just want Your Highness to personally go see You Weixuan preparing for marriage.”

“To see how You Weixuan, who sat as your equal in the academy and whose true status was similarly noble, marries whoever she’s told to marry, marries whomever she’s told to marry, sleeps with whomever she’s told to sleep with, and in the future, bears children for whomever she’s told to bear children for.”

“To see how your former good friend, even after you arrived, still cannot change her fate of marrying someone she doesn’t want to marry.”

“This way Your Highness will understand that this world is actually still ruled by men. No matter how strong women are, it’s men who give them that strength. When men don’t want to give it anymore, they can only obediently listen.”

“Understand what you women should really do and how to do it. Understand that hens crowing at dawn goes against heaven’s will and will sooner or later receive divine punishment.”

“Understand that status and nobility are actually floating clouds in the sky and mist on earth, disappearing in the blink of an eye… Don’t take them seriously.”

The hall full of officials and gentry could only see Chang Yuan speaking at Tie Ci’s knees, unable to hear what he was saying, but judging by his expression, he seemed respectful.

Everyone guessed he was probably apologizing for his earlier rudeness, just too proud to lose face.

Just as they breathed a sigh of relief, they saw Tie Ci raise her head.

Meeting Chang Yuan’s pleased yet malicious gaze.

Then she lifted her foot.

Kicking Chang Yuan in the knee.

A clear, crisp crack of bone breaking rang out. Chang Yuan’s large body suddenly became airborne, crashing through three screens behind him before finally slamming onto the courtyard’s bluestone pavement with a bang. Cracks spread like lightning in all directions across the ground, with dust rising at the ends.

After a moment of silence, people didn’t know whether to laugh, sigh, or be shocked.

Shocked that the Crown Princess would strike without warning, not even saying a word.

Sighing that Chang Yuan, a scholar without the strength to tie up a chicken, dared to provoke a noble with superior martial arts—wasn’t this asking for abuse?

Laughing because this seemed rather too stupid.

But on second thought, Chang Yuan had previously enjoyed great fame in Yannan. He was not only the future heir valued by his family, but also a talent appreciated by the You father and son of the Yannan Prince’s mansion. When Chang Yuan went to the capital for the imperial examinations, the Prince’s mansion had exceptionally held a farewell banquet for him—what glory that was.

Who would have thought that he went to the capital full of vigor and returned south in disgrace? Not only did he fail to win honors as everyone expected, but he was even tainted with the infamy of deceiving the world and stealing fame, his reputation ruined, forever barred from participating in imperial examinations, his path to officialdom cut off.

This would be an unbearable blow for any ordinary scholar, let alone Chang Yuan, who was heaven’s favored son. The taste of falling from the clouds was truly not something a young person could easily bear.

Everyone thought about this and felt that going mad from it would be understandable.

Chang Yuan writhed on the ground, his eyes bloodshot.

What others thought they understood couldn’t compare to his real heart-wrenching pain.

Being unable to participate in imperial examinations meant losing not just fame and honor, but also his position as heir, and the path to success promised by the Yannan Prince’s mansion. That farewell banquet had been a send-off—he had gone with a mission, bearing the responsibility of making connections with young talents for the Yannan Prince’s mansion. Yannan’s literary culture was not flourishing, few succeeded in the spring examinations, and even those who barely made the list were mostly ranked low and would sit on cold benches as minor officials for half their lives. Not to mention ordinary scholars from common families—who could compare to him, born into a prominent family, with extensive connections and great popularity? Not to mention having the full support of the Yannan Prince’s mansion behind him, lacking neither wealth nor ability. With such a great mission, who else but him?

He had felt confident that success was within easy reach, needing only to focus on talent and court connections—how to socialize with talented people, how to penetrate court factions, whom to serve under, how to win people over, and how to steal intelligence… He had given himself ten years. After ten years, he would enter the cabinet, and by then with disciples and old friends throughout the court, not only would the Yannan Prince’s mansion survive for a hundred years, perhaps it could advance even further.

Commander You had stayed up late drinking with him, speaking heart to heart about this ten-year plan. He had listened with burning passion and sworn on the spot that he was willing to die for the cause.

But now, everything was gone.

All gone.

As he rolled about, he rolled to the side of a red wood carved grand chair. Not far ahead were the Crown Princess’s robe hems. Because she was sitting, the robe was slightly lifted, and glancing over, he vaguely felt something was wrong.

But hatred had blocked all his perception. With bloodshot eyes, he stared fixedly at those motionless robe hems, countless times feeling the impulse to pull out the dagger hidden in his sleeve and stab viciously, and countless times desperately restraining himself.

Don’t rush… don’t rush…

The robe moved, and Tie Ci stood up, adjusting her mask, her voice hoarse as she said, “So eager to invite me, even willing to throw a tantrum and roll around at my feet?”

Everyone stood up as well.

Tie Ci walked to Chang Yuan’s side, kicking his face with her toe, saying, “What are you lying there for? Get up and lead the way.”

Chang Yuan’s blood rushed to his head with a roar.

Even he himself didn’t react in time—his whole body had already sprung up, cold light flashing as the knife in his sleeve stabbed viciously toward Tie Ci’s lower abdomen.

The next instant came another tremendous crash, and a red figure was again sent flying out of the hall, through the already shattered screens, across the wide courtyard, toward the artificial mountain at the far end.

A purple and gold figure flashed, and Tie Ci’s form, arriving later but faster, grabbed Chang Yuan’s collar mid-flight and slammed him against the jagged artificial mountain with a bang.

With a thunderous crash, half the artificial mountain crumbled, earth and sand cascading down.

Chang Yuan’s face was twisted and grotesque, no longer human in appearance. After a long moment, dark red slowly flowed from the corner of his mouth.

He stared at that brilliantly gleaming yet sinister and cold mask before his eyes, unable to believe that the Crown Princess had actually killed in public.

The crowd that had followed outside looked at each other in shock.

The Crown Princess was actually so ruthless and merciless!

Before the wedding hall, she had killed the groom!

Chapter 419: Take Me Away
He seemed to use all his strength as if trying to burst his eye sockets.

He trembled like a sieve, suddenly struggling to reach out his hand, fingertips stretching forward, desperately trying to touch Tie Ci’s face.

Tie Ci didn’t move or dodge, only saying softly, “Everything you said might happen, but none of that will be the ending, because I won’t allow it.”

She said, “You represent the most narrow-minded, most corrupt, most shameless, most self-righteous group. You reek, and you disgust me. At least in my view, women can be strong, can be brave and fierce, can be wealthy, can rule over all under heaven. They can make all men’s words count for nothing, with only their own words mattering.”

“It’s just that you’re destined never to see it.”

“Since you look down on women, then I wish you—be a woman in your next life.”

Let’s see what kind of life you can live.

Chang Yuan’s fingertips were now only a hair’s breadth from Tie Ci’s mask—with just the slightest touch, he could reach it.

But that hand suddenly dropped, heavily hitting Chang Yuan’s leg.

Tie Ci released her grip and turned around.

Behind her came a heavy thud.

Prefect Chang and his son came running frantically. Seeing the person among the broken stones and pool of blood who no longer drew breath, they trembled all over, their faces ashen.

Facing them, Tie Ci dusted off the dirt on her hands and smiled, “Accidentally made You Weixuan a widow—that’s my fault to her. Now I really must go apologize to her. While I’m at it, I’ll ask her—the wedding feast has been held, and canceling it would be too wasteful. Would she like to change grooms and get married again?”

Prefect Chang and his son stood there, opening their mouths to curse, but looking at that coldly gleaming mask, those pitch-black profound eyes, and the corpse twisted into a heap on the ground.

Suddenly they lost all courage.

Tie Ci casually waved her hand, “Let’s go!”

…

“Did you come to save me!”

“Is it you?”

Chunwa smiled and hummed in agreement. Just as she was about to raise her hand, she saw You Weixuan close her eyes and slowly lean her head against her leg, saying softly and dreamlike, “I’ve fantasized about this many times, imagining you would personally come to save me, bathed in golden light, coming gracefully, just like the first time I saw you riding toward me on the martial arts field at the academy…”

Chunwa’s raised hand had already touched her temple hair, then suddenly stopped, remaining motionless above her head.

For a moment, she seemed to think of something and couldn’t help but smile, though that smile quickly faded.

My destined one is a great hero who will one day come to marry me on colorful auspicious clouds.

A bit romantic.

But not funny.

She remained silent, listening to You Weixuan’s tears of joy. After a while, she pinched her voice and said, “You knew I could dress as a woman?”

You Weixuan burst into laughter, straightening up with teardrops still hanging on her eyelashes, making her eyes appear even more pitiful. “I already know your identity now. I had people inquire about you and learned that you appeared in women’s clothing as a child, disguising yourself flawlessly. I guessed that since you wanted to save me, naturally dressing as a woman would be best for taking action…”

She was in a cheerful mood and couldn’t help laughing. “It’s just that though you’re good at dressing as a woman, your voice doesn’t work. Speaking in this pinched voice sounds quite affected.”

Murong Yi also laughed, turning around and saying, “That’s because I have to pretend to be a courtesan.”

As she turned, You Weixuan could only lean back. She didn’t get up either, kneeling on the floor mat and looking up at Chunwa with infatuation, saying softly, “I heard that you and His Highness…”

Murong Yi gazed at her and said flatly, “You’ve known about this for a long time, haven’t you?”

You Weixuan lowered her eyelashes. After a while, she said, “Take me away.”

Murong Yi looked at her in surprise. “And then what? You don’t want the Yannan throne anymore?”

“Even if I had it, wouldn’t I still be a puppet?”

“Are you dissatisfied?”

“Of course not.” You Weixuan said calmly, “His Highness still came to save me—I’m grateful to tears. Just for her friendship, I should offer up Yannan with both hands. In fact, I’ve already prepared for this. I’ve written letters and memorials, sealed with my own heir’s seal. As long as the You father and son are executed and my father’s revenge is taken, whether I’m alive or dead, the letters will be announced to all of Yannan, and the memorial will be submitted to the court. I will explain that I have no desire for the throne, that the Yannan Prince’s mansion has no successor, and request the court to revoke the princely title, asking only for a place for my brother and me to settle.”

She looked up and met Murong Yi’s deeply contemplative gaze. She looked back in surprise, and Chunwa had already slowly smiled, saying, “I didn’t expect the female heir to be so forthright and honest.”

“When others treat me with sincerity, I should naturally respond with my whole heart.” You Weixuan said, “I had no interest in the Yannan throne to begin with. As a mere woman, what use is this throne to me? It’s just that father’s dying command couldn’t be disobeyed. After going through this, I’m even more disheartened. This scrambling for power and wealth is ultimately just an abyss that makes people sink into corruption. For me, I only wish for my brother to become wise and be like a normal person, and to have a close friend and lover by my side for life. Even with coarse food and simple meals, I would find it sweet as honey.”

When she spoke these last few sentences, her eyes were earnest and yearning, quite moving.

Murong Yi fell silent. When she spoke again, she suddenly changed the topic: “With us talking secretly like this, won’t the people outside be suspicious?”

“So we need to make some preparations.” You Weixuan beckoned upward, and a face peered down from the roof beam—it was the little maid who had previously given them information and opened the door.

The little maid, grimy-faced, smiled down at them, but Murong Yi frowned.

A living person hidden in the beams, yet she hadn’t noticed?

You Weixuan said, “Let’s go.”

“Go? Where’s the way? You have a method to get out? Then why did you…”

“The way is up there. This estate was originally a farm under You Jun’s name. Xiao Ying grew up here and was mischievous as a child, creating some simple passages between houses. But later the farm was renovated and some places were blocked off. With our mediocre martial arts, it would be difficult to get out through this route on our own. Now that you’re here, it’s much easier.”

The little maid called Xiao Ying on the beam glanced outside.

Then Murong Yi raised an eyebrow and said, “Many people are coming.”

Xiao Ying lowered a long strip of cloth, saying, “Hurry up!”

But Murong Yi didn’t grab the cloth strip. Instead, she grabbed You Weixuan with one hand and leaped up.

You Weixuan’s eyes showed delight at Murong Yi’s lack of hesitation.

She could have climbed up herself, but at this moment she tightly grasped Murong Yi’s arm with both hands.

The beam in this room was wide. Xiao Ying led the way in front, with the other two following behind. Xiao Ying probably often played on the beams, so they were surprisingly clean.

When the beam reached its end at where the roof met the wall, there appeared to be nothing unusual. Xiao Ying reached out and pushed, and the wall panel opened, revealing a hole. Going through the hole led to the roof. Xiao Ying pushed the wall back, and it again appeared seamless.

The buildings here were spacious with considerable distance between roof ridges. Looking ahead with no apparent path, while the sounds of commotion below grew closer.

Xiao Ying raised her hand and threw out a thin line that wrapped around the opposite roof ridge. Then she gracefully swung across, her petite figure passing between the buildings like a fluttering butterfly.

But Murong Yi didn’t move, saying, “This is tied to a ridge beast? How can it bear the weight of a big man like me?”

You Weixuan smiled sweetly: “Xiao Ying has lived here for many years and could walk this path with her eyes closed. Don’t worry.”

Murong Yi gestured for her to go first, so she also swung across and waved to Murong Yi from the other side.

After Murong Yi also swung across and stood steady, he discovered that the ridge beast the line was tied to was actually made of iron—it had been replaced at some point.

And the commotion was now much more distant.

The three ran between rooftops, with Xiao Ying leading like a magician, sometimes pushing open a hidden door, sometimes pulling out a rope the same color as the wall. Sometimes they would climb down through a skylight for a stretch, then climb back up using footholds left on pillars. Unknowingly, they left the commotion far behind. Several times when skylights were stuck or secret doors were blocked, Murong Yi would take action. Once when climbing down from above, they encountered a maid just entering—Murong Yi quickly knocked out the person who was about to scream.

Solving problems along the way like this, though with minor setbacks, this route above people’s heads was quite brilliant. No one chasing would think to look up. The three moved further and further from the heavily guarded center, traveling increasingly remote paths, until Xiao Ying stood on a roof ridge pointing to an abandoned garden ahead and a section of wall covered with vines, saying proudly, “See that? That’s the old laundry house. Later the water source dried up, so it was abandoned. No one usually comes here, and outside the wall are deep mountains—a large mountain hollow with no guards stationed there. We’ll leave from here. Once we enter the deep mountains, even if they have a large army, they won’t be able to find us.”

You Weixuan clapped her hands and laughed, “Xiao Ying, you’re amazing!”

Xiao Ying puffed out her chest: “These are just games we mountain children have played since we were small.”

Then she said, “But I haven’t walked this route for many years. Let me scout ahead first to see if we can jump directly down into the mountain hollow below. There used to be many small trees here.”

Without waiting for the two to answer, she excitedly charged ahead first.

The further this maid got from the courtyard, the more the wildness and freedom in her mountain child nature seemed to be released. Like a small leopard, she made several leaps and climbed onto the somewhat dilapidated wall, then jumped down with a whoosh.

A moment later, a bunch of tree branches emerged from over the wall, waving at them boldly.

You Weixuan beamed, “Good, no problem. Let’s go over.”

Murong Yi helped her leap onto the wall. What met their eyes was Xiao Ying’s smiling face and a large patch of lush green trees. Xiao Ying was sitting in a tree, smiling at them.

The sunlight was dazzling, her face blurred in the dappled tree shadows, but her smile was extremely bright.

She reached out to You Weixuan, helping her onto the tree and tightly grasping her wrist, then smiled at Murong Yi: “You don’t need help—just jump down.”

The grove was extremely dense and could easily support several more people. Xiao Ying also instructed, “Jump onto the tree trunk, otherwise if you fall down, there’s a pit below—be careful not to sprain your ankle.”

Murong Yi smiled and jumped down.

Just as he jumped down.

You Weixuan’s hand, grasped by Xiao Ying, suddenly tightened.

But light began to shine in Xiao Ying’s palm.

That light circled like a swimming dragon in her palm, trailing a bright purple light arc. Wherever it passed, the sky full of tree leaves shattered into dark and light green powder, covering the sky and blocking the sun. At the same time came a soft crack.

Murong Yi, who had just been standing on the tree trunk, was blinded by the leaf powder, then felt the ground give way beneath his feet.

He instinctively reached out to grab the wall behind him, but that bright purple light arc whistled and turned, hitting the wall with a thunderous crash. The entire section of wall instantly collapsed.

The tree had already turned to powder, the wall had also disappeared. Air currents swirled with the bright purple light, forming a huge pale green whirlpool. At the end of the whirlpool, one could vaguely see a vast hollow of black far below, emanating the smell of rotting leaves and silt accumulated over years, with white bones faintly visible floating within.

There had only been one tree growing against the wall here, which because of its particular density had given the impression that vegetation surrounded the area. And there was indeed a pit below, but not the small pit that Xiao Ying had casually described that would only cause a sprained ankle—but a deep and wide sinkhole!

No wonder there were no guards in this area.

Murong Yi had nothing left to hold onto around him and fell straight down.

Before he fell, You Weixuan had already been embraced around the waist by Xiao Ying and shot upward. Like a rocket, she carried a person and still shot up a full two zhang in height, like an arrow piercing through clouds, stirring the green mist to spiral skyward with her form like a dancing girl’s spreading green skirt.

The next moment she grasped the thin tip of a tall tree that barely peeked out from inside the courtyard, carrying You Weixuan as they swayed gently in mid-air. The green mist scattered beneath their feet, raining down in emerald colors.

Chapter 420: Negotiation
You Weixuan lunged forward but was held back by Xiao Ying.

“What are you doing?”

“What are you doing! You’ve killed him!” You Weixuan shouted. “Why!”

“Oh, I found him displeasing to the eye.”

“…Then… then couldn’t you have just knocked him unconscious!”

Xiao Ying was indifferent. “Sorry, I only know how to kill people.”

“But you promised me you wouldn’t hurt him!”

“Can’t help it. This guy was very alert—didn’t you notice? He never even turned his back to us.” Xiao Ying sighed. “I wasn’t confident I could just knock him out without being counterattacked.”

“There’s mud below—he might not die. Go save him, please!”

“No, it’s a bit smelly.” Xiao Ying twisted her wrist, saying slowly, “Besides, I don’t want to save him.”

She stared at You Weixuan, who shrank slightly under her gaze, gradually breathing rapidly, her fingers unconsciously curling.

“I’m very displeased. You only said he was your friend and you wanted to see him once more, but from what I can see, you somewhat want to elope with him, don’t you? What are you taking me for? A stepping stone?”

You Weixuan turned her head away under her stare, looking distressed, a thin blush appearing at her earlobes, though her excited expression gradually faded.

She looked down below, but being too far away, she couldn’t see anything.

“Why be nostalgic about another’s man? Let’s go handle your affairs.” Xiao Ying carried You Weixuan and lightly descended from the tree, standing back in the courtyard.

She followed the original route back, this time much faster than before, like a gray shadow gliding over the roof ridges. There were many people below, but she didn’t avoid them. Only a few with keen senses would look up, but they could only catch a glimpse of a smoke-like afterimage.

Soon, they were back in the room where You Weixuan had been waiting to be married.

Earlier, people had rushed in and discovered the bride was missing, naturally causing great alarm. The whole mansion searched while reporting to You Jun. The matrons were anxiously worried about what punishment they might face when suddenly the closed door was pushed open and You Weixuan stood coldly at the entrance.

The matrons were shocked, then overjoyed, hurriedly sending news for You Jun and the Chang family to return quickly to avoid disaster for themselves, while crowding forward to serve.

Some looked around, wondering where was that famous courtesan who had come demanding to be a concubine?

You Weixuan said coldly, “No need to look. That shameless woman who dared come to the door has already become fertilizer for the flowers.”

She added, “What happened just now—don’t tell the You father and son or the Chang family.”

The head matron hurriedly said respectfully, “Since the female heir is safe, we naturally won’t disturb Commander You and Master Chang. The messenger has already returned.”

You Jun appeared kind but punished mistakes extremely harshly. You Weixuan had been missing for a very short time and had returned—naturally everyone wouldn’t seek trouble for themselves.

At this moment, someone came hurrying from the front courtyard—a Chang family steward who stood outside the courtyard gate, looking as if mourning, saying, “Please relay to the female heir that the groom… has been beaten to death by the Crown Princess!”

The courtyard erupted in shock.

You Weixuan heard from inside the room, was stunned for a moment, and looked up at the ceiling.

“The Crown Princess says she’s sorry to the female heir and wants to personally come console her. She’s already on her way.”

“Master Chang’s meaning is that the Chang family followed proper matchmaking procedures, widely invited relatives and friends, and all of Yannan knows about this marriage—the female heir can’t marry anyone else now. And since the female heir’s first marriage resulted in Chang Yuan dying at the wedding feast, this is the female heir wronging Chang Yuan and wronging the Chang family. The ceremony must continue, so that Chang Yuan won’t have gone to the underworld without even marrying a wife… Commander You has agreed.”

The courtyard fell silent.

No one dared look up to see You Weixuan’s expression.

Even small households wouldn’t bully people like this.

Children without parents suffer so much.

But everyone only dared think these thoughts—their faces remained impassive.

In the deathly silence, You Weixuan seemed to laugh softly.

She said nothing.

The steward stood outside the door, saying, “The bridal sedan has arrived outside the courtyard. Please board the sedan, female heir.”

Soon, matrons and maidservants surrounded You Weixuan in bright red wedding attire as she emerged. The whole courtyard was decorated with red silk and gold embroidery, everyone dressed in red and green, flowers blooming tree by tree, firecrackers bursting, red fragments covering the ground.

In this joyous and lively scene, people offered congratulations in uneven voices.

This should have been the most common and joyful human scene, but because everyone’s faces were stiff and their congratulations sounded guilty, it appeared somewhat pale and eerie.

Everyone forced smiles, hands clenched in their sleeves, guards’ hands on their waist sabers, fearing that this martial female heir’s apparent calm was just pretense, not knowing when she might draw a blade from her sleeve and split some unlucky person’s head.

Only after You Weixuan peacefully entered the sedan, the curtain dropped, another round of firecrackers exploded, and the sedan was smoothly lifted did everyone breathe a long sigh of relief, releasing their sweaty palms.

The bridal sedan should have circled the front courtyard once, then exited through the back door of the front courtyard to go to the separately designated bridal chamber courtyard behind. But to prevent complications, they went straight to the back door.

When Tie Ci arrived, the courtyard that had temporarily served as the bride’s chamber was already empty.

The steward remaining at the courtyard gate respectfully invited Tie Ci to observe the ceremony at a courtyard behind.

Tie Ci wasn’t surprised either. Like a host taking over, she led the mighty crowd toward the separated courtyard behind.

Although Tie Ci had turned the joyous occasion into a funeral, clearly today the opinions of the bride and groom mattered least. If Commander You considered it a joyous occasion, then it must remain a joyous occasion. If the Chang family felt the female heir should belong to Chang Yuan even nominally, then Chang Yuan could still marry a wife.

The groom’s corpse had already been placed in the front courtyard, but his spirit tablet had been made with incredible speed. The ebony tablet with white characters was held in the arms of a middle-aged woman. The woman wore festive clothing covered with a white cloak, her eyes red and swollen from crying. Supported by others, she blocked the courtyard entrance, swaying as if about to collapse. Seeing Tie Ci emerge surrounded by crowds, she suddenly went mad, pushing away her supporters to rush toward Tie Ci.

She was immediately stopped by Tie Ci’s people. Across the human wall, the woman screamed hoarsely, “Madwoman! Evil thief! Give me back my son’s life!”

Tie Ci ignored her completely.

“Princes and commoners are equal before the law! I’ll go to the capital to beat the drum and cry injustice! I’ll let everyone in Great Qian know what kind of character this so-called heir is!”

“Fine, go ahead. I can even donate some travel money for you.” Tie Ci stopped, glanced over indifferently, then turned her head unmoved. “While I’m at it, I’ll also let everyone in Great Qian know what kind of character the Chang family and Chang Yuan are. Let everyone know that thanks to his mother’s blessing, even in death Chang Yuan won’t rest in peace—pointed at by thousands, falling into the hell of gossip.”

Bu Qing, following behind her, crossed his arms and chuckled, finding it quite satisfying. Wan Ji frowned though—he felt today’s Highness was particularly sharp and domineering. Killing Chang Yuan was already surprising, and showing no mercy even to Chang’s mother who had lost her son—when this spreads, it won’t just be impeachment by censors, but will leave blemishes in the historical records.

Chang Yuan’s mother was clearly struck by these words. Standing outside the crowd, holding the spirit tablet, thinking that this person was the Crown Princess, the only heir, even if she complained to heaven, the future emperor would only be her. Who could punish her? Who could make her pay with her life for her son? The greater possibility was exactly what she said—reversing black and white, silencing her mouth, even punishing the Chang family for her vehemence, making her son restless even in death!

This heartless and unjust heaven!

Chang’s mother wailed, suddenly turned, stumbled across the threshold, and headed toward the wedding hall.

She shouted, “Give the tablet to that woman! Make her hold A’yuan’s tablet while getting married—even if she dies the next moment, she must become a ghost of my Chang family!”

The Chang family members all stood in place, staring at Tie Ci with reddened eyes, waiting to see her get angry.

Tie Ci’s mask was half gold, half silver, like the junction of sun and moon, brilliant yet cold.

Only a pair of eyes could be seen, still as deep water, without ripples.

You Jun, expressionless, acted as if he hadn’t seen this drama, smilingly arranging for guests to observe the ceremony in the wedding hall.

He even arranged for courtesans to perform in the flower halls on both sides of the wedding hall—the famous Ranyan playing flute, Yunqiao striking chimes, and Liu Chan’er performing an autumn swing dance.

The officials, seeing that the flower halls were distant from the wedding hall with a water pool in between, felt reassured and joyfully took their seats to appreciate the beauties, waiting for the wedding feast that might or might not begin.

Tie Ci was invited into the wedding hall to observe the ceremony.

The wedding hall wasn’t large and couldn’t accommodate many people. Her attendants were naturally left outside, with people assigned to entertain them. This was normally expected, but now Chi Xue, Dan Shuang and others naturally refused. However, Tie Ci waved her hand indifferently and stepped through the door first.

As soon as she entered, someone quickly closed the wedding hall doors.

Chi Xue and others’ expressions changed as they rushed forward. Inside, Tie Ci’s expression remained unchanged as she looked at You Jun, who spread his hands and smiled, “Your Highness, no need to panic. Do you see anyone else in this wedding hall?”

Inside the wedding hall, besides You Weixuan, the You father and son who were already standing inside, there was no one else. Even the matrons and female guards who had previously followed You Weixuan closely were nowhere to be seen.

You Jun now held a walking stick, and walked around the ground in a circle, tapping each floor tile and wall with his cane, saying, “Naturally there are no mechanisms either.”

He stopped, standing in the middle of the wedding hall, leaning on his cane, “Even if there were mechanisms and ambushes, even if I really threw down a cup as signal, with Your Highness’s abilities, covering several li in an instant, leaving wouldn’t be difficult.”

Tie Ci said, “Knowing this, why the charade?”

“Would you first reassure your subordinates, then we talk?”

Tie Ci stepped back and commanded outside in a deep voice, “It’s fine, wait outside.”

Dan Shuang frowned, wanting to say something, but Chi Xue pulled her. Dan Shuang still wanted to speak, but seeing Chi Xue’s look, she pursed her lips and said nothing.

They withdrew, and naturally others wouldn’t advance either.

In the wedding hall with closed doors, You Weixuan looked at the two in astonishment, saying softly, “Are you going to… negotiate in front of me?”

You Jun smiled, “I now understand that I’m no match for Your Highness. I beg Your Highness to give me a chance—Your Highness is magnanimous.”

You Weixuan glanced at Tie Ci, her eyes slightly disappointed.

Tie Ci remained impassive, saying, “Since you’re not a match, then this isn’t called negotiation—it’s called groveling. Whether I agree depends on how well you grovel.”

You Jun wasn’t angry and chuckled, though a trace of confusion flashed in his eyes.

He always felt something was wrong with Tie Ci’s words. This feeling of wrongness had existed from the beginning, but he couldn’t figure out what it was.

“I’m being modest, but Your Highness takes it seriously.” You Jun said, “I indeed cannot detain you anywhere in Yannan, but what use is it if you escape? After all, your purpose in coming to Yannan is to return Yannan to the court.”

“Killing you would suffice,” Tie Ci said flatly.

You Jun laughed.

“This Fishing Rock Manor can be called heavily guarded. I can’t detain you, but if you want to kill me, it doesn’t seem easy either.”

“Don’t think you truly control Yannan now. Except for those few powerless, uninfluential officials you’ve trapped who have no choice but to cling to you, Yannan’s soldiers and officialdom won’t truly follow you. Otherwise, why hasn’t even one of those officials outside being entertained by courtesans come to look?”

“Don’t think there’s still room to discuss with me,” Tie Ci sat down and said, “I don’t negotiate with people who have no sincerity whatsoever.”

“Kill You Weixuan, put You Weixuan in power, and my son and I will leave Yannan to take positions as Qianzhou Provincial Governor and Qianzhou Commander,” You Jun suddenly said.

You Weixuan’s brow twitched.

Tie Ci’s expression didn’t change. “Oh?”

“You Weixuan taking power is the only result Yannan’s military and civilians can currently accept, and also the result the court would be pleased to see. For Yannan, it’s a fig leaf—at least it’s still a You family member as Yannan Prince, emotionally acceptable for smooth transition. For the court, You Weixuan’s mental deficiency means he can only be a puppet, so Yannan would effectively return to the court. For Your Highness, it’s like a fish in water. Your Highness has painstakingly cultivated from the academy, earning You Weixuan’s love and trust. What’s his is yours. With Yannan in hand, whether it’s securing the throne, eliminating powerful ministers, or unifying the realm, you’ll achieve twice the result with half the effort.”

Tie Ci stared at You Jun without speaking.

This brother of the old Yannan Prince, whose reputation was unremarkable, indeed had been hiding his light under a bushel, concealing his depths.

This analysis showed precise insight and clear thinking, and even hinted that he had long seen through Tie Ci’s layout.

However reluctant she was to let him be smug, Tie Ci had to admit this was indeed her plan.

Chapter 421: Killing You
Of course, this plan did not include the content of Qian Prefecture’s Provincial Administration Commissioner. In her eyes, You Yun and his son must be dead men.

“Since I only need to support You Weixing to power to easily solve everything, why should I negotiate with you and hand over the military and administrative power of Qian Prefecture—a strategic location that can almost control Yannan—to you father and son? Do you think I find controlling Yannan too easy?”

“Because we still have the ability to fight back, the ability to cause trouble, the ability to prevent You Weixing from smoothly inheriting, and the ability to leave behind seeds of rebellion,” You Yun said. “My son and I have been operating in Yannan for many years. What you see is only the tip of the iceberg. Even if we can no longer inherit the Yannan throne, making it difficult for anyone else to inherit is not hard either.”

Tie Ci fell silent.

This was indeed the truth.

She had ruined the You father and son’s reputation, destroyed their standing, toppled their banner of righteousness, making it impossible for them to become Yannan King. But a centipede dies hard—even if You Weixing became Yannan King in the future, with the You father and son and their remaining followers constantly causing trouble, Yannan would become a mess.

You Weixing couldn’t handle it, and she couldn’t stay in Yannan to help him handle it. If she cultivated others to help, with the emperor far away, she might just cultivate another You Yun—that would be an endless cycle.

The best solution was indeed to let the You father and son go elsewhere to be kings. To consolidate their power and reestablish authority, they would inevitably have to take all their visible and hidden forces in Yannan with them, leaving behind a clean Yannan.

You Yun was skilled at assessing situations and timing, and the conditions he proposed were all the most appropriate.

Tie Ci remained silent. You Weixuan stood there, having glanced at her once at the beginning, but never looked again afterward, only gazing up at the sky as if wanting to entrust her fate entirely to heaven.

You Yun continued slowly: “Perhaps Your Highness wants to try using Yannan as a battlefield, fighting us with real swords and spears to see who lives and who dies. I won’t speak empty words about prioritizing the people’s livelihood—in the power struggle, there are no commoners, only you and me. But I have a son, and Your Highness has friends who trust you with their lives. Is Your Highness truly willing to fight to mutual destruction? After the mantis catches the cicada, will it harm your dear friend?”

The golden and silver mask of Tie Ci gleamed coldly, her voice equally cold: “You Weixuan cannot die.”

“Then leave her to me. I guarantee she won’t die. I’ll let You Weixing see her once every year,” You Yun answered quickly.

This time You Weixuan lowered her eyes to stare at the ground, still saying nothing, but clenching her teeth against her cheeks, making a subtle grinding sound.

When others hold the knife and you are the fish on the chopping board, saying anything is just self-humiliation.

Tie Ci glanced at her.

You Weixuan, with her head down, felt her gaze and looked up with a bitter smile: “Your Highness, please make your decision. Weixuan… doesn’t blame you. Being able to keep my life is already extremely fortunate.”

Tie Ci thought for a while longer, then still shook her head.

“With you father and son—one as Provincial Administration Commissioner, one as Regional Military Commissioner—Qian Prefecture would become your fiefdom. Since you want me to hand You Weixuan over to you, then you hand You Weinan over to me. I’ll arrange for him to serve as an official in the capital. I’ll also guarantee his safety, and father and son can meet once every two years.”

You Weinan, who had been fanning himself while listening to the two of them go back and forth calculating step by step, was mentally marveling at these two foxes when he was suddenly called out by name. He was stunned for a moment, blinked, and said: “What?”

Without realizing it, he had also become a hostage?

Several pairs of eyes looked over. You Yun’s gaze carried a warning as he said to Tie Ci: “I am willing to accept Your Highness’s conditions.”

Tie Ci leaned back and said: “Then it’s settled.”

You Weinan was dazed for a while, then suddenly smiled.

“Your Highness, I’m not willing.”

Just as Tie Ci was about to say this wasn’t up to him to be unwilling, You Weinan continued: “I’m not willing to be an official in the capital. A leaf falling from a tree can hit three officials, imperial relatives and nobles are everywhere—I’d have to act like a grandson to everyone I meet. If I’m going to be an official, I want to be a big one.”

Before Tie Ci could sneer and You Yun could glare angrily, he smiled again: “I’ll just be Your Highness’s person.”

You Yun turned to look at him, and from Tie Ci’s angle, she couldn’t see his expression.

Tie Ci also didn’t look at him, staring at You Weinan instead, light flickering in her eyes. After a long moment, she beckoned slowly: “Come here, let me take a look.”

You Weinan walked closer fanning himself, revealing a pair of sparkling eyes above his fan. His eyes were smiling as he looked at Tie Ci: “Ever since I first saw Your Highness at Siyi Garden, I’ve been completely captivated, unable to sleep peacefully. Being Your Highness’s enemy has been even more painful beyond words. Fortunately, my father has seen the error of his ways and is willing to surrender to Your Highness. As for me, I had no interest in officialdom to begin with and don’t want to get involved in the murky waters of the official world anymore. The only thing in my heart is Your Highness.”

After finishing this speech, he had also walked to Tie Ci’s front, full of anticipation, his gaze burning.

Tie Ci’s eyes behind the mask also seemed curved with a smile as she looked him up and down, then said: “Come closer, let me check your physique.”

You Weinan’s smile deepened as he took two steps forward.

“Closer.”

You Weinan took another two steps.

You Yun hesitated to speak.

After walking several steps, the distance between them was now only a finger’s width from touching knees.

You Weinan said in a melodious voice: “Is Your Highness satisfied…”

Before he finished speaking, Tie Ci threw a merciless punch into his stomach.

This ruthless punch bent You Weinan into a large shrimp.

You Yun: “…”

Tie Ci sat while You Weinan bent over in front of her, bringing them even closer. Tie Ci used a voice only You Weinan could hear: “Good physique—can take a punch.”

You Weinan’s face twisted into an unsightly expression, still trying to smile, though the smile was truly ugly: “Your High… ness, what… does this mean…”

Tie Ci continued speaking to herself: “Try flirting with the Crown Prince again, and I’ll punch three inches lower.”

You Weinan shuddered and clamped his legs together.

He managed a bitter smile, thinking to himself that this Highness was supposed to be magnanimous and wise—why was she so fierce and violent, with such an unpredictable temper?

Not daring to provoke the tiger’s mouth again, he was about to step back when Tie Ci suddenly raised her hand, pressed it on his shoulder, and leaned slightly to one side as if listening.

Then she raised an eyebrow with a slightly surprised expression. This expression was fleeting, but with only these few people in the hall, all staring at her, they naturally all saw it.

Tie Ci nodded slightly and released You Weinan. You Weinan’s face had been blocked by her the whole time, so no one saw his expression of surprise.

He had said nothing and done nothing—what was she doing?

Although this gesture and expression lasted only an instant, so brief he couldn’t even see clearly, he could already sense something wrong from the suddenly eerie atmosphere around them.

You Yun had unknowingly stepped forward two paces, staring at You Weinan and Tie Ci, seemingly trying to figure out what the two had said privately.

In his moment of confusion, Tie Ci beckoned to him: “Regional Military Commissioner, since you and I have reached a cooperation agreement, shouldn’t we make a blood oath?”

Her voice was very clear, audible even outside, immediately causing a commotion. You Yun, however, sighed in relief.

His expression relaxed considerably as he stepped forward two paces. Although he approached Tie Ci, You Weinan still blocked his front, so he smiled: “In that case…”

Before he finished speaking, You Weinan hunched his shoulders and lowered his head.

A flash of blue light.

Brushing past You Weinan’s shoulder, it silently pierced You Yun’s chest.

No wound, no spurting blood, yet You Yun staggered.

Only then did You Weinan stand up, rubbing his thigh and complaining: “You pinched me so hard it hurts!”

With a thud, You Yun fell to his knees, covering his chest.

Tie Ci sat motionless. After a moment of shock, You Weixuan also didn’t move. She looked at Tie Ci and said urgently: “Your Highness, don’t be fooled by him—this man has worn soft armor for years…”

Tie Ci seemed to smile slightly, raised her hand, and that streak of blue light flew out of You Yun’s chest with splashes of blood. You Yun’s body convulsed once before collapsing.

The blue light finally landed on Tie Ci’s snow-white, slender fingers. Only then did You Weixuan see clearly—it was a steel needle about a foot long, made of blue-black material that seemed like iron but wasn’t. Blood now flowed continuously along the needle until it formed a round droplet at the tip, dropping onto the blue brick floor.

Tie Ci raised her hand again, holding the blue needle, and thrust it into the wall beside her.

Like piercing tofu, it went in silently and completely.

Tie Ci said flatly: “Could You Yun’s soft armor be harder than this wall?”

You Weixuan turned to look at You Yun on the ground. He lay there as a trace of blood finally slowly soaked through his chest clothing—right at the heart position.

With such a long needle piercing through his heart, there was no chance of survival.

You Weixuan, still uneasy, stepped forward and tore open You Yun’s chest clothing. Indeed, she saw the golden silk treasure armor, and at the heart position of the armor, there was indeed a small hole from which a large amount of fresh blood was gushing.

You Weixuan stared at that hole and exhaled a long breath, her shoulders suddenly relaxing.

She stood dazedly before You Yun’s corpse for a long while.

This mortal enemy had died so easily, without repentance, regret, suffering, or atonement—lightly and casually, with just a closing of the eyes.

The crimes committed, the evil done, the remaining disasters still existed, yet he no longer had to bear them.

She felt no relief, only unwillingness.

She suddenly turned around, looking everywhere for a blade.

But in this wedding hall, all sharp objects had been removed—where would weapons be left?

Finding nothing, You Weixuan grabbed a chair and smashed it against a table leg. The table leg broke, and she picked it up, about to smash it down on You Yun’s head.

But at this moment, a figure flashed and darted out from in front of her.

You Weixuan’s attention was drawn to it—she saw it was You Weinan, looking like he wanted to escape in the chaos.

Her anger immediately found a target for venting. She redirected the table leg in her hand and struck hard at the back of You Weinan’s head.

But You Weinan had already fallen forward with a thud. You Weixuan’s table leg hit his back instead. You Weixuan turned her head and saw Tie Ci waving at her: “Don’t let people see you lose your composure.”

You Weixuan was stunned for a moment, then spread her arms and suddenly burst into laughter looking up at the sky.

The laughter was crisp and delightful.

The sound carried out of the wedding hall, where the guests, Yannan officials, guards from both sides, and the Chang family had long been crowding at the door, anxiously waiting with hearts jumping up and down. Suddenly hearing this laughter, they looked at each other in bewilderment.

They just felt this laughter was both sorrowful and delightful, expressing true feelings, with spirit soaring to the clouds.

People initially thought it was the Crown Princess, then realized the voice didn’t sound right, especially since today the Crown Princess had a hoarse voice from smoke due to a fire at her lodgings.

Many people in the crowd looked up.

Someone wanted to step forward but was quietly held back.

In the wedding hall, Tie Ci quietly watched You Weixuan laugh, her eyes flickering, not knowing what she was thinking.

After You Weixuan finished laughing, she suddenly turned and pushed open the door of the wedding hall.

Chapter 422: Wedding Ceremony
The dense crowd outside looked up and saw You Weixuan in her phoenix crown and red bridal robes standing at the doorway.

Behind her sat Tie Ci, and on the ground lay You Yun and You Weinan.

Who had won and who had lost was clear at a glance.

In the flower hall, the flute music stopped abruptly, strings snapped, and Liu Chan’er, who had been dancing on the musical stone chimes for today’s new performance, fell from the chimes, leaving only the clear lingering sound echoing endlessly.

Some people gasped and stepped back, others rushed forward, and the large area in front of the wedding hall immediately became chaotic.

Until You Weixuan’s clear shout: “Stop.”

She raised her hand and a golden firework shot straight up into the sky. Someone exclaimed: “Golden Smoke Command!”

The Golden Smoke Command was a communication method unique to the Yannan King, only usable by the Yannan King and his heir, representing Yannan’s highest decree. The summoning signal issued by the Golden Smoke Command was equivalent to the King’s personal presence, and violators would be considered traitors.

Everyone was amazed, thinking that the female heir had been held captive for so long, yet could still hide this most crucial command token right under You Yun’s nose—they truly didn’t know how she had concealed it.

The Golden Smoke Command exploded in the clear sky into the shape of a golden camellia, Yannan’s most famous flower.

“Under the Golden Smoke Command, the Kun Prefecture garrison, Kun Prefecture inspectors, Kun Prefecture Five Cities Military Commissioner, and all subordinate troops of the Yannan Royal Palace must obey the order to protect the King,” You Weixuan’s once sweet voice was now cold as stone. “Those who do not wish to die in military chaos, immediately help me capture the Chang family and the remaining You clan members. Except for the direct relatives and descendants of the Chang family and the direct line of the You father and son, all other rebels who surrender their weapons now may be pardoned.”

The crowd fell silent for a while, looking at the corpses of the You father and son.

The tide had turned.

Some officials began shouting orders for their guards to help, some abandoned their weapons, some fled, and others resisted desperately. For a moment, the scene became a complete mess.

However, Tie Ci’s guards remained motionless, only following Tie Ci’s orders. You Weixuan didn’t need to command them either—the army was rushing from outside, while inside the Chang family and You clan members were falling apart. With the You father and son dead and the group leaderless, Yannan would eventually be hers.

She extended her hand toward the guard closest to her: “May I trouble you to lend me a knife?”

Standing nearest to the door was Wan Ji. Considering she was His Highness’s friend, he drew his own knife, reversed the handle and handed it over. Seeing the slight murderous aura between her sweet brows and eyes, he kindly advised: “Miss You, your great revenge has been avenged. Why not be more magnanimous? Otherwise, if word spreads, it might not look good.”

He was afraid You Weixuan intended to further mutilate the corpses.

The knife he handed over was a short blade. You Weixuan took it and casually inserted it at her waist, smiling at him: “Thank you, thank you.”

She was born petite and sweet, and when she smiled, her eyes curved into crescents. Wan Ji inexplicably blushed and quickly stepped back with a bow.

The door of the wedding hall closed again in front of him.

Wan Ji and the others were stunned, but hearing no orders from Tie Ci, and thinking that this young lady wanted to vent her anger in ways that might be inappropriate for others to see, they didn’t force their way in and stood guard by the door as before.

They heard You Weixuan’s loud voice from inside: “You Yun set up this wedding hall for me, and today there truly is a great joyous occasion. It’s only fitting to celebrate properly.”

Inside the wedding hall, red candles burned high. She stood before the hall in her phoenix crown and red bridal robes, resplendent in brocade and brilliance, extending her hand to Tie Ci: “Your Highness, please take the seat of honor and receive my bow.”

Tie Ci lazily leaned back in the grand chair, resting her cheek on her hand as she watched her. Hearing this, she laughed: “What is this? Bowing to the high hall?”

You Weixuan also laughed, saying playfully: “Why not? Your Highness has shown me such great kindness, like parents who gave me new life. What’s wrong with receiving my bow?”

Before Tie Ci could shake her head with a laugh, she sighed again: “Your Highness, to speak truthfully, I really wanted to bow to heaven and earth before you, with the person I care about.”

Tie Ci made a questioning sound, and You Weixuan said softly: “After I returned to Yannan, I met a scholar. We were perfectly matched and pledged our hearts to each other. I told my uncle… You Yun about it, wanting him to officiate our wedding. Who knew that from then on, that scholar disappeared. Looking back now, he must have been killed by You Yun.”

She picked up Chang Yuan’s spirit tablet that had been placed on the table, drew the short knife, and with several strokes scratched out Chang Yuan’s name, then wrote another name with brushing sounds.

She stared at that name for a long while, her expression gradually becoming both infatuated and desolate.

Such an expression appearing on her naturally bright and beautiful face was like clear skies suddenly rolling with red clouds carried by wind, beneath which flowers half-withered and moonlight dimmed.

Like waves hitting rocks, reluctant to part, then being called back by the sea.

Like those deeply hidden, obscure, unspeakable thoughts and emotions finally awakening at this moment, yet only allowed to wake for this moment, to indulge for this instant. After this instant, the moon would hide behind clouds, wind would rise across the vast sky, and another cycle of life’s seven mixed flavors would begin.

She held the spirit tablet tightly in her arms, saying mournfully: “Your Highness, I will never marry anyone else in this lifetime. While we have this moment, please fulfill this for me.”

Tie Ci pointed at the corpses on the ground: “Don’t you find it inauspicious?”

You Weixuan laughed coldly: “Letting my enemies watch as my heart’s desire is fulfilled, no longer able to interfere—this is clearly joy upon joy.”

She faced Tie Ci holding the spirit tablet, so Tie Ci couldn’t see the name on it. Hearing this, Tie Ci smiled and actually stood up to take the seat of honor, though she didn’t sit in the parents’ position but only in the side seat of honor, as a noble guest observing the ceremony.

“First bow to heaven and earth.”

You Weixuan said softly, holding the spirit tablet as she bowed toward the offering table.

“Second bow to the high hall.”

Another bow.

“Husband and wife bow to each other.”

You Weixuan placed the tablet on the western side of the ground, standing opposite it. The tablet was placed at a slight angle, and from Tie Ci’s perspective, she could vaguely see a few characters, though there was some glare.

“Wait.”

Tie Ci spoke up, leaving her seat and walking a few steps, her eyes fixed on the tablet, wanting to see more clearly.

At this moment.

The tablet was angled toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci walked to You Weixuan’s side.

Suddenly, a strong wind rose outside.

The wind caught the poorly closed door of the bridal chamber, slamming it against the wall with a bang, drawing the attention of everyone outside the wedding hall.

Then they saw the moment when Tie Ci and You Weixuan passed by each other.

A cold light flashed in You Weixuan’s hand—a short blade pierced into Tie Ci’s lower abdomen.

“…”

A moment of deathly silence.

Wan Ji, standing nearest to the door, was like being struck by lightning from above.

The knife the young lady used to assassinate His Highness was the knife he had lent her!

Wan Ji nearly vomited blood in that instant, overwhelmed by urgent anger.

In the crowd outside the door, another person suddenly looked up, about to shout, but was covered by someone’s hand.

Inside the wedding hall, in the deathly silence, Tie Ci covered her lower abdomen, slowly raising her head, bright red blood flowing between her five fingers.

She stared at You Weixuan, her lips moving but saying nothing.

You Weixuan laughed with a grinding sound, not even glancing at the dumbstruck crowd outside, only picking up the spirit tablet from the ground and bringing it close to Tie Ci: “Your Highness, can you see the name on it clearly now?”

The name carved on the ebony spirit tablet showed the white wood beneath, now being stained red by Tie Ci’s continuously dripping blood.

Murong Yi.

Tie Ci stared at that name for a while, slowly raising her head to look at You Weixuan, her voice light and floating: “…Why?”

You Weixuan also said softly: “I think you should understand why.”

Royal families and imperial houses are inherently the dirtiest, darkest, most difficult places to survive in this world.

Women of royal and imperial families who are heirs face even greater difficulties.

You grew up in such a place—you should know how hard it is for people like us to survive, to emerge, and to ascend to power. How very hard.

For goals that aren’t particularly difficult for men, we might have to pay much heavier and more tragic prices.

We also face more questioning and trials in this world filled everywhere with the voices of powerful men.

Everything we accomplish, even the smallest progress and achievements, gets erased, covered up, even replaced.

In this dark brocade web, wanting to keep one’s nature unchanged, wanting to always remain a pure person—did you manage it?

I couldn’t.

The Weixuan who studied at the academy was gentle, bright, lively, daring to love and hate, would pursue someone she liked, and would draw her sword against enemies while following behind the Crown Princess to protect her classmates.

The Weixuan who left the academy and returned to Yannan no longer faced young, simple, bright classmates with clear joys and sorrows, but an uncle with ulterior motives, clan elders with invisible oppression, officials who climbed high by stepping on others, and various people with insatiable greed.

Everyone wanted to get a piece of the inheritance process of the Yannan Royal Palace.

They united, using various means to pull me down, constrain me, cast me aside.

From military power to legitimate status, and finally to me as a person.

As one clan elder said, dealing with women is simple—just marry her off to anyone.

I could eliminate one person, two people, but couldn’t eliminate all the parasites throughout Yannan.

The You clan elders wouldn’t even dare show their shadows before you, yet could constantly use clan rules to suppress me.

Sometimes in the middle of the night, unable to sleep, tossing and turning, I would search for something in this world that could comfort and support me.

Just like when I first saw you, I thought I had found my kind, and in you I once found courage. Then finally I understood—you and I are still different.

You have parents who love you deeply and support you forever.

You have ministers who wave flags and cheer for you.

You even have someone willing to abandon a royal position just to charge into battle for you.

That person I also liked, whom I once tried hard to pursue, yet with just a turn of his head, he threw himself into your embrace.

That day on the high tower, seeing you and him on the swing, both of you laughing in the air, each laugh was an arrow piercing through my heart.

You have everything, and I have nothing.

Two people with seemingly similar status, yet such different fates.

How unfair.

Such unfairness flows like poison through my heart day and night, until finally it’s riddled with holes, penetrating midnight cool winds and starlight under the moon, cold and icy.

Since you are so complete, perhaps you can share a little with me.

Since you are praised throughout the world, you should be willing to help me.

Since you want Yannan, then come.

Come, use all your legendary methods, take down the You father and son, persuade the Yannan army, reorganize the Yannan officials, and frighten away those old fools who rely on their age.

Then, Yannan will be mine.

Everything is just right.

Chapter 423: I Am Not Willing!
There was just one thing that wasn’t good—that gust of wind came too coincidentally. Originally, I could have said that You Yun was feigning death and struck back with his dying breath to avenge himself.

Now, I’ll probably have to waste some more words explaining.

She said softly: “Your Highness, I truly thank you.”

“So your gratitude is to repay kindness with enmity, to kill my man, and to make me watch with my own eyes as you marry my man’s spirit tablet right in front of me?”

Weixuan lowered her eyes and said sincerely: “Your Highness, I have my difficulties.”

Before her was that half-gold, half-silver mask, brilliant and radiant, but even more brilliant were those eyes—dark and clear, their radiance undiminished despite suffering such treatment.

At this moment, with the two so close, You Weixuan saw those eyes clearly for the first time. She suddenly froze slightly, a wave of tremendous terror flashing through her eyes.

But before she could figure it out, a familiar shout from behind made her turn around abruptly.

“Sister!”

From the crowd, You Weixing, who had tried to rush out several times only to be held back, finally broke free from Dan Shuang’s grasp and charged forward.

He wore guard’s clothing and had been keeping his head down, mixed in with the troops the entire time, so no one had noticed him.

Now he rushed out like the wind, bursting through the crowd and into the wedding hall.

You Weixuan never expected You Weixing to suddenly appear. A trace of panic finally flashed in her eyes, but at this moment, Tie Ci grabbed her wrist.

You Weixuan tried to strike again with her other hand, but suddenly felt her whole body go numb and could no longer move.

Her eyes filled with terror as she looked down at Tie Ci’s wound.

The knife was Wan Ji’s, but after she took it, she had already coated it with poison given by Xiao Ying. Xiao Ying said this was her collection from many years as an assassin—a poison that would kill upon contact with blood, one that even the Mei clan couldn’t cure.

Why…

Those blood-stained, ice-cold hands gripped her wrist like iron pincers. She heard the other person say clearly: “What difficulties do you have?”

“Your difficulty is how to watch tigers fight from the mountain, then reap the benefits at the end.”

“You were in a weak position in Yannan’s power struggle, so you simply went with the flow, showing weakness everywhere, drifting with the current, letting others manipulate you, drawing me to come to Yannan to clean up the mess for you.”

“So you didn’t use your tiger tally even though you had it. So even though you grew up in the Yannan Royal Palace, you didn’t have a single confidant or anyone who could help you after all these years. You dressed yourself up as having nothing, so enemies would let their guard down and I would pity and sympathize with you.”

“Only when you could finally reap the harvest did you contact me. You tricked me into personally coming to the manor to back you up. You tricked my man into disguising himself to rescue you. You killed my man who went to save you, and now you want to hold his tablet and marry it in front of me.”

The grip on You Weixuan’s wrist grew tighter and tighter. Tie Ci’s voice was intermittent but clear, and the crowd heard it all and was stunned.

They had always thought the female heir was weak and incompetent, never imagining she was also a ruthless character who concealed her talents and struck with deadly precision.

This uncle and niece truly were not family members who wouldn’t enter the same door.

You Weixing stood before the two, seeming to hear yet not hear, only staring fixedly at Tie Ci’s bloodied hand.

“Let me guess what you originally planned to do. You would kill me with a knife borrowed from my guard, then falsely claim it was You Yun’s dying revenge, pushing the blame for killing me onto You Yun. Thus, the You father and son would be dead, I would be dead, the court would be in chaos with no energy to investigate Yannan. You would cry bitterly, hold a grand funeral for me, even possibly wear mourning for me. You would walk at the front of the procession, grief-stricken to the point of death. The people of Yannan would wipe away tears with you, praising your loyalty and righteousness. You would have eliminated everyone who intended to covet Yannan while gaining the people’s hearts. Your succession would be natural and proper, and the court would praise your loyalty. His Majesty, that soft-hearted person, might even give you the privilege of wearing swords at court and grant you the Nine Bestowments out of love for me.”

Everyone listened with bowed heads, feeling cold dread rise from their hearts, their scalps tingling.

Though this was speculation, it was probably eight or nine parts correct.

Such profound scheming, such royal offspring!

Everyone sighed in amazement, but You Weixing remained motionless, his eyes blood-red.

You Weixuan also looked at him with blood-red eyes.

You Weixing didn’t even glance at her.

The bloodied hand he stared at so fixedly suddenly released You Weixuan’s wrist, leaving only a clear bloody handprint, then that hand rose slowly, pointing toward You Weixing.

You Weixing trembled all over and froze in terror.

“…You would also tell your stubborn little brother that you wanted to save His Highness but didn’t make it in time. You siblings would cry together, and from then on you would gain your brother’s wholehearted trust and respect—after all, before this, his closeness to the Crown Princess far exceeded his relationship with you. Then you would hand the throne to him, wouldn’t you? This throne obtained through exhaustive scheming, repaying kindness with enmity, regicide and destroying kinship—you would ultimately give it to him.”

“It’s for him.”

“In this world, you might be false to everyone else, but your love and protection for your little brother has always been real.”

“For him, for survival, you disregarded gratitude and righteousness and struck a deadly blow, right?”

You Weixing was thunderstruck.

You Weixuan blinked and finally shed tears.

She said softly: “Shouldn’t all of this rightfully be his?”

“Even if it means exchanging the life of the person he most admires and loves?”

You Weixuan said calmly: “He will eventually understand who is truly connected to him by blood, bound for life.”

Tie Ci suddenly pulled out the knife. Blood sprayed in the air like red flames falling to earth as she pointed the blade at You Weixing: “Then did you ask him if he was willing?”

Blood dripped steadily from the knife tip.

Several drops of blood splashed onto You Weixing’s cheek.

As if suddenly awakened from worldly confusion by that drop of blood, You Weixing reached up and touched his face.

He looked at the fresh red on his fingertip.

Then suddenly rushed forward.

With one hand, he snatched the still-bleeding knife from Tie Ci’s hand.

With a reverse strike, he sent the blade tip, not yet drained of blood, into You Weixuan’s abdomen.

In exactly the same position where she had stabbed Tie Ci.

You Weixuan’s body trembled slightly as all color drained from her face.

She slowly turned her eyes in disbelief, looking at the young man before her.

You Weixing still didn’t look at her. His eyes were blood-red like a wounded beast as he pulled out the knife and thrust it in again.

“I am not willing.”

He pulled out the knife and thrust it in again.

“I am not willing!”

Again he pulled it out and thrust it in.

“I am not willing!”

The vast wedding hall was so quiet you could hear a pin drop, only the sound of the knife being pulled out and thrust into flesh again and again—dull and blunt. Listening to it repeat over and over could drive one mad.

He was stabbing his own sister, knife after knife.

“I am not willing!”

“I am not willing!”

“I! Am! Not! Willing!”

The smell of blood gradually spread, the metallic scent forcing its way into their nostrils, accompanied by the mechanical “thud, thud” sounds and the noise of thick liquid dripping to the ground.

Outside, there was a loud bang as someone couldn’t bear this terrible scene and fainted.

All of this actually happened in an instant. After several thrusts and withdrawals, You Weixuan finally reacted and suddenly shouted: “No!”

“No!”

She used all her strength for this shout, causing the several wounds on her abdomen to spray blood outward.

Everyone outside thought she was trying to stop You Weixing’s madness, but only Tie Ci slightly raised her head to glance.

Her gaze was very cold, without any emotion.

Wan Ji and the others finally reacted and were about to rush inside, but Tie Ci sneered, flicked her sleeve, and closed the door again.

The door panel hit right at people’s noses, making everyone instinctively step back. Wan Ji vaguely felt something was wrong—You Weixuan had been so proud earlier, and His Highness had at least suffered serious injuries, so how could she still say so much? Now she could close the door with a wave from a distance, as if nothing had happened?

With the door closed, Tie Ci raised her hand and blocked You Weixing’s knife.

The knife was sticky with blood dripping onto You Weixing’s clothing and boots, pooling into a small puddle at his feet. You Weixing never raised his head, staring down at the pool of blood in a daze. Suddenly he crouched down and used his little finger to pick out an ant that had mistakenly entered the blood pool and was struggling desperately.

You Weixuan was no longer human in appearance. She looked down at her brother’s black hair for a long moment, then actually grinned.

Her voice was thread-like, broken and fragmented: “This is the punishment you’re giving me…”

Tie Ci’s gaze lightly swept over her, then she smiled with a hint of strangeness.

“No, your punishment is just beginning.”

Then she lifted her mask.

You Weixuan slowly raised her gaze, her eyes instantly freezing.

Under the half-gold, half-silver mask was a face that shouldn’t have appeared—a face she had fallen in love with at first sight, thought about day and night, thought she could never see again in this life, but absolutely didn’t want to see at this moment.

Chapter 424: It Has Nothing to Do with You
It was Murong Yi’s face.

Under the Crown Princess’s mask was actually Murong Yi.

Then that Murong Yi who fell into the pit…

You Weixuan suddenly understood in an instant.

Tie Ci and Murong Yi had actually switched identities.

The enchanting Chun Wa was really a woman.

The noble and exalted Crown Princess was truly a man.

And she had assumed from the start that Murong Yi was skilled at disguising himself as a woman, so with that kind of charm, Chun Wa must be him.

But she had forgotten that the Crown Princess disguised herself as a man seamlessly, so being a woman would be even more natural for her.

Using the fire injury as an excuse, wearing a mask and changing her voice—what a perfect substitution.

You Weixuan remembered her shock when she first heard that the Crown Princess had kicked the groom to death, shocked not only that Chang Yuan died just like that, but that the Crown Princess in her impression wasn’t so violent.

Someone walked gracefully from the back hall.

In You Weixuan’s gradually blurring vision, she saw that person’s flowing sleeves, slightly stained with mud, yet maintaining a composed posture. Looking at her now, one could see beneath that charm the unmistakable noble bearing.

Tie Ci disguised as Chun Wa.

Indeed, she hadn’t really fallen into that sinkhole.

So that’s how it was.

What a punishment.

She wanted to marry her lover’s spirit tablet in front of the Crown Princess.

The Crown Princess made her be stripped of her disguise in front of the person she loved most, revealing all her selfishness, hypocrisy, and baseness.

You Weixuan’s breathing was rapid: “Good, good… what a punishment…”

Murong Yi said flatly: “No, it’s not over yet.”

On the ground, someone sat up, brushed the dust off himself, and sneered: “These floor tiles need replacing—they’re hurting my bones.”

That was You Yun.

Someone got up from the ground covered in dirt, not forgetting to wave his fan and sigh: “How undignified.”

That was You Weinan.

You Weixuan’s eyes moved stiffly, and through her dim pupils gradually showed desperate understanding: “You all…”

She wanted to say you were all acting.

You all deceived me.

The real life-and-death struggle was only between me and you.

What a performance, still going on here.

But why?

Everyone could see her question. Murong Yi was too lazy to answer her, the You father and son weren’t so kind-hearted and only sneered coldly. Finally, it was Tie Ci who sighed: “Weixuan, why did it have to be this way?”

“Tell me… for the sake of our time as classmates… let me die with peace of mind…”

When she said “classmates,” Murong Yi snorted with contempt.

But Tie Ci remembered that day when the Xiao family caused chaos at the academy with their army, Weixuan had also charged to the front with drawn sword. She remembered the archery competition at the training ground, where Weixuan had also boldly shot her arrow.

They had once fought side by side, once had a meeting of minds. It was only the lust for power and reality that drove people mad.

“Actually, I suspected you very early on.”

“As classmates, I knew you well enough. In this Yannan incident, you acted too weak.”

“Rootless drifting duckweed, bullied by everyone. If you were truly delicate and frail, that would be one thing, but you—who dared leave the Yannan Royal Palace and travel thousands of miles to the academy with your brother, who could scheme your way into the valley to play cards with Master He, who got along well with everyone in the women’s dormitory, who could mount a horse to shoot arrows and dismount to wield a sword—would you really be completely helpless on your own territory, allowing yourself to be slaughtered?”

“The tiger tally was in your hands, yet you wouldn’t use it? That’s not the Weixuan I know, unless you knew there was a problem with the tiger tally, knew that secret army had already been controlled by the You father and son. You gave me the tiger tally merely as a test—if I could get hold of it, the army would naturally return to your control; if I couldn’t, then I deserved whatever happened.”

“And though you were imprisoned for so long, and I had been in Yannan territory for so long, you had no way to contact me until immediately after I ruined You Yun’s reputation, when you could suddenly send Xiao Ying to contact us. Do you have ability or not?”

“Because of these basic suspicions, Murong and I decided to switch identities. This was self-protection and also a test of you.”

“Then in the first instant of meeting, you gave yourself away.”

You Weixuan had been listening woodenly, and now her eyes slowly moved.

She couldn’t figure out where she had exposed herself.

Thinking of how she had hugged Tie Ci’s thigh and nearly poured out her heart, she closed her eyes.

She no longer had the energy to feel embarrassed or angry.

All her deep schemes were laughable before those two.

“You thought Chun Wa was Murong Yi, your emotions surged, you confessed too early, your thoughts were urgent. A friend’s husband cannot be seized. I traveled thousands of miles to rescue you siblings, suffering many hardships along the way. Normally, any decent person would be grateful in their heart, certainly wouldn’t repay kindness with enmity. You knew about Murong Yi’s relationship with me, yet spoke and acted without restraint in front of me—your character earned a deduction.”

“How can we trust someone whose character isn’t solid?”

“There’s also another suspicious point that wasn’t quite a flaw. You said you were always controlled, and Xiao Ying also always lived at the manor. The manor is remote, heavily guarded, with news hard to come by. Even if Xiao Ying could come and go, with her status as a powerless maid, it probably wouldn’t be easy for her to have opportunities to gather information. So how could you, upon seeing me, immediately tell me everything You Yun had done and propose that you wanted nothing as long as your father’s revenge was avenged?”

“Either you weren’t that weak, or Xiao Ying wasn’t weak.”

“Later, when Murong Yi was negotiating with You Yun, You Yun hinted that you had problems, and then we set up this trap.”

“Now it’s my turn to explain to my dear niece.” You Yun smiled as he took over. “I said to His Highness—oh no, Young Master Murong: ‘I have a son, and Your Highness has friends who trust you with their lives. Is Your Highness truly willing to fight to mutual destruction? After the mantis catches the cicada, will it harm your dear friend?'”

“‘The mantis catches the cicada’—this phrase seems normal at first hearing, but doesn’t it feel abrupt upon careful thought? These four words had no connection to what I was saying at the time. I was telling Young Master Murong that someone was playing the oriole behind, ready to harm his friend.”

“I could naturally think of A Ci who was disguised as Chun Wa and went to you.” Murong Yi continued, glancing at You Yun. “But Regional Military Commissioner, are you really so kind-hearted? Since you could know that You Weixuan was holding back, did you really never cooperate with her at all?”

You Yun smiled modestly: “It wasn’t cooperation, just adding fuel to the fire.”

Though he didn’t say everything explicitly, everyone present understood.

You Yun had probably also discovered something wrong with You Weixuan and had been on guard, likely watching her constantly, so he knew her movements. He reminded Murong Yi in an extremely subtle way, and two intelligent people reached cooperation in a very short time. You Yun feigned death and tore off You Weixuan’s mask.

There was also another possibility—that You Yun and You Weixuan were originally in cooperation, both working together to trap Tie Ci, but in the end, You Yun betrayed her and chose to ally with Tie Ci against You Weixuan first.

This was because Murong Yi had revealed his attitude in their negotiations—there was a possibility of not completely destroying them, and a possibility of giving him territory to be a Provincial Administration Commissioner. But if You Weixuan won, she was the legitimate heir of the You family. Once she gained power, the You father and son would certainly die without burial ground.

When choosing between two evils, take the lesser one.

The mantis catches the cicada, the oriole waits behind—who was really the oriole would only be known at the very end.

The people in the room understood, but Wan Ji, standing closest to the door, was completely lost.

For the first time in his life, he felt his brain wasn’t enough.

These people’s intestines must make eighteen turns.

The explanation wasn’t finished, but You Weixuan clearly didn’t want to listen anymore.

Her blood was almost drained.

A person floated down lightly from the rafters—it was Xiao Ying. This seemingly innocent little maid now had a cold expression.

Seeing her, Murong Yi’s shoulders relaxed slightly, while Tie Ci’s expression tensed a bit.

Outside that abandoned courtyard wall, though she had been prepared, she could still feel the powerful martial force this maid possessed. Her attacks were the type that didn’t pursue fancy moves but focused on practicality—striking to kill, swift as lightning.

She had thought she could dodge, but almost really fell down, finally having to use teleportation.

Now her qi and blood were churning, and she couldn’t suppress it for a long time.

Murong Yi’s relaxation was because he had long known there was such a person on the rafters and was certain he might not be her match. He had been waiting for her to strike, especially when You Weixuan was stabbed and when Tie Ci appeared.

But she remained motionless, which made him somewhat nervous, fearing that crisis would come suddenly, and with too many enemies present, he couldn’t protect Tie Ci.

Now seeing her finally willing to come down, he felt the relief of dust settling.

Xiao Ying walked forward a few steps, looked at You Weixuan’s abdomen, and angrily shrieked: “Why didn’t you let me act!”

You Weixuan’s earlier shouts of “No” were directed at her.

You Weixuan only reached out to her, fingertips crimson and still dripping blood. Xiao Ying looked at her coldly but eventually supported her.

Opposite them, You Yun seemed unconcerned by Xiao Ying’s sudden appearance. He straightened his clothes, picked up the bloodstained steel needle from the ground, and with a few flicks of his fingers, the needle suddenly retracted section by section until only a short piece the length of half a finger remained.

It couldn’t even pierce through his big belly.

Then he pulled out a deflated blood bag from his robes and casually threw it away.

This was a common trick used by wandering performers, and he was quite skilled at it.

You Weixuan’s eyes slowly turned toward Murong Yi.

Murong Yi’s robe had a hole in it, revealing a hint of purple-blue light. He slowly opened his palm, which was covered in blood.

So the knife hadn’t penetrated—the blood came from his palm.

You Weixuan showed a slightly relaxed smile.

But Xiao Ying stared at Murong Yi in disbelief. She knew her own poison well—it could be said to seal the throat upon contact with blood. Even if he wasn’t injured in a vital spot, the palm wound was real, so how could he be fine?

She didn’t know that Murong Yi had been poisoned before. Though it nearly killed him, during his time with the Mei clan, fighting poison with poison had changed his constitution. Now most poisons didn’t have their intended effect on him.

You Weixuan wasn’t dissatisfied with this result.

The man before her—she had been infatuated with him, shown him favor, tested him. In the brief time in his presence, she had always hoped to be her best self, and now this deepest obsession was also shattered in the final moment.

She wanted to tell him that she hadn’t originally been so base, that it was all necessity. She just wanted to borrow Tie Ci’s power and influence to kill the You father and son. Afterward, as long as the court didn’t press too hard, she had thought of being a puppet Yannan King. What she originally wanted was really just to live without persecution, a stable life, growing old peacefully with her enlightened brother.

Before Xiao Ying struck outside the wall, she hadn’t thought of taking his and Tie Ci’s lives.

But when Chun Wa fell, in that moment when she was powerless, hatred suddenly arose and killing intent was born.

From childhood to adulthood, what she wanted was always so difficult to obtain.

Both being women, it was easier for Tie Ci than for her.

Why?

Those years of suppressed resentment and hatred found an outlet in this moment, transforming into the short blade at her waist, stabbing toward her benefactor and the person she loved, from then on remaining in the bloodstained darkness, never to return to its sheath.

But there was no need to say any of this now.

She turned her eyes—You Weixing was still crouching on the ground, absolutely refusing to raise his head.

The knife lay in her pool of blood, gently swaying. The blood reflected You Weixing’s face, eyes closed, neither listening nor looking.

He had closed the door of his heart again, wanting to distance himself from this world, farther and farther away.

For a moment, Tie Ci seemed to want to say something but was firmly held back by Murong Yi.

Time could flow backward, but evil could not be redeemed. He wouldn’t allow such a person to continue existing.

A bloodstained hand suddenly drooped down, gently picking up the knife. Blood strung from the blade tip in a long thread that scattered in the wind.

Tie Ci saw You Weixuan pick up the knife, with You Weixing right in front of her.

She instinctively stepped forward but was held back by Murong Yi’s hand on her shoulder.

You Weixuan felt her movement, looked up, and showed a somewhat blurry smile.

The blade tip turned inward, toward her throat, and pressed down.

Blood sprayed.

Only a little splashed before stopping—after all, she didn’t have much blood left to flow.

Under everyone’s shocked gaze, You Weixuan patted You Weixing’s head.

You Weixing instinctively looked up.

You Weixuan’s hand still rested on her throat, where a small wound had opened. She spoke to her brother in a muffled voice: “Sister did wrong things and killed herself in shame. It has nothing to do with you.”

“I was wrong, I killed myself. It has nothing to do with you.”

“Really, it has nothing to do with you.”

She used her last strength to tell him again and again—it wasn’t you, it doesn’t matter.

She knew this was a sensitive child, and excessive trauma would make him close his heart again. She couldn’t be the one to pull him out, but she couldn’t let him be pushed back because of her.

She knew he would passively accept. As long as she told him repeatedly, he would remember the last words.

It has nothing to do with you, my brother.

You will always be that cleanest, clearest good child.

The same-mother sibling that Mother made me swear on my life to protect before she died.

For those many years when you were bullied for being slow-witted, and I was targeted for being a woman occupying the heir position, you fought for me and I fought for you. Even then I swore that we would share honor and disgrace for life. I would fight for everything you deserved, make all those who looked down on us bow at our feet. For this I could abandon friendship, kinship, love, and conscience.

But as Murong Yi said, I never really knew what you needed, never truly understood you, so I couldn’t truly redeem you and was ultimately punished by fate.

“It doesn’t matter, it wasn’t you…”

Her voice grew lower and lower until it returned to silence.

In the bright red wedding hall, that expanse of red became a sea—drowning, viscous, thick, blinding sea.

She slept in the sea, her soul with nowhere to return.

Chapter 425: Mountain Collapse
Xiao Ying walked forward without a word and picked up You Weixuan. Everyone watched silently as she left, and You Yun had no intention of stopping her—after all, he knew this person was certainly a master.

This master of unknown identity also seemed disheartened. She looked at no one, carrying You Weixuan step by step toward the exit. Her expression wasn’t pleasant, but there wasn’t much grief either. No one knew what relationship this suddenly appearing master had with You Weixuan—perhaps she was a secret retainer the Yannan Royal Palace had always supported, perhaps a master You Weixuan had met while traveling abroad, or perhaps just a friend met in the wilderness where they cast aside their identities, maintaining an ambiguous relationship that was neither close nor distant. When it ended, it ended.

Just as Xiao Ying was about to step over the threshold carrying You Weixuan, with Tie Ci already signaling the guards outside to make way, Xiao Ying suddenly twisted her body. At the same time, Murong Yi yanked Tie Ci hard.

The two retreated several steps, their backs pressed against the wall. A streak of purple light grazed past their clothing, hit the opposite wall with a ricochet, scattering dust before vanishing in a flash.

No one expected that such a great master would launch a sneak attack, especially when she had been holding You Weixuan’s corpse with both hands—the strike came from a tricky angle concealed beneath You Weixuan’s body.

By the time Tie Ci and Murong Yi steadied themselves to give chase, Xiao Ying was nowhere to be seen, let alone the guards at the door who hadn’t reacted at all.

Tie Ci sighed and let it go. One had to let people vent their anger, even if that anger made no sense.

But Murong Yi was furious. Without waiting for Tie Ci to stop him, he leaped out—not to chase, but to jump onto the roof and shout into the air: “Old monster, stop just combing your hair all day! If someone kills Tie Ci, you’ll never see your old flame again!”

Before his words finished, wind rose from the ground and knocked him down with a somersault.

But immediately after, an angry curse came from the distance, sounding like Xiao Ying’s voice.

Clearly, the elusive Duanmu had been threatened by Murong Yi into taking action.

When it came to revenge, Murong Yi couldn’t wait until nightfall.

Standing on the ground, Murong Yi looked around. Some of the Chang family and You Yun’s people had been controlled, others had hidden. Those officials with their guards were hiding far away.

Remembering the scene he had seen from the rooftop earlier, his eyes flickered slightly as he jumped back onto the roof.

After a moment, he came down and went straight inside. Tie Ci had already knocked out You Weixing and had Wan Ji take him to rest.

The You father and son stood in the hall, both covering their noses identically and speaking in nasal tones to Tie Ci: “Your Highness, though we worked together to set up this trap, regarding the negotiations, we’ve actually reached an agreement. Since that’s the case, we father and son are now your loyal officials. Shall we go somewhere else to discuss details?”

This suggestion was reasonable. Tie Ci turned to look at Murong Yi, who put his hand on her shoulder and smiled: “Good.”

The You father and son led the way through the crowd. The Chang family had been tied up on one side, and the You father and son didn’t even glance at them.

When the commotion started earlier, the subordinates of the You father and son and the Chang family, thinking these two had met with disaster, lost their fighting spirit and many fled. Tie Ci’s guards stationed not far from the manor rushed over upon hearing the news and controlled the manor. Now seeing the You father and son emerge, these captured people stirred restlessly. Seeing this, Tie Ci smiled: “Since we’ve reached peace with Regional Military Commissioner, shall I release these people?”

You Yun suddenly had a realization: “So that’s what was wrong!”

Tie Ci: “?”

“When this person was impersonating you, aside from being more ruthless, I always felt something was off.” You Yun slapped his thigh. “Of course! Young Master Murong, you always used ‘I’ when speaking, never once said ‘We’!”

Murong Yi made a surprised sound, clearly not having noticed this oversight himself. He laughed self-deprecatingly: “Indeed, I’m not used to being His Highness the Crown Prince.”

“You can be the Imperial Father-in-law for longer.”

You Yun’s words clearly delighted Murong Yi greatly—he actually smiled slightly at You Yun.

Only then did You Yun answer Tie Ci’s question: “As for these people, whether to release them or not is Your Highness’s decision. Anyway, this humble official is already Your Highness’s person now. One family won’t speak with two voices.”

Tie Ci smiled.

You Yun truly had high emotional intelligence—adaptable and flexible, able to bend and stretch, with a natural attitude and carefree manner.

He was indeed worthy of being the chief steward who had managed the royal palace’s internal affairs for years.

Passing through several corridors, they entered a relatively quiet courtyard where the study had been cleaned and fragrant tea prepared, waiting quietly for guests.

You Yun humbly invited Tie Ci and Murong Yi to take the seats of honor while he and his son sat in the lower positions. Just after sitting down, he stood up again and slapped his forehead: “Look at my memory! Since I’m to hand over this Yannan Royal Palace to Your Highness, I should have people bring the palace’s official appointments, personnel lists, daily accounts, and financial ledgers for Your Highness to review. Your Highness should also have people from the Ministry of Revenue with you, right? Let those veteran Ministry clerks who made Qian Prefecture tremble with fear also examine our Kun Prefecture accounts?”

He added: “Does Your Highness also want to convene a meeting of subordinate officials? This minister will arrange it for you right away?”

Watching him bustling about, attending to every detail, Tie Ci thought that decades of being a steward hadn’t been in vain—it was carved into his very bones. No matter what he did, he maintained the demeanor of a chief steward.

This time she noticed You Yun had changed how he addressed himself. Both being intelligent people, their eyes met and they understood each other.

She smiled: “No need to rush. Minister You, just select some important documents for Us to review.”

You Yun pointed at You Weinan: “Stay here and serve His Highness and Young Master Murong well.”

You Weinan was sitting and fanning himself when suddenly called upon. He quickly stood and bowed casually.

You Yun apologized again before turning and hurrying away.

Only You Weinan was left staring at them wide-eyed.

The atmosphere was silent and awkward.

After a long moment, You Weinan pushed the tea cup forward and coughed dryly: “Would you two please have some tea?”

Both looked at him with smiles, and Murong Yi said something.

Then his eyes widened.

…

You Yun left the courtyard, turned through several long corridors, and finally reached a nine-turn gallery where vines climbed and greenery was deep. Once someone walked in, they almost disappeared from sight.

The corridor was long with several exits. Once someone entered that section, it would be quite difficult to find them quickly.

The vines were dense, blocking sunlight, making the entrance like a black hole. As You Yun entered that black hole, his back straightened, his stride lengthened, and all his previous humble demeanor was swept away.

He walked in darkness, with spots of sunlight filtering through the vines flickering rapidly across his face. Though clearly a corridor, somehow it seemed to descend as he walked. His boots hit stone steps, making hollow sounds beneath his feet.

When he reached the bottom of the steps, the door behind him closed while someone came forward to meet him. You Yun gently patted that person’s shoulder: “Is everything ready?”

“Rest assured.”

“How is your injury?”

“It’s fine.”

You Yun nodded to another person in greeting, then pulled the first person forward. In the darkness, people continuously emerged quietly, gathering behind You Yun. You Yun acted as if he didn’t see them, casually discussing recent events with the person beside him.

“You Weixuan is dead. She was deeply scheming, but still couldn’t compete with us and the Crown Princess.”

“What negotiations and cooperation? In the end, it was all just going with the flow to set a trap. I helped them deal with You Weixuan, and they helped me solve the female heir. I gained their trust through this matter. Now they’re drinking tea in the study at Wentan Courtyard.”

“Weinan is staying there—naturally they won’t think much of it. Using one’s own son as a hostage, after all.”

“You Weixing inheriting the throne? What a joke! Would we hand over Yannan, which we’ve painstakingly operated for decades, to that fool? Go to Qian Prefecture as Provincial Administration Commissioner? I dare say she really dared agree, but I wouldn’t dare believe it. How could the court agree to let me abandon Yannan and take Qian Prefecture? What’s the difference between the left hand giving to the right hand? Qian Prefecture is even richer than Yannan.”

“The Crown Princess is cunning, having Murong Yi disguise himself to negotiate with me, making it convenient for her to renege later. I guess she’ll go back on her word, but won’t go so far as to turn hostile and kill us—just that there must be a discount. Provincial Administration Commissioner is impossible, even the poorest prefecture is impossible. Most likely, a third or fourth-rank minor official position in the capital, keeping us father and son under tight surveillance right under her nose in the imperial city until we die.”

“That won’t do.”

The person beside him said a few words quietly, and You Yun laughed heartily, shaking his head.

“As I said, what I care about isn’t actually the inheritance rights, not the throne, not this Yannan Royal Palace, not this power held in my palm. None of it.”

He never did say what he actually cared about. He stopped in front, where a large group of people surrounded a large area of objects covered with cloth. Seeing him approach, they all came to pay respects.

You Yun pointed upward: “Right location?”

“Rest assured.”

“Proper amount? Don’t collapse the entire tunnel and bury us all.”

“We’ve calculated many times. Please take shelter shortly—there’s a stone room over there.”

You Yun nodded and led those behind him down another tunnel. At the corner was a room built entirely of stone, with an expensive piece of glass embedded in the front wall through which everything outside could be seen.

Preserved fruits and snacks were already on the table. You Yun sat down comfortably, picked up preserved fruit, crossed his legs, and through the glass watched those people drag long fuses from under the cloth covers, extending them far into another tunnel.

He turned to the person beside him and smiled: “This idea came from watching ‘Compassionate Heart’—Li Yao’s methods in the Ziyang County yamen dungeon…”

Shaking his leg, he said melodiously: “Officials of Yan and Zhao are anxious in defeat, urgent dispatches busy in Jianghuai, mountains collapse and clouds are grim…”

When he reached the words “mountain collapse,” there was a thunderous roar.

A cloud of black smoke exploded ahead, instantly filling the entire tunnel. The ground above the blast point crumbled and slid down like thin soup. Vaguely visible among the falling bricks, stones, earth, and sand were a red rosewood grand chair with broken legs, a jade-carved brocade screen broken into several pieces, and shattered blue and white porcelain vessels that had held books and scrolls…

All furnishings from the study that had entertained Tie Ci.

The earth-shattering power made everyone’s scalp tingle and hair stand on end. Only You Yun, separated by glass, eating preserved fruit amidst the deafening noise, continued humming leisurely: “…the river bursts and water is vast, the wandering guest grieves helplessly, the mountain elder grows more mad with age…”

Chapter 426: Decryption
The person beside him coughed once, thinking that this poem was hardly appropriate for the current situation.

You Jun looked up at the various fragments of objects rolling down from above and suddenly said, “Bring incense.”

Someone immediately handed him incense. You Jun lit it and inserted it into the desk, saying to the person behind him, “Since they died for you, come pay your respects. Otherwise, if they become lonely ghosts, they might settle the score with you.”

The person behind him didn’t move and coughed once.

You Jun said, “After all, you are…”

The person behind him coughed again.

You Jun said nothing more. He gazed at the three incense sticks for a long while, listening to the rumbling sounds behind him gradually weaken. Looking at the wisps of smoke rising straight toward heaven, he said, “Then remember this—this debt is on my head. I arranged your life and ending. I owe you in this lifetime, and in the next life…”

Suddenly, a faint sigh came from the darkness.

Hearing this sigh, You Jun’s hair stood on end. Without a word, he stamped his foot heavily.

A hole appeared in the ground a foot in front of him.

Below this tunnel, there was another tunnel!

His reaction was extremely quick. If he had just jumped down the tunnel at this moment, everything would have been fine.

But after the tunnel opening appeared, he still had to reach back to grab the person behind him.

This slight delay made all the difference.

Bang! A crisp sound rang out. You Jun’s backward glance was suddenly torn apart by countless streaks of splashing light. His vision filled with crystalline brilliance, falling like rain.

The glass barrier had shattered.

Thousands of crystal fragments flew wildly and eerily through the narrow space. The massive glass barrier had disappeared, and a figure rolled through the doorway with the scattered crystals and jade, bringing cold light that pierced toward You Jun’s brow before the person even arrived.

You Jun was still gripping someone, falling straight backward. Behind him was the tunnel opening—as long as he could fall down, even if he was injured in the fall, it would be a minor matter.

He fell backward.

The back of his head could already feel the emptiness and wind behind him, representing the path to survival.

However, at this critical moment, he suddenly had a strange feeling.

As if that emptiness had suddenly been filled.

Someone was there.

Someone was at the tunnel opening that had been empty just moments before.

But he was already in mid-air, in a falling position, with no way to turn around.

Puchi!

The sound of a sharp weapon piercing flesh was remarkably clear even in this space filled with flying and whistling debris.

In that instant, You Jun only managed to push the person he had dragged down with him outward.

That person was now on top of him. If they continued to fall, they would both be skewered on the blade.

That person was also very alert, even faster than You Jun. Using You Jun’s body as leverage, he pushed off and leaped up.

Because of his push and You Jun’s shove, You Jun was pressed further down. The dagger that had originally only penetrated halfway into his back, having stopped for some reason, now with a chi sound, pierced through You Jun’s chest.

The bright blade tip emerged from his chest, showing half its length.

Below You Jun, someone chuckled coldly.

The voice was very familiar.

Then a pale, well-defined hand emerged from beneath the tunnel, supporting You Jun’s body that was about to fall into the tunnel, and dragged him out.

The collapse stopped, the wind died down, and with a click, someone lit the oil lamp that had been extinguished earlier.

The room filled with light.

The floor was covered with glass fragments, reflecting strangely in the small secret chamber.

The people who appeared in this eerie room all had multicolored faces, like ghosts.

Standing on the floor covered with glass was the one who had broken through the window earlier, creating such a grand display, but actually only to force You Jun to jump into the tunnel himself—Murong Yi.

Gripping You Jun’s collar and standing beside the tunnel was You Weinan. His fan was now tucked in his collar, his face covered with splattered blood, no longer looking refined and elegant.

Behind You Weinan, with his hands tucked in his sleeves, smiling as he watched, was Tie Ci.

She was looking at a handsome man and woman standing in the corner near the tunnel opening—old acquaintances she hadn’t seen in a long time.

Chi Qingbo and A’li Teng.

Both looked somewhat pale, as if frightened, but Tie Ci knew it was merely because they hadn’t fully recovered from their injuries.

Chi Qingbo kept coughing lightly, only looking at the glass fragments on the floor, not meeting anyone’s eyes.

A’li Teng only looked at him.

You Weinan’s eyes wandered around the room, and he suddenly smiled with amusement, lowering his head to speak to the barely breathing You Jun: “Father dear, we agreed that I’m not the one killing you—it’s your dear son. Every grievance has its source, every debt its debtor. Don’t become a lonely ghost and settle this score with me.”

He returned all the words You Jun had said in front of the three incense sticks.

He looked down at his own blade.

When he thrust the dagger, he only wanted to vent his hatred. Who knew that the dear son You Jun desperately protected would push back with that one motion, directly taking You Jun’s life.

You Jun closed his eyes and said nothing, as if already dead.

“Earlier we watched a play of patricide at You Weixing’s place. Didn’t expect the second act to be arranged so quickly,” You Weinan said. “Father, tell me, is this hereditary in our You family, or what?”

“You push me out as a scapegoat, yet everywhere you keep that one tied to your belt, dying without any resentment even when harmed by him…” You Weinan raised an eyebrow. “We’re both sons—why such a difference?”

“Is it just because he’s the legitimate son and I’m a concubine’s child?”

“Then you shouldn’t have fooled around outside, shouldn’t have had children with concubines!”

“What right did you have to birth me without asking my opinion, then bring me back as a substitute, making me bear the injuries meant for your son, shoulder the crimes meant for your son, even take the beatings when he made mistakes?”

“You were a concubine’s son yourself, yet you make things difficult for your own concubine’s son? Are you sick?”

You Jun coughed once and finally opened his eyes.

“Quite a bit of resentment…”

You Weinan snorted.

“Speak if you want to. I’ll give you a chance to air your grievances. But don’t expect me to repent.” You Jun said flatly, “Oh, actually I do have some regret. When you were born, I should have ignored your mother’s tearful pleas and thrown you in the toilet.”

“Or when you had a high fever at age two and wouldn’t recover, I shouldn’t have sent a famous doctor.”

You Weinan laughed harshly. “So I should thank you?”

“Not necessary.” You Jun said calmly, “You shouldn’t have existed in the first place. I let you exist, and I can’t make peace with that. I indeed treated you poorly, you can’t make peace with that and betrayed me—I accept it.”

“Understood. Only acknowledging reason, not father-son bonds.” You Weinan nodded. “Even though all these years I served as your son’s substitute, working tirelessly for you, in the end I was just a dog you raised out of charity. The only one in your heart is this legitimate son who can use your corpse as a stepping stone.”

You Jun didn’t answer.

Yes, the fault lay in legitimacy versus illegitimacy.

He had suffered enough as a concubine’s son, suffered enough from the sorrow of having to make way for the legitimate heir, so he vowed to have only one son.

Yet in the end, through a moment’s carelessness, he had another son. His intention to drown him on the spot was real, his desire to let him fend for himself was real.

The struggle between legitimate and illegitimate heirs was the bane of great families, causing far-reaching harm. The best solution was to have no concubine’s sons.

Yet his heart had softened after all.

This was one layer of error.

Later, when the legitimate son was sickly in childhood and repeatedly suffered attempts on his life, to protect this child, and seeing that the concubine’s son bore some resemblance to the legitimate heir, he simply had the legitimate son live in seclusion, keeping him from public view so people wouldn’t remember his appearance clearly, while bringing the concubine’s son to his side as a substitute.

This was another layer of error.

With the concubine’s son raised by his side, fearing he might develop inappropriate ambitions living in luxury and wealth, he was severe and harsh, constantly reminding him, thinking this would make him fearful and not dare reach for things he shouldn’t have.

Perhaps it worked—the concubine’s son was charming and kind-natured, without ambition.

But he forgot that suspicion, wariness, and coldness were among the heaviest injuries one could inflict on another.

Yet another error.

So he deserved to bear this bitter fruit.

The bitter fruit had been consumed; what it tasted like need not be shared with others.

If there was one thing the You family members inherited, setting aside other traits, it was the stubbornness buried in their bones.

Over there, Tie Ci nodded at the couple, her tone as casual as greeting old friends: “Have your injuries from last time healed?”

Chi Qingbo’s face was pale, but his demeanor remained unchanged as he smiled: “Thanks to your grace, not yet.”

“It was A’li Teng who saved you, wasn’t it?” Tie Ci’s gaze turned to A’li Teng.

That beautiful, slender woman, with the bearing of a mermaid sprite, moved through water like a true mermaid, stirring up jade-like waves.

Remembering that she had actually rescued her from the water, Tie Ci found it rather amusing.

A’li Teng was not as composed as her husband, lowering her eyes slightly, not daring to meet Tie Ci’s gaze.

Tie Ci’s eyes fell on A’li Teng’s belly. Her previously prominently rounded abdomen had now flattened, but timing-wise, if she had given birth, something seemed off.

Noticing Tie Ci’s gaze, A’li Teng lowered her head and touched her own abdomen, a shadow of sadness flickering in her eyes.

Chi Qingbo said calmly, “Thanks to Your Highness’s grace, A’li Teng lost the child while saving me.”

Tie Ci sighed and said, “Not worth it.”

Chi Qingbo showed no anger on his face.

“I’m very curious,” Chi Qingbo said. “When did Your Highness see through our identities?”

Tie Ci stared at him.

This man who could kill his own father without changing expression, and now wouldn’t even glance at his father, only concerned with sparring with her—such resolve was no wonder he had dared to personally come after her back then.

“I’m ashamed to say that regarding your identities, we were always wavering between peaks and valleys of suspicion. We suspected you from our first meeting—after all, your appearance was too coincidental. But your acting, especially your acting, was really very good. I once doubted my own guesses. So I kept you close, wanting to observe more carefully, yet nearly capsized in the gutter.” Tie Ci smiled. “However, thanks to you both, we turned misfortune into fortune and had other encounters. We were able to walk all the way to now. I suppose this was a good deed rewarded by heaven’s protection.”

“Your Highness means that it wasn’t until we encountered the insect swarm while searching for medicine in the deep mountains that you confirmed our identities?”

Tie Ci took a pouch from her waist and pulled out a bone carving—the very one the assassin had thrown before dying when she was attacked during the hunt in the imperial garden, which had been picked up by her Grand Commander.

She shook the bone carving, and there was a sound inside, louder than before.

“When I left the capital, this bone carving made noise, but not as loud as now. Later, I shook it once midway and found the sound had gotten a bit louder, though still not as loud as now. What do you think is the reason?”

Chi Qingbo smiled without speaking.

“Later, when I entered the village of the Ba tribe, I learned what this thing really was.”

“This is a type of parasitic insect raised by people in Yannan who are skilled at controlling insects—a king among insects, one that emerges victorious from battles among a thousand insects. Then drugs are used to make it enter dormancy. During dormancy, it secretes a liquid that gradually encases itself until it becomes something like bone. This thing is processed with medicine, then randomly carved on, becoming a small trinket like a bone carving. When needed, the insect inside the bone carving is awakened. It will wake up and slowly gnaw at the substance encasing it to sustain itself, so the interior of the bone carving becomes increasingly hollow, and the sound grows louder and louder.”

“It possesses an aura that only poisonous insects can sense. Wherever it passes, venomous creatures retreat. So when I carried it while traveling through the deep mountains, there were no insects around me.”

“But when it is summoned, the sound it makes is inaudible to humans, yet all the poisonous creatures in the mountains will answer the call.”

“The assassin in the imperial garden was sent by Yannan. Before dying, unwilling to accept defeat, he threw out this bone carving, leaving behind this bomb. Or perhaps he was instructed to deliberately leave this thing. It looks very much like an important clue or token. Since I was about to go to Yannan, I would naturally carry it with me.”

“Your Highness’s words are somewhat strange,” Chi Qingbo said. “Since this bone carving contains a parasite king, and its vibrating call summons swarms of insects, and this was our arrangement, then we had long been by Your Highness’s side. We could have summoned it at any time. Why risk waiting so long?”

“That’s because earlier on the boat, there weren’t many insects or opportunities. And also because of this thing.” Tie Ci pulled out another item and shook it.

Chapter 427: No Regrets
That was a vine-like thing. It looked quite ordinary.

“This was also secretly torn from the assassin by my cousin who was once held hostage, after the assassination attempt in the imperial garden that day. He gave it to me, but I couldn’t see its purpose, so I casually put it in the pouch together with that bone carving.”

“There’s a saying about poisonous creatures—wherever they exist, antidotes must grow nearby. Your assassin carried such a deadly thing as parasitic insects, traveling thousands of miles to assassinate me. Could it be they weren’t afraid these insects might suddenly be stimulated and bring swarms to devour them? So the assassins must have carried something to suppress these parasitic insects from acting up—that would be this vine-like thing.”

“Because I always kept this thing in my pouch, the parasitic insect was constantly suppressed and never activated.”

“Until we had to leave the group and enter the deep mountains because of Murong Yi’s poisoning. On the night we encountered the insect swarm, we camped on the mountain peak. That night we lit quite a large fire.”

The scene from that night was still vivid in memory.

Remnant clouds hung on all four sides of the mountain peak, then scattered by the bitter mountain wind. They sat around bright red flames roasting rabbits, the fat rabbits sizzling with oil, while A’li Teng’s face across from them was illuminated by the firelight, beautiful as rosy clouds.

Everyone’s salt containers had been lost, only Tie Ci’s remained. She passed the salt container across the fire to Dan Shuang, and the pouch at her waist swung over the fire.

It was singed with a hole.

Then A’li Teng grabbed it.

In that instant, something seemed to fall into the fire.

It was that cloth-like vine strip.

At the time, no one paid attention. No one would reach into the fire to save something that seemed completely useless.

A quarter hour later.

Poisonous insects from throughout the mountains answered the call.

…

Now, looking back carefully, why were all the salt containers lost? Why was A’li Teng, with the weakest martial arts, the first to grab the pouch?

Because the vine strip needed to be disposed of, but the bone carving couldn’t fall into the fire. Only someone prepared in advance would grab the pouch in time.

A’li Teng’s forehead was cut by glass fragments, with a drop of bright red blood hanging there, like a captivating beauty mark between her brows.

Yet her expression was bewildered, as if she hadn’t understood what important task she had been carrying at the time. It was just that her husband had nudged her then, and she instinctively reached out.

Now slowly realizing this, her face gradually paled, yet she lowered her eyes.

Even if she had understood then, she would have done the same.

Just as she had endured an empty room for many years, not without resentment, but when her husband extended his hand, she unhesitatingly took it.

Tie Ci looked at Chi Qingbo and said, “You are very capable and courageous. If not for that night, perhaps I would truly consider keeping a talent like you now.”

Chi Qingbo smiled faintly, “Your Highness speaks kindly, but with someone like me, venomous as a snake coiled at your side, could Your Highness truly feel at ease?”

“Since I dared to save you originally, I would naturally dare to keep you. It’s just that now it won’t work.”

“Why?”

Tie Ci didn’t answer, but Murong Yi laughed with satisfaction.

Raising his chin, he said, “Because you nearly harmed me.”

Harming Tie Ci, Tie Ci might not necessarily mind, but harming Murong Yi—that wouldn’t do.

Footsteps sounded above. The collapse here had attracted attention from all sides, with countless people rushing over. Running at the front were Tie Ci’s guards.

Chi Qingbo showed no panic, only asking, “I’ll trade my subordinate forces and connections for my wife’s and my lives? I can swear a poisonous oath to serve Your Highness unto death from now on.”

Tie Ci gently but firmly shook her head.

Chi Qingbo sighed softly, “They say the Crown Princess has the world in her heart and prioritizes the greater good, yet it seems the rumors were mistaken…”

Tie Ci looked at him calmly.

“What a coincidence, neither am I.” Chi Qingbo suddenly looked up and smiled.

At the same time, faint sounds of commotion could be heard from the distance.

Then the people above became slightly agitated. Dan Shuang rushed in first, whispering a few words in Tie Ci’s ear. Tie Ci suddenly raised her eyes to look at Chi Qingbo.

Chi Qingbo smiled slightly, “Your Highness needn’t look at me like that. When people face life and death, they always must do some excessive things.”

“Withdrawing the Kunzhou garrison, removing city defenses, infiltrating the army, burning, killing, and plundering your own people all the way—you call this ‘some’ excessive acts?” Tie Ci’s tone was sarcastic.

Chi Qingbo said calmly, “Is that so? But the army entering the city wears naval armor and carries banners of quelling rebellion and protecting the imperial carriage. What does that have to do with me?”

With these words, everyone present changed expression.

Chi Qingbo was truly vicious.

The You father and son indeed had deep influence in Kunzhou. With You Jun’s protection and favor toward Chi Qingbo, this Yannan power broker privately controlled strength no weaker than his father’s, especially since he had always hidden behind the scenes while You Jun dealt with Tie Ci openly. Meanwhile, he found ways to withdraw the most capable Kunzhou garrison protecting Kunzhou, caused chaos with the Five Cities Military Commission, and somehow produced an army that actually wore Xiao Xueya’s naval armor, entering Kunzhou under the name of rescuing the emperor, massacring all the way, trying to pin this enormous disaster squarely on Tie Ci.

If there were heavy casualties in the city today, afterward, not only would the Yannan people blame Tie Ci and never submit to her, even the court would be impossible for Tie Ci to answer to.

In terms of ruthlessness, one Chi Qingbo probably equaled You Weinan times five, or You Jun times three.

“Your Highness, my demands aren’t high,” Chi Qingbo said softly. “You take your people and withdraw now, and I’ll escort you out of the city with courtesy. I’ll swear a poisonous oath not to attack you or your people before you leave Yannan territory. When you return to the capital, acknowledge my royal position, and I’ll petition the court expressing loyalty, voluntarily reducing my army by half. This way, you’ll be unharmed, your Yannan mission will be considered perfectly accomplished, and the golden crown for the heir’s succession can still add another ray of glory. How about it?”

Without waiting for Tie Ci’s answer, he smiled and said, “I’ll give you time to think. But before you decide, my people won’t stop. They’ll kill street by street, destroy mansion by mansion.”

He turned to look upward and sighed, “I wonder when the blood in the city will flow to the estate, and when the blood of those around Your Highness will merge with it.”

Dan Shuang could no longer contain herself and angrily said, “Stop your pretentious act! Killing your own father, slaughtering your people—are you even human? Even if we had saved a dog back then, we shouldn’t have saved you!”

A’li Teng’s expression changed slightly.

Chi Qingbo smiled and said, “My father was proud of me.”

Only then did everyone remember You Jun, who hadn’t spoken for a long time. When they turned to look, they discovered You Jun sitting on the ground, eyes open, lips curved in a faint smile, looking at Chi Qingbo.

Looking more carefully, he had long since breathed his last.

This Yannan Commissioner who had harbored resentment and endured since childhood, bided his time in youth, killed his brother and forced his nephew to usurp the throne in middle age, stirring up such great turmoil in Yannan, had quietly died in this dark underground place while everyone was unaware.

No matter how earth-shaking one’s life, at the moment of death, it’s merely the wind extinguishing a candle, mist hiding the moon, someone gently lowering a curtain hook before silk curtains—a silent final act.

You Weinan stood beside him, his face hidden in darkness, expressionless, showing a rare stern coldness.

Chi Qingbo looked at his father, finally showing a trace of pain and faint compassion on his face. He said softly, “Father, you always told me that what you truly cared about was never these things.”

“Not these honors, positions, acclaim, and admiration.”

“You never said what you truly cared about until death, but I think I know.”

“What you cared about, what you wanted, was simply freedom.”

“True freedom.”

“The freedom to refuse, to not be manipulated, to have everything you want, to master your own destiny.”

“When you discovered that only by mastering many people’s destinies could you truly master your own, you began without hesitation.”

“I think, even in death, you have no regrets.”

Suddenly, the sound of clashing weapons rang out above, growing closer. Chi Qingbo looked slightly surprised.

His secret army had arrived earlier than expected. Perhaps they too were unwilling to slaughter local compatriots and chose to cut straight through the city to the estate.

If so, it would be good to capture the Crown Princess’s guards early.

Many gray-clothed guards emerged from the darkness, silently clustering around him.

Chi Qingbo faced Tie Ci, embracing A’li Teng, slowly retreating under these people’s protection until he withdrew from the tunnel and walked into sunlight.

Tie Ci and Murong Yi also followed up. Tie Ci’s guards above, not having received orders from Tie Ci, also slowly retreated, surrounding but not attacking.

Chi Qingbo stood in sunlight and looked sideways to see beyond the collapsed wall, where a mass of black army was approaching. These people weren’t mounted but traveled on foot, yet their speed matched fine horses. They moved across sand, stones, and rubble as if on level ground—precisely his army secretly trained in Yannan’s deep mountains.

Tie Ci had quite a few guards, but compared to these approaching organized troops, they seemed insufficient. Wan Ji frowned as he stared at that black mass, his expression grave. “Where did this army come from? Looking at their armor, they don’t belong to any unit from Kunzhou garrison, Inspection Office, or Five Cities Military Commission. When did the You father and son hide such an army?”

He made a gesture upward, greeting Bu Qing who occupied the high ground, preparing coordination to protect His Highness when the army arrived.

Meanwhile, Tie Ci’s guards quickly changed formation under Dan Shuang’s command, preparing for battle.

But with such disparity in numbers, everyone’s heart was heavy.

Having come this far, who knew this true Young Master You still hid such a trump card. This suddenly appearing army’s overall bearing clearly showed they were formidable. Everyone prepared for a fight to the death.

The figures drew closer—each tall and robust, wearing rattan armor, with vigorous steps and snow-bright spear points that waved like snowy waves in sunlight.

Chi Qingbo breathed slightly easier and looked toward Tie Ci, “Your Highness, how is your consideration?”

Tie Ci looked at him indifferently, “When did I ever say I would consider?”

She added, “I never negotiate with rebellious traitors.”

Chi Qingbo’s snow-white face was cold as frost and frozen earth. This gentleman-like person laughed coldly for the first time, watching the army approach at indescribable speed, cutting through everything like a blade through bamboo, quickly surrounding the entire estate. The corner of his lips curved as he slowly raised his hand.

He said, “If so, then—”

At the same time, Tie Ci also raised her hand.

When she raised her hand, Chi Qingbo suddenly had a flash of insight, remembering a scene he had previously overlooked.

When Tie Ci exposed him, she had taken out a vine strip.

He raised troops in Yannan’s deep mountains. Because Ba tribe people also lived there, the area had always been full of poisonous insects and beasts. The only place without poisonous creatures was called Ten Thousand Vine Valley. That valley was filled with dense green leaves and yellow vines that completely covered the valley, and these yellow vines could emit a smell that poisonous creatures hated, making it a forbidden zone for venomous insects.

So his army was hidden there—safe and secret, with the surrounding mountains full of poisonous insects serving as natural barriers.

He trained private soldiers, cultivated assassins, forged weapons, and built his own true strength in Ten Thousand Vine Valley.

Assassins from Ten Thousand Vine Valley were sent to kill Tie Ci. The vine strips they carried for protection also fell into Tie Ci’s hands, protecting her all the way until he used strategy to burn them away, summoning the insect swarm.

So that vine strip had already fallen into the fire.

Then where did the vine strip Tie Ci presented as evidence come from?

In that mountain range’s depths, only Ten Thousand Vine Valley had such vine strips!

Realizing this, Chi Qingbo’s blood ran cold.

He suddenly reached out, grabbing A’li Teng with one hand and dragging over a guard who had just rushed to his side with the other, throwing that person behind him as he turned to flee.

As he turned, he heard Tie Ci say, “Let’s go!”

Chapter 428: Fleeing
At the same time, a sharp sound rang out. Strong wind tore through the air, approaching from behind. The hair on the back of his neck instantly stood up, while sweat all over his body suddenly broke out.

Then came the sound of sharp weapons piercing flesh, half a scream, and the heavy sound of a body falling.

A’li Teng’s cry of alarm was right beside his ear.

At this moment, ahead of them, his guards who had gone to meet the approaching army also began to cry out in alarm. Commotion erupted in front.

Chi Qingbo paid no attention to the guard who had died uselessly behind him, nor could he spare time to check what exactly had gone wrong with that secret army. Dragging A’li Teng, he dodged left and right using the still-unaware guards’ bodies for cover. Even in such a critical moment, his reactions remained quick and his calculations precise. Cold arrows pursued his steps like ghosts, but they kept striking the guards he was using as human shields.

By the time the guards behind him were wounded or dead, Chi Qingbo had already escaped the shooting range. But instead of rushing toward his secret army, he went in another direction—toward what appeared to be a dead end facing a wall. Chi Qingbo pursed his lips and whistled.

That wall suddenly collapsed, bricks and stones falling everywhere. Then came the sound of horse hooves as countless horses galloped over the fallen courtyard wall.

Some servants dressed as household staff, carrying iron hammers behind the bricks, couldn’t dodge in time. Some were directly trampled under the horses.

Chi Qingbo casually leaped onto a horse, lifted A’li Teng and threw her onto another horse, then turned and spurred his mount, galloping frantically toward the inner courtyard.

His reaction was truly astonishing. Everything happened in an instant, so that Wan Ji and the others couldn’t react at all. Clearly Chi Qingbo had had the upper hand just moments before—why was he suddenly fleeing? It was only when Tie Ci ordered Bu Qing to shoot arrows that Wan Ji finally reacted. After the rain of arrows failed, he hurriedly led people in pursuit. But no one could have imagined that instead of running outside, Chi Qingbo would charge into the heavily walled inner courtyard. The formation couldn’t adjust in time, so ultimately only Tie Ci and Murong Yi gave chase, with Murong Yi still carrying You Weixing.

The inner courtyard was clearly filled with countless pavilions, towers, flowers, trees, and grass—completely unsuitable for galloping horses. But suddenly countless people dressed as servants emerged, wielding axes, hammers, and blades. With a flurry of fierce chopping, they felled flowers and trees in the blink of an eye, even large trees were no exception. Only then did everyone realize that some of those flowers and trees were fake, while the large trees had been hollowed out in the middle and broke with a single chop.

Continuous rumbling sounds arose, dust flew everywhere, and walls collapsed one after another. Countless people responsible for lighting gunpowder fuses ran through the smoke and dust, dodging to both sides as the herd of horses galloped over the ruins with hooves raised high. Those too slow to dodge were directly trampled to death, their flesh and bones turning to dust.

Tie Ci mounted a horse from behind to give chase. Watching Chi Qingbo’s horse hooves ahead of him, she saw walls falling, great trees breaking, tall buildings collapsing. A magnificent estate collapsed layer by layer, with smoke and clouds like chaotic mushrooms and debris like rain. Scenes of ruins constantly flashed before the horse hooves, like an apocalyptic collapse.

Even she couldn’t help but admire in her heart—what impressive reactions Chi Qingbo had, what deep scheming, what strong decisiveness, what grand gestures!

Even with victory in his grasp, he had still used the entire estate to arrange such an escape route that no one could have imagined.

A’li Teng lay prostrate on her horse, bounced around as if in a giant boat, her head covered in dust. She didn’t know what was happening, nor did she understand why they had to flee so frantically. She instinctively looked back at that army—the army her husband had spent countless efforts to build.

Then she looked back and her whole body went numb.

She saw some of the rattan-armored soldiers standing there numbly, then being surrounded and disarmed.

Others turned their heads and bit into the necks of companions beside them.

Some held long spears, thrusting them into the chests of Chi Qingbo’s guards who had joyfully gone to meet them.

Others moved stiffly, wandering the battlefield like walking corpses.

Even more were people who had fallen silently to the ground, casually thrown together by the Crown Princess’s guards.

A formidable secret army, her husband’s trump card, whose spear points had just emerged bright as snow from their concealment, was now shrouded in blood.

She didn’t even know what had happened.

She only knew it was over—everything was over.

A hand suddenly reached out, roughly pulling her reins and dragging her back several steps. Only then did A’li Teng realize that in her distraction, her horse had somehow reached the edge of the group and was no longer in the protected center position.

A’li Teng turned to look at her husband who had pulled her back, tears streaming down her face.

When Chi Qingbo pulled her back, from the corner of his eye he also noticed the situation with that army behind them.

He saw more than A’li Teng did.

He saw those people’s faces were ashen gray—they had all been severely poisoned.

He saw snakes hanging from those soldiers’ necks, giant crocodile tails swinging behind them, yellow and black frogs puffing their cheeks on their heads, huge centipedes crawling over their rattan armor.

He saw many people moving like puppets, being manipulated to advance and retreat, clearly not only poisoned but also under someone’s control.

So they could continue advancing, entering the city, letting him see them and think victory was assured.

If he hadn’t suddenly realized what the appearance of that vine strip meant—that Tie Ci knew the location of Ten Thousand Vine Valley—and once she knew where Ten Thousand Vine Valley was, she would never let this army go.

Then when he smugly went to meet this army, it would be the beginning of his death without a burial place.

Although he had already sensed this and made his decision, his heart still turned bitter.

That was an army he had spent so many years allowing others to usurp his nest, hiding his identity, even using every means and scheme to trade with others to accumulate!

These people were originally selected from the strongest mountain folk, able to resist minor poisons, good at climbing and mountain paths, fearless of cold and heat, fierce and agile, sharp-eyed and keen-eared, with superior individual combat ability. After years of training in his designed small-group cooperative combat, plus secretly trained assassin teams specifically for disrupting battlefields and assassinating leaders, this was his trump card that he was confident could achieve victory on any battlefield.

It was the product of his years of effort.

Yet just before they could formally engage in battle, they lost all opportunity.

Tie Ci had hidden deep enough indeed.

How had she guessed about this army?

How had she found Ten Thousand Vine Valley?

And the Ba tribe—why could she use them?

Before this, Chi Qingbo knew that Tie Ci had sought the Ba tribe’s help to cure Murong Yi’s poison.

He was somewhat surprised but didn’t take it to heart, nor did he believe this meant the Ba tribe had submitted to Tie Ci.

He understood the Ba tribe—they lived independently from the world, neither loving nor coveting worldly prosperity. Especially that great-uncle, who had received his favor, didn’t like breaking oaths, and wasn’t a warm-hearted person.

It was just an occasional act of kindness—how could such a transcendent figure become a royal lapdog?

With just this one oversight that shouldn’t have happened, he lost everything.

Yet even with half his life’s work at stake and unwillingness in his heart, he only glanced once before turning his head away.

Scattered wealth could return again, but if life was lost, there would be nothing left.

Ahead came another thunderous sound as the last section of the rear courtyard wall also collapsed.

Chi Qingbo raised his eyes.

Beyond the wall, he could already see a large lake with shimmering water and a large cluster of reeds.

He knew that behind the reeds was hidden a small boat—the boat waiting to receive him.

Apart from this, within ten miles radius, there was absolutely no second boat to be found.

And to travel by land would require a large detour, and his boat’s final destination was deep in the mountains, impossible to locate quickly.

By the time they caught up with him, he would have already crossed through the great mountains and left Kunzhou.

Beyond Kunzhou were three great chieftains. Although Nanya had already betrayed him, there were still two others.

Yannan was mountainous, easy to hide in. At worst, it would just be another ten years of sharpening the sword.

He was still young—he could afford to wait.

The horse hooves beneath him rose high. This was a famous steed raised in the southern grasslands, brought and hidden in various places in Kunzhou before Tie Ci arrived in Yannan, prepared for emergencies.

The tall, long-legged fine horse needed only one leap to cross that section of ruins and land toward freedom.

His mood couldn’t help but become urgent, his attention focused only ahead. He vaguely heard a loud shout from behind, but it was far away, so there was no need to worry.

Wind whistled, rising from behind.

The horse hooves landed, already outside the wall. Ahead, a small boat emerged from the reed marsh, quietly waiting in the center of the lake.

The person on the boat stood up and threw out a lasso with powerful force, making a whooshing sound.

This way, Chi Qingbo wouldn’t waste time dismounting and boarding—he could fly directly onto the boat.

And there was no one else on the entire lake; the others were still behind him.

Chi Qingbo finally showed a slight smile, extending his arm in an almost elegant gesture.

The rope loop was right before his eyes, just a foot away.

Chi Qingbo leaned forward slightly.

The next moment he suddenly froze.

The rope loop so close at hand suddenly retreated backward.

Lightning-fast retreat, back into the hands of the rope thrower.

The rope thrower sat down.

The small boat began to paddle backward.

It disappeared back into the reeds.

The horse’s body shook—somehow it had already retreated back to this side of the wall.

The smoke and dust seemed to be gathered up and vanished in an instant. Fallen people stood up again. The walls silently and completely stood intact once more.

Trees stood up again, flower clusters flourished anew. Bricks, stones, and earth returned to their original places, piling up at a speed barely visible to the naked eye. The collapsed courtyard walls reappeared one by one before his eyes as if flying. The ground became neat and clean again.

The horse kept retreating. Wind and scenery continuously passed before his eyes, like scenery flashing past one’s face when traveling at lightning speed—scene after dazzling scene.

All this happened in just an instant. Chi Qingbo hadn’t even figured out what was happening; he only felt suffocated.

The scenery before his eyes suddenly stopped, the wind ceased, and clamor rose on all sides again, mixed with countless sharp sounds cutting through the air.

Vaguely familiar sounds and scenes.

Chi Qingbo discovered with near despair that he seemed to have returned to the moment before breaking out—back to the moment when he had just discovered he had lost control of his secret army, and archers under Tie Ci were about to act, so he had decisively decided to flee.

What had happened at that moment…

His head was a bit dizzy; he hadn’t yet recovered from this enormous shock.

He didn’t even hear that familiar, enormous wind sound.

Beside him, A’li Teng, equally bewildered, suddenly looked back.

The next moment her bewilderment turned to enormous terror.

A figure flashed.

A’li Teng used the best lightness skill of her life, throwing herself behind Chi Qingbo.

The next moment her body trembled violently and fell heavily against Chi Qingbo’s back.

Only now did Chi Qingbo finally remember what he had done at this moment before.

He had grabbed A’li Teng with one hand and thrown out a guard with the other, using that guard to block the fierce arrow from behind.

Now…

Now A’li Teng was right behind him—he didn’t need to pull her.

And the guards were still standing there in confusion.

But the arrow…

Where was the arrow?!

Chapter 429: True or False, Left to Wind and Rain
As soon as this thought entered his mind, Chi Qingbo froze. Then he reached out with trembling hands to touch A’li Teng’s back.

Not far away, Tie Ci stared coldly at Murong Yi.

Just moments before, Murong Yi had grabbed You Weixing and thrown him toward Chi Qingbo, making him use time reversal on Chi Qingbo.

After glaring at him for a while, she turned back to look at those two people.

She had seen that scene just now, and also saw the arrow in A’li Teng’s heart.

Chi Qingbo, returned to the moment before the attack, had lost his advantage and forgotten to use human shields again.

But it was A’li Teng, usually somewhat slow, who miraculously reacted before him and made herself his shield this time.

Perhaps it was because she thought of and worried about that person day and night, because her eyes held only him day and night, that she remembered everything he had done and could make the most correct response at the first moment.

Chi Qingbo’s hand was about to touch the arrow shaft behind A’li Teng.

But he suddenly stopped.

Then he leaped from his horse and threw A’li Teng toward Tie Ci with his other hand.

Tie Ci had no choice but to catch her.

The rain of arrows struck again.

Chi Qingbo roared and once again charged into his group of still-unaware guards.

Even if forced to do it over, he would do it again—he could still escape once more!

In the whistling rain of arrows, he wove through using his guards’ forms for cover again. This time without A’li Teng in his hands, his movements were more agile.

This time, without using guards as human shields, the guards who had reacted were more loyally protecting him.

Tie Ci caught A’li Teng.

Murong Yi swept past.

A’li Teng suddenly pulled out the arrow from her own back and struck toward Tie Ci’s throat!

Murong Yi, who had been prepared to chase Chi Qingbo, immediately changed direction and swept toward Tie Ci.

A’li Teng’s strike naturally couldn’t succeed. Tie Ci raised her hand to grab her wrist. A’li Teng still wanted to struggle, but when she looked up and saw the pity in Tie Ci’s eyes, she suddenly froze there.

Clamor surrounded them on all sides, yet all her senses were focused on feeling the person behind her—her husband. She knew he was flying away without looking back.

Yet she remembered more clearly that earlier, when she was about to fall from her horse, he had pulled her back. In such a critical moment, he hadn’t forgotten her.

That was enough.

How could everything in life always go as one wished? Having that one moment of joy was already worth savoring repeatedly, and she was fortunate to have had that entire journey of ordinary married love and mutual support.

She gripped Tie Ci’s arm tightly, her whole body continuously sliding down. Tie Ci had to exert force to support her.

Wan Ji had already led people to chase Chi Qingbo. Tie Ci didn’t move; she supported A’li Teng and said softly, “Why suffer so?”

A’li Teng smiled and shook her head, gripping Tie Ci’s arm as she whispered, “…I’m very grateful to you.”

Tie Ci looked at her in surprise.

A faint smile appeared at the corners of A’li Teng’s lips. “…Really, thank you for finally giving me the chance to live an ordinary married life.”

To be able to walk hand in hand with her husband.

To have him care for her comfort and warmth.

To have him accompany her browsing markets and shops like many ordinary couples in the world—she would stop for small trinkets that caught her eye, and he would squat down to bargain for her. She would pull him away when she thought something was too expensive, and he would secretly return to spend all the remaining copper coins in his pocket to buy it.

To accompany her at those smoky food stalls in the market, eating food that wasn’t refined in taste. She had heard people from Guangzhou mention the word “wok hei” when she was in the mansion before, and she hadn’t understood then, but now she did—it was the breath of human life, steaming hot, flames licking the wok. From pot to mouth immediately, seeing each other’s smiling faces close at hand through the steam.

To remind her when walking through muddy streets, protecting her by the roadside, and after they were tired from walking, to walk ahead of her and then squat down.

The first time he squatted down, she stared at his not-so-broad back, tears welling up in that instant, barely held back.

That moment took her back to many years before.

On their wedding night, she had barely finished lifting her veil and offering a smile when he was hurriedly called away for business.

After marriage, when serving tea to parents-in-law, his mother had died early and his father was nowhere to be seen. She thought her husband was just a fallen young master—otherwise why would he marry her, a hunter’s daughter from the wilderness?

She wasn’t actually the daughter of the Qianzhou chieftain, just someone who shared the same name and similar age as that young lady. She first met her husband in the deep mountains of Qianzhou while she was playing in the water, and he rode past on horseback, suddenly stopping his hurried horse hooves.

That day the grass by the stream was soft and green, mountain waterfalls splashed snow-white curtains on smooth black stones. His fine horse stepped through fragrant mountain flowers, gathering wildflower scents all along the way, attracting butterflies to chase his horse hooves throughout the mountains.

Through the snow-white curtain, the young man’s eyes looking over were clear and transparent as colored glass.

Love at first sight.

At the time she thought, what a beautiful youth.

But one glance was enough to satisfy her. That kind of person—one glance was enough to see he wasn’t from her world.

The next instant, arrows flew like a black dragon pouncing toward his horse. Butterflies were torn to pieces, scattered between heaven and earth along with flower petals and blood drops.

His horse neighed and fell, most of his guards died in an instant. The crimson blood soaked the green grass, and light red foam appeared at the edge of the water pool.

Ahead came continuous grinding sounds as a large net rose, silver light flashing on it—countless barbs that could tear a person to shreds.

Pursuers behind, no escape ahead.

In that moment she broke through the water like a mermaid born of water.

Water splashed, turning into misty drizzle that enveloped the young man and woman. When the rain droplets settled, the pursuers only saw a graceful fish-like form flash and disappear under the waterfall’s torrent.

Actually, she hadn’t thought of anything in that moment.

Simply, she didn’t want those glass-like eyes to lose their light forever.

All beautiful things in this world were gifts from heaven. Even if she couldn’t keep them all, she always wanted to try.

When she placed him on the large stone afterward, she hadn’t thought of anything either. It was just a small act of rescue, never expecting it would lead to a pledge of marriage.

She was even thinking—what virtue or ability did she possess? Someone like him wouldn’t lack people to save him or women to admire him. Why bind his whole life to hers just because of this one rescue?

Later she gradually understood somewhat.

He was born to wealth but wasn’t content with just enjoying that wealth. He wanted more, and before that was willing to hide behind others, unseen by the world.

Hiding himself alone was easy; hiding more was difficult. If he wanted to marry, he couldn’t marry into high-ranking families—that would bring him endless troubles.

She was born orphaned with no one to rely on, having no entanglements with anyone in this world.

But originally, he could have chosen not to marry at all…

Perhaps she never wanted to think so much. Marrying him fulfilled her lifelong wish—who would want to examine beautiful dreams too closely, insisting on waking themselves from intoxication?

After marrying him, there was nothing bad about it, except he was always busy, coming and going hurriedly. When he came, it was mostly at night. She used to sleep early, but after marrying him, she became accustomed to sleeping late, leaning by the window at night doing needlework. The banana plant’s shadow outside crossed back and forth on the window paper, and she watched that sliver of light between the crosshatches change from dusky yellow to black, then from black to white.

If that light swayed, casting many people’s shadows onto her desk, she would know—he had come.

Even when he came, he would only sleep briefly for half the night. By morning, the bedding beside her was already cold.

When he came hurriedly in the middle of the night, he always carried the scent of armor and iron weapons, sometimes also the smell of blood and snow.

The climate in Yannan’s deep mountains was changeable, even occasionally snowing.

Later she became accustomed to waking early, used to getting up in the morning to silently see him off, used to always following a foot behind him, used to leaning against the doorframe watching his retreating figure.

Sometimes she would even wonder—could it be that she was just a concubine, that he had another proper wife? That’s why she could only always wait for him, always watch his back from behind, never able to walk with him in broad daylight, let him support her arm and introduce her to others as “my wife.”

Until that day.

He said, “A’li Teng, we’re going on a long journey.”

She was very happy.

Before leaving, she memorized a thick book, took on another identity, accepted his personal instruction, learned how to play another role—a role that could gain people’s trust, along with all the lies related to that role.

She didn’t care about those things.

She only cared that the role to be introduced to others was his legitimate wife.

By then she was already pregnant and had been anxiously worried about this child. Her pregnancy hadn’t made him come home more often, and she had firmly believed she was indeed just a concubine. What would happen when the child was born? Live a lifetime bearing the disgraceful identity of a concubine’s child?

Now she wasn’t worried anymore.

Because he had not only taken her out but brought her before the current Crown Princess.

The heir apparent, nobles, and naval officers would all witness that she was his wife.

For this, she was willing to do anything.

But she still hadn’t expected it would end that way.

The child was lost, and he had failed too.

Perhaps that was retribution.

When the insect swarm came, he took her and escaped in the chaos. As she walked, she kept looking back, seeing the dense black fog covering the mountains sweep toward those people she had lived with day and night, sweep toward that good woman. Her tears fell, but her steps never stopped.

She had no regrets.

In the moment when she felt her conscience heavily struck.

In the moment when she held her breath underwater for a day, broke through the water to save her husband, and thus lost her child.

In this moment when time flowed backward, returning to the eve of crisis, as she threw herself to save her husband.

She had never regretted it.

In this world, many people have thousands and thousands of choices, but her choice had always been only that one.

The light in A’li Teng’s eyes gradually dimmed.

Her grip on Tie Ci’s hand also gradually loosened.

She suddenly whispered softly, “Butterflies…”

Tie Ci turned her head but saw no butterflies, only rubble and dust everywhere, and that figure walking farther and farther away.

“Butterflies…”

Mountains full of green, stone walls like ink, waterfalls like white silk. Among that green mountain and white water, countless colorful butterflies danced after horse hooves.

A’li Teng felt as if she were at the bottom of a pool, looking at the world through clear water, separated from heaven and earth by a transparent barrier. Butterflies flew low over the water surface, stirring up round water drops, unable to break through that softest yet hardest barrier in the world.

The butterflies became increasingly blurred, and the horse hooves grew more distant. That youth’s horse hooves lightly crossed over the water surface, carrying flowers and grass, disappearing into the depths of green mountains.

She reached out from underwater but encountered what seemed like a barrier, never able to extend her fingertips.

Perhaps this was reality.

Perhaps everything before was just a dream—a wonderful fantasy she had woven for herself while sleeping at the bottom of the pool after encountering the youth she liked.

In reality, she indeed had never had any connection with him. He was on the shore, she was underwater. He rode away on horseback with butterflies dancing under his horse hooves, while she swam below the water, continuing to be her lighthearted and simple mountain girl.

This was fate’s true course.

Hard to know, hard to meet—better not to meet at all.

True or false, left to wind and rain.

A’li Teng’s hand slowly lifted, raised halfway, then fell.

She lay in Tie Ci’s embrace. Tie Ci gazed at her black hair, where there were no ornaments, only a single hairpin.

It was the hairpin she had taken a fancy to at Guiqizhai, said to be colored glass but actually plastic.

That day A’li Teng had loved it very much, and Dan Shuang had even thought of paying for it herself.

In the end, it was Chi Qingbo who “spent everything he had” to buy this “expensive” gift for A’li Teng.

She wore it until death.

Tie Ci’s fingers touched that hairpin and paused slightly, a trace of disgust flashing in her eyes.

She wanted to throw away this hairpin.

Because it wasn’t worthy.

At the moment of buying it, Chi Qingbo was still pretending to be poor.

The thing that supposedly carried deep affection came from lies and deception.

Yet in the end she didn’t move.

Because that smile at the corners of A’li Teng’s lips remained undimmed even in death.

Just as she clung to that illusory dream unwilling to wake, why should she be cruel enough to shatter it for her?

May she meet a good person in her next life.

…

Chapter 430: Most Heartless Are Imperial Families
A’li Teng was dead, and Chi Qingbo had fled.

How far he could run depended on his luck.

Tie Ci hoped he wouldn’t give up his treacherous ambitions and would contact the other two chieftains in Yannan.

Naturally, A’dan was waiting for him there.

Murong Yi didn’t chase after him either. He made several gestures toward an empty space.

From the distance came the silver bell-like laughter of girls, gradually fading away.

That day in the Ba tribe village, Tie Ci had already arranged something with Duanmu. She would provide Duanmu with information about his old friend’s whereabouts, and Duanmu would help her. One of those tasks was to eliminate Chi Qingbo’s army hidden in the deep mountains.

Since the insect swarm, Tie Ci had confirmed that the imperial garden assassins were connected to the You father and son. The insect swarm was summoned by parasitic insects, so the vine strips that suppressed them must also be within these mountains. The assassin carried vine strips with him, clearly from some secret training base in the mountains.

Since she had convinced Duanmu, the Ba tribe’s abilities shouldn’t go to waste. So when Murong Yi left the valley a few days later, he was leading Ba tribe members throughout the mountains to find that place full of such vine strips.

Originally this was a needle-in-a-haystack task, but the wonderful thing was that these vine strips could suppress even parasite kings, so naturally all the venomous creatures raised by the Ba tribe would hate them too. The Ba tribe members just had to walk around with their poisonous pets—whichever direction everyone refused to go was the right one.

When Murong Yi found that valley, he discovered it wasn’t just an assassin training ground—the You father and son had hidden troops there.

That was their final trump card, and the source of their confidence to still dare raise blades against Tie Ci after their defeat and disgrace in Kunzhou.

Only none of them had expected that this trump card had long been exposed and eliminated by Tie Ci.

During his joint operations with the Ba tribe, Murong Yi had managed to build quite good relationships. After he and the Ba tribe found that secret camp, they didn’t kill everyone, but took some effort to control that army, gradually making them lose their wits while keeping the You father and son thinking their trump card remained intact.

Otherwise this drama couldn’t have played out to the end. The You father and son would have chosen to flee immediately, inevitably becoming a future threat.

Now the dust had finally settled. Tie Ci turned around and saw the grass-on-the-wall Provincial Commissioner standing far away in the flower hall with officials, all bowing to her.

The officials had watched quite a show today. Each had pale, dazed expressions. Pang Duan led several capable Qianzhou officials, mixed among them, watching for any suspicious moves.

But it was no longer necessary. The You father and son’s power was truly broken. Everyone now wished they could tuck their tails between their legs.

Further away, those courtesans You Jun had invited were even more silent as cicadas in winter.

But one person pushed through the crowd, slowly walking over.

Tie Ci was about to speak with You Weinan when she suddenly saw his expression change. Turning her head, she saw one of those courtesans walking over.

It was Liu Chan’er, former top courtesan of Zuixue Pavilion. When Tie Ci infiltrated the estate as Chun Wa, she had helped. This was someone recommended by Pang Duan and his cousin Shi Dianyi, with Pang Duan handling the connection. Tie Ci didn’t know what methods Pang Duan had used to convince her, but she trusted Pang Duan’s abilities.

But Chi Xue suddenly whispered in her ear, “Your Highness, I just heard some news from the courtesans. They say this Liu Chan’er had an extraordinary relationship with You Jun—she was You Jun’s first woman.”

Tie Ci was stunned. As a leader, she didn’t need to understand every detail, so she only now learned the other party’s identity.

But did Pang Duan know this woman’s background? If Pang Duan didn’t know, he shouldn’t have rashly contacted Liu Chan’er without investigation, bringing hidden dangers to everyone. If Pang Duan did know, how could he be certain he could convince a woman so deeply connected to You Jun, and guarantee she wouldn’t cause problems?

With Chi Xue’s words, Dan Shuang, Wan Ji and others became tense, all stepping forward.

Tie Ci glanced at You Weinan’s expression from the corner of her eye and waved her hand to let her pass.

Liu Chan’er tugged at the corners of her lips, seeming to smile faintly.

She walked past Tie Ci without bowing, then walked past You Weinan, turning her head to look at him.

You Weinan’s lips moved, finally saying, “…Don’t go over there.”

Liu Chan’er smiled and said, “You finally spoke to me.”

You Weinan’s expression became unpleasant again.

Liu Chan’er’s gaze moved past him to look at You Jun’s corpse behind him. You Jun still sat with his legs spread, in an extremely undignified posture. He had been cautious his whole life, yet chose the most unseemly position for death.

Liu Chan’er looked for a while, seeing You Weinan’s hair was disheveled, she reached out to tidy it for him, but You Weinan stepped aside.

Liu Chan’er wasn’t angry, smiling, “Fine, I won’t touch you, and I won’t go over there either. Let me dance for him here, alright? In the past, he loved watching me dance most.”

Hidden anger flickered in You Weinan’s eyes. He shifted slightly and turned his head away.

People followed behind Liu Chan’er, carrying her chime and hanging it from a beam.

Tie Ci noticed Liu Chan’er was actually wearing iron shoes with very sharp points.

Such iron shoes could probably be used to kill people too.

Obviously Wan Ji and the others thought the same. They approached with predatory gazes, forming a circle.

But Tie Ci couldn’t stand it anymore and waved for them to move aside. “Blocking everything—how can she dance?”

The guards retreated awkwardly. The flower hall was now spacious and empty, with You Jun still sitting with his head down, facing Liu Chan’er.

Liu Chan’er didn’t look at him. She concentrated on preparing for her dance, just as she had for decades past.

This was her respect for her own artistry as a courtesan.

But Yun Qiao, who had competed with her for a lifetime, kept staring at her tightly, finally unable to help saying, “Hey, the man’s already dead—what are you dancing for him for? How did you get so stupid the more you lived? You’re looking for death, aren’t you?”

Dancing for a dead man in front of his enemies—wasn’t this suicide? Lucky the Crown Princess was magnanimous. If it were someone else, let this fool try it!

Liu Chan’er turned to smile at her, saying, “I won’t dance anymore after this. You’ll be Kunzhou’s top courtesan then.”

Yun Qiao spat, “I don’t need you to yield to me!”

Ding! The chime sounded clear and melodious, drifting into ears and hearts.

Liu Chan’er raised both sleeves, striking the chime. Her waist swayed with the chime in the wind.

The next instant, she began to dance.

Unlike the graceful, elegant dance one might imagine, her dance was actually vigorous and passionate, grand and sweeping, possessing strength and explosive power that didn’t match her petite, slender frame.

Her whole body exerted force—sleeves, waist, knees, toes, even her flying hair. When she soared and danced in the air, a flame-colored wind seemed to flash before everyone’s eyes, or a thousand-petaled lotus bloomed before them. Each petal tip reflected the sun’s brilliance, turning and crossing on the shimmering lake surface. All the scenery was dominated by this fierce beauty.

The chime never stopped, its rhythm resonant. Listening carefully, it sounded like a melody, but this melody didn’t match her bold dance style. Instead it was clear and gentle, giving her entire person and dance a strange yet beautiful sense of discord, like a celestial demon straying into hell.

She was also as flexible as a demon, able to grasp her ankle with her wrist, press her head to the ground. The chime swayed gently in the wind, and when she danced around it, she looked like ribbon coiled around the chime, or like a long whip that could bend at will.

This strange dance captivated everyone present. Tie Ci thought the tune was pleasant, like a folk song from the Central Plains. She glanced at the bowed You Jun, thinking that for someone like You Jun—an unvalued, inwardly suppressed concubine’s son—Liu Chan’er with her delicate appearance but vigorous dance might truly suit his taste.

Because he too had always yearned for an all-consuming bloom.

To control his life like a dancer controlled her body.

While thinking this, she suddenly realized that for such an exhausting dance, Liu Chan’er seemed to have been dancing too long.

This would harm her body.

Was she planning to use all her life’s strength for this one dance…

She suddenly saw Liu Chan’er leap up and actually hang upside down from the chime. Her downturned face directly faced You Jun, and for that moment their gazes seemed to meet.

She smiled sadly.

Then her toes suddenly sprang up.

In that instant Tie Ci’s heart jumped and she instinctively raised her hand, but was already a step too late.

Chi! A light sound. Liu Chan’er’s legs forcefully traced a circle in the air, and the iron shoe tips struck heavily against her own forehead.

This motion also made her drift down lightly from the chime like a bloodstained withered leaf, landing right beside You Jun.

Her head rested on You Jun’s leg, blood gurgling from a hole in her forehead.

The entire hall fell silent.

No one had thought of or seen such a way to die.

Only one person rushed over even faster than Tie Ci.

“Mother!”

You Weinan’s voice was heart-wrenching.

He rushed to Liu Chan’er’s side, frantically trying to stop up that bloody hole. But the iron shoe tip had stabbed into her forehead as decisively as a dagger. When his palm covered it, he could only feel blood and life flowing away endlessly.

You Weinan panicked for a while, then could only look up at Tie Ci. Tie Ci gently shook her head at him.

Not looking at You Weinan’s pale face, Tie Ci only gazed at Liu Chan’er. After a long moment she said, “I’m sorry.”

Because she had brought her here, ultimately leading to You Jun’s death, Liu Chan’er died because of this.

If she had known earlier that Liu Chan’er had deep feelings for You Jun, she wouldn’t have chosen to have Pang Duan contact Liu Chan’er. It wasn’t safe for them either.

But Liu Chan’er gently shook her head, saying, “I chose this myself…”

Tie Ci was surprised.

Did she mean she knew her own identity and the purpose of infiltrating the estate?

Then why did she still bring her in, ultimately leading to her own death?

“Your Highness, before you came to Yannan, I already knew you…” Liu Chan’er smiled softly. “Courtesans throughout the world have your portrait. Many courtesans privately keep longevity tablets for you…”

Tie Ci fell silent.

She knew why.

Many years ago, the Empress Dowager had suddenly decided to tattoo and exile all courtesans in the world. It was she who found a way to protect them.

It was true that every courtesan in the capital kept tablets for her.

But the Empress Dowager’s edict didn’t reach Yannan. Courtesans in this independent territory shouldn’t have such gratitude toward her.

“…At that time I was still in the capital… just beginning to show promise in a pavilion. I was about to earn the silver to save my seriously ill mother when suddenly the Empress Dowager’s edict came. Someone in the brothel who was jealous of me immediately reported false charges against me, having her lover from the government office come tattoo my face first…” Liu Chan’er smiled at Tie Ci. “You saved me and my mother. Later I left the capital, and my mother could die peacefully in Yannan, all thanks to your grace.”

Tie Ci thought she could have chosen not to remember, and certainly didn’t need to repay with her life. So many years had passed, and it wasn’t personal favor to her. Even among those many courtesans in the capital, not everyone necessarily remembered now.

There were always people who put loyalty and righteousness first.

“…Actually A’jun was also my benefactor… When I first came to Yannan, I faced no little ostracism. It was A’jun who promoted and protected me, giving me today’s status. He wanted me to leave the brothel, but I said I wanted to continue dancing, and he agreed. He was actually a very good person…” Liu Chan’er lay on You Jun’s leg, looking up at his lowered face with a bitter smile. “…Kindness must be repaid, and feelings must also be returned. When Master Pang came to find me, I thought it over… If he really… I would just accompany him…”

She slightly raised her face to look at Tie Ci. “…And this child, I beg Your Highness, for the sake of my small service, give him a way to live. This child was born from my womb, so pitiful…”

Tie Ci closed her eyes.

She understood now.

Liu Chan’er chose to repay kindness and betray her lover, ultimately seeking a way out for You Weinan.

Otherwise You Weinan was also You Jun’s son, and You Jun’s great treasonous crime warranted execution of nine generations.

Liu Chan’er resented that her son, as a concubine’s child, had to bear storms and assassinations for the legitimate heir, never enjoying a day of true paternal love, yet still had to sink together with them in the end.

Perhaps she therefore also resented You Jun, so she would rather die together but still wanted to protect You Weinan.

In this world, when loyalty, righteousness, and kindness couldn’t all be fulfilled, if one couldn’t use base means to balance them, then only life remained.

You Weinan knelt beside his parents, head deeply bowed, never speaking.

Liu Chan’er’s breathing gradually weakened.

Finally she raised her hand toward You Weinan’s ear, seemingly still unwilling to give up her obsession, wanting to tidy the disheveled hair at his temples.

After all these many years, leaning from the second floor of Zuixue Pavilion, she had always been able to see her son with fine horses and fragrant carriages, followers like clouds, gracefully walking through crowds.

Her Weinan was always neat, particular, refined, beloved by everyone.

How could his hair be messy?

This time You Weinan didn’t step aside. He slightly leaned forward to meet her.

But Liu Chan’er withdrew her hand just before touching him, rubbing the blood on her fingertips and smiling, “Never mind. Mother is dirty.”

These were the last words she spoke in her life.

A moment later, kneeling You Weinan let out a lone wolf’s howl.

Tie Ci looked at him, at Liu Chan’er sleeping peacefully on You Jun’s leg, at A’li Teng who smiled peacefully even in death, at the bewildered You Weixing further away, and through You Weixing, she also saw the pool of blood You Weixuan had left in the bridal chamber.

Tie Ci closed her eyes.

Most heartless are imperial families.

One general’s success built on ten thousand bones.



Chapter 431: Farewell
The carriage rumbled northward.

This was already a month later.

After that blood-stained wedding banquet came a series of funeral rites and aftermath affairs—the cancellation or inheritance of Prince Yannan’s estate, the disposition and arrangements of officials, the acceptance and reorganization of military forces with new garrison rotations, and the funeral rites for those deceased nobles… all extremely complicated matters. A month was certainly insufficient, but Tie Ci didn’t want to stay any longer.

You Weixing, in his capacity as heir to Prince Yannan’s estate, submitted a memorial to the court requesting the return of the Prince Yannan title. The court approved.

Subsequently, the court issued an edict canceling the Yannan principality, converting Yannan into a Provincial Administration Commission. The original Provincial Administrator was demoted to Surveillance Commissioner and retained, the original Surveillance Commissioner was dismissed, the new Provincial Administrator had not yet been determined, and the Surveillance Commissioner temporarily held the great seal.

You Weixing was re-enfeoffed as Duke Dingnan, permanently residing in Yannan, with he and all his descendants forbidden from leaving Yannan without imperial edict.

In principle, with You Jun’s rebellion, all You family descendants should be considered part of his nine kinship groups. The court graciously exempted them from implication to stabilize popular and military morale, ensuring Yannan’s smooth transition.

Xiao Xueya was enfeoffed as Marquis Changting for his merit. The naval forces of South Yue and Yannan were merged under Xiao Xueya’s personal command, permanently stationed along the Changting Lake line.

Xiao Xueya would be assisted by A’Dan and the魃 tribe to subdue the hidden forces of the old Yannan prince concealed within the Three Great Pacification Commissions. Whether the Three Great Pacification Commissions would cooperate remained to be seen—if they didn’t cooperate, they would simply be subdued outright.

Tie Ci had originally wanted to take You Weixing away. To appease Yannan’s people, the court could simply enfeoff any branch descendant of the You family, and she could care for You Weixing for life.

But You Weixing refused.

He said: “The graves are here.”

It was unclear whether he meant his parents’ graves or his sister’s.

Prince Yannan wasn’t buried back at Wanqing Mountain. You Weixing chose a place where his father had loved to fish during his lifetime and buried him there, along with relocating the princess consort’s coffin from that cold underground tomb to be buried together with him.

You Weixuan’s tomb was on the opposite side. On that day, her corpse had been carried away by Xiao Ying, but Xiao Ying encountered personal interception and discipline from Duanmu. Whatever occurred between the two was unknown, but in the end Xiao Ying abandoned You Weixuan’s corpse and fled. You Weixing buried his sister behind their parents. Unlike the royal tomb planted with pines and cypresses, You Weixuan’s grave was filled with fresh flowers—bright and beautiful, a vision of abundant spring. This reminded Tie Ci of their first meeting, of the women’s quarters where she had once lived, also filled with blooming flowers.

Sleeping and being reborn in such floral fragrance, in the next life she would surely be joyful and fulfilled.

Though the previous royal tomb had indeed exceeded regulations and couldn’t be used, the current royal tomb seemed rather too simple. The new young duke paid no mind to the criticism from former palace officials. He loved to sit before the tomb, arms wrapped around his head, fishing rod stuck in his neck as he fished, sitting there all day until evening when he’d pat his bottom and go home.

If he was lucky enough to catch fish, he’d offer them reeking before his parents’ tomb, feeding the ants, then take them home in the evening for Nanny He to make soup.

Ceremony Master Shi and Nanny He now managed the exterior and interior affairs respectively in what was now renamed Duke Dingnan’s mansion, formerly Prince Yannan’s estate, caring for You Weixing’s daily needs.

For You Weixing, with the graves here, his relatives were here. He didn’t find death frightening—wasn’t it just unconsciousness? Even when alive, one couldn’t always be conscious and aware of everything.

He had even chosen his own burial site, back-to-back with his sister.

He didn’t hate his sister, nor did he care whether she hated him. Back-to-back—he just felt this was probably what his sister would have preferred.

Pang Duan was transferred to Yannan as Councilor, another promotion, though this councilor position held no real power, and the Surveillance Commissioner was also wary of him, so it would likely be difficult initially.

This was also Tie Ci’s punishment for him. Regarding Liu Chan’er’s matter, whether he acted intentionally or unintentionally was unclear. If unintentional, it was a competency issue. If intentional, Tie Ci would need to reassess him.

So Tie Ci didn’t immediately promote him to the capital, leaving him in Yannan to observe his performance first.

On that day, You Weinan collected Liu Chan’er’s corpse. What surprised Tie Ci was that the courtesans who had fought with Liu Chan’er all their lives all stepped forward to help. Yun Qiao cried until her eyes were red, and Zuixue Pavilion closed for a day in Liu Chan’er’s honor.

This moved Tie Ci to reflection.

The righteous are often among the humble folk, and women of the pleasure quarters are no different.

There was another line before that saying.

Tie Ci sat in the carriage, watching You Weixing’s figure shrink to a tiny dot, still stubbornly standing on the road eating dust.

She couldn’t help but leisurely recite: “The most heartless are the scholarly men.”

Murong Yi sat across from her. This time they each occupied diagonal positions like they were at opposite ends of the world, one looking out the window, one reading.

The cold war had lasted for some time.

Or perhaps it wasn’t called a cold war. Tie Ci wasn’t a petty person—when she had dissatisfaction in her heart, she would speak candidly with Murong Yi. Early on, when the dust had settled and they were resting that evening, she pointed at You Weixing’s figure crouched in the corner and asked Murong Yi: “Why is your heart so hard!”

No one else was present then. Chi Xue had long noticed Tie Ci’s expression was off and had dispersed everyone.

Murong Yi wasn’t surprised by her questioning.

You Weixing didn’t necessarily have to kill You Weixuan.

It was Murong Yi who disguised himself as Tie Ci, feigned injury, then skillfully used verbal provocation at the end, forcing him into a corner until You Weixing struck out in stress response.

Tie Ci had been burning with anger then.

It didn’t have to be this way.

He could have killed You Weixuan himself, or let her do it. Why did he have to force a younger brother to commit sororicide?

You Weixuan deserved no sympathy.

But how cruel was this to You Weixing?

And You Weixing had liked him so much, following him around like a little tail!

That wasn’t the time for an outburst, so Tie Ci had forcibly suppressed it.

Who knew Murong Yi wasn’t finished—when chasing Chi Qingbo, he had thrown You Weixing out again.

His complete disregard for others made Tie Ci’s heart turn cold.

A faint dread also arose within her.

With such a cold and cruel nature, what was there in this world he wouldn’t dare do, couldn’t do?

She never doubted Murong Yi’s loyalty and devotion to her, but she feared that for her sake, Murong Yi would act with complete disregard, even ignoring her own wishes and going his own way.

Just like how he made You Weixing kill You Weixuan with his own hands, because he felt that if she killed You Weixuan, it would leave You Weixing with lingering resentment and future troubles.

He didn’t kill her himself for the same reason—after all, now he and she were essentially one body, his debts were her debts.

And You Weixing’s intelligence was gradually awakening, he commanded the loyalty of Yannan’s forces, possessed tremendous physical strength, and had been awakened to peculiar gifted abilities. He was a powerful figure with limitless future potential, yet his thoughts were particularly persistent and singular. If such a person bore a grudge, the consequences would be immeasurable.

He didn’t want Tie Ci to bear any possible risk, not even a trace.

He wanted You Weixing to clearly see Tie Ci’s kindness and You Weixuan’s heartlessness, to have You Weixing make the final decision himself.

He felt this was the best way to make You Weixing truly open his eyes to see the world.

Whether this method was bloody, whether it caused harm—he didn’t care.

But Tie Ci couldn’t not care.

She had thought that being with her had gradually made Murong Yi more tolerant and bright, but only now did she discover that once stimulated, especially regarding her, the darkness and cruelty that Murong Yi had hidden well would resurface like settled dregs.

Both mad and venomous.

Chang Yuan had foolishly trampled on her, provoking Murong Yi, so he killed the groom in the wedding hall.

You Weixuan wanted to bow before “Tie Ci” and “Murong Yi’s” memorial tablet, touching his forbidden zone, so he had You Weixuan killed by the younger brother she cared about most.

This made Tie Ci vaguely uneasy. She didn’t like using love’s name to control and demand things from her lover, but if love couldn’t restrain and suppress the darkness in his heart, and instead made evil grow like wild weeds, was such love truly appropriate?

They weren’t ordinary people—they were heirs each bearing half the responsibility for the realm. What consequences would such love bring for the future of Great Qian and Liaodong?

She felt somewhat confused about this, and appeared rather listless.

This time Murong Yi was also different, not coaxing her or yielding. In this matter, he displayed his ambitious nature—in most things in this world I can give way to you and indulge you, but regarding your safety and future, even if you held a sword before me, I would still step forward.

Tie Ci was somewhat troubled by this. She found the cold war boring, but compromise was also wrong—this was a matter of principle.

Moreover, the demon consort, emboldened by favor, was also angry this time—no more kissing her, no more walking with her, no more sending her food.

Yet at midnight she always felt a presence approaching, lingering around her lips and teeth.

When walking alone, she would see shadows flashing in the distance.

The meals delivered were inconsistent in quality, with always one or two dishes particularly exquisite.

Tie Ci was both angry and amused. After long thought, she wondered if perhaps he hadn’t encountered enough brightness and warmth. If she gave more, let him see more, perhaps he could gradually warm up.

Tie Ci lifted the carriage curtain and saw a distant figure standing on a high slope.

There were many people behind him, yet somehow that not particularly tall figure always conveyed a sense of desolate loneliness.

Perhaps it was because his connections to this world were already few, and now only the thinnest thread remained. Even his shadow seemed pale in the sunlight, with heaven and earth not reflected in his eyes.

Tie Ci’s fingers trembled slightly, a faint guilt toward You Weixing rising in her heart.

This trip to Yannan was originally meant to be his salvation, but in the end she had shattered his world.

How many good intentions at the start ultimately twisted into going separate ways.

A slender figure approached, holding a piece of pastry toward You Weixing’s mouth. The youth turned his head to take it.

Tie Ci felt somewhat relieved. With Nanny He there, she should be able to care for him well.

She lowered the curtain.

You Weixing waited until he could no longer see the carriage’s shadow before slowly walking back. Passing a low hill, he glanced sideways.

He was a bit puzzled.

Since some people came to see him off, why wouldn’t they let her see them?

Chapter 432: Being Pretentious
But he didn’t like pursuing things he didn’t understand, and walked past with indifference.

Early autumn in Yannan was still hot, with blazing white sunlight pouring down overhead. Cicadas shrieked themselves hoarse, and behind the low hill someone kept wiping sweat from their forehead, thinking that since this was a farewell, wouldn’t it be better at a long pavilion, under willow trees, by a stream—open and cool with beautiful scenery? Perhaps if some poet saw it they could even write a few farewell poems to be passed down through the ages. How wonderful that would be! Why hide stuffily behind an airless earthen slope? Those who knew would understand it was a farewell; those who didn’t might think it was an ambush for highway robbery.

Looking again at the person beside him, he saw that figure’s profile was frost-white. In such blazing weather, he still appeared ice-snow pure and clean, not a drop of sweat on his brow, even his snow-white collar spotless.

The lieutenant gave a mental thumbs up: As long as he’s not mixed up with the Crown Princess, our Snow Commander will forever remain pure as ice and jade, lofty as mountain snow.

No monkey-riding, no baldness, no rolling in mud, no running wildly through piles of insects—none of that existed.

Now the Crown Princess had finally left, entrusting the military affairs of Qianzhou and Yannan to Snow Commander. As long as Snow Commander grew back his magnificent hair, he would still be the most handsome man in these two provinces.

The lieutenant secretly glanced at the hat on Xiao Xueya’s head, striving to maintain proper composure.

Two quarters of an hour ago, he had said: “Commander, the carriage is almost here.”

One quarter of an hour ago, he had said: “Commander, the carriage didn’t stop. If you want to go out, hurry.”

Half a quarter of an hour ago, he had said: “Commander, the carriage is about to pass by.”

No one had answered.

Now, dripping with hot sweat, he couldn’t help saying: “Commander, you can barely see the carriage’s shadow now. If you want to chase it, there’s still time.”

Only then did Xiao Xueya emerge from behind the low hill. He looked deeply toward the end of the road, turned around, and mounted his horse.

The lieutenant was devastated.

The previous night they had disembarked from Yizhou dock at Changting Lake, riding hard day and night for two days, arriving this morning outside Kunzhou city. Without entering the city, they had waited on this post road, keeping watch from when the dew had not yet dried until the sun blazed high—just to watch that convoy approach and then pass by?

If he wanted to see them off, as the military governor managing two provinces’ affairs, he could have come ahead of time and joined the Yannan officials lining the roadside for the farewell, even speaking a few proper words with the Crown Princess.

Instead, when the official documents arrived, he claimed military affairs were pressing and refused.

Then he secretly came to spy from behind a hillside.

The lieutenant felt he was getting old and didn’t understand these young men and women’s thoughts, much less the commander’s thinking.

At first he thought the commander disliked the Crown Princess.

Later it seemed that wasn’t entirely the case.

Sometimes he even had the illusion that the commander treated the Crown Princess differently.

But to say it was romantic feelings… the commander wasn’t that foolish, was he?

The lieutenant stood in place, his mind full of confusion. Seeing Xiao Xueya had already gone far, he could only chase after him.

Under the blazing sun, that snow-white figure rode away without looking back, as if about to merge into the vast sunlight.

In the carriage, Murong Yi suddenly lifted the curtain to look back, seeming to smirk slightly as he unhurriedly pulled something from his sleeve.

Tie Ci recognized it as fireworks from Gui Qizhai, the specially made expensive kind, the same price range as the hen that laid eggs and earned great merit last time.

She was somewhat curious but too lazy to ask him.

She watched as Murong Yi lifted the curtain, aimed the fireworks toward the rear, and set them off with a bang.

Tie Ci couldn’t help but look, seeing the fireworks ascend and transform into a monk—it should be a monk, anyway, with simple features and a big bald head, just without prayer scars.

Where the prayer scars should be, four characters were written: “All Four Elements Are Empty.”

Tie Ci was baffled, shook her head, and withdrew to continue reading.

At the end of the road, in the direction opposite to her convoy’s path, Xiao Xueya, galloping on horseback, suddenly looked back.

He saw in the distant sky that big bald head and the silent warning: All Four Elements Are Empty.

The lieutenant stopped his horse in bewilderment, not understanding the fireworks’ meaning, only suddenly feeling that the silent commander beside him seemed even colder.

Like a cold plum blossom blown by frigid wind, its petals about to freeze into ice crystals.

…

The convoy stopped to rest a hundred li outside Kunzhou city. Before long, they set out again, but one ordinary carriage stayed behind, turning onto another road.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue drove the carriage.

After much thought, Tie Ci felt she should bring her demon consort to properly experience the warmth of humanity.

Only this proposition was also difficult for her. After all, traveling the world herself, she mostly encountered conspiracies and cold hardships, not really feeling there was anywhere truly “warm, peaceful, and beautiful.”

After thinking for most of the day, she finally decided to go to Yueli Academy.

Firstly, to see how the academy looked after reconstruction, and secondly because Rong Pu had written to her saying that recently Celu Academy in the capital and Mingquan Academy in Zhongzhou had both sent letters suggesting a joint three-academy literary and martial competition, which he had agreed to.

Those two schools said that to show respect for the Crown Princess, they would choose Yueli Academy for the first year’s competition, which he had also agreed to.

Those two schools also said they wanted to invite court officials as witnesses, and if they could invite the Crown Princess to observe, that would be even better. This he couldn’t agree to on his own, so he asked whether Tie Ci would agree.

Tie Ci originally didn’t want to go. Returning to the capital via Haiyou wasn’t on the way. She understood in her heart that Mingquan Academy, Celu Academy, and Yueli Academy were originally the most famous academies in Great Qian. Only previously, Yueli couldn’t compare to the romantic prosperity at the emperor’s feet in the capital, nor could it match Mingquan’s flourishing culture and outstanding talents in the wealthy Jiangnan region. It had always been somewhat looked down upon by those two schools. But now, because of Tie Ci’s period of study at Yueli Academy, the major case caused by Yueli Academy students during this year’s spring examinations, and new Dean Rong Pu’s sweeping reforms, Yueli Academy had gained great fame with an endless stream of students seeking admission, leaping to become the foremost of the three great academies. Therefore, Mingquan Academy and Celu Academy were uncomfortable.

When uncomfortable, they had to regain face—this was also a necessary means of competing for excellent student sources. Tie Ci originally felt that as long as it was fair competition, having a contest to put some pressure on Yueli Academy would be good. Yueli Academy’s rise these past two years had undoubtedly benefited from her influence, so being squeezed by peers was a necessary process to experience. As the future ruler of the realm, she was no longer suitable to show any bias.

So she had refused Rong Pu.

Of course, whether there was a bit of fear that her demon consort would be jealous and cause trouble was something she wouldn’t say aloud.

Having changed her mind now, going to select talent would be good too.

She didn’t explicitly mention the route change, and that pretentious demon consort, seeing the carriage leave the main group, acted as if he hadn’t noticed, maintaining that languid appearance, not even looking at people directly but using the corners of his eyes.

That evening when staying at an inn, Tie Ci heard Dan Shuang mutter: “Pretentious!”

Mu Si, who had ridden up to join them, nodded: “Exactly!”

Tie Ci deeply agreed.

And felt worried about herself.

Even that arrogant Mu Si had been trained by Dan Shuang into a lapdog—why was her fox spirit still being so difficult?

…

Traveling toward Haiyou, they gradually saw many scholars on the road, some riding horses, some on donkeys, some walking.

Chi Xue went to inquire and learned that the three-academy competition was imminent, being a major literary event of recent years. Yueli Academy had opened its doors wide, welcoming literati and scholars from all directions. Scholars from neighboring provinces were bringing their own provisions to join the grand occasion.

There were also many martial women, riding spiritedly in the wind with high spirits, heading in the direction of the academy as well.

Now that the Crown Princess’s status was ever higher, women skilled in martial arts were also quite respected and sought after.

Tie Ci listened from inside the carriage to those scholars excitedly discussing.

“I heard Fang Huai’an from Celu is coming!”

“Those twin prodigies from Mingquan are coming too—I heard when they compose linked verses together, they can create a hundred couplets in the blink of an eye! No need for deliberation, the tones and rhythms form naturally!”

“None compare to the elegance of Yueli’s Rong Pu and Qi You!”

“Rong Pu is the dean!”

“So what if he’s the dean! Haven’t you seen these heroines—nine out of ten are going for the dean, and I’m going for these heroines!”

Before his words ended, a rider swept past, tumbling that last speaker head over heels. The rider on horseback dropped a clear, cold snort and a faint lingering fragrance.

The scholars had been about to laugh, but now all fell silent as cicadas. Scholars speaking without restraint wasn’t really a great fault, and these people inevitably harbored some romantic fantasies, but clearly these heroines looked down on their so-called refinement.

After that single rider passed, came a group of riders, galloping like wind. Horse hooves kicked up great clouds of dust, sprinkling these people until they were covered in gray dirt. Silver bell-like laughter came: “As if we’re like you lot, each one styling himself as refined, with only romantic affairs in your heads. We’re going for the Crown Princess!”

One scholar, indignant, mustered courage to shout: “Didn’t they say the Crown Princess is returning directly to the capital, not to the academy!”

“Who knows! Besides, we’re not necessarily going to see the Crown Princess herself. Since the academy rarely opens to everyone, can’t we stroll through Lovers’ Grove, tour Lingering Fragrance Lake, sleep in the hanging beds in the woods, and roast some geese and fish!”

The scholars: “…”

Such ambition!

The carriage curtain lifted as Murong Yi said: “We need to hurry. Mu Si, you drive!”

Dan Shuang protested: “What’s that supposed to mean? Am I driving slowly? Ask Mu Si if he’s faster than me?”

Mu Si: “Of course not!”

Murong Yi: “…”

Tie Ci laughed in shock: “Why the sudden rush? Don’t tell me you’re afraid with so many people around, someone might dig up money or love letters you hid at the academy?”

Murong Yi gave a cold laugh and said: “What would I fear? Can the academy still hide private money or love letters now? That white lotus flower would love to strip bare even the swan tail feathers in Wuyu Pool for people to see, all to attract customers and please the shopkeeper.”

Shopkeeper Tie: “…”

It had to be said, when Murong Yi became sarcastic and mean, he was very much like a demon consort too.

“The hanging bed we slept in back then can’t be left for others to discover and sleep in.” Murong Yi chattered on. “Let’s hurry along.”

Tie Ci sighed, very much wanting to tell him that hanging bed was hers. Originally thrown into the water by him, then fished out, fire-roasted, and stuffed back into stone crevices—who knew what condition it was in now? Who would want to sleep on that old broken thing?

Only he treasured it.

But her heart was soft, so she indeed had Dan Shuang drive faster. Toward evening, having passed a small city with no good lodging available, they finally found a modest inn and immediately took the only three upper rooms available.

She and Murong Yi each had one room, Dan Shuang and Chi Xue shared one, while Murong Yi’s guards, who always appeared and disappeared mysteriously, found their own lodging.

Throughout the journey, Murong Yi had pestered her to share a room, all firmly refused by Tie Ci. She lacked confidence in her self-control—if sparks flew, she feared causing casualties.

When others caused casualties, it was just an immediate wedding ceremony. When she caused casualties, it might turn heaven and earth upside down.

Tie Ci remembered that when she first left the capital for training, her master had given her a certain treasure that could prevent causing casualties. Since she felt she wouldn’t need it, she had left it at Ruixiang Hall, not knowing if Little Bug still kept it.

So someone’s fantasy of hitting a home run couldn’t possibly be realized until after returning to the capital at earliest.

After finishing dinner and barring the door, ignoring the wall-knocking from next door, Tie Ci was about to rest when she suddenly heard commotion downstairs—it seemed many people had arrived. She raised an eyebrow.

Before long, someone knocked on her door.

The innkeeper stood outside, wringing his hands, somewhat awkwardly saying: “I shouldn’t disturb the guests, but some nobles from the capital have arrived downstairs. They want to rent the entire inn and are willing to give all lodging guests double compensation. Rest assured, guest—there’s another inn just twenty li ahead…”

As he spoke, some lodging guests were already packing their bundles to leave, obviously thinking it profitable to walk an extra twenty li for double compensation.

Tie Ci looked down at the ground floor and indeed saw a group of young men and women wearing light yellow robes and dresses, with flowing water patterns embroidered on their garments. Led by several middle-aged scholars, they filled the square tables in the hall, talking and laughing cheerfully.

She counted their numbers and said: “There’s no need to rent the entire inn. The rooms that have been vacated should be sufficient.”

The innkeeper said awkwardly: “That would be fine otherwise, but someone among them is unwell and specifically requires an upper room…”

As he spoke, people downstairs had already heard the commotion and looked up. Without seeing clearly who was talking to the innkeeper, one impatiently said: “Friend upstairs, do us a favor. If you’re not satisfied with the money, we’ll add another multiple!”

Chapter 433: Sudden Changes
Tie Ci had originally been prepared to give up the room upon hearing about someone being unwell, but frowned at these words. Before she could speak, someone else downstairs said: “This brother, if you give up the upper room for Miss Li, the Li family of Linyang will owe you a favor.”

The Li family of Linyang? Tie Ci couldn’t immediately recall what this meant, but Chi Xue had already appeared beside her, saying softly: “Linyang is Elder Li’s ancestral home.”

Tie Ci suddenly understood. She saw a woman downstairs sitting surrounded by others like stars around the moon, supporting her forehead with her hand in a delicate, frail appearance—this must be the young lady from the Li family of Linyang.

Tie Ci recalled that Li Yuncheng seemed to have several brothers but no sisters. Among the Li family of Linyang in the capital, there was only Elder Li’s branch, with the rest remaining in their hometown. Although some held official positions, since she couldn’t remember them, they were probably not above fourth rank.

If so, she was merely the daughter of a minor local official, yet carried herself with such airs, truly believing herself to be a daughter of the Elder’s household.

However, seeing the other party did indeed look pale, and with only three upper rooms in this inn, she thought for a moment and smiled: “Since Miss Li is merely feeling unwell, we can vacate one room.” She was about to leave her room.

Chi Xue hurriedly stopped her: “Master, it should be us who gives way…”

Before she finished speaking, the door next to them suddenly opened. Murong Yi, who had just finished washing with his black hair hanging loose, poked his head out and said: “What are you talking about? If anyone’s giving way, naturally it should be your master.”

Chi Xue: “…”

Tie Ci: …Are you really shameless to this extent?

You just want to force me to share a room with you!

She left her room and nodded to Miss Li downstairs with a smile. Miss Li glanced at her, and seeing her appearance clearly, her tense expression softened somewhat. She slightly raised her chin as acknowledgment.

Tie Ci took no offense and was about to leave when Miss Li suddenly said: “There’s another room—why not give that to us as well?”

Tie Ci said: “My people need to stay there.”

Miss Li said: “They’re just servants. Which family’s servants stay in upper rooms? There are countless talented guests and nobles here—we can’t have them stay in second-class rooms. I’ll give you triple the money. Give up that other room too. The Li family of Linyang…”

Tie Ci calmly cut off her words: “Never heard of the Li family of Linyang. I only know Li Shen is from Linyang, but even if Li Shen came personally, he wouldn’t dare snatch my maid’s room.”

Complete silence fell below.

Murong Yi, who had been cheerfully waiting by the door since the talk of changing rooms began, was already impatient and reached out to pull her: “Hurry up and come in!”

Only then did the people below react, flying into a rage.

Miss Li stood up abruptly, shrilly saying: “How dare you disrespect the Elder!”

Someone else cursed: “In broad daylight, men and women sharing a room—shameless!”

Tie Ci was stunned, wondering how her world-class skill at disguising as a man had deteriorated to be seen through by such a group of fools.

It wasn’t until she saw Murong Yi’s face with his flowing hair and gorgeous beauty like three springs that she realized these idiots hadn’t seen through that she was a woman, nor that Murong Yi was a man.

They had gotten it exactly backwards.

Looking back, indeed those righteous gentlemen were looking at Murong Yi with expressions of “you are originally a beauty, but alas have fallen into the world of dust”—a mixture of amazement, heartbreak, and subtle disdain.

The women’s gazes were jealous. If looks could kill, Murong Yi’s face would probably already be crisscrossed with cuts.

Someone pointed at the two of them and said: “Innkeeper, how can you allow prostitutes into the inn to sell their services? We are ashamed to associate with such immoral people—quickly drive them out!”

Tie Ci sighed.

So this was the character of what was once the foremost academy, Mingquan.

She said: “Yes, it really is rather embarrassing.”

Before her words ended.

A tremendous crash.

A group of people suddenly appeared in the hall, silently throwing this group of young masters and misses along with their tables, chairs, and servants all out the door.

Tables, chairs, teapots, and stools clattered and crashed to the ground. The people didn’t cry out much—those who acted knew their limits, making loud noise but little harm. Even so, those sitting gray-faced in the dust were already stunned.

They looked up and through the demolished doorway saw that outstanding young man upstairs snap his fingers and say with a smile:

“Since we’re going to do shameless things, how can we let you watch? Tonight, don’t come in.”

Bang—Tie Ci closed the door.

Immediately behind her came faint fragrance and soft breathing, with that mellow, gorgeous voice tantalizingly close: “…Come then, let’s do shameless things.”

Tie Ci pushed back with her hand, pushing Murong Yi onto the bed. Murong Yi didn’t resist, sprawling across the couch, his eyes containing hooks that caught at her.

Tie Ci stepped forward and knelt between his legs. Murong Yi’s eyes brightened with wild joy. Next, Tie Ci shook out the bedding and covered his entire head and face.

Murong Yi’s voice sounded muffled and aggrieved under the blanket: “You said we should do…”

“Since you’re dissatisfied with me borrowing your room, I’d better go sleep next door.” Tie Ci made as if to leave.

Murong Yi quickly jumped up to stop her—at least with the person in front of him, sharing a bed, even if he couldn’t eat the meat, drinking some soup and getting some scraps would be good.

Young Master Murong felt his use of the word “scraps”… was quite inspired.

…

After one night, Tie Ci climbed up from the corner of the bed, aching all over. It wasn’t from doing anything romantic—purely because someone was restless in sleep, always trying to squeeze toward her, always wanting to roll her into his arms. She was afraid of heat and kept rolling toward the inside of the bed. After a night of internal and external entanglement, it was like fighting a hundred demons.

She had thought those people would continue making trouble, but unexpectedly the night passed peacefully. When Tie Ci opened the window, she saw it was empty below—they had actually left during the night.

Calculating the time, perhaps because the three-academy literary competition was pressing, and last night’s intervention had been so imposing that the other party couldn’t figure out their background and didn’t want to get entangled, so they left first.

Naturally, Tie Ci didn’t take these people and events to heart. Going downstairs for breakfast before continuing their journey, when she reached the ground floor, she saw the innkeeper timidly approaching, ingratiatingly asking what she wanted to eat, hastily calling the waiter to wipe tables and chairs, bringing various steaming foods, and finally sheepishly handing her a letter.

Opening the letter, Tie Ci’s eyes lit up—first praising the fine calligraphy.

Then she read the content.

The letter wasn’t long, apologizing for last night’s incident. The writer identified himself as a classmate of those people from last night, who hadn’t been present due to other matters. Upon returning and discovering the dispute, he had immediately persuaded his companions to leave and left this letter of apology. He also left specially made brick tea from Jiusui as compensation.

The calligraphy was dragon-hooked and phoenix-boned with flowing spirit, and rarely, the word choice and sentence construction showed both skill and style, yet without the ostentatious parallel prose that would make it pedantic. It even had a touch of intimacy and playfulness. To write a few brief sentences of apology to such effect—even having read through all the brilliant essays of the spring examinations, Tie Ci felt this showed extraordinary talent.

People with both talent and character always inspired goodwill.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on the signature, which was quite unique—resembling the emblem of Mingquan Academy. She had also recognized those people’s identities last night through the emblems on their sleeves, but looking closely, this was different. Examining it carefully, the flowing water pattern was actually a combination of the seal characters “Chu” and “Bai,” quite distinctive.

The twin brothers from Mingquan Academy who had gradually risen to fame these past two years—one seemed to be called Chu Xingbai, the other Bai Xingchu. One took the father’s surname, one the mother’s.

Outstanding talents of Great Qian would always be compiled in Tie Ci’s records, but whether they could truly be remembered by the Crown Princess depended on their individual fortune.

Tie Ci had been puzzled about how those people had simply let the matter drop—it turned out there was the influence of this talented twin pair.

She put away the letter, thinking of the private letter Rong Pu had sent her. In his letter, Rong Pu had told her that the open prize for this three-academy literary competition was that those who performed excellently would directly enter the Imperial Study to serve, becoming the emperor’s close attendants, drafting imperial edicts and participating in central government affairs.

This was equivalent to imperial recruitment—reaching heaven in one step. Historically this was treatment reserved for renowned scholars and veteran literati. For young people to move the world with their talent and be chosen to serve at the ruler’s side, entering the central government directly—their future prospects would be limitless.

Though called selecting close ministers for His Majesty, it was actually selecting future young backbone officials and direct subordinates for her, preparing for the next step of abolishing the Ceremonial Directorate’s authority to review memorials in vermillion.

The imperial examinations were the proper path for scholars to advance, but the interests involved were complex with tangled factions, making selection difficult. In comparison, academy students who hadn’t yet been exposed to the treacherous politics of the capital could still be more pure.

So she needed to see for herself.

Continuing their journey afterward, when entering Qingyang Mountain, Tie Ci and Murong Yi specifically took a detour to Lingquan Village.

Thinking they might see old friends, they found only empty houses.

Master Dongde’s family, Lady Sun, A’Hei, the fishing old man Ming… all the people they had known during those brief days of recuperation were gone.

Looking at the empty village, Tie Ci’s expression was somewhat heavy.

During her time in Lingquan Village, she felt she had developed some genuine bonds. Afterward, she had even considered recruitment, but since these reclusive masters clearly didn’t wish to involve themselves in worldly affairs, she let it be.

In her view, as long as such a powerful force wasn’t her enemy, there was no need to completely eliminate them.

Now it seemed there were some ominous premonitions.

Murong Yi’s face was dark as water. Looking at the small shed of Master Dongde’s house where they had both lived, he glanced at Mu Si.

Mu Si whispered in his ear: “We did keep people watching… but we received no messages, and our people stationed here have also disappeared…”

In other words, the secret agents he had left to monitor Lingquan Village had been eliminated.

Murong Yi differed from Tie Ci. Tie Ci was magnanimous and open-minded—when Lingquan Village showed a neutral attitude, she dared to let go. But Murong Yi had an ambitious nature. Such a place where strong people gathered—if it couldn’t be used for himself, then it must be completely eliminated. Only when there was still room for recruitment at Lingquan Village had he not attempted to act, merely having them watched.

These so-called secret agents couldn’t hide from the Lingquan Village people, nor were they intended to. Because this was actually a hint—if Lingquan Village had no intention of causing trouble, they would naturally turn a blind eye.

But now the secret agents had been silently eliminated, indicating things had changed.

Chapter 434: Food on the Plate
Murong Yi gestured to Mu Si to assign more people for investigation, then stepped forward himself, taking Tie Ci’s hand to cheerfully tour the village.

Recently the relationship between the two had been rather strange, hot and cold by turns, making their attendants uneasy. Seeing them harmonious now, thinking that returning to their old haunt had improved their moods, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

The two strolled through the village, both speaking of amusing and ridiculous gossip from the past, neither mentioning their inner suspicions.

As they walked, something seemed strange. Since this village had been uninhabited for some time, why were all the small courtyards clean and tidy, with implements left outside showing no dust? Looking through windows, the beds had neatly arranged bedding, and water jars were full, as if people had been living there all along.

Could it be these people would return?

Suddenly they heard chaotic footsteps accompanied by laughter and panting, as if a large group had entered the village.

Everyone turned to see a crowd of young men and women pouring in through the village entrance, all wearing identical deep blue robes embroidered with green grass and white deer—men’s emblems embroidered on the left shoulder, women’s on the right.

The group carried book cases, and some wore swords, clearly traveling scholars. There were also several middle-aged, dignified Confucian scholars, panting as they walked at the back of the crowd.

Only the person at the very front of the group dressed differently, wearing a moon-white hemp robe that was crisp and refreshing, with a distinctive three-fold collar. The hem seemed to use Yannan’s unique smoking and dyeing technique to dye a single golden carp leaping through clouds. The moon-white hemp was originally quite plain, but set off by this golden carp, it displayed just the right amount of nobility.

However, this simple yet noble uniform was worn quite carelessly by that person—sleeves rolled up, hem lifted and casually tucked into the waist, revealing long legs in natural white trousers and somewhat worn black boots.

Tie Ci looked and smiled, thinking that Yueli Academy’s new uniform that no longer distinguished ranks indeed looked much more pleasing. If Rong Pu couldn’t continue as dean, he could probably make a living as a clothing designer.

Though she had previously seen Yueli’s new academy uniform worn properly in illustrated books, she hadn’t expected the improper way of wearing it could also be quite dashing.

She turned to look at Murong Yi, imagining how he would look in academy uniform.

Murong Yi immediately knew what she was thinking and said seriously: “I don’t like these clothes—they look pretentious no matter how you look at them.”

Tie Ci thought: Is there anything Rong Pu makes that you do like?

“Then what do you like?” she asked casually, then immediately regretted asking.

Sure enough, that big rogue immediately squinted his eyes and answered: “I like not wearing clothes. I look best without clothes.”

Tie Ci: “Hehe.”

Across from them, that fellow wearing the Yueli academy uniform all askew held up a bright little flag, waving it while shouting to the old men behind who were panting from climbing the mountain: “Distinguished teachers and students of Celu Academy, and all visiting brothers, hurry and keep up! This is Lingquan Village, where the Crown Princess and Master Rong Wei were once pursued and injured by people from Ziyang Prefecture, and recovered here!”

Following his words, another group emerged from the mountain path behind, this time much larger in number but wearing mixed clothing, obviously scholars from elsewhere who had come along the way upon hearing news to participate in the literary competition and watch the excitement.

In the blink of an eye, the small village was packed with chickens flying and dogs jumping, heads crowding together like a market day.

Tie Ci: “…”

She looked up and only then noticed that at the entrance to Master Dongde’s small courtyard, there was actually a sign hanging that read “Crown Princess’s Recovery Place.”

Tie Ci breathed a sigh of relief.

At least it didn’t say “Crown Princess’s Former Residence.”

That guide from Yueli Academy led the crowd forward, suddenly pointing at someone’s feet: “Careful, you’re stepping on an important scenic spot!”

That person jumped in alarm, stepping over a pit in the ground. The guide pointed seriously at that unremarkable pit and said solemnly: “Everyone, this is the first scenic spot upon entering Lingquan Village, called ‘Hearts in Harmony.’ It was left when the Crown Princess and Master Rong Wei entered Lingquan Village together. At that time the Crown Princess was injured and couldn’t walk well, so Master Rong carried her on his back along with a baby rescued from the fire, climbing with great difficulty all the way. His steps were heavy, so he left this deep footprint here… Come, come, please line up to visit… You two please make way, thank you very much.”

Tie Ci quietly stepped aside: “…”

Even a cow’s hoofprint could be turned into such a touching and tragic story.

What a talent indeed.

Beside her, Murong Yi obviously didn’t mind being mistakenly attributed to a cow’s hoof—this “scenic legend” portrayed his deep devotion, which satisfied him greatly.

Clearly he had forgotten that on that day he had stridden ahead confidently while the half-blind Tie Ci stumbled behind him carrying a child.

“Everyone please look here—this small courtyard is where those two first lodged. These garlic bulbs hanging on the wall were personally peeled by them… Come, don’t miss this as you pass by—garlic peeled by the Crown Princess’s own hands, ten copper coins each!”

Tie Ci: …Wasn’t it clearly Murong Yi who stole people’s garlic and oil?

She suddenly missed roasted garlic a bit.

She watched with interest as the “tour guide” energetically promoted “Crown Princess hand-peeled garlic,” and discovered something even more amazing—there were actually shy young ladies taking out silver to buy them.

Just, quite astounding.

What kind of intelligence made them believe that garlic peeled by the Crown Princess’s hands could be preserved until today, and sold in batches with never-ending supply.

Even if she had squatted in Lingquan Village peeling garlic since birth, it wouldn’t be enough.

But it didn’t matter—there were always believers. Just like what her master had said about the eternal specialties of major scenic spots—pearls and crystals—and the aunties forever enthusiastic about contributing to the KPIs of major scenic spots. Like a cycle, never-ending.

The future Emperor was very worried about the current intellectual level of academy students and the future national fortune of Great Qian.

She watched as a tall person in the Celu Academy crowd who had been frowning stood far to one side. Seeing a group of young ladies actually paying for the garlic, he simply turned around, out of sight, out of mind.

At least someone was clearheaded.

Tie Ci felt slightly comforted.

The “tour guide” noticed her expression didn’t quite fit in among the “tourists.” His eyes swept up and down her clothing, seeing the luxury hidden beneath simplicity, and enthusiastically called to her: “This brother, look at this garlic—each bulb firm, plump, purple-skinned, large. You can tell at a glance it’s the kind of good garlic only the Crown Princess could peel… Want one?”

Before Tie Ci could speak, Murong Yi beside her had already tossed out a silver ingot: “We’ll take that whole string!”

“Brother is generous! This younger brother salutes you!” That fellow bowed with a smile, and someone brought over a string of garlic.

Tie Ci looked that fellow up and down. Strangely, though he was clearly engaged in this swindling and profiteering business, his temperament and bearing didn’t seem vulgar at all—still maintaining scholarly dignity, neither servile nor overbearing.

Murong Yi beside her chuckled softly: “I’ll roast garlic for you tonight.”

Seeing her eyes light up while staring at the garlic, he knew she was craving this treat.

The “tour guide” smiled and glanced at the two, not pushing his luck to sell anything more, but led the crowd away somewhat, obviously not wanting to disturb the atmosphere between these two.

The large group bustled toward the village center, in the direction of Master Dongde’s house.

“…This courtyard is where His Highness and Master Rong stayed. Well, that finest main room, naturally—His Highness would naturally lodge in the best quarters…”

Tie Ci strolled over, rolling her eyes skyward.

Bullshit.

I never had a chance to live in the main room back then.

That shed that a female student just passed by holding her nose—that was my “imperial lodging”!

“Come, come, visit the Crown Princess’s lodging place, but no rush—there’s a peach tree in this courtyard…”

Tie Ci had already seen the peach tree, but she remembered Master Dongde’s courtyard clearly had no peach tree.

Transplanted, perhaps?

The peach tree was hung with countless red ribbons, with pink sachets hanging from the ribbons. Some newer, some older, fluttering in the wind among the green branches and leaves—actually quite beautiful.

The guide unloaded the bundle from his back and brought out a large pile of ribbons and sachets identical to those on the tree: “Come, brothers and sisters, we’ve reached Lingquan Village’s most important blessing site. Originally, the Crown Princess and Master Rong pledged their hearts under this peach tree in this courtyard, making wishes under the moon, achieving their current legendary romance. This hundred-year-old peach tree has spiritual power, and the Crown Princess has great fortune. Making wishes under this tree will naturally receive the Crown Princess’s protection, with powers to bring luck, increase blessings, benefits, and beautiful marriages…”

The crowd surged forward.

“Give me one!”

“Give me three!”

The guide’s handsome face smiled with curved eyes: “Don’t rush, don’t rush, there’s enough for everyone. Hey, don’t ask about money—how can we talk about money for such things? Whatever you wish, whatever you wish! Sincerity brings efficacy—the more sincere, the more effective!”

Ribbons and sachets waved in mid-air along with copper coins and silver. The Yueli Academy guide was submerged in an ocean of enthusiasm.

That fellow still didn’t forget to crane his neck amid the bustle and call to Tie Ci and Murong Yi: “You two want to make a wish too?”

Tie Ci was astonished.

Wait, so open-minded?

She and Murong Yi looked like two men.

Male romance wasn’t particularly prevalent in this dynasty. Two men traveling together wouldn’t make people think much—this was the first outsider to openly pair them together.

A group of female students also looked over in astonishment. They had already noticed these two’s outstanding bearing and appearance, inevitably stealing extra glances and harboring sweet dreams. How was it that good men nowadays were all trending toward internal solutions?

Murong Yi glanced at the overburdened peach tree: “Making wishes on your tree, I’m afraid even existing love would break apart.”

This annoying comment immediately drew angry glares from countless people.

That tall fellow from Celu Academy finally couldn’t bear it anymore and shouted: “Qi You, do you want Yueli Academy to have any face left!”

Tie Ci made an “oh” sound.

Yueli Academy’s newest prominent figure, Qi You, who entered after her.

She had heard Rong Pu mention him, saying this person was quite unconventional. Among students seeking education at the academy these past two years, a large portion came admiring her reputation as Crown Princess—some purely admired her achievements, some wanted the reputation of being at the same academy as the Crown Princess. But Qi You was different from all the others. Though he also claimed to come because of the Crown Princess, he had quite different views on many of her deeds.

For example, he said the Crown Princess’s actions were quite contradictory—both mature and indulgent, both respectful and unrestrained. Sometimes she considered the big picture and protected the academy and teachers’ reputations, but sometimes she acted unconventionally and broke rules. Like in the case of Grand Tutor He’s wife being framed, her handling was too roundabout and gentle, showing the image of a thoughtful heir apparent, yet she also did irregular things like stewing swans and roasting golden carp. He preferred the latter type.

From this tone, you could tell he wasn’t easy to handle. He should get along well with Murong Yi.

Indeed, meeting him exceeded his reputation.

Over there, Qi You waved dismissively: “Brother Huai’an, don’t be angry. I saved the best ribbon for you! If you’re afraid of hurting the young ladies’ feelings, you can come tie it secretly at night—I’ll keep watch for you!”

As soon as he finished speaking, more than half of those Celu Academy female students immediately turned to look at that Brother Huai’an with complex, resentful gazes.

Fang Huai’an clearly couldn’t withstand this onslaught and angrily said to Qi You, who had deflected the fire with one sentence: “Glib tongue, petty behavior—aren’t you afraid of disgracing the academy and the Crown Princess!”

Qi You laughed: “What reputation does the academy have, how noble is the Crown Princess—they have their own natural elegance. How could a mere Qi You tarnish it? Besides, face is a trivial matter. If you have the ability, let’s settle it at the literary competition!” While helping a young woman hang up a blessing ribbon: “May your wishes come true! May your wishes come true!”

A female student said with a smile: “I think Yueli’s Qi You acts with panache and has half the Crown Princess’s elegance!”

Qi You was delighted and bowed deeply: “This is high praise indeed, thank you, thank you!”

That tall Brother Huai’an was so angry he flicked his sleeves and walked away, shouting: “If that’s the case, we’ll see each other at the literary competition!”

Qi You was already submerged in the ocean of people competing for blessing ribbons, only randomly sticking out his hand to wave.

Tie Ci watched from afar and smiled: “Though it’s a bit biased to say so, I have to admit Yueli is still most to my liking.”

That one from Celu should be Fang Huai’an, Celu’s famous talent. Though upright in character, he was obviously somewhat pedantic.

But then again, the court had all types—every kind of person was needed.

Some were smooth in all directions, some dared to face difficulties, some firmly upheld principles, some sacrificed minor virtues without betraying great righteousness.

Tie Ci looked kindly at these vibrant young men and women.

All good children.

All food on her plate.

Chapter 435: To Hell With It All
It’s just that hanging cloth strips on a nearly dying peach tree looked rather foolish.

In front of the peach tree, a young lady was desperately standing on tiptoe, trying to tie her wish strip up, but the lowest branches were already full while the higher ones were out of reach, making her face flush red with frustration.

Other young ladies who couldn’t reach also laughingly asked their senior brothers for help, but this particular girl looked on shyly without daring to speak up.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on the girl’s clothing. Though she wore Celu Academy’s uniform, the shoes were her own—she wasn’t wearing the soft-soled boots suitable for long walks, but only a pair of hand-stitched thousand-layer sole blue cloth shoes, covered in dust, the blue fabric washed until it was nearly white.

Ever since Yueli Academy produced the Crown Princess, other academies in Great Qian had also begun accepting female students, even making exceptions to allow daughters from poor families to enroll. The girl before her was likely one of these.

But studying was originally a path only those from well-off families could attempt. Children from poor families, especially girls, entering academies to study would inevitably face constraints whether in interpersonal relationships, resources, or personal temperament.

Tie Ci watched for a while, then stood up, took the cloth strip from the girl’s hand, and helped her hang it up.

The girl’s face turned bright red as she lowered her head, not daring to look at her.

Tie Ci said gently: “If you can’t reach and feel embarrassed to trouble your senior brothers, you can ask the person selling wish strips to help. If you’re still too embarrassed to trouble others, then climb the tree.”

The girl stared at her speechlessly.

“Academy rules don’t forbid tree climbing. Don’t worry about what others think of you—accomplishing what you want to do is most important.” Tie Ci smiled and walked away.

Everyone had their own choices and fate. She was just passing by and lending a hand—she wouldn’t interfere too much.

The Crown Princess surveyed this batch of students and scholars with the gaze of someone looking at fresh, tender cabbage in her own vegetable garden. Meanwhile, Murong Yi had already diligently roasted the garlic, letting Tie Ci relive this delightful treat.

The two sat on a large rock eating roasted garlic, listening to Qi You calculate the remaining journey for everyone. He suggested that those with poor stamina could stay overnight here, and announced lodging prices—Master Dongde’s courtyard was the most expensive, while A’Hei’s house, farthest from Master Dongde’s, was cheapest.

However, the main room in Master Dongde’s courtyard was sealed off and entry forbidden, so everyone competed for the side rooms and ear rooms, cramming seven or eight people into each side room.

Ironically, no one wanted the little shed where Tie Ci and Murong Yi had actually stayed, so they moved back in.

They were staying another night to confirm whether the Lingquan Village people had truly all left, whether they might have simply moved to live nearby, and whether any traces remained.

But seeing the current noisy tourist attraction situation, even if the Lingquan Village people were still around, they couldn’t possibly return.

That evening the two made a floor bed, watching the students in the courtyard—some wandering about, some composing poetry in the wind, trying to find some romantic inspiration for writing love poems in the “Crown Princess’s former residence,” while others argued about what capacity Tie Ci and that Master Rong had entered Lingquan Village.

Originally, “The Benevolent Heart Chronicle” had erased Murong Yi’s existence, but the restless Murong Yi had used the pirated volumes seven, eight, and nine to colorfully highlight his own presence. Now most people knew of Master Rong’s existence during the Crown Princess’s academy journey. Combined with the Yannan trip, where Tie Ci had publicly revealed her relationship with this Master Rong without much concealment of Murong Yi’s true identity, as news gradually spread from Yannan, a considerable portion of people already knew that the Master Rong beside the Crown Princess was the Liaodong heir.

“I heard they entered Lingquan Village as husband and wife, living together day and night.”

“If that’s the case, the Crown Princess’s happy event must be near? I heard she’s already returning from Yannan. After reaching the capital this time, she’ll surely announce to the world that the imperial family has joyous news.”

“You think this is good news?”

“How is it not?” Someone else joined the conversation. “Talented man, beautiful woman, equal status, supporting each other throughout their journey—truly deep and meaningful love.”

“Have you forgotten that person’s identity?”

Silence fell beneath the peach tree.

After a long moment, someone said: “This identity matter shouldn’t be a problem, right? The Liaodong heir inherits the princedom, Liaodong submits to Great Qian like Yannan—isn’t that perfect for everyone?”

“What are you thinking? If even you can see this outcome, doesn’t the Prince of Liaodong know? Have you asked if he agrees? His Murong family has occupied Liaodong for generations—Liaodong has become a nation unto itself. Would you give all your family assets to a son destined to squander them?”

“Then… the Liaodong heir simply won’t be heir anymore. The Crown Princess won’t treat him poorly.”

“The Prince of Liaodong has no other sons—this heir killed them all!”

“…”

After a long pause, someone said quietly: “…With no choice, yet unable to let the family assets be ruined by a wastrel son, if I were the Prince of Liaodong, what would I do?”

“I don’t know what he’ll do, but he definitely won’t do nothing.” Someone snorted coldly. “Looking at it this way, do you still think this is good news?”

Another person said: “I have another thought. Brother Ming just mentioned that this Liaodong heir killed all his brothers to gain the heir position—clearly he’s a ruthless, unscrupulous ambitious hero. Would such an ambitious hero truly give up his princedom and territory for love, abandon supreme honor, and willingly become a woman’s appendage and harem member?”

Someone else said softly: “How do we know this deep love isn’t false—just a means for this ruthless, unscrupulous Liaodong heir to seduce the Crown Princess and thereby seize high position or even Great Qian itself? After all, at eighteen with awakening emotions, a young girl’s heart is all poetry.”

Another silence.

Obviously this speculation wasn’t a fresh theory—no one present refuted it, but not everyone dared voice it.

After a while, someone sighed: “But let’s hope His Highness remains clearheaded and can distinguish truth from falsehood…”

Someone immediately countered: “When women are trapped in love, where is reason and clarity? My family has a distant relative whose daughter was known since childhood for being learned, proper, and well-regarded. One year during spring outings, she met some penniless fellow who bewitched her with sweet words until she was completely infatuated. From then on she seemed like a different person—crying and making scenes daily, seeking death, with family members taking turns trying to persuade her to no avail. Finally she eloped with him. I heard recently she’s living quite poorly…”

“Why compare the Crown Princess to ordinary women? What kind of person is His Highness!”

“His Highness is still a woman in the end!”

“I say you’re all worrying needlessly. That Liaodong heir and the Crown Princess have traveled together through wind, rain, life and death—how can that compare to ordinary romance? Looking at those volumes seven, eight, and nine of ‘The Benevolent Heart Chronicle,’ has he ever harmed His Highness? Has he ever made any improper demands of His Highness? If he truly wanted to harm His Highness, why wait until today!”

“You believe that heap of fabricated legendary fiction, and it’s not even officially published!”

“Perhaps his schemes are so grand that he’s proceeding step by step!”

…

More and more people gathered, chattering and arguing.

Tie Ci looked at Murong Yi, guarding against him losing his temper and suddenly lashing out.

Under the moonlight, Murong Yi turned his head, showing only half his refined jawline and skin more lustrous than moonlight. A faint smile could be discerned at the corner of his lips—mysterious as a udumbara flower yet distant as fine snow.

He said: “Why are you looking at me? Am I a murderous maniac in your heart?”

Tie Ci heard the barb in these words and just smiled, squeezing his hand. “Which of us isn’t a murderous maniac?”

Murong Yi laughed and squeezed her hand back. “Iron Murderous Maniac, these people are slandering me behind my back. Why doesn’t this ignorant girl infatuated with me go beat the shit out of these bastards’ mouths?”

To his surprise, Tie Ci straightforwardly said: “Fine.” And actually rolled up her sleeves, preparing to go over.

Murong Yi watched with amusement as she was about to step into the lamplight over there, then pulled her back with one motion. Tie Ci spun and crashed into his embrace. The two kissed in the dark shadows of the small courtyard’s grass shed, with people coming and going around them, lights crisscrossing, voices mixing—only their corner remained silent, dark, passionate, and subtly fragrant.

There was an atmosphere of shared understanding and tenderness, as if the whole world didn’t understand but only the two of them knew each other’s hearts.

After a long while, Murong Yi finally caught his breath and leaned against Tie Ci’s shoulder, his black hair spilling over her shoulder. Tie Ci breathed rapidly several times, her cheeks slightly flushed as she praised his lung capacity.

Murong Yi leaned by her ear and said quietly: “It shouldn’t be like this.”

Tie Ci knew he wasn’t questioning her assessment of his lung capacity and kissing skills. Having traveled together this long, they needed no excessive explanation to know what the other meant. This was also her inner worry.

Since she had publicly revealed her relationship with Murong Yi in Yannan, she had actually considered that paper couldn’t wrap fire. Continuing to conceal this matter would definitely be used by those with ulterior motives to make trouble. Taking advantage of the Yannan trip and the popularity of the pirated “Benevolent Heart Chronicle” throughout the land, with public opinion and popular foundation nearly established, she had taken the opportunity to legitimize their relationship, cutting off possibilities for certain people to cause trouble while establishing their public image.

To act meant acting comprehensively. So before this, besides the pirated books, Tie Ci had also asked her senior brother for help, using Gui Qizhai’s branches throughout the country to promote this matter positively. She had also written to Little Bug in the capital, having him contact the capital’s pleasure quarters. Murong Yi’s side had spared no effort either, with his shops and businesses throughout the country working hard.

Under normal circumstances, in ancient times when information flowed slowly, having the opinion-shaping power of books, pleasure quarters, and commercial shops was already most effective. The two had thought that by the time they returned from Yannan, the people and court should have largely accepted this matter.

But now the direction was clearly somewhat wrong.

She reached back to grasp Murong Yi’s hand hanging over her shoulder, fingers intertwining. “Afraid?”

“What do you think?” Murong Yi chuckled softly by her ear, palm pressed tight against her palm.

“Ultimately, this is really just a matter between you and me. It would be best if the people and court could accept it, and I’ve indeed been working toward that end. But if they truly cannot accept it,” Tie Ci said slowly, “to hell with it all.”

Murong Yi laughed aloud by her ear, his gorgeous voice pleasant as music, but said nothing, only kissing her earlobe.

His Tie Ci—perhaps there were places where their personalities clashed, perhaps there were things she couldn’t agree with him on, but she never tried to change or train him. She would worry about and even retreat from the sharp swords and harsh criticism they might face, but once she decided to confront them, she would go forward even against ten thousand.

What could he do? Just accompany her.

As long as she trusted him, what did the world’s distrust matter?

He didn’t even have interest in explaining.

The two climbed over the wall out of Master Dongde’s courtyard, following the small path behind the wall up the mountain. When Lingquan Village was attacked at night, they had also taken this path. At that time, to avoid assassins, Tie Ci had been pushed into a cave by Murong Yi while he chose to hide in the water pretending to be a lotus flower.

It was a small mountain pond with vines concealing a small cave nearby. When Tie Ci walked over, she felt something trip her foot. Worried about tripping Murong Yi, she kicked it aside.

Naturally there were no lotus leaves in the pond water now. Tie Ci stood on the mountaintop looking at the bustling crowds below, quite moved. Suddenly she heard Murong Yi say: “Come look at this.”

Tie Ci turned back to see the small cave where she had hidden. The vines showed signs of having been moved, and when Murong Yi pulled them aside, some seemingly chaotic lines appeared on the stone wall.

The lines were quite disorganized. After looking for a long time without understanding, Tie Ci said: “What is this? A bunch of dots and specks—sesame seeds on a flatbread?”

Murong Yi scoffed: “Didn’t the roasted garlic fill you up? Why does everything you see look like food?”

Tie Ci protested: “Then what do you say it looks like? This big patch of dots and specks, with a flat, round shape beside it.”

“You know it’s beside it—have you ever seen a flatbread with all the sesame seeds picked out and placed beside it? This flat, round thing looks more like… a footprint?”

“A dinosaur footprint? So huge and fat?”

“What’s a dinosaur? A terrifying dragon? Then that would be you.”

“Thank you for your high evaluation. Speaking of which, I suddenly think this pattern looks a bit like a bear paw.”

“It’s over—the child is truly starved. “

“Don’t you think it looks like one?”

“It does, very much so. Unfortunately there are no bears in these mountains, or I’d hunt one and roast it for you, saving you from this obsession.”

“I remember your region produces these things—one of Liaodong’s three treasures…”

Tie Ci suddenly stopped speaking and turned back with Murong Yi.

They saw a large dark mass of people coming up the mountain path, led again by that “senior tour guide” Qi You, climbing while pointing this way: “Alright, we’ve reached Wishing Pond. Originally, the Crown Princess and Master Rong fled here at night and hid in the pond. Afterward, countless paired lotus flowers bloomed in the pond, showing their fated connection moved heaven itself. So for lovers, making wishes here at midnight is most effective. Come, come line up… Wait, which bastard removed the sign I nailed here?!”

Tie Ci: “…”

Looking down, she saw half a sign lying by the roadside. She seemed to have been tripped earlier and kicked this “scenic spot sign” in half?

At this moment, everyone looked up and saw Tie Ci and Murong Yi, as well as that broken sign.

“It’s them!”

“Coming at midnight to destroy the Crown Princess and Master Rong’s love pledge site!”

“I noticed their strange expressions earlier, sneaky and suspicious!”

“Right, right! When Brother Qi asked them to make wishes earlier, they even cursed!”

“Definitely jealous of the Crown Princess, harboring ill intentions! Drive them out!”

“Yes, drive them out!”

Crackling sounds—curses and stones fell like rain.

The Crown Princess and Murong Yi, at their own legendary scenic spot, were beaten into fleeing in panic.

…

Chapter 436: Driven Mad with Rage
The following afternoon, having fled Lingquan Village overnight, Tie Ci and Murong Yi appeared at the mountain gate of Yueli Academy with enormous dark circles under their eyes.

The academy had undergone renovations and had now expanded hundreds of mu further into the back mountain. The mountain gate had also been expanded to appear more magnificent and imposing. Stone tablets were erected beside the original memorial archway, engraved with a list of local gentry who had donated funds and effort for the academy’s reconstruction. At the top of the list was carved the Emperor’s personal calligraphy reading “Charitable and Benevolent.” The archway itself was inscribed with “Teacher for Ten Thousand Generations.”

At this moment, the mountain gate stood wide open with an endless stream of people coming and going. Students from Yueli Academy had arranged long tables in a line at the entrance, specifically to receive guests from all directions. These selected students, both male and female, all spoke clearly, conversed eloquently, carried themselves with dignity, were familiar with all kinds of affairs, and methodically verified guests’ identities, registered names, arranged lodging, and provided guided tours… Despite the crowds before the mountain gate, everything remained orderly.

Tie Ci was in no hurry to enter. She and Murong Yi stood at a distance to one side, watching the arrangements before the mountain gate. She saw Qi You lower his robe hem and sleeves before the gate, leading everyone in a respectful bow toward the “Teacher for Ten Thousand Generations” archway.

She saw a pair of identical twins with innocent and adorable faces, basking in the motherly gazes of the female knights and female students around them, walking inside while chatting and laughing merrily.

She saw Fang Huai’an standing before the “Teacher for Ten Thousand Generations” archway, gazing at those four characters for a long time with furrowed brows, though whether he was dissatisfied with this unprecedented high praise for Yueli Academy or regretful that Celu Academy hadn’t received these four characters was unclear.

Tie Ci also saw that proud young lady from a branch of the Li family, whose large retinue of attendants had been courteously but firmly stopped at the gate by Yueli Academy students. The academy had regulations that servants were absolutely not permitted to enter, and everyone’s safety would be the responsibility of Yueli Academy once they entered.

Every academy had specialized guard units, and here at Yueli, they were elite troops jointly recruited and trained by the Rong family and the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards Command.

Tie Ci also saw that girl wearing simple blue cloth shoes, looking up at Yueli Academy’s plaque with eyes shining bright as stars, clearly having longed for Yueli Academy for quite some time.

Jian Xi stood beneath Yueli Academy’s tall white marble archway, happily saying to the senior sister beside her: “Finally getting to see Yueli Academy! I once almost…”

She stopped herself in time, thinking how dangerous that was. In front of a senior sister from Celu Academy, saying she had almost entered Yueli Academy but later missed the opportunity because she went to the capital to seek relatives – wouldn’t that displease her senior sister?

However, her senior sister wasn’t paying attention to what she was saying anyway, as her eyes were busy looking at the talented young men from various places.

So Jian Xi said nothing more, hugging her small bundle and happily surveying Yueli Academy – looking at the tall mountain gate, the long stairway paved with white stone, the plaza at the top of the stairs that could accommodate a thousand people dancing, the pavilions and towers scattered harmoniously among the verdant mountains… All these places had once been trod upon by the Crown Princess, where mountains had paused their steps and rivers had reflected her image – all traces of that person’s graceful bearing.

She was Jian Xi’s lifelong idol, her unknown salvation.

Born into a minor official’s family, a woman’s predetermined fate was to remain secluded in her chambers as a child and marry young.

Yet she had loved reading since childhood.

Fortunately, being the only daughter in the family, her father was also enlightened and arranged for her to attend a wealthy relative’s women’s clan school.

As she grew older, the women’s clan school disbanded. At that time, she heard that Yueli Academy was accepting female students and begged her father to let her attend, but the family couldn’t afford the academy’s tuition fees.

Just then, someone came to propose marriage, and both parents were moved by the offer.

Just as fate seemed to be sliding along its predetermined track, Yueli Academy underwent dramatic changes. The Crown Princess later returned to court, triggering a series of political upheavals. Her father’s superior was transferred to the capital and, appreciating her father’s abilities, sent a letter inviting him to serve as his assistant in the imperial capital.

This allowed her to escape the marriage proposal and move to the imperial capital. It took half a year to settle in, and by the time her parents wanted to arrange another marriage for her, Yueli Academy had reopened. The Crown Princess’s deeds at the academy spread far and wide, Yueli’s reputation soared, and other academies, feeling the pressure, began accepting female students as well. Since female students were difficult to recruit, they also lowered tuition requirements for female students.

She seized the opportunity to desperately plead with her father, using the argument that when the Crown Princess entered court in the future, women’s status would advance further and more female officials might be needed, requesting that her father give both her and the family a chance. Only then did she obtain the opportunity to study at Celu Academy.

This nearly exhausted the family’s resources, so she studied day and night with excellent academic performance.

However, being a woman after all, at Celu Academy which had only just begun accepting female students, she ultimately remained in a disadvantaged position. Though her academic excellence was no less than Senior Brother Fang’s, it was always Senior Brother Fang’s reputation that spread outside.

But Jian Xi didn’t want to pay too much attention to these matters. She had a small dream in her heart, unrelated to fame or status.

She simply wanted to see Yueli Academy with her own eyes, walk the paths the Crown Princess had walked, touch the flowers, grass, trees and stones the Crown Princess had once touched, and silently say thank you to that noble and miraculous woman.

Thank her for changing her own fate, for changing many people’s fates.

Her experience studying at Celu Academy taught her that even if women studied, they might not necessarily have the same opportunities as men. But thanks to the Crown Princess, she had the opportunity to study, learned more skills, and saw a broader world. Even if she had no chance to distinguish herself, she could still, as that young man she met in Lingquan Village had said, go out and be herself.

However… Jian Xi sighed. She still very much wanted to stand in the imperial court alongside those officials, working tirelessly for the Female Emperor’s realm and bringing benefit to the people.

It was just that reality told her this was merely a dream. She couldn’t even participate in a Three Academies Competition without being ordered to restrain her abilities to ensure Senior Brother Fang’s victory, or else she wouldn’t be allowed to continue her academy studies. How could she talk about becoming a general or minister, or serving as an official?

“…Junior Sister Jian, this is Liang Hall where the Crown Princess once studied.” The gentle voice of a Yueli Academy senior sister sounded beside her ear. Jian Xi peered through gaps in the crowd and saw a desk at the very back of the room, rather conspicuously placed in the center and appearing higher than the other desks.

Someone nearby was explaining the origin of this desk – how the Crown Princess had been given a show of force on her first day of classes with the raised desk, how she had kicked it level with one foot, and how she had forced Qi Yuansi to nearly eat excrement with a wager involving three excellent grades.

These were all stories from “The Chronicle of Loving Hearts.” The narrator spoke with flying spittle while listeners were filled with excitement. Jian Xi could practically recite this book by heart. Her attention fell on the wall by the entrance to Liang Hall, where there seemed to be traces of someone having painted, but it had been hastily covered over, leaving only faint deep and shallow marks visible.

Since it wasn’t a real painting, it could only be seen from certain angles. Among the countless people who passed by Liang Hall daily, very few would notice it, and even those who did would only catch a fleeting glimpse, with few stopping to examine it closely.

Only Jian Xi, curious about what had once been painted here, reached out to touch it.

Suddenly someone beside her said: “A red sun, desert, grassland, fine horses, and soldiers defending home and country were once painted here.”

Jian Xi turned around and saw the young man who had helped her hang colored streamers yesterday. She smiled bashfully.

When the two of them lingered here, they naturally attracted much attention. People immediately approached, including Fang Huai’an and the twins. Tie Ci casually sketched out a few strokes of the painting Dan Ye had once created. Fang Huai’an nodded and said: “Quite majestic and powerful.”

As soon as he spoke, Jian Xi retreated behind the crowd. Tie Ci glanced at her.

The twins exchanged a look and smiled: “The painter must truly love his land and people.”

Thinking of Dan Ye, Tie Ci nodded and smiled.

Nearby, Murong Yi suddenly said coolly: “But don’t you all think something is missing from this painting?”

At these words, everyone examined the painting carefully. Someone tentatively suggested: “Missing a general?”

“Missing civil officials proclaiming righteous principles.”

“This depicts war – it’s missing the victory celebration.”

Everyone chattered away while Tie Ci just listened with a smile, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.

Until a voice said somewhat timidly: “I think… it’s missing women.”

Tie Ci turned around and saw Jian Xi summon her courage to step forward, but when everyone looked her way, she instinctively stepped back.

Someone dismissively said: “Battles on the battlefield – what need is there for women?”

Immediately a female knight shouted from afar: “Fool! Have you not heard of General Di!”

All the males immediately fell silent.

The twins clapped their hands in unison: “Have you gentlemen not heard of the Crown Princess’s civil and martial accomplishments?”

Now no one dared say anything more.

In the distance, Rong Pu approached with several teachers. He had originally gone to the mountain gate to welcome Tie Ci, but after waiting a long time and only seeing Dan Shuang and others, hearing that Tie Ci had already entered, he hurriedly followed. Now seeing the person in the crowd, Rong Pu stopped first.

The teachers following behind him were mostly newly recruited great scholars who didn’t recognize Tie Ci. Seeing the dean stop, they also stopped.

Rong Pu opened his small floral umbrella and looked across the crowd at Tie Ci, whom he hadn’t seen for over half a year.

The trip to Yannan had tanned her.

But her eyes were brighter and her temperament more composed.

There was irrepressible laughter in his eyes. The Crown Princess truly had this ability to make people instinctively listen and follow.

Reuniting with one’s beloved was a beautiful thing, provided the beloved didn’t have a certain pretty boy beside her.

Rong Pu’s gaze lightly swept across Murong Yi’s face. In the crowd, Murong Yi keenly sensed this, turned to see Rong Pu, curled his lips in a smile, and placed his hand on Tie Ci’s shoulder.

At this moment, Tie Ci was adding female figures to Dan Ye’s original painting. Seeing this fellow making trouble, she casually swatted his hand away.

Murong Yi smiled even more happily, not even glancing at Rong Pu.

Rong Pu smiled slightly.

Beside him followed the dean’s secretary, essentially his clerk, who saw the dean smiling brilliantly and asked a nearby guard: “Uncle, why is the dean suddenly smiling so joyfully?”

The guard who followed Rong Pu was one who had originally stayed at the academy with him. Hearing this, he sighed and said: “Because he’s driven mad with rage.”

The secretary: “…”

Really?

Chapter 437: Daughters Should Be Self-Reliant
Tie Ci was unaware of the little drama outside the crowd, as Murong Yi shifted his position to completely block any possibility of her seeing Rong Pu.

She added women to the painting – women delivering meals, women praying, women helping remove armor, women preparing food…

People around praised her: “This is excellent.”

“The painting’s scene and meaning are now more complete.”

“All virtuous women…”

Still that timid voice spoke up: “…I think it’s not good…”

Everyone turned their heads in unison and saw Jian Xi again, forever timid yet always having something to say.

“…The women in this painting are all appendages.” She closed her eyes, not looking at the various gazes around her, thus finding courage to say: “I don’t like it…”

Mocking laughter swept through the crowd like wind.

A sharp female voice said: “Seeking attention!”

Tie Ci turned around and saw it was indeed that proud young lady from a distant branch of the Li family.

But some people weren’t laughing. The twins looked thoughtful, Fang Huai’an frowned, and Qi You smiled ambiguously.

Jian Xi pointed at the painting: “Why can’t there be female soldiers and generals? Why can’t the victorious returnees include women? Why must women only wash and starch clothes, tend to the kitchen?”

A moment of silence, then someone said: “Women are naturally weak and should be protected by men. Why must they force themselves to stand out…”

“I don’t know what ‘forcing oneself to stand out’ means.” Jian Xi said. “I only know that when the Crown Princess entered the academy as a commoner, she was initially subjected to much oppression. It was she who used excellent academic performance and powerful fists to subdue the academy bullies, eliminated countless improper hierarchical systems within the academy, uprooted the Xiao family and powerful forces that controlled the academy’s power, restored the reputation of Grand Tutor He and his wife who had been wrongfully accused for years, and finally gave us a clear and fresh academy. I don’t know where she was weak or where she needed protection?”

“How can the Crown Princess be compared to ordinary women…”

“What about the Xiongnu woman Hezhuo and the Yannan female heir who charged ahead during the archery competition attack and academy assault? What about General Di who fought alongside the Crown Princess in Yong Ping, responding to each other and never regretting despite being framed and betrayed by fellow soldiers? And those female students who contributed during the academy reconstruction, the women of the imperial capital who risked danger to receive her when the Crown Princess was blocked outside the city gates, the farming women who protected General Di in their village for a month regardless of life and death during her exile… Are they ordinary or extraordinary?”

Complete silence from the crowd.

The timid woman stood in the center of the crowd, somehow having forgotten to retreat and hide, her pale small face flushed with a light red.

After a long moment, someone applauded – it was the twins.

The two smiled very sincerely, their eyes crescent-shaped.

Tie Ci smiled slightly and walked away.

If this had been a test, the outcome was already decided.

Her mood was somewhat low, involuntarily thinking of certain things and certain people, thinking how time was like a knife that had carved the wrong appearance on someone.

The crowd gradually dispersed. Jian Xi emerged with slight excitement and followed the flow of people toward the dining hall.

The food delivery business was still operating. The dining hall now had a dedicated window for takeout orders to avoid occupying students’ seats during peak dining hours. Some students wearing yellow vests carried uniformly made bamboo boxes containing bamboo food containers for takeout orders, delivering food to the needed dormitories in the shortest time possible.

The academy still had Alpha, Beta, and Gamma halls, with class divisions based on academic performance, but dining had become equal for all.

After touring Yueli’s unique food delivery service and ordering a wild game dinner from a mountain villager delivery worker, Jian Xi followed the crowd to see the library, shot arrows at the training ground, and visited the famous but now empty Room E.

Of the last residents of Room E, besides the Crown Princess herself, Rong Pu had become the youngest dean in history; Qi Yuansi was currently at the border between Xiongnu and Yong Ping, leading a group in water irrigation, land cultivation, and mineral extraction as an honored guest of Xiongnu King Dan Ye; Yang Yixiu had been appointed as a county magistrate; Tian Wu thrived in the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards, selecting a group of skilled riders and archers from the Nine Sui men to join the Nine Guards. Current Commander Xia Houchun was very fond of him and had more than once said he wanted to go to Yong Ping as a live-in son-in-law and hand over the Nine Guards to Fat Tiger.

Not to mention Tie Ci and Murong Yi.

Room E had become legendary.

Everyone wanted to see the legend with their own eyes, use the desk the dean had used, touch the bow Qi Yuansi had used, sit on the Crown Princess’s bed, and quietly share with companions those unspeakable stories between the dean, the Crown Princess, and Murong Yi.

It was said that academy students now specifically applied to live in Room E.

By the time Jian Xi squeezed out of the crowd, she had nearly lost one shoe.

Yueli’s current popularity was fundamentally due to the Crown Princess’s achievements. The more legendary deeds the Crown Princess had, the brighter the academy’s glory shone. Once ranked last among the three great academies, now Celu and Mingquan were extremely sour about it.

Finally, Jian Xi went to the most lively Wuyu Pool and Liuxiang Lake.

In front of Wuyu Pool stood a sign reading “Liumo’s Sacrifice Site.” Countless students crowded together, competing and laughing as they fed the fish, with hardly any place to stand.

The swan population at Liuxiang Lake had grown even larger, each one so fat they could barely walk. By the lakeside was Liumo’s cenotaph with a delicate small stone tablet bearing an eulogy written personally by former Mountain Chief Zhu for his beloved pet. Students who loved calligraphy lay by the stone tablet making rubbings, and bundles of small wildflowers were piled in front of the tablet.

Jian Xi also offered a bundle of wildflowers, thinking that as a swan roasted and eaten by the Crown Princess, Liumo could be said to have died with honor.

A pair of young men approached, or rather squeezed over. Jian Xi was already quite familiar with the two and smiled in greeting with her eyes, feeling that their expressions looked very strange.

The taller of the two stared at the swans in the lake, murmuring something unknown.

Liuxiang Lake had student patrol teams specifically watching for swan thieves, those picking silk tree flowers, and hammock thieves.

There was no choice – while most people came with an attitude of worship and appreciation, there was always that particular independent group who were obsessed and took imitation as honor, always wanting to steal a goose or fish to roast in the library, or find the legendary hammock the Crown Princess had hidden in the silk tree forest, willing to dig three feet into the ground and destroy vegetation for this purpose.

So upon seeing someone cast improper gazes at the swans, the patrol group immediately nervously reminded: “This senior brother, all things have spirits. Please cherish Liumo’s brothers and sisters and don’t let tragedy repeat itself.”

Instantly, countless condemning gazes shot over in unison.

Someone angrily rebuked: “How undignified!”

Tie Ci: “Pffft.”

Murong Yi: “…”

Swan meat was tough and fishy, requiring many seasonings to stew properly. Where was he coveting it? He was clearly cursing that white lotus scheming man who deliberately showcased Tie Ci’s traces everywhere in this Yueli Academy, desperately promoting Tie Ci to build momentum for her, using the entire academy to curry Tie Ci’s favor – truly the shame of scholars!

Tie Ci hadn’t heard clearly whom he was cursing. She patted the disgruntled Murong Yi’s shoulder and turned to smile at Jian Xi: “What you said earlier was very good. I hope to hear your profound views again on the day of the academic debates.”

Jian Xi’s face reddened slightly, then she restrained her smile and lowered her head: “I… I didn’t submit an application.”

To participate in the Three Academies debates, besides teacher recommendations, one could also apply on their own two days before the grand competition. But if one had neither recommendation nor application, they could naturally only be a spectator.

Tie Ci was surprised: “Why?”

Jian Xi lowered her head without answering.

Originally, she hadn’t even had the opportunity to travel, as travel expenses had to be paid by herself, and the cost from the imperial capital to Haiyou was considerable. Senior Brother Fang, knowing her dream was to visit Yueli, had voluntarily lent her travel money. Afterward, Senior Brother Fang’s professor had specifically sought her out, instructing her to know gratitude – since she had already taken someone’s money, she shouldn’t compete with them for the spotlight.

She felt this was proper and had agreed.

If she went back on her word and participated in the academic competition now, it would be difficult for her to establish herself in the academy afterward.

Since she didn’t speak, Tie Ci didn’t press further, only saying: “Earlier hearing your words, you have ambitions and unwillingness in your heart. And you should also be able to see that although the Crown Princess opened new prospects for women throughout the realm, this is merely the initial opening of a path. Now thorns still cover the ground, and people’s concepts, thoughts, and reality all contain much misunderstanding and contempt toward women. This cannot be remedied by any one person turning the tide or reversing the situation – it requires the joint efforts of countless people across one generation or even more generations. If you don’t stand up, and she doesn’t stand up, then in the end, the Female Emperor will only last one generation, and women’s freedom, dignity, status, and power will ultimately be like the moon in a mirror or flowers in water. You, I… all of you will ultimately survive dependent on the charity and gifts of patriarchal society. No one will hear your voices, your weeping, your cries… Remember, voice and strength must be produced by yourselves.”

Without knowing when, the crowd had grown larger and larger, mostly women. When Tie Ci finished speaking, a group of female knights were the first to applaud and cheer.

One woman turned to address someone behind her: “Bastard turtle egg, this old lady has tolerated you for a long time! What are you doing following behind my ass every day? Before, thinking this was a scholarly place in the academy where seeing blood wouldn’t be good and would make this old lady seem uncouth, but now I understand – you’re not being scholarly anymore, so why should I be scholarly?”

Bang! – a punch, a scream of pain. The female knight blew on her fist and said proudly: “How’s that? Loud voice, strong force, right?” She then called to the patrol team: “Someone come help me send this lecher to the authorities. He’s clearly just mixing in here to take advantage of women. Don’t let him continue harming other good girls.”

Tie Ci applauded her.

Looking at Jian Xi again, the girl had her head lowered with sleeves trembling slightly.

Tie Ci said no more and walked away with Murong Yi, who was still thinking about stewing the big goose. She hadn’t expected the academy to be so lively now, nor had she expected her fan base to be so robust. She walked and looked around with a slight smile at the corners of her lips.

After a while, Murong Yi said: “Did you really come here just to select talent?”

“As you think, actually I wanted more to see the women of the academy. Since I gained prestige at the academy, all the major academies have begun accepting female students, and Yueli has also expanded the scale of its women’s academy. This is a good beginning, but merely a good beginning isn’t enough. If women come here only out of curiosity or to gain prestige, if this learning fails to open the door to freedom and dignity for them, if ultimately they still return to family life of marriage and childbearing, then how is the academy different from a bride school for them?”

Murong Yi’s eyes lit up: “Are there such schools?”

Tie Ci, who had been immersed in the great cause of women’s enlightenment, had her mood interrupted and glared at him irritably.

Thinking he was going to suggest she attend such a school, this fellow instead said very longingly: “If there really is such a school, I’d be the first to enroll, learn to be gentle, virtuous, and obedient, and first trick you into bed…”

Tie Ci: “…”

But she immediately smiled.

No matter what, in this patriarchal society, Murong Yi was already one of the rare individuals with no gender prejudice who greatly respected women.

This was related to his special childhood experiences and also to his naturally rebellious personality.

Wasn’t this precisely why she liked him?

Murong Yi’s comment was just a joke, and he immediately changed the subject: “But if you want women to be self-reliant and self-strengthening, you must first remove the current various barriers and restrictions on women. Opening convenient doors for women in academies is far from enough. Can women participate in imperial examinations? Can they enter court as officials? Can they be appointed to key real positions? Can they enter all occupations under heaven? Can they enjoy equal treatment with men? In employment, official appointments, commerce, teaching… can they do all things under heaven together with men?”

Tie Ci tucked her hands in her sleeves, looking at the majestic lecture hall ahead: “This cannot be accomplished overnight. Let’s take it slowly. So I must win, I must become emperor, I must achieve grand unification, I must enjoy supreme prestige, I must have this realm in my hands for decades, moving as if it were my own arm, raising my arm and calling while hearers respond accordingly. Only then will I have the time and ability to slowly let this country change according to my will. But it can’t change too quickly – if the steps are too big, one might tear something. Before that, let’s first see if the reformed academy can bring me some surprises…”

Nearby, a group of young girls hurried past wearing unified uniforms from some unknown academy, their clear laughter falling on everyone’s ears: “After hearing so many stories, I admire the Crown Princess even more. I want to bear children for the Crown Princess!”

“I also want to bear children for the Crown Princess!”

“Pearl, you girls have no shame!”

The laughter faded into the distance. Murong Yi held his chin, murmuring: “This truly is a ‘surprise’…”

…

Chapter 438: Caught in the Middle
Passing through the crowded masses, in the depths of the silk tree forest by Liuxiang Lake, Tie Ci saw the person waiting alone with a smile.

Rong Pu, the equally renowned dean of Yueli Academy, carried a pot of wine and waited beneath the silk tree.

The moment their eyes met, a gentle breeze stirred and silk tree flowers fell.

A scene that could be called classic enough for any romance novel.

Rong Pu: …If only that eyesore Murong Yi weren’t here.

Murong Yi: …If only I could gouge out that white lotus’s sneaky eyes.

Undercurrents surged, but probably only Tie Ci smiled openly.

Several exquisite small dishes had already been prepared on the stone table nearby, all foods that Tie Ci enjoyed.

As soon as the three sat down, Murong Yi picked up a wine cup and smiled: “This cup I toast to Brother Rong. When A’Ci and I traveled far to Yannan, and A’Ci had to attend to court affairs as well, everything here at the academy was entrusted to Brother Rong. Brother Rong has worked hard.”

Tie Ci immediately lowered her head to eat.

The demon consort was feeling aggrieved, and as soon as he sat down, the battlefield began. She could neither interfere nor speak, so she could only play dead.

Across from them, Rong Pu also smiled and raised his cup: “Brother Murong is too polite. Your Highness already said this to me in a letter. As Your Highness’s close minister, Rong Pu serves wholeheartedly and willingly – it’s my duty. Besides, Your Highness has already given me a thank-you gift.” He winked at Tie Ci. “Thank you for the Yannan local specialties Your Highness sent with the letter. This minister is very pleased with them.”

He stood up to pour wine for Tie Ci. Though he could have reached easily, he deliberately stood and walked around most of the table, the oddly-shaped jade pendant carved with Yannan’s five poisons hanging from his waist swaying before both their eyes.

Tie Ci: …Pffft.

She sprayed wine all over the table.

That pendant was something Tie Ci had seen while shopping and found somewhat interesting, so she bought it and sent it back to Rong Pu with a letter.

When buying it, she had used a little scheming – the thing was crudely carved and charmingly ugly, completely unsuited to someone of Rong Pu’s refined upbringing from a noble family. She thought he would just put it away on a shelf after receiving it, so she wasn’t afraid of a certain someone getting jealous.

Moreover, she hadn’t originally planned to come to the academy and wouldn’t see Rong Pu in the short term. After a few years, he would probably have forgotten about this thing.

Who knew she would suddenly decide to come to the academy and forget about this matter herself.

Tie Ci regretted it deeply.

Green tea versus crazy batch – who would win?

Having sprayed wine all over the table, Murong Yi beside her turned those naturally hooked eyes toward her, both beautiful and deadly.

There was killing intent.

The green tea wasn’t finished yet.

He smoothly pulled out a handkerchief from his chest to wipe the wine stains from the table. The handkerchief’s embroidery used bold colors and strange designs – clearly also a Yannan product.

Tie Ci had no memory of this handkerchief. Even if she sent Rong Pu some gifts to express gratitude, she would be careful not to make them too intimate. She suddenly remembered that when packaging the jade pendant that day, fearing the long journey’s jolting might break it, Dan Shuang seemed to have casually grabbed a locally-bought handkerchief to wrap it…

She immediately grabbed the handkerchief and said in surprise: “This handkerchief was given to me by local people. How did it end up with you? It must be that Dan Shuang accidentally put it in the return letter package.”

With her explanation, Murong Yi’s expression softened somewhat, and he glanced at her with a smile.

Only then did Tie Ci realize that this fellow had been unusually silent today – he was waiting for her.

Her refutation was much more dignified than him getting angry and flustered himself.

The demon consort’s schemes ran deep.

Rong Pu’s expression didn’t change as he smiled: “Is that so? Then I’ll take it that this is indeed the case.”

Tie Ci: …Green tea isn’t easy to deal with either.

Murong Yi smiled and waved his hand: “Your Highness has plenty of such handkerchiefs, giving them to everyone she meets. Brother Rong needn’t pay too much attention to it.”

Rong Pu smiled: “Naturally. Neither Your Highness nor I focus our thoughts on such clever trinkets. Tonight I seek audience with Your Highness for official business.” He handed over a list.

It contained talented individuals participating in this academic competition, compiled by Yueli Academy’s think tank, mainly students from the three great academies but also including some hidden gems from the countryside.

Tie Ci saw several recently familiar names on it – Fang Huai’an, the twins, and Qi You were all listed.

“What are the characters of Mingquan’s twins like?”

“These two are my first recommendation for Imperial Study assistants. Qi You is too unrestrained, while Fang Huai’an is too pedantic. The Chu Xingbai brothers can take Qi You’s carefree strengths without Fang Huai’an’s rigid shortcomings. Moreover, though their studies aren’t particularly outstanding, they’re competent in everything – the best candidates for imperial advisors.” Rong Pu said, “Your Highness should have met them these past two days and formed your own judgment.”

Tie Ci nodded.

Her assessment matched Rong Pu’s.

Suitable personalities, and their conduct had also passed inspection these past days. Hearing Rong Pu mention their studies, they were rare all-around talents – hard-to-find comprehensive individuals.

Selecting Imperial Study advisors for Father Emperor served two purposes: storing future cabinet talent for herself and relieving Father Emperor’s burden, since emperors who handled everything personally would eventually die from exhaustion.

So the selection was very important. These were the Son of Heaven’s close ministers, who should avoid entanglement with various court factions. It was best to choose from scholars who hadn’t yet taken the spring examinations, preferably from ordinary scholarly families or humble backgrounds. Character was extremely important, but temperament was even more crucial.

Without proper temperament, it would be difficult to adapt to such meteoric rise and hard to escape being drawn into court undercurrents.

Tie Ci picked up her brush and dotted those two names: “Academic competition results are secondary. Let’s observe them more these next two days.”

Rong Pu nodded in agreement.

Tie Ci asked about some others. Li Yuncheng was also prominently listed. Tie Ci pointed at the name and smiled: “In future upheavals, if the Li family can see clearly, he’ll have his future.”

For noble family children, personal ability was secondary – they were most easily burdened by their families.

As the saying goes: succeed by family, fail by family.

This topic was somewhat sensitive, and for a moment both fell silent, even Murong Yi straightened up.

All suffered from family burdens.

Tie Ci changed the subject: “There’s a young lady at Celu Academy – short, round face, almond eyes. Is she on the list?”

“You mean Jian Xi? That girl is exceptionally talented with photographic memory and writes excellent poetry. She’s Celu’s famous talented woman, but her temperament can’t handle great responsibility, and she has no grand ambitions. I suspect she won’t even participate in the debates, so I didn’t list her.”

Tie Ci fell silent, feeling slightly disappointed.

She said nothing in the end, trusting Rong Pu’s judgment.

Rong Pu then produced a thick box, and all three became more serious.

“This mainly contains evidence submitted by Yang Yixiu and academy students. The Xiao family has entrenched themselves in Haiyou for years – officials from the provincial governor down are all their lackeys. After your visit, you replaced a batch of officials using the Yuan Tie case, but you didn’t root them out completely. This year the academy used student training as cover, sending students into various government offices. With help from Yang Yixiu and the Laizhou prefect, we obtained considerable evidence. It’s all here.”

“What about the primary accuser? Have you chosen? The censors have always been controlled by the Xiao faction…”

“A censor from the Censorate named Fang Nayan is willing to be the primary accuser.”

Tie Ci paused.

She didn’t remember this name, so he probably wasn’t the Left or Right Chief Censor, nor likely a Vice Censor or Assistant Censor.

Since he was an obscure minor official, how dare he be first to stand up in such a case destined to overturn the court, where one misstep meant certain death?

Moreover, the Censorate had been controlled by the Xiao family for years. Once this person accused them, it would be like betrayal. Forget about his career – wasn’t he afraid of being ambushed?

Murong Yi had already said: “Someone from the Censorate – can he be trusted?”

“He came to us himself. He found Commander Xia Hou with some illegal evidence against the Xiao family, saying he planned to accuse them and only asked that after his death, Commander Xia Hou would care for his elderly mother. Commander Xia Hou passed this to Tian Wu, who told me, and only then did I send people to contact him.”

Murong Yi continued: “Isn’t this too convenient, a pillow appearing just when you’re sleepy? Be careful it’s a trap.”

Rong Pu smiled but ignored him, only saying to Tie Ci: “I was naturally wary and tested him extensively. But I accidentally learned of a connection. Last autumn when Your Highness celebrated your birthday, all officials competed in gift-giving splendor. Fang Nayan was poor and could only offer a Buddhist sutra hand-embroidered by his elderly mother. He was prepared to be humiliated, but unexpectedly Your Highness rarely praised his birthday gift and even rewarded him with several gold ingots. Those pieces of gold not only let him pay overdue rent, saving his whole family from being thrown into the streets, but finally allowed him to buy medicine to cure his mother’s illness.”

When he said “competed in splendor,” his tone emphasized it while deliberately glancing at Murong Yi.

Neither noticed the green tea’s subtle disdain. Murong Yi said: “That’s it?”

Clearly he couldn’t quite understand.

Tie Ci fell silent and felt slightly ashamed, because she truly didn’t remember at all. She only remembered how beautiful Murong Yi looked dancing that day.

Was she really just a foolish ruler?

But having crawled through the bottom levels, she knew how officialdom worked – those who could navigate it flourished while those who couldn’t struggled at every step. Seeing a particularly shabby birthday gift, she understood the giver’s predicament. This consideration and thoughtfulness was definitely necessary for rare clean officials.

She just hadn’t expected that a small gesture would be so memorable that someone would risk their life for it.

“If there are no problems, we must ensure his safety and that of his entire family afterward.”

“Rest assured. Anyone willing to die for Your Highness must not only be kept safe but live in wealth, honor, and unfading glory.”

“Naturally.”

Rong Pu brought over a plate of lotus pastries and pushed one piece on the table: “A censor as primary accuser is proper and justified. Internal betrayal will throw the Censorate into chaos – this is point one.”

He pushed out another lotus pastry, placing it alongside.

“Grand Tutor He and Master Zhu have also contacted a group of civil officials. When the censor accuses and civil officials support him, Yang Yixiu and others will also petition the court for impeachment. This is point two. But the Xiao clan has operated for years – no one is sure of the list of officials they truly control. Some who seem like political enemies might be allies, while some who seem like allies might betray at crucial moments. This upheaval is destined to be endless, from court to harem, from harem to the people… anything could happen. Your Highness, please be fully prepared.”

Tie Ci nodded.

Rong Pu took a mung bean cake and placed it opposite the lotus pastries: “The Empress Dowager has been quite well-behaved this year, but when push comes to shove, she definitely won’t sit waiting for death.”

Tie Ci reached out to take the mung bean cake and popped it in her mouth: “No matter. I’ve already prepared a gift for Ciren Palace.”

If the Empress Dowager’s greatest support discovered he’d been deceived by her for many years, who knew what good things might happen?

Rong Pu pushed out another mung bean cake.

“This is Xiao Xueya.”

Tie Ci stared at the mung bean cake and laughed aloud.

“Xiao Xueya… I can guarantee he won’t follow the Xiao family in rebellion.”

Rong Pu didn’t ask further. If she said so, he believed her.

His expression relaxed: “Excellent. After Xiao Chang’s death, Xiao Xueya is the Xiao family’s only remaining military support. Also the biggest variable. As long as Xiao Xueya remains neutral, we needn’t fear trouble in our rear.”

Tie Ci smiled: “Have you been losing sleep over this?”

“I only lose sleep over Your Highness.” Rong Pu immediately responded. “Besides, when you returned from Yannan and allowed Xiao Xueya to merge the Nanyue and Yannan navies, I knew you had already won him over. The Yannan trip was quite fruitful. I haven’t congratulated Your Highness yet – Your Highness worked hard.”

Tie Ci didn’t dare respond.

Mixing flirtatious personal cargo into serious state discussions was what green tea did best – leaving people unable to respond or not respond.

She could only awkwardly pick up the mung bean cake to eat it, but Murong Yi beside her snatched it away and swallowed it in one bite, moving elegantly but ferociously while staring at Rong Pu. Those who didn’t know might think he was either eating Xiao Xueya’s flesh or Rong Pu’s head.

What could Tie Ci do?

She was just an innocent sandwich cookie caught in the middle.

Chapter 439: Intercepted on the Road with a Love Confession
Rong Pu’s expression remained unchanged as his long fingers pushed out another mung bean cake.

“The Xiao family privately traffics salt and iron in Yongliang, Jiusui and other places for enormous profits. Their commercial houses span the entire country. At least half of the grain merchants, cloth dealers, transport companies, general stores, pawnshops, and tavern managers in the imperial capital… all have countless connections to the Xiao family. I heard that when Xiao Liheng was assassinated at the Xiao mansion gates, he shouted something?”

Tie Ci said slowly: “…If you want to see grain shortages, skyrocketing prices, supply cuts of all goods supporting people’s livelihoods, chaos in local governments, border instability, and turmoil throughout Da Qian, then go ahead and kill me!”

Rong Pu said: “It wasn’t entirely a threat. If the Xiao family fought desperately, they could achieve it.”

“So I yielded at that time, allowing them to cause trouble for another year.” Tie Ci said. “But the time left for them was also time left for us.” She took the pastry plate and arranged lotus pastries around the mung bean cakes one by one. “Kaiyuan Commercial House, the Tian family of Yongliang, and also…”

She glanced at Murong Yi, who said frankly: “Wanqian Manor.”

“Starting from the beginning of the year, I opened convenient doors for these three houses. Over this past half year, the three joined forces and have already intercepted much of the Xiao family’s business, especially those powerful grain merchants who now stand on the edge of a cliff. They appear unharmed, but if you pull away the last plank beneath their feet, they’ll fall into the abyss.”

Commercial competition wasn’t Tie Ci’s strength, so she had entrusted it entirely to her master and Murong Yi. The wealthy Tian family of Yongliang, just entering the imperial capital’s commercial circle, was also a powerful ally. This inevitably involved court cooperation in competitive pressure, especially in grain and shipping – the top priorities. It was said that those few had laid plans with Gu Xiaoxiao devising strategies and the three major commercial houses executing them. Wanqian, entering the imperial capital’s commercial circle for the first time, disguised itself as a large, powerful, and reputable money house. The court issued tenders on one side while drawing wealthy merchants into the game on the other, simultaneously enticing sons of imperial capital wealthy merchants to borrow money from the money house using their holdings as collateral. When the wealthy merchants had to compete for contracts while facing encirclement by the three houses, cash flow inevitably became insufficient. When old established money houses couldn’t provide support, Wanqian would step in… Now Zhao San was in the imperial capital managing the money house, holding a thick stack of IOUs that could take control of several major wealthy merchant families whenever Tie Ci needed.

Zhao San had suddenly been released by the King of Liaodong not long ago. Who knew what Prince Da’an was thinking – probably feeling that keeping such a hostage served no great purpose for this son? In any case, Zhao San had sent an enthusiastic letter expressing his desire to immediately rush to his master’s side to serve, but his heartless master had dispatched him to the imperial capital to manage Wanqian’s commercial affairs there.

Three lotus pastries surrounded the lone mung bean cake. Rong Pu casually picked it up and ate it. Meeting Tie Ci’s gaze, he said lightly: “Afraid you’d get indigestion.”

Tie Ci could only laugh dryly, her gaze slightly resentful. She felt that Rong Pu should have given up on her long ago, but beneath this person’s noble and pure exterior lay a wicked and unscrupulous nature. Even if he had withdrawn, he didn’t want her and Murong Yi to be happy together, especially Murong Yi.

The mung bean cakes on the table were thus devoured piece by piece by these two men, while the lotus pastries’ situation looked excellent.

Hmm, she hoped they’d both get diarrhea tonight.

Then she could have some peace and quiet.

Laughter and commotion came from the distance. Through the silk tree forest, Tie Ci vaguely saw those excellent young scholars surrounded by a group of women at Liuxiang Lake, signing autographs for them.

Even from far away, she could see the twins smiling brightly, Fang Huai’an blushing and nearly being pushed into the lake, and Qi You welcoming all comers. Seeing a particularly beautiful one, he not only signed her autograph but directly took her hand to go boating on the lake.

Tie Ci couldn’t help but laugh.

Youth – so fresh and vibrant.

Yet hiding in the silk tree forest, secretly plotting the final fierce attack on the Xiao family, she actually felt she had grown old.

Those immersed in political storms and conspiracies would gradually become detestable.

After finishing their conspiracy discussions, evening had arrived. Dean Rong once again acted inappropriately – he arranged for Murong Yi to stay in his former archery instructor’s quarters, claiming it was to “relive old dreams,” while arranging for Tie Ci to stay far away in the expanded women’s academy where female students and female guests all resided, claiming it was to “grow closer to female subjects and gain more popular support.”

The two places were separated by three courtyards and countless pavilions, with a straight-line distance of several li.

Actually, no one could stop anything – this was purely to annoy people.

Tie Ci showed complete tolerance for her future important minister’s petty temper while also working to appease the demon consort. After dinner, she accompanied Murong Yi on a walk through the academy, chatting about things unrelated to state affairs and the future, reminiscing about the academy’s tumultuous yet subtly sweet life, watching those carefree young people, and feeling the slightly cool autumn wind in Qingyang Mountain.

Since their meeting, the two had always been bathed in the sinister winds of murder and scheming, working their hearts and strength, traveling ceaselessly. Tie Ci had deliberately taken this detour, returning to their old place, wanting both herself and Murong Yi to slightly relax their constantly taut heartstrings.

She also rambled to him about how people suffered much and deserved consideration, how many things could be handled in less extreme ways, how giving others a step was also giving oneself a step.

She said that since she was taking on this realm, she would definitely bear its weight. If she couldn’t bear it, she still had to bear it. Everyone grew up through struggles and failures – there was no logic in enjoying success oneself while making others charge into battle.

She said the Way of Heaven naturally had gains and losses, fullness and emptiness. What escaped in one place would inevitably be recovered elsewhere. What harmed others would eventually fall on oneself to bear. Love, hate, gratitude, and resentment – addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division – were each person’s karmic obstacles and consequences, which couldn’t and shouldn’t all be handled by proxy.

She said all the stubborn “I’m doing this for your good” in this world was actually unconscious tyranny and meaningless self-gratification. Whether something was good or not was like drinking water – only you knew if it was hot or cold.

She spoke casually while Murong Yi listened quietly. Tie Ci and he rarely had such heart-to-heart talks, as she respected others’ will and disliked preaching.

Murong Yi turned his head to watch her lips opening and closing, thinking of their soft fullness, really wanting to block them up.

To tell her she spoke very well, but not to do it again next time.

Tie Ci noticed his gaze and helplessly stopped her chattering. Looking up at him, she suddenly grabbed his shoulders, stood on tiptoe, and brought her lips to his.

The two kissed in the silk tree forest with falling blossoms.

Not far away, Liuxiang Lake sparkled with ripples and swans intertwined their necks. Beside them, countless small paths wound through the lovers’ forest where young men and women quietly walked together, weaving among flowers and green trees. Occasionally turning back to see the embracing, kissing figures in the deep shade, they let out soft, knowing exclamations of surprise.

Some covered their faces shyly and hurried past, yet couldn’t help looking back.

Some had bright eyes and bashfully took their companion’s hand.

Some gave Murong Yi’s back a thumbs up, while others lowered their heads to silently recite sage texts.

Whatever their reactions, all were the purest, truest, most beautiful things in the human world.

Tie Ci and Murong Yi didn’t care how others looked at them. The two with excellent lung capacity seemed to want to kiss until the end of time, until finally the flower trees rustled and a night bird, angered at having its sleep disturbed, indignantly dropped a load of excrement on Tie Ci’s head.

In the end, Tie Ci had to wash her hair by Liuxiang Lake. Murong Yi’s fingers moved through her hair, gentle yet strong. At this moment, both recalled their experience washing hair in the pool beneath the academy library.

Tie Ci became interested and also wanted to wash Murong Yi’s hair once, but he complained the water was too cold and refused. Finally, Tie Ci pushed him into the water. They made a wet, noisy fuss for half the night until the equally sleep-disturbed swans indignantly pecked them back to shore.

After making noise all night, no one managed them. Rong Pu was probably furious and actually didn’t send anyone to serve the Crown Princess. Others in the academy all thought they were just young lovers – there were especially many such young couples in the academy these days, all wanting to imitate that Crown Princess pair from back then. Grilling fish at Wuyu Pool, stewing geese at the library, washing hair at Liuxiang Lake, archery at the martial arts field, and fishing for fruit with hanging flowers under the arched bridge in the town below the mountain were all must-do activities.

Most of the academy patrol team’s energy was spent guarding the koi in Wuyu Pool, the swans at Liuxiang Lake, and the books in the library. They really had no energy to manage more, and couldn’t even say anything about impropriety or rule-breaking, since a certain someone had set such a good example.

Late at night, Murong Yi finally escorted Tie Ci back to the women’s academy. The two parted at the courtyard gate. Tie Ci climbed the small building where she was staying with one hand clutching her still slightly damp hair. Rong Pu had arranged a small independent courtyard building for her – originally housing for newly hired female teachers. These past few days, the female teachers had been moved elsewhere while this place was arranged solely for Tie Ci. Dan Shuang and Chi Xue had already moved in ahead of time and prepared hot water.

Tie Ci went upstairs but didn’t rush to bathe. Leaning against the second-floor railing, she wanted to look at the entire academy. As her gaze turned, she saw Murong Yi walking past the flower garden outside the women’s academy when someone suddenly emerged from behind a tree to block his path.

Tie Ci was startled. With her exceptional eyesight, she could naturally see clearly that the person blocking Murong Yi was that girl called Jian Xi.

Through the tree shadows, she vaguely saw the young woman block Murong Yi’s path and seemed to stammer something, her expression quite shy. Then she handed something over. Looking at its shape – round and white – it could be medicine pills, candy, or pastries.

Tie Ci smiled slightly.

This looked like intercepting someone on the road to confess love.

Speaking of which, Murong Yi was naturally blessed with looks that attracted admirers. Drawing attention daily was normal, but people rarely confessed to him face-to-face because his beauty carried a hint of severity. When looking at people, he never liked to look directly, and the gaze beneath his dense long lashes was like a demon blade – richly colored yet soul-stealing.

Ordinary women simply couldn’t withstand this kind of devastatingly beautiful aura.

So even though it looked very much like that, Tie Ci didn’t think much of it.

Moreover, she was certain Murong Yi wouldn’t accept it.

But soon she was proven wrong.

Murong Yi actually took the thing and looked at it. With his back to Tie Ci, she couldn’t see whether he made any motion to put it in his chest.

That little girl called Jian Xi then smiled, blushed as she took her leave, and quickly walked away.

Like a happy young girl whose confession had succeeded.

Tie Ci suddenly remembered You Weixing who had once chased after Murong Yi’s horse at the academy.

She remembered that sour plum drink with water droplets condensed on its rim.

Tie Ci raised her eyebrows, waiting for Murong Yi to turn back and share this intercepted gift-giving incident with her.

But she was proven wrong again.

Murong Yi didn’t turn back and went directly toward his lodging.

Footsteps came from behind as Chi Xue poked her head out to ask: “Your Highness, the water has cooled… What are you looking at?”

Tie Ci withdrew her gaze and returned to the room: “Nothing.”

…

Chapter 440: Schemes
Jian Xi walked back with light, quick steps.

It was the lightness of completing a task.

Earlier, she had encountered a female knight who stopped her saying she had a favor to ask.

This female knight said she had unintentionally passed by the small grove behind the mountain and heard someone plotting to assassinate a certain target, seemingly referring to this handsome man. The female knight asked her to pass along a message to this person.

She had asked why the woman wouldn’t go herself. The female knight said she seemed to have been discovered while eavesdropping and was now afraid of being silenced, so she had to leave the academy immediately and didn’t have time to find that man. Having just encountered Jian Xi, she was entrusting her with this task.

She also told her that saving one life was better than building a seven-story pagoda, asking her to be sure to deliver this note to the person. With that, she handed over a wax-sealed paper pill.

Jian Xi hesitated somewhat, but the other person had already stuffed the item into her hands and hurried away. Afterward, Jian Xi remained there, watching the wind move through tree shadows. It really seemed like assassins might be lurking, making her shiver involuntarily. She thought she should quickly deliver the item. What if this message was real?

Originally not knowing where to find the person, she could only return to the women’s academy first, but she encountered him outside the women’s academy, so naturally she had to hand it over.

She was somewhat intimidated by his beauty and deadly aura, not daring to say much. She handed over the item and left.

At this moment, feeling she had done a good deed, she couldn’t help but feel cheerful.

Returning to her lodging, she thought about the day’s events, about the words on the lecture hall’s outer wall, about what that gentle and handsome young man had said to her, about the brilliance that shone in his eyes when he spoke of women needing to produce their own voices and strength.

Her eyes also slowly began to shine with brilliance.

She suddenly spread out paper and ground ink, writing swiftly. Soon she had completed two pieces of correspondence.

One was a letter written to Fang Huai’an, telling him she had received his kindness and felt deeply guilty. Regarding the money she owed him, she asked for some time and promised to repay it double in the future.

The other was an article starting from her observations at the academy that day, drawing on Tie Ci’s words to express her inner thoughts and future aspirations. Eloquent and flowing, it was a thousand-character masterpiece written in one breath.

After finishing, she sealed each separately and asked the academy’s female servants to deliver them respectively to Fang Huai’an in the men’s quarters and to the dean’s secretary office that collected application articles.

Both pieces of correspondence were delivered promptly to their intended destinations. Fang Huai’an, as a key student of Celu Academy, lived alone in a quiet room in the men’s quarters’ Alpha Hall. His servant dressed in black delivered the letter to him. Fang Huai’an opened it in surprise, not understanding why Junior Sister Jian had suddenly sent a letter in the middle of the night.

After reading it, he became even more surprised and slammed the table, saying: “Why must Teacher Li do this!”

Teacher Li was the instructor he and Jian Xi shared, also the one who had privately advised Jian Xi to voluntarily withdraw from competition since she had received Fang Huai’an’s kindness.

Fang Huai’an stopped mid-sentence, unwilling to criticize his teacher behind his back. He took the letter and hurried to leave, but his servant blocked the door, saying in a hoarse voice: “Young Master, it’s late at night.”

Only then did Fang Huai’an realize that going to the women’s academy to find someone at this hour was quite inappropriate. He immediately turned back, hastily writing a letter while saying: “Just some silver – how can this force someone to sacrifice their future? What kind of person would that make me? This absolutely cannot stand!” He finished writing in one swift motion and handed it to his servant. “Please trouble yourself with this trip – help me deliver it immediately. The academic competition begins tomorrow, so if she submits her application now, it’s still not too late.”

The servant nodded, keeping his head lowered with his face deeply hidden in shadow.

As he turned to leave, this person walked with a slight limp. Fang Huai’an watched his departing figure and said somewhat apologetically: “Saving you was just a small effort – you really didn’t need to sell yourself into bondage…”

The servant didn’t turn back, saying in a hoarse voice: “Young Master speaks too highly. This humble person has nothing of value – all I can repay you with is this broken body.”

This conversation had been repeated many times. Fang Huai’an sighed, thinking of Jian Xi’s situation and feeling confused about how showing kindness to others didn’t seem to be a good thing. He could only wave his hand and let the servant go.

The servant took the letter and walked out of the courtyard.

He didn’t head toward the women’s academy.

Passing by a pond along the way with no one around.

He casually tore the letter into pieces and threw them into the pond.

The servant watched the fragments swirl and slowly sink. The foolish koi in the pond thought food had arrived and competed to surface with mouths open to snatch them.

Finding this amusing, the servant chuckled.

The calm mirror-like water surface reflected his face.

A scarred and rugged face, as if it had been burned by fire, corroded by poison, and carved by knives – a damaged face.

…

Outside the women’s academy, Murong Yi peeled open the wax pill to find just a blank piece of paper inside. The paper was of fine quality, wrapped around a piece of crispy candy.

The candy was extremely brittle – with just a little pressure, it crumbled.

Like a boring joke.

Murong Yi thought of the young woman’s slightly flushed face and her excuse full of holes.

With people constantly coming and going in the current academy, there were hardly any secluded places. What kind of idiotic assassin would openly discuss murder outside the academy? And just happen to be overheard by a passerby?

If overheard and discovered, wouldn’t they kill to silence rather than allow someone to report it?

Reporting such life-threatening information to a random person on the roadside?

Clearly this little girl had told a huge lie just to approach him.

Probably thinking such unconventional behavior would leave an impression on him?

Modern girls really knew how to play games.

A slight wave of disgust rose in his heart. This young woman’s behavior inevitably reminded him of You Weixing.

Tie Ci regarded this girl with special favor, yet she was thinking of poaching Tie Ci’s corner.

All women under heaven, except for Tie Ci, were of the same inferior quality.

Murong Yi sneered, flipped his hand, and the candy powder and blank paper all drifted into the pond.

…

In a dark room, people sat facing each other drinking tea, white porcelain cups clinking with clear sounds.

Snow-white fingers performed an elegant phoenix nod, clear tea flowing like a spring into a jade pool.

“Will this really work?”

The questioner’s voice was gentle, with curiosity mixed into his peaceful tone.

“Why wouldn’t it work?” The responder was even calmer, gathering wide sleeves while serving tea to the questioner opposite.

“But I think this plan is quite childish and simple.”

“Sometimes, the simpler the scheme, the easier it is to succeed. The more complex the plan, the more loopholes there might be.”

“This plan also has many loopholes and can’t withstand scrutiny.”

“No scrutiny is needed.” The tea server said calmly. “Even the cleverest people can’t resist heart ailments. Do you know what those two’s current heart ailment is?”

“Politics? Da Qian and Liaodong? Their respective identities?”

“Those are more distant matters. But currently, their heart ailment, even the knot lodged in their hearts, is Yannan – it’s You Weixing.”

“Please elaborate.”

“You Weixing’s actions will make Tie Ci and Murong Yi from now on especially wary and disgusted by those who repay kindness with enmity and love to poach others’ corners. No matter who it is, as long as they give these two such an impression, they’re finished from then on.”

“I understand. By sending this letter, Jian Xi has forever lost the Crown Princess’s regard. Even if the Crown Princess doesn’t mind, Murong Yi would never allow anyone similar to You Weixing to approach the Crown Princess again. But why do you think Jian Xi is our greatest opponent? Isn’t this girl not even participating in the debates?”

“We weren’t originally certain whether she would be our opponent, but the Crown Princess’s earlier words made us discover a possibility – that under equal conditions, excellent women might have more opportunity than us to get close to the Crown Princess.”

“Because the Crown Princess wants the academy to produce a group of excellent, capable women to assist her in the future?”

“Not only that. She not only wants to stabilize this realm as a female emperor herself, but also wants women to share half of governing this world.” Another person continued.

Someone in the room’s shadows laughed coldly.

“Moreover, she…” The speaker suddenly stopped. “…So regardless of whether she has the possibility, this candidate must be dealt with first. While also planting a nail for the Crown Princess.” The tea drinker laughed softly. “Otherwise, how would we have our opportunity? How could we continue that great matter afterward?”

Someone said: “What about Fang Huai’an? He nearly disrupted things earlier.”

“Don’t worry. We have our people there – he can’t disrupt anything.”

The people in the room raised their teacups. The tea was clear and cool, with slight ripples reflecting deep eyes colored like frost.

“Using tea in place of wine, we toast to each nail that falls into place.”

“To the future where setting things right can be greatly anticipated.”

…

The next morning, while eating breakfast on the second-floor platform of the small building, Tie Ci still hadn’t waited for Murong Yi to mention last night’s incident.

But she wasn’t the type to keep things bottled up and puzzle over them alone. When her master used to tell her bedtime stories, she always loved to say that the melodramatic romance authors from their place loved creating misunderstandings between men and women, and ninety percent of couple misunderstandings were because you don’t speak and I don’t speak and no matter how much I’m tormented I won’t speak and for no reason at all I just won’t speak I’ll keep my mouth tightly shut and even if my family is destroyed and my arms and legs are broken I still won’t speak like a qualified Stockholm syndrome victim. Her master said that every time she read such novels, she became furious and wanted to rush into the book to shout at the female protagonist “are you sick” while sending razor blades to the stepmother author who tortured for torture’s sake. She repeatedly and seriously warned Tie Ci that if she ever dated in the future, she must never keep things bottled up – if she had questions, ask them; if she couldn’t ask, then beat the hell out of him. Better to break up thirty thousand times than suffocate herself once.

Little Tie Ci’s bedtime stories were like this – more refreshing and memorable than any Disciple Rules or Biographies of Virtuous Women.

So she asked: “Last night I saw someone intercept you and give you something. Was it food? Don’t hide snacks from me.”

Murong Yi paused, then said frankly: “It was a piece of candy, but just one piece. I crushed it and threw it away.”

This response seemed to follow her line of questioning.

Murong Yi then asked: “What, craving snacks? I’ll go down the mountain to buy some for you, or you can make requests and I’ll make them. I’ll call Rong Pu to assist.”

Tie Ci pushed Murong Yi away, ignoring his ill-intentioned suggestion, and continued: “I saw her stop you and say a lot – what did she say? A confession?”

She wasn’t actually one to dig to the bottom of things, but she suddenly remembered her master’s explanation that jealousy was romantic sentiment, and couples who weren’t jealous wouldn’t last long.

Murong Yi smiled while adding porridge for her, not immediately answering.

Since Jian Xi’s words were obviously full of holes and clearly untrue, it was better not to tell Tie Ci. She was naturally inclined to worry, and it was rare for her to relax at the academy – why drag her into these messy emotions?

He said: “Right, a love confession. Said some nonsensical things. Don’t be so kind-hearted in the future – not everyone deserves your kindness.”

Dan Shuang couldn’t help saying: “Another You Weixing!”

Chi Xue quickly tugged at her clothes. Dan Shuang realized her slip of tongue, and seeing both people across from her fall silent, she felt very regretful and quietly withdrew.

She went outside and happened to encounter Rong Pu’s servant coming to ask if Tie Ci was awake and to relay Rong Pu’s message that the academic competition was about to begin.

The servant was very clever and, seeing Dan Shuang’s displeased expression, thinking the academy’s hospitality was lacking, immediately inquired. Dan Shuang was someone who couldn’t keep things to herself, and after several solicitous inquiries, she said lightly: “It’s nothing much, just that scheming people exist everywhere. I only hope the dean will manage the miscellaneous people properly and not let them dance in front of Her Highness.”

Hearing this, the servant returned and reported to Rong Pu. Rong Pu naturally knew Dan Shuang wouldn’t speak without basis, so he ordered people to investigate.

The academy was now under Rong Pu’s control. Before long, Rong Pu learned what had happened last night. With his intelligence, he naturally understood what taboo this incident had touched, and couldn’t help frowning.

…

In the small building, Tie Ci said nothing.

Not because her words were stimulating, but because she vaguely felt Murong Yi hadn’t told the truth. After being together for so long, many things seemed telepathically connected, and intuition became very sensitive.

But having reached this point, she couldn’t ask further.

She smiled and picked up some small dishes for Murong Yi with her chopsticks. Murong Yi felt his words and actions were completely forthright and didn’t think much of it, happily reciprocating. After finishing their meal, he personally used hot water to clean her hands and face, asking: “Want to go watch the excitement?”

Today’s academic debates had already begun, taking place in Jiangwen Hall. In the center of the vast hall was a three-tiered platform for poetry recitation, debates, and scholarly discussion. On both sides sat deans, great scholars, and famous teachers from the three academies and among the people, serving as judges.

Below were simple seats extending from inside the hall all the way outside. The hall’s windows on all four sides had been opened, making the space very expansive.

Tie Ci had already declined Rong Pu’s suggestion to serve as a judge. She was quite clear about her own capabilities – she wasn’t skilled in Confucian classics, which had been her weak point during academy studies. How could she qualify to sit up there pretentiously judging others’ futures?

She would just mix in with the crowd, watch the excitement, and observe some details not visible from the platform. Naturally, professional people would select based on literary talent and learning.

The debates lasted three days. Without regard to academy affiliation, applicants first submitted articles for preliminary selection. After passing the initial screening, they entered a unified list. Once the academic competition began, lots were drawn to determine order. The first round involved teacher questioning on classics, policy questions, practical affairs, arithmetic, natural philosophy, economics, law, and other subjects, selecting the top hundred. The second round involved impromptu poetry and essay composition, selecting the top thirty. In the third round, these thirty drew lots to determine opponents and set questions to test each other, with victory going to those who stumped their opponents.

Finally, these fifteen would compete in martial arts at the training ground. Requirements for scholars in this area weren’t too high – mainly comparing horsemanship and archery, essential skills among the six arts of a gentleman. Rankings would be determined, with the top ten selected.

She smiled and stood up: “Let’s go.”

…

Chapter 441: Could It Be Your Father?
The door to the dean’s office was knocked, and the secretary delivered the final batch of application essays.

There weren’t many people submitting application essays at this late hour—most were last-minute decisions to join the excitement. The secretary had already screened them once, placing the rejected ones to one side and the passable ones to another. Now there was a large pile of rejected essays and only one letter in the passable pile, which was now brought to Rong Pu for final review.

Rong Pu picked up that essay and immediately saw the familiar name he had just heard mentioned.

Reading the content, it was indeed a well-written piece, displaying the rare vision and spirit seldom found in women’s writing. Most importantly, the central topic was reforming the imperial examinations and the Imperial Academy, reforming the court official system, incorporating women into the talent selection process, and suggestions for how to cultivate and select female talent over the next thirty years.

It was pertinent, practical, and perfectly aligned with the Crown Princess’s current thinking.

It could be said with certainty that this essay, when it reached Tie Ci, would definitely be selected.

But now, knowing what had happened yesterday afternoon and evening, in Rong Pu’s view, this woman appeared to have deep scheming and opportunistic tendencies.

First, she approached the Crown Princess to probe her thoughts and curry favor with those in power.

Then she quietly approached Murong Yi with complex motives.

Regardless of her motivations or purposes, such a person could not be sent to Tie Ci’s side.

He said nothing and set the essay aside, placing it right in the pile of rejected ones.

The secretary was momentarily stunned but said nothing and withdrew, shaking his head at the clerk who was waiting for the final news to make announcements.

Moments later, the bell rang. Rong Pu and the eldest mountain chief of Mingquan Academy walked together in front, followed by the teachers and scholars in their wide robes and flowing sleeves, their expressions solemn as they filed out in order.

Wherever they passed, students dressed in various colored robes lined both sides, bowing deeply.

The essay competition review was concluded, and the grand competition officially began.

—

The four doors of the Lecture Hall were wide open, with students sitting on the floor. Rush mats extended from the hall all the way down to the plaza below.

When Tie Ci arrived, Rong Pu was speaking on the platform. His pace was unhurried, his wide sleeves flowing in the wind, naturally displaying an elegant and graceful demeanor. The women below all watched him with burning gazes, but his eyes fell on the distance. Seeing Tie Ci approaching from afar, his eyes brightened. “…The essay competition does not seek to rank high and low, but values talent and virtue above all. I hope everyone will hold fast to their original intentions. If anyone has severe bias in their talents—for instance, if they’re poor at classical interpretation but extremely strong in poetry and rhyme—they can also be included in the selection list. Even being extremely good at fighting is acceptable…” Seeing Tie Ci enter, his eyes curved with a smile. “This is to pay respect to Her Highness the Crown Princess.”

Everyone burst into laughter.

Everyone knew the Crown Princess wasn’t skilled at classical studies. While she received three excellence marks in other subjects, she scored poorly in classical interpretation and had even been made to stand outside the classroom as punishment.

As for fighting, she had never lost. Single-handedly battling packs of wolves, slapping faces with dead snakes—she had literally fought her way to becoming the school’s top bully.

Murong Yi let out a soft snicker beside Tie Ci.

This was just like Rong Cha Cha, never missing an opportunity to curry favor with Tie Ci and disgust him.

Tie Ci gestured to Rong Pu, indicating not to disturb others, and chose a corner to sit down.

Looking up, she saw that all the prominent figures from the three great academies had assembled, and Yueli had many familiar faces, including Shen Mi, though he sat quite far away.

Shen Mi had achieved second class, tenth place in the palace examination and should have entered the Hanlin Academy as a compiler. However, he petitioned His Majesty requesting to return to Yueli Academy as a professor.

His willingness to abandon his career prospects to become a teacher was unprecedented in the court and had caused quite a stir at the time.

His Majesty was quite pleased and, after consulting with the senior ministers, still granted Shen Mi the seventh-rank Hanlin compiler title. The Hanlin Academy reserved a position for him, allowing him to enter the academy with his rank to serve as Rong Pu’s deputy.

When this appointment was announced, Tie Ci was already on her way to Yannan and said nothing when she saw it in the court gazette. Scholars were one of the nation’s most important forces, and academies, as reserves for future talent, definitely needed to be kept under control. But keeping someone like Rong Pu at the academy would be wasteful—he would eventually return to join the cabinet. It was appropriate to cultivate a second tier of successors at the academy early.

But looking now, it seemed Shen Mi and Rong Pu didn’t have a very good relationship?

Several students nearby were whispering to each other.

“Director Shen also came today.”

“Doesn’t he always oppose Dean Rong? I hope he won’t keep contradicting him again today.”

“Speaking of which, aren’t both of these gentlemen part of the Crown Princess’s direct line? How could their relationship be poor?”

“It’s precisely because they’re both part of the direct line and trusted confidants that they compete to perform before the Crown Princess, which makes their relationship poor! Director Shen came to the academy supposedly to seize power, so naturally Dean Rong isn’t pleased.”

“Hey, could this be called competing for favor?”

“By the way, have you heard? They say the Crown Princess’s accompanying officials have all returned to the capital, but the Crown Princess herself hasn’t been seen. Some say the Crown Princess is up to her old tricks again, having left the southern tour group for a private incognito visit.”

“Ah, she wouldn’t come here, would she?”

“I think it’s possible. Such a grand event, and the academy is considered her direct line…”

“If the Crown Princess really comes, that would be wonderful! My trip wouldn’t be in vain!”

“I don’t think it’s likely. Haiyou isn’t on the way.”

“That’s not necessarily true…”

The topic had already diverged, and a group of students excitedly joined the discussion, none bothering to look up at the two people who had just sat down.

Tie Ci’s gaze swept around the circle. Among the students waiting for the competition, she saw quite a few women, but she didn’t see Jian Xi.

She was somewhat surprised, though not entirely so.

If it had been yesterday, she might have inquired about it, but at this moment, she said nothing.

She sat in the corner, listening to the teachers above asking questions. Fang Huai’an was the third to go on stage, his demeanor solemn, clearly well-liked by those scholars. His performance during the questioning was indeed excellent, though he was somewhat weak in arithmetic.

Mathematics was a subject only offered at Yueli Academy. Ever since the legend of the Crown Princess’s excellence in mathematics spread, academies like Celu and Mingquan began offering it, so it was natural they couldn’t keep up immediately.

But even so, when the twins took the stage, Tie Ci couldn’t help thinking that they truly deserved to be called legendary hexagonal warriors—their mathematics was also quite remarkable.

Mingquan was located in the most prosperous Central Province, where commercial ports clustered and great merchants gathered. The Chu family was no exception, being major salt merchants there. Children from merchant families naturally acquired mathematical skills as essential abilities.

Interestingly, the hexagonal warriors’ relatively weaker subject was also classical interpretation. When the second son, Bai Xing Chu, was being tested on a passage from the Great Learning, he actually recited it wrong. The Mingquan scholar who thought he had made the question easy glared at him with disappointment, and Bai Xing Chu still said with a bitter face: “Master Niu, this passage is too convoluted. Why couldn’t the Yellow Sage speak properly…”

The audience burst into laughter.

This comment was somewhat blasphemous, but coming from the twins’ second son with his naturally baby-faced and innocent expression, it only made people laugh.

Many people thought of how the Crown Princess had once dared to question even the Five Classics commentaries in classical interpretation class, literally arguing her teacher into silence.

Tie Ci naturally thought of this too and couldn’t help taking another look at the twins.

The examiners above were scoring. She noticed that indeed, whoever Rong Pu scored highly, Shen Mi would certainly score lower, and whoever Rong Pu scored poorly, Shen Mi would instead offer gentle encouragement. The two had no eye contact throughout, their discord quite obvious.

This inevitably drew frequent attention from the examiners on stage and the local education officials.

Tie Ci also slightly furrowed her brow.

—

Jian Xi wandered along the road outside the Lecture Hall.

Not receiving notification that she could participate meant her application hadn’t passed.

She was somewhat puzzled. Her coursework was quite solid, her essays were often posted on walls by teachers for classmates to read, and she had never encountered a situation where her essays didn’t pass.

Perhaps this time, with so many talented people gathered, her essay simply didn’t catch the eye of Yueli’s dean.

Feeling inevitably disappointed, she wanted to go in to study and observe but couldn’t muster the energy. After wandering for a while, she decided to go back.

Just as she was about to turn around, her head suddenly hurt. She touched it and a fruit rolled down from the top of her head.

Jian Xi looked up and saw a pair of white boots swaying in the tree.

A face emerged from the dense shade, asking her: “If you want to go in, why don’t you go in?”

Jian Xi quickly raised her hand to shield her eyes.

Too dazzling.

The other person had a face like ice and snow, with deep-set features and a head of silver hair that was simply radiant under the morning sun.

Jian Xi had never seen such beautiful and unique long hair. Her thoughts suddenly wandered, wondering if seeing such a patch of white in the middle of the night would make one think they’d seen a ghost.

After thinking about it, no—ghosts weren’t this beautiful.

This silver hair flowed like silk, magnificent and splendid, like a gift from heaven.

The woman above seemed to notice her silver hair only then, fumbling around in the tree to retrieve a black wig and put it on.

Only then did Jian Xi recognize this person she’d met once before—the chivalrous woman who had knocked down the lecher with one punch.

The chivalrous woman slid down from the tree in a flash and asked her: “Why aren’t you going in?”

Jian Xi forced a smile and shook her head.

The chivalrous woman didn’t press further and pulled her along, saying: “Come on, let’s go see the excitement. Since we’re already here!”

Jian Xi found herself being pulled along involuntarily. People’s attention was all on the stage, so no one noticed two women quietly slipping in and sitting at the very back.

The chivalrous woman pulled out two white papers with some crystalline liquid flowing on them, emanating a subtle fragrance. She gave one to Jian Xi and said: “The sun is harsh outdoors. Let’s not let our delicate skin get sunburned—might as well do face masks.”

Jian Xi couldn’t understand her strange way of speaking and wanted to refuse, but the face mask was already slapped onto her face. The cool liquid soaked her face, nearly making her suffocate.

Someone on stage turned to look at the audience at that moment, scanning the crowd before looking away again.

Tie Ci’s attention was all on the stage because Li Yun Cheng had come up.

Tie Ci hadn’t expected this person to participate in the essay competition either. He wasn’t enrolled in any of the three great academies, but considering this fellow’s obsessive dedication to reading, it was natural he wouldn’t want to miss such a grand event.

Li Yun Cheng indeed lived up to being the most scholarly among the noble family’s scions. He was solid in classics, history, philosophy, and literature, capable in poetry and rhyme, proficient in mathematical calculations, and especially impressive in practical economics after having traveled with her to Yannan. His answers were very realistic and insightful. The teachers on stage nodded frequently, and people below continuously applauded and cheered. One area seemed particularly boisterous. Looking over, Tie Ci saw the delicate Li family branch miss whom she had once thrown out, sitting in the center of the crowd.

This young lady was obviously very proud of the Li family’s main branch young master’s talent, personally clapping and having her maids applaud vigorously as well. The numerous accessories on her wrists clinked and clanked loudly, very ostentatious.

Miss Li was showing off while looking around proudly. Unexpectedly, her gaze turned and she saw Tie Ci. Tie Ci smiled and nodded to her. Miss Li recognized her and her expression immediately changed.

Looking again at her distant cousin who was conversing and laughing with the great scholars on stage, her courage returned, and she gave Tie Ci a cold smile.

Tie Ci responded with a warm smile. Miss Li’s expression looked even worse. She turned away and said to her maid beside her: “There are actually such affected people in this world!”

Tie Ci: “…”

Someone come here and bring Miss Li a mirror!

Perhaps it was her presence that dampened Miss Li’s spirits, as she remained quiet for quite a while. Until Qi You took the stage.

This prominent figure from Yueli Academy clearly had very high popularity. As soon as he appeared, there was a cheer from below. Qi You also acted differently from others, continuously smiling and waving, accepting all the handkerchiefs the young ladies threw to him, enjoying himself thoroughly.

Tie Ci remembered her master saying there was a natural talent called “social butterfly syndrome”—this person must be a paragon of this type.

Today Qi You had changed from his previous slovenly appearance. His long hair was tied up high, and he was dressed neatly. He wasn’t wearing Yueli’s uniform but instead wore all black. He was tall and lean, with sharp lines in his profile. Looking at his back, Tie Ci inexplicably found him familiar.

It wasn’t until Murong Yi beside her curled his lips and commented “crude imitation” that she realized this outfit and style resembled Murong Yi’s.

It seemed he really was Murong Yi’s devoted fan.

When Qi You took the stage, Miss Li straightened up and looked at Tie Ci with a proud expression, leaving Tie Ci baffled. She wondered: Could this be your father?

Chapter 442: Bite Back
She was more interested in Qi You’s scholarship, which differed from her imagination of this unruly student who presumably didn’t like memorizing texts. Qi You’s classical interpretation was actually exceptionally solid, and he was competent in practical mathematics. However, what Tie Ci thought would be his strength—poetry and rhyme—turned out to be his weakness. When a scholar on stage asked him to compose a poem, he wrote a nursery rhyme.

The audience burst into laughter, and he cast down his brush with the wind, unconcerned, answering: “Poetry is but a minor path!”

Youthful spirit, brilliant and dazzling.

No one thought his talent was lacking; instead, they loved his sword-in-sheath arrogance even more, and the applause grew louder.

However, most of the examiners on stage looked displeased, especially those from Celu and Mingquan Academies. Except for Celu’s old dean who remained silent, the others frowned and took turns lecturing Qi You at length, starting from the origins of poetry and discussing the beauty and literary brilliance of verse.

When scoring, several examiners gave him the lowest marks, including Shen Mi from Yueli Academy itself.

This surprised everyone somewhat. Generally speaking, due to favoritism, when encountering candidates from their own academy, examiners from that academy would score somewhat more leniently. Behavior like Shen Mi’s was rarely seen.

Boos arose from all directions, but Qi You maintained his composed smile.

Tie Ci glanced up. Well, Celu and Mingquan were quite severe in their exclusion of Yueli.

Previously, when Yueli students participated in examinations, many came from distinguished backgrounds, so these people didn’t dare be too excessive in their attitudes. Now that Qi You came from a humble family but had the greatest reputation at Yueli, Celu and Mingquan spared no effort in suppressing him.

But what was Shen Mi’s deal?

She heard people nearby discussing the discord between Director Shen and Dean Rong again. It seemed the key point of conflict centered on this very Qi You. This person acted erratically, and the dean was very tolerant of him. Shen Mi, who was responsible for academy discipline, was therefore dissatisfied, as such troublemakers would bring difficulties to his management work, and the dean’s tolerance would double such troubles.

It was said that the two had already had several public arguments over the various chaotic incidents caused by Qi You, and even Celu and Mingquan had heard about their discord.

However, Qi You had answered all previous questions flawlessly. Even with the lowest mark in poetry, his overall ranking should still place him in the top five.

Perhaps because Qi You’s unorthodox rebellion particularly suited everyone’s taste, when Qi You stepped down, students from all directions stood up, almost creating a parade of welcome.

Tie Ci wanted to applaud him too—if for nothing else, his bearing was quite good.

She had just raised her hand when Murong Yi’s gaze slanted over, cold.

“…” Tie Ci awkwardly lowered her hand.

Miss Li suddenly stood up and walked toward the exit along the aisle, apparently going to relieve herself. Though there was a path right in front of her, she deliberately took a detour toward Tie Ci’s direction.

Tie Ci watched her with interest.

Miss Li stopped in front of her, leaned down slightly, and said coldly: “The one who performed excellently earlier was my cousin Li Yun Cheng. Did you see? But it’s not surprising that our Li family produces talent in abundance.”

Tie Ci nodded, “Yes, it would be somewhat strange if they produced you.”

Miss Li’s face flushed red. After gritting her teeth for quite a while, she said: “Qi You, did you see him? He’s also talent selected and supported by our Li family. He comes from poverty…” She looked Tie Ci up and down in her plain blue shirt and said mockingly, “Just like you.”

Tie Ci: “Mm.”

“But it doesn’t matter. Poor scholars, with our Li family’s care and support, can still become academy leaders, can still shine brilliantly at occasions like this essay competition. Even getting the lowest marks doesn’t matter—in the future when he enters officialdom, no one will dare trip him up. Of course, if you offend our Li family, everything could be the opposite.” Miss Li bent down slightly, staring at Tie Ci’s jade-like clean face, and said softly: “Looking at your dress and appearance, you’re clearly not from any wealthy family. Apologize to me, and I’ll let bygones be bygones, even support you like I do Qi You. How about it?”

Tie Ci looked up at her slightly and nodded. Miss Li’s expression had just brightened when she heard her say: “The academy has always worried about having no place to expand further. I’d say building on Miss Li’s face would be quite good.”

Miss Li: “…”

Murong Yi was a qualified straight man, lazily asking from the side: “Why?”

“Her face is big enough.”

Someone nearby couldn’t help but snicker. Only then did Miss Li realize that students from all directions had turned around at some point and were watching this scene with interest.

Jian Xi, who couldn’t suppress her laughter, quickly covered her mouth and nodded apologetically to her.

Miss Li glanced at her coldly. Her face went through several cycles of red and white. She wanted to lose her temper, but after looking around and then at the stage, she finally gritted her teeth and endured it, lifting her skirt and hurrying away.

Tie Ci didn’t take it to heart either—where weren’t there a few idiots? Seeing that it was getting late and the morning examinations should be ending soon, and the student on stage was clearly not doing well with his studies, answering questions hesitantly, she stood up to leave.

But at this moment, she heard someone behind her loudly say: “May I ask the examiners, if the senior students on stage cannot answer questions, may those below answer in their place!”

The voice was clear and belonged to a woman.

Tie Ci became interested and turned to look, only to see a woman wearing a large white mask with her hand raised high.

Tie Ci stared at the moist white silk-like material on her face and frowned.

This looked very much like the face mask paper her master had developed, but seemed somehow different. The other party’s materials seemed more advanced, and the shape was different too.

Was there someone else in this world who could tinker with as many strange things as her master?

The examiners on stage were obviously displeased at having their examination interrupted and frowned: “An examination is in progress on stage. How can you interrupt randomly from below!”

The masked woman said: “If the senior student cannot answer and the teachers won’t provide the answer either, and you won’t let those who know the answer respond, then what’s the point of asking the question? What’s the point of the essay competition? Didn’t you say it was to select talent and exchange knowledge?”

Someone on stage sneered: “The most excellent have already been selected—they’re all on stage. If they can’t answer, can you?”

Students below shamefully bowed their heads.

The woman laughed heartily: “Who knows? The Sage said ‘education without discrimination.’ What, just because we didn’t pass the application process, we don’t even have the qualification to answer?”

That teacher was at a loss for words.

Shen Mi suddenly said indifferently: “She has a point.”

The person who had just spoken was a teacher from Yueli, yet he wouldn’t even give face to his own people. This caused the teachers from Yueli Academy to look displeased.

Rong Pu raised his hand, pausing the examination. The examiners on stage whispered among themselves for a while, and finally Rong Pu smiled: “This young lady is very righteous and speaks reasonably. The essay competition is ultimately about teaching and imparting knowledge. Since this is so, we’ll allow the young lady’s request, to avoid the regret of pearls lost in the sea.”

His gaze intentionally or unintentionally swept over the similarly masked girl beside that woman, then glanced at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci had already recognized who these two people were. She was puzzled why Jian Xi didn’t apply to participate in the competition herself but instead encouraged others to stand up for her. Seeing Rong Pu’s glance and hearing his phrase “very righteous,” she knew Rong Pu was reminding her.

Reminding her to be careful in selecting people.

Although the competition would select the ten most excellent, the people who would actually be placed beside her and the Emperor would go through layers of assessment, with ultimately only one or two being chosen.

Tie Ci nodded to indicate she understood.

But the woman in the large white mask wasn’t finished. After thanking Rong Pu, she immediately said: “If we can solve them, will there be rewards?”

There was another round of discussion on stage, seemingly with some dispute. Rong Pu looked toward Tie Ci, and Tie Ci nodded.

Rong Pu’s eyes flashed, and he finally said: “All are talents and should be treated equally. Those who can answer from below will be scored and ranked the same as those on stage.”

The woman thanked him cheerfully.

But Rong Pu added: “To prevent complications, all answerers from below are only allowed one mistake. Once they answer incorrectly twice in succession, they lose the qualification to answer, and their academy will face additional punishment.”

This was to prevent people from answering randomly for the sake of showing off and disrupting the competition order.

With this said, the restless crowd quieted down considerably.

Tie Ci released her hearing and sight, seeing that woman poking Jian Xi in the waist, saying softly: “Your chance has come! Answer quickly!”

Jian Xi’s voice seemed somewhat hesitant: “Sister, why are you helping me?”

“Me? I hope all women have the opportunity to stand before others and fully display their abilities. After all, with the Crown Princess currently in power, it’s a rare opportunity.” The woman smiled frankly, “It’s a pity the Crown Princess didn’t come, otherwise I’d really like to meet her.”

“Who wouldn’t want to?” Jian Xi said softly, “Thank you, sister. I’ll work hard.”

“Work hard then.” The woman said, “I believe the Crown Princess won’t abandon any excellent woman.”

Tie Ci turned her gaze away, her fingers lightly tapping on her knee.

She listened as Jian Xi finally gathered courage to stand up and answer the question that the previous student couldn’t answer. Not only did she answer completely, but she also pointed out the omissions in the examiner’s question.

This won approval from above and applause from below.

In a small hall deep within the lecture hall, someone lifted a curtain, frowning at the scene outside: “This woman is about to steal the show. What should we do?”

Someone behind said: “No matter.”

“Why?”

“Do you think this gives her a chance?” The other person sneered, “You’re wrong. For those in power, scholarship is actually secondary—character is more important. She has already left a bad impression in that person’s mind. Her current behavior will only make that person think she’s deeply scheming and even less desirable.”

The curtain dropped with relief, and someone could be heard laughing with satisfaction.

Afterward, it indeed became Jian Xi’s rapid-fire answering session.

Classical interpretation, mathematics, practical affairs, policy questions, poetry… This was another all-around competitor with almost no weaknesses.

If there was any deficiency, it was only that she was slightly weaker in practical economics, but everyone knew this was due to insufficient experience. Academy students lacked practical experience, which was perfectly normal, but given the opportunity, she would surely advance rapidly.

Teachers on stage looked down and discussed how there really had been a pearl lost in the sea.

Murong Yi listened and frowned, commenting: “Grandstanding!”

He felt this woman was deeply scheming. First she approached Tie Ci, then showed favor to him. Despite having talent, she deliberately didn’t apply to participate in the competition, instead encouraging others to instigate answering from below to attract Tie Ci’s attention. Quite calculating and manipulative.

Tie Ci remained noncommittal.

When the day’s examination ended, Jian Xi’s score had already entered the top hundred. Students who hadn’t been selected came forward to congratulate her.

Tie Ci watched the girl surrounded by others, her cheeks flushed red. In contrast, when the students who had participated in the competition passed by, most had unpleasant expressions.

Someone mocked her face-to-face: “Junior Sister Jian truly has good schemes, not registering for application so she could stand out like a crane among chickens down here.”

This immediately drew cold agreement from many people.

Indeed, if she had applied according to the rules like them and answered questions on stage, no matter how brilliantly she performed, it would lack the element of surprise, far less eye-catching than this impromptu proposal to fill gaps from below.

Someone defended the excellent students: “Her answers clearly weren’t as good as Senior Brothers Fang, Chu, and Bai, yet she could pick questions she was good at to answer. If this isn’t taking advantage, what is? She actually squeezed out Senior Brother Wang!”

Senior Brother Wang, who originally could have made the top hundred, had an ashen face and stormed off with a snort and flick of his sleeves.

The joy disappeared from Jian Xi’s face, and her small face gradually turned pale.

She looked somewhat bewildered at the female warrior beside her.

Coming from an ordinary background and having studied at the academy afterward, with kind parents, caring teachers, and friendly classmates, plus her own reserved personality, she had never directly faced such malice before.

She instinctively looked to the female warrior. The warrior who loved to take charge of everything now stood with arms crossed, watching the drama with indifference. Seeing her look over, she raised her chin: “Why are you looking at me? Can I take care of you for life? Curse back yourself!”

Jian Xi: “…”

“If you can’t withstand this little skirmish and don’t even know how to argue, you still want to enter the court, still want to reach the Crown Princess’s side? I heard the Censorate and the Crown Princess aren’t of one mind. When that pack of dogs starts barking wildly, should the Crown Princess bite back herself?”

Tie Ci: “…”

Chapter 443: The Competition
You truly think far ahead.

But she couldn’t understand what this female warrior was trying to do.

However, she now realized that Jian Xi was a masochist.

After being scolded like this, she immediately found courage, puffed out her chest, and said loudly: “Those who take shortcuts cannot reach the end. Tomorrow and the day after, I will seek guidance from all the senior students. If I lose then, you can scold me as much as you want!”

Some applauded, while others spat and walked away.

But someone picked up the conversation, laughing: “Well said. We brothers respectfully request Junior Sister Jian’s guidance.”

It was the elder of the twins, Chu Xingbai, who spoke. Bai Xingchu smiled and bowed to everyone: “Thank you all for speaking up for us. But honestly, Junior Sister Jian didn’t pick easy questions to answer. She supplemented answers for all the questions that weren’t answered on stage—the difficulty was no less than what we faced on stage.”

The twins had clear expressions and pure eyes. Their words neither hurt their classmates’ enthusiasm nor spoke up for Jian Xi, while also displaying their own pride. Their graceful bearing was deeply admirable.

The teachers walking down from the stage nodded in approval.

Watching this display of human nature, Tie Ci turned and quietly said a few words to Murong Yi.

Murong Yi was stunned and looked Tie Ci up and down: “What do you mean?”

He added: “Did water from Liuxiang Lake get into your brain when you washed your hair?”

He received a 360-degree rotating pinch from Tie Ci.

Under torture, Murong Yi remained unyielding: “No way, this is a trap, and I absolutely won’t voluntarily step into it…”

Tie Ci leaned close to his ear and whispered something. Murong Yi’s expression grew increasingly strange, but his eyes gradually brightened.

“Can I really…?”

Tie Ci pushed him: “Just say whether you’re going or not?”

“I can go… but let’s be clear, you’re the one asking me to go. I don’t have the slightest bit of that intention myself…”

“Of course, of course…”

The next day was the talent display session. Fang Huai’an came first in policy essays, Chu Xingbai’s poem was praised by everyone, and Bai Xingchu’s ability to compose a magnificent fu in the time it takes for an incense stick to burn amazed many great scholars. Qi You’s economic treatise was refreshingly novel, and Li Yuncheng’s “Southern Travel Notes” was widely circulated and read.

Whether by coincidence or not, Jian Xi’s name didn’t appear on any of the top lists for each subject. But even the most biased examiners couldn’t reject her works completely, so she eventually made it into the thirty-person list, ranked in a mediocre position.

That evening, Murong Yi didn’t appear—no one knew where he had gone. When eating dinner, Tie Ci dined alone. She seemed preoccupied, constantly appearing to contemplate something. Chixue, contrary to her usual quiet nature, hesitated several times while serving rice and soup, as if wanting to speak.

After dinner, Tie Ci walked with her two maids along the acacia forest by Liuxiang Lake. In the shadows of the lovers’ forest, figures moved about. During these days when the academy was open, visiting male and female students who had taken a liking to each other secretly hid in the tree shadows to whisper sweet words. Occasionally, one could hear expressions of admiration and longing for the Crown Princess. By Liuxiang Lake, some people still persistently tried to catch the swans.

Danshuang was careless and didn’t notice anything unusual. Her gaze suddenly caught sight of a figure deep in the forest that seemed somewhat familiar. She was startled and instinctively wanted to call out, but the figure disappeared in a flash.

Danshuang was about to tell Tie Ci something when Tie Ci suddenly pointed to a stone crevice ahead: “Where’s that hammock that was stuffed here before? Is it still there?”

Danshuang instinctively said: “That hammock was cut by a sword and soaked in water. Even if it’s still there, it can’t be used anymore.”

Tie Ci smiled at her: “How did it get cut by a sword and soaked in water?”

Danshuang was immediately speechless.

She remembered the foolish thing she had done—fearing that the Crown Princess falling in love with Murong Yi would ruin important matters, she had falsely transmitted the Crown Princess’s will to try to drive Murong Yi away, only to be forced out of the acacia forest by Murong Yi’s sword. Afterward, Murong Yi vented his anger by throwing the hammock into the lake.

Danshuang had been anxious about this incident for a long time afterward, but seeing that Tie Ci never mentioned it, she assumed Murong Yi hadn’t told Tie Ci about it and felt somewhat relieved. Who would have thought that revisiting the old place, Tie Ci would suddenly bring it up, leaving her immediately overwhelmed by enormous guilt.

At the same time, she understood something, seeing the warning look in Chixue’s eyes across from her.

As subordinates, they shouldn’t do what they shouldn’t do, and shouldn’t say what they shouldn’t say.

Now neither she nor Chixue wanted to say anything at all.

Halfway through their walk in the acacia forest, Rong Pu’s servant came to deliver a message to Tie Ci. Rong Pu invited Tie Ci to meet in the library. Tie Ci went accordingly. The library didn’t allow people to enter in the evening. The tall building was half-hidden in moonlight, dividing the blue sky in two—half with moonlight illuminating the bright tiles, half with starlight hanging from the eaves.

Chixue and Danshuang stood together at the bottom of the building, looking at the lights lit upstairs and the two people under the lights, heads together discussing future plans, enveloped in warm yellow light, their surroundings seeming to be shrouded in flowing clouds and deep mist. Both had refined features—a pair of beautiful people.

It looked like a very harmonious and beautiful scene.

Yet Chixue always felt uneasy, with faint worries arising in her heart.

The third day was the draw for combat matches.

When the drawing results came out, everyone was in an uproar.

The twins had drawn each other.

This meant one of the two would be eliminated.

This competition system seemed somewhat unfair. After all, there was quite a difference between first and thirtieth among the top thirty. If a lower-ranked person drew a higher-ranked one, wouldn’t they definitely lose? If first and second collided, the second would very likely be eliminated.

Quite a few people raised this question, but Dean Rong insisted on his position. In his words, luck was also a kind of strength.

The twins had been inseparable since birth, like peas in a pod, never apart. Everyone had long assumed both would definitely be selected, but unexpectedly the draw resulted in them facing each other.

This was too coincidental.

So much so that everyone looked at the drawing box with suspicion.

Tie Ci also frowned slightly and glanced at Rong Pu.

Obviously, Rong Pu was also surprised. He had the highest hopes for the twin brothers and hadn’t expected this situation.

Moreover, as far as he knew, the twins never separated. If one couldn’t go, the other definitely wouldn’t go either.

Who had manipulated things to make this pair of brothers lose their opportunity?

He signaled his attendant to investigate.

But at the very least, the competition had to continue for now.

The twins remained calm. When their turn came to go on stage, neither had any intention of going easy on the other. The two faced each other and bowed. The elder, Chu Xingbai, smiled: “Right now it’s like looking in a mirror.”

Bai Xingchu said: “I’m defeating myself.”

Everyone laughed, all greatly appreciating their good attitude.

Moreover, both had pretty baby faces that could easily evoke maternal instincts, and the women in the audience all showed loving expressions.

But once the competition began, it was quite fierce. The elder asked the younger to improvise a timely acrostic poem on the spot. The younger asked the elder to write a fu about the Battle of Yongping Five-Color Plains.

Everyone knew from the previous round that the elder was good at poetry and the younger at fu. Switching roles hit exactly at their weak spots. Of course, this was only relatively speaking.

Not to mention that whether it was an impromptu acrostic poem or a military fu involving warfare, the difficulty was much higher than usual.

They really showed no mercy at all.

An incense stick was lit on stage—when it burned out, they had to start writing. Quick wit was indeed within the scope of ability testing.

The twins were excellent after all and completed their tasks within the specified time.

The examiners took their manuscripts and deliberated for a long while, seeming quite troubled, but finally judged the elder Chu Xingbai as the winner.

Those listening intently let out sighs, though they didn’t know what they were sighing about.

When the manuscripts were posted, people saw that the poem was ingenious and the fu had magnificent spirit—both were excellent works, still difficult to distinguish between. The poem even seemed more flawless.

No one knew how the examiners had made their choice.

Immediately someone questioned this.

Rong Pu sat high in his seat, elegant in his white shirt, calmly commenting: “Actually, you two have equivalent talent and equivalent learning. Whether the acrostic poem or the marching fu, both are evenly matched. The reason I judged Chu the elder as winner has two parts. First, in our Great Qian, those good at poetry can usually write fu, but those who can write fu are not necessarily good at poetry. So Bai the younger, by giving your brother the topic of writing fu, you already lost a point in your choice.”

“Second, although the acrostic poem was written very ingeniously and was quite fitting, and from the perspective of allusions and meter, it was more perfect than the hastily written fu. But Chu the elder’s marching fu was not the common flowery praise of battle victories, but instead took a very special angle, writing about the hardships of military service, the hatred of border raids, the sorrow of common people, and the strength of powerful enemies. In his fu one can see the hearts of soldiers, people, and generals. One can see that Chu the elder understands very well the advantages and disadvantages of our border military system, holds loving compassion for ordinary soldiers and common people, and possesses clear, rational judgment about war itself. Compared to those so-called poets who only tout the glory of victors and don’t see the white bones by the Wuding River or the autumn grass on desolate border lands, he is a hundred times superior.”

In the silent room, Rong Pu finally made his conclusion: “Therefore, I believe that if Chu the elder could enter the court, he should be someone who understands worldly affairs, knows military law, is skilled in literature and history, understands practical matters, yet doesn’t stand aloof above others. He can lower his eyes to see the masses and empathize with human suffering. With such people in court, soldiers will have warm clothes, people will have adequate food and clothing, generals won’t receive chaotic orders, and the world can achieve peace,” his gaze passed over the crowd to the back and he smiled slightly, “just like our Highness.”

Everyone thought he was expressing distant loyalty and smiled. The twins bowed deeply to receive instruction.

Only Tie Ci knew he was taking another opportunity to flatter her.

She smiled slightly, thinking that although Rong Chacha was a bit scheming, his talent and character were indeed outstanding choices. Crucially, he had talent but wasn’t pedantic—his mind and vision were equally clear and broad. No wonder the academy had undergone major style changes yet stable transitions in just over a year under his leadership.

Murong Yi beside her placed his hand on her shoulder and smiled at Rong Pu on stage.

Someone like her belongs to me.

Tie Ci smiled ambiguously and brushed his paw away.

Rong Pu on stage also smiled and looked away.

His decision was final—Chu the elder won. Bai the younger had no complaints, smiled and congratulated his brother, then walked off stage.

The winner automatically advanced to the top fifteen.

The subsequent drawings were normal, with everyone using all their skills to stump their opponents. What was somewhat unexpected was that Jian Xi drew Fang Huai’an.

This was obviously not good news for Jian Xi. Previously, although everyone had criticized her, the people from Celu Academy were happy to have one more person from their academy advance and wouldn’t say anything. But now that she was facing Fang Huai’an, one of them had to lose, and everyone’s expressions turned ugly.

When Jian Xi went on stage, the teachers from Celu Academy looked at her coldly.

Jian Xi lowered her eyes and looked back at the silver-haired female warrior below who was making an encouraging fist gesture.

This time she didn’t choose to withdraw.

Fang Huai’an waited for her on stage, saying straightforwardly: “Junior Sister, don’t mind what others think. I will give my all, and I hope you can respect me in the same way.”

Jian Xi bowed back: “Yes.”

“Junior Sister, please pose your question.”

“I ask about governance and people’s livelihood—strategies for managing the Ding and Huai Rivers.”

Water management had always been a major topic and one of the common subjects in current affairs policy tests. The Ding River and Huai River were two major waterways within Great Qian territory, running east to west. Especially the Ding River, with its higher water level and tendency to accumulate sediment, flooded and burst its banks almost every year, causing endless water disasters.

Even during the Crown Princess’s training period, she had encountered levee breaches twice. Fang Huai’an had solid coursework and was very concerned about such current affairs. He immediately spoke eloquently, from building high dikes and repairing flood diversion channels, to combining dredging and damming to redirect the Ding River, to narrowing the riverbed to accelerate water flow and wash away sediment. He spoke for nearly half an hour before stopping.

His speech had the examiners nodding frequently, and Tie Ci also nodded. Fang Huai’an truly lived up to being Celu’s famous talent—his reputation was well-deserved. When it came to current affairs policy, saying a few sentences wasn’t unusual, but being able to randomly select one topic from the vast sea of subjects and answer so comprehensively and thoroughly showed his extremely broad knowledge base and very solid scholarly attitude. This was his truly admirable quality.

Besides the great scholars from various academies, the examiners also included education officials, supervisors, and inspectors from Haiyou. These people from official circles better understood what kind of talent the court needed and nodded frequently.

People from Celu Academy watched and breathed sighs of relief, understanding in their hearts that no matter how excellently Jian Xi answered later, it would be impossible for her to surpass Fang Huai’an.

But after Fang Huai’an finished answering, he looked at Jian Xi with some surprise.

When it was his turn to pose a question, he thought for a moment, pointed to the highest peak of distant Qingyang Mountain, where snow had fallen a few days ago and still hadn’t melted, making the green mountain appear white-capped from afar, and said: “Please compose a twelve-line five-character regulated verse with six rhymes about this scene.”

Everyone was surprised.

Such a topic had enormous scope—anyone could write a few lines, equivalent to going easy on her.

Now everyone looked at Jian Xi with even worse expressions.

Had she privately begged the senior student to show her mercy?

Someone directly shouted angrily: “Shameless!”

Fang Huai’an was somewhat bewildered and hurried to explain: “Everyone, please don’t misunderstand. This topic is actually quite broad. Although it’s easy to write, it’s not easy to write excellently. Moreover, regulated verse has many restrictions and rarely produces famous pieces.”

This reasoning made some sense, and everyone’s expressions improved somewhat. Yet they felt even more that Fang Huai’an was magnanimous and honorable. All the examiners stroked their beards and nodded, secretly deciding in their hearts that no matter how brilliantly this woman wrote, they definitely wouldn’t let her surpass Fang Huai’an.

Jian Xi walked forward with lowered head, faced the snow on Qingyang Mountain’s peak, raised her brush in contemplation. On the desk before her, incense smoke curled upward.

She lowered her eyelashes, her expression calm.

This girl usually seemed reserved to the point of timidity, but once she took up brush and scroll to discuss literature, her entire demeanor and temperament changed, becoming particularly composed and natural.

Seeing the incense stick nearly burned out while she still hadn’t put brush to paper, everyone grew impatient, and whispers gradually arose below.

The tip of the incense stick suddenly broke, dropping a section of pale gray ash.

Time was up.

Everyone looked toward Jian Xi, disappointed to see that she had started writing after all.

But hastily putting brush to paper, what excellent composition could she write?

Everyone had written poetry and knew that unless one had natural poetic talent, like the Poet Saint of the previous dynasty who could “startle wind and rain with falling brush, move ghosts and gods with each stroke,” the vast majority of people’s daily masterpieces came from long periods of polishing. Very few could write well with on-the-spot composition—those who could were geniuses.

Seeing that Jian Xi thought extremely slowly but wrote hastily, writing only a few dozen characters before setting down her brush.

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

Some observant people exclaimed in surprise.

Chapter 444: This Can’t Be Blamed on Him
Everyone discovered that the character count seemed wrong.

Six rhymes and twelve lines should be sixty characters, but this seemed to be only about twenty characters?

Writing regulated verse as a quatrain?

Following the topic correctly was the first priority. If this was wrong, no matter how well written, it couldn’t pass.

The manuscript was submitted, and the examiners passed it around, all looking puzzled.

The dean of Celu Academy handed the manuscript to Rong Pu, saying: “Dean Rong, please take a look. The brushwork is extremely elegant and refined.”

“Qingyang’s shaded ridges are beautiful, accumulated snow floats at the cloud’s edge, the forest shows clear skies’ color, the city gains evening’s chill.” Rong Pu recited softly.

The head of Mingquan Academy beside him snorted coldly: “Though it can be considered good verse, it only has four lines. Writing a five-character regulated verse as a five-character quatrain, lacking even the ability to support six rhymes, shows shallow learning.”

Rong Pu’s fingertips rubbed the manuscript, saying nothing.

He vaguely guessed Jian Xi’s intention.

In normal circumstances, this intention would have amazed and impressed him.

But at this moment, with those deep schemes prejudicing his judgment, this behavior in his eyes only provided further evidence for his previous assessment.

How could such a person be placed beside Tie Ci?

Among the nearby examiners, some understood Jian Xi’s intention. Scholars appreciated broad-mindedness and admired it greatly—these people were led by Shen Mi.

Some simply thought the four lines were excellent, believing that literary writing should seek good lines without being constrained by formal requirements.

But more felt that since six rhymes and twelve lines of regulated verse had been specified, how could it become a quatrain? Acting so contrary to rules, how could this be accepted? If this passed, what if someone answered only half during the palace examination—would that also pass? This was clearly contempt for the competition and disrespect for the examiners!

For a moment, arguments erupted.

Rong Pu was the host, and his vote counted double. With everyone unable to reach agreement, they all looked to him.

Rong Pu remained noncommittal and handed the manuscript to the clerk: “Post it on the wall for everyone to judge together.”

When the manuscript was posted, it indeed caused much discussion and the same irreconcilable disputes. Finally, that female warrior raised her hand and suggested everyone vote.

The competition rules stated that disputed scrolls could be decided by vote. Each person present had one vote, each examiner had three votes, the heads of Celu and Mingquan had five votes each, and Rong Pu alone had ten votes.

The clerk distributed paper slips. After everyone wrote their choices, they were collected one by one. When the basket was brought to Tie Ci, she tucked her sleeves and said: “I lost my paper.”

Since it was lost, that was that, and the clerk moved on.

That female warrior chattered in the crowd, going to each woman to whisper. Others didn’t understand what she was doing but paid no attention.

From previous reactions, Fang Huai’an seemed much more likely to win.

Finally, during the vote counting, the vote counter unfolded the papers, glanced at them, and his gaze froze.

He stood stunned on stage for a while.

People below grew impatient, someone shouting: “Why aren’t you announcing the results!”

The vote counter looked at the stage in bewilderment. The examiners above still hadn’t noticed and smiled at him. Only Rong Pu frowned slightly.

Tie Ci looked around the venue with some surprise.

At this point, people were on stage and votes had been tallied. Seeing that the examiners on stage didn’t understand his hint and being pressed by the crowd, the vote counter had no choice but to cough and announce loudly: “Fang Huai’an, two hundred sixty-seven votes!”

Applause erupted below, countless students smiling.

Even as competitors, the upright and honorable Fang Huai’an easily won everyone’s favor.

“…Jian Xi, two hundred seventy-two votes!”

The applause stopped abruptly.

Dead silence filled the hall above and below.

Tie Ci laughed.

Quite interesting.

After a long moment, someone said in bewilderment: “This… what’s happening? Could this be… cheating?”

Immediately, Fang Huai’an’s supporters jumped up: “Yes! There must be cheating! Vote counter! Vote tallier! Come out!”

The vote counter had grievances he couldn’t voice, wiping sweat from his face: “Everyone, everyone, both vote counting and announcing were done by our academy’s clerk officials under everyone’s watchful eyes. How could there be cheating?”

Suddenly someone laughed, standing up triumphantly, waving her arm: “What, can’t accept losing? Don’t you see how many sisters are here? We women, if we don’t unite to vote for excellent sisters, should we vote for those stinking men who always step on our heads?”

Everyone was startled, only now noticing there were quite a few women in the venue.

Since the Crown Princess had studied at the academy, the academy’s atmosphere had changed greatly, and restrictions on women in various occasions had relaxed considerably. At least for this essay competition, the academy welcomed both female students and female warriors. Only that female warriors couldn’t bring weapons into the venue.

But although there were many, they weren’t half the total. Someone immediately said: “But that still doesn’t work—we men all voted for Brother Fang!”

“Ha!” The female warrior waved her hand: “We women might be able to participate in grand events, but we mostly don’t come alone. Who doesn’t have fathers and brothers, uncles, or good brothers they’re fond of?” After speaking, she even winked at everyone.

Everyone suddenly understood.

Women who could come watch this excitement were mostly favored at home and traveled with family members, naturally able to influence their family’s votes. Especially the last type—romantic interests.

But this woman spoke too boldly, saying such things so openly and frankly.

Tie Ci chuckled: “Vote canvassing, fan support.”

She became curious about this female warrior. After all, being able to gather these various-minded women to vote for Jian Xi and persuade them to convince their relatives and friends for someone unrelated to them—this eloquence was remarkable.

Obviously, Jian Xi hadn’t expected to surpass Fang Huai’an either, standing on stage in surprise with her mouth slightly open.

Fang Huai’an frowned, looking somewhat disappointed but maintaining composure. He bowed to Jian Xi and prepared to leave the stage.

Suddenly someone below cursed: “Ungrateful, using underhanded tactics!”

Jian Xi’s face instantly turned pale.

Fang Huai’an shook his head slightly and was about to turn when Rong Pu suddenly said: “Wait.”

He pulled a paper from his sleeve and smiled at everyone: “I haven’t voted yet.”

Everyone: “…”

Rong Pu displayed the light green paper with subtle patterns unique to Qingyang Mountain in his hand. Indeed, he hadn’t voted.

A name was already written on the paper, showing ink traces, but no one could see whose name it was. Everyone instinctively held their breath, watching the vote counter approach and respectfully receive Rong Pu’s ballot.

Below, Murong Yi chuckled: “Did he really not vote? Is that possible? The vote counter might forget to collect anyone’s ballot, but would they forget to collect his?”

“So what? Fang supporters would be happy to see it and wouldn’t expose it; as for the girls, seeing Rong Pu’s face, they wouldn’t have any objections.”

“What about you?”

“What?”

“Do you have objections when you see Rong Pu’s face?”

“…Yes.”

“Hmm?” The enchanting consort’s eyes slanted over with shimmering light, beautiful and sharp.

“How is it that he looks so much worse than you?”

The enchanting consort was satisfied, glanced at Rong Pu, and nodded: “This can’t be blamed on him.”

Tie Ci: This is so difficult for me.

On stage, the vote counter opened the paper slip while everyone held their breath watching.

The vote counter’s face immediately lit up, and everyone roughly understood, exhaling in relief.

Sure enough, they heard the vote counter draw out his voice: “The dean votes for—Fang Huai’an!”

Thunderous applause.

Murong Yi narrowed his eyes: “Seems someone really dislikes that Miss Jian. How strange—such a rare excellent woman, yet he blocks and obstructs, not wanting to send her to your side. What’s his meaning?”

Tie Ci was about to say it didn’t mean much when she heard him say ominously: “Only selecting men to stuff around you—his intentions are truly damnable.”

Tie Ci sighed.

If only men surround me in the future, like the endless waters of the Yellow River.

You’ll drown in jealousy sooner or later.

Murong Yi suddenly said: “Why didn’t you vote?”

Tie Ci smiled: “The time hasn’t come yet.”

On stage, Jian Xi stood there, seeming unable to react to the sudden reversal.

Below, that female warrior waved her fists, loudly cursing Rong Pu for rigging the process.

The cursing reminded Jian Xi. She smiled with disappointment, turned to congratulate Fang Huai’an. Fang Huai’an was still somewhat dazed, watching her quickly step down from the stage.

Jian Xi walked into the crowd, somewhat dispirited. Suddenly someone stuck out a leg and tripped her with a “snap.”

The girl fell flat on the ground, head buried in the dust. Whether from pain or embarrassment, she didn’t lift her head for a long time.

The female warrior went berserk.

The female warrior suddenly leaped out, stepping on a line of heads, and in an instant reached Jian Xi’s side. She pulled Jian Xi up, quickly identified the culprit, and kicked the person flying with one foot.

That person howled as they flew past Tie Ci’s side, the wind whistling, finally landing thunderously outside the lecture hall’s main gate, crushing countless flowers and plants.

Tie Ci felt something cool on her face. She reached up and touched tiny ice crystals.

She looked at the sky—brilliant sunshine, very comfortable late autumn weather.

Was this someone practicing cold-nature true qi, or possessing ice and snow type innate abilities?

Had she lost control in her anger just now?

Tie Ci saw that with the other’s help, Jian Xi didn’t leave but courageously sat down. Meanwhile, students around them who had previously shown contemptuous expressions all scooted their bottoms away again and again.

Rong Pu glanced below, ignored the person who’d been kicked out, and directly announced the competition would continue.

Afterward, there were no more incidents. Qi You drew the twenty-ninth ranked student and won without suspense.

Originally it hadn’t been like this—everyone had been sweating for him. The opponent knew his weakness, and among the top candidates, his weakness was most obvious—everyone knew he was completely clueless about poetry.

Sure enough, his opponent immediately tested him on writing poetry.

Everyone thought he was doomed, but before one incense stick burned out, he had completed a quatrain. Though not excellent, it was passable.

Everyone was dumbfounded.

Qi You tossed his brush on the desk. Though still smiling, everyone could see the mockery in his eyes.

On stage, Rong Pu whispered to the Yueli supervisor beside him: “This kid’s been hiding his abilities.”

The supervisor laughed: “Think about it—since he’s a talent famous throughout Haiyou, even if poetry is his weakness, how weak could it really be?”

Below, Tie Ci also saw through it and smiled: “He’s quite clever.”

He had calculated that scoring zero in the first round’s questioning wouldn’t affect making the list. His poetry wasn’t weak, but he deliberately pretended it was. This way, whoever drew him in the third round would definitely test him on poetry, then he could counter-attack.

Next it was Qi You’s turn to test his opponent.

He asked about the Eastern Hall Dynasty from hundreds of years ago: after the Three Emperors Incident, the succeeding restoration-era enlightened ruler Lin Zheng chose “Qinde” as his reign title. What was the meaning of this choice?

Note: The poem by Jian Xi in the text comes from Tang dynasty poet Zu Yong. According to “Records of Tang Poetry,” this poem was written when the author was taking examinations in Chang’an. According to regulations, examination poems should be written as twelve-line five-character regulated verse with six rhymes, but Zu Yong only wrote these four lines before submitting. When asked why he didn’t follow regulations, he answered: “The meaning is complete.” The idea being that when there’s nothing more to say, keep it short—don’t add unnecessary flourishes.

This passage adapts that allusion.

Chapter 445: This Is Also Allowed?
His opponent was dumbfounded, not expecting such an extremely obscure question. That was ancient history from who knows when!

But thinking that reign titles, like posthumous names, had fixed meanings for each character, he said it should refer to “diligent in cultivating virtue,” “when superiors and inferiors are diligent in virtue without selfishness, virtue transforms everything, and customs all change.”

Qi You burst into laughter on the spot.

Pointing at his opponent’s nose, he said: “What ‘diligent in cultivating virtue’! Emperor Qinde was commemorating two people—he took one person’s name as a homophone and the first character of another person’s title!”

Everyone: “…”

This clearly wasn’t recorded in official histories—where did he learn such wild gossip and legends?

Qi You was beside himself with joy: “You don’t even know this? You need to read more unofficial books!”

Everyone: “…”

Indeed, how disrespectful of us.

An examiner questioned him for reading without discrimination, inevitably mixing good with bad. Qi You was dismissive: “Unofficial histories might be supplements to official ones. In the vast sea of history, how many romantic legends have been arbitrarily altered by the powerful, buried under historical records because of taboos about the honorable and strong? Naturally, there are dedicated people who quietly collect these and compile them into books. What’s wrong with reading some unofficial histories to understand historical context?”

Someone questioned that since these were unofficial histories of questionable authenticity, how could they be used to test others and judge them wrong? What if your answer was incorrect? What if the Qinde reign title had no special meaning?

This argument gained much support, but Qi You just smiled, looking at the officials on stage: “Whether it’s true or not, a humble commoner like me naturally cannot say, and even if I did, no one would believe me. But among those present are many from distinguished families—surely some have connections to the Lin imperial family of that era. Whether this account is true or false, I don’t know, but don’t the distinguished gentlemen on stage know?”

The distinguished gentlemen on stage continued playing deaf and dumb.

A note was suddenly passed to Rong Pu. He opened it, read it, put it away, and gently joined the conversation.

“Qi You is correct. The Qinde reign title was indeed related to two legendary figures from the Eastern Hall dynasty.”

Sitting below, Tie Ci thought about the Eastern Hall historical records she had seen in the Imperial History Archive—a blood-stained legend where countless romantic figures emerged smiling from the cold moonlight-soaked old papers.

Thus Qi You was judged the winner.

The final pair was Li Yuncheng and a student from Mingquan.

Li Yuncheng had worse luck, drawing a student of similar ranking. His opponent tested him with an extremely difficult numerical word puzzle game, while he tested his opponent with a current affairs policy question full of traps, ultimately being judged the narrow winner.

As he accepted praise from the teachers on stage, Miss Li turned around triumphantly and glared fiercely at Tie Ci, thinking that finally her cousin would have time, just waiting for him to establish his ranking in the martial arts competition to help her get revenge.

On stage, Li Yuncheng thanked the examiners while thinking how fortunate it was that he had followed the Crown Princess to Yannan, even being forced to temporarily manage the southern tour group and govern Huangzhou for a while. This had dramatically improved his practical affairs skills, preventing him from falling into the countless traps in his opponent’s question.

He felt somewhat grateful, thinking that everyone was waiting for the Crown Princess, but she still hadn’t appeared and probably wouldn’t come.

Just as he stepped down, a somewhat familiar woman rushed over, linking arms with him and congratulating him. Li Yuncheng looked for a long time before recognizing her as some distant cousin of his.

After congratulating him briefly, his cousin pointed in a direction, saying a student had repeatedly shown him disrespect and disrespected the Li family, possibly harboring ill intentions.

Li Yuncheng didn’t care about the former, but the latter caught his attention. Now that the Crown Princess was in power and his father was an Eastern Pavilion Grand Secretary, yet they lived very cautiously because they had always belonged to the Xiao family faction. He feared enemy political descendants might be lurking, so he turned to look but only saw a not-too-tall, slender back.

Just then, examiners called the top fifteen to the martial arts field for the final martial competition. Li Yuncheng hastily brushed off this distant relative and followed to the martial arts field.

The original martial arts field had now expanded considerably, encompassing part of the back mountain. Looking at that green shade, Tie Ci remembered what had happened in the back mountain—falling into traps, surrounded by wolves, the first time bringing people through instantaneous movement, Murong Yi sitting in a bird’s nest, and cooperating with Murong Yi to kill his fourth brother.

On this very field, she had also competed in archery with Murong Yi’s fourth brother, who used every trick in the book, and here she had first triggered her restoration ability.

Now on the field, those young men and women, riding horses, wearing riding attire, with agile postures—in a trance, she seemed to see herself, see Murong Yi, Huyin, Danye, Yang Yixiu, You Weixuan, You Weixuan…

Her heart suddenly felt sour.

Did time constantly flow forward, carrying away all close friends and old acquaintances?

Did time also constantly wash away, changing many people’s appearances?

In the end, would they all go their separate ways?

On the field, Rong Pu’s gaze turned away from her. From the fleeting confusion on her face, he saw her melancholy.

He turned his gaze back to the youthful faces before him, slightly excited and eager to try, just like they had been back then.

He announced the rules.

Fifteen targets arranged in a line, each person issued arrows of different colors with the arrowheads removed.

The rules were simple: each target could hold ten arrows. You could shoot at your own target or others’ targets. Your own arrows in your own target counted as one point each, but if others occupied your target, you’d lose two points. Shooting others’ targets counted as two points per arrow. Final count by arrow color, highest wins.

Spectators were cordoned off outside the field with ropes. Hearing this, there was some commotion.

“These rules seem simple but are quite brutal.”

“Yes. Leaving open ground for horses to gallop, allowing shooting at others’ targets means allowing riders to charge into others’ areas to shoot arrows—it’s easy to get hit.”

“Right, Dean Rong said snatching is allowed but one must act within their abilities. Once hit by someone else’s arrow, you’re eliminated.”

“Dean Rong also said there might be pit traps in the galloping area, so you must watch out for both arrows and traps?”

“Yes, this tests horsemanship simultaneously. Everyone’s archery is decent—if you only shoot your own target, it’s hard to determine winners and losers. So this requires excellence in both archery and horsemanship to possibly snatch others’ targets.”

“Also, fast shooters have an advantage—they can grab targets first. Otherwise, once people start moving around the field, it becomes much harder.”

“This is so difficult.”

“What’s difficult about this? Have you heard about the Crown Princess’s mounted archery exam back then? Back and forth, with all kinds of tricks. Finally, when the Crown Princess was at a disadvantage, she turned the tide with several arrows that shot down the field’s boundary ropes, literally bringing the outside arrows into the field—that’s how she won. Compared to that, this is much gentler.”

Tie Ci looked at the field. The students all wore soft armor and the arrowheads were removed—there shouldn’t be any danger.

That previous competition was dangerous because Murong Yi’s fourth brother had muddied the waters. This was just a competition.

Fifteen people entered the field. At the whistle blast, they all drew their bows.

Initially, everyone played by the rules, not daring to rashly approach others’ targets, planning to finish shooting their own arrows first.

But just as everyone was stationary and shooting, having shot only two or three arrows, suddenly a figure charged out on horseback, weaving around the field like wind, rapidly drawing and releasing arrows in a continuous stream. Wherever he passed among the fifteen targets, his yellow arrows struck every single one.

Exclamations arose: “Qi You!”

Qi You paid no attention. After completing one circuit, while his opponents were still dazed, he galloped back to his position like wind. Only then did arrows whistle behind him as he quickly finished shooting at his own target.

Only then did everyone realize he hadn’t waited to finish his own target—after shooting four or five arrows, he began ambushing others’ targets, completing the full circuit before returning to his own.

His move succeeded through surprise and because his arrows were faster than others’.

Qi You raised his bow on the field, laughing: “I dedicate this to that archery teacher from back then.”

Murong Yi had also participated in archery competitions. His greatest characteristic in shooting arrows was speed.

Tie Ci laughed despite herself, thinking this was truly Murong Yi’s genuine admirer.

To turn from worshipping the Crown Princess in an academy full of her influence to admiring Murong Yi instead—Qi You was indeed unconventional.

The students on the field immediately reacted, some speeding up, others directly beginning to snatch targets.

One student charged to Li Yuncheng’s nearby target and with a thud, planted an arrow in Li Yuncheng’s target.

Each target could only hold ten arrows. If someone else occupied a position, you’d have one less spot and lose two points, forcing you to risk snatching others’ targets.

Li Yuncheng raised his bow to shoot at the opponent, but his opponent was quite skilled at horsemanship, flipping and diving under his horse’s belly.

Li Yuncheng smiled coldly.

In the past, he would have been stunned, but since being forced to follow the Crown Princess to Yannan, he was no longer his former self!

Those hands accustomed to holding books smoothly pressed downward.

With a whoosh, an arrow struck hard into the horse’s rump.

The horse neighed and bucked violently, throwing its rider to the ground while galloping wildly out of the martial arts field, breaking through the protective ropes and frightening the crowd into retreat.

The student on the ground, without a horse, could no longer shoot arrows under these conditions and was automatically eliminated.

After a moment of shock, the students on the field had their eyes opened to new possibilities.

So shooting others’ horses could also eliminate people! Eliminating one person meant less interference and one more available target—much easier than painstakingly shooting at targets!

The field immediately became chaotic.

Now they had to avoid not only traps and others’ arrows, but also arrows aimed at their horses.

The difficulty increased.

Soon, with a neigh, one student avoided a pit trap but couldn’t avoid someone else’s arrow. The horse’s eye was wounded and nearly went mad on the field. The safety guards immediately pulled it off the field—another elimination.

After a while, someone risked snatching a target but was hit by several arrows of various colors and went down.

Later, several people realized Qi You posed the greatest threat and somehow reached a tacit agreement to eliminate him first, launching a coordinated attack.

The result: one was led by Qi You under someone else’s target stand, another was tricked by Qi You near a trap.

During this, Qi You turned and shot two arrows seemingly in counterattack, but they missed and fell to the ground, separated by about five feet.

Qi You galloped past, leaning down as if to retrieve the arrows, but somehow didn’t manage it, drawing some mocking laughter.

The students on the field were celebrating that Qi You had actually wasted two arrows and were pursuing him urgently. Suddenly the ground beneath them shifted, the horse stumbled forward, apparently tripping on something, and horse and rider tumbled out in a cloud of dust, scraping far along the ground.

Only then did everyone discover that between the two arrows on the ground, a thin rope had somehow been connected—it looked like Qi You’s belt. His previous galloping and leaning down wasn’t to retrieve arrows but to tie the rope.

What a devious trick.

Without his belt, Qi You’s clothes came loose, exposing half his chest, causing the female spectators outside the field to blush and their eyes to shine.

Teachers from Celu and Mingquan were cursing Qi You for being crafty and lacking proper demeanor.

Tie Ci watched with great satisfaction.

Only her academy with its increasingly free atmosphere, only her Rong Pu, could cultivate such flexible talent and allow him to grow wild.

The court needed rules, but not too many rules.

Fewer and fewer people remained on the field, and fewer arrows and shootable targets remained.

Tie Ci noticed that several seeded contestants were still in. Not to mention Qi You, Fang Huai’an’s mounted archery was actually average, but he was cautious and steady, prioritizing self-preservation. So he shot few arrows initially but kept himself from being eliminated. Now with fewer people and reduced difficulty, several consecutive arrows were quite beautiful, gradually catching up from the bottom in arrow count.

He was a survivor.

Chu Xingbai had a different style—not darting around but methodically shooting his own target first, then ambushing those on either side. After dealing with both sides, he continued expanding his range. This way his riding area remained consistently small, avoiding being targeted by too many people.

As the field gradually emptied, competition became more intense.

Qi You suddenly appeared in front of Chu Xingbai, swaying his body and sliding under his horse’s belly. This made his shooting angle extremely bizarre—hanging under the horse, he shot an arrow at an odd slant.

That direction wasn’t aimed at Chu Xingbai or his horse. Though aimed at a target, it went diagonally and sideways at an angle that made hitting the target impossible.

Moreover, that target was already full of arrows.

Spectators outside made sounds of puzzlement, but Tie Ci knew this person definitely had some trick up his sleeve and sat up straight.

Sure enough, the next moment that arrow whistled past the target densely packed with arrows, creating a crackling commotion wherever it passed.

Countless colorful arrow shafts were severed from the target, breaking in mid-air.

Only bare arrowheads remained on the target.

No longer could colors be distinguished or arrows identified by owner.

“…”

A moment of silence.

Five words slowly drifted through everyone’s mind:

“This is also allowed?”

Chapter 446: Accident
As soon as Qi You struck, he destroyed one of Chu Xingbai’s target achievements.

Yet Chu Xingbai didn’t seem particularly anxious. In fact, at the very moment Qi You made his move, he seemed to abandon the target in front of him and galloped swiftly in another direction.

There stood a target that had been shot askew from the beginning, making the angle difficult to shoot. Not many arrows had hit it.

Chu Xingbai galloped over, drew his bow and nocked an arrow. With a sweep of his fingers, five arrows lined up in a row on his bowstring.

Those with sharp eyes cried out in amazement.

Rapid-fire volleys, one bow with five arrows—this was nearly the pinnacle of archery skill.

In the next instant, the bowstring sang through the wind, and a fan-shaped light spread across the sky. Sand and dust rose from all directions, dyeing the air a faint yellow. In the next moment, the light fan swept past the sandy veil, falling on the target like a sudden downpour.

Because of the incredible speed, the five sounds merged into one.

Thunderous applause erupted from the sidelines, while Qi You relentlessly pursued, drawing his bow behind Chu Xingbai.

The crowd applauded without tension, all believing that with Chu Xingbai’s archery skills, he would have time to save himself. Even if he didn’t, being hit by an arrow with its head removed wouldn’t matter much.

But Tie Ci suddenly shot to her feet.

As she stood, she already had a stone clasped in her hand. With a flick of her finger, it shot out like lightning.

In the next moment, Qi You’s arrow suddenly trembled, and a cold gleam flashed.

Ordinary people naturally couldn’t see what had changed, and the cheering continued.

But Tie Ci’s eyesight was sharp enough for her to see that Qi You’s arrow had been modified—the arrowhead had sprung out!

And he was aiming for Chu Xingbai’s heart from behind!

“Whoosh!” came a sharp sound.

Qi You’s arrow suddenly veered off course and pierced Chu Xingbai’s right arm!

Blood splattered as the arrowhead emerged from the other side of Chu Xingbai’s arm, cold light glinting in the bloody gap.

Tie Ci frowned.

The distance was too great, and she lacked suitable tools at hand. She had only managed to deflect the arrow in time, avoiding vital points.

The cheers turned to cries of alarm.

The academy instructors sprang to their feet. Countless guards blew whistles to signal the end of the competition while pushing through the crowd to rush onto the field. One group went to support Chu Xingbai, while another surrounded Qi You.

Bai Xingchu charged to the front, his usually smiling face pale and covered in sweat, looking even worse than the injured Chu Xingbai.

Meanwhile, Qi You had also lost his earlier carefree elegance. Surrounded in the center, clutching his bow, his expression was bewildered.

Rong Pu approached quickly amid the crowd, bringing the academy physician. He first sent someone to examine Chu Xingbai’s injuries, then looked toward Qi You.

His expression was very grim.

Qi You’s performance in the final competition had been outstanding, and barring any accidents, he would certainly have placed in the top three. Who could have expected such an incident at the end?

Chu Xingbai was Mingquan’s hope. Now injured and with his performance affected, his future prospects were damaged. The twin’s younger brother had already been eliminated due to poor lottery luck, and if Chu Xingbai lost his chance as well, Leaping Carp Academy, as the host, would certainly owe Mingquan an explanation.

More critically, Rong Pu had no factional prejudices. The twins were students he had favored and strongly recommended to the Crown Princess. Their performance over four competitions had been commendable, which had greatly pleased Rong Pu. He hadn’t expected such an incident to suddenly occur, and from Qi You no less.

This single incident had ruined three promising candidates, removing three of the most outstanding prospects while dragging Leaping Carp Academy down with them. This made Rong Pu almost unable to avoid conspiracy theories.

At other times, conspiracies might be acceptable, but now, with Tie Ci present at the academy, Rong Pu couldn’t help but think the worst.

Shen Mi followed behind him, speaking sarcastically: “Academy Director, I’ve always said you’re too lenient with Qi You! You’ve spoiled him until he’s lawless, taking pleasure in challenging rules. Now look what’s happened—he dares to do even this!”

Rong Pu suddenly stopped in his tracks and said coldly: “Supervisor Shen, the matter hasn’t been investigated to a conclusion yet. Why are you speaking so recklessly? Have you considered the students’ futures and Leaping Carp’s reputation?”

Born naturally gentle with an elegant, refined temperament, he had always treated others mildly, never speaking harshly or severely. Such an attitude was almost unprecedented, leaving everyone around stunned.

Shen Mi’s face turned white with anger as he shouted: “This incident occurred before everyone’s eyes—what conclusion is needed! A black sheep like Qi You should be expelled early to preserve the academy’s reputation!”

Rong Pu’s lips curved in a mocking arc as he said coldly: “Since becoming supervisor, Supervisor Shen has gained control over these students’ fates and become increasingly imperious. Expulsion and removal, spoken so lightly. I wonder if Supervisor Shen still remembers that he too was once expelled from an academy?”

“…”

The students were all stunned.

Tie Ci was stunned too.

This was… hitting someone without hitting their face!

Shen Mi’s face turned white with rage. Usually articulate, he actually began stuttering: “You you you… I I I…”

Rong Pu just stood there smiling as he watched him, as if still waiting for him to get his tongue straight. This made Shen Mi almost explode.

After stammering for a long while, he flicked his sleeve angrily and said: “Since that’s the case, Shen Mi is too ashamed to continue as academy supervisor. I hereby resign!”

With that, he turned and left.

A large group of academy instructors surged forward, saying “Why go so far, why go so far,” trying to stop him. But Shen Mi ignored them all, pushed through the crowd, and stormed off in anger.

In the crowd, the representatives from Deer Chasing and Mingquan academies exchanged glances.

Outside the crowd, Tie Ci propped her chin up, watching this farce and catching a whiff of something unusual.

The Mingquan Academy representative stepped forward: “Is Academy Director Rong trying to protect the perpetrator?”

Rong Pu replied: “This matter is suspicious and requires careful investigation…”

The Mingquan representative laughed coldly: “It occurred before everyone’s eyes, witnessed by all. What does Academy Director Rong need to investigate?” He turned his head, and several Mingquan Academy guards charged toward Qi You.

Qi You stepped back to avoid them and shouted loudly: “It’s precisely because it happened before everyone’s eyes that it’s strange! Knowing I would be seen by everyone, would I still harm Chu Xingbai in public? Do I have an entire Ding River in my brain?”

The Mingquan Academy representative said coldly: “Who knows this isn’t exactly what you planned in advance as an excuse to escape guilt!”

Suddenly someone said: “Not necessarily.”

Everyone turned to see a masked youth emerging from the crowd.

The youth was Tie Ci, who had casually grabbed a mask to wear before speaking.

All eyes turned to her. A Mingquan student angrily demanded: “Who are you? Hiding your face like that? Are you Qi You’s accomplice?”

Tie Ci didn’t even glance at him, only saying: “If Qi You had accomplices, they could only be among the last few people on the field. When would it be my turn?”

“What do you mean?”

“Everyone saw the competition earlier. This arrow competition was about speed, and Qi You shot faster than anyone else. He drew arrow after arrow continuously, never having time to look back. So if he placed that arrow in his quiver himself, how could he ensure he wouldn’t draw that arrow, wouldn’t shoot it prematurely?”

The arrow Qi You shot was the last arrow in his quiver.

Everyone fell into thought. Indeed, if that arrow had been in the quiver all along, given Qi You’s shooting speed and random arrow selection, there was no way to guarantee the arrow aimed at Chu Xingbai would be that specially modified arrow.

“The only possibility is that at the end, when his quiver was empty, someone placed that specially modified trick arrow into his quiver, calculating that Qi You would certainly intervene when Chu Xingbai was shooting.”

That person could only be among the last few remaining on the field.

On the field, riding back and forth, passing each other—someone could have thrown the arrow into Qi You’s quiver. Then Qi You drew the arrow, pulled the bow, and Chu Xingbai was hit.

Everyone’s gaze fell on those last few people.

Fang Huai’an, Li Yuncheng, plus one student from Deer Chasing Academy and one from Mingquan Academy.

The Mingquan student had mediocre rankings previously but excellent horsemanship and archery, so he persisted to the end.

The Deer Chasing student was different—he had hardly shot any arrows, surviving to the end by playing it safe, and had stayed close to Fang Huai’an throughout, helping deflect attention from him. Clearly, he was there to escort Fang Huai’an.

Deer Chasing Academy’s attitude toward this grand competition was evident from their treatment of Jian Xi from the beginning. They pursued high rankings and sought to promote talent that could truly enter His Majesty’s and the Crown Princess’s inner circles, sacrificing other prospects for this goal. They had done this with Jian Xi, and with these qualifying students as well. The one they truly wanted to ensure success for was only Fang Huai’an.

As for Li Yuncheng, no need to consider—though he came from Deer Chasing, he had already graduated.

All of these people were suspects. Under everyone’s scrutinizing gazes, Fang Huai’an and Li Yuncheng appeared composed and upright, the Mingquan student looked innocent, while the Deer Chasing student seemed somewhat panicked and uneasy.

The Mingquan student named Dong Ce raised his bow and said: “I was shooting at the western target the entire time, never approaching Qi You at all.”

Li Yuncheng said: “I was at the easternmost position.”

The Deer Chasing student said: “I stayed close to Senior Brother Huai’an the whole time… I didn’t do it.”

Fang Huai’an remained silent, pressing his lips together.

Everyone looked at him.

He said: “I didn’t do it.”

Dong Ce suddenly said: “Setting aside everything else, I caught a distant glimpse earlier and seemed to see Brother Fang riding past Brother Qi You’s side?”

All eyes turned to Fang Huai’an in unison.

Fang Huai’an frowned, thought for a moment, and said: “That did happen. I also wanted to attack Chu Xingbai from both sides, but it was only for an instant.”

“An instant would be enough,” Dong Ce said.

Fang Huai’an wasn’t good with words. After a long pause, he could only say emphatically: “I didn’t do it!”

These words seemed rather weak.

After all, the suspect could only be among the four people present, and only he had passed by Qi You’s side.

The Mingquan Academy representative immediately said: “In that case, Fang Huai’an is equally suspect. Arrest him along with Qi You for joint interrogation.”

People stepped forward. Fang Huai’an stood straight and said coldly: “The innocent are innocent, the guilty are guilty.”

The Deer Chasing Academy people all frowned, thinking this wasn’t the time to display noble character. Once taken as a suspect, it would mean losing qualification for selection as well.

Students under suspicion would not appear on the list presented to His Highness.

The Deer Chasing Academy people all glared angrily at Tie Ci.

Just as Fang Huai’an was about to be taken away, another voice called: “Wait.”

Everyone turned to see the masked Tie Ci again.

“What trick are you pulling now!” someone couldn’t help but say.

Tie Ci looked back at the crowd and smiled: “Was it really Fang Huai’an who threw the arrow? Does anyone have a different opinion? Or perhaps, little darlings from Deer Chasing Academy, can any of you defend your senior brother?”

A moment of silence fell as everyone looked at each other.

Suddenly, an arm shot up.

Everyone looked over to see the female warrior who had beaten up the lecher and demanded audience participation in the first competition.

The female warrior raised her arm high, grinned at everyone, but then said: “It’s not me.”

Everyone: “…”

The female warrior casually grabbed the arm of Jian Xi beside her, who was staring at her in amazement, and raised it up: “It’s her!”

Jian Xi was startled and tried to break free but couldn’t.

The female warrior smiled: “Don’t be shy! I saw your expression was wrong earlier—you looked like you wanted to raise your hand but didn’t dare. So I helped you raise it!”

Jian Xi: “…”

This girl had one good quality: she was usually timid and avoided standing out when possible, but once truly cornered, she was never really afraid.

She took a deep breath, pulled the female warrior out of the crowd, and said to the competition steward: “We need two horses.”

The steward looked at Rong Pu, who glanced at Jian Xi and nodded.

Soon two horses were brought over. Jian Xi and the female warrior each mounted, riding on the field. They crossed paths once, with Jian Xi in front and the female warrior approaching from behind. The female warrior raised her arm in an arrow-throwing motion, but found that Jian Xi’s quiver was on the other side. She swung her arm around, and Jian Xi’s raised arm perfectly blocked her raised arm.

The two held this position for a while, letting everyone see clearly. After a moment, they both withdrew and rode back.

Throughout the entire demonstration, they didn’t speak a single word.

Most people were still confused, but those like Rong Pu already understood.

Chapter 447: Suspicion
Jian Xi was conducting a scene reconstruction, recreating the positions and postures of Fang Huai’an, Qi You, and their horses at the moment when Fang Huai’an rode past Qi You. In those positions and postures, if Fang Huai’an had wanted to throw an arrow into Qi You’s quiver, the quiver wouldn’t have been within easy reach, and he would have been blocked by Qi You’s raised arm as he rapidly drew his bow.

That would have been obvious.

And difficult to succeed.

If he had forcibly attempted to throw it, Qi You couldn’t have failed to notice, and those watching from the sidelines couldn’t have missed it either.

Jian Xi didn’t say a single word, but she had explained everything that needed explaining.

However, some people still questioned it.

The Mingquan Academy representative laughed coldly: “Your explanation is based on the positions and postures you demonstrated. But with personnel moving about constantly on the field, changing from moment to moment, even Fang Huai’an and Qi You themselves might not remember their exact positions and movements at that time. How could you, someone watching from the sidelines, remember?”

This reasoning made sense, and many people immediately agreed.

With so many people on the field, it was impossible to remember what posture or position any particular student was in at any given moment.

Jian Xi said: “I do indeed remember…”

The crowd looked skeptical, with someone mocking: “Are you trying to boast about having a photographic memory?”

The female warrior said: “What, just because you can’t do it, you assume others can’t either?”

“Then prove it!”

This couldn’t be proven. Jian Xi hung her head. Suddenly someone said: “I can prove it.”

It was that familiar voice and familiar person. Someone looked at Tie Ci and said: “You can prove everything at every turn—are you from Deer Chasing Academy?”

Tie Ci’s lips curved as she said: “You’ll know soon enough whether I’m from Deer Chasing Academy.” She turned to Jian Xi and said, “Your method of proof was effective, but you only remembered their positions. You didn’t notice the details—like the quiver he was carrying.”

Jian Xi stared at her in amazement.

Tie Ci pointed at Qi You’s back: “Doesn’t anyone see what’s different about his quiver?”

Everyone looked for a while before someone said: “I don’t see anything?”

The female warrior suddenly said: “No, wait—his quiver position is reversed!”

Qi You also realized at this point: “I’m left-handed.”

“So for convenience in drawing arrows, his quiver is positioned opposite to everyone else’s,” Tie Ci said.

A moment of silence fell.

Jian Xi’s face turned pale.

After a long pause, someone said: “So the earlier speculation…”

“Miss Jian correctly identified their positions, but she didn’t notice Qi You’s quiver position. With Qi You’s quiver in the reversed position, it would be very easy for Fang Huai’an to throw an arrow into the quiver from that position, without needing to raise his arm.”

That meant he wouldn’t have been blocked, and Jian Xi’s previous reasoning was completely overturned.

The Mingquan Academy representative was quick-tempered and immediately shouted: “What are we still babbling about? Take him away for interrogation!”

Fang Huai’an seemed to want to say something, but a crowd of people had already surged forward.

“Wait.”

Everyone had lost their patience.

The Mingquan Academy representative turned back and said irritably: “What now!”

Tie Ci smiled pleasantly and pointed at Fang Huai’an: “Brother Fang seems to have something to say.”

Fang Huai’an hesitated to speak.

Tie Ci said: “What, you’re suffering injustice but don’t even have the courage to defend yourself?”

Fang Huai’an was silent for a moment before saying: “Actually, I’m also left-handed.”

Everyone was stunned.

They looked at his back.

Someone couldn’t help but say: “Even a drowning man grasping for wood can’t just lie so blatantly. Isn’t your quiver in the normal position?”

Fang Huai’an closed his eyes and said: “My quiver position was adjusted earlier. It wasn’t like this on the field—it was in the opposite position. That’s why I felt drawing arrows was particularly smooth today, though I didn’t pay attention at the time…”

Fang Huai’an was also left-handed, but afraid of causing trouble for his companions, he had always worked hard to adjust, using his right hand in daily life even though his left hand was actually more fluid. Earlier on the field, he had felt drawing arrows was particularly smooth, but in the tense, intense atmosphere, he hadn’t noticed his quiver’s position at all.

If his quiver had also been switched like Qi You’s, then Jian Xi’s reasoning could stand again.

“Who switched your quiver position? Why would anyone switch it for no reason?”

Fang Huai’an’s expression became even more troubled, with hints of pain. After a long while, he said: “When the incident happened earlier, I wanted to come over, but my servant stopped me, saying he’d help remove my quiver, so I let him. Afterward, he said it would be better to put it back on, in case the competition wasn’t completely over. I was anxious to come see the situation and didn’t want to discuss it further with him, so I put it back on without noticing that when I put it on again, the position had been switched…”

Someone laughed: “This story sounds familiar.”

“Right, when the master is at fault, the servant takes the blame.”

“Where is this servant? I suppose he’s nowhere to be found, having fled in fear of punishment?”

“More likely he’s buried somewhere unknown—after all, dead men tell no tales, right?”

Discussion buzzed as Fang Huai’an’s face turned ashen, his lips pressed tight.

It was the expected reaction.

He knew no one would believe him; they would only think it was his excuse.

Even his fellow students from Deer Chasing Academy looked doubtful, since they had only ever seen him use his right hand in daily life.

They all thought he was desperate enough to lie about being left-handed.

The Mingquan Academy representative said once again: “Complete nonsense! Someone—”

“Wait—”

The Mingquan Academy representative exploded: “Are you never going to stop!”

“Never.” Tie Ci said, turning to look into the distance: “I’ll count to three and show you a magic trick. One, two, three… fall!”

Before she finished speaking, there was a thud.

Fang Huai’an suddenly collapsed to the ground.

People cried out in alarm and rushed forward in a swarm. After a moment, someone shouted: “He’s been poisoned!”

“How could he be poisoned out of nowhere!”

“Did he take poison out of guilt?”

The crowd gathered densely, everyone’s expressions filled with panic. Today’s events had reversed constantly, turning everyone’s minds to mush.

Instinctively, they looked at Tie Ci to see how this suddenly appearing masked person would explain it. Someone said sternly: “How did you know he would be poisoned? Could it be that you…”

Tie Ci suddenly waved toward the front.

Everyone turned to see a tall, slender man approaching in the sunlight.

He also wore a loosely fitted mask, but his bearing alone brought to mind beautiful phrases like “glorious as autumn chrysanthemums, flourishing as spring pines.”

Even his robes seemed to carry fragrance in the autumn wind.

The crowd fell silent for a moment.

Murong Yi walked toward Tie Ci. Tie Ci looked momentarily surprised: “Didn’t catch him?”

Murong Yi said simply: “Someone provided assistance.”

Tie Ci frowned.

Although Murong Yi had been a bit slow when he gave chase, for the opponent to escape with assistance while being pursued by Murong Yi meant there was more than one person hidden in the shadows—a considerable force.

Just what kind of people had infiltrated Leaping Carp Academy? Since ill-intentioned people had infiltrated, why didn’t they make a move against her?

Tie Ci felt a vague unease.

She turned to the confused crowd around them and explained: “We were watching the field the entire time. The moment the incident occurred, we kept our eyes on the students present and noticed the suspicious behavior of Fang Huai’an’s servant helping him switch his quiver. Sure enough, we soon discovered him quietly slipping away, so we gave chase, though we didn’t catch him.”

Her explanation essentially vouched for Fang Huai’an’s defense. The Deer Chasing Academy people breathed a sigh of relief, but more people were dissatisfied. Someone immediately said: “You’re not some prophetic figures—how could you notice the students on the field the moment the incident occurred? Since you claim to have chased the servant but didn’t catch him, isn’t that too convenient?”

“Right, it’s just words without proof—not credible.”

Murong Yi extended his fingers.

Each of his fingers now had a red line running from base to tip. Because his skin was so pale, the red lines were very obvious.

Murong Yi then pointed at Fang Huai’an on the ground. He had been helped up and was lying on his side against someone, revealing a red line on his neck.

“Poisoned?!”

“Yes, poisoned.” Murong Yi nodded: “That servant was skilled with poison. Before leaving, he poisoned Fang Huai’an so he would die under false accusations with no one to testify for him. When I chased him, he used the same poison on me.”

The crowd fell silent.

While they spoke, Tie Ci had been deep in thought. She felt this whole affair was very strange. The opponent clearly wanted to target this group of students who might be selected for central positions or even the imperial court. If she hadn’t spoken up, the current situation would be: Chu Xingbai injured, Bai Xingchu eliminated, Qi You bearing guilt, and Fang Huai’an dead from poison.

The most outstanding would be almost completely wiped out. The only one untouched was Li Yuncheng, who came from a powerful family that shouldn’t be provoked.

But why expend such effort just to make these students lose their opportunities? These students weren’t even in central positions yet, and even if they were truly selected to serve beside her and the Emperor, as newcomers with shallow experience, they couldn’t accomplish much. What was the point?

With this energy, why not assassinate Grand Tutor He or her increasingly numerous iron-faction officials? Why target a group of new recruits?

This wasn’t logical.

Generally speaking, when looking for a culprit, you look at who benefits most.

Tie Ci raised her gaze.

Across from her, Rong Pu had obviously thought of something too. His eyes lifted lightly and fell on Jian Xi in the crowd.

Tie Ci knew what he was thinking.

With all the seeded candidates eliminated, they would have to look for talent among those on the sidelines.

The most outstanding was undoubtedly Jian Xi.

But did this little girl have such capability?

Rong Pu’s gaze met Tie Ci’s, and he glanced lightly at the person beside Jian Xi.

Right—there was also that mysterious female warrior.

Acting boldly, brave and resourceful, suddenly appearing at Jian Xi’s side.

But last night, Tie Ci had already ordered people to investigate her background, yet found absolutely nothing.

The scene was now at an impasse. Fang Huai’an was also indirectly cleared of suspicion. Rong Pu ordered people to take him away for treatment and to pursue that servant, while strengthening security throughout the academy and searching for his accomplices.

Tie Ci looked at Murong Yi. On his lowered fingers, the red lines at the tips were gradually fading.

With Murong Yi’s current constitution, he was almost immune to all poisons.

The Mingquan Academy representative was silent for a moment before saying: “What do we do now? What exactly is going on?”

Since Fang Huai’an couldn’t have made the arrow-throwing gesture, and the others had no contact with Qi You, how did that arrow appear in Qi You’s quiver?

Tie Ci smiled and walked toward Qi You.

Everyone now instinctively watched her movements. Seeing her approach Qi You, they immediately became excited.

Could the suspicion ultimately fall on Qi You after all?

Chapter 448: Are You Certain?
Seeing Tie Ci approach, Qi You remained composed and even smiled at her.

Tie Ci nodded in return: “Brother Qi, may I borrow your quiver for a look?”

Qi You removed his quiver and handed it to her.

Tie Ci examined it, then asked Qi You: “When you drew your last arrow, did you almost fail to grasp it and have to use force to pull it out?”

“How did you know, brother?” Qi You asked in amazement. “I couldn’t pull the arrow out on my first try—I had to use force on the second attempt. At the time I thought the fletching had gotten stuck in the quiver, and I was quite anxious.”

Tie Ci smiled: “That’s right.”

The crowd was thoroughly confused. The impatient ones were already saying: “Stop being mysterious—speak up!”

Tie Ci wasn’t offended and turned the quiver over: “Everyone, take a look.”

People crowded around and looked for a long time but couldn’t make sense of it. What was there to see in an empty quiver?

Tie Ci pointed to a spot on the side of the quiver: “Look here—aren’t there some traces?”

Only then did those who had crowded close see extremely faint traces, but these marks were truly impossible to notice unless pointed out.

What eyesight this person had!

“What is this?”

“Feel it,” Tie Ci said.

People immediately pulled their hands back—the suspected culprit was someone who used poison, so who would dare touch something he might have handled?

Only a pair of snow-white, slender hands reached out, touching the traces without concern, and said in surprise: “Oh my, it’s sticky!”

Then she continued: “It’s rather like the fish glue from a type of deep-sea fish we have—extremely sticky. It starts very hard but gradually softens over time.”

The speaker was tall and graceful, with a face like snow but bright, brilliant eyes.

It was that female warrior.

Tie Ci thought: Ah, she lives by the sea or on an island.

She said: “You are truly learned.”

Turning to the crowd, she continued: “Since none of you could have thrown the arrow according to our earlier speculation, then it wasn’t thrown. That arrow was in Qi You’s quiver from the beginning.”

“As for how this was accomplished, it relied on this deep-sea scale fish glue.”

“This fish glue has extremely high adhesive properties, but it has a fatal flaw—it doesn’t last long. Within half an hour it will gradually soften, and after an hour it will completely disappear without a trace. It can only be used briefly.”

“Before the competition began, someone used this fish glue to fix that trick arrow to the edge of the quiver. Initially, the extremely high adhesive strength made the arrow and quiver into one unit—no matter how Qi You tried to draw it, he couldn’t pull out that arrow. As the competition progressed toward its end, the adhesiveness gradually disappeared, and Qi You was finally able to draw that arrow.”

“Because the timing couldn’t be precisely controlled, when Qi You tried to draw the arrow, the fish glue hadn’t completely softened yet, so he needed to use force to pull it out.”

Someone asked: “How did the perpetrator know that Chu Xingbai would be the last one remaining, thus saving this arrow to deal with him?”

“That’s a good question, and one that can’t be explained. So I suspect the perpetrator didn’t care who this last trick arrow would target—they just needed to target whoever remained at the end. With only a few people left on the field, Qi You would eliminate one person with his arrow and be eliminated himself under suspicion, then poison another one to death. The remaining people wouldn’t be enough for selection.”

“So why do this?”

The crowd’s gaze immediately fell on the remaining Deer Chasing Academy student, the Mingquan Academy student, and Li Yuncheng.

With the competition eliminated, wouldn’t these few be the first to benefit?

Several faces immediately turned pale. The Deer Chasing and Mingquan students hurriedly said: “We never approached Qi You or even spoke to him. Even if we wanted to bribe someone to tamper with things around him, we couldn’t have managed it!”

Someone immediately said: “What about Brother Li? Brother Li seems to know Brother Qi!”

All eyes turned to Li Yuncheng in unison.

Li Yuncheng obviously hadn’t expected the blame to suddenly fall on his head and froze.

Suddenly there was a loud shout: “Don’t wrong my brother!”

It was Miss Li, who took pride in the Li family. Surrounded by a large group of servants and maids, she walked over quickly. First she glared fiercely at Tie Ci, then bowed to Li Yuncheng: “Elder brother, you are the heir of our Li family, the beloved son of Grand Academician Li. How dare these lowly people slander you! Your sister has already sent for the guards waiting outside the academy to drive these people away!”

She then addressed the crowd: “All of you, step back! Are you worthy of watching the Li family’s affairs?”

She then called sweetly to a row of officials behind her: “Uncle Wang, Uncle Cheng, there are villains here spreading confusion and speaking nonsense, trying to slander our Li family children. Please come forward and uphold justice!”

The Maritime Educational Commissioner coughed and stepped forward with dignity.

These educational officials like commissioners and supervisors from Maritime Province would naturally be received with great ceremony at other academies, but here, where the Crown Princess studied and the Chief Minister’s legitimate grandson presided, they could only quietly serve as background figures.

Being called forward by Miss Li now, the Maritime Educational Commissioner felt somewhat better. He had found Tie Ci displeasing from the start—an ordinary scholar manipulating affairs at such an occasion was most improper!

He first nodded to Miss Li, then said gently to Li Yuncheng: “The innocent are innocent—Young Master Li need not worry.”

When he turned to Tie Ci, however, he rebuked her rudely: “Since an assault has occurred here, it should naturally be reported to the authorities for handling. Prefect Qingyang is right here—when is it your turn to speak!”

Prefect Qingyang stepped forward: “This humble official believes this absolutely could not have been Young Master Li’s doing. Who would be so foolish as to involve themselves knowing that the last few remaining would be suspected?”

This reasoning had some merit. Tie Ci nodded, about to express approval, when Prefect Qingyang gave her a cold look and continued: “This humble official rather thinks that those who remained on the sidelines, with slightly lower rankings, are more suspicious. After all, if the top few all met with incidents, wouldn’t the replacement candidates be next in line?”

This reasoning also made some sense, and many people nodded. The students who had ranked in the bottom fifteen after the previous round all changed color.

Miss Li laughed coldly, turned to scan the crowd, and suddenly pointed at Jian Xi: “That woman is the most suspicious!”

“She clearly had the ability to participate in the competition but deliberately didn’t apply, insisting on answering questions from the audience and trampling many senior brothers underfoot. In the third round competition, she had to write a five-character quatrain instead of regulated verse with six tonal patterns—this shows she’s someone who seeks attention and takes unorthodox approaches. When this trick failed in the third round, she turned to underhanded methods on the martial arts field!”

She pointed at the female warrior: “She also has this woman helping her. This woman has superior martial arts and a reckless disposition—clearly someone who has wandered the jianghu for a long time. Such a person could easily approach Qi You, tamper with his quiver, or administer poison!”

Tie Ci looked her up and down in amazement.

She had thought this Miss Li’s mind contained only the glory of their Li family, but unexpectedly she could produce such sophisticated arguments.

While she was still watching the show, Miss Li pointed her finger fiercely at her: “And him! He’s the most problematic! If he’s so clever, why didn’t he suggest such a simple possibility? I think he’s deliberately creating confusion, rambling on and making everyone dizzy, thereby providing cover for this woman. These three people may have been colluding from the start! Their purpose is to bring down the selected students, conceal their own conspiracy, and ultimately elevate Jian Xi to power!”

Miss Li was quite eloquent, speaking in an unbroken stream. Those present found her words very reasonable and nodded frequently.

Miss Li looked pleased and bowed to Rong Pu and the educational officials: “Please, Academy Director and honored officials, uphold justice!”

Following her appeal, commotion arose outside as a large group of guards burst in, pushing through the crowd toward Tie Ci and her companions.

Li Yuncheng said: “Hey, you don’t need to…”

The Educational Commissioner said: “Young lady, don’t be hasty. There’s no need to trouble your Li family servants—perhaps Prefect Qiao should summon the constables…”

Prefect Qingyang said: “This humble official has already sent for them. We’ll take these people to Qingyang Prefecture for proper interrogation.”

Rong Pu said: “Earlier this brother said so much, and you were all skeptical. Now this Miss Li points fingers at random, and you gentlemen are convinced?”

The Maritime Supervisor: “The Li mansion has deep scholarly traditions, and their children are all of outstanding character. How could they speak carelessly?”

Rong Pu: “Are you all certain?”

The Educational Commissioner: “Naturally!”

Tie Ci: “Are you all acting because we’re guilty, or because of the Li family’s status?”

Prefect Qingyang: “How stubborn you are. Keep talking—that’s another charge: insulting and mocking court officials!”

Miss Li: “Uncle Qiao needn’t lower yourself to deal with them. Just arrest them and slap their faces. All three of them! Yes, that masked one—do you think I don’t recognize you just because you’re wearing a mask? You assaulted me on the road and mocked me at the academy, you sneaky thing. Didn’t you say even grand academicians wouldn’t dare offend your maid? Go say that in Qingyang Prefecture’s jail… Take off that mask! Let everyone see your beast-hearted face!”

She reached out to tear off Tie Ci’s mask.

Rong Pu stopped speaking.

He stepped back and folded his sleeves.

His guard whispered: “Young master…”

Rong Pu covered his mouth with his hand and whispered in the guard’s ear: “Move farther away, lest blood splash on us.”

Miss Li’s hand was just touching the edge of Tie Ci’s mask.

Suddenly a wind arose.

The wind was cold as polar ice and snow, fierce as a nine-heaven tornado.

With a whoosh, Miss Li’s head spun, her vision blurred, the ground and sky repeatedly flipped, her heart felt seized and shaken back and forth seven or eight times, then with a crash, her bottom hurt, heaven and earth reversed, she plunged downward, her bottom and back nearly sparking from friction, while the ground drew ever closer—

She screamed in terror.

The next moment her body suddenly stopped, and with a bang she crashed into something hard. Stars flashed as sharp pain struck, something warm flowed down, and something clattered to the ground.

Complete silence fell.

Everyone watched as the man beside Tie Ci merely moved his sleeve, and Miss Li suddenly flew out, tumbling several times in the air. First she caught on a tree branch that viciously jabbed her bottom, then the branch couldn’t support her weight, and she slid down backwards against the trunk, breaking countless branches, until finally a thick branch caught her, leaving her hanging upside down three feet from the ground.

When hanging upside down, she also struck the tree, causing a nosebleed and knocking out a front tooth.

The attack was truly vicious, showing no consideration for the opponent being female. People looked at Murong Yi with very unfriendly eyes.

Murong Yi acted as if he didn’t see them.

If Tie Ci hadn’t casually tugged his sleeve earlier, he would have made sure all of that Miss Li’s clothes were torn off during her slide down.

Let that disgraceful thing roll back to her Li mansion for life and stop coming out to disgust people.

The tree where Miss Li hung had originally been surrounded by many people, who were now covered in dust, leaves, and blood, scrambling to get away.

Rong Pu stood safely in the distance with folded sleeves, sighing to his attendant: “Scholarly dignity is lost, scholarly dignity is lost.”

The guard nodded in deep agreement.

Rong Pu glanced at Tie Ci and said wistfully: “Who would have thought she had such a preference!”

The guard didn’t hear clearly: “What?”

Rong Pu stared at Miss Li and murmured: “Tell me, if I went and beat Miss Li senseless right now, would that win someone’s favor?”

The guard was startled and hurriedly said: “Young master, you mustn’t do something so undignified! Uh, who is ‘someone’?”

Rong Pu: “…Character personas are the death of me!”

Someone came running over with quick steps—it was Li Yuncheng.

Although he couldn’t really remember which branch or house of the Li family this young lady belonged to, they shared the Li surname, and she had suffered this beating while defending him.

The guards Miss Li had brought charged forward, surrounding Tie Ci and Murong Yi. Li Yuncheng led people to help her down. Miss Li, blood trickling from the corner of her mouth, grabbed his lapels: “Elder brother… elder brother… he’s insulting our Li family… you must help me get revenge!”

Li Yuncheng frowned.

In previous years, anyone who dared treat him and his Li clan this way would simply be dealt with. But since accompanying the Crown Princess on that journey, he had gradually understood that the current court would not be a world where the Xiao family and ministers could form alliances and counter-alliances, and the Crown Princess would not tolerate aristocratic families acting arrogantly. Making too big a scene at Leaping Carp Academy, if by chance…

But that person’s attack had been rather too ruthless, like a demon king…

Li Yuncheng instinctively looked toward Tie Ci and Murong Yi. He had been thinking about problems earlier and only now took a serious look at these two people. His gaze swept over them, paused, and he couldn’t help but look again.

Then he slowly widened his eyes.

Behind him, Miss Li shouted through her loose teeth: “Arrest them, arrest them, kill without mercy!”

The Maritime Educational Commissioner looked furious: “These people are all suspects—arrest them all!”

Prefect Qingyang: “Where are the constables! Arrest them! Remove their masks and let everyone see what kind of villains these are!”

Amid the commotion, Tie Ci smiled: “Remove the mask? Are you certain?”

Chapter 449: Her Radiance
Her voice suddenly changed. What had been purely a youthful male voice was now several degrees clearer and brighter.

Li Yuncheng’s eyes flew wide open.

He shot to his feet.

He had been crouching with Miss Li crying against his knees, but his sudden movement sent her tumbling back into the dust with a thud.

Li Yuncheng couldn’t spare a thought for his distant relative’s wails and stepped forward, shouting: “Don’t—”

Before he finished speaking, Tie Ci flicked her finger and knocked off the crude mask covering her entire face.

Beneath the mask was revealed a face with exquisite, gentle features, jade-like skin, and thin red lips.

At the same time, Murong Yi also flicked off his mask, revealing a face of stunning beauty.

The two had been slightly disguised while moving about Leaping Carp Academy, but now appeared in their true forms—like spring flowers and autumn moon, twin jade discs shining together, taking one’s breath away.

But Li Yuncheng’s vision went black.

He suddenly bent at the waist.

“I pay my respects to Your Highness the Crown Princess!”

“…”

The previously noisy scene instantly fell into deathly silence.

Many thought they had misheard and looked at each other in confusion.

But Li Yuncheng’s words had been both loud and clear—it was impossible to think one had misheard.

The Maritime Educational Commissioner, who had been walking at the front, suddenly stopped dead, feeling cold sweat break out on his back. He instinctively turned to look at the Maritime Supervisor—he had never seen the Crown Princess before, while the Maritime Supervisor had been transferred to Maritime Province from the capital and had taken his leave before the throne at the beginning of the year, having seen the Crown Princess.

Seeing the Maritime Supervisor’s head covered in cold sweat, he understood everything.

His heart suddenly sank to the bottom.

Prefect Qingyang had been rolling up his sleeves and directing the constables, but now his sleeves remained rolled up while his arms wouldn’t come down.

The chief constable looked at him, then at Tie Ci, at a loss. He poked him: “Prefect…”

Prefect Qingyang’s arms finally dropped, and he gave himself a fierce slap across the face.

The sound was loud, finally breaking the rigid atmosphere. Then he dropped to his knees in a sliding motion, suddenly appearing at Tie Ci’s feet: “I pay my respects to Your Highness! Long live Your Highness, long live, long live!”

With his cry, everyone was finally awakened and knelt down raggedly: “We pay our respects to Your Highness!”

Tie Ci stroked her chin, looking at the crowd prostrated before her like wheat blown by wind, and said to Murong Yi with tears in her eyes: “Oh my goodness, I finally get to enjoy the dignity of a Crown Princess for once…”

Murong Yi said coolly: “Remember when you used to be chased around like a stray dog.”

With a thud, everyone turned back to see Miss Li, who had just managed to get up, collapse to the ground again.

The students had yet another reaction entirely.

Jian Xi stared wide-eyed at Tie Ci in disbelief. She had come for the Crown Princess but had never imagined she would actually see her in person. Walking through Leaping Carp Academy, she had smelled the fragrance of silk trees in Lovers’ Grove, stroked the smooth feathers of swans at Lingering Fragrance Lake, lit candles in the library tower to copy out volumes, eaten wild mountain delicacies from the cafeteria takeout. She felt her life was complete—whether she participated in the competition or not, she could never possess that woman’s limitless radiance, but having walked in her radiance, she too had once been bright.

She had never imagined that the Crown Princess had been by her side these past few days. She had helped her tie a wish ribbon on the peach tree, asked her questions in the lecture hall, encouraged her to apply, called her onto the martial arts field, giving her the chance to display her talents.

She had been so close, so close, bathed in light.

“I finally get to see her in person. I think I might never want to marry anyone in this lifetime…”

She almost thought she had spoken her inner thoughts aloud, but turning, she saw a young woman beside her murmuring dreamily.

Not just this one—many of the women around her wore the same entranced, dreamy expressions.

Even the female warrior was propping her chin up, eyes darting about, thinking who knew what.

The men showed more excitement—the Crown Princess was right before them! The Crown Princess had arrived early! So the rumors that she would personally select people weren’t false! She had actually hidden among the crowd, quietly observing for several days!

How had they performed? Had they made mistakes? Had they shown anything outstanding? Had the Crown Princess secretly noticed them?

Suddenly everyone straightened their backs, tidied their clothes, combed their hair with their fingers, looked around, and quietly edged forward.

Intense emotions surged through the crowd as countless eyes sparkled with brightness.

Some had weak knees. With a thud, the Maritime Educational Commissioner suddenly knelt down stiffly.

Tie Ci was standing right in front of him, leaning down slightly with her hands on her knees, saying with interest: “Why were you so arrogant before but so humble now?”

The Maritime Educational Commissioner’s head was pressed firmly to the ground, not daring to answer this humiliating question, his hands clawing into the dust.

Prefect Qingyang was rather adaptable. After his initial shock, he had already knelt down and was now kowtowing loudly: “Your Highness! This humble official and others were blind! Moreover, intimidated by the Li family’s power, we failed to distinguish right from wrong and aided the wicked. Please punish us, Your Highness!”

Tie Ci rather admired this. He reacted quickly, was thick-skinned, and dared to present a forthright attitude before her. Whether genuine or not, he at least had enough courage and clear thinking, or else understood her character.

Either way, it indicated he was talented.

Slippery, money-loving talent was still talent. When water is too clear, there are no fish—Tie Ci never demanded that all her subordinates be upright, clean officials.

Between honest but incompetent officials and capable, practical corrupt officials, she would choose the latter.

This improved her mood somewhat. Walking past several trembling officials, she smiled: “Go back and report today’s events to the court yourselves. Wait for the Cabinet’s handling.”

This meant she wouldn’t deal with them on the spot, leaving room for maneuver.

Anyone who could be appointed to Maritime Province as a powerful official had backers in the capital.

Several people breathed sighs of relief. Over there, Rong Pu had already sent for chairs, requesting Her Highness to handle the affairs here. The officials who had been so haughty moments before now obediently turned to face Tie Ci while kneeling, not daring to rise.

In the dust, Miss Li slowly regained consciousness. Her first reaction was to scream, but her maid immediately covered her mouth, nearly suffocating her.

Her mouth was covered tightly by three or four hands, leaving only her terrified eyes visible, staring fixedly at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci paid her no attention, gesturing for everyone to rise and offering seats to the academy heads, elderly scholars, and officials. The scholars had backbone—they thanked her for the seats and sat naturally. Only the officials dared sit with just half their buttocks touching the chairs.

Tie Ci didn’t mention anyone’s disrespectful crimes, asking directly: “The competition has reached its end. Is the preliminary list ready?”

Rong Pu stepped forward to present the list. Tie Ci flipped through it and after a moment said: “Why isn’t Jian Xi on it?”

At this question, even Rong Pu was stunned.

Hadn’t they already discussed this privately, mentioning that this woman was scheming and unsuitable to serve at the imperial side?

The Mingquan Academy head said: “Your Highness, Jian Xi fell outside the top fifteen in the three rounds of examination.”

“Oh right, I almost forgot to tell you all.” Tie Ci pulled a slip of paper from her robes: “I haven’t voted on that last round yet.”

Everyone: “…”

“Previously, because it wasn’t time to reveal my identity, and my vote carries different weight than ordinary ones, I didn’t vote immediately and waited until now.” Tie Ci displayed the paper: “I vote for Jian Xi.”

Silence fell.

After a long moment, Rong Pu said quietly: “Your Highness’s one vote equals twenty votes.”

Still silence.

This meant that the one truly eliminated should be Fang Huai’an.

But why?

Why did Her Highness regard Jian Xi so favorably?

Because she was female?

Countless gazes turned to Jian Xi. The young woman was obviously confused herself, her mouth slightly open.

Rong Pu, who always knew what to do when, had already sent someone to fetch Jian Xi’s previous poem.

Tie Ci held the ink scroll and read softly: “Blue sun, shadowed ridges beautiful; accumulated snow, floating cloud peaks. Forest tops show clear weather; in the city, evening cold increases.”

She asked Jian Xi: “When you wrote this poem, you should have had your own interpretation.”

Jian Xi met her gaze. The Crown Princess was just as the rumors said—her eyes gentle, her smile warm, but under such a gaze, anyone would seem to have nowhere to hide.

After a long moment, she said quietly: “In response to Your Highness: this poem’s meaning is complete and needs no embellishment.”

Light stirring occurred in the gathering.

An elderly scholar repeatedly recited the poem and after a while said: “Indeed.”

Everyone present was accomplished—they naturally knew that when a poem’s meaning was complete, even one more word would be like adding a dog’s tail to a sable coat. This poem about snow-covered mountain peaks was emotionally and thematically complete from scenery to feeling to meaning, from distant mountains to nearby forests to the city.

Writing it as regulated verse with six tonal patterns wasn’t impossible, but would inevitably repeat meanings and seem cumbersome.

The great scholars present thought about it themselves and felt that not adding was better than adding. Being principled literati, they couldn’t speak against their conscience and thus remained silent.

However, someone below whispered: “But it doesn’t even follow the proper format…”

Tie Ci said: “In poetry, adhering to rhyme and meter is indeed important. But isn’t it more important to write clear, rigorous, memorable good poetry? Rigidly following format—aren’t you afraid of becoming a mere versifier?”

No one dared speak anymore.

Tie Ci asked Jian Xi: “Why didn’t you explain this before?”

Jian Xi was silent for a moment before answering: “Brother Fang has shown this commoner kindness…”

Tie Ci laughed: “Women act without being bound by small courtesies. Yet you’re somewhat confused. There are countless ways to repay debts of gratitude—why must you use your aspirations and ambitions to redeem them?”

Jian Xi lowered her head and bowed: “This commoner was mistaken. Your Highness’s reproof is correct.”

Tie Ci looked at the crowd again: “Although I voted for Jian Xi, it was after the fact and doesn’t follow proper procedure. Moreover, I believe Fang Huai’an’s answer wasn’t necessarily inferior to Jian Xi’s. Therefore, my intention is that for true talent, we needn’t be constrained by who ranks above whom—let both be included on the list.”

The Deer Chasing Academy people breathed sighs of relief and repeatedly praised her wisdom.

The Mingquan Academy head couldn’t help saying: “Then Your Highness, our Chu brothers…”

“I said to look at talent first, then rules. Chu Xingbai was innocently injured—elimination would be unfair to him. He may be included among the ten.”

The Mingquan Academy people joyfully bowed in gratitude, but suddenly someone said: “Thank… Your Highness… but this commoner dares not accept Your Highness’s grace.”

Chapter 450: Fatuous Ruler
Everyone looked back in surprise to see Chu Xingbai with his arm bound in bandages, being supported by his younger brother as he approached unsteadily.

Tie Ci glanced over—the arm injury wasn’t light. The arrowhead had completely pierced through, with white bone visible in the wound.

He bowed to Tie Ci with a somewhat guilty expression: “Your Highness’s great grace weighs heavily on Xingbai’s heart. However, Xingbai and his younger brother have been companions since childhood, having sworn to journey through life together, never to be separated. If Xingbai alone goes to the capital, it would damage brotherly bonds. Xingbai thanks Your Highness for your kind intention, but this position should go to other senior brothers instead.”

Everyone looked at him in amazement.

After great effort to pass through five barriers and defeat six generals, winning the grand competition and even suffering injury to earn Her Highness’s favor and make the list—with a bright future right before him—someone would actually give it up for his brother?

The Mingquan Academy head was both anxious and angry, unable to help scolding: “Xingbai! Don’t speak nonsense! Have you forgotten how long you studied hard for this grand competition?”

He then said to Bai Xingchu: “Bai’er, don’t just smile without speaking. Advise your older brother not to be so confused!”

“That’s right, elder brother’s future is important.”

“Even if he goes to the capital, you can go too. If you pass next year’s spring examinations, can’t you brothers still serve as officials in the same court? That would also be a fine story.”

“Chu is probably bound by past oaths that are hard to break. Bai should persuade him. People can’t be too selfish!”

Bai Xingchu listened with his constant smile throughout. After everyone finished speaking, he said cheerfully: “Thank you all for caring about my brother, but if you use my elder brother to pressure me, he’ll get angry, you know.”

Everyone was silenced, and looking at Chu Xingbai again, his face was indeed dark.

Bai Xingchu made another circular bow: “My brother and I made an oath in our early years to journey through life together, watching over and helping each other. Breaking this oath would mean we couldn’t get wives, which is quite serious—I can’t let my brother remain wifeless. Besides, giving up this opportunity doesn’t matter. Next year we’ll take the spring examinations together—he’ll be first, I’ll be second; he’ll be top scholar, I’ll be second place. That would be an even finer story.”

Tie Ci: “Pfft.”

What an amusing person.

Suddenly feeling like a thorn in her back, she turned to look—oh no, because of that laugh, the vinegar king’s face had also darkened.

Tie Ci felt troubled.

This jealous jar—after hearing her decision later, wouldn’t it take even longer to coax him back to good humor?

But the Crown Princess had to prioritize state affairs. At worst, she’d sacrifice herself to placate the demon. State matters should be handled as they needed to be.

Seeing everyone’s faces turn blue-purple from being rebuffed, while the twins bowed to her again, she prepared to withdraw without hesitation.

Tie Ci smiled: “Wait a moment.”

After the twins turned back, she said to the examiners: “Bai Xingchu is also talented, just lacking some luck. Now I’ll provide that luck for him. How about it?”

The Mingquan Academy head understood Tie Ci’s meaning and was overjoyed, hurriedly rising to bow deeply, saying sincerely: “Your Highness acts fairly in all things, showing universal love for all under heaven. We ministers are deeply impressed.”

“What, are you afraid I’m favoring Leaping Carp and deliberately eliminating you from Deer Chasing and Mingquan?” Tie Ci smiled: “You are all my subjects, all future pillars of Great Qian. Why should there be distinctions of factional closeness? I also hope that from now on, all academies can view academies throughout the realm as peers, treat all students as their own disciples, unite as one, share resources, gather wisdom, and adopt the best from all sources. Only thus will it benefit our Great Qian.”

The academy heads all bowed in unison to receive the command.

Tie Ci took the opportunity to say: “I came here with another hope—that the three academies can open themselves to each other, allowing outstanding students to visit for exchange and study. Let Deer Chasing students refine practical affairs and mathematics at Leaping Carp; let Leaping Carp students study poetry and rhyme-prose at Mingquan; let Mingquan students learn classical interpretation and commentary at Deer Chasing. Thus, the three academies, countless students, and even Great Qian’s future literary culture will all benefit.”

The heads of Deer Chasing and Mingquan academies remained slightly silent, but finally bowed: “We respectfully follow Your Highness’s wishes.”

Tie Ci secretly breathed a sigh of relief, smiling happily.

Her efforts to organize this grand competition weren’t in vain.

Selecting talent was secondary—the key was getting Deer Chasing and Mingquan, with their deep factional prejudices, to set aside biases and competitive hearts, open their academy gates, give each other opportunities for mutual progress, and give her opportunities for further infiltration of major academies.

This was crucial for controlling literary forces throughout the realm and the future court.

Therefore, she gave Deer Chasing and Mingquan exceptional opportunities, establishing a completely fair list of ten people with no intention of favoring Leaping Carp.

Tie Ci’s gaze swept over the list. Based on her observations of everyone’s words and actions over these past days, she had already determined the ten-person roster.

Rong Pu asked her to announce the list. Tie Ci nodded: “Qi You…”

She had intended to call Qi You first to give some guidance to this willful pride of Leaping Carp, but turning her gaze, she saw Qi You stand up from beside Miss Li and walk over.

Miss Li had offended her, and people avoided her like the plague, yet after being released, Qi You had gone to help her up.

Now, being the first to receive the Crown Princess’s summons, he showed no excitement or elation, bowing quite properly.

Tie Ci said: “Junior Brother Qi performed excellently in the literary competition. Since your innocence has been cleared, then…”

Qi You suddenly said: “Your Highness, though this matter was unrelated to this commoner, this commoner’s behavior was reckless and excessive. If not for Your Highness’s intervention, Senior Brother Chu would have nearly died by my hand. Reflecting on this matter fills me with shame beyond measure. I feel unworthy of being among the ten. This commoner wishes to cultivate character and nature from now on, bury myself in diligent study, and await Your Highness in the Golden Throne Hall at next year’s spring examinations.”

“…”

People looked at each other in bewilderment, thinking their ears were broken.

One after another declining the Crown Princess—had their brains been squeezed by the dormitory door panels?

People looked anxiously at Tie Ci, thinking that the Crown Princess’s good intentions were being repeatedly rejected and her face slapped—anyone would be angry, right?

These fools throwing away bright futures!

Tie Ci wasn’t angry. She stared at Qi You, as if only now truly seeing this unconventional Leaping Carp talent clearly. After a long moment, she slowly said: “Why?”

Qi You kept his head down: “Actually, when Qi You joined the grand competition, I was already prepared not to enter the central government. Only because of the academy director’s great affection did Qi You want to win honor for Leaping Carp, so I submitted my application. Now, disappointing the director and Your Highness, Qi You is guilty.” He bowed toward Rong Pu’s direction.

Rong Pu seemed to want to say something but ultimately didn’t, only sighing.

Among the crowd, some felt regret while others were pleased.

Though Leaping Carp Academy also had people selected, Qi You was ultimately the most outstanding. With his withdrawal, others gained more opportunity.

Tie Ci smiled, enduring Murong Yi’s death glare as she gestured for him to come closer.

Qi You was quite gracious, walking near her and stopping one step away, looking at her with some puzzlement.

Tie Ci winked at him and said quietly: “Because of the Li family?”

Qi You’s head shot up.

“Because you received Li family funding to attend school, entering the court would mean serving the Li family, but you actually don’t want to be anyone’s lapdog, preferring not to enter court for now and wait longer?”

Qi You was dumbstruck.

Tie Ci smiled as she looked at him.

A clever one.

Some things she couldn’t say directly, but clearly this person not only didn’t want to be the Li family’s lapdog but probably disliked their conduct, seeing that future court conflicts were inevitable and unwilling to enter court now with Li family sponsorship, thus being forced into political struggles and ultimately becoming cannon fodder.

She only said: “Looking ahead and behind is not manly behavior. I’ll give you a chance to speak again.”

The last sentence was spoken louder, so everyone heard it.

Then everyone saw that after two quiet words, Qi You was briefly silent before bowing to the ground: “This commoner is willing to be driven by Your Highness until death!”

Everyone was surprised.

Qi You seemed carefree but was stubbornly principled at heart.

How had the Crown Princess convinced him to change his mind with just two sentences?

Someone whispered quietly: “Perhaps getting close revealed she’s more beautiful than flowers, making him momentarily dizzy…”

Fearing discovery of such disrespect, he kept his voice extremely low, like a thread.

The next instant he was blown over by a demonic wind, eating dirt before everyone’s eyes.

Amid the uproar, Murong Yi calmly withdrew his finger.

Tie Ci had lost interest in watching the show.

It was just someone acting up again.

But bringing Qi You into her fold pleased her greatly.

Ultimately, she would bring Fang Huai’an, Jian Xi, Chu Xingbai, Bai Xingchu, and Qi You all into the capital court.

The literary competition wasn’t actually important—seeing each person’s talents, character, and strengths was more important.

Having the three academies abandon prejudices was even more important.

Of course, having her own people in Deer Chasing and Mingquan academies would be even better.

Just as Tie Ci had this thought, someone suddenly stepped forward from below and bowed: “Your Highness, I have an improper request.”

It was Shen Mi.

As soon as he appeared, the Leaping Carp Academy people became somewhat uneasy, all looking toward Rong Pu.

Rong Pu’s expression remained unchanged.

Tie Ci glanced at Rong Pu and smiled: “Shen Mi, long time no see. How have you been lately?”

At these words, many people’s brows twitched, especially those in officialdom.

This… wasn’t it said that the Crown Princess and Academy Director Rong had an extraordinary relationship? How could she be giving Shen Mi an opening when she knew Supervisor Shen and Director Rong were at odds, especially when Shen Mi came with ill intent?

For those in officialdom, reading expressions was basic skill. After knowing of certain conflicts, they would respond differently based on need. For instance, right now, if she didn’t want Shen Mi to speak, she could completely block his words. The Crown Princess couldn’t be unaware of this.

So this meant the Crown Princess also had dissatisfaction with Rong Pu?

Officials skilled at detecting nuances from the slightest signs focused intently, while Tie Ci acted as if completely unaware of what Shen Mi intended to do, looking curious.

Shen Mi bowed again with neither servility nor arrogance, saying straightforwardly: “I have today’s position because of Your Highness, considering myself Your Highness’s loyal dog, so there’s nothing I cannot say to Your Highness. My situation at the academy is not very good now.”

He then pointed at Rong Pu and spoke at length, saying many things that essentially accused Rong Pu of being stubborn and self-willed, forming cliques and excluding others, acting autocratically without consulting others’ opinions.

The academy heads and instructors from other institutions all raised eyebrows in silent communication.

Everyone knew the reasons. It was simply that both were young, both trusted by the Crown Princess, both wanting to achieve something at Leaping Carp Academy, making them competitors naturally leading to conflicts.

Rong Pu had first gained control of the academy’s power, then Shen Mi arrived and proposed many reform measures. Some Rong Pu adopted, others he ignored, thinking Shen Mi too radical and wanting to cool him down, causing Shen Mi’s dissatisfaction. Day by day, matter by matter, it finally erupted before the Crown Princess today.

People thought about gossip they’d heard, comparing it with today’s situation, then secretly glanced at Tie Ci, indeed seeing a troubled expression on her face.

She tried to mediate, just glancing at Rong Pu, when he said: “Your Highness, the innocent are innocent. I won’t refute Supervisor Shen’s accusations. I only ask Your Highness to look at Leaping Carp Academy as it is now. If Your Highness feels this matter requires joint trial by three judicial offices, I can go to the capital anytime.”

Everyone was stunned.

Wait, the usually gentle and mild Director Rong also had such a tough side?

Or… did he become proud when meeting the Crown Princess?

Eyes rolled between the two of them.

Suddenly someone walked over.

Though the atmosphere was serious, he walked as if no one else existed, holding a blue porcelain bowl with steam rising from it. Walking to Tie Ci’s side, he leaned against her chair, stretched his long legs out lazily, and casually handed her the blue porcelain bowl: “After talking so long, you must be thirsty. Drink it while it’s hot.”

Everyone: “…”

Tie Ci: “…”

She looked up. Above her head, Murong Yi blocked the sunlight, smiling at her with eyebrows like painted pictures, gentle as spring.

But Tie Ci knew that if she didn’t accept this bowl burdened with the important mission of showing affection, tonight she’d be kneeling on its shards.

So she accepted it, drinking calmly under everyone’s burning gossip-seeking gazes.

Her posture was proper, expression serene, like a fatuous ruler who loved demon consorts more than morning court.

Chapter 451: Old Friends of the Martial World
The crowd let out low murmurs of gossip and amazement.

Tomorrow’s wine shops and tea houses would have countless topics for free discussion.

On the field, Rong Pu and Shen Mi were at loggerheads.

The Crown Princess seemed at a loss, supporting her forehead with a sigh.

One was a friend from humble beginnings, the other a trusted right-hand man – both were indispensable confidants, and favoring either would be inappropriate.

Sure enough, soon someone came forward to help the Crown Princess resolve this dilemma.

The heads of both Celu and Mingquan Academies stepped forward. One said: “We have long admired Master Shen’s great reputation. Celu Academy would be honored to sweep the couch clean in welcome.”

The other spoke even more warmly: “Mingquan Academy has long admired Master Shen. Our land of Zhongbian is blessed with natural treasures and outstanding people. The misty rains of Jiangnan, the green willows along the long embankment. Has Master Shen heard this saying: ‘If one does not visit Jiangnan in this lifetime, knowing all the scenery would still be in vain?'”

One said: “If Master Shen comes to our Celu Academy, the position of supervisor awaits.”

The other sneered coldly: “Brother Qu is being too stingy. A mere supervisor position – how could that match Master Shen’s great talents? Our academy is willing to offer the position of vice-dean.”

One said: “Celu is located in the capital region, at the feet of the Son of Heaven.”

The other said: “Mingquan is situated in the central province, second to none in prosperity.”

…

Everyone’s heads turned back and forth, watching the two big shots compete.

Most people understood that while Shen Mi was indeed talented, he hadn’t reached the level of being fought over and honored to this degree. The two deans’ current competition served multiple purposes: first, to curry favor with the Crown Princess; second, to poach from Yueli Academy; third, to step on Yueli; and fourth, to advertise their own academies – killing several birds with one stone.

Finally, both turned to Shen Mi and said in unison: “Please let Master Shen choose for himself!”

Shen Mi clearly hadn’t expected to be so popular. With a look of astonishment, he first thanked both deans for their regard, then after thinking for a long while said: “My elderly mother and young sister are still in the capital…”

This indicated he was choosing Celu Academy. The Mingquan Academy dean retreated with disappointment, not forgetting to throw shade at his old rival: “If Celu Academy mistreats you, Mingquan’s doors will always be open to you!”

“Many thanks, Dean.”

The Celu Academy dean smiled with narrowed eyes, full of pride and satisfaction.

Rong Pu’s expression was completely that of “good, this piece of trash has finally rolled out of my sight.”

Everyone was happy.

Tie Ci immediately beamed with joy. When Rong Pu’s selected students came to pay their respects to His Highness, Tie Ci looked kindly at the fresh sprouts on his plate, his gaze sweeping over the tall female warrior standing behind Jian Xi, making encouraging gestures with her fists.

He suddenly said: “Speaking of which, Bai Xingchu and Jian Xi have not undergone the riding and archery examination.”

Everyone tensed, thinking there would be another complication.

Tie Ci said: “Since the competition has already ended, there’s no need to hold another formal session. You two can just give everyone a demonstration. The format will be the same as before, and since it’s more interesting with more people, you two may invite friends and family to form teams to assist you.”

Both accepted the order. Before long, Bai Xingchu formed a three-person team with his martial brothers. Jian Xi, as expected, teamed up with that tall female warrior and another young lady.

The targets were set up again. This time everyone’s arrow quivers were carefully inspected to ensure they were proper. After a whistle blast, the competition began again.

But contrary to everyone’s imagination of a vigorous, competitive scene, just half a quarter-hour into the competition, that tall female warrior committed a foul.

She swung an arm and nearly batted a cold arrow shot at her right back into someone’s eye.

Another half quarter-hour later, the female warrior fouled again.

One of her arrows was too forceful, shattering someone else’s arrow and cracking the target as well.

Yet another half quarter-hour later, she continued to foul – she shot and cracked all of Bai Xingchu’s team’s targets.

Her own target remained empty, apparently she had been busy with destruction the whole time.

The Mingquan Academy students watched and cursed continuously. Tie Ci actually found it amusing and finally signaled to stop the competition.

Since it was just for demonstration anyway, there was no need to get genuinely angry.

That one, he could see, was someone who feared the world wasn’t chaotic enough.

He beckoned for Jian Xi’s three-person team to come forward, giving rewards to Jian Xi and the other young lady. That girl called Zhu’er stared at him with a flushed face and heaving chest, her hands shaking so much she nearly dropped the brocade box he handed her.

Murong Yi had never left, casually leaning against her chair with crossed arms and legs folded. Seeing that even women behaved this way, his expression immediately soured completely.

After receiving her reward, that young lady didn’t immediately leave. She glanced at Tie Ci, then quickly at Murong Yi, and said softly: “I wish Your Highness and Master Murong a hundred years of harmonious union.”

Murong Yi, who had been looking displeased, immediately relaxed his expression.

Tie Ci smiled: “Thank you for your blessing. We will.”

The girl hadn’t expected her to respond so openly. Trembling with excitement all over, she gathered courage and said: “Actually, this commoner feels that no one in this world is worthy of You…”

Murong Yi’s face darkened again.

“…But whoever You like is whom we adore… Master Murong, please be good to Her Highness, even better, always cherish her, never betray her, otherwise, even if we risk our lives, we… we won’t let you off…”

For the first time in his life, Murong Yi faced such “fierce” threats. His expression became somewhat strange for a moment.

Tie Ci was afraid he might get angry – the demon consort didn’t have the best temper. She gently grasped Murong Yi’s hand.

But Murong Yi’s expression finally became serious. For the first time, he looked directly at another woman and said solemnly: “Rest assured, I will.”

The young girl clutched her reward to her heart and retreated with complete satisfaction.

The tall female warrior had been watching this scene with a half-smile throughout. Tie Ci beckoned to her and personally handed over a reward, saying: “I haven’t asked this heroine’s honored name yet?”

The female warrior accepted the reward and cheerfully tossed the brocade box in the air, laughing: “Palace Master.”

Tie Ci: “?”

“Palace as in palace hall, master as in master.”

There actually existed such a ready-made name in the world.

Palace Master explained: “That wasn’t my original name. I changed it myself. I think it’s convenient and domineering.”

Tie Ci nodded: “It is indeed quite domineering. Well then, Miss Palace Master, I can see your martial arts are exceptional. I have a niece in my palace who also knows some martial arts, and her skills are somewhat similar to yours. Would you like to go to the capital with Jian Xi to have some fun and make a few friends?”

After speaking, she looked at her with burning eyes.

This was precisely her intention in impromptu adding this demonstration match – to naturally establish a connection with this mysterious female warrior.

This person’s appearance was definitely not coincidental.

Palace Master said: “Your Highness is talking about Pingzong, right? She could be considered my distant grand-niece.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Accidentally became a generation younger.

“Miss Palace Master and Pingzong are relatives? Then you should definitely go meet her.”

“No thanks.” Palace Master shrugged with a smile. “The person I really wanted to see isn’t her, but someone who has shown some kindness to our family. I wanted to see what kind of person she is. Now I can be considered to have met her, and I’m quite satisfied. Your Highness, I’m giving you a painting. If you encounter trouble in the future, find a place where people can see this painting, sing ‘Eighteen Touches’ there, and you’ll receive help. Remember this well, okay?”

Before her words finished, her figure flickered and she vanished. Only a painting remained on the ground.

It looked like a map, but not of any countries that Tie Ci currently knew.

Rong Pu had already ordered someone to pick up the painting first, not handing it directly to her – Tie Ci knew this was to guard against the painting being poisoned.

Tie Ci knew that the person Palace Master mentioned wanting to see was herself. It turned out that while she was observing the candidates, someone was also observing her.

It seemed the evaluation results were quite satisfactory.

However, Tie Ci thought for a long time but couldn’t recall any prominent Palace-surnamed family in Da Qian.

She vaguely remembered that Master He’s wrongfully deceased wife seemed to have come from a martial world family with the original surname Palace.

She had heard Master He mention before that the martial world Palace family wasn’t considered a major family, just a branch, but the main family seemed to be a reclusive wealthy clan.

She wondered whether this Palace Master came from the martial world Palace family or the reclusive wealthy Palace family.

At this point, the day’s events were concluded and it was getting late. According to custom, there would be a victory banquet for the winners in the evening. Although many incidents had occurred, the feast had been prepared long ago and was set on the newly built Lintian Tower within the academy.

On Tie Ci’s way to Lintian Tower, she was surrounded by students asking for autographs. She signed a great many, and countless female students tearfully presented various sachets, pouches, and small handkerchiefs, making Tie Ci sneeze continuously. Finally, it was Murong Yi who protected her as they fought their way out of the crowd.

Even after walking far away, they could still hear calls from behind, with someone singing veiled love songs. Murong Yi’s gaze swept through the crowd like lightning, searching for this suicidal fool, until Tie Ci forcibly turned his face away. She thought that in the future, if she could avoid public appearances, she should – not that she minded enjoying top celebrity treatment, but she was afraid Murong Yi might die young from being perpetually soaked in vinegar.

Tonight’s banquet saw the selected candidates either injured or poisoned, several officials humiliated and having no face to linger, since they still had to rush back to figure out how to write their apology memorials. Shen Mi didn’t come, Rong Pu also excused himself citing poor health, and the Crown Princess also made only a brief appearance before leaving. Thus, the victory banquet ended hastily.

However, an atmosphere of excitement flowed through the academy. People kept jumping into the icy waters of Fragrant Lake in deep autumn, howling about catching the fattest swan to roast as an offering to the Crown Princess, only to be precisely speared one by one by the well-prepared academy patrol teams.

Bonfires blazed in the small grove by the lake, with many people gathered there in animated discussion, occasionally glancing around, hoping the Crown Princess might suddenly appear or be hidden in the darkness listening to their eloquent speeches. The crowd included students from all three major academies as well as many scholars from other academies. After several days of exchange, the distances between academies and between students had drawn much closer.

Near midnight, clusters of bonfires were extinguished one by one under the patrol teams’ supervision.

Tie Ci held a lantern in one hand, a wine jar swaying at her waist, unhurriedly ascending the steps.

Under the lamplight, the wine jar spun out arc-like shadows that fell across the face of Murong Yi, who followed a step behind with a dark expression.

In the dead of night, she was still going to keep that appointment with the lotus flower!

That white lotus was so pretentious – not even giving the Crown Princess face by feigning illness at the victory banquet, yet making private appointments afterward!

The banquet was still set in Lintian Tower, but in the warm pavilion on the highest floor. That level was normally off-limits to people, facing a vast platform. Above the platform, moonlight was like water; below the platform, myriad trees formed a forest.

“Reaching Heaven” meant to touch the sky – this tall building had originally been constructed for the Crown Princess.

The warm pavilion’s door stood open, with dim candlelight within. Under the candlelight, people were drinking together, one cup for you, one cup for me.

Chapter 452: Such Strong Pu-erh Tea
Hearing the commotion, the two turned their heads and both smiled as they stood up – one raising his cup in greeting, the other bowing deeply.

One was Rong Pu, the other was Shen Mi.

The two who had quarreled like fire and water during the day were now hiding in this tower at midnight, drinking together.

Tie Ci entered without any surprise, smiling: “Don’t tell me you didn’t finish your argument during the day and made an appointment tonight to compete in drinking?”

Though she said this, her tone was extremely relaxed. Rong Pu examined her carefully, then turned to Shen Mi: “I told you His Highness wouldn’t be fooled.”

Shen Mi breathed a sigh of relief: “Now I can rest easy.”

Murong Yi had already sat down beside them, taking the jar from the wine warming pot and pouring half a cup for Tie Ci. Without lifting his head, he said: “Acting and pretending, overplaying the performance – it only fooled those few dim-witted deans.”

Tie Ci sat down beside him. He naturally drew her into his embrace and brought the wine cup to her lips: “Come.”

His posture was intimate, completely ignoring the two people across from them.

Tie Ci lowered her head to drink, then slipped out of his embrace and poured him a cup as well, patting his hand: “The affection display is enough, be good.”

Having given him face and expressed intimacy, the demon consort finally stopped making a fuss and held his own cup, leaning against the cushions to drink slowly.

When he wasn’t paying attention, Tie Ci poured wine for the two across from them as well, smiling: “At first I was nearly fooled by you two and was worrying about how to mediate. Later, when I saw Shen Mi stand up afterward, I understood your plan.”

Rong Pu said softly: “The dean of Celu Academy is elderly and already seeking a successor. If this successor is one of our people, the future literary legacy of Da Qian will fall into Your Highness’s hands. However, these major academies are very wary of Yueli. Under normal circumstances, even if our people were officially appointed, they would inevitably be marginalized. Only by staging a performance…”

So from the moment Shen Mi went there, he had consulted with him and agreed to feign discord, laying the groundwork for today’s public quarrel.

With Shen Mi’s current status and position, being actively invited to Celu would naturally lead them to eagerly court him, and the treatment and position given wouldn’t be poor.

Da Qian had rules that the court never interfered with academy personnel appointments. Tie Ci couldn’t set this precedent by placing her own people, but now Rong Pu had helped her achieve this.

In fact, although Tie Ci wanted to bring all three major academies under her wing, she hadn’t planned to lay out such schemes so early. After all, Rong Pu had only recently taken over Yueli, and being able to develop it so successfully was already an unexpected joy for her. Moreover, this person had a weak constitution and shouldn’t overexert himself mentally.

Who would have thought his vision was so far-reaching that he had already set his sights on Celu.

Seeing Rong Pu’s slightly pale complexion, she sighed inwardly and raised her wine cup: “To painstaking efforts.”

Rong Pu smiled and drank.

Tie Ci then toasted Shen Mi: “To enduring humiliation and bearing heavy burdens.”

Though Rong Pu and Shen Mi spoke of this matter lightly, she could imagine that during this period, to make the act realistic and gain everyone’s trust, Rong Pu must have given Shen Mi quite a hard time. With the dean’s disfavor, Shen Mi’s days at the academy certainly wouldn’t have been pleasant.

All for her sake.

Shen Mi smiled and drained his cup in one gulp: “Willingly and gladly.”

He told Tie Ci about his future plans at Celu. Using his mother’s weather prediction abilities, he would put on several good performances at Celu Academy, striving to establish his position before the old dean passed away. He even produced a detailed, comprehensive, and feasible plan.

Tie Ci asked him why he didn’t go to the prosperous Mingquan, given that they offered a higher position.

Shen Mi was silent for a while before saying: “The dean feels that while Your Highness’s people are now scattered everywhere, it’s best to keep a few of our own in the capital.”

Tie Ci looked at Rong Pu: “Don’t you plan to return to the capital recently?”

Rong Pu also paused slightly before saying: “No.”

Tie Ci lowered her eyes to drink, saying nothing.

Once she returned to the capital, she would launch a full assault on the Xiao family. When the court fell into chaos, what role Prime Minister Rong would play and how much he would be implicated was difficult to estimate.

This past year, Rong Pu had tried his best to extract the Rong family from the center of power. He had requested that Tie Ci transfer his father and uncle out of the capital, brought several outstanding family descendants to Yueli, moved part of the family business to Haiyou, and had many all-night talks with Prime Minister Rong.

But no matter what promises Prime Minister Rong made to him, Rong Pu dared not fully believe them, and he knew Tie Ci wouldn’t fully believe them either.

His choice not to return to the capital now was telling Tie Ci that whatever happened to the Rong family afterward, he wouldn’t interfere.

He had done his best. If this massive ship was unwilling to change course with him, he wouldn’t willingly sink with it.

The person who appeared most gentle and weak was actually the most iron-hearted.

This was his choice. Tie Ci really couldn’t say anything about this matter and could only respond with silence.

Rong Pu handed her a scroll: “This is the map that Palace Master gave you. It’s been checked – no poison.”

He continued: “Today I sent many people to pursue that servant, and also conducted investigations among those who were present in the academy at the time. The academy has had many mixed personnel these past few days, but fortunately most of the visiting scholars have names and identities. We initially traced it to one scholar and a servant beside a steward within the academy. However, when we went to find them, both had disappeared. I went to look at the steward’s residence and noticed some disorder in the flower bed outside his bedroom, so I ordered a search and found this.” He handed over another cloth bundle.

Opening the bundle revealed a handful of pale red soil and a broken piece of wood.

Tie Ci examined the cut on the wood for a long while before saying: “This wood is already slightly rotted, yet the cut is extremely smooth and neat. From the width, it seems like a very broad short blade, and the opponent’s blade was very fast to leave such clean knife marks on such loose wood.”

“How fast?”

“I couldn’t achieve such speed anyway.”

Rong Pu looked somewhat surprised: “Then it must be a master.”

“This soil…” Tie Ci leaned closer to smell it, but Rong Pu said: “Be careful, don’t get too close.”

He waved his hand gently above the soil while Tie Ci carefully distinguished the scents within.

“Blood? No, not just that, there’s something else… such a strong smell of rotting flesh… ugh.”

Rong Pu immediately offered his sachet.

But his arm was intercepted mid-air by another hand that also held a sachet. Their arms crossed in the air, and when their gazes met, Murong Yi’s deeply lowered eyelids carried killing intent. He loosened his fingers and the sachet in his hand hit Tie Ci on the head.

Tie Ci: “…”

An endless battlefield where the only victim was her, her, and still her.

She took the sachet to cover her nose, watching Murong Yi slowly push Rong Pu’s arm back to its original position, saying coolly: “When being human, one should keep hands and feet honest, otherwise sooner or later you’ll end up like this tree root – crack.”

Tie Ci was thunderstruck by his self-provided sound effects and quickly changed the subject: “In this soil, it feels like a corpse has been buried for three months.”

“So I suspect there really is a corpse buried in this soil – the remains of the missing steward’s servant. That steward just happened to be in charge of the martial arts field equipment.”

“But didn’t the servant just die?” Tie Ci said. “You suspect the opponent killed the servant with extremely fast blade work, then used poison to dissolve his corpse into the flower bed soil, making the person disappear without a trace, dead or alive, breaking all leads. No, this isn’t right. If they could kill with poison, why use a blade? Moreover, this blade technique is bold and powerful – only someone with a broad heart could develop it. Such a person couldn’t possibly also practice sinister poison arts.”

“Indeed, those tainted by poison can hardly develop such forceful martial arts. Poison arts are soft and insidious, corrupting one’s character. Therefore I suspect there were two people – one who killed the servant with the blade, and another who used poison to dissolve the corpse for a clean disposal.”

Tie Ci stared at that knife cut, having a vague notion in her mind. She felt she had seen such blade work before, but couldn’t remember where no matter how hard she tried.

“This time, because we invited many guests and you were coming, for safety’s sake, Yueli was loose on the outside but tight within. I even borrowed people from Commander Xiahou and tracking experts from Yang Yixiu in Ziyang, but the opponent still infiltrated and escaped. Clearly their strength is not to be underestimated. I’ll continue investigating, but you must be careful when you return to the capital.”

“Haven’t you noticed? The opponent’s target wasn’t me, but this group of students.” Tie Ci said. “This truly puzzles me.”

“Since they didn’t succeed within the academy, they certainly won’t give up on the return journey to the capital. Your Highness might as well wait and see.”

Tie Ci nodded, seeing Rong Pu coughing softly, she couldn’t help saying: “I can handle these matters myself, you should worry less…”

Before she finished speaking, coughing sounds arose – louder, clearer, and more urgent.

Tie Ci: “…”

She turned to look at Murong Yi with annoyance: “Sir, is there a slipper stuck in your throat?”

Murong Yi: “…”

After a long pause, he stared at Rong Pu and said ominously: “Not only is there a slipper stuck in my throat, I could also strangle a white lotus flower in my armpit.”

Rong Pu looked at him innocently and said to Tie Ci: “Your Highness, for some reason, Brother Murong always finds me disagreeable no matter what. Could it be because I accidentally discovered his private meeting with Jian Xi the other day?”

Murong Yi: “…”

After a long pause, he said: “Such strong Pu-erh tea.”

Rong Pu ignored him and said to Tie Ci: “Regarding Jian Xi’s matter, could Your Highness give me an explanation?”

“I know you’re worried about Jian Xi. Her behavior is indeed suspicious. From a safety perspective, even with the slightest doubt, she shouldn’t have been selected. From this aspect alone, you were right.”

“But?”

“But from another angle, isn’t it possible that Jian Xi’s display of deep scheming and ill intentions was the result of someone else’s design?”

“I’m all ears.”

“That girl Jian Xi’s temperament – you can tell she’s dutiful, even somewhat timidly dutiful. Would such a person deliberately approach another’s lover? Would she constantly act independently to attract attention? If she were that type of person, when she wrote five-character regulated verse as quatrains, she could have directly explained ‘meaning exhausted’ to gain support for herself, but she didn’t. She gave up a golden opportunity, which doesn’t match your impression of ‘deep scheming and attention-seeking,’ because no matter which behavior, the fundamental purpose would be to win, to stand out, to gain yours and my attention.”

“Your Highness is very perceptive.”

“Her behavior has always shown a sense of fragmentation, which aroused my suspicion. You and I both know that what initially made us wary of her was that despite receiving my favor, she tried to approach Murong Yi. This behavior, similar to You Weixing’s, would trigger very unpleasant associations and lead us to eliminate her directly – which is exactly what you did.”

Rong Pu said nothing, looking at the clear brow of the person before him. The You Weixing incident had left even him with psychological shadows. As the person directly involved, Tie Ci should have been even more wary, especially since she treasured Murong Yi so much.

Even he had unhesitatingly eliminated Jian Xi for this reason, yet she maintained clear thinking and was willing to give Jian Xi another chance.

The woman he loved.

She was the most magnanimous and tolerant woman in the world.

Tie Ci said: “I don’t want to ruin someone’s future based on speculation. So I asked Murong Yi to test her. He could use any method – I just needed a judgment.”

Murong Yi smiled beside them, satisfied that Tie Ci had refuted Rong Pu and pleased by Tie Ci’s absolute trust in him.

So he had made an exception and used his beauty as bait once, only to discover that Jian Xi was very careful to avoid suspicion.

From this, one could judge that the supposed deliberate approach to him didn’t exist.

Many misunderstandings in this world arose from personal subjective assumptions. They could be resolved with just a little testing, yet people were often overconfident in their judgments or too burdened by psychological barriers to take that step.

Just like how the hidden enemy thought You Weixing had left deep shadows in Tie Ci’s heart, and that those in power were decisive and ruthless in their resolve. If Jian Xi violated a taboo, she would never have another chance.

They didn’t know that his A’Ci was indeed iron-hearted toward enemies, but gentle and kind toward her people.

Rong Pu was silent. After a long while, he said: “Your Highness is meticulous and thoughtful, caring so much even for an ordinary commoner girl. Rong Pu feels ashamed.”

Tie Ci smiled and was about to comfort him with a few words when she saw Rong Pu turn toward the screen: “You’ve heard everything too. Come out and thank His Highness.”

Chapter 453: Stories Are All Lies
A plainly dressed young lady emerged from behind the screen, tears in her eyes, bowing down to Tie Ci, so choked with emotion she couldn’t speak.

She had never imagined that during her selection process, such a conspiracy had taken place. Even less had she expected that someone as insignificant as herself, stepping into a trap destined for failure, would have someone as noble as the Crown Princess willing to stoop down and extend a hand, overruling objections to give her a chance.

She somewhat didn’t understand why someone in the shadows would target such an unremarkable woman as herself.

She was so grateful her eyes reddened, yet she hated her own clumsy tongue for being unable to express even one ten-thousandth of the surging emotions in her heart.

She could only silently vow in her heart to willingly die ten thousand deaths for His Highness.

The people in the room smiled as they watched Tie Ci help Jian Xi up, not taking advantage of the moment to curry favor or claim credit, even secretly glaring at Rong Pu.

She didn’t like staging such demonstrations of grace.

Everyone smiled.

The Crown Princess was indeed such a person of outstanding charm.

The night was deep, so the gathering dispersed. Tomorrow Tie Ci would leave the academy and return to the capital.

When Rong Pu escorted the guests out, he gave Tie Ci a meaningful look. The two walked at the back, and Rong Pu said softly to Tie Ci: “About this woman Jian Xi, I actually later suspected someone was staging this whole affair. But why would they specifically target a mere woman?”

“Perhaps because a woman’s identity makes it easier to arrange her by my side.”

“Exactly. This must be the most important reason.” Rong Pu said. “So this means someone wants to plant a person by your side and couldn’t let Jian Xi take that position, so they had to eliminate her first. You must be careful.”

Tie Ci nodded.

“But I always felt there was something more to this, so I sent people to investigate Jian Xi’s background from childhood to now, and discovered some interesting things… This girl may have some talents that few know about, perhaps even she herself doesn’t know, which Your Highness might find useful in the future.” Rong Pu handed Tie Ci a scroll.

Tie Ci accepted it and said: “So you deliberately arranged for her to be behind the screen, not hesitating to let her know she was once targeted by you, just so I could show her grace? Aren’t you afraid that when she rises to prominence later, she’ll hold a grudge against you?”

Rong Pu laughed: “What should I fear? Don’t I still have you? As long as Your Highness continues to trust me, no matter how successful she becomes, what can she do to me?”

Warmth surged in Tie Ci’s heart.

No matter how much tea fragrance Chacha exuded, his heart that cared only for her good and disregarded everything else was beyond doubt.

Looking at the faint dark circles under his eyes, she even felt she had no way to repay him.

Rong Pu seemed to guess her thoughts and smiled gently: “If Your Highness truly wants to repay me, then divorce Murong Yi.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Murong Yi, who was a step ahead, suddenly stopped.

Afraid of a homicide occurring, Tie Ci quickly looked up at the sky and said hastily: “Oh no, it’s about to rain and we didn’t bring umbrellas. Hurry, let’s go, let’s go.”

To push Murong Yi forward, she used her head against his waist and exerted all her strength, sending Murong Yi sliding far ahead with a “whoosh.”

Behind them came another “whoosh” sound – it was Rong Pu looking up at the clear, star-filled night sky.

With his refined lips and elegant nose, his smile was as pale as the melting moonlight at this moment.

Tie Ci didn’t dare look more and quickly ran away with her head still pushing Murong Yi.

Murong Yi simply stopped walking, enjoying being pushed forward by the Crown Princess’s head like a cart, letting himself be shoved forward while his boots nearly sparked against the ground.

At the same time, a cold smile appeared at the corner of his lips.

Push me away and think you can protect that demon lotus?

New grudges and old hatreds might as well be settled together.

Murong Yi was pushed swiftly past a flower wall, his hand lightning-fast touching the wall, which immediately collapsed halfway.

Holding half the wall in his hand, without looking back, he hurled it backward.

Tie Ci heard the wind and looked back in alarm, only to see a wall flying over her head.

Then she saw that Rong Pu hadn’t immediately fled. Meeting her gaze, he magically produced an umbrella and calmly held it over his head.

The next instant came a thunderous crash.

Half the wall of bricks smashed into the lintel above Rong Pu’s head, bringing down the plaque of Lintian Tower and half the doorway in a thunderous collapse, with debris flying and dust rising.

The flying debris and dust slid down along the umbrella’s edge, piling into a circular heap of rubble around him. Completely unharmed, Rong Pu stood gracefully upright under the umbrella, pure and refined, his fragrance growing stronger in the distance.

Tie Ci: “…”

Thank goodness for Da Qian’s imperial law allowing three palaces and six courtyards but only one national father.

Otherwise, Ruixiang Palace would definitely be littered with corpses, and she would definitely die young.

…

Jian Xi stood to the side, completely dumbfounded.

What had happened? Who was she? Where was she now?

Were all those volumes of “Chronicles of Compassionate Heart” one through nine that she had read real?

In the stories, the Crown Princess was dignified, magnanimous, gentle, and noble. In the stories, Dean Rong was intelligent, modest, peaceful, and tolerant, most disdainful of those who sowed discord. In the stories, although Young Master Murong was unconventional, he was also clear about gratitude and resentment, loved life, and even raised several stray cats.

Jian Xi wasn’t unaware of the legends about this young master – he had eliminated almost all his brothers, enough to form a small squad, and had even damaged his father’s lineage, forcing his father to reluctantly make him heir.

Jian Xi and all the young ladies who slept with pirated copies of Chronicles of Compassionate Heart scoffed at this.

How vicious could a beautiful man who raised stray cats be?

What bad intentions could a beauty have?

In the stories, Dean Rong treated His Highness with special regard yet maintained proper ministerial boundaries. In the stories, Young Master Murong never minded others’ presence, displaying the magnanimous demeanor of a national father. In the stories, the Crown Princess was considerate to her lover and caring toward her confidant. The three got along harmoniously, studying, serving in the military, overcoming difficulties, and fighting together – they were close friends with deep bonds who could entrust their lives to each other.

Jian Xi’s gaze blankly swept across the murderous Murong Yi, Tie Ci awkwardly smiling while frantically pushing Murong Yi, and Rong Pu calmly walking out of ruins holding a small flower umbrella.

…So stories were all lies.

…

On the way back, Murong Yi took a turn on the path leading to the men’s quarters and headed directly toward the women’s quarters’ small building.

Tie Ci didn’t dare argue with him at this moment and could only tacitly allow him to enter.

Murong Yi swaggered into her room. He knew Dan Shuang wasn’t there tonight because, stimulated by him, Mu Si had invited Dan Shuang to stroll through Lovers’ Grove tonight.

Chi Xue guarded the door. Seeing Murong Yi approach, she smiled and stepped aside, saying she was going to prepare hot water, then never returned.

Murong Yi looked at Chi Xue’s retreating figure with satisfaction and praised: “Good maid. I almost can’t bear to match that fool Zhao San with her.”

“You talk as if you’ve already become Chi Xue’s male master,” Tie Ci muttered. “Did you ask for my consent?”

Murong Yi plopped down on her bed and looked at her sideways: “Does Your Highness have any other dissatisfactions with me? Or does Your Highness particularly cherish someone else? Speak up – I’ll kill them all tonight.”

Tie Ci: “…Dear, it’s not necessary, really not necessary.”

“How is it not necessary?” Murong Yi rolled up his sleeves and began counting on his fingers with her.

“Never mind other things, but that bastard Rong Pu plays some self-pity trick and sells some favor, and you can’t wait to give him your heart. Have you forgotten how that bastard deceived you initially?”

“Knowing your identity but not telling me, knowing my identity but not telling you.”

“Countless times inducing me to scold you in front of your face to deepen your hatred toward me.”

“At the academy, in Yongping, taking advantage of my ignorance of the truth, countless times inducing me to scold myself.”

“Actively promoting our engagement cancellation, even using his grandfather for this purpose.”

“Even after the engagement was cancelled, he didn’t explain the truth to us, watching me treat guests, watching me make a fool of myself. During that time, that bastard probably laughed until his belly was pregnant, right?”

“Chronicles of Compassionate Heart is even more detestable – currying favor with your teachers, stealing screen time, forcibly going from second male lead to first male lead, erasing the true existence of me, the real male protagonist!”

“But…” Tie Ci mumbled, “Chronicles of Compassionate Heart is female-centered, isn’t it? Don’t steal my screen time…”

Murong Yi’s gaze slanted over ominously, and Tie Ci’s voice grew quieter and quieter until she automatically shut up.

Oh no, he was about to go crazy.

“The most, most, most, most excessive thing is…” The lamplight was dim, and under the lamp the crazy beautiful man was even more sinister, his whole body radiating cold air. Obviously these past days of youthful campus life had no positive effect on the great demon king; on the contrary, meeting his nemesis and the stimulation had further aggravated his symptoms.

Tie Ci instinctively focused her attention and said softly: “…What is it?”

“Is that you actually can’t draw clear boundaries with him and constantly look at this unparalleled great white lotus with the sickening kindly eyes of ‘this is my dish, my worthy minister,’ seriously hurting my soul, so I’ve decided that if you don’t compensate with your body tonight, tomorrow I’ll definitely tear up that umbrella of his that’s as disgusting as he is and throw it into Qingyang Mountain, strip him naked and throw him into Fragrant Lake, and smash all the swans in Fragrant Lake onto his stupid head.”

Having said this, he pounced down, trapping Tie Ci between his arms and legs.

Tie Ci, who nearly couldn’t catch her breath from that long sentence, stubbornly found the key words in this guilty long statement while raising her arm to block the slowly approaching shadow: “…Compensate with your body?”

He must have grown a third ear – all the strange words that slipped from her mouth intentionally or unintentionally, he heard them all, understood them accurately on his own, and could even apply them flexibly.

This couldn’t help but be said to be a talent unique to him.

“Right. This matter can’t be resolved without settling it this way tonight.” Murong Yi was rarely so righteous and determined to seize this rare opportunity. “Alright, stop babbling. I’ll undress first as a gesture of respect.”

Chapter 454: The Demon Consort Who Bewitches Her Master
Tie Ci’s “Don’t…” hadn’t even left her mouth when she was stunned by his next action.

Murong Yi’s arm swept through the air with graceful determination, and his outer robe flew up, floating down leisurely to cover Tie Ci’s mouth.

He turned his head and blew out the candle with a puff. Moonlight slipped through the window lattice in a single beam, casting light on his shoulders and back like frost on snow.

His entire form was smooth-muscled, skin like bright jade, with beautiful lines, eight-pack abs, a V-cut, and perfect shoulder angles.

All the physical beauty that Tie Ci had ever heard of or witnessed, he possessed.

Tie Ci gazed in intoxication at this male body as perfect as a jade sculpture, where adding or subtracting even a fraction would be wrong. She couldn’t help but reach out to touch gently, thinking that she’d seen him shirtless before – why wasn’t it as shocking as tonight?

So shocking that her nose grew warm and tears of excitement were about to flow from the corners of her eyes.

She didn’t even notice that in this weather, Murong Yi wore nothing under his long robe.

When her fingertips touched his skin, the warm, elastic sensation made her sigh with pleasure, and she flicked her fingers against it, then flicked again.

Murong Yi drew in a breath.

Tie Ci suddenly discovered she couldn’t pull her hand away…

Not only couldn’t she pull it away, it was sliding downward…

“This, this, this… this isn’t quite proper…” Tie Ci sternly refused while firmly grasping Murong Yi’s lower abdomen.

Her grip made Murong Yi chuckle low, and his hand swept again.

Tie Ci immediately knew there would be benefits and opened her eyes wider than bronze bells.

With a whoosh, his belt undulated like a snake through the air and hung on the crossbeam.

Robes rustled as they piled at the foot of the bed – black brocade outer robe covered with white inner garment, moon-white brocade robe falling afterward, the faint sound of tearing, jade-colored undergarment sliding silently down with broken ties, tangling with this pile of brocade.

Golden hooks swayed with the crisp sound of jade striking stone, gauze curtains half-fallen and half-gathered.

On the tall stand, white orchids in a black porcelain jar flowed with long tendrils, gracefully drooping.

Hidden within the faint fragrance was an ambiguous atmosphere that drifted through the window lattice, making this autumn night’s wind pulse with tenderness, rising and lingering at the tips of yellow leaves, causing brittle branches to echo with delicate sounds like comfortable moans in the night.

Occasionally the autumn wind would turn fierce, sweeping wildly – a sudden storm that feared neither withered yellow nor fallen red.

Black hair intertwined together, carrying the subtle scent of sandalwood leaves. Night lightly painted the slender form, making the thin sheen of sweat on the skin gleam like pearls. Murong Yi seemed to glow with ethereal light, while within the scattered hair those eyes were beautiful, wild, soul-stealing with their laughing yet relentless gaze – both celestial and sensual.

A “thud” came from the bed, as if heaven and earth had turned upside down. Someone was giggling softly, “Fine, if you want to be on top, then be on top…”

“Tired? Let me support you…”

A crisp “smack” – who knows what was struck, the echo lingering.

The wind outside came and went, rising and subsiding. Fallen leaves swirled leisurely on the ground as if rain was about to fall. Purple light flashed across the horizon, piercing the long sky like a giant dragon plowing through the heavens.

With a rush came sudden rain, moistening this soft red earth.

Chi Xue stood under the eaves by the courtyard gate, her back to the door, eyes watching the rain while her mind was blank, thinking of nothing.

Before her sat two large buckets of hot water.

More than an hour ago, she had brought people carrying these buckets to the door, but stopped abruptly when she saw the lamplight in the inner room extinguish.

Then she dismissed the servants and stood guard alone at the courtyard gate.

The hot water in the buckets had grown cold. Though the rain had lessened, it continued steadily, seeming to last through this long night, thoroughly irrigating the long-parched earth.

Chi Xue sighed inwardly, thinking she’d probably have to stand guard all night.

Such good stamina.

Footsteps approached from ahead – long legs visible under an oil-paper umbrella.

Chi Xue’s heart jumped, thinking of a certain umbrella-loving person. Surely not.

The umbrella tilted, revealing Dan Shuang’s face. Chi Xue breathed in relief, seeing Dan Shuang beaming but trying to suppress her smile. Tonight’s date must have gone well.

But then she grew nervous again.

Dan Shuang had always harbored some resentment toward Murong Yi and was utterly loyal to His Highness. If she discovered tonight’s situation—

Chi Xue quickly approached, taking the initiative: “Why are you back so late?”

Dan Shuang had noticed the bucket of cold water and was about to ask, but this question made her feel guilty. She coughed: “Going to sleep now.”

“Then hurry along.”

Red-faced Dan Shuang turned away.

Chi Xue sighed in relief.

Suddenly a “thud” came from inside the room.

This sound came at intervals. Chi Xue had grown numb counting them. Initially she’d blushed and wondered what they were doing to make sounds that carried across half the courtyard, feeling shy at her own speculation.

Later she thought expressionlessly: demons fighting, up and down – normal.

But hearing this sound now, her scalp tingled.

Dan Shuang stopped, asking in amazement: “What’s that sound?”

Chi Xue: “Probably His Highness rolled off the bed.”

“What kind of joke is that in the middle of the night?”

The probability of the Crown Princess rolling out of bed while sleeping was about the same as Consort Jing suddenly being able to wield a broadsword.

Besides, across a whole courtyard, how could people at the gate hear someone fall from bed inside a room?

Dan Shuang turned back: “No, I need to check.”

“Don’t.” Chi Xue grabbed her. “Don’t wake His Highness – you know her sleep isn’t very good.”

“There are strange sounds from His Highness’s room and we don’t investigate?” Dan Shuang looked Chi Xue up and down. “What’s wrong with you today? You’re acting strange.”

She noticed the cold water in the bucket: “What’s with this water?”

Chi Xue: “His Highness’s bath water. I brought it out but haven’t taken it away yet.”

“This water is completely cold – His Highness finished bathing long ago, right? Instead of removing the bath water, what are you doing standing here in a daze? No, I need to take a look.” Dan Shuang shouldered past Chi Xue toward the door.

Chi Xue’s martial skills were never a match for Dan Shuang’s. Grabbing her shoulder, she shouted upward: “Come out! I know you’re there! If you don’t want your master to hate you forever and never marry Dan Shuang, hurry up and take her away!”

Dan Shuang: “What nonsense are you talking!”

A shadow flashed in the tree and Mu Si appeared. Glancing at the courtyard with knowing yet jealous eyes, he immediately grabbed Dan Shuang.

Chi Xue felt much more relieved. She’d guessed that after the date, Mu Si would definitely want to escort Dan Shuang, but Dan Shuang wouldn’t let him. Both being stubborn types, Mu Si would certainly follow secretly.

Mu Si grabbed Dan Shuang and leaped with her into the tree. Dan Shuang fumed: “What are you doing! What are you two being so sneaky about!”

She continued struggling. Mu Si could barely restrain her and had to whisper something in her ear.

Dan Shuang suddenly stopped.

After a long pause, she slowly turned to look at the inner room, then at Mu Si: “Huh?”

Mu Si nodded with envy and jealousy, pressing his fingertips together and making an obscene poking gesture.

The pure maiden stared at those fingers for a long time before vaguely understanding the meaning, letting out a cry as her hair stood on end.

With a “bang,” Mu Si was kicked out of the tree.

Chi Xue: “…”

Useless!

Dan Shuang stood in the tree, looking at the inner room. Her face flushed red, then she shrieked and leaped from the tree, using its height to vault over the wall toward the inner room.

Still in mid-air, cold light flashed as her blade was already drawn.

Dan Shuang was furious!

It must be that bastard Murong Yi with his honeyed words and sweet talk, deceiving His Highness into losing her virtue!

What status did His Highness hold, what manner of person was she? Even if she were to accept Murong Yi, it should be after all problems were resolved, after he was carried into Ruixiang Palace with grand ceremony, proclaiming it to the world!

This improper union without matchmaker or betrothal – how could it be worthy of His Highness?

If word spread, how would His Highness face her ministers and people?

Moreover, Liaodong’s attitude remained unclear, His Majesty hadn’t approved the marriage, and many obstacles between them remained unresolved. Once His Highness gave herself to Murong Yi, many future matters would become passive.

His Highness had truly been bewitched by that demon, how could she be so confused!

Dan Shuang was so angry her rage attacked her heart. She wanted nothing more than to rush in and slay the demon fox who bewitched her master!

She was still in mid-air.

Suddenly “crack” – a roof tile shot out from the main building’s roof, striking Dan Shuang’s knee. Her leg went soft and she fell straight down into the center of the courtyard with a “thud.”

Tie Ci’s voice drifted out lazily: “Dan Shuang, don’t disturb my sleep.”

Dan Shuang: “Your Highness!”

“Shh—” Tie Ci said. “Making such a racket in the middle of the night – do you want everyone to know?”

Dan Shuang immediately lowered her voice by eight decibels: “…Your Highness! You cannot—”

“I cannot lose, right.” Tie Ci said. “Seven up, eight down – I still need one more time. Go to sleep.”

Dan Shuang: “…”

They say women become shameless after being deflowered. Would she be trapped in the nightmare of hearing the Crown Princess tell dirty jokes daily from now on?

No, that wasn’t the point…

She was about to say more when suddenly wind roared fiercely. With a crash, the window lattice exploded into countless fragments, and through the debris came a black shadow thundering toward her.

Murong Yi’s voice was slightly hoarse and impatient: “Say one more word and I’ll kill you.”

Dan Shuang hastily raised her blade but found she couldn’t resist that murderous black shadow at all.

Until the next moment – “bang” – a muffled explosion as the shadow burst before her, shattering into black jade fragments on the ground with half an orchid bloom falling in the mud. Only then did she realize it was the black porcelain orchid vase from His Highness’s room.

That was rare black porcelain, probably carefully arranged by Dean Rong for His Highness. Now it was shattered into countless pieces.

Dan Shuang lowered her eyes, dragging her blade as she retreated from the courtyard to stand on the other side of the gate.

She and Chi Xue flanked the entrance like two door gods.

After a night of wind and rain.

The autumn day was clear and bright, the vast sky washed clean.

Those who had stood guard all night looked haggard, while the one who emerged from the door was refreshed and energetic.

At dawn, Chi Xue had reheated water and sent it in, leaving the bucket at the door without daring to raise her head.

The door creaked open. Murong Yi wore only an outer robe, exposing half his chest and eight-pack abs, emerging with complete satisfaction as he lifted the large water bucket with one hand.

He placed the water in the center of the room, turned back with a smile: “Come, wife, let your husband help you bathe…”
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Chapter 455: Our Whole Family’s Going!
Then he saw Tie Ci bending over to change the bedding, smoothing out every wrinkle, stuffing the soiled sheets under the bed before turning to sit down, fully dressed and composed, looking as if she were sitting regally upon her throne.

Murong Yi: “…I suddenly remember a poem I once read: ‘The maidservant helps her rise, too weak to stand, this marks the first time receiving royal favor.'”

Tie Ci: “Hmm?”

“Are you even a woman?”

Tie Ci lifted her eyelids: “Didn’t we test that last night?”

Murong Yi rubbed his hands together: “I was too excited, don’t really remember. How about we test again?”

“You look exactly like Brother Wuneng eating ginseng fruit.”

“But are you really not tired at all? Isn’t it said that after women’s first time, that… that they all…” Murong Yi lewdly rubbed his fingers together.

Tie Ci leisurely crossed her legs and gazed at him with a smile: “Young Master, allow me to remind you. Strictly speaking, last night it was you who received favor, you who should be delicate and weak. You should now be soaking in bath water, awaiting my imperial decree and rewards. Not here making obscene gestures.”

Murong Yi blinked somewhat regretfully: “That works too. I was originally planning to help you bathe, but now you can help me instead. Come on—” He yanked at his clothes.

He undressed even faster than last night.

After all, practice makes perfect.

Murong Yi splashed into the bathtub with a loud plop, water spraying everywhere.

His calculations were perfect – while washing, he’d pull Tie Ci down with him, and they’d have time for another round before departure.

However, just as he jumped in, Rong Pu’s people arrived saying the carriage was ready.

Only then did they realize daylight was already bright – normally they would have finished breakfast by this time.

Murong Yi had to climb out and get dressed. When he wasn’t looking, Tie Ci secretly massaged her lower back with grimaces, but the moment he turned around, she immediately let go and appeared calm.

Losing face was not an option.

His Highness was vigorous as a dragon and tiger, indefatigable.

Emerging from the room to meet their subordinates, Chi Xue appeared normal while Dan Shuang looked bitter and resentful.

Dan Shuang secretly observed Tie Ci, seeing her walk normally with a frank expression, couldn’t help but look puzzled.

His Highness didn’t look like…

Could it be that last night actually nothing…

Dan Shuang felt wildly joyful.

But her beautiful dream soon shattered.

Because while Tie Ci concealed things well, she couldn’t withstand someone’s desperate desire to show off to the entire world!

The carriage stopped at the academy’s side gate. To facilitate Tie Ci’s departure, although the competition had ended, the academy was still hosting a scholarly lecture. The speakers were renowned scholars from various major academies – a rare opportunity that almost everyone attended.

The ten selected candidates wouldn’t follow Tie Ci to the capital but would be escorted to the capital by local government officials.

Shen Mi would return to the capital with Tie Ci, then report to Celu Academy afterward.

From afar, Tie Ci saw Rong Pu fearlessly holding his umbrella while chatting with Shen Mi.

Li Yuncheng also stood nearby, looking somewhat uneasy.

When everyone saw Tie Ci approaching, they stepped forward to greet her. Suddenly a figure rushed past Tie Ci very enthusiastically toward the group, grabbing the hand of Rong Pu who stood at the front, saying warmly: “Brother Rong, not seen for one night – I trust you’ve been well?”

Rong Pu looked up slightly at the beaming Murong Yi before him.

What was this guy up to? Had last night’s stimulation driven him mad?

He pulled his hand away and before he could respond, saw Murong Yi lean closer with a ghostly expression: “Ah, Brother Rong, haven’t you noticed any changes in me today?”

Rong Pu: “…”

What’s wrong with him!

“Brother Murong looks detestable every day – what could change?”

“Really nothing?” Murong Yi leaned his face closer: “Really? Take another careful look?”

Rong Pu very much wanted to smash his umbrella into that shameless face.

It should successfully disfigure him.

He simply stepped back and seriously looked him up and down: “Ah. Yes.”

“What?”

“Even uglier.”

Murong Yi laughed heartily, stroking his chin with the smugly victorious look of one who wouldn’t stoop to arguing with a loser, then turned to torment Shen Mi: “Brother Shen, do you notice any changes in me today?”

The bewildered Shen Mi: “…”

After a long pause, he tentatively said: “The Young Master looks more handsome?”

Murong Yi smiled: “Though not exactly right, not far off either. After all, spring wind and gentle rain are quite nourishing.”

He patted the even more bewildered Shen Mi’s shoulder, then turned to Li Yuncheng: “Little Li, what do you think…”

“Today the Young Master looks exceptionally spirited,” Li Yuncheng quickly answered.

“No red at the corners of my eyes? No sticky eyebrows?” Murong Yi pressed.

Li Yuncheng: “…”

What the hell are you talking about?

Murong Yi stepped back from them and stood beside Rong Pu, using a voice that others might not hear clearly but Rong Pu definitely could, stroking his chin and muttering to himself: “Strange, isn’t it said that after losing one’s virtue, the eye corners show peach blossom color and the eyebrows have a water-washed sticky feeling?”

Rong Pu: “??!!”

Then he had an epiphany: “Oh, that refers to women, not me!”

Rong Pu: “???!!!”

Dan Shuang, worried about this troublemaker, had been quietly following behind him. Hearing this, she reached for her blade again.

Chi Xue quickly rushed over and pulled her aside: “Have you forgotten last night’s lesson?”

Dan Shuang: “Don’t stop me! That bastard – I’m going to castrate him! After doing such shameless things, he still has the nerve to brag about it indirectly! Where does this put Her Highness’s reputation!”

She positioned herself by the carriage: “I’ll wait for him to get on. The moment he lifts his leg, I’ll chop off his thing!”

Chi Xue was both angry and amused: “The Young Master pursued for so long and finally… well, and has been constantly provoked by Dean Rong. It’s normal for him to strike back… He has restraint – he knows the dean would never believe it and wouldn’t spread it. Look, Supervisor Shen and Young Master Li didn’t hear anything.”

Dan Shuang: “Bah! Frivolous!”

“Who told His Highness to like him,” Chi Xue comforted. “Haven’t you said that His Highness has been bound by rules all her life, and only with Murong Yi can she live like a young girl? His Highness being happy is enough. For her, joy and indulgence are the rarest things.”

Tie Ci happened to walk over, reaching out with a smile to pat Dan Shuang’s blade back into its sheath, pinching her pufferfish-like cheeks: “Right, I’m happy as can be.”

Dan Shuang said seriously: “Your Highness, you didn’t suffer any losses, did you!”

“How could I!” Tie Ci said proudly: “My prowess was magnificent!”

Dan Shuang: …What?

Tie Ci: “Someone kept begging for mercy – a defeated opponent, no match at all!”

Someone walking by behind them picked up the conversation: “If so, allow me to regroup tonight and fight again!”

Tie Ci: “Yes… bah!”

Dan Shuang: “…”

Deflowering seemed to have also broken the Crown Princess’s originally clever little brain.

…

Though autumn winds were bleak, they couldn’t match swift hoofbeats. When Tie Ci’s carriage and horses reached the gates of the capital, the capital was experiencing its first snow of winter.

Tie Ci halted her horse before the city gate, watching the orderly queue of common people entering the gate, and breathed a long sigh of relief.

She had taken two long journeys in these past two years. The first time she returned, wounded and ill, she was blocked outside the city, going through countless hardships and setbacks.

Now before her eyes was peaceful harmony with the city gates wide open.

There should have been a grand welcome, but her formal entourage had returned to the capital a month ago. Tie Ci had sent word in advance explaining that if they planned a welcoming ceremony, it needn’t be extravagant, but should give these attendants who had worked hard for half a year respectful treatment.

So at that time, the Ministry of Rites had gone out ten li to welcome them, bringing imperial wine to reward all the attendants.

Now that Tie Ci was returning herself without prior notice to the capital, there would naturally be no grand welcome. Tie Ci didn’t care about such empty ceremonies anyway, but she also didn’t want to pretend to be approachable by queuing at the city gate – she was eager to return to the palace to see her father.

She was about to order Chi Xue to clear the way when she suddenly heard commotion from the city walls. With her extraordinary hearing and vision, Tie Ci focused and heard the friction of armor, weapons striking walls in hasty movement, and particularly heavy “thud thud thud” footsteps. It sounded like a group of people rushing down from the city tower, so urgently that she could make out one particularly stumbling set of footsteps mixed with faint exclamations of “…careful!”

Tie Ci’s expression turned cold as she signaled Chi Xue to return. Dan Shuang’s hand was already on her waist, while Murong Yi had silently appeared beside her.

He looked up and suddenly said: “Who’s on the city wall?”

Tie Ci was startled – weren’t the people on the wall coming down?

Earlier, from the corner of her eye, she seemed to have seen someone standing on the wall but hadn’t paid attention, thinking it was a gate official or such.

She looked up and saw a small figure on the wall.

The person wore luxurious clothes with hair piled high, waving large sleeves desperately at her.

Tie Ci was stunned, then stunned again.

For a moment she couldn’t believe her eyes.

How could Consort Jing appear here?

Since entering the palace, unless taken on imperial hunts, she never stepped outside the palace gates.

Her being here could only mean…

Tie Ci suddenly dismounted and rushed forward.

She kept pushing through the crowded queue ahead.

At that moment, a group also rushed out from the city gate tunnel.

The leader wore dark blue brocade robes like an ordinary wealthy gentleman – a handsome middle-aged man stumbling ahead of everyone, followed by a bunch of old men crying and shouting as they couldn’t keep up, and a group of armored guards sweating profusely as they tried to clear the civilians.

“My child—”

The shout nearly deafened Tie Ci’s ears.

She suddenly stopped and stared ahead in shock.

Just as the Emperor was about to pounce on her, he suddenly remembered his imperial status, hastily slowed his steps, straightened his crown, dusted his clothes, and adjusted his smile.

Before he could finish arranging his expression, Tie Ci had already “wailed” and rushed over.

“Father!”

Under everyone’s horrified gazes, Tie Ci embraced her father whom she hadn’t seen for half a year.

People rushed up to help, fearing that the martial arts expert Crown Princess might knock over her father, whose health hadn’t been strong recently.

However, the moment Tie Ci embraced her father, her hand cushioned his back, first using her own body to protect him while avoiding any possibility of assassination, then with a turn she pulled the Emperor back into the crowd, while the guards behind them immediately formed a protective circle around them both.

Tie Ci led her father into the city gate tunnel while surrounding civilians were shooed away then gathered again, looking bewildered at this “father and son” pair. Someone muttered: “Weird.”

Murong Yi stood still, arms crossed, watching Tie Ci’s retreating figure as she supported her father into the city gate, a faint smile in his eyes.

A’Ci, your luck is better than mine.

I hope your luck continues forever.

Tie Yan, supported by his daughter, had already seen Murong Yi but pretended not to, letting his gaze drift far away.

He pulled Tie Ci onto the prepared carriage. Consort Jing lifted the curtain, smiling at her daughter.

Tie Ci looked her mother up and down, seeing that not even a hair was out of place – very dignified. Perhaps from rarely coming out to get sun, her skin was several shades whiter than before. This woman in her thirties was still as delicate as a young girl, clearly having lived very comfortably recently.

She smiled at Consort Jing and performed a courtesy.

Then she turned to call Murong Yi to follow, but Tie Yan suddenly tugged her sleeve: “Our family of three rarely has a chance to tour the capital. Come, Ci’er, accompany me.”

Tie Ci had to help her father into the carriage and sit with him, thinking that Murong Yi didn’t need arrangement anyway and would naturally follow.

Suddenly there was a “bang” as if something fell to the ground, then the carriage sank. Tie Ci quickly lifted the curtain to see that the palace guard who had been driving was thrown off the cart, and Murong Yi was now brazenly sitting in the driver’s seat, picking up the whip.

While raising the whip, he laughed: “That’s right – our whole family’s going!”

Tie Ci: “…”

Tie Yan: “…”

Consort Jing: “…”

Chapter 456: Sugar-Coated Cannonballs
Tie Yan felt that every time he met Murong Yi, his first reaction was always “How can there be such a shameless person in this world!”

Using the words of Tie Ci’s master, this phrase kept scrolling through his mind repeatedly, to the point where seeing him would trigger PTSD.

He swiftly lifted the carriage curtain and said to the palace guards disguised as ordinary escorts outside: “Are you all stupid? You let just anyone climb up to drive the carriage?”

The palace guards hadn’t reacted at first. Seeing that Murong Yi had come with Tie Ci and acted so casually and naturally, they assumed the Crown Princess had given permission. But hearing this reprimand, they all became nervous and quickly responded, drawing their swords and rushing forward.

Someone even shouted to the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards who had been slow to react: “Quickly step forward to protect Her Highness!”

Not far away, a soft and flexible fat man stroking a cat chuckled through his teeth. He also reached out to hold back Tian Wu, who had been excitedly stepping forward earlier.

Fat Tiger struggled: “Commander, why are you holding me back? I want to greet the Crown Princess!”

“What greeting.” Xia Houchun stroked the cat with one hand while pinching Fat Tiger’s scruff with the other. “Going over to watch the father-in-law beat up the son-in-law? Are you afraid of not getting splattered with blood?”

“What son-in-law?”

Xia Houchun gestured toward Murong Yi with his chin, with a mix of jealousy and envy.

Fat Tiger suddenly understood. “Ah, has Young Master Murong finally achieved his goal? The Crown Princess is bringing him directly before His Majesty?”

Xia Houchun snorted coldly. Just as he was about to say “so what if he’s brought before His Majesty,” he heard Fat Tiger, that fool, poking right at his sore spot: “Commander, you don’t look very happy. Are you jealous? That’s understandable. Here Young Master Murong is already meeting his father-in-law, when will you receive even a reply letter from Commander Di?”

Xia Houchun: “…”

Fat Tiger continued twisting the knife: “Why don’t you do like Young Master Murong and deliver yourself to the door? Would Commander Di chase you away with a big broom? Would she? She wouldn’t, right?”

“Would she my ass!” Commander Xia Hou finally cursed.

…

Over there, as the Baize Guards were about to rush forward, the carriage curtain was lifted again, revealing Tie Ci’s face as she smiled: “No need, I asked him to drive the carriage.”

The guards stopped, looking confusedly toward His Majesty behind the curtain.

Tie Yan said with obvious displeasure: “A Ci, our family of three has never toured the capital together. Today your parents came specially to pick you up because we wanted to take this rare opportunity to see the capital under our rule. Having an outsider here is inconvenient.”

“It’s convenient, very convenient.” Murong Yi immediately replied from outside. “Please tour as you wish, I’ll drive the carriage.”

“You’re a barbarian from Liaodong, how do you know the roads in the capital? Do you know where the Four Great Gardens are? Which alley is most prosperous? Which restaurant has famous products from various regions, which mountaintop has the most beautiful maple leaves…”

“Among the Four Great Gardens, Run Garden has the most beautiful spring scenery; the cranes in He Garden are getting fatter, and the plum blossoms haven’t bloomed yet—visiting in winter to see the red plums and white cranes would be best; Yu Garden’s Western tulips are worth seeing, but it’s not the season now. However, the golden silk maples in Feng Garden should be at their peak right now, worth a look. As for alleys, Curved Alley’s night market has many interesting things, but the palace gates close at night so we might not make it; otherwise Frost Leaf Alley is also good, with many famous foods from the capital that A Ci should like, but Frost Leaf Alley is too narrow—we’d need to change to a smaller carriage if we really went there. Among restaurants, Tan Xiang Restaurant has the most diverse cuisine, famous for Central Province shad, Bian Province saury, Yong Liang beef and Jiu Sui lamb, Hua Province old goose—I heard they even have Western Rong camel meat and Da Yan drought turtle meat. Would Uncle and Aunt like to try something new? As for maple leaves, naturally Feng Garden is best for viewing from ground level, while Dong Mountain is best for viewing from heights, though with the recent cold weather in the capital, the maple leaves on Dong Mountain probably can’t withstand much more damage. If Uncle wants to take a look, we could go now—taking the shortcut, it’s an hour’s journey.”

Tie Yan: “…”

Just as I thought, a hedonistic wastrel!

Tie Ci suddenly said: “Since you know so much about this, I’d like to know—what famous sights, scenery, and foods does Ru Province have?”

Murong Yi, who had been speaking eloquently, paused for a long moment before saying: “Ru Province… I don’t know.”

Tie Yan was stunned.

What? He knows the capital like the back of his hand after living here only a month or two from thousands of li away, but doesn’t know Ru Province where he was born and raised?

“In my youth I wasn’t favored, and my studies were heavy. I only traveled between the royal palace and my maternal grandfather’s residence—I never went anywhere else and had no opportunity to. After coming of age, I was busy killing people, busy deceiving people, busy dealing with my father and brothers, and accumulating my own power. I know nothing about Ru Province’s scenery, where the restaurants are, what’s fun, what’s boring.”

Tie Yan fell silent.

For no reason, he thought of A Ci, who from childhood had also carried heavy coursework—studying literature, practicing martial arts, learning statecraft, without even a chance to breathe.

This one, reportedly not favored by Prince Da’an, must have had an even harder life than A Ci.

Tie Ci glanced at her father who had suddenly gone quiet, then at Murong Yi’s heavy expression, and chuckled inwardly.

Psychological warfare, successful.

Her inherently honest father was no match for this Liaodong fox.

No wonder she had given him a stepping stone.

Murong Yi glanced at the expression on Tie Yan’s face and added: “Oh, I am familiar with a few places—the Endless Snow Plain, Ten Thousand Blade Ice Cave, Never-Melting Lake, Ten Thousand Snake Valley… but they either freeze people to death or disgust them to death. I imagine Uncle and Aunt wouldn’t be interested.”

Tie Yan was about to ask how he became familiar with such deadly-sounding places, then realized the answer and moved his lips, but ultimately said nothing, leaning back.

Tie Ci glanced at Murong Yi’s dejected expression and shot him a glare while suppressing laughter.

Just as she was about to lower the curtain, Consort Jing, who had been silent, looked timidly at Tie Yan and suddenly said softly: “I’ve heard that Ning Fang Pavilion is a good place. They say the rouge and powder there are the finest in Da Qian…”

Murong Yi smiled and said: “Aunt, who told you that? You absolutely must not go to Ning Fang Pavilion. Rouge is just their public cover—secretly they deal in high-level…”

He suddenly realized what he was saying and abruptly stopped.

Tie Yan hadn’t caught on yet, but Tie Ci already understood. Her gaze turned ominously toward Murong Yi’s suddenly stiffened back.

“High-level… high-level what?” she asked with a smile.

“High-level… high-level pastries.”

Tie Ci snorted.

Pastries my foot.

High-level courtesans, right!

Look at you knowing all about Da Qian’s entertainment and pleasures—you really know everything!

Tie Yan finally caught on. His face, which had just improved slightly, immediately turned stormy again as he snorted heavily: “Is that so? Then let Young Master Murong lead the way. Let’s first try the high-level pastries at Ning Fang Pavilion?”

Murong Yi: “…”

Tie Ci suppressed her laughter, glancing at Consort Jing, who still wore a confused expression as if completely unaware she had lit a bomb.

Logically, with Consort Jing’s intelligence, she really couldn’t pull off such a scheme to trap Murong Yi, but Tie Ci found it strange how a deep palace woman who lived without any opinions of her own came to know about Ning Fang Pavilion.

She smiled: “How does Mother Consort know of this Ning Fang Pavilion?”

Consort Jing twisted her handkerchief: “Their rouge really is very good. Nanny Qin had someone buy it for me, so I came to know of it…”

Tie Ci said: “This rouge is indeed excellent. No wonder Mother Consort has become much fairer recently.”

Consort Jing’s eyes lit up with joy at her daughter’s praise, and she shyly glanced at Tie Yan.

But Tie Yan’s attention was still on those two words “high-level,” his face dark as he said: “Come on, Young Master Murong. Don’t tell me you know all the alley roads but don’t know how to get to Ning Fang Pavilion?”

Murong Yi quickly put down the horse whip, turned around, and said earnestly: “You’re absolutely right. I’ve only heard of Ning Fang Pavilion occasionally—I’ve never actually been there. If you really want their high-level pastries, I’ll have someone buy them for you right now.” He shouted loudly: “Mu Si! Mu Si!”

Mu Si’s voice came from far away: “Don’t call me, I don’t know anything!”

What a joke—Dan Shuang was right there by the carriage listening. How could he admit to knowing?

Murong Yi had to shout again: “Zhao San! Zhao San! Go to Ning Fang Pavilion and buy pastries!”

Zhao San had been managing his shops in the capital recently and naturally came to welcome them today, though he was currently standing in front of Chi Xue, stammering nervously while Chi Xue waited patiently for him to speak.

Zhao San, being familiar with the capital, naturally knew about Ning Fang Pavilion, the recently famous high-end underground pleasure establishment. With half his attention on Chi Xue, he was only half-listening. Hearing Murong Yi’s shout, he reflexively said: “What pastries does Ning Fang Pavilion have…”

The words “pastries” were cut off by Chi Xue suddenly taking his hand. Zhao San stared at the snow-white, delicate hand before him and forgot everything else.

Chi Xue leaned slightly forward with a smile: “Answer first, give the Young Master face, which means giving the Crown Princess face. Alright?”

Before Zhao San’s eyes was a flower-like smiling face, in his nose a faint fragrance, in his brain an entire undulating sea. Dizzy and confused, he said: “Alright…”

Then he answered Murong Yi: “I’ll go right away!”

Murong Yi breathed a sigh of relief.

A narrow escape from death.

Tie Ci stared at his back with an ambiguous smile.

Of course she could expose him, but now wasn’t the time.

The urgent matter was getting her father to accept him first. As for settling accounts between herself and him, that could be done slowly—like not letting him into her bed for a month.

Tie Yan, deprived of his opportunity to find fault, glanced at his daughter who was clearly siding with outsiders, sighed, and leaned back.

Whatever.

He was mentally exhausted.

He suddenly remembered that room full of handsome men’s portraits, how they had selected a bunch only to call off all the engagements, and finally A Ci had thrown a dart and hit the ugliest portrait.

Which belonged to this bastard right in front of them.

What was this called?

Evil fate, probably.

Tie Yan rubbed his temples with a headache. When Tie Ci asked where he wanted to go, he was too lazy to respond, just raised his hand and waved weakly.

Wherever.

The old father wanted to grieve alone.

The good days hadn’t lasted long.

His daughter was already thinking of others before family.

She was about to be stolen away by some blockhead.

Hearing Tie Ci stick her head out to whisper with Murong Yi about where to go, Tie Yan opened his eyes and watched his daughter’s increasingly extended silhouette.

Consort Jing hesitated for a while, constantly checking Tie Yan’s expression, before finally saying softly: “Your Majesty, are you really…”

She still felt somewhat dissatisfied.

Didn’t His Majesty know what it meant to let Murong Yi drive the carriage right now?

This was equivalent to publicly acknowledging Murong Yi before all of the capital.

Wasn’t this too hasty?

Consort Jing didn’t understand politics and didn’t want to. She had read bootleg copies of “Ci Xin Biography” and heard various rumors. She only had a mother’s intuition that a son-in-law like Murong Yi was too dangerous.

Someone who had killed almost all his brothers and nearly slaughtered his own father.

Someone who had disguised himself as a woman from childhood, could play a woman flawlessly, and as a man killed without blinking.

Such a person standing beside her bright and benevolent A Ci was completely mismatched.

One could imagine that most civil and military officials would oppose this.

How disadvantageous this would be for Tie Ci’s position as Crown Princess.

What was His Majesty thinking…

Tie Yan pointed at Tie Ci’s silhouette, indicating she shouldn’t speak lest A Ci be hurt.

Consort Jing immediately fell silent.

Tie Yan said quietly: “I know, I know everything. I actually don’t want to acknowledge him just like this either.”

Consort Jing looked at him with glistening eyes.

“But when I see A Ci, I think of her hardships, her childhood suffering, I think of her… whip scars.” Tie Yan’s eyes glimmered slightly. “After I learned of that incident, I swore in my heart that from then on, whatever A Ci liked, whatever A Ci wanted, I would let her have. I would never obstruct her.”

“She has already lost so much that she should have had. That small bit of happiness she has finally obtained—should we as parents take even that away?”

The carriage curtain was lifted wide. Tie Ci and Murong Yi were discussing enthusiastically, her entire body almost sprawled on top of Murong Yi. Tie Yan vaguely heard her chattering: “…my father likes… my mother likes… this is interesting… my father won’t like this…”

From Tie Yan’s angle, he could see the corners of Tie Ci’s eyes curved in joy.

He was somewhat dazed.

In his memory, he had never seen A Ci smile like this.

She had become Crown Princess at six years old, and from then on even the angle of her smile had to be regulated by her tutoring nannies.

She would never laugh so freely and sweetly. Her smiles were limited to a slight upturn of the lips—dignified, noble, gentle and bright like spring breeze, but never reaching her eyes or the corners of her eyes.

He had never seen her as she was now, like a real girl who could laugh and act spoiled and lose her temper, who would unconsciously be intimate with her beloved.

Just like the thousands of daughters in this world who were treasured and raised without experiencing wind and rain.

Tie Yan suddenly felt his eyes growing moist. He turned away to hide it.

Only then did Tie Ci turn back, smiling: “He says he wants to take us somewhere special. Let’s follow him for now. If Father Emperor and Mother Consort are unsatisfied, we can punish him later.”

Tie Yan’s words sounded good, but hearing this constant “he, he, he” made him feel sick. He hummed lazily.

Consort Jing glanced at Murong Yi’s back and said softly: “Are we going to his shop?”

“Mother Consort knows he has shops?”

Consort Jing smiled with pursed lips: “I even know that Manager Zhao San from just now. During the time you were away, that Zhao San often sent things to my palace on Young Master Murong’s orders. They were all extremely interesting jewelry and trinkets, many said to be foreign imports. They’re priceless in the capital.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Wait, you were outside but still able to remotely control your subordinates to bombard my mother with sugar-coated cannonballs?

Chapter 457: Please Spare the Innocent Men of This World
No wonder Mother Consort clearly preferred Rong Pu more, yet didn’t speak much about him in front of her.

Tie Ci thought that if they visited his shops one by one, they probably wouldn’t finish even in three months.

Murong Yi drove the carriage both smoothly and steadily, to the point that Tie Ci grew drowsy.

She was normally alert when sleeping and never slept during the day, but now for some reason—perhaps because she had returned to the capital, perhaps because she was surrounded by loved ones—her guard suddenly dropped to zero. She first fell asleep leaning against the carriage wall.

Consort Jing was about to speak with her when Tie Yan said: “Shh—”

Both fell quiet.

Tie Yan carefully removed his cloak and covered her with it.

The carriage jolted, and Tie Ci’s head tilted to rest on Consort Jing’s shoulder.

Consort Jing looked down at her daughter, gently smoothed the slightly disheveled hair by her temples, then cradled her head and laid it flat on her lap.

Tie Yan looked at Tie Ci’s long legs dangling off the seat with nowhere to rest, thought for a moment, then lifted his daughter’s legs to place them on his own lap, tucking the cloak around her properly.

He also pulled the curtain down further, afraid people might see and give those idle censors something else to impeach about.

Murong Yi didn’t turn back, but as if knowing Tie Ci was sleeping, he slowed the carriage speed and drove even more steadily.

Tie Ci slept very comfortably. The surface beneath her was soft and warm, surrounded by the faint familiar fragrance that brought her peace, as if she were still sleeping on the bed in Ruixiang Palace during her youth. She lazily turned over and continued sleeping.

Her long hair was somewhat disheveled, piled at the back of her neck. Consort Jing, afraid she might press on her hair, gently pulled it outward, then suddenly made a small sound of surprise.

Tie Yan glanced at her.

But Consort Jing looked puzzled, thought for a moment, then said nothing.

She remembered that Tie Ci seemed to have had a virginity mark applied when she was very young, just after becoming Crown Princess. The Empress Dowager, in order to humiliate her, had used the pretext that the Crown Princess must maintain her purity and chastity to have the mark applied. At the time, Tie Ci had said she hoped it could be placed somewhere she couldn’t see, otherwise seeing it would make her feel ashamed.

Virginity marks were supposed to be applied to the limbs, as that was said to be most effective, but Tie Ci had firmly resisted. Since the Empress Dowager’s main purpose was merely to humiliate her, the mark was eventually placed on Tie Ci’s neck, slightly below the nape.

When Tie Ci had turned over just now, her collar had shifted, revealing a section of her back. That section of skin was snow-white with some faint bruising, but there was no trace of the bright red mark.

So much time had passed that not only had Tie Ci herself forgotten, but Consort Jing could barely remember where exactly the mark had been placed.

The place where she remembered it should be showed nothing. Had she remembered wrong, or…?

“What’s wrong?” Seeing her strange expression, Tie Yan thought she had discovered some injury on Tie Ci and became nervous.

Consort Jing was uncertain and didn’t dare speak, so she shook her head.

The carriage suddenly stopped—they must have arrived—but Murong Yi didn’t turn back to urge them to get out. He sat there quietly waiting.

Tie Yan had been prepared to make him wait if he came to request their alighting, and had planned to glare at him while doing so. Who would have thought he’d be so perceptive, knowing not to disturb Tie Ci? His expression softened slightly.

Three people inside and outside the carriage quietly waited for Tie Ci to wake up.

But Tie Ci was someone who could sense atmospheric changes even in her dreams. She soon opened her eyes and asked: “Have we arrived?”

When her eyes first opened, they still held traces of drowsiness, but by the time she finished those two words, her gaze was already clear and alert.

Tie Yan looked at her with something close to heartache, very much wanting to say they hadn’t arrived yet and she should sleep more. But Tie Ci had already noticed her position and sat up abruptly, her expression blank for a moment.

Though she had been beloved by the Emperor Father since childhood, “Emperor Father” still carried the word “Emperor,” with many restrictions and inevitable constraints. The Empress Dowager loomed like a shadow day and night, the palace seeming full of hidden dangers everywhere. The Emperor Father hadn’t dared to be too close to her.

As for Mother Consort, even less need be said—like a startled bird, the impression she left was mostly of crying, trembling, tearful smiles, forever pitiful and forever uneasy.

She had grown up in stern vigilance, forever unable to relax like her parents, never daring to hope for the warmth of a family of three, for all the ordinary happiness of mortal life.

She didn’t consider this a regret or source of dissatisfaction, because she was the Crown Princess. Since she had accepted this wealth and honor, it was proper to pay some price for it.

This was the first time in eighteen years that she had slept with her head on her mother’s lap and her legs resting on her father’s.

She was bewildered, her whole body stiff, her fingers digging into her palms, trembling slightly.

Seeing this made Tie Yan’s heart burn and ache, as if hot tears might pour from his eyes like a flood.

Outside the carriage, a group of people suddenly passed by—this must be some sightseeing area. Among them was a little girl’s voice, sweetly calling for daddy to carry her.

A man’s hearty laugh responded as he lifted his little daughter and hoisted her onto his shoulders.

The obviously much-beloved little girl raised her hands shouting “giddy-up, giddy-up,” her joyful laughter spilling across her father’s broad back.

The flood in Tie Yan’s eyes could no longer be controlled.

Everything that was simplest for ordinary people was so difficult for his A Ci.

So much so that someone as calm and composed as she would lose her composure at this moment.

He quickly turned his head to look at the carriage window.

The window reflected his face. Looking at his slightly haggard features, he thought hazily that A Ci had already grown up, while he had grown old.

The carriage curtain suddenly lifted, and Murong Yi’s face appeared very timely, his expression bright with smiles, effectively diluting the somewhat strange atmosphere inside the carriage. As if he had seen nothing, he waved at Tie Ci with a smile: “Do you want me to carry you? You don’t have to call me daddy.”

Tie Ci burst out laughing and kicked him in the butt. Tie Yan had intended to glare at him, but when he turned around, he couldn’t help smiling too.

Only Consort Jing hadn’t sensed anything, lifting the curtain and curiously poking her head out.

Tie Ci got out of the carriage and saw winding roads ahead, lined with maples red as fire. Under the maple trees were many vendors calling their wares, with crowds of people flowing back and forth.

This was the perfect season for viewing maples, still catching the last wave, so there were many people.

Tie Yan and Consort Jing also got out, saying in surprise: “Isn’t this Feng Garden?”

They had thought Murong Yi would take them somewhere unusual.

Tie Ci smiled: “A Yi says he’ll show us a different Feng Garden.”

The disguised guards dispersed into the crowd, protecting this family of three from ten steps away.

Murong Yi pointed toward another direction in the woods: “We’ll take another path. There’s another entrance there.”

Tie Ci had visited Feng Garden before and said in surprise: “I don’t remember there being an entrance there.”

Murong Yi smiled without speaking and led the way. The path required going through the woods. Whether it had been cleared or not, they encountered no one as they passed through the maple forest.

The weather had turned cold recently, gloomy with the threat of snow. The maple trees outside Feng Garden couldn’t withstand the harsh conditions—more than half had withered, their red leaves mottled and branches sparse, which only emphasized a certain desolation. Tie Yan was obviously greatly disappointed and felt somewhat apologetic toward his daughter: “It seems the red leaves have already fallen. Perhaps we should go elsewhere.”

But Tie Ci held him back: “Father, please look a bit more.”

Tie Yan could only follow her deeper. After passing through a section of bare trees, the scenery suddenly changed. The maple trees were gone, replaced by a pristine white Western-style archway. Under the archway was a row of low evergreen shrubs, all neatly trimmed and clustered together luxuriantly. Tie Yan felt the tree shapes were strange, but Tie Ci had already spotted the trick and laughed: “Old Dad, let me show you some Western scenery.”

With that, she scooped up her father and leaped onto a tall tree beside them.

Tie Yan had never encountered such a situation. Startled, he grabbed his daughter’s waist, and only after they had settled on the treetop did he close his eyes tremblingly for a long time before saying: “So this is how martial artists leap about? How terrifying.”

Tie Ci said: “We don’t fly around in the sky all day—what would we be, living targets?”

Only then did Tie Yan open his eyes and look down, making a sound of surprise.

He finally discovered that the low shrubs below had all been trimmed into the shape of characters, which when read together said: “Respectfully welcoming father-in-law and mother-in-law to Feng Garden.”

Tie Yan: “…”

Tie Ci: “…”

Murong Yi’s shamelessness always had the ability to leave people speechless.

After a long while, Tie Yan turned and took his daughter’s hand, saying earnestly: “My child, you should have three palaces and six courtyards, seventy-two consorts after all. Dad will see if he can modify Da Qian’s laws to open a convenient door for you.”

Tie Ci: “…??”

“This one is too good at causing trouble,” Tie Yan said with furrowed brows. “I’m worried that in the future, when you’re managing ten thousand affairs daily, you’ll have to constantly worry about him too—today he’ll act up because you don’t accompany him, tomorrow he’ll act up wanting you to kill loyal ministers. Since you’re used to spoiling him, if this leads to neglecting state affairs or corrupting court discipline in the future, it won’t be a blessing for our Da Qian. If there were more brothers in the palace to keep him busy with palace intrigue, he probably wouldn’t have time to pester you.”

Tie Ci sighed and gripped her father’s hand: “Dad, I really want to do that too. But have you considered whether ordinary men could compete with him? Do you know what level he graduated palace intrigue at? No matter how many men I take in, they’d all just be appetizers for him. Do you want the imperial garden workers to randomly dig up any patch of soil and find my noble consorts and imperial concubines buried underneath?”

Tie Ci: “Dad, Heaven values life—please spare the innocent men of this world.”

Tie Yan: “…”

He recalled this young lord’s various achievements.

Tie Yan tearfully gave up the idea.

Below, Murong Yi suddenly looked up with a bright smile and asked: “What are Uncle and A Ci discussing?”

Tie Yan glanced at that innocent, radiant smile and immediately said: “We’re discussing how clever your idea of using trees to form characters is.”

“Thank you for the praise, Uncle. It wasn’t in vain that I transplanted trees and hired the best gardeners to spend most of a year cultivating and trimming them,” Murong Yi said gently. “Since that’s the case, Uncle shouldn’t arrange seventy-two consorts for Her Highness anymore.”

Tie Yan: “…”

He could only feign surprise and point ahead: “Look, what’s that?”

He had been pointing randomly to escape his embarrassment, but with his considerable eyesight, he actually did see something different in the distant Feng Garden.

Murong Yi smiled: “Uncle will know if you move forward.”

Tie Ci brought Tie Yan down from the tree. Behind them, Murong Yi coughed, and Tie Ci slowed her pace slightly. Murong Yi moved beside her and said quietly: “…I really want to do that too?”

Tie Ci’s expression didn’t change: “What exactly is high-level about Ning Fang Pavilion?”

The two looked at each other for a long moment.

Evenly matched.

Both gave up.

…

Chapter 458: I Take My Father-in-Law to the Zoo
Afterward, Tie Ci asked Consort Jing if she wanted to see the gardening effects from above, but was firmly refused by Consort Jing.

She would never want such an undignified posture.

When passing through the white Western-style sculptural archway, Tie Ci suddenly thought of her master. It had been a long time since they met—she should visit her soon.

She had heard that Murong Yi now also ran shops selling fresh foreign goods and had formed partnerships with Gui Qizhai, no wonder some of the designs here in Feng Garden showed such a change in style.

This section of Feng Garden was a newly opened entrance with no crowds. Upon entering, they were greeted by a massive artificial mountain made of strange, towering rocks shaped like twin peaks, with a narrow stream flowing through the gap between them. The clear water revealed colorful pebbles at the bottom, round and smooth like gemstones.

Rain boots that could be worn over shoes were already prepared beside the artificial mountain. Tie Yan enthusiastically put them on and waded through the water. Many colorful small fish swam in the water, unafraid of people, circling around their feet. Tie Yan bent down with great interest to catch them, and Murong Yi immediately produced, as if by magic, a set of fishing rods and nets, along with a small glass fish tank, personally attending to Tie Yan as he caught fish for a while and placed them in the small tank.

After fishing for a while, Tie Yan became interested and felt the boots were boring. He threw them off and entered the stream barefoot.

Tie Ci and the guards and eunuchs following behind were all startled. It was almost early winter—the water was cold. How could Tie Yan, pampered as an emperor, withstand this?

But Murong Yi laughed and said it was fine, gesturing for Tie Ci to feel the water. Only then did Tie Ci discover that the water wasn’t cold at all—it was warm.

The entire pond was filled with heated water.

Tie Ci glanced at Murong Yi, acknowledging his meticulous thoughtfulness, then also removed her boots and jumped into the water to catch fish with her father.

Though it was an artificial landscape, it was done with great delicacy—swimming fish, scattered rocks, vines, even the moss on the stones was a subtle green-yellow.

The artificial scenic spot created such natural wild charm that the Emperor Father, who hadn’t played outdoors since ascending the throne, was transported back to the free days of his youth.

Consort Jing held up her skirt the entire time, staying far away to one side. Murong Yi didn’t neglect her either, personally accompanying her to look at the small fish, discussing how these bright-colored fish would make unique jewelry designs, and what materials would be most suitable for such jewelry. His words made Consort Jing nod frequently, her eyes shining with interest.

When Tie Yan finally came ashore satisfied, hot water for washing feet and clean soft cloths were already prepared on the shore, with attendants ready to serve Tie Yan as he changed shoes.

Turning around the mountain wall and looking up, everyone’s eyes lit up.

Vast expanses of golden silk maple leaves burst into view.

Before them spread an endless sea of red, like still, blazing flames with brilliant golden light dancing at the edges, resembling a red lotus world under sunlight. Even the usually pristine blue sky seemed pale in comparison to such vivid color. The overwhelming crimson was like rosy clouds burning across the horizon, connecting with the snow-white wisps of clouds at the edge of the sky, like a richly colored painting spread between heaven and earth.

Those golden threads were like divine blades cutting a single line through the vast canvas, through which one might glimpse paradise.

Clouds steamed and glowed, brilliant and magnificent.

Everyone instinctively held their breath for a moment.

Golden silk maples were unique to Da Qian, famous for their more vivid leaves with golden edges, produced in very small quantities. Though more cold-resistant than ordinary maples, they were precious and difficult to cultivate—a single tree was worth a thousand gold. When ordinary official families managed to purchase one or two with great expense, they could host a grand tea party, widely inviting relatives and friends to admire the trees and show off.

The palace also had golden silk maples, planted in the Empress Dowager’s Ciren Palace, but only a small patch.

No one had ever imagined someone could plant vast expanses of golden silk maples, much less imagined that when vast expanses of golden silk maples burst into view, they would create such heart-stirring beauty.

It was a long time before Tie Yan let out a long sigh.

He said: “We speak of monarchs possessing all under heaven, having seen the ultimate beauty of the mortal world, yet we are still frogs at the bottom of a well.”

Consort Jing said: “The maple leaves outside have all withered, how can they still bloom so brilliantly here? Even in the Empress Dowager’s palace there aren’t…”

She suddenly stopped speaking.

Tie Ci was talking with Murong Yi and didn’t hear. Tie Yan also paid no attention, looking around and finding it strange as well.

Even if golden silk maples were somewhat more cold-resistant, for them to still be so lush now defied common sense.

Murong Yi tilted his head with a smile: “Underground tunnels were dug here with furnaces placed inside to heat the earth’s energy, so the maple leaves here are brilliant and flowers still bloom.”

He winked at Tie Ci: “This was inspired by the underground chamber in Ziyang.”

That place had underground iron-smelting furnaces that made the earth too hot, causing flowers to bloom out of season, which had aroused Tie Ci’s suspicion.

Tie Ci thought about the magnitude of this project and sighed inwardly.

This spendthrift.

Tie Yan asked in surprise: “Isn’t Feng Garden said to belong to a salt merchant from Central Province? How could you construct here?”

Murong Yi smiled: “Uncle, Feng Garden now bears my surname.”

Tie Yan was unimpressed by someone’s low-key display of wealth and walked away with a dismissive expression.

A small garden—what’s there to boast about!

Could it match the entire world as A Ci’s dowry!

Suddenly a large mass of snow surged from the golden silk maple forest.

Looking closer, they discovered it was a large group of rabbits.

All snow-white fur, bright red glass eyes, pink three-part mouths.

Like a moving cloud, they reached everyone’s feet in an instant.

A maid dressed as a healthy, simple village girl came over carrying a basket full of carrots. Seeing everyone, she smiled: “Would the honored guests like to feed the rabbits?”

Consort Jing became interested, took several carrots, and slowly fed the rabbits.

The palace also kept rabbits, but someone of her status would never feed them personally, considering it dirty.

But these rabbits were so snow-white and clean they seemed to emanate fragrance.

Someone drove up with a cart that was somewhat strange—the upper half was inlaid with transparent glass formed into countless compartments, with the front compartments able to open.

Two horses pulled the cart. Murong Yi invited everyone aboard. Inside were three rows of seats fixed to the carriage, with a small basket beside each seat containing various vegetables and fruits.

Everyone took their seats and the cart moved forward into the golden silk maple forest.

The maple forest was larger than imagined, with small mountains and waterfalls inside. The cart entered a grassy meadow when a large herd of deer came running over. Tie Yan instinctively reached for his bow—after all, he went hunting in the imperial preserve once a year, and animals were for hunting.

He didn’t find his bow, but found cabbage instead.

Murong Yi suddenly opened the window.

Immediately the group of tall deer stuck their heads through the window, their long mouths poking about randomly inside.

Tie Yan was caught off guard and got licked across the face with saliva.

The guards in the cart behind were greatly alarmed, with someone shouting about protecting His Majesty and trying to rush out of the glass cart.

A deer’s long red tongue was about to curl toward Tie Ci’s face when she quickly threw a cabbage at the deer, successfully blocking its mouth, while extending one hand to cover Consort Jing’s mouth, stopping her mood-killing scream.

Tie Yan quickly reacted, reaching his hand out the window to wave, signaling the guards to go back.

Having gotten food, the deer pushed their big heads even more enthusiastically through the windows. Tie Ci had only seen deer before as running prey waiting to be shot—she had never seen such gentle feeding and didn’t know deer could be fed this way.

Murong Yi said: “No need to worry, these deer have all been trained and won’t hurt anyone.”

Zhao San, who had gotten on last and was sitting at the back, made a gesture and shouted: “Line up! Line up to get food!”

Tie Ci looked at Zhao San, who had lost a lot of weight and seemed somewhat dried out—life in Ru Province must not have been easy.

The windows opened in sequence, and the deer obediently lined up at each window waiting to be fed. These deer were all well-cared for, sleek and glossy with beautiful markings and large, gentle eyes.

Seeing this made Tie Yan’s heart soft, and he fed basket after basket of carrots.

Even Consort Jing, who had originally shrunk to one side, couldn’t help but touch the big head of a deer. After touching it, she nervously sniffed her fingers to make sure there was no strange smell before relaxing.

The cart rolled forward across the grassland with deer running behind it. The grass spread like a green carpet to where it met the fire-gilded golden silk maple forest in the distance, with rocky peaks faintly visible and a hanging waterfall like a jade belt.

The light darkened as they entered the forest, and the deer stopped at the edge of the grassland, lingering with fearful expressions. There was also a layer of wire mesh at the grassland’s edge with sharp spikes on it. As the cart passed through, someone closed the wire mesh gate behind them.

Tie Yan asked in surprise: “Why are they separated?”

As soon as he finished speaking, the cart’s roof shook and iron bars dropped down crosswise, firmly securing the cart.

Tie Yan was somewhat panicked, instinctively looking at Murong Yi as the thought flashed through his mind: “Could this Liaodong prince be planning assassination here?”

He immediately felt some regret.

He had trusted his daughter’s judgment and gotten on this cart. If something happened with both him and A Ci in the cart, Da Qian would be finished.

They would be defeated by Liaodong without even fighting.

But then Tie Ci grasped his hand, pointing outside with a smile: “Quick, look, Old Dad!”

Tie Yan’s gaze turned outward. Looking through the transparent glass cut into small sections by iron bars, he was suddenly shaken by an extremely fierce roar, only then seeing rectangular black bears in the forest scratching their backs against trees, emerald green giant pythons hanging from treetops, brown wolf packs running on mountain cliffs, lions sleeping lazily under waterfalls, giant crocodiles silently surfacing in water pools like dead wood, and on the mountaintop, a white-browed tiger roaring at the sky.

A pack of hyenas passed by the cart, seemingly casual but occasionally turning their slender eyes that flashed with ferocity and predatory light. Only seeing all those iron bars and finding no way to attack did they leave resentfully.

There was a loud thud overhead. Tie Yan looked up through the equally transparent dome to see spotted fur and four black paws, as well as the particularly fluid and athletic silhouette of a feline. The beast walked a few steps overhead, and Tie Yan clearly saw the glass crack under its sharp claws.

The cart’s roof suddenly shook, shooting out something unknown. The beast let out a low howl and nimbly leaped down from the roof. Tie Yan saw its profile clearly—snow-white fangs with crimson flesh hanging from them, dark green eyes with a sinister gleam, turning its head to delicately sniff a small flower that trembled under its breath.

It was a mountain cat of enormous size with an extremely fierce countenance.

The cart suddenly sped up.

The pack of jackals that had clearly hidden in the grass and seemed completely indifferent suddenly appeared, barking and roaring as they bared their teeth in wild pursuit.

Seeing this scene from inside the transparent cart felt like being there in person.

Consort Jing, sitting in the back, screamed and threw herself into Tie Ci’s arms.

Countless small projectiles suddenly shot out from the back of the cart, hitting the pack of jackals on their noses. The pack of jackals running at full speed rolled into a heap amid billowing dust, looking utterly miserable. Consort Jing’s eyes widened, then she laughed.

Tie Yan stared intently out the window, his expression both tense and exhilarated.

He wasn’t a martial emperor. In his youth he had been of ordinary birth, law-abiding and rule-following. After ascending the throne, he lived a repressed life. The annual hunt was just going through the motions—a bunch of people would clear the mountain beforehand, mark out safe areas, drive harmless beasts before him, then surround him as he made a circuit, drew his bow and shot an arrow at a roe deer or stag. That task complete, everything else was other people’s business.

So having lived to this point, this was his first time seeing fierce beasts with his own eyes, seeing so many fierce beasts.

Suddenly a roar like a line of startling thunder rolled down from the mountaintop. A yellow-white wind, rolling with golden-red maple leaves and green grass across the mountain, flashed like lightning down the mountain path, crashed into the mid-mountain forest, and collided with the black bear that was amusing itself by uprooting trees.

Bloody wind filled the mountain as black and white masses grappled together. Scattered grass and broken wood flew into the air, then came whistling down. Bear roars and tiger howls shook half the mountain. Countless grass clumps rustled and moved, vast flocks of birds took frightened flight like a black fog pushing up to mid-sky, making even the sunlight seem colorless.

With a splash, the water in the pool at the mountain’s base erupted in spray half a zhang high. From the crystal water column emerged a huge black crocodile head that viciously bit toward the sleeping male lion.

The lion whipped its head around, tawny mane flying, and its fan-sized paw swung down hard with a slap that sent the crocodile back into the water.

The waterfall was abruptly broken, and the spray actually splashed onto the glass carriage two zhang away. This frightened Consort Jing into shrinking back into Tie Ci’s arms, closing her eyes and not daring to look, screaming: “Let’s go! Let’s go! It’s too terrifying!”

Tie Yan: “No! Stop here!”

His eyes didn’t know where to look.

His fingers gripped the window edge tightly.

Murong Yi shot Tie Ci a meaningful glance.

Tie Ci understood his meaning and pursed her lips, thinking that someone really knew how to cater to preferences.

Wild beasts and competition were pleasures no man could resist. Every man, whether cowardly or fierce, seemed to hide warlike and bloodthirsty factors in their blood. Perhaps they would never be activated in a lifetime, but in moments of battle, they could be instantly ignited.

This could be seen from Father Emperor’s love of cricket fighting.

However, experiencing this—not in a hunting situation, but personally witnessing a mountain full of wild beasts and real combat between beasts while ensuring safety—was truly the most suitable entertainment for Father Emperor.

Tie Ci scratched Murong Yi’s nape as a reward for his thoughtfulness.

The two battles ceased only after a quarter hour of fierce fighting. Half the mountain forest was devastated, with earth-shaking roars. The large rocks by the pool below were wet. The battle finally ended with the male lion biting the crocodile’s tail, swinging it up and nearly smashing it to death on the rocks. The giant crocodile desperately escaped, sliding into the water to once again become an insidious piece of wood waiting for opportunities, while the lion lazily got up to find another resting place.

Fully armed figures in armor appeared, dragging huge baskets from which they threw out raw meat to reward the victors.

Only then did Tie Yan lean back in his chair with satisfaction, his face showing that the trip had been worthwhile.

Tie Ci thought: Mm, is Murong Yi planning to write a book called “I Take My Father-in-Law to the Zoo”?

Chapter 459: I Take My Father-in-Law to the Amusement Park
Tie Yan suddenly said “Eh?” “With the fierce beasts fighting like this here, these cart-pulling horses are completely unaffected?”

Murong Yi pointed to the exceptionally tall and magnificent horses ahead: “These are Da Yan desert horses.”

Upon hearing this, Tie Yan let out a long, high-pitched “Ahh.”

Desert horses were famous steeds of Da Yan and indeed the entire world, half a body length taller than ordinary horses, divine and fierce, with extremely powerful limbs. It was said that they were bred generation after generation with wild horse kings of the northern desert, able to fight wild beasts. Because they were accustomed to roaring sounds, they also didn’t fear battlefield cannon fire, making them the finest war horses.

But because breeding was extremely difficult, they were nearly extinct. Whenever one appeared, probably all the royalty and wealthy merchants in the world would scramble for it.

The Tie imperial family currently had no horses of this legendary caliber.

Priceless treasures beyond market value were being used here just to pull carts.

Tie Yan rarely lost his imperial composure as he rolled his eyes.

Thinking: Such a spendthrift.

The cart quickly passed through this mountain forest area. Ahead there was a place with gates closed shut. Murong Yi didn’t direct the cart there and was about to turn, when Tie Ci glanced at her father’s expression and suddenly asked: “What’s over there?”

Murong Yi hesitated, then leaned close to her ear: “It’s a surprise I prepared for you, but it’s not completely finished yet, and also…”

And also I wanted to go play there alone with you…

Tie Ci didn’t let him finish this thought, already twisting his ear: “You’re hiding good things instead of honoring my parents with them—are you absolutely certain they’ve already agreed?”

Murong Yi tilted his head following her gesture, taking the opportunity to kiss her cheek, whispering: “Fine, fine, fine. Pleasing father-in-law and mother-in-law is most important. I’ll open it right now.”

Tie Yan suddenly coughed.

Tie Ci released her hand, looking somewhat embarrassed.

She had gotten carried away.

How improper to flirt in front of her parents.

Looking again, her father’s mouth was turned down with a poor expression—he might have already seen that stolen kiss. She quickly glared at Murong Yi, who suppressed his laughter and waved his hand, whereupon someone opened the locked gates.

The glass cart entered, and Tie Yan stared in amazement at what was inside—a large pile of steel machinery he had never seen before. Some wound and coiled like giant serpents, some towered several zhang high with water pools beneath. Some looked like giant hammers, some were dark houses, some were long winding stairs that twisted and turned confusingly.

“What is this?”

Tie Ci was also looking at those things, searching through the miscellaneous memories her master had told her about their place, finally determining this should be what her master had mentioned—their amusement park suitable for all ages, operating under the supreme principle of scaring people to death without compensation.

Murong Yi introduced from the side: “This is an amusement park. That is, a place for entertainment. I built it after consulting with a foreign elder. It’s just that many items are difficult to make because we lack something called electrical energy. Currently we can only make amusements using human power or water power.”

He pointed ahead to a large steel framework forming narrow paths, high and low, winding left and right.

On the framework were small carts for one person to sit in, some made in the shape of wild beasts, some shaped like flower baskets, others like rabbits and colorful clouds.

On both sides of the track was a strange-looking bearing connected to two pedal-like things, with seats above—Tie Ci recognized this at a glance as resembling a bicycle.

Her master’s estate had several of these. She had ridden them often as a child, but her master had never put them up for sale.

Murong Yi invited the imperial couple to choose a small cart. Tie Yan enthusiastically selected a dragon cart and got on. Consort Jing was reluctant, but seeing Tie Yan get on, she hesitated before choosing a colorful cloud cart.

Probably to better match the Emperor.

Murong Yi kindly reminded: “Your Majesty, this cart is somewhat thrilling. What do you think?”

Consort Jing hesitated, glanced at Tie Yan, then finally said softly: “Wherever His Majesty goes, I should naturally follow.”

Murong Yi smiled brilliantly: “Your Majesty is truly a model for the imperial harem. No wonder His Majesty treasures you.”

This kind of public display of affection between father-in-law and mother-in-law was something he was happy to see.

After all, this way, if he and Tie Ci were slightly improper, father-in-law would be too embarrassed to glare at him.

Consort Jing was delighted by his flattery and sat down in complete ignorance.

Tie Ci held her forehead.

She remembered the fear that had dominated her acrophobic Second Senior Brother on the roller coaster years ago.

As soon as the two sat down, steel bars popped out from the cart, securing them to their seats.

Tie Yan’s body stiffened again, but after glancing at Tie Ci, he calmed down.

Murong Yi asked Tie Ci: “One cart each?”

Tie Ci smiled and got on the small pedal seats on either side of the track with him.

This was a purely human-powered roller coaster, relying on leg power to send people up hills and down slopes, very testing of leg strength.

But this was really nothing for Tie Ci and Murong Yi. Before Tie Ci could exert force, Murong Yi’s long legs pushed once, and Tie Yan, riding his dragon, shot out like an arrow.

His Majesty’s “Ah!” hadn’t even left his mouth before it dispersed in the early winter cold wind, echoing faintly.

Tie Yan obviously wasn’t mentally prepared. He instinctively gripped the handrails, eyes wide, teeth clenched, back straight, his hair pulled straight by the wind.

Consort Jing was too shocked to make sound, screaming: “Stop!”

Tie Yan: “Don’t stop!”

Tie Ci: “Murong Yi, slow down! Give people an adjustment period, okay?”

Murong Yi: “Can’t slow down—we’re about to go uphill. Without enough momentum, rolling backward would be even more frightening!”

The next instant, with a whoosh, Tie Yan felt the blue sky suddenly rushing rapidly into his vision. His whole body felt like it was falling backward, wind violently racing past his ears, white clouds seeming to be scattered by his dragon charge.

This feeling was so extraordinary that at this moment, he finally forgot his imperial identity, forgot the constraints that had bound him since childhood, and roared wildly at the blue sky and chaotic clouds.

The sound was so loud it startled even himself, but was immediately scattered by the fierce wind from the heights.

The next moment, his backward-leaning body suddenly lunged forward. In an instant, the blue sky was thrown behind him while the earth crashed into his embrace.

Faster and faster, faster and faster, while his heart’s pounding became more and more intense, as if it would burst from his chest and explode on this yellow earth, shattered to powder.

All the scenery around became blurred chaotic shadows. Even his own shouts could barely be heard. His chest felt slightly painful yet airy, heaven and earth vast and open.

At the lowest point of the dive, at the peak of the dual-gender screaming, suddenly another launch upward!

Tie Yan roared until his voice broke, while Consort Jing’s screams turned to weeping.

Finally there was a stretch of level track ahead. Just as he caught his breath, suddenly there was a sharp right turn, and Tie Yan’s entire body bent like a crooked-neck tree.

After the right turn came a left turn. After several rounds, Tie Yan became a mad willow in the wind.

Consort Jing had already bent over, gripping the handrails, head buried in her knees, completely forgetting to maintain her perfect exemplary posture.

When the small cart finally slowly stopped, Tie Yan’s eyes were vacant, his whole body radiating lazy satisfaction.

Consort Jing’s knees were soaked in two large patches.

Tie Ci very thoughtfully brought a cloak over, wrapped it around her, lifted her from the colorful cloud cart, and carried her to the glass carriage.

After this, even if anything else was fun, Consort Jing would die before following her husband’s lead again.

Tie Ci thought: This time the story book had become “I Take My Father-in-Law and Mother-in-Law to the Amusement Park.”

Taking advantage of Tie Yan still being spaced out, Murong Yi quietly massaged Tie Ci’s legs: “Should I come give you a massage tonight? Otherwise you’ll be sore tomorrow.”

Tie Ci looked disdainfully at someone who was using public duty for private gain.

After that, Tie Yan put on a raincoat, sat on a raft, and tried the high-altitude boat drop. The exploding spray was like a giant curtain, through which emerged His Majesty’s dripping wet smiling face.

There was also a straight track suspended in mid-air with specially made small carts traveling along the track. This time he pedaled himself at a very slow speed. Beside the track were planted clusters of flowers, and at the track’s end were placed flower baskets. While pedaling, he picked flowers, gathering a basket full by the end. Tie Yan threw the fresh flowers to his daughter from the heights. Tie Ci turned to see Consort Jing watching hopefully and laughingly gave them to her instead.

Turning back to see Murong Yi looking somewhat disappointed, she knew this game should have been prepared for her, and the flower basket was meant to be his offering to her, but Father Emperor had stolen the thunder.

However, Murong Yi quickly rallied—after all, before winning his wife, smoothing his father-in-law’s ruffled feathers was more important.

This way, at least when the civil and military officials submitted memorials wanting to break up the lovebirds, father-in-law might keep the memorials in the palace.

His Imperial Majesty also tried a shooting game. On a round large plate with seats all around the circumference, Tie Yan sat on a rotating seat, holding a modified firearm that shot iron nails, shooting at several human figures in the center of the plate. At the heart position of the human figures hung colorfully painted inflated pig bladders.

His Imperial Majesty’s performance was quite good, but after shooting, looking at those human figures, Tie Yan’s expression was puzzled as he murmured: “Why do they look so familiar?”

Tie Ci’s expression was blank.

Of course they looked familiar.

One wore white lotus embroidery holding a small umbrella; one in black robes and red clothing with half an earring; one in blue shirt with sword, holding excrement in a bowl; one in snow-white clothing and armor with a shiny bald head.

Though none had faces, she felt sorry for Rong Pu, Dan Ye, Qi Yuansi, and Xiao Xueya.

Especially Commander Xue—clearly they mutually disliked each other, but just because he was handsome, tall, and well-built, he somehow attracted the jealous king’s malice.

How wronged.

She said: “Dad, of course you find them familiar. Aren’t these Murong Yi’s own statues?”

“Really?” Tie Yan said in surprise. “Then his interests are quite peculiar—he likes shooting himself!”

…

Due to technical and time constraints, parts of the amusement park weren’t open yet, but even so, it kept Tie Yan enthusiastically playing until afternoon. Midway they held a picnic under golden silk maples, spreading thick Western woven gold felt blankets on the ground. Fresh seasonal fruits in tall goblets hung with crystal dewdrops, while barbecue stands, soup pots, and large cauldrons were arranged in a row by the stream. Ingredients were brought from the shops at the fastest speed. Murong Yi personally cooked, frying, stir-frying, steaming, and deep-frying, determined to use his superior personal qualities of being able to grace the hall and work in the kitchen to quickly capture the hearts of his father-in-law and mother-in-law.

Tie Yan had tasted Murong Yi’s cooking before. Though he hadn’t said it was particularly good at the time, he inevitably found it unforgettable afterward. He had originally wanted to play a bit more, but seeing Murong Yi take his position at the stove, his legs involuntarily sat down.

Consort Jing was too shocked to have much appetite and didn’t like sitting on the ground to eat, feeling it undignified. But when Murong Yi brought up a bowl of soup, its aroma was so impactful that Consort Jing’s gaze involuntarily fixed on it.

This thing looked much like tofu pudding—appearing tender, smooth, and white—but what ordinary tofu pudding had such rich, captivating fragrance?

Murong Yi explained eloquently: “Your Majesty has poor appetite, why not try this chicken tofu pudding. It’s fresh, light, and extremely tender. The chicken is northern snow chicken, with the most plump and delicate meat, carrying pine fragrance. Using broth from three chickens simmered and stewed, selecting the most tender wing meat mixed with pork, chopped into paste, then mixed with egg whites to form chicken paste. Pour the chicken paste slowly into heated broth, simmering over low heat to congeal into this tofu pudding-like form…”

Before he finished speaking, Consort Jing had already consumed half the chicken tofu pudding.

It wasn’t that she was crude—the chicken tofu pudding really was like tofu pudding, extremely tender and smooth, sliding down in one gulp, yet the taste was incomparably superior to real tofu pudding.

The chicken tofu pudding Murong Yi prepared for Tie Yan was spicy, with red oil he had personally refined and fried. The aroma was intense, the red and white colors in the bowl distinct like red sun on snow. Fresh and spicy made the best combination. Tie Yan drank it in one gulp, throat rumbling, a fine layer of sweat appearing on his forehead.

Next came beef tongue cut into thin strips and marinated, wrapped in a layer of deboned white fish meat, wrapped in a layer of egg white, then wrapped in a layer of pork caul fat, finally wrapped in thin rice batter skin, steamed until cooked, then deep-fried in oil. Fried once until cooked, twice until crispy, then sliced and skewered. Upon eating, the outer skin was crispy and fragrant—you could hear the tiny crackling sound of the fried pork caul fat breaking, immediately followed by rich yet clear fragrance. The inner layers had rich textures—the richness of pork fat, the delicacy of fish meat, the chewiness of beef tongue, all gathering together in complementary flavors, leaving lasting fragrance between lips and teeth.

There were also three types of dipping sauces, each offering different flavors.

Spice-loving Tie Yan’s plate was quickly piled high with dried orange peel spicy rabbit dice, pickled pepper mountain delicacy fish slices, and salt-and-pepper stuffed fried rice birds fried until crispy, stuffed with three types of minced meat.

Before Consort Jing were Western tomato cups with shrimp, crystal shumai, and three-set duck opened layer by layer before her, offering only three pearl-like concentrated pigeon eggs. There were also shark fin and bird’s nest “gold and jade filling the hall” befitting her status. The latter used the finest bird’s nest, soaked in the lightest, most wonderful spring water, braised with the richest chicken broth plus jade mushrooms and ham until tender, then using top-grade blue shark fin with fat crab, hen, pig trotters, bamboo shoots and vermicelli stewed for an entire day, then adding sea cucumber, sea shrimp, fragrant mushrooms, wood ear mushrooms, mountain chicken slices, and daylily flowers to create a golden thickening. Finally, removing all foam and taking only a cup of pale golden broth, served in snow porcelain lotus cups, lifted with silver spoons, thick but not scattered.

Though called a picnic, they still enjoyed palace-quality cuisine. Consort Jing was very satisfied.

After lunch, Tie Yan wanted to return to the palace. Being emperor meant managing ten thousand affairs daily—having taken half a day to pick up his daughter today meant working overtime tonight.

But Murong Yi said that since he had frightened Your Majesty earlier, he wanted to invite Your Majesty to inspect his shops as apology, listing his various shops, including many famous stores in the capital recently that even deep palace consorts had heard of. The types included fabrics, jewelry, gems, beauty products, etc… This made Consort Jing very interested, and she looked hopefully at Tie Yan.

Seeing her like this, Tie Yan said: “Since it’s so, such opportunities are rare. Go browse as you wish. If you fancy anything, I’ll compensate you for it later.”

His Imperial Majesty’s meaning was: We are royalty after all—don’t be shallow-eyed and take too much of other people’s things. If Tie Ci doesn’t want him in the future, it wouldn’t look good to come demanding debts.

Consort Jing nodded happily, not knowing if she understood.

This place wasn’t far from the imperial palace. Murong Yi insisted on first escorting His Imperial Majesty back. When getting off the carriage before the palace gates, Tie Yan took advantage of Tie Ci getting off first to instruct Consort Jing: “I see A Ci and that boy are somewhat overly intimate. Pay attention to see if this is so, and when you have time, talk to A Ci about it. Though she’s Crown Princess, she’s still a young lady—she should avoid suspicion where appropriate. No matter how good the man is, she shouldn’t casually give herself…”

Consort Jing hesitated.

Tie Yan knew her well and immediately asked: “What’s wrong? Did you discover something?”

Consort Jing hesitated again before leaning close to Tie Yan’s ear and quietly saying something.

Tie Yan: “!!”

Just then, Murong Yi stepped onto the cart shaft, smiling as he lifted the carriage curtain: “Your Majesty, you can…”

Tie Yan stood up, stepped onto the cart shaft, suddenly lifted his robe, and gave Murong Yi’s butt a fierce kick with his big foot!

When he first raised his foot, Murong Yi sensed it.

A martial artist’s instinctive reaction would be to dodge.

If he wanted, he could slip away to the other end of the plaza like smoke in an instant.

However, in this moment of lightning-fast thought, he ultimately decided not to dodge or avoid.

“Bang.”

Murong Yi was kicked right off the cart, landing face-down in a sprawled position.

“…”

Chapter 460: Am I Weak or Not?
Tie Ci, who was giving instructions to the palace guard commander nearby, turned back in astonishment.

She saw Murong Yi sprawled spread-eagle in the dust, and her father standing like a golden rooster on one leg atop the cart shaft, looking stunned with his foot raised high.

What had happened…

Why did she just turn around once, and the father-in-law and son-in-law who had been chatting and laughing moments ago suddenly erupted into violence?

What had Murong Yi done to offend her father? To make Father Emperor, accustomed to imperial dignity and bearing, so angry that he personally used his foot?

Tie Yan jumped down from the cart, dusted off his robe, and stared at Murong Yi who still hadn’t gotten up from the ground. From his expression, he seemed very much like he wanted to step on him.

However, he ultimately turned around and walked past Murong Yi’s side.

Tie Ci looked at her father’s furious retreating figure, then at Murong Yi sprawled on the ground, saying irritably: “Get up quickly!”

Murong Yi lifted his face.

Blood was streaming from his nose.

Tie Ci was startled and hurried over to help him up: “What happened? How did you suddenly get my father’s shadowless kick? What unconscionable thing did you do?”

Murong Yi lay in the dust, gazing at his father-in-law’s retreating figure, pondering slightly before saying gravely to Tie Ci: “I think the fact that I was slept with by you has probably been exposed.”

Not to boast, but he was so good at serving his father-in-law—aside from this, there absolutely wouldn’t be anything else that could anger his father-in-law!

Tie Ci: “…”

Too many points to complain about, she momentarily forgot to voice them.

Murong Yi lifted his flower-like face streaming with noseblood, grasping Tie Ci’s hand, saying weakly: “I defiled you, so being kicked by your father is deserved. That’s why I didn’t dodge. From now on, every time he sees me he can kick me, and I’ll take it all…”

Tie Ci forcefully shook off his paw, stood up, and shouted at her father’s retreating figure: “Dad, I was the one who did it first!”

“…”

Bang! Tie Yan, who was about to walk through the palace gates, crashed headfirst into the gate.

…

In the carriage returning to go shopping, Consort Jing occasionally lifted the curtain to look at Murong Yi’s silhouette outside, wanting to speak but hesitating.

Tie Ci, who had been resting with closed eyes, was finally annoyed by her hesitant manner and smiled: “If Mother Consort has something to say, please speak.”

Only then did Consort Jing whisper: “Your Highness, is your… Young Master Murong’s body somewhat weak?”

Tie Ci: “…??”

Murong Yi outside with his keen hearing: “…???”

“Why does Mother Consort say this?”

“…I heard this young master’s martial arts are quite formidable… but perhaps the rumors are mistaken? Otherwise, how could he be kicked off the cart by your father who doesn’t know martial arts?”

Tie Ci wanted to go with the flow and mock Murong Yi a bit, but thinking of Consort Jing’s pea-sized brain, she decided not to joke with her lest it cause trouble: “That’s not it. A Yi’s martial arts are naturally not weak. He just respects Father Emperor and didn’t dare to dodge.”

“That’s good.” Consort Jing breathed a sigh of relief, glancing outside and lowering her voice even more: “I mean… I was worried… whether you young people don’t know moderation in certain aspects… so you became weak… This actually isn’t a small matter. If there really is this trouble, I have here…”

Before she could finish speaking, outside the curtain, Murong Yi said to Zhao San who was following on horseback: “Zhao San, do you see that pigeon resting on the rooftop one street away?”

Zhao San said bewilderedly: “What? Where?”

“That one, gray with white tail feathers.”

“…I think I see it, but can’t make out the colors clearly.”

“That one. Do you believe I can knock it down into the oil pot under the eaves below?”

“This… Young Master, what are you trying to do?”

“…Good, knocked it down. Now go get that oil-fried pigeon for me to eat.”

Zhao San: “…”

Are you suffering from some serious illness?

“Zhao San, do you believe I can throw you into that oil pot too?”

“I believe! I believe! I’ll go right away!”

A moment later.

A commotion of chickens flying and dogs jumping.

Zhao San’s breathless voice sounded outside the carriage: “Young Master, the oil-fried pigeon is here!”

Accompanying this were pursuit sounds from behind, with a somewhat familiar old man’s voice shouting: “Chase them! Chase them! Which bastard shot my champion pigeon into the oil pot to fry!”

Zhao San: “…”

Tie Ci: “…”

Murong Yi acted as if he hadn’t heard, holding the oil-fried pigeon and seriously asking Zhao San: “How about that? This move—not weak, right?”

Zhao San: “…Not weak! Not weak! Young Master, what do we do about the owner chasing us?”

Tie Ci: “…”

Consort Jing: “…”

Those people had already chased close and blocked the carriage. The leader angrily shouted: “Stop! Compensate this marquis for his champion pigeon!”

Tie Ci lifted the carriage curtain, stuck her head out with a smile: “Marquis Duanyang, long time no see.”

Marquis Duanyang Feng Hong was startled and quickly bowed: “So it’s Your Highness the Crown Princess. I didn’t know Your Highness had returned to the capital. Disturbing Your Highness, this old minister is at fault.”

“Marquis Duanyang, no need for ceremony.” Tie Ci smiled: “We were the ones who disturbed the marquis’s residence first. We wouldn’t normally pass by the residence, but remembering Feng Huan mentioned wondering whether that golden silk maple in the residence had turned red, I thought to take a look for him and write to tell him about it.”

Indeed, once she mentioned Feng Huan, Marquis Duanyang forgot about the pigeon and hurriedly said: “May I ask Your Highness, why hasn’t my son returned yet? I haven’t heard of Your Highness assigning him duties in Yannan. He hasn’t been injured, has he?”

Tie Ci naturally knew the reason Feng Huan hadn’t returned—it seemed A’Ji of the Ba tribe was ill. The specific reason was something the Ba tribe was secretive about and unwilling to tell Tie Ci, and they held quite a grudge against Feng Huan. Feng Huan had originally left with the group, but ultimately said he couldn’t overcome his conscience and turned back.

Who knew what was going on between him and A’Ji, or how it would turn out. Tie Ci wanted to lay some groundwork for Feng Huan: “He was injured slightly before. You know Yannan has many poisonous creatures. Later he relied on help from a young lady of a local clan skilled in detoxification to recover. Now he’s recovered, but his life-saving benefactor has fallen ill, so Feng Huan is staying a few extra days. You needn’t worry.”

Only then did Marquis Duanyang breathe a sigh of relief: “That rascal—his letters home were vague and ambiguous, as if he never planned to return. He scared his mother into crying several times. So he’s actually lingering for some Yannan native woman! If she’s ill, what’s he staying there for? He doesn’t know medicine! I’ll write again to urge him! When he returns, I’ll see if I don’t break his legs!”

Tie Ci smiled: “Indeed, such lack of filial piety. He should be beaten. Since that’s so, I’ll serve as witness for you.”

Marquis Duanyang was rendered speechless by her response, coughing repeatedly and saying awkwardly: “I wouldn’t dare trouble Your Highness with that.”

Tie Ci said coolly: “Feng Huan knows how to repay kindness and doesn’t mind Yannan’s cold hardship for this. I greatly admire this. What, does the marquis seem not very pleased?”

Marquis Duanyang was alarmed.

Feng Huan had followed the Crown Princess on her Yannan tour and suffered plenty of hardships. He heard they had faced life and death several times. Though he felt sorry hearing this, he was also pleased—such shared life and death experiences with the Crown Princess were priceless dragon-following merit that couldn’t be bought with a thousand gold. From the Crown Princess’s tone, she was also planning to arrange things for Feng Huan. A wastrel playboy had finally used his life to earn good prospects—he mustn’t ruin it with one careless word.

He quickly bowed: “Your Highness speaks truly. Since he received life-saving grace, naturally he cannot just walk away. This old minister won’t urge him.”

Only then did Tie Ci smile and nod: “Someone beside me accidentally injured your pigeon. I’ll have someone compensate you with a few good pigeons later.”

Marquis Duanyang repeatedly said he didn’t dare. Seeing Tie Ci lower the curtain, he breathed a sigh of relief and stood by the roadside with his people to respectfully see off Tie Ci.

As Murong Yi passed by his side, he suddenly said: “Marquis, I was the one who shot the pigeon.”

Marquis Duanyang: “No matter, no matter. Consider it a gift to you, young master.”

“I shot it from here.” Murong Yi made a gesture of throwing a stone from a distance.

Marquis Duanyang: “…”

Why are you telling me this? You’re a pigeon-killing murderer—what do I care where you shot it from?

Such beauty, yet the brain doesn’t seem quite right.

Murong Yi: …Such an old age, yet the brain doesn’t seem quite right.

He gestured: “From here to there—far or not?”

“Mm, oh, far. Young master has extraordinary strength.”

“Then tell me, weak or not?”

Marquis Duanyang: “…Not weak, certainly not weak!”

Murong Yi smiled with satisfaction, bowed slightly to Marquis Duanyang, and gestured for him to proceed.

Marquis Duanyang watched him stride away carrying the oil-fried pigeon with a confused expression.

He turned to ask his advisor bewilderedly: “Who is this man? To be able to drive the Crown Princess’s carriage, his status should be that of a close minister?”

The advisor said: “Master, have you forgotten? This should be Murong Yi, the Liaodong prince, the Crown Princess’s legendary lover. You met him during the imperial hunt at the beginning of the year.”

The forgetful Marquis Duanyang remained silent for a long while.

“The Crown Princess is brilliant and mighty, but her taste in men is a bit poor.”

The advisor nodded in deep agreement.

“Who says it isn’t… big chest, no brains.”

…

The big-chested, brainless Murong Yi finally stopped his antics about being “weak or not.”

Because he was holding a still-bloody oil-fried pigeon to show to Your Majesty, Consort Jing was frightened. For the rest of the journey, she not only didn’t dare mention the word “weak” once, but kept subtly praising Murong Yi as strong and powerful, robust and sturdy, clearly a strong man at first glance.

Tie Ci looked at the “strong man” outside and thought that when he dressed as a woman, his chest was indeed quite robust.

However, Consort Jing’s emotions were quickly soothed. The clothing store not only had the most fashionable fabrics in the newest patterns and colors, but also distinctive garments from the West and imported from Gui Qizhai. From large fur cloaks to intimate undergarments, embroidery, tie-dye, beaded work, skirts, outer robes, formal wear, sleepwear… brilliant colors, lustrous pearls, refracting strange and varied light under luminous pearl lamps, like a beautiful dream that every woman would willingly sink into for life once she stepped foot inside.

Consort Jing held those fabrics, listening to Murong Yi’s personal and earnest introductions, picking up this piece reluctant to put down that one, like a hedgehog that had suddenly burst into a melon field.

When she really couldn’t hold anymore, Tie Ci, unable to watch any longer, silently took them over, and someone came with baskets to pack them.

The shop had ready-made clothes, so there were also dedicated fitting rooms with several female managers inside to serve. Consort Jing took a fancy to an outer robe adorned with golden sparrow feathers and glass beads, cut in a very distinctive and luxurious style. Murong Yi encouraged her to go try it on, saying the fitting room had full-length glass mirrors that could show Your Majesty’s beauty in perfect detail.

Murong Yi’s mouth was blessed—how could Consort Jing resist his persuasion? Unknowingly, she picked up her skirt and walked in. Several female managers followed before and after, serving her even more attentively than in the palace.

Tie Ci watched and rubbed her temples.

Our family’s Your Majesty has a heart wider than the Black Sea.

Walking down the street, a lollipop could probably get her kidnapped.

And she’d help count the money too.

Suddenly Murong Yi beckoned, and a female manager from the shop came over carrying an exquisite large box.

“What’s this?”

Murong Yi opened the box—inside was a set of women’s clothing. A snow satin long skirt with a light silver gauze outer layer, sleeves and collar decorated with some tiny gemstones. Not as flashy as Consort Jing’s piece, Tie Ci quite liked it at first glance.

Murong Yi leaned close to her ear: “Change into it for me to see.”

Tie Ci looked at him with an ambiguous smile: “What for? Sugar-coated cannonballs don’t work on me.”

“This isn’t to please you, this is to fulfill me.” Murong Yi winked at her: “I haven’t seen you in women’s clothing yet. A Ci, my dear A Ci, please.”

“Who says you haven’t seen me in women’s clothing? Didn’t you see me disguised as Chun Wa in Yannan?”

“That was also a disguise. But I want to see you wearing women’s clothing for yourself, wearing women’s clothing for me, dressing to please the one who appreciates you.”

Murong Yi personally lifted the curtain of another fitting room for Tie Ci, bowing with a smile and making an inviting gesture.

Tie Ci smiled, picked up the box, and entered the fitting room.

Chapter 461: Trying on Clothes
There was nothing to be coy about. She wore men’s clothing for convenience, so naturally she could give him this small privilege of seeing her in women’s attire because Murong Yi wanted to see it.

She declined the female manager’s help. Such private matters as changing clothes, she wouldn’t even let Dan Shuang or Chi Xue assist with.

Dan Shuang and Chi Xue had also come along, but Tie Ci sent them to browse the shop, naturally with Mu Si and Zhao San accompanying them.

The dress was even more beautiful than she had imagined. It wasn’t imperial attire, but a variation of ordinary noble family women’s clothing. Women’s clothing in the Great Qian typically consisted of cross-collar tops with ru skirts, as well as wide-sleeved shirts and mamian skirts, or long jackets with cloaks paired with mamian skirts.

This set resembled the last style – a pearl-colored long jacket with a collar that sparkled brilliantly. Looking closely, it was set with crushed diamonds. Tie Ci estimated they were real diamonds, otherwise they couldn’t have such radiant light. The front buttons were round, lustrous pale green pearls, styled as a fitted waist design. Below was a white long skirt with layered, wide pleats. At first glance it seemed to have no decoration, but when walking, one could discover that the edges of the pleated hem concealed silver gradient embroidery depicting verdant mountains and rivers, seawater and cliff patterns – both exquisite and rare, subtly echoing her identity.

The outer drape was made of a very rare gauze woven with silver threads, shimmering with crystal-like light yet hazy as mist, perfectly balancing the crisp lines of the inner jacket and long skirt while adding a touch of gentle elegance.

When Tie Ci put it on, she discovered that the fitted waist design was extremely slender yet perfectly matched her measurements – not a fraction more or less would do.

Clearly it was custom-tailored. Someone was intimately familiar with certain measurements of hers.

Only this tailoring was too precise – not a fraction could be altered. She couldn’t even wear the deep inner robes underneath, only close-fitting undergarments.

Never mind, this dress would only be worn for Murong Yi to see anyway. With such curves on display, if she walked outside, tomorrow the censors’ memorial criticizing her could pile up to fill the imperial study.

After removing the layers of long robes underneath, she put on the complete outfit and waited for someone to come style her hair. Since she was changing to women’s attire, it would lack sincerity not to change her hairstyle as well.

The curtain lifted, but it was Murong Yi who entered first. There were no lights in the changing room, making it quite dim. When he entered, he could only see a graceful, curvaceous silhouette in the darkness, seemingly glowing faintly in the shadows. Murong Yi instantly covered his nose, calling out repeatedly: “I can’t take it! I can’t take it!”

Tie Ci looked at him with amusement, quite enjoying such straightforward praise.

“This kind of dress needs higher shoes to look good.” Murong Yi picked up a box from the low stool beside them. Opening it revealed a pair of embroidered shoes with thick soles and high heels. The shoe uppers were also adorned with a circle of fine diamonds in wave patterns, radiating brilliant light even in the dim space, with no other excessive decorations like pearls or tassels.

He crouched down, half-kneeling to help Tie Ci remove her boots and put on these high-heeled embroidered shoes.

Tie Ci looked down slightly at his jet-black crown.

She had seen too many people bow to her, bending their masculine frames before her, and witnessed countless others prostrating themselves at her feet with full kowtows. She had looked down at so many crowns, crowds before her like wind over wheat fields, bowing in waves.

But never had this moment, in this small space, looking at this person’s crown, given her such deep, warm, and stirring feelings.

Like glimpsing the warmth of human life through grand halls and lofty palaces. The sparks fell into her palm, becoming eternal stars in her eyes.

It made her want to bend down too, bury her face in that crown of hair, breathe in his cool fragrance – the scent of finally being grounded, of smelling flowers bloom.

With a gentle movement of her feet, Murong Yi finished putting on her shoes and helped arrange her skirt hem, carefully smoothing out the wrinkles disturbed by putting on the shoes before standing up. As soon as he rose, he saw Tie Ci with her head slightly lowered, soft light flickering in her eyes.

If it were any other time, the perceptive Murong Yi would certainly have sensed Tie Ci’s delicate mood at this moment and quickly seized the opportunity for sweet words. But right now his mind was filled with other exciting matters. Standing up, he said: “This outfit uses very novel materials and can be styled in several ways. Would you like to see first?”

Saying this, he walked behind Tie Ci. With a soft ripping sound, he seemed to have pulled something down, and Tie Ci felt her back grow cool.

Her first instinct was to smash Murong Yi’s dog head.

What time was this, what place was this? Her mother was right next door, and this shameless rogue wanted to feast in broad daylight?

But the tenderness and emotion from moments before still surged in her heart, making her momentarily unable to resist indulging him a little, reluctant to be harsh.

She turned her head to look. Murong Yi was using special little clips to secure the separated back fabric at the shoulders, holding one in his hand and one between his teeth. He tilted his head slightly, comparing the distances on both sides. The pearl-shell clips made his red lips look like fire, glowing with vivid color alongside his eyes in the dim light.

After securing both clips, he pushed Tie Ci to stand before a full-length mirror, smiling: “Your master provided the design and materials. We hired ten of the finest embroiderers and tailors to make this. Your master calls this style ‘backless.'”

Tie Ci turned her head slightly and suddenly saw that the back of the garment could actually separate, revealing a large expanse of snow-white skin and half a shoulder blade, with the little clips on both shoulders like two small butterflies perched there.

Murong Yi’s gaze fell on her back. That night they had been busy with work and he truly hadn’t had much opportunity to appreciate her body. This was why he had gone to such trouble to create this dress. Indeed, his A’ci had the most beautiful skin and most wonderful body curves in the world – a natural pearl, human jade.

He gently placed his fingertip on Tie Ci’s skin. As he had thought, Tie Ci’s body temperature was slightly higher than normal, like a piece of naturally nurtured finest warm jade, warm, soft, smooth and slightly elastic to the touch.

Tie Ci moved slightly. Murong Yi pressed her shoulder, smiling: “Don’t move, there’s another style.” He removed the pearl-shell butterfly clips and pulled the collar further down to above her arms, gathering it at the back and securing it again with the butterfly clips.

Now it had become an off-shoulder dress.

The young Crown Princess’s shoulder lines were exquisite, her collarbone so perfectly sculpted it could exactly accommodate Murong Yi’s slender fingers. Her swan neck and straight-angled shoulders, the graceful line flowing down from her neck, faintly revealed slightly rising edges – clearly Her Highness the Crown Princess looked slim when clothed but had curves when undressed.

Murong Yi’s fingers moved, and Tie Ci’s hair ornaments scattered, her black hair cascading like flowing water over her shoulders. Tie Ci breathed out in relief, her tense shoulders relaxing slightly.

Murong Yi’s fingers rested gently on her shoulders. The two stood before the full-length mirror gazing at each other. In this moment, Tie Ci suddenly recalled her master’s description of weddings in her world, with a series of ceremonial procedures completely different from Great Qian, including the bride and groom trying on wedding attire. Their weddings favored wearing white.

Snow-colored, flawless, gauze-like, with skirts flowing like water or puffed out, often backless or off-shoulder – wedding dresses.

Tie Ci’s gaze fell on her own white long skirt.

The hem slightly revealed the edges of the high-heeled embroidered shoes, the circle of fine diamonds sparkling brilliantly. With the slightest movement, the pleated edges would flutter to reveal blue-green landscapes and seawater cliff patterns. The light silver gauze draped dreamlike over everything.

Noble yet elegant.

The person behind her gazed with smiling eyes, looking at her with passionate yet tender expression.

In this moment, Tie Ci suddenly understood the anticipation, joy, satisfaction and all the most beautiful feelings of love that her master had described about new brides.

It was having him here – then wind was not cold, sun was not scorching, flowers bloomed in all seasons, and the passage of years was not fearsome.

Because of eager anticipation, they could grow old together.

Something cool suddenly touched her neck – something bright and glittering, a chain with a small sparkling pendant.

The shoulder area that had seemed somewhat empty due to her pale skin immediately became lively and beautiful with this necklace.

Tie Ci picked up the pendant to examine it closely.

There were some lively-styled necklaces available now, with various chain pendants, mostly set with gemstones. This one was different though – very simple, with two curves above and below, two thin bars in the middle. In the small square formed by those two middle bars was hidden an extremely tiny diamond rabbit. It was that tiny detail that made the light flash brilliantly, making the entire pendant appear extraordinarily exquisite.

“This… looks like Gemini?” Tie Ci said in surprise. “How do you know about this?”

“I saw them selling this at Gui Qizhai. Based on your birth date, they calculated that you should be what’s called Gemini. The rabbit is because you were born in the Year of the Rabbit. This style with a hidden rabbit in the constellation pendant was specially customized by me at Gui Qizhai – unique in all of Great Qian.”

“Special custom? How much did Master extort from you?”

“Not much, just ten thousand taels.”

“How ruthless.”

“Gold.”

“Does Master have no shame!”

“No choice.” Murong Yi complained aggrievedly. “The Gui Qizhai manager was secretive and evasive about the identity of VIP customers and partners, only letting me see a sample, saying they don’t sell to the public – if you want one, you have to commission it. And what he showed me was some Aquarius design. I couldn’t even imitate it, so I had to obediently pay up.”

Tie Ci thought about it. “Limited edition, so being expensive is normal. Being expensive suits your status better.”

She had almost forgotten – she now had shares in Gui Qizhai.

Murong Yi’s hand slowly moved downward, his smile turning somewhat roguish: “Spending a bit more doesn’t matter. Gui Qizhai has your share too. So, considering how thoughtful I’ve been, how about…”

Suddenly Noble Consort Jing’s voice came from outside: “Your Highness, Your Highness.”

Tie Ci started.

“Your Highness, where are you? Let me see if these clothes fit properly.” Noble Consort Jing called out enthusiastically looking for Tie Ci. “Are you in the next changing room? I think I heard your voice just now.”

There were no attendants outside at this time. Murong Yi had already sent everyone to the outer room to facilitate his opportunity to take advantage of Tie Ci.

Tie Ci froze.

This was bad.

If Mother saw her dressed like this, with her pea-sized brain and vast ocean-like imagination, screaming was certain. She might even think Murong Yi was undressing her for daytime debauchery.

Tie Ci pushed Murong Yi away and frantically tried to pull her clothes up, but the garment was secured and pulling hard might tear it.

She could only reach for the outer drape she had removed earlier. Before she could grab it, the curtain lifted and Noble Consort Jing had already entered.

In that split second, Tie Ci turned around, grabbed Murong Yi and pressed him against the mirror.

The mirror couldn’t bear the weight of two people and crashed to the ground.

Fortunately, the mirror was set in a heavy boxwood frame and didn’t shatter to hurt anyone.

The moment the mirror fell, Tie Ci tore open Murong Yi’s collar.

The sound of ripping fabric was jarring. Noble Consort Jing lifted the door curtain to see Murong Yi lying on the mirror with Tie Ci straddling him in disheveled clothing, one hand clutching her own garment and the other gripping Murong Yi’s collar.

It looked exactly like Tie Ci had gone into a frenzy, torn off her own clothes in this dim changing room, and was about to have her way with Murong Yi right there.

Noble Consort Jing stood dazed at the doorway, clutching the door curtain with her small red mouth agape.

Tie Ci: “…”

Mother, weren’t you supposed to immediately drop the curtain, cover your eyes and flee? Why are you still holding the curtain and not letting go?

Though your face is alternating between red and white, why do you seem determined to keep watching?

And your expression – why does it look so strange, with what seems to be… excitement?

Mother’s reaction was beyond Tie Ci’s expectations. Tie Ci was stuck there, somewhat unable to continue the act.

But Murong Yi picked up the scene quickly, embracing Tie Ci and pressing his face against her bare shoulder, laughing softly: “Your Highness, continue.”

Only then did Noble Consort Jing react, hastily dropping the curtain.

Tie Ci jumped up from Murong Yi with a whoosh.

Murong Yi sat up regretfully, looking at the mirror beneath him and muttering: “Actually, now that I think about it, mirrors are quite interesting. How about we try mirrors next time?”

Tie Ci: “…Shut up, you rogue!”

Murong Yi said yearningly: “Think about it – mirrors show every detail. You and I rolling around on it, the mirror reflecting your skin, your fragrant sweat misting the mirror surface…”

Hmm, what a waste not to be an erotic fiction author.

Tie Ci said coldly: “Then the mirror shatters, piercing places it shouldn’t pierce. From then on, you and the little bugs in Ruixiang Palace become sisters.”

Murong Yi: “…”

Chapter 462: Made for Each Other
He sat on the mirror, beginning to rack his brains thinking about how to make a type of mirror that was both transparent and unbreakable. Tie Ci got up and changed back into her clothes. Today’s women’s clothing game couldn’t continue – she would have to play the role of a lustful wild wolf in front of her mother consort later.

Baby’s heart was bitter, but baby couldn’t say it.

With her father emperor and mother consort, they could accept her having lustful desires and three palaces and six courtyards, but would absolutely never accept a husband who dared to touch her inappropriately in broad daylight.

Her Highness the Crown Princess silently shouldered a huge burden.

When she came out, she saw Noble Consort Jing leaning against the wall, hands pressed behind her back, chest heaving, the flush still not faded from her face.

This posture made it seem like she was the one caught in adultery.

Tie Ci sighed, looked at her new clothes, and said: “Very beautiful.”

But Noble Consort Jing’s thoughts were no longer on the clothes. She pulled her daughter to a corner and whispered: “You… he… you…”

Tie Ci most feared this way of speaking. She said tactfully: “Mother Consort, you are my birth mother. Between mother and daughter, we can speak directly about anything.”

Noble Consort Jing said: “I was just too shocked. I never expected Your Highness to be this kind of person!”

Tie Ci silently swallowed a mouthful of blood.

“Mother Consort, I thought about it – perhaps mother and daughter shouldn’t discuss this issue.”

“No wonder Murong Yi is weak.” Noble Consort Jing said thoughtfully. “With you being so fierce like a wolf or tiger, who could handle it?”

“Mother Consort…”

“In that case, might as well listen to your father emperor and take in both the Rong family son and Qi family son. Everyone would be happy.”

The curtain lifted and Murong Yi came out, saying expressionlessly: “Your Ladyship, are the clothes beautiful?”

Noble Consort Jing didn’t quite dare look at him, her face red as her gaze wandered here and there. “Mm… beautiful.”

Tie Ci supported her forehead.

“These clothes are the only set in all of Great Qian, specially customized for you. The materials, patterns, and embroidery are all unique.”

Noble Consort Jing showed a delighted smile.

“But I suddenly remembered, there are quite a few other consorts in the palace who could be considered Your Highness’s elders. Should we send one set to each of them?” Murong Yi smiled as he asked Noble Consort Jing. “Such beautiful clothing – would Your Ladyship be willing to share with the other consorts?”

“I’m not willing!” Noble Consort Jing blurted out.

“What a coincidence.” Murong Yi said quietly. “I’m not willing either.”

Noble Consort Jing: “…”

Tie Ci: “…”

“I am not weak, as was just proven. And I don’t mind proving it to Your Highness again, multiple times, countless times, in various positions.” Murong Yi turned to Tie Ci, showing a smile with eight teeth. “As long as Your Highness likes it – twelve hours a day, every hour, every moment.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Someone please drag away this old rogue.

Looking at Noble Consort Jing again, she had actually understood and then exploded.

Her entire person had become like a cooked shrimp, even her back curved exactly the same way.

Tie Ci rubbed her temples.

She had no choice but to suggest visiting the rouge shop again to divert her mother consort’s attention.

Loading a large basket of clothes onto the carriage, Tie Ci got in. Noble Consort Jing saw that Murong Yi wasn’t driving the carriage this time but had ridden ahead on horseback. Confirming that those dog ears definitely couldn’t hear this time, she pulled Tie Ci close and whispered: “…Your Highness, just now you…”

“Just now I only did what all women would do.” Tie Ci replied without blushing.

“Really? Do men really like that?” Noble Consort Jing was obviously very curious, insisting on asking despite her red face.

Tie Ci glanced at her mother consort, thinking that palace consorts were indeed different – their hearts to attract favor and seek love never died.

How could ordinary mother and daughter discuss such things, especially someone with Noble Consort Jing’s personality?

But she was clearly very interested in how she and Murong Yi got along, seeming to want to learn from their example.

Please no – they were already an odd pair, how could they serve as a model for parents?

Mother Consort was always having wild fantasies.

She said seriously: “Murong Yi had different experiences from ordinary people since childhood, so he’s more respectful toward women and more tolerant of me. But others aren’t him. What suits him and me may not suit everyone.”

Noble Consort Jing made a disappointed sound and stopped talking.

The carriage arrived at the rouge and powder shop under Murong Yi’s name, called “Hehuan Pavilion.” It was three stories tall, covering a vast area, very grand, with female customers coming and going constantly.

Noble Consort Jing’s group was led into the innermost private room. The entire floor was cleared, and a three-zhang long counter was laid out like a flowing banquet with Hehuan Pavilion’s newest, best, and most fashionable rouge, powder, and lip color.

Tie Ci wasn’t interested in these, but Murong Yi had also prepared novel items for her – painting supplies obtained from Gui Qizhai. The pigments were more vivid than those currently used in Great Qian, with more colors and finer distinctions, achieving more delicate painting effects.

Tie Ci had naturally learned music, chess, calligraphy, and painting. She was very interested in this novel set of painting supplies. Murong Yi set up an easel for her to try a few strokes – if it worked well, he would send it to the palace later.

Tie Ci painted on one side while listening to Noble Consort Jing and her palace maid selecting rouge. The two chattered endlessly, discussing the composition, color, fragrance of rouge, whether silk cotton or silk screening was better, how much gypsum and pig pancreas to use so it wouldn’t stick to hands but could be easily spread, which type of clam produced the finest clam powder, which region produced the best pearl powder… going on and on.

Tie Ci’s brush paused slightly. She wondered when Mother Consort had become so knowledgeable about rouge, powder, beauty, and cosmetics?

In her memory, there didn’t seem to be anyone around Mother Consort who was skilled in these things.

Because Tie Ci had been weak as a child and slightly allergic to rouge and powder, Tie Yan disliked the six palaces wearing heavy makeup. Over time, everyone stopped paying much attention to it.

Now Tie Ci naturally wouldn’t be allergic, but when had this formed habit changed?

Though this was a small matter – women beautify themselves for those who appreciate them, and palace consorts especially cared about such things – Tie Ci still decided to ask Nanny Qin about it after returning to the palace.

In Mother Consort’s palace, she had cleaned house early and replaced everyone with people she trusted. It was both protection and surveillance, preventing her from contacting random people. She had also arranged for Xia Houchun to especially guard Father Emperor and Mother Consort. Chongming Palace’s Dianfang Pavilion was airtight – there were no safety issues.

It would need to be strengthened further, because now that she had returned, the reckoning with the Xiao family would begin.

Father Emperor personally leaving the palace to meet her, and Murong Yi taking the opportunity to arrange so many activities – it was because everyone knew that she would have no leisure time to leave the palace in the coming period.

She heard Noble Consort Jing finish selecting rouge. Her Ladyship had much higher standards for rouge and powder than for clothes – she didn’t want everything, taking only a small cartload.

Tie Ci’s painting was also finished.

At first glance it was a landscape painting, mainly depicting the exquisite beauty of the earlier maple garden. Red maples blazed like fire with brilliant golden light, deer ran across the grass, white rabbits rolled about, male lions lazed on mountain cliffs, tigers smelled roses. Further away, beyond the courtyard walls, roads crisscrossed with crowds of people – the most prosperous street scene of Great Qian’s capital.

But Murong Yi’s gaze fell on the upper right side of the painting.

Layers of clouds rolled, wind and rain approaching.

Above the dark rain clouds, there was a ray of sunlight piercing through the hazy clouds. The cloud edges were like golden scales, stabbing out thousands of golden swords.

A very meaningful painting, showing that while Her Highness the Crown Princess was shopping in women’s favorite stores, her heart was still thinking of affairs of state.

Murong Yi was somewhat dissatisfied with this. “Where am I? Where are you? Where are we?”

Tie Ci readily complied and immediately added a few strokes to the painting.

After she set down her brush, Murong Yi leaned over the painting and looked for a long time without finding where the few added strokes were, much less his own figure, until Tie Ci pointed to the upper right area.

Only then did Murong Yi see that above the cloud layers were two extremely small human figures – one seemed to be raising a hand, the other appeared to be holding something like a mirror.

“This is…”

“Thunder God and Lightning Mother.” Tie Ci pointed to herself. “Thunder God.”

She pointed to Murong Yi. “Lightning Mother.”

She pointed to the sky. “Made for each other.”

Murong Yi: “…”

Thank you very much.

Afterward, Noble Consort Jing’s interest was still high, so Murong Yi led her to visit jewelry shops, silk stores, embroidery shops… When Noble Consort Jing returned to the palace, Murong Yi had another carriage brought to haul the goods.

Murong Yi escorted them to before the palace gates, sighing at the stern troops and massive deep red palace doors: “Once you enter the palace gates, it’s deep as the sea. From now on, the Crown Princess becomes a stranger.”

Tie Ci waved: “Hello stranger, goodbye stranger.”

Murong Yi remained in place, watching her be welcomed through those broad palace gates. He winked at her and made a gesture.

But Tie Ci didn’t understand it.

Tie Ci personally accompanied Noble Consort Jing back to her Dianfang Pavilion and personally received the palace staff of Dianfang Pavilion. Seeing that the personnel hadn’t changed and everyone was in their proper place, she felt reassured.

Only Nanny Qin had taken sick leave to return home, which was beyond her expectations.

It was said that not long after she went to Yannan, Nanny Qin caught a cold that the imperial physicians couldn’t cure despite long treatment. Fearing infection of the nobles, she first moved to Hanyang Palace where palace staff specifically recovered from illness. Later, Noble Consort Jing worried that Hanyang Palace was too desolate for recovery, so she petitioned His Majesty for an imperial edict granting Nanny Qin gold, silver, and medicine, having someone specially escort her out of the palace to recover at home.

This was also routine, actually quite generous treatment. Tie Ci had nothing to say about it. She asked who was now in charge of palace affairs here, and a female official came forward – called Qingqiu. She was also an old hand who had followed Noble Consort Jing for several years. Previously unremarkable, but she handled things properly.

Tie Ci routinely inspected the staff, gave rewards, and made a few pointed remarks. She had originally wanted to dine here with Mother Consort and observe the details of how her palace staff served, but turning around she saw Noble Consort Jing had already hurriedly sat before her dressing table, opened her makeup box and begun skincare. Beside her, Qingqiu led a long row of palace maids carrying a pile of bottles and jars, flowing like water as they presented them. For a moment the hall was extremely busy, with hardly room to stand.

Looking at this, Tie Ci thought – well, with this setup, the process wouldn’t finish in under an hour.

She was always meticulous about Mother Consort’s affairs, so she asked what all these things were. Noble Consort Jing said they were from a skincare recipe Nanny Qin had offered, seeing her distressed about her dark skin. Though troublesome and expensive to make, with particularly complicated usage rules, the effects were truly good.

She chattered on, introducing the uses and methods of those thick, dry, powdered, paste-like, liquid, red, black, and yellow bottles and jars. Tie Ci listened until her eyes spun in circles. She raised her hand to stop, and only then did Noble Consort Jing reluctantly close her mouth, having staff apply a thick layer of green mud to her face.

At first glance she looked like a sea monkey.

Additionally, palace staff brought hot water with many colorful powders added. Noble Consort Jing got up, saying she was going to bathe.

Only when she rolled up her sleeves did Tie Ci notice her skin had become much whiter and more tender.

Indeed, Noble Consort Jing quietly told her this was also a medicinal bath made from Nanny Qin’s recipe. The smell and color weren’t great, but the effects were good.

She smiled: “Not only does it make the skin all over white and lustrous, but there’s also an extremely great benefit.”

Tie Ci carefully examined those powders. After asking whether these skincare products and medicinal powders had all been repeatedly checked by the Imperial Medical Bureau, she still had someone bring a bag. Hearing this, she said casually: “How so?”

Noble Consort Jing suddenly smiled mysteriously, her smile hiding some shyness. She waved for all the palace staff to leave, leaned close to her daughter’s ear, and whispered a few sentences.

Tie Ci’s brow furrowed.

Noble Consort Jing said bashfully: “Originally I shouldn’t say such things to Your Highness, but seeing that Your Highness has already… already become a woman…”

Seeing Tie Ci’s expression didn’t look good, she added awkwardly: “Yes, with Your Highness’s status, others should be the ones offering charm and seeking favor from you. You don’t need these things…”

Tie Ci wanted to speak but hesitated. Harem women had many methods to seek favor – it was normal. Her position as daughter was awkward, so it wasn’t appropriate to say anything about this.

After all, children couldn’t interfere in their parents’ bedroom affairs.

But harem favor-seeking methods could easily lead people astray. The ever-vigilant Tie Ci finally asked subtly: “The effects are very good?”

“Naturally!”

“Father Emperor… also thinks it’s good?”

Noble Consort Jing’s smile became even more bashful, clouds flying across her cheeks. “…Naturally.”

Tie Ci took a breath and smiled: “Then… do I have hope for another little brother?”

Noble Consort Jing stroked her abdomen, saying with slight melancholy: “…It seems the fate hasn’t arrived yet…”

Tie Ci was silent for a long moment, then said: “Mother Consort, please prepare a set of these for me too.”

Noble Consort Jing was delighted that her daughter accepted her sharing, so she actively arranged to prepare everything she used for Tie Ci, even carefully writing usage instructions for her.

Tie Ci smiled and accepted them. After leaving Dianfang Pavilion, she said to Chi Xue: “Investigate whether anyone inside or outside Dianfang Pavilion has contacted anyone in the palace within this past year. You can give this task to Little Bug – he’s always been in the palace and his information is well-informed.”

Chi Xue acknowledged.

“Also send these things to the Mei tribe’s A’kou and ask if there are any problems. If she can’t tell, have her find Duanmu.”

“Yes.”

“Also send someone to Nanny Qin’s hometown to visit her. If she’s recovered, bring her back.”

“Yes.”

After Tie Ci finished her instructions, she took Dan Shuang to Chongming Palace to discuss with Father Emperor how to arrange the ten people selected from the grand competition.

Passing Ciren Palace on the way, she stopped and looked at the dark and gloomy Ciren Palace, then turned to look at Xia Houchun, who had hurried over upon hearing she was going to Chongming Palace.

Xia Houchun said nothing and pointed toward Chongming Palace.

Tie Ci didn’t ask either.

It was already nighttime. Most halls in Chongming Palace had extinguished their lights. Tie Ci didn’t need to be announced when entering Chongming Palace. As she passed the great hall and was turning toward the inner palace, Tie Ci suddenly dodged.

A small object rolled to her feet.

Chapter 463: Secret Discussions
It was a plum pit.

Tie Ci looked up and saw Pingzong, who had been peering around curiously from the beam above, had now turned over to face her backside toward her.

Tie Ci couldn’t help but laugh. “Niece, long time no see.”

The niece remained unmoved.

Tie Ci turned to Dan Shuang: “The gifts I brought for the Princess – have they been delivered?”

Dan Shuang replied: “Chi Xue is handling that. We just arrived today, so there probably hasn’t been time to organize them yet. Besides, there are quite a lot…”

Before she finished speaking, Pingzong had already turned around, her eyes bright: “A lot? How much is a lot? As much as a whole cartload? I saw Noble Consort Jing return to the palace with a cartload of good things. Do I have that much too?”

Tie Ci frowned slightly. “Her Ladyship brought so much but didn’t send you a few pieces?”

Pingzong pouted: “Our lady is like a pixiu – hoards everything. Besides, would she be willing to give me anything?”

Before Tie Ci left for Yannan, she had repeatedly instructed Father Emperor and Mother Consort to treat Pingzong well. Father Emperor seemed to have done so – Pingzong could sit and lie casually here with him. But Noble Consort Jing… Tie Ci wanted to sigh again.

“That cartload wasn’t from me, it was from your young uncle-in-law. I can’t always take your uncle-in-law’s things. If you like them, I’ll get some from Gui Qizhai to make it up to you later. Otherwise, you can go play at Her Ladyship’s tomorrow and ask for whatever catches your eye.”

“I’m not going there. If I go, all I hear is her nagging – ‘Oh no, don’t knock that over!’ ‘Oh no, you can’t touch that!’ ‘Oh my, how can a lady sit on the ground like that!’ ‘Oh my, you mustn’t make noise while eating!’… Can’t touch this, can’t look at that. It’s exhausting.”

Tie Ci was silent for a moment, then changed the subject: “What are you doing out here?”

“Grandpa’s bathing. Grandpa now bathes three times a day, all sneaky-like, not allowing anyone near the inner palace. You’ll have to wait too.”

Tie Ci glanced at the Western-style floor clock. Father Emperor used to enjoy evening baths, sleeping right after washing. Now this time was neither early nor late, and she had sent word earlier that she would come. Why was he bathing at this hour?

Pingzong said: “Grandpa bathes at fixed times, preparing a whole bunch of stuff. Really, even more particular than my Aunt Qiong back then…”

She blurted out Xuanqiong’s name, then her mood immediately dropped. She turned over and ignored Tie Ci.

Tie Ci waited in the outer hall for a while. When she heard movement from the inner palace, she went in and indeed saw two little eunuchs dumping bath water. Tie Ci gestured to Dan Shuang, who went forward to help.

Tie Yan stood on the steps wearing casual robes, looking quite well. He actively rolled up his sleeves to show Tie Ci his wrists: “Father is getting old and has developed some minor ailments. The imperial physicians say it’s caused by dampness, so they prescribed medicinal baths three times daily to expel the damp poison. It’s much better now.”

Tie Ci saw Father’s wrists indeed had many red bumps, clusters of hives-like things that did look like allergic reactions. Seeing Tie Yan’s calm expression, she felt much more at ease and set the matter aside, following Tie Yan into the hall.

As they entered, she said seemingly casually: “Passing Ciren Palace on the way, it was quite peaceful.”

Tie Yan was silent for a moment, then said: “The Empress Dowager has been unwell recently and has been very quiet throughout.”

Tie Ci stroked her knee without speaking.

Tie Yan looked at her uneasily. He felt his daughter had become even more imposing and dignified after her trip, especially when silent.

With a soft sigh, he said: “It was I who ordered that she not be disturbed. After all, she raised me from childhood, and before this she never sought your or my life…”

Tie Ci also sighed: “Father Emperor, before was before, now is now. Previously she stood on high, looking down on you and me like ants beneath her feet. Who would care about the lives of ants? But now…”

Originally she had thought to strike while the iron was hot and find a way to remove this tumor that was the Empress Dowager. But having received no news of the Empress Dowager’s death while in Yannan, she knew things weren’t going smoothly.

She didn’t continue speaking. After all, Father Emperor was the emperor, and filial piety was paramount – he was in a difficult position too.

Besides, with Sang Tang there, killing the Empress Dowager truly wasn’t easy.

Soon Grand Tutor He, Second Assistant Minister Duan, Zhu Yi, General Qi, Minister Gu, Xia Houchun, and many other high officials from Tie Ci’s faction came to the study for secret discussions about eradicating the Xiao family.

Before this, Tie Ci had actually exchanged many letters with Grand Tutor He discussing this matter. As a core figure of the Crown Princess faction, Grand Tutor He had spent considerable time during this period building alliances and uniting all forces that could be united. With him there, along with the Crown Princess’s academy experience and her current standing among scholars, most court officials now stood with the Crown Princess. Those who previously had connections with the Xiao family were gradually beginning to distance themselves.

General Qi, responsible for monitoring recent Xiao family movements, reported first: “Your Majesty, Your Highness, esteemed ministers – our most elite spies have been continuously monitoring the Xiao mansion and the Eastern Ming Xiao family. The capital Xiao mansion has been very low-key recently. All family members and inner court relatives keep to themselves, having no contact with anyone. However, the Eastern Ming Xiao family has caused quite some trouble. After Fourth Master Xiao was bailed out by the Xiao family earlier and returned home, though he didn’t move against the troublemaking second branch, our people kept instigating them. The second branch lived in constant fear and finally erupted. With our people’s help, the second branch bought off quite a group and opposed the first and fourth branches. The old estate now has three scares daily, with various branches taking turns sending people to the capital to seek support from the Xiao mansion. Xiao Liheng has been so disturbed he’s beside himself. I heard he flew into a rage at the mansion, wanting to send his wife and mother back to the old estate to suppress those troublemaking clan members.”

Seeing Tie Ci’s expression, he quickly added: “Your Highness needn’t worry. We’re all keeping watch and paying close attention to Old Madam Xiao and the others, preventing them from escaping the capital under pretenses like burning incense. The city gates have also increased guards – we won’t give them any opportunity.”

Tie Ci nodded and glanced toward the inner palace. Xia Houchun understood and said: “Your Highness needn’t worry about palace affairs. Ciren Palace is also very well-behaved – not even a fly can escape. The people around the Empress Dowager – over the past half year, we’ve bought off those we could and dealt with those we had to. Apart from that black-clothed monster, she has no confidants left.”

If the palace staff around the Empress Dowager were previously loyal, since the Xiao family lost power and Tie Ci’s reputation grew daily, even Ciren Palace experienced wavering hearts. Once there were cracks in people’s hearts, there were plenty of gaps to exploit.

Tie Ci glanced toward Ciren Palace, thinking that in this past half year, this palace ground had probably buried countless more innocent corpses.

But power struggles brook no mercy. The foundation of the throne is built from white bones. From childhood until now, many people around her had been buried deep in this earth. What goes around comes around – it’s just the cycle of fate.

Duan Yande said: “The Xiao clan no longer holds military power. The list of their disciples and old friends is here.” He pushed over a list, categorized by type, containing officials who were either under the Xiao family’s patronage or closely connected with them. Different colors indicated the depth of these people’s relationships with the Xiao family, what issues they were involved in, which ones need no mercy, which must be dealt with, which could be turned, and which were suitable for receiving favor – all very clear.

“This list was compiled through joint investigation by the Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Revenue, and the Capital Prefecture. The parts about the relationship between the Xiao clan’s old estate and forces in the Haiyou region came from contributions by Chancellor Rong and Magistrate Yang.” Duan Yande said.

Magistrate Yang was Yang Yixiu, who after entering court was appointed magistrate of Ziyang County. The socially adept Yixiu actively networked with lower-level officials in Haiyou, gathering much intelligence about the Eastern Ming Xiao family’s old estate. He also helped with a series of arrangements to muddy the waters at the old estate.

Another part came from Rong Pu. As the First Minister’s most valued legitimate grandson, he naturally had access to much information unknown to ordinary people. But some of this information could harm the First Minister, yet Rong Pu was willing to share it, which greatly surprised both He Zi and Duan Yande.

Old Duan couldn’t help glancing at the Crown Princess, thinking: With such deep devotion, even abandoning family – what exactly is the Crown Princess thinking?

The Crown Princess wasn’t thinking anything.

Didn’t dare to think.

She focused intently on those lists, making judgments and analyses one by one. Finally she circled several names: “This one – we can use his illegal salt permit dealings to try getting him to bite back. This one – throw him out directly to intimidate that group. Kill whoever is most devoted to the Xiao family first. Though it’s amusing – the Xiao family doesn’t really trust this person either… This one – if he comes to surrender, absolutely cannot be trusted…”

She explained a pile of details. Everyone listened intently. As He Zi listened, he suddenly felt something was wrong. He felt Tie Ci was overly confident in predicting the Xiao mansion’s reactions. Even with spies planted inside, human hearts are like abysses – how could she be so certain of Xiao Liheng and others’ attitudes?

He couldn’t help raising the question.

Tie Ci smiled and turned a page without answering.

He Zi stopped asking.

Duan Yande then produced topographical maps of the area around Xiao mansion obtained from the Ministry of War. Everyone discussed how to attack if the Xiao family resisted desperately, how to block roads, and prevent Xiao clan members from escaping to seek aid.

Xia Houchun reported that he had already sent people to dig around the Xiao mansion based on the terrain and indeed discovered tunnels, which had all been severed.

The Minister of Justice, representing both the Ministry of Justice and the Court of Judicial Review, reported on recent personnel purges and transfers in both departments. A batch of reliable people had been installed to ensure no mishaps in the trial of the Xiao clan and their associates.

Minister Gu of Revenue reported on current storage and surplus grain in the capital, various material preparations, and the Revenue Ministry’s response measures for possible market fluctuations in the capital’s prices and economy.

Qi Ling stated that military power of the Five Military Commissions was currently in his hands. The Capital Guard had been under the Capital Prefecture’s administration recently, with Deputy Prefect Ying Yu being a professor from Yueli Academy – solidly Crown Princess faction. During this time he had been making transfers and covert purges.

Currently, besides the Five Military Commissions guarding the palace city, the Three Great Camps were in the inner city while the Capital Guard was in the outer city. Once trouble started, the Capital Guard and Five Military Commissions troops would clamp down on the Three Great Camps. The Three Great Camps had been cultivated by the Xiao family for years. After the spring examination incident, Tie Ci took the opportunity to replace the Three Great Camps’ commanders, but couldn’t replace all the mid-level officers who could actually control soldiers. Replacing large numbers of generals without cause was also taboo in military circles, so currently they could only be controlled and monitored, keeping the Three Great Camps trapped in the inner city where they could neither advance nor retreat. If anything happened, the Capital Guard and Five Military Commissions would directly attack from both sides.

Qi Ling produced detailed troop distribution maps. Tie Ci requested he also provide contingency deployment plans by the Five Military Commissions based on possible troop movements if the Xiao family became desperate.

Qi Ling pointed outside the capital: “The Capital Grand Camp thirty li outside the capital is the most crucial. For all these years their attitude has been unclear – no one can tell whose people they are. They’ve never offended the Xiao family nor His Majesty. In nearly twenty years, because there have been no rebellion incidents, they’ve never entered the capital. But who knows if this might be a hidden bomb?”

Everyone’s expressions grew grave.

In power struggles, military authority was most important.

Tie Ci said softly: “Di Yiwei has been stationed at Yongping for years. She recently submitted a memorial saying her old illness had flared up and she urgently needed treatment. I have already petitioned for an edict allowing her to return to the capital first to rest and recover. To ensure the safety of this meritorious minister of the state, she is permitted to bring whatever escort she deems sufficient to guarantee her personal safety.”

Everyone: “…”

One had to admit, the Crown Princess played word games smoothly.

He Zi clapped his hands and laughed: “Good, everything is prepared.”

He couldn’t help adding: “Your Highness, this past year everything has gone smoothly for you, your reputation has grown daily, while the Xiao clan has retreated step by step, declining like a river running dry. Now they’re already unable to rally, a spent arrow that can’t penetrate even silk. Yet you still rack your brains over this, considering from every angle, constantly strategizing. Aren’t you being a bit too cautious?”

Tie Ci smiled: “Regarding enemies, better to make excessive preparations than be caught off guard with oversights.”

The assembled officials nodded, all thinking admiringly that though the Crown Princess was so young, she was so prudent – Great Qian was blessed.

He Zi noticed the Emperor hadn’t spoken throughout and couldn’t help glancing at him, only to see the Emperor with a distant expression, lost in thought about something.

Everyone had finished their discussions and all felt relaxed, about to relax with tea. But Tie Ci suddenly produced a small paper scroll and spread it flat on the table.

Everyone thought there was some important intelligence and leaned over to look, only to see it was a list of Grand Secretaries.

Among the Cabinet Grand Secretaries in the Four Halls and Six Pavilions, Second Assistant Minister Duan Yande was present here. Wenyuan Pavilion Grand Secretary was Xiao Liheng. Dongge Pavilion Grand Secretary was Li Shen, who had always been Xiao Liheng’s man, but this year seemed rather awkward because Li Yuncheng had been forcibly kept by Tie Ci’s side.

The assembled officials were satisfied with the Crown Princess’s magnanimity and resolve. Whether motivated by protecting talent or driving a wedge between Li and Xiao, the Crown Princess’s elevation of Li Yuncheng was a brilliant move. Under these circumstances, even if Li Shen wanted to continue pledging allegiance, the Xiao family might not dare treat him as before.

Wuying Hall Grand Secretary Chang Jun was a slippery character – such people weren’t too worrying. He was best at reading the winds of change and would naturally lean whichever way the wind blew strongest.

Wenhua Hall Grand Secretary Xie Miao, also serving as Minister of Works, had once been a staunch supporter of First Minister Rong. Now, due to his nephew Xie Jin being killed by Old Madam Rong’s guards, there had been rifts between them. He could no longer be considered part of the Rong faction, but Tie Ci didn’t dare use him now either.

Through Tie Ci’s efforts, the Cabinet was no longer the Xiao-Rong world of the past.

Finally, everyone’s gaze fell on Rong Luchuan’s name.

Chapter 464: A Young Man Scaling the Wall
First Minister Rong stood isolated on all sides. Though he seemed unremarkable on the surface, he also had academy background, being He Zi’s disciple. He had served as chief examiner many times and had students throughout the realm. A considerable portion of court scholars were his disciples. He had always maintained an ambiguous attitude with unclear stance. No one could predict what attitude and countermeasures First Minister Rong would adopt in the upcoming anti-Xiao campaign – whether he would protect the Xiao clan out of sympathy for fellow foxes when the rabbit dies, continue choosing neutrality, or simply go all out, letting the snipe and clam fight while the fisherman profits.

More importantly, Old Madam Rong was born of the Di clan, the former number one military authority. Now most of the great generals of the nine borders came from under the Di family’s patronage. The Rong family’s influence in the military was currently even greater than the Xiao family’s.

Though years had passed and the military’s most famous Di Yiwei was at odds with the Rong family, and He Zi had taken away much scholarly support from the Rong family after entering court, once strife began and the Rong family made their move, no one knew which scholars under their command and border generals might also be Rong family people, whether they would turn at the crucial moment, whether this would trigger more unpredictable consequences.

An already exposed Xiao family wasn’t really worrying – it was the powerful figures with ambiguous, unclear attitudes that made one uneasy. Because the other side hadn’t shown too much hostility, one’s own side had no justification for action. And when already needing to concentrate all efforts against the Xiao family, they couldn’t easily make more enemies or constrain First Minister Rong’s forces.

Lest they drive him to the opposing side.

Everyone stared at that name, momentarily finding it truly thorny.

He Zi looked at Tie Ci tentatively: “Perhaps we could ask Rong Pu to step forward…”

Tie Ci immediately shook her head: “Since Commander Di is returning, let’s leave this matter to Commander Di first. She has a father-daughter relationship with the First Minister and can also suppress Old Madam Di. She should handle her own family.”

Ever since hearing Di Yiwei was returning, Xia Houchun’s buttocks had visibly become restless. Now he suddenly began coughing, one cough here, one cough there.

Tie Ci smiled: “Is Lord Xia feeling unwell? Perhaps you’ve been too overworked recently. What a pity – I was thinking that since Commander Di is returning from afar, the capital should naturally send someone to welcome her. Commander Xia is the same rank as Commander Di and has previous connections with her, making him the best choice. But now it seems…”

“Now it seems, who else but me!” Xia Houchun jumped up with surprising flexibility and immediately said: “This minister accepts the Crown Princess’s order. This minister will go right away!”

Without waiting for Tie Ci’s reply, the fat man disappeared in a puff of smoke.

Duan Yande laughed: “Look how anxious Xia Hou is.”

Zhu Yi said: “Hey, Second Assistant Minister Duan, you don’t know – this guy’s office is next to mine. He writes letters to Commander Di every few days. The message soldiers going to the post station have worn down a layer of the road surface between the Nine Guards Office and the post station!”

Everyone burst into laughter. They discussed more official business, mentioning how to arrange the ten people selected from the grand competition. Duan Yande said: “The Cabinet has already discussed this. Among the ten, the only woman, Jian Xi, will remain by the Crown Princess’s side as a female official of Ruixiang Palace. The remaining nine – five will observe politics and serve in the Six Ministries. Except for the Ministry of Rites, which ministry they go to will be decided by the Six Ministries’ selection. The remaining four – Fang Huai’an, Qi You, Chu Xingbai, and Bai Xingchu – are the most outstanding and will remain in the Cabinet as secretaries. If His Majesty has favorites, he may also keep one or two by his side to serve with writing materials.”

Tie Yan hesitated for a moment. He was inclined to suggest leaving them all for Tie Ci to cultivate close ministers, but thinking of the remaining young ministers, then thinking of someone’s tenth-level palace intrigue skills, thinking of Tie Ci’s mention of flower fertilizer under Ruixiang Palace, he abandoned this terrifying thought and smiled: “In that case, tomorrow arrange for those four to enter the palace. After I’ve seen them, I’ll make the selection.”

Tie Ci also felt it was better for Father Emperor to personally meet them before deciding. Though they were all carefully screened by Rong Pu – clean backgrounds and solid character – there was still the matter of personal compatibility between people.

She had an idea. She felt keeping one or two of these talented young men frequently entering and leaving the palace would create opportunities for Pingzong. The young lady was of age now. Having stayed in the palace to protect Father Emperor and Mother Consort, she hadn’t had opportunities to develop romantic connections. As her young aunt, she should be responsible for her.

By now it was late, and Father Emperor was showing signs of fatigue, so Tie Ci ordered everyone to disperse.

She personally escorted a group of veteran ministers averaging over sixty years old out of the palace.

Walking and chatting with the big shots toward the palace gates, she always felt like she was forgetting something. But with so many affairs and everyone talking to her, she soon pushed this feeling to the back of her mind.

Just as they neared the palace gates, suddenly bronze gongs rang urgently, whistles shrieked piercingly, and torches lit up successively on the palace walls as countless hurried footsteps rushed toward the palace city.

The entire quiet palace city instantly boiled over.

Tie Ci was startled.

This was the alarm for an attack on the palace city!

She immediately stopped and pulled Duan Yande and He Zi, who were walking beside her, back behind herself for protection.

A squad of soldiers rushed down from the palace walls. The leader was tall and armored, clanking as he ran to Tie Ci and shouted: “Crown Princess and esteemed ministers, quickly retreat! There are assassins breaking into the palace at night!”

Hearing the familiar voice, Tie Ci called out: “Tian Wu?”

Tian Wu, who happened to be on duty tonight, saluted: “This subordinate is here!”

“What ‘subordinate’.” Tie Ci said irritably. “How many assassins? Where did they appear? Are there accomplices?”

“Reporting to Your Highness, just one person! Originally he was darting about in the square. Our men routinely shot arrows to drive him away, but not only couldn’t we hit him, he kept getting closer. Just now he suddenly appeared ten zhang from the eastern palace wall…” Suddenly a whistle sounded, and he turned his head to listen: “Your Highness, now he’s at the western side!”

Tie Ci: “…An assassin gets on the wall but doesn’t jump in, instead running back and forth on the wall – what’s he doing!”

Tian Wu: “Right! Why?”

The two turned around to see a human figure suddenly appear on the high palace wall. From afar, the form looked tall and slender, holding something in his hands. Below, a crowd of soldiers chased and shot arrows. Arrows whooshed down and stuck halfway up the palace wall. Some threw grappling hooks trying to scale the wall. The person on the wall reached into the bag he was holding for projectiles, striking with one “ow!” after another.

Watching these movements and gestures from afar, Tie Ci suddenly began supporting her forehead.

Seeing his soldiers knocked into a heap of sorry states, Tian Wu angrily rushed back shouting orders: “Open the arrow tower crossbow machines!”

Someone received the order and left to command the arrow tower guards to operate the crossbows.

Tie Ci: “Don’t!”

But Tian Wu had already gone far. A flare shot out, and the arrow tower guards began loading strings. The crossbow machines creaked continuously as arrowheads slowly turned toward the figure on the wall.

Helplessly, Tie Ci had to move forward. Duan Yande grabbed her sleeve: “Your Highness, where are you going!”

Tie Ci said: “To see someone.”

“Your Highness must not. Your Highness’s precious body must not rashly enter dangerous places…”

“…And have a tryst.”

“…ous pla… what?”

Tie Ci sighed, brushed away Old Duan’s hand, and with a leap was already on the palace wall. As soon as she mounted the wall, everyone cried out in alarm. The squad leader responsible for the crossbow machines in the arrow tower whipped his head around.

Just then he saw the arrow tower guard with a full-drawn string, wooden mallet poised to strike down hard.

The squad leader let out a howl and pounced on the other man, knocking him off balance. The wooden mallet went askew and struck his own thigh, also producing a howl.

The crossbow machine shook from the impact, humming as a streak of light shot forth, flashing to the palace wall in an instant.

The next moment, under everyone’s heart-stopping gaze, it brushed past Tie Ci’s side. The violent wind lifted Tie Ci’s robes mid-air, which flapped against the face of the person beside her with a whoosh.

The man with his face covered calmly spat out a plum pit without hurry.

From when this heavy crossbow giant arrow that could pierce three bulls and shatter mountain stones was loaded to when it brushed past them, he never once looked up.

Tie Ci irritably pulled her robe off his face, revealing that incomparably serene face in the moonlight.

Half a day apart and he was already causing trouble!

Below, crowds surged like a tide with all kinds of shouts. Everyone’s hearts nearly burst from fear. The big shots watching from afar had weak knees.

That moment earlier, they almost thought the Crown Princess of the Great Qian dynasty would become the first person shot dead by her own palace’s corner tower crossbow.

Now wiping away sweat and looking at each other in bewilderment, they couldn’t understand at all.

Why did the Crown Princess suddenly risk running up the palace wall?

The Crown Princess seemed to know the other person?

Ah, not just know – they seemed very familiar. What was that person doing, feeding things into the Crown Princess’s mouth? Poison?

Oh my, the Crown Princess tilted her neck back and swallowed that “poison”!

Oh my, the two actually sat down on the palace wall!

That tall, fat guy from the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards – a commissioner, right? Heard he was the Crown Princess’s classmate? He ran over cheerfully and dispersed all the people making noise below.

That guy called Tian Wu, right? Why was he even greeting that assassin up there?

The group of big shots stopped leaving too, standing under the palace wall looking up with eyes sparkling with gossip light.

Oh my, shoulder to shoulder, head to head – what’s this, enjoying the scenery on the palace city wall?

Where couldn’t they enjoy scenery? Crane Garden with flying cranes, Yu Garden spread with gold, Maple Garden dyed red, Eastern Mountain bright with moon – countless famous sights large and small in the capital. If not those, couldn’t they enjoy scenery anywhere in the imperial garden? Why this bare palace wall?

Young people’s preferences these days are truly peculiar.

Goodness gracious, that fellow even carried a bundle, which he spread open right there on the palace wall, taking out one item after another… food?

Too far to see clearly, the big shots took a few quick steps and caught various lingering fragrances drifting down from the wall on the wind.

The big shots touched their bellies, which were singing in duet.

They’d sat in the imperial study for several hours, drinking cup after cup of tea. The Crown Princess was really too stingy, not even knowing to grant them a midnight snack.

Yet she ran up to this palace wall to eat her midnight snack!

The big shots resentfully looked up while Tian Wu approached, indicating the earlier alarm was false and that the Crown Princess now had some private business, ordering him to politely escort the ministers out of the palace.

Zhu Yi looked up, thinking of the delicious food from a certain someone that he’d tasted at Shanyin Tower last time. He swallowed and said wistfully: “I’m hungry and have no strength to walk.”

Tian Wu: “…”

Qi Ling looked up, vaguely guessing who this was, his eyes shooting fire as he said through gritted teeth: “The imperial family has no private affairs. I bear responsibility for guarding inside and outside the palace city. We’ll wait for the Crown Princess to finish her private business before leaving!”

He Zi looked up, stroking his beard meaningfully: “I am the Crown Princess’s teacher after all. What, does she plan to eat alone?”

Minister Gu glanced up, thinking not bad – Tie Ci finally had someone who wanted her, saving him from always thinking that if really no one wanted her, he’d have to fill the gap with Xiao Xiao.

The Crown Princess wouldn’t come torment his son anymore, and Xiao Xiao probably wouldn’t have to constantly organize the Crown Princess’s room either. Now they could finally discuss marriage.

Minister of Justice Jiang had little contact with the Crown Princess ordinarily and wasn’t clear on the situation. He poked his colleague’s sleeve and whispered: “Old Gu, what play is this?”

Minister Gu said without changing expression: “The play of lovers meeting secretly on palace walls at midnight.”

Minister Jiang was shocked. He didn’t like gossip and was behind on news, immediately saying: “Then what about General Qi’s beloved son? And your son also seems to have something with the Crown Princess…”

General Qi immediately turned around, killing him with his gaze.

Minister Gu said: “What are you talking about? My son is just the Crown Princess’s clothing organizer.”

Having received orders to escort people out, Tian Wu saw this group of big shots with their gossip fires and greedy hearts burning fiercely, none planning to leave. He wasn’t hurried either, standing in place scratching his head with a silly grin, lining up with the big shots to stare up at the palace wall and swallow saliva.

On the palace wall, Tie Ci ate the midnight snack that Murong Yi had gone to great lengths to bring by breaking into the palace at night, feeling like she had eyes boring into her back.

The gazes shooting from behind felt substantial, making it truly difficult to swallow.

Tie Ci nudged Murong Yi.

Murong Yi moved aside a bit and picked up a xiaolongbao: “Ah—”

Below, He Zi and Zhu Yi said: “Indeed, deleting this brat from Compassionate Heart Chronicles was right.”

Thinking of the various rare books his bookstore had received over this past half year, and considering there were still many rare books not yet delivered, Zhu Yi said against his conscience: “Perhaps he didn’t see us.”

He Zi glanced at him and said neither yin nor yang: “Oh, a few broken books turned a perfectly good person into a demon’s accomplice.”

Zhu Yi was dumbfounded, never expecting Master to catch this weakness.

He Zi sighed deeply: “Having rare books but not telling me – truly my disciples are all ungrateful traitors.”

This hit Zhu Yi’s soft spot. He immediately bowed his head in shame, no longer daring to aid the tiger.

On the palace wall, Tie Ci helplessly ate the xiaolongbao and sighed: “Dear, though you dislike that pile below, they are still my important ministers and teachers. Give them some face?”

Murong Yi said coldly: “It’s exactly this bunch of old goods occupying you and not letting go. They delayed our date – do you know how long I waited for you at the palace gates?”

Tie Ci coaxed him: “Sorry, sorry. I got so absorbed in discussing business that I forgot we had plans. Besides, I wasn’t sure what that gesture you made when leaving meant. Didn’t we just part ways?”

“Nonsense!” Murong Yi said seriously. “Clearly it’s been an autumn since we last met!”

One day apart feels like three autumns. He’d waited in this square for several hours – wasn’t that one autumn? Rounded up, that was a whole year.

Tie Ci absolutely wouldn’t oppose someone being stubborn. She immediately raised her hands in surrender: “Right, right, right – long time no see. I missed you to death. Come here, give me a kiss!”

Saying this, she quickly leaned over toward Murong Yi and gave him a peck.

She deliberately used the angle to block the view from below, figuring once she appeased Murong Yi it would be over. Otherwise, if this madman climbed the palace walls every night, how could they live?

Below, the big shots all stretched their necks long like meerkats.

Chapter 465: Villains Die from Talking Too Much
He Zi watched and reached into his bosom to pull out a pair of spectacles and put them on.

Zhu Yi had wanted to reach for spectacles several times but didn’t dare, fearing Master would scold him for being undignified in his old age. Now seeing Master take the lead, he quickly pulled out an exquisite pair of small glasses and put them on.

These glasses were also tribute from Murong Yi.

Duan Yande rubbed his eyes and muttered to Qi Ling beside him: “What was the Crown Princess just… doing?”

Qi Ling was a military man with excellent eyesight, but he deeply regretted having good eyes. He said irritably: “Swatting mosquitoes!”

Duan Yande glanced at the capital’s early winter night that was about to frost over.

Minister Gu sat in zen-like meditation, seeing as if not seeing, thinking that indeed he had been too naive back then. The Crown Princess was fundamentally a little rascal. Fortunately she and Xiao Xiao hadn’t caught each other’s eye – if that had really happened, how could Xiao Xiao have handled her?

Just that one peck earlier would have scared Xiao Xiao into falling off the city wall.

Minister Gu silently crossed himself in his heart.

He calculated that he still needed to find someone honest for Xiao Xiao.

But thinking again, someone as honest as Xiao Xiao wouldn’t work either. Two honest children – who would take initiative?

Minister Gu imagined the wedding night – two honest children lying stiffly on the bed, maintaining a safe distance of one chi, neither daring to make the first move, waiting for children to jump out on their own.

Minister Gu’s scalp tingled.

This way, the Crown Princess’s personality was actually quite good.

With her type, the fat grandsons he could hold might be produced much earlier.

The minister’s mind wandered thousands of li, thinking left and right, worrying himself to pieces.

The only one not in the loop was Minister of Justice Jiang. The Minister of Justice, who wasn’t very familiar with anyone, looked left and right, truly not knowing what play this was.

In the middle of the night, someone broke into the palace walls.

Such a shocking event, and no one reported it inside the palace.

Crossbows were deployed, yet the Crown Princess herself climbed onto the palace wall.

Still no one reported to the palace interior. He even saw that Commissioner Tian leading people to the guard house to sleep.

Countless big shots present, none saying a word. Even General Qi, who was in charge of palace defense, paid no attention, all just staring up.

His eyesight was poor and he had no glasses, so he could only see two blurry figures. But the fragrance drifting down from above was truly torturous.

Climbing palace walls in the middle of the night to eat midnight snacks in front of this group of them – what play was this?

Having read for many years, he’d also read about nation-destroying enchantresses in unofficial histories, but no matter how favored or how they caused chaos, none were like this.

Never mind anything else – what exactly did their wise and mighty Crown Princess just do on that palace wall?

Minister Jiang felt he was about to not recognize this world.

On the palace wall, Murong Yi stood up, clasped his hands behind his back and walked a circle on the wall top, saying to the guards below who were watching him eagerly: “Come, remember this face – you’ll be seeing it often! Crossbows are precious, don’t shoot at every turn. Today when I entered the palace you shot crossbows, but next time you’ll have to carry me in with an eight-bearer sedan chair, understand?”

Saying this, he looked at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci crossed her arms and smiled: “Are you willingly becoming a wife?”

Murong Yi just smiled: “These are all empty titles. As long as I get the real benefits from having you.”

Below, He Zi vaguely heard this and frowned, covering his ears.

Couldn’t listen.

Until finally on the palace wall, Tie Ci managed to appease Murong Yi, took away the food box he’d brought, came down from the palace wall, and gave the pastries inside to each of the hungry big shots.

Only then did the endless resentment slightly subside.

While eating crystal buns, He Zi said to Tie Ci: “Knowing beauty and admiring youth – Your Highness choosing this person without fear of death, we as ministers can’t say much. But considering we’re old and frail and can’t withstand much torment, could he climb the palace walls a few times less?”

Duan Yande: “Your Highness, exclusive favor in the pepper chamber has never been a blessing for the imperial family.”

Qi Ling: “Your Highness, do you still remember Qi Yuansi, who ate sand and drank wind for you in the Hanli Khan desert!”

Tie Ci smiled apologetically while escorting several people out the palace gates, nodding frequently.

Only Minister Jiang remained bewildered, chewing his golden melon pastry in confusion, following them out the palace gates in confusion, looking up in confusion at that tall figure above. It wasn’t until he got into his own carriage in confusion that he remembered to ask his colleagues: “After all this talk, who exactly is that person? So arrogant!”

Minister Gu: “An enemy nation’s heir with absolutely no sense of position.”

Qi Ling: “A wall-digger!”

Zhu Yi: “A little hoodlum!”

He Zi: “A nation-destroying enchantress!”

…

With great difficulty, she sent away the big shots and appeased Murong Yi, promising to invite him into the palace to play after a while, finally coaxing him away.

Murong Yi looked like he was also very busy. On one hand, the net cast over the Xiao family was about to be drawn in. On the other hand, he said he was working on his and Tie Ci’s love nest.

According to him, this love nest had to be the best in the capital. From site selection to architecture to design to every flower, grass, stone, and pavilion inside, everything had to be particular. It must balance beauty and safety, becoming a safe house and dwelling place for him and Tie Ci, necessarily a thousand times better than Tie Ci’s imperial palace.

Tie Ci only instructed the spendthrift not to waste money randomly – they would inherit 9,999½ rooms in the future, so why bleed money themselves?

When Tie Ci returned to the palace, Chi Xue reported to her that whether it was the Emperor’s or Noble Consort Jing’s bath water, or those rouge and powder cosmetics, all were non-toxic.

Chi Xue herself understood medical principles and had also shown them to A’kou, who also concluded they were non-toxic.

Duanmu had gone somewhere unknown. Chi Xue left the agreed secret signal requesting a meeting when convenient.

But he wasn’t really a Mei tribe member, and regarding toxicology, he might not be as expert as A’kou. Tie Ci felt reassured.

Late at night, she went to bed to regulate her breathing, carefully circulating her true qi along her meridians.

Ever since discovering her teleportation wasn’t smooth and hearing Rong Pu’s advice, she’d been very careful not to give herself another chance to activate her innate abilities. As she gradually absorbed Chi Fengli’s true power for her own use and her martial prowess gradually maxed out, there were no longer many people in this world who could threaten her life. With her innate abilities and combat experience, even if she encountered Duanmu now, she could run if she couldn’t win.

As her own strength gradually grew, her power reached its peak, enemies were either defeated or about to be defeated, and even the originally seemingly insurmountable emotional problems and opposing identities seemed to pose no problem under Murong Yi’s indifferent attitude and her own gradual arrangements. In just two short years, everything she had struggled and scraped by for over the previous ten years seemed to have been crushed under her feet. She only needed to step on enemy corpses and loser ruins to walk up step by step.

But somehow, in this deep palace quiet night, in this newly renovated and even more magnificent Ruixiang Palace, at this most secure and safe time and place for her in this imperial palace, her heart suddenly surged with emptiness and inexplicable anxiety.

It seemed too smooth.

So much so that she, accustomed to hardships, was becoming uneasy about this easily grasped victory.

But thinking back carefully on this journey, it hadn’t been smooth at all – countless traps, heavy malice. Any misstep anywhere would have meant eternal damnation.

Thinking this way, her heart calmed somewhat. She closed her eyes to focus on breathing regulation.

Suddenly there was knocking outside. She heard from afar the little eunuch answering the door. Soon Little Bug’s voice sounded outside: “Your Highness, are you asleep?”

“What matter?”

“The Cabinet sent a clerk to deliver today’s memorials awaiting approval.”

Tie Ci was stunned.

Chi Xue, who slept on the outer couch, got up and said softly: “I inquired earlier – His Majesty is very diligent in government, ordering memorials sent to Chongming Palace three times daily – morning, noon, and evening. This should be the time for the last batch of documents, but I don’t know why they were sent to you.”

She went out, returning after a while to say: “The Cabinet says before Your Highness went to Yannan, documents were always reviewed by Your Highness. Now that Your Highness has returned, this merely follows old precedent.”

This was true. Previously when Tie Yan first gained power, he wasn’t as familiar with political affairs as Tie Ci and trusted her abilities. He always liked asking Tie Ci’s opinions. Finding this troublesome over time, he ordered memorials from various places to be sent to Tie Ci first for review. Truly important ones would then be selected by the Cabinet for group discussion and his final decision.

But after Tie Ci returned today, no memorials had been delivered, and Tie Ci didn’t mind. First, she’d just returned. Second, during her half-year in Yannan, Father Emperor had gradually gotten the hang of government affairs. While in Yannan, she’d heard the Cabinet was now very obedient, consulting the imperial will on all matters large and small, keeping Father Emperor quite busy.

Since Father Emperor could handle things himself without needing her interference, that was fine too.

Only sending them this late at night…

She asked again: “Is this His Majesty’s meaning?”

If Father Emperor needed her to share his burdens, that would be fine too.

The answer came from outside: “His Majesty naturally knows of this.”

Only then did Tie Ci say: “Bring them in.”

Dan Shuang came in to light lamps, complaining a bit: “You just returned…”

But Chi Xue said: “The Cabinet’s attitude is actually a good thing.”

This meant currently no one in the Cabinet was acting as a check, and they were increasingly wary of the imperial father and daughter.

Tie Ci nodded, sat properly at her desk, opened the memorials, and worked overtime through the night.

At this moment, lights were still on in Chongming Palace.

Tie Yan sat on his couch wearing a cloak, glanced at the Western clock on the stand, and said in surprise: “Why haven’t today’s documents been delivered yet?”

His personal attendant took orders to go inquire. After quite a while, he returned with a somewhat uneasy expression.

Tie Yan: “What is it?”

The attendant hesitated before saying: “The night-duty clerk at the Cabinet said tonight’s documents were all sent to Ruixiang Palace.”

Tie Yan was stunned. After thinking, he said: “Go to Ruixiang Palace and see, bring some pastries.”

The attendant took orders and left. Arriving at Ruixiang Palace, he saw bright lights and servant girls coming and going constantly.

Even the surrounding palace quarters were brightly lit, the entire Eastern Palace area showing a lively, prosperous atmosphere in this cold, quiet night.

The attendant turned back to look at the dark and gloomy section that was Chongming Palace.

This year, due to drought in Zhongzhou and additional military expenses allocated to reinforce Yongping’s army for defending Liaodong in the north, finances were somewhat strained. The palace first reduced expenditures. His Majesty led by example – when staying up late reviewing documents, he wouldn’t bear to light a few extra candles, often straining his eyes until they were red.

The Internal Affairs Bureau had previously said His Majesty wanted to economize, so at night they practically wanted to extinguish all palace lights. Now that the Crown Princess had returned, they immediately became attentive.

He went in to deliver pastries and indeed saw the main hall with Tie Ci’s desk piled high with memorials. He respectfully presented the pastries, conveyed the Emperor’s greetings, and asked Her Highness to rest early and not overwork herself.

Tie Ci stopped writing, looked up and smiled: “I am a military person and don’t feel tired. But seeing Father Emperor looking somewhat haggard upon my return, I imagine it’s from this half-year of toil. Since that’s the case, now that I’ve returned, naturally I can’t let Father Emperor be tired anymore. Please tell Father Emperor on my behalf that for all matters large and small, your son-minister can bear much more. Please ask Father Emperor to take better care of his health.”

The attendant heard this and sighed inwardly, thinking that no matter how deep the affection between this imperial father and daughter, when facing the intoxicating power that drives people mad, they still wouldn’t yield an inch.

Always under such high-sounding banners too.

But he dared not show any of this on his face, smiled in acknowledgment, and withdrew.

Returning to tell Tie Yan, he saw Tie Yan listen with a smile, showing not a trace of dissatisfaction. He sighed again inwardly at imperial composure. Finally seeing Tie Yan’s completely unconcerned manner as he prepared for bed, while helping the Emperor remove his shoes, he couldn’t help saying: “When this old slave went to Ruixiang Palace earlier, the lights were very bright all along the way. In the past, insufficient lighting at night made one afraid to walk night roads. Now it’s good – the Crown Princess has returned.”

He stopped here, secretly observing the Emperor’s expression. He saw Tie Yan pause his movements and stare blankly for a moment, then smile: “Yes, A’ci has returned. The palace has become lively.”

The attendant couldn’t tell if these words were sincere or false, and didn’t dare speculate. But at this moment, Tie Yan turned to look at him and said: “A’ci used to often say strange things to me. There’s one sentence I remember clearly.”

The attendant flattered: “What Your Highness says must all be golden words. I wonder if this old slave has the fortune to hear them.”

Tie Yan said slowly: “Villains die from talking too much.”

The attendant: “…”

Chapter 466: Observation, Listening, Inquiry, and Palpation
For that one moment, he was bewildered, and it took quite a while before he reacted. His back suddenly broke out in a cold sweat, and he lowered his head to kneel.

Tie Yan pulled him back up.

The Emperor seemed to have just casually said that sentence, still speaking carelessly: “You old thing, what are you doing? Your knees went soft before you’ve even reached that age? Quickly lower the curtains, I’m tired.”

The eunuch hurriedly tucked in the corners of his bedding, lowered the golden hooks, and tiptoed out.

After leaving the sleeping chamber, he touched the cold sweat on his back. Standing under the eaves, he pondered for a long while but still couldn’t figure out what the Emperor’s attitude had been just now.

He had served by the Emperor’s side for many years. The puppet emperor of the past had one appearance, and the current Emperor didn’t seem to have changed much, but how could someone who had been a puppet for years, suddenly freed and regaining great power with his status and mindset completely overturned, still be the same as before?

He waited for a while, making sure Tie Yan was sound asleep inside, before leaving the palace gates. After turning a corner, someone was waiting for him in the shadows.

The other person was a secretary from the Inner Cabinet, specifically responsible for delivering memorials to His Majesty’s Crown Princess. When His Majesty had inquired about where the memorials went earlier, this secretary had come specifically to explain.

The eunuch stopped and told him everything that had happened earlier in detail, every sentence, every word.

After listening, the secretary said nothing, only silently handed over a money pouch, which the eunuch skillfully accepted.

The eunuch returned to Chongming Palace, and the secretary also returned to the Inner Cabinet duty room. By lamplight, he hastily wrote a letter and gave it to his companion who served in the front court. The companion went to the palace gates, found a familiar night-duty guard, and handed over the letter.

The next morning at dawn, someone entered through the side gate of the Rong residence. Before long, this letter was placed on Rong Luchuan’s study desk.

Withered fingers picked up the letter, casually glanced at it, and casually tossed it into the nearby brazier.

Turning to the advisor beside him, he smiled: “The fish seems to have taken the bait.”

The advisor said: “Congratulations, Master.”

Rong Luchuan smiled and shook his head. The advisor said softly: “Master said this plan could only be used when the Crown Princess had just returned to the palace, and would only be effective at this moment. After that, what does Master plan to do…?”

“Plan? I have no plans.” Rong Luchuan stood up, put on his official hat, and prepared for court.

The advisor looked confused.

“Why must there be plans? The Iron family’s target isn’t me anyway.” Rong Luchuan said indifferently, “The Rong family has always only wanted self-preservation, maintaining our status without decline, ensuring family continuity. Whether the Xiao family falls or not is fine, as long as when they fall, they don’t crush the Rong family’s feet.”

He walked forward, and the advisor carefully moved aside to make way.

Outside the window, the sky was overcast, as if always gathering for snow.

Rong Luchuan stopped at the threshold, didn’t turn back, and said softly: “Remember, court politics is like medicine – observation, listening, inquiry, and palpation come first. All affairs, personnel movements, rumors and gossip, spider silk traces and horse tracks – collect them all in your heart, only then can you glimpse where the root problem lies, whether to nourish the essence, strengthen the foundation, extract poison, or attack directly. What medicine to use, you must first see how severe the illness is.”

The advisor asked: “What if there’s no illness?”

“People eat grains, and politics comes from many sources. How could there be no illness?” Rong Luchuan got into the warm sedan that had been waiting, turned his head with a sneer, “If needed, even when there’s no illness, make it sick. Last night and today, wasn’t that exactly it?”

…

Tie Ci only slept at the ugly hour that night. The next day there was no grand court assembly, but she still couldn’t sleep in, because at the mao hour the Inner Cabinet sent memorials over. Tie Ci thought that her father could sleep in today, and cheerfully accepted the task.

In Chongming Palace, Tie Yan had awakened early, after all, rising early each day to review memorials had become a habit. The palace servants outside the sleeping chamber had already prepared to serve the Emperor’s morning routine, but today Tie Yan didn’t get up quickly. After quietly listening to the sounds of Chongming Palace for a while and confirming there were no urgent footsteps of Inner Cabinet officials delivering memorials as there were every morning, he closed his eyes again.

His personal eunuch quietly walked along the covered corridor, waving his hand to signal everyone to withdraw.

Chongming Palace emerged from the recent bustle and returned to the quietude of two years ago.

The Emperor, who didn’t need to rise early, slept in. After getting up, he also acted contrary to his usual routine and didn’t summon important ministers for discussions. But the movements of the important ministers quickly spread throughout the palace, saying that early in the morning, Chief Minister Rong had entered the palace, bringing the Inner Cabinet’s Grand Secretaries to Ruixiang Hall to meet with the Crown Princess for discussions.

When Tie Yan heard about this, he had just gotten up. Upon hearing this, he stretched lazily and said nothing.

Ciren Palace was also very quiet, and this quietude had begun after Tie Ci’s last return to the capital.

When Tie Ci had just gone to Yannan, there had been a few small disturbances in the palace, but because the Emperor’s and Noble Consort Jing’s palaces were heavily guarded, they hadn’t succeeded. These small actions all vaguely pointed toward Ciren Palace. Since then, Tie Yan simply used the excuse that the Empress Dowager was ill to seal Ciren Palace, not allowing anyone from Ciren Palace to enter or exit. Xiao Liheng naturally protested and requested to visit the Empress Dowager, but now all the scholars in the court and even the entire capital followed He Zi’s lead. He Zi struck first, publicly declaring that the Empress Dowager had fallen ill from anger due to her natal family’s improper conduct, and if the Xiao family still cared even a bit about the Empress Dowager, they shouldn’t disturb her peaceful recovery.

With such a huge hat of filial piety pressed down, the Xiao family could only stop outside the inner palace.

The Empress Dowager was also surprisingly well-behaved. After several failed attempts at probing, she seemed to have given up.

At this moment, she was sitting at her dressing table personally doing her hair, not having called in the hairdressing palace maids. After all, with such long days, trapped in this small acre of Ciren Palace, if she didn’t find something to do herself, she’d grow moldy from boredom.

She combed her long hair stroke by stroke. At her age, she still had hair as black as clouds. After all, in her time, she had been famous throughout the six palaces for being good at maintaining her appearance and dressing well, deeply beloved by the late Emperor. With this skill, she had stubbornly outlasted many concubines younger than herself.

The comb fell from the crown of her head and glided smoothly down. The Empress Dowager looked down at the table surface. Sunlight came through the gaps in the window lattice, divided by the window frame into grid-like sections on the table like prison bars. She knew that when it moved from the first bar to the last bar, this day would be almost over.

This year was almost over too.

She suddenly threw down the comb, stood up, and walked outside.

A layer of faint black hair had fallen on the floor, and her long skirt hem swept over it.

She stood under the covered corridor, looking through layer upon layer of palace gates at the tightly closed main gate of Ciren Palace.

This gate would not open, only a small door at the side gate that a person couldn’t crawl through remained open for passing out miscellaneous items and bringing in meals.

Like a dog hole.

At the dog hole entrance, there was a full squad of the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards standing watch day and night.

Ostensibly to protect the Empress Dowager, but the Empress Dowager knew they even carried crossbows on their backs.

She believed they would shoot and kill anyone or anything that crossed over the walls of Ciren Palace.

Including herself.

These vicious dogs, carrying Tie Ci’s orders in their hearts, and her nominally good granddaughter would never give up any chance to kill her.

When Tie Ci left Yannan, the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards had just seized control of the palace prohibition using the spring examination incident. Initially, they rotated guard duty in the rear palace together with the Baize Guard, and she had infiltrated the Baize Guard over many years – many of them were her people.

At that time, she could still sleep peacefully, but that old dog Xia Houchun, using the Crown Princess’s authority and Di Yiwei’s help, first organized a grand military competition, using the Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Camp elites that Di Yiwei had left in the capital to injure many palace guard leaders belonging to the Xiao family faction. Then he used this opportunity to purge and replace officers under the pretext that the Baize Guard was incompetent, arranging Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Camp elites into the defenses inside and outside the imperial city, occupying important middle-level positions. The Baize Guard was also largely replaced.

After that came scattered reassignments, personnel re-screening and supplementation. After several rounds, there were almost no Xiao family people left among the palace guards.

After changing the guards came changing the servants in each palace. This time it was people from Ruixiang Hall working together with Tie Ci’s childhood friend Gu Xiaoxiao, using various pretexts to replace almost all the palace maids in her Ciren Palace.

Only the people close to her, whom she had brought from her natal family, couldn’t be touched without suitable reasons. Her close attendants could only speak and act cautiously, not even daring to take large steps when walking, fearing that one careless moment would give someone cause to seize upon, and from then on they’d have to leave Ciren Palace.

Although her close attendants were still there, without all those minor pawns, conducting business became extremely inconvenient.

More terrifyingly, even with Tie Ci not in the capital, her eyes were always watching the palace prohibition. She and her dogs never gave up the idea of killing her.

Her food had been poisoned, she had encountered assassins three times – she hadn’t gone anywhere in the palace, yet assassins came running toward her, and the Nine Guards who normally wouldn’t even blink while guarding the gates were nowhere to be found that day.

If not for Sang Tang’s presence, if not for her having every meal sent to Sang Tang first, she probably would have died long ago.

But those days, those sleepless days and nights of fear and terror, still broke her down.

She climbed up Caixing Tower, the highest point in Ciren Palace, holding a torch, crying and making a scene about burning down the palace, finally forcing the Emperor to rush over in haste.

The main gate of Ciren Palace, which had been closed for two months, finally opened. Inside the palace was confinement, outside was freedom.

The Emperor stood on that dividing line. Now, the one with freedom to come and go was him, and the one who had become a puppet was herself.

Before climbing the tower, she had forced herself to stay awake for two solid nights, making herself look utterly haggard, so that when the Emperor saw her, he was beyond shocked.

For the first time, she abandoned her dignity as Empress Dowager, hugged the Emperor’s legs and wept bitterly. She begged him to consider their past nurturing relationship and simply grant her death, rather than leave her to suffer day and night in this hellish Ciren Palace, enduring daily fear and threats of death.

The Emperor couldn’t believe it.

Seeing the Emperor’s expression, she knew that indeed Tie Ci had been doing these things behind the Emperor’s back.

She was a wolf that had lurked for years, with poisonous claws and fangs, striking once to take a life.

She fed the remaining poisoned food to cats and dogs, and a ground full of dead cats and dogs made Tie Yan’s eyes fill with shock.

She showed Tie Yan the palace wall that had been pierced by an assassin’s sword. She knelt at the Emperor’s feet, tearfully recounting the warm moments they had shared as mother and son, remembering how she had protected him when he was bullied by favored concubines, apologizing for being led astray by the Xiao family’s greed, and swearing to be well-behaved from now on.

She told him that in all those previous years, she had indeed done wrong, but she had never thought of taking the lives of the Emperor and Tie Ci, otherwise the father and daughter could not have remained safe until now.

Why must His Majesty insist on matricide, without fearing that history’s brush would be sharp as a knife?

That afternoon of weeping exhausted all her strength and wisdom. In the end, although the Emperor didn’t agree to open Ciren Palace or withdraw the guards, he promised not to harm her life.

After that, indeed, there was no more poisoning, and no more assassins.

Life seemed to return to tranquility, but the fire in her heart kept burning.

She would never forget that day on Caixing Tower, the humiliation of crying and begging for mercy at Tie Yan’s feet.

The Empress Dowager’s gaze slowly fell on the corner of the wall, where there was a water channel. Palace maids were pouring rouge-tinted wash water into it, and the water would swell with a greasy apricot-red color.

She withdrew her gaze. Though there was no movement, cold air pressed from behind.

She knew that Sang Tang had emerged from his ice house.

She turned back into the hall, Sang Tang following behind her, their two shadows long and winding across the threshold.

Behind her, he said in a hoarse voice: “I had another dream last night.”

“I dreamed he was walking in a jungle, surrounded by countless venomous snakes and fierce beasts. He sat in a tree combing his hair, his hair had grown long, like a black river flowing down from the giant tree… I want to go find him, to this place full of trees and poisonous beasts.”

The Empress Dowager whirled around.

For an instant, her eyes were filled with terror.

No, he couldn’t!

Even her voice became shrill: “It’s just a dream, how can you take it seriously!”

Sang Tang said: “But I’ve waited too long. Every time you say you’ve heard news, but every time we can’t find him… He’s dead, isn’t he?”

“How could he be dead?” The Empress Dowager took a breath and said gently, “He was the strongest among you all back then. With his abilities, what force in this world could kill him?”

Sang Tang smiled coldly, pointing to his own heart: “You haven’t seen that kind of thing, so don’t say such words. I’m not much weaker than him, but if not for my heart growing crooked, I would have died long ago.”

“You’re lying to me, aren’t you? You’ve been lying to me all along…” Sang Tang said, “Chi Fengli is dead, Guihai Sheng is dead. They escaped with their lives back then, lived in remote coastal regions, never emerged for their entire lives, spending a lifetime healing their wounds. In the end, they still died. One died by lightning, one hid in fire.”

“No… no… How can the Guihai couple compare to you? They would die, but you didn’t die, so Duanmu definitely won’t die…”

“Even if he doesn’t die, he’s probably like the Guihai couple and me, shrunk in some place unable to move… Then you can’t find him, and I’m shrunk here with you, so how can we meet again in this lifetime? Or even if we do meet, he probably wouldn’t want to see me like this, cowering in a woman’s rear palace, being a woman’s hired muscle to survive, never seeing daylight, living like a dog…”

A trace of weariness appeared between Sang Tang’s brows.

Originally, he had pinned his hopes on this woman who possessed the greatest power in the world to help him find him.

But many years had passed, hope arising again and again, disappointment again and again.

Later, when he saw Pingzong and moved into the ice house she made, he could finally look at the light of this world.

Pingzong would occasionally come to see him, reinforcing his ice house. Sitting inside, he thought for a long time.

He thought of Pingzong saying that before Chi Fengli died, his eyes shone with longing for freedom.

He found it ridiculous.

How did the Three Madmen and Five Emperors who once dominated the world all end up living like dogs, desperately clinging to life?

When disappointment came again, he suddenly thought, let it be so.

Leave this place.

Walk in sunlight, travel through mountains and rivers to find him. If one day he died on the journey, at least he would die under sunlight, in the heavenly wind, die on the road searching for him.

Better than shrinking in a corner for life, never seeing old friends, never seeing sunlight.

“I’m leaving.” Sang Tang said wearily, “Take care of yourself.”

“Don’t!” The Empress Dowager grabbed his sleeve in terror, “Don’t you want your life! Can you even get out!”

Sang Tang raised his hand. Sunlight fell on his nearly transparent fingertips. He said: “What I fear has never been death.”

“But if you leave, you’ll truly never have hope of seeing him again!”

“There was never any hope to begin with, was there?” Sang Tang said indifferently, “Now I hope to die under sunlight.”

His sleeve suddenly slipped from the Empress Dowager’s tightly gripping fingers, and in the next instant he was already floating on the roof like a black cloud.

The Empress Dowager knelt in despair on the cold cloud-patterned brick floor, her fingers clawing tight into the cracks between floor tiles. Her heart beat too urgently, she used too much force, her nails split without her knowing.

She only knew that if she didn’t keep him, she would truly be finished.

The black cloud moved slightly.

“He’s in Yannan! He’s in Yannan!”

The black cloud stopped, but then Sang Tang laughed mockingly, “You’ve said he was in Yannan before, but we didn’t find him. You’ve also said he was in Jiusui, in Yongliang, in Liaodong… You just point to wherever is remote, right!”

“This time it’s true, truly in Yannan!” The Empress Dowager’s nails were about to split, her throat about to split too.

“Fine, then I’ll go to Yannan to find him.” Sang Tang said, “Someone mocked me, saying that a dignified grandmaster still needs help to find people. I think what she said makes perfect sense.”

“You won’t find him!”

Sang Tang’s eyes suddenly turned fierce as they looked down.

“He’s already been secretly murdered by Tie Ci!”

…

**Author’s Note**: Medical diagnostic techniques – observation (looking), listening (hearing sounds), inquiry (asking questions), and palpation (feeling pulse/touching). This refers to the traditional Chinese medicine approach to diagnosis, which Rong Luchuan uses as a metaphor for political intelligence gathering and analysis.

Chapter 467: The Sovereign Cannot Be Deceived
Evening clouds carried twilight hanging beneath the flying eaves of the nine-tiered palace towers, and in the sunset, the scattered sounds of golden bells were clear and distant.

At dusk, the palace servants of Chongming Palace, who had been desolate all day, welcomed their first visitor of the day.

Noble Consort Jing brought several palace attendants to deliver dinner she had personally prepared for His Majesty.

A full day of tranquility made the Chongming Palace servants, who had been busy for most of the year, quite unaccustomed to it. They feared this unease might spread to the Emperor and trigger some unpleasant emotions, so they all very diligently welcomed Noble Consort Jing inside.

When the Emperor heard the eunuch’s report and was still hesitating whether to let her in, Noble Consort Jing’s footsteps had already reached the hall steps.

Tie Yan simply let it be.

Over the past half year, Noble Consort Jing had often come to request audiences with him. Tie Yan understood this as missing their daughter and seeking comfort. His heart couldn’t bear it, so whenever he wasn’t too busy, he would let her stay for a while.

After all, the previous troubles had been resolved, and she was the Crown Princess’s birth mother – the proper respect should still be given.

Even a few times, whether in rain or snow, or when the atmosphere was particularly good with subtle fragrances floating, it actually stirred his rarely moved emotions. Behind deep gauze curtains with dragon and beast incense burning, he had kept her overnight.

Afterward, each time he saw Noble Consort Jing leaving with a rosy face and hopeful expression, his heart would inexplicably feel annoyed.

Once, Noble Consort Jing actually made little baby things in front of him. He thought she was making them for some relative, but thinking carefully, she had no relatives in the capital.

Until Noble Consort Jing, full of expectation yet subtly, spoke to him about how wonderful it would be if A’ci could have a little brother…

He didn’t let her finish, flew into a rage, and drove her out.

Before Tie Ci returned, Noble Consort Jing had been unable to see him for quite some time.

Later, reflecting in the middle of the night, he felt he had been excessive. Noble Consort Jing was just a consort, lonely in the deep palace – besides wanting the emperor’s favor and children, what else could she want?

And A’ci had never been very close to her.

Just as Tie Ci returned, using this opportunity, he had given both of them a way down from their awkward situation.

He couldn’t let Tie Ci see the embarrassment between her parents.

Fortunately, Noble Consort Jing had no memory for grudges. When he gave her the steps down, she would never sulk. Not only did she cheerfully descend, but she also started coming to his place again.

Tie Yan felt lazy in his heart and body. Seeing her arrive, he was also too lazy to drive her away, otherwise if word reached Tie Ci’s ears, it would inevitably cause unease.

Now with storms approaching and great events imminent, it was better not to add to the chaos.

At the table, Noble Consort Jing was gently attentive, her red sleeves adding soup.

Fire basins were lit in the hall, the red furnace facing the fire, warm fragrance endless.

At night, fine small hail seemed to fall, pattering delicately on the mica windows with tinkling sounds.

This buried the shallow moans and gasps deep within the heavy curtains.

…

Several days later, Tie Ci received the ten selected candidates who had already arrived in the capital at Ruixiang Hall.

Except for those predetermined few who went directly to the Inner Cabinet, the remaining ones were to be chosen by her father emperor. Tie Ci was uneasy and personally summoned them for instructions.

Jian Xi changed into blue female official robes, following Chi Xue step by step, walking on the mirror-bright floors of Ruixiang Hall.

She looked down at her reflection on the floor, but couldn’t help lifting the corners of her eyes slightly to see Her Highness the Crown Princess sitting behind the desk at the far end of the great hall, reading memorials.

Different from the Crown Princess they had seen at the academy, who dressed simply and had an approachable manner, the person sitting behind the desk wore long robes with jade belt, brows lowered and eyes downcast, her fingers holding the memorial snow-white, naturally emanating an air of noble elegance.

Yet she wore no crown, casually using a writing brush to pin up her black hair as a hairpin.

Within the dignity and nobility flowed a casual and carefree elegance.

The majestic and splendid great hall, the imperial palace at the political center of Great Qian, endowed its occupant with incomparable nobility. But she dwelling within showed no arrogance, her smiling gaze that looked over was heart-stirring.

Jian Xi knelt down with sincere admiration, thanking heaven and the person before her for giving her the opportunity to come here and do the best thing she could do in this lifetime.

Tie Ci looked at her – her conduct was measured without showing fear, and nodded with satisfaction.

She knew that Jian Xi appeared timid but was actually resolute, someone who could shoulder responsibilities.

Among the group, except for Fang Huai’an who was somewhat habitually restrained, the twins and Qi You all maintained natural attitudes. Chu Xingbai’s injury hadn’t healed and he had his arm in a sling. He first thanked Her Highness for helping find the culprit that day, then said that Director Rong was making every effort to pursue the criminal and would report as soon as there was news.

Tie Ci knew the other side had acted very cleanly, and it would be difficult to find clues quickly. Her people were also investigating. She nodded and let the group go to Chongming Palace.

Soon, word came from there saying they had kept the Chu brothers.

Tie Ci inquired about the situation in detail. The eunuch said: “Among the several secretaries who went, His Majesty actually liked them all very much. He originally wanted to keep Secretary Chu and Secretary Qi, but considering that the twins are inseparable like glue, he finally chose the twins. His Majesty said the twins were outstanding in both talent and appearance, and being twins who were both so excellent would be a good story to tell. When receiving foreign envoys, it would also be something to boast about.”

Tie Ci laughed, not surprised by this choice.

In the end, Fang Huai’an became an Inner Cabinet secretary, responsible for organizing internal and external memorials and writing summaries. Qi You became an Inner Cabinet runner, specifically responsible for carrying memorials and documents between the Inner Cabinet and Chongming Palace and Ruixiang Hall, with authority to enter and exit the palace prohibition. Jian Xi remained by Tie Ci’s side as a female secretary in charge of ink and documents. The Chu brothers, Chu Xingbai and Bai Xingchu, received Inner Cabinet runner positions, specializing in serving the Emperor’s writing materials.

Everyone settled into their positions and performed well. The court’s relationship with the major academies became closer as a result, and Tie Ci was very satisfied.

After several days like this, Tie Yan caught a slight cold, and several important ministers entered the palace to visit His Majesty.

When they entered, they saw Tie Ci coming out. As she descended the steps, she received a towel from a eunuch and wiped the medicine stains from her hands – clearly she had personally attended to his medicine. The Imperial Physician was standing nearby, slightly bowing as he reported the Emperor’s pulse diagnosis to her.

Seeing the old ministers enter, Tie Ci raised her hand to indicate they need not bow, listened seriously as the Imperial Physician finished speaking, nodded, instructed them to take good care of the Emperor, then hurried away.

The cabinet ministers bowed to see her off.

Since Tie Ci returned from Yannan, her authority had grown daily. These important ministers who used to maintain some airs when meeting her now trembled with caution in her presence, not daring to make any mistakes.

Duan Yande gazed at the Crown Princess’s retreating figure and sighed: “The Crown Princess is truly most sincere and filial.”

The cabinet ministers all agreed, while Xiao Liheng smiled faintly without speaking.

He had restrained himself considerably over the past half year, first claiming illness for a long time, then when he did attend court, acting as if he cared about nothing.

Not only did he act this way himself, but he also restrained the Xiao family proteges and children in court, everyone keeping quiet and shrinking back, even the Censorate hadn’t attacked anyone recently.

The cabinet ministers understood – the net the Crown Princess had cast against the Xiao family was tightening step by step. After losing Xiao Chang and Xiao Bi’an in succession, having the capital’s internal and external defenses purged, chaos in their homeland, and Xiao Xueya refusing to acknowledge the family, the Xiao family had almost no capital left to oppose Her Highness.

However, the Xiao family was skilled in commerce, with properties throughout the nation. Using their years of power, they controlled many important economic lifelines of the country. Xiao Liheng had threatened the Crown Princess with this very point back then, and now they wondered if the Crown Princess had preparations for this.

But from how the Crown Princess discussed plans in great detail yet never mentioned economic consequences, she should have arrangements for this too.

The cabinet ministers calculated in their hearts while secretly admiring Old Xiao – to be able to continue working as if nothing happened at such a time showed real endurance.

But thinking again, in their position at such a time, they too would have to attend court properly, fearing the Crown Princess might catch some fault.

The important ministers imagined the situation and sighed inwardly – offending the Crown Princess made life difficult indeed.

Or perhaps Old Xiao still thought his previous threats were effective and could still protect his family’s safety?

With turbulent thoughts but calm expressions, the group went in to visit Tie Yan. Seeing that Tie Yan only had a common cold with no serious problem, they all felt relieved.

Not daring to disturb His Majesty’s rest too much, they sat briefly before taking their leave. Chief Minister Rong rose last, moving rather slowly. Tie Yan looked at him and suddenly said: “Chief Minister, please stay a moment longer.”

Rong Luchuan smiled and turned to bow.

After everyone else left, Rong Luchuan sat by the couch, tucked in the Emperor’s blanket corners, and smiled: “The weather has turned cold recently with impending snow. Your Majesty should take care of your dragon body. Fortunately the Crown Princess has returned. Whatever troubles Your Majesty has, just entrust them to the Crown Princess. Your Majesty may rest assured – we old ministers will certainly assist Her Highness with all our strength, just as we serve Your Majesty.”

Tie Yan gazed at him, smiled slightly and said: “I have the same intention.”

Rong Luchuan smiled and said he wouldn’t disturb His Majesty’s rest, slowly rising.

But he heard Tie Yan say behind him: “Since such is the intention, naturally it must be in black and white to count.”

Rong Luchuan turned back.

He saw Tie Yan take out a silk scroll from the hidden box beside the couch.

Yellow satin with jade axis, giant silver dragons on both sides, with auspicious clouds and cranes embroidered subtly.

The highest level imperial edict.

Rong Luchuan’s expression stiffened slightly as he slowly knelt and received the edict Tie Yan handed him.

Tie Yan said: “Chief Minister, please open it and take a look.”

Rong Luchuan was silent for a while, then slowly opened the edict and glanced at it.

On his usually expressionless face with deep wrinkles, unmoved by eight winds, now only his eyebrow twitched slightly as he said: “Your Majesty is in the prime of life, why do you have thoughts of abdication?”

Tie Yan said: “My daughter Tie Ci is intelligent, virtuous, and exceptionally capable. Having such a daughter, I should entrust the realm to her early so I can enjoy leisure sooner.”

“If Your Majesty abdicates in your prime years, it might cause the people to misunderstand the Crown Princess. This minister believes the Crown Princess will certainly firmly decline to accept, and asks Your Majesty to think more for the Crown Princess.”

Tie Yan gazed at him and smiled: “I have thought of this. Chief Minister, there are too many scheming people in this world. No matter what one does, there will be gossip and improper ambitions. I don’t want to become hideous in such gossip, nor do I want those around me to become manipulators of gossip, becoming even more hideous.”

This time Rong Luchuan’s eye corner also twitched.

For that moment, he still maintained his unmovable appearance, yet somehow gave the impression he had suddenly been slapped.

And by someone he thought would never slap him.

“The most difficult thing to see through in this world is the human heart, and the simplest is also the human heart.” Tie Yan said, “Chief Minister, please go. I trust the Crown Princess – she can resolve all difficulties and disputes, and be a good master to all of you. I believe she will be stronger than I am, will stand atop these nine-tiered palace towers, overlooking the vast realm. All the ancestors of the Iron Dynasty will ultimately be proud of her.”

Rong Luchuan remained silent for a long time, then slowly prostrated himself: “This minister also believes it to be so.”

Tie Yan smiled and waved his hand: “There’s no rush to announce the edict. Please take it to the Imperial Ancestral Temple and announce it after reporting to the ancestors. There’s no need to tell the Crown Princess too early either. Before then, the Inner Cabinet and Ministry of Rites should begin preparing for the abdication ceremony.”

“This minister receives the edict.”

Rong Luchuan carried the imperial edict and slowly rose, his movements even slower than before.

Tie Yan suddenly added: “Since I plan to abdicate, naturally I should leave the Crown Princess opportunities to show grace. Looking around, your grandson has outstanding talent and will surely be of great use in the future. What does the Chief Minister think?”

Rong Luchuan’s hand trembled slightly.

During imperial succession, the old emperor would often demote a batch of favored important ministers so the new emperor could restore them, giving the new emperor opportunities to show grace and thus gain devoted future support.

The Emperor meant to demote Rong Pu.

But Rong Pu wasn’t even an important minister yet, having just established his footing at Yueli Academy. If he left, others might pluck the fruits of his labor. Moreover, since this was a demotion, the act had to be convincing – suffering was inevitable.

How could Rong Pu’s frail constitution endure such suffering?

And he knew perfectly well that the Emperor’s talk of showing grace was just an excuse – this was actually using his sickly legitimate grandson to threaten him.

This demotion might be permanent.

He might even lose his life.

Before today, Rong Luchuan might not have believed the Emperor could be so ruthless. After all, he had watched Tie Yan as a puppet for so many years that his impression was deeply ingrained.

But after today, he dared not think so anymore.

Ultimately, this was just punishment, forcing him to make a choice.

He lowered his eyes and said softly: “Your Majesty, Rong Pu has no real position in court, no achievements, and cannot bear such great responsibility. If Your Majesty permits, this old minister is willing to be the pioneer, helping Her Highness in ‘paying a thousand gold for horse bones.'”

Tie Yan said indifferently: “Demote the Chief Minister without cause? The dynasty has no such precedent, and I cannot bear the responsibility. Besides, the Chief Minister is nearly seventy years old. Even if you were to be restored in the future, I fear you couldn’t wait that long.”

“This minister is nearly seventy, aged and frail with many ailments, already struggling to bear court duties.” Rong Luchuan bowed deeply, “Please permit this old minister to request retirement.”

The hall was very quiet.

One could barely hear anyone breathing.

After a long time, Tie Yan heard the Emperor say: “Granted.”

Rong Luchuan closed his eyes.

“This minister thanks Your Majesty’s grace.”

He held the imperial edict and slowly walked out, pushing open the door. Grand Tutor He and Duan Yande, whom he thought had already left, were still there. He Zi stood under the eaves with his hands behind his back without looking back, while Duan Yande looked at him with some pity.

Duan Yande said: “We waited here to accompany the Chief Minister in delivering the edict to the Imperial Ancestral Temple.”

Rong Luchuan gripped the imperial edict tightly. At this moment, he suddenly remembered something Rong Pu had said to him in their residence after an argument.

“Grandfather, you’ve had a successful career and long held great power, naturally you’re a first-class intelligent person and manipulator. But even so, you cannot underestimate the people of the world.”

“His Majesty and Her Highness are not rulers who can be deceived. His Majesty and Her Highness also have deep father-daughter affection, incomparable to ordinary imperial family members.”

“If you underestimate them and attempt to manipulate power schemes before them, one day you will surely face backlash.”

…

Chapter 468: Coercion
The scene that occurred in Chongming Palace did not reach Tie Ci.

Tie Ci would not place spies in her father emperor’s palace, and there were no attendants serving in the hall that day.

After Rong Luchuan, He Zi and the others left, that very night, a eunuch in Chongming Palace fell ill and was moved out.

Because someone had fallen ill, Chongming Palace conducted a thorough inspection and moved out all those suspected of contagion.

Tie Ci was still working around the clock. The memorials in front of her piled mountain-high, then disappeared without trace.

The entire staff of Ruixiang Hall was also working overtime – Jian Xi’s dark circles could practically hang to the ground.

During a break from overtime work that night, Tie Ci suddenly heard rustling sounds outside. She rose from the couch and opened the window, only to discover it was snowing.

The capital’s first snow came silently and soundlessly. The sky overhead was like an abyss, countless uniquely shaped snowflakes drifting down from the depths, spinning winds carrying the fragrance of early plum blossoms and the cold of chaotic snow. In an instant, it lightly covered the bright yellow glazed tiles. The deep red palace walls became even more vivid in color, while the three palaces, six courtyards, and seventy-two pavilions turned white early along their paths. All things seemed frozen in this moment.

Under the first snow of the capital, countless flames rose from the earth.

Twenty-third year of Shun’an, third day of the eleventh month: After thirteen court deliberations, a resolution was finally passed to cancel the Directorate of Ceremonial’s authority to review memorials in red ink. All internal and external memorials would be submitted to the Inner Cabinet, which would draft responses for Ruixiang Hall’s final decision.

Twenty-third year of Shun’an, sixth day of the eleventh month: Li Gui, former Seal-Holding Eunuch of the Directorate of Ceremonial, was stripped of office and imprisoned for crimes of dereliction of duty, bribery, land enclosure, seizing family property, and corrupting the palace. He died in prison three days later.

Twenty-third year of Shun’an, seventh day of the eleventh month: For disrespecting His Majesty, Prince Zhao was rebuked in court and ordered to guard the imperial mausoleum for three years.

Twenty-third year of Shun’an, eleventh day of the eleventh month: The second branch of the Dongming Xiao clan accused the main and fourth branches of oppressing and murdering brothers, along with various illegal activities. Xiao Wen, a daughter of distant Xiao family relatives, testified, exposing how the Xiao family used charity halls as a front to sell orphans for medical experiments. The next day, several small corpses were excavated beneath the charity hall, and a list of orphans sold by the Xiao family was discovered. When these heinous crimes were exposed, they immediately caused an uproar. Public outrage boiled over, demanding severe punishment for the Dongming Xiao clan. The following day, urgent orders from the capital commanded that all Xiao family members involved in the case be immediately arrested and brought to the capital for trial by the Ministry of Justice.

Twenty-third year of Shun’an, nineteenth day of the eleventh month: News arrived that during transport to the capital, the Dongming Xiao clan had attempted to resist, ambushing the escorting officers with hidden private troops. Due to the officers’ preparedness, they failed to succeed. In the ensuing battle, seven Xiao clan members died and twelve were wounded. The captured Xiao family members afterward loudly protested their innocence, claiming the Blood Cavalry had violated orders by leaving Yongping to ambush them. Unfortunately, no one paid attention.

Twenty-third year of Shun’an, twentieth day of the eleventh month: Censor Fang Nayan of the Censorate presented a memorial at the grand court assembly, directly targeting Grand Secretary Xiao Liheng of the Wenyuan Pavilion, listing seventeen crimes including collaborating with enemies, usurping power, forging edicts, leaking secrets, forming factions, pursuing private gain, exceeding protocol, violating regulations, and competing with the people for profit. The court and countryside were shaken. That day, censors and Xiao faction officials emerged in full force, denouncing Fang Nayan for fabricating charges and spreading alarmist rhetoric. Fang Nayan debated the assembled officials with fearless expression, even cutting off one of his fingers in the hall to show he would rather spill blood in the palace than share the same hall with this treacherous minister.

The severed finger rolled to Xiao Liheng’s feet. Xiao Liheng’s face turned ashen.

Simultaneously, over a thousand students from the Imperial Academy staged a sit-in at the palace gates, protesting treacherous ministers monopolizing power and misleading the country, demanding severe punishment for the Xiao clan who acted perversely and disrupted court order.

That day, the Emperor ordered Xiao Liheng suspended from duty pending investigation.

Twenty-third year of Shun’an, twenty-second day of the eleventh month: Thirteen officials were imprisoned, all officials involved in the Xiao family’s orphan-selling list. Additional crimes of bribery and hiring assassins were discovered among these people.

Twenty-third year of Shun’an, twenty-third day of the eleventh month: An official from the Ministry of Personnel voluntarily surrendered to the Ministry of Justice, confessing to bribing examination officials to buy test questions during the Dingyu year spring examinations, and identifying others who cheated in the same examination.

Twenty-third year of Shun’an, twenty-seventh day of the eleventh month: The Five Military Commandery received orders to go to the Xiao family mansion to arrest Xiao Bixing and Xiao Chen. One was Xiao Liheng’s nephew, the other his second son. The former was suspected of being responsible for colluding with various capital officials in the charity hall case and was implicated by these officials. The latter served as Left Vice Minister of Personnel and had been deputy chief examiner during the Dingyu spring examinations, suspected of the grave crime of leaking test questions.

From early November until now, the encirclement of the Xiao family had gradually moved from distant to near, from peripheral to close family. When the blade pointed toward direct Xiao family descendants, it was finally approaching the moment of complete exposure.

That day, the Five Military Commandery dispatched three thousand elite troops to the Xiao residence to arrest people, prepared for a hard assault.

Three thousand men completely surrounded the vast Xiao family compound. Without even climbing a tower, one could see the high spears erected outside the courtyard.

Inside the courtyard, wailing shook the heavens. The family members of Xiao Bixing and Xiao Chen knelt outside Xiao Liheng’s study door, kowtowing continuously.

The door to Xiao Liheng’s study was tightly closed, with faint roaring sounds vaguely covered by the crying.

Inside the study, Xiao Liheng sat behind his desk with eyes tightly closed, seemingly fondling something in his hand.

Xiao Bixing knelt before his desk, tears streaming, saying miserably: “Uncle, if the Xiao family doesn’t act to save itself, we’re truly finished!”

Xiao Liheng didn’t open his eyes, gently shaking his head.

Xiao Chen had a violent temper. He suddenly smashed a flower vase and roared: “Endure! Endure! From when Li Gui got into trouble, we advised you to act while there was still time. You said endure. Now the army surrounds our mansion to arrest Bixing and me. We’re just the first and second – as long as the Xiao mansion gates open today and we’re taken away, there will be a second, a third, and everyone else! Father! We can’t endure anymore! Tie Ci won’t spare us!”

“Uncle! Even if Achen and I are taken today, when they come for you tomorrow or the day after, when they come for the Old Dowager, will you continue to endure!”

“Father, we still have many officials, still have merchants and banks sufficient to shake the capital. Even if you don’t act, you can negotiate with the Crown Princess, just like when the Crown Princess returned from her training. Why do you always keep your hands tied, retreating step by step, allowing others to slaughter us? If you’ve lost your courage, we can still flee! We have three thousand household guards, we have preparations along the route. We can take the waterway up to Qingzhou and go to sea from there!”

“Uncle!”

Xiao Liheng slowly opened his eyes, shook his head, and said softly: “No, the time hasn’t come yet.”

Xiao Chen roared and punched the ground. Xiao Bixing wept tears streaming down his face and collapsed on the ground in despair.

“Why, why…”

“Because I want more than you do. I don’t want to live desperately, don’t want to withdraw from court, don’t want the family to fall into decline, don’t want to flee overseas forever.” Xiao Liheng said, “We still have a chance. As long as this opportunity comes, all evil consequences won’t occur, all oppression will leave us. But before then, we must endure, must wait.”

“What chance! What chance! Everyone back home is dead, enemies are at our doorstep, we’re about to be dragged out and killed, and we’re still waiting – waiting for someone to dig a big pit and throw our entire Xiao family into it!”

Xiao Bixing wept and choked: “Uncle, whose bewitchment have you listened to? Our Xiao family was originally first in court. We’ve been weakened like this by the Crown Princess – who still has the ability to overturn the situation? How do we know this isn’t a psychological strategy set by the Crown Princess to trick our Xiao family into surrendering without resistance?”

“Stop talking, go out.”

“Father!”

“Uncle!”

“Where can we go – to the Ministry of Justice prison!”

The corner of Xiao Liheng’s mouth twitched slightly. After a long moment, he said hoarsely: “Even if you go, I’ll have people look after you. Endure for a few days, and you’ll be able to come out…”

Xiao Chen suddenly stood up, laughed coldly, and without a word, kicked open the door and left.

Xiao Bixing wiped his face, kowtowed once, then turned and left as well.

The room returned to deathly silence. After a long time, Xiao Liheng slowly opened his eyes.

Throughout the entire argument, his thumb had been gently fondling something in his palm.

As if that small piece could give him the confidence and determination to persist.

A slight gap appeared between his fingers and palm, faintly revealing a lustrous yellow gleam.

When Xiao Bixing and Xiao Chen burst through the door, everyone around quickly avoided them, afraid of touching bad luck.

But one figure emerged from behind the flower bushes, looking at the tightly closed study door with puzzled eyes.

After a moment, this blue-clothed, small-capped figure departed, returning to his servant quarters.

He spread out paper and brush on the wooden table and began writing carefully.

After another moment, a pigeon flew over the servant quarters’ roof ridge into the blue sky.

Outside the gate, a deputy commander of the Five Military Commandery looked coldly at the tightly closed Xiao mansion gate and said coldly: “Shout to those inside – if people don’t come out after one quarter-hour, we’ll have to go in ourselves!”

…

In the rear courtyard of the Xiao residence, chaos also reigned.

No lamps were lit in the room, making it rather dim. The young woman sitting in the shadows gazed distantly at the half-open window as continuous crying and running sounds came through.

Suddenly great wailing arose in the courtyard, accompanied by urgent footsteps and someone crying out: “The Second Madam has fainted!”

The Second Madam was her aunt, the wife of her second uncle Xiao Chen.

Soon came another commotion of crowds, heading toward her courtyard.

Xiao Wenliu slowly stood up and straightened her skirt.

The crowd swept over like wind, the curtain at the door constantly swaying from the wind stirred by passing skirts, creating undulating light and shadow.

Lan Xian had been standing by the window, watching the crowd in the courtyard, and said coldly: “The Old Dowager is coming with almost all the women of the mansion… Miss, I’ll go block them.”

“No need.” Xiao Wenliu said, “This is the Old Dowager’s first time coming to my courtyard – how can I not welcome her?”

Lan Xian wanted to speak but stopped, saying nothing more, and stood beside her.

Someone lifted the curtain, and the Xiao Old Dowager entered.

The others remained in the courtyard.

Xiao Wenliu performed proper greetings. The Xiao Old Dowager sat on the couch and silently observed her for a while.

The curtain had been lowered and the outer door closed. The Xiao Old Dowager looked at Lan Xian, who kept her eyes downcast as if she hadn’t seen.

The Xiao Old Dowager had come to ask for help and could only give up, beckoning to Xiao Wenliu.

“Come sit.”

Xiao Wenliu silently sat beside her.

“These past days the mansion has been chaotic. Though we brought you back, we haven’t been able to look after you much. Are you settling in well?”

“Thank you, Grandmother, for thinking of Wenliu during such times and bringing Wenliu back from Prince Zhao’s mansion.”

“Their whole family is going to guard the imperial mausoleum – that desolate cold place. Why should a daughter of the Xiao family accompany them in suffering?”

Xiao Wenliu paused slightly and said: “When you marry a rooster follow the rooster, when you marry a dog follow the dog. Wenliu was actually prepared.”

“No matter whom you marry, you are ultimately still a daughter of my Xiao family.”

Lan Xian suddenly lifted her eyes, but Xiao Wenliu still kept her head lowered.

The aged, withered hand gently covered the white, tender hand, grasping those slender, lustrous fingers and examining them carefully. The Xiao Old Dowager’s tone seemed gentle and sentimental, yet carried the chill of light snow.

“You are a daughter of the Xiao family. For over ten years, you enjoyed all the wealth and glory the Xiao family gave you. Your marriage was also a high marriage, achieving the exalted position of imperial consort that women throughout the realm dream of. Now, it’s time for you to repay.”

Xiao Wenliu raised her head. This once carefree young woman still had skin delicate as jade magnolia, but her eyes were like old plum blossoms that had endured countless winds and frosts.

“Grandmother, what do you want Wenliu to repay?”

The Xiao Old Dowager examined her carefully and stroked her cheek.

“Go see the Crown Princess, go beg her, beg for the family, beg her to show mercy. The Xiao family is willing to resign from office and return to our hometown, never again involving ourselves in government affairs, only asking to spare the lives of all the old and young in our family.”

Xiao Wenliu was silent for a long moment, then slowly stood and said: “Alright, I’ll go beg.”

But the Xiao Old Dowager grasped her hand again.

“Don’t rush, Liu’er. I have other words to instruct you.”

Xiao Wenliu suddenly felt something smooth and cold appear in her palm. She looked up sharply.

The Xiao Old Dowager still gripped her hand tightly, staring fixedly into her eyes: “Have your people withdraw. I have more to instruct you!”

A long silence.

Lan Xian secretly clenched her fists.

After a long moment.

Xiao Wenliu: “Go out.”

“Miss!”

“Go out.”

Lan Xian bit her teeth, bowed, and withdrew, standing straight outside the curtain.

The Xiao Old Dowager pushed the small bottle further into Xiao Wenliu’s palm and said: “Colorless and odorless. Hide it in your fingernails. When you weep and plead, she will certainly go to help you up… Liu’er, you should know what to do.”

Chapter 469: No Regrets
“…Why?”

“Liu’er, you shouldn’t ask such a foolish question.”

Xiao Wenliu fell silent.

Yes.

She shouldn’t ask.

Everyone knew that begging the Crown Princess to show mercy at this moment was simply a joke.

The game of those in power uses the world as their board and the court as their chessboard. Once the game has begun, how could there be any withdrawal?

She was merely a small encounter on the Crown Princess’s path of training. Even if she had shown slight kindness to the Crown Princess, using that kindness to seek repayment could at most save her own life.

Originally, she didn’t want to do this thing of using kindness to seek repayment, but as grandmother said, the Xiao family had birthed and raised her – she couldn’t be completely ungrateful.

If they wanted her to go, she would go. She wouldn’t say anything, only thinking that perhaps in this lifetime, she could see the Crown Princess once more.

But it turned out…

It turned out she was that Jing Ke, going to assassinate the king on the high palace throne.

No one cared about the fate of blood and flesh dragged before the hall.

The Xiao Old Dowager still gripped her hand tightly. She felt a slight stinging pain in her palm – it should be scratched by grandmother’s long fingernails.

She had been silent too long. The Xiao Old Dowager’s expression changed slightly, but she never let go.

Suddenly someone in the courtyard wailed: “Young Madam, this aunt kowtows to you here!”

With a “crack,” the window opened. Xiao Wenliu turned back to see her second aunt in plain clothes, kneeling in the muddy courtyard, kowtowing toward the room.

Behind her was Xiao Bixing’s wife, her eldest sister-in-law, who was crying so hard she was about to faint. Her whole body prostrated on the ground, trembling fingers digging into the cracks between the blue stone bricks.

Everyone in the courtyard looked at her with heartbreaking grief.

At this moment, Xiao Wenliu suddenly wanted to laugh.

She wanted to laugh and also wanted to cry.

Or perhaps she also wanted to cry out loudly, to spill this burning heart from her chest.

Suddenly someone hurried over and with a “slam” closed the window again.

It was Lan Xian.

This time, Xiao Wenliu really did laugh.

The bright young woman’s first nearly sorrowful smile of her life was like the flower that remained fragrant longest on the branch, yet was the first to suffer winter wind’s punishment.

She said softly: “I respectfully follow grandmother’s instructions.”

The Xiao Old Dowager’s whole body seemed to relax.

For an instant, tears blurred her eyes.

She choked: “…My child, grandmother is extremely reluctant to have you undertake this dangerous task. It’s truly a matter of family survival, life and death… If grandmother could go, grandmother would go in your place! But don’t worry, the Xiao family still has some people in the palace. As long as you succeed, someone will naturally come to meet you and quickly escort you out of the palace… As long as Tie Ci dies, the Xiao family will be fine. Protecting you is still achievable…”

The corners of Xiao Wenliu’s lips curved up slightly.

“Grandmother is truly good to Wenliu.”

The Xiao Old Dowager tearfully stroked her face: “My child, you are my most beloved granddaughter…”

Xiao Wenliu slightly turned her face away.

The Xiao Old Dowager’s hand paused, gently withdrew, stood up, and patted her hand again: “It’s late today. Enter the palace tomorrow. Sleep early.”

Xiao Wenliu bowed to see her off.

The curtain was thrown open, and Lan Xian hurried in, first looking her up and down completely. Finding no injuries, she finally let out a sigh of relief.

Xiao Wenliu didn’t look at her, sitting down wearily: “I want to be quiet for a while. You go out first.”

Lan Xian looked at her for a moment and said: “Yes.”

After she left, Xiao Wenliu opened her palm.

A small white jade bottle with a bit of colorless, odorless liquid inside.

Following grandmother’s instructions, she soaked her fingernails in the liquid.

After soaking for a while, the poison would penetrate the nails. Afterward, just scratching the skin slightly could kill someone.

She watched her fingernails slowly soften in the colorless liquid, then harden again. Taking them out, she held them up to the lantern light under the eaves.

They were still crystal clear like shells, but when turned, they faintly revealed some iridescent colors.

Very beautiful.

In this world, the more beautiful things are, the more poisonous they are.

She sat blankly at her dressing table, not knowing what she was thinking, a gentle smile at the corners of her mouth.

Perhaps it was that first meeting at Yibo Mingyue Tower that year, when that person caught fish and chased ducks on the lake, riding the wind and treading waves with flowing robes and streaming light, and she was instantly struck by that immortal-like demeanor.

Perhaps it was watching the iron flower display in Dongming County, when before the rolling hot molten iron smashing down from the sky, that hand blocked in front of her, pressing firmly at the edge of the molten iron, instantly revealing white bone at the fingertip.

Or perhaps it was watching the long river before Sanbai Dike, chattering to ask for that hairpin, or perhaps the silent welcome before the capital’s city gates, lifting the carriage curtain to exchange a smile.

Or maybe it was the day of the Crown Prince’s birthday, when she and she leaned against the palace hall railings watching fireworks, a bright line ascending to the heavens, armor gleaming toward the sun like golden scales opening.

The rare, unforgettable memories of her life.

That person who was the gentlest and most magnanimous in the world, yet also the most vast and distant – the Xiao family’s eternal enemy.

She had originally wanted to see her once more.

Perhaps when she said in the hall that day that they should never meet again, fate had written her footnote from that moment.

Then, let them never meet again.

Xiao Wenliu smiled slightly, slowly bringing her fingernails toward her lips.

Her eyes rippled like waves, as if she were still that year when she stood beneath Yibo Mingyue Tower, looking up at that youth’s robe hem, her heart moved and spirit swayed, unable to help but put her fingertip in her mouth.

That initial, most beautiful time.

“Bang.” A sound.

The door was burst open, the curtain scattered, someone rushed in and knocked her hand away.

“Miss, what are you doing!”

Xiao Wenliu was knocked backward, her hand hitting the edge of the couch heavily.

The curtain swayed, and another person entered, wearing robes like ice and snow, her face also like ice and snow.

Xiao Wenliu’s eyes widened, not expecting Dan Shuang, the Crown Princess’s head palace maid, to suddenly appear here.

Dan Shuang looked at her, also showing slight pity in her eyes: “Her Highness ordered me to find you.”

Xiao Wenliu’s eyes suddenly brightened.

“Her Highness said you must be in a difficult situation now, so don’t stay with the Xiao family anymore. She told me to escort you out of the capital, has prepared travel money for you – you can go wherever you want. There will be reliable people at the city gates to escort you… Don’t pack belongings, leave now.”

The quick-acting Lan Xian had already carried a small bundle and stood at the door, looking at her hopefully.

Xiao Wenliu looked steadily at Dan Shuang and suddenly laughed.

“Her Highness…”

One sentence unfinished, and no need to continue.

“Let’s go.” Dan Shuang said, “Your courtyard is heavily guarded outside. I can’t stay long.”

Xiao Wenliu sat without moving, pointing at Lan Xian: “Please trouble Sister Dan Shuang to take her away.”

Dan Shuang: “…You won’t leave?”

“My grandmother said something right – I am a person of the Xiao family, in life and death.” Xiao Wenliu said softly, “I cannot assassinate Her Highness for them, but I also won’t abandon them to escape alone at such a time.”

The room was silent, only the sound of accumulated snow on the window lattice that hadn’t melted for long, rustling as it fell.

After a long time, Lan Xian threw the bundle on the couch: “Then forget it.”

Dan Shuang said: “Are you going to defy Her Highness’s will? Or do you want to prevent me from completing my task?”

“Go.” Xiao Wenliu said gently, “Her Highness won’t blame you, because Her Highness won’t disrespect my will.”

Dan Shuang bit her lower lip and glanced outside.

There were faint footsteps approaching – she had to leave.

Finally, she could only say hurriedly: “Her Highness regards you as a close friend and asked me to tell you she’s sorry. But please take care of yourself.”

Xiao Wenliu smiled, still looking like the bright, innocent young woman of old.

“No, Her Highness needn’t apologize to me. She owes me nothing.”

Dan Shuang lowered her head and sighed, then turned around.

The moment she crossed the threshold, Xiao Wenliu behind her extinguished the lamp. She heard her say in the darkness:

“Please tell Her Highness for me.”

“I have never regretted being able to meet Her Highness in this life.”

“May all she sees hereafter be peace, all she loves be attainable, all she seeks have response, may her path be smooth, and the world free of sorrows.”

…

A quarter-hour later, a pigeon landed on the windowsill in front of Ruixiang Hall.

Chi Xue untied the small tube from the pigeon’s foot, took out the cloth strip, and quickly presented it to Tie Ci.

After reading it, Tie Ci said: “No movement. Xiao Liheng stays holed up, hasn’t seen anyone.”

Chi Xue breathed a long sigh of relief.

But Tie Ci frowned.

No movement, no emotion – sometimes that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

She turned to look toward the distance, but all she could see were layers of palace towers.

The courtyard was deep, and human hearts like the sea.

Until the very end, who could see the truth?

…

Half an hour later, Tie Ci heard Dan Shuang’s report.

At this time, she was standing before the huge boxwood screen behind her desk, writing Wei Zheng’s “Memorial to Emperor Taizong on Ten Reflections” stroke by stroke.

This was her recent new habit. With all affairs troubling and myriad complications, the court having three shocks daily, she had also stayed up many nights and inevitably had moments of mental agitation.

Whenever her mind was disturbed, she would put down memorials and come to this screen to take up the brush.

“…This minister has heard: Those who seek a tree’s growth must strengthen its roots; those who desire a stream’s distance must deepen its source; those who think of a nation’s peace must accumulate virtue and righteousness. If the source is not deep yet one hopes for distant flow, if roots are not firm yet one seeks the tree’s growth, if virtue is not thick yet one thinks of national peace – though this minister is foolish, he knows this is impossible, how much more so for the wise and intelligent? When a sovereign bears the weight of the sacred vessel and dwells in the greatness of the realm, he will achieve the ultimate height of heaven and eternally preserve boundless glory. If he does not remember to think of danger in peace, restrain luxury with frugality, if virtue does not dwell in thickness and emotion cannot overcome desire, this is also like cutting roots to seek luxuriant trees, blocking sources while wanting distant flow.”

As Dan Shuang reported, she watched the Crown Princess’s back.

Slender waist like bound silk, long robes touching the ground, one hand holding the brush, one hand behind her back.

The hand holding the brush was still and steady, stroke by stroke, without any hesitation.

The pale yellow halo of the flying crane bronze lamp outlined half her profile. She still looked strong and unmovable, like a mountain of jade – wind could not destroy, filth could not pollute. All the disputes and helplessness, partings and difficulties of this human world were floating dust passing through high sky, scattered in the firmament.

Dan Shuang said no more, bowed, and withdrew.

Tie Ci finished writing the last character “ye” of the first paragraph stroke by stroke.

She slightly lowered her eyes.

Fully inking the brush, she started a new line.

“…Placing mayflies between heaven and earth, like a grain in the vast sea. Lamenting the brevity of my life, envying the endless Yangtze River. Carrying flying immortals to wander freely, embracing the bright moon to end forever. Knowing this cannot be suddenly obtained, I entrust remaining echoes to the sorrowful wind.”

…

Chapter 470: Collapse
On the night of the twenty-seventh day of the eleventh month in the twenty-third year of Shun’an, the gates of the Xiao family mansion opened. Xiao Chen and Xiao Bixing bound themselves and emerged, escorted by three thousand soldiers to the Ministry of Justice prison. The Emperor ordered a joint trial by the Three Judicial Offices.

When the news spread, the court and countryside were shaken.

Therefore, few people noticed that the Crown Princess issued an unprecedented decree to the Xiao mansion, rebuking Prince Zhao’s consort for being an imperial daughter-in-law yet not accompanying Prince Zhao and his son to guard the imperial mausoleum. She was ordered to be immediately escorted to the imperial mausoleum without needing to enter the palace to apologize.

All the women of the Xiao mansion knelt to receive the Crown Princess’s decree. The Xiao Old Dowager, who had already prepared carriages and horses to send Xiao Wenliu to the palace, had to abandon her plan.

On the twenty-ninth day of the eleventh month in the twenty-third year of Shun’an, the Ministry of Revenue and Ministry of Rites hosted this year’s imperial merchant bidding in the capital. The targets included cargo transport rights for several major ports this year, wine business operating rights in the capital, official land sales and tenant farming, salt and iron monopoly trading licenses, palace and six ministries procurement of fabrics, utensils, paper and ink, as well as bridges, lakes, and commercial taxes throughout the realm… various items, too numerous to list.

At this unprecedented scale merchant gathering, there was the wine industry that capital grain merchants competed fiercely for, fertile official lands that the largest fabric merchants were determined to win, and salt taxes and silver taxes affecting social stability that numerous wealthy merchants fought over. During the bidding process, prices kept rising higher and higher, far exceeding previous years. Some people withdrew, while others persisted. When prepared silver wasn’t enough, stewards from the capital’s three major banks stood ready on site. Promissory notes flew like snowflakes until finally, even the three major banks’ financial capacity couldn’t support it. Wanqian Bank, which had recently entered the capital’s commercial circles and was still viewed with wariness by everyone, became everyone’s final lifeline.

Wanqian Bank indeed lived up to its bold name, treating gold like iron and silver like dirt, issuing bank notes lavishly in amounts that were simply staggering. But the issued bank notes still required collateral, and at this point, those major merchants could only mortgage their family properties and shares in family enterprises.

During this bidding, only a few people knew that while the capital’s people remained immersed in court political turmoil, only a few knew that during those days, the Crown Princess barely slept at all. Ruixiang Hall and all officials of the Crown Princess faction constantly watched that smokeless battlefield from afar.

Three days later, the bidding concluded, all deposits were submitted, the dust settled, and Tie Ci, who had been waiting for news in Ruixiang Hall, imperceptibly breathed a sigh of relief.

Chi Xue looked with distress at the Crown Princess’s reddened eyes from staying awake and gently advised her to sleep for a while. Tie Ci agreed, and as she lay down, she thought that Murong Yi must be even more exhausted these past few days. After all, the entire bidding was conducted behind the scenes by him – he was both buyer and banker, having to match wits with many shrewd wealthy merchants, constantly monitoring everyone’s movements, gathering intelligence from within each family, laying groundwork early, planting agents in every target family. Some preparations had even begun at the year’s start… The mental and physical exhaustion involved was unimaginable.

With the Xiao family’s final and most important support pulled out and the last nail planted, they could finally breathe easier afterward. It had been almost a month since they’d met – she should summon him to the palace and properly reward him…

As if she entered dreams the moment she closed her eyes, but she couldn’t see clearly what was in the dream – only vast expanses of red. She seemed to be running, crossing layer upon layer of curtains, yet ahead was always chaos. Suddenly a flash of lightning swept across the sky like a sword, shooting from distance to distance, while beneath her feet bloomed brilliant, tumbling flowers. Someone was crying softly and helplessly, someone’s black cloak flew in rolling wind and snow, someone parted the clouds to look down with a sinister smile, while she looked up to see only the sky crashing down…

She suddenly opened her eyes.

The entire hall was silent, curtains hanging deep, all lights extinguished, while her heart beat like drums and she was drenched in sweat.

She knew she’d had a nightmare.

But this nightmare, the moment she opened her eyes, faded like night mist meeting morning sun.

Only her drumbeat heart told her a nightmare had visited.

Tie Ci sat up and was dazed for a while.

Perhaps it was due to being too exhausted and busy these days.

She suddenly remembered that Duanmu still hadn’t appeared, which was very strange. He was quite eager to learn about his old friend’s whereabouts and should have arrived in the capital even earlier than she did, yet why hadn’t he appeared all this time? Was he detained by something?

However, with the Xiao family’s defeat imminent and the palace prohibition entirely under her control, no matter how strong Sang Tang’s martial abilities, she and Pingzong working together could still fight him. She wasn’t particularly afraid of whatever the Empress Dowager might do.

Tie Ci didn’t fall asleep again that night, reading memorials until dawn.

After daybreak came news that Tianyuan, the capital’s largest bank, suffered a run by crowds and was severely damaged overnight.

It was said that Tianyuan Bank had attempted military speculation, secretly forming an agreement with a general stationed at the nine frontier fortresses. Tianyuan Bank would assist with his military expenses and grain supplies to expand his army and achieve victory in the war against Dayan. In return, after victory, he would provide Tianyuan Bank with the help they needed.

Few people knew that behind Tianyuan Bank was the Xiao family.

After Xiao Chang was killed, Xiao Bi’an committed suicide, Xiao Xueya refused summons, and the military forces operating in the capital were gradually eliminated, the Xiao family’s military influence rapidly weakened, inevitably creating a sense of panic. In this situation, an olive branch extended by a powerful general from the nine frontiers was particularly attractive.

But the Xiao family didn’t know that the so-called nine frontier general was merely Di Yiwei’s disguise. The Yongping Military Commissioner had served in the army for years, guarding the frontier for half his life, and had deep relationships with these nine frontier generals. Creating some false appearances was simple.

The silver that Tianyuan Bank continuously sent went into Di Yiwei’s pocket, then flowed into Tie Ci’s hands, finally becoming the monetary weapon she used against the Xiao family.

The powerful military authority they anticipated, which could turn the tide and help the Xiao family reverse their fortunes, was nothing but an illusion after a deception.

Subsequently, Murong Yi spread news of Tianyuan Bank’s deficit, triggering a run.

The massive entity collapsed with a thunderous crash.

All in the span of a day and night.

When He Zi first saw this plan, he let out a long sigh of amazement in his heart.

…This really was quite unscrupulous.

Another bank still had myriad connections with the Xiao family. These two major banks were originally one of the reasons the Xiao family dared threaten Tie Ci.

This one was attracted by the enormous profits from current Western instruments and spent heavily to purchase a large batch of Western clocks and instruments.

Who knew that during the sea crossing, the ships encountered whirlpools. After struggling to escape, the clocks malfunctioned, resulting in a significant loss.

Another ship carried bone china newly developed by the West. Great Qian had fine porcelain, and Great Qian’s ceramics sold overseas had always been favored by nobles. Because the West had also developed this bone china, which looked finer, whiter, and more delicate, that wealthy merchant believed such porcelain would surely cause competition among wealthy families in Great Qian, so he spent enormous sums to transport a shipload of bone china.

His luck was good – no wind, no waves. Upon reaching the capital, through several tea gatherings and poetry meetings in princely households, it indeed quickly became fashionable, worth a thousand gold per piece.

But just when sales were at their peak, a careless remark by an overseas missionary caused an uproar.

He said bone china was made from cremated ashes.

For a nation that extremely respected death and the deceased, the power of these words was evident.

That day, the sound of smashing porcelain was endless in countless wealthy households.

Bone china immediately became unsaleable and triggered massive compensation claims.

The merchant who couldn’t bear the compensation threw himself into the river, and the bank behind him suffered severe losses.

As for those buying land, they had previously purchased a plot near a key route to the capital. The official land offered this time was adjacent to that plot. If they could acquire it and connect the two, there would be several secret and safe roads between them. Occupying this land would provide the possibility of overlooking and quickly escaping through the capital’s main camp.

Such hidden temptation might mean nothing to others, but for the Xiao family in precarious circumstances, it was no less than a lifeline.

That was something they had to acquire regardless of cost.

Besides this, there was also tax collection procurement. Having the authority to collect commercial taxes would bring countless conveniences – that too couldn’t be abandoned.

The tighter they were pressed, the more they desired. The more they desired, the more they wanted to grasp.

The more they desperately tried to grasp, the more they threw away, and the lower their risk tolerance became.

When ten fingers tried to grab too much, the consequence might be grasping nothing at all.

Economic collapses are all chain reactions. Those high towers took a thousand days to rise, but their destruction was but an instant.

After the two major banks went bankrupt, several wealthy merchant families in the capital controlling grain, fabric, cotton, water supply, transportation, and other essential economic matters changed hands one after another.

Some were taken over by outside wealthy merchants holding high stakes, some saw inconspicuous younger sons rise unexpectedly to power, others directly experienced internal chaos and were seized by allied stewards.

This other war that saw no blood but carried even more deadly intent was entirely planned, arranged, and implemented by Murong Yi single-handedly.

In handling the Xiao family affairs, Tie Ci didn’t share plans. Court matters were entrusted to He Zi; military encirclement, ambush, blockade, and troop arrangements were given to Di Yiwei; winning the commercial war to prevent the Xiao family from strangling economic lifelines and disrupting the capital’s livelihood was entirely delegated to Murong Yi.

All three were people she trusted most. They operated independently without knowing each other’s plans and methods.

Only Tie Ci sat in command at Ruixiang Hall, overseeing the entire situation as the chess player.

This approach had advantages and disadvantages – relatively safe, effortless, and with fewer loopholes, but mutual ignorance of plans could easily lead to one link failing to connect and all previous efforts being wasted. However, it was the strongest test of the leader’s ability and control.

In this encirclement, the most important, most complex and precise, most time-consuming, labor-intensive, and expensive, and most unpredictably turbulent part was the commercial control.

It was also the most inconspicuous.

He Zi and others only roughly figured out the entire plan after the commercial war ended, and they were amazed by the executor.

They also developed a sense of awe.

He Zi carefully reviewed those case files through the night. At dawn, he said to Zhu Yi, whose eyes were equally red from staying awake: “I have two things to instruct you.”

“This disciple listens respectfully.”

“You must remember that Her Highness is not one who can be deceived. Forget your former status as a teacher and respect her forever as you respect me.”

“Yes.”

“You must also remember that Murong Yi has the makings of an ambitious hero. That he can serve as a minister under the Crown Princess for life is Great Qian’s fortune. But should there come a day when he harbors rebellious thoughts, or even shows slight rebellious intent, then regardless of Her Highness’s attitude, regardless of how many rare books you’ve received from Murong Yi, you must kill him immediately.”

“…Master! You just said to respect Her Highness and not disobey!”

“Only in this one matter.”

“…Master.”

“Even if the Crown Princess opposes, even if there are countless obstacles, even if it means your complete destruction.” He Zi said, “Those who achieve merit gain temporary glory, those who maintain integrity achieve eternal accomplishment. When ministers die for loyalty and righteousness, think not of honor or disgrace!”

“…Yes.”

Chapter 471: Golden House to Hide Beauty
On the night when the five great merchant families of Shengdu completely changed hands, the light snow in Shengdu turned into heavy snow.

A single rider galloped through the snow into the palace, the red flag on the knight’s shoulder like a fiery arrow against the pure white expanse, shooting into the heart of this imperial city and the center of the entire realm.

The Ruixiang Palace had just lit its lamps when Tie Ci unfolded the secret message and let out a long sigh of relief.

The messenger was surprisingly Zhao San. As one of the chief managers of Shengdu’s shops, he had been so busy lately that his eye sockets were deeply sunken and his complexion had turned dark and sickly. Even so, he had come in person.

Since Tie Ci’s last hurried return to Shengdu, she had only caught a brief glimpse and hadn’t paid much attention to Zhao San, only remembering that his complexion wasn’t very good. Looking at him now, she was momentarily stunned and said, “Zhao San, you’ve become even thinner than before.”

Zhao San immediately became awkward, stealing a glance at Chi Xue who was standing below the dais smiling at him, and stammered, “Your Highness, I’m fine…”

Seeing that he was speaking to her but his eyes were fixed on Chi Xue, Tie Ci found it amusing and didn’t let him leave. She continued, “I heard you were released by Prince Da’an and were previously under house arrest in Ruzhou. Did you suffer any hardships?”

Zhao San hesitated, glanced at Chi Xue again, then said, “It wasn’t much… there were some lingering effects from illness, but the Young Master personally helped me resolve them during this period. The Young Master…”

He stopped mid-sentence. With Tie Ci’s keen perception, she immediately asked, “What about Murong Yi?”

Zhao San didn’t dare raise his head and said softly, “Nothing. The Young Master is very concerned about Your Highness and told me to take a good look at Your Highness so I could report back to him properly. He also asked me to tell Your Highness that the Xiao Family is doomed for certain, Your Highness can rest assured and shouldn’t overwork yourself. You must eat well and sleep well. Once he’s finished with this busy period, he’ll come to the palace to see Your Highness.”

Tie Ci stared at him and suddenly realized that during this time, her thoughts had been entirely focused on dealing with the Xiao Family, and she had overlooked Murong Yi’s abnormal behavior.

Although Murong Yi needed to orchestrate the disruption of Shengdu’s entire commercial war and was even busier than her, given his nature of daring to climb palace walls if he didn’t see her for a few hours, why hadn’t he thought to find time to see her during this past month?

In the past, he would bring her meals three times a day. Now she hadn’t eaten any pastries or dishes he made for over a month. Today when Zhao San entered the palace to deliver the message, he hadn’t even brought any food?

“What happened?”

Zhao San continued to keep his head down, shaking his head and resolutely refusing to look up.

Tie Ci knew that Zhao San wasn’t like Mu Si – he feared Murong Yi and didn’t dare disobey his instructions.

She turned to Chi Xue and said, “Oh, I almost forgot. General Qi mentioned to me the other day that he has a distant nephew who was just transferred to Shengdu as a garrison commander. He’s young and capable, and happened to see you once and was quite smitten. He asked me through General Qi for your hand in marriage.”

Zhao San’s head shot up abruptly.

Chi Xue suppressed her laughter and bowed her head, saying, “This servant belongs to Your Highness and will follow whatever Your Highness commands.”

Tie Ci nodded, “Then…”

“Your Highness, the Young Master is ill!”

Tie Ci turned to Zhao San. This fellow’s eyes were wide open, and after shouting this, he looked dejected again, saying, “Your Highness, please don’t tell the Young Master it was me who said this, in case…”

“In case you keep hiding things from me again, Chi Xue will be married off,” Tie Ci said. “How did he get sick? What illness? Is it serious? Isn’t he as strong as an ox? I’ve never seen him ill in all this time.”

“It’s all my fault,” Zhao San said quietly. “When the Great Prince released me, I had been poisoned and left with some lingering effects. While the Young Master had to work day and night dealing with the Xiao Family matters, he also had to help me expel the poison and eliminate the root cause every night… The doctor said it’s not too serious, just excessive depletion that requires proper recuperation.”

Tie Ci frowned.

Although things had indeed been pressing day and night recently, and with the added burden of detoxifying Zhao San, Murong Yi’s internal energy was incredibly profound. For him to be excessively depleted showed that Zhao San’s poison was very troublesome.

“What poison did you get?”

“I don’t know… normally I’m like any ordinary person, but when it flares up, it’s like ten thousand ants devouring my heart. I need to take the medicine the Great Prince sent to get relief. But the Young Master won’t let me take it, saying I can’t depend on the Great Prince’s medicine to live forever, saying the Great Prince’s medicine is unknown stuff but definitely has no good intentions… Actually, I’ve said many times that not removing the poison is fine, living a few years less doesn’t matter. I’m just a lowly life – why should the master damage his body for me? What if he also gets infected with my poison? But the Young Master kicked me out with one foot, saying he’s immune to all poisons and has the vitality of a dragon and tiger. He said he doesn’t want someone around him who acts like a madman when the condition flares up – either let him cure it or get lost.”

“Is it cured now?” Tie Ci seemed somewhat distracted.

Zhao San fell silent for a moment.

He felt he couldn’t explain it. His symptoms were indeed lessening, the intervals between flare-ups were getting longer, but the bone-deep agony when it did flare up remained etched in his memory.

He would go mad begging for that medicine, curling up at Murong Yi’s feet and using methods he could never have imagined before to plead and make a scene, causing such disturbances that when he recalled them afterward, he felt like it wasn’t himself at all.

The medicine was sent by the Great Prince time and again, thrown away by Murong Yi time and again in front of him. He would cry, plead, kowtow, bang his head against walls, go mad, even attempt to kill his master, causing bloodstains everywhere. Murong Yi remained unmoved until he was exhausted from the struggle and passed out. When he woke up, he would always see Murong Yi sitting cross-legged behind him, hand pressed against his back, with surging vital energy flowing like a flood, washing over the cluster of itching sensation coiled in his dantian.

Once he had acted too violently and nearly killed someone. Just then, more medicine arrived from Liaodong. Murong Yi threw the medicine into the pond right in front of him. Regardless of the bitter winter cold, he jumped in to retrieve the medicine. Murong Yi’s ferocity was aroused, and he immediately stuffed the medicine into his own mouth and swallowed it right in front of him.

The despair and shock he felt at that moment remained vivid in his memory.

After that, he endured it and stopped making scenes.

Even when his bones felt like they were being gnawed by ants, even when flames burned from his internal organs to the crown of his head, even when the pain made him want to break every bone in his body and tear out his internal organs and scatter them on the ground, he no longer made scenes.

He would tie himself up, stuff cloth in his mouth, and huddle in a corner enduring those dark nights waiting for dawn.

But in the most painful moments, there was always a surging flood in his body, smoothing the turbulent blood flow, the contracting organs, the churning dantian, through the night until dawn.

He didn’t know how much the Young Master had depleted himself, only knowing that on those nights when he thought he would die, he could always come back to life at daybreak.

Opening his eyes and turning his head, he would always see that increasingly pale face.

Whenever that happened, the guilt in his heart would surge like a tide, threatening to drown him.

He and the Young Master had grown up together since childhood. The Young Master was exceptionally gifted with outstanding intelligence, far beyond what he and Mu Si could compare to. They served as his guards, but actually couldn’t really protect him – they were just clerks and errand boys. In fact, all along, he had been the one protecting them.

In the end, he was still a burden to the Young Master.

When he was imprisoned in the jail in Ruzhou, with jailers coming to inject him with something every few days, he didn’t know what fate awaited him and had thought about dying.

But he couldn’t bear to leave the Young Master, couldn’t bear to leave the person who was now standing in the great hall looking at him with concern. He lived on shamefully, not knowing whether such shameful survival would bring misfortune to others.

Zhao San slowly clenched his fingers, his nails digging into his palms.

So many words churned in his heart, but he couldn’t say a single one.

Murong Yi had guessed he would be interrogated, guessed he couldn’t resist Tie Ci, and had said he was allowed to mention that he himself was ill, but nothing else could be said.

If he dared leak even one sentence, he would kill Chi Xue.

Zhao San knew the Young Master dared to do this.

He had no way to resist either of these two people.

He said, “…It’s already cured.”

Tie Ci hummed in acknowledgment, thinking she would summon all the imperial physicians from the Imperial Medical Academy later.

If it was really troublesome and the Imperial Medical Academy couldn’t handle it, she would bring Rong Pu back, regardless of whether he was willing or not.

The side hall of Ruixiang Palace needed to be cleaned out. It wouldn’t look good to have him openly live in the same room, and he would be unhappy about sneaking around in the middle of the night, so she might as well build a revolving wall for convenience.

The courtyard of Ruixiang Palace only had plum blossoms. Murong Yi didn’t like plum blossoms, saying they were pretentious – what good-looking flowers were there to see in the dead of winter? She should either build a greenhouse or bring some potted flowers from the greenhouse at Dianfang Studio.

She would have Chi Xue go open the storeroom right away and select some items he liked to furnish the side hall. People who were recovering needed to be in good spirits.

The court officials would object, but that was fine – she would let Zhu Yi deal with them. The rare books weren’t given for free.

Father Emperor and Mother Consort would be a bit troublesome. Well, she would just say she wanted to have a child.

No matter how displeased Father Emperor was, he wouldn’t push away a chubby grandson.

She thought through a whole bunch of things, arranging the next few months of life and subsequent reactions, then said to Zhao San, “Alright, you can go back now.”

Zhao San was surprised and puzzled, feeling indignant but not daring to speak. But then Tie Ci instructed Chi Xue, “Take people with you and go with Zhao San to bring Young Master Murong into the palace.”

She also instructed Xiao Chongzi, “Summon the Chief Medical Officer of the Imperial Medical Academy and all the physicians on duty.”

Both received their orders. Zhao San’s face immediately brightened.

Watching several people leave the great hall, Tie Ci suddenly stood up and commanded loudly, “Ladies, get moving!”

“What are Your Highness’s instructions?”

“Your Highness, what has made you so happy!”

Tie Ci waved her hand with the grandeur of mountains and rivers, “First clean out the side hall, light the braziers, change to new bedding, open the storeroom to add furnishings – jade items not porcelain, tianhuang stone not bloodstone, red sandalwood not rosewood. Also have the Ministry of Works immediately send me their best craftsmen to build a revolving wall between my bedchamber and the side hall, with orders to complete it within two days.”

The palace servants: “…Your Highness, what are you planning to do?”

Tie Ci: “I’m going to keep a beauty in a golden house!”

…

Less than an hour later, a carriage stopped in front of the palace gates. Zhao San and Chi Xue sat side by side on the driver’s seat. The palace guards hurried forward to greet them. Chi Xue showed the Crown Princess’s token, and the guards quickly bowed, then said, “Carriages cannot be driven into the palace. The Crown Princess has already given orders to send a palanquin to receive the person.”

The palace gates opened wide, and eight eunuchs carried out the purple and gold palanquin exclusively used by the Crown Princess. This had just been brought out from the storeroom and cleaned. In the past, no matter how large the imperial palace was, Tie Ci always walked on her own legs and didn’t like being carried by others.

Zhao San grinned widely and hurriedly lifted the curtain to help Murong Yi out.

The eight eunuchs were newcomers to the palace. When they looked up and saw the bearing of the person standing before the carriage, they were all momentarily stunned.

They thought no wonder the Crown Princess was so doting, going so far as to dig out this unused palanquin.

The palace guards, however, had seen this person before and sneered coldly at the entranced expressions of those eunuchs.

Some people, they thought, had the appearance of gods but the nature of demons.

Murong Yi got off the carriage and, seeing the palanquin, became even more radiant, his beauty so stunning it was almost impossible to look directly at him.

He sat on the palanquin, crossed his legs, and said smugly to the guards above, “Look, isn’t this an eight-bearer palanquin coming to welcome me?”

It happened that today’s palace guard was the same group from that night, including Captain Tian Wu.

Fat Tiger didn’t come down at all, standing on the steps with his hands tucked in his sleeves, saying to a squad leader beside him, “Too bad the Commander has been circling around Commander Di lately and won’t get to see such a grand spectacle.”

“What kind of grand spectacle is this,” the squad leader scoffed.

“You don’t understand. For Young Master Murong to be carried into Ruixiang Palace today is truly not easy. Setting aside everything else, have you ever seen someone stab themselves? No, right? Our Commander Xiahou just lacks experience. If he watched and learned more from Young Master Murong, Commander Di might have nodded long ago.”

“You little brat, what are you gossiping about me for?” Speaking of the person, Xiahou Chun’s sinister voice came from behind him.

Tian Wu wasn’t intimidated. Turning around and seeing that Di Yiwei had indeed arrived and was standing shoulder to shoulder with Xiahou Chun, he immediately grinned widely and said, “I was saying that the Commander’s sincerity can move metal and stone.”

Xiahou Chun glanced at Di Yiwei.

But Di Yiwei was looking at Murong Yi. Suddenly she walked over and reached out to lift his eyelid.

Her hand was blocked by Murong Yi, who leaned sideways on the palanquin, looked up at Di Yiwei, and smiled, “Commander, men and women should maintain proper distance.”

He seemed to be running a fever, his cheeks slightly flushed, the corners of his eyes moist and slightly red, with a hint of rosy glow sweeping into his dark hair like ice and snow covering a rainbow. This upward gaze from below was beautiful to the point of being startling.

Di Yiwei tilted her head slightly, staring into his eyes, and said slowly, “Murong Yi, did you eat something inappropriate?”

Chapter 472: Bathing Together
“This is quite embarrassing to discuss with the Commander,” Murong Yi smiled.

Di Yiwei was momentarily stunned before realizing what he meant. She wasn’t embarrassed either, holding her pipe and taking a leisurely puff before saying, “In all matters, think more for the Crown Princess.”

Murong Yi’s smile faded, and he said coolly, “No need for such instructions.”

Di Yiwei said no more, walking back to her original position with clicking steps. Hearing Murong Yi instructing them to take a stroll around Chengqian Palace, with many troublesome matters and plenty of vigor in his voice, she couldn’t help shaking her head, thinking perhaps she had seen wrong.

The eunuchs listening to Murong Yi’s instructions felt their heads growing as large as buckets. The leader said with a bitter face, “Young Master, the Crown Princess instructed us to bring you directly to Ruixiang Palace without delay…”

Murong Yi leaned against the palanquin and glanced at him, causing the man to fall silent immediately.

Until a palace maid approached gracefully, people bowing to her from afar, some laughing and saying, “Sister A’li, you’re dressed so elegantly today.”

Others said, “Sister A’li, how do you have time to come out personally?”

All along the way, she received flattery.

Everyone knew that A’li Fu was a senior palace maid in Ruixiang Palace, second only to Chi Xue and Dan Shuang. Originally a little girl picked up by Chi Xue, when Chi Xue and Dan Shuang accompanied the Crown Princess away from Ruixiang Palace, Xiao Chongzi managed the outer halls while she supervised the inner halls, much favored by the Crown Princess.

In fact, all the palace servants in Ruixiang Palace had followed the Crown Princess for over ten years, with very few being demoted or punished. Everyone was highly favored, and everyone considered themselves the Crown Princess’s treasured possessions.

Murong Yi leaned against the backrest, watching the particularly well-dressed palace maid walking toward him, suddenly having an illusion.

As if a legitimate wife from afar was meeting a favored concubine who had come to usurp her position and demonstrate her power.

He mentally spat in disgust.

And began contemplating: if this girl really dared to provoke him, should he throw her out or go whine to Tie Ci?

He had always heard that the girls in A’ci’s palace were very favored, each one arrogant due to their favor. Would he now fall into a battlefield of fighting against heaven, earth, and countless little vixens?

Would they be rough-handed and speak coldly?

Would they put sand in his food and spit in his soup?

Would they poison him to ruin his looks, push him into water, throw away his handkerchiefs, and find him one lover after another?

And how should he tearfully complain to Tie Ci to appear both magnanimous and wronged?

Perhaps he could learn from Rong Pu?

Having just finished battling the mastermind behind the colossal Xiao Family, he was enthusiastically contemplating how to fight a bunch of little girls with an average age under seventeen, feeling no guilt and enjoying it immensely.

While he was thinking, A’li Fu had already approached and bowed properly, leaving no room for fault.

And she resolved the earlier dilemma with one sentence: “Reporting to the Young Master, there’s no grand court assembly today, so there’s no one at Chengqian Palace.”

Murong Yi: “…Oh.”

A’li Fu: “Young Master, His Highness is waiting anxiously.”

Murong Yi: “…Let’s go then.”

A’li Fu smiled: “Thank you, Young Master.”

She swayed her slender waist and led the way.

The eunuchs lowered the curtain and quickly lifted the palanquin, carrying him toward Ruixiang Palace at three times their usual speed, fearing that any delay might cause more trouble.

The imagined scene of competing for favor and hair-pulling didn’t occur, leaving Murong Yi unsure whether to be happy or disappointed.

Because he suddenly felt that the attitude this girl displayed was more like a legitimate wife not bothering to compete with a concubine who had traveled far.

Soon facts proved his intuition was still sharp as ever.

As A’li Fu led the way ahead, a eunuch beside her whispered, “Sister A’li, I’ve never seen you be so polite to anyone.”

A’li Fu said, “That’s right. Who have we people from Ruixiang Palace ever bothered with?”

“Then sister, your respectfulness today, could it be because…”

“Because of what? It’s just that His Highness likes him, so we accommodate him. Supporting anyone is the same – it’s for His Highness’s sake, not for his.” A’li Fu said, “Flowing water brings small vixens, but Ruixiang Palace is iron-clad. Why compete with him? How many days can he stay favored? We are the ones who can truly accompany His Highness for life! Understand?”

“Understood!”

In the palanquin, Murong Yi propped his head up and smiled.

…

Tie Ci calculated the time – Murong Yi should arrive soon – so she put down the memorials, picked up her cloak, and walked toward the palace entrance.

Xiao Chongzi followed, glancing at the mountain of memorials and thinking of how the Crown Princess managed countless affairs daily, even rushing to the toilet, feeling truly sorry for the Crown Princess’s precious time. He couldn’t help advising, “Your Highness, the palanquin is slow and will take some time to arrive. Your time is precious…”

Tie Ci smiled, “No matter.”

Xiao Chongzi continued, “This servant could wait at the entrance for you…”

“You cannot replace me,” Tie Ci interrupted him. “No matter who in this Ruixiang Palace, when it comes to his matters, none can replace me.”

Xiao Chongzi immediately fell silent.

Tie Ci looked back at the interior of Ruixiang Palace, where the palace servants were poking their heads out curiously. After thinking for a moment, she said to Chi Xue, “Pass down the order: Young Master Murong will temporarily reside in Ruixiang Palace. All palace servants must treat him as they would treat me. Understand?”

Chi Xue acknowledged and immediately went to relay the order.

Xiao Chongzi also hurriedly withdrew.

Tie Ci hugged her cloak and stood at the palace entrance, gazing at the continuous goose-feather snow.

The imperial palace was usually magnificent and luxurious, but when it snowed, with wind rolling golden bells, snow filling the heavy galleries, flying eaves covered in white, and vast whiteness everywhere, it appeared particularly desolate and lonely, as if heaven and earth were infinite while humans were like ants.

Tie Ci stood under the eaves, waiting for a sudden clump of snow to fall into her neck, just like when it snowed in Hanli Khan Desert last year.

However, she never received what she was waiting for.

Murong Yi didn’t, as she had imagined, grow impatient with the slow palanquin and secretly come to Ruixiang Palace first to stuff snow down her neck.

Her lips curved upward, but her heart was slowly sinking.

Until a procession appeared ahead, with A’li Fu walking at the front.

Everyone in the procession immediately saw Tie Ci personally standing in the wind and snow, waiting.

Everyone was shocked.

In this world, there were almost no people left who could make the Crown Princess wait in wind and snow.

Except for His Majesty, but in such weather, Tie Ci wouldn’t let him come – she would go to Chongming Palace herself.

The palanquin stopped at the entrance. Before A’li Fu could lift the curtain, Tie Ci had already descended the steps and reached out to lift it herself.

When the curtain opened just a crack, she could already see Murong Yi, who was propping up his chin and had fallen into an exhausted sleep during this short journey.

But Murong Yi woke very quickly. As soon as the curtain moved, he opened his eyes and simultaneously extended his hand.

Two snow-white hands touched.

The next moment, Murong Yi suddenly exerted force, just as Tie Ci was also exerting force to pull him out, creating an immediate deadlock.

A’li Fu: “…”

What, was this the fashionable greeting between lovers now – tug of war?

The next instant, Tie Ci laughed and released her force.

With a whoosh, she was pulled into the warm palanquin.

The excessive force caused the palanquin to stumble in place.

Tie Ci crashed into Murong Yi’s embrace.

Warm and burning like a furnace.

Murong Yi’s even hotter lips had already eagerly descended.

Tie Ci slightly lifted her face to meet him, but Murong Yi stopped just half an inch from her lips, then slowly turned his head aside.

Tie Ci suddenly raised her hand, turned his face back, and pressed his lips against her own.

Spring curtains warm and fragrant, steamy with heat, flying snow beyond the curtains, intimate entanglement within.

The narrow space brought their bodies closer together, sharing each other’s breath and body warmth. Her arms embraced his back, eagerly exploring his slightly protruding spine, while his lips lingered repeatedly from her forehead and cheeks to her lips.

The warm palanquin trembled slightly.

Everyone kept their heads down, staring at the ground.

A’li Fu felt the heat on her face could melt all the fresh snow on the ground.

Although no sounds emerged, she felt as if she had witnessed all the romance of the mortal world.

Only the sound of falling snow remained between heaven and earth.

As if after a long time, Tie Ci pressed her forehead against Murong Yi’s, sensing for a moment before sighing softly.

“You have a fever…” she said.

Murong Yi hummed and said, “It’s nothing.”

Tie Ci stood up and led him out of the warm palanquin, smiling, “Please, my lady, step down from the carriage.”

Murong Yi laughed, “Eh, where are the braziers?”

The two entered the palace hand in hand, with everyone standing on both sides to welcome them, their expressions respectful.

Seeing Tie Ci supporting him toward the side hall, Murong Yi stopped and said, “Why am I not staying in your bedchamber?”

Tie Ci said, “That place is big and empty, not warm.”

“Wouldn’t it be less empty and warmer with me added?”

“The side hall is good. I’ve already had the Ministry of Works send people to build a revolving wall. Then you can just push the wall to come to me – how interesting. Haven’t you heard that a wife is not as good as a concubine, and a concubine is not as good as a stolen lover?”

The palace servants: “…”

So His Highness actually had such lowbrow tastes.

This explanation clearly pleased Murong Yi, and he finally agreed to stay in the side hall.

The Chief Medical Officer had already brought all the physicians on duty to wait in the side hall. From the corner of their eyes, they watched the pair of beauties enter hand in hand, thinking on one hand that no wonder he was so favored – truly a handsome man and talented woman. But then again, without such looks, how could he make the Crown Princess disregard his identity as a prince from an enemy nation? On the other hand, they thought that the Crown Princess had always acted wisely and cherished her reputation, but now for this person she completely ignored public opinion and disregarded her good name – one could imagine there would definitely be huge waves in the court ahead.

But they only dared to think about it.

A group of people lined up to take Murong Yi’s pulse. After the diagnosis, the conclusion was indeed the same as before – excessive depletion requiring quiet recuperation.

Tie Ci had them write prescriptions, personally reviewed them, then ordered the storeroom opened to select the best tonics for brewing.

Murong Yi wrapped in fox fur and leaning against the soft couch, lazily watching her deliberate over prescriptions, examine tonics, and busily rush about. He couldn’t help but smile and said, “I want to bathe.”

Tie Ci then ordered her own bathing pool to be cleaned and filled with water, preparing suitable medicinal materials for a medicinal bath.

When everything was ready, she told Murong Yi to go soak, but Murong Yi pulled her along, saying, “You come accompany me.”

Tie Ci glanced at the crowd who kept their heads down but had their ears perked up, for the first time feeling that Ruixiang Palace had too many people.

Murong Yi added, “If you don’t go, I’m afraid they’ll peek at me.”

Everyone: …Do you have no shame?

“Besides, if you don’t go, someone has to serve me while bathing, right? Are you willing to let them see me naked?”

Everyone: …We don’t want to see, thank you.

Tie Ci waved her hand, and her harem immediately scattered in all directions.

Stay away from this shameless person!

Tie Ci had no choice but to accompany Murong Yi into the bathhouse. Murong Yi undressed behind a screen, keeping only his pants on as he entered the swimming pool-sized bath.

The pool of hot water emitted a faint medicinal fragrance. Tie Ci removed her outer robe and sat by the pool edge, rolling up her sleeves. “Do you want me to help scrub your back?”

“Yes.”

Tie Ci then sat sideways by the pool edge and picked up a ladle.

At first glance, she saw his back, much thinner than when they were at the academy. His shoulder blades protruded slightly from his pale skin, showing distinct and delicate contours.

He had pinned up his long hair, and water droplets rolled down his slender neck. Her fingers followed the traces where the water drops had flowed, from his back to his neck to his collarbones. Her fingertips lightly rested in the hollow of his collarbone, and she immediately knew he had indeed lost weight.

She sighed softly and compassionately.

Murong Yi moved slightly, and her fingers smoothly slid down, sweeping along his chest downward. Not knowing what she touched, her fingertips paused, and he chuckled softly.

Turning around, he pulled with his arm.

With a splash, she was pulled into the water.

She laughed as well, unsurprised. She whispered, “You’re sick, can you manage?”

Murong Yi pressed her head against his chest, letting her hear the resonance from his chest cavity when he spoke, “A man cannot say he can’t.”

His usually gorgeous voice sounded even more magnificent like satin in the slightly echoing bathhouse.

Medicine packets and some dried flower petals floated on the water surface. The steam carried crisp fragrances, hazily dispersing, with pale bodies looming in the mist.

Silk trousers, deep robes, and undergarments slowly floated up from the bottom, entangling and floating with those colorful dried flowers like colored clouds.

Beneath the clouds, waves rose and waters stirred, wind rolled and seas moved. Fish-like figures undulated gracefully, with thunder rumbling for thousands of miles, lightning plowing through countless fields. When golden wind met jade dew in their encounter, there was the meeting of spirits and flesh, the fusion of water and milk.

Rippling waves, flower petals drifting silently east and west with the water.

Occasionally waves would rise and splash, hot water carrying dried flowers splashing onto the white jade platform. The mirror by the pool, originally fogged over by the steam, suddenly brightened when splashed by the waves, revealing snow-white bodies emerging from the water depths in an embrace, flashing by.

Outside the palace, snowflakes fell even more densely, looking from afar like a jade river hanging upside down.

A procession in bright yellow color wound its way through the snowy ground.

Chapter 473: Caught in the Act
Yellow palace lanterns swayed in the wind and snow, flickering bright and dim like the opening and closing eyes of a giant dragon.

The procession soon reached the palace gates of Ruixiang Palace. The guards recognized this as His Majesty’s warm palanquin and quickly knelt to greet him, about to go in and announce his arrival.

Tie Yan’s voice came from within the palanquin: “No need to announce. In this bitter cold, why make Ci’er come out to greet me? Just carry me straight in.”

The palanquin was thus carried directly inside, straight into the central courtyard. The main hall doors opened, and Chi Xue hurriedly led people out to greet him, bowing and saying, “Your Majesty.”

Dan Shuang followed behind, her face slightly tense. She admired how experienced Chi Xue had become – in such situations, she would have panicked in the past, but now she bowed while simultaneously gesturing to A’li Fu behind her, signaling her to quickly go notify His Highness.

But Tie Yan didn’t enter the hall. Looking around, he asked, “The Crown Princess isn’t here?”

If Tie Ci hadn’t come out to greet him, she definitely wasn’t in the main hall.

Chi Xue had no choice but to say, “Reporting to Your Majesty, His Highness is bathing.”

Tie Yan looked at the sky and said in surprise, “Bathing at this hour?” Then he continued, “I heard that Murong Yi was summoned into the palace, and later the Crown Princess summoned the entire Imperial Medical Academy for consultation. I was worried and came to see what was happening… A’li Fu, where are you sneaking off to?”

A’li Fu stopped, and with Chi Xue as her role model, she said without changing expression, “Reporting to Your Majesty, this servant was going to notify the Crown Princess.”

“If she’s bathing, let her bathe. Let her soak properly before coming up, so she doesn’t rush and catch cold.” Tie Yan indicated she needn’t go, then looked around. “Where is Murong Yi? Have him come see me first.”

Chi Xue silently groaned inwardly and exchanged a glance with A’li Fu.

A’li Fu understood and headed toward the side hall, smiling as she said, “Young Master Murong is ill. He just fell asleep after taking medicine. This servant will go wake him.”

Tie Yan suddenly said, “There’s no one in the side hall. Are you trying to fool me?”

Chi Xue turned her head and saw that a window in the side hall had been blown open by the wind.

Tie Yan stood under the gallery, silent for a while, then suddenly lifted his foot and headed toward the bathhouse in the back.

A large group of people followed after him.

The people of Ruixiang Palace had no choice but to steel themselves and follow. Dan Shuang wanted to call out loudly to warn His Highness, but Chi Xue held her back.

She gently shook her head.

His Majesty loved his daughter like his life and could be said to know every detail about Tie Ci. In this situation, it meant His Majesty had already guessed what was happening. If Dan Shuang foolishly tried to warn them now, it would only provoke His Majesty’s anger.

Tie Yan walked quickly, heading straight into the rear courtyard where the bathhouse was located. At a glance, he saw no one around the courtyard, thinking that Chi Xue and Dan Shuang, who usually attended the Crown Princess’s baths, were both in the front hall. His expression darkened, and he stopped in his tracks.

Then he looked back at the people following him.

Everyone immediately understood and withdrew.

Just as they retreated to the central courtyard, there was a splash of water, and half the bathhouse window was splashed wet.

A low laugh simultaneously reached Tie Yan’s ears.

Tie Yan: “…”

Tie Yan’s face darkened.

There wasn’t a father in this world who could watch someone brazenly enter his home and pry open his daughter’s door.

He stood in the central courtyard and coughed once.

The sound wasn’t loud.

But Tie Ci in the bathhouse suddenly stiffened, then hissed.

She had gotten a cramp.

Murong Yi quickly grasped her calf and massaged it. Tie Ci sat frozen like a wooden statue, reaching out to push him away, saying, “Quick! Get dressed quickly!”

Murong Yi turned to look outside and also noticed something was wrong.

This father-in-law wasn’t doing his job as emperor properly.

What was he trying to accomplish by not working properly on such a snowy day and running to his daughter’s room to catch adulterers?

Seeing that there was still no movement, Tie Yan could no longer endure it and angrily shouted, “Get out here!”

Tie Ci frantically pushed Murong Yi out of the water with one palm.

The bathhouse had underfloor heating, so it wasn’t cold. Murong Yi chuckled and unhurriedly walked behind the screen to dress.

The silk transparent screen reflected his silhouette, every line flowing and indescribable.

But Tie Ci was in no mood to admire the view. She hastily dried herself, threw on her clothes, grabbed her still dripping wet hair with one hand, and was about to go outside.

But Murong Yi caught her. With one hand holding her hair and the other holding a dry cloth, he dried her hair, saying, “What’s the rush? In this weather, going out with wet hair – do you want to catch typhoid?”

His voice wasn’t low, and Tie Yan in the gallery across heard it and snorted softly.

Tie Ci buried her head in the dry cloth in his hands, vigorously rubbed it twice, and said, “Done!” But then she took a comb and quickly arranged her hair neatly before trying to go out.

Again Murong Yi stopped her, draping a cloak over her head. Murong Yi’s voice still carried laughter, “I should go out first. I’m definitely the one who’ll get scolded. I’m not afraid, so what are you afraid of?”

Tie Ci whispered with a laugh, “I’m rushing out to take the blame for you.” She pushed him back, saying, “Get dressed properly and dry your hair before coming out. Your fever hasn’t broken yet.”

Outside, Tie Yan, who had been waiting for a long time, had lost his temper.

They really weren’t guilty at all!

When catching people in the act, if the other party wasn’t guilty, then the catcher’s towering rage seemed to lose its foundation, becoming hollow and ridiculous.

But when Tie Yan saw that it was indeed Tie Ci who came out first, the anger he had suppressed for Tie Ci’s sake exploded with a bang.

Combined with his body’s private discomfort, it transformed into his rare cold expression.

What virtue and ability did Murong Yi have to make his A’ci protect him so!

Tie Ci had been raised as the heir apparent since childhood. Although kind-hearted, she possessed all the decisive judgment and prioritizing of the greater good that an heir should have. He had never imagined Tie Ci would be so caught up in romantic feelings, would entrust herself to Murong Yi in such circumstances, would disregard public opinion to announce him to the world, even bringing him into the palace without proper matchmaking or betrothal.

It simply bewildered him.

Was this still his Tie Ci? Was this still the Crown Princess of Da Qian who had completely turned things around in two years and earned universal praise and heartfelt submission from the entire court through her own efforts?

But the colossal entity that had just fallen clearly told him that Tie Ci hadn’t been blinded by passion. She remained clear-minded and discerning, thorough in her considerations. With a backhanded move, she had ruthlessly smashed the Xiao Family into the dust, raising clouds of smoke while maintaining order in all directions.

Then… it could only be called karmic entanglement.

Tie Yan watched Tie Ci stop before him, break into a smile, and drape the cloak in her hands over his shoulders, “Father Emperor, you mustn’t stand in this snowy ground. If you want to scold or beat me, let’s go back to the hall first.”

With just this one sentence, Tie Yan’s heart became both sour and soft. He threw the cloak back onto Tie Ci’s shoulders, saying, “Your hair isn’t dry yet. Wrap yourself properly.”

The door creaked, and Murong Yi slowly pushed it open and emerged.

He appeared even more composed and neat, even his hair knot was properly arranged, with a deep red lovesick wood hairpin glimmering on his hair, complementing his ebony-like hair and snow-like skin. His long eyebrows were like willows, lowered over a pair of eyes with brilliant depths. His hair was still slightly damp, with a strand scattered across his forehead, making his gaze appear even more rippling with waves, possessing both ethereal air and alluring beauty.

A full-length black cloak hung straight to the ground, like a majestic black jade mountain, crisp and noble.

Indeed, he had the appearance that could bewitch rulers and topple nations.

He bowed to Tie Yan, smiling as he called him uncle. His demeanor was damned composed.

Tie Yan looked at him with a dark face for a while, then turned and entered the hall. The two followed.

Chi Xue had already dismissed everyone and prepared steaming hot tea on the table, then withdrew herself.

Tie Ci said softly, “Father Emperor, Murong is unwell. I was afraid he wouldn’t be properly cared for outside the palace, so I brought him in for the Imperial Medical Academy to attend to. In dealing with the Xiao Family this time, he made great contributions…”

Tie Yan waved his hand irritably, “Enough!”

Sitting down, he said, “I came for two matters. First, I have issued an edict ordering the arrest of Xiao Liheng, with Qi Ling leading the Five Military Commissioners Office to examine his family assets. The Xiao mansion offered no resistance and has now been handed over to the Ministry of Justice.”

Tie Ci nodded, “I’ve already spoken with Di Yiwei. She brought thirty thousand elite troops this time, responsible for controlling the Xiao mansion and the areas outside the city. She’ll keep watch.”

“Additionally, Chief Minister Rong submitted his retirement petition today. It will be brought up publicly at tomorrow’s grand court assembly. Just be prepared.”

Tie Ci was silent for a moment, then turned to Jian Xi, “Send word to Qi Ling and Di Yiwei to watch the Rong mansion’s movements.”

“You mean…” Tie Yan’s expression changed.

“The Chief Minister’s retirement was Father Emperor’s idea, wasn’t it?”

Tie Yan paused, then said, “He’s always been making small moves. At first, I couldn’t touch him. Later, I didn’t want to make enemies everywhere and decided to deal with the Xiao Family first. I planned to let you handle it, but he became restless again recently. I thought since the Xiao Family’s defeat was already certain, and it would be best if there were no rift between you and Rong Pu, this matter should still be resolved by Father Emperor for you.”

Tie Ci felt warmth in her heart but also guilt – this should have been something she handled herself, yet she let Father Emperor take the blame for her.

“Are you worried that Rong Luchuan won’t accept it gracefully?” Tie Yan pondered, “I think he shouldn’t cause trouble.”

“You’ve forgotten about the Chief Minister’s wife.”

“Isn’t she already in religious retreat at the family temple? Most of her old soldiers have submitted to Commander Di.”

“Just being cautious,” Tie Ci smiled. “I dare not be negligent, fearing that one oversight could lead to unbearable consequences.”

Tie Yan looked at her with compassion.

A’ci had also become much thinner recently, and her complexion wasn’t good.

Feeling displeased, he glared at Murong Yi again.

Only then did he realize that he originally hadn’t granted Murong Yi a seat, intending to slight him, but somehow Tie Ci had already pulled him to sit down.

Seeing Tie Yan glare over, Murong Yi stood up again, bowing with a smile.

Tie Yan looked him up and down for a while.

Murong Yi maintained his smile, his posture humble but his expression neither servile nor arrogant.

Even though Tie Yan found him extremely displeasing at this moment, he had to admit in his heart that whatever else could be said about this fellow, his bearing and character were indeed worthy of his A’ci.

He sighed inwardly, stood up and said, “Come with me.”

Murong Yi followed without a word.

Tie Ci watched the heavy snow falling outside, her brow slightly furrowed.

The weather was too harsh now, and it was getting dark. Murong Yi’s complexion was poor and he was obviously unwell – he shouldn’t be troubled further.

But stopping them now would only make Father Emperor angrier. After all, in this situation, she could see that Father Emperor was already showing utmost accommodation and forbearance.

She could only order someone to bring a thick cloak for Murong Yi to change into. When she personally tied his sash, she whispered in his ear, “Endure it, humor him. Once his anger subsides, you can do whatever you want.”

Murong Yi slightly bowed his head, his lips brushing past her ear. The slight warmth and faint scent of sandalwood and patchouli wafted around her ear. When he spoke in a lowered voice, his tone became even more intoxicating like mellow wine, “Don’t worry. For you, I can endure anything.”

Tie Ci turned her head and lightly kissed his cheek. Seeing Father Emperor impatiently turning back, she quickly pushed him forward.

At the steps below, eunuchs held umbrellas high. Tie Yan turned back to look at his daughter in the hall. The lamplight spread behind her in deep and shallow yellows. She stood within the halo of light, only her delicate silhouette visible, and a hint of red on her cheek as she turned.

That peach-and-plum colored flush made his heart soften, thinking that she was, after all, just a young woman of eighteen years this year.

However, she didn’t yet know that soon the abdication edict would be proclaimed throughout the realm, and the vast territory of Da Qian would rest upon her not-so-broad shoulders.

This made him feel slightly guilty.

From then on, when she looked at heaven and earth, she would see golden halls and imperial maps; when she looked at rivers and mountains, she would see an artist’s brush strokes; when she looked at mortal fires, there would be a barrier between her and the human world.

Tie Yan smiled at his daughter from the steps below, pointing to the huge relief carving of thousands of miles of rivers and mountains behind her, saying softly, “From now on, this will be entrusted to you.”

The wind and snow suddenly intensified, sweeping away his voice in an instant. Tie Ci only saw that Father Emperor seemed to say something but couldn’t hear clearly.

She only felt that at this moment the snow was so heavy that heaven and earth blurred, obscuring even Father Emperor’s figure, as if heaven and earth had suddenly grown a giant brush, dipped in snow-colored paint, and erased that tall silhouette.

When this gust passed, Tie Yan and Murong Yi had already gotten into the warm palanquin one after the other and left the courtyard.

Tie Ci suddenly felt an emptiness in her heart and instinctively chased after them for a couple of steps. Watching the long procession leave through the gates of Ruixiang Palace, she hesitated for a moment, then made up her mind to chase after them as well.

But at this moment, Dan Shuang hurriedly ran through the gate and whispered something in her ear.

Tie Ci’s expression suddenly changed.

Chapter 474: Devoted Lover
One hour earlier.

In an ordinary but spacious courtyard in the eastern part of the city, someone sat by the window combing their hair.

It truly was magnificent hair, flowing like water to the ground, lustrous and jet-black from roots to tips.

The fingers holding the comb were slender and delicate, wearing an orchid-shaped ring that trembled slightly, whether from wind or some other cause.

The combing posture was elegant and unhurried.

In the distance, there seemed to be the sound of strings and bamboo instruments, providing accompaniment to the somewhat desolate and tranquil atmosphere of this snowy dusk.

Nearby came the rustling sound of snow striking bamboo leaves.

Everything appeared harmonious and leisurely.

The combing hand suddenly lifted.

The comb shot through the window like lightning, a streak of dark light piercing through the dense snowflakes, distorting the snow curtain and cleanly severing the tops of all the bamboo branches in the courtyard. Broken leaves mixed with broken snow exploded outward.

A rain of green and white fragments fell in confusion.

The next instant, a human figure appeared in the courtyard, ghostlike leaping onto the roof ridge and looking down at the chaos below, saying softly, “Inviting me here with an old friend’s keepsake, yet not even showing your shadow – what, do you think I’ve become too good-tempered in recent years?”

With each word he spoke, he took a step, each step covering seven or eight roof ridges. In just a few steps, he was about to leave this estate.

But suddenly someone sighed softly, their voice aged.

“When have you ever been good-tempered?”

The man with fluttering robes on the roof ridge suddenly turned back to look below.

The sound of wheelchair wheels echoed, carving deep tracks in the snow.

The man in the wheelchair slightly raised his head, looking at the figure on the roof ridge. Years of vicissitudes flowed through his eyes as he said, “Duanmu, have you been well?”

It took Duanmu on the roof ridge quite a while to recognize this person. “Jingxu, it really is you.”

Then he said, “How have you aged so much?” His gaze fell on the blanket covering the other’s lower body.

Medical Maniac Jingxu also looked down at his own legs, then at Duanmu, and smiled, “Worthy of you, truly worthy of being the strongest among the Three Maniacs and Five Emperors. The rest of us – dead, crippled, hiding – each living like dogs clinging to life, only you remain as radiant as ever.”

Duanmu smiled mockingly, not wanting to say much about this.

He too had barely escaped death and for years could only survive in the deep mountains of Yannan by relying on poisonous creatures.

Though indeed it was slightly better than those who had died.

He said, “Enough idle talk. Jingxu, you sent me the token from years past, asking me to wait for you in this estate, saying you had news of Sang Tang. Now you should provide an explanation.”

Jingxu patted his legs and sighed, “My apologies for making you wait several extra days. After all, with heavy snow and my disability, the journey wasn’t easy.”

Duanmu paid no heed and simply extended his palm toward him.

Jingxu then sighed and said, “You’re still the same… Come with me.”

He propelled his wheelchair toward the depths of the courtyard. Duanmu followed at a measured distance until they reached a tightly closed courtyard gate in the back. Jingxu unlocked it and pushed open the door. Inside was another ordinary-looking courtyard, but in its very center stood a grave mound.

Duanmu stopped, staring at that lone grave without monument or inscription.

In an instant, his expression became as empty as the wind and snow-filled sky.

Jingxu’s voice sounded faintly beside him.

“Over a year ago, my benefactor encountered him. At the time, he was being pursued by an army. Originally it wouldn’t have been fatal, but because the enemy used intense light against him, he suddenly fell ill and lost control, then was shot to death by arrows. My benefactor rescued him and had me treat him, but it was already too late. Before dying, he said he was the one who had been separated from you in Shengdu, that he wouldn’t leave this place and wanted to be buried here, facing the direction of the city gates, waiting for the day when… an old friend would return and enter through those gates.”

Duanmu’s silent face showed neither sorrow nor joy.

“Which army?”

“…The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards.”

Duanmu suddenly whirled around, staring at him intently.

His gaze could make ten thousand soldiers tremble, but Jingxu only smiled bitterly, “I know you have friendship with the Crown Princess and have been helping her all along. But think about it – how did she gain your trust? Wasn’t it because of Sang Tang? And why do you help her? Isn’t it because she said she could provide you with information about Sang Tang’s whereabouts?”

Duanmu remained silent.

“She must have met Sang Tang, otherwise she couldn’t have found you. But why has her attitude always been vague, refusing to tell you where Sang Tang is?”

“How did she come to have contact with Sang Tang?”

“How could the mighty Night Emperor die at the hands of ordinary soldiers? It was because someone exploited his weakness, because of that unprecedented intense light.” Jingxu said, “My benefactor said it was a black cylindrical object, somewhat like a spyglass, but capable of emitting extremely bright light that could blind anyone who looked at it. Have you ever seen such a thing?”

Duanmu’s brow suddenly twitched violently.

He had seen it.

At Tie Ci’s place.

When she came to the valley seeking medical treatment, in her strange bundle, there was exactly that object. He had seen her take it out and use it – extremely bright, unlike any earthly lamp or fire.

“Have you seen that extremely bright thing anywhere else?”

Naturally he hadn’t, which was why the impression was so deep.

“You’re saying that Tie Ci knew Sang Tang’s weakness, so her Crown Princess Nine Guards could use that intense light to kill Sang Tang.” Duanmu said coldly, “But Sang Tang was once injured by mountain snow wolves and contracted a strange illness that made him unable to bear light. Besides me, only you who treated him knew this. So why wasn’t it you who killed him and then tried to frame others?”

“Because I couldn’t possibly possess such a thing. Because that object comes from Gui Qizhai and is a secret weapon that Gui Qizhai doesn’t sell to outsiders, because Tie Ci is the disciple of Gui Qizhai’s chief proprietor.”

“As for why the Crown Princess wanted to kill Sang Tang, I can tell you: Sang Tang indeed didn’t die back then. Severely wounded, he was rescued by the current Empress Dowager. Due to his severe injuries, he spent years recuperating in the palace, sustained by rare medicines that the Xiao Family gathered from across the realm, unable to leave the palace even one step. Also because of his gratitude for the Empress Dowager’s life-saving grace, he willingly remained in the palace to protect her. The Empress Dowager Xiao and the Crown Princess are like fire and water. Before the Crown Princess gained power, she inevitably had many conflicts with Empress Dowager Xiao. In the Crown Princess’s eyes, Sang Tang’s protection of the Empress Dowager made him an accomplice to a tiger, a thorn in her side that she was eager to remove.”

“You should know what kind of person Tie Ci is – exceptionally intelligent. Having spent years in the palace and clashed repeatedly with the Empress Dowager and Sang Tang, discovering Sang Tang’s weakness and finding a weapon to deal with him wouldn’t be difficult at all.”

“And in this world, only she could accomplish this.”

Duanmu remained silent, then suddenly swept his sleeve.

With a bang, the old grave exploded, the coffin shattered to powder, and a set of bones flew out.

The moment they emerged, they seemed caught by invisible hands, floating smoothly over and settling on the ground.

Duanmu looked down at the white bones.

The ribs at the left heart position were missing, with clean, smooth fracture edges where the front and back ribs connected through a hole.

The right leg bone also had a hole, exactly matching the position where he had been bitten through by the snow wolf years ago.

His gaze finally settled on Sang Tang’s right hand.

There lay a secret known only to him and Sang Tang.

As a mischievous child, Sang Tang had once fallen from a tree and broken his little finger, so it remained slightly curved and was short by one joint.

Now the little finger bone of that hand was also curved and short.

…

The wind and snow continued as before, swirling between heaven and earth. Icicles gradually formed on the building eaves and flying cornices, extending downward like swords, as if trying to pierce the ground.

Duanmu stood before the courtyard gate. The wind was too strong, making his entire figure billow as if about to fly away, so much so that the orchid mantis on his finger could no longer stay put and was blown to his shoulder by the wind.

Then silently, it crumbled into pale pink dust.

Immediately after, the snowflakes, tree branches, courtyard gate, and surrounding walls around him began silently turning to powder. The walls disappeared section by section, countless colored powders swirled chaotically, vanishing into this tumultuous wind and snow.

Heaven and earth were already collapsing without Gonggong striking Mount Buzhou.

Finally, even the ground began slowly caving in. Even Jingxu couldn’t stay any longer and propelled his wheelchair out of the courtyard.

Half his wheelchair was buried in deep snow as he sat askew, watching Duanmu’s back, his eyes hiding deep sorrow.

He said, “If you still don’t believe it, go ask the Crown Princess yourself.”

He said, “You’ve been a hero all your life. I don’t want to see you deceived and fooled, especially not in Sang Tang’s name.”

He said, “Let him go. You have always been your own emperor.”

A gust of wind passed, snow fell like a curtain, and when the curtain slowly descended, Duanmu’s figure was no longer before the courtyard.

The overturned ground had returned to its original state, the bones had returned to the coffin, buried deep underground once more.

A lone plum branch now stood before the grave.

Jingxu gazed at that lone plum and sighed deeply.

He didn’t leave but instead entered the courtyard again, sweeping his sleeve to close the courtyard gate.

Moments later, another figure appeared beside him.

The figure was blurred in the wind and snow.

Jingxu said, “The message was delivered?”

“Yes,” the figure said. “Delivered to that young lady, and another was also sent into the palace.”

Jingxu wearily waved his hand, and the figure disappeared.

Jingxu drew a letter from his chest and examined it carefully. After a long while, he sighed, “When you asked me to move against the Crown Princess in Liaodong, I couldn’t bring myself to protect her – after all, this old teacher has received kindness and must repay it. But seeing your devoted feelings and how you plan ahead for her, this teacher will leave her a thread of hope. It depends on her luck.”

He rubbed his fingers together, and the letter dissolved with the broken snow in the wind.

He raised his head, looking at the shadow that had long vanished in the wind and snow, sighing softly.

“All devoted lovers.”

…

Half an hour earlier.

Following the guidance of poisonous creatures in her mad dash, A’kou intercepted Duanmu near the inner city gates.

She didn’t know what had happened, only receiving a letter telling her that Duanmu would harm the Crown Princess and providing his likely route.

When she saw Duanmu from afar, her heart inexplicably seized, and her tiger suddenly squeaked and withdrew its head, refusing to come out again.

In just the blink of an eye, Duanmu was like a gust of wind about to sweep past her.

A’kou couldn’t think of anything else and suddenly spread her arms wide, shouting loudly, “Grand-uncle! Wait, I have urgent matters…”

She couldn’t even finish her words before feeling a cool breeze pass through her body. When she turned around, Duanmu had already passed through the city gates.

A’kou’s mind went blank as she looked up and shouted at the city walls, “Stop him, stop him, stop him!”

Her cries were heart-rending, startling the soldiers on the city walls to look down. Seeing a young girl jumping and shouting, they all chuckled.

The great world was full of wonders, and they often saw attention-seeking people at the city gates.

The common people entering the city also scattered, saying, “Where did this madwoman come from!”

Suddenly someone approached on the city wall, asking, “What’s happening?”

The soldier quickly bowed, “Commander Di, there’s someone acting crazy below. We’ll have her driven away immediately.”

Di Yiwei looked down and saw a girl in colorful clothes continuously shouting, already being driven away by people from all sides.

She paid no attention and walked down from the city wall, preparing to continue patrolling outside the city, when she suddenly heard the girl shout, “Please, stop him! Something terrible will happen! He’s going to the imperial palace!”

Di Yiwei suddenly turned around.

…

A quarter-hour later, half of Shengdu witnessed a strange spectacle.

The falling snow kept changing shape, surging forward layer by layer like waves. Those with particularly good eyesight could vaguely see what appeared to be a human figure at the center of those snow waves, but the waves advanced too quickly. When the fierce wind swept through, people who were slow to dodge would get hit by cold snow on their necks. Countless people had their hair cut short, so much so that the edges of the snow mist were rimmed with a black line.

Behind the snow mist was a large group of soldiers in frantic pursuit, led by someone with a fat body but extremely agile movements.

Many people in Shengdu recognized this soft yet agile fat man – he was the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards Commander.

Seeing him chase so frantically through the streets on horseback, people looked at each other in alarm.

If the Nine Guards Commander was in such a panic, could something have happened to the Crown Princess?

On the inner city walls, Di Yiwei lowered her spyglass, her expression grave.

Earlier when she had come down from the city wall, she had recognized A’kou. She and Tie Ci maintained regular correspondence, and Tie Ci had told her all about her experiences in Yannan.

She knew A’kou was an honest child who wouldn’t cause trouble without reason. After a simple question, the instincts of a veteran commander told her something was wrong, so she immediately had Xiahou Chun lead men in pursuit.

No matter the cost, they must stop that person before he reached the palace!

Chapter 475: River Town Lament
Seeing that he could never catch up with the opponent’s speed, Xiahou Chun was so anxious that sweat covered his fat face.

He said, “Release the relay signal flares! Notify the palace city!”

Behind him, Tian Wu shouted loudly, “Relay signal flares can’t be released during non-wartime!”

Xiahou Chun shouted back, “Di Yiwei said if we can’t catch up, we must release them!”

Tian Wu: “Just because she said so, you listen? If she told you to rebel, would you go too?”

Xiahou Chun: “Yes!”

Tian Wu: “But in this weather, even if we release them, no one will see them!”

“Don’t worry about that, release them – red ones! As long as even one person can see them, it’s enough!”

With a whoosh, a red signal flare shot skyward in a streak, exploding into a rainbow in mid-air.

It was instantly swept away by the wind and snow.

Wave after wave followed continuously, extending across the sky in a blood-red line as Xiahou Chun moved.

The people of Shengdu covered their mouths, staring wide-eyed at this strange spectacle. An old man murmured, “The heavens are about to change… the heavens are about to change…”

“Old man, you’re talking nonsense again. The world is at peace now. Even the Xiao Family’s downfall caused no incidents – what could possibly change!”

“You don’t understand. Do you know what happened the last time such signal flares lit up Shengdu?”

“Please tell us, old sir?”

“It was the rebellion of Prince Tang and Prince Lu. That year, Shengdu was covered with rolling heads, and the blood hidden in the stone pavements was still attracting mosquitoes and flies the following summer…” The old man hobbled away, “The heavens are about to change… the heavens are about to change…”

…

In a wine house closest to Zhengyang Gate, people were gathered around a table drinking.

Green wine freshly brewed, red clay stove glowing warm.

Around a large round table sat many people of varying heights, most holding cups and drinking lightly while watching the signal flares fill the sky.

Some sat in silent contemplation, some coldly sharpened their blades, some chuckled softly.

Someone pointed at the line of signal flares and said, “Truly beautiful.”

Someone looked toward the Xiao Family’s direction and sighed, “Truly worthy of being Xiao Liheng – asking him to endure, and in such circumstances, he really did endure.”

“Enduring momentarily brings vast skies and seas. Only by enduring can one avoid revealing any traces,” someone said coldly. “Without letting Tie Ci have smooth sailing, how could we have today’s good show?”

“What kind of good show is this?” someone said, raising their cup indifferently toward the imperial palace.

“Tonight’s real good show is still inside there.”

…

The imperial palace still stood quietly in the wind and snow.

With a creak, the distant gate of the Imperial Medical Bureau opened.

A physician from the Imperial Medical Academy, carrying a medicine box, hurriedly emerged from the bureau, braving the wind and snow toward Ruixiang Palace.

On the way, he encountered someone who smiled and stopped him, saying, “Doctor Huo, where are you going?”

The physician bowed and smiled, “To check the Crown Princess’s pulse for her health.”

The person smiled, “I just came from Ruixiang Palace, and His Highness is not currently in the palace. Besides, didn’t the Crown Princess say she doesn’t need daily pulse checks?”

The physician hesitated slightly, “I still need to deliver medicine to the Crown Princess…”

The person extended his hand, “Perfect, I need to go to Ruixiang Palace again shortly. Let me take it for you.”

The physician was about to refuse when someone poked their head out from the medical bureau behind him, “Doctor Huo, Consort Liu has sent someone urging – why haven’t you gone to examine her yet?”

The physician had no choice but to hand the small box to that person, instructing, “Please deliver this to Miss Chi Xue at Ruixiang Palace.”

“I understand.”

The physician turned and left. The person took the box and departed, turning around a palace wall to find Yuye Pool ahead.

On this windy, snowy night, there was no one around.

He opened the box and indeed saw that there was no medicine inside, only a peach pit.

He smiled and flicked his finger.

The box and the peach pit fell into Yuye Pool.

…

Atop the palace city walls, soldiers stood with spears, snow quickly covering their armor, frost flowers forming on their eyelashes.

They could only squint their eyes.

So no one saw the first wave of red signal flares.

After a while, someone came up the city walls with several servants, carrying large buckets wrapped in straw, entering the guard station.

Soon the gate captain called out, “Minister Fang pities our hard work and personally brought people to deliver mutton soup. Those on duty take turns coming in to drink a hot bowl!”

Minister Fang was Fang Huai’an. Born into a Shengdu noble family, he had been compassionate to the poor and weak since his academy days, with an excellent reputation. After joining the cabinet as a secretary, seeing the soldiers working hard to guard the city these past few days, he used his own money to have his household servants make mutton soup to help them ward off the cold.

The soldiers guarding the city immediately came alive, joyfully taking turns entering the guard station to drink soup.

Because of this, someone looked up and saw a brilliant red streak suddenly flash across the vast white expanse.

Then wave after wave of red, streak after streak, pierced through the snow curtain and exploded across the horizon.

The soldier was stunned.

It took quite a while before he reacted.

He opened his mouth, his voice already cracking.

“Relay signal flares! Relay signal flares! Enemy assault on the palace city! Enemy!”

Everyone was still dazed. The gate captain, still holding his soup, looked bewildered at the vast white world, “How could anyone assault the palace city at this time? We don’t see any army either. If there were an army, it couldn’t possibly reach here without any commotion!”

Just as he finished speaking, another flash of red light appeared on the horizon, even closer this time.

Fang Huai’an suddenly rushed over and slapped the mutton soup out of the gate captain’s hands.

“Form ranks! Quickly form ranks!”

The usually stern and proper man was now shouting until his voice was hoarse.

The gate captain awakened as if from a dream, shouting loudly, “Form ranks! Close the gates!”

Amid the shouting, armor clashed, boots rang urgently, and countless soldiers rushed down from the city walls. Winches turned with grinding sounds as the palace city gates slowly closed.

Just as the palace gates had just closed and the soldiers had just finished forming ranks.

Behind the massive Zhengyang Gate, in the palace gate plaza, a human figure suddenly appeared.

He stood alone and solitary on the vast snow-covered plaza, looking up at the towering red palace walls and the gate studded with massive copper nails embedded between the palace walls.

The wind and snow from all directions avoided him, forming a huge vacuum around him, with only his light garments floating backward like trailing clouds.

Duanmu’s gaze slowly passed over the countless layers of galleries and flying eaves of this imperial household between heaven and earth.

This was a place where he had once lived.

This was the place where he had last left his footprints.

This was the place he had always been waiting for.

So he had always been waiting in the same spot.

Remaining at the end of that trail of light that had crossed from west to east through Shengdu that year.

But in the end, he had failed to wait for the one who had been hiding in the deep mountains of the southern lands.

Wind and snow lingered overhead, swirling above him into a vortex, with fierce winds howling and broken snow like knives within the vortex.

A soldier on the city tower watching him nervously suddenly cried out, “Look! What is that!”

The vortex above Duanmu’s head grew larger and larger, as if all the wind and snow from the entire plaza were being sucked to the top of his head, so much so that there was no more snow in the rest of the plaza. Because of this, the color of the vortex above his head also grew deeper and deeper, the snow denser and denser, forming a massive cloud mass. The cloud mass then began to shrink, becoming more and more solid, until it condensed into a giant pestle in the air above Duanmu’s head.

Duanmu said softly, “Ten years of life and death, boundless and vast, without thought, yet unforgettable.”

He waved his hand lightly.

The giant pestle descended from heaven, crossing dozens of zhang of plaza space, and thunderously struck the palace city walls.

Like surging waves crashing against shores, broken snow danced with green bricks.

The palace city walls, three feet thick with glutinous rice mortar filling the gaps – walls that even cannon fire might not breach in one blow – were smashed by this pestle formed from ethereal ice and soft snow, creating a gap half a zhang wide. Broken bricks flew out, and soldiers guarding by the city walls covered their faces, wailing as they retreated, blood flowing between their fingers.

Even more shocking was that the moment the broken snow pestle fell, it froze into ice, forming a curved and gleaming ice arch bridge from the palace gate plaza to the city walls.

Like a divine miracle.

“A thousand li of lonely grave, nowhere to speak of desolation.”

With a “boom,” large flames suddenly bloomed behind Duanmu, burning along Zhengyang Gate into a flaming archway. The firelight startled the war horses of the Shengdu Guard who had just galloped up. The horses panicked, neighing incessantly, throwing the Shengdu Guard into chaos.

Overhead, signal flares continued to bloom like blood lines cutting through the pale skin of the vast sky, while below Zhengyang Gate, great fires bloomed like red lotuses amid the misty vastness of all things.

“Even if we were to meet, we should not recognize each other, dust covering the face, temples like frost.”

Duanmu stepped onto the ice arch bridge. Behind him, the arriving Xiahou Chun ordered the frightened mounted warriors to dismount, archers to take position, and ten thousand arrows to fire together.

Before him, after a moment of panic, Fang Huai’an ran all the way, pushing through the dumbstruck guards on the city walls, shouting loudly, “Defend the city! Defend the city!”

The gate captain was awakened by him and instinctively shouted frantically, “Release arrows!”

From the corner towers and battlements, arrows fell like flying locusts over his head.

The two waves of arrows from front and back were about to connect into an arch bridge in mid-air, with Duanmu in the middle.

Before the people above and below the city could rejoice, Duanmu swept his sleeve.

In mid-air, tearing through the flying snow, the rain of arrows that had almost connected into a net suddenly froze.

Everyone watched helplessly as those arrows stopped, accumulated snow, froze into ice, then fell down in unison.

“In dreams at night, I suddenly return home, by the small window, just combing hair.”

Arrowheads stuck into the snowy ground throughout the palace gate plaza like a field of withered flowers.

Duanmu continued walking unhurriedly on the ice arch bridge. Behind him, Xiahou Chun directed soldiers to chop down the ice arch bridge.

He himself took the lead, seizing a heavy nine-ring golden saber, and relying on his great strength and power, thunderously struck the bottom of the ice bridge. With a crack, the huge ice bridge split in two at the base.

But before Xiahou Chun could rejoice, he felt a shadow overhead. Looking up, he saw that Duanmu, who had been in mid-air moments before, had already appeared ghostlike above him, looking down at him expressionlessly. At the same time, the dense red clouds in the sky suddenly brightened, then with a crackling sound, a bolt of lightning that absolutely shouldn’t appear in this weather suddenly appeared above his head!

Brilliant light burst forth, everything became blindingly white. In that moment, Xiahou Chun thought, “My life is over!”

The next instant his body felt light, suddenly flying up, then crashing into an embrace with a faint tobacco scent. The tremendous impact sent both rolling violently in the snow, finally crashing into something hard with a bang.

Xiahou Chun saw stars, unable to see anything clearly for a moment, but instinctively groped around in panic, “Is that you, Di Yiwei? Is that you? Yiwei? Yiwei? Say something, say something!”

With a “smack,” a pipe struck his hand, making him withdraw it. Di Yiwei’s slightly hoarse voice sounded, “Where are you groping?”

Xiahou Chun let out a long sigh of relief, his massive body immediately going limp.

Di Yiwei poked him with her pipe, “Get up, fight again. Are we really going to let him swagger into the imperial palace like this?”

“Fighting is useless. You should know who this person is.” Xiahou Chun felt around and got up, also helping Di Yiwei to her feet. “No amount of lives would be enough to fill the gap. Now we can only keep sending people forward, delaying step by step, until the Crown Princess and Princess Pingzong arrive – then perhaps there might be a chance to fight.”

“Isn’t this person our ally? Why has he suddenly gone mad?”

“This isn’t the time to discuss that.” Xiahou Chun used his nine-ring golden saber to support himself, clanging as it rang. He finally made out Duanmu’s figure approaching the palace city through the wind, snow, and flames.

He was at a high position where arrows couldn’t reach, and chopping the ice bridge was useless. Now they could only hope that the soldiers defending the city could hold out until the Crown Princess arrived.

At this moment on the city walls, the soldiers looked up at the figure walking along the ice bridge with hands clasped behind his back, almost completely losing their will to fight.

In all their military training after enlisting, they had envisioned countless siege methods and trained countless times on how to respond to various attacks, but they had never imagined there could be such a siege method in the world, or such a powerful person.

Even more terrifying than when the Crown Princess descended from heaven carrying a giant eagle.

“Looking at each other without words, only a thousand tears flowing.”

Behind Duanmu, the ice bridge disappeared inch by inch. The snow on the ground was also rapidly disappearing, turning into water that filled the surface of the palace gate plaza, with the water level continuously rising.

The pursuing troops saw the ice bridge disappear and charged toward the plaza, but as soon as they stepped in, they cried out in agony.

The accumulated water was actually scalding hot!

At the same time, the ice bridge suddenly vanished, turning into a waterfall rushing toward the heads of the pursuing soldiers.

Immediately there were screams everywhere as countless people clutched their heads and faces, desperately rushing out of the water curtain.

It was actually boiling water!

Di Yiwei was also in front, with Xiahou Chun one step behind her. Seeing the silver waterfall pouring down over their heads as screams arose, Xiahou Chun suddenly grabbed Di Yiwei’s back, spun her around with his other hand, and simultaneously threw himself forward to embrace her, using his back to shield her body.

The next moment, boiling water poured all over him.

Di Yiwei reacted extremely quickly, touching down with her heel and flying backward, carrying Xiahou Chun over the fire still burning under Zhengyang Gate, and once again crashing heavily into the snowy ground outside the gate. Ignoring the pain of feeling completely shattered from the fall, she rolled over and buried Xiahou Chun in the snow.

While cursing, “You need to lose weight! Dead weight, can’t carry you!”

The instant cooling greatly reduced Xiahou Chun’s burns, but even so, half his face and neck not covered by armor still developed many blisters.

Di Yiwei helped him up, and both looked worriedly toward the palace city.

On the palace city walls, the soldiers were again shocked by the scene they had just witnessed, holding their spears but continuously retreating.

Duanmu was now only steps away from the palace walls.

“I know that year after year, at the heartbreaking place, bright moon night, short pine hill.”

The final line.

His robes fluttered, revealing bare feet – he wasn’t even wearing shoes as he stepped on ice to ascend the palace city.

Only three steps away, and the imperial city would be under his feet.

He raised his hand.

Though his expression was blank, everyone on the city walls felt their hearts sink to the depths, as if seeing death’s summons.

Chapter 476: Acceptance
Suddenly someone charged forward.

Holding a large pot with both hands, they violently splashed the mutton soup inside onto the remaining half of the ice bridge!

The mutton soup immediately froze and solidified on the ice bridge, forming a layer of snow-white greasy mutton fat, scattered brown chunks of mutton and yellow ginger slices, red chili peppers—red, yellow, and white all frozen together on the ice surface.

Duanmu stopped.

On his face that had shown no expression all along, disgust and surprise finally appeared.

Then he quickly retreated, backing away until he reached a place without mutton soup, to the edge of the ice bridge.

The one holding the pot was Fang Huai’an. After splashing out one pot, he didn’t pause but picked up another pot to splash out.

This time Duanmu waved his sleeve, and the mutton soup froze in mid-air, then smashed back into his chest, sending him flying from this end of the city wall to that end, crashing through the battlements and falling off the palace wall!

Amid the cries of alarm, everyone was too late to rescue him.

Suddenly a sharp sound rang out, like a giant blade suddenly splitting between heaven and earth, mixed with tremendous wind and howling. After the sharp sound, Fang Huai’an’s figure appeared again on top of the palace wall.

But he was lying flat, eyes tightly closed, face pale.

Only then did everyone see the hands beneath him, supporting his body flat.

Those hands, as soon as they appeared, threw Fang Huai’an out, landing him in the arms of soldiers who rushed to catch him. Immediately a red and white figure shot up like a cannonball, extending one hand, already holding a blade.

The next moment flames blazed on that blade.

Pingzong, who had just arrived, beckoned with her other hand, and a soldier’s spear came to her grasp. She gripped it with force, and the spear responded with a series of squeaking sounds. Ice formed at the spear tip, extending forward like lightning, growing longer and longer, until it stretched directly from this end of the city wall to that end!

She wore garments of red on the left and white on the right, grasping the ice spear in her left hand and the flaming blade in her right, leaping up in mid-air and fiercely striking down toward Duanmu at the other end of the city wall!

A thunderous crash.

Half the ice bridge shattered into flying ice crystals, while the other half turned into a waterfall pouring down!

The city wall ground beneath Pingzong’s feet silently cracked open, splitting a fissure a full foot wide that ran across the entire wall.

The red and white figure flashed.

Pingzong had already crossed the five-zhang city wall, ice spear and fire blade smashing toward the top of Duanmu’s head as he drifted up with the snow!

…

Inside Chongming Palace, countless braziers burned and thick clothes were laid out. Murong Yi, who had just come in from the icy world outside, shivered uncomfortably from the temperature change, immediately breaking out in a sweat on his back.

For that instant, he felt uncomfortable all over, yet couldn’t say where exactly it hurt.

Tie Yan led the way, walking until he sat down on the soft couch in the depths of the great hall, with memorial scrolls piled high on the low table. The twins were organizing these memorials for him. Seeing the Emperor enter, they bowed and then stood to either side.

When the two saw Murong Yi, they didn’t put on airs of looking straight ahead, but both smiled slightly at him.

As long as no men were around Tie Ci, Murong Yi didn’t mind, and nodded slightly in return.

Tie Yan saw this and said nothing. He quite liked the twins’ gracious manner and naturally wouldn’t mind.

He said gently, “It’s getting late. Go rest in the front court.”

The Chu Xingbai brothers would stay overnight in the special duty rooms in the front court in the evenings, unable to enter the inner palace. They would take turns resting once every ten days.

Today, because Tie Yan had left temporarily and returned late, they were already working overtime.

The two bowed and withdrew. Tie Yan continued reading memorials on his own.

He didn’t tell Murong Yi to sit.

Murong Yi removed his cloak, handed it to an attendant, and found a low stool to sit on himself.

He did want to be a bit humble before his father-in-law, but his body simply wouldn’t allow it. Endless aching, soreness, and itching arose within his body, even his bones seemed to be softening inch by inch. He licked his lips, his head somewhat dizzy, his heart feeling as if something was burning inside, inexplicably yearning for something, yet not knowing what he should yearn for.

He sat there, slightly lowering his eyes, clenching his palms.

He glanced at those memorials.

Weren’t all the memorial reports now completely transferred to Tie Ci? Where did the Emperor get so many memorials?

Tie Yan flipped through a few, then threw the memorials aside. He glanced at Murong Yi, let out a cold laugh, and irritably waved his hand, signaling the attendants to deliver the memorials to Murong Yi.

Murong Yi received the memorials with some surprise.

Tie Yan said, “Everyone withdraw.”

Everyone retreated.

Murong Yi opened a memorial, and the title immediately caught his eye.

“Memorial Advising Against the Crown Princess Taking the Prince of Eastern Liao as Consort”

He opened another.

“Memorial Requesting the Execution of the Prince of Eastern Liao”

Another one.

“Memorial Requesting an Edict to Select a National Father for the Crown Prince.”

…

Murong Yi closed the memorials and looked at the small mountain before him.

From the quantity, it seemed almost all the court ministers of Great Qian were represented here.

From above, Tie Yan said softly, “You insist on being with A Ci. Have you thought about how much criticism and pressure she will bear?”

“Have you thought about how much trouble and hardship you will bring her?”

He pointed at the mountain of memorials. “These are just today’s, sent to me. There are even more at A Ci’s place. Recently there are this many every day. And just now, when you were brought into the palace and A Ci summoned the entire Imperial Medical Academy, almost everyone in the cabinet on duty in the palace immediately submitted memorials.”

“The wise and benevolent Crown Prince of Great Qian, who used years of time and two years of life-and-death struggle to earn her reputation and standing, because of this one reception, this one summons, will see it all destroyed.”

“Murong Yi, you personally watched how she, a dignified Crown Prince, struggled to survive, how she walked step by step to today. You know her difficulties better than anyone. Yet you say you love her while ignoring how your existence and actions will affect her. Do you call this love?”

…

Before the palace city, Pingzong struck down fiercely, ice and flames flowing around one person, appearing from afar like a huge red and white whirlpool.

The whirlpool howled, with molten rock and ice coexisting, as if to destroy all things within it.

Still three zhang away from the whirlpool, the palace city square ground shattered completely, broken bricks and stones mixed with snow flying up three feet high before falling back down.

Duanmu stood directly below the whirlpool, raising one finger.

With a sharp crack, a golden light descended from the sky like a giant nail thick as an embrace, striking toward the top of Pingzong’s head.

…

Before Ruixiang Hall, Tie Ci heard Dan Shuang’s report and her expression changed as she stopped walking.

How could Sang Tang suddenly leave Ciren Palace and head straight for Ruixiang Hall?

At this moment she vaguely heard what seemed like considerable commotion from very far away, but she no longer had time to react.

The sky above suddenly went black.

Black as pitch where you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face—she couldn’t even see Dan Shuang and Chi Xue beside her.

No, it wasn’t just black. This darkness seemed viscous, substantial, like a quagmire or abyss. Trapped within it, one seemed to gradually lose even the five senses.

And that familiar pressure belonging to Sang Tang was omnipresent in this seemingly impenetrable eternal darkness, like an entire sky pressing down on her.

In just an instant, Tie Ci let out a muffled groan, blood flowing from her nose.

…

Before the palace city, golden light struck down and the red and white whirlpool exploded thunderously.

Countless people throughout the palace city were knocked down by the air waves, those standing at the wall’s edge were directly swept off the city wall.

Pingzong flew backward like an arrow, crashing into the palace wall with a thunderous impact, forcibly embedded in the wall with her hair still crackling.

Duanmu landed in the snow, flicked his fingertip, and a fragment of sleeve fell into the snow and disappeared.

…

Murong Yi stared at those memorials.

Tie Yan watched him without speaking.

The atmosphere in the hall was suffocatingly silent.

After a long while, Murong Yi slowly raised his head. His face was slightly pale in the dim lamplight, but his voice was clear and firm.

He said, “The court ministers are short-sighted. Is Your Majesty the same?”

He said, “Precisely because I know the Crown Princess fought her way out of such dire circumstances, these admonishments and criticisms are definitely not insurmountable obstacles for her.”

“If I minded even these small matters, if I had thoughts of retreat because of this, if I thought of giving up, that would be distrust of her, distrust of the feelings between us.”

“She and I don’t play those so-called games of forbearance, fulfillment, sacrifice, and righteousness. Because she doesn’t need them, and neither do I. I believe that in this vast world, there will always be a path to walk. I believe that my lifelong loyalty to her will never bring her any harm. I believe that all the troubles I cause her will ultimately be repaid tenfold by me.”

“What business is it of others that she treats me well? If the ministers chatter away, then let them shut up. Even the Xiao clan was beaten to death by a mob—what, do they think they’re more resilient than the Xiao clan?”

Tie Yan suddenly bit his teeth, suppressing the laugh that wanted to burst out.

He pointed at Murong Yi and said angrily, “Insolent youth, still spouting such nonsense at this time!”

Murong Yi said calmly, “Your Majesty, there’s no need to put on an act. You brought me here and showed me these not to force me to leave A Ci, because you know forcing me is useless, and A Ci wouldn’t agree either.”

“You’re just uneasy at heart and want a promise from me.”

He looked around, searching.

In Chongming Palace, Tie Ci had given strict orders not to allow anyone to carry anything that could cause harm. Violators would be beaten to death immediately. When Murong Yi entered the palace, he also brought no weapons.

But he suddenly saw a small knife on Tie Yan’s writing desk.

Following his gaze, Tie Yan also saw the small knife and remembered it was from when Noble Consort Jing had come earlier to personally peel fruit for him. She had used it and casually left it on the golden plate, forgetting to take it away.

The next instant, Murong Yi beckoned with his hand, and the small knife fell into his grasp.

Before Tie Yan could be startled, he turned the knife around and pointed it at his own heart.

Tie Yan was so shocked he suddenly stood up.

…

Endless darkness enveloped the sky above Ruixiang Hall. In that area, even the falling snow couldn’t be seen, because as soon as the snow approached that place, it would be crushed and disappear.

If viewed from a distance, it looked like a huge black cover over Ruixiang Hall, or as if the entire night had condensed in this one place.

Outside Ruixiang Hall, someone ran up quickly, gasping and about to shout a report, but was stunned by that dense blackness. Before even approaching that area, his whole person inexplicably tumbled away and crashed into the snow.

He got up, looked at Ruixiang Hall that he couldn’t enter, then looked at the palace city ahead, thinking this was terrible.

Princess Pingzong was clearly no match for that strange person, and the most capable Crown Princess in the palace also seemed to be trapped. What could be done?

Suddenly he turned around.

He saw that huge black cover moving.

…

In Chongming Palace, one sitting, one standing, facing each other in silence.

Regret and surprise flashed in Tie Yan’s eyes.

Could it be that he had pushed too hard and driven the man mad?

He had heard that this person had some madness in him.

This was also one of the reasons court ministers strongly opposed after the Crown Princess publicly declared her position.

Murong Yi looked at him, a trace of amusement flashing in his eyes.

His father-in-law was indeed outwardly strong but inwardly weak.

With the small knife pressed against his chest, he slowly stood up and said, “Your Majesty, we people of Eastern Liao hold the most solemn oaths to be those sworn with heart’s blood.”

He said, “Today Murong Yi swears with blood before the Emperor of Great Qian: in this life, regardless of hardships and dangers, sword winds and frost blades, I will remain utterly loyal to Tie Ci, never regretting even unto nine deaths. Should I violate this oath, may heaven take me, lightning strike me, and may all my heart’s blood be spilled.”

The small knife trembled and swept across his chest, a trace of bright red blood droplets scattered before the hall.

Tie Yan watched him in shock.

Truly a clever person.

Firm in will and determination.

Sincere in heart and intention, without fear or trepidation.

Able to reach into others’ hearts at a glance.

Knowing that what he truly wanted was a trustworthy promise, he gave it without hesitation.

Tie Yan slowly sat down, stacked the memorials on the table, and chuckled.

If Murong Yi had truly listened to his persuasion just now and chosen to abandon Tie Ci.

At this moment he would have already been driven from the imperial palace, and he would never allow him to set foot here again.

Obviously Murong Yi understood this even more clearly than he did.

He arranged the memorials neatly, a large pile, holding them in his hands as he looked at Murong Yi with a half-smile.

Murong Yi smiled back.

Tie Yan said, “These memorials come every day, and they’ve always been kept in reserve.”

Kept in reserve without response.

When an emperor keeps memorials in the palace without court discussion or response.

It’s an ambiguous attitude with unknown results.

Tie Yan held the memorials and slightly tilted his hand.

The large pile of memorials rustled as they slid into the wicker basket beside the low table.

That basket had a white slip attached. According to court regulations, this meant rejection.

All rejected.

Murong Yi smiled slightly.

The discomfort that had been plaguing his entire body and growing increasingly severe seemed to lighten somewhat with this gesture and the cut just now.

Outside the hall, wind and snow howled, covering all sounds between heaven and earth.

Inside the hall, charcoal fires blazed. Tie Yan finally showed a gentle expression, beckoning to Murong Yi and saying, “Come here, let me take a good look at you.”

Joy appeared in Murong Yi’s eyes.

Not for the Emperor’s final acceptance.

For that happiness and beautiful future so close at hand.

He stood up and walked step by step toward the Emperor, still holding the knife, ready to return it to the Emperor.

The hall doors were tightly closed.

Outside the hall, separated by just a wall.

One person stood beneath the window, gently placing their hand against the wall.

One person stood at the corridor entrance, eyes slightly closed, hands gently pushing outward in a gesture of emptiness.

…

Chapter 477: Wind and Snow
In the wind and snow, the gates of Dianfang Studio were hastily knocked upon by an unexpected visitor.

Noble Consort Jing, who was curled up on the couch applying face masks, heard the report and sat up in surprise, saying, “What? The Empress Dowager has come?”

Noble Consort Jing instinctively rose to greet the Empress Dowager, walking hurriedly while arranging her skirt as she went.

The fear of the Empress Dowager that had formed over many years made her completely unable to consider at this moment why the Empress Dowager, who was under house arrest in Ciren Palace, would suddenly come to her place on this snowy night.

The door opened, and outside the hall doors stood the Empress Dowager wrapped in a fox fur cloak. She was dressed very solemnly and exquisitely today, standing calmly without showing any trace of sorrow from her family’s destruction.

Such an Empress Dowager made Noble Consort Jing feel even more ashamed of herself. She hurried forward to personally hold an umbrella for the Empress Dowager, asking ingratiatingly, “Whatever Mother Empress wishes to command, this consort will obey. How could you come personally in such weather?”

The Empress Dowager then took her hand, first looking her up and down carefully for a while, then nodded saying, “Not having seen you for some time, you are indeed more outstanding than before.”

Joy appeared in Noble Consort Jing’s eyes. For all these years, the Empress Dowager never looked at her properly, but now she was talking with her like addressing a dear daughter-in-law. This made her feel both flattered and proud, and she couldn’t help saying, “It’s all thanks to Mother Empress…”

The Empress Dowager gently squeezed her hand.

Noble Consort Jing came to her senses and stopped speaking.

The Empress Dowager didn’t speak immediately but lingered at the hall entrance, quietly watching the chaotic wind and snow.

Noble Consort Jing was somewhat puzzled. She also turned to look at the sky. The wind and snow were too heavy, with howling winds where nothing could be seen or heard clearly. She only vaguely felt that one area seemed particularly dark, and another area seemed to have a flash of red light that disappeared instantly.

The Empress Dowager was also looking at that place, and at this moment her eyes were extremely dark and cold.

After a moment she resumed her smile, patting Noble Consort Jing’s hand and saying softly, “I came looking for you because I heard in Ciren Palace that His Majesty is unwell. Hearing this made me uneasy, so I wanted to go see him. I happened to pass by your place and thought to ask if you’d like to come along.”

Noble Consort Jing immediately panicked, hurriedly saying, “Of course I should go!” She rushed to have sedan chairs prepared, took tonic medicines, and changed cloaks. After a flurry of activity, she suddenly remembered that the Empress Dowager wasn’t supposed to leave Ciren Palace?

But she couldn’t ask this question in front of the Empress Dowager.

Anyway, they were going to see His Majesty, so whatever it was could naturally be discussed between mother and son.

Noble Consort Jing, accustomed to being a hands-off manager, simply put these doubts aside.

Two heated sedan chairs slowly left Dianfang Studio and disappeared into the wind and snow.

…

Tie Ci had a viscous darkness overhead where she couldn’t see, speak, or perceive anything.

She had many things she wanted to say to Sang Tang, but unfortunately the Night Emperor in his fury had made an exception to use his ultimate technique, wanting to directly strangle any life from the legendary increasingly powerful Crown Princess.

At this moment Tie Ci felt regret in her heart.

To ensure palace security and avoid alerting the enemy, she had always wanted to contact Duanmu first before revealing the truth to Sang Tang. After all, words alone were no proof, and Sang Tang might not believe her.

Who knew that Duanmu would suddenly disappear without a trace. A person like him, if he didn’t want to be found, then no one could find him.

Sang Tang had never stepped out of Ciren Palace due to her old injuries, and always maintained an attitude of only wanting to protect the Empress Dowager while ignoring everything else. Because of this, she had been relatively negligent amid all her busy affairs.

Just this small negligence led to a deadly situation.

Now with darkness pressing down, she couldn’t even find her opponent, and all her martial prowess couldn’t be deployed.

So this was the Night Emperor’s true strike.

This was still after years of severe injury.

One could imagine the mighty power of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors in their prime.

In this instant, Tie Ci suddenly thought of Duanmu’s paintings, thought of that master who had quickly dealt with those eight most powerful people between dawn and dusk.

For the first time, deep fear surged in her heart.

But immediately she raised her head.

She couldn’t be afraid.

She couldn’t so easily form mental barriers.

She suddenly raised her hand, golden light flashing at her fingertip like a thin thread, piercing through the dark barrier straight to the heavens.

The next moment thunder roared, and the thin golden light transformed into a column of light thick as a water barrel, striking straight down.

The darkness truly seemed substantial. When that golden light struck down, it only illuminated the surrounding area, while the darkness around remained dense, like demonic fog, like black syrup, rolling restlessly.

But the instant this golden light appeared, Tie Ci actually leaped up toward the lightning.

She brushed against the edge of the electric light, feeling like she was carrying a mountain. With great difficulty she leaped to mid-air, just in time to see red light flash in the direction of the palace gates.

At this moment, she finally heard the tremendous crash from that direction.

Tie Ci’s heart stirred.

That red light looked like Pingzong.

Pingzong was lazy and rarely made moves. At this moment in the palace, only Sang Tang could make her exert such effort, and Sang Tang was here.

Then at the palace gates, it was Duanmu!

The two most powerful grandmasters of nearly fifty years were simultaneously attacking the palace city.

It was an enormous crisis, but this crisis came strangely.

The golden light flashed and vanished, the surroundings instantly returning to darkness. The dense darkness seemed angered by the electric light that had just split it, rolling and churning as it pressed toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci felt suffocation and heavy pressure.

In that instant she thought of Dan Shuang and Chi Xue, the palace servants of Ruixiang Hall.

She didn’t know how many had been swept into this darkness. If she was struggling so much, how long could they survive?

Tie Ci took a breath.

She reached out and pulled out the hairpin binding her hair.

She aimed the sharp end at the back of her neck and gently pricked it.

True energy flowed into the acupoint, and her brow twitched slightly.

After a moment, she exhaled a long breath.

That breath was actually like a white dragon, rolling through the black fog.

The next moment her figure flashed and disappeared from her original position.

A moment later, she appeared on a stretch of rooftops.

The darkness indeed followed step by step.

Tie Ci looked down at this stretch of rooftops and recognized they should still be the roof of Ruixiang Hall.

Taking the risk to break the prohibition and use teleportation, she could indeed move now.

But it was still much shorter than the expected distance.

This meant that to reach the palace gates, she would need many teleportations.

Rong Pu’s warning echoed again.

“From my observations, teleportation is extremely dangerous for Your Highness. Each use makes the reversal of Your Highness’s meridians more severe. Once completely reversed, even immortals cannot save you. I hope Your Highness will diligently practice martial arts. If you need to escape, please practice light body techniques well and don’t use teleportation. I’ll teach Your Highness a method to lock acupoints to prevent inadvertent teleportation. Please don’t unlock the acupoints lightly, and especially don’t teleport consecutively. Remember this, remember this.”

Tie Ci looked up at the seemingly endless darkness and smiled bitterly.

In life, nine out of ten things don’t go as wished.

Her figure flashed, and this time she landed on the roof of Ruixiang Hall’s front hall.

The black cover followed again.

Another flash.

This time, she finally landed outside the gates of Ruixiang Hall.

The black cover followed step by step, thunderously covering down.

Inside Ruixiang Hall, people lay collapsed everywhere.

People looked up at the sky, seeing only continued chaos and snow filling the deep courtyard.

Dan Shuang struggled to get up, staggered to the hall entrance, and saw that huge black cover land on the roof of neighboring Yuxiu Palace.

The next moment, it fell into the second courtyard of Ningkun Palace next to Yuxiu Palace.

The next moment, it fell into the front courtyard of Ningkun Palace.

The next moment, it fell into Qunxi Hall in front of Ningkun Palace.

…

Dan Shuang leaned against the wall, watching that mass of stagnant darkness move with one person, bit by bit in the wind and snow, like a swaying ancient giant bell, heading toward the palace gates.

…

Outside the sleeping quarters of Chongming Palace, one person gently pressed their hand against the wall, eyes closed as if murmuring to themselves.

Inside the sleeping quarters of Chongming Palace, Murong Yi walked toward Tie Yan with a smile.

For an instant, he suddenly felt his vision blur, as if the light and shadows before him twisted slightly, but then everything returned to normal.

Murong Yi rubbed his brow.

His head was splitting with pain now, his vision blurred, his internal organs burning, his muscles and bones seeming to crawl with countless ants, while waves of evil fire rose restlessly in his heart.

He relied entirely on powerful willpower to suppress it, maintaining his smile unchanged as he walked forward step by step.

For an instant, his fingers lifted slightly, as if wanting to take something from his chest, but ultimately he put them down.

Across from him, Tie Yan stared at him intently.

In Murong Yi’s eyes, this face that usually looked quite amiable suddenly twisted, revealing a ferocious smile.

He was startled and stopped walking.

At the same time, Tie Yan, who had been watching him, also changed expression.

His face suddenly became extremely pale, then turned blazing red, blue veins appearing on his forehead, twitching wildly.

He suddenly roared and lunged at Murong Yi.

Murong Yi, weakened as he was, was caught off guard and knocked down. The two rolled and tumbled on the carpet.

Tie Yan raised his fists and rained blows down on him, roaring, “I’ll teach you to deceive me! How dare you deceive me!”

Murong Yi raised his hand and Tie Yan tumbled away. Murong Yi rolled over to help him up, but his robe tightened as Tie Yan, who had immediately pounced again, grabbed it.

He grasped Murong Yi’s robe hem, saw the small knife that had rolled to the ground, immediately grabbed the knife and raised it to stab, “How dare you treat her like that!”

Murong Yi was pulled by someone. In his dizziness, he instinctively raised his foot to kick.

His kick carried more than a thousand pounds of force. Under one kick, Tie Yan would be dead if not severely injured.

His foot was only a hair’s breadth from Tie Yan when Murong Yi suddenly stopped and bent down to pull at Tie Yan’s hands.

But at this moment he heard Tie Yan’s wild curses and was startled.

Just this moment of being startled.

With a soft hiss, the small knife inserted into his side.

Even after stabbing him, Tie Yan wasn’t satisfied and actually gripped the knife handle to pull it upward, still roaring, “I’ll kill you! Kill you!”

Murong Yi half-knelt on the ground and suddenly grasped his hand.

Looking up, he saw Tie Yan’s face close at hand. That face no longer looked like his—the usually gentle and dignified features were now twisted and fierce, covered in hot sweat, his eyes full of blood vessels forming a sheet of blood red, his gaze wild, overflowing with bloodthirsty hatred and killing intent.

Murong Yi’s heart shook as he shouted, “Focus! You’re being controlled, aren’t you? Wake up!”

But Tie Yan seemed to hear nothing. Unable to move while being held, he raised his foot to kick viciously at the wound, “Die, die! Die—”

The two were extremely close. Murong Yi had to control him and couldn’t dodge, so he could only block with his arm across. But he didn’t expect that Tie Yan’s boot sole had mechanisms. Under violent shaking, the boot sole flashed with dark light and a thin blade shot into his abdomen.

Already severely ill, in just this instant he was stabbed repeatedly and covered in blood.

Murong Yi opened his mouth and violently spat out blood.

It splashed all over Tie Yan’s head and face.

Tie Yan, his face covered in blood red, was now completely mad. Taking advantage of Murong Yi loosening his grip due to injury, he raised his hand and pulled out the small knife.

The raised knife brought out a trace of blood that splattered across the snow-white silk screen.

Tie Yan didn’t even wipe his face and wielded the small knife as he pounced again.

Murong Yi dodged to the side, grabbed his hand, and with a skillful technique, threw him toward a corner of the hall.

At the same time, he kicked away the silk screen, which crashed into the imperial throne screen with a tremendous crash, smashing half the throne.

Murong Yi staggered and grabbed a bronze crane beside him, raising it in a swing.

The bronze crane, carrying heavy wind sounds, flashed around the hall like lightning. Wherever it passed, tables and chairs overturned, curtains shredded, and all vessels shattered.

The hall instantly became a complete mess, losing all furniture in clear view.

The mess finally confirmed for him that no one was hiding in hall corners to cause mischief.

Murong Yi closed his eyes and staggered.

Across from him, Tie Yan roared and pounced again.

At this moment he was steaming with heat, his eyes blazing bright, teeth snow white, face blood red, and cauliflower-shaped warts suddenly appeared on his neck, making him look inhuman.

Murong Yi suddenly retreated rapidly.

In the blink of an eye, with a tremendous crash, his back slammed hard into the wall.

Both wounds burst open simultaneously, blood spraying wildly. The blade embedded in his abdomen was forcibly shaken out and bounced to the ground.

At the same time the solid palace wall cracked with a muffled sound.

Murong Yi’s hand ghostly passed through the collapsed wall’s smoke, dust, and broken bricks, suddenly grasping the hand that hadn’t had time to withdraw.

No one expected that at this time he could still have such precise judgment and fierce action.

Wind and snow seemed to stop at this moment.

Separated by one hole, a scream rang out.

Murong Yi gripped hard, trying to drag this evil spirit hiding outside the hall to cause trouble inside.

But at this moment his head spun with dizziness, severe pain exploded from his heart, his vision went black, and his hand loosened.

The person outside the wall immediately struggled and staggered away.

Murong Yi looked up to see Tie Yan pouncing again, holding the knife, shouting, blood flowing from his face to his teeth, looking like a man-eating demon.

Murong Yi: “Wake up!”

This shout used the last of all his strength, like a thunderclap.

Even a deaf person could be awakened.

But Tie Yan remained unmoved, his gaze straight and wild, full of hatred.

Murong Yi closed his eyes.

That shout and collision had drained all his strength.

For an instant, his hand lifted as if to reach into his chest for something.

But ultimately it turned downward.

Fiercely inserting into the wound at his side.

Blood flowed wildly, and the unbearable itching and weakness in his body seemed to flow out with the blood.

Using this lucidity-bringing yet extremely painful injury, he looked up, caught Tie Yan’s knife with one hand, his fingertip touching Tie Yan’s wrist pulse. Tie Yan’s hand softened and the knife fell into Murong Yi’s palm.

Murong Yi’s figure turned as he caught him, his other arm’s elbow already striking Tie Yan’s neck.

Unable to wake Tie Yan, he could only knock him unconscious first, then deal with the person outside the hall.

When his elbow struck down, it hit the pustules on Tie Yan’s neck.

Blood and pus splattered, wetting his sleeve.

Tie Yan fell into his arms. Murong Yi could no longer support himself and his legs gave way.

His head roared thunderously, his vision completely dark, unable to see or hear anything clearly. He only felt countless snowflakes ice-cold penetrating his body, stuffing into his heart.

At this moment he suddenly heard Tie Yan in his arms say hoarsely, “So you really did approach her intentionally. You approached her first, won her, then killed her… I… even if I die I can’t let you—”

Murong Yi’s mind thundered.

He didn’t know what was happening. On one hand he felt himself falling, constantly falling, as if into a bottomless abyss. On the other hand he felt someone bursting out, someone pouncing, himself seeming to dodge and fight back. Struggling sounds, rolling sounds, fighting sounds, gasping sounds, cursing sounds… all became countless thunderclaps continuously echoing in his mind, making his head split with pain, his whole body burning… until in all this chaos, he suddenly heard a soft hiss.

So familiar yet slight, so light it was hard to catch among all these loud sounds.

But he was struck as if by lightning. Though he hadn’t yet understood what this sound was, he instinctively began trembling.

Trembling all over, even his teeth chattering—this was trembling from the depths of his soul, the despair of instantly understanding that his greatest fear had occurred while he was powerless to prevent it.

That despair drowned him like a tide. The unbearable pain and confusion slowly receded in an instant, and he suddenly had the strength to open his eyes.

Without hesitation he opened his eyes.

He found himself lying on the hall floor, blood stains everywhere, chaos all around several times worse than the mess he had created—clearly the result of frenzied fighting. And not far from him… lay Tie Yan.

Murong Yi slowly turned his head.

In an instant.

As if falling into an ice cave.

The person beside him had no breath.

In his heart, the small knife that had wounded him and been seized by him was inserted.

Murong Yi closed his eyes and showed a bleak smile.

Struggling to crawl up, he reached to pull out the knife.

But at this moment, with a tremendous crash, the hall doors were broken open.

Murong Yi’s whole body convulsed.

He stiffened his back and slowly turned around.

Chapter 478: She Stands Between Them
Noble Consort Jing appeared in the doorway.

She stared wide-eyed, her gaze instantly shifting from anxiety to bewilderment. Clearly such a scene left her completely unable to react for a moment, frozen there.

But Murong Yi’s rigid spine relaxed slightly in an instant.

He remained silent, head lowered, looking at the dagger buried to its hilt.

Finally he withdrew his hand without pulling out the blade, slowly turning his head toward Noble Consort Jing.

Noble Consort Jing finally recovered from her tremendous shock. The bewilderment in her eyes gradually turned to despair and terror. She suddenly opened her mouth, about to scream.

A figure flashed, and Murong Yi had already appeared ghostlike before her, raising his hand to grasp her throat.

His blood immediately splattered Noble Consort Jing with red.

Noble Consort Jing could no longer make a sound. She stared at him in terror, reaching up to desperately claw at his hand, trying to pry it away, but how could she manage it?

Murong Yi felt as if ten thousand knives were stabbing and stirring in his mind, or as if red-hot branding irons were burning every inch of his muscles and bones, causing him such agony he wished for death.

Having endured the hardest hardships in the world since childhood, at this moment he wanted nothing more than a blade to end it all.

Countless noises clamored in his mind, but only one voice was clearest.

Whispering in his ear.

Kill her, kill her, then leave quickly. That way no one can accuse you of being the murderer.

Tie Ci is a clear-minded person who won’t easily misunderstand you. As long as you don’t stay here, as long as you’re not seen, the court ministers can’t accuse you. You’ll have a chance to explain, and Tie Ci won’t face pressure from the ministers because of this.

Kill her, kill her and there’s still a chance!

His bloodstained fingers trembled, constantly tightening.

Noble Consort Jing’s face turned from white to blue, from blue to purple. Her hands clawed weakly, her sharp fingernails scratching countless bloody marks on the back of Murong Yi’s hand.

Her eyes gradually widened, the light in them about to fade.

But at this moment Murong Yi slowly raised his eyes, looking into her eyes, his heart shaking.

Those were eyes extremely similar to Tie Ci’s.

Now opened wide, slightly tearful, reflecting his blood-soaked figure and cold gaze in their light.

Murong Yi was as if struck by lightning, suddenly releasing his grip.

Noble Consort Jing collapsed softly to the ground, covering her throat and coughing continuously.

Murong Yi leaned against the door frame and slid softly to the ground—one outside the threshold, one inside.

He lowered his head, looking at his still-bleeding wound, and said softly, “She has no father anymore…”

“She can’t lose her mother too…”

Someone walked over.

The hem of the cloak swept past broken walls and bloodstains, still unstained by dust.

Below the cloak, round pearls on phoenix-head shoes gleamed brightly.

Murong Yi leaned against the partition, slowly raising his head to look at the Empress Dowager walking over unhurriedly through the seemingly endless wind and snow.

So this old woman had been here all along.

Yet she watched coldly as he attacked Noble Consort Jing, neither shouting nor calling out.

Murong Yi’s gaze passed over her toward the vast central courtyard in the snow.

Tonight’s Chongming Palace seemed sealed, without sound or people. Everyone was trapped in nightmares, unable to struggle free.

When would they wake from the dream?

Perhaps they’d have to wait for Tie Ci to appear.

And he could no longer leave.

He coughed and laughed, each cough spraying pink foam.

The Empress Dowager walked over, helped up Noble Consort Jing, who leaned limply against her, not daring to open her eyes, tears streaming down.

The Empress Dowager snorted coldly, actually dragging her to step over Murong Yi and enter the hall.

Her luxurious dress hem brushed past Murong Yi, staining it a deep red.

Murong Yi didn’t move, head lowered, as if he had already fainted.

The Empress Dowager dragged Noble Consort Jing to Tie Yan’s corpse. Noble Consort Jing opened her eyes and let out a piercing scream.

“Your Majesty—”

She threw herself over, prostrating on Tie Yan’s corpse and weeping bitterly.

The Empress Dowager crouched beside her and said coldly, “What are you crying for? The murderer hasn’t been caught yet.”

Noble Consort Jing suddenly turned back, looking at Murong Yi by the door, and yanked out her hairpin to rise.

But the Empress Dowager said eerily behind her, “I’m not talking only about him.”

She rose, moved close to Noble Consort Jing, and whispered in her ear, “There’s also you.”

“…”

As if a long time had passed, yet as if only an instant.

Noble Consort Jing slowly turned her head, looking at the Empress Dowager in bewilderment. Her mouth opened but made no sound.

The Empress Dowager whispered with a smile by her ear.

“See the pustules on His Majesty’s face and neck?”

“It’s this thing that made him gradually weaken, made him contract a strange disease, made him want to abdicate early, made him so weak today that he could be cursed through walls without escape, until death.”

“Chongming Palace’s defenses are too tight, and he’s very wary. Murong Yi even more so. To cast spells on them, we could only work through walls, and only when Murong Yi was in a weakened state could we possibly succeed.”

“Do you know how many people, how many forces, spent how much time and effort on today’s situation?”

“Someone handled Tie Ci, someone handled Murong Yi, someone played weak, someone planted people, and I… was responsible for making you, this fool, infect the Emperor with that filthy thing.”

“It wasn’t poison, just a drug catalyst refined from a vile disease. Hidden in the whitening cream I gave you, letting you pass that thing to the Emperor bit by bit during your intimate moments.”

“Why didn’t you get sick? Of course you couldn’t be infected—Tie Ci would discover it quickly. So the antidote was hidden in your medicinal bath formula.”

“Tie Ci guards Chongming Palace like an iron barrel. Poisoning the Emperor directly was too difficult, so we had to work through you. After all, no matter who Tie Ci guards against, she can’t guard against her own mother.”

“Actually she did guard against you, but you were too worthless. Our brilliant Crown Princess surely never imagined that unable to enter Ciren Palace, you could still exchange whitening cream with me through the underground sewers.”

“Tell me, if Tie Ci discovers this disgusting thing on her Father Emperor, discovers this caused her Father Emperor’s weakness and made him vulnerable, discovers that you made her most beloved Father Emperor die dishonorably, how will she see you? How will she treat you?”

“From now on, even in death, you cannot be buried beside His Majesty!”

“Ah—”

A heart-rending scream pierced like a sharp sword through this murderous dark night.

Noble Consort Jing suddenly turned, staggered to her feet, ran two steps and tripped. Without looking, she scrambled up and rushed to the inner hall.

The Empress Dowager smiled coldly, rose, glanced at Tie Yan, glanced at Murong Yi who seemed also dead, then looked at this majestic imperial city covered in heavy snow.

Her eyes showed both hatred and satisfaction.

“So what if you laugh for a moment?”

“You’ll eventually learn that some people, some things in this world, cannot be blocked, cannot be endured, cannot be overcome.”

She stood quietly in the hall for a while, enjoying the intoxicating feeling of controlling the world.

She knew she was safe now.

At the palace gates, someone was restraining Tie Ci—of course, they would let her escape when the time came.

In the hall, someone held up barriers while others lurked within. Chongming Palace was sealed in wind, snow, and darkness. Until blood burst forth, no one would be alarmed.

The wind and snow poured straight into her chest at this moment—cold, yet fire burned in her heart.

Only when the subtle movements in the inner hall ceased did she slowly turn and walk in.

Something swayed gently from the rafters. A pale pink mandarin duck embroidered shoe had fallen to the ground.

On the writing desk, on the rice paper, a line of characters written in fresh blood, dripping red.

“Murong Yi murdered the Emperor!”

In a woman’s elegant script, yet written with killing intent and hatred.

The Empress Dowager stared at those five characters, mockery blooming at the corners of her lips.

“You’ve always been so selfish and cowardly.”

“Unable to bear such consequences, you choose death, yet fear taking blame for harming the Emperor, fear ruining your posthumous reputation. So regardless of everything, you want Murong Yi to bear it all.”

“But you won’t think how Tie Ci will endure this, how your only daughter will endure?”

“Tie Ci’s luck in having a mother like you is truly wonderful.”

“Of course, I’m happy to see it happen.”

She moved the documents on the desk to weigh down the paper, preventing it from being blown away. Without another glance at the figure in the rafters, she turned to leave.

Passing by Murong Yi, she paused, pursing her lips slightly, a flash of killing intent in her eyes.

But at this moment, someone stepped over the threshold, blocking her path.

The Empress Dowager looked up, her gaze flickering, and said softly, “Grand Chancellor.”

The much-aged man stood opposite her, giving her a half-smile but saying nothing, stepping aside to let her pass first.

The Empress Dowager stepped over the threshold, walked two steps then suddenly turned back, “Doesn’t the Grand Chancellor plan to take him away?”

“Naturally I must take him.” The old man said gently, “But now isn’t the time yet.”

He smiled.

“We must wait for the young couple to meet and completely break apart.”

The Empress Dowager’s lips curved stiffly, and she quickly descended the steps.

The old man bent down, feeling around in Murong Yi’s chest, pulling out a small box. Opening it revealed a black pill inside.

“Indeed he didn’t take it,” he said softly. “Even in such circumstances, he held back from taking it.”

“The Great King will be very pleased.”

“His heir is sufficiently resolute and strong. Having endured such harm and temptation, he won’t fear being controlled by anything in the future.”

“However…”

He smiled, stuffing the pill into Murong Yi’s mouth.

“I pity you, so I’ll give it to you anyway.”

“After all, as a minister, having too powerful a master isn’t a good thing.”

…

Tie Ci had teleported seventeen times.

The first few times were manageable, but when she reached the Imperial Garden, she felt something crack inside her body. The reverse flow that had long lurked in her dantian surged upward, almost instantly rushing through the twelve major acupoints. Her entire body’s qi and blood boiled, bringing a sweet metallic taste to her throat.

She slowly swallowed it down, then again.

Again.

By the fifth swallow, and the twelfth teleportation, Tie Ci staggered onto a stretch of glazed tiles. Her foot stepped through with a crack, shattering a large area of tiles.

Something immediately attacked in the darkness.

Cold, and so fast that wherever it passed, the black fog churned, revealing a trace of white airflow.

That was snow from outside.

Tie Ci neither attacked nor lingered, flashing again.

This time she heard a scream right on her intended path.

Not good—about to collide with someone.

Carrying black fog at this moment, whoever she hit would surely die.

Without thinking, Tie Ci forcibly twisted her body and flashed consecutively again.

This time when she landed, her legs gave way and she fell into knee-deep snow. Looking down, bright red splashed across the snow.

A thunderous sound within her body—that familiar feeling of waves crashing and reverse currents rushing through major acupoints came again. In an instant, the reverse flow coursed through the twelve major acupoints once more, but unlike before, this time was more painful, as if countless small knives scraped backward through her meridians. On her skin, meridians protruded visibly.

Tie Ci struggled to take a breath, wondering what ability had been unlocked this time.

Since understanding that unlocking innate abilities brought her no benefit, she had locked away her powers. There had never been any danger that forced her to fight with everything she had. She hadn’t expected that today, once opened, it would be at the end of her rope.

Sang Tang’s true ability was too unreasonable. Actually, even in direct combat, she might not be so embarrassed. But Sang Tang didn’t need to appear at all, forcibly trapping her there where her martial skills couldn’t be deployed.

But obviously, the more unreasonable the ability, the more limitations it had. Just as she couldn’t easily use teleportation, Sang Tang’s night-like power surely couldn’t be maintained for long.

At least now, though she was embarrassed, Sang Tang’s mass of darkness was shrinking, its lethality weakening. When encountering people, it no longer drew them in.

Tie Ci waited a while. After suppressing the pain in her internal organs, she didn’t feel any changes in herself.

The palace gates weren’t far away. She took a breath, about to continue.

Suddenly her heart began beating violently, chaotic and uncontrolled.

She turned around abruptly, looking toward Chongming Palace through the darkness.

…

Murong Yi slowly awakened.

Almost the instant he woke, the excruciating pain throughout his body nearly made him faint again.

His teeth bit into his lip until it bled, using that moment’s shock to suppress the terrifying waves of agony.

Then he realized that although still painful, the maddening discomfort that had plagued his body earlier had subsided considerably.

There was still no one around, and Noble Consort Jing was gone too.

Murong Yi’s vision kept going black, unable to think clearly. He struggled to crawl up, wanting to step over the threshold.

He knew escape wasn’t a good solution, but people would likely come soon. He couldn’t stay here and put Tie Ci in a passive position.

However, his legs couldn’t even cross the one-foot-high threshold.

He had suffered worse injuries than today before, but had never been so weak.

He smiled bitterly.

Closed his eyes.

If he truly couldn’t leave.

Then dying by her hand, dying beside her, would be acceptable too.

Suddenly there was a thud from the inner hall, like something hitting the wall.

He turned back.

Wind and snow poured through the broken wall opening, blowing apart the bead curtains with rustling sounds.

A figure swayed gently in the air.

His pupils dilated slightly.

For an instant, he thought—so blood could turn cold in a flash, so despair could deepen layer by layer.

But then dense pain rose from his heart like a tide threatening to drown him. He began trembling slightly—headache, nausea, all his blood seeming to rush to his throat, ready to spray out in an instant.

In the spinning dizziness, one thought suddenly emerged.

No.

He couldn’t let Tie Ci see this.

He couldn’t let her see her mother hanging after seeing her father’s corpse.

He couldn’t be so cruel.

He could no longer salvage today’s situation, nor could he imagine what Tie Ci would face. But if he could make things even slightly better for Tie Ci, even just a little bit.

He would do it even unto death.

He struggled up, supporting himself against the wall, the screen, the stool, moving along.

Everywhere he passed—walls, screens, stools—were stained with blood traces.

Finally he reached Noble Consort Jing’s feet, pulled over a stool, and with difficulty climbed up to take her down.

Lacking strength to hold the body, he pulled Noble Consort Jing’s corpse down with him as he fell.

He struggled to push Noble Consort Jing’s body aside, his fingers twitching as he pulled away the white silk.

Just then.

Wind whistled sharply.

Chongming Palace, sealed like under a spell, seemed to awaken instantly.

Voices, shouts, footsteps, sounds of clashing blades—all erupted and pressed closer.

Murong Yi listened intently but didn’t hear Tie Ci’s footsteps.

Just as he was about to breathe a sigh of relief.

The next moment, bells chimed rapidly, bead curtains swept up and crashed against the wall.

A figure stood between the inner and outer halls.

Before her, Noble Consort Jing’s corpse was visible.

Behind her lay Tie Yan, long dead.

She stood between them.

She was Tie Ci.

Chapter 479: One Tear to Bid You and Me Farewell
Tie Ci stood in the hall.

Before her was a nightmare, behind her was another.

The moment the premonition arose, she rushed toward the palace gates regardless of everything, spitting blood as she ran, using the fastest speed to make Sang Tang’s dark domain collide with Duanmu who was stomping through the city wall.

In the shocking airwaves and soaring cries, whatever would happen—whether old friends would meet or regrettably kill each other—she no longer cared.

The moment darkness separated from before her, she turned and teleported, actually displaying the strongest ability of her life, reaching Chongming in one step.

In the wind and snow, Chongming Palace was in chaos. The palace gates were wide open, palace servants running and shouting wildly, in complete disorder.

But the innermost sleeping quarters were eerily quiet.

Tie Ci arrived at the sleeping quarters in an instant.

She stood in the courtyard, seeing the huge hole smashed in the wall and the mess visible through the large opening.

And the bloodstains splashed on the threshold, stuck to the door edges.

In an instant, her heart seemed to have a huge hole pierced through it too, a bloody blade stabbing through and twisting viciously.

She stood on the thick snow, motionless, while everyone stared at her back in shock.

Stumbling footsteps sounded as Dan Shuang ran frantically over, leaning against the door frame and gasping continuously, then slowly widening her eyes.

She saw Tie Ci, who had originally stood light as a feather on the calf-deep snow.

Suddenly began slowly sinking down.

Like slowly falling into a nightmare from which she could never struggle free.

Only when Tie Ci had sunk to the bottom did she suddenly realize and lift her leg, only to tumble into the snow.

The Crown Princess who came and went like wind and could break walls with a wave of her hand, at this moment, couldn’t even struggle out of the snow.

Dan Shuang trembled, her fingers gripping tightly into the hard wood.

But Tie Ci had already slowly climbed up.

She braced herself with her hands, pushing herself up inch by inch, standing straight, taking a breath, then step by step walking up the stairs and into the hall.

As soon as she stepped up, she saw Tie Yan lying among the fragments scattered across the hall floor.

She saw the knife in Tie Yan’s chest, saw those bright red pustules on his face and neck—some intact, some ruptured, blood and viscous fluid spilled everywhere.

She saw Father Emperor’s eyes still wide open in death, hatred and regret still lingering in that gaze.

Tie Ci suddenly covered her heart.

She thought she had prepared herself mentally while in the snow just now, but when the nightmare truly crashed down on her, she discovered that before real fear and agony, all preparation was futile.

Just as before a blade’s point touches the body, no one can truly know how much it will hurt.

It was ten thousand arrows piercing her heart, heaven and earth exploding, all the world’s ten thousand li turning to ash, mixed with blood, stabbing bones, carrying rolling molten lava, all stuffed into her chest at once.

For an instant, she even thought—perhaps this was just a dream, perhaps she was already dead.

How wonderful it would be to be dead.

How wonderful.

A thud from the inner hall, the sound of something falling to the ground.

Almost without thinking, she swept over like the wind.

In this moment she shamefully chose escape.

She needed any other matter to let her flee for just a moment—even one moment would do.

Too swift, her figure stirred up a fierce wind, lifting the bead curtains that crashed against the wall with a clatter.

Light and shadow swayed. The outer hall was still bright while the inner hall was dim. She stood at the boundary between light and darkness, also standing at the entrance to hell.

The salvation she had hoped for would not come.

Would never come.

Looking up, she saw Murong Yi.

Before she could feel even the slightest relief, she saw the person he was dragging in his hands.

Her excellent eyesight was enough for her to see clearly in an instant that it was already a corpse, and to see Murong Yi’s fingers that had just released the white silk, and the strangulation marks on the corpse’s neck.

Her gaze slowly fell on Murong Yi’s hands and sleeves.

On the sleeves, hard white clumps had formed, very conspicuous among all the blood.

That was fluid from ruptured pustules.

On the backs of his hands, countless fine scratches.

One could tell at a glance they were caused by sharp fingernails clawing during a struggle.

And Murong Yi sat there, sitting before her mother’s corpse, just looking at her like that.

On his blood-stained cheeks, those eyes that usually overflowed with radiant light were gradually dimming.

She stood there, thinking blankly at this moment.

Why.

Why.

Why was it like this.

Why, even with exhausting effort, could she not prevent the storm’s arrival.

Why, even after going through hardships, could she not guarantee a perfect ending.

Why, when she harbored no resentment, willingly endured suffering, shouldered everything she could or couldn’t shoulder, seeking only the simplest happiness in the world, could she still not obtain it?

Why had she already come this far, yet in this final moment, fallen into the abyss.

Her vision was somewhat blurred, people appearing far then near—one moment Father Emperor’s corpse pressed before her eyes, the next moment Murong Yi covered in blood suddenly distant, one moment Chongming Palace’s broken walls and ruins crashed into view, the next moment Noble Consort Jing’s white silk around her neck was swept away by wind and snow.

Suddenly a wailing cry from behind crashed into her mind.

“Your Majesty—”

Confused footsteps and continuous cries of alarm and weeping. She numbly turned her head to see that tonight’s cabinet officials on guard duty in the palace had all arrived.

Throwing himself at Father Emperor’s feet to stroke the corpse and weep bitterly was Duan Yande.

Zhu Yi stood numbly in the hall, his eyes blood-red as he looked at her.

Duan Yande looked up with tears streaming down his aged face. Before he could say anything, suddenly there was a crack overhead and a sword light stabbed straight down.

Duan Yande, who had no martial arts, stared in shock with wide eyes.

Tie Ci instinctively tried to teleport but felt severe chest pain and couldn’t move an inch.

The sword light was about to reach Duan Yande’s head.

A figure flashed, kicking Duan Yande away with a bang while sliding backward on their knees, blocking with a stool in hand.

With a crack the stool shattered. The figure rolled up and while in mid-air, kicked out.

The opponent planted their sword in the ground and spun, with a bang—two legs crashed together viciously.

Dan Shuang staggered and hit a pillar, but while spinning away, her fingers flicked.

A mask flew out and crashed among the ruins.

The opponent immediately drew their sword, retreated, and leaned against a screen with head lowered.

But Dan Shuang had already seen clearly who it was.

The girl like an ice sculpture suddenly had blood surge to her face, even her eyes turning blood-red.

But Mu Si didn’t look at her, rigidly raising his hand as more than ten black-clothed figures dropped from the rafters.

All wore black fur and carried Liaodong steel blades, tall and fierce in stature, their eyes cold as snow.

Almost the instant they appeared, the entire hall was covered with blade light like snow, descending toward the ministers.

Zhu Yi rushed to help up Duan Yande, shouting loudly, “Summon the Baize Guard! Release signal flares!”

Rapid footsteps sounded as a group of Baize Guards rushed in, led by Qi You who was on duty in the palace tonight.

As both sides fought, the leader of the Liaodong assassins was a slightly plump woman who twisted her body and had already passed Mu Si, heading straight for the inner hall.

To enter the inner hall, she had to pass by Tie Ci’s side.

She approached without hesitation, flying forward.

Tie Ci slightly raised her eyes, looking at her.

It was Chazi, whom she had met once before.

Chazi was also looking at her, a trace of disgust flashing in her eyes.

The two were about to brush past each other.

Tie Ci suddenly raised her hand.

The hatred in Chazi’s eyes grew thicker. She immediately raised her hand as well, blade light bright as autumn water.

But suddenly Murong Yi spat out a mouthful of blood with a “wah.”

Chazi immediately couldn’t care about Tie Ci, sweeping past her to rush directly to Murong Yi’s side.

Behind her, Tie Ci stood there, hand raised to chest level, never moving.

Chazi knelt on the ground. Skilled in medicine, her heart went cold the moment she saw Murong Yi.

At this instant, fury rolled like lava in a volcano in her heart, about to erupt.

The imperial family went too far in bullying people!

The Prince exhausted his mind and body for you, wearing himself out with work.

For you he repeatedly defied the Great King, destroying his own future.

For you he entered the palace alone, and when she tried to dissuade him, he said he was going to where A Ci was—that was the safest place in the world.

In the end!

In the end he was covered in wounds, his lamp oil exhausted!

Extremely sorrowful and angry, she couldn’t help remembering what the Grand Chancellor had specifically instructed her to say before departure.

Chazi secretly gritted her teeth.

The Grand Chancellor had instructed that upon seeing the Prince, she should immediately congratulate him on fulfilling his original promise. The Great King was very pleased and summoned the Prince to return to Liaodong immediately to prepare for succession.

The Grand Chancellor said the louder the better—as long as everyone, especially the ministers, heard it.

Chazi had originally hesitated somewhat.

Once these words were spoken, there would truly be no room for reconciliation between the Prince and the Crown Princess.

She didn’t care about this, but feared it would sadden the Prince.

But at this moment, seeing the Prince’s miserable state, seeing all that blood on the ground and on his body.

Seeing how even covered in blood, he only looked at that person.

She couldn’t suppress her anger and wanted to turn this anger into words sharp as blades to stab that woman who could only bring disaster to the Prince.

Murong Yi looked at her, the divine light in his eyes gradually scattering, but his lips were slightly moving, as if struggling to say something.

But in the end he couldn’t say anything, his body going limp.

Chazi quickly caught him, picked him up and headed outside.

As she walked, she called out loudly, “Congratu—”

Having said just one character, she suddenly felt her hand being gripped tightly.

Thinking Murong Yi had awakened, she looked down to see he was still unconscious, but at this moment, a tear slowly overflowed from the corner of his eye.

Chazi was so shocked she nearly failed to hold him.

She had followed the Prince since childhood. Though she didn’t often serve close by his side, in her memory, no matter what suffering he encountered, she had never seen him shed tears.

Not a single one.

He was the wind walking through the world, passing over snow mountains and through great seas. He had gazed into the world’s ten thousand li abyss and welcomed the ice winds from high heaven. The fierce winds had long since forged his heart like glass and steel. She had thought nothing in this world could make him weep, just as no person or thing should be able to make him care with his heart.

Yet at this moment, this single tear pierced through her anger, making her so heartbroken she wanted to grind her teeth to powder.

She struggled to swallow back those words.

Holding Murong Yi, she moved forward calmly.

Ahead, Tie Ci remained the same—standing quietly, without expression, without movement, without life.

She didn’t even care about the fighting in the main hall.

When still one step away from Tie Ci, Chazi said softly, “If you want him to die, then stop me.”

Tie Ci’s hand remained at her chest.

Chazi held Murong Yi and calmly passed before her.

In that instant.

Tie Ci finally slowly lowered her eyes.

Her gaze fell on Murong Yi’s face.

That tear, due to the movement, was slowly flowing down from the corner of Murong Yi’s eye, washing out a bloody groove.

Like tears of blood.

Tie Ci closed her eyes, her hand still placed at her heart.

Chazi passed silently by her side.

…In this instant the black night flowed by soundlessly.

One tear to bid you and me farewell.

…

Author’s Note: While writing this chapter, I continuously played the theme song “One Tear” from “Heroes of the Banner” in my headphones. The final lines also drew inspiration from those lyrics.

Chapter 480: I Wait for You Here Alone
Chazi reached outside the hall and called to the black-clothed fighters, “Withdraw!”

Mu Si turned his head, glancing at Dan Shuang. Dan Shuang was fighting a Liaodong assassin, her sword strikes sharp and all killing moves.

He glanced once more at Murong Yi, then without a word turned and left.

The group leaped onto the rooftops where whistles sounded continuously, with countless people providing cover.

Just moments ago, when Duanmu attacked the palace city and the palace responded with full force, when Xia Houchun was blocked outside the palace walls, when Tie Ci was also held back by Sang Tang—this was the most vulnerable period for the imperial palace’s defenses in two years. During this time, far too many people who shouldn’t have infiltrated had done so.

The ministers were escorted outside the hall by some guards. They still hadn’t recovered from the great shock, except for Zhu Yi, who saw Murong Yi being carried out covered in blood and immediately understood what had happened.

He suddenly sprang up, pointing at Murong Yi and shouting, “Don’t let them leave! Don’t let Murong Yi leave! Baize Guard! Baize Guard! Even if you die, you must stop him!”

Chazi sneered coldly, shaking her sleeve to scatter poisonous powder. The pursuing Baize Guards either collapsed or retreated, while she had already swept far away under everyone’s protection.

Zhu Yi stumbled and fell, pushing away those who tried to help him as he looked for a horse to give chase. The palace was in chaos now, with many guards still at the city walls unable to return in time. He needed to catch up and promptly order an intercept.

But where could one find horses within the palace grounds at this moment?

He looked up to see the Crown Princess slowly walking out from the inner hall.

Up to this point, facing sudden catastrophe, she had remained silent throughout.

She hadn’t even ordered an intercept.

Zhu Yi understood in an instant.

It was time for the words his master had instructed him to say.

Beside him, Qi You was supporting him and asking if he was alright.

He suddenly grabbed Qi You and urgently asked, “How is your lightness skill?”

“Passable.”

“Carry me in pursuit!” Zhu Yi commanded harshly. “We must stop him!”

He rushed to Duan Yande’s side and yanked the token from his waist. Before Duan Yande could cry out in alarm, he rushed toward Qi You.

Qi You hesitated slightly, glancing at the sky, but ultimately said nothing and carried Zhu Yi as they swept away.

Zhu Yi lay on Qi You’s back, facing the endless cold wind and vicious snow of this night. Opening his mouth, it filled with icy coldness.

He pursued the dim figures ahead in the wind and snow, raising high the token in his hand—the palace guard command token that only the Vice Prime Minister possessed, allowing him to mobilize palace guards in times of crisis.

Holding the token high, he shouted through the wind and snow, “All Baize Guards along the route, heed this command! Immediately assemble to intercept the black-clothed assassins ahead! Spare no cost to keep them within the palace gates! Those with merit will be promoted three ranks and receive generous gold rewards!”

“Spare no cost to keep them within the palace gates!”

“Spare no cost to keep them within the palace gates!”

Countless figures rushed forward, the sounds of military boots and weapon clashes ringing through the snowy dawn.

The snow showed no sign of stopping, falling cold and stubborn, without sorrow or joy.

“Spare no cost to keep them within the palace gates!”

The voice grew louder and louder, yet increasingly hoarse, carrying far through the wind and snow.

…

Inside Chongming Palace, seeing the Liaodong assassins rescue Murong Yi and depart, the ministers finally came to their senses. They wailed loudly and crawled into the hall.

They suddenly stopped their movements.

Kneeling in the bloodstains and snow mud, they saw the Crown Princess finally slowly walk out from the inner hall.

She looked quite normal, without even an expression, but everyone who saw her felt their hearts shake.

Because the Crown Princess of old always had smiling eyes, eyes filled with light.

Gentle and compassionate.

But at this moment, across the icy wind and cold snow, the deep red palace walls, the Crown Princess standing in the hall looked as if she too had been molded from ice and snow, and the light in her eyes had disappeared.

Someone suddenly began to sob.

The mournful sound, like a weeping flute, echoed around the walls of Chongming Palace.

Tie Ci didn’t listen to these cries. At this moment she couldn’t hear anything.

She slowly sat down beside Father Emperor.

Only now could she quietly look at Father Emperor.

She looked for a long time, even carefully examining those ugly pustules.

Finally, she reached out to straighten Father Emperor’s crown, arrange his disheveled hair, adjust his collar, and used her sleeve to wipe the blood from Father Emperor’s face with her own sleeve.

Past events rushed by like yesterday.

Every scene belonging to him flowed past.

There was him carrying tiny her on his back riding a big horse, scattering countless laughs throughout the Imperial Garden.

There was him placing her on his lap, guiding her hands to personally teach her writing.

There was him at the Crown Prince investiture ceremony, looking at the small child performing the rituals properly, his eyes containing apology as he gently touched the top of her head.

There was him after being humiliated by the Empress Dowager, forcing a smile before her while still trying to amuse and comfort her.

There was him pointing at the beautiful landscape with a small stick, chasing after her wanting her to choose one.

There was him whose face turned iron-blue with anger over those broken engagement letters, yet still said to her “my girl is the best.”

There was him who loved visiting her Ruixiang Hall to secretly pet her cats.

There was him who made an exception to leave the palace and personally came to fetch her.

There was him who placed her on his lap to let her sleep peacefully.

There was him at Maple Garden enjoying himself thoroughly for the first time, laughing like a child.

There was him standing before the snowy hall, pointing at the “Thousand Li Rivers and Mountains” relief behind her, smiling as he spoke his last words to her.

Those words she hadn’t heard clearly then, but now suddenly rang clearly beside her ear.

If she had known those were the last words Father Emperor would ever say to her in this life.

If she had known that was the last time she would see Father Emperor.

If she had known that was Father Emperor’s last smile in this life.

She would definitely have chased after him, chased into Chongming Palace. Even unto death, she wouldn’t have let today’s Chongming Palace be stained with blood, wouldn’t have lost all her most beloved people in one night, wouldn’t have let endless regret fill the world, writing only of cold halls and lonely lamps from then on.

How could she pursue this life that had stopped abruptly while racing toward its peak, now retreating and about to slide into the abyss?

She raised her hand and gently closed Tie Yan’s wide-open eyes.

Bending down, she pressed her face against Father Emperor’s chest.

Just as before age twelve, when tired and in pain, this was what she most loved to do with Father Emperor.

But now, no one would embrace her, raise their hand, and gently pat her back to comfort her.

But now, the chest beneath her face had no warmth, no familiar heartbeat.

She would never feel this again in this lifetime.

Perhaps this was her fate—only to forge that imperial heart as hard as iron, undeserving of the world’s burning warmth. Once obtained, it was instantly lost.

She suddenly leaned forward, her whole body prostrating on Tie Yan.

Behind her, Dan Shuang’s cry was heart-rending: “Your Highness!”

Large amounts of blood gushed from Tie Ci’s mouth, flowing down Tie Yan’s robes. She knelt prostrate in her own pool of blood, her forehead pressed hard against the disk buttons on Father Emperor’s robe, her arms trembling, unable to rise.

Everyone could only see her thin shoulders that rose and trembled slightly, and between the gap of their two bodies, the continuously dripping blood that was shocking to see.

Footsteps sounded as Chi Xue, Jian Xi and others also supported each other rushing in. Chi Xue pushed away Jian Xi who was supporting her and shouted, “Summon the Imperial Physicians! Summon the Imperial Physicians!”

“Seal Chongming Palace!”

The shocked cabinet members finally reacted, giving orders and rushing up the steps.

But at this moment, light and shadow flashed.

Like a sudden wind that blew snowflakes sideways, revealing a narrow gap through which cold light flashed.

The next instant the cold light reached Tie Ci’s back!

Cries of alarm arose!

Tie Ci still lay in her original position.

Dan Shuang, who was closest, saw her pupils dilate.

She knew that at such speed, she couldn’t even throw herself in the way in time, let alone strike out.

The next moment, wind swept by and Tie Ci suddenly disappeared.

The instant she vanished, that point of cold light seemed to pause, then whistled out again.

Dan Shuang had already thrown herself to Tie Ci’s position. Seeing the figure gone, she was overjoyed—the Crown Princess must have successfully teleported.

But then she felt herself crash into something soft, cold, and faintly smelling of blood.

She stared wide-eyed.

There was clearly nothing before her eyes…

The next instant her shoulder and back exploded in pain as that cold light landed on her shoulder.

The moment blood burst forth, Dan Shuang didn’t flee. She actually gritted her teeth and slammed backward, letting the cold blade pierce through her shoulder blade. Twisting her body, she forcibly clamped the sword that had stabbed into her shoulder, then charged in the opposite direction.

Cold light like silk, blood like red ribbon—she actually used her own flesh and blood to trap the assassin’s sword, leaping to another direction.

The assassin lost their sword and let out a cold laugh. Still no one could see this person’s appearance, only feeling a shadow like light flashing by.

At this time Baize Guards had already rushed into the hall. They saw neither the Crown Princess nor the assassin, only Dan Shuang gritting her teeth as she violently pulled out the sword from her shoulder and back, looking around.

The hall was empty, only wind blowing the curtains in gentle sways.

Tie Ci slowly raised her head.

She was now behind a fallen screen that formed a dead angle with the wall behind it, invisible from any direction.

But how she had gotten from Father Emperor’s side to here, she couldn’t remember at all.

It definitely wasn’t her own teleportation.

She could feel that at least now, the innate abilities within her body could no longer be used.

Just moments ago, when cold wind touched her body, in that instant she knew an extremely skilled assassin had come. She couldn’t resist at all in her current state.

The plots were linked like chains. After killing Father Emperor, she would naturally be next.

The opponent was extremely powerful, with impeccable timing.

She closed her eyes.

Fatigue struck. She didn’t want to struggle.

Let it be.

But the next instant she felt a warm, soft body cover her. Someone held her and rolled once, at the moment Dan Shuang threw herself forward to take her place, bringing her rolling to this corner and hiding her here.

At this moment her rescuer had already disappeared. She didn’t even know who it was.

Figures moved as Baize Guards searched the hall futilely.

Tie Ci closed her eyes and suddenly flicked her finger, shooting out a piece of wood.

The wood block made a breaking sound as it shot through the hall. Everyone stopped and instinctively chased the source of the sound.

Tie Ci closed her eyes and listened.

Wind and snow sounds, breathing sounds, footsteps from outside the hall, and inside the hall… the sound of robes carried by wind!

Everyone was standing still to listen.

Only an assassin would have such quick reaction and speed!

A figure flashed as Tie Ci flew out from behind the screen. Raising her hand, the jade brush shot like white lightning, chasing a wisp of black wind.

With a soft hiss, a line of blood crisscrossed in the air. The wind stopped and a person in mid-air turned back in shocked anger.

Only then did she reveal her form—small in stature with childish features.

It was Yannan’s little shadow who moved like a ghost, now the world’s remaining best assassin.

Surprise lingered between her brows, as if she hadn’t expected Tie Ci at her limit could still wound her.

Of course, it was indeed a very light wound, only scraping off a layer of skin.

Tie Ci met her gaze and walked out calmly.

She stepped over the ground covered with broken bricks and scattered wood.

Slowly she sat on the throne of Chongming Palace.

She sat in Father Emperor’s former seat, looking down from above, elbows resting on her knees, eyes weary.

She beckoned with her finger at the terrible assassin before her.

This contemptuous attitude obviously immediately enraged Xiao Ying. A streak of black light, like a swimming snake, had just reflected on the ground one moment and suddenly appeared before Tie Ci’s knees the next.

Like a shadow herself, when light arrived, life departed.

Tie Ci didn’t move.

Light and shadow reached her boot tips in a blink.

The next moment there was a thunderous crash. The ground before the throne collapsed, several steel plates rose on four sides, and the tops of the steel plates rattled as they instantly covered over.

Trapping Xiao Ying inside.

But it was only for a moment. There were several bangs inside, and the steel plates bulged with palm-shaped outlines. Obviously this couldn’t contain Xiao Ying—she’d break free in no time.

Tie Ci sat expressionlessly on the throne, her fingers tapping and flicking.

Rumble.

Another steel plate shot up from the ground, covering the previous cage.

Rumble.

Another one.

Rumble.

Yet another.

The rumbling sounds continued endlessly. The entire great hall shook slightly as cage after cage appeared, forcibly turning Xiao Ying into a nesting doll.

People inside and outside the hall stared at the suddenly appearing multi-layered fortress, dumbstruck and almost believing themselves in a dream.

Tie Ci sat on the throne, looking at the cage before her, closing her eyes.

How could just these layers upon layers of steel barriers contain the world’s strongest assassin?

In this hall, under the throne, behind screens, before writing desks, behind curtains—everywhere one could think of and couldn’t think of, there were mechanisms.

Each could trap and kill people. She had exhausted her ingenuity to rebuild this for Father Emperor, to ensure Father Emperor’s life safety to the greatest extent possible.

In the end, when doom truly arrived, all the preparations were useless.

She leaned against the throne without moving.

Not that she didn’t want to rise, but that she couldn’t.

People swarmed up shouting. Tie Ci’s gaze fell on the empty wind and snow as she said softly, “Seal Chongming Palace. No entry or exit permitted.”

“Have people properly prepare His Majesty’s remains, first carry him to the inner hall, and place him together with… Mother Consort.”

“Send people to protect all important ministers and officials.”

“Have people don mourning dress and leave the palace to report to the residences of all important ministers, saying… His Majesty has passed, the Crown Princess has died.”

Duan Yande, who was kneeling before her listening, suddenly raised his head.

Tie Ci closed her eyes and said, “After killing His Majesty, the next step is to kill me. What comes after that?”

Duan Yande understood, instantly breaking out in cold sweat.

The opponents had laid such a huge trap with endless assassination chains—of course it wasn’t just to disturb the palace city.

With results achieved, they would naturally come to claim them.

The Crown Princess wanted to use news of her death to draw out the deepest hidden mastermind.

Duan Yande’s aged tears flowed instantly.

He had thought that from today on, the sky would collapse.

How could the Crown Princess, suddenly meeting great change, losing father, mother, and beloved in one night, bear it all?

He had prepared for the worst—losing command in the short term.

He had prepared for himself and the few others to risk their old lives these few days to stabilize the situation.

But he never expected.

That woman who had knelt long before her father’s corpse spitting blood, as if to vomit out all her heart’s blood.

After this series of heavy blows and successive assassinations, still hadn’t forgotten the weighty responsibility on her shoulders, still sat in her rightful position. Though more pained than anyone yet more clear-headed than anyone, she turned the tables with one move.

She didn’t give herself even a moment of weakness.

How unfortunate for Great Qian to have such fate.

How fortunate for Great Qian to have such a monarch!

Duan Yande bowed his head trembling.

Tie Ci sat on the throne, gazing ahead.

This wind wailed endlessly, this snow lingered without cease, this dawn was so deeply dark, and everyone was leaving her.

From now on, she would be truly alone.

“Since it is so,” she said, “as long as I don’t die, I wait for you here.”

…

Chapter 481: I Shall Die First in Respect
Zhu Yi’s shouts echoed through the palace as he pursued, but the distance between him and the dozen black shadows ahead only grew wider.

He anxiously pounded on Qi You, urging him to go faster, even faster.

Qi You wiped away his sweat and said helplessly, “Young Minister, the snow is too heavy, the path is difficult to traverse, and visibility is poor… I’m doing my best.”

Zhu Yi glared at him, feeling utterly helpless, when suddenly several riders galloped past. They wore the attire of the White Marsh Guards and were accompanied by eunuchs specifically assigned to deliver imperial edicts, but all were dressed in plain white mourning clothes.

Zhu Yi hurriedly stepped forward to block their path, saying, “Where are you going! Lend me your horse!”

The mounted soldier replied, “Lord Zhu, we are following the orders of Vice Minister Duan to leave the palace and report to the various lords’ residences, urgently summoning all the lords to enter the palace.”

Zhu Yi asked, “Report… has His Majesty passed away…”

The rider, remembering Duan Yande’s instructions, lowered his face and said tearfully, “There is also news of the Crown Princess being assassinated and deceased.”

Zhu Yi was struck as if by lightning.

“No… impossible!”

Seeing the rider about to spur his horse onward, Zhu Yi suddenly leaped up from the snow, pulled down the eunuch he was carrying, mounted the horse himself, and said, “You don’t need to take him anymore, let him walk by himself. You take me – we’re going to pursue the Liaodong assassins!”

The rider was shocked: “My lord! How can we pursue with just one rider! We don’t even have the authority to deploy troops, what use would it be even if we caught up!”

“They killed His Majesty, they killed the Crown Princess!” Zhu Yi roared. “Now there’s chaos in the palace with no one in command, and those outside can’t react in time, so they can take advantage of the confusion to escape from the capital. But they’ve forgotten – how many people in the capital adore the Crown Princess! When they could resist the Xiao family to welcome her back to the capital, now they can intercept anyone who wants to harm her!”

He seized the rider’s whip and lashed it fiercely, “Go!”

…

Before the palace city, atop the broken walls and scattered ice among the ruins, long-separated people faced each other in amazement.

Pingzong laughed maniacally from atop the city wall, then after laughing, cursed angrily: “Bah, two idiots!”

The two great martial arts emperors had no words in response.

Di Yiwei breathed a sigh of relief. Watching the two stare at each other for a long while, Sang Ruo gracefully descended from the city head, shading her eyes with her hand, while Duanmu produced a black umbrella like magic and held it over his head.

The two landed in the snow, smiled at each other, and prepared to turn and leave.

Just as they lifted their feet, someone blocked their path.

The person fearlessly blocking their way was Di Yiwei, holding her pipe. Facing the two great masters, she unhurriedly took a puff of smoke and said through the clouds of smoke, “You two, leaving just like this wouldn’t be quite appropriate, would it?”

Duanmu glanced at her sideways, while Sang Ruo showed no expression.

“These palace walls, this city gate, these dead and wounded soldiers.” Di Yiwei gestured with her pipe. “Don’t you two intend to give an explanation?”

At that moment, the palace gates opened and several riders rushed out, dressed in plain white mourning clothes and carrying white flags, causing Di Yiwei’s pupils to contract instantly.

She turned and pointed at those riders who didn’t stop at all, saying slowly, “You two have also seen – something major has happened in the imperial palace. Without doubt, someone has instigated and used you both, causing this disturbance and leaving the palace city vulnerable, allowing them to take advantage and create chaos within the forbidden palace. Even if you don’t intend to compensate us for the damage to our city walls, you should at least compensate for the Crown Princess, right? You should at least settle accounts with those who schemed behind the scenes and manipulated you, right?”

Sang Ruo was silent for a while, then sighed: “The world has indeed changed.”

Someone actually dared to ask him for compensation.

Going back several decades, there weren’t even people with the courage to stand before him.

Duanmu looked back at the palace city, laughed once, and said, “What good intentions does Tie Ci have? Why didn’t she tell me earlier that Sang Ruo was at her place? Didn’t she also harbor thoughts of using me? If she had spoken earlier, how could today’s disaster have occurred? Why should I compensate her for this?”

Pingzong leaned against the wall top and spat another mouthful of saliva at the two great masters below, cursing: “What about me? Sang Ruo, have I wronged you in any way? Your old lover came and beat me like a dog, and you have nothing to say about it!”

Sang Ruo frowned.

How were all these girls nowadays both able to fight and skilled at unreasonable pestering?

Duanmu’s expression darkened.

Having finally reunited with Sang Ruo, he now only wanted to go with him to some uninhabited place to properly reminisce and talk about how they had spent these years of separation. But these people insisted on pestering them relentlessly.

A flash of killing intent appeared in his eyes.

Sang Ruo grasped his hand.

He said, “That you and I can reunite is a joyous occasion. We should be grateful for heaven’s mercy and also grateful to the Crown Princess. Let us not shed more blood. Moreover, you and I were manipulated by those people, and by the slightest margin, we would have been separated forever. This account should indeed be settled clearly.”

Duanmu immediately said, “I’ll follow your lead.”

Sang Ruo said, “The Empress Dowager deceived and exploited me for nearly twenty years. I will settle this account with her.”

Di Yiwei immediately said, “The Empress Dowager belongs to the Xiao family.”

Sang Ruo said, “I will take action against the Xiao family once for you.”

Duanmu said, “Jingxu dared to deceive me, he should also pay a price.”

Di Yiwei said, “Jingxu belongs to the Prince of Liaodong.”

Duanmu said, “I’ll help you kill one person from Liaodong.”

Di Yiwei: “Then go kill Prince Da’an.”

Duanmu: “…”

But Sang Ruo sighed and said, “But not now.”

They were already bearing accumulated injuries, and although today’s actions seemed to intimidate the imperial palace, the toll was actually quite severe.

Di Yiwei was thinking about how to first retain these two as fighters when she suddenly saw several riders galloping toward the palace city.

The red flags on their shoulders and backs representing urgent military intelligence were quite striking.

Di Yiwei’s gaze tightened as she hurried forward to meet them.

The messenger’s voice was hoarse, penetrating the vast square.

“Report—Ten days ago, Liaodong raised an army of 300,000, divided into three routes attacking Kaiping, Cangtian, and Xining, consecutively capturing three cities. Yongping is in danger!”

“Report—Da Yan cavalry crossed the border to plunder civilians, Prince Changle inexplicably allowed passage, and now Da Yan cavalry has reached Yuzhou!”

“Report—The Shengdu garrison suddenly broke camp under the pretext of protecting the emperor, city gates had inside collaborators who opened them, the gate commander was killed, and the Shengdu garrison has entered the city!”

“Report—The Xiao family’s private army emerged en masse last night, carrying Da Yan desert horses to raid the Ministry of Justice in the night, destroying half the ministry building, breaking down prison walls, and rescuing Xiao family members from prison. Da Yan cavalry ran rampant through the capital streets, killing eleven Ministry of Justice officers and countless civilians!”

“…”

A moment of deathly silence.

Everyone was stunned senseless by this series of catastrophic news.

Xia Houchun, who had rushed over, drew a sharp breath and urgently asked, “Why were the city gates suddenly opened? The Xiao family was already in prison, so who secretly opened the city gates? Have the Xiao family and Da Yan colluded? How did Da Yan get in?”

“Reporting to the Commander, the city gates were suspected to have been seized and opened by Lady Rong, née Di, who led people up the walls and caught them off guard. As for Da Yan… we don’t know yet.”

Xia Houchun was about to ask more when Di Yiwei blocked him with her pipe, saying, “You go to the palace to request orders, I’ll go to the city gates.”

Suddenly, great wailing arose from within the palace gates, with someone shouting, “His Majesty has passed away! The Crown Princess has also died!”

The crowd erupted in uproar, countless people collapsed in shock, kneeling in the snow.

Xia Houchun was so startled that his entire corpulent body trembled.

For an instant, only four words filled his mind:

The Great Qian is finished!

Di Yiwei’s expression finally changed.

She had already known something was wrong when she saw the white mourning flags, and His Majesty’s sudden death in his prime was already catastrophic news. She had barely controlled herself while bargaining with Duanmu, but who could have known this disaster would compound!

How could Tie Ci die?!

She turned abruptly to look toward the snow-covered imperial palace.

Indeed, if Tie Ci were fine, she would definitely have sent orders by now, rather than only seeing mourning messengers without any military commands.

But Tie Ci—would she die so easily?

What exactly happened in the palace?

Xia Houchun suddenly grabbed her, saying, “Enter the palace!”

“No!” Di Yiwei forcefully shook off his hand. “I’m going to the city gates. If I can’t retake the gates, I’ll die at the gates. If I can retake them, I’ll go directly to Yongping. My stronghold has been invaded by the Liaodong white bears, and my sons are waiting for me to return!”

“But…”

“There are no buts. I don’t believe Tie Ci is dead.” Di Yiwei said, “Xia Hou, let’s do our own duties well. As long as you and I don’t die, the Great Qian will not perish!”

She thrust her pipe behind her neck, leaped onto her mount, and led her people like a dense cloud, breaking through wind and snow, sweeping across the square.

Xia Houchun stood in place, watching her retreating figure. After a long while, he turned back, mounted his horse, and galloped toward the palace gates.

Going in the opposite direction from her.

“Return to the palace!”

…

A pale blue appeared on the horizon, and the snow gradually lessened.

Dawn had broken.

Under the heavy snow, the capital was brighter than usual, and the people rose early to clear the snow.

The people who came out to clear snow on Tianming Street in the eastern part of the city suddenly felt a fierce wind pass overhead. Looking up, they saw a group of dark figures passing over their heads.

Then they heard urgent hoofbeats, and saw at the end of the street a single rider treading snow against the wind, galloping madly toward them.

The group of black-clad figures ahead suddenly changed direction, heading south.

The pursuing horse made a smooth turn, leaping high over a ditch.

Ahead, Chazi kept looking back, irritated and surprised: “They’ve actually managed to pursue us all this way, like maggots attached to bone!”

Beside him, Mu Si carried Murong Yi on his back, saying nothing.

On the horse behind, Zhu Yi was bounced almost to the point of his soul leaving his body, yet still felt fortunate.

What good luck—grabbing a random person, he turned out to be originally from the elite Scorpion Camp, a scout by background, most skilled at concealment and long-distance tracking.

Only thus could he pursue this group of Liaodong assassins with superb lightness skills and familiarity with the capital all the way here.

The rider from the Scorpion Camp, however, frowned.

“They’ve changed their route, entering the southern city through the slums. There are no main thoroughfares there, the roads are narrow and complex, cluttered with debris everywhere. Not only is it impossible to ride horses, but it’s also very easy to conceal traces.”

Zhu Yi took a deep breath, grabbed a handful of snow and stuffed it in his mouth to moisten his throat that was about to catch fire, pointed at the retreating figures of the black-clad group, and shouted loudly.

“The Crown Princess has been assassinated! The Crown Princess was betrayed and assassinated by Murong Yi! Now Murong Yi seeks to escape back to Liaodong. Please, fellow villagers and elders, help me stop this villain! The court will surely reward you handsomely!”

This shout startled the surrounding people.

Some stopped their brooms, some stared at him as if he were a madman.

“Is this person crazy?”

“The Crown Princess assassinated? How is that possible?”

“If the Crown Princess was assassinated, why wouldn’t they send the army to pursue, but instead have this scholar chase alone?”

Zhu Yi felt bitter in his mouth.

That was because, even in this situation, Tie Ci hadn’t expressed a single word about pursuing Murong Yi!

He could only shout again: “I am Zhu Yi, former Head of Yue Li Academy, current Junior Minister of the Court of Imperial Sacrifices, and was once the Crown Princess’s teacher. If I speak even one false word, may heaven and earth destroy me!”

The rider carried him as they galloped, and he shouted while raising his official token.

Because of the Compassionate Heart Society and Yue Li Academy, Zhu Yi was well-known throughout the capital, and the crowd began to stir.

Zhu Yi pursued while shouting loudly: “…Please help me capture this villain! The court will surely reward you handsomely!”

“Please help me capture this villain!”

Suddenly someone leaped from the crowd, saying, “I recognize you! Teacher Zhu, I’ll help you!”

That was a scholar who had once studied at Yue Li Academy.

Someone waved a carrying pole and blocked the road, “This year during the Pingzhou drought, it was the Crown Princess who promptly ordered disaster relief, saving the lives of my whole family. The Crown Princess’s affairs are my concern!”

Someone laughed heartily and ran forward, “There’s excitement here, it would be foolish not to join!”

The city patrol soldiers were alerted and rushed over, more and more people gathering.

The clamor gradually rose, Zhu Yi’s shouts following like a shadow.

It was amidst these shouts that Murong Yi slowly opened his eyes.

As soon as he opened them, he was stimulated by the cold air and coughed, spitting out a little bloody foam.

Mu Si turned his head, “You’re awake?”

Murong Yi’s voice was so faint it was barely audible without careful listening: “…It’s dawn…”

Mu Si grunted acknowledgment.

Dawn had broken.

But it would never dawn again.

So much blood, hatred, grievances, helplessness… all left in last night’s wind and snow.

“…Ah Ci…”

“She’s fine.” Mu Si answered quickly.

Murong Yi seemed to laugh briefly, so that bloody breath again brushed past Mu Si’s ear.

No, she won’t be fine.

But what else could be done?

Murong Yi finally caught some of the shouting behind them, “…What are they shouting…”

Mu Si wished he could cover his ears but couldn’t free his hands while carrying him.

Murong Yi had already heard clearly. After a moment of silence, he said, “…Where are we… going…”

Chazi beside them said, “We’re going back.”

By now they had reached the southern city and were about to disappear into the winding alleys.

Murong Yi suddenly raised his hand and pinched Mu Si’s Tianzhu acupoint.

Mu Si’s body went limp.

Murong Yi then fell from his back, landing with a thud in the snow.

Chazi: “Young Master!”

Murong Yi propped himself up with his hands, swaying as he climbed up, the snow instantly stained with patches of red.

He took a breath and said, “I’m not going back.”

Chazi rushed over to support him, “Young Master! Didn’t you hear what the pursuers were shouting? If you stay, it’s certain death!”

Murong Yi brushed away her hand, saying coldly, “Then I’ll die in the capital.”

“You want to die beside her even in death?” Chazi cried, “Young Master, have you gone mad! Is it worth it!”

Murong Yi’s lips curved slightly, too lazy even to answer, and leaning against the low wall beside him, began walking back.

Chazi: “Stop the Young Master!”

Those unfamiliar Liaodong assassins silently blocked Murong Yi’s path.

“Young Master…” Chazi gritted her teeth, “I cannot let you go to your death… even if I have to knock you unconscious to get you out… forgive me… Young Master!”

With a crack, Murong Yi broke off an icicle and pointed its sharp tip at his own throat.

“Take one more step closer…” he said calmly, “and I shall die first in respect.”

Chapter 482: Forcing the Palace
Chazi immediately stopped and stretched out her hand to block those Liaodong assassins with their arrogant and cold expressions.

Those black-clad men looked impatient and suspicious, still testing the waters by moving their feet. Chazi said, “Don’t!”

One person said, “The Great King has strictly ordered us to bring back the Young Master immediately!”

Chazi said, “A living Young Master! If anything happens to him, you will all die!”

The assassins finally silently retreated.

Murong Yi glanced at Mu Si, knowing in his heart that his guard must have been controlled by his father, and even the Embroidered Uniform Guards should have been controlled as well. Otherwise, despite his father setting up such a large scheme, their side had received no wind of it whatsoever.

He reached out, drew the blade from Mu Si’s waist, threw away the icicle, and leaning against the wall, turned to slowly walk back.

Walking toward the direction from which the pursuers came.

Chazi bit her teeth and followed him from a distance.

Murong Yi walked very slowly. His wounds had not yet been treated, his abdomen was practically a penetrating injury, and with each step, intermittent drops of fresh blood fell onto the snow, winding all the way.

After walking only a short distance and turning a corner, he came face to face with a dark mass of pursuers.

More and more people gathered—men and women, old and young. For some unknown reason, there were particularly many women.

Zhu Yi was just worrying about how to search for the assassins who had escaped into the southern city when he looked up and saw Murong Yi had actually returned on his own, filling him with wild joy.

However, seeing Murong Yi’s current state, he couldn’t help but be stunned.

How had he become so battered?

There had been no outsiders in Chongming Palace at the time—how could His Majesty alone have reduced Murong Yi to such a state?

Before he could give orders, someone angrily shouted, “Traitor, surrender your life!”

With a whistling sound, spinning a brilliant star-flower in the air, a flying knife shot straight at Murong Yi’s face.

Before Murong Yi could move, the sound of whistling wind pierced the cold air, black light flashed repeatedly, cries of alarm arose, and snow splattered around everyone’s feet as a neat row of crossbow bolts was embedded in the ground.

The black-clad Liaodong elites across from them coldly raised their hand crossbows, aiming at everyone.

The people retreated in shock.

Murong Yi never raised his eyes, leaning against walls, against trees, against anything that could support his body, concentrating on moving forward.

Moving toward Tie Ci’s direction.

One step, one step.

As he walked forward, the Liaodong elites unwillingly followed him from afar, wanting to wait for him to collapse so they could snatch him back at any moment.

With each step he took forward, the pursuing crowd instinctively took a step back.

Clearly he walked unsteadily, his whole body bathed in blood, his face pale as snow, every step tottering.

But anyone who looked into his eyes would instinctively feel their heart tremble.

He advanced, the people retreated, and in the small streets, a blank space always remained between him and the crowd.

But suddenly someone seemed unable to bear it and let out a loud cry, rushing out from the crowd.

It was actually a fifteen or sixteen-year-old girl.

From her dress and appearance, she looked like a young lady from an official’s family in the capital.

She rushed very quickly, her maid couldn’t react in time and fell into the snow in shock, frantically calling for her young lady.

The girl seemed not to hear, rushing toward Murong Yi. Before she even reached him, tears were already streaming down her face as she shouted, “Why! Why! What about the promised loyalty unto death and never betraying!”

As she rushed forward, the Liaodong elites all raised their hands.

Murong Yi also quickly raised his hand at this moment.

Chazi pressed down the hands of the black-clad men who wanted to protect their Young Master.

Murong Yi looked up.

He felt her face was vaguely familiar, seeming to be a member of the Wonderful Words Society he had once seen, or perhaps one of the girls from the academy who had urged him to be loyal to the Crown Princess.

But he could no longer see clearly.

In just the blink of an eye, the girl had rushed before Murong Yi, golden light flashing in her hand as she stabbed toward him, “For betraying her, go die!”

Murong Yi tilted his head slightly.

He did not dodge.

Blood splattered as the small golden scissors pierced his left shoulder.

The girl seemed not to have expected to actually strike successfully, and instead froze, standing dumbly before Murong Yi, staring blankly at his face. Only now did she notice that even his eyelashes were stained with blood, so that as if unable to bear the weight, his eyes remained downcast.

Downcast, so he need not look at this world frozen for ten thousand li, where spring winds no longer came.

He said, “Move aside.”

The girl stood there stupidly.

“Move aside,” Murong Yi said softly. “I did not betray her. Let me go back… please.”

The girl looked into his eyes in astonishment, instantly struck by the gaze of this man who was rumored to be arrogant beyond measure, and instinctively stepped back.

“Young Master!” Chazi ran over frantically, supporting Murong Yi with tears streaming down her face.

“Why must you… why must you… why must you do this!” Chazi gritted her teeth, supporting Murong Yi on her shoulder. “Young Master, let’s go back! The Great King has already deployed troops! The Great Qian is now beset by internal and external troubles and won’t live long! If you want Tie Ci, we’ll capture her alive and send her to you. Let’s go back!”

Murong Yi turned around abruptly.

He wasn’t looking at Chazi, but at Mu Si.

Mu Si lowered his eyes and after a long moment, nodded.

Murong Yi closed his eyes.

In this instant, only the girl closest to him saw the expression on his face.

Regret, reluctance, helplessness, despair… a thousand kinds of bitter pain flashed across that snow-white face, finally condensing into faint desolation and deep, lasting cold.

He pushed away Chazi, slowly straightened his back, reached out to pull out the small golden scissors, and looked at them.

He said, “Very courageous… very good.”

The girl looked up in astonishment, thinking he had been driven mad by the stabbing.

Murong Yi raised his hand, tossed the golden scissors back to the girl, and said softly, “Then, with such courage, continue to protect your Crown Princess well.”

Then he finally turned around.

The overjoyed Chazi immediately supported him, without a word placing him on her back.

The girl looked at the blood-stained golden scissors that had fallen at her feet, listening to his voice so faint it seemed about to drift away with the wind, watching that person’s back being surrounded by the crowd as they departed.

Thinking of how he would rather die than walk back.

Yet inexplicably decided to turn around resolutely.

She was suddenly struck by an inexplicable, overwhelming sadness.

She abruptly crouched down, hugged her knees, and buried her face against them.

Zhu Yi also stood there stunned. Seeing the black-clad men about to escape again, he finally snapped back to awareness.

Regardless of what the truth was, stopping Murong Yi was necessary.

Not only because of his master’s strict orders.

Murong Yi was now Prince Da’an’s only useful heir. Even for the future stability of the Great Qian, he absolutely had to be kept in the capital at this moment!

“Pursue them!”

A gust of wind rose, stirring up snow waves half a zhang high, blinding people’s eyes.

When they opened their eyes again, the black-clad figures were nowhere to be seen ahead.

Zhu Yi leaped onto a low building, looking at the continuous low shacks in the slums ahead. Finding people here would be like looking for a needle in a haystack.

But even if it was like finding a needle in a haystack, he had to search.

He turned back and saw that soldiers from the Five Cities Military Commissioner’s Office under the Five Armies Commander-in-Chief’s Office had arrived.

Zhu Yi breathed a sigh of relief, his throat hoarse as he pointed ahead and shouted, “Search!”

…

Di Yiwei led troops to rush to the city gates, Xia Houchun rushed back to the palace, Pingzong remained atop the palace walls to recuperate, Duanmu and Sang Ruo departed hand in hand to also find a place to recuperate. The palace guard commander was directing soldiers to hurriedly repair the city walls, with no time to clean up the mess in the square, quickly closing the palace gates first.

Suddenly there was a commotion in the corner tower, followed by a thunderous sound. Bricks and stones fell from the tower top as several dark lights pierced through the roof, shooting toward the sky.

Someone was attacking the corner tower! The ballistas were triggered!

The warning whistle was sharp and loud. Soldiers on the city walls all rushed toward the corner tower, but then heard several harsh cracking sounds—grating and grinding noises that made many people bend over clutching their chests in discomfort. Experienced veterans shouted, “Not good, the ballistas have been smashed!”

Everyone looked at each other in alarm.

Ballistas were heavy weapons, extremely expensive to make, requiring eight people just for normal firing. What kind of person could smash ballistas?

They had just seen off those two terrifying killing gods, and now where did all these masters emerge from?

Had all the masters in the world gathered in the capital?

Then everyone saw dozens of figures floating down from the corner tower, heading toward the inner palace.

Naturally, palace guards moved up to engage them, but that group was like tigers entering a flock of sheep—wherever they passed, blood splattered and they were unstoppable.

Soon they pierced through layer upon layer of formations like a sharp blade, protecting a cloaked figure as they headed toward Chongming Palace.

The palace was thrown into complete chaos.

Pingzong saw from far away atop the city wall, cursed her bad luck, and gave chase.

That group’s pace was actually no slower than hers, and in the blink of an eye they had broken through several lines of interception and entered the inner palace.

This group of people had varied appearances and ordinary clothing. There were old and young—white-haired elders, big-footed aunties, men who looked honest and simple, tall thin women carrying kitchen knives, women with cold expressions, and plump dark girls.

The young man in the center of the group wore a black cloak, his face handsome and pale.

If Tie Ci were here at this moment, she could clearly name each person.

Old Fisherman, Auntie Li, the Dongde couple, Lady Sun, Ah Hei… Li Zhi, Tong Rushi.

The villagers of Lingquan Village, and her former dormitory roommates.

At the very back of the group was a figure covered from head to toe in black cloth, walking with a somewhat twisted gait, being led by a shepherd boy holding his arm. Everyone seemed unwilling to get close to him, leaving a vacuum around him. Even the shepherd boy leading him looked disgusted, gripping his arm while keeping his body far away.

This person being supported had a very humble attitude, constantly nodding his thanks to the shepherd boy.

Only occasionally when his gaze wandered, those narrow eyes always seemed to hide some unsettling amusement.

Another former roommate.

As Tong Rushi walked, he looked at the surrounding scenery, his tone carrying faint melancholy as he said, “I’m told this is my old home.”

Li Zhi beside him said, “Does Young Master still have any memories?”

Tong Rushi said lightly, “I was still in swaddling clothes then, so naturally I don’t remember. But all imperial palaces in the world are the same—under every stone lie white bones, every inch of soil is soaked with fresh blood.”

Li Zhi said, “Congratulations, Young Master, you finally become master of this place today.”

Tong Rushi raised his eyes. Ahead was the tightly closed gate of Chongming Palace.

He suddenly said, “Do you think Tie Ci is really dead?”

Li Zhi said, “Didn’t they already send people out of the palace to announce the death? In a while when those high ministers arrive, if Young Master occupies Chongming Palace, obtains the imperial seal, and produces the imperial jade pendant proving descent from the Tang royal family, this Great Qian will be yours.”

Cui Shi caught up, laughing, “Exactly so. The Tie imperial family now has no direct descendants left. Currently, only you can inherit the throne. With you leading so many masters to control the forbidden palace, the Xiao family will respond from outside, and beyond the borders, Liaodong and Da Yan are also your allies. Who else in this world but you? Even if He Zi and that group oppose, as long as you say you can withdraw the Liaodong troops, those old fellows will definitely bow their heads in submission!”

…

Chapter 483: Confrontation
Inside Chongming Palace, thunderous sounds continued without cease. The guards held their swords and blades, aimed at the iron cage that trapped Xiao Ying.

The iron cage was violently shaking, the sound of cracking constantly ringing out. The outermost iron plate gradually deformed, forcibly bulging out with the mark of a fist.

The guards looked at each other in dismay.

Everyone said assassins weren’t known for their strength, yet this one’s martial prowess was surprisingly profound.

Suddenly there was an explosive bang. The outermost iron plate, three inches thick, finally broke open. A fist appeared at the opening, then with the opening as center, cracks spread like a spider web. In the next instant, there was a sharp crack.

Chi Xue: “Stab!”

Swords and blades struck out together. The masked guards didn’t retreat a single step, letting those iron plates crash into their bodies and faces. Long spears and swords passed through the flying fragments, stabbing toward the person who burst out with a long howl.

Fragments and blood spray flew together. In this instant, Xiao Ying took countless sword wounds, letting out a piercing shriek. Her lightning-fast leaping form swept up the iron fragments like a black skirt. The next moment came a thunderous sound—the palace roof was broken through, roof tiles clattered chaotically, and in a flash she was gone.

Tie Ci, draped in a black cloak that concealed her bloodstains, now stood behind the palace wall, slowly turning back to watch that woman stagger away bleeding.

From the way she had finally damaged countless glazed tiles, her injuries were severe.

She merely watched expressionlessly for a moment, then turned her head. Before her was a secret opening with a telescope mounted. Tie Ci looked through it for a while, then slowly put it down.

As expected.

Duan Yande was also watching. He didn’t recognize that group of people—they looked like a bunch of villagers, yet he’d never seen such formidable villagers.

Watching the Crown Princess’s expression, he said, “Does Your Highness recognize them?”

Tie Ci nodded.

She closed her eyes and thought for a moment, knowing in her heart that news of her death had indeed drawn people out, but wanting to lure this entire group into Chongming Palace to catch them all in one net was almost impossible.

Not to mention there were still cabinet ministers in the palace.

Next would depend on whether Tong Rushi would actually enter Chongming Palace.

Across from them, Tong Rushi’s gaze swept over the tightly closed palace gates, but he didn’t step forward.

He merely waved his hand.

Ah Hei beside him stepped forward, half-kneeling on the ground, striking the ground with her fist.

Lady Sun floated up, her figure flashing through the air.

Two thunderous crashes rang out almost simultaneously. The ground before Ah Hei’s knees cracked into a great fissure, the gap reaching straight to Chongming Palace’s wall, winding upward along the wall’s base, quickly forming a densely woven spider web. Moments later, with a tremendous crash, half the wall collapsed.

Lady Sun flipped and returned like a light bird from atop the wall. The crossbow bolts on Chongming Palace’s wall all fired due to the tremor, but couldn’t catch up to her figure at all. Where her feet had touched the wall surface, countless mottled marks appeared. After a moment, when the wind blew, the solid wall crumbled in the cold snow.

In just the blink of an eye, Chongming Palace’s walls had been broken with two great holes on left and right, like two enormous wounds. Through the openings, one could see the panicked guards in the courtyard, and further away the half-open, half-closed great hall with its interior in complete disarray.

Tong Rushi signaled for Cui Shi to step forward.

Cui Shi laughed and slowly walked forward. With a light flick of his finger, a thread of black dispersed through the broken wall opening. Several guards near the wall suddenly collapsed silently. Those beside them were startled and instinctively went to help, but as soon as their hands touched the others’ skin, they immediately fell and instantly stiffened.

Someone shouted, “The poison is fierce, don’t get close!”

The surging crowd retreated like a tide.

Tong Rushi said quietly, “Listen, those inside. Within a quarter-hour, carry out the corpses of the Emperor and Crown Princess, and bring out the imperial seal, placing it atop the Emperor’s corpse. If you don’t comply after a quarter-hour, this poison will be sent throughout all of Chongming Palace.”

The moment Ah Hei and the others made their move, Tie Ci had already returned to the inner hall and wasn’t watching outside.

Hearing the transmitted voice, her expression remained unchanged.

Duan Yande said anxiously, “Your Highness…”

Tie Ci shook her head, closed her eyes to rest. Duan Yande didn’t dare disturb her, organizing the guards into defensive lines himself. Seeing that more than half the time had passed, he returned to the hall to find Tie Ci writing.

At such a time, she still wrote stroke by stroke, calmly and unhurriedly.

Duan Yande didn’t know whether to marvel at the Crown Princess’s composure in great matters, or worry whether she had gone mad.

Tie Ci finished writing, set down her brush, and even looked it over.

Duan Yande anxiously watched the Western clock.

Tie Ci said, “Vice Minister, go curse the traitorous rebels.”

Duan Yande: “Huh?”

Tie Ci said softly, “Grief, despair, unwillingness, hatred… just treat it like writing a manifesto against traitors. Curse for a full quarter-hour, then return crying, helplessly and painfully surrendering.”

Duan Yande: “…”

Tie Ci waved her hand. Duan Yande had no choice but to go out and cry and curse.

Fortunately for a senior minister who had placed first in the imperial examinations, cursing people wasn’t difficult. Duan Yande vaguely understood Tie Ci’s meaning, hiding behind the wall to loudly curse the traitorous rebels as heartless wolves. His cursing made Tong Rushi’s face iron-blue, and unable to bear it any longer, he ordered them to teach him a lesson. Smoke and dust rolled before the palace wall with rocks flying everywhere. Duan Yande was desperately dragged back by the guards, still letting out a despairing wail.

Tie Ci listened from inside the hall, nodding slightly.

Those who became high officials indeed all had good acting skills.

Now the atmosphere was about right.

She looked toward Chi Xue, who understood and said, “Does Your Highness need me to make two fake corpses?”

There was worry in her eyes.

Obviously His Highness was in poor condition, trying to preserve her strength by speaking as little as possible.

Tie Ci nodded. Chi Xue immediately went to make arrangements. Tie Ci pulled out a square box from under the desk—red wood with nine dragons carved and blue gold stone inlay, looking like a box for holding the imperial seal. She handed it to Chi Xue.

Chi Xue didn’t ask questions, took it and left.

Duan Yande returned. His acting was indeed realistic—his head was actually injured, casually wrapped with a handkerchief. He roughly understood Tie Ci’s meaning and said carefully, “Your Highness, this won’t fool them either. And once we do this, they’ll be able to guess that you’re still alive.”

“Only when they guess I’m alive will they come in to die,” Tie Ci said. “The three zhang before Chongming Palace, the hundred zhang within the palace—that will be their burial ground.”

…

The Liaodong elites moved swiftly through the alleys, obviously very familiar with the southern city’s terrain.

If pursuers approached, someone would come out to intercept or divert attention, or create diversions for cover.

Clearly, in this chaotic southern city, Liaodong had also placed quite a few personnel.

Chazi watched these people advance extremely quickly, appearing ready to immediately get Murong Yi out of the capital. She tilted her head slightly, sensing the increasingly weak breath of the person behind her, her heart burning with anxiety. Suddenly she stopped.

The black-clad leader immediately turned back to look at her impatiently.

“The Young Master can’t travel any further,” Chazi said, feeling Murong Yi’s pulse. “He must first treat his injuries and rest.”

“No,” the black-clad man rejected outright. “If we don’t take advantage of the Great Qian’s slow reaction to leave the city now, it might be difficult to get out later.”

“Long-distance travel will kill the Young Master!” Chazi wouldn’t yield an inch.

Mu Si also stepped forward, standing beside her.

“Staying here will kill him just the same!”

“Between possibly dying and certainly dying, I choose the former.” Chazi was about to jump down from the rooftop carrying Murong Yi.

The black-clad man reached out to grab her neck.

Suddenly a cold arrow shot over, aimed straight at his face. The black-clad man hurriedly withdrew his hand and turned to see many people leaping onto the roof ridge, led by Zhao San holding a powerful crossbow.

This type of powerful crossbow was many times stronger than their lightweight hand crossbows.

Capital city gates had strict inspections—discovery of powerful crossbows, standard military weapons, meant serious crime. But Zhao San had been doing business successfully in the capital during this period, and with the convenience of commerce, doing such things was much easier.

He aimed the powerful crossbow at the Liaodong elites, while his subordinates beside him carried buckets and torches.

Meeting the black-clad men’s cold stares, Zhao San said, “I know we’re no match for you, but if the powerful crossbow can’t kill you, we’ll pour oil and set fires. Guess whether the pursuers will immediately find us?”

“You’re insane!”

“Right, insane, driven insane.” Zhao San raised his eyes, glanced at Murong Yi, tears immediately welling up, choking out, “Since it’s come to this, if we must die, let’s die together!”

Mu Si looked at him in shock.

He had never imagined that the timid Zhao San, who was always hesitant about everything, would have a day of burning bridges.

The black-clad man and Zhao San stared at each other for a long while. Hearing the pursuers’ sounds getting closer and seeing everyone’s eyes filled with hatred, he had no choice but to grit his teeth, jump down first, and say, “Follow me!”

Chazi immediately followed. Zhao San still held his crossbow as he followed at the very back. Watching the black-clad men ahead turn left and right, often when there clearly was no path, he would lift a tarp and a route would appear, or when encountering a dilapidated low wall, he would push and reveal a door.

Zhao San watched from behind, his heart filling with deep sorrow.

These were originally Embroidered Uniform Guard tracking and hiding techniques, now being used by the Great King as secret agents in the capital.

The Embroidered Uniform Guards had already fallen into the Great King’s hands.

The talents the Young Master had painstakingly cultivated had been seized by the Great King.

If the Young Master could have stayed in Liaodong all along, such things would never have happened.

The Young Master wouldn’t have fallen to such a state…

Zhao San lowered his head.

No, that wasn’t right.

If not for him, the Young Master wouldn’t have fallen to such a state.

He had harmed the Young Master.

His shoulder was suddenly patted. Zhao San looked up with tearful eyes to see Mu Si beside him, expressionlessly watching ahead, saying coldly, “Don’t cry, and don’t rush to blame yourself. No matter what you’re thinking, what we should do now is endure and wait—wait for the day the Young Master stands up again. Until then, we don’t even deserve to die.”

Zhao San made a muffled choking sound in his throat and nodded heavily.

The sounds of pursuers close at hand gradually faded away.

They had gone deep into the center of the slums.

Finally, the black-clad man led them into a dilapidated shack. The shack leaned against a large tree and a small hill. The black-clad man scraped away what looked like particularly filthy walls of the shack, revealing a door built into the tree trunk. Passing through that door, the view suddenly opened up.

It was a secret chamber using the shack as cover, the tree as a door, and the hollowed-out mountain belly as rooms.

The secret chamber was divided into many rooms—some for storing food, some for water storage, some for weapons, some for medicine, and some for rest.

Clearly this was the lair these Liaodong elites had established in the slums.

Chazi carried Murong Yi into the inner room, immediately ordering people to boil water and prepare knives, scissors, and bandages, but she didn’t use the medicine here, instead taking out her own medicine bottle.

She fed Murong Yi a pill—she had already given him one before, but now regretted it. If she had known, she wouldn’t have given it, otherwise where would the strength come from to torment himself by going back?

Only after giving the medicine did she begin treating his wounds. It took considerable effort because the several layers of clothing inside and out had been stuck together by congealed blood, with ice crystals forming. She had to first wash with hot water, then use scissors to cut open the clothing. The discarded clothes were hardened by ice and blood, hitting the ground with a thud.

After seeing Murong Yi’s wounds clearly, Chazi drew in a sharp breath.

Shocking to behold.

The most severe was still the blade that had entered his abdomen, nearly piercing through, though luckily it hadn’t injured internal organs.

But Chazi’s gaze fell on the wound below his ribs.

That wound was particularly gruesome. With Chazi’s medical eye, she could see that the previous wound wasn’t very severe, but afterward had been torn open by five fingers.

Chazi’s scalp tingled.

Her gaze slowly turned to Murong Yi’s fingers.

They were covered in flesh and blood.

Originally she had thought it was someone else’s.

But now it seemed…

Why?

Chazi had already been puzzled about Murong Yi killing Tie Yan.

But she felt it wasn’t impossible—after all, the Young Master had once promised to kill the Great Qian Emperor, something everyone in the Liaodong court knew.

Privately, she hoped the Young Master would complete his mission, smoothly inherit the throne, and not disappoint those years of hardship.

Reason told her that Murong Yi couldn’t possibly do such a thing.

Until this moment, seeing Murong Yi’s wounds, she finally confirmed what had happened.

Chazi stared blankly at that gruesome wound, as if also seeing Murong Yi’s grief and despair at that moment—that hand thrust into the wound, digging out a heart that would never betray.

Yet ultimately discarded in the deep snow and ruins of Chongming Palace.

Chazi’s tears fell one by one beside the bed.

She felt she had never cried so much in her entire life.

She wept as she treated Murong Yi’s wounds, while Zhao San gritted his teeth and stood beside her, wiping away her tears and sweat.

The room was so quiet a pin could be heard dropping, with only the soft sounds of knives and arrows clinking, and tears hitting the wooden bed’s edge.

Murong Yi had weakened to the extreme.

Even the excruciating pain of treating his wounds hadn’t awakened him.

After finally finishing the bandaging, basin after basin of bloody water was carried out. Zhao San and Mu Si breathed sighs of relief.

They had confidence in Chazi’s medical skills—after all, she had studied under the Mad Doctor.

Chazi was taking Murong Yi’s pulse, but her brow gradually furrowed.

Zhao San watched her uneasily, tentatively asking softly, “The Young Master is fine now, right?”

Chazi didn’t answer. She put down her hand, tucked Murong Yi’s covers properly, got up and brightened the oil lamp.

Deep in the mountain’s belly, lamps were needed day and night. She didn’t even know what time it was outside.

But no matter what time, it was all ice, snow, and no sunlight.

Just like her current mood.

With her back to Zhao San and Mu Si, she didn’t turn around. Looking up at the water clock, calculating when Murong Yi’s condition might worsen, she said softly, “No, the real danger hasn’t begun yet.”

…

Chapter 484: Critical Danger
The quarter-hour was up.

Accompanied by Duan Yande’s unwilling cries, two stretchers were finally carried out. The stretchers bore vague human forms covered with white cloth stained with blood. On one stretcher, an exquisite box placed on the abdomen was particularly conspicuous.

Four guards set the stretchers on the ground and hurried back.

One of them was slightly slower, passing by Cui Shi’s side. Cui Shi laughed coldly and ran his finger across the man’s neck.

The guard stiffened and fell.

Cui Shi’s smile deepened.

Tong Rushi frowned.

He very much disliked this ally.

A great man could be ruthless without issue, but being perverted was disgusting.

The remaining three guards looked back with hatred and quickly ran back to Chongming Palace.

The shepherd boy immediately spotted that box and said curiously, “Oh, the old emperor’s imperial seal. Let me have a look first.”

He reached out to lift the lid.

Tong Rushi: “Wait—”

But it was too late.

The lid sprang open at the lightest touch, something inside immediately shooting out. Cold light flashed, and though the shepherd boy dodged quickly, he still cried out “Ouch!” and retreated clutching his hand, a bloody severed finger falling to the ground.

Ah Hei grinned and laughed, saying, “Serves you right for hitting a trap—”

Before she finished speaking, the sprung box suddenly pulled out a string, followed by a muffled “bang.”

Both stretchers exploded simultaneously, erupting in billowing white fluff filling the sky.

Those present were all masters, not without precaution, but seeing the shepherd boy injured, they instinctively thought the trap had been triggered. They hadn’t expected trap within trap—what the shepherd boy encountered was merely to lull them into complacency, while the subsequent chain explosion was the real killer.

The moment the stretchers moved, the masters had actually all retreated, but this exploding fluff wasn’t meant to injure anyone. The substance was white, light, and sticky, dispersing through heaven and earth when it exploded, mixing with the falling snow and impossible to distinguish. Moreover, the faster they retreated, the quicker the air currents surged, and the faster the fluff followed the currents. In the end, everyone had some of this fluff stuck to them.

Someone wanted to brush it off but was stopped by Cui Shi’s shout. Then everyone discovered the substance melted instantly.

Cui Shi: “Remove your outer robes, don’t brush it off!”

Everyone had to remove their outer robes in the freezing weather. Fortunately, they were all great masters and weren’t cold, but standing before the palace gates in short clothes and trousers, their imposing presence immediately weakened considerably.

Cui Shi examined them and said contemptuously, “Nothing too serious as poisons go. With me here, you needn’t worry.” He then gave everyone a pill to take.

Only Ah Hei hugged her stout arms, very displeased: “I’m a pure and virtuous woman. It’s so unseemly to dress like this.”

Cui Shi smiled apologetically, then turned and rolled his eyes.

Inside the hall, Tie Ci said regretfully to Chi Xue, “Unfortunately, most of the lethal mechanisms in Chongming Palace are immovable, and the movable ones are mostly explosive types. But explosions are useless against these masters—they can dodge instantly. What’s in this fake imperial seal box is Ba tribe poison silkworm thread, very difficult to completely remove, but slow-acting and not easily fatal. It can only reduce combat effectiveness and leave traces. I originally intended to use it only for tracking.”

She finished speaking and coughed hoarsely.

Chi Xue patted her back, saying softly, “Then if they still won’t come in…”

Tie Ci’s lips curled coldly.

They would come in.

Outside in the snow, Tong Rushi, having removed his cloak, ignored the others’ commotion and stared fixedly at the ground.

There lay a wooden strip that had exploded out from under the stretcher, with a line of words written on it.

“Coward, you don’t even dare come before me to take the imperial seal—do you think you deserve to covet this Great Qian realm?”

The writing was clear, bold and forceful, and actually bore the Crown Princess’s seal below.

Tong Rushi stared at these words, his eyes gradually lighting up like fire and flying clouds, with magma surging.

Ah Hei scampered over, tilted her head to look, and suddenly said, “The Crown Princess isn’t dead.”

Tong Rushi said nothing.

Ah Hei was quiet for a moment, then said, “I originally thought she was dead, and since we’re your people, it was fine to come with you to take over her house and property. But now that she’s not dead, meeting again would be awkward. Putting other things aside, my third ex-husband was found with her help. Ah, honestly, after having so many others later, that one was still the best…”

Tong Rushi: “Shut up.”

Ah Hei raised her eyebrows, crossed her arms, and said, “I’m cold. I’m a married woman and can’t be improperly dressed. I’m going to find some clothes to wear.” She then gathered her sleeves and shuffled away.

Tong Rushi watched her retreating figure, his brow twitching.

He looked up at the towering Chongming Palace, coldness gradually enveloping his features.

“So what if I see you? Do you think I’m really afraid of you?” he said softly. “You’ll regret this.”

“You’ll eventually know that seeing me and learning the truth—that’s when you’ll truly have no face to show, and be beyond redemption.”

…

Di Yiwei spurred her horse in a mad gallop through the capital’s main streets.

Though she had always served in the military, she was a famous “lazy general”—except when fighting, she would always lie down rather than sit, sit rather than stand. For daily army inspections, she rode in a sedan chair.

Her subordinates hadn’t seen her ride a horse in years.

And ride like a madwoman at that.

But Di Yiwei knew she had to be fast, because although she had no troops at the city gates, she sent her men daily for routine inspections of all gates. Her elites were all quick to react, and rushing back to report meant the Shengdu garrison army had definitely entered the city recently—the main force might not have entered yet.

This meant that closing the city gates even a moment earlier could block more rebel troops outside.

The capital had high walls and strong fortifications; defending the city wouldn’t be difficult, and they could hold out until reinforcements arrived.

So she ignored the rioting Xiao family and the troops entering the city, riding straight for the gates.

But today’s heavy snow was three feet deep, unswept since early morning, and even the best horse couldn’t go fast.

Di Yiwei surveyed the vast snowy road ahead and gripped her pipe tighter.

Suddenly she said, “Come, all of you shout with me.”

Her subordinates looked at her in bewilderment.

Di Yiwei took a breath and shouted loudly, “The Three Mad and Five Emperors are all fools!”

Everyone: “…”

Di Yiwei: “Shout!”

Everyone: “…The Three Mad and Five Emperors are all fools!”

Di Yiwei: “Completely deceived and led around by the nose!”

Everyone: “…Completely deceived and led around by the nose!”

Passersby on the street: …What are they doing? A folk opera?

People began whispering: “What’s going on? Have they gone mad?”

“Who are the Three Mad and Five Emperors anyway?”

“I think I’ve heard of them—they seem to be eight very powerful people from many years ago…”

“So powerful, yet how could they be manipulated and mocked in the streets?”

The shouting carried far into the distance.

Flowing light passed through the sky.

Duanmu suddenly stopped. Sang Ruo beside him, lacking his heaven-hearing ability, asked in surprise, “What is it?”

Duanmu: “Someone’s cursing us.”

Sang Ruo smiled, “So what? Haven’t we been cursed by plenty of people before? Let’s go, hurry and tend to our injuries.”

Duanmu had just turned around.

Di Yiwei: “…Sang Ruo is a pretty boy!”

Subordinates: “…Sang Ruo is a pretty boy!”

Di Yiwei: “Kept as a golden-housed beauty by an old hag—”

Passersby: “Ooh—”

Subordinates: “…Kept by an old hag…”

A figure flashed, and Duanmu appeared like a ghost. Before Di Yiwei could see him, she shouted loudly, “Take me to the city gates and I’ll stop singing! Otherwise, even if you kill me, the two hundred thousand sons of the Yongping army will forever spread tales of Sang Ruo’s golden house imprisonment!”

Duanmu’s jade-like face was about to crack, and he swept his sleeve.

In the next instant, Di Yiwei disappeared from her spot.

In the next instant, Duanmu appeared atop the capital’s city wall carrying Di Yiwei, his face even paler. As he set her down, he said coldly, “Say one more word about Sang Ruo and I’ll definitely kill you.”

Di Yiwei made a lip-sealing gesture.

Duanmu disappeared, and Di Yiwei turned around.

The city wall was bustling with activity. An old woman in a red cloak and soft armor was sternly giving orders: “Kill all these prisoners!”

Someone hesitated: “Madam, these people are our Great Qian soldiers…”

“Anyone who dares oppose me should be prepared to die,” Lady Rong said coldly. “I treat even Tie Ci this way, let alone them.”

No one around spoke.

“Killing my people, seizing my troops, deceiving my grandson into serving her, and now forcing the Chief Minister to retire. Even disposing of loyal dogs after the rabbits die isn’t done this way.” Lady Rong looked down at the endless stream of troops entering the city, her smile sinister. “Do they really think the Di family has no fighting spirit?”

At that moment, someone behind her said hoarsely, “Indeed.”

Lady Rong jumped in shock and turned around in horror.

At this moment, the city wall was filled with her trusted men—no one else could get up here.

Who was this?

More critically, having rarely come up to the city wall, wanting to experience the feeling of occupying a high position, she disliked being surrounded by crowds and had sent her guard troops to execute the prisoners.

At this moment, no one was by her side.

Then she saw half an armored skirt and a pair of small, dust-covered military boots.

In this world, at this moment, besides herself, there were only two other female generals who could openly wear iron armor. One of them was still in the deep palace.

Lady Rong turned and her dragon-headed walking stick struck out viciously.

Halfway through the strike, the dragon head’s mouth opened and a point of cold light shot toward the person behind her.

But Di Yiwei was faster.

The pipe at her lips trembled and also shot out a point of cold light. That cold light struck straight into the light from the dragon-headed stick, forcibly deflecting that starlight. Then with a “whoosh,” Lady Rong’s body shuddered.

A small hole appeared between her brows, with a point of cold light glinting inside.

Di Yiwei blew a puff of smoke in her face.

Only then did she say, “Right, do they really think the Di family has no fighting spirit?”

Then she kicked Lady Rong’s corpse off the city wall.

The corpse first struck the heads of the entering soldiers, causing cries of alarm below as soldiers scattered to avoid it.

The corpse hit the ground heavily.

Someone cried out, “It’s Lady Rong!”

But the one who opened the city gates died beneath them. Everyone was shocked and uncertain. An officer immediately raised his hand, stopping the entry, and looked up at the city wall.

A face appeared over the city wall. The Shengdu garrison’s deputy general exclaimed in shock, “Commander Di!”

Di Yiwei stood atop the high wall, her back to the shocked and uncertain Rong family guards, sneering down at those below: “Come on, come in.”

The Shengdu garrison deputy general’s heart immediately began pounding.

Di Yiwei had appeared, and as soon as she appeared, Lady Rong died. Seeing Di Yiwei’s fearless expression, clearly the situation atop the city wall was already controlled by Di Yiwei’s people.

Wouldn’t entering the city now be suicide?

Thinking this, the deputy general urgently commanded, “Retreat first! Withdraw from the drawbridge! Wait for signals from inside the city!”

The troops about to enter immediately began retreating.

Only then did Di Yiwei turn around, facing those bewildered Rong family guards alone. She unhurriedly took a puff of smoke and said, “Uncle Jiang.”

Opposite her, the Rong family’s lead old guard was stunned for a moment, then bowed bitterly: “Young Miss.”

“Put down your weapons. Stop creating sins,” Di Yiwei said. “The primary culprit has been executed. You’re merely followers. If you rein in at the precipice now, I still have a chance to plead with the Crown Princess to spare your lives.”

“Don’t make things difficult for me.”

“We Di family people live with loyalty and righteousness our whole lives. Don’t let your integrity fail you in old age.”

The old guard was silent for a long while, then threw down his weapon: “I obey Young Miss’s command.”

The Rong family guards retreated, and the city wall defenders immediately picked up weapons and bound them first.

Di Yiwei said, “Why aren’t you closing the city gates? From now on, the entire capital is under martial law. Without royal decree, no one may enter or leave!”

A group of soldiers ran down from the city. Moments later, trembling sounds echoed as the drawbridge was raised and the city gates closed.

Di Yiwei looked down at the slowly retreating Shengdu garrison, estimating their numbers. Those who had entered should be less than half—around fifty thousand.

She breathed a slight sigh of relief.

She had brought twenty thousand elite troops—ten thousand outside the city, who should still be rushing here after last night’s sudden events.

Ten thousand were inside the city, scattered throughout to maintain stability in the capital.

Currently, there were ten thousand official troops from the Five Armies Commander-in-Chief’s Office in the city, ten thousand guards from the White Marsh and Crown Princess’s Nine Guards in the palace, and nearly twenty thousand from the Three Great Camps responsible for defending the city.

In terms of numbers, it was roughly even.

The problem was being caught off guard—the enemy had already entered the city and might burn, kill, and plunder civilians, causing panic.

And with tens of thousands of troops in the city unable to form defensive lines in time, once the rebel army scattered to massacre the city, the situation would be irreversible.

Worse still, Da Yan had suddenly broken through Prince Changle’s defenses and penetrated deep into the Central Plains. Once Yuzhou fell, the capital would be almost exposed to cavalry hooves. With Da Yan warhorses’ speed, they could reach the capital in two days and nights.

And because Yongping was besieged and Liaodong had deployed troops, the Nine Border generals were all tied down, and with southern routes cut off, any reinforcements for the capital would have to take detours.

In just one short night, the capital had fallen into its most critical moment in twenty years!

Chapter 485: Hostage Taking
Footsteps sounded behind her—her personal troops had caught up. Also arriving were some of the Blood Riders from the nearest stations to the city gates.

Di Yiwei inquired and learned that the general defending the city had just been killed, leaving the defending army without leadership.

At this time, there was no point hoping the court would arrange a general in time—they couldn’t wait for that.

The Five Armies Commander-in-Chief’s Office was definitely busy suppressing chaos within the city and couldn’t spare personnel.

Di Yiwei pointed to Liu Chen, who had accompanied her this time.

“Liu Chen, I’m entrusting this city to you. Do you dare defend this city for His Majesty!”

“I dare!”

Di Yiwei nodded, then removed her token from her waist and tossed it to a subordinate serving as a roving officer.

“Take this to Commander Xia Hou. I’m placing all twenty thousand of my elite troops remaining in the capital under his full command. Also report today’s events at the city wall to the Crown Princess and request her decision.”

The roving officer accepted the order and departed.

“Commander, what about you? Aren’t you going to lead us in defending the city?”

Di Yiwei turned to look north.

“I’m going where I’m needed most,” she said. “The city gates must be defended, but the national borders must be defended even more.”

She turned again to glance in the direction of the imperial palace.

The Great Qian had fallen into its most critical moment in twenty years.

And you too have fallen into the most painful situation, body and soul, in eighteen years.

But I hope you can bear it.

I believe you can bear it.

She turned, threw out a rope, hooked it to the city wall, and slid down.

Her personal guards made the same motion.

“Leave the city!”

“Return to Yongping!”

…

During last night’s heavy snowfall, He Zi was painting in his study.

He had already gone to sleep, but habitually suffered from insomnia. At midnight he got up and dressed, went to his study and picked up his brush again.

When he went to his study, he passed his only old servant’s room and heard loud snoring from inside. He couldn’t help but shake his head and smile, thinking that at this age, to sleep so well—what a blessed person.

He entered his study and closed the door. No one was ever permitted in his study.

The small room had paintings covering all four walls.

All painted by himself.

All of the same person.

Practicing swordplay, traveling, cooking, drinking wine.

His wife.

Everything about her was the most beautiful in his memory.

When she passed away, she was not yet thirty, in the prime of her youth, with flowing eyes and long dark brows.

Yet he would rather have her beside him now with gray hair and wrinkled skin, mutually complaining about whose snoring was louder.

He Zi skillfully spread paper and ground ink. He disliked being served, and aside from one old servant he had taken in along the way, there wasn’t a single servant in the small courtyard.

He didn’t live in a grand mansion with courtyard upon courtyard, but had requested a professor’s quarters at the Imperial Academy, living next door to the Imperial Academy’s Chancellor.

His Majesty and the Crown Princess had offered to grant him residences several times, but he had refused them all.

He liked staying close to his students.

This location was near the palace city, surrounded by many high ministers’ residences, centrally positioned, convenient for all affairs.

Outside the window, wind and snow raged. He Zi looked up, gazing at the storm, remembering his wife practicing swordplay in the snow many years ago.

Graceful as a startled swan, elegant as a wandering dragon.

Today he would paint his wife’s snow sword practice.

He Zi was skilled at painting his wife—with just a few strokes, the figure leaped onto the paper. As he was selecting colors, he suddenly heard a distant thunderous sound.

He Zi’s heart jumped. He immediately set down his brush, opened the window, and looked out.

But the wind and snow were too fierce—he could see and hear nothing clearly.

He pondered for a long while, feeling that uneasy sensation growing stronger. Suddenly he extinguished the lamp, turned to put on his cloak, opened a secret compartment in the study wall, took out a small bundle he had prepared long ago, and walked toward the back courtyard.

Passing the old servant’s room again, he stopped, thought for a moment, turned and climbed the steps.

The snoring in the room had stopped at some point, but he paid no attention. He knocked on the door and said, “I’m going out on business. If anything happens, remember to hide in time.”

There was no sound from inside. He Zi turned and went down the steps. Walking to the back wall, he pulled on a bundle of dried wisteria hanging on the wall.

That section of wall turned, becoming a small door.

He passed through the door—next door was Imperial Academy Chancellor Kong Wanliang’s home.

The idea for this door came from a story he’d heard about Di Yiwei being saved by a village woman. He too had opened a door in his courtyard.

But this door could only be used to cross from his side to Old Kong’s house—it couldn’t be opened from Old Kong’s side.

Kong’s wife had passed away recently, and Old Kong lived alone in the back courtyard. At this moment, the courtyard was completely dark.

He Zi stood in Kong Fangliang’s courtyard, listening to the rustling snow, looking at the sky like a dome. The entire capital seemed to be sleeping.

He suddenly felt he was being somewhat absurd.

Perhaps it was just auditory hallucination, yet he had fled like a startled bird.

Probably from handling the Xiao family affairs recently, his nerves had been stretched too tight.

He was about to go back and finish his painting when he suddenly felt the ground trembling slightly.

At the same time, through the wind and snow, he faintly heard the sound of hoofbeats, clashing swords and blades, and countless wind sounds of rustling garments.

…

On Sifang Street, just an arrow’s shot from He Zi’s home.

Xiao Gong, who had just been rescued from the Ministry of Justice prison, still hadn’t had time to remove his prisoner’s clothes. Draped in a cloak, he stared coldly at the quiet small courtyard not far ahead.

After leaving the prison, the old, weak, women, and children of the family were taken to safe places to hide, while the remaining men had more important tasks tonight.

Control the high ministers, threaten the imperial family!

His task was He Zi.

The current Grand Tutor, the Crown Princess’s teacher, the foremost literary minister in the realm, the greatest leader of the royalist faction.

Capture him, and even if the Crown Princess could still survive, she would be caught in a dilemma.

If she couldn’t protect He Zi, the scholars throughout the realm could drown her in their spittle, and she could never hope to sit securely on the throne again.

Xiao Gong looked at the small courtyard ahead, his expression both gloomy and triumphant.

So father’s endurance was to achieve rebirth after destruction.

It was to use himself as bait, lull the imperial family into complacency, and gain responses from all sides—assassination in the palace, fires breaking out in four directions throughout the capital on this snowy night, leaving the imperial family beset by internal and external troubles, overwhelmed.

Thus, the Xiao family’s recent retreats and grievances were worthwhile.

Once they captured He Zi and these other loyal old dogs, if they didn’t obey, they’d kill a few first—let’s see who would still wave flags and shout for Tie Ci in the future!

Xiao Gong was so delighted he almost burst out laughing. With a wave of his hand, he charged toward the small courtyard.

A large group of Da Yan riders with high noses and deep-set eyes followed behind him.

Few people knew that the Xiao family had always maintained good relations with Da Yan.

When the Xiao family controlled Yue Li Academy, Ma Deneng from Da Yan acted tyrannically at the academy because his maternal clan had long been allied with the Xiao family.

Da Yan’s maternal clan was a great Da Yan tribe, but they envied the prosperity of the Central Plains and had entered the pass early to trade. Over time, the Great Qian side had almost forgotten the Ma family’s Da Yan identity.

But actually, the Ma family had always maintained contact with Da Yan, and using the convenience of trading with the capital, they operated horse farms and trained their own Da Yan cavalry.

Also using business as cover, they changed all these people’s identities to Great Qian, disguised them, and slowly sent them to the capital. Once there, they either lived among the common people with ordinary identities or went directly into the equally vast underground areas beneath the Xiao family’s great mansion, hidden from the world.

This was slow but safe. The Xiao family had spent nearly two years accumulating this small batch of Da Yan people, patiently waiting until now to bring them out.

Actually, they wouldn’t play a major role, but in the minds of Great Qian people, Da Yan people were savage blood-drinkers, fierce and cruel, who inevitably massacred cities wherever they went—their very mention could stop children from crying at night.

The sudden appearance of Da Yan people in the capital would have obvious devastating effects on the capital’s civilians, very useful for creating panic and further throwing the capital into chaos.

Xiao Gong was confident that after tonight, the capital would once again be the Xiao family’s domain!

Then he would make Tie Ci kneel at his feet begging for mercy, drag her by her hair through the long streets, let the capital’s people get a good look at this shameless woman, throw her into the Ministry of Justice prison, and greet her with every torture device the Ministry possessed!

Xiao Gong’s eyes blazed as he charged into the small courtyard that could be crossed in just a few steps.

But he didn’t find He Zi.

The bedding was cold—it had never been opened.

“Seventh Master, there’s an old servant here!” A rider dragged in a trembling old man.

Xiao Gong kicked the man down with one foot. “Where’s He Zi!”

“I don’t… don’t know…” the old servant cowered on the ground, eyes full of terror. “I was sleeping the whole time… woke up to see you brave men… spare my life, brave men, I have a few dozen coins under my pillow.”

“Get lost!” Xiao Gong kicked again, sending the old servant rolling out of the study and tumbling into the snow.

He looked around irritably.

He Zi had actually escaped.

Then he saw the courtyard next door.

“The Imperial Academy Chancellor is also an important literary minister, and the Imperial Academy under him controls scholarly traditions. Let’s go next door!”

Xiao Gong hurriedly led his people out.

Next door, He Zi heard them as soon as Xiao Gong entered.

He rushed into Kong Wanliang’s bedroom and without a word pulled him from bed.

Chancellor Kong hurriedly dressed. Hearing He Zi’s brief explanation of the situation, his face also changed.

The two old men rushed out, just hearing Xiao Gong interrogating the old servant next door and saying he was coming to the Kong house.

The two old men looked at each other.

Both knew they absolutely could not fall into the Xiao family’s hands as hostages.

But at this moment, in the freezing weather, where could two old men go?

He Zi gritted his teeth, grabbed Kong Wanliang, and rushed toward the wall connecting to his own courtyard.

He crouched down, signaling Kong Wanliang to step up. “Over the wall! They won’t search places they’ve already been!”

Kong Wanliang immediately understood. “What about you!”

“You first, quickly!”

Bang—the main gate had already been broken open. Soon they would enter the rear courtyard.

He Zi exerted force and directly boosted Kong Wanliang over the wall, flipping him into the snow next door.

Then he tried to climb up using hands and feet.

But footsteps had already entered the second gate.

He Zi’s heart grew cold, knowing he absolutely couldn’t make it in time.

Since the Xiao family dared to escape prison and capture ministers, they must have backing. The capital had very likely fallen into chaos, and the palace might also be in trouble.

Under these circumstances, once he was caught, he would certainly be used to threaten the imperial family.

He would become a sinner of the Great Qian, forever recorded in history for this moment of shame.

He Zi stopped climbing and slowly straightened up.

He was already living on borrowed time anyway. When he died and how he died didn’t matter.

But he couldn’t die in a cowardly way, die in frustration, die while burdening others!

The footsteps were close at hand.

He Zi bent down, drew a knife from his boot, and hid it against his wrist inside his sleeve.

He wasn’t in a hurry to commit suicide.

Anyone who wanted to take him hostage had better be prepared to be stabbed to death by him first.

With a creak, the second gate opened.

Chapter 486: Kneeling in Snow to Present Books
In an instant, a hand suddenly appeared on the wall.

That hand fiercely pulled He Zi, who was leaning against the wall, over!

The second gate slammed against the wall with a bang as Xiao Cheng led people rushing in.

At the same time, the wall surface silently rotated and closed shut.

“…” On the other side of the wall, He Zi pressed his back against the wall, staring in shock at the old servant before him.

This wall clearly couldn’t be rotated from old Kong’s side!

Moreover, what was the true identity of this old family retainer who usually was lazy and cunning, picking his feet whenever trouble arose?

The furious roar of Xiao Cheng came from next door. The old servant faced their shocked gazes, curled his lips in a smile, and gestured for the two to follow him.

In He Zi’s study, the old servant looked up and down at the paintings covering the walls, saying, “So this is what they look like.”

While admiring the paintings, he pulled here and grabbed there.

The two distinguished men stared wide-eyed as they watched the old servant’s back straighten, his skin become smooth, and aside from still having silver hair, he had transformed into a young man.

But it wasn’t over yet. The young man continued applying something for a while, this time transforming into a young woman.

The silver-haired girl had slightly upturned eyes with bright arcs that could truly be called soul-stirring and captivating when looking at people.

Her expression was natural and casual as she pointed at the two distinguished men, saying, “This place isn’t safe for long. The pursuers will react quickly. Where do you want to go? I’ll take you there.”

He Zi and Kong Wanliang’s gazes met. He Zi said, “I need to notify my colleagues to avoid tonight’s arrests.”

Minister Kong said, “I need to organize the Imperial Academy students to stop the Xiao family. As long as Xiao Liheng still wants to hold power in the capital, he cannot offend all the scholars in the capital!”

“This is troublesome… How can I alone escort two old men… I’ve got it!” The girl suddenly clapped her hands, darted outside into the snowy ground, and shortly returned with two baskets and a carrying pole. She placed the pole on her shoulder, positioned one basket on each side, and with graceful manner extended her hand toward the two distinguished men with a smile, saying, “Please enter the baskets.”

The two distinguished men: “…”

This posture is too beautiful for us to dare look.

Moments later, the silver-haired girl carried a pole with the Minister in the left basket and the Grand Tutor in the right basket, leaping into the wind and snow of the capital.

Her pace was extremely fast, and she was lightly dressed. Moving against the wind, she seemed completely unafraid of the cold and even appeared to find it quite exhilarating.

The Imperial Academy was closest, so she delivered Kong Wanliang to the bell tower of the Imperial Academy. The old master stood atop the bell tower, striking the bell at midnight. The bell’s sound pierced through the vast wind and snow, reaching the deep slumber of the three thousand disciples of the Imperial Academy.

The Imperial Academy blazed with lights as countless figures in black scholarly robes surged into the plaza.

In another direction, the silver-haired girl carried He Zi on her back as they traveled across rooftops. This area housed the residences of high ministers. He Zi squinted against the wind and snow, looking down from above, saying, “For any mansion showing activity, we don’t need to notify them.”

At this late hour with such terrible weather, unless they were preparing to do something wicked, all households should be sleeping peacefully.

Passing by Chief Minister Rong’s residence, both the front and rear courtyards were quiet and peaceful. Only the most secluded ancestral hall was brightly lit with shadows constantly flitting about.

He Zi sighed on the girl’s back, “A great man inevitably suffers from an unworthy wife and unfilial son.”

The girl chuckled softly.

Subsequently passing by Grand Secretary Chang, Grand Secretary Xie, Marquis Duanyang, Duke Chengguo… and other Grand Secretaries and nobles’ residences, all showed no activity.

Following He Zi’s instructions, the girl broke into the main courtyards, snapped off icicles from under the eaves, wrote “Xiao family jailbreak, hide quickly” and shot them into people’s inner chambers.

Startling people awake would suffice.

These were all wealthy households with their own guards. As long as they were prepared, they wouldn’t be caught off guard.

Commotion was stirred up all along their path, and He Zi breathed a sigh of relief.

The situation was better than he had imagined.

None of the nobles had participated, and most of the Grand Secretaries were also quite well-behaved.

During this past month, the Xiao family had been struck by the court with thunderous storms and ambushes from all sides, leaving them completely unable to fight back. Tie Ci had prepared thoroughly, to the extent that among the high ministers, none came forward to vouch for him.

The Xiao family had probably grown cold-hearted and chose to collude with outsiders, no longer attempting to rally court officials.

However, passing by Grand Secretary Li’s residence, there was some interesting activity.

Li Shen was properly dressed with many guards following behind him, appearing ready to depart.

But someone was kneeling long in the snow on the steps, blocking his way.

In the flickering light of wind lanterns, they could see that person’s shoulders covered with snow, having knelt for who knows how long.

He Zi stood on the rooftop and heard Li Shen, usually a man of few words, roaring in anger, “Li Yuncheng, what madness has possessed you in the middle of the night!”

Li Yuncheng knelt on the steps below, holding a pile of books, saying, “Father, your son only wishes to ask you to read some books.”

Li Shen glared at him.

“You’ve gone mad!”

“Please look at these historical books from previous dynasties, with pages written full of earnest blood. Look at how throughout the ages, those who rebelled, conspired, sided with traitors, and caused trouble all met their ends.”

Li Shen’s shoulders suddenly stiffened.

“Look at how many entire families of old and young wail in old papers, how many traitorous ministers cover their faces in history, how many noble families scattered in wind and smoke, how many aristocratic houses had their blood spilled on execution grounds.”

“Look at how this glory is like dew and lightning, gain and loss decided in a single thought.”

“Look at these families who once enjoyed wealth and honor – one day they built high towers, one day the towers collapsed; look at how many stepped into heaven in one step, then fell into the abyss in another.”

“Father, tonight the wind is strong and the snow is cold, perfect for reading historical scrolls.”

Li Yuncheng held that pile of high, well-worn book scrolls and heavily kowtowed his head into the snow.

Li Shen stood stunned under the veranda.

A middle-aged woman came out in tears and knelt beside Li Yuncheng. Li Yuncheng supported her, saying, “Mother.”

The woman pressed his hand and looked toward Li Shen, saying, “Master, this concubine understands nothing. This concubine only wishes to ask you to look at your son.”

A long silence.

The Grand Secretary of the Eastern Pavilion stood under the veranda while the Li family mother and son knelt below.

For a long time.

Li Shen’s shoulders sagged as he silently turned around.

The Li family mother and son stood up together, supporting each other.

The lights in the Li residence gradually went out.

He Zi stood on the rooftop, having watched the entire scene, silent for a long while.

Li Shen appeared to be the most junior Grand Secretary, having entered the cabinet for not long, but in reality, aside from Xiao Liheng, he was the person with the most extensive social connections.

He had risen from a minor clerk, operating in the capital for decades with steady, solid steps.

In the cabinet and at court, he wielded considerable influence.

He had been promoted personally by Xiao Liheng and was the Grand Secretary who owed the greatest debt to the Xiao family.

At this extraordinary time, if they couldn’t come forward or were controlled, Li Shen completely had the ability to control the cabinet and even control the court officials.

Yet tonight, when no one knew, because of that young man’s kneeling with books in hand, history might be quietly rewritten.

It was timing, it was fate.

After a long while, He Zi sighed, “A great man is fortunate to have a worthy wife and filial son.”

…

On the way to the residences of the Six Ministries’ ministers, He Zi lay on the girl’s shoulder and asked, “May I ask the young lady’s name?”

The girl’s clear and bright face showed a hint of mischievous smile as she said, “Palace Master.”

He Zi: “…”

What kind of ridiculous name was that?

However, this surname made his heart stir, and he probed, “I have never met the young lady before. How did the young lady come to disguise herself as an old servant performing menial duties in my residence? Why are you willing to help me like this tonight?”

“Me? I came to kill you.”

He Zi: “…”

A gulp of cold air choked him into coughing for a long time.

“Originally I was very angry, thinking you were a coward, an idiot, plus a cripple. Your own wife was wrongfully killed, and when someone falsely transmitted her dying words, you actually believed it, gave up, stopped caring, didn’t even approach her grave, and finally had to rely on an outsider to clear her name… How can you face her?”

He Zi fell silent.

“I thought you were either a coward or disloyal to your wife. So I planned to come see for myself, and if I wasn’t pleased with what I saw, I’d just kill you with one stroke.”

He Zi slowly asked, “Then why didn’t you kill me?”

This time the girl fell silent.

Because when she pretended to be injured and collapsed by the roadside, covered in filth and stench, everyone covered their noses and walked away, only he extended a helping hand.

Because his eyes were desolate and his heart was like dead ashes, yet he still smiled at her, took her to treat her wounds, and personally boiled medicine for her.

Because his house was bare, a small courtyard and humble room, with no one to serve him, no wife, no children.

Because he had trouble sleeping through long nights, countless times rising at midnight to paint in his study.

Because he held four ceremonies a year, talking endlessly to his wife in spring, summer, autumn, and winter.

Because no one entered his study, yet she knew it was hung full of his aunt’s portraits.

…

After a long while, she slowly said, “Didn’t want to kill, so didn’t kill.”

But He Zi persistently continued asking, “Then why save me?”

The girl laughed heartily and answered, “Wanted to save, so saved.”

He Zi stopped talking, raised his head to look at the endless wind and snow of this night, thinking of those years past, that person who danced with a sword in the snow.

His eyes brightened, and gradually crystalline ice beads formed at the corners of his eyes.

…

Tong Rushi lifted his foot to walk toward Chongming Palace.

Suddenly, everyone behind him raised their heads.

Violent winds raged in the sky as a red and white figure flashed past like a white rainbow falling into Chongming Palace.

Quite impressive.

In the hall, Tie Ci looked at Pingzong who had landed before her.

The girl didn’t look well, but still held her head high with hands behind her back, stepping through the threshold. From her appearance, it seemed she had beaten Duanmu to within an inch of his life.

Seeing Tie Ci sitting on the throne with an even worse complexion than hers, Pingzong, who had originally been full of complaints ready to explode, froze.

With her next glance, she saw the cabinet ministers and guards who had emerged from the inner hall, already wearing white on their heads.

Pingzong stood there dumbfounded.

Tie Ci said softly, “Go say goodbye.”

Pingzong drifted into the inner hall like a wandering soul.

Moments later, Tie Ci heard a loud crash from the inner hall.

Something had probably met its doom.

Another moment later, Pingzong rushed out from the inner hall, eyes red, saying viciously, “Who killed the old master? Who killed him! I’ll go kill them!”

This past year, she had been with Tie Yan almost day and night. With Tie Yan’s beloved daughter not by his side, he had doted on her like a little daughter. Though Pingzong seemed indifferent, she had often shown off in front of Tie Ci.

Pingzong’s eyes seemed ready to drip blood.

She had lost her father, lost her mother, and finally had a foster father, but in less than a year, her foster father was gone too.

She had promised to protect him well!

Tie Ci gazed into the void and said lightly, “They say it was your little uncle-in-law.”

Pingzong choked.

After a long while, she said, “Impossible!”

Tie Ci closed her eyes and pointed outside the hall, saying, “Niece, we failed to protect Father Emperor. Now, can we two wounded people protect the entire imperial palace, protect the capital, protect Great Qian, protect everything Father Emperor wanted to protect until his death?”

Pingzong said viciously, “We can!”

Tie Ci gestured for her to come over and handed her a scroll of paper, “Remember this. Use these methods in a while. Coordinate well.”

“Good.”

“Also,” Tie Ci looked through the wide-open hall doors and saw Tong Rushi had already led that group of experts across the threshold. The guards of Chongming Palace, following her instructions, did not obstruct them but kept retreating, contracting before the hall entrance.

“Do you see that cripple walking at the back?” Tie Ci said, “Kill him first.”

“Wait for it.”

Tong Rushi led his people inside.

Some people didn’t want to enter. A’hei ran away, Lady Sun remained outside the hall, and Dongdezi’s wife said nothing and didn’t move.

Tong Rushi didn’t force them. These people had originally been retainers supported by the Prince Tang and Prince Lu’s residences. After the Tang and Lu princes’ incident, on the night before the disaster, Prince Tang had found a way to send away this group of people and had also entrusted the infant him to them. Lingquan Village was also a place of seclusion that Prince Tang had prepared long ago. These people had received Prince Tang’s favor and were willing to raise and follow him, but after years had passed, their hidden life had worn away much of their fighting spirit. They only wished to protect him and were unwilling to wade deeper into troubled waters. He couldn’t force them.

When these people had left the capital originally, they had also received help from He Zi, so they had some friendship with He Zi as well, but ultimately it wasn’t as deep as their connection with him. After he made contact with the Xiao clan, he cut off the connection between these people and He Zi.

It was also because of these people that he dared to enter the Great Qian imperial palace. Tie Ci was already at the end of her strength. As long as he obtained the imperial seal, with the Xiao clan controlling those ministers outside, the realm would be in his hands.

Surrounded by the crowd, he calmly walked toward the sleeping quarters.

Cui Shi limped along at the back, looking left and right, just about to cross the threshold.

Suddenly a red and white figure darted out as Pingzong shouted, “Behold my threshold blade!”

Cui Shi jumped in fright and hurriedly leaped backward, jumping outside the threshold.

Now he was even farther from the others.

The others, hearing this phrase and because of the earlier trap’s shadow, also dodged left and right.

The red and white figure flashed, instantly weaving through the crowd. With a raise of her hand, a fire blade over ten feet long cleaved toward Cui Shi!

Cui Shi only felt rolling heat waves rushing toward his face, everything before his eyes a blazing red where he could see nothing clearly. Terrified, he desperately leaped backward.

But he didn’t see that as Pingzong struck out with the flaming long blade, her left hand also suddenly shot up.

The foot-thick accumulated snow behind Cui Shi suddenly exploded, condensed, extended, and in the blink of an eye formed into a sharp ice spear!

This ice spear appeared right beside Lady Sun. She slightly raised her hand, looked at Cui Shi’s retreating figure, and disgust flashed in her eyes.

She didn’t move.

The ice spear nudged forward slightly.

In the next instant, Cui Shi, who was retreating with all his might, suddenly felt bone-piercing cold.

A soft “chi” sound.

He blinked, somewhat bewildered as he looked down.

He saw a snow-bright spear tip protruding from his chest. That gleaming spear tip met the oncoming fierce fire and instantly turned into bloody mist.

Like a dream.

He also staggered dreamlike, feeling that bone-piercing cold spread through his entire body like lightning – blood, meridians, heart, bone marrow… in an instant all freezing into ice and snow.

With a thud, he fell rigidly into the snow.

The wound quickly froze over, not even a drop of blood flowing out.

Below the steps of Chongming Palace’s sleeping quarters, Pingzong withdrew her hand with the bearing of a grandmaster, silently swallowing a mouthful of sweet blood.

Chapter 487: Immovable as a Mountain
Tong Rushi turned back in shock.

Tie Ci had actually made her first move by having someone kill Cui Shi.

This truly surprised him, but in an instant he understood.

Killing him was impossible, but among those remaining who should be dealt with, it was indeed the poison-expert and perverted Cui Shi.

Keeping this person would bring endless troubles.

And because Cui Shi was such a terrible person, no one was willing to extend a helping hand.

Killed cleanly and efficiently.

For a moment, both inside and outside the hall fell silent as death.

Suddenly the sound of horse hooves rang out as Xia Houchun arrived with a large group of guards. Before they could approach, the Fishing Elder turned around, his fishing rod cutting through a streak of flowing light. The accumulated snow on the ground rose with the wind, transforming into snow waves that crashed down on Xia Houchun and his men, startling horses and overturning riders. Xia Houchun and the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards were forcibly pushed back three zhang.

Tong Rushi’s cold voice came from within the courtyard, “Do not advance another step. Enter one person, I kill one person.”

Tie Ci glanced at Pingzong, and Pingzong shouted, “Commander Xia Hou, stand by in place!”

Xia Houchun also shouted, “Your Highness! Liaodong has sent troops approaching Yong Ping. Old Madam Rong privately opened the city gates, allowing capital garrison soldiers to enter! The Xiao clan escaped from prison, leading Dayan cavalry to assault government offices, capturing ministers and slaughtering innocent civilians in the streets! Di Yiwei has already rushed to the city gates to handle the situation, killed Old Madam Rong, closed the gates, and immediately rushed to Yong Ping!”

He explained everything clearly in just a few words. Inside, Tie Ci listened without any expression.

When the roof leaks, it always meets with rain through the night.

She said, “Commander Xia Hou, these are old friends from Lingquan Village.”

This answer was completely irrelevant to the question, but Xia Houchun sneered coldly.

He said, “When old friends come from afar, how can we not prepare rich gifts to receive them?”

With a wave of his hand, suddenly from the distant wind and snow came the sharp screams of a child.

Lady Sun’s face changed as she whirled around, “Egg!”

The child’s crying couldn’t be heard clearly, carried by the wind sometimes near and sometimes far. Lady Sun spun around and darted out, “Egg! Egg! Egg, where are you!”

Her figure disappeared in the blink of an eye into the snow-covered palace city, led who knows where by that child’s crying.

Tong Rushi’s face changed.

Among the people from Lingquan Village, Lady Sun held great prestige and status, and her strength was among the top. With her keeping watch outside, he had a way to retreat.

Who would have thought she’d be lured away by the sound of a child crying!

Without thinking that her beloved son was safely hidden in the capital – how could he be so easily captured?

Concern leads to chaos.

Tie Ci was despicable!

Ahead, the palace doors suddenly opened wide.

The gazes of Tong Rushi and the others unconsciously turned over.

Through the carved lattice screens, they could see deep within the great hall where Tie Ci sat high upon the throne, facing them from afar with a calm expression.

Though the hall was still in complete disarray, though her clothes were stained with blood, though her parents’ bodies lay in the inner hall, she still appeared noble and calm as before.

The way she looked at her enemies was like facing the vast prostrate subjects below the hall.

Tong Rushi suddenly felt somewhat dazed.

He remembered that bright and modest youth he first met at Wushe, the youth who startled the wind with an arrow on the training ground, the youth who turned the tide at Sanbai Embankment, the youth who confided in him on the newly built embankment.

The Crown Heir of Great Qian was his lifelong enemy. The throne beneath her should have been his by rights, yet even after years of planning to reach this point, facing her, he still felt a moment of heart palpitations.

Some people’s strength weathers through wind, frost, rain and snow without breaking.

The moment their gazes met was like seeing the firmament pressing down.

But Tie Ci wasn’t looking at him.

Her gaze fell on the Fishing Elder as she said, “When I was alone in Lingquan Village years ago, I received shelter from all of you and once said I wanted to invite you all to be guests at my home. Now you have come. Though the timing is somewhat poor, I must still fulfill my duties as host.”

After speaking, she waved her hand.

The guards retreated again, leaving the entire open space outside the hall to this group of experts.

The sound of water waves arose.

The Fishing Elder turned to look and actually saw a fish pond beside the courtyard, not far from the palace gate.

The fish pond remarkably hadn’t frozen over. At this moment, a flash of bright red suddenly leaped from the water surface with vigorous and lively movements.

In the ice and snow, everyone’s gaze was unconsciously drawn to that flash of red.

The Fishing Elder’s eyes immediately brightened.

Having loved fishing all his life, he knew all rare fish species like the back of his hand.

For instance, the one before his eyes was called “Blood Dragon,” one of the world’s rarest and most precious fish. Its entire body was fire red, round and blunt, extremely agile and incredibly strong. It normally lurked in deep sea coral reefs, and when captured would die together with its captor, thus worth more than gold.

He never expected to see a live one here.

The Fishing Elder’s fishing rod, almost beyond his control, immediately cast out.

His fishing rod seemed to possess magic power. Before human eyes could even catch its shadow, there was only a flash of cold light, and that precious Blood Dragon was already struggling frantically in the pond water.

Yet no matter how it struggled, it couldn’t break free.

The Fishing Elder was in high spirits, laughing heartily as he casually lifted.

A sheet of red glow passed through the air, water splashed up, and at the same time came a crisp explosive sound.

The sound was sharp and fierce, unlike any weapon in this world could produce.

A streak of black light shot out of the water following the trajectory of the swinging fish.

Words could hardly describe its speed.

Aunt Li, standing near the Fishing Elder and closer to the pond, heard the sound and knew trouble was coming. She turned and expelled breath while throwing a punch, fiercely striking the Fishing Elder’s ribs.

The Fishing Elder’s massive body was sent flying like a kite with a broken string.

In the next instant, the black light and blood red exploded one after another on the Fishing Elder’s arm. The Fishing Elder flipped three times in mid-air, crashed bloodily into the snow, and scraped out a blood trail a full zhang long.

Only now did Aunt Li completely turn around, blood droplets splashing from her fist where she’d been grazed and injured by the black light. Her punch’s remaining force continued unabated, thunderously smashing into the wall. With a rumbling crash, half the wall collapsed, and several Nine Guards who had been quietly trying to approach from behind the wall were sent flying three zhang, spitting blood as they crashed into the snow.

Before everyone’s shock had passed, suddenly Pingzong shouted loudly, “Blind man!” At the same time, she forcefully threw something!

One person in the crowd suddenly turned around.

He saw an object flying straight at his face.

He sneered coldly, drew out his red belt, and with a snap shook it in the wind, transforming it into a light curtain so tight that water couldn’t penetrate, blocking that small silver object.

The blind man’s cold sneer hadn’t yet faded when suddenly that object trembled, and with a snap, a beam of light shot straight into his eyes!

Snow-bright to the point that all things instantly became colorless, as if the sun had suddenly exploded into his eye sockets.

Already having very poor eyesight and thus choosing brightly colored weapons, the blind man screamed loudly, suddenly covering his eyes and retreating rapidly.

With a bang, that silver-white cylindrical object heavily struck his forehead, smashing his head bloody as he crashed to the ground.

“…”

Deathly silence.

Both sides had casualties in the blink of an eye.

But on Tong Rushi’s side, top-level experts were injured, while on Tie Ci’s side, it was only the Nine Guards who failed in their attempt to stealthily infiltrate.

Standing below the steps, Pingzong drew in a cold breath and quietly asked Tie Ci, “What kind of weapons were those?”

Really impressive.

She estimated that if it had been her turn just now, she couldn’t have dodged either.

Tie Ci said, “Bought at great expense from my master.”

“Do we have many such weapons in our hall?” Pingzong’s eyes lit up, feeling they were secure.

Tie Ci gently shook her head, “No, only these. Master said they were limited edition, not that many available.”

Pingzong made a regretful “oh” sound.

Tong Rushi’s face was iron-blue.

In the blink of an eye, he and his subordinates had suffered several casualties.

Tie Ci had been sitting there the entire time, looking down at the area before the hall, not even moving once.

For a moment, Tong Rushi didn’t dare advance another step.

Both sides were locked in a standoff before Chongming Palace with its accumulated snow and hanging eaves.

Tong Rushi’s eyes glanced toward the direction outside the palace, a trace of anxiety flashing in his gaze.

Why hadn’t the Xiao family gotten the court ministers under control and rushed over yet?

…

Palace Master carried He Zi on her back as they traveled through the snow toward the residences of the Six Ministries’ ministers.

He Zi’s expression was worried.

Most of Great Qian’s Grand Secretaries came from established families, having accumulated wealth through years of officialdom, with family retainers and soldiers in their residences. Even if attacked, they could temporarily protect themselves, and with preparation they’d basically be safe.

The nobles needn’t be mentioned.

But the Six Ministries’ ministers were mostly promoted in recent years, either from ordinary backgrounds or upright and clean, with not many servants or household guards in their residences. Once encountering cavalry, they could only be slaughtered at will.

The cabinet and nobles were most important, so he chose to warn them first, not knowing how many of the Six Ministries’ ministers had already been captured.

He first went to Minister Qi Ling’s residence. The Qi residence was brightly lit, but Qi Ling wasn’t home. Old Madam Qi was actually wearing leather armor, personally sitting before the residence gate. Behind her, the family retainers were also fully armored. Behind Old Madam Qi stood two signs – the left one read “My son is not home!” and the right one read “Come if you want to die!”

Before the residence gate, Sixth Master Xiao of the Xiao family led a large group of guards, patrolling but not daring to enter.

He Zi was amazed.

He knew Old Madam Qi wasn’t a tigress from a military family. She came from nobility, learned martial arts from her husband after marriage, and had been to battlefields. She and Old Madam Rong were plastic best friends who had competed their whole lives.

Old Madam Qi was different from Old Madam Rong who loved to compete in everything. She practiced martial arts but didn’t love them, yet wasn’t afraid of them either. When her son became Governor-General, she retired to the rear courtyard, spending half her life raising flowers and fish there.

But on this windy, snowy night, with enemies entering the residence, she could immediately rise and sit before the residence gate, even the maid beside her carrying twin guns.

He Zi looked at Sixth Master Xiao’s expression, chuckled once, and turned away reassured.

Ahead was Criminal Ministry Minister Jiang’s residence. Cavalry had broken into the front courtyard, but the rear courtyard remained dark and quiet. Palace Master danced wildly on the main courtyard’s windows, but no one came out to look. Only after kicking open a window did they discover the main courtyard was actually empty.

On such a snowy day, where had everyone gone?

War Ministry Minister Zhang’s residence was the same. People were noisily searching for someone in his residence, but the household servants claimed to know nothing when questioned.

The Works Ministry Minister’s house was also like this.

Even the Chief Judge of the Supreme Court wasn’t in his residence. Where could that old man go at his age?

The Personnel Ministry Minister was under the Rong family’s wing, and the Rites Ministry Minister had close relations with the Xiao clan, so He Zi didn’t go there directly.

Finally there was the Finance Ministry Minister of the Gu family. The ministers mostly lived together in connected buildings. Turning past the back door of the Chief Judge’s house led to Minister Gu’s front gate.

Minister Gu’s residence was obviously a key target. When He Zi arrived, he could see torch light from far away. Fierce-looking Dayan cavalry under Xiao Bixing’s leadership broke through the gates and headed straight for the inner courtyard.

After a while they charged back out, and from their furious expressions, they’d obviously come up empty-handed too.

He Zi, watching from afar in the trees, was confused for a moment.

On a snowy night, everyone wasn’t sleeping, wasn’t home – what, did they all dream that the Xiao family had escaped from prison?

Suddenly he saw several riders coming through the snow, moving swiftly and rapidly. The riders wore white cloaks with white flags on their shoulders. Only when galloping did the wind lift a corner of their cloaks, revealing the fire-red armor beneath.

He Zi’s heart shook.

These were Blood Riders on duty in the palace!

The Blood Riders and Scorpion Camp remaining in the capital had been incorporated into the White Marsh Guards protecting the palace, all holding positions of squad leader and above in middle management. They wouldn’t be deployed for ordinary messenger duties.

And white robes with white flags… He Zi suddenly turned to look toward the imperial palace.

Though he’d anticipated trouble in the palace, actually having it confirmed still made He Zi’s heart clench tight with difficulty breathing.

Who was it?

His Majesty, or… the Crown Princess?

No matter which one, it would be a bolt from the blue, a weight Great Qian couldn’t bear.

Palace Master suddenly said by his ear, “There are people underground.”

He Zi was startled and turned to look below. Palace Master pointed toward the position of the reverse-facing rooms near the back gate.

Below, Xiao Bixing was obviously not as rash as the other Xiao family children. He began searching carefully and ordered his subordinates to look for secret passages.

Palace Master sucked in air by He Zi’s ear like she had a toothache, saying, “…Among this group there’s an expert at finding tunnels…”

“That guy’s getting impatient, he’s killed someone…”

“Oh no, they’re about to find the mechanism opening…”

He Zi was disturbed and annoyed by her real-time commentary, grabbed her sleeve, and said, “Please!”

“Hmm?”

“Help me lure this group away.”

“Can’t just work without pay.”

He Zi felt in his sleeve pocket, then stopped awkwardly after a while.

Who remembers to bring money when going out in the middle of the night?

“Otherwise singing the Eighteen Touches will do.”

He Zi stiffened.

Would his lifetime reputation be thrown away tonight?

Opposite him, Palace Master blinked expectantly, with no possibility of developing a conscience.

“Getting closer and closer,” she reminded.

He Zi said with difficulty, “May I sing you a folk tune? Years ago… I sang it for my wife.”

Palace Master suddenly stopped talking.

He Zi’s folk tune was sung tremblingly. Afraid of being discovered, he suppressed his voice until it changed pitch and didn’t sound good at all.

So the current Grand Tutor, the literary champion of his generation, when he sang, was still terrible.

Aunt had bad taste.

Palace Master couldn’t bear it anymore and interrupted the ear-piercing sound, standing up, “I’m going.”

Before her voice faded, she had already disappeared.

He Zi looked at the darkness and firelight below, gently humming the song to completion.

He hadn’t sung this tune for twenty years.

Chapter 488: The Dedicated Groundhog
Below, Xiao Bixing was staring at his subordinates searching for tunnels when he suddenly heard alarmed shouts from outside, followed by several soft sounds, and red plum blossoms splashed across the window paper.

Xiao Bixing rushed out in shock to see several guards collapsed in the snow, while a black shadow seemed to be carrying someone and flashed past.

Xiao Bixing: “Chase them!”

The crowd surged out of the reverse-facing rooms and out of the rear courtyard, their footsteps gradually fading into the distance.

He Zi jumped down from the wall and, following Palace Master’s earlier guidance, entered the room with the tunnel.

However, he didn’t understand mechanisms. After searching for quite a while without finding the entrance, he was getting anxious when suddenly the Western chiming clock on the wall rang several times, and then the wall before him slowly opened.

A person stood in the darkness, bowing to him from afar.

He Zi squinted for a long while before recognizing this as the capable but frightening young man from the Gu family.

Gu Xiaoxiao stood against the wall, saying, “I didn’t expect the Grand Tutor to come.”

He Zi asked, “Is your father well?”

“Father is safe. Please follow me, Grand Tutor.” Gu Xiaoxiao very actively led the way immediately. He Zi knew he simply didn’t want to make conversation.

Ahead was a narrow passage that could only accommodate one person. The usually uncommunicative Gu Xiaoxiao suddenly spoke softly, “Grand Tutor, has something happened?”

“Yes, the Xiao family has escaped from prison and is conducting large-scale arrests of high ministers to use as hostages.”

“Then… what’s the reaction in the palace?”

He Zi was silent for a while. Ahead, Gu Xiaoxiao turned around. He rarely looked directly at others, but his gaze was very urgent at this moment.

After a long pause, He Zi said with some difficulty, “I haven’t had time to go to the palace yet… Something should have happened, but I don’t know the specific situation.”

Gu Xiaoxiao said nothing.

He Zi knew what he wanted to ask about, and sighed inwardly.

Turning a corner, the space ahead suddenly opened up into an extremely large area lit by oil lamps, with people of various heights scattered throughout – some reading books, some pacing in place, some sitting cross-legged on mats with eyes closed, and some cursing.

Minister Gu, Minister Jiang, Minister Zhang, Minister Cai, the Chief Judge of the Supreme Court… they were all there.

This was an unexpected joy for He Zi.

Minister Gu, who had been reading, put down his book and asked directly, “How are things outside?”

He Zi said, “The Xiao family has escaped from prison and is conducting large-scale arrests of high ministers. All your residences have been visited.”

Upon hearing this, several old ministers looked over, even the drowsy Chief Judge on the couch opened his eyes.

Their faces showed disbelief. Though they had hidden here, they hadn’t expected the situation to become this serious.

After a long while, Minister Jiang said, “…The Xiao family is truly formidable.”

Minister Zhang said, “When Old Gu sent someone to find me, I thought he was joking. Even after hiding here just now, I remained skeptical. Who would have thought…”

He Zi said, “I’m quite surprised that Minister Gu could anticipate the enemy’s moves. And he even dug such a tunnel?”

Minister Gu pointed indifferently at his son standing in the shadows, saying, “Ask him.”

Gu Xiaoxiao stood against the wall in the shadows with no presence, and when questioned, he didn’t step forward but said softly, “Someone once called me a groundhog, so I dug this hole.”

All the distinguished men: “…Ah?”

“I was just restless and wanted to do something,” Gu Xiaoxiao said. “I designed a little device in my bedroom that would fall over when there was vibration. We’re not far from the Criminal Ministry here. When the Xiao family blew up the prison, my little device fell over, so I got up and notified Father. Father had people climb onto the roof and saw endless red banner flowers in the wind and snow, plus what seemed to be firelight from the direction of the palace city. He made a decisive decision and invited all the distinguished ministers here.”

Minister Jiang stroked his beard, Minister Zhang raised his eyebrows, thinking it was more than just “inviting.”

Wasn’t it that people suddenly burst into their rooms in the middle of the night and carried them out wrapped in their bedding?

Even their family members were arranged by this father and son – truly worthy of being the steward of all Great Qian.

Minister Gu said with apparent disdain, “Xiaoxiao has a tendency to overthink and likes to stockpile things. Since this tunnel was dug, it’s fully equipped. Setting aside everything else, we and our family members and guards could eat and drink here for a month without problem.”

Everyone cast appreciative glances at Gu Xiaoxiao. Minister Jiang couldn’t help but sigh, “Xiaoxiao is truly virtuous. If he were…”

He was thinking such a person would make an excellent national father-in-law, but suddenly remembered the scenery he saw that night on the palace wall and immediately stopped speaking.

All the distinguished men thought of this incident and sighed inwardly that childhood sweethearts indeed couldn’t compete with present beauty.

The Crown Princess was good in every way except for her lustful nature.

The Chief Judge suddenly asked, “How is the palace?”

Everyone immediately looked toward He Zi.

He Zi hesitated, glanced at Gu Xiaoxiao, then said, “When I was coming here, I saw white flag messengers from the palace – Blood Riders leaving the palace.”

The atmosphere in the room immediately dropped to freezing point.

Everyone present was a high official and naturally understood the meaning of this statement.

Even though Gu Xiaoxiao was hidden in the shadows, they could see his face had gone pale.

Suddenly there was a clatter from above.

Gu Xiaoxiao’s face changed as he walked along the passage to the entrance.

His secret chamber entrance had a design – a layer of glass on the Western chiming clock appeared to be a mirror from the outside but allowed one to see outside from within. Earlier, he had watched through this glass and seen He Zi standing outside unable to find the entrance.

Now he stood before the mirror looking out but saw nothing. Just as he was puzzled, suddenly a large face popped up before his eyes.

It appeared extremely suddenly, startling Gu Xiaoxiao into jumping three feet back.

That large face pressed against the glass, looking left and right, then suddenly grinned, showing him an almost ferocious smile.

Gu Xiaoxiao stared at that face and suddenly remembered this mirror was slightly convex – from his angle, people looked quite ugly.

For instance, those eyes were alarmingly large, like a monkey’s.

The posture was also monkey-like. After coming up to greet him, she extended her finger and tapped on the mirror surface.

With this action, Gu Xiaoxiao knew the other party had discovered the entrance.

His face changed and he was about to activate the killing mechanism beside the entrance when he saw that monkey-like person mouth two words to the mirror.

He slowly repeated: “Princess…?”

He Zi, who was listening nearby, said happily, “Has Palace Master found her way here? She’s my lifesaver. Please let her in.”

Only then did Gu Xiaoxiao realize this was one of their own, though he was somewhat reluctant to let anyone into this secret passage – who knew if she might be a Xiao family spy?

And what a strange name.

The Great Qian dynasty had only one princess, and that was Tie Ci.

But that strange Palace Master mouthed two more words.

Gu Xiaoxiao immediately opened the door without hesitation.

Because she said: Tie Ci.

The secret chamber door opened and Palace Master flashed inside. Looking up, she saw a refined young man standing against the wall with a very calm expression, very panicked eyes, and very resistant body language.

She found it interesting and smiled.

With this smile, Gu Xiaoxiao finally discovered she wasn’t a monkey.

She was a woman whose beauty was no less than Tie Ci’s.

But he still had no favorable impression, his back still pressed tight against the wall, still standing straight, asking her, “How is Her Highness?”

Palace Master said sorrowfully, “Dead.”

Gu Xiaoxiao: “…”

After a long while, he turned around, reached out to operate the secret chamber mechanism, and made a gesture indicating Palace Master should leave and not expect to be seen off.

Palace Master’s eyes curved as she found the little recluse quite spirited.

She said innocently, “I didn’t lie. Her heart died.”

Gu Xiaoxiao walked inside with a grim face, no longer wanting to pay attention to her.

Palace Master followed behind him, chattering, “I really didn’t lie to you. I went to inquire about the situation. Liaodong has entered the pass, Prince Changle has rebelled, the city gates were opened by the Rong family, Dayan appeared in Jiusui and the capital, the Emperor has died, assassinated by the Liaodong Prince’s heir in Chongming Palace, and Consort Jing is also dead. At the same time, two of the strongest among the Three Madmen and Five Emperors appeared in the palace city, and the Crown Princess is severely injured.”

With this string of statements, the entire tunnel immediately fell into deathly silence.

Each piece of news was explosive – any one of them could blow people away, but now they all came tumbling out of her mouth, leaving everyone with a sense of unreality.

After staring at her mouth for a long while, the ministers still hadn’t reacted.

There was a muffled sound behind them. Palace Master turned back to see Gu Xiaoxiao pulling his head out of the earthen wall.

He looked somewhat comical. Palace Master should have laughed, but seeing his eyes, she ultimately didn’t.

Thinking of the scene she had glimpsed from afar at the palace city, thinking of the Dayan cavalry rampaging outside the palace city and the civilians screaming and fleeing in panic, and the instant killings that occurred inside and outside the threshold of Chongming Palace, very complex emotions surged in her heart.

The current capital was very chaotic and tragic, and the person in the palace was also in a tragic situation, but she felt for no reason that the person who continued to sit high on the throne, her composure, could slowly radiate from within Chongming Palace and ultimately envelop the entire capital city.

Just like when she first met the Crown Princess and saw those gentle, calm eyes that concealed hidden depths.

She patted Gu Xiaoxiao’s shoulder, saying, “Don’t worry about your Crown Princess. She won’t fall.”

Opposite them, He Zi suddenly stood up.

He knew something major had happened in the palace, but he hadn’t expected the situation to be so dangerous.

Palace Master said, “The capital garrison took advantage of the open city gates to enter the city and has already rebelled. Governor-General Qi and the Capital Prefecture had to deploy all their forces to intercept them. The Dayan cavalry began causing chaos within the inner city – their numbers are actually small, but their methods are extremely cruel, bringing great terror to the capital’s civilians. After the Xiao family and their associates came up empty at all the high ministers’ residences, they simply gave up and began burning, killing, and looting directly. The Xiao family opened their own oil warehouse and set fire to an entire street. As for the palace, it seems a group of top experts arrived and are directly confronting Chongming Palace. Both sides are now at a standstill.”

The high ministers in the tunnel looked grave.

This was the worst-case scenario.

Their own military preparations were tied up by the capital garrison, the palace was also under threat, and they couldn’t quickly extinguish the Xiao family’s riot, leaving civilians to suffer.

“How many people from the capital garrison entered? All of them?”

If it was all of them, then there would be no hope at all.

Palace Master shook her head. She couldn’t obtain very clear information in such a short time. “I only know the city gates were closed in time, and now Blood Riders and Scorpion Camp people control the city gates.”

Everyone breathed a slight sigh of relief.

He Zi frowned. He calculated the balance of forces within the city and found that if voices from the palace couldn’t be heard quickly, if military deployment orders couldn’t be issued, with everyone sealed within the capital city fighting in chaos, it would be very disadvantageous for their side.

“What do you gentlemen plan to do?”

Minister Jiang said, “We are scholars without the strength to truss a chicken. At this time, not being captured by rebel troops would be the greatest support for the Crown Princess.”

The other ministers agreed with his opinion and nodded one after another.

He Zi’s brow remained furrowed.

With not a single high minister coming forward and no one taking charge of the overall situation, it still wouldn’t work.

“Oh right,” Palace Master said, “When I was coming here, I saw Imperial Academy students preparing to sit in protest on Changming Street to block the Xiao family.”

Everyone was silent for a while.

Great Qian had always had a rule of not killing innocent students.

It wasn’t easy for the nation to cultivate cultural seeds – every seedling saved was one more.

Whoever harmed students would definitely be pointed at by thousands of fingers and meet a tragic end. For thousands of years, historical records would pursue them with verbal and written condemnation.

Because of this unwritten rule, throughout dynasties, whether emperors or high ministers, all feared the tactic of students sitting in protest at palace gates. This was why Tie Ci had always attached great importance to academies and cultural traditions throughout the realm.

Even when treacherous ministers held power, they hadn’t violated this taboo. During the Youkang reign, when the powerful eunuch Liu Huan seized power and Imperial Academy students sat in protest at the palace gates, one even spat in his face, yet Liu Huan, violent enough to skin people alive, didn’t kill anyone.

When this tactic was employed, any carelessness would result in eternal infamy – anyone would have to weigh it carefully.

But today was different.

The Chief Judge said in a hoarse voice, “Those not of our race, how can they be educated?”

Yes, today the Xiao clan had brought foreign tribes into their own homes to ravage their own capital and people. The Dayan cavalry were not of their race – how would they care about Chinese cultural traditions and eternal fame in history books?

He Zi frowned deeply, thinking that even if leading students in protest, there needed to be protection and organization – this required someone of great prestige to do it, like himself.

But he needed to rush to the palace.

He asked, “Where is Zhu Yi?”

No one could answer his question.

He Zi assumed Zhu Yi was trapped in the palace. He stood up, saying, “Please wait here for news while I ask Palace Master to take me to the palace…”

Before he finished speaking, he saw Gu Xiaoxiao emerge from the darkness carrying a bundle.

He was dressed for travel.

Feeling everyone’s gazes upon him, he lowered his head and said, “I want to go to the palace.”

Minister Gu sighed softly.

He Zi said, “Then come with me…”

Gu Xiaoxiao turned to everyone and said, “Please accompany me, distinguished ministers.”

Everyone was stunned.

Minister Gu said, “Xiaoxiao, they’re conducting searches outside…”

“I’ll find a way to contact people to protect us,” Gu Xiaoxiao said. “But I’m very worried about the palace.”

“I’m worried about Her Highness. She shouldn’t face enemies alone in such circumstances. We should be standing behind her, no matter when or where.”

“I’m also worried that since someone is forcing the palace, they naturally have some confidence. At such a time, if high ministers don’t come forward and no one intimidates those inside and outside the palace, it could very likely cause chaos. If rebel traitors randomly grab some lackey, write a yellow silk edict and stamp it with a seal, then rule the realm from that point forward, while we still cower here – then Great Qian would be a laughingstock for ten thousand years, and we would have no face to meet the late Emperor in the underworld.”

Gu Xiaoxiao rarely spoke so many words to multiple people at once. After finishing, he didn’t look at anyone and bowed respectfully.

Palace Master watched with arms crossed, a smile playing at her lips and her eyes slightly bright.

Chapter 489: His Name
After a long while, the Chief Judge tremblingly lifted his blanket and muttered while looking for his shoes.

Minister Jiang stood up to put on his cloak, Minister Cai said he would go tell his family, and Minister Zhang moved a knife hidden in his sleeve to his waist.

Everyone knew that leaving this tunnel meant facing wind, snow, and blade light.

But they had to go out.

Great Qian could not fall. If the palace truly collapsed, they had to rush out first to hold things up.

Palace Master looked at this group of old men and said with a worried frown, “A bunch of old men – how can I carry them? I don’t have that many baskets!”

Gu Xiaoxiao ignored her, walked out of the tunnel, went to an open area outside, and lit a green incense stick as thick as a finger.

His eyes held worry.

This was something Tie Ci had given him, saying it was a life-saving measure for critical moments. But he was very concerned – could such a small incense stick really spread in all directions on this windy, snowy night and summon the people he wanted to call?

Behind him came rustling footsteps as the ministers walked out, faintly hearing screams and cries for help carried on the wind and snow.

In an instant, they were swept away by the harsh wind.

Who knew if tomorrow’s snow would be stained with blood.

At this time.

The Liaodong group was still fleeing toward the south of the city.

Countless Imperial Academy students, properly dressed, surged toward Changming Street.

Di Yiwei mounted her horse, with Blood Riders behind her like a blood-colored whistling arrow, crossing the fields and leaving the city gates behind.

In the opposite direction from her, a hundred riders broke through the wind and snow, galloping wildly on the official road. The leader’s snow-white cloak flew in the wind as they headed toward the city gates.

On an even more distant, open plain.

Like vast clouds swept by wind, hoofbeats thundered across the earth like drumbeats. Nearby birds and beasts fled in alarm, watching this storm-like army surge across the land like a tide, then flow into the hidden mountain ranges.

They could see the deep black cloak at the very front unfurling like a banner.

…

Inside Chongming Palace, lamplight flickered dimly in the wind and snow.

Those above the hall and those below faced each other from afar.

Another hour had passed.

During this hour, Tong Rushi had sent people to kill a group of Crown Princess’s Nine Guards who had tried to sneak into the hall by circling around to the rear palace.

Tie Ci had sent out Pingzong with a sword to challenge Dongdezi’s wife to combat.

No one knew why she ignored Tong Rushi and the others who had already reached the central courtyard, instead targeting Dongdezi’s wife, who harbored slight goodwill and had been standing outside the hall, only willing to provide support.

But since Pingzong had challenged her, Dongdezi’s wife wouldn’t refuse.

She drew with both hands, revealing a pair of iron cleavers. The cleavers looked very ordinary – just the most common type – but they were made of hundred-times-folded steel, snow-bright, with very thin and wide blade edges.

Tie Ci had once seen those cleavers decapitate people like cutting melons and vegetables on the back mountain of Lingquan Village on that stormy night.

Pingzong’s blade was also very thin, not large, dark and dull-looking. It really didn’t look like a good sword.

Li Zhi walked to Dongdezi’s wife’s side and said softly, “Please don’t be sentimental and use your full strength. Tie Ci has no fighting power left. If we capture Pingzong quickly, we can persuade Tie Ci to offer the imperial seal without bloodshed. His Highness said he would spare her life. This would be good for everyone.”

Dongdezi’s wife nodded slightly.

Regardless of how she viewed Tie Ci, she was ultimately from Lingquan Village, which was more important to her.

Dragging this out would only result in more injuries.

The two faced each other as Dongdezi’s wife slowly raised her blades.

The next moment was like a violent storm.

She had already seen that Pingzong was seriously injured and definitely not her match at this moment.

She decided to resolve this as quickly as possible.

Blade light flashed like a hanging river. Behind Dongdezi’s wife, two trenches suddenly appeared in the snow, sending up snow spray ten thousand zhang high.

The blade wind that carved the snow had already reached above Pingzong’s head.

In everyone’s eyes, the snowflakes hadn’t yet scattered and the world was still hazy, with only a point of cold light like a winter star appearing above Pingzong’s head.

But Pingzong suddenly threw out that ugly little black blade.

A tremendous crash rang out.

No one could see what happened – they only saw snowflakes rise and scatter, black and white objects spinning with whirring sounds cutting through snowflakes and wind, tracing several black and white trajectories in the air before disappearing into the soft snow several zhang away.

Dongdezi’s wife’s hands were now empty.

Obviously this sudden turn of events caught her off guard, and she froze for a moment.

In just this moment of freezing, Pingzong had already closed into her embrace, placing ice-cold fingers on her throat.

Dongdezi’s wife instinctively closed her eyes.

Dongdezi rushed out frantically, but it was already too late.

From the hall above, Tie Ci said, “Pingzong.”

Pingzong giggled, withdrew her fingers from Dongdezi’s wife’s throat, but backhanded a fierce slap across her face.

She said, “Little aunt won’t let me kill you, but giving you a beating isn’t too much, right?”

Dongdezi’s wife opened her eyes as blood marks appeared on her face. She asked, “What kind of blade was that?”

Pingzong: “Magnetic blade.”

Dongdezi’s wife understood.

Her weapons were refined iron twin blades, wide and thin. Once the opponent threw out a magnet, the result was predictable.

Pingzong’s magnetic blade was even about the same width as her blades.

Obviously this was a weapon custom-made for her.

If it had been someone else using fists, long blades, swords, or fishing rods, it wouldn’t have had this effect.

In other words, Tie Ci had never been negligent. From the moment she encountered Lingquan Village, she had treated them as hypothetical enemies and made targeted battle plans against them.

Even though she wasn’t certain they would be used, she still prepared them.

So when they truly appeared before her tonight, even though she was at the end of her strength, she remained calm and unruffled.

Footsteps sounded as Dongdezi rushed to his wife’s side. Without thinking, he threw a punch.

A sharp crack echoed through the air, crisp and bright like an exploding firecracker.

If this punch landed solidly, Pingzong’s head could explode like a firecracker too.

A hand reached over, gently catching and deflecting.

The force was redirected into the snow, covering nearby people with snow and ice.

Dongdezi’s wife said, “Stop fighting.”

The punch force ceased, and Pingzong’s hair fluttered up and down.

The red and white figure flashed as she retreated three zhang away. Her expression remained disdainful, but she was secretly alarmed.

This couple’s strength was enough to match her at full power. Now that she was severely damaged, if they truly used their full strength, she couldn’t withstand it.

Such a terrifying group of experts who also had mutual understanding – even a great army couldn’t keep them.

No wonder they dared to swagger into the palace like this.

The punch force stopped, but Dongdezi’s wife didn’t let go. She was silent for a while, just holding her husband’s fist like this and leading him to turn around.

Walking over to the snow several zhang away, she beckoned with her hand. The twin blades buried in the snow flew out, still tightly attracted to the magnet in between. Dongdezi’s wife flicked her finger, and the magnet shattered into black fragments scattered on the snow.

She inserted the twin blades back at her waist and, without a word, dragged her husband away.

Tong Rushi stared in shock at the couple’s retreating figures, finally reacting with anger: “You’re deserting! Have you forgotten the oath you made before my grandfather?”

Dongdezi’s wife didn’t turn back. Deep footprints from two pairs of feet trailed away in the snow.

Only cold words scattered between heaven and earth.

“She held my child.”

“And I ate Murong Yi’s cooking.”

Inside the hall.

Tie Ci had been sitting calmly the entire time, her face showing neither joy nor sorrow, like wearing a mask frozen from tonight’s ice and snow.

Whether it was the city gates opening, enemy invasion, chaos in the city, or experts forcing the palace – all these calamities coming one after another, instantly plunging her into life’s most miserable situation – she remained unmoved, cold as distant jade mountains.

But upon hearing that name, she slightly raised her hand, then lowered it.

As if in a moment of too much pain.

Wanting to cover her heart.

…

Green smoke drifted and dispersed in the wind and snow.

For quite a while there was no movement.

Just as Gu Xiaoxiao was starting to get anxious, a “gua gua” sound suddenly came from overhead.

Gu Xiaoxiao looked up to see a white mass had appeared on the rooftop, at first glance looking like a chimney.

The chimney began moving, snow falling from its body, revealing colorful clothing underneath. A frog wearing a cotton coat jumped down from its shoulder, calling “gua gua” several times.

Only then did Gu Xiaoxiao see this was a petite young girl.

She wore large glasses, her eyes full of anxiety, and said to Gu Xiaoxiao, “Who are you? How do you have my summoning incense?”

Gu Xiaoxiao vaguely understood the other party’s identity and said, “You’re A’kou, right? My incense was given by the Crown Princess. Now I need to rescue the Crown Princess and need you and your clan’s help.”

A’kou had previously failed to stop her great-uncle at the city gates, so she rushed back to the city to gather clanspeople in the city. The Mo clan had scattered temperaments and lived in different places, so gathering them took considerable time. Just as she was about to head to the palace city, she caught the scent of summoning incense.

This was something she had given to Tie Ci, so naturally she immediately came, but saw Gu Xiaoxiao instead.

A’kou immediately agreed, but turning around she saw a bunch of old men coming out. Gu Xiaoxiao said to her, “We need to get to the palace city as quickly and safely as possible.”

Minister Gu asked, “Shall we prepare horses?” Looking at the heavy snow with a troubled expression.

Riding horses through wind and snow in such weather wasn’t a good idea – the roads were difficult, too cold, and they would encounter interception, which would be walking into a trap.

A’kou looked at this group of old men, frowned, and looked back at her clanspeople.

Now the ministers also saw the shadowy figures appearing behind A’kou, and saw crocodiles, giant pythons, colorful frogs, huge geckos, spiders, scorpions…

These animals that shouldn’t appear here were each wearing cotton coats, fur, and pelts – all beloved pets who couldn’t adapt to cold weather and feared freezing to death, dressed in matching outfits with their masters.

Someone looked up at the sky with a confused expression.

The sun hadn’t risen from the west.

A’kou looked at these treasures and suddenly clapped her hands, saying, “I’ve got it!”

Half a quarter-hour later, a strange procession appeared on the windy, snowy streets of the capital.

Some people rode on crocodiles, some rode giant pythons, some sat on sleds pulled by groups of spiders or scorpions.

The “riders” all had pale faces and rigid bodies, like zombies.

The “mounts” crawled across the snow leaving various eerie traces, but all had speeds that ordinary animals couldn’t match. They slid across the snow with whooshing sounds, occasionally encountering troublemakers. Some people stared wide-eyed without reacting before this bizarre venomous transport brigade rushed past.

Others did react and tried to block them, but before they could approach, they encountered a patch of colorful mist and silently collapsed.

The animal transport army charged out of the colorful mist without stopping.

Gu Xiaoxiao stood rigidly on a giant python, reins wrapped around his hands and looped around the python’s neck.

But this was definitely not like riding a horse. He could feel the soft, tough, slippery surface beneath his feet constantly twisting and swaying. The excessive speed meant wind and snow pelted his face, and he swallowed cold wind and snow with every breath.

Even his eyelashes were frost-covered.

When cold reached its extreme, he forgot about nausea and fear.

Suddenly there was wind beside him, and a voice shouted loudly in his ear, “Sliding pretty well!”

Gu Xiaoxiao turned his head with difficulty to see Palace Master right beside him, keeping pace. She wasn’t riding any venomous creature because all the venomous creatures refused to let her ride them and ran when they saw her.

So she had tied two thin wooden boards to the bottom of her boots, slightly bent her knees, leaned forward, and moved through the snow with the same lightning speed.

At this moment she was turning her head to smile at him.

Like a transparent, free wind.

In the wind, her laughter remained clear: “Handsome or not!”

Gu Xiaoxiao turned his head away.

Palace Master reached out and turned his head back to face her.

Gu Xiaoxiao glared angrily.

Palace Master didn’t mind and continued shouting, “Am I more handsome than your Crown Princess?”

Gu Xiaoxiao’s anger flared as he shouted loudly, “You’re not even worthy to carry her shoes!”

He used too much force, the wind was too strong, and before he finished speaking he was choking and coughing violently.

Palace Master still wasn’t angry and smiled with narrowed eyes. The lower half of her face was buried in a large, thick mask, so only her curved eyes with long eyelashes were visible, like two hazy crescents.

She removed the mask from her face and quickly reached out to put it on Gu Xiaoxiao.

Gu Xiaoxiao immediately felt like he had come back to life.

But he also felt embarrassed and uncomfortable. The mask still retained the girl’s warmth and faint fragrance. His face instantly burned red, and he immediately tried to remove the mask.

But he didn’t know how Palace Master had tied it – he fumbled for a long time without getting it off, and having to mind the large snake beneath him, he nearly fell off.

Palace Master patted his shoulder and said, “Alright, you’re a man – don’t be so fidgety.” With a graceful stretch of her arms, she had already moved far ahead of him.

Gu Xiaoxiao raised his head.

Ahead, the palace city was in sight.

…

Chapter 490: Are You Worthy?
Dongdezi and his wife had also left.

With Dongdezi’s wife gone, there was no one left providing support outside Chongming Palace. Almost immediately, Xia Houchun led the White Marsh Guards and Nine Guards to tighten the encirclement, surrounding the entire Chongming Palace so tightly that not even water could leak through.

The enemy’s strength had already weakened considerably. He wanted to charge in regardless of everything, willing to sacrifice more lives if necessary, just to protect Her Highness first.

But Tie Ci’s voice rang out from afar at this moment.

“Xia Hou, send half the forces to the inner city to assist the Capital Prefecture Guards in protecting high ministers, rescuing civilians, fighting the Xiao family, and maintaining order within the city.”

Xia Houchun was shocked.

Instead of pressing the advantage to kill these people now, she wanted to withdraw forces?

Tie Ci’s gaze passed through the palace doors toward the capital in the wind and snow.

It was very dangerous here, but at least there were guards, there was Pingzong, there were mechanisms throughout the hall, and there was herself.

They could still hold on.

But outside the palace city were civilians with no strength to truss a chicken.

Father Emperor had entrusted Great Qian to her, not for ambitious men and foreign tribes to trample upon.

“The people need you more than I do,” she said. “Go.”

Xia Houchun gritted his teeth.

Then he said, “White Marsh Guard Squad One through Squad Seven, listen to orders!”

Two thousand guards responded in unison.

“Leave the palace. Rush to aid the civilians in the inner city!”

“Orders received!”

Tong Rushi watched in amazement as half the guards actually left Chongming Palace.

Just when the situation had already been subtly turning in Tie Ci’s favor.

Xia Houchun rode his horse to not far behind him, staring at his back, and said slowly, “Your Excellency, I hear you covet the imperial throne?”

Tong Rushi sneered coldly as he turned around to meet his gaze. “What, am I not worthy?”

He pointed toward Tie Ci’s direction. “I am also a direct descendant of the imperial family. I am the grandson of Prince Tang. If not for the Empress’s scheming and false accusations back then, Prince Tang could have inherited the throne. What are your Emperor and Tie Ci? Nothing but puppets controlled by women. Now, I’ve come to take back what’s mine. Is that not allowed?”

Xia Houchun chuckled and said, “In your imperial family, there’s never been any talk of who should or shouldn’t be emperor – just the matter of victors and losers, accepting defeat when you lose. Whether you accept your fate or not isn’t my concern, but I’m telling you: with what you are, wanting this imperial throne – you’re not worthy!”

“I’m not worthy? Then who is! You?”

“I’m not worthy either.” Xia Houchun pointed his horse whip at Tong Rushi. “I’m just telling you that based on your conduct of colluding with foreign tribes to attack the gates and disturb the city, disregarding the lives of Great Qian’s people just to seize the imperial throne, you will never be worthy – you only deserve to be nailed to history’s pillar of shame!”

“And the Crown Princess, whom you’ve brought experts to block in Chongming Palace, who can still spare guards to protect the people at such a time – she will forever be the sovereign in the hearts of Great Qian’s people!”

Tong Rushi suddenly burst into loud laughter.

“Sovereign, eternal sovereign, she’s most worthy.” He laughed mockingly. “Why don’t you ask her if she thinks she’s worthy!”

He turned around to look at Tie Ci in the great hall, asking her, “Your Highness, who was it that brought the murderer Murong Yi into the palace tonight?”

“Who was it that mobilized the entire Imperial Medical Academy for a murderer, drawing the Emperor’s attention and thus bringing deadly disaster upon him?”

“And who was it that personally selected the killers and painstakingly delivered them to the Emperor’s side?”

A moment of silence.

Wind and snow raged like fury.

Inside the hall, two people slowly walked out from behind the crowd.

Outside the hall, a group of old ministers finally arrived in bizarre formations. Under Xia Houchun’s dumbfounded gaze, they helped each other down from crocodiles, pythons, and spider sleds, gasping for breath.

Hearing this statement.

Seeing those two people.

Everyone stopped.

…

Inner city.

Snow fell like sheets.

After a tremendous crash rang out from the Criminal Ministry prison, the capital began a series of continuous upheavals.

Countless vicious criminals burst out of the prison with the escaped Xiao family members, laughing wildly at their sudden freedom in the windy, snowy streets. In the heavy snow, they brazenly drew their blades, pulled down sharp icicles from under the eaves and chewed them viciously, wanting to vent all the resentment from their long imprisonment on innocent civilians.

Dayan cavalry wiped off their facial disguises, revealing deep features. Their gazes swept over the prosperous and magnificent capital, their eyes filled with amazement, greed, and brutality.

Countless shops belonging to the Xiao clan and its affiliated families, which had ceased operations, were all lit tonight. After hearing the tremendous crash, they lowered their door boards. Those shopkeepers, waiters, and accountants who had been diligent and smiling to everyone during the day were all dressed in black, looking capable and fierce as they filed out.

Horses normally used for pulling carts were led out of stables, their disguises removed, revealing magnificent steeds.

Mounting these horses, they became cavalry. Every street had several such shops, and when gathered together they formed a black torrent flowing through every waterway of the inner city.

The underground chambers of the Xiao family mansion opened with grinding sounds, and black masses of people surged out like a tide, immediately clashing with the Blood Riders stationed there.

The snow night’s silence was shattered by firelight, hoofbeats, and the sound of blades.

The peaceful sleep of the capital’s citizens was broken by sinister laughter, battle cries, screams, and the sound of doors being battered down.

No plan, no targets, no organization – just a pack of tigers and wolves released from the abyss, rampaging through the very center of the capital’s central district. Wherever they passed, there was only killing.

Kill.

In the shortest time possible, create the greatest chaos in the capital, cause the greatest panic among the capital’s citizens, and inflict the greatest destruction on the capital.

Only then could they most quickly destroy the capital and crush the will of the imperial family and court ministers, achieving final victory.

The Capital Prefecture was attacked.

Deputy Magistrate Ying ordered the immediate reinforcement of the prison, sent people to report to the palace, dispatched a large portion of bailiffs to protect nearby civilians, and personally led some bailiffs to defend the government office.

The Six Ministries’ offices were attacked. Having few soldiers guarding them, they were immediately burned down.

The academy was attacked, the imperial ancestral temple was attacked, and countless Taoist temples and Buddhist monasteries burst into flames.

All residences of ministers loyal to the imperial family were priority targets, with the Grand Secretaries’ and Ministers’ residences personally led by Xiao family scions.

The rebel forces, which had been proceeding smoothly, stopped here.

Most high ministers weren’t home, and those who were had their own household guards and immediately organized defensive lines. With high walls and deep courtyards that were easy to defend and hard to attack, they tied up the Xiao family’s advance.

Xiao Liheng personally stood before the Rong residence gates.

He listened to the crying and clamoring from nearby Changming Street, accompanied by the rough laughter of thugs and the strange-accented shouts of Dayan cavalry. He could faintly hear screams and the muffled sounds of blades entering flesh – clean, efficient, with even the screams cut short abruptly. The rhythm was brisk and pleasing.

A faint smile appeared at the corner of his lips.

He looked at the old man slowly emerging from the shadows behind the gate.

Rong Luchuan.

The current Chief Minister, wearing a cloak, stood on the threshold with an expressionless face, looking at the person below the steps.

Though standing below the steps, this person was no longer a prisoner at the bottom of the steps.

Moreover, he had come today with威pressure. If things didn’t go his way, he would probably make him a prisoner too.

Xiao Liheng smiled at him and said, “The Chief Minister doesn’t seem very surprised?”

Rong Luchuan said lightly, “After all, your Xiao family is capable of anything.”

“So indeed, ginger gets spicier with age. Only the Chief Minister has such keen insight.” Xiao Liheng laughed. “Unlike that child Tie Ci, who was still smugly pleased before tonight, thinking she had truly brought down my Xiao family in one stroke. She really underestimated the heroes of the world.”

“Whether she underestimated the heroes of the world, this old man doesn’t know,” Rong Luchuan said calmly. “But she didn’t underestimate your Xiao family.”

“Oh?”

“She simply underestimated your Xiao family’s shamelessness. After all, not everyone can collude with foreign tribes to harm our countrymen.”

Xiao Liheng’s eyebrow twitched slightly, then he smiled.

“Yes, I suppose she also didn’t expect Old Madam Rong to open the city gates for the enemy.”

Only the sound of falling snow remained between heaven and earth.

Rong Luchuan’s face appeared unchanged, but the shadow from the gate’s eaves seemed painted on his face, motionless.

After a long while, he said, “At this urgent time, what business do you have seeking this old man?”

Delight showed in Xiao Liheng’s eyes.

He glanced toward the imperial city and said, “I want to invite the Chief Minister to jointly issue a cabinet decree with me, welcoming Prince Zhao as emperor.”

Surprise finally flashed through Rong Luchuan’s eyes as he turned to look toward the imperial city.

Xiao Liheng said, “The Chief Minister’s information is indeed well-informed. Yes, I’ve cooperated with Prince Tang’s descendant. Right now he’s leading people to force the palace.”

“Then why establish Prince Zhao as well? Does Your Excellency hedge your bets in such matters too?”

“You can’t put all your eggs in one basket. Besides, Tie Ci seems more difficult to deal with than imagined.” Xiao Liheng glanced again toward the imperial city. “But even if Prince Tang’s group doesn’t succeed, they’ll certainly wear Tie Ci down considerably. That way, our chances here are even better.”

Every wrinkle on Rong Luchuan’s face was written with coldness. “This old man is no longer Chief Minister.”

“You haven’t retired yet. The decree hasn’t been proclaimed to the world.”

“Does Grand Secretary Xiao think your words and actions inspire trust and make people willing to entrust their lives and fortunes to you?”

“I know you won’t trust me.” Xiao Liheng said sincerely. “I can swear here today on my entire Xiao family’s lives that when today’s business is finished, regardless of who ultimately ascends the throne, your Rong family will remain Chief Minister. My Xiao family only wants what originally belonged to us.”

Rong Luchuan said lightly, “Since this old man is still Chief Minister, why would I need to cooperate with you, a rebellious traitor, and face history’s sharp pen like a knife?”

“You’re already destined to face it.” Xiao Liheng’s lips curved upward.

Rong Luchuan’s face seemed to have become a bronze mask – hard, with cold, gleaming light.

Yes, he was already destined to be reviled for ten thousand years.

After his wife opened the city gates.

“Things have come to this point. Even if you remain foolishly loyal now, wanting to sacrifice your family for the Tie dynasty, when Tie Ci settles accounts afterward, she absolutely cannot spare you.” Xiao Liheng said. “Among all the court officials, everyone else has reasons to remain loyal to Tie Ci, but you alone don’t. The Rong residence doesn’t.”

He stared at Rong Luchuan and noticed the old man’s iron-cast face twitch almost imperceptibly.

He immediately felt relieved.

He understood this old schemer – too calculating, liking to manipulate behind the scenes, but never willing to take the lead at crucial moments.

But he didn’t understand that wealth comes from taking risks. How could someone who didn’t want to pay any price deserve to gain anything?

He smiled and added another weight to the scales.

“The capital is in chaos. Hairou is our Xiao family’s ancestral home, so naturally it won’t be very peaceful either.” He said. “If the Chief Minister is wise, your grandson will naturally receive the best protection.”

In other words, if not wise, they’d start with Rong Pu.

Rong Luchuan’s eyebrow raised slightly as he looked at Xiao Liheng.

For an instant, cold light flashed.

Xiao Liheng endured it without retreating. The riders behind him uneasily stepped forward, but he gestured with his hand behind his back for them to stop.

Wind and snow carried the sounds of slaughter and wailing back and forth, pounding people’s eardrums, providing the coldest annotation for this night of bloody conspiracy.

The people facing off on both sides gradually accumulated snow on their shoulders.

Xiao Liheng smiled as before, seemingly patient enough to wait until the end of time.

But his heart grew increasingly anxious.

Because he felt the situation wasn’t very favorable.

The family scions sent in groups to high ministers’ residences, as well as those in the palace, had yet to send success signals.

So Rong Luchuan’s side had to be secured immediately.

Great Qian had a decree: before disasters threatening the country and disturbing the palace, if the palace had no master, the cabinet could take emergency control of court affairs and establish a new ruler.

This required a majority of cabinet members, and the Chief Minister was essential.

Establishing a new ruler required eighty percent approval from officials of second rank and above.

As long as Rong Luchuan agreed, adding himself and Li Shen, they would have control.

Victory was certain.

Blood would be shed if necessary.

As if a century had passed.

Opposite him, Rong Luchuan finally spoke.

He said slowly, “Someone come, prepare the sedan chair. I will enter the palace together with Grand Secretary Xiao.”

Delight exploded in Xiao Liheng’s eyes.

…

Hundreds of riders came like a rushing wind, carrying continuous wind and snow as they reached the city gates.

The soldiers guarding the city looked down alertly.

Liu Chen, temporarily serving as gate commander, shouted down loudly, “Who goes there? The capital is under martial law – no entry or exit allowed!”

The leader raised a token and placed it in the basket lowered by the soldiers.

Liu Chen looked at it and suddenly burst into loud laughter, throwing the token back down.

“The same trick twice – do you think the city gates will open again this time!”

The person below fell silent for a while.

The wind from the wilderness stabbed like a sharp sword, seeming to pierce through hearts.

He seemed unable to withstand it and began coughing with his head lowered.

His snow-white cloak almost covered his face, revealing only the tip of a high nose.

After quite a while, he finally managed to suppress his coughing and took out another token from his chest, placing it in the basket.

This time Liu Chen stared at the token for a long while, then took out the seal registry kept at the gate tower for verification.

The seal system for officials at all levels was very complex, and the city gates kept special registers for checking.

Moments later, Liu Chen was stunned.

He hadn’t expected this to be a Ruixiang Palace token, representing almost the highest authority at present.

After a while, he waved his hand. “Open the gates!”

The city gates opened with grinding sounds, and hundreds of riders immediately shot into the city like arrows.

They rushed through the streets like wind, passing by clusters of battling outer city troops without stopping.

Passing by burning buildings without stopping.

Passing by fallen soldiers without stopping.

At the inner city checkpoint, relying on this token, they again passed without obstruction.

This reassured the rider somewhat, understanding that at least for now, the capital was still under imperial control.

He raised his head and moved his already numb body in the wind and snow.

Ahead was a fork in the road – one path offered a shortcut to the palace city.

The other led to the continuous rooftops of high ministers’ residences.

…

Chapter 491: Rong Pu
In the wind and snow, the great gates of the Imperial Academy, which never opened after nightfall, slowly creaked open.

Students of the Imperial Academy in black scholar’s robes poured out like a tide.

They had originally planned to stage a sit-in protest or offer counsel, but upon opening the doors, they witnessed an entire street filled with burning, killing, and looting.

This street was near the imperial city yet at some distance from it, typically housing mid-level officials and wealthy merchants. Unlike the great clans, they lacked sufficient guards, yet they possessed wealth.

Thus they became the first targets of disaster.

The snow on the streets had already been trampled into slush by leather boots, and with fresh blood splattered upon it, had become sticky and muddy.

Leather boots strode heavily through the bloody mud, their soles picking up long streaks of blood plasma.

Everywhere lay broken gates, smashed utensils, fallen bodies, and lingering, wavering moans.

Dayan cavalry laughed wildly among the corpses and debris, stripping bloody necklaces, rings, and hairpins, stuffing them carelessly into their bosoms.

When they found nothing, they brandished wooden clubs, striking down again and again with savage force.

Dull sounds echoed through the long street scattered with remnant blood.

Like hell itself.

The Imperial Academy students had spent years buried in documents and scrolls. The most brutal scene they had ever witnessed was perhaps someone unlucky enough to break a leg while practicing horsemanship and archery.

How could they have ever seen such demonic rampage, flesh and bone turned to mud?

So they stood frozen at the end of the wind-swept long street, forgetting all movement.

Bang! A door was smashed open. A young girl, clothes disheveled, was dragged out by her hair. Her mother followed behind, crying and screaming, desperately trying to snatch the girl back, only to be kicked heavily away by a fur-lined boot.

The sound of ripping fabric rang out, and the girl let out an inhuman howl.

At the same moment, another howl arose.

A young student suddenly burst from the formation, randomly picking up a brick from the roadside and smashing it fiercely against the soldier’s head.

Crack! Like a melon splitting open.

The soldier swayed but surprisingly didn’t fall, turning to look at the student.

Blood covered his face, mixed with mud and snow flakes, making him look like a demon crawled up from hell.

Though he had always studied riding and archery, the student who had never harmed anyone couldn’t withstand such visual impact and froze.

Then he felt a coldness in his abdomen.

Like ice and snow kneaded into his belly.

He stared down in bewilderment, seeing a blade tip protruding from his stomach.

A sinister laugh sounded behind him as a tall soldier emerged, casually pushing forward while muttering unintelligibly, his expression vicious.

The student fell to his knees in the snow with a thud.

Hot blood gushed forth, melting the accumulated snow on the ground.

Someone shouted from the end of the long street, voice like clashing metal and iron.

“A group of academy students should focus on studying and serving the country properly! Don’t meddle in affairs that don’t concern you! Retreat immediately! Otherwise, this one serves as your warning!”

Everyone looked up, only then dimly seeing that at the end of the wind-swept long street, a dark mass—an army was positioned in formation.

A moment of silence.

Shortly after, the Imperial Academy students went mad.

The formation suddenly scattered as each person lunged forward, throwing themselves at those fierce and savage foreign cavalry.

Those prepared for a sit-in had no weapons, but it didn’t matter—they could ram with their heads, bite with their teeth, strangle with their hands.

The long street instantly descended into flesh-against-flesh collision.

The person commanding the formation at the end of the street let out an annoyed curse, looked up at the sky with a grim expression, and slowly raised his hand.

It was a gesture preparing for a charge.

Anyone who dared resist, regardless of who they were, would be killed on the spot.

His hand had just been raised.

Suddenly an arrow flew through the wind and snow, stirring up an even fiercer storm along its path, creating a sharp whistle in countless ears before exploding in front of those raised hands.

The hands suddenly disappeared.

The Second Master of the Xiao family leading this group cried out and fell from his horse.

Immediately a large patch of dark clouds descended from behind, and the unprepared cavalry fell from their horses one after another. They landed on the cold snowy ground, seeing bowl-sized hooves stomping down toward their heads.

Only now did they realize that if it were themselves being trampled under horses, it wouldn’t be pleasant at all.

On the long street, the students easily fell into chaotic and bitter fighting.

They had eloquent tongues but lacked tremendous arm strength, much less their opponents’ years of honed combat experience and will.

A young man slipped during the fighting and accidentally fell into the snow, immediately seeing blade light spinning toward him.

He closed his eyes.

But pain did not come.

A scream arose, but it wasn’t his.

He slowly opened his eyes, suddenly discovering the snow had stopped falling.

Then he realized it wasn’t that the snow had stopped, but that there was now an umbrella above his head.

The umbrella wasn’t large, yet it shielded this area from bloodshed and killing intent. Under the umbrella, someone coughed softly, his cloak trembling slightly, revealing a handsome face with a touch of romantic charm. He blinked, and frost settled on his eyelashes, yet amidst the continuous sounds of battle, he still smiled at the person under the umbrella.

The student stared blankly at this person.

He recognized him.

Among the scholars of the capital, few didn’t recognize him.

This was a famous figure in the capital, renowned for many years, once the most brilliant youth in the capital. Even the Crown Princess’s rise to prominence came after his.

He was second on the capital’s list of young masters, with no name ahead of him.

He was the Chief Minister’s most valued legitimate grandson.

He was the youngest academy director in the history of Great Qian.

He was the idol worshipped by countless scholars in the capital.

He was Rong Pu.

…

The clamor on the long street subsided.

Bodies still littered the ground, but this time more were rebels.

Rong Pu hadn’t brought many people, but they attacked from behind. Among those led by Second Master Xiao, the most ferocious Dayan people were unwilling to risk their lives for the Xiao family and quickly fled. The remaining were harvested by more than half in the first wave of arrows.

Rong Pu captured Second Master Xiao alive and threw him into a prison cart that had followed him. When Second Master Xiao entered, he was shocked to discover familiar faces inside.

Sixth Master Xiao, Seventh Master Xiao, Fourth Master Xiao—all were there.

All had been ordered to kidnap high officials but ended up captured.

The inner city actually wasn’t without resistance forces, but the incident was sudden—government offices were surrounded, high officials fled, the palace was besieged, Qi Ling led his subordinates to resist the capital garrison in the outer city to prevent them from approaching the imperial city, while Xia Houchun had to protect the royal family in the palace.

This left them leaderless.

Rong Pu’s arrival solved this problem very well.

He brought the best riders and archers from Leaping Carp Academy on a long journey into the city. After entering, he didn’t linger but gathered several Scorpion Camp squads maintaining order in the inner city after entering the inner city, leading them straight to the government office area around Changming Street.

Sure enough, he intercepted the Xiao family forces still searching for He Zi and others with extreme precision.

The Xiao family launched surprise attacks on important ministers’ residences, so Rong Pu launched surprise attacks to defeat the Xiao family piecemeal. He led his people through these residences like a comb, combing out a bunch of people.

Among all captured, except for the leading Xiao family members who were taken alive, all Dayan soldiers were killed on the spot.

To stop violence, only violence would suffice.

But he also didn’t linger to search, only acting along the way. His target had always been clear—he didn’t even go to the palace but headed straight for the Rong residence.

On the road, he also encountered Shen Mi leading students from Strategy Deer Academy. Without saying much, Shen Mi directly led his people to join Rong Pu’s forces.

Blood flowed through the long street, turning the snowy ground into bloody ground.

The dark mass of Imperial Academy students, led by Rong Pu, stepped over corpses and turned the street corner.

Not far ahead lay the Rong residence, with a large open area in front of the gates where two sedan chairs were currently stopped.

Xiao Liheng was climbing into a sedan chair when he suddenly stopped, then saw a large group of black-robed scholars emerge from the snowy ground.

Those people stopped in front of his guards, halting across a street, placing swords across their knees and sitting cross-legged in the snow.

Three thousand people gradually settled down, like a black tide spreading into the distance, blocking the entire street.

Xiao Liheng’s expression changed slightly, then he sneered coldly.

“What’s this, standing in snow unto death in remonstrance? Does this trick still work on me now?”

A figure slowly approached from behind the crowd, dressed in white robes and a white cloak, the entire person appearing quite frail, as if about to be swept away instantly by the winter wind.

Yet Xiao Liheng’s expression changed.

How could Rong Pu appear in the capital now?

Shouldn’t he be in Haiyou, overwhelmed dealing with various affairs of Leaping Carp Academy?

Recently he had sent many people to Haiyou and Leaping Carp Academy, creating all sorts of miscellaneous tasks for Rong Pu, determined to keep him under surveillance and trapped in Haiyou.

To gain Rong Luchuan’s support, this Crown Princess partisan Rong Pu absolutely had to be contained first.

How had he shaken off those miscellaneous duties and surveillance, and even brought so many people back to the capital day and night?

How had he sensed that the capital was about to erupt in chaos?

Though countless questions arose, it was no longer time for asking.

Rong Pu stopped before the crowd, his gaze falling on the other sedan chair, saying: “This trick naturally has no effect on Master Xiao, but it should work on Grandfather?”

This was a question.

Rong Luchuan had already seated himself in the sedan chair, but the curtain wasn’t lowered.

Hearing this, he showed no reaction.

The surrounding snow light dimly illuminated the sedan chair’s interior. He wore bright court robes, only his steel-carved countenance hidden in darkness.

He didn’t answer. Rong Pu didn’t mind either, turning to look at the black tide behind him, sighing as he said: “From the first year of Shun’an until now, it has been twenty-two years since we’ve seen a student movement.”

He turned back to smile at the two men, saying: “Congratulations. Chief Minister and Master Xiao have earned this special honor. Your great names will forever be recorded in the annals of history.”

Xiao Liheng sneered coldly: “Always talking about the annals of history—don’t you know that history has always been written by the victors?”

Rong Luchuan was silent for a while, then slowly said: “Rong Pu, returning home on a snowy night, was it just to bring people to stand here and mock your grandfather?”

Rong Pu said quietly: “And to collect Grandmother’s bones.”

The sedan chair seemed to tremble slightly.

Xiao Liheng laughed: “What a cold-hearted descendant. Among the hundreds of main and branch family members of my Xiao clan, truly none can compare.”

Rong Pu’s smile remained unchanged: “And also, in consideration of once serving together in court, to find a burial place for the hundreds of main and branch family members of the Xiao clan.”

Xiao Liheng said: “Just with these students behind you?”

“Do you know what cavalry is behind me? Do you know that with one charge order from me, your ridiculous sit-in demonstration petition will be covered in blood? Or do you think that with your three-inch tongue, spouting a few words randomly, you can make me and all my family and guards tremble and bow down immediately?”

Xiao Liheng laughed harshly, his laughter sinister. “Youthful passion is good, but too much passion isn’t so good. Rong Pu, you’re at least a person of stature. No matter who becomes emperor, they could accommodate talent like you. Yet you insist on seeking death for a woman. Should I call you clever or foolish?”

“Fools see all beings as fools. Master Xiao, as you please.” Rong Pu looked toward Rong Luchuan. “Three thousand students, the first student movement in twenty years, not to stop rebel ministers and traitors, but to ask Grandfather to observe, think more, act less.”

Xiao Liheng said: “Using a student movement and reputation to stop your grandfather now—it’s too late! Once the city gates open, they can never be closed again!”

“The opening of the city gates was Grandmother’s sin, and she has already paid with her life. If my Rong family truly must take action, we should first settle accounts with whoever instigated her to open the city gates.”

“Even if you want to settle accounts with someone, you must first consider whether your Rong family has the ability to settle accounts if it cannot survive?”

“I block you, kill you, and that’s merit. Merit and fault offset each other—it shouldn’t be difficult.”

Xiao Liheng scoffed, his eyes glancing at a tall man beside him.

That man’s shoulders tensed slightly.

Rong Pu’s gaze swept over and immediately waved his hand.

A prison cart rumbled forward with several people inside.

“Father!”

“Uncle!”

Xiao Liheng’s expression changed.

After a long moment, he gritted his teeth: “Useless.”

He cursed inwardly.

This consumptive from the Rong family was so quick to seize opportunities!

He had wanted his subordinates to control the Rong family members as hostages, not expecting Rong Pu to already have hostages from his family and immediately produce them.

Rong Pu said indifferently: “Please have Master Xiao and your relatives move away from my grandfather.”

Xiao Liheng gritted his teeth and signaled everyone to retreat three steps.

“Farther away. Southeast direction would be best.”

Southeast was exactly Rong Pu’s direction, the direction where the student movement blocked the road.

Xiao Liheng suddenly stopped.

He stared at Rong Pu, his eyes sinister and fierce.

After a long moment, he sneered coldly: “How dare a young upstart underestimate the heroes of the world!”

Before his words finished, Rong Pu suddenly felt an ominous premonition. At the same time, he heard a buzzing sound in the air.

Toward the direction of the prison cart.

He was currently standing in front of the prison cart. Hearing this sound, it was already too late to dodge.

Chapter 492: Grandfather and Grandson
A whirlpool suddenly appeared ahead, swirling with wind, snow, and ice shards. At its very center, due to excessive speed, a black hole formed—like a demon’s eye, brimming with murderous intent, arriving in an instant!

A figure flashed, blood splattered, and the white cloak was suddenly swept into the air with a whoosh, transforming into scattered snowflakes mixed with fine red droplets falling down.

The next moment, screams arose—several voices layered like a chorus, followed by a thunderous explosion.

Accumulated snow along with severed limbs and arms splashed into the air, then fell as red snow covering the ground.

Academy students nearby were caught in the blast, falling in heaps, their heads and faces covered with mud and red snow.

Rong Pu lay prone in the snow, feeling a heavy weight pressing on him. His ears were ringing, his head spinning, his entire body in pain, as if heaven and earth had become a vacuum in an instant.

After a long while, consciousness slowly returned. He smelled thick blood in the air, opened his eyes, and was faced with a severed arm pressed against his nose.

Rong Pu sighed inwardly.

As expected.

At this crucial moment, Xiao Liheng dared to search openly with not many men, acting brazenly rather than hiding—he must have something to rely on.

He relied on boundless ruthlessness and heavy crossbows from Liaodong support.

Liaodong excelled in iron smelting and weaponry, with abundant mineral resources and many ores that Great Qian lacked, so their heavy weapons had always been superior to Great Qian’s.

As for how such things got in, it must have been during the trade war, taking advantage of the massive flow of goods through the capital to smuggle them in piece by piece.

He had brought hostages, and Xiao Liheng shot and killed those hostages right in front of him.

Even though they were his own sons and nephews.

If someone hadn’t blocked for him, he would have died too.

Someone rushed over to help him up. Rong Pu was disheveled, coughing continuously, and looked down.

It was the guard who had always stayed by his side, who had watched him grow up since childhood, whom he had always called Uncle.

The man had thrown himself on Rong Pu and been blown to pieces in his place.

Rong Pu only glanced once, then raised his head.

He didn’t even look at the prison cart.

No need to look—the heavy crossbow bolts had skewered those Xiao family members like grasshoppers on a string, then exploded.

Too horrible to behold.

Several academy students were also injured, their faces inevitably showing panic, but no one retreated. Kong Wanliang, the Imperial Academy’s Director of Studies, whom Rong Pu had insisted on keeping at the rear, now rushed forward and grabbed Rong Pu: “You’re injured! Fall back quickly, I’ll take over!”

Shen Mi, who had been positioned to the side, also rushed over, his face pale.

Xiao Liheng’s ruthlessness had shocked everyone greatly.

Rong Pu gently pushed away Kong Wanliang’s hand: “Please have the Director lead the students back. Brother Shen, you too—don’t let Strategy Deer Academy’s people come forward.”

“Director Rong!”

“Director, bringing students for a sit-in was never meant to stop the Xiao clan. Madmen can’t be reasoned with. Students are precious and cannot be wasted here. Having made my grandfather hesitate is mission accomplished.”

“But… even if the Chief Minister no longer aids the tyrant, he’ll inevitably become a hostage. We can’t stop Xiao Liheng either—wouldn’t all our efforts be in vain?”

Rong Pu was silent for a moment, then smiled: “There’s still a way.”

“What way?”

Rong Pu didn’t answer, turning to look toward the palace: “I originally planned to go see her after resolving matters here.”

Kong Wanliang instinctively wanted to ask see whom, then understood. He sighed inwardly.

“She must be feeling terrible right now,” Rong Pu said.

Kong Wanliang truly didn’t know what to say.

Though all court and countryside knew Rong Pu’s feelings for the Crown Princess, in official settings, whether the Crown Princess toward Rong Pu or Rong Pu toward the Crown Princess, they always maintained proper sovereign-minister etiquette.

This was the first time he’d heard Rong Pu speak of the Crown Princess in such an intimate and melancholy tone.

This filled him with faint unease.

“Director, please go directly to the palace later and attend the Crown Princess well,” Rong Pu said. “Ask her to take good care of herself for the sake of the realm and its people.”

Kong Wanliang thought: with such devastating blows, what meaning do these empty words have?

Rong Pu smiled.

No meaning.

But when family affection and love were gone, and he might even have to deal her a heavy blow shortly, what else could urge her to rise?

For Tie Ci, the realm, duty, and the people had always been most important in her heart.

They were her guiding principles for walking in the world, the supreme stars above her head. They were her destiny from birth, the fate she had long accepted.

Even if heaven and earth collapsed, for these things, she could struggle up and carve out a bloody path.

No matter what, she had to live well first to have more opportunities.

Kong Wanliang probably understood too, sighing and nodding.

Shen Mi beside them sensed something wrong and asked: “You’re not going?”

Rong Pu stood up: “I want to try once more. Our Rong family is not entirely unprepared.”

Kong Wanliang and Shen Mi gave orders, and the black tide slowly retreated across the blood-stained snow.

Xiao Liheng threw back his head and laughed, his voice sharp with hidden anger.

Being forced to personally kill his sons and nephews meant that even if he won today, the Xiao clan would fall apart.

Yet seeing the black tide retreat, infinite satisfaction arose in his heart.

Everyone called Rong family’s unicorn son—in his eyes, just a junior who curried favor with women.

How dare he play mind games with him!

Creaking sounds arose as crossbow tips, much thicker than ordinary arrows, emerged from the wall, with large dark shadows hidden in the darkness behind the wall.

The arrowheads pointed at the street outside and also at the Rong residence’s inner courtyard.

Xiao Liheng turned back to Rong Luchuan: “Chief Minister, let’s go.”

Just then, Rong Pu walked alone slowly onto the street.

Into the crossbows’ range.

Xiao Liheng turned around, watching him expressionlessly.

He didn’t even have guards approach him.

If it were Tie Ci coming, he might be wary, but Rong Pu—everyone knew he had no martial skills and a weak constitution.

Such a body, in such weather, a long-distance dash could cost him half his life.

Moreover, he’d just been injured—one sleeve showed expanding dark red stains. In just a few steps, he walked as if floating.

Xiao Liheng watched him with slightly mocking eyes.

What was there to fear? He wore precious armor, had crossbows at his wrists, collar, and back, heavy Liaodong crossbows protecting from above, and all these fierce cavalry.

Those above had already told him there was currently nothing around that could threaten him.

“Is Director Rong here to live and die with his family?” he asked with a smile.

Rong Pu was silent for a moment: “I’ve come to negotiate a hostage exchange with Master Xiao.”

“Exchange whom?” Xiao Liheng asked knowingly. “Is there another Chief Minister here who can take over court affairs?”

Rong Pu said indifferently: “Though I have no authority to manage court affairs or issue commands to the realm, I have the Crown Princess’s private seal from Ruixiang Hall, and I’m a better hostage than Grandfather.”

Xiao Liheng said nothing.

“Your Xiao family members’ attempts to capture important ministers seem to have all failed, meeting resistance with considerable losses,” Rong Pu said. “But I, at this moment, am a more useful hostage than those ministers.”

Xiao Liheng still said nothing.

Because it was irrefutable.

Everyone knew the Crown Princess’s regard for Rong Pu. The hard-won Leaping Carp Academy she had handed entirely to Rong Pu without question, trusting him completely.

In the Crown Princess’s heart, ten ministers combined might not equal one Rong Pu.

After a long moment, he tilted his head, and a guard behind him threw over a section of chain—the kind one could lock on oneself.

He gestured for Rong Pu to take it himself.

A cry suddenly came from inside the residence: “Pu’er!”

Lady Rong rushed out but was stopped by crossbow bolts before reaching the gate. She refused to leave, supporting herself against the doorframe and staring at her son with pleading eyes.

Complex emotions finally appeared on Rong Pu’s previously calm face.

After a long silence, he knelt down.

Knelt in the snow.

Facing Lady Rong and Rong Luchuan’s sedan chair, he kowtowed three times.

Very forcefully—the dull sound of his head striking the ground carried far.

Behind the Rong residence’s courtyard wall, someone hearing these sounds walked behind a flowering tree and silently lit a pile of paper money on the ground.

Before the Rong residence gate, Lady Rong covered her mouth, hot tears falling on her clothing.

Rong Pu had seemed gentle and easygoing since childhood but actually had a proud backbone—after age ten, he rarely knelt.

Today’s kneeling made her heart pound with unease. She instinctively looked pleadingly at Rong Luchuan, who had remained silently seated in his sedan chair.

As soon as her gaze fell on him, she felt it improper and forcibly withdrew it, pressing her forehead against the cold wall and murmuring: “You must take care of yourself, or how will I explain to the master…”

Rong Pu’s birth father, Attendant Rong, had recently been reassigned as Surveillance Commissioner of Yongliang and gone to Yongliang. Rong Pu had originally wanted Lady Rong to follow his father to the post, but Old Lady Rong had prevented it, making her stay to serve.

Rong Pu only said: “Mother, go back.”

Lady Rong, under his gaze and threatened by sharp arrows, retreated step by step into the inner courtyard.

Rong Pu said nothing more.

He knelt in the snow, carefully fastening the shackles on himself, then held them up to Xiao Liheng, indicating he should inspect them.

Xiao Liheng waved his hand, and the crossbow mechanisms above turned direction, no longer covering the sedan chair.

But Rong Luchuan didn’t immediately exit the sedan. He only said from within: “Pu’er, come here. Let me look at you.”

These past two years, Rong Pu had mostly been away from the capital. Only during the Crown Princess’s last birthday had he returned to stay a while, but he’d seemed very busy then, even having his courtyard renovated. Whether intentionally or not, he hadn’t met with Rong Luchuan much.

The few meetings they’d had mostly ended in arguments and unpleasantness.

Rong Pu was silent for a moment, then walked over.

Xiao Liheng didn’t stop him—he was quite happy to see scenes of separation. The world’s suffering and misfortune couldn’t all be borne by his old Xiao family alone.

Rong Pu stopped before the sedan chair and immediately extended his hand: “Grandfather, let me help you out.”

Rong Luchuan’s gaze fell on his hand.

Slender white wrist, distinctly boned long fingers, now wrapped in chains—however he looked at it, it displeased him.

He said: “Come closer.”

Rong Pu leaned forward, lowering his eyes: “Grandfather, I’m sorry.”

He spoke of the Down with Xiao incident, where he had provided the Crown Princess with many secrets and personnel originally belonging to the Rong clan, indirectly exposing connections between the Rong residence and Xiao family.

Tonight’s upheaval—though the Rong residence hadn’t directly participated, because of Grandmother, they were still implicated. Combined with the evidence he’d previously provided, even if the Rong residence could escape with their lives, they would never regain their former glory.

He felt no guilt but couldn’t help apologizing to his grandfather.

But Rong Luchuan laughed.

He said: “You’ve seemed gentle since childhood but actually have a rebellious streak—I’ve always known.”

Rong Pu lowered his eyes without arguing, only saying: “Grandfather, take care.”

As he lowered his eyes, he suddenly felt something was wrong, then realized he’d missed something very important.

At the same time, Rong Luchuan suddenly grabbed his wrist, lips curving as he whispered something in his ear.

Rong Pu’s head snapped up.

His shocked gaze met Rong Luchuan’s eyes. The old man’s eyes held no smile, fear, regret, or sorrow—various emotions—yet reminded him of his beloved childhood.

Remembering those days sitting on Grandfather’s knee reading, grabbing his brush to scribble randomly, messing up precious scrolls in his study—those carefree, unworried days.

Remembering how he’d loved looking up at Grandfather then—that not particularly kind face bathed in sunlight, rimmed with a hazy halo, eyes and brows full of smiles.

Just like now.

His wrist suddenly tightened.

Then great force came, and Rong Pu felt his body lighten as he flew upward.

In his daze, he thought: so Grandfather’s martial skills hadn’t deteriorated over the years…

Spinning through the air, he saw cold light flash in the sedan chair as an Abyssal Iron sword instantly pierced through both sedan and frozen ground, splitting the ground into cracks.

The curtain was pierced through, then fell back with the wind. In the final moment, he only saw a spark of fire flash in the darkness and disappear into the ground’s cracks.

In this moment, countless complex flavors filled his chest beyond words, with only one urgent “No!” rising to his throat. But suspended in mid-air with fierce wind against his face, it seemed a mouthful of blood was blocked in his chest.

“Bang.”

Not just the sound of him falling far into the snow and crowd center.

But also sounds from beneath the Rong residence’s courtyard wall and the street before the gate.

The latter sounds occurred almost simultaneously, almost drowning out all other sounds in heaven and earth.

In the thunderous roar, the Rong residence’s courtyard wall collapsed with a crash. Crossbow mechanisms mounted on the wall fell, instantly crushing the operators below.

In the thunderous roar, centered on Chief Minister Rong’s sedan chair, a deep red and black cloud bloomed. Broken bricks and stones scattered several zhang, striking the bodies of frightened, continuously neighing horses. The ground kept exploding and collapsing—clusters of black-red dust mixed with black liquid burst across the street surface. Cavalry including Xiao Liheng fell into the collapsed ground, and piercing screams continuously came from among the upturned earth, stone, and brick fragments. Large patches of blood splashed across the chaotic deep snow.

In just a moment, ten zhang of ground before the Rong residence gate was utterly transformed—a human hell.

Rong Pu lay prone in the snow, figures moving chaotically around him—some seemed to be crying out, some inquiring, some wanting to help him up, some drawing swords to advance.

But his internal organs burned while his whole body was ice-cold.

The snow beneath seemed to penetrate his very marrow. In the bone-deep cold, he couldn’t even hear the explosion’s sound—only Grandfather’s final words cycling endlessly in his ears:

“Did you think I would truly submit to Xiao Liheng?”

Chapter 493: Deep Affection and Heavy Devotion
Grandfather.

You never actually planned to submit to Xiao Liheng’s will, did you?

You planned to feign compliance and look for opportunities along the way? I know you always kept weapons hidden in your sedan chair.

After seeing me arrive, did you form new ideas?

You maintained the pretense of cooperating with Xiao Liheng throughout.

You let me bring people to demonstrate and pressure your way to the residence gates.

To help me further separate from the Rong residence, to accumulate merit before the Crown Princess, so that from then on I would not only avoid being burdened by the Rong family’s great crimes, but could even soar to success through the reputation of righteously destroying my own family.

You knew there were explosives and poison buried underground beneath the walls and before the gates.

Of course—though I secretly dug tunnels under the pretense of renovating my courtyard, deceiving everyone else, I could never have deceived you, who had been Chief Minister for so many years.

Did you know that I did this to stop you, deter you, and deal with you when you betrayed?

You must have known.

Otherwise how could you have hidden an Abyssal Iron sword in your sedan chair.

Otherwise how could your sedan chair have stopped precisely in the middle of the street.

Otherwise why would you have refused to exit the sedan chair.

But I know you originally had no plans to use this tactic—you were never someone heroically brave who disregarded your own life.

You did it only for me.

Only because I made such a choice.

You only knew that my three kowtows transmitted a signal, and trusted confidants in the residence would execute the plan.

But because your sedan chair remained on the street, the fuse led from underground could only ignite the wall-destroying portion, while Xiao Liheng on the street surface could very well escape once alerted.

You knew I would send you away before igniting the ground.

You knew that to deceive Xiao Liheng, I would certainly not leave the street.

You knew I had already embraced certain death.

So you called me over, threw me clear, and ignited the spark in my place.

…

All these years, I chose to walk in the opposite direction from you, unwavering, moving toward the light.

For this I grew distant from you, abandoning family and you in your old age behind me.

Grandfather.

I thought you were the stubborn, corrupt authority figure in this family who would lead the entire clan into the abyss.

But it turns out the unworthy descendant was me.

…

Wind swept overhead, carrying the cold scent of rust and gunpowder.

Rong Pu’s face remained buried in the deep snow, not rising for a long time.

At the corners of his eyes and on his cheeks, teardrops froze into ice.

…

Inside the eastern side hall of Chongming Palace, two figures slowly emerged.

Both looked somewhat bedraggled, limping along. One had his right arm hanging limply, blood-soaked, with arm wounds faintly visible, while the other supported him, his hair covered in dust.

Chu Xingbai, Bai Xingchu.

Both inside and outside the hall were silent.

After a long while, Duan Yande’s incredulous voice came: “It’s you two…”

Outside the hall, He Zi and others looked worriedly toward Tie Ci.

The twins being traitors who played an inglorious role in His Majesty’s assassination was itself more worrying to them than the assassination itself.

Because the twins were personally selected by Tie Ci and sent to the Emperor’s side.

They were also the only two among the ten selected who were trusted and could attend His Majesty for extended periods.

In the end, they were also the only two spies.

Tong Rushi’s voice was cold and mocking: “Chongming Palace was heavily guarded with countless mechanisms and experts at hand, once impregnable.”

“Thanks to Your Highness’s infatuation with beauty—bringing Murong Yi into the palace and sending these two to His Majesty’s side—this perfectly coordinated assassination was completed.”

All eyes instantly focused on Tie Ci’s face.

The hall’s lighting was dim, making her expression unclear, but they could sense her complete stillness, as if she had become a statue.

Chi Xue somewhat inappropriately brought Tie Ci a cup of tea at this moment.

Tie Ci didn’t look at her, somewhat stiffly accepting it, slowly taking a sip, then returning it to Chi Xue.

The entire process was natural and silent, so that those immersed in anger and grief noticed nothing amiss.

Chi Xue took the teacup and retreated into the shadows.

She looked down at the cup.

The originally blue-green tea was now entirely dark red.

Chi Xue lowered her head as a tear silently dropped into that dark red.

Then she quietly poured the tea into a potted plant.

Tie Ci on her seat finally spoke. When she said the first word, her voice seemed somewhat hoarse, but quickly returned to normal.

She said: “I have a question.”

Tong Rushi warily didn’t respond to her words.

Tie Ci didn’t mind whether he responded, continuing on her own: “The Chu brothers were arranged into the palace through your painstaking efforts—they must have exceptional abilities. Forgive my poor judgment, but what exactly are these two’s talents?”

Tong Rushi’s heart jumped.

This was a huge loophole.

He had thought that under such a heavy blow, the Crown Princess’s mind would inevitably be confused. Once this questioning began, she would surely blame herself and suffer, which would be enough to destroy her.

He hadn’t expected this person to have a heart like iron and stone, remaining as clear-headed as ever at such a moment.

He laughed once: “How would I know?”

“Father Emperor had almost no martial skills, while Murong Yi is highly skilled. Since he entered the palace with the mission to assassinate Father Emperor, with his abilities, one person would have sufficed. Why would these two with mediocre martial skills be needed as unnecessary additions?”

Tong Rushi sneered coldly: “Your Highness truly has deep affection and heavy devotion for the Liaodong heir.”

His meaning was obvious—at such a time, Tie Ci was still trying to exonerate Murong Yi. How could she be worthy of ruling the realm?

Tie Ci: “Answer my question.”

“Then please answer my question first, Your Highness. I heard you were the first to enter the hall—what did you see?”

Tie Ci fell silent.

Tong Rushi sneered again: “Someone in the hall personally witnessed Murong Yi strangling Noble Consort Jing. How did Noble Consort Jing die?”

Tie Ci didn’t answer.

Tong Rushi said: “His Majesty cried out in the hall. Why don’t you have someone repeat what he shouted?”

Tie Ci still didn’t answer.

Among the arriving ministers, many were already frowning.

Especially Minister Jiang, who had only seen Murong Yi once—during that night intrusion into the palace walls.

But that one encounter left a deep and poor impression. Hearing Tong Rushi’s words, he immediately believed them.

He couldn’t help asking: “What did he say?”

Tong Rushi said: “I arrived late, not like you Crown Princess who reached there first. Why don’t you ask the people in the hall?”

Minister Jiang looked toward one of the Emperor’s personal attendants.

That person fell to his knees with a thud, trembling as he said: “In response to the lords… this servant faintly heard His Majesty shouting, saying… saying… saying Murong Yi had deceived him and the Crown Princess, saying Murong Yi wanted to kill the Crown Princess…”

Complete silence.

Only the sound of accumulated snow falling from the eaves under its own weight, still landing in the snow with deep marks.

After a long while, He Zi said coldly: “His Majesty was assassinated and Chongming Palace was in chaos with great commotion, yet you two are unharmed. Where were you then?”

The attendant kowtowed desperately: “This servant doesn’t know! At that time, somehow this servant’s mind was completely muddled, wandering dazedly in the courtyard, everything before my eyes seemed shrouded in mist. I faintly heard His Majesty’s cries but couldn’t find the way or know where I was… Only when I regained consciousness did I discover I was at the steps of the main hall, and only then saw… only then saw… but it was already too late… This servant speaks no false words—at that time not only this servant, but all the servants and guards in Chongming Palace were like this!”

He kowtowed desperately, and the Chongming Palace guards and palace servants all knelt and kowtowed together, confirming his words were true. One guard said tearfully: “Your Highness, with His Majesty in danger, we servants have no path to survival either. There’s no reason we wouldn’t act. It’s just that the situation was so strange then, we couldn’t protect His Majesty…”

Everyone slowly turned their gazes toward the twins.

While Murong Yi could easily assassinate the Emperor, it would be impossible for him to deceive or control all of Chongming Palace.

So these two were indeed Murong Yi’s accomplices.

What kind of abilities did they possess?

Chu Xingbai’s face was deathly pale as he smiled slightly: “Liaodong Embroidered Guards, paying respects to the Crown Princess and lords.”

Someone cried out in shock: “Embroidered Guards!”

That was Liaodong’s terrifying cold-blooded spy organization—people from this organization had actually infiltrated the imperial palace!

He Zi and others looked very grim. Several important figures knew that the head of the Liaodong Embroidered Guards was Murong Yi.

During the trade war with the Xiao clan, the Embroidered Guards’ intelligence network had played no small role.

Tie Ci suddenly said: “Since no one acted, why are you two injured?”

Tong Rushi’s heart jumped again.

Tie Ci was so sharp it was almost impossible for him to handle.

Hadn’t she been seriously injured fighting Sang Tang first, then encountered the most tragic event in the world? Why wasn’t she collapsing?

Tie Ci: “Don’t say you were injured by mechanisms and hidden weapons—there are no mechanisms in Chongming Palace that could cause such wounds. Your arm looks like it was clawed through by someone. Moreover, clawed through a wall—the wound contains sand and gravel. Who would rather smash through walls to grab you?”

Before the twins could answer, she continued: “Murong Yi has escaped, so why didn’t he take you two? And why didn’t you escape during the most chaotic moment, instead staying in Chongming Palace? Are you brain-dead seeking death, or did you have to stay to confirm certain things?”

Chu Xingbai was silent for a moment, then smiled: “Is Your Highness still unwilling to give up?”

Tie Ci said indifferently: “I don’t ask about intentions, only about truth.”

“The truth is that we are subordinates of the Liaodong Embroidered Guards. This trip was to assist the heir in fulfilling the oath he made before the Great King—to assassinate His Majesty. The heir’s oath in court is known to everyone in Liaodong. Yet for unknown reasons, he was unable to succeed for so long. The Great King feared the heir would break his oath, so he specially sent us two to assist. Thanks to Your Highness’s favor and the heir’s secret help, we were selected in the academy competition and sent to His Majesty’s side, thus completing this mission.”

Bai Xingchu smiled and continued: “As for why we two didn’t leave, it’s because the Great King feels that while the heir is good in every way, he’s somewhat fond of beauty. He also fears the heir will continue to be entangled by beauty in the future, so he sent us two to stay and help the heir use his wisdom sword to cut emotional ties.”

“Just to sever his emotional attachments, you two don’t even want your lives?” Tie Ci’s lips curved in a mocking smile.

“Naturally it’s not just that. We two were originally death warriors. During the Tang King and Lu King rebellion years ago, over a thousand subordinates of the two kings were slaughtered. We two should have been among those on the execution block, but were saved by our families’ desperate efforts. By chance we received the Liaodong King’s rescue and have survived until now. To repay family vengeance and the Great King’s kindness, we naturally don’t spare our lives.”

“As for why we’re injured, it’s indeed as Your Highness guessed—the heir attacked us. But I’m afraid we must disappoint Your Highness. The heir attacked only because he still wanted to conceal the truth and didn’t want us two to stay, fearing it would make reconciliation between him and Your Highness impossible.”

Tie Ci slowly closed her eyes.

Many loopholes.

Even outright lies to her face.

But the vicious part was that some things only she knew were wrong, but any words she spoke now questioning this matter would be seen as attempting to exonerate Murong Yi.

It was useless.

Seeing her stop speaking, Tong Rushi smiled maliciously: “Sorry to disappoint Your Highness.”

The Chu brothers looked at each other and smiled, simultaneously flipping their wrists.

The next instant there was a buzzing sound, and a plum tree in the courtyard suddenly trembled. Several plum blossoms broke from their branches and fell, trembling again in mid-air and scattering, transforming into several red streaks of light that instantly pierced the two men’s backs.

The two men had their backs to the plum tree, not expecting it to also be a killing mechanism. Their backs ached, and their entire bodies immediately went limp.

The next moment they began screaming madly.

The plum petals hadn’t entered their bodies but swirled within all the major pressure points on their backs, churning the muscles, meridians, and flesh there into a bloody mess before rising again with a buzz. They scattered in the air then gathered again into plum blossom shapes, returning to the plum tree.

The plum tree still bloomed luxuriantly, each blossom tragically beautiful—impossible to tell which was the killing flower.

Only the twins were left screaming and rolling in the snow, but gradually they lost even the strength to roll. Their injuries weren’t to vital points, but in the blink of an eye had destroyed all their meridians and would continue to corrode bone and invade meridians for a long time, until flesh rotted, meridians severed inch by inch, bones softened, and organs decayed.

This process was extremely long, and they would remain conscious throughout.

Tie Ci watched expressionlessly.

This wasn’t a mechanism—this was one of the Mo clan’s most sinister and vicious poisons, so cruel that when arranging it, A Kou had been unwilling, feeling such poison harmed heaven’s harmony and was rarely used even in their clan.

But Tie Ci felt she wouldn’t mind if it were ten times more cruel.

Whether it harmed heaven’s harmony or her own dark virtue didn’t matter.

She had already borne the heaviest sins in this world—she didn’t mind a few more.

Guards came over and knocked out all their teeth with punches to prevent them from committing suicide in their agony.

Tie Ci sat before her couch, gazing distantly at Tong Rushi: “How Father Emperor died, what the truth is, who should bear the guilt—these are not matters for you to worry about. I only tell you: whoever strikes will die.”

Chapter 494: The Future Will Tell Me the Answer
Tong Rushi looked at the two writhing, screaming figures on the ground, feeling a chill rise from his feet straight to his crown.

Tie Ci had already used the Chu Xingbai brothers’ fate to tell him that as long as he couldn’t win today, his end would certainly be the same as theirs.

But could he win today?

No matter how much he struck, Tie Ci never fell.

In the blink of an eye, several experts were gone, and the rest might also be poisoned. Forget about taking down Tie Ci—he hadn’t even managed to walk three steps into Chongming Palace’s courtyard.

The Mo clan arrived faster than expected, and Chongming Palace’s mechanisms were perilous at every step.

Now the ministers had also arrived, with no one becoming hostages. Clearly the Xiao family had failed.

Xia Houchun had already surrounded them.

His gaze shifted secretly, but he saw none of the Liaodong experts Qiu Wujiu had promised.

Li Zhi quietly approached his side, whispering: “Young Master, we might be trapped. Liaodong and the Xiao family can’t be trusted… While everyone’s still here, let’s retreat quickly!”

Tong Rushi stared at Tie Ci, clenching his jaw: “Do you think she’ll let me leave now?”

“With so many of us, at least ensuring your escape shouldn’t be a problem…”

“Since we have so many people, why can’t we fight for it?” Tong Rushi said hatefully. “It took me twenty years to get here! If I flee in panic now just because of intimidation, I’ll never have another chance in this lifetime!”

“Am I inferior even to Tie Ci at her last gasp!”

“Young Master!”

Tong Rushi gritted his teeth.

Then he turned to address the ministers outside the hall: “You all heard it—the Emperor’s death, Tie Ci bears unavoidable responsibility! When Murong Yi dared climb even the palace walls, toying with the guards, treating the imperial city’s defenses as nothing, Tie Ci actually laughed it off and accompanied his nonsense. This ultimately led to this monstrous disaster. Such conduct—how is it different from King You of Zhou who brought about his dynasty’s fall? Do you really want to support such a ruler!”

The ministers remained silent in the wind and snow.

They had already concluded the assassin was Murong Yi, and whether Murong Yi or the twins, they were indeed personally brought into the palace by the Crown Princess.

They had also personally witnessed how the Crown Princess indulged that man. Almost everyone had privately criticized how the Crown Princess was good in every way except unable to pass the test of beauty.

These words were truly irrefutable.

The ministers’ silence made light bloom in Tong Rushi’s eyes.

“Women are ultimately women—they disregard the greater picture for personal feelings. How can she be worthy of being Great Qian’s emperor? While I—I am King Tang’s grandson, legitimate imperial clan bloodline. Some should still remember that the late High Ancestor Emperor favored King Tang and once intended to make him Crown Prince! This throne should originally belong to my family!”

“Today my subordinates are all top experts. If we fight to mutual destruction, this Chongming Palace, the entire imperial palace, including yourselves—calculate how many will die? Can Great Qian, currently beset by internal and external troubles, withstand such losses and upheaval? Once the palace falls into chaos, the capital’s people will fall into dire straits! Looking further ahead, if the capital becomes chaotic, Liaodong, Dayan, Longright will trample the three passes, and Great Qian’s destruction will be instantaneous! You will all become sinners!”

The ministers remained silent.

A trace of smile flickered in Tong Rushi’s eyes as he softened his tone: “If you step back today, you’re still supporting Great Qian’s legitimate imperial bloodline—it doesn’t count as disloyalty. I also swear here that afterward I will ensure your families remain prosperous, honor endures, and reputations unchanged. I also won’t make things difficult for Tie Ci, still granting her a princess title and ensuring her lifelong peace.”

Slight stirring arose among the ministers.

The smile in Tong Rushi’s eyes grew brighter: “I can also promise that as long as you support me as emperor, not only will Chongming Palace suffer no casualties, the capital will also restore calm, Dayan cavalry will withdraw outside the city, the capital garrison won’t advance another step into the capital, and both Liaodong and Longright will withdraw their troops. Great Qian will restore peace as quickly as possible, with no more fear of national destruction!”

A thunderous roar arose as private discussions erupted in the crowd.

If the previous promises only somewhat moved people, this final paragraph truly made everyone begin serious consideration.

Not everyone cared about wealth and honor or posthumous reputation, but matters concerning the realm’s safety and Great Qian’s survival were issues almost all ministers had to carefully consider.

Before such incomparably important questions, imperial legitimacy, right and wrong, and historical reputation all became relatively less important.

Many looked toward He Zi, which itself represented an attitude—he was the Grand Tutor, the Crown Princess’s teacher, the hope of scholars nationwide, the most steadfast royalist.

Inside the hall, Chi Xue and others also looked hopefully toward He Zi. The Ruixiang Hall palace servants could feel this speech’s lethality, and now they could only pin their hopes on the Grand Tutor.

But what made Chi Xue and others’ hearts sink slightly was that He Zi remained silent, gazing across the hall door at the Crown Princess, wordless for a long time.

This itself was not a good omen.

Chi Xue looked tearfully toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci still appeared calm and indifferent, not even changing position. When Chi Xue’s gaze turned to her, she actually smiled at Chi Xue.

But Chi Xue couldn’t bear to see her smile now, whispering: “Your Highness, if it really comes to that… activate Chongming Palace’s mechanisms and leave first.”

Even if the Great Qian imperial family couldn’t kill all the rebel ministers and traitors, achieving mutual destruction with most people here wouldn’t be difficult.

Tie Ci’s smile remained: “No need.”

Chi Xue: “Your Highness!”

“I’ve been Crown Prince for twelve years. I spent two years traveling this realm. Everything I’ve done has left traces. Whether what I’ve built is a tall building or fragile floating earth, the future will tell me the answer.”

Chi Xue didn’t quite understand these words, yet felt she did understand. She bowed and quietly withdrew.

She went to care for Dan Shuang, who had been seriously injured fighting assassins earlier but refused to rest or speak. When bandaging her wounds, she was completely dazed, which worried Chi Xue greatly.

When she went to the side hall, she glanced back at the distance.

Where have you and your master reached now?

Since Liaodong people have infiltrated the capital, there should be some support, right?

But no matter where you are, from the moment blood was spilled in Chongming Palace,

This majestic imperial palace gained three heartbroken people.

And what about you? Are you grieving or feeling satisfied? Great Qian and Liaodong have become two separate worlds from now on. I’m here, you’re there—no longer gazing across vast distances, already separated by stars and the Milky Way.

…

After Zhao San added lamp oil twice, Murong Yi finally slowly opened his eyes.

As soon as he opened them, he stared straight at the ceiling, saying nothing, not asking where he was, with no expression in his eyes.

Zhao San approached and was startled to discover he’d awakened soundlessly.

“Young Master, are you feeling better?” Zhao San helped him sit up to feed him water, saying softly, “We’re still in the city. Chazi says you have a high fever and can’t travel yet. Once you’re better, we’ll leave the city…”

Murong Yi interrupted: “…How is the city…”

Zhao San knew whom he was asking about. After a pause, he said: “We’re hiding underground with poor information…”

“Father King should still have contingency plans for her…”

“No matter what contingency plans.” Tears welled in Zhao San’s eyes. “Young Master, you can’t and shouldn’t interfere anymore.”

Murong Yi fell silent, then suddenly asked: “What time is it?”

“About midnight.” Zhao San brought over a pill. “Chazi brought this, saying you might have an episode soon. This medicine can provide some relief. Don’t worry, this isn’t the medicine the Great King gave.”

His eyes held hidden sadness.

Chazi had previously given the Young Master sedative drugs, hoping he could sleep through the night’s difficulties, but clearly whether due to his strong will or heavy concerns, he woke earlier than expected.

Obviously, the Young Master had also fallen into the Great King’s trap because of him.

He asked Chazi what this medicine was, whether it was the same type the Great King gave—that would be drinking poison to quench thirst.

Chazi said no, explaining that the Great King’s medicine evolved from an early addictive ointment. Later that herb was banned and destroyed. What the Great King now used was refined and improved—seeming toxic yet not toxic, very troublesome.

The medicine she provided had lighter dosage than the Great King’s, with many tonifying ingredients added to help Murong Yi endure the pain without further addiction.

He said this still wouldn’t work—small amounts of poison were still poison. But Chazi cried asking what else could be done? You know how painful and unbearable that poison’s effects are. He’s already at his last strength, severely weakened, covered in wounds. When the time comes, forget the agony of myriad ants gnawing bone—just the struggling and thrashing that tears open wounds could kill him!

Zhao San lowered his eyes, not daring to look at the pill.

A hand reached over and picked up the medicine.

Zhao San lowered his head to offer the water cup.

But the pill crumbled between pale fingertips.

Zhao San looked up in shock.

Murong Yi’s face was paler than his fingertips, his eyes mocking as he flicked away the powder.

Then he said: “Bring chains.”

Zhao San looked at him in shock.

“Bring them.”

Zhao San went out, returning shortly with chains, but Murong Yi found them too thin, so he had to exchange them for iron chains as thick as a child’s arm.

“Lock me up… tightly… leave no gaps.”

Zhao San held the chains, tears streaming down his face.

Even his fingers went soft, the chains clanking in his palms.

Mu Si, who had followed them in, stepped forward, took the chains, and silently wrapped Murong Yi circle by circle, binding him tightly to the bed. He tested with his hands—couldn’t pull or insert anything—before letting go.

Murong Yi remained motionless throughout. He was feverish, with a faint flush on his face, but his eyes were empty and cold, giving him a contradictory, world-weary quality.

He said: “Go out… tonight no matter what sounds you hear… don’t come in.”

Zhao San didn’t move.

“No… no…” He wept, “You’ll die, you’ll die… Young Master, please!”

“Get out.” Murong Yi didn’t even glance at him. “Even if I die, no one can control me.”

Zhao San cried and refused to leave until Mu Si gritted his teeth and dragged him out.

As soon as the door closed, Zhao San slumped against it, sliding softly to the ground.

“He’ll die!” He grabbed Mu Si’s boots, tears soaking his trouser legs. “Really, you don’t know what it’s like. In his condition now… he’ll die!”

“You let him take that medicine, you make him forever a prisoner to it, and he’ll live worse than death.” Mu Si kicked him away. “Zhao San, fulfill his wishes!”

Zhao San collapsed on the ground wailing: “It’s all my fault! All my fault!”

Mu Si punched the wall hard, debris flying, staining his eyes red.

In the distance, Chazi stood at the corner, pressing her head heavily against the rough wall.

That night, cold air seeped through wall cracks, the oil lamp on the wall flickered dimly in the cold, and outside the narrow passage breath turned to ice. Three people stood the entire night.

Soon they heard chain-striking sounds from the room, growing more urgent, more urgent.

They heard unceasing metallic collision sounds, like a giant beast desperately trying to break free from its bonds. The entire underground earthen house seemed to shake, with debris falling like snow from the outer walls.

Sometimes the sounds would suddenly stop, terrifying the three outside—both hoping and fearing.

Hoping he’d weathered that wave, fearing he hadn’t survived.

When chain sounds resumed, all three would change color again, not knowing whether to rejoice that he wasn’t dead or agonize that such torment would continue.

The chain sounds rang like soul-stealing bells in their fate, making them tremble and turn pale. They couldn’t bear to listen, didn’t want to listen, couldn’t stand to listen, wanting to cover their ears or turn and flee.

Zhao San suffered more than others because only he truly understood what it should feel like. When he was strong and healthy, he couldn’t endure it repeatedly, needing the Young Master’s full internal energy to help. Now seeing the Young Master in such condition walking this endless hell alone, he dared not even imagine.

He only regretted that his and the others’ internal energy was mediocre—they couldn’t even help the Young Master.

He pressed his head desperately against the ground, grinding out a deep pit, his tears pooling within.

As if wanting to drown or suffocate himself.

Each time the chain sounds stopped, he couldn’t control his urge to rush in, always held back desperately by Mu Si or Chazi.

They couldn’t bear the frenzied chain sounds, nor the silence, because later they knew that meant the Young Master had fainted.

Countless deaths and revivals, blood-and-flesh struggles in human hell. Countless cycles of bodily collapse and haphazard reassembly.

Eventually all three lost strength, leaning back against walls, feeling they too were broken, scattered, scattered across heaven and earth, never to be whole again.

For the rest of their lives, none of the three could bear to hear chains rattle.

Yet throughout that night.

From beginning to end.

They heard crisp chain sounds, dull wall-striking sounds, even what seemed like a sharp crack later.

But they never heard a single moan or cry.

As if what lay in that room wasn’t a person but a powerful soul from hell’s depths that could endure blade cuts and axe strikes, boiling and frying, human suffering’s utmost.

When prolonged silence finally came, the three waited anxiously for a while. Finally unable to wait longer, they pushed open the door and rushed in.

Zhao San, first to enter, stopped immediately upon entering.

Mu Si behind him looked up and jerked his head back.

Chazi bit her teeth, glanced once, turned away, tears flying to the wall.

Finally it was Zhao San who stepped forward first.

Murong Yi lay quietly on the bed, clothes completely soaked, all wounds torn open, blood mixed with sweat had also soaked the thick bedding beneath in a layer of pale red.

Blood covered the chains everywhere. One arm had somehow struggled free from the tightly bound chains, hanging limply beside the bed—from its angle, clearly broken.

Zhao San’s trembling hands went to unlock the chains, but pulling brought up flesh and blood. Used too forcefully, the chains had sunk into flesh. His entire body was covered in bleeding welts, as if severely whipped with iron.

His other hand pressed against the wall. Only then did Zhao San see that on the wall side, there were two deep, blood-written characters.

Tie. Ci.

Each stroke penetrated the earthen wall an inch deep.

The strokes weren’t connected, clearly not written in one go.

Perhaps when he felt he couldn’t endure, he wrote one stroke as spiritual support to continue.

Perhaps when nearing madness, he added another stroke to remind himself to remember awakening, remember she existed in the world.

Perhaps when finally waking from unconsciousness, he wrote another stroke, grateful that having her in life meant he could not give up, not retreat, not despair.

Through the longest, most bitter night.

One name.

Borrowed her to endure.

Zhao San clutched the bloodied chains, looking at those wall-penetrating strokes, at the dripping blood around the characters, at his fingers nearly worn to white bone.

Tears fell like rain.

…

Chapter 495: Hot Blood Never Cools, Heroes’ Aspirations
Before Chongming Palace, the crowd remained silent in the wind and snow.

Tong Rushi smiled as he watched He Zi and the others.

Though the opening was unfavorable, he truly held more advantages. He was confident that without force, these advantages alone would be enough for victory.

Suddenly wind sounded overhead, followed by a box falling from the sky.

Purple sandalwood carved with nine dragons, the lid’s center inlaid with precious pearls.

Due to the throw, the box had opened, spilling out a jade scroll wrapped in yellow satin, one corner embroidered with silver dragons.

All the high officials changed color in unison.

This was the highest level of imperial edict.

Duan Yande’s breathing quickened—he had personally held this box before when His Majesty issued the abdication edict, ordering him and Grand Tutor He to personally present it to the imperial temple.

He Zi’s expression changed as he immediately stepped forward to pick up the box, but the moment his fingers touched it, both box and edict turned to flying ash.

Scattering before him and all the ministers present.

Someone was laughing loudly, landing behind Tong Rushi, who smiled: “See, the so-called succession edict is now gone too, so you’ve gained the qualification to install a new emperor.”

The late Emperor died suddenly without leaving an edict; King Tang’s grandson stepped forward to save the crisis, receiving the ministers’ support to ascend the throne.

He had already thought up this justification for these reputation-seeking great scholars who feared the knife-sharp pen of history most in their lives.

Very suitable.

No one would face criticism with such an outcome.

He looked at the crowd that showed no anger and said softly: “I know it’s somewhat difficult to have someone lead the way in supporting me now. Since I promised to protect everyone, that naturally includes your dignity and reputation.”

He pointed at everyone’s feet, saying to Li Danian beside him: “Madam Li, please draw a circle under everyone’s feet.”

Then to the ministers: “Once this circle is drawn, you’ll all be my people.”

Literary officials valued reputation and had many concerns. Under everyone’s gaze, having someone first step forward to acknowledge him as sovereign would be quite difficult.

Even if moved, they might not have the courage to be first.

No matter, he was kind—he would fulfill their wishes.

By drawing this circle to enclose his future subjects, the difficult task requiring courage became stepping out of the circle.

Changing direction changed the mindset.

Through this, everyone could see his thoughtfulness, couldn’t they?

Li Danian raised her hand, invisible airflow shooting from her fingertips. Snow on the ground flew up, then settled again.

A line suddenly appeared beneath He Zi’s feet.

The ministers nervously watched that line and He Zi’s boots.

Half-worn black boots, not moving an inch.

The smile in Tong Rushi’s eyes grew brighter.

Li Danian’s line was drawn quickly, with flying snow obscuring vision.

In almost a blink, the circle would be complete.

Xia Houchun’s roar sounded behind them: “My lords!”

No one spoke, no one moved. Everyone still watched He Zi, seeming surprised and unable to react.

The line turned corner after corner, soon reaching the end.

Gu Xiaoxiao and Palace Master stood at the very back.

Gu Xiaoxiao, currently just a secretary in the Ministry of Revenue with humble rank, consciously stood at the rear.

The line reached his feet and was about to close.

Tong Rushi raised his hand, preparing a grateful bow.

Suddenly a pair of boots moved.

Lifted, stepped over the nearly completed line, lightly walking outside.

All eyes turned instantly.

They saw Gu Xiaoxiao step outside the line without hesitation. Not only did he step out, he used his boot to scrape at the nearby line. Not only did he scrape it, he spat on the line.

Eyes lowered, not looking at anyone, his voice holding unprecedented anger and ferocity: “Such a disgusting circle—my lords, are you planning to stay inside?”

Before his words finished, a pair of small boots immediately jumped out too. Not only did they jump out, they pulled two nearby officials out as well, laughing: “Oh my, how disgusting.”

Those two officials stumbled when Palace Master pulled them, nearly falling in the snow. They helplessly got up, brushing snow from their knees: “Why are you so anxious?”

Gu Xiaoxiao’s expression improved slightly.

Tong Rushi lowered his hand, glancing at Gu Xiaoxiao.

Those few people stood in the snow, looking quite lonely.

With some contempt, he looked at Minister Gu still inside the circle: “The Minister is wise, though regrettably a tiger father has a dog son.”

Minister Gu smiled slightly: “This is my son’s first time being unconventional—I find it quite moving.”

Tong Rushi couldn’t quite grasp his meaning, turning to Gu Xiaoxiao: “If you want to stand there, stand there. I didn’t expect someone like you would also be blinded by beauty.”

Gu Xiaoxiao suddenly raised his head and smiled: “I said you’re unworthy and you still won’t accept it. Look at yourself, then look at the Crown Princess.”

Tong Rushi said coldly: “I don’t think anyone has the right to say such things in the current situation.”

“Everyone has the right. If we can’t judge the general situation, can’t we judge cowards?”

Tong Rushi’s expression darkened, somewhat incredulous: “What did you say?”

“I said, the Crown Princess left the capital at sixteen. As soon as she reached Ziyang, she solved a major case, preserved the precious Abyssal Iron, intercepted the Liaodong King’s ambitions, built dikes in Dongming to save downstream people’s lives, and exposed the Xiao family’s life-trading foundling homes. She solved the Ghost Island mystery, ruined Xiao Bi’an’s major plans involving pirates, rescued Di Yiwei from Xiao family schemes, saved Di Yiwei again in Yongping, helped him turn the tide and reclaim military power, then greatly defeated Liaodong at Five Colors Plain. She helped the Western Rong King regain power, thus gaining Western Rong’s loyalty and the Hanli Khan Desert, sent specialists to govern Hanli Khan whose rich minerals and territory will benefit future generations, personally went to Yannan to reform Qianzhou’s officialdom, and reclaimed Yannan in half a year. Throughout this, she gradually weakened the powerful ministers controlling court, and finally, she overturned the Xiao family.”

“All this was accomplished in just two years.”

“She’s worked as a coroner, inspector, student, sailor, general, and strategist. She can handle menial tasks, sit in court halls, and command battlefields. She’s endured countless injuries, suffered hardships beyond anyone’s imagination. Though she sits in the highest position, it wasn’t heaven-granted—every step was taken through blood and sweat.”

“And you? What have you done? At Leaping Carp Academy, you were like a ghost, only daring to spy and speculate about the Crown Princess from behind, watching her gain everyone’s love in such a short time at the academy, burning with jealous rage. You controlled expert forces but never used such power to eliminate evil and help people. Even knowing Dongming’s people would face merciless floods while Tie Ci and we struggled desperately for the people, you never once thought to help. You couldn’t even control your own subordinates properly. Unable to force them to act against Tie Ci, you colluded with the Xiao family, Dayan, and Liaodong, doing things any Great Qian citizen with a bit of backbone and conscience would disdain.”

“Complete nonsense!” Tong Rushi said coldly. “Liaodong and Dayan were allied by the Xiao family for self-preservation—I knew nothing from beginning to end!”

“Really?” Gu Xiaoxiao stared at the snow, his expression very restrained, but his mouth now like a blade. “If you knew nothing, how dare you come to the palace with just these people? If you knew nothing, how dare you promise to make Liaodong withdraw? You’re a waste who can’t even control your own subordinates, can’t even take down a severely wounded person, always playing good cards terribly while hiding in rat holes—what gives you the authority to make the deep and cunning Liaodong King and wolf-like Dayan cavalry withdraw? Your love of showing off, or your thick skin?”

“You…”

Tong Rushi stared blankly at Gu Xiaoxiao. Though not well acquainted, he knew this fellow’s shyness and introversion were court-famous—the type who only dared look at the ground when speaking. He knew Gu Xiaoxiao enthusiastically handled trivial matters for the Crown Princess. He disdained such men willing to stay in women’s inner quarters, never giving him a proper glance.

Today, in heavy snow, this person remained shy and introverted, not daring to look anyone in the eye when speaking.

But he was first to step out of the circle, scrape away the line, eyes on the snow while every word from his mouth was colder than snow.

Gu Xiaoxiao didn’t even glance at him.

He turned toward the arriving ministers, growing in number.

These ministers were brought in immediately by Qi You guarding the palace gates.

Of course, Gu Xiaoxiao still looked at the snow.

“I just ask everyone this.”

“Does a person driven by profit and self-interest deserve to be emperor? When the realm faces danger and people suffer hardships, can he put the world and people first?”

“Does an emperor who colludes with foreign enemies deserve to sit in this position? Deserve to draw circles in snow and frame the realm’s talents within?”

“A so-called imperial descendant who can’t compare to Her Highness in achievements, ability, character, or bearing—do you really think he deserves to stand here?”

Complete silence.

After a long moment, someone applauded and laughed loudly.

It was Xia Houchun.

Inside the circle, Minister Gu turned to Minister Jiang, seemingly calm but actually proud: “See, with a little pressure, my son speaks quite well.”

Minister Jiang sighed: “Truly worthy of being called a national father.”

Minister Gu smiled and shook his head, gesturing to Minister Jiang.

Both stepped out of the circle together.

War Minister Zhang looked at the ground, frowning: “Old Gu, your son can curse all he wants, but why spit? Nearly got my boots!”

Minister Gu said: “Stop complaining, come out quickly and let him apologize.”

Minister Zhang helped the Court of Justice Minister while stepping out, saying: “Apologies aren’t needed. How about this—I have a daughter, eighteen this year…”

Palace Master suddenly said: “Your daughter has had blind dates with almost every eligible young man in the capital, all ending unsuccessfully because she frantically promotes ‘The Compassionate Heart’ and demands they join the Wonderful Words Society for three daily cheering sessions.”

Minister Zhang: “…”

Inside the circle, Minister Cai chuckled, gesturing to the Personnel Vice-Minister beside him as both stepped out arm-in-arm.

Scholar Chang, arriving later, coughed and stepped out.

Scholar Xie looked around, finally stepping out silently.

Grand Scholars, Six Ministry Ministers and Vice-Ministers, Cabinet Secretaries and Attendants, Six Ministry Censors, Court of Justice, Imperial Sacrifices, Imperial Catering… most fourth-rank and above officials qualified to enter the palace slowly gathered behind Gu Xiaoxiao into a larger circle.

Gu Xiaoxiao quickly retreated to the back again, hiding his achievements and fame.

But one person hadn’t left the circle.

Everyone looked at that person with puzzled expressions.

But hope bloomed in Tong Rushi’s eyes.

It was He Zi.

The most steadfast royalist, closest to the Crown Princess—He Zi remained in place.

He Zi’s identity and significance differed from others. He represented scholarly hope nationwide, with about half the court officials counting as his students or students’ students. As long as He Zi supported him, many would have to reconsider.

There was still hope for salvation.

Tong Rushi stepped forward, about to speak.

But He Zi suddenly slowly drew out a cloth bundle from his robe.

Tong Rushi stopped, a bad premonition rising.

He Zi methodically fumbled with that unremarkable small bundle. The bundle even had a stubborn dead knot that he couldn’t untie for ages, making Tong Rushi’s eyes burn with impatience.

Finally He Zi grew impatient himself, pulling out a small knife to cut the dead knot.

The knife was incredibly sharp—when drawn, cold light flashed, and merely touching the bundle’s knot immediately severed it.

Tong Rushi’s attention focused entirely on the bundle’s contents, missing these details, but several watching ministers’ eyebrows jumped.

Why was Old He hiding such a sharp dagger in his robe?

He Zi casually examined the knife, smiled, and returned it to his sleeve.

The bundle broke open, revealing an edge—jade’s luster flowing warmly.

He Zi unwrapped the bundle.

The crowd gasped in amazement.

Tong Rushi stepped back.

Before them, within gray cloth, lay a jade scroll with yellow satin, both sides embroidered with silver dragons.

Another copy identical to the edict that had just turned to ash.

“Chief Minister Rong probably didn’t know the late Emperor’s abdication edict had two copies. One was sent to the imperial temple for worship, awaiting New Year’s Day announcement to the world. The other… I brought back to my own residence.”

He Zi smiled: “Following someone’s suggestion.”

He unrolled the edict, displaying it to everyone, saying solemnly: “The late Emperor left his will as early as the winter month, abdicating to Crown Princess Her Highness.”

The quickest to react, Qi You immediately knelt, acknowledging the edict.

Ministers fell in dark masses.

Inside the hall, Chi Xue wept with joy, leading palace servants in prostration.

At this moment, she understood Her Highness’s earlier words.

And understood why she never showed concern.

Because Her Highness truly never worried.

Her powerful confidence came from those roads traveled, deeds done, every trace left behind.

Hot blood never cools, heroes’ aspirations.

Chapter 496: Following
Outside the hall, Tong Rushi staggered and said hoarsely, “Then why did you…”

Why put on such an affected act!

He Zi looked him up and down and smiled, “It’s only because this old man wanted to see you disappointed once more.”

Tong Rushi suddenly lowered his head, clenched his fists, the veins on his neck bulging as he hissed, “Who was it!”

Who could have thought of even this and given advice in advance?

A person said clearly and indifferently, “It was me.”

The crowd parted as a figure in white robes and white cloak slowly approached, wearing a white silk headband that made his divine countenance appear snow-like.

Everyone’s expressions showed shock.

He Zi couldn’t help but say, “What is this…”

Rong Pu bowed to the assembled officials and said solemnly, “Pu hereby respectfully informs all honored officials that my grandparents both departed this world today, one after the other.”

The officials showed shocked expressions, so much so that for a long while no one spoke.

Inside the hall, Tie Ci sighed.

He Zi couldn’t help but ask, “What was the cause?”

It wasn’t to deliberately expose someone’s wounds, but rather because Grand Secretary Rong’s position was too important – the manner of his death would determine the future fate of the Rong residence and changes throughout the entire court.

“My grandmother fell at the city gate,” Rong Pu said quietly. “To atone for his crimes through meritorious service, when the Xiao traitor came to pressure and threaten him, my grandfather chose to perish together with him.”

The crowd erupted in commotion.

After a pause, Rong Pu added with slight regret, “The Xiao traitor’s preparations were too thorough, and he escaped with heavy injuries.”

He recounted what had happened earlier. Afterward, an entire street in front of the residence collapsed, many cavalry were trapped and injured in the ground. At that time, he led his people to pursue, but they couldn’t find Xiao Liheng. They only saw a large pool of blood and a severed arm at the place where Xiao Liheng had originally been. The clothing on the arm belonged to Xiao Liheng.

Presumably, death warriors had rescued him in that moment of chaos.

“I have already ordered a city-wide search,” Rong Pu said.

Everyone sighed with emotion. Today had brought three shocks in one day – they simply didn’t know what to make of it all. From inside the hall came Tie Ci’s voice, distant but clear: “Academy Director Rong, please accept my condolences.”

Rong Pu slightly lowered his head, “Your Highness, please accept my condolences.”

Tie Ci’s second question was about Shengdu: “How are the people?”

“In the outer city, General Qi is leading troops in battle against the Shengdu garrison that entered the city, blocking the fifty thousand camp troops outside the inner city. The blood cavalry and Scorpion Battalion left behind by Commander Di are mainly assisting in defending the inner city gates. The Xiao clan had several thousand people who had already infiltrated the inner city. Most were injured and lost at the Rong residence entrance. The remaining small portion followed Xiao clan members to plunder various officials’ residences. After failing, they scattered and fled to various streets and markets, making them difficult to locate at the moment.”

He Zi frowned, “These scattered and fleeing ones are all Dayan cavalry, aren’t they?”

Rong Pu nodded and sighed, “I didn’t bring enough people. I could only capture the leaders but couldn’t track down the rest.”

The Dayan people were both cunning and vicious. Taking advantage of the chaos to scatter into Da Qian’s inner city, hiding and killing people while stealing treasures, would certainly bring extreme danger to the inner city’s civilians.

In the distance, Xia Houchun raised his hand, and several pigeons landed on his arm one after another.

Everyone knew the latest intelligence had arrived, their gazes burning with anticipation.

Xia Houchun glanced toward the hall and read aloud, “General Qi has successfully blocked those fifty thousand troops, luring them to Guanghua Gate, preparing to gather all military forces within the city before annihilating them completely.”

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed that although caught off guard, Qi Ling hadn’t lost his vigilance and hadn’t allowed the fifty thousand troops that suddenly surged into the city to control the situation.

One must know that although their forces were roughly equal, with surprise night attacks and insider help opening the city gates, it would be very easy to achieve victory with fewer numbers and quickly seize control of the situation.

It was clear that the military preparations within the city hadn’t slackened even after the Xiao family’s downfall – they still slept with their eyes open.

Minister Zhang, coming from a military background, praised loudly, “Old Qi is excellent!”

Minister Gu folded his hands in front of his abdomen and chuckled, thinking that Old Qi was originally someone with many ideas. What made him fight so desperately was nothing more than fear that if the Crown Princess fell, his own son would have to eat sand forever in Hanli Khan.

Xia Houchun read the second note, “Many civilians in the inner city have been killed by Dayan bandits. Countless people are fleeing and crying for help in the streets and markets. Fortunately, Gui Qizhai, Tian Records, and… Wanqian Manor’s numerous shops opened their doors for rescue in the middle of the night. These three establishments deployed over a thousand able-bodied men to protect civilians on the streets where their shops are located.”

The officials praised again, “Righteous heroes!”

“Though of humble station, they dare not forget their concern for the country!”

“When today’s affairs are concluded, we must bestow honors and rewards upon these three establishments, ensuring their names flow through the ages.”

Some people remained silent, with several important ministers showing strange expressions.

One vice minister was praising eloquently when suddenly his clothing was tugged. He turned around in surprise to see his colleague continuously winking at him.

“What’s wrong?”

“Don’t you know who Wanqian Manor belongs to?” that person whispered in his ear. “It belongs to Murong Yi, the heir of Liaodong!”

“What?”

Everyone unconsciously looked toward the hall.

But the words coming from inside the hall had no connection to this matter at all: “Xia Hou, spread the news that His Majesty has died, the Crown Princess has perished, the palace is in great chaos, and all palace servants and guards have fled. Then, open the palace gates.”

Xia Houchun’s expression showed shock.

“Your Highness!”

The officials could hardly believe their ears.

Throughout history during times of upheaval, the imperial palace was always the most important place, with layers of guards and myriad military formations. If there were any problems, to stabilize people’s hearts, news would always be suppressed.

When had anyone ever heard of the royal family still being in the palace yet opening the palace gates wide and spreading dire news themselves?

Only He Zi seemed to understand something, while Rong Pu sighed softly.

That was because the scattered criminals were difficult to capture, and every moment of delay meant countless innocent civilians would suffer.

Therefore, His Highness did not hesitate to use himself as bait, opening the imperial palace to those naturally greedy, lustful, and bloodthirsty bandits, luring them all to come here.

After all, what place had more treasures and beauties than the imperial palace?

“The people are most important, the state comes second, the ruler is least important.” This famous saying has endured for millennia.

But looking back through thousands of years of history, through all dynasties and hundreds of rulers, who could truly achieve this?

Only His Highness.

He looked toward the hall, where in the dim light the lamplight cast a gentle glow over that person. She was silent and calm, treating the world’s ultimate evil, danger, and pain as if they were nothing, but this only made his heart ache more.

Fine and dense, gnawing endlessly.

After she left Haiyou, he had tossed and turned restlessly. Many times in the middle of the night he would rise and dress, repeatedly going over their plans. Although everything seemed secure, he still couldn’t put his mind at ease. Finally, ten days ago, he set everything aside and selected the most excellent students in riding and archery from Yueli Academy to race toward the capital.

Perhaps there was some mystical connection, or perhaps Heaven took pity – it allowed him to arrive at her side at this moment.

For an instant, looking at the weary silhouette of the person in the hall, he thought how wonderful it would be if she could just let go.

This world was already monumentally heavy, yet it was crashing down, forcing her to grit her teeth and bear it.

But he wouldn’t say this, because he knew she wouldn’t retreat a single step.

Then he would accompany her all the way to the end.

To be that promised lifelong loyal minister and close friend, confidant in the hall.

In the hall, Tie Ci looked toward those outside and said, “Opening the palace gates will inevitably place all honored officials in danger. I apologize in advance. However, please rest assured – the palace guards and the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards will certainly prioritize ensuring all officials’ safety.”

Inside the hall, Duan Yande bowed deeply. Outside, led by He Zi, the officials bowed and said in unison, “Your Majesty need not worry about us ministers. We are willing to follow Your Majesty and jointly eliminate the Dayan criminals.”

They had all changed their forms of address simultaneously.

Tie Ci merely smiled.

But this was no different from slapping Tong Rushi across the face.

Xia Houchun suddenly smiled maliciously and unfolded the third note, saying, “I have another piece of news here… Please listen carefully, young master.”

Tong Rushi’s expression changed, instinctively sensing trouble.

“Reports from the outer city: Prince Zhao has brought three hundred guards and entered the city together with the Shengdu garrison. Xiao Liheng sent people to meet them immediately and bring them into the inner city. They are now heading toward the imperial palace.”

Tong Rushi’s face went pale as he staggered back a step.

Xia Houchun smiled mockingly, “Thought you were manipulating the chess game? Little did you know you’re just a chess piece yourself!”

Rong Pu smiled and said, “And a discarded piece at that.”

Tong Rushi seemed to have been stabbed viciously, retreating another step. After standing wooden for a moment, he shouted, “Impossible!”

No one paid him attention. The people from Lingquan Village looked at each other in dismay.

Tie Ci turned to the Lingquan Village people in the hall and said, “Aunt Li, Shepherd Boy, Er Xi, Brother Hua…” She called out their names one by one, then smiled at the end, “Will you listen to a few words of advice from me?”

Tong Rushi called out urgently, “Don’t listen to her!”

Tie Ci ignored him and said to the Lingquan Village people, “Today my palace faces great upheaval – father dead, mother gone, in these precarious times, yet I see old friends entering the palace. It’s quite unexpected.”

Most of the Lingquan Village people looked somewhat embarrassed.

“You’ve come to kill me and seize my home, but since you entered the imperial palace, I have never once tried to kill you,” Tie Ci smiled. “Don’t say I lack this ability. Whether I have this ability or not, you should know clearly.”

The Lingquan Village people fell silent.

They were all masters, yet facing the mechanisms in this Chongming Palace and Tie Ci’s various targeted tactics, not one had gained any advantage. In the blink of an eye, several had fallen or fled.

“Of course, if you truly wish to fight to the death, there will certainly be heavy casualties here as well,” Tie Ci said softly. “But too many people have already died.”

She said this sentence very lightly, yet very heavily, causing many present to feel tears welling in their eyes.

Some from grief, some from being moved.

The ordinary guards had long prepared for bloodshed in the palace today. Before great upheavals, in the eyes of those in power, human lives were merely numbers.

Meeting a master who held every life dear was everyone’s good fortune.

“In today’s situation, you’ve also seen that Tong Rushi’s ambitions were illusory from the start,” Tie Ci said. “You originally lived hidden in the mountains, working at sunrise and resting at sunset, uninvolved in worldly affairs. Now, are you truly willing to sacrifice your own lives and those of your companions – your most precious possessions – for this vain ambition?”

Heaven and earth fell silent in the vast expanse.

“Let it go. I said too many people have died already. Whether old friends or my own guards, all are precious living beings with no need to be wasted on meaningless struggles of others,” Tie Ci said. “I know your difficulties. I can spare his life, but he will need permanent confinement. As for you, if you lay down your weapons and leave Shengdu, I will allow you to settle permanently in Lingquan Village with no one to disturb you. Of course, if any of you wish to remain by my side, I would welcome that even more.”

Li Zhi shouted, “Don’t believe her! Don’t believe her! Once you surrender, she can turn around and kill you!”

“Don’t assume others think like you,” Tie Ci said indifferently. “Back at the academy and in Dongming, you wanted to kill me plenty of times, and I exposed you to your face. Did I take revenge on you?”

Tong Rushi said coldly, “That’s because you knew I had Lingquan Village – you couldn’t kill me!”

“Since I knew Lingquan Village was full of masters serving you, why didn’t I find a way to eliminate Lingquan Village earlier?” Tie Ci raised her eyes to look at the people on the snowy ground. “But the me now is no longer the me of the past. The me then would consider old feelings and not want to exterminate completely. Now you have exhausted all the sentiment from those days. If you still don’t accept this final kindness of mine, then I don’t mind a few more deaths either.”

She said, “I hereby warn everyone: within Chongming Palace, one step further means death without mercy.”

In the silence, no one advanced, including Tong Rushi.

But someone chuckled darkly. Shepherd Boy licked his lips, his gaze fierce, saying, “I don’t care about those principles, and I don’t believe you still have mechanisms and treasures. You used tricks to injure me from the start – this grudge I must repay.”

Li Zhi immediately said, “Right, right! She’s already used so many mechanisms, she must be at the end of her rope. That’s why she won’t act and wants to use words to trap you. Think about it – if she really held winning cards, why would she need to say so much? Having come this far, to be driven away by this woman’s few words – where would your dignity be in the future?”

Tong Rushi said, “Everyone, Tie Ci isn’t this kindhearted. If you retreat now, you’ll only fall into the encirclement of the Crown Princess’s Nine Guards and be hunted to death. I think she’s just putting on a fierce front while being weak inside. Right now if we all charge together and capture her, the future world can be shared with all of you!”

As he spoke, he gestured excitedly with raised hands, pushing against Shepherd Boy’s back.

Shepherd Boy, who was already at the very front, immediately rushed forward a step.

Chapter 497: Luring the Prey into the Trap
In the next instant, the ground collapsed. The large bronze cauldrons on both sides immediately toppled over with shattering sounds. The cauldrons actually contained water – “water” that hadn’t frozen in this weather. A large splash poured out with a rushing sound, but it didn’t spread everywhere. Instead, following some unknown trajectory along the ground, it formed two large silver spheres that rushed toward Shepherd Boy from left and right.

Although he didn’t recognize what it was, Shepherd Boy quickly leaped up. Aunt Li behind him also instinctively reached out to pull him back.

At this moment, hissing sounds erupted continuously. The plum trees on both sides of the hall that had previously bloomed fake flowers trembled, launching a net that blocked Aunt Li’s hand and Shepherd Boy’s retreat. A red and white figure flashed, catching Aunt Li’s swift punch intended to break the net with one hand, while grabbing Shepherd Boy’s collar with the other, shoving him forward and delivering a heavy kick to his back.

At this moment, the two gleaming silver spheres were about to converge. Shepherd Boy was kicked right between them and couldn’t help but open his mouth to scream. Under everyone’s gaze, after the silver spheres merged, they enveloped half of Shepherd Boy’s body, then turned into wisps of pale smoke and disappeared in an instant. Shepherd Boy was already clutching his stomach and screaming in agony.

He rolled on the snowy ground, curled up like a large shrimp, his screams so loud they could be heard throughout the entire palace. His body kept striking against the upturned stone slabs, bloodied and bruised, yet he seemed to feel no pain from those impacts. The Lingquan Village people stared in shock at this usually fierce little man. They wanted to rescue him, but remembering Tie Ci’s warning of “one step further means death without mercy,” this time truly no one dared move.

Aunt Li, being coldly stared at by Pingzong, couldn’t help but shout, “We’ll withdraw, we’ll leave! Please save him!”

Pingzong chuckled and said, “Can’t save him anymore. That’s mercury. If he hadn’t opened his mouth, it might have been better – he’d suffer but might not die. But he opened his mouth and screamed, swallowing the mercury into his stomach.”

“Why did you have to kill him! Are you forcing us to fight to the death!”

“What a joke! Weren’t you the ones looting and fighting to the death? Even like this, His Highness still gave you a chance. You brought death upon yourselves – who’s to blame!” Pingzong laughed heartily. “Besides, how exactly did he take that step? Didn’t you all see?”

Aunt Li suddenly fell silent, then slowly looked toward Tong Rushi.

Tong Rushi pressed his lips together and said with forced composure, “Aunt, why do you look at me like that? Shepherd Boy was unwilling on his own!”

Aunt Li said grimly, “Is this how Your Highness treats subordinates who are loyal to you?”

Tong Rushi also grew cold in expression. “Have you all forgotten the solemn oath you made before my grandfather and me? You promised to risk life and death for me, yet now you want to turn against me over this small matter?”

“You…”

“Stop arguing!”

Aunt Li fell silent, looking at the old fisherman who had been injured earlier and had been sitting in the crowd with closed eyes, recuperating.

Among them all, the old fisherman was the eldest, and the Lingquan Village people had always respected him.

The old man tremblingly stood up, using his fishing rod to support himself. He looked at Tie Ci in the hall, then at Tong Rushi, then at Shepherd Boy on the ground whose screams were gradually growing weaker. Finally, he sighed and said, “Your Majesty’s earlier promise – does it still count?”

Tong Rushi’s expression changed dramatically.

From inside the hall, Tie Ci’s voice came clearly, “Absolutely no going back on my word.”

The old fisherman nodded and bowed toward the hall: “Today’s events were wrong of us from the start. We originally thought Your Highness had perished, so we followed to provide support and protect our master, never intending to spill blood before Your Highness’s hall… There’s no need to say more about this now. Since we made promises in the past, we were bound by duty. Now we’ve repaid the kindness from those days. We bid farewell to Your Highness. From now on, all grudges are settled, and we shall not meet again in the martial world.”

Tie Ci said, “Safe travels. I won’t see you off.”

The old fisherman silently turned around.

Aunt Li and Er Xi silently lifted Shepherd Boy’s corpse and followed behind.

All the Lingquan Village people turned around together.

Li Zhi panicked and rushed over to block their path. “Everyone! Everyone! You can’t just leave like this! Even if you won’t act against Tie Ci anymore, you should at least escort His Highness out of the palace! How can you just abandon His Highness here! Have you forgotten the oath you swore!”

“His Highness is a cold-hearted master, and we are not blindly loyal servants,” the old fisherman said. “If you continue blocking us, this old man will have to settle accounts with His Highness for Shepherd Boy’s death.”

“I’ll pay for this life, I’ll pay!” Li Zhi knelt down, tears streaming down his face. “But you must take His Highness away. Don’t believe Tie Ci’s words – he’ll die, he’ll surely die!”

“Li Zhi!” Tong Rushi suddenly shouted sharply.

Li Zhi looked back at him in confusion.

“No need to beg them anymore. No need for you to atone for me. Go with them,” Tong Rushi said coldly. “I want to see if Tie Ci dares break her oath and kill me!”

“Your Highness!” Li Zhi sobbed in the snow.

Once the turmoil passed and people forgot about Tong Rushi, the imperial family had far too many ways to eliminate someone.

But he didn’t dare say this aloud, only kneeling on the ground and kowtowing repeatedly.

From inside the hall, Tie Ci’s voice drifted out faintly, “Only now do you remind me of the Tong Rushi from years past.”

Cold, proud, hard, self-respecting and self-regarding.

Tong Rushi gave a cold laugh and slightly raised his head, his gaze sweeping across the sky in all directions.

The promised Liaodong masters hadn’t come to assist.

The promised Xiao family control over the officials had failed.

The promised palace infiltrators providing support had shown no activity.

Perhaps these things should have happened, but when all sides failed in their actions, he, trapped in the palace, became the discarded piece.

Originally, he had thought that even though the Tie imperial family had suffered severe damage, even if things didn’t succeed, at the very least he could retreat safely.

Who would have known that Tie Ci hadn’t even stood up or made a move, relying solely on Pingzong and her myriad methods to prevent him and the Lingquan Village people from advancing a single step toward her!

With things having reached this point, having lost everything, only dignity remained.

The old fisherman didn’t look at Li Zhi again and walked around him, the Lingquan Village people silently following.

Boots crunched on the snowy ground as Xia Houchun cheerfully cleared the path.

Tong Rushi stood alone before the hall, his shoulders slightly slumped.

Countless guards surged forward.

He Zi breathed a long sigh of relief and hurriedly said, “Your Majesty, we must quickly deploy troops to the city gates. This minister is worried that those troops from the Shengdu garrison who haven’t entered the city might make a desperate gamble and assault the gates…”

But Tie Ci remained noncommittal, her eyes deep, as if looking beyond the palace walls, beyond the chaotic capital, toward the distant mountain ranges in the suburbs.

At the same time.

In the inner city’s streets and alleys, those Dayan cavalry who had broken into homes, burned, killed, and plundered, their bodies covered in blood and faces fierce, suddenly heard people shouting frantically in the streets: “His Majesty has died!”

“The Crown Princess has also been assassinated!”

“The palace is in chaos!”

“The guards, eunuchs, and palace servants have all fled – even the palace gates are unguarded!”

These Dayan soldiers had been lurking in Da Qian for a long time and were all familiar with the Da Qian language. Hearing this, they couldn’t help but be overjoyed.

The palace was in chaos! The palace gates were open! They’d heard the palace was filled with treasures everywhere, even the latrines were made of gold. Being able to enter the palace would be much better than struggling here to rob poor commoners house by house!

Some were still hesitating, but then they heard hoofbeats in the streets as their companions had already raced out on horseback.

The Dayan soldiers immediately became anxious, afraid that being a step slower would mean missing out. They hurriedly withdrew their raised knives, pulled up their pants they were about to remove, retracted their feet about to kick down doors, turned around, mounted their horses, and also headed for the palace.

The crowds in the streets and alleys gradually converged, all rushing in the same direction.

From afar, they could see the palace gates were indeed open, with not a single guard visible. The square was in chaos with corpses scattered about, and there were signs of damage on the city walls.

The Dayan soldiers were immediately ecstatic.

The palace had indeed been breached!

The opportunity to get rich had arrived!

Hoofbeats thundered, sabers gleamed as the Dayan soldiers became an excited torrent, rushing into the palace gates that were completely open for the first time.

After charging in unobstructed, before them spread a vast, magnificent square and the three rows of main halls that dominated the entire city’s central axis.

The nomadic tribes from the wilderness had never seen such grand architecture and immediately roared with excitement.

Just then, they heard a thunderous sound behind them.

Then someone shouted in Dayan language, pointing behind them.

The Dayan soldiers turned around in shock to see the palace gates slowly closing. Above and below the city walls, on all four sides of the square, countless white-armored soldiers emerged.

A vast white wave surrounded the black cluster in the middle.

Someone roared loudly, “We’ve been tricked!”

The sounds of clashing metal and neighing horses rose up.

Echoing through the world’s most noble and dignified place that had remained peaceful for a hundred years and had always been far from warfare.

And on the various streets of the inner city, those who had survived the blades and nightmares, the civilians who had found shelter in the various shops, walked bewildered into the streets. Their eyes still held shock and pain, but hope had been kindled.

They gazed toward the palace, watching the great fire burning at the Golden Water Bridge. For the first time, they felt no terror at the violence appearing there, but instead felt infinite gratitude in their hearts.

Someone unknown was the first to kneel down in silent prayer. Countless people knelt like a tide on the muddy snow of the long streets, bowing their heads and murmuring toward the palace.

May the world be peaceful, may Heaven protect Da Qian.

…

On the narrow mountain path, the column was stretched into a serpentine formation, winding forward.

Ahead was an even narrower mountain pass where the cliff walls formed a canopy overhead, with only enough space for one person to pass through. For the column to get through, it would inevitably be divided and scattered.

The leader raised his hand, and the column stopped.

Moments later, from atop the cliff canopy came screams of agony and blood splattered on the rocks.

Countless boulders thundered down, smashing at the bottom of the cliff and raising clouds of dust. The falling stones shattered the ground rocks but instead created a somewhat smoother path.

It was still narrow, though.

The leader frowned at the path ahead. Although this was a shortcut and they hadn’t fallen into an ambush, traveling through the mountains was still too slow.

Suddenly, someone came running from ahead waving a white flag, their movements comical but their posture quite agile.

The army immediately formed defensive positions. The leader watched the uninvited guest grimly. Only when the person approached did he notice they wore short, practical clothing perfectly suited for mountain travel. The fabric looked very sturdy with a slight sheen, and they carried a strangely designed pack with many pockets. They wore odd-looking boots that appeared both light and sturdy, with a bouncing gait.

The person approached with an appropriately pleasant smile on an ordinary face. “I am the Shengdu manager of Gui Qizhai, here specifically to guide you all.” They handed over a map with clear lines showing mountains, rivers, and valleys, with one route marked in red ink that gleamed.

The person said, “The roads through Tongtian Gorge are difficult to traverse. This humble one has alternative passages to offer the great army.”

The subordinate generals looked with surprise at this person who volunteered to guide the army. Weren’t they afraid of being taken for a spy and killed immediately?

Someone glanced at the map and said angrily, “This is a spy! I’ve traveled this route before – there are cliffs blocking the way, it’s completely impassable!”

Someone immediately drew their blade to kill this villain who dared to deceive the army to their face.

But the leader raised his hand and said, “Follow him.”

The subordinates were shocked, not understanding why their master would trust this so-called manager so readily. But military orders could not be disobeyed. The great army followed the man’s lead, winding and turning through the mountain forests until they finally arrived before a towering cliff wall.

Seeing the cliff wall blocking their path ahead, the soldiers erupted in commotion.

Blade light flashed like snow, aimed at the Gui Qizhai manager.

But the person merely smiled, pointed at the cliff wall and said, “Having come from afar, please first watch a magic trick.”

Then they saw cracks suddenly appear on the cliff wall.

Silent and soundless, yet as if a giant on the other side of the cliff was wielding a blade, using a giant sword that cut through iron like mud to slice through the cliff wall.

The entire screen-like cliff wall, under everyone’s gaze, decomposed, cracked, and crumbled with earth and sand tumbling down, finally becoming a pile of rubble.

Only then did everyone realize that what appeared to be a mountain was actually just a thin cliff wall that happened to be positioned between two mountains, making it look like a high mountain blocking the path ahead with no way to climb over.

But how had the other party found this extremely thin spot in such a massive mountain body?

Even having found it, what they called “extremely thin” – placed within a mountain body, even the thinnest part would still be over three feet thick. No sword or blade in the world could harm it, and this would still be an impassable route.

What kind of weapon could accomplish this so quickly and effortlessly?

Some remembered that when the cliff wall first showed cracks, they seemed to have glimpsed a flash of white light.

Extremely bright, causing temporary blindness.

When the mountain wall collapsed, the Gui Qizhai guide stood cleanly on the other side of the ruins, smiled at everyone, and pointed into the distance.

Beyond the mountain forest appeared open terrain, with Shengdu visible in the distance.

…

Chapter 498: Escape
On Changming Street, Prince Zhao and Tie Lin stared blankly at the corpses scattered on the ground and the upturned roadway before them.

Where was Xiao Liheng?

Where were the Liaodong masters?

They had excitedly mixed in with the Shengdu garrison and entered the city, bringing their three hundred personal guards as they rushed toward the inner city. They were indeed met by people sent by the Xiao family, who promised that after entering the inner city, Liaodong masters would come to rendezvous with them. Xiao Liheng would also bring Grand Secretary Rong to escort him into the palace. With the Xiao family controlling the situation and the Grand Secretary controlling power, having these two openly attending him while the officials were coerced by the Xiao family, they would surely only be able to support him. Then, with the officials recognizing their master and the Cabinet drafting edicts, he would naturally and legitimately ascend to the throne.

But now, clearly things had not proceeded in the anticipated direction.

Prince Zhao even saw the corpse of Sixth Master Xiao in an overturned prison cart by the roadside.

“Father King, what should we do?” Tie Lin couldn’t hide the panic in his voice.

Just moments ago, he had been holding Xiao Wenliu’s hand, boastfully fantasizing about soon becoming Crown Prince, mockingly telling her that because she hadn’t immediately gone to the imperial tombs to accompany him earlier, the position of Crown Princess might not necessarily be hers – it would depend on the Xiao family’s subsequent loyalty.

What disappointed him somewhat was that Xiao Wenliu remained indifferent, as if she didn’t care at all about such an incomparably glorious title as Crown Princess.

Now Tie Lin could no longer afford to fantasize about the Crown Prince’s life. The current situation was embarrassing – with no one to meet them and being completely in the dark about the path ahead, could they really enter the imperial palace with just these three hundred personal soldiers?

But having already come this far, if they didn’t enter the palace, with fighting still ongoing in the outer city, they couldn’t get out either.

Caught between a rock and a hard place.

Prince Zhao’s expression was also very unpleasant. Now having mounted the tiger, they could only take things one step at a time. After thinking, he said, “Search! See if there are any Xiao family members around!”

A hundred of the three hundred personal guards spread out, searching everywhere in confusion, but only discovered many more Xiao family corpses.

This made Prince Zhao increasingly anxious.

Suddenly, screams and cries from women erupted from a small house across the street, along with shouting voices. Then a personal guard quickly came to report: “Your Highness, we just discovered a group of women in a civilian house by the street. They say they’re from the Xiao family!”

The carriage curtain that had been still suddenly lifted, and Xiao Wenliu jumped down quickly from the carriage with Lan Xian!

“Where are they?”

“Just across the street, in an inconspicuous small house.”

Xiao Wenliu looked toward Prince Zhao: “Father-in-law…”

Prince Zhao turned to look at Xiao Wenliu, then at the direction across the street, finally looking at the imperial palace. Not knowing what he was thinking, a smile appeared at the corner of his lips as he said, “Send someone to bring them over.”

Xiao Wenliu stared at him, then bowed: “Thank you, Father-in-law.”

She lifted her skirts to leave when Prince Zhao said, “The night is dark and the roads are slippery. You don’t need to go – just wait here.”

“Father-in-law, the Old Madam and others have just experienced imprisonment and are probably frightened. If only soldiers are sent over, it might cause misunderstandings. If daughter-in-law goes, it would be good to comfort the Old Madam.”

Prince Zhao found this reasonable and nodded. Xiao Wenliu added, “They’re all female family members, and the Xiao family women don’t know martial arts. The personal guards needn’t go – let daughter-in-law go alone to persuade them.”

Prince Zhao was preoccupied with thoughts of holding these women as hostages. First, they could be used to threaten Xiao Liheng – he was quite filial, so as long as he was still alive, he surely couldn’t ignore his mother. Second, the old, weak, women and children would serve as shields. Hearing this, he nodded, only letting one personal guard accompany Xiao Wenliu.

He had wanted Tie Lin to go along to flatter the old woman, but Tie Lin felt there was no need to humble himself so much.

Accompanied by the personal guard and Lan Xian, Xiao Wenliu went through a small alley on Changming Street to the adjacent street. Indeed, at the entrance of a civilian house, a large group of Xiao family women were huddled together, trembling.

Grandmother, second aunt, third aunt, fifth aunt, sixth aunt, eldest sister-in-law, second sister-in-law, cousin sister… all were there, even the ancient great-grandmother had been brought out.

Xiao Wenliu stood still and said to the surrounding personal guards, “Please withdraw for now and let me speak a few words with Grandmother.”

The personal guards withdrew as ordered.

Old Madam Xiao rushed forward, grabbed her hands, and said urgently, “Liu’er, it’s you! You’ve come to the capital? Is Prince Zhao going to be elected as Emperor? Your grandfather should have been nearby just now, saying he would come get us after talking things over with the Rong residence, but just now we heard quite a commotion like mountains collapsing and earth splitting…”

Thinking of the tragic scene on Changming Street, Xiao Wenliu felt compassionate. She gripped Old Madam Xiao’s hand tightly, then squeezed it again.

Old Madam Xiao was startled and instinctively stopped speaking.

Xiao Wenliu leaned close to her ear and said, “Grandmother, does the Xiao family have other safe houses in the city?”

Old Madam Xiao whispered, “There are two places, both in the outer city – one in the east, one in the south.”

Xiao Wenliu said softly, “The inner city gates have all been sealed.”

Old Madam Xiao: “Why would we need to leave the city? Your grandfather and the others…”

Xiao Wenliu suddenly said, “No, there’s still a way.”

She squeezed her grandmother’s hand again and said, “Do you have carriages and horses?”

“Yes.” Old Madam Xiao said, “This house is actually one of our Xiao family’s hiding places. It appears to be a carriage and horse business on the outside, but inside it has complete carriages and horses. All are fine horses.”

“Good.” Xiao Wenliu looked back at the faint light across the street, where Prince Zhao and his three hundred personal guards were still waiting.

“Have the aunts go inside immediately, get in the carriages, and prepare. When I give the signal outside, everyone rush out immediately.”

“Wait, Wenliu, why rush out? What’s happened…”

“Grandmother, I’ll explain later. If you want to live, listen to me first!”

Old Madam Xiao asked no more questions. Her hand behind her back made a gesture.

The Xiao family women were all shrewd. Behind her, several madams immediately understood and all said they needed to get their luggage, turning back into the courtyard.

The personal guard accompanying Xiao Wenliu was puzzled seeing them return and walked over asking, “World Consort…”

Lan Xian suddenly moved behind him, blade light flashing in her hand as she thrust it into his spine with a soft sound.

One hand was already tightly covering his mouth, forcefully stuffing a handkerchief into his mouth to block his cries.

The personal guard convulsed and fell, landing silently in the snow.

Old Madam Xiao’s expression showed shock.

With a thunderous crash, the gate behind them was smashed open by a galloping carriage. The carriage door was open, and Xiao Wenliu and Lan Xian worked together to lift Old Madam Xiao into the carriage.

Lan Xian flipped onto the carriage and reached out to pull Xiao Wenliu.

“What are you doing!”

A loud shout crossed the alley as Tie Lin, having heard the commotion, came running with personal guards.

Xiao Wenliu quickly drew a small bow from her bosom, without a word drew the bowstring and shot an arrow straight at Tie Lin!

Tie Lin never expected his World Consort would shoot arrows at him. With a cry of alarm, he fell from his horse.

His guards could only stop to rescue him first. Several horses immediately blocked the small alley completely. By the time Prince Zhao realized something was wrong and rushed over, he saw several carriages racing like lightning, crossing the alley entrance and rumbling toward the outer city.

Prince Zhao’s expression was annoyed.

Pursuing now would be disadvantageous to himself, and besides, he was still in danger – how could he mobilize forces to chase people?

Then Prince Zhao gave a cold laugh.

So what if the Xiao family women escaped?

If the Xiao family truly failed, then the whole family were traitors. Shengdu would certainly search the entire city, and that family would die sooner or later anyway, possibly even more miserably!

…

Underground in the southern outer city.

Oil lamps burned dimly in a room.

The bloody chains had been removed, wounds re-bandaged. Chazi’s eyes contained tears as she fed Murong Yi qi-restoring pills, then waited for him to slowly awaken.

Some voices and movement came from outside, but she paid no attention.

Murong Yi slowly opened his eyes, feeling his entire body was scattered and broken, even his consciousness unclear, not knowing what day or time it was.

In his haze, he was still in heavy snow, sitting in a sedan chair going to Ruixiang Hall, hearing that little palace servant from Ruixiang Hall proudly declare who was a passing guest and who was a lifelong companion.

Or perhaps it was in heavy snow, the meandering bright yellow imperial procession, while he and she swam following the waves in warm water, flower petals silently drifting east and west on the surface.

One moment it became Tie Yan’s fierce face, Consort Jing’s rigid face, wind lifting the curtains in Chongming Palace’s inner hall, pale lamplight filtering through like hanging funeral drapes.

Behind the funeral drapes stood Tie Ci.

Another moment he was in the southern city, a young woman’s tearful face swaying before his eyes. The scissors entering his shoulder felt not painful but cold, just like those words piercing his heart.

“…But what Your Highness likes is what we cherish… Master Murong, please be good to His Highness, better, always protect her, never betray her, otherwise, even if we risk our lives, we… we won’t spare you…”

One moment it was again in Chongming Palace, layers upon layers of impeachment memorials before him, across from him Tie Yan staring at him with burning eyes.

“She and I don’t play those so-called endurance, fulfillment, sacrifice, and righteousness games. Because she doesn’t need them, and neither do I. I believe in this vast world, there’s always a path to walk; I believe my lifelong loyalty to her won’t bring her any harm; I believe all the troubles I cause her, I will ultimately compensate her tenfold.”

Murong Yi smiled bleakly.

Using A’Ci’s words, he’d been slapped in the face.

So there really were such cruel and deep cold barriers in this world that couldn’t be crossed.

So this damned Heaven truly had always been against him, wearing an emotionless face, determined to tear apart everything in his life, making him seek but never obtain.

He laughed more and more intensely, yet always silently, his throat hoarse, his whole body trembling.

“Young Master… stop laughing.” Chazi pressed on his ribs, afraid his torn wounds would split open again, which would truly kill him from blood loss alone.

She was more afraid he had truly gone mad.

“Young Master, please… please… stop laughing, stop laughing…”

Zhao San kept his back turned to them, burying his head against the earthen wall. Mu Si stood with crossed arms looking up at the sky.

Suddenly a scream interrupted Murong Yi’s laughter, accompanied by an angry rebuke: “Be gentler!”

Murong Yi stopped laughing and listened quietly for a while, saying, “…Who’s outside?”

“Seems to be someone who came later, just arrived not long ago… maybe someone they’re meeting.”

Zhao San silently went out. After a while he returned, looking down and saying, “Nothing much, Liaodong people.”

Murong Yi was silent for a while, then said, “Chazi, I want to eat tangyuan.”

Chazi was very surprised. Given Murong Yi’s current state, he should have no appetite, but since he wanted to eat, she was naturally happy. Even though they were being pursued and finding tangyuan would be quite difficult, she quickly agreed and went out.

Murong Yi asked Zhao San again: “Who’s outside.”

Zhao San hesitated, seeing Murong Yi preparing to get up himself, hurriedly said, “It’s Xiao Liheng. He’s severely injured, lost an arm. He has cooperation with Liaodong, knows this hiding place, and escaped here with his people.”

Looking at Murong Yi’s expression, he said, “Young Master, I know you’re angry, but please don’t act rashly. Xiao Liheng isn’t the mastermind of this affair. He brought many people, and the Liaodong people here won’t listen to our commands either… You should focus on healing first.”

Murong Yi’s expression was calm as he leaned against the pillow, saying, “…Why should I care about him… Wasn’t this arranged by my dear father…”

Zhao San breathed a sigh of relief but also felt sad, lowering his head.

With the Young Master severely injured and being escorted back like this, given the Great King’s methods, the Young Master would truly be completely controlled from now on.

“I want to sleep…” Murong Yi said, “Go away.”

Zhao San now didn’t dare look at him or disobey, lowering his head and walking out.

Mu Si looked back at Murong Yi once.

For a moment, he suspected Murong Yi was planning something.

But considering his condition, he felt it was absolutely impossible.

He walked out.

As soon as the two left, a Liaodong secret guard immediately entered, sitting by the door holding his sword while dozing.

It was at this moment that Murong Yi slowly opened his eyes.

Chapter 499: Let Me First Help You Exact Some Revenge
Then he reached into the bedding and worked carefully for a while, tightening the bandages around his wounds.

Such movements naturally caused excruciating pain throughout his body. His face grew even paler, and despite the cold weather, fine beads of sweat appeared on his forehead.

Yet his hands didn’t stop until everything was properly arranged. He pulled out a small cloth bundle from the edge of the bedding.

That was something he had just pilfered from Chazi.

Opening the small bundle, he swallowed one of the pills he had previously refused to take. After closing his eyes to rest briefly and feeling somewhat better, he let out a groan.

The Liaodong guard opened his eyes and came forward to check on him. Seeing him with eyes tightly closed and nothing unusual, the guard retreated again.

The moment he turned around.

A cold light flashed and withdrew.

The guard’s body stiffened. With great difficulty, he slowly turned back, seemingly wanting to see clearly what had happened behind him, what weapon could instantly slice through the golden silk armor he wore underneath and sever his entire spine.

He was even more puzzled about how, even with such a terrifying weapon, it still required true force to be effective – how had this dying man managed it?

But he no longer had the chance to get answers. His body, now in two halves, fell to the ground – one half forward, the other remaining in place.

Only then did Murong Yi slowly rise.

He paused at the bedside, catching his breath.

When standing up, he paused again, nearly sitting back down. He crouched halfway, supporting himself on the bed edge, his foot stepping on half the corpse.

His slender fingers gripped the bed edge tightly, veins bulging on the back of his hands.

After a long while, he caught his breath again.

On his first step, his legs went soft like noodles, his entire body trembling slightly.

But after catching his breath once more, he slowly straightened up.

At the door, he took a cloak and put it on, his entire figure shrouded in the shadow of the black cloak from head to toe.

Unable to stand steadily, his hands under the black cloak gripped the wall tightly, causing the earthen wall’s surface to crumble and fall, leaving deep claw marks.

Leaning against the wall, step by step, swallowing mouthful after mouthful of blood that kept surging up.

He finally reached the place where the sounds had come from earlier.

There was no one in the passage. The Liaodong masters had also endured for a long time and decided to rest after checking Murong Yi’s condition.

After all, someone with only one breath left really didn’t warrant treating as a formidable enemy.

This group was King of Liaodong’s secret guards, who had always only been responsible for protecting him and never interacted with others. Although they knew this prince was unprecedentedly mad, they ultimately lacked real experience. Therefore, despite King of Liaodong’s repeated warnings that as long as this heir had one breath left, he would kill people – and dare to kill anyone – they still didn’t take it seriously.

Prince Da’an didn’t dare send other masters to Shengdu, after all, he didn’t know which people had been infiltrated by Murong Yi. He could only send out this group who had always been by his side with no opportunity to be infiltrated.

In the dimly lit room at the end of the passage, Xiao Liheng’s remaining guards slept wearily on the ground, not even knowing when Murong Yi stepped over their knees.

Xiao Liheng was resting on the bed, sleeping restlessly from severe pain. In his daze, he felt his vision darken.

Opening his eyes, he saw a black shadow before him, a pale face vaguely visible in the chaotic darkness.

His first reaction was to press the mechanism on his waist belt while opening his mouth to shout.

A cold light flashed before his eyes.

Something flew out like a graceful butterfly, yet faster, lighter, and more traceless than any butterfly.

It was the brightness of lightning across the sky in that instant before a thunderstorm – before pupils could capture it, it had already crossed ten thousand miles of clouds.

A streak of blue-purple light silently swept across his throat without any pause, like the final stroke of a master painter’s brush – decisive and elegant.

A perfectly good head was lightly and cleverly separated from its body.

Too fast – the mouth was still wide open, the face still frozen with the terror of that final moment.

Murong Yi caught his breath, a trace of regret passing through his eyes.

This old scoundrel should have been properly executed according to law, before the Meridian Gate, before ten thousand people, death by a thousand cuts.

Dying like this was letting him off easy.

But this old thief with countless rabbit holes – who knew how much remaining power he had hidden in Da Qian? If he escaped from Shengdu and colluded with others, constantly causing trouble, the consequences would be endless.

Since he had stumbled before him, when better to kill him than now?

He straightened his back, the corner of his lips curving slightly.

A’Ci.

Let me first help you exact some revenge.

The Yuantie Fan circled slightly in the air before once again penetrating the throat of a guard at the door, emerging soundlessly without a drop of blood.

He picked up Xiao Liheng’s head, hastily tore a piece of bedsheet to wrap it, and hung it at his waist.

Stepping over the corpse, he walked out the door, leaving only a ground covered in blood and half a body behind.

In several rooms on the west side of the passage, most Liaodong secret guards were snoring thunderously.

In an adjacent room, Mu Si, Zhao San, and four guards looked at each other.

As Murong Yi’s trusted subordinates, they were also under strict surveillance.

The Liaodong secret guards knew Murong Yi was severely injured and barely breathing, certainly unable to run. Instead, they feared these two subordinates with decent martial skills might rescue Murong Yi.

Although Murong Yi should know that going out now would mean death, who knew what he was thinking?

Wasn’t he just a madman?

Six people stared at each other. Zhao San and Mu Si faced the door, so the four guards had their backs to the open doorway.

Zhao San suddenly saw a black shadow silently floating past.

He was intimately familiar with that figure, even though the person was cloaked from head to toe.

His whole body shook, instinctively about to shout, when suddenly his palm stung with pain.

Mu Si was pinching him.

Zhao San stiffened his spine, suppressing the urge to look at Mu Si, vaguely understanding something in his heart as his face went pale.

He said in an extremely low voice, “No!”

Although security was most relaxed now, if he went out like this, he would die!

Mu Si shook his head extremely lightly and coldly, “Letting him be escorted back to Liaodong like this would be a fate worse than death.”

“But…”

“The Young Master still has a secret force, have you forgotten?”

With that group in hand, escorting the Young Master back to Liaodong might give them a chance at freedom and turning the tables.

“But that group is… now there’s simply no way… what if…” Even whispering, Zhao San didn’t dare say all the important details.

“Let him fight desperately to try,” Mu Si said. “Better death than no freedom.”

Zhao San held back tears and gritted his teeth.

Murong Yi silently drifted toward the exit.

Even though every step was like walking on knife points, his steps remained light, not disturbing even a speck of dust.

His childhood experiences had trained him to have powerful control over his body and pain, helping him at this moment, when everyone thought he should be collapsed in bed, to still dare to kill and escape.

At this time, Chazi was making tangyuan in a crude kitchen.

Zhao San and Mu Si began making faces and gestures, simply drawing the guards’ attention.

Under their intentional and unintentional cover, Murong Yi had already reached the exit.

The exit had a mechanism. He had been unconscious when carried in and had to stop to study it.

After looking for a while, he had some ideas and extended his finger.

Just then, a Liaodong secret guard came out of his room to relieve himself.

This underground chamber was designed as a long passage to the end with rooms on both sides. Once out of the door, you could see both ends.

This person inadvertently turned his head and saw a black shadow at the exit.

He instinctively walked over.

Because he was sleepy and the light was dim, he couldn’t see the person clearly. He didn’t think of anyone escaping, only assuming some brother wanted to go out, so he didn’t immediately shout.

Zhao San saw a secret guard suddenly walk past the door.

His expression changed.

Not good!

Mu Si’s reaction was always faster than his. He immediately slapped toward Zhao San.

Making it seem as if Zhao San’s change of expression was because of his sudden attack.

Zhao San blocked his palm and cursed loudly, “What are you doing!”

He deliberately made his voice loud to cover Murong Yi’s movements, preferably drawing that secret guard back to check here.

The four guards opposite looked over in astonishment.

Mu Si slapped again, “The more I think about it, the angrier I get. Damn it, I’ve found you displeasing for a long time! Always fawning and currying favor, you pretty boy!”

Zhao San was furious, “Always pretending and posturing, you idiot!”

The two began wrestling on the spot. The four guards’ heads turned left to right, right to left, endlessly.

However, the secret guard who had walked past the door didn’t come over.

Mu Si gave Zhao San a look. The two wrestled to the doorway and threw each other out. The four guards followed behind, gloating and laughing.

As soon as they threw themselves out the door, Zhao San immediately slammed the iron door shut with a bang. There were sturdy bolts outside the iron door. Mu Si pounced over and lightning-fast secured the bolts.

Click.

Curses and door-banging sounds came from inside.

Zhao San turned around to see that secret guard had already reached the end of the passage, and there was also movement from the adjacent room.

He and Mu Si exchanged glances. Having been companions for years, they understood each other perfectly. One pounced toward the adjacent room, slamming that door shut with a bang and clicking the bolt into place, using his body to block the door.

The other rushed forward.

At this time, Murong Yi had already found the mechanism and opened the exit. Hearing the commotion behind him, he didn’t turn back. His cloak flashed around the corner and disappeared.

The secret guard behind had already sensed something was wrong and shouted, “Who’s there? No one’s allowed out!” while quickening his pace.

Suddenly he felt a strong wind sweep past his side.

Zhao San exerted the fastest speed of his life, passing by his side, pushing Murong Yi outward with one hand while drawing his blade with the other.

Not knowing how to close the mechanism, he blocked the exit with his own body.

With a thunderous crash, a door sprang from the wall. Mu Si, who had been blocking the door with his body, was sent flying and crashed against the wall, spitting out blood.

A large group of secret guards rushed out and without thinking drew their blades against Mu Si.

At the end of the passage, Zhao San brought his blade down toward the opposing secret guard. Seeing this scene from the corner of his eye, his eyes burned with fury, but it was already too late.

But at this moment, Chazi came over carrying a bowl of steaming tangyuan.

She saw Mu Si fall and the secret guards’ chaotic blades about to strike down.

Chazi flicked her finger, and fine powder from her fingernail fell into the soup bowl.

Then she threw the bowl toward the crowd.

Hot soup splashed out, and the secret guards all shouted and retreated.

Inevitably splashed with hot soup, someone reached to brush it off and immediately shouted, “It’s poisoned!”

What splashed on sleeves had already created holes in the fabric.

Poison was more fearsome than blade edges. The secret guards all retreated. Chazi grabbed Mu Si and with a backhand scattered a handful of powder, dragging Mu Si toward the passage entrance while asking, “Where’s the Young Master!”

Mu Si pointed toward the exit.

Chazi’s face went pale.

At the passage entrance, that secret guard dodged Zhao San’s blade and counterattacked. After several exchanges, Zhao San was outmatched and stabbed in the arm, his clothes stained with blood.

From the corner of his eye, Zhao San saw the Young Master had already left without looking back. His heart felt both relieved and worried, not even feeling the pain.

The opponent took advantage of his distraction to strike down with a blade overhead.

Fortunately, Chazi and Mu Si arrived then. Mu Si silently crashed into him, cold light flashing in his hand as it penetrated the opponent’s back with a hiss.

Zhao San had already taken this opportunity to crawl out, followed by Chazi and Mu Si. When Chazi went out, she scattered another handful of poison, shouting, “Behold my Shadowless Soul-Chasing Powder!”

This shout made the pursuers pause slightly, and all three rushed out. However, this delay meant they could no longer find Murong Yi.

Mu Si decided immediately, “They’ll definitely pursue us. We’ll go in three directions. Even if we can’t find the Young Master, we can scatter their targets and make hiding easier. If we can get out of the city, meet at the old place.”

Murong Yi’s subordinates had multiple contact points everywhere, and there were fixed places outside the city that everyone knew.

The three nodded and took advantage of the fact that the people below hadn’t emerged yet to scatter into the snowy southern city.

In the southern city slums, many people were still searching, but because it was too chaotic here – alleys within alleys, houses connected to houses – it brought many difficulties to the search, making progress very slow.

Zhu Yi sat in a temporarily erected small shelter wearing his cloak, commanding from his position, still stamping his feet from the cold.

Beside him was the Deputy Commander of the Five Cities Military Commission, looking at the low houses whose eaves were about to be crushed by snow and the constantly questioned, haggard-faced civilians, his brow furrowed tightly.

He advised, “Sir, the southern city has the densest population, most roads, and most chaotic dwellings. Since they’re fleeing for their lives, they would naturally use the terrain here to escape immediately. There’s no reason they’d linger here. In this freezing weather, why must you suffer here? Besides, hasn’t the palace still not issued an arrest warrant?”

Hearing this gave Zhu Yi a headache. He sighed with resentment in his heart, “Sir You, we as ministers should actively share worries for country and ruler. The palace is currently troubled with various matters and can’t attend to pursuing the criminals immediately, but if we delay the best opportunity for capture because of this, it would be our fault.”

Deputy Commander You cursed silently in his heart. Sure enough, scholars were best at putting on airs, but he could only agree submissively.

Zhu Yi sneezed and said, “I followed them all the way here. I can be certain they should be in this area, possibly hidden underground in some civilian house. Please arrange for another thorough search.”

Deputy Commander You groaned inwardly.

These low shacks couldn’t block wind or rain – how could they have underground passages?

If even underground had to be searched, wouldn’t that mean turning every shack upside down? Never mind the trouble – the stench alone would be unbearable.

But thinking again, hearing that the Shengdu garrison had rebelled and there was fighting in the outer city, just searching for one injured fugitive was still a light assignment.

So he went to arrange it personally.

Zhu Yi sighed, stood up, and planned to relieve himself.

He took out his handkerchief and blew his nose, thinking that if he hadn’t noticed these people weren’t taking it seriously, why would a civil official without imperial orders need to stay here?

He left the shelter and looked around, wanting to find a secluded place to relieve himself. There was no hope for a proper latrine.

But the surrounding shacks were adjacent to each other with almost no secluded spots. He couldn’t bring himself to urinate at someone’s doorstep, so he had to walk further to find a place. Without realizing it, he walked farther and farther until he saw a large tree with a well beneath it. Therefore, there were no shacks around, and in this snowy weather, no one came to draw water – it was deserted on all sides.

He was delighted and quickly walked behind the tree. After relieving himself, he felt refreshed all over as he tied his pants.

Suddenly he heard some movement. Poking his head out to look, he saw a person climbing out of the well and making eye contact with him.

Chapter 500: The Second Revenge
Zhu Yi’s whole body shook as the words “water ghost” nearly escaped his lips.

The next instant he felt something was wrong. After seeing clearly, he shook again.

What was this called? After wearing out iron shoes searching everywhere to no avail, finding it came without any effort at all!

Before this shake was finished, that figure in black clothing with a ghostly pale face had already appeared before him like a specter.

Up close, seeing his emotionless eyes, Zhu Yi suddenly snapped awake from his shock.

He remembered who was before him.

No longer the youth who had used rare books to curry favor with him in order to approach the Crown Princess.

But truly a demon king who killed like harvesting hemp, with no one he couldn’t kill and no one he dared not kill.

The one who had just created the Chongming Palace bloodbath and was about to return to Liaodong to become the dynasty’s greatest enemy—the enemy nation’s heir.

The regicide traitor he had persistently pursued until now.

Once Zhu Yi’s mind cleared, he immediately reached for his defensive blade.

Murong Yi extended his hand, icy fingers grasping his throat. Zhu Yi shivered from those ice-cave-like fingers, feeling bone-piercing coldness flash like lightning from his throat throughout his entire body.

Both breath and blood seemed to stop at this moment.

He instinctively struggled, yet his whole body had already lost strength. His boots kicked for a long time but only stirred up a thin layer of snow.

Those boots kicked against the well’s edge, creating a shallow dent in the stone rim, growing slower and shallower. Broken snow turned gray as it rubbed against his trouser legs, then was shaken off by increasingly feeble struggles.

Those legs slowly straightened, beginning to convulse and twitch.

In the heavy snow of the old city, people still slept soundly wrapped in tattered quilts. The sounds of searches came faintly from surrounding streets and alleys—very close yet seemingly far away.

Zhu Yi’s consciousness gradually blurred. His final thought was:

Master, this time I truly am dying for duty and righteousness.

…Suddenly heaven and earth became both cold and bright.

The powerful constraint on his throat was released. Large amounts of fresh, cold air rushed in. He was thrown beside the well, collapsed on the ground, coughing desperately.

After coughing for a long time, he managed to raise his head with effort and found Murong Yi hadn’t left. He was looking down at him with a slightly lowered face, still expressionless, only with slight mockery and coldness in his eyes.

He said softly, “I didn’t even kill you.”

Then he walked away.

Zhu Yi leaned against the well, staring blankly at his retreating figure as it turned the corner and disappeared into the alley. Suddenly he understood the meaning of those words.

He remained stunned in the snow for a long time, feeling confused inside.

Suddenly he turned back and saw someone sitting opposite the well.

The other person was an elderly man with gaunt features and gentle eyes. He looked quite frail, wearing ordinary blue robes, like an old scholar who had studied hard for many years.

Normally, someone like Zhu Yi would most appreciate this type of person with scholarly temperament, but at this moment he was startled with fear, feeling as if a hybrid of fox and snake sat opposite him—a pair of eyes that were aged but not clouded, concealing cold light.

The other person smiled at him and said, “Master Zhu’s luck is quite good. This old man didn’t expect he would actually spare you.”

Zhu Yi propped himself up with one hand while groping for the dagger that had fallen to the ground with the other. The other person said gently, “Master Zhu, if I were you, I wouldn’t act rashly.”

Zhu Yi stopped. “Who are you, sir?”

The other person smiled, “A man of the mountains and wilderness. My humble name isn’t worth mentioning.”

Looking into his eyes, Zhu Yi felt cold all over. “You want to kill me?”

The other person smiled without speaking, seemingly quite satisfied with his reaction. He nodded and said softly, “My apologies.”

“Why?”

The other person looked at him tenderly and said, “Since you’ve seen Murong Yi, naturally you must die.”

A flash of inspiration struck Zhu Yi’s mind as he cried out, “You want to kill me and frame him!”

The other person smiled again and said softly, “Actually, the crimes he’s committed now already doom him to eternal damnation. But I’m always rather worried about him—after all, this person has quite a few schemes and methods. So I don’t mind adding a little more weight. Killing you will make the court’s civil officials share a common hatred against the enemy. Even if Tie Ci wants to protect him, there will no longer be the slightest possibility.”

He said regretfully, “I really thought he would kill you. Who knew he would suddenly become like a fussy woman—this makes me want to withdraw my previous high regard for him.”

Zhu Yi suddenly grabbed a handful of snow and hurled it fiercely at the old man, simultaneously rolling up and about to shout loudly.

A clump of snow struck hard into his mouth, freezing his cry in his throat. Behind him came a “whoosh” sound, and from the corner of his eye he saw a fan-shaped light and shadow sweeping across.

Zhu Yi despairingly closed his eyes.

So he still couldn’t escape dying for duty and righteousness…

But at this moment, Qiu Wujiu turned back in terror!

He sat on the well platform with a large tree opposite. Behind the tree, on a large stone, snow had accumulated over a foot deep, faintly revealing the black texture of the rock beneath.

At this moment, that snow-covered large stone suddenly “exploded” open.

Snowflakes bloomed like fireworks, revealing a tall, slender figure. An almost identical fan-shaped light and shadow to the one he had just used emanated an ominous blue-purple color, blooming in the figure’s hand, crossing over the flying snow and withered old tree branches, instantly piercing through Qiu Wujiu by the well platform, creating a dazzling arc of light.

The light and shadow condensed in the palm as snow from the entire tree fell down, covering the well platform and his entire body.

Like scattered plum blossoms and pear flowers.

He stood silent amid the scattered blossoms, more clear, cold, and white than the snow itself.

Zhu Yi stared blankly at Murong Yi. He had no idea that Murong Yi hadn’t truly left, but had endured his severe injuries to conceal his presence and hide in the snow like a calm mantis, lying in ambush for the praying mantis that hunts cicadas.

But how did he know someone would try to kill and frame him after he left?

Murong Yi put away his iron fan and coughed lightly.

He could understand Zhu Yi’s confusion but was too lazy to explain to an idiot.

That old fox Qiu Wujiu, stirring up wind and rain from behind—since he chose not to show himself, he would definitely lurk nearby and observe.

He was certainly under his watchful gaze.

Trying to escape like this wouldn’t work; he had to first lure him out and eliminate him.

But the old fox cherished his life and would definitely have guards nearby. With his severely injured body, trying to kill him now would be suicide.

So he deliberately revealed himself, deliberately had this chance encounter with Zhu Yi, created the illusion of wanting to kill Zhu Yi, then temporarily gave up and pretended to leave.

Qiu Wujiu would naturally send guards to continue pursuing him while going to kill Zhu Yi himself to frame him.

He lured away Qiu Wujiu’s guards, used his familiarity with the terrain to circle back, hid behind the tree, and waited for the old fox to return.

Then at the moment he struck, he struck.

The old fox thought he controlled the entire situation and was enjoying the fruits of victory, in the most careless period after achieving victory.

But in this world’s game, who is the mantis and who is the cicada might be unclear, but there’s definitely no eternal oriole.

Murong Yi coughed continuously, swallowing a mouthful of fishy sweetness. The strike just now brought his injuries to the brink of eruption again. His entire body seemed about to explode, yet the corner of his lips showed a trace of smile.

Because Qiu Wujiu’s actions confirmed a suspicion in his heart, a suspicion that helped him shed a heavy psychological burden and improved his mood somewhat.

He turned to look at Qiu Wujiu, who still sat stunned on the well platform like a wax figure.

Murong Yi walked gently forward and said softly, “Dear, here I suggest you continue to hold me in high regard.”

Qiu Wujiu didn’t answer. The color had rapidly drained from his face, his entire being more pallid than a wax figure.

Zhu Yi smelled an unpleasant odor and looked around in horror.

He saw Murong Yi walk to the old man’s side and weakly extend his hand for a push.

Qiu Wujiu’s upper body suddenly slid smoothly out of his torso and fell into the well with a thudding sound, splashing blood water all over Zhu Yi’s face.

Then Zhu Yi turned and saw the lower half still sitting on the well’s edge.

With just one glance, he quickly turned away and began vomiting violently.

The violent vomiting brought tears to his eyes. Through his tearful, blurry peripheral vision, he only saw an exquisite iron fan gently swaying before his eyes, its surface smooth without a drop of blood.

The iron fan slowly closed as he heard Murong Yi say softly, “This is the second revenge I’ve helped you exact.”

Zhu Yi didn’t understand. He looked up in confusion to see Murong Yi already slowly walking away from the well platform. A wind rose, stirring up endless snow mist like clouds and cotton. His figure was hazy and lonely in the snow mist, as if he might walk into the void in the next instant.

Gradually losing sight of Murong Yi, Zhu Yi supported himself on the well’s edge to stand up, not daring to look at the remaining half again.

Footsteps clattered as a large group rushed over. The leading Deputy Commander, gasping for breath, said loudly, “Sir! Where did you run off to just now? We searched everywhere for you! Ah, Sir, this… this… whose corpse is this? What happened!”

Zhu Yi turned his face slightly, looking at the broken yet tranquil southern city in the snow.

After a long while, he said softly, “Have this person’s corpse collected and carried into the palace for Her Highness the Crown Princess to identify.”

The Deputy Commander agreed and asked again, “What about the pursuit…”

Zhu Yi was silent for a while, then said, “Perhaps you were right—the person left long ago. Besides, with fighting currently in the outer city and all gates closed, if he wanted to leave the city, it would be suicide.”

“Right, right, right, exactly so.” The Deputy Commander gratefully hurried to direct the troop withdrawal.

Zhu Yi was left standing by the well’s edge, looking at the few drops of blood scattered beside the well, listening to the sounds of battle from the outer city, his eyes gradually covered with a layer of bewildered color.

After a long while, he sighed softly.

…

Two carriages traveled through the empty streets.

This was already the outer city. Because of the fighting, civilians had all hurried back to their homes, shutting doors and windows, only secretly peering at the street activity through door cracks.

The carriages were crowded with Xiao family women. For convenience in escaping, seven or eight people were crammed into one carriage. The Xiao family women had never suffered such hardship before, inevitably leading to secret small conflicts as they jostled and stepped on each other.

But Old Madam Xiao’s gaze fell on Xiao Wenliu sitting by the carriage door, saying softly, “Little Liu’er, when we passed through the inner city gate earlier, I saw you take out a token and we passed through. I imagine it wouldn’t be our Xiao family’s token?”

Xiao Wenliu smiled and said, “Grandmother speaks truly.”

But she refused to say exactly what token it was.

A flash of anger passed through Old Madam Xiao’s eyes. Suppressing her temper, she said gracefully, “Little Liu’er, the inner city has always had lax defenses, so your token worked there. But the outer city has strict surveillance, especially now with what seems to be fighting. Can your token get so many of us Xiao family members out of the city?”

Xiao Wenliu said, “Granddaughter will certainly do her utmost.”

Behind her, Sixth Aunt said, “Are we really leaving the city? What about our master? We can’t just ignore the men and escape ourselves.”

The women all cast concerned glances over.

Old Madam Xiao pressed her lips together without speaking. Xiao Wenliu had already told her she saw Sixth Master Xiao’s corpse on Changming Street, but she couldn’t tell Sixth Madam now, or if she started crying and wailing, it would cause chaos.

She said, “We women shouldn’t burden the men handling important affairs. Being able to leave the city first will also let them focus on their work with peace of mind.”

But Xiao Wenliu’s gaze fell on two women in the corner of the carriage—one a middle-aged woman, the other still a young girl, both richly dressed. Their expressions weren’t like the Xiao family women’s anxious unease. When watching the Xiao family women’s secret disputes, they even showed faint disdain.

She smiled and said, “That madam and sister seem unfamiliar?”

Old Madam Xiao turned to look and her expression changed slightly. “These are relatives who came to our home these past few days—Second Aunt’s maternal grandaunt and niece. Their bad luck to encounter our family’s troubles, so they’ve been staying with us.”

Xiao Wenliu said “oh” and after a moment said, “Grandmother, what we’re doing is also a capital crime. Why burden unrelated people? When we see a suitable place ahead, let them get off.”

She quietly tugged at her grandmother’s clothing and leaned over, saying, “Our large family is already difficult to manage. For outsiders, one less is one better.”

Old Madam Xiao hesitated. Seeing she was truly determined to make them get off, she could only whisper, “These are indeed our distant relatives, but more importantly, they are the wife and daughter of the Shengdu garrison commander.”

Xiao Wenliu gave a long “Oh—” sound.

Chapter 501: An Encounter
The young lady sitting in the corner vaguely heard the conversation between the two and raised her eyebrows, sneering coldly: “Drive us off the carriage? If you don’t want to live, then try it! My father’s army is waiting inside and outside the city to respond to us!”

Old Lady Xiao took a breath and reluctantly forced a smile on her face, about to turn around to pacify the situation, when she saw Lan Xian, who had been silent all along, rise to her full height. With a sharp slap, she struck across, “Want to be arrogant? Then get off the carriage now and try it. See whether your army receives you first, or whether the Five Military Commissions capture you first!”

The slap was loud and crisp. The young lady was stunned by the blow, covering her face for a long while. Her mother immediately pulled her into her arms and covered her mouth.

The carriage fell silent as death.

Old Lady Xiao’s expression changed several times. Looking at Xiao Wenliu, who seemed not to have seen anything at all, she sighed inwardly.

This granddaughter of hers had become increasingly unmanageable ever since she befriended the Crown Princess. Later, she somehow found this servant girl from who knows where—full of worldly airs, wild and unruly—yet Wenliu favored using her and even dismissed her own personal maid.

But at this moment, she still had to rely on Xiao Wenliu to think of a way out of the city, so she could only pretend nothing had happened.

Xiao Wenliu suddenly said softly: “Grandmother, we’ve reached the south of the city. How should we proceed from here?”

Old Lady Xiao handed her a map and said: “Have someone follow this route. Your grandfather said there’s a secret hiding place here. He told us to gather here if things go awry. Inside, there are prepared travel bags, funds, and guards waiting. Too many of us going together would be too conspicuous, so we’ll wait here.”

Xiao Wenliu said: “This matter is of great importance. I’ll go personally.”

Old Lady Xiao hesitated and said: “Isn’t it too risky for you to go personally? Why don’t you leave the token behind?”

Xiao Wenliu glanced at her.

Old Lady Xiao coughed.

Xiao Wenliu said nothing more, beckoning to Lan Xian to indicate she should get off the carriage with her. Old Lady Xiao felt this was inappropriate, but knowing her granddaughter was already angry, she dared not say anything more.

Xiao Wenliu and Lan Xian walked through the snow, following the route on the map toward the depths of the slums. The snow was knee-deep, and occasionally there were frozen homeless people by the roadside. The two supported each other, walking carefully.

They hadn’t gone far when they suddenly heard voices, the sound of horse hooves, and the faint clashing of metal.

The two immediately understood they had encountered troops and quickly ducked into a small alley.

Sure enough, they saw a large group of people pass by. Xiao Wenliu recognized them as soldiers from the Five Cities Military Commission and also saw Zhu Yi.

She was quite astonished.

Why would the Five Cities Military Commission come to the southern slums at this time? How could Zhu Yi, a civil official, be here with the Five Cities Military Commission?

After the large group passed and the south of the city gradually returned to quiet, Xiao Wenliu straightened her clothes and said softly: “Let’s go.”

After taking just a few steps, she nearly tripped over a pile of snow in front of her. Only then did she realize that in their haste to hide, they hadn’t noticed there was someone crouching in this alley.

That person was covered in snow from head to toe, with his head down and arms around his knees, looking almost like a pile of snow.

He held his head motionless. Xiao Wenliu could only vaguely see a bit of his profile, whiter than snow and cold and hard as stone.

A person frozen to death by the roadside.

Since entering the south of the city, they had already seen this scene several times. The two no longer paid much attention, sighing once before walking around this person who had frozen to death by the roadside, preparing to continue on their way.

After walking a few steps, Xiao Wenliu’s heart suddenly began pounding for some reason.

She vaguely felt something was wrong.

She stopped and turned around abruptly.

At that moment, a gust of wind passed by, stirring up scattered snow that dispersed like mist. When the snowy mist cleared, it revealed a bit of dark sandalwood-colored hair and a glint of golden light on deep red.

Xiao Wenliu suddenly rushed back urgently.

She ran so hastily that she stumbled halfway and fell heavily to the ground, landing on the other person’s knees.

Her movement shook off the accumulated snow on the other person, revealing a black cloak and half a face as pale as snow.

Xiao Wenliu forgot to get up, staring blankly at his face. Lan Xian hurried over to help her up, and upon seeing the person in the snow, she also gasped.

The two exchanged glances, unable to hide the shock in their eyes.

How could Murong Yi be here?

How could he be collapsed by the roadside in this southern slum?

When they followed Prince Zhao into the city, they had already received news of Murong Yi’s successful regicide. They had assumed that if he hadn’t died in the palace, he would have fled far away by now. Yet now, he had inexplicably appeared here.

If they hadn’t discovered him, would he really have died silently from the cold in this poor alley?

Lan Xian said softly: “Miss, I heard he killed the Emperor…”

Yes, Xiao Wenliu thought, how heartbroken His Highness must be.

Her own lover had killed her most beloved father.

When she first heard this news, she couldn’t help trembling all over and followed into Shengdu without a second thought. Yet after entering Shengdu, she suddenly realized her arrival was ill-timed. At this moment, entering the city made her a rebellious subject opposing His Highness.

She stared blankly at Murong Yi.

Looking at his lowered, lifeless eyes and brows.

Have you also, unknowingly like me, become a rebellious subject to His Highness?

She stepped forward, took out the hand warmer from her bosom, tucked it into Murong Yi’s embrace, and brushed the snow off his body.

Lan Xian said: “Miss, that’s not how you treat frostbite.” She stepped forward and struggled to drag Murong Yi up, carrying him into a nearby abandoned, dilapidated shed, placing him on a wooden board. She found a broken bucket, filled it with snow, and said: “Miss, please turn away.”

Xiao Wenliu walked out of the shed. Behind her, Lan Xian unhesitatingly stripped almost all of Murong Yi’s clothes off.

While undressing him, she muttered: “I hope the Crown Princess won’t hunt me down in the future…”

Suddenly she let out a sharp scream. Xiao Wenliu turned her head and saw something round, slippery, and bloody rolling on the ground. Xiao Wenliu instinctively stepped back.

Lan Xian finally saw clearly what it was and immediately said: “Miss, don’t look! I’ve stripped Murong Yi naked!”

Xiao Wenliu had to turn back around, but her heart was pounding.

What was that just now…

Covered in blood with eyebrows and beard all over, she couldn’t see clearly, yet she suddenly felt very frightened.

After Lan Xian waited for her to turn around, she quickly used her toe to kick the head back into the cloth bundle and tied it up.

Fortunately, Miss didn’t see it… otherwise she’d probably want to kill someone right now.

Lan Xian scooped up snow and began laboriously helping Murong Yi wipe his body. As she wiped, she became very troubled, saying: “There are too many wounds on his body. I don’t dare use force…”

Xiao Wenliu faced away from her, looking at the low eaves of the shacks ahead in the vast whiteness, like countless small dark boats struggling and drifting on a sea of snow.

That was a sea of suffering, difficult to cross between life and death.

After a long while, Murong Yi let out a soft sigh from inside the shack.

Lan Xian said happily: “He’s come back to life.”

Xiao Wenliu lowered her eyes, listening to the sounds behind her. After a while, Lan Xian came out supporting Murong Yi.

Xiao Wenliu turned around, her gaze falling on Murong Yi’s waist. He was wearing a wide cloak, and she could only vaguely see the outline of a bulge.

Xiao Wenliu stared at that outline and said: “What is this?”

Murong Yi’s expression didn’t change as he said: “A gift.”

Xiao Wenliu was stunned and turned her gaze away, looking at the snowy ground beside them. “The Young Master should be high-spirited. How did you fall to such a state?”

Murong Yi just smiled and said softly: “I will surely repay today’s life-saving grace in the future. Farewell.”

He turned resolutely to leave. Xiao Wenliu looked at his retreating figure and asked: “Did you betray His Highness?”

Murong Yi stopped and said: “If you thought I had betrayed her, would you still have saved me?”

“No,” Xiao Wenliu said. “I was just afraid that if you were wrongly accused and I didn’t save you, I would be letting His Highness down. But if you really betrayed His Highness, I could still kill you now.”

Murong Yi didn’t turn around, standing with his hands behind his back looking at the wind and snow. After a long time, he said: “I did not.”

Xiao Wenliu let out a long sigh of relief, unable to stop her tears from welling up.

Murong Yi turned around and looked into her eyes. Apart from looking at Tie Ci, he actually rarely looked carefully at others. At this moment, he looked earnestly.

Xiao Wenliu felt inexplicably cold, and Lan Xian instinctively stepped forward.

The next moment, a trace of relief appeared in Murong Yi’s eyes, and he turned his head away.

Xiao Wenliu inexplicably felt relieved again.

This moment was like a riddle, with unknown origins and results, yet Xiao Wenliu suddenly understood.

Just as she worried about his betrayal, he equally worried about her betrayal.

He knew her position in His Highness’s heart. He didn’t want her to inflict any tiny additional harm on Tie Ci at this time, adding insult to injury.

This person—he was covered in wounds, his breathing weak, having struggled all the way to escape confinement, and had just nearly frozen to death by the roadside in the heavy snow.

Yet he still cared about and worried for His Highness, thinking of resolving even the slightest things or people that might be unfavorable to His Highness.

Such a person.

How could he betray His Highness?

Murong Yi moved his feet, looking like he wanted to leave again.

“Where does the Young Master wish to go?”

“I need to leave the city,” Murong Yi said softly. “…I have people outside the city… If I can get out, I can receive support… I need to return to Liaodong as quickly as possible.”

Return to Liaodong, kill people, seize power, withdraw troops.

This was the decision he made immediately upon hearing news of the Liaodong uprising.

For this, he gave up the chance to return to Tie Ci’s side and turned away resolutely.

Xiao Wenliu looked at him with shock.

“But you can’t leave the city in this condition.”

“Since I didn’t die here today, I can crawl out of the city if necessary.”

Xiao Wenliu stepped forward and supported him.

“Young Master, I’ll escort you out of the city.”

…

In the carriage, Old Lady Xiao looked with amazement at Xiao Wenliu, who had returned without bringing back any people or luggage, but instead helped someone into the carriage.

The other person wore a black cloak from head to toe, his face unclear. He looked extremely weak, leaning softly against the carriage wall without saying a word.

“This is…”

Xiao Wenliu said calmly: “Oh, this is a nephew of my husband’s great-aunt—a distant relative.”

Old Lady Xiao: “…”

She wanted to say that outsiders shouldn’t be brought along, but saying this now would be slapping her own face.

She could only say: “What about the prepared things? We can’t leave the city with nothing. Also, did you see your grandfather and uncles? Did any of them go there to take refuge?”

“The Five Cities Military Commission is conducting extensive searches in the south of the city. There’s no way to get close.”

Old Lady Xiao’s face changed dramatically. “Then what should we do?”

“Let’s leave the city directly.”

“There are troops fighting near several city gates. How can we get out?”

“Don’t worry, I have a way.”

Old Lady Xiao vaguely saw that when Murong Yi sat down, there seemed to be something bulky around his waist. She cast her gaze over, and Murong Yi looked up, giving her a frank smile.

Old Lady Xiao actually felt she dared not look directly at that smile half-hidden in the shadows. It seemed ordinary enough, yet she inexplicably felt malice assaulting her, involuntarily shivering.

There was a strange smell in the air, mixed with the fragrance of cosmetics and powder, making one’s heart feel sticky and moist, always bringing to mind some dark and lifeless things.

Old Lady Xiao could only lift the carriage curtain, wanting to get some fresh air and suppress the inexplicable unease and tension in her heart.

She looked at the direction the carriage was heading—it was actually going toward the battle zone. Her eyes showed worry, but she was old, and this carriage full of pampered noble ladies had no means of survival in this icy, snowy weather without this carriage. She could only place her hopes on Xiao Wenliu.

Lan Xian drove the carriage outside, hanging two small flags under the tops of both carriages.

The carriages rolled along their way, and sure enough, before long they encountered a checkpoint manned by soldiers from the Five Military Commissions. Everyone in the carriage became tense. Old Lady Xiao stared intently at Xiao Wenliu, truly unable to imagine what method she could have at this time to send this whole family of rebels safely out of the city.

Lan Xian got off the carriage and approached first. An officer-like person walked over. Lan Xian handed over a token and spoke a few words with him. The officer examined the token back and forth with an astonished expression, then had Lan Xian wait in place while he turned and walked back to the barracks.

After a while, he came out, waved to signal passage, and additionally assigned a squad to escort the two carriages through the checkpoint.

Old Lady Xiao watched through the window as the carriage smoothly passed the checkpoint, almost suspecting she was in a dream.

Even if that token really was given to Xiao Wenliu by the Crown Princess, it would at most protect Xiao Wenliu alone. How could it allow all of them to pass through easily under such tense circumstances?

The other female family members in the carriage, who hadn’t dared to breathe heavily, all couldn’t help showing joy on their faces. But Old Lady Xiao kept looking at Xiao Wenliu, slightly frowning as if pondering something.

The carriage continued smoothly afterward, but each time they passed a checkpoint, the escort grew a bit larger. While others didn’t notice, Old Lady Xiao’s frown grew deeper and deeper.

The Shengdu camp troops that had entered the outer city were now being transferred, surrounded, and blocked by the government troops of the Five Military Commissions led by Qi Ling, along with the Three Great Camps and elite forces from Scorpion Camp, using the terrain to lure them into the mountains near Yuying Garden’s Nanming Mountain, preparing to annihilate them all at once. This required large numbers of troops to prevent the defense line from breaking and all previous efforts being wasted.

With Yongping elite forces present, defeating these tens of thousands wasn’t difficult. The difficulty lay in completely annihilating them, which tied up almost all the forces currently in Shengdu.

Therefore, there weren’t many defenders on the city walls. At precisely this moment, the remaining troops of the Shengdu camp that hadn’t entered the city discovered they had been deceived by Di Yiwei’s empty city stratagem. Sensing the poor situation inside the city, and having already rebelled anyway, they decided to go all out. The commanding general immediately led his troops to attack the city, hoping that the 150,000-strong army could coordinate from inside and outside to take the city in one strike.

The main forces concentrated under Changle Gate, where they had originally entered the city, and began the siege.

The enemy’s military strength was formidable, but Shengdu’s defensive forces were insufficient. In the first encounter, the city walls suffered heavy casualties.

At this rate, the city couldn’t be held.

At this time, the Xiao family’s carriage also reached Changle Gate. Below the city gate, an armored general waited in silent attendance. Xiao Wenliu prepared to get off the carriage.

Old Lady Xiao suddenly said: “Wait a moment.”

Chapter 502: Return
Xiao Wenliu turned to look at her.

The light inside the carriage was dim, making each face appear sallow and pale, only Old Lady Xiao’s pair of eyes gleamed with sharp brilliance.

She reached into her bosom and pulled out a paper package. Opening it, inside was actually a bright red persimmon cake.

She said lovingly: “Little Liu’er, from last night until now, you haven’t eaten anything. Come, grandmother saved a piece of your favorite persimmon cake from when you were little. It’s been a long time since you’ve had one, hasn’t it?”

She handed over the persimmon cake, its moist red surface covered with snow-white sugar frost, its fragrance rich and enticing.

The female family members present all began to swallow saliva, thinking resentfully that everyone from last night until today had eaten nothing—the old lady was playing favorites!

Old Lady Xiao said gently: “You have to save us, protect us, and later you’ll have to take risks again, won’t you? Having you worry for this whole family makes grandmother feel terrible. At grandmother’s age, I no longer seek anything else, only that the family doesn’t harbor different intentions, that we support each other, and that everyone will be well.”

Xiao Wenliu gazed at the persimmon cake, slightly lowering her eyes so no one could see her expression.

After a long while, she said softly: “Grandmother can rest assured, everyone will be well.”

Old Lady Xiao said: “Good, then eat it.” She pushed the persimmon cake forward a bit.

Xiao Wenliu raised her eyes. Her eyelashes were thick and long, with a bit of scattered snow on them, crystal clear like flashing light.

She slowly reached out to take it. “Thank you, grandmother.”

Murong Yi suddenly opened his eyes.

Then he reached out and said: “What? Persimmon cake? Let me try some.”

Old Lady Xiao’s face changed.

But that hand was resolutely blocked by Xiao Wenliu. Xiao Wenliu laughed and said: “This is something my grandmother specially saved for me. What are you grabbing for!” While speaking, she stuffed the persimmon cake into her mouth, eating until her cheeks bulged, squinting her eyes at Old Lady Xiao with a smile. “Delicious, it still tastes the same as when I was little.”

Old Lady Xiao stared at her for a long while, then gently let out a breath and smiled. “You’ve always been a good child.”

Xiao Wenliu smiled, patted her hand, turned around and got off the carriage.

The general led Xiao Wenliu into the temporary camp, where someone was waiting. It was remarkably Qi Ling, who should have been commanding the city defense battle at this time.

Qi Ling listened to his subordinate’s report. Someone had already quietly gone to look at the people in the carriage and made a confirming gesture to him.

Qi Ling was silent for a while, then said to Xiao Wenliu with some disbelief: “You’ve decided?”

Xiao Wenliu hummed in acknowledgment and said: “I only ask that afterward, Governor Qi help put in a good word for me before His Highness.”

“You understand righteousness and have merit for the country,” Qi Ling said. “His Highness will only thank you, not make things difficult for you.”

“The Governor knows what I truly want,” Xiao Wenliu said. “I only want the lives of the Xiao family’s female relatives preserved.”

Qi Ling was briefly silent, then said: “I cannot promise this matter, but I will do my best.”

“That’s enough.” Xiao Wenliu handed over the token. “The token His Highness gave me once allowed me to bring one person in and out of Shengdu at any time with this token.”

Qi Ling said in surprise: “Didn’t you say you weren’t leaving?”

“I’m speaking of someone else.” Xiao Wenliu turned around. Lan Xian was supporting Murong Yi as he slowly approached.

Qi Ling was initially puzzled, but after carefully looking at Murong Yi, who was wearing a black cloak, several times, his expression changed.

“Who is he!”

Xiao Wenliu said: “…Governor, you don’t need to concern yourself with who he is. His Highness said that at any time, anyone except Xiao family men, I could take away.”

“No, he can’t either!” Qi Ling said angrily. “He committed regicide and great treason. Guards—”

Suddenly a series of urgent footsteps interrupted his command. A deputy general quickly approached and whispered a few words in his ear.

Qi Ling showed surprise but dared not delay. While saying: “Someone come, please escort Miss Xiao and her companion to the tent to rest, treat them well!” he quickly walked away.

He went to his own military tent. Lifting the curtain, he indeed saw someone he absolutely hadn’t expected, and couldn’t help exclaiming: “How did Eunuch come here?”

…

Inside the tent, Lan Xian paced back and forth, looking at the dark shadows outside, saying: “Now this is great, we can’t leave and can’t get out.”

Xiao Wenliu gave a bitter smile and said to Murong Yi: “I’m sorry.”

Murong Yi leaned back in his chair and said calmly: “It doesn’t matter.”

Living had things that needed to be done, but dying really didn’t matter either.

The tent top shook slightly as someone dropped down, saying in a low voice: “Young Master!”

It was Chazi.

Murong Yi wasn’t surprised she would find him. Chazi should have placed a medicine tracker on him, able to follow the faint scent to find him.

Chazi said softly: “Young Master, I’ll take you away!”

Lan Xian said: “Where to? There are armies everywhere outside!”

Chazi said coldly: “Better than being delivered to the door and trapped here to die!” As she spoke, she bent down to carry Murong Yi on her back.

Suddenly urgent footsteps sounded, heading this way. Chazi wanted to leave but it was too late, so she had to hide in the shadows of the tent.

The one who lifted the curtain was Qi Ling. He didn’t enter, standing outside in the darkness, his expression not very good, saying from afar to Xiao Wenliu: “Which two people you want to send out, come out.”

Xiao Wenliu stood up with great joy, indicating for Lan Xian and Murong Yi to come out. Lan Xian finally reacted and stepped back.

Xiao Wenliu turned to look at her. Lan Xian shook her head and simply reached back to pull Chazi out.

Chazi: “?”

Then she also reacted, pulling her cloak to cover herself and supporting Murong Yi.

Qi Ling, full of confusion, dissatisfaction, and irritation, had no mind to observe the situation inside the tent. He waved his hand, and a garrison commander stepped forward saying: “Follow me.”

When Murong Yi walked past Qi Ling’s side, he turned his head to look at him.

Qi Ling clenched his fists, rolled his eyes skyward, his jaw clenched tight.

The garrison commander led them to one side of the city gate, saying: “Later the city will try to retreat the troops. Once the outside retreats, we’ll briefly lower the drawbridge to let you two leave the city. The timing is brief, you must grasp it yourselves.” He pointed to a black carriage nearby and walked away.

Chazi looked at the carriage, feeling it was familiar, and made a sound of surprise.

Then she discovered she couldn’t find the carriage door. This carriage was actually seamless.

Murong Yi stepped forward and touched a certain spot on the door. With a click, two doors opened to either side.

Chazi had already recognized this carriage and looked back at Murong Yi.

Murong Yi stood before the carriage door, slightly closing his eyes.

Without looking, he knew this carriage was heavy because the outer layer was deep iron and the inner layer was ebony, impervious to blades and guns and not afraid of water or fire.

He also knew that inside the walls were embedded various weapons—swords, crossbows, arrows, springs, and mechanisms.

He knew that beneath the windows, hidden compartments contained poison and knockout smoke.

He knew that behind the backrest was a secret door that, when opened, revealed various dry provisions that could last a month without repetition.

He knew that bending down and pulling out a drawer would reveal clothes of various colors, human skin masks, and disguise supplies for instant transformation.

Because this was originally something he had made to give her for protection.

A unique mobile fortress in the world that took over three months to successfully create at the secret base.

On that evening when the Spring Examination incident was resolved, also the evening when his identity was exposed and the ice was broken, he had given it to her as a gift.

At that time, spring was perfect. The spring breeze at Juemei Tower was beautiful. The golden orbs he had blessed for her scattered in the night sky, golden light floating and sinking. He remembered her eyes held laughter then, spring colors flowing tenderly in her gaze.

In the blink of an eye, wind howled and snow was cold. Those golden orbs had scattered who knows where, but the carriage he gave her had silently returned before his eyes.

Not just the carriage.

On the small table, deep iron silk armor was neatly stacked.

On the wall hung the bone carvings, eight-treasure glazed rouge, and shell pearl fish-shaped necklace he had given her.

Without pulling open the drawer under the seat, he knew that silver-white ceremonial dress, along with the deep-sea pearls, pearl sable fur, and iron beast leather boots he had once given her… should all be inside.

All those gifts he had searched for her, made by hand, and personally given to her.

Today, they had all been quietly and silently returned to his hands.

Murong Yi suddenly bent over.

As if someone had suddenly stabbed him.

Since his injury, he had been severely ill, but from leaving Chongming Palace onward, as long as he stood, he had remained upright. Only at this moment did he suddenly curl up like a shrimp, as if finally unable to bear this snowy day in Shengdu, the strong wind and bitter cold.

Because.

I do not fear this world’s bloody conspiracies, dangers everywhere, struggling with each step, fighting between life and death.

I only fear.

That you and I part ways, forever separated by the ends of the earth.

…

The Xiao family’s carriage, originally stopped by the roadside, suddenly had several strong soldiers jump onto the driver’s seat.

The already anxious Xiao family female relatives in the carriage immediately screamed in panic.

Old Lady Xiao suddenly grabbed Xiao Wenliu, who had just entered, and said sternly: “So you really—you really—”

“Grandmother and all the aunts and sisters, please remain calm,” Xiao Wenliu said peacefully. “Rest assured, I said everyone’s lives would be safe.”

“Xiao Wenliu!” Old Lady Xiao said. “Did you offer us to Tie Ci? Did you never plan to send us out of the city at all! What magic potion did Tie Ci give you to make you so heartless and ungrateful that you could even betray your own grandmother! I foolishly placed my hopes on you… You, you traitor to the Xiao family!”

Only then did the people in the carriage understand, and immediately there was angry cursing, weeping, and pleading, creating unbearable chaos.

Xiao Wenliu just stood at the carriage door, eyes lowered, expressionless.

After Old Lady Xiao’s angry scolding, she suddenly grabbed Xiao Wenliu’s hand with such force that it made Xiao Wenliu frown.

Old Lady Xiao’s voice was low and urgent: “Wenliu! Did you promise Tie Ci something! Or did Tie Ci promise you something! Don’t be naive! The crime the Xiao family committed warrants complete family execution! Even if Tie Ci promises to spare you, that would at most leave you alive for exile to distant lands. Do you want your nearly seventy-year-old grandmother to walk this thousand-mile exile road, or do you want these pampered aunts to walk it? Who do you think could survive the journey? We clearly still had a way to live, yet you personally delivered grandmother, aunts, and sisters into Tie Ci’s hands. Aren’t you afraid you won’t be able to enter the ancestral tomb after death, afraid the world will laugh at your stupidity and curse your unfilial nature… aren’t you afraid that persimmon cake will choke you!”

The last sentence paused slightly, her hand tightened, cold as ice.

Xiao Wenliu raised her eyes. In that instant, her gaze was bright and sharp, making Old Lady Xiao’s heart tremble. In her confusion, she remembered that although Xiao Wenliu had behaved like a proper lady from a great family and royal consort these past two years, back in Dongming, she had been the most willful and mischievous among all the children.

She softened her voice: “Wenliu, don’t do this. You’re too young, you don’t know how powerful people change their orders overnight and turn ruthless. Think of another way… think of another way…”

“I’ve thought about it. This is the best method I can give to Da Qian and the Xiao family. Grandmother, please think—with just us female relatives, could we leave the city during battle? Could we guarantee safety after leaving? If we don’t leave the city and stay, we’ll definitely be discovered, and then we’d be great traitors!”

“We still are now! And we don’t even have a last chance to turn things around!”

“Grandmother, rest assured. As long as you go up to the city tower once today, your life and those of aunts and sisters will definitely be safe.”

Old Lady Xiao was both anxious and angry: “Xiao Wenliu, even you yourself…”

Xiao Wenliu interrupted her: “Grandmother may blame and scold me as she wishes, but this is the only way I can preserve the lives of the Xiao family’s female relatives.”

“Naive! Foolish!” Old Lady Xiao angrily rebuked. “With such a great crime, why would Tie Ci spare us!”

Old Lady Xiao also came from an extraordinary background, well-versed in laws and regulations. She clearly knew that even going up to the city to persuade surrender would at best result in exile, which was still death.

She stared at Xiao Wenliu with extreme hatred for her naivety and stubbornness.

After a long while, she said through gritted teeth: “Then you can die together with us!”

But Xiao Wenliu only smiled sadly, shook her head, and was about to get off the carriage when suddenly a woman rushed over and spat viciously at her skirt.

She cursed: “Ungrateful bitch!”

Lan Xian had been watching with red-rimmed eyes all along. At this moment, she rolled up her sleeves to rush forward but was held back by Xiao Wenliu.

Xiao Wenliu didn’t pay attention to her soiled skirt, got off the carriage, and walked alongside it.

Someone opened a window trying to jump from the carriage. Before their head could emerge, the soldiers outside crossed their long spears, and that head quickly retreated.

Crying and cursing erupted inside the carriage. These noble ladies who usually prided themselves on their so-called refinement and dignity now used all manner of foul language to address their niece and sister.

Xiao Wenliu continued to listen calmly, but her face grew paler and paler.

For a moment, she raised her head, as if wanting to see through the clouds to see the person she wanted to see.

Unfortunately, the cloud layer hung low over the horizon, dark and gloomy, with no visible light.

Chapter 503: Departing the Imperial City Through Wind and Snow
The carriage rolled to the city gate, where a large group of soldiers silently surged up. Leading them was still Liu Chen. Ever since experiencing Lou Xi’s betrayal from the Yongping army, Liu Chen had been very cautious and steady. With the elite forces left by Di Yiwei and the original city defense soldiers, he had not relaxed his vigilance and withstood the first wave of fierce attacks when the Shengdu camp planned a night raid.

He held ropes in his hand, nodded to Xiao Wenliu, and gestured with his chin to have all the female family members tied up.

The Xiao family women turned pale and dared not struggle. Some were crying, some were murmuring curses, when suddenly a woman screamed, kicked the soldier who came to bind her, and ran.

It was precisely the daughter of the Shengdu camp commander.

Her mother rushed forward, embracing the soldier who was about to give chase, screaming: “Run quickly, Niūniū!”

Liu Chen sneered coldly. A gust of cold wind passed, and he was already behind the young lady. Without hesitation, he kicked out. The young lady screamed and tumbled more than ten feet in the snow. Liu Chen went over, grabbed her hair and pulled her up, delivering a resounding slap without any pity.

The sound was loud, silencing the young lady’s screams and intimidating all the women who might have had foolish ideas about moving.

Liu Chen turned around, looking at the group of women, saying coldly: “Remember, your status is prisoners. What you need to do next is cry and beg, letting the people below the city see clearly the fate of betraying Da Qian. Anyone who wants to escape, I don’t mind killing someone next to establish authority. Anyone who doesn’t cry miserably enough, I’ll help her cry more painfully.”

With that, he threw the young lady heavily onto the snow, and indeed her wailing became more tragic.

Beneath the city gate, there was deathly silence—no more crying or cursing.

The group of women were obediently tied up and led by ropes up to the city tower.

Xiao Wenliu walked at the back. Liu Chen wanted to stop her, but seeing her expression, he kept his mouth shut.

A wave of attacks from below the city had just ceased. The city walls and battlements were stained with blood, some corners had been damaged by catapults, arrows were scattered everywhere. On the city top, dust-covered soldiers moved back and forth—some sharpening knives, some moving stones and oil barrels, more bandaging wounds and resting on the ground. The ground was covered with scorch marks and bloodstains, sticky and moist underfoot.

These noble ladies were used to entering magnificent halls and walking in palaces, their shoes stepping on carpets or golden bricks. When had they ever seen such scenes or walked such bloody paths? They all trembled, not daring to move forward. Many were dragged there by soldiers.

After attacking from below, calculating the heavy losses on the city walls, they were trying to persuade the city to surrender.

The Shengdu camp commander pressed his thick eyebrows over bloodshot eyes, using a telescope to look at the towering city gate across the moat, saying: “It’s getting dark. Later, while persuading surrender, secretly send people into the water to see if they can find sewers from the river bottom.”

His deputy commander said: “The other side won’t lower their guard. Attacking by both land and water routes will cost us dearly.”

“Because we must fight quickly and decisively. If we wait for the city to deal with our fifty thousand men, and the palace also resolves the Xiao family scattered soldiers and Dayan people, joining forces…”

“Even joining forces, we might not lack victory. Numbers are still in our favor, and now Liaodong, Longyou, and Dayan are simultaneously attacking the borders. The generals of the nine frontiers have no time to come to the rescue. The nearest is the Zhongzhou Guard, but with heavy snow everywhere recently, roads are difficult. Even if they receive orders in time, it would take at least three or four days to arrive… With this time, we have enough room to maneuver…”

“That may be so, but…” The Shengdu camp commander suddenly paused.

Then his expression changed.

“Damn it!”

He had clearly told his wife and only daughter to hide well and arranged household guards to protect them. How could they be mixed up with the Xiao family and pressed onto the city wall!

Thinking again, he knew this must be because the Xiao family didn’t trust him. They had probably bribed his household guards and brought out his wife and daughter during the chaos, but failed to protect them properly, resulting in them being tied up on the city tower.

Liu Chen had the women line up on the city wall, pressing knife backs against their heads, making them see clearly the height of the city wall, frightening them into whimpering and crying.

He leaned out and shouted loudly: “Commander Tao! Are you rested? Please come appreciate the fate of our Da Qian’s criminals. Let me introduce them—this is Xiao Liàng’s old mother, this is his wife, these are his sisters-in-law, these are his nieces and granddaughters… Oh, I almost forgot, here are also your wife and your precious daughter.”

He deliberately pulled forward Miss Tao, whose face was bruised and swollen. Below, Commander Tao saw his daughter, whose face was almost unrecognizable, his expression turning iron-blue.

Behind him, the Shengdu camp erupted in commotion.

A considerable portion of the Shengdu camp’s officers had family members in the city—this was one of the state’s usual methods of controlling armies. Normally, the camp wouldn’t dare rebel easily, but this time, because multiple families acted simultaneously with the Xiao family creating internal chaos, the Xiao family repeatedly guaranteed they would coordinate from inside and outside, creating simultaneous disturbances within and without the city. Shengdu could be taken in half a day. By then, the Shengdu palace would be in chaos, officials detained, armies leaderless, everyone too busy to organize effective counterattacks, and no possibility of arresting their family members, so they could rest assured.

Even if someone thought to detain their families first, with people opening the city gates, they would have enough time to enter the city and protect their families.

After going through the entire plan, the Shengdu camp’s leadership also felt that in such circumstances, with internal and external pressure, Shengdu couldn’t possibly hold. Wealth and power move hearts, so they agreed to gamble for a prosperous future.

Who knew the situation would develop completely contrary to expectations.

The city gates closed earlier than expected, only one-third of the people entered the city, and this one-third now seemed trapped, likely without opportunity to transfer and protect their families.

Although there were many people on the city walls, the resistance was fierce and determined, completely lacking the imagined panic and confusion.

The Xiao family apparently hadn’t been able to stir up trouble in the inner city, and now even their own family’s women were pressed onto the city walls.

This also indicated that the palace hadn’t fallen into chaos, and there were still powerful figures in Shengdu city stabilizing military and civilian morale, presiding over the overall situation.

For them, this was the worst possible situation!

Everyone’s hearts immediately became chaotic.

Although there were no family members of their own on the wall, all the Xiao family women had been tied up on the city tower—how many days could their own families hide?

“Commander…” The deputy commander looked at Commander Tao with a pale face. “Let’s withdraw first. Military morale is unstable now.”

Commander Tao painfully closed his eyes.

He had a bad premonition in his heart.

He felt time was urgent, that timing wouldn’t wait, that if they didn’t seize the time now to take Shengdu in one breath, there might never be another chance.

However, a heart-rending cry from the city wall made his whole body tremble.

“Father, save me! Father!”

“Commander!” The officers behind Commander Tao called him with anxious and uneasy expressions.

Commander Tao opened his eyes.

At the very least, military morale had now scattered.

He sighed deeply and waved his hand. “Retreat five li!”

The army began to retreat in order.

The women on the city wall were moved to tears.

Xiao Wenliu had been standing at the front of the city wall, hand on the battlements, looking at the yellow sand below and the moat ahead.

The river surface was covered with a thin layer of ice, reflecting the towering city wall.

As the Shengdu camp army gradually retreated from view, with creaking sounds, the city gate opened and the drawbridge was lowered, spanning the moat.

A black carriage crossed the drawbridge, its wheels rumbling over the bridge.

When the carriage passed through the gate tunnel, Chazi suddenly leaned out and threw a bundle into the arms of a defending officer.

“From my master, a farewell gift for Crown Princess Your Highness.”

The man caught it, watching as the carriage thunderously exited the gate tunnel, blocking out the last bit of dim yellow light passing through the gate tunnel.

He opened the bundle with a shocked expression.

Moments later, on the city tower, Liu Chen opened the bundle and after a moment of surprise, burst into laughter.

“Someone come, hang this thing up on the city wall for me!”

At the junction of dusk and night.

A black carriage raced out of the city, stepping into the vast snowy fields, about to travel thousands of miles, once again facing wind and snow, breaking into another snowfield.

Rights and wrongs, success and failure, would ultimately be settled in that colder land.

Behind the carriage, an aged head hung on Shengdu’s city wall, swaying gently in the wind, neither sad nor happy, gazing at the carriage’s fading shadow.

In the carriage, Murong Yi lifted the curtain to look back.

Looking back at this mighty city that had given him hope, given him happiness, and also given him the most painful and bone-deep blow of his life.

He had thought that in this life, he could be a person of this city.

Could stand hand in hand with the city’s and the world’s master atop the imperial city, viewing all those thousand li of rivers and mountains.

Could grow old with her in this city, watching peach blossoms in spring and admiring the moon in autumn, picking fresh lotus in summer and scooping snow in winter.

Could enjoy this worldly life, could obtain the truly real home he had yearned for but never achieved in life.

In the end.

She coughs blood sitting on the golden throne.

He departs the imperial city through wind and snow.

…

Xiao Wenliu stood on the city wall, watching that carriage race out of Shengdu at extreme speed.

Murong Yi.

There’s still a long road ahead, but I hope you can reach it, can continue walking.

Walk to where mountains are high and waters exhausted, and for that person who can only stay in place, reopen a new world.

I hope you two still have a day of reunion.

Suddenly, loud crying erupted beside her.

She turned her head and saw a head hanging high on a flagpole.

The head was bloody, with tangled hair and beard, a pair of bulging eyes staring, constantly rotating and swaying in the wind.

The crying beside her was miserable. After a while, Xiao Wenliu recognized it was her grandfather.

But this head, she had seen not long ago.

Indeed, Murong Yi had killed grandfather and hung his head at his waist, calmly boarding the Xiao family carriage.

Xiao Wenliu stared blankly at that head.

Grandfather’s fate had long been determined. Perhaps this manner of death was still the best he could achieve, yet looking at that head swaying in the wind, her heart still convulsed uncontrollably into a ball.

The Xiao family was ultimately destroyed.

Everything she had done with all her strength, she still didn’t know if it could beg for the lives of the family’s women.

She had no face to beg His Highness, she no longer had any face to see anyone.

Suddenly someone rushed over, wildly clawing at her face. “Bitch! You bitch!”

Xiao Wenliu turned her head as sharp fingernails scratched a bloody mark across her face.

“Grandmother!”

Lan Xian rushed over, pushing Old Lady Xiao away and protecting Xiao Wenliu behind her.

Old Lady Xiao was held by others but still desperately stretched forward trying to grab her. “You bitch! You eat from within and help outsiders! You’ve lost all conscience! You tied grandmother up on the city wall, you saved the murderer who killed your grandfather! I curse you, curse you to die a horrible death—”

Suddenly she laughed maniacally again. “You were already going to die horribly, yes, you were already—”

Xiao Wenliu suddenly cut off her words, saying: “Grandmother… take care.”

Lan Xian whirled around.

Her heart and courage shattered as she saw that Xiao Wenliu had somehow already climbed onto the battlements.

Countless people screamed, countless people rushed over, some threw ropes, some froze in place.

Everyone on the city wall only saw that plainly dressed young lady standing on the high battlements, spreading her arms to face the wind, like a bird about to fly toward freedom.

Then she also unhesitatingly, like a truly free bird, flew down.

“…”

In the deathly silence, Lan Xian let out a tragic scream, her hands already climbing onto the battlements.

Liu Chen, who had rushed over, grabbed her shoulder and threw her backward.

He rushed to the city wall edge and looked down, just seeing the ice surface on the moat explode, countless ice fragments splashing up ten feet high. In the water curtain and ice shadows, that woman’s slender figure suddenly disappeared.

…

Xiao Wenliu faced upward toward the sky. Above her head, the blurred remnants of the city wall and the dim yellow sky suddenly crashed down.

The suffocating pain in her heart had already begun on the city wall.

That bright red persimmon cake, so sweet it could kill.

So she could only die below this city, not die in the sweetness of that persimmon cake.

Otherwise, His Highness wouldn’t spare grandmother, wouldn’t spare the Xiao family women.

She opened her eyes wide, a vague smile at the corner of her lips.

Before her eyes, chaotic clouds flew past, transforming into countless faces, all that warm, smiling face.

“I… I seem to have been struck by something…”

“The master’s family has come, shall we roast fish and stew goose together?”

“I love hearing His Highness speak, it’s most interesting. But although I like it, I hope His Highness won’t seek me out to talk alone in the future.”

“Alright.”

“If you’re truly unhappy in the future, come find me. I can always protect you completely.”

“I have family. I must always be with my family and sisters.”

“…I feel joy the moment I see you, no matter who you are, no matter how you are. This is probably what they call affinity!”

“Sister, do you blame me for being a Xiao family person?”

“Sister, now I just want to properly enjoy this last freedom. Will you accompany me?”

“Sister, I really like that hairpin. I love cherry blossoms and roses. Can you carve one for me?”

…

Your Highness.

In the next life, remember to give me a hairpin.

…

“Thud”—a violent and muffled sound.

Snow-white water splashed across the sky.

…

Chapter 504: Ciren Palace
“Save her! Open the city to save her!”

Urgent footsteps rushed toward the city outside, toward the moat. Liu Chen moved quickly, calculating the height and water surface, thinking there was still hope if luck was good.

However, when the city gate opened and the drawbridge was lowered, and the soaking wet person was pulled up, his wish did not come true.

…

In front of Zhengyang Gate, many civilians gradually gathered.

They supported each other, separated by the damaged palace gate square and the tightly closed deep red palace gates, listening from afar to the sounds carried by the wind from within the palace gates.

Listening to those screams, groans, clashing of metal and iron, sounds of blades entering flesh.

These sounds had occurred in their streets and homes not long ago.

Yet at this moment, the palace gates opened, drawing that death and slaughter within.

The sounds of impact from inside the palace gates were unceasing, and gradually thick fresh blood slowly seeped out from the door cracks.

This scene was terrifying to watch from afar, yet the people did not retreat. They stood in the snow gazing for a long time. No one knew who knelt first, but more and more people prostrated themselves, bowing their heads to the ground, burying their foreheads in the cold snow.

These were the people of a nation, giving their monarch the highest respect.

More black-robed scholars surged forward—from the Imperial Academy, schools, academies… students flooded onto the square, filling the vast area in front of Zhengyang Gate. Even the Golden Water Bridge was packed with people, all craning their necks to gaze toward the palace city above.

Waiting for the master of this imperial palace, waiting for the fate of the Da Qian imperial dynasty.

…

The distant sounds of battle could not reach the depths of the inner palace. Chongming Palace remained silent in the icy snow.

In the suffocating silence, someone came running, shouting loudly: “Report—Dayan cavalry has entered the palace gates and been completely annihilated by the White Marsh Guard.”

Tong Rushi slowly closed his eyes.

Xia Houchun turned to exchange a glance with White Marsh Guard Deputy Commander Wan Ji, who understood and personally led people forward to arrest Tong Rushi and his servants, also ordering special personnel to confine the twins still writhing in pain on the ground to the imperial prison.

He also arranged for imperial physicians to accompany them, ensuring these two could not die easily.

Watching that group leave in the blink of an eye, Xia Houchun hurriedly rushed into the hall, seeing the chaotic mess inside, blood everywhere. Even with mental preparation, he couldn’t help feeling suffocated.

He looked up at Tie Ci. Tie Ci sat on the throne, slightly leaning against the armrest, her face hidden in shadows, only allowing people to sense a blur of pallor.

Xia Houchun wanted to say something but couldn’t speak. Behind him, mournful voices arose as ministers all entered, kneeling before the Emperor’s corpse with tears streaming down their faces. Several Cabinet Grand Secretaries all came before Tie Ci. There were still many things to do next—the funeral rites for the late Emperor, the battle outside the city, the new Emperor’s succession and enthronement, maintaining order within the city, pacifying the ministers, dealing with the rebels… Yet at this moment standing in the hall, everyone looked at each other, truly lacking the courage to speak first and urge the current Tie Ci.

People didn’t even understand how Tie Ci could still sit here properly.

But Tie Ci, always unwilling to make things difficult for them, said softly: “All subsequent matters shall be fully entrusted to the Cabinet to handle.”

After speaking, she slowly stood up and said: “Commander Xia Hou, bring people to accompany me to a place.”

Xia Houchun bowed and accepted the order, then said: “Your Majesty, the people of Shengdu and the scholars are now gathering at the palace gate square…”

Tie Ci’s early appearance could stabilize people’s hearts.

Tie Ci waved her hand, and Xia Houchun lowered his head and stepped back.

Tie Ci’s gaze passed over the bustling crowd in the hall, over layers of palace buildings and overlapping flying eaves, over the deep red palace gates studded with copper nails, over the corner towers equipped with bed crossbows and open on all sides, over these crisscrossing streets, continuous mountains, endless snow and this vast, boundless city, as if to penetrate through this dusk’s dim light and howling wind, landing on some places that might be unreachable for a lifetime.

Chi Xue stood to one side, gazing at her eyes, feeling that if hearts had previously frozen solid from bone-deep cold, at this moment that ice shattered.

Tie Ci’s hand gripped the throne’s armrest tightly, paused, then walked down. Chi Xue immediately had someone bring a warm sedan chair, and Tie Ci didn’t refuse.

The Cabinet Grand Secretaries led the ministers in respectfully seeing her off at the bottom of the steps. No one dared ask where Tie Ci was going or what she would do at this moment.

In this day and night at Chongming Palace, the dynasty’s master had established the strongest authority since the birth of the Iron clan royal family.

The warm sedan chair proceeded slowly, bright yellow palace lanterns flickering like a giant dragon opening and closing its eyes in the snow.

Xia Houchun looked up to see the blue background with gold characters plaque of Ciren Palace prominently before his eyes.

He took a breath.

He said: “Your Majesty, now the Empress Dowager…”

The Empress Dowager should have escaped from Ciren Palace during the chaos, right? She couldn’t possibly still be staying here waiting to die.

From inside the sedan chair came Tie Ci’s voice: “Sang Tang previously had Pingzong bring me word that he also kept a hand regarding the Empress Dowager. The Empress Dowager should not leave Ciren Palace.”

The main gate of Ciren Palace stood wide open, palace servants scattered and fled, looking as if it had already lost its master.

Tie Ci gave a few low instructions. Xia Houchun stepped forward and said sternly: “All people of Ciren Palace, you have half a quarter-hour to come out and kneel in this snow yourselves. After half a quarter-hour, anyone still remaining in Ciren Palace will be killed without question!”

A large group of palace maids and eunuchs stumbled out, filling the ground with kneeling figures.

After Xia Houchun had people count them, he discovered the most trusted palace maids beside the Empress Dowager were missing.

The sedan curtain lifted, Tie Ci walked down, not looking at the trembling Ciren Palace servants kneeling on the ground, and went directly into the palace.

In the empty Ciren Palace, she saw the ice house that Pingzong had built for Sang Tang.

She walked around the ice house once. This house had been quite crude initially, but after Pingzong’s continuous reinforcement and improvement, it had now almost become a three-room, one-hall structure.

She didn’t enter, leaning against the ice house door and knocking on that hard, cold wall.

The ice bricks contained hexagonal ice flowers. Looking inside revealed a hazy yet clear beauty.

She said: “I’ve come to inform you that your alliance has completely failed.”

“Chu Xingbai and Bai Xingchu will suffer agony before dying. Tong Rushi, along with that group of peerless masters capable of running rampant through the imperial palace, suffered heavy losses yet couldn’t advance a single step into Chongming Main Hall. Now he himself has also entered the imperial prison.”

“Prince Zhao and his son didn’t even reach Zhengyang Gate and will soon be invited in for tea as well.”

“The Xiao family failed to capture a single hostage and instead became hostages themselves. Xiao Liheng killed the children who were hostages and was himself blown up. The Dayan cavalry were lured into the palace gates and completely annihilated. Only fifty thousand from the Shengdu camp entered, and now they’re being surrounded and beaten by Qi Ling. My order to him was also complete annihilation.”

“Complete annihilation means not sparing a single one.”

“So, how could we miss you?”

“The Xiao family can’t look after you now. Within this year in the imperial palace, no one should think of digging a tunnel to escape. After the incident at Chongming Palace, the entire imperial palace was sealed. You can’t possibly get out. And with your temperament, only trusting yourself, you would never hide in other palaces.”

“Since you’re hiding in Ciren Palace, where would you be? I think that over all these years, relying on Sang Tang has become a habit for you. In your subconscious, Sang Tang is your support, your only protector, your forbidden possession. You’d hate not to tie him to your waistband even when going to the toilet. When trouble comes, your first instinct is to scream and flee under his robes.”

Xia Houchun wanted to laugh upon hearing this, yet felt he couldn’t laugh, his mouth twisting unattractively.

Tie Ci patted the ice house.

“So wherever he stays, you want to stay too.”

“If Sang Tang gives you hints again, you would certainly believe that where he is located is where you can obtain the greatest protection.”

“And you, so suspicious, uneasy, anxious… you’re that mole in the sewer. Even when hiding, you must peek around in the darkness. Where are you now… in what place beneath this ice house, watching me?”

Xia Houchun felt goosebumps all over his body suddenly stand up.

Tie Ci stood up, slowly spreading her hands toward the ice house, saying expressionlessly: “I am very kind, specially coming to show you that I am very well, much better than you imagined.”

“I came to tell you that this world still bears the surname Iron. I dare not speak of lasting a thousand autumns and ten thousand generations, but it certainly won’t end in my hands.”

“Father Emperor and Mother Consort are gone. So from now on, I need no relatives whatsoever.”

She gathered her sleeves, turned to look at the entire Ciren Palace, and didn’t send people to search the ice house as Xia Houchun had expected. She only said softly: “Have people shovel the snow away as quickly as possible… Burn Ciren Palace.”

Xia Houchun: “…Yes!”

…

The ice house floor was also a sheet of glazed ice crystals. From outside looking in, everything was chaotic and unclear. From inside looking out, human figures were indistinct.

The Empress Dowager lay underground, gazing at a mirror before her. From here she could vaguely see the figures outside. A transparent ice tube extended from underground, transmitting sounds from outside.

When Tie Ci spoke, she listened, remaining expressionless throughout.

There was nothing to say—victor and vanquished, that was all.

If Tie Ci could survive even this, she could only accept it.

Now she should think more about how she herself would survive.

Behind her was a deep, dark passage. The end of the passage seemed like endless darkness.

It hadn’t been like this last time.

Sang Tang had once brought her down here, walking to the end of the passage. After waiting two quarter-hours, she saw large amounts of black water rise to her feet, and a black small boat appeared before her eyes.

Sang Tang told her he had found an underground water area here. Following the water out could connect to the moat. If danger arose, rowing the boat downstream would take her out of Shengdu city.

That night in the misty darkness, he brought her to “travel by boat,” and all along the way, darkness flowed stickily around them, water sounds unclear and ambiguous. Her consciousness was hazy, feeling she was indeed traveling downstream out of Shengdu.

Afterward, she had the original tunnel in her palace rerouted here.

After Noble Consort Jing died, she immediately fled here, but after waiting two quarter-hours, half an hour, a full hour… there was no path at the end of that passage, no black water rising, and no black small boat for crossing.

She’d been deceived, she thought.

The person she had controlled for half her life, entangled with for half her life, whom she thought she could control for a lifetime, had ultimately given her the most vicious blow.

She had trapped herself underground, unable to exit or leave.

But Tie Ci couldn’t enter either. After entering this tunnel, she had destroyed the entrance mechanism.

She had brought enough dry provisions to last a long time, long enough for Tie Ci to kill all the Ciren Palace servants yet still not find her, ultimately abandoning Ciren Palace. Then she could dig another hole elsewhere and come out.

If the food wasn’t enough…

She looked back at those two trusted palace maids still foolishly waiting for black water to rise at the end of the passage.

They were also good reserve provisions.

The Empress Dowager’s lips curved in a slightly contemptuous smile as she slowly closed her eyes.

“…Burn it.”

The Empress Dowager’s eyes flew open.

Before her, a sheet of deep red suddenly blazed up.

The Empress Dowager was stunned, seemingly unable to believe what she was seeing.

Tie Ci actually burned the palace?

She actually burned Ciren Palace right in front of her!

Wasn’t she afraid of bearing the infamy of being unbenevolent and unfilial?

But immediately she calmed down, sneering coldly.

Burning the palace was just venting anger. Even if the ground burned to white earth, it couldn’t burn underground.

She lazily lay without moving, but suddenly felt dampness beneath her.

She heard a pattering sound, as if water was leaking somewhere.

She turned over and got up, discovering the mattress beneath her was wet.

The Empress Dowager stared in amazement for a long while, then slowly looked up, following the direction of the sound until her gaze fell on the sound transmission tube overhead.

That tube transmitted both air and sound. Now, it was seeping water downward, faster and faster, more and more.

Soon the edge of the blanket was floating in a pool of water.

The Empress Dowager’s face suddenly turned deathly pale.

The ice house!

The ice house was melted by fire, and all the water was pouring underground through the tube!

The ice house was very large, but this underground space was very narrow. The Empress Dowager roughly estimated the water volume and felt all her body hair standing on end.

Facts proved her guess was correct. Water rushed down from the tube, soon reaching the Empress Dowager’s calves.

Two palace maids came running, looking at that tube with ashen faces.

“Bitch! Bitch! May you die a horrible death, bitch!” the Empress Dowager screamed. “Block the tube! Quick, block the tube!”

“Your Majesty, we can’t block it! If we block this tube, we’ll suffocate to death too!”

Water rushed down, reaching her calves, thighs… Several people floated in the ice water. The Empress Dowager trembled as she grabbed a pillow, saying in a shaking voice: “Stop… stop… stop!!!”

Water gradually reached her abdomen, chest… Palace maids screamed. The Empress Dowager suddenly grabbed one palace maid’s hair and said sternly: “You, dive down, stand on the bottom, and hold me up!”

“Empress Dowager!”

“Both of you together, responsible for lifting me!”

“Your Majesty… I… I… we’ll die like this!”

“Have you forgotten your oath to die for me?”

“Your Majesty…”

“Hurry!” The Empress Dowager pressed one palace maid’s head desperately underwater. “As long as you can save me, you can have whatever you want afterward!”

No one listened to her. The two palace maids cried as they struggled to either side. The Empress Dowager’s sharp nail guards scratched their scalps. They screamed and desperately pushed the Empress Dowager backward.

The Empress Dowager floated backward in the water, hitting the tube with a dull thud, knocking half the tube askew. The Empress Dowager screamed once, then heard the water sound grow smaller.

She turned back to see that the water flowing from the crooked tube had become much thinner.

The Empress Dowager was wildly overjoyed.

At this point, water had reached her neck, with only about a foot of space above for breathing. The Empress Dowager hugged a light pillow, using all her strength to tread water, celebrating that she had learned to swim when young.

She hadn’t thought about how to survive next, only seeking survival in this moment. The narrow breathing space above gave her hope, as if she could keep treading forever.

But then she smelled a pungent odor.

She was stunned, turned around, and saw that although the crooked tube no longer flowed water, it was now emitting pale white smoke.

The Empress Dowager’s expression stiffened for a moment, then her eyes slowly looked up.

The ice house was indeed gone, completely melted. A great fire had started, and now it was smoke being poured in instead.

In such a small space, it was quickly filled with acrid smoke. Heart-wrenching coughing sounds arose. The Empress Dowager wanted to cover her nose, but letting go would make her sink.

Going up was suffocating smoke, sinking down was deadly water.

And she could no longer keep treading.

The Empress Dowager began screaming, screaming while coughing. In the thick smoke, tears streamed down her face, her mind roared, and in the chaos only the struggle and hope for life remained. She used her last strength to tread water, moving near the original exit, raising her hand with sharp fingernails desperately clawing and scratching, making harsh scraping sounds.

Above ground, Xia Houchun covered his mouth and nose with a wet towel, once again advising Tie Ci: “Your Majesty, we must leave. If we don’t leave soon, we’ll be smoked to death first…”

This place was originally in the back garden of Ciren Palace’s rear hall, unconnected to other palace rooms, so there was no fear of fire spreading. But with thick smoke billowing, they truly couldn’t stay longer.

He suddenly stopped, hearing some sound. Disregarding the mud and charcoal on the ground, he lay down to listen, then turned to point underground to Tie Ci.

Tie Ci sat on a stone, also covering her nose with a wet handkerchief. Seeing this, she walked over and indeed heard scratching sounds, plus impact sounds, and could vaguely hear heart-rending shouts and cries for help.

She said: “The mechanism is jammed. Do you have a way to open it?”

Xia Houchun was stunned, not understanding her behavior of wanting to open the mechanism now, but didn’t ask more questions. His fingers explored the ground in a circle, then he drew his great axe from behind, lightning-fast tracing a circle along a certain trajectory.

Then he said: “Not stuck tight. It’s done.”

Indeed, just as the axe was put away, with a bang, the ground revealed an opening, and tragic screams and cries for help immediately rushed into their ears.

“Help! Help!”

“Let me out! Let me out, I don’t want to die like this!”

“Help… wait, it seems to be loosening!”

The last sentence was filled with wild joy.

The sound of elbows hitting the cover was frequent, increasingly muffled, solid, using all strength.

The fire around them grew larger and larger.

Xia Houchun showed anxiety on his face, changing Tie Ci’s wet cloth.

Gasping and impact sounds continued. A small gap appeared, and a finger with a broken long nail groped out.

Accompanied by a wildly joyful: “Good! I’m saved!”

Tie Ci suddenly raised her foot.

She stepped on and broke that finger.

In the vague screams, she kicked with her boot, the cover under her foot shifted slightly, pushing that small gap back to its original position.

Then she stood up, standing right on that cover, motionless, facing the direction of Chongming Palace.

Xia Houchun had rushed away frantically earlier and now rushed back frantically, staring with eyes reddened by smoke, carrying a large bucket of water, saying “Your Majesty, forgive my rudeness!” and splashing a basin of ice water all over Tie Ci.

Then he also splashed himself all over and held his breath.

Tie Ci remained motionless and silent throughout, standing soaking wet on that iron plate, immovable as a snow mountain.

…

Chapter 505: Ascending the Throne Before the Coffin
Underground, separated by just a cover.

The Empress Dowager held up her broken finger, tilting her head back, staring blankly at the space above, watching that thin line of hopeful daylight pass like a white colt through a crack, disappearing in the blink of an eye.

Behind her, two palace maids let out a desperate wail.

The Empress Dowager suddenly lunged forward viciously again, nearly madly using her head to ram, her elbows to strike, her nail guards to scratch. Her elbows had long since been split from the impacts, stained with spots of blood. This collision produced a crisp crack, and she let out a heart-rending scream.

The iron cover above pressed down heavily, like the inescapable darkness of a nightmare.

She knew she could never get out again.

Tie Ci personally guarded here, personally suppressing her from above.

This vicious woman deliberately gave her hope, then kicked her into despair with one foot, wanting her to suffer every torture in smoke and ice water before dying.

Her strength was already exhausted.

Yet she couldn’t push open even the slightest gap above.

She let out the last anguished moan of her life, low and unwilling, the final compressed resentment and hatred squeezed from her chest cavity.

A pair of slender, pale hands with sharp fingernails weakly drooped on the water surface, then silently sank into the water.

A few bubbles gurgled up and quietly dissipated in the acrid smoke.

…

The golden hall was covered in snow, uniformly white, so the towering flames and smoke in the night could be seen throughout all of Shengdu.

The people’s hearts were lifted, not knowing what had happened in the palace. A great fire burned from night until dawn.

Countless people gathered at the square and refused to leave, silently praying.

In front of Chongming Palace, the busy ministers simultaneously stopped their steps, looking toward the direction of Ciren Palace with complex expressions.

His Majesty, at the first moment of resolving the crisis, burned grandmother’s Ciren Palace.

Only at this moment did everyone clearly recognize that beneath Tie Ci’s seemingly calm and steady exterior lay boundless, towering hatred.

From now on, she would never again be soft-hearted, never again show mercy. She was no longer the modest, benevolent, and magnanimous Crown Princess of the past, but the sole, most coldly rational and resolute master of Da Qian’s ten thousand li of rivers and mountains.

In Ciren Palace, Tie Ci finally slowly moved away from that flat ground.

As if walking away from any random patch of ground, she passed through the passage cleared by the guards, passed the trembling crowd kneeling all over the ground, passed the palace servants who would continue splashing oil on the palace walls after she left, until she sat in the warm sedan chair, never once looking back.

Ciren Palace burned silently behind her, and behind her were snow-covered palace buildings like ten thousand red lotus blossoms.

In front of Chongming Palace, the ministers waited for the new emperor’s return, carrying the scent of smoke and fire.

Xia Houchun said to the ministers behind her: “The Empress Dowager, heartbroken by the Xiao family rebellion and seeking to atone for her sins, burned the palace and immolated herself. Rescue came too late. She was originally a relative of rebellious subjects, and burning the palace was also a great crime. In consideration of her nurturing grace toward the late Emperor, her crimes are pardoned, and she is posthumously granted the title of Grand Imperial Noble Dowager Consort, not to be buried in Zhao Mausoleum nor receive offerings at the Imperial Ancestral Temple. Because her bones and remains were lost in the self-immolation, Ciren Palace shall be permanently sealed.”

Everyone listened in silence, their hearts chilled to the bone.

This was not even allowing her bones to be buried, condemning the Empress Dowager to forever remain a lonely ghost.

Deathly silence.

People silently watched that retreating figure.

Even the most upright and principled civil officials remained silent.

After a long while, He Zi led in bowing. “We ministers accept the decree.”

Without waiting for Tie Ci’s response, he continued: “Your Majesty, according to imperial law, the late Emperor should lie in state at Chongming Palace, but Chongming Palace is damaged…”

“Place him in Chengqian Hall.”

He Zi immediately said: “Yes. Currently, external enemies have not been pacified and the capital is not stable. The people and scholars of Shengdu are gathered outside Zhengyang Gate, awaiting news from the palace. To stabilize the people’s hearts, please ascend the throne before the coffin in Chengqian Hall and preside over the subsequent funeral rites and enthronement ceremony.”

“…Granted.”

…

In Chongming Palace, ministers prostrated themselves at the bottom of the steps.

The inner servants had completed the initial preparations and filed out.

Tie Ci personally carried Father Emperor into the coffin.

At the moment of lifting him, her heart ached.

They say the bodies of the newly deceased are heavy because they carry the weight of lingering attachment and reluctance.

Yet the body in her arms was so light, having become so withered and haggard when she hadn’t noticed.

She held him like holding a gust of wind, that wind that brushed through her carefree childhood, a smiling face amid falling petals.

It swept through her youth of day-and-night cultivation, those hands that always gently stroked her hair.

It passed through her gradually maturing young adulthood, those robe corners that always quickly lifted when he saw her, the cheerful laughter that always suppressed his worries to greet her.

Her Father Emperor, a caged bird his entire life, whose wings couldn’t bear the high winds of heaven, yet always spread them with all his might, only hoping to shelter her a little more, and a little more still.

When she left for distant lands to survive, he struggled desperately for her within the deep palace.

Only in the last year of his life was he truly free, truly himself again, yet in this last year, she was not by his side.

She returned carrying wind, smoke, and blood, and he repaid her with trust and love. She was the most fortunate heir in the world, never having tasted the bitterness of suspicion and suppression.

Perhaps worldly affairs are always thus—never allowing perfect circles. What is gained in one place must be lost in another.

In the end, Heaven’s will demanded she pay with the greatest suffering.

Tie Ci’s hand slowly brushed over the Emperor’s collar, arranging it properly to cover the purple-black sores on his neck.

Something flashed in the wind, crystal clear, falling down. She raised her hand to catch it.

Tears must not fall on the newly deceased, or they cannot depart in peace.

She stared blankly at that point of coolness on her fingertip, the dragon candle’s bright light making it sparkle like a diamond.

Father Emperor, I’m sorry.

I tried my utmost to take good care of your remaining years, yet in the end, it was still I who harmed you.

All my careful planning ultimately could not withstand Heaven’s merciless will.

Father Emperor, go well.

Do not worry, do not be concerned.

This towering Shengdu, this Da Qian realm—rest assured, I have taken them up.

In the next life, may you be born into an ordinary family, in the clear mountains and beautiful waters of Jiangnan amid willows and mist, never needing to achieve great deeds throughout your life, only seeking harmony, peace, and a lifetime without worry.

She slowly stood and walked into the side hall, where Noble Consort Jing’s coffin rested.

All the windows were open, and papers held down by paperweights on the table rustled.

Tie Ci stopped beside the table, looking down at that blood-stained page.

Because the side hall contained a consort’s corpse, the ministers had not entered. Only she approached this table.

She looked down at that paper for a long time.

Under the desk, silver silk charcoal in the fire basin glowed faintly red.

A long while passed.

The paperweight was gently moved aside.

A gust of wind passed.

The blood-red paper was swept into the charcoal basin, quickly curling, blackening, turning to ash.

Finally scattering in the wind.

Snow-white robe corners silently moved past the desk, stopping before Noble Consort Jing’s corpse.

Tie Ci did not sit down or draw near. Her gaze slowly passed over Mother Consort’s exceptionally delicate, pale skin and her polished, smooth fingernails.

Mother Consort.

As your own daughter, after your death, I don’t even know what to say to you.

I should be sad, but my tears have already run dry in my heart.

Perhaps there is still hatred. You were so foolish and weak that despite all my efforts, I could not prevent you from sliding into the abyss, and you brought Father Emperor down with you.

But what use is there in blaming you? You were merely the daughter of an ordinary clerk. Your knowledge and vision destined you never to adapt to court life. If you had lived in a normal court, your soul would have departed for the realm of departed hatred long ago, and there would have been no me and no subsequent story.

Ultimately, the fault lies with me.

Not enough time and preparation to help you adapt to the identity and mental transformation from years as a puppet to sudden freedom.

Not enough warnings and precautions to make you understand the palace’s dangers, that human hearts are like abysses. To understand that even with me in power, crises and enemies were still everywhere.

I only chose to protect you blindly, to shield you, thinking you were beyond help, so you might as well stay put obediently.

Yet I forgot that love without measure or vigilance would cast everyone into hell.

Mother Consort.

Father Emperor’s Jing Mausoleum is not yet completed. He will lie in state at Zhaoyang Hall on Jing Mountain for three years.

After three years, I will send him to Jing Mausoleum.

As for you, you shall enter the Consort Mausoleum.

I think he would not want your companionship, just as you certainly have no face to see him.

In the next life, may you also not enter the imperial family, not meet again, not be infatuated again.

I hope that someday you will understand how to live for yourself.

…

Two coffins were slowly lifted.

Tie Ci stood in the hall. Behind her, He Zi personally changed her into a plain crown, while Chi Xue knelt at her feet arranging the mourning robes.

Tie Ci remained motionless, watching those two massive, heavy forms disappear into the plain white and deep red ahead.

The mourning bell rang.

She slightly raised her chin, gazing at the pale daylight ahead.

From today onward.

I.

Have no parents.

…

At the break of dawn, thick, resonant bell tolls echoed throughout Shengdu.

Everyone raised their heads, gazing at the palace’s corner towers and the persistent haze clouds above them, silently counting the bell tolls.

Forty-five times.

His Majesty has passed away. National mourning.

Mournful voices rolled like tides from the palace gates, spreading through Shengdu’s pathways and alleys. Countless people emerged from their homes, prostrating themselves on the ground.

New snow on the trees had not yet melted, and the entire city was again draped in white.

Countless common people and scholars surged onto the square, silently waiting.

The gates of Chongming Palace slowly opened.

Two coffins, one large and one small, proceeded forth, forming a long procession extending across the snowy ground.

Tie Ci, in mourning robes and plain crown, walked at the very front.

Before Chengqian Hall, in front of the late Emperor’s dragon coffin, He Zi knelt presenting the jade seal and imperial edict.

“We request Crown Princess Your Highness to ascend the imperial throne before the coffin.”

The ministers performed three kneelings and nine kowtows.

“We request Crown Princess Your Highness to ascend the imperial throne before the coffin!”

Tie Ci stood beside Father Emperor’s golden coffin, her hand resting on the cold coffin lid, not looking at that supreme symbol of the dynasty, her fingers gently caressing the smooth coffin surface.

Like stroking Father Emperor’s final, temperature-less face.

In this moment, her consistently firm heart suddenly showed a trace of confusion.

Were these two things before her truly what she wanted?

If she were not herself.

If she were not Da Qian’s heir.

If she were only Tie Ci.

She would willingly abandon everything, become destitute, poor and wretched, suffer a lifetime of hardship.

Only asking that time could flow backward, only asking that her parents could remain safe, only asking that separated loved ones could return.

Only asking this merciless heaven and earth to give her back her freedom.

…

Chapter 506: Gentle Night
The battle resumed before the city gates. The commander of Shengdu Great Camp received news that the Longxi army was about to enter the pass. Longxi had secretly dispatched troops southward; as long as the state armies along the route couldn’t intercept them in time, they would advance straight through and reach Shengdu within two days.

He decided to ignore the lives of his wife and daughter and press forward with all his strength to capture Shengdu first.

The mountain-shaking cries of praise could not reach the city walls where fierce fighting raged. The blue-green battlements were covered layer upon layer with sticky, congealed blood that had turned red.

Broken arrows and damaged spears were densely embedded in the severely damaged city walls, almost providing handholds for climbing.

On the city walls, Liu Chen pushed away those trying to support him and yanked out an arrow embedded in his arm. He heard someone shouting hoarsely beside him but couldn’t make out the words. The surrounding scenery swayed like water, and he could only see the person opposite opening and closing their mouth.

He turned back to see blurred, pale, and exhausted faces.

A bout of tinnitus struck, and he covered his ears in discomfort. His subordinates’ argument finally broke through to his eardrums: “…Commander Qi wants us to hold out for another half day no matter what! In another half day, he’ll be able to surround and annihilate all the camp troops in the city!”

“But we can’t hold for even another quarter hour—everyone on the city walls is finished!”

“If the encirclement fails and the camp troops scatter into Shengdu, the consequences will be unthinkable!”

“Are the city gates more important or is Shengdu more important!”

“Both are important!”

The attack horn sounded again behind them. Liu Chen swayed as he turned around to see the equally exhausted Shengdu Great Camp soldiers charging up again like madmen.

He took a breath and lifted his spear, heavy as ten thousand jun. With one thrust, he swept the wife and daughter of the Shengdu Great Camp commander, who were tied to one side, down to the base of the city!

“Stop arguing!”

“Since both are important, then everyone do their own job well!”

“Those who defend the city die with the city—that’s natural law!”

“Kill!”

A furious roar also rose from below the city: “Kill!”

Another wave of bloody, flesh-and-blood combat resounded grimly and savagely above and below the city walls.

The catapults thundered continuously, crossing the moat and persistently smashing against the city gates.

One stone flew precisely across the river surface and struck the drawbridge’s cables.

With a thunderous crash, half the drawbridge fell.

The Shengdu Great Camp commander shouted frantically: “Smash it! Keep smashing!”

With a “dong” sound, the city gate split open a crack.

Liu Chen closed his eyes in despair.

Suddenly someone shouted: “Look quickly, what is that!”

Liu Chen opened his eyes to see a black line suddenly appear on the distant snow-white horizon.

The black line grew wider and wider until it became a black tide covering the mountainside, rushing down at a speed unimaginable even to Da Qian cavalry, instantly crashing into the rear of the Shengdu Great Camp.

Like a sharp blade, with a “chi” sound, it carved out a bloody line that grew wider and wider, churning up spraying blood and dripping flesh.

The military edge was like fire, invasion and plunder like forest.

At the front, a black banner with deep red fluttered, the Western Rong royal totem faintly visible within.

Liu Chen suddenly closed his eyes as hot tears carved two bloody furrows down his face.

…

Dong, dong, dong, dong…

Bell sounds cycled endlessly between heaven and earth.

After forty-five bell tolls, countless officials, commoners, and scholars in the square raised their heads.

They saw the bright yellow canopy slowly moving atop the imperial city walls.

They saw beneath the canopy stood the new emperor of the imperial dynasty.

They heard the noon gate bells proclaiming the new emperor’s ascension before the coffin.

Heaven and earth vast, wind and snow entering the throat.

North and south of Golden Water Bridge, crowds prostrated like grass, foreheads touching ground, mountain-shaking voices rolling like tidal waves past the palace gates.

“Long live our Emperor! Long live! Long live!”

Before Changming Street, Rong Manor was draped in white, mourning lanterns swaying, the funeral procession crossing the long street.

…rolling over the city walls.

In the new coffin, the young girl slept quietly, a slight smile at the corner of her lips, as if still anticipating that cherry blossom of coming spring.

…rolling over the heavy gates.

Inside the city gate, Qi Ling laughed atop a mountain of corpses. Outside the city gate, Dan Ye paid no attention to the fierce battle outside, riding alone past the city gate.

The single lapis lazuli earring flew up during the gallop, constantly striking against his face, which had been chilled by the wind.

…

Rolling up the accumulated snow on the official road.

On the official road, a black carriage plunged headlong into the wind and snow. The person in the carriage lifted the curtain to look back.

Shengdu’s city walls were no longer visible before his eyes, yet the sounds of fierce battle drifted faintly on the wind.

He raised his eyes.

This sky was chaotic, this wind fierce, this bone-chilling snow brushed his face yet burned like fire.

Before his eyes stretched vastness, like the great sea he first saw that day, vast and boundless with broken moon shadows. Looking up, he saw a tall ship.

On the ship’s bow, someone turned their wrist to pour fine wine, the wine’s fragrance intoxicating the soul.

…

Atop the palace walls, Tie Ci’s hands rested gently on the wall’s edge.

Both palms facing upward.

These slender hands would henceforth bear this realm’s sun and moon, all the people and subjects.

Below Cangsheng Tower, the young girl’s palms faced upward as she charged forward boldly, catching the person who leaped down from the tower.

Running all the way.

Peach and plum blossoms fell in profusion, countless Kongming lanterns rising to the sky.

…

Bang! A streak of starlight shot straight up to the heavens, exploding into brilliant deep red.

Behind the city gate, Qi Ling completely annihilated the rebel army—fireworks announcing victory.

On the city walls, in the carriage, two pairs of eyes reflected that blazing red.

That red spread endlessly, like the fire in the reed marshes of Comb Lake outside Ziyang City that year.

In that sea of bewitching red, she charged through recklessly, suddenly hearing the gentle sound of oars on water.

Looking back again, in that blurred and hazy vision, she crashed into an embrace full of fragrance and smoke.

…

She looked down at the endless crowds below the palace walls—no one dared raise their head at her feet.

Countless fearful and apprehensive heads gathered beneath her feet into a black sea.

In a trance, it was still that year, coming down from Yueli Library, fragrance thick in the air, flames roaring beneath the pot. Looking down, she saw his raven hair like satin, turning to cascade like water over his shoulders.

…

He extended his hand as snowflakes spun and fell from his fingertips. The firmament was like a cave, no skylight visible.

Cold like the flood waters when Dongming’s Three White River burst its banks that year, he and she drifted with the current, not knowing east from west.

In that riverside reed marsh, only then did they know the young man had become a young woman.

…

The mountain-shaking voices like tsunami, like waves.

That sea by Ghost Island witnessed the legendary love, hate, entanglements, and finale of a generation.

Today, this sea would henceforth stretch between him and her.

…

In the square, armies lined up in formation, armor divided into five colors.

The only battle she had personally experienced was at Five Colors Plain.

Each other’s weapons pierced the other’s chest, fresh blood splattering on the startled face behind the curtain.

“Congratulations to the Eighteenth Prince for slaying Da Qian’s Crown Princess in battle!”

She once thought that was the most shocking and painful moment of her life.

Yet compared to Wind and Snow Chongming Palace, that revelation of identity was merely the beginning—what should be called damned sweet.

…

In the square, tens of thousands worshipped according to ritual, countless scholars’ once-proud heads bowed devoutly.

The last time she saw this scene was at that long-planned spring examination.

Black masses of people blocked the examination hall entrance, countless voices shouting “I question imperial power with my blood.”

She faced the crowd alone, with him smiling behind her.

That moment felt like fighting alone.

Yet also like commanding thousands of troops.

…

Beside the palace gate, venomous snakes and insects secretly crawled, frightened by the mountain-shaking voices, silently sliding into shadows along the high palace walls.

These were gifts from Yannan to her. Three thousand li of long roads, over a hundred days of grinding hardship and travel. She and he saw ice and snow amid wind and waves, found paradise in deep valleys, welcomed dancing crowds amid the brilliant flowers of Kunzhou, met too much malice and bid farewell to former friends.

No, every road traveled, every gift received—Yuantie, Lingquan Village, Pingzong, Yongping Army, Yueli Academy, Yannan, Mo clan, Gui Qizhai… everything she possessed once secretly bore his mark.

This path he helped her pave, straight to the Terrestrial Altar before Chengqian Hall, to atop this imperial city, center of the crowds.

Yet in the end, this city could not keep him.

Da Qian’s realm could not contain him.

It could contain countless people, endless wind and snow, blood and fire.

It could not contain the love of one life, one world, one couple, the heartfelt vows of lifelong companionship.

She slightly raised her hand.

Above and below the city, voices fell silent.

People looked up, gazing at her with reverence and anticipation.

Looking at the imperial dynasty’s new master.

Waiting for her new instruction to this realm—whether passionate and stirring, earnest and heartfelt, or quietly sad yet full of hope.

Yet they only saw her hand slightly raised in the void, as if to catch something.

However, in the air, there were only snowflakes blown down by the wind.

In the complete silence, everyone saw the new emperor’s hand pause briefly in the air.

Grasping a handful of empty wind.

Then turning around.

The bright yellow canopy meandered away.

She spoke not a word.

Descended from the city and departed.

…

On the wilderness, a black carriage faced away from the palace city.

Crossing ice rivers and plains, northward, ever northward.

…

As night was about to fall, Chengqian Hall was lit early.

Tie Ci moved through the white curtains, her footsteps stopping before the East Side Hall.

She gazed toward the hall from afar.

There, three corpses lay.

She crossed the high threshold, the hall doors slowly closing behind her.

She walked past the first corpse—headless, missing an arm, the spots on the remaining hand confirming this was Xiao Liheng.

She knew Xiao Liheng’s head was hanging on Shengdu’s city gate, buffeted by wind and rain, pecked by birds and eagles.

Her gaze fell on the extremely neat cut at Xiao Liheng’s neck.

Liu Chen’s report echoed in her ears.

“She said this was Young Master’s farewell gift to Your Majesty.”

Tie Ci silently observed Xiao Liheng’s corpse for a long time before her gaze fell on another corpse. This one looked quite intact, except the upper half was particularly badly frozen, so much so that she took a long time to barely confirm this was indeed Qiu Wujiu.

Grand Chancellor of Liaodong had not died in Western Rong but returned to Liaodong, hiding behind the scenes as a black blade in the Liaodong King’s hand, always waiting for the chance to cleave Da Qian’s future.

Qiu Wujiu.

All these arrangements came from your hand, didn’t they?

Some things I couldn’t understand before finally make sense now.

In Yannan, I never understood the meaning and purpose of that official who fawned over me.

He appeared inexplicably and died inexplicably.

It seemed meant to ruin my reputation, but anyone with sense should understand such damage was useless.

Only today do I realize all the flattery and even death were merely a prelude, an opening act.

The real attack came after his death.

That conversation I overheard through the latrine wall.

You only used one person’s death to tell me that Murong Yi had accepted the mission to assassinate Father Emperor and would certainly complete it.

Vague phrases, ambiguous information, like a nightmare fragment implanted, waiting for the appropriate moment to flash silently, fitting together seamlessly like thunder and lightning splitting chaos.

At that time, I would use this to provide the so-called “truth.”

And believe deeply in my own “deduction.”

Qiu Wujiu.

You truly are a master of human hearts and nature, able to create such a scheme to hint to me. Then later at Yueli Academy’s grand competition, you used every means to frame Jian Xi, exploiting our conflicts to plant seeds of doubt, using Jian Xi to divert our attention, also using Jian Xi to lower Fang Huai’an’s standing in our hearts, then using Qi You and the Li family’s relationship to make Qi You lose the chance to serve as imperial companion. Your methods were endless—playing hard to get, self-torture tactics, sowing discord—taking turns.

All to promote what you truly wanted to promote: the twins with special abilities.

I should have understood then.

The incident at Yueli Academy when Chu Xingbai was shot with an arrow—the wound on the silenced servant’s body looked familiar. The cut was wide and long with shocking speed—that was Dong Dezi’s wife from Lingquan Village. Tong Rushi had colluded with you all early on.

Before Yueli Academy’s grand competition, in the deserted back mountain of Lingquan Village, we saw a palm-print-shaped mark on the stone wall.

We joked it was a bear paw then, but now I realize we were one step from the truth.

That should have been a reminder left by Dong Dezi’s wife, hinting that Lingquan Village was connected to Liaodong.

Someone in the incident used poison skillfully—that was Cui Shi.

But if someone could use poison to harm Chu Xingbai, why wasn’t the arrow poisoned?

That was a doubt that flashed through my mind, but regrettably I didn’t catch it then.

Now I understand—because it was a self-torture scheme from the start, not meant to kill Chu Xingbai, but to eliminate all our suspicions so the twins could gain trust and ultimately be chosen.

Grand Chancellor of Liaodong, meticulous in thought, truly living up to your reputation.

I thought I’d need to spend much time and energy killing you. After all, with your mole-like nature, once you finished your evil and shrank back to Liaodong, I couldn’t reach you quickly.

Yet unexpectedly, you’ve already been cut in half and appeared before my eyes.

This is his second gift to me, isn’t it?

…

Chi Xue, waiting outside the hall, finally heard Tie Ci’s voice from within.

“Verified without error. Take them out.”

Chi Xue acknowledged and ordered people to remove Xiao Liheng and Qiu Wujiu’s corpses. Later there would naturally be imperial edicts for their disposal.

When the eunuchs were about to move the third corpse, Tie Ci said: “Go out.”

Chi Xue understood and silently withdrew with the others.

In the hall now remained only one corpse and one person.

Tie Ci sat beside the coffin, gazing at the person beside it.

The last time they met was at her birthday. That night before Ruixiang Hall, fireworks flowed in seven-colored light as she and she leaned against the white jade stone railings watching fireworks.

When starlight reflected in her eyes, she heard her say: “Your Highness, let’s not meet again in the future.”

From then on, they truly never met.

When the Xiao family was about to fall, knowing her days were difficult, she sent Dan Shuang to take her away, but she refused.

She could only exile her to the imperial mausoleum, again sending Ruixiang Hall’s token, promising she could gain freedom anytime with her maid.

Yet in the end.

She let go of freedom within reach.

Using her life to achieve both loyalty and filial piety.

Wenliu.

Was the moat water deep? Cold?

Such a high city wall—how did you, a girl who wasn’t particularly brave, dare to jump down?

And why did you jump from the city wall so resolutely?

You clearly had a chance to live.

The Xiao family seemed to pamper you but was actually cold. Before your wedding date arrived, they forced you to marry Tie Lin.

Knowing full well Tie Lin was no good man.

Because you had friendship with me, they could force you to assassinate me—what difference was there between that and forcing you to die?

In their eyes, you were never more than a sacrificial piece for the family’s social climbing.

But you didn’t mind these things.

You only remembered others’ kindness to you, repaying it a hundred or thousand fold.

When Tie Lin was one step from the Crown Prince position, you didn’t care about the Crown Princess’s honor, risking danger to bring me into the city.

Now, you used your only chance to send Murong Yi out of the city.

Every drink and peck is heavenly will.

I was already in debt to you.

Yet you never demanded anything from me.

You’d rather trade your life.

Wenliu.

I know what you wanted.

You wanted this realm at peace, you wanted Xiao family women to survive, you wanted lovers’ hope never to die, you wanted… that cherry blossom lovesick wood hairpin.

Actually, I had already finished it, just wanted to polish it more, so I didn’t rush to send it to you.

Things in this world cannot be delayed. Once delayed, this lifetime is missed.

Tie Ci drew a hairpin from her bosom.

Deep red lovesick wood with fine cloud-like grain, dense texture, golden light faintly flashing.

The hairpin head was a cherry blossom, petals carved extremely delicately, veins visible, edges slightly curled, actually making one feel the flower swaying tenderly in the wind, petals soft.

“I really like this hairpin… how about I trade with Miss Feiyu—as long as I have it, as long as she wants it!”

“Never mind, I don’t want it anymore. You already gave it to her, if I ask for it again, it wouldn’t be given to me.”

“…Don’t want bird shapes, I want a flower. I like cherry blossoms and roses. Sister, can you carve one for me?”

Wenliu.

I spent a long time carving this.

Do you like it?

Tie Ci bent down, gently inserting the hairpin in Xiao Wenliu’s temples.

The gleaming deep red lovesick wood made those pale features seem to gain color, as if the next moment she would open her eyes, cover her heart with her hand, and say with a smile: “Sister, I was tricking you! How about it, did I give you a big fright?”

Tie Ci blinked.

She saw only a hall of dim lights, a room of empty wind.

Her fingers lingered briefly on Xiao Wenliu’s hair, following her cheek, gently brushing past.

Night, at this moment, covered everything gently and deeply.

Chapter 507: Fury
On the eighth day of the twelfth month in the twenty-second year of Shun’an, the Emperor died in Chongming Palace.

His posthumous name was designated as “Huan.”

“One who opens territory and makes distant lands submit is called Huan; one who shows respect and diligence toward the people is called Huan; one who expands territory and annexes kingdoms is called Huan.”

During Emperor Huan’s reign, Western Rong submitted, and the Hanli Hanmo yielded to Da Qian’s territory—this could be considered opening territory and expanding frontiers. The recovery of Yannan counted as “making distant lands submit.”

Initially, the Ministry of Rites proposed posthumous names of “Xiao” and “Zhen.”

“One who pacifies the five clans is called Xiao; one who shows kindness and love to relatives is called Xiao; one who harmonizes timing and establishes prosperity is called Xiao; one who holds virtue without wavering is called Xiao.”

“One who maintains purity and guards integrity is called Zhen; one who accomplishes great plans is called Zhen; one who conceals nothing and bends not is called Zhen.”

Tie Ci threw the former memorial directly down from the Golden Hall. The assembled ministers were awed.

The latter was also rejected by Tie Ci.

Though these were beautiful posthumous names, they emphasized personal character and provided no benefit to the civil and martial achievements that an emperor truly needed.

She would not allow any association with his puppet years in historical records and people’s judgments after Father Emperor’s death.

The ministers prostrated at the foot of the steps and finally acquiesced to the character “Huan” that the new emperor had determined.

The new emperor yielding her own territorial expansion achievements to the late emperor was both compensation and filial piety—history would ultimately judge.

Emperor Huan’s temple name was Renzong.

After the spirit ceremony on the twenty-seventh day, Emperor Renzong’s coffin was moved to Zhaoyuan Hall on Jing Mountain, awaiting burial in the imperial mausoleum after three years.

On the tenth day of the twelfth month in the twenty-second year of Shun’an, the new emperor ascended the throne before the coffin in Chengqian Hall. The era name was Zhiming.

Under supreme heavenly will, only light was visible.

On the ninth day of the twelfth month of the same year, Liaodong emerged from Yongping Pass, declared independence, and Prince Da’an proclaimed himself emperor with the kingdom name Da Feng and era name Xiansheng. Using the Lei Mountain range and surrounding eight hundred li as boundaries, heavy troops were stationed, and from then on, the realm was divided with Da Qian into two countries.

…

Thirty li from the outskirts of Ruzhou city.

In heavy snow, one could vaguely see undulating hills and several seemingly precarious houses below the slopes. From the broken thatch on the roofs, these appeared to be hunters’ temporary shelters, abandoned and uninhabited for a long time.

Yet at this moment, muffled coughing sounds continuously emerged from the small houses, with dim candlelight glowing at the windows.

Someone approached through the snow, boots crunching with each step, yet walking steadily because they carefully carried a bowl of hot soup.

She knocked gently on the door, the knocking following a rhythm when listened to carefully.

The door creaked open, and Zhao San stood at the entrance.

The interior was crude and dilapidated, lit only by an oil lamp, but empty of people.

Zhao San took the medicine bowl and continued inward, pushing open what appeared to be a completely earthen wall door. Heat and brightness immediately rushed forth.

His boots sank silently into soft deep red carpet. The surrounding walls were completely different from the earthen house used for concealment—fine blue bricks densely laid, embedded with beast-shaped bronze wall lamps whose wicks burned not oil but enormous pearls.

At the end of the passage, dozens of people stood at various heights, blocking the considerable space completely. Only muffled coughing could be heard continuously from the center of the crowd.

Murong Yi reclined against soft cushions in the warm interior, wrapped in a thick fur coat, with braziers placed at both ends of his couch.

He appeared much thinner, cheekbones protruding, eye sockets deeply sunken, face pale as snow. Even the warm glow of the braziers couldn’t reflect the slightest color on his features.

His long fingers pressed on scrolls, pointing to a location on the map.

“The Grand Marshal’s second daughter marries tomorrow. With many guests in the residence, it’s the best opportunity to infiltrate. Group D has already disguised as craftsmen and entered during the previous renovation of the Grand Marshal’s residence. When the time comes, they’ll coordinate from inside and out… No other requirements, just kill.”

“Guests that day will be either wealthy or noble. Tell them to ignore everything—factions, leanings, relationships… pay no attention. Just kill anyone wearing vermillion robes with purple sashes. The higher their position, the more honor they receive, the more they must be killed.”

Someone acknowledged and departed with orders.

“The Grand Marshal is cautious with many guards. If he can’t be killed immediately, that’s fine. Group A, station yourselves near Dingzi Alley and block both ends. The Grand Marshal will definitely go there once that day.”

Chazi couldn’t help asking: “Why?”

With a daughter marrying, how busy it would be—how could he possibly go out that day?

“Because this favored second daughter is actually an illegitimate child, brought home immediately after birth and raised under the primary wife’s care. This daughter’s mother, that mistress, is said to be extremely beautiful, beloved by the Grand Marshal for years without decline. When her biological daughter marries, she cannot appear publicly and will surely weep in sorrow. Our devoted Grand Marshal will certainly go comfort her personally.”

Mu Si suddenly understood: “No wonder when the Grand Marshal’s second daughter was famous for her beauty throughout Ruzhou, the Great King planned to bestow the eldest daughter in marriage to you. So that’s why…”

Murong Yi slightly raised his eyes, and Mu Si fell silent.

The journey back to Liaodong involved untold hardships and tribulations, not to mention Murong Yi’s suffering along the way—nearly dying several times. This caused Mu Si and others heartbreak while unknowingly making them more silent and submissive due to shock, admiration, pity, and various other emotions.

“After eliminating the Grand Marshal, don’t stop. The entire city will surely search, the Ruzhou Governor will definitely report to the palace three times daily. Hearing that the Great King’s health has been poor recently with violent temperament, he’ll certainly demand reports constantly. The Ruzhou Governor, overwhelmed and exhausted, will be running back and forth. His residence and office are both far from the royal palace, so he might take shortcuts…” Murong Yi’s finger slowly moved across the map, finally stopping at a certain point.

Someone raised a question: “Your Highness, that place is densely populated with both residences and civilian homes. It’s not suitable for ambush…”

The Liaodong King had already declared independence and ascended the throne. On coronation day, he proclaimed Murong Yi’s “great achievements” to the world and established him as Crown Prince.

However, this Crown Prince had not appeared at his own investiture ceremony.

“Call me Master.”

“…Yes, Master.”

“There’s an outdoor roadside earth shrine there with flourishing incense, daily smoke curling, believers coming and going constantly, often blocking roads.” Murong Yi said indifferently, “Behind the earth shrine, there’s space to hide one person… Send Group A’s best assassin.”

“Yes.”

Another group departed with orders.

“Fifteen li west of the royal palace, there’s a famous garden with artificial mountains. Do you know it?”

“Yes, it has many visitors.”

“The largest artificial mountain in that garden—blow it up.”

“Yes.”

Several more hurriedly departed.

“The Embroidered Guard’s secret files of officials hidden in the outer counties—retrieve them, copy them as quickly as possible, and send a copy to each person’s residence.”

“Yes.”

A group quickly left.

Those remaining still waited for their assignments.

Murong Yi opened a new map, but before he could speak, he suddenly coughed violently. The coughing grew more urgent, his body bending further with each cough. Countless people present watched helplessly with worried expressions but dared not approach.

The last person who approached had received ten lashes.

Zhao San held the now-cooled medicine bowl, teeth clenched. When Murong Yi was conducting business, he didn’t even dare urge him to drink medicine.

Murong Yi coughed until his head pressed against the bedding’s edge and stopped moving.

His subordinates exchanged glances and lowered their heads in silence.

Zhao San’s hands trembled.

Mu Si quickly stepped forward and thrust the map into Murong Yi’s hands.

This startled Murong Yi, and his chest produced a long bellows-like hum that made people worry whether he might not catch his breath and expire in that instant.

Fortunately, the next moment he finally raised his head. His face showed some color from violent coughing, his eyes containing moisture, making them more brilliantly rippling with a slight evil aura.

Such a Murong Yi made people afraid to look directly at him. Mu Si turned away, veins bulging on his neck.

“…Here, here… and here at Withered Well…” Murong Yi continued, “The most likely locations of Prince Da’an’s secret guards must be found and destroyed…”

“Master, there are too many targets—hard to manage all of them, and easy to alert the enemy.”

“I have a plan here that can probe which location it actually is. Send Group C to do it.” Murong Yi handed over a paper.

A spirited woman leading Group C stepped forward to receive it with both hands, glanced at Mu Si, who averted his gaze.

The woman smiled ruefully and led her subordinates away.

“Zhao San.”

“Subordinate present.”

“Currently Ruzhou’s imperial merchants are basically all ours, right?”

“Yes, Master. Though they’ve changed faces countless times and don’t all bear the surname Sun, they’re actually all surnamed Sun.”

“After the above incidents occur, order the palace supply cut off. Poison all goods and food sent in.”

Zhao San: “…Yes.”

“The palace will immediately seek new imperial merchants. Many will rush to curry favor. Whoever flatters, kill them.”

“Yes.”

“The Imperial Supply Office eunuchs responsible for palace procurement—some we have dirt on, those we don’t, create dirt. Ensure that whatever they choose goes wrong, whichever family they use meets misfortune.”

“Yes.”

“Hasn’t the Embroidered Guard already been recalled by him? Using the incident of ministers being secretly threatened, contact a group of mid and lower-level officials we’ve had connections with before. Using this chaos, collectively petition to disband and deal with the Embroidered Guard.” Murong Yi smiled expressionlessly, “Demand His Majesty issue a self-reproach edict and deal with the Embroidered Guard chief who oppresses officials and harms loyal subjects.”

“…Yes.”

The new Embroidered Guard chief had also been a high-ranking member of the Embroidered Guard.

Yet would soon meet a miserable end.

The stone that was moved would ultimately crush one’s own foot.

Traitors—Murong Yi would not allow them to live.

The pearl light inside was soft and gentle, yet everyone’s faces were ghastly pale.

Ruzhou was also about to change hands.

Chapter 508: Snow is Burning
The Young Master’s fury would demand the Liaodong foundation, the entire royal palace, and countless lives as payment.

From military power, important ministers, and the court to His Majesty’s secret guards, the ministers’ private vulnerabilities, to the royal palace, eunuchs, and merchants—aside from common people living day to day, everything at the highest levels of Ruzhou’s politics and economy would be destroyed by his rage.

What made people’s hearts grow cold was that everyone present counted as his trusted confidants, all having participated in many of his affairs. Yet even Mu Si and Zhao San didn’t know when the Young Master had somehow mastered so many secrets. From major ones like Liaodong secret guard bases to minor ones like the secret of a roadside earth shrine that a military officer must pass—he knew everything thoroughly.

He hadn’t even been in Liaodong these past two years.

Zhao San thought of more—of when Murong Yi was captured and tortured, of his own days and nights in confinement. Murong Yi might not have lacked the ability to save himself or rescue him, yet he remained unmoved throughout.

He might even have used this passive situation of taking beatings to relax the Great King’s vigilance, continuing to secretly hide and develop his own forces. This also let the Great King think that obtaining the Embroidered Guard meant grasping his trump cards, not knowing that even the Embroidered Guard’s secret files of ministers who could truly control the court—what he obtained were all fake.

The real ones were hidden in the county outskirts. They only learned the specific location today.

The Young Master’s forbearance was like a wolf hiding in darkness, willing to throw out a bloody severed tail to paralyze the hunter, waiting for the chance to deliver a fatal strike.

Anyone who underestimated him would surely pay a terrible price.

“After completing these tasks,” Murong Yi said indifferently, “send word to the royal palace that I’ve returned. Have the Great King personally lead the ministers to welcome me at the outskirts.”

“…Yes.”

Mu Si stepped forward, chains at his waist clinking softly like a wordless reminder.

Zhao San sighed, preparing to go brew medicine again.

The nightmare moment was about to arrive again.

“Everyone withdraw.”

When the crowd dispersed, leaving only Zhao San and Mu Si, Murong Yi didn’t immediately have Mu Si bind him. He seemed slightly dazed, saying after a long while: “How is she?”

Mu Si took a breath and said: “Very well.”

“Has the coronation ceremony been held?”

“Not yet.”

“Twenty-seven days of mourning,” Murong Yi murmured. “It should be held by now.”

Mu Si took another breath and said with barely contained patience: “Emperor Qianhui held his coronation ceremony a year after ascending the throne.”

“Emperor Qianhui did that because of his weak constitution—he couldn’t withstand the grand ceremony,” Murong Yi said. “Are you telling me she also has a weak constitution?”

“She wasn’t injured that day, didn’t need to flee the city, didn’t need to travel a thousand li through wind and snow. If that’s also weak constitution, then you’re dying,” Mu Si said. “Master, please worry about yourself a bit more, will you? The medicine has been brewed three times today already.”

Murong Yi said no more. Mu Si helped him lie down, and when he lay down, he faced a portrait embedded in the ceiling.

This was Zhao San’s idea. Unable to bear watching the Young Master write Tie Ci’s name until his skin split and flesh tore, he simply suggested Murong Yi paint a portrait of Tie Ci himself and embed it above his head.

Sure enough, as soon as Murong Yi saw the painting, a faint smile appeared at the corners of his lips.

The sound of chains rang out as another unbearable night arrived without fail.

Murong Yi didn’t move, suddenly saying: “Mu Si, do you miss Dan Shuang?”

Mu Si nearly fastened the lock onto his own thumb with a “snap.”

He looked up and glared at Murong Yi, pulled the chains tight, and didn’t answer.

“I heard the female deputy leader of Group C likes you and is pursuing you. I saw her just now—she’s a beauty,” Murong Yi said. “…But it’s not allowed.”

This time Mu Si fastened the lock in the wrong place on Murong Yi’s body.

Murong Yi hissed.

Mu Si rolled his eyes but his movements became much gentler.

He didn’t speak, but Murong Yi wouldn’t let him off: “Do you know why I won’t allow it?”

“Because you’re a pervert.”

Murong Yi chuckled softly, gazing at the ceiling: “Because I can’t be wrong, and neither can you. If you fall for someone else, what if A’Ci gets angry about it in the future and doesn’t want me?”

Mu Si’s lips moved, wanting to say something, but felt that anything he said would be heartbreaking.

In the past, let it hurt—but facing Murong Yi as he was now, he couldn’t bring himself to speak.

He spared Murong Yi, but Murong Yi wouldn’t spare him, saying again: “Should I send people to test Dan Shuang’s feelings? Otherwise you’ll wait until you become an old man…”

Mu Si tore off a section of sleeve with a “rip” and without a word tied Murong Yi’s mouth shut.

Murong Yi let out a long sigh beneath the cloth strip.

Mu Si saw his complexion instantly turn ashen and knew the torment was beginning. He added fuel to the brazier, extinguished the lamp, and silently walked out, closing the door.

Throughout this journey, each time it occurred, Murong Yi allowed no one to approach.

He struggled alone in hell, surrounded by a sea of blood with red lotus like fire, burning his body to ash then breaking bones to reconnect them.

No one knew how much longer such days of torment would continue, or how much longer he could persist.

But his eyes remained bright always, blazing in the darkness—a single starlight spanning the heavens, shining from sunset to dawn.

That was the inextinguishable ambition and hatred in his heart.

In the quiet night, chains clinked softly.

Above the thatched cottage, beneath the firmament, heaven and earth were all black and heavy. Only a single orange lamplight seemed suspended in the uniform dense blackness.

Like snow burning.

…

Yeting Palace, not far from the imperial city, had been vacant before. After all, the late emperor rarely stayed in the rear palace, showing neither favor nor disfavor to his consorts.

Recently, someone had come to clean Yeting Palace, and then someone moved in.

When this mysterious guest arrived, wrapped from head to toe with a mighty procession of guards behind, they sealed Yeting Palace completely.

After moving in, this guest almost never left their room, only taking walks in the courtyard each evening.

This day the weather was fine, the sky clear as if washed. Tong Rushi, wearing a black cloak, stood in the courtyard looking at a small blue flower on the wall.

Li Zhi stood beside him, also looking at the flower.

Though it wasn’t snowing anymore, Shengdu was still very cold—not the season for blooming.

So Tong Rushi knew the people from Lingquan Village had come to see him again.

To see if he was still well, to see if Tie Ci was keeping her promise.

This brought Tong Rushi some comfort amid his resentment.

He had been abandoned, yet someone still cared about him.

Since that was so, he would live on. As long as he could live, there was still hope.

A winter wind passed, and that small crystal flower suddenly shattered.

Tong Rushi’s heart tightened, as if some bad premonition arose.

Several eunuchs entered carrying trays, saying: “Time for the meal.”

Tong Rushi looked at the sky, puzzled: “It seems early today.”

He returned to his room, preparing to wash his hands and eat. But the water hadn’t been brought yet. Li Zhi said: “I’ll go get it.”

Tong Rushi sat down, seeing today’s dishes were particularly abundant, and became interested. He picked up chopsticks and tasted a bite.

When he first arrived, he was very careful about everything he consumed. But over the past month, nothing had happened, and people from Lingquan Village came to see him daily in rotation.

Over time, he relaxed.

As long as Lingquan Village people were there, Tie Ci would definitely not move against him for the palace’s safety.

Today’s dishes were indeed exquisite and delicious. Tong Rushi picked up his chopsticks and couldn’t bear to put them down, eating several bites. From the corner of his eye, he inadvertently glimpsed someone standing opposite, staring straight at him.

He raised his head with an displeased expression, his eyes suddenly focusing.

He suddenly realized this person’s height, build, and the half-face hidden under a hat all seemed inexplicably familiar.

Somewhat bewildered, he turned his head. On the bed beside him was embedded a bronze mirror that dimly reflected his own face.

The moment he saw that face clearly, his heart jumped violently.

His chopsticks fell to the ground with a “clatter.”

Someone strolled through the door, casually picked up the chopsticks, and stuffed them back into his hands, laughing: “Oh my, they’re dirty. Can you still eat with them?”

Tong Rushi turned his head with some difficulty and saw Xia Houchun’s honest, slightly plump face, smelling a familiar scent that startled his heart.

His gaze fell on Xia Houchun’s hands.

On the back of his hand was a drop of blood.

Tong Rushi suddenly stood up, overturning the table.

“Li Zhi! Li Zhi!”

No one answered. The guards and eunuchs around stood like clay and wooden sculptures.

Tong Rushi lifted his leg to walk but couldn’t lift it.

He stopped, slowly turning to look at Xia Houchun.

Xia Houchun still smiled with honest cunning, pointing at the table: “Eat.”

“Your last meal—if you don’t eat now, you’ll never have another chance in this lifetime.”

Tong Rushi stared at him fixedly. After a long while, he opened his mouth, and fresh blood slowly flowed from the corners of his lips.

His tongue had already stiffened, making his speech sound strange and muffled: “Tie Ci promised…”

“His Majesty promised not to kill you, but I made no such promise,” Xia Houchun smiled as he bent down to look into his eyes. “Look, in those eyes of yours, ambition still hides. Someone like you—even if His Majesty agrees to spare you, I disagree.”

“Lingquan Village…”

“Do you think everyone is your wet nurse, destined to watch over you for life?” Xia Houchun’s smile was mocking. “They watched you for over a month, saw you were safe and sound. Give them something else to do and naturally they’ll return. Besides, living in Shengdu is expensive—food and lodging don’t come free, do they?”

Tong Rushi was dumbstruck.

He wanted to say that even if they returned temporarily, Lingquan Village people would still come back to check from time to time. Killing him like this—weren’t they afraid of future troubles?

But he could no longer speak.

Xia Houchun understood his meaning and very kindly pointed to the man in the hat opposite: “Look, doesn’t he resemble you? We worked hard to find this person—his temperament, height, and build are similar to yours. As for the face, well, once you’re dead, it can be exactly the same.”

This way, even if Lingquan Village people came occasionally, they would only see “Tong Rushi” still properly confined.

Xia Houchun watched with satisfaction as the opposite Tong Rushi slowly bent over, his entire body seeming pulled by a string. His head gradually touched his feet, arms folding backward toward the sky, his entire skeleton deforming with creaking sounds. Someone stepped forward and stuffed a piece of torn cloth into Tong Rushi’s throat, stuffing those muffled screams back down his throat.

Before Xia Houchun’s eyes flashed Tie Ci’s pale face.

He recalled His Majesty beside Xiao Wenliu’s corpse in the side hall of Chongming Palace, spitting blood that stained the curtains red.

He recalled His Majesty falling into a coma from that night, not fully awakening until five days later, then remaining bedridden with illness.

He recalled the coronation ceremony continuously postponed because of this.

He recalled yesterday in Chongming Palace, when he stood outside the curtain reporting affairs. His Majesty, conducting business despite illness, suddenly spoke of old matters with Qiu Wujiu, saying she deeply regretted not completely eliminating Qiu Wujiu back then, giving him the chance to cause trouble until now.

She said: Yes, from now on, we won’t spare any enemy.

At that time, the new emperor leaned against the bed with a faint smile, picked up a vermillion brush, and on the memorial about executing the Shengdu Great Camp commander’s nine generations, wrote: “Approved.”

So today, he came here.

The person at his feet curled into a ball in the dust, making “heh heh” sounds from his throat, the breathing gradually weakening.

Xia Houchun said: “Burn it. Along with that one too.”

Then he stepped over Tong Rushi’s body.

Behind him, the door slowly closed.

Evening clouds spilled down like blood.

Chapter 509: For the Realm
Chongming Palace had recently been constantly filled with the heavy scent of medicine.

Everyone knew that since that night, His Majesty had forced herself to hold on, stabilizing the palace, pacifying Shengdu, until ascending the throne before the coffin in Chengqian Hall and comforting the people from atop the city walls. Only then did she allow herself the chance to collapse.

Therefore, she missed the best opportunity for treatment.

This led to five days of unconsciousness initially. The imperial physicians were helpless, and the ministers were terrified, fearing the imperial dynasty would henceforth have no master.

Later, a nun requested entry to the palace, claiming she could treat His Majesty. She was nearly beaten away by the palace guards, but Chi Xue hurriedly welcomed her out and personally escorted her in.

After the nun entered the palace, His Majesty awakened that very night.

Everyone who received the news breathed a sigh of relief.

Therefore, when the nun came again today, the guards at the palace gate hurriedly and respectfully escorted her in.

His Majesty had already said this was her master. When His Majesty faced hardships and exhaustion in the palace, she relied entirely on this master’s teaching, skills, and protection.

Moreover, this master’s Gui Qizhai had also made considerable contributions during the Shengdu upheaval. Gui Qizhai opened twenty-one shops in Shengdu, organizing shop assistants to resist the rebel army and protecting many innocent people.

They also sent guides to lead the Western Rong royal army that had rushed from afar, allowing the Western Rong royal army to arrive beneath Shengdu’s walls earlier than expected, preventing a city-breaking disaster.

With such great merit, everyone was speculating whether this person would soon be appointed as Imperial Preceptor.

When the Imperial Preceptor arrived, everyone courteously received her. A sedan chair was already prepared, but they saw her put down a large bundle from behind her and take out something strange with two wheels.

Everyone stared dumbfounded as the master performed magic-like tricks, folding and unfolding until that thing suddenly became a vehicle with only two wheels. Below seemed to be two pedals, with a horizontal bar and handlebars in front. The master mounted this strange vehicle, pressed something with her finger, producing a series of crisp bell sounds, and laughed: “Let’s go!”

With a push of her foot, the wheels quickly rolled away with a “gurgle gurgle” sound.

That day, countless people in Da Qian’s imperial palace saw a nun riding a strange contraption that was neither horse nor carriage, swaggering past them.

The vehicle was ridden straight to the main gate of Chongming Palace. The courtyard walls had been repaired. Countless ministers entered and exited before the palace gate.

The ministers actually found it somewhat puzzling that Tie Ci still chose to live in Chongming Palace, since that night had been so tragic here—it was truly like a place of nightmares.

They simply couldn’t imagine whether Tie Ci, walking to the main hall, would think of how the late emperor’s corpse had lain there that day, or whether sitting at the desk in the inner hall, she would remember the Consort Mother’s corpse hanging overhead.

Everyone had prepared to treat Ruixiang Hall as His Majesty’s bedchamber from then on.

What kind of powerful will was needed to continue living here so calmly?

The ministers couldn’t understand, and Dan Ye couldn’t understand either.

He had rushed a thousand li from Western Rong to Shengdu, completely ending the warfare within two days. After that, he refused the lodging arranged by the Ministry of Rites and shamelessly moved into the palace.

Tie Ci arranged Yuning Palace beside Chongming Palace for him, but he wouldn’t stay there.

The dignified Western Rong King slept on Chongming Palace’s roof every day.

He lay on the roof listening to Tie Ci’s breathing, afraid that one day, if he wasn’t careful, that breathing would stop.

Sometimes Dan Ye would also go down for walks.

Just yesterday, in a corner beneath the curtains in Chongming Palace’s main hall, he had seen blood traces embedded in the cracks between golden bricks.

Dan Ye crouched before that golden brick for a long time, almost getting up to move Tie Ci, bed and all, back to her own Ruixiang Hall.

Rong Pu stopped him.

After handling his grandparents’ funeral affairs, Rong Pu remained in Shengdu, temporarily entering the Ministry of Rites to help manage the upcoming series of major events.

The original Minister of Rites was Yang Yixiu’s father, a stalwart of the Xiao family. But before the upheaval, Yang Yixiu had “righteously destroyed his relative,” directly writing a letter to report his own father for accepting bribes of one hundred taels of silver, driving his father down from the Minister of Rites position.

According to Da Qian law, officials who embezzled one hundred twenty taels of silver would be prosecuted. Yang Yixiu’s chosen number was extremely cunning.

Tie Ci understood immediately, directly suspending Minister Yang and sending him to the Court of Judicial Review for trial. When the upheaval occurred, Minister Yang was still writing self-criticism in the Court of Judicial Review.

The Yang residence thus escaped disaster, but he could never again serve as Minister of Rites.

Now the Ministry of Rites was jointly managed by three vice ministers, though everyone speculated that Rong Pu would probably start from the Ministry of Rites and eventually enter the cabinet.

The Rong family’s role in this upheaval was complex. Old Lady Rong’s opening of the city gates was a capital crime warranting execution of nine generations, but Rong Pu’s thousand-li return to the capital to stop Xiao Liheng, and Chief Minister Rong’s bombing and wounding of Xiao Liheng and his subordinates were great merits. The court endlessly debated the Rong family’s punishment and Chief Minister Rong’s posthumous affairs.

Rong Pu knelt before the hall for this, begging His Majesty and the cabinet to pardon the Rong family’s crimes, willing to offset them with his own achievements.

Finally, Tie Ci’s single word settled the matter. Rong Pu entered the Ministry of Rites as merely a director. Old Lady Rong and Chief Minister Rong’s merits and faults balanced out.

She neither granted Chief Minister Rong a beautiful posthumous name nor approved the cabinet’s proposed slightly derogatory posthumous title.

Chief Minister Rong became the first chief minister since Da Qian’s founding to receive no posthumous name without being convicted of crimes.

Additionally, Li Shen withdrew from the cabinet due to events that night, reassigned as Inspector of Nine Regions. But Li Yuncheng was specially approved to enter the cabinet as Secretary.

These residences seemed to have fallen, but everyone understood that these outstanding young men had all reached crucial departments and would very likely become cabinet ministers in the future.

People couldn’t help sighing in their hearts that these families had originally been anti-imperial factions, destined to be completely destroyed in this great tide. Yet because their descendants were excellent and chose the right side, they could probably maintain family glory for fifty years.

His Majesty’s clear distinction between public and private grudges also showed those following her much greater hope.

All under heaven turning their hearts to her was nothing more than this.

The ministers held reverence, admiration, fear, and pity for the new emperor in equal measure, knowing how severely the Chongming Palace tragedy had wounded His Majesty—not merely losing both parents.

Therefore, they were happy to see Dan Ye’s disregard for propriety and Rong Pu’s frequent visits to Chongming Palace.

Whoever it was, having a few more handsome men comfort His Majesty’s wounded body and spirit would be fine.

Rong Pu seemed completely unaware of everyone’s expectations, strictly observing rules and never staying overnight in the palace.

Dan Ye’s insistence on staying he ignored, only stopping him when Dan Ye wanted to move Tie Ci’s bed.

“His Majesty lives in Chongming Palace to remind herself not to forget past events, to remind herself to remember the late emperor’s entrustment and the realm’s expectations, to remind herself that she is master of all under heaven. You must not interfere.”

Dan Ye widened his eyes, tilting his head exactly like his brother Mo Ye: “Why remind? Doesn’t she already remember anyway?”

Rong Pu didn’t answer.

At that moment he stood before Chongming Palace, listening to Jian Xi’s low voice reading memorials to His Majesty inside, thinking:

Of course reminders were needed.

After this incident, she might not want this realm—might even hate it.

What she truly wanted to do should be pursuing to Liaodong, killing Prince Da’an, and finding somewhere with Murong Yi where no one knew them, to be together forever.

Only by living in Chongming Palace, letting that night’s tragedy torment her day and night, reminding herself, could she grit her teeth and endure, wait, and bear it.

For the realm, for the people, for Father Emperor.

Only, she suffered herself.

…

When Yun Buci rode her bicycle into Chongming Palace, Dan Ye was roasting meat amid smoke and fire in Chongming Palace’s courtyard, singing Western Rong folk songs. The smoke and fire mixed with a male tenor made Chongming Palace rarely and unbearably lively.

Rong Pu sat in the hall, reading to Tie Ci behind the curtains on the soft couch a summary of today’s coronation ceremony affairs drafted by the Ministry of Rites. Additionally, since the late emperor’s and imperial consort’s funeral rites weren’t finished, nobles and ministers inside and outside the court, and ladies with titles inside and outside still had to enter the palace daily to mourn. The Ministry of Rites was increasingly busy.

Before reporting, Rong Pu simplified and re-simplified the Ministry’s documents, summarizing them extremely concisely.

If he could let her hear a few fewer words and rest a bit more, that would be good.

The person behind the gauze curtain made no movement, even breathing lightly and weakly, as if she might fall asleep at any moment. Only he knew she was listening.

Only he knew that from dawn to dark, this person who seemed ready to sleep at any moment was actually always awake.

Sometimes when he brought medicine at midnight, through the gauze curtain Chi Xue lifted, he could see Tie Ci lying peacefully, eyes wide open staring at the ceiling’s caisson.

Later he added sleep-inducing and spirit-calming medicines to those prescribed by the imperial medical academy.

He rarely entered the gauze curtain, only when taking her pulse. Tie Ci’s pulse made him very uneasy.

Her internal meridians were severely damaged, true qi flowing backward like flood waters finally breaking through dikes, roaring and sweeping, racing across the ground. Wherever it passed, everything was devastated.

He couldn’t determine what kind of harm this pulse would bring her, but he could vaguely guess that either her innate ability or her martial arts—at least one was ruined.

The former’s infinite pain and suffering each time it activated, the latter’s dozen years of bitter practice through frost and snow.

Losing either would be heartbreaking.

But he had doubts about this result.

Just as he had always doubted why Tie Ci’s innate ability awakened so late.

These were things that shouldn’t have happened.

Why?

Inside the gauze curtain, after he finished reporting a section, Tie Ci said: “Tell the Ministry of Rites that funeral rites cannot be simplified—make them grand and generous. For the coronation ceremony, delete three ritual procedures.”

Jian Xi sent out the revised memorial, and Rong Pu stood to receive it with both hands.

“By imperial decree.”

Silence fell in the hall.

Now, if ministers didn’t speak, Tie Ci would never say an extra word.

Rong Pu remained quiet for a while, then smiled: “May this minister tell Your Majesty some idle matters?”

Tie Ci was silent for a moment, then said: “Your residence has busy affairs. You needn’t waste time here with me.”

Rong Pu said: “Being with Your Majesty is this minister’s best destination.”

Tie Ci said nothing more.

Rong Pu lowered his eyes.

Before, when he spoke with such half-intimate, half-flirtatious words, Tie Ci would either tactfully distance herself or laugh and pretend not to understand.

But now, she neither laughed nor paid attention.

She possessed all under heaven, yet had already erected a snow-built high wall between the world and herself.

Rong Pu’s face still wore that shallow smile: “I heard Young Master Gu has recently been chased quite miserably by a certain young lady. One day she even cornered him in his bedroom. Young Master Gu was probably driven nearly mad, pointing to his extremely secure bedroom and telling that young lady that he only liked staying locked in rooms organizing things in this lifetime. Every one of his possessions had to be placed in a fixed position, not allowing the slightest disruption or change. He didn’t like talking to people and couldn’t even stand having someone breathing beside him while sleeping. He asked that young lady if she could stop breathing—if she could do that, he’d agree to her proposal.”

Through the gauze curtain, he heard Tie Ci say: “Then Palace Master stopped breathing.”

“How did Your Majesty guess that?” Rong Pu laughed. “This matter has been spreading throughout Shengdu recently. They say that young lady immediately fell to the ground with a thud, no longer breathing. It scared Young Master Gu half to death—the first time in his life he shouted loudly, dragging people everywhere to help. After half a day of everyone being helpless, the imperial physician advised him to immediately have her body prepared for burial. This shocked Gu Xiaoxiao into stroking the corpse and shouting loudly, saying ‘Wake up, come back to life, I promise you…'”

Tie Ci said: “Then she came back to life.”

Rong Pu beamed: “So Your Majesty has heard this.”

“Naturally not,” Tie Ci said. “It’s just that Palace Master’s background should be extraordinary. Merely holding her breath wouldn’t be difficult for her.”

“In any case, words spoken are like water spilled. Your Majesty might need to prepare red envelopes.”

“Only when both parties are willing,” Tie Ci said.

Rong Pu changed the subject: “There’s another amusing matter. Does Your Majesty remember Miss Zhang from Minister Zhang’s household? Last year you even accepted her invitation to tour her residence’s garden.”

Tie Ci said: “The one you had a matchmaking meeting with.”

Rong Pu: “…Yes. However, this young lady has had matchmaking meetings with at least eight hundred if not a thousand men, but none succeeded because Miss Zhang declared that for her to marry, the man must share her aspirations. Of course, her aspirations are quite different from others. She said whoever she married must also be well-versed in ‘Compassionate Heart Chronicles,’ support the Wonderful Words Society, and recite praises three times daily.”

Tie Ci was silent for a moment, then said: “She might as well marry the ‘Compassionate Heart Chronicles.'”

“Your Majesty guessed wrong this time. She really did encounter someone who shared her aspirations. The son of Liu Chen, commander of Shengdu’s Iron Armor Camp, accidentally collided with her on the street the day before yesterday. Both dropped a copy of ‘Compassionate Heart Chronicles’ from their arms and immediately stood at the roadside chatting. One said he read ‘Compassionate Heart Chronicles’ daily, the other said she had hand-copied it several times. One said he read ‘Compassionate Heart Chronicles’ facing the palace daily, the other said she planned to write ‘Yongping Great Banner Chronicles’ for Your Majesty. One said he could die for Your Majesty, the other said to remember to include her too.”

Tie Ci: “…”

Liu Chen was Di Yiwei’s trusted subordinate. When Di Yiwei fell into trouble, Liu Chen helped him. When entering the capital this time, he also brought Liu Chen along. Due to his merit in defending the city, Tie Ci directly retained him as commander of Iron Armor Camp, chief of Shengdu’s three great camps.

Liu Chen’s son had previously been in Yongping Great Camp, only following to Shengdu this time. Tie Ci vaguely remembered he was a capable young man.

Rong Pu smiled. Tie Ci probably wasn’t clear that after experiencing the Yongping incident, personally witnessing Tie Ci kill Xiao Chang, suppress the great army, entrust military power to Di Yiwei, and personally enter battle—which of the Yongping army sons wasn’t her devoted follower?

“I heard they’ve already arranged to go out together today, planning to visit every place Your Majesty has ever set foot,” Rong Pu said. “Another fine tale related to Your Majesty.”

Inside the gauze curtain, after a moment of silence, Tie Ci said: “Now, only you dare speak of such paired couples in my presence.”

Everyone else feared hurting her heart and was extremely careful.

This time Rong Pu was silent for a while before saying softly: “If no one mentions them, does that mean Your Majesty won’t think of them?”

Chapter 510: Fate
The gauze curtain swayed slightly, silence all around.

“This minister speaks of these things only to tell Your Majesty that fate between people is the most mysterious thing in the world. The paths of human life are also the most unpredictable. Until reaching the very end, no one should surrender to an undetermined conclusion.”

Inside the gauze curtain, Tie Ci rarely let out a light laugh.

“How rare.”

She didn’t continue explaining what was rare, but everyone understood.

Rare that you didn’t undermine, kick someone when they’re down, fan the flames, add fuel to the fire, or take advantage of the situation to advance yourself.

Rong Pu wasn’t angry either, smiling candidly: “Right now I only want Your Majesty’s injuries and illness to heal quickly, to return to being that spirited Tie Ci who commanded the realm with confidence.”

Tie Ci said nothing.

Others had become beautiful tales, yet the source of those tales had become an ill-fated romance.

Rong Pu’s heart was sincere, but unfortunately even he understood that there was no going back.

The dead could not return to life, and that dead Tie Ci could never come back either.

After a long while, Tie Ci said: “What other interesting things are there? Good or bad, tell me about them.”

Rong Pu hesitated slightly.

Tie Ci waited a moment, then turned her head on the pillow in surprise.

Rong Pu appeared gentle but was actually resilient—after all, he was a ruthless person who buried explosives in his own home.

She had never seen him hesitate before.

After a moment of quiet, Rong Pu said: “Nothing else really. Just that a few days ago, a merchant offended Vice Commander Wan and Vice Governor Buqing, and was ordered by Buqing to receive over ten lashes.”

Wan Ji and Buqing were both trusted military officers who followed Tie Ci on the southern tour. The latter was even someone Dan Ye specifically left beside Tie Ci, now serving as Vice Governor of the Flying Cavalry Camp.

Though it sounded like uninteresting news, Tie Ci keenly asked: “What kind of merchant?”

Wan Ji and Buqing both understood her temperament. Even Buqing, who came from Western Rong with a rough nature, never dared abuse his power and bully others outside.

Rong Pu paused and said: “A silk shop under Wanqian Bank.”

A period of silence.

Rong Pu added: “This family has had many troubles recently. I heard they’ve had considerable conflicts with Gui Qizhai and suffered some bullying.”

During the fall of the Xiao family, the two houses had joined forces against enemies. During the Shengdu upheaval, they had also worked together to protect the people. Unexpectedly, they were now fighting to the death.

Only Wanqian Manor was clearly at a disadvantage. After all, everyone in Shengdu’s upper circles knew their background, while Gui Qizhai was considered the Imperial Preceptor’s property. The relative importance was incomparable.

Tie Ci remained silent.

Rong Pu said no more, picking up some other matters to discuss casually, then took Tie Ci’s pulse.

While taking her pulse, Yun Buci entered. Seeing Rong Pu taking the pulse, she laughed: “Great physician, what do you think of His Majesty’s pulse?”

Rong Pu rose and bowed: “Master jests. Pu was just thinking of consulting with Master about some puzzling aspects of His Majesty’s pulse.”

“Hey, don’t ask me—I don’t understand your traditional Chinese medicine.” Yun Buci waved her hand, tossing a small box to Jian Xi: “Store this carefully. Three times daily, taken with warm water after meals.”

Jian Xi stored it away and acknowledged. Yun Buci said: “Her pulse shows no improvement?”

Rong Pu didn’t want to be so blunt, saying tactfully: “Internal injuries are gradually healing, but the meridians are discordant.”

Yun Buci said: “If there’s no inflammation and the pulse is still like this, my medicine won’t help either. Heart ailments require heart medicine.”

Rong Pu really couldn’t stand her direct way of speaking and changed the subject: “The Imperial Preceptor’s miraculous medicine has recently cured many important ministers. Everyone is very grateful to you.”

Yun Buci said to Tie Ci: “Speaking of this, A’Ci, I need to criticize you. What are you doing keeping such a large group of sickly old men in your court? Almost every one has high blood pressure, diabetes, or arterial sclerosis. At the very least, they have herniated discs. They’ve served the country loyally their whole lives and should retire to the second line. You should give them some vacation time. Don’t be like a capitalist making a bunch of old bones work 996 every day.”

Rong Pu: …Why can’t I understand a single word?

Tie Ci smiled: “Master, you should know that veteran ministers have sufficient experience and can weather storms. It’s not that we don’t give young people opportunities, but they need time to grow.”

Rong Pu: …Why does His Majesty understand immediately?

“Young people are more vigorous in implementing national policies. Old-timers only look back and forth hesitantly.” Yun Buci waved her hand: “You’re young yourself, and I see you’ve become too lifeless. I know you’re heartbroken, but don’t you still have these loyal ministers and people who love you? Of course, most importantly, you still have your master.”

Tie Ci said: “By the way, Master, Grand Tutor He and the cabinet have petitioned to establish you as Grand Preceptor. Are you willing?”

Yun Buci thought for a while: “Who told me to be your master? If I don’t manage you now, who will?”

Tie Ci was silent for a moment, then smiled: “Thank you, Master.”

Rong Pu bowed: “Greetings to Grand Preceptor.”

Yun Buci waved her hand, saying wistfully: “Actually, I think being a nun was better…”

Suddenly someone burst in impetuously, lifted the gauze curtain, and sat beside Tie Ci’s bed, reaching out to pull her: “Tie Ci, get up, get up! Don’t keep sleeping in bed. I just learned to ride that bicycle thing—I’ll take you for a ride!”

Tie Ci was pulled into a coughing fit by this reckless fellow. Jian Xi and Chi Xue quickly rushed over.

Tie Ci waved her hand, calmed her breathing, then said: “Dan Ye, if you keep barging in like this, I’ll order Mo Ye to be roasted and eaten.”

The sea eagle pacing outside the hall let out a sharp “squawk” and ruffled its feathers.

Only then did Dan Ye reluctantly let go. Seeing that he had pulled Tie Ci’s inner robe askew, he kindly wanted to help smooth it out. His hand had just reached Tie Ci’s chest when Jian Xi rushed over and slapped it away with a “smack.”

The dignified Western Rong King was startled.

Chi Xue hurriedly stepped forward to pull away the reactive little firecracker, bowing to Dan Ye: “Great King, His Majesty cannot get up yet, much less…”

Tie Ci suddenly said: “Change clothes.”

Chi Xue froze.

Rong Pu frowned.

Getting out of bed was already difficult—how could she ride that drafty vehicle for a pleasure ride?

He was somewhat puzzled. Dan Ye was impulsive, but Tie Ci was so steady and not someone to be self-destructive. During this time of taking medicine and resting, she had never been negligent. She should be very clear about her physical condition. How could she suddenly agree to go out for a ride?

He thought of something and raised his eyebrows slightly.

Yun Buci seemed unconcerned: “Going out for a stroll is good too. Staying cooped up all the time won’t work either.”

Chi Xue had no choice but to help Tie Ci change clothes and put on a thick cloak. The cloak’s enormous fur collar almost buried Tie Ci’s entire face. When Chi Xue fastened the collar ties, looking at her increasingly sharp jaw and face three shades whiter than the snow-white fur collar, her heart ached.

Dan Shuang, who had already healed but rarely served in the hall recently, came over to carry Tie Ci out. Dan Ye pushed her away and bent down to carry Tie Ci out himself: “I’ll do it!”

He carried Tie Ci out and settled her on the bicycle’s back seat, took off his own cloak to wrap Tie Ci into a fat bear. Chi Xue chased out and wrapped Tie Ci’s face with a long scarf.

Tie Ci very wisely reached out to grab the horizontal bar.

Sure enough, Dan Ye jumped onto the front seat, and with one push, the bicycle shot out like an arrow.

Tie Ci suddenly leaned backward.

The palace servants cried out in alarm—if Tie Ci hadn’t grabbed quickly, she would have rolled to the ground.

Only then did Dan Ye react, pedaling more slowly, traveling along the palace road toward the front hall.

All the way they met dumbfounded stares and the constant sound of things falling to the ground.

Tie Ci sat on the bicycle’s back seat with her hands tucked in her sleeves, looking up at the sky continuously passing overhead.

It was the same sky, the same clouds. Everyone lived under the same sky and clouds.

It seemed very close, but was actually very far.

The wind was blocked by the broad, solid back in front of her. Above, the sea eagle’s cry was sharp and fierce.

Dan Ye shouted in the wind: “Can’t you hold my waist? Do you want to fall off!”

Tie Ci smiled and reached out to embrace his waist.

Dan Ye pedaled even more energetically, swaggering past Chengqian Hall.

A group of ministers who had just finished discussing affairs and were preparing to leave the palace saw this scene and dropped their jaws.

He Zi stared at the bear on the back seat for a long time and asked Zhu Yi: “Is that… His Majesty?”

Zhu Yi squinted: “It looks like two majesties.”

“His Majesty is too reckless!” Duan Yande hurried over: “She’s still recovering from serious illness—how can she be exposed to wind like this! No, I must stop them!”

“If the wind can reach her, I’ll declare the wind the winner.” He Zi shook his head: “Forget it. Let His Majesty have some fun… Zhu Yi, what are you staring at?”

Zhu Yi was silent for a while, shook his head, and said nothing.

Just now, watching that man and woman swagger past on the bicycle, he couldn’t help feeling dazed.

For no reason, he felt that this scene should have had someone else pedaling.

For a moment, he seemed to see a handsome young man pedaling in front, the Crown Princess with flying robes embracing his waist, her face against his back, sitting behind him. Not far away, before Chengqian Hall, His Majesty and Consort Jing stood by the railings, watching with smiles.

Suddenly, his eyes grew moist.

…

The bicycle rang all the way as Dan Ye looked up to see the palace gate.

In front of the palace gate, a carriage was waiting.

Dan Ye rode quickly over, extending his long leg to brake hard just before reaching the carriage. Yesterday had brought light snow, leaving a thin layer on the ground. His long legs scraped up a patch of snow on the ground, barely stopping beside the carriage.

Dan Ye laughed loudly, very pleased, and turned to lift Tie Ci down. But Tie Ci had already gotten down herself, wrapped in the cloak, returning the cape to him: “If you don’t want to laugh heartily, don’t laugh like that. It looks awful.”

Dan Ye’s laughter stopped abruptly. He touched his face but said nothing.

Tie Ci lowered her eyes, thinking he probably had forgotten that since the family upheaval and exile to the desert, he had never laughed like he used to.

Those days at Yueli Academy now seemed like another lifetime.

Understanding in her heart that they were all trying to comfort her in different ways, she smiled slightly, patted Dan Ye’s shoulder, and was helped into the carriage by the waiting Jian Xi: “Come, accompany me out for a stroll.”

Since she had spoken, Dan Ye naturally had no objection. Getting into the carriage, he squeezed beside her and told her about Western Rong affairs—how the Hanli Khan irrigation project was progressing well, how Qi Yuansi had become skin and bones, how many Western Rong girls were still pursuing him. Indeed, what you said back then was right—this is a world that judges by appearances…

The carriage stopped. Dan Ye poked his head out, startled, then slowly turned back with widening eyes, his voice becoming strange: “You brought me to a brothel?”

Tie Ci said: “Do you like it? If so, go down and have fun.”

Dan Ye’s bottom remained firmly planted, scoffing: “Don’t joke around. I never touch common powder and rouge.”

Tie Ci said: “You should establish a queen too.”

“Are you telling me to choose a queen from a brothel? That’s too much!”

“What are you thinking?” Tie Ci said: “I just remembered something and came by to see how it’s being carried out.”

Dan Ye fell silent. Tie Ci read memorials while he also pulled out his own memorials to read. Mo Ye flew back every three days, bringing some political affairs. He had neglected much state business these past days and nights guarding Tie Ci.

The two sat knee to knee, each reading memorials. Until this moment, both had returned to their natural calm. The flying, restless expression on Dan Ye’s face had disappeared, his gathered brow carrying the bearing of a ruler long accustomed to governance. Jian Xi sat to one side watching this pair of still-young man and woman, thinking of their experiences, thinking how even those as noble as them were still dissatisfied, unhappy, and unfree. Her expression couldn’t help but darken.

She turned to look into the courtyard. The brothel’s main door was open, people coming and going inside, and no one minded the carriage blocking the entrance.

Suddenly a commotion erupted. Jian Xi said softly: “Your Majesty.”

Tie Ci looked up and lifted the curtain.

Dan Ye also leaned over, just in time to see a group of women being driven to the bottom of the steps. A madam-like woman stood in front with hands on her hips, shrilly saying: “I don’t care what kind of lady or titled woman you were before! Here with me, you’re just goods for thousands to ride and ten thousand to taste! If you don’t obey, I’ll beat you until you do! Bring the whip!”

The customers standing in the corridor watched with interest. This was normal—there were always some good family women who fell into prostitution and resisted to the death. Brothels inevitably used both soft and hard methods to make them suffer.

However, such work generally wasn’t done in broad daylight. Today was quite a treat for the eyes.

Some sharp-eyed people noticed the whip had barbs—one lash would tear skin and flesh. They all became excited.

Others wondered: “Wait, what kind of taste does Cuixi House have? How can this batch of women really include some who are thirty-four years old? That’s too old!”

Those women all had their mouths bound. Each had delicate skin and tender flesh, clearly from good families, though several were indeed too old—old enough to be mothers to the brothel girls.

The servant beautifully cracked the whip in a flourish and lashed down with a “crack.”

Someone wailed muffledly, fell and rolled, their cries heart-rending.

The madam pursed her lips, thinking they were really delicate—she hadn’t even used much force yet. In the past, when training girls, she was much harsher.

After several lashes, they were all rolling on the ground. Someone was already crying and shouting not to beat her, that she’d do anything.

Suddenly the inner door was burst open, and several older women rushed out.

This immediately triggered crying, cursing, and commotion.

Then the bewildered customers were cleared out. Servants apologetically escorted them out but didn’t close the door.

Though Dan Ye watched in confusion, he vaguely understood that today’s visit was to see this scene: “This is…?”

Tie Ci looked at him approvingly, thinking the Western Rong King had indeed made progress after governing for several years.

She said: “It’s not strange you don’t recognize them… These are the Xiao family’s female relatives.”

Chapter 511: Please Live Well
Dan Ye was shocked. “The Xiao family’s relatives—weren’t they secretly executed due to the crime of high treason that implicated nine generations of the clan?”

At least that’s what everyone in the entire capital believed.

Tie Ci said flatly, “Someone didn’t want them to die. I owed a favor, so I had to fulfill it.”

After a pause, she added, “But sometimes, dying is much easier than living.”

She slightly raised her chin, watching Old Madam Xiao in the courtyard crying, cursing, and pleading, watching a group of soldiers suddenly charge through the door, saying they had discovered these were escaped traitors of high treason. His Majesty was furious and ordered immediate exile to Qiongnan—they had to leave now.

Then those disheveled women and young ladies were horrifyingly pulled up from the ground, hastily draped in hemp clothes, shackled, strung together like grasshoppers, and led out through the back door, thus “embarking on the long journey of exile.”

Tie Ci said slowly, “During their incredibly arduous journey, they will find opportunities to escape, but due to their lack of life experience, they will fall into prostitution again, then be discovered by local authorities again, captured and exiled again, escape again, be discovered again… and so the cycle continues.”

Dan Ye slowly turned to look at her.

Even though he considered himself already hard-hearted as iron, at this moment he couldn’t help but feel a deep chill rising in his heart.

Giving people hope, then making them despair, then giving hope again, then despair again—controlling a person’s entire life firmly in one’s hands, making her unable to die yet unable to live like a human being, with suffering cycling endlessly without release.

What a tragic life this was.

What a terrifying revenge!

Regarding some details of the capital incident, with his status, he also knew the general situation, so he said, “Because of Xiao Wenliu?”

Tie Ci showed a trace of a sinister smile. “Wenliu used death to cover for these good relatives of hers. I cannot ignore her dying wish. But the hatred between her and me cannot go unrevenged either.”

In any case, the Xiao family women would not be killed, would not be exiled, would not be sent to the Jiaofang Bureau. They would live and die natural deaths.

But how long or short their lives would be, what their quality of life would be like, whether they would want to live this way—as a victim, did she need to consider this for her enemies?

Don’t talk about the women being innocent—wasn’t Father Emperor innocent?

Since they had enjoyed the glory, wealth, and overwhelming power brought by the Xiao family, naturally they should bear the sins and punishments together.

The sound of shackles and sobbing faded away. Tie Ci said, “Let’s go.”

The curtain fell, the carriage turned around, and the madam and servants who had been standing respectfully by the door bowed as they saw them off.

They only knew that a noble person had instructed them to do this, but they didn’t know the reason and didn’t dare ask.

The noble person had personally come to inspect today, so they opened the door for her to see.

They didn’t know which person dared to act so against the wind—when His Majesty was still Crown Princess, she had issued an edict forbidding forcing good people into prostitution, with heavy penalties for violators.

…

The carriage headed west and stopped in front of a building. The structure was dilapidated, with scorch marks everywhere. The front of the building was desolate, with no one in sight.

Dan Ye looked at the plaque: “Ningfang Pavilion.”

People walked past the carriage. One person said, “Another one who came here admiringly only to find nothing.”

Another person said, “The formerly most bustling Ningfang Pavilion—no one knows what happened to it. It declined overnight. I heard there was a fire one night and many people died.”

The first person said, “What an unlucky place. Let’s go quickly.”

Dan Ye still didn’t know what was worth seeing about this ruined building, but Tie Ci had already ordered the carriage to move forward.

In the rumbling sound of wheels, she said, “When I first returned to the capital, I heard about Ningfang Pavilion from my mother consort. She said they had the best rouge there. Later I learned this was the most prosperous pleasure house in the capital these past few years… It’s a pity I didn’t think more at the time about how a deep palace consort would know about Ningfang Pavilion.”

Dan Ye said, “This was those people’s secret base?”

Tie Ci said, “A headquarters for gathering intelligence, communicating with each other, hiding personnel, and manufacturing poisons… When I realized and sent people here immediately, it was already too late.”

How the late emperor actually died was now imperial family secrets. In the hearts of the people throughout the realm, the emperor was assassinated by the Liaodong heir. When this news spread, how many “Compassionate Heart” fans collapsed in tears, and how many volumes seven, eight, and nine of “Compassionate Heart” were thrown into fires. But there were still some die-hard members of the Miaoci Society who insisted there were hidden details in this matter, yet they couldn’t produce evidence. They could only say that “Compassionate Heart” was written with such deep emotion—how could it end in such painful betrayal?

This reasoning was pale and powerless, inevitably inviting ridicule, so every day in the capital there were young ladies who were moved to tears.

Dan Ye naturally knew the inside story—this inside story made it impossible to even find words of comfort. The final title of Consort Jing was Respectful, Righteous, Filial, and Quiet Noble Dowager Consort. She wasn’t even granted the title of Empress Dowager, which was very incredible. In other dynasties, the Ministry of Rites would have died remonstrating, but this time, even the most rule-abiding ministers said not a word.

Dan Ye could only let his fingers crawl toward Tie Ci’s direction, wanting to climb onto her shoulder and pat her back.

In the past, he would have done this action without hesitation, but now, whenever he saw Tie Ci’s eyes, he would involuntarily feel a chill in his heart. Those sudden impulses and surging passion seemed to cool instantly.

Before his fingers could crawl to Tie Ci’s side, the carriage suddenly stopped again. Something seemed to crash into the carriage with a bang, causing the driver to stop abruptly. Tie Ci leaned backward, and Dan Ye quickly reached out to support her waist, but saw that Tie Ci had already quickly lifted the curtain. Dan Ye could only awkwardly lower his hand.

When the curtain was lifted, across from them was a wine house, but it was in chaos at the moment, with food and drink scattered all over the floor. Just as the carriage stopped, a bench flew out through the door and crashed thunderously on the ground in front of the wine house, nearly hitting the feet of driver Xia Houchun.

There were many onlookers, and angry shouting came from inside.

“What famous wine house of the capital! Constantly selling rotten meat and stinking shrimp to deceive people! Do you think there’s really no law in this capital?”

The sound of smashing continued, and a group of fierce-looking men walked out, blocking the onlookers from entering.

Officers from the Capital Prefecture were patrolling nearby in the distance, watching coldly from afar without going over.

The discussion from the crowd of onlookers reached inside the carriage.

“…This is the fourth time this month, right?”

“Yes, originally a thriving wine house, but somehow suddenly offended someone. Every few days there’s trouble—today someone says they found bugs in the food, tomorrow someone says the bill was calculated wrong, the day after there are hooligans and ruffians causing disturbances, then the day after that the Capital Prefecture comes to check saying the business permits aren’t complete, fees need to increase and there are fines… In short, the troubles never end.”

“Looking at today’s situation, it won’t end well.”

“I just find it strange—being harassed like this, naturally there’s no business left. A perfectly good wine house is now deserted. If I were the owner, I’d just close the shop. Opening one day means losing money for one day—why insist on holding on?”

Dan Ye was also somewhat puzzled, but knew that everything seen and heard today must have its origins, so he turned back to look at Tie Ci.

He saw Tie Ci gazing at the wine house plaque, with a slight glimmer in her eyes.

Dan Ye also looked at the plaque and saw an inconspicuous small copper coin symbol in the lower right corner.

Suddenly a loud shout came from inside the wine house. Someone screamed, “They’ve killed someone! They’ve killed someone!”

The crowd made a commotion, all craning their necks to look. They saw a person lying in the center of the hall, head bloody. The shopkeeper in the store held an abacus in his hand, panicking. “No… it wasn’t me… you pushed me… I didn’t touch him, I didn’t touch him!”

The sound of metal clashing rang out. The Capital Prefecture officers who had previously acted as if it was none of their business quickly appeared, pushing through the crowd and rushing up with chains. A leader pointed at the shopkeeper and shouted sternly, “Someone come! Arrest the murderer!”

The crowd scattered with a whoosh.

Soon, the Capital Prefecture officers came out binding the shopkeeper hand and foot, and a group of waiters were also strung together like quails. The officers cursed as they escorted the prisoners, whipping anyone who walked slowly.

The watching common people whispered among themselves.

“Why is the Capital Prefecture so fast today?”

“Of course they were waiting for it. Look at their plaque…”

“Hmm, Runzi House, what’s wrong with that?”

“Look at the mark below.”

“This… a shop under Wanqian Bank? Oh right, didn’t Wanqian Bank suffer greatly a few days ago due to a malicious run on the bank?”

“Ha, more than suffering greatly—sooner or later they’ll be driven out of the capital…”

“Why?”

“You don’t know this—I have distant relatives in the Capital Prefecture. He said Wanqian belongs to Liaodong heir Murong Yi.”

“…No wonder!”

“If you ask me, how can shops of the regicidal villain be allowed to operate until today? They should have been smashed long ago!”

“Right, smash them!”

A group of common people rushed out. Someone picked up a stone from the ground and threw it at the shopkeeper. The shopkeeper cried out as his head broke and bled.

The Capital Prefecture officers didn’t stop them, just watched coldly with smiles.

The people became even more excited, shouting and surging forward.

The Capital Prefecture officers simply let go.

If the prisoners were squeezed and trampled to death in the crowd, wouldn’t that be perfect?

Dan Ye didn’t watch the scene, only staring intently at Tie Ci.

After the incident, Tie Ci had been continuously executing and punishing people, but regarding the most crucial matter of Murong Yi’s regicide, she said nothing.

When some ministers brought it up, they were quickly cut off. Because Liaodong had already declared independence, the hostile situation was set. No matter what the circumstances were that day, Liaodong was an object that must be dealt with. Pursuing the crime of regicide against an enemy nation was meaningless.

Moreover, Tie Ci’s attitude was impartial. The series of military countermeasures against Liaodong submitted by the Ministry of War afterward, as well as troop deployments to fully support Di Yiwei, were all approved without hesitation, clearly showing she would never let personal feelings harm public interests.

So why insist on reopening His Majesty’s wounds?

But Dan Ye very much wanted to know what Tie Ci really thought about Murong Yi.

The dark mass of people swallowed up that pitiful string of prisoners.

Tie Ci didn’t even move the hand holding the curtain.

Just as Dan Ye was about to breathe a sigh of relief, he suddenly saw Tie Ci lower the curtain.

She said, “Xia Hou.”

Xia Houchun immediately understood.

Taking a breath, he jumped down from the driver’s seat, reached the front of the crowd in a few steps, pulled the shopkeeper away, and simultaneously shouted, “Everyone stop!”

His shout seemed not loud, but it exploded like thunder in people’s ears. After a buzzing sound, people involuntarily stopped.

A squad leader from the Capital Prefecture walked over, about to shout a reprimand, when Xia Houchun flicked his wrist and showed his badge.

The squad leader’s face changed, and he hurriedly bowed and stepped back. “Greetings, my lord.”

While looking at Xia Houchun with surprise and uncertainty, thinking this Commander was His Majesty’s confidant—how could he suddenly appear here?

Xia Houchun said, “If there are crimes, judge by law. Do not allow the people to cause disturbances.”

The squad leader bowed and agreed, but then said, “My lord, the Runzi House shopkeeper killed someone with an abacus—the evidence is solid. Moreover, there have been many illegal activities recently. With multiple crimes combined, this building will certainly be closed, and prison time is unavoidable.”

Everyone listening nodded, thinking there was no need for self-administered justice. Looking at the Capital Prefecture’s attitude, once they entered prison, these people definitely wouldn’t come out alive.

Xia Houchun frowned and looked back at the carriage, uncertain of Tie Ci’s attitude and not daring to make decisions.

Inside the carriage, Tie Ci was slightly silent, then extended her hand to Jian Xi.

Jian Xi took out a veiled hat and put it on her, then draped a cloak over her.

The curtain lifted.

Everyone’s gaze turned, seeing an unremarkable carriage from which someone was helped down.

That person was tall and slender, appearing to be a woman. Though her face was veiled, her bearing seemed excellent.

She was just too thin—standing on this winter’s light snow, she seemed whiter and lighter than the snow itself, as if she might be blown away by the wind at any moment.

The curtain lifted again, and Dan Ye quickly jumped down, supporting Tie Ci’s other side.

Seeing that Tie Ci had actually gotten out of the carriage, Xia Houchun hurriedly returned, about to salute but was stopped by Tie Ci’s wave.

The squad leader saw this subtle gesture, his face changed dramatically, and his legs went somewhat weak, leaning on his companion’s shoulder.

Tie Ci stood steady, her gaze sweeping over the crowd.

Those she looked at all felt a chill in their hearts, and the crowd quickly quieted down.

Only then did Tie Ci speak: “Killed someone?”

She suddenly looked up toward the rooftop and said, “Mo Ye, don’t you always like to hide up there and spy? Who actually struck just now—if you bring them down, I’ll let your master not find you a female gyrfalcon.”

With a “ga” sound, everyone felt a gust of wind pass overhead. They instinctively frowned and squinted, and the next moment heard a bang. When they opened their eyes, they saw a big man had been dropped on the ground—looking at his face, he seemed to be one of those who had earlier complained about the shop selling rotten fish and shrimp.

Some officers were unconvinced and shouted loudly, “The shopkeeper killed someone—there are witnesses. Why should we believe that just because a bird randomly brought someone down, that person is the real murderer?”

“Exactly, what does a bird understand?”

“This is ridiculous!”

“Can this bird be smarter than people?”

Dan Ye couldn’t stand it anymore and angrily said, “Yes, it’s smarter than you, because that’s my bird!”

After saying this, Tie Ci looked at him, and Dan Ye looked back at her blankly.

Tie Ci sighed.

Fine, after being king for a hundred years, he was still simple-minded.

She said, “Killed someone?”

The same words were said again. Xia Houchun understood, quickly entered the building, and shortly came out carrying the injured person. That person was covered in blood and looked dying. Xia Houchun pinched him, and the man cried out and suddenly jumped up.

Looking at how high he jumped, he could easily be “injured” ten more times.

Xia Houchun sneered, “A fingernail-sized wound, and you’re pretending to be dead!”

That person stood sheepishly to one side.

By now everyone understood and looked at each other awkwardly.

Some officers still wanted to protest, but the squad leader elbowed him hard and quickly stepped forward, saying, “Release them!”

“Wait.” Tie Ci said.

The squad leader immediately stopped, bowing and staring at the ground, his voice dry. “Please give your orders, noble one.”

The common people rarely saw these usually arrogant local tyrants of the capital so humble, and exclaimed in amazement.

Tie Ci said, “You mentioned earlier that these people had many illegal activities. What crimes specifically?”

The squad leader quietly mentioned a few—all minor infractions.

It was obvious this wine house had been operating very carefully, so even under such targeting, they could only find trivial faults.

So much so that after hearing them, people couldn’t help but think “This counts?”

They actually began to feel some sympathy for this unlucky wine house.

After listening, Tie Ci said, “According to the Great Qian Legal Code, these infractions warrant at most a fine of three hundred coins and a reprimand.”

The squad leader said quietly, “Yes.”

Tie Ci stood on the light snow, looking up at the plaque overhead, and said flatly, “But I find this place displeasing to the eye.”

The officers and common people were all stunned.

This woman looked distinguished and clearly was a noble. Since appearing, her attitude had seemed like that of someone upholding justice—how could she suddenly say something so unreasonable?

Tie Ci paid no attention and continued, “Ten lashes each, expel them from the capital. From now on, they are not allowed to step foot in the capital.”

Squad leader: “…Yes.”

“All shops in the capital using this plaque shall be punished in the same manner. They must be expelled from the capital within three days. Anyone who delays even a moment shall be executed without mercy.”

“…Yes!”

Before the officers could act, the guards following the carriage stepped forward, pressed the string of prisoners to the ground, and took whips from their waists to carry out the punishment on the spot.

Whips flew through the air with whooshing sounds, each strike bringing screams and torn flesh.

The people watched solemnly, their emotions complex, thinking that what seemed like upholding justice was actually personal revenge.

Tie Ci stood in place, the gauze of her veil gently fluttering.

When the punishment was completed, the guards dragged the people over for Tie Ci to inspect.

The shopkeeper lay on the ground, looked up at Tie Ci, kowtowed to her in the snow, and said with difficulty, “Thank you… young lady.”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said, “Why didn’t you leave before?”

The shopkeeper said quietly, “The master strictly ordered that people from Wanqian Manor must stay in the capital to watch over someone for him.”

Another long silence.

Some wanted to speak but were suppressed by the inexplicably suffocating atmosphere and didn’t dare open their mouths.

After a long time, Tie Ci said, “Not leaving, suffering so much—do you regret it now?”

The shopkeeper said, “The master said, if someone asks this question, then tell her… he will never regret it.”

After a moment of silence, Tie Ci slowly said, “What, still want to stay put, not even fearing death?”

The shopkeeper smiled and said, “No, I have seen the person and delivered the message. My task is complete, and I should return.”

Tie Ci said nothing more and turned to go.

Behind her, the shopkeeper suddenly said quietly, “The master said, if one day the person is gone, please keep the properties. Even a broken ship has three pounds of nails—fix them up and they might still be useful.”

Tie Ci didn’t answer. Jian Xi helped her walk toward the carriage.

The person behind kowtowed and said, “The master has one last thing to say.”

“He will forever be grateful for everything he gained from meeting her.”

“And please, she must live well.”

“As long as you don’t die, we will meet again.”

…

Chapter 512: Blood Debt Paid in Blood
Tie Ci didn’t turn back or answer. Her long white cloak swept across the snow, her retreating figure looking desolate and forlorn.

Before getting into the carriage, she glanced at Xia Houchun.

Xia Houchun understood and proclaimed loudly, “His Majesty decrees: All personnel operating Wanqian Manor and its subsidiary enterprises must immediately leave the capital within the day, escorted by the Baize Guard. Military and civilians along the route shall not harass them. By imperial decree!”

With a “thud,” the squad leader finally couldn’t bear it and collapsed kneeling in the snow.

Behind him, the shopkeeper cried out in a long wail, “Your Majesty, we are wronged!”

This cry was like thunder, striking everyone frozen in the snow. After a moment, waves of kneeling people swept across.

After the capital incident, the new emperor’s heroic deeds in turning the tide had spread throughout the capital and the entire realm. It could be said that Tie Ci was the emperor with the highest prestige and greatest popular support upon ascending the throne since the founding of the Great Qian Dynasty.

This was due to the prestige built through two years of arduous struggle, the merit of remaining calm in crisis and commanding the palace during the incident, and more importantly, the act of dismissing guards and opening the palace gates on that snowy night in the capital to lead thieves in saving the people, which won the love of ten thousand citizens and the hearts of all under heaven.

The carriage rumbled away. Tie Ci was no longer as approachable and kind as during her Crown Princess period, when she would stop to chat with the common people.

She didn’t turn back or look down, yet more people tearfully praised the sage with surging hearts. Countless people came upon hearing the news, continuously kowtowing toward the direction where Tie Ci had long departed. Countless people crawled on their knees through the snow, chasing the carriage’s fading shadow.

In the corners, there were also people crying.

But not from excitement.

Those were some well-dressed young ladies gathered in their sisters’ carriages. Some bit handkerchiefs, others had tears in their eyes.

“It’s over, they’ve truly broken apart.”

“I heard His Majesty had been bedridden since the Chongming Palace incident, yet today personally appeared here just to personally expel his shops, his properties, his people!”

“Clearly there was no real wrongdoing, yet they were whipped and personally escorted out of Great Qian by palace guards. How much hatred must there be…”

“Previously there were always rumors that His Majesty still had lingering feelings for Murong Yi, never saying a word of hatred. I still held hope, but who knew… coming here today, I witnessed such a heart-wrenching scene. If I had known, I would have…”

“My beloved couple has broken up, my heart has died too, wuu wuu wuu…”

The young ladies wept. Someone inadvertently lifted the carriage curtain and saw someone across the street holding an umbrella, seemingly having stood there for a long time, as both shoulders were covered with a thin layer of snow.

The umbrella concealed his features, showing only a refined, smooth jawline and a tall, slender figure.

That young lady looked at the person standing long in the snow holding an umbrella, and suddenly felt inexplicably melancholy, becoming entranced.

At the street corner.

Rong Pu sensed the gaze, slowly moved his umbrella down a bit, and turned to leave.

He too had heard the crying from the carriage across the street.

He didn’t look back. The paper umbrella in his hand trailed behind him, leaving shallow marks in the snow.

A faint smile appeared at the corner of his lips.

Rupture, hatred, revenge…

Really?

…

The light snow in the capital was only a thin layer, but when winter came to Liaodong, the snow always fell continuously and endlessly.

Liaodong under heavy snow was like having layer upon layer of burial shrouds covering heaven and earth—oppressive, depressing, cold, and suffocating.

Ruzhou had also entered the most oppressive, depressing, and suffocating days since the city’s founding.

On the sixth day of the first month in the first year of Xiansheng, the Grand Marshal’s second daughter married, wedding the new Palace Guard Commander Qiu Ling.

Qiu Ling was the adopted son of Liaodong’s former Grand Chancellor Qiu Wujiu. Qiu Wujiu died in Great Qian and received great posthumous honors. The emperor posthumously granted him the title of Duke with the posthumous name “Wuzhen”—a beautiful posthumous title second only to the character “Zheng.”

Qiu Ling was also granted the title of Marquis Wu’an, young and influential.

His wedding was attended by gathered nobility and power. That day, unknown assassins broke into the wedding banquet, slaughtering extensively. The wedding hall was splattered with blood, red everywhere. The indiscriminate attack caused massive casualties, mostly court civil and military officials.

The Third, Sixth, and Tenth Princes all died in the Grand Marshal’s residence. Even the crippled Second Prince, who was out for the first time to relax, was also killed on the spot due to his inconvenient legs.

Qiu Ling first had both legs severed. He wailed as he crawled across the three-zhang wedding hall, with assassins coldly pursuing behind him, striking down blade after blade, leaving a long trail of blood.

They kept cutting until he died.

That same day, the Grand Marshal was found dead, lying across an inconspicuous alley. Behind him, in a courtyard that looked simple outside but was luxuriously decorated inside, there was the same scene of corpses piled like mountains and blood like seas.

That day, in Ruzhou’s Yunlai Ward where officials and nobility lived, almost every household held funerals, every door hung white mourning cloths.

That night the emperor received urgent reports. It was said he immediately vomited blood, but the news was sealed and kept secret.

The emperor ordered a city-wide search to capture the murderers as quickly as possible and execute them according to law.

The Ruzhou Governor was startled three times daily. The city-wide search yielded nothing, and even if one or two people were caught, they committed suicide on the spot, showing complete death-warrior behavior.

The Ruzhou Governor was continuously summoned to the palace for reprimands by the emperor. Once, urgently summoned after nightfall, he had to take a shortcut through small alleys and was blocked at a shrine with flourishing incense, then assassinated. Those present that night were frightened, and subsequently rumors spread that “the Ruzhou Governor was taken by the Earth God for his perverse actions.” After spreading for two days, due to the Grand Marshal’s wedding case and the Ruzhou Governor case, it became “the emperor has lost virtue, heaven sends punishment.”

Rumors spread wildly, and incidents continued.

On the thirteenth of the first month, an explosion occurred at Wanshan Garden, a famous artificial mountain garden in Ruzhou. There were no casualties, but it destroyed the largest and most famous artificial mountain in the garden. After the mountain exploded, people saw many boxes inside. Broken boxes revealed some scrolls. Some people secretly took them to look and found they were privacy files, including case files from Liaodong’s Embroidered Uniform Guard, private matters of some ministers’ residences, and even some unspeakable affairs involving the royal family, such as Consort Jin having an affair with a Palace Guard Captain, and the Eleventh Prince being born prematurely at seven months.

Crowds gathered at the time. By the time Ruzhou troops arrived breathlessly to disperse the crowd and seal the scene, what should be spread and what shouldn’t had already spread.

The people talked extensively. Some secretly criticized His Majesty’s secretive actions, some cursed the Embroidered Uniform Guard for treating human life lightly and fabricating charges, some mocked that the royal family was indeed the dirtiest in the world, and some snickered that His Majesty had long been cuckolded—of eighteen sons, how many were actually his own?

That day, Consort Jin committed suicide in her own palace.

That night, many ministers’ residences received thrown letters. When they opened them, the contents made their scalps tingle.

During the day, when Wanshan Garden’s artificial mountain was destroyed and secret files leaked to the people, the ministers were shocked but not nervous.

Because what involved them in those secret files wasn’t real.

No need to worry about their secrets being exposed; they even felt somewhat fortunate. Of course, their public reputation suffered, but for their official positions, this wasn’t really a problem.

But this relief from escaping disaster turned into real collapse by night—the secrets that exploded out weren’t secrets, but the contents thrown into their residences were all privacy they had hidden for years!

Now the ministers panicked.

Besides the secret files, the thrown letters also contained a drawing of a small person with their mouth sealed.

At the subsequent great court assembly, the ministers were unusually quiet as chickens. The ministers who had been clamoring days before to solve the Grand Marshal’s wedding massacre, to avenge the many princes and colleagues, actively offering suggestions and strategies, even pointing fingers at the new Crown Prince who never attended court, unanimously played dumb in subsequent court sessions.

This caused the emperor, who was governing while ill, to storm out more than once.

But clearly someone’s revenge hadn’t stopped yet.

Multiple poisoning incidents suddenly occurred in the imperial palace. Of course, all the poisoned were palace servants and eunuchs. The palace’s food and drink were first handled by palace servants, so naturally they were the first to suffer. The poison wasn’t deadly, but too many people were poisoned, creating enormous panic. Imperial physicians were exhausted, and all palace quarters lived in constant fear.

The emperor suspended court sessions and stayed in the rear palace personally handling and comforting the imperial family.

Post-incident investigation revealed that various recently purchased items for the palace were all poisoned. The quantity and variety were so great they filled the emperor’s bedchamber. Most were low-grade poisons applied through simple, crude methods—the most brazen poisoning in history.

The attitude clearly stated: I’m not trying to poison you to death, I’m just trying to scare you to death.

The empress fell ill from fright.

The emperor ordered the Crown Prince’s mother, Precious Consort Bao, to take full charge of palace affairs.

He also ordered thorough investigation of all imperial merchants, then unsurprisingly discovered all imperial merchants had long since disappeared.

This incident gave everyone who knew about it goosebumps—it meant the entire imperial palace’s food and utensil safety had always been in others’ hands. As long as the other party was willing to sacrifice one hand, they could destroy the entire palace.

This was simply too terrifying.

But what was even more terrifying came later.

The imperial palace underwent a major cleanup, smashing and burning many items and vegetables. For a time, all necessities were scarce. Precious Consort Bao presided over reselecting imperial merchants, and Ruzhou’s wealthy merchants flocked over.

Then on the day before the merchant recruitment meeting, they met with successive accidents.

Some fell from sedan chairs, some fell from horses, some drowned, some had their residences burned.

On the day of the merchant meeting, the vast hall was empty. Eunuch Chang, who came out of the palace personally to preside over selecting imperial merchants, faced the completely silent room and felt a chill rising from his feet to his skull.

The Imperial Supply Bureau eunuchs responsible for palace purchasing had their own connections. Precious Consort Bao ordered them to contact wealthy merchants from outside Ruzhou to bring supplies into the palace overnight.

Some directly refused, claiming they had no goods. Others delivered them, but upon inspection, they were still poisoned.

Now, they dared not eat or use things from inside, nor dared to casually let things be delivered from outside. The imperial palace actually began experiencing material shortages.

Consorts couldn’t eat their fill or sleep well. Every day they watched the heavy guard outside and tense atmosphere. Many people lost control from excessive suppression and fear.

This terrifying atmosphere spread from the palace to ministers’ residences, to the entire court.

No one knew what would happen next, whether someone would be poisoned, whether someone would die, whether there would be another bloody case with corpses everywhere.

All this, just because someone wanted revenge.

He came with rage, hanging a dripping, bloody sword over everyone’s heads.

For all the suffering he had endured, he would only accept blood as repayment.

…

Chapter 513: Two Suckers
Recently, every evening in the Great Feng Imperial Palace, there were always consorts dressed in white robes drifting about, calling out for souls in ghostly tones. The imperial palace was simply like a ghost city.

Guards patrolled the palace wearily, constantly having to escort these consorts who looked more like ghosts than actual ghosts back to their quarters.

But they were all noble consorts. Once they refused to return and struggled and fought, the guards couldn’t use force, leaving them in quite a predicament.

This evening, while the commotion continued, suddenly a grand procession approached, surrounding a phoenix sedan chair with jeweled canopy and embroidered curtains.

At this time, still displaying such pomp and daring to travel through the palace after nightfall—there was only one such person in the entire palace. The guards all stopped and respectfully saluted, “Your Grace, Noble Consort.”

A palace maid opened the curtain. Precious Consort Bao sat upright in the sedan, staring coldly at the crazed consort on the ground, saying with disgust, “Disgraceful! Drag her back to her palace and confine her. Without my word, she is never to come out!”

Sturdy palace maids acknowledged the order, stepped forward to roughly drag the person up, covered her mouth, and escorted her back to her palace.

Precious Consort Bao continued, “Leave three people to follow the guards on patrol. Anyone caught making a scene shall be dealt with in the same manner!”

Palace maids acknowledged and joined the patrol teams.

The Palace Guard captain leading tonight’s patrol breathed a huge sigh of relief and hurriedly kowtowed in gratitude to Her Grace.

Originally, wearing armor, they needn’t salute palace nobles so formally, but everyone in the imperial palace knew this lady loved pomp and face. Being more respectful to her only brought benefits.

Moreover, she was the Crown Prince’s mother. Though the Prince hadn’t returned to court, he was still the future emperor. Precious Consort Bao was currently influential in the palace, so flattery was appropriate.

This captain had distant relations with the royal family and knew even more. It was said the court now suspected this series of major upheavals all came from His Highness the Crown Prince. Though the captain couldn’t understand what kind of operation this was—why would a Crown Prince kill all his relatives and ministers with such ruthless methods? What benefit did this bring him?

But then again, the thoughts of those in power weren’t something common folk like them could comprehend. Otherwise, he’d be Crown Prince too.

However, it was said this Crown Prince was originally insane.

Due to this awe and fear, the captain’s prostration was deeply respectful, greatly pleasing Precious Consort Bao.

Of course, her mood had been excellent recently.

The palace atmosphere was unprecedentedly terrible, while she was unprecedentedly triumphant.

Others feared the omnipresent poison—she didn’t. Others feared assassination that could come at any moment—she didn’t.

On the contrary, because of these things, she finally obtained the power she’d dreamed of and the favor she’d sought for years but couldn’t get.

She had just come from His Majesty’s bedchamber, delivering a late-night snack. She’d heard His Majesty wouldn’t accept food from anyone, so she specifically went to test this.

His Majesty accepted the bird’s nest soup with white fungus she brought.

Because of this, Precious Consort Bao felt as if she were floating on clouds even while sitting in the sedan chair, drifting and content.

The phoenix sedan stopped at Fuchun Palace. Precious Consort Bao had moved out of her original Xuxin Courtyard and now lived alone in Fuchun Palace, one of the main halls of the Western Six Palaces.

Countless palace servants rushed forward, surrounding her as she returned to her bedchamber.

Behind her, palace maids gently massaged her shoulders and removed her hairpins and jewelry. Precious Consort Bao squinted contentedly and spoke to her trusted palace maid, “His Majesty still saw no one today.”

The palace maid said softly, “This servant has already inquired at the Imperial Medical Academy… His Majesty’s pulse… is not good…”

“I heard Ruzhou officials collectively submitted memorials to the Secretariat, directly accusing the Embroidered Uniform Guard of collecting secret files on all officials and fabricating charges to frame loyal ministers. They demanded the abolishment of the Embroidered Uniform Guard and execution of its commander. His Majesty flew into a rage,” Precious Consort Bao said. “Who is this person with such methods, linking one thing to another, turning Ruzhou and the imperial palace upside down?”

The palace maid stole a glance at her, thinking: Do you really have no idea?

She smiled obsequiously, “The more chaotic the palace becomes, the more it shows Your Grace’s fearlessness in crisis and composed handling of affairs. His Majesty relies on you even more.”

Precious Consort Bao laughed happily, “Let’s bathe.”

Behind the screen, steam rose from the bathing pool, with two young eunuchs preparing soap and fragrant flowers.

Precious Consort Bao entered wearing her robe, saying, “You may withdraw.”

The eunuchs acknowledged but didn’t immediately leave. Instead, they walked forward a few steps.

The misty vapor concealed their features. One said softly, “This servant follows His Highness’s command to escort Your Grace out of the palace.”

Precious Consort Bao was startled, only now noticing these two eunuchs had unfamiliar faces.

She opened her mouth to scream, but the other party quickly covered her mouth.

Precious Consort Bao struggled with muffled sounds, extending her leg to kick the bathtub.

The eunuch dragged her away from the bathtub. The other stepped forward, his sleeve moving slightly as smoke was about to disperse.

Precious Consort Bao’s arm suddenly struck the waist of the eunuch covering her mouth. With a soft “chi” sound, he groaned in pain and stepped back clutching his waist.

Precious Consort Bao somehow had a dagger in her hand. She stepped back twice, about to call out, when the other eunuch said urgently, “If you call out, we’ll have no choice but to perish together with you!”

Precious Consort Bao froze, then said coldly, “You’re Murong Yi’s people. You dare kill me!”

The eunuch said, “His Highness instructed that if Your Grace willingly comes with us, you’ll naturally be treated with courtesy. If you refuse or even harm others, we’re permitted to act against you in self-defense!”

Precious Consort Bao angrily said, “How dare he treat his own mother this way!”

The two opposite her said nothing, blocking her path from left and right.

Precious Consort Bao took a breath, lowered her voice, and said, “What madness has possessed Murong Yi! He won’t return to the palace himself, yet wants to kidnap me from it?”

The eunuch said, “His Highness says this is for mutual safety. He advises you to be clear-headed and not covet glory and wealth at the cost of your life.”

Precious Consort Bao laughed as if she’d heard a joke, “What did he say? Safety? Life? How could anyone in this palace threaten my life? If you ask me, the greatest threat to my safety is him!”

She suddenly thought of something, her expression changing, “I heard he’s behind all these recent incidents? Could it be true? What great illness does he have to go so hysterically mad? What good does disrupting Great Feng do him? This is his own realm! What poison did I take to give birth to such a mad son!”

The two eunuchs quietly watched her, a trace of pity flashing in their eyes.

His Highness truly has it difficult…

“Does he want to kidnap me to threaten his father?” Precious Consort Bao thought she’d figured out Murong Yi’s intentions, growing even angrier. “What a rebellious son!”

The eunuchs sighed in unison.

This one was also mad—not only mad but stupid.

His Highness had it so difficult.

But Precious Consort Bao took this as confirmation of her guess. She relaxed her expression, assumed the demeanor of a strategic mastermind, and said gently, “Yi’er has always loved getting stuck in dead ends. As his mother, I can’t watch him go mad. You go back. I won’t make things difficult for you, but I absolutely won’t go with you. Go back and tell Yi’er for me—what father and son in the world remain enemies forever? His Majesty won’t truly blame him. Even if he would, I’ll certainly mediate between them. As long as he stops early and returns to the palace to apologize, we can all be a happy family again. Wouldn’t that be good?”

The two eunuchs quietly watched her.

Truly amazing.

One of them couldn’t help but blurt out, “Your Grace, when have you, His Highness, and His Majesty ever been a happy family together?”

Precious Consort Bao’s expression changed, “How impudent!”

The two eunuchs exchanged glances.

Tonight’s mission wasn’t a death order from their master anyway.

Their master had said Precious Consort Bao was mad and stupid—nine times out of ten, they couldn’t take her away. Forcing it might even bring trouble.

Since that was the case, so be it.

The two turned, leaped onto the roof, and vanished like smoke.

As soon as their figures disappeared, black-clothed shadows fell onto Fuchun Palace’s roof.

Countless black-clothed figures also dropped into the courtyard. Several entered the hall directly, not caring whether Precious Consort Bao was bathing or not, and stood in the hall saying, “Your Grace, His Majesty says he greatly misses your companionship and orders you to come to his bedchamber immediately.”

Precious Consort Bao was overjoyed, “Then let me finish bathing and pack some things before coming!”

The black-clothed guard said stiffly, “His Majesty decrees that Chenglong Hall has everything needed. No preparation is necessary. Please board the sedan immediately, Your Grace.”

As they spoke, several palace maids entered to drape a cloak over Precious Consort Bao. A phoenix sedan was already carried into the courtyard. They immediately stuffed Precious Consort Bao into the sedan and left like the wind.

Half an hour later, in an inconspicuous residence in Ruzhou city, Murong Yi received the news.

He glanced at the eunuch who came to report—also a long-planted sleeper agent. One of them had blood at his waist, clearly stabbed by a blade.

Murong Yi chuckled softly.

His old mother was truly reluctant to leave that shitty palace.

Then so be it.

He was carefully examining case files. All the people from Wanqian Manor who had been left in Great Qian were expelled and escorted all the way to the border. They had just returned yesterday and immediately compiled everything that happened in the capital during that period into case files for submission.

Murong Yi carefully read through the files, then summoned the Runzi House shopkeeper who had been whipped ten times, repeatedly asking about the situation at that time—what Tie Ci said, what she did, her tone, her attitude… down to the minutest details.

Only after the finest details had been repeatedly excavated and there was truly nothing new did he reluctantly dismiss them.

After they left, he still held the case files, savoring them. Mu Si watched from the side, sighing in his heart that this person was both ruthless and obsessed. Yet having a bit of obsession was good—otherwise, what would there be to care about in this world?

Outside the door, a gust of wind suddenly arose. The wind continued right to the door before anyone noticed in alarm, shouting, “Who goes…” The voice stopped mid-sentence.

Then there was deathly silence.

The black night suddenly became thick and substantial.

Mu Si and Zhao San started up in alarm, drawing their swords to rush outside. Between the inner and outer rooms hung a bead curtain that swayed and rustled from the wind stirred by their movements.

The next moment, the rustling stopped. Under everyone’s gaze, the bead curtain suddenly turned into crystalline white powder. The powder gathered, forming a long staff that silently struck both men’s chests.

With two thuds, both men flew backward, crashing left and right at the foot of Murong Yi’s couch.

Mu Si continued roaring even as he fell, “Protect His Highness! Protect His Highness!”

But there was no response—the black night seemed to have suddenly invaded this inner room, becoming solid as iron, pressing down heavily on everyone here.

A hand appeared in the thick, mud-like darkness—porcelain white and slender with beautiful form. The hand stopped by the door, as if not seeing that the bead curtain had disappeared, fingers gently hooking.

The tinkling sound of crystal beads colliding rang out.

Under everyone’s widened gazes, the bead curtain that had just disappeared and been used as a weapon suddenly reappeared, being lifted and parted as someone casually walked in.

On the couch, Murong Yi, who hadn’t moved from beginning to end, kept his eyes lowered, looking at the book in his hands. His tone was light and mocking, “Oh, two suckers have arrived.”

Mu Si broke out in a cold sweat.

Everyone said he was arrogant.

When he encountered Murong Yi, he was also often scared nearly to madness.

Duanmu stood at the door, looking as if he very much wanted to throw the curtain down again or stuff it into that death-seeking mouth.

Sang Tang helplessly smiled and tugged his sleeve. Duanmu immediately turned and said, “I’m not angry. Don’t worry, I won’t kill anyone.”

Murong Yi closed his book, “Before you two arrived, I was just thinking about how to begin ‘The Sucker Chronicles.'”

Neither Duanmu nor Sang Tang understood, but this didn’t prevent them from guessing the malice of this former number one pirated book merchant of the capital.

Duanmu really didn’t want to talk to him, but also didn’t want Sang Tang to talk to him, fearing the honest Sang Tang would be angered to death by this scoundrel. He had to speak himself, “We came to Liaodong to recuperate. The climate here suits Sang Tang better. Since we’re here, we plan to fulfill our promise. You choose—do you want us to heal your injuries, or do you want us to help you kill your father?”

Murong Yi was silent for a while, then said, “Neither.”

“What’s in your brain…”

“You two can’t even heal your own injuries after so many years—what can you help me with? I can kill my own father casually without needing you.” Murong Yi said, “The mistakes you made, the debts you owe—go repay whoever you should repay.”

Sang Tang smiled, “You two are really interesting.”

Murong Yi looked at him. Sang Tang smiled, “I promised I couldn’t say.”

Duanmu said coldly in a flat tone, “On Great Qian’s side, Tie Ci has killed everyone who should be killed. We’re not needed.”

“I don’t need you either,” Murong Yi said. “If that’s the case, then keep owing.”

Duanmu looked like he wanted to do something again, until Sang Tang stroked his hair and he came to his senses, pacing to one side to face the wall.

Sang Tang turned to look at him, then said to Murong Yi, “Duanmu’s old injuries are hard to heal, and his temperament is lazy. Yannan isn’t actually suitable for him. Fighting poison with poison isn’t a good method either. Now that we’ve come to Liaodong, there are many rare medicines here. It’s just that the medicines we need all require large amounts of manpower and resources to find…”

Murong Yi nodded, “Having high martial arts is really impressive. Owing debts without repaying and continuing to borrow money while remaining so arrogant—I’m so envious.”

Sang Tang: “…”
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Silently swallowing a mouthful of blood.

Duanmu quickly walked back, grabbed his hand, and said coldly, “Stop being sarcastic with Sang Tang! That we’re willing to discuss this with you is already giving you a chance. If it weren’t for…”

Sang Tang squeezed his fingers.

Duanmu took a deep breath.

But Murong Yi suddenly smiled.

Originally his breath was weak and his face pale. His former beauty now carried a few traces of delicate and cold air. But this smile was like moon shadows swaying through flower windows, summer flowers luxuriant with evening fragrance, thick clouds dispersing in the vast sky to reveal stars and moon, filling the eyes with brilliance.

These two bosses were themselves good-looking. Sang Tang could make the Empress Dowager obsessed for years, and Duanmu was even more stunning. The two had faced each other for years and had long grown accustomed to human beauty. Even so, at this moment they couldn’t help but be dazed for a while.

Duanmu raised an eyebrow, and Sang Tang smiled.

The person before them was clever—he had probably guessed something.

Mu Si and Zhao San also got up, staring at Murong Yi in a daze. He had actually smiled after returning, but those smiles were chilling, completely different from this moment.

They didn’t know what had happened, only felt their hearts both painful and bitter at this moment, like walking endlessly on a vast snowfield with no end in sight, about to lose hope when seeing a flower bloom.

They suddenly understood that even after experiencing so much hellish suffering, deep in His Highness’s heart, there had always been an undying flower blooming.

Murong Yi sat up and said, “Fine, since you two have come, you’re giving me face. As long as I don’t die, in the future you’ll have medicine when you need medicine, people when you need people. I guarantee you’ll live comfortably in Liaodong. But killing my father really doesn’t require you two. You probably wouldn’t feel right taking things without doing work either, so how about taking some interest first?”

Duanmu said coldly, “What do you want?”

Murong Yi said, “Is Tie Ci injured?”

Sang Tang said, “We looked at her once. Her meridians seem to have problems, but it’s not something we can solve.”

Murong Yi said, “Medical Madman Jingxu dared to play tricks on you two before. I’ve been keeping track of this grudge for you. Now he’s hidden by the Great King in the deep palace underground. Would you two trouble yourselves to drag him out and send him to A’ci?”

Before the two could speak, he quickly continued, “This is just a small return for providing for you two in the future. The debts you owed before are still being recorded. I’ll bring them up when needed.”

Duanmu was amused by his audacity. Just as he was about to speak, Sang Tang stopped him and nodded, “Agreed.”

Murong Yi smiled and made a gesture of invitation.

Zhao San admiringly watched his master use these two bosses as bodyguards.

Watching Sang Tang and Duanmu leave, Murong Yi frowned slightly.

Tie Ci had never held a coronation ceremony—she indeed had physical problems.

Sending Medical Madman to her would also prevent his old man from continuing to cling to life using the Medical Madman’s medical skills. Two birds with one stone.

His expression was satisfied, but Zhao San frowned, “Master, why did you refuse to let those two heal your injuries?”

His master’s injuries were also recovering slowly. They had consulted countless physicians who all said the severe injuries and poisoning, combined with traveling thousands of miles through wind and snow without timely treatment while continuously exhausting himself, had damaged his foundation and would certainly shorten his lifespan.

Murong Yi smiled.

Top experts with supreme martial arts all had a condescending attitude toward all living beings and wouldn’t discuss sentiment or reason with anyone.

These two owed a debt and could at most repay it once. He was reluctant to waste it on himself.

The night sky gradually cleared, and the suffocating oppression from before dissipated. Countless reports poured in continuously.

Murong Yi read through them one by one, gathered the stack of reports in his hand like playing cards, and smiled, “Alright, let’s leave the city.”

“Prepare yourselves. Wait for my wonderful father to bring his pack of dogs and come out a hundred li to welcome me.”

…

Three days later, on the official road leading from Ruzhou to outside the city, all snow had been cleared away. Yellow earth paved the road, clean water sprinkled the streets, colorful pavilions were erected everywhere, and decorative barriers stood throughout.

Firecrackers had been echoing throughout the city since early morning.

The people of Ruzhou rushed to spread the news.

That Crown Prince who had achieved great merit in Great Qian was finally returning to Great Feng!

His Majesty would personally lead all officials to welcome him at the outskirts, giving him unprecedented grand ceremony.

He even ordered that officials and royalty who were victims in the recent series of bloody cases were not allowed to hold white-draped funerals today.

No one dared object. After all, those involved knew in their hearts that if their family funerals collided with the Crown Prince’s return procession, the tragedy might well repeat itself.

The Ministry of Rites had already gone out a hundred li the day before to wait, while the palace began preparations at the yin hour. Before the mao hour arrived, all officials were already waiting in the square. At precisely mao hour, while the sky was still dark, the emperor’s grand procession left the city.

Just the day before leaving the city, the Embroidered Uniform Guard commander was imprisoned. His Majesty issued an edict abolishing the Embroidered Uniform Guard and publicly announced to the realm that the mastermind behind this series of bloody cases was also the Embroidered Uniform Guard, so they deserved their punishment.

In normal times, such claims would inevitably face protests from censors, but now there wasn’t even anyone who came out to speak.

The Crown Prince who hadn’t yet arrived had already cast his shadow heavily over every minister’s head.

At the suburban welcoming pavilion thirty li outside Ruzhou city, tents were erected with all officials crowded inside, shivering as they waited.

The emperor remained in his huge palanquin without coming down.

From pitch darkness they waited until the sun was high, then waited until dusk was approaching. Everyone began to despair and fear, wondering if this might be another prelude to one of the Crown Prince’s collective terrorist incidents, gathering so many important figures including the emperor in one place for a clean sweep.

A normal person naturally wouldn’t do such things, but this one wasn’t normal!

Only His Majesty remained calm throughout, not leaving his palanquin all day.

When only the last ray of sunset remained on the horizon, scouts who had been constantly gathering intelligence came galloping back.

“He’s here! He’s here!”

All officials were overjoyed, quickly rousing their spirits, straightening their attire, and forming lines on both sides of the road.

On the horizon appeared a black carriage.

At first glance it seemed quite ordinary, but all the military officers present narrowed their eyes.

They recognized that the carriage’s exterior was made of yuan iron worth ten thousand gold.

Rumors said the Second Prince had once discovered yuan iron in Great Qian and privately forged a batch of yuan iron weapons. But all the treasures he painstakingly forged were swallowed up by this one, and even when His Majesty personally went, he gained nothing.

Looking now, the rumors were indeed true.

The ministers’ gazes quietly turned toward the imperial palanquin.

All day long, His Majesty hadn’t left the palanquin, and coughing sounds kept coming from within.

Just from the sounds, they could tell His Majesty’s body was already very weak.

But even if he weren’t weak, His Majesty might not be a match for this Crown Prince. Everyone present had heard more or less about the Battle of Wuse Plain, where the captured Crown Prince injured His Majesty and escaped, then pursued the royal procession all the way, killing all the accompanying princes and nearly finishing off His Majesty.

His Majesty’s body was ruined after that incident.

The leader of the Tiger Guards responsible for protection that time was given the responsibility of searching the entire city this time, but had never dared to search seriously.

That tough military officer always had barely concealed wariness and fear in his eyes whenever the Crown Prince was mentioned.

The lion had grown old, while opposite him was a young and powerful male lion, with gleaming fangs visible at every turn.

The black carriage drew closer and closer, its huge shadow covering the roadside.

All officials even suppressed their breathing. A Ministry of Rites official called out loudly, “His Highness the Crown Prince arrives—all officials kneel in welcome—”

Officials straightened their clothes, dusted their sleeves, and knelt in unison.

“We pay respects to His Highness the Crown Prince! May Your Highness live a thousand years, a thousand years, ten thousand years!”

The carriage remained completely silent.

Officials knelt on the cold ground, not daring to raise their heads or stand up. Their knees ached and grew numb from the cold, and their fingers supporting them on the ground trembled continuously.

Despair filled their hearts.

Indeed, this one was not easy to serve.

How would they survive the next several decades under this master?

Would they carry coffins to court daily?

Time trickled by drop by drop.

Officials knelt by the roadside, trembling all over.

Inside the black carriage, Murong Yi reclined, drinking tea, reading books, and eating melon seeds.

With a “thud,” a minister—whether from cold or fear—fainted.

The black carriage still remained completely silent, not even someone lifting the curtain to look.

Finally, an aged sigh came from within the imperial palanquin.

The Great Feng Emperor’s voice was slightly hoarse, “Murong Yi, this is between you and me. Don’t torment the innocent.”

A soft laugh came from the black carriage.

The curtain lifted. A white-clothed figure stood on the carriage shaft.

Officials should have immediately lowered their heads, but at this moment everyone instinctively looked up, staring at that white-clothed person.

They saw him slender as jade bamboo, seemingly ready to be blown away by a breeze.

They saw his plain white robes fluttering, like an immortal descending from clouds on the wind.

They saw a face carved from jade, with long, graceful eyebrows and features difficult to paint.

They saw his aloof bearing and indifferent expression, but his eyes reminded them of ice caves in the depths of Great Feng’s coldest ten-thousand-li snowfields—bone-chilling cold with no human warmth.

Of Great Feng Emperor’s eighteen sons, Murong Yi was the one who appeared least often. Before age seventeen, many people didn’t even remember his name.

No one had expected that the least favored young prince who was bullied and despised would be the final victor.

Everyone also hadn’t expected that this Crown Prince, legendary for being both ruthless and mad, was truly a beauty of unparalleled elegance.

A breeze passed, and Murong Yi descended like a wind that had gathered clouds.

When he stood before all officials, everyone snapped back to awareness, shivered violently, and quickly pressed their heads into the cold ground.

“We respectfully welcome His Highness the Crown Prince! May Your Highness be well!”

There seemed to be a soft laugh, or perhaps not. Officials only saw snow-colored robe hems silently sweep past their eyes, with faint medicinal fragrance dispersing.

Murong Yi walked all the way to the imperial palanquin. Ministry of Rites officials quickly rushed up to lay down a cushion, requesting he pay respects to His Majesty.

Murong Yi looked down at the cushion and kicked it away.

All officials: “…”

Never in their lives had they seen such an arrogant Crown Prince.

They’d heard this Crown Prince had quite an affair with that Female Emperor of Great Qian. That one had been Crown Prince for twelve years—could this style have been learned from her?

The next moment, Murong Yi lifted his foot and stepped onto the imperial palanquin.

Palace guards rushed up in alarm. Before they could speak, Murong Yi stood on the carriage shaft, turned and looked down at them.

Just one glance froze them solid.

Those eyes were coldly beautiful, seemingly hiding endless demonic fire and cold snow.

“What? I’m visiting my old man to catch up on old times. Is that your business to manage?”

The palanquin curtain was lifted, and Eunuch Chang bowed as he emerged, “Your Highness, His Majesty requests your presence.”

Only then did Murong Yi turn to address all officials, “Everyone get up and move away. Don’t disturb our father-son affection.”

The last four words made officials hear killing intent, so they quickly thanked him, rose, and retreated far to one side.

Inside the imperial palanquin, Murong Yao held a bowl of medicinal soup, slowly drinking it, and glanced at Murong Yi.

At this glance, he was slightly stunned and frowned.

His chosen heir was good in every way except for being too fierce in temperament.

To take revenge on him as quickly as possible, he didn’t even care for his own body.

For a dynasty lasting a hundred years, the heir naturally needed to be healthy and long-lived.

But what could he say now? He had wanted the strongest son, only to discover that while he was indeed strong, he was too strong to control.

He wanted to say something but couldn’t help coughing.

Opposite him, Murong Yi was also coughing. His pale face flushed red as he snatched away Murong Yao’s medicine bowl, “Our conditions are about the same. Let me try your medicine.”

He said “try” but didn’t drink it, only smelled it, then burst into loud laughter.

While laughing, he said, “I told you there’s no need to bother finding someone to kill you… How many days can you live!”

In the distance, officials heard the loud laughter and relaxed slightly.

It seemed the conversation was going well.

Exactly—between father and son, what couldn’t be discussed?

No matter how great the differences or deep the chasm, one imperial throne was enough to compensate for everything.

Murong Yao said calmly, “I indeed don’t have much time left, so I’ve already ordered the Ministry of Rites to prepare the coronation ceremony, just waiting for your return.”

Murong Yi sneered.

“Coming out to welcome you today, I’ll also issue the edict.” Murong Yao said, “When I left the palace I was emperor; when we return, it will be you.”

Murong Yi smiled, “What? You really dare hand it over to me? Aren’t you afraid I’ll order troop withdrawal and surrender immediately?”

Murong Yao smiled, “The original military campaign was just for momentum and testing, to prevent Great Qian from making any moves that might affect our founding. Now Di Yiwei returned too quickly, Yongping is difficult to capture, the war situation is deadlocked. We’ll have to withdraw troops sooner or later.”

“Of course, if you ascend earlier and withdraw troops earlier, both Great Qian and Great Feng can have fewer deaths.”

“Are you using Great Qian lives to coerce me into ascending?” Murong Yi smiled, “Your Majesty, you’ve been wise all your life, yet become muddled in old age.”

“Whether I’m muddled or not, you know in your heart. What you truly care about, I also understand.” Murong Yao said flatly, “As for surrendering to Great Qian… oh right, your mother fell seriously ill recently. I sent her out of the palace for recuperation.”

Murong Yi stared at him, his gaze dark. After a long moment, he slowly said, “Your Majesty is not only muddled but has become naive. What? You want to use my mother to coerce me?”
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He suddenly burst into loud laughter again, laughing while clutching his chest and coughing, “Good heavens, using Precious Consort Bao to threaten me? What a brilliant idea you came up with.”

With a crack, he smashed the medicine bowl in his hand out of the imperial palanquin, “That cup of poisoned wine I drank in her place that day already repaid her kindness. After that, whether you kill or torture her, please feel free!”

The medicine bowl struck Eunuch Chang standing below the palanquin on the head. Eunuch Chang’s expression didn’t change, and he didn’t even wipe the blood slowly flowing down his head.

As for the officials, they had already been so startled by this smashing that they fell to their knees again with thuds.

Murong Yao’s gaze slowly swept over the shattered medicine bowl. For the first time, he smiled slightly, “Fine, let’s say you don’t care about your mother. But… before you returned, I moved the Sun family’s grave.”

Murong Yi’s expression changed drastically.

For an instant, his eyes were vicious, as if ready to devour someone.

Then he smiled coldly, “Trying to trick me?”

Murong Yao remained unmoved, “My old father-in-law was a cunning old fox. With the craftiness of a rabbit having three burrows, he even laid false trails for his burial place after death. There are several tomb sites, and the false tombs are all filled with countless traps. Many of my elite died… But everything in this world leaves traces when it passes. If you really want to find it, you can always find it.”

Murong Yi narrowed his eyes at him. Murong Yao dipped his finger in tea water and casually drew several lines on the table.

Murong Yi’s face seemed to suddenly don a mask. The rage from being threatened with his mother vanished completely, and he looked at the table expressionlessly.

But the temperature inside the palanquin seemed to drop to freezing.

Murong Yao seemed completely oblivious, drawing another line on the table surface, “Previously you laid out moves against me. Now it’s my turn to lay them out for you.”

“Your mother consort is one move.”

“Whether your grandfather’s remains can be properly buried or will be disturbed after your death—that’s another move.”

“When I learned the secret guards couldn’t take you away, I ordered them not to return to Great Feng and dispatched the most elite secret guard unit with a death order: Stay in the capital, await opportunities to assassinate Tie Ci. The mission is permanent, lasting until death.” He said, “Another move.”

Murong Yi remained motionless, but his fingers hanging beneath the table slowly clenched into fists, exerting so much force that his knuckles made sounds as if about to crack.

“I also sent another group to Yongping, the capital, Haiyou, Hanli Khan Desert, Western Rong… to kill Di Yiwei, Rong Pu, Dan Ye, Qi Yuansi, Shen Mi… Same conditions—permanent mission, lasting until death.”

Murong Yao slowly drew another line, staring into Murong Yi’s eyes, saying flatly, “I don’t believe Tie Ci can stay in the palace forever, never have oversights, never relax her guard for life. If she truly can do this, such a life would be painful enough for her. I even less believe that ordinary people like Qi Yuansi can receive the same protection as Tie Ci, can survive assassins’ persistent attempts day after day for decades. My requirements aren’t high—as long as one of these people dies, I’ll be satisfied.”

Emperor Qianhuan’s death was already an insurmountable chasm between Murong Yi and Tie Ci. If another of Tie Ci’s close friends died at the hands of Great Feng assassins, then between Murong Yi and Tie Ci, there would be no resolving their conflicts, no bridging the heavenly divide.

The palanquin interior was silent as death. Outside, the officials also vaguely sensed the suffocating atmosphere and trembled as they prostrated on the ground.

One was an emperor of great talent and strategy, the other a ruthless and fearless crown prince. Yet they were incompatible as fire and water. If these two truly clashed, what would happen to Great Feng? What would be their own fate?

Inside the palanquin, Murong Yao coughed softly, gazing at the several moves he had drawn.

He knew that this Great Feng, this imperial throne, and even he himself could no longer control Murong Yi.

Now he had lost all trusted allies, ministers’ hearts had turned away, and public opinion was divided. This throne might not even need him to pass it to Murong Yi—as long as Murong Yi was willing, he could overthrow him and take the seat himself at any time.

Fortunately, this mad person still had weaknesses, still had people he cared about.

To make one final gamble with Murong Yi, to preserve Great Feng’s foundation, he had sent out all the elite he had cultivated for years. Now his surroundings were full of holes like a sieve.

Murong Yi could kill him with one move.

Of course, compared to Great Feng’s foundation, his life and death had never mattered.

He had been forced by Murong Yi into a corner, compelled to choose him, but absolutely couldn’t watch him hand over Great Feng to the Great Qian Female Emperor with both hands.

If he had lost before, now it could only be Murong Yi who would lose.

Because he was about to die.

A person about to die was one without weaknesses. Whether relatives, life, or reputation—none of it mattered anymore.

Such a person was truly the strongest.

Opposite him, Murong Yi remained silent, looking at him with eyes that made one’s heart tremble.

Murong Yao picked up his ginseng tea, slowly drinking it, knowing there was no point waiting for him to yield, and he himself couldn’t afford to wait.

He said directly, “I’ll give you the throne, give you Great Feng, but I want you to swear that my Murong descendants will never leave Great Feng territory for life, never see Tie Ci again, never hand over Great Feng to Great Qian. Until your death, Great Feng must remain independent.”

“As long as you agree, I’ll immediately recall all the assassins and secret guards I sent out, return your mother consort, and tell you where Old Master Sun was reburied.”

After a long silence.

“Fine, I swear.”

“Swear on Tie Ci’s life.”

“No.” Murong Yi immediately refused, “I will never do anything to harm her in my lifetime, not even use her as an oath.”

“Then swear before your subjects that if you violate this oath, your mandate of heaven will not last, you’ll fall into Avici Hell after death, and never see your beloved in life.”

“Fine.” Murong Yi didn’t hesitate.

The palanquin curtains were raised on all sides.

Officials looked up to see the father and son sitting opposite each other in the palanquin.

They saw Murong Yi place one hand on the table and raise the other.

They heard the Crown Prince declare loudly, “Murong Yi hereby swears: In my lifetime, I will not leave the nation’s soil, will not betray my subjects, will not hand over Great Feng to others. I swear to defend our territorial integrity unto death. Should I violate this, may my mandate not endure, may I fall forever into Avici Hell, never to see my beloved in life or death!”

They saw the emperor’s brow move slightly, as if he smiled, one hand slowly rising as if wanting to stroke his son’s head.

To do what he had never done in the past nineteen years.

However, at that moment, Murong Yi slightly turned his head away.

His eyes were cold and indifferent.

Since it was never given then, there was no need to receive it now.

The resentment of this life would not be forgiven until death.

Murong Yao’s hand paused slightly, then lowered. When he extended it again, his left hand held a bright yellow silk scroll, his right hand a purple sandalwood box with a jeweled cover.

Upon seeing those two items, all ministers knelt down.

Murong Yi stared at the imperial edict and jade seal before him.

He had once pursued these two things with single-minded dedication.

Later, all he wanted was a place beside that person.

In the end, he was still driven by fate, circling back to return to the predetermined path.

Everyone held their breath waiting, both surprised yet expectant, for this unusual palanquin succession ceremony.

They hadn’t expected His Majesty to value this Crown Prince so highly that he couldn’t even wait for a proper ceremonial succession in the great hall.

But after waiting a long time, they still didn’t see the Crown Prince accept the edict.

Everyone’s scalps tingled.

Really? He was this unconventional?

Even when the throne was offered to him, he wouldn’t take it?

The few remaining princes prostrated on the ground, hearts filled with both jealousy and helplessness.

The one who wanted it couldn’t get it; the one who didn’t want it was being force-fed.

But they only thought this—they didn’t dare even glance at the jade seal, fearing being discovered and accused of harboring covetous intentions.

That would mean death.

On the palanquin, Murong Yi didn’t even look at the edict, saying directly, “What about recalling the secret guards as promised?”

Murong Yao smiled helplessly, set down the edict, and pulled another silk scroll from his sleeve, “The edict recalling the secret guards, your mother consort’s whereabouts, and the reburial location are all here.”

Murong Yi took the scroll, pulled out the secret edict, glanced at it, then turned and said, “Old Chang.”

Eunuch Chang was surprised and quickly stepped forward.

Murong Yao looked at his back, more bent than usual.

“Handle this personally.” Murong Yi handed him the secret edict.

Eunuch Chang bowed to receive it, then turned to look at Murong Yao.

This old eunuch who had followed Murong Yao his entire life, accompanying him through countless battlefields, his lips trembled as tears welled in his old eyes.

“Your Majesty…”

This trip would take several months; he couldn’t accompany the emperor on his final journey.

Murong Yao closed his eyes slightly.

His iron-hearted son wanted him to understand the taste of being utterly alone and abandoned by all in his final days.

He wanted him to walk alone at the last moment, seeing no one around him.

Murong Yi’s revenge was constant, never ceasing until death.

He said, “Go.”

Then added, “After completing this task, give him his freedom.”

Murong Yi said flatly, “As he wishes.”

Eunuch Chang prostrated in the snow, performing a grand salute, “Your Majesty, this old slave departs.”

As he rose and turned, he raised his sleeve to wipe away tears.

Officials kneeling on the ground watched the desolate back of Eunuch Chang, who had once been deeply trusted and powerful, feeling chilled to the bone.

Murong Yi read another note and handed it to Mu Si below the palanquin.

Mu Si led people away on the order. Soon, a firework shot up in the distance.

This was confirmation. Only then did Murong Yi turn back.

Opposite him, Murong Yao slowly set down his tea cup and picked up the edict and jade seal again.

His movements were very slow, as if those not-heavy objects weighed more than a thousand jun.

Murong Yi stared at his fingers, listening to his increasingly labored breathing, counting his gradually uncountable heartbeats in the suffocating silence.

He slowly extended his hand.

Just as his palm reached below Murong Yao’s palm.

Murong Yao’s hand suddenly convulsed, then abruptly released.

The edict and jade seal fell simultaneously into Murong Yi’s palm.

At the same time, Murong Yao’s body leaned back slightly, his eyes turned skyward, and he exhaled softly.

Then fell into eternal silence.

Wind and snow howled between heaven and earth.

Murong Yi sat motionless, gazing at that eternally peaceful, naturally dignified face opposite him, his eyes showing neither joy nor anger.

Today’s wind and snow seemed like the snow from that night at Chongming Palace.

Bone-chillingly cold, endlessly mournful, rolling in with heavy clouds from the horizon.

As if this sky would never clear again.

…

No one knew how much time passed before a wail of grief awakened the stunned crowd.

“His Majesty has passed away!”

Cries of grief arose as officials removed their cap ribbons and prostrated in the snow, bidding farewell to the first emperor of the Great Feng Dynasty.

On the palanquin, Murong Yi slowly stood with the edict in one hand and jade seal in the other.

Officials kneeling changed direction like a tide, bowing down.

“Long live our Emperor! Ten thousand years! Ten thousand times ten thousand years!”

On the twenty-seventh day of the first month in the first year of Xiansheng, Emperor Murong Yao, founding emperor of Great Feng, died less than two months after establishing the nation, on the imperial palanquin outside Ruzhou, the capital of Great Feng.

Crown Prince Murong Yi ascended the throne before the palanquin.

The era name: Chongjiu.

…

Chapter 516: Would You Be Willing to Become My Consort?
The twentieth day of the first month, Zhiming Year One.

Early in the morning, Rong Pu, who had been summoned to the palace, sat by the side of the Emperor’s bed in his sleeping quarters, his fingers gently pressed against Tie Ci’s pulse.

Tie Ci’s complexion looked even worse than it had recently. He kept a handkerchief pressed to his mouth, his chest rising and falling as if struggling to suppress his breathing.

Chi Xue and the others stood anxiously before the bed, speaking to Rong Pu: “Lord Rong, we don’t know what’s wrong with His Majesty. He was gradually getting better, but suddenly he’s become listless and dizzy again, constantly nauseous, with no appetite, yet he won’t allow the imperial physicians to come check his pulse. Please examine him carefully.”

Rong Pu continued taking the pulse for a while, then silently drew in a breath and glanced at Tie Ci.

That glance carried complex emotions, but Tie Ci kept his eyes closed, not looking at him, only saying: “Everyone leave.”

Chi Xue seemed somewhat surprised.

Throughout all these years, no matter what the circumstances, His Majesty had never avoided them.

But she said nothing, simply pulling Dan Shuang and Jian Xi away with her, even closing the palace doors.

Only Rong Pu and Tie Ci remained in the hall.

After a long silence, Rong Pu smiled bitterly and said: “Should this minister congratulate Your Majesty?”

Tie Ci replied flatly: “It hardly seems like something worth congratulating.”

“Congratulations would indeed be premature at this point,” Rong Pu said. “Your Majesty’s previous injuries were too severe, and the internal damage continues to linger, so…”

After a long while, Tie Ci slowly opened his eyes, his gaze calm and emotionless.

Some fates, if they come at the wrong time, are nothing more than another withering.

Finally, he said: “Let it be as fate wills.”

The twenty-seventh day of the first month, Zhiming Year One.

The Emperor was unwell and suspended court for one day.

In Chongming Palace, Rong Pu again sat in his previous position, withdrawing his hand from taking Tie Ci’s pulse. After a long silence, he said: “This minister will prepare a recuperative prescription for Your Majesty. You must persist in taking it. It would be best not to attend court recently, to avoid the cold wind and snow that might bring on a chill and leave lasting ailments.”

Tie Ci lay covered with thick bedding, his face pale as snow, eyes closed as he said: “One day of rest should be sufficient.”

Rong Pu wanted to say more, but Tie Ci wearily raised his hand, and he fell silent.

Rong Pu sat for a while, listening to her slightly labored breathing. The silver charcoal in the brazier crackled softly, yet the entire great hall was terrifyingly quiet.

He looked at the corner of the blanket that had come loose, wanting to tuck it in for her. His hand reached halfway but then slowly withdrew.

He stood up and slowly walked out of the hall. Today the sunlight was unusually bright and clear, great swaths of brilliant white light spilling across the golden brick floor, then gradually enclosed by the slowly closing door.

Tie Ci slowly opened his eyes, reaching under the pillow to pull out a small cloth sock.

The sock was no longer than a little finger, hanging softly from her finger.

The workmanship wasn’t exquisite, but it was careful—all the needle marks and thread ends were left on the outside so that when worn, they would never chafe delicate skin.

But it remained unfinished, still hanging with needle and thread.

Tie Ci’s fingers gently caressed the small sock for a while.

Then she reached out, extending her hand toward the floor beside the bed.

Her fingers opened.

The cloth sock fell into the brazier beneath the bed.

It slowly curled up and disappeared.

…

On the ninth day of the second month, Zhiming Year One, Da Qian received news of the new emperor’s ascension in Da Feng.

At the same time, they also received news of Da Feng’s military withdrawal.

It was said that on the second day after the Da Feng emperor’s ascension, he ordered the withdrawal of troops. At that time, Da Feng’s three hundred thousand soldiers were confronting Di Yiwei at the Pingshan line. Both sides had victories and defeats, the battle situation was deadlocked, and Di Yiwei had already prepared for a fight to the death. Who could have known that overnight, the Da Feng army retreated like a tide, leaving behind many supplies and numerous camps scattered across the wilderness.

At that time, Di Yiwei stood atop the city walls, gazing at the departing mass of dark soldiers in the distance, her face blank with confusion.

Having spent half her life in military campaigns, she had never seen such an anticlimactic battle.

Subsequently, Da Feng proposed peace negotiations, and urgent military reports flew to Shengdu.

At that time, the Emperor was in the Imperial Study, having summoned his key ministers to discuss the Grand Tutor’s proposal to merge all the academies in Shengdu and establish a separate national university in the capital.

When they heard this news, everyone instinctively looked toward the Emperor.

The Emperor didn’t even lift his head, seemingly unmoved by this unexpected good news, only saying: “Peace negotiations shall be handled by the Ministry of Rites.”

The ministers breathed a sigh of relief.

They had all worried that His Majesty, because of his father’s murder, would want to fight Da Feng to the death.

Although the late emperor’s revenge must be taken, now was not the time. After the Xiao clan rebellion, Da Qian’s vitality was damaged, and the people needed rest and recovery.

But the Emperor agreed to peace negotiations without saying anything, leaving the ministers with their prepared persuasive arguments unused.

However, some people felt uneasy in their hearts. He Zi exchanged glances with several Grand Secretaries.

What they worried about wasn’t that His Majesty wanted to avenge his father—their concern was quite the opposite.

They knew that regardless of whether peace was made with Da Feng or not, a blood feud had been formed that would certainly need to be settled in the future.

But they hoped His Majesty understood this point.

Duan Yande stepped forward to congratulate: “Your Majesty, yesterday General Manager Xiao also achieved a great victory against the Dayan cavalry, killing thirty thousand and driving them back beyond Juyan Pass. After this battle, Dayan’s vitality is surely damaged, and they certainly won’t dare to raid our borders again for several years. Thus, this rebellion in our Da Qian has finally been quelled.”

“Yes, truly double good fortune.”

“Most congratulatory.”

At that time, the Dayan cavalry had borrowed passage through Prince Changle’s territory, with their military might pointed directly at Shengdu. Within two days, that famously swift and predatory cavalry could have crashed into Shengdu.

No one had expected that Tie Ci, who was still Crown Princess at the time, while dealing with the Xiao clan, never abandoned her vigilance and control over the entire situation. When Yongping had to transfer Di Yiwei to the capital, she wrote to Xirong, asking King Dan Ye of Xirong to look after Yongping in her stead, and if there were changes in Da Qian’s interior, to come south in support. This was why Yongping didn’t fall immediately when its main general was absent, and why Shengdu received timely reinforcements during that moment of internal and external crisis, avoiding destruction.

At the same time, she turned her attention to Longyang, which had always appeared dutiful and compliant, and to Dayan lurking behind Longyang, secretly mobilizing Xiao Xueya’s forces, which were closest to Longyang, to lie in ambush on the route Dayan would inevitably take southward.

The veteran ministers only learned of this afterwards. While shocked, they couldn’t help but admire His Majesty’s vision and breadth of mind—while dealing with the Xiao clan, she had dared to employ Xiao Xueya, the only member of the Xiao family who held military power, to execute such an important mission crucial to Da Qian’s survival. It was truly astonishing.

Such courage and trust—how could it not inspire generals to fight to the death?

Xiao Xueya did not disappoint Tie Ci’s trust. He paid no attention to the storms in Shengdu, turning his back to the capital and facing Dayan, with snow-white armor and silver spear, steadfastly guarding before the southern stronghold of Yuzhou.

After he repelled Dayan, Yannan’s You Weixing also requested permission to coordinate with Xiao Xueya. Not only did they pursue Dayan all the way to their grasslands, but they also conveniently struck through Longyang completely.

Xiao Xueya and You Weixing’s cooperation severely wounded Prince Changle of Longyang, and Longyang was now embroiled in succession struggles among his sons.

But the struggle was actually meaningless now, because the court would soon issue an edict condemning them, stripping them of their fiefdom and bringing it back under direct rule.

Without destruction, there could be no rebuilding. Now two of the three feudal princes had been dealt with. The ministers looked up to their sovereign, the people loved him, and the soldiers were devoted. In a short time, Da Qian had entered its golden age, and Da Qian’s new emperor had become the most beloved ruler.

Except for Da Feng, which didn’t need to be dealt with urgently.

But everyone firmly believed that their Emperor would lead them to crush Liaodong, capture that audacious rebel, bring him to Shengdu, and execute him by a thousand cuts.

The meeting didn’t last too long, as the Emperor had not yet fully recovered and his health continued to fluctuate.

The ministers took their leave in the afternoon, filing out.

Duan Yande walked beside He Zi, in good spirits, discussing Da Feng’s new emperor with him: “…the era name is Chongjiu. What, does this rebel pretender dare to aspire to an eternal dynasty and imperial glory lasting ten thousand years?”

He Zi glanced at him and smiled slightly, gazing at the frost-covered glazed eaves ahead without responding.

Chongjiu—supremely noble and everlasting dynasty.

In the eyes of Da Feng’s subjects, they probably thought the same way.

But was it really so?

Chongjiu, double nine.

Eighteen.

…

In the fifth month of Zhiming Year One, Da Feng’s peace negotiation delegation arrived in Shengdu.

They did not receive an enthusiastic welcome from Shengdu’s citizens, who still remembered the suffering and bloodshed of that night of upheaval, remembered how Da Feng’s new emperor had deceived their Female Emperor, murdered the late emperor, escaped from Shengdu, and then used this “great achievement” to claim that vile pretender’s throne.

It was just that everyone remembered their status as citizens of the Celestial Empire and didn’t lose their dignity by throwing eggs or vegetables—they merely regarded them with cold stares.

The new Minister of Rites was responsible for reception, arranging the delegation at the Tongwen Hall. Rong Pu had not yet returned to Haiyou. Though he should have been in mourning, the Emperor had kept him from retirement to assist the Ministry of Rites in handling peace negotiations.

In the delegation, Rong Pu saw a familiar face.

Deputy envoy Mu Si.

That day, the delegation submitted a formal request for an imperial audience according to custom.

That night, Tie Ci stood before Chongming Palace watching the moon. In early summer, the sky was high and clouds sparse, the moonlight clear and bright.

The night-cold of the heavenly steps was like water.

Dan Shuang stood behind her. The girl had grown much thinner, returning to her original ice-carved, snow-sculpted coldness. When Tie Ci occasionally turned around, she would always be startled, thinking she had encountered a ghost.

The two stood in silence, one before the other, until Tie Ci spoke: “I don’t plan to see the delegation. Tomorrow you should leave the palace and go see them in my place.”

Dan Shuang was silent for a moment, then said: “Your Majesty, please forgive me. I will be indisposed with a cold tomorrow and unable to leave the palace.”

Tie Ci smiled helplessly, turning to look at her. “Why is this necessary?”

Dan Shuang didn’t answer.

“This person has come such a long way. It wasn’t easy for him,” Tie Ci sighed. “Just now I was thinking, if he truly has sincere intentions, I could think of some way for you to quietly go with him. What do you think of feigning death? We could start with your sudden cold…”

Dan Shuang interrupted her: “This servant doesn’t understand what Your Majesty is saying.”

Tie Ci fell silent, then after a long while said: “This is between him and me. Why must you get involved and ruin your own lifetime of happiness?”

“I cannot abandon Your Majesty,” Dan Shuang said. “And I will never go to Liaodong.”

“Dan Shuang, sometimes if you don’t seize an opportunity, you lose it forever.”

“When I was saved by Master and Your Majesty and stayed by Your Majesty’s side, I swore an oath that I would never leave you for my entire life,” Dan Shuang said. “Your enemies are my enemies, your loves and hatreds are my loves and hatreds. Though I cannot bear Your Majesty’s pain in your place, I will never go off to enjoy happiness alone.”

“Dan Shuang, you received Master’s education. Why don’t you understand even now the principle of living for yourself?”

Dan Shuang pressed her lips tightly together and refused to speak further.

Tie Ci closed her eyes and shook her head, turning to lean against the cool white marble railing.

The white marble plaza stretched vast as the sea under the moonlight, appearing broad and cold as snow.

That was the distance separating her from the human world.

That was the snow from that year that would never melt.

Her fingers caressed the rough stone surface as she thought: she had expected he would secretly come mixed in with the delegation.

But in the end, he hadn’t.

Just like that time, the last time she had him brought into the palace, she had expected he would secretly run to Ruixiang Hall first to pour snow down her neck.

That also hadn’t happened.

At that time, her heart had felt strange, like an ominous premonition.

Later came the bloodbath at Chongming.

Now, once again, her guess had proven wrong.

Her heart felt as if a piece had been carved out with a knife and cast into emptiness, floating and drifting with nothing to depend on.

Too many things were beyond her control, their destinations unknowable, their futures invisible.

She gripped the cold stone railing, but her palms were colder than the stone.

A phrase echoed countless times in her heart, but there was no one to hear it.

Murong Yi.

So you and I.

In the end, our fate was shallow.

…

His Imperial Majesty ultimately did not receive the Da Feng delegation, not allowing them to set foot in the imperial palace.

Regarding this decision, the Da Feng side was very dissatisfied, but Da Qian’s ministers all breathed a sigh of relief.

They all believed this demonstrated His Majesty’s attitude toward Da Feng.

His Majesty harbored no lingering feelings—in his heart, Da Feng represented those treacherous ministers and regicidal rebels.

Negotiations proceeded amid mutual tugging and pulling, with the delegation naturally having professional personnel to conduct talks. As deputy envoy, Mu Si was responsible for the delegation’s security.

He shouldn’t have come originally. After Murong Yi’s ascension, Mu Si had taken the position of Palace Guard Commander, responsible for imperial palace defense—such an important duty should never leave the palace. But Murong Yi had forcibly sent him here.

After receiving news that His Majesty would not grant an audience, Mu Si never approached Da Qian’s imperial palace, maintaining his usual demeanor.

It was just that his subordinates several times caught him sitting on rooftops drinking wine, facing the direction of the imperial palace, early summer moonlight draped over his shoulders like frost.

Also in this fifth month, the Emperor’s enthronement ceremony, delayed for nearly half a year, was finally held in Chengqian Hall. The Da Feng delegation was permitted to attend the ceremony at the palace gate plaza.

At that time, the Da Feng delegation stood below the hall, gazing up at the Female Emperor at the end of the thousand-step staircase, unable to help thinking of the legendary entanglements of love and enmity between their own emperor and this Female Emperor, their hearts filled with mixed emotions.

Indeed, those in power were not meant to have love.

Even if there were moments of passion and confusion, they could not withstand the ruthlessness of imperial power. In the end, each occupied their own territory, north and south, each claiming imperial dignity—it could be considered a good ending.

Da Qian’s Emperor ascended the throne, granted general amnesty, and the entire nation celebrated. Envoys from all directions came to offer congratulations, and Da Feng also sent congratulatory state documents, with the delegation presenting gifts on behalf of their court.

However, that state document caused tremendous upheaval.

Da Feng Emperor’s state document was extremely brief. After a few routine congratulations, it said: “Yi has long admired Your Majesty. Would Your Majesty be willing to use your kingdom as dowry, so our two nations might form eternal alliance?”

It was said that at that time, quite a few court ministers cursed loudly.

The calmest, however, was His Imperial Majesty, who sat high upon the throne at that moment. He read that state document carefully from beginning to end, handed it to an attendant, and replied calmly: “I am indeed of marriageable age and must eventually select an imperial consort. Since Da Feng’s Emperor has such intentions, then—would you be willing to become my consort?”

Chapter 517: Selecting Consorts
Immediately, it was the Da Feng envoys’ turn to nearly break out in curses.

The news spread rapidly throughout Shengdu, and the people clapped their hands in delight.

“Would Your Majesty be willing to use your kingdom as dowry?”

“Would you be willing to become my consort?”

These two phrases became the most frequently heard and widely circulated dialogue in Shengdu’s teahouses and taverns that year.

When two parties who once shared deep affection suddenly become enemies and meet again with swords drawn, such scenarios have always been the gossip people most love to discuss throughout the ages.

The entire court of civil and military officials also felt vindicated—that arrogant Da Feng brat deserved such humiliation!

Perhaps only He Zi, while playing chess with Zhu Yi, casually remarked: “Isn’t this really just flirtation?”

…

In the seventh month when fire flows westward, the tug-of-war between both sides finally came to an end.

There was no negotiation about territory, because the lands that Liaodong had unexpectedly captured initially were almost entirely retaken by Di Yiwei, leaving only one very small city of thirty li in circumference.

In the latter stages of the war, after Murong Yi’s ascension, Da Feng’s military operations seemed like child’s play, quickly coming to a hasty conclusion. Da Feng’s sudden weakness gave Di Yiwei confidence, and she had once thought to pursue victory and advance deep into Da Feng territory to capture several of their cities.

Who would have known that once they entered Da Feng’s borders, the previously lax Da Feng forces suddenly became energetic and vigorous, yielding not an inch of ground. Di Yiwei nearly suffered defeat. From this, she understood much and vaguely grasped what was happening.

Da Feng temporarily abandoned thoughts of conquest and focused on reclaiming that last small city.

What surprised her even more was that Da Feng actually positioned heavy troops before that militarily and geographically worthless small city, adopting the stance of a shrewish woman declaring “I want this one thing, I’ll return everything else, but if you dare try to take this back, I’ll fight you to the death.”

It was said that Da Feng’s commanding general had received a death order from His Imperial Majesty: if the city stands, the man lives; if the city falls, the man dies—and his entire clan of nine generations dies with him.

As a result, despite it being a tiny city no bigger than a speck of dust, the renowned general Di Yiwei truly could not advance a single inch.

After all, the opposing side had adopted the stance of mobilizing the entire nation’s strength to hold this small city, which at one point made Di Yiwei suspect there might be some treasure hidden within.

But she had been stationed on the Yongping line for twenty years—if there really were treasure, who could hide it from her?

Di Yiwei was utterly perplexed, her great army patrolling irritably before the small city, unable to advance or retreat.

Until one night, she received a secret letter.

After reading the secret letter, Di Yiwei was sleepless all night, standing before her tent, gazing at the towering shadows of the great army ahead. After a long while, she let out a deep sigh.

The next day, she withdrew her troops quite decisively.

When turning her horse at Tulan Mountain before the Dingliu River, Di Yiwei took a puff of her pipe, took one last look at Da Feng’s mountains and rivers, then turned around and laughed heartily.

“That young scoundrel dares to play games with mountains and rivers!”

Her horse’s hooves struck the long river, her cloak billowing in the wind. Without waiting for imperial orders, the Yongping army returned to their base.

During the peace negotiations, Da Feng had been quite accommodating throughout, except regarding that small city, where they yielded not an inch.

From Da Qian’s perspective, no matter how insignificant the small city might be, it was still Da Qian territory. They absolutely could not allow His Majesty to lose national territory at the beginning of his reign, otherwise when His Majesty passed away ten thousand years hence, he wouldn’t even get a favorable posthumous title.

But Da Feng also had their reasons—they too needed a victory and a city to proclaim to their people that they hadn’t lost, otherwise it would be detrimental to His Majesty’s rule.

Both sides engaged in a prolonged tug-of-war over this, until finally each made concessions. That small city was designated as a buffer zone between both sides, with each stationing troops on either side, establishing checkpoints for entry and exit, with mutual non-interference.

Residents of the city could freely choose their allegiance. At the same time, trade would be opened in this city, allowing the exchange of all goods except controlled items.

In this city, dual jurisdiction would be established, with all affairs managed according to each resident’s chosen allegiance, maintaining the principle of mutual non-interference.

This peculiar policy and open stance enabled this originally obscure small city to rapidly develop into a major city on the border between the two nations within just a few years, continuously expanding over the following decades to become the premier stronghold of the northern frontier.

But that is a story for later.

Because of this small city, Da Feng gave Da Qian so much compensation that even the most critical ministers could find no fault, so much that popular gossip mocked the Da Feng emperor for “truly willing to be a consort, fond of offering dowries.”

Regarding the opening of mutual trade, Da Feng also appeared very accommodating.

Actually, they hadn’t been so accommodating at first, but for some unknown reason, Da Qian’s deputy peace negotiator Rong Pu adopted an uncharacteristically tough attitude, practically making outrageous demands. The chief negotiator, being prudent and steady, feared that overly harsh and aggressive attitudes would ruin the peace negotiations, and attempted to restrain him several times. Rong Pu actually entered the palace to request imperial permission, wresting control of the negotiations into his own hands.

After he took charge of the negotiations, he cut through like a sharp blade through paper, putting forward several demands that even Da Qian’s own ministers felt were somewhat excessive. He forcibly seized half the autonomous rights of that small city and proposed maximum profit margins in mutual trade. The terms were so unfavorable that many Da Qian ministers thought he was causing trouble, that his youth and ambition for quick success were disrupting the bigger picture. Impeachment memorials from the Censorate piled up like snowflakes on writing desks, and the new Associate Censor-in-Chief Fang Naiyan submitted three consecutive impeachment memorials against Rong Pu.

However, the final results left everyone stunned. When Da Qian became tough, Da Feng became soft, and they actually agreed to all the demands in the end.

On the day the state documents were sealed, all the ministers breathed a sigh of relief, and their view of Rong Pu immediately changed.

From “seeking glory through great achievements” to “resolute and wise.”

At that time, Rong Pu presented the state documents in the hall, showing no trace of joy.

Because only he understood in his heart that all the clauses that led to his great victory came from Murong Yi’s goodwill gestures.

Precisely because of this, he had to step forward to secure more compensation for Tie Ci from Da Feng.

But he couldn’t help feeling resentful in his heart.

Murong Yi, since you can no longer be with His Majesty, why don’t you let go?

Why must you make her worry and grieve?

If you could see the expression in His Majesty’s eyes when she looked at the state documents today, what would you think?

You certainly wouldn’t feel the heartache I do.

…

In mid-July, the delegation returned to their country.

The Ministry of Rites escorted them out of Shengdu according to custom. Rong Pu, who had been promoted to Vice Minister of Rites and concurrently appointed as Director of Yueli Academy for his success in negotiations, led Ministry of Rites attendants to see off the delegation.

Tables were set before the pavilion, and both sides exchanged courtesies with great pleasure. Finally, Rong Pu raised his cup and walked over to Mu Si, who had been silently drinking, and smiled: “How is your nation’s Emperor?”

Mu Si looked at his raised cup, didn’t touch it with his own, drained his cup in one gulp, and said: “Much better than you.”

“Is that so?” Rong Pu said. “But I heard that your nation’s Emperor suffered severe injuries during his escape that day and has not recovered to this day. Your nation’s Emperor remains unmarried—he mustn’t die young. If he were to die, Da Feng would have no heir, which would be quite convenient for us.”

Mu Si said: “Minor injuries, not worth mentioning. Vice Minister Rong should worry more about yourself. Look at those dark circles under your eyes—haven’t you been sleeping well lately? Aren’t you a young man in a high position, riding the spring breeze of success? Why do you always act like a resentful woman, either sowing discord, mocking, and cursing, or on your way to sow discord, mock, and curse?”

Rong Pu smiled: “Isn’t this because of dealing with your delegation recently, which has been quite worrying? The saying ‘servants follow their masters’ is indeed an eternal truth.”

Mu Si: “I think you’re nothing like your Emperor.”

Rong Pu’s smile remained unchanged as he raised his cup to him again: “You and I are old acquaintances, so we needn’t always be so antagonistic. I came here for two purposes: first, to ask you to give my regards to an old friend, and second, to ask you to relay a message to him. Tell him I plan to seek marriage with His Majesty soon, and Da Qian will soon have joyous news. Please ask him to prepare congratulatory gifts early.”

Mu Si’s hand paused, then he sneered: “Once there was a fool who loved to tell people about his dreams.”

“You should take that phrase back to your Emperor,” Rong Pu said gently. “What is he thinking about day after day? Does he want to trouble my Emperor? If he’s a man, he should be straightforward and not always think about dragging others down with him. To be honest, even if my Emperor doesn’t marry me, as long as Da Qian’s men aren’t all dead, it has nothing to do with your Emperor!”

Mu Si slammed down his cup with a snap and sneered: “Then we’ll see about that!” He turned and walked away.

Rong Pu watched him leave with a beaming smile, not forgetting to raise his cup toward his retreating figure.

Three days after the delegation departed, Rong Pu publicly sought marriage with His Majesty during court discussions at the Golden Hall.

…

Ruzhou was bitterly cold in winter, but come July, it was often hot enough to make one irritable.

Outside the great hall, cicadas cried incessantly, stretching their voices to scream desperately, presumably because their lives lasted only this one season, so they had to make a hysterical racket.

After being filtered through the leaves, the sunlight that leaked through still shone as bright as mirrors.

Those countless dancing, flickering spots of light fell on the not-so-cool floor of the great hall. The sound of sweat drops hitting the ground seemed as if they would instantly evaporate in the heat.

The ministers kneeling on the ground didn’t dare even make a motion to wipe their sweat.

The hall was full of kneeling people, but there were no ice basins anywhere. His Imperial Majesty seemed unaware of the heat, wearing three layers of clothing in such weather.

Three layers was three layers, but he didn’t wear them properly. His outer robe’s collar hung loose, revealing a glimpse of collarbone and smooth skin. The innermost gossamer undergarment was hazy as mist, half-concealing his chest.

This highlighted his jade-like skin and bones, his long dark eyebrows, and his radiant appearance that one dared not look upon directly.

But whether His Majesty’s attire was disheveled or his appearance alluring, no one dared raise their head for an extra glance.

Da Feng, established as a vassal territory, had a founding emperor of different surname, so the rules for treating ministers weren’t so strict. Previously, ministers could stand when entering the hall, and veteran ministers would even be granted seats. They rarely made people kneel. In such weather, servants would be arranged to fan, and ice bowls would be bestowed.

Now, forget ice bowls—basically all ministers’ legs went weak involuntarily upon entering the hall, automatically kneeling properly.

Unlike the late emperor, who hid his bone-chilling coldness beneath a calm and gentle exterior, the young new emperor’s style could be called “bold and unrestrained, with unpredictable moods.”

After his ascension, he withdrew troops at the fastest speed, gave the people rest and recovery, negotiated peace with Da Qian, established mutual trade, and without any hesitation, traded Da Feng’s abundant mineral resources with Da Qian, vigorously supporting commerce.

He ordered cuts to imperial household expenses, didn’t even hold an enthronement ceremony, stopped expansion of the imperial palace, halted thirteen palace and governmental building renovation projects in Ruzhou reported by the Ministry of Works, redirecting the renovation funds to road and bridge projects throughout Da Feng, increased salaries for lower-level officials, reduced and even exempted taxes for disaster-affected prefectures and counties, revised tax laws, and eliminated many heavy taxes.

He ordered the Ministry of Revenue to re-establish Da Feng’s household registration system and record the yellow registers. He commanded the Ministry of War to clarify the national military roster and personally verify the number of registered soldiers nationwide.

He specially dispatched investigating censors, promoting officials from humble backgrounds who were young and daring, to travel throughout the nation inspecting illegal activities by local officials. Once verified, they could execute on the spot without requesting permission.

Under a series of policies that made the people applaud and could almost be called benevolent governance, creating the illusion that he might be a virtuous ruler, he quietly picked up his blade, pointing its sharp tip at the group of officials who could almost determine Da Feng’s future.

On the second day of his reign, he had the Chief of the Embroidered Guards executed by slicing.

He slaughtered almost all the ministers who had been loyal to the late emperor, but without guilt by association, not implicating wives and daughters.

Any minister in court who engaged in factional private dealings or corrupt illegal activities was dealt with at maximum speed. Under the execution platform on Central Street, heads rolled from morning to night.

Only ministers who voluntarily returned stolen goods and confessed had a chance to save their lives.

He granted investigating censors and the Censorate enormous powers of judgment, but also placed them on the scales of justice. In April of that year, an investigating censor was reported for concealing and failing to report illegal activities of officials he was inspecting. His punishment was ultimately heavier than that of the offending officials.

One investigating censor who acted tyrannically and accepted bribes during his inspection tour was skinned and stuffed with straw, his corpse hung for public display.

One investigating censor who colluded with corrupt officials, falsified records, and destroyed evidence of military payroll embezzlement was subjected to death by a thousand cuts along with his accomplice.

He was lenient with the people, but his control over officials could be called severe laws and harsh punishments—one hand offering gentle treatment, the other wielding a blade.

He raised officials’ salaries, but absolutely would not allow any behavior that harmed public interests for private gain or embezzled public funds, especially in matters involving people’s livelihood, engineering, and water conservancy bridge construction. Once verified guilty, there was absolutely no mercy.

What made ministers even more desperate was that he always appeared to be in poor spirits, lazy, and during court sessions seemed ready to turn a blind eye to everything. But even with the lion’s eyes closed, he still coldly observed the world. He could always awaken at the most crucial moments, precisely and sharply pointing out the unreasonable, suspicious, and hidden aspects of affairs, leaving all dark thoughts with nowhere to hide.

Beneath his lazy exterior lay endless coldness and sharpness.

Such a ruler, while gradually gaining the people’s affection, also intimidated the entire court.

So there was no need for the Emperor to establish rules—all ministers automatically knelt properly upon entering the hall, saving themselves from being constantly criticized and frightened, having their knees go weak and having to kneel again, which could easily cause injury.

“…Zhou Yun County again reports drought and requests tax reduction… Hmm, if I remember correctly, Zhou Yun Prefecture reported consecutive years of drought five years ago, so the Ministry of Revenue and Ministry of Works jointly went to provide disaster relief on site, then reported that Zhou Yun’s frequent droughts were due to inadequate dredging of local water sources and silted, dried-up rivers. They allocated funds that year for local authorities to organize laborers for dredging… How is it that after five years, the sewers still aren’t cleared?”

“This… this… Your Majesty… forgive this old minister for not remembering this matter clearly…” The Minister of Revenue who had submitted the report scrambled to pick up his memorial while wondering how this person, who five years ago didn’t know which palace he was languishing in as a pitiful little thing, knew about such an insignificant matter. So he must have learned about it after ascending the throne? But he’d only been on the throne for half a year, and with archives as vast as the sea in all departments, how did he remember something that even the Cabinet and he himself didn’t remember?

“…The censor reported by hearsay that Vice Minister Wu of the Ministry of Personnel engaged in bribery and illegal activities, but after imprisoning Wu Rui and related persons for interrogation and torture, no concrete evidence or confessions could be obtained. Now Wu Rui’s family members are beating drums at the palace gates to protest innocence, pointing fingers directly at Your Majesty and inciting dissatisfaction among ministers…” Murong Yi listened and laughed.

The eunuch reading the memorial was so frightened he immediately stopped.

“No concrete evidence?”

“Your Majesty, indeed there isn’t. Wu’s residence has only three courtyards, and the furnishings are all extremely simple, old and clumsy—clearly items used for many years… Therefore, public opinion is now rife, all saying Your Majesty has wronged a loyal subject…”

Murong Yi’s lips curved up.

Everyone was terrified.

When His Majesty smiled, someone was bound to be unlucky. The more beautiful the smile, the worse the misfortune.

“What are Wu Rui’s usual hobbies?”

“This person lives simply in daily life, stays home and rarely goes out, doesn’t favor beautiful women or fine wine, doesn’t like social interactions, and doesn’t enjoy going out for entertainment…”

“As long as one is human, it’s impossible to have no desires at all. Even without desires, there are habits. Think again.”

“Yes… yes… oh right, every ten days or half a month, he likes to stroll through Ghost Street and buy some worthless trinkets.”

“Where are all these worthless trinkets?”

The official was stumped, sweat beading on his forehead. The general responsible for searching the residence also looked blank.

They were all things everyone knew were worthless—who would pay attention?

“Go investigate where these worthless trinkets went,” Murong Yi said. “Haven’t you heard of elegant bribery? Antique fakes bought at low prices, then people seeking favors buy them as genuine pieces, or vice versa—genuine pieces sold to Wu Rui as fakes at low prices.”

The ministers wore expressions of having their world view expanded.

“But the stolen money…”

“Didn’t you just say the furniture was old and clumsy?” Murong Yi said. “Would you use extremely clumsy furniture for decades? Bamboo and wooden furniture on the market is both light and cheap—why not use it?”

The general and censor suddenly understood and hurriedly left to follow orders.

The ministers kept their heads down without any expressions of amazement—they’d become numb after wave after wave of such revelations over the past half year.

Anyway, nothing could be hidden from him, nothing could deceive him, nothing could be learned from him—they could only endure the abuse.

Only now did they understand why His Majesty had been able to pin down the talented and strategic late emperor and defeat him. The path to victory wasn’t just ruthlessness.

Who among emperors wasn’t ruthless?

The key was that this one seemed to have seven ears and eight eyes, seeing human corruption and observing worldly affairs.

Murong Yi suddenly turned his gaze to Cabinet Grand Secretary and Minister of Rites Ai Heli: “I heard the Imperial Consort summoned you yesterday?”

Ai Heli shivered in fright, and all the ministers cast sympathetic glances at him.

Speaking of suffering, old Ai suffered the most. Others were abused by one emperor, but he was abused in turns by the emperor and the Imperial Consort—a mother and son pair, neither of whom was easy to deal with.

“Your Majesty, when the Imperial Consort summoned this minister, she asked about old matters.”

Everyone understood and kept their heads down in silence.

The Emperor was a freak who respected neither father nor mother. He hadn’t personally attended the late emperor’s burial at the imperial mausoleum, and to this day hadn’t granted Lady Bao the title of Empress Dowager.

At the beginning of his reign, he’d even thrown Lady Bao into the imperial temple, saying she should keep vigil and pray for the late emperor. Lady Bao had made a fuss for half a year over this, finally settling down and sending someone to inform the Emperor that she couldn’t bear the bitter cold of the imperial temple and had fallen ill, only then being brought back to recover.

It was said that on the day of her return, Lady Bao had her bed carried before His Majesty’s sleeping quarters, blocking His Majesty’s path. She lay on the bed weeping, apologizing to him and begging the Emperor’s forgiveness, requesting that the Emperor give her, his birth mother, some dignity. Otherwise, even in death, she would have no face to enter the imperial mausoleum.

His Imperial Majesty’s reply was wonderfully succinct: “Who agreed to let you enter the imperial mausoleum?”

Indeed, having never been empress before and not being empress dowager after, there was no guarantee she could be buried with the late emperor.

These were all old grievances that everyone understood, but they felt that since he was emperor now, imperial dignity was most important. It was just a title—why be so petty?

At the very least, old Ai felt resentful in his heart. Every few days he was pressured or pleaded with by the Empress Dowager, yet he couldn’t say anything. In just a short time, he’d lost over ten pounds.

Being a minister was hard, being Emperor Chongjiu’s minister was harder, and being a minister caught between the Imperial Consort and Emperor Chongjiu was even harder still.

Murong Yi’s smile was thin: “I will specially permit you not to accept any summons from the rear palace.”

Minister Ai thanked him with a bitter expression and withdrew.

Murong Yi’s gaze had already turned toward outside the hall, where the Chief Eunuch of the Palace Bureau happened to be passing by with hurried steps.

“Old Liu, what are you so busy with that your feet barely touch the ground?”

Eunuch Liu hurried into the hall and knelt to report from afar: “Your Majesty, the Imperial Consort is holding a lotus appreciation gathering. The ladies from various residences are entering the palace, and this slave is organizing the arrangements.”

The ministers exchanged glances.

Everyone knew about this matter—their own families had eligible daughters entering the palace, and everyone understood the purpose.

His Majesty should select empresses and consorts.

But because of His Majesty’s temperament, no one dared bring it up openly. A group of ministers, partly from personal interest and partly from concern for Da Feng’s dynasty, had quietly reminded the Imperial Consort.

Now the late emperor’s empress and various consorts had been moved outside the palace. Those who could rely on their sons did so, while those who couldn’t lived together in the temporary palace. Only the Imperial Consort remained in the palace, lonely with nowhere to show off. When she heard this suggestion, her eyes truly lit up.

Imperial succession was a great matter for the dynasty. Selecting empresses and consorts for His Majesty to spread branches and leaves was an essential duty she, as birth mother and Imperial Consort, must fulfill.

After filling the rear palace, she would be the true mistress of the harem. Once His Majesty had women, his temperament would surely improve somewhat.

If she chose someone His Majesty favored, he might be pleased enough to grant her the title of Empress Dowager.

Lady Bao acted on her thoughts immediately, ordering a lotus appreciation gathering and commanding that virtuous ladies under sixteen from families of third rank and above officials in the capital enter the palace.

Chapter 518: The Lotus Appreciation Banquet
This matter was almost kept secret from the Emperor. Both the ministers and the Imperial Consort feared that the Emperor might become stubborn and call off this consort selection banquet.

They hadn’t expected the Emperor to be so perceptive, catching Old Liu at first glance.

Everyone watched the Emperor with anxious hearts.

But Murong Yi appeared very calm, saying: “Dismissed.”

The ministers felt as if granted amnesty, rejoicing in their hearts as they hurriedly took their leave.

Murong Yi descended from the couch, with Zhao San supporting him. Touching the protruding bones beneath his wide robes, Zhao San felt a pang of pain in his heart.

That poison had no cure and could only be endured through willpower. Under severe injuries, Murong Yi had slowly weathered through the most painful period, causing almost incalculable damage to his body. Although the attacks were now lighter and the intervals between them lengthening, he was still far from true recovery—it was even possible he might never fully heal.

Such days were too torturous. Zhao San felt the ministers should be grateful, since His Majesty not going insane already demonstrated his incredibly strong willpower.

But what did those idiots understand? Zhao San felt that everyone, including Imperial Consort Bao, were just a bunch of strangers who only caused trouble and never truly cared about His Majesty.

“Your Majesty, shall I go disperse the rear palace banquet…” Zhao San said softly.

“What are you saying?” Murong Yi sat on the soft sedan, supporting his head with his hand and smiled. “It’s rare for the palace to be lively. How can I not go take a look?”

Zhao San felt a headache coming on and looked toward Mu Si, who had just entered, hoping he could persuade him.

But Mu Si said: “If Your Majesty wishes to see the excitement, then let’s go see it.”

Zhao San sighed and said nothing more. Mu Si was two years older than both him and His Majesty. Since childhood, he seemed sharp-tongued and would bully His Majesty in various ways, but whenever His Majesty truly wanted to do something, no matter how unconventional, he had never opposed it.

Mu Si personally walked beside the soft sedan, took out a piece of paper, and handed it to Murong Yi, saying: “However, this minister must remind Your Majesty that for this lotus appreciation gathering, there are already favored candidates among the potential consorts. The eldest daughter of General Secretary Qi Cheng, the legitimate second granddaughter of Court of State Ceremonial Minister Wang Zhengpu, the third daughter of General Changwu, and the daughter of Guangyun County Magistrate have the highest support.”

Upon hearing this list, Murong Yi immediately understood. The General Secretary’s Office “handled internal and external memorials and imperial edicts,” which was originally a prestigious and powerful position. However, both generations of Da Feng’s founding emperors were strong personalities, so the General Secretary’s Office was merely responsible for delivering memorials. During major court assemblies when civil and military officials were discussed, it was never the General Secretary’s Office’s turn to speak.

The Court of State Ceremonial was even more of a sinecure, specializing in receiving foreign guests. But except for showing some courtesy to Da Qian, Murong Yi’s attitude toward the several small neighboring countries was uniformly terrible, with an eager, snarling demeanor.

The Court of State Ceremonial Minister could only idle away picking his toes.

General Changwu was a scattered general rank that didn’t command actual military power—just someone guarding gates in Ruzhou.

Moreover, none of these people came from established aristocratic families.

In other words, the list his mother had painstakingly selected, after careful consideration, was aimed at “appearing good on the surface but actually powerless and without influence, unable to overshadow herself after entering the palace, and even less likely to provide assistance to the Emperor.”

Murong Yi’s gaze fell on the last line, feeling this county magistrate’s daughter was completely out of place.

Even if the intention was not to select noble ladies from prominent families, they couldn’t just throw in a county magistrate to make up numbers, could they?

Mu Si hesitated to speak, only saying: “The last one holds the greatest hope.”

Murong Yi’s eyebrows nearly flew off his face.

“Hmm?”

Mu Si was rarely so hesitant, finally only saying: “Your Majesty will know when you see for yourself.”

Not saying anything would have been better—this piqued Murong Yi’s interest. He immediately waved his hand and headed toward the rear palace.

The lotus appreciation banquet was naturally set in the Imperial Garden, which had a lotus pond. When summer arrived, it bloomed luxuriantly. Though not particularly large in scale, it was beautiful enough—any mansion could enjoy similar scenery. However, today these palace lotus flowers were endowed with extraordinary meaning, making them suddenly precious and beautiful, attracting countless noble ladies of Ruzhou like moths to flame.

His Majesty was selecting consorts.

His Majesty was only twenty years old this year.

His Majesty’s beauty was renowned throughout the world. It was said that on Shengdu’s young masters’ ranking, His Majesty was the one who held the vacant first place.

Such a person was the dream of all budding young ladies. Even if he had a fierce reputation, even if legend said he killed his brother and murdered his father, in the eyes of love-struck girls, that was merely a faint bloody tinge on the emperor’s crown—red as glass, darkly alluring.

Anyway, before terrible things happened to oneself, they were all called charm.

Before the lotus pond in the Imperial Garden, ornaments jingled and fragrant clothes rustled with shadowy hair ornaments. After the Imperial Consort received everyone’s greetings in the main hall, she said not to be constrained and let everyone go admire the flowers while displaying talents related to lotus flowers.

Ultimately, she didn’t dare present a formal consort selection, using the pretext of entertainment to observe these young ladies’ talents and character. If they could happen to encounter His Majesty, that would be even better.

Qi Yun, daughter of the General Secretary, was painting before the lotus pond, with a group of well-informed young ladies clustered around her, praising in admiration.

The Court of State Ceremonial Minister’s granddaughter was playing “Lotus Picking Song” in the Xunfeng Pavilion, with a group of young ladies sitting properly beside her, resting their chins in their hands to listen quietly.

General Changwu’s daughter didn’t display martial arts. She was playing the flute before the Linshui Pavilion in the Imperial Garden. Standing high up with her sash flying freely, though a general’s daughter, she took an unconventional path with an otherworldly air.

Beside her were also quite a few young ladies accompanying and cheering.

Some wanted to curry favor early with future consorts, while others thought that since these were predetermined candidates, His Majesty would surely come to see them. Staying near them, wouldn’t they also have a chance to be seen by His Majesty?

More daughters of noble families moved through the flowers, racking their brains to present their most beautiful angles and poses, while their eyes constantly glanced toward the outside.

Someone suddenly said: “I heard that among us there’s a sister who’s a county magistrate’s daughter. Wasn’t it said that only daughters of third-rank officials and above could enter the palace?”

Someone who knew the inside story said: “Though only a county magistrate, her grandfather once saved the emperor and was rewarded with the lowest rank of marquis when the late emperor ascended the throne. She barely counts as nobility.”

Everyone let out long “ohs” and exchanged glances.

Someone said: “I heard she grew up in the northern snowlands and has a somewhat wild nature. I don’t understand how the Imperial Consort took a liking to such a person…”

Someone looked around: “Eh, I saw her earlier, but where is she now?”

Someone asked: “I wasn’t paying attention earlier. What does she look like?”

The previous young lady’s expression became somewhat unnatural: “Her appearance… is passable, but her bearing is quite special.”

Everyone didn’t believe it and laughed: “Sister is truly modest. A county magistrate’s daughter—how special could her bearing be?”

But another person said: “I also saw her earlier. Speaking of which, not only is she special, she also…”

Before she could finish, there was suddenly a slight commotion at the garden entrance. Someone was exclaiming, someone seemed to have twisted their ankle, someone turned their head.

The qin music stopped, the flute music ceased, the paintbrush froze on paper, dripping a drop of rose-red paint.

The ladies all turned around in unison.

They saw at the Imperial Garden entrance a procession of soft sedans winding forward. The person on the sedan had black hair flowing loose, only slightly pinned up in a simple bun with a deep red acacia wood hairpin.

Under the sunlight, he raised his face, and everyone suddenly felt dazzled.

That face was slightly pale, making his eyebrows appear darker and his eyes deeper. His profile was sharp and exquisite, only his eyelashes were long and thick, slightly lowered, veiling eyes that rippled like flowing waves.

His fingers supported his head as he lazily gazed at the garden. Beside his slender, white fingers, his lips were thin and soft. Sunlight swept across his jade-like nose bridge, making his skin glow even more brilliantly like jade or porcelain.

Warm wind blew gently, stirring hair strands at his dark temples. That one glance he cast over was light and wonderful, uniquely beautiful.

Those smelling flowers forgot the fragrance, those playing qin nearly broke their strings, the flute player dropped her flute into the river.

The ladies present came from extraordinary backgrounds—who hadn’t seen several handsome young men, who hadn’t imagined earthly jade trees? Ruzhou also had beauty contests for men, and those selected youths were painted into albums. Which lady’s boudoir didn’t hide one?

Yet even the most imaginative young lady couldn’t have pictured the appearance of the person before them.

So much so that the same phrase flowed through all the young ladies’ hearts simultaneously.

The glow of fireflies.

From this moment on, all the handsome young men they had seen became mere firefly glows, while the person before them was the bright moon atop budding flowers.

Reality was more dreamlike than legend, instantly causing countless people to fall into dreams.

For love-struck young ladies, such a person, even if penniless, could make them abandon wealth and muster courage to follow him to the ends of the earth—not to mention this person also possessed an entire nation and ruled the world.

The previously lively Imperial Garden fell into dead silence.

The Imperial Consort, sitting far away in the water pavilion, watched this scene and slightly raised her eyebrows.

Murong Yi’s face that amazed the world—she had given him that too.

Then she smiled contemptuously.

These shallow women only knew how to be enchanted by absolute beauty, not knowing that beauty often carried poison. Only power within reach and noble status were worth pursuing eternally.

She smiled and walked out of the water pavilion, saying: “What are you all standing there stupidly for? His Majesty has arrived—why aren’t you paying respects?” She also gestured with her eyes for those key prospects to hurry forward.

Having received confirmation, the young ladies felt both surprised and delighted as they quickly knelt down, their voices like orioles as they paid their respects.

Murong Yi descended from the soft sedan and stood by the lotus pond, gazing at the lotus leaves floating on the water. Without turning around, he simply waved his hand.

A palace attendant said: “His Majesty bids you rise.”

The young ladies stood up, secretly gazing at the figure standing by the water. Murong Yi’s wide silk robes fluttered in the wind, appearing as if he might float away with it.

Just as everyone wondered what he was looking at on the water surface, Qi Yun and the other two key prospects exchanged glances and mustered courage to step forward. Suddenly they heard the sound of oars, lotus flowers swaying throughout the pond, and from behind the endless lotus leaves emerged a light boat.

From afar, the person on the boat looked like a slender young man in white robes with black hair flowing down his back, bound with a silver-blue sash. Delicate chains hung from the waist with exquisite jade pieces that swayed gently with the water’s movement.

Everyone stared at this youth, wondering how a strange man had suddenly appeared in the inner palace.

No one noticed that under His Imperial Majesty’s wide sleeves, his palm suddenly clenched.

After clenching, he released it, slowly rubbing between his knuckles.

Zhao San and Mu Si were already stunned. Then Zhao San’s expression suddenly changed as he immediately looked toward Murong Yi.

Murong Yi’s moment of turbulent emotions had already passed. Now his eyes were deep, with a faint smile floating at the corners of his lips.

This smile made Zhao San’s scalp tingle.

The Imperial Consort standing in the distance couldn’t see Murong Yi’s expression. Seeing him standing by the river without moving, a pleased look appeared in her eyes.

By now the light boat had come close, and the ladies could clearly see the youth on board—with red lips and white teeth, bright and charming eyes, and a gentle temperament. It was actually a woman dressed as a man.

When this young lady dressed as a man, she actually possessed a graceful bearing rarely seen in women.

Then someone realized this must be the county magistrate’s daughter.

She had been nowhere to be seen, but was actually waiting here.

And taking such an unconventional approach to attract attention.

Everyone felt both envious and jealous. But no matter how jealous, they understood in their hearts that being pushed before His Majesty by the Imperial Consort in this manner must have deep meaning and determination. Obviously, her becoming their mistress in the future was certain.

They just didn’t understand what the deep meaning behind such an entrance was.

Did His Majesty like women dressed as men?

If only they had known to dress this way too.

They could think it, but knew it was impossible. Without the Imperial Consort’s favor, this would be disrespectful before the sovereign.

While the ladies here were in hidden turmoil, the young lady on the boat gazed at Murong Yi with slight shyness. Her eyes bright with a smile, she actually clasped her hands and bowed deeply to the ground in the manner of men, saying: “Third-class Marquis, daughter of Guangyun County Magistrate, Shi Xiaoci, greets Your Majesty.”

Mu Si heard this name and his brow furrowed slightly.

Murong Yi’s gaze flowed as he looked her up and down. His eyes seemed to hide hooks, and the composed demeanor Shi Xiaoci had worked hard to build was about to collapse. She blushed and lowered her eyes.

Therefore, she didn’t see the smile at Murong Yi’s lips deepen further.

“Shi Xiaoci…” he said slowly, “Come forward. Let me take a look at you.”

Chapter 519: How Dare You?
Murong Yi was already famous for his beautiful voice, and speaking in such low, melodious tones made all the young ladies blush.

Shi Xiaoci was even more flustered, nearly losing control of her boat. It took her quite a while to tremblingly approach and moor the small boat at the shore.

There were stacked stones at the water’s edge for stepping, where Murong Yi stood. Shi Xiaoci seemed troubled, but Murong Yi had already bent slightly and extended his hand to her.

The envious and jealous voices of the ladies behind could hardly be concealed.

The Imperial Consort’s smile in the distance could barely be hidden.

Only Zhao San watched the water surface with slight nervousness, exchanging glances with Mu Si.

Mu Si remained expressionless.

Shi Xiaoci lowered her head, looking at the hand before her.

Pale and slender, with distinct knuckles, each finger like jade, the palm lines clear—though the palm lines seemed to form a broken palm…

This thought flashed by. The next instant, because she hadn’t taken his hand, Murong Yi seemed impatient and reached forward, grasping her hand.

The joy in Shi Xiaoci’s heart hadn’t yet burst forth.

Suddenly she felt her body lighten, and with a whoosh she was flying through the air. Blue sky and white clouds crashed into her vision, sunlight stabbed her eyes, and the next moment came a great splash. The water was ice cold, and in the spray of water everywhere, thorny lotus stems and broken lotus petals struck her face.

The screams from the shore could almost overwhelm the water spray that erupted in that moment.

The young ladies shrieked and scattered, the Imperial Consort’s face changed dramatically as she lifted her skirts and rushed over.

A figure flashed, and Murong Yi was already above the lotus leaves. Shi Xiaoci was struggling among the lotus flowers. Having some martial arts skills and able to swim, she quickly grabbed a lotus stem to steady herself. She had just wiped the water from her face when she felt silk gauze brush her cheek.

She looked up to see His Imperial Majesty standing on a lotus leaf ahead. The leaf swayed in the wind, and his form also swayed, his long snow-white silk robes enveloping the blue waves and red lotus like mist.

This scene should have been extremely beautiful.

But in Shi Xiaoci’s eyes at this moment, it was like seeing a hellish demon suddenly appear before her.

She screamed and desperately tried to turn and escape by treading water.

The next instant, as wind and lotus moved and waves rippled, His Imperial Majesty appeared before her again like a ghost.

Still extending his hand, he once more threw her into the water.

Shi Xiaoci screamed, soaked through. Her hair ornament fell out, and her black hair clung wetly to her cheeks. Not daring to struggle or surface, she could only hold her breath and dive underwater.

As she sank into the water holding her breath, she heard His Imperial Majesty on the lotus leaf say coldly: “Imitating her—how dare you?”

Shi Xiaoci didn’t understand. Her appearance and attire were completely according to the Imperial Consort’s instructions, but somehow she had touched His Majesty’s sore spot.

Then she vaguely recalled some comments about herself—people had said she resembled someone…

That person, according to legend, had once had a romance with His Majesty, but they ultimately broke apart…

Shi Xiaoci buried her head underwater, seeing the dense lotus roots and stems before her eyes. Through the transparent water surface, she could still see His Majesty’s flying robes. At this moment, fear and regret in her heart threatened to drown her like the pool water.

So it was truly “divine appearance, demonic heart.”

So the supposed heavenly favor was merely wishful thinking.

So the truth of that supposed break-up was known only to her and him…

A furious shout rang out as the Imperial Consort rushed to the poolside, pointing at Murong Yi and angrily demanding: “Your Majesty, have you gone mad!”

Murong Yi turned around.

Lady Bao met his eyes, and the questioning words at her lips were suddenly pressed back down her throat.

The next instant, Murong Yi was suddenly beside her, extending his hand to support her as he said coldly: “The shore is slippery. Imperial Consort, be careful.”

It would have been better if he hadn’t spoken. Once he did, Lady Bao suddenly felt overwhelming fear and instinctively shook off his hand.

Just as she shook it away, Murong Yi suddenly let go. His timing was perfect—Lady Bao’s swinging hand collided directly with his elbow.

With a snap, great force surged forward. Lady Bao couldn’t maintain her balance and stumbled backward.

Naturally there were nannies and palace maids beside her who rushed to help when they saw this, but with the Emperor blocking in front, who dared to go around him to rescue her?

And at this moment, Murong Yi happened to be coughing with his fist raised.

With a “splash,” Lady Bao tumbled into the water, landing in exactly the same spot where Shi Xiaoci had fallen earlier.

As she fell, facing Murong Yi directly, through the splash of water she clearly heard Murong Yi say: “Try this again, and I will kill you.”

…

When the Imperial Consort fell into the water, countless people came to rescue her.

Murong Yi paid no attention, coldly watching as the Imperial Consort and Shi Xiaoci were pulled out one after the other. The former couldn’t swim and after falling in was entangled by lotus leaves, becoming quite panicked and swallowing several mouthfuls of water. She had now fainted and was having water expelled from her lungs.

The latter was actually fine, but when she came up, she walked around the shore, staying far away from Murong Yi.

The frightened ladies were arranged to rest in a pavilion. Murong Yi seemed to have returned to normal, very thoughtfully arranging for the ladies’ rest, ordering tea, water, and refreshments to calm their nerves. His expression was gentle and his manner elegant, completely unlike his madness of the previous moment.

This left the young ladies who had just been frightened with very complex expressions and feelings, not knowing whether the person before them was immortal or demon, whether he was someone they could aspire to among mortals.

The commotion here also alarmed the front court, and many ministers who had remained in their duty rooms rushed over upon hearing the news to request an audience.

At this time, Murong Yi was half-reclining on a soft couch in the water pavilion, and without any reservation, he had all the noble ladies present sit below the hall. On the low table before him were piled various fruits. The ladies gazed longingly at those slender, white fingers as they lingered over deep purple grapes, dark red watermelon, orange-yellow plums, and pale green lychees. They thought his every word and action was beautiful as a painting, while also thinking this painting seamlessly switched between immortal scrolls and demon illustrations.

The several predetermined candidates should have all been seated in positions close to His Majesty, but now with the Imperial Consort absent and most people fearful, the Court of State Ceremonial Minister’s daughter had already hidden behind the crowd. Only Qi Yun still sat properly in the first position to Murong Yi’s lower left, calmly watching the Emperor pick and choose among the fruits. After Murong Yi hesitated several times, she even spoke up to suggest: “Your Majesty, lychees and watermelon are both too cold in nature, and plums also harm stomach qi. Better to eat some grapes, just don’t drink too much afterward.”

Murong Yi’s fingers paused as he glanced at her.

Qi Yun showed no expression of being favored or flattered, nor did she smile shyly. Her expression was calm, her back straight, as she looked at him quite seriously.

Clearly she was earnest about what she had said.

Murong Yi only glanced over briefly before withdrawing his gaze, then picked up a plum to eat.

There were low titters from all around.

Someone whispered: “Even in this situation she doesn’t forget to flatter, and got snubbed for it.”

Qi Yun remained composed, turning to those speaking quietly and saying: “I was advising the Emperor, not flattering. Sister, please don’t speak carelessly.”

This made those few who had been whispering turn bright red with embarrassment.

Murong Yi’s fingers paused again, but he didn’t look up.

Mu Si came to report that ministers were requesting an audience. He laughed and said: “Announce them.”

After a while, a group of ministers came hurrying over, lifting their robes. Seeing their daughters, nieces, and granddaughters all in that water pavilion looking distracted, they couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.

The corridor bridge before the water pavilion was filled with kneeling ministers. After paying respects, they all spoke in unison, advising His Majesty that the imperial dynasty could not go a single day without heirs—this concerned the fate of the nation. They begged His Majesty to prioritize the imperial dynasty and the world, filling the rear palace soon.

They knelt on the ground with earnest, pleading voices, appearing determined not to rise until the Emperor agreed.

Half was from public spirit, because Murong Yi was nearly twenty and his health wasn’t very good. If he didn’t quickly ensure imperial succession and someday suddenly passed away, with no talent remaining among the other imperial family members, wouldn’t Da Feng be finished?

Half was from private interest—the Emperor was young, and once he knew the taste of intimate relations, his attention would turn to the rear palace, giving them some respite.

Murong Yi looked at the mass of people kneeling below and laughed.

Behind him, the Imperial Consort hadn’t rested but insisted on having palace maids support her as she came out, saying through tears: “Your Majesty, I know you resent me, but no matter how much you resent me, you cannot use this great matter of imperial succession and continuation to throw a tantrum. Today I was pushed into the water by you, but even if you push me again, even if you want to kill me, I will still arrange this matter of filling the rear palace for you!”

The ministers looked at Murong Yi in shock and began another round of frantic kowtowing and pleading.

Murong Yi paid no attention to the Imperial Consort, supporting his head with one hand as he looked at the ministers below: “You all think I must take a wife, is that it?”

The ministers kowtowed frequently with earnest words.

“The imperial dynasty cannot be without heirs, Your Majesty!”

Murong Yi nodded: “That makes sense.”

The ministers were overjoyed.

“However, I am the Emperor, possessing an entire nation. When I select empresses and consorts, surely I cannot shortchange myself, can I?”

The ministers thought they understood. The Grand Secretary of Zhongji Hall quickly said: “Your Majesty speaks truly. Today’s lotus appreciation banquet for selecting consorts was indeed too hasty. This minister will immediately draft an edict requesting Your Majesty to order the Ministry of Rites to conduct national selections.”

“That’s not necessary—too much trouble.” Murong Yi held up two fingers with a tiny distance between them, smiling: “I have only one small requirement. As long as you can fulfill it, I will marry.”

Having finally gotten him to relent, the ministers immediately wanted to agree, then remembered this one never played by the rules. They instinctively became wary and remained silent in contemplation.

Murong Yi said gently: “What are you thinking? It’s just a small requirement about women’s appearance.”

Everyone relaxed, thinking appearance was no big deal. Even if none here were suitable, searching the entire nation, how could they not find one beauty to the Emperor’s satisfaction?

The Emperor himself was absolutely beautiful, so having high standards for appearance was normal.

Some thought more deeply—perhaps he wanted someone similar to Da Qian’s Female Emperor?

But the Shi family daughter did resemble her somewhat, yet didn’t seem to receive favor.

Maybe she wasn’t similar enough?

After thinking for a while, the ministers feared missing this opportunity and quickly kowtowed: “We submit entirely to Your Majesty’s will.”

The Grand Secretary of Zhongji Hall carefully asked: “Your Majesty’s requirement is…”

Murong Yi flicked away a plum pit with his finger and stood up: “Please wait a moment. I’ll be right back.”

Everyone watched in bewilderment as he leisurely left, going directly into the Imperial Consort’s sleeping quarters. Not only that, he ordered the doors closed, shutting everyone including the Imperial Consort outside.

No one understood what medicine he was selling in his gourd as they looked at each other in confusion.

Time passed drop by drop. After about a quarter hour, the hall doors opened.

Mu Si emerged first, still expressionless. Zhao San followed behind him, head lowered to prevent others from seeing his expression.

As everyone waited with bated breath, Zhao San slowly extended his hand.

A figure appeared from behind the hall doors.

Everyone gasped in amazement.

Sunlight passed through the partition, leaving the area behind the doors half-bright and half-dark, like being veiled by thin gauze. The woman slowly appearing behind the gauze was like a mural painted by immortal hands—so exquisite and three-dimensional yet richly colored, suddenly striking their amazed vision.

Like seeing a bright pearl emerge from dusty light, moonlight rise from seas of clouds, spring wind pass through ten thousand flower gardens—absolute earthly beauty filling the courtyard with fragrance.

The moment she completely emerged from the hall, even the sunlight seemed to instantly retreat. The young ladies in the water pavilion all gasped in unison.

As she walked slowly forward, everyone felt dazzled—she seemed extremely tall, thus possessing otherworldly grace. When she walked, her long dress rippled like waves, her sash fluttering in the wind. Her long trailing silk danced over the lotus pond corridor, making people almost believe a flying celestial had truly descended from high walls, a fairy fallen to the mortal world.

Dark eyebrows spread charm across distant peaks, green hair richly dyed with spring mist.

As she walked past carved beams and embroidered pillars, mother-of-pearl towers and golden palaces became dim background.

As she walked past vermillion railings and jade bridges, the full pond of fresh lotus instantly lost color.

As she walked past transparent wind, even the wind seemed to gain radiance.

As she walked past the crowd, the young ladies all lowered their heads and covered their faces.

Until she walked before the group of ministers, who kept their heads down, eyes on the ground, not daring to look up.

They wondered in their hearts: Where is His Majesty?

The beauty never spoke. It was Mu Si following behind her who said: “His Majesty said that for selecting empresses and consorts, use her as the standard. Anyone more beautiful than her will do.”

Everyone: “…”

Wait, isn’t this a bit insulting?

But this beauty seems somewhat familiar?

Chapter 520: Do You Want to Be My Empress?
In the crowd, only Qi Yun suddenly stood up, staring at the beauty with bright eyes.

But at this moment, everyone was overwhelmed by the beauty’s radiant appearance, their hearts in chaos, so no one paid attention.

The Grand Secretary of Zhongji Hall said with difficulty: “This…”

An official had a flash of inspiration and loudly declared: “Has Your Majesty already chosen this beauty? If so, please have the Imperial Consort issue an edict to select her as a consort and bring her into the palace!”

The beauty suddenly laughed with a “puff.”

When she laughed, divine light truly seemed to scatter and merge. She covered her lips with her sleeve, revealing only her eyes sparkling with alluring charm.

Most of the ministers were completely entranced.

But she laughed harder and harder, her laughter making flowers sway, laughing until she bent over.

The Imperial Consort, who had been staring at her, suddenly changed expression.

She angrily said: “Mu…”

At the same time, the beauty finally stopped, wiping away tears of laughter from the corners of her eyes, and said: “What, have all the women in Da Feng died out? Making me marry myself?”

Ministers: “!!!”

Noble ladies: “!!!???”

Murong Yi looked down at the ministers and said flatly: “Don’t say I refuse to fill the rear palace. I have only this one requirement—select empresses and consorts more beautiful than me.”

Ministers: “…”

“If the selected empresses and consorts aren’t even as beautiful as me, is there any precedent for wronging a nation’s ruler like this?”

Ministers: “…”

Murong Yi slowly rolled up his sleeves, turned around, and facing the stunned noble ladies in the water pavilion, slowly said: “I’ll also give you all a chance. Anyone who thinks she’s more beautiful than me, step forward, and I’ll immediately grant you the title of consort.”

Noble ladies: “…”

Then they all stepped back in unison.

Then the only one who didn’t step back was pushed forward.

Qi Yun.

Murong Yi raised an eyebrow.

He looked Qi Yun up and down. His gaze was like hooks, bewitching and sharp—most people couldn’t withstand it.

Qi Yun actually withstood it, looking at Murong Yi with fervent and focused eyes.

Murong Yi suddenly found this somewhat interesting, because he felt this woman’s gaze, though also amazed, contained more satisfaction and joy.

He said: “What, you’re that confident?”

Only then did Qi Yun come to her senses. She stepped back and said neither humbly nor arrogantly: “This subject’s daughter was merely amazed by Your Majesty’s beauty and had no intention of competing in beauty.”

Murong Yi said: “Having no intention to compete doesn’t mean not daring to compete, so you’re still quite confident.”

Qi Yun said: “Your Majesty, beauty in this world comes in all forms, each appealing to different eyes. What one considers ugly might be beautiful to another, and vice versa. Therefore, this subject’s daughter believes there’s no definitive judgment on who is beautiful or ugly.”

“I must refute that,” Murong Yi smiled. “Ordinary beauty is indeed difficult to compare, but truly extraordinary, transcendent beauty can still be universally recognized by people of different races and regions.”

Qi Yun thought seriously for a moment and nodded: “Your Majesty speaks reasonably. Your Majesty’s beauty is indeed transcendent and unparalleled in the world.”

Murong Yi shook his head: “That’s not entirely true either.”

Qi Yun asked curiously: “There are people in the world more beautiful than Your Majesty?”

Murong Yi’s expression instantly became distant: “You’re not worthy to ask.”

Qi Yun didn’t get angry and calmly said: “Yes.”

The two actually began conversing like this, making the other ladies both envious and jealous. The Imperial Consort’s eyes flickered, while hope appeared in the ministers’ eyes.

Originally, the Emperor appearing in women’s clothing and outshining all the ladies had left them in despair. But unexpectedly, Qi Yun had emerged, allowing His Majesty, who usually showed no kindness to women, to actually chat with her. They immediately felt there was still hope.

But Qi Yun didn’t seem eager to curry favor. After a few exchanges, she said no more.

It was Murong Yi who looked at her again before saying: “Since no one steps forward, let’s dismiss. When you find someone more beautiful than me, notify me to marry.”

The ministers had no choice but to reluctantly rise and depart with their embarrassed female relatives.

Qi Yun followed behind her father, walking at the rear. As they were about to leave the Imperial Garden, she looked back.

His Majesty was standing by the railing, bending to pick a lotus flower. That rosy lotus spun between his fingers as his snow-white fingers slowly broke the stem.

Her father gently urged beside her: “Let’s go, Ah Yun. Someone like His Majesty… it’s better not to marry.”

His voice was very soft, not daring to let the palace people hear.

Qi Yun turned and said seriously to her father: “His Majesty is very good.”

The General Secretary knew his daughter’s stubborn temperament and didn’t argue with her, saying helplessly: “Yes, yes, very good. It’s just a pity he didn’t take a liking to you, otherwise if you liked him and he didn’t mind, it wouldn’t be impossible to enter the palace.”

Qi Yun shook her head: “He won’t take a liking to anyone.”

“That’s natural, with his appearance…” The General Secretary shook his head, thinking about how he’d always heard that His Majesty had been raised in women’s clothing by Imperial Consort Bao as a child, making the late emperor and all the princes think he was a sister. Later, when his true gender was revealed upon reaching adulthood, he lost the late emperor’s favor and even caused many incidents. With such an unpleasant experience, any normal man would never be willing to dress as a woman again in his lifetime. Yet this one truly had no taboos and was always unconventional.

A man who, when dressed as a woman, was more beautiful and feminine than women, yet when restored to his male form, had no feminine qualities whatsoever.

Truly an anomaly.

Qi Yun still shook her head.

This had nothing to do with appearance.

At this moment, father and daughter were passing a corner, with flowers and trees behind them and no one around.

A figure swept by, and the General Secretary silently collapsed, caught by someone.

Qi Yun quickly covered her mouth, neither screaming nor looking at her father, but stepped back while her other hand reached behind her to feel for any branches or broken bricks.

Her shoulder was then pressed by someone, and a somewhat familiar voice said behind her: “Miss Qi, please come with us.”

Half a quarter-hour later, Qi Yun stood before Chenglong Hall, slightly raising her head to gaze at this imperial sleeping palace.

Zhao San said behind her: “Please be assured, Miss Qi. We’ll arrange for your father to be sent back. His Majesty awaits you in the hall.”

Qi Yun ascended the steps.

Murong Yi had already removed his women’s clothing and changed back to his previous plain gauze white robe, sitting cross-legged on the couch with the robe’s corners trailing long to the floor.

When Qi Yun entered, he didn’t open his eyes but went straight to the point: “Do you want to be my empress?”

Qi Yun thought for a while and answered: “Your Majesty, I don’t want to.”

Murong Yi opened his eyes with a playful expression: “Is that so?”

Qi Yun didn’t answer this question but said: “When this subject’s daughter came over, I saw ministers passing by. Later, will there be rumors in and outside the palace that this subject’s daughter has caught Your Majesty’s eye?”

Amusement appeared in Murong Yi’s eyes: “What, you don’t like that?”

Qi Yun said: “Everything stems from Your Majesty’s arrangement. Whether this subject’s daughter likes it or not doesn’t seem important.”

“You’re very clever,” Murong Yi said. “So I called you back to ask you a question.”

Qi Yun quietly looked at Murong Yi.

“I want to ask if you’re willing to have a romantic rumor spread about us.”

Qi Yun showed a confused expression.

Murong Yi said to himself: “Indeed, her words are interesting. No one understands them.”

His expression was quite pleased.

Seeing that he didn’t intend to explain to her, Qi Yun thought for a moment: “Do you mean there will be rumors but no follow-up?”

Murong Yi nodded: “First, to help me deflect attention and toy with those old fools, shutting their incessant mouths; second…”

He didn’t say what the second reason was, only smiled.

Qi Yun, thinking her father was also among those old fools, felt somewhat complicated.

As for the second reason, she felt she could vaguely guess.

What could provoke a lover more and elicit the desired reaction better than rumors of romantic involvement?

“Mu Si said this would harm your reputation,” Murong Yi said. “I will compensate you. Afterward, I’ll make you my sworn sister, grant you the title of princess, and fulfill one wish of yours.”

Qi Yun was silent for a while, then curtsied: “This subject’s daughter thanks Your Majesty for your grace, but as for the honor of princess, this subject’s daughter dares not aspire to it.”

Murong Yi didn’t mind and nodded. Looking at her once, he suddenly smiled playfully: “It seems you truly have no interest in me.”

Qi Yun was silent again. This time she raised her head and looked directly into Murong Yi’s eyes: “No, Your Majesty. This subject’s daughter loves and admires you.”

Murong Yi tilted his head slightly, rarely showing surprise.

“This subject’s daughter has loved and admired you for a long time. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have asked my father, who originally didn’t want me to enter the palace, to submit my name for this selection.”

“Oh? A long time ago? I believed you before, but this statement gives you away,” Murong Yi closed his eyes and shook his head. “Before this year, I rarely appeared in Ruzhou, and even during my days in Ruzhou, I lived reclusively and was unknown. How did you know of me, understand me, and come to love and admire me?”

Qi Yun said quietly: “The Embroidered Guards.”

Murong Yi’s eyes flew open.

His gaze was like a sword, making Qi Yun tremble slightly and step back, though she showed no fear.

“Please don’t misunderstand, Your Majesty… This subject’s daughter’s family has no connection to the Embroidered Guards, otherwise I couldn’t be standing here safely now. It’s just that years ago, by chance, I saved an Embroidered Guard. He was just an insignificant junior officer among them. Later, I helped him several times, and after we gradually became acquainted, he would tell me some harmless secrets about the palace and ministers, and speak of affairs among the Embroidered Guards’ higher ranks.”

“From his accounts, I learned about the Eighteenth Prince’s childhood and how the Chief of Embroidered Guards rose from nothing to gain royal favor and intimidate all officials.”

“But this person later disappeared without a trace. Before disappearing, he had said some strange things to me. Later you returned. Before your return, you forced the late emperor to kill the Chief of Embroidered Guards and disband the organization.”

“This was unreasonable. You’re not a benevolent emperor who grieves for others. The Embroidered Guards were such a useful bloody blade—you had no reason to destroy them unless they had betrayed you.”

“From then on, I compared what that Embroidered Guard officer had said with their behavior patterns over the years. Then I guessed that you were the original Chief of Embroidered Guards, that you were betrayed, and then you personally executed the organization you had built.”

“During this process of comparison, Your Majesty, I fell in love with you.”

“In those past events, I saw such a youth—born beautiful yet persecuted for his beauty. Used by his mother as a tool for favor yet rejected by his father-king because of it. He had seventeen elder brothers yet none treated him as a brother. He suffered all manner of humiliation yet grew strong through hardship and suffering.”

“Such a person—the more one explores, the more perplexing; the more perplexing, the more irresistibly captivating.”

“Your Majesty, long before you knew of me, I had already fallen in love with you.”

Murong Yi remained silent throughout.

When Qi Yun spoke of his upbringing, he didn’t move, his countenance clear and cold as ice.

Zhao San at the side felt his heart in his throat.

Murong Yi was becoming increasingly unpredictable lately. This girl was too bold, rashly bringing up those old matters—who knew what might happen next.

But Qi Yun seemed oblivious to possible consequences. From childhood, she had been “open-hearted and sincere, hiding nothing.” She believed “clever deception is inferior to clumsy honesty,” speaking frankly without considering what the emperor opposite might think.

After a long while, Murong Yi slowly said: “Since you’ve loved and admired me for so long, why did you say you were unwilling when I asked if you wanted to be empress? Playing hard to get?”

The last four words were said with a laugh, but Zhao San immediately broke out in cold sweat.

Qi Yun was obviously insensitive to danger and seriously answered: “Because of ‘The Chronicles of Compassionate Heart.'”

Murong Yi’s eyes flashed as he looked up sharply.

It had been long since he’d heard this book title. In Da Feng, no one read this book, yet few knew that the emperor’s bookshelf contained an entire wall of “The Chronicles of Compassionate Heart.”

His gaze carried killing intent as he looked over.

Yet he smiled and asked: “You also love reading ‘The Chronicles of Compassionate Heart’?”

Qi Yun shook her head.

“‘The Chronicles of Compassionate Heart’ is required reading for ladies in Da Qian. But in our Da Feng, such volumes praising enemy rulers are all banned books.”

“I only obtained a copy by chance.”

“If exploring Your Majesty’s life made me fall in love with you, then this book made me admire Your Majesty even more.”

This surprised Murong Yi again as he looked up, wondering how this girl’s every statement was so unexpected.

How could a miscellaneous book writing about Tie Ci’s great achievements and his love story with her make someone who admired him love him more?

“Because in it, I saw Your Majesty’s deep affection and persistence; saw the ultimate trust between Da Qian’s Crown Princess and Your Majesty; saw how someone who had suffered humiliation since childhood and treated the world with a cold heart could entrust heart and life to Da Qian’s Crown Princess; saw how such a person, who must have many aspects unacceptable to the world, was still discovered, cherished, and then loved and pampered with someone’s entire strength.”

“I saw the world’s most beautiful love.”

“I don’t know what happened in Da Qian then. Rumors say Your Majesty and Da Qian’s Female Emperor had a falling out, but I think even if they did fall out, this relationship must be unforgettable and impossible to erase. Today, at the lotus appreciation banquet, Your Majesty’s actions also confirmed my thoughts.”

“If so, what hope could I, a latecomer, have to compete with such an unforgettable love?”

“Why should I waste my lifetime fighting a shadow that cannot be erased, torn away, or driven off?”

…

Chapter 521: Marriage Proposal
The great hall was silent as death.

Zhao San and Mu Si both kept their eyes lowered, looking at the ground, even lightening their breathing.

Murong Yi remained completely motionless, like a statue, seemingly having no reaction whatsoever to those words.

Only the sleeves of his plain silk robe rippled slightly.

After a long while, he gently waved his hand.

Zhao San hurriedly escorted Xi Yun away.

People who were too honest could also be quite troublesome.

As Xi Yun stepped over the threshold, she suddenly turned back and looked at Murong Yi with sincere eyes: “This subject has never wished to be pretentious in her life, but for Your Majesty, for this love that this subject admires yet cannot obtain, this subject is willing to try once.”

Murong Yi sat at the far end of the great hall, his eyes downcast.

Only after Mu Si had also left and the great hall was empty did he softly say: “…Cannot be erased, cannot be torn away, cannot be driven out…”

…

“…This subject has long admired Your Majesty. Today, humbly prostrating before Your Majesty’s steps, I wish to offer this worthless body, seeking to become Your Majesty’s phoenix companion. With solemn vows of growing old together, we shall compose a covenant of red leaves. Until seas dry and stones crumble, in life and death, never betraying.”

In the golden hall, Rong Pu’s brief words were like a boulder thrown into a river, causing everyone’s expressions to change dramatically.

On the throne, Tie Ci, who had been reading memorials, paused her hand for a moment. After a long while, she slowly raised her head to look at the person below the steps.

Rong Pu bowed slightly. Though he stood below, as a subject discussing such private matters, his demeanor was neither humble nor arrogant.

After the initial commotion among the ministers, most of them looked with bright, burning eyes fixed intently on Tie Ci.

Those with impatient temperaments wanted to strike while the iron was hot, but were stopped by He Zi’s meaningful glance.

Tie Ci’s bewilderment lasted only an instant, then she smiled and said: “How can such private matters be discussed here in this golden hall?”

He Zi immediately said: “Your Majesty, the imperial family has no private affairs.”

Duan Yande said: “Your Majesty, the imperial dynasty has no heir. The selection of a national father should have been arranged long ago.”

Tie Ci’s fingers gripping the memorial suddenly tightened at that moment.

Then she said calmly: “I am still in the mourning period.”

“The imperial family is different from commoners. Since the founding emperor, it has been established that there’s no need to observe three years of mourning – the continuation of the dynasty is of greater importance.”

“I am only twenty-nine this year.”

“Your Majesty, among commoners, a twenty-nine-year-old woman would likely have two children already.”

Tie Ci said: “A twenty-nine-year-old commoner woman doesn’t have governmental affairs piled high as mountains.”

Duan Yande immediately knelt down: “We subjects are willing to work diligently day and night to share Your Majesty’s burdens.”

All the ministers knelt down together, very sincerely expressing their willingness to work overtime every night so that Your Majesty could set aside the mountain of governmental affairs and focus wholeheartedly on marriage and producing children.

He Zi spoke even more earnestly: “Your Majesty, currently among the people regarding the Chongming Palace incident, there are still criticisms. To prevent gossip from damaging our imperial family’s dignity, Your Majesty should establish a national father as soon as possible.”

After the Chongming Palace incident, rumors about Murong Yi’s regicide were rampant, and with Da Feng declaring independence, it further incited the people’s hatred. Tie Ci’s attitude toward this matter had always been ambiguous and unclear. Although the people extremely loved and respected her, when this matter was mentioned, there were inevitably some criticisms. They believed that Tie Ci had initially been infatuated with beauty, inviting the wolf into the house, and afterward hadn’t completely severed ties, seemingly still harboring some lingering feelings. This was not only unfilial but also worrying, fearing that the empress might truly be blinded by love and eventually destroy Da Qian.

He Zi and others were very anxious about this and didn’t want these extremely serious criticisms to damage Tie Ci’s prestige and rule.

The only solution now was to establish a national father promptly to silence the wagging tongues.

Therefore, a group of important officials had visited Rong Pu several times, and after explaining the stakes repeatedly, finally had today’s marriage proposal in the great hall.

In the golden hall, Tie Ci looked at the mass of black heads below, her expression calm.

She said: “I know all you dear ministers mean well, and it’s especially difficult for Minister Rong, who is willing to sacrifice his entire life to quell gossip and preserve my reputation.”

Rong Pu immediately raised his head, about to say something, but saw Tie Ci look over indifferently.

In her eyes there was neither joy nor sorrow. When she stared at someone like this, it made one feel as if they had run into a transparent yet ice-cold wall.

That wall that made one hit a dead end silently told him: Stop here. One more step forward and our friendship cannot be preserved.

He closed his eyes and smiled silently.

He had known it would be like this all along.

But still couldn’t help it, couldn’t let go, couldn’t accept it.

Before the ministers could say anything more, Tie Ci waved her hand: “I know what you’re worried about. But there’s not just one way to solve many problems, and certainly not by using one person’s lifelong happiness as compensation.”

“Your Majesty…”

Tie Ci had already stood up and said: “Regarding the Chongming matter, since the people think I am unfilial, then I shall issue an edict of self-reproach.”

“Your Majesty!”

“Your Majesty, absolutely not!”

“Your Majesty, it was that Murong Yi who deceived the sovereign first, harboring wolfish ambitions. How can you bear this sin!”

“Your Majesty, an edict of self-reproach cannot be issued lightly, otherwise it will be forever recorded in the annals of history as a shameful mark!”

“Your Majesty, if you issue an edict of self-reproach, the people will only think more that you… are protecting the Feng rebels…”

The hall fell quiet for a moment.

Tie Ci stopped and said indifferently: “The Ministry of Rites shall prepare. In three days, I shall lead the ministers to worship at Jingshan Zhaoyuan Hall, issue an edict of self-reproach, and announce it to the world.”

“Your Majesty!”

“Court is dismissed.”

Tie Ci’s figure disappeared behind the screen, leaving the ministers dejected and dispirited.

Rong Pu stood in the hall, watching that figure disappear behind the hall without any reluctance, and exhaled very, very softly.

…

On the third day of the eighth month in the first year of Zhiming, the emperor led the ministers to worship the late emperor at Jingshan and issued an edict of self-reproach.

In the edict, she confessed to being unfilial, admitting that during the last two years of the late emperor’s life, she had not served at his knees, attending to him morning and evening, and had been negligent in caring for the late emperor. Later, during the great examination at Yueli Academy, she was guilty of failing to detect spies who infiltrated the late emperor’s side, leading to the late emperor’s death at Chongming Palace. The edict was written with sincere words, stating: “Heaven’s punishment above, yet I knew not; people’s resentment below, yet I understood not.” “Burdening the late emperor above, failing the common people below,” “All these tragic circumstances are truly my fault.”

Every word was written in blood, every word cursing herself thoroughly.

So much so that the ministers who had pressed the emperor to marry in the great hall that day knelt below listening with cold sweat on their foreheads, faces full of shame, never daring to force marriage again.

It also left the people of the realm dumbfounded, calling out “not necessary, not necessary.”

Some did try to muddy the waters with inflammatory words, but just before the edict of self-reproach was issued, teahouses, wine shops, brothels, and pleasure quarters throughout the capital coincidentally began telling stories of the various incidents that occurred inside and outside the imperial palace in the capital on the night of the Chongming incident.

Among them were Emperor Wu approaching the city, masters besieging Chongming, Di Yiwei killing the Rong clan atop the city walls, Western Rong’s thousand-li rescue mission, He Zi scaling walls, the palace master carrying two ministers on a pole, the Gu residence hiding the minister, riding snakes through snowy nights, Old Madam Qi opening the central gates and raising banners to face the enemy, Li Yuncheng kneeling in snow to present a letter, Tong Rushi drawing frames in the snow, Gu Xiaoxiao angrily berating Tong Rushi, Xiao Wenliu righteously destroying relatives by tying up her grandmother and taking her to the city walls, three thousand students from the Imperial Academy surrounding Changming Street, Rong Pu breaking through wind and snow at night, leading three thousand students to block Xiao Liheng, Xiao Liheng threatening Chief Minister Rong, and Chief Minister Rong boldly blowing up the street.

There was also His Majesty single-handedly confronting the Night Emperor, bloodshed at Chongming, and despite being severely injured, along with the equally wounded Princess Pingzong, two women facing a large group of top experts, stubbornly preventing the rebellious subjects who came with threats from entering Chongming Palace even one step.

There was His Majesty holding firm at Chongming, allying with Western Rong, deploying troops in Yannan, resolving the capital’s crisis, and driving the southward Dayan cavalry back to their homeland.

There was His Majesty dispatching guards from the palace to rescue civilians at the crucial moment.

There was His Majesty opening the palace gates to the villains immediately after resolving the internal palace crisis.

There was His Majesty, after the Chongming crisis was resolved and the capital’s troops withdrew, finally spitting up the blood she had held in for two days, staining the curtains red.

During the Chongming incident, many events had been sealed, and many details only became known to the people today.

Only now did everyone understand that during those brief few days and nights, the capital had been far more crisis-ridden than imagined, and in every corner of the crisis-filled capital, so many heart-stopping events had occurred, so many brilliant figures had appeared – loyal ministers and good generals, heroic and righteous women, wise and brave young men who shouldered great responsibilities.

It stirred the blood and was deeply moving.

And all these brilliant figures had been discovered by Tie Ci. All their glory could not overshadow the empress’s initial brilliance. Without her composure, strength, courage, and persistence, without her steadfast presence in the capital’s wind and snow, no matter how many brilliant moments and outstanding figures there were, there would have been no stage for them to perform, and the capital would have truly been destroyed in a single night.

Countless people smashed teacups in teahouses, countless people wept with joy and cheered, countless scholars hurriedly pushed back their stools and rushed home to write passionately, wanting to immediately sing praises to these few days of splendor with their burning blood and passionate feelings.

The edict of self-reproach was drowned in such surging group emotions. If anyone was tactless enough to mention a word against the emperor, it would certainly provoke arguments, with bloodied heads not being uncommon.

This allowed the ministers, who had been anxious about the edict of self-reproach, to breathe a sigh of relief while also being amazed.

His Majesty had truly grasped the perfect timing and truly understood people’s hearts and knew how to use public opinion.

Under such a powerful atmosphere of public opinion, the so-called crimes she mentioned in her edict of self-reproach all became evidence of her bearing humiliation and shouldering blame alone, showing pure filial piety.

Who didn’t know that she wasn’t in the imperial palace during the late emperor’s last two years because she had been exiled and targeted?

Who didn’t know that during those two years, to gain power and defend the imperial family and protect the late emperor, she had struggled through difficulties and suffered countless injuries?

Who didn’t know that the Chongming incident was when all her enemies, unable to defeat her in single combat, had no choice but to shamefully unite and use every means to create that earth-shaking scheme?

An eighteen-year-old girl had withstood all this, withstood that heaven-toppling disaster and heart-rending pain.

She had turned around and beaten all her enemies into dust.

Not failing the late emperor, not failing the capital, not failing the people, not failing Da Qian.

The people had scales in their hearts.

The same events, had they occurred in previous dynasties, they would probably already be slaves of a conquered nation.

The edict of self-reproach not only didn’t affect the emperor’s reputation but actually seemed to elevate it even higher.

Shortly after this incident, Rong Pu memorialized requesting to return to Haiyou to handle academy affairs.

Originally it had been agreed that he would serve part-time, able to spend half the year at the academy and half in the capital. Tie Ci immediately approved.

Dan Ye had been driven away by Tie Ci a month earlier – what was a great king doing staying here instead of managing his national affairs?

Dan Ye refused to leave, but Mo Ye was overjoyed. Tie Ci directly tied Dan Ye’s luggage around Mo Ye’s neck, drugged Dan Ye unconscious, threw him onto Mo Ye’s back, and told the brothers to quickly roll away.

When Mo Ye was leaving, he rummaged through Dan Ye’s room and pulled out a bundle, throwing it at Tie Ci’s feet. When Tie Ci opened it, she found it was a gift that Qi Yuansi had entrusted Dan Ye to deliver. That scoundrel Dan Ye had actually been hiding it all along, refusing to deliver it.

The gift was an irregularly shaped gold nugget, which meant Qi Yuansi had discovered a gold mine – truly an excellent gift.

The other was a small colorful jade landscape, with jade of multiple colors carved into the shape of a bouquet of wildflowers, bright in color and brilliantly lustrous. In his letter, Qi Yuansi said this was also a product of the Hanli Khan Desert, an extremely fine colorful jade of limited quantity. He had led people to dig for a long time before finding these pieces, selected the best ones, and personally polished and carved them. Currently, they could only find small pieces suitable for carving wildflowers, not worthy of His Majesty’s majestic elegance. When they found larger and better pieces in the future, he would definitely carve a garden full of peonies for His Majesty. He asked His Majesty to take care of her health and wait until the Hanli Khan Desert’s water diversion project succeeded, turning the desert into ten thousand qing of fertile farmland producing black oil and gold, at which time His Majesty should personally come to see it.

Tie Ci looked at it for a long time, thinking that her friends were all comforting and accompanying her in their own ways.

Qi Ling had merit in suppressing rebellion and now controlled all defense and military forces in the capital, being enfeoffed as Marquis Anguo. Qi Ling had requested to transfer Qi Yuansi back, and Tie Ci had agreed, but Qi Yuansi himself was unwilling to return.

He wrote to his father saying that His Majesty had lost too much, and he could do nothing else except do more things for His Majesty.

Qi Ling couldn’t help but show her this letter.

Facing Qi Ling’s expectant gaze, Tie Ci could only give the Qi residence additional rewards.

Anything else, she couldn’t give.

Just like today in the great hall, facing Rong Pu’s clear and earnest eyes, she could only tell him with her gaze: stop here.

In this lifetime, even if she could never be with Murong Yi again, she would absolutely never be with anyone else either.

Wind came across the hall pavilions, slightly cool.

She instinctively raised her head, breathing in the light coolness in the wind, thinking that it must be blowing from the snowy plains of Liaodong.

…

Chapter 522: Extracting Sweetness
On the ninth day of the eighth month in the first year of Zhiming, the capital’s first comprehensive academy was completed and immediately opened for public enrollment.

On the completion day, the emperor attended in person.

This academy was strongly advocated by the Grand Tutor, and all courses were personally formulated by the Grand Tutor. The curriculum differed from ordinary academies – beyond the necessary Four Books and Five Classics and the Six Arts of a Gentleman, there were also technical courses divided into manufacturing, mathematics, investigation of things and extension of knowledge, medicine, agriculture and forestry, economics, law… with a total of twelve major and minor subjects.

When the Grand Tutor initially proposed establishing this academy, there was much criticism in court. Everyone felt that the capital already had plenty of academies, with three thousand students at the Imperial Academy – why build another academy for miscellaneous studies? However, Tie Ci knew her master’s wishes and knew that her master possessed resources and knowledge that transcended this era. Since her master was willing to share such fresh and vital things with her country, it was naturally a good thing. Therefore, she overcame all opposition, agreed to the academy’s establishment, and even agreed to let it bear the nation’s name.

However, when it came to the academy’s authority, curriculum design, and student selection and management rights, Tie Ci, who had originally planned to grant complete autonomy, hesitated for a moment.

She remembered the concerns that person had mentioned many times, remembered the vigilance he had maintained toward her master from beginning to end.

In the final approved regulations, the academy was placed under the Ministry of Rites’ jurisdiction. Although it had autonomous curriculum design and enrollment rights, all related materials had to be reported to and approved by the court, with the Ministry of Rites keeping records.

Tie Ci also proposed an “exchange learning” concept, requiring that after Da Qian Academy was established, professors from famous academies nationwide would exchange teaching posts, and outstanding students would also rotate to study at various academies.

The Grand Tutor also agreed to her suggestion and indicated that since the national treasury wasn’t abundant now, the money for building the academy need not come from state funds.

This immediately won applause from all officials, who passed it with extreme speed.

To show support, Tie Ci contributed some money herself, essentially investing. Yun Buci didn’t decline either.

Tie Ci knew her master had money, but hadn’t expected her to be so efficient. In just half a year, the vast and magnificent Da Qian Academy rose from the ground.

Tie Ci personally visited and found this academy quite different from other academies. The entrance was simple and spacious, with a large playground immediately upon entering. Buildings were arranged in orderly fashion, divided by academic specialties into various zones. Each zone was equipped with teaching buildings, administrative buildings, libraries, and student dormitories. There were even laboratories. All buildings were three stories or higher, with identical configurations showing no hierarchical distinctions.

Cafeterias were distributed at each college entrance, gathering cuisines from across the nation to accommodate students from all regions of Da Qian.

For sports facilities, besides the large playground at the entrance, there were three indoor venues of various sizes.

One venue prohibited outside visitors, though naturally Tie Ci could enter. This building was entirely pure white with rounded design, made of unknown materials. The exterior walls were snow-white, hard, and faintly sparkled with crystalline light, while the interior floors were soft and smooth, silent underfoot.

Everyone had to change into white coats before entering, wear snow-white caps and masks, and change into special soft shoes.

All rooms used remarkably transparent glass. Through the glass, one could see people also wearing white coats, holding small transparent glass bottles for testing and observation. On the pristine white tables, glass bottles of various shapes contained flowing liquids of strange colors.

Tie Ci said: “This is the chemistry laboratory master mentioned?”

Yun Buci smiled with narrowed eyes: “Right, so many great inventions are born here. Unfortunately, Da Qian still lacks many conditions, otherwise I could make Da Qian soar in no time.”

“You can’t become fat in one bite. No need to rush.”

Yun Buci sighed: “No choice, time waits for no one…”

Tie Ci looked at her questioningly, but Yun Buci pointed ahead: “Come, let me show you something interesting.”

She led Tie Ci into the laboratory, showing her various miraculous reactions she called “chemistry,” then said: “People who master these technologies are the world’s most precious treasures. The court should give them the highest treatment.”

Tie Ci nodded: “Master, rest assured, I won’t let them be wronged or buried.”

“They should also wield power,” Yun Buci said. “You don’t understand the importance of scientific researchers. Where we come from, scientific personnel are often overlooked too, let alone in ancient times where productivity and cognition can’t keep up at all. Unequal knowledge levels create communication barriers and affect progress. To better advance technological development, help Da Qian adapt faster to the coming internal and external changes, and promote reform, letting this elite group quickly grasp discourse power is the most efficient and powerful method.”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said: “Master, this is a weighty matter. Please allow me to discuss it with the cabinet first.”

Yun Buci nodded: “Those old men in court are hidebound and not easy to persuade. You’re already a nation’s ruler – naturally you should accept advice when appropriate, but you needn’t be too constrained.”

“Master is right,” Tie Ci smiled. “Wasn’t there supposed to be a ribbon-cutting? The time should be up, right?”

Yun Buci stopped talking, rolled up her sleeve to check her wrist. Tie Ci noticed that under her wide sleeve, she wore what appeared to be a very complex and intricate watch.

She had naturally seen watches at her master’s place, but they were all simple styles. This kind with countless gears was the first she’d seen.

Her master had some things that were not for sale, unseen by the world. There were probably many she hadn’t seen.

Yun Buci walked briskly outside, and Tie Ci glanced once more through the glass window at those white-coated laboratory personnel before following.

The ribbon-cutting ceremony was grand, after all with the emperor personally attending. The entire court, except those busy with official duties, basically all came.

As for the common people and students watching the excitement, they formed a sea of humanity. Listening to Yun Buci explain this national academy that was completely new in both educational model and methods, they all looked curious. The scholars were especially delighted upon hearing that outstanding graduates of the academy, after passing relevant examinations, could be directly appointed to office without taking the imperial examinations, with assignments based on their studies.

This joy could still be heard as city-wide cheers even after Tie Ci returned to the palace in her imperial carriage.

After alighting from the carriage in front of Chongming Palace, Dan Shuang suddenly approached her, bowing silently without a word.

Tie Ci gazed at Dan Shuang. Since the Chongming incident, this girl had become even more silent, as if she’d locked herself back in an ice box with a click.

Having visited the academy today, she probably had some thoughts.

“Do you want to go to the academy?” she asked gently.

Dan Shuang’s raised eyes showed guilt: “Your Majesty, years ago you and I both heard master speak of the universities in their place.”

“Yes, we both yearned for them.”

“Now I’ve seen it appear,” Dan Shuang said. “Your Majesty, I want to go there.”

Tie Ci looked at her silently.

“Staying here, I keep thinking about that night, about the despair when the mask was removed… Your Majesty, I’ve thought many times that you were countless times more desperate and pained than I was, yet you endured it and must continue enduring here for a lifetime. I thought I should accompany you, but then I wondered, what am I doing here? For detailed matters you have Chi Xue, for court affairs you have Jian Xi, for protection you have Princess Pingzong… Suddenly, I couldn’t find the necessity of my existence.”

Tie Ci was quiet for a moment, then said softly: “Dan Shuang, you, Chi Xue, and even the palace attendants from Ruixiang Hall who grew up with me since childhood – in my view, do you exist because you’re useful or useless?”

Chi Xue frowned slightly. Jian Xi wanted to say something, but Chi Xue gently shook her head.

Dan Shuang lowered her eyes: “Yes, Your Majesty, I spoke wrongly. Perhaps I’m too useless myself and want to escape.”

“I allow you to take an extended leave to relax,” Tie Ci said. “Go, attend the university you’ve always wanted, live the life you want. To me, everyone being happy is more important than anything.”

Dan Shuang raised her eyes, already containing tears: “Your Majesty, I’m willing to use my lifetime’s fortune to exchange for your latter half of life being carefree and worry-free.”

Tie Ci raised her hand to stop her: “Don’t say such things.”

The last person who said this was Xiao Wenliu.

Tie Ci then said to Chi Xue: “My palace doesn’t need too many servants. Later, a batch of palace attendants will be released. If anyone from Ruixiang Hall or my personal attendants wants to attend the university, they can also submit their names, and I’ll speak to master.”

Chi Xue acknowledged.

Tie Ci smiled at Dan Shuang: “Go. There must be many fine young men at the academy. When you’re in the mood, remember to fall in love.”

Without waiting for Dan Shuang’s reply, she waved her hand and entered the hall.

Jian Xi followed behind her, saying softly: “Your Majesty, the Grand Tutor asked me earlier whether you could spare time to occasionally serve as a lecturer or something.”

Tie Ci laughed: “With my little learning, what kind of lecturer could I be? This grand banner of mine has already been waved enough for the Grand Tutor today. For the rest, let the academy develop slowly on its own.”

Jian Xi said: “I just felt the academy’s atmosphere was quite good, relaxing and pleasant…”

Tie Ci sat down at her desk, slowly opening a memorial. Hearing this, her hand paused, and she smiled: “Is that so?”

Jian Xi looked at her uncomprehendingly.

She too was from a proper major academy, but Celu Academy didn’t have Da Qian Academy’s relaxed, free, and lively atmosphere. Even the buildings had a grand, simple style, and the rare white color was brilliant in sunlight, making one happy just to see it.

She had also been to Yueli Academy and didn’t feel Yueli could surpass Da Qian Academy.

“Perhaps it truly is wonderful there, perhaps Da Qian Academy truly represents the greatest freedom, the freshest theories, the most outstanding students, the most powerful professors. But in my heart, there has always been only one academy,” Tie Ci said slowly. “Everything about that academy, the events and people there, all the time I spent there – unique, irreplaceable, and forever unreachable.”

…

In the tenth month of the first year of Zhiming, a pigeon flew into Chongming Palace.

Jian Xi read the letter as usual, having just read the first sentence: “Da Feng Palace’s Dowager Consort hosted a lotus appreciation banquet to select consorts for the emperor. Most originally intended candidates failed, only the daughter of the Director of the Bureau of Communications, Xi Yun…”

Tie Ci raised her hand.

Jian Xi immediately stopped reading, carefully placed the paper scroll on the desk, bowed, and withdrew.

Tie Ci slowly unfolded the densely written note.

“…The Da Feng Emperor then dismissed all the women, but afterward secretly summoned Xi Yun inside. What they discussed is unknown. Afterward, when sisters from the inner chambers asked Xi Yun about this matter, Xi Yun frankly answered: The emperor asked if I was willing to become empress.”

Tie Ci’s gaze lingered on those last few words for a while.

“…Xi Yun gradually gained the emperor’s favor, exceptionally receiving the privilege to enter and leave the imperial palace without summons.”

“…Xi Yun accompanied the emperor to the traveling palace for hot springs.”

“Xi Yun cooked for the Da Feng Emperor and was mocked by the emperor, who personally taught Xi Yun culinary skills.”

“One night in September, Xi Yun entered the palace prohibition to accompany the emperor, not returning all night. The Da Feng Ministry of Rites is already preparing the investiture ceremony. They’ve repeatedly advised the emperor, who remains noncommittal.”

“The Director of Communications’ residence has a steady stream of carriages and horses, with endless visitors.”

Tie Ci slowly finished reading.

Between the lines, she saw a young woman who, though newly favored, remained neither humble nor arrogant, fearless, and unconcerned with gossip and rumors.

Such a young woman… Murong Yi should like her, shouldn’t he?

Tie Ci slowly picked up the note and threw it into the brazier.

Though it was only early October and elsewhere people still wore single layers, Chongming Palace already had braziers lit.

…

On the eighth day of the twelfth month in the first year of Zhiming, the emperor led ministers to Jingshan to commemorate the first anniversary of the late emperor’s death, simultaneously issuing an edict denouncing Da Feng for betraying their original oath, calling them treacherous rebels who broke faith and divided the nation’s territory, declaring Da Qian and Da Feng irreconcilable.

This was Tie Ci’s first statement regarding Da Feng’s independence since ascending the throne, and the first time designating Da Feng as rebellious subjects and traitors, expressing hostile attitude. When this proclamation to the realm was issued, subjects and people all rejoiced. Civil officials launched literary attacks while military generals requested to lead campaigns, wishing they could immediately march to Ruzhou, crush the regicidal and treacherous Da Feng, capture the Da Feng ruler who had wronged and harmed Da Qian’s emperor, and bring him to the capital as a trampled slave.

However, after issuing the clear edict, the emperor seemed to have no further plans. Moreover, the Grand Tutor in court strongly opposed it, stating that Da Qian had just repelled Dayan and couldn’t rashly take up arms again. Petitions for war were withheld, and after a period of verbal and written attacks, the war fervor also faded.

The clear edict was proclaimed throughout the realm, so Da Feng naturally learned of it too. The Da Feng court couldn’t avoid a period of great upheaval, though at that time in the hall, everyone watching their emperor on the throne read the edict cursing himself with apparent relish left them speechless.

Looking at their emperor’s expression, he seemed to want to extract sweetness from an edict cursing himself?

Chapter 523: From Now On, the World Has No Color
With the emperor having such an attitude, others’ anger had no outlet, and the matter passed.

Before long, the ministers suddenly discovered that Miss Xi’s visits to the palace had decreased.

They could no longer see the emperor and her appearing together in daily life.

The Ministry of Rites, which had already prepared for the empress investiture ceremony, was greatly puzzled and boldly went to test His Majesty’s intentions. The result was that His Majesty was even more surprised than they were, saying: “When did I ever say I would make Xi Yun an imperial consort?”

The Minister of Rites: …You never said it, but you acted it out. You’ve never shown favor to women before, yet suddenly bestowed such grace upon one woman – wasn’t this a signal?

“I merely appreciate Xi Yun’s character and find her congenial. If you really want to hold a grand ceremony, you could organize one for me to adopt an imperial sister, which would perfectly make up for my lack of siblings. While we’re at it, I’ll arrange a marriage for her – double happiness.”

The Ministry of Rites felt no joy at all.

When news spread outside the palace, the Xi residence immediately became desolate with few carriages and horses at the gates.

Inevitably, some young ladies who had previously been envious, jealous, and resentful began mocking Xi Yun intentionally or otherwise. Xi Yun remained completely composed about this, saying: “His Majesty likes me, and I like His Majesty, but what’s between us was never meant to be explained to you. You may all shut your mouths.”

When the court ministers heard this, they couldn’t help but feel regretful, all saying that this Miss Xi was unperturbed by honor or disgrace, both gentle and strong, with clear thinking – truly excellent material for an empress. His Majesty’s ability to notice her among a crowd of noble ladies showed good judgment and sufficient appreciation for her, but why couldn’t he just take her as consort?

When these discussions reached Murong Yi’s ears, he was playing with his fan at the time, making an iron fan fly up and down with silver light crisscrossing. Hearing this sentence, the silver light flashed in his hands then disappeared.

Of course he couldn’t.

Xi Yun was very, very good.

But he had seen a better girl.

It was like standing before green mountains after having seen the world’s most magnificent and endless mountain ranges; standing before fresh flowers after having seen the snow lotus standing alone at snowy peaks, transcendent and independent.

He had seen the best one in this human world, and from then on, his eyes held no other colors.

…

On New Year’s Eve of this year, Tie Ci held the customary grand banquet for ministers and received the wives of officials both inside and outside the court.

In Da Feng’s imperial palace, there was also a grand feast.

At the transition between old and new years, atop the two great halls, two emperors sat on high.

Their territories faced each other, each sitting north and facing south.

They raised their cups simultaneously.

Arms extended straight, gazes distant.

Toasting the multitude of beings below their seats.

Toasting these vast mountains and seas.

Toasting this mortal world of a hundred years.

Toasting that person… separated by mountains and seas, love and hate, gratitude and resentment, whom they wished to see but could never meet.

…

After the banquet, Tie Ci summoned several titled ladies inside to talk. They were all family members of close and important ministers.

Such opportunities were rare, after all she was a woman, yet also an emperor.

Among those present were several wives of Grand Secretaries, several wives of Ministers, but almost no imperial family members. The imperial bloodline was already sparse, and after Empress Dowager Xiao seized power, she had killed the remaining princes or sent them far away. Only Prince Zhao remained in the capital, but now Prince Zhao and his son had been directly executed for involvement in treason.

Tie Ci had issued an edict on the second day of her ascension to execute Prince Zhao and his son, completely disregarding some ministers’ wishes to preserve some imperial bloodline and maintain the emperor’s reputation.

Back then, before her father’s corpse in Chongming Palace, she had sworn that from then on, she would never again be soft-hearted toward anyone.

Therefore, at such New Year banquets, the imperial family appeared particularly withered, and the emperor appeared particularly lonely.

Although Tie Ci had ascended recently, she had already enjoyed distinguished reputation during her time as Crown Princess. Over the years, she had combined grace with authority, her orders flowed smoothly, and though dwelling in the deep palace, she knew the world’s advantages and disadvantages. Her governance was clear, all officials submitted to her, and her accumulated authority was very heavy.

Therefore, even though some ministers’ wives felt quite melancholy and wanted to get close, they dared not approach, making the meal quiet and dull.

Especially when some people recalled what happened at the former Crown Princess’s birthday banquet, remembering that day’s prosperity and bustle, gold powder scattered like scraps, precious stones strewn everywhere, remembering the peerless beauty dancing on drums that day, remembering that Old Madam Rong and Prince Zhao’s heir’s consort were still alive then, the atmosphere became even more depressing.

Only Old Madam Qi, when Tie Ci came to toast her, stood up and affectionately took her hand, saying: “Your Majesty, my disobedient grandson wrote saying he’s taken a liking to a girl in the Hanli Khan Desert and wants to marry her. His father absolutely disagrees, and the family has been in chaos lately.”

Tie Ci was startled, then smiled: “Yuansi has a girl he likes? How delightful and congratulatory.”

Old Madam Qi looked at her, seeing she was genuinely happy, smiled inwardly, then said: “What use is his liking? That girl is a native of the Hanli Khan Desert, completely different from us. His father has been so angry he hasn’t slept well for days, clamoring to request leave from Your Majesty to go to the Hanli Khan Desert and drag that boy back.”

Tie Ci said: “Leave is impossible. The capital’s defense rests entirely on the Governor’s shoulders. Would he abandon my safety?”

Old Madam Qi’s smile deepened: “This subject’s wife guesses that if leave is denied, he’ll want to resign from the Hanli Khan Desert assignment on his son’s behalf.”

“Father and son serve in the same court, each governing independently. Only I require their loyalty – there’s no reason for proxy resignation,” Tie Ci said. “Old Madam, go back and tell Governor Qi that if Qi Yuansi resigns his assignment himself, I will consider it. Everything else is unnecessary.”

“This subject’s wife receives the decree.”

Tie Ci looked at Old Madam Qi: “What does Old Madam think of this matter?”

Old Madam Qi’s eyes narrowed slightly: “This subject’s wife, following my late husband, has also seen all the ups and downs of the human world. What I seek now is nothing more than household peace, harmonious descendants, and enjoying the beauty of this world.”

Tie Ci smiled: “Old Madam is wise. Since the girl could be chosen by Yuansi, she must have extraordinary qualities. If Governor Qi feels her status isn’t suitable for a match, that’s easily handled – I can grant her noble birth.”

“In that case, this subject’s wife thanks Your Majesty’s grace in advance.”

Tie Ci raised her cup to her with a smile. When she put down the cup, she heard Old Madam Qi say earnestly: “This subject’s wife’s prayers for Your Majesty are the same.”

Tie Ci’s hand paused briefly, then she smiled gracefully at her without answering and turned to walk to the next table.

Some things in this world cannot be achieved merely through prayer.

Just like praying to the moon every Mid-Autumn Festival for perpetual fullness, but that moon’s waxing and waning never follows human wishes.

Suddenly there was commotion outside the hall, then an attendant came in to report: “Your Majesty, the Ministry of Rites sends word that the Da Feng ruler has sent people with New Year gifts to the capital. The envoys are now waiting outside the hall for an audience.”

A hall full of people turned their gazes in unison.

They saw His Majesty the Emperor, who was toasting the wife of Marquis Duanyang, seemingly having heard nothing at all, very calmly drank the wine, holding the cup in one hand and the pot in the other, steadily placing them on the table, returning to the imperial seat, then saying: “Summon them.”

The ladies in the hall exchanged glances.

Da Feng was not a vassal state of Da Qian. Logically, such tribute presentation was lowering their stance, bringing considerable honor to Da Qian, and should have involved selecting a day for a formal court session with all ministers gathered to summon the envoys to the hall, taking the opportunity to display the superior nation’s bearing.

This swift audience, though also reasonable and equally displaying His Majesty’s indifferent great nation demeanor, somehow felt wrong.

Just then the banquet time had also arrived, and the titled ladies rose to take their leave.

Tie Ci sat on the imperial seat, suddenly appearing very tired, not rising either, only smiling and raising her hand slightly, ordering people to escort these ladies out of the palace.

Old Madam Qi surveyed the spacious great hall and suddenly said: “Your Majesty, the imperial kitchen’s cooking has become increasingly exquisite. This subject’s wife hasn’t eaten enough – could I receive dinner at Your Majesty’s place?”

The ladies looked at her in astonishment.

They’d never seen anyone who, after finishing lunch, would ask the emperor for dinner.

Tie Ci on the seat laughed: “Old Madam Qi jests. What’s good about the imperial kitchen’s warm-kept dishes? Wouldn’t it be better to go home and eat New Year’s Eve dinner with your children and grandchildren? If you truly like any dish, tell Chi Xue, and she’ll arrange to send it to the Qi residence later. Consider it my compensation for Qi Yuansi not being able to return for New Year.”

Old Madam Qi said: “Yuansi serves the country and is young – not returning for New Year is nothing. Suffering outside for a few years and doing his job well is what won’t disappoint Your Majesty’s trust in him.”

Tie Ci nodded: “With Old Madam and father and son Governor, the Qi family’s good days stretch far ahead.”

This was the emperor’s promise. Old Madam Qi thanked her again, while the other titled ladies felt both envious and jealous, thinking this old schemer really knew how to work things. With her clever tongue, she’d suppressed the Rong family’s young lady since childhood, and even in old age still knew how to bewitch hearts. His Majesty was now such an indifferent person, seeming to keep mountains and seas between herself and everyone, yet treated her especially differently.

Tie Ci sat above, seeing clearly those envious, jealous, and resentful gazes below, merely smiled.

What did they understand?

If the Qi family could be said to curry favor, it wasn’t through this smooth talking.

It was through that genuine heart that cared for and pitied her.

Saying the imperial kitchen was delicious, wanting another granted dinner – it was just because she feared that with both parents dead and Pingzong also out traveling to relax, she would spend New Year’s Eve alone in the palace, feeling desolate at the scene, wanting to accompany her.

Last year at this time, she was seriously ill, muddled and confused, not knowing what day it was.

This year she had recovered, so that bone-deep loneliness would press before her eyes.

But actually it was nothing.

She had already tasted the world’s most bitter and painful experiences – what was there to fear from a little loneliness?

Actually, this morning Gu Xiaoxiao, Tian Wu, and Yang Yixiu who had returned to the capital to visit family had all submitted memorials requesting audiences.

Jian Xi, who was given leave, refused to go, saying she wanted to stay in the palace for New Year.

She had refused them all.

The world’s sufferings of resentment, meeting, parting, and separation – all these flavors must be tasted one by one by oneself.

Human warmth must not be coveted.

Old Madam Qi walked last. Before stepping over the threshold, she turned back for a glance.

She saw the emperor leaning against the imperial seat. The seat was wide while her figure was slender. The half-bright, half-dark light and shadows of the great hall enveloped her, making her appear even thinner, like a lonely and desolate shadow.

Old Madam Qi sighed softly.

At this time, the Da Feng envoys had already entered the hall, passing by this group of ladies. Everyone was surprised to discover that the leading Da Feng envoy was actually a woman.

Tie Ci was also somewhat surprised to see Chazi below the steps, not having expected it would be her.

Under the guidance of Ministry of Rites officials, Chazi presented the gift list and conveyed the Da Feng emperor’s greetings to the Da Qian emperor. From gifts to words, everything was proper and conventional.

Tie Ci remained noncommittal throughout, with all responses handled by the Minister of Rites.

Chazi had never heard the emperor speak and couldn’t help raising her head. She saw that high in the hall, the emperor still wore men’s clothing, not formal ceremonial robes, just a silver-white dark-embroidered dragon robe and white jade crown, sitting distantly at the far end of the great hall. She could only vaguely see a hazy snow-white face, like a faint and cold crescent moon hanging high in the unreachable firmament.

Chazi couldn’t help being somewhat entranced.

She remembered first seeing Tie Ci emerging from the Mei clan valley – bright as sun and moon, quiet as deep abyss, facing her stormy accusations. She remembered Tie Ci in Chongming Hall when the great change first occurred – blood at the corner of her lips, eyes full of bloodshot traces, the way she looked at Murong Yi making her heart feel as if it had suddenly been hollowed out despite her burning rage at the time.

Seeing her again now, both she and His Majesty had become people above the hall – lofty, indifferent, with no one ever again able to see their true expressions from behind pearl curtains and crowns.

The Da Qian emperor had always been steady and composed, like a tree, like a mountain.

But actually no one knew whether that tree suffered from wind and frost erosion, whether that mountain endured underground fire torment.

At this moment Chazi thought of Murong Yi and sighed deeply in her heart.

The gift presentation was complete. Ministry of Rites officials came to provide guidance. Chazi said: “Your Majesty, this foreign subject also has a gift for Your Majesty this time. Please allow this foreign subject another audience. This foreign subject will wait at the Interpreters’ Institute for Your Majesty’s summons.”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said: “The capital’s scenery is quite beautiful. If the special envoy has leisure, you might as well tour around more.”

Her meaning was obviously a refusal. Chazi didn’t mention this matter again, but said: “Your Majesty, this foreign subject has come from afar – won’t Your Majesty grant a banquet?”

Tie Ci was slightly startled.

Chazi said: “If Your Majesty is concerned, this foreign subject will receive the banquet right here at the steps before Your Majesty – how about that?”

Tie Ci paused, then said: “Grant the banquet.”

Below the great hall, an imperial feast was quickly set.

Ministry of Rites officials wanted to attend, but Tie Ci said: “Enough. It’s New Year’s Eve and the offices are sealed. I’d feel bad making you work overtime – go home for New Year.”

The officials had no choice but to withdraw.

Now almost no one in the entire court dared to defy Tie Ci’s decisions.

On one hand, it was because she was indeed clear-minded and wise; on the other hand, it was because Tie Ci’s prestige had reached its peak. After all, besides defending the capital that night, when the capital garrison’s fifty thousand troops had been completely annihilated within the city gates with heads piled like mountains and blood flowing like rivers, the new emperor, while displaying her magnanimity, had also used plenty of blood to tell everyone what true ruthlessness meant.

Only Chi Xue and a few other old hands from Ruixiang Hall remained in the hall to serve.

Tie Ci said: “Let Chi Xue accompany you to eat.”

Chazi shook her head: “Your Majesty, this foreign subject is now an envoy, and somewhat counts as Your Majesty’s old acquaintance. Since Your Majesty hasn’t eaten dinner yet, why not grant this foreign subject the honor of sharing a meal?”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then ordered a banquet table brought and placed before herself, saying: “Please.”

“Thank Your Majesty.”

The two of them, one above in the hall and one below, faced each other eating New Year’s Eve dinner slowly.

Chapter 524: Fury
After eating only a few bites, Chazi put down her chopsticks and took something from her bosom, placing it properly at the corner of the table, facing Tie Ci directly.

Tie Ci was startled, looking at that round object but couldn’t see clearly, so she asked: “What is it?”

Chi Xue stood to the side with a strange expression.

Chazi said: “I heard Your Majesty has exceptional eyesight – how is it you can’t see clearly now?”

Tie Ci said calmly: “I don’t like using my gifted abilities.”

Chazi made an “oh” sound and said: “Nothing much, just a doll.”

Tie Ci looked toward Chi Xue, who lowered her eyes.

Chazi continued: “It’s a doll portrait of my emperor. His Majesty commanded that when this foreign subject receives the banquet, I should place his doll here. Consider it him dining with Your Majesty as well.”

Tie Ci seemed to pause for a moment, made an “oh” sound, and slowly picked up her chopsticks.

Little Bug, who was serving to the side, saw Tie Ci pick up some bean sprouts she disliked most and chew them mindlessly in her mouth.

Chazi glanced at the doll and casually grabbed a bone to gnaw on, making crackling sounds.

Above and below the hall, the atmosphere was eerie.

After a while, Chazi couldn’t bear it anymore and said: “Why doesn’t Your Majesty ask this foreign subject why my emperor would rather send a doll than come see Your Majesty himself?”

Tie Ci finished chewing the bean sprouts, swallowed, raised her eyebrows, and said indifferently: “What joke is the special envoy telling? No matter how conceited I might be, there’s no reason for another nation’s ruler to come to the capital to see me.”

She thought for a moment and said: “Oh? Could this be your nation’s emperor challenging me?”

Chazi chuckled: “Wasn’t Your Majesty the first to challenge our emperor?”

Tie Ci said: “To call it a challenge is too serious. Whatever Da Qian does to Da Feng is perfectly justified, including seizing territory, including destroying the nation, including killing the ruler.”

“Your Majesty, today’s dialogue in this hall will be repeated word for word to our emperor.”

“Then add another line,” Tie Ci said. “Is he well? Can he live long? Can he survive until I lead troops across Mount Tulan?”

Chazi stared at Tie Ci, as if trying to see whether these words came from her heart.

Unfortunately, she had never been able to see through this person clearly, let alone now when she sat high at the far end of the great hall.

After a moment, she said angrily: “As long as I’m here, he definitely can!”

Above in the hall, Tie Ci’s chopsticks, which had been casually picking up food, paused again.

This time Little Bug watched helplessly as she picked up a piece of goose meat.

Since the night of Chongming, Tie Ci no longer ate goose, but an emperor’s preferences shouldn’t be known to others, so the imperial kitchen’s menu hadn’t removed goose dishes.

Little Bug saw Tie Ci unconsciously stuff that piece of goose meat into her mouth.

She heard her say: “What a pity then.”

Chazi lowered her voice: “Is Your Majesty very regretful? Indeed, that day my emperor was severely wounded and near death, almost losing his life, yet still had to rush through snowy terrain to avenge someone. If not for heaven’s protection, he might have lost his life in the ice and snow of the southern slums.”

Tie Ci’s hand gripping the chopsticks tightened, and she said: “Just some flesh wounds. With your nation’s emperor’s abilities, there’s no need to describe it so tragically. After all, making me cry won’t earn any reward.”

“Would Your Majesty cry?” Chazi snorted. “Flesh wounds? Flesh wounds would be fine, but what nearly killed him was what the former great king and Qiu Wujiu did…”

She suddenly stopped, staring blankly for a while, as if remembering some unbearable past and deeply worrying future, her expression visibly darkening.

Tie Ci looked at her, her lips moving, ultimately keeping those words on her lips.

Because she knew that even if she asked, she wouldn’t get an answer.

Suddenly there was a clear sound of metal clashing outside the hall – the sound of newly replaced wind chimes under the eaves being blown by the wind.

Tie Ci didn’t react much, but Chazi suddenly shuddered all over, jumped up abruptly, looking around in panic. After a moment, she realized what had happened and sat down again awkwardly.

Tie Ci was certain she had seen her eyes show alarm and her lips move to say “Your Majesty.”

Naturally not calling her, this emperor.

After sitting down, Chazi stared blankly for a while, then suddenly lowered her head and covered her face with both hands.

This was losing composure before the sovereign, and uncontrollable grief and indignation.

Tie Ci didn’t speak, waiting for the subtle shaking of her shoulders to subside before slowly descending the steps.

After a while, Chazi felt somewhat better, pressed her eyes against her arms, raised her head, and saw the Da Qian emperor standing before her, looking down at her.

Chazi was startled and instinctively stepped back.

Tie Ci said: “You cried.”

Chazi was silent for a moment, then raised her eyebrows: “Moved to see Your Majesty finally condescend to come down and look at me.”

Tie Ci smiled slightly and said: “How is it, is Murong Yi not doing well?”

A period of silence, then after a moment, Chazi said: “You finally asked this question. I don’t know whether I should feel fortunate or sad for my emperor.”

Tie Ci looked at her quietly.

Meeting her gaze, even Chazi, who had never liked her, felt somewhat unable to withstand it. After a long while, she sighed: “It’s better now. Before, it was human purgatory.”

Tie Ci’s brow furrowed almost imperceptibly.

But Chazi suddenly raised her hand to feel her pulse.

Tie Ci moved very quickly, flicking her hand and retreating several feet away.

A figure flashed, and Little Bug, the only one remaining in the hall, was already nearby, her joints crackling ominously.

Tie Ci: “Stand down.”

The crackling sound stopped, and Little Bug remained before Chazi.

Chazi withdrew her hand, looked up at Tie Ci, and after a long while said: “Quick reaction, not many guards left – you still have confidence in yourself. It seems my emperor’s worry was unnecessary; your martial arts haven’t been lost.”

Tie Ci smiled and said: “What are you thinking? Everything’s fine – how could I lose my martial arts?”

Chazi looked at her carefully again, said nothing, stood up and said: “This foreign subject is full. Thank Your Majesty for the banquet. This foreign subject will take leave now.”

Tie Ci glanced at the untouched banquet on her table.

Chazi took out a small bundle from behind her back, presented it with both hands, saying: “My emperor said that earlier was a state gift, presented in the hall. Now this is a private gift, presented at this moment.”

Tie Ci neither accepted nor refused, so Chazi placed the bundle on the table, bowed, and left the hall on her own.

Before stepping over the threshold, she glanced at the high sky without stars or moon.

The night was already deep.

Her mission was also complete.

Before parting, that person had said:

Remember, you must arrive on New Year’s Eve and have a meal with her.

Don’t let her spend New Year’s Eve alone facing the vast palace.

Chazi didn’t want to dine with Tie Ci, but this was His Majesty’s wish.

She lifted her robe and stepped over the threshold. The night on the heavenly steps was cool as water. This vast plaza and white marble steps seemed endless, as if one could walk straight into the depths of the firmament.

At this moment, it was also New Year’s Eve in Da Feng.

Before the great hall were also jade steps extending thousands of layers, under the high sky equally without starlight or moonbeams.

You made me travel a thousand li to Da Qian, you made me, a woman, become an envoy, all so I could accompany her for a New Year’s Eve dinner on this holiday night.

But how could you forget.

You too face the cold palace alone, on this silent New Year’s night, under this desolate long sky.

…

Chazi’s figure disappeared.

Tie Ci’s gaze slowly fell on that bundle.

A bit of shining black fur tip showed through the bundle, slightly tinged with purple, looking familiar.

It was that supreme quality fur coat he had once publicly given her.

After the Chongming incident, she had ordered Little Bug to pack all the gifts he had given and attach them to that carriage, returning them to him.

Now, he had sent that fur coat back again.

Beside the bundle was also that doll, which Chazi had forgotten to take, whether intentionally or accidentally.

It wasn’t an emperor version of the doll, but actually had high-piled hair and wide sleeves.

It was Feiyu’s attire.

The outfit from their first formal meeting beneath the Tower of All Beings.

Tie Ci slowly picked up the doll.

Her fingers touching the doll’s hair, she couldn’t help but pause.

Bringing the doll close to examine it, that hair felt smooth as satin to the touch, with lustrous black color.

It was real hair.

Tie Ci’s fingers gently stroked over the doll’s temples.

Then she gave the fur coat to Little Bug to store away, tucked the doll into her sleeve, and returned to Chongming Palace.

The hall was brightly lit with lanterns and decorations, creating a very lively atmosphere.

Chi Xue and the others hadn’t slept, and Dan Shuang had also hurried back from the academy. The dishes in the small kitchen had been reheated repeatedly, all waiting for Tie Ci to eat a New Year’s Eve dinner.

Although the emperor had already sent word that they needn’t wait, Chi Xue always wanted to make the palace more lively, and even more lively.

Though she understood in her heart that the liveliness they could provide couldn’t fill the emptiness in His Majesty’s heart.

Perhaps this false liveliness might even force His Majesty to make herself cooperate with them.

Tie Ci returned without using the imperial carriage or bringing palace attendants. Chi Xue, standing at the palace gate, saw from afar Tie Ci walking silently through the dimly lit corridor wearing a cloak, and tears suddenly filled her eyes.

The high and low black and white silhouettes of palace walls, her solitary approaching figure so alone.

This year winter hadn’t brought snow yet, but the snow in her heart had been falling endlessly.

Tie Ci entered with a calm expression. She always returned from the front court this way – whether things went smoothly or not, she no longer showed any fluctuation.

She stayed in the warm pavilion, sat before that steaming New Year’s Eve dinner, drank wine with all the palace attendants waiting for her, gave everyone red envelopes, finished the dumplings, and even set off firecrackers at the transition between old and new years. She completed all the proper New Year procedures without spoiling the mood before letting everyone disperse.

Returning to her sleeping chamber, she sat on the couch and reached to hook the bed curtain.

The stepped platform slowly opened, revealing an entrance.

She descended the steps.

The underground space was spacious and not gloomy. Oil lamps flickered brightly, illuminating a stone chamber fully furnished, with a plate of steaming dumplings on the table at the moment.

The mad doctor Jingxu sat before the dumplings, eating slowly while shaking his head: “I’m not used to these fennel-filled dumplings. Our Liaodong pork and scallion, pork and sour cabbage, lamb and radish fillings are much better. Or Spanish mackerel and chive dumplings – those are absolutely superb.”

He looked up at Tie Ci and said: “The routine consultation time hasn’t arrived yet. Can’t I rest even on New Year?”

Tie Ci sat across from him and said: “Work some overtime, and I’ll get you Spanish mackerel and chive dumplings later.”

“I want a serving of everything I mentioned.”

“Done.”

Jingxu extended his hand toward her: “Pulse.”

But Tie Ci didn’t extend her hand, saying: “It’s not about me.”

“Hm?”

“You were sent here by Murong Yi, you participated in Prince Da’an’s plan, you should understand Murong Yi’s situation very well,” Tie Ci said. “I want to know about his physical condition.”

Jingxu looked up, staring deeply at her: “What, showing concern for an enemy nation’s ruler’s health – are you planning to sweep through my Liaodong? Then why should I tell you?”

“I can’t tell you’re still loyal to Liaodong,” Tie Ci smiled without mirth. “How I deal with Liaodong is my business, but if you want to show blind loyalty, starting tomorrow your food allowance will be cut in half, and you’ll no longer be allowed to order dishes.”

Jingxu’s face immediately darkened: “Threatening me? Don’t you want treatment anymore? Don’t you want to restore your gifted abilities without any worries?”

“Right, I don’t want to.”

Jingxu was struck speechless.

“I’ve already ascended the throne. Gifted abilities are no longer that important to me,” Tie Ci said coldly. “Have you ever seen any emperor who governed the country relying on personal martial prowess?”

“But you haven’t just lost your gifted abilities. The key is still the reason for losing your gifted abilities. I’ve always suspected your meridians…”

Tie Ci interrupted him.

“We’re not talking about me right now.”

Jingxu stopped talking, staring at Tie Ci. After a long while, he sighed and shook his head.

“It seems my disciple still has no fortune.”

Tie Ci didn’t answer, reaching to pull the dumplings in front of him over to herself. She hadn’t eaten much earlier and was a bit hungry.

Jingxu immediately snatched them back, hugging them to his chest, saying coldly: “A dignified emperor shouldn’t steal food.”

“Do you know Murong Yi has excellent culinary skills?” Tie Ci said. “Since you said so, I’ll send you back. He’ll definitely summon you, and you can request that he cook.”

Jingxu was surprised: “Really? He’s skilled at cooking?”

“Extraordinary.”

Jingxu’s eyes rarely lit up: “But how would he cook for me?”

Tie Ci glanced at him, thinking that indeed those with developed limbs must have simple minds – the Three Mad and Five Emperors all had poor brains.

She casually mentioned several dishes Murong Yi had made, and indeed Jingxu’s eyes grew brighter and brighter, he salivated more and more severely, and even the dumplings in his mouth lost their appeal.

Finally he couldn’t stand it and interrupted Tie Ci: “Enough, enough, stop making me crave them.”

Only then did Tie Ci stop, glancing at the dumplings before him, feeling they indeed no longer seemed appealing.

“Before I was sent back, I hadn’t seen Murong Yi, but I know that when the great king imprisoned Zhao San, he had me develop a certain medication.”

Tie Ci stared at him.

“That medication was sourced from a certain small southern nation. There used to be a country there that cultivated a certain fruit whose concentrated paste could make people addicted and unable to extricate themselves. That small nation used this to cause considerable trouble and reap enormous profits. Later, the Eastern Hall Regent personally went to that country, killed the queen of the time, burned the flower fields, and issued a nationwide ban making using or selling it punishable by extermination of three generations, finally eliminating most of it. But as time passed, there were inevitably some remnants. Prince Da’an obtained some by chance, gave it to me, and I added some medicinal components to develop those pills, which were used on Zhao San and thus caused Murong Yi to become addicted.”

Tie Ci fell silent.

The doubts from that day in Chongming Palace were finally resolved today.

Why had Murong Yi suddenly fallen seriously ill?

Even if seriously ill, with his abilities, how could he have been caught off guard in Chongming Palace with no power to resist?

It could be said that Murong Yi’s illness was the origin of all disasters.

Yet it turned out to come from his biological father’s machinations.

She had guessed it was a scheme by Prince Da’an and Qiu Wujiu, since they needed an heir they could control who wouldn’t hand Liaodong over to Da Qian on a silver platter.

But the specific methods, only learned today, were so cruel and cold-blooded.

She suddenly felt a bit cold and pulled her cloak tighter.

“What kind of drug was it? What were its effects? What did you add? How can it be detoxified?”

“I didn’t give that drug a name because I felt it was too harmful to heaven and earth. It was originally a demon locked in the abyss that shouldn’t have been released by humans again. It can make people sink into hell, become its puppet, never able to struggle free until completely drained. Almost no one can withstand that drug’s harm, and what I added was also a formula to deepen the drug’s addictive properties and make people’s mental will even weaker, so that drug would need only one or two pills to make people completely unable to break free, and… there is no antidote.”

Tie Ci’s fingers under her wide sleeves tightened slightly.

After a long while, she said softly: “Jingxu, you and Murong Yao deserve a hundred deaths to atone for your crimes.”

This was the most terrifying demon in human history, with the most far-reaching impact and longest-lasting damage. It shouldn’t have appeared here, much less been used on Murong Yi.

“You weren’t afraid of killing him!”

Jingxu retreated backward. He had been staying underground for most of the year, taking the emperor’s pulse from time to time. What he had always seen was the steady, calm female emperor who showed no emotion, matching everyone’s descriptions and his judgment of Tie Ci.

However, at this moment, he actually saw for the first time in the abyssal female emperor’s eyes blazing explosive sparks and burning fury.

Chapter 525: I Believe
That blazing fire and fury made him, one who had joined the ranks of the Three Mad and Five Emperors and been famous for many years, feel fear in his heart.

“During the Chongming incident, the great king had already sent people to lurk in the capital, preparing to receive him. We calculated that his dosage shouldn’t have been deep at that time. With careful escort all the way, the great king’s secret guards also brought medicine I had prepared in advance – though it couldn’t detoxify, it could preserve his life force… The great king only wanted to control the unruly Murong Yi, not truly torment his only favored heir to death.”

“Who knew that to avoid being controlled, he would shake off the secret guards and venture alone into the wind and snow, returning to Liaodong ahead of schedule to take revenge on the great king and slaughter Ruzhou… Honestly, when I heard about it, I could hardly believe it. How did he endure it?”

Under the table, Tie Ci slowly unclenched her fingers one by one, which had been gripped tightly for a long time.

Her fingers were ice-cold, her fingertips completely bloodless.

“I heard from Chazi that when he was hiding in the southern slums, he had an episode. This didn’t match our carefully calculated dosage. We suspect Qiu Wujiu might have added more drugs. Under such circumstances, he could still escape… truly…” Jingxu kept shaking his head.

Tie Ci no longer wanted to listen. She stood up and walked out silently.

When she reached the tunnel entrance, she stopped and said: “Pack up. I’ll send you back to Liaodong tomorrow.”

Jingxu was so shocked that the dumpling in his mouth fell out.

“What for!”

Tie Ci didn’t answer.

“He doesn’t need me! That drug can only be endured by himself. Since he could endure such severe injuries back then, now it will only gradually improve. I was thrown here by him. If you send me back, do you know how he’ll treat me!”

Tie Ci slowly climbed the steps. When opening the entrance, she said:

“If you can’t do what you should do, then I’ll let you know right now how I’ll treat you.”

“Are you mad? You have your own chronic illness too. Don’t you need me!”

The slowly closing chamber door answered him.

Inside the chamber, Jingxu smashed his rice bowl for the first time.

…

In the Interpreters’ Institute specifically for receiving envoys, Chazi spread out letter paper to write.

“…The Da Qian female emperor’s martial arts remain, but this subject observes her complexion and suspects illness in her meridians. Moreover, through this subject’s probing, it’s also suspected that her gifted abilities have been lost…”

…

Just as dawn was breaking, Xia Houchun was summoned to the palace.

The Crown Princess’s Nine Guards Commander wore a bitter expression, thinking that even on New Year’s Day, people weren’t allowed to sleep in. He had been dreaming of Di Yiwei cooking soup for him.

After waiting in the main hall for a while, he finally saw Tie Ci enter wearing short training clothes, her face slightly steaming with heat, showing she had been practicing martial arts.

Xia Houchun was somewhat surprised and couldn’t help saying: “Your Majesty, your health hasn’t fully recovered yet. The imperial physicians have always advised against overexertion and recommended more quiet rest.”

Tie Ci took a cloth towel to wipe her sweat and said: “I feel that I need to become increasingly strong.”

To live, to live better and longer, to face more things.

Xia Houchun looked Tie Ci up and down, feeling that His Majesty seemed somewhat different today.

But Tie Ci didn’t give him a chance to explore, assigning him a task that he found utterly bewildering.

Half an hour later, Xia Houchun had changed into ordinary clothes and led a group of similarly disguised Nine Guards, staring at each other in bewilderment before the southern slums.

Such a large area, so many ramshackle shacks – searching through them one by one would take a very long time.

Not to mention what they were really looking for was underground.

Fortunately, Tie Ci had also issued an order for the Ministry of Revenue to allocate funds, while she herself contributed money to build a batch of simple earthen houses in the west of the city and relocate all the people from this dangerous housing area. The slums would be demolished on the spot.

This matter had already begun earlier. No one knew how the emperor had suddenly noticed the southern slums that had existed for many years. Although they were unsightly, every city had them, and people felt it was good for everyone that these lower-class people lived together in a fixed location.

But if the emperor wouldn’t allow it, then it couldn’t exist.

Gu Xiaoxiao was working overtime on New Year’s Day with a large group of people, very efficiently throwing away all the junk that the slum residents were reluctant to leave behind, loading everything onto carts to transport away.

Each person was only allowed to bring one small bundle, because their so-called belongings had no value and were very dirty, easily spreading disease. The discarded items were burned on the spot.

Tie Ci had already ordered Gu Xiaoxiao to purchase a batch of not-very-attractive but sturdy utensils and some daily necessities at wholesale low prices when preparing the houses. These people could move in with just their bags.

With people moved away here, demolition began there. The demolition work made Xia Houchun’s imagined difficult task quickly yield results.

Two hours later, Tie Ci, who had left the palace upon hearing the news, stood before a demolished entrance.

Guards had sealed off the entire area; no one knew His Majesty the Emperor had come here.

Throughout all dynasties, no emperor had ever set foot in this place.

The demolished slums were covered with broken bricks and tiles, garbage and filth, even more unsightly than usual.

Little Bug crouched down to roll up and tie Tie Ci’s robe hem, then wanted to go down first to scout the way.

Tie Ci stopped him.

She also didn’t allow anyone to follow and descended into the tunnel.

At the tunnel entrance, where the mechanism opened, she felt a handful of black fragments. Those fragments slowly melted in her palm, revealing a deep red color underneath.

Someone’s blood, left at the entrance, congealed into fragments.

Following the passage downward, she indeed saw black stains everywhere, indicating fierce fighting had occurred throughout this place.

Tie Ci walked a circuit through the passage. On both sides were rooms, facing each other in pairs. Several rooms showed signs of habitation. One room had extensive bloodstains splattered under the bed. Another room clearly showed many people had stayed there.

The passage walls bore numerous sword and blade marks. The cuts were long and deep, very fine at the tips – left by Liaodong long sabers.

Many Liaodong secret guards, all masters.

Finally she stopped before one room.

The chamber had been sealed for a long time, with unpleasant and lingering odors. Besides the bloody smell present in almost every room, this room also had a strange, faint fragrance.

She paused, then finally walked in.

She saw blood-stained chains thrown on the floor beside the bed.

She saw the wooden bed edge worn rough and pitted by the chains.

She saw the bed already cracked from excessive struggling.

She even saw dried blood and flesh in those cracks.

Finally she saw on the wall, deeply carved, extending into cracks, with bloodstained edges… her name.

…

She didn’t know how much time passed before she slowly climbed onto the bed, kneeling on the creaking wooden boards, extending her hand to gently trace that name stroke by stroke.

She traced very, very slowly, as if seeing her own name for the first time, as if through this tracing she wanted to carve that deeply etched name and the long night when it was carved into her own heart.

Her fingers traced over the rough-edged cracks, also being scraped into tiny wounds, a bit of pale red covering old blood.

A long time later.

She got off the bed.

Walked to the door.

Her gaze fell on the door side, where lower on the wall remained a very deep handprint from gripping.

Gripped with such force that much plaster had fallen from the earthen wall, leaving a deep gap.

She crouched down and slowly extended her fingers into that gap.

As if across time and mountains and seas, nightmares and memories, once again joining hands with him.

…

The door slowly closed behind her, blocking out the faint light filtering down from above.

Also blocking out the even clearer and deeper characters “Murong Yi” beside the large finger-carved “Tie Ci” on the wall inside.

…

Tie Ci came up the passage and said indifferently to Xia Houchun waiting on the surface: “Seal this place.”

“Never allow anyone to enter or exit again.”

“Yes.”

Someone came forward to seal this place with iron plates. Tie Ci took one last look, then turned around.

Suddenly she stopped, looking into the distance.

There was a small street where the slum residents were gathering, preparing to be relocated.

Everyone was busily collecting items and climbing onto carts.

Only one woman in coarse cloth clothing, holding a small bundle, stood with her back to everyone at the roadside, looking at her from afar.

Tie Ci stopped in her tracks.

…

A quarter-hour later, Tie Ci looked with surprise at Lan Xian’er kneeling at her feet.

When Wenliu’s body was sent to the palace, Lan Xian’er hadn’t come along. She had later ordered people to search, only learning that after Xiao Wenliu jumped from the city walls, Lan Xian’er had followed the army out of the city to search for the body, but afterward disappeared without a trace.

She had confirmed that Lan Xian’er hadn’t betrayed Wenliu, so let it be. This was also a unfortunate woman – if she could gain freedom from then on, that was good too.

She hadn’t expected her to remain in the city all this time, staying in this slum.

“This is the last place Miss and I stayed,” Lan Xian’er said as they slowly walked through the debris-filled slum alleys. “That day I watched Miss’s body being sent to the palace. I couldn’t enter the palace, couldn’t return to the Xiao family, so I stayed here.”

“How was Wenliu… in the end?”

Lan Xian’er was lost in thought for a moment: “Not well. She was sent to the imperial mausoleum and initially tried to care for Tie Lin, but Tie Lin drank daily, cursed her, and even hit her. I couldn’t stand it and put a sack over Tie Lin’s head to beat him up. Miss feared I’d be discovered, so she moved to live alone in a small courtyard. Prince Zhao and Tie Lin monopolized the good food supplies, so Miss and I cooked our own meals. When we wanted meat, we hunted wild game. Prince Zhao and Tie Lin never managed mausoleum affairs – only Miss daily led people to patrol the mountains, inspect the imperial mausoleum, conscientiously doing the work of guarding it.”

She paused and sighed: “No, this slave spoke wrongly. Though those days were harder, looking back now, how wonderful it would have been if such days could truly last a lifetime.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? I had Dan Shuang tell you that if anything was unsatisfactory, you could come tell me.”

“Miss wouldn’t allow it,” Lan Xian’er said. “She said you had given her everything you could give, so she couldn’t be ungrateful. You told her to guard the imperial mausoleum, so she would guard it well. Everything you entrusted, she would do properly.”

She turned to look at Tie Ci: “This slave must explain something for Miss. When Prince Zhao and Tie Lin entered the city without edict, bringing Miss along, they wanted to use her as a shield. And when Miss heard of changes in the palace, she panicked and followed them without a word. Only after entering the city gates did she realize that following them into the city like this was rebellion… but she couldn’t turn back. She wanted to save grandmother and also help you as much as possible… Loyalty and filial piety can’t both be perfect, but she chose the most complete way she could manage.”

Tie Ci closed her eyes without speaking.

All too devoted, too devoted.

Lan Xian’er looked toward the city gates and said softly: “Her life ended in cursing and hatred…”

She suddenly stumbled, and Tie Ci had already quickly supported her: “Watch your step!”

Lan Xian’er steadied herself with her support, looking down at Tie Ci’s hand. His Majesty the Emperor’s grip was gentle, not hurting her at all. She gazed at Tie Ci’s slender, strong fingers, looking into her concerned eyes.

The person before her was the gentlest sunlight, the most luminous jade tree, the vastest starry sky – everything seen and gained was full of radiance.

She suddenly smiled and said softly: “…Who wouldn’t fall in love at first sight with someone like you…”

Her voice was too low; Tie Ci didn’t hear clearly and looked at her puzzledly.

Lan Xian’er suddenly pointed ahead: “That day, right here, we encountered Murong Yi. We thought he was a corpse frozen dead by the roadside.”

Tie Ci shuddered, released her hand, and turned to look.

It was still the dirty alley, with stains streaming down the earthen walls. She looked at the corner Lan Xian’er indicated, almost unable to believe that someone like Murong Yi would, on that day, have held his head against such a wall and nearly died in the wind and snow of this squalid lane.

Lan Xian’er pointed to a collapsed shack nearby: “Please forgive this subject, but here I removed his clothes and rubbed snow on him for warmth. The situation was too urgent – without doing this, he would certainly have died.”

Tie Ci fell silent, then suddenly arranged her clothes and gave her a deep bow.

Lan Xian’er was shocked. After a long while, she quickly stepped aside, leaned against the wall in a daze, then suddenly smiled.

She said: “Before Miss died, she was still worried about you two, still telling Young Master Murong that she hoped he hadn’t betrayed you, hoped he could persevere… This slave thinks Miss can now rest in peace, because she didn’t save the wrong person.”

Tie Ci raised her hand to press against her chest.

The feelings in her heart were complex and indescribable, so much so that the chest spasms that had often occurred these past two years struck again.

Lan Xian’er suddenly smiled: “When I saved him that day, Assistant Minister Xiao’s head rolled out from under his cloak and nearly was seen by Miss. I covered it up. Later, Young Master Murong calmly got on the Xiao family’s carriage with that head… The young master is truly extraordinary.”

Thinking of that scene, Tie Ci also rarely smiled: “He’s always acted unconventionally.”

“Then Your Majesty should look forward to this unconventional Da Feng emperor continuing to surprise you,” Lan Xian’er said. “Miss and I saw his last appearance in the capital. We witnessed with our own eyes how a severely wounded, dying person still rampaged through here, escaping and killing – not missing a beat. Someone like that, I believe he can accomplish anything.”

Tie Ci gazed at her and after a long while said: “I believe so too.”

…



Chapter 526: New City
On the road back to the palace, Tie Ci lifted the carriage curtain and saw that distant figure disappearing through the city gates.

Lan Xian had not agreed to follow her back to the imperial palace.

She said that back then, Miss had yearned for freedom and wanted to travel across mountains, rivers, and seas. Now that her mission was complete, she would go fulfill Miss’s wish.

When Tie Ci wanted to give her money, she refused. So Tie Ci gave her a letter of introduction, telling her that in her future travels across the world, if she was short of money, she could work at any of Gui Qizhai’s branches nationwide, and if she encountered difficulties, she could seek help directly. Lan Xian accepted it.

She shouldered her small bundle and strode out through the city gates. When crossing the drawbridge, she looked down at the dark surface of the moat.

Miss.

I waited in the slums for over a year.

Finally, His Majesty came here.

Finally, I spoke the words I wanted to say to her.

I believed she would come here eventually. This was the last place where Murong Yi had appeared, this was a place we had been to together.

You see, I guessed correctly.

His Majesty has always been someone warm-hearted and sentimental.

Lan Xian smiled, drawing a cherry blossom from the edge of her bundle.

Though it was still the winter month and cherry blossoms had not yet bloomed, this was cultivated in the palace greenhouse.

The greenhouse at Dianfang Studio in the palace had originally been quite large, but now, to cut expenses, more than half had been removed, leaving only one shed where they grew some vegetables. The only flowers were cherry blossoms and peach blossoms.

Today the cherry blossoms in the greenhouse had bloomed. When Tie Ci left the palace, she had specially brought a branch, originally intending to hold a memorial for Xiao Wenliu right there in the slums, but with her status, she couldn’t easily leave the city gates.

She happened to encounter Lan Xian, so she entrusted her to carry it out of the city.

The cherry blossom bloomed delicately, trembling in Lan Xian’s palm, as if a gust of wind would shatter it.

Lan Xian slowly opened her hand.

The cherry blossom branch rose with the wind, circling once above the moat, and the pale pink petals indeed scattered in an instant, falling onto the rippling waters of the moat.

Above the clear water surface, a scene of desolate fallen petals.

…

In the third month of the second year of Chongjiu, while northern snow had not yet melted, Emperor Chongjiu announced his intention to tour the south, with the main destination being that small city they had fought desperately to retain.

For these two years, that city had been under constant construction and expansion. Da Feng had invested countless money and effort into it, to the point where many in Da Qian mocked Murong Yi as an idiot, having fought tooth and nail to seize this territory, only for it not to belong entirely to him. That was one thing, but he also had to spend great sums building it—was he burning money because he had too much?

But soon the critics in Da Qian couldn’t laugh anymore, because Da Qian also joined the construction process. By the first month of the second year of Zhiming, the Emperor issued an edict allocating silver to this city for full-scale construction, relocating thirty thousand people from surrounding cities and convicts into the city, providing extremely generous support measures.

Since this small city was first built by the Da Feng Emperor, he seized the naming rights and personally wrote the two characters “Broken Mirror,” carving them on the city gates.

A very strange name that made the Da Qian people quite displeased.

What did “Broken Mirror” mean? Was he saying our Emperor had a broken mirror relationship with him?

That was a term used for married couples!

But the Da Qian Emperor said nothing about this, and no one else had the authority to change the city’s name, so this somewhat strange Broken Mirror City remained.

Murong Yi arrived at Broken Mirror City in early April and immediately saw the towering city walls that could rival those of Ru Zhou City. Below the walls, people were excavating a moat, and workers in different clothing worked on either side of the wall—those in black were Da Feng people, those in gray were Da Qian people, each managing a section of the wall with clear distinction.

Murong Yi maintained his old habit when traveling—grand processions with magnificent ceremonial displays, but he himself was not in the ornate palanquin, instead riding in an ordinary carriage, arriving first at the city gates.

He stood beneath the city wall, watching the bustling workers above. Because both countries had allocated funds generously and approached the matter seriously, each even sending imperial confidants, Da Feng’s supervisor was Zhao San, who had volunteered for this position and had been living and eating at the construction site for these two years.

On Da Qian’s side was Yang Yixiu. He had served as magistrate of Ziyang County and, during the Night of Chongming when the old Xiao family estate caused trouble, had made preparations in advance, promptly coordinating with surrounding cities to deploy troops that night, blocking the Xiao family guards who wanted to blow up dikes and destroy farmland again, and personally dispatched men to shoot and kill Fourth Master Xiao on the spot. It was also he who, when Yueli Academy was plagued with incidents, had substituted for Rong Pu to oversee academy affairs, allowing Rong Pu to rush to the capital.

Afterward, Tie Ci rewarded all those who had contributed that day, even promoting Fang Huai’an, who had poured mutton soup from the palace walls, by one rank. Yang Yixiu was also transferred to Broken Mirror City, appointed as supervisor to oversee the construction.

Now with Minister Gu and his son in the Ministry of Revenue, and the shrewd Yang Yixiu at Broken Mirror City, no one could think of lining their pockets or cutting corners.

Also because they were all acquaintances and the current relationship was delicate, somehow the two sides had started competing in their work.

Standing beneath the wall, Murong Yi personally witnessed the thin, wiry Yang Yixiu, looking like a monkey, personally carrying a large basket while distributing mutton sandwiches to the workers and shouting: “They built one more layer of brick wall than us today!”

The workers, gnawing on their bread, shouted in unison: “We’ll surpass them soon! We’ll surpass them soon!”

On the other side, the disheveled Zhao San was not to be outdone, distributing the locally beloved hu bread while shouting: “His Majesty is coming to inspect soon. At this crucial moment, can we let them catch up?”

The workers, chewing their hu bread, responded with voices that shook the mountains: “Absolutely not! Absolutely not!”

Murong Yi: “…”

This really wasn’t necessary.

The security at the city gates was very strict, checking travel permits from both sides, but scrutinizing martial artists carrying weapons even more thoroughly.

Murong Yi, along with Chazi and Mu Si, honestly waited in line. The carriage underwent inspection on another side. When it was almost his turn, the soldiers checking the carriage shouted: “Carrying crossbows!”

The soldiers checking travel permits immediately changed expression.

Just as Mu Si was about to speak, Murong Yi stepped forward first, saying: “Officer, it’s not any regulated crossbow, just a homemade self-defense item. You know how it is—traveling for business has many inconveniences…” As he spoke, his sleeve moved and a small piece of silver had slipped into the other’s sleeve.

The soldier paused, glancing at Murong Yi.

Murong Yi wore a mask and now appeared to be just an ordinary merchant.

The soldier hesitated slightly, remembering Supervisor Zhao San’s strict orders, but ultimately couldn’t resist the temptation of silver, quietly lowering his sleeve and waving his hand.

Murong Yi walked through with a smile on his lips.

Mu Si sighed inwardly.

After Murong Yi entered the city, he turned back to look at the queuing crowd at the gate and waved to Mu Si.

Mu Si produced an official token and called out: “Guards of Broken Mirror City Da Feng gate, listen to orders.”

The soldiers in the gate tunnel turned back in alarm.

Footsteps rushed urgently as Zhao San led men hurrying down from the city wall. Seeing Mu Si and the cloaked figure behind him, he was both surprised and delighted, quickly kneeling down.

“Your Majesty!”

With this shout, everyone was startled.

Murong Yi stood behind Mu Si, raised his hand without speaking, then returned to the carriage.

A slender, pale hand lifted the carriage curtain to welcome him inside.

The curtain fell, blocking everyone’s view.

Mu Si said coldly: “His Majesty orders: Broken Mirror City gate soldiers accepted bribes and privately allowed prohibited carriages into the city. Military status revoked, thirty lashes administered, then expelled from Broken Mirror City. All other soldiers from gate guards down are demoted one rank. Broken Mirror City Da Feng Chief Supervisor Zhao San, salary docked for three months.”

Everyone: “…”

A horse neighed loudly as that “prohibited carriage” entered the city under everyone’s gaze, acting as if no one else existed.

The Da Qian workers who had rushed down from the other city wall were also dumbfounded.

Was this even allowed?

Yang Yixiu rolled his eyes and thought for a long time, then said: “This is called… I heard His Majesty mention it… right, entrapment!”

The steward beside him said with perspiration: “Is this… is this really the Da Feng Emperor? This style of conduct is too bizarre, isn’t it?”

Encountering such a ruler, the Da Feng people were truly pitiful.

“This is nothing,” Yang Yixiu rolled his eyes again. “This guy can do anything!”

He recalled certain someone’s great achievements and nodded heavily again, “That’s right, exactly like this!”

The steward looked at Yang Yixiu, “Supervisor, I heard you once studied with him, with His Majesty, so that…”

“The legends are all true.”

The steward let out a long, gossipy “oh.”

“But legends, after all, can only remain legends.” Yang Yixiu didn’t continue.

They were all former classmates. Even if he had never liked Murong Yi, watching the two of them reach this point, he couldn’t help feeling sad for His Majesty.

Though Yang Yixiu disliked Murong Yi, he had never thought him unsuitable for Tie Ci. He always felt that someone like His Majesty might need exactly this kind of unconventional person as a match to live more happily.

But what was the use of thinking about all that now?

Looking at that carriage earlier, there seemed to be a woman inside.

Was he bringing women along while touring? Sure enough, once he became emperor, he became dissolute!

Yang Yixiu snorted.

The Da Qian people craned their necks watching as that group of soldiers was very quickly removed from the gates, and soon a new team of soldiers came to replace them. This new batch appeared more tense and serious, inspecting so thoroughly they seemed ready to pinch even the soles of feet.

It was quite a sight to behold.

Meanwhile, Zhao San had already swept back up the city wall like a whirlwind to continue working.

“Faster! Even faster! Didn’t you see His Majesty has arrived!”

Yang Yixiu slapped his thigh hard, leaped onto the city wall, and shouted: “Comrades, get to work!”

“Don’t let those Da Feng white bears outdo us!”

“Haha, Da Qian weaklings can only shout with their mouths!”

“Screw your mother!”

“Screw your father!”

…

Shouting erupted across the city wall, reaching new heights.

Murong Yi’s prohibited carriage had already leisurely entered the city.

Inside the carriage, Xi Yun lifted the curtain, curiously observing this city. “This servant remembers this city was only built about a year ago, yet it already has such scale.”

“This is the East Market, where fine horses, iron implements, and precious objects will be sold in the future. It has granaries and the Pinghui Bureau for supplying grain and stabilizing prices. Broken Mirror City’s government offices and future official residences will also be concentrated here, though whether to further divide into separate residential districts for officials from both countries still needs negotiation with Da Qian.”

“Across this Mirror River, that area with flowering trees will be the future West Market, also where common people will gather. It will sell affordable miscellaneous goods, daily necessities, needles and thread. It will likely become the liveliest place in the future.”

Xi Yun looked at those still empty areas and thought for a moment, saying: “It will cost a lot of silver.”

Murong Yi smiled, knowing her thinking differed from ordinary women: “Silver? Just kill a few more corrupt officials and there will be plenty.”

Xi Yun said: “All the ministers say Your Majesty’s governance is harsh.”

“The common people don’t say that.”

“Isn’t Your Majesty afraid of losing the hearts of court and countryside?”

“You don’t understand this. Human hearts are greedy, and few don’t yearn for glory and wealth. Even knowing that glory brings danger and high positions face blades, they still rush forward one after another. Haven’t you heard ‘wealth and honor are sought in danger’?”

Xi Yun disagreed: “There are still those with noble character who don’t covet fame and profit, only seeking to benefit the people and share their ruler’s burdens.”

“Are you thinking of your father?” Murong Yi smiled. “Indeed, people like the Chief Minister don’t seek wealth. But they seek fame.”

“They seek eternal fame, historical renown, people’s praise, imperial favor.” Murong Yi said, “Isn’t this also greed?”

“Since they’re greedy, since they have desires, shouldn’t they pay some price?”

Xi Yun fell silent, finding herself speechless.

His Majesty the Emperor understood human nature deeply, seeing through people with penetrating insight, but this mentality was perhaps too cold and harsh.

Being his minister, one would eventually be worn down until one dared not develop any ulterior motives, wouldn’t they?

Being his subject, however, one could receive the greatest tolerance and care. Thus he had indeed gained increasingly high support from the people. Wherever he went, whatever orders he issued, would immediately receive popular acclaim. But many of these benevolent policies and privileges actually came from his harsh treatment of officials.

This behavior gave Xi Yun a strange sense of discord, feeling it didn’t match Murong Yi’s character.

Yet she couldn’t understand why he would do this.

An emperor without ministerial support, ruling purely through intimidation, couldn’t sit securely on his throne. After all, those who ultimately controlled most power and resources were still the upper nobility.

When they felt they could no longer endure the high-pressure policies, Murong Yi would be in danger.

Did he want to constantly face rebellions from oppressed ministers?

Xi Yun couldn’t understand and knew she couldn’t ask, so she could only suppress this doubt and point to the vast empty lands, asking Murong Yi: “This city’s scale is larger than imagined, so what about those areas?”

Murong Yi pulled out a blueprint from his chest, saying enthusiastically: “I brought you here precisely because I heard you enjoy architectural arts. The layout of your residence was designed by yourself, especially the garden, which is praised by everyone. I have a blueprint here—I need to replicate all these buildings in the city without making them appear strange or chaotic.”

Xi Yun took the blueprint in amazement. The drawing showed many buildings—mountains, water, small villages, towers, brothels, small bridges with hanging flower garlands, even lakes with boats and islands, and peculiar Southern-style colored buildings where people lived upstairs and pigs were raised downstairs.

Overall, it combined Northern and Southern styles in a very eclectic manner.

Xi Yun studied it carefully for a long time. Having read “The Chronicles of Compassion” three times, she gradually understood the significance of this blueprint.

“These are… places you and His Majesty of Da Qian have experienced together?”

“Yes, look at that tower—it’s a replica of Cangsheng Tower. I once leaped from that tower, and she caught me…”

Murong Yi stopped, remembering the youth who had looked up and rushed toward him that day.

Remembering the warm, strong embrace he had fallen into.

Remembering Tie Ci’s wild run after catching him, her robes blown by wind covering his face, close enough to feel her sweet breath.

Remembering how she had kicked against a wall to absorb the impact, literally kicking a hole in the wall surface.

A faint smile appeared in his eyes.

Xi Yun watched him, also recalling the content from the later volumes of “The Chronicles of Compassion.” She had no romantic filter for the two emperors’ first official meeting—her only feeling was that it was somewhat amusing.

Their Majesty was so “delicate.”

While the Da Qian Emperor was like a mighty giant.

The two, each having changed gender, were still remarkably harmonious—it must be fate.

In Xi Yun’s heart, she couldn’t help but feel curiosity and longing for that legendary female emperor of Da Qian.

She couldn’t help saying: “Your Majesty expends enormous wealth building these, but who could understand?”

Murong Yi raised an eyebrow: “Why need unrelated people to understand? She understands, I understand—that’s enough.”

“But she can’t see it.”

Murong Yi fell silent. He gazed at those empty lands, but before his eyes slowly unfolded a painted scroll.

There was a seven-story tower with mechanisms inside and mysteries underground, golden bells hanging from the eaves, covered with birds in spring.

There was a curved arched bridge with countless flower garlands hanging from its body, and below the bridge, the sound of boats.

There was a small mountain village where Dongde’s back window faced the mountain cave, Aunt Li’s house had a cellar, and A Hei’s room had an inconspicuous loft.

There was a lavishly decorated brothel where a certain courtesan’s west-facing room had a window that could be jumped through into a hidden alley, and even the bed was hinged.

There was a boat on the lake where anyone who had worked as crew knew that beneath the innermost berth in the common quarters was a hidden compartment, and the ballast stone hold had a double bottom.

There were the colored buildings where the Mo clan usually lived—buildings that seemed transparent with nowhere to hide, but few knew that along the waterway leading to these buildings, those large trees on both sides were all fake and hollow.

…

These were their shared experiences along their journey.

These were small secrets that only he and she knew, seemingly unimportant.

Now he had brought them all here, replicated in this place, waiting for someday.

For forgotten old times to be reopened, for places they couldn’t return to, to be revisited.

…

Chapter 527: Dispute
The autumn wind of September swept across the campus, and the autumn sun crowned everyone’s head with a faint halo of light.

Tie Ci stood atop the teaching building of Da Qian Academy, looking down at the students happily rushing toward the cafeteria below, remembering the cafeteria she had first seen at Yueli Academy—it felt like a lifetime ago.

Looking toward the direction outside campus, she could see that the area beyond the school was also bustling. Countless vendors had gathered, forming a long street outside the academy with comprehensive functions including dining, sundries, entertainment, and lodging.

The academy had thus provided many employment opportunities for the surrounding people, driving prosperity throughout the entire western part of the city.

This year, Shen Mi became the supervisor of Celu Academy, but since the old dean basically didn’t manage affairs, he was essentially the dean. Under his leadership, Celu Academy also began to align with Da Qian Academy, reforming its academic system, regularly sending teachers and students for exchanges, and signing direct supply agreements with the court for outstanding students.

Mingquan Academy, due to the twin incident that year, had never recovered and recently merged with Yueli Academy. Yueli Academy’s scale expanded twofold, continuously expanding construction and occupying most of Qingyang Mountain.

In July this year, a group of Da Qian Academy students entered various government offices for internships and, with their practical approach, earned widespread praise.

At the same time, Tie Ci also ordered that civil officials below the third rank in the capital take turns serving temporarily at various academies.

On the high building, Tie Ci’s gaze fell on a group of young women walking out of the teaching building with books in their arms.

Among them was a snow-white skinned girl who walked while listening to her companions speak, occasionally smiling faintly.

Tie Ci smiled slightly.

Seeing Dan Shuang adapting well here, she felt relieved.

There was an envy in her eyes that even she hadn’t noticed.

Dan Shuang suddenly seemed to sense something and looked up.

But she only saw an empty balcony.

Tie Ci, who had already stepped aside, returned to the room where Yun Buci, wearing frameless glasses and eating grapes, said without looking up: “Envious? If you’re envious, come to school. Otherwise, be a lecturer and say whatever you want, experience the feeling of university.”

Tie Ci smiled: “How could I have that time?”

Yun Buci said dismissively: “This is what’s bad about you feudal emperors—too much desire for power, wanting to grasp everything in your hands, making all decisions unilaterally. Treating the realm as a family business, seeking imperial rule for ten thousand years. Don’t you think—if a family rules the realm, what if this family produces an idiot? Power is like a fierce tiger, like a blade’s edge. It can’t always be held by one person. It should be returned to the people, to collective wisdom, and be subject to effective supervision—only then will the country be good.”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said: “Constitutional monarchy? Democratic republic? Socialist system?”

Yun Buci slapped her thigh: “Wouldn’t that be good?”

Tie Ci frowned: “The time is not right. We cannot encourage growth by pulling up seedlings.”

“At any time, touching the interests of vested interest groups will meet fierce resistance, leading to social unrest,” Yun Buci said. “But revolution should not fear bloodshed and sacrifice.”

Tie Ci said: “It’s not merely because of the interests of the noble class. More importantly, social unrest would affect people’s livelihood. Da Qian has just recovered from a devastating upheaval that severely damaged our national strength. Beyond our borders, foreign enemies still eye us covetously. As Master said, productivity hasn’t developed to the point where reform is urgently needed. Now is not the time.”

Yun Buci was silent for a while, then said something in a low voice that Tie Ci didn’t catch clearly, looking at her questioningly.

Yun Buci paid no attention and pulled out a paper scroll from her chest: “I didn’t say we had to make a big fuss about it. We could start by trying small-scale experiments.”

Tie Ci opened what seemed like a casually written scroll, first noticing the particularly fine and fluid handwriting that no brush could produce.

Then she looked at the content—item by item, more than ten items in total.

After reading just a few items, her brow furrowed almost imperceptibly.

Yun Buci had been seemingly casually watching her expression and raised an eyebrow at this sight.

Tie Ci slowly finished reading, took a breath, and said: “Grand Tutor, this is inappropriate.”

She directly used Yun Buci’s official title—this was entering the format of formal court discussion. Yet Yun Buci remained leisurely, sitting cross-legged, eating grapes, not looking up: “What’s inappropriate about it?”

“Nationalizing all land and conducting unified redistribution will inevitably provoke full retaliation from landlords and powerful families. They are wealthy and influential, controlling most of Da Qian’s resources. Once they unite in full retaliation, economic collapse will happen in an instant.”

“That’s why I proposed monetary reform afterward—forcibly reset everyone’s wealth to zero and start over. What would they use to make trouble then?”

“How can monetary policy be reformed at will? Once reformed, the first victims wouldn’t be these powerful nobles, but the common people. After currency reset, the powerful would still have many assets, farmland, and workshops that can continuously produce—many channels to obtain money. But most affected would be those with no assets, only the small change in their hands, waiting to use that money to buy rice for their next meal. When we tell them their money is useless, have you considered how desperate they’ll be?”

“But that would only be temporary. We could help them. We’d abolish the slave system so people wouldn’t be enslaved. I also proposed land distribution to households and increased agricultural and commercial subsidies. The vast majority—common people and merchants—would benefit. They would support us. Their support would be broad support. What would that small handful of powerful nobles matter?”

“You propose confiscating the family assets of landlords who won’t surrender land and slaves, making them slaves themselves—wouldn’t this increase the number of slaves? Distributing land, giving money, increasing subsidies—it sounds very useful and would certainly gain massive and widespread support short-term. But total social wealth hasn’t increased. Short-term massive expenditures would accelerate treasury depletion, ultimately leading to fiscal collapse. Once finances collapse, people’s livelihood and military preparedness would inevitably be affected. What about foreign invasion then? What about common people who tasted sweetness then suddenly fell into the abyss, becoming even more angry and rebellious?”

“What you’re predicting are extreme phenomena that won’t necessarily occur.”

“Can you guarantee such phenomena definitely won’t occur? Can you guarantee that when the new policies are implemented, those lower-level officials executing them won’t muddy the waters, line their own pockets, and take advantage of the opportunity to exploit and oppress the people, completely ruining some originally decent policies and causing people’s lives to become unbearable? Your new policies would inevitably delegate much power downward and, due to complete unfamiliarity, would inevitably create many new problems during implementation due to incompatibility, and we have no experience…”

“Who has experience from the start? Experience comes from lessons learned.”

“But can Da Qian afford the lessons? The throne beneath me is not merely a dragon-and-phoenix carved imperial seat, but the vast territory under my rule and the millions of people on that territory. I received this throne from the late emperor not to use our Da Qian’s territory and people for experiments that aren’t yet timely!”

Yun Buci suddenly looked up at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci closed her eyes, and after a long moment bowed: “Forgive me, Grand Tutor. I was too agitated.”

Yun Buci squinted, looking her up and down: “I haven’t seen you this agitated in a long time. You’re a child raised under my modern education. I thought you would actively support my ideas, but I didn’t expect you to be so resistant. Can’t all I taught you before compare to the attraction of power?”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said softly: “Master, you also taught me to take responsibility for everything that belongs to me. This Da Qian, this realm, these people—they are currently all I have.”

“Moreover, current social problems in Da Qian aren’t that severe. Since I ascended the throne, I’ve strictly managed officials and don’t allow arbitrary buying and selling of people. I’ve reduced commercial taxes and abolished many miscellaneous taxes. Land annexation has been continuously curbed. I’ve been working hard to establish a stable, harmonious society where everyone has support. Of course, injustice will still exist and won’t disappear short-term, but can you guarantee that the reformed society you envision will definitely eliminate all injustice and definitely not breed other injustices?”

“Treating serious illness requires strong medicine—we can’t be hesitant!”

“Reform should always start from people’s livelihood and reality, should proceed gradually and carefully, one thing at a time, one matter at a time, prescribing appropriate medicine according to time and place. We can’t kill ourselves with wild punches before we succeed!”

…

The room fell silent. After a moment, Yun Buci sighed, threw the grape skins along with unfinished grapes into the trash bin with a clatter, patted her sticky hands, and smiled.

Tie Ci stood to one side. After a moment of silence, she said: “Master, I once said something that I want to repeat for you now. I agree with your advanced concepts, but I believe this thinking hasn’t reached the point where it should be deliberately promoted. Because under the imperial power cultural system, emphasizing and spreading such thinking is meaningless. Da Qian has its own regulatory systems inherited from antiquity—that is the soil where Da Qian takes root and grows. Millennial culture, Confucian ethics, ruler-subject relationships, aristocratic politics—specific thinking needs mature times and productive forces to nurture it. The era hasn’t developed to that point yet. The people and entire society still lack an adaptation period. Such thinking would be a tree without roots, water without source, only causing confusion and social disorder…”

Yun Buci listened quietly, then suddenly interrupted: “You couldn’t have brought this up for no reason. Who have you discussed such topics with?”

Tie Ci paused. After a long moment, she said: “Your focus is rather strange.”

Yun Buci fell silent, picking the grapes back out of the trash bin while remaining silent, kneading and squeezing them in her hands, no longer acknowledging Tie Ci, and walked away as if no one else existed.

Tie Ci bowed slightly to see her off, not straightening up until she left the room.

Only after Yun Buci’s shuffling footsteps disappeared did she straighten her back. Her expression remained calm as she pulled out the tea leaves she had brought for her master today from her chest, gently placed them on the table, turned, and walked out.

The inner room curtain moved, and Yun Buci emerged, followed by Senior Brother.

Yun Buci watched Tie Ci’s figure descending the stairs with hands behind her back—slender and tall, robe corners slightly moving, like a blooming black, graceful flower.

Having experienced an unprecedented dispute, she still appeared calm.

An emperor is like an abyss.

Behind her, Senior Brother sighed: “Junior Sister has grown up.”

Yun Buci shrugged.

“Everyone thinks she has such insight because you raised and taught her. But we know that when she was young, you gave her various modern education, but some books you never let her touch. For example, discussions on politics, philosophy, economics—some relationships between reform and development, discussions of drawbacks, famous failed reform examples in history and events they triggered.” Senior Brother shook his head with some admiration. “You opened her wisdom but also left her limitations. Yet she still relied on her own clear mind and far-sighted insight to see the enormous hidden risks behind reform and the natural incompatibility that exists when transplanting to ancient times, even predicting possible situations with eight or nine parts accuracy… For an ancient person, that’s truly remarkable.”

Yun Buci pushed her glasses, remaining noncommittal.

“Those who don’t know might think she traveled back from Wang Mang’s era.”

“Unexpected yet within expectations.” Yun Buci pulled out a small black box from her chest. Green numbers flashed and jumped on it—the numbers looked large, but each jump decreased them. Yun Buci stared at the numbers, frowning.

“Little Ci was essentially raised by me. I understand her and am reluctant to part with her.” She sighed. “If not for this… who would be willing to do such foolish things?”

…

Chapter 528: Plotting
Ru Zhou entered its coldest season in November, with snow falling eight out of every ten days.

Heavy snow blocked doors and sealed roads. Ministers initially commuted to work on sleds, but later the Emperor issued an edict allowing officials to work from home, gathering for court discussions every five days, which somewhat alleviated the hardship of daily travel through snow.

Yet the ministers felt little gratitude. In previous years, Ru Zhou had heavy snow annually, but the roads they traveled would be clear of accumulated snow. Guards from various households and the Five Cities Military Commission would be dispatched to clear snow, and the palace would distribute high-quality silver charcoal each year, keeping their residences warm and steamy throughout.

But this year there was no charcoal. Not only was there none, but the annual festival gifts customarily given to ministers were particularly shabby and meager. For Mid-Autumn Festival, just a box of mooncakes made by palace eunuchs themselves with pickled vegetables. For Dragon Boat Festival, each person received one string of plain rice dumplings. Spring Festival was even better—each person received one “fortune” character, and if it had been written by the Emperor’s own hand it would have been something, but reportedly no one even knew which attendant had filled in as a substitute.

No benefits, no one to clear snow. Of course they still had their own money and could clear it themselves, but the problem was no one dared send their numerous household guards onto the streets to clear snow for them, fearing such “luxurious and particular” behavior would catch the Emperor’s eye, and before long he’d find various excuses to come “inspect their assets.”

Previously, when Right Chancellor Yin Feng celebrated his birthday extravagantly—burning bright candles through the night, decorating long streets with colorful banners, and dispatching a hundred household guards to welcome guests—

Less than ten days later, Yin Feng was imprisoned on charges of colluding with others while serving in the Ministry of Revenue to sell spoiled grain as good grain. His assets were immediately inspected, and those bright candles, colorful banners, pearls, precious jade—everything was sold and the money sent directly to Broken Mirror City.

This was not an isolated case. During Murong Yi’s two years in power, countless wealthy and noble families had fallen. Their assets were completely confiscated. Apart from portions used to repair dangerous buildings in Ru Zhou, provide disaster relief, supplement the treasury, and supply Ministry of Revenue allocations, most was sent to Broken Mirror City.

So much so that among the officials circulated an unspoken saying: every brick and tile of Broken Mirror City was soaked with the blood and tears of Ru Zhou officials.

In such snowy weather, a convoy of carriages struggled out of the imperial palace, advancing against the wind.

At the palace gates, Mu Si stood holding a telescope checking the situation, seeing the carriages approaching from afar, his lips curling coldly downward.

A subordinate beside him rubbed his hands together: “General, is Noble Consort Bao leaving the palace again?”

The Emperor would never leave the palace in such weather, wouldn’t even leave Chenglong Hall, practically growing onto his couch.

But Noble Consort Bao seemed to have had a change of heart. In the past half year, she had been amiable toward ministers and frequently left the palace. Initially she said she wanted to go out for fresh air, later saying she was inspecting people’s livelihood on behalf of His Majesty who disliked leaving the palace. Mu Si had mentioned this to Murong Yi several times, asking whether to assign people to follow her, but Murong Yi always smiled without speaking, so Mu Si stopped bringing it up.

Today was again a very touching reason—Noble Consort Bao was concerned about Ru Zhou’s people and wanted to check if any shacks in the slums had been crushed by snow. When this was reported to Chenglong Hall, the hall directly ordered the palace gates opened.

Mu Si’s lips pressed down.

Someone who had always only cared about herself—when had she become so compassionate, rushing out in such weather?

The convoy reached the gates but didn’t leave directly. Palace maids got out of the rear carriage and had little eunuchs bring over a large bucket. Removing the lid revealed steaming hot mutton wontons. A palace maid said crisply: “Noble Consort Bao says that in this freezing weather, all those on guard duty are working hard. Please drink some hot soup to warm yourselves.”

Recently Noble Consort Bao often did this, bringing food when going in and out, also frequently sending flowers, fruits, and food to Murong Yi’s palace. Sometimes Murong Yi accepted them, sometimes he just threw them away.

Mu Si led his subordinates in kneeling in the snow to express gratitude.

The palace maid quickly said: “Noble Consort Bao said General Mu need not be so formal. General Mu should quickly eat some hot food.”

Mu Si nodded his thanks, holding a bowl of wontons, watching the convoy disappear into the wind and snow.

Two quarters of an hour later, the convoy stopped in the western part of the city. Noble Consort Bao alighted and entered a shelter erected by Ru Zhou Prefecture to rest, where officials would come report on potential disaster situations without her needing to personally inspect such places.

After Noble Consort Bao entered the shelter, the curtain was lowered.

Inside the shelter, Noble Consort Bao quickly changed clothes and entered a carriage that had been waiting long inside the shelter. A palace maid with a similar figure donned her cloak and took her place in the main seat.

The ordinary carriage traveled a distance before stopping in front of an ordinary three-courtyard residence not far from the western part of the city. In the heavy snow with no one around, the palace maid lifting the curtain still cautiously looked around before helping down the plainly dressed Noble Consort Bao.

The main gate opened, and an expressionless old servant led the way. They passed through the front two courtyards, around a corridor, and the door of the eastern wing opened to reveal a room full of people.

Noble Consort Bao stepped inside, displaying a warm smile before even arriving, saying gently: “I’ve kept you gentlemen waiting.”

A group of old and young men in the room rose to greet her, most dressed simply, but anyone familiar with court would recognize that each person before them was a court figure of power wearing vermillion robes and purple sashes.

Grand Minister of Education, Minister of Public Works, Imperial Censor, Palace Attendant Commander, Court of Judicial Review, Palace Guard Commander… Almost concentrated were the highest officials holding the most crucial authority over civil administration, military preparedness, judiciary, security, equipment, and various palace departments.

Some of these people were political enemies, some didn’t get along well with each other, some were even hereditary enemies who ignored each other when meeting at court. Yet today in this wind and snow, they had unexpectedly gathered in this unremarkable small courtyard.

They bowed to Noble Consort Bao with respectful demeanor.

Noble Consort Bao was also much more amiable than usual, hurriedly helping them up before taking the main seat.

After sitting, without time for pleasantries, she eagerly said: “Gentlemen, have you worked out a plan?”

The Grand Minister of Education and Minister of Public Works exchanged glances—two of the Three Excellencies, with only the newly promoted Grand Marshal absent.

Naturally everyone looked to these two for leadership.

After hesitating, the Grand Minister of Education said: “We have discussed it. Ru Zhou’s defenses are currently firmly controlled by His Majesty. If we were to act, the risks would be very great…”

The Minister of Public Works sighed: “To speak honestly, since His Majesty ascended the throne, he has been reasonably diligent and allowed the people to rest. His governance has no major faults. For us to gather like this to discuss such matters, is it perhaps…”

The Court of Judicial Review said angrily: “He treats the people well enough, but he’s too harsh toward his ministers! Those who know understand we’re subjects—those who don’t might think he’s dealing with enemies!”

“Exactly! He abolished the Embroidered Uniform Guard but created Guatian Division. These gutter rats can even know what you ate today, how many times you used the latrine, how many concubines you slept with. Under melons and plums, they stir up trouble everywhere, disturbing us so we can’t eat or sleep peacefully!”

“Beheading for embezzling a hundred taels, and not allowing us to own too much land or industry—how are we supposed to support such large households? By begging!”

“At court we face trouble at every turn. Daily we practically carry coffins to court. I’ve been sleeping at the government office for a month!”

“My in-law committed a small offense and his entire family was expelled from Ru Zhou. The family cries and wails at my gate daily. My daughter-in-law, six months pregnant, wants to divorce my son. I went to plead with a stiff neck and was beaten ten heavy strokes. Covering my buttocks when I returned home, my daughter-in-law had already left… Life has become unbearable!”

For a time they spoke heatedly and cursed vigorously, almost becoming a denunciation meeting against Emperor Chongjiu. Only when the Minister of Public Works couldn’t stand it anymore and clapped several times did everyone stop.

Noble Consort Bao listened from the head seat, her expression changing. Having lived long in the deep palace with Murong Yi giving her no opportunity to associate with ministers and never telling her anything, this was the first time she was hearing these things.

Listening now, she was also amazed, thinking that Murong Yi had been this good at angering his father, and now his skills had obviously become even more profound.

But angering his father—his father had great talent and strategy, didn’t hold personal grudges, only considered the big picture, and became even more determined to have him succeed to the throne.

But angering these ministers—ministers weren’t your father who would tolerate you. Ministers had private desires and selfish hearts. You forced everyone to be upright ministers, pure ministers—but why should they?

Pushed to the extreme, unable to endure any longer—look, here in the wind and snow, half the high court officials had gathered here to plot against you.

Even your mother was forced by you to have no choice but to unite with your ministers against you.

Is this how you treat your own mother? Two years on the throne and you haven’t even made me Empress Dowager!

How do you expect your mother and consort to face the ministers and the world, how to face the Murong ancestors after a hundred years!

Do you really plan to bury your own mother in a consort’s tomb!

Have you thought about this—my husband was Emperor, my son is Emperor, but I myself am not Empress Dowager—how am I to conduct myself!

You madman, forcing your most important subordinates and your closest and only relative to become enemies—what exactly are you thinking?

Clever all your life, but become muddled once you became Emperor?

She took a deep breath, glanced at the wind and snow outside, and said coldly: “Enough. This is not a denunciation meeting.”

Everyone sullenly stopped talking.

Noble Consort Bao said: “Action can only happen soon. I know him—he left health problems when he ascended the throne. Every snowy day is particularly difficult for him, and he won’t step out of the palace. So it doesn’t matter that we don’t control Ru Zhou’s defenses. As long as we control the palace defenses and can trap Chenglong Hall, that will suffice.”

Everyone then looked toward Palace Guard Commander Fang Qiu, who was responsible for palace gate defense.

Fang Qiu showed a bitter smile: “Though I’m Palace Guard Commander, supposedly the highest official over palace guards, it’s really nominal. After all, everyone knows His Majesty trusts Mu Si most. Though he’s only a deputy general rank, subordinate to me, he holds all authority for palace guard deployment and command…”

Noble Consort Bao said: “Mu Si is nothing to fear. Recently I’ve frequently left the palace, daily giving them soup and water. Mu Si was initially cautious, but after using it and seeing nothing happened, he accepted it. Now that he’s dropped his guard, afterward when I arrange soup and water, I’ll ensure he has a good sleep.”

Everyone praised Noble Consort Bao’s far-sighted planning. Noble Consort Bao slightly raised her chin, looking pleased.

Fang Qiu said: “If so, mobilizing my trusted men to surround Chenglong Hall won’t be difficult. At that time outside the palace gates, I ask that you gentlemen take care of everything.”

The Minister of Public Works said: “We will monitor and detain Ru Zhou’s military officers at all levels. If Noble Consort Bao can help detain His Majesty, we can transmit orders as the Minister of Public Works, summoning military officers in the capital for a military preparedness meeting to detain them all. As long as we detain them one night, afterward they won’t be able to turn the tables.”

Noble Consort Bao smiled: “That’s not difficult.”

The Grand Minister of Education said: “His Majesty is by nature cautious and suspicious, and…”

He looked at Noble Consort Bao, ultimately not daring to say that your mother-son relationship is thin—the fact that you’re not even Empress Dowager by now shows this clearly. Do you really have confidence that you can control His Majesty when you want to?

Noble Consort Bao vaguely understood his meaning and became angry, unable to help saying: “If I hadn’t acted, do you think he would really continue to be bedridden with illness?”

With these words, everyone was shocked.

Someone couldn’t help saying: “You mean…”

Noble Consort Bao’s expression was somewhat unnatural, but she didn’t hide much: “Recently I’ve sent many flowers, fruits, and food to Chenglong Hall…”

She said half and stopped. Her palace maid glanced at her.

She’d never seen someone poison their son and remain so calm about it, even proud.

Noble Consort Bao had lived in the deep palace for years. With great ambition and ruthless nature yet always preserving her life, she naturally wasn’t as gentle as the Queens. Speaking of palace intrigue methods, she was quite a tenth-level expert.

The things sent to the Emperor were varied and diverse. But poison wouldn’t be placed in food or on flower petals, mostly in containers, water vessels, charcoal blocks… these inconspicuous places people wouldn’t think of.

The pastries on a plate might not be eaten, but the plate wouldn’t be casually smashed.

The plum vase holding plum branches was worth a fortune. The plum branches might be thrown away, but the vase would certainly remain.

Silver frost charcoal with some inconspicuous paper scraps attached was common—packaging paper not completely torn off, which no one would specially tear away.

Once burned, the poison absorbed on the paper scraps and dried would mix into the smoke, leaving no trace.

All were ingenious and secretive palace methods.

The poison used naturally wasn’t anything life-threatening. Noble Consort Bao still knew that even poisonous tigers don’t eat their cubs. But making her son, who already had health problems, frequently fall ill and be bedridden was enough to chill hearts.

The palace maid felt mixed emotions and unconsciously moved further back.

After hearing this, the ministers didn’t ask more questions, but inevitably looked at Noble Consort Bao with complex expressions.

Noble Consort Bao took this expression as awe and was quite content.

The Minister of Public Works continued: “If so, we should also plan the aftermath. If we succeed, we will respectfully request His Majesty to abdicate. As for the successor…”

Chapter 529: The Emperor of Da Qian Sends Her Regards
He looked toward Noble Consort Bao, thinking that you want to drive your own son from the throne—you’re quite something. But can the person you plan to promote really give you lifelong honor?

Noble Consort Bao met his questioning gaze, smiled dismissively, and clapped her hands. Two people emerged from behind the screen.

Everyone recognized the first person, and some couldn’t help showing surprise: “Wu Rui, it’s you? Weren’t you already…”

Wu Rui, former Vice Minister of Personnel, had been imprisoned for embezzlement and sentenced to execution pending review this summer. Everyone thought this man was already dead.

Speaking of him was rather lamentable. Originally his embezzlement was seamless and untraceable. The Ministry of Justice and Court of Judicial Review couldn’t find evidence and were prepared to report to His Majesty for innocent release. But after His Majesty heard a few sentences, he pointed out the problem. The Ministry of Justice followed His Majesty’s guidance and indeed found Wu Rui’s embezzlement method. That day, those shabby, heavy furniture pieces were carried out of Wu Rui’s residence. When the old black paint was scraped off the outside, the inside was brilliant gold—all the furniture was actually cast from pure gold. This became a topic of fascination for Ru Zhou’s common people for quite some time.

Thus he was sentenced to death.

Yet he could have escaped with his life.

Wu Rui said coldly: “I spent money and slaughtered a white duck. Of course, I must also thank Noble Consort Bao for giving me the opportunity to spend this money.”

Everyone knew that “slaughtering a white duck” meant paying heavily for someone to die in one’s place, so they didn’t say anything. They could understand Wu Rui’s hatred—after all, he was the one kicked into the abyss by the Emperor.

Noble Consort Bao said: “I must also thank Minister Wu. Each time you’ve been able to provide suitable civilian residences for meetings and helped me figure out ways to contact Little Sixteen.”

Walking behind Wu Rui was the Sixteenth Prince, currently the sole surviving member of the imperial family who didn’t have major defects.

The late Emperor had eighteen sons. The first, second, third, fourth, sixth, seventh, ninth, tenth, eleventh, twelfth, fourteenth, and fifteenth had all been killed successively, most deaths related to Murong Yi. Now only the simple-minded fifth, the lame eighth, the thirteenth from a lowly maternal family, and the youngest sixteenth and seventeenth with ordinary births and mediocre talents remained.

After Murong Yi ascended the throne, these defective princes received no titles and were all sent far away to live in suburban palaces, with official soldiers guarding them on all sides, clearly intending to confine them for life.

But for these princes, keeping their lives was already quite unexpected. Under Murong Yi’s demonic shadow, they had long lived in trembling fear, no longer daring to have any thoughts.

So now when the Sixteenth Prince emerged, his expression remained panicked, shoulders hunched and back bent, looking left and right, constantly eyeing various exits in the room, seeming ready to flee at any moment.

Looking at him, the ministers felt mixed emotions. Satisfaction was impossible—compared to Murong Yi, this future emperor wasn’t even worthy of carrying his shoes.

But as subjects, after experiencing the harsh and domineering Murong Yi, they had to admit they still felt this puppet-faced emperor was more suitable for them.

At least they could live more easily.

Noble Consort Bao said: “Sixteen is an honest and kind child who has already promised to treat you all well. Please don’t hesitate—work together wholeheartedly to accomplish this great deed.”

The Sixteenth Prince sat uncomfortably beside Noble Consort Bao, still looking around nervously: “This… can you really ensure my life is safe?”

Noble Consort Bao: “Of course! Sixteen, what are you thinking? At this point, you should be thinking about what to do after ascending the imperial throne!”

“Yes, yes… I should… I should honor Noble Consort Bao as Empress Dowager, treat the ministers well, abolish harsh punishments and severe laws, abolish the Guatian Division spy organization…”

Noble Consort Bao and the ministers all nodded with satisfaction.

The Grand Minister of Education said: “The night is long and dreams are many. Since Noble Consort Bao has already succeeded, let’s act tonight.”

Everyone nodded.

Noble Consort Bao then stood up: “If so, it’s getting late. I should return. When I go back and pass the palace gates, I’ll signal you first.”

Everyone said raggedly: “Thank you, Noble Consort Bao.”

Only two people said something different: “Thank you, Empress Dowager.”

One was Wu Rui, one was the Sixteenth Prince.

Noble Consort Bao smiled with satisfaction.

The ministers raised their eyebrows, thinking: You cowardly and incompetent Sixteenth Prince, your thoughts are obviously quite eager, yet you still put on this act.

No wonder His Majesty wanted to kill most of the princes. Of the late Emperor’s eighteen sons, truly few were easy to deal with.

But having come this far, they couldn’t hesitate, so they all rose to see off Noble Consort Bao.

Suddenly Noble Consort Bao stopped.

Everyone was also startled.

They all heard clear “crack, crack” sounds from outside.

The sound wasn’t loud, coming intermittently, and no one knew how long it had been going. Previously there had been constant talking inside, so this sound couldn’t have been heard.

Now with everyone quiet, they heard this monotonous, mechanical sound that seemed to have been going on for quite some time.

In the snowy courtyard with all sounds silent, hearing such a noise made everyone’s backs tingle with fear as they looked at each other.

This courtyard had two sections. The outer section was full of guards disguised as servants, while the inner section allowed no one to enter.

Yet the sound was coming from the courtyard.

Everyone’s faces went white.

They stared at the blue floral curtain, not daring to move.

But Noble Consort Bao didn’t think much, angrily saying: “Who’s out there playing tricks!”

She stepped forward and lifted the curtain.

The next instant she froze completely at the doorway.

The curtain fell from her stiffened fingers.

But the people inside had already seen the courtyard situation through the curtain gap.

In the center of the courtyard sat a carriage.

The carriage curtain was lifted, with the driver bending over beside the carriage. Inside the carriage, someone reclined lazily, feet on a foot warmer, holding a paper bag of sunflower seeds and cracking them.

With hard teeth and nimble lips, upper and lower jaws working, sunflower seed shells were spat to the ground.

Those crack-crack sounds came from his mouth.

A glimpse, then the curtain fell.

Everyone became like clay sculptures and wooden carvings.

Without even needing to see that face, just from the posture, they knew—the Demon King had arrived.

Everyone slowly turned their gazes toward Noble Consort Bao.

What about His Majesty being bedridden with illness and completely unable to rise!

Who was now outside cracking sunflower seeds, listening to their conspiracy as entertainment!

Outside, Chazi handed over a cup of ginseng tea, saying disapprovingly: “Your Majesty, sunflower seeds are heating in nature. You can’t have too many.”

Murong Yi stuffed the seed bag into her hands, glancing at the motionless curtain: “Dogs, surrender! You’re surrounded!”

The ministers: “…”

Mu Si stood with hand on sword below the carriage, coldly laughing: “His Majesty says the first to come out and surrender will be spared death. The last one—nine generations executed.”

Before he finished speaking, there was a howl from inside. A bang and crash sounded, as if something had been smashed.

A scream, the curtain was flung open, two figures staggered out stumbling, the curtain slapping against the wall with a snap, and the two figures fell kneeling in the snow under Murong Yi’s carriage.

A moment of silence.

After a while, the person fallen in the snow raised his head, gave Mu Si an ingratiating smile, then said upward: “Your Majesty, I’m your Sixteenth Brother. I’ve captured the chief rebel for you!”

Mu Si slowly looked down at the person thrown into the snow, a dagger now at her back, probably knocked breathless from the fall and not yet recovered.

He looked at her head full of pearls and emeralds, protective armor studded with gems that she was reluctant to remove even in disguise.

He said expressionlessly: “Greetings to Noble Consort Bao.”

In the carriage, Murong Yi didn’t glance down even once, just smiled.

Chazi looked at him worriedly, offering a medicinal pill, which he waved away.

He said: “Oh, Sixteenth Brother, shouldn’t you be at the suburban palace? How did you get here?”

The Sixteenth Prince kowtowed in the snow, tearfully crying: “Your Majesty, this subject is guilty. Noble Consort Bao sent Wu Rui to coerce this subject from the palace. With my poor martial skills unable to resist, I thought to play along and discover their plans to provide Your Majesty with the most accurate information… Your Majesty’s arrival is perfect timing. This subject has captured the chief rebel. Please deal with her as you see fit!”

Inside the carriage, Murong Yi chuckled softly, saying to Chazi: “Everyone curses me for patricide and fratricide, saying my crimes are unforgivable, but I think I haven’t killed enough.”

Chazi said gruffly: “Could you not laugh like that! It makes me uncomfortable!”

Murong Yi shot her a look. Below, the Sixteenth Prince was already shouting: “Your Majesty, every word this subject speaks is from the heart, as clear as the sun and moon! Your Majesty must believe this subject! This subject was truly coerced!”

Murong Yi tilted his head slightly: “General Mu didn’t eat enough wontons earlier. Don’t you have strength to kill?”

Mu Si also rolled his eyes and drew his sword to advance.

The Sixteenth Prince suddenly leaped up, grabbing Noble Consort Bao to shield himself, shouting: “Don’t come closer! No one approach! Anyone who takes another step, I’ll kill her first!”

Murong Yi said: “Go ahead and kill her.”

Noble Consort Bao, shaken by this grab, finally awoke. Looking up, she saw Murong Yi behind the curtain watching her calmly and coldly, hearing that casual “go ahead and kill her.”

She also felt the pain in her back and saw the vague cold gleam of crossbows hidden in the snow on the walls.

Despair surged through her heart. Her entire body was ice-cold while her heart felt on fire. She began screaming hysterically.

“Murong Yi, are you even human!” Noble Consort Bao’s eyes were blood-red, but her face was paler than snow. “Aren’t you afraid of the world’s condemnation! I’m already your only relative!”

Murong Yi tilted his head, looking at her curiously, smiling: “Oh, so you know?”

Noble Consort Bao was struck speechless.

After a long moment she said: “Save me! Save me, and I swear I’ll never again covet the position of Empress Dowager! I swear I’ll be good to you! If you don’t want me appearing before you again, you can send me from Ru Zhou to Liao Zhou, Ji Zhou, anywhere remote! Just save me!”

Her tears finally flowed down anxiously, streaming halfway down her cheeks before freezing into pearls.

Behind her, the Sixteenth Prince dragged her, slowly circling the carriage toward the courtyard gate, shouting: “Give me a good horse, with clean water, dry food, and silver notes immediately. Once I’m out of Ru Zhou, I’ll release her!”

Murong Yi said nothing.

The soldiers’ crossbows on the walls slowly moved following the two people’s movement.

Mu Si kept a cold face, reaching the position parallel to the Sixteenth Prince across from the carriage, using the carriage as cover while placing his hand on his arm crossbow.

He didn’t care about anything else.

Even if it meant fighting to the death today, he would never let this disaster of a Noble Consort Bao leave here alive!

He had grown up with Murong Yi since childhood, watching Murong Yi endure too much and tolerate too much. Today, if Murong Yi still wanted to endure, he wouldn’t!

But then he saw Chazi lift the carriage curtain and wink at him.

Mu Si was startled.

In this moment of surprise, the Sixteenth Prince had already dragged Noble Consort Bao almost past the carriage.

But just then, the inconspicuous coachman standing beside the carriage with bent back suddenly raised his hand.

As if merely brushing snow from his shoulder, a pale white mist dispersed from his fingertips, also looking like snow fog.

The Sixteenth Prince’s attention was entirely focused on the walls, the carriage, and the courtyard entrance, paying no attention to this old coachman.

The mist instantly surrounded him. He immediately collapsed silently, not even having a chance to hold his breath.

When he fell, Noble Consort Bao joyfully discovered the grip restraining her had loosened.

She immediately turned and rushed back toward the carriage.

But the snow-brushing old coachman’s hand hadn’t withdrawn, instead remaining straight across Noble Consort Bao’s path.

Noble Consort Bao was just passing his side when she suddenly stumbled onto his arm.

She instinctively screamed and shouted angrily, reaching out to push away this lowly person who dared defile her.

But then she heard him clearly say: “The Emperor of Da Qian asked this old man to send greetings to the Noble Consort of Da Feng.”

Noble Consort Bao froze.

The titles mentioned in this sentence confused her completely. She had never imagined she could have any connection with the Emperor of Da Qian.

She had always revered power and hierarchy. Even when Tie Ci was still Crown Princess, she had only regarded Tie Ci as a stepping stone for her and her son’s advancement, never considering herself Tie Ci’s future mother-in-law or Tie Ci as her future daughter-in-law.

After Da Feng’s independence, that made her an enemy nation’s emperor.

Why would an enemy nation’s emperor send greetings to her?

She didn’t understand, but instinctively felt a chill in her heart that froze her expression and movements.

The coachman continued: “The Emperor of Da Qian says she regrets never meeting you face to face. However, some people are better not met. Not meeting makes things more convenient.”

Noble Consort Bao still didn’t understand, staring with slightly widened eyes in shock.

“She says there are some mothers who don’t deserve to be mothers… Go back and be remade.”

Chapter 530: Demon King
The final note still lingered on his lips when the coachman’s hand had already reached Noble Consort Bao’s neck and gently twisted.

A crack.

The sound was faint, yet startling enough to make everyone’s eyebrows twitch.

At the same time, the coachman suddenly burst into a loud shout.

“Today I avenge our late Emperor Huan of Da Qian!”

With this cry, he threw Noble Consort Bao to the ground. The woman rolled softly in the snow, her neck bent at an unnatural angle.

Under everyone’s shocked gazes, the coachman’s figure exploded upward, flashing like an eagle in mid-air before disappearing over the wall.

For some reason, perhaps due to excessive shock, no orders were given and no one moved. Even Mu Si, who usually reacted quickly, stood there motionless.

Only after the figure vanished in the air did he shout: “Pursue!”

Figures flashed as people gave chase, but whether they could catch up was another matter entirely.

In the carriage, Chazi lowered the curtain, a hint of a smile in her eyes, though her expression was somewhat complex.

Murong Yi sat quietly throughout, seemingly oblivious to what had happened outside.

After a long moment he said: “…Was this her intention?”

Chazi said: “When I went as envoy to Da Qian last year, she had me bring back my master. To avoid your detection, master has been hiding in my residence this whole year, though all this year’s medicine has been newly prepared by master. As for what she instructed master to do, I didn’t know before, but now I understand.”

Her feelings were complex as she turned to look at the woman who had once been arrogantly domineering, now lying scattered in the muddy snow, thinking: Emperor of Da Qian, what kind of person are you really?

Do you hate to the bone, or love deeply?

Murong Yi sat silently beside her in the dark carriage, a faint light flickering in his eyes. Suddenly he held out his hand to her: “Do you have any tobacco?”

Chazi: “…”

After a long moment she said: “No!”

Murong Yi sighed regretfully: “At a time like this, I suddenly want to smoke a pipe like Di Yiwei.”

Only thus could he express his current mood.

Only thus could he suppress his current emotional turmoil.

Only thus could he control this moment’s overwhelming, irresistible longing for her.

…

The ministers still remaining in the room looked at the two corpses outside, everyone’s face ashen, teeth chattering.

Having living people suddenly die violently before their eyes brought an indescribable impact, especially given these two people’s identities—one was His Majesty’s brother, the other his own mother.

All present were high officials who naturally wouldn’t be deceived by appearances. Setting aside whether that assassin was actually sent by Da Qian, at the very least they had seen clearly Mu Si’s earlier killing intent and his deliberate inaction after the incident.

His Majesty truly showed no mercy even toward his last, only remaining relative.

What more for them!

Outside, Mu Si stood with hand on sword, slowly saying: “His Majesty orders: those who seek their own death need not be discussed. What was said earlier still stands.”

First to surrender would be spared death; last to emerge would have nine generations executed.

Movement stirred in the room. The Court of Judicial Review and Palace Guard Commander rushed out together, kneeling under the carriage weeping and pleading for forgiveness.

Then the Palace Attendant Commander, Grand Minister of Education, and several others also emerged. Mu Si said: “His Majesty asks: who was the chief rebel in this matter?”

The Palace Attendant Commander looked toward Noble Consort Bao’s corpse on the ground.

The Grand Minister of Education sighed deeply: “It was this subject who coordinated everything. This subject is willing to bear responsibility, but begs His Majesty not to implicate my family.”

Murong Yi paid no attention. Mu Si gestured for them to be taken away.

Only the Imperial Censor and Minister of Public Works remained in the room. The two exchanged glances. The Imperial Censor lifted the curtain but didn’t exit, while the Minister of Public Works drew his personal sword and placed it at his own neck.

Mu Si sneered: “What, threatening His Majesty with your own life?”

Simply inconceivably absurd.

The Minister of Public Works shook his head, saying mournfully: “Your Majesty, this subject knows death is inevitable. This subject has no family, and relations with relatives are distant. If you truly wish to execute nine generations, this subject is powerless to prevent it. Today this subject only wishes to use this life to remonstrate with Your Majesty—harsh governance is fiercer than tigers, whether toward the people or toward ministers!”

The Imperial Censor stood at the doorway, also saying solemnly: “Your Majesty, we subjects didn’t want your life. At least this subject and the Minister of Public Works did not. We simply feel that continuing this way is disadvantageous to the court and to Da Feng. We subjects don’t understand—since you value people’s livelihood and care for the common people, why won’t you extend such compassion to your subjects? Why must you treat us so harshly? Are subjects not also your people? Must you force all ministers to live in constant anxiety, uncertain of tomorrow, with no choice but to rebel against you?”

Both men gazed steadily at Murong Yi, their eyes holding regret, disappointment, and mostly incomprehension.

Clearly a wise ruler of his generation, an excellent choice in intelligence and ability, yet his behavior was extremely contradictory, insisting on pushing himself toward tyranny.

In the carriage, Murong Yi remained unmoved, even seeming to want some sunflower seeds again.

The two exchanged glances, both seeing disappointment in each other’s eyes. They sighed together: “Your Majesty, take care.”

The Minister of Public Works tensed his arm. The Imperial Censor lowered the curtain.

But just then, with a whoosh, the curtain exploded in the Imperial Censor’s hands, pierced with countless tiny holes. Cotton batting flew from the holes, blinding the Imperial Censor and stopping his attempt to crash into the wall.

Countless sunflower seeds shot through the holes like a sudden rainstorm, instantly striking the Minister of Public Works who intended to cut his throat. The impact caused him pain throughout his body, numb arms, and his dagger clattered to the ground.

With a sharp crack, a black-clothed crossbow-bearing figure dropped from the skylight, restraining both men.

Only then did Murong Yi’s voice drift out faintly: “You civil officials love playing these death remonstrance tricks, gaining eternal fame for yourselves while placing the ruler in a position of condemnation. Such malicious intentions—I refuse to fulfill your wishes.”

Minister of Public Works: “…”

After a long moment he sighed: “If so, whether Your Majesty wishes to subject me to death by a thousand cuts, that is your thunderous imperial grace. This subject will accept it.”

Murong Yi’s lips curved slightly: “These two—imprison them on the nineteenth level, never to be pardoned!”

After Murong Yi ascended the throne, he renamed many institutions. For example, the Embroidered Uniform Guard was abolished and the new intelligence organization was called Guatian Division. The dungeon where the Embroidered Uniform Guard had previously held important criminal ministers was renamed the nineteenth level.

This bizarre style and arbitrary naming method actually had a better deterrent effect on the court—everyone lived under suspicion, and upon conviction would enter the nineteenth level of hell.

Hearing “nineteenth level,” the ministers in the courtyard all trembled, grateful they had emerged quickly.

The Court of Judicial Review, who had rushed out first, crawled forward a step, saying tearfully with gratitude: “Thank you for Your Majesty’s great kindness…”

Kneeling on the ground, he habitually used the corner of his eye to secretly observe the Emperor’s expression, trying to gauge his mood and attitude to say more appropriate words.

But he glimpsed Murong Yi staring at him, a smile at the corner of his lips—cold, stunning, beautiful yet… cruel.

When their gazes met, the Court of Judicial Review’s heart suddenly chilled, feeling a creeping coldness climb densely up his spine.

Overwhelming terror.

Yet he didn’t know why he should be terrified—His Majesty had promised to spare his life…

This thought had barely flashed through his mind when he felt a sudden coolness at the back of his head.

Without even feeling pain, he saw heaven and earth suddenly flip upside down. The carriage tumbled several times before his eyes. The person in the carriage curiously tilted his head looking at him, still smiling, still wearing that beautiful yet somewhat innocently cruel smile.

Then a flash of red silk ribbon-like brilliance swept across his vision.

With a “snap,” heaven and earth closed shut.

…

The Court of Judicial Review, Grand Minister of Education, and others knelt in the snow, watching the head that flew up and crashed before them. Their bodies had already become as cold as the ice and snow beneath their knees.

With a “clang,” Mu Si expressionlessly wiped his blood-stained blade on the snow and sheathed it.

The ministers began shaking like chaff. The Grand Minister of Education at their head widened his eyes, crying hoarsely: “Your Majesty, you clearly… you clearly…”

“I clearly what?” Murong Yi looked at him with interest. “I clearly said nothing.”

The ministers all looked toward Mu Si.

It was Mu Si who had spoken. Mu Si was always your spokesman, and you didn’t object.

But no matter how they gestured, Murong Yi looked at them with an innocent expression.

Mu Si, who always took the blame, stood steady.

Murong Yi chuckled: “This type who rushes to the front in rebellion, betrays fastest, and shamelessly begs for life—does such trash deserve to remain in my realm?”

While everyone was still stunned, the Grand Minister of Education had already vaguely grasped his meaning and sighed inwardly.

So that was it.

But who in this world could truly fathom this Majesty’s thoughts?

Kneeling in the snow, he pondered everyone’s fate based on their order of emergence and reactions, when he suddenly felt something was wrong.

Where was Wu Rui?

This former Vice Minister of Personnel who harbored the deepest hatred toward the Emperor and had participated most deeply in the entire coup attempt, providing the greatest assistance—where had he suddenly gone?

Then the Grand Minister of Education saw Wu Rui emerge from the inner room, kneel before the carriage, and hand Murong Yi a list.

The Grand Minister of Education suddenly understood.

Bone-deep coldness filled his heart. His fear of the Emperor before him had now reached its peak.

He couldn’t help trembling all over, prostrating in the snow without daring to raise his head.

The Palace Guard Commander and others had just realized what happened and instinctively shouted: “Wu Rui, you traitor!”

Wu Rui didn’t even glance at him, snorting: “What traitor? I’ve always been His Majesty’s man.”

The Palace Guard Commander said in shock: “Then your embezzlement charges were also false?”

“Those weren’t false.” Wu Rui bowed toward Murong Yi. “This subject did embezzle, but His Majesty gave this subject an opportunity.”

“Let me personally explain to you fools,” Murong Yi said. “When the Ministry of Justice reported Wu Rui’s case, I guided them. Afterward, I felt this person was talented, so before his execution, I sent someone to ask his intentions.”

Wu Rui smiled, remembering that night when he was in despair. Someone had brought a tray with a cup of poisoned wine, asking him: “I’ll give you a chance to live, but from now on you can never appear before people again. You’ll hide in darkness for life, doing the dirtiest, most vicious things, cursed by thousands, and your future end might not be good either. You’ll just live wretchedly for a long time. If you’re willing, drink this wine. If not, see you at tomorrow’s execution ground.”

He had chosen that wine.

A bad life was better than a good death.

Wasn’t it just being His Majesty’s blade, doing things inconvenient for the ruler?

Wasn’t it just that his future end might be the same as those dismembered Embroidered Uniform Guards?

If he didn’t choose, he’d be dismembered tomorrow.

This was a profitable deal.

Murong Yi looked at him, a faint smile at his lips.

When he heard about Wu Rui that day, he had determined that someone skilled at hiding and disguising was exactly what he needed as leader of Guatian Division.

Such dirty work couldn’t be done by Zhao San or Mu Si.

Devils wanting life must exchange it for soul and reputation.

He didn’t mind how bad people were—after all, he wasn’t a good person either.

He had this man imprisoned, convicted, made him face death directly, then forced him to surrender to himself.

This layer of grievance could also deceive everyone, making those ministers with various intentions trust completely and lay bare all their ridiculous plans and sneaky actions before him.

These fools didn’t even think—Wu Rui, a guilty person whose property was confiscated and servants scattered, where would he get so many houses? Such great influence to accomplish things they couldn’t do, like bringing confined princes out?

With this, they thought they could rebel against him.

Murong Yi and Wu Rui’s smiles appeared demonic to the ministers.

The Grand Minister of Education tremblingly pressed his head to the snow.

The person before them had thoughts deep as an abyss and methods like a demon. Yet they had foolishly tried to overthrow him—truly living as a joke.

He heard the person in the carriage mutter to himself: “Thus, another batch can be killed…”

That voice was filled with ease and pleasure.

The Grand Minister of Education didn’t understand, only feeling overwhelming sorrow and coldness wash over him.

The Emperor was coughing. Thick curtains dropped down, and the carriage rumbled away.

Ahead lay endless roads.

Behind lay chaotic wind and snow.

…

Chapter 531: The Absent-minded One and The Unhappy One
On the eleventh day of the eleventh month in the second year of Chongjiu, chaos erupted in Great Feng. Led by two of the Three Dukes, a group of ministers secretly plotted to force the palace and enthrone the Sixteenth Prince, but failed. They were captured red-handed by His Majesty, and among them, the Court Commandant who controlled the palace guards was killed on the spot.

But what shocked everyone was that the Emperor, who was usually considered tyrannical toward his ministers, surprisingly dealt leniently with this unforgivable act of great treason—lifting his hand high but setting it down gently. Apart from the Court Commandant and the Sixteenth Prince who were killed on the spot, and the Guard Commander who was later sentenced to death, the rest received relatively light punishments: the Imperial Censor and Grand Minister of Works were thrown into the nineteenth level of the great prison, while the Grand Minister of Works’ Deputy and others were stripped of office and exiled. Almost none of their family members were implicated.

This incredibly lenient punishment left the ministers, who had always complained about His Majesty’s harsh governance, completely speechless this time, thinking the Emperor had suddenly changed his nature.

However, the Emperor’s punishment for certain people was unexpectedly severe. The military officers and their subordinate soldiers and guards who participated in the palace coup, though they were merely followers, were all executed without exception, including the military forces under the Court Commandant and Guard Commander who defended the imperial city and palace.

When the edict was issued, everyone in Great Feng, from the Three Dukes down to vagrants, was stunned.

While death for treason was not surprising, no one had ever seen the main culprits spared while all the followers were killed.

The ministers pleaded bitterly, even arguing that these soldiers were elite military forces defending the palace and Ru Prefecture, that training elites was not easy, and that killing them all clean would leave Ru Prefecture vulnerable and the palace defenseless—weren’t they afraid that Great Qian assassins would take advantage of this weakness?

When the discussion reached this point, the Emperor paid no heed, and the ministers could only withdraw in tears.

The ministers of Great Feng had it tough, facing “The Unhappy One” daily and performing “The Absent-minded One.”

The Emperor, who never played by conventional rules, was also extremely cold toward others involved in the incident. These “others” actually referred to the Dowager Consort. To preserve the imperial family’s dignity, the official edict made no mention of the Dowager Consort’s actions, only stating that she was killed by rebel forces. But even a fool could see that the incident occurred outside the palace—how could the Dowager Consort have appeared there for no reason? His Majesty had clearly controlled the situation very early on, so why would the Dowager Consort still be “killed by rebel forces”?

More importantly, the Emperor gave the Dowager Consort no honorific title, did not posthumously honor her as Empress Dowager, did not allow her to be buried with the Late Emperor, and directly interred her in the consort mausoleum with her position as Dowager Consort Minsu.

The meaning behind this was crystal clear.

But immediately after, rumors of unknown origin spread throughout Ru Prefecture and beyond—the Dowager Consort was killed by assassins sent by the Emperor of Great Qian, who had come to avenge his father!

The people readily accepted this outcome: you killed my father emperor, I killed your mother consort. Tit for tat, completely justified.

When news spread from Great Feng to Great Qian, the people of Great Qian also rejoiced, feeling that this revenge had finally been exacted. Long live His Majesty.

At the New Year’s feast in the second year of Zhiming, all ministers congratulated His Majesty together.

Tie Ci’s expression rarely showed some pleasure. After the banquet ended, she returned to Chongming Palace. Upon stepping into the warm pavilion, she discovered the table piled high with gift boxes, with Jian Xi counting and organizing the mountain of presents.

Seeing Tie Ci approach, she smiled and rose to bow, saying to Tie Ci, “Your Majesty, New Year tribute gifts from various regions have all arrived. Following your instructions, I’ve placed most in storage, but there are still several that require your personal attention.”

Tie Ci sniffed and said, “One of them doesn’t need looking at—it reeks of bird.”

A squawk came from behind the curtain. Jian Xi suppressed her laughter and stepped aside as a bird wing swept the curtain open, and Mo Ye strutted in proudly with a cloth bundle hanging around its neck.

Seeing the protruding shape in the cloth bundle, Tie Ci knew that the King of Western Rong was indeed still lacking in creativity.

Western Rong produced excellent jade—ink jade, colored jade, mutton-fat jade, and gold-silk jade all of supreme quality. Every year, Dan Ye selected the largest and finest jade stone to carve a small statue of her. Tie Ci now had a mutton-fat jade statue and an ink jade statue. She wondered what kind of jade statue this year’s would be, and whether collecting seven different jade statues would summon a divine dragon.

When Mo Ye reluctantly removed the cloth bundle, Tie Ci opened it and was nearly blinded.

It was finest gold-silk jade, the rarest kind with evenly distributed deep red color and golden thread-like patterns throughout, radiating an aura of wealth and magnificence.

Inside was also a letter from Dan Ye. The content was much the same every year—nothing but missing her, missing her, missing her terribly, along with “I want to come to Great Qian” or “When will you come visit Western Rong?”

Mo Ye stared intently at Tie Ci, waiting to see her reaction. Tie Ci had no choice but to rack her brains for lavish praise, then ordered Jian Xi to pack the prepared return gift into Mo Ye’s bundle.

Mo Ye’s brother was impatient—he not only liked people to open and praise his gifts in person but also eagerly awaited return gifts.

What Tie Ci had Jian Xi prepare was a set of the Four Treasures of the Study—rather lowbrow taste, suggesting more reading was needed.

After all, having been king for so long and still writing so poorly was quite worrying.

After treating Mo Ye to a grand meal and watching it fly away, Tie Ci opened the second gift. In a plain white jade box was a book—a unique copy of “Notes from Nanhua Hall” that had been lost for a hundred years. Written personally by a famous scholar of the previous dynasty, the master of Nanhua Hall, the content was completely inconsistent with his reputation as a great Confucian scholar. It was filled with supernatural tales and romantic stories, yet written with extreme wit and novelty, the prose clear and beautiful.

This gift was naturally from Rong Pu. He had also included a letter saying this book had become legendary with no one knowing its whereabouts. He repeatedly speculated that the great scholar had hidden it away, or his descendants had deliberately concealed it, because given the scholar’s distinguished reputation, writing such romantic tales would damage his scholarly name. His descendants, thinking of his eternal reputation, deliberately kept it hidden—a case of covering up for the venerable.

So he had made several trips to Central Province, searched extensively, and visited the descendants of Nanhua Hall multiple times before finally obtaining the book. After reading it, he felt Your Majesty would surely enjoy it, so he personally copied it out to send. If it could provide a moment’s pleasure during Your Majesty’s busy imperial duties, he would be most fortunate.

Flipping through the book, Tie Ci thought he always made it sound simple, but seeking out people long without news, then asking for a family heirloom that they were very reluctant to reveal—the difficulties involved, the time and effort expended, could well be imagined.

All just so she could have some leisurely reading pleasure.

Just like when it was her birthday, he had also gone to great lengths to gather scholars’ congratulatory writings.

Thoughtful, meticulous, never missing the big picture, never overlooking small details, as comforting as a personal cloud.

Tie Ci closed the book and sighed softly, asking Jian Xi to wrap the book in a cover and place it with the box at her bedside to read one chapter each night before sleep.

Next was Yang Yixiu’s gift—a specially crafted large wooden chest, carefully carried in. Opening it revealed a model of Mirror-Breaking City, made with extreme precision. Even the brick patterns on the city walls were visible. Tie Ci was very interested in this gift, spending half the day just examining the walls, calculating their height against the scale—quite amazing.

From this perspective, Mirror-Breaking City’s wall height was actually not much different from the capital’s.

Not to mention the various wall installations—the main wall, parapet, battlements, watchtowers, corner towers, gates, barbican, and moat were naturally all present. Additionally, there were special charcoal storage rooms, and grain and salt storage rooms—very well-equipped.

Within the city, main roads ran in orderly parallel lines, dividing the entire city into fourteen wards, east and west corresponding to each other with clear regional divisions. A river ran right through the central axis.

The Great Qian residential area was nearly completed, with houses arranged in neat rows, and many cold-resistant trees planted—it looked very livable.

Two large central areas were the East Market and West Market. Yang Yixiu had explained their purposes in his letter. Tie Ci had originally thought the trading markets would be separated like the residents, living in different areas by clear divisions, but unexpectedly, commerce was not segregated.

Thinking carefully, this arrangement was actually excellent.

Tie Ci pointed to what should be the Great Feng area, where several blank spaces were covered with awnings, and asked, “What’s this about?”

Jian Xi said, “Manager Yang says the Great Feng side is acting sneaky—if they’re going to build houses, just build houses, but they insist on covering them up so no one can see. Obviously they’re up to no good. He suspects these are armories or other important facilities. He’s already sent over a dozen teams to investigate. Although none have succeeded yet, he asks Your Majesty to rest assured—he’ll eventually add this to the model.”

Tie Ci thought for a moment and said, “No need to send more people. It won’t be an armory.”

Jian Xi smiled and said, “Yes, I’ll immediately write to Manager Yang asking him not to waste more manpower.”

She rarely questioned Tie Ci’s words, but this wasn’t the blind loyalty of a minister—she truly could quickly understand Tie Ci’s thinking. Their minds were very compatible. She handled documents extremely efficiently and had even developed her own shorthand method. Seeing her method was not much different from what her master had described, Tie Ci couldn’t help but admire her intelligence.

For Jian Xi, over these few years, her feelings toward Tie Ci had evolved from initial worship to deep devotion. After the Chongming incident, because the twins were spies, more than one person in court had suggested expelling all the students selected into the palace, especially those few who had entered the palace—after all, they had to guard against such precedents.

At the time, she, Qi You, and Fang Huai’an had prepared to be swept out, but unexpectedly, His Majesty not only didn’t expel them but gave rewards based on their performance. Fang Huai’an was promoted one level because of his mutton soup, Qi You went to the most important Personnel Ministry as a Director—though also only promoted one level, he was the first to observe governance in the Six Ministries. Following the normal trajectory, his next step would be governing the Six Ministries and eventually entering the cabinet—faster than everyone else.

As for herself, her female official rank was raised two levels. More importantly, His Majesty never showed any wariness or concealment toward her. She had the right to enter the bedchamber directly and could accompany His Majesty morning and evening, handling all affairs.

Such trust, for His Majesty who had experienced the Chongming incident, was simply incredible.

This even caused some dissent in court, fearing the Emperor would repeat Murong Yi’s mistakes.

Though grateful, Jian Xi was actually somewhat puzzled—why did His Majesty show no concern and treat her with such favor?

And Qi You—during the Chongming incident, he could be said to have reacted promptly, but didn’t seem to have any particular merit, certainly less than Fang Huai’an who had saved soldiers. Yet why did he also receive the top reward?

Regarding this puzzle about Qi You, over the following years, she gradually understood.

Qi You’s merit lay not in what he did, but in what he didn’t do.

His Majesty was truly a person of deep sentiment and loyalty.

As for herself, Jian Xi still didn’t understand, but since she couldn’t figure it out, she wouldn’t think about it. She only needed to be loyal to His Majesty.

In these years by His Majesty’s side, she had encountered assassination attempts once or twice. Each time she tried to shield His Majesty with her own body, though with the master guards around His Majesty, it never came to her turn.

Only each time, she would see His Majesty looking at her with a strange expression, adding yet another question to her list of puzzles.

Tie Ci noticed she was daydreaming again, smiled and shook her head, looking toward the next box.

This box was medium-sized, made of extremely fine materials with carved decorations that were sparse and elegant rather than complex. The overall character conveyed a low-key, restrained luxury, as if the sender was saying: I know you don’t like my extravagance, but I don’t want to send you something too crude either.

Opening the box revealed a short sword with an extremely unusual blade—pale white, gleaming with subtle phosphorescence. Jian Xi said, “Marshal Xiao says this is a shark-tooth sword. He personally took it from a shark’s mouth and forged this sword to present to Your Majesty for appreciation.”

Tie Ci laughed, “He always loves sending these weapons and blades.”

Thinking again, she added, “His swimming has improved this time? He can even dive into the sea to catch sharks personally.”

Xiao Xueya had included no letter. Tie Ci shrugged, “He and I never have anything to say to each other.”

Jian Xi glanced at her, thinking that if they truly had nothing to say to each other, why would he rush to send gifts every year before New Year’s, and the gifts were always personally obtained? Last year was something… it seemed he had searched the great mountains of Yannan to find a rare iron and personally forged a pair of bracers for His Majesty.

Marshal Xiao always seemed to feel His Majesty was in constant danger—the gifts he sent were either for killing or for protection.

That unspoken intention was buried in this murderous aura and silent confrontation.

Next was Qi Yuansi’s gift, but no longer various curious artifacts dug up from the desert—instead, it was a wedding invitation.

Qi Yuansi was engaged to that girl he’d met in Hanli Khan Desert.

Not long ago, Tie Ci had issued an edict conferring the title of County Princess on that girl, not only because she had promised Old Madam Qi, but also because she heard the girl was a local native, originally a member of a large Western Rong tribe. Because of loyalty to the old king, she had been driven out by the usurping new king Wu Lianghe. She had led her people across the desert for over ten days to find an oasis, and in the following years, led her people to plant trees one by one, find water, and expand the oasis, forming their own territory.

Once, when Qi Yuansi was blown several li off course by a sandstorm and lost his way, he was rescued at her oasis.

Later, when Qi Yuansi wanted to transform Hanli Khan Desert by bringing water from snow mountains through her oasis, which might destroy the oasis, the two sides nearly came to conflict.

Eventually, the magnanimous girl gave up the oasis, with the condition that Qi Yuansi would sleep with her.

When Tie Ci heard about this, she rarely laughed for a long time.

She kept asking, “What happened next? What happened next? Did they sleep together or not?”

Chapter 532: Daily Records
Jian Xi covered her face with her hands at the time, unable to bear watching the gossip-hungry Emperor. Whether they slept together or not, aside from the parties involved, how could anyone else know?

Now it could be considered a happy ending.

Tie Ci felt this was truly a wonderful gift.

They were sure to have a uniquely beautiful love story.

Tie Ci immediately ordered Jian Xi to prepare congratulatory gifts properly and asked Qi Yuansi to send a portrait of the girl next time for her to see.

Because Qi Yuansi had written to apologize, saying that when he was surveying terrain last time and entered a certain area in the northwest corner of the desert, the pocket watch she had bestowed upon him suddenly started spinning wildly and broke after he came out. Tie Ci specially ordered Jian Xi to add another watch.

Thinking of this girl reminded her of Huyin. Last time Dan Ye had written saying Huyin was also overseeing the construction of an academy and sending people to Great Qian to study. After they returned, her academy would also recruit students. She had built the most exquisite principal’s study, always ready to successfully poach talent and keep them in a golden house.

Tie Ci felt conflicted inside.

Emotionally, she sincerely wished her success.

Realistically, she didn’t want her future cabinet ministers to benefit Western Rong.

Suddenly she heard meowing sounds. At first she thought it was Xue Tuan’er, but the voice didn’t quite sound right. Then Xue Tuan’s voice rang out, sounding rather miserable.

Little Bug’s voice followed, “Oh dear, oh dear, why are you fighting again! Don’t bully my Xue Tuan!”

A white flash, and Xue Tuan burst out from behind the curtain. The former tyrant of Ruixiang Hall saw Tie Ci and pounced over, meowing loudly as if tattling.

Little Bug then entered carrying two cats by their scruffs, one in each hand. Seeing Tie Ci, she quickly bowed and smiled, “Your Majesty, it’s the new cats being naughty, ganging up on Xue Tuan’er.”

Then the curtain swayed, and a cat walked in with the stride of a dragon and tiger, silent and stealthy, its eyes sharp and expression cold as it glanced at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci: “…Rong Yi?”

Looking again at the two Little Bug was carrying, “Rong Rong? Yi Yi?”

They’d all grown into big cats; she couldn’t recognize them.

Jian Xi smiled, “Sent by Director Shen. He says the three cats eat more and more, he can’t afford to keep them anymore, and requests Your Majesty’s permission to return the cats to their original owner.”

Tie Ci was silent for a long moment, then said quietly, “Is he hinting that the salary I give him is too low?”

Jian Xi: “…”

Tie Ci beckoned to Rong Yi, “Come here, little Yi Yi.”

For some reason, Jian Xi suddenly felt that “little Yi Yi” sounded rather strange when His Majesty said it.

Rong Yi crouched on the ground, gazing down with disdain.

Then it was scooped into Tie Ci’s arms and petted until cat fur flew everywhere.

At first Rong Yi hissed at Tie Ci, but after hissing twice and seeing Xue Tuan’er desperately trying to burrow into Tie Ci’s arms, it stopped hissing and extended a paw to kick Xue Tuan’er off Tie Ci’s knee.

Tie Ci didn’t mind, but Jian Xi watched in disbelief, eyes wide.

Had this cat become a spirit?

…

Looking through the gifts one by one, Jian Xi gradually felt both envious and delighted.

His Majesty had paid an enormous price to reach today, but had indeed gained countless close friends.

His Majesty’s charm knew no bounds.

After all, not everyone could turn all their admirers and suitors into loyal subjects.

Though some of them His Majesty didn’t even know were admirers.

Jian Xi picked up another bag. Opening it released a rich aroma. “Sent by Deputy General Tian. He says the beef jerky research was successful. He tried many formulas and finally selected these three flavors. Instant noodles are also ready—the first batch is braised beef flavor. Since he’s going to Yong Ping anyway, he’ll bring some as military rations. He’s sent some for Your Majesty to taste first and requests Your Majesty to bestow a name.”

Tie Ci said with satisfaction, “Now when I’m hungry at night, I won’t need to disturb the kitchen. Since braised beef noodles are the main product, let’s call them Master Tian Instant Noodles.”

As a child, she had eaten Master Kong instant noodles in braised beef flavor and found them amazing. But her master said they were junk food and wouldn’t let her eat much.

Now she could eat to her heart’s content—soak one pack, cook one pack, and eat another pack dry.

Jian Xi immediately wrote down this name to send out, also praising it as easy to remember, showing greatness in small things, intimate and simple.

Anyway, in Officer Jian’s eyes, everything about His Majesty was good, and if anything wasn’t good enough, it was just His Majesty being modest.

Tie Ci was in rare good spirits. She ordered water brought and personally prepared instant noodles. She and Jian Xi each held a steaming bowl before looking toward the last box.

That unremarkable box, placed last among all the layered gifts, seemed forgotten by Jian Xi, and Tie Ci appeared not to have noticed it at all. But both had tacitly waited until deep into the night, until all other gifts had been viewed, before slowly opening it.

Tie Ci slurped noodles with one hand while carefully moving the box farther away with the other before opening the lid.

Inside were also several volumes of books, but clearly not rare editions.

Blue background with black text, similar binding to the pirated editions of volumes seven, eight, and nine of “The Compassionate Heart Chronicles.”

By custom, Jian Xi should check everything first, but this time she didn’t reach out first—Tie Ci picked them up herself.

Both had already seen the cover.

“Daily Records of Emperor Chongjiu.”

Having followed Tie Ci for so long, Jian Xi knew that Great Feng emperor was unconventional, but seeing this brazen cover still gave her a headache.

Daily records were secret histories recording imperial words and deeds, specifically for future compilation of national histories and imperial biographies. They were always kept deep in the imperial archives, never disclosed. No one had ever seen an emperor, while still alive, give his own daily records as a gift to an enemy nation’s emperor.

Three volumes total, with the covers clearly marked one, two, three.

What, was this planned as a serial?

Tie Ci slurped her instant noodles while casually opening to a page.

It read: “In the seventh month of the first year of Chongjiu, the Dowager Consort invited unmarried daughters of officials third rank and above in the capital to appreciate lotus flowers in the imperial garden. After concluding state business, His Majesty proceeded directly there…”

Tie Ci’s gaze lingered on “proceeded directly there” and said, “Great Feng’s recorder of daily records is talented—with just a few characters, he vividly portrayed their emperor’s lustful urgency.”

Jian Xi: “…”

No, how did you see lustful urgency in that?

This servant thinks your comment vividly portrays something else entirely.

The recorder was apparently fond of showing off literary skills, then went on to describe the beauty of various young ladies at length, emphasizing the dignified and composed bearing of Tong Zhengshi’s daughter Xi Yun that could make her suitable as mother of the nation, and County Magistrate’s daughter Shi Xiaoci’s appearance as “gentle and noble, strikingly resembling His Majesty’s former acquaintance.”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

She knew he held selection events, but didn’t know about this twist.

What era was this, still doing substitute plots?

Below was a large passage, but it had been viciously crossed out with ink.

Jian Xi was daydreaming again.

Daily records held extraordinary significance—she’d never heard of any being alterable.

Hadn’t there been legends of emperors wanting to change daily records, but the recording officials preferring death to alteration, so the emperors had to give up?

Tie Ci understood her expression and smiled.

Other emperors couldn’t change them, but Murong Yi certainly could.

If threats of death couldn’t pressure the recording officials, what about their families? Their nine generations of relatives?

There was no authority in this world that couldn’t suppress people.

The large section below was all altered. She turned the page.

From this page on, the handwriting changed—elegant and forceful, full of murderous intent.

It was unmistakably someone’s handwriting.

That someone wrote: “This sour scholar is long-winded and ill-intentioned, every sentence trying to slander me. So I’ve taken back these daily records. From now on this is my personal novel. I write, you read—this will make you convinced and recognize my literary talent.”

Tie Ci quickly turned her head aside to avoid spraying noodles on the precious daily records.

Jian Xi had already moved away with her noodles.

“The lotus appreciation banquet did happen, I did go look, then I threw that Shi Xiaoci into the water, and Precious Dowager Consort too. The weather was dry, so I helped them cool down.”

“I did ask Xi Yun if she wanted to be empress, but only to test her character. The empress position—in this lifetime, except for you, no one else should think about it.”

“If you don’t want it either, then I can be your empress.”

Tie Ci: “…”

How beautifully you dream.

Next, Murong Yi was quite proper, detailing his governing policies, management of ministers, pacification of people, various institutions established, and daily eating, drinking, and sleeping in minute detail.

He even had to babble about going to the toilet seven times on a certain day when his stomach was upset.

But Tie Ci’s attention focused on his governing style, and she gradually frowned.

Like those old ministers of Great Feng, she found it unreasonable, contradictory and incomprehensible.

Murong Yi cherished the people but treated ministers harshly, even killing generals. Why did he do this?

Throughout history, all emperors placed greater emphasis on the aristocratic class, because they were the foundation of imperial governance. They controlled most resources and were the group emperors truly relied upon.

Countless emperors, to maintain their rule, made concessions to aristocrats and were even constrained by them.

Only Murong Yi went against this.

Why?

Tie Ci felt vaguely uneasy. She signaled Jian Xi to come look.

After Jian Xi finished reading, she also looked shocked. Tie Ci asked her, “What do you think?”

Jian Xi thought for a long time, then said softly, “Great Feng’s emperor has always had strange thoughts, difficult for ordinary people to fathom. This servant only wonders if he wants to accomplish something, so all his governance is directed toward that goal.”

Tie Ci’s heart skipped a beat.

By now she had reached the third volume, which mentioned the recent incident of ministers colluding with the Dowager Consort to force abdication. This was the first time Tie Ci saw the detailed beginning and end of this event from Murong Yi’s perspective.

She also had Jian Xi read it. After reading, Jian Xi was even more bewildered, saying, “This servant truly doesn’t understand Great Feng emperor’s treatment of his subjects.”

Very unreasonable.

Those who agreed to surrender were killed first.

The two upright loyal ministers, Imperial Censor and Grand Minister of Works, who bore him no murderous intent, received the heaviest punishment, imprisoned in the most terrible dungeon.

Since it was treason, killing them all together would be justified. Why throw out bait to handle the ministers separately?

Hearing Jian Xi’s questions, Tie Ci pondered for a moment and said, “He’s testing people’s hearts.”

Jian Xi understood.

Using the bait of “first to come forward lives, last to come forward has nine generations executed” to observe the ministers’ reactions, thereby judging the character and integrity of these important officials.

“But why do this? Doesn’t he want to kill those who dared commit treason? He’s clearly so…”

Jian Xi swallowed back the word “tyrannical.”

“Right, he doesn’t want to kill. At least not kill them all together, so he tested them into different categories for separate treatment.”

“Why?”

Yes, why?

Combined with previous circumstances, Tie Ci vaguely had an idea, but didn’t dare believe it.

Was it really like this?

Murong Yi, with things having reached this point, having suffered such damage, were you still working hard for that original oath?

Exhausting your mind and efforts, using every means, not hesitating to bear infamy, not hesitating to place yourself in danger?

Were you even paving the way for what comes after?

How dare I believe this, yet how dare I not speculate?

Holding the daily records, she froze in the winter night wind coming through the curtains, not even noticing Rong Yi kneading on her leg.

Jian Xi watched her with some unease.

On His Majesty’s face, she saw extremely complex emotions—shock, emotion, disbelief, pity, heartache… rolling like tides across her brow. The night wind scattered her hair, her fingertips pressed against her cheek pale as snow.

Like a goddess statue suddenly awakened in time’s torrent, yet made dazed by the inconceivable changes of seas becoming mulberry fields.

After a long time, she heard His Majesty’s voice, light and dreamlike: “Jian Xi, we should also do some things.”

Jian Xi immediately said, “Please give your orders, Your Majesty.”

Tie Ci seemed to just wake up, looked at her and smiled, “No need to be too urgent, let’s proceed gradually. Jian Xi, you’ve always been in charge of communications with various places in the capital. Later I’ll give you an outline. You also compile a story, carefully match it with good words and books, then give it to courtesans and literary societies everywhere to sing and spread. Also, promote Mirror-Breaking City more, select some scholars who’ve been to Liaodong to write interesting books about Liaodong. And the fact that I sent people to kill Great Feng emperor’s mother consort and avenged the Late Emperor—this matter can also be spread further throughout the realm.”

Jian Xi accepted the orders. Seeing Tie Ci seemed distracted, fearing her heavy thoughts might harm her health, she changed the subject: “This servant has recently been frequently invited by the Grand Tutor to lecture at Great Qian Academy.”

This was also something Tie Ci had agreed to, to broaden horizons and create some presence for the imperial family.

“How is it?” Tie Ci put away the books and asked with renewed spirit.

“The students all greatly respect the Grand Tutor. Every day students come seeking the Grand Tutor’s guidance. Many societies have formed in the academy with many strange names—Freedom Society, Progress Society, Youth Strength Society, Old Face New Look Society…”

Tie Ci looked up at her.

“Are you popular at the academy?”

Jian Xi hesitated for a while, then said, “I was popular at first, but gradually fewer people attended my lectures. Probably the poetry, books, and government affairs I discussed didn’t suit their interests.”

“Then what does suit their interests?”

“Once when I went to the academy, I saw the president of Progress Society giving a speech, saying things like ‘current accumulated problems await reform, treating serious illness requires strong medicine, we educated men should not spare our lives for the common people’… The students below were very excited.” Jian Xi said, “Oh, Sister Dan Shuang was also in the audience then. I heard she joined Progress Society and is even vice president.”

Tie Ci’s hand paused. “Is that so?”

She set aside her unfinished instant noodles.

Jian Xi watched her expression and said softly, “Your Majesty, after spring begins, it will be time for the spring examinations…”

Chapter 533: Elope?
She felt somewhat uneasy. Great Qian Academy currently had the highest expectations for success in the spring examinations, but from her recent observations, the academy’s students seemed somewhat too radical.

The way they raised their arms shouting slogans and that fanatical atmosphere always reminded her of what His Majesty had said: young people are most passionate, but this passion is also most easily incited and exploited.

“The grand talent selection of the realm—how many scholars have studied hard for ten years waiting for this day. The spring examinations are open to all recommended scholars, with fairness as the only criterion. This is an unchangeable rule,” Tie Ci said. “You should still visit the academy frequently. Later I’ll also have Grand Tutor He and others go lecture there. Academic schools of thought are best when a hundred schools contend.”

Jian Xi accepted the order.

Tie Ci seemed to have lost interest, taking the box and cats to sleep.

Jian Xi rose, looking back to see His Majesty placing the box containing the daily records within arm’s reach, and couldn’t help but sigh quietly.

…

The following March brought the third year of Zhiming’s spring examinations, also the first time Great Qian Academy’s first graduating class participated collectively in the spring examinations.

But before this, some scholars not interested in the classics examination had already entered the court, assigned to various ministries and prefectures for internships. Many students, due to their flexible minds, advanced and comprehensive knowledge, and practical familiarity, were directly retained after their internships, filling the middle and lower ranks of the civil service.

Great Qian Academy also had students skilled in formulaic essays. The academy’s reputation, status, and treatment could attract the most outstanding students from across the realm. Apart from Yueli Academy’s dominance in Haiyou, other academies had no competitive edge. Students from other regions mostly took pride in studying at Great Qian Academy.

Great Qian Academy also provided them the best learning conditions, richest curriculum, and most extensive fresh knowledge. Some outstanding students directly abandoned their studies to research the academy’s various novel subjects.

Even so, Great Qian Academy still provided the most and best talents to the spring examinations, monopolizing the runner-up and third place positions, with the highest number of successful candidates. Next was Yueli, which produced Haiyou’s third champion in history. This lucky individual was reportedly personally selected and taught by Director Rong, writing three essays daily at the academy, thoroughly studying the writing styles and personal preferences of every possible chief examiner in court. However, according to rumors, his abilities were roughly equal to the runner-up’s—he won the top prize because His Majesty favored his essay.

The palace examination essay topic was not lengthy. Set by Tie Ci, it was unusually simple yet all-encompassing: “Discuss the failings of governance and strategies for ruling the world.”

Traditional palace examination essays typically focused on specific practical matters like “river defense strategies,” “eradicating official corruption,” “military camp discipline,” or “nurturing the people’s strength.” This boundless, all-encompassing topic could easily lead to empty, pompous official rhetoric.

The top three were personally selected by the Emperor, and to show fairness, papers submitted for imperial review remained anonymous.

The top three papers were directly sealed and archived afterward without publication, though rumors leaked that the champion’s paper was selected for being “mature and steady, profound and substantial.”

Hearing this, all the high officials showed meaningful expressions.

Since the champion was selected for a “steady” writing style, the other two were obviously too “radical” for His Majesty’s taste.

Though court officials were rather sensitive about this, Great Qian Academy still celebrated joyously over their outstanding results. For a time, many flocked to join, making it the most coveted destination for scholars nationwide.

This batch of new jinshi followed convention: first-rank graduates entered the Hanlin Academy, second-rank became directors in various ministries or prefects in provinces, third-rank became judicial officers or magistrates in counties.

However, this year, since most official quotas were filled, quite a few were still waiting for vacancies.

For this matter, the Grand Tutor specially visited the palace to see Tie Ci, then went to the Personnel Ministry, expressing that these talented young men shouldn’t waste away in endless waiting. He suggested not worrying about ranks or positions—just give them opportunities to display their abilities.

With words reaching this point, from the cabinet to the Personnel Ministry, all had benefited from the Grand Tutor’s medicinal care for their health over recent years. Therefore, the Emperor issued a special decree for the cabinet and Personnel Ministry to expedite processing. Eventually, all these jinshi received appointments to the six ministries and prefectures nationwide.

Simultaneously, Tie Ci conducted unprecedented personnel transfers, reshuffling young officials nationwide who had received appointments through imperial examinations, recommendations, and various other channels in recent years. This involved an extremely large number of people, many from the major academies, though most were lateral transfers without promotions. Although the cabinet and Personnel Ministry were overwhelmed, there wasn’t much dissent. Rotational assignments during tenure were expected—this time just involved more people.

The spring examinations and transfers kept everyone busy until June, during which the Emperor’s birthday passed. As in previous years, the Emperor held no birthday celebration, no ceremonies, accepted no gifts from ministers or congratulations from all quarters. It ended with just a meal in the palace with several important ministers and trusted aides.

This was reportedly because the Emperor said the Chongming Incident had damaged national strength and caused people to suffer. In the short term, apart from various ceremonies for the Late Emperor, the palace would hold no large celebrations, economizing all unnecessary expenses.

In the Emperor’s words: there are many places to spend money—why waste large sums inviting people to dinner? If officials spend large amounts on gifts for me, they’ll just recoup these losses by exploiting the people, harming my subjects and realm. Wouldn’t that be my loss?

Hearing this, ministers could only smile bitterly, thinking: You claim benevolence, but you’ve always been ruthless with corrupt officials, each more severe than Great Feng’s emperor. Now which official in the realm dares be corrupt?

The people praised this endlessly. Since ascending the throne, the Emperor practiced frugality, humbly accepted advice, governed through culture, encouraged agriculture, strictly supervised officials, and gave people rest and recovery. Naturally, governance was smooth and the realm peaceful—truly worthy of being called a wise ruler.

The people also felt pity for the Emperor—a lone woman who ascended during the grief of losing parents and betrayal by lovers, yet never became despondent, always prioritizing the realm and people. This inspired both respect and sympathy. She was still just a woman in her twenties—how could she plan to spend her entire life in the lonely depths of the palace?

Therefore, when court rumors spread that the Emperor planned to tour the realm, the people, who in previous years strongly opposed such tours as wasteful, were quite excited and joyful.

But the court erupted in uproar.

No one could understand why the Emperor suddenly wanted to tour the realm. Hadn’t she said she wanted to save money? Touring the realm—the ceremonies, escorts, countless people’s food and clothing along the way, plus local government receptions… wouldn’t the cost be astronomical?

More importantly, if something happened, the dynasty didn’t even have an heir.

Led by He Zi, all officials collectively advised against it. This time the Emperor seemed determined, saying the Late Emperor’s wish was to see the realm he governed. By year’s end, the Late Emperor would be interred in Jing Mausoleum—before his burial, she must see this realm for him.

This reason left ministers unable to argue, since dynasties traditionally governed through filial piety. Once the hat of filial duty was placed, no one could bear it.

But agreeing to the Emperor’s realm tour was truly impossible. Probably only the Grand Tutor laughingly said go play if you want, just remember to approve her memorials. No one else agreed. He Zi led the officials in grinding away for three days in Chongming Hall. Finally, the Emperor said with apparent regret: “Fine then, I’ll abandon the realm tour and just go to Yong Ping to see Di Yiwei and her soldiers, to inspect northern military preparations since we’ll eventually recover Liaodong.”

The ministers still disapproved, but since the Emperor had stepped back, they naturally couldn’t be ungrateful and reluctantly agreed, hurrying back to prepare.

He Zi wearily stepped over the threshold, casually turning back to see the Emperor examining maps on the desk, her cinnabar brush lightly marking Yong Ping, a satisfied smile at the corner of her lips.

This smile stunned He Zi, then understanding flashed through his mind like lightning.

Deceived!

What realm tour, what seeing rivers and mountains for the Late Emperor.

All just the Emperor playing mind games!

She never intended to travel the entire realm—her destination from beginning to end was only Yong Ping.

Knowing that even going to Yong Ping would face desperate opposition from ministers, she simply claimed she wanted to tour the realm for a year or two. When ministers cried and made a fuss to stop her, she could pretend to step back. Then ministers would naturally have no grounds or position to obstruct further.

His Majesty is cunning!

He Zi stood frozen on the threshold. Zhu Yi followed behind him, puzzled: “Teacher? Teacher?”

He Zi came to his senses, looked toward the north, and suddenly said: “…Is she really going to Yong Ping?”

Zhu Yi: “…?”

“Isn’t she really going somewhere north of Yong Ping?” He Zi grasped his prized disciple’s hand and said mournfully: “Little Zhu, our Great Qian dynasty won’t produce an emperor who elopes, will it? It won’t, will it?”

Zhu Yi: “…???”

Had his teacher been driven mad by His Majesty’s northern tour?

And who would His Majesty elope with?

With Di Yiwei?

…

Chapter 534: Personal Arrival
Mid-July of the third year of Zhiming, the day before the Ghost Festival.

Mirror-Breaking City, fifty li north of Yong Ping, had basically been completed after nearly two years of construction.

This city was the most unique city to date, inhabited by people from two nations, using two currencies, two languages, two customs, two administrative systems, and even two architectural styles. In every detail of this great city, one could feel the exquisite refinement belonging to Great Qian and the magnificent grandeur of Great Feng—incompatible yet creating a wonderful harmony.

Because of these differences, it was destined to become a historical legend. But strangely, the two nations, especially Great Qian, had not devoted much attention to this city. Apart from timely allocations of money and materials, the court had never sent any ministers to inspect or supervise construction.

As the city neared completion, no word had been heard of any important figures from either nation planning to personally visit and inspect this trading city that both nations had invested most heavily in over the past two years.

However, there were rumors that Great Qian’s Emperor was currently on a northern tour, heading toward Yong Ping, though still far from Yong Ping—probably too late for the city’s completion ceremony.

As for Great Feng’s Emperor, his health was reportedly poor, so naturally he couldn’t make such a long journey here.

Great Qian’s Manager Yang, who oversaw city construction, and Great Feng’s Manager Zhao San, after consultation, seeing that the completion day coincided with the Ghost Festival, decided to fire cannons from the city walls on Ghost Festival day to open the city. Visiting merchants and city residents could cover their faces with masks and freely enjoy themselves in the city.

As for security concerns, there was no need to worry. The city already had garrisons from both nations, and hearing of Mirror-Breaking City’s opening, Di Yiwei’s forces had also stationed nearby to guard and watch the excitement.

On Ghost Festival day, sunlight shot into the tent early.

Qi Yuansi, who rarely got a day off, was sleeping soundly when someone burst in. The intruder brought washwater, green salt, combs, and other toiletries, quickly hauling him from his blankets. Before Qi Yuansi could resist, a steaming hot towel was slapped over his face, nearly suffocating him.

When he struggled out of the towel with steam rising from his head, a cup of clear water was already at his lips, and a toothbrush was gently but firmly stuffed into his mouth, once again blocking his protests.

After confusedly brushing his teeth and rinsing three times, the cup with half the water remaining was carefully taken away—the remaining half cup was just enough for washing his face.

Using the minimal water to wash every corner of his face as efficiently as possible, breakfast was also served: mutton pancakes with spicy soup. There was no clear tea he loved drinking in the capital, because someone had said tea wasted water.

His washwater was carried out to water the vegetable garden later.

Having been tormented countless times, Qi Yuansi had grown accustomed to this deep-rooted water conservation philosophy.

The snow mountain water diversion project was actually proceeding smoothly. Soon large amounts of water would be channeled into Hanli Khan Desert. But having stayed here over four years, Qi Yuansi had seen too much hunger and thirst. He had seen people completely dried up, dying of thirst. He had seen someone steal his washcloth simply because he had used it to wash his face—the child squeezed water from the cloth and swallowed it greedily with his head tilted back.

For the first time, pampered young master Qi Yuansi from the capital was shocked into long silence.

For the first time, he learned that in some places, water was more precious than gold.

This was why he had stayed in Hanli Khan Desert for years, working day and night on the water project without even returning home once.

There were so many excellent ministers in court—they wouldn’t miss him. But Hanli Khan Desert needed him, needed this manager skilled in mathematics, needed his status as someone from a prominent capital family with good relations with His Majesty that no one dared shortchange on supplies. They needed this manager who, despite his noble birth, could endure hardship, persevering here day after day so that in the endless sandstorms and harsh environment, no one dared retreat.

When he heard about what happened to His Majesty in the capital, he had considered rushing back. Later he thought: there were so many people in the capital who could comfort her. Most importantly, would comfort and companionship be useful?

For someone like His Majesty who prioritized the realm and people, working hard for her realm and subjects would be the best comfort.

So he stayed here, year after year.

So when his father kept hinting, he chose Naren Aya.

His father hoped he would distinguish himself before His Majesty, hoping he could become the nation’s father-in-law.

But he was unwilling to ruin his friendship with His Majesty over unrealistic thoughts.

In Western Rong language, Naren Aya meant “desert sunset clouds.”

That girl was indeed as brilliant as sunset clouds. Seeing her was like a traveler walking in the vast desert—when the sun was setting and the path ahead uncertain, suddenly seeing a band of glowing clouds ahead, shimmering golden light, red clouds like flames.

Magnificent and vast, telling the world that heaven and earth had boundaries.

The tent flap lifted, and Naren Aya, having finished watering the vegetable garden, hurried in. She was not tall, with porcelain-white skin unusual among locals, a slender build, and small eyes with extraordinarily long lashes. Her pupils were black with brown, creating rippling waves when she looked at people, yet showing a hazy innocence. Among Western Rong people who looked aged from constant wind, she had a particularly young and endearing appearance.

But her actions were remarkably efficient and decisive. She quickly cleared the bowls and dishes, using a slightly damp cloth to accurately and swiftly wipe Qi Yuansi’s lips, completing the post-meal cleanup while pulling him to his feet: “The horse is ready. We leave now and arrive tonight.”

Qi Yuansi was quite used to this, letting her drag him out while adjusting his collar and asking, “Where are we going?”

Water pouches and dried food were already hung on the horse. Naren Aya waited for Qi Yuansi to mount, then leaned over to slap his horse’s rump. Qi Yuansi quickly gripped the reins as the horse king that Naren Aya had personally tamed shot out like a madman.

Qi Yuansi leaned back sharply, fortunately prepared, or he would have been thrown.

The young master once famous for his charm in the capital swayed wildly on the galloping horse, shouting, “Where exactly are we going!”

Naren Aya crouched low on her horse, she and the horse becoming one arrow. Only her voice carried from afar: “To Mirror-Breaking City to celebrate Ghost Festival!”

…

The usually tightly closed gates of Mirror-Breaking City were wide open, with crowds waiting to enter stretching for several li.

The crowd moved slowly forward. Among them, two men drew considerable attention.

Both were of average height. One was handsome with a slender build, wearing ordinary blue clothes, a rarely seen jade brush hanging from his waist, holding a book in his hand.

Though dressed plainly and honestly queuing like everyone else, somehow this person seemed different from the rest. People unconsciously dared not approach him, yet always wanted to look at him.

Some in the crowd thought this must be what people called bearing and temperament.

The other wore loose short clothes, his messy hair tied in a high ponytail with several stubborn strands sticking up rebelliously. Pale-faced with ordinary features, a yellow brass tube-like object at his waist, sitting on a small stool.

It was this small stool that made this duo the center of attention.

This fellow’s bottom seemed glued to the small stool—he sat while queuing, and as the line moved forward, he shuffled the stool along.

His laziness was breathtaking.

Some people disapproved and muttered curses under their breath.

But these two acted as if they couldn’t hear.

Di Yiwei looked up with considerable respect at Tie Ci.

His Imperial Majesty even read while queuing—truly studious.

The next moment Tie Ci turned a page, and Di Yiwei clearly saw the page read “Last night’s spring dream…”

Di Yiwei: “…”

The Commander rolled her eyes dramatically.

Sensing this eye-roll, Tie Ci tucked the book into her robes. Di Yiwei patted her small stool: “Want to share half?”

“Thanks, but no,” Tie Ci said gently. “I don’t want to look up and see someone’s buttocks.”

Perfect position to receive any gas emissions.

Di Yiwei: “…”

Crushed.

After a while, the crowd was shocked to discover that the lazy fellow glued to his stool had actually stood up to queue!

By this time it was their turn. The gate guard carefully examined their travel permits from Yong Ping, then said, “No one may carry weapons into the city.”

Di Yiwei said, “We have no weapons.”

The guard’s gaze fell on her brass pipe and the jade brush at Tie Ci’s waist.

Both Tie Ci and Di Yiwei were somewhat surprised.

They’d heard that Mirror-Breaking City had been allocated elite troops—clearly not empty words. Even an ordinary soldier could notice their pipe and jade brush.

“These don’t count as weapons,” Di Yiwei laughed. “One’s a smoking pipe I can’t be without, the other’s just a decorative item.”

Her sleeve moved, and a silver coin silently slipped into the guard’s sleeve.

The guard’s expression changed drastically.

As if burned, he grabbed out the silver coin, threw it on the table, and shouted, “Here are two criminals attempting bribery to sneak through! Someone come! Arrest them!”

Di Yiwei: “…”

What kind of incorruptible integrity is this! I almost thought I’d passed him gunpowder!

Shrill whistles and running footsteps—dozens of people rushed down from the city walls.

Di Yiwei and Tie Ci, two veterans of many storms, saw this situation and simultaneously grabbed each other.

They shouted, “Run!”

The next instant, figures flashed like dancing butterflies, strong winds swept past. The crowd only felt their vision blur and their heads cool as the two had already leaped over the soldiers’ heads, landed among the people entering the city, and slipped away like loaches.

“Criminals in the city! Close the gates! Search the entire city!”

Having rushed inside the gates, Tie Ci heard this and said, “Terrible!”

They mustn’t let their antics ruin the opening ceremony and the Ghost Festival night tour the people had been anticipating.

Di Yiwei sighed and muttered, “Which bastard trained them so that even gate guards won’t take bribes!”

The city was already in chaos, gates slowly closing. Di Yiwei had no choice but to pull out a whistle and blow it.

Moments later, someone arrived with troops—Tian Wu, who had already entered to establish defenses. He now served as a general under Di Yiwei.

Seeing Di Yiwei and Tie Ci’s disheveled state, he laughed, grinning widely: “Your Majesty, Commander, knew you’d cause chaos wherever you go.”

Di Yiwei irritably threw her command token to him: “Whatever method you use, quickly restore order in the city, open the gates wide, don’t affect everyone’s fun.”

Tian Wu accepted the order and left, but not before stuffing a pack of beef jerky into Tie Ci’s hands: “New flavor, Your Majesty try it!”

Di Yiwei protested, “Why don’t I get any? I’m your direct superior!”

Tian Wu mouthed something and rode away grinning. Di Yiwei pondered for a while, then looked at Tie Ci in confusion: “Why did he say you’re daddy and he must be filial to daddy? Do you have such a big illegitimate son?”

…

Soon after, the gates reopened, people resumed order, everything returned to normal.

Mirror-Breaking City had a Coordination Office, composed of officials from both Great Qian and Great Feng, with positions including chief and deputy managers and directors, responsible for managing all affairs within Mirror-Breaking City. As for who from Great Feng and Great Qian would be chief or deputy, they’d argued plenty initially, finally agreeing to take turns being boss, each term lasting six months. During these six months, whoever made mistakes would automatically step down.

Everyone supervised each other, so all worked diligently. Plus, Murong Yi had previously cracked down on bribery, so now any soldier who was offered money considered the giver an enemy.

However, today’s enemies couldn’t be caught. The Coordination Office sent people to explain it was a misunderstanding, telling people these were just two who didn’t know the rules, not thieves, everyone could safely enjoy themselves—Mirror-Breaking City would definitely ensure everyone’s safety.

Thus the festivities resumed, while Tie Ci and Di Yiwei, now wearing masks, stood before an enclosed wall.

Di Yiwei examined the wall and snorted, “This must be Great Feng’s mysterious secret building they won’t let anyone see. I bet it’s a brothel. And you—not going anywhere else, heading straight here. Let me say up front, I can’t get you inside. Last time I wanted to bring someone to look around, Great Feng blocked me with three layers of guards, absolutely refusing to let me take one step inside. So annoying.”

She pointed across the way: “The night market and lantern market are lit up, so lively over there. I heard there’s an Immortal Hall, Bridge of Helplessness, Hall of Yama, and Meng Po’s soup. Let’s go there instead.”

Tie Ci looked back. That area was indeed brilliant with flowing lights, crowded with visitors. Lanterns flickered in succession along the long street, looking from afar like the Milky Way descending to earth. The crowds moved in fragrant breezes, dressed in colorful clothes, as if wandering in the celestial river.

A picture of prosperous times, no weaker than any famous Great Qian city.

Here it was dark and deserted, with no one setting foot.

But Tie Ci withdrew her gaze and smiled: “Last time? Didn’t you bring Xiahou? Good progress—you’re already arranging city tours together. Have Xiahou treat me to dinner later.”

Di Yiwei pursed her lips in a smile, took a puff of her pipe, and said vaguely, “Not really, you’re overthinking.”

Xiahou Chun had come to “visit relatives” last year. This year when Tie Ci came to Yong Ping, he hurried to follow. However, Tie Ci only brought Di Yiwei tonight, no one else. Xiahou Chun naturally had to follow personally from behind, but without the chance to openly stroll with Di Yiwei, he was inevitably somewhat disappointed.

Tie Ci said, “You’re both not young anymore. If it seems workable, why not make do.”

Di Yiwei said, “Make do for a few years, then have black-haired people send off black-haired people?”

Tie Ci frowned and turned to look at her. Di Yiwei changed the subject, pointing at an approaching squad of soldiers: “Look, they’re coming to chase us away. I say we should leave quickly, or when they do chase us away, it won’t sound good if word gets out…”

Before she finished speaking, the group had reached them. Di Yiwei quickly moved to pull Tie Ci: “Alright, let’s go…”

“…You’ve come. We’ve been waiting for you a long time.” Across from them, the leader standing in shadow bowed to Tie Ci.

Di Yiwei: “…go.”

Chapter 535: Old Place
Tie Ci looked at Zhao San, who had removed his mask across from her. Three years had passed, and the once somewhat green young man was now a youth with a resolute expression.

Zhao San’s gaze discreetly swept behind her, then he lowered his head.

Tie Ci thought of Chi Xue, who had automatically stayed in the palace and exceptionally refused to come along, and sighed inwardly.

“You wrote asking me to personally come see this place,” Tie Ci said. “I’ve come.”

Zhao San bowed and stepped aside to let them pass. “After two years of construction, it’s finally complete. My Emperor instructed that if you came to Mirror-Breaking City, you absolutely must not miss this.”

Tie Ci followed him inward with her hands behind her back, her fingers within her sleeves clenching slightly.

Di Yiwei, following a step behind, looked around, lowered her head to take a puff from the pipe in her arms, and said casually, “This place was supervised by Great Feng. Since that’s so, where is the master of this place?”

Zhao San was silent for a moment, then turned back and said, “My Emperor is still in Ru Prefecture.”

Di Yiwei raised an eyebrow. “What arrogance.”

Zhao San said softly, “Originally, before His Majesty ascended the throne, he was forced to make an oath before the Late Emperor.”

Di Yiwei had heard about this but hadn’t told Tie Ci. All officials who knew about this tried to avoid letting word reach the Emperor’s ears.

Tie Ci’s footsteps paused slightly, as if momentarily lost in thought, then she nodded and continued forward.

She didn’t ask what oath, showed no curiosity, like an outsider to whom this didn’t matter.

Zhao San wanted to say more, but seeing this, he abandoned the thought, sighed silently, and continued leading the way.

They now walked into an open area, still pitch black without any lights, only able to sense buildings on all sides.

Zhao San suddenly clapped his hands softly.

Lights gradually lit up.

A pagoda first came into view.

Seven stories high with flying eaves and upturned corners, countless bronze bells hanging from the eave corners. Below the pagoda was a grove of peach trees, and beneath the peach trees clusters of hydrangea flowers bloomed densely and magnificently.

In the gradually brilliant lamplight, it was hauntingly beautiful, like a colored painting with blurred tones.

At this time of year in the north, there couldn’t possibly be peach blossoms or hydrangeas. Tie Ci initially thought they were artificial flowers, wondering how realistically made they were. When she approached, she discovered a transparent canopy covering all the flower trees, so under the night lights they appeared color-stained and hazily graceful—actually a warm greenhouse made of precious silk gauze.

Tie Ci crouched down to touch the soil, which was indeed slightly warm.

They had actually replicated the iron-smelting operation beneath Cangsheng Pagoda from back then, creating this unseasonable flowering spectacle.

Originally, Tie Ci had deduced the underground scheme precisely because the flowers under Cangsheng Pagoda bloomed out of season. Now looking at these flowering trees, she couldn’t help feeling dazed.

Above her head, clear bell sounds continued. Tie Ci looked up, and in her trance the wind roared urgently. In the starry night sky, a purple, vigorous flower bloomed.

That was his dancing robes from back then, that was him falling from the pagoda top.

In her trance, Tie Ci seemed to see herself rushing forward several steps, raising both hands, channeling energy through both arms.

The next instant, that purple flower crashed into her embrace.

She saw herself charging wildly for several zhang, nearly crashing into the wall while holding him.

She saw herself lower her face, while the person in her arms gazed at her through the veil, eyes flowing, surrounded by the faint fragrance of sandalwood and patchouli.

And all around them, countless deep red sky lanterns slowly rose…

Tie Ci suddenly started and turned her head.

Sky lanterns were indeed rising on all sides, red lanterns with pale yellow light flickering, tassels floating, as if under the canopy of heaven, countless stars suddenly appeared.

And she stood in the middle of this sea of stars.

In the distance, faint joyful exclamations from people could be heard, probably seeing this lantern-releasing spectacle.

Tie Ci stood in the sea of sky lanterns, the light from all directions making her complexion warm and lustrous like warm jade.

She only remained silent, ten thousand bright lights reflected in her eyes.

Suddenly she seemed to sense something and turned sharply to look at Cangsheng Pagoda.

High atop the pagoda, originally pitch black, now a lantern was passing over the spire, its faint light sweeping across a patch of dim yellow, vaguely outlining a tall, slender black shadow.

Di Yiwei also saw it. Her eyes focused, military instinct immediately recognizing this angle as perfect for an ambush. She was about to warn Tie Ci when she saw His Imperial Majesty suddenly leap up.

Like a withered leaf lifted by wind, she instantly floated to the pagoda. With several turns, golden bells rang urgently, sky lanterns swayed aside reflecting several butterfly-like shadows in the light. Between the floating and sinking lights, that slender figure reached the pagoda’s peak in a flash.

She landed alone atop the spire.

With starlight above and below, sky lanterns floating and sinking, her robes scattered tenderly in the wind.

Heaven and earth were vast and empty; beneath the firmament, she alone remained.

In the wind seemed to echo a long sigh from that final moment.

Yet it was elusive and impossible to pursue, leaving one confused and bewildered, as if fallen into a dream.

The starlight and sky lanterns merged into one, drifting far away in the uniform blue sky.

Tie Ci stood at that narrow, high place, watching the myriad household lights, the flowing brilliance of streets. In the distance, people could faintly be heard making noise—some family’s children laughing and pointing at the illuminated Cangsheng Pagoda and drifting sky lanterns, then running away with joyful laughter and chase.

Tie Ci slowly gathered her sleeves.

Time flew like a galloping horse, stars scattered like rain dispersing. Only she remained in the original place.

…

In Yong Ping city, Jian Xi stayed in the military camp, facing a large pile of urgent memorials.

The Emperor had gone off to eat and play, leaving her to work overtime.

While the Emperor was on northern tour, before leaving she had already delegated authority for routine affairs to the cabinet. Decisions approved unanimously by the cabinet could be implemented directly. Difficult coordination issues would be sent by express courier. Major military and state affairs and personnel appointments would have summaries written by the cabinet before being submitted with recommendations.

After three years, the cabinet was very familiar with Tie Ci’s temperament and governing style, while Jian Xi was even more familiar. The mountain-high pile of memorials quickly diminished under her hands.

Approved memorials were on the left, forming a large pile.

Those held back and those that couldn’t be approved were on the right, about a dozen volumes.

Jian Xi’s work reached a stage conclusion. She stared at the right side, slight worry in her eyes.

Most of these memorials came from the Grand Tutor and ministers from her faction.

Some concerned personnel transfers, some impeached court officials, and more offered governing suggestions.

But regardless of type, none had been approved.

This had nothing to do with Jian Xi’s own views—this was naturally His Majesty’s intent, and the unspeakable treatment that the Grand Tutor’s faction’s memorials had frequently received this past year.

Just like Tie Ci’s northern tour this time—she had told her beforehand that regarding memorials submitted by the Grand Tutor’s side, they should all be held back until she returned from the northern tour.

From Jian Xi’s own perspective, she felt His Majesty was right to do this. The first two years were fine, but these past two years, students cultivated by the Grand Tutor’s Great Qian Academy had become increasingly radical. As more and more of them entered the court, this radical atmosphere gradually influenced and swept up many young officials. They criticized current affairs with passionate indignation, constantly denouncing the court’s and His Majesty’s faults in court discussions and deliberations, proposing various reform demands.

Jian Xi flipped through the memorials with rustling sounds, frowning at this group called the “Academy Faction” officials who had actually turned their attention to Grand Tutor He, saying he controlled the government, colluded with the cabinet, and harbored disloyal intentions. They said his background was impure, he had connections with Tang King remnants, and would surely be detrimental to the court in the future.

This was simply fabricated charges.

But Jian Xi felt what most opposed His Majesty was probably the Academy Faction’s frequent criticism of the military. These past two years, people constantly impeached Di Yiwei for being ambitious and wasteful of national resources. Now that Great Qian and Great Feng had made peace and warfare had ended, Yong Ping’s army continued expanding—Di Yiwei harbored disloyal intentions.

They also said border generals who had been stationed for many years should rotate with those in the capital.

While the capital was completely peaceful, when Shengdu Garrison had rebelled and been half slaughtered, since warfare harmed the nation, it shouldn’t be rebuilt. The enormous military expenses, especially the well-equipped capital forces, brought huge pressure to national finances. But in fact, Shengdu was deep inland and should be the safest region. Shengdu’s constant recruitment and military maintenance was wasteful, and nations that favored military force would inevitably decline.

But simultaneously, Great Qian Academy officials constantly demanded various support and subsidies from the court, requesting rare materials and precious mineral deposits. Whenever precious minerals were discovered anywhere, Academy Faction officials rushed fastest.

His Majesty always valued civil governance and had always spared no effort supporting Great Qian Academy and other academies. But if you gave to Great Qian Academy and not others, that wouldn’t work. Once everyone demanded without restraint, this itself became an enormous burden. So these past two years, His Majesty specially had the cabinet draft regulations, making detailed specifications for support policies for all academies and schools. Even so, because of Great Qian Academy’s specialized and unique subjects, the resources and support it received was still the most.

Flipping through that pile of held-back memorials, Jian Xi wondered why she felt the Academy Faction seemed increasingly anxious.

Governing a great nation was like cooking a small fish—one couldn’t be hasty or rash. This was a principle anyone with slight education should understand.

What were these people anxious about?

…

Great Qian Academy had planted many phoenix trees and banyan trees. In summer, the green shade was like a canopy, particularly cool.

It was afternoon nap time. The academy was filled with unceasing cicada sounds, which instead made the deep shade even more quiet.

The double bench under the banyan tree was heated by the sun—normally no one sat there as it would burn your bottom.

But now someone sat cross-legged on it, staring at something in their hands.

Yun Buci looked down at the small black device in her palm.

Green numbers still jumped at a fixed speed, decreasing bit by bit. Yun Buci stared at those numbers without blinking.

She asked the person beside her, “Those memorials—still no response?”

Senior Brother standing at her side shook his head upon hearing this.

Yun Buci lowered her head again.

The cicada overhead suddenly began crying with all its might.

Ten years of enduring darkness underground to break through soil and emerge.

From seeing the first ray of sunlight, it began singing until its last cry fell beneath the tree—only fourteen short days.

Ten years of darkness, fourteen days of song.

This was a cicada’s entire life.

How could it not sing day and night?

How could it not use all its strength to penetrate these two weeks of clamor?

How could it not treasure every precious minute and second?

After all, time belonging to oneself was so brief.

At the moment when the cicada’s cry was most intense and high-pitched—making listeners almost think this endless sound would sing itself to death—

The small black device suddenly made a soft “beep beep” sound, skipping past a number.

Then the green numbers turned bright red.

Continuing to decrease unhurriedly but irresistibly.

Yun Buci and Senior Brother, at this moment, both exhaled a long breath together.

…

Coming down from Cangsheng Pagoda, Tie Ci became somewhat silent.

Zhao San didn’t dare say much either, continuing to guide Tie Ci. Ahead was a brothel with “Fuchun” written in seal script.

Entering the brothel and turning left to a separate small building, through covered walkways, up to the second floor. Upstairs facing the entrance was a Central Province stone table set with Ru kiln celadon flower vases containing light pink peonies and crystal chrysanthemums. A fine-brush beauty painting hung on the west wall in graceful poses. Turning past a carved sandalwood silk screen, there was a step-bed with autumn-fragrant colored gauze curtains embroidered with insects, grass, and flowers. Opposite the bed was an exquisite dressing table of black lacquer inlaid with mother-of-pearl. On the dressing table, a rhombus-shaped bronze mirror was covered with bright red brocade, with carved plum blossom cosmetic boxes casually placed around it. The boxes were half-open, revealing hints of pearl and jade brilliance.

The top courtesan’s boudoir from back then—Tie Ci had lain on that step-bed.

Tie Ci didn’t let anyone follow her in, directly closing the door after entering.

She walked around the room in a circle, looking up at the beauty painting for a long time.

She had been in this room before, but then she was severely injured and had to match wits with certain people, plus encountering qi reversal attacking her meridians—she hadn’t noticed the room’s decorations at all.

Now examining it carefully, she couldn’t help making an assessment.

Nouveau riche taste.

The bedding on the step-bed seemed newly changed, emanating some warm scent belonging to sunshine.

Tie Ci slowly sat down, her hand stroking the silk bedding.

“…Then I’ll sleep with Young Master Mao! Young Master Mao, is that alright?”

“Sure!”

Tie Ci laughed softly, reaching under the pillow to feel around, indeed finding a wine jug.

Without looking at what wine it was, she knocked off the mud seal and tilted her head back to drink.

Moments later the jug was empty. She casually threw it, and with a crash the wine jug smashed through the door, hitting near the feet of Di Yiwei who was dozing outside, startling her awake as she quickly took a puff to calm her nerves.

Then she smelled extremely strong wine fragrance and looked down to see the shattered wine jug.

Di Yiwei turned in amazement to see Tie Ci walking out with steady steps and normal complexion, just particularly bright eyes. As she walked, she removed her cloak and was rolling up her sleeves.

Di Yiwei stared dumbfounded. “Why did you drink wine?”

And it seems she’s drunk?

His Imperial Majesty had never drunkenly drowned her sorrows even in those circumstances back then, yet after three years she inexplicably got herself drunk in this Mirror-Breaking City setting?

What had happened in that room back then?

Di Yiwei immediately had vivid associations about post-drinking shenanigans.

Tie Ci finished rolling up her sleeves and stood before Di Yiwei, looking at her with burning eyes.

Di Yiwei felt uncomfortable under her gaze, afraid she might have a drunken fit and beat her up, or have a drunken fit and carry her into the room to sleep with her.

You couldn’t say her imagination was excessive—after all, Commander Di was skilled at reading people and judging situations. Analyzing Tie Ci’s expression now, these were the only two possibilities.

Di Yiwei slowly backed away, firmly defending her safety and innocence.

But she saw Tie Ci standing in place, unhurriedly finishing rolling up her sleeves, then suddenly speaking, singing: “I send you away, thousands of li away…”

Di Yiwei: “…”

Who am I? Where am I? What happened?

Chapter 536: Revisiting
Who am I? Where am I? What happened?

Why break into song without warning?

Downstairs, Zhao San stood with his back to the small building on the covered walkway, listening to the faint singing drifting down from above.

Back then, he had also stood in this very position, listening to this same song.

He had also been upstairs, watching a pair of drunkards embracing each other, saying they wanted to sleep.

He had also been driven out of the room together by this pair of drunkards.

At that time, both he and Mu Si were there. His Majesty’s cross-dressing career was still thriving, busily deceiving and being deceived by the male-dressed boss.

At that time, Chi Xue and Dan Shuang were both there. Dan Shuang and Mu Si were like a pair of increasingly fierce trolls, hurling insults with flashing swords and sabers, while he and Chi Xue worked together to extinguish fires, mediate, smooth things over, and say nice things for the two trolls.

At that time, all four of them thought about dying for their master’s humiliation, all staring fiercely at the other side, all thinking about how to seek compensation if their own master was taken advantage of.

In the blink of an eye.

Coming like wind and rain, departing like fine dust.

From then on.

The parted phoenix harbors resentment, the passing geese carry no letters.

Upstairs, Tie Ci changed to another tune: “Jade brazier, ice lily, mandarin duck brocade, powder melting fragrant sweat flowing on the mountain pillow, the sound of pulley outside the curtain, frowning and smiling in surprise; willow shade misty and vast, low temples and cicada hairpins falling, must make a lifetime’s gamble, exhaust all of today’s joy…”

In the flower beds in front of the covered walkway downstairs, there was also the sound of slight breaking.

Zhao San lowered his eyes.

This sound was extremely faint, but suddenly a gust of wind swept down, its momentum heavy and surging, rushing past and causing Zhao San, who was standing at the stairway, to stagger.

Before he could steady himself, he saw the Great Qian Emperor had already swept into the flower garden outside the covered walkway, silent as she flicked her sleeve.

With a whoosh, a fierce wind arose, mud splattered, flower branches rose and fell, and broken petals and scattered leaves flew everywhere in the sky, with clods of earth and debris rustling down on Zhao San’s head.

Zhao San: “…”

Was this breaking into a tantrum and overturning the flower garden?

Turning to look at Di Yiwei, Di Yiwei was also dumbfounded.

Since she had known Tie Ci, no matter what storms and hardships came, she had always seen a composed and dignified Tie Ci.

One could say she was a steady model who remained unchanged even if Mount Tai collapsed before her.

But tonight, the Tie Ci in Di Yiwei’s heart seemed to be slowly crumbling.

Drinking, singing, singing risqué songs, and now having a drunken fit while digging up flower gardens.

What’s next, stripping naked and dancing the Paradise Dance?

In the flower garden, Tie Ci didn’t move at all, with broken branches and scattered leaves also falling on her head.

Only leaving behind a patch of empty land.

Tie Ci silently looked at that patch of land. After a moment, she made a strange gesture.

She bent down and smelled that patch of earth.

Di Yiwei’s vision went dark, thinking, it’s over.

Now she’s completely lost it.

However, what made her feel relieved was that after Tie Ci finished smelling the earth, she straightened up.

She gazed at the dark night ahead and the lights of the mortal world in the distance beyond the darkness. Her eyes were black and deep, seeming to hide the night’s obscurity and countless secrets that were close at hand yet impossible to unveil.

Finally, she slowly turned around.

The moment she turned.

The mud, earth, and flower leaves on her hair and clothes all fell away, and her rolled-up sleeves dropped down.

Her steps returning were calm and steady, even the distance between steps was exactly the same.

As if that composed and tranquil emperor had returned.

Except she was draped in moonlight and carried the fragrance of wine on her sleeve.

…

Zhao San didn’t dare to speak with the Great Qian Emperor, not knowing whether she was sober or not, and focused on being a tool person to lead the way.

Ahead was a village.

Tie Ci looked for a while, then took the lead and walked in.

When she had walked down that road to Lingquan Village back then, her eyes had been damaged by smoke and she couldn’t see the road clearly, but she remembered the terrain.

“Auntie, my husband and I got lost while crossing mountains to find relatives. Where is this place?”

“Lingquan Village! Oh, there’s a spiritual spring nearby? Since we’ve encountered it, let’s go soak in it too.”

“Ah, you ask why the man is holding the child? That’s my son-in-law who married into the family – if he doesn’t hold the child, who will!”

…

Tie Ci suddenly chuckled.

Her laugh made Di Yiwei look at her in surprise, thinking she was having another drunken fit.

After entering the village, Tie Ci walked into the first small courtyard on the left.

Lanterns hung on all four sides, illuminating this area like daylight.

Tie Ci skillfully found the string of garlic hanging on the wall, rubbed off the skin, went into the house to find oil and perilla leaves, coated the garlic with them, lit a fire, and casually drew Di Yiwei’s sword, placing the garlic on it to roast.

Di Yiwei: “…”

Although my sword is generally just for show, it’s still a general’s sword, not a roasting pan, okay?

If you roast my sword, what am I supposed to use?

Also, which bastard did you learn this trick from? Using a sword to roast garlic? Aren’t you afraid of divine retribution?

But without asking, Di Yiwei knew who she had learned it from, and couldn’t help but sigh.

Indeed, someone deserving of divine retribution.

Di Yiwei thought about how she had once briefly taken a liking to that person, thought carefully for a moment, and smacked her lips regretfully.

Honestly, she still quite liked him now.

…

Tie Ci was roasting garlic but couldn’t help letting her mind wander. Suddenly smelling a faint burnt odor, she quickly withdrew the sword, but the garlic was still burnt.

She wasn’t regretful and casually threw the garlic onto a clean wooden table, telling Di Yiwei she’d compensate her with a meteoric iron sword later, then went to rummage through someone’s pot again. Sure enough, she found several cold steamed buns and tucked them into her sleeve to take away.

The satisfied Di Yiwei followed behind her, chattering about what style she wanted her meteoric iron sword to be while secretly trying to steal that roasted garlic to taste what it was like, only to have her paw precisely swatted away by Tie Ci, who didn’t even turn her head.

After Tie Ci pocketed those steamed buns and left, she turned a corner and reached Dong Dezi’s house. Anyway, the route, layout, and even the details of the houses were all the same. A fire burned in the stove, and six people’s bowls and chopsticks were set on the table, as if the owners were still there and would come to eat at any moment.

Dong Dezi’s kitchen was in a small shed built outside the house. Tie Ci glanced at it, then looked at the transplanted large tree at the entrance of Dong Dezi’s house. This tree was actually about the same species as the one at the entrance of Dong Dezi’s house in Lingquan Village back then.

Di Yiwei watched in amazement as His Majesty the Emperor climbed the tree, then watched in even greater amazement as Tie Ci felt around and pulled out a nest of bird eggs from the tree.

What kind of weather was this for bird eggs to be available?

Di Yiwei couldn’t quite figure out this problem and woodenly watched Tie Ci pocket the bird eggs and enter the kitchen. The fire was already lit in the stove. Tie Ci personally cooked, slicing the steamed buns, cracking and beating the bird eggs, coating the steamed bun slices with them, oiling the pan bottom, and frying them one by one.

Tie Ci didn’t mess up this dish. The aroma wafted out, and Di Yiwei felt hungry. However, looking at the fried bird egg steamed bun slices and roasted garlic served on the table, she wisely didn’t reach for them this time.

After Tie Ci finished making this dish, she thought for a while. Back then, Murong Yi had also used wild bird eggs to make soft-boiled eggs mixed with seasonings, which had an exceptional flavor. However, considering the difficulty of soft-boiled eggs, she didn’t replicate it.

Among the dishes Murong Yi had made, the one she was barely most familiar with was braised goose, which she hadn’t eaten for three years.

Looking out from the kitchen window toward the back, she could indeed see a small mountain behind, with a cave faintly visible halfway up the mountainside.

Opposite the kitchen was a narrow side room with no furniture inside, only a floor bed made of spread branches. Tie Ci stared at that neat and tidy floor bed for a while. Di Yiwei leaned against the doorway, puffing clouds of smoke while looking up and down at the blackened and mottled walls and rough bedding, clicking her tongue in wonder. After a good while, she asked: “You didn’t actually sleep on this bed, did you?”

Tie Ci smiled.

Di Yiwei looked at that single floor bed, thinking: one bed, two people – this sleep was quite… compromising!

You emperors really know how to have fun!

Tie Ci wandered around the village some more, from Aunt Li’s house to Ah Hei’s house, from the shepherd boy’s house to Lady Sun’s house, climbing over the wall behind Lady Sun’s yard to look at the pond where the fishing old man often fished.

Di Yiwei had no interest and focused on smoking. Occasionally she’d lift her head for a glance, thinking that even if it was a replica, it was just reminding oneself that things remained but people had changed – what was the benefit?

Then she shook her head again.

What is this thing called love that moves the world? Among them are especially foolish children.

She leaned against the door, her back to the northern summer night. In the distance, voices were bustling, and nearby, the Pagoda of All Beings was brilliantly lit. It was clearly a very lively place, but somehow, watching that figure, she couldn’t help but think of many past events, and many feelings of desolation arose in her heart.

As if someone was still leaning on her shoulder, with warm breath from temple hair brushing past her cheek, gradually growing cold in an instant.

“I hate that you never loved me.”

The murmur was close to her ear.

Di Yiwei lowered her head and took a puff of her cigarette, exhaling a cloud-like smoke ring. In the smoke ring, her face was pale and her eyes were misty.

Like seeing a dream that had long been startled awake.

…

Coming out of Lingquan Village, a river appeared ahead.

An arched bridge curved like the moon over the river, with light boats coming and going below.

On the light boats were mostly mountain women, with various mountain goods and fruits loaded at the stern.

Long, soft branches were inserted into the railings on the bridge, with various exquisite small lanterns tied to the branches and half strings of copper coins hanging from the tips.

Some people stood on the bridge, all wearing masks.

Some lowered the branches with copper coins tied to them from the bridge, and the mountain women in the boats would pull the willow branches, take off the money strings, and then tie small baskets of wild fruits made of rattan to the willow branches.

Their fingers were slender and long, and their gestures of taking money and tying objects were like threading flowers. Moonlight leaked through the gaps between their fingers, and the small lanterns on the willow branches illuminated their flower-like smiling faces.

The entire bridge was hung with lanterns, flowing light like a waterfall.

The lanterns dyed the curved bridge rouge red.

That night had once been carved into the beautiful dreams of so many people.

Tie Ci looked up at that bridge and stopped there for a very long time.

Just when Zhao San suspected she didn’t plan to climb the bridge, she finally slowly ascended.

Di Yiwei had already climbed the bridge first without any taboos, taking up the willow branch lantern strings with great interest to “fish” for the boat ladies below.

But the boat ladies didn’t cooperate, dodging with giggles, and some even chided with a smile: “Oh my, you clumsy thing, you hooked my nose!” Di Yiwei wasn’t angry either. After playing for a while, she leaned against the bridge railing and swayed over to Tie Ci’s side, whispering in her ear: “They all spoke – they’re all women, that person isn’t here.”

Tie Ci lay against the bridge railing with her hands clasped together, not taking up the willow branch lantern strings.

Even if the scenery was replicated, even if the same boat lady from Lingquan Village really came floating down the river, she wouldn’t lower the willow branches again.

Constantly indulging in the past only meant losing hope for the future.

She only looked forward.

She stood on the bridge, gazing at the wine house on the other side of the bridge. Even the wine house where she had once hosted guests had been moved here exactly as it was.

She remembered that there had been a storyteller downstairs in that wine house, and the story had revealed the whereabouts of Murong Duan, the second prince of Liaodong who was trapped at the time. Now suddenly thinking about it, Tong Rushi had once listened to the storytelling alone downstairs. Looking back now, this storytelling was probably done at his instruction.

He had arranged for the storyteller to reveal Murong Duan’s whereabouts, which attracted the Liaodong people and also brought assassination attempts against herself.

Some things had shown signs early on, but at the time they were shrouded in clouds and mist, and her eyes could only see that charming and enchanting boat lady.

Tie Ci slowly smiled.

Her gaze inadvertently turned to the distance. This area was separately enclosed, with walls separating it from the market outside. At this moment, she stood high and could see far, so she saw that beyond the wall, several people were curiously poking their heads around, and then Great Feng soldiers came forward to drive them away.

Not knowing which side had a bad attitude, they actually started arguing, drawing Tie Ci’s attention.

Tie Ci’s gaze sharpened.

She saw a familiar figure.

…

Qi Yuansi stood by the wall, his mask already lifted, desperately pulling at Naren Aya’s sleeve while continuously saying: “Enough, enough, that’s enough, let’s go, let’s go…”

Naren Aya resolutely pulled his hand away. She had clear-cut features and spoke decisively without appearing irritable, only staring directly at the Great Feng soldier in front of her and saying: “You must apologize to him.”

The Great Feng soldier glared fiercely and said: “This is my Great Feng’s important territory. Idle people are not allowed to approach within three zhang. It’s written clearly in black characters on white background on this wall. You didn’t look and barged in randomly. We didn’t pursue the matter, which is already good enough. What face do you have to ask me to apologize?”

Naren Aya stood her ground and said: “We didn’t come here on purpose. We were pushed over by the crowd. Your wall doesn’t have black characters on white background – it has white characters on white background, which can’t be seen clearly at all in the dark. Even if we were pushed to the wall, that was an unintentional mistake. It would be fine if you advised and drove us away, but how could you whip people? Aren’t you afraid of destroying the hard-won peace between Great Qian and Great Feng?”

When this was said, the soldier sneered coldly: “Peace? Don’t try to scare people with official talk. This Broken Mirror City was originally conquered by us and is a surrendered city offered by your Great Qian. Rightfully, my Great Feng should take precedence. The area inside here is forbidden territory designated by my Great Feng’s Majesty. If you approach, you should be imprisoned. Whipping you once is already light punishment!”

A captain-like person beside him looked at Naren Aya sideways and said sternly: “Exactly right. Get lost! Keep nagging and we’ll arrest you first!”

Qi Yuansi had originally been mediating on the side. He came from a powerful family in the capital and wasn’t usually someone who would keep the peace. It’s just that Broken Mirror City’s situation was special, and now it was the first night of the city opening celebration. He didn’t want to create any discord because of them that would make His Majesty’s job difficult later, so he had been trying hard to pull away the stubborn Naren Aya.

But hearing these words, his hand suddenly loosened.

Then he pushed Naren Aya behind him, stood in front of her himself, and pointed at the Great Feng soldiers opposite: “Broken Mirror City was never a surrendered city. It is Great Qian territory. At your country’s Majesty’s request, my country’s Majesty agreed to cooperate with Great Feng in building this city. The original peace negotiations were proposed by you, building Broken Mirror City was also first mentioned by you, and the continuous investment in the city was also your willing choice. Now you’re acting like what kind of king? Broken Mirror City is divided into north and south, with east and west markets – Great Qian and Great Feng each occupy half, and no one can overstep the other. If you insist on ranking high and low, then I am the host and you are the guest! On what basis does your Majesty unilaterally designate territory in the city? Then today I also want to designate territory in this city on behalf of my Majesty!”

He pointed with his hand, drawing a circle around himself, saying: “This is territory designated by my Majesty. Please also get far away from here!”

Coming from a noble background, he naturally had the bearing of a young master. With such harsh words spoken with righteous indignation, he immediately silenced the opposition.

The Great Feng soldiers were quiet for a moment, then the captain flew into a rage and shouted: “What are you? How dare you designate territory on behalf of the Great Qian Emperor!”

“I am the Great Qian Special Envoy to the Western Rong with full authority, Ministry of Works Principal Clerk, and General Manager of the Hanli Hanmo Project,” Qi Yuansi said coldly. “This minister cannot replace His Majesty, but I imagine that with one written petition from this minister, His Majesty would not object!”

The opposition burst into laughter: “What nonsense – a mere Principal Clerk dares to boast wildly.”

The captain cracked his whip, making an explosive whip flower in the air, and lashed straight down at Naren Aya’s face: “So what if I whip you? Call your Majesty to object!”

The whip cracked explosively.

Qi Yuansi turned and embraced Naren Aya.

Naren Aya raised her hand to protect his head.

The wind sound instantly reached overhead.

Suddenly all around fell silent.

Qi Yuansi waited for a while. The expected pain didn’t come, and the atmosphere around seemed somewhat strange.

He turned back to see that the gate in the wall had opened, and two people had appeared at some unknown time – a man and a woman.

The woman held a tobacco pipe, smoking, with lowered brows and eyes, a pale and indifferent face that looked both lazy and weary.

The man stood on the other side, having already seized the captain’s whip in his hand, with rare anger showing on his handsome face.

Qi Yuansi recognized both of these people. The former – he had once been an intern student under her. The latter – during these years when he was at Hanli Hanmo and the other was supervising construction in Broken Mirror City, they inevitably had some dealings.

The latter was fine – he was currently Great Feng’s highest administrator in Broken Mirror City, so it was normal for him to appear here.

But the former bore the heavy responsibility of guarding the northern frontier. How could she suddenly appear here?

Chapter 537: Like a Dream
Di Yiwei met his gaze, exhaled a smoke ring, and said lazily: “Well—”

Qi Yuansi was baffled by her “well.”

Di Yiwei smiled: “Didn’t they want our Majesty to agree? Although I don’t have the qualifications either, I can still answer on behalf of His Majesty under orders.”

Qi Yuansi was stunned for a moment, slowly realizing what she meant. His expression changed and his eyes searched everywhere.

Di Yiwei was already smiling: “Come on, bring your new wife to meet someone.”

Now Qi Yuansi got confirmation and immediately tensed up all over, saying urgently: “General Di, this won’t do…”

Di Yiwei had already dragged him away without another word.

Naren Aya was somewhat confused. Seeing Qi Yuansi being pulled inside, she hurriedly followed.

As soon as they entered through the wall, Naren Aya let out a “wow.”

Before them was a brilliant display of lights. In the brilliant illumination stood a seven-story tall pagoda flickering with purple-gold lights, a tranquil and gentle small village with uniquely designed bamboo buildings full of fresh flowers, huge tower ships with flowing pearl lights and white sails on high masts in the dark river shadows in the distance, and right before them, winding azure waters with an arched bridge spanning over them, hanging green vines, red lanterns, and green willows among flowers.

Although there were beautiful sceneries everywhere with overflowing colors and flowing light, Naren Aya’s gaze still fell first on the arched bridge to the right.

There were quite a few people on that bridge, but she only saw a man standing at the highest point.

That person wasn’t very tall, but appeared slender due to his slim build. Under the hazy moonlight at the bridge head, his features couldn’t be seen clearly, but just the vague silhouette of him with clothes fluttering in the wind made one think of snow gathering in the moon, jade containing starlight.

And that person’s upright posture – how still he was, like a pine growing in an empty valley.

Somehow, although the scene before her was extremely beautiful – lanterns dyeing the curved bridge, rouge flowing red, crowds bustling on the bridge, charming boat ladies below – Naren Aya still felt that the person in the center of the crowd appeared lonely and desolate, like wind passing over the earth, snow covering the magnificent courtyard. The human clamor had nothing to do with him.

Naren Aya loved Chinese studies and had read many books. At this moment, a line of poetry couldn’t help but flash through her mind:

“Officials and nobles fill the capital, yet this person alone grows haggard.”

She couldn’t help but stare in fascination.

Suddenly feeling something strange beside her, she turned to see Qi Yuansi staring at the man on the bridge with clenched fists, his whole body trembling slightly.

In that instant, she felt his shock, wild joy, worry… and longing.

So much so that he stood there stunned, not daring to approach.

On the bridge, Tie Ci turned around and saw the pair of man and woman staring at her from below.

She smiled and waved, signaling for them to come up on the bridge.

Qi Yuansi hadn’t moved yet when Naren Aya took a breath, grasped Qi Yuansi’s hand, and pulled him forward.

Tie Ci looked at their clasped hands, her smile deepening.

When the two approached, Qi Yuansi finally came to his senses and was about to bow with Naren Aya when Tie Ci waved her hand, turned to look at the scenery ahead, and said: “Old classmate, it’s rare for us to gather. Don’t be so formal.”

She smiled at Naren Aya again, beckoning her over: “I’ve seen your portrait before. Meeting you in person today, your spirit is indeed even better.”

Naren Aya slowly walked over. Tie Ci didn’t stare at her in a way that made her uncomfortable, only pointed ahead: “This is the Pagoda of All Beings, this is Lingquan Village, this is Taolin Town, this is Fuchun Tower…”

She said: “These are places I’ve been to before. I didn’t think much of them at the time, but looking at them now, they’re quite beautiful.”

She said: “However, all these many scenes crowded together really give off the aura of nouveau riche.”

She asked her: “Did you just visit the ghost market outside? How do you think those King of Hell’s palace and Bridge of Helplessness sets compare to here?”

Naren Aya usually worried about her tribespeople, and later had the additional worry of Qi Yuansi. She hadn’t read “The Compassionate Heart” and wasn’t very clear about Great Qian’s affairs, but this didn’t prevent her from gradually awakening during the other’s gentle conversation and spring breeze-like attitude.

She stared at Tie Ci’s warm and lustrous face and suddenly said: “Are you His Majesty of Great Qian?”

Tie Ci smiled: “Mm.”

Naren Aya didn’t bow. She stood beside Tie Ci, looking at the flowing water and light boats below the bridge with her, and suddenly said: “Thank you.”

Tie Ci knew she was thanking her for giving her status, allowing her to be with Qi Yuansi.

But what she was thanking her for wasn’t the status, but such a fair opportunity to win him.

She said: “No need to thank me. It’s because you’re good enough that you made Qi Yuansi like you first.”

Naren Aya turned her head, her clear bright gaze focused on her: “Yuansi likes me.”

Tie Ci smiled slightly.

“But in his heart, there’s someone he likes even more.”

Tie Ci glanced at Qi Yuansi. Qi Yuansi was on her other side, his face suddenly flushing red. He seemed to want to stop Naren Aya but knew it was impossible, so he could only stand farther away, rubbing the willow branch vines with his hands, making the lights on the willow branches sway wildly and broken leaves fly everywhere.

“Sometimes I wonder who he likes. If she’s alive, why doesn’t he go find her? If she’s dead, how do I compete with a ghost?” Naren Aya said without any evasion. “But now, I suddenly understand.”

Tie Ci looked at her with surprise, thinking that one shouldn’t have stereotypes. Who said girls from desert peoples were rough and naive? Naren Aya was clearly a very intelligent, meticulous, and remarkably perceptive girl.

But girls from the desert had one thing in common – they were direct, straightforward, and dared to love and hate. They dared to do anything and say anything.

The untraceable sandstorms and omnipresent wild winds of the desert taught them to cherish everything and seize all opportunities that might slip away at any moment.

Tie Ci frowned and glanced at Qi Yuansi. She thought, surely not.

Qi Yuansi had already retreated into the shadows and began looking around fearfully.

After all, during those years, he had always lived in someone’s shadow, and the nightmare of being hung high on a flagpole had not yet dissipated.

To avoid the demon king, he had even fled to Hanli Hanmo and hadn’t seen His Majesty for four or five years. What did Naren Aya mean today? Insisting on exposing old matters in person – would this summon that demon king?

Over there, Tie Ci changed the subject: “Shall we go visit the bamboo buildings?”

Naren Aya, who had been staring intently at her, suddenly stepped forward, grasped her hand, raised her eyebrows and smiled: “Now it’s good! I finally understand! I don’t need to care anymore about who Yuansi likes more in his heart, because now I’ve fallen in love with you!”

Tie Ci: “…”

Di Yiwei: “…??? Cough cough cough.”

Qi Yuansi: “!!!???”

Surrounding background characters: “…??”

After a moment of eerie silence, Tie Ci coughed and said: “Aya, I am a woman.”

“I know.” Naren Aya’s face still showed excitement. “But liking is liking – what does it have to do with gender? In our tribe, excellent women are welcomed by everyone. I have many female pursuers too.”

Qi Yuansi: …This was actually true.

Tie Ci’s expression was rarely blank for a while. Honestly, being confessed to by a woman wasn’t particularly unusual for her, but the key point was that the person’s fiancé was right there!

At this time, the original passersby had all walked away, but one or two people remained at the bridge head, probably serving as guards, all wearing masks. Tie Ci suddenly heard one of them let out a soft snort.

She turned sharply.

But before she could see the figure clearly, a black shadow had already shot over. The figure was vaguely tall and slender, with a fierce mask on his face showing horizontal brows and vertical eyes. Tie Ci reached out to grab his mask. He neither avoided nor yielded, only reaching toward Tie Ci’s shoulders.

With a soft swoosh, the mask’s string snapped and the Yama mask flew into the air.

At the same time, Tie Ci’s shoulders were grasped and her body felt light as she was flipped backward.

In the next instant, with robes fluttering and sashes dancing, Tie Ci flipped once in the air and lightly fell toward the bridge bottom, where a light boat was passing by with no one on it.

While in midair, she still stared intently at the person who had just acted. His mask had already fallen…

However, what made her exasperated was that the fellow had flipped her under the bridge with one hand while wiping his face with the other, and incredibly, another mask appeared on his face – still one of the Ten Kings of Hell, with leopard eyes, lion nose, King Qinguang.

Playing face-changing now!

With a “thud,” she landed on the small boat.

The previously steady Tie Ci finally showed emotion, especially since the earlier wine hadn’t completely worn off. Seeing a basket of wild fruits at her feet, she picked it up and threw it at the bridge.

With a splash, wild fruits attacked the bridge head like a rainstorm.

At the same time, a willow branch suddenly hung down from the bridge.

The small lantern on the willow branch flickered with red light, and the half-string of copper coins tied to the branch tip made clear clinking sounds as they fell precisely toward her palm through the shower of wild fruits.

The person on the bridge shook his wrist, and the string holding the coins broke, dropping a small string of copper coins into Tie Ci’s palm.

And he reached out to catch the wild fruits in his palm.

Tie Ci stood on the boat, looking up at the masked person on the bridge.

Watching him hold a red fruit in one hand and hang the green willow branch in the other, leaning on the bridge railing to look at her.

Their eyes met.

Under the Yama mask, a pair of eyes was vaguely black and clear.

Behind him, the red lanterns at the bridge head shone brilliantly, and those eyes seemed to contain both laughter and melancholy, familiar yet strange.

And she slightly raised her face, her black hair scattered behind her, the red lantern on the hanging willow branch illuminating her features, with countless turns and changes.

He watched the scenery from the bridge, she watched the person from below the bridge.

Just for an instant.

The light boat slowly passed through the bridge opening.

Overhead darkened, and she immediately stepped to the stern. After passing through the bridge opening, she looked back.

The bridge was already empty with no one there. That person, that willow branch, those lanterns – all had darkened in an instant, like a dream.

Only the cold copper coins in her palm told her that moment of eye contact had existed.

She slowly lowered her head.

The copper coins should be Great Feng currency, cast with “Chongjiu Tongbao,” with cloud and thunder patterns on the back.

But immediately she discovered something wrong. Turning over the copper coins, she found the other side was actually engraved with “Zhiming Tongbao.”

The form was the same as the copper coins currently used in Great Qian.

This was a string of specially made copper coins, bearing both her and his reign names, unique in the world.

From the craftsmanship, they weren’t casually carved but specially cast in a batch.

She held the heavy copper coins in her hand, looking at the increasingly distant arched bridge. In her trance, she remembered that originally she had been on the bridge and he in the boat below. She had dropped the willow branch and fished up a box of eight-treasure glazed rouge.

Years later, identities switched, positions switched.

What about hearts?

Night wind surged, the red lanterns on the bridge cast diffused light, and the small river sang softly behind her.

She tightened her grip on the copper coins in her palm and didn’t look back again.

…

That night, she later also went to that big ship. In the bottom hold of the big ship, she saw that row of communal bunks, thinking of Lan Xian whom she had rescued here back then – who knows where she is now. That bright-eyed daughter of a wealthy family on the ship back then – on which cloud is she now overlooking the human world?

The big ship of those days carried sailors and cooks to Ghost Island. Now Ghost Island really only had ghosts left, but the little princess of Ghost Island was wandering the world.

Those who come and those who go, all cannot be pursued.

…

In the bamboo building of the Ba tribe, she faced the replicated bedroom of Duanmu, carefully examining the cryptic paintings on the wall.

Everything seemed the same as back then.

Yet everything was no longer as it was back then.

…

Later she walked out from the opening in the wall and merged into the crowd of the ghost market. The two masters of Broken Mirror City had no qualms about choosing the Ghost Festival for the city opening ceremony and created a series of underworld sets in the city’s largest square. They were very elaborately made – magnificent and continuous pavilions and towers with brilliant lights, marketplaces and wine houses, the towering Homesickness Platform, Money Mountain built from gold and silver paper ingots, white lanterns floating in midair illuminating the Bridge of Helplessness that seemed to lead to the netherworld, and Meng Po soup being sold throughout the streets.

Everyone wore fierce ghost face masks, wandering on the brightly lit streets. White banners were everywhere, pale paper lanterns floated in the river water, their lights dim, but because the crowd was too dense, it didn’t feel desolate – only lively.

At midnight, a Hundred Ghosts Night Parade began.

Starting with fox spirits, the fox ghosts with fiery red tails swaying appeared now on the left, now on the right, constantly causing exclamations and setting off another climax of the evening.

The painted skin ghost tore off layer after layer of beautiful woman painted skins, with beauty portraits flying everywhere on the ground, finally revealing a white skeleton crawling with snakes and insects.

The hanged ghost with its long tongue kept trying to strangle the neck of the starved ghost beside it. The starved ghost pulled out its skeletal bones to beat the children chasing them, but when the bones fell to the ground, they turned into pieces of rice candy.

Citizens wearing ghost faces joined the parade. Tie Ci stood on the arched bridge and saw Naren Aya pulling Qi Yuansi happily rushing into the procession.

She wore a ghostly mask and turned to smile at Tie Ci from afar.

Tie Ci also waved at her.

Such an extremely clever child.

Earlier on the bridge, she had only looked at the Pagoda of All Beings and the small boat below the bridge, showing a bit of longing in her eyes, and Naren Aya had quietly asked if she needed her help.

Tie Ci hadn’t agreed.

Some things need not be forced.

After all, who knew whether forcing it would lead to yet another tragedy?

After vaguely learning of his experiences back then, she was extremely pained and couldn’t sleep for months. After long periods of tossing and turning, she thought: she would still miss him, accommodate him, and care about him, but she would no longer force anything.

She didn’t want him to break his vows, didn’t want him to suffer any more, didn’t want him to be tormented by fate, gaining and losing countless times.

She only wanted him to be well in this world, to be an emperor who might not necessarily be happy, but would definitely be safe and without suffering.

She hadn’t originally planned to come to Broken Mirror City either. When he hinted at this idea, she came for a trip.

If she could see him, that would naturally be very, very good. If she couldn’t see him, that was also fine.

Not seeing him naturally had its reasons for not seeing him. She had come here, seen the scenes he personally designed, walked the roads he had walked, heard the bronze bells on the Pagoda of All Beings, drunk the wine he had hidden, received the willow string under the Taolin arched bridge – that was already enough.

She had been so painfully struck by fate that from then on she dared not have expectations about anything.

Without expectations, there would be no more pain.

But Naren Aya couldn’t understand her complex and indescribable thoughts, and took it upon herself to “confess,” earth-shaking.

Thus came that moment of eye contact between bridge and boat.

Yet she didn’t know whether it was fortunate or whether it carved longing even deeper into her bones.

In the distance, Naren Aya turned back with moving lips.

Tie Ci understood her lip reading:

“Your Majesty, I hope you can be happy.”

Tie Ci slowly smiled.

Below, the streets were full of flowing lights, hundred ghosts parading at night, everyone wearing masks. She didn’t know which mask might hide him, or who was gazing at her from the darkness.

Perhaps no mask hid him at all.

But in her heart, in the vast world, the magnificent capital, the lonely palace, he was actually everywhere.

Like spring wind always carrying the scent of peach blossoms, summer streams flowing over lotus leaves, autumn’s golden fullness gradually covered by snow, vermillion beams and embroidered eaves gradually dimming in the grinding of years, yet becoming more beautiful in their weathered state.

Window flowers would fade from their bright red, along with all those things belonging to memory and beauty.

Never changing for eternity.

…

A night of revelry.

By dawn, Broken Mirror City finally fell into quiet sleep.

The streets remained scattered with countless firecracker paper scraps that hadn’t been swept up in time, emitting a faint sulfur scent.

White canopies were taken down, morning sunlight rolled through the streets, bit by bit illuminating this originally brightly-styled city.

Also illuminating the horseshoe irons of fine horses passing by with riders.

Shining on the rising dust continuously heading south.

Sunlight climbed grid by grid up the window lattices, creeping into the small courtyard in Lingquan Village. On the table in the main room of Dong Dezi’s house, the originally placed roasted garlic and wild bird egg roasted steamed bun slices had disappeared, leaving only empty rough pottery bowls.

Chapter 538: Breaking Point
Fourth year of Zhiming, September.

During a grand court assembly, the Grand Tutor presented the “Twelve Memorials on Institutional Reform” to the court, proposing twelve major and minor new policies including “complete nationalization of all land, liberation of slaves and servants, currency reform, tax reform, military reform, administrative reform, adjustment of administrative divisions, establishment of market supervisory officials, and complete state monopoly of salt, iron, and wine.”

Once this memorial was submitted, the court and the country were shaken.

Opposition memorials almost buried Tie Ci’s desk.

However, the Grand Tutor’s memorial was actually signed by all students of the Great Qian Academy, as well as graduates from the academy who had already entered various levels of government offices, plus the three major academies and some Imperial Academy students. The number actually reached nearly ten thousand people. It was truly a petition of ten thousand citizens, and its influence and deterrent power far exceeded that of an ordinary petition, since the status of scholars was much higher than that of common people.

In local prefectures, counties, and districts, there were also local officials who submitted memorials in support. Some local officials took advantage of opportunities to encourage agriculture and sericulture to travel to villages everywhere to visit and preach. When the common people first heard about these completely new government policies, some were excited, some agreed, some opposed, some were prudently cautious, but most said these were the Grand Tutor’s suggestions. The Grand Tutor was the most intelligent person in the world, who had personally cultivated and taught His Majesty, and also taught the most vigorous group of young ministers currently in court. The Grand Tutor was also the richest person in the world, whose Gui Qizhai provided disaster relief year after year, built roads and bridges, and supported various projects – a typical example of “when one is successful, one benefits the whole world.” The Grand Tutor’s suggestions naturally couldn’t be bad.

It sounded like in the future there would be no more tenant farmers. All land would be reclaimed by the state and then distributed to everyone. After farming and paying autumn taxes, the rest would be one’s own – what a wonderful thing!

In the future, those high officials and nobles would no longer have opportunities to oppress us!

Moreover, in the future, whether farming or doing business, there would still be money to earn – such good fortune was almost unimaginable!

As for tax reform, military and administrative reform, state monopoly of salt, iron, and wine, etc., these were too far from ordinary people’s lives and didn’t cause much reaction.

But for the bureaucratic landlord class, the latter’s impact was simply like an earthquake. Not only was the capital shaken, but officials in prefectures throughout the realm began to feel uneasy.

Regarding the Twelve Memorials on New Policies, the Cabinet and high officials showed great divisions in attitude. Among them, He Zi had always maintained a clear opposition, so he was the first to be attacked. But He Zi, like Yun Buci, held extremely high positions in the court and in the hearts of people throughout the realm. His impeachment immediately caused fierce backlash from a group of civil officials. Both sides quarreled incessantly in Chengqian Hall. The academy faction naturally accused He Zi of being conservative, grasping for power, and flattering superiors, while He Zi’s faction counter-attacked the academy faction for harboring evil intentions and deceiving the emperor. For several consecutive days, government affairs almost completely stagnated, and Chengqian Hall was thrown into storm-like arguments daily.

Tie Ci remained silent throughout, and all attacks from both sides were kept from reaching decisions. The ministers all felt that His Majesty must be very troubled at this moment. Both were benefactor teachers who had shown her kindness. Now that they had reached a point where they couldn’t coexist, it was truly difficult for her to choose between the palm and back of her hand.

Although the court ministers were making a fierce fuss, they didn’t dare to pressure the emperor too much. After the Chongming Incident years ago, it took a full year for the emperor to recover, but she seemed to have lingering effects. In the following years, every so often, she would need to rest for a while without attending court. After government affairs got on track, she never discussed matters in the evenings either.

Therefore, they just kept arguing with each other.

After several days of such quarreling, today in court, the Grand Tutor threw out her trump card.

She formally requested retirement in court, willing to bear all responsibility, only asking His Majesty to treat the Twelve Memorials well. “Only by not fearing the pain of reform can we look forward to a brighter future.”

Tie Ci remained noncommittal in court. After court was dismissed, according to custom, she kept the Grand Tutor for a private meeting.

This day was the Frost’s Descent. The capital had a warm winter last year, but this year the cold came early. When Tie Ci left the front court and passed through the palace corridors, she saw that the osmanthus trees that had been blooming very luxuriantly just recently had mostly withered, with golden petals covering the ground. However, the chrysanthemums in the chrysanthemum garden in front of Chongming Palace were still brilliant despite the frost – deep purple and goose yellow, strikingly beautiful. They were all planted in uniformly custom-made flowerpots, carefully arranged by color to form a huge character for “auspiciousness.”

These flowers were personally tended by Jian Xi. She had a gift for raising flowers. During these four years, every day she had the freshest and most beautiful flowers arranged in vases and placed at Tie Ci’s bedside. Every morning when Tie Ci opened her eyes, she could see different, skillfully arranged bouquets.

Tie Ci had heard her master mention flower arrangement but had never seen it. She just always thought that the flowers Jian Xi arranged must be the most artistic kind.

Sparse and well-proportioned, cleverly matched – pale cosmos would definitely be paired with amethyst vases, lilies would definitely go with trumpet vases, a few sprigs of lilac delphinium in blue and white porcelain vases, tulips paired with equally simple rectangular hanging-ear ceramic vases, while broad-bodied round gold-dotted vases would hold a few fluffy pink hydrangeas.

Hearing her footsteps, Jian Xi turned from the sea of flowers with a bright smile: “Your Majesty, today’s Spring Water Azure Waves are blooming extremely well. Shall I arrange a few for you?”

Although she was Tie Ci’s personal calligraphy and ink female official, she never actively brought up political matters outside the imperial study, but would discuss flowers, food, and idle matters.

Tie Ci nodded. Jian Xi stood up, patted the soil from her hands, bowed, and quickly ran along the corridor.

She maintained steady composure during work, but appeared light and lively during leisure time. At least now, watching her run away like a wisp of smoke, Tie Ci couldn’t help but have a slight clearing of her brow.

Suddenly a roof tile fell at her feet. Tie Ci looked at this glazed tile specially used in the imperial palace, her mouth twitching, and slowly looked up at the roof.

A pair of small boots dangled overhead, but no person was visible.

Tie Ci casually picked up a large broom from under the eaves, lifted her leg to get on the roof, and without a word started swinging: “Get down here! You wandered outside for several years without coming back, and the moment you return, you’re tearing tiles off the roof!”

A sharp scream came from the roof, and Pingzong leaped down from the roof like a ball of fire cloud, covering her bottom and angrily saying: “You hit me the moment I come back!”

Tie Ci stood on the roof leaning on the broom: “That’s exactly who I’m hitting!”

Pingzong rubbed her bottom and sneered: “If I hadn’t let you, how could you have hit me?”

Tie Ci looked her up and down, not denying it: “Your martial arts have indeed improved.”

Pingzong showed a triumphant expression.

“But where is my nephew-in-law? Where are my grand-nephews?”

Pingzong: “…?”

“You wandered around for several years without bringing back a man or giving birth to a child for me to hold?” Tie Ci said incredulously. “Princess Pingzong, Little Tyrant Pingzong, didn’t your peerless martial arts and peerless beauty and your little aunt who rules the world give you the courage to catch a man?”

“They’re all crooked melons and cracked dates out there!” Pingzong waved her hand, then sneered: “You have the nerve to talk about me? What about yourself? You cried and shouted about raising your generation, but as an aunt, you haven’t even given me an uncle yet. Why should I have children for you to hold?”

“Isn’t this because I’m afraid you’ll steal your uncle from me?” Tie Ci came down from the roof, casually returning the broom to the palace servant responsible for cleaning.

The palace servants in Chongming Palace were all transferred from the original Ruixiang Hall, well-trained. Hearing such outrageous conversation, they showed no reaction at all. They took the broom, helped Tie Ci brush off the dust from climbing on the roof, and went smiling to the small kitchen to order additional dishes.

Tie Ci and Pingzong sat down in the garden. Tie Ci asked about Pingzong’s activities in recent years. Pingzong said she had just traveled all over the world, and emphasized that she hadn’t gone to Great Feng – she was a person who kept herself pure, and she would never do such wall-digging things like Xuan Qiong, that green tea.

Pingzong said: “Why suddenly so…”

Tie Ci raised her hand, and at the same time Pingzong stopped talking. Both turned around.

They saw Grand Tutor Yun Buci standing at the courtyard gate.

Yun Buci looked at Pingzong and smiled: “I wondered why everyone looked so happy – turns out Princess Pingzong has returned.”

Tie Ci stood up: “Grand Tutor, you come at the perfect time. Let’s have a welcome banquet together tonight.”

Pingzong looked at both of them: “You’re going to discuss politics again, aren’t you? I get a headache hearing about these things. I’ll go wander around first.” Without waiting for Tie Ci to say anything, she turned and left.

She had a stubborn temperament. Even when she first served Tie Ci, she wasn’t particularly polite. The late emperor had to warm her up for over a year before she became affectionate. Even now, she was only gentle with Tie Ci. Apart from that, she looked down her nose at everyone.

Yun Buci gazed at her retreating figure, smiled, casually pulled over a stool, and sat at the stone table in the garden. There was wine and cups on the table. She casually poured some and beckoned Tie Ci over: “Sit, let’s mother and daughter drink a little wine today.”

She was always casual and unrestrained in her manner, and when drinking wine, she just drank wine without liking to have food to go with it. The palace servants were all used to her habits – no one brought food, and they all withdrew instead.

Several palace servants from Ruixiang Hall had originally been rescued by Yun Buci first, then placed beside Tie Ci later. Some had been sent over when they were young and sick, and were saved by Yun Buci’s medicine. Therefore, she had always been as comfortable here with Tie Ci as in her own home.

Tie Ci sat across from her, taking the wine Yun Buci handed over. She held the cup in her hand and lightly turned it twice.

Across from her, Yun Buci drained her cup without concern.

The autumn golden wind blew gently, moving the golden bells at the pavilion corners and flower sachets, with subtle fragrance floating and continuous soft sounds.

The sky was growing dark, with sunset glow gathering into a rose-colored edge along the margins of red clouds. Palace servants moved to corners, quietly lighting the palace lanterns under the eaves.

The emptied porcelain cup made a crisp sound as it was set on the stone table.

Tie Ci gazed into Yun Buci’s eyes and slowly said: “Master, aren’t you worried that this wine might be poisoned?”

Yun Buci played with her wine cup, looked up and smiled at her: “What, driven to desperation and want to kill your master?”

“Is that surprising?”

“Not surprising.” Yun Buci shook her head. “Honestly, you’ve been patient enough. I originally thought you should have acted last year, or even initially when I presented you with the prototype of the Twelve Memorials at Great Qian Academy, you should have acted then.”

“Ah Ci, everything about you is good, except you’re too much like your name – too compassionate.”

Tie Ci also played with her wine cup and sighed: “Yes, over these years, the academy faction has been grabbing power everywhere, pressing forward step by step. Master, you’ve shifted from controlling Great Qian’s economy to cultivating the court and the realm. In just a few short years, merchants throughout the realm only know Gui Qizhai, scholars throughout the realm only know Great Qian Academy, and officials throughout the realm only know the Grand Tutor.”

“That’s not quite accurate.” Yun Buci said: “I still have self-awareness. Although they indeed take Gui Qizhai, Great Qian Academy, and Grand Tutor Yun as their leaders, this is because they think these all belong to Your Majesty as well, so they follow and promote them without any reservations. And they wholeheartedly believe that Your Majesty and the Grand Tutor have always been united.”

“I never approved of the Twelve Memorials – you knew this from the very beginning. My attitude all this time has been clear to the important ministers in court. Yet Master, you still pushed it forward with all your strength, inciting and bewitching, hinting to those mid-level officials and passionate students that I actually agreed with it. You even tied the fates of the students to your war chariot – if I want to be fair and want talent, I can’t dismiss them all… Grand Tutor, you are constantly forcing me. Why?”

Yun Buci raised an eyebrow, actually poured and drank another cup of wine first, then said: “Forcing you? No, no, no. I feel I’ve been helping you all along.”

“By helping me with these impractical things that currently can’t really be touched – this so-called progress and development?”

“No. I know what you’re thinking. From a certain perspective, regarding the Twelve Memorials, I actually acknowledge your view.”

Tie Ci’s eyes widened slightly.

“I even admire you for it, truly.” Yun Buci said: “My disciple, you possess thoughts and vision that ordinary people cannot match. You have transcended this era and also transcended what I taught you. You are truly a woman with imperial bearing and scope. You are not stubborn and conservative – you just maintain exceptional clarity and calmness, never deceived by immediate glitter or decay.”

Tie Ci slowly tightened her grip on the wine cup, calmed herself, and said incredulously: “You mean… you agree with my view, you’ve always known that the Twelve Memorials are completely unsuitable for the current Great Qian, that hastily implementing them would definitely cause strong backlash and chaos throughout the realm… Knowing this, you’ve still been steadfastly brainwashing students about it and promoting it?”

Yun Buci smiled without speaking.

Tie Ci closed her eyes. After a long moment, she opened them, her voice hoarse: “Master, I don’t understand.”

Chapter 539: Master
She didn’t understand.

If Master was pushing for Great Qian’s development, to realize the grand wish of universal harmony and equality for all living beings, harboring passionate but naive blood and love, sparing no effort and even willing to oppose her to implement these policies, she would be pained but could accept and understand it.

After all, that would be a dream filled with great love.

It would be striving for all humanity.

It would be courageously trying for the happiness of her and her people.

She had always thought it was like this.

So she endured, contemplated, tried to accept, and even after determining she couldn’t accept everything wholesale, she never took drastic and harsh measures to deal with it, never employed any of the normal means that any emperor would use when their throne was threatened.

Even knowing that Great Qian Academy would be detrimental to her, knowing that Great Qian Academy students spreading throughout the realm would be detrimental to her, knowing that these students participating in the spring examinations might even shake the foundation of her rule, she still chose to continue.

All to first realize Master’s so-called “fairness.”

To prove to Master that she had always been a just and benevolent emperor, that she had sufficient breadth of mind and scope to face new changes, to give new meaning to the era, to gradually transform completely, letting the people live the free and equal life Master yearned for.

As long as she was given time.

If she couldn’t succeed, her descendants, her successors, would definitely continue implementing and waiting until Great Qian was mature and stable enough, until productivity, technology, and thought had all achieved sufficient progress, until the moment when reform would come naturally.

However, until today, she finally learned it wasn’t like this.

It turned out that Master indeed understood that Great Qian’s current soil couldn’t yet nurture overly advanced thoughts, couldn’t withstand overly intense deep cultivation.

Then, why?

Why would Master, who had loved her, protected her, taught her, and supported her until now, want to overturn her realm regardless of everything, after she had finally ascended to the throne and possessed the world?

Where was her great love? Where was her freedom and equality? Where was her “people are most important, state comes second, ruler is least important”?

Yun Buci gently shook her head across from her, her smile part self-mockery, part indifference. She glanced at the pale-faced Tie Ci, stood up, took off the cloak she was wearing, draped it over her shoulders, saying: “Your health hasn’t been as good as before these past few years. Don’t catch cold.”

Tie Ci seemed suddenly awakened. She pressed down on the cloak with one hand and held down the hand that was helping her tie the cloak with the other, looking up at her.

In the distance, palace lantern light silhouetted this pair of master and disciple – one sitting, one standing, the seated one looking up, the standing one looking down, their gazes meeting, the cloak slightly lifting between their fingers.

A very warm scene.

Palace servants passing in the distance couldn’t help but smile knowingly and quietly moved away.

On the covered walkway, Jian Xi held flowers she had carefully selected for a long time and carefully arranged for even longer, approaching the garden with great anticipation.

Under the garden pavilion, the master and disciple gazing at each other seemed frozen in that posture.

After a long time, Tie Ci spoke, her voice light as floating catkins: “Tell me why.”

“Then why didn’t you put poison in the wine, only a drug that makes one weak?” Yun Buci said. “You see, you really are a kind child. Even now, you still won’t poison me, only want to capture me, place me under house arrest. I guess you want me to disappear for a while first, let the academy faction lose their momentum without a leader, then slowly persuade me to finally give up, gather the academy faction, and ultimately use them for yourself.”

“Many people advised me to kill you,” Tie Ci said. “I’m not afraid of killing, but I’ve never believed that killing is the best way to solve problems.”

“If only everyone thought like you, but unfortunately for most people, the best way to resolve a deadlock is slaughter,” Yun Buci said. “Ah Ci, I understand you too well. I knew you wouldn’t poison me, so I dared to drink. But you don’t understand me.”

Tie Ci was silent for a long moment, then murmured: “Yes, I don’t understand you.”

“I don’t understand why you saved me back then.”

“I don’t understand why you chose me.”

“I don’t understand why you initially wanted to kill the Three Mad and Five Emperors.”

“Just as I’ve never known how many industries you actually have under your banner, how many things you possess that Great Qian cannot possess, where these things come from, whether they’re inexhaustible. I don’t know what you plan to do with these frightening things. More than once, people have told me I should be careful of you and guard against you, but you are my benefactor, my family. You’ve saved my life more than once. Without you, there would be no me today. If I can’t even trust you, I don’t know what else in this world I can trust.”

“I also don’t understand why you, who have done so much for me, would finally choose to oppose me – and not even oppose me for your beliefs and dreams, which completely contradicts the internal logic of worldly affairs you’ve spoken of.”

“I understand even less why, since we have no irreconcilable contradictions and conflicts, since you also agree with me in your heart, you have to be so urgent. I clearly told you we could take it slowly, could start with tax reform first…”

“No… we can’t.”

Tie Ci stopped and looked at Yun Buci.

“We can’t anymore.” Yun Buci’s gaze slid away from her shoulder, not knowing what she was looking at in the darkness, murmuring: “I can’t say too much. I can only say I’m really helping you. I don’t know whether you’ll ever… ever learn anything in the future, but I hope you remember this: perhaps I’ve hurt you, perhaps there will be other hurts, but all the hurt is the best, most peaceful way I can choose for you compared to even more terrible treatments.”

At that moment, both she and Tie Ci heard a series of beeping sounds.

The sound was mechanical and urgent, unlike any sound Tie Ci had ever heard in this world. She couldn’t describe how she felt hearing this sound, only that her heart suddenly jumped, and a sense of urgency and unease struck her fiercely.

And Yun Buci’s expression had already changed.

She muttered: “It actually came early…”

Then she sighed: “Tie Ci, truly, things could originally have had a relatively good solution. You just needed to harden your heart, watch Great Qian be in turmoil for a while, watch Great Qian lose some people, endure that period of bloodshed and growing pains. Great Qian would become a completely new Great Qian. At that time, if you still wanted power, we would give you some power. If you wanted freedom, then you could obtain the freedom you’ve dreamed of. At that time, you could be with whoever you wanted to be with, you wouldn’t have to bear what you didn’t want to bear, you could return to being the purest version of yourself. How wonderful…”

Tie Ci keenly caught two words: “We?”

“However, now it’s impossible. Because of your refusal and your resolute attitude, along with your court and country, it’s impossible to implement our new policies, won’t give us the Great Qian we want, and they can’t wait anymore… Tie Ci, you were wrong. You’ll eventually know that your resistance will bring devastating blows to the Great Qian you love so deeply…”

“What devastating blows?”

Before this question was finished, Tie Ci’s hand pressing on Yun Buci suddenly exerted force.

She had already pressed on Yun Buci’s pulse point, confident enough to subdue her.

But her fingers slipped over the pulse point. At that moment, she felt like she was pressing on soap or something slippery, completely losing the sense of substance under her hand.

At the same time, her shoulder also shook, trying to shake off Master’s hand on her shoulder.

Master’s hand was bounced away.

At this moment, Tie Ci had a flash of cold light in her hand that appeared and disappeared. She stared into Yun Buci’s eyes and finally clasped that thing in her palm.

Then she vaguely felt a prick on her shoulder. Turning her head, she saw an extremely small syringe embedded in the seam of her shoulder, the dark purple liquid in the syringe going down by more than half in an instant.

She immediately reached out to pull out the syringe. The syringe shattered silently in the grass, but no flowers or plants withered because of it.

It didn’t seem like poison.

But her heart was lifted even higher at this moment.

Master had already retreated during this moment, facing Tie Ci with her defenses wide open, but her eyes were deep, as if looking at Tie Ci, yet also as if looking through Tie Ci at the vast rivers and mountains behind her.

The garden was dimly lit, and behind her was even darker, like all the black of the entire night had condensed behind her.

Then that seemingly substantial black suddenly tore open, and countless billowing white mist rolled out from the opening. Something was vaguely moving in the white mist, accompanied by lightning-like light that immediately shot into her slightly dilated pupils.

In the next instant, that jumping red light was right in front of her. The white mist slightly parted due to that extremely terrifying speed, revealing a human figure wearing a strange tight-fitting silver garment, with a hooded mask on the head, tubes connected at the nose area, black lenses at the eye area flickering with strange light, with some red and green symbols constantly floating through them, holding a small, black and silver alternating, tube-shaped object.

The moment Tie Ci saw that thing, her pupils shrank violently and she was about to retreat.

But at this time, there was suddenly a thunderous sound in her chest.

Like angry tide sweeping wildly, shocking waves hitting the shore, giant waves breaking through solid dikes, rising high into walls, then crashing down thunderously.

Wherever it passed, reversing meridians, sweeping thousands of miles in an instant.

A very familiar feeling.

Four years ago, every time she was seriously injured, or encountered life-and-death moments, or felt urgent emotions, she would experience this feeling.

Accompanying this feeling would come innate abilities, more and more, increasingly numerous.

In the end, she learned that having too many golden fingers would bring backlash. Under Rong Pu’s advice, she voluntarily locked her own meridians, no longer giving herself opportunities to activate them.

In the Chongming Incident, she was forced to unseal them, thus leading to being forced into serious injury by Sang Tang, and from then on, all innate abilities were lost. If she hadn’t later been treated and recuperated by the Medical Madman, her internal power would have been greatly damaged.

Over these four years, she had made many efforts and preparations for her body.

But at this moment, the development of events still exceeded her expectations.

One injection had undone all the previous efforts she and the Medical Madman had made.

After true qi flows in reverse, there must be a period when one cannot move.

She looked up at Yun Buci in the mist and darkness. Behind her, more people in strange silver clothing continued to appear, each holding that black tube-shaped object.

Just looking at that thing made her hair stand on end.

Across from her, Yun Buci said: “Do you still remember how the Three Mad and Five Emperors failed?”

The silver-clad person who appeared first suddenly raised a hand, interrupting her words. At the same time, the muzzle turned and aimed at Tie Ci.

Without any words or movements.

In the next instant, a spark exploded, the surrounding mist and darkness instantly trembling slightly, along with the entire space seeming to shake, cracking open a point of black depths. From those depths sprayed flames that were brilliantly red and fierce, powerful as a thousand pounds yet swift as a thousand miles in an instant.

Tie Ci still couldn’t move.

Hearing that not-very-loud crisp sound, seeing that deep red in the black hole, she closed her eyes.

Murmuring: “…Master.”

Chapter 540: Negotiation
“Click.”

It sounded like the sound of a flint.

Accompanied by the faint sound of something being shattered.

As for the timing, it was roughly the instant when eyelashes were about to flutter but hadn’t yet.

A large patch of deep red like blood silk danced out, splashing across the ground with a crash, dousing the chrysanthemum potted plants arranged in the character “auspiciousness” in front of the stone table into a coral color. Some thick blood dripped from the tips of green leaves, like little berry-red fruits hidden beneath the foliage.

Yun Buci’s raised hand stopped in midair.

The silver-clad person beside her quickly stepped forward, glanced at the blood on the ground, and said: “With this amount of bleeding, definitely dead.”

He spoke in Great Qian official language with a somewhat stiff intonation.

Then he said in confusion: “Where’s the person?”

…

Someone was pressing down on top of her.

A warm, soft body, faintly emanating the smell of blood, completely covered her. She could feel that body still trying to spread itself out as much as possible to hide her more perfectly underneath.

This feeling was exactly the same as four years ago during the Chongming Palace incident when she was assassinated.

That time she was seriously injured and couldn’t move. Xiao Ying had attacked from the rafters, and someone had suddenly appeared, thrown themselves on top of her, and moved her to a blind spot, avoiding that fatal strike.

Later, when she came to her senses, she couldn’t find her savior.

Later still, she vaguely guessed something, but seeing that the other party seemed completely unaware, she figured that this ability was indeed unknown to them – it was an unconscious display under extremely urgent circumstances that required very harsh conditions to achieve.

So she didn’t bring it up, not wanting to remind the other party of this ability and thereby add unnecessary burden and responsibility.

In the days that followed, she gave that person great trust and tolerance.

Four years of companionship – they were master and servant, ruler and minister, and also friends.

Tie Ci’s hands began to tremble slightly.

She reached out to touch the person on top of her, but felt something fine and sticky. She was held beneath the other person, her ear pressed tightly against their chest, but she couldn’t hear any heartbeat at all.

This made her fingertips ice-cold, but she had to grit her teeth and push the person off her.

What met her eyes was a deathly pale face.

Jian Xi, who had just been vibrant with her skirt dancing like flowers, was now this pale, small bundle. Her face still retained the last traces of shock and determination, her eyes wide open with grief not yet faded from them.

Whether she grieved her own early death or His Majesty’s separation from loved ones was unclear.

Tie Ci’s gaze slowly moved downward.

She saw that from back to abdomen, she had been blown into a blur of flesh and blood. A strand of light green “Spring Water Azure Waves” chrysanthemum petals stuck to that terrible wound, already dyed a thick red.

That blood had also stained half of Tie Ci’s body.

Four years ago, on that winter night, she had also thrown herself onto Tie Ci, displaying at a critical life-and-death moment an innate ability she herself had never noticed – invisibility plus brief teleportation.

When she used invisibility, she could simultaneously envelope the person beneath her.

So at that time, even when Dan Shuang bumped into her, she didn’t see her, and both disappeared from assassin Xiao Ying’s view simultaneously.

Four years later, at the instant the mysterious person fired, Jian Xi had just turned around the corridor carrying a freshly arranged flower vase.

When that red light flashed, the vase shattered and the figure disappeared on the spot.

Perhaps Jian Xi herself didn’t know what she had done in that moment. Perhaps after this time, she would forget again like last time.

If she forgot this time, Tie Ci still wouldn’t remind her, wouldn’t want to actively awaken her ability.

But this time was the last time.

After five years of acquaintance, she had thought she would be a female official who could accompany the monarch for life in the rear palace, holding palace edicts for life and fulfilling auxiliary responsibilities, using herself to prove that in worldly affairs, what men could do, women could do too. There was no need to necessarily support husbands and teach children, no need to necessarily be virtuous and gentle – women could also have many brilliant ways to shine.

She had also thought she would be her lifelong excellent minister and friend companion, like in those legends from another world of the eternal female emperor and her female prime minister, a legendary tale of beauty and iron brush writing about soulmates.

Just like back then, when she came admiring her brilliance, walking through Yueli Academy, lighting candles to copy scrolls in the library building, stroking the smooth feathers of swans on Liuxiang Lake, feeling that this life was without regret.

Yet unexpectedly, at that supreme peak of the human world, the Crown Princess flipped through the name list and asked: “Why is Jian Xi not here?”

A casual remark, yet it opened her new life.

She had said: There are countless ways to repay debts of gratitude – why must one use aspirations and ambitions to redeem them?

In the end, with aspirations just rising and ambitions unfulfilled, the debt of gratitude owed to others was ultimately repaid with her life.

The fate of palace confidants and rear palace ruler and minister ended here.

Tie Ci slowly stood up, gently placing the woman’s gradually cooling body on the ground.

Looking around, this was a side hall.

Footsteps could be heard from the courtyard, with vague shouting. Through the window gauze, moving shadows could be seen, pervading mist, red lights constantly flashing in the mist, and intermittent not-very-loud clicking sounds.

Each time the clicking sounded, someone fell, and gradually the smell of blood reached her nostrils.

Tie Ci’s fingers tightened slightly.

The wind and snow of Chongming night four years ago seemed to howl and pour in again at this moment.

Four years later, blood once again soaked the jade steps of Chongming Palace.

In the courtyard, Master’s voice suddenly rang out.

Clear, unhurried, just much louder than before.

“Ah Ci, I don’t know which hall you’re in, but we know your hall has always had many mechanisms. We’re giving you half a quarter hour – come out with the imperial seal.”

“For every second you delay coming out, we’ll kill one person. When we’re done killing in the palace, we’ll go kill those at the Imperial Academy, kill those at Celu Academy, kill the ministers who come to court. Kill your subjects.”

“Please believe we have this capability. We can even kill everyone in the entire capital in just a few days. Give us three months, and exterminating Great Qian wouldn’t be difficult. In the chemistry laboratory of Great Qian Academy, there’s a room no one can enter, which contains demons that could destroy all of Great Qian. I think you understand we can do this, and definitely don’t want to see that day.”

“If possible, we – or rather, I – have always hoped to coexist peacefully with Great Qian’s people, hoping this country would prosper, so we could live better. Of course, some think it would be better if it could be more advanced, more equal, more free, closer to their lifestyle. This isn’t urgent – if peaceful methods can’t achieve it, then we’ll have to resort to force.”

“Come out. Don’t worry, we won’t take your life. Just write an abdication edict in front of us, saying you’re going to find Murong Yi.”

“We won’t hunt you down. We’ll even escort you to Great Feng. I believe Murong Yi would be very willing to come get you, and in your heart, you must be willing too.”

“You see, giving up a responsibility you might not want to bear at all, to do what you really want to do in your heart – this is clearly a win-win ending. Why fight to mutual destruction?”

While Yun Buci was speaking, the clicking sounds outside continued, though at a much slower frequency.

Tie Ci silently left the window.

She pushed against the side hall wall. The wall surface flipped, and she walked into the main hall.

She lightly touched the dragon head behind the Sumeru seat, and the dragon head fell into her hand.

She strapped the small box to her back.

Then she returned to the side hall, passed through the bead curtain. On the long table behind the curtain hung a painting of a peacock perching by the moon.

Her hand passed over the painting, and the round jade-yellow moon also fell down, becoming a seal in her hand.

She stored these two items separately in different places on her body. She also took down the peacock’s magnificent tail feather.

The blue-purple tail feather had a dark luster with sharp edges. She pinned the peacock tail feather in her hair.

She slapped the wall, revealing a secret room. Inside was a wall, but outside was an exit hidden by flower trees behind the rear hall.

Several pigeons were resting inside, buried in sleep. They were awakened by the opening sound and made soft cooing calls.

She took out several bamboo tubes, took down prepared charcoal and paper strips from the wall, quickly wrote several notes, tied them to the pigeons’ feet, but didn’t release them. Instead, she netted them all and carried the pigeons away together.

They had practiced this many times before, so the pigeons weren’t panicked at all – some even continued sleeping.

Outside, the countdown had begun.

“Ten, nine…”

Tie Ci carried the pigeon net toward the exit, casually taking down a black soft fur cloak from the wall and putting it on.

“Eight, seven…”

Walking a few more steps, passing an official kiln celadon painted jar, she casually fished out a backpack from it and put it on.

“Five, four…”

Tie Ci walked to near the entrance. The people outside vaguely saw her, and Yun Buci breathed a sigh of relief.

Suddenly she stopped, stepped back three paces, out of their line of sight.

Then she jumped.

No movement.

She sighed and said to herself: “Looks like I’ve lost weight again recently…”

Then she took down an iron whip from the wall and tied it to her waist.

Suddenly there was a grinding sound under her feet.

Then the floor tile beneath her feet slowly descended.

“Two, one!”

As the voice fell, the completely motionless door seemed to anger the other party. With a click, then a thud, someone fell.

Then another gunshot, this time blasting open the door of Chongming Palace’s side hall.

It directly blasted a big hole, whistling through the hall, smashing the opposite wall into powder. With a thunderous crash, half the wall collapsed.

The guards who rushed over saw this from afar and looked at each other in dismay.

Today’s duty officer was Liu Chen’s son, who had stayed in the capital after marrying Minister Zhang of the War Department’s daughter last year, and had just been promoted to Left Military Palace Guard Colonel this year.

He and his wife were two of the capital’s famous Crown Princess fans. Seeing something happening at Chongming, they were shocked, but after the first wave of charges failed, he immediately restrained his subordinates while urgently ordering them to report to all parties.

These were all people who had experienced storms and training. Before long, palace guards were mobilized, ministers still in the palace were protected in duty rooms, and various high ministers’ residences received word.

Outside the palace, city gates closed, martial law was declared in the city, the Five Military Commissioners’ Office mobilized, the three great camps of the Capital Guard mobilized, the Blood Cavalry and Scorpion Camp remaining in the capital galloped to the palace, while the newly organized Capital Great Camp outside the city received urgent orders that not a single horse could leave camp without His Majesty’s decree.

After the last incident, the capital had established an efficient communication system. Within half an hour, from inside to outside, the entire capital formed a coordinated response.

Among them, the three great camps of the Capital Guard – Kuiniu and Flying Cavalry Camps were assigned to guard the Imperial Academy, Great Qian Academy, and Celu Academy.

Chongming Palace was shrouded in a pale white mist.

The intruders in the palace all wore masks connected to tubes, while everyone else lay on the ground, their life or death unknown.

Colonel Liu personally covered his mouth and nose with a wet cloth and led people charging into Chongming Palace. But after charging in only three steps, he fell to the ground. After three waves of people collapsed seven in total, they were carried back.

Wan Ji, who was resting in the front court, hurried over, ordered the troops to retreat again, and arranged for crossbow archers to occupy high ground to prepare for shooting.

But before the crossbows were set up, a beam of light suddenly shot out from Chongming Palace, directly hitting an archer who was still several hundred zhang away, immediately piercing through his chest. The two archers beside him were directly blinded by that light.

Wan Ji was shocked, unable to imagine what kind of weapon could have such range. No arrowheads were found at the scene, the deceased’s wound was incredibly smooth, even the bones were penetrated cleanly. It was even harder to imagine what kind of weapon and what terrifying force could cause such wounds.

Moreover, without even needing to hit directly, the exploding light could blind people.

Wan Ji could only order a retreat.

It wasn’t that he feared for his life, but after the emperor’s ascension, orders had been given that when facing overly powerful opponents, once they discovered they couldn’t resist or cause any harm to the enemy, they shouldn’t make meaningless sacrifices.

It wasn’t easy for the country to train a soldier – they weren’t meant for ineffective filling.

This was a lesson learned from the previous confrontation with Duanmu Sang Tang.

The palace guards retreated, surrounding Chongming Palace completely, but they couldn’t see what was happening inside Chongming Palace at all. Wan Ji was extremely anxious and ordered the palace armory opened, preparing to deploy stone-throwing high carts to first get a view of the situation inside before deciding whether to launch a fierce attack.

After all, this was His Majesty’s bedchamber main hall. Without collective Cabinet orders, using heavy equipment would be the great crime of rebellion.

The armory’s location was very hidden, behind the Cold Palace, disguised by several small palace buildings. But before the guard force Wan Ji sent could reach it, they heard a huge whistling sound.

The guards looked up to see a gray-white trail streak across the high sky, like a heavenly plow instantly splitting the firmament, passing over people’s heads in a flash and extending toward the horizon.

The next moment came a thunderous roar.

The layered eaves and side palaces before their eyes suddenly collapsed silently, crumbling and raising clouds of dust, instantly becoming a pile of broken walls and ruins before everyone’s eyes, exposing the armory at the very center.

And the armory had also become unrecognizable in that instant – the roof had been blown off, only a bit of foundation remained of the walls, the large weapons inside were broken and scattered on the ground, and countless small bows, arrows, spears, and swords had turned to powder.

Under everyone’s dumbfounded gaze, those palaces, thickened walls with iron plates, finely crafted heavy weapons… continued to disintegrate, collapse, disappear, like a scroll being rapidly decomposed by time, vanishing before everyone’s eyes into a cloud of dust.

People stood frozen in place, hardly daring to believe their eyes.

Chapter 541: Pursuit
Some people numbly turned around, looking up, trying to trace the trajectory that hadn’t yet dissipated in the sky to find what terrifying thing had destroyed this place.

Then they followed that long trajectory, tracing it all the way back to… Chongming Palace.

Spanning from east to west, a distance of ten li.

But could such a terrifying thing exist in this world? Fired from within Chongming Palace, destroying the weapons depot ten li away in the blink of an eye? The key question was—how did the enemy determine this was the weapons depot? And how did they aim and hit the target with such precision across such a vast distance?

If such a thing truly existed, what city walls in the world could withstand it? What weapons could oppose it? What kind of army could face it in battle?

Should such a thing exist in this world? It was simply a nightmare.

…

Inside Chongming Palace, Yun Buci wore a gas mask and raised her hand to release a firework.

With a “bang,” a silver-clad person kicked open the already tottering door, and a group of silver-clad people rushed in with guns, quickly circling the hall.

The leader held his gun, its attached thermal imaging device displaying red and green objects.

After a moment, he said: “No living people.”

Yun Buci said: “Underground.”

Another silver-clad person approached, holding a small box that scanned across the ground.

The small box emitted beeping sounds.

The silver-clad person was delighted, bringing the box closer, and a mechanical click sounded as something opened.

The mechanism opened, revealing a hole.

The silver-clad person was overjoyed and called out: “It’s here!” Then, emboldened by his skills, he jumped down.

Yun Buci couldn’t stop him in time, and immediately heard the fellow cry out in pain.

Looking again—the person had jumped down but still had half his body sticking out. He had prepared for it to be very deep and jumped with great force, but now his lower half was numb from the impact.

Yun Buci: “…”

Then came another beeping sound, and someone said: “There’s one here!”

This time the person was more careful. Seeing the hole, he didn’t jump but reached in to feel around.

They were all fully armed, their armor and gloves impervious to blades, fire, or poison—fearless of everything.

The next instant he cried out, pulling a cat from the hole. The cat bared its teeth and claws, biting his thumb, slapping him across the face with its tail, then ran away like a flash.

The person: “…Hey, is this a cat? This era indeed still has such terrifying creatures as cats!”

“Beep beep beep.”

“There’s another one here!”

This time the hole was only half an arm’s length deep. The silver-clad person pulled out a lump of cat droppings, and not knowing what it was, studied it by his mouth for quite a while.

“Beep beep beep.”

“Here’s one!”

This time the hole was deep and looked real. The previous experiences made the silver-clad people more cautious, so three people went down.

Yun Buci still stood to the side without moving, looking dejected.

After a moment, all three came back up, their faces a sickly green.

After going down, there was just an earthen chamber. One wall looked somewhat suspicious, so they boldly broke through it, only to have black, foul-smelling liquid flow out, nearly sending them straight to their deaths.

“Beep beep beep.”

When the sound rang again, no one wanted to go down.

Finally, they sent a small robot down.

After a while, the little robot was thrown in an arc, flying out of the hole and landing at everyone’s feet.

Looking at the robot’s face, it had already been corroded into pits and holes.

Someone had to throw an incendiary bomb inside.

A moment later, three poisonous snakes, one python, a swarm of scorpions, a pack of rats, and a cluster of spiders rushed out of the hole like a vast black tide, flowing over the silver-clad people’s feet.

Wherever they passed, they left pools of black, red, blue, and yellow liquid.

The silver-clad people kept crying out: “…My God, what is this? Are these rats? So disgusting indeed! Why do these things have hooks on their tails? What are these many-legged things? My trypophobia is acting up, help!”

Yun Buci sighed.

“Beep beep beep.”

When the sound rang again, no one moved anymore.

Who could have imagined that the main hall and side halls of Chongming Palace were riddled with holes underground?

No one knew which pit the Emperor had passed through, and by the time they found out, they’d have suffered enough.

One of the silver-clad people who seemed to be the leader said irritably: “Stop searching. Just tear up the entire floor and release gas bombs. Let’s see where she hides!”

Yun Buci said: “If we destroy Chongming Palace, what if we can’t get the imperial seal?”

The abdication edict didn’t matter much—the scanner could scan Tie Ci’s handwriting once and instantly simulate an identical copy that no one could distinguish.

But the imperial seal was an ancient artifact that those people couldn’t replicate.

The person said: “Isn’t she your disciple? Why don’t you know where she is?”

Yun Buci chuckled: “A disciple isn’t a tapeworm in my belly.”

The silver-clad people had to continue searching. After a bout of chaotic shouting, someone finally said: “This seems like a real tunnel.”

This time they looked again, first testing with instruments to confirm there were no living beings or weapons inside before sending someone down.

Entering the tunnel without poison gas, these people all removed their masks, revealing pale faces that seemed long deprived of sunlight.

As soon as they removed their masks, they showed expressions of contentment, all tilting their faces up and breathing in the slightly damp, decaying underground air with near-greedy gulps.

“The air in this ancient period is still good—so refreshing!”

“Of course! No industrial waste gases, toxic fumes, wastewater, heavy metals, smog, water and air pollution, plus ecological degradation from technological development and resource competition, leading to numerous viruses, bacteria, declining human constitution, species extinction… If we hadn’t made such a mess that we couldn’t survive, why would the Technology Management Bureau take such a desperate gamble, choosing this dynasty to try to give the last humans a living space?”

“Good air, good water too. I just saw that the spring water in this palace is completely transparent—truly incredible. My eyes can actually see buildings a li away clearly. There are many living things here, many fresh fruits. I smell the fragrance of fruit—my God, that stuff is so expensive and scarce in our time. A month’s wages can’t buy a single slice of melon, and it’s not even sweet… The only bad thing is it’s too backward—no electrical appliances, clothes are thick and heavy, houses have poor sealing and durability, no personal optical brains, no space vehicles or ion tracks…”

“Enough. Nothing in the world is perfect. Being able to survive is the priority. We don’t have much time, few resources, and few people. If we want to establish a foothold and gradually return to our former good life, we must first gain high status and voice here, or we’ll just be a second-class people…”

“What’s to fear? Hot weapons against the cold weapon era—we’ll be invincible. Never mind anything else, have they seen photon guns? Particle beam cannons? Laser bullets? Drones? Gene locks and nano-programming robots? Muscle soldiers…”

“Enough.”

When the leader spoke, everyone fell silent.

“Some of these things we no longer have, others are our last inventory. Unless absolutely necessary, don’t bring them out. Do you want us to finally tear open a rift to come here, only to end up destroying it and having to return to await our planet’s destruction, continuing to wander in the universe?”

“It’s just that this side won’t cooperate. Why can’t they just lie down obediently and transition peacefully?” someone muttered. “What a waste of the dove faction in the Management Bureau spending over ten years to create a…”

The leader suddenly crouched down, dipping his hand in something on the ground.

He shone an instrument on it, nodded, and shouted up to Yun Buci: “You said last time that she had discovered problems with her meridians and therefore sealed them, right?”

Yun Buci said expressionlessly: “I’ve already unlocked her restrictions as you instructed.”

“She seems to still be injured. You know BMG9—once shot, it creates explosive wounds… internal and external damage combined, she won’t live long.”

Above, there was silence for a while, then Yun Buci said: “Very good.”

The silver-clad person nodded: “It’s better if she dies. If the lower-class people here still need a monarch to feel secure, once we find the corpse and sign an agreement with the Management Bureau, we can bio-clone one—it’s the same thing.”

Yun Buci didn’t respond.

The silver-clad people continued forward. Ahead was an iron door that looked very sturdy, with no visible mechanism to open it.

So these silver-clad people, who possessed weapons advanced beyond this era by countless generations, didn’t need to think much—they raised their guns and blasted.

With an explosive sound, the door was indeed blown open with a large hole. Then everyone’s eyes flashed with silver light, and they all looked up in alarm.

Behind the door was actually a river! A massive water flow roared in, instantly sweeping away the unprepared silver-clad people.

At that moment, the earthen walls on all four sides also collapsed with tremendous impact, blocking the silver-clad people’s retreat.

The silver-clad people were caught in the current. The leader remained relatively calm, patting himself once. Immediately, webbing grew from his feet, and his silver clothing became more slippery. With a light movement, he swam far along with the current.

After brief panic, the others quickly adjusted their forms. The silver material of their clothing was battle suits from that era, with waterproof, fireproof, insulating, and cut-resistant features as basic configurations. They also had built-in emergency air pumps that automatically inflated upon entering water. They had even more advanced combat suits, but coming to this lower civilization’s territory, they all felt such good equipment was unnecessary.

But just as they adjusted their forms, someone felt a black shadow flash past, with a cold gleam briefly visible in the darkness.

The person quickly twisted around, then saw many human figures in the water, gliding past them like fish, delivering cunning attacks from various angles.

These were clearly water ghost troops specialized in underwater combat. The silver-clad people hadn’t expected these ancients to be so well-prepared. What made them even more speechless was that when these people discovered their clothing was waterproof and cut-resistant, rendering knives and stabs useless, they all drew iron clubs from behind and raised them to strike.

They specifically targeted the searchlights on their heads first.

The water instantly filled with countless glass fragments, spreading like a field of cold white bubbles, and the light source was immediately lost, plunging everything into darkness.

The silver-clad people lost their light, but the water ghosts had long adapted to darkness. The second strike came again, directly targeting the oxygen tanks on their backs.

The oxygen tanks shattered, and the third strike went for their heads.

Someone’s head was struck, and he opened his mouth to spew a large cluster of bubbles, immediately darkening a patch of water.

The leader turned around just in time to see this and was shocked. He pressed his wrist, and a beam of light burst forth, instantly cutting through the water flow. The water ghost who had just swung the club was silently cut in two, and a pile of blue, red, black, and yellow matter scattered in the water.

This scene was truly unacceptable even to post-modern humans accustomed to war. A sharp whistle sounded, the water waves vibrated strangely, and the water ghosts clutched their heads and retreated in panic. But the lead silver-clad person issued a retreat order.

He turned around, waving his wrist. Where the light wave passed, the earthen wall that had collapsed to block them instantly crumbled to powder, dispersing in the water and immediately revealing a passage.

The silver-clad people turned to retreat, and the water ghosts didn’t pursue, turning to swim back.

Yun Buci waited at the exit with the others. The silver-clad people outside had originally been relaxed—some curiously examining the palace furnishings, others wandering about, some greedily inhaling fresh air, and others secretly eating pastries. But gradually, those examining, wandering, and eating all slowly stopped, staring at the real-time imaging monitoring devices on their wrists, their faces growing increasingly grave.

Someone cried out: “What’s happening? The underground connects to water flow?”

Someone said: “What kind of soldiers are these? Were they lying in ambush there? Why would they ambush there?”

Someone wondered: “How cunning—when knives don’t work, they use clubs… How do they know to hit the searchlights first? Aren’t they afraid when they see such bright things? Didn’t we say all military supplies absolutely cannot be sold to lower civilizations?”

Yun Buci sighed leisurely.

Indeed, there had been no sales.

But someone had seen them.

If this person was also deep-thinking and prepared for danger in times of peace, then being prepared was only natural.

“They smashed the oxygen tanks! How do they know what those things are!”

“No good, someone’s injured!”

“Lower humans—how could they possibly injure us!”

“Yun, didn’t you say we’d be absolutely safe here!”

“Logically speaking, that should be the case,” Yun Buci said. “The massive gap created by thousands of years of civilizational discontinuity should allow us to maneuver freely here. Even though we’re few in number, nearly out of resources, and at the end of our rope in that era, the natural suppression of civilizational technology should be enough to make them collapse and submit just from directly facing us. Unfortunately, that group of hypocritical politicians in the Management Bureau—clearly invaders yet insisting on hypocritically raising the banner of peace, insisting on peaceful transition, on cultivating emperors, on pursuing enjoyment, on quickly transplanting our systems and lifestyle here—allowed the people here to come into contact with our knowledge, civilization, and products too early. Though this helped me establish enormous influence, it also invisibly weakened the shocking impact that modern technological products should have when appearing in backward civilizations.”

“We clearly had you control product outflow, clearly only had you influence Tie Ci alone!”

“Sometimes, influencing one person is enough,” Yun Buci said. “I can remind you—she alone can match a thousand troops and ten thousand horses.”

“So what if it’s a thousand troops and ten thousand horses? A thousand troops and ten thousand horses from a backward civilization is nothing more than what a single photon cannon flash can annihilate.”

“Provided your photon cannons are truly sufficient,” Yun Buci said. “Does that side still have enough energy for the Management Bureau to squander? Aren’t the young masters and ladies of the big shots still using the last military energy to hold aerial concerts for their favored little stars?”

A moment of silence.

—
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Chapter 542: Truth
Someone said coldly and harshly: “Yun, watch your wording. Please maintain necessary respect for the Management Bureau, or you…”

Yun Buci smiled, made a zipping gesture across her mouth, stepped back with an expression of complete indifference.

Splash after splash of water sounds echoed as the people from underground came up.

Unlike their nonchalant attitude when going down, they were now all in a wretched state.

Their searchlights were all shattered, oxygen tanks broken, and they came up first sprawling on the ground like dead dogs, gasping desperately for air.

Someone’s combat suit had already been torn, which greatly shocked their companions above—they couldn’t imagine that Da Qian had weapons capable of ripping their combat suits.

Yun Buci’s gaze was profound—the only weapon in Da Qian currently capable of tearing such combat suits was Yuan iron. These water ghosts weren’t ordinary water ghosts; they were trained. Tie Ci… had truly always been on guard against her.

She trusted her, but also guarded against her.

Yun Buci knew Tie Ci’s feelings toward her—she was both teacher and mother figure, a life-saving benefactor who had taught her wholeheartedly and supported her countless times. Even during these years of political disagreements, she had appeared to act for country and people. Even in recent years, she had continuously sent her talented people, donated money for disaster relief, and supported the people’s livelihood. Tie Ci had always valued loyalty and righteousness; she wouldn’t trust others in this world, but she wouldn’t guard against her either.

What had caused her to change?

The silver-clad people suddenly became clamorous.

“Two are missing!”

The leader who had gone down fiercely threw off his hood, saying: “Dead underwater!”

Everyone was shocked.

They had never even thought they could lose personnel here, and lose two at first contact.

For them, with their constantly dwindling numbers where every life was precious beyond measure, this loss was simply unbearable.

The lead silver-clad person unfastened his already damaged combat suit, revealing a black fluorescent uniform underneath. His face was cold and hard as he pressed a red button on his right arm, saying coldly: “Notify the Management Bureau Combat Department, suggest raising Da Qian’s threat level by two grades and reassessing combat ratings.”

“Suggest abandoning the previous peace plan and preparing for war.”

“Suggest abandoning the emperor cultivation plan. Da Qian’s emperor cannot possibly accept us or any cooperation plans we propose.”

“Suggest adjusting the danger level sequence for Da Qian’s emperor and pursuing her with full force. A feudal monarch who has witnessed modern weapons and made preparations, received modern civilizational education yet clings to power with stubborn obstinacy, and possesses extremely high prestige and popular support in her domain—the danger and resistance she can bring may exceed our imagination.”

“Suggest adjusting to… S-level.”

…

Tie Ci moved forward along the passage.

The storm within her body still raged, more severe than any previous time. Currently only her upper body could move, but fortunately this passage was equipped with wheelchairs, and she had sat in one as soon as she entered.

This was another passage with no water flow, only a narrow corridor. Wherever she passed, lights on the walls lit up one by one due to air currents, and various items hung on the walls in compartments—bags of different colors, weapons, poisons, clothes, hidden weapons, silver… As she moved, she picked up various things she needed from the walls, placing them in bags and finally slinging them diagonally across her shoulder.

Suddenly there was movement ahead. She stopped and saw the door at the end of the path slowly opening. A person stood in the doorway, and upon seeing her, his face showed shock as he quickly approached, saying: “Your Majesty, what happened!”

Tie Ci handed him the birdcage she had been carrying in her other hand, saying: “Release the carrier pigeons first. Shen Mi, did you issue immediate warnings?”

Shen Mi took the birdcage, saying: “After sensing underground movement, I immediately sent people to warn the residences of important ministers. Your Majesty, rest assured—after the Chongming Incident years ago, the ministers are very experienced and prepared for hiding. Your Majesty, you…”

Tie Ci again cut off his words, saying: “Send another messenger. Tell He Zi that starting today, the court will take irregular leave, all government offices will stop handling official business, officials from other regions must stop coming to the capital, and when to return to work depends on my decree. Tell him that no matter what happens, don’t mobilize the capital’s troops, don’t organize any resistance—hiding and self-preservation is the first priority. If you discover I’ve disappeared, then transfer supplies, transfer the people, stop all commercial and civilian activities, activate the underground markets, only maintain necessary daily necessities flow—aside from this, the capital shuts down.”

Shen Mi’s scalp went numb, hardly believing what he heard: “Your Majesty!”

This would cause great chaos!

While speaking, both had entered the room. This was the second floor of the archives hall of Celü Academy, normally off-limits to people. The archive manager was an old man with poor eyesight, slight deafness, but a terrible temper. He enjoyed a mystical reputation at Celü Academy—it was said that anyone who offended him would fall ill. Over time, students who had originally been interested in the archives and wanted to imitate those two emperors who once snuck in to roast geese no longer dared to provoke him or cause trouble in the archives.

So this place was very quiet, suitable for many purposes.

Tie Ci waved her hand, the wheelchair rolling into the room. Shen Mi immediately forgot his earlier shock and chased after her: “Your Majesty, your legs…”

Then he stopped speaking, his face drastically changing.

Across from him, Tie Ci removed the black cloak wrapped around herself with one hand, her entire upper body covered in blood, especially the waist and abdomen area, a deep crimson red.

Shen Mi was so shocked he could barely stand steady.

Tie Ci still appeared nonchalant, leaning against the table and opening a medical kit with one hand while saying: “Go release the pigeons!”

Shen Mi could only first climb to the attic to release pigeons, worriedly looking back while releasing them, just seeing the Emperor leaning against the table, unfastening her blood-soaked clothing and reaching her hand inside.

Shen Mi didn’t dare look anymore, quickly turning his head, feeling his heart beating like a drum.

Several carrier pigeons were released from his hands, flying in different directions.

Below, Tie Ci found thin membrane gloves in the medical kit and put them on, reaching into the wound on her lower left abdomen and pressing slightly with her fingers.

After a moment, a blood-stained, pale golden metal object fell onto the tray on the table with a clink.

The archives manager, an old man who was coming upstairs with a roasted duck leg, saw this scene and immediately stopped in his tracks.

He wanted to turn and run.

Every one of them was so… perverted.

Tie Ci’s face was very pale, still expressionless. She glanced at him, applied medicine herself, but the blood flow was too rapid and washed away the medicinal powder.

“Use this.” The old man came over, took a bottle, poured out some paste, and applied a thick layer to Tie Ci, finally stopping the bleeding.

He noticed the wound was small but very deep, nearly injuring internal organs, and couldn’t help raising an eyebrow.

Tie Ci found a large adhesive bandage and stuck it over the wound, then wrapped it tightly with gauze before putting her cloak back on.

She sat at the table edge, picking up the metal object and examining it carefully. The old man beside her nearly leaned his face over: “What kind of strange weapon is this? It doesn’t look sharp—how did it drill into your body?”

Tie Ci stared at the smooth, golden pointed tip and smiled without expression.

No, it didn’t drill in.

It exploded inside Jian Xi’s body, and the aftershock could still penetrate Jian Xi’s body and shoot into her side, leaving this bullet.

If Jian Xi hadn’t blocked it, she would be the one torn to pieces now.

She knew it was called a bullet because she had heard about it from her second senior brother Le Wuxun, who loved all kinds of inventions, when she was young.

Although she had never seen this thing since then, it didn’t prevent her from recognizing it at first sight this time.

This was something that only existed in Master’s era.

Weapons of world-destroying power that only demons could possess.

Before such weapons, no amount of human lives would be enough to harvest.

And she still didn’t know how many of them there were, how many such weapons they had.

Tie Ci slightly closed her eyes.

She and her Da Qian had encountered an enemy more terrifying than the Chongming Incident this time.

Because the previous enemies were still human, with equal power.

This time, she understood better than anyone that the power from beyond the heavens transcended the era and was irresistible.

After a moment she opened her eyes and asked the old man across from her: “Who told you to run back here yourself? What do you want to do hiding here all this time?”

“Bah.” The old man suddenly threw the bullet he was studying back into the tray, angrily saying: “Two lunatics! Kicking the great Medical Madman around like a ball! He chased me to Da Qian, my butt hadn’t even warmed the seat when you chased me back again. I was in Da Feng for only a month when he tied me up and shipped me back, directly stuffing me to Shen Mi, even threatening Shen Mi not to tell. I was too lazy to come out and see you two—wouldn’t I just be chased away again after meeting?”

Tie Ci nodded: “Mm.”

Jingxu had originally just been complaining, but didn’t expect her to actually agree. For a moment he was stunned, blinking: “Ah? You’re not really going to send me to Da Feng again, are you? Don’t you think this is very boring?”

“So this time you’re following me,” Tie Ci said. “It’s you sending me instead.”

“Sending you where?”

Tie Ci didn’t answer, looking toward Shen Mi who was coming down. Shen Mi had already ordered people to send messages again and was looking worriedly at her legs.

Seeing this, Jingxu took Tie Ci’s pulse. As soon as his hand touched her, his eyebrow jumped.

“Your meridians…”

“Have reversed again.”

“So your natural abilities…”

“Following the original order of activation, going backwards, slowly returning again.”

Jingxu didn’t think this was a good thing. Without question, he grabbed Tie Ci’s hand and felt her pulse carefully for a while, suddenly understanding: “I get it!”

Tie Ci looked up at him.

“Your meridians—when I checked your pulse before, I said they were severely damaged, though I didn’t understand how this trauma came about. I said it was caused by reversal, but since the reversal was successful and continuously opened natural abilities, logically this should equal re-widening the meridians. Though there was damage, there should also be benefits. Previously, that boy Rong Pu once secretively consulted me about a pulse case, and thinking about it now, that must have been your pulse case—sufficient qi and blood, no abnormalities. When he later told you to seal your own acupoints and not use natural abilities, I laughed at him for being overly cautious and choking on food for fear of choking. Now thinking about it, he must have discovered something early on.”

“Discovered what?”

“When he consulted me then, he asked whether this pulse case was abnormal. It clearly showed nothing wrong, yet someone diagnosed that the major acupoints were secretly locked, yet also reversing to break through acupoints, with qi and blood throughout the body reversed. Short-term, no harm and even beneficial, but long-term, the more progress, the more urgent the reverse flow, eventually leading to blood reversal and death.”

“I didn’t think much of it then, just said it was a countryside quack doctor trying to make alarming statements to cheat more consultation fees. I said you actually believed such things, and not to say you’re my disciple when you go out.”

“But now I understand. Your Tie family’s imperial clan must awaken natural abilities before age twelve, and back then you had a hard time because you had no natural abilities, right? But actually you didn’t lack natural abilities—they were locked. When you were young, someone locked your natural abilities, using acupoint-sealing methods to lock all your hidden capabilities deep in your meridians. Unless you reversed your true qi to break through acupoints, you would forever be an ordinary person.”

Tie Ci suddenly looked up.

Shen Mi on the side was already stunned listening.

He also knew about Tie Ci’s past. Because her natural abilities couldn’t be activated for so long, how much suffering she endured, and because of this she was forced to leave the capital.

Also because of this, Murong Yi never thought of Tie Ci as a potential Crown Princess, because back then Medical Madman Jingxu had also examined the Tie imperial clan and was very clear about their constitution. He had declared that the imperial clan’s natural abilities were innate and would definitely activate before age twelve at the latest. If there were none before twelve, they definitely weren’t direct bloodline, or had weak constitution unable to practice martial arts and couldn’t live past twelve.

Later when Tie Ci’s identity was exposed, everyone thought it was an accident. Who knew there was actually no accident, only human design.

“You didn’t lack natural abilities at all—your natural abilities were incredibly strong, okay? But you were locked for many years, your meridians blocked. When someone taught you the method of reversing qi to break through acupoints, they truly had ill intentions. It’s like having layer upon layer of doors locked inside your body, with the locks all rusted. You could only use much more force to break through acupoints. Each breakthrough required major cutting and uprooting, making that section of meridians extremely fragile. So the more natural abilities you opened, the more severe the meridian damage.”

“Your so-called discovery of instability when using teleportation was actually your meridians no longer able to support your natural abilities. If you continued using them, forget teleportation in the future—even a simple x-ray vision could kill you.”

“Fortunately you pulled back from the precipice and sealed acupoints in time, maintaining balance these past years.” Jingxu said, “If you had sealed your natural abilities permanently and slowly recuperated, your meridians still had a chance to recover. At worst they wouldn’t deteriorate. But unfortunately, you were just forcibly reversed again.”

“This reversal is like river embankments already ravaged by floods but not promptly cleared and reinforced—they can no longer withstand battering or be controlled. You’ll very easily reverse and break through acupoints. Each breakthrough will restore your natural abilities but also worsen your meridian condition, until one day you reach the limit and die from meridian explosion.”

“And this process is irreversible, unstoppable, and won’t cease.”

Jingxu stared at Tie Ci and sighed deeply: “Who was so calculating in harming you? First sealing your natural abilities, then giving you the method of reversing qi to break through acupoints, making you step by step into a death trap. When you pulled back from the precipice, they still had to finally push you off the cliff. Brilliant, truly brilliant.”

Tie Ci sat silently, staring at that smooth, blood-stained, golden glittering bullet.

Sealing natural abilities was to make her more dependent and trusting of oneself.

Giving the method of reversing qi to break through acupoints was to stimulate her potential to compete with full strength, helping them seize this kingdom.

But they were also uneasy about her strength, so they simultaneously opened her path to collapse, leaving behind more convenient means to control her.

An emperor with hidden illness who could die at any time—if she didn’t obey, death would come quickly.

What meticulous planning, a sinister scheme stretching across thousands of li.

Except—they never treated her as a person.



Chapter 543: Emperor Cultivation
Tie Ci suddenly began to laugh quietly.

The sound came from her chest, but it was muffled and hoarse. It didn’t sound like laughter, but rather like a wild beast howling and crying on a mountaintop in the night.

She loved these people, loved Da Qian, loved all those who had loved her.

But what she deeply loved, she couldn’t keep.

What she cared about ultimately left.

What she trusted was deception.

After her parents died, Master had been like a parent to her. But today she finally knew that she had always been the one who fell from the clouds into hell, losing everything overnight.

She had been too naive.

Tie Ci lowered her head, pressing the wound at her ribs, and laughed for a long time.

Jingxu turned his head away, and Shen Mi’s eyes glistened with tears.

The laughter slowly stopped. Tie Ci raised her head, slight sweat on her forehead, the bottom half of her eyes bloodshot.

But her expression had already returned to calm. She stood up and said: “Shen Mi, escort me to Da Qian Academy.”

Shen Mi was startled and said: “Your Majesty, Da Qian Academy is under the Grand Tutor’s command…”

Although Tie Ci hadn’t said it explicitly, he had already guessed this matter must be related to the Grand Tutor. The Grand Tutor had clearly rebelled, so how could His Majesty still go to Da Qian Academy?

“It’s her base, so the key things and people might still come from there.” Tie Ci thought of that chemistry laboratory, remembering Yun Buci’s previous threats, her heart tightening. “Besides, Dan Shuang is still there.”

Shen Mi said: “I’ll go fetch her! I’ll handle it!”

“I am the person in this world who understands her best, and the only one who might be able to stop certain methods that absolutely cannot appear.” Tie Ci supported herself against the table, looking toward Jingxu. “Is there any way to temporarily restore or maintain my meridians, allowing me to walk normally?”

“There’s a phrase called ‘pulling up seedlings to help them grow,'” Jingxu said. “There are naturally ways, but doesn’t Your Majesty understand the consequences?”

Pulling up seedlings to help them grow—after a moment of forced prosperity comes decline from the peak.

“Give me a moderate solution.” Tie Ci extended her hand domineeringly. “I don’t care if you have one or not. If you don’t, you must still have one, or you don’t deserve to be one of the Three Madmen.”

Jingxu glared at her, and after a long moment said: “What kind of Three Madmen am I! Which of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors is as pathetic as me? The bastards I encounter are more unreasonable than the last!”

Though he said this, he still pulled a black porcelain bottle from his chest and threw it to Tie Ci, saying: “It can temporarily block your reversed true qi, allowing you to walk normally. But this medicine itself is poisonous and will make your qi and blood boil every midnight, your meridians feel like they’re being cut by knives, and for that one hour you’ll be like a cripple. More importantly, the reversed true qi is forcibly blocked rather than dispersed, so the reversed qi will accumulate more and more. When the medicine can no longer block it completely, you… will certainly die.”

He paused and said: “And you originally had a chance to merely lose your martial arts and still live many years… as long as you hide from now on, never fight again, I can help you slowly guide the true qi to disperse.”

Tie Ci took the porcelain bottle without indicating agreement or disagreement, opened it to look, and said: “At most, how long can the medicine inside maintain things?”

Jingxu said: “Two months per pill, ten pills inside.”

Tie Ci said: “Enough.”

Shen Mi had been listening in a daze, and now rushed forward urgently: “Your Majesty, you cannot! The dynasty still has no heir!”

Tie Ci looked at him approvingly.

Shen Mi was a clear-headed and practical person. At this moment he didn’t say any sentimental nonsense but went straight to the crux.

She couldn’t die; she should rather live ignobly. The Tie imperial dynasty still had no successor.

But Shen Mi still didn’t understand what Da Qian was now facing.

If she just lived ignobly from now on, no one could resist Master, no one could protect Da Qian.

If Da Qian didn’t exist, what was the point of talking about imperial heirs?

Originally she had thought that Master always preached freedom and equality. If she and her people could truly achieve this and give Da Qian a peaceful and prosperous life, she would abandon this throne and go live freely in the mountains and forests with Murong Yi—that would be quite good.

But when she saw those weapons, saw those silver-clad people’s eyes looking at her like she was an ant, heard them emotionlessly discussing “lower civilizations, lower peoples,” she knew that “universal harmony, freedom and equality” might indeed be the slogan of their era, but class still existed. And with their crushing power and condescending attitude, what they would bring to Da Qian would definitely not be freedom and equality.

Da Qian would become their back garden, Da Qian’s people would become the second-class citizens they enslaved.

They would unscrupulously pull up seedlings to help them grow on Da Qian’s land, would madly plunder to realize their own greed, even conduct various experiments for rapid productivity development. By then, Da Qian’s land, Da Qian’s resources, even Da Qian’s people would all become nutrients in that seemingly pristine laboratory.

They had ruined their own land and could no longer survive there. Having racked their brains to choose Da Qian as their territory, how could they gently let it go and cherish it well?

Master hadn’t told her much about their era, but during her childhood, her second senior brother Le Wuxun’s favorite bedtime stories were about Zhazidong, Unit 731, concentration camps.

She couldn’t just live ignobly while watching her people fall into such circumstances.

“Over a year.” She seemed to think of something and smiled broadly. “There’s enough time.”

Shen Mi was stunned, not understanding what this “enough time” meant.

“Your Majesty.” Shen Mi was still trying to persuade. “Our Da Qian still has elite troops and strong generals, countless people and officials, vast territory and endless people loyal to you. Why must you resort to such…”

Tie Ci picked up the bullet and said: “Have you ever seen this thing?”

Shen Mi shook his head.

“Just this tiny thing.” Tie Ci said. “At a speed completely impossible to describe, it first shot into Jian Xi’s body, exploded her entire belly, and could still shoot into my ribs.”

Shen Mi’s face turned white.

“We also have gunpowder bullets, but compared to this thing, they’re like mud huts compared to Chongming Palace.”

“And this might be the simplest and most insignificant of their countless weapons.”

Tie Ci asked Shen Mi: “Do you think, facing such weapons and such armies, how long can our mortal flesh resist? And how many mortal bodies can we use to resist such weapons and armies?”

Shen Mi was pale as death. After a long while he found his voice: “Your Majesty, forgive my bluntness, but I must still say—you alone are worth ten million subjects. Even if we asked all the military and civilians in the world, they would be willing to use their flesh to block these heavenly weapons for you, as long as you are still here…”

“The problem is they might have large-scale destructive weapons that you can’t block even with your flesh…” Tie Ci thought of some distant, vague memories she thought she had forgotten—those “bedtime stories” heard in the half-awake state at midnight. She seemed to feel somewhat cold and pulled her sleeves tight.

“If that’s truly the case, then you are also just mortal flesh and equally unable to resist.” Shen Mi said desperately. “No one would be their match.”

“I have a guess.” Tie Ci said. “Indeed, if it’s really like this, if they truly possess such powerful armies and weapons, they wouldn’t need many—just the strength of one regular army would be enough to easily destroy Da Qian. They wouldn’t need to go to such great lengths, specifically sending people to cultivate and control me, sending people to infiltrate Da Qian, build momentum, manage power, gather followers, and under the guise of reform want peaceful evolution… So I guess they already have very few people, and not too many weapons either.”

“Their personnel are scarce and precious, resources constantly depleting, so they urgently need to find a pure land. So despite possessing extremely powerful weapons, they’re still insecure, afraid that their small number cannot effectively hold power and control Da Qian’s people who make up the vast majority of the population. That’s why they want to first control the emperor, control the scholars, control the entire court, occupying the general trend from the ideological and superstructural levels, then supplementing with their few advanced weapons for intimidation. Only this way can they permanently occupy Da Qian… Yes, it should be like this.”

Shen Mi and Jingxu both looked at her blankly, not understanding what the Emperor was saying.

Probably only if Yun Buci and others were still here at this moment would they be shocked and panicked.

They might even regret it.

Regret the superfluous addition of the emperor cultivation system.

Regret that they had truly cultivated an unprecedented emperor who could not only handle power struggles and control the world, but also, because of her vision and knowledge spanning two eras, possessed sufficient calm and analytical ability when facing them.

A glimpse, and she saw the future.

“But even so, the enemy’s power is still sufficient to cause Da Qian damage we cannot bear.” Tie Ci said. “So this is still a fierce battle, a life-and-death battle between me and them alone.”

She said no more, opened the porcelain bottle, and took a pill.

As soon as the medicine entered her mouth, her expression became one of unbearable pain.

This taste… was exactly like a hairtail fish that had been beached and sun-dried for three days then buried in a garbage heap to grow maggots.

She seriously suspected Jingxu was taking revenge.

It took her quite a while to recover. Seeing that she had taken the medicine, Shen Mi said nothing more and went downstairs.

Not long after, a group of students entered the archives to retrieve documents, and soon left laughing and chatting.

Today was a rest day. This group of students who had retrieved documents quickly left school, having agreed to go to the snack street near Da Qian Academy to eat, drink, and have fun.

Da Qian Academy’s snack street was very famous, gathering famous foods from north and south. Many renowned restaurants in the capital had opened branches here.

But today the street wasn’t as lively as usual. Most of those wandering around were students from other academies, saying that Da Qian Academy was holding an impromptu debate, all academy students had to attend and observe, no leave was permitted, and the academy gates were sealed, declining entry from students of other academies.

Though such things were rare in the past, they weren’t unheard of. This greatly disappointed many scholars who had come to the capital hoping to enter the academy and pay respects to this holy land.

But the sealed Da Qian Academy couldn’t stop this group from Celü Academy—ever since Da Qian Academy was established, His Majesty had decreed that Da Qian’s various academies could exchange students and teachers for lectures, practicum, and study. Several famous major academies had students from other academies who, during the exchange period, also held Da Qian Academy student cards. Da Qian Academy couldn’t very well shut these people out.

This group of Celü Academy students entered the gates carrying grilled skewers, laughing and chatting.

In the center of the crowd, Tie Ci was dressed as a student, carrying several skewers of grilled mutton, walking leisurely with a casual expression, looking no different from ordinary students.

Qi You walked beside her, looking at His Majesty’s completely composed appearance, feeling deep admiration rise in his heart.

This feeling of admiration had often emerged in recent years, each time deeper than the last.

His Majesty truly had foresight, laying groundwork far in advance.

When Da Qian Academy was first established, she had immediately ordered exchanges between academies, opening doors to each other. Everyone thought this was His Majesty’s attempt to promote better integration of Da Qian’s scholars and culture, to prevent conservative attitudes and sectarian prejudices from hampering progress. This itself was already praised as far-sighted.

Who could have imagined that in future years, when Da Qian Academy was like an uncontrollable giant ship about to change course, this regulation would be equivalent to building several gangplanks on this giant ship, providing extremely important opportunities for this moment.

Just like his presence in the group now also stemmed from His Majesty’s orders—all civilian officials of third rank and below in the court had to take positions at either Da Qian Academy or Celü Academy to better understand and integrate with scholarly groups, laying good foundations for future court cooperation.

He was currently serving as supervisor at Celü Academy, responsible for leading this group of students in exchange studies at Da Qian Academy.

And after this supervisor entered the academy, he discovered that Celü Academy, after being taken over by Shen Mi, had early on selected students who were both literary and martial, from clean backgrounds, and loyal to His Majesty, forming the “Shenzhong Society.”

Being cautious from beginning to end, then there would be no failures.

Society members were selected from all levels and academies, taught advanced martial arts, and made familiar with court affairs.

Now, among this group of exchange students, there were three Shenzhong Society students walking beside Tie Ci.

Da Qian Academy, due to its special nature, had the right to prohibit military forces from entering without permission, but who could stop a group of students?

Tie Ci strolled leisurely, observing the campus that seemed exceptionally quiet due to hosting activities, while saying: “Qi You, you go contact the officials stationed in this academy. Find a way to first keep all students at the debate site, then have all teachers rush to the debate site, and finally, have the vast majority of Da Qian Academy’s students and teachers all voluntarily leave Da Qian Academy at once.”

Qi You: “…”

This difficulty was comparable to ascending to heaven.

But he didn’t hesitate. With a bow, he led several people away to carry out the order.

Tie Ci headed straight for the laboratory building.

…



Chapter 544: Laboratory
There was a guard post at the entrance to the laboratory building, which had always prohibited unauthorized personnel from entering. Tie Ci was originally prepared to force her way in when suddenly a small window slid open with a crash, and a head poked out, saying slowly: “Who goes there?”

Seeing Tie Ci at first glance, he was so startled that he dropped the book in his hands.

Tie Ci’s shock was no less than his, saying in amazement: “It’s you? Li Yuncheng? It’s your turn to be stationed at the academy? But how did you end up here?”

Li Yuncheng had already been promoted to Hanlin Scholar. If he was stationed here, he should at least be a lecturer. How had he ended up reduced to guarding the gate of the laboratory building?

Tie Ci thought about having Qi You find stationed officials to cooperate with their work, but now that hope was dashed.

Li Yuncheng hastily covered his book and stood up. Tie Ci’s sharp eyes caught that it was a “Basic Chemistry” textbook.

“Your Majesty, how did you come here?” Li Yuncheng was equally astonished. He looked Tie Ci up and down, then exclaimed in shock: “You’re injured?”

Without waiting for Tie Ci’s answer, he looked back at the laboratory building, and his next words were earth-shattering: “You’re injured but came here personally, the academy is locked down today, you’re dressed like this and heading straight for the laboratory building… Your Majesty, has something happened to the Grand Tutor?”

Tie Ci was shaken by his perceptiveness.

He truly deserved to be the person who had previously detected his father’s rebellious intentions early and knelt in the snow with books to prevent the disaster of family extermination.

Li Yuncheng seemed to know time was pressing. He immediately opened the door for them, saying: “Come in quickly, go this way, it’s less likely to be seen… Today most of the laboratory personnel aren’t here for some reason… Your Majesty, I came here because the Grand Tutor wanted me to be a lecturer, but I wasn’t willing. I said I only loved reading, especially miscellaneous books. There are all new things in this laboratory, which I yearned for. I only sought to become an administrator here. The Grand Tutor initially disagreed, so I ran here every day, bringing breakfast to the researchers, cleaning, delivering daily necessities… I served them so well they couldn’t do without me, and finally strongly requested that I join the research institute as an assistant. This was also rejected by the Grand Tutor, but she could only agree to let me become an administrator, able to freely borrow elementary books…”

Tie Ci raised an eyebrow.

The laboratory research building was not open to the public. According to Yun Buci, it was all staffed with professional talent she had gathered. Ordinary Da Qian scholars couldn’t enter this level quickly, so this was the most deserted place in Da Qian Academy. And people engaged in scientific research generally had poor life management skills, while Yun Buci was also careless by nature, probably unable to provide meticulous care.

Under such circumstances, having Li Yuncheng, who came from a wealthy family and was meticulous and perceptive in his actions, infiltrating from within was incredibly easy.

So the question was: was this an unintentional success, or did he foresee this again and act deliberately?

But this wasn’t the time to ask such questions. Li Yuncheng led them into the laboratory building, encountering no obstacles along the way. According to Li Yuncheng, the researchers might have encountered some difficult problem and gone down for a meeting, but he didn’t know where exactly.

The group didn’t change into white coats and shoe covers, entering directly. Before entering, they all put on masks and layered gloves on their hands, carefully wrapping even their boot openings.

When passing through the playground outside the laboratory, they casually picked up several ball clubs.

The laboratory door was locked, but through the large glass windows they could see countless bottles and jars inside.

Tie Ci raised her club and smashed it against the window.

Before everyone could be shocked, they discovered an even more shocking fact.

The glass didn’t break.

Tie Ci calmly pulled out a bottle from the bundle on her back, spraying some black liquid onto the glass window. After a while, she raised the club again.

This time the glass shattered with a crash.

The Ba tribe’s corrosive poison was indeed useful.

Tie Ci waved her hand, and several young people threw their clubs through the window.

The clubs whistled and danced inside the room, smashing row after row of reagent bottles and glassware. The sound of breaking glass continued, red, yellow, black, purple, and colorless liquids flowed everywhere, triggering various reactions—some catching fire, some hissing, some exploding… One bottle was knocked over and fell, its liquid flowing across the operating table, soaking a bag of powdery substance at the edge. Tie Ci saw sparks flash and quickly pressed down the heads of the people beside her.

The next instant came a muffled bang, countless glass fragments shot everywhere, and a black fire dragon rushed out the window, crashing into the snow-white wall opposite and leaving a large patch of blackened, mottled marks.

Looking at the laboratory again, there were scorch marks and fire traces everywhere, a complete mess.

Even though they had been mentally prepared, everyone was still stunned by such a scene.

What kind of terrifying things were in there?

…

In the palace, Yun Buci, who was still searching underground passages for the Emperor, suddenly raised her hand and looked at her wrist.

Her watch was emitting sharp beeping sounds while displaying a small image.

It was a real-time view of the laboratory, facing the laboratory’s direction, vaguely showing the chaotic laboratory and several people standing in the corridor.

The lead silver-clad person leaned over, and at first glance, anger immediately arose: “She actually already entered the academy and destroyed the laboratory!”

“Rui, I told you my disciple is a formidable person,” Yun Buci said. “She should have already guessed many things.”

The leader called Rui sneered: “She dares destroy the laboratory—isn’t she afraid of death?”

He turned to ask Yun Buci: “Where are the things? Still inside or taken out? Where are they kept?”

“‘Little Rascal’ has always been the responsibility of the Management Bureau’s Flying Wing Unit. As for ‘Game Meat,’ it’s somewhere else.”

“Where did it go?”

Yun Buci didn’t answer, only saying: “In the place where it can best ensure safety.”

“Are there radioactive materials in the laboratory?”

“The inner layer has them. If they extensively damaged the laboratory and penetrated the protection, they might encounter them.”

Rui let out a cold laugh and said ambiguously: “Let them smash away.”

…

Tie Ci pressed her ribs, waiting for that wave of pain to pass before standing up. Confirming that there would be no more reactions inside, she looked in and saw a row of password-like protrusions on the wall.

She didn’t recognize those characters.

Li Yuncheng said: “There should be a more important secret chamber inside, where the researchers also hold meetings.”

“Is there a way to open it?”

Li Yuncheng shook his head but walked forward. Without looking at the password wall, he reached out and randomly pressed buttons.

Each time he pressed, there were beeping sounds from within the wall, and a mechanical female voice said: “Input error.”

“Input error.”

“Input error.”

The young people looked at each other in confusion.

Li Yuncheng paid no attention and continued pressing randomly until the female voice said: “Password has been input incorrectly continuously, reaching today’s maximum limit. System self-lock program activated, time limit 24 hours.”

Only then did Li Yuncheng stop, saying: “Your Majesty, I don’t know the password, but I can temporarily prevent them from coming out.”

Tie Ci smiled: “It can be even longer.”

Just as she finished speaking, she suddenly felt an ominous premonition. Instinctively turning to look at the laboratory.

The laboratory was as dilapidated as before, nothing unusual.

Then she heard one of the Shenzhong Society youths beside her say: “Eh, what’s this?”

Then he walked over.

Tie Ci turned her head and saw a red dot that had landed on his face.

It should have been at her throat position, but since he was taller than her and had walked over to block her, the red dot fell on his brow.

Tie Ci: “…Get away!”

At the same time, she had already grabbed him, not caring whether it was teleportation or lightness skill, trying to dash away with full force.

But just as her hand grabbed his shoulder, the youth facing away from her suddenly trembled all over.

Tie Ci watched helplessly as his head suddenly jerked backward, a faint wisp of smoke rising from his forehead, followed by a hot thin stream spraying into her palm.

The next moment she was holding the youth and had appeared in the flower garden outside the laboratory building, her feet on soft ground, the person beside her also soft, leaning back against her shoulder with something dripping down. She lowered her head to see red and white constantly spattering onto the black soil.

I did not kill Boren, but Boren died because of me.

The remaining people were still in the corridor. Li Yuncheng was leaning on the railing, looking in shock at the youth who had just been speaking and now had an extremely thin hole through his brow, a hole through which daylight could be seen.

His palms were ice cold, and he looked at Tie Ci in horror, unable to speak.

Tie Ci shouted sternly: “Come out! Immediately!”

She put down the youth, turned and leaped to the rooftop, finding several black flat panels in the tall trees that shielded the roof.

The black panels were about half the size of a table, with white diamond-shaped dots made up of countless small squares, facing the sunlight at the treetop.

Tie Ci drew her short knife and smashed them all.

While chopping these black panels, she saw through the tree shade that Li Yuncheng below was jumping and waving, seeming to want to say something.

Tie Ci didn’t know why this steady person was so anxious, but she destroyed everything as quickly as possible and came down.

As she leaped down, she saw a flash of light on the outer wall of the laboratory, faintly glimpsing what seemed to be a human figure.

Li Yuncheng came toward her, pointing at that section of wall: “Your Majesty, the Grand Tutor’s… shadow appeared here earlier.”

Tie Ci was startled, looked at that white wall, and had a vague understanding in her heart: “What did she say?”

“The Grand Tutor said that since she appeared, it meant you had destroyed the laboratory. You exposed your location just to destroy the laboratory first—she doesn’t know if you’re clever or foolish. She said there are demons in the laboratory, but demons will run out by themselves, and told you to take care of yourself.”

Tie Ci fell silent. Suddenly there was a clanging sound. Everyone turned to look and saw a small black cylinder roll out of the destroyed laboratory, its lid also deformed, with a string of things rolling out.

It looked like a necklace—a gray chain hanging a grayish-black stone.

Someone curiously crouched down to pick it up: “What is this?”

Before their fingers could touch it, Tie Ci shouted: “Don’t touch anything from the laboratory!” She used her club to flick the thing back into the cylinder and threw it back into the laboratory.

Everyone was startled by her shout, their hair standing on end, fearfully looking around, afraid that like before, someone would inexplicably lose their life.

But nothing happened.

Tie Ci looked up and saw on the opposite wall a white tubular object the same color as the wall, protruding slightly from the surface, as if it had been stuck while retracting.

This should be the weapon that had nearly taken her life earlier, embedded in the wall and activated when the laboratory was attacked.

Then because she had chopped off the black panels above, it couldn’t continue.

Tie Ci didn’t know what all these things were, but she had heard both Master and senior brother mention the word “energy.” Master had said that many things she used couldn’t be produced or used in Da Qian because they lacked the technology to convert energy, while second senior brother had said solar power was still usable, grumbling that Master always refused to give him solar panels, affecting his great inventions.

Since they were called solar panels, they were naturally related to the sun and used outdoors.

Tie Ci raised her hand, and a piece of broken stone whistled away, smashing that tube.

Then she ordered that no one could take anything away, they must leave quickly, and had Li Yuncheng spread the word that afterward this laboratory ruins must be sealed, with troops stationed to guard it, allowing no one to enter or exit.

When they came out of the laboratory building, they passed by the academy auditorium and indeed saw it was empty inside, the floor littered with garbage. After asking the janitor responsible for cleaning, they learned that earlier the debate had been going strong, with pros and cons fiercely arguing over the topic “whether reforms should be implemented immediately.” At that point, Qi You had burst in with a group of Celü Academy exchange students.

Da Qian Academy’s debate rules were unrestricted by stance, personnel, or school of thought—anyone could speak freely and join in to express views at any time. So it wasn’t strange for Celü Academy people to join, but the students led by Qi You actually criticized both sides equally, also accusing them of being short-sighted, radical-minded, unable to distinguish right from wrong, and blindly foolish, spending a full half hour creatively insulting them. Originally everyone wanted to show their scholarly magnanimity of embracing all rivers, but even the sea has its boundaries. After half an hour of such troublemaking, anger was finally provoked.

And Qi You was both glib-tongued and annoying, bouncing around asking for a beating. Finally, one hothead couldn’t stand it and threw a punch at Qi You’s face.

Then he was beaten and sent flying by Qi You’s retaliation, crashing hard into the crowd and knocking down a large group. Qi You was still on stage with hands on his hips, laughing wildly and provocatively calling them a bunch of weaklings. This stirred up a hornet’s nest, and all the students rushed up roaring.

Qi You immediately led the Celü Academy students jumping off the platform, rushing toward the back door, directly climbing over the wall out of the academy and running madly toward Celü Academy, shouting as they ran that the bastards of Da Qian Academy were bullying people!

The Da Qian Academy students were both angry and wanted to explain clearly, so they had to give chase in great numbers.

The Da Qian Academy teachers had to maintain order, so they could only follow behind shouting themselves hoarse.

Other teachers and students who hadn’t originally been in the debate hall, hearing of such a major incident, had to come either to mediate or watch the excitement, and in an instant the place was cleared out.

Celü Academy was already not far from Da Qian Academy. In recent years when Celü Academy expanded, following Tie Ci’s instructions, it had deliberately moved closer to Da Qian Academy. From Da Qian Academy’s back gate, across one street, was the back gate of Celü Academy’s newly built Jingshan campus.

The back gate of Jingshan campus was already wide open, with Shen Mi personally leading a large group of students waiting there. Qi You led his people and slipped into the crowd. When Da Qian Academy students chased over and saw the Celü Academy supervisor present, they instinctively formed up, preparing to be courteous before forceful and have a good talk. But before they could catch their breath, Shen Mi waved his hand and shouted: “How dare you! You actually dare to chase and attack our Celü Academy students! Close the gates! Take them down! Tie them up!”

Most Celü Academy students looked down on Da Qian Academy students anyway, so they were overjoyed at this order.

Bang—the gate slammed shut.

With a great shout, the students swarmed forward.

Many pulled out wooden clubs they had prepared long ago, one club per person, knocking them unconscious.

Mixed in the crowd were many Shengdu Guard soldiers who moved even more quickly and precisely, instantly bringing down a large group.

In less than half an hour, students were lying all over the vast playground of Jingshan campus. Shen Mi directly ordered them all tied up and locked in empty classrooms.

Meanwhile, one street away, Shengdu Guard soldiers beat gongs and passed through streets and alleys: “Residents of Fuming Street and surrounding three li listen: His Majesty decrees: Due to damage to Da Qian Academy’s laboratory, there may be toxic leakage. Residents within five li are to be evacuated immediately. All households must gather with clothing within one quarter hour at the red flag soldiers’ banners… Residents of Fuming Street and surrounding three li listen…”

With the sound of gongs and drums and orderly military boots, residents continuously emerged carrying small bundles, supporting the elderly and leading children, gathering under the red flags of soldiers at street corners and following them to evacuate to safe areas.

Viewed from above, it was like countless streams converging into the sea, orderly and organized.

In Tie Ci’s four years on the throne, she had ordered Shengdu Prefecture to organize disaster response and emergency drills by districts and wards every year. In daily life, officials and soldiers on patrol also conducted regular education about fire prevention, theft prevention, earthquake prevention, and disaster emergency knowledge. The people were familiar with this and no one panicked.

The area several li around Da Qian Academy was quickly evacuated and cleared. Vice Commander Buqing of the Flying Cavalry Battalion took direct control, relocating all remaining people from the entire academy and setting up a blockade line.

But neither Buqing nor Shen Mi found Dan Shuang among the captured Da Qian Academy students.



Chapter 545: Persuasion
At this moment, Tie Ci was heading to Ningfang Pavilion.

This was the most prosperous building in what used to be the most bustling area of the capital—a comprehensive entertainment venue combining restaurants, teahouses, pleasure houses, recreation, and shopping, covering a hundred acres. Near the expensive Tiannan Street, it even had its own private garden.

This had also been the place where the Xiao family and the Prince of Liaodong secretly colluded and planned. Here they had brewed conspiracies that nearly shook all of Da Qian, and it was with things from here that they had tempted the endlessly greedy Consort Jing, thus causing that far-reaching disaster in Chongming Palace.

After the Chongming Incident, Ningfang Pavilion was burned down and fell into ruin overnight. Afterward, the entire garden was sealed off.

But few people knew that only the main building had been burned. Behind the dilapidated walls, Ningfang Pavilion still retained many structures. After the incident, someone had acquired the property rights to Ningfang Pavilion at an extremely low price. This garden had changed hands and was soon after given to Tie Ci.

The one who bought the garden was Murong Yi, who gave it to Tie Ci.

Since Tie Ci wasn’t convenient to leave the palace often, this place was later managed by Dan Shuang and Chi Xue. Chi Xue was often in the palace, and Dan Shuang, after leaving the palace to study and having more leisure time, took over management here.

At daybreak today, Dan Shuang had left Da Qian Academy and come to Ningfang Pavilion.

A woman followed beside her, carrying a bag and pressing it tightly with her hands all along the way, as if carefully afraid the bag might break.

Dan Shuang seemed somewhat absent-minded, asking the woman: “Senior Sister, isn’t your laboratory always very busy? How do you have time to follow me today?”

The woman said: “It’s Master’s instruction. She said you’re coming today with a mission to have a heart-to-heart with His Majesty, and she’s afraid His Majesty might get angry at you if the conversation goes poorly, so she sent me to watch.”

Dan Shuang laughed: “How could His Majesty possibly get angry at me?”

“That’s hard to say. His Majesty will definitely be angry once she knows your thoughts.”

“I’m doing this for Da Qian’s future, for His Majesty’s freedom. I’m doing this for His Majesty’s good. Even if there are temporary disagreements, His Majesty will understand me.” Dan Shuang said. “Besides, even if His Majesty gets angry, what could you protect me from? Senior Sister, you don’t even know martial arts.”

The woman glanced down at her bag and smiled: “Don’t underestimate laboratory researchers. Even though we have no strength to tie up a chicken, we’re actually the most powerful people.”

We can make one person’s anger cause blood to flow like rivers.

She kept this thought to herself, though a trace of contempt flashed in her eyes.

Dan Shuang didn’t notice this look. She turned to look at the dilapidated building ahead: “I arranged to meet His Majesty here, but I don’t know if she has time.”

“If you invite her, she naturally has time.”

Dan Shuang was dazed for a moment, then suddenly said: “Senior Sister, Master is right, isn’t she?”

“Of course, how could Master be wrong?” the woman said. “You yourself are Master’s disciple and have always known what Master strives for. You joined the Progressive Society and eventually became its leader, which shows you’ve always deeply understood Master’s ideals and consistently implemented them. Universal harmony, equality for all beings, constitutional monarchy, human freedom—what a beautiful and glorious future this is. How could you ask such a question at this time?”

“Have you forgotten your own experiences back then? If your family’s land hadn’t been seized by landlords, if you hadn’t been displaced and lost your parents, how would you have become an orphan nearly dying on the roadside?”

Dan Shuang was dazed again for a long while, then lowered her head: “Yes, it’s my lack of determination. I’ve failed Master’s teachings.”

The woman smiled: “You’re different from others. Master has formally accepted you as a disciple—you’re Master’s final disciple, her most beloved little student. Others may question, may not agree, may ignorantly resist, but you shouldn’t. Don’t forget Master’s mountain-deep kindness to you.”

“Yes, Senior Sister.” Dan Shuang said. “My life was given to me by Master. However, Master promised me that no matter what His Majesty does, she will never harm His Majesty.”

“That’s natural.” The woman smiled. “His Majesty is also Master’s favorite disciple, supported all the way to now. Even with political disagreements, it’s just a temporary inability to come around. How could Master harm her?”

She patted Dan Shuang’s shoulder: “So if you don’t want the master-disciple relationship to break, persuade His Majesty well when the time comes.”

“Alright.”

The woman smiled slightly, gently stroking her bag.

This place had small bridges over flowing water, green trees and flourishing flowers, and some fruit trees were planted. The pear trees had ripened, hanging many golden pears that attracted many birds to peck at them.

The woman leaned against the fruit trees, casually scattering some grain-like things to attract birds to peck.

Dan Shuang was preoccupied. She glanced over and though she found it somewhat strange where Senior Sister had gotten grain to carry around, she didn’t ask much.

Then she heard the sound of a carriage.

She looked up expectantly and saw a carriage enter the gate, with Tie Ci stepping down from it.

Driving the carriage was Wan Ji, accompanying was Jingxu, and Pingzong sat on the carriage roof enjoying the scenery.

After completing her mission of entering Da Qian Academy to destroy the laboratory, Tie Ci no longer brought student guards to avoid unnecessary sacrifices.

These three people by her side were sufficient—Wan Ji represented the generals, Jingxu represented physicians, and Pingzong represented martial force.

Dan Shuang immediately went forward to greet her.

Behind her, the woman opened the door to an elegant room, gently placing a flower vase on the small table with a magnolia flower in it.

Over there, Dan Shuang greeted Tie Ci. Seeing the expression on her face, Tie Ci knew she was unaware of what had happened last night and today. She said nothing more, only: “Don’t return to Da Qian Academy recently, and don’t return to the palace either. Ningfang Pavilion here is quite secret—you should stay here, pay attention to safety, and don’t come out.”

Dan Shuang invited her into the room, asking in surprise: “Your Majesty, has something happened?”

But Tie Ci’s gaze fell on the woman who had come out to greet them. After a brief assessment, she said: “Laboratory research personnel?”

The woman bowed to her with an indifferent expression: “Your Majesty, I am also Master’s disciple, just specializing in laboratory management. I don’t usually come out, so Your Majesty doesn’t recognize me. Strictly speaking, I should be Your Majesty’s senior sister.”

Dan Shuang said: “Your Majesty, this is Senior Sister Mei.”

Tie Ci looked at her again, thinking: Hmm, a person from Master’s era.

Only people from that era would be completely unmoved by her status, even slightly contemptuous, looking at her as if she were a worn-out antique that should have long been swept into the garbage bin.

She now had no good feelings toward these people either. She didn’t call her senior sister, just nodded: “Then please stay outside with them and keep watch.”

Dan Shuang was slightly stunned, wondering why His Majesty, usually warm and courteous, was so cold toward this senior sister. And Senior Sister Mei, usually strict and proud, might get angry.

Contrary to her expectations, Senior Sister Mei not only didn’t get angry but stepped back a few paces, smiling: “Yes, I dare not disturb your conversation.”

Tie Ci nodded, pulled Dan Shuang inside, and the two sat facing each other by the couch, with a magnolia flower blooming gracefully between them.

Tie Ci stared at the magnolia flower, but her gaze went beyond it, looking into empty space: “Dan Shuang…”

“Your Majesty…”

Both spoke simultaneously, then both stopped.

“I’ll speak first.” Tie Ci said directly. “Are you meeting me today on Master’s orders? If so, then don’t say anything. I still have important matters and can’t stay long. Remember my words—hide quickly. You’re familiar with the people and weapons here at Ningfang Pavilion. When necessary, organize them to protect yourself.” She paused, then added: “If I am in the capital, you needn’t worry about anything. But if I’m not in the capital, self-preservation comes first.”

“How could Your Majesty leave the capital? How could Your Majesty leave the capital without taking us?” Dan Shuang said in amazement. “Your Majesty, what has happened? Is there some misunderstanding between you and Master?”

Tie Ci gazed at her for a long time. Dan Shuang’s face showed simple bewilderment.

Four years of university life had changed Dan Shuang greatly. Her former icy demeanor had faded, and now she was more like a simple and cheerful young woman. Tie Ci knew how much she admired Master—her lifesaver, her enlightening teacher, the guide who had given her new life and new horizons.

She knew Master’s charm. If initially Dan Shuang had only respected and felt grateful to Master, after four years of influence and following, Dan Shuang now had fanatical worship and devotion toward Master, just like those passionate young people at Da Qian Academy.

She could live for her, die for her, spill blood and sacrifice her life for her.

Dan Shuang had always been stubbornly determined to the point of obsession.

Given this, some things couldn’t be said to her. She might not believe them, and Tie Ci didn’t want to destroy her faith or put Dan Shuang in a difficult position between Master and herself.

She knew that would be very painful.

She never wanted to force the fiery-tempered Dan Shuang.

“You’ve always known about our disagreements,” Tie Ci said. “There must be a resolution eventually.”

Dan Shuang stared at her sensitively: “What resolution? Your Majesty, you possess the realm and command great armies. You and the Grand Tutor have political disagreements… You wouldn’t punish the Grand Tutor because of this, would you?”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said: “What if I would?”

“Your Majesty!” Dan Shuang suddenly leaned forward to grab her hand. “You cannot! She is your master! Proposing reforms is also for you, for your Da Qian! Master has no selfish motives. What she wants is only a free, equal, beautiful Da Qian, just like Da Qian Academy. You’ve also said Da Qian Academy is lively and free, broad-minded, the light of academies. If such an atmosphere could spread throughout all of Da Qian, if everyone could live under such relaxed and pleasant atmosphere and management, what would be wrong with that!”

She leaned forward too urgently and knocked over the flower vase on the table with a bang.

Some liquid flowed out, flowing toward Tie Ci across from her, with the magnolia flower gently floating in the liquid.

For a moment, Dan Shuang caught a whiff of a strange scent, which then dispersed.

But she was emotionally agitated at the moment and didn’t notice this detail at all. Her violent movement also caused the kang table to shift, and the table corner hit Tie Ci’s right ribs.

That was exactly where the bullet had struck earlier.

Tie Ci suddenly bent over, her right arm protecting her right ribs. Because of this wave of intense pain, she couldn’t avoid the flowing water.



Chapter 546: From Now On, Only the Wind Knows Her Heart
Dan Shuang couldn’t care less about the water—her sleeves and wrists were already soaked with it. But as she rose to her feet, she inadvertently glanced up and through the open window saw Senior Sister Mei standing outside, calmly taking out a mask to put on.

The mask had a strange design, almost completely sealed, without even eye holes, and was silver-white in color.

Dan Shuang had only seen it once before.

Once when she went to find Senior Sister Mei, she saw her emerging from a compartment deep within the laboratory, removing such a mask as she walked while instructing the assistant personnel left behind in the lab: “…Remember to perform decontamination at least three times. Residual materials go into the processor—there must be no traces left, or there will be serious consequences.”

Like a thunderbolt striking overhead, a flash of white light seemed to appear before her eyes, and Dan Shuang was completely stunned.

Then her gaze fell and she saw the deep red traces seeping through Tie Ci’s five fingers pressed against her ribs.

Another thunderbolt struck Dan Shuang’s head.

His Majesty was injured!

Who in this world could still harm her!

Earlier, Master had said she would enter the palace to have a talk with His Majesty, then His Majesty was injured, and now she had suddenly left the palace…

All this happened in a split second, thoughts flashing like lightning. Only instinct drove her actions—almost the instant Dan Shuang saw Senior Sister Mei putting on the mask, her hand changed direction.

With one hand she grabbed the rolling bottle, with the other she pushed Tie Ci.

Tie Ci, still recovering from her injury and caught off guard, was pushed and tumbled off the bed. The liquid from the bottle flowed down from the table’s edge, with several drops splashing onto her clothing.

Dan Shuang drew her sword.

The snow-bright blade was dazzling. Tie Ci, who had fallen to the ground, looked up.

The people waiting outside saw this through the window and were about to rush in in alarm, but Tie Ci shouted sternly: “Don’t come in!”

With a “snip,” a piece of clothing hem fluttered to the ground.

Tie Ci braced herself with her hands to get up, reaching out to pull Dan Shuang while saying urgently: “Dan Shuang, is this…”

Before she could finish speaking, Dan Shuang suddenly flung something at her.

Caught off guard once again, Tie Ci immediately fainted.

After sprinkling the sleeping powder, Dan Shuang caught Tie Ci and carried her to the door.

Then she turned back to look at the room. The vase was still rolling around, but the liquid inside had already spilled completely—on the bed, on the table, on the floor, splattered everywhere.

She looked down at her own hands, which were not only wet from the vase’s contents but also had wounds from experiments she’d done a few days ago.

Then she called out: “Senior Sister Mei, please come in. His Majesty has questions for you.”

As she spoke, she poked her head out and gave Senior Sister Mei a meaningful look.

Senior Sister Mei was a laboratory researcher who, apart from being devoted to her research, never cared about the people and affairs of Da Qian. She only knew she had come with a mission today—once the vase was overturned, the mission was complete. At this moment, that room and the people in it were already hell and the dead. Naturally, she wouldn’t approach, standing far away and saying: “If there’s anything to discuss, Junior Sister, you should come out and talk.”

Dan Shuang held out the vase partway, saying: “There’s a question…”

When Senior Sister Mei heard “there’s a question,” professional habit immediately drove her to instinctively walk over, asking: “What question…”

Just as she reached the doorway, Dan Shuang suddenly grabbed her pulse point with one hand and yanked her violently into the room. At the same time, she tore off her mask and pressed it onto Tie Ci’s face, then threw Tie Ci outside.

In an instant, she completed the switch of pulling someone in and pushing someone out.

Tie Ci tumbled out and was caught by Jingxu, Wan Ji, and the others who were waiting outside.

Pingzong was about to leap over when Dan Shuang grabbed Senior Sister Mei by the throat and shouted: “Don’t come over! Stay back!”

Pingzong stopped and looked down at Tie Ci, saying: “What did you do to her!”

Dan Shuang ignored her and looked down at Senior Sister Mei, saying: “The antidote.”

Senior Sister Mei laughed coldly. “You really are ignorant ancients. Since you’ve been in contact with the laboratory, you should know that many things in the laboratory aren’t poison at all. If it’s not poison, where would there be an antidote?”

“What was in that vase!”

“It’s called ‘Wild Game,'” Senior Sister Mei said. “It’s the mission Master entrusted to you—to let this capital city taste some unusual wild game.”

Dan Shuang dragged Senior Sister Mei over and pressed her face down into the water on the floor. After a moment, she pulled her up: “The antidote!”

Senior Sister Mei cursed: “Lunatic! Lunatic!”

When she raised her head and met Dan Shuang’s gaze directly, meeting that bloody red stare, she was so shocked she immediately fell silent.

A fierce aura grew between Dan Shuang’s brows: “So what if I’m a lunatic? Why did Master treat me this way!”

“How did Master treat you?” Senior Sister Mei said. “You feel deceived? Didn’t you say you were willing to give up everything for Master’s ideals? Do you understand what ‘everything’ means?”

“I only know that His Majesty is above my everything!” Dan Shuang growled, desperately pressing her head into the water. “The antidote!”

Senior Sister Mei spat out the dirt in her mouth and sneered: “As I said, you ignorant ancients think this would affect me too? You pitiful creatures, how could you understand that we modern people’s bodies have already been tempered by countless vaccines and harsh environments. Our immune capabilities are far stronger than you ancient people who grew up in pure water.”

She continued: “Want me to drink the vase water for you to see? Let’s see whether you die first or I die first?”

Dan Shuang stared at her and finally understood she was telling the truth. She laughed coldly and was about to smash Senior Sister Mei’s head against the hard redwood bed frame.

“If there’s no antidote, then die!”

“Stop!”

Dan Shuang glared at her fiercely.

“What are you rushing for?” Senior Sister Mei pouted. “The specific medicine was originally prepared for you. However, we don’t have much of this stuff left either. The future world environment is harsh with scarce resources, too much has been used… So this is the only portion. Master instructed me to prepare it beforehand, so you don’t need to go crazy—you won’t die.”

She took out a small silver-white box and handed it to Dan Shuang: “See, Master treats you so well. Don’t be wishy-washy. Since you’ve chosen to follow Master, you should break with all feudal thoughts and the ruling class. We’re helping you make a choice—between Master and Tie Ci, you have to choose one…”

Dan Shuang took the small box and threw it out the window with a flick of her wrist: “Catch it!”

Pingzong outside caught it with one hand.

Inside, Senior Sister Mei looked at Dan Shuang in shock: “What are you doing! You’re already infected! This time I’m not lying to you—this really is the only portion. Even if you wanted more, you couldn’t get it in the short term… Do you know what happens when you’re infected with this thing? Do you know how contagious it is? Do you know how high the mortality rate is? Do you know it constantly changes its genetic sequence? Do you know it…”

“Pfft.”

An extremely faint sound, but it immediately ended her shock and questions.

Large amounts of pink foam poured from Senior Sister Mei’s mouth. She trembled as she looked down at her chest—a short sword had pierced through her chest, pinning her firmly to the ground.

She looked at Dan Shuang with infinite bewilderment, clearly unable to understand these ancients’ thinking even in death. But Dan Shuang didn’t even look at her, getting up to find oil lamps and lamp oil, gathering the room’s gauze curtains, scrolls, paper, and other materials together, spreading them on the floor, then pouring oil over them.

Da Qian Academy’s curriculum included infectious disease prevention education, where proper disposal—deep burial and incineration—were essential measures.

Senior Sister Mei clearly understood what Dan Shuang intended to do. After her shock, she suddenly burst into loud laughter.

“Good… good… Master said you ancients, though backward and ignorant, are often more passionate and fierce than us, fearless of death, unwavering in resolve… But I’m sorry, your sacrifice will probably only move yourself, because what was meant to happen has already happened… Remember that flock of birds I fed earlier?”

Dan Shuang spun around sharply.

“Those little birds that ate the grain scattered and flew to people’s homes. They perched on people’s heads, in garden branches, under windowsills, in grass… They appeared somewhat weak and dispirited… And you ancients who are always lamenting spring and mourning autumn, constantly chanting about heaven’s benevolence toward all living things, might very well approach to take a closer look, rescue them and build them nests… As for those poor people who have no time for romantic musings, a bird is still meat—they’d take it home to braise with wine…” Senior Sister Mei’s voice grew fainter and fainter as she murmured with closed eyes: “They’ll soon be like those birds—headaches, fever, diarrhea, coughing… large black spots appearing on their bodies, all extremities slowly falling off—fingers, toes… They’ll go to medical halls for treatment, countless people curiously gathering to watch… Their corpses will lie in courtyards while wives and children weep and cling, refusing to let go… Before long, the wives and children will lie in the same courtyards… Human lives falling like cut grass, truly a poignant and magnificent scene… Inferior races don’t need so many people—too many and they become restless. I’ll help you screen out a batch first…”

As she finally closed her eyes, she whispered softly: “…Thinking that this virus’s genes were edited by me personally, I’m actually a little excited…”

Dan Shuang stood frozen in place, hands and feet ice-cold. When she finally snapped back to awareness, she found she had doused herself with lamp oil.

The door was knocked on, and Pingzong asked from outside: “What’s wrong? What are you sneaking around doing? I’m coming in.”

“Don’t come in!”

Pingzong was startled by Dan Shuang’s hysterical shouting, smoothing down her bristling fur irritably: “What are you doing! If I’m not coming in, I’m not coming in—why shout so eerily! When His Majesty wakes up, I’ll definitely have her beat you, you dead girl!”

Dan Shuang said: “Give His Majesty the medicine I threw out just now!”

“Jingxu is examining it. Who knows what that thing is? What are you hiding in the room doing? Come out.”

“No matter what happens later, don’t let anyone approach, especially His Majesty.” Dan Shuang said, “Tell His Majesty that Senior Sister Mei has already spread the poison. Have her pay attention to the birds in the city…”

“What? What birds? What happened?”

“I… have made a grave error.” Dan Shuang looked up, swallowing down that sob, but couldn’t stop the tears that had already covered her face. “An unforgivable sin.”

She raised her head. In the sky were light clouds and bright sun, sunlight like ten thousand swords crisscrossing, piercing through earthly mists, yet in her tears it all dissolved into chaos.

The fire starter in her hand fell silently.

With a whoosh, a ball of fire leaped from the ground, instantly enveloping her entire body.

Bang! The closed window shattered, revealing Pingzong’s anxious and shocked face.

“What are you doing!” She yelled, about to rush into the room.

“Don’t come over!” Dan Shuang held her sword to her throat.

Pingzong didn’t dare move anymore, watching her covered in flames, so anxious her cheeks chattered: “You’re crazy! How am I supposed to explain this to Little Aunt!”

Jingxu, unable to figure out the small box, simply slapped Tie Ci awake: “Just wake up and decide for yourself!”

As soon as Tie Ci opened her eyes, she saw the wide-open window opposite with a person on fire inside.

This scene was so shocking that for a moment she thought she was having a nightmare.

Then she recognized who the burning figure was and stood up abruptly.

Pingzong turned back: “…She suddenly went crazy for some reason! She said something about birds spreading poison…”

Tie Ci stared intently at Dan Shuang, instructing Wan Ji without turning her head: “Quickly go give orders! Kill all birds in the city—no, kill all animals!”

Before Wan Ji could respond, she added: “The government will pay to purchase them!”

“Yes!”

“If any strange infectious disease cases appear, treat them according to the previously established infectious disease prevention laws. Even if there’s only one case, no one may be negligent. Violators need not request permission—execute them on the spot!”

“Yes!”

Wan Ji ran off frantically. Tie Ci stared at Dan Shuang: “Dan Shuang! Don’t do this! It’s not necessary! Don’t give up—listen to me this once!”

“Listen to me once—you promised to listen to me about everything!”

“Dan Shuang!”

“Don’t come over!” Dan Shuang’s voice in the fire was nearly torn apart. “Your Majesty, it’s too late! Too late!”

“I’m infected! If I live, there will be endless troubles!”

Before her words finished, Tie Ci’s figure flashed and disappeared.

But Dan Shuang reacted faster. The instant Tie Ci’s figure vanished before her eyes, she turned her wrist.

A cold light passed like a rainbow.

A blood arc fell upon the uniform red flames, disappearing instantly as the flames erupted with more intense crackling sounds.

Her black hair spread out, turning to ash in the fire instantly. That ball of flame splattered open with a whoosh, like a fire phoenix swaying in the autumn wind of the magnificent hall.

Dan Shuang’s eyes looked straight toward the sky through the flames.

There it was smooth as a mirror, as if reflecting this life and the next. There she could see herself walking alone on the streets, suddenly encountering a white, fluffy steamed bun in the cold wind, and those smiling eyes beyond the bun.

She could see the nunnery in the monk’s temple, the first glimpse of that delicate little girl before the small building.

She could see those two girls reading together in the imperial study, flying kites in the imperial garden, training through the hottest days of summer and coldest days of winter in Ruixiang Hall, running hand in hand through every inch of the palace, small shoes adorned with pearls gradually becoming light, swift boots in their racing.

She saw the young girl standing on plum blossom branches smiling at her, saw herself practicing sword beneath the tree while Chi Xue embroidered knee guards for them both inside the window. Falling petals continuously drifted down—startled loose by sword energy, and because the season had arrived.

She saw bright moon and vast sea, a small boat on the sea, herself and that tall, thin man glaring at each other on the boat.

She saw her master and that man exchanging punches and kicks amid the sea winds and waves, while she and the tall one each clung to broken ship planks, kicking at each other on the sea.

She saw inside Dongming Charity Hall the sneaky A’san and A’si, the needling confrontation between Apricot Blossom and Plum Blossom.

She saw on Ghost Island around the bonfire, the dancing figures and awkward smiling faces—who was holding whom, swaying back and forth, countless starlight spinning down into their eyes.

She saw finally in Chongming Palace, sword light splashing down like snow from the beams, that deeply pained face after the mask fell.

She saw that year when the Da Feng embassy’s grand procession came through Zheng’an Gate. She watched from atop the palace walls, and the moment she saw the Da Feng banners, she turned and descended the walls.

She saw that year on the rooftop of the inn, someone drinking alone under the moon night after night, raising cups in distant toasts.

Blue sea and azure heaven, night after night her heart.

But never to be seen again.

Never again, Mu Si.

“Dan Shuang!”

A cry pierced the heart. Through blood and fire, she saw His Majesty’s flickering figure, His Majesty reaching out as if to pull her.

Dimly in her heart she thought, please don’t—don’t get my blood on you, my blood is tainted.

Two hands appeared ghostlike behind Tie Ci. Jingxu and Pingzong, one on each side, forcibly pulled Tie Ci back.

A burst of fire and a splash of blood fell past Tie Ci’s fingertips, landing on the ground before the door, hissing as they formed a blood-red line.

One line, separating a lifetime of mutual support, separating childhood companions who regarded each other as family, separating life and death, love and hate, separating her from her.

Dan Shuang’s hands rose high—those hands still pristine white as ice crystals, untainted by blood or fire, raised toward the heavens like a graceful gesture seeking freedom and self-determination but ultimately denied.

Or perhaps a final helpless attempt to hold on.

She lived decisively, lived decisively, and died without hesitation. But who knew that the more resolute one was, the more regret remained.

A life without room for compromise, a life that ended abruptly, a life full of unwillingness.

Like tossing a handful of sand to the wind, scattered in an instant—from now on, only the wind knows her heart.

With a thunderous crash, she fell into the center of the flames that filled the room. In that final moment, her lips moved slightly.

She said, “Please don’t, Your Majesty.”

…



Chapter 547: Heaven and Earth Are Ruthless
A scream rang out as Chi Xue, who had just arrived, tumbled down on the curved bridge in the distance.

Tie Ci sat in front of the house, with Jingxu and Pingzong gripping her shoulders tightly, but she was no longer struggling.

The entire house was already engulfed in flames. Guards from Ningfang Pavilion came running with water buckets to fight the fire. They didn’t recognize this group of people with the emperor—Tie Ci rarely came here, and when she did, she entered through secret passages without meeting outsiders.

That group of people was noisily fighting the fire, while this group was silent as death.

Suddenly Jingxu looked up, and Pingzong also said: “What’s that sound?”

Both looked up to see a cold light streak across the sky. Though clearly coming from an extremely distant place, it could condense without dispersing in mid-air, like a jade pillar piercing heaven and earth, about to arrive in an instant.

The dazed Tie Ci looked up.

In that moment, this light flashed before her eyes, along with that painting she had seen in the Ba tribe valley that year.

A beam of light pierced from one end of the street to the other. The leader of the Three Madmen and Five Emperors at the height of his power had no resistance, and from then on had to separate from his close friend and lie dormant in the southern frontier for twenty years.

Without thinking, she grabbed the two people with both hands and flashed away with all her strength.

In the next instant, water splashed up half a zhang high as the three fell into the pool. All three felt sudden brightness overhead, unable to see anything clearly for a moment. In the blinding white light, they only felt something splashing and falling on their heads, while the surrounding scenery seemed to dissolve silently.

After a moment, the white light disappeared. Pingzong turned her head and let out an “ah!”

Where there had been an arched bridge over the water, now half the bridge had vanished.

And before the bridge, on the ground where Tie Ci had just been sitting, appeared a basin-sized hole. From the amount of earth splattered in all directions, the hole was extremely deep. Now a person was propped over that hole—or rather, only half a person. One half had neat clothing with not even disheveled hair, while the other half had completely disappeared, showing only an orderly, ghastly skeleton.

It was a guard who had come to fight the fire, still holding the water bucket in his hand, with not even a drop of water spilled.

After a long moment, Pingzong murmured: “What kind of weapon is this…”

But Jingxu’s expression was extremely grim as he looked at his own palm.

When Tie Ci had pulled him down just now, he had reached out his hand and was grazed by the edge of the white light.

Now he was missing a little finger.

The pain only struck him now. Looking at that incredibly neat cut surface, he gritted his teeth, took out wound medicine, and bandaged himself. Then he stood up and walked away without a word.

“Stop,” Tie Ci said coldly.

Jingxu ignored her completely.

“What, scared out of your wits?” Tie Ci said. “Escaped disaster twenty years ago, yet the trouble lingers to this day—don’t even have the courage to face it anymore?”

“If I had known it was these people earlier, I wouldn’t have gotten involved in this muddy water.” Jingxu faced away from her, his voice hoarse. “Don’t mock me. These people can’t even be called human. Da Qian has no way to resist them. Or do you think you can surpass the Three Madmen and Five Emperors of that time?”

“I’m not your Three Madmen and Five Emperors, but I am the person in all of Da Qian who understands them best,” Tie Ci said. “Follow me, protect me, and you still have a chance to live. Otherwise, just like back then, you strong people of Da Qian will equally be their primary targets for elimination. In their words, you’re dangerous elements, unstable factors, primary targets for removal.”

When she first saw that painting, she had suspected her master’s involvement, but couldn’t understand why her master, a merchant, would strike down the Three Madmen and Five Emperors.

Now she was beginning to understand. The Three Madmen and Five Emperors had mainly been in the capital back then, supported by various princely mansions. Her master had very likely come with a mission, selected her, and naturally became involved in political struggles. Whether to support Tie Yan’s faction in seizing the throne or for their future invasion of Da Qian, powerful figures like the Three Madmen and Five Emperors could not be left alive.

So the rescue at the ice lake might never have been coincidental.

All luck in this world is secretly priced, and all favors ultimately demand payment.

“Now the primary target for elimination should be Your Majesty, right?” Jingxu pointed at that hole.

“Yes, and then? After killing me, who’s next?”

Jingxu fell silent.

Tie Ci opened the small box that Dan Shuang had thrown out at the end. Inside was a syringe. Without a word, Tie Ci injected herself with it.

She couldn’t be infected. If she died, Dan Shuang would have died for nothing.

Da Qian would also fall as a nation.

She took one last look at the house continuously collapsing in the firelight and said to Chi Xue, who was lying on the ground weeping: “You’ll be responsible for collecting Dan Shuang’s ashes.”

“If there’s no chance to bury her properly, carefully preserve the ashes.”

“You know all the hiding places in the capital, all our arrangements. So from today on, I want you to provide maximum protection to the officials and people of the capital while protecting yourself.”

“I’ve already sent orders to Qi Ling, Xia Houchun, Buqing, and A’kou. Palace guards, the Nine Guards, half the Ba tribe forces—all troops in the capital will remain in the capital to implement wartime emergency policies. Military authority naturally remains in their own hands. What you need to do is share information with them, prevent the spread of plague, and protect everyone you can protect.”

“Unless absolutely necessary, the enemy won’t engage in wholesale slaughter. Because they need people, they need a stably functioning nation. I suspect that even spreading toxins, given that contradictions haven’t reached an irreconcilable point, probably isn’t the most virulent and irreversible kind. The main purpose is intimidation and submission.”

“Moreover, I destroyed the laboratory too. I suspect their material reserves are insufficient, and they would have stored some in the laboratory over the past few years, so they’ll act more cautiously now. Unless absolutely necessary, they won’t want direct conflict with our people and troops.”

“We still have a chance. My policy for you during this time is non-violent non-cooperation. Passive resistance—just ensure the most basic livelihood, but halt and shelve all other governmental operations. Transfer all resources underground, giving the other side no opportunity to access any resources.”

“Place all officials who control important engineering and mineral information under soft house arrest, disappearing them from public view.”

“All maps and military deployment plans and other classified documents throughout the nation—if discovered, destroy them immediately.”

“All radical students who participated in this joint petition demanding reform—arrest them all on charges of collaborating with foreign enemies and treason. All officials involved in this matter—remove from office and imprison.”

“I require you to eliminate the other side’s personnel and forces as much as possible while preserving yourselves. Their personnel are precious, and they won’t leave too many in the capital. You can lull them initially—I don’t care what methods you use: fine wine and beautiful women, open guns and hidden arrows, honorable or dishonorable, all are acceptable. Wait until they’re weary or careless, then defeat them one by one. Find ways to capture or destroy their weapons and equipment. Later, if they still haven’t succeeded, they may resort to extreme measures, so making them lose power in advance is important.”

“The other side should arrive soon. There’s much I haven’t had time to explain. Return to the hidden compartment under the Sumeru throne in Chongming Palace to search—there’s a letter I left for you. Just follow the instructions.”

“Finally, use our propaganda forces to spread among the people the enemy’s fundamental goal of enslaving and ruling us. Inform them of the other side’s danger and the terrible future we may face. Tell them we face the crisis of national destruction. Tell them that no matter what the other side says, no matter how powerful they are, I will not die, will not abandon the capital, will not abandon Da Qian. I will definitely return.”

Chi Xue raised her red, swollen eyes, her voice trembling: “Your Majesty… where are you going? The capital cannot do without you now!”

“The capital now cannot have me,” Tie Ci replied.

Because she was the primary target.

With her in the capital, the other side would continuously pursue her, never stopping until death. In this process, their methods would gradually escalate and become increasingly unscrupulous.

This could already be seen from their spreading toxins from the very beginning.

They would use that terrible light, use giant war vehicles that could level mountains and forests, use cannons that could explode with enormous firepower and infinite killing power, use various terrible weapons that people of this era had never seen or could even imagine—weapons that could instantly destroy countless lives.

They wouldn’t care about the lives of Da Qian’s people, just as elephants don’t avoid the ants beneath their feet.

In this process, how many towers and pavilions would be leveled to the ground by the continuously escalating military strikes? How many lives would be reduced to nothing?

In the laboratory, she had seen that student whose forehead was pierced through in an instant. Just now, she had seen that guard with only half remaining. Her heart knew that as long as she was here, the densely populated capital, which gathered countless important buildings and centuries of culture from Da Qian, would be destroyed in the flames of war.

She could only leave.

Go to a prepared place, go to sparsely populated lands, draw out the vast majority of the other side’s effective forces from the capital, and fight the decisive battle on green mountains, wastelands, and snowy plains.

That way, even if the other side used extermination methods, whether harm or disaster, both would be greatly reduced.

And she would keep the main forces of these invaders in those uninhabited lands, using Da Qian’s thick loess to completely bury their ambitions.

She knew.

This journey would be fraught with mortal danger.

But she had no choice.

…

A buzzing sound came from the sky, and light could be faintly seen.

Tie Ci stood up. Before her was a lotus pond—this season only withered lotuses remained, broken stems and dried leaves still scattered on the water surface, looking somewhat unsightly. But this was originally a ruined garden, so it wasn’t particularly conspicuous.

Tie Ci leaped onto that cluster of withered lotuses.

Her footing was very stable—the withered lotus surprisingly didn’t sway. Looking carefully, one could discover that the lotus was fake, hidden among many decaying lotus leaves, with many rust stains made on it, appearing seamless.

Tie Ci applied slight pressure with her foot, and the withered lotus made a “click” sound.

For her next step, Tie Ci landed on another fake withered lotus, producing another “click.”

Tie Ci’s every step landed on fake withered lotuses in that lotus cluster, the clicking sounds continuous. Jingxu and the others followed behind, completely unable to figure out where those fake lotus leaves were. After more than ten sounds, there was a long response, and the water level in the pool suddenly began dropping.

After a moment, it had drained completely, revealing the bottom and a stone door slowly opening.

Inside the opened stone door, a downward slide could be faintly seen.

Jingxu couldn’t help but secretly admire this mechanism design as truly ingenious.

Tie Ci went first, and several people slid down. Jingxu noticed that before sliding down, Tie Ci’s hand pressed something at the door’s edge.

After landing, wind entered and oil lamps ignited automatically, illuminating a vast stone chamber.

Facing them was an extremely detailed map of Da Qian.

The map showed all cities, with mountains and hills in relief, though it didn’t mark important locations like armies and granaries. Instead, flags were planted in several places.

Additionally, the map was densely covered with a symbol that looked very brilliant and gem-like, especially numerous in the capital.

Everyone recognized it as the Gui Qizhai symbol. Over the years, due to the Grand Preceptor’s rise to power, Gui Qizhai’s scale had continuously expanded with extremely rapid development. It could almost be said that “wherever there are wells, there is Gui Qizhai.”

There was a joke that in the capital, you could randomly urinate anywhere and might very well be urinating on Gui Qizhai territory.

The map also had some other symbols, and various routes marked in colors.

Tie Ci stood silent before the map for a long time. Pingzong looked at the map with circles in her eyes, murmuring: “So many Gui Qizhai…”

Jingxu snorted.

Indeed many—so many they formed a dense web, impossible to go anywhere without hitting this net.

If all these Gui Qizhai possessed powerful weapons surpassing the present era, then no one could leave this capital.

Even those already marked routes might not be safe.

Sudden vibrations came from overhead. Though this was already extremely deep underground, the vibrations were still so distinct that one could imagine something major had happened above.

At this moment, Tie Ci took up a brush and drew a line on the map.

She drew very quickly. Jingxu only sensed that the route was extremely winding.

Then the lights dimmed. Tie Ci took a small pack from beside the map and walked forward along the passage, taking down two backpacks from the wall as she walked and throwing them to Jingxu and Pingzong respectively.

She walked alone in front, with Pingzong following behind her. The corridor was deep and dark, with oil lamps on the walls casting dim light. Her figure was thin and delicate, made blurry by the lamplight, as if about to walk into that dense, long darkness.

Pingzong’s heart suddenly jumped, and she instinctively quickened two steps to look at her sideways.

In the dim light, she saw a glimmer flashing by her cheek—a teardrop was sliding down Tie Ci’s chin, silently falling into her collar.

And disappearing from sight.

Pingzong stood frozen in place.

From their first meeting on Ghost Island years ago to today’s flight with Tie Ci, even before Chongming Palace back then, she had never seen a single tear from Tie Ci.

She would always remember that year in the wind and snow—pale and coldly resolute Tie Ci, sitting on the Sumeru throne in Chongming Palace overlooking enemies, with only blood, fire, and this world in the depths of her eyes.

Until today, seeing this single tear in the deep corridor.

In this instant, she too felt enormous grief sweep through her entire body.

At that moment years ago, Tie Ci lost all her beloved people.

At this moment now, she lost her final beliefs and pillars.

What she trusted, revered, remained loyal to, yearned for, and was willing to dedicate her life’s blood to.

Crumbled before her eyes.

So the kindness had ulterior motives, so the support concealed deception, so the teaching harbored malicious intent, so in the end what her master wanted was the world she would protect with her life and everything.

Finally, she watched with her own eyes as Dan Shuang, who had accompanied her since childhood like a sister, caught between her master and herself, was forced to take her own life.

So after struggling and striving for so long, wanting to master the freedom of her own life, she discovered in the end that she was still a puppet.

Just thinking about it made Pingzong feel suffocated.

Earlier, seeing Tie Ci quickly regain her composure, she had thought the emperor had been tempered by experience—even such a tragic event was immediately calmed.

However, at this moment, watching Tie Ci silently shedding tears while moving forward without stopping, Pingzong’s usually heartless disposition also felt an indescribable wrenching pain.

She thought in a daze.

This imperial throne—how many people pursued it desperately? Opening history books, those who competed and bled for it were everywhere.

But if those people knew they would have to pay such a terrible price for it, would they still be willing?

She had no answer, only knowing that at this moment, enormous weariness with this life surged in her heart.

Heaven and earth are ruthless, treating all things as straw dogs.

…



Chapter 548: Glory Never Dies
The lights ahead suddenly flickered.

Pingzong raised her head, thinking for a moment that her eyes were playing tricks on her, and rubbed them.

Jingxu made exactly the same motion.

Ahead, countless doors appeared on both sides of the corridor, and many “Tie Ci’s” were walking out of these doors.

All dressed in black with silver-blue sashes, jade writing brushes at their waists, slender figures, and dignified bearing.

Seeing the real Tie Ci walking in the corridor, they all nodded and said: “You’re here?”

Their tone and expression were calm and gentle, almost identical to the genuine Tie Ci.

But seeing so many identical people using the same expression, the same tone and inflection, saying the same words—it looked truly eerie.

The hair on Pingzong’s arms was already standing on end.

Tie Ci, seeing these people, showed no surprise at all. She opened the package she had taken from beside the map earlier, which contained some shuffled paper slips, and randomly distributed them to those duplicates.

“You take the Tiannan Street route.”

“You take Tianming Street.”

“You take Changming.”

“You take Sifang Street.”

“You take West Market’s Zhua Flower Lane…”

She distributed them one by one. Those who received the paper slips all nodded and turned back to their respective rooms.

Pingzong saw that those rooms had other exits.

These should lead to Tiannan Street, West Market, Sifang Street, and so forth.

These places weren’t actually far—perfectly positioned with Ningfang Pavilion as the center extending in all directions, with the farthest barely outside the inner city.

What Pingzong didn’t know was that if viewed from above, the underground layout of Ningfang Pavilion looked like a chrysanthemum with its petals spread.

This flower bloomed silently yet vibrantly in the most prosperous market area of the capital.

Ningfang Pavilion had once occupied the very center of the bustling district in its heyday, but due to its involvement in the Chongming Incident, the building was abandoned. This made the location particularly sensitive. In the subsequent years, no officials or merchants dared propose purchasing this land to renovate and rebuild.

In everyone’s understanding, the emperor must be keeping this land as a warning to others.

No one wanted to touch this bad luck. Even when buying and operating land nearby, everyone deliberately stayed away from Ningfang Pavilion, avoiding the ill fortune.

Even the most aggressively expanding Gui Qizhai avoided this place.

This resulted in Ningfang Pavilion having an excellent location but being left completely undisturbed.

And this former den of luxury, while only slightly damaged above ground, naturally had secret chambers underground, hiding large amounts of supplies that Qiu Wujiu and Tong Rushi hadn’t had time to destroy.

Including materials, masks, disguise and makeup tools, weapons, various forged identity documents and costumes for different types of people…

This was what Murong Yi had once called “even a broken ship has three pounds of nails.”

The business-savvy Murong Yi had keenly discovered this place and, even while fleeing and seeking revenge, hadn’t forgotten to acquire Ningfang Pavilion at an extremely low price, leaving it for Tie Ci.

Thus Tie Ci gained a location that was well-positioned, well-equipped, very hidden, and unaffected by Gui Qizhai.

Seeing all the duplicates walk into their respective passages, Tie Ci continued forward.

At the end of the corridor, Tie Ci put on ordinary soldier’s armor, and the other two did likewise.

At this point, Jingxu had no more objections. The other side was indeed powerful, but the emperor was indeed extraordinary—her mind was deep and her preparations thorough. Perhaps she really could escape?

It was better than him running around blindly and becoming a target.

At the exit ahead, Tie Ci opened a door the same color as the wall, and a not-too-pleasant hot, stuffy smell hit them.

Tie Ci’s expression didn’t change as she walked out.

Pingzong and Jingxu followed, thinking that this exit should be the most suitable route Tie Ci had carefully chosen. So where could it open to?

At the same time.

All the people in the capital were busy catching birds and stray cats and dogs, because the government had ordered the purchase of birds, cats, and dogs. A bird was worth two wen—the most expensive.

But they required that when catching birds, one must wear masks properly, cover hair and hands well, and the caught birds must also be properly contained. If protective measures weren’t taken when catching or delivering birds, not only would they not be paid, but they would also be fined.

The people originally didn’t believe it—there was no reason a bird would be more expensive than a cat, with so many rules. But the government sent strong men beating gongs, notifying every household. The people had to believe, so countless people poured onto the streets, climbed trees, picked up slingshots, and began searching for birds.

Because of this, a man in a black cloak hurrying through Tianming Street wouldn’t attract anyone’s attention.

Just as that black cloak was about to walk past this street.

At the end of this street stood a two-story Gui Qizhai.

The moment he passed the storefront of Gui Qizhai.

The welcome sign at the Gui Qizhai entrance suddenly made beeping sounds, flashing red lights.

As soon as the beeping started, the shop assistants and manager who had just been enthusiastically introducing goods to customers suddenly dropped what they were holding and rushed out of the store.

They saw that black figure, and something shot from their hands—a device that moved at an indescribable speed, instantly hitting the back of the black cloak, then exploding into a net that trapped the person.

The black cloak tumbled to the ground. As the cloak was thrown back, it revealed a face with handsome features.

The surrounding onlookers said in surprise: “It’s actually a woman!”

“How can they treat a woman this way!”

The person who had fallen to the ground shouted sternly: “Gui Qizhai, are you rebelling? How dare you treat Us this way!”

This cry was like thunder, shocking the people into dropping the birds in their hands.

But the Gui Qizhai people paid no attention, their faces like masks. A silver-clothed man came out from the store, saying in a muffled voice: “No wonder we couldn’t find her at Ningfang Pavilion—turns out she ran here.” He pressed something on his watch while turning his wrist back, scanning “Tie Ci” with the watch.

At the same time, red light flashed on the watch, making beeping sounds.

A mechanical female voice said: “Scan complete, sample does not match.”

Countless red dots exploded on the watch interface. The silver-clothed man saw this and stood frozen, murmuring: “How can this be?”

On Sifang Street.

An explosion startled the people. They turned to see a black-cloaked woman fallen to the ground, with a group of silver-clothed people surging forward to surround her.

They scanned the woman with black tablets in their hands, then beeping sounds arose.

“Scan complete, sample does not match.”

On Tiannan Street.

A black-clothed woman swept through the street like wind, knocking over several stalls.

The stall owners hadn’t had time to curse when they saw several people chasing from behind—their bodies clearly stiff, yet as if pushed by something, flying with long white trails behind them.

The stall owners and passersby looked up in puzzlement, then heard the black-clothed woman shout: “Gui Qizhai has rebelled and is assassinating the emperor! Everyone evacuate immediately!”

The crowd erupted in noise.

Those flying people pursued indifferently. Several white lights enveloped the black-clothed woman as they said coldly: “Don’t move, touch the white light and you’ll be shattered.”

The black-clothed woman indeed didn’t move.

But then beeping sounds arose.

“Scan complete, sample does not match.”

The silver-clothed people cursed: “This works too!”

…

In Tianshan Lane, Zhua Flower Alley, Floating Water Bridge… within several li around Ningfang Pavilion as the center, such scenes kept occurring.

Such beeping sounds kept arising.

“Sample does not match…”

“Sample does not match…”

The silver-clothed people were scattered in many places, exhausted from running around.

In the command center, Yun Buci frowned looking at the constantly flashing dots, murmuring: “Why won’t the councilor bring out the DNA tracking cannon…”

At this moment, shocking news also quickly spread through the streets and alleys.

Gui Qizhai has rebelled!

The Grand Preceptor failed to assassinate His Majesty in the palace.

His Majesty is fleeing through the capital, with the Grand Preceptor in hot pursuit.

The people were momentarily confused—weren’t His Majesty and the Grand Preceptor master and disciple with deep affection?

And to the people, both His Majesty and the Grand Preceptor were gods in their hearts. The former was the supreme ruler who loved all people and governed with clarity; the latter was His Majesty’s benefactor who benefited the region and constantly did good works. Both were beloved figures. Hearing they had turned against each other, the people felt as if thunder had struck their heads.

But when the people saw the black-clothed woman being chased in such a sorry state, they became angry. Some questioned, some rushed up to obstruct, and some began attacking Gui Qizhai.

No matter what, in the people’s hearts, imperial authority was still supreme. The Grand Preceptor was a minister—how could a minister be so treasonous?

The silver-clothed people were in quite a mess. The orders they had received were not to directly attack the capital’s people, to avoid arousing public anger and destroying the good public opinion foundation that the Grand Preceptor had worked so hard to build among the people.

But they hadn’t expected that with just one sentence, this good foundation would be shaken to its core.

No matter how painstakingly Yun Buci had managed things and benefited the world, it was still done under Tie Ci’s will and with Tie Ci’s support that Gui Qizhai had achieved such development speed. Similarly, her disaster relief and people-saving actions, no matter how much they seemed like buying people’s hearts, would be taboo for rulers in any dynasty—only with Tie Ci was there no obstruction, and she could always get full cooperation and support from local government offices.

Every time Yun Buci had disaster relief activities, government offices participated, contributing money and effort, and the people saw this too.

The people had scales in their hearts.

If Yun Buci had won the people’s love and gratitude, then Tie Ci, who had always supported her and spared no effort in caring for the people, had earned even more love.

Therefore, when today’s conflict was torn open without concealment before the people, almost immediately, the people shook off confusion and made their choice.

Gui Qizhai avoided confrontation, closing shop doors and even lowering iron gates. The people pressed against the iron gates, pounding on them with earth-shaking noise.

Only when the people saw they really couldn’t break them open did they leave reluctantly, swearing as they walked that they would never again buy Gui Qizhai goods or accept Gui Qizhai’s charity porridge!

In the distance, Chi Xue and Xia Houchun, who had brought troops to protect the people, reined in their horses at the street side, very surprised but also stirred with emotion.

His Majesty was right—the enemy was unwilling to engage in direct confrontation from the start.

But His Majesty also hadn’t guessed that the people of the capital, for her sake, would immediately choose direct confrontation with enemies possessing powerful weapons.

The people of the capital had always known what kind of wise emperor they possessed.

His Majesty’s sacrifices were all worthwhile.

Chi Xue held the jar in her arms. The jar still radiated faint warmth. She gently stroked the jar’s surface, looking up at the gradually darkening sky.

Dan Shuang, do you see?

When His Majesty is here, the capital is here. When the capital is here, the people are here. When the people are here, His Majesty is here.

The glory and spirit belonging to Da Qian will never die.

She hugged the jar tightly, pressing her face against its surface.

All these years, she had rarely had the chance to press close to the cold-natured Dan Shuang.

Dan Shuang worried about His Majesty’s safety, her eyes constantly circling around His Majesty, while she had to be a steady and comprehensive grand female official, with no thought of acting spoiled or intimate with her close friend.

They had grown up together, and only now was this the closest distance between them in their lives.

…Dan Shuang, my heart feels like it’s being cut by knives right now, yet I dare not imagine what His Majesty’s feelings must be.

Even less dare I imagine that His Majesty must still, in such feelings, flee and wander with imperial dignity, personally drawing danger and enemies out of the capital.

As if the Chongming Incident of four years ago was repeating, she always bore the most torturous and dangerous future at the most difficult and painful moments, silently bleeding, saying not a word.

Now, with night falling, where is she wandering? Has she had hot food? Has she had a chance to rest? Who is by her side to protect and love her?

Dan Shuang, if your spirit watches from heaven.

Remember to protect her.

…

Tie Ci led Pingzong and Jingxu out through the hidden door.

Before them was a modest room with simple wooden table and bed, water and dry provisions piled in the corner, some spare leather armor and helmets, and another small door on the other side containing some wooden buckets with a faint scent of lamp oil emanating from them.

At a glance, one could tell this was a corner tower used for soldiers’ rest atop the city wall.

Only then did Pingzong realize this route led directly to the inner city wall.

Tie Ci didn’t stop, walking straight toward the wall top. The sound of armor clashing arose as a defending captain discovered strangers had appeared on the wall and hurried over with soldiers.

Pingzong stepped forward, raising her hand to reveal a waist token from Chongming Palace.

The other party immediately stopped, addressing her as “Sir” and respectfully retreating. Pingzong said: “Prepare dry provisions and horses for us. We need to leave through the inner city gate.”

At this time night had fallen and the city gates were closed. The other party agreed without daring to ask questions and personally went down the wall to prepare.

Tie Ci and the others also followed down the wall. As they walked down the steps, Tie Ci suddenly heard an extremely faint “beep.”



Chapter 549: Gambling Den
She immediately turned back, her gaze sweeping around. There were quite a few soldiers on the city wall, each performing their duties—nothing unusual could be seen.

“What’s wrong?” Jingxu asked.

Tie Ci shook her head, then suddenly turned back and walked to the city wall’s edge to look down.

The others were puzzled but had to follow her, leaning forward to peer into the darkness below. Pingzong said: “Little Aunt, what are you doing…”

Before the word “doing” could leave her mouth, Tie Ci said: “Behind us!”

Without thinking, Pingzong flashed to the left.

At the same time, Jingxu flashed to the right.

Tie Ci flipped backward and fell toward the base of the city wall.

Exclamations erupted all around.

Amid the cries, there was a faint “hiss.”

A white light flashed by, and where the three had just been standing on the city wall, the bricks and stones vanished, leaving a huge gap.

Tie Ci had also disappeared.

Before everyone could react, a current of air surged in the darkness, accompanied by slight buzzing vibrations. In their pupils they could only catch a few blurred streaks of armored light, with sharp wind cutting past their cheeks.

Pingzong and Jingxu could see more clearly—two figures dressed as soldiers suddenly appeared. These two had strange silver wings growing from their backs, moving at shocking speed. In a blink they went from one end of the wall to the other, lifting their feet to leap over the battlements and swooping toward the base of the wall.

But at that moment, Tie Ci, who had been falling toward the bottom, suddenly appeared like a ghost, flipping back up.

She had been hanging from the wall’s edge with one hand and flipped up with a whoosh, appearing right between the two descending figures. They only saw a snow-white face suddenly emerge from the thick darkness below—the visual effect was quite startling, and both froze for a moment.

Just that moment of shock.

Tie Ci’s feet flew out in kicks, one for each, sending both flying.

In the instant she kicked them away, her remaining hand moved like lightning across their backs, snatching the two buzzing flying wings.

Those two, who hadn’t been panicked before, immediately cried out in alarm, flailing as they fell.

“Catch!” Tie Ci called.

Jingxu and Pingzong each caught one of the wings.

With a whoosh like a blooming flower, Tie Ci gripped the battlements with one hand, flipping in a circle in mid-air, her flowing robes catching the light from the torches on the wall and scattering countless sparks.

White light appeared again on the distant horizon, about to reach the wall top.

“Everyone take cover! Jingxu! Pingzong!” Tie Ci called.

Both Jingxu and Pingzong were top-tier fighters. In the brief time available, they had figured out how to wear the devices and quickly strapped them to their backs.

The two responded, one left and one right, grabbing Tie Ci’s arms as all three rushed toward the base of the wall.

The watching soldiers ran while looking back in amazement, thinking these three were about to commit suicide on the city wall.

They hadn’t charged three steps before their backs buzzed and all three were airborne.

Using the city wall as level ground, at a ninety-degree vertical, the three flew across the wall surface.

Behind them came a thunderous crash as another section of wall collapsed.

Hair whipped straight by the wind, wind howling, Pingzong laughed heartily while Jingxu’s expression was one of amazement.

Where did those strange people come from? Why did they have so many odd things?

They could fly, could kill from a thousand li away, could reduce massive ships to ash with a wave of the hand. Any random one of them was comparable to the Three Madmen and Five Emperors.

The era when they had confidently guided the martial world was truly over.

In a flash the three reached the base of the wall. Pingzong whistled once, and three horses charged out from a gate opening. The three landed perfectly on horseback.

After galloping far away, Pingzong looked back to see the wall top missing two chunks, like a bewildered giant beast with missing teeth, mouth agape toward the sky.

Three horses raced wildly through the nighttime city.

The outer city had a nighttime curfew, but encountering Pingzong’s raised token, everyone retreated to the side.

The horses were good horses, but they hadn’t galloped long before the three heard buzzing sounds overhead.

Looking up, they saw several black objects circling above, with four propellers each, red lights on their bodies flashing on and off.

Pingzong was alarmed: “What things are those? Ghosts?”

Jingxu’s hair and beard bristled: “Ghost fire!”

Suddenly the red light brightened. Tie Ci shouted: “Duck!”

The three simultaneously rolled under their horses’ bellies. In the next instant red light shot out. The horses screamed and collapsed. The three slipped out from under like wisps of smoke. Jingxu raised his hand in a flash of gold light, Pingzong hurled a tree branch, and Tie Ci shot out a stone.

Crack, crack, crack—several sounds, and the low-flying machines smoked and fell to earth, while two others fired red light while fleeing to higher altitude.

Pingzong’s anger flared. In a few moves she scrambled up a nearby large tree. The machine seemed to sense her killing intent and continuously fired red light while dodging. Where the red light passed, branches broke and leaves flew everywhere in a chaotic green mist, while Pingzong darted and dodged among the broken branches and scattered leaves, reaching the treetop like a monkey in the blink of an eye.

Reaching the treetop, she found the thing had flown even higher, its red lights flashing like a mocking grimace, making Pingzong burn with rage. She felt around her body for a long weapon, found nothing suitable, and simply started to pull off her belt.

Suddenly someone shouted “Catch!” from below, tossing up a horse whip. Pingzong caught it smoothly and leaped up to strike.

That thing continued fleeing upward, its red lights flashing more urgently, as if laughing more smugly.

Pingzong was furious but had no way to jump higher in mid-air. Her body was falling when she suddenly felt something solid under her feet. Looking down, she saw a section of emerald green branch wrapped in ice and snow supporting her feet.

Pingzong was delighted. Borrowing the support, she launched herself up. After rising half a zhang, another branch section appeared under her feet.

She continued launching upward. Each time after rising, another branch section would appear precisely under her feet. The branches were condensed with ice and snow, and since Pingzong also possessed ice-cold true qi, the branches she stepped on not only didn’t break but became harder and more solid. From a distance it looked as if an invisible person was suddenly drawing ice stairs in the air with a giant brush, sending her up to the blue clouds step by step.

At the end of the stairway, she whipped down that thing which couldn’t react in time to continue ascending.

Then she walked down the stairway step by step with satisfaction. Wherever she passed, flames rose, and those branches gradually turned to ash behind her, drifting down in the air.

This scene was quite marvelous. Pingzong deeply regretted that more people hadn’t witnessed her prowess.

Coming down, she found there was an additional person on the ground.

It was a young woman holding a child. The child was about a year old, sleeping soundly in its mother’s arms.

She had a strange stool tied around her waist with the child sleeping on it. There were straps across her chest fixing the child in place, and this young mother was able to free her hands to hold a bowl of wontons while drinking.

While drinking, she said to Tie Ci: “Came too hastily, didn’t have time for dinner. Good thing there’s a wonton stand for something hot.”

Tie Ci said: “Why did you come now? And why bring Da Da? Does Xiao Xiao know?”

Hearing all this “da da xiao xiao,” Pingzong felt dizzy, but she had always corresponded with Tie Ci and Chi Xue, so she understood who this was.

Wasn’t this the palace master who had boldly pursued Gu Xiaoxiao and finally married into Scholar Gu’s mansion at the end of the year before last? She had given birth to a son last year with the pet name Da Da.

Pingzong had always wondered how someone like Gu Xiaoxiao could marry and have children. Wouldn’t he have episodes during marital intimacy?

Clearly he hadn’t, since they already had a son.

“He’s working overtime at the Ministry of Revenue. Da Da likes excitement, so I take him everywhere.” The palace master said. “He had someone ride fast to report that something happened at the palace, so I left the mansion directly. Originally I was going to the palace, but then I heard about all the commotion at Ningfang Pavilion and guessed Your Majesty had left the palace, so I pursued all the way here.”

Tie Ci knew the palace master was extremely fast and skilled at tracking. Only she could follow her trail to reach this place in such a short time.

She briefly explained the situation without too much detail. The palace master didn’t ask many questions, only saying: “Do you still have that token I gave Your Majesty back then?”

Tie Ci rummaged in her backpack—it was still there.

Her backpack was an emergency pack she kept ready year-round, containing various necessities, with the dry provisions regularly replaced. Years ago, when the palace master had given her that token at Yueli Academy, she had stuffed it into this backpack.

The palace master said: “Your Majesty, whatever decisions you make, I support them. Now that you and the Grand Preceptor have had a falling out, and the Grand Preceptor’s influence in the capital and throughout the realm may already exceed your expectations. Nothing else need be said—just the existence of Gui Qizhai can monitor your movements at any time, making it impossible for you to move freely.”

Tie Ci nodded. Not only that, but hearing the palace master’s account of events on various streets, clearly Gui Qizhai had machines capable of identifying her, which was why they could so quickly eliminate so many decoys and pursue rapidly.

This meant that from now on, any disguise or camouflage she attempted would be useless.

“Fortunately, because Gui Qizhai maintains high standards, it never opens shops in poor streets and shabby alleys.” The palace master said. “And coincidentally, my people are most familiar with every corner of the capital—unknown small alleys, filthy sewers, walls between low-class brothels.”

“And these places have many roofs, much cover, chaotic routes, and miscellaneous things. Anything that can observe from above cannot immediately find the traces it seeks.”

“Gui Qizhai follows the path of high officials and nobles, Tian Record caters to ordinary common people, while we Gong family were once martial world giants, once held high court positions, later lived in seclusion overseas, but also left a branch to continue operating in the martial world. We don’t occupy mountains or establish strongholds—what we operate is the three teachings and nine streams, the underground black market.”

“There are still more ordinary people in this world, ordinary people trying to make a living. Gui Qizhai seems glorious and prominent, frequented by celebrities; Tian Record seems wealthy and powerful, dealing with merchants; but what truly controls and manipulates ordinary people’s lives in secret are these.” The palace master turned and pointed toward the narrow alley ahead where lights faintly showed. “What you see—candied hawthorn sellers, wonton stands, barber carriers, candy peddlers, carpenters with carrying poles, camel carriers, knife and scissor sharpeners, vegetable vendors, cart services, gambling dens, even street beggars… With this token, someone will guide you on the most secret routes, the fastest paths, into the hardest places to find, providing the safest hiding places… not just within the capital, but throughout all of Da Qian.”

Tie Ci squinted, thinking this was true substantial power. Imagine—at one command, all the peddlers and vendors on the street would drop their loads and draw knives. Who could withstand that?

And to spread such influence throughout the realm—what deep foundations and long management would that require?

Such power would normally be feared by rulers, yet unexpectedly, when the palace master first met her, she had been frank about it from the beginning.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly, only raising her hand to pat her shoulder, smiling: “In that case, We entrust the capital to you as well.”

Before her words finished, she collapsed headfirst.

…

In the deep night, the wonton stand in the small alley closed up. The stall owner carried his pole while his wife and daughter pushed a cart, walking through one street. Seeing no road ahead, they should turn toward the next street where a Gui Qizhai was brightly lit.

But as the stall owner turned around a small corner with a tiny earth god shrine, he suddenly disappeared behind the wall.

The cart wheels rolled over the uneven stone street, the ground stained with much filth and grease. The gutters were piled with leftover food scraps, gleaming with greasy light in the moonlight. Several rats shuttled through garbage heaps of bones and vegetable leaves, their oil-green eyes flashing.

This seemed to be the back alley of some restaurant. The aroma of food and wine and the sounds of drinking games drifted down from second-floor windows—luxury and poverty separated by just one wall.

The cart creaked past under the windows. Just then someone pushed open a window and spat down, nearly hitting the cart.

The plainly dressed woman walking beside the cart raised her eyebrows and was about to look up when the woman beside her grabbed her.

Pingzong snorted irritably.

Buzzing sounds came from overhead, but the view was blocked by the continuous stretch of awnings behind the restaurants.

A street away, Gui Qizhai was brilliantly lit, with huge light beams shooting from the second floor through windows, continuously sweeping the surrounding five-li area.

But they couldn’t sweep the dark corners beneath the brilliant lights.

At the end of the small alley, the wonton stall owner pushed open a door and entered an extremely narrow courtyard. After walking a few steps, before the black flying machines scanning everywhere from high altitude could discover their target, they went underground.

After walking only a few steps underground, they reached a crude tunnel. Ahead in the tunnel was a table with a drowsing guard sitting behind it.

This group pushed their cart in. The guard lifted his eyelids, glanced at the wonton stall owner, and continued his dozing with indifference.

But his hand under the table pushed a thin blade that was sticking out back in, while simultaneously pulling a rope behind him.

At the end of the tunnel was a door. From behind the half-open door came faint sounds of gambling calls and hot air mixed with excited shouts that hit them in the face—exactly like all underground gambling dens in the world.

The wonton stall owner incongruously pushed his cart inside. The gamblers lying over tables gambling and sweating profusely didn’t raise their heads, while the house operators watched intently, staring only at the gamblers’ money.

Pingzong pushed the cart all the way to an inner room and closed the door.

All the house operators turned to glance at the inner room at this moment.

Then the dice were thrown again, rolling and clattering in the cups, causing another wave of shouting.

Inside the room, Pingzong closed the door and finally breathed a sigh of relief.

When pushing the cart earlier, she had clearly seen Gui Qizhai not far ahead, yet they had found another route.

Walking in the alley, those buzzing monsters had been right overhead. She had even seen those flashing red lights—a whole mass of them.

She had thought then: if discovered, what should they do?

Someone had to protect His Majesty, and one person remaining simply had no way to quickly deal with so many of those things.

Those things flew high and were extremely agile. No matter how high one’s martial arts, it was hard to reach them, yet they could kill from a distance with a beam of light.

She had clutched sweat in her palm the whole time, only now understanding why Tie Ci wouldn’t bring any elite guards, only willing to bring her and Jingxu.

However many other guards came, they would just be cannon fodder.

She carried Tie Ci to the bed. Jingxu, disguised as the stall owner, stepped forward to check her pulse: “No problem, the nightly routine medicinal reaction.”

Tie Ci’s face alternated between blue and red, her body rigid, yet her hands and feet trembled slightly. Though completely unconscious, her brow remained tightly furrowed, clearly with unsettled qi and blood, in severe pain.

“One hour,” Jingxu said. “She must endure this hour every day.”

Pingzong turned to look at Tie Ci on the bed, then at the water clock on the table.

The noise outside was tumultuous, making it even more irritating to hear.

The enemy’s weapons possessed extremely powerful search capabilities and force. They now had to stop for an hour because of Tie Ci’s condition. Could this underground gambling den really keep them safe for an hour?

…

“The signal has disappeared.” The silver-clothed man Rui said to the display in front of him, his expression not looking good.

This group was now in Da Qian Academy, but not in the laboratory. The entire experimental building had been destroyed. A group of experimenters trapped underground couldn’t get out and were probably still trying to crack garbled codes repeatedly. But within Da Qian Academy, in the password-protected hidden room of Yun Buci’s office, there was also a complete command system.

The era Rui came from had already achieved optical flow ultrasonic connection technology. As long as one had transmitters and receivers, without needing base stations and signals, signal transmission could be achieved within a certain distance. Especially in the clean electromagnetic environment of ancient times, the controllable distance could be even farther. In unsuitable environments, switching to manual or attitude mode would work.

The only somewhat labor-intensive aspect was that at night a large group of people needed to squat there hand-cranking generators.

The person sitting on the right sent him coordinates: “Still at this location five minutes ago, then suddenly disappeared collectively. Given ancient people’s movement speed, I believe they’re still nearby, very likely underground. Suggest activating underground radar sensors.”

“Doesn’t the emperor possess teleportation abilities? What if she teleported?”

“Her supernatural abilities disappeared due to injury four years ago.” This time Yun Buci answered.

The silver-clothed person watching the screen on the other side said: “The other side moved quickly, killing large numbers of birds in a short time. The ‘wild game’ may not achieve our expected deterrent effect.”

“Do we have other backup reagents?”

“Yes. But they’re too potent—not something these ancient people can withstand. Once used, there may be huge damage to local soil, water sources, ecology, and species reproduction for an unpredictable duration. If we still want to survive on this land, I suggest not using them lightly.”

“Yun, I think in the process of teaching your disciple, you violated Management Department rules eighteen through twenty-seven regarding information resource blockade for inferior civilized races. She clearly knows many things she shouldn’t know, which will bring great losses to our pursuit. After this matter concludes, I will report to the Management Department to investigate your related responsibilities.” Rui stared at the screen while giving orders: “Activate underground radar sensors.”

“Report, scanning has discovered suspected areas.”

“Report, the scanned area has special terrain with too many obstacles. Drones cannot approach, sensors are being interfered with.”

“Report, three drones have been shot down by slingshots.”

Rui’s face was iron-blue. He glanced at Yun Buci and said decisively: “Use bee drones to confirm targets. Given the other side’s high combat value, to prevent insect drone losses, use nanobots afterward.”

“Yes.”

…

All future technology is fictional. Please don’t take it seriously—this is just melodramatic romance fiction for entertainment purposes only.



Chapter 550: Doubting Life Every Moment
Night had grown deep.

The underground gambling den was in full swing.

A curvaceous woman carrying a dessert tray swayed her hips as she walked down a long corridor.

Suddenly she felt something brush past her. The woman was startled and by the dim yellow light on the wall, she saw clearly it was a bee.

Slightly larger than an ordinary bee, with a glossy black head.

The woman hurriedly covered her tray with her hand, afraid the sweets on the plate would attract the bee.

But the bee paid no attention, flying past her silently. In the faint light, the woman vaguely saw a flash of light on top of the bee’s head.

She didn’t think much of it, saying in puzzlement: “This bee doesn’t even like sweets.”

…

“This bee doesn’t even like sweets.”

This low murmur was simultaneously transmitted by the bee drone to the amplifier in front of the silver-clothed people, and the woman’s puzzled expression was very clear on the computer interface.

A mechanical voice requested: “Drone suspected of being discovered. To protect scarce resources, suggest eliminating bystander.”

“Suggest eliminating bystander.”

“Agree to eliminate.”

…

The woman carrying the tray discovered that bee had actually flown back again.

It stopped right in front of her, wings vibrating at high speed, a pair of black compound eyes facing directly toward her forehead.

Being “watched” by this bee, the woman felt inexplicably uncomfortable all over. While covering the desserts, she laughed: “Sure enough, bees still like sweets.”

Before her words finished.

The bee’s black head suddenly cracked open.

A point of green light burst from the crack, shooting straight into the woman’s forehead.

The woman fell silently.

In her forehead was an extremely thin penetrating hole.

A few drops of red and white splattered on the ground.

…

Pingzong, who was meditating, suddenly opened her eyes.

She was face to face with a bee.

This bee was slightly larger than ordinary bees, hovering in front of her, wings vibrating at high speed, a pair of black compound eyes facing her forehead.

Pingzong quite liked insects and tilted her head to look at this bee, suddenly feeling something was off, but couldn’t figure out what.

She glanced at Tie Ci, who had her eyes closed, and reached out to catch the bee.

She thought she had caught it—there was no insect in this world she couldn’t catch.

However, when she opened her palm, it was empty.

Pingzong looked around incredulously and saw the bee still hovering in front of her, as if it had never moved.

This bee was faster than her hand?

Pingzong suddenly remembered what was wrong.

This bee made no sound whatsoever.

Insects flapping their wings always made some noise.

Pingzong grew even more curious and reached out again to catch the bee.

…

A pool of silver liquid silently flowed in through the door crack.

The liquid was like mercury, rolling in the shadows on the ground, flowing along the wall corner all the way toward the bed.

Jingxu was resting, and Pingzong’s attention was all on that bee—no one saw that pool of liquid suddenly gather and integrate again near the foot of the bed, continuously rising up, finally forming into a small human shape.

A square head with complete hands and feet.

The small figure flowed up along the bedpost like a pool of water slowly spreading, leaving no traces wherever it passed.

…

“Alert, alert, drone about to be attacked, suggest eliminating target. Suggest eliminating target.”

“Agree to eliminate.”

“Nano programming module robot in position. Inquiry: Execute mission?”

“Execute mission.”

Yun Buci wanted to speak but stopped.

…

Pingzong reached out her hand, faster this time. She was confident she could definitely catch this strange bee.

Just as her fingertip was about to touch the bee, there was a faint flash of light, yet it also seemed like light coming from outside.

But at this moment, Tie Ci let out a moan.

Pingzong immediately turned her head.

As she turned and shifted to the side, a green light grazed past her temple.

Jingxu, who was meditating on the other side, suddenly opened his eyes.

The green light instantly disappeared.

Behind Pingzong, a hole had silently appeared in the wall.

Pingzong vaguely sensed something and reached to touch her temple, found nothing, and forgot about it, leaning forward to check on Tie Ci.

Tie Ci slightly opened her eyes, the depths filled with confused suffering, a thin layer of sweat beading on her forehead.

Pingzong followed Jingxu’s previous instructions, taking a handkerchief to wipe her sweat, then went to the table to pour water.

She wasn’t used to taking care of people and was clumsy. With one turn, her bottom bumped into the small table beside the bed, and the wet handkerchief in her hand flung out, landing right on the head of the robot that had just climbed up to the head of the bed and was hiding behind the bedpost.

…

A field of static appeared on the distant display screen.

“Report, imaging components are damp, visual lost.”

Rui was about to say the visual loss didn’t matter as long as it didn’t affect the operation—they just wouldn’t be able to see images for a short time.

Then he saw the static image shake violently.

…

Pingzong turned to pour water.

The silver little figure climbed behind Tie Ci’s pillow, raised both hands, connected them, fused them, forming a bright silver small knife about the length of a palm.

Looking at the blade, it gave a feeling of being able to cut through anything.

The small knife aimed at the back of Tie Ci’s head.

Just about to stab in.

Tie Ci suddenly began coughing.

She coughed harder and harder, shaking the nano robot so that its thin little knife couldn’t maintain its grip.

This thing was very light, and light weight meant insufficient force. Originally it could transform into various sharp weapons and could be remotely operated, so this minor flaw didn’t matter.

But now its imaging component was damaged, the remote commanders didn’t know the situation and couldn’t direct it. The key issue was that Tie Ci was coughing too violently, causing Pingzong to be unable to support her properly. The cup in her single hand spilled carelessly, and a whole cup of water splashed onto Tie Ci’s pillow.

Just as the blade flashed, a deluge came down.

A pile of bright silver water flowed down the bed legs.

Speaking of who was miserable.

The robot was miserable.

…

On the distant display screen, with a snap, the screen went completely dark.

Rui: “…”

Not knowing what had happened or what followed, but from the fact that the red dot representing Tie Ci was still glowing on the display, the nano robot that had never failed before had clearly suffered its first defeat in this backward civilization.

If this got back to the Management Department and Council, eyeglasses would probably drop all over the floor.

The nano robot’s full name should actually be nano module programming robot, shortened to nano robot because the connections between its molecules and atoms used nano nylon fasteners, allowing it to be soft or hard and transform into any shape in the world.

Nano robots had evolved to the third generation, using extremely rare materials that were almost extinct in their place, so each robot used meant one less available.

If it was really broken, he’d have to write a self-criticism when he returned.

Rui punched his own leg.

No choice—none of the things in front of him could be smashed. They were no longer in the era when their family was wealthy and powerful, financially robust, able to casually use anti-aircraft guns to swat mosquitoes. With extremely scarce resources, before this continent was completely conquered and before finding replacement resources, they had to tighten their belts.

When it rains, it pours.

“Report: Eighteen Gui Qizhai in the capital are currently under attack by rioters. Request: Should we counterattack? Request: Should we counterattack?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

Rui and Yun Buci looked at each other.

After a long moment, Rui frowned: “You want to use weapons against civilians? That violates cosmic conventions.”

“Still talking about cosmic conventions now.” Yun Buci laughed. “Cosmic conventions also forbid using weapons that surpass the era in inferior civilizations—have you followed that?”

“Then from what position are you mocking me?”

“I’m laughing at how you want to have your cake and eat it too.” Yun Buci said. “‘Wild Game’ has been used, ‘Mischief Makers’ are prepared, ‘Sweet Rain’ is being urgently retrieved, photon cannons blasted Ningfang Pavilion, scanners swept countless fake emperors, laser drones scattered like they’re free, insect drones and nano programming robots have all been deployed, and now you’re telling me not to harm civilians?”

“That was to pursue the Da Qian emperor. You also said she understands us best and has sufficient power and prestige—she’s the person who poses the greatest threat to us!”

“So I want to use our advanced weapons to intimidate the people in the shortest time, suppress civil unrest, make them hurt, afraid, and terrified, so they won’t dare raise any thoughts of resistance before our might. Only this way can we ensure that whether it’s the Da Qian people or ourselves, we can minimize meaningless casualties. Otherwise, if this drags on, they’ll be incited by the emperor and ministers, they’ll discover our insufficient strength, they’ll counterattack, and we’ll have all Gui Qizhai destroyed, face ubiquitous assassinations and resistance, and lose more resources dealing with them.”

“Absurd! People in the cold weapon era, where even swords are controlled items—how could they resist us! If we use force to suppress now, it will only more quickly provoke assassinations and resistance!”

“The current assassinations and resistance we can still handle, still calm the situation at the fastest speed. Da Qian has a phrase: long nights lead to many dreams.”

“Don’t talk like I don’t read ancient texts. But looking at Da Qian now, who can give me nightmares? With these unarmed savages, or with your emperor disciple’s army that can only wave iron clubs? Yun, you’ve made great achievements this time. The Management Department will have a place for you sooner or later. Isn’t that enough to satisfy you? Must you exaggerate danger and elevate your emperor disciple to add luster to your glorious accomplishments?”

Yun Buci stopped talking and took out a handkerchief, forcefully blowing her nose at Rui.

Rui glared at Yun Buci, feeling like he had become that snot, viciously blown out by this ill-mannered woman.

Yun Buci casually threw away the handkerchief and strode forward.

“Where are you going!”

“I’m going to cancel all Gui Qizhai supplies to you—won’t argue with idiots, even if it makes you starve!”

“Stop! In extraordinary times, you’re still not considering the big picture!”

“Which bastard isn’t considering the big picture—stop pinning labels on me!” Yun Buci spat. “If I really wanted to enter the Management Department, I should have stayed home originally. After twenty years, with my family background, it wouldn’t be your turn to boss me around now, and I wouldn’t need to risk tearing through space alone, bringing that bullshit mission to swindle and deceive that little girl!”

“What, from your tone, you haven’t gotten soft-hearted toward that inferior civilization’s dictator, have you?”

Yun Buci looked at the darkened screen and let out a long sigh.

“No, since I’ve already stopped being human, there’s no need to pretend with fake tears and repentance. When heaven wants rain and people need food, survival of the fittest, law of the jungle—it comes down to life or death. Besides, being soft-hearted now would be seeking death, because my disciple…”

She smiled.

“Would definitely want me dead first.”

…

Tie Ci opened her eyes, still unable to move for the moment.

Pingzong hurriedly got up and with a snap, removed Tie Ci’s pillow, causing Tie Ci’s head to hit the bed heavily.

Jingxu showed a miserable expression but didn’t move his bottom at all.

Anyway, he wouldn’t kindly serve Tie Ci—emperors were never good people.

Pingzong also didn’t care about Tie Ci’s poor head. She shook the water from the pillow, glanced around, and said “eh” in surprise: “The water on this floor is a bit strange.”

She reached over and picked up a layer of mercury-like bright silver substance, shaking it in her hand. Seeing the thing randomly change shapes in her palm, she immediately became interested. Forgetting to change Tie Ci’s pillow or pour water, she pinched and played endlessly, sometimes shaping it into a mouse, sometimes into two eggs with a fried dough stick.

Jingxu watched from across the room, his eyes slowly widening.

Was he still in Da Qian?

Why, from last night when he encountered Tie Ci, had he been seeing so many bizarre things?

The nano robot was temporarily waterlogged and black-screened, but the bee drone was still there. That bee circling around had never found a suitable angle to attack Pingzong, but faithfully transmitted this scene to the remote end.

Rui in front of the display screen saw that shape and twitched.

Finally gave up having the bee drone continue the mission.

Preserve what they could.

The unsuccessful drone and the robot that had fallen into enemy hands put Rui’s mood at rock bottom.

“Request: Target confirmed, nano robot failed. Should we dispatch robots again or directly destroy the target?”

Rui stared at the bizarrely shaped robot in the screen and suddenly showed a cold smile.

“You want to immediately intimidate them, make them afraid, so they won’t dare act rashly?”

He said: “Destroy directly. Target: the entire underground gambling den.”

“Confirm order: directly destroy the entire underground gambling den.”

“Estimated time needed: three seconds. Countdown begins: three…”

…

Tie Ci opened her eyes and saw that pool of silver in Pingzong’s hands.

Currently shaped like a duck.

Then it changed into a bald chicken.

This ever-changing shape made Tie Ci’s pupils contract. She said with difficulty: “What is that thing!”

“Found it.” Pingzong pointed under the bed. “Been puzzling over it for ages, don’t know what it is.”

“Help me up…” Tie Ci said with difficulty. “Go!”

“Hm?” Pingzong said in surprise. “You still need two quarters of an hour before you can move!”

“Go!”

Jingxu moved faster than Pingzong, grabbing Tie Ci and slinging her onto Pingzong’s back.

Suddenly there was commotion outside the door, someone shouting: “How did Qiao Qiao die in the corridor!”

Tie Ci: “…Ask for the fastest, most hidden route to leave here!”

Jingxu kicked open the door and grabbed a running person: “What’s the most hidden, nearest route to leave here!”

Tie Ci weakly raised her wrist toward that person, the token dangling on her wrist.

The house operator only glanced once and said: “That kind of route isn’t for people like you to take.”

He went inside, moved the table, and when it shifted aside, revealed a crude tunnel entrance. “Below is a section of the Fushou Canal entrance, leading directly to the moat. The grating here has been cut through. The rest is up to you.”

The Fushou Canal was the city’s sewage drainage system. The capital had three drainage systems: one was the palace garden water system connected to Taiye Pool and Jinshui River, relatively cleanest and regularly maintained and cleaned; one was the transportation system formed by three rivers around the capital, responsible for transport and providing water for most people; one connected to the moat, the tunnel system for city drainage, of which Fushou Canal was the last type and also the longest underground waterway.

As soon as the opening appeared, an indescribable rancid stench rushed out. Pingzong covered her nose, her face pale: “No way, I’m a grand princess—how can I walk through sewers? I’m not a rat!”

Tie Ci kicked her bottom: “I’m still the emperor!”

Pingzong stopped talking, grumbling: “Don’t vomit on me.”

“Going or not? If not, I’m going first!” Jingxu jumped down first.

Pingzong was about to follow when she suddenly felt brightness overhead.

At the same time, Tie Ci suddenly kicked her knee.

Her boot tip seemed to contain something very hard. This strike to the knee made Pingzong’s legs instantly go soft, and she fell flat down.

With her falling and Tie Ci on her back, the opening was small, so Tie Ci got stuck horizontally in the entrance.

Fortunately the entrance was low, and once down she could stand on solid ground. Pingzong looked up and reached out, her pupils instantly dilating.

She saw an extremely bright white light sweep over Tie Ci’s head.

Like large masses of white fog or rolling clouds, instantly filling the space. Then the roof, beams, utensils… everything under the white light suddenly disappeared.

She saw the surrounding earthen walls explode thunderously, turning into large gray-yellow dust clouds that filled her entire vision. In that gray-yellow mass, countless fine red light points continuously flashed and disappeared.

Tie Ci above saw even more clearly.

She saw large masses of white light sweep across the entire room and then the entire gambling den.

She saw the ground instantly torn open, the gambling den’s top sheared off, countless mahjong tiles and dice along with human figures sucked up into the sky, then half disappearing in the white light while half fell to the ground with powder and blood.

She saw countless people in the white light unable to escape or even cry out, leaving only their final shadows in life in the white light. Because the disappearance was so fast, human bodies went from existence to becoming pools of blood in the blink of an eye, finally turning into fine red light points in the white light, like bloody rainbows.

Countless lives—just moments ago fresh, noisy, cursing, fighting, joking lives—disappeared in an instant.

She saw one sweep of white light shear off the ground exposing the gambling den, one sweep of white light cut across consuming all standing and sitting gamblers and operators, then a third white light appeared.

This time at an even lower angle, sweeping flat across the ground.

This meant the three white lights were arranged from high to low, bound to harvest all life in this gambling den completely.

That light almost appeared and swept to her face, like the first wave of snow in an avalanche touching her boot heels.

And she still couldn’t move, still stuck in the entrance in an awkward position.

Pingzong was still in a daze.

Tie Ci closed her eyes.

The next instant her waist tightened, and she was pulled into the entrance in a V-shape.

The white light immediately swept over the entrance like a tide.

The entrance instantly lost a layer.

Pingzong fell holding the rigid Tie Ci, not knowing where they landed. Water splashed as she screamed.

Jingxu stared up blankly for a long moment before saying: “What happened… up there?”

His voice echoed continuously in the underground waterway, sounding deep.

Tie Ci didn’t answer. Pingzong said softly: “They should all… be dead.”

Jingxu fell silent, his palm missing a finger slightly convulsing.

Just one ray of light.

So many people.

Tie Ci was also silent.

So many people, so many lives.

When Master wanted them, she took them.

In their eyes, what exactly did the people of Da Qian count as?

After a moment, she said: “Let’s go.”

The pipes here were of brick and stone construction, with stone slabs on the bottom and both walls, white lime daubed in the cracks, and green brick vaulting on top.

There was shallow standing water on the ground, sticky, shapeless debris everywhere, with rats occasionally scurrying underfoot, making hollow squeaking sounds.

That malfunctioning nano robot was now tied to her waist, swaying back and forth, currently in mouse shape. Pingzong felt this strange silver mouse might actually scare real mice.

The spacious underground waterway echoed with pat-pat footsteps. Walking along, Pingzong gradually felt secure—walking on the surface, she constantly had to worry about beeping sounds, watch for monsters circling overhead, guard against ubiquitous Gui Qizhai, and bear the pressure of causing innocent deaths. Compared to that, now it was just a bit smelly.

Thinking this, she felt like she heard beeping sounds again.

She thought it was auditory hallucination, but then Tie Ci patted her shoulder.

Jingxu had already turned back.

Ahead was endless darkness, and behind was the same. In that thick darkness behind them, several green lights faintly flickered.

Seeing green light, Pingzong instinctively relaxed—red and white lights felt more dangerous. But then her expression grew serious.

Those lights were constantly approaching. Soon they weren’t rat eyes as she’d imagined—rats weren’t that fast.

At this time the three were walking to a section of grating. Gratings appeared at intervals, fine for blocking people and beasts, but couldn’t stop these three. Pingzong froze it then burned it, managing to bend it open.

But it still took some time.

Earlier they hadn’t been urgent, but now with several mysterious things chasing behind, it was different.

She had just frozen the grating when those things reached them.

This time they were several disc-like objects, with green lights as small dots on top, flashing like eyes.

Pingzong cursed: “What things, like round bats!”

From last night on, doubting life every moment.

Tie Ci: “Hit their eyes.”

She knew they were lights, but saying it this way was easier for Pingzong and Jingxu to understand.

Whoosh whoosh—several sounds as golden needles shot out, immediately extinguishing the green lights.

But the next instant, a wind howled over, striking directly at Jingxu’s waist. Jingxu flipped, spinning around the circular tunnel.

That thing actually spun with him, clinging to the wall, sparks flying wherever it passed, the grating sounds making scalps tingle as brick and stone debris showered down.

The entire tunnel was actually cut in a circle this way, the cut reaching half a foot deep.

Hitting the lights only destroyed image transmission but didn’t affect its killing ability, and also affected Pingzong and Jingxu’s ability to track its position.

Jingxu was chased by this bone-attached maggot until he lost his temper. Fortunately, Pingzong had opened the grating and crawled through, shouting: “Come over!”

Jingxu leaped over the grating. Pingzong quickly folded the broken grating horizontally to block the breach. The pursuing disc crashed into the grating with a clang.

But ultimately the broken grating wasn’t dense enough—discs still found gaps to squeeze through, so Pingzong, who had just been about to laugh heartily, suppressed her smile, cursed once, and ran frantically.

Tie Ci lay on her back looking behind.

Pingzong suddenly stumbled.

The discs also paused.

Pingzong dodged a protrusion and shifted sideways, and the discs also tilted.

Those discs seemed to follow human movement patterns—whatever trajectory the target took, they took the same trajectory.

Tie Ci immediately said: “Pingzong, run while jumping up and down!”

“Why? No way! It wastes time and looks ugly—I’m a grand princess!”

Tie Ci didn’t urge, because she knew her niece—mouth said no, but body was always honest.

Sure enough, Pingzong immediately performed a spinning stunt.

Bang—a disc hit the vault.

Pingzong ran up the walls, her body almost ninety degrees to the stone wall. Tie Ci dangled dangerously on her back, only able to hold tightly to her waist.

One disc stupidly spun on the stone wall too, sparking a trail and drawing wave patterns on the wall through Pingzong’s undulating steps, grinding off an entire outer layer before exposed wires short-circuited and it fell into standing water, flashing a few weak, pitiful sparks before completely breaking down.

Pingzong leaped to the vault, standing upside down.

Clang—a disc crashed 180 degrees onto the ground stone slabs.

Also falling was poor Tie Ci, who still hadn’t recovered movement ability. She lay face-down in the stinking water, having lost all will to live.

Pingzong shouted: “I’m going to leap, Old Jingxu, you carry her!”

Jingxu: “Men and women shouldn’t touch!”

“You’re already half-buried in dirt, what are you afraid of!” Pingzong consoled. “His Majesty wouldn’t fancy you anyway!”

Jingxu: …Thanks so much.

He carefully stepped over Tie Ci.

Anyway, he wasn’t carrying her.

Even if this one didn’t mind, he was still afraid of that maniac from Da Feng.

Pingzong made a forward ground slide, frog-like gliding through the sewage for a zhang, her nose only a finger’s width from the ground before using waist strength to suddenly rise at the last moment.

Behind her, a disc also frantically slid forward through the sewage, then completely buried itself in the standing water.

Silence fell all around.

Pingzong was overjoyed, ran back to carry Tie Ci, “All solved, let’s go!”

…



Chapter 551: A Thousand Li Elopement
In the command room, the screens in front of them went black one after another.

With each screen that went dark, Rui’s expression grew a shade darker as well.

Yun Buci stood to one side, arms crossed as she watched, her face showing neither sorrow nor joy.

She had known all along that even with mastery of the most advanced technology and weapons that surpassed this era, they might not be able to capture Tie Ci as easily as Rui and the others believed they could.

In fact, if Tie Ci could continue to avoid death, then most likely all the outsiders would be the ones to die.

The entire planet, the last remaining humans, would lose their only hope of survival.

Watching all the screens go completely black, Rui punched his own leg again.

Yun Buci was quite worried that if he kept punching himself like this, he would eventually break his leg.

“The underground tunnel terrain is winding and complex, and their movement speed is fast. We cannot locate targets from above ground to conduct strikes,” one person reported. “Now all the automatic-following micro cruise aircraft suitable for underground tunnel tracking have been completely destroyed… eh, wait.”

He pointed to several small screens below, which had originally been pitch black but now showed several red and green human-shaped figures.

Rui confirmed these weren’t the automatic-following aircraft they had deployed, and turned to look at Yun Buci.

Yun Buci shrugged and said, “Just some thermal imaging trackers that are about to be phased out.”

“Thermal imaging trackers can’t be equipped with weapons.”

“I made some small modifications,” Yun Buci said. “Our weapons are already insufficient, so we need to conserve resources. You don’t know this, but even weapons that were phased out years ago where we come from are like using a cleaver to kill a chicken when used here.”

…

In the darkness, Pingzong carried Tie Ci on his back, moving forward along the pipeline.

The underground waterways were intricate and complex, but fortunately someone had already made markings earlier, so the three of them followed the path toward the moat.

The tunnel had strong echoes, so when several thin, square boxes quietly floated up in the darkness, no one noticed.

Another barrier appeared ahead, with an arrow beside it pointing toward the moat. From the markings, they weren’t far from leaving the city.

Pingzong set Tie Ci down and reached out to pry at the barrier.

Two square boxes appeared silently behind the three people, merging with the darkness of the tunnel.

…

Several human figures appeared on the display screen, and a mechanical voice sounded: “Three targets detected. Please select target. Please select target.”

“Initiating scan. Scan complete. Of these three people, one is old and frail, one is injured and ill, and the woman on the far right is full of vitality. According to combat rule eighteen, priority strike should target the individual with highest single combat capability. Recommend selecting her as primary target.”

The target circle automatically focused first on the rightmost human figure.

In front of the screen, Yun Buci stared at those three red human figures.

There was a moment of hesitation.

The operator didn’t receive her command and looked back at her in puzzlement.

The churning emotions in Yun Buci’s eyes gradually settled, and she calmly reached out to adjust the button.

The targeting circle shifted from the right to the center.

“Received. Target locked.”

…

At this moment, the blood and qi within Tie Ci gradually calmed, and though her body was still numb, the most painful period had passed. She estimated she would recover in another quarter hour. Seeing Pingzong about to act again, she said irritably, “Why are you always so superstitious about your own martial prowess and refuse to use weapons? With great enemies behind us, wouldn’t it be better to conserve some true qi? You have a folded Abyssal Iron sword in your backpack—use that.”

“No wonder it’s so heavy!” Pingzong removed the backpack tied to her waist and grumbled as she went to retrieve the weapon.

Then she realized and said happily, “You can say such a long string of scolding words—you’re better?”

Tie Ci smiled slightly, “Soon.”

She suddenly stopped speaking and turned her head.

At this moment, her voice, the metallic clashing sounds of weapons, and Jingxu’s footsteps echoed layer upon layer in the tunnel, creating a cacophony.

Tie Ci’s innate abilities were also slowly recovering. She possessed the gift of exceptional hearing, so all sounds were particularly clear and detailed in her ears—not only voices, the metallic clashing of weapons, and footsteps, but also the dripping sounds from cracks in the tunnel, the splashing sounds of rats running through standing water, the rustling sounds of insects crawling over refuse in the distance… and also a rhythmic buzzing sound.

Not the wing-beating sound of insects, but a sound with clear rhythm that had a metallic and mechanical quality.

It was a sound she had grown accustomed to hearing these past few days.

It had been distant just moments ago, but in an instant, it was right beside them!

Tie Ci wanted to strike but still couldn’t gather her qi!

She suddenly grabbed Pingzong’s hand tightly, “There are weapons!”

She used the greatest force she could muster at the moment, her fingernails instantly digging deep into flesh. Pingzong cried out from the pain and instinctively released her defenses.

A layer of frost quickly spread from the Abyssal Iron sword in her hand to her entire body, then extended along her arm to cover Tie Ci.

In the blink of an eye, both became ice figures.

At the same time, a thin, square box with edges flashing cold light suddenly emerged from the darkness.

The thing had originally been heading directly toward Tie Ci’s direction, but suddenly paused, as if momentarily losing its target and feeling confused, then confirmed that the target wouldn’t leave in this extremely short time and continued sliding past.

Bright ice crystals scattered in the darkness.

The thing slid past, its edges sharp and cold as a thin blade, cold light flashing.

Blue-green light suddenly blazed in the dim space, like a great river hanging upside down, splashing out a layer of misty radiance, the dark walls reflecting Pingzong’s figure as she leaped up and struck down.

With a soft hiss, the square box split in two and fell to the ground.

With a bang, Jingxu, who had received the warning, used the light to kick down another square box.

Tie Ci leaned against the tunnel wall, pulling her clothes together, feeling a slight cool pain.

Beneath the ice crystals, four layers of clothing had been completely cut through, and a long bloody gash appeared on her skin surface. Blood covered her hand.

If Tie Ci hadn’t identified that sound hidden in the chaos in time.

If Tie Ci hadn’t stumbled upon the right solution, making Pingzong cover their entire bodies with frost in time, losing heat and causing the thermal imaging to suddenly lose its display.

Then what that thin blade would have cut through now wouldn’t be that layer of ice crystals, but her abdomen.

Pingzong let out a breath and cursed hatefully, “Like ghosts that won’t leave!”

She was about to leave when she saw Tie Ci crouch down, pick up the destroyed square box, and light a fire stick to examine it.

In the firelight, the extremely thin edge of the square box flashed with blue-green light.

Pingzong said in surprise, “Abyssal Iron?”

How could the weapons used by those strange people contain Abyssal Iron?

She was about to ask when she saw Tie Ci’s expression and was immediately stunned.

Jingxu coughed and said coolly, “A filial gift to Master, I suppose? What a very loving Master indeed.”

Pingzong: “If you can’t speak properly, can’t you just shut up!”

“You impudent little girl,” Jingxu frowned at her. “This old man is of the same generation as your parents!”

“My parents must particularly regret being of the same generation as you,” Pingzong looked him up and down. “A useless doctor who gets chased around by people!”

Jingxu angrily drew out his golden needles, and Pingzong swiftly brandished her folded sword.

But both their movements were interrupted by Tie Ci. They saw her write something on the square box, then casually toss it aside and stand up.

Pingzong immediately forgot about fighting and asked curiously, “What did you write?”

Tie Ci turned and led the way out.

She said lightly, “I drew a little heart.”

Pingzong: “…?”

…

Two quarters of an hour later, several fully armed soldiers entered the underground waterway.

To prevent further damage to weapons, they deployed human forces this time to retrieve all weapons lost in the tunnel. This was also a regulation of the Management Division—when using advanced force in low-level civilizations, they couldn’t leave super-era weapons for the local natives.

These soldiers weren’t assigned to continue tracking Tie Ci’s group, but instead brought the abandoned weapons back to headquarters.

Rui stared at the various damaged weapons on the table, his expression very unpleasant.

Just as he was about to order the items to be recycled and reused, he suddenly made a sound of surprise and picked up the thermal imaging tracker that had been cut in two.

On one half, in an inconspicuous corner, was carved a small heart.

Rui could confirm this wouldn’t be a marking that came with the weapon itself—military standard weapons never had such civilian markings.

This kind of marking would only appear on jewelry, flowers, and objects meant to express gratitude and affection.

Rui was silent for a while, his gaze slowly turning toward Yun Buci.

Yun Buci was looking at the main control screen. Half the screen showed the distribution of underground waterways throughout the entire capital, with two lines marked in red indicating the two city gates that Tie Ci’s current position could most likely lead to: Chong’an Gate and Nanping Gate.

The other half showed images transmitted back by drones deployed there, covering both city gates. The drones all had Tie Ci’s data built in—as soon as she appeared, they would immediately confirm the target.

Yun Buci stared at the screen, not noticing Rui’s gaze. Rui scanned over those damaged machines again, thinking of the lights and screens that were first destroyed, thinking of the repeated defeats of the bee drones and nanobots, thinking of Tie Ci’s incredible escapes and her understanding of modern weapons that she shouldn’t possess. The doubt in his eyes grew thicker and thicker.

Finally he said, “Why has the Great Qian Emperor been able to escape for so long and is about to be able to leave the city?”

“Hmm?” Yun Buci, who was watching the screen while slurping ramen, didn’t look up and said, “Naturally because she’s smart enough.”

“It’s not just that,” Rui said. “No matter how smart a person is, they’re still flesh and blood. Facing these weapons, facing such terrifying tracking, and being injured herself—how is it that she shows not the slightest fear or shock, and not only remains calm and composed herself, but even has her companions deal with our machines in a very systematic way?”

Yun Buci’s chopsticks paused, and she slowly raised her head, saying, “What exactly are you trying to say?”

“I’m saying,” Rui slowed his tone, “why would she draw a heart for you? Is she thanking you?”

Yun Buci: “What?”

Rui threw the machine with the carved heart in front of Yun Buci.

Yun Buci picked up that half of the machine, stared at the little heart for a long moment, then laughed.

“My good disciple,” she laughed, “even while fleeing, she doesn’t forget to sow discord against your Master.”

“Don’t make me sound so stupid,” Rui said coldly. “The Emperor is overly prepared and overly alert. She only has close relations with you here—how do you explain that? Yun, I’m not targeting you personally, but for the safety of all of us and the success of our plan, I need to report this matter to the Management Division and recommend promoting you. This way, we’ll have done right by the contributions you’ve made for everyone before.”

“Oh, you’ve even learned to dress things up nicely. What do you mean promote me? Isn’t it just that you want to remove my command authority and kick me out of the advance team? You need my resources, territory, and connections here, but you don’t need me giving you orders. What a clever scheme.” Yun Buci laughed heartily and flicked her hand, splattering red oil from her disposable chopsticks onto Rui’s nose. “Look, draw a red nose and you look like a clown too.”

Rui turned his head to wipe the red oil from his nose. “Yun! Say whatever you want, but I can’t keep you in the command center. This is being irresponsible toward everyone’s safety!”

“Fine, don’t keep me then.” Yun Buci stood up and patted his shoulder. “There, go ahead, go write your report, go enjoy your exclusive power, just remember not to come crying back to me later.”

“Your saying this makes me even more reasonably suspicious that you’re tipping off the locals! Yun, please immediately surrender your command authority and leave!” Rui shook off her hand and stood to face her.

“Fine. If I have to go, I’ll go.” Yun Buci chuckled and picked up her instant noodles to leave.

“Wait, hand over the main control room access key!”

Yun Buci stopped in her tracks, and after a long moment turned her head and said, “Have you been possessed by nanobots?”

Rui couldn’t understand this ancient professional term and looked blank.

“You’ve seized my territory, taken my power, and you still want me to hand over the access key.” Yun Buci pointed at her nose. “Do I look that easy to bully?”

Rui said nothing and waved his hand.

A group of tall soldiers in armor appeared like ghosts, the muzzles of their pulse rifles all aimed at Yun Buci.

Yun Buci held her instant noodles and looked at those dark gun barrels, then suddenly smiled.

She said to herself, “If little Ci saw this scene, she’d definitely be very happy.”

“Hand it over. I won’t make things difficult for you, a meritorious contributor,” Rui said behind her. “Since you said you came here to endure twenty years of hardship for everyone’s future and the Management Division’s great cause, then you surely wouldn’t want our great cause to be ruined because of friction between you and me. Otherwise, what would all those years of difficult ancient life and your betrayal of the Great Qian Emperor amount to?”

“Sunk cost fallacy, moral blackmail,” Yun Buci said.

Rui fell silent.

“Actually, this doesn’t work on me, because I think that leaving things to an idiot like you would be what really ruins twenty years of my hard work and everyone’s future.”

Rui’s expression became obviously tense, and he glanced at those cold soldiers.

“You know these people…” he said stiffly, “they have no human emotions…”

“I’ll give it to you then.” Yun Buci interrupted him and tossed out a black card. “But I’m not going back. I want to stay here and watch… you all fail.”

Rui caught the card and didn’t bother with her final attack, smiling with rare satisfaction: “Naturally. You should be allowed to share in the glory of victory.”

Yun Buci gave a short laugh and walked away with her noodles.

She walked all the way outside, leaned against the wall, and looked at the thin pale white line on the horizon. The morning chill formed white mist that swirled around her feet.

Dawn was breaking.

She lowered her head to take a bite of instant noodles.

They had long since cooled and had little taste.

…

When pushing open the last barrier of the underground waterway, Tie Ci finally recovered her mobility.

Before her were two exits: one connected to the surface, the other led down to the moat. The former would still put them inside the city when they emerged, while the latter would take them directly outside the city.

According to Pingzong and Jingxu’s opinions, they should naturally take the moat route. But Tie Ci wasn’t in a hurry and leaned against the tunnel wall with her eyes closed in thought.

“The other side very likely has my data. As soon as I show my head, there will be many…” She made a shooting gesture. “Bang.”

Pingzong mechanically twitched the corner of her mouth, thinking that little aunt was indeed a pervert—after being chased and hunted all this way, having seen countless strange things, she could still go “bang bang bang” with her little mouth.

She couldn’t laugh. Imagining countless red-glowing monsters hovering over the moat, with white light stabbing down like a giant net as soon as Tie Ci showed her head, and nowhere to hide even on the water surface… she shivered.

In such circumstances, even Duanmu Lai would probably be helpless.

Would Sang Tang’s darkness domain be useful? Probably not either. Those little monsters could track in darkness, penetrate stone, shapeshift, fly… they were omnipotent.

“What do you mean by your… data?” Jingxu asked. “Can’t you disguise yourself?”

“Probably things that belong uniquely to one person, like your body type, your skeleton, your skin texture, the distance between your eyebrows, your fingerprints… every person is different from every other person. No matter how you disguise yourself, these things won’t change.”

“Then what do we do?”

“What about teleportation?”

“You’ve seen their speed and tracking capabilities.”

Pingzong said nothing more, and after a while said, “We can’t go through the moat. It’s too inconvenient in the water, and it’s not as good as going by land. It’s not far from the city gate there. When the time comes, we’ll get more people to help escort you and charge together. I don’t believe it—no matter how many monsters there are in the sky, they have to scan through them one by one, right? If everyone’s blocking for you, there’s nothing they can do, right?”

“If those machines have autonomous consciousness, if their set target is to kill me at any cost, then do you think they’ll give up because civilians are in the way? Or will they clear away whatever is covering the target, regardless of how many layers there are?”

Pingzong recalled those elusive monsters of various shapes that looked very cold, and shook her head without daring to hold much hope.

The latter possibility was really quite likely.

That would very possibly lead to a massacre.

Jingxu suddenly said, “How can a ruler be so indecisive? And so affected? Setting aside whether your people are willing to die for you, you should know that your life is worth exchanging for so many common people. Besides, haven’t you given orders during wars? Weren’t those soldiers who died on the battlefield lives? At this point, you’re being squeamish!”

Pingzong glared at him but also felt he had a point, looking at Tie Ci with disapproval.

“Zhen naturally values the lives of the people. If Zhen doesn’t value them, they certainly won’t value Zhen either. This is what my Mas…” Tie Ci paused, “…but the key issue isn’t this, but that Zhen wants to avoid having large crowds directly face the other side’s terrible weapons as much as possible.”

“Think back to your feelings when you first saw those machines,” Tie Ci said. “Shock, even fear, right?”

Neither of them spoke, feeling it was embarrassing to admit.

“You two are both at the grandmaster level and still felt this way. Have you thought about how the common people would feel facing such weapons?”

“Extreme terror, instant collapse. Indeed, Zhen’s people are not cowards, but courage has its limits. They’ll fight when they feel they have a chance. But overly powerful force and a chasm-like disparity will directly make people lose all courage.”

“Fear spreads. Zhen doesn’t want Zhen’s people to scatter at the first sight of the enemy before they even reach the battlefield.”

“We’ll have to face it eventually. Can we really count on the other side to remain merciful forever?” Jingxu still couldn’t understand.

“Zhen will try to avoid it, or delay this scene as long as possible. Zhen will first strive for a few victories to boost morale, let the people know that although the enemy is powerful, they’re not invincible. When we fight then, Great Qian’s chances of victory will be much greater. Of course, if Zhen can solve them personally, that would be even more perfect.”

“You’re crazy—you’re not a god! You’re not even comparable to the Three Mad and Five Emperors of old. Do you know what our fate would be facing those weapons!”

“Zhen has already faced those weapons many times.”

Jingxu was speechless.

“Since Zhen wasn’t shot dead at the beginning, who knows who’ll be unlucky next,” Tie Ci smiled. “At the very least, Zhen doesn’t want Zhen’s people to see Zhen fleeing in panic through the crowd, completely powerless to resist.”

“Aren’t you fleeing in panic right now?” Jingxu looked the Great Qian Emperor up and down with a very annoying gaze.

Tie Ci wasn’t angry and said, “Not at all. Zhen is clearly eloping for a thousand li.”

Jingxu: “…”

He stopped talking. He discovered that whether it was Tie Ci or Murong Yi, although their personalities were completely different, they both truly had a touch of madness in their bones.

“So… the moat?” Pingzong asked, lowering her head to tighten her face covering.

Tie Ci’s smile faded, her gaze becoming concentrated and somber, reflecting the flickering dim light of the fire stick.

“The moat,” she said.



Chapter 552: The Moat
Pingzong truly didn’t know how to safely exit through the moat, but she knew that Tie Ci’s decision could not be changed. The three of them put on the waterproof gear from their backpacks and silently entered the water.

Swimming along the waterway for a while, they encountered a barrier. Pingzong used her Abyssal Iron sword to cut through it, and the three swam out to find their view suddenly opening up.

Tie Ci looked up and could vaguely see patches of tiny lights flickering in the sky through the water’s surface.

At first glance they looked like stars, but stars didn’t kill people.

Several figures suddenly swam toward them in the water, making hand signals from afar. Pingzong turned to look at Tie Ci and found her expression somewhat surprised, then she also made a hand signal.

The others came to pull the three of them, handing over breathing tubes—clearly they were acquaintances.

It wasn’t convenient to ask questions now, so Pingzong could only watch as the others made a long series of hand signals to Tie Ci, pointing upward and gesturing extensively about something very large covering a vast area.

Tie Ci nodded. As expected, the sky above was full of those flying, killing contraptions.

The ones who came to meet them were water ghosts from the Yannan Navy, under Xiao Xueya’s command. Last year, Xiao Xueya had sent a group of his most skilled underwater operatives to specifically guard the palace water area exits and moat exits, in preparation for Tie Ci’s needs.

They were also the ones who had ambushed and attacked the silver-clothed men in the underground waterways beneath the palace earlier.

The others were making hand signals, indicating that Tie Ci should surface with them and they would use their bodies to shield her.

Tie Ci shook her head and closed her eyes to think for a moment.

What kind of data was her data?

Her knowledge about her Master’s era was limited. What she currently knew came partly from her second senior brother’s loose-lipped storytelling disguised as children’s tales, and partly from her own deductions.

Fingerprints? Unlikely—fingerprints were too small and inconvenient for long-distance scanning.

Eye distance? She often kept her head down, which hadn’t prevented them from finding her.

Muscles and such? That would be troublesome—she couldn’t very well cut off her flesh.

She thought for a moment, then drew her Abyssal Iron dagger and quickly made a cut on her finger.

Under everyone’s shocked gazes, she extended her hand above the water’s surface.

Blood flowed over her hand, conspicuous on the moat’s surface.

No movement.

It wasn’t blood.

The next moment, Tie Ci surfaced.

Everyone was alarmed—how could the Emperor so rashly emerge!

Pingzong hurriedly reached out to grab her leg. With a splash, Tie Ci, who had emerged with most of her body above water, submerged again.

Still no movement from above.

This meant that the other side’s data should involve her entire body.

So a hand emerging was fine, blood appearing was fine, and half her body appearing was also fine.

Full body data…

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then suddenly pointed at her own chest.

Then everyone watched even more dumbfounded as Tie Ci’s joints suddenly made crackling sounds, and her entire body began slowly shrinking.

In the blink of an eye, she had become three inches shorter.

Jingxu was the first to react—this was bone shrinking.

Bone shrinking required a large amount of true qi to maintain, and given Tie Ci’s current condition, it wasn’t suitable.

The next moment, Tie Ci took a breath and suddenly burst out of the water.

…

In the command center, Rui watched the somewhat blurry underwater footage converted from the overhead surveillance, his eyebrows raised in great surprise.

This Great Qian Emperor could constantly exceed his expectations.

She had actually managed to guess through testing that they had recorded her skeletal data, and thought of a countermeasure.

However, he then sneered coldly.

Still claiming there was no intelligence leak to the Great Qian Emperor.

This was clearly something Yun had told her.

Otherwise, how could a feudal ruler from a low-level civilization have escaped until now?

But…

Rui smiled dismissively.

Changing skeletal distribution to evade scanning—good idea.

But did she think that all the crises were really only overhead?

…

With a splash, Tie Ci emerged from the water.

The people, once again shocked by the Emperor who never played by the rules, hurriedly followed suit and rushed out. Those water ghosts threw themselves at Tie Ci regardless of everything, wanting to use their bodies to shield the Emperor from fatal attacks.

The Yannan Navy, which had emerged from the South Yue Navy, had great fondness for His Imperial Majesty. Many of them had traveled on ships with Tie Ci in the past, and it was after that journey with Tie Ci that their Grand Marshal had treated them much better.

Previously, the Grand Marshal had maintained strict military discipline, never took empty pay, and never shortchanged them, but his birth was too noble and he couldn’t relate to everyone—sometimes he even lacked understanding of the soldiers’ hardships due to his ignorance of their suffering. For instance, he had once established an extremely intensive training regimen, thinking that if he could do it, others certainly could, without considering that new recruits from farming families who had lacked nutrition since childhood couldn’t possibly endure it.

Now the Grand Marshal still treated them distantly, but his consideration for their welfare in all aspects had become much more thoughtful and caring.

Everyone knew in their hearts that this favor was eighty percent related to His Majesty. It was said that on the ship back then, the Grand Marshal had been thoroughly handled by His Majesty.

For a period, he had even worn hats constantly, with rumors saying His Majesty had shaved him bald.

In any case, for soldiers from remote regions, the Emperor had originally been distant and lofty, and in their hearts the Emperor wasn’t necessarily more noble than their Grand Marshal. But for an Emperor who could educate their god-like Grand Marshal and shave the Grand Marshal bald, that status was definitely only higher, not lower.

However, their desperate courage wasn’t needed at the moment, because after Tie Ci emerged from the water, there was still no movement above.

Indeed, bone shrinking was effective!

This made everyone greatly rejoiced, and they all hurriedly surfaced.

At this time, dawn was approaching, but it wasn’t yet time for the city gates to open. The light was hazy like gauze.

Tie Ci emerged with her back to the city gate and immediately wanted to teleport to get as far away as possible.

Then she discovered she could no longer teleport.

She couldn’t help but recall when Murong Yi had taught her bone shrinking, he had also mentioned that bone shrinking required a large amount of true qi to maintain, especially before becoming proficient. Bone shrinking also couldn’t be arbitrarily disrupted—once disrupted, the skeletal joints would suffer minor injuries and bone shrinking couldn’t be performed again for a short period.

Then she had no choice but to swim out.

Tie Ci had to honestly paddle, but this being her first time using bone shrinking, everything felt wrong everywhere. She almost didn’t know how to use her hands and feet, and couldn’t help but suspect once again that when Murong Yi had maintained his top courtesan image with bone shrinking abilities—and his mismatched height had dispelled her doubts many times—his bone shrinking had been so prolonged and natural that he must have started his cross-dressing career very early.

She swam slowly, and Pingzong, watching anxiously, moved forward to support her and bring her along.

…

In the command center, Rui watched as Tie Ci had already swum to the middle of the moat.

On the screen before him, the entire river was clearly divided into upper, middle, and lower layers. The lowest layer of river mud was black, and in the middle of the black river mud, there was a white light point radiating fan-shaped wave patterns of light.

Tie Ci was swimming directly into this fan-shaped area.

Rui stared at Tie Ci, his eyes full of confident, smug satisfaction.

Soon, this chase that shouldn’t have been so difficult would be over.

…

Pingzong was an excellent swimmer. Supporting Tie Ci, she propelled them forward a great distance with one stroke.

The riverbank was already not far away.

Tie Ci’s heart suddenly filled with alarm.

The next moment she felt her feet suddenly become heavy.

She only had time to push Pingzong forcefully away.

Then the weight beneath her feet became an earth-shaking, stirring force. A massive suction combined with spiraling force rushed up from below, instantly churning the waters around her into a pot of boiling porridge. Tie Ci looked down to see a thin stream of water spiraling upward, growing larger and more violent, finally forming a huge whirlpool on the water’s surface. Except for Pingzong, whom she had pushed out of the area first, everyone was caught in this whirlpool, colliding and spinning, involuntarily sinking downward.

Pingzong turned back with a stunned expression to find everyone had disappeared. She was about to rush over when she saw Tie Ci’s hand emerge from the water’s surface, waving at her with extreme determination and force.

Pingzong stopped, understanding that Tie Ci was telling her not to approach. Just as she was thinking of some way to save them, she suddenly heard a commotion and turned around in the water.

…

Tie Ci felt like she was now a torn rag being constantly rotated and squeezed. The spinning and dizziness went without saying, and all the flesh and blood in her body seemed about to be wrung dry and flung off.

In this moment, she inappropriately thought of the washing machine her Master had mentioned—some kind of drum where clothes were spun inside until dry.

She was probably now like such a garment being wrung dry.

Then she heard crisp, rapid popping sounds.

Sharp little pains shot up from her joints, and she realized that because of this whirlpool, her bone shrinking was being destroyed.

She looked down, forcing her eyes open in this chaos to examine the riverbed.

She couldn’t just sit and wait for death.

This small area of the moat couldn’t naturally generate a whirlpool.

There must be a machine at the bottom of the river. This was a machine-generated whirlpool, designed to drag her down and kill her. At the very least, it could destroy her bone shrinking, and the outcome would still be death.

The only solution was to destroy the machine.

Unfortunately, being caught in the whirlpool happened too quickly to notify Pingzong of this. Moreover, the riverbed’s sand and mud had all been stirred up, creating chaotic visibility, and the machine must be at the very bottom center of the whirlpool. Only someone caught in it would have any possibility of destroying or shutting off the machine.

The thought flashed by, and Tie Ci reached to draw her sword while in the whirlpool.

Fighting against the massive rotational force was extremely difficult. She drew the sword from her back inch by inch while being spun around at extreme speed. The whirlpool was still expanding, so she wasn’t immediately pulled down.

The powerful water pressure pressed down on her hand like a boulder, while the centrifugal force made her nauseous and dizzy. The sword was only half-drawn when she vomited with a retch.

She didn’t dare open her eyes, afraid of seeing herself entangled in her own vomit, and could only continue drawing the sword by feel. During this, some unlucky person was swept past her, knocking the half-drawn sword back in.

Tie Ci nearly vomited blood. Opening her eyes, she saw a ribbon of blood spiraling around before disappearing, and felt deep sympathy.

She had to draw the sword again, using too much force until her veins bulged and her joints made creaking sounds.

…

In front of the screen, Rui watched Tie Ci struggling to draw her sword only to have it knocked back, and shook his head with a sigh: “Smart people never seem to have good luck.”

…

With a “clang,” Tie Ci finally completely drew her sword, but by this time she had already been pulled close to the riverbed.

The riverbed was where the whirlpool generated, so the suction was even stronger. As soon as Tie Ci drew her sword, it was torn from her grip, flashing with light as it was swept into the depths of the riverbed and disappeared.

Tie Ci watched helplessly as the sword traced a blue-green dark light through the water, then brought out a streak of blood—some unlucky person had suffered.

She herself nearly vomited blood.

…

In front of the screen, Rui watched the sword flash and disappear, laughing with satisfaction.

…

Tie Ci looked down to see a white object buried in the river sand, about the size of a fan, appearing smooth and round with only a small protrusion on one side.

Before she could see clearly, whooshing sounds came from beside her as dark shadows flashed by—several navy soldiers were swept over and successively struck the white object.

Tie Ci witnessed the first person who hit it begin bleeding from all seven orifices when still several inches from the machine. His face instantly deformed, floating limply in the river like his face had suddenly become a mask, making one’s heart chill with horror.

When the man opened his mouth, he spewed out blood along with countless bone fragments.

The bones in his body seemed to have been pulverized the instant they contacted the machine—skin unharmed, but all internal bones shattered.

Tie Ci noticed that within several inches around the machine, the water waves were all twisting in a bizarre state.

Another person silently crashed into it, soundlessly having his bones shattered in the water, becoming a bag of skin.

With a “zheng” sound, Tie Ci shot a dart from her back connected to an iron chain, which crossed over the whirlpool and embedded in the riverbed.

Actually, in such a whirlpool, she really couldn’t expect this dart to hold firm, but beyond Tie Ci’s expectations, the dart seemed to have lodged in some stone crevice and actually held.

It was simply incredible, but there was no time for wild joy. Tie Ci reached out to grab what seemed to be someone’s scattered belt in the water and swung it toward the protrusion with all her strength.

The next moment, with a whoosh, the belt was swept away as expected.

Good luck rarely came twice in a row.

Moreover, under the massive suction, the dart could only hold for a brief time. Tie Ci already felt it loosening behind her.

If she didn’t shut off the machine, she would end up like those soldiers who had successively become bags of skin.

Suddenly a dark shadow crashed into her arms. Tie Ci looked down to see it was a navy soldier.

The man pointed at himself, then at the protrusion.

Tie Ci was stunned, not expecting that in such circumstances, there was still someone who, like herself, had discovered that switch.

Seeing that she didn’t immediately move, the man anxiously pulled at her.

Both their forms were swaying in the whirlpool, liable to be swept down at any moment. Especially that black-clothed water ghost—his position was slightly lower than Tie Ci’s and he had already entered the force field. Tie Ci could already see pain showing on his face.

Another loosening behind her—the dart was about to give way.

Once it let go, everyone would die together.

Tie Ci gritted her teeth and grabbed his hand.

Only now did she see the other person’s face clearly—still a youth, pale-faced with fear in his eyes, yet still resolute.

He nodded to Tie Ci.

The next moment, Tie Ci’s body sank downward. The whirlpool swept them around, and with a “zheng” the dart sprang free from the stone crevice.

At this moment, Tie Ci also used her last strength to hurl the young soldier’s body along with the whirlpool’s current!

Striking hard toward that side protrusion.

With a “crack,” from the reverse exertion, three fingers on her right hand snapped together.

The machine seemed to sense something and suddenly trembled, then the suction suddenly intensified.

The whirlpool enlarged, waves rolled and flew, roaring like thunder.

Tie Ci could no longer hold onto the youth and was swept toward the machine with a whoosh.

In the chaotic tumbling, she vaguely saw the youth’s body being swept away before it could hit the machine.

She sighed deeply in her heart and closed her eyes.

She had used all her strength but was three parts short of luck.

So be it.

In this moment of certain death, she didn’t experience the legendary instant review of her entire life, but only had Murong Yi’s face float into her mind in that instant.

In this life, they would never meet again.

You must take care of yourself.

…Heaven and earth suddenly became still.

For that instant, Tie Ci thought she had already passed into blissful afterlife.

That’s why she had gone from raging waves to eternal quiet in the blink of an eye, with vast heavens and her body floating like clouds.

This even gave her a rare sense of relaxation, thinking, oh, it’s finally over.

That seems quite good too.

But then she awakened from this illusion and discovered that her floating body was because she was still in the water.

And the whirlpool had completely disappeared.

All around was peaceful. The underwater light was dim, and she could vaguely see several human figures floating in the water, extremely light and soft like sacks, making one very uncomfortable to look at.

They were the dead Yannan Navy soldiers under Xiao Xueya’s command.

Among them was the youth who had just used his body as a weapon and asked Tie Ci to hurl him out.

He floated directly below Tie Ci, his face turned downward to the side, his whole body rippling like a sack, with only one right hand that seemed to still retain its bones, stretching straight forward.

Tie Ci stared at that straight, rigid hand—the only part of the youth that still had bones.

In that final moment, he had used all his strength to reach out and press the switch, shutting off the machine.

Therefore his right hand hadn’t been pulverized by the machine, frozen in the final gesture of his life.

He had used his life to save Tie Ci, yet Tie Ci didn’t even know his name.

She could only firmly remember his face and, when she met Xiao Xueya in the future, provide good compensation for his family.

But that life not yet twenty years old could never be restored.

The lives of all these very young Yannan Navy soldiers around her could never be restored.

Tie Ci was silent. At this moment she was extremely exhausted, aching all over. In the struggle against the machine’s whirlpool, she had expended all her strength. Besides her fingers, her ribs seemed to have stress fractures too, so that now she couldn’t even swim and could only hold her breath and slowly float upward.

Someone swam down from above—Pingzong had come to meet her.

…

In the command center, Rui looked at the motionless machine, a mocking smile flashing in his eyes.

Sometimes, the moment when victory feels closest is the most devastating moment.

…

Pingzong reached out to pull Tie Ci.

Tie Ci suddenly felt slight vibrations beneath her feet.

Though she had been shaken until her whole body was numb and her senses dulled, her naturally keen temperament made her immediately look down.

Then in the still-unsettled chaos of the riverbed, red lights suddenly began flashing.

Right at the location where the white machine had been.

Tie Ci’s heart jumped, and she grabbed Pingzong. Not knowing where the strength came from, she suddenly shot upward.

But despair was already rising in her heart.

That was obviously going to explode. This kind of final contingency, this kind of weapon that surpassed this era—once it exploded, the damage it caused would definitely not be just a few small fish and shrimp.

All living things in the entire moat would surely not escape.

…

Rui watched Tie Ci desperately trying to escape on the screen, his eyes showing amusement.

Really, very perceptive indeed.

Too bad, this time there’s no time left.

Even if she reached the water’s surface, as long as she hadn’t left this water area, there was absolutely no chance of survival.

…

After the red light flashed rhythmically three times, it began rapid continuous flashing, but Tie Ci was still some distance from the water’s surface.

…

Rui smiled and stood up.

The mission was over.

He lit a cigarette that was now very expensive in their time, leaned against the control panel, took a deep drag, and tilted his head back slightly in enjoyment.



Chapter 553: Respectfully Sending Off Our Emperor
When the red light was flashing rapidly.

The water surface suddenly erupted with continuous splashing sounds, and the riverbed violently shook.

It seemed many people had jumped in.

Tie Ci’s heart lurched.

Coming in at this time would only get more people killed!

Suddenly a blue-green light flashed in the water. An Abyssal Iron short sword that had been embedded in the riverbed’s sand seemed to be gently pulled up by someone, suddenly flying up, then carried by the current to strike the river wall.

If anyone had seen this scene, they would have thought it looked like someone at the riverbed was lightly moving the sword body, gracefully performing a sword dance, causing the flying sword’s flowing light to pierce the wall.

How sharp was Abyssal Iron—with a hiss, the river wall built of blue stone suddenly exploded, countless fragments flying in all directions.

Those stones of various sizes were instantly carried in all directions by the turbulent, agitated current.

Like gray-white fireworks shot off underwater.

From somewhere came the faint grinding sound of friction.

The next instant, the red light that had been flashing rapidly to its final flash suddenly went out.

…

Rui, who had smoked half his cigarette, slowly turned around to look at the screen, preparing to finish the other half while enjoying the victorious scene.

However, his precious cigarette suddenly dropped onto the control panel.

…

Tie Ci, who had prepared herself once again, still didn’t hear any sound for a long time.

She instinctively turned back, and in the midst of chaos, she saw the chaos had gone out.

The next moment, with a splash, Pingzong pulled her up out of the water regardless of everything.

The somewhat dazed Tie Ci instantly reacted—she wasn’t in bone-shrinking state, and she couldn’t shrink her bones again now. The enemies were still in the sky above, and she would be locked onto as soon as she surfaced!

But before the third life-and-death crisis, she didn’t even have a chance to reminisce or feel fear—suddenly countless figures dove down from above, forcibly pressing both her and Pingzong back down to the riverbed.

Tie Ci: “…”

She was stunned for quite a while, looking up to see only countless frantically kicking feet.

There were so many people it was like dumplings being dropped into boiling water.

When had there been so many people in the moat?

She turned in several directions before finding a gap, but didn’t immediately surface. Instead, she suddenly struck herself hard under the ribs.

A subtle bone-cracking sound occurred, and her face instantly turned white.

She had just broken her already stress-fractured rib herself.

Pingzong floated across from her, so shocked she choked on a mouthful of water and nearly got kicked in the head by a big foot from above.

She thought little aunt must have had her brains scrambled by the whirlpool.

The next moment, Tie Ci surfaced through the gap.

Just like before, countless people immediately pounced on her, wanting to use their thick chests to press her back down.

Tie Ci shouted, “It’s fine, let Zhen come up!”

With just this one shout, everyone stopped their movements.

With a splash, Tie Ci surfaced, and the next moment she emerged completely from the water, leaping onto a piece of floating wood on the surface.

At this moment, everyone made the same movement—all looked up at the sky together.

Looking at the countless buzzing monsters high above, lights flashing chaotically, covering this water area.

Everyone held their breath. Some instinctively straightened their bodies, some forgot to tread water and sank down with an “ouch,” then frantically surfaced again.

For a moment, heaven and earth were as quiet as a vacuum.

Only the buzzing sounds of those machines remained, and those white lights, under people’s watchful gaze, quickly swept over Tie Ci’s body.

In the almost suffocating silence, everyone saw those white lights seem to pause slightly.

As if some confusion had arisen.

The tension filling heaven and earth at this moment, if it became substantial, could probably have collapsed the capital’s city walls.

After a pause, the white light slid past Tie Ci’s body.

A moment of silence.

Then, the cheering on the water’s surface was deafening!

…

In the command center, Rui stared at the screen with an incredulous expression.

They had scanned Tie Ci but failed to lock on—why!

He suddenly remembered something and quickly called up Tie Ci’s data. A 3D full-body skeletal diagram slowly rotated on the screen, identical to the data input into the drones, with no problems whatsoever.

Until Rui focused his gaze on Tie Ci on the river surface.

He retrieved the footage and magnified it.

He saw Tie Ci’s three fingers hanging limply, and there was also a strange depression in her chest and abdomen area.

Rui drew in a sharp breath.

The data was formed from a full-body skeletal scan of Tie Ci after she reached adulthood—there could be no error.

Unless… the skeleton had changed.

She… had broken her own bones!

…

The dumpling-like crowd in the river let out cheers that could almost overturn the river water.

Many people swam toward Tie Ci in competition, some even kowtowing to Tie Ci while still in the water. “Your Majesty! Your Majesty!”

“Your Majesty, we heard that the Grand Tutor betrayed you and is hunting you!”

“We heard the Grand Tutor brought many monsters, and we didn’t believe it… Heaven, this time I saw it with my own eyes—there really are things that can fly in the sky!”

“Your Majesty, are you injured?”

“Your Majesty, don’t be afraid. Even if those monsters are watching you, we’re not afraid—we’ll shield you!”

Someone shouted toward the shore, “Old woman, quickly throw some clothes over!”

Immediately countless pieces of clothing were thrown into the river.

Tie Ci turned around and was again submerged in a sea of clothes. With one hand pressed against her ribs and the other sweeping in a beautiful arc, she gathered all the clothes in her hand.

The women on shore cheered again and waved frantically.

Tie Ci stood on the floating wood and waved back at them. Only now could she see clearly the people in the water—old and young, dressed ordinarily, most likely common people living near the city walls.

On shore, Jingxu stood with arms crossed, lifting his chin toward her in a gesture of taking credit, though his eyes held some complexity.

The Great Qian Emperor was very popular with the people.

He had only shouted once that the Emperor was in danger, and these common people had jumped into the water without a second thought.

When he said the monsters overhead were targeting the Emperor’s life, these common people had all rushed forward together when the Emperor surfaced, wanting to use their own bodies to shield the Emperor from deadly attacks.

This made Jingxu almost incredulous.

Tie Ci was also somewhat surprised to see Jingxu, thinking this selfish, lazy, and greedy old man would surely have run away in the chaos. After all, their relationship wasn’t good enough for him to actively help.

She hadn’t expected him to actually shout for help to save her.

She looked down at the common people—countless faces in the water, wet and gleaming, looking at her with the most simple and moving smiles.

Above, enemies surrounded them; beside her, the people gathered around her.

In this moment, she suddenly felt a slight fullness in her chest.

For the first time, she felt the true meaning of being a ruler.

Throughout all these past years, she had fulfilled the duties of Crown Princess, and later worked diligently day and night to be a qualified Emperor.

But deep in her heart, she had never gained any pleasure or satisfaction from this “profession.”

A great hole had formed early in her heart, and ruling over all under heaven, supreme power, the masses of people, armies like the sea—none of it could fill that void.

It was merely a burden of tremendous weight that she was born to bear, ordained by heaven’s mandate, and could never set down even in death.

Until this moment.

Until she had been pressed down beneath the water’s surface again and again by countless chests.

Until she leaped out of the moat and saw those wet, smiling faces, receiving an armful of common cloth.

Until this moment when Great Qian’s late autumn wind passed through the city gate that should have been closed long ago, accompanied by the people’s shouts, striking her chest.

She slightly pursed her lips and hugged those pieces of clothing tight. For the first time in four years, she bloomed with a smile carrying warmth.

…

Rui stared at the screen, his brow furrowing, almost punching the control panel.

Why were the Great Qian Emperor and the Great Qian people so different from his understanding of ancient people accumulated over so many years?

In such a society, shouldn’t it be filled with exploitation, class divisions, possession, injustice, supreme imperial power, and all the backward and corrupt elements where common people were like grass?

Wasn’t it said that in such societies class opposition was severe, that commoners only cared about their own little plots of land? It would be good enough if they didn’t have deep grudges against the nobility—yet here they were risking their lives to rescue her?

How had this young female emperor of Great Qian made her subjects wholeheartedly maintain her rule?

Incredible!

…

On the river surface, Pingzong put her hands on her hips and let out a great laugh at the bewildered drone swarm in the sky.

Then she dove back into the water with a splash.

A moment later she surfaced again, holding the Abyssal Iron short sword in one hand and grasping the white machine in the other, shouting loudly, “I want to see what kind of monster with three heads and six arms this thing that almost killed us really is!”

She swam over and handed the Abyssal Iron short sword to Tie Ci.

Tie Ci looked at the short sword, thinking of the flash of blue-green light she had seen underwater earlier.

Then she saw that half of the white machine’s outer shell was slightly askew, revealing a small gap with a few small stones wedged between.

It looked like it had been jammed by stones. Once precision instruments get jammed, they naturally break down.

Before the machine self-destructed, the common people had leaped into the water one after another, causing water turbulence that lifted the Abyssal Iron short sword originally embedded in the riverbed, striking the river wall, splitting the stones, and the scattered fragments wedged into the cracks of the machine about to self-destruct.

Thus preventing a disaster of blood and carnage that could have destroyed Great Qian.

This sounded simply incredible.

What kind of amazing series of coincidences could achieve such a result?

In that most desperate moment.

If any detail had been off by the slightest margin, it wouldn’t have been this outcome.

As if supernatural forces had provided mysterious protection.

Wind blew from the river surface, gently brushing past Tie Ci’s temples.

She turned back on the water waves, looking toward the depths of the tranquil river.

Wenliu, is that you?

…

In front of the display screen, Rui stared at Tie Ci’s figure as she went ashore surrounded by everyone, with a long convoy of carriages racing toward them in the distance.

Because the monsters were still in the sky, the common people feared they would harm the Emperor. No matter how Tie Ci tried to persuade them, they insisted on surrounding and protecting her, crowding around her so tightly that not even water could leak through. As they walked, they vigilantly and fearfully looked up at the sky.

This look and these movements made Rui’s heart burn with anger, as if invisible slaps were striking his face one after another.

The drones circled bewilderedly in the sky, scanning the crowd over and over but unable to find their target, only passively waiting for the next command.

Rui felt his heart burning with rage.

The Great Qian people were too bold and too strange.

Why didn’t they feel fear when seeing these weapons that surpassed their era?

Weren’t people most likely to develop timid hearts toward the unknown?

He actually didn’t know that success could also lead to failure. Yun Buci’s Gui Qizhai had indeed accumulated wealth for her, won popular support, attracted scholars, and consolidated her position, but at the same time it had blown fresh winds into Great Qian, prematurely opening the Great Qian people’s horizons.

And Tie Ci, educated by her, was also enlightened differently from emperors of past dynasties—otherwise the Great Qian Academy wouldn’t have risen so quickly.

Having been exposed to too many new things, so even when seeing these strange weapons for the first time, the Great Qian people’s shock still carried three parts boldness and curiosity.

Rui couldn’t understand this principle and suddenly remembered what Yun Buci had said earlier.

They needed to intimidate them immediately, frighten them, make them not dare to act rashly.

Not dare to keep rushing forward one after another to protect the Emperor and oppose them.

A series of setbacks would always make people temporarily lose their reason.

Rui’s finger fell on a red button.

A subordinate beside him saw this and tried to stop him, but it was too late.

Above the moat, the drones suddenly trembled in unison, then began changing formation.

Originally they had been aimlessly searching while following the crowd, but now they suddenly scattered in all directions.

At first the common people thought these flying monsters had finally left and were about to cheer.

Tie Ci looked up, staring at those machines. She watched them slowly patrol above the crowd, their formation corresponding to positions similar to the distribution pattern of the people below.

She suddenly said, “Scatter!”

The common people surrounding her hadn’t reacted yet, and being too tightly packed, they couldn’t run away immediately. They all looked at her in confusion.

Tie Ci’s hand pressed against her ribs suddenly sprang away. Between her sleeves, strong winds stirred as if a whirlwind had formed on flat ground. With her as the center, the crowd fell and tumbled in all directions, knocking down countless people.

At the same time, Tie Ci shouted, “Pingzong, blast the crowd apart!”

Pingzong followed orders immediately. Her form spun once, and the fierce wind from her garments threw the surrounding crowd into a tangled heap.

Almost simultaneously, white lights flashed continuously in the sky. Countless straight lines shot into the ground. Around Tie Ci, dust and smoke rose in the blink of an eye. Whistling sounds continued without cease—each one sharp, powerful, and forceful. With each sound, another fist-sized hole of unfathomable depth appeared in the ground.

Screams rang out. There were too many people—Tie Ci and the others could only push away those immediately around them. More people were instantly pierced by white light where they stood. The moment the white light touched their bodies, blood sprayed skyward. After countless white lights passed, blood rainbows burst forth. The hissing sounds continued as heaven and earth seemed to be sliced by sharp knives, cut open with bloody gashes.

Tie Ci rolled once, and white light hissed behind her, stirring up yellow dust as another hole appeared in the ground.

Ahead, carriages raced toward them. The small figure of the driver bounced up and down from the jolting, his glasses jumping wildly.

Archers beside the carriages drew their bows while galloping, aiming at the monsters that had already flown low.

Some arrows were dodged. The speeding drones evaded while returning fire. An archer on horseback flipped to hide under the horse’s belly. White light struck the horse’s body, passing through from the left abdomen to the right abdomen—a penetrating small hole that sprayed half a carriage with fresh blood, revealing the horse’s bones and internal organs.

Some arrows hit their targets, but either slid off the smooth machine bodies or were directly deflected.

Fortunately, the arrival of the carriages and guards somewhat relieved the slaughter of the common people. Pingzong kept shouting, “Scatter! Run!”

Survivors stumbled and ran through the blood and corpses, constantly tripping and getting up again.

Some no longer dared to run and lay crying in their relatives’ pools of blood.

Screams and weeping echoed before the city gate, with corpses piling higher and higher—like hell itself.

Tie Ci rolled again, feeling something soft beneath her—she didn’t know whose corpse it was. She heard a thud behind her as something still warm splashed onto her back—presumably that corpse had been shot through once more.

She didn’t look back or pause. At this moment she couldn’t even feel pain, only ran straight toward the carriages, shouting as she ran, “Shoot those rotating wings! Above! Concentrate fire! You must shoot down several for Zhen at the fastest speed!”

The most elite archers from Xi Rong followed orders and began concentrated volleys. With several whooshing sounds, several arrows hit the propellers of the lowest-flying drone, and immediately that machine plummeted from high altitude.

Pingzong rushed over and crushed the machine with one kick.

The surrounding common people saw this scene—saw this terrible demon fall and be destroyed so easily—and their spirits lifted.

“Swoosh, swoosh,” came the continuous sounds. The Xi Rong archers, ignoring their aching arms, shot arrows like a string of pearls, consecutively hitting drone propellers. One machine after another fell.

A machine wobbled and fell in front of Pingzong. She kicked it up with one foot, sending it to collide with another machine in the sky. Both crashed down.

The remaining drones sensed danger and began ascending. Taking advantage of this opportunity, the common people frantically ran back toward the city.

In the command center, Yun Buci strode in, glanced at the screen, and dumped her unfinished instant noodles over Rui’s head.

“What are you doing!” Rui’s face was livid with shock.

“Screwing your mother,” Yun Buci pointed at the screen. “You’ve lost your mind!”

“Wasn’t it you who said to intimidate them immediately!”

“I said intimidate, not massacre! I said demonstrate the power and precision of modern weapons, and when necessary don’t worry about causing casualties, but I never said to commit genocide! If everyone’s dead and everyone’s enraged, who’s going to give you a clean slate!”

“These ignorant primitives from a low-level civilization only know primitive reproduction and causing us trouble. A few more deaths would save us the trouble of cleaning up later!”

“Have you been driven crazy by the reality of repeated defeats? Do you want to count how many drones we’ve lost, how many weapons have been destroyed in this pursuit? If you want to lose even more, go ahead.”

Rui turned to look at the constantly disappearing light dots on the screen, his expression indescribable.

With such losses, even if he could blame Yun Buci for leaking intelligence, he himself would inevitably face investigation by the Management Division afterward.

Just the unauthorized massacre and the resulting weapon damage were inexcusable.

If such serious consequences could be exchanged for Tie Ci’s death, it might be worth it. The problem now was that they couldn’t lock onto Tie Ci. To kill her they would have to kill everyone present. Setting aside whether they could kill them all, even if they did, they might not necessarily kill Tie Ci.

But if they couldn’t solve the Tie Ci problem, the consequences he needed to bear would only grow heavier.

Rui looked at the scene on the screen. He could see Tie Ci’s figure and could theoretically manually lock onto the target remotely and command the drones to execute, but Tie Ci moved too fast—his hand speed simply couldn’t keep up.

For the first time, coldness arose in his heart.

The Great Qian Emperor was too ruthless.

She broke her own bones to prevent the drones from automatically locking on, then despite being seriously injured, she could still dart around like a rabbit.

Rui’s expression changed repeatedly. Finally, after another light dot disappeared, he fiercely struck the button.

Above the city gate.

The drones hiding in high altitude stared down coldly at the crowd below like pairs of demonic eyes.

Suddenly they all paused, then continued ascending, stopping their white light firing.

The common people stopped and looked fearfully at those black dots in the sky that had stopped moving but hadn’t left either.

Tie Ci stepped onto the edge of a carriage and turned to look behind her.

The common people stood among pools of blood and corpses, faces blank with post-disaster bewilderment, also looking at her.

Someone suddenly began crying, sobbing sounds swirling among the crowd. The morning sunlight seemed to retreat because of this, and wind swept up blood-stained dust.

Tie Ci stood on the carriage shaft and made a gesture for the people to return.

She was covered in gray earth and bloodstains, her hair disheveled, but on her blood-stained face, her eyes remained calm and undisturbed, making everyone who looked at her involuntarily quiet down.

She said, “Go back and live well.”

She said, “Zhen believes you can definitely protect yourselves.”

She said, “Please also believe that Zhen will definitely live well until the day Zhen returns to the capital.”

She said, “So please also cherish your capital.”

She looked one last time at the common people watching her with tears, then looked up at those cold, dark contraptions in the sky and gave them the middle finger.

She said, “Idiots, come on.”

She turned around, lifted the carriage curtain, and entered.

A’kou the driver’s tiger roared once, and the fine horses turned around.

The carriage rolled forward without hesitation.

In the sky, the drone swarm immediately moved, following after them.

The second carriage also moved, heading west.

The third carriage also moved, heading south.

The fourth carriage…

The carriages gradually departed in different directions, some even taking small roads.

The drone swarm circled bewilderedly in the sky for a while.

Unable to lock onto targets but receiving orders to follow the carriages, even the machines were at a loss. But according to their built-in programs, in such situations, they would divide forces.

In front of the display screen, Rui watched helplessly as the drone swarm scattered, with one or two chasing after each carriage.

His fists were itching to move again.

One or two drones against well-prepared carriages would probably just be delivering themselves as meals.

The first batch of weapons approved by the Management Division was already exhausted. These were currently the last drones. When the application was originally submitted, the director of the Management Division’s weapons department had clicked his tongue in amazement, saying that to deal with a low-level civilization, one pulse rifle would be enough—why need so many advanced weapons, even using nanobots.

The director had joked that this batch was enough to take down the entire continent, and in three days he would eat three sets of duck at the capital’s largest restaurant. He wanted the Great Qian Emperor to dance for him—he’d heard she was a beauty.

Beauty she was, but a peony with steel thorns—appearing graceful, noble, gentle and soft, but with molten lava flowing in her bones. Whoever touched her died.

After pursuing her for a day and night, the first batch of weapons was almost depleted, the laboratory was destroyed, and then he had to watch her speed out of the capital.

Rui gritted his teeth and issued orders to the drones—no more attacks, only high-altitude tracking. First ensure they maintained grasp of the Great Qian Emperor’s escape route.

Later he would have to report to the Management Division and request allocation of a second batch of weapons.

Thinking of the faces of those people in the Management Division’s weapons department, Rui’s teeth ground audibly.

Before the city gate, the common people watched Tie Ci’s carriage speed away without attachment, unable to react for a moment.

The Emperor had run away right in front of them, abandoning the capital?

This was like a bolt from the blue.

For an instant, many people recalled past dynasties’ emperors who had fled the capital before national crises, abandoning their people to suffer the flames of war.

Before despair could take root, many people saw those terrible high-altitude demons take off again, chasing in the direction of the carriages.

In the blink of an eye, they had all left cleanly in pursuit of the carriages.

At the same time, screams and huge roaring sounds came from within the city gate. The common people turned back to see a squadron of extremely tall knights in strange armor, riding massive beasts that roared ferociously—pitch black and gleaming, with smoke coming from their rear ends—racing through the city gate in an instant, also chasing after the carriages, leaving behind straight trails of smoke penetrating the gate tunnel.

The city guards couldn’t stop or catch up with them at all, and were even knocked down by those rampaging iron contraptions, groaning on the ground.

People were hit by waves of smoke and dust, watching those beasts move at lightning speed, disappearing in all directions in an instant.

Peace returned before the city gate.

Sunlight poured down from the clouds again, and the sky seemed several degrees brighter.

The sound of hoofbeats arose. People turned like startled birds to see a group of men and women arriving.

Some recognized the current Grand Tutor He, some recognized various Grand Academicians from the Cabinet, some recognized that one of the women was a Second-Rank female official beside His Majesty.

Some recognized more of the full court’s civil and military officials.

Chi Xue looked at the city gate with its lingering smoke and pools of blood, tears immediately filling her eyes.

“I came too late…”

He Zi led the civil and military officials in dismounting and prostrating toward the direction where the carriages had disappeared at the end of the official road, bowing down in the blood-stained dust.

“This minister, carrying the civil and military officials, respectfully sends off Our Emperor here.”

“In the twenty-second year of Shun’an, when you were trapped, you dispatched palace guards, opened the palace gates, used yourself as bait to lure the enemy into your trap. This act was to save the people.”

“In the fourth year of Zhiming, you broke into Great Qian Academy at night, destroyed buildings to trap people, crossed the city river at night, left the city alone to draw enemy forces away from the city. This act was still to save the people.”

“We ministers are incompetent, unable to attend Your Majesty’s side, unable to share Your Majesty’s worries. We solemnly swear here: with Heaven above and Earth below, we ministers will not fail Your Majesty’s trust, will protect the people, defend the capital to the death. While we live, the city lives; when we die, the city dies.”

Behind him, the civil and military officials bowed their heads in unison.

“While we live, the city lives; when we die, the city dies!”

Further away, the common people who had finally understood all fell to their knees in the dust.

Gazing at those black dots on the horizon, the smoke on the ground, those demons capable of taking lives in an instant but personally drawn away from the capital by His Majesty.

Gazing toward the direction where the Emperor who had always placed Great Qian, the capital, and the people before herself had departed.

Gazing toward that Emperor who was historically the first to leave the national capital while in office, not abandoning the city but protecting it.

Tears gathered in their eyes, but their voices of calling shot up to the clouds.

“Sworn to die in loyalty to Our Emperor!”

“Sworn to die defending the capital!”

“Your Majesty, we await your return!”



Chapter 554: Peace Negotiations
A drone still lingered in a hidden corner, faithfully transmitting this scene back to the command center.

Rui looked at those common people kneeling among corpses and bloodstains, calling out with burning flames in their eyes, his face alternating between red and pale.

Yun Buci was also watching those people.

But in her heart, she was thinking of that trembling little girl in her arms on the ice of the moat all those years ago.

She had grown up without notice, even becoming stronger and more fearless than she had imagined.

She didn’t think her own teaching had such great effect. She was a person who followed her heart, and had never been particularly close to Tie Ci. Often she let her disciples teach, and the adoring look in that child’s eyes would sometimes make even her, who considered her heart hard as iron, feel a moment of guilt and bewilderment.

So when Tie Ci turned sixteen and everything that should be taught had been taught, for safety’s sake and for her own sake, she gradually distanced herself from this child, letting her grow freely.

Yun Buci looked at the prostrate crowd, listening to the passionate mountain call, thinking.

It was in those two years that Tie Ci grew into an even better woman.

…

September’s golden wind passed through the natural tunnels of Qingyang Mountain, playing a deep and melodious tune. The green trees throughout the mountain rose and fell with the melody, while weary birds returning at dusk occasionally croaked in harmony, their black bean-like eyes staring in surprise at the snake-like procession below, not understanding why these people who usually lived in the big houses beyond the mountain were today traveling in groups toward the mountain depths.

The headmaster of Yueli Academy also stood at a high point, watching students enter the underground tunnels that had been excavated using the terrain two years earlier, occasionally looking up at the distant road leading to Qingyang Mountain.

Each time he saw the empty mountain path, another shade of worry appeared in his eyes.

…

On the official road heading north, a squadron of green-armored soldiers raised long trails of dust behind their galloping horses, but even so, they couldn’t catch up to their commander who rode alone ahead, visible only as a distant silhouette.

The mounted figure ahead had a straight back and remained motionless in his upper body despite the galloping speed, showing the exquisite horsemanship of one long experienced in military formations.

However, many days of travel had stained his snow-colored garments with a layer of yellow earth, and his fine horse had already been changed three times.

There was a relay station not far ahead. This group originally had no intention of stopping, but relay soldiers waited on the road, holding letters and hurrying forward. “Urgent report from ahead.”

The rider immediately stopped, took the military report, broke the fire seal, scanned it once, and immediately said, “Change course to Haiyou.”

His deputy general caught up from behind, asking nervously, “Grand Marshal, how is His Majesty now?”

“His Majesty has left the capital, first going to Haiyou, then turning to Yannan, finally heading to Yongping.”

The deputy general said in surprise, “This… isn’t this taking a roundabout route? Why is His Majesty going in such circles?”

Xiao Xueya didn’t answer. After a long while he said, “Our water ghosts remaining in the capital all died in the moat battle.”

The deputy general exclaimed in shock, “How is that possible? Those were our most elite water ghosts. Dying on land would be one thing, but dying in water… they wouldn’t die even if they encountered sharks!”

Xiao Xueya closed his eyes.

The most elite water ghosts under Great Qian’s strongest navy had died in the water.

So what exactly had happened at the moat then? How powerful were the enemies?

How had His Majesty escaped?

Was she… injured?

Xiao Xueya folded the paper, touched his already cracked lips, and reached for his nearly empty water pouch. Seeing his condition, the deputy general knew he wouldn’t rest at the relay station again tonight, so he hurriedly ordered the relay soldiers to replenish food and water and change horses.

Xiao Xueya dismounted and walked while gnawing on a piece of hard biscuit, swallowing with some difficulty.

The deputy general watched his back, thinking that the Grand Marshal had never eaten while walking before, much less eaten such things.

It was all His Majesty’s fault.

This influence ran deep. Four years ago when the Grand Marshal went south, his lone army stood before Yuzhou, blocking Da Yan’s cavalry, subduing and rallying Longxi. That battle sounded simple when described, but under the circumstances of Great Qian’s internal and external troubles and the capital’s crisis, the Grand Marshal, as a member of the Xiao family, bore enormous pressure. Whether to prove himself or to atone, during those months of warfare, he led from the front, fearless of death, fighting the fiercest battles and suffering the severest wounds.

Afterward, when reporting achievements to request rewards from the court, the Grand Marshal reported even the smallest accomplishments of his subordinates, but never mentioned his own merits and injuries. The court bigwigs later became quite wary of the Grand Marshal, fearing he might become too powerful, and once petitioned His Majesty to summon the Grand Marshal back to the capital for enfeoffment, but His Majesty kept the petition without acting on it.

Those bigwigs with their deep suspicions had no idea that the Grand Marshal couldn’t even get out of bed then, and only barely managed to rise after half a year. Even if he wanted to go to the capital, he couldn’t have made the journey.

Fortunately, His Majesty was understanding, giving the Grand Marshal complete trust and everything he deserved. But the Grand Marshal seemed to have developed some stubborn streak—after recovering from his wounds, he should have gone to the capital to express gratitude, but he made excuses not to go, abandoning this excellent opportunity for rewards and recognition.

In the four years since His Majesty ascended the throne, the Grand Marshal had never returned to the capital even once.

But besides him, who else knew that the Grand Marshal personally traveled throughout Yannan’s great mountains in his spare time, finding various rare medicines to send to the capital? But rarely in his own name—mostly through Prince Yannan’s mansion, effectively giving the favor to You Weixing.

The deputy general sighed, watching Xiao Xueya hastily finish the biscuit and raise the water pouch brought to him, gulping down several mouthfuls—another action he would never have done before.

The next moment, Xiao Xueya mounted his horse, and the deputy general hurriedly followed.

The whip rose, scattering the remnant light of dusk. Evening clouds came uninvited, spreading over the snow-like countenance of the mounted rider.

Under dark brows pressed down over black eyes, where snow and the warm winds of Yannan from that year were hidden.

The whip fell, heading toward Haiyou.

…

While some hurried on the road, some welcomed them, some pursued them, and some remained to wait.

After Tie Ci’s departure, He Zi led the Cabinet in shifts guarding the imperial palace, handling the world’s affairs on behalf of His Majesty.

The capital entered a wartime state with strict curfews. All nine gates were immediately closed, leaving only Nanping Gate for essential daily passage. All officials coming to the capital for reports and duties were ordered to return to their posts. Except for urgent military matters and necessary agricultural and commercial business with official permits, no one else could enter or leave.

Before leaving, Tie Ci had issued an edict ordering officials to suspend court sessions and hide well, hoping to preserve the officials as much as possible under powerful weapons.

But He Zi didn’t follow this imperial edict.

He ordered fourth-rank and below idle officials to return home, but all officials in key positions couldn’t leave their offices. He concentrated all officials from various departments essential to the capital’s normal operation, moved them out of their individual offices, and established unified “Six Ministries Office” and “Administrative Office,” working and living together in the outer court’s Tianfang Hall.

All Cabinet members and Ministry heads were in the inner court, also living together under full palace guard protection.

Centralized office work actually improved efficiency. The complex arrangements needed for so many people to work together were naturally handled properly by Minister Gu and his son—the former was good at making and spending money, the latter at keeping accounts and allocation. All the capital’s and the realm’s financial affairs were well-organized under this father-son team, so arranging these matters was naturally no problem.

Students and young officials from the Grand Tutor’s faction were all imprisoned without even needing formal charges.

Normally such measures would cause great upheaval, but since the moat bloodshed occurred, with the blood from that day at the city gate turning the moat pale red, the entire capital fell into an eerie silence.

When the Emperor turned and departed before all the people, with those demonic armies trailing behind her, their rolling dust disappearing before countless capital citizens’ eyes, the capital’s silence transformed into another complex emotion—infinite gratitude toward Tie Ci and endless anger toward the invaders and Grand Tutor.

Under the influence of such emotions, let alone just imprisoning the Grand Tutor’s faction, even if heads rolled, no one would object.

Following Tie Ci’s parting instructions, Zhu Yi also ordered his writing team to spread news of that day’s events throughout the capital, detailing the invaders’ identity, statements, possible objectives, currently appearing weapons and possible countermeasures, how to protect oneself—all explained in detail.

They also explained everything Tie Ci had done after the incident at Chongming Palace that night.

Only then did the people learn how much the Emperor had endured and accomplished in that day and night.

Only then did they understand what kind of disaster the capital faced, what role the Grand Tutor’s faction played, what terrible thing the laboratory was, and what crisis the birds flying everywhere carried.

People became more active in catching birds and taking protective measures. Birds caught were handed to the government for unified handling, but they refused payment, all saying that in the capital’s time of crisis, they only sought to weather the difficulties together.

Strange cases did appear, but because of sufficient information dissemination, no one panicked. Responses were timely and accurate—people protected themselves, promptly invited doctors and reported to authorities. After receiving reports, the government brought the few patients to pre-arranged specialized tent areas for unified care and treatment.

Some died from illness. After notifying families, no one made a fuss. They sadly but calmly accepted reality, with the government handling burial and compensation.

Those imprisoned from the Grand Tutor’s faction initially felt they held truth and justice, willing to stand against thousands.

But as no one paid attention, no one campaigned for them, no one rescued them, and hearing what those invaders had said that night, hearing their “deeds” of attacking civilians without scruple, they gradually understood they had been used. In those invaders’ eyes from unknown places, they were just “low-level ignorant people” not worth a glance.

A few die-hard Grand Tutor loyalists still stuck their necks out wanting to debate. He Zi did nothing but order jailers to lead them out for a walk around the streets near the city gate.

When they went, households near the city gate were holding funerals for family members who had died. These troublemakers were stunned by the white mourning banners hanging from start to finish of the entire street as soon as they entered.

It was nightfall, with dim lanterns and mournful crying, black coffins and white curtains, cold moonlight illuminating paper money covering the entire street.

Those people stood at the street entrance, struck speechless by this black and white world.

The funeral processions connected head to tail. Red-eyed relatives saw these people and initially thought they were observers paying respects. When they understood these people’s identities, they spat at the feet of these once-respected individuals.

The entire capital was shrouded in an atmosphere of suppression and anger. Under such atmosphere and gazes, these people covered their faces and fled.

From then on they obediently stayed in prison.

Regarding whether to inform the people about enemy conditions, many civil officials initially disagreed. Minister Jiang and others thought this might cause panic among the people and create emotions of fear and fleeing the city.

He Zi and others believed that enemy weapons wouldn’t weaken because of their fear, nor would they lower their guns because of their flight. The bloodshed at the moat had fully demonstrated this point—their weapons were cold-blooded and powerful. Once executing orders, they were like cutting grass. Even if people fled, they couldn’t escape the enemy’s speed. Since reality was thus, people should be mentally prepared.

Later Chi Xue produced Tie Ci’s letter. Tie Ci directly ordered that people must have the right to know, must immediately understand what kind of enemy they faced. After clearly explaining the enemy’s weapons and capabilities, if people still wanted to leave, they shouldn’t be stopped, but they must not create a huge commotion or spread panic—if leaving, leave quietly.

Some were tempted to flee, but after hearing about the moat bloodshed and seeing those small holes penetrating the ground a full zhang deep, many realized that fleeing was impossible.

Then they would stay. Where in the world could be safer than the capital?

His Majesty had drawn away most enemies, even leaving almost all military forces to protect them!

Unlike four years ago, this time the capital had sufficient forces and united hearts. The capital’s atmosphere was both sorrowful and uplifting.

But only He Zi understood that sufficient military forces, weapons, and provisions were useless against the Grand Tutor’s side.

The moat bloodshed occurred earlier than expected but didn’t progress to further attacks, making He Zi feel that His Majesty’s guess might be correct.

The enemy didn’t have sufficient force to sanction the entire capital and all of Great Qian.

So the enemy might have initially intended to implement appeasement policies. The moat bloodshed was likely caused by momentary anger after consecutive setbacks, then called off.

If so, there was still room for maneuvering.

On the seventh day after Tie Ci’s departure, He Zi led the Cabinet to request an audience with the Grand Tutor at Great Qian Academy’s entrance.

Great Qian Academy no longer had its former glory. The magnificent gate was now covered with vegetable leaves and rotten eggs—gifts from nearby capital residents.

The Great Qian Academy gates had never been closed before, but now the two carved iron gates were tightly shut, and the gatekeepers had quit immediately.

He Zi didn’t push open those seemingly precarious iron gates but stood before them, calling loudly, “Grand Tutor He Zi requests audience with Grand Tutor Yun Buci.”

Tie Ci hadn’t immediately removed Yun Buci from office, but keeping this position now seemed more like mockery.

He Zi stood at the front. Chief Minister Duan Yande pulled him back, fearing this political enemy most at odds with the Grand Tutor would be the first to get shot.

He Zi smiled and looked up at a dark object overhead. The thing looked like an eye—definitely not something from Great Qian. He said to the object, “I wonder if this thing will give this old man a beam of light? If I could die at Great Qian Academy’s entrance, it would be this old man’s fortune.”

In the command center, Yun Buci held a cup of tea, watched the screen, and laughed, “The old dog is putting on an act to provoke again. Cameras don’t kill people.”

Rui sat gloomily to one side. He had been reprimanded, and the Management Division said a colonel would be dispatched immediately, along with another batch of personnel and weapons, but they wouldn’t be under his management anymore.

Looking at the screen showing a large group of civil and military officials, a cold light flashed in his eyes. “What do you think about… eliminating these people…”

Usually they couldn’t find anyone, but now they had delivered themselves. If they fired a barrage and killed all these people, the capital would truly be leaderless and easily taken.

Yun Buci glanced at him.

…

Duan Yande watched the long-silent gate with unease, whispering to He Zi, “Grand Tutor, I still think your action is rash. Bringing the entire Cabinet and Six Ministries here—if the enemy acts, it doesn’t matter if we all die here, but the capital would be finished.”

“Finished? Nonsense,” He Zi said. “His Majesty hasn’t died yet. As long as His Majesty hasn’t died, the capital won’t be finished.”

“But His Majesty isn’t in the capital now,” Minister Jiang said. “And His Majesty also ordered us to hide well…”

“If we hide, what’s the difference from being dead? With the capital leaderless, one or two days might be fine, but over time, chaos will inevitably arise. Then the people will suffer. When His Majesty returns to see a devastated capital and sees us crawling out of dog holes, what will you plan to tell His Majesty then? I’ll say this upfront—if you’re going to speak, you speak. This old man won’t. This old man doesn’t need face?”

The two prudent bigwigs mumbled sheepishly, “But isn’t this really disobeying imperial orders…”

“Generals in the field need not accept all commands from the ruler. When the ruler is away, even more so. His Majesty left such edicts out of love for us, but we can’t treasure ourselves doubly because His Majesty treasures us, knowing that both His Majesty and the people need us now, yet still shrink in holes playing dead.”

Everyone fell silent. Minister Zhang rolled his eyes. “Old fox, why say so much? We’re all standing here. If they won’t acknowledge us, can you call the gate open?”

“Call what call?” He Zi turned and beckoned to Chi Xue behind the crowd.

Chi Xue came forward holding a jar.

He Zi showed a letter to that black eye, displaying the signature, “Entrusted by His Majesty to deliver a letter to the Grand Tutor.”

He pointed to the jar in Chi Xue’s arms, “And bringing Miss Dan Shuang to bid final farewell to Master.”

…

Rui: “What do you think?”

His finger pressed on the control panel, a yellow key waiting quietly.

After repeated setbacks, he unconsciously began asking Yun Buci’s opinion.

Yun Buci rolled her eyes at this.

Suddenly she heard He Zi’s voice and turned back to see that letter.

Rui’s gaze immediately became suspicious again.

Yun Buci stared at that letter expressionlessly. She recognized it was indeed Tie Ci’s handwriting.

He Zi then raised the jar.

Yun Buci’s hand eating snacks paused.

Rui leaned over to look at the jar, “You have another disciple… oh, the Emperor’s maid. What kind of disciple is that? Just taken to deal with Tie Ci…”

Yun Buci suddenly tapped a blue key.

Rui: “Watch the cigarette ash!”

Before He Zi, the gate slowly opened.

Two teams quickly ran out at amazing speed with amazing physiques.

Both teams were a head taller than Minister Zhang, the tallest among this group. The left team wore steel armor on their heads, arms, waists, and thighs that looked very hard, gleaming brightly with smooth, sharp lines. The right team’s armor was slightly different—fully encased, radiating blue light, seeming made of metal yet giving a sense of muscle-like flexibility.

Both sides’ soldiers carried black tubular objects. As they ran forward, the cold, slender tube mouths were like snake eyes, inspiring fear.

Almost as soon as He Zi and others could clearly see them, they were right in front, their massive steel forms standing before them, creating an overwhelming sense of oppression.

Initially the ministers thought they weren’t human, but looking more carefully, they were clearly human eyes behind the face guards, though the pupils were various colors—black, blue, gray, purple. The gazes from these colorful eyes were cold and condescending.

Like looking at a flock of chickens and ducks for slaughter.

This gaze made these thickest pillars of Great Qian feel hostile, but each had deep political experience and remained impassive.

The black tubes aimed at everyone. The leader gestured with his gun barrel, indicating they should enter.

He Zi led the way with a leisurely expression, commenting as he walked that Great Qian Academy was indeed wealthy, that His Majesty was biased, and so on.

He and Yun Buci were at odds and had never given her any support.

Hearing this, Duan Yande kept smiling bitterly, thinking wasn’t He Zi afraid of provoking Yun Buci by saying such things now?

On someone else’s territory, being escorted by them, yet constantly slapping faces—the old fox really thought he lived too long.

Since there were no students in the academy now, many things were no longer concealed. The group of old ministers walked unhurriedly, observing and mentally recording as they went.

Above the screen wall at the entrance inscribed with school mottos were two black eyes.

Above the square’s ball frame were black eyes.

Minister Cai suddenly cried out as he pulled his foot from bushes.

Everyone looked.

Oh, there were some in the bushes too.

In the bushes was also a square object that looked like a mirror—no telling what it was.

Minister Zhang quietly loosened his belt.

After walking a few steps, he cried out, “Oh my, I dropped my golden turtle.”

He ran to the bushes to retrieve his golden turtle, seemingly accidentally kicking a stone that hit the mirror-like contraption.

Bright light suddenly blazed, nearly blinding Grand Academician Gu who was looking down at Minister Zhang.

Grand Academician Gu rubbed his eyes and looked worriedly at the wall.

Those tall soldiers were waving their black tubes at them again. The lead soldier shouted in a strange accent, “No wandering around! Come back!”

The bigwigs immediately returned obediently. Minister Jiang pulled out a paper package of pastries from his robes. “At our age, we can’t go without food. Please excuse us.” He distributed them to colleagues. “This year’s first batch of osmanthus-flavored osmanthus cakes, famous delicacies from Qiyun Tower—everyone try the new ones.”

Everyone accepted them. Rich osmanthus fragrance wafted, and the soldiers’ eyes, supposedly looking straight ahead, quietly glanced over.

So fragrant.

Some remembered the food from Great Qian Academy’s cafeteria when they first arrived and couldn’t help swallowing.

Ancient people really ate well.

Unfortunately, Great Qian Academy’s stores weren’t abundant, and the soldiers had large appetites. They quickly finished the cafeteria stores, but subsequent purchasing encountered problems—they couldn’t find any markets. All markets and vendors seemed to have disappeared. They could only continue with nutrient solutions—the lowest grade distributed, tasting like vegetable caterpillars pickled then sun-dried for three days.

Food wasn’t good, clothing wasn’t either. These people brought little luggage when they came—after all, Great Qian was their back garden, they could get materials locally. However, when they went to the streets, they found shops weren’t open. They couldn’t even get a change of clothes.

Clothing wasn’t good, housing wasn’t either. Orders from above were not to leave Great Qian Academy or be alone. Living in student dormitories, but future people were large while dormitory beds were extremely narrow. Cramped on small beds, they woke with aching backs and legs.

Housing wasn’t good, transportation wasn’t either. Weapons, equipment, and vehicles were all allocated. Resources were tight—except for combat, they couldn’t be used casually. For daily trips to slightly distant places, they couldn’t run around in full armor and muscle combat suits, ultimately relying on legs or local transportation. But wherever they went, they couldn’t find a single cart or horse. Soon soldiers lost interest in touring the capital, since walking everywhere was very tiring.

The desolate, stagnant capital left these people disappointed and exhausted. Occasionally encountering someone whose mouth still gleamed with oil, when they approached to ask where they ate meat, the person would show hateful eyes and disappear in a blink.

Not to mention all the inconveniences of a backward era—no air conditioning, computers, phones were one thing, but even food and drink were unavailable? In just a short time, like falling from heaven to hell, each day felt like a year.

These soldiers very much wanted to fire their guns. These stubborn ancients would naturally surrender obediently, but orders from above forbade randomly killing natives, saying killing wouldn’t solve problems. They should strive for peaceful transition to create better living environments in the future, since they still had to rely on Great Qian people, who comprised the vast majority of the population, to work.

So everyone held suppressed anger.

This anger was temporarily suppressed, but who knew when it might explode.

In the command center, Yun Buci watched that group of leisurely strolling bigwigs and chuckled.

Rui wasn’t paying attention to the screen. He was still thinking about the new commander coming soon. These old men with extremely poor physical condition who could enter coffins any second weren’t worth a glance in his view.

Seeing people almost arriving, he said coldly, “Go see them if you want, I don’t care what you say to them, but remember one thing—Federation interests are supreme. No one can betray the ideal of galactic co-prosperity.”

Yun Buci snapped her fingers at him.

“Don’t meet them in the command center. I’m afraid if they see our advanced technology, they’ll be scared to death,” Rui smiled sarcastically.

Yun Buci stood and went to the outer headmaster’s office.

Opening the door, a group of bigwigs faced her.

He Zi bowed deeply and respectfully upon seeing her, much more polite than when they met at court before.

Yun Buci rolled her eyes skyward, too lazy to ask why he was formerly arrogant but now deferential.

This old dog’s mouth definitely couldn’t produce ivory.

She could almost guess—either congratulating her for forcing her disciple out of the capital, or congratulating her for becoming a bare commander, or congratulating her for finally ceasing to be human.

Though she didn’t care, it was better not to listen if possible.

He Zi waited for her response but didn’t get one. He smiled with some regret and got straight to the point: “We came today to negotiate peace with the Grand Tutor.”

Yun Buci: “Huh?”



Chapter 555: Are You Sacred, or Are You a Beast?
“This old man has brought the entire court’s civil and military officials to Great Qian Academy to demonstrate our sincerity,” He Zi said earnestly. “We are willing to accept the Grand Tutor and her subordinates’ residence in the capital, and provide your people with legal identity, comfortable lodging, exquisite food, and everything needed for daily life. If your side needs protection and trusts us sufficiently, we can also provide you with guards. In short, we will treat your side as honored guests, serving you all with the highest ceremonial protocols of our Celestial Empire.”

Yun Buci raised one eyebrow high and dug at her ear.

“Grand Tutor, let’s not discuss whether you’re certain what we actually need. I’ll just ask you this,” Yun Buci said even more earnestly. “In doing this, does your Emperor agree?”

“This is precisely my Emperor’s intention,” He Zi handed over the letter. “His Majesty left a personal letter for you.”

Yun Buci glanced at the envelope. “It’s poisoned, isn’t it?”

He Zi smiled openly and tore off the first layer of envelope, tossing it away.

The envelope happened to land in Yun Buci’s teacup, and the good tea immediately turned an eerie purple—clearly undrinkable now.

The second layer was another identical envelope, which He Zi handed over without shame.

Yun Buci still didn’t take it. “My hand is paralyzed. Open it for me.”

He Zi then opened the letter. Just as he opened the second envelope, a poisonous insect jumped out, writhing as it scurried away.

All the officials: “…”

He Zi remained completely unfazed, his face full of sincerity. “The Grand Tutor is amused. His Majesty said he couldn’t fool the Grand Tutor, just wanted to play a joke with you. After all, such opportunities will be fewer and fewer from now on.”

Yun Buci slightly lowered her eyes and smiled without answering.

Indeed, Tie Ci’s action was just a joke.

She never expected to actually poison her, nor would she plan to poison her at this time.

But this joke was malicious.

It was telling her: if you are heartless, I will be even more heartless.

From now on, all past kindness is canceled, the master-disciple relationship is severed, and when we meet again, it will be a fight to the death.

The third layer was finally letter paper, but there was a lot written—several thick sheets.

Because the characters were very large, the first sheet was almost entirely taken up by “Letter to Lady Historian Yun Buci,” with the second sentence “Zhen has one matter…” only half complete.

Since the words weren’t finished, naturally she had to look further, but when Yun Buci tried to turn the page, she found the papers were stuck together.

The water in the teacup was already poisoned, so naturally couldn’t be used. Being a casual person, she pinched the paper pages and instinctively reached toward her mouth.

Just before her fingertip touched her lips.

She suddenly stopped.

After a pause, she slowly raised her head to look at He Zi, at this group of Great Qian’s important ministers before her.

This group of people all had calm expressions, some even looking back with slight confusion.

He Zi looked at her with eyes that were sincere with slight puzzlement, as if he truly didn’t know what was in this letter and was waiting for her to finish reading.

Yun Buci felt like laughing a little.

All thousand-year-old foxes pretending to be innocent.

But she truly couldn’t laugh.

The letter writer was a disciple she had raised with her own hands.

The people across from her were colleagues she had worked with for years, usually on good terms.

In her hand was a letter from her good disciple, delivered by colleagues—a letter poisoned again and again and again, poisoned with deep scheming.

Yun Buci looked down at the letter but couldn’t read it for a moment.

Before and after the incident, she had imagined the consequences many times and wasn’t unprepared psychologically.

But when reality truly struck before her eyes, she realized all imagination had been too thin.

Human hearts were like the sea, like an abyss, but twenty years of time, half a lifetime of connection—even if it produced an iron-stone heart, that iron would bear engraved marks, that stone would carry wind and frost.

Perhaps this was the real “letter” Tie Ci wanted her to see.

To see where people’s hearts turned, to see her disciples and colleagues, to see the Great Qian she had also dedicated half her life to.

She had walked here, run here, had laughter and tears, fired at high-ranking people and given porridge to the poor.

Though an otherworldly person, she had been in the world for many years. She had breathed every inch of Great Qian’s air, and every street corner of the capital bore the mark of Gui Qizhai.

Yun Buci’s fingers applied slight force and lifted the second sheet of paper.

As expected, there was no earnest plea, no emotional appeal, no logical argument in a long essay.

Only a few large characters.

“Are you sacred, or are you a beast?”

Many years ago, also in such an autumn with mountains full of red maples, a self-proclaimed nun who had never formally taken vows—a bald woman—held a little girl’s hand, walking on a mountain path dyed with layers of forest colors.

“Humans exist between gods and beasts, sometimes inclining toward one type, sometimes toward another. Some people become increasingly sacred, some become beasts, most maintain the middle way,” the bald woman taught.

The little girl listened quietly, then suddenly asked, “Master, do you want to be sacred, or a beast, or an ordinary person?”

“Being an ordinary person is perhaps a kind of blessing,” the bald woman said. “But with my qualifications, I’m afraid I can’t escape having to be sacred.”

The little girl smiled. “Master, you saved me—you are sacred in my heart. You said you would help the people of Great Qian in the future, help us become a stronger and more civilized country. You will also become sacred in the hearts of all Great Qian’s people.”

The bald woman chuckled.

Through wind and rain and flowing years, those words still echoed.

Today, she came to ask her.

Across from her, He Zi said, “His Majesty asks the Grand Tutor: are the lives of Great Qian’s people lives?”

“His Majesty asks the Grand Tutor: you speak constantly of democracy and equality, but in your heart, do you truly see Great Qian’s people as equals?”

“His Majesty asks the Grand Tutor: do you remember what you said about human life having no distinction of noble and base, freedom being equally precious throughout the world?”

“His Majesty asks the Grand Tutor: do you truly believe your goals and actions are noble and just?”

No, of course not.

So I’ve been working hard, trying to make you and your people peacefully accept us, so that we would also peacefully bring you under our wing and lead you toward civilization.

I just failed.

“His Majesty says, if you cannot answer these questions, then please recall these twenty years—think of who smiled at you after you gave porridge, who placed their own radishes and cabbage at your door, who wanted to acknowledge you as a godmother because you saved their life, who voluntarily became long-term workers for Gui Qizhai because of your kindness. The people of Great Qian and the capital received your grace, but they also supported you. Great Qian’s scholars and students received your education, but they also supported you with their faith. His Majesty says, please, for the sake of this encounter, preserve the innocent and do not massacre.”

Yun Buci flipped through the stack of mostly blank papers in her hand, rocking in her chair without saying a word.

“No!” came a resolute voice as Rui strode out.

He was a pale-faced middle-aged man with prominent brows, and under those brows were narrow eyes flashing with cold light. “Who’s negotiating with you? Who’s cooperating with you? Who needs your offerings? And what qualifications do you have to negotiate with us?”

He turned to Yun Buci. “Yun, you wouldn’t be foolishly soft-hearted, would you!”

He turned back to He Zi, looking him up and down, then sneered. “I think my first proposal was correct.”

He raised his hand.

“Wait,” Yun Buci said. “One of the diplomatic principles the Management Division has held for thousands of years: when two countries are at war, don’t kill the envoys.”

“What kind of envoys are they? And how can Great Qian be considered a country that can dialogue with us as equals…”

“We are the most prosperous country on this continent,” He Zi interrupted him this time, not only not retreating but taking a step forward.

“We have the most wise and powerful ruler. She alone escaped safely from your terrible weapons and shameless sneak attacks, and destroyed many of your weapons.”

“We also have the most loyal ministers. So loyal that the Emperor dares to leave the capital to them and depart alone. We may have factional struggles and internal conflicts, but before national disaster, we always unite as one, with generals and ministers dedicating their lives until death.”

“We also have the most passionate and fearless people. The crowd in the moat like dumplings in boiling water is enough to tell you this.”

“We also control all of the capital—food, drinking water, supplies, transportation… everything related to people’s livelihood. Since you’ve come, you must live in the capital and need to eat and drink, right?”

“We have the most advanced technology and supplies,” Rui said coldly. “One small piece of our dry rations can last a week. We can also provide soldiers with nutrient solutions in various flavors. You probably don’t understand such advanced things as nutrient solutions—small tubes, portable, and after drinking, you can go three days without eating, drinking, or sleeping, and they’re not easily contaminated by various bacteria and viruses like your food.”

The ministers listened as if hearing fairy tales, their hearts sinking continuously. They couldn’t quite understand what this person was saying, but they could confirm that the enemy was truly much more powerful than them.

Grand Academician Gu licked his lips, thinking if they could steal one tube of this nutrient solution and research the formula, then there would be no more hunger in the world.

Minister Zhang, who knew his character well, whispered in his ear, “What are you thinking? If these disgusting things really had no worries about anything, would they need to stoop to seizing our Great Qian territory?”

The officials suddenly understood.

He Zi wasn’t moved by Rui’s words at all, squinting and smiling. “Yes, you’re very capable and self-sufficient. But can liquid things, even if made to taste like bird’s nest and bear paw, compare to real, hot, steaming bird’s nest and bear paw? Your soldiers came to Great Qian thinking they could feast or celebrate wildly, but still ended up gnawing dry rations and drinking bland nutrient solutions while watching us eat meat and drink wine. Won’t they feel even a little dissatisfied?”

Rui’s face, flat as a board, suddenly twitched.

These ancient people were really formidable.

Such sharp insight and eloquence.

They called it a low-level civilization, but those who could rise to the top in a low-level civilization were indeed not simple characters.

“Our Great Qian may not be worthy in your eyes, but it’s another kind of prosperity. Your people here, because relations aren’t harmonious, not only can’t see Great Qian’s scenery or eat Great Qian’s delicacies, but must constantly face our hostility and stay alert, unable to enjoy food or sleep peacefully. Are you certain your pampered soldiers can accept such days?”

Rui’s lips moved slightly.

The enemy was very clever, guessing they were pampered. Both right and wrong.

Regarding their civilization, compared to these ancient people who didn’t even have electricity, they were naturally pampered.

But for nearly a hundred years, as humans unrestrictedly plundered and destroyed planetary resources, with extreme climate, resource scarcity, reduced vegetation, ocean pollution… human living environments became increasingly harsh, energy to maintain daily life became increasingly scarce, yet weapons became increasingly advanced, triggering endless wars. Cities became ruins, roads were cut everywhere, green mountains and clear waters became white mountains and black waters. Countless people fired guns over a mouthful of food, population dropped sharply, soldiers gradually withered away, and all former brightness and prosperity was covered in dust amid widespread calamity.

The forward path was cut off—they could only backtrack. The Management Division proposed the “Pure Land Plan.” Countless scientists concentrating humanity’s top wisdom developed machines that could select and backtrack through spacetime, but the selection was random, with the final landing point in Great Qian.

To make this land better suited for future humans, Yun Buci volunteered to come twenty years early to pave the way.

Ideological indoctrination and consciousness control of a land began with raising the emperor.

That spacetime environment was becoming increasingly harsh with fewer and fewer survival opportunities, so they had to tear through space and arrive early before everything was fully prepared.

Even so, people from the future held absolute confidence in victory, since the time span and technological level differences between them were too great—like airplanes and cannons against primitive savages.

So when the soldiers arrived, they didn’t expect to fight—they were prepared to come touring.

Now, however great the hope, that’s how great the disappointment.

Rui wasn’t unaware of the soldiers’ emotions, but hadn’t figured out how to solve it. Perhaps he was also secretly waiting in his heart, thinking your Great Qian’s soft resistance—when my people get impatient and start shooting with a burst of gunfire, you’ll have to cooperate.

But before the soldiers exploded with gunfire, Great Qian’s ministers came knocking.

Rui irritably rubbed his brow.

He Zi continued pressing step by step: “This old man thinks you also don’t want the current state to continue. You don’t want your soldiers to mutiny, do you?”

Yun Buci suddenly said, “I agree.”

“From now on, there won’t be another massacre like at the moat. We can even protect the safety of the capital’s people.”

Rui shouted angrily, “Yun!”

“But we need you to restore normal order, need you to open all venues, including all vital departments like military supplies, granaries, and machinery. We need you to open imperial and Six Ministries secret archives, present all of Great Qian’s materials involving mineral deposits, storage, military distribution, road transportation, relay stations, military rosters, national registers… and so on, including but not limited to all information on economic, military, and livelihood aspects. And wherever we station troops, you may not refuse our people’s joint stationing.”

He Zi answered immediately without thinking, “Impossible. This old man doesn’t have that authority.”

“Then go find someone with that authority to make decisions.”

“The person who can make decisions has already been forced out of the capital by you,” He Zi said mildly. “Grand Tutor, when being human, leave three parts of leeway.”

Yun Buci was silent for a moment, then said, “Then at minimum we must have the capital’s military distribution and related materials. We need you to open all venues in the capital. Restore the capital’s economic order. We need Great Qian’s people to maintain friendly attitudes toward us and not cause trouble in any way.”

She paused. “Otherwise, if soldiers are provoked, we can’t prevent another moat massacre.”

He Zi readily said, “Deal.”

Yun Buci looked deeply at him.

With the matter settled, He Zi seemed in a very good mood and unusually praised Yun Buci: “The Grand Tutor is truly wise and decisive.”

Yun Buci chuckled, looked around, and muttered, “Success should be celebrated with fine wine, but unfortunately there’s no wine now…” After thinking, she casually took two nutrient solutions, handing one to He Zi. “In that case, let’s celebrate with this. A word once spoken cannot be taken back.”

He Zi’s expression moved slightly as he took the nutrient solution, curiously pinching the plastic packaging. Learning from Yun Buci, he tore open the seal and, under Grand Academician Gu’s burning expectant gaze, tilted his head back and drank the nutrient solution.

A moment later.

He Zi spat out the nutrient solution in one gulp, and even the half tube he had originally wanted to hide in his sleeve at Grand Academician Gu’s request fell into the dust.

Yun Buci’s cheerful laughter rang out in the command center.

Another moment later, He Zi walked outside Great Qian Academy with a green face, slapping his thigh. “A loss!”

“If I’d known this stuff tasted so awful, I should have demanded several more conditions from her!”

Beside him, Chi Xue clutched a small box in her hand, thinking of the results of her private chat with Yun Buci after the negotiations.

She thought silently: actually, we got quite a lot.

…

This day, the umbrella-holder on Qingyang Mountain waited for the person he had been waiting for.

This day, Tie Ci lifted the carriage curtain and saw in the distance, on the mountainside of the towering green mountain, the person under the umbrella waving.

Tie Ci couldn’t help but smile.

At the foot of the mountain, Rong Pu watched the carriage approach unhurriedly, and about a li behind the carriage, in mid-air, a swarm of black machines buzzed like locusts, covering the sky.

Further away, dust clouds could be vaguely seen on the road, wrapping around faintly visible shiny objects moving extremely fast, but somehow never catching up.

The driver was a pig-woman dragon, lying on the carriage shaft. Every so often, its tail would lazily swat the horse’s rear, driving the carriage with quite a rhythm.

The academy had built a new road so carriages could drive directly up to the academy’s memorial arch halfway up the mountain.

Yueli Academy was now also deserted, with students arranged elsewhere.

The carriage drove straight in until it stopped before the independent courtyard where Tie Ci had once lived. The curtain lifted to reveal a group of people tumbled about inside.

A’kou’s glasses were crooked, the tiger lay on the cushion snoring, Buqing hugged his head sleeping in a corner with his arm apparently burned—half his tattoos were gone. Jingxu rubbed his old waist with a bitter expression, and Pingzong finally emerged carrying Tie Ci on her back, making Rong Pu’s pupils contract.

“Is His Majesty injured?”

“Minor injury,” Tie Ci answered.

Pingzong said irritably, “It’s a minor injury, but one that won’t heal.”

Rong Pu glanced at Tie Ci and hurriedly ordered several specially selected female students to come serve. The female students had been waiting before the small courtyard, having received orders from the headmaster earlier to wait at the courtyard for what they thought was just a common reception task. Who would have thought the carriage top was hung with snakes, the driver was a crocodile, scorpions and giant geckos hung from the windows, and a yellow-and-black striped frog croaked once and crawled away with eyes straight ahead.

Several female students, all chosen for being bold, careful, and excellent, were still scared weak in the knees, so much so that they didn’t hear Rong Pu’s “Your Majesty.”

Just seeing someone being carried out, they hurried forward to help, only to see their own headmaster taking three steps in two, extending both hands as if to personally carry the person.

The female students’ eyes dropped all over the ground in shock.

Their headmaster usually had a friendly attitude and wasn’t cold, but after all, he was born noble. His gentleness always contained three parts of distance, and toward women especially, he strictly observed propriety and ritual, never getting close, making him admirable from afar but not approachable. Students both loved and respected him without daring any impropriety.

But the headmaster was outstanding in bearing, exceptionally talented and handsome, young yet holding third rank, deeply favored by the Emperor. Such a figure inevitably appeared in many girls’ spring dreams, and dormitory late-night talks couldn’t help but revolve around the young headmaster.

Only everyone knew about that famous unrequited love, so they didn’t dare harbor thoughts, but hearing that His Majesty had refused the headmaster’s marriage proposal, they couldn’t help speculating which noble lady would eventually benefit from such a man.

However, today, the headmaster who always maintained distance from women was personally welcoming and wanting to personally care for someone.

Who was this person?

The female students couldn’t see Tie Ci’s face, but seeing a young woman carrying her with slender fingertips showing, they naturally assumed it was a woman. Though Tie Ci wore men’s clothing, in recent years, due to the Emperor’s male attire fashion, many Great Qian women liked wearing men’s clothes—it had almost become a trend, so much so that many men complained they accidentally thought they were cut-sleeves.

Tie Ci didn’t notice others’ gazes, raising her hand from Pingzong’s back to indicate it wasn’t necessary.

Rong Pu’s gaze fell on her fingers—splinted and slightly deformed, clearly bone injuries.

He lowered his eyes, looking at the weary group, and said softly, “Hot water is prepared, and food is ready. I just didn’t expect the Mo clan’s poisonous beasts were also here. I’ll have people arrange more…” He led the way as he spoke.

Several female students approached, saying gently, “Miss, are you tired? Let us help,” wanting to take over carrying Tie Ci.

Tie Ci raised her head. She had been traveling and fighting continuously, her spirit somewhat scattered. Her hazy vision swept over the women before her who smiled with slight shyness, then suddenly paused.

For that instant, she was slightly confused, then her eyes cleared and she lowered her lashes.

She smiled, “No need to trouble you all.”

The young women looked at her face, somewhat dazed. Though the person before them looked somewhat haggard and disheveled, her temperament was gentle and warm like beautiful jade, constantly radiant. Being looked at by such gentle, calm eyes, each person felt some stirring emotions arise in their hearts, yet didn’t know why they were stirred.

Ahead, Rong Pu looked back at Tie Ci, not missing the darkness that flashed through her eyes.

She was looking at these students and thinking of Jian Xi.

Tie Ci lay on Pingzong’s back, chatting continuously with the female students walking alongside.

“Thank you for asking—our studies aren’t burdensome. We have the same curriculum as the men’s academy, with martial arts as elective subjects. There are also courses in music, chess, calligraphy, painting, and even embroidery, depending on personal choice.”

“In last year’s academy exams, two of the top three were women.”

“Maybe next year’s spring examinations will produce a female top scholar and second place. In the second year of Zhiming, His Majesty issued an edict allowing women to participate in imperial examinations and serve as officials alongside men. For women from poor families who study, the government provides assistance and subsidies. Our academy suddenly gained many female students. We’re not boasting, but our achievements are no worse than the men’s—excellent female students might even outnumber the men.”

“The headmaster and professors treat us very well. One or two professors who weren’t fair were quickly dismissed.”

“Suddenly we got autumn break—the headmaster said there were urgent drills and everyone went to the back mountain.”

“We volunteered to come. The headmaster said there would be danger, but we’re not afraid.”

“Our role model is Third-Rank Female Official Jian Xi from Chongming Palace. If I could one day serve beside His Majesty, that would be wonderful.”

Pingzong stopped walking.

Ahead, Rong Pu turned back again, about to say something, but was stopped by Tie Ci’s gaze.

He heard her say lightly, “But beside His Majesty is the most dangerous place.”

“We’re not afraid,” the female students laughed happily. “When His Majesty was Crown Prince, she went through so many life-and-death difficulties. Though we’re not worthy to compare with His Majesty, we hope to follow in that courageous spirit.”

The small courtyard’s door stood open, with a table of steaming hot dishes waiting. Pingzong cheered and quickened her pace.

Before entering, Tie Ci reached out to pat the shoulder of the nearest student.

“Zhen believes you will be as brave and fearless as Jian Xi.”

In the courtyard, Rong Pu personally ladled a bowl of soup. “Your Majesty, your favorite mushroom and three-delicacy soup.”

The small courtyard’s door slowly closed, blocking the students’ dumbstruck faces.

Then came suppressed cheers and irrepressible excited voices from outside.

Pingzong pursed her lips, set Tie Ci down, and touched her face, thinking: I’m also a princess and a grandmaster, radiating royal and martial aura too. How is it that when I’m with the Emperor, everyone can’t see me?

But this philosophical question instantly vanished when she saw the food on the table. She cheered and pounced forward, tearing off a bright red duck leg to gnaw on, while A’kou had long since sat at the table, silently burying his head in eating.

Jingxu seized the best position, pulling all three plates of famous local specialties to himself, his beard soaking in the soup without noticing.

Buqing grabbed a leg of lamb and went to sit on the roof—archers all liked sitting in high places.

Tie Ci sat down last, appearing steady but actually glancing at the pot of fragrant, thick glutinous rice porridge.

Each person had their own way of showing hunger, making Rong Pu’s heart tighten. He said nothing and sat down to ladle porridge for Tie Ci.

Suddenly the door banged open as someone swept in like wind.

Rong Pu’s pupils contracted. Though his small courtyard seemed unguarded, it was actually protected by the most elite guards at the perimeter. Besides the few students waiting outside to serve, even the vice-headmaster couldn’t casually enter.

The person standing at the door wore full armor, travel-worn, and seeing a group of people in the small courtyard holding duck legs, gnawing meat, and carrying porridge bowls all looking at him, his anxious expression turned to embarrassment.

But Tie Ci recognized him and smiled, “Deputy General Huang? Long time no see. How did you come? Has your Yannan Navy also sent people? Come, come in and have a bowl of porridge first, then we’ll talk.”

Her warm invitation made Deputy General Huang’s expression gradually strange. He suddenly bowed, “Greetings to Your Majesty. Your Majesty is well. I came leading the Yannan Navy to protect Your Majesty. But I wasn’t intentionally rude just now—I was kicked in here…”

As he spoke, he stepped back, retreating while calling out, “Grand Marshal, confirmed—His Majesty is here. You told me not to say you came personally, but I can’t deceive the Emperor. Whatever you want to say, say it to His Majesty yourself!”



Chapter 556: Bait
As he spoke, he shrank back and tried to slip away, but Buqing shouted from the rooftop: “Catch!” and threw down a lamb leg. Deputy General Huang hurriedly caught it, stuffed the lamb leg into his arms, turned around and bolted.

During his previous journey to Yannan, as Xiao Xueya’s trusted aide, he had dealt extensively with the Crown Princess and had built up a friendship with Buqing, who was responsible for the Crown Princess’s protection.

After he ran off, the people in the small courtyard looked at each other in bewilderment.

What did this mean? Xiao Xueya had come?

Border generals commanding troops were not permitted to leave their posts without orders, or it would be considered treason.

However, what everyone didn’t know was that Xiao Xueya had been continuously sending naval forces to the capital to help Tie Ci monitor the capital’s waters, as a precautionary measure. This had been cleared with Tie Ci and had indeed helped during the crisis.

Tie Ci had always trusted Xiao Xueya and had given him emergency authority to cross borders, but during this crisis, firstly the incident occurred suddenly, and secondly Tie Ci knew that ordinary Daqian soldiers’ mortal flesh was useless against those otherworldly visitors—it would only be sending them to their deaths. Therefore, he hadn’t even brought his own army, much less called upon the distant naval forces from Yannan for support.

But Xiao Xueya had come.

If he had left his post, he should have headed to the capital, which meant he had been on his way to the capital when he turned back toward Haiyou, arriving at Yueli Academy right on Tie Ci’s heels.

Tie Ci’s journey from the capital could be described as frantic flight, while Xiao Xueya had come all the way from Yannan, even taking a detour.

How urgent must this journey have been?

Some people didn’t think of these implications and were simply puzzled about why Xiao Xueya would come.

But Rong Pu figured it out in an instant, raised his eyebrows slightly, smiled, and steadily added a spoonful of fragrant, crispy pork floss to Tie Ci’s porridge.

A seemingly casual but actually somewhat embarrassed cough.

A figure slowly appeared at the door.

Mountain snow, precipitous cliffs beneath the snow—that was the first impression this person gave.

But looking closer, one could see that his snow-white robes hadn’t been changed in a long time, the hems were dusty, and his boots were thick with mud.

Yet standing there, he still appeared clean, aloof, his eyes cold as glass, reflecting the distant sky.

He stood at the doorway, looking at Tie Ci from afar, neither entering nor bowing, only saying: “Wearing armor, I cannot perform full courtesy. Your Majesty, please forgive me.”

The people in the courtyard and the students hiding nearby looked at each other.

You’re famously known for never wearing armor into battle, always in white robes as your standard attire—where’s this armor?

Lying to her face, unwilling to bow, and being a general commanding armies—any emperor would consider this disloyal.

Everyone couldn’t help but look at Tie Ci.

A general leaving his post without orders, and seemingly showing disloyalty—in such circumstances, how would His Majesty handle this?

His Majesty didn’t even lift her head, continuing to drink her porridge. After beautifully finishing a mouthful, she held up her bowl, waved her chopsticks, and smiled at Xiao Xueya: “During mealtime, what’s all this about courtesy? Come over quickly. This porridge is excellently made. You’ll regret it if you miss it.”

Pingzong laughed and continued eating meat with his head down.

A’kou never lifted her head from start to finish—in her eyes, the emperor had always been like this, from their first meeting until now.

Jingxu raised his eyebrows.

Buqing lay on the rooftop, remembering how back in the desert, he had once urged the Great King to kill the Crown Princess, and had been reluctant about the task the Great King had assigned him. But when he came, the Emperor had used him, not only used him but also ignored the Han ministers’ advice, bringing his family from the desert to the capital and granting him a mansion so his family could be reunited.

The Emperor was just such a person, like a warm flame that wouldn’t be extinguished even by wind and frost, protecting all directions from the cold.

Xiao Xueya wanted to leave.

This was too awkward.

He hadn’t wanted to show himself, shouldn’t have appeared, and didn’t want to explain face-to-face with the Emperor how he had rushed out of Yannan upon receiving a carrier pigeon message.

He couldn’t explain, so he had no reason to justify his actions, which made him guilty. The Emperor wouldn’t punish him, but he couldn’t put her in a difficult position.

However, that bastard Old Huang had exposed him with a single sentence.

Just to get revenge for the kick he’d given him when sending him to scout the situation.

Old Huang was always making cryptic remarks around him about how if you like something, take it; if you fancy something, seize it; ownerless things should be claimed sooner rather than later. Don’t keep it bottled up inside.

He also boasted about his wife, children, and new grandson. Sometimes he boasted so much that Xiao Xueya even suspected he wasn’t actually thirty years old but some eighty-year-old bachelor, making Old Huang so anxious.

So anxious that he disregarded rank and hierarchy, selling him out with a flap of his lips.

He should have retreated immediately.

But before Xiao Xueya could react, his legs had already carried him inside.

Perhaps because he hadn’t clearly seen the face of the person in the small courtyard, and having come from thousands of miles away, he should at least take one look before leaving.

Seeing him enter, Rong Pu smiled and gestured for the students outside to come in and serve, adding stools.

But Tie Ci directly patted the empty space beside her, saying: “Come, sit here.”

Xiao Xueya didn’t want to.

Too close.

He wouldn’t be able to eat.

Though it seemed he didn’t need to eat much anyway…

When he came to his senses, he was already sitting beside Tie Ci.

The person at his side was within arm’s reach—this was the closest distance between him and her since their parting in Yannan, close enough that he could feel the gentle warmth she radiated and smell the light fragrance mixed with medicinal scent on her body.

Tie Ci looked at him, her gaze sweeping over his travel-worn appearance. Knowing his temperament, she said nothing and rolled up her sleeves to personally ladle porridge for him, but Rong Pu had already quickly filled a bowl and handed it over with a smile: “Governor, please enjoy.”

Xiao Xueya nodded slightly and took it, still not looking at Tie Ci.

The spoon stirred in the porridge, clinking against the bowl with clear, pleasant sounds, but he felt uncomfortable all over, his entire body seeming to become both sensitive and rigid. Only his hearing and sight were sharp, able to perceive her every movement, hear her subtle porridge-drinking sounds, and sometimes, sitting so close, accidentally bumping his elbow. He wanted to move outward, but Pingzong was beside him.

The porridge’s clear fragrance was enticing, making Xiao Xueya, who hadn’t eaten well along the way, suddenly feel gnawing hunger, yet he didn’t move, only staring at the porridge bowl and saying: “I received a carrier pigeon message from the water ghosts in the capital and learned of…”

“Don’t discuss troublesome matters during meals, lest it cause indigestion.” Tie Ci brought over a chopstickful of pork floss. “Try this, hurry up. Who knows when we’ll have to fight.”

Xiao Xueya stared at those chopsticks holding golden pork floss, scattered among the snow-white porridge grains, with fragrance wafting into his nostrils. He lowered his head and took a sip.

With just one sip, the fires of hunger, the anxiety from the long journey, and the inexplicable heart-fire from sitting beside her were suddenly extinguished.

A female student approached carrying a plate of steaming hot pastries, the sizzling sound of oil audible from far away.

Tie Ci smiled: “Excellent, the pan-fried buns have arrived. I used to go down the mountain to Kelai Restaurant to eat these often. It’s been several years since I’ve tasted them.”

Rong Pu prepared a vinegar dish for her: “This is also the hottest-selling item from Kelai Restaurant’s takeout, but these pastries are best eaten fresh. This time I specifically had the restaurant’s master chef who specializes in making these wait here.”

Tie Ci didn’t scold him for extravagance, but picked up a bun with great interest and personally offered it to him, smiling: “First, to thank the host.”

Rong Pu stood to accept it and was about to express gratitude when Tie Ci said: “Between you and me, why stand on ceremony?”

Rong Pu smiled, holding the bun plate in one hand and a napkin in the other, waiting.

Tie Ci picked up another bun and turned to give it to Xiao Xueya: “Then to honor the distant guest.”

Xiao Xueya was startled and was about to stand, but his heart resisted for some reason, though he didn’t know why. In this moment of hesitation, the bun was already before him.

Tie Ci took a napkin from the serving student and, seeing Xiao Xueya’s confused expression, laughed and reached up to tie the napkin around Xiao Xueya’s neck, smiling: “Pan-fried buns are full of oil that splatters when you bite into them. To avoid staining your clothes, it’s best to wear a bib first.”

Xiao Xueya’s entire body went rigid.

The Emperor leaned sideways, her hands reaching around his neck, her chin almost touching his lips. He could even feel her breath lightly brushing against his neck.

The breath carried a faint medicinal scent and sweet fragrance.

He could feel that spot suddenly become burning hot, like a line of fire extending from his neck to his feet. His entire body seemed to ignite with a roaring sound, even his fingertips trembling slightly, yet he couldn’t lift them.

Tie Ci felt somewhat embarrassed at this moment.

Not because of the intimate distance—she had always regarded Xiao Xueya as an important minister, general, and buddy, never having romantic thoughts. It was precisely because of this that she showed unreserved warmth toward Xiao Xueya. After all, this person guarded Yannan, commanded armies, yet had a peculiar temperament and maintained distance from her. As an emperor, she naturally had to win him over.

She was just playfully tying the bib, partly for fun and partly intentionally—after all, watching an aloof flower become flustered and shy was one of her guilty pleasures. But she had misjudged her abilities with her injured hands, unable to perform such delicate tasks, failing to tie it properly and instead appearing to be embracing Xiao Xueya.

If a joke turned into the emperor flirting with a minister, that wouldn’t be good.

In a moment of inspiration, she simply stopped trying to tie it and tucked the bib’s corners into Xiao Xueya’s collar.

This brought her fingers into contact with the skin of Xiao Xueya’s neck. Xiao Xueya immediately bristled again, feeling her fingertips—smooth and cool as jade—brush across his neck.

At this moment, all his senses seemed concentrated on his neck area, his entire body rigid enough that even A’kou glanced at him.

Pingzong looked over and suddenly burst into laughter.

He just thought it was hilarious—someone like a snow-capped mountain suddenly wearing such a thing, sitting there stiffly, looked quite ridiculous.

Jingxu held a bun in each hand, looking straight ahead but feeling quite pleased inside.

That brat, the Dafeng Emperor, had bullied him terribly—now his corner was being undermined, wasn’t it?

Rong Pu suddenly stood up, naturally walked around, and smiled: “This way of fastening won’t work—it’ll fall off in no time.” He smoothly pulled down the bib and placed it in Xiao Xueya’s hands, saying: “Your Majesty has demonstrated for the Governor. The Governor can either tie it himself or simply hold it in front of his chest.”

Xiao Xueya somewhat stiffly took the bib without speaking.

Tie Ci smiled apologetically at him and focused on eating her bun.

Xiao Xueya didn’t tie the bib and didn’t eat the bun, but glanced at her slightly deformed fingers.

After that, the porridge tasted flavorless.

When he came back to his senses, he found that Rong Pu had filled his plate with many dishes—the host was being very enthusiastic, fulfilling his duties as host perfectly, so His Majesty the Emperor didn’t need to serve personally.

However, the dishes served—pig’s trotters, duck feet—were all things that required gnawing at awkward angles, items that the noble-born Governor Xiao and General Xiao never ate.

Xiao Xueya could only continue drinking porridge.

While serving Tie Ci dishes, Rong Pu asked: “How did you get so hungry?”

“It’s not really hunger, it’s that we haven’t had a chance to eat a proper meal along the way. Like this, sitting down and eating peacefully.” Pingzong said with his mouth full, “It’s been a constant cycle of catching up, fighting, catching up again, fighting.”

“At the outskirts of the capital, those guys riding strange vehicles who looked like leopards were about to catch up with us. I went to lead them away, using the terrain of the surrounding mountains to get them lost, then kicked one of their vehicles into the water.”

“I led some others into mountain ravines. When word of Your Majesty’s departure from the capital spread quickly, we were afraid of harming innocents, so we tried to take remote routes. Occasionally when passing through mountain villages and small towns, the Palace Master’s people would provide support. Later even mountain hunters knew about this and actively provided us with traps and routes. There was one mountain ravine that looked like flat ground from afar, with short trees growing on it, but those short trees were actually the canopy of ancient trees below—it was a huge trap known to all locals. Ordinary people couldn’t cross it, but naturally I had no problem. I bounded across as if on level ground, and those vehicles followed, then all fell into the ravine. The explosion was earth-shaking and nearly started a forest fire.”

“Speaking of which, those riders are truly formidable. Whether falling into water or ravines, they were completely unharmed. Those that fell in water automatically floated up, and those in ravines had no broken limbs and weren’t afraid of fire. The equipment they wear is truly powerful. If our warriors could each have a set, that would really be… tsk tsk…”

“Pingzong fought one-on-one with an enemy warrior,” Tie Ci said. “He couldn’t win.”

“But I didn’t lose either,” Pingzong protested.

“Who was it that complained about leg pain yesterday?”

“That was because of their strange armor—when it touched my leg, it went numb. Otherwise I would have blasted him into a ditch long ago.”

Tie Ci explained to Rong Pu and Xiao Xueya: “The enemy has very strange battle armor. Some provides full-body defense and can emit harmful light, others are form-fitting, looking like muscle, making the wearer invulnerable and incredibly strong, and contact with it causes numbness. Pingzong exchanged seven kicks with one warrior—if not for the intermittent numbness, he should have won.”

Rong Pu and Xiao Xueya exchanged glances, both secretly alarmed.

From Tie Ci’s tone, this was just an ordinary enemy soldier, yet an ordinary soldier could fight Pingzong to a standstill?

The enemy also had irresistible weapons, tracking devices that could follow for thousands of miles, lights that could kill from afar, various strange and powerful weapons, and even their personal protection was perfected.

If the enemy came with thousands of troops, how could Daqian fight?

Both looked up toward the distance, where a row of black aircraft hovered, neither approaching nor departing.

After finishing his meal, Pingzong wiped his mouth and said: “Actually, when we approached Haiyou, we had dealt with most of the black knights pursuing us. After that, they stopped attacking but kept following us. Your Majesty said the enemy was waiting for reinforcements to catch us all in one net.”

Tie Ci set down her bowl and smiled: “Coincidentally, I have the same intention. Are you all ready?”

Rong Pu said: “The last batch of emergency supplies arrived from Zhongzhou just yesterday.”

“Have the quantities, positions, and routes all been calculated?”

“The Academy of Mathematics’ dean led the finest professors in multiple calculations, confirming no errors.”

“Have all the students been evacuated?”

“They all refused to leave, but we moved them to underground caves that we previously used as storehouses.”

“Where are these underground caves located? Will they…”

Rong Pu couldn’t help but say: “Your Majesty, though I’m not talented, I will certainly arrange these trivial matters properly. You should hurry and rest for a while.”

Tie Ci looked around and only then noticed A’kou nodding off drowsily, while Buqing was already snoring thunderously on the rooftop.

She felt a very present gaze beside her. When she turned, Xiao Xueya quickly turned his head away.

Tie Ci thought she understood the Governor’s awkwardness and said with sudden realization: “The Governor must be very tired from the long journey. Please trouble the Academy to make arrangements…”

Before she finished speaking, a signal flare shot straight up into the blue sky in the distance.

Tie Ci looked up as those who had been eating and resting on the ground rolled up, and before they could sit up straight, their hands had already grasped their weapons.

This stress response made Xiao Xueya’s heart clench.

This was the reaction of people who had been in a state of emergency combat for a long time.

This was how she had been traveling…

An emperor, not staying in the palace, not remaining in her capital, would rather personally travel thousands of miles to resolve the crisis by her side.

She had once taught him to look down upon the common people, and with that downward glance, he had seen deeply, so that later he unhesitatingly and resolutely broke with his family.

It was this version of her that made him set aside his obsessions and pride, choosing to stand guard with his spear in the distant southern frontier she had fought so hard to win.

But it was also this version of her that made his heart ache with a pain he couldn’t understand for the first time.

Someone came running frantically, shouting from afar: “Dust clouds are gathering ten li northwest, can’t distinguish men from horses, they’re assembling but not immediately approaching.”

Rong Pu took the telescope handed to him and climbed the nearby watchtower to observe.

Moments later he came down, saying: “As you predicted, the enemy has received reinforcements. Numbers are still increasing, but judging by their formation, I guess it won’t exceed a thousand men.”

A thousand men was really a very small number for Daqian armies, but having witnessed how enemy soldiers could fight ten thousand to one, everyone understood this was a deadly number.

Pingzong’s face darkened. She, A’kou, Buqing, Jingxu and others had used every means along the way to deal with only a few dozen men.

“Your Majesty, should we strike first while the enemy isn’t fully prepared, or…”

In Buqing’s thinking, striking first while the enemy wasn’t ready, disrupting their formation, was his Western Rong people’s favorite swift fighting method.

Tie Ci shook her head and looked at the telescope in Rong Pu’s hands as he came down. Rong Pu handed her the finely crafted telescope that clearly wasn’t something Daqian could manufacture, smiling: “From Gui Qizhai.”

Tie Ci said with surprise: “I’ve only seen this type of telescope once—extremely clear, can see very far, and can automatically adjust in poor lighting conditions. It’s also very sturdy, a non-sale item from Gui Qizhai. Where did you get it?”

“Wherever humans are involved, there are always loopholes,” Rong Pu said. “I’ve used various means with the Gui Qizhai branch here in Haiyou for a long time to acquire some materials not sold to the public.”

He had people bring out several boxes containing multiple telescopes, distributing one each to Buqing and his archers.

One box contained a vest. Rong Pu handed it to Tie Ci: “It’s said to be weapon-resistant. Since it came from Gui Qizhai, it might defend against their weapons.”

Tie Ci immediately handed it to Pingzong.

“Your Majesty…”

“I have one.”

The abyss iron vest that Murong Yi had personally crafted was currently worn beneath her clothes.

The last box was enormous, dragged out by several people using a flatbed cart. When opened, Pingzong exclaimed in surprise.

Inside was actually a vehicle very similar to the strange vehicles ridden by the knights who had been pursuing them.

Streamlined body, gleaming shell, two huge wheels, black handlebars.

Only it was two sizes smaller than those vehicles, and the materials and construction were obviously simpler.

Tie Ci was amazed.

It was one thing for Rong Pu to plan ahead, cultivate relationships with shopkeepers, exploit loopholes, and buy some non-sale items, but how had he managed to obtain this thing?

She had never seen this thing before, and people from Master’s side couldn’t possibly let such weapons flow into Daqian markets.

Rong Pu said: “This wasn’t bought. I had people befriend the manager of Haiyou’s largest Gui Qizhai branch. While drinking with him, he mentioned that Haiyou’s Gui Qizhai has a laboratory specifically for testing various ore properties and assembling some devices. All assembled and tested items are secretly sent to the capital. Later I had people watch for over a month, tracking this supply route all the way to the capital, spending most of a year to confirm these things were ultimately delivered to Qingjing Temple, which was where the Grand Tutor previously resided…”

He casually described how his people had spent time infiltrating the nunnery’s small courtyard in Qingjing Temple, finding tunnels there, and in small chambers within those tunnels, seeing many iron objects. By then the Grand Tutor had already moved from the small courtyard, and those iron objects seemed like discarded items piled there. His people didn’t care what they were and found ways to move them all out. Fearing discovery, they even placed a batch of similar iron lumps in that corner.

The things brought back were transported to Haiyou, where Rong Pu had already sought out renowned masters of mechanisms and machinery, and even found a fellow who had previously worked at Gui Qizhai but left due to old age. A group of people studied for a long time and barely managed to piece it into shape. Later, seeing Master’s bicycle, they felt this was also something rideable, but didn’t know what power source to use. It was the person who had originally gone to steal the items who said he had smelled the scent of fierce fire oil, so Rong Pu had people try the black oil that Hanli Khan Desert had produced, and only then did this thing start moving.

“Just now seeing the vehicles those people rode, I confirmed our assembly was still somewhat wrong, but there’s no time to fix it now. Moreover, this vehicle produces very heavy black smoke when running and can’t go more than ten li before stopping—it can only be used short-term for emergencies.”

Looking at the vehicle, Tie Ci suddenly remembered when she had followed Master into the tunnels to get gifts, seeing half-person-high iron strange beasts piled in wall corners, crooked and askew like waste products. She hadn’t paid attention then, but thinking now, it should have been this.

These were failed products that Master had researched using Daqian materials, so they had been forgotten, then stolen by the thoughtful Rong Pu.

He made it sound simple, but Master was actually very careful. Many people at Gui Qizhai had come with her, and daily management had strict systems. For Rong Pu to exploit this loophole, the time, money, and patience involved were simply unimaginable.

This wasn’t just obtaining a tool that could save lives and provide escape at critical moments—Daqian had actually initially mastered a method for creating an advanced transportation tool, which might promote Daqian’s industrial progress.

Of course, this was all for later. The immediate priority was surviving.

Tie Ci looked at the sky, looked at the distance, patted the vehicle, and said: “Excellent. Soon I’ll have another life-saving treasure.”

Jingxu walked over and said: “Let me check your pulse.”

“Alright…” Before Tie Ci could finish speaking, Jingxu raised his hand and inserted a needle into the back of her neck.

Tie Ci couldn’t even turn around before slowly collapsing under Rong Pu’s knowing gaze and Xiao Xueya’s shocked stare.

Rong Pu caught Tie Ci as she fell, then looked up to feel cold air hitting his face. Opposite him, Xiao Xueya’s sword was already pointed at his nose.

Rong Pu blinked and said: “Does the Governor think I’ve betrayed her?”

“If anyone were to betray, it wouldn’t be you,” Xiao Xueya said. “But you cannot make decisions over His Majesty’s head.”

“Thank you for the Governor’s trust,” Rong Pu said bitterly. “It’s just unavoidable circumstances. After all, the Governor also wouldn’t want His Majesty to use herself as bait and walk into deadly ground, would you?”

Xiao Xueya stared at him with cold, stern eyes.

“Yueli Academy has been preparing for this battle for nearly a month, since receiving His Majesty’s carrier pigeon message,” Rong Pu said. “Fast horses from the capital to Haiyou actually only take half a month, but His Majesty spent nearly a month on the road with her injured body—partly to wear down the enemy’s pursuit forces, and partly to buy me time.”

“Yueli has set up a simple but most powerful trap, waiting all along for this batch of reinforcements.”

“But these enemies—their true target from beginning to end has been His Majesty. Therefore, to truly lure the enemy into the snare, His Majesty must personally serve as bait.”

“But that trap… the person serving as bait has no return.”

Xiao Xueya couldn’t help saying: “I heard His Majesty’s innate abilities have recovered…”

His Majesty’s teleportation was the only ability that could instantly cross distances.

“But because the Grand Tutor planted a hidden trap, His Majesty must fall ill every night—her whole body becomes rigid, blood and qi churn, and she cannot move. The pursuing enemy has also discovered this, so when they attack, it will definitely be at midnight when His Majesty falls ill.”

Xiao Xueya’s eyes showed shock as he immediately looked at Tie Ci in Rong Pu’s arms.

But he was a general, and generals first considered whether plans could succeed.

“Only His Majesty can serve as bait, or the enemy won’t take the hook, but we absolutely cannot let His Majesty serve as bait—so how do we resolve this?”

“So we can only change methods—lure the enemy over without using His Majesty.”

Their eyes met, and instantly Xiao Xueya understood.

They needed a suicide squad.

They needed a group of people to provoke, to irritate, preferably even to capture the enemy’s leader, enraging them beyond endurance, making them abandon everything to pursue.

One could imagine that after provoking the enemy to abandon their original plans, and facing such enemies, what fate awaited the suicide squad.

Almost immediately, Xiao Xueya said: “I’ll go.”



Chapter 557: Raising the White Flag
Rong Pu said nothing.

Because this was the inevitable choice.

Because in the original plan, he was to personally lead the team, commanding the elite troops from Haiyou Prefecture that had already been deployed to complete this mission.

In any case, they would never let Tie Ci take the field personally.

The people of Daqian hadn’t all died out yet!

It’s just that Rong Pu had no confidence in himself. He was physically weak and feared becoming a burden. It wouldn’t matter if he died, but it would be terrible if he ruined His Majesty’s great plans. Moreover, there was no guarantee that Haiyou’s strong generals could definitely capture the enemy’s leader.

The others weren’t suitable either.

Fortunately, Xiao Xueya had arrived. He was powerful in his own right, and his naval forces had always been strictly trained, capable of both water and land operations—they were far stronger than Haiyou’s forces.

He nodded and pointed to the vehicle: “This newly developed vehicle will be for the Governor’s use. Please, Governor, for His Majesty’s sake, take care of yourself.”

Xiao Xueya said: “I won’t die.”

He followed Rong Pu to learn about the vehicle. The mountains echoed with tremendous roaring sounds—Xiao Xueya had heard these sounds before when trailing those pursuers from afar. But this vehicle’s roar sounded intermittent and faltering, as if it might give out at any moment, making its reliability questionable.

Actually, everyone knew in their hearts that this thing was basically useless, completely unable to outrun those leopard-like contraptions the enemy rode.

But Xiao Xueya still learned seriously. After he learned the vehicle and his selected elite soldiers understood the complete terrain and plans, night had fallen deep.

Approaching midnight.

The roaring in the distance grew more urgent. Those monitoring with telescopes reported: “It appears the enemy has finished assembling, roughly a thousand strong.”

This number meant they were tired of the prolonged chase and wanted to eliminate the Daqian Emperor in one decisive strike.

Xiao Xueya put down the telescope, descended the watchtower, and returned to the small courtyard.

He stood before Tie Ci’s bedroom, looking at the tightly closed door, closing his eyes as if thinking about something, then turned around.

The door suddenly opened, and Pingzong stood behind it with a curled lip: “A great general, a grown man, pacing and hesitating outside the door… If you want to say something, go in and say it yourself!”

Xiao Xueya wanted to say he hadn’t been pacing and hesitating, that he had no intention of going in, only wanting to bid farewell outside the door, but Pingzong had already walked away decisively.

So he had no choice but to go in.

After all, if this parting was forever, it would be good to see her one last time.

He entered the room.

Behind the screen, Tie Ci was sleeping. Near midnight, she wasn’t sleeping comfortably, her brows slightly furrowed.

After years of separation, her appearance was unchanged, only thinner. With her eyes closed, one could see the slight melancholy between her brows.

Xiao Xueya thought for a while, then sat down beside the bed.

He turned sideways toward Tie Ci, remembering their first meeting beneath Ziyang’s Cangsheng Pagoda, when the hooked spear had collapsed an entire wall. When the dust settled, there was a face with slightly startled but warm and gentle features.

He remembered pursuing the abyss iron, standing on the shore, watching her emerge from the seabed like a swimming dragon, using various ships as stepping stones, moving with agile grace—both dashing and wonderful. His gaze unconsciously followed her, and from then on, he could never look away.

He remembered aboard the great ship at Haiwei Port, his first time boarding, when the wind and waves rocked the vessel. She pointed toward the sun, and when he turned his head, he vomited all over her.

He remembered that day’s blinding sunlight, but her smiling face under the sun was brighter than the light itself.

He remembered their first sight of the slums in Huangzhou, sitting across from her in that filthy shack, eating harsh wheat rice as if nothing was wrong.

He remembered being poisoned aboard the great ship, and how she led him through the Hundred Thousand Mountains to seek medicine.

He remembered having his head shaved in the brothel in Xizhou, riding monkeys in the great mountains of Yannan, when insects swept across the mountains and he saw her disappear beyond the cliff.

He remembered their brief first meeting, the month-long journey together in Yannan. In his thirty years of life, the time spent with her was only an extremely short part, like dew or lightning in a long life, merely an instant.

Yet every single thing, every moment, was engraved upon his heart.

In the quiet of midnight dreams, never to be forgotten.

As he thought, his hand began to rise.

Continuing to think, his hand was about to touch Tie Ci’s face.

The moment his fingertips were about to touch Tie Ci’s cheek, a breeze suddenly passed through the window, the slight coolness startling him.

Only then did he realize what he was doing.

His fingertips stopped less than an inch from Tie Ci’s cheek.

He neither immediately withdrew his hand nor continued forward, stopping there. His fingertips moved gently, but his expression gradually revealed a kind of bewilderment.

Tie Ci suddenly opened her eyes!

Xiao Xueya was startled and immediately tried to withdraw his hand, but Tie Ci moved like lightning, raising her hand to grab his wrist.

The next moment, heaven and earth spun, light and shadow tumbled, and with a low, muffled thud, Xiao Xueya was pinned to the bed.

Tie Ci held his hand against his chest with one hand and covered his mouth with the other, making a shushing sound.

She didn’t really need to shush, because Xiao Xueya couldn’t possibly cry out at this moment.

He rarely opened his eyes wide, looking up at Tie Ci above him.

But Tie Ci wasn’t looking at him at all, turning her head to look outside. Fortunately, the bedding was thick, and the thud of pinning Xiao Xueya hadn’t attracted attention from outside.

No lamp was lit in the room, but torches burned in the courtyard. A faint light spread across the screen, perfectly projecting the silhouettes of the two people behind the bed. A plum blossom was embroidered at the bottom corner of the screen, and in the night, someone’s cold fragrance floated in the air.

The shock and turbulence in Xiao Xueya’s eyes gradually calmed down.

But he neither struggled nor spoke, because Tie Ci’s hand still covered his mouth, and the faint floral and medicinal fragrance between her fingers merged into a clean yet seductive scent.

The hourglass in the room slowly trickled down. It was approaching midnight, and Xiao Xueya could even feel Tie Ci’s strength gradually fading.

But for some reason, he still didn’t move.

Tie Ci said softly: “Governor, that’s right. Stay quiet. We still have important things to do.”

She thought again and added: “If you shout, I’ll shave your head bald.”

In her mind, the aloof and proud Xiao Xueya would definitely find losing face the most unacceptable thing.

Xiao Xueya suddenly lowered his eyelids.

Tie Ci didn’t notice his expression either. She could feel that familiar surge of blood and qi approaching again, and her whole body was gradually stiffening.

Thinking her threat had worked, she withdrew her hand. Xiao Xueya looked steadily at her and said hoarsely: “Your Majesty, you didn’t fall for the trap?”

Tie Ci said lightly: “As long as anyone passes behind me, I will notice immediately.”

She spoke plainly, but Xiao Xueya felt a tightness in his chest upon hearing it.

“Why has Your Majesty restrained me?”

“Because I cannot let you go,” Tie Ci said. “That would be sending you to your death.”

“Wouldn’t Your Majesty going be the same?”

“If I go, it’s not necessarily so.”

“But I also cannot let Your Majesty go to die,” Xiao Xueya said. “You’ve already begun having an episode, haven’t you? How will you lure those people and escape safely? You actually can’t even restrain me.”

He easily pushed Tie Ci away and sat up. Tie Ci stiffly rolled off him and fell toward the inner side of the bed.

For a moment, both had a strange feeling.

It was like a scoundrel failing to force himself on a virtuous woman…

With the situation tense, the strange feeling passed in an instant. Outside, people were already looking for Xiao Xueya.

Tie Ci said: “Xiao Xueya, you cannot be this suicide squad leader. If something happens to you, Yannan’s forces will be leaderless. You Weixing can’t control those people of yours. When word gets out and people incite trouble, you’ll become someone who died for me, and I don’t want Yannan to rebel.” She smiled slightly: “There are still people hiding deep in Yannan’s mountains, waiting for their chance. I just thought of a good way to deal with them, but if something happens to you, forget about solving the problem—the waters will only become muddier.”

“I’ll leave a letter explaining…”

“But I’m not saying you can’t go. It’s just that I should still be the bait, while you’re responsible for protecting me and helping me escape.”

“I think it would be more reliable if I went myself…”

“Then I’ll just have to go by myself. Do you believe that even though my body is stiff, I still have ways to go myself?”

Xiao Xueya fell silent.

“Xiao Xueya, do you have no confidence in yourself? Do you think that as a general, you cannot protect me?”

Xiao Xueya remained silent.

Tie Ci was somewhat at a loss. Xiao Xueya was stubborn by nature—ordinary provocation wouldn’t work on him.

Having a sudden inspiration, she said: “Are you so unwilling to fight alongside me once more, to drive out the enemy invaders?”

“…”

After a long silence, Xiao Xueya silently drew a breath and asked: “In Your Majesty’s current condition, how will you go out? How will you deceive Academy Director Rong?”

Hearing his tone soften, Tie Ci’s expression brightened slightly: “I have my ways.”

…

Moments later, Xiao Xueya emerged from the room and exchanged glances with Rong Pu standing opposite.

Rong Pu smiled without seeming to mean anything by it: “Is the Governor ready?”

Looking at him, Xiao Xueya realized he had never liked Rong Pu, though he didn’t understand why. Until this moment, seeing Rong Pu’s smile, that uncomfortable feeling returned.

That knowing, tolerant look, like a magnanimous principal wife.

The problem was, weren’t they all of unclear status?

General Xiao was completely unaware that his train of thought had slipped toward a dangerous angle in that instant. He gave Rong Pu a cold look: “His Majesty seems somewhat uncomfortable and wants you to go to him.”

Upon hearing this, Rong Pu’s smile indeed faded as he quickly entered the room.

Xiao Xueya listened intently and indeed heard another muffled thud.

This reminded him of his own earlier thud, and his eyes immediately showed complex emotions.

His soldiers were already prepared, mounted and formed up outside the courtyard, waiting.

Xiao Xueya turned and entered the room. After a moment, he helped out someone wrapped from head to toe in a cloak, telling his subordinates and Rong Pu’s men: “The Academy Director fears I’m unfamiliar with the route and insists on personally guiding the way.”

He had always been absolute in his military command, as had Rong Pu, and Xiao Xueya’s reputation was far-reaching. Rong Pu’s subordinates didn’t dare question him either. Though they found it somewhat strange, they said nothing.

Xiao Xueya personally helped “Rong Pu” onto his horse: “The Academy Director is frail, so I’ll personally care for him.”

Seeing that “Rong Pu’s” cloak ties were somewhat loose, he reached out to tighten them.

Pingzong, who was yawning and preparing to return to her room, saw this scene from afar and stopped, feeling something inexplicably strange.

After a moment, she shook her head, thinking that Xiao Xueya, who appeared so proper, was actually a cut-sleeve.

She had no interest in this matter and went into the room yawning. In the darkness, the person behind the screen slept quietly.

Pingzong was very happy she could lie down and sleep tonight, comfortably stretching out on the soft couch outside the screen and falling asleep in the blink of an eye.

Outside, Xiao Xueya took the lead, galloping toward the mountains. Rong Pu’s men followed behind with a specially made cart dragging the backup motorcycle.

They headed southwest, toward where the pursuing forces had gathered. Behind them to the southeast stood a low mountain with gentle slopes. The entire mountaintop appeared to have been flattened like a plateau, with a slight depression in the center. An unexpectedly wide and smooth road wound from outside the mountain directly to the summit.

Looking more carefully, one could see many black-clad figures moving in and out of the mountain’s base.

The night wind was strong, blowing open the cloak’s hood to reveal Tie Ci’s face.

She couldn’t sit steadily because her illness was beginning to flare up.

Xiao Xueya watched her swaying figure, silently reached out, and drew her into his embrace, his arm crossing over her shoulder.

The wind was too strong for the hood to stay on. Tie Ci’s hair flew against Xiao Xueya’s face.

Like silk, like soft clouds, touching not his face but his heart.

A brilliant white light suddenly shot toward them from ahead—they had entered the enemy’s firing range.

Overhead, a large mass of black clouds silently appeared. Looking closer, it was a drone swarm.

Xiao Xueya raised his hand, signaling the followers behind to halt temporarily.

The charging cavalry behind stopped in bewilderment—according to the original plan, they should have charged directly into the enemy formation, being as arrogant as possible.

While calling for his accompanying soldiers to stop, Xiao Xueya drew a prepared white cloth from his chest. He shook it in the wind, and it unfurled with a snap.

The drone swarm overhead moved with this single rider’s movement, immediately transmitting his actions and the writing on the white cloth to everyone.

On the white cloth was written: “Daqian surrenders, do not harm our Emperor!”

…

In the Academy Director’s office at Daqian Academy, the atmosphere was somewhat strange.

The large leather chair where Rui had sat for the past two days was now occupied by someone else. That person sat improperly, with long legs draped over the armrest, his bottom swiveling back and forth. Looking at Rui standing before him, he said with a grin: “Having trouble?”

Rui’s face looked very unpleasant: “Lord Xilin, please watch your language. Though we’ve suffered some losses, Daqian has already shown weakness to us, willing to pay tribute. Their emperor has been forced out of the capital in embarrassment by us. Eliminating her is just a matter of time…”

Before he could finish, the chair beneath Xilin spun rapidly several times, so fast it made him dizzy and he involuntarily stopped speaking.

Xilin calmly stopped and tapped the screen to look, making clicking sounds: “Yes, six mechanized warriors, sixteen muscle warriors, plus forty elites equipped with photon and pulse guns, one nano-robot, one bee tracker, eighteen drones… a small loss indeed.”

He even made a small gesture with his thumb and forefinger, smiling: “When we invaded Tum Star, our losses were only a bit more than this.”

Rui’s face turned purple with anger, speechless.

“But it doesn’t matter now. The Management Division has specially approved the deployment of the elite Lion Eagle Squad, fully staffed. The General ordered me to personally lead the team to accomplish everything in one decisive strike.”

Rui let out a long breath.

They were secure now.

Years of warfare, extreme climate, sharp population decline, and massive battle losses had left the Alliance Era with almost only a final batch of elites. Soldiers and weapons had reached the edge of being unable to support the Alliance’s survival. Since they no longer had enough strength to explore outer star systems and find new pure lands, they could only trace back through time to occupy ancient eras that required few weapons and personnel to conquer.

Lion Eagle was one of the only three remaining fully organized elite military units of the Alliance, a rare fully equipped force in today’s Alliance, and one of the last few military units the Management Division could deploy.

This had originally been the Management Division’s ace in the hole, kept for after gaining control of Daqian’s government to deter and manage the Daqian people and protect the leadership. Now it was being deployed early.

And Xilin, though mediocre in ability, was the General’s son. His personal leadership of Lion Eagle’s expedition demonstrated the Management Division’s impatience and determination.

It also meant that this time, the Daqian Emperor was doomed.

Xilin wasn’t concerned about the upcoming mission. In his view, it was just a matter of moving his finger. Using Lion Eagle was overkill. As for the previous failures, it was just that Rui was too useless, and whether there were other reasons.

He said: “The Management Division is very shocked by your repeated failures. They consider these unreasonable results. Did Yun leak many secrets she shouldn’t have? The Management Division wants to launch an investigation.”

But Rui didn’t answer immediately, only asking: “Where is Yun?”

“Arguing with the Management Division,” Xilin said carelessly. “Besides, there’s nothing for her here. Women should just do logistics and secretarial work. Honestly, if this generation’s heir wasn’t female, it never would have been Yun’s turn.”

Rui said nothing, because at this moment the real-time image transmitted Xiao Xueya’s scene of single-handedly charging the formation with a white flag raised from horseback.

“Who is this?” Rui asked in amazement.

Xilin’s focus was obviously different. His first reaction was “This person has quite some nerve!” But seeing the words on the white flag clearly, he couldn’t help laughing: “Turns out he’s a brave coward. He must be scared seeing our army.”

He added: “Smart of him!”

Rui also looked down on those coming to surrender, focusing on the person in front of Xiao Xueya on screen: “That really seems to be the Daqian Emperor!”

But he didn’t dare be certain, because during this period, bone scans hadn’t matched, preventing long-distance strikes against Tie Ci. During the pursuit, there had been many “fake Tie Cis” to confuse their vision. Once, they had even used this method to capture three of his soldiers.

So Rui said conservatively: “These Daqian people are all very cunning. Regardless of whether the Daqian Emperor is real or fake, since they dare break into our range, we should kill them all without mercy!” He was about to give the order.

“Wait.” Xilin smiled and turned his head: “Colonel, have you forgotten who should be giving orders here?”

Rui said coldly: “Major, you wouldn’t want to invite the wolf into the house, would you?”

“Invite the wolf into the house?” Xilin pointed at the single rider on screen: “Daqian people? Wolves? Are they worthy?”

Rui stopped speaking. He had once thought the same way, but subsequent losses had taught him reality. Obviously, the superior who had just arrived to replace him, this defeated general, wouldn’t immediately develop such deep wariness toward the Daqian people.

He seemed to see himself from a month ago—proud and confident. This pride had nothing to do with personality but stemmed from superior civilization’s natural condescension toward inferior civilization.

Not to mention this Management Division boss’s son, once the most famous young master in the Alliance capital, was inherently more indulgent and careless than him.

He said mockingly: “I didn’t expect Lord Xilin to be like Yun, believing in not killing envoys between warring states.”

Xilin snorted: “Don’t compare me to a woman.”

“The Management Division wants to capture the living Daqian Emperor, which will be more beneficial for controlling Daqian in the future. Additionally, the General requires us to capture the Daqian Emperor alive for convenient future extradition to the Alliance Court to fulfill her duties as a witness.”

Rui was stunned, wondering what kind of witness?

Then he understood.

The General’s faction in the Management Division and the Speaker’s faction behind Yun had always been somewhat incompatible, competing fiercely with each other. Seeing Yun about to achieve great merit, the General’s faction couldn’t sit still and wanted to use Tie Ci’s causing losses to the Management Division to attack Yun for leaking secrets.

Rui had harbored such suspicions but had suppressed them as Daqian proved difficult to control, not directly reporting to the Management Division.

Regardless, Yun was a hero, the person most familiar with Daqian. Publicly and privately, they shouldn’t try to deal with her now.

Thinking of the top bosses still not forgetting to struggle for power during humanity’s critical moment of survival, Rui’s lips curved into a slight mocking arc.

Xilin pointed at Xiao Xueya approaching on screen: “Look, their horses are so slow, their weapons so crude. Even if they have ulterior motives, we can blast them to dust in the blink of an eye. Don’t be afraid, little Rui. Go back and receive the girls’ caresses.”

Rui clenched his fists and walked away without a word.

Yun Buci, wearing headphones in a remote meeting in the inner room, poked her head out, sensing the strange atmosphere. Her gaze swept toward the screen, but before she could see clearly, the incessant questioning voices in her headphones forced her to withdraw her head.

Therefore, she didn’t see that the person raising the white flag was Xiao Xueya, who was least likely to surrender.

In front of the screen, Xilin stood up and took out a small device emitting blue light, muttering to himself: “The Daqian Emperor being captured and surrendered—such an important moment will be recorded in Alliance stellar history. How can I not be present?”

He pressed the button on the blue light device.

The surrounding space suddenly underwent a strange distortion.

Then his figure disappeared from the spot.

…



Chapter 558: Ambush
Xiao Xueya charged forward with the white flag raised high.

Cold light swept in from all directions, the sky hummed incessantly, and at the end of the dark road, countless tall figures with bulging muscles stood silently like towering mountains, grimly awaiting the world.

This was Xiao Xueya’s first time experiencing the extreme oppression and intimidation that the otherworldly visitors and their strange weapons brought to people.

Ordinary people would cower and dare not approach at such a time; ordinary horses would surely turn and flee.

But Xiao Xueya and his horse named Xishi had seen too much blood and slaughter.

The horse’s hooves thundered rapidly.

The general had carried his long spear with red tassels all his life, with commander flags fluttering toward wind and enemy camps overhead. Never in his life had he imagined a day when he would raise a white flag.

But when that day truly came, he managed to give even raising the white flag the momentum of a battle charge.

So much so that the opposing warriors were actually overwhelmed by such momentum and didn’t think to do anything first.

While charging in surrender, Xiao Xueya had been protecting Tie Ci in his embrace, his body leaning slightly forward to ensure that when enemy weapons fired, they would hit him first.

Yet he still felt he had gone mad.

To actually agree to Tie Ci’s request and bring her along to die together.

He couldn’t even think of any way for him and Tie Ci to escape alive after these people opened fire.

Tie Ci’s earlier words echoed in his ears with the wind.

“From the methods and approaches of their pursuit along this journey, I feel the enemy commander is not Master. If she were controlling the pursuit, I couldn’t have escaped very far. This is strange—after all, conquering Daqian should be Master’s primary achievement. In such circumstances, for this pioneer who has already established a foothold in Daqian to be unable to grasp complete initiative means that either those who sent her have become wary of her, or they have conflicts with her. And this point is our lifeline.”

“Governor, it turns out that in that distant other world, no matter how powerful they are, struggles and conflicts still exist. Power is the root of all desires—power builds prosperous cities and can instantly destroy them.”

“Let’s gamble. Since Master isn’t in control, tonight someone will be unable to resist the temptation of glory and accept our surrender.”

Xiao Xueya hadn’t completely believed Tie Ci’s words at the time, but that didn’t stop him from following her words and charging fearlessly toward the enemy camp with her.

Ten zhang, five zhang, three zhang…

The moment Xiao Xueya’s horse charged into the safe distance, someone’s finger moved slightly on the trigger.

But because they never received the order to fire, those fingers ultimately stopped.

Passing this distance meant they wouldn’t strike the opponent.

Someone raised a gun and coldly commanded: “Stop!”

Blue light flashed, and a person appeared on the ground. The one shouting was attracted to this and everyone turned to salute: “Lord Xilin!”

This general’s son placed great importance on ceremony—failing to salute upon seeing him would result in severe punishment.

Because of this collective saluting, everyone’s gun barrels changed direction.

So no one noticed that Xiao Xueya’s horse hadn’t stopped at all.

It crashed into the crowd in an instant.

The moment it crashed into the crowd.

Xiao Xueya’s hands moved like sweeping snow, like brushing wind, like withered pine swept up by a gale, instantly striking toward the warriors on his left and right.

His left and right hands chopped down on their wrist pulses. Two bangs, and both men’s guns fell to the ground.

The next instant, Xiao Xueya’s hands reached toward the backs of both men, grabbing hard.

Two extremely smooth sounds, and Xiao Xueya’s palms flipped and lifted—two muscle suits were already in his hands.

All this happened in a flash of lightning. Many people’s bows to Xilin hadn’t even straightened, and Xilin’s words “I have come to accept the Daqian Emperor’s surrender” weren’t even finished.

Two bangs, and the two strong men who had lost their muscle suits collapsed.

The muscle combat suits could provide warriors with ultimate protection and greatly enhanced combat power, but they also consumed enormous energy from the body. When wearing the suits, the contained energy could help warriors continuously use them, but once removed, the aftereffects of high-intensity load and consumption would cause whole-body muscle tremors and short-term weakness. So on the battlefield, warriors never removed their muscle suits.

The sound of bodies hitting the ground startled everyone. Xilin reacted fairly quickly, shouting: “It’s a trap, open fire—”

Before he could finish, countless white and blue lights interweaved like a net in the darkness, slicing through this patch of varying black darkness.

For a moment, only ultimate white and blue remained on human retinas.

In the light, that famous steed from Dayan neighed angrily, raised its long legs, and actually kicked away the soldier closest to it.

Moments later, the white light converged, like an epiphyllum flower blooming and immediately withering.

Xishi, who had accompanied Xiao Xueya for ten years, still stood, but its entire body was riddled with holes through which muscle and bone could faintly be seen.

After a moment, great gushes of fresh blood suddenly flowed over its entire body, and the white horse instantly became a red horse.

This scene was so impactful that the warriors didn’t react immediately, their attention focused on the horse.

Even Xilin was shocked and couldn’t help stepping closer to look: “Where are the people?”

At this moment, Xishi finally crashed down thunderously.

The instant it fell, two blood-covered figures swept out from beneath Xishi’s belly.

The soldier closest to the horse instinctively raised his gun to fire.

The next moment, a spear flashed from the darkness and pierced through his abdomen with a hiss.

As he fell, his face was full of shock.

He couldn’t understand how, even in his own era, muscle suits couldn’t be penetrated by ordinary weapons, yet in this backward ancient civilization, a cold weapon had pierced through the muscle suit!

What he didn’t understand was that there was a power that transcended reality, like a miracle.

It was called hatred.

The moment the soldier fell, Xilin was standing not far from the horse’s tail.

When Xiao Xueya thrust his spear, Xilin instinctively stepped back.

But then a hand suddenly appeared on the ground.

That hand was bloody and even somewhat deformed, but this didn’t prevent it from having shocking strength—the moment it touched his ankle, it locked on like shackles.

Xilin immediately reached for his gun.

The hand gripping his ankle gave a slight shake, and Xilin was immediately slammed to the ground in a wave-like motion, raising dust half a person’s height.

Xilin was also immediately knocked unconscious by this seemingly gentle but actually ruthless slam.

The next moment, Xiao Xueya grabbed Tie Ci’s arm and swung her around.

Tie Ci still held onto Xilin, and the two bodies were spun in a circle by Xiao Xueya in midair, with Xilin blocking in front of Tie Ci.

The warriors raised their guns, following the three figures’ movements, but because Xilin was cleverly kept in front, they couldn’t find a shooting opportunity.

When Xiao Xueya released his grip, he had swung Tie Ci precisely onto his back, while Tie Ci grabbed Xilin’s ankle, dragging him on the ground.

A rumbling sound came from the darkness as a vehicle spewing black smoke from its rear charged straight toward them.

Because it was a motorcycle, though it looked somewhat broken and old, and no rider was visible, the warriors instinctively assumed it was one of their own vehicles and no one made a move.

The vehicle instantly charged up to Xiao Xueya. He lifted his leg and mounted it, Tie Ci lying on his back while keeping Xilin propped behind her as a continued shield.

Xiao Xueya twisted the throttle, the vehicle spun one hundred eighty degrees, tires grinding out sparks with a teeth-grinding squeal.

The next instant, the vehicle shot out like an arrow, the huge cloud of dust it raised hitting the dumbfounded warriors in the face.

In the tremendous wind, the dizzy and aching Xilin only heard the woman behind him whisper gently in his ear: “Thank you for personally delivering yourself to our door.”

…

On the dark forest paths and narrow roads, everyone stood dazed in the rustling autumn wind.

It took the warriors quite a while to react.

These treacherous Daqian people!

False surrender, stealing equipment, kidnapping their commander!

That was the general’s son, the heir to a Management Division boss, future Management Division leadership. Though he himself was frivolous and mediocre, he was one of the Alliance nobility.

If something happened to him, the general’s fury…

Everyone shivered and quickly mounted their vehicles to give chase.

Over a thousand flying vehicles kicked up clouds of dust on the mountain road, looking from afar like a fast-moving gray dragon chasing the tail of a small black ant ahead.

Heading toward that flat-topped low mountain.

The distance between both sides grew closer and closer.

After all, the knockoff motorcycle assembled by Rong Pu’s people, knowing nothing about modern mechanics and performance, was already a miracle that it could run at all—one really couldn’t expect it to outrun the genuine articles.

On the leopard-shaped flying vehicle at the very front, Tie Ci could already see the rider’s cold yet anxious eyes and the strange lion-headed, eagle-bodied monster totem on the vehicle.

The motorcycle beneath them grew slower and slower.

Tie Ci suddenly bent down, cold light flashing in her hand.

With a clang, the motorcycle’s rear tire rolled off, rolling down the mountain path and directly tripping several pursuing flying vehicles.

This vehicle slid and flew out, plowing into the vehicles behind. The other vehicles were all traveling at high speed and couldn’t avoid it in time, immediately becoming tangled in a pile.

Several balls of flame erupted as riders jumped from their vehicles.

Tie Ci silently swallowed a mouthful of blood.

Her illness episode hadn’t passed—she should have been completely unable to move, but she had learned a technique from Jingxu. After many days of effort, she could now move slightly.

After all, once the enemy had also grasped her weakness, this period was truly too dangerous.

But Jingxu had repeatedly warned her not to use it lightly, because it inevitably meant further harm to her body and would again shorten her lifespan.

In the end, it was just the difference between dying later and dying now.

Tie Ci had no choice.

The pursuers were temporarily blocked behind them, but the motorcycle was also unusable now.

Without motorcycles, the warriors’ muscle suits and battle armor could still give them amazing speed.

Those pursuing at the front simply abandoned their vehicles, carried guns, leaped over the wrecked flying vehicles, and ran in pursuit.

Tie Ci looked up.

A huge basket suddenly appeared in the sky.

The basket instantly slid before them. Xiao Xueya reached out and climbed up, Tie Ci entered the basket, and she immediately hung Xilin outside the basket.

The warriors were furious, chasing the basket and running onto the platform of the low mountain.

Under the illumination of the flying vehicle headlights in the distance, everyone finally saw iron wires suspended in the air, connecting caves in the surrounding high mountains. The basket was lowered directly from above using the height difference between the high and low mountains.

At this moment, in the caves of the surrounding high mountains, Yueli Academy students gripped the handles of pulley-like mechanisms, supporting the basket and nervously watching below.

They were specially selected students, specifically responsible for lowering baskets after the enemy entered the low mountain. They had been trained beforehand, but they hadn’t expected the battle with those strange people to be like this.

They also hadn’t expected it would be the Daqian Empress and Yannan South Yue Military Governor General Xiao personally taking action.

The students’ hands were trembling, their chests filled with surging excitement and guilt.

Below the basket, the warriors were filled with rage.

In the sky, following orders, drones descended and a cold beam shot down from above.

It should have hit the wire, and the basket would have crashed down instantly.

But as the cold light fired, a sharp sound pierced the blue sky.

That low-flying drone was immediately smashed by a stone from Xiao Xueya into a ball of cold fire plummeting toward the valley.

The aim was therefore off, and half the basket disappeared silently.

The basket, missing half its structure, slid toward one mountain cliff and continued tilting.

Below, the first batch of approaching warriors raised their guns, muzzles continuously following the basket’s movement.

The students on the mountain felt their hearts about to leap out.

The current situation was: either sit in the basket and be dumped over the cliff, or jump from the basket and be blasted to pieces by those strange warriors.

All watching observers broke out in cold sweat.

“Quickly, quickly!”

The pulley spun rapidly as a new basket shot down like lightning from a cave in the southeast direction.

But here, the broken basket flipped downward.

The students cried out.

But no one fell.

Xiao Xueya gripped the basket’s edge with one hand while grabbing Tie Ci’s hand with the other. Tie Ci’s other hand desperately gripped Xilin’s ankle. Somehow she had kicked Xilin’s body sideways, and Xiao Xueya extended one leg to support Xilin’s body, keeping him horizontal in front of them both.

Simply brilliant.

Everyone above and below stared in amazement.

Xiao Xueya held the basket, looking down at Tie Ci.

He was very worried but had no other choice.

He couldn’t even hold Xilin in his hands, as that would prevent him from protecting both people.

From his angle, he could see Tie Ci’s forehead gleaming brightly—that was sweat.

In this autumn night’s frost-cold deep mountains.

His heart immediately began aching, more than when he saw his ten-year companion Xishi fall in a pool of blood.

The wire vibrated as another basket passed by on another line.

Warriors below reacted, raising hands to shoot at the new basket.

The new basket would brush past in an instant—if this one was destroyed, Xiao Xueya and Tie Ci would have no support in the short term, suspended in midair at others’ mercy.

Xiao Xueya swung Tie Ci up onto the new basket with his backhand. As their bodies crossed in that instant, he lunged forward.

A soft “hiss” as he used his ribs to meet that cold beam.

A streak of blood pierced through the valley’s thick darkness, disappearing into the cliff’s depths.

Xiao Xueya’s expression remained unchanged.

He never minded necessary sacrifices.

He hadn’t chosen his more important hands or feet but took the hit with his ribs.

Having experienced countless battles and countless wounds, he knew which injuries were inconsequential and wouldn’t affect movement.

Just this delay, and the basket was about to slide past.

A hand reached out and firmly grasped Xiao Xueya’s hand.

In the cold night wind, two hands gripped tightly.

The next moment, Xiao Xueya soared upward, skillfully escaping through the gaps between several cold beams and landing in the basket.

The students in the mountain caves above, who had been nervously watching below, burst into cheers.

But for Xiao Xueya and Tie Ci in the basket, the battle wasn’t over.

The current basket’s position was rather clever, having turned to the soldiers’ rear. Unless they fired blindly, the enemy couldn’t see them.

With Xilin present, blind firing was impossible.

But once they turned around one side, they’d be directly above the soldiers. In that position, even with Xilin, it would be hard to shield both people.

“Your Majesty should leave first, taking the hostage,” Xiao Xueya indicated the third basket from above should take Tie Ci away.

“I take the hostage and leave you here to die?” Tie Ci laughed in anger.

She peered down below—more and more soldiers were arriving, but due to the narrow mountain path, the current number should be about half.

She felt some regret but still said: “We’ll leave together.”

“No.” Instead, it was Xiao Xueya who refused her. “After preparing so long and expending so much, if we don’t catch them all in one net, we’ll have wasted all our efforts.”

Tie Ci understood this principle all too well—her plan had always been to catch all these people in one net.

But this plan had only a thirty percent chance of success from the start, because the enemy was arriving somewhat slowly, while their time to maneuver with the enemy was limited—they could be killed by a single shot at any moment.

The reason for the slow arrival was the narrow mountain paths, but she couldn’t widen them. Once the enemy could travel easily and swarm up together, they could blast her before even reaching the mountain.

So it was a dead end.

Now with Xilin added, it was only fifty percent.

Tie Ci checked her watch and made a hand signal.

In caves everywhere, deeper inside, people had been crouching by ropes.

The ropes were shiny, soaked in oil.

When Tie Ci made her signal, those above received it and immediately passed the order: “Light them!”

In the bottommost cave stood Rong Pu.

Beside him were Jingxu and Pingzong, the latter extremely anxious: “We can’t light them now—she hasn’t left yet! If she can’t leave within half a quarter-hour, she’ll…”

She grabbed Rong Pu’s sleeve: “Order them not to light yet, wait until she comes up. You can order them to stop!”

Rong Pu remained silent, his face a cold white in the cave’s darkness.

Countless caves lit up, flames falling on oil ropes. Fire immediately ignited and raced down the ropes toward the darkness below.

Extending toward the dark unknown.

Only after all the fuses were lit did Rong Pu say: “As a minister, my life is devoted solely to obeying His Majesty’s commands.”

…

After Tie Ci sent the signal, Xiao Xueya took out the muscle suits and quickly helped both of them put them on.

This was the fundamental goal of the false surrender, the most important link in whether the entire plan could succeed.

Once the muscle suit was on, Tie Ci had originally thought that since the enemy soldiers were burly, she would surely swim in it. But the moment the suit was on, it immediately conformed to her body’s muscle contours, tightly wrapping around her body.

Her whole body instantly went numb, then felt heated all over. Her muscles and blood vessels seemed inflated, swelling and surging.

At this moment, she felt incredibly strong and light as a swallow, able to leap three zhang in one step and shatter stones with one punch.

If not for the continuing pain in her internal organs and boiling blood and qi in her body, she would have had the illusion that she was already healed.

After changing into the muscle suits, the basket had also turned to face that group of people.

After putting on the muscle suits, their body muscles expanded, making the basket somewhat unable to accommodate three people. Xilin alone could no longer serve as a shield for both.

Several cold beams whistled over, shattering the basket’s edge and striking sparks on Xiao Xueya and Tie Ci’s exposed arms.

Both felt their arms shake but felt no pain. Looking closely, the muscle suits on their arms were already slightly damaged.

The muscle suits could block the enemy’s own weapons but obviously couldn’t withstand multiple hits.

More warriors were still running up the mountain path.

Tie Ci and Xiao Xueya exchanged glances.

Xiao Xueya raised his hand and slapped the basket’s hook open. The entire basket fell onto the iron cable below and charged toward the crowd below.

The warriors hadn’t expected that after hiding all this time, the enemy would actually deliver themselves. They all immediately raised their guns.

Unfortunately, Xiao Xueya flipped his hand and Xilin appeared in front.

The soldiers had to stop, trapped on the narrow platform with restricted movement.

The next moment, Xiao Xueya crashed into the crowd like a fierce beast. The warrior facing him was knocked down with a tremendous impact. Xiao Xueya’s hands flipped, and two short guns shot into the opponent’s eyes.

When he pulled them out, blood spurted violently. Amid screams, Xiao Xueya held Xilin in one hand and grabbed a fallen gun with the other, firing a barrage regardless of everything.

After forcing the opponents to retreat, he concentrated fire on the front two, and after five shots, they fell in sprays of blood.

This series of operations shocked everyone into retreating. Someone cunning raised a gun toward Tie Ci in the basket, who had lost her human shield.

Before he could fire, Xiao Xueya swung his arm. With a whooshing sound, Tie Ci reached out to catch.

Xilin was back in Xiao Xueya’s hands.

Xilin: “…”

The people below had to redirect their attack toward Xiao Xueya again. Despite his rich combat experience and excellent qinggong, Xiao Xueya inevitably took two shots.

Though being shot while wearing a muscle suit wouldn’t cause immediate injury, the tremendous force would still cause severe pain and brief loss of combat ability. But this seemed to have no effect on Xiao Xueya whatsoever.

He was more like a robot—being shot didn’t slow him down. Seizing, chopping, slicing, grabbing, strangling… with a photon gun in one hand and a short gun in the other, both guns flashed like lightning, each shot inevitably splashing a trail of blood.

This was the first time Tie Ci had seen Xiao Xueya in action—his characteristic cold swagger. In a general’s eyes, human lives were like dust.

After taking two shots, the muscle suit showed faint signs of tearing. At this point, Tie Ci threw Xilin back to him.

Xiao Xueya, shielded by Xilin, charged and killed through another round, causing a large group of soldiers to activate flight mode regardless of energy consumption and directly rush up the mountain to surround him.

They were like black panthers flying through the air, cloaked in night and wind, maneuvering freely and nearly blocking all escape routes for the two.

Xilin was like an innocent ball, being tossed back and forth.

The important hostage constantly flying through the air greatly restricted these top-equipped warriors.

It must be said that these warriors from another dimension, with their overly powerful weapons, had actually degraded their own combat abilities. In a short time, no one thought to separate and attack the two individually.

By the time these people finally remembered this tactic, Xiao Xueya had already cut through twice, knocked down a large batch of people, and leaped back to the basket.

Someone took this opportunity to slap his calf, instantly creating a light rainbow under his feet as he rammed toward Xiao Xueya, trying to snatch Xilin from his hands.

Xiao Xueya swung Xilin toward him with his backhand.

The opponent hurried to catch him. Before his hands touched Xilin, Xiao Xueya also slapped his leg, kicked the man in the chest, used the reaction force to reach out and snatch Xilin back, then bounded back to the basket.

The two once again used Xilin to shield their entire bodies but inevitably each took several more shots.

By this time, most of the soldiers had reached the mountain platform.

Urgent bird calls came from above.

The last basket slid down rapidly from above.

The basket would only be lowered thirty counts before the calculated time for the fuses to reach their end.

Time was up.

If they didn’t leave now, it would be too late.

At this moment, buzzing sounds suddenly came from above as a large swarm of drones arrived overhead, opening lights to illuminate this mountain valley.

They wanted to illuminate the iron wires hanging in midair and break them, but these wires were all painted black and couldn’t be seen clearly in the dark night.

The drones and soldiers below all attacked together. White and blue lights crisscrossed like a light rain through the air. Wherever they passed, countless cables were severed and hung down, stirring up sparkling stars in the darkness.

For now, they hadn’t hit the wire holding the last basket, but it wouldn’t last much longer.

A metallic clang rang through the air as countless crossbow bolts and fire arrows shot toward the low-flying drones. Above the deep valleys and layered peaks of night, fire rain surged upward toward the sky, illuminating half the mountain valley and the low mountain platform.

Several arrows whistled fiercely, spanning the long sky with roaring flames, consecutively bringing down three drones.

In front of the mountain cave, Pingzong’s face was cold. Regardless of future arm tendon injuries, she fired five arrows from one bow—half ice, half fire.

The basket slid to their side.

But at this moment, a white beam flashed below. Both felt a shock overhead as the basket beneath them lurched violently.

The iron cable they were using had broken!

In that instant, they were half a zhang away from the last basket!

With a tremendous shout, Xiao Xueya exerted his arms and threw Tie Ci out.

Tie Ci threw Xilin back with her backhand. In midair, she flashed and stretched out her arms, barely catching that iron cable.

“Clang!” Another light sound, another shock overhead—this last iron cable had also broken!

On the severed cable, the basket thundered downward, crashing toward Tie Ci.

These baskets were made from mountain vines mixed with abyss iron wire—they weren’t light. Tie Ci hung in midair with nowhere to dodge.

The earlier basket had already overturned, and after throwing Tie Ci, Xiao Xueya couldn’t look after himself and had tumbled into the soldier crowd below.

Xilin crashed onto him and was fiercely grasped by the throat.

Soldiers swarmed up.

Tie Ci hung in midair, gripping the iron cable, with the crashing basket behind her and surging warriors below. Xiao Xueya, who had fallen into the crowd, drew all the soldiers’ attention as the crowd engulfed him like a tide.

In this moment, the mountain’s cool breeze seemed to pierce through her chest, and even shouting was soundless.



Chapter 559: Stubborn Mule
In the mountain cave, Rong Pu raised his hand while his other hand clawed desperately into the cliff wall.

“Whoosh!” A streak of fire shot past Tie Ci’s eyes, striking precisely the section of iron cable that had been severed earlier, causing the cable that was about to fall to surge upward violently.

It was less than half a zhang in front of Tie Ci.

Tie Ci took a deep breath.

Suddenly, a heavy weight struck her back as the basket crashed into her.

Tie Ci spat blood in midair and resolutely let go.

Using the force of this collision, she flew through the air toward the iron cable that had been lifted by the arrow.

In this moment, she looked down and saw only crowds like waves below, with white light and blue electricity crisscrossing above the waves. She could no longer see Xiao Xueya.

“BOOM.”

The tremendous sound was like ten thousand people simultaneously beating giant drums from underground, or like ten thousand firecrackers going off at once, or like thunder born from the earth’s depths, splitting the dark soil and pale rock, instantly shattering the mountain’s bones.

The massive vibration and noise had doubled effects in the terrain surrounded by high mountains on all sides. The echoes continued endlessly. People in the mountain caves above had already stuffed cotton in their ears but were still knocked to the ground by the shock, their entire heads buzzing and dizzy.

The mist on the mountainside was instantly dispersed by the shock waves, but was immediately replaced by surging clouds and dirt thrown several zhang high. The air was filled with black and red, with thick smoke rolling.

Nothing could be seen clearly.

Pingzong, barely standing, stared red-eyed at the area below, but she could neither see clearly whether Tie Ci had managed to grab the iron cable nor whether Xiao Xueya had been able to escape at the last moment.

She couldn’t help but shout: “Little Aunt!”

Then shouted: “Governor!”

The sounds of explosions continued, and her weak cries were swept away by the rolling smoke and continuous explosions.

Combining the strength of Haiyou and the neighboring provinces of Zhongzhou, Anqing, and Jixi, emptying almost all the gunpowder stores of these provinces, mobilizing large numbers of soldiers and civilian workers, rushing supplies day and night by both water and land routes—long convoys had stopped beneath this carefully selected low mountain that was already half-hollow due to its numerous caves.

Without time to recruit more civilian workers, all students from Yueli Academy joined the effort. Some flattened the low mountain, others hollowed out the mountain body to place gunpowder. Mathematics Academy students worked sleeplessly day and night, calculating the weight of baskets, the weight of iron cables, the mountain’s elevation differences, and route designs, ensuring the baskets would operate smoothly for convenient midair hiding and final rescue operations.

Haiyou gathered all its blacksmiths for emergency iron smelting. The entire mountain base was deeply buried with three-chi-long spikes, ensuring that after the explosion, if these strangely armored people could somehow survive, they would definitely fall onto these iron spikes.

The underground also had a layer of fierce fire oil buried—after the explosion, it would burn continuously. In short, they would rather destroy this entire mountain area than fail to kill all these people here.

Rong Pu hadn’t been able to sleep properly for a month because of this.

He had also arranged suicide squads and made all subsequent preparations, but he hadn’t expected that in the end, Tie Ci would personally take action.

Everyone knew that if Tie Ci hadn’t gone personally, if she hadn’t captured the enemy leader, these people couldn’t all have been lured up.

If even half had remained, it would have meant endless future troubles. Daqian didn’t have more time and energy to prepare another battle like this in Haiyou.

But now…

If this entire batch of people was eliminated but the Emperor was gone…

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty!”

Countless people shouted in front of the mountain caves, their voices carrying for miles from top to bottom.

The noise startled all the wild beasts in the mountains, and distant lone wolves howled at the moon in response.

But there was no echo from the mountain valley.

As the shouting continued, people’s faces grew paler and paler.

At first, there was deathly silence in the mountain caves, then someone began to cry. Rong Pu swayed as if about to collapse, Pingzong’s face was pale, and she tried to rush down several times but was firmly held back by those beside her.

About half an hour later, the soil stopped being thrown about, the rolling clouds turned into wisps of black smoke, and through the black smoke one could vaguely see the completely transformed landscape below—the entire mountaintop had collapsed, with clusters of fires burning everywhere. In the flames, twisted and destroyed flying vehicles and various severed limbs could be faintly seen.

Like hell itself.

Seeing this scene, everyone lost hope and collapsed powerlessly. Pingzong squatted down and pulled at her hair forcefully.

Instead, Rong Pu remained standing, holding a telescope, ignoring the choking smoke and fire, standing at the cave’s edge, continuously searching.

He pulled Pingzong up and thrust a telescope into her hands: “Keep looking.”

Pingzong knocked the telescope away: “How could anyone survive this? Even I couldn’t survive this!”

“I believe she won’t die!”

Pingzong looked up at Rong Pu’s eyes.

They were the same eyes reddened by the night’s vigil and smoke, seeming to brim with tears.

Yet they held more powerful confidence and determination than hers.

Pingzong took the telescope.

More people brought out telescopes.

Unable to see clearly from inside the caves, everyone climbed on the cliff walls, enduring the black smoke rising from below and the bitter mountain wind that seemed capable of blowing a hole through one’s chest, searching inch by inch, foot by foot.

A student inadvertently raised his telescope and saw something hanging on the dark mountain wall opposite, rotating in the wind.

He immediately called out. Rong Pu raised his high-end telescope, looked for a long time, then put it down and let out a long breath.

Pingzong joyfully ran over, about to ask him something, but when she looked up, she froze.

As Rong Pu quickly turned his head, a crystal drop flew from the corner of his eye.

…

Half a quarter-hour later, Pingzong descended to the opposite cliff face.

There was a smooth cliff wall with a small protrusion below.

Half a section of iron cable hung on the cliff wall, swaying gently in the wind.

Pingzong stood stunned in the wind.

Just moments ago, she had clearly seen Tie Ci hanging from this iron chain, swaying in the wind, looking as if she had fainted.

How had she disappeared in the blink of an eye?

…

Tie Ci felt wind blowing past her ears.

Someone was carrying her on their back as they ran.

While running, they were saying to someone beside them: “Hurry up, stop dawdling. That guy instructed us to be quick when snatching people, especially when snatching people from under Rong Pu’s nose. We’ve waited so long for this opportunity—don’t let you ruin it.”

The other person said breathlessly: “My qinggong has never been as good as yours. Are you sure that little princess didn’t notice us just now? If she discovered us, then again we’d have to…”

The person in front immediately became impatient: “Shut your ‘what ifs’!”

Tie Ci had been semi-conscious before but had been desperately gripping that half-section of iron cable, even wrapping it around her wrist. With her feet supported by that small protrusion, she hadn’t been blown off the cliff while unconscious.

Hearing this familiar tone and conversation now, she immediately became alert.

Before opening her eyes, she thought, could she really be dead? To actually simulate such impossible scenes and conversations.

After opening her eyes, she saw the cliff face before her—towering and precipitous, facing the blue sky, almost straight up and down. Being carried up the mountain, her entire body leaned backward, so someone behind her continuously supported her with their hands to prevent her from falling.

The person supporting her muttered incessantly: “Ah, I didn’t mean anything by it. I have no intention of disrespecting the dragon body. Urgent circumstances, urgent circumstances. Your Majesty, please don’t blame me, don’t cut off my claws…”

Tie Ci knew this “Your Majesty” didn’t refer to her.

She felt like laughing and looked up at the starry sky, but as soon as she tilted her head back, hot streams flowed from her eye sockets.

The person carrying her was very sensitive. The moment she tilted her head, he sensed she had awakened. Unable to turn back, he concentrated on climbing while saying: “Your Majesty, it’s been many years since we’ve met. I hope you’ve been well.”

He continued: “Your Majesty, we came here from Dafeng on our Majesty’s orders. We only arrived yesterday and have been lurking in these mountains. Please don’t blame us for not helping earlier. Our Majesty instructed that you and Rong Pu surely had complete preparations and didn’t need our interference—it would be bad if we spoiled the great plan. Our Majesty only repeatedly instructed us that at the most dangerous moment and the moment after victory, when Rong Pu’s vigilance is lowest and your mood is best, that’s when carrying you off and running would have the greatest chance of success.”

Tie Ci listened with pursed lips, thinking that after so many years as emperor, that scoundrel was still a scoundrel.

Mu Si, unusually like Zhao San, chattered on: “Our Majesty said to carry you away and run straight to Dafeng. As for the Daqian people, he knows you definitely want to take care of them, but he absolutely cannot let you do so. By kidnapping you, you’ll have no responsibility. If the people of the world want to curse someone, let them curse him. In any case, he’s determined not to let you take risks again…”

He said: “Your Majesty, you always think of the Daqian people. You should also think a little of yourself and our Majesty. These past years, our Majesty has been working hard. The mutual trade has given Daqian many conveniences and preferential treatment. There’s never been any friction with the Daqian people in Broken Mirror City. Those who mistakenly enter Dafeng territory are all politely escorted out. These years, he’s also spared no effort within Dafeng to preach and reduce hatred between the two countries. This time when Daqian suffered disaster, His Majesty was prepared to open the borders to allow Daqian people to take refuge. When the time comes, hiding in Dafeng’s icy wilderness, let’s see where those bastards can find them. Our Majesty said that before then, you should go first. Everyone trusts you, so they’ll definitely follow. Then it will be like the two countries becoming one family…”

He couldn’t help but laugh, his voice brimming with longing: “If—I mean if—the two countries really break the ice and become permanently friendly neighbors, or even if Dafeng returns to Daqian, then… then could we return to the capital for a visit?”

Zhao San beside him also smiled.

Tie Ci couldn’t smile.

She also couldn’t speak—she was afraid that if she opened her mouth, she’d be choked by sobs.

On Mu Si’s back, with tear-blurred eyes, she looked back and saw people below like ants, bustling about searching, but due to fixed thinking patterns, they all assumed she must have fallen down and no one thought to look up.

Mu Si talked while moving with great agility, leaping and flying on the nearly vertical mountain wall. His skills had improved considerably from before.

Tie Ci suddenly grabbed his shoulder.

She said on Mu Si’s shoulder: “Go down… go down…”

Mu Si froze.

After a long moment, he understood something and said bitterly: “There are no living people down there.”

“Go down.”

“No.” Mu Si said: “You want to find General Xiao, right? But my mission is to rescue you and leave. We can’t be discovered by Rong Pu. Don’t worry—Rong Pu will definitely search for the General. He has far more people than us.”

Naturally, he wouldn’t listen to Tie Ci and climbed quickly. He had almost reached the cliff edge, where shadowy figures above clearly indicated more people waiting to receive them.

Tie Ci suddenly sighed softly.

She looked down, and below, someone finally reacted and looked up from afar.

Zhao San, afraid she was unhappy, said gently from behind: “Your Majesty, please take better care of yourself. When our Majesty sees you like this, who knows how heartbroken he’ll be.”

Tie Ci smiled faintly: “You should go to the capital now.”

To take away those who should be taken, and sweep the graves of the departed.

Before she finished speaking, she suddenly flipped down from Mu Si’s back.

Mu Si and Zhao San were caught completely off guard. They never imagined Tie Ci could suddenly move. Mu Si reached behind his back and indeed, the straps used to secure Tie Ci had broken.

Worried about reliability and to restrain Tie Ci, they had used iron chains, yet they had still broken.

Zhao San, clinging to the mountain wall, pulled out a pocket watch to look at it, his face bewildered: “That can’t be right. Didn’t Jingxu say she couldn’t move for a full hour? There’s still a bit of time left!”

“Exactly!” Mu Si’s hand hung in the air as he said irritably: “She just jumped!”

The two looked down and indeed saw Tie Ci’s rigid body plummeting straight down.

Zhao San screamed, looking as if he wanted to jump down too.

How could they explain this to His Majesty!

Mu Si grabbed him: “Look!”

Zhao San looked down.

With a “poof,” a magnificent large flower suddenly bloomed in their field of vision.

It was also like a huge cloud drifting through the mountain valley.

Tie Ci was tethered beneath this cloud, her descent gradually slowing, also floating down through the mountains like a cloud.

Cheers erupted from the mountains below.

Mu Si and Zhao San both breathed sighs of relief, only then realizing their backs were soaked with cold sweat.

At this moment, Mu Si deeply sympathized with Murong Yi.

He had always mocked Dan Shuang for being stubborn as a mule and hard to pursue, boasting about how easy it had been for him to pursue Tie Ci back then.

In his opinion, the Daqian Emperor was the real stubborn mule.

…

Tie Ci looked up at the giant umbrella above her head.

So this was what a real parachute looked like.

The parachute that Second Senior Brother had imitated back then was actually far inferior to the genuine article.

She had originally prepared for a risky gamble. She only needed a few blinks of time to recover, calculating that when she regained ability, she shouldn’t have completely landed yet. Though it would be somewhat dangerous, it wasn’t completely without chance of a safe landing.

Who knew that because she still wore the muscle suit, the parachute automatically deployed in midair.

These people’s equipment was truly excellent. This time it was entirely because their leader was captured, catching them off guard, restricting their movements, and trapping them on a narrow platform where many people had little space to maneuver and many powerful functions couldn’t be used.

And Daqian’s luck this time was heaven-defying. In Tie Ci’s original plan, she intended to appear personally to lure them onto the platform, then blow up the paths down the mountain and destroy the platform.

But she didn’t know the enemy had parachutes. If they had really executed this plan, she might not have been able to escape, and many enemies could still have fled.

Rong Pu’s plan included capturing the leader, but he didn’t sufficiently understand modern military combat styles. Under normal circumstances, commanders don’t need to personally enter battle. When other soldiers encountered provocation, they would just blast the people to death and might not necessarily pursue them up the low mountain.

In the end, it was Tie Ci and Xiao Xueya who, for an extra layer of security, went to steal the muscle suits. Their false surrender and accidentally obtaining Xilin achieved today’s victory.

Understanding these connections, Tie Ci felt sweat pouring down her back.

This time they had succeeded by luck, but what about next time?

How many more troops did Master have on her side?

She had guessed the enemy didn’t have many people, but what if she guessed wrong?

The success at Qingyang Mountain was almost impossible to replicate.

The Battle of Qingyang Mountain would have been impossible to succeed without her, Xiao Xueya, and Rong Pu gathering together.

Moreover, the accidentally obtained hostage had played a more powerful role than imagined. Often, just holding him casually in front would make the soldiers below, even when they had many opportunities to attack, afraid to act rashly for fear of injuring him.

Such caution could only mean the opponent’s identity was extremely, extremely important.

With such an incredibly important person dead at Qingyang Mountain, what kind of opposition and retaliation would Daqian face?

With a “zing,” Tie Ci landed, and countless people ran toward her.

The platform below no longer existed. Everywhere were ravines filled with corpses and destroyed mechanical parts. Clusters of flames burned sporadically in the black soil, and the air reeked of burned human flesh.

Many people searched among the debris. Actually, most people had seen the scene when they lost Xilin as hostage and fell into the crowd. The foreign warriors finally displayed their powerful firepower—countless white and blue lights sliced through the darkness, crisscrossing back and forth. In the blink of an eye, it seemed even heaven and earth were cut into countless fragments, so much so that people’s retinas were still flashing white and blue.

On the surrounding mountain walls, countless small holes several chi deep were left by those guns, crossing the thirty-zhang mountain platform, crossing the space beyond the platform, and falling on mountain walls a hundred zhang away, still able to leave such deep marks.

No one believed that under such concentrated weapon fire, anyone could survive.

But ultimately, they couldn’t let heroes’ flesh and blood be buried with enemies. Even if it took half a year or a full year of digging, they had to dig the people out.

Rong Pu had already ordered that students who had stayed in caves for support and those previously hiding in underground caves should all come out to clear the battlefield.

He swore to Tie Ci that he would definitely find Xiao Xueya and requested His Majesty to return and rest first. Tie Ci neither spoke nor answered, but found a relatively flat spot on the ground, sat down, and waited.

When called to eat, she didn’t go. When called to rest, she ignored them. She just sat there. When hungry, she ate food brought to her. When tired, she leaned against the still-warm cliff wall and lay down briefly, but whenever anyone came up from below, she would immediately open her eyes.

This wait lasted from deep night until dawn, then from dawn until dusk.

During this particularly long and difficult time, she mostly kept her eyes open, appearing to be thinking, but she knew she wasn’t thinking about anything.

Ever since Murong Yi had sent both Zhao San and Mu Si to take her away, the string that had been taut within her seemed to suddenly loosen for a moment. She should have immediately considered the next steps—what to do if the enemy became enraged and retaliated madly, what to do if the enemy’s military strength was more abundant than expected… But at least for now, she didn’t want to think about anything.

She thought of the great ships that had covered the sky and earth on the Jinsha River, of Murong Yi passing her gifts through the small window while isolating himself on the ship, and of Xiao Xueya in the distance, his back straight as he crossed the gangplank and walked alone into an even lonelier moonlight.

She then thought of the last time she saw Dan Shuang, still in the campus of Daqian Academy, also a back figure carrying books into the dining hall. At that time, Dan Shuang’s steps were light and quick, her whole being radiating relaxation and happiness.

Dan Shuang gradually walked away in the campus. After the fireworks ended, darkness enveloped the white jade railings in front of Chengqian Hall. She leaned against the railings, watching Xiao Wenliu finish their final conversation and turn back into the hall. Just as he was about to cross the threshold, Wen Liu turned back and waved at her.

Then her vision filled with wind and snow. Father Emperor stood at the bottom of the steps in Ruixiang Hall’s courtyard, pointing at the flying dragon wall screen behind her and saying something, then got into his sedan chair, leaving her with his final, slightly stooped back.

And at that time, Murong Yi, wrapped in a great cloak, turned back with a smile.

That was the last smile he gave her before parting.

He, he, they—the people she loved and cared about most were also gradually leaving before her eyes.

Human joy is brief, but separation is bitter.

Yet joy is too short and separation too long—so long that this entire life feels endless, with no hopeful shore in sight.

Many people stood to the side, looking worriedly at His Majesty the Emperor, wanting to comfort but powerless to do so.

They could only dig more desperately.

Everyone knew that the longer time passed, the less hope there was, but no one said a word about giving up.

The pieced-together bodies were scattered and broken, but they had to be assembled one by one for identification. Many people vomited while assembling, then continued after vomiting.

Time passed both slowly and quickly.

Tie Ci’s entire body had stiffened, even her consciousness gradually becoming muddled. Vaguely, someone came to pull her, speaking through tears, and someone seemed to be arguing while others sighed. The surroundings were chaotic, but she was very tired and didn’t want to care. Whoever approached, she would slap them away.

His Majesty the Emperor had never been willful in her life, but today she left everyone helpless.

Only Rong Pu never came forward, neither persuading nor sighing, only accompanying her from afar.

“Let His Majesty rest,” he said.

Her layers upon layers of heartbreak needed an outlet for release.



Chapter 560: In Yannan
At the moment when darkness was about to turn to dawn.

A cheer suddenly erupted from the bottom of the pit that had been dug very deep.

“Found him!”

Tie Ci looked up sharply.

A large group of people rushed down, and soon they carefully carried out a person.

This person was covered in black mud and scorched earth, his head and face covered in blood, the muscle suit on his body had been blown apart, and he still held in his arms a torn piece of clothing that didn’t look like a muscle suit. But clearly, the places covered by this garment had miraculously avoided major harm. Obviously, it was these two layers of protective equipment, especially the latter, that were extremely powerful.

He clutched tightly in his hand a section of chain. It was precisely by following this chain that someone had pulled him from the pile of corpses. It was also this iron cable that he had held onto tightly, keeping him pressed against the edge of a cave with minimal explosives, preventing him from falling into the bottom where all the gunpowder was concentrated.

This iron cable was the one that Rong Pu had ordered lowered from the caves below when he saw Xiao Xueya fall into the crowd.

The stronger protective garment that had blocked most of the damage was what Tie Ci had thrown out—Xilin—at the last moment, and what Xiao Xueya had quickly stripped from Xilin’s body.

Tie Ci tried to stand, but her knees went weak and she nearly knelt before Xiao Xueya, only saved by Rong Pu’s quick reflexes in supporting her.

Tie Ci reached out with trembling hands to test Xiao Xueya’s breathing.

Everyone held their breath at this moment.

Just as her fingertips were about to touch Xiao Xueya.

Xiao Xueya coughed violently, spitting out a clump of mud that nearly sprayed all over Tie Ci’s head.

Cheers erupted thunderously.

Tie Ci, splattered with muddy dirt on her face, had no time to wipe it clean. She lowered her head, and a tear fell onto Xiao Xueya’s face.

…

At the moment when Tie Ci wept tears of joy at Qingyang Mountain, Daqian Academy was shrouded in a murderous atmosphere.

Rui stared intently at the screen before him, where there had originally been green dots representing drone swarms and red dots representing warrior groups—now they had all disappeared.

But most fatally, the yellow dot representing Xilin was also gone.

The disappearance of life signs meant something Rui hardly dared imagine.

He had been commanding from headquarters, watching the Daqian Emperor and general’s false surrender, seeing Xilin captured, seeing the entire Lion Eagle Squad pursue, seeing them lured onto that low mountain platform by the Daqian Emperor and general, crowded together, unable to fly or move due to terrain restrictions and the hostage, unable even to fire their guns.

He knew it was bad, but was powerless to act. Both he and Yun had been temporarily stripped of command authority, and the space-tearing device was only in Xilin’s hands.

Even though he was so anxious his palms bled from his nails, he could only watch helplessly.

When the bombardment erupted skyward and large swaths of light dots instantly disappeared, he had originally hoped Xilin might survive—after all, his protective armor was the highest grade and most expensive type, capable of withstanding nuclear-level impacts.

As long as Xilin lived, things wouldn’t be irreparable. Even if the sky fell, Xilin would hold it up.

But at the last moment, that man had grabbed Xilin by the throat with one hand and stripped off Xilin’s armor with the other.

At that moment, his vision went black.

It was over.

How could he face this catastrophic loss, how could he face the general’s and Management Division’s fury?

Battle reports and casualties had been transmitted in real-time to the Management Division. He didn’t know what kind of storm he would face next, only slumping down in defeat and lighting a cigar he had never smoked before.

Yun sat nearby. The Management Division’s interrogation of her had been temporarily suspended due to this great defeat, with the bosses hurrying off to meetings. This actually relieved her. She opened a bag of potato chips, eating while yawning and saying she was going to sleep.

Rui stared at her, unable to believe she could sleep at a time like this.

“What else can I do if I don’t sleep?” Yun pointed at the screen. “After all, next I might face many interrogations, questionings, and possibly even imprisonment. There won’t be many chances to sleep well in my own bed, so I advise you to hurry up too.”

Rui looked at the screen and said bitterly: “I never imagined things would turn out this way.”

Yun tossed a chip in her mouth: “I actually find it unsurprising. You don’t know my disciple—her greatest advantage is being ruthless enough to herself.”

Rui looked at her.

“An emperor who can be ruthless enough to herself, never considering status in anything, only considering gains and losses. At least none of our Management Division bosses can do this.” Yun snapped the chip bag flat. “Otherwise we wouldn’t have been dragged down by that incompetent Xilin.”

She really did go back to sleep. Rui watched her retreating figure, sighed, and rested his head against the cold screen.

Someone knocked outside. An adjutant came to report that the capital’s citizens had delivered a new batch of supplies and requested the supervisor to come and inspect them.

Previously, Rui had always gone personally, but now, filled with anxiety, he had no mood for such trivial matters. These capital citizens, having witnessed the various miraculous weapons hidden in the academy, had long been frightened into having no fighting spirit. Before, they had maintained vigilance, but nothing had ever gone wrong.

“Handle it yourself.”

The adjutant left with orders. At the Daqian Academy entrance, supplies had previously been exchanged at the academy gate, with delivery people not permitted inside. After entering, supplies went through three rounds of sterilization and scanning procedures—any problems would trigger alarms.

Later, as supplies increased and personnel decreased, soldiers gradually became lax. Finding the repeated transport and sterilization troublesome, they let delivery citizens bring things in themselves while armed soldiers stood guard nearby. If alarms sounded, they would kill without mercy.

But indeed, alarms had never sounded.

Today there were also many delivering supplies. Leading was a woman with a protruding belly, accompanied by several honest-looking men. The leading woman bowed to the adjutant, smiling: “Sir, I’m the proprietress of Jumei Restaurant on South Market Street in the capital. Today it’s South Market’s turn to deliver food for you gentlemen.”

In the agreement signed between He Zi and Yun Buci, it stated that supplies were voluntary donations from citizens and businesses seeking protection, to avoid official involvement that might cause unease. Yun Buci had agreed, so various main streets and districts of the capital took turns, and today happened to be South Market’s turn.

The adjutant noticed the woman’s belly. In the Alliance era, as reproduction became increasingly difficult, pregnant women received extremely high protection and enjoyed many accommodations and conveniences in society. Harm to pregnant women carried extremely heavy sentences—this was reflexive consciousness formed in the Alliance. The adjutant instinctively stepped back and became much gentler, seeing this pregnant lady being very attentive, even wanting to move things for him to inspect first. He quickly waved her off and stepped forward to look briefly himself, pointing at a cart of live animals at the front in amazement: “Why are there these things?”

The cart contained several large boxes with live snakes, crocodiles, scorpions, turtles, and other animals.

He was surprised; the pregnant woman was even more surprised: “Sir, haven’t you been to our Jumei Restaurant? These are popular dishes in the capital recently, brought from Yannan—chrysanthemum snake soup, roasted snake skin, fried snake segments, ginger-scallion crocodile, Farewell My Concubine, fried scorpions… all famous dishes recently popular in the capital. I specially brought them for you gentlemen to try. Since these are best handled live, I also brought cooks.”

She even casually picked up a snake and opened its mouth to show the adjutant: “Non-venomous.”

The snake obediently opened its mouth wide in the pregnant woman’s hands, very cooperative.

The adjutant hadn’t expected her to be so fierce, stepped back, and waved his hand, indicating they could enter.

This had happened before—people delivering ingredients. Soldiers from the resource-scarce, rationed Alliance couldn’t cook, nor could they learn the profound and ever-changing culinary arts of Greater China. Rather than look at delicious food and sigh, they had agreed to on-site cooking by chefs.

A line of carts rumbled in.

After more than a month, there were far fewer soldiers in the courtyard, and their spirits weren’t what they once were. Seeing supply carts enter, they were quite happy and came over to examine the supplies, but they no longer maintained their previous wariness, focusing all attention on the good things.

Therefore, no one noticed that in the snake-filled boxes, one snake with rather dull, unremarkable coloring quietly slipped out of the box and off the cart.

A team of fire-red scorpions silently disappeared into the grass.

A small crocodile hid in the shadows of wall corners.

A line of gray ants, like shadows in sunlight, flowed into cracks in the stone pavement.

…

The next day, heavy rain struck the capital.

After the downpour, many people developed small bumps on their bodies. Nothing else was wrong—just itching. Only stripping naked and sunbathing helped somewhat. As soon as they put on heavy clothing, the itching penetrated to their bones.

The unit naturally had military doctors who examined them, saying it should be due to acclimatization and excessive dampness. Obviously, until this skin condition healed, neither mechs nor muscle combat suits could be worn.

The rain was so heavy it even broke many cameras in the academy.

Several days later, the command center’s computer mainframe went “pop” and went black.

Tech soldiers opened the case to check and found the internal circuits severely corroded, even growing colorful mushrooms. Everyone sighed that Daqian was indeed too damp.

This kind of damage couldn’t be repaired—they could only file reports for equipment replacement. The only one who could file reports was Yun Buci, because Rui had already been urgently recalled to the Alliance by the Management Division several days earlier. Reportedly, the general was furious and vowed to avenge his son.

The general had originally wanted to come personally, but too much equipment in the academy had been destroyed, preventing stable construction of jump points. Neither the general nor follow-up equipment could come through temporarily. To supplement equipment and establish jump points required filing reports first, but filing reports required computers, and the computers were broken.

This created a paradox—Yun Buci’s side couldn’t get supplies, without supplies the other side couldn’t come through, and Daqian Academy temporarily lost tracking ability on Tie Ci, entering a short-term state of dysfunction.

In the hostile capital, this situation was obviously dangerous. Yun Buci sent letters to several main disciples while ordering no more acceptance of capital-delivered supplies, sealing the gates tight, strengthening vigilance, and forbidding anyone from stepping into Daqian Academy.

She had expected to face a series of open attacks and assassinations, but actually everything remained calm. When Daqian Academy didn’t want people delivering supplies, they stopped delivering. When entry was forbidden, they didn’t enter. Capital residents continued their small lives. Residents within ten li of Daqian Academy had moved away long ago, with losses compensated by the government.

Gui Qizhai had been forced to close all stores when the crisis occurred and was now directly sealed by authorities, then compensated to nearby merchants who suffered losses due to Daqian Academy.

This state continued for over a month. The general, unable to leave due to intensifying power struggles, sent his personal adjutant to oversee the situation, bringing a batch of equipment, weapons, and personnel. But this time the command center wasn’t established in the capital. After connecting with remaining drone signals, the military colonel adjutant discovered Tie Ci had moved toward Yannan. The new colonel felt the capital was too far from Yannan, and judging by how the Daqian Emperor kept moving farther away, continuing to use the capital as command center might cause signal problems later. So he simply set up a mobile command post and led people in direct pursuit toward Yannan.

As for Yun Buci, she was left in the capital to “oversee the overall situation.” Honestly, there wasn’t much of an overall situation in the capital for her to oversee now. The Management Division was still arguing whether to reward or punish her, so Yun Buci could only idle away her days.

Two months later, a group of riders galloped along the official road toward Yongping.

Leading was Tie Ci, much thinner than before.

Beside her were Xiao Xueya, You Weixing, Pingzong, Jingxu, A’kou, and Buqing.

Everyone looked somewhat weary, having just experienced a great battle.

In the deep mountains of Yannan—nameless places that even locals had difficulty navigating.

The new colonel hadn’t underestimated the Daqian people. After all, the Alliance had suffered heavy losses these past months, and Xilin’s death had put everyone on alert. The adjutant came bearing the general’s mission of avenging Xilin, specifically consulting Rui and Yun Buci beforehand. After arriving in Yannan and seeing the pursued entering deep mountains, observing Yannan’s continuous mountain ranges and overly rugged terrain that would inevitably affect signal transmission, and fearing a repeat of the Qingyang Mountain incident, he hesitated and dared not enter.

But watching Tie Ci’s group continuously penetrating deeper into the mountains, fearing they’d ultimately lose the enemy’s trail, plus constant urging from the general, he specially deployed a batch of insect drones, called in mech warriors, brought ion cannons—digging out another large chunk of equipment from the Alliance’s already scarce end-times arsenal. Before leaving, he had made a military pledge to the general, swearing to definitely behead the Daqian Emperor and avenge the young master.

The insect drones caused considerable casualties to the Yannan forces responsible for protection. After all, no one could distinguish which of the extremely familiar bees, butterflies flying by, grasshoppers jumping nearby, or ants and centipedes crawling past were real animals versus drones carrying deadly intent.

After consecutive casualties in the thousands, the army developed a habit of striking first against insects, especially those approaching their vicinity—Yannan forces entering mountains had their own mosquito and insect repellent oil, so insects mostly avoided them. Those that didn’t avoid but instead approached were naturally fake.

This way, insect drones also suffered greatly, forcing the adjutant to later order them to stay airborne—only monitoring movements, not seeking to harm.

As for Tie Ci’s group, they had muscle suits.

That earth-shaking explosion at Qingyang Mountain had destroyed many warriors’ muscle suits, but several reasonably intact ones remained, later equipped on other personnel.

This meant the pursuing force’s insect robots, nano-robots, photon guns, and similar weapons couldn’t cause too much damage to the group in the short term. Tie Ci’s bone injuries had been slow to heal before—afraid that healing would allow direct long-distance targeting by the enemy. Since putting on the muscle suit, she finally had a chance to heal.

To avoid massive harm to civilians, from entering Yannan onward, Tie Ci never entered any cities or towns, staying in deep mountains and old forests throughout. The pursuing adjutant was therefore quite exhausted, as mountain forest pursuit warfare was also very disadvantageous for Alliance warriors. In the highly developed Alliance civilization, warfare had advanced from information warfare marked by networks and information systems into the intelligent warfare era marked by algorithms and robots. Individual combat strength had degraded to the weakest link in warfare.

Unfortunately, Daqian was still at the intersection between cold weapon warfare marked by smelting technology and hot weapon warfare marked by gunpowder—three entire stages behind modern warfare: mechanical warfare, information warfare, and intelligent warfare. It seemed the Alliance should achieve overwhelming advantage with technology a thousand years ahead, but actually in overly backward eras, many high-tech innovations couldn’t be used, couldn’t make autonomous decisions, couldn’t form unmanned command systems. So-called chain-breaking and network-disrupting—destroying enemy effective organization and command—became meaningless.

Extremely powerful, devastating weapons could easily resolve these people, but no one wanted to easily deploy ultimate weapons, having already tasted the bitter fruits of such use.

In this awkward situation, mountain forest pursuit became miserable work. Dense forests prevented target confirmation, complex terrain caused poor signals preventing effective command, even flying vehicles and drones couldn’t be used. Sending elite forces for sneak attacks worked fine against ordinary soldiers, but when they were surrounded by ordinary soldiers, enemy leaders wearing muscle suits could take the warriors’ lives, not only achieving nothing but providing more muscle suits to the enemy.

Later, with no choice, they deployed even more elite and precious mech warriors. When three-zhang-tall mech warriors appeared, they immediately shocked Daqian soldiers. People looked up at the steel giants, hearts and spirits shaken, hardly believing their eyes.

When that giant stepped down and flattened a small hill, trampling three soldiers to death.

Almost all Yannan soldiers instantly lost fighting spirit.

If not for the emperor watching the battle nearby, they would probably have scattered in flight.

Southern regions had many mountains, ethnicities, and faiths—respecting heaven, earth, various deities, even flowers, birds, fish, and insects. Previously, insect drones, photon guns, laser swords, and the high speed, stamina, and combat power of muscle suit warriors had continuously shattered their understanding. They had persisted purely through loyalty to defending Yannan and to the emperor and Prince of Yannan. But when mech warriors appeared, most people’s defenses crumbled.

But unexpectedly, Tie Ci didn’t get angry at the soldiers’ retreat. Instead, she simply disbanded the army on the spot, letting them flee first while she continued fleeing with a small group. The mech warriors took on the task of clearing paths for Alliance elite forces—wherever they passed, trees broke and hills crumbled, dust rolling.

Alliance warriors had easier roads, but because mechs were too heavy and slow, they still couldn’t catch up with Tie Ci’s group.

During pursuit, though the adjutant couldn’t distinguish terrain, he always felt the emperor was leading them in circles. He had simple topographical maps of Yannan—scan results from Gui Qizhai shops that had opened in Yannan. But Yannan’s mountains were too vast and continuous; Gui Qizhai had only provided rough outline maps within a few years. The most remote central areas of Yannan’s mountains, even Gui Qizhai had failed to successfully map.

This simple map let the adjutant see that Tie Ci was continuously leading them in circles, but also seemed purposefully heading somewhere.

But they could only pursue.

Mech warriors’ advantage was invincibility; their disadvantage was enormous energy consumption. After two hours, replacement energy sources were essential. In Yannan mountain tracking, the heavy mobile command post couldn’t keep up with main forces and fell behind. Muscle warriors had to return for energy changes, and sometimes when energy or power was insufficient or during rainy days, they had to wait for charging.

During these waiting periods, normally with muscle warriors’ speed, it was just a matter of minutes. But one day after heavy rain, due to insufficient power requiring manual charging, one mech warrior entered a state of complete power system energy depletion.

But the warriors weren’t worried. The remaining mech warriors formed a circle, surrounding the energy-lacking mech in the center. Surely these Daqian people wouldn’t dare approach the protective circle formed by mech warriors.

Their titanium alloy mechs—these Daqian people’s broken copper and rotten iron weapons could strike a hundred times without leaving a mark.

And they only needed to raise a hand—shoulder cannons, left-hand shotguns, right-hand missiles, infrared laser knives on knees—any of these could level half a mountain and turn these people into meat paste.

However, the miserable fate of Daqian people existed only in their imagination. Several li away on a mountain peak, Tie Ci was camping and resting with her subordinates, having no intention of taking advantage of their difficulty. The aroma of roasted meat drifted over, making the warriors who had recently returned to drinking only nutritional fluid absolutely ravenous.

They sat in the wet mountain area, drinking strawberry-flavored premium nutritional fluid while desperately craving meat.

But military regulations were strict—absolutely no use of any standard weapons for anything other than combat. Although Management Division bosses’ sons often indulged in extravagant, boring stunts like using anti-aircraft guns to kill mosquitoes, these ordinary soldiers had no such privilege.

But the fragrance carried by the wind grew increasingly intense, and the energy-depleted mech warriors couldn’t resist the temptation of their cravings.

This batch of soldiers were new reinforcements who had previously heard stationed colleagues in the capital describe the period of being supplied with delicious food—speakers salivating, listeners’ mouths watering, greatly regretting missing the good times. They’d also heard that Daqian’s ingredients were all fresh and delicious, making them long for them already.

How could they control themselves now?

Finally someone couldn’t resist and used a laser knife to bring down several birds. But because the laser knife was too powerful, the birds disintegrated completely and couldn’t be eaten, so they had to use shotguns to hunt several passing wild beasts.

They immediately lit a campfire and began roasting meat after simple preparation.

Fortunately, these beasts all had delicious, firm meat. Just casual roasting made them tasty, and sprinkling on portable seasonings made the aroma carry ten li, with everyone’s eyes glowing blue.

All praised that lower civilizations had advantages too—blue skies, sweet water, clear air, plants that weren’t weird purple colors, animals without extra eyes or legs or various deformities, safe to eat and eat freely. Unlike the Alliance, where no one dared touch unknown wild flora and fauna.

They wanted to swarm forward and tear into it.

But they still remembered discipline, deciding to eat in shifts with only one person coming down from the main control cabin each time.

The immobilized mech warrior didn’t need to stand watch, sitting by the fire eating heartily while others also feasted. After everyone had eaten their fill and eliminated traces, muscle warriors also caught up with backup energy sources.

Installing energy in the back, the warrior pressed the button.

The mech didn’t move.

The next moment, as a nearby mech warrior stood up and bumped the middle mech, sharp metallic friction sounds rang out as several huge armor plates along with weapons crashed down thunderously.

The mech warriors: “…”



Chapter 561: Declaration
The utterly shocked warrior inspected the mech, only to discover that at some unknown time, the joints of the mech had all been corroded. The corrosion marks were fine and dense, as if caused by countless tiny things continuously gnawing and corroding.

What could destroy a mech? And how did it appear?

During normal operation, the mech’s surface carried electricity and maintained protective high temperatures, preventing any object from remaining on it, but at this moment the mech was in dormant state.

Soon, the command center arrived, and the deputy commander was furious.

The entire Alliance had less than ten mechs remaining, each one invaluable, yet now one had been ruined because of gluttony!

And those greedy Da Qian people had long since eaten their fill and fled with the wind.

Things having reached this point, they could only continue the pursuit. However, from then on, the command center also followed the main force day and night without rest, forcing the soldiers to remain constantly alert, becoming increasingly exhausted.

The further they went, the more convinced the deputy commander became that the Da Qian Emperor had his own destination. He suspected it might be like Haiyou—a major ambush site where all human and material resources had been concentrated. Therefore, he formulated countermeasures early on: they would not fall for any lures, would not rescue anyone who became hostages, would employ long-range strikes, blast through mountains when encountering them, and kill anyone they met.

One day, the Emperor’s party disappeared behind a great mountain. The mountain had a thin body but was extremely tall and craggy, impassable even for birds, standing like a giant screen blocking the path ahead.

This was a natural barrier for the Da Qian people, but for the Alliance forces it was merely a slightly larger roadblock. At the deputy commander’s order, various lasers cut horizontally and vertically across the cliff face, and the mountain cliff collapsed silently.

This reminded people of four years ago when Gui Qizhai opened a mountain path to help Dan Ye take a shortcut to the capital.

When the cliff collapsed, it revealed valleys full of people and a sizeable stronghold. The people in the stronghold wore rattan armor, carried long knives, and had fierce, tense expressions—clearly prepared for battle.

The deputy commander was greatly energized!

He had guessed correctly! Indeed, the Da Qian Emperor had planted ambush troops here! Not daring to be negligent, he simultaneously pulled back the battle line, sent out mine-clearing robots, ordered mechs to the front with soldiers in formation, mechs ready with rocket artillery, soldiers responding with laser guns, arranging a formation that was both steady and methodical while leaving no survivors.

The result was naturally devastating.

The opposition collapsed the moment they made contact with Alliance weapons. They held their knives that turned to ash in the blink of an eye, watched companions suddenly fall beside them, stared dumbfounded at the mountain-like mechs advancing, and smelled the acrid stench of human bodies continuously pierced and burned by lasers.

They couldn’t even find their enemies. They didn’t understand why these white and blue arrows had such long range, appearing and disappearing instantly, or how those giant monsters appeared, or why such arrows were shooting down from overhead.

This must be divine intervention, gods displaying their power!

Someone let out a cry, threw down their weapons, shouted in the local indigenous tongue about heavenly gods, and scattered in all directions.

These people had originally been organized to resist an approaching enemy, but their enemy was not this group of otherworldly visitors—it was the Yannan army and His Majesty the Da Qian Emperor.

Just a quarter-hour ago, the Da Qian Emperor had appeared with his people at one of their outposts. This shocked and enraged their leader, who immediately organized all available forces, intending to use the terrain advantage to simply eliminate their enemy and reclaim their territory.

Originally, this was a well-hidden location they had found with great difficulty. Behind them was a mountain cliff providing cover with no passable routes, ahead were two entrances through steep mountain terrain that was easy to defend and difficult to attack. Within the valley were hidden marshes and secret caves, complex and intricate—anyone who fell in would face nine deaths out of ten. Not to mention a small group, even if a large army entered, they would never return.

Who could have known that before the battle here even began, with a thunderous roar, the mountain barrier they relied on actually collapsed.

Suddenly their rear became an open plain, and beyond the plain appeared many powerful monsters that human strength simply couldn’t resist. The people in the valley instantly scattered.

Some still tried to flee toward those two mountain passes, but those passes were instead seized by Tie Ci’s people during the chaos. The mountain passes originally meant to resist external enemies now became strongholds used by enemies to block them in.

Ahead were mortal enemies, behind were demon gods.

This force that someone had painstakingly built through enduring hardships and lying low in wait was instantly annihilated in the pincer attack.

Tie Ci stood with hands behind her back on the watchtower at the mountain pass, looking at that figure in the valley.

It was the long-unseen Chi Qingbo.

Two years ago, with Tie Ci’s support and the help of Xiao Xueya’s army, Adan had successively subdued the three major chieftains, formed an alliance with herself as leader, established a tribal autonomous government, and gathered the chieftain soldiers.

At the same time, they discovered that among the three major chieftains was a hidden elite force from the former Prince of Yannan that had mysteriously disappeared.

Both Xiao Xueya and Tie Ci suspected this force had been hidden away early by Chi Qingbo. In the final struggle for the Yannan royal position, Chi Qingbo hadn’t had time to deploy this army because it was hidden in Qiuli, the furthest from Kun Zhou.

After Chi Qingbo’s escape, he presumably contacted this force, then hid in the deep mountains, spending ten years sharpening his sword while waiting for revenge.

This became Yannan’s constant worry. You Weixing and Adan successively sent no fewer than five groups of scouts into the mountains to search for Chi Qingbo’s new base, wanting to remove this thorn early.

Unfortunately, Yannan’s mountains stretched endlessly with complex terrain. Some mountains even locals dared not enter deeply, and there were no clear maps. After nearly three years, they finally roughly determined Chi Qingbo’s camp location last year, but upon study found the terrain extremely complex, easy to defend and difficult to attack, likely requiring enormous military resources with little success. Therefore, this matter was set aside, with only continued surveillance, waiting for Chi Qingbo to lose patience and make trouble himself.

Who knew this man learned from his setbacks and truly remained holed up in the mountains, occasionally emerging via secret paths he had opened to transport supplies, slippery as a loach.

He had patience, and Tie Ci had patience too. This wait lasted four years.

Until today.

Tie Ci came to Yannan, Tie Ci delved into the deep mountains, Tie Ci made many feints, Tie Ci consistently advanced toward this location—not as the deputy commander thought, to replicate the Qingyang Mountain trap in Yannan’s deep mountains.

She was simply borrowing a knife to kill.

Tie Ci calmly watched below.

Chi Qingbo, dark and thin, was running against the fleeing crowd. Clearly he thought these monsters were reinforcements Tie Ci had brought, that the pincer attack from both sides had brought him this devastating blow. Grief and anger drove him completely mad as he grabbed a long spear and charged waving at the nearest mech warrior.

While shouting loudly: “Come on, come on, you parasitic maggots, you dogs of Tie Ci!”

His shouts were drowned by the rumbling gunfire. The mech warrior indifferently watched the only ant moving against the flow, slowly raising its mountain-like foot.

It crashed down with a rumble, dust shooting out gray-yellow rays like bullets.

The deputy commander laughed loudly: “Well shot! Quite brave too, worthy of being Tie Ci’s loyal dog!”

In the distance, standing on the watchtower, Tie Ci watched the flesh and blood become mud below, the crowds scattering, the mechs striding in pursuit, the white, blue, and yellow lights weaving through the mountain forest.

She watched the deputy commander in the transparent command cabin who thought he had finally achieved a great victory and was laughing uncontrollably.

She also smiled slightly.

“Yes, all good dogs under my command.”

…

That battle destroyed Chi Qingbo’s last force, resolving Da Qian Yannan’s greatest internal threat.

It also consumed another batch of the Alliance’s final military strength.

Although Chi Qingbo’s army couldn’t withstand modern weapons, the valley terrain caused great trouble for Alliance warriors. Some fell into culverts—winding passages from which they couldn’t emerge once they fell. When tracking robots were sent down, there were also corrosive gases below that damaged several machines.

Then mechs running rampantly got stuck in swamps.

Adding Tie Ci’s people causing trouble in secret, when casualties were tallied after the battle, the Alliance had actually lost twelve drones, seven muscle warriors fell into culverts, two mechs stuck in mud, plus the one that was dismantled—three mechs total.

This was an enormous loss that nearly gave the deputy commander a heart attack.

If this were still the Alliance of old with abundant troops and ammunition, such losses would be nothing. But now, they themselves were remnant soldiers, refugees.

The deputy commander could only report this “enormous victory” upward, hoping management would go easy on punishment considering the “great win.”

But just as the victory was reported, the repeatedly frustrated management was still considering whether to suppress the losses and first reward this rare victory to boost visibly flagging morale.

To let everyone feel the “glory” of this victory, when the commendation order reached the Da Qian command center, management connected signals to all civilians, implementing live broadcast.

Since it was live broadcast, naturally cameras needed more coverage, displaying the complex terrain, intense battle conditions, and fruitful results before all civilians.

The scheduled broadcast viewership reached the highest since the apocalypse. Countless civilians who had been fleeing, struggling to survive between harsh environments and mutated animals and plants, long unable to spare energy for their optical brains and signal receiving devices, all connected their personal terminal equipment at that moment.

People looked up at the light screens unfolding before them, eyes full of hope.

After all, everyone knew this was the most important action management had taken since the apocalypse’s arrival, related to humanity’s final survival opportunity. Whether everyone could survive depended on this venture.

Previously, related news had been kept secret from the people, with wording always “proceeding smoothly, future promising, please maintain safety precautions and wait patiently.”

Just when this waiting was beginning to make people anxious, suddenly came news of this “great victory.” Rumors said the Da Qian Emperor was being hunted in embarrassing flight, barely alive, soon to be captured. Though everyone sympathized for a second out of humanitarianism, they were immediately occupied by excitement over their coming new life.

The light screens brightened. People saw layered peaks, river belts like jade, mountains covered in deep and shallow greens, and also saw the Alliance’s mighty mechs and capable muscle warriors, saw dark masses of drones in the sky.

Only compared to Da Qian’s endless mountain ranges, the mechs seemed too few, and the drone swarms only occupied a small portion of the screen.

Alliance civilians followed the drone cameras, almost greedily viewing the boundless mountains and rivers before them. Vibrant Da Qian amazed them, then made them recall they too once possessed pure blue planets, once had undulating mountains and vast seas, endless forests and grasslands.

However, all this was now destroyed under warfare and unchecked industrial development, turned into steel ruins forever emanating acrid smells.

Having once possessed, then lost, when facing it again, that feeling became urgent. People’s gazes burned, wishing they could cross through the optical brains immediately to breathe that especially fresh air, to see that long-missed touch of green.

Therefore, some raised questions.

Our weapons are so beyond their era, why isn’t the Da Qian Emperor dead yet?

Since drones can monitor everything below, why can’t they lock onto the Da Qian Emperor? Isn’t this something one shot could resolve?

Some suggested this might be due to cosmic treaty regulations—we can’t fire randomly before conflict occurs.

Others said if that were true, then management was being too soft-hearted. Star wars and interstellar wars had been going on for so many years that cosmic treaties had long become scattered waste paper in the galaxy. Using such treaties against a lower alien civilization was like lecturing ants.

Debates quickly spread. Countless people argued fiercely before their optical brains, emotions growing increasingly heated, until finally someone called for management to broadcast the handling of the Da Qian Emperor.

At minimum, they should let them see Da Qian’s current military strength and weapons.

Management hadn’t expected events to develop this way. They certainly didn’t want civilians to see the Da Qian Emperor, because he wasn’t currently “embarrassingly disheveled and barely alive”—he was even wearing Alliance muscle clothing. How would they explain if civilians saw this?

Just as management was thinking what excuse to use to refuse this demand, or simply speed up the process, directly issue commendations, and end the broadcast early, the Da Qian Emperor suddenly appeared on the command center screens.

Almost immediately, the boiling electronic terminals quieted down.

The remaining Alliance civilians stared at their screens in astonishment.

Before them were vast mountains, countless ranges floating in mist and light clouds like drifting islands.

On the most central peak of peculiar steepness, with extremely precipitous mountain terrain, countless monkeys watched from afar, swinging past the mountainside.

Yet there was one person advancing on the mountain path, winding and leaping, swift as lightning.

Mountain wind lifted her robes, wandering clouds meandered beneath her feet, her figure became a continuous light plowing through the winding mountain path.

Where there were no paths at all, she stepped up cliffs nearly ninety degrees steep.

Wind poured down from the sky’s edge. She climbed against the wind, body leaning back, strolling leisurely.

Alliance civilians before their screens were dumbfounded.

They knew mech warriors could perform some such movements, but due to bulk would have difficulty walking on cliffs like this. Speed also couldn’t be this fast or graceful.

Muscle warriors were even more impossible.

Was this martial arts from ancient times?

At this moment, Alliance civilians proud of high technology and modernization felt respect for Da Qian for the first time.

Among the peaks, above the sea of clouds, atop the mountain summit.

Tie Ci stopped.

Overhead, drones immediately flew higher.

Knowing she wore muscle clothing under her robes, hitting her with one or two shots would be useless, and this time would be enough for the Da Qian Emperor to escape and smash them down.

After losing too many drones, to continue ensuring surveillance of Da Qian, drones no longer attempted to attack Tie Ci’s group.

At the mountain summit, Tie Ci looked up.

Facing the drones.

Because all drones stored Tie Ci’s data, immediately a line of text appeared on everyone’s screens:

“Target confirmed, Da Qian Emperor Tie Ci, fire?”

“Asking again, fire immediately?”

Firing authority lay with the command center, but most civilians watching the broadcast instinctively shouted, “Shoot!”

“Shoot!”

Someone exclaimed: “This is the Da Qian Emperor? A woman!”

“So young too!”

“She looks so powerful!”

“What happened to barely alive?”

“Shoot! Shoot!”

In the command center, the deputy commander’s face was iron-blue, fingers trembling.

In management’s spacious bright pure white hall, countless bigshots sat or stood, all staring at the big screen before them, staring at that person at the mountain summit, in the center of the sea of clouds.

Coffee held in hands forgotten, documents dropped from hands—clearly also shocked that the Da Qian Emperor was so bold as to enter the broadcast screen like this.

Before the enormous wide screen, an elder in dark blue uniform stood silently, gold stars flashing on his shoulders and numerous magnificent medals proving his high military rank.

Snow-white thick eyebrows shadowed eyes coldly staring at the woman on screen.

Beside him was a woman with pale golden hair, face maintained extremely well, wearing what for the Alliance was an ancient popular Chinese qipao dress, graceful figure, expression indifferent.

Staff and commanders looked up at the bigshots ahead, somewhat anxiously waiting for their decision.

Giving a shooting order wasn’t difficult—the difficulty was this was live broadcast. If they missed, the blow to civilian morale would be enormous.

In the past, no one would think this shot might miss, but now, at least the command center and management, no one dared be so overconfident.

But civilians didn’t know this, and some were already shouting.

“Shoot! What’s all this hesitation!”

“So close, such a good opportunity, why not shoot?”

The crowd suddenly quieted.

Because the Da Qian Emperor suddenly waved at the camera.

This gesture was too modern and unexpected, leaving people confused, watching the Da Qian Emperor begin her… speech.

Facing drones circling distantly, not daring to approach, she said clearly: “Thank you for your constant care toward my Da Qian, especially thanking you for recently providing large quantities of weapons and troops, helping Da Qian sweep away the dark forces that long occupied Da Qian’s southwest. You spared no expense of twelve aircraft, three steel giant warriors, and various flying vehicle warriors to help my Da Qian eliminate internal threats. Such noble character is deeply appreciated.”

When mentioning steel giant warriors and flying vehicle warriors, she pointed respectively at the mechs and muscle warriors below, helping civilians understand exactly what they had sacrificed.

After saying this, she put her hands together in gratitude.

Management: “…”

Command Center: “…”

Alliance civilians: “…”

Not far below the summit, Pingzong and Xiao Xueya nervously protected her left and right, watching this scene. Pingzong couldn’t help but laugh loudly, learning from Tie Ci by giving the drones the middle finger.

Xiao Xueya looked up at Tie Ci. She stood on the sea of clouds, head touched by sunlight, brilliant as one above the heavens.

She had great wisdom and great courage, worthy of this position at the peak of the human world.

He recalled his experience on the Jinsha River and couldn’t help but show a rare smile.

After a moment of silence, confirming she had successfully struck her opponents, Tie Ci continued: “Just now, you all must have appreciated Da Qian’s scenery. Indeed, Da Qian is a beautiful country, vast in territory and rich in resources, with magnificent rivers and mountains. These magnificent rivers and mountains were built brick by brick by the Da Qian people working hand in hand. The Da Qian people, and I, are all proud of Da Qian, and welcome all guests who hold peaceful goals and hope for friendly cooperation and exchange with Da Qian.”

“But likewise, we will spare no effort defending our homeland. For its integrity and safety, we will not hesitate to shed rivers of blood and bare our fangs. For a hundred years, one hundred million Da Qian people have used their lives, their blood, everything they could sacrifice, to prove our attitude and determination.”

She stood on merely a square foot of ground, yet walked as if on level earth, hands behind her back in the wind, robes fluttering.

Whether in reality or beyond the screens, countless people watching that small figure floating in the sea of clouds instinctively held their breath, not daring to miss any of her words.

She said: “Indeed, you have extremely powerful weapons that Da Qian cannot match. But if worldly matters could truly be resolved by force alone, you should have conquered the world long ago. In fact, from September 16th this year when you began hunting me until now, you have successively deployed countless aircraft, countless soldiers, even mobilizing such behemoths. Not to mention in weapon-inferior Da Qian, even in your homeland, I believe such military force would be enough to claim millions of lives. But now? You can only stand on your side, looking shocked and helpless at me, or perhaps angry and roaring like an impotent mad dog.”

Before management screens, the general preparing to smash his coffee cup froze his arm in midair.

In the command center, the deputy commander who had stood up abruptly several times now slumped down, holding his head and wailing: “It’s over…”

Before countless personal electronic terminals, the clamoring angry crowds gradually quieted, looking at each other with surprised fury.

In the principal’s office of Da Qian Academy in the capital, Yun Buci sat in her executive chair, slowly spinning. She didn’t watch the screen, only supported her forehead listening to Tie Ci speak, occasionally laughing.

Beside her were several closest disciples who had rushed over. The eldest brother looked calm, the fourth brother frowned, the third sister seemed distracted, fingers unconsciously moving as if operating an invisible abacus.

Several people watched the screen with complex expressions.

“You hunted me for over two months, now I can still calmly face your aircraft, yet your aircraft don’t even dare fire. Oh right, just over a month ago, in one of our coastal provinces, we eliminated three thousand of your strongest warriors in one go. For specific casualty details, I suggest you petition your management to release reports. I hear your place is an extremely free country with flowers blooming year-round, fresh air, civilians with extremely high status enjoying the best resources, most generous treatment and most honored positions. Your officials lead by example, existing entirely to serve you. Your society creates for itself and enjoys priority, every inch of land written with happiness, satisfaction and freedom. This is the Great Unity world my teacher once described to me, also the blueprint she painted for Da Qian scholars when seducing them to petition for reform. Since this is so, surely such small requests will certainly be satisfied. I’m just sharing that that night, one of your generals wearing silver-gray battle clothing became my hostage. I heard pursuing soldiers call him: Lord Xilin.”

When Tie Ci began sarcastically implying Alliance freedom, the qipao golden-haired woman had already said softly: “Cut it off.”

She meant disconnect all personal terminal connections.

The Da Qian Emperor was cunning and sinister. She had guessed the Alliance’s current situation and understood human nature well, specially coming to sow discord.

If this were still the Alliance of a hundred years ago, they wouldn’t fear it, because then it was indeed prosperous and free with high civilian loyalty.

But now?

Mountains and rivers shattered, economy regressed, environment collapsed, vitality nearly extinct. Existing resources were mainly used to maintain management operations and remaining military equipment. Resources distributed to civilians only maintained minimum survival needs.

Moreover, management knew in their hearts that even in the most difficult times, supply to the upper levels remained abundant. This naked class disparity of “wine and meat behind vermillion gates while bones freeze on the roads” had already made civilian sentiment increasingly dissatisfied.

Civilians at this time couldn’t withstand such provocation.

The general finally smashed his cup.

Because the Haiyou casualties weren’t three thousand at all.

But the Da Qian Emperor lied publicly while digging traps for them. With trust already crumbling today, civilians would certainly force them to publish casualty figures. But if they said there weren’t three thousand, civilians absolutely wouldn’t trust them, only thinking they were falsifying numbers.

Then would come another wave of civilian backlash. Management credibility would drop again.

The general was about to agree to cut communications when Tie Ci suddenly mentioned Xilin.

His expression immediately changed, fury burning in his eyes.

He said harshly: “Listen! I want to hear what she says!”

The qipao woman smiled, eyes very cold.

On screen, Tie Ci also smiled, saying: “Here I again thank Lord Xilin for providing his own body to help us block all attacks, finally even providing his own armor to protect our general, still able to escape when mountains collapsed and earth split. He himself sacrificed for this. I mention Lord Xilin for two reasons: to thank him, and to inquire. I want to ask what kind of battle clothing Lord Xilin wore, why when so many warriors wearing armor were blown up, his battle clothing was light and soft, yet just covering the body could withstand explosives that could collapse entire mountains. I want to ask why he obviously couldn’t lift with his hands or carry with his shoulders, yet could surpass those three thousand soldiers to become their leader, ultimately leading three thousand subordinates to their graves in Da Qian. I hear your officials are all elected by civilians—why did you elect him to harm him? Because he was whiter?”

Command Center: “…”

Alliance civilians: “…”

Tie Ci said regretfully: “Such goods would only be fit to solicit customers at elephant hall doors in our Da Qian!”

Alliance civilians: “…What’s an elephant hall?”

Didn’t sound like anything good.

The general turned to look at the ancient folklore expert in management.

The folklore expert stammered: “This… this… I’m not quite sure either.”

Did he dare say? Did he dare say your son wasn’t even fit to be a male prostitute in their eyes?

Though he didn’t speak, the general clearly understood. This time he couldn’t listen anymore either.

He had wanted to know something about his son’s final moments, still holding some remaining hope—after all, Xilin wore the current highest technology, most expensive armor, a treasure that could remain unharmed even under the highest yield nuclear attack.

But the Da Qian Emperor’s words made his vision go black, extinguishing his last hope completely.

More critically, such words would provoke even higher levels of civilian protest against management.

He roared: “Cut communications, open fire!”

But at this moment, something suddenly appeared in Tie Ci’s hand.

Silver light flashing, constantly flowing and changing shapes in Tie Ci’s palm.

Everyone exclaimed: “Nano-programming robot!”

This was one of the Alliance’s high-tech products that ordinary civilians had only seen introduced on military networks.

No one had imagined such a device would fall into the Da Qian Emperor’s hands.

The qipao woman quickly stepped forward to cut communications.

The general roared angrily: “Open fire! Recapture the nano robot!”

Before the two could argue, before everyone could react, Tie Ci standing at the mountain summit stretched and pulled with both hands.

The nano robot became a silver great bow, which she drew to full moon.

The full moon bow aimed at the drone swarm overhead.

The drones seemed stunned, motionless, their real-time transmission faithfully relaying this scene to everyone before their screens.

Those about to fire, to cut communications, to curse, to question, to kill.

All forgot their actions and words at this moment, instinctively staring unblinkingly at the screen.

At the mountain summit.

Tie Ci’s sleeves billowed, flying clouds swirled chaotically around her as if pulled by invisible hands. Around her, floating clouds scattered, leaving only clustered green mountains and vast empty heaven and earth.

In more distant places, due to her own circulating energy field, floating clouds gathered and spun rapidly like enormous whirlpools, whistling in the wind.

The Da Qian Emperor stood between heaven and earth, at the mountain summit, bow drawn like the moon, facing invaders from alien space-time, saying word by word:

“I repeat one final time.”

“Da Qian welcomes all well-intentioned guests.”

“Does not welcome any plunderers attempting to possess and invade us!”

“If you persist obstinately…”

…

As soon as the words fell, in management, the general pressed the button, roaring: “Open fire!”

The qipao woman forcefully slapped another green button.

The drone swarm shuddered, shooting rapid rain of yellow light.

At the same time.

Tie Ci released her hand.

The silver bow became countless silver small arrows, whistling from her palm, filling the sky with silver light and yellow rain piercing the blue sky, rapidly meeting, then exploding into countless flashing star flowers, clustered and twinkling in the blue sky before disappearing.

One wave of arrows caught all the drones’ attacks.

The next instant Tie Ci raised her hand, a purple lightning split the air, instantly penetrating the center of the drone swarm.

Intense light flashed, drones in the center section fell, management’s three large screens went black on one side, one-third of Alliance civilians lost signal.

Tie Ci didn’t pause, her figure flashed, already appearing in midair, passing through the hole just created, forcibly crashing into the center of the drone swarm!

Everyone remaining before screens was exclaiming.

Even wearing mechs and muscle clothing, it shouldn’t be possible to violate physics by floating in midair like this!

Silver light flashed, the nano robot appeared in Tie Ci’s hand again, this time becoming a fine, snake-like silver whip!

Tie Ci cracked the whip in midair, the whip sound exploding like renewed thunder and purple lightning!

Silver electric light swept across all remaining drones!

Crackling sounds erupted as everyone before screens only saw the Da Qian Emperor wielding the whip in midair, white light and purple lightning instantly sweeping across wind, clouds, and vision, screens beginning to shake violently.

They heard her issue her final declaration between the vast heaven and earth:

“Then all who come shall be punished!”

“Crack.”

Fragments flew, propellers churned chaotically, drones broke apart or collided, trailing long streams of fire, falling miserably through the sky, drawing deep red traces across the mountains.

“Crack.”

All screens before people flashed once and went completely black.

At the mountain summit, Tie Ci’s figure flashed, standing once again at the peak, looking down at the falling sparks.

Wind and clouds surged, yet she remained still as a deep abyss.

…

Chapter 562: Forever Bound in Friendship
Because of this speech, the Alliance quickly fell into chaos.

This speech facing all Alliance civilians destroyed management’s lies, shook Alliance civilians’ trust in management, triggering a series of protests and demands for management to publish all war materials, current reserves, personnel appointment processes and future plans. Management’s credibility dropped to its lowest point in history. The reception department received massive civilian complaints daily, various calls for increased supplies, solving difficulties, balancing treatment and thoroughly investigating management corruption flew in like snowflakes. The management building was surrounded daily, with all departments overwhelmed.

The bigshots held three consecutive days of meetings, smashing over a dozen cups during meetings, with some getting injured.

At this time, Tie Ci didn’t know she had achieved such great success, after all she didn’t know who the opposition was, much less that it was being broadcast live.

She simply analyzed from their recent encounters that the opposition was obviously also a class society. The equality and freedom her teacher spoke of hadn’t been fully realized. Their soldiers still had distinctly hierarchical equipment and treatment, with even nutritional fluid flavors differing between ranks—this was mentioned in letters from the capital.

Their rate of changing commanders was also too fast, likely indicating friction and strife among their leadership.

They treasured resources. In many of their decisions, you could see they were very careful to preserve existing weapons and personnel. From the numbers in their so-called large assembly, their warriors must also be extremely scarce and precious.

Since this was so, they had now suffered unbearable losses, and such results would inevitably require someone among their upper ranks to take responsibility.

When responsibility needed to be taken, it would inevitably trigger blame-shifting, strife, and friction.

Thousands of years of bloody political struggle and internal strife history told every emperor this was the inevitable result driven by human nature.

As long as the enemy wasn’t at peace, they had opportunities.

Tie Ci’s purpose was simple: make them uneasy, crush their arrogance, make them understand that powerful weapons were their only support, but this sole support wasn’t enough for them to take Da Qian.

Also to let her own people know that weapons couldn’t decide everything.

To inspire courage and no longer fear.

This move, if nothing else, must have provoked certain people. The very night Tie Ci issued her declaration, the command center went mad, firing several long-range artillery shells at the endless forest.

Due to lack of high-tech support like orbital, electromagnetic, and global positioning systems, many more destructive long-range weapons couldn’t be used, but this round of shells was already enough for Yannan to suffer. That night became bright as day, streaks of orange light of unknown origin crossed the sky like meteors, successively exploding above Yannan’s mountain forests into countless swirling enormous whirlpools. In the whirlpool centers, mountain peaks collapsed, giant trees turned to ash, countless panicked fleeing animals became powder.

Yannan forest lost a huge section from then on, unable to fully recover for decades to come.

Those long-range giant cannons had extremely wide strike ranges, determined to destroy Tie Ci, who hadn’t yet escaped far, under artillery fire.

Fortunately, before issuing her declaration, Tie Ci had prepared early, sending all accompanying troops far away, keeping only the strongest by her side, all wearing captured muscle clothing. The most crucial reason they could escape disaster was that nano-module programming robot. A quarter-hour before the shells were about to arrive, it suddenly began heating up, deforming, becoming a pool of silver liquid, trying to escape through tent gaps.

Its built-in programming allowed it to sense attacks from certain extreme weapons in advance based on subtle factors and activate self-preservation programs to transform and flee. Unfortunately, it hadn’t succeeded last time, and this time still didn’t succeed.

Pingzong caught it, and Tie Ci discovered its strange behavior.

Tie Ci reacted quickly, immediately ordering everyone to put on muscle clothing and dive into the river.

When orange light beams stretched from sky’s edge from thin to thick, falling to earth and spreading as ever-expanding whirlpools, countless lives vanishing in such light, mountain forests igniting in raging fires, Tie Ci and others were submerged underwater, watching through the distorted water surface that silent destruction.

Fortunately, though these shells were powerful and fast, they mainly concentrated on ground strikes. The great fire couldn’t reach underwater, fallen giant trees were held up by water flow. Everyone stared dumbfounded through the water surface, never imagining such shells existed in the world.

If not for Tie Ci’s quick reaction, everyone would be ash by now.

When people emerged from the water, surroundings had completely changed. Scattered flames and charred animal corpses remained everywhere, original roads couldn’t be found. The group trekked through scorched ruined mountain forests all night, encountering a group of soldiers carrying strange-looking guns—they had come searching for Tie Ci.

Fortunately, after several close combats, everyone had gained some battle experience against these people. After fighting, that group finally retreated, and then Tie Ci’s group met Yannan troops coming to assist.

Only then did people understand why the Emperor refused to stay in her well-fortified capital, preferring to flee the capital alone.

If this thing hit the capital, Da Qian would be finished.

This added another measure of respect for the Emperor in their hearts.

After brief rest, they continued north. Obviously after so many fruitless efforts and the provocation of Tie Ci’s last declaration, whether to adjust policy or due to internal disputes, the opposition remained quiet as chickens for a long time, until Tie Ci was about to reach Yong Ping did the distantly following drone swarm change from a few scattered ones to a dense black mass.

Di Yiwei led a great army to welcome her, but Tie Ci didn’t stop at Yong Ping—she feared such a shell falling among Yong Ping’s great army would finish Da Qian’s northern defense line.

Though Tie Ci refused Yong Ping army’s escort, Yong Ping troops still arrayed before Bie Mountain to welcome her, offering their highest tribute to His Majesty the Emperor.

Yong Ping army stretched a dark line across the horizon, craning their necks in anticipation. Finally, when the morning sun first rose, they awaited their Emperor.

A group of riders galloped from the horizon’s edge, racing like lightning with superb horsemanship, trailing over ten sharp straight lines behind their horses.

People were about to cheer when they saw this group, for some reason, bouncing up and down on their horses while galloping.

This wasn’t all—sometimes horses would suddenly crash to the ground while running. The dismounted riders reacted extremely quickly, immediately leaping onto companions’ horses, with each rider separately leading a spare horse.

Moreover, this group didn’t ride properly, serpentining across the earth, weaving back and forth. Remarkably, their spare horses also followed the serpentine run, truly amazing to behold.

Soldiers stared dumbfounded, wondering what kind of horsemanship this was. Was such showing off necessary?

Watching them gallop while fine horses kept dying, the horse group well-trained, not panicking when seeing horses fall. Riders lightly pulled reins, leaping over. When their horses died, they mounted spares; when spares died, they switched to neighbors’ horses… Dust rolling, figures dancing gracefully, like performing large-scale acrobatics.

Soldiers gaped until this group approached, then discovered a large swarm of locust-like shadows in the sky approaching. Countless colored lights shot down from the sky. The riders seemed to have eyes in their backs, cleverly dodging those lights, but with dense colored light, horses inevitably got hit, so they ran while horses died, horses died while they ran.

Soldiers’ expressions gradually grew serious.

This was obviously… fleeing all the way!

These sky monsters—were they the otherworldly visitors that had spread throughout Da Qian recently?

So powerful!

Those being hunted…

Before finishing the thought, the lead rider shouted: “Scatter!”

Di Yiwei: “Scatter, shoot!”

The archery battalion had prepared early, bowstrings vibrating in unison, humming and thundering, clusters of fire arrows shooting skyward.

Forcibly driving that bold approaching drone swarm from the area above the riders’ heads.

Infantry battalions parted like tide, clearing wide roads for riders to gallop through. Soldiers lined both sides, watching with admiring eyes as the riders flew past.

“The one in front on the red horse in red and white should be Princess Pingzong, the late Emperor’s adopted daughter and currently the Imperial Family’s only consecrated guardian. It’s said she accompanied His Majesty all the way from the capital, traveling thousands of li. During the Chongming incident, she also stayed with His Majesty in Chongming Palace, single-handedly stopping dozens of top masters…”

“This tall, pale-faced one should be Marshal Xiao, formerly Three Borders General-in-Chief, now Grand Governor of military affairs for both Yannan and Nanyue armies. He’s renowned alongside our Commander, called the Southern and Northern Marshals. These two are also His Majesty’s most trusted generals. Though born to the Xiao clan, he severed ties with his family early, and His Majesty never suspected him due to his birth. Truly a wise ruler and good general, a worldly tale of beauty.”

“That plump one—isn’t that Commander Xiahou? He came too? Though I wonder if he came to protect His Majesty or chase our Commander? Last time he visited relatives, he kept stuffing flowers into our Commander’s tent for three days straight. Result was our Commander sneezing whenever she smelled pollen, hahaha…”

“That elder should be Medical Madman Jingxu, supposedly Dean Rong’s teacher, a legendary figure now staying by His Majesty’s side for protection.”

“See that frog on the horse’s head? That’s also a legendary frog called Tiger, supposedly a spirit creature from Yannan’s most mysterious Ba clan. The Ba clan is skilled with poisons, also conquered personally by His Majesty when she went to Yannan.”

“That one baring his arms in deep winter with extensive tattoos should be Xirong’s Buqing, a top archer left by the Xirong King at His Majesty’s side. His Flying Arrow Battalion has always been the main force against those sky monsters. He was originally the Xirong King’s confidant, yet the Xirong King left his confidant at His Majesty’s side. Such loyal vassals are truly exceptional.”

“Speaking of exceptional, there’s one more who’s truly exceptional. See that youth? Yannan King You Weixing! He personally came to protect His Majesty too! Five years ago in Yannan’s succession war, His Majesty personally dealt with You Jun who controlled Yannan and the ambitious You Weixuan, leaving the throne to You Weixing. It’s said You Weixing and His Majesty shared friendship at Yue Li Academy. When he was bullied, only His Majesty protected him. Isn’t this another fine tale?”

“Speaking of it all, all fine tales. All legends.” Suddenly someone sighed. “Isn’t this because our Majesty herself is legendary?”

At these words, all fell silent.

All looking toward the road’s end, the last rider.

A magnificent black horse, its rider in black robes with matching cloak. The robe’s style was simple and practical, material ordinary and durable, yet wearing it, robes flew gracefully with heroic bearing.

Her face was lean, eyes bright, seeming to hold flowing starlight.

She galloped forth, jade brush at her waist gleaming alongside cloak hem, dust unable to dim her radiance.

Soldiers who had been whispering instinctively fell silent in unison.

Countless fervent admiring gazes converged.

The Emperor’s declaration to otherworldly visitors atop Qingyang Mountain peaks had spread worldwide, stirring countless to boiling blood, smashing cups in wild song.

Today they witnessed how His Majesty and this group of princes and generals led from the front, willingly taking strange risks, dealing with pursuit all the way from the capital to Yong Ping.

Di Yiwei’s voice carried from afar: “Raise spears!”

“Clank.” All spear points toward heaven, a uniformly bright sea.

“Salute!”

“Clank” again, spear points thirty degrees forward, flashing lightning-like white light toward the Emperor’s approaching direction.

This was Da Qian military’s highest courtesy, rules established after countless battles during the founding Emperor’s time, representing “sworn to follow unto death, never changing for life.” But not all Emperors touring borders necessarily received this treatment, nor was it treatment only high officials could get. Completely decided by garrison generals and soldiers themselves, only offered to those sincerely beloved and held most sacred in their hearts.

Especially Di Yiwei, seemingly lazy with aloof temperament—in twenty years of garrison life, this was her first time.

White light like sea, black-robed woman riding like wind. She smiled in the crowd’s center, not delivering stirring speeches, not displaying legendary powerful talents and martial prowess, just clasping fists on horseback like ordinary people treating encountered colleagues and friends, smile warm, manner easy-going.

She clasped fists, sweeping past the crowd, leaving behind a distant remark: “Danger behind, don’t gather in groups, let the children disperse!”

A group of burly soldiers, many older than her, looked at each other.

Somewhat amusing, somewhat warm, somewhat surging, finally becoming a moved sigh.

Di Yiwei laughed, spurring her horse to chase out, also waving at those behind like herding ducks: “Performance over, all scram!”

Everyone knew that against those monsters, more people meant more disadvantage. Large armies served little purpose at this time.

Following behind her, Tian Wu cheerfully raised his fan-like hand, touching his head.

Earlier he’d specially squeezed to the front—His Majesty saw him.

His Majesty was still that person who looked very warm.

Just a bit too thin.

Di Yiwei galloped wildly, catching up to Tie Ci, whipping her horse’s rump: “Running so fast for what? Dogs chasing you?”

Immediately realizing her slip of tongue, wanting to bite herself.

Indeed, Tie Ci turned back with a smiling glance.

Fortunately, though the Emperor was mischievous, she generally left people room, not continuing the joke, instead smiling: “Rushing to handle serious business…”

Di Yiwei caught up two steps, couldn’t help saying: “You’ve really decided? Really going to…”

Tie Ci said: “Didn’t you say he’d already reached the border?”

“Yes, at Pojing City.” Di Yiwei said. “I thought he’d secretly cross the border. Waited ages for him not to come, yet kept sending his people into our territory. What, treating me like a dead person?”

“Didn’t you still let people in?”

“Wasn’t it because I knew he sent people to protect you?” Di Yiwei took a puff of her pipe, breathing out clouds: “Never expected such a person to actually honor promises so much. This is really called… what… fearing to hurt the mouse while trying to throw something at the rat?”

Tie Ci glared at her: “Read more books when you have nothing to do!”

Di Yiwei waved her pipe to acknowledge the decree.

By now they’d left the military formation. Ahead at the plain’s end, Pojing City’s outline was faintly visible.

The group stopped on the plain, with Tian Wu leading everyone to underground cave dwellings prepared beforehand for rest.

Choosing underground residences was to avoid drone surveillance. Over these months, Yong Ping and surrounding areas had been preparing. This cave dwelling had a tunnel connecting to Pojing City.

Pojing City had stopped functioning beforehand, most residents relocated, only a few unwilling to leave remaining.

December in Yong Ping was already very cold, sky overcast threatening snow. Tie Ci entered the cellar, ordering other followers to rest quickly.

Half an hour later, Tie Ci emerged from her resting chamber, having changed outfit and face.

She looked like an ordinary beautiful girl, wearing local people’s common sapphire blue homespun cross-collar narrow-sleeve jacket, black and white cotton pleated skirt, light blue cloth sash around waist—the attire of ordinary modest young ladies in the Yong Ping area.

Behind her, Pingzong had changed from her signature red and white brocade dress to pink cotton jacket and skirt, pouting with some dissatisfaction, tugging at her jacket hem.

As for Di Yiwei, she dressed extremely old-fashioned in indigo homespun robe, hunched back, plus that pipe—at first glance ten years older.

So much so that when Xiahou Chun secretly opened his door and saw her, he didn’t recognize her.

Di Yiwei hunched past him, tapping his head with her pipe bowl, muttering: “Young fellow, looking for whom?”

Xiahou Chun: “…”

Ahead was a passage to Pojing City. A door opened along the corridor, Mu Si and Zhao San walked out with complex expressions, looking at Tie Ci.

They hadn’t gone to the capital, following Murong Yi’s orders to lead people following behind Tie Ci, escorting her all the way.

Behind Tie Ci actually trailed more than one escort team. The capital had sent elite troops under Xiahou Chun’s personal command, Haiyou also sent guard troops under Qi You’s command, plus Mu Si’s team.

But everyone was strictly ordered not to follow closely. She kept only the strongest, most experienced in dealing with otherworldly visitors by her side. If others approached, they’d only throw their lives away needlessly.

These teams all served as support, medical care, and spare horse units following behind. Mu Si and Zhao San followed all the way, witnessing firsthand how arduous this journey was. The enemy didn’t launch major attacks again, only following closely like ghosts. People needed rest, but those flying machines in the sky didn’t. They normally followed distantly, but seized opportunities to approach and attack. Tie Ci’s team could only rest in shifts, traveling day and night.

Mu Si and Zhao San also saw how Tie Ci dealt with the opposition’s endless emerging monsters all the way, accumulating more and more experience, saw how she commanded popular support throughout Da Qian, with masses willing to die for her—commoners had tried using hoes to smash down those flying monsters for her, commoners willing to substitute their bodies when electric light shot down. To avoid such incidents, she didn’t fear hardship, taking mountain paths more often, crossing mountains and rivers. In poor mountains and bad waters, there were still traveling merchants, mountain hunters, distant traders constantly providing various hidden routes and favorable traps, helping her travel quickly and safely while occasionally digging pits for the opposition.

This journey’s experiences were recorded by specialized recorders from both Da Qian and Da Feng, following while immediately having story books and songs spread worldwide. People of both Da Qian and Da Feng knew Da Qian and its Emperor faced extremely terrifying enemies, while Da Qian’s Emperor did everything possible to protect her people.

However, Da Feng people initially watched from the sidelines, always feeling the opposition coveted Da Qian’s prosperity, wanting to occupy Da Qian. This was good for Da Feng. The Grand Marshal even memorialized His Majesty to seize the opportunity and send troops, perhaps even picking up scraps.

Then the Grand Marshal was imprisoned.

The Emperor imprisoned important ministers without explanation. It’s said that day the Emperor laughed wildly in the palace, saying something like “I’ve taken such pains for these years, who knew there’d be this twist? Since it’s so, then it’s easy to handle.”

Of course, no one understood these words.

At the time, civilian discussion about sending troops to occupy Da Qian was heated. Da Feng’s environment was harsh, people fierce and warlike, always favoring military action.

Until hearing the Emperor in court directly rebuked ministers: “You short-sighted fools with vulgar knowledge actually think those otherworldly monsters only covet Da Qian?”

“Neighboring countries are interdependent as lips and teeth. If Da Qian perishes instantly, how can Da Feng remain safe alone?”

People half-believed this, but soon an incident in Da Feng’s Ru Zhou changed many minds.

That night, Da Feng’s famous general Wang Yan, a distinguished military officer under the late Emperor, had his residence suddenly attacked. Witnesses saw a black-clothed person single-handedly enter Wang’s residence, burning, killing, and plundering, finally summoning a silver light that split Wang Yan in half on the spot.

Wang Yan was a hundred-battle general with famous horizontal training hard skills. His residence maintained countless masters. Though long retired, he had countless disciples and acted arrogantly. Both his personal and residence strength were formidable. He once boasted that even if great armies attacked his residence, he could hold for three days without breaking.

Yet that day, in broad daylight, one person openly kicked down his residence’s ironwood gate supposedly unbreakable by cannon fire, moving like lightning and ghost, instantly killing all his household guards.

Many commoners witnessed that person being taller and stronger than ordinary people, muscles knotted throughout, with strength, speed, and stamina unlike humans—like a tireless giant leopard, instantly leaving corpses everywhere.

More importantly, when dealing with the strongest Wang Yan, the opponent didn’t even act personally.

Just beckoning once, a strange silver light appeared from nowhere, instantly killing the old general wearing protective armor and possessing horizontal training skills.

Such power and brutality created enormous shock.

When that monster left, he laughed strangely: “Da Qian will soon be in our grasp, next will be your turn!”

Everyone watched that person disappear ghostlike in public, no one able to match that terrifying speed.

News spread like wind, causing panic, immediately extinguishing talk of sending troops.

But some said Da Qian’s Emperor deliberately diverted disaster eastward—otherwise why flee specifically north? She deliberately led monsters toward Da Feng!

The Emperor smiled and shrugged: “So what if it’s deliberate? They’re still on their own territory now—can our Da Feng control that? I say, the more it’s like this, the more we should maintain good relations with Da Qian, so they won’t be unscrupulous with us.”

Ministers thought about it and had to admit the Emperor’s twisted logic had some merit, but whether this proposal came from public spirit or private desire could only be asked of the Emperor himself.

So in panic, ministers suggested the Emperor contact Da Qian’s Emperor, inquiring about good methods for dealing with monsters, or simply allying with Da Qian against enemies.

That day the Emperor was greatly pleased, saying this plan was excellent, but asking for important military intelligence—how could they ask empty-handed? Even visiting neighbors required bringing eggs.

Ministers fell silent briefly, suggesting they could send state gifts.

His Majesty said this egg was too light—he couldn’t give it.

Ministers looked at each other, wondering what he wanted to send. Da Feng itself?

Looking at your eager expression, what are you excited about?

Some immediately subtly reminded him of his coronation oath.

Others remained silent—this silent majority was most.

After all, after several years of torment by this perverse Emperor, many ministers couldn’t bear it, yet were reluctant to resign because though the Emperor was demanding in other ways, salaries were generous and increased yearly.

This situation led to everyone’s contradiction and pain, nearly split personalities.

Sometimes even thinking: let it be destroyed, let Da Feng merge with Da Qian. They’d heard Da Qian’s Empress was benevolent and kind, always able to control their own monster. If the two countries merged, perhaps their good days would come.

Recently hearing about Da Qian Emperor’s solitary flight made them think even more—an emperor so protective of subjects, willing to risk herself, would surely treat surrendering ministers well?

As long as they remained ministers regardless of who was emperor, better to choose a decent one.

Due to these secret thoughts, ministers recently attacking Da Qian and clamoring for annexation were becoming fewer.

Originally incompatible things that would never happen were gradually developing in strange directions under certain people’s deliberate actions.

After all, regarding dynastic change, vested interest groups were the most fiercely opposed—commoners only cared about decent living.

Seeing the hall’s strange silence, the Emperor’s smile was mocking: “What are you thinking? I just thought, Pojing City houses citizens of both sides, with solid walls and strong garrison, easy to defend and hard to attack. If Da Qian’s side gets pressed too hard, we can agree to let Da Qian people take refuge in Pojing City and surroundings. This would benefit mutual coexistence and prosperity, forever bound in friendship.”

Somehow, ministers all felt when His Majesty spoke of “forever bound in friendship,” his gaze burned with special meaning.

So they breathed relief, agreeing one after another.

The Emperor further proposed personally inspecting Pojing City, preparing Da Feng for otherworldly visitors. What could ministers say? Just the matter of delivering a basket of eggs while throwing in an emperor.

When news reached Mu Si and Zhao San, Mu Si was removing his muscle clothing, wiping blood spatters from his body.

That’s right—the “otherworldly visitor” who slaughtered Wang Yan was his friendly performance.

Chapter 563: Spring Feelings Dense Within Cangsheng Tower
The muscle clothing had been available for some time. Though Tie Ci didn’t let him follow closely, she didn’t oppose his distant escort either, even distributing two of the hard-won captured muscle suits to him and Zhao San.

After Murong Yi learned of this, he ordered him to rush back to Ru Zhou, wearing this garment to stage a shocking “otherworldly visitor demonstration case.”

On one hand, letting Da Feng people know they weren’t worry-free, that they and Da Qian were actually a community of shared destiny.

On the other hand, eliminating military bigshots who were powerful, arrogant, yet untouchable due to retirement.

Killing two birds with one stone.

At this moment, Mu Si stood in the underground cave dwelling, watching Tie Ci approach, thinking of his own emperor who loved to humble himself, sighing with mixed feelings of joy and worry.

With this current affair, His Majesty could be considered to have gotten his worth.

The group walked forward through the long tunnel, with Zhao San going ahead first to return to Murong Yi’s side for coordination.

Mu Si walked in front, listening to several people’s hollow footsteps, suddenly coughing once.

Then coughing again.

The cough was monotonous and hollow, clearly not from catching cold.

Mu Si listened to the monotonous footsteps behind him, his heart gradually sinking.

Tie Ci was a clever person who could definitely tell he was deliberately coughing, wanting to ask something, and could guess what he wanted to ask.

If she was willing to answer, she would naturally respond, asking “What’s wrong with you, sir?” to give him an opening.

But she didn’t respond.

All this way, from their first meeting, Tie Ci had been avoiding them—no, avoiding him.

Sending him to the capital, not letting them rescue her.

Why did she want to avoid him?

Mu Si suddenly stopped, turning to look at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci was walking with her head down and nearly collided with him.

She stopped in time, looking up at him.

Her Majesty the Da Qian Emperor had ruled long, her bearing increasingly composed. Her eyes reflected the torchlight in the tunnel, warm and dark, naturally powerful.

But Mu Si didn’t retreat.

He had never retreated from anything in his life.

He said directly: “Your Majesty, did something happen to Dan Shuang?”

Pingzong’s head shot up. She didn’t know about Dan Shuang and Mu Si’s affair. Hearing this foreigner suddenly mention Dan Shuang, she was very surprised.

Then she glanced at Tie Ci.

Though Tie Ci hadn’t yet shown any expression or movement, Pingzong’s reaction had already revealed everything.

The wind through the tunnel was bone-chillingly cold. Tie Ci slowly said in the cold wind: “Mu Si, I think she would surely hope you could live well.”

Mu Si froze in the piercing cold wind.

Like instantly Da Feng’s thousand-li snowfields thunderously collapsing, pouring down, burying endless snow mountains on flat ground, from then on pressing him beneath the mountain unable to emerge.

In the spacious, cold, lonely passage, strange breathing sounds—one long, one short—echoed as Mu Si struggled to regulate his breathing.

After a long while, he said softly: “How did she die?”

As soon as he spoke, his voice was strange, as if his throat was blocked with something, causing him to clear his throat three times in just that short sentence.

Tie Ci closed her eyes, not speaking. Pingzong couldn’t help saying: “The one most pained by losing Dan Shuang may not be you! Why force His Majesty to recall again and again!”

Mu Si closed his eyes, stepped back, leaning against the cold wall, turning his head toward the shadows.

Tie Ci waved her hand, silent for a moment before saying: “I previously thought that for you, not knowing details might be better. But someone like you, fearless all your life, has nothing you can’t face… Dan Shuang was caught between my teacher and me, used by my teacher, infected with a terrible disease. To avoid harming the world, she… chose to end her own life.”

The tunnel was silent as death.

After an unknown time, Mu Si’s calm voice finally sounded.

“That’s something she would do.”

Tie Ci said softly: “She was by my side eighteen years. I always felt her nature was fierce and stubborn, feared she would go to extremes when facing difficulties, advised and warned her many times, but unfortunately…”

Unfortunately, character is a permanent mark carved into destiny, unable to be erased or wiped away, bursting forth resolutely at the crucial moment, making a predetermined summary of one’s life.

Mu Si turned his head. He seemed to have regained composure, saying nothing more, only: “Let’s go.”

Just as he turned his head, Tie Ci saw a crystal bright wetness on his gaunt profile.

The three continued slowly through the passage.

Mu Si thought of that year on the great sea in a light boat, the girl standing at the bow glaring angrily at him.

Tie Ci thought of their first meeting at age six, that skinny little girl whose skin was snow-white after washing away the dust.

Pingzong thought of that year on Ghost Island with roaring bonfires, having once seen a pair of young people stepping on each other’s feet in dance among the crowd.

The road ahead was long, time leisurely flowing.

At some point, light appeared ahead, accompanied by frost flowers dancing toward them, gently touching people’s faces, cool against cheeks, instantly becoming drops of cold tears.

The light grew brighter, vaguely showing flying snow and scattered frost—it was snowing outside.

In the chaotic wind and snow, dim yellow light glowed hazily—a lantern, its light faintly reflecting a delicate figure.

…

On the day it snowed in Pojing City, a warm sedan chair entered slowly beneath Cangsheng Tower.

This forbidden area carved out by Da Feng’s Emperor within Pojing City, containing various sceneries, housed a tower also called Cangsheng Tower.

Around the tower, peach blossoms hadn’t yet opened. Due to the warm earth energy, plum blossoms had bloomed early—old branches strong and vigorous, still bright despite the snow.

The person in the warm sedan didn’t linger for this elegant scenery of white snow, red plums, and green tower, directly entering the tower. Lights lit up in sequence, golden bells at the eaves gently stirred by wind and snow.

In the distance, Da Feng people saw the brightly lit Cangsheng Tower and knew Da Feng’s Emperor had come to vacation again.

These past years, Da Feng’s Emperor came to Pojing City irregularly, sometimes staying in Yannan Bamboo House, sometimes in Fuchun House, sometimes in Lingquan Village—he rarely stayed in Cangsheng Tower.

In the quiet room atop Cangsheng Tower, Murong Yi stared at the dancing candlelight, after a while saying: “You say she looked well?”

Zhao San standing opposite said: “Yes, though Da Qian’s Emperor is thin, she’s in good spirits, her martial skills even better than before, her innate abilities also recovered.”

“This isn’t right.” Murong Yi showed no joy. “That teacher of hers has always harbored ill intentions. Staying by her side so many years, how could she not leave some means to control her? Moreover, where fortune lies, misfortune lurks—how did her innate abilities suddenly recover? If only I could ask Jingxu…”

“Precisely because Jingxu is by her side, Your Majesty needn’t worry too much,” Zhao San said. “Medical Madman’s medical skills are unparalleled—he can surely keep her safe.”

“She’s someone with hidden ailments. In this national crisis, if she’d hide away to recover, I’d believe she’s fine. But you also saw—she works day and night, wishing she could become a great golden-winged peng, spreading her wings to protect all her little birds. Taking on everything like this, where will she find time to treat her illness and rest?”

This verged on personal attack. Zhao San smiled awkwardly, not daring to respond.

His thoughts were simple and honest. If Mu Si were here, he’d probably retort: “Trash-talking behind her back, cowardly when face-to-face.”

Murong Yi glanced at Zhao San, probably finding him boring too, waving for him to leave.

Zhao San bent down, adding oil to Murong Yi’s lamp.

His movements were slight, his form blocking the oil lamp. After adding oil, he glanced at Murong Yi.

Murong Yi was facing the wall, lost in thought about how to lure Tie Ci to Pojing City—of course, mainly because there were important matters to discuss, affairs concerning both nations’ survival.

But direct meetings between two nations’ monarchs were major events that the Ministry of Rites could organize for months. He couldn’t wait—should he just kidnap her?

He fantasized about this, not noticing Zhao San’s somewhat strange expression, nor that after Zhao San left, the oil lamp flame flickered slightly, emitting faint wisps of smoke.

…

In the capital’s December, snow hadn’t yet fallen, but the cold had penetrated to the bone. Especially after nightfall, even Alliance warriors whose bodies had been modified couldn’t quite withstand it, early burrowing into Da Qian Academy’s gatehouse.

Of course, if they still had muscle clothing, they wouldn’t fear the cold. In the current Alliance era, due to atmospheric damage, extreme weather often occurred. In the coldest times, cities instantly accumulated ice, humans could only live hundreds of meters underground. Those able to execute various outdoor missions could only rely on high-end equipment.

However, over these months, already limited wartime equipment had been greatly consumed. Though follow-up personnel could still be replenished, equipment and weapons were somewhat insufficient. These warriors staying behind in the capital had to remove armor or muscle clothing. Except for one person still having a laser gun or pulse gun, they were almost like civilians.

Therefore, no one stood guard at the main gate.

In the rear dormitory barracks, remaining warriors slept in disarray.

In the computer room before the main control screens, a technician nodded his head repeatedly at the monotonous surveillance screens.

Originally there were many images on screen covering every corner of Da Qian Academy, but due to the last “heavy rain,” many cameras were damaged. Now that Da Qian Academy was no longer command center, naturally it couldn’t get timely repairs and replacements.

So now many places on screen were black.

At the deepest part of night, light from some distant high building cast shadows slightly wriggling on the ground, flashing past.

Then with a “pop,” the main gate opened without wind.

A guard happened to come out on patrol, seeing this scene with some surprise. As he approached to look, just as his hand touched the iron railings, he felt his neck go numb and hung his head motionless.

Another in the gatehouse was still sleeping soundly, turned over, suddenly sensing something strange, reached out and grabbed.

By the gate’s dim light, he saw it was actually a scorpion!

Where would scorpions come from in this weather?

This thought just flashed before freezing—he stiffened on his pillow.

After another moment, rustling sounds came from bushes inside the gate.

On the technician’s screen, the main gate monitoring area also went black.

A group of people swaggered through the main gate, naturally simply dismantling Da Qian Academy’s main gate.

Simultaneously, more people infiltrated from those corners already black on screen, silently approaching dormitories housing warriors and the dean’s office.

Without much effort, these long-lax warriors, overly confident in their technological level, became prisoners.

Outside the main gate, Qi Ling led Five Military Headquarters troops waiting, personally escorting these prisoners away.

Several others entered the dean’s office, led by someone who looked short and fat with a trailing cloak.

Guards along the way to the dean’s office had been eliminated. These days the dean wasn’t present, so guards were few anyway.

The short, fat person entered the office. The technician’s drowsiness hadn’t cleared until his shoulder was patted and someone smilingly shouted in his ear: “Hey, brother!”

The person was startled awake, then pressed down forcefully by the person before him, who said in realization: “Ah, so you’re not deaf! Then how come we practically danced here and you were still sleeping?”

The technician looked in terror at the person before him. The leader had bright, beautiful features, rarely seen silver hair, a highly protruding belly—not actually short and fat, but a pregnant woman.

The pregnant woman was naturally the Palace Master, who had prepared for months, secretly interfering several times, finally deciding to act after confirming Yun Buci wasn’t in the academy.

She looked the technician up and down, snorted mockingly, saying to those beside her: “These people look intimidating but actually just rely on their weapons being powerful. Without weapons, they’re all weaklings.”

Her followers nodded in deep agreement.

The Palace Master bent down, examining with interest the wide screen and control panel with countless buttons: “Come on, tell me what all these buttons can do?”

“Can’t… can’t do anything…” the technician said tremblingly. “We’re currently only monitoring the academy situation. We’re no longer the command center…”

“What about your armory…”

“There… there isn’t any…” The technician looked bitter, thinking if there really were any, would it be your turn to act tough here?

The Palace Master also knew tonight’s situation. The operation went surprisingly smoothly, proving His Majesty’s original guess correct—the enemy was severely short on weapons and personnel.

But this shortage here was to ensure pursuit of His Majesty. His Majesty protected the capital by fleeing alone—capital subjects couldn’t shamelessly enjoy His Majesty’s sacrifice without doing something for His Majesty.

The Palace Master, with her subordinates and elite troops assigned by the Cabinet, took advantage of the false peace period from negotiations to scout Da Qian Academy’s surveillance points, then exploited these people’s carelessness to attack here. Originally hoping to capture some weapons but finding nothing, unwilling to return empty-handed, her gaze lingered on the central control panel, suddenly pointing at the largest, most prominent red button: “What’s this for?”

“For… for requesting aid… under emergency conditions, requesting aid from Management at the highest level. Unless suffering extremely fierce attacks and heavy losses, it cannot be activated…”

“Request aid from whom?” The Palace Master didn’t understand. “What people would come?”

“Management major general level and above, or councilors…”

The Palace Master still didn’t understand, but this didn’t prevent her from judging these should be big officials.

“Then activate it.”

The technician stared at her in astonishment.

This place was currently leaderless—Yun Buci had been summoned back to Management for investigation. Instead of running quickly, these people wanted to lure big shots here?

“Activate.” The Palace Master said coldly. “I heard you can also instantly send messages across thousands of li? Then send a message to your Management saying—Yun Buci has long been turned by Da Qian’s Emperor, harboring evil intentions with treasonous plots. You just discovered evidence!”

…

Xi Yun held a lantern, standing in wind and snow at the tunnel’s end.

Her maids, following her instructions, stood far away, somewhat uneasily watching her.

Not understanding what person could make Miss personally come receive them on this snowy night, not allowing them to approach.

Xi Yun watched the approaching figures from the tunnel’s end, expression calm.

Tonight she had done something quite treasonous—because she wanted to personally see that legendary woman.

To see what kind of bearing belonged to the woman who could make His Majesty dream of her, whom even enemy subjects mentioned with complete reverence, sincerely praising as a wise ruler.

Then she saw Mu Si walking past her with lowered head.

General Mu seemed strange, but Xi Yun couldn’t attend to him. Her gaze fell on the two women who appeared next.

Both dressed ordinarily, one relatively tall for a woman, thin but not frail. Her features seemed disguised, just generally good-looking, but she had level shoulders and straight neck, long legs and narrow waist. Her walking gait was graceful—neither feminine nor crude, with a noble bearing that drew one’s gaze.

Even disguised, you could see the blue-skirted woman had broad features. When looking at people, her gaze was calm and vast, like seeing distant seas.

Xi Yun smiled.

Better to meet than hear about, meeting exceeded reputation!

She stepped forward, bowing: “This servant comes to receive Your Majesty.”

Tie Ci nodded gently, initially not paying her special attention.

Xi Yun didn’t introduce herself either, personally holding the lantern to lead the way.

Tie Ci followed behind her. After several steps, she suddenly said: “Miss Xi.”

Xi Yun turned around, momentarily surprised, then smiled: “Your Majesty truly has eyes like torches.”

“Miss has excellent bearing,” Tie Ci said calmly. “I’ve heard your name long. Having the fortune to meet today—Miss came specially to receive me, didn’t you? My earlier rudeness was improper.”

Xi Yun bowed: “This servant was presumptuous, wanting to observe Your Majesty’s bearing.”

Tie Ci merely smiled, asking nothing, gesturing to continue.

Xi Yun was startled, thought for a moment, couldn’t help smiling.

This Majesty was indeed different from everyone else.

The greatest difference was she was warm and approachable yet naturally noble, overlooking the human world. Before anyone, she would never lose composure—human affairs bustled like flowing water before her eyes.

Perhaps not necessarily unable to leave traces, but others weren’t qualified to know.

Beside her, Tie Ci asked: “What are you thinking?”

Xi Yun said: “Thinking Your Majesty is worth it.”

The “Your Majesty” she mentioned naturally referred to Murong Yi, but seemed to have double meaning.

Tie Ci said naturally: “How is Murong Yi?”

“Your Majesty should ask in person,” Xi Yun said. “Good or not good varies for different people, different matters, different times.”

Tie Ci glanced at her.

She’d long known this woman was naive but perceptive—indeed true.

Murong Yi had always liked clever people.

Xi Yun said: “This servant thought Your Majesty would be a bit jealous.”

Tie Ci smiled: “Actually there is a little, just didn’t want people to notice. These years working, if nothing else, I’ve gained some understanding of so-called imperial composure and magnanimous bearing.”

Xi Yun added: “This servant also thought Your Majesty would thank this servant for caring for our Majesty these years.”

“Put on the airs of a principal wife?” Tie Ci smiled again. “No need for such things.”

Xi Yun turned to look at her.

Yes, no need for such things.

The world’s most noble and powerful woman possessed the world’s most complete confidence, believing that even if heaven sent thunder, split the land, and years passed without meeting, her beloved would remain unchanged, never leaving, never betraying.

No need for anxiety, no need for testing, no need to declare status and position.

Murong Yi was hers—my heart is not a stone that can be turned.

All others were merely subordinate subjects.

The group walked through snow with rustling sounds. Tie Ci glanced at the exceptionally high blue sky.

All the way north, those otherworldly visitors sometimes pursued, sometimes stayed quiet for periods—probably replenishing personnel and weapons, then repeating the cycle. However, intervals rarely exceeded one day. This time when she reached Yong Ping, the opposition should have sensed something, remaining quiet for so long.

Had they finally reached a critical point, gathering full strength to completely resolve matters in this northern land?

So for her, some things had to be put on the agenda.

Murong Yi.

You don’t dare come see me.

Then I’ll come see you.

Pojing City was much quieter than before, dragon-like city walls sleeping in flying snow.

Hopefully after the great battle, this place could restore its prosperity.

Ahead, Cangsheng Tower came into view.

Xi Yun stopped, opening the door for Tie Ci.

Tie Ci walked past her side, suddenly saying: “You like Murong Yi, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Xi Yun answered frankly.

“So I’ll still thank you,” Tie Ci turned to look at her. “Not for caring for him, but for still persistently liking him when the whole world saw him as a demon, and for telling him so. Letting him know that regardless of infamy, injustice, illness, or all the trials and tribulations of this world—as wave after wave passes over—he remains the bright, shining one worthy of being loved.”

She smiled, patting Xi Yun’s shoulder, turning to enter the tower.

Xi Yun stood under the plum tree by the door, watching Da Qian Emperor’s figure ascend the steps, gradually merging into the tower’s dim yellow lamplight.

Behind her, the plum tree rustled in the wind, covering her plain dress with bright red plum blossoms. Snow accumulated on her lantern, frost formed on her brows.

Yet her eyes gradually rippled with smiles.

After a long time, she said softly: “I once told him that from ‘Compassionate Heart Chronicles,’ I saw the world’s most beautiful love.”

“Thank you for letting me witness it again with my own eyes.”

…

Tie Ci slowly ascended the steps.

Last time she came to Cangsheng Tower, she hadn’t entered, only having flown past the tower body.

Because she’d caught some fellow sneakily peeping from the tower top.

Tie Ci took an oil lamp from beside the stairs, following spiral steps upward. Where she passed, originally bright lights gradually extinguished.

In the tower’s hollow center, she left darkness below her feet, keeping only a single spark to illuminate her white dress hem, winding toward the top floor.

On the seventh floor, she stopped.

Before her was a curtain of pearls, dazzling bright. Vaguely she could see within the small hexagonal room, on the couch and table, someone resting chin in hand with head down, hair unbound. Black hair flowed like soft satin over shoulders, revealing between the strands thin wrist bones and snow-white fingers.

The air was suffused with faint sweet fragrance.

Tie Ci checked the time on the Western wall clock. She had waited until after her nightly episodes passed before coming out—now she could be considered in dragon-like vigor.

Pearl curtains made delicate sounds. White cotton dress hem silently wound to the couch’s edge.

The person on the couch didn’t move.

Tie Ci wasn’t hurried to approach, slightly bending to listen carefully to his breathing, as if listening to some beautiful music, expression intoxicated.

After listening awhile, she squeezed close, sitting tightly pressed against Murong Yi’s side.

After sitting awhile, she rested her head on his back, face against his back, letting out a long breath.

After another while, she raised her hand to touch his head, following smooth hair strands down, using her palm to measure his waist, then pouting.

After a while, she changed direction, sitting before Murong Yi, bending down close to examine his face hidden by hair strands.

After looking for some time, seeming satisfied, she leaned over for a kiss.

His lips were slightly cool and soft, seemingly still the taste from years past. She licked her lip corner, simply taking another taste.

After two kisses, she felt somewhat parched, sitting back down, casually picking up Murong Yi’s already cold tea and drinking it in one gulp.

Then she looked around, sleeves fluttering.

All lights extinguished.

Sounds of rustling fabric arose—black cloak, blue embroidered folded-branch-flower jacket, black and white cotton pleated skirt, fine silk white undergarment… also white fox fur, deep purple coiled-dragon round-collar narrow-sleeve trailing coat, three-section black obsidian leather belt, white gauze middle garment, white flower silk pants, cowhide boots… scattered on the flowered nine-bat long-hair carpet before the couch.

In the darkness came sounds of boxes being knocked over, also swallowing sounds. The couch began swaying gently, causing even the wind and snow outside to seem more fierce.

In the room’s charcoal brazier, firelight glowed dimly, warm as spring. Faint fragrance diffused around—unclear whether it was the light cool wood scent of sandalwood, or the natural beauty of peony flower fragrance, or this winter night’s fresh snow cold fragrance, or perhaps you in me and me in you, gentle blending without distinction.

By the window was a crystal tank. In this weather, carefully tended bright red goldfish lazily settled at the bottom, seemingly also affected by the lingering fragrance and subtle, tender vibrations in the air—heads and tails paired, swimming happily.

Vaguely someone was softly moaning—at first hearing it seemed pain, on second hearing it was pleasure. Yin extreme yang electric, penetrating instantly, bringing fine tremors and endless joy.

Sometimes the movement grew slightly louder. Golden hooks on the couch swayed leisurely, casting shallow golden shadows, entangling again with bed curtains, spinning and creating sequences of fine metallic tinkling sounds, echoing with the ceaselessly chiming golden bells on the tower eaves outside.

Suddenly a long sigh, seeming to be Tie Ci’s voice, lazy yet surprised: “Really was drugged unconscious…”

Quiet for a moment, unknown what she was doing. A very crisp “pop” sound, then she laughed, light and happy as in her girlhood.

Then she said “Mm!” forcefully, encouraging herself: “Since it’s so, I must work even harder!”

A muffled “bang,” the couch swayed more violently. Behind pearl curtains someone arched their chin back, crystal sweat beads sliding down from neck.

…

Chapter 564: Heaven and Earth Upturned
Atop Cangsheng Tower.

Pingzong sat at the tower’s peak, the entire Pojing City beneath her feet. Her small boots swayed gently under her dress hem as she gazed up at the starry sky, lost in thought.

Xiao Xueya, wearing muscle clothing under his robes without even a cloak, sat sword in arms atop a giant tree beside Cangsheng Tower. He stared expressionlessly into the void amid wind and snow, not even glancing at the tower, as if completely unaware of what was happening inside.

Di Yiwei stood in the plum grove, smoking and frowning, wondering when this would end.

During this period, Tie Ci had never lingered anywhere too long. Especially as the opposition suffered repeated defeats, Tie Ci grew increasingly cautious, fearing they might lose their minds after continuous setbacks and deploy irresistible measures like that final bombardment in Yannan’s mountains.

The opposition had her data—she would be locked onto the moment she appeared. Muscle clothing and increasingly rich combat experience could protect her from drones or long-range laser guns, but if they encountered that kind of light that could destroy everything across hundreds of li in an instant, it would still be useless.

So tonight’s stay at Cangsheng Tower was extremely dangerous.

Pingzong and Xiao Xueya worried every moment, fearing otherworldly light would suddenly bombard Cangsheng Tower.

No one understood why Tie Ci would risk such danger for this.

Di Yiwei puffed on her pipe, sparks from the stem instantly swept away by wind and snow. She wondered if this was a long-widowed resentful woman unable to endure, wanting to die romantically under peony flowers?

Such stamina.

You Weixing crouched on another tree like a squirrel, concentrating on eating nuts. Shells fell with scattered snow into the already nearly half-foot deep accumulated snow.

Xi Yun stood above the arched bridge, watching the silent tall tower ahead, gesturing for military experts to deploy defenses in the plum grove.

Before her on the bridge railing sat wine flask and cups. She poured herself a cup to warm up, but didn’t drink immediately, instead toasting distantly toward the tower.

Jingxu was also drinking, legs crossed under a plum tree. Beside him was a small table with complete food and wine, with a brazier beneath. In this snowy weather, warm wine and hot food—quite enjoyable.

He drank his wine and ate delicacies, occasionally glancing at the dark Cangsheng Tower, thinking this one also enjoyed himself.

Then he recalled when Tie Ci had once tempted him with Murong Yi’s delicacies, but he still hadn’t tasted them.

After this time, he should be able to taste them, or else this old man would tell everyone you were ravished by Da Qian’s Emperor…

Jingxu took a sip of wine, making a satisfied “tsk” sound as he arced it in his mouth, contentedly shaking his head.

On the other side, Buqing lay with his subordinates atop the bamboo house, motionless for so long he’d become a snowman, eyes vigilantly watching the sky.

He didn’t know what was happening in Cangsheng Tower, only knowing tonight His Majesty was discussing important matters with Da Feng’s Emperor. To prevent sudden aerial attacks, considerable guards were stationed above Cangsheng Tower, with armies layered in defense radiating from the tower throughout the city.

As for why discussing important matters required darkness, perhaps to avoid light exposing their position?

…

In another spacetime, within the Alliance Management headquarters building.

Yun Buci stared at the screen before her, where a red dot had remained stationary in some high location for a long time.

That was the red dot representing Tie Ci.

This rarely occurred. Throughout their flight, to avoid sudden bombardment while sleeping, Tie Ci’s group always chose tunnels, cellars, underground passages for rest.

After all, drones couldn’t penetrate ground attacks, while tracking robots had no advantage underground.

Now she actually appeared atop a tower—quite surprising.

Technicians stared at screens awaiting orders from superiors. Currently leading the pursuit of Da Qian’s Emperor was another colonel, this one from the councilor faction. After all, the general faction had changed several commanders yet suffered losses. Now the general faction faced great pressure, forced to drop pursuit of Yun Buci.

This colonel was cautious, reluctant to give orders lightly. Especially now, with basic equipment severely depleted and deadly large weapons not dared to be used casually—everyone feared repeating previous commanders’ mistakes.

They’d also heard the general would personally campaign to avenge his son, but bigshots always loved meetings. Involving restricted weapons required endless discussions, so this commanding colonel dared not order, turning to look at Yun Buci.

After all, she’d been Da Qian Emperor’s teacher for over ten years—the colonel felt she had more decision-making authority.

Commanders had changed several times, each with different styles. Yun Buci remained the same—indifferent to favor or disgrace.

The colonel asked her: “The Da Qian Emperor is staying in that tower—what is she doing? Is she researching battle plans against us?”

Yun Buci rubbed her chin, staring at the screen. Seeming to think of something, she gave a lewd “hehe” laugh.

As she opened her mouth to speak, her third disciple suddenly walked past with a stern face, taking large steps. The abacus on her bottom flew up, hitting Yun Buci’s back.

Yun Buci hissed, turning to glare: “Rebellious disciple!”

“You’ve had good disciples before,” the third disciple said coolly. “You also know what your good disciple is doing. Accumulate some virtue, old thing.”

Yun Buci fell silent.

She knew this female disciple wasn’t just referring to Tie Ci.

So even the money-obsessed woman normally immersed in abacuses and account books didn’t only see copper coins.

The colonel pressed: “Do we need to launch strikes? Could this be a trap?”

Yun Buci turned, smiling: “I don’t know.”

Colonel: “…”

Suddenly commotion arose outside as a large group walked through the glass corridor, still arguing heatedly. Technicians said: “Alright, the bigshots finished their meeting.”

The colonel felt relieved: “Then let them decide!”

The door opened silently. The general entered first, immediately seeing the red dot on screen.

He paused, striding over. After seeing the dot’s location clearly, he shouted: “Why no order for long-range shooting!”

The colonel stammered: “This… we feared a trap…”

Recently, due to endless methods from Da Qian’s side, Alliance warriors who’d suffered greatly had deep-rooted impressions of “ancient cunning.”

They’d galloped across ice rivers, luring muscle warriors in pursuit, but dragged salt bags behind their horses, sprinkling salt all the way to accelerate ice melting. When muscle warriors’ vehicles pursued, they fell into the river.

Knowing vehicles needed fuel power with thick protective covers over fuel tanks, they shot poison arrows at the covers. Poison corroded the covers—the faster vehicles moved, the more oil spilled until complete breakdown.

When they switched to light-powered vehicles, the opposition chose nighttime operations.

Da Qian couldn’t use the most energy-efficient orbital vehicles or electromagnetic vehicles anyway.

They used many quick-moving scouts to harass during vehicle warriors’ rest, not seeking to harm but prevent rest. Even wearing muscle clothing, personal stamina was limited, and wearing the body-burdening muscle combat clothing consumed energy faster.

Throughout pursuit, the opposition used hundreds against one, constantly maneuvering, once exhausting several soldiers to death.

Over the long thousand-li journey, the opposition indeed lost many soldiers, but their own side was also consuming.

Compared to numbers, the Alliance couldn’t match even one-tenth of Da Qian’s. They simply couldn’t afford the losses.

So recently the general’s eyes had been constantly red.

The Alliance could no longer be inhabited—they must relocate to Da Qian quickly. But now under such a strong emperor’s leadership, Da Qian was hostile to all. Rash relocation would make it difficult for them to live well in Da Qian.

Meanwhile Alliance civilians continuously protested, storming Management buildings. Families of dead soldiers demanded investigation of possible irregularities in appointing high officials, timely compensation, publication of soldiers’ causes of death. Ordinary civilians pursued Management for wasting taxpayer money, dereliction of duty, incompetence, corruption, demanding Management immediately find suitable habitats.

No more delays! Cities were destroyed, extreme weather made survival difficult for people and all life. Vitality was about to be cut off, yet Management still fought for power and held meetings!

Some civilians already called for peaceful transition, demanding Management conduct friendly negotiations with Da Qian, requesting acceptance to avoid further casualties and consumption of Alliance’s already limited personnel and resources.

But many others believed no one would accept their homeland being occupied by people surpassing their era—they’d lose security. The opposition would either refuse or demand they permanently lay down weapons, accept governance as second-class citizens. But this point they absolutely couldn’t accept either.

So fight on! With weapons surpassing the opposition by countless eras, there was no reason to lose!

Both sides split into factions, arguing endlessly.

Obviously, Management internally also split into these two factions. The general faction was resolutely pro-war, demanding intimidation and absolute strikes, nuclear weapons usage, believing only by frightening and subduing Da Qian could Alliance civilians safely relocate. Before then, the priority was eliminating Da Qian’s obstinate leader.

The councilor faction suggested civilians were actually easily appeased, recommending gentle treatment of civilians, opposing nuclear weapons use. Destroying Da Qian would destroy the Alliance’s last hope and provoke popular resistance.

But both factions shared one consensus.

The emperor must die.

This stubborn yet powerful emperor, who unfortunately held enormous influence over the people, must die!

The general stared at that red dot with vicious eyes: “Trap or not, one shot will tell!”

Without hesitation, he reached to slap that red button.

The councilor entered a step later, seeing this scene. Wanting to stop him was already too late.

Third Sister looked at Yun Buci, who closed her eyes.

…

Dawn light appeared faintly on the horizon.

Tie Ci climbed up panting, hammering her aching back, thinking age was catching up—she really couldn’t handle young wolves anymore.

She glanced at the wolf’s lower regions, thinking indeed a wolf.

She checked the sky, feeling relieved.

The thing she’d worried about hadn’t happened—fortunate.

Simultaneously feeling guilty—those standing guard outside worked hard tonight.

For her one night’s revelry, so many bigshots and countless soldiers were deployed.

Thinking this way, she seemed like a foolish ruler.

Tie Ci smiled slightly, lazily reaching for clothes.

But grasped nothing.

She was startled.

She clearly remembered throwing clothes beside the couch.

Stunned for a moment, she suddenly turned to look at Murong Yi, who’d been sleeping on the couch.

Suddenly arms encircled her waist. Murong Yi’s gorgeous, clear voice sounded at her waist: “Your Majesty, planning to pull up pants and deny everything?”

He spoke the last words buried against her waist, voice muffled, waves of hot breath moistening her bare skin.

She couldn’t help the tickling sensation and laughed. With that laugh, her whole body went soft.

This bastard.

Indeed unaffected, yet forcibly pretended most of the night, lying like a lazy dog enjoying most of the night.

A low laugh, heaven and earth overturned, her back fell onto messy bedding with a muffled thud.

Murong Yi’s voice, now buried in her shoulder hollow, still muffled: “…it should be my turn now.”

Tie Ci’s hands caressed his smooth back: “Don’t… no time… dangerous…”

“No… I’ve waited for this moment for one thousand four hundred fifty-seven days and seven hours…” Both sweaty, skin slippery against each other, even nasal tones seemed lingering, “…you know what our Da Feng people say about Da Qian…”

“Mm?”

“When enemies meet on a narrow path…” The voice grew deeper, more intimate, meandering down along delicate shoulder lines, finally stopping somewhere unknown, causing subtle gasps and soft laughter, “…fuck first, talk later…”

…

The general’s finger was about to touch the red button.

But at this moment.

Suddenly sharp alarms sounded, warnings instantly echoing throughout the center.

Someone cried: “Capital terminal alert!”

“Under attack! Under attack! Total annihilation, all signals lost!”

“Message from capital…” Keyboards clattered as technicians translated word by word: “Da Qian Academy attacked, all personnel captured, all monitoring points destroyed. This was Yun Buci colluding with the opposition…”

He turned in astonishment.

In the vast center, before countless terminals, countless people turned to look at Yun Buci.

No one would believe the academy command center—with surveillance everywhere, electrified walls, doors locked and connected to computers, plus many warriors remaining—could be wiped out by savages with only iron clubs.

There must have been inside help.

Besides Yun Buci, who mastered all capital situations, had stayed in Da Qian twenty years, and was familiar with Da Qian’s rulers and ministers, who else?

The general’s eyes blazed with fury, also flashing with joy, gnashing teeth: “Indeed it’s you!”

The councilor frowned: “I’ll personally investigate.”

She took out a spatial converter: “I still think starting from the capital, first controlling capital ministers to serve us, then leading people to submit to us, is a good way to avoid warfare…”

“Then please try, Your Excellency.” The general smiled coldly. “Perhaps Da Qian people, moved by your benevolence, will immediately kowtow!”

The councilor smiled charmingly: “That won’t happen, but I imagine they won’t be like those protesting crowds at our gates now.”

Those families of dead soldiers were holding Xilin’s photos demanding accountability from the general.

The general’s face twisted momentarily.

Blue light flashed—the councilor had vanished.

The general stood grinding his teeth for a while before reacting to the screen situation.

He turned but saw the light dot had disappeared from screen.

The general was stunned, then still slammed down that button.

“General!”

Yun Buci shook her head disapprovingly.

Long-range missiles were limited. Even without full Management council approval, they shouldn’t be wasted like this.

The general whirled around, pointing at Yun Buci: “Yun, for suspected leaking classified information and colluding with enemy nations, you’re under arrest!”

A group of armed soldiers rushed forward.

The general took out a blue spatial converter: “Target Da Qian’s northeast Pojing City, bring ‘Naughty Boy’ and ‘Sweet Rain’! Plus all remaining personnel and weapons!”

Everyone stared in shock at the Alliance’s current highest military administrator.

“I,” the general said word by word, “and my entire Alliance, will personally meet Da Qian’s Emperor this time!”

…

Blue light flashed. The councilor appeared at Da Qian Academy with her warriors.

In the command center, the sole remaining technician saw her and fearfully turned: “Councilor! We encountered traitors! Everyone was captured…”

“Wait.” The councilor interrupted. “If everyone was captured, why were you left alone?”

She simultaneously gestured for others to spread out, search, maintain combat formation, and activate her protective shield.

The technician stood up, pale-faced: “I… I was in the bathroom then, sensed something wrong and hid. Only came out after they left…”

The councilor suddenly shouted: “What are you doing!”

She simultaneously lunged forward, moving even faster than muscle warriors.

A flash of movement—long legs high-kicked, delicate slit cheongsam falling to both sides, a split-kick viciously chopping down at the technician.

But still a step too slow.

Blue light flashed through the air. Muscle warriors suddenly froze.

The councilor’s fierce kick was also lightly caught by a hand.

That hand was snow-white and slender with delicate joints—clearly a woman’s hand.

The Palace Master appeared belly-first before her body, emerging from under the control panel while dusting herself off, casually gripping the councilor’s ankle and slamming her to the ground.

The impact against metal flooring was thunderous.

This blow was extremely heavy, but the councilor barely paused before springing back up.

Her cheongsam had torn, revealing pale gold close-fitting clothing underneath that glimmered faintly.

Her body seemed elongated several inches. Though the Palace Master was already tall, the councilor was still a full head taller.

Without pause, she charged at the Palace Master—her body extraordinarily swift and flexible like a golden leopard, tracing a smooth arc in midair. While still airborne, her whole body emitted faint yellow smoke, while her elbow suddenly shot out cold light, striking directly at the Palace Master’s abdomen.

No one could tell this classically dressed, seemingly delicate blonde woman moved like the most ferocious assassin.

The Palace Master flashed away from her original position, cold light piercing through the wall. With a wave of her hand, the pale yellow smoke crystallized into yellow ice, scattering on the ground.

As smoke scattered, the Palace Master backhanded a punch in return.

Her punch looked soft and powerless, but surrounding air seemed slightly distorted while frost flowers faintly appeared on walls.

The councilor seemed well-versed in martial arts, recognizing this punch’s extraordinary nature, twisting her body to spring away.

The next instant her body bent into a pretzel shape, suddenly appearing behind the Palace Master from a bizarre angle, backhanding an elbow with another cold light.

She seemed trained in contortion—her body’s flexibility was incredible. When striking, her entire person was like an upright coiling snake.

The Palace Master’s pupils contracted.

She’d always heard their weapons were powerful but personal combat had greatly deteriorated—at least no match for martial arts masters like them.

But clearly this one was different.

She didn’t know this person had originally risen through martial prowess in that other era—a special forces background.

The two women exchanged several moves instantly. One had tricky angles, smooth as a snake; the other had ghostly movements with frost-like punches. The latter perfectly countered the former. Temperature continuously dropped, countless ice crystals scattered on the ground, quickly melting to make the floor slippery. The overly cold temperature also reduced the councilor’s agility.

“Bang!” When the councilor back-flipped, she slipped and slid out, but reacted nimbly, using this slide to raise her hand and shoot at the Palace Master.

White light flashed. An ice dragon in midair became powder. The Palace Master’s form disappeared behind the ice dragon.

The next instant she landed, one knee on the ground, palm pressed down. Ground ice crystals recongealed, instantly forming a sword. She bent down to gently push the sword forward.

The sword flew quickly along the slippery ground. Where it passed, ice crystals and cold gathered rapidly, the sword growing larger. By the opposite wall, the councilor had just borrowed force from the wall to flip up when she met an iceberg head-on.

A muffled crash—ice flowers scattered everywhere. Before the councilor’s form could break through the mountain, a hand had already penetrated the snow mist, gripping her throat.

At this time, warriors slowed by electromagnetic waves that only activated during the command center’s emergency state had just struggled out of their restricted muscle combat clothing, not yet able to rescue their councilor before being threatened by swords from Da Qian troops who’d rushed in.

With swords before them and venomous snakes and insects prowling at their feet, all the cross-temporal elites were pale-faced, not daring to move.

Qi Ling and Chi Xue entered with their people. The former brought experts from the Court of Judicial Review and Ministry of Justice most skilled in interrogation, taking people away in batches.

Here the Palace Master and Chi Xue personally stripped off the councilor’s shimmering armor, put iron shackles made of Yuan iron on her, and personally guarded her.

After a while Qi Ling returned, speaking quietly with the two women. The Palace Master looked at Chi Xue.

With His Majesty absent, Chi Xue currently best represented His Majesty’s will in the capital.

Chi Xue said calmly: “When His Majesty departed, she instructed this servant that I’m only responsible for the safety of everyone in Chongming Palace. Inside the palace goes to Commander Wan, outside to Governor Qi. Court affairs are decided by the Cabinet and Grand Tutor’s consultation. Matters concerning the capital’s survival are jointly discussed by all parties. As long as it benefits the capital and Da Qian, this servant must fully cooperate. Governor and Madam Gu, please act freely.”

The Palace Master thought: “Actually what we’re thinking now isn’t benefiting the capital, but just benefiting His Majesty.”

Chi Xue looked at her with slight hope in her eyes.

The Palace Master said: “This should be a high-level enemy figure. Governor just interrogated those soldiers—apparently their ruler is an organization called Management, mainly divided into two factions. One is the general faction—the opposition’s son who died at His Majesty’s hands belonged to them. The other is this snake-like beauty before us. Both sides have many disagreements. Originally I planned to use the old trick of threatening the opposition with this woman’s life. Since that’s the case, plans must change. Because the general is surely eager for revenge, hoping his old rival suffers. Even knowing this beauty was captured, he definitely won’t agree to any conditions to save her.”

The councilor listened, immediately raising her head earnestly: “You understand well. Since so, release me and I’ll return to advocate for friendly cooperation with Da Qian. Look how advanced our weapons and technology are. If our two countries achieve peaceful cooperation—you provide us living space, we teach you the most advanced technology, helping you enter industrial revolution early—wouldn’t that be win-win?”

“Sounds truly wonderful,” the Palace Master nodded, stroking her chin.

The councilor showed no joy, earnestly watching her.

“But we have an even better suggestion for you,” the Palace Master said. “Keep you here, let you enjoy Da Qian people’s warm hospitality, let you enjoy the same treatment as our Majesty. His Majesty suffers one wound, you suffer one. His Majesty can’t sleep, you can’t sleep. His Majesty has no time to eat, you get forced dieting. Meanwhile we’ll let your people know you’ve successfully led your team to seize Da Qian’s political power, gained Da Qian ministers’ submission, everyone’s preparing to crown you new empress… Guess what your deadly rival general and your people will think?”

The councilor’s eyebrows slowly rose.

After a long while she said: “Da Qian people truly live up to their reputation—sinister and vicious.”

“You’re too kind,” the Palace Master smiled. “We neither crossed spacetime to kill people’s emperors, exterminate people’s civilians, steal people’s lands, nor used superior weapons to forcibly suppress opponents by bullying the weak. We’re just returning the favor to thugs who bullied us at our doorstep. We’re sinister and vicious, while you people are shameless.”

She waved her hand. Soldiers stepped forward to drag the councilor away.

“Wait!”

The Palace Master turned a deaf ear.

“Wait!” The councilor clawed at the ground with both hands, sprawling on the floor refusing to be dragged away. “You can’t do this!”

She knew these Da Qian people could do it. Then civilians would think she’d betrayed the Alliance. The general faction would seize the opportunity to kick everything of hers out of Management. People’s fury would engulf her subordinates, relatives, properties… She shivered all over.

For that instant, she regretted it.

Regretted that earlier when she’d clearly had opportunities to cooperate with the general in severely striking Da Qian, her secret research institute had newly developed pursuit cannons that could relentlessly hunt after inputting enemy DNA data, originally able to immediately eliminate that Da Qian Emperor. But wanting to watch the show, wanting the general faction to suffer in this competition and gradually lose supporters and assembly seats, she’d chosen cold observation.

Thus missing the best opportunity, letting enemies gradually grow during flight and combat.

No one paid attention to her. Soldiers coldly dragged the chains without looking back.

The councilor’s hands dug deep into the ground as she shouted: “Don’t do this! Tell me! What do you want me to do!”

Chapter 565: Devoted Hearts Rewarded
Time rewinds to before the general pressed the button.

At the moment when the violently shaking bed’s swaying motion gradually lightened, Murong Yi reached out to embrace Tie Ci, wanting to pull her deeper into his arms.

Tie Ci also extended her arms, seemingly to fully welcome this embrace, but her fingers passed through Murong Yi’s arm crook and landed on his lower back.

A gentle pat.

Murong Yi’s body stiffened as he looked down at Tie Ci.

The tower was completely dark, faint light flowing outside. By that slight snowy gleam, his gaze met Tie Ci’s.

One showed no shock or surprise, yet bore deep reproach and faint dissatisfaction.

The other showed no apology or unease either, still carrying a slight smile with gentle comfort and explanation.

Then Murong Yi’s eyes gradually dimmed as he collapsed toward Tie Ci.

Tie Ci raised a hand to catch him, taking the opportunity to nibble his lips, then gently smoothed his hair.

She didn’t immediately get up.

Tonight her posture, movements, and even related medications had all been thoroughly prepared, just to conceive in one attempt.

There might not be a chance to try again. She risked such danger for this one time.

After a while she got up, tidying both herself and Murong Yi before sending out a signal.

Zhao San appeared in the outer room. Tie Ci handed Murong Yi to him: “Leave quickly.”

Zhao San’s expression was complex as he took Murong Yi, seeing Da Qian’s Emperor sit on the bed edge and reach beside the pillow.

Click—iron bars sprang out from both sides of the bed, positioned and sized perfectly to bind a slender person to the bed unable to move.

It seemed if Tie Ci hadn’t acted, Murong Yi would soon have tied Tie Ci to the bed.

Tie Ci laughed, thinking this was indeed still him. But in this aspect, men could never match women’s decisiveness. At certain crucial moments, you men can’t bear to act, but women can.

She suddenly looked up.

Sensing subtle vibrations in the air.

This feeling was too familiar. Her expression changed dramatically as she rushed out, slapping Zhao San down a floor with one palm: “Leave quickly!”

There was already commotion outside the tower—whistles, shouts, sounds of robes cutting through wind. Someone was shouting: “Your Majesty, leave quickly!”

Zhao San slapped a button on the wall. With a whoosh, an iron chain dropped straight down from the tower top to bottom. Zhao San leaped onto the chain with Murong Yi on his back, sliding to the bottom in a blink. Before reaching bottom, he pressed some mechanism, causing the ground to slowly open.

He slid into the underground cavity carrying Murong Yi, looking up to see the top suddenly covered by white light.

That light was so fierce, like sunlight overhead, causing his eyes to stream with tears immediately, unable to see where Tie Ci was.

His heart suddenly sank.

Too late.

Tie Ci couldn’t slide down the chain in time.

At this moment, exclamations arose outside the tower.

All the guards around saw a meteor streak across the sky at that moment.

The meteor was extremely bright and fast, crossing the sky almost instantly, then precisely falling on Cangsheng Tower the next moment.

So fast that all those prepared for battle had no time for any reaction.

Only Pingzong raised her hand, sending out red and white energy waves, but they only chased the white meteor’s tail, disappearing far from the tail end.

The next instant brought no sound, only white light falling into the tower top, suddenly bursting forth, blooming into an enormous white light sphere that illuminated all of Pojing City.

Then half of Cangsheng Tower suddenly vanished before everyone’s tear-stimulated eyes.

No collapse, no explosion, no earth-shaking sounds—like a roll of white silk thrown from the sky, instantly erasing such a large, solid building into blank space.

Many present had participated in building Cangsheng Tower and surrounding structures, knowing how solid these key buildings were, how they could withstand the fiercest current artillery.

They stared wide-eyed in disbelief, hearts beating violently as if about to shatter in their chests.

Moments later, the white light dissipated. People finally saw clearly that half of Cangsheng Tower was gone, the remaining half on the ground neatly cut, showing the remaining half-staircase inside.

But around it, even the nearest trees were completely intact.

After a moment of deathly silence, some rushed out, some fell from trees, cries of alarm rolling like waves.

“Your Majesty!”

…

“Your Majesty!”

Zhao San was also shouting.

He stood underground, eyes seemingly blinded by that white light, vaguely seeming to see a black shadow flash by, yet suspecting he was seeing double.

He shouted heart-rendingly, his whole body cold.

No one could survive in such light…

Suddenly someone patted his back, startling him into jumping up and spinning around. The moment he turned, tears blurred his vision.

“Your Majesty!”

That first cry was anguished pain, this one was joyful surprise.

Tie Ci stood perfectly intact behind him.

Except for some ash on her face and minor scrapes on her body, she didn’t even look disheveled.

Zhao San was too excited to speak.

Tie Ci took the initiative to explain: “At that moment, I jumped straight down.”

Moreover, she still had teleportation.

Zhao San was somewhat puzzled. He remembered Murong Yi saying Tie Ci had lost her innate abilities—how had they suddenly recovered?

But recovery was good. He breathed a sigh of relief, but before he could speak, Tie Ci pushed him: “Go, don’t stay with me. I’m their primary target—wherever I appear, they’ll lock onto me.”

Zhao San was lightly pushed far away by her palm, still turning back to ask: “Then what about Your Majesty?”

“What about me? Cold salad.” Tie Ci still had the mood to joke at this time. “My journey of flight hasn’t been in vain, and Murong Yi’s preparations these years haven’t been in vain either. Though we can’t directly confront their weapons, as long as I live one more moment, they must die one more person.”

Seeing Zhao San still hesitating, she simply turned around, entered the secret passage, and closed the door behind her.

Zhao San had no choice but to go in a different direction.

He had supervised this construction himself. This large area including Cangsheng Tower was already connected underground by various secret passages. Entering from anywhere allowed access throughout this entire area.

He had spent enormous effort on this area, and Murong Yi was also very attentive, personally inspecting three times.

Zhao San emerged from the tunnel at what was originally Feiyu’s head courtesan’s boudoir.

Shortly after he emerged, Murong Yi woke up.

Tie Ci wouldn’t strike him too hard—just avoiding lengthy explanations and striking first.

Murong Yi sat up, first sitting on the bed edge thinking for a while, a mysterious smile playing at his lips.

Zhao San watched his solitary reminiscent, rippling smile, getting goosebumps wave after wave.

Then Murong Yi looked up, rose, donned his cloak, and prepared to return.

Zhao San spread his arms to block him.

“Your Majesty, she forbids you to go.”

Murong Yi ignored him.

“She said if you dare seek her, that would break your oath. The oath would backlash onto her. At this decisive battle moment, do you want to harm her to death?”

Murong Yi stopped, saying irritably: “I’ve already seen her, and I even…”

He stopped speaking, that mysterious smile returning to his face.

Zhao San had to pretend not to see it: “Wasn’t it her who came to find you? That doesn’t count as you breaking your oath, and you didn’t formally meet either.”

Murong Yi angrily said: “Complete nonsense!”

But though he said this, he didn’t immediately move.

He feared nothing in his life, not even ghosts and gods, but he feared the mysterious workings of fate, feared heaven would be harsh to Tie Ci.

He could endure ten thousand backlashes himself, but for Tie Ci, not even the slightest possibility was permitted.

He turned around, just seeing Cangsheng Tower neatly cut in half.

Murong Yi’s expression immediately darkened.

At this time, because Zhao San had sent signals, people from both Da Feng and Da Qian sides rushed over. Xiao Xueya ran at the front, his first words: “Where is His Majesty!”

Murong Yi glanced at him: “I am here!”

Xiao Xueya looked at him coldly, only looking at Zhao San. Zhao San had to point underground: “When the opposition attacked, His Majesty timely entered the tunnel. Below is very spacious and complex—His Majesty is temporarily safe.”

Everyone breathed a long sigh of relief.

Xiao Xueya immediately asked where the tunnel entrance was.

But Zhao San said: “Your country’s Majesty said that having achieved nothing along this route, the opposition’s rage has reached its peak. They’ll surely launch a total assault on Pojing City soon. Please follow Da Feng’s Majesty’s command and ensure massive consumption of opposition forces beneath Pojing City once again.”

Xiao Xueya frowned: “How does His Majesty judge the opposition will soon stake everything?”

“Your country’s Majesty said that shells like the previous one have only been used twice so far by the opposition. Once was the initial attack on Chongming Palace, once was attacking Cangsheng Tower. Despite months of intense pursuit, they haven’t been used. This shows the opposition has limited quantities of such terrible weapons, definitely saving them for the most crucial, important moments. The initial Chongming attack was to intimidate Da Qian with overwhelming force, while attacking Cangsheng Tower was because… they finally waited for His Majesty to linger long above ground, and finally couldn’t wait any longer.”

“Wait.” Pingzong, who had fought the opposition long and understood them well, said in astonishment: “The opposition has flying weapons, soldiers with vehicles that can travel hundreds of li instantly and cross mountain peaks, plus cannons that can attack from thousands of li away. City walls can’t stop them at all—why would they bother with the effort of siege warfare?”

Zhao San said: “Your country’s Majesty said logically it should be so, but if the opposition truly begins using large forces for major attacks, it actually indicates…”

Before he finished speaking, city guards came running frantically from both Da Feng and Da Qian sides: “Report! Unknown forces appeared thirty li outside the city!”

Before these scouts finished reporting, another batch came running: “Report! Unknown forces have appeared within ten li. Cavalry warnings were ineffective and instantly slaughtered!”

Before these words ended, a third batch of scouts ran frantically, shouting from afar: “Already within five li!”

Everyone gasped.

So fast.

Zhao San just finished his next sentence: “…it indicates they’re also at their limit. Flying vehicles, aerial weapons, long-range artillery shells… probably all insufficient. They can only clash directly, fight hand-to-hand!”

Pingzong struck her fist forcefully.

“Hand-to-hand, who fears whom!”

Xiao Xueya turned and left, giving orders as he walked: “Organize troops, man the walls, prepare rolling logs and stones, battering rams, forked poles, flying hooks, demon club-wheels, etc.—are they all ready? If rolling logs and stones aren’t enough, prepare to demolish civilian houses!”

He habitually gave orders, walking several steps before realizing something was wrong. Not to mention others, just Di Yiwei, the Yong Ping garrison commander, was no less in rank and was a longtime northern frontier general. For such battles, even regarding command, she should command.

But having independently shouldered responsibility for years, never trusting others’ abilities, though he’d improved much after being humbled, instinct still made him rush out subconsciously.

He turned back to look at Di Yiwei, intending to invite her to defend the city together, but saw Di Yiwei with arms crossed, smoking with a completely casual demeanor, showing no intention of working.

Xiao Xueya was startled. He didn’t think Di Yiwei was someone who feared battle, unless…

His gaze shifted, indeed seeing Da Feng’s Emperor in snow-white fox fur, smilingly approaching.

Walking while giving him orders: “Marshal Xiao needn’t worry. All siege defense equipment has long been prepared. Moreover, since winter relocation of civilians, Pojing City has been daily doused with cold water. The ice walls are now over ten feet thick, easy to defend and hard to attack. Now please work with Commander Di to guard the barbican and two corner towers. Atop the corner towers are Heaven-Breaking Crossbows secretly made with Yuan iron, capable of piercing any armor under heaven. They’re just extremely heavy—ordinary people can’t draw them, perfect for you two.”

He gave orders while mounting his imperial carriage, expression serene with the housewife attitude of “I’ve finished giving orders, you go work.”

Xiao Xueya stood unmoved, saying coldly: “When did Da Qian cities fall under Da Feng Emperor’s command?”

Murong Yi smiled without speaking, only raising his hand slightly.

His fingers were slender with delicate joints, nails like snow shells, attracting gazes that then saw dangling from his fingertip a jade brush.

The jade brush had a jade body with golden tip, tied with silver chain, glittering at Murong Yi’s fingertip.

Everyone: “…”

This silent boasting.

Everyone knew this was Da Qian Emperor’s signature ornament, specially crafted by the late Emperor in her youth. Though Tie Ci rarely used it, she always carried it, especially after the late Emperor’s death—this jade brush became His Majesty’s heart’s treasure.

Now this treasure was in Murong Yi’s hands, literally “as if I were present in person.”

Xiahou Chun was also there, looking at the jade brush with deeper thoughts.

It had always been said the late Emperor was killed by Murong Yi, but His Majesty had always been evasive about this. Now to actually entrust the late Emperor’s relic to Murong Yi’s care—the implications were self-evident.

From beginning to end, His Majesty never considered Murong Yi the murderer.

Recalling recent years, throughout the capital’s streets and alleys, people always intentionally or unintentionally discussed questions about the original Chongming bloodbath, discussed the strange relationship between Da Feng’s late Emperor, late Grand Consort, and current Da Feng Emperor, discussed Da Feng’s friendly measures toward Da Qian and Da Feng’s customs and culture. They even discussed Da Feng from extremely interesting, endearing angles, arousing many traveling scholars’ curiosity about Da Feng… Obviously, over the years, Da Qian people’s original anger toward Da Feng had greatly diminished. Civilian goodwill gradually increased. The increasingly prosperous Pojing City had hosted many cooperative activities between both sides, making it a must-visit destination for traveling scholars from both countries.

On Da Feng’s side, hostility toward Da Qian was even fainter. They narcissistically felt Da Qian was Da Feng’s daughter-in-law. Combined with naturally bold personalities and protagonist consciousness, when occasionally encountering bold Da Qian merchants crossing borders for trade, they welcomed them with special enthusiasm, like treating in-laws.

In short, over the years, under constantly changing public opinion environments on both sides, the two countries no longer seemed like enemy nations.

Now it appeared both had remained steadfast and true—devoted hearts rewarded.

Xiahou Chun traced back the two’s journey, feeling moved.

Through countless storms, endless twists, shocking upheavals, territorial divisions.

If either had been slightly weaker in will, or if one side had been weaker, this matter would never have developed this way.

How fortunate they were to encounter each other.

…

Tie Ci moved quickly through the tunnel, followed only by Pingzong, who had caught up.

Everyone else had gone to the city walls to meet the great battle.

Tie Ci was very satisfied with Murong Yi’s awakening.

After years apart, she had become more calm and composed, while Murong Yi was finally no longer the love-supreme, reckless madman.

This meeting in darkness—they hadn’t even seen each other’s faces clearly. She didn’t want to see clearly, didn’t need to see clearly. However he might change, he would always be the him in her heart.

He was the Feiyu who gracefully fell into her embrace, the Murong who created bright moons over seas and stirred waves with tides.

All these years, they dwelt in separate nations, but their hearts were always together.

The daily records were filled with his every word and deed and his longing for her, while Pojing City was filled with the paths of retreat and escape he’d left for her.

She hadn’t thought much of these paths before, until that moment when guns fired at Chongming Palace—only then did she realize he’d been right all along.

His sharp, clear gaze had long ago penetrated layers of mist, falling upon the enormous shadow behind her.

When she was confused by being in the situation, he as a clear-sighted observer had silently made many preparations.

Like this Pojing City that he’d seized even at the cost of rolling around, making scenes, and suffering terrible losses.

This border stronghold he’d built despite bearing a cruel reputation, despite repeated betrayals by ministers, poisoning by his mother consort, all to constrain powerful families.

Above ground: buildings rising in tiers, golden arches and jade pillars, streets crisscrossing, ten thousand wine shop flags.

Underground: equally another world, with vast engineering projects.

Tie Ci walked through the passage. The tunnel was very spacious with smooth bluestone flooring. Brick wall cracks were carefully filled with rice paste grout. She knocked—it rang like metal and jade, using the finest bricks.

Copper lamps on all sides lit up in sequence, ventilation was excellent. Walking within didn’t feel stuffy, nor was there underground decay.

Many places had hidden walls within walls. Without maps, one could easily get lost.

In many concealed spots were weapons, food, and water, regularly replaced.

This palace complex extending continuously above and below ground, built over four years, was all his devotion, his heart’s blood, his frugal savings bearing infamy to provide for her.

Unable to give her weak, powerless comfort, he chose to stand far behind her, giving her a steel barrier.

A truly substantial steel barrier.

Suddenly violent trembling overhead, as if something had pierced the soil layer. Walls slightly deformed but didn’t crack.

Tie Ci and Pingzong quickened their pace, soil falling behind them.

After a few steps, a light sound ahead—a sharp crack appeared in the overhead dome, but still no rupture.

Tie Ci turned a corner into another passage.

…

Above Cangsheng Tower, in thick clouds amid snow, an oval object appeared and disappeared.

The thing was also gray, blending with cloud layers, faintly flickering with cold white light.

The object’s bottom opened, casting down a light beam. Silver-clad warriors carrying firearms continuously slid down from high altitude, landing lightly with transparent wings silently folding behind them.

Before the main control cabin of the oval aircraft sat the expressionless general, beside him a deputy officer shaking a transparent test tube in his hand, smiling: “The councilor really knew how to hide—holding Tie Ci’s DNA data without sharing, forcing us to use only skeletal data scanning and losing the best pursuit opportunity. Now it’s good—DNA data can’t be faked. It’s been scanned into all warriors’ personal terminals. Within a thousand-meter radius, they can sense matching DNA. Now she can never escape again!”

The general snorted coldly: “I said those women had impure motives!”

The deputy sighed: “Never expected that even after we brought charges against Yun, she’d still willingly tell us this.”

The general said flatly: “Isn’t this just fear of death? After all, if Da Qian’s Emperor escaped, the first person she’d kill would be her.”

The deputy hesitated: “Yun didn’t say that. She said she doesn’t want killing, doesn’t care about her own life or death. She just hopes Alliance civilians can find pure land and quickly coexist with local natives. She said she worried that Alliance civilians accustomed to modern civilization would cause trouble due to various inconveniences after coming to Da Qian, triggering conflicts and native resistance. So she hoped to quickly make Da Qian people adapt to otherworldly visitors through change, or simply create chaos in Da Qian through reform, then have Alliance people play the savior role of restoring order—only this way could there be stable transition… She originally had hope of success, if not for the emperor being so clear-headed and fiercely opposed.”

“So she must kill the emperor?”

“Yes.”

The general pondered, then laughed: “Thorough idealists are the most ruthless and cold.”

“Yun said she’s offering the emperor’s data on one condition—that the general agrees to one thing.”

“Hmm?”

“She asks the general not to use ‘Naughty Boy’ and ‘Sweet Rain.'”

The general was silent for a while, looking down at the ground, then at the distant city gates.

“I’ve already deployed all existing forces, dropped the most elite special forces here, plus the assassin Yun offered… Two-pronged approach—this battle must be won.”

The deputy nodded.

Not flattery—he also thought so.

Thirty elite special forces carrying the most advanced current weapons plus two mechs to hunt and kill an emperor who could now be precisely tracked was unquestionable, plus the elusive shadow assassin who’d always served Yun.

Three thousand siege warriors, though carrying only laser guns and wearing muscle combat suits, with some reserves lacking even this equipment, were still sufficient against these ancients with mud walls and iron tools.

Unfortunately in Da Qian, many ultra-high-level weapons lacked usage conditions—after all, this was an ancient society without even electricity, let alone satellites and global positioning systems. Available weapons were nearly exhausted, otherwise one intercontinental missile could solve what now required precious manpower to clash directly with local barbarian savages.

“So,” the general said calmly, “naturally there’s no need to use ‘Naughty Boy’ and ‘Sweet Rain’ as last resort.”

The deputy acknowledged, though thinking this might not be a promise.

But he wouldn’t press further—after all, Da Qian couldn’t possibly win, could they?

…

On the ground, black shadows fell from the light beam.

Last to descend were two giant mechs, one hand gripping the aircraft, easily leaping down. When the second mech landed, its shoulder seemed to have a snow-white light shadow, but when the mech warrior left the light beam and sank into darkness, its shoulder became pitch black.

The previous group of black shadows wore matte black combat suits that didn’t reflect light in darkness, light sword hilts upright at their shoulders, waists bound with whip-like black objects, chests hung with rows of magazine-like things containing smooth egg-sized objects, arms cradling complex photon guns capable of firing three laser rows simultaneously.

After landing, each person first raised their wrist to check the emperor’s position. Someone checked while saying: “With DNA scanning precise positioning, why do we need so many people? Who’s going to handle this? David—”

His voice suddenly stopped.

Simultaneously, everyone made “Huh?” sounds.

The wrist micro-terminals indeed showed flashing red dots, but many of them.

Perspective scanners mapped the underground—intricate as tangled thread, momentarily impossible to sort out, and within these tangled lines, countless red light dots continuously flashed.

Everyone looked at each other.

What was happening?

Could there be countless emperors?

After staring for a while, someone finally gritted their teeth: “Never mind! Act first, talk later.”

Not calling just David anymore, they randomly picked light dots, found corresponding positions, and fired.

But there were too many dots—one per person wasn’t enough to go around.

One shot scattered soil, but no hole was visible, no screams heard, red dots didn’t disappear.

Some encountered stranger situations—red dots were targeted, but suddenly slid away the moment they fired.

That speed was ghostly fast. The warrior perked up, thinking since it moved, it must be the emperor herself. But one shot only raised dust, and that red dot slid away again in a blink.

On everyone’s terminal interfaces, those dizzying lines showed dense red dots constantly moving at even more dizzying frequencies and trajectories, so that not only human eyes couldn’t track such paths, even terminals beeped warnings—about to crash!

…

At this moment, underground in the vast maze.

Tie Ci and Pingzong heard continuous shock sounds, walls sometimes wrinkling, sometimes breaking off sections.

But none found the right position.

Both found it strange—having been pursued this whole way, they somewhat knew the opposition’s capabilities. Since they were shooting at the ground, they should have ways to find Tie Ci, so why couldn’t they locate her after so long?

Random shooting? With such a large underground palace, how long would such random firing take? Weren’t they resource-tight?

Pingzong looked up, puzzled: “This tunnel is amazing—first time I’ve seen tunnels that don’t break under their light… Hey… look!”

Tie Ci looked up to see overhead, starlight suddenly sliding over. Under bronze lamp light, that thing flickered with crystalline red light, like a meteor sliding from the dark depths.

Passing over Tie Ci’s head, she saw clearly—many wire slide rails stretched across the tunnel dome, a hook sliding along rails, beneath the hook a crystal bottle containing scattered red gems that swayed out rainbow-like light shadows with the vibrations.

Not only that, overhead had many wire slide rails with countless small crystal bottles, glass bottles, white jade bottles swaying and sliding back and forth. Bottles contained various colored gems reflecting red, orange, yellow, green, cyan, blue, purple lights that danced through the dim underground palace like a seven-colored meteor shower.

Tie Ci’s exceptional eyesight saw several soft black hair strands inside crystal bottles.

She instantly understood.

Since the daily records arrived, she and he had some correspondence. Because the doll he sent used his own hair, he also asked for a lock of her hair. Tie Ci understood this meant “binding hair as husband and wife” and gave it.

Never expected he’d actually separated his own hair strands, placing them in these pretty little bottles with various colored gems, suspending them atop these underground passages. Using many wires as slide rails, with slight movement these hair-strand bottles would fly back and forth overhead, magnificently brilliant.

Tie Ci imagined those past days when Murong Yi in wide robes, holding oil lamps, slowly walked through deep corridors with glass bottles crisscrossing overhead, making soft whooshing sounds, seven-colored swaying light reflecting on his jade-white chin.

Beautiful to imagine, yet too desolate. Even in this urgent situation, she couldn’t help feeling tender sympathy.

Pingzong’s attention was different: “They seem to be chasing those bottles!”

Only then did Tie Ci notice that following the bottles’ sliding, continuous gunfire sounded, more urgent than before. The dome kept shaking, gradually developing cracks at positions matching bottle locations. But just as they caught up, bottles slid away instantly. Tie Ci watched those vibrations pass by her side—thump thump thump like a giant pursuing a bottle’s trajectory.

More vibrations approached, again following a bottle away.

Tie Ci: “…”

She vaguely began to understand.

The opposition seemed to have changed methods for determining her location, probably using her body and hair, resulting in Murong Yi’s playful move inadvertently making them think those were all her, thus not hesitating to waste weapons pursuing.

Like whack-a-mole, punching countless holes in the ground without hitting the real target once.

Tie Ci stared for a long while, finally simply crossing her arms and leaning against the tunnel wall, watching little bottles slide back and forth overhead, constantly trembling with colorful flashing lights from overhead gunfire shocks, like spreading brilliant canopies across the dome.

After a good while, vibrations stopped.

Obviously the opposition also found this really stupid and finally gave up searching for her.

Who knew how much energy was wasted.

After a while, different vibrations came from somewhere behind—a thunderous crash.

Obviously the opposition changed strategy, directly combining forces to break open tunnels and enter.

That was best.

Tie Ci walked forward.

Another thunderous crash, light beams penetrated, a line of black shadows jumped into the tunnel.

The leader raised his palm, shooting strong light that illuminated the entire tunnel, just seeing two graceful figures ahead entering left and right fork paths.

The leading major looked down at his watch terminal showing countless red dots still running, unable to distinguish which was the emperor.

He could only order subordinates to split into two groups pursuing separately.

When giving orders, he glanced back—the searchlight beam was straight, but left a black shadow behind him. Between bright white and darkness, one shadow seemed thick or thin, drifting uncertainly.

He only looked once before leading people to pursue the left path.

Muscle warriors’ speed was remarkable, but the figure ahead was no slower, appearing and disappearing like a ghost.

So pursuers ran while shooting, but white light never caught the figure once. Wall debris flew, creating countless sieve-like holes, yet the figure suddenly vanished.

Pursuers stopped in amazement.

Ahead was actually a wall, and the figure was gone.

Wall-walking technique?

Were ancient people this magical?

But precisely because of this, the major was ecstatic—this proved he’d pursued correctly, that was the emperor.

Da Qian’s Emperor had outstanding supernatural abilities. Yun had interfered with this, now helping unlock it, so anyone using supernatural abilities must be the emperor.

“Blast the wall!”

White light cut through, the entire wall instantly disappeared.

The moment the wall vanished, everyone saw the opposite was a very spacious area with that figure inside, looking up at something.

Warriors unhesitatingly activated foot thrusters, pursuing into that space like lightning.

But this figure didn’t quickly disappear as before, instead turning to look at them.

This made warriors ecstatic as they ran up and surrounded her.

Tie Ci stood in that especially spacious underground chamber, seeing all pursuers had entered, suddenly smiled: “…One!”

Before her words ended.

All four walls suddenly collapsed.

The overhead dome thundered down.

This wasn’t ordinary collapse—this was near-palace-sized architecture completely collapsing. This group had just been lured by Tie Ci to the underground hall’s center, collapse came without warning, momentarily no time even to escape.

The leading major in that instant only saw Da Qian’s Emperor hadn’t fled—she just stood there motionless, as if to perish together with them.

Then everything went black and he saw nothing.

Tie Ci still stood in place.

Not struck by anything.

Beneath her feet, a circle faintly glowed.

This circle told her: just stay here, you can lure everyone to the center, and you’ll definitely be unharmed.

So at the most dangerous moment, she didn’t flee, didn’t move, like Tang Seng obediently staying within Sun Wukong’s protective circle.

Even if heaven collapsed and earth split, even if giant buildings pressed down.

The next instant she saw Fuchun House above the tunnel thunderously collapse, pressing atop everyone’s heads. The entire Fuchun House corresponded to that circle’s center position, yet was completely hollow.

Like a giant building cover, pressing down on everyone while that small spot alone protected her safety.

…

Above in the aircraft, the entire control room was deathly silent.

All staff, technicians, commanders stared at display screens with pale or iron-blue faces.

There, blue dots representing team members instantly disappeared—five or six.

Didn’t seem like many, but there were only thirty total, and this was just upon first contact with the opposition.

The general’s staff glanced at the general’s expression, wiped sweat, and sent a “proceed cautiously, maintain distance” signal.

…

Chapter 566: We’ll See
“Splash!” Pingzong emerged from the water, dripping wet.

Immediately behind her, a cluster of black heads also surfaced.

Earlier, after she had turned into the tunnel and entered the waterway, she had intended to use the water waves behind the tunnel to scatter the pursuing soldiers, just as she had done at Chongming Palace. Who knew that this batch of men was far more elite than the first group of soldiers, and their equipment was much more advanced. The moment they entered the water, their combat suits became slick and smooth, moving through the water like fish without any resistance. Webs also sprouted from the soles of their feet, and with just a gentle flick, they could cover several zhang, swimming even faster than her.

The weapons in the hands of the pursuing soldiers were obviously waterproof as well. They raised their gun barrels and aimed at her in unison on the water surface.

Pingzong suddenly flung her hand.

White misty vapor escaped from between her fingers and palms, and the surrounding temperature plummeted.

The pursuing soldiers who were about to fire suddenly found they couldn’t pull their triggers.

Then they discovered that the entire river had been frozen, and they, along with their weapons, were instantly frozen in the river.

This was yet another powerful ability user.

But clearly Pingzong’s ability couldn’t confine these equally powerful warriors. They couldn’t even feel the cold, and with a light struggle, the ice layer immediately cracked.

One warrior was the first to break free from the ice layer. As he fired, he shrugged his shoulder, and the string of silvery oval objects hanging on the strap across his chest rolled toward Pingzong along the ice surface.

In the blink of an eye, it was upon her—

Pingzong flicked her finger, and a fire dragon bloomed from her fingertip, rushing ahead to burn the approaching silver projectile.

The group of warriors changed color and hurriedly struggled to break through the ice layer, desperately diving down.

The silver projectile spun a few times on the ice surface, then burst into brilliant red and blue light. The radiance pushed forward, passing through the arched bridge ahead that was hung with countless red lanterns. The bridge split in half, with one half crashing thunderously into the river, splashing up enormous waves.

It passed through Dongzi’s house in Lingquan Village to the east, slicing off his roof.

It passed through Fuchun Tower further ahead, which had suddenly collapsed and sunk lower, cleanly shearing off its flying eaves.

Pingzong crouched in a tree, watching the radiance that continued to advance, feeling chills down her back and under her feet.

She lifted her foot to look—the sole of her boot had been sliced off.

One step slower, and she would have lost both legs.

Behind her came the sound of ice layers shattering. The group of warriors, having waited for the bomb to finish exploding, emerged from the water once again.

Pingzong performed a somersault and flipped down from the tree.

White and blue light pursued from behind, instantly pulverizing that tree to dust.

The black-clad warriors appeared in mid-air. Looking down, they saw that Pingzong had actually plunged into the water on the other side of the bridge again.

There, the dust from the collapsed bridge hadn’t yet settled, and silvery water waves could be vaguely seen.

The warriors sneered inwardly.

Foolish ancient person, using the same trick again?

The next instant, Pingzong’s figure crouched down. Just as she was about to enter that “water,” she suddenly contracted her entire body into the arch cavity of the bridge, not directly entering the water.

But the black-clad warriors pursuing from behind were moving too fast and hadn’t expected this to be a feint. They rushed into the “water” one after another.

Some were already firing while still in mid-air, their light waves causing the water surface to shake and splash countless silvery droplets onto the warriors.

“Splash” sounds rang out continuously as the warriors once again plunged into the water in pursuit.

Upon landing, their legs were numbed by the impact. Their first sensation was: why is this river so shallow? Much shallower than before.

Looking again, they found the woman was nowhere to be seen.

Then they realized something was wrong. The instruments on their bodies were beeping chaotically, strange odors reached their nostrils, the “water” around them had an unusual consistency, and the “water” level was rapidly dropping…

Someone cried out in alarm, “This isn’t water, this is a mercury pool!”

…

On the flying saucer, another wave of chaos erupted.

They discovered another batch of blue light dots flashing frantically, and the bar graphs on the terminal that continuously displayed weapon reserves were plummeting madly—they could see that blood bar dropping by more than half.

The commander desperately sent signals, inquiring what was happening, but none of the warriors divided into four groups responded.

…

Later, some people chasing Tie Ci drilled into the cave behind the rear window of Dongzi’s house that faced the back mountain, only to discover that the cave was fake. Once someone entered, it would automatically close, squeezing those who had drilled inside.

Lady Li’s cellar appeared to have nothing in it, but the floor was one giant magnet. The magnet had no effect on the muscle warriors, but it attracted the mechs that had been stomping around trying to crush Tie Ci.

Although the giant mechs’ main materials weren’t metal but a lightweight alloy, some internal components still used steel. That massive magnet was so large it actually held the mechs fast. Though not very securely, it greatly hindered the mechs’ mobility and caused their operating systems to malfunction. After clumsily fighting Tie Ci for several rounds, Tie Ci punched through their chest armor with one blow, and they crashed thunderously to the ground.

Those who chased Pingzong into Ah Hei’s house suddenly lost sight of her. Thinking this person could also teleport, they were caught off guard when there was a thunderous crash overhead, and large amounts of extremely sticky earth poured down on them.

Seeing earth falling from above, with countless wriggling insects and snakes in it, they instinctively panicked.

Then they discovered that the earth was like paste—they couldn’t break free for the moment. Meanwhile, Pingzong stood on the loft above their heads, playing whack-a-mole: whenever she saw a head pop up, she would strike with an ice sword or a burst of fire.

Though she couldn’t eliminate them in one go, it was enough to cause them pain, and she didn’t give them time to catch their breath—it could at least suffocate a few of them.

By the time they finally killed those snakes and insects and struggled out, they discovered that most of their weapons had been lost during their struggle in the sticky earth.

Some people chasing Tie Ci toward the Rainbow Tower encountered assassins hidden in the hollow trees that lined both sides of the waterway—thirty-six trees with thick green shade.

Assassins would suddenly dart out from the trees and strike with a sword. Of the thirty-six trees, some hid people and others didn’t. The assassins appeared and disappeared mysteriously, seeming endless. The visitors from the sky felt like the assassins were inexhaustible and were dumbfounded, thinking they had encountered sorcery. They didn’t realize this was merely a formation that corresponded to the thirty-six celestial spirits technique, using trees as the formation, flowing in circles. It led those future people who possessed high technology but had completely lost their ancestors’ wisdom treasures in circles until they were half dead.

These warriors had astonishing speed, feared neither blade nor sword, neither water nor fire, knew neither cold nor heat, and thought themselves invincible in this place. But they forgot that no matter how powerful their battle suits and armor, those wearing them were still human.

These future people trapped in ditches, stuck in mud, blocked in caves, and caught in formations would sometimes look up blankly at the two women above—they showed no signs of triumph, were even quite disheveled, their bodies always bearing various scrapes and burns from brushing past their powerful weapons. Such situations were not uncommon, as laser-type weapons naturally moved at ghostly speeds, harvesting lives in mere moments.

But these warriors had previously followed the entire pursuit through electronic terminals and knew that these ancient people, especially these two women, were like indestructible cockroaches. When they first encountered drones and laser guns, both women had been penetrated through the arms and had ribs broken. They had narrowly escaped death multiple times, but as they fled all the way and fought repeatedly, though their wounds never ceased, they became increasingly lighter.

At first they were passively beaten, then gradually began to counterattack, until they managed to bury an entire elite army in Haiyou at once.

They had forced the originally confident Alliance into chaos, forced the Management Bureau’s big shots to turn against each other, forced the general to stake everything on bringing the last of the elite and weapons here. And at this moment, they were still here.

But… these warriors looking up at the women above felt some angry and unwilling, others felt regret.

Because… no matter how powerful, how clever, how thorough their thinking and preparation.

The gap between eras cannot be bridged.

Some weapons, some devils, once released, no one can resist.

The more excellent Da Qian performed, the more powerful the Emperor showed himself to be, the more it would prompt the Management Bureau to more firmly and quickly release the devil.

Da Qian would ultimately perish.

…

Above and below the city walls was another grand-scale battle.

Pojing City welcomed foreign enemies for the first time, and it was also the first time the armies of Da Qian and Da Feng cooperated on the city walls. Both sides felt very strange.

No time for coordination, no time for battle mobilization—no time to say anything at all before the enemy’s attack began.

Clearly still a hundred zhang away, beyond the range even of master archers, the enemy had already stopped their formation. The soldiers on the city walls looked at each other, not yet understanding what was happening, when they saw white rainbows rise from the horizon.

No, not white rainbows, but vast white light gathering from the enemy formation, instantly crossing the hundred zhang distance and striking Pojing City’s thick ice-covered walls.

The earth shook, the sky seemed instantly shattered, and before everyone’s eyes, a curtain of ice, frost, and rain arose.

The solid ice over a zhang thick was mostly shattered, flying into mid-air in waves of snow reaching the sky.

Those on the city walls were shocked by what that white light could be. That ice had been poured day and night for ten days—any army would need to attack for ten days and nights before hoping to scale the walls.

Yet under this white light, in one encounter, most of it was destroyed.

Below there was also silence.

The Alliance coalition army that had been painfully assembled was equally shocked, looking up at that gleaming mighty city—how could ancient city walls possibly withstand over a thousand laser guns firing in unison?

The next instant, buzzing filled the air. Those on the city walls saw countless black shadows roaring skyward, pulling countless black afterimages through the air, and in the blink of an eye they would be soaring above the city walls!

The moment before, they couldn’t engage in defensive warfare because the enemy wouldn’t approach, but the next moment the enemy was already on the city walls!

The front wheels of the leopard-shaped flying vehicles spun in mid-air, crashing hard into the already broken ice surface, immediately causing a bout of spinning and slipping, with ice shards flying.

The wheels of the foremost flying vehicles had already touched the city walls.

Murong Yi waved his hand.

Arrows flew like rain from the corner towers on both sides of the city wall. These arrows were different from ordinary ones—they were blue-green in color, leaving blue-gray trails as they streaked through the air. They didn’t aim at the riders on the flying vehicles, only at the vehicles’ wheels.

The warriors on the flying vehicles didn’t even glance at them.

Arrows forged with the low-level smelting technology of ancient times couldn’t possibly damage high-speed rotating wheels. Before they even got close, they would be swept away by the surrounding vortex of air currents.

They soon discovered they had miscalculated.

Those arrows broke through the swirling air currents with a sharp sound and shot into the high-speed rotating wheels.

The riders still weren’t too worried.

Being swept away didn’t matter either. The flying vehicles’ wheels weren’t rubber—the wheel hubs were made of extremely hard alloy. A mere arrow would shatter immediately upon entry.

However, they soon discovered they were wrong again.

A faint, extremely sharp grinding sound could be heard, but no shattered metal pieces were visible. The next instant, the riders felt their vehicles lurch.

The roaring sound stopped abruptly.

Those arrows were stuck between the wheel hubs, bent and twisted but unbroken.

A purple-robed figure flashed—Murong Yi, who had been standing at the very front, appeared on the city walls, stepped onto the vehicle of the foremost rider in one stride, and planted his foot on the opponent’s forehead.

His purple silk robe embroidered with gold thread and dark patterns fluttered in the air. On the snow-covered city walls with cold light flashing everywhere, he appeared as graceful as a banished immortal, yet his aura was as stern as Yama.

A crisp crack like a melon splitting—the leading rider’s head turned into a spray of blood, and both man and vehicle plummeted straight down.

Before his head became a spray of blood, white light simultaneously burst from his hands and shoulders.

Three beams of light wove into a narrow triangle, with Murong Yi’s figure directly within that triangular coverage.

Murong Yi paid no attention and spun in mid-air, kicking two more riders on either side in the head.

On the now-quiet city walls, everyone heard two crisp snapping sounds.

The neck was one of the most vulnerable organs of the human body.

Everyone suspected that Murong Yi had cracked his own leg bones with the force of those three kicks.

Long-accumulated hatred and rage—even if the enemy was armed to the teeth, it couldn’t withstand it.

As his figure flew through the air, he dodged one deadly white beam that would have pierced through his waist and abdomen.

The other two he couldn’t dodge, nor did he try to—they pierced through his left and right palms.

A stream of blood drops scattered in the air, painting a rainbow on the snow atop the city walls.

Murong Yi landed smiling on the city wall, not even glancing at his wounds.

As he struck, all the experts on the wall tops moved.

Everyone held two ropes in their left and right hands—cowhide ropes mixed with Abyssal Iron wire. With a flick of their wrists, countless dark circles flew out. One rope looped around the necks of those riders preparing to abandon their vehicles and climb the walls, while another rope passed under the flying vehicles, around the riders’ waists, making a circle to secure the riders together with their falling vehicles.

Those who struck were Xiao Xueya, You Weixing, Buqing, Zhao San and Mu Si, Xia Houchun… The commanders and countless soldiers from both sides surged forward, taking the other ends of the ropes and quickly securing them to massive stone anchors that had been prepared and were connected to the city walls.

Thus, the riders were left hanging from the city walls while also bearing the weight of their vehicles, each weighing over a thousand jin.

Even with neck armor, they couldn’t withstand such terrible pulling force.

Almost instantly, cracking sounds continued without cease.

Below the city, Alliance warriors looked up, shocked at the scene above.

Some lay dead in the snow, some had broken bones and were torn to pieces along with their flying vehicles, but more were warriors who hadn’t even had time to act. They hung at ninety-degree angles by their necks with giant flying vehicles suspended below them, slowly rotating. In this dance of death, they were gradually having their necks broken bit by bit, being publicly executed with the most resolute attitude and most ruthless methods, forever remaining on the city walls.

Like a medieval public execution by hanging, coldly proclaiming to the world:

Those who offend us will surely be executed.

The Alliance was accustomed to modern warfare like information warfare and cyber warfare—high-tech conflicts that only reduced numbers without showing blood. Today they learned that bloody slaughter was the most intimidating of all.

They had pursued Tie Ci all this way, witnessing the Da Qian Emperor’s flexibility, intelligence, and myriad methods, thinking that was the pinnacle of ancient wisdom.

Never had they imagined that in this border region, they would face attacks even more ruthless and resolute than the Da Qian Emperor’s.

In an instant, that group of flying vehicle warriors had been hanged to death, their bodies pulled by the heavy flying vehicles, hollowly striking the city walls again and again.

The Alliance commander watched the scene ahead, his heart tight, but at this moment he couldn’t retreat a single step. He raised his hand to signal.

But then he saw the crowds on the city walls recede like tide.

In the blink of an eye, the city walls were empty.

The Alliance warriors were all stunned, not understanding what had happened.

Advance, or not advance?

The commander was silent for a while, thinking that in ancient warfare, if one encountered an “empty city stratagem” and fled, not to mention military discipline, it would also become a laughingstock, right?

If these ancient people were really playing an empty city stratagem with them, that would be too naive.

Gunfire rang out, and the warriors advanced with weapons.

The muscle warriors advanced faster than divine steeds, reaching the moat in an instant. Without any visible movement, their feet suddenly transformed into long, flat boards, gliding across the water.

The moat surface was covered with a thin layer of ice—not thick enough to support people, but rather creating difficulty for crossing. However, this difficulty didn’t exist for Alliance warriors. They glided across the ice in an instant like wind. Due to their extreme speed, despite their heavy bodies, the thin ice didn’t even crack.

Shallow white bright marks were carved on the ice surface, and in an instant they reached below the city.

The foremost few armored warriors stopped, each removing their armor. In a moment it automatically assembled into a giant mech. One person leaped into the chest control position, grabbed the city wall with one hand, and easily vaulted up.

They met no resistance whatsoever.

There really was no one on the city walls.

The mech sent a signal, and the muscle warriors freed their hanged comrades, placed them below the city, and climbed up the city walls.

Pojing City’s walls, as high and broad as those of the imperial capital, were like level ground to them. In an instant they had climbed over the city walls, only to see that within a hundred zhang, it was all empty ground, with high walls on all four sides.

They had fallen into this enclosure of four walls.

The commander was stunned for a moment, understanding this was an urn city.

An urn city meant closing the door to beat the dogs.

But could these ancient people with their rusty bows and soft arrows beat them?

This thought had just flashed through when suddenly several loud booms sounded, and enormous bonfires suddenly blazed up on all four sides.

Want to use fire attack?

The warriors were about to laugh when they suddenly smelled an extremely acrid odor, and black smoke billowed before their eyes.

Some wicked person had added the worst charcoal to the bonfires. Once it burned, thick smoke filled the air with a foul, burning stench. Fine snow was still falling, and when it mixed with the black smoke it became black snow. Due to body heat, it stuck to people’s bodies and face masks, instantly turning everyone into black people.

Alliance warriors weren’t afraid of fire or flood, but they still needed to see and breathe. The eye portions of their face masks were made of transparent, high-strength glass. Now they were contaminated by the acrid smoke and black snow into complete darkness. When they reached up to wipe them, the fine carbon particles in the smoke would scratch the glass. By the time they wiped them clean, the glass was also blurred.

The Alliance warriors’ combat armor actually had built-in air purification and filtration systems, because the Alliance’s era had poor air quality to begin with. But having arrived in Da Qian with its clean air, the air purification systems were both cumbersome and unnecessary, so many had removed them. Now they suffered from the acrid smoke invasion, coughing incessantly. The more they coughed, the worse the air became inside their face masks, and soon wearing the face mask felt suffocating.

Even those who wore air purification and filtration systems found that the large smoke particles could still damage the system, and they hadn’t brought so many filter cartridges to replace.

For a moment there was incessant coughing and unclear vision. At this time, grinding sounds continued in the thick smoke, with constant sounds of cutting through air. Vaguely they could see many people had appeared on the four city walls at some point, raising bows and nocking arrows, with continuous whooshing sounds.

These arrows had excellent accuracy, instantly penetrating the thick fog and striking the warriors still groping in the smoke. But they didn’t cause screams or cries of pain—instead they provoked several sounds of disdain and mockery.

The commander, while coughing, reached up to catch an arrow that had grazed past his battle suit—the arrow had originally been aimed directly at his chest but automatically slid past when it touched his body.

Intent on intimidating the Da Qian people, the commander grasped the arrow and threw it back with a reverse motion.

Whistling like lightning, it pierced through smoke and fog. A scream came from the city wall, and an archer fell below the city.

The commander was about to laugh heartily when a furious eagle’s cry sounded in the air. A fierce wind suddenly descended, and vaguely a huge black shadow flashed overhead. Brown, steel-like claws had already descended toward his head and face. The commander was caught off guard and hurriedly retreated, but was already a step too slow. His face mask cracked with a grinding sound, and with a crack, curved claw hooks penetrated. The next instant his body felt light—he was actually being lifted up by his face mask.

Modern warfare didn’t emphasize individual martial prowess, nor did it require warriors to fight to the death to protect their commanders. In such situations, there was only self-preservation.

The commander hurriedly pressed a button to detach his face mask. His body fell down, and just as he was about to breathe a sigh of relief, he suddenly saw cold light flash. Something sharp was swirling and cleaving through the smoke, instantly reaching his throat—

The next instant, blood splattered red across the acrid smoke. Under the sky, it was a scene of intense color.

An eagle cried in the vast sky. Someone leaped down from the city wall, and Hai Dongqing rose to meet him. The person extended his arm, and with a click, his wrist slipped into the loop on the eagle’s leg. The giant eagle made a smooth turn, carrying him down from the city. Wind and snow howled, his black hair and black robes flying, with occasional flashes of red inner robes like fire.

The person who came with the eagle swept past the commander who was still clutching his throat and hadn’t yet fallen. He raised his hand and swung his elbow, the curved blade flashing once, carrying away a head and a fountain of blood.

The curved blade had already returned to his hand without any trace of violence.

Hai Dongqing cried once more, making a circling dive in mid-air. Borrowing that rebounding force, Dan Ye’s curved blade fiercely chopped into a warrior’s transparent face mask, forcibly lifting him high into the air.

Mid-air, the curved blade shook once, flinging the man down in a shower of blood.

Dan Ye’s roar echoed throughout the city: “Dare to kill my Xirong archer, I’ll leave you without a burial place!”

With Hai Dongqing’s turn, Dan Ye was already back on the city walls, curved blade sheathed, lips curled in a grim yet unconcerned savage smile.

But not everyone had the strength and martial prowess of the Xirong King and a buddy named Mo Ye.

Most arrows were still ineffective.

They only served to harass the warriors below into wiping their faces, deflecting arrows, and dodging, temporarily preventing them from counterattacking or paying attention to their footing.

But this “temporarily” was enough.

The first mech warrior to enter suddenly felt a tremor underfoot and fell down a level.

Before he could react, another tremor came, and he fell another level.

After several tremors, in an instant he was half-buried below ground level.

The mech reached out to press against the edge, trying to leap up, but discovered his feet were entangled.

Looking down, he saw countless fine lines crisscrossing below at some point, the lines flickering with blue-green and golden light. The mech didn’t think much of it and lifted his foot.

He had assumed that with his strength, even steel wire would break.

The result was that the blue-green and gold wire was tough and wouldn’t break. Not only wouldn’t it break, it was slowly cutting through his alloy outer armor.

The mech didn’t dare move now.

Earlier, three mechs had been dismantled by the Da Qian Emperor using methods in the Yannan mountains and forests—everyone had heard about it, so they didn’t dare repeat the same mistake.

However, if he didn’t move, naturally others would.

Many figures appeared above, all carrying huge iron buckets, splashing down with gurgling sounds.

The black, sticky, thick liquid flickered with iridescent light even in the night.

The warrior inside the mech caught a whiff of this smell and immediately felt something was wrong.

He pushed open the mech cabin to rush out, but the enemy’s pouring speed was too fast. Splash after splash, in a few moments they had filled this small space.

The mech sent out a distress signal, hoping nearby warriors would come to the rescue.

For some reason, though warriors were clearly nearby, not one came.

The next moment, a bright flash of fire.

The mech was submerged in black oil up to chest level, just enough for the warrior in the transparent mech cabin to clearly see the movement above.

The firelight flashed in his extremely desperate and terrified eyes, and the next moment it fell down.

Whoosh—the mech was trapped in a pit of fire.

At this moment, Alliance warriors were busy dealing with the crisscrossing fine lines that had suddenly appeared underfoot.

These lines were interwoven at a distance of one chi from the ground, right at their shins. They were very resilient—laser guns and laser sabers couldn’t cut through them in one go, and pulling them with hands could cut through the alloy gloves.

These lines were stretched taut, briefly restraining their movement, so that when they heard the mech’s call for help, they couldn’t provide support.

When they wanted to move, stones of various kinds constantly appeared underground, moving like a regular chessboard pattern, blocking their advance.

Someone aimed a laser saber at the lines and found that after repeatedly pressing the switch, one finally broke. Just as he was about to joyfully teach everyone, he suddenly heard grinding sounds.

The lines moved.

The taut, gleaming lines became like countless sharp blades.

Under mechanical control, they flashed like lightning, crisscrossing and intersecting.

Wherever they passed, they cut through muscle and split bone.

Screams pierced through the acrid snow and thick fog. Large patches of blood and pairs of severed legs remained on the ground within the urn city.

…

In the underground palace within the city.

Tie Ci appeared on a large ship.

Behind her, all was now quiet.

Above ground and below, various endless traps had left too many Alliance elites behind.

Wind sounded overhead—Pingzong had already perched atop the ship’s mast.

She sat high up, gazing into the distance. The direction of the city walls was vaguely engaged in battle, with no cannon fire sounds. The wind carried faint scents of fierce fire oil and charcoal.

Pingzong’s gaze passed over the city walls, looking toward the deep clouds, as if still watching the sea of that year.

That year there was a ship moored by the sea, that year her parents were still alive, that year she was still the little princess of the sea island. Later she became a real little princess, but never again felt wealthy.

Later she had Little Aunt, had an adoptive father. Though the relationships were a bit complicated, that palace in the imperial capital had given her warmth—she really liked it there.

Still later, her adoptive father was also gone. Little Aunt remained, but Little Aunt also…

She looked down at Little Aunt below, her silhouette thin and hazy in the morning light.

This similar ship, similar shore, suddenly reminded her of what her mother had said to her before dying.

She had asked her mother why she was entrusting her to a stranger.

Her mother said, this Little Aunt of yours—if one day she truly treats you badly, you needn’t worry, because her meridians have been tampered with by someone. She’s destined not to live long. She won’t live to see the day you two turn against each other. Even if there comes a day when the birds are gone and the bow is put away, by then you should be strong enough.

Once these words had given her peace of mind; now remembering them made her anxious.

At this moment dawn was breaking. Tie Ci below waited a while, and seeing all was quiet around them, turned to call up to her, seemingly wanting to call her down to go to the city walls together to join the battle.

Wind and snow had stopped earlier, and now a bit of sun actually appeared. When Tie Ci turned around, a point of morning light flowed behind her into a pale halo, making her face blurred within the circle of light.

Pingzong squinted her eyes. In this instant she suddenly felt something was wrong somewhere, yet couldn’t see clearly.

The next instant, that morning light suddenly blazed with brilliant radiance, exploding behind Tie Ci.

Pingzong saw a hand emerging from the radiance, as if suddenly appearing from another space, instantly tearing apart everything before it.

That position where Tie Ci had just been standing…

Pingzong’s heart tightened as she swooped down rapidly, but knew in her heart it was too late.

That speed, that angle—even when she had faced Duanmu Sangtang before, she had never experienced anything like this.

This must be the enemy’s true ace in the hole saved for last…

The next instant she landed on the ship’s deck with a thud, looking around in all directions.

Where was everyone?

Clearly two people had just been there.

Looking again at the deck.

A pool of bright red bloodstains.

Someone had still been injured.

But she hadn’t even seen clearly.

Who was injured?

…

Thin, translucent sunlight shone into the half-open ship’s cabin.

This was a large dormitory with a row of neat bunks extending from this end to that end. The beds were covered with simple blue cloth bedding, clearly visible at a glance.

The sunlight seemed to flow very slowly, yet very quickly.

That line of bright light grew brighter and brighter, finally slowly moving to the last bunk.

The sunlight seemed to pause for a moment.

The next moment, with a sharp sound, the bedding and boards suddenly split open. A straight crack extended from head to foot. Thud—the boards fell to the next level. This bunk indeed had a hidden layer.

Now the hidden layer had also cracked, revealing the iron bottom plate below. The bottom plate was also split in two, and below that was the dark lower hold.

If the enemy had been hiding in these boards, they would inevitably be disemboweled.

The sunlight paused, and the light in the room suddenly dimmed. A somewhat ethereal shadow appeared.

The shadow was gray and misty, reflected on the equally gray and misty window paper like a splash of water on window gauze, creating an inhuman silhouette.

In an instant it vanished without a trace.

…

The door leading to the lower hold had somehow been blown open by the wind.

A faint light traced over the wooden stairs, step by step, downward.

The lower hold contained many miscellaneous items and wooden barrels—all good places to hide people. Therefore searching would be equally troublesome.

But that faint light merely swept lightly over those miscellaneous items and barrels before silently returning to its original position.

The next moment, the hold’s deck collapsed, revealing the cavity below.

Indeed, the lower hold was double-layered.

But this next level of the lower hold was completely different from the upper level. It had no miscellaneous items, only a huge ballast stone pressed at the bottom.

The light crawled around the stone in a circle, confirming this was indeed stone, then swept past.

The moment the light swept by.

A human figure suddenly sprang up from the stone, cold light flashing in hand, piercing through above the light.

But the light was completely unaffected, turning in a circle and arriving behind the figure in an instant. A pale hand emerged from the faint light, reaching to grasp Tie Ci’s nape.

Tie Ci reached back to grab that hand, intending to throw the person to the ground.

But the hand suddenly disappeared. Tie Ci grasped empty air. At the same time she felt sharp wind approaching her back, lunged forward, and heard her rear clothing rip with a tearing sound.

Tie Ci’s figure flashed and disappeared from her original position.

This was the first time mechanisms and traps had been ineffective. Strange laughter rang out in the lower hold.

The light gathered again, flowing up the stairs. Suddenly it stopped.

Something in the corner was gleaming silver—it should have been dropped when Tie Ci had desperately lunged forward just now.

The light quickly identified what it was and immediately stopped.

After a moment, the light flowed to the corner where the object lay, slowly dispersed, revealing a lean human form who swiftly bent down to pick up the object from the ground.

Now one could clearly see he wore clothes of a very strange color. The clothes seemed able to absorb light, making their color indiscernible at a glance. When moving from bright to dark places, it was like moonlight suddenly disappearing.

The clothes were even more peculiar in being extremely tight-fitting, clinging to his skin like a second layer, with no visible seams anywhere on his entire body, leaving one unable to understand how he had put them on.

He bent down to pick up the silver-gleaming nano-programming robot.

Suddenly there was a ripping sound.

Like something smooth being pulled down.

The man’s body stiffened. Gripping the robot, he turned around in amazement.

His eyes were full of disbelief, as if he couldn’t believe anyone would actually make such a vulgar move.

Tie Ci stood right behind him, smiling slightly at him, but her hands never stopped moving. As she pulled back with one hand and leaped backward, she already held a large piece of skin-like clothing in her hand.

Looking again at the man from before, his body had suddenly expanded, becoming a tall, large man.

The tall man no longer had that ethereal light and shadow effect from before, but stood there solidly, his expression indescribable.

Tie Ci shook out that piece of clothing and tossed it to Pingzong who had followed down. Pingzong pinched it with her fingers, shaking it with a disgusted expression.

Tie Ci laughed: “Long time no see, Shadow.”

She didn’t know his surname or given name, only that this person had been ordered by her master to personally guard her before she turned sixteen.

However, he generally didn’t interfere with ordinary matters, only in matters of life and death. Before she was sixteen, he had indeed saved her life.

She couldn’t find any trace of his existence in daily life, only knowing that he would appear when she needed him. As a child, she thought he was an immortal. Later she always wondered: how could he come and go freely in the heavily guarded palace? Didn’t he need to sleep? Why could he appear anytime, anywhere?

His existence deepened the mystery surrounding her master. From childhood to adulthood, she felt her master was omnipotent, so he could also send someone like an immortal to be her shadow.

Only now did she understand that there were no immortals in this world, but there was never a shortage of demons and monsters.

Demons and monsters had painted skins—tear them off and their true forms would be revealed.

“Did Master send you?”

Shadow didn’t speak. He appeared to be a middle-aged man with a kind and upright face, completely different from the sinister and gaunt appearance Tie Ci had imagined.

How many people in this world had faces that were hard to fathom.

This was tantamount to acknowledgment. Tie Ci smiled.

There was no disappointment in her smile as she said: “I originally wanted to capture you to threaten Master, but now it seems that won’t work.”

Since she could even make killing moves against her own disciple, naturally she wouldn’t be threatened by a mere shadow.

Shadow showed no reaction to this seemingly provocative statement, only saying flatly: “Your master asked me to tell you that she’s willing to persuade you one last time—retreat. Don’t think you seem to have the upper hand now; actually you have no chance of winning. If you retreat now, there’s still time. Take advantage of my arrival to fake your death and escape, recover from your injuries properly—there’s still time. I’ve brought the medicine for you too.” He shook a small bottle in his hand.

Tie Ci remained silent.

“Your meridians should have used extreme methods for temporary preservation—you won’t live long. Yun Buci says she can let you live a hundred years. She can promise to keep your Da Qian and people completely unharmed. As long as you retreat. And this retreat isn’t because she wants to win, but because if you don’t retreat, though the Alliance will certainly lose their last chance, Da Qian will also be buried by you. Your supposed protection of your subjects is actually harming them. As long as you’re willing to step back, Yun Buci says anything can be agreed to, even if you want her life.”

“Master has so little faith in me,” Tie Ci said slowly. “Is it because she has a great killing weapon in her hands that could destroy the world?”

Shadow said: “If it were truly in her hands, that would be fine. The key problem is that she can’t make the decisions. The reason you’ve been able to remain safe until now is due to the struggle between two factions within the Management Bureau, and also because the Management Bureau doesn’t want to destroy the pure land they’ve finally found as a place to settle. But now, the situation and your killing are constantly amplifying this possibility.”

He paused, then said earnestly: “Tie Ci, I watched you grow up. You’ve always put the greater good first, with clear distinctions between gratitude and resentment. You should understand that what we’re saying isn’t false. The lives and deaths of hundreds of millions of people in Da Qian, compared to so-called honor and disgrace—you should understand which is more important.”

Pingzong looked at Tie Ci.

She was already wavering.

She had heard it—the enemy still had more terrible killing weapons in their hands, the kind that could completely destroy Da Qian. Once they were pushed to desperation by continuous failures, they would release them. Then all of Tie Ci’s and everyone’s previous efforts would turn to nothing.

Not to mention it also involved Tie Ci’s life and death.

If it were her, she would agree without hesitation.

With her understanding of Tie Ci, Tie Ci would definitely agree too.

After all, in her heart, Da Qian and the people were most important.

It was just that she felt vaguely uneasy in her heart, yet didn’t know what this unease was about.

The silence was difficult to endure.

But Shadow remained calm throughout, as if certain this matter was without suspense.

Tie Ci suddenly laughed.

She laughed and said: “Since you have the heart to persuade me to surrender, then why were all your moves killing strikes just now?”

Her front garment was bloody—that position was only an inch from her heart.

Shadow fell silent.

“Because Master gave you a death order—to kill me. If you really can’t kill me, then negotiate.”

“The reason for this shows that Master herself has no confidence in the promises she made to me.”

“She has no confidence in guaranteeing that Da Qian won’t be maliciously invaded by your Alliance, no confidence in guaranteeing that Da Qian’s people won’t suffer humiliation and trampling, no confidence in guaranteeing that your Alliance’s upper echelons and people won’t prey upon Da Qian, treating Da Qian as their own colony and Da Qian’s people as their own black slaves, leaving Da Qian unrecognizable in the future and its people reduced to second-class citizens, trapped in dire straits.” Tie Ci said indifferently, “If you hadn’t opened fire the moment you appeared, immediately leveled Chongming Palace when you raised your hands, and if your words and expressions hadn’t been full of contempt and disdain for Da Qian, with eyes flashing with impatient greedy light, perhaps I would still believe you were truly peace envoys, willing to provide you with a final resting place… But now, it’s too late.”

“But if you don’t agree, the people will die. Even if they might be humiliated, it’s still better than dying. Have you asked your subjects for their opinions? Have you asked them whether they’d rather die a good death or live in degradation?”

“I don’t need to ask. My will is everyone’s will.” Tie Ci smiled coldly, “Don’t forget, Da Qian is currently still under the feudal imperial system that you so despise and criticize. My will supersedes everything.”

“Tie Ci.” Shadow said, “We once thought you were the most enlightened and rational monarch we had cultivated, but it turns out you still have the most corrupt mind. You’ve disappointed us all greatly.”

“There’s a type of person who, because their own greed cannot be satisfied, becomes angry and ashamed, then defines others and forces moral shackles upon them.” Tie Ci turned and walked upward, “Yun Buci once said this is called being a moral whore.”

“You once saved my life. I’ll spare your life today. If you appear again next time, I will definitely turn you into a ghost shadow.”

Tie Ci stopped at the top of the stairs, looking at the bright sky outside, without turning back, only saying calmly:

“Go back and tell Yun Buci.”

“My refusal of you isn’t the madness and disregard for human life you think it is, or clinging to power and position. I simply don’t believe.”

“I don’t believe you can treat Da Qian’s people well, and I don’t believe you can truly destroy Da Qian.”

“Naturally you don’t believe my disbelief either, so—we’ll see.”

…

Chapter 567: Side by Side
Above the clouds, the General gazed at the screen before him with a face full of gloom.

The blue dots representing warriors were constantly decreasing, while a yellow dot remained stationary in place.

“Shadow also failed,” the adjutant said carefully.

The General remained silent, his knuckles tapping lightly.

Everyone in the command center looked anxiously at the General.

After a long while, the General said with his eyes closed: “Report battle damage.”

The adjutant reported a heart-stopping number.

On the large screen beside them, Alliance news continued to broadcast in real time.

Due to remote signal and riot problems, the footage was intermittent, with the camera constantly shaking. But one could still see those conflicts, smashing, thick smoke, and electric flashes. They could hear people’s angry curses, crying, and continuous slogans.

“The Management Bureau is incompetent and confused, step down collectively!”

“The General practices nepotism, causing innocent warriors to die in foreign lands. The General should resign in shame!”

“The Management Bureau must immediately publish all documents related to military, financial, and personnel appointment processes in recent years!”

Someone hurriedly walked out of the Management Bureau doors trying to disperse the crowd, only to immediately have countless microphones thrust at their mouth.

“May I ask where the General is now? Does he plan to implement nuclear and biochemical strikes against Da Qian?”

“Does the Management Bureau’s Military Affairs Department have a final battle plan, and will this plan destroy our last pure land?”

“We hear the Speaker has been missing for several days. Has he also been trapped in Da Qian?”

“Economic and military scholar Moore says that setting aside the superiority complex of the technological age, recognizing that we are not superiors but merely wanderers seeking refuge, and requesting Da Qian’s acceptance is the only path for the Alliance to move toward a new era. What does the Management Bureau think of this? Does the Management Bureau regret its consistently iron-blooded hardline policy toward Da Qian?”

“If the Management Bureau feels regret or reflection about this, does it plan to change its next plan for Da Qian? Who do you think should bear full responsibility for this? In today’s world where the death penalty has been abolished, his crimes are already sufficient for the maximum imprisonment of two hundred years. Is the Supreme Court Chief Justice fully prepared for this?”

“…”

The command center fell silent as death.

People quietly turned around, not even daring to glance toward the General.

Someone hurried over and turned off the screen.

The General sat upright throughout, the coffee cup in his hand long since cold.

After a while, he turned his head, his green eyes looking heavily at his adjutant.

“Duly.”

“I’m here.”

“We should change our battle plan.”

People’s hearts began pounding.

Would they choose peace, or…

The General tapped his finger and brought up a map—a complete map of Da Qian’s northern borders.

“Pojing City now appears to be a great city they’ve long prepared to resist us. Why should we waste ourselves here?”

His finger traced backward along the official road leading to Pojing City, circling around the surrounding areas.

“But it’s impossible for all cities to be so thoroughly prepared with high walls and elite soldiers. Yong Ping, Xirong, the nearby Shunning Guard… many people, low walls, insufficient preparation.”

The room fell deadly silent.

This was… turning toward the interior to carry out indiscriminate slaughter of civilians?

“Once we turn toward the interior, we can force that hypocrite Emperor Tie Ci to rush back and save the people. From then on, we won’t be led by the nose anymore—we’ll be leading them!” The General’s face was like iron as he stood up. “Kill a thousand, kill ten thousand, massacre one city, massacre a hundred cities. I want to see how long Tie Ci can hold out!”

…

Before the walls of Pojing City, a sudden gust of wind swept by.

All the Alliance soldiers not trapped by mechanisms turned around in unison.

The next instant they no longer advanced, nor did they care about their comrades who’d been left behind screaming with severed shins. They swiftly removed their weapons and battle suits, then turned to fly up the city walls.

During their flight over the walls, their photon guns swept the upper portions of the walls, weaving a brilliant web of light.

The soldiers on the walls had already been instructed—once the enemy opened fire or counterattacked, quickly hide below the city and don’t resist directly.

The crowds quickly dispersed.

There were also some mechanisms on the walls, but those that could stop these warriors moving at full speed were ultimately few.

Once muscle warriors abandoned combat and activated flight mode, their speed was like lightning, instantly penetrating through the walls. When descending, they also rode away those flying vehicles that had been hanging in mid-air, though two had been damaged. With time pressing, the enemy simply abandoned them.

A quarter-hour later, everyone stood atop the urn city walls, seeing dust rising ahead, then dispersing again.

They had thought the enemy was retreating, but the direction of their movement made everyone’s brows furrow.

Di Yiwei suddenly said nothing and ran frantically down from the city, leading out a horse from beneath the city gate and charging out like a madwoman.

Behind her followed the Yong Ping commanders who, though confused, immediately pursued their commanding officer.

As Di Yiwei galloped through the city gate, she reached up to wave at those on the walls, then pointed toward Yong Ping’s direction.

Several trails of dust shot straight toward Yong Ping.

On the city walls, except for You Weixing who was completely bewildered and focused on watching ants, everyone else’s faces turned iron-blue.

Including Murong Yi.

These monsters hadn’t gained anything from Pojing City and had finally lost all patience, now turning back to attack the common people!

Though the cities within the pass had Yong Ping garrison troops and high walls with powerful cannons, how could they compare to Pojing City that Murong Yi had personally designed and constructed over many years!

The garrison troops within the pass also lacked the experience of dealing with visitors from beyond the sky that came from following Tie Ci all the way, fighting and fleeing.

Murong Yi’s expression was ugly, not because he worried about the disaster facing Da Qian’s people.

He had originally thought this battle would defeat the enemy thoroughly, allowing him to reunite with Tie Ci.

For this he was scratching his heart with anxiety, wanting to fight alongside Tie Ci, yet having no choice but to first stand on the city walls to battle these monster armies.

But now, on the verge of success, the enemy had fled, still heading toward Da Qian’s heartland.

His wedding night was going to fly away again!

The Pojing City he had waited four years for still couldn’t be reunited!

This thought had just flashed through his mind when a figure swept past him. The figure’s speed was simply inhuman, yet as it passed him, a hand reached out to gently pinch his buttocks.

Murong Yi immediately reached out to catch the shameless woman.

Naturally he grasped empty air. A black shadow flashed by, leaving only laughter and a trace of light floral fragrance mixed with faint medicinal scent.

Murong Yi’s fingers curled in mid-air, finally settling on the accumulated snow atop the city walls.

Tie Ci was no longer visible ahead. When she used teleportation, it was impossible for anyone to see her. The reason Murong Yi had been able to sense her just now was truly an intentional brush of shoulders.

Xiao Xueya and others also descended from the city. Red and white shadows flashed across the sky as Pingzong also headed toward Yong Ping.

Murong Yi suddenly shouted: “Niece!”

The red and white shadow flashed, and Pingzong landed, glanced at him, then looked away, saying: “What? I have urgent business!”

“Uncle has more urgent business here.” Murong Yi beckoned her forward.

Pingzong reluctantly approached while saying: “What business could you have? I won’t bother with your affairs…”

Murong Yi whispered a few words in her ear. Pingzong’s eyes gradually brightened, and she struck her palm with her fist: “Excellent! Last time they played me, this time it’s the princess’s turn for revenge—”

Without another word she changed direction, and the red and white shadow flashed past.

Just this delay, and the figures ahead were nowhere to be seen.

Murong Yi was silent for a while, brushed the snow from his hands, turned and descended the city, saying: “Prepare horses.”

Zhao San and Mu Si followed down. Zhao San said in alarm: “Your Majesty, are you also going to Da Qian? Your Majesty cannot go! Your Majesty cannot break your oath. If this…”

Before he could finish, a carriage suddenly approached from ahead. Zhao San said: “Oh, people from Guatian’xia.”

Guatian’xia was Da Feng’s new secret intelligence organization. One of its small teams specialized in handling various secret affairs for Murong Yi, with their area of operation not limited to Da Feng. Now this black carriage was coming from Da Qian’s direction, disguised as ordinary merchants. Only Murong Yi and his trusted subordinates could see the markings beneath the carriage shaft.

At this moment the carriage swayed slightly, with faint muffled sounds coming from within, as if someone was bound inside.

Zhao San thought of something and said joyfully: “Found them?”

Murong Yi stopped in his tracks.

He looked toward the direction Tie Ci had departed, then at the carriage. After a long moment, he turned around with a dark expression.

The carriage followed him, driving straight into the Da Feng coordination office compound within the city.

With a face dark as water, Murong Yi went directly to the innermost room of the courtyard and sat down. The curtain was lifted, someone was pushed in, and Mu Si removed the cloth stuffed in their mouth. The person immediately spat “ptui, ptui, ptui” at Mu Si’s feet.

Mu Si expressionlessly walked away.

Murong Yi looked at Mu Si with surprise.

The person looked around in all directions, saw him and was stunned for a moment, then after a while said: “Feiyu… Murong Yi?”

It had been a long time since anyone had called him by that name. Murong Yi was also startled, leaned back in his seat, and said: “Le Wuxun, long time no see.”

“You should call me Senior Brother.” Tie Ci’s second senior brother Le Wuxun was still dressed in strange and unusual clothes today, wearing battle armor very similar to Alliance warriors. His head, upper arms, forearms, hips, thighs, and calves were all covered in armor, with the rest in red tight-fitting clothes. He wore a pointed helmet, had a slender waist, and shamelessly thrust out his hips, still with that self-admiring appearance.

Seeing Murong Yi, he inexplicably relaxed, chattering to himself as he leaned over, lying on the small table and examining Murong Yi from head to toe. Murong Yi propped his chin smiling as he let him look. When he leaned closer and closer, Murong Yi suddenly reached out to flick his nose bridge, making Le Wuxun cry “ai-yo” and jump three feet high. Before he could cover his nose, two streams of bright red nosebleed flowed down.

Everyone: “…”

His Majesty really was a thorny rose.

Le Wuxun hastily wiped his face, smearing it red all over, then sat down again. He didn’t distance himself far away, but rather said with some nostalgia: “Still tastes like the old Feiyu. Why did you become an emperor instead of being a courtesan…”

Murong Yi was too lazy to deal with his nonsense. Having traveled with him on the road to Dongming, he knew this was a freak. His mind was now full of Tie Ci’s affairs, so he interrupted: “You’d better worry about yourself. Do you think you were invited here by me?”

Le Wuxun looked at himself. “Otherwise?”

Murong Yi pointed at his blood-stained clothes. “Wrong. This is called kidnapping.”

Le Wuxun was silent for a while, then sighed: “Beautiful people are thorny and heartless, such a waste…”

Seeing Murong Yi’s expression darken, he wasn’t stupid after all and quickly said: “Fine, I understand. I was kidnapped by you. Your people were actually able to dig me out of that mountain valley—it’s simply a miracle…”

“My people have been looking for you for three whole months, ever since I heard about the changes in the imperial capital.” Murong Yi interrupted him again. “Stop rambling and tell me exactly what’s going on with Yun Buci and her side, and what methods there are to deal with them?”

Le Wuxun said strangely: “Why are you looking for me? Do you still believe what I say? That’s my master.”

“So what if she’s your master? A Da Qian disciple like you is nothing but a puppet and ant in Yun Buci’s eyes.” Murong Yi sneered. “Haven’t you seen what happened to Tie Ci and Dan Shuang?”

Mu Si suddenly silently walked out.

“How do you know I’m a Da Qian person, a native disciple? What if I’m a disciple who came with Yun Buci?”

“If you were a disciple who came with her from beyond the sky, you wouldn’t always be tinkering with those hybrid inventions.”

Le Wuxun fell silent. After a while he said: “I haven’t seen Master for a long time.”

He paused and said: “Since Master began radical reforms.”

“I thought you would support innovation.” Murong Yi looked Le Wuxun up and down. This fellow seemed rebellious all over, yet unexpectedly his thoughts were as steady as Tie Ci’s.

“I don’t want to see dead people. Besides, I’ve had more contact with Master than Junior Sister has. I know some of Master’s thoughts…” Le Wuxun thought for a while and said, “I am, after all, a Da Qian person.”

“Then, Da Qian person, you should tell me even more—what exactly are your master’s trump cards, and how can we win?”

“Can’t win.” Le Wuxun said.

Murong Yi narrowed his eyes, killing intent radiating.

“Really can’t win. They have a type of shell.” Le Wuxun gestured. “Not big, just this big, but one shell can blow up half of Da Qian’s northern border.”

“They also have a drum-shaped device that can trigger major earthquakes.”

“They also have a weapon that, once released, will cover all of Da Qian in plague, leaving bleached bones for thousands of li with no living creature surviving.”

Murong Yi’s heart sank.

“Impossible. If they’re really that powerful, why didn’t they use them before?”

“It seems these things are harmful to heaven and earth, having once caused too great a disaster. To prevent the use of extreme weapons from causing human extinction, they have treaties forbidding their use. But now, as their circumstances worsen and they face life and death, such treaties are just waste paper…”

“Moreover, a reduced-effect variant of one weapon has already been used.” Le Wuxun said. “You know the result—Ah Ci took appropriate measures and stopped the spread in time, but dozens still died in the imperial capital. And… Dan Shuang died.”

Zhao San also lowered his head and went out.

“They’re now heading toward Yong Ping.” After a pause, Murong Yi changed the subject. “How to stop them.”

“I don’t know. I’ve left the master’s school, so I wouldn’t know some key matters… Wait… I think I remember something.”

Murong Yi suddenly straightened up.

But Le Wuxun hesitated.

“After I tell you, if Master fails, will you spare her life?” he asked.

Murong Yi said coldly: “Yes.”

Le Wuxun looked at him. “You’re lying to me!”

“Since you know I’m lying, why ask?” Murong Yi sneered. “In this world, besides Tie Ci, no one has the right to decide Yun Buci’s life or death!”

“Master raised me and gave me many materials. No matter what strange inventions I tinkered with, no matter how much I spent, she supported me…”

“Because she enjoyed watching you, this fool, make jokes. She had machines that could fly in the sky but didn’t tell you, then watched you rack your brains to tinker with balloons that could only hang from trees.”

Le Wuxun: “…”

“Put away your womanly kindness. Yun Buci doesn’t need you to beg for her life.” Murong Yi shouted. “Speak quickly! If you don’t, I’ll immediately have someone blow up the mountain cave where you hide your inventions. If you do speak and can render service, all the weapons and equipment confiscated from those people will be given to you to play with first.”

“I’ll speak!”

…

A quarter-hour later, Murong Yi strode out quickly, tying a copper tube to a carrier pigeon’s leg.

Another quarter-hour later, a carrier pigeon was grabbed by Mo Ye and thrown before Tie Ci.

Tie Ci hurriedly read the message, then turned to look back toward Pojing City.

“Magnetic field disruption zone… what could that be?”

Murong Yi’s letter said that the visitors from beyond the sky had very precise weapons and equipment. The more precise something was, the easier it was actually to destroy. Le Wuxun had been obsessed with inventions his whole life, the reason being that Yun Buci’s place often had discarded modern components. When he saw them he would steal them to research and assemble himself. Once he actually researched and built a humanoid machine, wanting it to serve tea and pour water for him. Yun Buci accidentally saw it.

When his theft was discovered, he was naturally embarrassed. But Yun Buci said nothing, only warning him not to take it out to play. She laughed and said this robot could move not because Le Wuxun was so capable, but simply because it contained a main component using magnetic power and an electric core. Yun Buci had said then, “You still want to take this robot to roam the world? You’d probably encounter some deep mountain or grassland, cave or desert with particularly strong magnetic fields, and it would fall apart right before your eyes…”

Now these words were remembered by Le Wuxun and told to Murong Yi. Master clearly possessed heavenly weapons but was still doing experiments and research under the small building. He guessed it might be because those weapons and equipment couldn’t be fully applied to Da Qian. Though he didn’t know if Master had succeeded now, very likely what could currently appear in Da Qian was partly customized by Master according to Da Qian’s conditions, such as that magnetic power core. Then naturally they would also be subject to the magnetic field constraints Master had mentioned…

Tie Ci gripped the letter, her mind constantly pondering: magnetic field… magnetic field…

It seemed long, long ago, when Master was giving her lessons, she had mentioned in passing that this was a type of force field that could interfere with precision machinery—invisible and intangible.

But with time now pressing, where could she find this magnetic field?

Suddenly ahead came a chorus of screams, and a large group of people came running out frantically.

This was a grassland area located northwest below Fu Mountain, at the border between Shunning Guard and Yong Ping Guard, with the Hanli Desert connecting to the west and Dafeng’s border city Dingzhao County visible across the river to the east.

There were some scattered villages here, living by herding and farming, under Shunning Guard’s jurisdiction.

Now, those usually fierce villagers were running frantically across the grassland. People constantly fell as they ran. Behind them, golden light whistled and crisscrossed. Each beam could precisely pierce through a body, each beam could harvest a life, each beam cut through the air with explosive sounds, opening bloody holes in the chests of those struck.

Blood spattered the green grass, with corpses all along the way. This scene was too tragic, and the sounds too strange, so that the arriving Da Qian and Da Feng border troops couldn’t react in time and stood frozen in place. On the other side of the river, people from that small city also rushed out, crowding together to gaze from afar.

Di Yiwei, who had arrived, stood frozen in the wind.

She didn’t know how to give orders.

If this were any other day, she would unhesitatingly order the garrison to protect the people. But now, ordering the troops to advance and resist meant sending soldiers to their deaths.

But watching people’s lives being harvested like this while she, as Yong Ping’s defending general, stood by—how could she bear it?

She turned to look at Tie Ci.

Tie Ci’s face was deathly pale.

She stood right here, and the enemy could already locate her, yet they hadn’t fired at her.

They wanted her to watch helplessly as her own people were slaughtered.

Di Yiwei turned around and shouted the order: “Engage!” She herself spurred her horse forward first.

Though soldiers’ lives were also lives, a soldier’s duty was to protect home and country.

When people suffered and the nation faced crisis, even if death came in an instant, they should advance with weapons raised.

The great army surged forward like a tide. The vanguard like a blade, stabbing toward the enemy formation.

But today the cavalry was extraordinarily insubordinate. They quickly overtook Di Yiwei’s horse, and two leading cavalry officers reached out from left and right to forcibly lift Di Yiwei from her horse and throw her toward the rear.

The cavalry behind caught her and continued throwing her back, quickly tossing their commanding officer to the rear of the formation.

Di Yiwei was furious, drawing her pipe and desperately beating the heads below while in mid-air: “Outrageous! Outrageous! Who gave you permission to… Stop! Stop—”

The vanguard cavalry had already penetrated the Alliance warriors’ formation.

Then instantly became exploding flesh and blood.

Di Yiwei turned her head in mid-air, tears instantly streaming down her face.

When she crashed to the ground and raised her head, what she saw were her sons’ hooves charging toward death.

Wave after wave of cavalry charged, then wave after wave fell.

The people cried out in anguish, jumping desperately into the icy river water, fleeing toward Da Feng.

Da Feng’s garrison hesitantly raised their spears and bows.

Though the Emperor had never ordered death for border crossers, defending the national border was their duty, wasn’t it?

But the people who had been watching from behind began to clamor.

“Don’t attack!”

“Can’t you see they’re fleeing disaster!”

“Forced to this state, they just want to live!”

“What if it’s a trick? What if this is Da Qian’s scheme to annex our country?” some questioned.

“What are you thinking! What kind of trap would require filling it with lives like this? The Da Qian Emperor could lead enemies out of the imperial capital alone for her people’s sake—would she let her own people die like this just to swallow our mere Dingzhao City!”

Someone bent down and shouted: “Brothers, come over here, quickly!”

Someone threw out ropes to help.

Over the years, thanks to Pojing City’s existence and the two emperors’ subtle friendly propaganda policies, the mutual hostility had already diminished considerably. Before disaster, humanity and righteousness transcended the cold river water and towering mountains between them.

Da Qian people plunged into the river, Da Feng soldiers laid down their blades and arrows, Da Feng people personally reached out to help.

But suddenly streaming light crossed the long sky, falling directly on that row of people in the river water. Before people could react, another wave of golden light leaped over the crowd, striking at that group of Da Feng people.

Two rows of blood rain obscured half the river surface. After a moment, the river flowed red.

A deathly silence.

For Da Qian, it was the discovery of the enemy’s cruelty and viciousness—wherever they fled, it was all a place of death.

For Da Feng, it was the discovery that the enemy recognized no national borders and didn’t target only Da Qian—all people were their prey.

The previous attitude of watching fires from across the river and remaining aloof was instantly shattered. Every Da Feng person felt the same deepest anger and fear as the Da Qian people.

The moment half the river was dyed red, Tie Ci strode forward.

Di Yiwei grabbed her in one motion: “Your Majesty, you cannot!”

Xiao Xueya blocked her way, rushing ahead to spur his horse and raise his spear.

An eagle’s cry sounded, and a huge black shadow passed overhead. Dan Ye’s voice was sharp and cold: “Archers—”

Buzzing sounds filled the air continuously as a great spray of arrows poured toward those pursuing Alliance soldiers.

However, those arrows broke and slid off after striking the enemy’s bodies. From the enemy formation came a strange beeping sound, then countless golden lights shot up from the ground, tracing several arcs across the long sky. The next instant they struck the trees where the archers were hiding.

Like lightning from the firmament, the trees were instantly split into several sections. Blood rain struck the branches with a splash, then cascaded down.

Dan Ye’s angry shouts were like wolf howls, Mo Ye’s cries were mournful.

Tie Ci closed her eyes.

So this was what Master had called their true power.

Even the most elite soldiers had no room to struggle or escape before power that transcended eras.

During the previous pursuit, the enemy had acted conservatively with small numbers. Using terrain and constant assistance from the Gong family’s subordinates, they had had opportunities to gradually eliminate them.

But now the enemy came as an army. On this grassland with no cover, they launched overwhelming long-distance attacks. If she and the others rushed forward, even with muscle suits, they couldn’t resist for long, let alone defeat an entire army.

What should they do?

Suddenly, sounds of heavy objects being dragged came from behind, along with loud shouts.

Tie Ci turned around to see a group of people frantically running while dragging a huge strange black vehicle. Running at the front were Qi Yuansi and Naren Aya.

The moment Tie Ci saw Qi Yuansi, lightning seemed to strike her mind, splitting out a long-forgotten thought.

Di Yiwei sensed something and turned back, seeing the Emperor’s face pale but her eyes suddenly blazing with brilliant light.

She rushed back and grabbed the disheveled Qi Yuansi, shouting: “When you told me your watch broke, where did it break!”

Qi Yuansi was caught off guard by this question and couldn’t react for a moment. Naren Aya beside him was extremely alert and immediately said: “It was at Woli Lake on the northeast side. The new watch Your Majesty later bestowed also broke there—”

Tie Ci immediately let go and turned to leave.

Qi Yuansi shouted: “Your Majesty, the Da Feng Emperor had me drag this to you—”

He and Naren Aya were dragging the flying vehicle that the muscle warriors had left on the city walls earlier—damaged, of course.

Tie Ci glanced at the flying vehicle and understood Murong Yi’s intention, her heart lifting with joy.

Then she felt somewhat strange—why hadn’t Murong Yi come personally?

Was it because of the oath’s restraint?

She knew about that oath. She had originally thought Murong Yi wouldn’t care about it at all. Who knew he would later truly confine himself to Da Feng, looking completely afraid to break his oath. This was simply unlike him.

Later she understood—it wasn’t that he had become cowardly, but because he was afraid.

After experiencing the Chongming incident, he feared any possibility harmful to her, even a vague and ethereal oath.

So a casual remark had truly trapped the proud and fearless Da Feng Emperor.

Tie Ci sighed inwardly, yet was also grateful he was trapped. Fighting the Alliance was extremely dangerous at every step—it was best he didn’t come.

She reached out and brushed over the flying vehicle.

Restoration.

Then she lifted her robes and leaped onto the vehicle, recalling the movements of the flying vehicle riders she had seen before, grasping the rubber handles with her palms.

A slight turn, and roaring sounds arose.

Hearing the roaring, everyone turned back.

The people crying and standing in the river, not knowing whether to continue or turn back, turned around.

The Alliance warriors who were coldly laughing and vengefully pursuing the people turned their heads.

They saw a huge black shadow approaching against the light, like rushing thunder and wild wind, charging across the desolate northern plains and ravines. When about to approach the crowd of people blocking the road, the front wheel lifted slightly, instantly soaring high, riding the snow-bearing wind, breaking through the wind-bearing snow, tracing a long black arc over the heads of the bewildered people looking up.

When the front wheel touched ground again, it had charged into the Alliance warriors’ camp.

In one encounter, it violently knocked away a flying vehicle warrior who hadn’t yet reacted, along with his vehicle.

The huge vehicle body tumbled several times above the crowd, then crashed down with a tremendous sound, smashing out a pit one zhang in circumference.

At the same time, Tie Ci crouched low on the vehicle, holding a previously captured laser gun. In this instant, the laser gun fired a three-hundred-sixty-degree arc of light, enveloping all the warriors around her.

Before the warriors could raise their guns, they were forced to tumble backward by the impact and cold light. With Tie Ci as the center, a vast circle bloomed like a black flower.

Tie Ci raised her hand, and another stream of silver oval objects smashed into the warrior crowd.

“Photon grenades!” someone shouted, and immediately there was another round of chaos as the crowd scattered again.

All this happened in the blink of an eye. Instantly the pursuit stopped, Tie Ci stood at the center of the enemy army. The Alliance soldiers wondered in amazement where this killer god had come from. The people on the road, in the river, and on the opposite shore, along with soldiers from both sides, gazed in wild joy. After a moment someone shouted frantically: “Your Majesty!”

One voice called out, ten thousand responded. The people’s shouts and cries immediately swept across the snow-covered plain: “Your Majesty!”

The Da Feng people on the opposite shore were in an uproar, with some climbing walls and trees to crane their necks.

Tie Ci didn’t turn back or respond, only raised her hand.

In her hand she was actually still gripping a person—a warrior she had grabbed in passing when she crashed her flying vehicle into theirs and opened fire.

He was also the one who had laughed most wildly before, shooting at Da Qian people the fastest.

She held up that warrior, facing the surrounding Alliance soldiers who had encircled her.

The Alliance warriors looked at her steadily riding the flying vehicle, at her calm expression, at her hand that remained unmoved even while gripping such a large person. No one spoke, no one raised their guns.

The shouting also gradually stopped.

Above their heads, in the clouds, the General and his staff watched the screen. They themselves didn’t realize they had forgotten to breathe for a long time.

At some unknown point, whenever the Da Qian Emperor appeared, everyone would involuntarily become tense.

Even though she was slender, spoke little, her robes still stained with blood, her expression unable to hide her exhaustion.

In the deathly silence.

Tie Ci’s hand holding the person finally moved.

She leaned forward slightly and swung her arm.

A wind suddenly rose from the ground.

The wind made nearby soldiers squint, vaguely seeing a black shadow crashing toward them, accompanied by loud screams of “ah-ah-ah.”

The Da Qian Emperor had actually thrown that tall soldier like throwing a shot put!

This thought had just flashed through the Alliance soldiers’ minds when the next moment came a tremendous crash. Snow was shaken up half a person’s height and cascaded down on everyone.

There was now a pit in the ground, and in the pit was a person whose bones were broken and tendons snapped beyond recognition.

This warrior had been smashed to death alive by the Da Qian Emperor, right before their eyes!

Muscle suits were impervious to blades and spears, feared neither water nor fire.

But they couldn’t withstand natural brute force.

“…”

After shock came silence, after silence came the frenzied cheers of people on both sides, and the suddenly ignited fury of the Alliance warriors.

Amid shouts like wind and sea, the huge roaring sound arose again. The flying vehicle’s wheels made a smooth spin on the ground, crushing snow and grass roots as the front wheel lifted.

As if to fly into the rising sunlight, or crash into the clouds and bring down that hiding flying saucer.

This caused chaos in the flying saucer, with the commander urgently ordering: “Ascend! Ascend!”

The General smashed another coffee cup: “What’s the panic! Can flying vehicles fly that high!”

His furious gaze turned to a briefcase-sized silver-white box fixed to the ground ahead.

The next instant, the flying vehicle traced a black afterimage as it landed, spewing a straight trail of dust as it crossed the crowd and sped toward the Hanli Desert.

When the vehicle passed Xiao Xueya and the others, Tie Ci reached out and scooped You Weixing onto the vehicle.

A white shadow flashed—Xiao Xueya also managed to get on the vehicle’s rear before it disappeared.

Tie Ci had no time to pay attention and shouted: “Hold tight to me!”

Xiao Xueya stood there stunned, but the next moment the vehicle made a great turn and he nearly fell off, so he had to raise his hands and embrace Tie Ci’s waist.

Wind howled like roaring, cold snow struck their faces. Yet at this moment, all the blood in his body was hot, surging and leaping, as if wanting to fly up to the clouds.

Without romantic thoughts, only heroic spirit.

He had once had three hatreds.

He hated being born in peaceful times when Da Qian was stable.

He hated that the Three Feudatories were docile and neighboring states submissive.

He hated that most surrounding nations were separated by vast territories, and the court indulged in comfort, unwilling to lightly raise weapons of war. This meant he couldn’t lead ten thousand troops to gallop across foreign territories, establishing a hundred-year foundation for Da Qian.

Later, he no longer hated.

Later he understood that peaceful times were a blessing for the people and Da Qian.

Later the Three Feudatories indeed rebelled, and even his own family became treasonous. When he led troops in Yuzhou to block Prince Changle’s army, he once again understood Tie Ci’s deepest hopes and desires, understood that a general’s responsibility was not to expand territory but to protect home and country.

Still later, the court that indulged in comfort was no longer comfortable. The Grand Tutor rebelled, foreigners galloped across Da Qian’s territory, wanting to destroy Da Qian’s hundred-year foundation.

Now was the time for warriors to give their lives, yet due to his own incompetence, His Majesty had to personally shed blood on the battlefield.

Then he must be here.

Whether setting ambushes in the mountains of Yueli Qingyang, or being pursued by ten thousand troops across the wilderness.

He had once yearned to shed blood, yearned to fight, yearned to battle the world’s most powerful enemies on the battlefield.

Now the most powerful enemy had come.

He yearned to follow her, protect her, fight alongside her, be her support, be the eternal barrier for Da Qian’s countless people.

That was his supreme dream.

For this, he was willing to die beneath stars and moon, between vast seas.

…

The Alliance warriors didn’t hesitate—flying vehicles roared, warriors flew in pursuit, abandoning the Da Qian people to chase frantically.

Tie Ci had charged through their formation with her flying vehicle, smashed a warrior to death before their faces, then brazenly turned and left without saying a word from beginning to end.

This made them feel more humiliated than if she had cursed them ten thousand times.

On the plain, a black shadow streaked across like flowing light.

Behind it, countless black shadows pursued closely, like a tide instantly washing over the earth.

Behind them again, ten thousand horses galloped in silence as Da Qian warriors followed closely.

Above the clouds, the flying saucer pursued silently.

Below the clouds, not far above the black vehicle, Hai Dongqing carried Dan Ye in low flight over the wilderness.

The pursuing troops behind constantly raised their hands to fire, cold light crisscrossing. First they aimed at Tie Ci and Xiao Xueya, but discovered that Xiao Xueya blocked Tie Ci completely, and he was wearing a muscle suit—even if they hit Xiao Xueya they couldn’t kill him, let alone Tie Ci.

So they changed to shooting at her flying vehicle.

They hit it several times, but before they could feel triumphant, they discovered that as long as Tie Ci reached out to pat it, the vehicle would return to its original state and continue running.

What was the point of shooting then!

The ground gradually became sandy as they entered the territory of the Hanli Desert.

Flying vehicles could adapt to all terrains. After entering the desert, the wheels automatically widened, moving as if on level ground.

Tie Ci raised her head and shouted to Dan Ye: “Where is Woli Lake!”

“Go northwest in this direction!”

“I need the fastest route!”

“The fastest route is gone now. There’s Qi Yuansi’s not-yet-completed aqueduct there—he won’t let anyone go—”

Construction in the desert was difficult. Qi Yuansi had suffered greatly to build these seven aqueducts, not to mention enduring so much criticism from the court due to the enormous cost.

Everyone said it was his life’s blood, his very life.

Suddenly a small red horse came galloping from the side.

The horse’s speed was astonishing, and the rider’s horsemanship even more so. Standing up steadily on such a galloping horse, she shouted: “Your Majesty! Yuansi sent me to guide you!”

It was Naren Aya. Born and raised in the desert, where others saw no roads, she saw thousands of paths. That’s how she could cut in from the side and catch up to Tie Ci’s terrifying speed.

Qi Yuansi was behind her, whipping hard: “Go!”

The fiery red steed galloped away like wind.

Tie Ci followed behind.

In the clouds above, on the aircraft, the General gazed down at the scene below and said: “Where is she going?”

A staff member brought up a map: “It seems to be the northeastern side of the desert.”

“Any anomalies?”

“We can confirm there are no ambushes there, not even much human habitation.”

The General looked at the distance between Tie Ci and her pursuers. With her familiarity with the terrain and increasingly skilled driving, Tie Ci had already opened up a safe distance from her pursuers. The guns and artillery from behind could hardly harm her.

“Using the same old trick, wanting to lead people to a deserted place. But no matter what she wants to do, killing her will solve everything once and for all.” The General’s lips curved in a cold smile. “Bring me my ion light rifle.”

To conserve energy, this aircraft was small and carried no heavy weapons, but the General naturally had weapons befitting his rank.

An adjutant brought a white long gun with a design like a combination of snake and crocodile. The front end had wave-shaped gun barrels layer upon layer, with two protruding deep blue oval muzzles that looked like two bulging enormous eyes.

The adjutant pushed a tube of blue liquid into the “crocodile’s” throat, and the white wave portions of the gun body began pulsing and flashing like ocean waves.

The General took up the gun and walked to the slowly opening hatch. The two enormous blue “eyes” at the gun’s head aimed at Tie Ci racing wildly below.

“Lower altitude.”

The aircraft slowly descended.

“Increase speed.”

The aircraft crossed several li in the blink of an eye, catching up behind Tie Ci.

The gun barrel angled down, waiting for Tie Ci to enter his firing range.

On the flying vehicle, Xiao Xueya looked back.

Mo Ye let out a sharp cry of warning. Tie Ci seemed to sense something and was about to turn back.

Blue light flashed.

No sound, no trajectory, no vibration or tearing whatsoever.

An eagle’s cry rang through the vast sky. Mo Ye flew diagonally across, his enormous wings suddenly beating downward.

From the chaotic black feathers, a curved blade spun with flashing silver light, bursting through the flying feathers to collide with the blue light. With a thunderous crash, it exploded into a ball of fierce sunlike fire, and the curved blade vanished in the flames.

The cry suddenly turned mournful, black feathers exploded across the sky, and Mo Ye and Dan Ye fell straight down from the air.

The blue light hadn’t completely disappeared—it split off a red beam that still pursued Tie Ci, who had already raced several li away.

Seeing Mo Ye and Dan Ye fall, Tie Ci had already turned around. You Weixing ahead raised his hand, but Tie Ci pressed his hand down.

Meanwhile, Xiao Xueya’s hand from behind had already struck out, taking the opportunity to push both her and You Weixing flying away.

With his other hand, Xiao Xueya slapped the long spear on his back. The spear body spiraled like a swimming dragon, and in an instant shot out over his shoulder from his back. The spear tip gleamed like gold in the sunlight as it met that blazing red mass.

The next moment the spear tip disappeared silently like the curved blade, and that blazing red mass spread like lightning along the long spear shaft. Wherever it passed, the iron-wood spear body exploded inch by inch among the yellow sand and white snow.

That red mass was about to reach Xiao Xueya.

Xiao Xueya didn’t let go.

A general on the battlefield would not release his weapon.

Nor would he step aside and let this demonic fire chase his sovereign again.

That blazing red mass instantly devoured his hand, and in a blink traveled up his wrist toward his heart.

The flying vehicle continued its inertial motion. Xiao Xueya stood steadily on the vehicle, his robes fluttering, completely motionless. His face was like snow and frost against the blazing red backdrop.

He was using his flesh and blood to block this shot.

Death approached once again, yet he didn’t even blink.

A figure flashed—Tie Ci appeared.

Xiao Xueya instinctively tried to wave his hand, but when he raised it, he realized his hand was gone.

The red light seemed to have dimmed, but suddenly burst into brilliant flashing.

Clearly the so-called extinguishing caused by the previous two waves of interference was just an illusion—the real killing blow was actually in this final moment.

And Tie Ci had already rushed over.

Suddenly a hand reached out.

From beneath the vehicle.

A slender, snow-white hand appeared ghostlike from under the vehicle. The moment it appeared, the palm brushed once, and Xiao Xueya and Tie Ci were sent flying stiffly away.

It wasn’t that they were too weak—one was already severely injured, and the other had her attention on Xiao Xueya. No one had expected someone to be hiding under the vehicle. The vehicle had been racing across half the desert—how had he managed to cling on tightly without falling off?

The next moment, Xiao Xueya and Tie Ci crashed into the sandy ground, carving out a deep furrow.

Tie Ci raised her head. Before seeing that familiar figure, she saw a red light suddenly explode violently above the flying vehicle.

A mass larger, brighter, and more fierce than before.

Raging flames rose into the air, rolling black smoke shot straight up to the clouds.

Tie Ci opened her mouth. She wanted to shout, but suddenly discovered she couldn’t make a sound at all. That name reached her throat but was compressed there. Only today did she understand that extreme fear could cause the throat to spasm, making speech impossible.

She sat on the ground, staring at that patch of black and red, gripping the cold yellow sand beneath her palms, silently repeating over and over: “Murong Yi.”

“Murong Yi.”

Don’t.

Don’t do this.

She looked up at the sky.

Heaven, please.

Don’t let people despair like this.

Chapter 568: End of the Road Hero
The extremely brief moment seemed to stretch as long as a century, time seemingly frozen by extreme terror.

But in reality, the flowing light lasted only an instant.

The extreme silence was suddenly broken by a familiar roar.

The next moment, the black fire and red flames ahead suddenly deformed and flowed—this was caused by being torn by rapidly moving air. A black streak of light burst through the flames—it was the flying vehicle.

The purple-robed figure on the vehicle crouched low, pressing close to the vehicle body. As he sped past You Weixing, he reached out and scooped him up onto the vehicle once more.

You Weixing had first been scooped up by Tie Ci, then by Murong Yi. He showed no surprise or alarm, sitting steadily at the front of the vehicle, just short of spreading his arms to embrace the wind with his head raised.

The person on the vehicle neither stopped nor looked back, speeding away frantically just as Tie Ci had before, only raising his hand in a distant gesture.

His figure headed toward the sunlight, etched against the cold and blurry light of the winter desert sun.

Tie Ci watched that rapidly retreating figure in the sunlight, exhaled a long breath, and suddenly lay back on the cold sandy ground.

She wanted to cry, but in the end curved her lips in a smile.

…

Half of the Hanli Desert had been stirred by the dust from the flying vehicles, while the other half remained shrouded in peaceful atmosphere.

This was the edge of the desert. Going further ahead over a mountain would reach Da Feng’s nameless snow plains.

Ahead lay the vast desert, behind rose craggy stone mountains. Beyond the stone mountains stretched endless white snow plains—the most extensive and harshest terrain between Da Feng and Da Qian, which had always been sparsely populated.

At the foot of the mountains, however, stood two stone houses that looked quite solid, with low stone walls built in front. They had forcibly created a small world within this vast desert.

Wind was rising in this small world.

The wind was like a small tornado, swirling from the left side of the courtyard to the right. When it stopped, a cup of hot tea had appeared on the small wooden table on the right side, not a drop spilled.

A voice with a hint of laughter came from inside the house: “Chen Tuntian, how was that move of mine?”

No one answered, and another cluster of swirling sand arose in the courtyard, spiraling toward the table.

The voice suddenly became urgent, shouting: “Old Scorpion, don’t drink my tea! That’s specially brewed for Sangtang…”

Before the words finished, the wind swept past and the tea was gone.

Duanmu’s voice stopped abruptly. The next moment, all around suddenly fell quiet, and Sangtang’s gentle voice of persuasion rose: “Duanmu, don’t—”

A figure flashed, and suddenly a black hole appeared in the small courtyard, as if the air had been torn open in a crack. A human figure was sucked into that hole with a whoosh, and in an instant the hole vanished.

The curtain of the inner room was lifted, and Sangtang walked out. Looking at the empty courtyard, he shook his head: “Why bully people again?”

“He clearly stole the tea I brewed for you,” Duanmu said. “A small punishment as a big warning—I’ll let him out in a quarter hour.”

“Did you learn this from that Murong Yi’s people last time?” Sangtang walked to the table and sat down, beginning to boil water and brew tea again.

Duanmu made a sound of agreement. “These past few years, I’ve kept ‘coincidentally encountering’ various people with natural talents, learning a bunch of inexplicable abilities. At first I thought it was just chance, but where are there so many coincidences in the world? Atang, tell me, why would Murong Yi send so many talented people here? Surely not just to give me more abilities?”

“What else?” Sangtang said. “You also know he hasn’t harmed you. These people all genuinely have natural talents. Like that technique you just used—it must not have been easy for him to find these people.”

“That’s exactly what I don’t understand. Given his character, he’d pluck feathers from a passing goose. Why would he be so kind to us?”

Sangtang fell silent. He also found it very strange. After all, Murong Yi was not a generous person—calling him one of the most vicious and cunning people in the world wouldn’t be excessive.

So why did he go to such trouble to send these supernatural ability users?

And it wasn’t just this. Over the years, while they stayed in the snow plains to recover from their injuries, Murong Yi spoke harshly but was quite generous with supplies. Strange medicines and rare treasures flowed endlessly, healing their injuries almost completely, even improving their skills.

Sangtang knew Murong Yi’s foundation was damaged, and some medicinal materials would be useful and precious to him too. Yet he didn’t use them himself and gave them away instead. Was he really such a selfless person?

Unable to figure it out, he stopped thinking about it. In any case, they owed a debt of gratitude whether they wanted to or not, and who knew when circumstances would arise requiring them to repay it.

The courtyard was peaceful inside, but outside, sand and wind rolled.

Duanmu’s ears suddenly twitched.

Only he could detect the extremely subtle abnormality in the trajectory of the wild wind.

Then he raised his hand, and a piece of charcoal from the small copper stove flew out of the courtyard.

The charcoal turned to powder flickering with countless red lights in the air, apparently covering someone. There was a resentful spitting sound in the wind, and among the red charcoal powder a slender figure was vaguely outlined before disappearing.

Duanmu shook his head and sneered: “Never giving up hope.”

Sangtang gathered his sleeves and poured tea, his expression calm.

When they had pursued Little Shadow all the way, they had given that first assassin plenty of trouble. They had fought their way to the northern lands, and later when they grew tired and stopped, the other party refused to give up, also staying in the area. Every few days there would be harassment, repeatedly defeated but never stopping.

It was as if they were being used as whetstones.

Or perhaps the long nights were boring—after all, of the Three Lunatics and Five Emperors, only a few of them remained.

Their era had already passed. Looking up, all they saw was yellow sand and lonely wind.

Only wandering heroes who had reached the end of their road could know this feeling.

Duanmu also seemed to lose interest. He raised his hand and grabbed, forcibly creating a black mark in the air. The mark grew larger and larger, with pitch blackness inside and stars twinkling. He reached in again and pulled out Chen Tuntian, whose skin was like gold and copper.

After landing, Chen Tuntian looked bewildered.

Sangtang became curious and asked him: “Where did you just go? What did you see?”

Chen Tuntian’s expression became even more bewildered. He blinked his bell-like large eyes for a while and said: “I don’t know either. Just a very dark place. Though it was clearly empty all around, I didn’t sink down. There were also some things I couldn’t recognize floating beside me. Earlier I saw a huge silver monster with two rotating wings pass by me. There seemed to be something inside that monster pointing at me and making a big fuss about something, but unfortunately it was too far away to hear clearly. Then I came back.”

Duanmu raised an eyebrow.

So that was a place where other people existed?

This was the large-scale spatial technique he had copied from a blonde, blue-eyed Westerner. The other party had given it this name, saying he could go to the divine kingdom of heaven. As far as he could see, he thought it should be hell.

But hell actually didn’t have eighteen levels—quite strange indeed.

Chen Tuntian burrowed into the sand and left. Sangtang looked at the sky and peeled off the flatbread that had been warming against the stove, wrapped it in a paper bag, and walked toward the door.

Duanmu sat without moving, saying with slight jealousy: “Going to feed your little girl again?”

Sangtang said gently: “Her name is Sang Ruo, not ‘little girl.'”

Duanmu snorted coldly.

Sangtang smiled: “Why compete with a seven-year-old child? I’ll stew small dried fish for you tonight.”

Only then did Duanmu stop talking.

He wasn’t really being petty, just didn’t want Sangtang to be lost in memories of the past because of someone’s resemblance.

Sangtang had a tragic childhood. Originally the son of a wealthy family, his parents were murdered for money by distant relatives who had come seeking refuge. While boating on the lake, they conspired with water bandits to strike in a deserted place, disposing of bodies without a trace. Of the entire household, only he survived. His sister, only one year older than him, took a club blow meant for him and held him tightly as they fell into the water, tying him to the reeds to save his life.

At that time, he had watched helplessly as his sister, only slightly older than himself, gradually stopped breathing beside him.

Later he had a fateful encounter and took revenge, but the dead relatives could never come back to life.

He opened up a darkness that belonged only to himself, and from then on only walked in darkness.

Who would have known that years later, in this borderland between Xirong and Da Feng, where snow plains met desert, Sangtang would encounter a local Moge tribe child who resembled his sister.

He said the child’s smile was exactly like his sister’s, and she also had a pair of cute little tiger teeth.

For this reason, he gave her the same name as his sister.

There was an oasis nearby, and when the child came to fetch water, she often passed by here. Over time, Sangtang would always prepare some food for her when she came.

Today, seeing it was time, he opened the door to go out.

But as soon as he looked up, he saw rolling dust on the distant horizon.

He also saw a streak of smoke shooting straight up into the sky from the northwest.

Then he heard a familiar cry, and turning his head, he saw that by the water pool not far away, a water jar lay on its side with water spilled all over the ground.

And further away, a gray shadow fled like light smoke toward the northwest, vaguely carrying someone under its arm.

Without thinking, Sangtang gave chase.

The moment his figure moved, the other party turned back, raised a hand, and with a faint bang, a beam of light came straight at him.

Sangtang thought it was some weapon and casually flicked his sleeve.

Suddenly a hand grabbed his shoulder, and with a turn, had already moved him three zhang away.

Sangtang turned his head and saw that where he had just been standing, gray smoke was passing through, and behind him the courtyard wall now had a silent hole punched through it.

The hole was perfectly round, without even any sand or stone falling.

Sangtang’s face grew stern.

Not to mention that the courtyard wall, though it looked ordinary, was made of extremely hard stone—just the fact that the opponent’s casual strike from over a li away still had such power—what kind of weapon and internal energy was this?

He felt he could do it himself, but not with such apparent ease.

How could Sang Ruo, a seven-year-old girl, provoke such a powerful enemy?

But Sangtang had no time to think further. The opponent’s speed was alarming and was about to disappear from view.

His figure rose and gave chase. Duanmu had no choice but to follow closely.

…

Chapter 569: Willing
The wind ahead was no longer dry, carrying faint moist vapor that struck their faces.

To the east, towering snow mountains loomed into view.

At the foot of the snow mountains lay vast plains that would soon be irrigated. They had been gradually turning to desert over the years, but under Qi Yuansi’s supervision these past years, dams and channels had been built near the Turan River by Yong Ping and Xirong, water diverted and soil transported to cover the land, preventing further desertification of the plains.

Qi Yuansi had searched the snow mountains for several relatively easy routes to excavate, laying pipes to channel water downward. Now the most difficult mountain section had been completely laid, the plains section had just had pipes installed, but reinforcement and covering had not yet been done.

This was the most critical moment. If the specially-crafted pipes were damaged now, most of their efforts would be lost.

However, this was also the nearest route to reach Woli Lake. Otherwise, there were only mountains and rivers nearby, and taking a detour would require much time.

A rider on a red horse charged without hesitation toward that place where their life’s work was concentrated.

Behind them, a black shadow came racing wildly, rising and falling over the excavated trenches, massive tires crushing over the ceramic pipes with grinding sounds.

After the black shadow raced past, moments later, black torrents came rolling in. Countless flying vehicles rose into the air, their enormous wheels repeatedly crushing those originally sturdy ceramic pipes. Cracks appeared and grew larger until they shattered with loud crashes.

Naren Aya’s little red horse did not continue forward. She and Qi Yuansi reined in their horses at the end of the trenches, silently watching the vehicles crush past, listening to the constant sounds of pipes collapsing and shattering.

Naren Aya turned to look at Qi Yuansi. Her eyes were bright in the weak winter sunlight as she asked him: “Do you regret it?”

Qi Yuansi looked at those ceramic pipes shattered all over the ground, thinking of all those days and nights of calculation, measurement, firing materials, manufacturing—constantly producing waste due to the enormous dimensions, then starting over again and again, all done by his own hands.

He said: “It’s like my heart has been crushed.”

Naren Aya gently stroked his face, her eyes full of pity.

The once elegant young master who had enjoyed spring breezes for ten li was now dark and thin, even his skin much rougher.

But she felt this Qi Yuansi was the best.

“But I don’t regret it.” Qi Yuansi grasped her hand and turned to look at those towering snow mountains, the Da Qian territory before the mountains, and Woli Lake behind them.

“Compared to home and country, this is merely my personal gain and loss. If His Majesty can sacrifice himself for Da Qian, then I can sacrifice these years of effort for Da Qian.”

“I’ve endured hardship in this desert for five years, ultimately for this world to be at peace, the people happy and content, His Majesty safe, and the realm intact.” He said, “As long as this cherished wish can be realized, let alone shattering these pipes scattered on the ground—my five years of effort, even shattering my bones, I would be willing.”

…

Above the flying saucer, the General couldn’t fire another shot.

The ion light rifle had inexplicably overheated and couldn’t risk firing.

The General’s gaze fell below, watching that mass of black shadows cross the trenches and enter a slightly lower basin.

Further away, Da Qian’s cavalry was blocked by those shattered and destroyed trenches.

The General smiled with satisfaction, his eyes again glancing at the silver-white briefcase fixed to one side.

He said: “Pursue them.”

…

The Alliance Management Bureau headquarters building was surrounded by a large crowd of protesting marchers. Reporters’ cameras were set up everywhere, and Management Bureau security personnel were being pushed back by the crowd, retreating step by step.

The Management Bureau spokesman stood inside the building, sweating profusely despite the climate control system.

He dared not go out, because he dared not say anything.

The General was absent, the Speaker missing. The General’s faction had suffered heavy losses in the battle pursuing the Da Qian Emperor, while many from the Speaker’s faction had been thrown into prison by the military faction taking advantage of this opportunity.

The Management Bureau was now in chaos, and he, a mere puppet, truly dared not take a position lightly.

Moreover, the protesting crowd outside had two different demands. One side cursed the Management Bureau’s incompetence, demanding they quickly take down Da Qian. The planet was becoming increasingly uninhabitable, with thousands dying daily from various causes.

The doomsday countdown clock hanging atop the Management Bureau building had long jumped to red numbers that kept shrinking. A few days ago, to avoid intensifying conflicts, this giant clock had been removed, but this didn’t prevent everyone from having a countdown in their minds. At this moment of life and death, alarms rang loudly, approaching madness.

The other faction believed that under these circumstances, the Alliance could no longer be arrogant. If they couldn’t take down Da Qian, they should lower their stance, send friendly envoys, negotiate peacefully, and request acceptance.

The two factions argued at the Management Bureau entrance, then turned to jointly denounce the Management Bureau.

Just as things were getting chaotic, suddenly an elegantly streamlined black car approached. The door opened, and remarkably, it was the Speaker who emerged.

Security personnel were overjoyed to see her and immediately fought through the crowd to escort her into the Management Bureau building before people could discover and overwhelm the Speaker.

The spokesman hurried to greet her, about to offer regards to Your Excellency, but discovered that Her Excellency the Speaker looked haggard with dark circles under her eyes, and her clothing was somewhat disheveled.

Though the Speaker was of the Manny race, she most preferred ancient Eastern styles. Her daily qipao dresses usually flowed like water and moonlight without a single wrinkle. Her subordinates had never seen her in such a bedraggled state.

The Speaker looked hurried and raised her hand to stop everyone’s concern and inquiries, saying: “Where is Qixing?”

Qixing was Yun Buci’s real name in the Alliance, meaning “to open the star-cloud new era”—a name she had given herself as a child. Yun was the maternal lineage surname of that ancient noble family she belonged to.

Families like hers with thousand-year inheritances had very long names after generations of mixed bloodlines, which were quite inconvenient to pronounce.

“In the prison.”

The Speaker nodded: “Activate the access key.”

The prison warden hurried over and issued the opening command. Behind him, the spokesman and other officials and officers followed, wanting to say something to the Speaker, but she walked hurriedly, declining anyone to follow, going straight into the depths of the seventh underground level prison.

Standing in the empty underground elevator, the Speaker finally breathed a sigh of relief, then her whole body convulsed.

An expression of unbearable discomfort appeared on her face. She forcibly endured it.

After a while, she convulsed again, this time with greater movement.

After another moment, she really couldn’t bear it anymore and simply reached into her qipao to scratch vigorously.

The smooth-as-water qipao fabric became even more wrinkled from her handling.

The Speaker’s expression was both embarrassed and pained.

She had never imagined that itching was more unbearable than pain.

What was more painful was scratching an itch through one’s boot.

The itching seemed hidden in her bone marrow. No matter how vigorously she scratched, even breaking the skin, she couldn’t get a moment’s relief.

This was poison given to her by those damned Da Qian people.

The Da Qian people had released her with the demand that she eliminate all weapons that could threaten Da Qian and kill Yun Buci.

The antidote was in those people’s hands. If something happened to them, she wouldn’t survive either.

Those Da Qian people had wanted to come with her, which she didn’t mind. After all, due to physical constitution and spatial transformation pressure, if Da Qian people came through space tears, they would only die from body explosion. Unlike their specially conditioned physiques.

But considering that if these people died her antidote would be gone, she still prevented it.

The other party had given her one hour—two hours in their time. Spatial conversion would skip time anyway, and she was already running short on time.

Before entering the prison, she took a detour into another elevator, continuing downward, using her key to pass through metal portal after metal portal, finally stopping before a black door.

She pressed her palm to it, and a small frame flashing green light popped up on the door. She stared at the frame as a blue light silently swept across her entire body.

Moments later, mechanical sounds rang continuously. The giant door with its smooth, traceless surface folded and contracted before her until it became a human-height portal, revealing a silver deep tunnel inside.

Still passing through layer after layer of portals, constantly unlocking, finally opening a silver door. At the end was an almost completely empty room.

Long ago, this heavily guarded room had been filled with rows upon rows of fixed weapons.

World-destroying, planet-level weapons.

Also the killing instruments explicitly forbidden by cosmic treaty.

But human greed knew no bounds. There would always be those who couldn’t resist temptation to open Pandora’s Box, and once opened, it couldn’t be contained.

So in the end, countless planets were destroyed, until there were no places left for refuge, forcing them to reverse time and seek new pure lands.

The Speaker remembered that now probably only cabinets Jia-3, Bing-6, and Ding-7 still contained anything.

She took a fingerprint template and iris membrane from her pocket and attached them to the cabinet door.

This cabinet required both her and the General to open together, but she had made two preparations, having long ago forged the General’s fingerprint and iris data.

After two beeps, the cabinet door opened. The Speaker took out an oval device and carefully placed it in the box she had brought.

Then she went to cabinet Bing-6. After opening it, her expression changed.

The cabinet was empty.

The Speaker stood before the empty cabinet for a long while, knowing that not only had she kept a backup plan, but clearly the General had also kept one, obtaining her fingerprints and iris data and already taking away the “Naughty Egg.”

She was stunned for a moment, then quickly ran to the last cabinet with inventory. Opening the cabinet and seeing several slender shells still in place, she finally breathed a long sigh of relief.

She stared at the black liquid slowly flowing in the shells’ viewing windows, her expression complex.

After a moment, she reached out to take the shells, but her hand was suddenly grasped.

The Speaker turned around in alarm: “…Qixing?”

Chapter 570: Naughty Egg
Yun Buci wore a black cloak, standing behind her. She had also grown much thinner, her face cold and pale. She stared at the shell in the Speaker’s hand, pressing down on her hand with calm but undeniable authority, returning the shell to its original position.

The Speaker looked at her, wanting to ask how she had gotten out and how she had followed her here, but ultimately didn’t ask.

Qixing came from the most ancient noble family in Alliance history. This family had been passed down to the present with only her as the direct heir, and only she had inherited the family’s powerful bloodline. She could carry her own system and could tear through space to search for her targets in the tens of millions of years of history even before the Alliance had developed spatial transfer technology. That’s why the task of cultivating Da Qian had been entrusted to her alone.

The Speaker only said gently: “I’ve dealt with them… They’re very xenophobic, we must…”

Yun Buci didn’t answer her, only took the box from her hands and said: “The ‘Drum’—leave it to me.”

The Speaker observed her traveling attire, with the outline of weapons protruding from her back, and understood: “You plan to act personally? You don’t think highly of the General?”

Yun Buci tightened the straps on her shoulders: “I don’t want Da Qian’s rich lands destroyed by the General. I’m going to stop him.”

“So you’re going to help Tie Ci?”

Yun Buci put on her hood and picked up the box: “No, incidentally I’m also going to kill Tie Ci.”

The Speaker looked at her retreating figure. She should have been completely puzzled, but suddenly understood.

She took a few steps forward and pointed at Yun Buci’s back: “You’re going to kill the Da Qian Emperor with that?”

It was a gun that was already too archaic for the Alliance, one whose traces could hardly be found even in the most ancient military magazines.

“Just this thing.” Yun Buci weighed the gun. “Using it against Da Qian people would be called a victory without honor.”

The Speaker smiled: “When it’s already life and death, you’re still thinking of giving her relative fairness?”

“I am a master after all.” Yun Buci sighed deeply. “I have my dignity.”

The Speaker smiled and stepped forward, pointing at the ground: “Be careful not to step on the sensor laser.”

Yun Buci instinctively stepped aside.

Then she stopped moving.

The Speaker smiled.

With slight apology she said: “Sorry, the sensor positions were adjusted earlier and you weren’t notified.”

Yun Buci stood motionless. Without looking, she knew she was now touching the final sensing device, which only activated when the vault suffered maximum attack, mainly for self-destruction.

As soon as she lifted her foot, this place would become nothing.

The Speaker stood opposite her, quickly pressing a button to put on a special protective shield. Through the round helmet glass of the shield, her eyes remained gentle, even slightly apologetic: “I’m sorry, Yun. I was forced to open surveillance for them. They can see everything I do here… I must act against you. May you rest in peace in heaven.”

…

In the Da Qian Academy Dean’s office, a crowd of Da Qian officials stared at the monitor screen with their eyes going in circles.

The image wasn’t very clear. Information transmission between two spaces was inherently unstable in signal. If the other party wasn’t the Speaker with the Alliance era’s highest-grade sensors, ordinary people couldn’t achieve this kind of communication.

But the blurry images and dialogue were already enough to shock the Da Qian officials.

After being shocked for so long, they became numb. When hearing this dialogue, He Zi actually laughed.

So even in that incomparably powerful era, there was still power struggle and mutual deception.

There was nothing new under the sun.

He just wondered what it felt like for Yun Buci to be repeatedly betrayed by everything she was loyal to.

This was what was meant by “retribution never fails.”

…

The Speaker walked toward the door.

Suddenly her vision went dark.

In just an instant, the silver corridor embedded with countless lights before her went completely dark in the near distance.

The distant lights were still going out in succession. Darkness spread inch by inch from her feet, as if the entire world was slowly sinking.

The Speaker’s heart was also sinking.

The ancient family that Qixing belonged to had mysterious traditions spanning a thousand years. No one had ever been able to figure out what those traditions contained.

She slowly turned around.

Behind her was also dark, with only one point of light in the darkness—Yun’s eyes, bright as cold stars in the darkness, looking at her calmly.

Like looking at a clown.

Sensors needed electrical control. With complete power cutoff, the sensors would also fail… but there was backup power…

As this thought flashed through her mind, rumbling sounds came from deep underground—the backup power had started…

The Speaker hadn’t had time to rejoice.

She felt someone appear beside her.

Faint sandalwood fragrance, shallow breathing.

Something cold brushed past her, extremely fast, extremely bright, with bone-piercing coldness.

In this instant, a flash of understanding crossed her mind: “So this is what cold weapons are like…”

Indeed, truly cold…

Before consciousness faded, she heard Qixing beside her ear, still speaking in a light tone:

“May you rest in peace in hell.”

…

In front of the Da Qian Academy monitor, the officials faced the suddenly blackened screen in complete bewilderment.

“What happened? What’s going on? Why did it suddenly disappear?”

Only the Palace Master had been carefully watching the screen and suddenly laughed.

“It didn’t disappear. It got dark, and someone died.”

…

With a light click, the backup power started. Lights relit section by section, spreading from the end of the corridor toward the chamber, silver light like a tide, brilliant and splendid.

In the restored brightness, the Speaker gripped the door frame, seemingly calmly hanging her head.

Her originally wrinkled crimson qipao had now become stiff, its color nearly deep purple.

Because it was soaked with blood.

…

Sunlight had somehow retreated again, temperature dropped, and snow began to fall at Woli Lake.

This place looked no different from anywhere else.

Murong Yi’s flying vehicle was like a black dragon, flashing in layered afterimages as it charged toward Woli Lake.

The lifted front wheel crushed six-sided snowflakes in mid-air.

Ahead were low hills one after another, red and yellow in color, very distinct.

The terrain of the low hills was peculiar—each lower than the last, with nearly thirty zhang difference between the first and final ridges. From a distance, it looked like a sea nestled in a mountain valley, which was why it was called Woli Lake.

In the distance, a figure flashed—Tie Ci appeared.

She had no chance to seize a flying vehicle, so she simply used teleportation, pursuing all the way here.

Standing at the edge of the first ridge of Woli Lake, her expression changed.

This terrain… if flying vehicles entered and lost control, it would mean having to ride the vehicle and fall from height!

They also couldn’t retreat midway. The Alliance soldiers were already very wary of Da Qian. Once they stopped here, they would certainly stop far away too and wouldn’t enter Woli Lake!

Only now did she understand that Murong Yi hiding under the vehicle wasn’t just to save her that once.

He had guessed the secret of Woli Lake and knew its terrain better than she did. Knowing this was deadly work, he had taken it over.

As soon as she figured this out, Tie Ci ran frantically forward.

She had to get the vehicle back!

The roaring suddenly intensified, like thunder exploding across the sky.

The vehicle flying in mid-air showed no hesitation. The front wheel dropped, crossing through swirling snowflakes, crossing the first ridge.

Even faster than before.

Behind, the black tide pursued relentlessly, following in a cascade downward.

Tie Ci suddenly stopped, standing rigidly in the wind and snow.

The next moment.

The foremost flying vehicle suddenly trembled in mid-air, then began shaking violently. After several trembles it lost control and dove headfirst toward the bottom!

After that vehicle, the black tide almost rear-ending it also simultaneously shuddered, swayed, lost control, tracing countless cold black arcs in the air as they screamed toward the bottom of Woli Lake.

Those flying high plunged straight down like Murong Yi’s vehicle.

Those flying low kept crashing into ridge after ridge, bouncing and colliding endlessly between hills, scattering parts and screams all the way.

Like a swarm of bees crashing wildly.

At the same time, Tie Ci running frantically toward the bottom of Woli Lake felt her body suddenly become heavy.

As if weighed down by tremendous force.

She also saw many warriors who had fallen into the bottom of Woli Lake. Some weren’t injured but couldn’t struggle to their feet.

The muscle suits were affected by the magnetic field—not only failing but seemingly producing side effects.

Without hesitation, Tie Ci removed her outer robe then her muscle suit, revealing simple black clothing underneath.

These simple movements, despite her abilities, left her drenched in sweat.

Suddenly someone cried out in alarm.

Tie Ci looked up to see countless birds falling from the clouds above.

Looking more carefully, they weren’t birds but flying machines used to monitor the situation below.

After these machines fell, something disc-shaped was struggling and swaying in the clouds above, stirring the clouds to pieces.

Tie Ci saw that thing try several times to fly higher but couldn’t withstand the magnetic field below. Finally, after violent shaking, it plummeted from the clouds!

Its direction was exactly where Murong Yi’s flying vehicle had crashed.

Tie Ci’s heart and courage shattered as she teleported continuously.

In her peripheral vision she seemed to see something eject from the big disc just before it crashed.

But she couldn’t worry about that now, rushing straight toward the bottom of Woli Lake.

Suddenly loud laughter came from overhead. Tie Ci looked up to see a huge parachute floating in the sky with a person suspended below, holding a silver box and looking down at her with a cold smile.

Ominous premonition and suddenly overwhelming fear made her pupils contract as she instinctively stopped.

With a thunderous crash, the big disc slammed heavily into the bottom of Woli Lake, scattering the flying vehicles that had already crashed everywhere, splashing parts, severed limbs, and rolling black smoke in all directions.

Tie Ci’s vision went black.

At this point she didn’t dare go forward, gripping her right hand with her left, taking deep breaths and looking up at the sky.

The General floated in the air. He didn’t know what device he wore, but despite the distance, his voice reached everyone’s eardrums clearly.

“Think you’ve won? Think this place can bury all of the Alliance’s warriors?”

He laughed wildly: “See what I’m holding? It’s called Naughty Egg—truly a naughty thing. Just one, only one, and your entire Da Qian can be buried with us.”

Tie Ci looked at that silver object, her heart sinking deeper.

She instinctively knew this statement was true.

The world-destroying weapon Master had mentioned had appeared.

“Without Da Qian, the Alliance will die. Since you won’t let us live, please die first.” The General smiled. “After a hundred years of improvement, ‘Naughty Egg’ is very powerful. A small launch device is enough to bring disaster. Tie Ci, are you very confident right now? Very proud? The cold weapon era defeating high-tech civilization, leaving so many Alliance elites in Da Qian—you must be fantasizing about ruling for thousands of generations, unifying the realm?”

“Unfortunately, advanced civilization is advanced civilization. You exhaust yourselves fighting desperately, but we can still crush you with a finger.”

He pressed the only red button on the silver-white box.

Softly saying: “Revenge for my son.”

“Revenge for Alliance warriors.”

…

The moment his finger pressed down.

A distant figure flashed—Pingzong appeared with a little girl under her arm.

Sangtang and Duanmu followed behind her.

The General’s words echoed in the sky, and everyone heard them. The soldiers were bewildered; no one believed it.

Pingzong curiously examined this boastful fellow.

But Duanmu and Sangtang’s expressions changed.

Instantly the past came rushing back—electric light crossing streets, giant vehicles crushing trenches, brilliant blooming sparks, white lightning from thin black tubes, and nightmares falling from clouds.

Duanmu’s expression was especially grim. When he had rushed to the capital, he encountered mortal enemies in the wilderness, so that journey to find Sangtang had taken decades to complete.

Back then there were also such dense clouds, with disc-shaped objects extending lines, a black thing falling from height, and the next moment he was plunged into darkness.

“It’s them.” Duanmu’s face was white as snow as he ground out the words through clenched teeth.

Pingzong looked at the hot air balloon floating in the air, at Duanmu and Sangtang’s expressions, remembering Murong Yi’s earlier instructions.

“Use that girl to lure Duanmu and Sangtang to where my fireworks burst. If you see strange people appear, at the most critical moment, I don’t care what method you use… provoke Duanmu and Sangtang to act.”

Pingzong didn’t know what constituted the most critical moment, but grandmasters had keen intuition for danger and sensitivity to heaven and earth.

She sensed that at this moment wind and clouds suddenly stopped, thunder rumbled faintly, the sky like a dome about to overturn. The extreme sense of danger made every hair on her body stand on end.

She had no time to think and charged toward the General in the air with the terrified little girl.

The General laughed coldly, his finger already on the button. A silver light burst forth, screaming out of the silver box at indescribable speed.

Tie Ci suddenly reached out. Lightning snaked down from the horizon, striking directly at the silver light.

But the lightning suddenly disappeared before fully touching the silver light. In the blink of an eye the pointed tip of the silver object was visible, and in another blink it would hit the ground—

The next moment darkness suddenly descended.

Like a whole expanse of black sky suddenly opening before her, instantly losing vision and herself. Her hands were suddenly empty—Sang Ruo had vanished. The faint sound of the girl’s crying also became unclear, seeming far and near.

Sangtang had opened his dark world, enveloping her, Sang Ruo, the General, and that silver light within.

From the crowd’s perspective below, it was as if the sky had suddenly darkened in a large mass, dense as ink, while at the edges of the black mass, the horizon remained bright with clear black and white distinction.

Even with Tie Ci’s sharp eyes, she could see a silver light in the black mass, slightly slowed but still descending.

She had been in that darkness before and knew it was like solid matter inside, binding everything so nothing could escape.

Yet it still couldn’t contain that silver light.

She could see the silver light slowly piercing through the darkness like a shallow wound.

Even because of this tiny silver light, the huge black mass was being forced to slowly approach the ground.

Sangtang had landed on the ground, eyes slightly closed, hands extended flat, his face growing paler.

In the sky, a figure shot out of the black mass—it was the General.

He laughed loudly in mid-air, his voice cold and sharp: “Think this bit of black ink can stop Naughty Egg? It only delays death by a few seconds. Come, let me add a little more for you.”

His finger pressed the button again.

Naughty Egg—there wasn’t just one.

Chapter 571: Mountains and Rivers Forever Continue (Grand Finale)
Tie Ci shouted loudly: “Pingzong! A’Xing!”

A flash of red and white figures appeared as Pingzong rushed out in a mad dash. With one step, she leaped into the air, flicked her sleeves, and an ice step appeared beneath her feet. From afar, it looked like a deity wielding a giant white brush across the sky, writing strokes and dots.

She stepped onto the ice step and flicked again, creating another stroke beneath her feet.

She continued stepping up the stairs, turning in mid-air, the ice steps spinning and circling beneath her feet, winding up toward the heavens.

His brocade robes flying, You Weixing followed up the ice steps with light, swift steps, treading on the suspended ice stairs without breaking them.

In just a moment, Pingzong and You Weixing had borrowed the ice steps to reach the high sky.

Below, tens of thousands of soldiers looked up, their hearts stirred and spirits shaken.

Until both became small black dots, Pingzong had exhausted her strength, still three zhang away from the general.

You Weixing needed to touch the person in question to activate his ability.

Silver light flashed like lightning, breaking through the clouds and descending.

With the previous Duanmu Sangtang still unresolved, and now another one coming, no one could handle it.

Pingzong let out a great shout, with one hand sending out a flame toward the general, while with the other she grabbed You Weixing and threw him upward with all her might.

The ice steps couldn’t withstand such force and suddenly shattered, causing Pingzong to fall rapidly from the great height.

With a “whoosh” sound, You Weixing passed through the high sky, rising another three zhang, striking out with his palm with all his might, but was still one chi short of reaching the general.

The general didn’t dodge either, coldly laughing as he looked down at him from mid-air.

Behind him was still the flight wing, securing him so he wouldn’t be blown about by the high-altitude winds.

You Weixing’s form was about to fall.

Silver light descended like lightning.

A gust of wind arose, and a rope swept past You Weixing’s eyes.

It was a parachute cord.

His eyes lit up as he grabbed it fiercely, using the momentum to flip in mid-air and climb up the general’s leg.

His palm slapped down with a “pa” sound as he shouted: “Go back!”

The wind suddenly grew fierce, swirling wildly in the firmament above.

Before the general’s eyes, lights and shadows swirled chaotically, everything rapidly retreating. You Weixing released his grip from the general’s leg and fell, You Weixing moved horizontally through mid-air, You Weixing stepped onto the top of the ice steps, You Weixing stepped back down the ice steps level by level… The scenes flashed by like lightning, too fast for the eye to follow, until finally a silver flash appeared and the general’s body shuddered.

He looked down in astonishment at the silver briefcase – three buttons, one red and two green, indicating two shots remained unfired.

What about the one that was just fired?

Had it returned?

What kind of ability was this?

……

Pingzong and You Weixing fell from the great height one after another.

A gust of wind passed, carrying fine sand and broken snow, spiraling upward and catching both of them in turn.

You Weixing landed with a regretful expression.

This time’s reversal had been very brief, unable to reverse even the first cannonball.

His reversal ability required consuming the opponent’s energy, and clearly the opponent’s energy was too great, causing his reversal time to be too short. He could barely reverse the second shot, let alone the first one.

Moreover, he couldn’t perform a second reversal today.

Tie Ci also sighed.

She had always kept A’Xing with her for this moment, but seeing Duanmu Sangtang act first, and after seeing the size of the case, she decided to have A’Xing delay his action.

She was waiting for this possible second cannonball, hoping they might be able to send both back together.

However, things didn’t go as wished.

High above, the general paused slightly, then coldly laughed and pressed his finger toward the button again.

Time reversal, was it?

But he was still here.

If once didn’t work, then twice. They had exhausted their strength blocking once – could they keep blocking again and again?

The silver light in the black mass was still falling, and Sangtang was still struggling to support it.

The general’s hand fell again.

Suddenly a wind arose.

The sandstorm was extremely fierce, forming whirls on the ground that grew larger and more violent, sweeping up sand and residual snow along with scattered flying vehicle parts, spinning higher and higher in the wind column until finally condensing into a massive golden needle that rotated as it pierced into the black mass, heading directly toward the silver light and the general above it.

The moment the golden needle contacted the silver light, it exploded thunderously, scattering like chaotic rain within the black mass, but also managing to block the silver light’s descent once more.

The wind dispersed but didn’t cease entirely, transforming into a giant horizontal palm that swept past the black mass and struck the general’s parachute with a “bang.”

With a crash, that wind wrapped around the general’s parachute and blew horizontally, causing the parachute lines behind the general to tangle together as they headed toward a rocky mountain.

The general wasn’t anxious, but he had to release the button, grasping the briefcase with one hand while pressing the parachute release with the other, preparing to jettison the chute and use his backup flight device.

The moment he raised his hand.

From the ninety-degree cliff face of that rocky mountain, a shadow suddenly drifted out.

The shadow had originally been pressed against the rocky mountain, motionless, like a natural shadow cast by sunlight. Who would have thought that at such a height, at such an angle, there was actually someone there.

When that shadow drifted out, it was as natural as stone peeling from the mountain.

Her sword light was also like the light of sun and moon turning around a mountain corner, lightly and delicately illuminating the general’s body.

Only someone like Tie Ci could see that in this instant, the shadow along with her sword, her entire being, passed through the general’s body.

In mid-air, red and white splattered chaotically, and something struck the cliff face with a “pa” sound.

That slender figure hung in mid-air, body leaning forward, still maintaining the posture of charging forward with sword horizontal due to the excessive speed.

She seemed lost in thought.

The blood-stained silver case fell.

Tie Ci’s figure flashed as she rushed forward, but due to the great distance, she couldn’t make it in time.

Xiao Ying suddenly turned around, reached out and caught the silver case in her hand.

Murmuring: “Finally got my revenge…”

She looked up, and ten zhang away, Sangtang suddenly swayed and spat out a mouthful of blood.

Duanmu’s hand was already pressed against his back, and a bronze-colored figure flashed – Chen Tuntian, who had just controlled the wind to sweep away the general, appeared and also placed his hand on Sangtang’s back.

Tie Ci rushed over and also extended her hand.

She couldn’t spare time to check on Murong Yi at the bottom of Wo Li Hai, only knowing that this light absolutely could not be allowed to fall.

Duanmu looked disdainfully at the blood at the corner of her lips, thinking that though her internal energy was chaotic, it was better than nothing, so he said nothing.

However, the black mass was still falling bit by bit, and that point of silver light was also approaching the bottom of the black mass bit by bit, appearing from afar like scornful eyes flickering.

Cold sweat poured down Sangtang’s forehead.

Duanmu suddenly withdrew his hand and said: “Forget it, let it fall!”

Tie Ci: “No! If it falls, everyone will die. Have you forgotten how you were originally injured!”

“But Sangtang will die first!”

“Death is death – what difference does order make! If we block it, at least some people can survive!”

Duanmu struck Tie Ci with a palm, sending her flying three zhang away. “Get lost! I won’t allow Sangtang to die even a moment before me!”

The moment he struck, Sangtang suddenly let out a low shout, his whole body shaking as he spat out another mouthful of blood.

This blood was truly like rain, a muddy purple color. As soon as it sprayed onto the black mass, the black mass immediately became several degrees more solid. Sangtang didn’t pause, leaping up with his whole body into his dark barrier.

Duanmu’s shout was almost piercing: “No—A’tang—”

Sangtang’s voice, heard through the black mist, seemed distant and ethereal: “Sanlang, I want you not to die.”

After a pause, he said: “I want Sang Ruo not to die, preferably for everyone not to die.”

Duanmu let out a great cry and flew up, about to plunge headfirst into the black mist.

The black mist suddenly shuddered, bouncing Duanmu away, contracting before suddenly expanding.

It swelled to become a black cloud mass that almost covered Wo Li Hai.

In the black mist, Sangtang could be faintly seen continuously spitting blood. With each mouthful, the black mist expanded and solidified by one degree, forcibly supporting the silver light to stop its descent and slowly retreat toward the horizon.

People below were cheering, but Tie Ci, already at the end of her strength and badly injured by Duanmu’s palm, couldn’t get up for a while. She looked up at the retreating silver light, but her heart grew colder and colder.

Retreat where? No matter how long it flew in the sky, it would eventually have to fall.

When it fell, it would be doomsday.

Moreover, even if this thing didn’t hit the ground, couldn’t it explode by itself in the sky?

The black mist suddenly contracted violently, like a woman in labor pains, trembling and bouncing with violent shaking.

Tie Ci vaguely saw the human figure in the black mist suddenly fall, but at the last moment spread his sleeves and extended his body, countless air currents bursting from around him.

The next instant, with a “pu” sound, the silver light was squeezed out from the black mass, shooting upward like a flowing arrow toward the sky.

Before people could cheer, the black mist exploded violently, clouds pushing and shoving, fierce winds arising, yellow sand and residual snow flying up to mid-air before falling down. The entire Wo Li Hai was trembling, countless people were bounced up from the ground, and the cavalry that had just arrived fell from their horses and rolled into a heap.

No one noticed that a considerable portion of the scattering air currents struck Tie Ci, hitting her just as she was about to rise and causing her to spit out a mouthful of blood and completely collapse, unable to move.

“Sangtang—” A fierce cry echoed across the Han Li Han Desert as Duanmu rushed over and caught Sangtang, who was drifting down like willow catkins.

His hands were trembling, his whole body was trembling, but for a moment he didn’t dare look at Sangtang. Suddenly he heard people crying out in alarm.

“Look quickly!”

Duanmu looked up and saw the silver light overhead also trembling violently, emitting a light so dazzling it couldn’t be directly viewed, like a new sun burning blazingly above everyone’s heads, continuously expanding—

Very hot, everyone felt that enormous heat, followed by intense burning and suffocating sensations. It was as if heaven and earth were being compressed, boiled, and about to explode in the next moment.

Only Duanmu didn’t feel hot.

He felt completely cold throughout his body, from the moment he touched Sangtang.

He lowered his head in silence, his hair clasp broken at some unknown time, long hair cascading over his shoulders. He had beautiful hair, like blue clouds or black satin. In the past at Yannan, he liked to let his long hair hang down while combing it in the bamboo tower. Later, in the snowfields and desert, Sangtang most enjoyed helping him comb his hair.

His hair was very long and troublesome to manage, but Sangtang could always arrange it neatly and smoothly, not a strand out of place.

Now his hair was disheveled, but Sangtang no longer cared for it.

Duanmu suddenly looked up toward the blazing light overhead that shone like a new sun.

Facing that light, his pupils were dark and lusterless, like a well that had buried all vitality and hope.

The next moment he was in mid-air, facing that light, that continuously expanding brilliance that seemed to wash the sky white.

He extended his hand, five fingers spread like halberds, making a horizontal and vertical gesture, a motion that literally tore everything apart.

Though facing empty space, this tearing motion seemed to rip open a gap in the sky. Through the gap, profound darkness was revealed, and in the depths of that vast darkness, countless star lights sparkled like scattered diamonds.

The gap grew larger and larger, like tearing open a curtain to reveal a new universe and new space-time behind it.

The silver light continued trembling, its brilliance falling on Duanmu’s back and extending upward along his robe’s hem and hair tips. Wherever it passed, a silvery white glow appeared.

At first glance, it seemed the light was dyeing his black hair white, but looking more carefully, Duanmu’s hair scattered in the wind, turning white inch by inch from the tips.

In an instant, time rapidly receded, frost and snow covering his head.

Tie Ci lay on the ground, watching that dancing, swaying white hair, coughing up fresh blood with each breath.

The silver light trembled violently.

Tie Ci closed her eyes.

In mid-air, a thin hand suddenly reached over and grabbed that beam of silver light.

Instantly that hand lost its flesh, becoming white bone.

Thick ice quickly formed over the white bone. Duanmu, feeling no pain, tightly grasped that demon-like round cannonball and turned toward the black hole he had torn open, swinging his arm in a wide arc.

The silver light’s tail generated blinding white fire, flashing past everyone’s eyes before disappearing into that deep, faintly glowing black hole.

Trailing a white rainbow, it vanished in a blink.

Then came tremors from an extremely distant place, transmitted from within that black hole, shaking the fleecy clouds apart and burying the broken snow. People felt trembling beneath their feet, faintly seeming to hear extremely muffled explosion sounds.

The black hole in the sky disappeared instantly, like a wound rapidly healing, and two human figures fell like kites with broken strings.

A gust of wind passed, lifting the two figures and gently delivering them to the ground.

Tie Ci stumbled over.

On the ground lay several corpses. The general’s body had been scraped from the stone wall and thrown on the ground. Something on his wrist was flashing. Tie Ci’s gaze swept over it and she paused.

Then she turned her head.

Duanmu held Sangtang, lying on the other side in a patch of messy snow, robes and long hair scattered, white bone visible beneath his wide sleeves.

His black hair had originally had some silver threads, but these past years of good care had turned it all black. Now it had become completely white again, like a handful of snow fallen among sand and earth.

His expression was very calm, showing no signs of weakness. On his still smooth face, his brows were greener and lips redder, deeply gorgeous and beautiful, not seeming like a real person.

Beside him, Sangtang was pale as snow, his features also peaceful, as if sleeping, with a smile at the corners of his lips.

Duanmu looked at no one, only studying Sangtang’s face as he said: “You didn’t want me to die. I know.”

After a pause, he said: “But you don’t know – I’m unwilling to live alone.”

He stroked Sangtang’s face, helping to straighten his slightly disheveled hair, then tousled his own scattered white hair, smiling: “Now there’s no one to comb my hair.”

After thinking, he added: “White hair is quite ugly. It’s good you didn’t see it.”

Tie Ci gestured for people to come forward and help him up. He lazily said: “Get lost.”

Then added: “You stay.”

Pingzong and the others looked worriedly at Tie Ci, all fearing this great lord might kill Tie Ci in his dying moments of bad temper.

Tie Ci waved her hand, indicating everyone should withdraw.

Her gaze swept through the crowd, suppressing the anxiety and unease in her heart, then turned to look at Duanmu.

“We’ll be buried here,” Duanmu said. “Together, you understand. No tombstone needed, no mound needed, no burial goods needed. I don’t want random people trampling over our heads later, and I don’t want our tomb robbed because we’re too wealthy.”

“Yes.”

“Mark off a hundred li around here, including the courtyard where we lived. Except for Sang Ruo’s clan, from now on no one is permitted to enter.”

“Good.”

“Sangtang was very fond of Sang Ruo. You must take care of her and her clanspeople.”

“I will entrust this matter to Dan Ye.”

Only then did Duanmu open his eyes to look at Tie Ci, then immediately turned his gaze away, saying: “Don’t incur debts. Once you owe debts, you must eventually repay them – if not with money, then with life.”

Tie Ci was speechless.

Duanmu looked her up and down again, then looked at Duanmu again, his eyes revealing a somewhat strange meaning. Then he snorted lightly and said: “Murong Yi has caused us such suffering.”

By this point, it was clear that whether it was providing those with gifted abilities for him to replicate, or Sangtang and Sang Ruo’s acquaintance, all were the handiwork of that deeply scheming and malicious Murong Yi.

He had never been wrong – how could Murong Yi have good intentions?

Tie Ci lowered her eyes, thinking that Murong Yi had faced hardships since childhood, making his nature cold toward worldly affairs. With anyone, he first regarded them as enemies, taking defense to the extreme.

He might not necessarily have known Master’s origins and what she intended to do, but he had long begun preparing defenses.

Whether Broken Mirror City or Duanmu Sangtang, all were contingency plans he had left.

He fed Duanmu the world’s various abilities, left Sangtang with emotional bonds – not necessarily to oppose Master, but rather his imagined preparations for how to struggle for a thread of hope when facing irresistible force in nightmares.

In the end, he won.

From impossibility, he wrested out the brightness of heaven and earth.

Only this required Duanmu and Sangtang’s lives as the price, even using innocent children as bait.

He knew she couldn’t do it, so he didn’t say anything and did it himself.

Tie Ci’s emotions were complex. This usually eloquent person didn’t know how to respond.

But Duanmu laughed mockingly.

“We three madmen and five emperors – what are we in his eyes?”

“Tools to be used? Clowns to be toyed with? Stepping stones for escape?”

Tie Ci was silent for a while, then said: “Senior, I know you’re indignant. In the end, Murong did everything for me. Whatever he did should be considered as done by me. If you want to beat or kill me, want any compensation, I will accept it all.”

“Quite deeply affectionate,” Duanmu sneered. “Yes, he did it all for you, to keep you alive, so he made my Sangtang die.”

Tie Ci’s heart sank as she turned to look toward the bottom of Wo Li Hai.

“He would use any means to keep you alive. Why should I fulfill his wishes?”

Before his words finished, Tie Ci felt a pain in her heart.

As if something had suddenly and fiercely stabbed into her body, then rampaged wildly, opening and closing forcefully, charging left and right. Wherever it went, meridians exploded—

In an instant, Tie Ci was soaked in sweat.

Her vision repeatedly darkened as she said with difficulty: “Give me… give me… one day…”

The howling, raging force within her body didn’t stop. In her daze, Tie Ci heard Duanmu coldly laugh: “Don’t worry, you won’t die that quickly – otherwise I’m afraid no one will bury us and they’ll desecrate our corpses instead.”

He seemed to say something more, but Tie Ci couldn’t hear the rest clearly. She only felt hot blood roaring within her, true qi flowing backward, as if countless small knives had suddenly grown in all her meridians, the knives slowly digging and slashing forward. Wherever they passed was bloody flesh, like lingchi torture.

And at this time there was also another strange, sticky, cold airflow rampaging at those injured meridian locations, bringing burning pain that passed inch by inch, bit by bit, over her entire body.

No, this wasn’t lingchi – this was thousands, tens of thousands of times more painful than lingchi, so painful she would rather die immediately than taste half a moment more of this agony.

But no matter how painful it was inside her body, her exterior remained rigid, unable to even produce the slightest tremor.

People in the distance walked back and forth, occasionally glancing over with concern, but no one discovered their emperor was in the most dangerous moment of her life.

After a long while, Tie Ci finally slightly escaped from that intense pain and rigidity. The roaring continued, but gradually she could see things clearly and hear sounds, like having taken a trip through hell and temporarily returned.

The moment she regained consciousness, she realized it had somehow grown dark.

Duanmu still lay there, calmly watching her. Seeing her open her eyes, that strange expression flashed through his eyes again as he said: “Don’t be happy too early. I’m giving you one more day to live.”

Tie Ci hummed in acknowledgment and said: “Don’t worry, even if I die, no one will desecrate your corpse. Much less Sangtang’s.”

Duanmu smiled then, reaching out to hold Sangtang tighter in his arms, pressing his face against Sangtang’s shoulder and sighing.

He said: “This is quite good.”

These were his last words.

Snow began falling again, howling from the depths of the desert before gently landing in the white hair, disappearing without a trace.

The two people sleeping peacefully had lost their usual fierceness and melancholy, like a pair of finely carved jade statues in deep snow.

Tie Ci knelt beside the two, slightly raising her head. Flying snow spiraled down onto her brows and lashes, melting in moments, scattered light flickering like tears.

……

Another space-time.

Still the chaotic Management Bureau building, demonstrating crowds, angry slogans, electronic banners of various colors flashing above people’s heads.

Security personnel were pushed step by step up the stairs by the human tide, wishing they could use force but receiving no orders.

When the crowd’s clamor reached its peak, suddenly many people instinctively closed their mouths and turned to look toward the sky.

Above the Alliance’s perpetually gray, hazy firmament, a white dot suddenly appeared.

The white dot grew larger and brighter, piercing through the sky’s haze and floating ash, roaring as it approached.

The crowd fell silent for a moment.

This scene wasn’t entirely unfamiliar to Alliance citizens – in the last war with neighboring stars, several cities had been destroyed in just such white light.

Later, to preserve each other, the Cosmic Covenant was brought up again, neighboring stars ceased fire, and both sides agreed to destroy all nuclear weapons.

Alliance citizens hadn’t seen this terrible demon for many years.

No one expected that when they saw it again, it would be raging overhead.

“We’re finished! Help! Someone help!”

Someone let out a shriek, their voice piercing. People instantly awakened and scattered in all directions.

In the Management Bureau’s main control center, people stiffly watched the screens before them.

Various terminals throughout the control room rang incessantly, all kinds of warning sounds sharp and ear-piercing, growing more urgent.

These warning sounds had only started ten seconds ago, immediately entering the highest red alert status after beginning.

This meant enemy attack was discovered only when it was right at hand.

Someone murmured: “…Impossible.”

With the Alliance’s current Celestial Palace detection system, any attack of this level would be discovered tens of thousands of kilometers outside the atmosphere, giving the Alliance sufficient preparation time.

There was no reason for it to suddenly appear overhead the moment it appeared.

Unless…

A researcher turned his gaze toward another screen.

That was the general system monitoring Daqian’s movements, now showing a completely gray-black screen.

The disappearance of all light points representing life was shocking enough, but before this dire news could be digested, an attack had immediately followed.

Currently the Alliance’s detection system was stable, space was stable – the only unstable place that might form a black hole was the space passage leading to Daqian.

That passage, to ensure rapid travel and signal transmission stability, was connected to the Alliance’s current political and economic center of Immortal City, using newly researched high-end bridge technology. The scientists who developed it had warned from the beginning that opening this passage and overly frequent spatial transfers would cause spatial instability around the Alliance planet, forming a two-way passage.

In other words, Alliance people could tear through space to instantly reach Daqian, but theoretically Daqian people could also immediately counterattack through this shortened passage.

But the scientific personnel had no time to think about this.

The military officers and council members on site were already screaming, shouting: “Immediately activate the city protective shield! Activate the protective shield!”

“No good! Activating a protective shield covering the entire Alliance requires signatures from the General and Speaker, and both of them…”

The speaker stopped abruptly, everyone’s eyes clouded with a layer of desperate gloom.

Someone looked up through the all-glass dome at the increasingly close brilliant light.

Once they had shot that light toward another territory, never thinking what it meant.

Now this light returned to strike above their own heads, and they finally understood that the taste of being slaughtered was called despair.

The sun poured down from the sky, carrying infinite anger and resolute revenge.

The light was so bright that everyone’s outlines became blurred, as if they would melt in that blazing white.

Someone murmured: “It’s over…”

The next instant.

“BOOM——”

……

By the shores of Wo Li Hai, people stood about in bewilderment.

The months of fleeing, the tense living, the life-and-death moments just before, had suddenly dispersed like smoke, leaving people feeling at a complete loss.

After a good while, Di Yiwei and Xiao Xueya, who had arrived later, finally reacted. Di Yiwei ordered the troops to regroup and clean up the battlefield.

Xiao Xueya rushed toward where Duanmu Sangtang lay.

He saw the Emperor crouching there.

Before he arrived, he saw Tie Ci raise her head, point at Duanmu Sangtang, then at him, indicating he should handle the arrangements.

Then she turned back to look at the bottom of Wo Li Hai.

There countless flying vehicles lay scattered, various broken parts littered the ground, and traces of blood and severed limbs could still be faintly seen.

Tie Ci’s glance was swift, then she quickly turned her head. Xiao Xueya clearly saw a flash of desolation and despair pass through her eyes.

However, she still didn’t approach Wo Li Hai. She only whispered something to Xiao Xueya, then her figure flashed.

Xiao Xueya reached out his hand, then realized his right hand was gone.

His empty wrist touched empty air.

Tie Ci’s figure was no longer there.

……

One day later.

North of Han Li Han, on the vast snowfields at the foot of Tulan Mountain.

The snowfields eternally received snow, year after year, never melting. As far as the eye could see was boundless white, and looking long enough, one could see a small black dot.

That small black dot was Tie Ci.

Tie Ci had been walking on the snowfields for a long time. Fearing snow blindness, she had simply tied black cloth over her eyes and moved forward by feel.

She seemed to have no particular direction, nor did she care where she was going, wandering aimlessly. Once she saw a deep ravine, surrounded by thick ice accumulated over years, looking jagged and cold. She removed the black cloth and stared for a long time, wondering if this was the ice abyss where Murong Yi had once fallen.

Once passing a snowy peak, she heard faint, continuous beast roars from within the mountain. She stopped and looked up at that high peak stabbing straight toward heaven like a sword, wondering if that was the beast valley where Murong Yi had stayed.

Another time she lingered on an ice plain where there had apparently once been many trees, leaving many broken branches. Those branches were covered layer by layer with ice and snow, frozen hard as swords – cold, frost-white, standing toward heaven. From afar, they looked like countless white bones, stretching desperate fingers toward heaven, demanding fate start over.

She broke off a section of branch, bone-chillingly cold, and thought: Is this the White Bone Plain where you were thrown?

Years ago at Yueli Academy, she had pursued Murong Yi to the back mountain at midnight, witnessing him killing his brother, and learned some of his childhood experiences through their conversation.

Later she always wondered what those beast valleys, ice abysses, and White Bone Plains were like. If she had the chance to see them, she would definitely level the beast valleys, fill the ice abysses, and properly bury the white bones of White Bone Plain, making the vast snowfields completely flat with no places left to harm people.

She couldn’t participate in his painful childhood, couldn’t smooth over his old wounds, but she had wanted to accompany him well for half a lifetime.

But now, everything was too late.

Tie Ci reached out and gently touched her abdomen, sighing silently in her heart.

Despite all calculations and schemes, in the end one could not overcome fate’s ruthlessness.

Behind her the wind was fierce, heaven and earth vast and empty, as if only she remained alone.

But Tie Ci suddenly turned around and said calmly to the empty wind and cold snow: “Come out, Master.”

The wind seemed to howl even more fiercely, scattering countless snowflakes that danced leisurely in mid-air before quietly falling.

No one answered; even voice was blown away.

“You left a message for me on the general’s wrist device – why hide any longer?”

Still complete silence.

Tie Ci was quiet for a while, looked at the sky, and said: “Master, are you waiting for my midnight episode?”

After a moment of silence, someone laughed from afar: “Yes.”

Directly in front of Tie Ci, ten zhang away, two large “rocks” covered in snow suddenly moved.

Yun Buci wore white monk robes, holding a white gun, arms steady, eyes calm, aiming at Tie Ci from afar.

Beside her was Senior Brother with his honest face and shrewd eyes. He carried no weapon, and seeing Tie Ci, still greeted her warmly: “Junior Sister, have you been well?”

Tie Ci’s wide sleeves fluttered in the wind as she gazed at the two people she had once trusted and been closest to, nodding in greeting: “Senior Brother has been well.”

Then she looked at Yun Buci’s gun and said: “Does Master look down on me?”

Yun Buci raised an eyebrow questioningly.

“In these three months of being hunted, I’ve seen this thing countless times. What Master holds today should be the most old-fashioned type.” Tie Ci smiled. “Master is truly confident.”

“Three months of pursuit, fleeing all the way, meridians damaged, pain episodes – you’re already at the end of your strength,” Yun Buci said flatly. “If I carried high-end weapons, that would show I lack confidence.”

“Why must Master kill me?” Tie Ci asked curiously. “Now you’ve already lost.”

Yun Buci looked down at the personal terminal on her wrist. Since morning, the terminal had received no signals.

She knew full well what this meant.

She seemed lost in thought, not knowing what she was thinking. After a long while she nodded and smiled.

“Because we lost, I must kill you. Otherwise how can I face the Alliance people’s anger and the Alliance leadership’s questioning?”

“True, wasting resources and people with nothing to show – you have no way to explain.” Tie Ci nodded. “But sorry, even if I’m at the end of my strength, I absolutely won’t offer up my head to fulfill Master’s needs.”

“Understandable.” Yun Buci also nodded. “Between you and me, there’s no need for false pleasantries, is there?”

“Indeed.” Tie Ci said.

Then she reached into her robes and drew out something.

Yun Buci’s pupils contracted, then she smiled: “You actually still kept that.”

It was a small, delicate silver pistol with beautiful, clean lines and a subtle luster.

Tie Ci gazed at the gun in her hand and said with feeling: “Yes, I kept it all this time because I never knew it was actually a gun.”

She couldn’t help but smile.

Remembering the first time she left the capital for the small building, receiving this parting gift, through a series of misunderstandings she had thought it was contraceptive pills, planning to take one if she accidentally got pregnant.

In the end, the contraceptive pills weren’t contraceptive pills, and when she wanted children, there was no opportunity.

In the end, it turned out to be a defensive weapon Master had given her.

At that time, Master still had some genuine feelings for her.

After all, she had taught her for twelve years, teaching everything, yet always remaining mysteriously silent about weapons and technology from her own era.

The night of the master-disciple negotiations in Chongming Palace, after the gunshot, she went underground and took her belongings as she walked, including this gun in its box.

Placed in a corner of the cabinet, covered in dust, long forgotten.

Years later when she opened it, she was struck speechless with shock.

Perhaps it was deep affection and devotion, yet at that moment it seemed so ironic. She stared at the gleaming gun body, thinking of fate’s coldness and helplessness.

A path of blood and fire, a path of struggle. By this time, she would no longer believe in warmth.

She slowly raised her hand.

With a turn of her wrist, the gun barrel pointed at Yun Buci.

On the snowfield, master and disciple faced each other, one shouldering a gun, one holding a gun, mutually aimed.

“I once heard Master speak of the aristocratic duels popular in medieval Europe,” Tie Ci said. “I’ve always yearned for that. I also deeply agree that most disputes in this world ultimately come down to armed conflict. Since that’s the case, let this conflict occur between you and me. Please fire – until death.”

Yun Buci didn’t answer, her gun barrel steady as before.

In the distance there were faint tremors, snowflakes on the ground jumping slightly.

Tie Ci was completely unaware.

In her vision was only that white-clad figure.

Her elder, her master, her savior, her other mother.

Her mortal enemy.

Arms raised level, correcting the sights.

The delicate little pistol probably couldn’t compare to the long gun opposite whose barrel was three times larger than the pistol.

But what did that matter?

“Bang.”

Two gunshots, because they were perfectly simultaneous, merged into one sound.

Someone’s figure swayed, someone stood motionless.

On the snowfield, snowflakes scattered, the falling snow above stopped for a moment, like a white curtain suddenly pulled by invisible hands, creating a brief vacuum.

Ten zhang apart, blood flowers bloomed on both sides.

Falling on the snowy ground like gorgeous plum blossoms.

Wind rushed from the snowfield’s edge, carrying broken snow that clung to Tie Ci’s face.

Tie Ci still stood, a patch of deep red on her shoulder continuously expanding, then dripping down her side to the snowy ground, leaving small dark red holes.

Ground tremors grew stronger, distant snow rolling like waves.

Tie Ci looked toward Yun Buci, a trace of confusion passing through her eyes.

She also still stood, her face seeming somewhat paler, a pool of blood in front of her, but her clothes weren’t torn, so that Tie Ci couldn’t tell where she was wounded.

The amount of blood didn’t look like much either.

She let out a slight breath.

Not knowing if it was regret or relief.

Opposite her, Yun Buci smiled.

She said: “You don’t seem to have lost your ability to move.”

Tie Ci didn’t answer.

Ever since Duanmu had infused internal energy into her body, her meridians, barely maintained by medicinal force, had completely collapsed. She no longer suffered during that one hour at midnight, but also no longer had the opportunity to suffer.

“So, accept defeat gracefully.” Yun Buci threw her gun onto the snow and pulled out a case from behind her, placing it in front of her.

Tie Ci’s pupils contracted.

This case was too similar to the general’s case, making it immediately clear that it contained another world-destroying weapon.

She stared at Yun Buci.

But Yun Buci smiled lightly.

She pointed at the case and said: “Inside are two items, one called ‘Drum,’ one called ‘Sweet Rain’ – the Alliance’s last remaining world-destroying weapons, ultimate weapons with greater destructive power than ‘Naughty Boy.'”

Tie Ci said nothing, staring tightly at her, blood flowing from her shoulder. She didn’t dare even raise her hand to cover it.

Yun Buci placed her hand on the case and said: “All of this can be yours.”

Tie Ci remained unmoved, waiting for her next words.

“I want you to promise me to accept the Alliance’s remaining people – if there are any left.”

Tie Ci was startled.

“The general threw a nuclear weapon, then had it thrown back – that’s just deserts. But most Alliance people are still innocent.”

“They probably don’t have many people left either. The Management Bureau’s military force is almost completely exhausted. With martial law in the late war period, civilians have almost no weapons. Alliance people are now truly refugees who pose no threat to Daqian, while the modern technology and industrial knowledge they possess could be considered treasures for Daqian.”

“Tie Ci, you’re the most far-sighted ruler – you should know what to do.”

Long silence, only the sound of wind dancing.

After a long time, Tie Ci slowly said: “Sorry, Master, I won’t believe anything you say anymore.”

Yun Buci smiled and said: “If you don’t believe me, I’ll use ‘Drum’ and ‘Sweet Rain’ right now.”

Tie Ci pressed her lips together.

Yun Buci spread her arms wide, encompassing the vast snowfield: “Since Alliance people have no way to live anyway, and have never minded dragging Daqian down with them, in the end it will be like this snowfield – a vast white earth, truly clean.”

Senior Brother suddenly said: “A’ci, before migration we’ll provide a batch of industrial and agricultural technologies most suitable for Daqian, improved seeds, rare species embryos, etc., and first transfer scientific research personnel from various fields, while also transferring weapons detection systems. Before Alliance people pass through the passage, they’ll be scanned by detection systems – anyone hiding weapons will not be allowed into Daqian. How about that?”

Tie Ci remained silent.

Yun Buci waited for a long while, then murmured: “Such hatred…”

She sighed and reached to press the button on the case.

Suddenly a cold light flew over, striking directly at Yun Buci’s hand.

Accompanied by a great shout: “I agree!”

Yun Buci raised her eyebrows and smiled.

Her Senior Brother waved his sleeve, the cold light disappeared, turning into a stream of ice water in mid-air that happened to fall on Yun Buci’s face.

Tie Ci turned around.

She saw a black line faintly appearing on the white horizon. Looking carefully, she discovered it was a great army arrayed like iron, pressing close.

Before the army, where sunlight was about to set, a rider came galloping through snow like wind.

The horse’s hooves threw up chaotic snow like mist. She couldn’t see that person’s face clearly, but couldn’t help raising her face and curving her lips.

In an instant her eyes blazed bright as gold.

The snow mist grew thicker and thicker, and someone burst through the hazy white, wearing sunset’s golden light and flying broken snow, suddenly tackling her down into the snow.

Tie Ci was caught off guard but laughed as she let herself fall. The two embraced and rolled several times in the snow, each getting the other covered in snow and blood.

In their rolling, his lips had already urgently found hers, pressing down heavily without ceremony, so urgently that neither knew whose lips were cut, filling the air with a faint bloody scent.

Four years of separation, three months of pursuit – whether it was revisiting old places two years ago or the wild night atop Cangsheng Tower the night before, even their reunions were like dew or lightning, eyes hiding the desperate resolution to stake everything on one throw, hearts harboring the melancholy of being ready to part at any moment. With life and death so close at hand, even joy felt like final farewell.

Until this moment.

Finally struggling from hardship and impossibility to secure Daqian’s survival, the people’s long peace, dust settled, achieving true reunion at last.

Murong Yi pressed Tie Ci down desperately, not caring that the army was right behind them, cupping Tie Ci’s face and kissing frantically, making Tie Ci think involuntarily of a certain type of dog.

She couldn’t help laughing and reached to push him: “Don’t touch my wound.”

“You don’t touch my wound either,” Murong Yi yielded not an inch. “Do you know I broke my leg?”

Tie Ci reached to feel his leg: “Where? Here? Or that one?”

“What are you touching?”

“So it wasn’t the middle one that broke?” Tie Ci asked in surprise, reaching to squeeze.

“Ouch!”

……

The army was arrayed behind them.

On the left was Daqian’s army, on the right was Dafeng’s army, separated by barely one zhang.

You look at me, I look at you, then look at each other’s emperor.

Then each turned their heads away.

Couldn’t watch.

……

At the unnoticed end of the snowfield.

Senior Brother silently carried Yun Buci on his back and turned away.

The silver-white case was left behind.

Long, winding footprints were left in the snow.

……

Behind them, Tie Ci and Murong Yi were still kissing passionately.

……

Yun Buci lay on Senior Brother’s back, eyes slightly closed, smiling.

When she lay down, fresh blood gushed out from inside her snow-white garments, continuously dripping onto the snow like it would never stop flowing.

The outer robe remained snow-white because there was a layer of waterproof fabric inside.

Through gaps in the outer robe, one could see a huge wound blown open in her chest and abdomen.

Senior Brother felt the stickiness on his back and wanted to turn around, but Yun Buci patted his head like patting a dog.

“Look, the scenery is so beautiful. Don’t turn back.”

Senior Brother walked slowly through knee-deep snow into a verdant coniferous forest ahead.

“Master.”

“Mm.”

“Why don’t you want A’ci to know.”

“There’s no why… many things have no why.”

Sunlight gradually sank into the snowfield’s edge. Between heaven and earth was all hazy, only the nearby snow-laden pine needles glimmered with faint light.

Wind carried snowflakes from deep in the firmament, fine and flickering like distant stars.

Yun Buci raised her head and breathed in the clear, pure air.

As if across space-time, looking at the distant homeland on the other side of the world.

Seeing the huge manor, ancient creaking stairs that turned continuously, spiraling upward layer by layer, climbing toward walls full of dusty old paper books. Wall lamps flickered with dim yellow light.

As a child she disliked this place – this so-called Alliance’s last library, old, ancient, constantly dusty. She disliked those last paper books of the Alliance – yellowed, brittle, endlessly producing insects.

Grandmother always sat in an equally ancient rocking chair, telling her over and over that these walls full of books, this weathered old building, were the Yun family’s and the entire Alliance’s most precious heritage and wealth.

She said no, the Alliance had forgotten these things. They could store an entire library on one small chip, they could read all the world’s books by opening light screens, their future was the sea of stars, every young person yearned to leave the planet and make their voice heard in the universe.

Grandmother stroked her head and smiled, saying that the end of expansion was destruction, and if that day came, remember to preserve the spark for the Alliance.

Later, the Alliance indeed reached the end of destruction.

So she came here.

She came for the Alliance. Years ago at Grandmother’s knee, she had vowed to dedicate her life to Alliance survival and human heritage.

At any cost.

Many years later, someone questioned her: “You speak constantly of democracy and equality, but in your heart, do you truly see Daqian’s people as equals?”

“Do you remember saying that human life knows no distinction of noble and base, that freedom weighs equally throughout the world?”

“Do you truly feel your goals and actions are noble and just?”

And she couldn’t answer.

As a child, Grandmother pointed to the walls full of ancient books and told her all answers were there.

Years later, in the vast snowfields of another space-time in the far north, seeing this vast land and long sky, the myriad universe, sun rising and moon setting, starlight forever bright.

She thought the answer was actually only found along the way.

One couldn’t understand without walking to the very last moment.

This endless wind and snow, this ungatherable moonlight, this unkeepable time, this unreachable homeland.

This life of unknown right and wrong, seeking no answers.

She smiled slightly, facing that distant space-time, spreading her arms wide on her disciple’s back.

Gathering them slightly, like embracing a final, complete dream.

Some unknown faint light fell on her cold, pale cheek, a point of radiance faintly glowing.

That was the ice water Senior Brother had brushed onto her face earlier.

Frozen into ice, never melting.

……

When dawn was about to break.

In the coniferous forest of the snowfield, there was now a small grave mound.

Before the grave were planted a cigarette and a tiny storage device, like two incense sticks, silent in the quiet forest.

A line of footprints passed through the coniferous forest and disappeared into the snowfield’s depths.

……

When dawn was about to break, Tie Ci suddenly grasped Murong Yi’s hand.

Then she leaned against Murong Yi and sat up.

Only then did people light torches on all sides, illuminating this corner of heaven and earth.

Murong Yi reluctantly rose, wrapping her in his cloak, wanting to lift her up.

But his hands suddenly stopped.

The skin beneath his fingers was cold as ice, not like a living person.

Murong Yi’s whole body trembled as he looked up at Tie Ci in horror.

Under the deep red firelight, Tie Ci’s face showed no pallor, even faintly flushed.

She was gazing at him intently, her eyes full of cherishing and reluctance.

This gaze made Murong Yi’s heart race wildly as he gripped her hand tightly.

Like suddenly falling from heaven’s wild joy into the abyss, he found himself choked up and unable to speak.

Tie Ci only looked deeply at him.

She wanted to see this final look into her heart, engrave it in the depths of her dreams, unforgettable even in the next life.

In the vast sea of people, suddenly turning back, she must find him first.

This was also the first time in four years they had faced each other so clearly.

He had grown thin, slightly haggard, but his eyes remained dark and brilliant, flowing light like flying water, with slightly upturned eye corners and exceptionally thick lashes.

Time had favored him, leaving no traces of age. Years of nobility had made him even more like a jade tree in a jade forest, like Guanyin reflected in water and moon.

He was always the one she treasured most deeply in her heart, the best version of him.

She smiled, touching his face, one hand pressing his hand.

But her face turned toward Di Yiwei, Xiao Xueya and the others.

“Officials, listen to my command.”

Di Yiwei was startled, then stepped forward, lifting her robes and kneeling in the snow.

Behind her, Xiao Xueya with his empty sleeve and pale face stared at her, then slowly also knelt.

Pingzong stood to one side, looking at this scene in bewilderment. After a long while she suddenly understood, cried out “Ah!” and rushed forward with tears streaming, then stopped and turned to pull Jingxu.

“Go look! Go look!”

Jingxu glanced at Tie Ci and said: “Don’t make noise. Let her speak properly.”

Pingzong was thunderstruck.

Tie Ci smiled and said softly: “I have been unfilial, unable to leave heirs for the Tie imperial dynasty. After my death, the dynasty will have no succession, the realm will be difficult to continue. Father Emperor entrusted the realm to me, but I couldn’t fulfill his wishes to preserve the Tie imperial legacy for ten thousand years.”

“Your Majesty!”

Tie Ci waved her hand: “But actually, when has there ever been a ten-thousand-year dynasty? Throughout history, national fortunes last at most five hundred years, at least change in an instant. Since they’re all destined to fail in the hands of unworthy descendants anyway, there’s no need to be too obsessed.”

Di Yiwei and the others listened, feeling this was unheard of – they had never seen any emperor so broad-minded.

“Daqian’s future doesn’t necessarily need rule by one family name. Daqian has agreed to accept the Alliance. With the influx of large amounts of advanced technology and thought, sooner or later we’ll welcome a more enlightened and free era. Whether rulers will still be needed then is unknown.” Tie Ci took a breath and said: “But ultimately a transitional ruler is still needed… Murong, I’m entrusting my realm to you.”

She turned her head to look at Murong Yi and smiled: “You’re not allowed to refuse. This is my dowry.”

“I refuse,” Murong Yi said hoarsely. “I absolutely won’t allow you to abandon me. Do you remember what I said years ago? If one day you and I are separated, no matter what hardships and dangers, I will always pursue you, follow you, until you turn back.”

“You also said you would fulfill all my wishes,” Tie Ci gently stroked his face, her fingertips lingering on his features. “I’m sorry. From beginning to end, I put the realm and people first. A’yi… for me, for my realm, live on, all right?”

“No. Your people, your subjects – what do they have to do with me? Tie Ci, you know I’ve only ever wanted you… I’ve been harsh with officials to make it convenient for you to win them over later, ensuring smooth political transition; I’ve treated the people well to make them support me so they could better accept you and Daqian. I even kept the Three Dukes imprisoned, waiting for you to conquer Dafeng so they could serve you… I did all this, even enduring three accusations of treason and dozens of assassination attempts, and now you say you don’t want it?”

Tie Ci turned to Di Yiwei: “Did you hear? In the future, if court officials oppose Murong Yi as emperor, tell them that Dafeng never had rebellious intentions, that Dafeng actively wanted to return to Daqian, that Murong Yi would never mistreat Daqian. Tell them I was already Murong Yi’s person long ago – husband and wife are one body, my realm is his.”

Di Yiwei silently kowtowed.

Murong Yi knelt in the snow, holding her, murmuring in a daze: “I shouldn’t have seen you… I shouldn’t have seen you.”

Tie Ci embraced his shoulders and pressed her face against his cheek.

Her breath was almost nothing, not even stirring his temple hair, yet she was still struggling to find his lips. Murong Yi tilted his head slightly.

Tie Ci could no longer see, but following instinct, she found his lips and slowly pressed against them.

Attached to his lips, her voice was barely a whisper.

She said: “Don’t cry, A’yi.”

“This isn’t the curse of the oath… From beginning to end, you didn’t leave the country, you didn’t offer up Dafeng, you didn’t actively seek me out. It was I who came to see you, I who gave Daqian to you. Your father’s curse can’t reach me – this is just fate, just fate.”

“In this life, I’ve had many disappointments, yet in the end I’m deeply satisfied… because I loved you.”

“Always loved you.”

Finally she said: “From now on, I entrust everything to you, A’yi.”

Lips touching, their gentlest and most tender kiss.

Like snowflakes falling on winter’s last plum blossom, unafraid of disappearing, waiting for the next cycle of seasons.

She let out a satisfied sigh.

The tone long and light, reminiscent of frost flowers silently coating window frames on autumn nights.

When dawn breaks, they vanish without trace.

And dawn was breaking.

A ray of bright light, sword-like, pierced through the morning glow at heaven’s edge, reaching the center of the vast snowfield.

There were distant snow-covered coniferous forests.

Armies and common people who had rushed over upon hearing the news, kneeling across the ground.

Snow-covered, whitened rows of green armor.

Red flags quietly lowered.

Giant eagles crying mournfully in the vast sky, their spread wings blocking the shadows of snowy mountains.

Someone on the eagle’s back, facing the heavenly wind, looking up with tears streaming.

Silver-armored generals kneeling long in the snow, the heavenly wind blowing through empty sleeves, their expressions blank yet somehow filled with lifelong inexpressible regret.

People kneeling and embracing in the snow – one sleeping peacefully, one with ice-frosted lashes.

Blood-stained garments scattered across the pristine white, like blazing red lotuses blooming across the ground.

……

In the warm spring of March, when flowers bloomed beautifully.

Before Ruixiang Hall, vast expanses of white magnolias bloomed nobly and luxuriantly, clusters of snow-white petals peeking through the deep red palace gates inlaid with black gold studs, their thick, pure petals greeting visitors with subtle fragrance.

Sunlight passed over the palace gates inlaid with eighteen black gold studs, extending across courtyards and front halls, winding through bright wooden corridors, turning into small gardens, finally falling upon the innermost corner of the garden – a small shrine set apart.

The shrine housed ancestral tablets, their inscriptions hard to discern in the dim light.

Murong Yi stood before the ancestral tablet, gazing at it, suddenly saying: “A’zhao, come out. I can see your butt.”

Behind the ancestral tablet, a chubby little bottom shifted, reluctantly wiggling out.

Murong Yi snorted: “Hiding your head but not your rear – who do you take after?”

The child climbed up, patted the dust off his bottom, and said with a dirty face and pouting lips: “His father, obviously.”

His father laughed in exasperation, extending his arm. The child ran over and sat on Murong Yi’s arm. Father and son together looked at the ancestral tablet.

Murong Yi said: “Did you finish today’s lessons?”

“The term ‘lessons’ – unknown why Your Majesty would cruelly speak of such things,” the child said in a scholarly manner. “I have never heard of lessons for a two-year-old.”

“I was killing people at two,” Murong Yi said coldly. “What’s wrong with writing a few characters? If you don’t learn quickly to take the throne, who will liberate me?”

“There’s also science class! Philosophy class! Lego class! Martial arts class! Piano class! Drum class! Art class!” the child raged helplessly. “A few characters – how dare you say that!”

“How dare I? If you have the ability, call your mother to stop me!” Murong Yi seemed even more helplessly enraged.

A’zhao immediately shut up, tears welling in his eyes.

Murong Yi ignored him, carrying him like a hawk as they walked out. They met someone coming toward them. Upon seeing that person, A’zhao immediately beamed, stretching out his chubby little hands eagerly: “Master! Master! Come quickly, come save me!”

Rong Pu smiled and approached, bowing respectfully: “Your Majesty, Your Highness.”

A’zhao stretched hard to reach him: “Master, master, let’s go to Lego class.”

Rong Pu went to receive him, saying gently: “There’s no Lego class today, Your Highness.”

Before A’zhao’s face could fall, he continued: “But there’s art class today. We won’t paint in the palace – I’ll take you out for outdoor sketching, all right?”

“Good, good, good!” A’zhao cheered. “Let’s sketch at that building where Mother once broke someone’s leg!”

Murong Yi: “…Grand Scholar Rong seems quite free today. Have you finished reviewing all the memorials? Written all the summaries? Yuzhou hasn’t had rain for three months – there may be flooding this summer. Has the Grand Scholar made arrangements? Or perhaps Han Li Han Desert’s drinking water project has been officially completed – the court needs to send high officials for the ribbon-cutting ceremony. How about troubling you to make the trip?”

Rong Pu said calmly: “If Your Majesty deems it appropriate, I have no objections.”

Before Murong Yi could speak, A’zhao was already rolling on the ground: “Not appropriate! Not appropriate!”

Rong Pu smiled.

Send the Chief Minister of the Cabinet to cut ribbons in the desert?

Fine, as long as you don’t mind handling the mountain of accumulated memorials yourself after I leave.

And as long as you don’t fear your son constantly arguing with you with no one to intervene.

Murong Yi glanced at him, scooped A’zhao up from the ground, and perched him on his arm again: “What sketching? Father will take you shopping.”

A’zhao cheered and once again climbed up to dust himself off. He immediately forgot about Rong Pu, happily sitting on his father’s arm.

Rong Pu habitually turned to go work – this father and son pair both had the character trait of discarding people after using them. He was long accustomed to it.

Thus, he missed the honest Emperor even more.

The father and son walked out together. Officials they encountered along the way all respectfully greeted them, including several with different eye colors, features, and mannerisms who seemed particularly reserved.

These were Alliance people.

Last year, under Senior Brother’s supervision, the remaining scientists opened a relatively stable passage from the Alliance, signed peace agreements with Daqian, and after presenting Daqian with batches of important secret materials and the last of their stored precious metals, Murong Yi finally agreed to let Alliance people come over.

The Alliance had already been on the brink of collapse. The shot Duanmu threw back directly destroyed half the planet. There really weren’t many people left. Scientists were the relatively best-protected population and most had been deep underground at the time, managing to survive.

By then, even the most radical Alliance people no longer dared speak of plundering Daqian as a colony. They all anxiously waited to pass through the portal to barely survive in Daqian.

They did indeed bring the most advanced technology and civilization. Much of it couldn’t yet be implemented in Daqian – after all, one must eat one bite at a time – but their arrival made the Industrial Revolution inevitable. Commerce entered a period of rapid circulation, and agriculture improved even more dramatically. Improved seeds of various types, advanced farming tools, and series of improvements in agricultural fertilization and irrigation led to dramatic increases in yield per mu. When the first year’s yield came out, countless ministers wept with joy, exclaiming: “From now on, there will be no hunger in the world!”

Because of this, Alliance people finally gained a tiny bit of goodwill from Daqian’s people. They could leave the strictly managed special residential areas designated for them and participate in Daqian people’s lives, though each Alliance person was still under strict control and wore monitoring devices. But some Alliance people had already chosen to intermarry with Daqian people, so removing the monitoring devices didn’t seem far off.

Of course, having experienced severe trauma, Daqian wouldn’t easily lower its guard. Deep beneath the small shrine in Ruixiang Hall lay two silver-white cases – one was Yun Buci’s final bequest containing “Drum” and “Sweet Rain,” and one was the general’s case that Murong Yi had immediately seized from Xiao Ying, containing the remaining two “Naughty Boys.”

But everyone hoped Daqian would never need to use them.

Alliance people gradually integrated into Daqian. Some particularly outstanding ones with special contributions in scientific research even entered various government departments as practical officials – these were the ones Murong Yi was encountering now.

These excellent future people were very popular with Daqian women. After all, having been refined through layers of modern technology, they had natural genetic advantages. Those who could survive from the apocalyptic Alliance were inherently excellent. The Daqian court was happy to see this happen. The integration of ancient and modern bloodlines was itself a complex subject. Prince Yannan You Weixing was very interested in this and after entering the reformed Daqian Academy, specifically chose genetics as his major.

With the Alliance people’s arrival, medicine also advanced rapidly. Xiao Xueya’s lost hand was replaced with a prosthetic. The Marshal, being unconventional, didn’t want a prosthetic identical to a real hand – instead, he requested a steel one.

That hand gleamed brilliantly with its steel framework. Not only was it not terrifying, but it was extremely harmonious with Xiao Xueya’s lofty, snow-deep temperament and more advantageous in combat. It was said that since changing to this hand, even more young ladies admired the Marshal, so much so that many women joined the recruitment queues.

As early as the second year of Zhiming, Daqian had established women’s academies, allowing women to take imperial examinations and enter court. Now they even allowed women to enlist in the military. From Tie Ci to Murong Yi, they were step by step achieving gender equality.

Murong Yi had no fondness for those Alliance people, but since taking the throne, he had consistently tried to inherit Tie Ci’s governing style – Dafeng’s people could do as they pleased, but Daqian’s people were A’ci’s children and must be protected. So his style was trying hard to become benevolent, only occasionally unable to help showing some fierce expressions before his own son, but even that couldn’t last long because his son had too many pseudo-godparents: Rong Pu had entered the cabinet and was constantly under his nose, Qi Yuansi became Vice Minister of Works, Gu Xiaoxiao took over as Minister of Revenue, You Weixing requested to come to the capital for retirement, Di Yiwei had already returned for retirement, Chi Xue was now a first-rank grand female official, and Xiao Xueya constantly sent people to the capital bearing various intimidating gifts for the Prince. Dan Ye was forever tempting A’zhao to ride camels in the desert.

If A’zhao so much as cried out, the entire capital and even the whole realm could hear.

The constrained father Murong Yi carried his son out in civilian clothes, skipping the child’s classes and his own court sessions. By the time evening came and the palace gates were about to close, they finally returned leisurely under the little bug’s eager anticipation.

They returned carrying large and small packages, with even A’zhao struggling to drag a bundle.

The father and son were covered in sweat. They first went to the bathhouse to bathe, fighting in the pool and splashing water everywhere.

The palace servants were used to this and would clean up after they emerged.

Murong Yi skillfully pulled his reluctant son from the water, dried him off in two moves, tossed him a pull-up diaper. A’zhao put it on himself while Murong Yi quickly dressed him in a small bathrobe and put on only a white loose robe himself, bare chest and collarbones exposed. Beside him, A’zhao stuck out his round little belly, walking with exactly the same shuffling steps as his father.

The father and son swayed as they entered the sleeping chamber, completely ignoring the imperial feast laid out on three tables in the outer hall, grabbing the random snacks bought on the street and heading to the inner hall.

The inner hall was lit only with a few pearl lamps, light maintained at a warm but non-glaring level. No sleep-inducing sandalwood was burned – only several plates of fresh seasonal fruit with clear, enticing aromas were placed on tables. Gauze curtains hung before the canopy bed, with a figure sleeping dimly visible within.

As soon as A’zhao entered the hall, he instinctively moved carefully like a thief, earning a pat on his little bottom from Murong Yi.

“You’re a dignified Crown Prince – don’t act so furtively!”

A’zhao felt wronged: “I was afraid of waking her up…”

“I’m afraid she won’t wake up!” Murong Yi said irritably, shuffling in his slippers to sit by the bed and began fiddling with his pile of paper packages.

He opened a greasy paper package containing candied pig’s trotters that had long lost their candy coating, cold grease congealed on the skin, with a few pig hairs still visible.

A’zhao covered his nose and backed away.

Murong Yi shook the paper package and said to the person behind the curtains: “Look, I bought Sun the Pockmarked’s candied pig’s trotters. I heard children shouldn’t eat such fatty things as pig’s trotters – they might get stomach aches… Are you dissatisfied? Afraid A’zhao will get sick? Then hurry up and get up to hit me!”

No movement from behind the curtains.

Murong Yi didn’t mind.

Back then on the snowfield, her breath had faded as she willfully left him the realm.

He absolutely didn’t want to live alone, but Di Yiwei and others watched him constantly, guarding against all possibilities.

He couldn’t die, but Di Yiwei and others couldn’t collect Tie Ci’s body either.

He held Tie Ci in his arms, never leaving her side for a moment, always feeling she still had a thread of breath. He tried again and again, day and night without rest, until everyone thought he’d gone mad.

He said Tie Ci wasn’t decomposing; others said it was because the snowfield was too cold.

He said there was still breathing; others looked at him silently with pitying, tolerant eyes.

He didn’t care – if you won’t let me die, you can’t control my madness.

He repeatedly forced Jingxu to check Tie Ci’s pulse. At first Jingxu said nothing, later saying vital signs seemed not entirely gone, but all meridians in her body were completely shattered – there was really no possibility of survival.

But saying this too often became embarrassing, and everyone was embarrassed – he had held Tie Ci for over a month, and not only had she not decomposed, her complexion had improved.

Jingxu was so shocked after checking her pulse that his false teeth fell out – Tie Ci was pregnant.

Whether due to pregnancy or something else, the meridians in her body were slowly healing.

So he stopped trying to die and waited.

She slept too long – sleeping until her belly silently swelled, then unconsciously giving birth. During childbirth she nearly had a difficult labor, and they had to summon Alliance famous doctors to successfully assist the delivery. Now the child was two years old and she still wouldn’t wake up.

No one knew when she would awaken. Before dying, Sangtang had given Tie Ci his remaining internal energy, which could have helped her slowly digest it and protect her vital essence for a few more years. Who knew that in the end, Duanmu, whether from revenge or pity, would pour all his remaining life’s power into her.

As they say, when water is full it overflows, when the moon is full it wanes. Duanmu’s true force was extremely domineering – this infusion immediately shattered her already damaged meridians.

If she survived this trial, her chronic illness would be cured. If not, it would cost her life.

There was no precedent for this; the latter possibility was greater.

This was Duanmu’s revenge and also his compensation – it all depended on Tie Ci’s luck.

Tie Ci’s luck wasn’t bad.

Because in the final battle, the bullet Master shot into her body had pushed a precious medical injection into her.

It was the Alliance’s final supreme medical wisdom, theoretically capable of reconstructing meridians and repairing all internal injuries, but having just been successfully developed, its effects and side effects hadn’t been verified.

This was also Master’s revenge, or rather, compensation.

It still depended on fate.

Fate could be good or bad. Until now, Daqian still hadn’t waited for their true master to return. A’zhao had never seen his mother open her eyes. Murong Yi was still waiting for that call of “A’yi.”

Murong Yi sat by the bed, first checking that Tie Ci’s condition was good, then chatted with her: “We ran into Miaoci Society’s activities again – this time competing in poetry with Alliance poets. I don’t understand – one writes classical poetry, one writes foreign poetry – how do they compete?”

“The third edition of ‘Biography of the Great Emperor’ about you came out, supposedly written by an Alliance person. It’s selling so well paper is expensive in the capital. This guy writes romance exceptionally well, but some details are obviously ridiculous – like me offering myself as a pillow companion, when clearly it was you who offered yourself as a pillow companion that last time, right?”

“In the taverns they’re still talking about the grand scene when you returned from Han Li Han to the capital with people greeting you for a hundred li. They say the people’s tears that day could have saved Daqian from all future droughts. Really, they’ve been telling it for three years and still aren’t tired of it – neither the tellers nor the listeners are bored. You single-handedly supported all the storytellers in the capital. Remember to take a cut from them later. But speaking of which, there really were so many people that day. The carriage stopped at every step, every step, and the roadside earth was worn into pits by people kowtowing. Too bad you didn’t see it…”

“Portraits of you in the West Market are selling for higher and higher prices. It’s one thing for every family in the capital to enshrine them, but why are Alliance people joining in? You’re not even dead yet…”

He opened another paper package: “This is fried quail. A’zhao said he wanted to eat it. By the way, I remember he’s allergic to bird meat? Which bird meat? I can’t remember. I suppose one bite won’t hurt? Right?”

He shook the paper package. Seeing no movement from Tie Ci, he put it down.

He opened another package: “Fried beef patties, one wen each. Ha! Beef costs nearly a hundred wen per jin now. Such thick beef patties would need at least one liang of beef – one wen? You guess if it’s cat meat or dog meat inside? Here, A’zhao, why don’t you try it for your mother?”

As he spoke, he pushed the beef patty toward A’zhao’s mouth. A’zhao bit it and complained tearfully to his mother: “Mother, bad father is abusing me again…”

Mother ignored him.

A’zhao thought for a moment, then pulled out a richly fragrant handkerchief from his chest and pressed it against his mother’s nose: “Mother, Father wants to take a new empress. She came to show off in front of me today. I picked up her handkerchief – smell it, isn’t this our palace’s incense? Hurry up and wake up! You gave the realm to a heartless dog of a man, the dog man marries a new wife, lives in your palace, beats your son – can you really endure this?”

Murong Yi’s eyes lit up.

This little dog son’s scheme wasn’t bad.

Father and son stared eagerly at the sleeping figure on the bed.

As always, no movement whatsoever.

Apparently she didn’t mind husband-stealing or son-beating.

A’zhao wouldn’t give up, pulling out a purse: “Today on the street, another man composed poetry for Father. Women steal husbands, now men join in too. Mother, I ask you – are you afraid or not? Afraid or not!”

“…”

Murong Yi: …Your mother really isn’t afraid.

Getting no response, father and son were used to it. They sighed in unison but weren’t too disappointed, climbing onto the bed to sleep on either side.

Fine, if you won’t open your eyes, then don’t.

We’ll allow you to be proud.

The day was still bright, long days like water, as long as the person remained beside them.

Especially for Murong Yi, having experienced heart-rending, earth-shattering pain, he only wished to open his eyes and find her at his side – then he could endure for a long, long time.

With her there, there would be spring flowers and autumn moons, mountains and rivers continuing forever.

Murong Yi slept deeply, despite experiencing various disturbances from his son: blanket-stealing, kicking, leg-draping, and other tribulations.

After all, daytime brought endless political affairs, personally caring for his son, and personally tending to Tie Ci. Tie Ci had slept for years without even a bedsore.

To say he wasn’t tired would be false.

Moreover, he loved sleeping.

Only in dreams could he see again that vivid, bright Tie Ci who would fight, deceive, scold, but also embrace the world with a heart encompassing all four seas.

Only then could they reunite on the great sea, stroll by the academy lake, roast geese in the library tower, trek through Xi Rong’s desert, look toward tomorrow, turn to see rivers and mountains.

Only then could he place past events in settings, accompanying her through each one, enduring nights of lonely lamp-lit waiting, forgetting the disappointment of long waiting without arrival. When dawn broke bright, he could open his eyes with courage to face tomorrow.

He smiled in his dreams, murmuring: “…Mm, two men aren’t necessarily not intimate.”

He dreamed of beside Liuxiang Lake in Hehuan Forest, helping the male-disguised Tie Ci wash her hair.

Wind swept across the lake surface, lotus leaves spread like fields on the opposite shore, flowers sleeping beneath green plates, vines standing gracefully in blue water, mandarin ducks intertwining necks beneath the water’s surface and vines, swans with heads buried, deep red beaks emerging between snow feathers, clear sounds of rippling water, long hair black as satin spreading between fingers.

The atmosphere was so intimate, as if hidden everywhere were tender glances and inexpressible feelings.

But that time had already passed with bewilderment.

…Suddenly a familiar voice unheard for years pressed against his ear, saying sinisterly: “Speak! Which man?”

Murong Yi instantly returned from the boundary between confusion and wakefulness. Before he could speak or open his eyes, tears were already streaming down onto the hand at his neck.

He didn’t move, smiling through tears and whispering softly:

“You.”

……

Dawn broke again, turning among vermillion pillars and red eaves.

Climbing over bright corridors, crossing small gardens, passing through half-open shrine doors, touching the ancestral tablet on the altar.

Illuminating that row of gold characters on black background: “Spirit Tablet of My Master Yun Buci.”

The dawn light slowly passed over the ancestral tablet, through doors and rooms, over layers of rooftops and the morning’s straight, intersecting city roads, through deep, lengthy city gates. Wherever it passed, green grass flourished and flowers bloomed fragrantly.

Among the verdant grass and abundant flowers, embraced by mountains, was the capital’s newly built cemetery. White marble tombstones gleamed with warm luster in the sunlight, and spring breezes were gentle here.

Near Qingming Festival, people gradually came up the mountain to tend graves. Sunlight continued climbing, illuminating a tombstone atop the mountain. This tombstone was different from others – made entirely of white jade, like its owner who in life was pure as frost and snow, untainted by worldly dust.

Someone with early-graying temples played a flute before the stone, the melody cheerful – the dance tune he and she had danced to on Ghost Island.

Once in a lifetime.

Beside this tombstone stood another, carved in the shape of cherry blossoms, quite playful and lovely. Fresh flowers with dewy pearls now lay before it, rustling in the spring breeze.

Like a woman’s lively laughter.

Sunlight illuminated the capital and also Xi Rong. Han Li Han Desert was no longer desert – a thousand qing of fertile soil sowed with countless people’s laughter and hope.

Yet a hundred li in radius was bordered by hedges, within which grass swayed, dimly revealing a small courtyard.

Shepherds said this was a mysterious place where a pair of powerful demons were buried. So mortals were not permitted to approach.

This gave rise to many beautiful myths on the grassland.

Others said they weren’t demons but a pair of heroes who saved all of Daqian.

At the moment of heaven’s collapse, they supported the sky, tore through the firmament, and threw an extra blazing sun back to the stars.

People would argue briefly, look through the man-high grass at that courtyard empty for many years, then stop debating.

Heroes or demons, all would eventually return to dust.

Outside the hedge, in the crowd, a shepherd girl waved her whip to drive the flock, turning to look at that small courtyard.

She remembered that courtyard, remembered those two beautiful people. Later they suddenly disappeared, leaving only the small courtyard to age in flowing sunlight and years.

They must have gone to a very, very distant place.

But it didn’t matter – she would always remember.

The flock ran joyfully under sunlight, gradually disappearing into the distance.

The small courtyard gradually decayed in time. On the weathered steps, a bunch of wildflowers had appeared at some unknown time.

Sunlight gently covered them, bright present and ancient past coexisting.

(The End)

Author’s Postscript:

The complete book is finished. I don’t plan to write an afterword currently, nor do I have any schedule for a new book, because my contract with Xiaoxiang has expired, and my two books contracted with the group are both completed. All affairs are settled with no remaining concerns. Now I have gained precious freedom and plan to extend these free days as long as possible. What comes after – I won’t discuss plans or the future, leaving everything to time and opportunity.

Xiaoxiang is also about to undergo renovation, and everything seems to be drawing a period to over ten years of writing. Before the bustling crowds disperse, let me first bid farewell with no fixed return date. Thank you for accompanying me along this journey. May memories age but people remain young in future days, may old friends be gone but green mountains remain, may spring colors always be good, and waters broad with skies long.
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